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Challenging extremists with the sound of the Oud

Baghdad

I 

n a Baghdad workshop plas-
tered with black-and-white 
photos from a more peaceful 
time, Mahmoud Abdulnabi 
hand-carves a wooden oud, 

a string instrument with ancient 
roots that has fallen silent in 
much of the war-torn country.

“The oud is different than other 
musical instruments,” said Ab-
dulnabi, who has crafted ouds 
played by some of Iraq’s best-
known musicians, many of whom 
look down from photographs on 
the walls. “If you feel joyful, it can 
play your joy. If the circumstanc-
es are sad, it can play your sorrow 
and… help to empty whatever is 
in your chest.”

The Islamic State (ISIS) group 
has banned music in the 
one-third of Iraq under its 
control, but in Baghdad 
a growing number of 
musicians and other 
artists are defying the 
extremists, hoping to 
revive a rich culture 
smothered by decades 
of war.

“In Iraq there is renewed 
interest in oud and other high-
calibre music since the war but 
this effort is still in the very be-
ginning,” said Bassam Salim, an 
expert oud player and teacher in 
Baghdad. “Every artist has a very 
huge responsibility to renew and 
revive the real value of (classical) 
Iraqi music.”

Abdulnabi is one of the last 
craftsmen in Baghdad who carves 

ouds by hand. “Our brothers, 
the makers in Syria, Turkey and 
Egypt, might produce 12 pieces a 
day” using machines, Abdulnabi 
said. “We produce one or two 
pieces in a month.”

Iraq is widely believed to be the 
birthplace of the oud, an ancestor 
of the guitar and a central instru-
ment in Middle Eastern music. 
The oldest known image of an oud 
is a 5,000-year-old stone carving 
found in southern Mesopotamia 
depicting a woman strumming 

the instrument on a boat.
These days the most prized 

ouds are made from ebony 
and Indian sesame, woods 
not available in Iraq. At Ab-
dulnabi’s shop, on the top 
floor of a building in a his-
toric neighbourhood, prices 
range from $300 to several 
thousand dollars.

His business suffered 
during the sectarian vio-
lence that erupted after 
the 2003 US-led invasion, 
when Sunni and Shia ex-

tremists threatened musi-
cians and drove them un-
derground. Many of the 

country’s top musicians 
fled, and parents kept 
their children from tak-

ing up music for fear 
of attacks.

These days the 
capital is more 

secure, despite 
the war raging in the 
country and a small 
group of musicians 

and other artists hope to in-

spire a new generation to see past 
the war and destruction that has 
convulsed the country for dec-
ades.

Karim Wasfi, the conductor 
of the Baghdad Symphony and 
founder of the organisation Peace 
Through Art, says the arts are es-
sential to “a life of civility.”

The group runs a school in 
the former Nigerian embassy at 
which children study music, art, 
poetry and even traditional eti-
quette. It recently opened a sec-
ond Baghdad branch and hopes to 
inaugurate a third in the southern 
city of Basra.

“There’s a freedom in it,” Wasfi 
said. “Radicals tend to control 
people through ideologies… 
When we send the opposite mes-
sage, we challenge them and we 
challenge their existence.”  Wasfi 
himself has taken the defiance a 
step further, by playing his cello 
at the sites of bombings. His stu-
dents have performed in front of 
prominent sculptures and monu-
ments.

Salim says the oud “represents 
every special moment in life, 
from sorrow, sadness, joy and all 
combinations of emotions… It’s 
a huge national pride when I feel 
that through this great instru-
ment, I represent Iraq’s cultural 
history.”
(The Associated Press)

Old music instrument is expression of freedom in Iraq

The oud is different 
than other musical 
instruments

London

T 

he hijab — the Islamic veil 
— is the subject of an in-
depth documentary that 
uncovers the history and 
motivations behind argu-

ably one of the most polarising re-
ligious symbols in both ancient and 
modern history.

The Tainted Veil, an Anasy Media 
production, premiered on June 15th 
to more than 75 guests at a private 
screening in London. The Emirati 
production, which comes with the 
tag line “Damned if you wear it and 
damned if you don’t”, took seven 
years to make, and scenes were 
filmed in nine countries.

The ambitious documentary por-
trays Muslims as they share stories 
behind their decisions to wear the 
veil or not. 

Complemented by historical con-
text presented by leading special-
ists and academics, the documenta-

ry seeks to introduce the audience 
to a choice of clothing that has had 
much misrepresentation over the 
years and lays the facts bare about 
the hijab.

In the past few decades, the hi-
jab has been the subject of a global 
debate, particularly in the Muslim 
world, where fluctuations in its 
popularity have been tied to socio-
political factors.

The hijab in Egypt saw a sig-
nificant drop in the 20th century; 
however, today estimates show 
that around 90% of Egyptian Mus-
lim women wear it. In Tunisia the 
Islamic veil was banned in govern-
ment buildings in 1981, while Tur-
key banned it in 1997. Today, both 
countries have lifted the ban, which 
underscores that the debate is not 
exclusive to European countries 
such as France and Belgium.

Moreover, with the spread of 
Islamic extremism, integration 
among communities in Western 
countries diminished even further 
causing a palpable knowledge gap 
towards Muslims and their cus-
toms.

“In recent years the concept of the 
hijab has been politicised,” Nahla Al 
Fahad, one of the three filmmakers 
involved in the production, said. “I 
believe the choice of documenting 
this issue is timely, in order to re-
veal the hijab’s accurate history and 
origin.”

The Emeriti filmmaker went on to 
say the goal of The Tainted Veil was 
to be informative while highlighting 
the motivations behind some Mus-
lim women adopting the hijab and 
giving an accurate historical narra-
tive.

“Let’s keep politics out of it and 
understand that the veil is not ex-
clusive to Islam since it is a part of 
different religions as well,” Al Fahad 
said.

Regarding the reasons it took 
filmmakers seven years to produce 

The Tainted Veil, Al Fahad revealed 
that deciding on the nine countries 
to focus on took a while, however 
finding the right individuals to in-
terview proved even more difficult.

“These types of films require a lot 
of research. It’s not a simple subject 
that you can just tackle with simple 
resources, and it needs preparation 
from the very roots of the issue be-
cause you are looking at something 
that existed before Islam, during 
the rise of Islam and in our modern 
times,” she said.

“After filming, we have spent the 
last year and a half on post-produc-
tion. We had a lot of content, and it 
was not easy cutting things down 
to fit the hour-long documentary 
length. Besides that a lot of docu-
mentaries take years to complete 
from conceptualisation to release, 
some as long as a decade.”

Among the guests at the London 
premiere were Abu Dhabi Minis-
ter for Culture Sheikh Nahyan bin 
Mubarak Al Nahyan, British model 
and actress Suki Waterhouse, de-
signer and Tank magazine Execu-

tive Director Caroline Issa.
After the event, Nahyan said: “I 

was pleased because I think the film 
enlightened people to the origins of 
what the hijab represents and that 
there are different opinions on the 
issue. 

It emphasised the subject matter 
should be applied with discretion 
and that women have the choice to 
wear it or not.”

Issa added: “I found the docu-
mentary fascinating. Any film ex-
ploring the hijab and the veil is im-
portant, but I found this one really 
educational and eye-opening.”

Anasy Media plans on touring 
The Tainted Veil at global film fes-
tivals in 2015, and producers are in 
discussions regarding distribution 
rights.
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A screengrab from The Tainted Veil documentary.
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