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The existing literature on the relationship between 
music and the visual arts in the Islamic world, even if 
not extensive, is yet sufficient for an attempt at some 
sort of characterization. Broadly speaking, it can be 
divided into two generally unrelated streams. One is 
interpretative and essentially unidirectional: rather 
than treat the two on the same footing, seeking, say, 
to elucidate possible economic, functional, or aesthetic 
parallels, it concentrates on musical iconography—that 
is, it regards artifacts and paintings as source texts to 
be scoured for their musical content, whether from a 
primarily organological perspective or as representa-
tive of social structure and behavior.1 It has, therefore, 
potentially much to say about music, being indeed a 
vital visual supplement for the historical musicologist, 
otherwise largely starved of information about the 
morphological evolution of instruments.2 However, 
apart from its undoubted value as an index or even 
an inventory of a significant motivic repertoire, above 
all in representations of courtly entertainment, it has 
had rather less to say about developments in Islamic 
art. The other stream, even when specifically addressing 
connections between music and art, ventures by impli-
cation or design into the more speculative domain of 
the general world of culture. Assuming the operation 
at some level(s) of a unified vision, it seeks to tease 
out conceptual parallels ultimately reflective of an aes-
thetically and hence ideologically integrated universe, 
and consequently may also engage with other forms 
of creative expression, particularly literature.3 With 
regard to the visual arts, notions of abstract design 
and structure, rather than representation, have been 
emphasized; and particular attention has been paid to 
putative similarities between formal patterns of melodic 
organization and the recursive combinatorial potential 
of arabesque motifs.4 On the other hand, comfortingly 
if rather unexpectedly, little attention has been paid  
to hypothetical parallels with the geometry of floor 
designs, mosaics, and muqarnas decoration that might 
have been suggested by the mathematical predilections 
of certain theorists of music.5  

Also hitherto neglected has been the ancillary topic 
to be addressed here, the use of visual representation 
and visual metaphors as explanatory devices in rela-
tion to music. For this one can suggest a quite pro-
saic reason: the expectation of a yield too exiguous 
for useful generalization. If anything, it might have 
been anticipated that a more productive metaphori-
cal vein would emerge from analogies between music 
and poetry, and that at least one stream of theoretical 
discourse would somehow flow from poetics. But if we 
set aside the domain of rhythmic analysis, at times inti-
mately (if deceptively) connected to prosody, we find 
that borrowings from the metalanguages of grammar 
and rhetoric are strikingly absent, and that the techni-
cal vocabulary of music, whether indigenous or Greek-
derived, is largely autonomous. For example, the well-
known summary of the attributes of the outstanding 
(al-muªºb al-mu¥sin) singer enunciated by the great 
Umayyad singer-composer Ibn Surayj (d. 726)6 may 
be taken as representative of the manner of early the-
orizing. But in contrast to its highly wrought linguistic 
surface, marked by syntactic and morphological paral-
lelism and occasional rhyme,7 we find that the vocab-
ulary used is remarkably sober and self-contained, and 
beyond the various technical terms deployed it devel-
ops only the general metaphorical area of fullness 
and completion (through the verbs ashba{a, mala}a, 
fakhkhama, and istawf¸). There is nothing visual here, 
and as one of its major aesthetic concerns is the ap-
propriate marriage of musical expression and text-
ual meaning, one might expect to find prominence 
accorded elsewhere to parallels with literature. But 
these are generally avoided by later authorities, and 
correspondences for and metaphorical equivalents of 
particular musical phenomena are usually sought, 
rather, in items of material culture, the visual arts, 
and  building.

Even if obvious, it is worth observing that whereas the 
conventional descriptive vocabulary for art objects,8 dif-
ficult of access though it may sometimes be for the non-
specialist, attempts a quasi-scientific precision through 
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its reliance on the non-metaphorical resources of the 
vocabulary for color, shape (whether geometric or 
organic), and position, for those striving to character-
ize musical entities such correlatives are for the most 
part lacking, so that they necessarily have recourse to 
analogy, allusion, and metaphor. It is therefore hardly 
surprising to find that it is not only in literary sources 
such as the Kit¸b al-agh¸nº but also in the more sober 
treatises of the theorists that references to visual phe-
nomena occur, and what follows is an exploratory sur-
vey of visual imagery and metaphoric vocabulary that 
draws largely upon the latter. Modest in extent, it is 
also selective, discarding random and for present pur-
poses unfruitful parallels 9 as well as dramatized descrip-
tions of musical performances, however strongly visual 
in content.10  It will also leave to one side those many 
ultimately metaphorical expressions that, to pursue the 
analogy, are colorless, bleached out, and only to be iden-
tified as metaphorical in origin through etymological 
dissection. Thus in the rhetorical question Kayf yubªiru 

al-ghin¸} man nasha}a bi-khur¸s¸n l¸ yasma{ min al-ghin¸} 

al-{arabº ill¸ m¸ l¸ yafhamuh (“How can someone conceive 
of music who grew up in Khurasan, unable to under-
stand whatever Arab songs he may have heard?”)11 one 
may note the metaphorical ground of the verb abªar, 
but at the same time disregard it as faded, just as one 
may note but ignore in the present context the visual 
origin—whether in English or Arabic—of such basic 
creative terminology as “image,” “imagination,” “form”: 
ª¢ra, taªawwur, khay¸l, takhayyul, hay}a.12

Among early theorists visual references resolve, 
broadly, into two classes: the associative and the explan-
atory. The former, grounded in cosmologically sustained 
networks that suggest arbitrary collocation rather than 
causal relationship, appear prominently in the work 
of al-Kindi (d. ca. 866). In his Ris¸la fº ajz¸} khabariyya 

fi ’l-m¢sºqº, musical entry to these networks is provided 
by the four strings of the lute, through which we gain 
access not only to other predictable fourfold sets (the 
humors, elements, seasons, points of the compass) but 
also to, e.g., quarters of the day, the month, and the 
human lifespan. Whether singly or combined, the strings 
have ascribed to them an emotional impact,13 as also do 
colors14 and perfumes,15 but there is no development of 
synesthetic correspondences. That their effects remain 
independent of each other is underlined in the follow-
ing section of this treatise, which begins with a reminder 
of the preceding treatment of auditory (sam{º), visual 
(baªarº), and olfactory (shammº) perception, but then, 
rather than link them or continue the series, shifts via 

an allusion to the sensation of taste (al-¥¸ssa al-dhaw-

qiyya) to the verbal stimuli contained in philosophical 
dicta. At this point the manuscript breaks off, but anal-
ogous material is found elsewhere, for example in the 
Naw¸dir al-fal¸sifa section in the music chapter of the 
Ras¸}il of the Ikhwan al-Safa}, where there are several 
such dicta juxtaposing seeing and hearing, couched in 
the competitive and contrastive form of muw¸zana: sight 
is given precedence over hearing in the first, but hear-
ing over sight in those that follow, albeit for a variety of 
unconnected reasons that have no bearing on concep-
tions of music and art. One rather complex and inter-
esting argument, however, does at least invoke music.16 
Hearing, it is contended, is capable of more precise dis-
criminations (adaqq tamyºzan), as shown by its capacity 
to appreciate meter (kal¸m mawz¢n) and music, where it 
can recognize deviations in rhythm and melody; sight, 
on the other hand, is for the most part epistemolog-
ically unreliable (yukh«i}u fº akthar mudrak¸tih), being 
fallible in its estimation of size, distance, motion, and 
regularity of surface/shape (rubbam¸ yar¸ ... al-mustawº 

mu{wajjan wa ’l-mu{wajj mustawiyan). 

An initially banal-seeming but in fact more recondite 
and intriguing association of sound and sight occurs 
when al-Kindi has recourse to notation. The context is 
an abstract analysis of melodic movement in the course 
of which he initiates the use, later taken much fur-
ther by al-Farabi (d. 950), of the powerful but blunt 
tool of binary oppositions.17 The first contrast drawn is 
that between consecutive (mutat¸lº) and non-consecu-
tive (ghayr mutat¸lº), but strikingly visual metaphors are 
introduced in the subsequent division of the second into 
two varieties, “spiral” (lawlabº) and “sash” (muwashsha¥)18 
or “braid” (¤afºr). The two subtypes of the former are 
defined as a movement such that, given, e.g., the pitch 
set p, p+1 ... p+5, the “inward” form (d¸khil) produces 
p  p+5  p+1  p+4  p+2  p+3 (and then back to p), while 
the “outward” (kh¸rij) moves in reverse. The latter is 
again of two types, the definitions of which are less easy 
to interpret, although both seem to involve a form of 
shuttling motion. 

As if sensing a need for further clarification, al-Kindi 
goes on to supply notated examples. Various systems of 
graphic symbolization have appeared at different times 
in the Middle East to represent sound, whether in terms 
of duration or of pitch, but the most frequently used 
in the Islamic world has been the letters of the Arabic 
alphabet, usually, as here, in the abjad sequence and 
therefore with implied numerical values. If we repre-
sent the lowest note of the gamut (¸) by A, the octave 
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initially selected for purposes of illustration—¸ j  d  w 

¥  «  k ¸—corresponds straightforwardly to:

A      B       c        d       e        f        g        a

and after ascending and descending scales (for the 
mutat¸lº category) we move to the following exam-
ples: 

“inward spiral”:    A   e   B   d   A
“outward spiral”:    d   B   e   A   d

These seem, indeed, to have less melodic than visual 
sense, for prior to the final return to the initial note 
the first does assume an inwardly spiraling shape when 
drawn out over a scalar disposition of the notes, while 
the second, similarly, moves outwards (fig. 1).

 The “braid” examples are more complex, includ-
ing further pitches, and as it is difficult to reconcile 
the notated examples with the definitions, their pre-
cise shapes cannot be established beyond dispute, so 
that—to take as an example the “separate braid”—the 
version put forward by Lachmann and el-Hefni,19 for 
all that it is visually persuasive, should be regarded as 
no more than typologically indicative (fig. 2). 

 However, the central point here concerns not the 
reliability of the text or the accuracy of the interpre-
tation, but the fact that the nature of such recursive 
note patterns is difficult to grasp from a reading of the 
graphic symbols alone. Intriguingly, they convey sche-
matic (and wholly abstract) outlines that are catego-
rized as shapes by their accompanying verbal labels and 
need some process of spatial projection in order to be 
understood as such. In fact, al-Kindi is thinking here 
in fundamentally visual terms:  however little we may 
know of the musical practice of the period, it is incon-
testable that considered melodically the notes given 
form implausible contours.20 Theoretical speculation, 
whether conducted by al-Kindi himself or taken over 
by him from a no longer extant, post-classical source, 
is here being driven by the visual metaphor embodied 
in both the Greek term plok¹ (“plaiting”) and its literal 
translation into Arabic. 

With al-Farabi (d. 950) and Ibn Sina (d. 1037) we 
encounter analogous abstract concepts in the categori-
zation of possible types of melodic movement. But al-
Kindi’s complex shapes have been jettisoned along with 
the related metaphorical vocabulary, and the structures 
listed can more readily be understood in straightfor-
ward linear terms as permutations of the type:

p  q  r  q ; p  s  t  s; p u …
or:   t u v w s r q p; t x y …21 

and the concept of linear extension figures clearly 
in al-Farabi’s vocabulary: pitches may be stretched 
(mamd¢d) or shortened (maqª¢r). But we are also offered 
a straight (mustaqºm) vs. circular (mustadºr) opposition, 
attributes that are unfortunately not defined. Rather, 
it is admitted that they are not objective or intrinsic 
(bi ’l-¥aqºqa) but belong to the realm of subjective 
impressions (takhayyul).22 The notion of circularity is 
repeated by Ibn Sina, who defines it in terms of peri-
odic repetition of pitches within a given melodic span. 
He also takes geometrical analogy further by adding 
the concept of polygonal (mu¤alla{) movement, and 
then allowing the combination “circular polygonal” 
(mu¤alla{ mustadºr).23  

Whether straight, curved, or angled, in single or over-
lapping lines, common to all these theorists is visual-
ization of pitch relationships through spatial pattern-
ing. To be expected, therefore, would be a parallel 
use of such representation to give a visual mapping of 
duration when organized into the recursive patterns of 
a rhythmic cycle. But although the figure of the circle 
is latent in the key term dawr, which we already find in 
al-Farabi, his analysis of rhythm is dominated by notions 

Fig. 1. Al-Kindi’s inward and outward spirals.

Fig. 2. Al-Kindi’s “separate braid,” as interpreted by Lachmann 
and el-Hefni.
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of disjunction, gap filling, and gap creation, and it is 
only much later that we encounter diagrammatic rep-
resentation in the form of circles.24 In fact, not until 
the aptly named Kit¸b al-adw¸r of Safi al-Din al-Urmawi 
(d. 1294) does this method come to the fore. Thereaf-
ter, although not favored by every theorist, it becomes a 
standard display format, being used not only to show 
the cyclical, repetitive nature of rhythmic structures 
(fig. 3) but also to display consonant relationships in 
modes (by drawing lines between the pitches in ques-
tion: fig. 4) and the distribution of pitches between 
modes (fig. 5); to serve as a frame for a novel form of 
notational display (in the Kit¸b al-in{¸m fº ma{rifat al-

angh¸m [ca. 1500] of al-Saydawi);25 and even, on occa-
sion, to provide a model for setting forth cosmologi-
cal associations (fig. 6). In the Ottoman tradition the 
display of the inner structure of the rhythmic uª¢ls in 
circular format, used by Cantemir at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century (fig. 7),26 was still in use in the 
mid-nineteenth, and even later we find in Egypt the 
symmetry of the twenty-four quartertone octave provok-
ing a movable double circle format for plotting trans-
positions (fig. 8).27

 To return to the world of words, it is hardly surpris-
ing, given its sheer length, to find the widest range 

Fig. 3. The khafºf al-thaqºl rhythmic cycle as represented in al-
Urmawi’s Kit¸b al-adw¸r. (Facsimile of Nuruosmaniye, 3653, in 
Publications of the Institute for the History of Arabic-Islamic Science, 
Series C, 29 [Frankfurt, 1986], p. 33)

Fig 4. Consonant relationships in one of the twelve shud¢d modes, 
as represented in the Kit¸b al-adw¸r. (Facsimile, p. 33)

Fig 5. Pitch alignments of the twelve shud¢d modes, as repre-
sented in the Kit¸b al-adw¸r. (Facsimile, p. 54)
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of analogies in the text of al-Farabi. Although by no 
means exclusively so, this is predominantly visual in 
orientation.28 Here we may usefully distinguish meta-
phors relating to composition and the materials and 
processes used from parallels drawn in relation to the 
finished product. In the former area we may note the 
standard concepts of craft (ªin¸{a) and artisanal fashion-
ing (ªiy¸gha), but register, as an index of metaphorical 
enfeeblement, their flexibility and width of range: the 
first can collocate with theory (m¢sºqº), while the sec-
ond may be associated with imagination (takhayyul).29 
Of more interest is the way al-Farabi articulates another 
standard concept, the binary opposition between pri-
mary and secondary notes, that is, between those that 
are considered fundamental to a composition and those 
that are not.30 Two analogies are offered in clarifica-
tion: textiles and buildings. Primary notes are accorded 
the status of warp and weft or bricks and wood, sec-
ondary notes that of dyes, glossing, decoration, and 
fringes (al-aªb¸gh wa ’l-ªiq¸l wa ’l-taz¸wºq wa ’l-ahd¸b)31 
or, in buildings, that of adornments, appurtenances, 
and facilities (al-taz¸wºq wa ’l-mar¸fiq wa ’l-isti¬h¸r¸t). 
Ignoring the yoking together of functional and non-
functional in the last set of terms, a clear distinction is 
thus drawn between basic materials and aesthetic pro-
cesses of design and embellishment, but whereas this 
matches the standard discrimination between the trans-
mitted outline of a song and embellishments (zaw¸}id) 
added in performance, al-Farabi appears to regard as 
secondary certain notes that are integral to the song 
(that is, to analyze a song in terms of primary and sec-
ondary elements), and he adds an aesthetic judgment 
to the effect that some songs are enhanced by their 
secondary notes, while others are not, and may even 
be spoiled by them.32 

When discussing the ways notes combine, al-Farabi 
again resorts explicitly to visual analogy (tutaªawwar bi-

«arºq al-mun¸saba), concentrating now on color. For notes 
in immediate (coadunative) association (iqtir¸n), per-
fection is compared to the combination of the boldly 
contrasting colors of the wine and the glass, of sap-
phire and gold, of lapis lazuli and red,33 while for 
notes in consecutive association (tartºb), vaguer ref-
erence is made to unspecified colors in decorations 
(taz¸wºq) and to a succession of different and equally 
unspecified tastes. 

Elsewhere, moving from part to whole, al-Farabi 
makes reference to shape and outline. Given the gen-
eral absence of architectural analogies it is hardly sur-
prising to find that there is no elaboration of the 

building metaphor to include references to complete 
structures. Rather, we encounter a basic vocabulary of 
depiction and representation (rasm, irtis¸m, ª¢ra) that 
is developed more explicitly in an extended character-
ization of a category of song (within a threefold classi-
fication relating to the effects of music) that inspires 
in the soul images and representations.34 These are 
likened to ornaments (taz¸wºq) and images (tam¸thºl), 
which are then characterized further as the passage 
gathers its own momentum:

With some, one experiences only a pleasant sight (man¬ar

anºq), but others imitate (yu¥¸kº) in addition plastic forms 
(hay}¸t ashy¸}), with their emotions, actions, characters, 
and habits, as with the ancient statues (tam¸thºl) that 
people used to venerate in former times as if they were 
images (mith¸l¸t) of the gods they worshipped alongside 
or in precedence to God Almighty. They were depicted 

Fig. 6. Cosmological associations of modes. (After A. Shiloah,
The Theory of Music in Arabic Writings (c. 900–1900), Répertoire 
international des sources musicales, series B, vol. 10 [Munich: 
G. Henle, 1979], p. 382)
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(muªawwara) with shapes and forms (khilaq wa-hay}¸t) that 
indicated the actions, characteristics, and desires that they 
associated with each one, just as the physician Galen has 
reported about certain idols (aªn¸m) he had seen, and 
just as they are now in furthest India.

The notion of imitation (mu¥¸k¸h) also appears later in 
the context of the relationship between instrumental 
and vocal music. The former is generally subordinate, 
being used to accompany and support the voice, but 
reference is also made to an independent genre of 
instrumental music that is non-vocal in idiom, and 
this is compared to non-representational decoration 
designed solely for aesthetic effect.35 Implied thereby 
is an equation of words (as they appear in vocal music) 
and things (as they appear in representational art), 
but neither this idea nor the underlying distinction 
between representational and non-representational 
is elaborated. However, although al-Farabi’s formula-
tion does not, evidently, deny the representational an 
aesthetic dimension, it could be argued that it does 
provide some purchase for a conceptual separation of 
structure and ornament. To the extent that it allows 
for the autonomy of the latter its emphasis is rather 
unexpected, for what prevails elsewhere is a basic vs. 
secondary contrast from which may be derived a hier-
archical distinction of aesthetic levels or responses: 

the secondary, decorative element (tazyºn) is viewed 
as something that supplements the (ontologically 
prior) essential (wuj¢d ¤ar¢rº), thereby producing an 
enhancement (wuj¢d af¤al).36 The analysis of how this 
is done refers to a number of processes statable in 
terms of mechanical operations, and although one of 
these is termed tazyºn (the injection of notes standing 
in consonant relationships to those to which they are 
added), it suggests nothing qualitatively different from 
the other three, two of which (takthºr, tafkhºm) also, if 
in ways that are not wholly clear, result in enriching 
the palette of pitches, while the third (ibd¸l) involves 
substitution.37 

Given the use of letters as a notational device to rep-
resent pitch, it was only to be expected that the meta-
phorical range of visual references would also include 
calligraphy. But if it is interesting to observe that callig-
raphy is referred to primarily by writers who use nota-
tion little or not at all, it has to be conceded that the 
references themselves are not particularly illuminating. 
They range from a general parallel in aesthetic dis-
crimination—Ishaq al-Mawsili reporting that his father 
invoked as an evaluative criterion for singing the gulf 
between writing that is merely orthographically cor-
rect and unexceptional in shape and true calligraphic 
standards38—to a rather quirky analogy drawn between 

Fig. 7. The zencir and darbeyn rhythmic cycles as represented in Cantemir’s Edv¸r, Türkiyat Enstitüsü, Y. 2768, p. 85.
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the care needed to master (i¥k¸m) certain techniques 
(especially of voice production) and the particular atten-
tion paid by a scribe to specific letter shapes, the exam-
ples given being {ayn, ª¸d, ¥¸}, «¸}, and n¢n.39

Stylistic comparisons are also expressed through an 
analogy already adduced, that of textiles. The meta-
phor of weaving (nasj) for artistic creativity is suffi-
ciently ubiquitous40 to make al-Farabi’s use of it for 
music interesting primarily for the division of labor 
involved, design being assigned to men, execution to 
women.41 But it is less the process, however controlled, 
than the finished product that may serve as a tool for 
comparison. Parallel to the early Abbasid debate on 
the relative merits of the ancient and modern poets, 
we find among musicians adherents of the style of the 

older, mainly Umayyad, masters opposed to those with 
a taste for innovation, and when asked by Harun al-
Rashid for his views on the ancient (qadºm) versus the 
modern (mu¥dath) style in music, Ibrahim al-Mawsili 
is reported by al-Hasan al-Katib to have given in reply 
a comparison with textiles:

An old song is like an ancient fabric (al-washy al-{atºq) 
the merits of which are familiar, and the beauty of which 
becomes more apparent as one continues to gaze upon 
it and consider it: the more one ponders, the more its 
beauties register, whereas the modern song is like a new 
fabric that appeals (r¸q) [at first], but the more one 
considers it the more evident its faults become, and the 
more its splendor fades.42 

Fig. 8. A transposition wheel. (After al-Khula}i, Kit¸b al-m¢sºq¸ al-sharqº, before p. 55)
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There is thus the clear perception of a marked differ-
ence in style between contemporary and earlier fabric 
design, and a fragmentary variant version of this anec-
dote suggests that at least one and possibly the main 
reason for the allegedly enduring quality of the older 
material as against the evanescent appeal of the new 
relates to a contrast between sobriety and flashiness in 
the color range employed.43

 Comparisons with painting also occur, but in a quite 
different and purely theoretical domain. As with al-Kin-
di’s language-driven generation of visually conceived 
patterns, they stem from, or are fortuitously provoked 
by, the vocabulary employed to translate Greek terms. 
For the classification of tetrachords into three types—
enharmonic, chromatic, and diatonic—the Arabic equiv-
alents variously include mulawwan (chromatic) and r¸sim 
(enharmonic).44 However, the original notion of the 
“coloration” of the chromatic genus being in some way 
an alteration of the “in-tune” enharmonic is, in effect, 
reversed. The enharmonic genus, which for Arab musi-
cians (and even theorists) was a purely theoretical entity 
never incorporated into practice, is regarded as marginal 
and shadowy in contrast with the now primary diatonic 
genus, indicatively termed qawº. The resulting painting 
metaphor reflects this new hierarchy, expressing a cre-
ative sequence that runs from the vaguely contoured 
enharmonic to the fully finished diatonic, as clearly, if 
elliptically, stated by al-Farabi:

The extremely soft [sc. enharmonic] genus, given that 
it has only a weak effect on the soul, is like an artist 
(muªawwir) at the initial stage of work who sketches the 
outline (yarsum al-shakl), organizes it (yuna¬¬imuh), and 
then colors it (yulawwinuh), but without embellishing it 
(min ghayr an yaksuwah zºna), and subsequently brings it 
to completion (yukmiluh).

(To be noted within this passage is a further cloth-
ing metaphor, implying that embellishment [zºna] is 
somehow at one and the same time an independent, 
secondary, and yet indispensable element.)   

A rather fuller statement of this visual metaphor is 
provided by al-Hasan al-Katib: 

The enharmonic (n¸¬im) is so called by comparison (tashbº-

han) with an image (ª¢ra) before it is sketched (yursam) 
and its various parts defined (tuna¬¬am a{¤¸}uh);45 the 
chromatic (mulawwan) is so called by comparison with 
an image that has been dyed (ªubighat) and colored (luw-

winat) and has become clearly delineated (b¸nat); but 
the diatonic (muqaww¸) is the most perfect of the three, 
resembling an image that has been dyed and decorated 

(zuyyinat) and is now finished and beautiful (kamulat wa-

¥asunat).46

Given the reference to dyeing, the object in mind is 
presumably again a fabric, in relation to which the 
addition of other materials, as with, e.g., a silk «ir¸z 
embroidery on a linen base, could well be integral 
to the design. In this formulation, therefore, there 
would seem to be less justification for deducing from 
the reference to decoration a conceptual distinction 
between essential constitutive elements and inessential 
ornamental ones.

 As art historians well know, this distinction is in any 
case highly problematic, and particularly when applied 
as an etic category to Islamic visual culture.47 We need 
hardly be surprised, therefore, that even with an ana-
lytical mind as wedded to binary oppositions as that of 
al-Farabi, the sideways emic glance provided by such 
visual analogies for music does not result in clearly hier-
archical evaluative distinctions, for at least as impor-
tant as any recognition of categories is the teleologi-
cal emphasis on completion through the combination 
of elements that contribute to an aesthetically satisfy-
ing end result. Thus the complex analogy offered for 
the tetrachords is fundamentally unsatisfactory, for the 
three discrete stages corresponding to the three types 
are arrived at through the arbitrary segmentation of a 
seamless creative process.48 Rather wider in their impli-
cations are the binary contrasts insisted on elsewhere. 
These involve on the one hand a conceptual distinc-
tion between representational and non-representational, 
and on the other a distinction between essential and 
contingent, and to both, if at different angles, may be 
related the core contrast in literary thinking between 
idea (ma{n¸) and expression (laf¬), with which is inti-
mately connected the traditional analysis of mannerism 
in terms of artifice (taªannu{) seen as a playful manip-
ulation of surface, that is, as ornament.49

Later theoretical writing fails to take such analyses 
further: it may be more factually informative but is in 
general less speculative. As far as other types of liter-
ature are concerned, just one text may be mentioned 
here, a seventeenth-century biography of Mehmet A¯a, 
architect of the Sultan Ahmet mosque.50 The author, 
a certain Ca{fer Efendi, informs us that when young, 
Mehmet A¯a was tempted to train as a musician, and 
the first chapter contains, promisingly, a section on the 
theory of music in which the cosmological associations 
between melodic modes and the zodiac figure prom-
inently. But advised in a dream to forgo an art per-
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formed by Gypsies, Mehmet A¯a promptly abandoned 
music, and there is no hint of any musical symbolism 
at play in his architectural concepts. The text does, 
however, contain a musical interpretation of aspects 
of the internal texture of the Sultan Ahmet mosque 
and of the actual process of construction. Offered to 
the author by an unnamed “person skilled in the sci-
ence of music,” this immediately places itself within a 
Sufi perspective by first identifying the sound of tools 
on stone with the sacred “H¢” (“He”) uttered during 
sem¸{ ceremonies. It then relates with three different 
sets of modes51 the twelve types of marble used, the 
four different pitches produced on them by differ-
ent intensities of hammering, and the voices of the 
seven foremen. Noteworthy here are not the identity 
and cosmologically geared sizes of the modal group-
ings, which are entirely predictable, but the fact that 
the architectural hooks for these associations involve 
only materials and processes. But this, too, is hardly 
surprising: by the sixteenth century the mathematical 
expression of intervals and combinations thereof, one 
of the most prominent features of earlier theory, had 
disappeared, thereby excluding the possibility of a sym-
bolic interpretation of ratios or other geometric prop-
erties of architectural design. Although fascinating as 
evidence for the continuing vitality of cosmology in musi-
cal thinking, the fact that the interpretation offered is 
received without comment by the author, and that he 
fails to refer to such ideas either in his following dia-
logue with the architect or in his subsequent discus-
sion of various qualities and colors of marble, suggests 
that for him they were marginal and had, at best, the 
appeal of quaintness.     

Since the common expression of musical and archi-
tectural relationships through mathematical formulae 
appears not to have been invested with cultural sig-
nificance, it is hardly surprising to find that in mod-
ern scholarship allusions to the geometrically abstract 
relate, rather, to mosaic tile patterns. The context is a 
comparative exploration of the nexus of the non-rep-
resentational, the ornamental, and the arabesque that 
attempts to characterize music in analogous terms and 
to place it together with other arts, and especially the 
visual arts, in a single aesthetic embrace.52 Perhaps the 
clearest—and certainly the most ringingly confident—
articulations of such parallels and associations are those 
provided by Faruqi, for whom: 

Like the arabesques of the Arab visual arts, musical ara-
besques are abstract and interweaving designs formed by 

joining motifs in a pleasing arrangement which seems to 
have no beginning or end.

and, further:

Ornament in an Arabian improvisation therefore is not an 
adjunct to a particular tune or to specific notes of that tune. 
It is itself the melodic substance of the improvisation.53

The analogy appears seductive, but there are two 
(related) issues on which one might reflect: one con-
cerns the targeting of improvisation, the other the 
notion that here ornament is all there is. The first 
might be thought to imply that in composed pieces 
different norms somehow obtain: here, perhaps, orna-
ment is an adjunct, and we arrive back at al-Farabi’s 
analytical distinctions. But the second, in contrast, is 
semantically subversive, requiring the abandonment 
of the notion that ornament is a y that is added to an 
x in favor of an ontological shift to an undifferenti-
ated zone of fluid relationships in which there is no 
hierarchical order: a highly democratic but musically 
suspect state of affairs.54 

Equally problematic, it may be suggested, and sim-
ilar in its implications, is the previous reference to a 
seeming boundlessness, an endless undifferentiated 
flux.55 It is difficult not to detect here an orientalist 
subtext—even if no doubt entirely unintended—calling 
into play such dubious oppositions as static vs. dynamic 
and passive vs. active, with, in this case, the inference 
of a musical practice lacking the progressive teleolog-
ical urge frequently ascribed to Western symphonic 
thought. The escape is through paradox (if not apo-
ria): the line of an intricate “aural arabesque” consists 
of “never-ending and ever varying repetitions” within 
which, however, each phrase creates tension followed 
by relaxation, that is, forms a set of micro-narratives 
that fail to shape “a structurally unified statement” yet 
may aggregate into larger clusters generating higher 
levels of tension and aesthetic satisfaction at the even-
tual resolution.

Similar problems arise with another exploration, but 
this time of macro- rather than micro-structure, and 
related specifically to the contemporary art-music tra-
dition of Tunisia.56 This begins by quoting an extended 
visual metaphor (offered, it must be said, by a distin-
guished Arab scholar) in which a repertoire is pictured 
as a garden, the essential elements consisting of an 
enclosure, a central vantage point, and regularity of 
layout in whichever direction one looks. The ensuing 
commentary on this passage is subtle and generally con-
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vincing, but suspicions are reinforced when it adduces 
further quoted descriptions suggestive of Baudelaire’s 
orientalist vision: 

Là, tout n’est qu’ordre et beauté,

luxe, calme, et volupté

with performance being set in a stereotypical aristocratic 
location that is virtually a sensual paradise. 

It is not just a case of the nagging doubts that come 
with post-orientalist loss of innocence, for the commen-
tary itself plays with a contrast between what is perceived 
as a “static quality” (even if the “progressive” term of 
reference is provided not by Western music but by the 
melodic structure of other Middle Eastern traditions). 
The atmosphere of refinement, implied nostagia, and 
etiolation that is conveyed here should not, however, 
be accepted as paradigmatic. Scrutiny of the accom-
panying transcriptions indicates, as one might expect, 
adherence to formal properties common to other North 
African repertoires that, in the broadest sense, accom-
modate patterns of tension and relaxation, while n¢ba 
performances generally are marked by large-scale alter-
nations cumulative in impact.57  But setting aside the 
ideological colorations that a particular cultural moment 
presses upon such imagery, one wonders whether there 
is not in fact a more deep-seated problem here. At the 
level of perception, this may be related to the too con-
fident yoking together of the ultimately incommensura-
ble parameters of the spatial and the temporal. Visual 
scanning, whether of a formal garden or an abstract 
design, is free to wander, return, reconsider, extrapo-
late—in short, to take its time. Auditory reception, on 
the other hand, may be free to vary its levels of engage-
ment with the material it processes, but it cannot alter 
the temporal flow of a live performance, so that parallel 
recuperations of what had been previously heard can 
only work through memory, with the probable atten-
dant creation of a narrative shape, especially when con-
cepts of mode are articulated in the form of a trajec-
tory of initial, medial, and final events. 

Another problematic aspect may be summarized as 
physical and emotional involvement. Whatever might 
be the meditative potential of contemplating visual ara-
besques, their musical equivalents in Arab culture—that 
is, if we accept the identifications offered—are much 
more likely to appear within a context geared towards 
the creation and heightening of «arab, an ecstatic state of 
emotional rapture.58 In short, their potential is dynamic 
rather than static. Melodic intricacy and microscopic 
variation neither entail lack of dramatic incident nor 

imply the infinitely extensible: in the hands of an impro-
vising virtuoso they will be cunningly crafted to achieve 
increasing intensity, climax, resolution, and an over-
whelming emotional response in the audience, while 
within the confines of a composition variation is sub-
ject to the formal controls exerted by modal, rhythmic, 
and verbal structures, each of which provides begin-
nings and ends.

 Interestingly, if we revert to early Arabic texts, we 
find clear evidence of narrative interpretation, a song 
or section thereof being perceived as a form of tone-
painting. “Look at this, it is like something that has 
pounced on something it was hunting” is offered as a 
characterization of one musical passage,59 while another 
is likened to a pigeon flying upwards. The technical dif-
ficulties of a particular high passage are captured by 
comparing it to a dangerous mountain path that threat-
ens on one side a fall into the abyss or on the other 
being crushed against the rock face;60 and a complete 
song is portrayed as a dramatization of an episode in 
a polo match.61 

The temptation to generalize, it may be argued, has 
been yielded to a little too readily. And if the concept 
of a global Islamic music is as suspect as that of a global 
Islamic art, it becomes all the more difficult to estab-
lish parallels between them. Not that the search is vain: 
the notion that there may be or even, indeed, must be 
an underlying set of cultural master tropes is seduc-
tive, and not lightly to be dismissed. But the arguments 
that have been discussed here62 concerning homolo-
gies between art and music are not wholly convincing, 
and the relationship between them remains, in certain 
respects, both mysterious and problematic.
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6.    Al-Iªbah¸nº [al-Iªfah¸nº], Kit¸b al-agh¸nº  (Cairo: Ma«ba{a D¸r 
al-Kutub al-Miªriyya, 1927–74), vol. 1, p. 314. 
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ness of Ibn Surayj’s definition occasionally obscures the mean-
ing, thus allowing for some latitude of interpretation, as wit-
ness the differences between the translations of the beginning 

offered by H. G. Farmer in A History of Arabian Music to the 

XIIIth Century (London: Luzac, 1929, repr. 1973), p. 73: “He 
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bamm strings is like the conjunction of happiness and sad-
ness, which is equilibrium”): Mu}allaf¸t al-Kindº al-m¢sºqiyya, 
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follows: a) sight is subservient to the percepts it seeks, while 
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Greek: see M. L. West, Ancient Greek Music (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1992, repr. 1994), p. 191.

23.  Jaw¸mi{ {ilm al-m¢sºqº, pp. 69–70.
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27.  Mu¥ammad K¸mil al-Khula{º, Kit¸b al-m¢sºq¸ al-sharqº (Cairo: 
Maktabat Madb¢lº, 1904?, repr. 2000), before p. 55. To be 
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28.  But on one occasion combined with the gustatory: the perfec-

tion (kam¸l) of consecutive association (tartºb)—or its oppo-
site—appears in the colors of taz¸wºq and in dishes as they are 
tasted successively (Kmk, pp. 75–76, where, in addition, conso-
nant intervals are compared with natural foods, and unbearably 
loud, high-pitched, and hence “unnatural” sounds with med-
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and also ªal¸ba). Also to be noted is the contrast clear/turbid 
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the second tazyºd¸t (more common elsewhere in the literature is 
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35.  Kmk, p. 69: sabºluh¸ sabºl al-taz¸wºq allatº lam tuj{al mu¥¸k¸h li-

shay} bal ªºghat ªiy¸gha lah¸ man¬ar ladhºdh faqa«. In comment-
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her, Abhandlungen zur arabischen Philologie, vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 
1896), pp. 132–34. 
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tion: al-al¥¸n nasj yunshi}uh¸ al-rij¸l wa-yujawwiduh¸ al-nis¸}.   

42.  Kmk, p. 30. A briefer version is given by Ibn al-Þa¥¥¸n (H¸wº

al-fun¢n, pp. 29–30): fa¤l al-qadºm {al¸ ’l-ghin¸} al-mu¥dath ka-

fa¤l al-washy al-qadºm {al¸ al-mu¥dath li-anna al-qadºma kullam¸ 

a{adt fºh al-na¬ar ¥asun f i ’l-{ayn wa ’l-mu¥dath yafta¤i¥ wa-yaqbu¥. 

(A little further on Ibrahim al-Mawsili is cited as the author 
of another comparison: the superiority of the old style over 
the new is like that of good food that even the sated will eat 
over food that the hungry will eat even though they know it 
not to be as good as other food.)  For a literary application of 
the fabric comparison, see Goldziher, Abhandlungen, vol. 1, p. 
131. A modern application is provided by al-Khula{i (Kit¸b, p. 
81), who speaks of a composer setting forth his stock of knowl-
edge like garments of different materials from each of which 
he will choose the most precious.

43.  Ibn Khurrad¸dhbih, Mukht¸r min kit¸b al-lahw wa ’l-mal¸hº (Bei-
rut: The Catholic Press, 1961), pp. 22–23. In this mangled, 
truncated version, the authority for which is now Ibrahim’s son, 
Ishaq, the variegated colors presumably belong to the mod-
ern fabric: al-ghin¸} al-qadºm mithl al-washy yajma{ al-aªfar wa ’l-

a¥mar wa ’l-akh¤ar wa-s¸}ir al-alw¸n wa-baynah¸ bawn ba{ºd al-

taf¸wut.  Given the importance of clothing at court (amongst 
other things as symbolic gifts and status markers), such anal-
ogies must have lain close to hand, and prolongations such 
as the adoption by practicing musicians of terminology taken 
from tailors are hardly surprising (Kit¸b al-agh¸nº, vol. 5, p. 
287).

44.  Al-Kindi has «anºnº, lawnº, ta}lºfº (Mu}allaf¸t, p. 59). Al-Farabi 
(Kmk, p. 278) puts forward, not surprisingly given his general 
analytical methodology, a two-term scheme consisting of qawº

(where no interval is greater than the sum of the other two) 
and layyin (where one interval is greater than the sum of the 
other two). But in a briefer earlier passage (p. 161) the lay-

yin is subdivided into r¸sim and n¸¬im (i.e., enharmonic) vs. 
mulawwan.

45.  The edition has yuna¬¬am ... ta}lºfº, lawnº, qawº as alternatives. 
A. Shiloah, La perfection des connaissances musicales (Paris: Geu-
thner, 1972), p. 116 prefers mulawwin. 

46.  Kam¸l, p. 75. Ibn Sina’s account (Jaw¸mi{ {ilm al-m¢sºqº) resem-
bles that of al-Farabi but refers only to sketching in (in rela-
tion to the enharmonic) and coloring (in relation to the chro-
matic).

47.  Of particular relevance here is the critique of unacknowledged 
essentialist assumptions embedded in orientalist scholarship 
put forward by G. Necipo¯lu in The Topkapæ Scroll: Geometry and 

Ornament in Islamic Architecture (Santa Monica: Getty Center 
for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1995), pp. 61–87, 
and the general discussion of issues in the first chapter of O. 

Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1992).

48.  The same trajectory is given by Ibn Sina, but reduced to two 
stages: kam¸ anna al-talwºn ba{d al-rasm huwa al-mukmil li ’l-naqsh 
(Jaw¸mi{, p. 49).

49.  A view that recent analyses, particularly those using a struc-
turalist approach, have attempted to refute: see, e.g., S. Sperl, 
Mannerism in Arabic Poetry (Cambridge:  Cambridge University 
Press, 1989).

50.  H. Crane, Ris¸le-i mi{m¸riyye: An Early-Seventeenth-Century Otto-

man Treatise on Architecture, Studies in Islamic Art and Architec-
ture: Supplements to Muqarnas, vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 1987). 

51.  Or, more precisely, with four, since the types of marble are 
first associated, predictably, with the twelve maq¸ms, but then 
later also with the set of twenty-four terkºbs. The other sets are 
the four shu{bas and the seven ¸v¸zes.

52.  The most generous embrace is that of Altar (Le point culmi-

nant), who suggests for eighteenth-century Ottoman culture 
an equivalence between microtonal scale divisions and a subtle 
range of color distinctions, while adducing for poetry a cou-
ple of lines mentioning several colors. Needless to say, this is 
wholly unconvincing.

53.  Faruqi, “Ornamentation” (see n. 4), p. 20. 
54.  Ibid. It is interesting to note that although the proposed clas-

sification of types of ornamentation (pp. 22–25) lists a stan-
dard range of additional elements, it begins by concentrating 
on variations on the theme of transposition. A quite different 
view of the relationship of melody and ornamentation (albeit in 
a very specific context) is put forward by J. During in “L’autre 
oreille: le pouvoir mystique de la musique au Moyen-Orient,” 
Cahiers de musiques traditionelles 3 (1990): 57–78.

55.  A theme also referred to by H. H. Touma in “The Maqam Phe-
nomenon: An Improvisation Technique in the Music of the 
Middle East,” Ethnomusicology 15, 1 (1971): 38–48; he makes 
of the “seeming” a vital insider/outsider distinction: “To the 
unaccustomed listener a maqam performance seems as if it 
were without beginning or end” (p. 39). Within the culture, 
then, there are limits, and form is perceptible.

56.  R. Davis, “The Tunisian Nuba as Cyclic Genre: A Performance 
Analysis,” in J. Elsner and G. Jähnichen, eds., Regionale maq¸m-

Traditionen in Geschichte und Gegenwart (Materialien der 2. Arbeits-

tagung der Study Group “maq¸m” des International Council for Tra-

ditional Music vom 23. bis 28. März 1992 in Gosen bei Berlin), vol. 
2 (Berlin, 1992 [pub. 1994]), pp. 83–114.

57.  See in particular, for the Moroccan tradition, the analysis 
of sectional acceleration given in H. H. Touma, Die N¢bah 

M¸yah: Zur Phänomenologie des Melos in der arabisch-andalusi 

Musik Marokkos (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1998).
58.  See, e.g., A. J. Racy, “Creativity and Ambience: An Ecstatic 

Feedback Model from Arab Music,” The World of Music 33, 3 
(1991): 7–28.

59.  Al-Ýasan al-K¸tib, Kam¸l, p. 129. 
60.  Kit¸b al-agh¸nº, vol. 5, p. 305.
61.  Ibid., p. 377.
62.  But by restricting itself to one or two examples of ethnomusi-

cological writing and disregarding the literature on music in 
the languages of the Middle East, the present discussion has, 
it must be stressed, only scratched the surface. 
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