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BASIC ARABIC 
MUSIC LITERACY



Much of what we think of as raqs sharqi belly dance is informed 

by Egyptian Golden Age cinema (1930s – 1960s)*

The music seen in these films is an extension of classical and 

folkloric Arabic music

• Small groups (takht)

• Orchestral works incorporating additional instruments

• Alf Leyla Wa Leyla

• Aziza

• Leylet Hob

EGYPTIAN MUSIC AND BELLY DANCE
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TAKHT (CORE ENSEMBLE IN ARABIC MUSIC)

Typical instruments comprising a takht:

• Riq – Small frame drum with tambourine 
jingles

• Oud – Short necked, fretless lute

• Ney – Reed flute (end blown)

• Qanun – Middle Eastern zither

• Violin* – Same as western violin, often with 
alternate tuning

* May substitute kamancheh (Persian spike fiddle)
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THE RIQ

Arabic tambourine; about 9” in diameter

Has a head or skin covering frame

10 pairs of jingles (cymbals) arranged in 5 groups of 2 pair each

Rich variety of sounds and playing techniques:

• Classical style – functions like a frame drum allowing  “dums” 

and “teks” to be played with both hands

• Cabaret style – allows for frame drum tones and intricate jingle 

work

• Folkloric style – focused on shaking sounds 
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riq solo by Zohar Fresco

Stevie Nicks



THE OUD

Short-necked, fretless lute

Typically 11 strings in 6 “courses” – 5 pairs and one single

At least 1500 years old – some say much older

Very popular in the Middle East, North Africa, Turkey, Balkans; not 

so well-known in the US

The medieval lute is a descendent of the oud and takes its name 

from “al-oud”

Played with a special pick
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oud taqsim by Farid al-Atrash



THE NEY
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Pronounced “nay” or “nigh”

End-blown made from hollow cane or reed with 5-6 
finger holes and a thumb hole; student models made 
from plastic or metal

Turkish neys may have metal or plastic mouthpiece

Dates back 4500 years to ancient Egypt

Prominent in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Israeli and 
other musical traditions

Experienced player will have several neys and switch 
off depending on the key and maqam (scale) of the 
song

ney taqsim by Majed Saraiedin



THE QANUN (“KA-NOON”)

Trapezoidal, large zither played on the lap or small table; player 

typically uses picks attached to each index finger

Many regional variations, Arabic qanun has 81 strings arranged in 

26 courses

Player can change the pitch of each set of strings using levers 

located near the tuning pegs

Descended from the ancient Egyptian harp, has been an integral 

part of Arabic music since the 10th century

9

qanun taqsim by Magen Serour



THE VIOLIN
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While the Persian kamancheh (spike fiddle –
“kamanjah” in Arabic) was the go-to bowed string 
instrument in the takht at one time, it has been 
largely supplanted by the violin in more 
contemporary ensembles 

The violin is the same instrument used in western 
orchestras, chamber music, etc. only the style of 
playing is different

Arabic players often employ alternate tunings 
(especially to avoid having a string tuned to E)

violin taqsim by Simon Shaheen

kamancheh



ARABIC ORCHESTRA

During the 1930s-1960s, Arab music began to incorporate some 

western influences

Instruments were added to the traditional takht

• Darbuka (also called doumbek, Egyptian tabla, and others)

• Very important in belly dance music and drum solos

• Accordion

• Extra features added to accommodate Arabic maqam (scales)

• Extremely popular in the Raqs Sharqi (belly dance) and Sha‘bi

genres (maqamworld.com)
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Palestinian Arabic orchestra

Set of Indian table (not what 

we’re talking about!)

Darbukas

Accordion



ARABIC ORCHESTRA

Oum Kalthoum singing with her orchestra

• Arabic buzuq (long-neck lute with movable 
frets; similar to Turkish saz)

• Folk instrument from the Eastern 
Mediterranean (Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon 
and Syria) 

• Crossed over into Arabic pop music in mid-
20th Century (maqamworld.com)

• Expanded percussion sections with doholas, 
frame drums, multiple darbukas, etc.

• Saxophone

• Electronic organ/synthesizer

• Electric guitar
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Arabic buzuq



MICROTONES IN ARABIC MUSIC

A distinguishing feature of Arabic music (and many other types of non-western 

music) is the incorporation of microtonal notes

Microtones are notes that are not used in traditional western music, but 

characterize many of the Arabic maqam (scales)

Think of microtones as the “notes between the notes”

Example:  

• If you play E on a western piano, the next lowest note you can play is E-flat; 

there are no notes in between

• In reality, there are an infinite number of possible pitches between E and E-flat, 

those notes just aren’t used in the Western tradition

• In microtonal music, a note between E and E-flat is called E-half-flat! 13

E-flat

E

E-half-flat???



SAMA’I (AND 
DANCING TO IT)



WHAT IS SAMA’I?

Means “for listening” in Arabic

One of the major musical forms of the Ottoman Empire, called 

“saz semai” in Turkish

Arabic composers began creating pieces using the sama’I form in 

the 1930s

Can refer to a piece of music written in the sama’I form or to the 

distinctive 10-count rhythm used in these compositions (more 

formally “sama’i thaqil”)

• “Classical” sama’i compositions

• Songs (Lama Bada Yatathana)

• Sometimes used in drum solos 15

Lama Bada Yatathana by 

Ensemble Constantinopla

Sama’i Nahawand from the album 

“Turath” by Simon Shaheen



SAMA’I THAQIL RHYTHM
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sema’I rhythm by Omar Kattan

10987654321Ex. #
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<clap>

7

<clap>
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<clap>
32
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<clap>
1

aand<clap><clap><clap>and<clap>aand<clap>2

aand<clap><stomp><stomp>and<clap>aand<stomp>3

restandLONGSHORTSHORTandSHORTaandLONG4

RestandTEKDOUMDOUMandTEKaandDOUM5

Beat/Count

Beat groupings:

Exercises to help internalize rhythm Last 2 counts of 

cycle are often a 

“breathing space”



TAQSIM (AND 
DANCING TO IT)



WHAT IS TAQSIM?
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Unaccompanied improvisation

• Can also mean any type of improvisation, but 

usually refers to unaccompanied solo

Essential part of classical Arabic music

Can be played on any instrument in the takht



CONSIDERATIONS FOR DANCERS

Disclaimer:  These “considerations” are intended to be a starting point 
for connecting your dance to the music.  You don’t have to use any 
specific technique, and nothing is off the table if it works for you!

What kind of instrument is playing?
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Bow or blow/”Flowy”Picked/Sharper movements

ViolinOud

NeyQanun



CONSIDERATIONS FOR DANCERS

What mood is being created by the choice of maqam (scale)?

Note:  This table describes some of the most popular maqam in very broad strokes.  

The study of maqam theory can be deep and nuanced.  The maqam often changes 

during taqsim (called “modulation”).  Also, the mood being evoked is subjective; try 

to focus on how the music makes you feel!
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“Sad” “Happy” 

NahawandRast

BayatiAjam

Hijaz*

*Hijaz is often used by western composers who want to evoke the east for a movie, etc.



CONSIDERATIONS FOR DANCERS

Musical pauses

• Listen for a “qafla” (musical cadence) preceding a pause

Note length

• Long?  Short?  Tremolo (oud or qanun)?

Range on instrument

• Low notes?  High notes?

Intensity

• May start off slow, build intensity over the course of the taqsim

Other ideas?
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