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ARABIC FOLK MUSIC IN IRAQ
Iragi Folk Vocal Form Called nail

VACLAV KUBICA, Praha

The following treatise on the Arabic folk music in Iraq is primarily
concerned with the Iraqi folk vocal form “nail” and with the problems con-
nected with this form. At the same time it deals with the melodic formulae
in the folk music of Iraq and their importance for the creation of magamat
/sing. magam/ as melody-types.

The general and basic problems of Arabic music are not discussed and
their knowledge is supposed.

Common practice in the Arabic world is used for the musical transcrip-
tions. The following mark: 4 is used for the decreased intervals of different
values.

All the musical transcriptions concerning the nail are written in M. M.
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The Arrangement of its Text

The nail is a kind of Iraqi folk poetry in colloquial lan-
guage. The basis of a nail is a distich in which the two hemistichs
have a common rhyme. The number of distichs in one nail could
be quite considerable. The structure of a nail defined schemat-
ically is as follows:
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Each hemistich is divided in two parts, as marked in the
schema. The division of each distich in four parts is very import-
ant for the arrangement of the text and to the setting of the
poetry of a nail to music. I marked the individual parts with
the numbers 1, 2, 3, 4. This numbering, concerning the structure
of a distich, will be used in the whole treatise.

Classic Arabic poetry usually creates a firm musical form
for its firm structure. It is rather different in the folk poetry
of Iraq. Each distich of a nail is musically a whole, but inside
of this whole, within a distich of a nail, the individual singers
progress quite freely. Still it could seem, that the above-men-
tioned structure of a distich would be a logical basis for the con-
struction of a melody and its formal arrangement. That is, the
nail would be musically composed of two phrases with conclu-
sions at the end of each. In reality it is quite different. Sometimes
the whole distich of a nail is set in one larger musical phrase.
Another time the distich of a nail is divided musically into two
or three different parts. Each one is musically closed and separat-
ed by an instrumental interlude. In this case, the distich as a
whole represents a much stronger musical unit than its eventual
parts.

On the basis of its musical expression, the nail is in syllabic
style. There are certain exceptions from this principle in certain
places of the musical setting of a nail, but these exceptions are
quite regular and represent a characteristic of a nail.

The singer hardly ever uses the text exactly as it is given
originally in a distich. Some of its parts are usually repeated
or transposed. By the transpositions and accumulations of the
four parts of a distich, the singer creates a new text as the basis
for his singing. This conflict between the text and the melody
is not an exceptional characteristic of only Iraqgi folk vocal forms.
On the contrary, the conflict of this relation represents in the
history of all Arabic music a moving force for the creation and
development of different vocal forms.

This basic problem always existed, consisting of some dis-
cordance between certain restrictions set by the text, the limits
of which were difficult to overcome, and the creative imagination
necessary to the development of a melody.

“Born with the prosody, the Arabic singing was always under
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its influence. When music became for the Arabs an indepen-
dent art, cultivated for the musical art itself, with its rules
and its own theory, the singing remained always subdued,
connected with the prosody and its forms!’. When indepen-
dent musical rhythm became usual, after being adopted by
the composers, the musicians freed their singing from the
shackles of the classic prosody. Henceforeward, free in the
division of the syllables, in their free connection on a long
maintained note, or in their succesion on the new row of
several notes, or in the multiple repetition of one word, based
every time on another melodic formula, nothing could stop
their inspiration, except their artistic knowledge.”?

The struggle between the text as the basis for the singing and
the swell of musical inspiration of a singer characterized the
whole history of vocal forms in Arabic music.

This struggle exists in some measure in the musical setting
of a nail, too. It is as if there existed in this form, condensed into
a small cube, the ancient development of the problematical rela-
tion between the text and the music. The decisive element con-
trolling this relation in a nail are the two hemistichs of a distich
and their four parts although the singer can also repeat the
single words. By repeating and transposing the four parts of a
distich, the singer follows the only aim: to gain, in the syllabic
style of a nail, greater space for his musical imagination for the
development of a musical melodic phrase.

If the whole distich of a nail is set to music in one melodic
phrase, it would seem that there is enough textual material for
the development of a larger musical unit. The Iraqi folk artist
has another opinion. Also in this case he repeats and transposes
the four parts of a distich. To demonstrate the method of arran-
gement of the four parts of a distich I chose two typical examples.
In them the distich of a nail is set to music in one, two, and
finally in three parts.

The first of them was sung by a folk singer from Salman Pak
near Baghdad, known under the name Abu Shakir.

1 2
1l Asmar simara helw u libas ’inob ziettini

3—4
u gulu l-ajdhib ’alek il-wannéat ya ’'uytini
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il 2
2 Min hamteh li-j-jidam maleh shabah ba-r-rim
3—4
alladh mar/r/ il-baten wu-1-"én fa-/t/-targim3).

Rough contents?):
Her dark complexion is beautiful, she put on a dress

of olive colour
May I not draw lamentations upon you, o my dearest

From head to root she resembles an antelope
The passer-by will fulfil every wish he sees in the bottom
of her eye

The first distich is divided into two musical phrases, the
second distich is set in one musical section. This text is, by omit-
ting all the interposed words and syllables, in setting to music
the following:

il 1 2
1.a. Asmar simara helw, asmar simara helw, u libas ’inob zietani

2 3—4
b. u libas ’inob ziétuni, u gulu l-ajdhib ’alék il-wannat ya ’uyani

The arrangement of the four parts of this distich based on
two melodic phrases is as follows:

1 Gl e )
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2, Min hamteh li-j-jidam, min hamteh li-j-jidam, maleh shabah ba-r-rim,
2 3—4

maleh shabah ba-r-rim, alladh mar/r/ il-baten wu-l-'én fa/t/-ta:gim.

In the second distich with one musical phrase the arrange-
ment is as follows:
2 IR 8280

The next example of a nail was sung by a folk singer Jabbar
Aggar, now living in Baghdad, but coming from the Tayawi tribe.

it 2

il. Arid awassi sh-shem/e/s kilma t/e/rid/e/ taghib
5 4

u min gal jarhak ya galbi yighal duwa. wu yatib
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it 2

25 Shalaw a’zaz il-galb w azlam warahum/u/ 1€l
3 4
u shiddin-a ’al hejin ma yilhak/a/hum/u/ khel3).

Rough contents?’:
I should like to ask the sun whenever it is about to set
And who said, my heart, that the wound you inflected
will get its remedy and be cured?

The sweethearts took the heart away and the night grew dark
behind them

They tied it to a fast riding female camel
nor will horses catch up with her

Musically these two distichs are divided into five parts. The
first and the second parts are based on the text of the first
distich, the other three on the second distich. In the singing,
again by omitting all the interposed words and syllables, this text
is arranged as follows:
il 2 3

1.a. Arid awassi sh-shem/e/s, kilma t/e/rid/e/ taghib, u min gal jarhak ya galbi
3 4

b. u min gal jarhak ya galbi, yigbal duwa wu yatib

2 1

2.a. w azlam warahum/u/ 1€l, shalaw a’zaz il-galb
1 2

shalaw a’zaz il-galb, w azlam warahum/u/ 1€l

3 4

u shiddun-a ’al hejin, ma yilhak/a/hum/u/ khel

3 4
’al hejin, ma yilhak/a/hum/u/ khel

The arrangement of the four parts of these two distichs in
musical phrases is as follows:

[Erat i LR 3
by #3 4

2aass 2
bl e2: 53 40
G 13,4

47




A great number of possibilities of arranging the four parts
of a distich of a nail in musical phrases could be demonstrated.
Some singers create a somewhat individual style, which is more
or less repeated. Others arrange the text quite freely.

It would seem that in the case of an arrangement of a distich
into two musical phrases the relation of the text and music would
be quite uniform; that is, the rhyme would be at the end of the
musical phrase, underlined by some musical cadence. This man-
ner is used in the musical setting of a nail very often. At the
same time, it sometimes happens that the rhyme runs on within
a melody so that it is almost hidden in the melodic phrase. The
fact remains that although the singer treats the text quite freely,
the structure of a distich and its four parts guides his musical
feeling. Later I shall speak about the fact that the melodies of
a distich in a nail will have several different conclusions. These
conclusions are seldom used outside of the limits of the four
parts of a distich. Although the text in singing could be quite
complicated, the whole structure of the melody of a distich is
guided by the idea of two hemistichs and their four parts.

Basicaly, however, the structure of a distich and its four parts
is not an absolute determining factor for the construction of
musical phrases. The rhyme must neither correspond with the
conclusions of a melody nor be underlined by music. It can be
hidden in the musical phrase in such a way that in listening
there seems to be no rhyme at all.

On the other hand the four parts of a distich could be music-
ally expressly separated, by using special syllables, by enlarge-
ment of the last syllable, or with an expressive start of the
succeeding melody.

From the examples it is also clear that the four parts of
a distich are transposed as a whole.

The nail and the magam on Which a nail is Music-
ally Based.
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rhe Relauponghip Beiween Pelk Voeasl FoRims
and a Certain magam.

Before discussing the musical side of a nail, it is necessary
to underline a short definition of a magam. A maqgam is first
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