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Australia	is	blessed	with	a	rich	tapestry	of	peoples	and	cultures,	many	of	them	from	distant	
lands.	 Our	 monthly	 concert	 series	 presents	 examples	 of	 music	 and	 dance	 enjoyed	 and	
performed	by	members	of	some	of	the	cultural	groups	who	have	made	Australia	their	home.	
To	demonstrate	the	general	wealth	and	breadth	of	the	artistic	traditions	that	have	helped	
propagate	the	various	performances	for	your	viewing	and	listening	pleasure,	each	concert	is	
accompanied	by	an	exhibition	of	associated	instruments,	artefacts,	books	and	audio/visual	
media.		
	
This	month	our	concert	 focus	 is	 Iran	and	Afghanistan	as	the	notice	on	the	opposite	page	
indicates.	MAMU	is	fortunate	to	have	as	part	of	our	team	Dr	Gay	Breyley	who	is	an	Adjunct	
Senior	Research	Fellow	and	sessional	lecturer	in	the	Sir	Zelman	Cowen	School	of	Music,	as	
well	as	convenor	of	the	Central	and	West	Asia	and	Diasporas	Research	Network	(CWADRN).	
More	importantly,	for	the	purposes	of	this	exhibition,	Gay	is	a	leading	expert	on	the	music	
and	cultural	history	of	Iran	and	the	Iranian	diaspora,	has	conducted	extensive	fieldwork	in	
Iran	since	2003,	and	has	published	widely	in	this	field,	including	an	award-winning	book	co-
authored	 with	 Iran's	 leading	 ethnomusicologist,	 Professor	 Sasan	 Fatemi.	 Gay	 has	 given	
invited	guest	lectures	at	various	events,	including	at	Berlin's	Humboldt	University,	New	York	
University,	the	University	of	Melbourne,	the	Art	Gallery	of	New	South	Wales	and	the	State	
Library	of	Victoria,	as	well	as	a	keynote	address	at	the	Interdisciplinary	Conference	on	Art,	
Language	and	Technology	in	Mashhad,	Iran.	Through	her	research	and	her	role	in	CWADRN,	
Gay	has	also	worked	with	musicians,	musicologists	and	others	from	Afghanistan,	in	Australia,	
Iran	and	Germany.	We	are	therefore	delighted	that	she	is	launching	the	Exhibition	and	has	
agreed	to	be	its	co-curator,	and	the	MC	for	the	concert.	Other	speakers	at	the	concert	and/or	
exhibition	 include	 Sahar	 Pakravan,	 Najib	 Mohammadi,	 Polly	 Watkins,	 Najaf	 Mazari, 
Ghazanfar	 Ali,	 Jackie	 Jafari,	 Commissioner	 Rosaria	 Zarro	 of	 the	 Victorian	 Multicultural	
Commission,	and	Professor	Margaret	Kartomi,	Director	of	MAMU.	
	
Our	selection	of	materials	for	the	exhibition	were	guided,	for	the	most	part,	by	the	musical	
content	of	the	concert	performance	in	order	to	generate	a	sense	of	unity.	As	a	result,	we	have	
approached	members	of	the	Iranian	and	Afghan	communities	for	loans	of	items	to	augment	
the	specimens	 in	MAMU’s	collections.	While	 this	 is	a	departure	 from	our	usual	practice	of	
showing	our	own	materials,	 it	was	well	worth	 the	effort,	not	only	 in	 terms	of	producing	a	
beautiful	 display	but	 also	 in	having	 the	opportunity	 to	meet	people	 and	 learn	 about	 their	
musical	heritage	in	the	process.	Some	of	them	(as	noted	above)	have	agreed	to	speak	at	the	
launch	about	the	instruments	they	lent	us	and	are	acknowledged	in	the	listing	of	specimens	
that	follows.		
	
We	have	also	provided	background	information	on	the	relevant	music	cultures	to	establish	a	
general	context	for	the	items	on	display.	Gay	Breyley	authored	the	piece	on	the	Music	of	Iran;	
Florence	Stewart,	MAMU’s	current	intern,	researched	and	authored	the	piece	of	the	Music	of	
Afghanistan.	We	hope	you	enjoy	browsing	the	exhibits.	

Bronia	Kornhauser	
Archivist	and	Curator	
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MUSIC	OF	IRAN	
Iranian	art	music	has	been	evolving	since	at	least	the	sixth	century,	when	the	earliest	known	
modes,	the	seven	rāhhā-ye	khosrawāni	(‘royal	passages’),	were	attributed	to	the	legendary	
court	musician	Bārbad.	Over	 the	 centuries,	 the	music	 has	 developed,	 along	with	 different	
methods	 of	 describing	 it.	 Its	 repertoire,	 the	 radif,	 is	made	 up	 of	 sets	 of	melodic	 patterns	
(gushe)	 that	 have	 been	 passed	 on	 by	 master	 musicians.	 These	 elements	 of	 the	 radif	 are	
classified	 into	 multimodal	 suites	 known	 as	 dastgāh	 (and	 sub-dastgāh	 known	 as	 āvāz),	 a	
concept	related	to	maqām,	shashmaqām	and	parde.	Performers	use	the	radif	as	the	basis	for	
composition	and	improvisation.	Performances	are	often	led	by	a	vocalist,	who	selects	modes	
and	lyrics	and	who	improvises	with	ornamentations	(such	as	tahrir	or	melisma)	appropriate	to	
the	context	and	the	mood	of	the	audience.	The	vocalist	is	accompanied	by	one	or	more	string	
or	wind	instruments	and	usually	by	a	tombak	(goblet	drum),	but	may	be	accompanied	by	any	
larger	combination	of	instruments.		

	

String	 instruments	 include	 the	 tar,	dotar,	 setar,	 tanbur,	oud/barbat,	kamanche,	gheychak,	
rubab,	santur,	ghanun	and	chang;	the	ney,	neyanban,	balaban,	laleva	and	sorna	are	examples	
of	wind	instruments,	and	the	tombak/zarb,	daf/dayere,	dohol,	naghare	and	kus/kettledrum	
are	part	of	the	percussion	family.	Most	of	these	instruments	are	used	in	both	Iranian	art	music	
and	the	local	music	of	one	or	more	of	Iran’s	regions,	while	some	are	used	only	in	one	genre	or	
the	other.	

	

Iran	is	a	large,	populous	country,	encompassing	many	regions	and	language	groups	(including	
Persian,	Azeri,	Kurdish,	Mazanderani,	Gilaki,	Luri,	Turkmen,	Balochi,	Arabic,	Qashqai,	Bakhtiari,	
Armenian,	 Georgian	 and	 others).	 Different	 regions	 and	 language	 groups	 have	 their	 own	
diverse	 forms	 of	 music,	 referred	 to	 collectively	 as	 ‘regional’	 (navahi)	 music	 or	 by	 their	
individual	 language	 names	 (for	 example,	 Iran’s	 Armenian-	 and	 Georgian-speakers	 are	 the	
descendants	of	migrants	from	Armenia	and	Georgia,	rather	than	indigenous	people	of	Iran’s	
regions).	Some	forms	of	regional	music,	such	as	Mâzandarâni	in	northern	Iran	and	Bushehri	in	
southern	Iran,	are	musically	related	to	Iranian	art	music,	while	others	have	stronger	links	with	
other	forms.	For	example,	Azeri	and	Turkmen	music	have	Turkic	links,	while	Balochi	is	related	
to	Hindustani	music.		

	

A	 broad	 range	 of	 popular	 music	 is	 also	 produced	 in	 Iran,	 including	 dance	 pop,	 fusion,	
electronic,	rock,	metal,	jazz	and	hip	hop,	along	with	experimental	music	and	sound	art.	

	
Gay	Breyley	
Co-Curator	

	
[For	those	interested	in	learning	more	about	this	subject,	see	page	17	for	suggested	further	reading]	
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IRAN 
	

	
	
TAR  

									 (courtesy	Jackie	Jafari	and	the		
								 Australian	Persian	Arts	Centre)	

 
The	tar	(which	means	‘string’)	is	a	plucked	long-necked	fretted	lute	with	a	
double-chested	wooden	body	and	3	pairs	of	strings.	It	evolved	in	the	18th	
century,	becoming	the	instrument	of	choice	in	Persian	classical	music.	
Nowadays,	it	is	also	used	in	popular	urban	entertainment	(motrebi).	
	

 
 
 

	
	

Setar	(Sehtar)		
				(courtesy	Jackie	Jafari	and	the	

					Australian	Persian	Arts	Centre)	
	

The	setar	(se	means	3	and	tar	means	string;	the	4th	string	was	added	in	the	19th	century)		
is	a	4-stringed	long-necked	fretted	lute	plucked	with	the	index	fingernail	of	the	right	hand	
in	Persian	classical	music.	

 
 
 

Kamanche	(Kamancheh,	Kamonche,	
Kamancha,	Kemanche,	etc) 

												 (courtesy	Jackie	Jafari	and	the	
Australian	Persian	Arts	Centre)	
	

The	kamanche	is	a	four-stringed	bowed	
instrument.	The	strings	are	tuned	by	pegs	
at	one	end	of	the	neck;	the	other	end	of	
the	neck	is	attached	to	a	wooden	bowl-
shaped	body	covered	at	the	top	with	

animal	skin.	Related	to	the	rebab,	the	kamanche	is	played	with	the	neck	upright,	the	
strings	being	sounded	with	a	variable-tension	bow.	
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Santur	(Santoor)	(courtesy	Jackie	Jafari	and	the	Australian	Persian	Arts	Centre)	

 

 
	

The	santur	is	a	trapezoidal-shaped	hammered	dulcimer	that	scholars	believe	originated	in	Ancient		
Persia	and	spread	to	other	parts	of	the	world.	Our	specimen	has	18	sets	of	metal	strings	(each	set		
has	4	strings)	fixed	at	both	sides	with	pins.	The	strings	are	beaten	with	feather-light	curved	mallets,	
shown	to	left	of	the	santur;	to	the	right	is	the	tuning	key.	Two	flower-shaped	holes	enhance	resonance. 

 
 
 
Daf	(Dap)	(courtesy	Jackie	Jafari	and	the	Australian	Persian	Arts	Centre)	
 

The	daf	 is	 a	 frame	drum	 that	has	been	played	 in	 Iran	
since	ancient	times.	The	frame,	made	of	wood,	is	usually	
covered	with	 animal	 skin	 as	 is	 shown	 here,	 or	with	 a	
synthetic	 alternative	 as	 shown	 in	 the	 specimen	
decorated	 with	 Persian	 text	 below.	 Metal	 rings	 are	
usually	attached	to	hooks	on	the	inner	circumference	of	
the	wood,	except	for	the	small	area	which	is	held	by	a	
performer’s	left	hand.	The	rings	add	a	jingling	resonance	
to	the	rhythms	beaten	by	both	hands.						
	

 
 

Daf	(Dap)	(MAMU	collection)	
 

 
 
There	 are	 several	 sizes	 of	 daf,	 the	 larger	 variety	
often	 used	 by	 men	 in	 spiritual	 contexts.	 The	
instrument,	which	was	 originally	 played	 in	 Persian	
classical	music	 is	 increasingly	appearing	 in	popular	
music	genres.	 
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Tombak	(Tonbak)	(courtesy	Jackie	Jafari	and	the	Australian	Persian	Arts	Centre) 
 

The	 tombak,	 a	 goblet-shaped	 wooden	 drum	 covered	 with	
animal	 skin	 (usually	 goat),	 has	 become	 the	 most	 popular	
percussion	instrument	in	Persian	music	today,	possibly	due	
to	its	expressive	capabilities.	Beating	the	drumhead	with	one	
or	 more	 or	 all	 the	 fingers	 and	 palms	 of	 both	 hands	 can	
produce	 a	 variety	 of	 tones	 that	 range	 over	 an	 octave	 and	
creates	a	melodic	effect.	When	played,	the	tombak	is	usually	
positioned	resting	horizontally	across	one	knee	or	diagonally	
across	the	torso.	Our	specimen	has	a	ribbon	decorated	with	

geometric	patterns	surrounding	the	drumhead.	 
	

    
In	our	display,	the	drum	rests	horizontally	
on	 a	 cushion	 (courtesy	 Gay	 Breyley)	 which	
features	shisha	embroidering	with	tiny	

		 round	mirrors,	colourful	circles	and	other	
				 geometric	designs. 

 
 

      
Ney	(Nai)	(courtesy	Tim	Johannessen)	

 

  
 

The	ney	is	an	end-blown	flute,	available	in	several	sizes,	and	consists	of	a	hollow	
wooden,	reed	or	cane	cylinder	with	five	or	6	fingerholes	(our	specimen	has	five)	
in	the	front	of	the	instrument	and	one	in	the	back.	Sometimes	a	brass	or	more	
recently	plastic	mouthpiece	is	placed	at	the	top	end	to	protect	the	wood	from	
damage,	but	this	does	not	affect	the	sound	which	has	an	evocative,	haunting	
and	often	breathy	quality.	The	ney	is	held	vertically	when	played,	with	the	top	
hollow	 end	 inserted	 into	 the	 gaps	 either	 side	 of	 the	 two	 upper	 front	 teeth	
(central	 and	 lateral	 incisors),	 the	 upper	 lip	 surrounding	 that	 part	 of	 the	
instrument.	 Tongue	 and	 lip	 movement	 changes	 pitch,	 tone	 quality	 and	
loudness.	Skilled	performers	can	produce	more	than	a	three-octave	range	of	
pitches	 from	 this	 instrument	 that	 stems	 from	 antiquity	 and	 has	 continually	
endured	for	five	millenia.	
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			Gay	Breyley	Collection	of	Compact	Discs	and	Books	relating	to	Iran	and	Afghanistan	

 
COMPACT	DISCS	

A	Century	of	Âvâz:	An	Anthology	1	

A	Century	of	Âvâz:	An	Anthology	2	

A	Lotus	Sprout,	Mohsen	Chavoshi	

A	Kabul	Music	Diary	(DVD)	

Accordion,	Farzad	Milani	

Avat	Kurdish	Music	

Balaban	

Barad	

Dance	Tunes	from	Mazandaran	

Eftâbete:	Mâzandarâni	Music	

Gabbeh	soundtrack	

Golbâng-e	Shajarian	1,	Bot-e	Chin	

In	My	Headphones,	Bijan	Moosavi		

In	the	Mirror	of	Heaven,	with	Kayhan	Kalhor	on	

kamanche	

Iran/Kurdistan	33	

Kohestan:	Selected	Folkloric	Melodies	of	Iran	

Mazandaran	Music	Concert,	Shevash	Group	

Mehr	Ensemble:	Love	and	Devotion	

Music	from	Nothern	Khorâsân	(Quchân)	

Namad	Ensemble:	Ossyan		

Ney-Navâ:	Riders	in	the	Field	of	Hope;	Nowruz;	

Songs	of	Compassion	

Night	Silence	Desert,	Mohammad	Reza	

Shajarian,	Kayhan	Kalhor	

Possession,	Lily	Afshar	guitar	

Radif	of	Persian	Music	on	Setâr	Vol	1	

Radif	of	Persian	Music	on	Setâr	Vol	2	

Ramz-e	Masti	(Mystery	of	Passion)	

Rastak	Ensemble		

Razé	No	vocal	music	

Regional	Music	of	Iran:	Arba’een	in	Bushehr	

Regional	Music	of	Iran:	A	Musical	Anthology	of	

Mâzandarân	Vol	1	

Regional	Music	from	Kermânshâhân,	Sahne	Vol	11	

Robaeeiat-e-Khayaam	

The	Improvisations	of	Ostâd	Ahmad	Ebâdi	

The	Instrumental	Maghâms	of	Torbat-e	Jâm,	Dotâr	 	

The	Kamkars	Chant	of	Drums	

Vocapella,	Milad	Omranloo,	Tehran	Vocal	Ensemble	

Voices	from	the	Land	of	Iran:	An	Anthology	of	Vocal	

Styles	and	Techniques	

	
BOOKS,	SCORES	and	OTHER	MATERIALS	

Ahle	Mātam:	Music	and	Mourning	Ceremonies	in	

Boushehr	

Between	Anthems	and	Silences	

Divan	of	Hafez	Shirazi	

Earth	and	Ashes	

Eternals	(1):	500	Iranian	Memorable	Songs,	Hymns,	

Folk	Songs	and	Lullabies	(songbook)	

Farhang	Khaneh	Mazandaran	September	2005	

Golchin	2,	Pieces	for	Santour,	Reza	Shafieyan	(score)	

Horses	for	Courses	(songbook)	

Iran:	Archaic	Signet	of	Civilisation	

Iran	RPM	vol	1:	A	Selection	of	Iranian	Vinyl	

Soundtrack	Covers	

Iran	RPM	vol.	2:	Collection	of	Kanoon’s	Vinyl	

Record	Productions	

Iranian	Music	and	Popular	Entertainment:	From	

Motrebi	to	Losanjelesi	and	beyond	(authored	

by	Gay	Breyley	and	Sasan	Fatemi)	

Iranian	Performance	Traditions	

Les	Bardes	du	Khorassan	iranien	

Mahoor	40,	Music	Quarterly	
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BOOKS,	SCORES	and	OTHER	MATERIALS	(continued)	

Music	and	Musical	Life	of	Mâzandarân:		

The	Question	of	Change	

My	Beloved	Home,	P.	Meshkatian	(score)	

Oblong	enamel	decorated	box	with	lid	

Persian	Cultural	Crossroads	

Postcard	of	Turkmen	musician	playing	dotar	

Shahnameh	

Tasnifs	of	Aref		

The	Art	of	Persian	Music	

The	Honey	Thief	

The	Method	of	Playing	the	Daf	

The	Rugmaker	of	Mazar-e	Sharif	

Wordless	Poetry:	The	Collection	of	Parviz		

Meshkatian’s	Soloes,	For	Santour	(score)	

Zamzamehai	Paidar	

 
 
 
 

        
 

			Silver	plate	engraved	with		 	 	 	 Woven	shoulder	bag	with		
													image	of	woman	playing	daf,	 	 	 colourful	geometric	designs	in	the	weave	
	 	from	Isfahan	in	central	Iran	

 
 
.  

	

	 	 	 	 	 	
	

	 				Knitted	patterned	socks	from	the	province	of	Kurdistan	in	north-western	Iran	
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MUSIC	OF	AFGHANISTAN	
	

	

Afghanistan	 sits	 at	 a	 crossroads	 of	 trade	 routes	 between	 central	 Asia,	 Iran,	 and	 India,	 and	
consequently	 shares	musical	 styles,	genres,	and	 instruments	with	 its	 current	neighbours	of	 Iran,	
Turkmenistan,	 Uzbekistan,	 Tajikistan,	 China,	 and	 Pakistan.	 Its	 musical	 repertoires	 encompass	
regional	folk	traditions,	art	or	classical	works	and	burgeoning	popular	music	genres.	For	a	number	
of	groups,	any	form	of	religious	singing	is	not	considered	music.	In	fact,	for	some,	the	concept	of	
music	is	closely	linked	with	musical	instruments,	either	played	by	themselves	for	what	is	termed	in	
English	as	‘instrumental	music’,	or	to	accompany	singing.		
	

The	largest	ethnolinguistic	group	in	Afghanistan	comprises	the	Pashtuns	(constituting	42%	of	the	
country’s	 population),	 followed	 in	 tapering	 order	 by	 the	 Tajiks,	 the	Hazara,	 and	 others.	 Certain	
instruments	are	associated	with	each	ethnic	group.	The	rubab,	for	example,	is	a	plucked	lute	most	
commonly	associated	with	the	Pashtuns	and	celebrated	in	Pashtun	folk	 literature	as	a	noble	folk	
and	classical	instrument.	The	dambura,	another	type	of	plucked	lute,	is	a	popular	folk	instrument	
among	the	Hazaras	and	the	Tajiks.	Hazara	poetry	and	music	is	mainly	folkloric,	having	been	passed	
down	orally	through	generations.	
	

The	main	genre	of	art	music	in	Afghanistan	is	the	ghazal,	an	Arabic	term	which	refers	to	one	of	the	
principle	forms	used	in	Persian	and	Pashto	(the	official	language	of	Afghanistan)	poetry.	Its	structure	
consists	of	a	 series	of	 couplets	 that	 follow	a	particular	 rhyme	scheme.	Ghazal	 also	 refers	 to	 the	
musical	form	for	the	singing	of	this	kind	of	poetry.	The	Kabuli	ghazal	generally	uses	Persian	texts,	
often	from	the	great	poets	of	the	Persian	language	such	as	Hafez,	Sa’adi,	and	Bīdel	Dehlavī;	much	
of	 this	 poetry	 has	 a	 strong	 spiritual	 content.	 Since	 the	 1920s,	 ghazal	 singers	 have	 commonly	
accompanied	themselves	with	the	harmonia	(reed	organ)	and	can	be	backed	by	a	small	ensemble	
including	rubab,	tabla	(drum	pair),	sarangi	(bowed	lute),	delruba	(bowed	lute),	and	tanpura	(plucked	
stringed	 instrument)	 players.	 The	 introduction	 of	 radio	 in	 the	 twentieth	 century	 sparked	 the	
development	 of	 new	 popular	 styles	 combining	 musical	 characteristics	 from	 multiple	 ethnic	
traditions	and	gave	female	musicians	new	contexts	in	which	to	build	professional	careers.	
	

Censorship	of	music	in	Afghanistan	traces	back	to	the	refugee	camps	in	Pakistan	which	accepted	
Afghan	refugees	after	the	Russian	invasion	of	1978.	When	the	Taliban	took	control	of	Kabul	in	1996,	
there	 was	 total	 proscription	 of	 all	 musical	 activity	 other	 than	 certain	 forms	 of	 unaccompanied	
religious	 recitation	and	singing,	but	many	musicians	still	played	 in	secret.	Although	this	ban	was	
lifted	in	2001,	according	to	some	sources	classical	and	traditional	music	never	really	recovered.	Even	
in	2008,	musical	talent	had	become	so	scarce	that	there	was	no	orchestra	capable	of	performing	
the	Afghan	national	anthem.	Through	the	efforts	of	Dr	Ahmad	Sarmast,	who	returned	to	Afghanistan	
after	completing	his	doctorate	at	the	Sir	Zelman	Cowen	School	of	Music	at	Monash	University,	music	
and	 music	 education	 was	 restored	 to	 the	 war-ravaged	 nation.	 He	 founded	 an	 Institute	 which	
encouraged	 and	 celebrated	 artistic	 creativity	 and	 expression	 and	 allowed	 young	 students	 the	
opportunities	to	thrive.	See	below	for	more	about	the	Institute	and	Dr	Ahmad’s	musical	activity.	
	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Florence	Stewart	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 MAMU	Intern	
	

[For	those	interested	in	learning	more	about	this	subject,	see	page	17	for	suggested	further	reading]	
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AFGHANISTAN 
 

Dambura	(Damboora)	(courtesy	Ghazanfar	Ali	Haideri	and	Murtaza	Jafari)	
 

 
	

The	dambura	is	a	long-necked,	plucked	lute	with	two	strings	made	of	gut	or	nylon.	The	
body	of	the	instrument	is	not	varnished	and	features	a	sound	hole	in	the	back.	It	is	the	
most	 common	 musical	 instrument	 in	 Northern	 Afghanistan	 and	 is	 mainly	 used	 as	
accompaniment	 for	 songs.	 The	 dambura	 is	 popular	 in	 Hazara,	 Uzbek,	 Turkmen	 and	
northern	Tajik	communities.	Dambura	players	often	also	tap	or	scratch	the	body	of	the	
instrument	to	create	percussive	effects.	
	
	

Gheychak	(Ghichak)	and	bow	(courtesy	Ghazanfar	Ali	Haideri	and	Murtaza	Jafari)	
	

A	 fretless,	 bowed	 string	 instrument	 in	
Afghanistan	which	 is	 also	 popular	 in	 Iran;	
the	body	is	made	of	a	single	piece	of	wood	
(usually	walnut	 or	 blackberry)	with	 a	 skin	
membrane	 covering	 the	 lower	 part.	 The	
strings	are	usually	metal.	Some	versions	of	
the	instrument	replace	the	wooden	body	
with	a	tin	can	which	operates	as	a	sound	box.	

	
	

	
Rubab	(Robab)	(courtesy	Ahmad	Sarmast)	 	 	 	

This	 short-necked	 plucked	 lute	 is	 considered	 the	
national	 instrument	 of	 Afghanistan	 and	 is	 popular	
with	 Pashtun,	 Tajik,	 Turkish,	 Kashmiri,	 Baluch,	
Azerbaijani,	 and	 Iranian	 Kurdish	 classical	 musicians.	
The	rubab	has	4	main	strings,	4	frets	towards	the	end	
of	the	neck	and	2	or	3	long	drone	strings.	It	also	has	
up	 to	15	 sympathetic	 strings	 (our	 specimen	has	13)	
which	 gives	 the	 instrument	 its	 special	 tone	 quality.	
The	 neck	 includes	 beautifully	 decorated	mother-of-
pearl	inlays.	
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Tanbur	(Tanbour)	(courtesy	Ahmad	Sarmast)	
	

	
	

The	 tanbur	 is	a	 long-necked	plucked	 lute	 that	comprises	a	wooden	bowl-shaped	and	
hollow	body	with	holes	drilled	into	the	top	surface	for	resonance.	The	attached	neck,	
also	of	wood	and	usually	decorated	with	mother-of-pearl	or	bone	 inlays,	 includes	24	
frets	 above	 which	 3	 courses	 of	 strings	 (nowadays	 plastic	 and	 metal)	 as	 well	 as	
sympathetic	strings	are	stretched.	The	instrument	may	be	plucked	with	the	finger	and	
thumb	together	or	with	a	plectrum.		

	
	
Sarinda	(courtesy	Ahmad	Sarmast)	

	

	
	 	 	

This	 wooden	 fretless	 bowed	 string	 instrument	 is	 ornately	
carved	 and	 decorated	with	mother-of-pearl	 inlays.	 It	 has	 a	
hollow	 resonating	 chamber	 and	 skin	 attached	 to	 the	 top	
surface	at	 the	end	of	 the	body.	Two	rope	strings	and	many	
other	sympathetic	metal	strings	are	attached	to	pegs	at	the	
end	of	the	neck.	To	tune	the	instrument,	a	player	turns	the	
pegs	which	tighten	or	loosen	the	strings.	The	sarinda’s	short	
neck	makes	performance	relatively	difficult	due	to	the	lack	of	
room	to	play	the	3	octaves	of	pitches	that	may	potentially	be	
produced	(bow	not	included).	

	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 					Dhol (courtesy	Ahmad	Sarmast)	

The	 dhol	 is	 a	 wooden	 double-headed	 rod-
tensioned	 barrel	 drum	 with	 animal	 skin	
secured	 to	 each	 head.	 To	 tune	 the	
instrument,	a	player	tightens	or	loosens	the	
rods.	The	dhol	is	usually	held	horizontally	on	
the	 lap	 in	performance	and	 is	often	played	
together	with	the	sor-nay	(oboe).	This	drum	
is	also	used	to	accompany	Pashtun	dance.		
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Sor-nay	(Surnai,	Sorna)	(courtesy	Ahmad	Sarmast)	

 

This	cylindrical	wind	instrument	with	a	slight	bell	shape	
at	the	bottom	has	a	disc	just	under	the	double-reeds.	A	
performer’s	 lips	 press	 against	 the	 disc	 and	 the	 mouth	
encases	 the	 reeds	 when	 played.	 The	 resultant	 sound	
from	 blowing	 air	 gathered	 in	 the	 cheeks	 is	 relatively	
nasal.	Our	specimen	has	7	finger-holes	in	the	front	of	the	
instrument	and	one	thumb-hole	at	the	back.	Extra	reeds	
hang	 decoratively	 from	 the	mouthpiece.	 The	 length	 of	
the	 body	 is	 adorned	 with	 fine	 mother-of-pearl	 floral-
patterned	inlays.	

	 
 

	
	
Tabla (courtesy	Ahmad	Sarmast)	

The	 tabla,	 which	 also	 features	 in	 the	 musics	 of	
regions	neighbouring	Afghanistan,	consists	of	a	pair	
of	drums,	the	larger	usually	made	of	metal,	and	the	
smaller	of	wood.	The	tops	of	both	drums	are	covered	
with	 2	 layers	 of	 animal	 skin	 (usually	 goat).	 When	
played,	the	instruments	rest	on	the	floor	in	front	of	a	
performer	who	uses	fingertips	and	hands	to	produce	
intricate	 rhythmic	 patterns.	 The	 tabla	 is	 tuned	 by	
moving	the	wooden	dowels	held	by	the	ropes	around	
the	outer	circumference;	the	black	centres	(created	
with	 a	 starch	 and	 black	 powder	 paste)	 also	 affect	
tone	quality	and	clarity	of	sound.	

	
				Daf	(Daira) (courtesy	Ahmad	Sarmast)		

The	daf	is	a	frame	drum	that	
comes	 in	 several	 sizes	and	 is	
popular	 in	 Afghanistan.	 Our	
specimen	 is	 a	 medium	 sized	
instrument	 with	 front	 and	
back	views	shown.	The	metal	
rings	 are	 attached	 to	 the	
entire	inner	circumference	of	
the	 wooden	 frame,	 which	 is	
covered	in	goatskin. 
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		Large	traditional	Balouch	cushion	cover	(courtesy	Najaf	Mazari)		
 

 
   

This	cushion	cover	was	handmade	in	South	West	Afghanistan	by	nomadic	
tribes	 for	 personal	 use	 and	 protection	 during	 harsh	 winter	 months.	
Estimated	to	be	30-40	years	old 

	
	

	
	 	 						New	Maimana	kilim	cushion	(courtesy	Najaf	Mazari)	

	

					 	
	

					The	cushion	was	handmade	in	Maimana,	Afghanistan	
	

	
		 	 	 	 							Traditional	Hazara	dress	(courtesy	Najaf	Mazari)	

		 	 	 	 	 	 					 	
	

This	traditional	Hazara	dress	with	coloured	embroidery	on	the	
bodice	originated	from	Bamiyan,	Afghanistan.		

Estimated	to	be	made	in	the	1970s.	
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Decades	of	political	strife	and	the	ravages	of	war	have	left	their	mark	on	the	state	of	music	
as	well	as	on	most	aspects	of	daily	living	in	Afghanistan.	We	are	fortunate	to	have	among	
the	donors	of	 items	 for	our	exhibition,	 two	 important	 figures	who	are	making	a	positive	
difference	to	the	quality	of	people’s	lives	in	Afghanistan.	They	are:		
	

• Mr	 Najaf	 Mazari	 who	 created	 the	 Mesawei	 Development	 Fund,	 subsequently	
renamed	AusGhan	Aid,	to	raise	money	to	buy,	maintain	and	operate	the	very	first	
heavy-duty	four-wheel-drive	ambulance	to	drive	expectant	mothers	and	ill	or	injured	
patients	to	hospital	over	rugged	terrain	in	remote	towns	and	villages	in	the	province	
of	Baikh,	Northern	Afghanistan.	His	work	has	saved	countless	lives	in	a	region	where	
people	 previously	 had	 no	means	 of	 getting	 critical	medical	 treatment	when	 they	
needed	it.	Before	Najaf’s	humanitarian	project	was	in	place,	it	would	take	at	least	14	
hours	to	travel	by	donkey	to	the	nearest	hospital.	Najaf	believes	that	an	ambulance	
would	have	saved	the	life	of	two	family	members	who	had	died	as	a	result	of	injuries	
from	 a	 rocket	 attack	 on	 his	 home.	 He	 has	 widened	 his	 AusGhan	 Aid	 project	 to	
embrace	another	important	cause	-	providing	educational	equipment	for	schools	in	
Baikh’s	villages	and	its	city	of	Mazar-e-Sharif.	
	

	 								 							 	
	
These	 images	 show	 AusGhan	 Aid’s	 ambulance	 operating	 in	 rough	 mountainous	
terrain	and	 in	 snowy	conditions.	Despite	 the	cold	winter,	 the	ambulance	 is	 in	 full	
operation	using	snow	chains	for	part	of	the	mountainous	journey,	and	continues	to	
save	 lives	 transporting	 pregnant	 women,	 the	 sick	 and	 injured	 to	 seek	 medical	
attention	in	hospitals	throughout	the	region	and	its	capital,	Mazar-e-Sharif.		

           

AusGhan	 Aid	 hosts	 fundraising	 nights	 every	 couple	 of	 years,	 titled	 ‘An	 Evening	 in	
Afghanistan’.	The	night	is	filled	with	Afghanistan’s	vibrant	culture.	From	traditional	Afghan	
food,	to	music	and	dance,	the	events	aim	to	show	a	little	of	Afghanistan	to	Australia.	All	
the	contributions	go	 towards	paying	 for	 the	evening	and	 the	 rest	 is	 for	 the	continued	
running	cost	of	the	ambulance	and	provision	of	school	equipment.		
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• Dr	Ahmad	Sarmast,	a	Monash	Alumnus	who	was	awarded	the	2018	Polar	Music	
Prize	for	founding	and	directing	the	Afghanistan	National	Institute	of	Music	(ANIM).	
The	Prize	was	awarded	in	recognition	of	how	‘this	inspirational	organization	has	
used	the	power	of	music	to	transform	young	people’s	lives.’	Afghanistan’s	rich	
musical	heritage	had	thrived	for	centuries	but	was	abruptly	halted	in	the	1990s	by	
civil	war	and	from	1996	until	2001,	music	was	forbidden	and	silenced	throughout	
the	country.		In	2008,	Dr.	Sarmast,	the	son	of	a	famous	conductor,	returned	to	
Kabul,	at	great	personal	risk,	to	establish	ANIM,	which	continues	to	flourish	and	is	
committed	to	preserving	Afghanistan’s	rich	musical	traditions	and	to	providing	a	
safe	learning	environment	to	hundreds	of	boys	and	girls.	Unfortunately,	the	
school’s	success	also	made	it	a	target.	In	2014,	a	Taliban	suicide	bomber	struck	

during	a	performance	and	killed	a	
spectator.	Dr	Sarmast	himself	was	
severely	injured,	losing	90	percent	of	his	
hearing.	Yet	just	weeks	later,	he	returned	
to	ANIM,	armed	with	a	renewed	sense	of	
determination.	Since	establishing	the	
school,	he	has	brought	Afghan	student	
ensembles,	including	the	very	first	all-
women	orchestra,	to	perform	all	over	the	
world,	including	at	New	York’s	Carnegie	
Hall	and	the	Royal	Opera	House	of	Aman.	

Dr	Sarmast	with	members	of	‘Zohra’,	the		
all-women	orchestra	of	Afghanistan	
 

     
Dr	Sarmast	receives	the	Polar	Music	Prize		
2018	from	the	King	of	Sweden	

 
After	several	surgeries,	Dr	Sarmast	regained	most	
of	his	hearing,	his	brush	with	death	only	reigniting	
his	passion	and	vision.	“Music	and	music	
education	is	the	most	powerful	force,	but	a	very	
soft	power,”	he	says.	“I	see	in	our	orchestra	
tomorrow’s	Afghanistan,	an	Afghanistan	which	
embraces	diversity	and	creates	equal	opportunity	
for	everyone.	A	most	beautiful	mosaic	of	Afghan	
ethnicity.”	     
       The	President	of	Afghanistan	awards	Dr	Sarmast	with		

the	Said	Jamaluddin	state	medal	for	his	services	to	Afghan	music.		
					This	is	a	most	prestigious	accolade	amongst	the	many	that		

Dr	Sarmast	has	received	over	the	years.	
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