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Middle East and Central Asia Music Forum 

 
Monday 20th May 2019 

  
Music Department, City, University of London 

in conjunction with the Institute of Musical Research 
 
 

Venue: City, University of London, Music Department, Room AG09, College Building, St John 
Street, London EC1V 4BP 
  
 
Programme 

9.15am                    Registration  
 
 
Morning Session: Focus on Iran 
 
Session 1, 9.30-10.40am 
Chair: Rachel Harris, SOAS 
 
Roya Arab, City University of London 
‘Fluidity and Transformation Across Time, Space, People and Mediums. Who gets Credited? Ma 
Va To, an Iranian Music Case Study’ 
 
Jasmin Irscheid, University of Oxford  
‘Rave Iran: Cosmopolitan Counterculture in the Islamic State’  
 
 
10.40 Tea/Coffee in AG08 
 
Session 2, 11.15-12.45pm 
Chair: Stephen Wilford, University of Cambridge 
 
Ignacio Agrimbau, SOAS 
‘The Aesthetic Narratives of the Iranian Santur: A case of Juggling Hegemonies and Counter-
hegemonies’ 
 
Erum Naqvi, Pratt Institute, New York 
‘Experiments in Contemporary Iranian Musical Theatre’ 
 
Laudan Nooshin, City, University of London 
‘The Phoenix of Persia: Introducing Primary School Children to Iranian Music’ 
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Lunch (not provided) 12.45-2pm 

Justyna Nikoopour will lead a lunchtime musical origami workshop for anyone who 
would like to join: great for relaxation and enhancing the memory! 1-2pm In AG08 

Session 3, 2pm-3.45pm 
Chair: Razia Sultanova, University of Cambridge 
 
Darci Sprengel, University of Oxford 
‘Theorizing “Quiet”: Atmospheres of Sleep and Political Refusal in Post-Revolution Egypt’ 
 
Sophia Frankford, University of Oxford 
‘Egyptian Sha’bi Music and Working Class Masculinities’  
 
Peter McMurray, University of Cambridge 
‘Listening with the Dead in Muslim Berlin (and Beyond)’ 
 
3.45pm Tea/Coffee in AG08 
  
Session 4, 4.15-5.30pm 
Chair: Gabrielle Messeder, City, University of London 
 
Graihagh Cordwell, University of Oxford 
‘Musical Humanitarianism? Ethics and Methods of Doing Fieldwork in Zaatari Refugee Camp, 
Jordan’ 
 
Tala Jarjour, King’s College London 
‘Ethnography and Writing: About the Pain of Others’ 
 
SHORT BREAK 
         
5.45-6.45pm: Drinks reception to mark the publication of Sense and Sadness: Syriac Chant in 
Aleppo by Tala Jarjour (2018, Oxford University Press). 
     
The forum will be followed by an evening concert, starting at 7pm in the Performance Space on 
the lower ground floor of the College Building, part of the City Summer Sounds Festival. The 
concert is a showcase of City PhD student composers and will include work by British-Iranian 
composer Soosan Lolavar.     
 
The Middle East and Central Asia Music Forum has been running since 2007 and is open to 
researchers, students and anyone interested in the music and culture of the region. In the spirit 
of fostering dialogue and interdisciplinarity, we hope that the issues discussed at the forum will 
be of interest to a broad audience, including musicologists, ethnomusicologists and other 
researchers in the arts, humanities and social sciences. In addition, we welcome those working on 
other aspects of Middle Eastern and Central Asian culture broadly speaking (dance, visual arts, 
media, film, literature, etc.). The Forum convenors are Dr Laudan Nooshin (City, University of 
London) and Dr Rachel Harris (SOAS). 

Find out more about the Middle East and Central Asia Music Forum: 
https://www.city.ac.uk/arts-social-sciences/music/research/middle-east-and-central-asia-music-
forum 
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ABSTRACTS 

1. Roya Arab, City University of London 

‘Fluidity and Transformation Across Time, Space, People and Mediums. Who gets 
Credited? Ma Va To, an Iranian Music Case Study’ 
  
This presentation will share the music and story of Ma Va To, written and performed by 
Ebrahim Monsefi (Iranian poet and musician) in the 1960s and covered by various artists since. 
In 2008 Pouya Mahmoodi, in his multi-Iranian-ethnic-musical style, merged the vernacular poem 
of Monsefi with a Khorassani (NE Iran) melody and the 12/8 rhythm rooted in the Hormozgan 
region of southern Iran (Mehr Album). A male/female duet indie version of the 
MonsefiMohammadi Ma Va To was performed, without financial reimbursement or citation of 
the artists, in Bahman Ghobadi’s No One Knows About Persian Cats, a prohibited guerilla style 
feature film released internationally in 2009. During the Gates of Tehran Festival, December 
2018, Berlin, Ma Va To was translated into English Me And You and sung by a female, with a 
slightly altered melody, simultaneously with the Persian male vocal. Ma Va To’s journey 
demonstrates the fluidity, and transformational nature, of music and lyrics across time, space, 
people and mediums, alongside Iranian copyright working practices that require reformulation. 
  
Reflexive and practice-based engagement with my studies has increased access to working and 
educational conditions, processes and outcomes, which have guided research interest and 
analysis. The talk will review the impact of undefined copyright laws on Iranian film music 
practices and ask how  ‘accented scholars’ - from diasporic  communities  - can help overcome 
socio-political barriers to internationalist academic dialogue and data dissemination, and in this 
case facilitate a change in Iranian intellectual copyright laws for the benefit of Iranian artists? 
 
 
2. Jasmin Irscheid, University of Oxford  
‘Rave Iran: Cosmopolitan Counterculture in the Islamic State’  
 
This paper examines ‘underground’ raves in Iran as sites of cosmopolitan youth culture. 
Alongside many forms of Western music, dance events centred around electronic music 
performed by DJs is strictly prohibited under Iranian law. Those who participate in them do so 
at the risk of being publicly reproached and prosecuted for transgressions such as encouraging 
unwanted bodily movement and producing ecstatic states and demeanours. Such events 
therefore take place in secret, without the official approval of the Iranian state, in spaces out of 
reach from the surveillance of its law enforcement bodies. Through their participation in 
practices of global culture via social media and streaming platforms, artists and their audiences 
are brought together in spaces of commonality which are physically, socially, and culturally 
distinct from public life. These alternative social spaces exist alongside legalised forms of Iranian 
pop culture as both digital cyberspaces and physical spaces at the local level (Nooshin 2005; 
Nooshin 2018). By drawing on studies of 1990s rave culture and theorisations of escape and 
youth resistance (Wilson 2002; Wilson 2006), this paper demonstrates how rave-goers in Iran 
belong to a shared music community sustained by invisible activities that give rise to particular 
forms of cosmopolitan culture. It argues that the unlawful Iranian rave can be understood as a 
‘countersite’ of youth resistance, (Wilks and Quinn 2016: 24) which uses advanced digital 
technologies and the social distinction of spaces in ways that place it in an ambivalent and 
oppositional position in relation to life practices of the social and political mainstream. Studies 
that engage with the social and political implications of raves as distinct sites of embedded 
cosmopolitan sociability can offer valuable insight on the possibilities for emergent transcultural 
spaces in politically- and religiously-restricted contexts.  
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Biography: Jasmin Irscheid graduated from the University of Heidelberg with a joined Bachelor 
in Psychology and Musicology in 2017. She continued her graduate studies in ethnomusicology 
at the University of Oxford under the supervision of Professor Gascia Ouzounian. Her 
dissertation focused on Franco-Arabic acid house and the cultural exchange between French 
artists and the Arabic diaspora in Paris. Her research interests include music and globalisation, 
transnational collaborations, subcultural theory and social aspects of cultural production, with 
recent case studies that consider the socio-cultural dimensions of the production and 
consumption of electronic music in France, Lebanon and Iran.  
 
 
3. Erum Naqvi, Pratt Institute, New York 
‘Experiments in Contemporary Iranian Musical Theatre’  
 
This presentation explores recent experiments in musical theatre among emerging traditional 
artists in Iran, based on fieldwork conducted in Tehran in 2017. It showcases the work of a 
collective of emerging artists who reframe ‘traditional’ performance by fusing sonnati (classical) 
music with other aspects of Iranian performance. Artists reference musical, theatrical and dance 
elements from tropes like ruhowzi (the erstwhile cabaret theatre of Iran, popular in the 1930s), 
Qajar era motrebi performance and traditional dances from various regions of Iran. Many of these 
elements of traditional practice were marginalised in Pahlavi era Iran, and fell out of ‘high’ art 
contexts. Here, they are restaged on equal footing with classical music, as a hybridised expression 
that aims to speak to contemporary audiences.  
 
Biography: Erum Naqvi is a Faculty Writing Fellow at Pratt Institute in New York. She earned 
a PhD in philosophy from Temple University in 2015 on Iranian classical music and concepts of 
improvisation. Her current research is based on fieldwork with traditionally trained performing 
artists in Tehran. It centers on conceptual issues concerning performing arts in youth culture, 
emerging artistic practices, experimentation, and the historical and cultural dynamics of artistic 
production in Iran. 
 
 
4. Ignacio Agrimbau (SOAS) 
‘The Aesthetic Narratives of the Iranian Santur: A case of Juggling Hegemonies and 
Counter-hegemonies’ 
 
This paper explores how variable representations of what was considered old or new in santur 
performance were used to delineate, support or confront widespread aesthetic narratives. I locate 
my analysis within wider discussions about the interface between dichotomous and integrative 
constructions of change in Iran. 
 
The scrutiny of the impact of decades of Western cultural influence, coupled with new 
discussions about Iranian identity, were at the heart of a revivalist movement in the 1960s, and a 
revitalisation of creative practice in the 1980s (Nooshin 2014). These influential periods were 
heterogeneous; their complexity was rooted in different exchanges between factions that adopted 
polarising socio-aesthetic views, and those following more dialogic perspectives of preservation 
and innovation, national identity and internationalism. In santur practice, this ambiguous 
diversity was apparent in the range of discussions and disagreements elicited by two influential 
aesthetic reifications. The santur-e ghadimi (old santur) referred to a style developed by court 
musicians in the late Qajar period (1789-1925) which was typically associated with a transmission 
conduit led by the santur legend Habib Soma’i (1901–1946). On the other hand, the santur-e novim 
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(new santur) referred to the influential stylistic changes, technical innovations and new repertoire 
created in 1960s by, among others, Faramarz Payvar (1933-2009). 
 
Building on fieldwork in Iran and in the UK between 2015 and 2017, I examine how the 
assemblage, questioning or rejection of dichotomous aesthetic archetypes were interwoven with 
the contingencies of practice and discourse.  
 
Biography: Ignacio Agrimbau (Buenos Aires, 1977) is an ethnomusicologist, composer, 
instrumentalist and community musician. He has recently completed his PhD in 
ethnomusicology at SOAS, University of London, for which he has conducted research in 
Tehran, Iran, and the Upper West Region of Ghana. His research interests include the Iranian 
santur, the Dagara gyil, performance practice, individuality, narratology, orality and ethno-
theories of learning. Concurrently with his research activity, he works as a free-lance performer 
and composer in the UK and internationally. As a community musician, his work specialises in 
music in special education. 
 
 
5. Darci Sprengel, University of Oxford 
‘Theorizing “Quiet”: Atmospheres of Sleep and Political Refusal in Post-
Revolution Egypt’ 
 
Since a return to authoritarian military rule in 2013, only two years after a successful revolution, 
Egypt has witnessed one of the worst crackdowns on creative expression in its modern history. 
Many musicians who had been leaders in the 2011 revolution have stopped making music or 
have left the country, and others who remain view associating music with politics with disdain. 
This ‘paper’ draws from Haytham al-Wardany’s recent work of creative non-fiction, The Book of 
Sleep(2017) (Kitāb al-Noūm), to theorize ‘quiet’ as a political atmosphere. Viewing this recent work 
as a piece of political theory and in relation to Lauren Berlant’s notion of cruel optimism, it 
questions the moral attachments ascribed to ‘the political’ —affective exchange, resistance, voice 
and productivity—in a world in which power itself has become ‘non-political’. Extending 
Berlant’s notion, I examine some of the ways DIY musicians in Egypt post-failed 2011 
revolution express an apolitics (or anti-politics?) of inactivity called ‘I’d prefer not to’. A key 
component of a ‘quiet’ atmosphere, ‘I’d prefer not to’ is a type of political refusal distinct from 
‘resistance’ or ‘dissent’ in that it expresses the recognition that there is no position from which to 
speak/act. It demonstrates the inherent inequality/disempowerment of the very terms of 
engagement. This paper thus builds from twelve months of fieldwork in Egypt between 2016 
and 2019 to question the assumed moral goodness of active political engagement, situating 
Western insistence on certain types of Arab resistance within larger projects of neoliberal 
capitalism and global empire. 
 
Biography: Darci Sprengel is a Junior Research Fellow in Music at St. John's College, University 
of Oxford. She has articles published or forthcoming in Popular Music, the International Journal of 
Cultural Studies, and Égypte/Monde Arabe and is currently working on the book 
manuscript "Postponed Endings": Youth Music and Affective Politics in Post-Revolutionary Egypt. She 
received her PhD in ethnomusicology from UCLA and has previously taught at UCLA, the 
American University in Cairo, and Beloit College.  
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6. Sophia Frankford, University of Oxford 
‘Egyptian Sha’bi Music and Working Class Masculinities’  
 
Egyptian sha’bi music is a genre of popular music that emerged in the 1970s in working class 
areas of Cairo, and continues to have a pervasive presence around the city. Although listened to 
by a cross-section of society (sometimes intentionally, sometimes unavoidably as it blasts out of 
taxis and microbuses), it is typically performed and produced solely by working class men.  
Sha’bi music is associated with a particular kind of masculinity – one demonised as dangerous 
and backward by middle- and upper-class Egyptians. ‘These men, their minds are different to 
ours… and their music is not real music anyway. Why put yourself in this danger?’ one middle-
class friend warned me upon learning I was to perform with a sha’bi band. Grounded in ongoing 
ethnographic research with sha’bi musicians, this paper will explore the intersection between 
music, class and masculinity in Cairo.  
 
I argue that sha’bi music offers an excellent lens through which to counter what anthropologist 
Farha Ghannam has called a problematic “disembodiment”, both in the media and scholarly 
work, of the men of the Middle East’; that is, equating men with ‘mind, culture, reason, honour 
and public life, while offering little (if any) discussion of emotions, feelings, or bodily matters’ 
(2013: 4). Here, I ask: how do sha’bi singers’ performances of mawwal, a highly emotional near-
weeping improvised vocal solo, and their interaction with an often very emotionally moved male 
audience, complicate the common understanding of men as being far from emotions? What kind 
of working-class masculinity emerges from such performances, and why is it deemed so 
dangerous by the middle-classes?  
 
Biography: Sophia Frankford is an ESRC-funded PhD student at the Institute of Social and 
Cultural Anthropology, University of Oxford. She holds an undergraduate degree in music from 
King’s College London and an MPhil in Modern Middle Eastern Studies from Oxford. She is 
interested in popular music of the Middle East, and her current research focuses on 
Egyptian sha‘bi music.  
 
 
7. Peter McMurray, University of Cambridge 
‘Listening with the Dead in Muslim Berlin (and Beyond)’ 
 
Can the dead hear? If so, how and when? These questions, while perhaps seemingly abstract, 
figure commonly in Muslim discussions about the status of the deceased and the nature of the 
afterlife. The concerns are raised, in particular, by a set of sonic practices related to visiting the 
dead (Arabic: ziyārah, Turkish: ziyaret), including greetings, recitations (Qur'an, dhikr, poetry), 
injunctions to the dead, and even family/local gatherings to commemorate the dead. Drawing on 
ethnographic research in Germany (especially Berlin) and in Turkey, I explore the ways sound 
mediates encounters between the living and the dead, and how cemeteries. become key sites for 
understanding notions of audition in contemporary Islam. 
 
Biography: Peter McMurray is an ethnomusicologist, saxophonist, and media artist. His 
research focuses primarily on the intersection of Islam and sound, including recitation, liturgy, 
theology, and architecture and he is currently completing a book and media project, Pathways to 
God: The Islamic Acoustics of Turkish Berlin. He has also published on various aspects of the 
history of sound recording, especially tape and YouTube music. He is currently 
researching music and the refugee crisis in contemporary Europe and Turkey as well as 
intersections of sound, media and empire in the 19th century. His media practice includes 
extensive non-fiction audio and video work. 
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8. Graihagh Cordwell, University of Oxford 
‘Musical Humanitarianism? Ethics and Methods of Doing Fieldwork in Zaatari Refugee 
Camp, Jordan’ 
 
Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan was established in 2012 as an emergency response to those 
fleeing the Syrian civil war. Seven years on, it is still home to over 80,000 Syrian refugees, and is 
considered to be the second largest refugee camp in the world. Notwithstanding difficult in-
camp conditions, musical activities in Zaatari abound, ranging from private music making in the 
home to the digital download of music on mobile devices, and a plethora of music projects of 
different genres and formats implemented by humanitarian organisations. My doctoral thesis 
examines the multiple uses and functions of these musical practices, and what they reveal about 
the place of music in the Syrian refugee experience. I also explore the role of humanitarianism 
and music in the camp, the advantages or implications of projects implemented by humanitarian 
actors, and how those actors might provide effective and sensitive in-camp musical 
opportunities. 
 
In recent years, scholars across disciplines, including ethnomusicology, have reflected on their 
experiences during fieldwork in contexts of conflict and forced migration. Based on my 
experiences in preparing for upcoming fieldwork in Zaatari, this paper explores some of the 
ethical and methodological concerns that may arise when doing musical research in refugee 
camps specifically: what challenges might we encounter in conducting fieldwork in camps; how 
might we approach those challenges; what is the impact of our research on those with whom we 
work in the field; and what is the position of music scholarship in the wider scope of 
humanitarianism?  
 
Biography: Graihagh Cordwell is a PhD candidate in Ethnomusicology at the University of 
Oxford, kindly supported by the AHRC. Her thesis, supervised by Jason Stanyek and Mohamed-
Salah Omri, focuses on the role of musical activities in Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan, and what 
music can reveal about the Syrian refugee experience and the protracted socio-cultural effects of 
the Syrian conflict. Her research also examines the place of humanitarianism and music in the 
camp, including how humanitarian actors might provide sensitive and effective in-camp musical 
opportunities. Before joining Oxford, Graihagh completed a Master’s in Ethnomusicology at the 
University of Manchester with Caroline Bithell. 


