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R elevant repertoire in the Iranian classical mu-
sic tradition in recent times presents many

diverse musical works which have different
paradigmatic roots with Radif as a source for tra-
ditional repertoire. Works from the past century are
different from each other and so various in terms of
musical material. Despite the processes of change
which have happened in the past century in musical
composition, as ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl re-
ports in a study on Iranian music (1977), nowadays
there are some characteristic elements which de-
pend on Iranian aspects of a musical piece. Accord-
ing to Nettl (1978), certain elements of a musical
tradition are more central than others, as indicated
by their pervasiveness in a repertory, the degree to
which members of the society refer to them in their
verbal statements, their tenacity in times of change.
This study focuses on searching characteristic ele-
ments in Iranian classical music tradition based on
the above mentioned three features. The method
considers two kinds of references. First a study on
written references in Iranian classical music finds
which terms are most noticed. Books that discuss
Iranian classical music elements and features are
two groups in approach. The first are books about
the theory of Iranian music which come from vari-
ous types of discourses and viewpoints on cases
like Vaziri, Farhat, Pourtorab [and others] and Ta-
laei. The rest of the references discuss the tradition
by analytical descriptive method like Nettl’s or
During’s studies. The second category of informa-
tion about characteristic elements in Iranian music
comes from two interviews with Abdolmajid Kiani
and Dariush Talaei, two outstanding characters of
tradition which answer the question “what is/are
the central feature(s) of Iranian classical music?”
this verbal approach is more direct than the written
category in answering the question about charac-

teristic elements in Iranian Music. The next step in
the article is to categorize defined terms and put to-
gether converging terms. Every term which defines
and focuses on certain musical elements becomes
a reference point. The conclusion is attaining five
categories of elements which are emphasized in the
references. These features are a group of concepts
focused on structure and variety of modes which
include key terms like Radif, Dastgah, Avaz, Gush-
eh, Magham, a group focused on theoretical scale
of musical system and intervals evident in some
terms like scales, Microtones, Dang, Iranian special
intervals, a group of concepts focused on musical
expression like ornaments, accents, hal, a group
on rhythmic features focusing on some concepts
like nonmetric perform (avazi), linguistic based
rhythmic structure and a group concepts focused
on Iranian classical music genres cognition like
bedahe-navazi and composed pieces. These groups
of concepts agglomerate to five central features are
structures and variety of Modes, theoretical scale
and intervals, musical expression, rhythmic fea-
tures and certain musical genres. The last problem
is a comparison between these characteristics with
some Middle-Eastern traditions which are cognate
musical traditions. Many common characteristics
are evident between Iranian music and these tradi-
tions which lead to categorize two groups of charac-
teristic elements. The first group, familiar elements,
focuses on common modes, intervals and genres.
The second group, unfamiliar elements, focuses on
musical expression and rhythmic features.

Key words
Iranian Classical Music, Identity, Central Features,
Characteristic Elements.
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