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Music in the World of Islam

Assilah — Morocco
The traditional art Music of Iraq

A Major Genre Threatened

Abstract

Scheherazade Q. Hassan

The aim of this presentation is to trace the development of traditional music and the changes
it has undergone throughout the 20™ century in Baghdad up to today’s tragic situation,

where music performances have almost ceased in a dying city and in a collapsing country.

Baghdad, a city that bore witness to a prestigious historical past, was, beginning in the
second decade of the last century, at the centre of modern political, social and musical
interactions. In the pre-modern period, the city’s musical culture consisted of what could be
classified as two large areas of inherited traditional expressions, sometimes united in
performance. There was the complex and comprehensive art repertoire of the Iraqi maqam,
based on erudition interrelated with theoretical texts and represented as canonical forms of
both secular and religious domains. Parallel to that, there were many different regional

genres --vocal and instrumental-- of purely oral tradition. Both survived the century.

After the fall of the Ottoman Empire, Iraq opened to the Middle Eastern Arab world and to
Europe, turning its back on the Islamic non Arabic world. The city gradually witnessed its
capacity to create, adopt and integrate new local, Arab and foreign genres. New models of
“modern music” with debates around them were produced under the Iraqi modern nation-

state.

The advent of 78 r.m.p records and gramophones, the new teaching institutions, both
private and governmental, the creation of the State Radio Station and its ensembles, the
emergence of new musical trends resulting from the encounter between Western and
Ottoman music, and the increasing importance of Western music, were all part of the

musical scene by the mid-20™ century. From the 1970s onward, the increasing role of State
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patronage, a certain centralisation of decisions, narratives inspired by historical references
and a stance supporting modernity and a certain idea of tradition, dominated musical

activities inside the country and abroad.

In this panorama of dynamic musical activities what was the place reserved for traditional
performances of the art genre the Iraqi maqam? And why was this music was overlooked

by modernists and institutions that preferred to celebrate new genres?

This sophisticated art music, suffering from the misunderstanding of modern institutions,
from the collapse of traditional patrons following from the post-1991 war, was only
supported by its traditional audience and a reduced audience of knowledgeable

connoisseurs.

It is against this backdrop of developments and responsibilities that the fate of this music,
now cringing in suffocating conditions in a city struggling for its survival, will be reviewed.
Today with a situation that has dramatically worsened, we can legitimately ask “Is this

genre on its way to extinction”?
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