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Conclusions

Our survey of vocal practices in the Eastern part of the Arab peninsula has
shown that in rural settings, away from urban Arabic classical and popular music,
vocal multisonance — the simultaneous sounding of voices as a social practice — is
the rule rather than the exception, but it does not always produce polyphony. Vocal
polyphony occurs in several forms that are closely connected to particular types of
human activities in musical performance: The alternating of solo with choral singing,
a single voice alternating with several, frequently produces overlapping in the form of
a drone held or pulsed by the chorus. The pearl fishers’ work songs are an outstand-
ing example. The alternating of two equal groups of singers, the antiphonal pattern
that is associated primarily with Bedouins, sometimes produces elaborate varian-
tenheterophonie that appears as tonal homophony, but this occurrence seems to be
linked to multisonance involving individuals who are familiar with different versions of
the same melody and poetry. In a prominent ritual context, the malid celebration, all
these forms combine in a highly structured and codified way. These musical forms
have in all probability profited from the cultural diversity and cultural exchanges that
characterize the Eastern part of the Arab peninsula. The complex cultural processes
that surround the observable phenomenon “polyphony” warrant further study. By set-
ting the analytical scope to multisonance — the simultaneous production of musical
sound by more than one sound source — we may, | propose, gain a better under-
standing of the generative processes of polyphony.

Notes

1 This is a revised verion of a paper presented at the First International Symposium on Vocal
Polyphony, Thilisi, October 2002. | wish to thank the organizers for their most generous hospitality,
and Columbia University for travel support.

2| shall not engage here the important questions of Who attributes meaning, or What consti-
tutes “musical meaning.”

3 Known exceptions include the so-called throat singing.

4 Recordings are published on Olsen 1962 and Touma 1976.

® For a general description of musical life in Sohar, the principal town and province of the
Batinah, see Christensen 2002. Fieldwork for this essay was conducted between 1985 and 1992,
with the support of the Oman Centre for Traditional Music, Muscat, Sultanate of Oman.

¢ However, since the late 1980s, ritual circumcisions have been carried out generally in
hospitals, and the elaborate celebrations that were customary until then 3were greatly reduced or
even abolished altogether.

”Rovsing Olsen 1962, track 1.

8In the Sultanate of Oman, where working dhaws have disappeared completely since ca.1970,
the singing of “sea arts” fun( n al-bahr has become the province of youth groups with predominantly
Afro-Omani membership. These sea arts have become part of the national lore shown on television.
See Christensen 1992.

9 Unpublished Video: Curing ritual zar. Christensen Field tape Soh92-7.

10 This term refers to Omanis of African descent, of whom there are two major social
categories that are generally distinguished: descendants of former slaves, and descendants of
Omanis who married “free” African women. The politically correct term Afro-Omanis covers all. The
musicians in question here are all descendants of former slaves.
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1 The notations in this essay attempt only to sketch the features pertinent to our discussion of
vocal polyphony.

12 A recording of ghina’ al-nisa’ is published on Christensen 1993.

3 Demonstrated by Video: Bedouin wedding dance. Badawwiya. Harrit al-Sheikh. Chris-
tensen 1992, Field tape.

1 Arecording of al-malid is published on Christensen 1993.
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LIGOMN 1. BaPM-ab LedgPMbornm FoGyomo. Bsdygzeba ImdmgFaemo bgmoo
9bgds 353309681, 35306 GmEgbs domgdabs o 3o3gd0b gmbro BodL M3GegL s
9em9ds, O™ ©EddGHNbebgb Lodmgmsl. Lamgs gm Jo3560b GmEm, Lmdsma, 1992.

FIGURE 1. ZaPr healing ritual. The lead singer touches the patient while the chorus of women
and men, clapping hands, await their turn to sing. Photo Salwa El-Shawan, Sohar 1992.

L
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LIGOOIN 2. ghina'al-nisa’-ob JgbEemgds. ,dnGEads” (MuUBtriba) 3omudsed o
3abo ©gdo 3mgM0sb 8o3Mmymbal asfgdg dgommggdol mebbmmadao.

FIGURE 2. Ghina'’ al-nisa’ performance. The muPtriba Halumah and her sister singing without
microphone, with the drummers “visiting” them.




0896 JHob@gbbybn. RO65601N)
240 Dieter Christensen. APPENDIX

LIGOONN 3. BmMBMgMom/Im (393393900 IM3oMEa30Mg Moagda badm@Bommm Bom-
dmeagbsdn ayyala. Lm3sco. 1992

FIGURE 3. The opposing lines of singers/dancers in a wedding performing ayyala. Sohar,
1992.

LIMOMIN 4. yuMsbol ,3300b39mgdob* s hawwi m-ob ,0o93560L3(393mgdal®
dm3nMmeadnmy Moggdo al-mablid-ob BomImwagbobol Jm&mBarda.

FIGURE 4. The opposite lines of “readers” qur'a ( right, here with rame drums tar), and the
“adorers” or hawwi m, in an al-maPlid performance during a wedding. Sohar 1990.
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LIMOOIN 5. hawwim-abb Gogo huwwamah-ob 6s60rdo
FIGURE 5. The line of the hawwi m during the huwwamah section.
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303500010. 1. ghinaal-nisa’. 4mobgbbgbol Logdbdgmaom gowgm Rsbsbgma 1990
EXAMPLE. 1. ghina’ al-nisa’. Video Field tape Christensen 19902
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3530NMN. 2. Logm@MBaeme (39335 ayyala bim3sto. 1992
EXAMPLE. 2. Wedding dance ayyala. Sohar, 1992.
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39300010 3. Al-mablid, abrsdm@n Mgmogonmo bobgbm Godmsemoa. huwwamah-ob Bsboenn
EXAMPLE 2. Al-mablid — Islamic devotional performance . The huwwamah section.
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