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A Brief Introduction to Arabic Music Modal System

Mustafa Said

Any music practice all over the world is divided into
two systems united together in order to fulfill being a
music tradition. One of them is the rhythmic system
and the second is the melodic system. Some music
traditions around the world give more priority to
rhythm, other traditions gives it to melodic but, no

tradition lack both melody and rhythm.
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Arabic music is a result of a mix of many similar
music traditions together because of the existence of
the Arabic country started in the seventh century.
Arabs then ruled a very large area of the so-called old
world. This caused mixing between all civilizations
lived under this country’s ruling. The two main
civilizations that the new Arabic country then
inherited their lands are the Roman Empire and the
Persian Empire. In the musical level, these two
traditions, Persian and Roman, were the base stone
with the folk music tradition of the Arabic peninsula.
This tradition reached its first peak during the
Abbasid era in the eighth century. We do not have a
complete image of the music practice then yet we have
lots of information about theory of music then. The
only image we have for the practice is these few scores
documented in Safi al'Din al-Urmawis (1294) two
books through an alphabetic notation system he
invented himself. This system developed after
al-Urmawi especially during the Ottoman Empire.
Another age witnessed another peak or renaissance to
this tradition (The Arabic music practice) during the
nineteenth century in Egypt followed by the entire
Arabic region. We have almost all information about
the practice of this era for two main reasons; the first is
being near from that era, the nineteenth century, the
practice is still living at least in the Sufi practice. The
second is the documentations about this era: lots of
books, theory and even scores were written during this
era then most of the musicians of that era reached
recordings which started in Egypt at the final decade

of the nineteenth century through cylinders then 78

RPM discs. Through these recordings then, we have
lots of discographies reflecting the music practice of the
Arabic renaissance age started in Egypt in the
nineteenth century.

Arabic music rhythmic system took the Arabic poetic
meter as a base to build periodic rhythmic cycles. Some
forms however do not have these cycles, but if there is
no periodic rhythm, this does not mean there is no
rhythm. There is rhythm inside, but not necessarily
periodic: it depends upon the rhythm of words even if
the music is instrumental. In the Classical Arabic
ensemble, only one percussion instrument is to be
found, which is the Reqq or the duff, sometimes the
ensemble 1s found with no percussion instruments and
rhythm is internally counted.

Melodic system in Arabic music depends on the
modal system, which is the case of almost all music
traditions in the east. Arabic modal system depends,
following the Sufi Inshad School, on seven main modes
and all other modes are branched, according to them,
from these seven modes. These seven might have come
from the importance of the digit (seven) in eastern
religions and Greek philosophy. The seven modes,
according to Sufi Mashayekh, are divided into three
principle modes (Yagah=Rast, Dugah=Bayyati, and
Segah=Iraq), which contain two middle seconds and
one major second in a perfect fourth (Tetrachord), then
four generated modes emerged from these three
(Jharkah=Baladi, Ushshaq, Hejaz and Saba),which
contain a nearer genus to diatonic (major second,
minor second and semitone) in a perfect fourth, or

tense chromatic genus (augmented second, middle
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second and a major semitone) in a perfect fourth, Saba,
however, depends on a pentachord containing two
middle seconds, major semitone and augmented
second.

Instruments used in the Arabic ensemble, (Takht),
are:
Oud, which is the instrument also used for practical
examples and modals in Arabic theory books:
It is a string instrument with a neck plucked with a
plectrum. It has principally five double strings tuned
in unison and a sixth single string in the base. Some
Ouds are to be found in both manuscripts and practice
with five double strings or six double strings and a
base single seventh string.
Violin: an instrument of the same family but played
with a bow using a neck for the left hand. It has four
strings tuned differently from the European classical
tuning. Violin took place of the Kemance and the
Rababa in which one of them was to be in the Takht
before Violin came to the Ottoman Empire in the
eighteenth century.
Qanoun: a string instrument with 26 triple unison
strings put in front of the player like a table where all
notes are available with no interference from the left
hand. It belongs to the Lire family.
Nay: a wind instrument from reed, (like bamboo),
where the player blows on its top natural hole and it
has 6 holes in the front and a seventh one in the back
for notes and another natural hole in the bottom of the
instrument.
Reqq: a percussion instrument with a lither

membrane put on a wooden circle. Some brass circles

with a hole in the middle are put inside this wooden
circle around the membrane.

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, a new
type of Arabic music appeared which was developed
through importing music from outside, especially from
the west. The importing started with the European
classical music then all other music traditions in the
west. Since the second quarter, Classical Arabic music
stopped developing from inside except in the Sufi
chanting field. Trials started in the twenty-first
century to reopen the gate for Arabic music to
redevelop from inside. This is not to attack any other
trials of the twentieth century, to have all experiments
standing together however. The colonial complex in the
Arabic region affected the music practice and made the
influence of the west patch work in most of the trials.
To know ourselves and to start talking with any other

person is the way to say we instead of I and You.
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