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THREE

The 6/8 Beat Goes On

Persian Popular Music from Bazm-e Oajariyyeh
to Beverly Hills Garden Parties

Anthory Shay

Only recently has the study of popular and mass culture been deemed fit
for serions 'ich{ﬂ:'lrl'l. attention on a large scale. This scems peculiar in light
of the fact that ]:I{]PLILH culture in its various forms celebrates and eluei-
dates the “here and now™ of every socicty, historical and modern, and re-
veals erucial discourses characteristic of particular socictics. Popular cul-
mire, however, “still carries two older senses: inferior kinds of work ef.
popular literature {pnpulnr press as distinguished from quality press): and
work deliberately setting out to win favor {popular journalism as distin-
ouished from de mocratic Journalism, or popular cnicriainment); as well as
the more modern scnse of well-liked by many people” (R Williams, cited in
Strinati 1gg5. 5). The popular culture theorist Dominic Sirinati considers
most important the cxtent to which “people’s lives in western capitalist so-
cictics appear to be affected by the popular culiure presented by the mod-
ern mass media” He continues, *luis i 'm]:um'lunl. in other kinds of socictics
as well, both historical and c:mu_mp:}mn but in these societies the sheer
volume of popular media culture which is made available gives it a specific
significance which needs o be looked at” (1gg5, xiii).

This avoidance of scholarly investigation into popular culiure has been
particularly prominent in Middle East studies, in which, aside from defini-
tively “premaodern” folklore, popular culture is prcﬁumcd relevant only to
the mass culture of the West. In contrast to nearly invisible popular tradi-
tions is what Edward Said (1g78) terms the “timeless, frozen East” that pos-
sesses only what we would characterize as “high” culture. Our highbrow,
lowbrow distinctions do not necessarily work well as a description ()E the
state of Iranian culture, and vet they are relevant to some contexts.! Most
native Iranian music scholars, and their non-Iranian disciples, often eschew
the study of popular music forms becanse of their amiyaneh {popular) con-

ar
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2 ANTHONY SHAY

notations and their often lower-class associations. 1 arpue that popular mu-
sic, especially the mardomi []_'IL{}[JIL s music) genre, forms the Other, a neg-

ative 1111{.1. by which classical music is positively defined. No official canon
for music exists in an Iranian context comp: arable o that which Martin
Stokes [1ggza) describes for government spnn-&malup in Turkev and Wal-
ter Armbrust {1gg6) discusses for Egvptian music in the context of icons
sich as Muhammad “Abd al-Wahhab and Umm Kulthum, Nevertheless, the
government radio under the Pahlavi regime sponsored a long-running sc-
rics of classical music programs, called the gol-ha (flowers), which in fact
provided a de facto imprimatur for classical music on a large scale. These
programs were broadcast almost every evening and featured a large or-
chestra of Iranian and Western instruments and considerable use of har-
mony, counterpoint, and other Western techniques as well as Iranian oncs.
They wypically opened with an cxicnsive pish-daramad (overiurc), a lasnif
{art song), an avaz (vocal and for instrumental improvised scction), and a
restatcment of the tasnif and somctimes concluded with a werg, or dance
picc e.2 Thus a case can be made for the existence of a canon. Furthermore,
the government never permitied broadcasts of songs by mardomi icons
such as Mahvash, further emphasizing the difference between the genres.

[ also argue in this chapter that unlike Westernized Persian popular mu-
sic, which Iranian musical purisis can, with justification, claim is “inauthen-
tic” on a musical level, no such claim can be made for mardomi music,
whose music and texts are extremely authentic and, in many cases, very old.
Rather, in the manner in which Armbrust (1gg6) describes Egyptian reac-
tions to the vocalist Ahmad ‘Adawiva, many Iranian classical musicians and
scholars dismiss the genre as vulgar “popular” entertainment, placing it be-
vond the pale of serious discussion.

In the modernist /nationalist discourse mardomi popular music also oc-
cupics a negative space: its cheerfully valgar lyrics and music represent the
old, the traditional, the backward; and its consumption was associated in
the public mind with the urban proletariat and professions such as taxi
driving and trucking. It presented to both cducated classes and government
officialdom a subversive genre in which sexuality, gender, and sly political
references created varving degrees of discomiort. This contrasts with the
manncr in which Wesicrnized Persian music represented, not modernity,
but Westernization for a largely vouthful population who aspired to live
lives they imagined, through the media, o parallel the lives of their coun-
terparts in New York, Paris, and London.

In contrast to Strinati, [ argue here that the ubiquity of Persian p::pulur
music (or perhaps more accurately “musics.” as 1 will discuss later) in the
Iranian-American community represents, and formerly n_prumu_rl in ur-
han Iran, in its own micro niche and env ironment, an imposing volume of
production that holds relevant and diverse information for interested
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THE 6/5 BEAT GOES OX 3

scholars in many ficlds of the humanities. In addition, T argue that Iranian
popular music holds a unique pmlli{m among music produced for exile, di-
aspora, and immigrant communitics in the United States, becanse virtnally
all of its production and performance takes place outside of its homeland
(see Naficy 19099, 54-50. and Zinder 1gge for details of the business of
recording and distributing Persian popular music). Most of the major fig-
urcs in all genres of the Persian popular music ficld—vocalists, composers,
lyricists, and producers—reside in southern California. In contrast, al-
though they are hosts to a few popular musical artists resident in southern
California, virtually all of the other large immigrant communitics, for ex-
ample, Chinese, ]apanua Rorcan, Hispanic, Indian, Eastern European,
and Arab, look to their homelands as the chief source of their popular, as
well as classical and regional folk, music.

In this chapicr I focus on one genre of popular music that I call “mar-
domi.” or people’s music (also known as ru-howsi or molrebi and amipaneh,
public or common ), which has not been examined or analvecd in detail but
rather reviled in the most sirident tones, particularly by the sclf- d].‘ll.‘rl:)L]lLLI.'l
ruardians of the sacred flame of “purc, authentic” classical music,” Al-
though [ appreciate and follow with interest the performance and develop-
ment of Persian classical music, I must emphasize that the relevance of wra-
ditional popular music lies not only in its long history in the Iranian urban
world, a p::sm{m that it has c}u_upu_d for well over two hundred vears, and
much longer in the view of some scholars (e.g.. Ardavan Mofid, interview,
December 14, 1ggh), but also in its continued presence and popularity in
the Iranian immigrant community of Los -‘mg-_lu_'d in avarictv of significant
contexts that are often different from those in Iran.

Ardavan Mofid is a theater historian as well as an accomplished per-
former in i-mqqm’i and shafmameh-khani, two related traditional imn'b:lling
genres, and in siyah-baz and re-howzi, two improvisational comic theater
oenres. He asserts that ru-howzi—style performances can be traced not only
to the Safavid coffechouscs (1501—-1725), well documented by several Fu-
ropcan memoirs, but also to the Sasanian cra (242-650), when profes-
sional pocts hired popular cnicrtainers, known as gaveal, to perform their
poctry o music in a professional manner at court. According to Mofid,
such performers arc also documented through the Timurid period (ca.
thirtcenth—fiftcenth centurics).

There are many variations of this type of theater. Taday the princlpu] ur-
han forms are sivah-bazi, or the black play, so called because the main char-
acter is a clown played in blackface, and ru-howzi, or above the pool, so

called because, in the past. one of the most tvpical urban performance ven-
ues was a temporary stage created of planks constructed above the poal that
i5 a fixture in most older Iranian homes. Both forms use the blackface
clown and other stock cast members, improvisation, carthy, sometimes
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g ANTHONY SHAY

hawdy, language, double entendre jokes and puns, and sight gags. but ac-
cording to Mofid and other informants, the sivah-hazi is a political theater
that uses biting satire to cxpose political folly, whereas the ru-howzi is a so-
cial theater that satirizes domestic life. In other words, the content and the
intent differ in the owo varians, The term “ru-howzi” also refers o both
dance and music siyles that can be performed exclusively of any theatrical
or dramatic performance. Parvanch Azad stated that in her childhood
{f].lll'!lt‘l.p; the 1gg0s) “ru-howzi was performed in homes, but sivah-bazi, with
its more political character, was more common in coffechouses and other
public arcas which were commonly frequented by exclusively male audi-
cneces, who were more interested in political matters” (pers. com. February
4 1994)-

This chapicr, then, is an analysis of the mardomi genre as popular cul-
ture, traditionally performed in a varicty of social contexis such as coffce-
houses, cabarets, traditional theaters, and, later, the Iranian cinema and of
how these have altered in a transformed national sciting, [is musical analy-
sis awails a thorough studv. Although this project is not specifically a posi-
modern one, I do wish to usc a postmodern ﬂ.lr;ll.cg'l.' io decenier the promi-
nence currently occupicd by Persian classical music in both the scholarly
and the P::I]_'I'lll:l]' literature and thereby reveal the complexity of this tradi-
tional urban genre. In this project I wish to follow the idea put forth by the
culture theorist John Docker regarding the importance of popular culture
forms:

Muodernist critical theory has demonized mass culture by apocalyptically con-
demning it as the chicl danger to civilization. . . . Postmodernism—or at least
the strands | like —does not aseribe 1o popular culture phenomena any single
commanding meaning or purposes. . .. Rather it is interested in a plurality of
forms and genres, a pluralizing of aesthetic criteria, where such forms and
genres may have long and fascinating histories, not as static and separate bot
entwined, interacting. conllicling, contesting, plaving ofl against each other,
mixing in unpredictable combinations, protean in cnergy. . . . Postmodernism
delends the “lower lemale genres” and their readers and aodiences so excori-
ated by modernism this century, [E sees popular colture as a frequent site of
lamboyance, extravagance, excess, parody, sell-parody. a sell-parody that has
philosophical implications Tor popular culture as a worldview, a cosmology, a
poetcs (1gog. xvii—xviil)

Daocker’s statement clearly reveals the predicament of studying Persian
popular music, which has indeed been demonized. In addition, much of its
corpus originated as a female genre. In analyzing and outlining the con-
tents of the vrics of traditional Persian popular music, and the theatrical
forms in which they originated, I use Mikhail Bakhtin's {1{}h.{} notions of
the “world upside down” and the carnivalesque, which constitute uscful
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THE 6/5 BEAT GOES OX fi5

theoretical tools for the analysis of the role of this indigenous popular mu-
sic in Iranian society.

BAKHTIN: CARNIVALESQUE AND GROTESQLUE

Bakhtin's concept of carnival as a subversive, disruptive world-upside-down
cvent in which the repressive views, lics, and hyvpocrisy of the officially run
and dominated everyday world are unmasked provides a powerful theoret-
ical concept for any illld'l. of Iranian popular theatrical and related musical
forms. Bakhtin was concerned with polyvocality and the fact that from the
onsct of the European Renaissance the voices of the common people were
increasingly not heard. The Islamic Republic's ban on the performance of
improvisational comic theater would scem to support this theorctical
stance with cmpirical evidence of official reaction. In the European contexit
analvzed by Bakhtin, a writcr, -.m.mphh;d by Rabclais, cnacis an imporiant
role because he or she reflects the voices of the low, the prasant, the oui-

cast. In Bakhtin’s vicw, the healthy voice of the low, which questions the
high—lhu church and the staic—is an imporiant check on oppressive of-
ficials in a healthy socicty.

A full-fledged carnival—such as those in Rio de Janciro and New Or-
leans—does not exist in the Iranian culture sphere. By carnival [ mean a
massive demaonsiration of excessive cating, drml-.mg and sexual and hodily
cxposure, popularly associated with Carnival in Rio de Janciro, that docs
not occur within an Islamic /Iranian context. Threads and themes of carni-
valesque and grotesque subversion, however, can be found woven through
the fabric of the Iranian world. Here the needle that pricks the official reli-
mious, social, and political powers most is the traditional comic theater in its
many guiscs.

In many ways sivah-bazi and ru-howzi embody Bakhtin's notions of the
grotesque “and the cgirmmlmqu; Cholami-siyak, the blackface clown, the
“low Oiher,” always wins over his master: the world upside down. Gholam-
sivah's cxiravagant clothing, movemenits, speech, and lower-class language
demonstrate Bakhtin's dictum, “the arotesque . .. cannot be scparated from
folk humor and carnival spirit” {Stallvbrass and White 186, 45). Gholam's
bright red costume and conical hat, for example, arc probably the closcst
thing to carnival costume in the entire Middle East, William ©. Beeman, a
scholar of [ranian linguistics, discusscs the blackface clown: “The clown dis-
torts normal physical movement by jumping, running, flailing his arms, and
twisting his body into odd shapes” I.']-:;Hl 5150, This is, of course, part of his
reperioire, for -'-.lg_rhl mags make up much of llu_ comedy aof traditional comic
theater. This grmmqm twisting of the body is also part of the dancing that
occurs in the comic theater, especially by the male characters.
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One of the most important elements in all Iranian performance prac-
tices—music, theater, or d: improvisation. It is this crucial aes-
thetic element that allows for the creativity and unending freshness that
characterizes these performing arts and gives scope for their continued de-
velopment. Mofid states that these theatrical forms are improvised o such
an extent that if the price of bread were raised by the government in the af-
ternoon, that evening, ten minutes before going onstage, the players would
construct the play around that subject.

The subject or wpic that we choose for the performance is always the latest
political event, prelerably a scandal or outrage. Sometimes the event that we
choose 1o make fun of, a ban on chewing gum from a cortain country or an
unpopular tax on bread, is only hours old. I bread is the wpic, we do bread.
Sometimes the person who hires us tells us w address a particular subject. We
are steeped in these matters and always attunced 1o the latest political hap-
penings as subjects of our plavs. But because they were improvised, you would
never see the same play twice, (Pers, com. January 24, 1904)

In all of these forms the lower and weaker characters trinmph, at least
tempaorarily, in the theatrical context. Within the theater we can observe
Iranian life, but in reverse: the servant orders the master, the daughter
marrics the suitor of her choice, the villager wins over the landlord—the
world upside down. Theater scholar Peter Chelkowski's incisive analysis
neatly sums up the social function of these theatrical forms: *“Humour and
laughter have generally been the only outlet for grievances against the
harsh and autocratic governments, rulers and fathers. No other defense
was available or exempt from punishment. Rigid social codes and mores
were also softened by the antics of Siyah and the other comedians™ (1gg1,
THz).

In his analysis of Bakhtin, Robert Stam, a scholar of popular culture,
necatly pinpoints issues of the carnival theory that are pertinent to this
studv. He obscrves that “artistic and narrative siratcgics associated with
carnival [:] parody and burlesque in the form of the 'low take-off on what
the high people were doing,”™ arc an cxact depiction of Iranian improvisa-
tional comic theater in all ofits forms {1g8g. g7). His charactcrization that
*marginal and subversive art with its adversary Lq.l.llmnshlp io power and
to official culture . . . and the linguistic C(Jl(]l]dt"i.' of carnivalization [LI'H.J[]]
the liberation of language from the norms of E—.””d sense and etiquette”
{1g8q. gq) dovetails with both the literature and the personal interviews |1
conducted.

Motid stated that, because of its palitical satire, the Iranian government
is afraid of the sivah-bazi and that currently in Tehran it is being performed
underground {p;ra com. March 4, 1q9g4). Peter Stallybrass and Allon
White's observation of seventeenth- and cighteenth-century English the-
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ater echoes Maotid's view of Iranian governmental reactions to Iranian the-
ater: “Whilst the godly railed at the theatre for its idolatry and its impiety,
the State, even as it patronized the actors, feared their potential for sedition
and subversion” (1636, G1).

Stam paoints out that “carnivalesque art is uninterested in psvchaological
verisimilitnde or conventional audience identification with rounded per-
sonalitics” (1g8q, 10g). His characterization is a valid description of two
highly carnivalesque theatrical forms, the Italian/French commedia del-
I'arte and Iranian sivah-bazi /ru-howzi. The latter genre resembles comme-
dia dell'arte in the use of stock character ty pes and thin plot lines for the
improvisatory high jinks that are the soul of this type of theater p;riurm-
ance. In many ways the sivah-bazi, with its use of music and dance, epito-
mizes Stam's .umh sis of the musical comedy as a “two-dimensional carnival
in which the oppressive structurcs of cv Lnd.n life are not so much over-
turncd (as in Bakhtin's conception) as l.hu, arc stvlized, chorcographced,
and mythically transcended” (1g3g, gz).

I sugmest that Iranian traditional theater, in all its forms, cmbaodics
Bakhtin's notions of carnivalesque and grotesque, and this framework, cou-
pled with the works of Stam {1g8g) and Stallvbrass and White (1936), pro-
vides the most useful theoretical approach for its llllflllilcll‘ldl]'lg_r It uses
lower-hady humor, depicts the world upside down in which the weak, at
least tempaorarily, are on top, and satirizes the powertul. Improvisational
comic theater is a mirror of Iranian culmre, but a mirror that reflects the
oppuosite of the political and social reality of everyday life and therefore
might be said to operate as a safety valve for the cxpression of political and
soial discontent and frustration.

Mardomi music, which is enjoved, even if not openly, by many individu-
als of the upper classes, reveals the light side of Iranian l:Eu:' it also L}..p-cm_'d
the underbelly of Iranian urban socicty that existed in the sometimes vio-
lent world of the former demimonde café, depicted in many Iranian films
of the 1g6ios and 1g70s, and red-light districts. In this manner, this musical
genre begs for comparison with such genres as flamenco and jazz, but, un-
like those g-:nn.'w which developed relatively unmolesied, the production
of popular music was banncd by the Islamic R-_puhhc.

I arguc that in an Iranian context, of the two broadest popular musical
tvpes, traditional and Westernized, the latter form was oficn dismisscd by
Iranian and non-Iranian schaolars and intellectuals on the grounds that it
was admired and consumed only by those elements of the urban popula-
tion, particularly the vouth, w ho avidly "\Ii}llglll o crmulate the West. The
presence of such Western-oriented music contributed to and fueled the
discourse of nationalism, purity, authenticity, and nativism. Ruhollah
Khaleqi claimed that one reason for writing his hl-'-.l:}r'l. of Iranian music was
that, hecause of Westernization, “the people have :'».cmglu European music.
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But because sufficient knowledge of it does not exist in evervone, they have
hecome satisticd with the simplest form of it jarz. . . . and in this manner
they have ruined and corrupted our music™ {1974, 2). The hrics of this
Westernized genre rely on Persian literary and popular poctry as well as on
Western poctic models. Generally its texts do not present carnivalesque
threats to middle-class values. Because of their sanitized Ivrics, these guuu
of Westernized music form a relatively “safe” or “innocuous” bady of music
and, unlike mardomi music, are often plaved on the radio.! The pereeived
threat for some Iranians lics in the Western musical elements.

Historically, however, traditional popular music—mardomi, ru-howzi,
or motrebi music—was disparaged and excoriated because of the per-
ceived low class of its performers and its contents, contexts, and consumers.
The content and performance of this musical tradition, while sometimes
fraturing conventionally sentimental Persian Iyrics, largely cmphasize the
politically and socially irrcverent, sexually ].'uLuiul and satirical, witty, and
frivolous broadsides. Many of the besi-known songs come from the ru-
howzi Ssivah-bazi prul;m(md] theater as well as the bazi-ha-ye namayeshi, or
women's domestic theater, and thus these songs cmbody Bakhtin's {1g84)
notions of the carnivalesque and the world upside down. These theatrical
forms, and the songs used in them, are deeply revealing of aspects of gen-
der, ethnicity, and Iranian hierarchical socicty, all of which the songs lam-
poon and th::u_ They are also performed and created by both men and
women cqually, in contrast to the heavilv male-dominated classical music
world (see Khaleqi 174, 465-66).

WHAT 15 PERSIAN POPULAR MUSICE

It is important to specify what is meant by the term P::]:Illlgl]' music,” -
cause, like much pnpular culture, Persian pnpuldr music is not only ill de-
fined but also often carrics a pejorative connotation among v classical musi-
cians, cthnomusicologists, and other scholars as the Other ina high/ low
artistic continuum. Although certain Iranian classical musicians aticmpt to
create rigid catcgorics to distinguish what constitutes classical and popular
music, the cthnomusicologist Bruno Neitl more accurately states that “the
distinction between classical and popular music in the Emmu-.ﬂrk of Per-
sian musical culture is not always casy to grasp™ {1ggz. 157). He adds that
the Persian terms for and categories of classical and popular music “scemed

.. to be used mainly by musicians of the classical wradition in order o den-
igrate the rest” (12, 157). Nettl stands as the only ethnomusicologist to
attempt a serious investigation of the opic of p::]:nul;n' music, as an adjunct
to his larger study of a_l:]:u_{_ls of the classical music svstem (radif ). He sug-
oests, “[Classical muw:] is a system with an internal definition and is thus
sclf-limiting. Perhaps we may then be Justified in considering and labeling
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what is left, it we also subtract music in a definitely Western sivle as well as
certain n:ligimm musical phenomena such as Koran chanting, as Persian
]J{qul.n msic’ [IL"“" 214,

Although Persian popular music docs constituic to some cxient a
blurred genre, Newtl's characterization falls short of adequately defining
the plu_n::mumn For one thing, there is more than one genre of Persian
popular music. One might look, for example, to Iranian contexts in which
as Iﬂng as the language of the Pai]"l!iq’."lllai]’ musical ]:lmdutt'um is Persian, the
majority of Iranians will identify it as Persian popular music. In an Iranian
Cconteyt PI:JL try and lyrics overshadow music and occupy a position un-
imaginable in Western societv. This covers a wide range of musical output,
including recent ]:lmduLLL::m by wnmg Iranian groups such as The Bovs
and The Black Cats whosc rap music is clearlv imitative of Amcrican pro-
ductions and contains both Persian and I:.nghﬁh words, as well as the more
classically oricnied tasnif sung by vocalisis such as Marzich and Ellahch,
two well-known singers of the older gencration. Both Marzich and Ellahch
perform classical tasnif as well as newer classical songs that have become
popular and other vac%. of music that can be considered popular. This lat-
ter tradition of singing, o the :icr_{}ml:ummu_m of a variety of traditional
and Western instruments, is being carricd out in southern ‘California by a
newer gencration of vocalists such as Shakila, Mo'in, Sattar, Shahla
Sarshar, Favezeh, and Ahmad Azad. The cconomic dvnamics of survival
requires many of the performers of classical music in southern California
to also perform popular music, known as shad (happy), as many of them
make their principal incomes from personal appearances at weddings and
nightclubs, where such music is requested. Interestingly, some of these
newer singers and groups arc ]:lut'ftrrml_ng older popular songs from the
mardomi tradition in updated versions,”

As space docs not allow for a purcly musical analysis, [ define Persian
]J{qul.n miusic, or musics, as (1) urban music, (2) pr ll'ndt'lh' in the Persian
language {although occasionally another major language found in Iran,
such as Gilaki, Azeri Turkish, or Kurdish, is uscd), (4) that capturcs the
imagination, attention, and devoted following of a large and diverse andi-
ence. Thus it is the consumer and the andience member, as well as the con-
text, that define the meaning of "]:nﬂlzrl.ll:yu'."T In contrast to classical music,
vocal music dominabes virtually all of the popular music genres, although
an occasional reng from the mardomi tradition, such as shaferi, may also be
included. Further complicating the siudy of what may be considered classi-

cal or p{]pul.n certain classical artists, such as I.;::][m'u_g:ml became “popu-
lar™ in the view of certain members of the classical establishment through
radio, television, films, and nightclub and concert ':1|:|]_'u_';=1t';m::m;.'HL

Two important genres of Persian popular music that will not be dis-
cussed fully here also deserve mention. In the 1g4os and carly 19508
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frankly Western tvpes of music with Persian Ivrics appeared. Songs such as
Jamshid Sheibani's renditions of Persian-language tangos and the Jolly
Bovs® 78 rpm Columbia recording of “Atal matal” {syllables used for nursery
rhvmuﬂ to the twne of “Bell Botiom Trousers, Coats of Navw Blue” were
representative of the ng'L. "A revolution in this stvle of Westernized music
occurred in 1954 when the popular music icon Viguen sang “Mahtah”
(Moonlight), inaugurating a new style of Persian and Western fusion,
largely c::mp::u_tl outside of the dastgah (modal) system and using only
Western instruments. Vi lgum still performs widely in southern C alifornia,
and among [ranians he is known as the “King of |.Ju'_.r {soltan-¢ jaz) (Zinder
1ggz ). No history or analysis of popular music in Iran can afford to omit
mention of the song “Mara bebus” (Kiss Me), which enjoved [:-I'u_m:muml
success and into which some segmenis of the public read political meaning
bevond the overtly sentimental lyrics. Any historian describing and analye-
ing Persian popular music must also address the phenomenal carcer of
Googoush, a vocalist and cntertainer of truc world-class talent. Googoush
began singing in the 1g6os and swept all before her. Her meteoric risc to
famc in films, iclevision, and her still-popular recordings recall the carcer
of Frank Sinatra, and many Iranians reverently refer to her simply as “The
Oueen.” Googoush is arguahly the maost popular entertainer in Iranian his-
Lory.

Western music was not the only source of inspiration for popular music
production in prerevolutionary Iran. The vocalists Jebbeli, Tajik, and, in
the h-u_gmmng of her career, Pouran sang many songs that were cither di-
rect copics of Arabic or, more rarcly, Indian P::]:Illlgl]' S0ONgs, OF an attempt
to emulate that stvle. This alarmed many Iranian nationalists. Compared to
the Westernized prcxluclmn this genre of popular music enjoved limited
]J{qul.n ity. The political scientist Mehrzad Boroujerdi wrylv observes, “To-
day, in the closing vears of this aging century, the West and mnrlumlt have
npl‘ic;d the Arabs and Islam as the favorite scapegoats of the Iranian in-
telligentsia” (1996, 17g).

Many well-known vocalists of the older gencration such as Ellahch,
Delkash, Pouran, and Iraj can be designated cross-over artists, performing
with cqual casc in classical and popular contexts, They often performed at
large weddings and in fashionable nighiclubs, and their recordings were
top scllers, Thercfore, in the Iranian case, there arc several types of popu-
lar music, and they mav be conceived along a continoum of musical con-
tent that ranges from that considered a lng_rllmmb_ portion af the classical
dastgah system to that which contains increasing degrees of Western musi-

cal elements, such as instrumentation, harmaony, cmmlcr]:uﬂinl vical tech-
mqm_ and melodic and rhythmic patierns. The extreme is a style of music
that is totally Western mustml]\' but with Persian lyrics. Musically, popular
music exhibits some of the characteristics that Nettl identified, and which 1
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would call a blurred genre. This is why, for purposes of this chapter, the
consumer and the context of performance largely define what constitutes
“popular” music. It is true, as Nettl points out, that most Iranians do not
seem o make the clear-cut distinetions between popular and classical that,
:icu}t’dmg tor him, classical musicians make. Such distinctions by nonmuosi-
cians often take into account the literary qualit of the Ivrics, the context,
and the particular vocalist. Most important, the “consumer” may l:ui[t’()t‘l!l!l;.
the live performances and purchase the recordings of a wide variety of mu-
sic—Persian classical, popular, and folk music and various forms of West-
crn classical and popular music. As the sociologist Bennet Berger sagely ob-
scrves, “Everybody knows {or should know) that real life is usually more
complex and subtie than the analytic categorics and other abstr actions that
social scicntists must usc to make generalizations” (1gg5. Gg). Netil's sam-
pling of musical tastcs in Techran in 1g6g demonstraies that, along a con-
tinuum of cducated to uncducated, and voung to old, certain trends in mu-
sical preferences could be discerned. But by no means could he discern or
predict any specific preference according to age or cconomic or cduca-
tional group (Netil 1g70, 1972, 1gg2), demonstrating that it is analvtically
dangerous to essentialize audiences or musical categories. And, most im-
portant, most Iranian consumers of music happily listen o a wide varicty of
musical forms rather than confine their consumption to a single genre.

MARIDMIMI:
TRADMTIONAL POPULARE MUSIC IN PREREVOLUTIONARY TRAN

The most “traditional” and oldest genre of popular music was, and is, that
plaved by the matreb, a pmh.wmml public entertainer who sings, acts,
dances, and plays a musical instrument. The music is often referred to as
mardomi, motrebi, or ru-howzi,'" A singer of this genre is often called
khanandeh-ye mardomi (people’s singer), as in the twenticth century the
term “motreb” constitutes an insult. This type of popular, urban music, or
onc similar to it, certainly dates at least to the nincteenth century, and ac-
cording to travelers” accounts, such as those by 5ir John Chardin (1987},
Adam Olcarius ([1662] 1977}, and John Baptista Tavernicr ([1678]
1g), probably centurics carlicr. Thus when Newil states that “before the
introduction of broadcasting . . . whether there was a phenomenon which
could be properly desipnated as urban popular music is certainly not clear”

{172, 218). | counter by suggesting that indeed the mardomi, ru- Tz /
motrebi musical tradition was present during the period investigated in
Tehran, and still lives in the changed and different conditions of the south-
crn California Iranian immigrant community. [ argue that ru-howzi /mar-
domi constitutes a genre of definable historical urban popular music in
Iran. Singers like Susan, Afat, Mahvash, Aghassi, Iraj, Ahdich, and Parivash
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were highly popular performers of this radition, with large segments of the
urban working class, among others, forming their devoied followers.!! This
musical genre predated broadeasting. Broadeasting and. more impaortant,
film and recording media simply made this popular music more available,
more often, 1o more people than before the advent of electronic media.
Because the sincere and cheerfully open vulgarity of much of this perfor-
mative genre emerged from the women's ql.mrl;r» loww-class cafés and mu-
sic halls, and the red-light district, much of this music was not heard on
government- ﬁpnmnr;d radio, which primarily broadeast Westernized pop-
ular music and Persian classical music. The lyric content of these latter gen-
res was a good deal less problematic for qu_anmh officials than the rough-
and-tumble verses of the mardomi music, with their carnivalesque
cclebration and social critiques of sex and politics. Rather, the chict
medium contributing to the popularity of this popular genre was the pri-
vaicly owned film industry. The mardomi musical tradition fisured in the
majority of films from the 1508 to the revolution, appealing largely to the
working class. “To satisfy the not-so-critical Iranian audicnces of such films,
who cxpected to be cntertained, Persian singing and dancing and oficn a
comedy character were almost always included in Iranian featre films” (Is-
sari 1g8g, 15g). M. Ali Issari's encvclopedic history of the Iranian cinema
demaonstrates that the majority of monevmaking films in any g'm_n vear
during this period fell into this musical category. =] argue that in many
wavs the film industry carried on M]JLLL-'-. of the traditional comic theater,
ru-howzi, which used this siyle of music, dance, and comedy. The frenetic
pace and haphazard style of the production of this tvpe of musical film in
Iran, well described by Issari, required the musicians and comedians to im-
provise, thus retaining one of the most important clements of traditional
performance—improvisation. The musicians sometimes used trumpets
and accordions, in place of tarand kemancheh, but in its essentials mardomi
music has retained its traditional performative core: its essence lies in the
transgressive and carthy wit, satire, and daring double cntendre of its oficn
improviscd lyrics; its principal site of live, public performance, for cxclu-
sivelv male audicnces, was the working-class cnicriainment cenier of the
Lalczar, while women performed in the contexi of domestic women's im-
provisational comic theater, which, following Savyid Abu al-Qasim Anjavi
Shirazi (1g75). I call bazi-fia-ye namayeshi—ihcatrical games or plavs (Shay
1g05a).

In contrast to the study of classical music, which constitutes an impor-
tant vehicle for high- qu:llll‘n.' literary poctry and virtuosic vocal and instru-
mental technique, mardomi musical genres are perhaps of more interest
to the sociologist ar ethnographer than o the musicologist for the reveal-
ing content of its lyrics."* The rhythm of ru-howzi is always a driving or, al-
ternatively, a highly sensual 6/8. The clever Iyrics, often improvised and
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embroidered on well-known themes, are more prominent than the aficn
simple melodic construction. The structure of the yrics is repetitive: the
singer refers o a serics of body parts, men's professions, or family relatives,
for example, in a serial manner. Audicnce l:mrtir:ilzmt'um is unccmmgcrl
1hr{}|.1gh the use of response choruses that call “ves” or “why not?” thus sery-
ing as a motor that moves the song. The most P-(}[Jl.l]dt' vocalists are appre-
ciated for their earthy, raucous, often bawdy and daring style of delivery
rather than for beautiful voices and classical vocal uchmqu; The delivery
sometimes takes on a patter style, cmmunmg_r many improviscd clements re-
lating to the specific context in which it is perfor med. Male vocalists of this
genre often emerge from the ru-howzi theater, while women generally
learned the songs and lvrics in a domestic context. Thus both men and
women perform and arc familiar with this genre.

As Docker (1994} aptly indicates, many of the lvrics and the content of
the traditional music cmerge from the “lower female sirata®™—from the
women's quarters, which, in an Iranian/Islamic context, arc off limits to
malcs. Nevertheless, men imbibed these lyrics and tuncs, created by anony-
mous female gcniu-ﬁ from vicwing them as children in the women's quarters
and from seeing them performed by women in the professional locales of
the red-light district and the Lalezar district.

In the traditional houscholds that far and away make up the majority in
urban Iran, where financially feasible, separate lmng quarters (ardarien, fe-
male; frind, male) are the rule. Most of the men, at least from the more wra-
ditional quarters of the city, spend the majority of their social lives among
other men, at one another’s homes, in teahouses and cafés or other social
gathering places, and in religious activitics. The majority of women do like-
wise, carrying out their lives in the parallel but private world of the an-
darun. This is the sctting of the bazi-ha-ye namayeshi, and so here we find
the voices of countless unnamed women who cr cated, and continue o cre-
ate, this genre. I say “continue” because the improvisational nature of this
theatrical form lends itsclf to constant change and cvolution. [t is within the
context of the bazi-ha fPl:li"J that anonymous women's voices of Iran are
most tellingly revealed, as it is here that women have used their creativity to
develop and cxpress their concerns and cmotions in the context of tradi-
tional theater. In the next scction 1 discuss ru-howzi, sivah-bazi, and
women's theatrical forms as historical and contemporary sources for this
musical genre.

WOMEN'S THEATER

A notable, but less well known, urban form of comic improvisational the-
ater is women's theater, bazi-ha-ve namaveshi. In contrast o the ru-howzi
and sivah-bazi, women's theater—although characterized by manv of the
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same performative characteristics as the other forms—was created, devel-
opced, and primarily performed by and for women. Unlike the men's the-
atrical performances, these are ‘ﬂ]’!l-r_ll ramateur, domestic pr::duumm The
contents of the sung and chanted verses, and the accompanying dancing
and mimetic movements, deal with issues that are reflective of the lives and
concerns of women. The paolitical satire found in men's theater is absent in
women's theater. Briefly, they principally differ from the men's comic per-
formances in that they use more patter verse and dancing and less spoken
dialogue. The clown figure does not exist in the women's plays.

Most important, in these g..nma women are allowed o behave ouside
the bounds of normal propricty. If the terms “grotesque” and “carnival-
esque” indicate a distortion of the normal or natural to a degree of absurd-
ity, then the women's games, like the sivah-bazi and ru-howzi, must also be
included in the carnivalesque aspect of traditional Iranian life. As in
Bakhtins carnivalesque, the underdog alwavs wins; this is onc arcna in
which womcen always triumph.

The tvpes of issucs that interest traditional Iranian women form the top-
ics of the hrics of bazi-ha-ve namaycshi: keeping a husband’s intcrest
through heing attractive and sexyv: infidelity; children born out of wedlock:
heing forced to marry a man whom one does not like or know and who has
heen chosen by one's parents; problems with female in-laws (with whom a
voung bride rraditionally lives): and proper and circumspect behavior, In
these plavs a woman may bricfly escape the bonds of everyday behavior
within the authoritarian, patr iarchal svstem in which she often feels help-
less and insecure and performatively act in a free manner denied her in
everyday life. I maintain that these plays serve to mediate between what M.
Reza Behnam characterizes as the “conflict between authoritarian and an-
tiauthoritarian behavior,” which he asserts pervades Iranian social and po-
litical life (186, g).

The theme of enumerating the qualitics of men by profession (often us-
ing double cntendre) is reiterated in a number of plays. In Zari be Pari goft
{£ari Told Pari), Mashii Sanam goft (Mashti Told Sanam), and Hodor-modaer
{Monscnse Syllables), one of the girls wells another why she will not marry
the buicher, the pricst (akfiund), the perfumer, the grocer, the shepherd,
the colonel, the tailor, the dervish, or the day construction worker, among
others, because the description of their work describes the ‘.1I:}Hl part of
their {often sexual) behavior, It is also a subplot in “Khaleh ro-ro.” a popu-
lar game song in which the girl is “six months married and seven months
cone” until she enacts the birth of her child whose father could be the
butcher or the baker, among many others.

A more claborate play 1::1111:'1115_r men of different professions. involving
a mother and daughter, is acted out in Kiye, kiye dar mizaneh? (Who Is It
Who Is It Knocking at the Door?). A series of men of different professions
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and trades arrive at the door bearing gifis of their trade. In contravention
of normative Iranian behavior, the mother urges the daughter 1o accept
their offerings. and thus, implicitly, their sexual advances in return for the
gifts, hehavior that is never countenanced in real life.

Another major theme found in some of the bazi-ha is the ension be-
tween a young wife and her female in-laws, such as “Abji Gol Bahar.” One
such popular game, not included in the Anjavi Shirazi collection, recorded
by Mahvash, is “In dast kajeh#” {Is This Hand Deformed?) The chorus re-
»pn-nd'i “Ki migeh kajeh?™ {(Who savs it's crooked?). The young wife t'-.p]tm
*Madar shohar” (Mother-in-law); the chorus says, "Doshman-e 107 (She’s
vour encmy).

Sy s p-u_rlmpw the most popular topic of these songs, L'iP-LI'_I.:l]l'i.' in cafcs

catcring to an all-male clientele. “Do ta limu daram, mikhariz” (I have two
lemons, will vou buy them?), to which the male response chorus answers,
“Mikharam, arch, vallah™ (Yes, I swear, I'll buy them), referring to the
breasts, In another -mng with the same theme, "Jombun, jombun-c inja,
menar-c jombun-c inja” (It's Shaking, Shaking Here, the Shaking Minarct
[referring to a famous lcaning tower of Pisa-like structure in Isfahan], Is
Here), the vocalist also refers to her body.

Some of these games are scemingly performed for the sheer transgres-
sive fun that they provide o the participants, who would never be permit-
ted o act in such a manner cutside of this group of confidantes. For exam-
ple. ane such game, *Murcheh dareh” (There Are Anis), is virtually a
striptease (the very term used by -"Ln'lm"t Shirazi [1975. 55-50]). During the
dance-play, the main character p::mh to various parts of her body asking,
“Murcheh dareh che kar konam?” (There are ants [here], what shall I do?),
to which the chorus responds, “Bekan o beriz, bekan o beriz” (Take it off
and throw it away), referring to the various items of clothing until the per-
former is nude. In “Amu sabzi forush” (Uncle Vegetable Seller), the
woman approaches the vegetable seller: “Sabzit barikeh? Dalun tarikeh.” *Ts
vour vegetable slenders” she asks, “The hallway is dark.” she affirms. “Man
na'na mikham. to-ra tanha mikham” (I want mint, | want vou alonc), she
continues, asking many questions about his “vegetable” in cxchange for
which she will give a kiss, shake her body, and so on {(Anjavi Shirazi 1975,
117-18).

Sattarch Farman Farmaian rclates how, during her childhood, one of the
servants in the roval harem entertained the others and how these rans-
oressive games were enjoved by women of both high and low status:

With Batul-Khanom there was someone with whom to sew, visit the baths, and
enjov the jokes, games, and clowning with which women entertained them-
selves ina big, fancy andarn like Ezatdoleh’s (daughter of the Shah and the
first and Former wile of Farman Farmatan's lather) . My mother was (oo sirict a
Muoslem o clown, but she enjoyed watching the athers” horseplay, especially
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one o Eeatdoleh’s maids, who could paint her naked buttocks w look like
two eves and, dancing with them o the onlookers, would roll them so that the
twi eyes crossed. This made my mother, her linde sisters. Bawl and her
danghters, and all the other women laugh until their sides ached. (1gg2. 57)

The value of such parody and satire should not be sold short. And vet
this, in cffect, is what scholars of Iranian music and theater have done by
their failure to adequately analyze popular culture phenomena. '

CLASSICAL HIGH—POPULAR LOW

Earlicr [ alluded to the fear and loathing popular music and its accompa-
nying performing siyle ereate among certain elements of the population,
particularly strict Muslims and classical musicians, although perhaps for
different reasons. Analytically it is important not o conflate and simplify
such reactions and mer{}hlummc:i]lv refer o Islam's “well-known™ repug-
nance to music, as many scholars have done (see And 195, 176; Farhat
1gls ), but rather o understand that these reactions are complex and that
ok nl] Muslims think alike. In many ways the phenomenon of popular mu-
sic can be comparced to jazz, mngﬂ, and flamenco (sce, cg., Savigliano
19g5: Mitchell 1gg4). In a similar and paralle] fashion, all of these genres
have engendered similar reactions within their own socicties. As the fla-
menco scholar Timothy |- Mitchell observes,

Spaniards concerned about the moral wenor of their socicly came Lo look
upon deep song with deep contempt.

There is much 1o be learned from people who find cerain musical styles
transgressive and threatening. As Roger Tavlor argoed in an important essay,
the spread of American jare is best undersiood by studying the reactions of
those who were hostile toward it Alarmed musicians, clergymen, journalists,
and even philosophers heard the new music as sensoous and indecent, suit-
able only for houses of prostitution; its primitive rhythms aroused animal pas-
stons jaee embodied a spint of lawlessness and a general revoll against ao-
thority. . . . Like early lamenco, early jace has been associated with despised
ethnic groups, gangsters, free-spending bluebloods, and hedonisme Only by
disguising ils orgiastic origins was jasce able o become part of the muosical
mainsireant. {1004, 45)

It was therefore neither unsurprising nor unprecedented that one of the
first acts of the Islamic Republic was to ban dance and papular music: both
the Westernized variety for its associations with the West and the raditional
mardomi music and performance for its perceived sexual, social, and polit-
ical sedition. In contrast, the Islamic regime supports performances of clas-
sical music ol a serious nature and positively valorizes regional folk music.
This means that, in practical terms, unlike jazz, tango, and flamenco, which

Armbrust, Walter (Editor). Mass Mediations : New Approaches to Popular Culture in the Middle East & Beyond.
Berkeley, CA, USA: University of California Press, 2000. p 76.
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/claremont/Doc?id=5003771&ppg=90

Copyright © 2000. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or
applicable copyright law.



THE 6/5 BEAT GOES OX

|
|

largely resisted attempis at suppression and evolved into highly sought af-
ter, highly estcemed genres, mardomi music has had most of its creative
roots and performing contexis destroved. Tis few professional performers in
southern California, such as Susan and Aghassi, are often older and mid-
dle-aged and often perform songs from the prerevolutionary period that
are familiar to their audicnces. Younger performers enter the more socially
acceptable classical music arcna or the cconomically lucrative Westernized
popular music ficld.

In Islam sexual segregation is a social response to the belief that, while
sexuality is a powerful and lcg_ril'mmtc force for hoth men and women, the
force of uncontrolled sexuality is capable of tearing apart the fabric of soci-
cty (for a full discussion of this issue, sce Mernissi 175 Haeri 198g). Un-
controlled sexuality can only be properly and cifectively contained through
scgregation. It is therefore not mercly the presumoed mlgﬂnh‘ of popular
entertainment that exercises the wrath of classical muosicians, Muslim au-
thoritics, and somctimes cstablishment burcaucrats, Rather, it is the public
performance of professional female dancers and singers in male space, per-
forming before males who do not stand in a proper legal relationship to
them, that incites the authorities to action. Throughout history, some, but
bw o means all, Islamic c]urg‘t men have inveighed against the use of dance
and music. For example, in his famous Kashf al-asrar (Discovery of Secrets),
Ruhaollah Ehomeini, later spiritual and tempaoral ruler of Iran, proclaimed
that “music which encourages the spirit of passion and love amaong the
vouth is forbidden in the shariai and should be taken out of school pro-
orams” (1971, 419-14, quoted in Paidar 1gg5). Parvin Paidar, a scholar of
Middle Eastern women's studies, observes, “Khomeini criticized Feza Shah
[father of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the last ruler of the Pahlavi dvnasty]
and Ataturk as ‘idiotic dictators’ [for] spreading “the means of pleasure,’
and preoccupying people with unveiling, European clothes, cinema, the-
ater, music and dance” (19g5, 121). However, some clergy do not regard it
ncatively. In a recent broadcast on Radio Scda-ye Iran (August 27, 1ggb),
Avatollah Hacri, in a live intervicw from Germany, stated that he was not
against dance or music. “Music is the food of the soul [ ghaza-ye ruk],” he de-
clarcd. Thus there is disagreement among the clergy over this issuc, As we
have scen, “attitudes have varicd widcly, from outright condemnation to
advocacy of it as a means of spiritual prowth and :.nhghl.umn.m (Caton
LER 61). A full discussion of the topic of Islam and music is bevond the
scape of this chapter. 15

Furthermore, in a nation in which Shi'i Islam is the state and majority re-
ligion, important clements, but by no means all, of the strictly rclig_r'mm
population revile all music as sinful. This ambiguiry of Islamic opinion may
well be reflected in the emphasis on spirituality and Sufism into which mu-
sicians such as Safvat attempt to cast classical music. Y Thus the dichotomy
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and barricrs that scholars and performers of classical music attempted, and
still attempt, to crect between those categories of music that they pereeive
as classical and popular enter the occasionally strident discourse of nation-
alism. Perhaps for some of the classical musicians, themes of authenticity
and purity may be a matter of survival within an Islamic environment that
Caton characterizes as “anti-musical” {1g8g, 61). Dariush Safvat, a conser-
vative classical musician, expresscs his opinions in an article entitled
"Musigi-ve pop faza ra masmum mikonad” {Pop Music Poisons the Atmos-
phere; cited in Miller 1995, 107). Llovd Clifton Miller expresscs some of
these concerns:

Finally under the constitution { 1go6) music became [ree aller 15 centuries of
being subdued by religions disfavor. Oflicial Ireedom of music, however,
opened Pandora’s box and, according to master Safvat, it secms that every |m1.
class and uninitiated lout could and did become a “composer.” a Ssinger” or
“instrumentalist.” Safvat savs the more these charlatans were applauded, the
more cocky they became and over the recent decades, authentic Iranian muo-
sic was nearly totally destroyed by innovators and westernizers, (1ggs, 102)'7

The term asil {authentic) is often applicd to Persian classical and re-
oional folk music by classical musicians and their followers (sce During,
Mirabdolbaghi, and Safvat 1gg1). thereby creating its dialectical Other, the
“inauthentic.” In fact, with the notable exception of Bruno Nettl, ethno-
musicologists have consigned Persian popular music to the trash heap of
whatever does not constitute “pure” (asil) classical music, on the one hand,
and religious or regional folk music, on the other, Conscquenily, the exis-
tence of this “inauthentic” popular music, which still permeates the urban
scene in southern California with its rhythmic and Llhiquiimﬁ pn:wnc::
from cvery radio in cvery public cafc, 1.-.1.|:ldmg party, or privaic home, is
both acknowledged and fl:w]:u.nu_rl with in a paragraph or two by the more
daring mm:mlugmlﬁ. This quut for a return to a “golden age of authentic”
classical music of pre-Islamic origin is abetted by masters and instructors of
this rarcfied form who feel beleaguered by the vulgar sounds of Western-
ized popular music, or worse, the mrhg_rumm sonnds of mardomi music.
Such attitudes are often perpetuated and magnified by their non-Tranian
admirers. Thus Miller, in his description of popular music, follows his men-
tor, Dariush Safvar:

During the Pahlavi dwnasty, the Ministry o Culture and Ans and the radio
ook the control of music away [rom the authorized masters, Because of this,
prople from the lower echelons of society with no spiritual conviction pushed
their way into the limelight. According to Safvat, the madred class of perform-
ers formerly involved with prostitution, procuring. aleohol and drags sud-
denly became the purvevors of the tradition. Salvat explained that the modal
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system was eventually altered or discarded in favor of cheap forane (pop
songs) fabricated by untrained amatears who had the audacity o lamper with
an art form perfected over thousands of years. {1gos, 1og)

What is not explained by Safvat and Miller is the fact that there is no possi-
ble way of knowing what music lhml»ﬁndﬁ of years ago sounded like, or who
“authorized” the aforesaid masters.™

Jean During, Zia Mirabdolbaghi, and Safvat lay out a chart diffcrentiai-
ing classical performance from moirchi (professional, nonclassical per-
formances). In their scheme, among the attribuics of classical performance
is that it is creative, diversificd, original, sober, balanced, and spiritual,
whercas motrebi performances arc imitative, repetitive, standard. ostenta-
tious, diluted, and sensual. They acknowledge in their analysis that “this
rather severe comparison does not attempt o discredit light music, which
perfectly fulfills its function, but to clear up the current confusion between
light and asi music” (1gg1, 21). In spite of such disclaimers, it should be
noted that asil, or authentic, classical music is located at the top of the page
next o “High Qualification™ on their chart of the various genres of music
found in Iran dividing the high from the low, the authentic from the inau-
thentic {(1gg1. 25). To be sure, many Ll]jﬂ::]ﬁllﬁlit)l(]i_rﬁli and classical Iran-
ian musicians vic to define classical music by its purity, spirituality, and non-
contamination by Westernization and in so doing disagree among
themselves on mell} which clements (such as harmony) are permissible,
and under which conditions. This is done to categorize as “light” anv music
that they rlmi]:uprmg of or that they deem unworthy of scholarly attention.
Some musicians, for cxample, would allow a rece nlh composcd tasnif o be
considered to be classical (sonmati) if it mects certain qualifications, while
others would deny it a place in the classical canon.

Thus Iranian music, classical and popular, in its performance and in its
consumption, cnters the discourse of nationalism and authenticity. Borou-
jerdi, while characterizing Iranian intellectuals in general. foregrounds the
debate among music scholars as well: “They rejected the apish imitaton of
the West as frandulent and the renaissance of the past as archaic. Nonethe-
less, the formidable ideological permeation of the West led many Iranian
intellectnals, in search of indigenization and anthenticity, to wrn toward
nativism and Islamicism™ {1gg6, 176). While viewing Westernization with
alarm and claiming that it is causing a lack of interest in authentic, classical
music, particularly A:mm'.g vouth, classical musicians often fail 1o mention
that before 1go6 this music was plaved only in the homes and courts of the
Shah and aristocrats, who JL:l](}L'I.'i]."L' g‘tmt’d;d their musicians, As Beeman
writes, “The disparate quality of Persian music is rooted in the social condi-
tions under which performances ok place previous to the constitutional
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revolution of 1go&. Prior to that date there were no public performances of
Persian classical music. All music was performed in privaie, cither for the
wealthy or in the private ceremonies of certain dervish orders” (176, 7).

Classical music was never heard by and did not belong to the masses. The
performances in the nmrdmnu'mmu_ht stvle aof professional and street mu-
sicians, however, were widely available, leading to this music being termed
amivanch, or public, by many. According to Khaleqi (1g74. *1.-"”‘.-'-[1 sey-

cral bands of motrebs, both all-male and all-female, f_mm-mng of musi-
cians, a singer, dancers, acrobats, and actors, of varying size and qlm]m

plicd their trade in Tehran, and many photographs and paintings of them
Are cxtant.

THE BEAT GOES ON:
POPULAR MUSIC IN THE IRANIAN-AMERICAN COMMUNITY

In Iran the Westernized genre of popular music represenied modernity for
its consumers, [ts contexts, Westernized nightclubs and concerts, made the
voung people who patronized these performances fecl modern and “up-to-
date.” After its almost total relocation among the lIranian immigrant com-
munitv of southern California, Persian popular music began to take on sub-
tle aspects of nationalistic identity and even defiance of the lslamic regime
that had banned its performance and production. For decades the impor-
tance and impact of Persian popular music have loomed large in the Iran-
ian community, both in Iran and, later, in southern California, home to the
largest Iranian community outside of Tehran, Indeed, the chiel consumers
of the Westernized genre were many of those who fled the rigid Islamic or-
der represented by Avatollah Khomeini. Since popular music was banned
in Iran by the Islamic Rx.puh]lc this salicnce has not abated, and dancing
and P{}Pll]dt' music can, in some contexts, be emblematic of resistance. ™ Al-
though its primary consuming audience now resides outside of Iran, every
individual who has returned to Iran remarks on the wide, underground
availability of this music in Tehran, Iranian cxile life is saturated with the
sounds and images of this music and its star vocalists, musicians, composcrs,
and biricisis. Through a I'mrmg; of froni-page photographs in leading print
media, MTV -stvle video images on the many Iranian tclevision programs,
posters advertising the newest recording or upcoming concert in cvery gro-
cery store, and frequent interviews with well-known performers on televi-
sion and radio, the Iranian community in southern California is filled with
the sounds and images of popular music.””

Unlike Andrew Shyrock's (this valume) description of the Arab commu-
nitv in Detroit, which is made up of both urban and village and both highly
educated and nearly illiterate populations, as well as several generations of
now assimilated Arab-Americans, the Iranian community in southern Cali-
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fornia (and nationally) is overwhelmingly urban, highly educated, and only
onc generation deep. This Western-looking group constituted the chicf
consumers of Westernized popular music, a trend that continues. The gen-
crations are not divided by the genres of music that they consume, but con-
texis differ. The voung attend discotheques where lhu‘ can dance in large
numbers, while the middle-aged and elderly are more frequently encoun-
tered at concerts of bath classical and ]:lﬂpul.n music. Recent concerts by
the very popular Mortazavi were attended by thousands of people of all
ages. Middle- ngrhd [:mlrom are encountered in cabarets and nightclubs
where the few singers of mardomi music, such as Susan, Shahnaz Tehrani,
Aghassi, Hemati, and Hojjati, perform, but these do not approach the
numbers of people who attend Westernized popular music concerts.

As onc might anticipate, certain changes occur in the musical produc-
tion of Persian popular music in its now covironment. First, in Iran music
rarcly carricd references to Iran or patriotism, whereas in the United States
many singers perform songs ullnvn.rmg_r Iran, such as “Keshvar-c man” {(My
'E.ol.mln] which [ heard performed in 19g6 by Houshmand Aghili.”' Songs
and themes that cater to ELL]L]I%% of nostalgia arc now staples of Iranian
singers in southern California.™ Second, many members of the vounger
cencration have fewer linguistic skills in Persian than previous generations,
and therefore the lyrics are of less importance than the driving 6/58 beat
that animates the Westernized popular musical genre and to which they can
dance. Abbas Chamanara, propricior of the principal and most l'_'l::I]T.IFI]LlL
Persian music store in southern California, declared, “Instead of the sad
and iu':ti:lmnml minsic that was pmduc;d in Iran, these kids want fast dance
music.” They want shad [happy] music for dancing” (pers. com. December

10, 1606). ngu older Iranians, who venerate fine poctry, vehemently de-
cry the decline of literary quality in the music currently produced in Los
-\.ngdu For these listeners, the PI:JL try takes pnc;d-_na over the music.

A small group of younger musicians, of Iranian parentage but born in
the United States or brought here as voung children and stceped in Wesi-
crn forms such jaze and New Agc genres, arc scarching through Iranian
classical and regional music for inspiration to creaic new ypes of fusion
music,

RU-HOWEL MOTREBRL MLUSIC
IN THE IRANIAN-AMERICAN COMMUNITY

Mardomi music currently enjovs some popularity in the Iranian immigrant
community in Los Angeles. However, hecause its live performance coniexis
were severed by the authorities of the Islamic Republic, it was repudiated as
vulgar and backward by many in the middle class who supported Western-
ized musical forms and who emigrated to the United States. In the United

Armbrust, Walter (Editor). Mass Mediations : New Approaches to Popular Culture in the Middle East & Beyond.
Berkeley, CA, USA: University of California Press, 2000. p 81.
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/claremont/Doc?id=5003771&ppg=95

Copyright © 2000. University of California Press. All rights reserved.

May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or
applicable copyright law.



&2 ANTHONY SHAY

States it has nostalgic value. Several people told me that they now listen to
more traditional music in the United States than they ever did in Tran, “be-
causc it takes me back.” In their new environment Iranian-American youth
have no cultural or linguistic skills for its apprehension, preferring instead
the lively, driving dance rhythms of the synthesizer and flocking o dis-
cotheques and concerts where itis plaved at an incredibly high volume. For
these reasons, for the voung mardomi music is largely marginalized and
cclipsed by the more popular Westernized forms,

Mardomi music now forms a nml.nlgm memory of Iran for the older and
middlc-aged public who expericnce it in some mghtf.luha partics, and the-
atrical re-creations. Before the revolution of 197g, new output of this mu-
sical genre for the movies and cnicrtainment district cafés was cnormous,
but in the United States, by contrast, its LITELI'L middle-aged and older per-
formers often rely on songs they performed in Iran. A contempaorary feel-
mg is maintained by clever references to topical subjects, southern Califor-
nia landmarks, and American situations, as well as nostalgic references o
Iran.

Mardomi music can also be experienced in sivah-bazi, a theatrical form
that is still performed in the Iranian-American community in southern Cal-
ifornia. Sivah-bazi's emphasis on quick adaptation to new themes and top-
ics currently enables a focus on subjects that revolve around political folly
in the lslamic Republic and d-:llu-'».um_m to life and customs in America. The
highly nostalgic appearance of the blackface icon of ru-howzi and sivah-
bazi theater, Hajji Firuz, who heralds the coming of No-ruz, the Persian
Mew Year, appears on Iranian tclevision networks both live and in anima-
tion performing mardomi-style music, The Persian New Year, with its patri-
otic and nostalgic characicr, is also the time when some of the well-known
performers of this siyle, such as Bahman Mofid, Hojjati, Moricza Aghili,
and Shahnaz Tehrani. can also be secen on television.® In addition, many of
the advertisements for Iranian food products and services use mardomi-
style 6,8 rhythm and its patter stvle of verse, which is somewhat different in
structure and tempo from that found in the more Westernized popular mu-
sic that dominates Iranian television and radio. Becanse of s domestic
connections, mardomi-sivle performance is also sometimes used in chil-
dren’s songs. Most recently, with Ardavan Mofid and Bahman Mofid's suc-
cesstul new play, “Haft darvazeh” (The Seven Gates), it has begun to form a
classicized and nostalgic look at Iranian performative genres, from the sto-
rytelling genres naqqali and shahnameh-khani to ru-howzi. In this review
several references to the Lalezar district were made and short mardomi-
style songs were performed. Shateri, one of the urban dances associated
with the ru-howzi/motrebi musical genre, appears in a varicty of music
videos documented by Hamid Naficy (1ggg. 178-87), as well as in a recent
classicized chorcography featured in concert by the AVAE International
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a5 . . . »
Dance Theatre.™ Thus mardomi. like jazz and flamenco. may gain a new
lease on performance life in new contexis and environments by those who
appreciate the droll, satiric messages it conveys,

COMNCLUSIOMN

Mardomi /ru-howzi music constitutes a historical genre of popular music of
Iran’s urban centers, but becausc it is perecived as valgar, Iranian musical
scholars and their non-Iranian students and disciples have shunned it as an
appropriatc arca of scrious study. Some cthnomusicologists, such as Bruno
Mettl {1g70). questioned the very existence of popular genres before the
advent of mass media. This avoidance, in favor of the study of highbrow
music, has been unfortunate, as the texts of the mardomi ‘ru-howzi songs
and the contexts of their performance contain vital mi'm mation about
many aspects of Iranian socicty, including attitudes toward gender, sexual-
iy, and social relationships. Mdrd{]m:;‘nl howzi music, through its satirical,
carthy lyrics, represented a subwersive genre discomfiting o the burgeon-
ing middle classes of pre-1g7q Iran and represented for many of them a
backward expression of traditional life.

Persian classical music and Westernized popular music, by contrast, were
rcgu]arl'r aired on the o g_rm'crmn-:nl radio, bestowing on the former the im-
primatur and appearance of a semiofficial canon. Unlike Turkey as de-
scribed by Stokes (1goza) and Egypt as characterized by Armbrust {1gg6),
Iran before the Islamic Revolution did not use music as a symbol of mod-
ernization,

Whereas Armbrust {1gg6) shows a distinct generational split in pattcrns
of musical consumption in Egvpt, surprisingly, Iranian-Americans do not
cxhibit such sharp gencrational differences. Many people of all ages cnjoy
Westernized popular music and flock to concerts where it is performed.
Conceris by Dariush, Ebi, Mortazavi, and Leila Foruhar draw thousands of
people of all ages. The guncmlltmul difference can be seen more in terms
of the venues where the music is enjoyved: the vounger generation flocks to
discotheques and prefers music that is danceable; the older generation
]Ju_h_m concert and nightelub settings. For the older generation, the mean-
ing and the qll.llll'l. of the Ivrics form the most important element in their
]Lab.mng cxperience, w hereas the mungi_r generation, generally less fluent
in Persian, sccks music with a driving, danceable beat.

Mardomi /ru-howzi Ivrics are replete with many references to specific
sites and customs unknown to the younger gencration, with its limited ex-
pericnce of life in Iran. Because of this it provides nostalgic memorics of
the old country for those old cnough to remember but remains largely
meaningless for most vounger people, Stgmflc‘mlh' the singers of this
genre are middle-aged and older: new performers in the United States cn-
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ter the potentially lucrative Westernized popular music ficld or, more
rarcly, study classical music. Lyrics created for current popular ﬁt}l‘lg‘i have
more patriotic and nostalgic content than was formerly the case in Iran.
These are still not numerous compared o the sentimental and romantic
lyrics of the vast majority of popular songs.

The entire popular music industry, banned by the Islamic RLPLII'.II[I'_ re-
located to southern California. It is unique in that it producces music not
only for the millions of [ranians now resident in the United States and Eu-
rope but also for consumption in Iran. This music is made available in Iran
through an claborate system of illegal importation through the Gulf states
where many [ranians work as well as through Iranians visiting home from
abroad. Ancedotal evidence from every visitor to Iran attests to the wide-
spread consumpiion and availability in Iran of popular music produced in
southern California.

[t is difficult to predict whether mardomi music will thrive in Iran, where
reporis of underground performances of sivah-bazi continue.” In the Iran-
lan-Amcrican community, barring a revival, it will most likely fade with its
aging performers.

MOTES

My sincere gratitude o the ethnomusicologist Danilo Logano [or his valuable com-
ments and generous suggestions.

Beazm-e Qajariypeh (partics from the Oajar era, 1795-1g925) olten wok place in
the extensive gardens of the rch and are documented in memoirs, paintings, and
photographs of the period. As a vocal perdformer of music of both the classical and
popular genres [or more than forty vears, 1 have personally experienced the power-
ful hold these 678 rhvthms in all their manifestations have over their Iranian listen-
ers. Early in the 1gyos, when [ began learning songs from both the motreld and the
classical traditions, 1 was struck by the unigue h_.-' rhythms found throughout the
Iramian world, including A.ﬂ‘rh.u]an Armenia, istan, Alghanistan, and Ushek-
istan. all of which are connected through important elements of dance, mosic, lit-
erature, and shared history, among others. In this vast region the /8 rhythm was or
s perlormed in its many variations, including a nearly 778 rhyvthm in the castern
parts of this area. Iranian musicians told me that this r]nt]un ran in their veins and
was called shir-e madar (mother’s milk) becanse, like mother's milk, the rhvthm was

imbibed as young children. For a sampling of 6/8 rhythms found in Persian music,
see Faramare Tehrani's Ritw-fea-ve verzesfa {[-.::LN|M' Ehvthms 1gg1). a manual on
how o play the fonebak, 2 goblet-shaped droom. Some scholars will perhaps argue that
it is the poetry or music that excites the interest of an Iranian audience, but per-
sonal experience has shown that when the audience hears a 6/8 rhythmic intro-
duction of a g (dance piece) or song, even belore any lyrics are sung or any
melody is played, they begin o snap their fingers (besfikan) or clap in tme o the
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rhvthm in happy expectation of what is to [ollow,

1. For an excellent discussion ol what constitutes highbrow and  lowbrow,
Lawrence W, Levine (1g88) details not only how cultural canons are constructed
but also how the cultural hierarchies of what constitutes “high” and “low” are dy-
namic calegories that mutate under changing cconomic and social conditions.

2. The most detailed and important study of the tasnil is Margaret Caton's PhoIb
dissertation (1g85). However, it should be noted that, like many ethnomusicolo-
gists, she limits her study (o tasnils, which belong to the dassical canon in the opin-
ion of most ethnomusicologists and Iranian classical musicians.

4. Matrel, a word ol Arabic origin meaning “one who gladdens or makes happy,”
refers wo public entertainers who variously and in combination acted, plaved musi-
cal instruments, sang, and danced. Historically such a category of perlormer dates
back at least o the fourteenth century, where the term is found in the poctry of
Halew, These entertainers were linguistically and conceptually set apart from the se-
rious musicians of the court. In the twentieth century, when public performances of
all kinds of music became available, mefrb came o reler, disparagingly, o those who
play light music. It needs o be stressed that the designation “motreb™ in the twenti-
eth century constitutes a loaded insuly, and those performers who consider them-
selves classical musicians are very sensitive W its negative connotations. 1 have per-
somally heard numerous musicians disparage one another by using this term.

Truly low-class street musicians, as well as certain wpes of itnermant raral per-
formers, were often called fef The depiction of parties in Persian miniatures, ac-
companied by dancing and wine, and Europeans” shocked descriptions of wild
drinking bouts, as well as the untimely deaths of several rulers of both the Timurid
and Salavid dynasties (1500-1725) [rom overconsumption, graphically demon-
strale that these gatherings were not conlemplative philosophical allairs but revels
calling lor entertaining, rather than serious, music.

4 An exception o Westernized popular music containing “safe” lyrics were
some songs performed by Darvash that contained covert politcal criticism.

5. Ruhollah Khaleqi suggests that because women “went in search of decorating
themselves o captivate hearts . L they made litde effort w acquire art and leave
some traces of it and therelore the pages of history are filled with the names of male
artists” (1074, 466, Khaleqgi's portraval of women as artistic lightweights extends
through his chapter “Women and Art™ (465-86], in which he characlerizes women
as more likely o inspire art than o creake iL

. As an example of this, | was recently interviewed on Radio Seda-ye Iran, the
twenty-lour-hour Persian-language station and asked by the host, Al Beea Meibuodi,
o sing “Yek hamumi sita saeam. chehel sotm, chehel panjerech™ (1 Built a Bath-
house [or You with Forty Pillars and Fory Windows), an old @enil that hovers per-
lously between the classical and motrebi raditions and that has become associated
with my pedormances. Alter | sang a verse, he segued inlo a new version, replete
with symithesizers, by Shamaizadeh, an older popular music performer from Iran.

7. Pegarding context, certain classical musicians insist that the setting [or the
performance of classical music must be intimate, contemplatve, and spirital, a set-
ting where both performer and listener may concentrate. Thus songs performed at
weddings and calés cannot be considered classical. During, Mirabdolbaghi, and Sal-
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val advise that classical music should be performed that “suggest|s| an element of
hal contemplation, and concentration to younger generations by siriking a balance
between poetry and music, helping them liberate themselves from the il elfects of
the age of the machine and the culture of money, olence and sex”™ (iggr, 2g8).

H. In fact, one of the most successlul allempts o “popularize” classical music was
made by the immensely popular classical avaz singer, Golpayegani. of whom Lloyd
Clilton Miller disparagingly writes: “Golpavegani was a promising vocal master who
recorded on the UNESCO album entitled *lran” wherein he was accompanied by
Borumand on fer Sadly, he later fell victim o the applavse of audiences and even-
tually decayed into a pop singer who crooned w audiences, milking them for cheers
by exaggrerated and contrived expressions of emotion” (1ggg, 2eg—30). While Gol-
payegani was reviled in some soi-disant elive classical circles, many Iranians praised
him for saving classical music by performing it in new contexts for andiences who
would otherwise never have listened to il Beactions 1o Golpavegani’s pedormances
are not unlike those that criticize Luciano Pavaroui’s “popular” appearances.

0. Inan interdew (December 2g. 1gg6), Jamshid Sheibani told me that, in fact,
he was the first singer o incorporate Western elements in his songs. He sang for the
oflicial opening of Radio Tehran in 1940 where he sang “Bi o7 (Withoot You) and
“Drelbar-e tanae” (Flirtatoos Sweetheart), Sheibani insists that these songs and oth-
ers he later recorded were “in the seven dasigafs |[modal systems ], but the rhythms,
a slow rhumba and a tango, were Western,”

v An excellent sampler of four apes dating back w the 1ggos is available. It is
titled Sk dar kafelh-fa-ye Tebran (A Night in the Calés ol Tehran, 19387). published
b Iranzamin Publishing Co. (100 Box obzay, [ovine, CA geyog), with the assis-
tance of Morteza Vared.

1 1. When Mahvash was killed in an automaobile accident, thousands of bereaved
fans attended her funeral.

vz, Issard's work gives a vear-by-year entry for every film made in Iran during the
period, with complete credis, including all of the major actors, singers, and, ooca-
stonally, dancers involved.

15, For a more detailed discussion of the types of lvrics found in this genre, see
Shay 1gg5a.

L4 See also Pechey (1g8g, 510 on the imponance of Bakhtin's concept of the
carnivalesgque in literature.

5. Fora [ull discussion of the topic of lslam and music, see Choudbory 1g57;
Nelson 1ghs.

1, Some writers claim that this muosic is so spiritual that only Sufi poetry should
be used for its performance: “But any traditional pociry with mystic and metaphvsi-
cal meaning written in the metric svstem could be used. Yet one should choose Safi
or spiritual works such as those of Bumi, Halee, Saidi and similar writers, Works of
Omar khayyam might not be snitable for song texts in the mdy™ (Miller 1ggs.
mug—zB)

17. Even with these changes, certain classical musicians disagree:

The current tendency is to compensate for the disappearance of light music by arrang-

ing classical or popular airs in a pleasant and novel manner. Some traditional musicians
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completely disagree with this method, which, ironically, they call pog-e-erfani, “mystic

pop.” What the purists criticize is not the music itself, which performs its function—uo

entertaim—but the fact that it is presented as an expression of the learned tradition.

(During, Mirabdolbaghi, and Safvat 1gg1., 540

18, Mortera Nevdavud, perhaps more wisely than those claiming pre-lslamic
origins, states, 1 don’t know, and [ don't think anvbody else can. Even i you ask
Darvish Khan, he would sav that he got it Irom another master.” He adds, “The ori-
gin, and originators of the dasgabs, modes, and the gesfes are acially onknown”
(During, Mirabdolbaghi, and Safvat 1ggr, zom).

1. In Iran contexts [or performing in secret, and even publicly, in defliance of
the Islamic Republic’s ban on this dance Form, supply ample evidence that the per-
formance ol this dance creates a space for resistance 1o the regime. It is signilicant
that lranian women [rom throughout the diaspora chose o taunt the Islamic
regime through the vehicle of dance at the International Women's Conlerence in
Beijing in September 1oy, (reported on Badio Seda-ye Iran, September 1gos).

zan For an in-depth discussion of the Iranian recording industry and other is-
sues of media in the Iranian diaspora of southern California, see Naliey 1ggg.

21, Music with patriotic themes, such as the well-known “Ev, lran,” constituie a
single genre of music called sored (hvmn or anthem). Musically the sord differs
frome all other forms of Iranian music: it s played in o2/ and 454 rhythms and in-
tended w be sung by groups, and it is often aught in school.

wa, See Naliev 1ggy for a full discussion of how nostalgia permeates [ranian muo-
sic and television.

zq. For a discussion of a similar intergenerational discourse on the topic of “sex,
drugs, and rock and roll” in another Middle Fastern context, see Armbrust 1ggi.

24 A sampling of such performances of siyah-bagi and mardomi music and
lyrics can be found on Temn Show, Ne-flaz 1373 (1gge), published by Calvex
Becords (gogsA Eon Ave., Canoga Park, CA giqo4).

eg. The AVAZ International Dance Theatre is a repertory dance company that
perlorms a large repertoire of dance and music [rom the Iranian culture sphere.

2. Ardavan Molid, pers. com. January 27, 1004,
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