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Room G22/26, Senate House
PROGRAMME CHANGE
Due to unforeseen circumstances, Miriam Gazzah is unfortunately unable to attend the Forum on Thursday.

Miranda Crowdus has kindly stepped in. Please see amended programme below.

For those interested in reading Miriam's paper ('Dutch-Moroccans making music: Popular reconfigurations of ethics and aesthetics'), hard copies will be available at the Forum.
 

Registration from 9.15am

9.40am - Welcome

Session 1: 9.45-11.15am
Simone Tarsitani (Durham University), Musical and linguistic variations of Islamic panegyrics in eastern Ethiopia
Miranda Crowdus (City University London),Transforming Ethno-religious Barriers through Collective Rap: Palestinian-Israeli Music and the Tel-Aviv-Yafo Underground
 

11.15am tea/coffee

Session 2: 11.45am-12.30pm
Owen Wright (SOAS), Music theory in Mamluk Cairo

12.45-1.30pm lunch break

Session 3: 1.30-3.00pm
Nina her Laan (Radboud University of Nijmegen), The street as a stage: Music and Islamic activism in the Moroccan Arab Spring
Stephen Wilford (City University London), ‘In our culture poets have more power than politicians’: The lives, deaths and legacies of Lounès Matoub and Cheb Hasni

Section 4: 3.00-4.00pm
Screening of John Baily’s new film ‘Return of the Nightingales’ (32 mins) followed by discussion

4.00pm tea/coffee

4.30-5.15pm
Sara Manasseh (independent researcher), Shbahoth: Songs of praise in the Babylonian Jewish tradition – From Baghdad to Bombay and London

Followed by book launch and music, 5.30-6.30pm

ABSTRACTS

Simone Tarsitani (Durham University)

Musical and linguistic variations of Islamic panegyrics in eastern Ethiopia 

 

This paper presents an analysis of religious songs, manuscripts, and locally printed editions of religious texts collected during fieldwork conducted in 2011 and 2012 under the British Academy Small Research Grants project ‘Documentation and analysis of manzuma in eastern Ethiopia’. This analysis shows that Oromo communities living in eastern Ethiopia developed a repertoire of Islamic panegyrics (locally known as manzuma or zikri) that is strongly related to that which was established in Harar, the most important Islamic centre in the region. The Oromo repertoire is characterised by linguistic variances, whereby the lyrics of the hymns are translated from and inspired by Harari and/or Arabic models, and in some cases entirely new compositions have been created. The performance of the songs presents interesting elements that derive from the different scales on which the Oromo melodies are based, and are influenced by the variations in the rhythmic accompaniment.

The presentation is based on extracts and translations of hitherto unpublished lyrics and examples of panegyrics and their ritual performance by Oromo communities on the outskirts of Harar. It is argued that analysis of processes of musical and linguistic variations of the body of hymns found in neighbouring communities can lend insight into the historical and contemporary transmission and adaptation of religious practices in the region. 

Miranda L.P. Crowdus (City University London)

Transforming Ethno-religious Barriers through Collective Rap: Palestinian-Israeli Music and the Tel-Aviv-Yafo Underground 
Recent studies on current Arab-Israeli musical collaborations in Israel illustrate how music functions in processes of social transformation, both regarding material culture and the bridging of political and ethnic barriers (Brinner 2009).  Music is viewed as both a creative-artistic and a financial resource, with the power to motivate change at different levels:  the development of inter-personal relationships, of new musical and/or performance styles, resulting in the potential to transform political and identity boundaries of global audiences.

This paper examines the claims and the reality of the transformative function of multi-cultural elements in the current underground Israeli music scene, with special focus on System Ali, a current Palestinian-Israeli musical group based in Tel Aviv-Yafo.  This group first played together in 2006 in an ‘abandoned’ bomb-shelter, using the performance venue as a framing platform, in which the group’s sometimes divergent, sometimes congruent, voices could be heard.  System Ali has both Palestinian-Israeli and Jewish-Israeli male and female performers, from the age of eighteen to thirty.  Their music synchronizes contrasting musical genres, some of which might normatively be perceived as discordant:  klezmer, hip hop, pop, rock and classical.  Their oeuvre is performed in a tightly-knit blend of eccentric tableaux, often dominated by enticing, raucous polyphonic textures, and their original lyrics delivered in a variety of languages (Hebrew, Arabic, English and Russian), accompanied by beat-boxing and break-dancing.  The synthesis of disparate musical and performance elements, as well as explicit commentaries communicated in the song lyrics, work together as both a continuation of and critique of extant regional and/or ethnic musical traditions, consciously embodying both political disparity and co-existence in the music performance object and the social aspects of music-making and performance process.

Owen Wright (SOAS)

Music Theory in Mamluk Cairo

The only significant theoretical text that can be safely identified as Mamluk is the hitherto neglected treatise by Ibn Kurr, which dates from the first half of the fourteenth century. It gives a detailed description of the rhythmic cycles and melodic modes in use in Cairo at the time, one that differs considerably from the equivalent accounts offered by Systematist theorists from Baghdad and further east and thus calls into question previous perceptions of the musical map during this period.

Nina ter Laan (Radboud University Nijmegen, The Netherlands)

The street as a stage: Music and Islamic activism in the Moroccan Arab Spring

In Morocco, the Arab uprisings in the region resonated in the creation of the February 20th movement. Within this protest movement an artistic scene has emerged where theatre, music and plastic arts have become vehicles of political messages as well as sites of political action. Although the February 20th movement is based on secular principles, it attracted a wide variety of sympathizers of different political-religious orientations, including the illegitimate Islamist association, the Jama’a al-'Adl wal-Ihsane. This paper analyzes the musical contributions of the Jama’a to the February 20th movement.

In spite of puritanical attitudes towards music, over the last two decades the Jama’a has increasingly accepted music as a tool for Islamic proselytization (da’wa). The music abides by and propagates ethics of Islamic virtues and focuses mainly on the glorification of God and the Prophet. The Jama’a’s joining the February 20thmovement however, brought about a profound change in the musical practices of the Jama'a's affiliated singers. Where their repertoires previously focused exclusively on Islamic songs sung at private celebrations, they now produce protest songs with explicit political messages, performed at street demonstrations.


What motivates these singers to change their repertoires? How can the singers’ shift towards explicit political performances be interpreted in relation to their earlier musical practices? This paper discusses the changing roles of the singers, their lyrics and the sites of performance against the background of blurring boundaries between secular and political-religious discourses on democratic claims and moral reforms.

Stephen Wilford (City University London)

“In our culture poets have more power than politicians”: The lives, deaths and legacies of Lounès Matoub and Cheb Hasni
This paper considers the lives, deaths and continuing legacies of two iconic and successful Algerian popular musicians, ‘Cheb’ Hasni Chakroun and Lounès Matoub, who were both assassinated during their country’s bloody civil war (1991-2002). Situating the two musicians within Algeria’s controversial and tempestuous political and social history, the paper considers their musical careers and the contentious circumstances surrounding their deaths, and investigates how their subsequent mythologisation positioned them as martyrs of the civil war. This leads into discussion of the continuing potency of their legacies, both musical and political, for an Algerian audience, and frames this within a discourse of on-going political suspicion and conspiracy theorisation amongst Algerians. The paper also examines their deaths within the changing Algerian music scene of the 1990s, and the impact that the civil war had upon creative freedom in Algeria, which, in part, led to the exodus of musicians to France that contributed to the commercial production and international dissemination of raï and other Algerian musics. 

Sara Manasseh (Independent scholar)

Shbahoth – Songs of Praise in the Babylonian Jewish Tradition: From Baghdad to Bombay and London

Shbahoth (s. shbah) – literally ‘praises’ – is the Babylonian (or Iraqi) Jewish term for paraliturgical hymns. They are sung without instrumental accompaniment at festive occasions, such as Sabbaths, festivals and life cycle events, both at the synagogue and at home during festive meals. In the last century the performance of shbahoth has also ‘gone public’, with instrumental accompaniment. In the 1920s Polyphon, Baidaphon and Odeon were among record companies that released 78 rpms of shbahoth accompanied by the chalghi baghdad, instrumental ensembles then composed solely of Jewish players, often a family ensemble. With satellite communities of Babylonian Jews who had emigrated to India, the market for these recordings extended across the Arabian Sea to Bombay and beyond, and during the 1930s the genre attracted local record labels: Hebrew Record, King Records, and Jay Bharat Records in Bombay also made 78rpms of Jewish song, both in the Babylonian and Bene Israel (Indian) Jewish traditions, again accompanied by instrumentalists. Some of these recordings from 1920s Baghdad and 1930s Bombay, many from private collections, some from record fairs, have been re-mastered and released on CD (Futter and Manasseh 2003, 2009). In 1999, I formed the group Rivers of Babylon – singers and instrumentalists, most of the founder members having roots in Baghdad and Bombay. Our repertoire is inspired by the extensive Babylonian Jewish shbahoth repertoire, but includes Iraqi Arabic song, Middle Eastern instrumentals, Bene Israel Jewish song and vintage Bollywood song. 

 The poetry and music of shbahoth as sung by the Jews of Iraq have shared characteristics with the worlds of their host countries. While the themes of the poems are strongly biblical with many direct quotations from the bible, and the language of most of the poetry of the shbahoth is Hebrew; there are also examples of Judeo-Arabic and Aramaic. Arabic poetic metre was adapted for use in Hebrew poetry, through the pioneering work of Dûnash Ibn Labrât (c.920–c.990), who studied in Baghdad, later settling in Córdoba, in Andalusian Spain. Some of his poems continue to be sung today in many different Jewish communities. In formal structure the rhyme schemes and forms of this period were influenced both by earlier pioneering work in the Hebrew poetry of R. Sa‘adyâh Gâon (882/892–942) and by Arabic poetry – the monorhymed qasîdah and the strophic muwashshaha. Melodically, shbahoth enjoy the same range of modes experienced in Iraqi Arabic song – bayât, hijâz, huseini, saba, and ‘ajam, among others.

 The publication of the book with texts shown in Hebrew, English translation, transliteration and a transcription of the melodies is intended to provide a package for the performance and understanding of part of the shbahoth repertoire. The book comes with the CD, More Precious than Pearls, with the songs accompanied by Ehsan Al-Emam (‘ûd) and Waleed (percussion), and sung with the Babylonian Jewish pronunciation of Hebrew, one that is rapidly being subsumed by other mainstream traditions.

