| 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,




4 Making music in the Arab world

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.
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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,



38 Making music in the Arab world

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,
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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




Performance 31

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.
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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.



54 Making music in the Arab world

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.
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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
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ince. At least conceptually, a haflah is treated as a festive event and
! to a nonmusical context, for exampie a religious or national holiday.
ver, in most cases, such linkage becomes perfunctory and is often
len or ignored by the haflah goers.
¢rms of ambiance and structure, the haflah has a number of character-
{raits. For example, the program may feature several performing groups,
ile dancer, a comedian, possibly a master of ceremony, and a number
alists, including one or more tarab singers. At times also, only one
and his or her firgah, or accompanying ensemble, are presented. This
ypieal of Umm Kulthiim's haflat (plural of haflak). Normally, the event
| pluce in the evening and would be introduced as hafl sdhir, or “evening
gathering.” It may occur at a theater, which was the usual setting for
1 Kulthim’s performances, 1t may also take place in a hotel ballroom,
@ Testaurant, or public park, venues that most often have table seating and
ticle food and drinks. Typically the audience is large, ranging from a
dred or 50 to a thousand or more. An exception is the private event
iftah khdssahd, which is usually small and restricted to members of a
ltic organization or family and guests. Haflah-goers usually come from
[ifferent backgrounds. They may include rich patrons, government officials,
iHtary personnel, and ordinary citizens, both male and female.
Obviously, the public nature of the event and its celebratory connotations
Atltact individuals of a wide variety of musical dispositions. This phenom-
HiH1 was noted by Umm Kulthiim, who reportedly stated that around 1925
wlhiciv she first launched her professional career she used to feel VEry nervous
{ir front of the sophisticated sammiah of that time, but much later she
ileveloped greater confidence, and even began to find pleasure in facing her
itidlence members, “as if T were at a school and the listeners were pupils”
(wind 1976: 302-303). At the same time, she was able to study their person-
fillty traits, “as if I were watching an entertaining film” (Ibid.: 303), and to
ilivide them into four main types, which she described with her own touch of
sntlre,

Accordingly, the first type of listener is extremely tender and becomes
windrously transported. “T see him swim in a space of absent-mindedness
{shurfid) and moan, then all of a sudden he comes back to his senses when
fw hears the others applauding and joins them in their applause” (Ibid.: 303),
I'he second type displays fast changing moods. He is extremely tranquil, but
n4 soon as he hears the singing he is overtaken by tarab and becomes highly
vxeited. “He shouts between phrases and says: ‘Kaman yd Sitt?’ (Repeat once
more, oh Madam!), but is not satisfied with that as he jumps on top of his
sent because of excessive elation {nashwah), and instead of showing his
uppreciation by applauding, like everyone else, he throws his farbash (fez)
ap in the air” (Ibid.: 303}, Umm Kulthiim presented one variation, namely
the man who comes to the haflah not wearing any headdress, but in a

—
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Umm Kalthim in performance. Photo courtesy of Dar al-Sayyad.
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Photos a, b, ¢: Listeners at a performance by Umim Kulthiim.
Photos courtesy of Dar al-Sayyad.
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moment of high excitement he grabs someone else’s tarbush and throws it in
\¢ air. The third kind of listener likes to sing along somewhat strenuously,
btit with great passion. “So often when I stop singing suddenly before the
#nd of a passage in order to see what he will do, I see him look around
fimiling as if trying to hide his embarrassment in front of his fellow
listeners” (Ibid.: 303). The fourth type she called muharrij, or “clown,”
1meone who comes to the performance probably uot to listen to her but
‘ther to attract attention. As she put it, this strange type of person does not
~¢lup like the others, but rather pounds a weoden stick against the floor or
igainst his seat every time he is overcome by the elation of tarab (infashd
faraban). “He doesn’t say ‘repeat’ like everyone else, but unleashes an
extended ululation [high-pitched vocal cheer] that brings about laughter
throughout the hall” (Tbid.: 304).

Umm Kulthiim added that these and other types of listeners, whom
she had encountered throughout her professional career, are all part of an
tudience that liked her and in turn she had liked. We are told that this
Egyptian singer was so inspired by some of her devotees, that she bestowed
upon one of them, Haj Hafidh al-Tahhan, the title al-Sammic al-Awwal, “The
birst Sammi<”* Appearing to dwell on the extreme manifestations of listen-
Ing, these descriptions nevertheless illustrate the wide range of desirable or
even tolerable listening behaviors, and again remind us of al-Khulad's
listening refated anecdote,

‘The haflah performer faces a typical set of logistical and musical chal-
lenges. For the pre-microphone takht singers, such as al-Hamili, loudness of
the voice was not only desirable but also necessary. Reportedly, in 1932
wlen a microphone was put in front of Umm Kulthiim at the Azbakiyyah
‘Theater, she indignantly threw it off the stage.® Later, the introduction of
sound amplification enabled the singer to entertain large audiences, and
made it possible for him or her to be better heard against an ensemble that
ttad increased significantly in size and had incorporated new string, percus-
sion, and in some cases electronic, instruments. For the modern haflah artist,
(he sound system has been an indispensable mediator.

Also in view of the “theatrical” atmosphere of the halfah, the ideal mutrib
or mutribah can benefit greatly from having appealing looks and com-
manding stage presence. Similarly appreciated are proper facial and hand
gestures. It is often heard that an entertainer must not look Jjamid, namely
“frozen,” or “expressionless,” on stage. In addition to knowing a very large
repertoire, the tarab artist must also possess exceptional physical stamina.
The celebrated Syrian singer Sabah Fakhif is well-known for being able to

Fiead 1976; 300.
* Fuwad 1976: 157.
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perform for up to ten hours without stopping.?* Actually some performers
sing long enough to outlast most of their listeners, except for the persistent
sammi‘ah who remain eager to hear them at their best, usually during the
latter portion of their performance.

At a haflah, the mutrib’s primary support comes from the sammi‘ah. As
Urn Kulthim’s description demonstrates, haflah singers are fully conscious
of the connoisseurs who inspire them through the active participatory role
they play. However, given the public nature of the typical haflah, the number
of sammi‘ah in the audience is quite unpredictable. For that reason, many
modern haflah singers have continued the earlier practice of bringing their
own small entourage of faithful listeners to their own performances.” In the
1920s, Umm Kulthiim was reportedly surrounded by a clique of people who
followed her to every haflah she gave. Furthermore, before she accepted any
performance contracts, she insisted that these individuals be allowed to come
along even to the private haffat. We are told that those individuals instilled
great confidence and comfort within her. Similarly, “their gestures became
contagious and brought about great enthusiasm into the rest of the listeners,
who in turn were encouraged to applaud and cheer” (Fuwad 1976: 181). 1
witnessed a similar situation when 1 attended a specially arranged perform-
ance of Iraqi magam by the late celebrated singer Yiisuf ‘Umar in Baghdad in
1975. Since most of the Jisteners were musically noninitiated, including
polite and highly appreciative Europeans, Americans, and others attending
an international music symposium in the city, the singer had apparently
requested to have a few of his followers join the audience. As it turned out,
these followers provided the appropriate musical responses and the inter-
active dynamism the event so urgently needed.

in turn, the singer needs to develop a general sense of who his listeners
are and to establish good rapport with them. As he stands on the stage, he
needs to look at the audience members and determine their overall level of
musicality and general mood. In FakhiT's words, “a mutrib must also be a
psychologist.”2¢ One of FakhrT’s vocal accompanists maintains that Fakhri
himself is well-known for his ability to “study” his audience. In order to
create a comfortable jaww, or “atmosphere,” the mutrib may begin by saying
a few words, usually familiar platitudes that prepare the listeners emotion-
ally and arouse their enthusiasm.

3 FakhrT's endurance is spoken of proverbially. One Arab-American newspaper, al-Akhbdr (32)
June 20, 1997: 19, wrole that Fakhel was noted in the Guinness Book of Records for having
sung for ten uninterrupted hours at a Caracas theater in Venezuela, as he stood on his feet from
ten at night until eight in the morning while performing for an Arab immigrant audience there.

35 Some Egyptians refer to such “implanted” audience members sarcastically as musfay-
yabdtiyyah in reference to their ullered expressions of approval, namely fafyib, roughly
“sweetening.” In fact, one such expression is “tayyib!™ which literatlly means “delicious,”
“healthy,” “good-hearted,” and “wonderful.”

2 From an interview with Mr. FakhiT in Los Angeles on January 24, 1990,
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Farlleviarly in the large haflat, the muirib also needs to locate the
sty or clusters of sammiah in the aundience and ta maintain direct
witk ind musical contact with them. In order to achieve that, he may make
few musical trials. As Sabah Fakhri explains, his haflah really does not
it until after about one hour of singing has passed, because until that
» e would have been trying pieces in different styles, muwashshahat,
fiil, julwiir and others to help him ascertain the existence and location of
aitnini‘ai, as well as to sense the dominant tastes and inclinations in the
Ik I o whole. Fakhri adds that such musical scanning is accompanied
iinued visual surveillance, which enables him to constantly monitor
itilience’s reactions and to fashion or adjust the repertoire accordingly.”’
ke healthy rapport is established, the artist attempts to keep the
willvico cinotionally engaged. He would present his repertoire in such a
¥ il 10 prevent the tarab momentum from slackening or dissipating. For
iple, if the singer felt his mawwal was becoming too ong he would
iw it immediately with a highly animated metric song. In the process, he
¥ Inlroduce what T call “signal pieces,” essentially well-known songs of a
Ister" character, for example certain qudid (plural of gadd, an Aleppo-
I #trophic song with a colloquial text). Such songs function as ecstatic
tuw, or musical “aphrodisiacs,” whose associative energy throws
atilience, particularly the non-sammiah, into an instant participatory
v, Bipnal pieces are often treated as climactic “treats,” but also many
resort to using them as “crutches,” for example, if they are not
y tikitled or whenever they are physically exhausted or uninspired. The
il responses, clapping with the beat, dancing, and singing along, are
itly (riggered as soon as the signal piece is begun or even when it is still
verbally announced by the singer. Essentially, the Western notion of
i, or soft “dinner” music is alien to the tarab culture, whose prac-
fend to view direct and continued interaction between performer
it Hatencr as a prime condition for good entertaining 2
fii tha process of selecting their repertoires, the performers try to navigare
il widely ranging musical tastes and backgrounds. Consequently, the
‘il ltems are often quite varied and the order in which the material is
enteel is rather unpredictable. However, in Sabah Fakhi¥’s own perform-
s, the evening usually opens with an instrumental prelude followed by

Pty the same 1990 interview. For that matter, at a haftah Dheld in (he same year in a hotel
Falifomn in Los Angeles, Sabah Fakhrf reacted firmly against the routine dimmting of the
fighty fie the hall. Consequenily, Lhe Hghts were kepl on throughout the performance, thus
inbling the singer to mainiain visual contact with the audience.

anspuect that the musicians” interest in keeping Lheir audiences engaged at all times and their
diseohiforl with performing for nomattentive, usually chatty audiences, are among the
s why in many baflal, for example dirner parties, the musicians lurn up the sound
smplifiention to such a high level, making the music painfully difficult to ignore.
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listening-oriented metric pieces, usually including muwashshahat. Similarly,
pieces whose content is more ecstatic, such as vocal improvisations, tend to
appear sporadically, in alternation with lighter songs. Also, the more ecstatic
pieces often become more prorminent toward the end of the haflah, suppos-
edly when the mutrib has reached a high plateau of saltanah, typically late-in
the evening. When a number of artists are featured, the lighter presentations
normally pave the way for the main tarab attraction. In some cases, a bois-
terous or musically unfocused atmosphere predominant during the early
phases of a haflah suddenly yields to a listening-oriented, jalsah-like mood
as soon as the featured muirib comes to the stage.”

The nightclub

The modern Arab nightclub, known by such names as kabaréh, “cabaret” or
malhd layli, fiterally “‘a night place-of-entertainment,” has provided another
outlet for tarab music, as well as for other musical styles and entertainment
genres, Today, Arab night clubs are found in various large urban centers such
as Cairo, Damascus, and Beirut, and in Western cities such as Paris, London,
and New York. They are usually located in special “red-light” districts, in
tourist places, in summer-resort areas, and in large fashionable hotels. The
nightclub audience tends to be transient, heterogeneous, and largely
anonymous. The clientele is likely to include many uninitiated listeners, or
sometimes curious foreign tourists.

The nightclub repertoires vary considerably and may incorporate a wide
array of Western and local popular music and dance genres. However,
certain presentations are rypical. When included, the tarab segment is
usually presented toward the end of the evening. As in the haflah, it serves
as an emotional crescendo or musical finale for the entire show. Whereas
the earlier “light” portions of the program are usually attended by the casual
onlookers or entertainment seekers, the later segment serves those who,
motivated by their musical interest, may remain in the club for hours
waiting for an admired mutrib or muiribah to appear, typically after mid-
night. Obviously, the club owners can derive added financial gains from
presenting the featured celebrities at the end of the show. At the same time,
the order of presentation as such demonstrates a certain recognition of tarab
as a late-night activity whose time becomes ripe after a long period of

2 For ¢xample, this was the case at a variety performance during which T played the ndy as part
of an ensemble that accompanied Sayyid Makkawi. The event took place in Los Angeles in
1994. When this blind celebrity was brought to the stage, an unmistakable listening mood
prevailed.
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freparation accompanied by eating and drinking.

i fiightclub, tarab musicians may apply the same skills and strategies
it the haflah. A singer may talk to the audience members in order to
il busic rapport with them, He or she may also use the first few
il "numbers” to assess the listeners’ musical orientation and to
e the existence and size of the sammi‘ah contingency among them.
g the presence of the sammiah, a female singer may, for example,
g an Umm Kulthiim song classic or a vocal improvisation. Other-
i lnger may present a “lighter” repertoire of songs for the general
W o qmg or danoe to or even just llsten to passively while eating,

HIL c!c,(l by staging effects: varicus, and sometimes fast changing,
ibars: dazzling beaded attire; colorful dance costurnes; sexually sugges-
clofhing; exaggerated facial make-up; stylish hairdos; colorfully dyed
livish display of jewelry; and others.
Huch modes of stimulation serve different functions. On a certain level,
) provide a sensory vehicle for stirring up an audience that is highly
iritsitory and diversified: customers who may not know the performing
fiflsicians or may not be directly interested in the music per se. Simultane-
nily, the music itself may become “sensationalized” by emphasizing the
figitynsive component, utilizing electronic instruments, and performing
il i high level of sound amplification. In effect, tarab is experienced
il nppreciated, at least by some, as part of a visual, gastronomic, erotic, and
injoxkicating package. The resulting musical-sensory revelry may modify the
vhistmers’ immediate awareness of time and place. It may also inspire them
in {orgo ordinary social and even economic scruples and consequently
heltbpe more freely in the overall ecstatic process, as well as spend more
{iherally on food and alcohol and generously tip the entertainers, waiters, and
i'lonk-room attendants.
l‘or the musical purist, the club experience may seem socially and
iotionally contrived, and even aesthetically compromised. Of the three
innin contexts discussed, the nightclub event is probably the least memor-
nbile, despite its high level of excitation. The musicians tend to conduct their
siehtelub performances merely as work, often describing it as being tedious
il nol demeaning and thankless, and similarly some audience members may
tlink of the event as yet another night out. Nevertheless, for many the club
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provides a unique context for experiencing tarab music and its emofional ~
affect. It also offers musicians, composers, and producers a primary arena
for both economic gain and artistic creativity.

Performing for oneself

Tarab performances do not have to be group events; playing alone is
extremely comtmon. The immediate reasons for playing without the physicai
presence of an audience are numerous. The phenomenon of “practice,” as we
know it, for example through the use of scalar or melodic patterns in Western
art music, or the regimen of riyaz (from Arabic Fiydd, meaning “exercise™) in
classical Indian music, seems to play a minimal role in the tarab experience.
Similarly, systematic drilling or technique building is atypical of tarab
artists, except for the virtuosity-minded. Instead, performance dexterity is
usually developed through actual musical work or by playing at a brova,
namely a work session or rehearsal. > However, a musician may play aione in
the guise of doing something else. An instrument-maker may perform in his
workshop to try out a new instrument he has made. A ganiin player may play
to “break in” a new set of strings or to repair certain defects with the tuning
levers. And an artist may perform for the conscious purpose of composing.
Riyad al-Sunbaii (1906-1981), who composed some of Umm Kulthiim’s
best admired songs, is said to have played his <d alone in his bedroom with
a small tape recorder intended to capture the funes that may emerge.’! And of
course, musicians play alone in order to satisty an urge to play, or simply
perform for their own pleasure.

Tarab musicians realize that playing in socially constructed musical
confexts is “the real thing.” For example, they recognize that the stringent
technical demands posed by formal performances can be tremendously bene-
ficial. A Lebanese nay maker offered me a piece of advice that T found quite
valuable as a nay player. He insisted that in the final result you can best
determine the quality of an instrument by playing it in a formal performance
context, with an ensemble and for qualified listeners. Presumably in such
a context the player faces emotional and musical exigencies that challenge the
very mechanics of playing and expose the true limitations and capabilities of
the instrument. The nay maker added that for hirn the nightclub where he used
to work provided a perfect ground for testing his newly made instruments.?

Tt is not known exactly when the term “brova,” from Ttalian prove, namely “proof,” or
“rehearsal,” became part of the local musical parlance, Incidentally, the word is also locally
used to mean “film negative.”

3 T learned this about al-Sunba(T from the late ‘Ali Reda (Rida, d. 1993) in the early 1980s.
From a conversation in Beirut in the early [980s.
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lieless, playing for oneself can be extremely creative. Being alone
strument or with one’s own voice offers the performer, especially
viser, an opportunity for experimentation without external inter-
In such a context, the musician is able to allow more room for his
well as to explore the potentials of his instrument or voice, or for
fer, of his musical mind, Being alone can free the arfist to be his or
imaling” self.
over, playing alone can be profoundly ecstatic. Tt entails a certain
" feedback within the performer, as a musician and listener at the
ne. Lone music makers tell about the deep absorption they experience
liente that they lose track of time and feel somewhat detached from
iminediate surroundings. Similarly, they describe the jarring sensations
nir when others intrude. Accordingly, as soon as an “external” listener
involved, the performance may completely change direction, or
fiding upon the listener’s musical disposition, or personal “energy,” the
ner's level of ecstasy may decrease drastically or vanish altogether. The
tiye efficacy of playing for oneself scems embedded in the artist’s ability
fiinction as one’s own musical springboard, The performer who plays alone
Hirs to set in motion a relatively undisturbed cyclical process within
thelt, a dynamic through which the music is directly felt and generated.

Ecstasy and sound recording

flie modern history of Arab music, one of the most significant develop-
fits has been the appearance and proliferation of sound recording. By the
filrn of the twentieth century, the invention of the phonograph enabled some
fiitb artists to make their own home recordings on wax cylinders and soon
iifter, some cylinders became commercially available. Around 1904 the pre-
fwiorded flat disc began to dominate the Arab market, Tn the first few decades
of the twentieth century, millions of 78-rpm discs were produced, advertised,
il disseminated by major European and Near-Eastern record companies.
Larpe international business firms such as Gramophone (later His Master's
Voice) of England, Odeon of Germany, and the locally owned Baidaphon
hecume a major source of income for many musicians, Creating a massive
record audience through rigorous advertising and dissemination strategies,
(hey dramatically enhanced the popularity of certain farab singers, Shaykh
Yusul al-Manyalawi, Shaykh Salimah Hijazi, Shaykh Sayyid al-Safti, $alih
‘Al al-Hayy, Umm Kulthtim, and many others throughout the Arab world.*

l‘'or more information on the history of recording in the Arab world, particularly Egypt, see
Racy 1976 and 1977.
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The Bgyptian musical film first appeared in 1932, and was inaugurated
with a production thai featured the actress and female tarab singer Nadirah.
Subsequently, Cairo witnessed impressive growth in its motion picture
industry, as Egypt’s musical films played throughout the Arab world and
featured singers such as ‘Abd al-Wahhdb, Umm Kulthtm, and sister
and brother Asmahan (1912-1944) and Farid al-Afrash (1915-1974). After
World War TI, the Arab cinema continued to present well-known male and
female vocalists, although the singing styles of many film stars became
further removed from the traditional tarab stream. The radic provided another
channel. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, Cairo’s private radio stations
broadeast live performances as well as played available commercial record-
ings. Later, the official Egyptian Radio Station, established in 1934, offered
various types of music, including waslat (plural of wasiah), specially
prepared for the station by well-known tarab singers, $3lih ‘Abd al-Hayy
(1896-1962) and others. More recently, Arab radio stations, specifically those
run by local governments, have introduced and recorded music by various
artists and have generally kept their own archives of old and new recordings.
Among their regular payroll siaff have been singers, composers, lyric writers,
and instrumentalists, as well as musical producers, announcers, and sound
engineers. The mainstrearn music has been broadcast regularly from different
Arab radio stations, although some stations have also featured weekly
programs devoled to the gadim, or early tarab repertoire.

The period extending from the 1950s threugh the 1970s witnessed the rise
of the LP and the 45-rpm discs and the proliferation of television, which
began largely-as a localized medium for broadcasting various musical and
nonmusical programs. Similarly, the reel-to-reel magnetic tape became the
primary medium for stndio and home recording. During the last decades of
the twentieth century, the cassette tape emerged as one of the most effective
media of musical dissemination, largely because cassettes are relatively
cheap to buy and easy to duplicate, store, and transport, or for that matter to
bootleg.? The 60- or 90-minute cassette tape has been used widely to record
live tarab performances and to copy songs from radio or to duplicate
available recordings, an advantage that the present digital technology
continues to provide.

Within the tarab culture, the ability of the record medium to communicate
tarab feeling has been a topic of concern. When sound recording first
appeared, there was a general feeling in the Arab world, as well as in the
West, that the “talking machine™ was a delightful novelty and a scientific

*  One of the most remarkable examples is a regular weekly program that has been broadcast
from Cairo for at least the last twenty-five years, Titled Sabrat Alhan Zaman (An Evening of
Tunes from the Past), it is prepared by the weli-known music historian Mahmid Kamil and
presented by Hilah al-Hadidi.

35 See El-Shawan 1987,
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nuirvel, but not a viable musical medium. In a chapter on aconstics, Kamil
al-Khula included a foomote in which he differentiated between listening to
livee music and listening to the wax cylinder, and considered phonograph
records as inferior replications of reality. He criticized the phonograph pre-
claely because of its acoustical limitations and because the exigencies of
tveording deprived the performer of both the appropriate human ambiance
wil the physical comfort needed for creating tarab. In his words, “listening
tn the phonograph is like eating with false teeth” (ca.1904: 24),

Al the same time, al-Khulat's Judgment left open the question of whether
of not the concept of recording per se was objectionable. Thus, had it not
bwen for the technical barriers and artistic limitations confronting the
prlormers, could recorded sound be enjoyed outside the traditional contexts
il Hstening, without seeing and interacting with the peiformers directly?
Biring the early decades of the twentieth century, the tarab culture gradually
i {o accept the record as a musical medium. The attitudes of the artists
atul 1he listeners, and the stagpering disc sales showed that: recorded music,
wapectally with improved acoustical fidelity, can communicate tremendous
iimical affect. Equally important, the communicability of tarab feeling is
pemuible if the original performance had been ecstatically charged to begin
willi, In other words, musical ecstasy, generated through a feeling of saltanah
At the part of the recording vocalist ar mstrumentalist, could somehow be
i or decoded by the musically initiated record buyer.

‘e channeling of tarab was enhanced by the early recording artists’
aflsaipls to create emotionally conducive climates amidst uninviting record-
i conditions. For one thing, the recorded vocal exclamations punctuating
Hig various performances were intended to inspire the performers and may
fitve been voiced by an intimate group of sammi‘ah or by the record
ithpanies’ local staff. Most often, these added gestures appeared genuine,
Hl=timed, and musically well-deserved, although in certain instances they
wilied exaggerated or contrived, gimmicks that remind us of the “canned”
litthier heard on American television comedies. Meanwhile, some artists
ity huve conducted musical warm-ups before recording or may have
linrsed the material with their takht accompanists so as {o create a better
fisi for performing.

P

sitsienl works. Their efforts contributed to the ascendancy of a type of song
il wus short (78-rpm-disc length) and fully precomposed, most often in a
ightor” strophic format. Thus, the record content shifted further away from
fist live jarab aesthetic, as precomposition had begun to overshadow context-
il flexibifity. By the mid-1930s, with the gradual disappearance of
ided exclamations and the elimination of the celebrities’ pictures from

si! lubels, a feature that was originally intended o evoke the live presence
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Egyptian singer and composer Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab (ca. 1901-1991}, seated in front,
recording for Baidaphon Company in an ornate tent in the early 1930s, A publicity photo.

of the recording artists, many tarab songs became fixed media “pieces.”
Among these were the works of Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab, who exempli-
fied the media-conscious farab artist. Such pieces, as represented for
example by ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s disc songs and his short often programatically
conceived film songs, gained their own place within the contemporary tarab
aesthetic. Indeed, many media-inspired, musical compositions are appreci-
ated for their emotional content, as well as for the intricate technical
workmanship and the modern features they often display.

Certainly, the culture’s predilection for the live musical experience
continues to prevail, as best illustrated by the large number of live recordings
in the tarab market today. Such recordings, including many by Umm
Kulthtim, sometimes carry the descriptive title fasfil hayy mutawwal,
“extended live recording.” In addition to these commercially available
releases, the conneisseurs are known to exchange tapes of live recordings,
some being cassette duplicates of older reel-to-reel tapes. Such recordings
are highly prized, especially those that connoisseurs consider rare or
commercially unavailable, as the home recordings of Zakariyya Ahmad,
(18961961}, one of Umm Kulthtim’s major composers who also sang occa-
sionally, or those of *Abd al-Wahhab singing informally with his own ad
accompaniment. Particularly cherished are those made when the performers
had been in a state of saltanah and had performed renditions that are excep-
tionally ecstatic, for example some live performances by the late Syrian
singer Muhammad Khayri. The connoisseurs may atiribute the exceptional
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tlve power of a live recording to the desirable setting in which the
Mitnce had occurred. In the case of a recorded jalsah, some of the
ding sammi‘ah may be recognized by name, and similarly acknowl-
& may be a musically initiated patron in whose house the performance
ifken place. A recorded haflah may aiso be identified with the place in
fligh it had been presented. A live recording by a certain singer may be
iy acclaimed because the recorded performance had occurred in a city
1 i Aleppo, traditionally known for its musically sophisticated public.
1 larab vocalists and instrumentalists may collect tape copies of their
il performances during which they were highly inspired, largely due to
tstence of a good and highly interactive audience.

“Firthermore, live recordings are often appreciated as extensions of the
Ittt live events. This is reflected in the order in which recorded pieces
s kometimes listened to. Customarily, local radio stations have presented
Iight” non-tarab pieces in the mornings and perhaps early afternoons, but
Hewlly assigned to evening hours the tarab proper, as the live haflat of
iin Kulthim, Sabah Fakhri, and Muhammad Khayri. Often, members
H the public have structured their listening accordingly. When Radio Cairo
4l to broadeast Umm Kultham’s live performances in the evening of the
4 Thursday of each month, millions of Arabs planned to be by their radio
it In Beirut in the early 1960s 1 remember seeing faxi cabs stopped by the
ael xides, as the drivers and other nearby enthusiasts listened to these
Aiomdeasts on the car radios. One Palestinian woman described to me that at
the imes of these broadcasts her father followed certain ritual-like obser-
¥ihees, as he sat and listened with a glass of ‘arag (a local alcoholic
wvernge) and mdzah (appetizers that are traditionally served with ‘araq).3
Whien hearing tarab music on recordings, the connoisseurs may display
fumitiar live-performance antics, such as facial gestures or signs of deep
#limovption, although perhaps in a Jess demonstrable manner. They may also
l#y 1o wvoid interruptions. One tarab lover indicated to me that he cannot
lly enjoy an ecstatically moving recording in the company of individuals
Hor dlo not know how to listen or to feel the music.

Ity the same token, many listeners concede that at some level, recordings
ot as ecstatic or at least not as engaging as live performances, Media
Aports generally attribute such a discrepancy to a variety of factors. Live

- peflormances provide the opportunity for direct performer-listener inter-
iwclion; they are physically self-contained, thereby focusing the listeners’
inention directly upon the performance: they impart a certain collective
wierpy,” an infectious mood that enguifs the entire audience. Moreover, the
vty live setting tends to allow for an extended and gradual process
ol tmental and musical conditioning that is likely to intensify the listening

o

Hidl

Lot o conversation in Los Angeles in the middle 1980s.
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experience. For that matter, one Arab listener indicated to me that his ri¢h
uncle, a diehard sammT, used to take a plane from Beirut to Cairo to atfen
Umm Kulthiim'’s monthly performances live, even though these perfortn
ances were broadcast across the entire region. *7 '

However, tarab remains unmistakably potent as a mediated experlence
For one thing, sound recording has broadened the scope of the listenin
experience and added to it new emotional or physical nuances. A profes
sional musician who lives in New York City and spends a great deal of tim
on the road states that he finds listening to tarab recordings most enjoyabi
when he is driving on the highway late at night, but adds that he would na
fisten to such recordings while battling the traffic in downtown Manhattan.
For the introspective listener, recordings may even take precedence over live:
performances, in which a variety of extraneous distractions, including noisy-
gesturing and rowdy conduct, may prevail.* Recorded performances also
allow the listeners to create their own images of the original live contexts or
even to reduce such contexts to mere impressions or abstractions. In the case
of many recent tarab recordings, the original context is little more than a
“high-tech” studin or a mixture of digital soundtracks.

¥ From a conversation in Los Angeles in the early [980s.

*  From a conversation in the late 1980s.

® In public performances. fights sometimes occur, as when those interested in listening ask
noisy audience members, whe often are under the influence of alcohol, to be quiet.



Iiv Arub culture, the concept of tarab brings to mind a certain musical idiom,
i musical style. Similarly, it implies special musical applications or inter-
pretutions. In a large measure, musical evocation can be explained in terms
il the “what™ and “how” of music making. Whether it is al-Isfahani describ-
Hig o medieval court performance or Muhammad al-Aqgad reflecting on
ihe musical mastery of his grandfather, those who speak about music and its
lifluence allude to both substance and style, form and expression, craft and
feeling, In this chapter, I similarly explore both the general fabric of farab
fhusic and some of the basic processes that enable the music to “speak,” or
liiwess emotionaily. Understandably, it is difficult to distinguish between
the ldiom as such and the individual emotive application since the two work
itgether as part of a broader affective syntax.

The links between the contemporary practice and the pre-World-War-1
fitusical legacy are extremely significant. For modern composers and per-
furmers, takht music has served both as a model and a point of departure.
A% sununed up by Sayyid Makkawi (1926-1998), who is known for his
destatic singing and his musical compositions for Umm Kulthiim and others,
the old (gadim) style is the foundation (asas).! From the takht tradition,
witeh incorporated Sufi vocal elements and various indigenous and Pan-
CHtoman secular ingredients, the modern musical ensemble has borrowed
1t busic Arab instruments. Similarly, the modern practice has derived
frenn fukht music basic ecstatic techniques, especially those related to mode
ind modai improvisation. Obviously, modern departures from the older
#xpression have been extensive. Nonetheless, as a musical model, the takht
fot only represents the musical aesthetic of the late nineteenth and early
fwefitieth centuries, but also informs us about the dynamics of ecstatic
gvocation in tarab music in general.

' Prom the conversation with Mr. Makkawi on May 30, 1994,
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Abstraction and lyricism

Tarab music tends to be abstract; its substance is neither inherently programs-
matic nor necessarily evocative of entities (such as visual images, mythical
plots, pantheons of saints and spirits) outside itself. Although programmatic
allusions are often made, especially by the Western-minded composers, the :
intrinsic message is usually nonreferential. This trait is best illustrated by :
the modal improvisations and the various bashraf and samiq compositions, -
which are identified primarily by their generic names, the names of their
composers, and the magamat in which they are composed.

Given its individual-centered emotionality, tarab music is also highly '
lyrical. Although manifest in the various musical genres, its lyricism is epit-
omized by the vocal component, namely tarab songs that impress through
self-referenced amorous themes and images. In combination, abstraction and
lyricism appear to orient the music more directly toward the Hstener’s realm
of feeling. The resulting affect is usvally expressed through the self-reflexive
exclamations that punctuate the musical performances. As a rule, such
gestures do not analyze or make evaluative statements about the music or
objectify the technical-emotive ability of the performer, except indirectly.
Essentially, they erupt as symptoms, or manifest “side effects,” of the
ecsiatic condition and feed back into and energize the musical-evocative
process. In short, the music’s proclivity toward abstractness and lyricism
highlights its emotive core and grants its ecstatic message certain centrality
and directness.

Individuality and togetherness

Tarab music gives prominence to individuality and collectivity, two
complementary dynamics that contribute to the music’s ecstatic efficacy.
Individuality is clearly illustrated by the role of leadership that the singer
usually assumes within the traditional ensemble. It is also displayed most
vividly when an instrumentalist leads or improvises either alone or against
other accompanying instruments. In some respects, individuality streamlines
the ecstatic performance and brings the emotionally evocative material to
the forefront. Similarly, the individual artist who creates music on the spot
appears to convey his ecstatic message most directly. His manner of delivery
is likely to grant him added maneuverability as a tarab maker.

Notably, the aesthetic of individuality is consistent with timbral special-
ization within the traditional ensemble. The takht specifically is a collection
of khamat sawtiyyah, “sound timbres,” that are individually distinguished as
well as imbued with ecstatic conniotations. Incorporating one of each type of
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tnent, for example one ‘ad, one ganin, one nay, one violin, and one
;-ihe takht amounts to a few layers of discernible timbral-acoustical
Fhws, it can be contrasted with such “unitimbral” but register-separated
Iinftions, such as Europe’s Renaissance recorder or viol consorts, or for
tidter the classical string quartet.

iflustrate, the ‘0d, a fretless short necked lute, often given highly
giiglve epithets such as amir al-tarab, or “the prince of ecstasy,” is
lguinrly praised for its affective sound quality. Recognized as an alar
i# {plucked instrument), the <0d produces a relatively low register, in
igrn theoretical terms the bass clef, an octave lower than the treble
gty of the violin. In this case however, the individual register of the
{iinent must be interpreted as a factor of sonic definition rather than as a
ilon of harmonic specialization.

Like the <0d, the gandn, a type of plucked zither, enjoys a distinctive
fhire In part because of its open ftriple-courses of nylon and metal-wound-
k (formerly all gut) strings, and because its bridge rests upon spaces over
léh picces of thin fish skin are stretched. Most often, it is played in the
ble repister by the right hand while the left hand frequently echoes
i telody on the bass register an octave lower. The strings are plucked
Iwo horn plectrums, each individually held against an index finger
Igh o metal ring. Praised by al-Khulaq for its superb ability to produce
Hi,* s well as noted for providing clear tonal references through its open,
willully unstopped strings, the ganiin is the preferred instrument for
panying singers during their vocal improvisations.

1w violin, a nineteenth century Western import, is highly prized for its
ftloml expressivity and resemblance to the human voice.® Spoken of as
fiit sithilr (an instrument of sustained sound), it provides yet a different tonal
iltly, The bowing gives it the ability to produce long notes, while its
less neck as well as its conventional Arab funing enables the player to
fuilice tonal nuances with great agility.

I'se nily, an open-ended, obliquely held reed-flute, is another instrument
tisinined sound, one that enjoys special emotional powers. Spiritually
iiflcant, it has been used in some Sufi rituals. Also, when properly playad,
s ausociated with overwhelming tarab sensations. As one young Syrian
fiisleinn puts it: “This instrument defines us as a culture.” The nay is distin-
ittriihad by its breathy, or reedy timbre, its characteristic trills, and its highly
e style. Tt plays mostly in a pitch level an octave above the treble
feplster,

ul-Kbulat ca. 1904; 55.
4w Mrther historical information on the violin see Chapter 3, Note 3.

Fron: a format pre-performance presentation by qaniin player Samir Farah in Los Angeles on
Prvember 6, 1998,
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Similarly, the riqq, a small, but relatively heavy tambourine with five sets
of brass cymbals and thin fish skin (more recently plastic), produces a
variety of timbral effects that are used to form the beat patterns, namely the
fgdcdt, or “metric modes.” Traditionally, the strokes are discretely produced,
yet projected as crisp and distinctly heard taps on the skin. They constitute
complex acoustical effects that combine the membranophonic skin sounds
with the idiophonic vibrations of the cymbals, which are indirectly activated
by the tapping, although sometimes are also hit directly. Also called daff, the
riqq is the tarab percussion instrument par excellence. Today, especially, in
the more popular groups, the rigq is joined by the tablah, a vase-shaped
single-headed drum directly related to the folk darabukkah, which in Egypt
has been associaied with folk music that usually accompanied female
dancing. The introduction of the loud, high-strung modern tablah has created
a new sound aesthetic that shifted riqq playing somewhat from the artful
subtleties of the takht-based style toward a more percussive approach that
gives more prominence (o the brass cymbals. Incidentally, such added
percussive layering has coincided with an overall growth in the size of and
instrumental variety within the typical urban ensemble.

The same form of acoustical differentjation can be extended to the singing
voice. Obviously, singing gains special definition through the uttered text, as
well as through the distinctive timbral quality of the voice itself. Further-
more, in the presence of an accompanying small chorus, for example, as part
of the takht performing group, the mutrib’s voice usualty stands out through
its dynamic prominence, interpretive freedom, and higher level of ornamen-
tation and complexity. Similarly, in religious choral groups, the munshid
may occasionally switch registers, for example rising an octave above his
accompanists.

Togetherness contributes to the tarab effect in a number of ways. The
collective modalities of performing give individuality a suitable framework
or contextual reference, for exarmple when ensemble passages prepare for
or alternate with solo passages. Moreover, togetherness allows the various
performance components mutuaily to enhance one another. Collectively,
members of a performance group may experience a creative synergy that
manifests itself within the overall musical product. Additionally, the collec-
tive musical process enables the role of leadership to shift from one musician
to another whenever desirable.

Togetherness is achievable primarily because the performance media are
technically and dynamically compatible, as well as timbrally and acoustic-
ally differentiated. In a sense, the takht is a confluence of congruous musical
means and abilities. Tarab instruments, with the exception of the riqq, which
is sometimes referred to simply as Iga", namely “beat” or metric pattern,
share with the singer’s voice and with one another, basic stylistic properties.
The ‘fid, nay, qantn, and violin are all equally equipped to perform as solo
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Irinents, for example rendering self-contained performances of tagasim.
liy nve also well suited for interpreting a vocal composition instrumentally
il for accompanying a featured singer individually or collectively.
jitnding on the musicai context, each single instrument may assume the
e OF 1 feading soloist or may accompany less conspicuously, for example,
lislding a drone or producing an ostinato in the background. Similarly,
violin, ‘4d, qaniin, and nay are all capable of playing essential tarab
fnents and microtones, although perhaps not on the same level of agility
| vorsatility. For that matter, apart from the riqq, the takht model includes
Hitruments that are purely for accompaniment such as the drone-
tiliicing tambura in Indian classical music. The Gd, violin, ganin, nay, and
i ilso possess comparable levels of foudness, as well as individual
fiifwes that complement and blend effectively with one another. Roughly
eiklng, the melodic instruments share the same working melodic range,
It Iwo octaves. In performiance, these instruments play in tessituras that
¢ piher on the same pitch level or one or two octaves apart. In terms of
i melodic range and tonal alignments, they are also compatible with the
g voice. Tn light of such compatibilities, it is not surprising that in
firofessional parlance, the instruments are treated ag metaphors for the
lilhg voice. As mentioned earlier, the verb yaqiil, “to say,” also means “to
ig" und by extension “to play” a melodic instrument, in a sense to “vtter”
vienl materia) instrumentally.’
Flils combination of compatible yet differentiated entities can also be
lgrtood in human terms. Members of the takht ensemble, who often
¢ ihdividually recognized by the public, were also united by social rank,
gomic status, level of musical training, and performance experience.
i very concept of “takht,” literally, “platform” or “elevated area” upon
¢l the musicians performed, can be viewed as a physical embodiment
the social, economic, and musical commonality among the takht members
it 1nusical team.® In fact, the compatibility and reciprocity in the
ilcinng’ performance roles was linked directly to the ensemble’s ability to
lopm effectively. During the 1930s, the Egyptian critic and biographer
tilT Rizg, alarmed by what he viewed as an erosion of aesthetic finesse
g musicians, made an urgent plea to Egypt’s Royal Academy of Arab
A

Par mere information on these aspects of individuality and compatibility among the takht
Inlrienents see Racy 1988,

it Is ot known when the Persian-Ottoman term takht became part of the Arab musical
pinttniee, It appeared in al-Khulat's book. A comparable term in Egypt was dikkah, which
nlso refereed to the raised area upon which musicians sat. Also, it is not clear when takht
wiilclans began to sit on chairs, as they have done since the early twentieth century. Prior to
thil, Lane had shown drawings of performing musicians sitting cross-legged.
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The Academy is entrusted not to give the takht directors (rilesd@ al-tukhit) license 10
replace performers who have previously worked in their ensembles wilth new
performers who are ignorant of these directors’ playing methods. Each ensemble
director has a particular style, special attributes, and a distinctive spirit. For example,
the takht of Master (Ustadh) Muhammad al-*Agqgdd never used to work except under
{he leadership of [the singer} ‘Abduh al-Hamal . . . Bach leader had a special takht
with special players, as substitutions were obviously harmful because new musicians
were unable (o tune their instruments with equal facility and to perform in such a way
a5 to allow the sounds to blend perfectly. {ca. 1936: 15)

As implied by the above plea, personal. artistic, or perhaps “spiritual”
harmony among members of the same group is indispensable for effective .
music making. By the same token, the inclusion of one or more incompatible
or incompetent performers is likely to affect the collective process of
performing and consequently diminish the ecstatic quality of the perform-
ance as a whole.

Heterophony

As a cultivated form of artistry. heterophonic interplay is a primary feature
of takht music. In practice, heterophonic texture exists in two closely related
formats, an overlapping type and a simultaneous type. The first occurs when
a leading musical part, typically a vocal improvisation, is accompanied,
for example, by an instrument such as the qanun. In this case, the accom-
paniment “echoes” the leading part at a slightly delayed pace, or in a rather
“out of sync” fashion. The second type applies mostly when ensemble
members produce slightly varied renditions of the same musical material at
the same time. This happens when takht instruments perform the same basic
composition together, but with each one rendering it differently through
subtle variations, omissions, ornamental nuances, syncopations, anticipa-
tions, and so on. In the process, the performers produce interlocking melodic
structures and intricate heterorhythms, A musical “note” may be deliberately
dropped out by one instrument to be provided by another, or sometimes arn
instrument may play a certain portion of it, thus leaving it for another instru-
ment to “pick up” the other portion. Realized spontaneously in actual
performance, heterophony is a highly coordinated process rather than a mere
confluence of isolated musical renditions or a collection of simultancous
variations of one fixed tune.

As an interactive process, heterophony is consistent with the intimate
nature of the takht format. The takht ensemble is small enough to allow for
its members to be heard and appreciated both as individuals and as a tightly
knit musical group. For one thing, the timbral acoustic differentiation among
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itfments enables the various heterephonic subtleties to be more
ilble, Furthermore, the small performance-platform provides the indi-
usicians an intimate physical context ideally suited for establishing
y'_imml contact and exchanging various music related cues.

flemark of the accomplished takht musician, heterophony has
loss prominent in the modern musical mainstream. Heterophonic
i, which represent a small-group, or “chamber,” aesthetic tend to be
ivious within, or perhaps less suited for, the typical post-1920s
sle, which often performs fixed compositions and incorporates well
{teen or twenty instruments. Within such a group, heterophonic
ave likely to be muddled. More importantly perhaps, the emerging
ophonic relationships appear to coincide with further separation
i the roles of the composer and the interpreter, and with an increasing
of formality among the performers, whose stage seating is somewhat
| by the European symphonic seating.” Less suited for heterophonic
atiution has been the duplication of instruments of the same type, epit-
by the use of several violins, often a dozen or more, and sometimes
i il & double bass, in addition to various other instruments. This

tifgwiint evenly layered texture of parallel octaves and unisons that became
i{lseatublished as an orchestral sound aesthetic.?

Hiterophony constitutes a powerful tool of ecstatic evocation. It is gener-
y felt that heterophonic interactions energize the musical content. In group
flnces, they give prominence to each of the individual parts, but
i+ hind them together as an organic unit. In this respect, they represent an
Mive union between individuality and togetherness, or rather, individu-

il b dleeply enchanting.®
‘Iie direct relation between heterophonic interplay and emotional arousal

1l rough resemblance appears for example in having a violin section to the left of the stage
with vellos or a double-bass when available close to the right. However, conventionally the
jwictission is located at the extreme right, whereas the original takht instruments are placed
i thie middle.,

I would not be totally accurate to say that the newer texture consists of exact paraltel unisons
il octaves, In effect, the unsynchronized bowing, along with some heterophonic nuances
give [he modern sound its characteristic opaque, or thick, quality, a new urban Arab texture
ilistingt in itself.

Aml writers seldom conceptualize or analyze heterophony. However, it is briefly discussed
by Snha Elkholy (Samhah al-Khawlf); see Elkholy 1978. For additional information on the
tule of heterophony in takht music see Racy [988.
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is demonstrable on a vast number of early 78-rpm recordings. For exampl
impassioned verbal gestures are voiced in the middle of dawr performance
when the leading singer takes obvious heterophonic liberties or improvi
several variants against reiterations by the chorus and the rest of tha
ensemble. Similarly illustrative are recordings of group instrumental genr
such as the tahmilah, in which artists, typically of comparable stature and
ability, produce complex heterophonic textures thus prompting a plethora ol
animated and distinctly heard vocal exclamations.'® Further representations
are displayed in Umm Kulthiin's live recordings from the 1940s and 1950s.
In certain middle sections during which heterophonic activity becomes
particularly prominent, a suspenseful and musically focused mood engulfs
and audibly moves the singer’s avid admirers. :

The art of leading

In tarab music, certain hierarchies shape the musical content and render it
more effective. In musical terms, the role of leadership is manifested in two
hasic formats, linear and vertical. In the linear format, the leading part, for
example a singer’s voice, is given prominence through the sequential order in
which the musical material is presented. To illustrate, the leader’s perform-
ance proper is usually prefaced by either precomposed or improvised, solo or
ensemble instrumental preludes. Similarly, interludes, which tend to oceur
profusely throughout the performance, provide the featured performer with a
sense of musical reference without undermining his or her role as the center
of musical attention. In a vocal improvisation, a farjamah (literally, trans-
lation), namely an improvised instrumental interlude thar largely emulates a
preceding vocal phrase, grants the leading vocalist suitable moments of
repose between the improvised vocal phrases. It also reinforces his ecstatic
message without disturbing his creative train of thought. Similarly, in a
metric piece, for example in some compositions from the 1920s and 1930s,
the lawdzim, or short instrumental “fillers” {singular, ldzimah)"" add empha-
sis te the main beat and quite often outline the melodic structure of a
preceding phrase by the leading artist. In some instances, a lazimah may
serve as a kubri, or “bridge,” as it moves toward a new tonal center or a new
maqam, thus paving the way for the featured performer to make a full-
fledged tonal shift or modulation. Typically however, the leading artist, who

10 For a detailed analysis of a tahmilah performance see Racy 1988,
U The term {dzimeh is related 1o the verb /@zama, namely to “accompany™ or “stick to faith-
fully,” and to the verb luzima, “to be needed.” The abstract noun mildzamak refers 1o the act
of keeping company, and simifarly the word mulazim (feminine, mmidzimah) refers o
someone or something that is retained, or perhaps constantly reintroduced.
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5 the forefront of the ecstatic process, is granted the prerogative of a
vill vanguard. Particularly in improvisatory genres, he or she is expected
Hile the various modal phases of the performance, to explore the new
ittew of the mode, to introduce modulations to other magamat, and o
# e return to the original mode of the performance,
¢ vérlical format appears when heterophonic patterning enables the
i lndividual musical line to stand out. More specifically, this happens
t flie heterophonic support provided by the rest of the ensemble is
y subtle or sparse, particularly while the leading artist is actually
tilng, In turn, the leading artist tends to figure prominently on account
ih the complex features of his performance and the greater fluidity of his
Ii4 vls-Ai-vis those of the accompanying ensemble, For exarmple, in Sufi
it groups, a munshid may sing more ornately and melismatically than the
the group. He may sing only intermittently and momentarily “pull
" from the accentual pattern maintained by the rest of the ensemble.
1y, 1 farab singer may gain emphasis by improvising somewhat freely
ital i (rone (or intermittent drone effect) or against an ostinato pattern.
"ulinlly, the role of leading demands a high level of group conscious-
Although it grants the featured artist considerable creative license, it
poodl musical rapport within the entire ensemble. Healthy synchrony
il Hie Jeader and the accompanists is a prerequisite for affective music

‘The art of accompanying

t ¢ntled for, musical accompaniment plays a crucial role in the
tive process. Basically, an accompanying performer must be musically
ive without being too prominent or obtrusive. Musicians usualily
the good accompaniment as fawrlg, a term that implies subtlety and
+ e image of filling spaces somewhat sparsely with ornamental leaf
(us in the case of calligraphy), or covering something with a thin
il puper or plaster. For example, a qanin player accompanying a layali
swwil performance must resist the temptation of competing with the
fili. He must refrain from moving ahead of the singer by anticipating the
“fonal areas of the mode, or playing more loudly than the vocalist, or
iy nelodic lines that are technically more complex or more ornate
fhiwe being accompanied. It is often stated that the accompanist must
My, namely “taste” or “courtesy.”

aratt musicians devote a great deal of attention to the dynamics
Awvempunying particularly by praising the discreet and supportive
inpinists and finding fault with those whom they consider musically
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self-centered, aggressive, and intent on soliciting attention. The latter type.
musicians are criticized although their performances may be highly impre
sive from a purely technical point of view. Performers are often assessed i
terms of their level of sensitivity as accompanists. During the 1930s the
singer Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab reportedly lost his patience with a wells
Kknown violinist for displaying excessive showmanship while accompanying
him.'? During one of his visits to Los Angeles, the elderly gantin VIrtuose
Ibrahim Salmén was invited to listen to a young ganim player perform, as the
latter accompanied a local Arab singer. Asked about his impressions, Salmén
described the young musician as having good technique, but his mair
problem was as follows: bigiil kathir ma al-mutrib, literally “he says too
pich with the singer,” a jargon-based expression that referred to the younger .
musician’s excessive performing when he accompanied." Musicians in Los
Angeles describe the impertinent showmanship of a young violinist by citing
a specific incident, which they often reenact in order to make their point
clear and to poke some humor. Accordingly, when a visiting vocal celebrity
sang a layili phrase, perhaps a short one in Rast, one that began on the tonic,
ascended to the fifth and cadenced back on the tonic, the violinist's
“tarjamah” moved quickly to the fifth note then advanced to the octave note
above the tonic. Also while descending, the violinist “threw in” a few acci-
dentals, for example flattening the upper subtonic and momentarily raising
the fourth step, before dropping to the fower tonic through a “flashy™ qaflah
more elaborate and quite different from the one that had been performed by
the singer. Not surprisingly, such exhibitionism reportedly offended the
singer and was suddenly noticed and scoffed at by the rest of the musicians.

It is generally felt that such display is disrespectful of the artist being
featured. As it usurps his or her prerogative as a principal tarab initiator,
it violates an established musical hierarchy. Certain anticipations by the
accompanist, for example, leaping into a new pitch level ahead of the mutrib
or modulating to a new maqam, are sometimes called for by the composers.
However, particularly in improvisatory contexts, such liberties could indi-
cate that the accompanied performer is being rudely treated or looked at as
being musically incompetent.

Most significantly perhaps, the manner of accompanying affects the
ecstatic quality of the performance as a whole. Positively speaking, good
accompanists inspire the mutrib by instilling within him a feeling of saltanah
and helping him maintain that feeling throughout the performance.
They furnish musical support that is succinct, yet stylistically elequent and

12 Rrom an interview T conducted with Muhammad al-Aqqad in Los Angeles in the summer of
1984. Reportedly, the violinist concerned was Szml al-Shawwa.

3 Salman, who is blind, is an Iragi Jewish performer now living in Tsracl. He enjoys phenoni-
enal technical mastery and outstanding ability to evoke feeling on the ganin.
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fivilly conducive. In a sense, a good accompanist is a creative mini-
i who ttilizes his musical means economically to achieve the maximum
tie hpuet. His craft calls for finding the ideal balance between brevity
iviy, correcmess and aesthetic excellence. As ganiin player Muham-
#Alqid explained, early takht musicians seemed to possess magical
‘Through their highly effective executions of short preludes, such as
;wilif (plural of diilab), they were able to instill in the recording artists
iitigdinte sense of modal transformation, thus enabling them to produce
y pustitic performances.™* By the same token, many recordings by
il singers have been ecstatically compromised, and for some CoNnois-
i ruined, by the detrimental effect of one or several aver-zealous
Hinists,
the votrse of performing, accompanying with faste requires a great
iimical perceptiveness and ability to receive and respond to various
ik cues. It also enrails the careful implementation of performance
s (lat are called for by specific performing circumstances. These
il necompanying are illustrated in actual musical terms by Michel
| Hiklouk, a well established rigq player who performed and recorded
it [.ebanon, and was on the teaching staff of the Lebanese Conserva-
ity the 1960s and 1970s.
. 1k louk maintains that the rigq player must keep the beat constantly.
¢, lie adds that at certain times the percussionist needs to hold back,
sty to what theorists and notated scores tell you, namely that the down
{ifmmn) must remain predictably or uniformly strong. He explaing that
Hiiell would soften the accents so as not to overpower the textual
'y o u leacking singer, particularly when the latter is about to delve into
ile wl emotionally involved passage. Accordingly, “when rigidity is
it ihe feeling comes out,” As he further clarifies, when the mufrib
s Iiloy @ phase of ragrib (a term that means creating powerful ecstasy and
#h the stretching out of syllables or pulling away in calculated ways
il repular beat pattern), or when he appears particularly overtaken by
it of the text he is singing, that is the moment to hold back. In his
“the worst thing T could do at that time is to blast the singer with
it lants, 'Therefore, T resort to a more reserved mode of playing until the
sisnhient comes for bringing back the full effect of the iga“.”
akbonk admits that at times such discretion disturbs ensemble directors,
ihiitk that the beat must not be altered or softened, probably fearing that
inferventions will throw them or some of the musicians off. However,
feis (0 add that first of all, the rigg player is not a2 machine and
it nmchine-like playing does not produce feeling. Moreover, when the
{iil) in in 0 deep emotional state he cannot be bogged down by a rigid or

it [lwy 1984 interview mentioned earlier.
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excessively imposing beat pattern. In other words, a good percussioni
knows when to offer the leading performer the “space” needed for moving
into a profound ecstatic state, or “as a percussionist you have to give angf
take.”"

In short, accompanying is an art that feeds into the ecstatic flow of the
performance. Generally speaking, affective accompanying occurs in two
related ways. Firstly, through a combination of sound musicianship and
stylistic circumspection, the accompanist provides the leading performe
with direct aesthetic stimulation before and during the performance withowt
disrupting his or her internal creative process. Secondly, good accompanis
ment produces the basic rhythmic and melodic backdrop against which the
creative leader can make synchronized digressions that in turn excile
the ecstatically minded listener. In either case, the accompanist is an organic
part of tarab evocation.

The role of ornaments

Ornaments, which some modern literary sources refer to as filyat sawtiyyah
(or, “sound embellishments”), are among the most effective tools of ecstatic
stimulation. The types of ornaments used and the frequency of their occur-
rence depends largely vpon the musical style and the historical background
of the tarab artist. Typically, early-twentieth-century singers such as Shaykh
Salamah Hijazi, Munirah al-Mahdiyyah, and Fathiyyah Ahmad tended to use
ornaments profusely. In more recent decades, certain types of ornaments
have practically disappeared, and furthermore, the renditions of singers have
generally become less ornate.

The evocative power of ornaments, although setdom articulated as such,
is tacitly recognized and appreciated. When properly placed and executed,
for example as part of a cadential motif or in the course of a prolonged note,
ornaments tend to elicit observable listening responses. They appear to draw
the listeners attention closely to the music, as well as to qualify the
performer as a “genuine artist.” Rendered gither vocally or instrumentally,
embellishments exist in a wide variety, ranging from subtle grace-note
effects to long held tremolo-like gyrations. They may also coexist with
various other effects, such as the subtle portamento (or sliding between
notes) and the wave-like manipulation of individual notes, in contrast to the

15 From a conversation with Mr. Baklouk (Mishal Mirhij Baglug) on Sept. 1, 1997. Having
worked extensively with the Rahbant Brothers and the singer Fayruz in Lebanon, Baklouk
now lives in New Jersey. In this report, Baklouk attributes his serategy to the tegendary rigq

player and renowned Umm Kulthfim accomparnist, Torahim <Afifi, with whom he had

conversed at an earlier time about the “secrets” of good accompanying.
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Felussical-Buropean vibrato, which in the context of tarab music would
iikdered inappropriate or even distasteful,

i ine of ornaments reflects both individual preference and established
glitin, We are told, for example, that among the secrets of Umm
Hiiiiv's success early in her career was her judicious use and careful
1 of ornaments, a trait that granted her tarab delivery a refreshing sense
lure and refinement. When guiding a traditional Lebanese female
60 towurd the path of professional success, Muhammad “Abd al-Wahhab
kil t0 have advised her to be more circumspect in the use of ornaments.
serihieless, the role of embellishments in the process of tarab making
ik (uintessential. Having reminded some medieval writers of the
hotic singing of the nightingale, tarab ornaments entail various sorts
bl rhythmic, dynamic, and timbral applications, When properly
ilfsil, they generate irresistible aesthetic stimulation, delectable agitation
{is Mphly ecstatic.

The vocal ethos

fi¢ {urab culture, the sawt, or “voice,” is recognized as a supreme medium
wion. In a short but highly indicative statement appearing in a

iyt on the acoustical and stylistic properties of musical instruments,
fit} il-Khulad wrote:

#iisl keep in mind that the best mode of musical execution is the human voice. It
ol magnificent of all musical media (a‘dhamuha). Suffice it to say that when
iilluble, instruments can be dispensed with, and that instruments are in need of
ifevver, it delivers to the mind meanings in the form of sung lyrics. It also
a givul musical enchantment and produces more tarab than do other perform-
nedi, Tt is also more supple than the others in view of its ability to fulfill
1w twehnical needs and to do so with great mastery. (ca. 1904: 59)

ih voices share particular musical characteristics, but alse vary within a
sl mgin of acoustical acceptability. In the early twentieth century, the

i uf the male singers were by and large strident and relatively speaking
i iitched. The female voices, for example that of Sakinah Hasan, tended
low-pitched as well as strongly projected. Int terms of timbral variety,
firidr wl-Mahdiyyah for example was famous for her “seductive” husky

ind characteristic bahhah (literally, “hoarseness™). The more contein-
ity miile voices range from being brilliant and relatively high-pitched (as
teel by the voice of Syrian singer Sabah Fakhri) to being mellow and
tively low-pitched (for nstance the voice of Egypt’s Muhammad ‘Abd
hlkib later in his life). Such variety is to some extent applicable to the
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Singers and composers Wadi® al-$3fi (b. 1921) and Farid al-Atrash {1915-1974} performing
informally in Beirut in 1970. Photo courtesy of Dar al-Sayydd.

modern female singers. Similarly, tarab listeners today may savor the
charming rasp of such late singers as Salili ‘Abd al-Hayy and Muhammad
<Abd al-Muttalib, or the “weeping” vocal quality of the late Farid al-Atrash.
Comparably, one connoisseur explained that the late Syrian singer
Muhammad Khayri sang in an enchantingly “grainy” voice that shifted and
developed progressively as the performance went on. Accordingly, his voice
had a kind of roughness and variability that made it ecstatically irresistible."

Certain types of vocal production are considered basic to farab singing.
Underlying the various timbral profiles is an affinity for the “natural” vocal
register for either women or men. What is traditionally valued can be
roughly described as a full, somewhat throat-controlled chest voice, in
contrast to the “head,” or falsetto voice {saw! musta‘ar, literally, berrowed or

16 From a conversation in Los Angeles in the early 1980s.
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lul voice), which in tarab singing is deemed aesthetically objection-
M it least recognized as being alien to farab vocal artistry.?
thermore, modern tarab listeners cherish voices that are supple and
» produce ornaments and various rhythmic and tonal effects with full
[n the musicians’ jargon, the expression fih ‘urab, roughly “it has
nal nmuances,” is used to describe the voice of the ecstatically
fging singer, specifically the ability to render the various microtonal
gtlons accurately and with great mastery. Also praised are singers who
i (0 enjoy an exceptionally wide melodic range. Historians recount
iwhat proverbially that in the course of one performance ‘Abduh
nulT continued to ascend melodically until his ganiin accompanist
¥ up his hands in utter amazement as he “ran out of strings.”* However,
gxlremely important that the voice maintain its richness and timbral
glstency in both low and high registers. As musicians put it, a good tarab
ijer needs to be good in both the garardt, the lower-octave notes, and the
fihdt, the upper-octave notes. A further, and no less significant advantage
-t the singer’s ability to enunciate the sung text properly. As in the
lynic religious tradition, the tarab culture places a high premium on clear
Hllerance. Indeed, clarity of textual delivery, as well as the correct pronunci-
it of classical Arabic consonants, are among the trademarks of an
fve tarab singer. 19
To close, the efficacy of tarab singing is multidimensional. The voice
ifhices an extraordinary impact through its distinctive timbral quality,
dlodic fluency, and intonational flexibility. Furthermore, it enjoys special
ibolic significance as a supreme religious medium and an auditory link
ttween the secular and the mystical realms. Ultimately, it combines an
iollve literary idiom with an affective message that is purely musical.

Textual stretching

At it rule, the sung lyrics are sparse. A muwashshah which takes five or more
fitkiies to sing often has no more than a few couplets of text. A mawwal that

i
¥

fillnenced by Western classical pedagogy, which upholds he European operatic paradigm, a
vertuin falsetio quality is noticeable in the delivery of some young female, especially
| #bunese, singers. This phenemenon has drawn criticism from traditional music connots-
seurs and performers.

lten al-Jundt 1984: 42,

When using classical Arabic, singers (and for that matter public speakers), especially in
{ipypt and among the Lebanese urbaniles, sometimes misprononnce cerlain consonan(s,
specilically by changing the “#7” sound into an “s”, the “dh” into a “z”", and the “d4” into a
“:" Such conversions tend 1o disturb the linguistically lrained ear and detract from the
swstatic flow of the vocal performance.
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could last for more than ten minutes usually consists of seven or fewer short
lines of poetry. In the lafe nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a qasidah
singer sometimes based his entire performance on a few selected lines from
an older and much longer love poem. The hundreds of Egyptian adwar, each
of which could have taken more than forty-five minutes to perform in a five
context, generally incorporated no more than a handful of poetry lines each.
In these various genres, the sung texts are stretched out musically by the
composers and performers.

The stretching of texts acquires different forms. To begin with, in the
actuat vocal performance, a variety of instrumental preludes and interludes
are interjected. In the singing proper, vocal stretching is represented to a
large extent by the profuse application of vocal melismas, or the singing of
many notes per single syllable of text, usually a vowelled consonant (asg
compared to syllabic singing, when only one or a few musical notes corres-
pond to a single textual syllable). As tarab devices, melismas prevailed in the
Egyptian dawr, which developed into a highly sophisticated musical genre in
the late nineteenth century, but gradually died out in Egypt after the 1920s.
Toward the middle of the dawr performance, melismas were best repre-
sented by the several vocalizations on the sound @k by the singer and the
chorus, passages that were known collectively as the ahat, Accordingly, the
singer led the chorus members into a sustained note against which he created
his own vocalizations. He then led them into another sustained note,
typically one step higher upon which he vocalized again, and so on.

Melismatic stretching also occurs in the tayali, which is one of the prime
improvisatory genres in tarab music. Typically preceding and leading seam-
lessly into the mawwal, which is similarly improvised but has a regular
poetical text, the layéll performance consists in its entirety of vocalizations,
on a minimal number of syllables, in particular ya layl, or ya layli* In a
single phrase, for example, it is typical to stretch the ya syllable across a
large number of notes and then to end with the word layl less melismatically.

Textual stretching also stems from the practice of inserting into the
original texts certain verbal fillers. Usually referred to as tarannumar,
or tarannum (from the verb rannama, roughly, to chant devotionally or to
sing in an enchanted manner), these additions include such expressions as
aman, latli, layl, and word combinations such as lalll aman, yala lalli aman,
aman ya 1a lalli, and jgnim amdn. The tarannumat are most typically used
in the metrically complex, precomposed, muwashshah genre. Structurally

20 The literal meaning of ya@ Jayi or y@ layli is “oh, night!” or “oh, my nightl.” and that of
another often used expression, namely yd ‘wyn or yd ‘ayni is “oh, eye!l” or *oh, my eys!”
Contrary to some popular theories that explain the use of these expressions solely in terms of
their literal meanings, ¢he prevalence of such utterances as layl and layli and the comparable
expression Jullf may have to do with their singable quaiity and highty enchanting sonic
effects.
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king, they serve as tools for streiching out the sung phrases. As
; they give the compositional process greater elasticity in terms of fitting
I specific poetical meters to metric modes of determined lengths,
ity melismatically rendered. the tarannumdt add a great deal of
ional efficacy to the composition. Musical theorists and eritics often
isliie these and other, mostly nonlexical, devices directly with tatrib.
§ kemantically less descript, they also provide temporary relief from
ittt toxtuality, and perhaps enable the text proper to make more impact
i Il reappears in the course of singing. Furthermore, such standard
glons impress through their inherent auditory properties. As sung utter-
y ltiey possess a certain flow that makes them distinctly enchanting,?!
%4 ure also stretched through fragmentation and repetition. Sometimes
fline textal phrase would be repeated either with slight melodic
ttlon or in a different melody altogether. Also, a singer (or, in the case of
itnposed vocal works, a composer), may repeat a certain poetical
iel, word, or even syllable more than once. Breaking the text into
iigiits of different lengths was quite common in the large middle section
ilie dnwr, particularly in the passage (or passages) known as the hank.
# the leading vocalist sang a textual fragment, usually one or two words,
i "tossed it to the chorus members to be reiterated throughout several
Hl=1saponse, or solo—chorus exchanges. In these exchanges the singer was
(ir ¢reate melodic and even modal variations in alternation with, or
lines against, the choral responses.?

1 conelude, textual sparsity and elasticity contribute to the ecstatic
Hiey of tarab vocal music. Representing a deeply rooted aesthetic, word
ity establishes a workable balance between textual-semantic evoca-
il vocal-musical stimulation. This balance precludes the stifling effect
auensive wordiness or extreme semanticization, thus giving the music
it Npuce to “breathe.” Similarly, textual stretching enables the composer
bk uway at least momentarily from the rigidity of the poetical meters
tl i verbal patterns of accentuation. It grants him freedom to plot his own
wlic, metric, and accentual path without deviating totally from the
eralf textual framework. Contrastingly, when singing is syllabically
ifined or textually saturated it tends to move away from the evocative
uls ol tatrib, although it may still be appreciated for its declamatory

kit teeen| decades, certain music transcribers and chorus leaders in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt
hive wHempled to rid the muwashshabit of “the reminiscences of Ottoman influence” by
fiiping out such taranmumat as aman, janim, and Smrim, and replacing them all with layl or
vit layl, In pure musicat (erms, such symbolic and fargely politicized practice compromises
tn wveontive richness of the idiom and leads to a form of redundancy that tends to encumber
the voval expression and limit its overall ecstatic impact.

14 word kank may be related to the Persian-Ottoman word dhang, namely “tune” or
st lhing tuneful or harmonious.” For more information on (he dawr siracture, see Note 60
Twiliw,
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“energy.” Indeed, the use of brief but musically stretchable texts grants tarab
singing tremendous ecstatic fluidity. In a sense, it allows the music to be
more musical.

Interpretive liberties

The ability to create one’s own rendition of an existing musical model is
highly praised. The concept of tasarruf, which usually refers to the taking of
legal or literary liberties, or simply to the practice of individual discretion, is
also applied to the music. Tasarruf constitutes an artistic skill that a genuine
tarab performer applies intuitively and effectively at the time of performing.
By the same token, takht composers tended to leave room for the inter-
preters’ input, and probably expected them to add their own nuances and
embellishments to the composed works. Although particularly common
in the Egyptian dawr, interpretive liberties occurred in various vocal and
instrumental genres. An integral part of the final compositional product, such
liberties made the difference between a dull performance and a highly
engaging one.

Recent decades have witnessed an increasing preference for fixed compo-
sitional format. Similarly, with the dominance of Western-based pedagogy
and the prevalence of large performing groups, fewer young performers
seern interested or fully competent in the art of tasarruf. Nevertheless, inter-
pretive Hiberties are still displayed by the traditionally trained tarab
musicians. When interpreting a musical score, for example, performers may
add their own ornaments and melodic and rhythmic nuances. In this case,
their reading is truly a process of “wranslation,” or conversion of the notation
info music. As some musicians explain, the added nuances bring to the nmusic
“sweetness” {(halawakh) and feeling. It is said that after the performers had
fully learned his composition from a musical score, the famous composer
Zakariyyd Ahmad told them, “from now on take the notation away and give
me mazdj,” roughly “mood” or “feeling.”*

In technical terms, when musical works are flexibly interpreted several
evocative devices are at work. Performing with tagsarruf implies adding
certain ornaments, inserting slurs between the notes, producing prominent
heterophonic variations against other musical parts, lengthening or short-
ening some syllables, de-emphasizing or shifting the position of some
accents, and creating a sense of drama by momentarily switching to a more

3 This was conveyed to me in September, 1998 by Salim Sahhab, a Lebanese conductor who
currently leads an Arab choral group in Egypt. Accordingly, the incident happened when the
performers were learning the song ¥d Halawr id-Dunyd, sung by Zakiyyah Hamdan.
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seliutory style of delivery or adding subtle but expressive dynamic
lections, The performer may also temporarily break away from the
alir meter, or in the case of vocal music may substitute a word or expres-
it ihe lyrics with another of his own, often to add a touch of humor or to
il 4 startling twist to an all familiar text. In extreme cases, the practice of
#inl veers more closely toward outright composition. The singer for
hijife Iy bmprovise or compose an entire new section within an existing
il

I conclude, flexible musical interpretations produce tremendous ecstasy
siph ihe use of highly evocative musical devices. Basically, they convert
fre wet of reproducing music into an instantaneous and contextually
iied mode of recasting it creatively and evecatively. In the course of
furiiing, an ecstatically conceived musical composition may both realize
sl eostatic potentials and gain new efficacies. Furthermore, such inter-
fllons render the overall compositional process more dynamic while
ing its collaborative essence. More specifically, it accommodates
i the “work™ as a prior musical design and the interpretation as a spon-
tids nnd individualized, artistic endeavor. The interpreter teases out the
isitional form without breaking it, tantalizes musical expectations
thatit (olally violating them, and presents refreshing departures without
iting their essential points of reference. In all, the manipulation of
tiveived structures renders the musical message more potent. Ecstatic-
jienking, it brings out the “real music.”

Improvisation as evocation

Whinlory genres are primary vehicles of ecstatic arousal. Created in pet-
tie, improvised music follows the overall melodic designs embodied in
aftous meledic modes, namely the dozen or more magdmat that are
fiinly employed today. Improvisations, whether instrumental or vocal,
typienlly through-composed, in other words, nonstrophic, or devaid of
like repetitions; solo-oriented; and nonimetric, or “rhythmically free,”
ih ln some cases, for example when ostinato-accompanied, they may
titiceable metric patterning, Improvisations can be heard as separate
OF in conjunction with other nonimprovised genres. Traditionally,
sing is viewed as a highly sophisticated art, an affective expression
uites extraordinary skill, talent, and inspiration,

1 tpeend decades, improvising has become less prevalent. A case in point
* thiminished role of vocal improvisation in the repertoires of Cairo’s
fi-ininded and media-conscious artists. As Egyptian musicologist
i lilkholy explains, the gradual decline of the takht tradition after
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World War I, the importation of Western musical values, and the preference
for large ensemble formats all had an adverse effect on modal improvisation,
as well as on the traditional practice of heterophony.?** These developments
notwithstanding, modal improvisation continues fo exist, especially among
the more traditionally oriented tarab performers. In Egypt, both improvisa-
tion and heterophony are also common in certain dance refated instrumental
genres and in the performances of some urbanized folk ensembles.”

The extraordinary emotional impact of modal improvisations is often
quite observable. During a tagdsim or layali performance the serious
listeners’ attention tends to be exceptionally focused. Similarly, their verbal
gestures seem profound, as well as perfectly synchronized with the musical
content. In religious contexts, such responses have been noted for example
during the masterful Sufi gasidah and tawshih performances of Shaykh Taha
al-Fashni. In secular events, they may punctuate the mawawil (plural of
mawwdl) of renowned vocalists, Sabah Fakhri, Wadl© al-$af1, and others.

The distinct emotional efficacy of modal improvisation has also been
articulated by members of the farab culture, music educators. theorists, and
sammi‘ah alike. Toward the middle of the twentieth century, the Syrian
theorist, composer, and violin virtuoso Tawfiq al-Sabbagh (1892-1964),
criticized the Western-trained local musicians whose improvisations fail to
create true feeling, and added that “the taqisim are the most sublime
component in instrumental performing in general” (1950: 104). This view
was echoed by another Syrian scholar some forty years later. According to
Mahmid ‘Ajjan “good tagasim have a magical effect and are considered
among the most beautiful, tender, and desirable types of insirumental
music.” He added that this artistic expression is “‘among the most ecstatic
(aktharuhd taraban), and among the dearest to a healthy connoisseur spirit”
(1990: 69). These and other similar statements testify to the farab culture’s
premium on modal improvisation, especially the tagasim, as a medium of
tarab evocation.

The manner in which improvisation creates ecstatic feefing is complex,
partly because improvised performances ufilize a large variety of compo-
nents: tonal, intervallic, temporal, and structural. Generally, the improviser
appeals to his or her listeners in two closely related ways. The first can
be described as the artful use of familiar modal material. In this case, the

4 Elkholy 1978: 11 and 24.

I Tn Egypt today, these musical techniques may be found in the so-cafled titt music, which is
folk-dance oriented and say utilize the accordion and some brass instraments, in addition to
a few local instruments. Also both improvisation and heterophonry are predominent in the
performances of urbanized folk ensembles that play a combination of timbrally diverse
instruments, including the rababah (spike-fiddle), the arghal (chanter-and-drone double-
pipe) and the mizmar (double-reed instrument). These ensembles retain a style of playing that
reminds us of the earlier takht music.
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‘visatory practice offers the performer “a kind of table of contents of
mode” or a set of ingredients that are “at least to a degree obligatory”
tl 1974: 12, 13). Tn specific terms, it provides access to such phenomena
ypical beginning notes, stylized cadential motifs, likely sequential
orns for ordering the shorter and longer phrases, and common overall
rgressions, for example those displaying gradually ascending then
dually descending contours. In addition there are characteristic intervallic
tictures, notes of emphasis, and likely modulatory scenarios, On a finer
el, improvisations also incorporate a vast number of small motivic struc-
Jpes that reappear in numerous variations from one performance to another,
lid to some extent, from one mode to another.?

The ways in which such familiar components are introduced and manipu-
ed to create powerful emotions can be observed through the listeners’
itires vis-a-vis the improvising performer. In her study on Qurianic
wnting in Egypt, Kristina Nelson indicates that typically, the highly
ssponsive listeners implore the shaykh to fulfill certain expectations:

L.steners would also shout out their requests, and these were particularly revealing of
their expectations: “Again, so we can memorize it!” “How about the higher register?”’
(ig~gawab), “Give us {magam} Shari!” “(magdm) $Saba! By the Prophet, we're wait-
Inp for Saba!” Where there were musical references to other reciters, knowledgeable
listeners would shout out the name of the reciter quoted in delighted recognition, with
Such comments as, “He's taken us back thirty years!” (1982; 43)

Nelson adds that reciters rely on their audiences for guidance in such matters
tis dwelling on certain modes or moving to others that the listeners happen to
like or to request. She also notes that reciters who respond to the listeners
ind recognize them as a source of guidance and inspiration are those whose
tnusical delivery is more moving,

The second mode of evocation requires introducing components that are
novel, as well as aesthetically fitting. In other words, the improviser must
avoid structures that are extremely redundant or predictable. In a number of
Arabic sources we encounter direct correlations between ecstatic feeling and
improvisatory freedom. For example, al-Sabbagh writes:

A tagsim [singular of tzgdsim] is a tune that is nonmetric and improvised (murtajal).
It is the fruit of the performer’s imagination and taste and therefore is unlimited.
The tagasim performance is the litmus test of the performers’ talent, a medium
through which their ability and scope of imagination can be ascertained. Tt is the
greatest thing in all music. If the performer is skillful in the tagsim and possesses
strong feeling (ifisas gawi), broad imagination, and healthy taste he can evoke in

" Nettl and Riddle (1973) show for example that the tagdsim vary in such areas as performance

tength and may or may not incorporate modutations, but display censiderable unity in the use
of detailed melodic and rhythmic motifs and sequences.
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the listener the magical influence of the most magnificent orchestra in the world,
(1950: 140-141}

The author elaborates even further upon the direct correlation between
novelty and ecstasy, as he stresses that if the improvisation is less imagina-
tive and less novel, in other words less improvised, it loses its emotional
value considerably. Similarly, ‘Ajjan recognizes the direct connection
between flexibility and tarab feeling. “The tagasim must be created at the
spur of the moment (min wahi al-khatir} and improvised according to
the performer’s own inclination.” He adds that the tagasim, which “express
the artist’s inner emotional tribulations (infi‘aidr), attest to the breadth of his
knowledge, and reflect the ambiance surrcunding his performance, can
generate superb influence and pleasurable reactions” (1990: 70).

Musically, the manifestations of improvisatory freedom are both
extensive and diverse. For example, it is generally felt that good improvisers
must avoid sounding too stereotypical. Accordingly, “a musician who wishes
to create ecstasy (yugrib) must not limit himself to customary or familiar
modulations. He has to include urnfamiliar surprises, which in turn arouse the
enthusiasm and admiration of the audience” (Qjamén 1978: 87).” The same
can be applied to other components, such as melodic progressions and the
use of accidentals and cadential patterns. Such surprises are appreciated for
being ecstatically moving, as well as for being witty or clever. Needless to
say, what differentiates a successful surprise from an unsuccessful one is not
always easy to pinpoint. Similarly, the task of presenting modally convincing
and ecstatically moving surprises can be musically challenging and even
risky. However, excessive redundancy and the absence of creative novelties
can rob an improvisation of its ecstatic potentials or render it emotionally
static.

To close, improvisation operates on a variety of compositional, performa-
tive, and symbolic levels. The improviser presents the common modal
vocabulary in ways that satiate, as well as tantalize, the listener's modal
expectations. He also seeks to introduce novelties that stretch out the idiom’s
artistic potentials. By and large, he produces ecstasy by skillfully combining
the notion of what is with the realization of what can be.

Modality as ecstatic substance

Modal stimulation derives impetus from the modal substance itself, namely
the individual ingredients and microprocesses that make up the actual modal

¥ For specific information on modulatory patterns see Marcus 1992.
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compositions. In other words, the modal “building blocks™” (Nettl 1974:
12-13) are known to possess cerlain emotive relevancies, or as Habib
Hassan Touma explains they constitute the “raw material” through which
"the Arab musician creates emotional climates . ..” {1976 33-36). Accord-
ingly, the musical vocabulary can be viewed as ecstatic stuff.

Individually, the building components operate in a variety of ways. For
example, “tonal {ixation,” or the treatment of a specific note as a tonal base,
provides the performance with a tonal anchor, a qardr or “tonic,” literally
“place of repose” or “stopping.” On a certain level, tonicity generates mental
resonance that in modal terms is both delectable and compositionally stimu-
lating. In the mind of the modally experienced artist it can offer both a sense
of tonal referentiality and a certain urge for potential melodic creations to
unfold. Providing tonal footing for a vast number of melodic-progressional
possibilities, it tends to induce and ecstatically charge the linear, or melodic
drive. In turn, linear motion, in other words the fleshed out intervallic-scalar
track, embodies aspects of both tonicity and tonal variety. If tonal fixation
stands for the vertical grounding that gives the modal performance its
resounding focus, movement represents the horizental flow that grants the
modal work its engaging kinetic energy.

In its most basic, or least contrived form, modal movement is temporally
flexible, in other words devoid of metricity. Similarly, it can be textless as
well as “tuneless,” that is to say, compositionally “neutral,” or unbound by a
specific preset tune.” In certain theory books, the sayr, literally *path,”
namely a brief written sketch describing how each mode unfolds, clearly
implies that the most direct realization of the essential modal design lies in
the realm of “pure” melody, or flexible melodic motion epitomized by the
taqasim. Although far from being rthythmically, motivically, or structurally
smorphous, modal improvisation appears to gain tremendous efficacy from
its meterless, declamatory fluidity.

Comparably, textlessness may grant the melodic dimension added versa-
tility. Although sung lyrics add their own type of emotional affect, their
absence tends to highlight the modal substance itself, whose brand of ecstasy
seems to have paramount appeal to the trained tarab ear. Tndeed, genres that
ire textiess or in which texts are used minimally, for example the layali, the

* The notion of modal improvisation as being “tuneless™ or compositionally “neutral” safe-
guards religious texts from the imposition of external, or humanly contrived, cempositional
creations. Tuneless music atlows the sacred words themselves to steucture the performance,
as well as to accommodate the desirable melodic embellishments of the talented reciter. In a
similar vein, Sayyid Makkawi mentioned that Shaykh <Ali Mahmad, who is best known for
recording improvised Sufi gas®id, composed the music for one of <Abd al-Wahhib's early
strophic songs, Khdyif Agil itli ff Qait¥, but declined to take credit for it in order to avoid the
spiritually unbecorming connotation of being a musical composer. From the conversation with
Mr. Makkawt in Los Angefes on May 30, 1994.
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ah vocalizations of the dawr, and the stretched out rarannumat within the
mawashshahat, are all considered prime vehicles for the practice of tatrib.
Similarly viewed are the long and florid melismas that, when artfully
displaved for example by Sufi performers such as the late Shaykh Taha al-
Fashni of Egypt, tend to invoke a tremendous elative frenzy among the
diehard listeners. Basically, textual sparsity and rhythmic flexibility give
the modal artist added freedom of movement and direct connectedness to the
melodic content. Less fettered by the various semantic and syntactic inter-
ventions, the inspired improviser is provided further room to reflect inwardly
into his own stream of modal consciousness, a process of musical “soul
searching” implicitly recognized through the verbal expressions commonly
used to describe the improvisatory process. Accordingly, an improviser who
is endowed with “great imagination” (khayadl wasi9 and “strong feeling”
(ihsds gawl) (al-Sabbagh 1950:14) receives his inspiration “from the realm
of inner consciousness” (min wahf al-khétir), experiences “inner tribula-
tions” {infi‘alaf), and derives his musical ideas “from the depths of his
psychic feeling” (min a‘mdqg shuirihi al-nafsi) (Ajjan 193 70).

Melodic motion benefits from other evocative devices, for example those
related to phrasing, pauses, intonation, accidental notes, and cadences. The
emotive potentials of these devices are usually recognized and at times
debated by musicians and music critics. This is particularly true in the case
of the basic microtonal steps found in some of the commonly heard
magamat, for example Rast, Bayyéti, Sikah-Huzam, and $aba. Frequently
voiced is the opinion that magamat with such “neutral” steps, embody
ecstatic qualities that are extraordinarily potent.” Accordingly, these
“genuinely Arab” or “Near-Eastern” modes (magdmat Shargiyyah asilah)
are difficult to fathom and subsequently to reproduce ecstatically by the
nonnative or nontraditional musician. Upon hearing that some Western
students have been learning how to play Arab music, one Lebanese violinist
asked a typical question: “Do they really feel the microtonal steps (or arba’,
literally ‘quarter-tones’)?” In other words, can they experience the emotive
sensations of the neutral steps in order to play Arab music with feeling?*

#  See, for instance, al-Jundi 1984: 16. Here, the concept of “neutral” is used te refer to tonal
degrees that fall roughly in the middle berween two diatonic steps, for example one inter-
vening between the minor-third and the major-third steps. In medern theories, such neutral
degrees are usually presented as notes lowered or raised by roughly a quarter tone. They are
typically indicated by special half-flat and half-sharp signs. To illustrate, in relative pitch, the
Rast octave scale is generally represented as ¢, 4, e-half-flat, £, g a, b-flat (or half-fiat), ¢;
Bayyall: d, e-half-flat, f, g, «, b-flat (or half-flat), ¢, 4"; Sikah-Huzam (or Sikih “Arabl as
al-Sabbagh calls it}, which is usually played more like Huzam: e-half-flat, f, g, a-flat, b, ¢, d°,
e “half-flat. Sometimes Sikah proper {pure Sikah} is also played, in this case with the notes
a-natural and b-flat (or half-flat), although most often the two formats Stkah and Huzim are
blended together, thus forsing what car be conveniently called “Sikah-Huzam.”

The word rubf, singular of arbd, is sometimes used to mean a neutral step. Incidentally, this
comment was made in Los Angeles in the sarly 1980s.
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In a broader sense, the magamat are represented as autonomous ecstatic
packages. Performers and listeners generally view all the modes as being
ecstatic, but also speak of them as individual emotive entities. They tend to
give them dissimilar ecstatic profiles and even maintain that sOme are more
ecstatically engaging than others. During an informal musical gathering, the
late Tunisian female singer, ‘Ulayyah al-Tunisiyyah echoed a certain feeling
among musicians that the modes Hijaz, Stkah-Huzam, and Sabi produce an
extraordinary level of saltanah, or modal-ecstatic domination over the
performer and the listener.™ Also, "popular” maqamat such as Bayyatl are
thought to produce ecstatic influences that are more potent than those of
other relatively more “academic” modes, such as Nakriz and Nawa Athar,
especially among the less sophisticated listeners, As the LEgyptian music
historian Mahmiid Kamil explains: “If you were to perform for a group of
ordinary listeners you are more likely to choose such magamat as Bayyati,
Réist, and Hijaz, rather than something like Hijaz Kar.”* Similarly, one
Syrian singer from the city of Hims remarked that, whereas Bayyati appeals
lo tarab listeners in general, it usually takes a sammi* to truly appreciate
Nahawand.™ Meanwhile, asked why he relied so much on Bayyat for
evoking farab, Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab explained:

Indeed, Bayya(t is more saturated with tarab than any other magam. Providing the
loundation for ali the Eastern modes that we sing in, it has close connections with
dhikr and other forms of religious song, whose deep effect upon us we cannot resist.
liven when the mashayikh recite the Quridn, they begin with the mode Bayyati and
close with it. (Sahhab, Tlyds 1980: 88)

in a comparable vein, musicians may feel attracted to certain modes, or seem
particutarly vulnerable to their ecstatic effects. Tn one musical get together
t Cairo, one ‘Gd player who admitted having a passionate love for, and
& constant urge to play in, Kurd explained that a friend of his, apparently a
fraditional sammi®, was annoyed at this ‘Gdist’s bizarre obsession with such
i “relatively less ecstatic magam.”™ In another context, a well-known
ligyptian riqq player explained that he succumbs to a state of profound
elation whenever Nahawand is performed. When asked why he reacted in

Tn conventional listings Hijaz has the following notes: d, e-flat, fsharp, g, a, b-flat {or half-
Maty, ¢, &°. Saba has: d, e-half-flat, f, o-flat, a, b-flat, ¢, 4", for d -flat). This gathering,
which was referred to earlier, lock place in Los Angeles in the early 1980s.

W The octave scale of Nakriz is usually described as: ¢, d, e-flat, JFsharp, g, @, b-flat, ¢’; Nawa
Athar; ¢, d, e-flat, fsharp, g, a-flat, b, ¢; Hijaz Kar: ¢, d-Ma, e, f, & a-llat, b, ¢". The quote is
from a conversation I had with Mahmad Kamit in Caire in the early 1470s.

" The vctave scale of Nahawand is presented as: ¢, d, e-flat, f, g, a-Mat, b (or b-flaty, ¢’. The

comment came up in a conversation i Los Angeles on November 21,1986.

The vctave scale of Kurd (or Hijaz Kar Kurd) is usually defined as ¢, d-flat, e-flat, £, g, a-flat,

h-flat, ¢, This mode has a typical descending tendency. The above report comes from a

conversation I had with the artist in Cairo in May, 1989,
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this way he answered poetically, that when he hears Nahawand, he feels as if
someone has laid on the palm of his hand a jewel of breathtaking beauty, thus
causing him to become spellbound and unable to move his sight away from
that jewel.?

Establishing modal feeling

In modal music, whether precomposed or improvised, the generation of
ecstasy requires the creation of strong modal presence. The magam must
“reign” fully so as to move and engage the listener. Inherent in the conven-
tional sayr progressions of the various maqamat, the idea of unequivocal
modal feeling is usually referred to as rukifz al-maqdm, “the stabilization
of the mode,” or idhhdr shakhsivyat al-magam, “bringing out the character
of the mode.” Implied is the establishment of a strong tonal center, for
example by emphasizing the tonic through reiterating it, frequently going
back to it, cadencing upon it, and in some cases sounding it as a drone.
Modal presence also means that the intervals of the mode are produced
accurately and that the modal progression is presented gradually rather than
rushed through.

The correlation between modal stability and ecstasy is well recognized
by the practicing musicians and their initiated listeners, In 1972 the late
Egyptian ganiin player and maker Mahmud Rafat, who continued io
perform on a qanun without tuning levers, following the tradition of his
late-nineteenth- early-twentieth-century *“idol,” gantn player Muhammad
al-“Aqqad (Sr.), performed for me an almost half-hour-long tagsim that
stayed in Bayyati without modulating to other magaméat. Ra’fat explained
that staying in the same maqam for a long time, if the music is executed
properly, can have tremendous emotional power, adding that young musi-
clans who are impatiently eager to modulate expose their weakness as
well as fail to produce real tarab.*® Rafat’s criticism of premature or
uncalled-for modulations is reminiscent of a report by a young nay player
regarding a performance he and his group gave in Buenos Aires before a
musically initiated audience of Syrian Jews. When this nay player made
a fast departure from Rast, the original maqgam of a tagsim he had been
performing, to another mode, one well-seasoned sammi® provided him
with friendly criticism: Shabbi¢ al-Rast bil-awwal, literally, “First have
Rast fully satiated,” in other words do not modulate so soon, before allowing

*  From a conversation I had with the artists in Catro in May, 1989.
*  The performance of Mr. Ra*fat was at his home in Cairo in the summer of that year. At the
rime, Rafat was probably in his eighties,
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the original magam of the performance to take its full natural course.s

In fact, modulation is of great concern to critics and artists interested in
(he ecstatic dimension of tarab music. Frequently stressed is the importance
of establishing the maqim fully before moving to other magamat and even-
funtly returning to the original maqam. Tawfiq al-Sabbagh, who repeatedly
wrgued that tarab is not a matter of mere technique or the cutcome of
tiechanical display of versatility, explains that the magam must be carefully
iirtured before any departures are contemplated: “Indeed, the excessive
¢hange of modes and the abrupt shifting from one mode to another dispel the
fmodal] influence; As soon as you begin to savor a mode, another one comes
ind washes away its influence” (195(0: 141). Accordingly, the modulations
need to be properly prepared for, the modes modulared to must not be
tlwelled upon for too long, and moreover, the original mode of the perform-
nnce must be occasionally returned to.

At the same time, excessive modal emphasis must be avoided. The artist
needs to safeguard the modal creation against the adverse extremes of both
understating and overstating. Y. Qfijaman presents some of the notions
subscribed to by Iraqi Jewish musicians. On the basis of interviews with
{hese musicians, who are totally at home with the mainstream tarab practice,
{fie author reports on several approaches to modulation. According to cne
sich approach, the performer must maintain the sense of saltanah (or modal
pestasy) created by the original magam more or less throughout the entire
perlormance. In other words, when introducing a new modulation, a
fiiusician must resist the temptation of developing or elaborating upon the
iew mode to the extent of causing it to impose its own dominant saltanah,
Accordingly, if it does so, it diminishes or wipes out the saltanah of the
original magam within the performer and the audience members. A rule of
(humb is presented: one instrumentalist is quoted as saying that while
porforming in magam Rést for example, if the listeners utter the ecstatic
exclamation Allan! during a modulation, say to Bayyaif on the fifth degree,
the performer must know that he has overstated the modutatory part. “If I
play a taqsim in Rast I want the listener to remain in the atmosphere (jaww)
of Rast all the time, and to admire me basically as a performer of Rast...”
{¢}0jaman, 1978: 88).

Modal emphasis is illustrated by a variety of traditional compositional
slructures. According to “Ajjan, many of these structures aim primarily at
evoking musical ecstasy, thus constituting what the author calls tarab
mubhdshir, or “direct tarab.” We are similarly told that such designs follow
|sychological principles whose efficacy is demonstrable through scientific

" From a conversation with the niy player in the mid-1980s, The performance took place in the
varty 1980s. When the niy player asked the listener if he himself was a musician, the latter
inckicated that he was only a sammi* and that he was Argentinian born.
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experimentation.™ One outstanding example appears in the dalib. In view of
its short duration this introductory ensemble composition encapsulates the
potent and most representative features of the magam. Characteristically, it
places due emphasis upon the central notes of the mode, presents the charac-
teristic directional tendencies of the mode (albeit in an abbreviated form),
explores the essential pitch areas, usually without extraneous accidentals,
and then returns to the fonic through a firmly and unequivocally stated
cadence. For this reason, the dildb is treated as a prime tool for instilling
saltanah.

Of a more elaborate structure is the bashraf (Turkish pegrev), an
Ottoman-based genre admired for its structural beauty, majesty (fakhamah),
solemuity (wagdar), and direct ecstatic effect (tatrib mubashir).” Musically
speaking, the bashraf embraces aspects of both unity and diversity. Expected
to bring out the character of the metric mode (shakhsiyyat al-igd®), in other
words, of the thythmic pattern that runs through the entire work, the bashraf
consists of four variable sections {khindr, singular khanah) each of which is
followed by a reoccurring section, or refrain (rasiim). Tt has an overall
rondo-like form that can be described as Ax Bx Cx D x (with ABC D
referring to the different verse-like segments and x to the consistently reap-
pearing section).

As described in detail by theorists, including the Syrian ‘Ajjan and others,
the first khinah (A) establishes the character of the main maqam. Starting in
a traditionally prescribed pitch area, it highlights the tonic or a similarly
emphasized note or notes of the maqam, usually without introducing acci-
dentals that may detract from the character of the maqam. The tashim (x),
which the first khanah must smoothly lead into, enhances the established
modal feeling and explores it even further before coming to a natural con-
clusion. Stating that the taslim should be played only once each time to avoid
monotony (ratdbah), ‘Ajjan writes that the listener looks forward with
anticipation to this refrain, because its attractive melody intensifies the
listener's ecstatic feeling.” The second khanah (B) moves smoothly to a
related magam or may only make passing allusions to other magamat before
it reverts back to the main magam. The third khanah (C) gradually explores
the higher pitches of the magam or may make an appropriate modulation to
another magam. Constituting a climactic modal phase, this section reaches a
higher plateau of Hveliness and complexity, at times posing special technical
demands. We are also told that this section is usually filled with “heavenly
ecstasy” (nashwah ‘alawiyyah) (‘Ajjan 1990: 86). Somewhat like a modal
recapitulation, the fourth variable section (D) reestablishes the basic

#  <Ajjan 1990: 70.
¥ Tbid. 1990: 88.
10 Thid. §990: 86.
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Huiracter of the maqam and “recaptures the gist of the melodic content of the
wishraf in a ripe manner” (Ibid. 1990: 86), in addition to smoothly paving
he way for the final statement of the refrain.

In its entirety, the bashraf, which in traditional Ottoman music serves as
Jn introduction to a f#sil, namely a compound or suite-like genre in a certain
tiode, constitutes a self-contained apparatus for producing modal feeling. Tn
i section discussing the psychological foundations of the bashraf composi-
tion, ‘Ajjan states that one of the aims of this genre is to establish the
Eharacter of the maqam and to cause the maqam to take hold of the listener’s
Wwyche (nafsiyyah) in preparation for subsequent pieces, whether instru-
iental or vocal. “The bashraf enables the basic mode to be set firmly in the
mind, thus augmenting the mode’s influence (ta’thir) and its power of
écstatic evocation (tatrib)” (1990: 87). Comparable modal applications are
found in the sama7, which shares with the bashraf a basic rondo-like
structure.,

Further patterns of consistency and variety can be found in vocal com-
Positions such as the dawr. Referred to by the late nineteenth- and
carly-twentieth-century Caireans as sayyid al-sahrah, or “master of the
gvening,” the dawr was particularly known for its highly ecstatic content. Its
opening section established the maqam of the performance and paved
the way for a middle section that included numerous modal digressions and
was in turn followed by a brief segment in the original mode. Somewhat
comparable is the muwashshal, a precomposed vocal genre that as a rule
tidheres to a specific metric pattern and musically follows a multisectional,

often AABA, format. In this case, the restated A section presenis a basic

rendition of the magam, usually emphasizing its tonal area. The B section, or
khénah, tends to move gradually to other higher tonat areas and to modulate

10 a related maqam before gradually reverting to the original magam, thus

preparing for the recapitulatory final statement of the A section.

A similar pattern applies to a large number of modern instrumental pieces

und songs, or aghdni. Examples include Umm Kulthiim’s songs, especially

those from the 1940s and early 1950s, a period that many view as the

“golden age” of the singer’s farab career. We are told, for example, that

Riyad al-Sunbaff was fully conscious of the ecstatic function of modal

satiation (ishbd“ al-magdm). Accordingly, he was once surprised and disap-

pointed to see one song he composed for Umm Kulthiim in 1943, despite its

excellent lyrics by Alimad Rami and its fair amount of modal emphasis,

overshadowed by the ecstatically evocative tunes {alhan tatribiyyah) of

Zakariyyd Ahmad, who also composed for Umm Kulthiim at that time.*!

' From al-Sharif [988: 122.
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The magic of cadences

Cadential patterns, especially in improvised performances, constitute
powerful ecsiatic devices. Known as gaflat, (plural of gaflah, literally,
“closure”) tarab cadences are recognizable motivic structures that mark the
endings of major musical phrases and are typically followed by short pauses.
In terms of overall stylistic content, the gaflat seem particularly dense and
dynamic. They often pack many short notes, exhibit intricate accentual,
rhythmic, melodic, and ornamental nuances, and display a relatively high
level of melodic activity. Although largely improvised, qaflat tend to be
highly patterned, or cliché-like.

These structures also vary in length, ranging from small motifs of one or
a few notes, to more elaborate configurations that span an octave or more.
They typically last somewhere from a few seconds to fifteen or more
seconds, Furthermore, they inspire various degrees of finality or resolution.
Some, for example, are suited for less conclusive or momentary stopping,
whereas others, being associated with a powerful sense of finality, would
characteristically end on the tonic note and mark the termination of a major
section if not an entire performance. The effectiveness of a qaflah depends
significantly upon its timing, the precision with which it is executed, and the
novel ways in which it is rendered. At a premium is the artist's ability to
produce qaflat that are emotionally effective, yet not hackneyed or overused
by the artist himself or by others.

Arab listeners, music critics, and theorists generally view the qaflah as
one of the distinguishing traits of tarab music. Some even state that it is a
uniquely Arab phenomenon,* while others describe it as an Egyptian trait
par excellence.® Moreover, qaflah mastery Is seen as the trademark of an
emotionally effective artist. Umm Kulthiim’s biographer Ni‘mat Fwad
describes the female singer's consistent ability to execute good qafldt as one
of the reasons for her supreme status as a matribah. She refers o ‘Abd al-
Wahhab's comment that Umm Kulthiim’s unfailing command of the gaflah is
due in part to her artistic self-confidence when facing her audiences directly,
a skill she had cultivated even before she had access to the microphone. At
the same time, the biographer attributes Umm Kulthiun's mastery of the
gaflah to her impressive grounding in the tarab tradition and her training
under the major-tarab singer Shaykh Aba al-Ula Muhammad. She contrasts
Umm Kulthdim with a variety of singers whose cadential deliveries are either
inconsistent or ineffective.*

2 Such characterization is provided for example by “Ajian 1990: 7. Similarly al-Sabbagh
maintains that the Arab gaflah has no exact parailei in the Turkisls tagstm (1930: 141).

#  For example, it is described as such by Egyptian composer an¢d music researcher Sulayman
Jamil, quoted in Fwad 1976: 402.

“ Fad 1976: 402, 404.
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The gaflah is viewed as a magical device that charges the performance
with ecstatic power. It is said, for example, that “the successful gaflah
enhances the aesthetic quality of the tagsim, and that no matter how correct a
performance is, it can lose its artistic value if the cadencing (gafl} was not
properly executed.” Accordingly, the gaflah grants “the melody elegance,
beauty, exuberance, and life; the listeners wait for it in order to receive new
charges of energy, thus when cadencing occurs utterances of exclamation
and admiration are strongly voiced” (*Ajjan 1990: 71). Based upoen his field
interviews, Qujaman provides similar testimony to the emotional impact of
the gaflah upon the performance as a whole. Maintaining that the cadence is
of crucial importance because it is the last portion of the phrase and the one
that stays most vividly in the listener’s mind, he explains that “an unsuc-
cessful gaflah may cause the entire phrase to be forgotten or to be considered
unsuccessful, and conversely a successful qaflah may cause the weakness of
a phrase to be forgotien and may tead one to think that such a phrase was
successful” (1978: 89).

In the course of performing, the cadences are artfully selected and utilized
in order to stir the listeners’ emotions. In her book, The Art of Reciting the
Qur’an (1983), Kristina Nelson describes the reciters’ paramount interest in
the qaflah, or wagf (literally stopping), which is considered "the real test of
the reciter’s (and musician’s) melodic skill,” (1985: 127). Indicating that
while performing, some mashayikh think ahead in anticipation of the qaflat
which the listeners eagerly wait for, Nelson identifies some of the commonly
recognized gaflah types. There is the “calm” one, which basically uses no
ornaments or melismas, and another, the “burning” type, which utilizes more
notes and involves more artistic maneuvering thus creating tremendous
emotional impact upen the listener. Stating that qaflat are naturally found in
the florid and highly melismatic mijawwad style of Quranic chanting,
particularly in phrases that end with vowelled syllables, Nelson also
describes two cadential procedures. The first brings back a melodic phrase to
its emphatic tonal base, thus completing the symmetrical contour initiated by
that phrase and releasing the tension generated by that same phrase. The
second heightens tension by ending the phrase ambivalently on a note less
central to the magam or on a note shared prominently by another maqgarm,
thus creating uncertain modal anticipation, a feeling that listeners appear to
deeply appreciate,

Similar patterns are encountered in the secular expression. Although the
longer, elaborately worked out gaflat tend to have a very powerful effect,
particularly upon ordinary listeners, the subtle qaflat in the form of clever or
witty gesturing are specially valued by the musical connoisseurs. Qiijaman
reports a consensus among his informants that more effective, as well as tech-
nicatly more demanding is the subtle and succinct qaflah. Stating that the long
gaflah is often seen as the attribute of a weak taqsim, he describes a general
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feeling that a well-executed and intelligently conceived few-note cadence can
generate tremendous ecstasy, as well as evoke a clear sense of finality.

Emotionally speaking, the qaflat operate in certain patterned ways. Ag
best illustrated in the more conclusive and more elaborate qaflah type, the
underlying effect is one of momentarily heightened anticipation followed by
resolution. Typically, the movement toward a final tonal station takes a
circuitous, or briefly digressive path. For example, a tagasim player may rest
on the tonic very briefly, but then quickly run up across the octave scale and
down to end upon the final note in earnest. Thus, he would produce a tanta-
lizing sense of delayed resolution but ultimately, an unequivoecal repose on
the final note. He may also create a feeling of anticipatory anxiety by
temporarily stopping on, or dwelling upon, a less emphatic tonal station, for
example the leading note or the second note above the tonic, before resting
upon the final note. To close, as emotive microstructures, qaflah patterns
energize the modal-melodic flow. Particularly in nonmetric improvisatory
music, they grant the performance added structural definition but also make
it particularly engaging.

Correct piich and beyond

In tarab music, the ability to play or sing in correct pitch is another requisite
for creating ecstatically effective performances. Essentially, few theoretical
works describe the ecstatic role of intonation, despite the abundance of
treatises and text-books that deal with tuning and modal scales. Furthermore,
in such sources melodic intervals are most often presented in terms of the
microtonally crude, largely Western inspired theoretical system of equal-
tempered half-steps, three-guarter steps, whole steps, augmented seconds,
and so on, intervals derived from a theoretical scale of 24 equal quarter-
tones per octave. In actual practice however, tarab music exhibits an intricate
and a highly patterned system of intonation. Proper intonation is usually
acknowledged through common evaluative expressions, as well as through
direct reference to pitch-related phenomena. For example, the concept most
typically used to describe faulty intonation is nashdz, which roughly means
“out of tune,” “unharmonious,” or “aesthetically offensive.” Embodying the
culture’s intonational sensibility, this concept has a variety of derivative
usages such as the verb nashshaza, “to go out of tune” and the noun tanshlz,
“making intonational errors,”™

#  This word sashaz appears to come from Persian-Ottoman usage. Accordingly, the suffix sdz
means “musical instrument,” or “tune.” Similarly, in Persian rdsdz means “out of tune” or
“pnharmonious.”
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Effective tarab music operates on a fine intonational level. Performing the
“hasic notes” may produce acceptable pitch correctness, or at times may
seem barely passable or even outright nashaz. Tn fact, good intonation tends
1o cut across the artificial compartmentalization of equal temperament and to
iranscend the confines of fixed or gross tonal stations. The emotive role of
microintonation as such is explained by the performance-minded and
eestasy-conscious Syrian theorist Tawfiq al-Sabbagh. In his musical treatise
l-Dalil al-Mistgi al-Amm: fi Atrab al-Anghdm, or “General Musical Guide
into the Most Ecstatic Melodies (or Modes)” (1950), the author discusses the
Arab modal scales with special attention to the ccstatic connotations of
proper intonation. Stressing that equal temperament, or the systemn of 24
ejual quarter-tones, is a contrived construct highly detrimental to the gener-
ntion of tarab and to Arab music altogether, al-Sabbagh proposes a more
iletailed microtonal system. Specifically, he uses the Pythagorean-based
townma (roughly, one-ninth of a tone) as a measuring device, which he
borrows from medieval Arab treatises and describes as a pitch unit found
i Byzantine church modes. On the basis of dividing the octave into 53
vommas, al-Sabbagh specifies certain sizes for the whole-step, half-step,
neutral-step, and augmented-step intervals, and by extension the larger
ifervals that consist of combinations of these intervals. Incidentaily,
nl-Sabbagh’s analytical tools are comparable to those applied by Turkish
theorists and by some of his fellow Syrian theorists, although he makes a
apecial point of matching his magamat in terms of structure and ethos with
Wyzantine counterparts, which he appears to have experienced musically and
gustatically first-hand. Here, al-Sabbidgh indicates that his renditions (for
example the large whole-step consisting of 9 commas, the small half-step
# ¢ommas, the perfect fourth 22 commas, the perfect fifth 31 commas, and
#) on) assure certain intonational correciness, or at least a minimum degree
of eestatic effectiveness.

Beyond this basic level, however, the author demonstrates that certain
ihicrotonal readjustments or modifications can raise the musical expression
t0 o higher ecstatic level. Accordingly, these procedures are dictated by the
fiiusician’s own aesthetical sense, as well as proven by al-Sabbagh’s own
gxperimentations on the violin. Furthermore, they are determined not only
by the magam being played, but also by the specific tonal area being
tleveloped at the time of performing. To begin with, al-Sabbagh identifies a
low basic magamat in terms of fixed steps. More specifically, he represents
ti essential notes through familiar Near-Eastern and European names, in
e cases with specific accidental designations, for example, “flat and a
iparter” (bemol wa rub®) to indicate a very flat note and “quarter flat” (rub
hemol) to indicate a note that is only partially flattened, and so on. He then
specifies the exact number of commas for each of the fixed scalar intervals
wilthin these maqamat. And subsequently, he sets up this somewhat
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“tempered” but intonationally more detailed structure as a matrix within
which he proposes small microtonal readjustments and describes their
distinct ecstatic effects. The following is a selective illustration.

Hijaz Kar Kurdi (a mode with a scale that roughly resembles that of a
Phrygian mode) is described as being: ¢, d-flat, e-flat-and-a-quarter, fga
flat-and-a-quarter, b-flat-and-a-quarter, ¢, or in terms of intervallic structure
expressed in commas: (5,8,9,9,4,5,9. Al-Sabbagh stresses that this mode
does not cause arab unless the performer is highly skillful. He also hastens
to state that certain microtonal adjustments are of critical importance.
Complaining that some musicians lower the second and third degrees above
the tonic to such an extent that causes the listeners to be repelled by the
mode, he maintains that if these two degrees were to rise slightly, “there
would be tremendous increase in the tarab affect of the mode” (Ibid.: 44). He
adds that judging by his own experience, it is preferable to raise the third
step by one comma (in other words. to make the distance between the second
and the third step 9, instead of 8, commas) during the regular sayr of the
mode, but to keep that note in its regular position when used as a temporary
point of repose (rukiiz). As he explains: “those who try this specific
procedure would experience more pleasure and ecstasy (farab)” {Ihid.).

Comparable observations are applied to the mode Hijaz (d, e-flat, f-sharp,
g, a, b-half-flat, ¢, ", or intervallically in terms of commas per interval: 3,
12,5, 9,7, 6, 9). We are told, “this is one of the most important and most
ecstatic (atrabahd) of the Eastern maqgamat, a mode that is very easy to
comprehend, and one that eniers into the make up of all other modes . .."
(Ibid.: 45)* Furthermore we are reminded that the second step (e-flat) in
this mode is characteristically high and that special attention must be paid
nat to lower it, because if that note is lowered even very slightly (for instance
by one comma, as for example should happen in some other modes using
augmented seconds) the modal feeling of Hijaz would be lost. Al-Sabbagh
also calls our attention to the possibility of creating a deeply moving modal
structure known as “Hijaz Gharib,” which is used widely by Turkish
musicians and results from lowering the third step (f-sharp) by one comima
and moving the already raised second step upward by ope comma. In
addition, he refers to a flattened fifth note {a-flat), which if used as an acci-
dental and “touched” briefly at an appropriate moment, would have ‘an
influence that is powerful and ecstatic” (Ibid.: 47).

Bayyati (d, e-half-flat, f, g, a, b-flat-and-a-quarter, ¢, d°, or in terms of
commas: 7, 6, 9, 9, 4, 9, 9) is presented as one of the most prevalent
magamat. Accordingly, this mode, which is similarly incorporated in the rest

a0 Notably, this view of Hijaz as a particularly ecstatic mode is consistent with the previously
mentioned staternent by Ulayyah al-Timisiyyah, regarding the exceptional ecstatic efficacy
of certain modes.
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"the modes, demands great precision.*” More specifically, in order to bring
# its character properly and to produce tarab in it, it is advisable that the
fiird note be raised very slightly. Furthermore, if the notes are played for
ixample on a vielin siring on which the fourth note can be conveniently
ipped (rather than produced on an open siring, as often happens in the case
sl (he “0d) it is advisable to lower the fourth note (g) by a tiny bit. Accord-
agly, “that will produce an emotionally effective Bayyati” (Ibid.). The
withor adds however that when a group of instruments {for example <id,
Jindin, ndy, and others) play together it becomes impractical to produce this
llzht readjustment of the fourth note.

Comparably treated is Sabé, which the author describes as “one of the
wtionally moving and melancholic modes” (Ibid.: 48). Al-Sabbagh
- presents both the fixed format (4, e-half-flat, £, g-flat, @, b-flat-and-a-quarter,
2", d’, or in terms of intervals by commas: 7, 6, 3, 13, 4, 9, 9), and another
rendition with fine readjustments. He states for example that the emotional
Impact of Saba s augmented when the third note (£} is raised slightly, a move
that should occur temporarily rather than on a permanent basis. The author
“ftso explains that, when the melodic progression proceeds npward from a
point of entry somewhere around the f, a note highly emphasized in Sab4, the
upper note d is lowered to d-flat, but when the modal progression moves
entirely into the upper-octave region, the lower notes of the scale (including
the lower tonic, 4, natural) are all replicated in the upper octave. Regarding
flw modes that could be temporarily shifted to while in Saba, the author
lncludes “two of the most intricate and ecstatic modes™ (Ibid.: 49), The first,
which he explains as being between $abi and Bayyati, is caused by raising
the fourth note, or g-flat, a bit to make it a g-half-flat, adding that “it is
Impossible for any mode whatsoever to influence the soul as much as this
one” (Ihid.). The second is described as being between Sabi and Hijaz.*®
Accordingly, one must not move from Sab4 to Hijaz without passing through
ihis modal configuration. We are told that both of these modal patterns are
{llustrated in one specific sama‘i in magam Saba.

Such treatment is extended to magam Sikdh ‘Arabi, or “Arab Sikah,”
wlich al-Sabbagh equates with the Turkish Huzam and describes as being
formed of e-half-flat, f, g. a-flat, b-quarter-flat, ¢”, d°, e”-half flat, or in
¢ommas: 6, 9, 5, 12, 5, 9, 7. Accordingly, this “beautiful” and “pleasant”
mode can express joy, but alse melancholy “through a few minor adjust-
ments” (Ibid.: 50). Especially at the time of cadencing, the note () just

The notion of one mode embracing or influercing the make-up of other modes seems to refer
(v the reappearance of some basic intervals or intervallic clusters of that mode within the
scalar constitutions of those other modes. Also, some modes are known to derive their tonics
(and by extension intervals} from the different tonal steps of the Rist scale.

The author does not specify how this intermediary mode is produced. Presumably, it results
from slightly lowering the secend note of Sabi and slightly raising the third note.
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below the tonic, and sometimes the note (d”) just below the upper-tonic, has
to be slightly raised. Af-Sabbagh also lists a number of modal patterns that
can be incorporated in this magam. Accordingly, one is similar to Hijaz
Gharib, which if constructed on the g step and eventually cadences on e-half-
flat, as typically occurs when Turks play Huzam, the overall outcome is
profoundly ecstatic.”

A comparable discussion appears with Jaharkah (f, g, @, b-flat-and-a-
quarter, ¢, 47, e’-half-flat, ', or intervallically speaking: 9, 9, 4, 9,9, 7, 6).
Al-Sabbagh beging by stressing that this mode acquires its distinctive
character, which differentiates it from *Ajam (a mode whose intervals
resemble those of the Western major scale) through the use of the microtonal
leading tone (the note called Sikah, namely e-half-flat). He also states that
sometimes it is permissible to lower the third and the fourth pitches by one
comma each, readjustments “that inject into the performance distinctive
pleasure” (Ibid.: 51).

The author suggests comparable treatments for two other modes. One is
‘Ajam ‘Ushayran (which is comparable to a major scale constructed on
B-flar), a mode he describes as having more grandeur than compassion and
emotion. The other is ‘Iraq (B-half-flat, ¢, d, e-half-flat, f, g, a, b-half-fiat, or
6.9, 7,6,9, 9, 7), which he says has magnificence similar to that found in
“Ajam. Accordingly, the latter (*Ajam) occurs when the major-like mode is
constructed on b-flat, rather than on B-flat, an octave lower (Ibid.: 52).

The above exposé sheds light upon a number of key issues regarding
intonation and the ecstatic experience. Reflecting the sensibilities of a
‘performing theorist, al-Sabbagh’s ideas may not be universally accepted or
applied. However, they illustrate the direct relationship between emotienal
gratitication and jntervallic “fine tuning.” Furthermore, his empirical obser-
vations are consistent with the experiences and intonational preferences
of a vast number of musicians. For example, widely recognized is the
profound ecstatic character of the Gharib modal structure, which apart from
al-Sabbagh's allusions, is seldom conceptualized or analyzed as such in
the more formal theoretical sources. One specific magam that musical

* Al-Sabbagh 195(: 51. In this context, the description offercd is very terse and does not fell us
exaclly how the modal pattern specified above, which he calls Sikah Gharib, mighl compare
with Hijaz Gharlb on the g step. See also Note 50 below.

The suffix ghurth literally means “loreign,” or “slrange,” or “estranged.” As indicated by the
current practice, both Hijaz Gharib and Sikdh Gharib (also called Stkah Baladi, literally
“local,” “country,” or “folk™ 81kah) share a cerlain “compressed” augmenled-second between
the second and third degrees. The “folkish” quality of the former mode is sometimes noted.
Khalid Khaltfah, who comes from Aleppo and plays Arab music on the cello, recalls (hal this
mode has been referred to locally as Hijaz NewenrT, or “Gypsy Hijaz," an appellation remi-
niscent of the Syrian Gypsies, particularly the manner in which they play the Bedouin
rabdbah, & single-string fiddle (from a 1998 conversation in Los Angeles), Musicians often
confuse the two mode names or use them interchangeably, probabiy for a good reason since
excessive narrowing of the augmented second of Hijaz can lead to a certain “Sikah-ish”
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practitioners refer to as “Sikah Gharib,” and that appears in the songs of such
major artists as Umm Kulthiim, ‘Abd al-Wahhab and Wad al-$af1 (usually
4s an inner modulation), is known to produce an overwhelming sense of
saltanah.™ Similarly, the accidental lowering of the fifth note in Hijaz usually
loward the end of a phrase or during the final stage of the performance is a
widely occurring practice, one that verges on being an ecstatic cliché. A
further illustration is the slight shifting of such seemingly stable intervals as
the'major third or perfect fourth and fifth for example by moving them toward
{he tonic nofe, which has a tendency to pull other notes toward it as long ag it
ix used as the referential center of the melodic activity.® Such subtle and
lemporary readjusting, which belongs to an mtuitively learned and applied
intonational grammar is intended to grant the performance “sweetness” and to
make it emotionally effective.

Conversely, bad intonation, in other waords, the creation of nashaz, results
cither from a poor sense of relative pitch or from an instrument’s lack of
Intonational versatility. In recent decades, the Arab ganun has been one of the
most serious offenders. This is somewhat ironic since historically the instru-
ment has been cherished as a prime tool of tarab. In the early twentieth
ceatury, the qantm, which lacked tuning levers altogether, enjoyed a basic
level of tonal correctness since its strings were separately tuned to individual
migam notes as sensed by the discriminating ear of the performer. Such
lonal fixation, a temperament of sorts, did not prevent the ganiin player from
Introducing accidental notes through the careful and aesthetically pleasing
practice of stopping the strings with the thumb or middle finger of the left
hand. Such stopping happened only sporadically, given the relative modal
consistency that pervaded each of the self-contained waslah performances.
Thus, the qaniin was ideally suited for: 1) having the entire gamut of modal
pitches individually, albeit somewhat immutably, preadjusted; and 2} pro-
viding the ensemble, especially the mutrib, with a referential set of modal
steps that are tonally stable, as well as sonorously prominent. Such attributes
fiy have rendered the instrument worthy of its name, ganiin, which means
"law” or “rule,” from the Greek word “canon.” In fact, highly ecstatic

leeling. However, in the Sikah-Ghartb mode, strong emphasis is placed on the third note {as
would happen in STkih, rather than on the fourth as the case would be in tijaz). Furthermore,
in this particular mode the full step below the tonic is raised by slightly less than a full semi-
{one. For example, if Stkah Gharib occurs on'g, the note alfected would be the f befow, which
it its raised form (low fsharp} would function as a leading tone. Aad similarly, the note
further below would be a stighily raised e-flal. Among (he well-known works that incorporate
prominent Sikah Gharib modutations are ‘Abd al-Wahhab's song al-Karaak, and Umm
Kulthiin’s seng Shams wl-Ayil.

Pl same tendency applies o the fess stable notes. For example the half-flat seventh note in
Riist, as wefl as (he hall-flal sixth note in Bayyaf and Hijaz, is usually pulled down inlo a
tegular flat when the melodic activity is strongly referenced by or directed toward the tonic.
Conversely, this note is Lypically raised 1o iLs neutral, or half-Tat position when it serves asa
leading note or part of a leading-note cluster below the tonic or the upper tomic.
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performances have been recorded on this instrument by pre-World-War-1
artists, the senjor Muhamumad al-‘Aqqad and others.

The modern instrument most often lacks the number of tuning levers
(‘urab) needed for producing effective modal renditions. A few skilled and
tarap-conscious gantn players utilize instruments that are equipped with
elaborate lever-systems that enable them to raise or lower each course of
strings by increments smaller than a quarter-tone each and to obtain some of
the smaller microtonal inflections needed for affective tarab making.” Yet,
the vast majority of Arab qanin players today employ minimal tuning
sysiems, quite often four working levers per string course, that change the
pitch roughly by quarter-tone increments. Although on such instruments
some of the levers are set in places that may suit certain common modes, the
format as a whole continues to reflect the popular paradigm of equal
temperament and to render certain intervals blatantly out of tune.” The same
applies to the buzug, which as generally played in the Arab world, uses a
minimal system of basically stationary frets arranged in terms of half steps
with a few neutral steps on certain fypical degrees.™ Obviously, such intona-
tional inadequacies are becoming more striking with the recent proliferation
and increasing prominence of keyboard instruments.™

Finally, the traditional intonational practice is eloquently exhibited in the
vocal performance. Through its exceptionally pliable nature the voice is

2 Some musicians recognize two types of elaborate lever-systems. The mdkinah kamilah, ot
wfull machine,” incorperates between nine and eleven metal levers per string and is capable
of producing various comma inflections. The other, namely nisf makinak, or “half machine,”
being intervallically less detailed, usually bas five or six levers and provides the approximate
quaries-tone steps in addition to one or two in-between (plus-one-comma and minus-one-
comma) types of intervals. Applicable mostly to Aleppo musicians, this information was
provided by Dr. George Sawa, an Egyptian-born scholar and an accomplished qaniin player
himself.

53 In fact, al-SabbZgh expresses extreme unhappiness about the typical microtonal short-

comings of the modern ganin as he accuses the musicians of always opting for what is facile

or superficial (3950: 171}, Furthermore, he makes reference to the abandonment of the
original left-hand stopping, which was more difficult but extremely pleasing if done well, and
also to the sliding pyramid-like wood bridges that were introduced at one time. In reality,
many modern ganiin players justify their adoption of minimal lever systems through such
statements as it makes it easier 1o insert accidental notes and to modulate rapidly,” or “it
makes the instrument more in tune with the accordion or electric keyboard instruments.”

Incidentally, the intervals that appear to suffer most are the “narrowed” augmented-seconds,

for example those occusring naturally in Hijaz, or between the fourth and fifth notes in

Huzzim, or between the fourth and fifth in Sabd, or even more prominently, in the Gharib

modal structures.

On my own buzug, I have over the years developed an extremely elaborate fretting system.

For example, 1 have found it necessary to include several microtonal gradations on most of

the main pitch degrees.

5 Ajthough instantaneous microtonal readjustments are possible on certain electronic keyboard
instruments, the performers guite often choose to play the various intervals, including the
microtones, conveniently in the fixed equal-tempered taning, usually to the detriment of
proper intonation.

54
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capable of producing the finer ‘urab that evoke ecstasy. Rendered most effec-
tively by the trained vocalist, such microtonal inflections are particularly
observable within the purely vocal genres, for instance Sufi hymns that are
performed without any instruments, Embracing a similar level of intonational
finesse is the unaccompanied vocal solo, the supreme example of which
is Quranic chanting, particularly the more elaborate mujawwad style as
rendered by the masterful reciters. The primacy of the voice as an intona-
tional model is stressed by Ahmad al-Jundi, a practice-conscious Syrian
biographer who defends the use of neutral microtones on artistic grounds and
admonishes those who advocate abolishing such microtones on the grounds
that they are not well-suited for Western instruments or do not fit certain
arbitrary laws of physics. In his words: “Why don’t we use as reference the
human larynx, which is the first and eternal sound medium . . .2; Should we
adjust our larynx to the inanimate instruments or should not the reverse be the
proper thing to do?; Do we make clothes to fit the body or do we compress the
body to fit the clothes?” (1984: 16).% In the same vein, it can be stressed that
an affective tarab practitioner is someone who “plays out” the music’s implicit
intonational system beyond the confines of formal theoretical constructs.

Meter and motion

Meter, or the system of thythmic modes known as iga<ar (singular, igd), or
duriib (singular, darb}, or awzan (singular, wazn), adds to the music a special
ecstatic dimension. As tarab related writings indicate, meter appears to
generate ecstasy In a variety of ways. As repeated self-contained structures,
thythmic patterns generate an orderly temporal flow. Furthermore, through
their distinctive infernal designs, they evoke certain affects. In the 1g&* orien-
tation, which is typical of Syria’s muwashshah tradition and to a large extent
shared by Ottoman classical music, we encounter a wide array of cyclical
patterns, each containing a specific number of dumm (or deep sounding,
emphatic} beats, takk (or light, crisp) beats, and rests (or silent) beats.s’
Creatively embellished and fleshed out by the percussionist, each pattern
resembles a unique architectonic design whose individual aesthetic quality
permeates the entire performance. Al-Khulad, who extolled the artistic value

* 1o performance, the singers tend to maintain certain intonational correctness even when the
accompaniment is intonationally problematic. However, I have heard numerous artists,
including established singers, compromise their own intonation in order to avoid sounding
“out of tune” with ¢heir intonationalty faulty instrumental accompaniment,

*In some Syrian sources, the rest is also referted to as saktah (literally, “silence™) and espe-
cially in Egypt the word jss is used to indicate a rest. Meanwhile, in some earlier theories
specific beat-combinations are recognized and syllabically represented.
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of the Turko-Syrian rhythmic modes while lamenting the prevalent
ignorance abont this legacy among his compatriots, pointed cleariy to the
tarab effect this category of meters is capable of evoking.™

It is also known that the length and tempo of the pattern determine the
quality of its affect. Accordingly, iqa‘at that are more elaborate or move ata
slower pace, for example those upon which many bashraf compositions are
based, tend to evoke a stately presence, or in emotional terms, a profound
“intoxicating” effect. In this regard, al-Khula’ mentioned that some
musicians slowed down certain meters, for example playing the thirteen-
beat Zurafat mode twice as slow “in order to augment the tarab feeling”
(ca. 1904: 72). By comparison, short and fast meters are generally known to
create an exhilarating sense of movernent or to intensify an already existing
farab state and to carry it gradually toward an emotional climax.

Meanwhile, musical structures may gain special efficacy through the use
of differing metric patterns, Despite the general emphasis on metric consis-
tency, as typically illustrated by the muwashshah and the bashraf, metric
variety in the span of a full performance, or cven a single musical work, is
seen as an antidote to excessive repetitiveness, a phenomenon detrimental to
the evocation and sustenance of tarab feeling. Metrically, the general pattern
of statement-digression-restatement found in the sama< form, is a case in
point. Here, the ten-beat Sama‘ Thagil meter is maintained throughout the
samid composition except for the fourth, or last khanah, which typically
uses a triple or a six-beat pattern, before the final repeat of the refrain returns
{o the original ten-beat meter.

Furthermore, ecstatic buildup may result from metric inrensification,
specifically the gradual or progressively phased shifting from long and
stately patterns to shorter and livelier ones. This procedure usually appears
in the Syrian fdsil, which consists of a medley of traditional genres in a
certain magam and incorporates a collection of muwashshah compositions
of various beat patterns. The same can be observed in the performance
“sets” of some Sufi orders, or for that matter in the overail structure of many
haflah performance. In these and other contexts, this general pattern,
although by no means always predictable or orderly, creates a sensc of
gradual intensification, an ascent that usually leads to a climactic conclusion.

Ecstatic stimulation may also stem from accentual reiteration, a phenom-
enon best exemplified by a fundamental metric principle referred to as
wahdah (or wahidak), which literally means ‘‘unit,” “one,” of “ietric
accent.” Strongly associated with Egyptian music, the wahdah can be
described as a reoccurring accentual effect. Uunlike the Syrian-Turkish
cyclical patterns, which display a wide variety of essentially predetermined
and succinctly structured beat designs, the wahdah in its most elemental form

# g1-Khulad ca. 1904: 85.
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i unit of time marked by one downbeat, or dumm. Sometimes treated as a
iimal theoretical design, the wahdah pattern exists in a variety of lengths or
npi and is given such descriptive epithets as large, medium, and small ¥
Flistorically and aesthetically, the wahdah principle is rooted in the local
ligious practice, specifically the Sufi dhikr. It is associated with the reitera-
ve beat pattern, or wahdat al-dhikr that permeates the typical Egyptian
tirvish performance, at one time a prime training arena for tarab singers.
pically, the dhikr performance embraces an encompassing accentual drive
Al combines repetitive swaying of the upper torso, rhythmically controlled
hrenthing, reiteration of a religious verbal formula, and metric clapping by
{he shaykh, or religious leader. In some cases, percussion instrurments
ifiny also be involved. This underlying metric, and sometimes melodic,
filivity usually provides an accompanimental ostinato (or ardiyyah, literally,
ground or foundation) for the leading religious vocalist. Similarly, the
performance tends to engender a series of ecstatic high points that in some
wes are carefully controlled. As Michael Gilsenan explains: “the shaykh,
by clapping his hands in increasing tempo, builds up each of the series of
imaxes to a high pitch, but stops abruptly before the danger of mass frenzy
wn be realized” (1973: 173).

In the secular practice, particularly in Egypt, the wahdah has developed as
4 tarab meter par excellence. As various early recordings demonstrate, the
pelutively slow rendition, or Wahdah Kabirah, is characteristically heard in
he metric gasidah. It also appears in the dawr, particularly in the middle
and highly flexible segment, which in turn is preceded and followed by
sections that are compositionally more fixed and use the somewhat stately
dight-beat pattern, Masmiidi Kabir.® The wahdah is also used in a variety of

¥ Modern theoretical treatises usually discuss the wahdah as #n accentually marked unil of

time, as well as an Iqa‘, or metric-mode proper. Al-Khula4d presented four variants, namely:
the kabirah (large), that amounts to four counts {a whole note) and that twenty-five of which
occur per minute; the mutawassitah (medium) that equals two counts and that fifty of
which occur per minute; the saghfrak (small) that receives one count and that a hundred
of which occur per minute; and aisf seghirah (half small) that equals a half count and that two
hundred of whiclt vccur per mimute, He added (hat in his time, the first one was used in the
Egyptian dawr (ca. 1904: 64).

M Mahmid Ajjan’s book (1990), one of Lhe most detailed and reliable modern studies on arab
genres, discusses the dawr in its various historical stages and outlines the stylistic innova-
lions that were introdueced by major dawr composers, especially the highly esteemed
Egyptian composer and singer Muhammad <Uthman (1845-1900). As he describes it in its
more standardized format, which prevailed since the lale nineteenth century, the dawr began
with an opening sectien (madhhab), which usually used the Masmdi Kabir meter and ended
with a conclusive gaflah. Then came an elaborale section (ghign), which commonly used the
Wahdah Kabirah. It began with the openirg melody of the previous section, but proceeded
into a development-like segment that introduced new melodies, and allowed for considerable
interpretive flexibility. Leading into &k and hank segments, this part finally closed with a
brief section Lhat typically repeated the concluding phrase of the opening section, See *Ajjan
1990: 11-29.
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instrumental and vocal works from different periods and in different genres,
including Umm Kulthiim’s classics of the late 1940s and early 1950s.

Like other metric designs, the wabkdah generates an enticing sense of
motion. Whether in the form of tapping one’s fist on the knee or rendering a
rhythmic pattern on a percussion instrument, the mere flow of accents is
capable of engaging the farab musician’s rhythmic sense, thus inspiring him
or her to perform or compose. The Lebanese-born poet Khalil Mitran
(1872-1949) described how during a trip on a steamliner from Alexandria to
Marseilles, at a time when he felt quite lonely, the beat of the ship engine
kept him company as it served as a wahdah against which he sang to himself
a favorite dawr he had just heard from ‘Abduh al-Hamili. He added that
more than forty-five years later he continued to remember the dawr (Martif
Hayatak bil-Ahbdb) very well and, despite not having a good voice, to sing it
occasionally to himself and to experience its profound ecstatic effect.”!

Ultimately, the full impact of the wahdah is brought forth by the ardstry
of the performer. When interpreted on a percussion instrument, most charac-
teristically the riqq, the accentual pattern becomes generously embellished.
In other words, it is furnished with a rich filigree of timbral and accentual
nuances, The ability to “fill out the beat” as such is usually cited when
praising the artistry of outstanding riqq players, the fate Ibrahim ‘AfIfl of
Egypt, the late ‘Abd al-Karim Qazmiiz of Lebanon, and others. The almost
boundless variations, made possible through an elaborate vocabulary of
sonorities and dynamic effects, render the wafidah more attractive and
safeguard it against oversimplification or tedious repetition. In an attempt to
produce variety, percussionists may even briefly introduce, or gradually
“modulate” to, 1qa* patterns that fit the wahdah cycle in length and overall
accentual design. When musically appropriate, a longer wahdah may be
transformed into the so-called Bamb pattern or into another more familiar
configuration (sometimes also referred to as Wahdah) which, like Bamb is
heard typically as an ostinato motif accompanying a tagasim performance.®
The performers may also introduce some rhythmic mutations through substi-
tuting a short wahdah for one that is twice as long, or vice versa, at a
musically suitable moment. A riqq player may even skip the dumm beat
momentarily in order to create tension or anticipation or may insert brief
syncopations, for example creating dumm-—takk reversals so as to generate
suspense, as well as to display virtuosity and even musical wit. Moreover, if
the musician being accompanied were to go off the beat (yifla® barra
literally, to go out) say for lack of competence, a dexterous percussionist may

S Mitran ca. 1938: 135,

% The Bamb metric ostinato, usually combined with a melodic ostinato, is frequently heard en
early twentieth-century 78-rpm recordings. The simifarly applied Waldah variant mentioned
above resembles the Turkish Cifte Telli pattern.




Music 117

léverly cover up by subtly repositioning the beat so as to match the accom-
tnled musician’s metric track, a technique that drummers refer to as talbis,
sally “dressing up something” or “custom fitting,”

Conversely, excessive liberties can interfere with the ecstatic efficacy of
{he wahdah pattern. For example, shortening the duration of the cycle itself
ty converting a larger wahdah into another one half its length may create a
velier temporal track but may also detract from the elative feeling associ-
o with longer wahdah cycles. Furthermore, frequent excursions into
dunce related or popular meters, for example the ubiquitous Magsiim and
Mulff, may add certain energy to the performance, but may also replace the
Mntoxicating™ or “spiritual” effect of the wahdah with an atmosphere that
firists may deem too “pedestrian” to suit serious listening. Accordingly,
guch alterations may project a mood of targis, literally “making people
diance” or takiyrs, “generating or displaying vulgar musical excitation.
Indeed, the percussionist must strike a balance between variety and
insistency. A good riqq accompanist must produce exciting fillers, vari-
iions, and mutations without losing controt of the tempa or compromising
the reiterative clarity of the accentual beat or beat pattern. Although, as
Andicated earlier, good accompaniment may at times call for extreme subtlety
{1 the rendering of the metric accents, the basic beat pattern remains the
- prime pillar that supports the overall musical structure.

Al

Playing around the beat

Ax an accenfual pattern, the wahdah grants the music rhythmic regulariry
‘without seriously encumbering its temporal fluidity. Unlike the Arab-
‘Turkish metric mode, which furnishes the underlying rhythmic design for
it musical work, the wahdah beat tends to serve as an accentual grid that
fides the overall performance. Thus, the wahdah fits well within a musical
fraclition that encourages elastic, as well as metrically conscious melodic
reations. More specifically, its overall referential role favors thematic
deliveries that flow in a piecemeal fashion, as typically happens in modal
lmprovisations. If treated as an 1qa° proper, the wahdah can inspire tightly
worked out metric compositions, but when approached as an accentual

" n fact, sericus listeners and fans of tarab music have complained that the commercially

successful tunes that Muhammad *Abd al-Wahhab had composed for Umm Kulthiim Fater in
her career, basically in the 1960s and early 1970s at the instigation of President Nasser of
tigypt, veered toward the popular rargis, primarity through the frequent use of short dance
theters. Also criticized have been the composer’s dense orchestration and his allowing the
singer very little room for individual interpretation. See Fuad 1976; 330-331 and 464-465,
and Danielson 1997: 173-177.
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device it can grant the performer, or ideally the improviser, a certain flexi-
bility in determining the timing and the length of each melodic phrase. By
the same token, the wahdah makes it easier to slightly anticipate or delay a
qaflah, as long as the execution maintains a certain degree of synchrony with
the beat pattern. Differently stated, wahdah accompaniment is perfectly
suited for the process of tatrib, as it provides the creative performer basic
temporal order, but also allows him or her a considerable margin of flexi-
bility and compositional discretion.

These features are deeply rooted in the local religious expression,
specifically the dhikr practice as generaily encountered among Egyptian
Sufi groups. Here, metric structure and chythmic flexibility are carefully
integrated. On the one hand, a certain order is sought: “As section of the
dhikr succeeds section, all the action of the members should be in consort so
that there is unity of performance in every aspect” (Gilsenan 1973: 175). On
the other hand, the narrowly structured accent, or verbal-melodic ostinato, is
used as a framework against which the leading vocalist may sing frealy and
make well-calculated rhythmic departures and returns, The wahdah serves as
“the lattice over which the munshid’s music flows” (Waugh 1989: 171-172).
This combination of metric definition and relative temporal freedom is
viewed as a symbol of the mystical experience, in particular, the tension
between realizing one’s own transcendental visions and adhering to the
norms of the Sufi order as set forth by the founding saint. In the case of
the Hanmidiyyah Shadhiliyyah order, Gilsenan writes:

Their ritual therefore contains a high degree of internal polar tension: between
freedom and control, between unrestrained emotional ecstasy and formal regulation,
between the individual and the group experience which must be one, though the first
always threatens the second. In a sense this tension reflects a wider motif in tasawwuf
as a whole. (1573: 174)

In the secular music, a comparable dynamic exists. Tarab artists demon-
strate a striking proclivity toward moving loosely with the beat, as compared
io performing strictly on the beat, for wandering about without losing track
of the underlying temporal structure. They seek a desirable balance between
metric orderliness and rhythmic freedom, a balance that Qfijaman describes
as a test of rhe tarab performer’s talent and skill:

A weak musician makes the listeners feel that he is tied up, cr awkwardly obstructed,
by the meter. He concentrates upon rendering the metric beats on his instrurent as if
he is playing the rhythmic pattern rather than a tagsim. In contrast, a good musician
improvises without making the listeners fecl that he is playing taqasim on the
wahdah, except when he brings the music to coincide with the meter, that is from
time to time or from a musical phrase to another. He does not dwell on the metric
strokes although he is truly bound by the meter and does not go off of it. (1978;
95-96)
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[he ability to feel the beat so strongly but also to “play around” it, a skill that
me musicians refer to as fasdir, is occasionally cited when describing
mpressive farab artists. Tarab connoisseurs for example have marveled at
he metrically accompanied taqasim of the early twentieth century ganiin
trtuoso, Muhammad al-“Aqqad (Sr). In the realm of precomposed mefric
Music, similarly noted have been the vocal renditions of the Egyptian
nmposer Shaykh Zakariyya Ahmad and the various songs of Farid al-Atrash
ikl Muhammad <Abd al-Muttalib. Described as a true wahdaji, or someone
with a superb sense of meter, ‘Abd al-Muttalib (1907-1980) combined
elodic mastery with an almost declamatory style of delivery that became
ne of his distinguishing trademarks,

To close, performing loosely on the beat requires talent, experience, and a
great deal of ensemble coordination. As percussionist Souhail Kaspar
stresses, for this to work, the accompanist himself must be absclutely steady,
or stated differently, dependably unwavering.% The resulting ecstatic impact
stems from the leading performer’s ability to combine the best of two worlds,
in overall sense of motion provided by the metric drive and individual
freedom that transcends strict metric conformity.

The ecstatic effectiveness of performing loosely with the beat was alluded to in the
preceeding chapter when speaking of “hashish songs,” although in such songs the looseness
is probably more proncunced or even exaggerated.

From a conversation with Mr, Kaspar in September, 1998,



5 Saltanah

The generation of musical ecstasy is associated with an inspirational state
that musicians recognize by a variety of names. Frequently heard in musical
conversations, these names have different semantic nuances and modes of
application. However, the most comimon and most specific in its connota-
tions is the term salfanakh.

Unlike the concept of farab, which assumes a rather broad meaning as it
describes the overall transformative experience connected with the music,
saltanah and other related concepfs usually suggest a specific music-related
condition. In a saltanah state, the performer becomes musically self-
absorbed (mundamif}, and experiences well-focused and intense musical
sensations. Furthermore, whereas the concept of tarab characterizes tradi-
tional Arab music in general and connotes a trait permanently present
in tarab works whether recorded or plaved live, saltanah is most often a
temporary state generated before and during the performance proper. Also,
unlike the feeling of tarab, which extends to all participants in the musical
process, especially the audience members, saltanah typically applies to
the musicians, specifically in connection with performing. Saltanah is the
condition that inspires affective music making. Although musically and
emotionally part of the overall tarab experience, it is the “magic” that
momentarily lifts the artist to a higher ecstatic plateau and empowers him or
her to engender {arab most effectively. In this sense, salfanah is creative
ecstasy.

Moreover, compared to the concept of tarab, which is applied to the
ecstasy emanating from the various components of the performance
(timbral, textural, metric, melodic, and others), the concept of saltanah is
usually linked to the magamat. Accordingly, each mode has its own potential
saltanah, as musicians are said to be in a state of saltanah, for example in
magam Rast, or magam Bayyati, or maqam Saba, While in such a state,
the performer finds himself captivated by the mode, particularly the inter-
vallic and tonal components, He feels haunted by the tonic pitch and the
intervallic structure, but is also fully prepared to evoke the powerful tarab
effect of the mode. Thus, the songly felt presence of an established tonic
and related intervals and notes of emphasis makes it possible to view

120
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saltanah as a form of modal, and by implication tonal and intervallic
[ixation, or essentially as modal ecstasy. :

Finally, whereas the concept of (arab refers to the affect of all tarab music,
whether precomposed or improvised, the condition of salfanah displays
strong affinities for the spontaneous creative process typical of the live
performance. The state of saltanah prepares the artist to improvise with
feeling or to interpret or modify precomposed works in highly affective
ways. Inn other words, saltanah appears most valuable in the context of tatrib,
described earlier. )

Although part of the local musical jargon, the various concepts that
refer to the momentary inspirational ecstasy of the artist appear to have
parallels, and may have originated in, related mystical, Hterary, and artistic
domains.' For example, the concept of mazaj, literally “mood,” “disposi-
lion,” or “temperament™ reminds us of medieval cosmologies that establish
interconnections among such diverse entities as the planets and zodiacs,
times of the day, colors, sentiments, bodily organs and humors, lute strings,
melodic modes, and metric modes.? In the musician’s parlance, often heard
are expressions such as ma fish mazdj, “there is no mood,” to describe an
artist’s musically unconducive state, and bigiil bi mazdj, “he performs” or
“sings when creatively inspired.” Also closely related is the term insijam,
which literally means “harmony” or “being in an emotionally agreeable
state.” It usually denotes both the artist’s inspirational condition, and the
conducive physical and artistic mood that surrounds his or her performance.

By comparison, the word bast, which describes the sense of elation
penerally acquired in musical as well as social events, has a specific mystical
meaning. In Sufi writings, bast denotes a rapturous experience of “extension,”
or intensification of spiritual self-consciousness, as opposed to gabd, namely
“constraint,” or “compression” of the soul.?

Closely related is the concept of tajalli, which refers to “mystical revela-
tion,” or being in a state of transcendental preparedness.* In the tarab culture,
the concept of fajalli is used basically to refer to musicians’ temporary sense
of ecstatic empowerment and creative preparedness. Saying, for example,
that a tarab musician is mutajalll, or “in a state of revelation,” implies that
he or she has become elated, has somewhat mysteriously acquired an
elevated state of musical consciousness, and has been enabled to perform

' Among farab musicians, the more formal Arabic words that mean “inspiration™ are rather
uncommon. For example the word ilhdm, which is also used by Egyptian Sufis in reference to
divine inspiration and the acquisition of extraordinary performance ability (see Waugh 1989:
86-89}, is less frequently heard. The same can be said of the word wahf (“revelation” or
“inspiration”) or the medieval concept of shah, which describes a certain category of
divinely inspired mystical utterances. See Gibb and Kramers 1974: 533 and Ernst 1985: 133.
See Farmer 1943: 3-26.

See Schimmel 1975: 128-129.

See Schimmel 1975: 281 and Nast 1987: 167.
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affectively. In addition, the concept of tajalli may refer to the dominant
affect that a specific mode appears to exert at a certain time. Musiciang ma
for example, speak in terms of the “revelation” of maqam Rast at a specifig
performance.” :

Comparably, the concept of saltanah appears to embrace certain magical
and spiritual connotations. It is linguistically related to the Arabic word
sultan, which having emerged in the eleventh century AT as the title of §
powerful ruler, is believed to have derived from the Syriac shultana, whicl
refers to power. The word “sultan” has appeared in several contexts
including the Quran, basically in reference to “moral or magical authority
supported by proofs or miracles which afford the right to make a statement .
of religious import” (Kramers 1987: 543).% Today, the same word can
be used to describe the irresistible power or absolute command of certain-
phenomena or urges, for example physical beauty, hunger, sleep, or for that
matter, the intoxicating effect of hashish.”

The overpowering—empowering complex

In the musicians' world, the acquisition of musical inspiration entails a
certain oppositional duality. More specifically, the concept of saltanah
connotes a} dominating, overcoming, ruling over and b) granting efficacy or
mastery. In other words, we can speak of modal ecstasy as being both over-
powering and empowering, or somewhat paradoxically as the performer’s
attainment of artistic authority by succumbing to the ecstatic hegemony of
the melodic mode. Such an apparent opposition is perhaps reminiscent of the
Sufi notion of attaining a higher level of spirituality through fand’> or

5 Also sometimes encountered is the verb injaf&, for example in the expression injald al-
mugrib, which roughly means that the singer has entered into a musically conducive state, or
more specifically, that after an appropriate period of musical warm ups his voice has become
clear and suppie and ready for creating tarab. Sce Mansi 1965: 64,

¢ {n the Encyclopedia of Islam (1987: 545), ] JH. Kramers sheds further light upon éhe concept
of “sulian.” This title was applied to mystic shaykhs, a practice begun with the thirteenth
century, pacticularly in Ottoman-dominated counéries. We are told that among the early uses
may have been such titles as, Swltan al-Ulgma® (the “Sulian of Religious Scholars™),
connected with Baha al-Din Walad, father of Jalal al-Din Rimi and Sultan ai-‘Ashigin (the
“Sultan of Lovers”), given to the major Egyptian Sufi poet Ibn al-Firid, whose love poems
have been set to music by Sufi-trained tarab singers. More recently the title has referred te
the highly acclaimed artisans or artists, for exampic the female singer Munirah al-
Mahdiyyah, addressed as Suft@nat al-Tarab and the nay player Amin al-Buzari, acknowl-
edged as Switan al-Nay.

7 In his description of the typical hashish session in Egypt, Ahmad M. Khalifa refers to certain
ritualized paticrns of behavior and notes that there is a supervisor, usually called sultan, who
has the honor and privitege of having his first “drag” {rom each new “load” (1975; 202-Z203).
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“mystical annihilation.” The tarab-related expression saltanat al-nagham or
“the domination of the melodic mode™ indicates that the mode has imposed
is ecstatic authority upon the performing artist, or that the arfist has surren-
tlered ro the invincible power, or sultin, of the melodic mode. However, the
equally prevalent expression salfanat al-miftrib, or “the singer's acquisition
of saltanah” means that such an artist has captured the innate ecstatic feeling
of the mode and has been granted extraordinary ability to instill that
feeling within the listeners.

The two notions of surrender and empowerment, or of being dominated
und becoming dominant, are closely intertwined in statements made by
musical critics, connoisseurs, and performers regarding artistic inspiration.
In reference to the remarkable moral, personal, and musical attributes of
tAbduh al-Hamili, one biographer writes that the artist:

... was distinguished from the rest of the singers of his time not only by his
powerful, resonant voice and his highly enchanting musical creations, but also by the
God-bestowed spirit that would take hold of him during his saltanah in the various
modes. Consequently, he would come up with the most amazing and marvelous vocal
renditions, thus lifting up the thoughts of his listeners upon the wings of his magical
visions so they would imagine that they have ascended to heavenly ranks and seen
things they had not seen or dreamt of . . . {Rizg ca. 1936: 45)

Comparable imagery of succumbing to power and becoming empowered
appears in one narrative describing a vocal performance by Shaykh Muham-
mad al-Maslab (1793-1928).% Presented somewhat poetically by the modern
music critic Kamal al-Najmi, this narrative is based on a first-hand report
by an elder Egyptian connoisseur. When al-Masl@ib acquired saltanah during
a festive musical evening, “his appetite for singing was stimulated” (1972:
151). When a specific dawr was requested of him, “he was filled with cheer-
fulness, and exuded munificence (aryvahivyah) and ecstasy (farab), as he
released his voice at a high tessitura, thus utterly dazzling the listeners”
(Ibid.). In addition to describing the audience’s verbal responses, al-Najmi
provides a metaphoric image of the artist while in a saltanah state. What
comes to mind here are the two related Sufi notions of annihilation and
transcendence, the inspired singer becoming nothing but a voice:

How beautiful, tender, and amazing Shaykh al-Masliib was when haunted by saltanah
(tasitana) and taken by ecstasy (wajd), thus departing away from being and existing
only as a voice that was singing. Love, who can hide it? . .. Love is the divalger of
secrets. (Ibid: 132)

*  Although these dates may be approximate, this singer is said to have lived some 130 years

and to have led a very long performing career. See Shafig and Kamil n.d.: 8-9.
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Sometimes, the domination-empowerment complex is represented through
vivid imagery of royalty and political authority. Tn a book on Shaykh
Zakariyya Ahmad, the late Amin Fahmi, himself a ganiin player, musi¢
theorist, and educator, offers a description of this late singer and composer
on the basis of direct observation:

When I used to Hsten to the Shaykh as he sang and acquired saltanah in his singing,
I always imagined that he was an uncrowned king . . . when his body rose, his eyes
glimmered, his face quivered, and his hands moved, he took control of his listeners
and captured their senses, so they would be overcome by silence, elevated pride, and
elation {nashweah). They would look up to him with exaltation and reverence, as if
they were the subjects of a nation whose name is tarab, and this is their king
addressing them through tunes from heaven. (Fahmi n.d.: 10}

As shown here, ecstatic surrender and empowerment are manifested in the
artist’s appearance as well as through his musical delivery. The ecstatically
transformed performer gains artistic and physical powers that are mysterious
and awe-inspiring. In turn, the listeners experience an elative sense of suy-
render, a feeling of communitas that, as Fahmi puts it, binds them together as
citizens of the tarab nation.

The themes of dominating and being dominated are also common in
music related conversations. Musicians and connoisseurs explain that
without saltanah, a performer becomes emotionally ineffective or powerless.
In other words, his or her performance becomes devoid of spirit and feeling.
Referring to early-twentieth-century musicians, the Egyptian ganiin player
Muhammad al-Aqgad (Jr.) explained that ecstatic transformation used to
make the difference between excelling and failing to impress. As he put it,
even Shaykh Yastuf al-Manyalawi, despite his exceptional vocal ability and
magnificent talent, needed saftanah to make any musical impact. “If he sang
without saltanah you would not even care te listen to him.” According to
al-‘Aqqad and others, saltanah enables the artist to captivate the listeners,
and to compel them to listen. It causes the audience members to shake their
heads or to utter exclamations of enchantment. Summing up the notion of
being overpowered and empowered is al-“Aqqad’s explanation: “when you
have saltanah you are captivated by it and you cannot help it, but having it
also makes you invincible like a king.™

“Time split from time”

The overpowering—empowering complex also entails transformation of
the physical and perceptual faculties of the artist, and by extension the

¢ Trom the interview with Mr. al-“Aqgad in Los Angeles in 1984,
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tlicipating listeners. Musicians who acquire saltanah develop an altered
ignse of fime, a condition associated with “losing oneself” and becoming
fnlky engulfed by the musical process. This phenomenon has been noted in
hig performances of a renowned late nineteenth-century artist:

hubammad ‘Uthmén was a people’s artist in the full sense of the word, as his evening
rlormances (sahrdt) used to bring together individuals of different classes and
gos, When he was captivated by the ecstasy of tarab {(nashwat al-tarab) he used to
¢ carrying his ‘0d with one hand and gesturing with another. He would continue to
fng and play while standing among members of the audience, so the listeners would
wicome very enthusiastic and would request him to deliver more and more. The
‘tluwn might have broken while he was still in this condition. (Shafiq and Kamil
nel.: 20)

‘fmplicit in this account is the development of transformed temporal
-i'wareness accompanied by added effortlessness and a higher threshold of
physical endurance on the part of the performer. Losing sense of time is also
fnentioned in a modern poetic depiction of a performance by ‘Abd al-Hayy
Hilmi (1857-1912), during which this mujrib was overtaken by saltanah:

The sammi‘ah did not sense the passage of time . .. The night had set upon heaven
and earth. The moon was a shining cup filled with the wine of the beautiful voice.
The assembly of merriment was becoming more agreeable and cheerful from one
hour to the next. Tarab was granting them an uplifting feeling of lightness (yastakhif-
Sithum} so they would sing after <Abd al-Hayy as if they were his chorus. Their
vestasy (mashwatuhum) made them imagine that their night was split away from time
itk will never end up in 2 morning. {al-Najmi 1972: 158)

{lere, saltanah {and tarab in general) is portrayed as an altered sense of time,
more specifically as “timelessness” or temporal transcendence. The notion of
“time splitting from time” appears to imply the existence of two alternate
modes of temporal awareness, one pertaining to ecstatic time and the other to
nonecstatic time, or time proper.

This view of music making is consistent with the prevalent articulations
of modern tarab artists. According to al-*Aqgad “If you have saltanah, you
could easily sing or play from nine o’clock in the evening to nine o’clock in
the morning. Time passes and you don’t feel it.”!? At tarab events, often
projected is the feeling that “ecstatic time” is somewhat open-ended, and
largely exempt from the barriers that control “ordinary” time. $Sabah Fakhri's
long performances, including those I have attended, are good illustrations,
Similarly, it is customary for tarab artists to cheer up an eager crowd through
such opening, often perfunctory, remarks as “God willing, we are here till
morning.” Usually met with highly enthusiastic gestures, such remarks seem

'® From the same interview as above.
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to help initiate a mood of timelessness, and to provide assurance that i
mood will be allowed to take its full course,

How saltanah occurs

The manner in which saltanah as an overall inspirational condition develo
tends to be enigmatic. It is not always clear what causes it to happen, whethe
it is voluntary or involuntary, who can acquire it and under what circume
stances, and whether its primary source lies within or outside the artist or the
artistic event. As Sayyid Makkawi explains, the idea of forcing inspiration o
descend (istinzal) upon the musician is truly absurd.!! However, by al
large, tarab performers recognize certain preconditions and procedures
that pave the way for or induce the saltanah state. These preconditions and
procedures belong to a variety of domains: cultural, personal, contextual,
physical, emotional, and musical (see Figure 5.1).12

Eastern soul

Musicians stress that for a person to experience saltanah, or in a broader
sense tarab, he or she must be fully attuned to a certain pervasive local dis-
position. In the mid-nineteenth century, al-Shidyéiq presented tarab as part
of the Eastern mental-emotional character.!’® Today, artists identify tarab or
saltanah with a somewhat abstract but genuinely felt native ethos, or Geist,
in Arabic, righ, literally, “soul” or “spirit.” Accordingly, the ability to truly
fathom the music’s emotive dimension presupposes having a deep-rooted
sense of “Eastern-ness” or “Arab-ness.” Regardless of their ethnic or
religious backgrounds the performers and their audiences must be connected
to the music’s indigenous essence, its local feel. They must possess rith
Shargiyyah (Eastern soul) or nafas Shargt (Eastern breath). As the violinist
<Abbiid ‘Abd al-‘Al explains, since every nation or people has its own riih, a
performer must absorb (yatasharrab) a certain nation’s riih in order to feel
its music and perform it properly.'®

' From the 1994 conversation with Mr. Makkawi.

12 A medified version of Figure 5.1 appeared in Racy [991b: 23.
1B Cachia 1973: 45.

From a conversation in Los Angeles in the early 1980s.
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Genuine artistry

‘The ability to experience saltanah also requires what musicians call asalah,
or *genuineness.” In order to feel the music, a performer who may already
have Eastern soul must be a fannan asil literally “genuine” or “thoroughbred
urtist,” someone with authentic musical talent. More specifically, genuine-
ness means innate ability to feel and express the musical idiom, particularly
the melodic modes. A genuine artist is someone for whom the performance
of tarab genres, for example instromental or vocal improvisations, is “a
second nature.” Such an artist must be able to extemporize melodic and
rhythmic nuances and instrumental fillers, to have a good sense of intona-
tion, to execute proper qaflat, and to interact heterophonically with other
performers in the ensemble. In short, “genuineness™ grants the artist special
ubility to experience saltanah and ultimately to evoke genuine tarab within
his or her listeners.

Feeling

Furthermore, a musician must be endowed with ihsds, or “feeling,” in other
words, emotional responsiveness to the affect of tarab music. Having feeling
#lso implies that the performer is capable of creating music that is emotion-
illy expressive. To describe a musician who has feeling, listeners may say:
higal bi-ihsds “he performs with feeling,” or in the same vein, sawdbuh
hilwah, “he has sweet fingers,” as opposed to sawdbuh malhah, literatly “he
has salty fingers.” Arab musicians usually speak of feeling as an innate
musical gift. Although it can momentarily surge or subside, depending, for
example, upon the specific performance event and the musical work being
performed, the basic ability to feel tends to exist permanently within the
artist. As Sabah Fakhrl explains: “Feeling is born with musicians when they
are born. Those who have musical feeling, those are the ones from whom
penius (‘dbgariyyvah) can come out. Those who bave no feeling (hiss) are just
ordinary.”s

Artists with ihsas are also known to feel their own performance intensely.
For example, we read that when ‘Abduh al-Hamiili performed, “his tarab
was no less than that of the person listening to him, and his ability to impro-
vise tunes excelled bevond all levels”™ (Kamil 1971: 29).'"® Similarly, the
carly-twentieth-century composer and singer Shaykh Mahmid Subh

" From the 1990 interview with Mr. Fakhri.
1% Tn this case, Kamil is quoting the late musical authority Thrahim Shafig (1896-1968).
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{1898-1941) is said to have become so enchanted by his own sung poett
that he often chided his listeners for failing to respond with exclamations
approval.l” Performing with feeling seems particularly apparent when il
singing is reinforced by mystical or religious overtones. Reportedly,
lesser-known Syrian singer by the name of Najib Zayn al-Din (1881-1944
who specialized in Sufi songs but also mastered the art of tarab singing
often wept “when he was overtaken by tarab ecstasy™.' The same high level
of artistic sensitivity in combination with religious piety appears to affecl
the Lebanese singer Wadi® al-Safi, who explains that when he sings hig
own Christian songs expressing devotion to God he sometimes breaks intn
tears in the middle of singing because of the overwhelming nature of the
experience.” '

Umm Kulthiim, who began her career as a performer of religious songs
and later hecame a tarab role model, is known to have felt her own music
very deeply. Her biographer Ni‘mat Fudid wrote that like any of her faithful
sammah, Umnm Kulthiim responded to her own songs intensely. When she
viewed her film, Widad with a few friends and heard her own singing in
the film, “she wept from farab and joy.” We are also told that she often sat
alone in her toom and listened to her songs on recerds and tapes as she
covered her face with her hands. Whenever she was moved by a certain
passage or “musical move” {harakak) “she exclaimed as any sammT would:
Ya shaykhah mish kidhah! roughly “Oh Shaykhah (literally, female of
Shaykh), ist't it like that!” Dah gran! “That is amazing!” and Ayh dah?
“What is that?” (Fwiad 1976: 233). In a similar vein, Ahmad Rami, the
renowned poet who wrote a vast number of Umm Kulthlim's song-texts, is
reported to have said:

Umm Kulthlim is enamored by her own voice and has the utmost love for her art to
the extent that when she sings a tune and excels in it, her voice causes her to become
ecstatic (fagrab min sawtiha), and the utierance of “Ah!” emerges from her chest, but
very softly so that the audience would not hear it. Shaykh Abt al-“Ula [Muhammad]
used to tell me: “This girl has singing in her blood (bitghannt bi-dammaha) . . . can
you believe it, she says Ah! to herself?” (quoted in Fuad 1976: 368)

To sum up, the innate ability to feel the music, or to interact with one’s
own performance ecstatically, prepares the artist to attain high levels of
saltanah. In some ways, such an ability elevates him or her from the mere
role of tarab provider to the admirable status of a tarab “feeler,” or that of an
accomplished amateur. Feeling grants the artist the same emotional preroga-
tives enjoyed by his or her summi‘ as well as sharpens his or her ability to

17 Bin al-Khaib 1980: 70-71.
18 gl-Jundi 1984: 153.
¥ From an interview with Mr. al-$afi in Los Angeles on August 7, 1984,
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excel and impress. At the same time, the accomplished musician’s own
ecstatic sensations are expected to be circumspect. His or her feeling must be
directed inwardly for the ultimate purpose of generating ecstasy within
others. The ecstatic musictan must seek a creative balance between feeling
the music and performing it with feeling.

Body and spirit

The acquisition of saltanah also calls for transient physical and emotional
conditions that are directly linked to the performance event. Physically, the
musician must be rested, comfortable, and in good health. Saltanah is
unlikely to occur if the artist is too exhauvsted, too sleepy, or has eaten too
much or too little. The half-joking statement often wvoiced by hired
musicians, ‘no food, no music!” may have real artistic implications after all.
In addition to being rested before a performance, a singer may need to pay
special attention to his or her diet, selecting the right foods and staying away
from those known to hurt the voice. Sabah Fakhil, for example, explains that
there are foods that he avoids immediately before the performance and
others that he never eats.

Saltanah also demands being emotionally prepared, in other words being
in a proper state of elation. Stressing that emotional comfort is a prerequisite
for affective tarab making, Sabah Fakhii explains that before a performance,
musicians and musical connoisseurs often express such concerns as, “today
the mutrib is in a state of ecstatic preparedness {mitjalll); we beg that no one
upset him (yiz<iuh), or agitate him (virarfizuh).” If the singer is upset the
connoisseurs do their utmost to Iead him back into a conducive emotional
condition, otherwise “the evening is ruined.”®

Ambiance

In context, the artist becomes inspired through interacting with a musicaily
initiated audience that is eager to listen and to become emotionally involved
in the tarab experience. The listeners must be endowed with the talent to feel
the music and to express what they feel in effective and idiomatically correct
ways. A similar role is played by the accompanying musicians, who can
also inspire a featured artist and enhance the quality of the performance
as a whole. The profound impact of the performance ambiance upon the

® From the 1990 interview with Fakhri,
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Syrian singer $abih Fakhe (b. 1933) performing in Los Angeles in 1994, Photo by Barbara Rauy.

performer’s creative ability is eloquently described by Sabah Fakhri, who
speaks about his own experience:

In order for me to perform best, first T have to be sure that I am physically in good
condition and that I am accompanied by good musicians, as well as equipped with a
good sound system, one that T have tried out and adjusted in advance. Beyond thal, it
is the audience that plays the most significant role in bringing the performance tu i
higher plateau of creativity (ihd@ . . .1 like the light in the performance hall (o
remain on, so that T can see the listeners and interact with them. If they respond, |
become inspired to give more. As such, we become reflections of one ancther.
I consider the audience to be me and myself to be the audience.

Of course, the performer has also to be ecstatic (magrih). Obviously, to be able (o
deliver something, you must have it yourself first and then reflect it, as the moon
shines by reflecting the light it receives from the sun. In a large measure, the ecstasy
emanates from the audience, particularly the sammi‘ah, aithough the singer must also
be endowed with riih and ihsis, in addition to being in a state of bast or ajalli at the
time of performing. Indeed, elation causes the talented artist to shine.?

# From the same 1990 interview with FakhuT. This quote was included in Racy 1991b: 8.
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ographers attest to the creative role played by audience members before
¢l during the performance event, In several writings, the importance of
pxing the artist musically through verbal pleasantries is well-recognized.
t one specific event hosting the early twentieth century Egyptian singer
bd al-Latif al-Banna {1884-1969), “sweet talk” occurred as a prelude to
fie performance proper, thus coinciding with drinking, eating, and social-
7ing. It consisted of such compliments as “Indeed, nothing will make us
Hrunk except your voice, Oh! SiAbduh! [or Master ‘Abduh],” thus compli-
Tienting this singer by comparing him to his famous predecessor ‘Abduh
fil+Hamnli, and “We have not heard a great master of tarab like you, Oh! S1
Abd al-Latif!” (al-Najmi 1970: 146). According to the report, when this
iinger’s companions noticed his ensuing state of insijam, one of them rushed
it bring him an 0d so he would accompany himself.

Creative listening

During the performance proper, saltanah within the artist is maintained and
reinforced by the creative feedback between the performer and the audience,
‘I'he organic relationship between the two is illustrated by FakhiT's staternent:
“I consider the audience to be me and myself to be the audience.” It is also
expressed through various metaphors and analogies. One established violin
player likens the audience to a sexual partner. In his analogy, sexual arousal
(1 metaphor for artisiic inspiration) in one partner would induce a similar
tesponse in the other partner, thus leading to a perpetual cycle of sexual
pleasure in both. The famous Lebanese singer Wadi al-$aft (b. 1921)
expresses the same idea but through visnal analogy. In his view, the audience
and the performer are like two mirrors facing each other. The image, which
stands for inspiration, appearing in one mirror is reflected by the other
mirror, and in turn the reflection is reflected again back and forth.2

As implied by these explanations, the artist’s ability to produce tarab is
hoosted by the audience’s ecstatic responses. In context, the voiced exclama-
tions, chosen creatively from a rather self-contained repertoire of verbal
gestures, express the listeners’ own sensations, as well as initiate and
maintain the performer—listener feedback process.

The following are among the numerous exclamations that are heard in
both live and recorded tarab performances. Very common is the expression
AR which can reflect extreme sensations of pain, bewilderment, amazement,
and pleasure. Heard on many early recordings, the expression is sometimes
repeated as Ah! Ah! or combined with others such as A% ya rihi! literally, “Oh

2 From the same 1984 interview with al-Saf1.



132 Malking music in the Arab world

my soul!” It can also be followed by the name of the performer, for exampie
Ah ya Umm Kulthim! Another frequently heard expression is All@h! litery
“God,” a usage that appears to have a long histery. During the first half (JI {
nineteenth century Edward Lane wrote: “The natives of Egypt are geney
enraptured with the performances of their vocal and instrumental musicig
they applaud with frequent exclamations of ‘Allah!’ and ‘God approve the
‘God preserve thy voice!” and similar expressions” (1860/1973: 354).2 V,
often this expression, which may connote wonderment, admiration, and beliy
overwhelmed by an idea or a feeling, is uttered two or more times in succe i
sion, the result sounding like Allahalidh! with emphasis on the tong a vowel
Also when deeply haunted by the saltanah of the mode, the listeners mu
intone this or a comparable expression on the exact pitch that the singer had
Just ended his phrase on. Furthermore, the sammi‘ah may utter the commo
expression Allahu akbar! “God is great!” which opens the call to prayer anil
in common speech can express a state of being overwhelmed by profoul
sensations or spiritually moving experiences.

We encounter other gestures that express the listeners’ wonderment, bl
whose religious or spiritual connotations, if existing at all, are less direct,
These include Ya salam! literally, “Oh peace!” roughly meaning, “How
marvelous!” Y& halawtak! basically, “How sweet you are!” and ¥ rapit
or “Oh my soul!” In common usage, the soul, which in Sufi tradition
has distinct spiritual efficacies, symbolizes things that are extremely dear,
such as one’s life or one’s child. Similarly, on some early recordings the
expression ¥Ya waladi! literally, “Oh my child!” is heard. Another related
exclamation is ¥a ‘ayni! “Oh my eye!” an expression of endearment that in
common parfance expresses the feeling of being impressed for example by a
beautiful image.

A further category depicts the artist as an authoritative figure who capti-
vates the listeners and controls their emotions, For example, ¥a sidi! literally,
“Oh my master!” or Ya sidnd! “Oh our master!” may be addressed to the
performer. Sometimes the idea of emotional submission to artistic authority
is given further prominence through such expressions as Aywah! “Yes!” or
Aywah ya sidi! *Yes master!”

Other exclamations beg the artists to continue to perform, or to repeat g
certain phrase. Referred to earlier in this century by Kamil al-Khulad was
the prevalent expression Kamdn! which means “Again!” and usually
expresses the audience’s interest in hearing a line of poetry or a musical
phrase once more. Occasionally this request is followed by the performer’s
name, for example Kamdn yad Sizt Umm Kulthiim! “Once more, oh Lady

= Interestingly, Edward Lane, whose book first appeared i 1836, noticed that in Egypt the

exclamation “Allah!” was “pronounced in an unusually broad manner, and the last syllable
drawled out, thus — ‘Aflauh!™ (1860/1973: 354). His observation continues to apply today.
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il Kulthim!™ or voiced more emphatically as win-Nabi kaman! “Again
& Prophet’s sake!”

¢ listeners may also utter titles of respect that address the performers
idually and portray them as masters of their trade or as powerful evoca-
-of ecstasy. The title 87, short for Sayyid, which expresses respect for a
n or artist, was commonly used in Egypt, as in the case of 51 ‘Abduh al-
nili. Other social titles of respect such as Afandi were also addressed to
singer or the instrumentalist, especially in the early twentieth century.
ilarly Anisah, or “Miss,” has been applied to young unmarried female
ers. Nowadays, the title Ustadh, which is used profusely as a reference to
oarned man, is also commonly applied.

ther expressions allude to the listeners’ own transformed state, in other
oreds to how the musicians are affecting them. Upon hearing a brilliant
uing 8d player at an informal gathering some twenty years ago, an elderly
usician referred to the player as ¥a@ Shagi! or “You, Mischievous One!”
When hearing a powerful gaftah during an intimate performance in Cairo,
listener said to the late buzuq player ‘Ali al-Dhuhni: Haram ‘alayk! “Be
merciful!™ or literally, “It is unlawful for you to do this [to us].” At a different
vint in the same performance one sammi‘ remarked: Hatmawwitnd l-vim?
o, “Are you trying to make us die today?”* During a performance of
aqasim that I gave on the buzuq, one highly established ganan player from
tughdad said to me: Niknda shit ‘amiin maak? literally, “What did we do to
you?” or to paraphrase, “Have we done anything wrong to you that you are
ffoing this to us?” Depicting music as a form of pleasurable “affliction,” such
exclamations are indeed complimentary, if not also clever variations on the
theme of ecstatic transformation.

Finally, the verbal reactions of the sammitah, particularly in intimate
musical gatherings, are usually subtle as well as combined with effectively
timed and communicated moans, headshakes, and facial expressions. Also,
in the large haflat, individual expressions are often drowned out by loud
¢heers and whistles or at times yield to an atmosphere of distant formality or
even apathy. Nonetheless, the various interactive gestures play a crucial role
as saltanah enhancers. As causes and effects of the transformative musical
condition, they feed directly into the ecstatic flow of the performance.

Musical requisites

Under appropriate social, physical, and emotional conditions, the saltanah
state can be induced musically. Listening to or performing music in a given

k1]

* These gestures were heard on a cassette recording of a performance by al-Dhuhni for a
handful of attentive listeners. The cassette was a courtesy of the late *Ak Reda of Egypt.
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maqam can generate saltanah in the form of ecstatic fixation upon th
maqam. The use of musical “starters” as such can be described as a sort ot
musical pollination or sympathetic magic that enables the artist to tune in lt:!
the ethos of the magam being introduced.

Various types of musical preludes may serve as saltanah initiators. Thc
diilab and the taqasim, as well as the bashraf and the sama‘, are among
the primary examples. The ability of such genres to capture the true
character of the magam makes them ideally suited for modal stimulation.
‘Whether metric or nonmetric, improvised or precomposed, such tools owe
their inspirational effectiveness significantly to the dexterity of the inter-
preters. According to Muhammad al-<Aqqad (Jr.), one of the most valuel
skills of the early twentieth century accompanists was their extracrdinary
ability to invoke saltanah through minimal musical means, for example,
through short preludes or even introductions of just a few notes.” Such
musical devices appeared frequently on early 78-rpm recordings, whose
fixed short durations created a dire need for suitably short yet ecstatically
potent musical openers.

Before World War I, the inducement of saltanah musically often pro-
ceeded slowly and gradually. Citing an eyewitness report, one author
described such a process at a performance by ‘Abduh al-Hamali held at the
court of Khedive Ismacl. This artist’s takht-ensemble, including the chorus,
sat at one end of the courtyard, as the Khedival tamily sat at the opposite
end. The ensemble began by performing tagisim, instrumental ensemble
pieces, and muwashshahat while the singer, as well as the royal family, sat
and listened. This introductory phase continued:

. uptil tarab had been fully established and the mode had imposed its saltanah. Al
that point, carrying his drink, Abduh moved toward the musicians and as he came
close to them, he started o sing. Then after joining them and sitting in the middle, the
haflah really began. (al-JTundi 1984: 42}

In another source, we read that ‘Abduh al-Hamili often asked his ganiin
player Muhammad al-‘Aqqad (Sr.), who was also a singer of sorts, to begin
the evening by singing “in order to establish a suvitable atmosphere of
saltanah” for the celebrated singer (Kamil 1971: 31).

Notably, the evocation of modal ecstasy through musical stimulation
permeated the structure of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Egyptian waslah. In certain ways, the typical linear order of the generic
components (as a rule all in the same mode) created and helped maintain
a strong modal feeling within the individual accompanists and ultimately in
the featured artist, thus enabling him to reach an ecstatic peak toward the end

% From the same 1984 interview with al-“Aqqad.
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of the performance. Usually an opening tagsim, most often on the ‘Ud, estab-
lished an initial phase of modal ecstasy for the ensemble members. In turn,
the modally inspired instrumentalists performed a prelude, normally a dolab
or a samAdT with taqasim solos on such instruments as the nay and the violin,
either following the sama‘d compaosition or in between its inner sections.?
This introductory instrumental segment, which gave added emphasis to the
maqgam of the waslah, initiated further saltanah within the chorus and
the mutrib, as well as within the instrumentalists themselves. Then together,
the singer and his chorus performed a short muwashshab heterophonically,
with the mutrib singing intermittently, thus “warming up” for the rest of the
performance and intensifying his own saltanah further. After that came a
short preparatory ganin tagsim that in turn led to the ganiin-accompanied
nonmetric improvisatory layali-and-mawwal by the featured vocalist. In
turn, the fayali and mawwail enabled the vocalist to create tarab and also to
condition his voice even further, thus achieving the level of modal ecstasy
required for execufing the dawr, which constituted a climactic, and in certain
ways, the most complex phase of the waslah. Sometimes a gasidah, which
was typically improvised, appeared at the end of the third and last waglah of
the evening, when the saltanah of the mutrib, the takht accompanists, and the
listeners was at its highest level.?’

In later decades, saltanah “starters” have included modern compositions,
or fragments of compositions that musicians have considered ecstatically
loaded. According to Muhammad al-‘Agqgad (Jr.), musicians of his genera-
tion often used the opening theme from one instrumental composition by
tAbd al-Wahhab ftitled “Shaghal,” as a saltanah starter in Bayyati. They
played it first and then repeated it In alternation with tagasim by different
ensemble members. ™

Such musical triggers can also be incidental or unexpected. One might bhe
wallking down the street and faintly hear someone hununing a tune in magam
Hijaz or a radio broadcasting a song in magam Sab4, and almost uncon-
sciously find oneself improvising or composing in those modes. Comparable

% The insertion of tagdsim passages between te main sections of the sama‘d, which is an

Ottoman-based genre, has been described as an Arab or Egyptian practice. Examples of such
interpolations can be heard on some relatively late Egyptian recordings, for exampie those
appearing after World War 11 and featuring the celebrated tarab singer Salih ‘Abd al-Hay. See
Racy 1980,

7 Apparently, the structure of the Egyptian waslah was flexible and had changed in time. The
typical generic content described above is based on several hislorical accounts (for example
Manst 1965/1966: 62-64}, as well as reports by elderly Cairo musicians and more recent
recorded examples. Basically, no complete recordings of wasldl have come 1o us from the
early recording era. It is alsc known that for early radio broadcasts, primarily after 1934, the
wagslah, which had already been declining, had 10 be more standardized and limiled to half an
hour in length. For more information on the history, structure, and ecstatic design of the
waslah see Racy 1980 and 1983b.

#  From the 1984 conversation with al-Aggad.
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suggestion may result from listening to someone tuning the ganiin to a
specific mode or from listening to a drone on a musical instrument or even
from unconsciously hearing the hum of a machine or a florescent light.
Melodic ostinati can also be guite stimulating. Usually incorporating
the tonic and a few lower notes of a specific mode, an accompanying
melodic—metric pattern can both initiate a feeling of saltanah in that mode
and reinforce that feeling throughout the performance that may ensue.

Certain timbres and sonorities can be similarly conducive. For example,
the sound of a good tarab instrument is known to have a tremendous ingpira-
tional impact upon the performer.” Also, reverberation, or “ambiance,”
created acoustically in a resonant petformance-hall, or electronically at a
recording studio, or through a public address sound-system, may produce
magical sensations within tarab musicians. By prolonging the resonance of
the notes, the resulting echo effect tends to inspire melodic phrases that are
slow-paced and succinetly structured. Furthermore, in performance such
phrases tend to overlap and perhaps blend harmonically with one another,
thus creating an effect that is distinctly ecstatic.

Lower registers are also considered particularly suited for saltanah. In
one of al-Sunbati’s “id recordings the shifting of the customary tessitura
of the mode several notes lower is said to have boosted the music’s level of
saltanah. Meanwhile, the late Egyptian ‘Gd player and composer ‘All Reda
preferred to lower the tuning (diizan) of his instrument because the resulting
effect was ecstatically more evocative.”® Within certain limits, such lowering
seems to render the tone “sweeter” and the ornaments mote expressive and
easier to articulate. Furthermore, reduced string tension, which appears to
enhance certain overtone effects, encourages performing at a leisurely and
more ecstatic pace. Along similar lines, Muhammad al-“Aggad (Jr.) stressed
that saltanah is compatible with playing slowly, adding that it is almost
impossible to achieve saltanah through music that is extremely fast.?! Last
but not least, good intonation, which in turn produces desirable resonance,
is a prerequisite for ecstatic performing. As Simon Shaheen explains, in
order to play with saltanah, it is imperative that the instrumernt be tunecl
impeccably.

It is also noted that when such instruments as the <ad or violin are used,
the modes tend to produce salanah more readily when played on certain

»  PFor example, the resonance of ids made by the famous (now deceased) Syriun crafismen of
the Nahhat family is sometimes noted for its deleceable effect. Similarly, the Egyptian
composer and “id player, Riyad al-Sunbaf, is said 1o have advised one of his stedents not 10
fix a subtle buzz on the student’s ‘0d, because that particular effect added an enchanting
dimension to the sound. This report aboul al-Sunbaft comes from @ conversation with Alt
Reda in the middle 1980s.

0 The information comes from the conversation mentioned above.

3 Erom the 1984 conversation with al--Aqgad.
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tonal steps. It is felt that when a suvitable "key” is chosen, the acquisition of
saltanah is facilitated by the elevated level of technical fluency and the added
gympathetic resonance of certain strings. Conversely, less saltanah might
result if the mode were to be played on a tonic that leads to awkward
fingering or to diminished sympathetic resonance. Also, the intensity of
the ecstasy tends to vary from one magam to another. As musicians explain,
It is easier to create saltanah in common magamit such as Bayyati, Rast,
Hijfiz, and Sab4 in part because these modes have progressions that are
particularly familiar, expansive, and deeply ingrained in the minds of the
listeners and performers. As indicated in the preceding chapter, also recog-
zed is the domineering ecstatic qualities of Sikah-Huzam, Saba, Hijaz
an¢l other modes that are closely related to them. Similarly, the ecstatically
potent Sikah Gharib often becomes so deeply entrenchied that a subsequent
' departure to another magam would seem extremely trying both technically
il emotionally.

The feeling of creative ecstasy tends to be cumulative. After long per-
formances, artists usually experience sharpened musicat ability accompanied
by an intensified inspirational surge. Such a cumulative effect may be felt
¢ven when a variety of modes or genres had already been presented. In the
curly twentieth century, Kamil al-Khulat bemoaned that during evening
performances, distingnished guests and officials left early, before the third,
ind final, waslah, was presented. He therefore advised that musicians and
their hosts begin the performances early in the evening so that the musicians
teach their full inspirational peak when the eminent audience members were
still present.” In a similar vein, the notion of cumulative musical ecstasy is
alluded to by a modern Egyptian music critic and biographer in a book on
tarab singers and listeners, specifically in a chapter titled, “Indama Yatasaltan
ul-Mughanni” or “When the Singer Acquires Saltanah.” Particularly high-
lighted is a Salib ‘Abd al-Hayy performance held at a tent during the 1930s,
an event that featured a number of waslat and illustrated the artist’s progres-
sive ecstatic transformation. Notwithstanding the satirical overtones and the
hyperbolic language, the writing accounts for the manifestly displayed build
up of saltanah on the part of the singer and the audience members. For
example, we read that when this artist sang the dawr at the end of a later
waslah, “he used to end it as the tempest would end its work, forcefully
plucking the lsteners out of their seats, causing them to throw their fezes and
turbans off their heads, to tear off their clothes, and to release their vocal
chords, thus letting out a scream of ecstasy (wajd) and tarab as the artist
reached his highest summit of saltanah” (al-Najmi 1970: 140).%

2 Al-Khulad ca. 1904: 90,
In this chapter al-Najnil states that his description is based on the report of an eyewitness
with whom he had spoken.
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Contemporary musicians describe their own cumulative ecstasies in
comparable terms. One ‘iid player who has worked in nightclubs for several’
years explains that quite often he experiences saltanah in its most potent

form after having played for several hours. “When I finish my job at the club - -

Ileave with thousands of tunes ringing in my head, When I pick up my ad to
play for a few friends after work I am able to readily achieve good saltanah
in the magimit I choose to play in.”* Incidentally, the sammi‘ah cherish the
intimate, usually spontaneous, late-night performances that musicians are
coaxed to give immediately after an evening public performance In such
gatherings musicians are said to play the “real stuff.”

Finally, the time required for the full fruition of the saltanah state tends
to vary from one arlist to another. Generally, tarab musicians are known to
undergo extended periods of social, physical, emotional, and musical condi-
tloning in order to become profoundly ecstatic. However, some appear to
deliver ecstatically with little or no preparation. Exemplifying the latter
category was ‘Abd al-Hayy Hilmi, the celebrated pre-World War 1 vocalist
and recording artist. As one biographer puts it:

All singers begin with preludes and proceed slowly and gradualty in their delivery of
tarab (izrah) until their voices become smooth, the instrumental playing becomes
more adjusted, and the listeners’ feeling is established. Then the listeners would
receive tarab bit by bit until its effect has come to a full culmination. All except
<Abd al-Hayy Hilmi, who was himself made of tarab. Every cunce in him makes you
ecstatic and enchants you (tugribuka). Thus, when he starts with the first breath, he
initiates in you a sense of enchantment and ecstasy without any introduction or
prelude . . . (al-Jundi 1984: 62-63)

Among today’'s musicians some are similarly noted for their exceptional
readiness to perform ecstatically, They seem to respond quickly to saltanah-
generating devices or even to require little or no musical preparation before
performing, For example, the celebrated singer Wadi® al-$afi, known for his
outstanding vocal improvisations, remarked that other artists, including the
late Mubhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab of Egypt, have noted his uncommon
readiness to deliver ecstatically, “without even a moment of hesitation.”™

Cosmological factors

Modal ecstasy may also elude, or occur independently of, the various
conventional inducers. As ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Tannari, an established violinist

3 From a conversation with the musician in Seaitle, Washington arcund 1679.
35 From the 1984 interview with Mr. al-Safl.
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from Aleppo observes, at times musicians try all night to instill the saltanah
of & certain mode in the mutrib or within themselves to no avail, despite the
¢xistence of seeming ideal physical, human, and musical conditions.
[owever, at other times, the saltanah of a specific mode occurs quite readily
-~ und, furthermore, its dominion seems to preempt all attempts to create
sultanah in any other mode. The Syrian violinist even recalls that on certain
- days magdm Bayyati, for example, has sounded extremely good and
convincing “although the Gd we were using at the time was broken and hard
to tune, so bad you wouldn’t even want to touch it.” On other days, an instru-
ment that may have been of excellent quality seemed to defy all attempts to
be tuned properly or to sound pleasing in a certain magam.®
Unpredictable as such, the development of saltanah is sometimes attrib-
uted to forces that exist outside the control of the artists themselves.
Occasionally brought up is the old connection between modal ecstasy and
the domain of fulak, or astral world. The particular configurations of such
entities as the zodiacs or stars on certain days, or at different tirnes of the day
would determine the propriety of the maqam at the time of performing. As
Some reports indicate, the earlier astral-musical correlations remained
current until a few generations ago.”” Some elder musicians recall that early
Iwentieth-century performers were cognizant and in some cases observant of
the modal-temporal connections. According to one report, stich renowned
Aleppo musicians and composers as Shaykh <All al-Darwish and ‘Umar
ul-Batsh knew how to assign the magamat to cosmologically appropriate
performance times, and thus to tap into the salfanah potentials of each of the
tmagamat.* In comparable ways, writers allude to the practice of performing
the call-to-prayer to modes that fit certain days or times of the day. In one
book on the Islamic call-to-prayer and its practitioners, we read that toward
the beginning of the twentieth century, adhan performers at the Husayni
Mosque in Cairo observed a special order:

The mode of Saturday was “Ushshag, that of Sunday was Hijaz. But the mode of
Monday was Sikah if that day was the first Monday of the month, Bayyall if it were
ihe second Monday, Hijaz if it were the third Menday, and ShiirT on [or with]
Juharkah if it were the fourth or fifth Monday. Furthermore, the moda of Tuesday was
Stkah, that of Wednesday was Jaharkah, that of Thursday was Rast, and that of Friday
was Bayyati. (al-Sa7d 1970a: 113)

The cosmological exigencies of music making are also described in prac-
tical musical terms, especially when speaking about “the old days.” Referring

" From the 1990 conversation with Mr. al-Tannari.

For a survey of post-medieval Arabic treatises relating music to the astral world, see Shiloah
1979.

#  This was indicated by al-Tannari, who knew some of these musicians personally.
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to cosmological manuvals and treatises kept by some early-twentieth-century
scholars and musical patrons such as the Syrian Fakhri al-BarGdi, Muhammad
al-“Aggad (Jr.), explains that there are seven stars, each corresponding to one
of the notes of the scale of Rast. Al-Tannar cites the belief that the planets
correspond to seven primary magamat, each of which is based on a different
step along a fundamental seven-note scale namely that of the Rast mode. We
become prone to saltanah in the magam correspending to the star influencing
us at the ime of performing, even without our direct consciousness of that
star’s influence. As al-Tannar illustrates, “we often try to ‘open a mode'
(niftah naghmah), without much success, but there are times when our
attempts succeed with little or no effort.” Of interest here is the concept af
“opening,” which is also used to describe the unveiling of the occult or the
receiving or telling of a fortune. When musicians open a mode, or when i
mode becomes accessible to them, a state of tajalli, or modal revelation, is
known to set in. As explained by al-<Agqqad, “If you happen to perform the
mode of the star which is revealing itself at the time of performing you get
saltanah twenty imes stronger.”™ Along similar lines, Sabah Fakhrl indicated
that “the predecessors” (al-agdamin) believed that the “mother modes” were
seven and that each day of the week was cosmologically suited for one
specific mode, “for example today, Thursday must be for this mode, Saturday
for that mode, and so on.”™!

Meanwhile, al-*Aqqid, who maintained that the modal-temporal obser-
vance gave his grandfather and others who worked with famons singers such
as ‘Abduh al-Hamill better access to modal ecstasy, described a specific
cosmologically based strategy that those early artists had followed. Thus, a
certain form of “cosmic scanning,” or modal trial and error was conducted.
The singer began the performance event by listening to his accompanists
perform for an extended period of time, as they wandered over various
magamdt in order to find out which maqim seemed to “reveal itself,” in
other words which star was casting its influence at that time. Also,
sometimes musicians would tune the giinfin initiatly to magam Hijaz because
the extended scale of this mode supposedly embraced the essences, or nuclet
of all the basic modes.” They played in a somewhat impromptu manner
across the Hijaz scale until one modal configuration proved ecstatically
operative at that mement. Such a configuration became the mode of the
waslah that followed. Somewhat comparably, al-Tannar of Aleppo recalls a

¥ From the same 1990 conversation.

4 This quote is [rom the 1984 interview with al-*Aqgad.

4 From the 1990 interview with Mr. Fakhil.

42 This is probably in reference to the various intervallic clusiers that make up the scale. Tn
magam theory, such clusters, usually in the form of tetrachords that encapsulate certain
modal essences, can serve as the foundations for other full-fledged modes. See for example
al-Hilt 1961: 80-86. Also refer to Chapter 4, Note 47,
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more recent practice of deliberately playing in different modes “vntil the
right mode gets to stick™ (hatta al-naghmah tiflag).®

In today’s practice, the astral paradigm has clearly lost its appeal. For one
thing, penres that emphasize modal consistency, improvisatory spontaneity,
and the instantaneous initiation of ecstasy have become less central.
Similarly noteworthy is the increased diversification in the listeners’ tastes,
not to mention also the waning of cosmological thinking altogether and the
advent of Western musical values, compositional techniques, and educa-
tional approaches. Sabah Fakhri states that his generation abandoned the
cosmological rules of moedal selection not out of artistic incompetence or
inability to perform with modal consistency:

[ can, for example, sing one whole night from early evening tifl morning of the
following day, adwar, qasa’id, mawawil, and qudiid, all in magam Rast. However, [
changed the [cosmological] practice because [ am not an astronomer (%@lim falak) 1o
know about the hours and the heavenly courses (maddarif) and to watch for the hour of
fortune, the hour of misfortune (al-sdeh af-nahsak), and so on in cheosing the right
mode.*

Fakhr mentions that in order to decide on an initial magam for the perform-
ance, the ensemble members sometimes iry to find out what mode the gantn
player is tuned to and ask him to run a few themes in that mode. If that mode,
for example Rast, is found ecstatically compelling (naghmah musaitinah), it
would be taken up and the repertoire is selected accordingly. And sometimes
after starting to sing in any given mode, Fakhrl may conduct his own modal
scanning as he visits vartous modes briefly in order to sense which one is
truly domineering (musaytirah) and therefore suitable for singing at the
moment. However, the Syrian singer describes his approach as a compro-
mise between accepting whatever mode appears to command saltanah, for
whatever reason, at the time of performing, and fulfilling the need to change
modes throughout the performance in order to create variety and assure the
continued attention of today’s haflah-goers:

| give the audience a bouquet of different flowers. In the garden, I tzke the listener
{rom one flower to another in order for him not to become bored, because humans
have a propensity toward boredom. God created for them the four seasons, the day
and the night, the different colors and foods. Therefore, I bring to them a variety of
musical styles.®

From the 1990 conversation with al-Tannir.

* From the 1990 interview with Mr. Fakhei,

In this statement, from the 1990 interview, the concept of “styles” is represented by the word
alwarn, the plural of lawn, which literally means “color,” but also indicates a musicai style or
stylistic “flavor.” For more information on this usage see Racy 1981: 14-185.
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Figure 5.1 An Ecstasy Model

Music with saltanah

Although strongly felt, the musical manifestations of saltanah are difficult to
pinpoint or articulate. In most cases, they are implicit in the performers’
musical parlance. Often used is the term *“fihd saltanah” or “it has saltanah”
to describe an ecstatically imbued musical work or rendition. Furthermoare,
such manifestations are indirectly acknowledged when describing how such
parameters as tonicity, phrasing, cadencing, and modulation are approached.
Consequently, the study of saltanah as music seems to call for a comparative
methodology, one that seeks to collate individual musical renditions that are
known to vary in their levels of ecstatic efficacy. Yet even then, the approach
requires selecting performances that diverge stylistically and emotionally
from a shared aesthetic base. Furthermore, the chosen renditions must be
contextualized, or more specifically, examined in light of their individual
performance settings, as well as in terms of the relationship between the
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fusic’s emotive quality as felt by the performers or the listeners and
the detatled musical structure as such. In essence, the analyst needs to probe
Inwardly into the realm of perception and outwardly into the musical syntax,
Naturally, such an endeavor favors the use of actual musical performances,
particularly those that can be closely examined and intimately felt.

‘With this in mind, I lock at my own performances. Specifically, I provide
my own critical assessment of three tagasim on the nay all in the same
magam, namely Saba, but performed during the last twenty years or so on
three different occasions.*® One performance was presented before a United
States west-coast audience consisting largely of non-Arabs. At the time,
the listeners seemed attentive but also predominantly formal and reserved.
During the performance, I sensed slight intonational variances within the
ensemble I was playing with. Furthermore, for accompaniment, the ensemble
provided a drone which, rendered primarily on plucked instruments, seemed
n bit too disjunct and obtrusive. For various reasons, my performance
seemed to have little or no saltanah. My rendition displayed correct intervals
ind an acceptable overall modal structure. However, with few intervening
pauses, the melodic phrases were rather undifferentiated, and the overall
compositional trajectory seemed highly amorphous. Moreover, there was
only cursory emphasis upon the main tonal centers of magam Saba, and just
as important, the gaflat tended to be perfunctory or at times nonexistent.

The second of these performances appeared basically as a short, few-
minute interlude within a much longer performance by an ensemble of about
a half-dozen instrumentalists and a featured singer for a less attentive, largely
Arab, audience in the United States. The heterogeneous haflah attendants
included a few sammiah whose ranks were overshadowed by a talking,
socializing, eating, and drinking majority. The performance was marked by
high levels of sound amplification. Here, T felt that my improvisation was of
an average ecstatic quality. I remember performing with considerable agility
and precision, in part due to the high levels of preparedness acquired through
hours of performing prior to my solo. At the same time, the music displayed a
rather ordinary quality. The melodic progression was typical and the qaflat
lended to be elaborate but also highly standardized. The music seemed to
rmove by its own inertia rather than through the instantaneous emotional input
of the listeners and fellow musicians. Although I presented a few staple acci-
dental notes and meodulatory hints all characteristic of Sabd, the tagsim
appeared to unfold at an exceptionally fast pace as it quickly moved toward
the higher pitches and finally rested upon the tonic.

*  These analyses are guided by sound recordings selected from various cassette tapes of my

own performances. The first performance took place around 1980, the second in the early
1980s and the third in the middle 1980s. A compatable analysis of these examples appeared
in Racy 1991b: 19-21.
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The third performance I deemed highly ecstatic, as well as technically
excellent. This ndy tagsim in Sab4 was performed in Beirut at a musical jalsah
attended by a group of young tarab fans and some highly established artists
who included conservatory teachers and instrumentalists employed by the
Lebanese radio station. Preceded by polite but insistent cajoling on the part of
the listeners, most of whom knew me personally, my solo occurred after
about two hours of sporadic group performing, a peried during which food
and drinks were consumed and intimate socializing had already taken place.
Reflecting the nihasabah of several well-seasoned artists and the lvely input
of young tarab aficionados, the tagsim demonstrated distinctive stylistic prop-
erties. Structurally, it consisted of discretely formed vignettes, modal or
thematic units that were separated by carefully planned and timed pauses,
Maintaining an overall moderate tempo and unhurried melodic movement,
the performance established the mode Sabi both succinetly and emphatically,
Accidental notes, although noticed and applauded by the listeners, were usec
sparingly so as to ensure the tonal and intervallic consistencies required for
maintaining the Sabd feeling. The modulations, specifically to ‘Ajam
‘Ushayrdn, which rests on the third step below, and then to Kurd on the
original tonic, were typical occurrences in a Saba tagsim, but their appeat-
ances seemed to come as positive surprises to the listeners. Meanwhile, the
qgaflat were unequivocal, but often took the form of subtle hints and innuen-
does. Finally, the individual thematic units, the musical micro-events, and the
various digressions were all reflective of the emotional input of the ecstati-
cally motivated, and in some cases analytically minded, listeners,

To close, the choices of the study examples and the modalities of analysis
are unavoidably subjective. Similarly, the correlations we may establish
between context, ecstasy, and musical structure are highly interpretive,
Actually, saltanah may come to fruition with or without the presence of an
audience and furthermore, the relationship between the musical substance
and the ecstatic content is far from simple or straightforward.

Saltanah spoilers

The sal{anah state is essentially ephemeral and quite vulnerable. Tt can end
gradually after having taken its natural course throughout a musical piece or
an evening performance. At the same time, numerous adverse conditions —
social, emotienal, or musical — can either prevent saltanah from developing
or wash it away after it has already been established. Excessive fatigue,
hunger, illness, or drunkenness are likely to block the path of saltanah.
Emotional stress can have a similar effect. Musicians cite the negative
impact of such occurrences as a family dispute, a car accident, or tension
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g mwsicians, for example just before performing at a nightclub. They
1o blame the lack of saltanah on a faulty sound system, the absence of
Wah, or the existence of a few “unharmonious” persons at a small
I, Lack of andience participation or the display of gestures that are
kive, affectatious, or musically out of place can cause the creative state
dually die out or can simply make it impossible to establish. Similarly,
ldiomatically worded exclamations, which tend to betray lack of initia-
1t the part of the listener, may fail to inspire the performer. A featured
it may explain his or her failure to perform well through such statements
there is no atmosphere” (ma fish jaww).
Music-related spoilers are numerous, Excessive tuning and retuning in the
die of a performance may disturb an already established feeling of modal
itnsy and may require the performing artist to develop the initial ecstatic
prey of the mode all over again, an endeavor that does not always succeed.
milarly, as Simon Shaheen explains, a wrong note or a string going slightly
t of tune during a <Gd tagsim could wipe out an intense feeling of saltanah.
wspitable grounds for modal ecstasy include: exaggerated use of acciden-
% inadequate emphasis on the basic notes of the maqam; abrupt shifts to
ilier magémit; extreme repetitiveness or sluggishness in the unfolding of
fie mode; bad intonation, for example resulting from not having a sufficient
inmber of ning levers on the qantn; excessive percussiveness; and rigid
tlherence to the metric accents. Also, sudden tonal transposing is known to
o extremely jarring. Sometimes, stemming from the need to find a comfort-
Dle tessitura for the vocalist, tonal shifting often means that saltanah has
[t be re-established on the new pitch level. This process is particularly
‘problematic when the shift is made from one tonic to another that is less
compatible with it, as often happens to one that is adjacent to it.

Such adverse circumstances are frequently encountered at recording
essions. ‘The technical demands of recording, the stark recording settings,
the limited durations of the records, and the pressure to deliver music
quickly to satisfy the industry’s commercial objectives can all impede the
development and maintenance of modal ecstasy. In response, early recording
nrtists appear to bave used various saltanah inducing strategies. Muhammad
nl<Aqqad (Jr.), who recorded with major tarab artists, recalls the inhibiting
atmosphere of the studio and the musicians’ attempts to inspire the leading
recording artists, particularly during the 1940s:

Al the studio *Abd al-Wahhab or $alih ‘Abd al-Hayy would tell us: “for the Prophet’s
silke start saying [performing] something in the maqam [of the performance]”. So,
you would hear us, me on the ganun, the leading violinist, and the nay player, all
“noodting” on our instruments playing small snippets in the maqam until the singer
lras acquired saltanah.’

41

From the 1984 interview with al-Aqgad.



146 Making music in the Arab world

In some ways, the modern studio can generate a powerful sense of saltanal
within the recording artist through various instantaneously created effecty
and sonorities, including appropriate types of drones, echoes, and timbres,
However, having to record a performance piecemeal, or to re-record {1
composition or parts of a composition several times in a row is likely to
diminish or even obliterate a sense of modal ecstasy that had been developed
through gradual physical, emotional, and musical conditioning. In a way,
recording many “takes” of an improvisation and expecting such an impro-
visation to remain ecstatic is like telling a certain joke several rimes in
succession and expecting that joke to sound funny each time. Al-Aqgiid
in fact recounted that ‘Abd al-Wahhiab re-recorded one srmall section of his
song “Ya Wabiir Quili” some 125 times, because during the original take,
although he had been in a state of saltanah, his voice had inadvertently
produced an effect that he disliked. The singer finally settled with the first
rendition because in the others he had become tired and had lost the fresh
energy manifested in the first trial.® This and similar incidents continue to
illustrate the tensions between feeling and technical perfection, the desiry
to record with saltanah and the media’s call for artistic expediency.

Finally, the role of saltanah as a creative dynamic has been curtailed by
recent musical developments, including the predominance of precomposed
and fully rehearsed works, the increased use of notation, and the prevalence
of such standard studio techniques as multi-track overdubbing and the
recording of individual musical components separately. Similarly limiting
has been the overriding tendency to think of the maqamat as mere scales and
to treat them as such, rather than to recognize them as emotive tonal—
intervalic complexes. Meanwhile, the confluence of Eastern and Western
orientations in today’s musical pedagogy, as well as the commeon cynicism
toward traditional performance mannerisms, may have contributed to the
rise of a joke involving a student in a solfége class at a major Arab conserva-
tory, At the time of examination, when the teacher asked the student to
sight-read a melody in a specific magam, the student replied “T am sorry,
today I have no saltanah.”® Nonetheless, both as a concept and experiential
state, saltanah retains a central position in tarab artistry. Of primary concern
to the musicians and the listening injtiates, it provides the psychological and
aesthetic base for affective tarab making.

*® Conceivably the number of repeats is exaggerated, although the dilemma described here is
very real.

* George Sawa points out that this is a real incident that took place at a conservatory in
Alexandria. When the student told her that he had no saltanah, the teacher replied, “Then sing
without salfanaht” (From a conversation with Dr. Sawa).




