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Tagsim: Instrumental Improvisation from Near Eastern Traditions

1 Tagsim in magam hijaz, Simon Shaheen — <ud. 13:30
2 Tagsim in magam madmi, Albert Elias — nay. 2:50
3 Tagsim in magam farah faza, Abraham Salman — ganun. 4:00

Tagsim and qifah in magam saba, Albert Elias — nay. 7:55

Tagsim in maqam rast nawa, Taisir Elias — violin. 7:00

“Samac1 Farah Faza” by Tanburi Cemil Bey and fagsim in magam
farah faza, Simon Shaheen — <ud, Taisir Elias — violin; Ramzi
Bisharat — darabukkah. 9:00

O U=

Tagsim (plural: tagasim) is the genre par excellence for instrumental
improvisation throughout the Middle East. Generally associated with
the classical art-music tradition or semi-classical urban music, fagasim
are performed as introductory pieces or interludes within the context of
larger forms. Traditionally an extended form of improvisation, the
scope of the fagsim came to be limited by the demands of a developing
recording industry. However, the fagsim has begun to re-emerge as an
independent genre in its own right. In Israel, for example, traditional
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taqasim are broadcast over the radio as independent pieces. Musicians
have also developed stylized fagasim based on models of the vocal genre
al-maqam al-<Iraqi (the Iraqi magam).

This recording presents traditional instrumental solo improvisations
performed by Arab and Jewish musicians in Israel. All but one of the
lagasim are in mainstream urban style, a pan-Middle Eastern style that
owes its existence largely to Egyptian musical trends and the Arabic
mass media. Although stylistically similar, these five fagasim represent
diverse approaches toimprovisation. The sixth example (no. 2)isin the
7ifi (village) style typical of Iraq.

Tagasim are structured according to the magam system — essentially,a
repository of resources from which the performer draws his
improvisation. This system has yet to be precisely defined by theorists,
musicologists, or musicians. Magam is characterized in terms of its
most salient features: for instance, tessitura, intervallic structure,
pitch hierarchy, typical melodic and rhythmic motifs, rules for
modulation, and ethos, to name a few, Although musicians do study and
conceptualize about magam in Israel, their approach to the subject is
mainly experiential. All the players featured on this record learned
these elements aurally, through exposure to the tradition. The
performer of the fagsim strives to strike a balance between the re-
statement of the magam’s basic components and spontaneous
individual creation. Thus, the fegsim may range from a simple
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stereotyped model to an exquisite personal statement subtly unfolding
the magam system.

We would like to thank the musicians who participated in this
recording, thus allowing us to present a unique example of the
improvised music heard in Israel today.

1. Tagsim in magam hijaz

This tagsim is a work of extraordinarily refined invention. With a work
so rich in content, many subtleties, such as the intricate scheme of
modulations, are understood only by a small audience of musicians and
connoisseurs. Even so, a general audience can appreciate the tagsim’s
most dominant features. For instance, its underlying pace is marked by
a sense of anticipation and release. This results from the forward drive
to change the magdm and the momentary repose that follows the
modulation. Contrast between the phrases is further enhanced by the
highly varied rhythmic palette Shaheen employs; this is different from
the stream of implied pulses which inform most other fagasim. What
emerges, then, is a set of phrases, each with its own integrity, linkec
together according to context. Scholars have generally assumed that
fagasim are built either from a single expository idea developed
throughout, or upon a modal framework where the order and number of
phrases are fixed. Shaheen suggests that, fagasim do not depend on the
development of one phrase or motif. Tagsim is based upon a relationship
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of phrases appropriate to each other. This improvisation, along with the
others recorded here, corroborates this view of tagsim structure.

Simon Shaheen is among the most exceptional young Arab performers
of <itd and violin to emerge from the Middle East. Born in 1956, he began
playing the cud at the age of four and continued to study solely through
observation and experimentation. His father, Hikmat Shaheen, a
central figure in musical life in the north of Israel, provided a rich
learning environment. This background, coupled with the study of
Western music at Israel conservatories, has produced a musician
equally at home with Eastern and Western music. Since 1980 Shaheen
has lived in New York, where he performs and teaches Middle Eastern
music. He contends that innovation in Middle Eastern music will be
best effected by a method of instruction establishing solo instrumental
and ensemble works as genres in their own right.

Simon Shaheen — <id. (NSA Y 2979)

2. Tagsim'in magam madmi

Tagasim in the Iraqi 77fi style are less complex in development than their
urban counterparts. This tagsim in magam madmi (the Iraqi equivalent
of hijaz; see fig.1) does not modulate to other magamat, although Elias
colours the magam sparingly with foreign pitches near the end of the
piece. According to Mr. Elias, tagsim in rifi style may include one
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modulation typically near the end. Magam madmi, usually moves to
magqgam bihirzawi (the Iraqi equivalent of bayat; see fig.2). The rifistyle
lagsim shares certain melodic fragments with the vocal form al-magam
al-Iraqu. This, as Elias remarks, makes it easily identifiable as Iraqi (as
distinct from mainstream style).Magam madmi is associated with

sadness.
%,—W.iu ===

Fig. 1. Magam madmi (hijaz)

Before immigrating to Israel as a young adult, Elias lived in Baghdad,
where village music was one of several genres known to the urban
public. A favorite Baghdadi pastime was the after-work stop at the
mikhanna — a small restaurant serving caraq (spirits) and mazzah
(appetizers) — where various types of music, including the 737 style,
could be heard.

Albert Elias — nay. (NSA Yc 1801)

3. Tagsim in magam farah faza

The tagsim performed here was recorded under exceptional
circumstances — one of the rare instances where musicians of different
ethnic backgrounds join together for the sole purpose of creative
musical endeavor. Abraham Salman spent a morning in his home with
Simon Shaheen, the two musicians enjoying an infrequently-played
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classical repertoire of sumat iyyat (see no. 6), Although this was the first
time that they had played together, the level of inspiration was high.
Extended fagasim were interspersed between the sections (called
khanat) of the samai. The florid opening of Salman’s tagsim is
undoubtedly inspired by Tanburi Cemil Bey's Samai Farah Faza which
the musicians were playing before pausing for this fagsim. Salman
actually first began his fagsim with a more standard opening but soon
rejected it, apparently viewing the florid opening recorded here as more
appropriate in this context. His use of nuance is particularly striking,
for instance, the glissandi produced by pressing the tuning key against
the strings. Modulation is frequent in this piece. The sequence of
maqamat that comprise this fagsim is illustrated in fig.2.

Abraham Salman is considered one of the finest ganun players in the
Middle East. Born in Iraq in the 1930s, he immigrated to Israel shortly
after the foundation of the state in 1948. He soon became well known,
particularly through recordings and performances for the Israel
Broadcasting Authority. Salman is an extremely versatile musician,
performing many styles, including the mainstream style recorded here,
the Iraqi style which accompanied traditional magam singing, and
works composed in Western tradition for ganun and symphony
orchestra. This extensive expertise is especially remarkable in view of
the fact that Salman is blind.

Abraham Salman — ganitn. (NSA Yc 1747)
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4. Tagsim and gifah in magam saba

This tagsim by Albert Elias reflects his long-time association with
mainstream music. Elias began studying nay at the age of 14 with
Shaykh <Ali Darwish, a Syrian, at the Institute for Fine Arts in
Baghdad. Elias became proficient in both mainstream Egyptian
and modern Iraqi styles.

Elias performed regularly for the Iraq Broadcasting Service in the
mid-1940s but only as a personal hobby, concentrating on study for a
career in law. Political circumstances, however, made this impractical
and Elias left Iraq during the mass immigration to Israel in the early
1950s. He joined the Israel radio Oriental orchestra, playing mostly
mainstream music.

One of the works Elias composed at the request of the radio orchestra
was a piece (qifcah) expressing sadness in maqgam saba. The piece is
played by the entire Oriental orchestra, following a nay tagsim in magam
saba. The composition is performed here as a solo piece for nay, following
the tagsim in the same magam. The nay-s heard on this record differ in
construction from the traditional ones. Modern nay-s are made of a
single piece of plastic eliminating the need for oiling. Their timbre
differs slightly from the traditional cane instrument. Elias, however,
makes his #nay-s in nine sections for the beauty of the design. In addition,
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building the nay in two main sections allows him to make small
adjustments when tuning to other instruments.

Albert Elias — nay. (NSA Yc 1801)

5. Tagsim in magam rast nawa

Taisir Elias is one of leading bi-musical Arab musicians in Israel whose
study of Western music has found application in the performance of
traditional Middle Eastern music. Born in 1960, Elias began playing the
violin and <#d in his town Shafa-<Amr at the age of 13. A year later he
began to study at the Rubin Conservatory of Music in Haifa, a stranger
to Western music but fascinated by its techniques. Six years of study at
the Conservatory led him to the Jerusalem Rubin Academy of Music and
later to the Hebrew University Department of Musicology, where he
specializes in ethnomusicology. Today, Elias is considered one of the
finest violin and <id players in the Near East. He maintains a busy
schedule teaching at higher education institutions as well as
performing in radio, television, and public concerts of Near Eastern
music.

Elias has gradually incorporated Western violin techniques, such as the
use of higher positions and sophisticated bowings, in his tagasim.
Western technique also influenced his approach to the <#d. In his
opinion, innovations do not constitute a significant departure from the
Middle Eastern tradition: “It is not a question of changing the music or
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its forms, but of enriching the Middle Eastern repertoire, playing it
better by borrowing certain techniques and concepts from the West.”

F) o

g?:;’so-_u—_o— e —————

Fig. 3. Magam rast nawi

Elias considers the common style of the average violinist to be lacking in
distinction. His desire to create an individual style for the Middle
Eastern violin no doubt reflects a Western aesthetic. This tagsim in rast
nawa (see fig.3) represents a young musician’s attempt to forge a new
style as he assimilates the music of two cultures.

Taisir Elias — violin. (NSA Yc 1801)

6. Samat1 Farah Faza by Tanburi Cemil Bey and fagsim in magam farah
faza

Performance of Middle Eastern music outside the context of the private
haflah are rare in Israel. Even rarer are performances of the classical
Middle Eastern instrumental repertoire which exclude the typical star-
singer, an almost indispensable component of popular Arabic music.
Thus, an expectant and enthusiastic audience turned out for this
unique concert held in Haifa’s Christian House and organized by Simon
Shaheen, who wished to perform this refined instrumental repertoire
before his community. Sama<i Farah Faza was recorded on this
occasion.
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The sama<i is an Ottoman composed genre consisting of four sections
(khanat), each followed by a refrain (faslim). An excerpt from the taslim
is given in fig.4. Musical notation is minimal, providing the barest
essentials of melody and metre. Embellishment and arrangement are
left to the performers. Although not a highly polished rendition, this
performance represents an enthusiastic first attempt to bring the
classical repertoire into the public domain.

Fig. 4. Taslim from “sama‘i farah faza”

Shaheen’s tagsim reflects the excitement of the concert situation. In
contrast to his more leisurely tagsim hijaz, this tagsim is fast-paced, with
little pause for reflection. Musical ideas are highly compressed,
expelled, as it were, in a single breath. The fagsim’s closing phrase is
striking: here Shaheen colours the magam (see fig.2) with a most
unexpected figure (ascending minor thirds: G B> D* E G), thus
enhancing the flavour of the magam and the impact of the tagsim.

Simon Shaheen — <ud, with Taisir Elias — violin, Ramzi Bisharat —
darabukkah. Live concert, January 1980. (NSA Yc 1582)

12



ANTHOLOGY OF MUSICAL TRADITIONS IN ISRAEL

T AQS-I' INSTRUMENTAL IMPROVISATION
IN NEAR EASTERN TRADITIONS

Recordings and Commentaries: Esther Warkov

1 Tagsim in magam hijaz,
Simon Shaheen — <id. 13:30

2 Tagsim in magam madmi,
Albert Elias — nay. 2:50

3 Tagsim in magam farah faza,
Abraham Salman — ganan. 7:.00

4 Tagsim and gif‘ah in magam saba,
Albert Elias — nay. 7:55

5 Tagsim in magam rast nawa,
Taisir Elias — violin. 7:00

6 “‘Sama< Farah Faza’ by Tanburi Cemil Bey
and lagsim in magam farah faza,
Simon Shaheen <@, Taisir Elias — piolin,
Ramzi Bisharat — darabukkah.
9:00
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