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- Blum, Stephenand Amir Hassanpour.1996. “The morning of freedom rose up: “Kurdish popularsongandthe

exigenciesofcultural survival”. Popular Music, 15 (3): 325-343.
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Abstract

The types of music and their categorical definitions have long intrigued and preoccupied music spe-
cialists. Ethnomusicological studies, in general, have examined and affirmed the alignment of mu-
sic with its social and human context. Many have acknowledged that within each of the major Near
Eastern cultures, one should expect to encounter a musical repertoire that is authentic and legiti-
mate, ancient, musically complex, and socially distinctive. Such a repertoire is often described with

» «

labels such as “classical music,” “art music,” or “serious music.” This perspective implicitly assumes
adichotomy in style and approach between the aforementioned repertoire and another body of mu-
sicthat coexists with itand interacts with it. The latter, considered omnipresent, closely tied to mass
media, musically less complex, and generally held in lower esteem, is typically described with terms
such as “popular music,” “light music,” or “commercial music” (Racy 2004: 7). Nevertheless, contem-
porary musical culture in Cairo resists such style-based classifications. For several decades, mass
media such as records, film, and radio have shaped the professional activities and artistic produc-

tions of renowned Egyptian performers.

It appears that the issue of “innovation” or “change”—or whatever term may be used to convey these
meanings—has always been contested throughout the historical development of any subject, both
in its forms and approaches as well as in its reception. In her 1996 article “The New Nightingales of
the Nile: Egyptian Popular Music Since the 1970s” published in the journal Popular Music, American
ethnomusicologist Virginia Danielson argues that in Cairo, the Egyptian capital, a younger genera-
tion of singers has emerged, attempting to imitate their predecessors and masters. Yet, in the eyes of
the public, none of them have achieved the same impact on the minds and souls of listeners as Abdel

Halim Hafez, Mohammed Abdel Wahab, or Umm Kulthum. Danielson notes that most Egyptians be-
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lievetherearenolongertrulygoodvoices, and thatall singerssound alike. Nevertheless, she observes
thatmusicin Cairoisunfoldingindiverse forms, that the cassetteindustry is flourishing, and that the
number of schoolsand institutions devoted tomusiceducationisincreasing. For Danielson, thissitu-
ationraises questions such as: “What are these artists actually doing?” and “Why is there a perception
that they are inferior to their predecessors?” She further contends that answering such questions—
and thereby understanding the distinctive nature of musical performance in Egypt—requires a per-
spective from outside that cultural context. This paper presents a review of the key points in Daniel-

son’s article.

Keywords: Fthnomusicology, Musicology, Popular Music, Egypt, Cairo
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