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2 The Rise of Islam 

Muhammad, foonder of Islam, was born circa 570 AD in prosperous 
MeCca where the more settled population, influenced to some extent by 
both Judaism and Christianity, passessed anaura of hilm (urbanity). A great 
dea) of the prestige and prosperity enjoyed by Mecc~ was undoubtedly due 
to the Ka'ba -the shrine. This small cube-shaped building with the cele­
brated black stone set in i ts south-east corner was said to have been built by 
Adam in replication of a celestial archetype. Under the powerful tribe of 
Quraish, the lords of the Ka<ba, the shrine had been elevated to the status of 
an Aralıian pantheon, venerated by Ara b tribesmen who came there to wor­
ship and to trade. Muhammad belonged to the dissident Hashimite branch 
of the Quraishi dan; his prophetic message and revelations met with resis­
tance among the Quraish leaders. In 622 AD he and his fallawers were 
forced to migrate to Yathrib, later called Medina (city) of the prophet. The 
migratian (hidjra) of Muhammad and the founding that same year of the 
Islamic community (al-u"mma) mark the beginning of the Islamic era. 
Thanks to his ability, strong personality and enthusiastic followers, in less 
than two years Muhammad became the supreme leader. After Mecca had 
been subdued and the Meccans assured that their city would not suffer dis­
crimination under the new religion, the way was open for the spread of 
Islam. 

Fallawing Muhammad's sudden death in 632, Abü Bakr was elected as 
khalifa (successo~); he and his three elected successors: 'Umar (634), 
'Uthmiin (644) and 'Ali (656), were known as riishidün (Orthodox caliphs). 
Under their teadership the tribes summoned to the banuers of Islam 
launched a formidable series of conquests. Within 12 years, the armies of 
Islam took possession of Syria, Iraq, Persia, Armenia, Egypt and Cyrenaica. 
At the same time, however, the growing dissension between the followers 
of the third caliph 'Uthman and those of the fourth, 'Ali- Muhammad's son­
in-law - gave rise to the great religious parties that s"till exist: the 
Sunnl (originally followers of 'Uthman) and the Shı"i (who originally sup­
ported 'All). 
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Development of a new musical style in the cities of ljidjiiz 

Soan after the far-flung, rapid conquests of Islam, the two holy cities of 
Mecca and Medina, which were c:oncentrations of political and religious 
power under the Orthodox caliphs' austere regimes, began to develop into 
important centres of rich musical life. This activity was instrumental in 
establishing the foundations of the future Great Tradition and was associ­
ated entirely with celebrating a life of pleasure. An aristocratic elite, 
enriched by booty and an influx of great wealth, avidly sought luxury and 
amosement best expressed in music and song. High society was thus 
indulging in a kinci of escapism to help cope with the anxiety cansed by the 
sudden dramatic changes. Anather determining factor in the development 
of the new style was the presence of thousands of slaves who had been sent 
to J:Iidjaz; undoubtedly, there were many qualified artists and talented musi­
cians among them. They brought their arts and crafts into captivity with 
them, transplanting the refined cultures of the conquered peoples. The com­
birred circumstances of urbanization, economic expansion, a growing pas­
sian formusic on the part of the Ara b elite class and the presence of talented 
artists proficient in the arts of the:lr previous cultural milieu, gave decisive 
impetus to the crystallization of a new art music suited to the new aspira­
tions and values. Patronized and generously rewarded by the elite, the best 
singers and instrumentalists could thus demonstrate their finest achieve­
ments. 

Despite the vehement attacks of the strict theologists, Medina became a 
centre of fashion, elegance, frivolous poetry and exciting music. Referring 
to this paradoxical development in the two holy cities, Pellat writes: 
'Whereas one might expect the places where the Prophet had lived to pro­
duce a form of religious poetry paraUeling the pious activities of their inhab­
itants, what the literature brings us is the celebration of a life of pleasure' 
(Pellat 28: 144). In fact the new religion does not seem to have been a source 
of inspiration for those who first adhered to it, except perhaps in folk cre­
ativity that is unknown to us. Patriotic, heroic or Islamic songs were non­
existent in this period, and all energies were invested in one favourite therne 
- love. Love was sung in countless ways with the aim of stirring a whole 
gamut of feelings. This love poetry, set to appropriate melodies, had roots in 
the amatery prelude (nasib) of the pre-Islamic qasida. But the changes 
affecting the ancient poetry had repercussions not so. much on i ts structure 
as on its content. 

In this respect it should be remembered that the celebrated poets were 
stili the Bedouins, whereas most of the musicians belonged to the conquered 
nations and naturally had less feeling for Bedouin culture. Consequently, 
though they endeavoured to satisfy their patrons' taste, the musicians were 
more open to change and to deviation from familiar rnusical norms. Then 
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too, they could have influenced the transformatian of Bedouin poetic 
themes into urban themes. On the other hand, there is no doubt that the 
support and encouragement of the idle amusementMseeking aristocracy 
played an important role in this development. It is interesting to note that 
the lion's share of patranage was extended by emancipated women of high 
society, who at that time were mixing freely with the opposite sex. Not yet 
totally cloistered, cultivated patronesses endowed with fine literary taste 
transformed their houses into salons where eloquence and extemporaneity 
reigned, and the greatest poets and musicians were encouraged to display 
their talent, competing with one another. 

The salon was known under its Arabic appellation madjlis, which means 
both meetingMplace and the session held there. This type of madjlis, was 
compara b le to the Sassanian model but lacked i ts defined protocol. Regular 
entertainment sessions were organized, the assembled people giving them­
selves up to tarab (emotion and delight) evoked by the songs. Hence, at the 
salon the m~sician was an indispensable personality, capable of stirring the 
most blissful passions. Moreover, in addition to possessing a musical gift, he 
was perceived to be an agreeable conversationalist with a lively mind, and 
occasionally was a skilful poet. 

It should be noted that most of the musicians, proteges of the Grand 
Ladies, belonged to the class of freemen-clients - mawla (pl. mawa/n. The 
status of client was given to non-Arab Muslims by the noble ttibes with a 
view to integraring them into the level of society that formed the Aralıian 
ruling class. This was an extension of the principle of 'clientship' which had 
been practised by tribal society in preMislamic Arabia. 

Many well-known female and male musicians of early Islam were 
mawi:ilı. They were of varied origin, but most were Persians. After gaining 
their freedom, at least two of the known female musicians, 'Azza al-Mayla.' 
(d. ca 705) and Djamila (d. 720) established salons of their own in the man­
net of the high society patronesses. All Ara b biographical sources concord 
in extolling 'Azza alMmayla's beauty, her supple waist and graceful walk, 
because of which she was called al-Maylii'. She belonged to the class of freed 
slaves and had great innate musical talent, enhanced by a superb voice and 
impressiv:e skill in playing musical instruments. 'Azza studied with the 
sengstresses Ra'iqa, Sirin and Zerneb from whom she learned the repertory 
of old Arab songs. She alsa learned Persian airs from Sii'ib Khiithir and 
Nashit, both renowned performers of Persian music. Combining old and 
new i~ her art, 'Azza was called 'queen of singers' by her corltemporaries 
(Caussin de Perceval88: 401-409). 

Djamlla was alsa a freewoman and, like 'Azza, was extolled not only for 
her high artistic achievements, but al so as educator of celebrated male musi­
cians. One of Djamlla's famous pupils, Ma'bad (d. 743), son of a negro, 
said of her: 'in the art of music Dj arnila is the tree and we are the branches'. 
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Djam'ila's pilgrimage from Medina to Mecca was the occasion of a great 
musical event which contemporary accounts commented on extensively. 
Her highly colourful cortege included all the principal musicians of the time, 
as well as 50 singing~girls. It is said about one of her distinguished pupils, 
ibn 'A'isha, who passessed a voice of extraordinary quality, that he so rav­
ished the crowd attracted by his singing that the cortege was detained for a 
long time. On the way back tö Medinathere were three days of musical (etes 
during which the travellers were regaled with songs of entertaining charac~ 
ter that may not have been altogether compatible with piety (Caussin de 
Perceval 88: 453-545). They were probably very different from the procla­
mations and functional folkloristic songs typical of those performed during 
earlier pagan pilgrimages to the shrine of al-Ka'ba. Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) 
deseribed that pre-Islamic chanting, generally called tahlfl, as taghbtr (reli~ 
gious cantillation). 

The galaxy of musicians of this period includes such famous namesas ibn 
Misdjah who, after a voyage d'etude to Persia and Byzantium, proceeded to 
reform i:he art of music; his pupil ibn Muhriz, who also studied with 'Azza 
al~Maylii'; '"fuways, who claimed to have been the first male musician under 
Islam, and al-Gharid, an elfeminale arıisı (mukhannath) who had been 
taught by women to· sing elegies and was known for his charming, heart­
rending artistry. The particular attributes distinguishing the two latter musi~ 
cians are significant in that they imply the ernergence of a new type of artist, 
probably rare or entirely unknown in the pre-Islamic period. Here we find 
reference to the first male musician and then to the effeminate quality of a 
singer, due to his having been taught by songstresses. Since the latter was 
not an isolated case and the sources mention a class of efferninate artists 
known as the mukhannathan (Farmer 95: 44-45), it may be assumed that 
the qyaynas art exerted a notable influence on this class of male musicians. 
Moreover, Farmer claims that 'during the "Days of Idolatry" music as a 
profession was for the largest part in the hands of the women~folk and slave 
girls, at any rate in al~Hidjiiz and the peninsula generally'; he adds that the 
rnale professional musi~ian 'was quite comman inPersia and al-Hira, whilst 
in Byzantium and Syria he had had a place from time immemori~l' (Farmer 
95:44). 

These rnusicians and others may be looked upon as contributing to the 
crystallization of the new art in which the Persian element was predomi­
nant. It is very likely that during this phase Persian influence was an exten­
sion of the living tradition in al-Hira. In addition to the fa ct that Nashit and 
Sii'ib Khiithir first sang in Persi~nı, and 'Azza al-Maylii' as well as oi:hers 
learned from them, al~Hira probably continued under Islam to be a musical 
centre that provided a ~odel for rnusicians, poets and. their pa trans. 

The bulk of our information on the rnusic and musicians of this period 
comes from the monurnental work: Kitab al~aghflnf (Book of Songs) by the 
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Arab historian, man of letters and poet Abü'l-Faradj al-Isfahani who was 
born in Isfahan (Persia) in 897 and diedin Baghdad in 967. The Book of 
Songs is Öne of the most celebrated works in all Arabic literature. By the 
author's own testimony he spent 50 years on the 21 volumes of this manu­
mental work. It contains a calleetion of poems from the pre-Islamic period 
to the ninth century, all of which had been set to music, and includes bio­
graphical details about authors, composers, singers, instrumentalists and 
writers on music (Sawa 143: 20-32). He indicated the origin of each song 
and its melodic and rhythmic mode, referring to the modal theory of the 
asdbi< (fingers) and madjiirf (courses) attributed to the famous musician 
Is~aq al-Maw~ill (Farmer 453; Shawqi 73; Rajab 116; Shiloah 303: 30). 
The Book of Songs constitutes a mine of information on the history of 
music, musicallife and musical aesthetics; the anthor also quotes long pas­
sages from earlier writers whose works have not been preserved for poster­
ity. In addition to his Kitiib al-aghiini, al-Isfahfuıi wrote ten other works 
related to music, all unfortunately lost. · 

Distinctive concepts and aspects of the developing art 

The urbanİzatian that characterized the transitional period, as well as the 
high status enjoyed by musicians at that time, brought ab out the intensifica­
tion and increased importance of rnusical activity which consequently 
started to develop its own rneans of expression. 

An intima te link between poetry and music was stili considered essential, 
but a shift took place in the balance between them. The earlier melodious 
recitation, chanting and simple melodic setring gradually evolved into more 
refined and sophisticated musical features that affected the quality of 
melody and rhythm as well as the instrumental accompaniment. Melodic 
instruments, mainly from the family of strings, were added to the rhythm 
marked by the drums and qadJb (a wand that stressed beat). However, the 
freedam henceforth given to the musician's imagination remained bound to 
restrictions irnposed by the poetic text and its structure. The quest for an 
ideal new balance between the musical and poetic components therefore 
gave rise to conflicting tendencies leading to a quarrel, as it were, between 
ancients et modernes. 

In this quarrel, the repercussions of which would be felt at ala ter period, 
musicians of different artistic views and teroperamen ts were involved. Thus, 
for instance, the disagreement between Ibn Suraydj and al-Gharid con­
cerned the question of varying degree of refinement (zarf} which ·in i ts 
extreme form could subjugate poetry to rnusic and disturh an ideal balance 
(Bencheich 124: 130). As against al-GharicJ's art which represented mod­
ernistic refinement with its predilection for light rhythms, Ibn Suraydj with 
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his heavy style advocated the old ideals, expresseel in his recourse to the 
archaic rama! rhythm that was similar to the rad;az and camel-song hudö'. 
His approach is summarizeel succinctly in his definition of an exCellent 
singer. Malik ibn abi'l-Samah (d. ca 754) asked Ibn Suraydj what the quali­
ties of the perfect musician ~ere. He replied: 'The musician who enriches 
the melodies, has long breath, gives, proper proportions to the measures, 
emphasises the pronunciation, respects grammatical inflections, holds long 
notes for their full value, separates short notes distinctly and, finally, uses 
the various rhythmical modes correctly; such amusician is considered per­
fect'. Malik ibn ab'i'l-Samah added: 'I reporteel this statement to Ma'bad, 
who declared: "If there wer~ a Koran of music it could not be otherwise."' 
(Caussin de Perceval 88: 497-500). 

The background to the quarrel was the adeption during this period of a 
more artistic musical genre called al-ghinii' al-mutqan, the introduction of 
which is ascribed to the Persian slave Nashit. One of its innovative aspects 
seems to have been the application of rhythmic patterns and constructions 
that were independent of the poetic metre. Therefore, the question of degree 
of closeness to the metric principle and the possibility of blurring it was 
decisive. 

Another important aspect was the growing awareness of the potential 
expressiveness of the human voice and its multiple nuances. There is good 
reason for the musical nomendature that assigns various meanings to the 
term ~awt; it may designate so und, voice or, occasionally, song; in the living 
traditions of the Persian Gulf, sawt indicates a musical genre. In pre-Islamic 
times, knowledge of the voice 'emiıtting magical sound through the myriad 
intonations of song, or even in solemn recitation, was instinctive. Now, 
however, the knowledge of voice became a major concern for both sacred 
and secular music. Symbolizing the life force and serving as a medium of 
communication between human beings, Arab authors considered the voice 
a reflection of the human soul's mysteries and feelings. For the mystics it 
symbolizes divine life, andputsman in vibrating resonance with the celestial 
and universal. A rich palette of t:imbres enables the musician's voice to 
express his eliverse moods and the subtlety of his being (Shiloah 345: 
92-93). Such an approach found particular emphasis in the recurring dis­
cussion and definition of the 'beautiful' voice (al-sawt al-hasan) in the li ter~ 
ature of both secular and sacred music. · · 

The powerful effect of a beautiful voice may even have medical proper­
ties. The Andalusian writer and poet ibn 'Abd Rabbih (d. 940), in the chap~ 
ter on music in his encyclopedic work al- 'Iqd al-fari d (The Unique 
Necklace), refers to the experts in medicine who daim that a beautiful voice 
infiltrates into the human body and flows in the veins, causing purification 
of the blood, deligbting the heart and elevating the soul. 

It should be remembered in this respect that song, combining both poetic 
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and musical expression, was considered the summit of music's hierarchy. 
Hence, ghinfi (singing) became the general designation of art music, while 
the term müsfq'i, borrowed from the Greek, was reserved for the science of 
music. The primacy thereby given to vocal music has been a distinguishing 
mark of Arabian music throughout i ts history. 

As noted previously, music is identified with the sweet tenderness of love, 
an ernetion it expresses, imprinting its effect on the listener's saul. Among 
the various definitions of a perfect musician one finds: he who is moved and 
causes his listeners to be moved. Thus, in addition to a beautiful voice, ten­
demess and keen sensitivity often recur as basic qualities required from an 
excellent musician. An apt example is the anecdote praising the sweetness 
and tenderness that were characteristic of ibn Djami"s songs. It is said that 
the famous musician Ishaq al-Mawsili, despite his good nature, suggested 
that the Caliph HarUn aİ-Rashid falsify a letter annoaneing the death of ibn 
Djami"s beloved wife who dwelt far away in f:Iidjaz. This would stir his pro­
found love and elicit manifestations of his sorrciw. The suggestion was 
accepted and such a letter was prepared. Upon learning the sad news, ibn 
Djiimi' was deeply afflicted. Confronted with his great suffering, the com­
passionate caliph told him that the letter had been sent in jest and asked him 
to sing. Ibn Djami' then sang in a manner that expressed all the pain he had 
experienced (Caussin de Perceval 88: 526-546). 

The ernetion stirred in the listener's saul, as well as its various effects, is 
called tarab. The term that had originally been used to designate emotion 
elicited by the fine recitation of a beautiful poem, was applied to the feelings 
roused by music. As such, it refers to a wide range of emotional reactions, 
from subtle deligbt to strong excitement and even ecstasy. In the course of 
time the term became synonymous with music and its derivatives: mutrib 
(musician) and 'iiliit al-tarab (musical instruments) (Shiloah 68: 213-214). 

Voluptuous musical 'and poetic pleasure was a notable characteristic of 
Sassanian music, designated by a term that in Arabic is equivalent to lahw 
(pastime, amusement). The lahw in Arab literatare is usually linked to its 
derivative maliihi, which figuratively signifi.es musical instruments, andina 
broader sense is used as synonymous with rnusic. Thus, associatively we 
reach an important concept that links art music to entertainment. This bond 
was largely exploited in attacks against music led by theologians and jurists 
-an im portant theme that we shall discuss in detail below. 

A study of the sources reveals that the terrn maliiht, either al one or linked 
to lahw, appears in the title of eight musical works, seven of which appeared 
in the third/ninth century. lt is interesting to note that, paraUel to the posi­
tive use of these terms in connection with art music and instruments, they 
acquire the negative connotation of diversion or forbidden pleasure in the 
cantext of tracts opposing music. The work that became a model for follow­
ing generations is Dhamm al-miıliihf (The Condemnation of Malahi) by Ibn 
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abi'l-Dunyii (894). This is a diatribe against music, musical instruments, 
games and other kinds of amusement. The sharpest bar bs in this attack were 
directed against the stringed instı:uments, which in the eyes of the theolo­
gians symbolized the new art and contributed to enhancing a life of pleasure 
(Robson 50). The two major instruments that paralleled the advent of pro· 
fessicnal musicians were the tunbür, a long-necked lute and the 'üd, a short­
necked lute that in the cours~ of ıtime became the symbol par exeellence of 
Ara b art music, being endowed with the title 'king of instruments'. The lit­
eratare of that time deseribes this dassical instrument as having fo ur strings; 
the names given to them are indkative of the cultural fusion that occurred: 
the Persian names zir and bamm were assigned to the first and fourth 
strings, and the Arabic mathtıa·and mathlath to the second and third. 

The foregoing can be represented as an equation: art music :::: urban 
milieu = prosperous and idle aristocracy = entertainment. This equation cor­
responds roughly to the theory advanced by the great histarian and sociolo­
gist ibn Khaldiin. The fallawing significant statement appears in the chapter 
on music of his Muqaddima (Prolegomena): ' ... lt should be known that 
singing ariginates in a civilisation when it becomes abundant and (people) 
progress from necessities to conveniences, and then to luxuries .... lt is in 
demand only by those who are free of all other worries and seek various 
ways of having pleasure' (Rosenthal 63: II, 401 ). 
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