| Introduction

At the end of the eighteenth century, Guillaume André Villoteau observed
{hat Arab music evoked powerful emotions. Leading a musicological
research team as part of Napoleon’s scientific mission to Egypt (1798—1799),
h described a typical performance that he and his team had attended. As he
noted, when the religious singers prolonged certain syllables, rendered their
welodic creations with lavish embellishments, and repeated some passages
several times at the request of the ecstatic listeners, they provoked bursts of
enthusiastic exclamations and highly impassioned gestures. Admitiing his
fuck of appreciation for the music, and even his team's annoyance at what to
(lem seemed a bizarre display of passion and unreasonably extravagant
praise for the performers, Villoteau declared that the phenomenon he had
wilnessed was integral to the musical disposition of the Egyptians. He stated
ihut such responses were difficult for outsiders to comprehend or appreciate,
adding that “it is pointless to pass an absclute judgment against the taste of a
whole nation” (1826: 209),!

Later, an Easterner had an opportunity to experience European music
¢losely and to record his own impressions. Visiting the island of Malta in
{834, then London in 1854 and France in 18535, the celebrated Arab writer
Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq attempted to explain how music of the West
vompared with its Eastern counterpart.” Discussing the variety of ways in
which the two musics differed, for example in the use of notation and
litrmony in the former as compared to the emphasis on modal variety
und rhythmic flexibility in the latter, he took special notice of how each of
lite two musics affected the listener. As he explained, whereas Europe’s
usic was ideally suited for representing images and concepts, music of the
Arab Near-East specialized in the evocation of intense emotions. Accord-
ingly, the latter, which was “concerned entirely with tenderness and love”

' After his visit to Egypt, Guillaume André Villotean (1759-1839) published a number of
works on Egyptian music. Among them were two volumes of the collection Description de
I"EEgypte, which contained the various reports of the Napoleonic Expedition.

wl-Shidyaq played the mnbir, a long-necked string instrunient for his own leisure. He also
made frequent references to the music and dance practices of the time, particularty in Egypt
(see al-Matwi 1989: 768-777 and al-Shidyaq 1966: 96-99).
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relationship between music and trance cross culturally, spoke in superlative
terms of the Arab predisposition toward trance experiences. He stressed that
of all world peoples, Arabs make the strongest association between music
and trance and that such association applied to both sacred and secular
practices.’

In the Arab world, the comparative image painted by al-Shidyaq was
echoed by later theorists, critics, and listening connoisseurs. Indeed, “East-
versus-West™ characterizations became quite prevalent. Since the late
nineteenth century the Easterners’ attempts to define themselves musically
have been accompanied by a strong desire to emulate Lurope as a “superior,”
or “culturally advanced™ model of civilization, but at times also by an urge to
defend the indigenous music and to recognize it on its own aesthetic terms.
At the Congress of Arab Music held in Cairo in 1932, an event that brought
together renowned composers, theorists, educators and musicologists from
Europe and the Near East, one Bgyptian participant, Muhammad Fathi,
pleaded that the mostly-European Congress Committee on Musical Instru-
ments fully condone the introduction of European instruments into Arab
music, because such instruments possessed tremendously varied expressive
means and depictive powers. He added that the “Oriental” instruments were
suited for nothing except the expressing of love and infatuation.® By com-
parison, the mid-twentieth century theorist and violinist Tawfiq al-Sabbagh
of Syria chided those who, as he put it, give up Near-Eastern music in favor
of Western music, considering them not only culturally biased but also
ignerant of the emotional essence of their own musical heritage. Al-Sabbagh
argued that unlike European music, which he contended placed the highest
premium on technical perfection, Near Eastern, or “Oriental,” music was
first and foremost an emotive expression.’

Despite the differences in the sentiments expressed, the above statements
are similar in that they both allude to an essential affective component within
Arab music. In various degrees, such declarations are polemical and
political, as well as Western inspired and referenced. Even the concept of
“Orient,” as Edward Said writes, was a Buropean invention embracing what
Westerners deemed to be “exotic,” or dramatically opposed to their own
culture.® Nonetheless, intercultural encounters often prompt informative
self-analyses. Like those of Villoteau and of al-Shidyag, who wrote through
“an ear attuned to Arab melodies and an eye dazzled by European rechnical
achievements” (Cachia 1973: 42), the above constructs are revealing

®  Rouget 1985: 253,

 Kitdb Muwtgmar al-Misigd al-Arabiyvah 1933 427, See also Racy 1991a. For more infor-
mation on the nationalist and intellectual climate of this period refer to Hourani 1991:
333-349. ‘

7 al-Sabbagh 1950: 15.

¥ Said 1978: 1-2.
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(Cachia 1973: 45), generated an emotional state that was deeply felt by the
Arab listeners.

As these two accounts show, first impressions can be quite telling.
Through a mixture of spontaneity and scholarly acumen, Vilioteau and
al-Shidyiq shed some interesting light on each other’s musical cultures.
Keeping in mind that first reactions can be highly impressionistic and stereo-
typical, the two at least implicitly agree in their characterizations of
European art music (as being “depictive,” “cerebral,” “emotionally
reserved,” and marked by discreet modes of listening) and of Arab music (as
an art that emphasizes emotional extroversion, the evocation of powerful
sensations, and direct interaction between performers and listeners). Such
characterizations are significant in part because they are reflexive, in other
words indicative of the musical attitudes of those who made them.
Villoteaw’s sense of shock, as well as notable air of scholarly objectivity,
clearly informs us on this European’s musical upbringing and his intellectual
background, which was rooted in the climate of the enlightenment that
engulfed late eighteenth century Europe. Similarly, al-Shidydq’s encounter
with European music, which left a deep impression upon him, highlighted
his consciousness of his own music and illustrated the special aesthetic fens
through which he interpreted the Western musical experience.

Moreover, the two impressions are noteworthy because they are con-
sistent with those made by contemporaneocus and succeeding Western and
Arab musicians, critics, theorists, and musicologists, Since Villoteau, the
apparently overwhelming emotional effect of Arab music and the highly
ecstatic behavior marking Arab musical events continued to intrigue and
fascinate Furopeans. During the first half of the nineteenth century, the
eminent British Orientalist Edward Lane observed the distinct state of
rapture that Egyptians experienced during musical performances and
cormmented on the listeners’ frequent impassioned exclamations, which they
addressed to the vocalists and instrumentalists.® Similarly, during the second
half of the nineteenth century, George Moritz Ebers reported that a German
lady who attended a performance by the Egyptian female celebrity Almadh
was amazed at the singer's tremendous emotional impact upon her female
audience. As “she sang a few verses at a time” (1879: 316), the listeners
responded with highly animated expressions of approval. Also around that
fime, Francesco Salvador-Daniel, musicologist and Director of the Paris
Conservatory, explained that in order for him to learn Arab music as a
theoretical system and to appreciate it aesthetically he had to learn to feel
its distinctive and powerful emotional effect.* Later, the modern French
ethnomusicologist Giibert Rouget, in a seminal work that investigates the

Lane 1860/1973: 354.
4 Salvador-Daniel 1915/1976: 44,
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because they are both projective and seif-reflective. Certainly, it can be
argued that Western music, or for that matter all music, is in one way or
another emotive and affective. However, specifically in the case of the Arab
world, one is struck by the centrality of emotional evecation both as a
musical aesthetic and a topic of concern.

Throughout history, Near Easterners in general have associated music
with extraordinary powers. In antiquity, Babylonians and Egyptians linked
musical sound to the cosmological fabric of the universe and in certain
Semitic cultures musical modes were connected to various celestial and
terrestrial entities. In ancient Biblical traditions, we encounter ample
testimony to the efficacies of music and musical instruments. Also, in pre-
Islamic Arabia, music embraced magical associations and similarly, musical
sound conjured powerful spirits and was thought to exert tremendous
influence upon humans and other living beings. Throughout Islamic history,
religious chanting, which is not considered “music” as such, has evoked
profound spiritual feelings within members of the religious comumunity.
Similarly, secular music has been recognized for its unmistakable trans-
formative powers and at times feared and condemned for its sensuous
connotations and its potential for generating emotional excesses and
disagreeable behaviors. In medieval Tslamic courts, singers and instrumen-
talists are known to have cast an overwhelming emotional effect upon their
audiences. Medieval Arabic treatises on the science of music sometimes
spoke of an organic connection between music and other aspects of the
hroader cosmos. Like their ancient Greek counterparts, the medieval authors
often discussed the phenomenon of ethos, or in Arabic, ta’thir, namely
music’s mosal, cosmic, and therapeutic influence. Music appealed directly to
the spiritually connotative sense of hearing and had fundamental affinities
with the human soul, which in turn was endowed with supreme otherworldly
properties and distinct susceptibility to musical sound. Similarly, in Iskamic
Sufi traditions, music assumed a special position as a medium of spiritual
transcendence. For almost a thousand years, numercus mystical practices
have incorporated music and dance as catalysts for experiencing wajd, or
religious ecsiasy.®

Today, the direct association between music and emotional transforma-
tion pervades the performers’ and listeners” world. Modern Arab musicians
and musical connoisseurs stress that above all, Arab musi¢c must engage
the listener emotionally. Frequently heard are statements such as al-fann
ihsds, which means “art [namely music], is feeling.” After a performance
that took place in Los Angeles, I heard a young Arab man explain to his
Western companion: “This music is different; it really forces one to become
immensely involved both emotionally and physically.” In a small gathering,

®  For further historical information, see Henry George Farmer 1929/1973 and 943,
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after hearing an-improvisation I performed on the ndy (reed-flute), one
middle-aged Arab woman said: “The music makes me cry, the sound
of the instrument is overpowering.” In the same gathering, an Arab uni-
versity professor described his profound emotional reactions somewhat
philosophically: “There is something powerful, almost sinful about this
instrument.” Similarly, members of the musical public utilize various
emotion-based criteria for judging the performances of the traditional
vocalists and instrumentalists. Listeners often describe their own musical
sensations through such metaphors as becoming intoxicated and losing
the sense of time. Comparably, musicians speak about a.haunting state of
nspiration they sometimes experience before and while performing.

The emotive orientation of Arab music is also “played out” during the
traditional performance events. Unlike the formal Western classical concert,
the Arab performance tends to be highly interactive and emotionally
charged.' The listeners’ reactions to the music are quite demonstrable and
often appear involuntary and virtually uninhibited. Furthermore, the music
elicits a distinct variety of vocal exclamations, typically voiced by the
listening connoisseurs, gestures that remind us of the performances that were
held at the opulent courts of Baghdad during the ‘Abbasid era.!!

Certainly, modern technology and Western cultural and artistic values
have made deep inroads into Arab life. During the early twenticth century,
Arab music witnessed the growing influence of European music theory, the
use of Western notation, and the assimilation of various Western instru-
ments, compositional techniques, and methods of musical instruction. By
World War 11, many indigenous musical genres and performance manner-
isms had gradually disappeared or had been drastically transformed. In some
cases, comments such as “music is feeling” are intended to bemoan, and
indirectly attest to the erosion of the tradifional musical aesthetic. Today,
some may argue that the emotive emphasis of Arab music is something of the
past, or that such emphasis becomes more obvious the further we go back in
time, However, despite the recent climate of change, the affective dimension
continues to dominate certain performance repertoires and to have a strong
influence upon music related cutlooks and behaviors.

In Arab culture, the merger between music and emotional transformation
is epitomized by the Arabic concept of rarab, which may not have an exact
equivalent in Western languages. Widely encountered in medieval writings
on music and musicians, it is still current today and denotes a number of
closely related phenromena. First, the word is used generically as a reference
to the indigenous, essentially secular music of Near-Eastern Arab cities. In

' For this reason I have found it preferable not to use the word “concert” in reference o tradi-
tional Arab performances. '
U Bee Sawa 1981: 73-86, and 1989: 159-164.
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other words, it denotes the theoretically based, modally structured, and
professionally oriented tradition of music making, a domain that Western
scholars sometimes refer to as “art music.” The term tarab is similar in
meaning to the word fann, which literally means “art,” or “craft,” and has
been used in reference to the local urban music.'? Quite prevalent is the
expression fann al-tarab, which means “the art of farab” and similarly
denotes the music as an artistic domain. In a more specific sense however,
the word “tarab” refers to an older repertoire, which is rooted in the pre-
World-War I musical practice of Egypt and the East-Mediterranean Arab
world and is directly associated with emotional evocation. |

The term “tarab” also describes the musical affect per se, or more specif-
ically, the extraordinary emotional state evoked by the music. In this sense,
the term has been frequently used in medieval and modern writings on music
and musicians. Similarly, the word mufrib (female, mugribah) is a standard
designation for the tarab singer, or the provider of tarab ecstasy. Comparably
alat al-farab, which means “tools of tarab music” or “instruments of tarab
evocation,” refers to musical instruments, especially those associated with
tarab music.

Tn familiar terms, tarab can be described as a musically induced state of
ecstasy, or as “enchantment” (Danielson 1997: 11-12), “aesthetic emotion”
{Lagrange 1996: 17) and “the feeling roused by music™ (Shiloah 1993: 16). In
this book the familiar term “ecstasy” is used because it appears relatively
flexible and capable of being redefined to fit the musical phenomenon being
studied, Tn fact, the word “ecstasy” has been included in some English—Arabic
dictionaries as one of the eguivalents of tarab.' Furthermore, the basic
nuances and commotations of the word “tarab” as commonly used today are
consistent with the concept of “ecstasy” as explained in standard English
sources. Accordingly, ecstasy, like tarab, implies experiences of emotional
excitement, pain or other similarly intense emotions, exaltation, a sense of
yearning or absorption, feeling of timelessness, elation or rapturous delight."
Moreover, the term “ecstasy” tends to fit the various conditions associated
with tarab as a transformative state, for example those connected with intoxi-
cation, empowerment, inspiration, and creativity.” The term has also been
commeonly used by modern ethnomusicologists to indicate states of conscious-
ness that are musically based, and in some cases also mystically oriented.'®

For more information on tarab as an urban mainstream and on other stylistic domains in

Cairo largely prior to the mid 1980s see Racy 1981.

13 See for example Doniach ed. 1982: 115.

4 See James 1902/192%: 370-375: Sharma 1978: 11; Furguson 1976: 51; and Websier's Third
New [nternational Dictionary 1966; T20-721.

5 See for example the section on “Ecstasy and Raprure” in Underhill 1955/1974: 358-379 and
the discussions in Waugh 1989: 132 and Ghose 1982: 788.

16 See for example Becker 1983: 75 and During 1988.
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This book explores tarab as a multifaceted domain within which the
music and its ecstatic influence are conceptually and experientially inter-
linked. The setting is the East-Mediterranean or Near-Eastern Arab world.!?
Although many of the observations and conclusions apply to urban Arab
music in general, or to a variety of regional idioms in North Africa, the
Arabian Peninsula, and West Asia, the center of attention is the secular
practice in such cities as Cairo, Alexandria, Jerusalem, Beirut, Damascus,
Aleppo, and to some extent Baghdad.™ The work primarily addresses the
medern perjod, roughly from the late nineteenth century to the present.
Envisaged as a moving targel rather than a phenomenon fixed in time, tarab

“music of the Near-Eastern Arab world is studied as an art of creating ecstatic
sensations. A basic premise is that emotive considerations, although by no
means ihe sole motive for making music, have shaped the form and content
of the indigenous music. Given its thematic focus, my research aims at
developing a qualitative understanding of traditional Arab music, and
therefore would complement other more general works on music of the Arab
world or the Near East at large.

My overall presentation embraces a distiner experiential component. A
Lebanese-born performer of Arab music and a trained ethnomusicologist,
Ttend to view this book as a self-reflexive statement, To a large extent, the
underlying insights have developed since my early formative years, through
such processes as learning to play the buzug (long-necked fretted lute), the
‘iid (short-necked lute), and the ny, and learning to feel the music and to
correlate musical feeling with certain behaviors and verbal responses. At the
same time, this book speaks about a broader cultural milieu, as it draws
together the opinions and individual experiences of a vast number of tarab
makers and audience members from such diverse Places as Beirut, Cairo,
New York, and Los Angeles. Tn my narratives, I attempt to create a balance
between speaking from the inside and communicating from the outside. In
other words, I seek “a productive distanciation” (Rice 1994: 6) from my own
object of study without abandoning my intuitions as an insider. Furthermore,
I present the various interpretations in the form of a theoretically unified
“polyphony” with a few conspicuous “leading voices,” namely those of key
artists and experts on the topic.

In the process of eliciting information on tarab as a musical experience,

Y The concept of “Near-East,” or for that matter “Orient” is obvious| y Eurocentric, or Western
conceived. Essentially, T use such familiar and rather convenient coencepts as “Easlern,” or
“Near-Eastern” Arab world to differentiate this area from other Arab areas, particularly in
North Africa,

% The indigenous Traqgi tradition centers around a distinct repertoire and theoretical legacy
known as magam rdql. This tadition and some of the instruments associated with it, for
example the sangir (hammer-dulcimer) and jawzah (spike-fiddle), have counterparts in the
musics of fran and Central Asia, However, the urban music of fraq shares many significant
practices and outlooks with the East-Mediterranean, Arab musical mainstream.
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I came to realize that the duality of my position as an investigator and as a
member of the community being investigated, as a music researcher and as
a practicing musician, can create certain methodological complications. Our
rootedness in the musical cultures we study usually gives us valuable access
to the data and grants us a special air of credibility. At times, however,
playing the double role of performer and investigator, or alternating between
the participatory and the observational postures, tends to place the scholar-
insider in an wnnatural position vis-2-vis other insiders. Furthermore, the
researcher’s duality of roles tends to impose a comparable duality upon the
wothers,” both as fellow musicians or fellow listeners and as subjects of ques-
tioning. Our “academically” conceived, formulated, and presented modes
of inquiry can produce certain distancing and repositioning. Also, because
as native performers we are expected to understand or intuit the music, our
inquiries may strike those whom we are presumably studying as being
contrived, and the issues we raise as being nonissues.

My research is further challenged by the nature of the subject matter. In
Arab cuiture, the phenomenon of musical ecstasy is essentially experiential
and seldom isolated and discussed in direct or clearly articulated terms. In
many cases, neither I nor the individuals I interviewed seemed to possess a
standard vocabulary for conununicating about musical sensations as such.
What tarab fisteners feel can be compared to the mystical state, which
American philosopher, psychologist, and writer on religion William James
(1842-1910) described as being inherently ineffable.!? Although tarab as an
artistic commodity has been socially consumed, informally discussed, and
widely written about in books and popular magazines, {arab as musical
emotion tends to operate within the realm of practice, through a somewhat
autonomous path of creation and recreation comparable to what Pierre
Bourdieu describes as “an acquired system of generative schemes” (1990:
55). For that reason, tarab related sensations are most often expressed
through metaphors, similes, and familiar analogies, as well as implied in per-
formance related conversations, musical analyses, and observable physical
and emotional responses to the music.

Furthermore, 1 came to realize that musical emotions are not only
transient and conceptually efusive, but also private and context-bound. As an
ecstatic experience, tarab tends to occur in relatively distinct social venues,
in specialized contexts that are separate from the fiow of ordinary daily life.
With physical and emotional manifestations that can be quite noticeable,
tarab ecstasy is usually approached with an air of discreetness. When it
becomes excessive or when publicly displayed, the musical emotion can
provoke social ridicule, if not moral and religious criticism. Thus, direct
questioning about personal ecstatic experiences may seem out of context,

9 James 1902/1929: 371
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after the fact, and hypothetically conceived. More importantly, it may strike
A note of impropriety or appear to intrude into the individual’s private
psychological “space.” Particularly when related to socially suspect activi-
ties, for instance the use of drugs, such questioning may make those
questioned too self-conscious and uncomfortable, if not distrustful of the
¢luestioner and his or her motives. Similarly, awareness of being observed
and analyzed, or at times photographed, during a tarab event may adversely
interfere with the natural or spontaneous modalities of performing and
reacting to music.

With these various considerations in mind, my data was by and large
assembled informally and through extended exposure. Although in certain
cases focused probes were conducted, my role as a researcher looking for
causalities, correlations, and concrete proofs often yielded to a dialectical
mode of intercommunication with others who “felt” the music. I often found
myself collaborating with fellow musicians and listeners in an effort to find
the most feasible frameworks for explaining music as affect, as well as
discovering together how enigmatic the entire phenomenon of musical
ecstasy can be. On many levels, my informants, or as I prefer to call them
“"communicators,” were musical analysts in their own right. On various
occasions I was able to share with them my own knowledge and perspec-
tives, particularly as someone who is academically trained and who had done
¢xtensive research on the music of early twentieth century Caire. I remember
one such occasion in New York City in the early 1980s, when T played the
niy in a small ensemble that included the late ginfin player Muhammad
al-*Agqad of Egypt, then in his seventies. During intermission, as the
musicians conversed about earlier Egyptian artists, al-Aqqid was so moved
by my knowledge about his grandfather, who incidentally was one of the
highly celebrated qanin players of Egypt in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, that he pointed at me and said to the rest of the group:
*This man is a hundred years old!” In turn, al-<Aqqad became one of my
major sources of information.*

Such communications provided valuable insights into the performance
practice, but also revealed the extent to which music and its ecstatic sensa-
tions appear to influence the musicians’ self-image, professional attitudes,
opinions about creativity, and performance strategies. As a whole, the field
research provided a panoramic vision of tarab, as a complex that embraces
an aesthetic-experiential core, but also intertwines with a thick network of

* In this book I refer to both this artist and his grandfather, who carried the same name, but
later was given the title “al-Kabir,” namely “Senior” to differentiate him from his grandson.
Unless obvious in the text, I usuatly distinguish between them by adding the designations Jr.
and Sr. to their names. Born sometime before 1915 the younger al-*Aqqid died around 1992,
During the last severai decades of his life he lived and worked in the United States, primarily
New York City.
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cultural values, economic relationships, and social hierarchies. The prepara-
tory work also furnished a framework for interpreting related sources of
information, not onty local musical biographies, critiques, and textbooks, but
also theoretical writings and cross-cultural studies on music as an emotive
experience.

The task of establishing meaningful and mutually informative links
between the tarab phenomenon and a relevant body of knowledge that seems
overwhelmingly extensive and diversified calls for a pertinent methodology
that is both practical and broadly conceived. In this work, the tarab complex
is treated as a research design. Accordingly, T envision and subsequently
pursue four complementary lines of inquiry, namely: 1) a contextual base of
some sort, be it a broader physical or geographical setting, or a certain
expressive orientation similar to what Villoteau had described as “the taste
of a whole nation,” or a specific milieu directly linked to music making; 2) a
performative dimension, in other words the process of making music and by
extension the physical and temporal “space” within which the music is
usually presented; 3) a musical substance, which includes sung poetry and
is directed toward the evocation of musical ecstasy; and 4) the ecstatic
sensation itself. Thus, the tarab design resembles a prism through which light
is refracted into separately identifiable colors. The overall conglomerate can
also be compared to a group of concentric circles that narrow down gradu-
ally, first the broader setting, then the performative process, then ultimately
the experiential core. In turn, this core may be subdivided into the music
followed by its ecstatic effect, if we envision ecstasy as the end result of
music making, or into the ecstatic effect followed by the music, if we
recognize music as the quintessential ingredient of the tarab experience.
Although T address other related domains, such as musical composition
and text writing, this four-part design provides both an analytical base for
investigating the tarab phenomenon and a vantage point for interpreting
related theories and world models.

In the following chapters, the contextual base is studied largely in terms
of what Kwabena Nketia (1981) has described as “musical culture,” as
compared to culture in general. 21 Ty other words, I paint an overall picture of
tarab as a milieu, or musically specialized subculture. Essentially, such
realms as professional jargon, musical training, and music related codes of

2 Others have defined “context” in various ways, For example, such transformative experi-
ences as spirit possession and shamanism, and by extension the ecstatic subcultures
that embrace them, have been explained in terms of patural habitat {Goodman 1988);
evolutionary-neurophysiclogical factors (Laughlin ot al. 1979; 1-116 and Lex 1979); social
and religious institutions and tensions between the sexes (Lewis 1971/1989); and value
systems in different world communities (Bourguignon 1976). Meanwhile, Lomax (1968),
who viewed singing as a prime emotive expression, has correlated specific singing styles
with individual techno-environmental culture types throughout the world.
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behavior are examined in order to demonstrate how in its totality, the farab
culture feeds into, as weli as socializes and streamlines the ecstatic musical
experience.

From a wider perspective, 1 examine the relationship between this cultural
domain and Arab culture in general. Specifically addressed is the extent to
which the former can be considered an extension to, or a reflection of its
surrounding societal landscape, or conversely, how it may differ from other
Arab or Near-Eastern cultural domains. In theoretical terms, do such trans-
formative states as ecstasy, or trance, which are emotionally distinct, as well
as culturaily relevant, or which embrace “feeling,” as well as “meaning”
(Geertz 1973: 134-135), grant the cultural practices that uphold them a sense
of individuality and power, although at times also render them socially or
morally threatening?** Are such practices empowered to modify or reverse
conventional relationships and hierarchies? Also historically, has the culture
of tarab provided an emotional alternative to other more formal, verbal or
iniellectual facets of Arab life, as the late French sociologist Jacques Berque
has suggested?®

With respect to performance, 1 investigate the primary settings and
processes of music making; when and where performing takes place and what
characterizes the typical tarab musical event. More specifically, the discus-
sions address the performance structure; the usual human and physical
ambiance; the role of extra-musical sensory modes of stimulation, including
the consumption of food and alcohol; the listeners’ characteristic behaviors;
and the dynamics of interaction between the performers and the audience.
Similarly, explored are such significant departures as playing for one’s own
ecstatic gratification, without the physical presence of an audience; the role of
sound recording in creating new modalities of listening to tarab music; and
the channeling of tarab feeling through the technological media. Of special
interest throughout the various inquiries are the ways in which the perform-
ance event both propagates and shapes the ecstatic message.

More broadly, the tarab performance is viewed vis-a-vis its cultural
backdrop. Indeed, the concept of performance is complex and muoltidimen-
stonal; probing it closely, like using a camera zoom can reveal NUMmerous
thematic subcategories each with its thearetical nuances and implications.
In a sense, the musical event is an interface between sound and society, a
set of recognizable behaviors that link music to various broadening social
and expressive spheres. With this in mind, I stucdy the tarab performance
both in context and as context. Basically, T use ritual, or secular ritual, as a

2 The distinct efficacy of ecstatic or artistic systems of expression has been recognized by
ethnomusicologists. See Herndon and McLeod 1$70- [20-124, Blacking 1980: 6487, and
Becker 1983: 65-76.

2 Berque 1964: 211-236.
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referential model, particularly since ritual and performance, as concepts
and processes are closely interfinked.* Thus, ask if the tarab event
reflects broader societal patterns and worldviews as well as stands out as
being distinct or special.” In the Jatter sense, does it, for example, utilize
specific symbols or emulate the separation-transition-incorporation pro-
gression generally associated with rites of passage??® Does it embody
“efficacy,” which has been associated with ritual, as compared to “entertain-
ment,” which has been attributed to theater (Schechner 1976: 196-222)7
I also consider the elements of flexibility, spontaneity, anid improvisation,
which are widely encountered in world rituals.?” Ultimately, my probe takes
into account the aesthetic content of the tarab event, more specifically the
ways in which the underlying ecstalic dimension of the performance
contributes to both its cultural connectedness and its individuality as a social
process.

The realm of ecstasy is investigated along a number of related paths. First,
I look into the basic characteristics of the tarab experience, for example the
physical, emotional, and musical conditions that lead to its fruition; who
feels it: how it is expressed or exteriorized by the various listeners; and the
role played by audience-performer interactions throughout the ecstatic
process. The discussions are referenced by commonly held notions about
ecstasy, for example that: it is found pleasurable or desirable by those who
seek it; it has physiological as well as psychological components; it can lead
to heightened mental or creative abilities; it is often difficult to isolate or
distinguish from other “ordinary” states; and its manifestations, meanings,
and functions may differ cross-culturally.®

Also, given the focal position of ecstasy in beth secular and sacred
traditions, the state of tarab is viewed in relation to its counterparts in the
world of religious mysticism. Mystical states are known to vary considerably
in their durations and, as William James (1902/1929) has explained, are
transient, noetic (in other words leading to some form of higher knowledge),
and passive, as well as ineffable. They may be metaphorically or directly
linked to intoxication, or mind-altering substances, and may render those
who experience them particularly susceptible to various creeds or agendas, a
phenomencn that Arnold Ludwig has referred to as “hypersuggestibility”

M nierpretations of ritual in terms of performance are cutlined in Bell 1997: 72-76, whereas
studies of performance from the perspective of ritual are discussed in Carlson 1996: 13,
20-21.

3 For information abont the relationship between riteal and culture see Moore and Meyerhoff
eds. 1977, and Herndon and McLeod 1979: 27.

¥  See Van Gennep 1960: 11—i3 and Turner 1969: 94-203.

27 The informality of certain rituals is discussed in Rosaldo 1984: 184-193 and furihermore, the
flexible nature of verbal performance is addressed in Baurnan 1986: 4.

% Guch traits of ecstasy are discussed, sometimes under the concept of trance, in Targ 1969: 2,
Rouget 1985: 326, Herndon and Mcleod 1979: 120, and others.
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(1969: 19-20). Mystical states are also associated with artistic creativity and
genius, sometimes in the form of divine ingpiration.?

Furthermore, I explore the emotional basis of tarab and by extension,
saltanah, an ccstatic state that enables the performers to produce highly
affective musical renditions. I investigate the listeners’ and performers’
views on tarab as feeling and look critically into other emotion-related inter-
pretations. Although fundamentally agreeing with Rouget’s direct linkage
between the tarab condition and the musical-aesthetic stimulus, I question
his profiling of tarab as “trance,” or for that matter his strict dichotomy
between “trance” and “ecstasy” and the models he uses for.representing Arab
“trances.” Thus, I modify or differ with some of Rouget’s constructs and
provide my own alternative perspectives and analyses, Similarly examined
are theories that explain the causes of ecstatic or trance-related transitions,
for example, theories of sensory deprivation and sensory overload.™ In the
same vein, I revisit the common emotion-based terminology and reassess its
applicability to the study of tarab.

Also addressed are issues of representation, specifically the relationship
between ecstasy and its broader contextual base. Notably, tarab has been
attributed to a variety of local agents that presumably make it character-
istically Arab. Whereas Rougef has linked the Arabs’ exceptional proclivity
toward trancing to indigenous sociocultural factors,® William Kay Archer
(1964: 20, 23, 28) has spoken of *Arabitude,” as a quintessential Arab trait
directly linked to the notion of ta’thir, or “musical influence.” Comparably, a
European by the name Muhammad Asad (1954) has explained the profound
ecstatic nature of Arab music in terms of the indigenous peoples’ inner
psyche, their Islamic spiritual ethos, and their desert, or nomadic-based
unitary transcendentalism.*? In this book, I provide my own outlook on such
culture-specific interpretations, or profile theories.

The music is analyzed qualitatively, in terms of how the various musical

®  These and other attributes of the mystical state have been presented in Sharma 1978: 16,
Huxiey 1954, Winkelman 1986, and Myerhoff 1975, as well as in James 1902/1929. Further-
more, the relationship between mystical ecstasy and artistic creativity has beer expounded in
Underhill 1955/1974, Khan 1988, Nasr 1987, and the various excerpts in Godwin ed. 1987,

® Theories of sensory deprivation and sensory overload have been widely discussed and
applied. See for example Tart 1969, Ludwig 1969, Crapanzano 1973, and Besmer 1983, as
well as Rouget, who associates trance with overload and ecstasy with deprivation (1985:
3-12). Rouget, however (1983: 315-326) rightfully cautions against assunting direct or
predictable causalities between music and possession trance, for example those established
by Neher 1962 and Needham [967/1979. Similar caution is expressed in Blacking 1968 and
1980, Erlmarn 1982, and DjeDje 1984,

1 Rouger 1985: 298,

* Asad, whose original name was Leopold Weiss, was born into a Jewish family in Galicia,
now in Poland. A convert to Islam, he was a noted scholar and writer who traveled exten-
sively in the Arab world and at one time was a correspondent for Die Frankfurter Zeitung,
see “The Legacy of Muhammad Asad,” n.d.: 18-19.
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elements, techniques, and maneuvers operate ecstatically. Accordingly, 1
investigate such individual realms as texture, ornaments, text—music rela-
tionships, cadential patterns, improvisation, modality, microtonal subtleties,
and rhythmic applications. Also studied are the ways in which the various
musical components operate on the level of composition and in the con-
text of actual music performance. Comparably, I provide an extended
treatment of the lyrics. Incorporating nuinerous textual illustrations, the
discussions introduce the essential poetical genres, the typical literary styles,
and the basic thematic motifs. Most importantly, the study offers explana-
tions of how the lyrics as sung love poems contribute to the overall ecstatic
experience.

Meanwhile, I examine a number of theories that deal with music and
emotion. Here, the underlying themes include a) how and why music affects
us, b) the connection between music’s affect and its abstract, or nonrepre-
centational tendencies, and ¢) the role of musical syntax in emotional
arousal.® Similarly investigated are the correlations made between specific
musical styles or compositional designs and ecstatic evocation.* In this
regard, I do not agree with Rouget’s assumption that semantics, or verbal
meaning, is an absolute prerequisite for trance-related experiences among
the Arabs and argue instead for a more flexible and multidimensional rela-
tionship between music and emotional transformation.

Finally, this book reintegrates the various compoenents of the tarab
complex and places them in a broader world setting, T aliude to the connec-
tions between tarab and comparable phenomena outside the Arab Near-East,
as well as between tarab music and local musical styles that emerged and
became influential during the last few decades. Demonstrating the impact of
recent intercultural contacts and patterns of globalization upon Arab music
in general, [ present an encompassing view of tarab as a world culture and
aesthetic experience.

3 For explanations of how or why music affects us emotionafly, see for example Langer 1953:
125-132, Storr 1892: 64, and Tame 1984,

3 Music's abstract nature and its unique ability to transcend literal representations or depictions
of standard emotions was particularly expounded by Susanne Langer (19421979: 219) and
similarly argued for in Scruton 1974, Newcomb 1984, Budd 1985: 175, Kivy 1989: 238,
and Davies 1994, The notion that music defies semantic representation was advanced by
ethnomusicologist and masic thinker Charles Secger (1961: 77-80).

35 Djscussion on musical syntax and emotional arousal appear in Meyer, 1956.

% along these lines Rouget chserves that trance-related musics are generally part of the local
cultures’ prevalent or mainstream musical language, but also display such typical features as
abrupt thythmic changes or breaks, gradual acceleration in tempo, and erescendo, namely
gradual increase in volume (1985: 04104 and 81, 91). Meanwhile, “Redundancy through
time™ has been discussed in Herndon and McLeod 1979: 113-114. As far as compusitional
processes are concerned, Robert Jourdain speaks of the necessity of achieving a balance
between stability and consistency on the one hand, and deviation and variation on the other
(1997: 312).
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‘Tarab can be viewed as a specialized cultural domain, Sometimes referred to
as alam al-tarab, “the world of tarab,” thig domain encompasses artists,
repertoires, and music related ideologies, attitudes, and behaviors, including
ways of listening and reacting to music. The farab culture is also associated
with a crafi-based jargon pertaining to social, technical, and professional
aspects of music making and with certain musical values and outlooks.
Public ambivalence toward the tarab profession is deeply rooted, but often
yields to, or coexists with full Tecognition of the established tarab artist.
Although members of the tarab community tend to come from relatively low
economic and social ranks, successful male or female artists, especially
singers, may rank among the wealthy and influential members of Arab
society.

As a group, ahl al-tarab, “the people of tarab,” incorperate an indigenous
professional milieu of vocalists, instrumentalists, composers, and text
writers. This category may also be extended to peripheral specializations, for
example makers of tarab instruments such as the “0d, ganin, and ndy. Also
somewhat tangentially, it includes Arab-music academicians and conserva-
tory staff-members. Although the concept of tarab has strong professional
overtotes, the tarab world tends (o overlap with the domain of the accom-
plished farab amateurs, who perform for their own gratification. Indirectiy
attached to this world are the local Tusic critics, journalists, and biographers
and even recording engineers, Meanwhile, the intellectual endeavors of the
music theorists essentially remain distinct from the world of the hard-core
muosical entertainer, Theorists, whose published works usually take the form
of editions or commentaries on medieval treatises, or convey abstract and
systematized melodic and thythmic theories, belong to a community
basically separate from that of the radio-station composer, nightclub instru-
mentalist, and the like. Totally extraneous to this domain are Western and
Arab performers and composers of European music. Finaily, the world of
tarab embraces the jumhir, or “audience,” particularly the listening connois-
seurs. The performers and their public are interconnected economically,
socially, and emotionally,

Essentially, (arab is an urban phenomenon native to cities such as Cairo,

15
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Beirut, and Damascus. Tarab artists are either born in these cities or have
lived a good portion of their lives in, or were amply exposed to, urban
centers where tarab had been established as a craft. After World War II, with
the growth of urbanization, the popularization of tarab music through the
modern mass media, and the emulation of Cairo’s musical model in neigh-
boring urban comununities, the practice and appeal of East-Mediterranean

tarab music has been widely expanded.

Gender roles

At least outwardly, farab projects a strong male orientation. In the medieval
courts, many women excelled in singing and playing the <id, some even
amassing considerable fame and prestige. However, throughout history the
position of femnale entertainers has been directly challenged by conservative
attitudes. Commeniing on the status of female professional musicians in
Tunisia, L. JaFran Jones wrole:

Perhaps never adequately isolated within a blurred gamut of “pleasures” — divine and
profane — music has always been a controversial legal and social issue in orthodox
Islam. While its attraction for peoples under the domination of Istam has been
irresistible, the compulsion on the part of pious guardians of public probity to
condemn il has been equally inevitable, (1987: 69)

In traditional Arab society, women aré expected to demonstrate the virtue of
hasham, or “propriety as a voluntary gesture that earns them respect and
raises their position in a male dominated society” (Abu-Lughod 1986:
103-117). It is generally believed that for women, pursuing mMusic profes-
sionally is incompatible with private family life and with the established
norms of social decorum, as the life of the tarab singer Almadh (1860-1896)
illustrates. When her male singing competitor <Abduh al-Hamull (1841-
1901) married her, he felt compelled to prevent her from pursuing the singing
profession altogether, although he himself continued to lead an active career
as a singer and composer.! A comparable attempt to uphold the common
standards of decency was made by Umin Kulthiim {ca. 1904-1975) and her
family at the very beginning of this singer's performance carcer. When she
saw her picture at the center of an advertisement announcing her perform-
ances, she reportedly cried of embarrassment. Her father, Shaykh Tbrahim,
who permitted her to sing only a religious repertoire consisting mostly of
qas@’id and tawdshih, refused to allow her performances (o take place until

I Al-Khulas ca. 1904: 144,
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the performance manager had removed her picture from the advertisement.?
In her earliest public performances, while singing with her father and brother
as vocal accompanists, she appeared garbed in (raditional male attire, thus
projecting a modest demeanor or perhaps toning down her image as a woman
artist. For several years she sang while wearing the ‘@b@yah (male gown) and
the kifiyvah and ‘ugal (male head-dress).?

However, several factors account for the special appeal of women as tarab
artists. To begin with, female singing is recognized as an effective conveyor
of musical ecstasy. In various historical epochs, male audiences have
marveled at women who sing, partly because the ecstasy conveyed by their
voices was supposedly reinforced by their physical appearance. In a book on
tarab in the Mameluk period, we read that:

the princes used to prefer the female singer over the male singer and so did the upper
class and the common people . . . Undoubtedly, the jawdr? (female slave-singers) had
an at(ribute that made them rise above the male singers. that is if they enjoyed a
suitable and beautiful voice, and certainly if they were attractive. It is [physical]
beauty, added to the beauty of the voice, that gave them distinction above the male
singers and made them preferable. In the case of the former [the females], the listener
is undoubtedly captivated by two things, whereas in the case of the latter [the males]
he is captivated by one thing, namely the beauty of the voice and nothing
else . . . Indeed, Plato was not far off when he said that the singing of beautiful
females evokes desire and ecstasy {tarab). (al-Bagli 1984: 65-66)

Female singing retained its mystique during and after the nineteenth century.
It seems ironic that al-Hamiili, who barred his wife from entertaining in
public, had married her reportedly because he was deeply enamored by her
singing. Even those who criticized the female singers on musical bases
sometimes admitted that these singers’ sexual identity was a factor in their
popularity. In the early twentieth century, Kamil al-Khulag (1880-1938), an
Egyptian composer, theorist, and musical thinker, wrote an encompassing
treatise in which he attempted to familiarize his gemeration with the
rudiments of Near-Eastern music and to reform the musical culture in light
of the modern scientific and coltural accomplishments of the West. In it, al-
Khula‘T remarked with characteristic pessimism that, “as typical everywhere
and at all times,” the femnale singers are pathetically ignorant of their art and
that in the eyes of many “nothing redeems them except that they are women”
(ca. 1904; 91).

Since the early twentieth century, the status and visibility of female
singers has improved significantly. Many achieving fame as recording artists

* See Butrus 1967: 127.
¥ See Fernea and Bezirgan eds. 1976: 145. For further information about the professional
dilemmas of female singers and dancers in Egypt, see Nieuwkerk 1995.
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and film stars, modern female artists have been working closely with male
accompanists, composers, and lyricists. Some teach at public and private
academies and occupy powerful positions in various music related peda-
gogical and government bureaucracies. Above all, countless women have
excelled as tarab artists. Notwithstanding the historical centrality of the male
perspective and the tensions that have surrounded female artistry, the tarab
culture grants women qualitative importance in an area considered quint-
essential to affective tarab making, namely singing.

Learning Tarab

Tarab performers tend to share certain learning experiences. The long
process of becoming a tarab artist usually consists of five different phases: 1)
the appearance of talent, usually during childhood; 2) musical obsession,
accompanied by struggle against family and cultural barriers; 3) family and
societal recognition of budding talent, and in some cases reluctant acquies-
cence to the novice’s musical desires; 4) training of some sort; and 3) the
undertaking of a performance career. These general phases do not always
follow a strict linear order and may overlap or coincide with one another.

Talent

In the tarab culture, music making is believed to have a quintesseniial
prerequisite, namely talent, or mawhibah, literally, *gift” or “endowment.”
Musical talent may also be referred to as mayl, literally, “inclination™ or
raghbah literally, “desire.” Showing musical talent constitutes the earliest
sign of a person’s potential as an artist. Talent is generally considered inmate
and predetermined. Individuals are simply born with it, and thus they either
have it or do not have it.?

Belief in the innate nature of talent is expressed in various ways. In his
carly twentieth century treatise Kamil al-KhulaT presented an old anecdote
that explains musical talent and, as it turns out, sheds significant light upon
the general ideology of tarab. After referring to ancient philosophical
arguments in favor of the auditory sense, al-Khula“ told the anecdote as

4 See Danielson 1991a.

S This traditional notion of tatent may differ from certain modern Western views that project a
more Tiberal or egalitarian attitude toward musical ability. One such view is expressed in John
Blacking's ethnomusicologicat writings (e.g. Blacking 1973).
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lollows: During a meeting in his royal court, one king claimed that humans
learn to Iisten to music (sama<) by developing the habit of attending musical
ussemblies (majdlis al-tarab). A sage in the group disagreed and said that
humans appreciate music “due to a certain disposition, they are born with”
{ea. 1904: 11). Dissatisfied, the king asked if the sage could substantiate
his claim. The sage responded positively and asked that the court bring in
one hundred babies ten months and younger from parents of different back-
prounds, including ministers, scientists, writers, farmers, slaves, and others.
The sage ordered that their nursing mothers stay away from them for half
# day so that they become very hungry. Subsequently, he ordered that the
bubies be returned to their mothers and while they were busy feeding,
the sage gave orders to have musical instruments (alar al-farab) play at once.
(‘onsequently, some babies stopped nursing and focused their attention
toward the sound as they moved their bodies and laughed. Others abandoned
tnrsing but remained quiet and motionless, whereas some began to alternate
tween feeding for a short while and locking toward the source of the
sound. Others began to move their feet and hands to the music without
forsaking feeding, but there also were those who put all their energy into
fveding and ignored everything else. As the story went, it was then that
{he king became convinced that musical disposition was inborn. Ending
with the standard phrase “and God creates whatever He wills” {ca. 1904:11),
tf-Khulai not only provided an explanation of talent, but also called our
iifention to important corollaries such as the different levels of musicality
nnmong humans and the variety of ways in which listeners respond to music,
wiys that, as the anecdote implied, are also predetermined. The anecdote
ilse alluded to various visceral and emotional responses to music, which the
fiuthor referred to categorically as tarab. As presented in this tale, the indica-
tors of talent are manifestly psycho-physiclogical.

Talent is often linked to heredity. A musician is thought to acquire his or
lier talent from a gifted parent or a relative, typically, a maternal uncle. Often
tsedl to describe the hereditary nature of talent are folk proverbs such as
Jarkh al-bagt <awwam, roughly, “a fledgling duck floats like a duck.” Also
sotnetimes, talent is seen as a correlate to ethnicity, for example Gypsies
Wre presumably endowed with exceptional musical ability. When music
alicionados speak about the virtuosity of the late buzug players, Muhammad
‘Al al-Karim (1905-1989) of Syria or Matar Muhammad (d. 1995) of
[.ehanon, they usually hasten to point out that these artists are of Gypsy
origins and to remark that musical virtuosity, and the buzugq itself, are
"nutive” to Gypsy culture. Furthermore, musicianship may be associated
with specific nationalities or geographical areas. For example, numerous
hiusical connoisseurs stress that the Syrian city of Aleppo is umm al-tarab,
Hierally, “the mother of tarab.” It is also said that Egyptian performers have
# nutural affinity for tarab, as well as a good sense of rhythm and ensemble
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coordination. “They have these things in their blood,” or as one amateur
female singer from Lebanon put it, “tarab was born in Egypt.”

Attitudes toward talent tend to be ambivalent. Talent may be viewed as
a natural inclination toward the craft practiced by one’s own family and
as such may be appreciated as an emblem of familial or ethnic continuity.
Similarly, musical talent may be tolerated and even encouraged if the
talented person intends to become a mere amateur, namely a hawt, literally,
“one who is enamored,” or ghawi, “one who is infatuated,” or “obsessed.”
However, if the family is particularly sensitive to the negative stigma of
professional music making, then musical talent may be considered threat-
ening and basically undesirable. Yet even then, despite its long-term social
and moral implications, genuine musical talent may be recognized as being
mystically or metaphysically special. Actually, some musicians attribute
talent to a force outside themselves, and similarly see their musicality as an
endowment they are responsible for maintaining. As one elderly violinist
from Aleppo reverently explained to me, music is an amanah, namely a
“trust” or “consignment” that someone else (Ged) has left with us and
entrusted us to care for. It is our moral duty to live up to that trust.’

Obsession and struggle

Musical talent usually manifests itself as a burning passion. A child destined
to become a musician shows predilection toward singing or playing an
instrument. Actuafly, his or her musical urge may verge on the bizarre or
mischievous, as illustrated by the musicians’ typical reports about their own
experiences. In his memoirs, the renowned Egyptian singer and composer
Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab (ca. 1901-1991) recounted that as a child he
often missed school because he frequently gathered the neighborhood
children and sang for them. To justify his truancies, he repeatedly gave the
schoolmaster one single excuse, namely that his aunt had died, until his ploy
was discovered after the school master investigated the matter with
Muhammad’s father. As a result, the boy received a spanking from his father,
but that did not dissuade him from following his musical urges, as demon-
strated by one specific incident. One time, the famous singer Shaykh Sayyid
al-Safti (1875-1939) was invited to sing at a wedding in a khaymah, or
performance tent, in Cairo. After walking into the tent in order to satisfy his
musical curiosity, the young Muhammad was soon discovered and chased
out, “since children were not welcome at such events.” However, in order to
make his way back he offered to help an old waiter, who carried a food tray

6 From a conversation with the artist, ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Tanndrf, in Los Angeles in 1990.




Culture 21

on his head, by carrying the tray for him. As the waiter accepted what he
thought was an admirable gesture, the young Muhammad was able to go in,
but for fear of being expelled again he hid ander the dikkah, the performance
sofa, upon which al-Safti sat while performing. He remained there all night
listening to the performance.”

In a large number of cases, obsession is violently suppressed by the child’s
parents and dampened by social pressures. Consequently, the potential
musician, especially the less obsessive {or the less talented), may relinquish
music, at least as a serious concern, or perhaps maintain it as a hobby,
However, in many cases talent affirms itself, thus leading to a general
realization that a} the young person’s obsession is too strong and attempts to
stifle it are futile, and b} his or her talent is impressive enough to deserve
recognition on the part of the parents, the family, and the community,

The following are three illustrative cases. The late ganun player
Muhammad al-‘Aqqad told me that his father and grandfather, Muhammad
al-“Agqad (Sr.), although both were musicians, at first tried to prevent him
trom following the path of music.? Their attitude was prompted by con-
servatism and by a feeling on the grandfather’s part that one may pursue a
profession only if he were to excel in it, or as the grandfather put it, “a good
shoemaker is better than a mediocre musician,” Looking toward a “‘decent”
future, the family insisted on sending Muhammad to a private French school.
However, despite going to school, Muhammad remained musically obsessed.
"The young boy used to tell his aging grandfather after an evening perform-
ance: “Why don’t you leave the qantn with me and I will carry it for you and
bring it to your house tomorrow morning?” At his parents’ home, however,
he used to open the case surreptitiously and “experiment” with the strings;
trying simple melodies by Sayyid Darwish {1893-1923), an innovative
composer of songs and dramatic works, and by others. It was not long before
he was discovered and beaten by his father. According to Muhammad, the
grandfather hated to see others play his qaniin, “as musicians in general were
very sensitive about others using or touching their instruments.”

Gradually, the young Muhammad proved himself a serious Jearner. A man
close to the family, Mustafd Bey Rida, convinced the grandfather that
the boy should jein the Cairo Academy of Arab Music and pursue serious
study under the ganiin teacher there, who happened to be the grandfather
himself. Rida, who also played the gantn and worked as a music instructor
and administrator at the Academy, had himself been a student of the older
al-“Aqqad. He told the grandfather, “Look how you helped me and helped
your son become respectable musicians. Why can’t you allow the grandson
to take a path similar to ours?”

The artist's memoirs appeared in Rif<at ed. n.d. See pages 18-20.
¥ From a conversation that took place in Los Angeles in the summer of 1984.
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Eveniually, the full recognition of Muhammad as a prospective ¢anin
player tock place through a symbolic, yet very significant gesture. Toward
the end of his life the grandfather (d. 1931) gave a well-atiended perform-
ance at the Academy of Arab Music. At the end of the performance, the old
man rose from his seat and placed his ganun in the lap of the young
Muhammad. The gesture signaled the old musician’s decision to retire but
akso his acceptance of his grandson as a musician and successor.”

Another illustration comes from a published interview with a Palestinian
composer who worked for many years in Syria and Lebanon. Riyad
al-Bandak traced his artisiic life back to elementary schoo] in Bethlehem,
particularly to the encouragement of his school principal, a violinist and
music aficionado from Ramallah. When the principal wanted to form a choir
of musically-gifted students, Riyad was one of those chosen, although he
was under eleven years of age. As al-Bandak explained, “I was the only one
able to memorize any anthem that the principal taught us . . . That is why the
principal had appointed me to sing for the students before they entered their
classes every morning” (Munawwar 1989: 71).

Al-Bandak added that his love for music was a kind of a craze {hawas)
and that he was able to learn immediately any song he would hear whether
by Umm Kulthiim, Muhammad <Abd al-Wahhib, Shaykh Abf al-Ula
Muhammad, or others. As he explained, “Arab musical cassicism was in my
blood since T was very young, but the great obstacle was my father, who at
the time was the mayor of Bethlehem” (Ibid.). The father stated emphatically
that education came first, and after that Riyad could do whatever he wanted.
However, becoming a young man, Riyad chose to follow his own passion.
He attempted to find an artistic outlet through the Palestinian Radio Station
in Jerusalem, which was directed by Yahyd al-Lababidi, a well-known
composer and administrator at the time. After auditicning and gaining
admission (o the radio station and becoming highly appreciated by the radio
staff, he composed and sang a song that was broadcast by the station.
Discovering his young son’s intentions, the shocked father contacted
al-Lababidi and complained angrily, insisting that his son never be allowed
to pursue “the path of artistry” (farig al-fann). As al-Bandak vividly remem-
bered, on the following day when he went to the station, the guard prevented
him from entering, thus following the father’s instructions. Upen returning
to Bethlehem, he tried to satisfy his musical passion by performing at
various local musical venues.

According to al-Bandak, a “miracle” brought him back to the radio station
and eventually made him famous as a composer. In 1938 the British arrested

%  This ceremony was also described in the notes on an LP featuring q@niin performances by al-
<Aqgad, the grandson. The LP, issued in New York, is titled “El Salam; Mohammad El Akkad,
the King of the Kanoon” (E} Akkad Records, Stereo RC 412).
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his father and exiled him to Greece, thus giving the young artist full freedom
to pirsue his art. After World War II, when his father was returned to
Hethlehem and becarme head of the local National Comimittee in 1947, Rivad
relused the father’s immediate orders to join the newly formed armed-
resistance movement, which two of Riyad's brothers had already joined.
lusteud, the young artist left for Damascus, where his already established
fime enabled him to work with the radio station there and to compose songs
fur renowned vocalists such as Mary Jibran, “the Umm Kulthiim of Syria” at
the time (Ibid.)."?

Finally, Souhail Kaspar, an accomplished tablah (Arab hand-drum)
pliyer now living in Los Angeles, grew up in a climate that was musically
¢onducive, although not devoid of family concerns.!" Born in 1950 in a
small town in Central Lebanon, Mr. Kaspar came from a very musical
fumily: his mother sang and his father played the <ud. At age seven, he
showed phenomenal rhythmic talent, clearly demonstrated when he tapped
the theters on a table as his parents performed. Souhail’s father, deeply
tuken by his son’s talent, bought him a small clay drum to play on, but was
also worried that music was distracting the son from schoolwork. As
Souhail remembered, “My father tried to hide the drum from me, but every
time he left the house I was able to find it and play on it.” Realizing that
the son’s obsession was impossible to ignore and feeling that if music were
(v be pursued it had to be learned properly, he enrolled his son at age
thirteen at a music academy in Aleppo. Living with his maternal aunt's
fimily in the Syrian city, Souhail studied at the acaderny for approximately
{lirce years and earned a certificate in percussion playing, After returning to
f.ebanon he performed with numerous artists, including very well-known
slngers and instrumentalists, thereby establishing himself as a career
percussionist.

Obviously, there are notable exceptions to the various adverse circum-
ftances. Certain farab artists speak of encouraging parents who wish for their
¢hildren to learn the musical trade and to master it. In the 1950s, one very
iusical father from Beirut reportedly used the following metaphor to
gsplain his philosophy to his talented sons: “a head without any music in it
might as well be cut off.” The sons grew up to be highly accomplished
junteur performers on tarab instruments.

M Mury Jibran was one of the most accomplished sitgers of the Arab world, Born in Beirut,
Lebanon in 1911, she traveled to and worked in Egypt, where she learned the older tarab
ropertoire from such master artists as Dawid Husni, and Zakariyya Ahmad. Later on, she
lIved and worked in Syria. See al-Jundi 1954: 279-280.

" From an interview with Mr., Kaspar (Suhayl Kasbar} in Los Angeles on Qctober 7, 1998,
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Discovery and recognition

The stories presented above are typical in their depictions of obsession,
struggle, and trivmph, and in their portrayals of the processes through which
potential artists are initiated into the path of artistry. More specifically, they
allude to a very important phenomenaon, namely the “discovery,” or iktishaf,
of the budding talent. Tarab performers generally cite at least one
memorable incident marking their own early discovery by other performers.
Similarly, elder musicians and musical connoisseurs often take pride in
mentioning the names of established young artists whom they had dis-
covered themselves. The discovery process usually constitutes a point of
departure, marking a transition from troubling uncertainties to full confirma-
tion of the authenticity and promise of the novice’s talent. It may also put an
end to personal and familial tribulations by ushering the budding arfist into
a road of specialization, although even then the artist may continue to be
haunted by the prospects of professional struggle and social rejection. The
discoverer, or as often is the case, numerous discoverers, is usually a senior
musician who, after recognizing the talent, may take the talented person
under his or her wing, and sometimes introduce him or her to the public.
Biographies of tarab artists, as well as the artists’ own reports, are replete
with discovery stories. Among the more famous of these stories is ‘Abduh
al-Hamiili's vocal talent being discovered by Murallim Shabin, a nineteenth-
century teacher and reportedly a very selfish impresario. 17 Also well-known
is the story of Umm KuithGim’s discovery by the famous singer Shaykh Abu
al-<Ula Muhammad (1878-1927). We are told that hearing the young girl sing
his songs when he met her at one of her countryside performances,
this senior artist was so touched that he had tears in his eyes and added his
enthusiastic support to those insisting that Umm Kulthtim perform in Cairo.
He reportedly told her father “Oh, Shaykh Tbrahim, it is a pity for the girl fo
remain here, she has real talent, she is a treasure” (Fu'ad 1976: 101-102).
In the early life of Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab there were a series of
comparable encounters, the one with the celebrated poet Ahmad Shawql
(1868-1932) in Alexandria around 1925 being a watershed in the young
artist’s career. Shawqi took ‘Abd al-Wahhib as his protégé and introduced him
to exclusive literary and political circles and to European, particularly French,
culture. Writing modern lyrics for ‘Abd al-Wahhib, the Egyptian poet
encouraged the young artist to create new and innovative musical works."
The artist’s “discovery” usually paves the way for a certain fraining
process. Natural talent, although quintessential to artistic ability, is consid-

12 Kamil 1971: 8-9.
12 Rifat ed. n.d.: 64-94.
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##d crude and in need of refinement. The craft-oriented word khiamah,
which literally means “raw material” or “uncut stone” or “fabric,” is widely
applied to talent in its unrefined natural state, Promising artists whose talents
linve not received the proper attention yet are referred to collectively as
khdmat, or “raw talents.” Such artists may for example appear on television
tilent shows, which have also been credited with discovering budding
thusical talent." The concept may also apply to the voice when it is rough vet
potentially good. A young, musically untrained singer may possess the right
khiimah, namely a type of voice that has demonstrable artistic merit.

Like a raw piece of diamond a khamah needs sagl, or *polishing.” In
othwer words, natural ability to sing or play an instrument needs refining, or as
the musicians’ jargon goes, tandhif, literally, “cleaning up.” What is implied
fiore is that the material to be “cleaned” is of desirable quality to begin with.
Another related need is recognized, namely, tawjih, or professional “guid-
irce,” The tasks of “guiding,” “polishing,” or “cleaning” may be performed
Or at least initiated by the discoverer of the talent. However, in most cases
they are part of a prolonged effort that involves a number of teachers and
formal and informal modalities of learning.

The learning process

fraditionally, learning tarab music has been linked either directly or indi-
recily to religious contexts. Before World War I, a large number of Egyptian
singers developed their vocal artistry through the performance of Sufi
liturgies. Their Sufi training was usually reflected by the religious title
"Shaykh,” which preceeded their names. Similarly, in Aleppo, which was
well-exposed to the music of Ottoman Turkey, many of the renowned com-
posers and performers were affiliated with the city’s Sufi orders, including
the Mawlawiyyah (Mevlevis)." Also, famous singers such as ‘Abduh
ul-Hamali and Shaykh Salamah Hijézi (1852-1917), a tarab singer, actor,
wnct one of the pioneers of the dramatic movement in Egypt, trained their
voices through performing the call to prayer from the top of the minarets.
Prior to sound amplification, the muwadhdhin (or caller-to-prayer) needed o

""" In the last twenty years or so, one example has been the weekly talent show Studic af-Fann on
Lebanese television, In Lebanon, this show is knowa to have discovered and initiated a large
number of amatear and professional musicians, especially singers.

" We are told, for example, that toward the late nineteenth century, Aleppo had more than forty
takdya, or Sufi worship centers (from a report quoted in Bin Dhurayl 1969: 131). Among
those who were directly influenced by Aleppo’s Sufi music were cormposer <Umar al-Batsh
(1885-1950), composer and theorist Shaykh <Al al-Darwish (1872-1952) and niy player
‘Abd al-Latif al-Nabaki (b. 1875)}. The latter two had certain connections with the Mawlawi
order (see al-Jundi 1954: 284289, 326--327, and 328).
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develop a powerful voice, which was a real asset in secular performance
settings as well. A further traditional path toward vocal proficiency has been
Qurranic chanting. The art of tajwid, or the melodically elaborate recitation
of the Quran, entails mastering certain rules for proper enunciation and
textual delivery, developing knowledge of the magdmdt (or melodic modes),
and cultivating effective improvisatory skills.'® Similarly, in some communi-
ties, learning has been acquired through the mastering of other religious
repertoires, for example certain church liturgies.

Tarab music has also been learned through essentially secular profes-
sional paths. During the Ottoman Period, members of various professions,
including musicians belonged to individual professional guilds that in turn
granted them protection and structured their learning and work patterns,
This was the case in major Near-Eastern cities. Historical sources provide
little information on how guild musicians learned their craft, for example
how systematic the learning process was. However, it is generally shown
that the mastery of the craft was assimilated gradually through an extended
apprentice-master relationship, which Ied to an initiation ceremony that
gave the learner formal access to professional work.!”

In Egypt, apprenticeship centered around the fakhr, the small ensembie that
was prevalent in Arab cities before World War 1. Young and promising indi-
viduals treated the takht ensemble as a learning context and as a stepping
stone toward becoming accomplished performers. As indicated by older
musicians and earlier writings, male novices learned from male takht
musicians, whereas females learned from members of the <awdlim, or female
performing, groups. Moreover an instrumentalist, for example a gédnin player,
learned from an established professional instrumentalist, whereas a vocalist
learned from an accomplished singer, typically someone who was Sufi
trained, For example, toward the middle of the nineteenth century, the Egyp-
tian singer and composer Muhammad al-Muqaddam, who mastered the liturgy
of the LaythT Sufi order, had taught a number of Cairo’s singers at the time.'

During the twentieth century, apprenticeship as a traditional form of
musical training graduoally lost its appeal. As we learn from Philip Schuyler's
research on Moroccan music, the decline of the apprentice system stermmed in
part front the diminished mutual trust between masters and pupils, the waning
of the older repertoires, the rise of conservatory teaching, and the fading
interest in old and prolenged teaching methods.! Also to be considered is the
appearance of the recorded disc, which served as a convenient teaching
device, since the recorded content could be reproduced repeatedly and

15 See Nelson 1985,

""" For further information on Ottoman guilds, see Von Hanmer ed. 1846/1968, Hafidh 1971:
192, Racy 1983a: 159, and Baer 1964.

% Kamil 1971: 9.

¥ Schuyler 1979: 25-27.
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learned as such. To these factors may be added the eventual collapse of the
puild system and the strong impact of Western cultural values and institutions.

After World War 1, some musicians continued to learn their craft through
prolonged exposure to teachers, or in some cases from performing parents or
relatives. In this instance, learning would still have relied upon informal
processes af emulation and coaching. However, the traditional modalities of
apprenticeship generally moved closer to, and in many cases were replaced
by, the modern practice of tutoring. Inspired by Western musical pedagogy,
tutors have provided systematic instruction through private lessons and
sometimes through printed textbooks that employ Western notation. Further-
more, tutoring on tarab instruments such as the “id and the ganun have
coexisted in the same cities and even same city quarters, with tutoring in
Western music by both native and Western teachers.

In one autobiographical novel, a modern Syrian writer (Minah 1978)
described his own early efforts to become an instrument player, but also his
lack of patience for learning how to play. Sometimes quite safirical, the
narratives illustrate the salient musical attitudes in Damascus in the early
1940s. Furthermore, they depict the tensions between two methods of
thusical learning, a Western mode that was considered structured and
serious, and a local rote approach that appeared informal and old-fashioned.
The author mentioned his short lived attempts to learn the piano, the nay, and
the 0d. After beginning to take lessons on the violin with an Italian teacher
who taught through Western notation, the anthor met an old barber who tried
to win him as a student. The latter tried to dissuade him from studying with
the Buropean teacher, claiming that he himself taught “the genuine Eastern
art,” al-fann al-Shargi al-asil. Although probably fictitious, one account
shows the traditional teacher’s desperation, as welf as caricatures the old
ways of teaching and listening to Arab music:

With the barber I learned some dawalth [singular dif{ab, an instrumental genre], as he
also used to accompany me on the fablak in order for the bashraf [an instrumental
peore] to become well-established in my mind. Toward the end of the lesson he
would teach me what he called tahmilah [an instrumental genre]. He used to shake
s shoulders while playing. T asked him why. He said “the shaking of shoulders is for
becoming [musically] involved {insijam) . .. Eastern music!; it is arab, insijam,
tunes that cause the body to shake.” T said: “the Ttalian teacher confirmed o me that
music is something from the spirit, from the brain.” e then stopped playing and
shouted: “what an animal! Why didn’t he say from the belly too? How would you
learn the basharif [plural of bashraf] which are the foundation? Music is from the
body . .. learn the shaking of the shoulders, but don't say this to others . . . I can teach
you the rudiments of the craft (usi#l al-mihnah) in its entirety,” (23-24)

The twentieth century also witnessed the proliferation of modern conserva-
tory training. By the early decades of the century, music academies began to
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appear in cities such as Cairo and Alexandria. Today in almost all large Arab
cities there are music conservatories that are typically sponsored by the local
governments. These institutions tend to share such features as: the existence
of two sections, one for teaching “Occidental,” or European music, the other
for “Oriental,” or Arab music: instruction on specific work days; a special-
ized administrative staff; and the teachers’ reliance on government salaries,
rather than on the students’ usually nominal registration fees.

In some respects, conservatory training illustrates the traditional modali-
ties of instruction. Many conservatory teachers are practicing musicians
who had taught apprentices before. Despite the contractual and less personal
nature of the student—teacher relationship, some instructors still expect
a certain loyalty from the students and follow teaching methods that
are reminiscent of the earlier apprenticeship practice. As bearers of the
indigenous musical traditions, conservatories teach men and women to play
tarab instruments such as the ‘0d, ganim, violin, ndy, and rigg, and some-
times provide courses in the analysis of the maqamat, and the traditional
compositional forms. They also instruct students in instrumental genres such
as the diildb, bashraf, and sama‘, and other vocal ones, particularly the
muwashshah, a preparation considered basic to the musical background of a
traditional Arab performer.

Representing a balance between formal instruction and direct emulation
was the conservatory experience of Souhail Kaspar. In Aleppo’s official
music and acting academy, which he entered as a tablah student in 1963,
Kaspar studied with Muhammad al-Qabbani, a middle-aged teacher who
played the rigg {small tambourine) and other percussion instruments.
Percussion students studied on four week days, three of which were devoted
to in-house individual and group instruction. The students were taught a
large number of metric modes, which they were expected to perform and
simultaneously to sing muwashshahdt {plural of muwashshah, a vocal genre
typical of the city of Aleppo) that employed these modes. However, on one
of the four instruction days, the students were taken to a meeting place of
one of the Sufi orders in the city in order to learn through musical participa-
tion. As Mr. Kaspar recounts, the mashayikh {(members of the Sufi sect)
gat in a circle, played large frame-drums (¢@ra, singular ar), and sang
muwashshahac as well as other genres that typically followed a call-and-
response pattern. The conservatory students formed a circle around them
and tried to emulate their performance, while similarly playing large frame-
drums, which are characteristically used in Sufi performances. Accordingly,
the religious men were averse to using such secular instruments, as the
fablah and the rigg, whose percussive qualities they considered incompatible
with the feeling of reverence associated with the mystical performance. The
students were instructed to play whenever they felt musically comfortable,
and were allowed to stop if they found a ceriain meter too complex or
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it to follow. Eventnally, the conservatory student, who received struc-
il und often extremely rigorous class instruction, was able to assimilate
fite of the musical skiils that the dervishes themselves had mastered.?
‘Al the same time, the modern conservatory establishment represents a
inificant departure from the traditional ways of musical learning. Inspired
:the Buropean pedagogical model, the conservatory format tends to
‘tnlize, as well as limit the contact between the student and the teacher, or
hers, Furthermore, using European notation as a basis of instruction, the
rub musical curriculum may incorporate Western theory, Arab and Western
alldge, and in some cases, courses in keyboard technique, in polyphony, and
“the harmonization of the Arab maqamat.”? Most important perhaps,
fiservatories essentially teach precomposed pieces rather than impro-
-Vlsutory skills, which are relegated to the area of modal practice, The music
Sludent whose interest lies totally in the performance of traditional tarab
‘insic often joins a conservatory after he has already begun to absorb the
ksments of tarab from mere musical exposure or from informal contact with
fnsical rofe models,

Furthermore, some tarab artists do not go to conservatories altogether,
thus telying on extended methods of musical assimilation. Others pursue
both formal and informal modes of learning either simultaneously or at
til{ferent times in their lives. The latter situation seems to apply to a large
number of contemporary artists whose skills and abilities are developed
through a combination of the following: informal contact with other musi-
¢lang; listening to recordings and radio broadcasts; private tutoring on an
instrument; joining a private music academy or a government conservatory;
singing or playing with a semi-professional group; learning pieces from
jpublished notated anthologies; and listening to criticism or praise from peer
musicians, Moreover, actual performing remains an important mode of
festrning. I am often told by musicians that the nightclub is the best place to
learn the trade. One Lebanese nay player and nightelih veteran usually tells
novice performers “roughing it up (dak) for a few years in the cabaret is
what makes you a good musician.™?

‘loday’s tarab artists also tend to be musically eclectic. Many are either
(uite familiar with, or even well-versed in Western music. In fact, some

# Regarding instruction al this acadery, namely N@di Shabab al-Uriibah li-ul-Funin wa-ai-

Tumihil, Mr. Kaspar stresses the rigor of the instruction and alludes to students who make
mistakes of who are lax being separated momenlarily and compelied to drill vigoreusly on
their instruments and even to repeat certain patterns for extended periods of time. Tnciden-
Lufly, Kaspar's descriptions did not specify the sect that the dervishes belonged Lo. The infor-
mation is from the same 1998 mterview with Mr. Kaspar.

1 found that to be (he case in Caire in the early 1970s, A lopic of comtinued interest for
Egyptian music educators, instruction in magam harmonization has probably continued
Ikroughout the ensuing years.

IFrom a conversation I ad with this artist in Beirut in the early 1980s.
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highly accomplished tarab artists are bi-musical, an example being Simon
Shaheen. A violin and Gd virtuoso, Simon assimilated the rudiments of Arab
music from his father, Hikmat Shaheen, who directed an Arab musical
ensemble in Haifa. Simon also received formal training in Buropean art
music. Now living in New York, where he leads an active teaching,
composing, and performing career, he explains that the two sides of his
musicality coexist without one detracting from the other. “In the same recital
I may switch from one idiom to the other. When I reset my violin strings

from the Western to the Arab tuning, my mind makes the shift accord-
923

ingly. .

My own musical learning is typical at least of those who grew up in
post-World War II, pre-civil war, cosmopolitan Lebanon, As the following
glimpse illustrates, my own experience with tarab was to a large degree
informal and multi-tracked. The technical, social, and emotional facets of
the tarab culture were assimilated gradually and through prolonged and
unstructured ways. During my formative years, essentially from the late
1940s through the mid-1960s, I was exposed to three types of music simul-
taneously, One was the folk music of Ibl al-Saqi, the village of my birth
in southern Lebanon, music that was performed by shepherds, Gypsies,
and local farmers, at weddings and other festive occasions. Another type
of music was the urban largely pan-Arab style. In this case, the modes of
learning included listening to the radio, to my parents’ 78-rpm-disc phono-
graph, to older amateur musicians including my mother and two maternal
uncles who ail performed either on the violin or ‘fid, and to one highly
skilled buzuq player and maker from the same village. Meanwhile, T experi-
enced Western music through a wide variety of means, including taking
private lessons on the violin and listening to recordings. In fact, the phono-
graph discs 1 heard at home included such varied items as qasa’id by Shaykh
Amin Hasanayn of Egypt, early film songs by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab,
tango hits, and symphonic classics.

In Beirut, my musical education was similarly multifaceted. There, 1
continued to receive Western musical training by taking music courses at
the American University of Beirut, receiving music lessons at one of the
city’s private academies, and attending classes at the Lebanese National
Conservatory. My Arab musical skilis, however, were further developed
through direct exposure to established local artists and by performing with
various mainstream musicians in private and public venues, including
Beirut’s television stations.

22 From a conversation T had with Simon Shaheen in Maine in the late 1980s. Incidentally,
during the last twenty years or so T have performed with this artist frequently. Shaheen has
produced a number of CDs, including Turdth, which features Near-Eastern instrumental
classics. He has also performed on the CD Tagdsim, which, released by Lyrichord Biscs Inc.,
contains improvisation duets for the <id, by Shaheen, and the buzug, by Ali Jihad Racy.
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My assimilation of the tarab culture occurred through informal musical
elleounters, some of which left lasting impressions. During the early 1960s
ity brother Khaled and I met frequently to play music with two highly
talenfed friends, also brothers themselves, a violinist, and an ad player.
During our musical “jam sessions” at their house, our friends’ elderly father,
IHenself a retired performer, always sat quictly in a somewhat dim and distant
viwner of the room virtually unnoticed except for an oceasional glimpse of
fils buid head and thick white mustache. Following our inclinations as young
nikicians, we played what was fashionable at the time, including Western-
t7ed Introductions to the then current songs of Umm Kulthiim, Soon after we
stieted to play, we usvally heard a murmur from the dark corner. As the sons
iypliined, the father was saying: Qassim! which literally meant, “Play
tagiist!™ or “Improvise!” To fulfill the father's requests, which we accepied
with an odd combination of humor and respect, we took turns at playing
truditional modal improvisations. But eventually we would slip back into our
inxlernized renditions, soon to hear the murmur again. For us, the father
#inhodied the tarab culture. Reaffirming the value of modal improvisation,
lio nixo represented a musical link between his generation and ours. His
inediating role gave us direct access to a musical tradition that valued critical
listening, spontaneous music-making, and direct interaction between per-
former and listener. Indirectly, it also commented on the multifaceted nature
il Heirat’s music in the 1960s.

Musicians’ jargon
J

The traditional musical jargon provides insights into the tarab learning-
process and sheds light on tarab entertainers as a professional group.
Heminiscent of, and apparently rooted in, the earlier guild culture, the jargon
i% ertt-based and essentially presents music as a type of manual labor. For
exumple, it embraces such expressions as shughl which literally means
"work,” but denotes performing music especially in professional contexts.
Fiutsitk dlah or to “carry a tool,” may also mean “to play an instrument,”
eapecially in a less formal, or “make-shift” performance, or when the
fierformer is less skilled on the specific instrument being played, for
example when he is asked to play an instrument that is not his main
apectnlty, FIhd shughl, or “it has work” is said of a musical piece with
Intrlente workmanship, Nadhif, fiterally, “clean,” describes a flawless ren-
ilitfon of a musical piece. The jargen also identifies the instrumentalists
iwongh craft-related expressions that point literally to the mechanical aspect
nl working or to the working tools themselves, for example: a raqqdq for
it riqy player, a ganinji for a qantin player, ndyari for a nay player, and so
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forth. In these expressions, the suffixes are similarly used in words that refer
to the practitioners of manual professions in general.

Other usages may reflect a historical correlation between music and
speech. For example, singing is referred to as “gawl,” literally “saying.”
Similarly, the expression yagiil jumlah, which is used for “singing a short
musical passage” literally means “to utter a sentence.”* The profession
oriented words mufrib (male singer) and mufribah {female singer) are
favored by the professional performers. These two expressions may be
used by nonmusicians to ridicule or stereotype professional entertainers.
However, they imply due recognition of the “learned,” or professionally
established, tarab vocalist. In fact, they are preferred over such potentially
offensive designations as mughanni and mughanniyah which mean, “male
singer” and “female singer” quite literally and are usually connotative of the
less sophisticated or pedestrian public entertainer.®

The musical jargon promotes cohesion within the professional tarab
community. 1t also establishes symbolic boundaries between two distinct yet
mutually dependent groups, the musicians and the generai public. Through
specialized speech, the performer can reinforce his or her status of profes-
sional insider. By comparison, a person who uses ordinary speech or reacts
to music through such passionate or romantic expressions as “beautiful,”
“gweet,” “I could listen all night,” may be recognized by the musicians as an
outsider, but also as someone who is professionally nenthreatening, and in a
more positive vein, as a faithful follower or supporter. Incidentally, the
diehard musicians tend to be circumspect in their verbal, or for that matter,
physical reactions to music, unless such reactions are shown out of polite-
ness to encourage an amateur musician. Highly demonstrable gestures are
usually the prerogative of the listening connoisseurs, and as such they tend {o
differentiate the tarab receiver from the tarab provider.

In recent decades, however, the musical jargon has lost a great deal of its
consistency and currency. Not all young musicians seem accustomed to, or
familiar with, the various in-group expressions. Furthermore, indigenous
theoretical terms, such as the Arab and Persian names of the modal steps, are
now intermingled with Western terminofogy, for example the Buropean
note-names. Also becoming indispensable are such designations as “bass,”
“treble,” “reverb,” and “echo,” that are inspired by the ubiquitous tech-
nology of recording and sound amplification.

Tncidentally, in other Near Eastern traditions the song-speech correlation is prevalent. For
example in Iraq, the term gari, literally, “one who reads” or “recites,” describes the singer in
the Iraqi magam iradilion, 4 usage that reminds us of the Persian term kkandan which refers
to both reading and singing.

5 For more inforsmation on these and other musical expressions and their connolalions see Racy
1986.
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Musical manners

In the tarab culture, artistry must be refined through proper socialization.
tdeally speaking, performers and listeners are expected to observe what is
generally known as adab (singular, adab), translated roughly as “manners”
or “codes of behavior.” Prescribing desirable conduct and erﬁphasizing
moral or professional virtues, adib rules have appeared in conjunction with
various professional and religious groups, particularly Sufi orders. In the
latter case, the adab have set behavioral guidetines, for example in relation to
sama‘ and wajd.*® Musical adib in particular, have addressed both the
musicians and the fisteners.

Musicians

'I'he notion of a socially fit musician has deep historical roots. In the
‘Abbasid era, the court singer was expected to possess qualitics that made
him a perfect social companion. On the basis of al-Isfahani’s Kitab al-
Aghani, George Sawa points out that such an artist was appreciated for
his role as a nadim, or “close-companion.” Quite often, he amused the ruler
or patron and educated him about various aspects of life. He had to be
knowledgeable, sociable, and entertaining 2’

Concern about the performers’ behavior was later expressed in a nine-
teenth century musical treatise written in Egypt by Muhammad Shihab
#l-Din (1795-1857) followed in the early twentieth century by a chapter on
the subject in al-KhulaTs all-encompassing book on Arab music.® In this
latter source, the author criticized what he described as the morally deplor-
ithle behaviors of musicians and listeners. He also lamented the musical
enlertainers’ bad image in the eyes of the Egyptian public during and before
wl-Khula’s time, a phenomenon incidentally well-observed by Edward Lane
soimne seventy years earlier. Furthermore, the Egyptian author outlined what

* For such Sufi codes see al-Ghazal (n.d.: 236-269), namety his chapter titled Kitab Adib al-
Samd wa-al-Wajd (The Book of the Manners of Listening and Ecstasy) and al-Suhrawardi's
Kitdh al-Muwridin (A Sufi Rule for Novices) in Milson 1975. For a more tecent version by
Saldmah ibn Hasan Salamah (b. 1867}, founder of the Hamidiyyah Shadhiliyyah order in
Baypt, see Gilsenan 1973: 208-241.

7 Sawa 1989: 119,

# - Al-Khula's chapter (ca. 1904: 78-83) was titled, “Fast fi Adab al-Mughanni wa-al-Sami~”
{Chapter on the Manners of the Singer and the Listener). Here, as in other parts of his book,
al-KhulaT borrowed generously from ancient and medieval sources. He also tefered to the
discussions on adab al-nadim, “the manners of the close companion” in Shihab al-Din’s
carlier work. Notably, al-KhulasT's book appeared around the time when Salimah compiled
his Sufi rules.
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he considered to be desirable social, moral, and musical attributes of
musicians and audience members. Among the traits that he detested were the
musicians’ bitter professional jealousies and the prevalence of intoxication,
especially among a group of performers known as sahbajiyyah (from sahb@’,
a generic name for wine, or alcohol). The author similarly chided those who
entertained at gahawi al-hashish, or “hashish coffee-houses,” a category of
artists he considered particularly vulgar and ignorant of the principles of
the musical art. Meanwhile, al-Khula addressed the composers whom he
implored, among other things, to learn muwashshahat, bastar, and adwar
(traditional compositional genres) in a varlety of magamat, to know the
thythmic modes well, and also to learn to appreciate the compositions of
the foreigners, or al-ajanib, a term that basically refers to Westerners. “That
will make it possible to tell what is good and what is bad in their music”
(ca. 1904: 81).

The modern tarab culture tends to embrace comparable performer related
ideals. Obvicusly now, and probably at al-Khula’s time, practicing musi-
cians learned about such ideals not from books and manuals but rather
through extended processes of socialization. Furthermore, these standards
may not be universally followed or lived up to, and may very well be excep-
tions to the rule. In reality, they may have always represented the
less-common, albeit idealized, decorum. Nevertheless, they can be studied
as part of a broader worldview, a prescriptive behavioral and moral ideology
that comments on the vistons, tensions, and contradictions that characterize
the tarab culture.

The contemporary public, or more specifically the ideally minded
listeners, embrace a variety of artist relared criteria. Visual appeal is
important. Elegance and fashion have played a noticeable role inn the careers
of leading singers and movie stars such as Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab.
Statements praising good conduct appear quite often in musicians’ conversa-
tions, and similarly voiced are criticisms of bad behavior. Often bemoaned is
greed over money and the musicians’ attempt to undercut one another. In
various gatherings it is common to hear such phrases as al-miisigd akhldg,
“music is good manners,” and al-fanndn ldzim yakiin mu’addab, “the artist
must be polite,” or “well mannered.” Likewise, a good mutrib must be ‘aziz
al-nafs, “of high morals,” or “dignified” and muhdfidh <ald karamtuh,
“preserving his own dignity.” An immoral artist is said to constitute an
ihdnah lil-fann, “an insult to the art.”

Likewise, generosity and self-negation are highly praised. Indeed many
stories are told of singers donating their salaries to humanitarian causes or
supporting needy fellow musicians. By the same token, a reputation of being
stingy or tight-handed (bakhil) can give an artist notoriety in artistic circles,
although many famous tarab singers are known for their materialistic
passions. Another common and frequently praised trait is wit. Modern
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artists, particularly instrumentalists tend to show great fondness for humor,
and often possess a vast repertoire of jokes. Joke-telling, like jargon, tends to
function as a mode of bonding amoeng members of the same ensemble and
among musicians in general. Sometimes, musicians are also landed for their
religious piety or reserved behavior. According to one of his elderly
admirers, the early-twentieth-century qaniin player Muhammad al-“Aqggad
(Sr.) was so conservative that he often became uncomfortable if he noticed
a woman in the audience.” Many become more religious later in their lives,
a phase during which their religiosity may inspire aversion to, and ultimately
abandonment of music, at least as a professional pursuit.

Among the musical virtues is also good rapport with the andience. The
singer, for example, must understand that his role is to please and provide
farab, as the word “mutrib” clearly suggests. Musicians’ behaviors and
verbalizations betray a certain hierarchy of roles. Usvally, the patrons are
ranked on the top and then come the patrons’ guests, particularly those dis-
tinguished by social or economic rank, although tacitly a good portion of
the performer’s attention is directed toward the listening connoisseurs in the
audience. Within the performing ensembles, the mutrib, who is typically
the most highly paid, enjoys the main prerogative and responsibility of
cormmunicating with the listeners or of shaping the content of the perform-
ance in ways that satisfy the audience as a whole,

The above social hierarchy notwithstanding, tarab musicians may not
always fulfill the wishes of their listeners and pairons. For example, a cele-
brated mutrib may resent being asked by an audience member to perform a
song by a rival artist or by a lesser singer or even to sing a song that is totally
incompatible with his own style. Some musicians expressed a great deal of
respect for one highly established Syrian singer because he refused to honor
the request of a politically influential yet musically uninitiated listener to
perform cne of the later hits of Umm Kulthiim. The singer politely declined
on the basis that he only sang his own lawn, or “style” (literally, color).
Accomplished musicians may also proclaim that they are “amateurs,” or
huwdr, in order to show that they perform only for their own gratification
and furthermore to justify their refusal to perform in less dignified contexts.

Indeed, certain artists have been viewed as role models to be emufated
and admired. The medieval epochs have presented us with numerous such
exemplars. And simiiarly, the last hundred-and-fifty years have witnessed
many highly attractive perscnalities, the musician written about most pro-
verbially being the Egyptian ‘Abduh al-Hamili.’® As portrayed by music
historians, ‘Abduh fits the profile of the gentleman musician. His personal

#  From personal conversation with Mahmiid Ra*fat in Cairo in 1972.
¥ For writings on al-Hamiili, see al-Khuolad ca. 1904, Rizq ca. 1536 and ca. 1938, Mans7 1965,
al-Jundi 1984, and Kamil 1971.
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fiributes, the auspicious milieu he lived in, and his musical abilities ail
fiiecles him a legendary figure for the succeeding generations. We are told that
b became a favored court companion to Khedive Ismaql (r. 1863-1879),
wlhiom ‘Abdubh accompanied on some official visits to Istanbul, where this
telebrated singer reportedly sang before the Ottoman Sultan. He possessed
élirisma and physical charm and appeared fashionably dressed in a modern
Wastern suit usually with the traditional fez, or headdress. He was pious,
gOnservative, and self-respecting, having once resisted the Khedive's insist-
#tiee to have the celebrated female singer Almadh, by then ‘Abduh’s wife,
il at the court. Furthermore, he was generous, chivalrous, and supportive
il his fellow musicians. He was also endowed with phenomenal musical
filont and a powerful voice that exerted tremendous emotional effect upon
I listeners, ‘Abdub was both a prolific composer who had to his credit
ifowens of adwar, and a musical innovator known for having introduced new
fgitmat into Arab music. Al-FTamill was the subject of numerous elegiac
#atnys and poems by Ahmad Shawqi, Khalil Mitran and others.” Further-
inore, one of Cairo’s streets was named after him.»

(‘omparable attributes have distingnished more recent artists. In her
#stensive study on Umm Kulthiim, the Bgyptian author Ni‘mat Fuwad attrib-
Htedd this artist’s successful career to her exceptional personality, as well as to
ligr musicianship. Accordingly, when Umm Kulthéim entered the public
iitenn, she was a model of female decency. As a woman, her conservative
tuligions background, the image of chastity she projected, and the fuli pro-
lection of her own family all accorded her great respect. Accordingly, “when
il stood up to sing, there was in front of her an invisible sign that read ‘Do
i touch!?™ (Fwrad 1976: 174). She was learned and cultured, refined and
fnithful to her art in ways that differentiated her from the female singer
Munirah al-Mahdiyyah (d. 1965), who reportedly had frequently returned
{i the public their admission fees because “she was not in the mood for
inglng” (ma lahdsh mazaj) or because the number of attendanis was too
dtmidl. Umm Kulthiim, whose career was associated with great composers
and lyricists, was also known for supporting various national causes, and on
# pessonal level, for being remarkably witty.

Listeners

The idea of promoting a cadre of good listeners has concerned the musicians
winl the musical critics alike. In the early twentieth century, al-Khula4

® Suine of Lkese elegies are included in Rizg ca. 1536: 77-92.
Kol 19710 44,
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stressed that the public must be cognizant of the musicians’ needs, how they |
feel when they perform and what circumstances are best suited for their’
performing. He also emphasized that such knowledge is only useful when
combined with good listening habits and a positive outlook toward music
and musicians.

More specifically, the listeners were implored to refrain from disrupting
the performances by voicing their musical requests. As he explained, when
performing the musician becomes deeply attuned to the magam of the
performance, a clear reference to the state of saltanah, or modal ecstasy.
Therefore, a request would be improper, particularly if the requested piece
was in a different maqam. Accordingly, requests must be made before the -
instruments are tuned.”® Al-Khula‘? added that the singer does not have
time to fulfill everybody’s demand, and moreover, “if the singer was not
possessed by farab himself he would not be able to instill tarab in anyone”
{ca. 1904: 83). Further, criticism was directed against false pretense. In other
words, audience members should refrain from pretending that they know
*the fundamentals of the modal science,” for example, saying, “please repeat
(Allah kamdn) this phrase in [mode] Jaharkah, when in reality that phrase
is in [mode] <Iraq” (ca. 1904: 83). Similarly, al-Khula spoke against audi-
ence members who merely pretend that they are enjoying the music, a stance
that reminds us of al-Ghazali's displeasure with those who display disin-
genious ecstasy.

Furthermore, al-Khula4q deplored drunkenness among the listeners, the
vulgarity of “mediocre peets” who interrupt the performance by reciting bad
poetry, the duels of curses and ridicules that “‘our people call joking (tankir),”
coming to the performance merely to show off one'’s apparel or jewelry or fo
gaze at windows, through which women may be noticed in their privacy, and
showing lack of interest in the music, for example, “bothering to bestow
upon the singer every half an hour an utterance of Gk! [a gesture of appreci-
ation] totally out of context™ (ca. 1904: 84). On the contrary, as the author
maintains, the listener has an obligation to take into consideration the
feelings of the performer, and to instill within him the right mood through
affectionate words of approval. “That is what gives the singer the sense of
comfort and the right disposition to engender tarab within you inasmuch as
God [at the moment] has enabled him” (ca. 1904: 83).

Modern critiques of the public are not very different from those outlined
by al-Khulad. Often lamented is the patrons’ indifference toward, or disre-
spect of, the musicians, or their reluctance to remunerate them adequately.

¥ The sudden introduction of a new mode would liave been technically difficult since, at al-
KhulaTs time, the ganiin did not have tuning levess and had to be tuned ahead of time to the
mode of the performance te come. Further information on the ganiin and its tuning is
included in the discussiens on pitch in Chapter 4.
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Also bemoaned is a general ignorance about the exigencies of music making.
In musicians’ circles it is frequently said that the listeners need to be more
appreciative of the performers’ need to have an ambiance appropriate for
producing affective music. Often cited is the lack of truly active performer—
listener communication and the domination of one of two extremes: apathy
(the worst enemy of tarab according to most musicians) or excessive excita-
tion, often marked by drunkenness, dancing, clapping, and singing loudly
with the mutrib, antics that may stifle the delicacy of the musical process and
annoy those inferested in a finer level of listening. Once I asked a famous
violinist from Lebanon why he did not play tagasim in public anymore and
instead presented medleys mostly of metrically animated popular tunes that
the public often dances to. His answer was that in the old days when he used
Lo play, people used to listen attentively and cry, but now they “listen through
their feet.”* In a related vein, one Egyptian musical connoisseur described to
me Umm Kulthtim’s disappointment with her audience when she sang
somewhere in North Africa. According fo the description, she sensed right
away that the audience was by and large “not with it,” because it exploded
with cheers and whistles at times uncalled for from the musical point of
view. The audience also showed no noticeable reactions precisely when such
reactions would have been musically and emotionally pertinent, for example,
at a climactic point following a powerful cadence.® As implied by the report,
proper listening requires the display of reactions that are both genuine and
idiomatically correct.

The performers’ self-image as public entertainers tends to embrace a
certain duality. This is most notable in recent decades, at a ome when the
Arab musical scene has been dominated by new, popular-oriented styles.
Typically, tarab musicians accommodate the public’s common musical
denominator, but also express such sentiments as “that is what they want,”
or “that is what goes (mdashI} these days,” or “we have to satisfy the needs of
the market (al-silg).” As they do so, they tend to live in two separate worlds:
professional reality marked by what may be perceived as artistic expedi-
eney, and an ideal or imagined world of music making. The latter world is
lived somewhat vicariously through memorable past experiences, or
virtually through conversations, reminiscences, and at times informal jam
Sessions with other musicians who share their artistic worldviews.

W Firom an informal conversation that 100k place in Los Angeles in the early 1980s.
% From an informal conversation in Doha Qatar in 1988.
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The Sammi‘ah

The colloquial word sammiah (singular, sammi) refers to the diehard tarab
listeners, or literally, those who listen well.*® Derived from the verb sami‘a,
“to hear” or “to listen,” this usage underscores the symbolic importance of
listening in Arab and Near-Eastern civilizations in general. Musicians
usually praise aundiences and individual listeners through expressions that are
linguistically and conceptually related to listening. Among such expressions
are biyisma‘i, “they listen,” and biyisma‘ kwayyis, “'he listens well.” By the
same foken, a good listener may politely ask a musician to perform by using
listening-related expressions such as sammind, “allow us to hear,” or
something like “delight our ears,” and kullind sam‘n, or kulling samas, both
meaning “we are all listening” or “attentively ready to listen.™ As part of the
musicians’ jargon, the concept of samuni‘ah appears frequently in musicians’
conversations and represents one of the most important entities within the
tarab culture. '

As theaters, radio stations, and record companies provide the economic
base for {arab making, the sammi‘ah form the emotional and artistic lifeline
of farab artistry. Although the dividing line between them and the rest of the
public is not always clear cut, the sammi‘ah tend to share certain recogniz-
able characteristics. Generally, they constitute a minority within the tarab
public. They may either cluster together as a substantial constituency in
a small musical pathering or may be “sprinkled” as individuals or small
“pockets” of individuals within large audiences at public performances.
They may come from different social backgrounds as well as include some
amateur performers. However, in terms of their common interest and com-
parable levels of musical initiation, the sammi‘ah can be viewed as an
in-group, somewhat like members of a Sufi order, or brotherhood.

A sammi is believed to have a special talent for listening, a gift that has
been developed through musical exposure and proper polish. He or she is
considerad naturally predisposed to feeling and responding emotionally to
the music, an attribute symbolically illustrated by al-KhulaT’s aforemen-
tioned anecdote about the sage and the babies. The sammi®s unmistakable
proclivity toward listening can be illustrated by the following example.
A young man from Lebanon spoke to me about business trips he made to
Egypt with a business partner. As he put it, whenever they walked across the
crowded Tahrir Square in Cairo, at times when religious chanting was being
broadcast through loudspeakers he would stop and listen very attentively.
He explained that for him, the experience was profoundly transforming.

3 The feminine of sammi is sammiah, which is also the plural form, either masculine or
feminine.
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“Although he and I are from the same culture, my business pariner totally
ignored the chanting and never stopped. I used to lose sight of him com-
pletely and end up walking alone.”

The sammi‘ah tend to be musically informed. Many, for example, are
totally familiar with the main performance genres, and take fuli notice of
the technical maneuvers that musicians make, although much of their know-
ledge is intuitive rather than theoretical. For that matter, those who do not
perform may not recognize the varions magamat by name. Furthermore,
the ability of the sammTah to listen and feel is manifested in a cnlturally
established vocabulary of gestures, facial expressions, body language, and
verbal exclamations, that all express their genuinely felt tarab sensations.

In context, the sammi‘ah put their musical knowledge into practice.
Forming the basis for meaningful performer—listener interactions, their
knowledge leads to higher musical expectations and thus prompts the artist
to excel. Describing to me the relationship between the informed listener
and the performing artist in earlier decades, the celebrated Aleppo singer
Sabdh Fakhri (b. 1933) used a phrase commonly heard in tarab-related
conversations, namely muhdsabak, which means “following attentively and
judiciously.™® A listener who exercises muhisabah through appropriately
communicated gestures is considered musically connected, as well as ecstat-
ically involved. '

Furthermore, cognizant of the performer’s mental and emotional needs
when performing, the sammi may either refrain from making musical
requests or may voice such requests politely and at musically opportune
times. During an informal gathering of friends to honor the late Egyptian-
trained Tunisian singer ‘Ulayyah al-Tinisiyyah {d. 1990), I was invited to
play the <id. As soon as 1 picked up the instrument, one young man in the
group requested that I perform something by Farid al-Atrash. However, that
person’s request drew an immediate, but polite admonition from ‘Ulayyah
herself. As she put it, “you don’t tell the farndn, or “artist,” what to play. You
fet him play what is on his mind [or agreeing with his disposition, il
bi-mazdjuh].” This reference to the artist’s tendency to perform best and
most comfortably music that agrees with his mood at the time of performing,
reminds us of al-Khula?’s advice to young listeners some eighty years earlier
and underscores the ecstatic implications of good listening habits.

Finally, the ecstatic reactions of the sammi‘ah may vary in intensity and in
the manner in which they are expressed, depending upon the music itself, the
context of listening, and the disposition of the listener himself or herself.
However, when they listen, the sammi‘ah usually display distinct musical

¥ From an informal conversation in the middle 1980s.
% From an interview with Sabih Fakhri in Los Angeles on January 24, 1990,
¥ This musical gathering took place in Los Angeles toward the middle 1980s.
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focus. They also seem genuinely to feel the music and to express what is
felt in ways that enhance the creative flow of the performance. Their mode
of responding to the music reflects a certain composure and betrays an equi-
librium between emotional expressivity and rational control. Their demeanor
is not unlike the mystical trait that al-Ghazali had extolled, namely to be
serene on the ouiside, yet from the inside, to be agitated by the flame of
divine love *

4 Al-Ghazali, n.d.: 266.




3 Performance

Throughout Arab history, musicians, philosophers, theologians, biographers,
and mystics have for various reasons expressed interest in the musical
process: where music is performed, when, for whom, and on what occasions,
It may be sufficient to browse through the writings of al-Isfahani, al-Ghazali,
and al-Khulaq and in the popular music magazines of Lebanon and Egypt to
sense the centrality of the performance event in the tarab culture. To a large
extent, the visions of those who have prescribed adab for listeners and artists,
or who have explained how music affects different individuals, have been
directed toward the performing process. Whether at an Abbisid court, or a
modern Cairo nighiclub, the performance event is recognized for its multiple
connotations, as well as for its distinctive social and artistic character.

Early venues

In the late Ottoman Period, which extended into the early twentieth century,
the musical life of cities such as Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo centered
around a few typical performance venues. Sufi groups, usually with leading
vocalists, accompanying choruses, and in some cases instrumentalists,
performed on various religious holidays. Secular performances were also
prevalent. Some were hosted by wealthy individuals or local government
officials. Reminiscent of the medieval court performances, these musical
events shared some overall characteristics. They tended to be exclusive,
being attended mostly by the patrons and their families and friends, and
taking place within the confines of the patrons’ homes or the rulers’ palaces
or courts. In some instances, the musicians were the protégés of the patrons
and enjoyed their direct financial and moral support. Often such events
occurred in contexts of festivity, for example, wedding parties, circum-
cisions, religious holidays, and receptions of officials. They entertained
music lovers and added glamour and prestige to the patron’s assembly, or
maylis.

Tarab making was also enjoyed on a more popular level. It was often

43
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featured at the sahrah (or evening musical party) typically held as part of a
farah, or wedding celebration. A prime arena for Egypt’s guild performers,
the sahrah was closely associated with takht entertainment. The patron or
host was not necessarily a musical connoisseur himself and neither was the
hosting family necessarily musical. In addition, the interactions between
the patron and the musicians may have been indirect, and based on the inter-
vention of a guild master, although often the musicians, who traditionally
performed in small (takht) ensembles, were well-known to their clients. Held
either in the open courtyard of the client’s home or in a colorful, cloth tent
(khaymah, also called sirdaq, or shadir), specially erected outside the client’s
house, the performance was not strictly private or exclusive and tended
to attract individuals from surrounding neighborhoods. Thus, the musical
parties were likely to include non-sammiah, or even individuals who
displayed the types of conduct that al-Khula4d had bitterly criticized. In fact,
this Egyptian writer stated clearly that, to his displeasure, such behaviors
were predominant at wedding parties.

On the other hand, the wedding provided ideal conditions for tarab
making. As a collective celebration marked by socializing and feasting,
it generated an atmosphere of elation (bast, or kayf) perfectly suited for
producing and listening to tarab music. Also physically, the courtyard or
the tent constituted a relatively self-contained setting for the tarab process,
thus facilitating intimate contact and direct communication between the
performers and the listeners. Furthermore, the wedding performances were
not devoid of sammiah, many of whom followed the musicians faithfully
from one performance to another. For example, the famous nineteenth-
century Egyptian singer Shaykh Salim al-‘Ajiz, who lived for over a
hundred years and continued to sing throughout the later years of his life,
maintained a group of sammiah who came with him to his performance
locations throughout Egypt.' Such a practice was followed by most early
twentieth-century celebrities, Munirah al-Mahdiyyah and others. Older
musicians and music historians speak proverbially of such sammi‘ah, par-
ticularly of their high fevel of musical initiation and positive influences upon
the performers. In the same vein, writers such as Qistandi Rizq and Ahmad
Abi al-Khidr Mansi, both of whom had witnessed the zenith of the so-called
gadim (literally “old”) musical tradition of late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Cairo, used highly laudatory, sometimes poetic, language
to describe the captivating musical renditions created by ‘Abduh al-Hamali
and others at wedding parties.

It is difficult to ascertain the frequency of wedding performances in
pre-World-War-I cities such as Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo, or whether all
weddings had tarab music, or even professional musical entertainment

U Fwad nd.: 158,




.u. m

&
g
=
=
o
5
Early recordmg-artlst Shaykh Yusuf a] -Manyalawi (18471911}, front center, and his takht ensemble, with a phonograph in the back-
ground, To the front right is Muhammad al‘Aqqad (Sr.) holding a ganiin, which used no tuning levers; to the front left is Ibrahim Salin ~
wh

holding a Stroh viclin, which was specially designed for acoustic recording. A publicity photo,




46 Making music in the Arab world

altogether. In fact, weddings were known to be seasonal and irregular,
Reportedly, in order to have more access to performing and thus to keep his
voice from getting “all rusted,” Shaykh Yasuf al-Manyalawi (1847-1911)
volunteered every Tuesday night o sing at a sadrah, or Sufi ceremony, held
at Sitt Fatimah al-Nabawiyyah in one of Cairo’s quarters. Accordingly, the
wedding was “the outlet for everyone, sammi‘ah and tarab singers alike”
(Fwad n.d. 157). Furthermore, the wedding was the main arena for the
‘awdlim, or female entertainers, whose performances are known to have
incorporated tarab, as well as folk and popular song and dance entertain-
ment. As indicated by a number of nineteenth-century Western travelers,?
the female wedding performances were no less lively and ecstatic than the
men’s.

Another context prevalent in the large cities, was the gahwah, or coffee
house. Toward the mid-nineteenth century, Lane described the Cairo
coffee houvse as a popular place which males of modest social and economic
backgrounds had frequented. In i, the sha‘ir, a poet-singer, typically accom-
panied himself on the rabdb al-sha‘ir, or “poet’s fiddle,” as he sang
traditional epics, such as the one about the medieval Arabian hero Abii Zayd
al-Hilali. By the end of the century, there were numerous coffee houses that
presented tarab related repertoires and had attracted a certain segment of
the tarab public.

Although fulfilling specific social needs, the gahdwi (plural of gahwah)
were portrayed negatively by critics such as al-Khula“. To begin with, music
coffee-houses were public and often located in less prestigious, or morally
suspicious guarters of the cities. Furthermore, the entertainers included
female singers and dancers, who were frequently stigmatized as prostitutes.*
Such considerations would have given these establishments a dubious image
within the sexually sepregated society of the time. Furthermore, the coffee -
houses, within which alcohol was often consumed, were considered unbe-
coming of respectable performers. It is not surprising that some celebrated

2 See for example Lane 1860/1973: 355 and Ebers 1879: 316.

3

In aineteenth-century Egypt, the rabah was an upright fiddle that had a quadrilaterat scund-
box with the front side covered with skin. The poets are known to have used one string on
their instrument, whereas the singers used two, their instrument being identitied as rabab
al-mughanni, “the singer’s rabdb.” Incidentally, by the early twentieth century, Egyptian
folk musicians had abandoned the quadrilateral fiddle in favor of the kamanjah, a spike
fiddie that was originally used by the urban musician; see Lane 1860/1973: 356. The
adopted instrument was renamed rabdb or rubdbah, after the older folk iastroment,
Meanwhile, the Western violin had already replaced the kamanjeh as an urban {takht)
instrument and usurped its name.

As Karin van Nieuwkerk shows, the female staff of the Cairo café-chantant, or early night-
¢lub, usuakly sat with male customers and enticed them to purchase alcohol. Although many
were not really prostitutes, they had to contend with the public image of them as fallen
women {1995: 43-99).
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tklit musicians refrained from working in the coffee houses except out of
ilire financial necessity.

During the early twentieth century, the domain of public entertainment
wun gxpanded. In Egypt, which was under British control between 1882 and
1922, the Azbakiyyah Garden was a prime location for open air military-
b performances and European-modeled nightclubs. Furthermore, in
iildition to the traditional coffee houses, the city witnessed the rise of
Western style theaters, some of which were managed by women and had
hield weekly matinee performances for female audiences.® Presenting various
nitsic and dance genres including tarab, musical comedy, and vaudeville,
Hiese places usually carried such modern and somewhat formal designations
Wi masrah (theater), or tivatrii (from Italian for theater), kazini (casino), and
gl (hall, or anditorium).

‘Ihese were some of the main venues that dominated the tarab world
hofore and during the early twentieth century, but continued to exist in one
farn or another in later decades. Other venues must have also existed. There
is no reason to exclude such less formally structured events as the intimate
nisical gatherings of connoisseurs and the private performances of the
ilnteur musicians and apprentices.

Tarab, hashish, and alcohol

Sudies on social and artistic life in the nineteenth and early twentizth
genduries reveal a certain association between music making and intoxica-
tion, By exploring this association, we may gain insights into the nature of
the farab process, and for that matter, dispel some of the stereotypical
iileonceptions about tarab music. According to various historical accounts,
funhish use in the region is centuries old and is known to have existed
ismong members of certain Sufi orders.” Referred to as, “the poor man’s
wine,” it was eloguently described and often praised by poets, especially in

* lor example, one Egyptian biographer was saddened that Amin al-Buzari, a celebrated nay
player, at one time member of al-HAMAITs takht ensemble, was obliged to perform in a coffee
house due to pressing economic need aggravated by the gradual [oss of his eyesight. We are
(ol that at-Buzari, who came from a Christian background, was the son of an eminent
inistry-of-foreign-affairs official who was in turn a companion to Khedive Ismacil.
Al-Buzar's grandfather was the Khedive's special physician (Mansi 1965: 250-253).

* See Danielson 1991a,

{ir example, we are told that in Egypt the use of hashish became established toward the

middle of the twelfth century, during the Ayyubid peried, through the arrival of mystics from

Syria. See al-Maghrabi 1963: 56-39 and Khalifa 1975: 199. Similarly, it is said that in

Islumic history hemp Las been somewhat tolerated because many Muslims have felt that,

tinlike alcohol, it was not explicitly outlawed by Quianic law {Zaki 1986: [89).
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the Sufi literary circles of the thirteenth century.® Similarly, Lane noted the
prevalence of hemp and to a lesser extent opium, especially among
musicians.® Moreover, in Egypt the local hashish culture has been linked to
a type of “folklore” that incorporated humor, poetry, and music, as well as
interactive drug-related etiquettes.’® In fact, hashish was the topic of
numerous popular songs, particularly in the 1920s and 1930s, a period that
witnessed an increase in the use of drugs, including cocaine and opium.”!

Hashish songs embraced a variety of characteristic themes. Usually
speaking on behalf of the hashshashin, or hashish users, they described this
social group’s carefree lifestyle and portrayed the drug and its effect in
delightful, often humorous ways. For example, in a song by Shaykh Sayyid
Darwish, presented in one of the plays of the famous comedian Najib
al-Rihani, a group of actors who play the role of hashish addicts appear
sickly and poverty stricken, but sing gleefully about hashish and intoxica-
tion. Furthermore, in this song, criticism of the political and social system, as
well as vows to give up hashish, are voiced.!?

Comparably, in Arab literary history alcohol became the topic of a poetry
genre called khamriyyat, roughly, “wine poetry,” from khamr, a generic
name for “wine,” or “alcohol.” In popular culture, the consumption of
alcohol has eccurred in conjunction with music making and within a variety
of contexts, ranging from medieval ‘Abbasid circles, as al-Isfahani's
portrayals testify, to modern nightclubs. Lane mentioned that although
alcohol was forbidden by Islam, a few Egyptians drank it discreetly and that
a local liquor called buza (or biddhah) was typically consumed by the Nile
boatmen and other members of the lower classes. He added that the male
professional musicians (@lariyyah) of his time tended to drink excessively:

They are people of very dissclute habits; and are regarded as scarcely less dis-
reputable characters than the public dancers. They are, however, hired at most grand
enlerlainments, 10 amuse the company; and on these occasions they are usually
supplied with brandy, or other spiritucus liquors, which they sometimes drink until
they can no longer sing, nor strike a chord. (1860/1973: 354)

The above associations between intoxication and music foreshadow
al-Khula?’s admonitions against musicians’ drug abuse. They also anticipate
the present-day link between music and the use of mind altering substances.
In the modern tarab culture, hashish and alcohol are sometimes used in
connection with music-making. Listeners, particularly in festive musical

8 al-MaghrabT 1963: 56-37 and Husayn 1964: 171-175.
¥ Lane 1860/1973: 335,

1 al-Maghrabi 1963: 56-59 and Khalifa 1975; 199,

U ab-Maghrabi 1963: 155.

2 Thid.
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puitherings, may treat such substances as part of the overall listening “ritual”
il use them to promote a feeling of bast, or elation,

In certain ways, the intoxicative and the musical experiences are com-
(urible. For example, the typical hashish smoking session, like a musical
puthering, is collective and attended by individuals sharing compatible
interests and inclinations. In essence, both are “in-group” activities. Also, in
speneral ways, the two processes are patterned and marked by distinctive
group behaviors and interactions. '

Moreover, both experiences are highly transformative, and may produce
# variety of physical, mental, and emotional reactions. For example, des-
pile the prevailing sense of togetherness, the state of hashish intoxication
|wompts a wide gamut of individual behaviors, thus reminding us of
the musical anecdote about the babies related by al-KhulaT to describe the
/rious inborn reactions to music. Stating that the participants’ innate
parsonality traits and tendencies are emphasized when intoxication occurs,
ifl-Maghrabl mentions several types of responses: elation (inbisdr), melan-
¢holy accompanied by wandering thoughts (shurid), and others.!s

More specifically, an experiential link seems to exist between hashish and
isic as an auditory experience. As various studies indicate, the linkage is
ihnifested in three related ways: 1) the intoxicated individual experiencing
il trge to sing or perform music; 2) the intoxicated person similarly experi-
efiing a strong desire to listen to music; and 3) that person developing
itered perceptions of what he performs or listens to. These transformational
filodles seem to explain the often heard concept of aghani tahshish, or
“lsashish-using songs.” This term generally points to a loosely defined
fiusical trait found in songs which may or may not have been created or
ferformed under the influence of hashish. What is implied here is that the
e causes the melody to become more fluid, or metrically and accentually
iilore flexible, so as to “shadow” rather than rigidly follow the underlying
{ligter or accent. And similarly, the textual delivery becomes somewhat
{urred. Reminiscent of, or perhaps induced by intoxication, such musical
Anokeness is known to generate irresistible ecstasy.

Furthermore, the two worlds share certain verbal expressions. In

ath hashish and tarab cultures, efation is described through such key words
# bast and kayf'® Also, the modern tarab public utilizes a number of

Aceording to Khalifa (1975: 203), modern hashish users look dowa upon the consumers of
illechel and various hard drugs on the hasis that the corsumption of these substances
Ieeomes an addiction and causes people to lose their mind and their respect, not to mention
i, wleohol is strictly forbidden by Istam.

For details on the typical hashish-smoking session, or jalsar al-hashish, see al-Maghtabi
1063 154-156 and 283-321.

dhMaghrabi 1963: 155,

Ateording to Lane, the word basy was used to describe a type of hashish preparation
(ENG0/1973: 333-334). Similarly, the word kayf is used to describe a certain type of hashish.
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intoxication related metaphors to describe the tarab state. Accordingly, both
hashish and tarab music are felt physically as well as emotionally. Music that
instills profound tarab sensations is sometimes described as birabbt al-ra’s,
or “it fills the head,” an expression also used for describing the effects of
intoxicating substances, especially the smoking of hashish. Such parallelism
underlies Muhammad Asad’s poetically engaging description of a takht
performance he had attended in Damascus. The author discussed the intoxi-
cating powers of the music, albeit in a symbolic or mystical sense:

It rather seemed to me that T was not so much listening to 2 musical performance as
witnessing an exciting happening. Out of the chirping tones of the string instrumenis
there grew up a new rhythm, rising in a tense spiral and then, suddenly, falling
down — like the rhythmic rising and falling of a metallic object, faster and slower,
softer and stronger: in dispassionate persistence, in endless variations, this one
uninterrupted happening, this acoustic phenomenon which trembled in a restrained
intoxication, grew up, spread out powerfully, went fo the head: and when it suddenly
broke off in the midst of a crescendo (how early, much too early!) T knew: T was
imprisoned [italics mine}. {Asad 1954: 142)

However, despite such parallels and overlaps between the two realms,
tarab is not necessarily drug bound or intoxication based. Whether out of
religious observance or mere physical and mental aversion, the tarab culture
embraces a distinctly purist and drug-free approach to the creation and
appreciation of music. Islamic mysticism, as demonstrated by the authorita-
tive writings of al-Ghazali and others, have focused the novice’s attention on
the power of sama‘, in other words, on religious ecstasy that is musically
induced. And similarly, the various themes and images of wine and intoxjca-
tion are treated primarily as metaphors for spiritual transcendence. For that
matter, we may look at the puritanical anti-drug stance of al-Khula‘, an
accomplished musician and composer himself. Biographers and elder musi-
cians point out that many late-nineteenth- and early-rwentieth-century artists
were totally averse to mind altering substances. Muhammad al--Aqqad (Jr.)
recalled that as a rule early-twentieth-century music masters drank just
enough to establish a condirion of bast. He explained that “if you are in an
elated mood you do not get drunk easily, but if you are not you are more
likely to get drunk and lose control of the music.” Establishing a distinction
between “emotional conditioning” and outright drunkenness, al-‘Aqqad also
indicated that those who refrained from drinking were viewed as noteworthy
exemplars.”

7 From the conversation with Mubammad al-“Aqqad, in Los Angeles jo 1984. ‘Agqad’s state-
ment can be illustrated by a specific incident humorously described by the late well-known
Egyptian composer and singer Sayyid Makkawl. Accordingly, a well-known eaily-twentieth-
century singer consumed hemp oil before performing at a wedding tent and consequently
completely forgot the words of the song as his chorus members kept waiting for him to start
singing. From a conversation I had with M. Makkawi in Los Angeles on May 30, 1994
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Hi tody's culture, the same holds true. Indeed, a large number of well-
filished singers and instrumentalists do not use alcohol or hashish, and in
w etines do not drink coffee or smoke tobacco, Many stress that although
it anel drugs may reduce inhibition, they also pose a threat to concen-
iHiun particularly when the performer must render precomposed works
iittely and in full coordination with other members of the ensemble. One
il violinist adds that music is capable of producing its own “high.”
fiwiihutanding the historical connections and metaphoric links between

flesinnking and intoxication, it is basically shown that the musical experi-
# sllinels on its own.

Modern contexts

v the 1920s, the contexts of performing have become increasingly
fiwil, Jurthermore, through the modern media networks they have grown
file interconnected. The different venues have fed into one another, and
¢jiivilly urtists who have performed at live events have also recorded
iercially and in some cases appeared in film, Obviously, listening to
#lt music has extended beyond the conventional contexts of music
ik, The media have created new and unprecedented settings for

g, and in significant ways have changed the overall tarab practice,
linking the live music.

The informal gathering

Hew such as Cairo, Beirut, Damascus, Aleppo, and Baghdad, performing
| listening to tarab music may take place in intimate social settings.
vinns and listeners speak of a jalsah or gadah, both meaning “a sitting”
uel topether,” or jalsat tarab, roughly, “tarab gathering.”™ In some ways
Hikeent of the musical sessions that took place in the confines of the
tlieval courts, jalsah gatherings have certain common characteristics.
iy #my occur regularly, for example, on a certain day of the week or
gl but often take place irregularly and without much preparation, as
iiliy encounters in which music “happens to occur.” A Jalsah usually
#9 plice in the evening —in this case, it might be called sahrah, or
shing party.” It is safe to say that tarab events are largely nocturnal. The
swinption of food, appetizers, and sometimes alcoholic beverages is very

The word “falsah™ comes from jalasa, “to sit,” and is linguistically related to the word majlis,
imiely "place of sitling,” or “assembly,”
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common. Usually consisting of no more than ten or fifieen men or women,
and in many cases both, a jalsah group typically meets in a private home.
The group members may either take turns in hosting the event, or may gather
primarily in the house of a music-loving, relatively well-to-do host. The
aitendants may come from a variety of social and professional backgrounds,
In some cases, however, they are united mainly by family ties or by voca-
tional affiliations, factors that do not always guarantee compatibility in
the levels of musical initiation and may even dampen the overall musical
atmosphere, as illustrated by the following example.

One gathering I attended in Cairo in 1971 took place on a late afternoon
at the home of a man who pursued a highly respected nonmusical profession,
but was also an accomplished performer on the buzug. The group consisted
of about a dozen individuals, including other professionals, government
employees, and one music theorist who also played the ‘id. The jalsah
conversations touched upon a variety of social and intellectual issues, but
also tangentially upon topics related to music theory and instrument making,
and were followed by a performance of tagasim by the host. The musical
performance may have occurred partly due to the presence of the theorist-
musician, who had breught me along and who introduced me as a music
performer and researcher. It was clear to me that the attendants, whose
relationship to the host was based on professional rather than musical
coliegiality, were mostly non-sammi‘ah. Indications that the ambiance was
tifted toward polite, non-interactive, and non-ecstatic “listening” were made
obvious through the reserved demeanor of the guests and through the
performer’s own behavior. After starting to play his instrument, the host
stopped every few minutes to make brief comments. His verbalizations,
covering issues related to the philosophy of music and to the history of the
instrument he was playing, may have been prompted by a desire on the host’s
part to maintain some form of polite communication with his musically
uninclined guests. However, during that same year, 1 heard a recording of a
live performance that the host himself had given at a small theater at the
Cairo Music Academy. The recording captured an outstanding display of
artistry before a lively audience that responded with well-synchronized
verbal exclamations and had clearly incorporated a large contingency of
sammi‘ah.

Ideally, at musical gatherings, the participants listen attentively and
appear totally immersed in the process. Furthermore, the performers are able
to determine or negotiate the times appropriate for them to perform and to
choose repertoires they feel inspired or prepared to perform with relatively
little interruption from the listeners. The performances emphasize small
ensemble or solo playing. The instrumentalists may take turns in playing, or
may perform logether, for example when accompanying a singer. Tradi-
tional, especially improvisatory, genres are frequently chosen.




Performance 53

Moteover, the typical atmosphere of the jalsah is amicable. For one thing,
itig performers tend to feel at home while performing nonprofessionally
widn (heir own circles of friends, admirers, students, and family members.

Flig event itself may become a memorable experience, one that the indi-
fual participants talk about or remember for years. At the end of one lively
fiilienl evening that took place in my parents’ house during the early 1960s,
dile elder music lover commented: “these moments will go with me to the
fiive," In the aftermath of such a performance the attendants may give
HiEle even deeper philosophical or universal meanings. After a musical
itharing in Cairo, the celebrated Egyptian riqq player Muhammad al-*Arabi

Hiined to me that music was love in the broadest sense, love for one’s
wife, love for one’s family, love for everybody. He added that “love is every-
ififity and that if the artist did not love he would be nothing,” an explanation
Hidl conjured distinct mystical overtones.!® After a performance in Los
Anpgeles, a percussionist from Syria explained to me that if there were more
Hiuniah in the world there would be less evil and fewer wars, At the end of

#itisical jalsah in Baghdad, an event during which T played the buzug and
ity for a number of intellectually sophisticated and musically initiated
Heletiors, 1 encountered a number of noteworthy reflections. One person
atiributed the love of music to a natural predilection of the human soul, an
Altribution clearly reminiscent of al-Ghazali’s eleventh-century writings on
i, while another person made reference to Aldous Huxley's The Doors
if Perception (1954), in which the author's own intoxication presumably
isect him to undergo a deep mystical state.?

I its entirety, a jalsah event tends to embody a sequence of gradually
#ifulding and organically linked phases, an order of events that contributes
Alpnllicantly to the jalsah’s transformative purpose. In Cairo, I have attended
i few informal music sessions at the home of a local composer and music
iitonndo, These sessions usually took place either in the late afternoon or
#vening in a rather small reception room where ids, nays, and riggs were
s on the wall, and which constituted a self-contained enclosure furnished
- whh sofas, coffee tables, and ashtrays, thereby providing an ambiance that
seened physically and visually conducive to music-making. The gatherings
twvlirred vsually once a week and involved a more or less steady core of
Ititlvictuals, namely about a dozen local professional and amateur musicians
il performing and nonperforming listeners, and occasionally a few visitors
#tul puests such as myself. The attendants were basically all male but women
sitlel ulso sit in or listen in an adjacent living room. The ages of the partici-
pimiy tended to range from forty to seventy years, aithough one musician
sivisionally brought his son, who was in his twenties and was also a career

faons b conversation thal tock place in May 1989,
This event took place in September 1989.
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musician. The following is a rough description of one such jalsah whose
internal sequential flow is typical, although by no means fixed or totally
predictable.?!

That event seamed to unfold in a gradual and seamless fashion. The
guests began to arrive around nine o’clock in the evening. They greeted
the host and each other. Some embraced. The first half-hour represented
a carry-over from prior daily affairs and thus incorporated an ordinary
exchange of platitudes and discussions of mundane concerns, especially
benign ones such as: “I have tried calling you several times in the past few
days. Is your phone out of order?” Reestablishing a sense of comfort and
collegiality among the different group members, such preliminary exchanges
were accompanied by other forms of mental and physical “conditioning™
drinking coffee, tea, or soft drinks; smoking cigarettes; and so or.

This preparatory period eased itself smoothly into the performance
proper. Toward the end of the mundane verbal exchanges, one celebrated
singer and composer arrived and was warmly greeted and shown to his seat.
At that time, a middle-aged <d player had his instrument in its cloth bag
leaning against the wall next to his seat. As he picked it up to move it to
another place in the room, he explained that he had been taking it to the
repairman to have the neck fixed and had hoped that this time it was fixed
for good. His explanation led to further discussions on instruments, for
example what plectrums and what strings were best and ended with the
performer taking the instrument out of the bag in order to show the repairs
to his eager colleagues and demonstrating what the ‘ud sounded like after
the repair. The middle-aged musician played a few phrases that outlined the
scale of one of the magamit and seemed well-suited for testing his newly
repaired instrument. The instrumentalist’s demonstration, although brief,
was met with verbal gestures of admiration from some audience members,
who begged him to continue to play. The instrumentalist modestly declined
and voiced such remarks as: “you don’t want to have me take up the time
since we are enjoying chatting this evening.” Then one of the guests, a more
or less steady member of the group, suggested that the attendants hear a
friend of his, a young amateur ‘ad player who was visiting from another Arab
country and was joining the group for the first time. Everybody applauded
the idea and the young ‘0d player obliged. He played for about ten minutes,
mostly skillfully rendered semi-improvised pieces, and received a good
round of compliments at the end. Here, the musical discussions and the
young musician’s performance served as the final and major thrust into
the main musical segment of the evening.

At this point, the guests begged to hear something from the singer,
“whatever he wished to sing,” and voiced their pleas through commonly

2 This performance occurred on May 29, 1989.




Performance 55

fwtl polite expressions such as: Athifnd, “Cast your gems upon us;”
fsifaddal, “Grant your benevolence:” and Ayzin nismac, “We would like to
¢t Some members of the audience urged the middle-aged ‘id player
¢ slit pertorming, as his music had to set the mood for the singer. The
uttlilg Segment began with tagasim, during which the “itd player estab-
Hshetl (ne of the magamar and in the process drew many ecstatic responses
s (e awdience members. The taqdsim came to a natural cadence followed
3y # burst of complimentary responses and then started again, at this point
ivillly serving as a prelude to the singing. Here, some of the exclamations
klrensed the singer by name, thus giving him added recognition and
uhriging him to start. Subsequently, the singer began his performance
lilely, tcorporating a medley of several ‘Od-accompanied songs, lasted for
atil lorty-five minutes. During the performance the listeners did not
i songs outright, but at times discreetly slipped in the names of some
“ihe nongs that the singer specializes in singing, particularly when these
Hilts were of the same magarm that was being performed at the time.
Muoreover, the sammi‘ah were truly “at work.” During the song segment
#f¢ were emotionally charged silences punctuated by animated and
#iitingly involuntary physical and vocal gestures. The various responses
Hifered in their levels of intensity from one person to the other, but on
fie whole seemed genuine, as well as emotionally profound. They were
att tiynchronized with one another, and seemed to instinctively emulate
¢llmactic build-ups and resolutions of the musical phrases. The verbal
ifnlions were usually released toward the termination of, or after the
fiit, ov cadential motifs ending certain phrases. Sometimes these gestures
tnecempanied by raising a hand or lifting both arms and occasionally by
iikdlng the head or laughing discreetly as a sign of admiring or “figuring
{" il intricate modulation or an unusual gaflah. At times also, a man
e listening style was relatively more demonstrable looked at some
f& Including myself and expressed his admiration of the singer through
tenients such as, “What is that?” “It is impossible!” and “He is a legend!”
fers expressed their tarab in a2 somewhat subdued manner, without talking
wli other or looking each other in the face. Here, as well, the variety of
tions displayed brings to mind al-KhalasT’s illustrative anecdote.
An the vocal performance came to a stop, the ‘ud accompanist made a
Hinorous comment as if to break the silence and prevent an anti-climactic
tig from setting in. The comment led to about a half-hour episode of joke
{ing by different members of the group. The jokes were not factual and did
I tnention any specific individuals, but instead poked fun at social stereo-
¥, particularly the Sa<dis, or Upper Egyptians, whose alleged naiveté is
» b of numerous Egyptian jokes. These were short jokes, but had
tiliiuad punch lines sometimes ending in puns or double meanings. Jokes
sie okd by praetically all attendants except the singer and to some extent

Tt
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the fid player, who both listened and seemed to enjoy the joking perform-
ance, which again was exhausted and in turn came naturally to an end. At
that time, the host and two of the guests who all knew me well, and had
heard me perform on the buzug before, insisted that I play something. Since
I did not have my own instrument, the host handed me one that he owned,
but that needed repair. After apologizing for the condition of the instrument,
1 played a tagasim performance that lasted for a few minutes and aroused
enthusiastic responses followed by lavish praise from the singer.

Subsequently, the group expressed interest in another musical “set” by the
singer and his ‘Gd accompanist. Obliging, these two performed again for
twenty minutes or so. Then, after a momentary feeling of repose had set in,
the host, an amateur ‘iid player as well as a composet, remarked humorously
that since he owned the house and paid the utilities, he was therefore entitled
to play at least one of his tunes. He picked up his own ‘0d and accompanied
himself in a song that he had recently composed. Rather than reacting with
the same emotional intensity exhibited eatlier, the audience made their
complimentary responses after the performance had ended and commended
the composer for his clever compositional applications. In return, the host
briefly discussed the background of his composition and linked his attempts
to record it commercially to an earlier incident that was bumorous and
involved a specific person who was not present at the gathering but whom
most of the guests knew very well. At that point, the sama‘ mood began to
unwind, as the group members listened to and somefimes exchanged factual
stories about that same person, stories that poked fun at his excessive
frugality, his odd social mannerisms, and the like.

After these exchanges, the event seemed to come to an end. Some
members glanced at their watches, and expressed their utter surprise at how
fast time went by, how several hours were gone without being noticed. The
guests also began to thank the musicians and the host and to note how
jmportant such evenings are, uttering statements such as “music is food for
the soul.” As the guests bid farewell to the host, who walked them to the
outside gate, the conversation — despite a few additional exchanges of
compliments and humorous remarks — included brief projections concerning
the business that had to be pursued the following day.

As definable ocenrrences in place and time, jaslah events transform the
participants both mentally and emotionally. Yet in order for that to happen,
the various “players” must perform specialized but also complementary
roles. Both listeners and musicians need to become part of an organic and a
highly dynamic performative process. The transformational qualities of the
jalsah also stem from the implicit ordering of micro-events, repertoires, and
modes of hehavior, Tn the case just described (see Figure 3.1), the jalsah
began with an ordinary phase then gradually moved to an enfry phase. A
common behavioral mindset marked by mundane conversations progressed
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igure 1.1 Analysis of a jalsah event

Hith 4 musically conducive state of physical and psychological preparedness.
Hurlhermore, delving more deeply into the topic of music in their discus-
aliwiw, (he participants recognized the presence of the less established guest
Hilsplayer, and gave him a chance to participate. His performance provided a

atithle segue to the central phase, namely the ‘0d accompanist’s solo and
the emotionally charged performance of the celebrated singer. Representing
wilwl muy have been the highest point of tarab in the jalsah, (his phase was
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marked by physical and emotional conditions that made the farthest
departure from the participants’ ordinary modes of consciousness. The
musical performance, including the symbolic love themes of the texts and
the abstract instrumental improvisations and vocalizations by the singer,
transformed the behaviors and emotions of the group most radically.

The humorous verbal interlude that followed seemed to offer expressive -
variety, as well as “dramatic relief.” Significantly, in the form of short deper-
sonalized and stereotyped vignettes, the jokes did not seem to distract from -
the abstract transformational mood prevailing at this phase of the jalsah. In
effect, they provided an opportunity for participants other than the musicians
to “perform,” as joke-telling in Egyptian social gatherings constitutes a
comrmunal verbal performance that requires a certain level of talent and skill,
and as al-Khulaq had earlier stated (to his great displeasure), often surfaced
in musical contexts. After that, the insistence that I perform on the buzuq
may have served the double purpose of enabling the group to acknowledge
me musically as well as socially and of providing further tarab before the
second vocal set was presented by the singer and his “0d accompanist. In
effect, the second set, which seemed less emotionally charged and less
climactic than the first set, prepared for the exit phase which was effectively
established by the host through his tactful and properly timed request of the
guests to hear his new tune. Furthermore, the ensuing episode of humor,
which employed factual subject matter, facilitated the participants’ gradual
return to their ordinary phase of consciousness. As this interpretation, or
“thick description” (Geertz 1973: 6) reveals, the jalsah is delicately engi-
neered, but also spontaneously and creatively played out.

Finally, in today’s informal gatherings attentive and highly responsive
listening is becoming less common. Quite often, jalsah events are dominated
by non-sammi‘ah, who may enjoy, or tolerate one or a few “listening-type”
pieces by the musicians, but would soon convert the jalsah into a “sing-
along,” “clap-along™ occasion. In such instances, the repertoire often veers
toward the more “popular” and musically accessible songs or song frag-
ments, The more established instrumentalists, who tend to become mere
accompanists or whose playing would have to follow the party’s collective
musical flow, may feel refuctant to perform, or may even stay aside and just
observe. Indeed, when true sama‘ events occur they are usually savored,
cherished, and fondly remembered by the sammi*‘ak and the performers alike.

The public performance

Today, the word “haflah,” which roughly means “ceremonial gathering,” or
“celebration,” is used fo describe the large, publicly advertised tarab



