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Abstract

This paper traces the various steps of the redefinition process implemented by Arab
musicians performing in France and in the United States. The assembling of Arabic
music groups outside their institutional and national borders reveals new patterns and
raises several questions: (1)Whilemost Arabic countries do not share the same institu-
tional music traditions, or the same repertoires (Arab-Andalusian vs. maqamat), how
can Arabicmusicians from different countries assemble outside their institutional and
national borders? (2) How can we understand the heterogeneity of repertoires (schol-
arly and popular) when themusicians come from different traditions and institutions?
Can musicians pursue the legacy—and legitimacy—of classical repertoires or do they
necessarily have to embrace Arabic pop culture? Finally, (3) while they were part of
the elite in their home countries, how are Arab musicians considered outside their
musical institutions, in their new countries such as France and theUnited States? Have
they remained elite musicians in the eyes of their new audiences? Or have they simply
become ‘popular’ musicians, regardless of the repertoire they play?
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1 Introduction

Various fields of the social sciences address theMiddle East and theArabworld.
In the area of culture particularly, many scholars and specialists focus specif-
ically on music from these regions of the world. Since the mid-nineteenth
century, anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, musicologists and even sociolo-
gists have been investigating and documenting cultural and musical practices.
From Rodolphe D’Erlanger’s studies and monographs, to the modern works of
the Garland Encyclopedia of World Music on the Middle East, passing through
the universal Sociology of Music by Max Weber, Arabic music has long been a
source of interest for academic research and scholars. In the introduction of his
Essay of Codification of the Common Rules of Modern Arabic Music, Rodolphe
d’Erlanger began with the following statement:

If it is a branch of Oriental Art which has long awakened, and rightly so,
the curiosity of Western artists and scholars, it is indeed the melodic sys-
tem specific to the peoples of the Muslim Near East, especially those of
Arabic language. Essentially melodic, the music of these peoples owes all
its character, all its distinctive qualities, to the variety of its modal combi-
nations, to the richness of its melodic scale.

D’ Erlanger 2001

Nowadays, there is new interest in this field of study. With the rise of mass
media and the globalization of culture, academic research and studies on Ara-
bic music have significantly increased and further specialized on countries of
the Arab world. According to many recent studies (Frishkopf 2010; Ulaby 2010;
al-Wassimi 2010; Nassar 2010; Cestor 2010;Marcus 2007), the rise of massmedia
has profoundly transformed and homogenized many aspects of musical prac-
tices, as well as the broader culture of the Arab world. However, by focusing
on the Arab world as a region with national borders, many of these debates
have neglected the broader role of culture and cultural practices in a globalized
world. Hence, these analyses seldom (if ever) address the question of immi-
grants’ practices in the Arab diaspora, and pay very little attention to the pro-
cesses by which Arabicmusic and culture is decontextualized outside national
borders. How do Arab musicians practice their music outside the Arab world
and redefine their repertoires according to their new audiences in their new
countries? How do these musicians react to the decontextualization of their
practices? Are they developing adaptive or hybrid strategies with new concep-
tions of Arabic music? Or, conversely, is their musical heritage and knowledge
gradually becoming obsolete, and is it condemned to disappear with the glob-
alization of culture?
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In this paper, I trace the steps of the redefinition process implemented by
Arabmusicians performing inwestern countries such as France and theUnited
States. The assembling of Arabic music groups outside their institutional and
national borders brings to light different patterns and raises new questions: (1)
Since most Arab countries do not share the same institutional musical tradi-
tions, or the same repertoires (Arab-Andalusian vs.maqamat),1 how canmusi-
cians from different countries assemble and form groups outside their insti-
tutional and national borders? (2) How can we understand the heterogeneity
of repertoires (scholarly and popular) when musicians come from different
traditions and institutions? Do musicians focus on the legitimacy of classical
repertoires orArabic pop culture? Finally, (3)while theywere part of the elite in
their home countries, how areArabicmusicians considered outside theirmusi-
cal institutions, in countries such as France and the United States? Have they,
asmusicians, remained part of the elite? Or have they simply become ‘popular’
musicians?

2 Introducing the Research

I conducted this research in France and the United States, on musicians from
a variety of musical schools and institutions in the Arab world (Middle East
and the Maghrib). As a first step, the survey was conducted in Marseille over
a period of two years—as a practicing musician (oud player)—by following
two formations: a professional ensemble (Tarab Ensemble), and an amateur
orchestra (Orchestra of the Cité de la Musique of Marseille). In a second step,
the survey was carried out over a period of two years spent in Chicago with a
professional network of immigrant musicians from musical schools and insti-
tutions in the Arab world. I followed thesemusicians to a number of American
cities, watched a professional ensemble (ArabesqueMusic Ensemble), and sev-
eral annual training programs (Heartland Seminar and Educational Program
on Arabic Music).

France and the United States have been impacted differently by migration,
especially with regard to immigrants from the Arab world. In the case of Mar-

1 The maqamat is the modal system used in the Arabic music of the Middle East. It is based
onmelodic modes. In Arabic, the wordmaqammeans ‘location’, or ‘position’. Eachmaqam is
built on a specific mode based on a small quarter tone tetrachord scale. Conversely, the Arab-
Andalusian music of the Maghrib does not use the maqamat modal system, but the western
temperedharmonic scale. To keep the specific ‘Arabic tune’, Arab-Andalusianmusiciansmust
play with ornamental notes, rather than constantly changing modes.
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seille, from the end of the French colonial period, the city has remained closely
tied to various countries and regions of the Maghrib (North Africa). Histori-
cally Marseille is recognized as a cultural crossroads for populations from the
Mediterranean and Europe. The city is the second largest city in France and
with about 1,727,000 inhabitants in itsmetro area. Because of its pre-eminence
as a Mediterranean port, Marseille has long been one of the main gateways
into France.This geographic locationhas attractedmany immigrants andmade
Marseille a cosmopolitan melting pot. Many people in Marseille come from
elsewhere in France or from abroad. According to national statistics, almost
one in two inhabitants have immigrant ancestors. The Muslim population of
the city is over 250,000 inhabitants. Marseille also has the third largest Jewish
population in Europe, after Paris and London.

A large number of musicians playing Arabic music in Marseille come from
theMaghrib, muchmore than fromMiddle Eastern regions. Musiciansmigrate
from Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco, but the vast majority comes from Algeria,
because of the historic relations and enduring exchanges between Marseille
and Algeria. The geographic and cultural ‘domination’ of Algerians in the city
of Marseille creates a very interesting and unique situation in which to ana-
lyze howmusicians fromdifferent schools and institutionsmanage to assemble
themselves outside their institutional and national borders.

Asmusicians with backgrounds in themusical institutions of theMaghrib, a
great part of the repertoire played by ensembles gathered in Marseille is often
labeledArab-Andalusianmusic. Arab-Andalusianmusic is known as a classical
music genre throughout the Maghrib. But, while all countries of the Maghrib
share a strong and common Arab-Andalusian heritage, they do not share the
same traditions. Significant variations in music traditions exist between coun-
tries such asMorocco, Algeria and Tunisia. Arab-Andalusianmusic is a generic
category used to describe diverse music practices of the Maghrib, practices
inherited from the legacy of al-Andalus, during the time of Arab Andalu-
sia (now Spain), when refugees—Arabs and Jews—fled the Catholic Recon-
quista. However, the appellation of Arab-Andalusian music can differ quite
significantlywhen compared between countries. InTunisia, for instance, Arab-
Andalusian music is commonly called maalùf, while Morocco uses the words
al-Ala or al-Andaloussi, and Algeria uses several categories to define this musi-
cal practice; these include moussiqa al-Andaloussia, Sanʾa, or Gharnati (lit.,
‘from Granada’).

The words used to define Arab-Andalusian music between countries of the
Mahgrib are also strong indicators of internal divisions that prevail between
schools and institutions. For instance, in Algeria, twomusicians from different
institutions do not necessarily play the same Arab-Andalusian repertoire. This
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means they might not be able to play together because of the prevailing rules
of repertoires and structures of the music practices and traditions in the Alge-
rian institutional landscape. This explains, more generally, the diverse ways
these countries interpret Arab-Andalusianmusic, as the same rules apply both
internally and externally. However, if these divisions can be applied between
Arab-Andalusian schools and institutions, they are even stronger between
musical genres, such as hawzi and shaʿabi, which are more ‘popular’ reper-
toires. In Algeria or Morocco, where the elite families of the bourgeoisie prac-
tice Arab-Andalusian music, distinguishing music genres such as hawzi and
shaʿabi from the Arab-Andalusian repertoire is not just a question of taste, it
also relates to power. If Arab-Andalusian music is often associated with high-
brow taste and sophistication, listening to hawzi or shaʿabi music is clearly a
sign of low cultural taste and ‘bad education’, at least to many distinguished
Maghribi families. In otherwords, differences betweenmusic genres can reflect
social and cultural divisions between institutions in the Maghrib, since Arab-
Andalusian music repertoires cannot be homogenized as a single and popular
culture.

In the United States, migrations from the Arab world have differed quite sig-
nificantly frommigration to France. Arabic music ensembles that have assem-
bled themselves in the United States are essentially gatherings of musicians
from the Middle East and the Levantine region. As migratory routes and the
geographic origins of musicians differ, so have the repertoires. As in the case
of Marseille, musicians performing in the United States are well-educated
musicians who have been rigorously trained in schools and institutions in
the Middle East. However, the repertoire taught in these schools differs sig-
nificantly from that found in institutions in the Maghrib. In contrast to their
counterparts in the Maghrib, Middle Eastern music schools and institutions
are much more influenced by classical Egyptian and Syrian repertoires, such
as themuwashshah2 and the waslah.3 They includemodern twentieth-century
compositions, for example, Sayyid Darwish, Muhammad el-Qasabgi, Umm

2 Muwashshaḥ (‘ode’), is an Arabic poetic genre in strophic form developed in Muslim Spain
(Andalusia) in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. From the twelfth century onward, its prac-
tice spread to North Africa and the Middle East. Nowadays, the muwashshah can be divided
into two forms: the waslah of Aleppo and the Andalusian nubah of the western part of the
Arab world (Maghrib).

3 Waslah is a set of pieces in Arabic music. It comprises eight or more movements that can be
alternately instrumental and sung; these includemuwashshah, taqsim, layali,mawwal,qasida,
dawr, samaʾi, bashraf, dulab and popular songs. The term is also used to refer to a segment of
Sufi music (poetic and religious music).
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Kulthum, Abdel Wahab, Fairuz, Sabah Fakhri, etc., and repertoires from other
regions in theMiddle East, such as the historical tradition (turath) of themaqa-
mat, based on the oriental systemof modes. These differences between regions
and schools create huge gaps between musicians, gaps based on their geo-
graphical and institutional origins. Repertoires and musical knowledge can
differ significantly from one musician to another. So how can these musicians
play together when decontextualized in France and the United States? Do they
develop new conceptions of Arabic music with adaptive strategies? Or con-
versely, do they retain, ‘without compromise’, old institutional paradigms and
divisions that have structured and singularized theirmusical practice, and that
still prevail in the Arab world?

3 The Development of Musical Schools and Institutions in the Arab
World: From takkt Ensembles to firqat Orchestras

Before further analyzing how Arab musicians assemble outside their national
and institutional borders, it is necessary to examine thehistory of music to have
a better understanding of the cultural dynamics in which the modern musical
institutions of the Arab world originated.

For many anthropologists, ethnomusicologists and sociologists, the expres-
sion ‘Arab music’ is a self-evident category. The heterogeneous discourse pro-
duced with regard to Arabic music, whether in the press or in research and
specialized publications devoted to it, contributes to the elaboration of a nar-
rative fiction that structures (at the level of general representations) the idea of
a relatively homogeneous and stable music genre. Particularly in the western
world, Arabic music is often understood as a practice that has no borders and
that originated from the global region of the Arab world. Yet, it is very difficult,
if not impossible, to objectively answer the question, what is Arabic music?
Should a musical practice be defined solely based on general perceptions of
its cultural features? Or, on the contrary, should it be understood based on the
institutions and heterogeneous expertise and techniques that are at the origin
of its implementation?

Music has long been at the center of political concerns in the history of the
Arab world. Whether employed as a religious or secular vocation, support and
patronage fromsovereignsplayedanessential role in thedevelopmentof schol-
arly music. Throughout the history of Arab civilization, members of the Arab-
Islamic aristocracy used their fortunes to support musicians who brightened
their existence and sang panegyrics with specific instruments and techniques
(Jargy 1988). The historical tradition (turath) of Arabic music was founded on
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figure 1 Comparison between the (Mikhail Mishaqa) Arabic scale and the western
tempered harmonic scale

quarter tones—micro-intervals that gave very specific tones to this musical
art. All these developments distinguished Arabicmusic culture. Nowadays, the
Arabic Mishaqa4 scale counts 24 quarter tones, while the western harmonic
scale is divided into 12 equal semitones (fig. 1).

At the end of the nineteenth century, Arabic music was still strongly influ-
enced by the aristocratic heritage of the Ottomans. At that time, court music
was mainly intended to relax and entertain the elite, and was still based on
Arabic quarter tones (fig. 2). For instance, in countries like Syria and Egypt,
musicians were organized into guilds, and subject to the superior authority of
shaykhs (masters) and sovereigns, who ensured their livelihood. As Philippe
Vigreux reports, ‘scholarly art is the art of the elite. The space in which it is
practiced is a closed space, frequented by a public of connoisseurs. The great
singers perform in the khedival courtyard or during private evenings organized
by rich urban families’ (Vigreux 1991a: 64). The typical musical formations of
this period were often composed of nomore than four to five instrumentalists,
sometimes six. These formations were called takht ensembles—after the Per-

4 Mikhail Mishaqa (1800–1888), also known as ‘Doctor Mishaqa’, was born in Rashmayya,
Lebanon, and is considered ‘the first historian of modern Ottoman Syria’ as well as the
founder of the ‘24 equal quarter tones scale’.Mishaqawas the first theorist to propose dividing
the octave into 24 equal intervals. His quarter tones scale, also called ‘24-tones equal temper-
ament scale’, is the current basis of the modern Arab tone system. Mishaqa’s work, Essay on
the Art of Music for the Emir Shihāb (1840), is derived from the work of al-Farabi (d. 950),
whose heptatonic scales constructed from seconds used an unequal 25-tone scale based on
tetrachords.
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figure 2 A Turkish concert given by a Syrian band from Ottoman Aleppo, mid-eighteenth
century (1756), by Alexander Russell (1715–1768). Russell describes the musicians
here as, first, an ordinary Turk, who beats the daff ; next to him is an ordinary
Christian who plays the tanbur (a long-necked lute); the middle figure is a dervish
playing the nay; the fourth is a Christian playing the ‘Arab fiddle’ (rebab); and the
last is an ordinary man beating small drums (Russell 1756: 133)

sian term for the stagewhere themusicians perform—andwere, inmost cases,
composed of a lute (ʿud), a qanun5 (trapezoid-shaped zither), a violin (adopted
in Egypt in the last third of the nineteenth century to replace the rebab, a two-
string viol), a nay (oblique flute in a reed), and a riqq (tambourine) with metal
jingles on the frame. However, in spite of this corpus of instruments, the takht
did not have a typical form, rather it involved regular or episodic collaborations
between musicians (figs. 2, 3 and 4).

In many ways, takht ensembles significantly favored interactions between
musicians by enabling improvisation. Improvisation occupied a major part in
the interpretation of musical repertoires and constituted an essential criterion
for the appreciation of musical practice. According to Frédéric Lagrange, ‘the
heterophonic aesthetics of takht led, at best, to a virtuoso competition, and for

5 The qanun is a wooden trapezoidal cithara with 26 sets of triple strings, plucked with a plec-
trum. The instrument is played on the knees of the musician.
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figure 3 On the left, a Tunisianmaluf takht ensemble, 1932; on the right, Shaykh Larbi Ben-
sari’s takht ensemble from Tlemcen (Algeria) 1932

worst, to resentments betweenartists seeking to “pull the cover” to impose their
improvisations’ (Lagrange 2001: 86). Moreover, in a practical sense,

the takht could play a tahmîla, a kind of musical dialogue between instru-
mentalists. The ensemble performs a short, composed introduction, then
one of the soloists engages in a measured improvisation (taksim) in the
form of a question, answered by the other members of the takht. Other
questions follow, traveling frommode tomodeuntil returning to the start-
ing tone. It is then another musician who, in turn, makes a lap.

Lagrange 2001: 89

As for concert performances, some historians and musicologists report that
such events were usually undertaken in a spirit of a great freedom for musi-
cians of this time.

At the end of the nineteenth century, evenings of scholarly music took
place in large salâmliks (reception rooms) of rich dwellings or in a suradiq
set up for the occasion, in a garden or in the street. The members of the
takht sat on chairs or carpets. The evening began with feasts in which the
artists could participate. … The takht began the concert at about nine in
the evening, after its members had eaten a lot and drunk some alcohol.
… The concert was composed of three waslas, the third, which ended at
dawn, was the most popular for amateurs, as singers’ voices were reach-
ing a peak of suppleness. A wasla seldom lasted more than an hour or an
hour and a half; the intermissionswere a pretext for feasting and chatting.

Lagrange 2001: 77
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figure 4 Concert given by a takht ensemble in a private garden in Marrakech, 1920

At the end of the nineteenth century, different schools thus emerged under
the authority of shaykhs and Ottoman sovereigns. In Egypt, musicians playing
in takht ensembleswere identified as being from the ‘Nahda School’. The school
of the nahdamust be understood in the sense of an aesthetic and stylistic com-
munity of artists and musicians. The term refers to the ensemble of musicians
who participated in the elaboration of court music from the reign of the khe-
dive Ismaʿil Pasha, a music that synthesized the oriental traditions from Syria,
Turkey and Persia, in keeping with Egyptian taste (Lagrange 2001: 76).

The legacy of the takht ensembles lasted until the mid twentieth century. In
the aftermath of World War II, with the wind of change brought by the anti-
colonial struggle newmodernist forces emerged and wiped out the traditional
musical schools in the Arab world. In Egypt, the nahda genre, which embodied
the legacy of the classical tradition, was superseded by the ‘modernist school’
that promotesmusic for ‘everyday consumption’. Frédéric Lagrange reports that
‘this “old” music, which has become an element of heritage, lost its position in
the media and is now confined to the universe of amateurs (music fairs), or to
the Royal Institute of Arabic Music, which was presided over by the aristocrat
qânûn player, Mustafa Ridâ Bey, until his death in 1950’ (Lagrange 2001: 105–
106).

Two artists led this cultural renewal: Umm Kulthum and Muhammad ʿAbd
al-Wahhab. Trained at the same school, they took charge of the cultural des-
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figure 5 On the left, the Firqat al-Musiqa al-Arabiya (Grand Orchestra of Arabic Music) on
stage at the Cairo Opera (1960); on the right, composer Aziz al-Shawan, pianist
Bengt-Ake Lundin, conductor Mustapha Nagui and the Grand Orchestra of Arabic
Music of Cairo (1960)

tiny of an entire nation and ensured the prestige and cultural influence of
the new Egypt from the gulf to the ocean. The reforms undertaken by these
two artists profoundly transformed the artistic life of Egypt and the Arab
world. These changes began with the composition of takht ensembles, and
resulted in a considerable increase in the number of musicians.While until the
1930s, these twomodernist artists practicedmusic based on themodel of takht
ensembles in the spirit of Sayyid Darwish’s formations, they moved forward
to orchestral formations, where the inclusion of western instruments ‘mod-
ernized’ Arabic music ensembles. The integration of new instruments, first
the piano, cello, double bass, castanets, and then in the 1960s, the mandolin,
accordion, electric guitar, and many musical motifs borrowed from European
classicalmusic (Verdi, Bizet, Beethoven, Tchaikovsky) significantly contributed
to the implementation of the modernist movement that called for a defini-
tive elimination of Arabic quarter tones, which were considered ‘the greatest
obstacle to the development and progress of Oriental music’ (Vigreux 1991a:
76).

Beginning in the 1970s, the takhtwas abandoned in favor of the firqat type of
ensembles; thiswas thebeginningof the ‘expanded’ format orchestras through-
out the Arab world. We can first see this change in Egypt, with the creation
of Firqat al-Musiqa al-Arabiya (Grand Orchestra of Arabic Music) (figs. 5 and
6). From then, Arabic music orchestras, which at that point enjoyed written
orchestral arrangements andwere rid of all ‘slag’ associatedwithpersonal inter-
pretations (and at the same time from quarter tones), produced an impression
of extraordinary homogeneity to the new audiences and themedia. This obser-
vation is confirmed by Issam al-Mallah, who reported
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figure 6 The Firqat al-Musiqa al-Arabiya (Grand Orchestra of Arabic Music), 2010
© Cairo Opera House

figure 7 On the left and right, the National Algerian Ensemble of Arab-Andalusian Music
(ENAMA), 2011
© ENAMA

… the orchestra began to play as a block or as an undifferentiated instru-
mental grouping, each musician confining himself to executing the op-
tions and ideas of the leader. There is no longer any difference between
the game of one or another musician, each one has a well-defined role, to
play what has been agreed on, in other words, what is written and ‘fixed’
on the score. Even themovements of the bows are rigorously fixed. [There
are] no ornaments, [and] no personal embellishments.

al-Mallah 1992: 168

These transformations in Arab musical institutions and orchestras contin-
ued beyond Egyptian society, and were further strengthened by nationalism,
throughout the wave of independence movements. These changes swept the
whole Arab world—including the Maghrib—during the 1950s and 1960s, and
contributed significantly to an increase in the number of instruments inArabic
music ensembles, and continued until the newly independent states created
the modern national orchestras (figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8).
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figure 8 The Regional Ensemble of Arab-Andalusian Music from Tlemcen, 2015
© Regional Ensemble of Arab-Andalusian Music from Tlemcen

4 Redefining the Conditions of a Musical Practice:
The Decontextualization of Arabic Music Outside Its National and
Institutional Borders

For almost a century, the historical traditions (turath) of scholarly Arabicmusic
practices and their institutions have been the subject of debates and controver-
sies among social scientists. As early as 1932, the Cairo Congress of ArabMusic
initiated by the Baron Rodolphe d’Erlanger addressed the various issues Ara-
bicmusic faced, with the increasing influence of western culture on itsmusical
practices. At the end of the congress, several recommendations were made to
revitalize and preserve the historical Arabic music system based on quarter
tones, and to prevent its decline among musicians.

Nowadays, with the increased globalization of culture, music institutions in
the Arab world appear to be even more threatened than in the past. For the
first two decades of this century, many anthropologists, ethnomusicologists
and sociologists have been monitoring the impacts of mass media and new
technologies onmusical practices in Arab countries. These investigations have
come to a variety of conclusions, yet the future scenarios for Arabic music and
its institutions remain overwhelmingly similar.

On one hand, scholars have stressed that music disseminated through mass
media is a new and powerful force of social change in the broader region of
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the Arab world. Many scholars thus forecasted that the ‘creative turn’ of Arab
pop music and culture implemented by the new social media would play a
transcendent role in connecting Arab populations across borders (Stokes 2015,
2012a; Frishkopf 2010; Ulaby 2010; al-Wassimi 2010; Nassar 2010; Cestor 2010).
On the other hand, some studies also raised concerns about the outcomes
of the transformations of musical practices that came about through the use
social media. According to these analyses, the rise of mass mediated music
means an increase in the globalization of culture and leads to more homog-
enization and acculturation in the Arab world. Indeed, most Arabic music
institutions have been severely declining in recent years, as the interest of a
greatmajority of youngpeople has shifted to themusic industry spreadbymass
media. These new cultural offerings are often based on western popular music
patterns, played on new electronic devices, including new repertoires and on
harmonic instruments (Cestor 2007; Marcus 2007; Mallet 2004; Lortat Jacob
and Rovsing Olsen 2004; Feld 2004; Ritzer 2004; Pieterse 2009). Some recent
analyses even suggest that Arabicmusical traditionsmay disappear in the near
future.

However, paradoxically, despite the fact thatmost debates surrounding Ara-
bic music have focused on global issues, few of these analyses have addressed
the question of the practices of immigrants in the Arabic diaspora. Further-
more,most debates related to such issues pay very little attention to the decon-
textualization6 processes of Arab music and the ways musicians have assem-
bled outside national and institutional borders. That is, how are immigrant
musicians redefining their practices outside the Arab world? Should we only
consider Arabic music when it is performed inside the ‘legal’ framework of its
official borders, or should we analyze these musical practices with a broader
scope?

Because of their heterogeneous national and institutional origins,musicians
outside the Arab world and their original context cannot replicate the condi-
tions of the past. The new contexts in countries such as France and the United
States contrast significantly with what musicians have encountered before.
Most musicians discovered, when they reached France and the United States,
that their status had changed; in most Arab countries, these musicians were

6 The concept of ‘decontextualization’ should not be understood as a simple ‘delocalization’
process, but rather as a transformation or adaptation of cultural formswhen they are brought
into a new cultural context or environment. In other words, the concept of ‘decontextualiza-
tion’ must be understood in terms of what it means for social groups and individuals to be
removed or deterritorialized from their original context to live in another context, to live in a
new cultural environment with a new social order.
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considered part of the musical elite; in the diaspora, they found new contexts,
but ones in which their ‘schools’ and institutional connections were meaning-
less because other institutions controlled the music market and defined legit-
imacy. That is, when decontextualized in France and the United States, most
immigrant musicians from the Arab world shifted from a ‘dominant’ status to
a new one in which they became ‘dominated’. This balance of power is particu-
larly significant in the context of the city of Marseille. Because of the city’s long-
standing history of welcoming immigrants from theMaghrib, Marseille’s musi-
cal culture was strongly influenced by raï music, a popular genre that crossed
the Mediterranean during the 1990s and quickly expanded in Europe. Because
of its immigrant culture, Marseille thus became a capital of raï music (Gilles
2009). But this reality contradicted the expectations of most musicians com-
ing from Arab-Andalusian schools and institutions. After all, if Marseille could
welcome hundreds of pop raï musicians, newly arrived musicians thought it
should do the same for Arab-Andalusian music. But this was not the case. One
musician, who played in Arab-Andalusian ensembles in Marseille (as a man-
dolin player), raised this paradox. He explained that, in his opinion, immigrant
Maghribi communities living inMarseille were unlikely to turn the city into an
‘Andalusian’ paradise.

When I was appointed here in Marseille as a lecturer, my astonishment
at first was that in such a cosmopolitan city with such a large Maghribi
community, I could not find anyone to play Arab-Andalusian music. To
play raï music, there was no problem, everyone is there, but to play Arab-
Andalusian music, I thought to myself, but it is not possible! The place
where I thought to find the most amateurs and people likely to play this
kind of music, that was actually the place where I found nothing!

Interview with a musician from Tarab Ensemble, Marseille, 2006

Thedifficulty of reproducingArab-Andalusianmusic inMarseille doesnot con-
tradict the music history of the Maghrib. First, in the context of the Maghrib
andwhen compared to Arab-Andalusianmusic, raï music is commonly identi-
fied as a ‘popular’ lowbrowgenre. In France, however, it was quickly legitimized
and became ‘dominant’ in the mass media industry. Second, while raï music is
a relativelymodern ‘bottom-up’musical form that can be played easily on elec-
tronic devices—oronkeyboards—bycontrast, Arab-Andalusianmusic ismore
immersive because it requires musicians to have formal music education as
well as strong institutional support to ensure their affiliation with the school’s
‘spirit’. Finally, because Arab-Andalusian music has been increasingly associ-
ated (since its institutionalization from the 1960s until now) with the elite cul-
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ture of theMaghrib,most immigrants did not bring thismusicwith themwhen
they settled in Marseille. Instead they turned to popular genres like raï music
or the shaʿabimusic that belong tomore ‘popular’ repertoires. This new context
has created challenging conditions for Arab-Andalusian musicians who want
to assemble and produce music without institutional support. These difficul-
ties of ‘exporting’ a musical practice outside its institutional borders are even
more pronounced in the context of the United States. In terms of the weight of
the Arabic music community and when compared to the French context, the
American art scene is a ‘cultural desert’. Size is one contributing factor, asmusi-
cians donot live in the samecity—theymaybe located inBoston, Chicago,New
York, Philadelphia, Los Angeles or San Francisco. Also, it is necessary to gather
together anumberof musicians able toplay at aprofessional level.The leader of
theArabesqueMusicEnsemble (aqanunplayer) describes thenumerous issues
and organizational constraints that arise in relation to managing musicians of
different backgroundswhomay be living in different cities in theUnited States.

People who are able to play Arabic music in this country, there are not
so many! Within around 300 kilometers, I can tell, I’m the only qânûn
player! No problem! There is a population of 300 million in this country,
there are maybe something like twenty qânûn players, I know them all
one by one, I know their instruments, and I know there are maybe two
or three of them who play at my level, that’s it! The comparison is a bit
tricky, because there is, nonetheless, a significant Arab population here
in the US, but the community is somehow lost in the immensity of the
territory. The United States is a very large country with many immigrant
communities! But when you take an example like France, the first [most
populous] immigrant population is the Arabs! Here in the United States,
we are far behind; we are far from being the largest foreign community
here. Far behind Asians, Europeans and Hispanics, while in France we
are number one by far! Here in the US, you have the ‘Latin’, or should we
say the Hispanics because they are from everywhere, you have the Arabs,
you have the Africans, you have those who come from Eastern Europe,
and there are African Americans! So, all these people are competing, all
these people are fighting for this very limited niche that is ‘world music’.
Of a series of twenty concerts given at the University of Michigan Musi-
cal Society, for instance, there are maybe two of them that are devoted
to ‘world music’! Of those two, it will have to be decided, is it going to be
the Arabic, Asian, Chinese, Hispanic, Cuban, African, [or] African Amer-
icans? It is difficult! It’s very difficult!

Interview with the leader of the Arabesque Music Ensemble, Chicago, 2009

Downloaded from Brill.com 12/21/2023 08:06:36AM
via Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms
of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Public License (CC-BY

4.0).
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


decontextualizing arabic music in france and in the us 51

Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication 12 (2019) 35–67

In other words, the decontextualization of Arabicmusic outside its national
and institutional borders is more than the simple ‘relocation’ of a musical
practice, rather it is a complete redefinition of the conditions of the practice.
Musicians must organize a network of musicians living in different cities, find
suitable places to practice, compete in a market dominated by other musical
forms, and finally, earn a living (often in other fields). All these constraints did
not exist in the institutionalized frameworks of their countries of origin. But,
once these conditions aremet, another significant constraintmust be resolved.
How canmusicians with greatly contrasting geographical and institutional ori-
gins be gathered together to perform?

5 The Great Heterogeneity of the Institutional and Geographic
Origins of Musicians Assembled in Arabic Music Ensembles in
France and the United States

In France, as in the United States, immigrant musicians who want to pene-
trate the western ‘art world’ must often start in the extremely limitedmarket of
‘world music’ before they are able to meet with other artists. Thus, these new
contexts clearly require adaptations frommusicians who find themselves with
no other choice than to cooperate with one another, despite their geographic
and institutional differences. Therefore, it is necessary for Arabicmusic ensem-
ble leaders in France and the United States to bring together musicians from
different schools and backgrounds, or even sometimes from popular ‘lowbrow’
repertoires (according to historic scholarly Arabic music traditions (turath)).

InMarseille, it is necessary to gathermusicians from different Arab-Andalu-
sian music schools, not only from Algeria, but also from other countries in the
Maghrib. This necessity to cooperate with othermusicians fromdifferent back-
grounds was mentioned by the leader of the Tarab Ensemble and the amateur
orchestra of the Cité de la Musique of Marseille; he discussed how this cooper-
ation is crucial to enter the music market in the new French context.

In 1996, I started to found my group Tarab, and by knowing musicians—
amateurs as well as professionals—in Marseille, I said to myself that it
wasnecessary to set up a group toperformat festivals, concerts,weddings,
galas, stuff like that, you know! So, I started to meet musicians, andmusi-
cians from different cultures, from different schools as well. They were
fromAlgiers, Tlemcen, Oran, and fromMorocco, because at that time, we
wereonly fiveor sixmusicians;Mouloud,who is fromthe school of Algiers
(mandolin); there was Djalila, also from the school of Algiers; Maurice
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Medioni, who is a Jew from Oran, who was at the piano; Youssef who
played the banjo and he comes from a shaʿabi [background]; and another
musician Bouskada (on the viola), who I have knownwell from the begin-
ning here inMarseille andwho has always been very faithful tome and to
the group.

Interview with the leader of the Tarab Ensemble, Marseille, 2006

In Marseille, musicians from heterogeneous backgrounds and different insti-
tutional origins are compelled to play together in the same ensembles. These
conditions, which require musicians to adapt to repertoires from other Arab-
Andalusian musical schools, reveal a dramatic contrast with the institutional
conventions that prevail in Maghrib countries. In the Maghrib, the differences
between schools make opening a dialogue between musicians very unlikely.
According to a musician surveyed in Marseille for this research, in the context
of Maghrib countries, each Arab-Andalusian school is distinguished by its own
repertoire, as well as by rhythm, and each repertoire has unique institutional
music practices. These differences between ‘musical churches’ however, are no
longer sustainable in the context of Marseille.

In Algeria or in the countries of the Maghrib, you will never find in the
same city, several musicians from different schools whomeet each other.
This experience would never happen [there]. That means playing differ-
ent repertoires, such as a little bit of Tlemcenian, a little bit of Algerian, a
little bit of Constantine, etc. in the same ensemble. This would never have
been possible in Algeria, simply because everyone preaches for his own
institution. In addition, there is the partitioning of schools, which is quite
difficult tobreak for the simple reason thatAlgiers isAlgiers, andConstan-
tine is Constantine. And I think that the fact thatwemeet inMarseille has
made it possible to be a little bit more tolerant toward each other. In fact,
it is the same music interpreted differently.

Interview with a musician from the Tarab Ensemble, Marseille, 2006

In France musicians come mainly from Maghrib countries, and are thus more
‘acquainted’ with the ‘common ground’ of Arab-Andalusianmusic and culture,
while in the United States, in contrast, musicians come from all over the Arab
world. They may be from Morocco, Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Iraq,
and sometimes even from Iran. The different origins of themusicians naturally
increase the number of differences between repertoires. In addition, unlike
the situation in France, musicians decontextualized in the United States are
not concentrated in the same place or in the same city. Instead, they end up
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spread across the country in different American cities, though they may once
have lived in the same street in a city like Cairo.

There is just not enough people, not enough groups. Plus you know, it’s
not like you are in France, in Paris, you go to Paris, everyone is there. I
mean we have Chicago, Boston, New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco,
Dallas–Texas, you know, we are all over the place! You know, and those
people don’t have access, we don’t have access to each other. Unless there
is a great opportunity that we can afford, to meet all together. Like this
ensemble that you are watching today, you know, but tomorrow Hicham
is in Chicago! I am in Boston, Nacer and Scott are [both] in California but
they are stillmanymiles away fromeachother even though they are in the
same state. And Hanna is in Philadelphia! … So, you know, it’s not conve-
nient! If you are in Cairo, I go to one street, you know, King Faisal Street,
and I can find hundreds and hundreds of musicians to work with. Just on
one street in Cairo!

Interview with a musician from the Arabesque Music Ensemble, Chicago, 2009

Paradoxically, these difficulties related to the new ‘context’ increase the chance
for cooperation between musicians. While in their Arab countries of origin,
musicians had the freedom to switch from one ensemble to another at any
time, in the United States, the situation is completely reversed; musicians
must remain integrated in the community of ‘Arab musicians’ or they would
be forced to leave the professional network. In turn, musicians learn more
from each other, and their ‘constrained’ collaboration brings into the reper-
toire innovations, especially when compared to the situation in Arab coun-
tries,wheremusicians aremore easily interchangeable byorchestras andmusic
ensembles, but depend more on institutionally-defined musical repertoires.

In general, in Egypt, you have a huge selection of people you can work
with, you know! In the US, there are very few choices, meaning that you
work with people whose style you may not completely like or, they are
not at the right level but because there are only about twenty of us, in
America, andwe can’t be ultimately selective, soweworkwith people and
we learn together and we improve together. In Egypt, there are hundreds
and hundreds of singers and hundreds of ʿudplayers and hundreds of riqq
players. So you are not stuck with any one person and you can learn from
a lot of people and have opportunities [to play]with a lot of different peo-
ple. In the US, you know, we have to think of a nay player, like there are
two nay players that we could work with, or three! And maybe they are
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across the country andmaybe they are busy! But in Egypt, you can always
find a nay player. That’s the biggest difference.

Interview with a musician from the Arabesque Music Ensemble, Chicago, 2009

In other words, in these new conditions where musicians gather together out-
side their national and institutional borders, decontextualization creates new
opportunities for the renewal of Arabic music repertoires. It is very unlikely
that we would find the same renewal, one in which musicians of very different
institutional and geographic origins find themselves cooperating in the same
ensembles, in their countries of origin. In the prior situation prevailing in Arab
countries,mostmusicianswouldnot have taken the risk of crossing the borders
of institutionally-defined musical repertoires. Yet, paradoxically, these institu-
tional borders fall apart once musicians find themselves in a decontextualized
framework.Thus, it is theprocess of decontextualization that leads to the redef-
inition of musical repertoires.

6 The Redefinition of a Musical Repertoire

Because of the heterogeneous national and institutional origins of musicians,
the repertoire performed in a decontextualized framework such as in France
and the United States cannot replicate the same conditions we find in the Arab
world. Immigrantmusicians are limited economically andmaterially, and they
donot live in the same conditions andwith the same standards of Arabicmusic
orchestras as those funded by Arab states, in which an orchestra sometimes
has thirty to forty instrumentalist musicians. By contrast, the size of ensem-
bles formed in France and in the United States typically never exceeds six to
eight musicians; these are not comparable to the size of institutional orches-
tras from the Arab world (figs. 9 and 10). In these new conditions, musicians
must combine different repertoires related to different schools and institutions
of the Arab world in the same ensemble, including pieces from lowbrow popu-
lar repertoires. These new patterns dramatically shift the conditions of musical
practices compared to those in the original countries.

Thus, in Marseille, musicians must be able to play, for example, a heteroge-
neous repertoire of Arab-Andalusian music composed, for instance, of noubas
from Algiers or from Tlemcen, of qasidas (a poetic genre sung with mono-
rhymes) during the same concert, as well as pieces of hawzi and shaʿabi with
lowbrow ‘popular’ repertoires (at least with regard to the Arab-Andalusian
music tradition). This Marseille context breaks away from old stylistic and
institutional barriers by allowing the introduction of several influences in
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figure 9 Tarab Ensemble, Marseille, 2009
© Tarab Ensemble

the same ensemble, depending on the musicians, who each bring their own
diverse range of musical repertoire and expertise. In the case of the Tarab
Ensemble inMarseille, the revived repertoire is translated throughout the com-
position of instruments; we can find a violin, a viola, a mandolin, a lute (ʿud), a
kwitra, a riqq, adarbouka (percussion), and abanjo in the sameensemble. Com-
pared to the thirty-seven instruments that we find in the National Orchestra of
Algeria, this new composition of decontextualized ensembles is not only differ-
ent because of the decrease in thenumber of instruments. AnArab-Andalusian
music ensemble’s integration with a musician from shaʿabi music, who plays
the banjo and sings with a hoarse voice timbre, is in complete contrast with
the historical Arab-Andalusian tradition. Indeed, the exhaustive instrument
organologyMahmoudGuettat lists for Arab-Andalusianmusic ensembles does
notmention the banjo as a ‘traditional’ instrument (Guettat 2000). Yet, despite
the fact that this combination of different instruments and repertoires in the
same ensemble would not be feasible in the context of the Maghrib countries,
the new context of Marseille allows it to be possible (fig. 11).

There is something unique in what we are doing in Marseilles, in the way
webuild the program.That is, there is a troupe of Arab-Andalusianmusic,
if you want, that will interpret several pieces of different schools etc., in
the same ensemble. It is in this sense very specific toMarseille, as there is
no equivalent to what we are doing in Algeria or in the other Maghrib
countries. But if we take the pieces independently from their context,
we try to interpret them as they would have been interpreted in Algeria.
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figure 10 Arabesque Music Ensemble, Chicago, 2008
© Arabesque Music Ensemble

Someone from outside, who comes to listen to us, but who is from Alge-
ria, would say that’s not it! That’s because we try tomix repertoires and so
on. But in our way of interpreting the pieces, we try to remain faithful to
tradition, I believe. At least, we try to!

Interview with a musician from Tarab Ensemble, Marseille, 2006

In the United States, the combination of different kinds of repertoires is also at
the heart of the reshaping of Arabic music ensembles. As in the French case,
the transformed repertoires produced in a decontextualized framework con-
trasts withMiddle Eastern orchestral formations, which, as in theWest, remain
in rigid specialized programs. In most cases, these orchestras are dedicated to
national musical repertoires and to classical masterpieces in Arabic music. In
contrast to the conditions that prevail in Arab countries, musicians who have
assembled in the United States can redefine their own repertoire, indepen-
dently from institutions; this circumstance is significantly different than their
prior situation. The new conditions inwhich Arabicmusic ensembles are gath-
ered is a significant break from the former traditional repertoires performed
in the countries of origin of the musicians. Indeed, while a great part of the
repertoires performed in Arab countries by institutional orchestras may seem
to be frozen in time because they emphasize some composers more than oth-
ers, or impose the repertoire of a certain time period,musicians in the diaspora
have unlimited choices of repertoires to interpret. This difference in ‘context’,
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figure 11 Tarab Ensemble, Marseille, 2012. While the banjo on the right is not part of Arab-
Andalusian music ensembles in the Maghrib, it reflects the spirit of openness
frommusicians assembled in Marseille
© Tarab Ensemble

however, dramatically changes the conditions in whichmusicians redefine the
repertoire. In the diaspora, musicians can not only choose the size of their
ensemble and the musicians they wish to work with, but also define the type
of repertoires they perform and the period they present, according to circum-
stances and concerts. Finally, in comparison to the institutional orchestras’
pattern, this new context of production offers musicians substantial freedom:
they are able to introduce,when theywish, individual improvised instrumental
parts (fig. 12).

Paradoxically, these new conditions make decontextualized ensembles in
France and the United States appear to be more closely related to nineteenth-
century takht ensembles than to the modern, mid twentieth-century firqat
orchestras. However, the comparison with nineteenth-century music ensem-
bles does not mean that musicians are necessarily searching for a ‘pure’ model
of takht ensemble. In fact, compared to national orchestras in the Arab world,
where all melodic parts are written on scores, and musicians are denied the
right to make variations or ornamentations, the spirit of the new takht ensem-
ble models assembled in France and the United States seems to favor musical
expressionmuchmore than institutional orchestras in the Arab world do. Pro-
fessor Scott Marcus7 explains that these modern institutions seek to preserve

7 Scott Marcus is professor and chair of the Department of Music at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara.Marcus is the founder and director of the UCSBMiddle East Ensemble and
the Music of India (sitar) Ensemble and also directs theWorld Music Series. He is a member
of UCSB’s Center forMiddle East Studies and past boardmember of the Society for Ethnomu-
sicology and the Society for AsianMusic. He also teaches at the annualMiddle EasternMusic
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figure 12 Arabesque Music Ensemble, Georgetown University, 2008
© Arabesque Music Ensemble

a musical heritage by creating and sustaining large national orchestras, and
end by modifying the spirit of what they wanted to ‘protect’. Specifically, they
eliminated the musical expressions, which, in the traditional takht ensembles,
moved from independent solo voices to a single chorus voice inmodernorches-
tras.

You know, there are manymany things happening across the Arab world,
because it’s so huge. But one of the surprising things is that some of
the government ensembles, unlike this Arabmusic ensemble (Arabesque
Music Ensemble), have been weeded down. Because of their efforts to
preserve it, they’ve made it into—they’ve made the orchestra bigger in
size, they used to be smaller, but now it’s bigger, yeah! And it used to be a
solo voice, and now it’s a chorus. So, they’ve changed the things that they
are preserving. … And so, in order to preserve [it] they’ve changed [it].
So, they have changed what they are trying to preserve. I think that many
peoplewould listen to these groups and say they are not verymusical. You

and Dance Camp, in Mendocino, California and at the annual Heartland Seminar on Arabic
Music inWisconsin.
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know, there is a problem; they actually created problems for themselves,
in terms of musicality. So this small group with Hicham can actually take
time, and be more musical. It’s interesting!

Interview with Scott Marcus, Heartland Seminar on Arabic Music, Racine,
Wisconsin, 2007

Paradoxically, although Middle East music scholars have focused on the trans-
formations of musical practices in the Arab world, the redefinition of Ara-
bic music outside its national and institutional borders gives musicians the
opportunity to reconnect with some elements that were thought to have dis-
appeared frommusical practices. Yet, from the decontextualized framework of
theUnited States,musicians appear to have regained the freedom to create and
redefine a repertoire open to the expressiveness of music, without necessar-
ily cutting themselves off from historical traditions and expertise. A violinist
from the Arabesque Music Ensemble, who also plays in international sym-
phony orchestras, suggested that these distinctive historical patterns of music
are one of the founding principles of classical Arabic music.

When I play Arabic music, you know, there is a lot of freedom there. One
person’s interpretation of the quarter tone, I mean, it could be a little bit
high, it could be a little bit low, you know! However, when you train for
in western classical music, you know, you have certain intonations, there
is no playing around, an A is an A! You know 440! You put that tune on a
hand and that’s an A! You know! So, I am still very blessed that I canmove
between twowalls right now. It’s great that we are in America because we
are away from all these influences that are from the Middle East. I mean,
we are reinventing Middle Eastern music away from its hometown.

Interview with a musician from the Arabesque Music Ensemble, Chicago, 2009

In other words, what makes the specificity of Arabic music, according to musi-
cians who have assembled outside the Arab world, is not so much playing the
common parts written on score perfectly in tune, rather it is the freedom each
musician has to practice micro-intervals, that is, an unlimited exploration of
quarter tones.

7 Conclusion

We can draw three main conclusions from this study: First, past studies in Ara-
bic music emphasize differences in traditions and repertoires across the Arab
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world. Many scholars argue that these cultural patterns were dependent on
the national contexts and institutions from which they originated. However,
this research shows that, while most Arab countries do not share the same
institutional musical traditions or repertoires, musicians can transcend these
national and institutional borders when they are decontextualized outside the
Arab world. The constraints produced by the experience of decontextualiza-
tion creates new conditions for musicians redefining the musical repertoire,
conditions that, paradoxically were not possible in the context of the Maghrib
and Middle East.

Second, since new technologies and social media have grown globally, aca-
demic research has shown a new interest in the study of Arabic music. In
this regard, many scholars have focused on Arab regions to investigate the
change generated by new technologies and its influence on Arabic musical
practices. However, this research does not take into consideration the dimen-
sion of change in a globalized world; in particular, they neglect the decontex-
tualization processes of Arabic music and culture outside its national borders.
Furthermore, this decontextualization does not refer to a simple ‘relocation’ of
a musical practice, but rather a complete redefinition of the conditions of the
practice. As we see in the cases of musicians from Arabic music institutions
who have assembled in France and the United States, the process of decon-
textualization should not be understand as a ‘generic replica’ of Arabic music
played in the original countries of the musicians. Instead, the new conditions
inwhichmusicians are performing create opportunities for innovation and the
redefinition of musical repertoires.

Third, since the mid twentieth century, the historic scholarly Arabic music
tradition (turath) has undergone dramatic changeswith the rise of massmedia
and the integration of instruments based on the western tempered harmonic
scale. All these changes have brought about a serious and significant decline
in the use of quarter tones in everyday Arabic music. At the same time, the
increase in instruments by institutional orchestras in the Arab world and the
increase in common parts written on scores for all musicians have not helped
to reverse these profound cultural changes. Yet, paradoxically, the decontex-
tualization of musicians outside the Arab world creates contrasting patterns
in which musicians have the opportunity to redefine the conditions of their
musical practice. By assembling outside their national and institutional bor-
ders, musicians can choose the size of their ensemble, themusicians theywant
to play with, and the type of repertoire they want to perform. Finally, this
new production context givesmusicians the chance to reintroduce improvised
instrumental parts, where quarter tones can again be at the heart of musical
practice.
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