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Programme 
 

9.00am-9.30am Registration and Welcome 
 

9.30am-11.00am Histories and Heritages 
 

   Chair: Gabrielle Messeder (City, University of London) 
 

How digital technologies and cultures facilitated the musical revival of Aboul 
Kacem Chebbi’s poem “The Will to Live” from Tunisia to Morocco, Lebanon, 
and beyond 
Dr Amina Boubia (SciencesPo Paris’ Centre for International Studies) 

 

Sheikh Imam: the cassette and oppositional identity in 1970s Egypt 
Sophia Frankford (University of Oxford) 

    

From Golha to Golistan: Archiving and preservation of 20th Century Persian 
performing arts 
Jane Lewisohn (SOAS, University of London) 

 

11.00am-11.20am Tea and Coffee 
 

11.20am-1.00pm Film Screening and Discussion  
 

   Chair: TBC 
 

Her Bijî Granî (Long Live Granî) 
George Murer (City University of New York) 

 

1.00pm-2.00pm Lunch (not provided) 
 

2.00pm-3.30pm Technologies, Identities and Soundscapes 
 

   Chair: Dr Rachel Harris (SOAS, University of London) 
  

Mathematics of Separation: Identities outside the orthodox framework of 
power and resistance in Iran through digital music 
Amin Hashemi (SOAS, University of London) 
 

Music encoding initiative and musical heritage of the oral tradition of Maghreb 
and Mashriq 
Dr Sylvaine Leblond Martin (University of Rennes 2 / Maison des Sciences de 
l'Homme Paris Nord) 

 

Aesthetics of Technology: sonic transformations in the Palestinian Arab 
wedding 
Jiryis Murkus Ballan, Aghsan Khalilih and Abigail Wood (University of Haifa) 

 

3.30pm-3.50pm Tea and Coffee 
 

3.50pm-5.00pm Scenes, Festivals and Industries 
 

   Chair: Sam Mackay (City, University of London) 
 

Defining ‘Success’ in the Era of Social Media: The case of the Moroccan 
music scene 
Cristina Moreno Almeida (King’s College London) and Omar Souhaili aka 
Dizzy DROS  
 

Nathan Comer: Masåfåt Festival (London and Cairo) 
In discussion with Sam Mackay (City, University of London)  



 
 
How digital technologies and cultures facilitated the musical revival of Aboul Kacem 

Chebbi’s poem “The Will to Live” from Tunisia to Morocco, Lebanon, and beyond 
Dr Amina Boubia (SciencesPo Paris’ Centre for International Studies) 

 
Today it is widely admitted that music, and notably new genres such as rock, rap, fusion, and 
electronic music, played a crucial role during the Arab Spring. Indeed, music and music artists 
contributed significantly to the contentious movements emerging in late 2010 and 2011 across the 
region, starting from the Tunisian “Jasmin revolution”. This paper intends to examine how a popular 
Tunisian poem, turned into a song and forming part of the Tunisian national anthem, became viral 
again in that context, first in its home country, then across the whole Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA). Put differently, the paper analyses how new digital technologies and cultures facilitated the 
revival of Aboul Kacem Chebbi’s “Will to live”, to the extent that it spread as a slogan not only to the 
streets of Tunisia, but also to the streets and symbolic squares across the MENA, while generating 
popular modern rock and electronic pieces, in Morocco, Lebanon, and beyond, inspired by the famous 
verses: “If the people one day will to live then destiny must respond and the night must disappear and 
the chain must break”. Relying on both online videos of the demonstrations and music clips featuring 
the verses, I will show that new digital technologies and cultures (including electronic music tools, 
social media, video platforms) played a decisive role when it came to successfully spreading the word 
for mobilisation and creating new musical content in which music artists addressed the unfolding 
events. 

 
Dr Amina Boubia is a Research Associate affiliated with SciencesPo Paris’ Centre for International 
Studies (CERI), specialising in culture and politics in the MENA. She has recently given a conference 
at the LSE Middle East centre entitled “Let’s rock/rap it! Music as collective action: The case of the 
Arab Spring”, and published an article on “‘Artivism’ in the Arab World: A Major Driving Force Towards 
Democracy” in the IEMed Mediterranean Yearbook. She completed her PhD in Political science on 
music festivals in Morocco as a new form of politics production in the Arab world, supported by the 
German Heinrich Böll Foundation. Amina has followed an international path between Morocco, 
Germany, France and now the United Kingdom, where she works as a London-based freelance 
development professional, journalist, teacher, and researcher focusing on arts and politics, the MENA 
region, and intercultural relations between East and West (www.aminaboubia.com). 

 
Sheikh Imam: the cassette and oppositional identity in 1970s Egypt 

Sophia Frankford (University of Oxford) 
 
This paper explores how the cassette tape impacted the musical and social landscape of 1970s Egypt, 
through a case study of Egyptian dissident singer Sheikh Imam (1918-1995). Musicologists working 
on the Middle East have long acknowledged the role of emergent technology in shaping musical and 
social change, from phonographs to the radio, but very little has been said about the cassette. I 
suggest that the private sector cassette market overtaking radio as the main distributional mode of 
music was an important shift, as it allowed previously supressed voices to circulate more freely, 
outside the bounds of government censorship. The most explicitly political of these voices was Sheikh 
Imam, the Arab world’s best known and most prolific oppositional singer, who found favour with leftist 
movements in Egypt and beyond. He was known for speaking truth to power, and was accordingly 
banned from state media, shunned by the world of officialdom and imprisoned for his oppositional 
stance. Here, I explore how Sheikh Imam’s music circulated across Egypt, aided by cassettes, and 
enabled his leftist intelligentsia listeners to envision an alternate, more equitable idea of nation than 
the one being pushed by state-controlled media.  
 
Sophie holds a music degree from King’s College London, and an MPhil in Modern Middle Eastern 
Studies from the University of Oxford, where she was awarded the Zander Prize. She is now in the 



 
first year of her DPhil at the Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology, University of Oxford. Her 
current research, supported by ESRC funding and a British Forum for Ethnomusicology Fieldwork 
Grant, focuses on the popular contemporary Egyptian music genre of sha’bi. 
 

‘Mathematics of Separation: Identities outside the orthodox framework of power and 
resistance in Iran through Digital Music’ 

Amin Hashemi (SOAS, University of London) 
 
Tehran Annual Digital Art Exhibition (TADAEX) was founded in December 2011 to open a new window 
toward digital art in Iran and to create a serious and independent atmosphere for the enthusiasts and 
researchers of this field to take part in TADAEX for interaction and exchange of experience. This has 
paved the ground for development and enrichment of Iranian digital art production and presentation. 
Arash Akbari (1987- ) was one these pioneer musicians who attended TADAEX 2013. He is a 
musician, new media artist and designer, living and working in Tehran, Iran. His music explores the 
styles of experimental, ambient, drone and noise. His works ranges from experimental audio/visual 
performances to interactive installations. He's interested in generative systems, human computer 
interaction and real-time graphics and intersection between physical and digital. The paper would 
reinterpret the emergence of digital music in Iran, especially among tech savvy students, to 
understand their methods of escaping everyday life while shaping their own world apart from the 
orthodox framework of power and resistance that has been shaped due to 40 years of dispute in 
popular music between the establishment and musicians through digital music, a mathematically 
cosmopolitan medium.  
 

From Golha to Golistan: Archiving and preservation of 20th Century Persian 
performing arts 

Jane Lewisohn (SOAS, University of London) 
 
In this presentation I will highlight some of the challenges to archiving the Performing arts of the 20. 
During the 7 (2005-7) years while, archiving the Golha radio programs and creating a searchable 
platform for these programs many other archives have come to light which also need to be preserved, 
and made accessible to scholars in a fashion and format that will facilitate serious research and 
scholarship. 
 
Much of this material is either very hard or impossible to access. Some of them are private archives 
of artists and composers. Or collections of recordings and films made for private audiences, field 
recordings, recordings made the auspices of research for the Ministry of the arts and culture of for 
Iranian radio. There films and radio programs made in the 1950s and 1960s, which shed a unique 
light on how I ran was navigating through the challenges of modernity and deserve to be collected 
and archived. Many of these programs shed a unique light on life in Iran during this period. I will give 
brief descriptions and samples of some of this material and discuss the challenges and importance 
of collecting and archiving them. 
 

‘Her Bijî Granî (Long Live Granî)’ 
George Murer (City University of New York) 

 
This film is a documentary portrait of a circuit of young Kurdish wedding musicians in Southeast and 
Southern Turkey who play active roles in sculpting and refining evolving genres of electrified Kurdish 
folklore that are central to the collective dancing component of Kurdish weddings. In this film, I present 
perspectives from prominent musicians on how and why they have designed this repertoire in 
response to the aesthetic demands of their audiences. The music is characterized by its studied 
devotion to the melodic, rhythmic, timbral, and ornamental features of specific regional folkdances, 
especially those associated with Diyarbakir and Mardin provinces, and also by a high volume, raw, 



 
virtuosic, heavily overdriven sound commensurate with the defiant stance of many Kurdish 
communities in Turkey in the present political moment. In the absence of a socioeconomic 
infrastructure for nightlife in the city and towns of the largely Kurdish southeast, weddings have played 
a role in providing a social outlet for youth culture, while also serving as a focal point for manifestations 
of intergenerational communal cohesion, two facts vividly reflected in the cultivation of this repertoire.  
 
Shot mainly in Diyarbakir, Bismil, Derik, Mersin, and Antalya over the course of six trips from 2004 to 
2016, the film offers insight into the evolving use of the elektrobağlama and klaviye (programmable 
synthesizer) in adapting the characteristics of acoustic instruments like the zirne and kemançe, the 
strong links between the Southeast and urban centers of socioeconomic migration in Çukurova (the 
Eastern Mediterranean), and the ways musicians both adhere to their own local repertoires as well 
as draw on Kurdish music from other regions, on Arab and Turkish popular music, and on hard rock 
and hip hop in constructing a complex of genres and idioms that fuels both energized live 
performances and a passionate fan culture on social media. 
 

Music encoding initiative and musical heritage of the oral tradition of Maghreb and 
Mashriq 

Dr Sylvaine Leblond Martin (University of Rennes 2 / Maison des Sciences de l'Homme 
Paris Nord) 

 
In 2013, I took part in a mission at Gabès (Tunisia) in the field of information and communication 
sciences, led by Mokhtar Ben Henda, Professor at Bordeaux Montaigne University (France) and at 
Manouba University (Tunisia). The project aimed to introduce the TEI standard "Text Encoding 
Initiative" to a university student audience. 
 
My contribution, as a musician, was to present the standard MEI "Music Encoding Initiative". Naturally, 
I chose Tunisian music to illustrate my purpose. As the music of Tunisian heritage is from oral 
tradition, I used the Tunisian musical transcriptions (scores) to show the use of the MEI standard. 
TEI and MEI standards are digital encoding systems for texts, of any language, and music in scores, 
used for future processing of these corpus by computer. However, these standards also represent a 
new approach to scientific research and also allows us to analyze the mechanisms underlying the 
musical composition of oral tradition. 
 
The reception that was made to the MEI standard was remarkable: students are not disconcerted to 
have to "write" and "note" music that is generally played without score, as they immediately realized 
that these transcriptions in notation Western music allowed to analyze the music of the oral tradition 
and simultaneously allow the conservation and preservation of this "intangible" musical heritage of 
the Maghreb. 
 
Other missions led me to Algeria, Tizi-Ouzou, where the reception was also favorable and last 
autumn, it was at the Antonine University of Beirut in Lebanon where I was able to start a project of 
Research with Nidaa Abou Mrad, Musicologist and Director of Research at Antonine University. This 
project, called GENOMM, is composed of a musicology team, together with a computer science team, 
and both explore the digital encoding of the Mashriq modal monodies in order to study the formal 
dynamics of the musical compositions of Middle East .  
 
I am a composer, doctor of Information and Communication Sciences and researcher at the House 
of Sciences of the ‘Maison des Sciences de l'Homme Paris Nord’, who are kindly providing financial 
support to allow me to present at this conference.  
 
 
 
 



 
Aesthetics of technology: sonic transformations in the Palestinian Arab wedding 

Jiryis Murkus Ballan, Aghsan Khalilih and Abigail Wood (University of Haifa) 
 
Based on examples from recent ethnographic fieldwork, this paper explores some of the dynamic 
processes by which a range of music technologies have shaped the contemporary soundscapes and 
aesthetics of Palestinian Arab weddings in the Galilee region. The repertory at these events is 
generally musically conservative, comprising established Lebanese and Syrian hafla and tarab 
repertories perfomed by local musicians. Yet if this core repertory itself has changed little in recent 
decades, technologies of sound production and amplification have significantly changed the way it 
sounds in performance.  
 
Drawing upon recent theoretical approaches (Tucker 2016), we explore musical instruments and 
technologies not as static objects but as dynamic participants in changing local soundscapes. 
Relentless increases in amplification have provoked  changes in the standard instrumentation of 
wedding bands: once a central instrument, the oud has virtually been abdandoned by today's wedding 
musicians in favour of the violin, whose sound is much easier to amplify and to combine with effects 
pedals—and in turn these effects bring the sound of the acoustic instrument closer to the ‘strings’ that 
were a hallmark of early synthesizers. Conversely, the omnipresent electric keyboard has brought 
new sounds into the mix, reintroducing the sound of the mijwiz into urban wedding celebrations, but 
also bringing older musics into conversation with contemporary pop aesthetics. 
 
Meanwhile, from the crackly car-mounted speakers of the hadda, to laptop speakers playing music 
clips from YouTube at the bride's home; from DJ mixing on the interim nights of weddings to the wall 
of sound created by large sets of speakers at weddings, the sounds of electric amplification have 
themselves become core elements of the wedding aesthetic. Once hidden behind musicians, the 
soundman takes centre stage, surrounded by the physical paraphenalia of music and video 
technology, which reimagine the private celebration via cosmopolitan media aesthetics.   
 

Defining ‘Success’ in the Era of Social Media: The case of the Moroccan music scene 
Cristina Moreno Almeida (King’s College London) and Omar Souhaili aka Dizzy DROS 

 
The impact of social media in the Middle East and North Africa region music field is less simple than 
it may appear. In countries where the state or ruling elites are the main patrons of music, social media 
may be a way to promote and circulate music and for audiences to discover a broader selection of 
artists. This is especially important in countries with limited and controlled ‘offline’ opportunities to 
perform where the same artists occupy the stages of music events. No longer dependant on being 
called to perform at music festivals and other events controlled by a few patrons of the arts, many 
Moroccan artists have launched their careers profiting from social media’s ability to disseminate music 
and music videos nationally and beyond. In light of the seemingly positive result of these new online 
spaces, we still need to understand the effect that these changes have had on artists. This apparent 
‘democratisation’ of the music field compels us to reflect on issues such as its effect on the 
accumulation of symbolic capital. In this paper, we problematize the ‘cyber-optimism’ regarding music 
distribution, consumption and circulation in the Middle East and North Africa region using Morocco as 
case study. We are particularly invested in examining the effects of social media for Moroccan artists 
including its limits in bestowing them with symbolic, economic and social capital. How does social 
media ‘success’ translates in offline recognition? How has social media affected patterns of music 
consumption and circulation? How is social media redefining the idea of ‘success’ in Morocco’s music 
scene? From the point of view of a practitioner and a researcher, we draw on research and personal 
experience to reflect on how online ‘success’ may or may not lead to an offline music career in 
Morocco. 
  



 
This one-day conference forms part of the ‘Music and Digital Cultures in the Middle East and 
North Africa’ project. We would like to thank the Institute of Musical Research and City, 
University of London for supporting this event. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Follow us: 
 

musicdigitalculturemena.wordpress.com                                      twitter.com/MDCMENA 

                                                                          


