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The music and ritual of the Gnāwa in Morocco draws its syncretic roots and 

identity from both the sub-Saharan population brought to Morocco through the slave 

trade and from the Muslim traditions and beliefs of the majority of its practitioners. It is 

an old practice whose participants note a great deal of change since the country’s 

independence. In this dissertation, I argue that much of this change derives from a shift 

in the demands and expectations of audiences. As they request a ritual sound that more 

closely aligns that of the popular music appearing across everyday life, the musicians 

respond by adapting their performance practice. By exploring the economic pressures 

that define the professional life of a Gnāwa musician and the novel musical innovations 

that pepper contemporary performance practice, I argue that commercial success and 

the virtuosic incorporation of these new musical trends in ritual is now a powerful source 

of the local concept of tgnāwīt. This tgnāwīt is a discursively created marker of authority 

and authenticity based firmly within an individual performer’s negotiation of Muslim 

piety, African heritage and, now, I argue, popular success. 
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This dissertation is based on two and a half years of fieldwork in Fez, Morocco. 

In it, I utilize interviews, participant observation as a performing musician, and the close 

musical analysis of selected recordings. The economic pressures and musical change 

affected in Gnāwa ritual illuminate the important role of aesthetic adaptation as 

audiences gain increased influence over a historically bounded spirit possession ritual. 

Furthermore, these shifts in performance practice demonstrate the breadth of Moroccan 

Islamic musical practices and their intermingling, as performers and audiences 

constantly traverse boundaries between diverse religious musical devotion and popular 

entertainment. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Over the past two generations, Gnāwa music moved from existing exclusively in 

an enclosed ritual to new contexts now splayed across Moroccan popular music. The 

Gnāwa are a population understood in contemporary Morocco to be descendent of 

West Africa, having come to the Maghreb1 through the slave trade. Their music is now 

heard in cafes in Fez, in nightclubs in Casablanca, in bars in Rabat, and in music 

festivals across the country. The music heard in these large public settings is based 

within the constructs of the Gnāwa healing ritual, but the artists filter it through audience 

tastes as they adapt it to new settings. Different artists take any number of aesthetic 

paths through this creative process while audiences and individuals choose their 

favorite singers based on some combination of aesthetic pleasure and perceived 

authenticity. 

With the growth of the music’s popularity, listeners hunt out new opportunities to 

listen. They return to the rituals, events that continue in both the poorest neighborhoods 

and the richest. It is the listeners who, when ill or in need of rejuvenation and catharsis, 

hire musicians and outfit their homes with the trappings of ritual ceremony. They are the 

ones who watch the events unfold, smell the incenses, wear the colored fabrics, and 

trance in tune with their possessing spirits. They hire their favorite singers and ask for 

their favorite songs. They choose to request the spectacle—the burning of candles 

against the skin of the possessed dancers, the slicing of possessed flesh with knives—

                                            
1
 The Maghreb refers to northwest Africa and includes Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. Some authors also 

include Mauritania and Libya. Most Gnāwa performers and ritual participants now self-identify as 
Moroccan, but there remains a sense of authenticity and pride connected to those performers who are 
black or can otherwise connect their family histories to these regions to the south. 
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or they decide to hire musicians who avoid this kind of ritual manifestation entirely, 

instead deciding on a quieter, subdued ceremony.  

The Gnāwa ritual, I argue in this dissertation, is an event led by and oriented 

toward the paying host and the present audience of listeners. While musicians and ritual 

leaders direct the proceedings, they constantly defer to the tastes and requests of those 

present in the room. Musicians and others who work within the ritual economy fight to 

be hired by potential clients, catering to their tastes. I describe how these performers 

adapt and adjust their performance techniques to compete with others for a limited 

number of engagements. As younger performers enter the scene, this competition only 

intensifies and the price charged by different musicians becomes a dominant factor 

among hosts of ritual events. These musicians, both young and old, use ritual and 

musical authority strategically to warrant their hire for jobs or their reasons for charging 

higher fees. As listeners hear popularized versions of these songs and look for their 

favorite star musicians to lead their rituals, popular aesthetics creep into ritual settings, 

changing the way ritual events look and sound. The lines between sacred experience 

and entertainment blur as each individual uses personal taste to guide his or her 

engagement with the sounds, scents, sights, and spiritual practice. 

One central goal of my research has been to widen the typical ethnographic lens, 

telescope out, and find ways to approach relationships between Morocco's diverse 

aesthetic and religious landscapes. Instead of an intensive account of one tradition or 

another, I used my time in Fez to examine the rise of a sacred/popular musical sphere 

and some aspects of the economics and industry surrounding it. This required working 

with a number of performers and groups across a variety of diverse genres. To account 
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for this, I chose to limit my scope. First, there are multiple genres that interact regularly, 

with the musicians, ritual leaders, and listeners crossing established boundaries. While I 

came across some who were dismissive of traditions outside of their own specialty, I 

noticed that most were pragmatic in that they performed and otherwise were supportive 

of multiple genres. Collaborations were common and professionally beneficial. I chose 

to work most closely with artists who used multiple genres in their professional life.  

This dissertation focuses on the Gnāwa, a population that cites their own history 

as sub-Saharan. Their instruments bear close resemblances to those of West Africa 

(see Charry 1996) and many of their songs include texts that highlight their history of 

slavery (see Chapter 2 and el Hamel 2008). The sound of Gnawa music centers on a 

low bass string instrument called the ḥajḥūj, ginbrī, or sintīr accompanied by iron 

castanets played by an ensemble. There is one male vocal leader who sings, generally 

in a call and response or verse-chorus form with his male percussionists. The music is 

borne of the possession ritual, a ceremony in which adepts trance and give sacrifices to 

maintain a relationship with their possessing spirits. Others watch and listen as 

spectators who enjoy the sounds and are attracted to the tradition even if they are not 

possessed. As the music rose from marginality to prominence within Morocco, some 

Gnawa musicians began seeking out fusions with other musical traditions in Morocco. 

Many choose to focus on local or national genres, like those I describe in Chapter 3. 

Others, especially the young, orient their music toward their own tastes and enter into 

the worlds of hip hop or rock.  

Second, some of these genres and the musicians who perform them have 

attained a high level of attention internationally, but I concentrate on those who focus on 
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domestic markets instead of international tourism and international music festivals. 

Many Gnāwa musicians have begun touring internationally and performing on major 

festival stages alongside international superstars like Wayne Shorter, Randy Weston, 

and Pat Metheny. They participate in festivals domestically that cater largely, though not 

exclusively, to tourist audiences while continuing their own ritual work in an effort to 

maintain their credibility and percieved authenticity. Most groups navigate the industry 

such that they might achieve international successes, something that they often dream 

of and reach for, but the vast majority of performers focus exclusively on local and 

regional successes while waiting for their opportunities to come. When reorienting 

performance practice and self-representation for a wider, non-Moroccan audience, 

these groups present interesting nuances into their staged performance as they work to 

appeal to what they understand to be the aesthetic tastes of an audience that does not 

have a lifetime of experience with these musical traditions.  

Third, while I locate my work in the city of Fez, most of the traditions I deal with 

have geographical origins elsewhere (Marrakech for the Gnāwa, Meknes for the often 

intersecting Ḥamadsha), but they are all active in this self-ascribed holy city. My self 

imposed geographical boundary helped to limit the network of social and economic 

circles, making my research more feasible and my understanding of these networks 

more complete. In addition, most artists with whom I worked took special pride in 

representing a fessī (i.e. from Fez) performance practice within their genres. Finally, 

while similar stories could be told of many of these interwoven religious traditions, such 

as the ʿAissawa or Ḥamadsha, I take that of the Gnāwa as central to this study. Its 

practitioners, like those of other practices across Fez, freely use musical and religious 
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content from other brotherhoods and popular culture in their performance, meaning that 

each of these brotherhoods maintains a presence in my research. 

In the following pages, I examine different ways that ritual leaders engage their 

changing audiences by negotiating, performing, and asserting their own authenticity. 

Most find a point at which they are comfortable negotiating the wants of their audience 

against what they discern as the needs of the spirits and the integrity of the ritual. I 

argue that the increasing influence of popular music aesthetics is dramatically changing 

this debate while the increasing professionalization of the Gnāwa requiring the 

musicians to prioritize the listeners’ requests. This chapter continues with an outline of 

the central themes at play: how music creates and traverses social and ethnic 

boundaries, the dynamic understandings of popular and traditional music, the role of 

schizophonia in musical and ritual performances that I describe elsewhere, and the 

effects of my own methodological approach to this music as an active performer.  

Chapter 2 speaks more directly about the identities that form the core of Gnāwa 

musicians’ authority, comprising the concept of tgnāwīt. Most scholarship and 

journalism represents the Gnāwa in terms of its sub-Saharan history and tends to 

downplay Islamic and Sufi connections. This effectively “others” the tradition from the 

dominant and privileged Islamic perspective within Morocco. However, many Gnāwa 

practitioners see their ritual as part of Morocco’s deep Sufi history and incorporate this 

element of their identity into performance. They strategically navigate the construction of 

their performative identity along the strength of their Muslim piety or their connections to 

African lineage, drawing in some degree from each of these two sources of tgnāwīt. 
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This chapter explores the relationship between the elements of the ritual, music, and 

belief structures to debates surrounding these two sources of authenticity and authority. 

Chapters 3 and 4 together explore how skilled audience engagement, 

accomplished through virtuosity or the adoption of non-Gnawa stylistic nuance, 

becomes an important source of authority and authenticity.In Chapter 3, I argue that 

popular success and forms of performance practice borne of popular music aesthetics 

greatly influence both the music and trance of the ritual and wider conceptions of 

tgnāwīt authority and authenticity. I outline ways in which Gnāwa music first entered 

mainstream popular music. I then move to an ethnographic example from the pilgrimage 

at Sidi ʿAli to demonstrate how popular music reflects back into the context of the ritual 

ceremony. Chapter 4 continues in this vein by looking more closely at the economic 

concerns that inform the musician’s aesthetic decision-making. It follows the changing 

educational and professional pathways available to musicians, the pressures of 

competition, and the changing nature of creativity within the ritual. The focus of both 

chapters is on why and how musicians increasingly prioritize audience tastes as they 

navigate the complexities of a professional Gnawa life. 

In Chapter 5, I analyze two performances in order to explore the aesthetic 

dimensions and differences between a locally acknowledged newer and older 

performance practice in Fez. First, I outline the history of the rise of marṣawiyya style, 

informed by the popular music aesthetics of the Casablanca region. A close analysis of 

this performance practice’s tonal, rhythmic, and melodic tendencies pairs with a later 

analysis of a fessiyya performance practice. I compare the newer marṣawiyya style with 
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the older fessiyya style while looking closely into the ways in which local discourse does 

and does not accurately describe the relationship between them.  

I conclude with Chapter 6, where I return to the questions of who or what saints 

are through a discussion of the example of Sidi Mimun. The connections between 

musical and ritual change become clear especially, as I argue, when considering the 

economic and technological influences that affect how performers perform and how 

listeners listen. 

Methodology 

My primary tools for engaging in this research project were interviews, 

collaborative performance, and close analysis of recorded ritual performances. I 

centered my interview questions on changes in musical performance and venue, 

garnering a more specific history of musical activity over the last few generations. I also 

used analysis to inform my interviews, allowing me to question the memory and 

meanings of these processes of change more directly. As such, past artists’ 

performances confront the memories of contemporary audiences. Through 

ethnographic and commercial recordings, we have access to very real sources 

regarding stylistic, performative, and aesthetic change.  

Following Agawu’s arguments that transcription, an undervalued resource in 

ethnographic work, provides the recognition of a musical product worthy of attention, I 

use notation alongside statistical analysis, as “a way of facilitating comparison” between 

different performances of the same or similar repertoire (Agawu 2003:53). I carry out 

this type of transcription and analysis on recorded ritual performances and folkloric 

presentations, though as mentioned earlier, I steer away from large festival 
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performances.2 Agawu questions the lack of popular music studies in African contexts, 

asking “Why is the most widely heard music on the continent not also the most written 

about, the most taught in our institutions, the most valued?” (Agawu 2003:118). One 

goal of my project is to more fully examine the constituent parts of the music, aesthetic 

choices of the artists, and larger social meanings of these sounds as they appear so 

widely in popular music coming from CD stalls across the country. 

During past research trips to Morocco, I completed preparatory work in the city of 

Fez. I met musicians in a variety of performance genres and worked closely with some 

of each in an attempt to better understand their practices, performance styles, and 

opinions regarding histories, contemporary practices, and change. In the early phases 

of the research, my language skills were good enough to complete in-depth interviews 

but I had a high enough degree of comprehension when I was in control of the 

conversation. This led to a solid cursory understanding of a diverse set of musics in the 

city and a basic realization that there were significant exchanges occurring between 

friends and colleagues across genres boundaries. 

At the very end of my previous visit, I began to participate more directly as a 

musician, playing violin with Mohammed Sousi's Malḥūn group and percussion with 

ʿAbd ar-Rahim ʿAmrani’s Ḥamadsha group. Instead of just visiting people to learn 

through lessons, I was suddenly showcased on stages and inevitably asked to say a 

few words to the audience in Arabic. To local audiences, I was a novelty, but my training 

in aural skills, music theory, and jazz improvisation prepared me to follow the music well 

enough without looking foolish (usually).  

                                            
2
 Deborah Kapchan (2007) and Maise Sum (2011) dive more directly into how the Gnāwa adapt for non-

Moroccan audiences in the country’s major music festivals. 
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There were two major elements that made my later research experience, funded 

through a Fulbright award, different from those of my earlier research trips. The first was 

my continued language study and increasing linguistic competence. By continuing my 

work with Moroccan Arabic with the Critical Language Enhancement Award and further 

Fulbright language study support, I was able to reach a point in my abilities that allowed 

me to dialogue and joke in a way that I previously could not. Informants became friends, 

interviews became conversations, and the modes of expression that people were using 

with me shifted. By conversing, I may have learned a little less "information" in each 

meeting, but the quality of opinions expressed rose significantly. Histories and names 

were embedded deep within stories, not isolated as short responses to my questions. I 

was exposed to the decision-making processes in a way that I previously had not been. 

The second major change I made in my own approach to research was in how I 

placed myself within the musical community. Instead of looking for a pristine account of 

contemporary musical practice, I worked within the context of flux that permeates and 

informs performative decisions in Morocco. Instead of just observing and listening, I 

decided to actively participate. I noticed that my respect from those with whom I had 

worked for so long changed almost immediately during a Malḥūn performance at the 

Fes Festival. Performers reacted to me, both socially and musically. Different people 

reacted, unsurprisingly, in different ways—many of which belied deeper opinions about 

their music and contemporary performance (or listening) practices. Some expressed 

their desire to participate in hybrid projects with me: bluegrass-Malḥūn was a favorite 

idea that came up, though I also enjoyed playing funk-banjo-Gnāwa fusion. This desire 

for mixture opened up fascinating new avenues for analysis, as my recordings give me 
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a record of just how quickly practitioners are able to respond to new sounds and adapt 

their playing or singing to fit something vastly different from their normal performance 

practice. Instead of capturing moments of well-rehearsed presentation, I witnessed 

moments of decision making, of exchange. Ethnomusicologists often focus on 

rehearsals in an effort to understand the priorities and values of ensemble leaders, what 

choices are made in presenting the music, but I believe that these decisive moments of 

interaction with an outside influence give me a vast array of new observations about the 

priorities held by different musicians of different genres. 

These two changes in my field methodology gave me a new way to experience 

Fez, to interact with friends/colleagues/informants/interviewees/musicians/artists–labels 

so often fail to capture the depth of a relationship–and left a distinct imprint on my 

results. Assisted by an ever-growing appreciation of what I needed to do (and not do) to 

keep my creative energy and motivation constant in Morocco, these two shifts also 

allowed me to be more extraverted, a role that fit local expectations about musicians. 

Despite my own introverted tendencies, when I was working I could maintain an overly 

happy, aware, funny, and comfortable cadence to my personality that did more to 

further my work and improve my relationships than I could have possibly imagined. 

Changing Listening and Performance Practice 

In the sections that follow, I outline general examples of the types of interactions 

that I highlight throughout this document. Because they are interactions between 

traditions, a good description requires a full disclosure of details regarding each genre. 

All of these genres have been the subjects of previous scholarship, so I will only roughly 

describe the traditions relevant to my work here. 
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A number of histories and ethnographies of the Gnāwa exist throughout the 

scholarship in both English (see Kapchan 2007, Fuson 2009, Sum 2011) and French 

(see Pâques 1991, Hell 2002, Chlyeh 1998 and 1999). What struck me during past 

research trips was the claim, by elder practitioners of the Gnāwa, that within their 

lifetimes they saw normative Gnāwa practice shift from a rare, identifiably Sufi, ritual to 

an Africanized "spectacle" that bore little relationship to their own religious values and 

musical tastes. They saw saints, living figures in Morocco's history, become known as 

frightening jnūn (spirits) brought from the sub-Saharan while they also witnessed the 

importation of spirits from other traditions into the Gnāwa ritual. The ensuing debate 

regarding ritual aesthetics and musical performance practice, most frequently occurring 

either across the generation gap or between those who strive toward commercial 

stardom and those who worked more consistently within ritual settings, informed my 

early questions. 

This, of course, brings up a number of other concerns, each of which I will 

examine at length below. The first is the changing relationship between listening as 

ritual experience and listening as entertainment. This, I argue, is a shift generated as 

much by listeners as by performers. I suggest that listeners have adopted listening 

strategies from the realm of popular music and link their experiences of concert and 

staged settings of music into ritual settings by dancing, chatting with friends, and 

requesting popular songs of the musicians. The pressure on musicians to appease both 

audiences and spirits, instead of focusing exclusively on the spiritual and physical 

health of those present, is the impetus for the widespread nature of musical change in 

this tradition. While it is true that the performers—especially those pursuing careers in 
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the commercial music industry—are often the promoters of creative developments, 

those who are able to find economic success and stardom do so because their 

innovative changes are best adapted to the desires of ever-changing Moroccan and 

international audiences. 

In open-ended interviews, performers frequently mentioned their efforts to keep 

up with and steer the "changing taste of the crowd (jamhūr).” This was a constant trope 

of my interviews and indicated to me that this was an important issue among musicians. 

In order to analyze such issues, I recorded a number of newer marṣawiyya ritual 

performances, including some that did not work as the clients wished—i.e., the spirits 

were left unsatisfied—and I recorded and collected examples of elder musicians who 

are acknowledged as experts in the "older" styles. I then identified points at which 

individual creativity, virtuosic playing, plasticity of formal structures, and other types of 

flexibility have increased. Where there is no change evident between old and new style, 

I describe the disconnect between discourses about stylistic change and the actual 

musical practices that are equally as interesting and important in understanding the 

tradition. 

Changing Authenticities 

Success within this newly flexible performance practice of Gnāwa music is 

increasingly defined by the commercial measures standard to the music industry, rather 

than by ritual criteria. A central crux of my research points to a novel mode of measuring 

authenticity and authority within a growing Gnāwa community, one that links very 

closely to market-led systemic changes characteristic in young learners. Most 

performers and journalists locate ideas of ritual efficacy as the result of an effective 

command of two distinct sources of authenticity: Muslim piety and African heritage. That 
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these are conceived in opposition is demonstrated by common responses when I 

introduce my topic of study to most Moroccans: they reply with some variant of “Oh, why 

are you studying that? Just know that it is not Islam,” or “You know that the Gnāwa are 

from Africa, right?” By “Africa,” people are referring to sub-Saharan Africa and 

identifying the Gnāwa’s history in the slave trade as positing them well outside of a 

Moroccan identity.3 Musicians highlight specific performance characteristics or personal 

narratives in an effort to claim effective authenticity as Muslim or African, usually opting 

for a combination of the two sources, intentionally locating themselves as possessing 

both Islamic piety and a personal linkage to sub-Saharan Africa. I have a number of 

examples for this, including a variety of references to Mahmoud Guinea as a "true 

Gnāwa” because "he is so black" or ʿAbd al-Kabir Merchane self-identifying as "African" 

despite his whiter complexion via his "black wet nurse." Conversely, in other interviews, 

elders like Moulay at-Tahir of Tamesloht highlight an ideal Gnāwa singing voice as 

resembling the sound of someone reciting the Qurʾan. Similarly, Aziz wuld Ba Blan of 

Fez, who has the black phenotype and lineage to prove his heritage, cites his recent 

pilgrimage to Mecca as demonstrating his Muslim piety. These outwardly performative 

and personal attributes emphasize the Gnāwa community's internal debate between the 

Sufi and African sources of their identities, and stress the importance of strategically 

noting the existence of both identities within individual performers. Other main symbols 

one way or another include the importance of prayer and pious behavior: the sound of 

the performed music, residence in a city that was a known slave trade post, correct 

                                            
3
 This is changing as music festivals and state-run cultural events increasingly incorporate the Gnāwa as 

part of a diverse Moroccan population. 
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pronunciation of Arabic texts, use of non-Arabic words, age, chain of lineage to previous 

Gnāwa musicians or identifiable slaves, and others. 

 Previous Gnāwa research has accomplished a great deal through extensive 

efforts to locate the musical and ritual practices within historical and current circuits of 

migration, most frequently recognizing and pursuing African lineages while analyzing 

their contemporary manifestations within Moroccan society. Schaefer’s nuanced 

dissertation (2009) explores a variety of historical influences that led to the Gnāwa’s 

self-identification within the terrain of Moroccan conceptions of race and ethnicity. 

Jankowsky’s work with the Stembali, locate that community’s potential linkages with 

sub-Saharan communities that share specific ritual or musical practices. These shared 

characteristics infer a cultural family tree in which the Gnāwa comprise a large branch. 

But just as these writers cannot cite specific and documented lines of lineage, the 

Gnāwa themselves do not maintain direct knowledge of their trans-Saharan history (see 

Kapchan 2007:20, Becker 2004, Ennaji 1999, Lovejoy 2004, Pâques 1991). African 

identity is one borne in a distant past that is remembered in legend and reiterated and 

embodied through song and dance.  

 Despite the lack of a documented link, however, the shared characteristics noted 

by previous scholars do provide evidence for the African forms of authenticity that 

dominate Gnāwa scholarship. Kapchan (2007) notes a number of sub-Saharan 

Islamized populations that also utilize possession ceremonies including the bori 

(Earlmann and Magagi 1989, Masquelier 2001) and Songhay (Stoller 1989). Most of 

these scholars, furthermore, are able to outline the general trends of the slave trade, 

identifying the high point of the trade during the Saadian dynasty, between the 15th and 
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16th centuries. This time, just after the Moroccan kingdom conquered Timbuktu and the 

Songhay Empire, saw the full opening of these trans-Saharan trade routes, many of 

which led to the region around Marrakech. Simultaneously, the Portuguese were 

benefiting from sea-bound trade routes that centered around the port city of Mogador, 

which later became Essaouira. This historical moment, with these two cities serving as 

foci of the sea and land slave trades, serves as the source of this locally-oriented 

African authenticity. 

 Much of the wealth of anthropological scholarship on Islamic practice in Morocco 

attempts to either delineate a specific form of practice (as in Crapanzano’s work with the 

Ḥamadsha in 1973) or draw general conclusions about common practices across the 

country’s various communities. The prominence of saints (Geertz 1971) or the 

pilgrimages to their tombs (Eickelman 1976) become markers for explicitly Moroccan 

variations of Islamic practice in these older ethnographic accounts. Recently, however, 

more attention has been paid to public forms of behavior, the performance of individual 

or communal forms of religious practice. While many of these new ethnographic 

approaches focus on other regions of the Islamic world (for example, Hirschkind 2006 

and Mahmood 2005, both working in Egypt), the idea of performed values, both 

religious and otherwise, have appeared in the Moroccan context. Kapchan’s 

ethnography of women in marketplaces (1996) and Slyomovics’s account of those who 

were imprisoned (2005) show the vast usefulness of this growing perspective. Within 

music and religion more directly, Waugh’s descriptions of performance practices across 

a variety of Sufi groups (2005) locates embodied actions within the larger realm of 

religious experience. Similarly, Goodman (2005) is one of many who explore the 
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constitution of communal identity (much research focuses on contemporary Amazight 

identity’s political implications) through visual and material culture. 

 

Figure 1-1. Hamid al-Qasri (right) performing in a Ramadan festival in Casablanca. 
Photo by Sandy McCutcheon 

I argue that the advent of popular music aesthetics and the observable shift in 

listening practices that highlights Gnāwa as entertainment has led to a third source of 

authenticity: the ability to engage an audience, most often demonstrated through 

commercial success or shows of virtuosity. This is exemplified by the respect accorded 

to Hamid al-Qasri. Qasri, who, until recently, was the Gnāwa musician in residence at 

the palace in Rabat and made a career for himself through television and other new 
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media (Figure 1-1). As a musician, he aimed for a clear studio sound by using nylon 

instead of gut strings, amplification, and rehearsing his ensembles for tight 

performances. He has worked closely with jazz musicians on a huge variety of fusion 

projects. Some in the community of performers degrade his style and pertformance 

abilities, claiming that his word play and movement between unrelated songs 

demonstrates his lack of ritual knowledge. Other ritual leaders commend his virtuosic 

negotiation of contemporary aesthetic tastes. 

Initially, I attempted to conceive of this ability to entertain as a second layer of 

performance practice, something differentiating between sacred and commercial or 

secular activity, but I came to realize that these ideas do not usefully map as a 

continuum. There is commercial activity present in the rituals of the most revered elders 

who eschew musical change. Simultaneously, the success of ritual, as measured by the 

instigation of healing trance, seems to be dependent not on a specific style of 

performance practice, but on a performer’s ability to connect with his audience. Trances 

can be vigorous in those rituals led by young musicians who learned from CDs and I 

have witnessed possession trances in the middle of large audiences listening to festival 

performances that were so “commercial” that there were large cell phone advertisement 

banners hanging on each side of the stage. Some adepts are so sensitive to the music 

that they can fall into trance when they hear Gnāwa music played in a commercial on 

TV, opening up a host of questions of commodification. Instead of focusing on the 

performer’s intentions or his efforts to earn an income, I find it more fruitful to consider 

his approach to his audience4. This places control over the experience in the hands of 

                                            
4
 The musician who leads the ritual, called a mʿalem, is almost exclusively a male role. I have found one 

example of a woman performing the ḥajḥūj, but she appeared to be more of a commercial performer than 
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the listener or trancer, which is important because it is the listener who chooses which 

performers to listen to, which ones to support financially through employment or 

monetary gifts, and which ones to promote to his or her friends.  

Now, the road to notoriety and respect can proceed through pious activity as a 

Muslim; performance that effectively represents an African heritage; or superstardom, 

virtuosity, and a legion of fans. These three very different self-identifications must, in 

reality, interact as an individual notes his strengths and embarks on a career as a 

professional Gnāwa musician. The first may concentrate on rituals and Islamic festivities 

while the second orients toward performance opportunities deemed “folkloric.” The third, 

in turn, may navigate toward work with fusion bands, on television, and collaboration 

with other genres’ artists. Yet in reality, the same musician might choose to straddle 

elements of each of these strategies, drawing on each source by navigating the 

industry’s opportunities by changing autobiographical focus, dress, repertoire, or singing 

styles depending on the audience. Authenticity is very much a negotiated performance 

of self, but in this case a new mode of “claiming” authenticity is very much in play.  

Boundaries and Trajectories 

Martin Stokes writes that music “constructs trajectories rather than boundaries 

across space” (Stokes 1994:4). In this dissertation on musical production and 

performance in Morocco, I highlight both how people use music to reify boundaries and 

simultaneously to build trajectories across them. This research emphasizes the specific 

                                                                                                                                             
one who runs rituals. Similarly, a woman almost always carries out the role of muqaddima, the person 
who cares for any non-musical practical concerns that arise during the event. Because of this 
consistency, I refer to the mʿalem as a male, using “he” or “his,” and a muqaddima as a female, using 
“she” or “her,” throughout this document. A majority of those who go into trance are women, and a study 
of their experiences as trancing bodies could be quite fruitful. I, however, as a man in a divided society 
did not have sufficient access into those conversations. 



 

33 

strategies of musicians, audiences, religious authorities, and the government, both 

successful and otherwise, to define themselves and their competition through musical 

practice and other sounded debate. I demonstrate how music and performance practice 

sit alongside verbal discourses to identify, create, and critique claims of identity. These 

claims are not only those of the individual performer aggrandizing his authenticity. 

Musical performance is central to discourses regarding the Gnāwa population’s piety 

just as it is to even wider conversations on what Islam is and should be, what it should 

look and sound like, in Morocco. While I focus on the economic pressures of the music 

industry, I do not deny that these questions carry out long lives within the conversations 

held in cafes across Morocco’s diverse landscape. They poke at ideals of national or 

religious identity and especially tangle when those two begin to conflate, as they so 

often do. Discourses, both verbal and musical, live their lives in public or semi-public 

spaces and in Morocco. Few who overhear are reluctant to join the conversation, to 

interject, or to contribute their own boundaries and trajectories.  

As Davide Panagia describes, the noise of the utterance, so central to the 

soundscape, is lost, undocumented. As a result, the sounds that constitute everyday life 

disappear, leading to the primacy of texted history. Since “the culture of popular classes 

is largely oral” (Panagia 2009:51), historians are forced into writing the history of literate 

elites. His concern that “this approach seems undemocratic” sits alongside his assertion 

that democracy itself is “noisy.” Arguments, debates, commercial markets, everyday life 

as it passes, these aspects of life are noisy, defined, in some ways, by their sounds. 

While Morocco may not be a democracy, these loud and assertive debates circle some 
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of the country’s most important issues and inundate the aural landscape of the most 

significant public spaces. 

Panagia laments the lost utterances that defined these quarrels, but by reading 

popular and folkloric musical productions as performances embedded deeply within the 

relevant historical and contemporary debates, I reintroduce the agency and influence of 

musicians, artists, and popular culture more generally into the social history of the 

Moroccan state. As I will describe below, negotiation of boundaries (or drawing of 

trajectories) constitutes an important aspect of Gnāwa music. Understanding the 

agency of artists, audiences, and authorities draws previously underappreciated 

trajectories between participants in these musical practices and their larger aural lives. 

Overlooking (and Overhearing?) a Sounded History 

Despite the fairly recent increase in “sounded” histories (Corbin 1998; Ong 2000; 

Sterne 2002) and anthropologies (Porcello et al. 2010; Samuels et al. 2010; Weiner 

2009), a surprisingly small portion of these texts address the Islamic world (see Gaffney 

1994; Hirschkind 2006; Lee 1999). Yet the connections between aurality (or orality) and 

Islam are striking. The stylistic and referential power of the recitation of the Qur’an 

shows in the scholarship of Virginia Danielson and Kristina Nelson (Danielson 1987; 

Nelson 2001) and the importance of communal listening is central to works on music, 

ritual, and preaching (Gaffney 1994; Shannon 2003; Waugh 2005). Furthermore, one 

could argue a theological basis for an aural reading of history in Islamic societies from 

the institutionalized privileging of the aural over the visual. 

While generalizations of a society’s sensory priorities are easily scrutinized (see 

Sterne 2002:17 regarding Ong 2000), there are aspects of Islamic belief and practice 

that warrant such considerations. Educational systems based in recitation and 
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memorization (Eickelman 1995), for example, imply a privileged sense of hearing or 

listening. As does the prevalence of the ḥafeẓ, a Muslim who memorizes the Qur’an in 

its entirety by making use of the poetic and aural elements of the text. Moreover, the 

contentious relationship between Islam (especially in its conservative reformist varieties) 

and religious iconography suggests a theologically uncomfortable space for visual 

representation. Perhaps most powerful, however, is the direct connection to the divine 

that aurality, or hearing, can give the Sufi adept. Samaʿ, (listening) is the most important 

communal practice within many Sufi brotherhoods and holds within it a transformative 

potency. Through listening, the adept might achieve fnaʾ, or the “extinction” of the self, 

into the divine (Racy 2003; Waugh 2005). Just as Ong suggests in reference to 

Christianity, Islam most closely associates the sonic with divinity. Therefore, I contend 

that an examination of the sonic elements of history and contemporary social life will 

illuminate an overlap between the sacred and the secular realms in Morocco. The 

constant fluidity between these two alleged poles permeated my entire research 

experience, and it was only when I abandoned attempts to delineate “sacred” or 

“secular” performative styles or contexts that I could begin to approach the complexity of 

what listeners were experiencing when they heard this music.  

Religion and Ethnicity 

Music is also a tool with which people draw trajectories across religious and 

ethnic boundaries. While many individual musical styles are linked to specific ethnic or 

religious groups, since Moroccan independence, musicians have increasingly used 

musical performance to negotiate and traverse such boundaries. Stokes reminds us that 

ethnicities “can never be understood outside of wider power relations in which they are 

embedded” (Stokes 1994:7). In Morocco, especially in the urban areas that constitute 
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the basis of my research, these power relations involve religious fragmentation just as 

often as they establish ethnicity.  

Musical practices exist within specific social and theological contexts. As 

Deborah Kapchan describes, “actively engaging in the Sufi liturgy allows the individual 

to emerge in community” (Kapchan 2009:21). Music and musical ritual, listening and 

embodiment, these aural and physical practices create ṣubḥa, “friendship” or 

“community,” even when the brotherhood (or sisterhood) is in a foreign land. The larger 

power relationships that Stokes references, however, span the boundaries between 

individual organizations. The interactions between groups can lead to social 

collaboration, but it often also results in competition and heated theological debate.  

These debates, which invoke music in important ways as I address shortly, exist 

between religious practices that are and are not conceived of as somehow 

“mainstream.” Throughout this document, I describe Gnāwa ritual as being marginalized 

or otherwise contested. The practices that exist within the ritual involve interactions with 

spirits who exist fully within the Muslim wordview yet simultaneously sit outside of the 

institutionalized and top-down manifestations of Islam that most of the population 

concieves of as appropriate. This is the Islam of the state, led by the king. The 

constitution lists him as the “Commander of the Faithful,” a phrase and role that has 

received much scholarship in Moroccan studies (see Waterbury 1970 and Munson 

1993). While professing to be Muslim, however, many in Morocco do not carry out the 

required or recommended practices that fully demonstrate piety. For example, just as 

many Christians in the United States do not attend weekly church services, many 

faithful Moroccan Muslims do not visit the mosque or even pray on their own five times 
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daily. Certain activities, such as fasting during the holy month of Ramadan, are 

conscripted by society thanks to the overwhelming majority of the population being 

Muslim. Moreso, many restaurants like McDonalds that stay open during the daylight 

hours of Ramadan will forbid the sale of food to Muslims (or those who may appear to 

be Moroccan) due to legal ramifications of helping a Muslim break the fast. As such, the 

practice of mainstream Islam can be a very public activity, even for those who do not 

participate in their professed faith privately, or even for those who do not believe. 

Various forms of Sufism or activities such as Gnāwa ritual participation sit as a 

similarly public act of religious practice that is outside of this mainstream conception of 

Islam. I use the phrase “conception of” distinctly because the idea of a “mainstream” 

Islam does not match the practice of all who identify as mainstream Muslims. Further, a 

measure of “majority” Islam, religion as it is practiced by the most Moroccans, might 

very well show something far removed from the expectations of the top-down Islamic 

practices sanctioned by state religious institutions. Therefore, when I refer to 

mainstream, institutional, or popular Islamic practice, I speak of this idea—the concept 

of what most Moroccan Muslims feel that they should though fewer actually are doing 

it—and not to the actual measureable religious practice of the population as a whole. 

The place of music within these public discourses in creating and reinforcing 

mainstream vs. marganlized forms of Islamic practice should not be underestimated, an 

issue that I will address shortly. 

Shifting Aesthetics and Schizophonia 

In dealing with ritual, religious, and folkloric musical performances, I examine the 

ways in which aesthetics shifted over the past decades, especially since the dominant 

influence of mass communications and commodification. Ritual groups including the 
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Ḥamadsha, Gnāwa, and ʿAissawa have a long history of commodifying their own 

musical practice in market squares, at weddings, and at sacred festivals that may or 

may not be related to each group’s individual cosmology (Grame 1970). These groups 

bridged the divide between religious and economic performance, using their music to 

advertise their in-home ritual services to potential clients, or to otherwise collect money 

from the larger community. I contend that the public presence of these groups 

historically led to the introduction of their musical styles into the larger soundscape of 

the nation, in other words into national consciousness. Thus, the understanding of this 

music in Morocco shifted, as a larger uninitiated community had the opportunity to 

publicly listen to music that would otherwise exist within the boundaries of a religious or 

ethnic sub-group. Once again, the literal trajectories of music in public space traversed 

otherwise strict boundaries.  

The aesthetic changes and innovations born out of these public sounds flowed 

directly into the creation and consumption of popular music in Morocco. They are also 

embedded into the meanings and nostalgic references of folkloric presentations across 

the country. The commodification of a musical product—be it a previously religious 

song, instrument, groove, timbre, text, melody, or even an extra-musical aspect of 

performance—changes the aesthetics of the community. Artists have new sounds and 

structures at their disposal, just as audiences develop new expectations. This process 

of commodification existed in the colonial-era market squares, and while it continues in 

similar venues today, its influence grew exponentially with the rise of technology and 

artists’ adaptation to the economic opportunities of the contemporary music industry. 
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 The concept of schizophonia, an idea that is inextricably linked to the 

soundscape itself (Feld 1994; Schafer 1977), applies to the removal of context from 

musical sounds and ideas. As music is separated from its surroundings through 

recording, staged performance, or something similar, it is open to manipulation of the 

type that is instrumental in popular music. Schizophonia, used most frequently in 

discourses in “global” music and the music industry, often implies the disappearance of 

context as musicians use the medium of recording to reduce music from contextualized 

social practices to flat (though interesting) sounds. From here, they reuse these sounds 

toward ends that bear little resemblance to the original musical context: a rural harvest 

song can provide exotica in a dance club track, for example. In this way, music and 

musicians can be easily exploited, especially because they often bear little decision-

making power in how their musical creations are later used. 

While this is very much a part of the popular music industry’s reality in Morocco, 

with Gnāwa music appearing throughout diverse genres from jazz to hip hop (see 

Chapter 3), I focus here on domestic circulations of musical ideas. Instead of a 

reducibility from a ritual recording to a “pure” sound, I witnessed a schizophonia in 

Morocco that commonly allowed for artists to remove and revise ritual weight or 

meaning from their musical products in an effort to orient their own authenticity in 

performance. They used recordings and performances to perform their own type of 

context, demonstrating that they were a certain type of Gnāwa artist. In doing so, they 

re-contextualized and reoriented themselves in different settings for different audiences 

and to different ends day in and day out. The logic of being a freelance musician proved 

a powerful strategy for navigating the complexities of professional life. As such, I 



 

40 

investigate the ways in which musicians intentionally manipulate local knowledge of 

contexts, creating new religious and musical statements from this background 

understanding, not despite previous aural connotations to ritual and religion. I examine 

the ways in which artists utilize referential meanings in their source materials to support 

their own needs, especially in reference to curating a status of authenticity based on a 

combination of Muslim piety, African heritage, and commercial success. 

Negotiating and Contesting Binaries 

When viewing common dichotomies between traditional and popular or local and 

foreign, I consider how these terms are created boundaries. Music, I argue, serves two 

contradictory purposes depending on the goals of artists, producers, officials, or 

listening audiences: it creates and reinforces the space between each linked pair, or it 

provides a path (trajectory) between them. Binaries are constantly negotiated, 

contested, and mutating. I examine the ways in which all those involved in music 

production and consumption play roles in the support or contestation of these 

dichotomies. Furthermore, I struggle against the idea that a these types of pairs are 

mutually exclusive. Throughout this dissertation, I explore how the ritual of the Gnāwa 

carries both sacred and secular elements, and how many of its characteristics are both 

sacred and secular, performing certain roles for the listening experience of specific 

audience members. Mutual exclusivity, boundaries between ideas about what music is 

and does, simply points out the variety of trajectories that poke holes throughout the 

bounded categorical walls. Someone can be both entertained and healed in a ritual, just 

as a certain performance can carry a multitude of layers drawing from an array of 

influences. In fact, as I argue throughout this dissertation, seemingly exclusive 

categories overlap throughout musical and religious life. 
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Traditional, Folkloric, and Popular in Music 

Agawu notes the difficulty in defining and classifying popular music. His 

recommendation: “perhaps we should stop dreaming of an adequate taxonomy and 

speak simply of varieties of African popular music” (Agawu 2003:122). The diversity of 

musical practice in Morocco, as anywhere, has the power to cripple any attempt to 

create a tight, comprehensive, and cohesive definition of popular music. Genres and 

styles swing between “authentic,” “traditional,” and “innovative.” Who determines the 

authenticity? On what is it based? To whom is the music traditional? When did it move 

from contemporary to traditional? Who innovated new ideas? If they were borrowed, is 

that still innovative? How? Each of these questions, and the constellation of others that 

enter into such conversations, make conceptions of “popular” both fluid and local. 

 It is tempting to define “popular” in terms of technology, a turn that equates 

“popular” with “modern” and “traditional” with “past.” As recent scholarship 

demonstrates, however, the worlds of “traditional” and “modern” are no longer divided 

by simple distinctions of technological usage (Larkin 2008; Lee 1999). As Sterne 

describes, narratives that forget the cultural context of technological innovation “cast 

technologies themselves as primary agents of historical change: technological 

deification is the religion behind claims like ‘the telephone changed the way we do 

business” (Sterne 2002:7). While technology is a major part of many forms of popular 

music, it is not the defining aspect, the thing that makes music “popular.” I argue, 

instead, that the ways in which the artists decontextualize their own experiences, 

intentionally creating something “new” that is intentionally defined as popular, deems a 

music as such. As such, I attempt to give a place in my analysis for the artist to 

determine the ontology of his or her creation.  
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 I will take, as “popular,” forms of music that are derivative of previous styles 

(either popular or otherwise) and created explicitly for the purpose of entering into the 

modalities of distribution that exemplify the music industry. This, in itself, is a flexible 

term as the music industry is becoming an increasingly complex system of formal and 

informal economic relationships between artists, labels, and audiences facilitated by 

personal relationships, web 2.0 social media sites, and contracted business agreements 

with large companies. Morocco’s music industry has a number of characteristics that 

make it appear dissimilar from that of the USA, but localities aside, both are attempts to 

monetize musical performances and therefore share broad similarities. In defining 

“popular music,” I include music created with the intention of engaging these forms of 

distribution to find wide audiences, whether across a neighborhood, city, region, country 

or world. 

 Popular music, as I will read it, is music that often combines previously extant 

styles in the process of either creating something new (a genre, style) or entering into a 

taxonomy or constructed category previously deemed “popular” (rock, funk, reggae, 

world beat, etc.). The Rolling Stones did not use the blues, for example, to become 

blues musicians touring in the Southern United States. They intended to incorporate 

elements of the blues into their distinctive form of rock and roll en route to becoming 

international popular music artists. This conception of popular music shares a strong 

correlation with my understanding of schizophonia presented above. It emphasizes the 

internal musical content of musical creativity. In the Moroccan context, music that brings 

together different styles to create something new is most apparent in the hip-hop 

fusions of groups like Fnaīr that intentionally incorporate samples from across the 



 

43 

country’s musical landscape into their very modern and slickly-produced beats. Even 

more famous is the music of Nass al-Ghiwane, who combined previous rural forms to 

create a novel sound in the 1970s. Music that intentionally enters into a previously 

constructed category deemed popular would include the productions of shʿabī artists 

like Hajib or Said Senhaji. Senhaji’s songs about ʿAisha, a spirit from the Ḥamadsha 

brotherhood’s tradition that now appears in the Gnāwa ritual, are an excellent example 

of something that references the religious context but is firmly a part of the popular 

music circuit. 

 “Traditional” is a similarly confounding term. Throughout this writing, I have 

attempted to use “folkloric” in place of a loosely defined “traditional,” because, when 

referring to musics within this category, I intend to emphasize the a specific form of 

commodification. Professional musicians in Morocco who perform as part of commercial 

presentations of extant or created “tradition” carry identification cards listing their 

occupations under the category of “folklore.” This highlights both the state’s involvement 

in this specific segment of the music industry and the recreation of past or present 

rituals in public, commodified settings for domestic audiences. These performances, 

removed from either the past or their functional purpose, become sites for the definition 

and redefinition of many aspects of identity: performances imply what is or is not a part 

of Morocco’s artistic, ethnic, and religious history. I examine the ways in which past and 

present forms from performative categories that are typically considered or labeled as 

“traditional” operate as sites of meaning creation and manipulation, as sites of “folklore.” 

 These two taxonomies are not intended to be inclusive of all musical practice in 

Morocco. On the contrary, they are very specific, process-oriented terms that will prove 
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analytically useful for my research. They are labels, applied by artists, fans, adepts, 

critics, and scholars alike, that do productive work in describing some aspect of how the 

music or performance practice exists in the world. They illuminate the roles played by 

the music, whether it juxtaposes an idea into something new (as popular music can do) 

or, perhaps, attempts to reify an idealized form of something deemed worth celebrating 

(as folkloric music can do). Both terms, popular and folkloric, carry a depth of baggage. 

Much of that baggage intersects and overlaps, and I make no attempt to claim that 

these terms cover the entirety of Morocco’s music. These are adjectives that can exist 

alongside each other to describe certain performances, such as those on stage at the 

Essaouira Festival of World Music where the folkloric and popular forms of Gnāwa 

performance can be nearly indistinguishable. Or, perhaps better put, these 

performances carry out both roles at once. 

When I move through a description of the importance of “popular music” 

aesthetics on the Gnāwa ritual, it is exactly this baggage that I look to identify. Few 

agree exactly on what those musical traits are, though many suggest faster tempi5 and 

increased spectacle in ritual performance. Even those who fail to identify explicitly those 

traits based in popular music aesthetics, however, note that the music “sounds” more 

like popular music and its practitioners are actively pursuing those ideals of the popular 

music industry. Therefore, it is this intentionality in practice and ambiguity in sound that I 

pursue as important. Walter Armbrust writes “In the end there is no all-purpose 

definition of popular culture. Trying to arrive at one would be a waste of time. The forms 

                                            
5
 Faster tempi is an interesting marker of popular aesthetic influence, moreover, because my analysis in 

the chapters that follow suggest that it is not actually identifiably present in the musical performance 
practices that carry heavier influence from popular music aesthetics. 
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of popular culture should arise from ethnography, not from preconceived packages” 

(Armbrust 2000:25). I intend for the flexibility of these terms to open the space within my 

ethnography for locally relevant definitions of popular culture (and folklore). By 

privileging process over product, disparate “forms” of popular culture and music can 

ease into the rough analytical label. Armbrust continues by stating: “One aspect of our 

claim to newness in our approach to popular culture is that we want to shift our focus 

away from what it is and toward a focus on what it does” (Armbrust 2000:26). I hope to 

follow in this path, looking at popular and folkloric performance styles in terms of what 

they do, rather than what I think they are. 

Local and Foreign 

While the popular/traditional divide is almost completely a negotiated site of 

meaning creation, the status of music as either local or foreign carries extra 

implications. The first is the intermediary step of the nation-state. For various political 

reasons, the government weighs in, defining social groups and musical styles as 

national or foreign. The rise in festivals after independence (Kapchan 2008) and 

attempts at creating a genre of “national” music (Baldassarre 2003) demonstrate sites at 

which the state uses music to define Islam, tolerance, and Moroccan identity. Similarly, 

journalistic and folkloric declarations of musical “Moroccan-ness” define and redefine 

the local, national, and foreign repeatedly throughout the country. The Gnāwa were 

once marginalized as outcasts who “might be reasonably termed a scheduled caste” 

(Grame 1970:79), a status similar to other itinerant musicians. But more recent festival 

literature and journalism celebrates the Gnāwa as as a group central to Moroccan 

identity. These accounts rarely utilize historical information in more than a cursory 
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nature, and instead create boundaries and trajectories along as useful economic or 

folkloric categories.  

While Gnāwa music is now celebrated as an important part of a Moroccan 

identity, raï music is denied that status because of its Algerian roots. The Gnāwa’s 

music, a group who came to Morocco from sub-Saharan West Africa under the poorest 

of conditions, are prioritized over raï, an incredibly popular music, especially in eastern 

Morocco, closer to the Algerian border. Ultimately, both types of music could be 

demonstrated to be in large part, foreign, yet both have been shaped by their distinct 

pasts. But, for various political, social, and economic reasons, raï is marginalized in 

festival and political discourse, possibly as a result of contention with Algeria over the 

Western Sahara. In response, artists from the eastern region as well as from the major 

commercial centers of the western part of the country have begun more recently to 

create “Moroccan Raï,” a music that sounds nearly identical to its Algerian counterpart. 

This has led, in turn, to a gentle increase in Algerian artists participating in major 

summer music festivals across Morocco. Ideas and ideals of national and foreign are by 

no means sturdy, but they are instead useful for various practitioners who manage them 

closely. 

 It is in these ways that the local/foreign distinction exists as sites of negotiation. 

This is even more pronounced in terms of the ambiguities of the international music 

industry. Local musicians frequently operate in cosmopolitan ways in order to control 

and use the systems of other dominant cultures (Guilbault 1993; Malm 1993). They 

often use these systems (musical styles, technologies, economic strategies, etc.) in 

unexpected ways, expressing their creativity with international “systems” in both local 
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and international contexts. Martin Stokes describes Turkish rap artists, marginalized 

groups identifying with the African American experience (Stokes 2003). This “cultural 

translation,” to borrow his phrase, shares elements with Deborah Kapchan’s “spiritual 

translation,” where artists and festival operators draw upon local and foreign religious 

practices and beliefs in order to “translate” spiritual experience through commodified 

musical performance (Kapchan 2008). René Lysloff addresses technology in similar 

terms. The use of media, technology, and I would add, musical style may be especially 

empowering to those with little political or economic clout. As new users, artists, and 

audiences creatively manipulate technology, or any of these other musical systems, 

they change social meanings and shift cultural boundaries (Lysloff 1997). Technologies, 

musical styles, and other strategies that originate outside of the local community or 

Moroccan borders, those that are firmly foreign, provide new opportunities for the 

creation of meaning and the manipulation of social norms within the country. While 

elements of musical style and performance practice may be traceable to foreign origins, 

I believe that is far more pertinent to discern just what those elements add to local 

productions of popular or folkloric music. The “source” is relevant in that it provides 

meaning to the process or product, not solely because of its status as foreign. 

Morocco’s colonial past heavily influenced the development of popular music in 

the country. Visiting artists and internationally circulating recordings of popular music 

led artists like Nass al-Ghiwane and Jil Jilāla to create national genres and styles from 

elements of Amazight, Sufi, and Gnāwa music. Simultaneously, artistic activity in 

Interzone Tangier and the surrounding Rif mountains highlighted the ways in which 
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Moroccan artists (in this case, the Master Musicians of Jajouka) could enter into the 

global circuit via a local context. 

Morocco’s relationship with globalization follows the processes outlined by 

Jocelyne Guilbault, that globalization is an “opportunity to redefine and promote local 

identity” (Guilbault 1993:138). As a significant tourist economy, the Moroccan state and 

domestic commercial interests continue to promote the country, and each of its 

localities, through festivals intended for international audiences. The prices in markets 

rise during festivals, as do lodging costs. The Moroccan national economy, in many 

ways, relies on an ability to promote and market Moroccan cultural identity 

internationally. 

In order to represent and promote themselves on the world stage, artists and 

officials must effectively commodify and reconstruct their performances. According to 

Jonathan Shannon: 

If musical aesthetics is based on the naturalized or iconic associations of 
stylistic patterns, as Steven Feld has argued, then the aesthetics of world 
music styles such as sacred and Sufi must be sought in how such styles 
are constructed and naturalized in representational practices and processes 
of commodification and consumption in global political and cultural 
economies. (Shannon 2003:18) 

He sees the “world stage” as “heterotopic,” “fraught with disjunctures between 

the competing authenticities and realities promoted and consumed by artists” (Shannon 

2003:17). The process of commodification, as it plays out in the promotion of identity 

(either locally or globally) excludes the type of tradition-based authenticity, de-centering 

it from the process of meaning creation. Competing authenticities, promoted in popular 

and folkloric musical presentations, struggle against one another, highlighting the 
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importance of viewing these sites as points of negotiation, not concrete attributes of 

music or tradition.  

Samuels goes further, including the role of generational change and technology 

in the schizophonic separation of authenticity and place. He describes  

the coming of age of a generation for whom global consumption of media 
products is not necessarily seen as oppositional to their local appropriation 
in certain parts of the world, which decenters place as the arbiter of 
authenticity or signification. (Samuels et al. 2010:338) 

Authenticity itself, separated from its geographic, traditional, and historic origins, 

becomes a tool for the promotion of self-identity on the global market. In an area as 

diverse and complex as Morocco, and also as dependent on cultural tourism, these 

“authenticities” become lucrative resources as I describe above. 

Creating Boundaries through Musical Debate 

While global influences and processes are important for the continual 

development for the Moroccan music industry, festival circuits, and nationalist goals, 

most of the music comes from, and is consumed, locally. Most Moroccan artists who 

perform at festivals or whose CDs are for sale at market stalls have not achieved the 

international success of the Master Musicians of Jajouka (see Schuyler 2000). The 

folkloric and ritual groups that make their livings through performances within Morocco 

and to Moroccans may be the most responsible for aesthetic changes that I discuss in 

the following chapters. They are also the most susceptible to critique on theological 

grounds, as they commodify religious performance practices for local audiences who 

recognize and understand the connotations and significance of their new musical styles 

in relation to older traditions. 
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Local concerns gain steam when the debates enter the realm of Islamic theology. 

As noted by a number of researchers in the past, Islam in Morocco is a complex of local 

practices, making anthropological research into practice and belief quite difficult 

(Eickelman 1976; Geertz 1971). Perspectives on the proper methods and traditions for 

demonstrating faith are borne out of vigorous discourse and debates (Asad 1986; el-

Zein 1977) that often include the appropriateness of specific music (and ritual) practice. 

Fueled by the intimate connections between “music” and dhikr, and the performative 

aspects of both, ritual is easily commodified and easily “translated” (Kapchan 2008) for 

the non-initiated domestic and international listeners. As I discussed in my masters 

thesis (Witulski 2009), public discourse about Tijaniyya, ʿAissawa, Ḥamadsha, and 

Gnāwa groups present an example of the ways in which these debates define groups 

as appropriate or inappropriate, Muslim or not Muslim, and Sufi or not Sufi, often with 

little regard for each groups’ opinion of its own ontology. 

 As Barth describes, poly-ethnic (or in this case, poly-religious) interaction forces 

each group to recognize each other’s codes of conduct as different than their own 

(Barth 1970:16). This contact between groups then leads to “the very foundations on 

which embracing social systems are built” (Barth 1970:10), making interaction the basis 

for which groups define themselves in terms of the Other. These musical and ritual 

debates, then, are the driving force behind the creation of group boundaries. The 

commodified musical forms, both popular and folkloric, incorporate elements associated 

with various groups, both affirming and contesting the boundaries that these arguments 

seek to establish. 
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 Public musical performance is, therefore, an important realm in which artists and 

authorities (political, religious, and commercial) create and transform these identities. 

Donna Buchanan, following James Clifford, asserts that culture is “temporal, contested, 

and emergent.” Her writing highlights individuals, who are “always engaged in many 

activities and interpersonal relationships simultaneously” (Buchanan 2006:xvii). These 

include social relationships (religious or ethnic communities), relationships with their 

own beliefs and religious perspectives (negotiating sacred and secular), their past 

(reconstructing tradition, nostalgia), and the world around them (interacting with national 

and global economic and political systems). 

While this dissertation concentrates on the Gnāwa, it also works through the 

networks of interaction extant through the contemporary economics of this particular 

ritual music in Fez. I use the Gnāwa as a node, but they are just one of many. I “wait 

with impatience,” as the French phrase goes, for the opportunity to return and complete 

similar work with the Ḥamadsha, ʿAissawa, and Malḥūn, three musical genres that 

preliminary research suggests have dealt with these pressures in very different ways. 

My research and performance experience gave me the opportunity to do a very different 

type of ethnographic study, one that certainly colors my writing with broad and 

unexpected strokes. It also gave me the privilege of working closely as an artist with 

artists, and as a friend, with friends. 



 

52 

CHAPTER 2 
TWO SOURCES OF TGNĀWĪT: ISLAMIC PIETY AND AFRICAN HERITAGE 

The ritual and commercial success of a contemporary Gnāwa mʿalem depends 

upon his possession of an ambiguous trait, tgnāwīt. Tagnāwīt is a concept describing 

the sum of the aesthetic decisions made by gnāwa performers. The word most directly 

translates to "Gnāwa-ness." Fuson, however, prefers to define it as "The art and craft of 

the Gnāwa" (2009: 17), noting the linguistic similarity between tagnāwīt and, as an 

example, tanajjārīt (carpentry). Where carpentry comes from the root "carpenter," 

tagnāwīt derives from "Gnāwa," thus insinuating the artistic and technical (craft) product 

of the practitioner. He who is able to claim tagnāwīt must have proven his legitimacy 

through a combination of spiritual knowledge and artistic craft. While this was once 

demonstrated exclusively through ritual performance, commercial or recorded 

performances can now contribute to the projection and maintenance of a performer’s 

claims to tagnāwīt. Furthermore, many artists use the concept of tagnāwīt (or the lack 

thereof) to compliment or deride their compatriots, the meaning that sustaining one’s 

tagnāwīt is an important factor in professional success. 

The meaning of tgnāwīt, however, is fluid and debatable, as is its presence within 

a performance or ritual. Mʿalem-s who lack it still carry out ceremonies, and any specific 

performative act that demonstrates a lack of knowledge or ability on the part of the 

mʿalem or his troupe (tʿaīfa) opens that performer to criticism. Tgnāwīt must be 

presented, argued for, and defended by a mʿalem and his supporters. It appears 

prominently and frequently throughout casual discussions, which occasionally become 

heated, about performers, performative decisions, the history of the Gnāwa, and the 

religious implications of being Gnāwī. These discussions, which are typically between 
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listeners and group members, form an arena of discourse in which mʿalem-s and 

knowledgeable Gnāwa lovers (muḥubbīn) engage and debate the meanings of their 

self-identification and practices. 

 In this chapter, I outline two general conceptions of tgnāwīt, one that invokes an 

African ahistorical reading of the music and ritual and another that locates these 

practices firmly within Islamic practice in Morocco, highlighting the existence of a 

Gnāwa Sufism. These two conceptions of Gnāwa history and religious identity 

demonstrate very different ideas of authenticity and authority. Most mʿalem-s orient the 

Gnāwa identity at as some combination of these two potential sources, yet all of those 

with whom I spoke explicitly highlighted one or the other in their own self-identification. 

As described in Chapter 1, musical performance serves to blur these boundaries. In 

actual ritual activity, individual mʿalem-s draw from both sources—African heritage and 

Islamic piety—to emphasize their own effective tgnāwīt. They do so in varying ways for 

different audiences, always aware of who is listening and what the performance’s 

purpose is. In this way, the mʿalem and his ensemble work strategically within the 

professional pressures of a life as a musician, an idea that I return to in Chapter 3. 

Mʿalem-s intentionally demonstrate their identities and credentials through the musical 

performance of sources of tgnāwīt, layering elements of their history, faith, and 

dedication to the “Gnāwa sciences” to create the most broad, effective, and deep 

version of their own ability that they can reasonably claim and defend. 

 Because the possession of, and ability to publicly demonstrate, tgnāwīt is 

deemed essential to professional success as Gnāwa practitioner, is it common for a 

mʿalem to emphasize experiences that demonstrate their possession of one source of 
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tgnāwīt or the other. In the following chapter, I assert that a third arena of professional 

life has become a third legitimate source of tagnāwīt in the minds of many listeners and 

performers: the ability to effectively engage an audience, both those participating in 

ritual for healing reasons and those who are listening for their own entertainment. As 

listeners’ and potential clients’ tastes shift and they increasingly wish to hear ritual 

music that more closely incorporates the aesthetics of popular music, they look for 

performers who borrow songs and performance styles from the wider musical 

soundscape of Morocco. In this way, musical virtuosity and commercial success 

increasingly contribute to listeners’ values regarding performers, leading to a redefinition 

of tagnāwīt that allows virtuosity and success to stand as a valid performable source of 

authenticity or authority in ritual. In turn, as I describe later, the musical content of the 

ritual shifts to account for changing listener expectations. To best understand how these 

different orientations of tgnāwīt operate in performance, I begin with a short outline of 

the segments and participants in the Līla, the Gnāwa’s central healing ceremony. 

The Līla Ceremony and its Participants 

The Gnāwa are a population of Moroccans who claim literal and spiritual lineage 

from the country’s past slaves.1 Between 1492, when the Iberian peninsula returned to 

Catholic hands, and 1591 when the Moroccan empire claimed Timbuktu, the Kingdom 

of Morocco’s slave trade shifted dramatically to the south, completing its control of 

trans-Saharan trade routes and fully opening the door for sub-Saharan slavery to 

replace lost European supplies. These new slaves brought religious beliefs with them 

                                            
1
 The following description of the Gnāwa represents the most commonly narrated history, by both 

mʿalems and popular sources, such as the journalism that precedes the annual Essaouira Festival. 
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and, over time, they fused them with new Islamic faith into a syncretic cosmology.2 The 

resulting juxtapositions of spirits and saints, of rituals and practices, gave rise to the 

identity of the Gnāwa, a population that represents this history of encounter, 

marginalization, and ritual power in Morocco.3  

 At the center of the tradition is the līla ceremony. The līla (literally "night") 

possession ritual typically lasts from 10pm until shortly after sunrise. After an opening of 

performed musical entertainment, the frāja, the Gnāwa professīonal musicians bless the 

space, invite the spirits, and begin the trance (jadba) segment of the ceremony. It 

contains eight parts, each dedicated to a specific spirit or set of spirits. These spirits, 

called mlūk, come from a mixture of Islamic figures, historical saints, and jnūn (sing., 

jinn), a category of beings, like angels and humans, mentioned in the Qurʾan. Most that 

appear in Gnāwa rituals are believed to be of African descent, figures that arrived 

alongside the slaves, brought from their shared past. Each of the eight sets of spirits is 

associated with a color (manifest by bright cloth draped over those who are in trance), a 

scent (specific incense that feeds these spirits and saints), and a unique musical 

repertory. The inclusion of jnūn and acts of possession draw criticism from many 

Moroccans that the Gnāwa are not true Muslim believers and keep the Gnāwa outside 

mainstream conceptions of appropriate Islamic practice. 

 The relationships forged through possession with spirits are mutually beneficial 

and serve to mend or reinforce the link between possessing spirits or saints (often 

                                            
2
 Many of the newly arrived slaves were already Muslim, having converted before the arrival of the 

Moroccans. This led to long theological debates and some instances of legal gymnastics as religious 
scholars struggled to justify the enslavement of fellow Muslims, something forbidden in the Quran. (See el 
Hamel 2008:247-8) 

3
 This process of religious fusion is not unique to the Gnāwa in Morocco. They are similar to Afro-Catholic 

syncretic practices in Brazil and Cuba. 
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called mlūk, literally “owners”) and maskūn (roughly, possessee).4 Through music and 

trance, mlūk are invited to fully overtake the maskūn, manifesting through trance for the 

purpose of healing illness or providing a divine or supernatural blessing, called baraka. 

Adepts are required to host a līla, complete with an accompanying animal sacrifice, 

once each year in order to maintain the relationship with the mlūk. A failure to do so 

carries the threat of repercussions that most frequently manifest as harm to one's 

health, finances, family, or employment.  

 While anyone who operates within the sphere of Gnāwa ritual activity can be 

labeled as Gnawī, the primary use of the word applies to the professional musicians and 

dancers who perform at these ceremonies. The leader of the performance troupe, called 

a mʿalem, plays a deep bass instrument with three gut strings and a camel skin 

membrane. It is constructed much like an ngoni5 or banjo with the leather membrane 

stretched over a rectangular wooden body under one short and two long strings. The 

gut strings are connected to the wooden neck with movable leather loops for tuning. 

While striking the strings with his fingers using a technique similar to that of the 

downstroke of used by “claw hammer” or old time banjo players, the mʿalem accents 

certain notes by percussively hitting the skin membrane. The Gnawa instrument goes 

by three names depending on region and language: ḥajḥuj, ginbrī, or sintīr.6 The 

                                            
4
 The term maskūn derives from the Arabic verb “to live” or “to reside.” A noun, it is used to identify an 

occupied residence, as in an apartment that has a tenant. A vacant apartment would be “not maskūn,” 
just as is a person who does not have a relationship with a Gnāwa spirit. The use of “residence” as a 
central conception of the relationship between spirit and human strengthens the long-term implications of 
Gnāwa spirit possession. 

5
 An instrument from West Africa, most commonly associated with the griot traditions of praise singing 

based there. See Charry 1996 for details on the organological relationships between these instruments 
throughout North West and West Africa. 

6
 The origins of these three names are debatable, but the descriptions I hear most frequently are that 

ḥajḥuj is Arabic, mostly used in the northern regions of the country. Ginbrī, gimbri, or guembri is common 
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mʿalem also sings the verses and calls, punctuated by the rest of the ensemble’s choral 

responses. 

These other members, usually between two and seven in number, clap and play 

the qurāqib, large iron castanets. Called qarqabi or ḍrārī,7 they also dance during the 

entertainment portion (frāja) and opening blessings of the ceremony. They may perform 

specialized trances, acting out motions appropriate to one or more of the mlūk during 

their segment of the ceremony. The content of these dances can include dancing while 

balancing a bowl on their head for Sidi Musa, Moses, who has control over water 

(referencing the Biblical escape through the Red Sea, but arguably referring instead to a 

Moroccan saint who on the coast of the Atlantic ocean); cutting one’s arm, drinking 

boiling water, or covering oneself with dripping candle wax for Sidi Mimun, a particularly 

violent sub-Saharan spirit; eating raw eggs or meat for the Ghabawiyyin, a set of spirits 

from the forest; or holding a Qurʾan, using prayer beads, and chanting verses for Sidi 

Brahim, Abraham. Following each of these specialized trances is an exchange of 

monetary donations for baraka (supernatural blessing).8  

                                                                                                                                             
in the literature about the Gnāwa but, because there are other instruments that share this term, I will use 
ḥajḥuj throughout this dissertation. 

7
 Ḍrārī is the word used to refer collectively to sons and daughters of a particular family. It literally implies 

“those who are dependent” and, in the case of the members of a Gnāwa troupe, its use references the 
dependency between ḍrārī and the mʿalem from whom they learn the art of Gnāwa performance and 
ritual. 

8
 Baraka is typically considered "divine" blessing, but the unclear nature and motives of the spirits from 

the Gnāwa pantheon, and the marginalization that results from their participation in the ritual, gives me 
reason to use "supernatural" here instead. The baraka received from Sufi ceremonies, pilgrimages to 
tombs and shrines, the king of Morocco, or other proximity to holy figures maps out identically to the 
baraka found in Gnāwa ceremonies, though the Gnāwa's perceived sub-Saharan origins and other 
religious, social, and economic factors give fodder to critics who deride their baraka as ominous, evil, or 
witchcraft. See Eickelman (1976) and Crapanzano (1981) for more on the logic of baraka in Moroccan 
spirituality. 
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Tgnāwīt is conceived of and performed in many ways as individual performers 

and groups locate and then prioritize their strongest connections to authenticity. One 

common way to do so is through lineage, especially in terms of geography. The 

geography of a performer’s family lines can prove to be a heavy proof of tgnāwīt, but the 

type of tgnāwīt that it supports depends greatly on where those lines lead.  

 

Figure 2-1. Google Maps map of Morocco with Marrakech, Fez, and Essaouira boxed in 
dark red. Note that the dotted boundary to the south demarks the disputed 
territory of the Western Sahara. 
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Performing Tgnāwīt through the Emphasis of Geographic Difference 

While I have spent a total of about two and a half years in Morocco between 

2007 and 2013 working with the Gnāwa, for a host of reasons I have not spent the 

majority of that time in the south, considered to be the geographic center of the tradition. 

Instead, I have lived mainly in Fez, a city in the northern mountains that prides itself as 

the country’s “spiritual cradle.” As an important center for Islamic learning, Fez is seen 

as the home of Sufism while Marrakech and Essaouira, a coastal hub of the slave trade 

about 2 hours west of Marrakech, claim the Gnāwa (Figure 2-1). Over the past two 

decades this dichotomy has been effectively reinforced by the Fez Festival of Sacred 

Music’s emphasis on Sufi performances and the Essaouira Festival of World Music’s 

dedication to the Gnāwa and fusion activities. Yet there are active Gnāwa communities 

in each of the country’s major cities as well as within many less urban regions. Most 

Gnāwa communities have some sense of local identity expressed musically and through 

the way the Gnāwa performers and adepts speak about their practices, the melodies 

and rhythms of songs, the inclusion or omission of certain saints and spirits, or the order 

of the ritual event itself.  

These differences are intentional and performers often describe them as effective 

representations of the region. For example, many Gnāwa in Fez begin ceremonies with 

the dākhla (a procession from the street into the household) before opening the space 

by performing music for entertainment and the professional Gnāwa dancers (the "Awlād 

Bambara" and "Naqsha" suites, collectively part of the frāja). This is the opposite of the 

Marrakech tarīq (literally, path or trek). Mʿalem-s in Fez cast the difference in spiritual 

terms. By opening with the entertainment (frāja) and then walking outside, the mrākshī 

(from Marrakech) Gnāwī separate that portion from the rest of the līla, highlighting its 
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entertainment value, and segregating it from the ritual. The goal of the frāja in 

Marrakech and Tamesloht is to allow the ḍrārī, those who will later play the qurāqib, to 

sing responses and perform specialized trances to demonstrate their abilities as 

professionals (Fuson 2009). By carrying out extended synchronized and acrobatic 

dances, they show the audience that they are competent in the Gnāwa tradition and 

raise the expectations and confidence for and in the ritual that will follow.  

 Those from Fez use this “entertainment” segment to accomplish ritual goals more 

directly by keeping it within the boundaries of the entrance and the rest of the event. It 

sanctifies the space and introduces the mlūk possession phase. Having already 

completed the ritual's processional entrance, the entirety of the performance that 

follows, from this point until the following morning, serves the purpose of welcoming 

spirits, fostering the conditions for trance to occur, and facilitating the improvement of 

the relationships between mlūk and maskūn. The frāja phase gives the musicians and 

dancers the opportunity to perform these synchronized and acrobatic dances for the 

spirits, demonstrating their desire to welcome the mlūk into the space, the evening, and 

the bodies of soon-to-be trancers. As they describe it, this is important since Fez is a 

"more spiritual city" than Marrakech and, frankly, that’s how things are done here (ʿAbd 

ar-Rzaq, p. c. 2012).  

As a researcher working with the Gnāwa in Fez, I became specifically involved in 

a number of minority variants. Many of the country’s most popular Gnāwa musicians 

grew up in Marrakech, Essaouira, or Tamesloht, a town about 25km outside central 
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Marrakech.9 Those who did not grow up in these regions often visited them to learn, 

spending years as apprentices for older master musicians in order to learn their 

performance styles and techniques. This attention elevated the performance practices, 

ritual process, and musical styles from Marrakech, making them the dominant Gnāwa 

voice. This also created a sense of strict authority and pride around the region’s Gnāwa 

practices.  

 Because of the prominence of the region’s tradition, when foreign artists or 

scholars search for the Gnāwa, an obvious starting point is Marrakech's famed Jmaʿ al-

Fnaʾ, the central market square that features costumed Gnāwa musicians playing the 

qurāqib for domestic and foreign tourists alike. The long history of this market, and the 

Gnāwa's prominent aural place in it has made Marrakech the central source of 

information about the Gnāwa, for those ranging from casual Moroccan listeners to 

prominent scholars. In 1997, with the advent of the Essaouira Festival of World Music 

and its intentional focus on the Gnāwa, the beach town of Essaouira joined Marrakech 

as a pole for Gnāwa information and authority.  

 This authority, however, is discursively created. Essaouira and Marrakech were 

sites of major slave markets.10 This history, which explicitly links these two cities to sub-

Saharan Africa through routes of transit, provides the region with a strong sense of 

authority based upon its link to a past African lineage. Building on these historical links, 

the regions prominence is enhanced by the perceived centrality of the African 

                                            
9
 The sense of authority that encircles Marrakech’s Gnāwa practice revolves around the city’s history as a 

marketplace for slaves arriving from the trans-Sahara caravan routes. Essaouira, however, was a 
prominent port for the sea routes of the slave trade as a Portuguese port city (then called Mogador). 

10
 The city of Essaouira also hosts the zawiya of Sidna Bilal, one of very few open zawiya-s dedicated to 

the Gnāwa. See Chlyeh (1998) for a larger discussion on the history of the zawiya. 
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performance practices that exist in these southern cities. Many artists and muḥubbīn 

conceive of these practices as historically bound, unchanging, and demonstrative of an 

authenticity based within historical consistency. Thus, authenticity and authority, coming 

together, endow artists from the region with a natural (even genetic) tgnāwīt for many 

within the larger Gnāwa community. The sounds from this region, however, are not 

devoid of change, and there are those mʿalem-s and muḥubbīn who question specific 

performers on other grounds, not just regional. Local forms from across the country, 

including those of Fez, are only one such point of variation within Gnāwa performance 

practice. More centrally, even, is the pole between what tgnāwīt implies. The southern-

centric accounts that highlight the Gnāwa’s African origins often overwhelm other 

aspects of the tradition that place true authenticity and authority (and therefore, tgnāwīt) 

within Sufi and larger Islamic spheres. The performative markers of Islamic or Sufi 

readings of tgnāwīt are also present within the Essaouira-Marrakech region, but they 

more rarely emphasized in this part of the country than they are in places like Fez. This 

geographic difference is one example of how elements of tgnāwīt are discursively 

created through the prioritizing of histories. The order of events in the līla ritual, where 

groups fold the frāja into the sacred parts of the ceremony by placing it after the opening 

dākhla, show one way in which the geographic elements of tgnāwīt are performed. This 

example, however, is just one way in which Muslim-ness/Sufi-ness or African-ness can 

be emphasized. I now turn to each of these two poles individually to explore more 

thoroughly how they operate and to provide specific instances from my fieldwork in 

which each was performed in ritual. 



 

63 

 

Figure 2-2. Photograph of Mʿalem Mulay at-Tahir in Tomesloht. Photo courtesy of the 
author. 

A Sufi Narrative: “Who We Were” 

While in Marrakech and Tamesloht in the spring of 2011, I had my first 

opportunity to speak with elder mʿalem-s between 70 and 80 years old. They posited 

that the Gnāwa were Sufi, categorically placing them within the larger realm of Islam. 

The possessions of the Gnāwa were then equated with dhikr, remembrances of God 

and local saints and a term explicitly connected to modern Sufi ritual practices. In their 

descriptions of the way the tradition should operate, a mʿalem would perform for a līla 

one or two times each year. This is in contrast to the present Gnāwa tradition that I 

observed, where each adept is expected to host a līla annually, meaning that each 

week a mʿalem may have two or three events. Moreover, in the past, Mʿalem-s were not 
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economically tied to the performance of rituals. They only accepted gifts, as an 

exchange for baraka, and had other jobs: Mulay at-Tahir (Figure 2-2), long since retired 

and blind, is still known throughout town as “the fisher.” In fact, when I was told to find 

and speak to him, I was not given his name as Mulay at-Tahir al-Gnāwī (the Gnāwa), 

but instead as Mulay at-Tahir al-Ḥiyyat (the fisher). When looking for other Gnāwa 

musicians throughout the country, I was always told to append "al-Gnāwī" to their 

names. While his vocational title is an anomaly today, Mulay at-Tahir and others 

described the mʿalem-s of previous generations in terms of their day jobs (the 

carpenter, etc.). 

 Annual or semi-annual Gnāwa gatherings featured music described as slower 

and simpler than that of today's events. A mʿalem would perform with two or three ḍrārī 

accompanying the ḥajḥuj. The sound was less virtuosic, the dance less acrobatic. 

Listeners would reach al-ḥāl, a word that implies the higher state of experience and 

consciousness associated with Sufi ceremonies. Furthermore, the spirits of today were 

all once living saints, historical figures, real people. Sidi Mimun, the violent black spirit 

who caused maskūn to drink boiling water, was a pharmacist who gave medications to 

the poor. Sidi Musa was not the Biblical Moses, but a local holy man. Songs directed to 

these figures did not have the goal of inciting possession. They supplicated these 

saints, asking them to pray for the living and provide the baraka that Allah had 

bestowed upon them. Like many Sufi saints, Sidi Mimun has a number of tombs across 

the country. Bodies are buried in each, but pilgrims do not know exactly which one 

contains the real body. Similarly, Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq once took me on a walk around 

Fez and showed me the venerated burial sites of Sidi Hamu, Lalla Raqiyya, Sidi Mimun, 
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Lalla Mira, and other figures who possess adepts throughout the Gnāwa ceremony. 

Each was well marked and can be a powerful space for ritual activity when clients 

require intervention that goes beyond the sacrifice of the standard ceremony. That 

these tombs may or may not contain the actual body of the saints, for my purposes, is 

not as important as the fact that those who come to these sites conceive of saints like 

Sidi Mimun as historical figures who once lived and have now passed. This is quite 

different from interpretations of these figures as spirits, who come from sub-Saharan 

Africa or elsewhere and have never been living, embodied, historical figures. The 

differences, these mʿalem-s relayed to me, grew out of economics. By including the 

specific trances mentioned above, derided by these elders as “magic,” (shaghma) the 

musicians could create a spectacle and request donations. By entertaining the 

audiences, performers could assure themselves more work and create an occupation 

from their ritual knowledge and technical ability. What you see now, they said, bore little 

resemblance to who the Gnāwa were.  

 I entered into many of these conversations by asking about the addition of new 

repertoire to what was considered to be a closed ritual ceremony. "Who added these 

new songs, and when?" I would ask. On some occasions, mʿalem-s or Gnāwa 

muḥubbīn could pinpoint specific individuals and dates that I could confirm through 

other interviews. Not surprisingly, many from these older generations knew the musical 

and ritual histories better than younger artists. 

Perhaps the most interesting and important difference between these two 

narratives lies not in their provable or disprovable content, but in their use of tense. The 

Sufi reading of the Gnāwa concentrates on who they were, in the definable and 
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experienced past. Conversely, what I call the African reading emphasizes who they are 

and always have been since their arrival from sub-Saharan Africa. The sense of past 

extends all the way back to the unknowable. History, according to this narrative of 

Gnāwa identity, does not imply the passing of time. It locates the origins of the 

community and music within a specific time and place that is no longer identifiable. As a 

result, the “African” Gnāwa practice is and has been constant while the “Sufi” Gnāwa 

practice was something different than it is now. The following occurrence during a līla 

ceremony in Meknes, a city near Fez, demonstrates one way in which the Gnāwa 

perform their ritual’s subservience to Islam.  

One Minute in Meknes 

Less than a week after arriving in Fez in November 2010, I made sure to visit 

ʿAbd ar-Rahim ʿAbd ar-Rzaq, a mʿalem with whom I had worked during my previous 

two summers. His joviality shone through and I sat down in front of his “office” in the 

Blida neighborhood of Fez’s walled medina, the old city. The smell of the nearby leather 

tanners wafted through the fundūq, the courtyard where he sat while sewing Gnāwa 

paraphernalia and meeting with prospective clients. The noisy setting made it difficult to 

converse, just as it always had been. His secondary responsibility was as a guardian for 

the fundūq, a collection of workshops and storage spaces where laborers pounded 

away at brass plates and teapots, making piles of new goods to be sold in the nearby 

tourist markets. The courtyard opened onto a street connecting the Qarawiyyin Mosque 

and the nearby leather tanneries, arguably the most heavily frequented tourist spots in 

the medina, and it was common for me to be hindered by large groups of camera-

wielding Europeans attempting to weave through the tight alleys as I hustled from one 

place to the next. 
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 ʿAbd ar-Rzaq was surprised and excited to see me as I descended to his office. 

He immediately stood up and handed me the obligatory piece of thick cardboard, so I 

would not have to sit directly on the stone floor. After the onslaught of introductions that 

open so much conversation in Morocco, he invited me to a Gnāwa ʿashiyya in nearby 

Meknes.11 An ʿashiyya, like a līla, is a full iteration of the ceremony. But unlike the līla, it 

begins earlier in the evening and concludes in the middle of the night. It is generally 

shorter in length and, therefore, costs the hosts less money for the services of the 

musicians, the rental of the space, and the preparation of food.12 We made the 

appropriate plans, and I quickly became excited as, it appeared, this fieldwork visit was 

off to an auspicious start. 

 The event took place in a second-floor apartment in a poor neighborhood 

between Meknes’s medina and the ville nouvelle. After a delicious chicken couscous 

meal provided by the hosts and shared by the musicians, we descended to the street for 

the opening, the dakhla procession. Accompanied by a pair of large drums (ṭbāl) and 

four or five sets of iron castanets (qurāqib), ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s brother Hamid, serving as 

mʿalem for this event, incensed the hosts and a young woman, who fell into and out of a 

trance in the public space of the dirt road in front of the apartment. The sound of the 

instruments and the singing of the ḍrārī, led by ʿAbd ar-Rzaq, attracted a large crowd 

that, eventually, encircled the central actors. After an extended procession, blessings of 

                                            
11

 Meknes and Fez, with only a short 60km between them, share many characteristics in the līla 
ceremony, including the standard order of events. Furthermore, because ʿAbd ar-Rzāq and his brother 
shared their knowledge and learning experiences when approaching the Gnāwa, this ceremony was very 
similar to others that I have witness with ʿAbd ar-Rzaq himself, in Fez. 

12
 Where līla ceremonies typically conclude with a large breakfast and, sometimes, even a meal that 

incorporates part of the sacrificed animals, the ʿashiyya concludes before the morning nourishment is 
required. 
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the ritual objects to be used later in the evening, the instruments, flags, candles, people, 

and sacrificial animals, the large group of musicians, participants, and spectators made 

their way through the small door, up the steep, tight staircase, and back into the 

apartment. The musicians, then, began their frāja performance, inviting the spirits of the 

Gnāwa pantheon to join in the event, calling for blessings from Allah and prayers from 

the Prophet Muhammad. Incense and sound together thickened the air, making it heavy 

with odor and vibrant with motion.  

Zakari, one of the ḍrārī from Marrakech who often makes the long train ride to 

Meknes to perform with ʿAbd ar-Rzaq or Hamid, dances many of the virtuosic 

acrobatics. He tells me later that, when he was younger, he would breakdance with his 

friends. The skills he learned in that context translate well to his new role with the 

Gnāwa, and he has become a sought component of different Gnāwa troupes. When the 

time comes for Sidi Musa to enter the ceremonial space, he overtakes Zakari’s body, 

causing him to stand and ease into a trance. Sidi Musa, Moses, has control over water. 

He is the blue spirit, and those who are possessed by him are draped with blue cloths 

by the muqaddima, the woman in charge of the event,13 as they fall into trance. While, in 

my experience, fewer adepts are actually possessed by Sidi Musa, those who are enact 

an intricate dance that mesmerizes the surrounding spectators, and Musa’s presence 

becomes an early dramatic highlight of the ceremony. 

                                            
13

 The muqaddama, along with the mʿalem, directs the course of the ceremony. This role is most 
frequently, but not exclusively, carried out by an older woman. She is generally the liaison between the 
host and the musicians and maintains control over the entirety of the ceremony, including the preparation 
and distribution of food and the care of those who are in trance (maskūn). She cares for and directs the 
usage of most ritual paraphernalia, including the colored cloths, candles, sacrifice, and incense over the 
course of the evening. 
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This evening, as Zakari is falling into the trance, holding his head above the 

incense burner, feeding the spirit, enticing it to take firm hold over him, no other 

participants appear to be falling into trance under Musa. Zakari, alone, begins to dance, 

bent deeply forward, syncing himself into the music. A small bowl of water appears, 

brought out by the muqaddama while the room holds its focus on Zakari. He balances 

the bowl on his head and begins to spin. The dance that follows includes rolling on the 

ground, twisting, jumping back and forth, and spinning, all with this bowl balanced. He 

enacts swimming motions while lying on the floor, contorting his body so as to keep his 

head upright, holding the bowl. But, at one particular moment, he is swaying in front of 

the incense burner, when the sound of the adhān, the Islamic call to prayer, drifts in 

through the open window. 

 When one hears the adhān in Morocco, the most appropriate action is to silence 

any music, stop speaking, and listen, waiting, for it to end. Upon its conclusion, the 

practicing believer has a period of time to go pray. Some immediately cease any current 

activities and begin their prayers. I have been in taxis in both Morocco and Egypt when 

the driver pulled over, opened up a prayer mat, and prayed on the sidewalk next to the 

car before resuming the short drive. But many Gnāwa, and many Moroccans more 

generally, do not pray so dutifully, or at all. Some do, some do not. It is a matter of  

personal religious practice, a daily decision made by believers each time they hear the 

adhān. Most, however, do respect the explicit sound of their religion, turning off music 

and waiting patiently for it to pass before continuing in their previous activities. This act 

of reverence marks the day, with each pause becoming a signal for the passage of time. 

Hirshkind notes instances in which the adhān interrupts even other religious sound, as 
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listeners to recorded sermons pause their moral education during these few minutes 

when the call to prayer is audible (2006). 

 Despite attending a number of līla and ʿashīya ceremonies, I had, to this point, 

never experienced this moment, what I perceived as a conflict of the Gnāwa’s religious 

sound and audible institutionalized Islam in the form of the adhān. Līla ceremonies, long 

and loud, usually occur in the evening, when there are fewer instances of the adhān, or 

they are so loud that, I assume, they covered the sound of the call. Here, though, was 

an intimate moment as Zakari quietly settled into his possessed state, standing next to 

an open window in an apartment that happened to be in close proximity to the 

neighborhood mosque. Our altitude on the second floor removed any hinderance from 

walls or other tall buildings between the mosque minaret’s electronic bullhorns and us, 

lending both a beautiful view of the outside sky and an unimpeded path for traveling 

sound of the adhān. 

 After just over 15 minutes of music for Sidi Musa, the room fell into silence for 

about a minute. Hamid, the mʿalem, softened his ḥajḥūj melody and brought it to a terse 

stop, the qurāqib had already been at rest. The nasal sound of the nearby loudspeaker 

is barely audible on my recording, but it speaks loudly in the absence of all other sound. 

As the long syllables of the muezzin’s recitation came to a close, Hamid signals to his 

ḍrārī and, rising from a quiet meditation, dovetails the music of his ensemble against the 

descending vocal interruption. He re-engages the room and the spirit, who spent the 

minute waiting patiently, bent in half at the waist. Zakari’s body re-animates, stepping 

back into the groove of the aural ceremony (Object D-114). 

                                            
14

 All objects cited in this dissertation are audio examples. See Appendix D for a links and further 
information on the content of each example. 
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 The moment, a literal suspension in time and space, displayed the web of 

performative acts that stretches between many Moroccans’ spiritual lives. The Gnāwa, 

self-identified Muslims, defer to the adhān, an aural symbol of their faith. Sidi Musa, like 

many of the other Gnāwa mlūk, is respected as a holy figure, either a prophet (nabī) 

from the Qurʾan or a local saint and descendent of the Prophet Mohammed, depending 

on whom you ask. Sidi Musa is joined in the ceremony by other sharīf-s, literal or 

spiritual descendants and ancestors of the Prophet throughout the ceremony. Mulay 

Brahim possessed the host of that evening’s ʿashiyya later, as she picked up a Qurʾan 

and prayer beads, reciting verses. Saints and spirits join the Gnāwa ceremony each 

time it is held, but here, in Meknes this evening, Sidi Musa paused the event, becoming 

a meditative listener along with the rest of us, experiencing the adhān. 

The Place of Islam within Gnāwa Identity  

The Gnāwa practice (and perform) their religious beliefs within a “looser Muslim 

framework” (Feriali 2009:41). Their worldview sits firmly within the bounds of Islam. 

Names, places, language, holy figures, histories, stories, prayers, songs, family ties, 

legal issues, interpersonal relationships, dress, medicine... The everyday life of a 

Gnāwa mʿalem or adept is informed by perspectives that could be deemed “Islamic 

culture.” The habitus of everyday life in Morocco, with the Gnāwa, is littered with piety. It 

is a public piety, one that is performed, but not necessarily consciously so. Of course 

there are those who actively adjust their behaviors, countering those of society around 

them, in an effort to change, or reform, perceived incongruence between the will of Allah 

and the faults or misunderstandings of man. There are intentional symbols that adorn 

the body of a man striving for a holy life, outward signs of internal submission to Allah. 

Arguments abound as to whether the bruise on a man’s forehead results from years of 
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devout prayer, the pressing of the forehead to the tile floor fives times each day for an 

entire lifetime. The doubter, instead, will insist that such a bruise was self-inflicted, the 

absolute symbol of a man whose desire to be seen as holy by his neighbors incite him 

to wound his own forehead solely for the sake of appearances. The truth, however, is 

resigned to Allah: “Allah yiʿarif,” God knows a man’s heart. 

 Islam, as it is practiced in Morocco, is a very public religion. But as such, it is 

taken as a given. Custom, habitus, orient daily life, leading the most innocuous of 

activities through a ritualized performance of piousness. Some may be conscious, some 

unconscious. Much of the everyday performance of religious affiliation is taken for 

granted, it goes unnoticed or undervalued. In contrast, difference is obvious, noticeable, 

and questionable. Difference in practice might imply disagreement, contradiction, even 

aggressive attack. With religious practice, and especially the public manifestation of it, 

points of difference become topics of public discourse. They quickly come to embody 

the whole of practices, instead of simply the small departures. 

 Morocco, historically, has been a fascination of anthropologists. As a site where 

the “popular” forms of Islamic faith and practice come to differ wildly from the 

“mainstream” tenets of the religion, the study of “Moroccan Islam” has given insight into 

the ways in which people and communities negotiate the disconnect between traditional 

and modern religion, transnational and local belief, religious power structures, and a 

host of other local, regional, national, and international issues. When writing about the 

Gnāwa, many scholars emphasize difference: they are a diaspora, from someplace 

else; they are black, racially not Arab or Berber; their religious practices are African, not 

Muslim. I argue that the focus on difference has obscured an important element of 
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Gnāwa self-identification. Simultaniously, the stress upon the African histories behind 

the ritual practices has elevated one aspect of tgnāwīt at the expense of another, their 

Muslim piety, which is just as important to many potential clients. Different audiences 

search for different sets of criteria when selecting performers for concerts or rituals, and 

the musicians recognize this as they actively craft the types of tgnāwīt that they claim 

within their professional lives. 

I assert that Islamic piety is central to the Gnāwa ritual, just as it is central to 

public life in Morocco, and should be understood accordingly15: they are self-identified 

Muslims, some even Sufi Muslims; they practice their faith in much the same way as 

most Moroccan Muslims, complete with pilgrimages, the veneration of local saints, and 

the exchange of baraka; they operate, both professionally and otherwise, firmly within 

the complex networks of Sufism, even when they make no claim to being Sufi. Also just 

as so many Moroccans who vehemently consider themselves Muslims, many do not 

pray often or at all, many drink or use drugs, and many have little interest in the 

trappings of their faith. While I have no statistical evidence to claim specific proportions, 

I also have no reason to firmly state that I can agree with the oft-stated suspicions 

leveled against the Gnāwa: that they are amoral or somehow less pious as a group than 

the population as a whole.16  

                                            
15

 This idea of sameness is similar to Kofi Agawu’s argument (2003) that African music must be studied 
on a plane of equivalence, with the same techniques, strategies, and goals as those used for the analysis 
of Western music. While there are, of course, differences and difference itself is interesting and useful to 
the researcher (see Erlmann’s response to Agawu [2004]), by taking difference as a starting point, we 
limit our possible conclusions. 

16
 While living in the poor areas of Fez, especially Fez Jdid, I noticed that many of the Gnāwa performers 

who were younger participated in the same sorts of practices as their social and economic peers. The 
same was the case for adult performs, both mʿalem-s and other ensemble members. Those Gnāwa 
practitioners who went to the mosque regularly generally did not use drugs or drink. Those who did not 
were more likely to engage in ilicit activities. Mosque attendance or frequency of prayer, among other 
things, might provide far more effective demarcations of illicit behavior than Gnāwa participation does, but 
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 The vignette above, in which the sound of the Gnāwa bowed to the sound of the 

adhān, highlights the complex relationship between the two sets of practices. The 

submissiveness of the Gnāwa in that apartment to the institutionalized Islam, aurally 

symbolized by the sounds entering through the open window, identifies the importance 

of both the separation of these two sets of beliefs (those of the Gnāwa and Islam) as 

well as their important interaction within everyday life. The two narratives, sitting as 

poles on a continuum of Gnāwa identity, similarly demonstrate two specific attempts, 

extreme examples of infinite possible alternatives, to negotiate this relationship within 

the realm contemporary personal and social life. 

 Some Gnāwa participants completely separate these ritual practices from the 

realm of Islam, noting that one can be non-Muslim and Gnāwa. In one, albeit over-

simplified sense, this is not dissimilar to American communities that self-Identify as Sufi 

and participate in musical, dance, and meditation practices borrowed from a 

conglomeration of various Sufi paths. Practice (music, dance, chant, and meditation) 

subsumes belief (Islam) as the defining component of “Sufism,” and an idea of sacred 

that is bounded firmly within a religious, historical, and social context (Islam) is replaced 

with an idea of the sacred that is flexible, personal, and open for interpretation. For 

many Gnāwa, the ritual practice carries similar connotations. There are stories of 

American tourists who become Gnāwa (see Schaefer 2006) and musicians who 

participate and achieve the title of Gnawī (some of whom eventually convert to Islam). 

                                                                                                                                             
these are questions that are outside of the larger scope of my research. It appeared to me that those who 
were from other social and economic backgrounds aligned Gnāwa participation with poverty and poor 
education. As such, the assumptions leveled against the poor and uneducated were often blanketed to 
include the Gnāwa as well. Because many Gnāwa musicians are poor and less educated than the middle 
or upper classes, many criticisms were generally accurate, though for socio-economic reasons moreso 
than anything specific to the Gnāwa themselves. 
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Because of this research, I often carried a ḥajḥuj around the old city, earning the title 

“Drīs al-Gnawī,” an approximation of my first name and the feigned honorific.17 Yet, if 

the Gnāwa identity derives from Sufism, from a set of religious and spiritual experiences 

that are bounded within Islamic belief and historical context, the meaning of being 

Gnāwa changes dramatically. Personal Gnāwa identity therefore depends closely upon 

these ideas of narrative, yet they are highly negotiable, debatable, and ever-changing. 

 As an approach to these negotiations between narratives and ideals, so-called 

“Moroccan Islam” does have validity as an analytical category. Eickelman (1996), 

Geertz (1971), Rabinow (1977), Crapanzano (1981), Gellner (1983), and other past 

scholars note certain shared practices between many Moroccans in the activities, the 

quotidian rituals, that shape public and private life. With increased urbanization, new 

educational systems, the increased presence of mass media, the advent of advanced 

personal telecommunications, the use of the internet, and a host of other facilitators of 

communication within and across previous local, regional, and national boundaries, 

however, practices have, of course, shifted. Popular culture, changing power structures, 

and shifting social norms make a drastic impact on what daily life looks like. Tradition, 

unsurprisingly, takes on new meanings. It, in so many forms, comes under attack from 

all directions. Conversely, new defenders from throughout society, some more 

unexpected than others, take up its cause. “Tradition defended is never entirely 

traditional,” writes Munson (1993). The Islamic narrative of Gnāwa identity outlined 

above is one such defense of so-called tradition.  

                                            
17

 See Schaefer (2006) for a discussion of his own similar experiences while completing fieldwork. He 
associates the identity of being Gnāwa with a consumerism, as it is by wearing shirts and carrying a 
“Gnaoua” bag that he identified (and was identified) with the Gnāwa community. 
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Performing an African Identity through the Frāja and the Mlūk 

In the sections that follow, I utilize the contrasting frāja and the mlūk sections of 

the ceremony to clarify the distance between discursive accounts of Muslim and African 

versions of tgnāwīt and to demonstrate how each is performed. Musicans from across 

the terrain of tgnāwīt perform both segments in their ritual work, and each one 

negotiates his individualized position within that terrain by incorporating performance 

practices, professional values, religious sensibilities, and aesthetic tastes in unique 

ways. My intent here is to pull apart the discursive and pragmatic forces that influence 

performative decisions. Contrasting sources of tgnāwīt authenticity inform individual 

iterations of Gnāwa performance and my work here is an effort to make these individual 

processes of self-location clear. I argue that identifying one’s own source of tgnāwit and 

performing it are acts of self-identification that invoke personal history and experience 

alongside religious ideology and aesthetic taste. By highlighting the differences between 

the two portions of the ceremony, I do not mean to imply that they are mutually 

exclusive. It is, however, common for certain groups to prioritize one or the other (the 

frāja or the mlūk phase), an effort that often coincides with their location on the African-

Sufi continuum. For instance, a group that aims to orient and project itself as especially 

African will often accentuate in conversation its virtuosity in performing the professional 

pre-defined dances and acrobatics that constitute the frāja phase, especially those that 

tell the story of the Gnāwa’s history of slavery.18 

                                            
18

 Artists often highlight the Afro-Moroccan elements of their music and repertoire when performing for 
"non-initiated" Moroccans, as it reframes the group alongside Bob Marley, jazz, blues, and, in general, 
discourses of pan-Africanism and diasporic African liberation. 
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The Frāja: Singing and Dancing (an) African History 

The Gnāwa repertoire includes a number of references to the past, both as 

slavery and as Islamic spirituality. Lyrical content, especially, has become a focal point 

of scholarship as it provides a distinct source of direct referential discourse into the past. 

By explicitly noting transcribed lyrics and analyzing them with an eye for places, 

peoples, and languages from sub-Saharan Africa, scholars construct a defense for the 

common narrative of Gnāwa that heightens the place of slavery. Chouki el Hamel, an 

historian, does this most directly by going so far as to compare Gnāwa lyrics to those of 

the blues in America (2008). He identifies moments in songs that, like the blues, 

maintain a collective memory. They create a repository that directly connects a 

marginalized past to a performed present. This strategy of aligning the Gnāwa 

alongside African-American musical traditions appears throughout journalistic 

scholarship as well. It is a compelling way to orient the Gnāwa for foreign audiences 

that are unfamiliar with the histories of Morocco, sub-Saharan Africa, or Islam.  

 Promotional writing and scholarship frequently note the parallel between African 

and American slavery. For example, el Hamel notes that there are a number of songs, 

dances, and chants within the repertoire "which are claimed and used by the Gnāwa as 

the means to access the spiritual realm" (2008: 244). He references the lyrics of "Lalla 

Yamma" (Lady Mother), which call out to specific ethnicities as the Lady Mother. There 

are calls for the Fulani (of Niger), Bambarāwi (Bambarā, of Mali), the Sūdānī (generic 

term for the Sudan or Sahel, the region spanning from modern-day Sudan to 

Mauritania), and the Hawsawi (the Hausa, also of Niger). 

 Specific calls to these four regions, language groups, or ethnicities occur 

throughout the opening segment to the Gnāwa ceremony. The seven major groups of 
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spirits are even categorized together by many artists as "al-ḥawṣawiyyin," those from 

Hausaland.19  Their histories, though, are imprecise, as is the geographic knowledge of 

the mʿalem-s who use the terms. The uses of Fulani, Bambara, Sudani, and Hausa all 

emphasize an understanding of the diverse histories from which the Gnāwa supposedly 

came, but they also illuminate the storied aspects of such a performed discourse. Taken 

together, references to these four groups suggest the sub-Saharan origins of the 

Gnāwa and their spirits, but they are imprecise and even interchangeable symbols of an 

unknown past dislodged from the specific geographic location of their referents. 

 Stories that connect the Gnāwa to their ambiguous past abound, retold again and 

again in order to firmly buttress this trans-Saharan link. For instance, Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-

Rzaq told me of a trip he had taken to Mali for a festival. When he performed "Vangara 

Vangara," the Bambara speakers in the audience understood the lyrics. This is one of a 

handful of songs that contain words whose specific meanings are unknown to the 

Gnāwa—it exists as an artifact from this past. The texts are said to come from sub-

Saharan Africa, brought to Morocco with the forced migrations, and identify explicit 

points of historic connection between the "motherland" (as seen in el Hamel's 

discussion of "Lalla Yamma") and the Gnāwa. At present, the words exist as aural 

symbols of the past, icons or indexes with little semantic meaning. Some are names of 

unknown places or individuals, others are simply interjections. "Vangara" is a close 

approximation of “Bambarā,” linking the two words phonetically, and while he could not 

recount to me the exact lyrics that were understood (or what his sub-Saharan listeners 

                                            
19

 While most artists with whom I worked collected the male spirits together as al-ḥawṣawiyyin, a notable 
minority instead split the ghabawiyyin spirits (of the forest) into two sections and called one of those 
sections al-ḥawṣawiyyin. 
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said they meant), the importance of the story was that, first, they were understood by 

non-Gnāwa and, second, in his interpretation, these lyrics demonstrate a common 

historical linkage between the Gnāwa and these sub-Saharan communities. Many such 

tales exist, and performers pass them around frequently, almost as if to reaffirm historic 

linkages. These linguistic vestiges, along with the naming of ethnic groups and 

languages, appear throughout the Gnāwa repertoire, but they are particularly 

concentrated in the frāja portion of the ritual event. These lyric references to sub-

Saharan Africa, and by association, to the history of trans-Saharan slavery, are 

concentrated in one suite of songs, the "Awlād Bambarā" (Children of Bambara). Again, 

Bambara is taken generically as either the entire Sahel region20 or the spiritual deity 

prominent in West Africa, and the Gnāwa, as the children of Bambara, are the 

descendants of a lineage that links directly back to that region. Most of the explicit 

mentions of slavery in lyrics that appear in scholarship on the Gnāwa are drawn from 

this portion of the ceremony.  

 It is here that the Gnāwa most directly perform their history as sub-Saharan 

Africans. Not only do lyrics contain these explicit images of migration, yearning to return 

(El Hamel 2008:247-8), and inequality (Fuson 2009:281), dances enact the same 

experiences throughout the frāja. As this portion of the event provides an opportunity for 

the performers to emphasize their training, it features acrobatics, difficult 

synchronization of rhythmic clapping or foot stomping, and demonstrative 

choreography. The acrobatics include spins, jumps, and ducking in pairs or groups, all 

                                            
20

 The Sahel refers to the region south of North Africa but still north of West or Central Africa. The term 
generally connotes countries that are within the Sahara, including parts of Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Chad, 
and the Sudan. Mali and Niger are the most often-cited areas by Gnāwa musicians when they discuss 
their ancestries or the origins of the spirits who appear in the ritual. 
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in specific orientation with the music coming from the ḥajḥuj. The synchronized 

clapping, and barefoot stomping on the tile floor, borders on the acrobatic, as individual 

dancers, pairs, or groups will step out in front of the line of dancers in order to mirror the 

virtuosic rhythms of the ḥajḥuj through what Fuson calls "co-enunciation" (2009). 

Dancers continue to mime narratives of slavery with symbolic gestures of carrying guns 

and working fields. Through dance, they perform a history of forced work in the fields or 

military servitude. Upon questioning, no mʿalem was able to identify a point in time 

when these elements were added to the frāja performance segment, or when various 

performance practices codified into their current form. 

 Yet el Hamel's comment that these songs, dances, and chants "are claimed and 

used by the Gnāwa as the means to access the spiritual realm" (2008:244) belies a 

common misconception and stereotype: one that, I argue, adjusts the fundamental roles 

played by these songs and histories. The "Awlād Bambarā" and the rest of the frāja are, 

by definition, not part of the trance. Fuson's study of Gnāwa from the region around 

Marrakech, describes the frāja as occurring before and remain outside of the ceremony 

itself. The musicians begin inside the ritual space with these songs and dances before 

moving outside for the procession (dakhla) that opens the spirit-possession portion of 

the evening (the mlūk segment). His description of the entertainment segment of the 

event gives it a "ritual goal" that has little to do with the "spiritual realm," as its purpose 

is to allow for the demonstration of the professionalism of the musician-dancers. Even in 

Fez, where the frāja exists within the temporal parameters of the ritual ceremony (after 

the procession), it is not part of a concerted effort to bring spirits. Its role is one of 

welcoming, inviting spirits and saints to the gathering, sanctifying the raḥla, the tiled or 
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dirt floor that will host the coming possession trances.21 In this sense, the “Awlād 

Bambarā” repertoire addresses the spirits, but in my experience, this is far removed 

from the songs that "access the spiritual realm." Their purpose is distinct and the 

musical content, both aural and textual, differs as a result. 

Deborah Kapchan quotes Viviana Pâques, writing that:  

Today not all Gnawa have a history in slavery (due to apprenticeships by 
non-Gnawa), yet this part of their past remains prominent in representations 
by scholars (Pâques 1991), music producers, and only sometimes by the 
Gnawa themselves. Foregrounding the history of Gnawa slavery links them 
to the larger African diaspora... Of course one is never actually liberated of 
or by the spirits in Gnawa ceremonies, as the spirits are permanent 
inhabitants of their hosts. In the spiraling of tagnawit into the world music 
market, however, trance is represented more as a medium of liberation than 
a symbol of possession. (2007:23) 

This perceived liberation that is so often linked to the notion of trance by outsiders 

counters the actual Gnāwa practice. Since the relationship between the individual and 

the mlūk is one that extends throughout life, liberation is, in a sense, an inappropriate 

metaphor for Gnāwa trance. There is a sense of relief among participants that could be 

interpreted as liberation from the weight of a displeased mlūk that follows a trance 

evening (Feriali 2009:87), but this falls closer in line with a metaphor of cooperation. As 

Kapchan argues here, the liberation-via-trance that appears in world music 

representations of the Gnāwa is aligned with slavery and the African diaspora, tying the 

performance to the larger world of internationally distributed commercial musical 

products, a line of inquiry that her research follows closely. What Kapchan also notes is 

the importance of the trance, or at least the idea of trance, in public performance 

contexts. As I mentioned above, a number of artists use songs that are explicitly linked 

                                            
21

 More commonly, in ritual settings, Gnāwa musicians will sit on one edge of an open space. They will 
use carpets on the floor and lean against the wall. 
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to specific mlūk in non-ritual public performance. While the frāja repertoire emphasizes 

slavery and the professionalism of the ensemble, the mlūk portion of the ritual 

addresses the spirits directly and invokes trance. It is here that songs access another 

realm as, instead of unilaterally welcoming spirits to a space, they form a complex of 

interaction between the musicians (usually identified as focused in the ḥajḥūj 

performer), the trancer (who is entering an experience of possession via groove), and 

the spirit (see Figure 2-3). 

 

Figure 2-3. Directions of interaction between mʿalem, trancer, and mlūk during the frāja 
and mlūk phases of the ritual. 

Different segments of the ceremony, different aural components of the sound of 

the event, different texts, behaviors, and practices all direct the attention of the 

musicians, audiences, participants, detractors, and scholars toward the representation 

of "Africa." The continent is made present, enacted through the arts and healing 

practices, even embedded into these sounded practices. The performance is of a 

remembered "Africa," what Jankowsky refers to as "the idea of Africa" (2010:199). In his 

book on the Stembali of Tunisia, a population that shares a number of characteristics 

with the Gnāwa, Jankowsky identifies specific elements of ceremony, language, music, 

and theology that connect those in Tunisia to possible historical ancestors, groups in 



 

83 

sub-Saharan Africa (mostly the Sahel region) who partake in similar activities today. He 

orients the Stembali as "African" by linking them with past and present relatives, 

creating a sort of family tree based upon ritual practices and linguistic relationships.  

 Analyses of this sort abound in scholarship on the Gnāwa. None, however, 

solidify these networks of performed culture through the clear and precise review of 

recent ethnographic literature that Jankowsky provides. The vast majority of his 

observations apply to both groups, the Gnāwa and the Stembeli, and a replication of 

analysis is not my aim here. What is more intriguing, and more important within 

Morocco (and within international world music economic systems) is the performance or 

presentation of the idea of Africa, African history, African religion, and the slave trade. 

 Here I wish to underscore ways in which the presentation of Africa in Gnāwa 

performance relates to the self-identification of the Gnāwa as Sufi Muslim. I follow the 

common criticisms drawn against the Gnāwa from external domestic sources, and the 

processes by which some Gnāwa themselves strategically distance their music from 

Islam. There is a wealth of scholarship on the commercialization and commercial 

representation of the Gnāwa and similar groups when beset by global interests (see 

Kapchan 2007, Sum 2010), and economics certainly comprise a powerful influence on 

any musician's self-representation. Here, though, I hope to outline domestic concerns. 

While I reference commercial "temptations" like money and fame, I see these forces as 

local, opportunities that have an impact on individual artists' lives. Instead of looking 

globally, I hope to emphasize the locality of these decisions, these representations, and 

the ways in which the opportunities presented to a few musicians might have an effect 

on, and are interpreted by, other members of the domestic community of mʿalem-s. 
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 Similarly, my interest in the presentation of "African-ness" is useful when one 

wishes to emphasize or impose an "otherness" on the Gnāwa. This can be an 

intentional economic strategy, in international festivals for non-Muslim audiences or 

even in presentations for middle class Moroccan youth, for example. It can also be part 

of an effort to further marginalize the Gnāwa, as many Moroccans attempt to clarify their 

own position as "mainstream" Muslims by saying things like "that isn't real Islam." In 

both senses, this imagined Africa plays a central role in defining and redefining both the 

Gnāwa and Islam more generally. The Gnāwa's place within some concept of 

"mainstream" Islam in Morocco is largely aligned with its African-ness and, depending 

on one's definition of who the Gnāwa are, or to which historical narrative they subscribe, 

the Gnāwa can symbolize anything from a celebration of the diversity inherent in Islamic 

practice to a demonstration of the extent to which unbelievers twist the religion itself. 

The question itself becomes a proxy for the place of outside influence within Islamic 

practice, with the idea of Africa taking the role of either innovator or corruptor. 

Arguments against the appropriateness of Gnāwa music echo criticism against African-

American music during various moments in that tradition's history: it is overly (and 

overtly) sexual or powerful, overcoming the body in some supernatural way. It is toward 

contentious questions of the association between the Gnāwa and the supernatural, and 

between music and the body, questions of changing performance practice that highlight 

the role of a performed “Africa” in ritual, that I now turn. 

The Contentious Novelty of Spectacle 

Mʿalem ʿAbd al-Latif (Figure 2-4) sits with me in his small home in Marrakech. 

The thin door opens from the busy street into a steep stairwell, which winds up to a tiny 

room. There is a refrigerator halfway up the next stairway, blankets on the floor, and a 



 

85 

television high up on a dresser. A stereo with a pile of CDs and cassettes sits on the 

opposite side of the room, playing old Gnāwa recordings (quite loudly). Latif is a mʿalem 

of an older generation, who wears his disdain for many other Gnāwa performers on his 

sleeve. He answers questions in paragraphs, leading himself in new directions as he 

responds, forcing others in the room to grasp on as he weaves back to the same topics 

after each question. There is a dramatic passion in his speech and stories. 

 

Figure 2-4. Photograph of Mʿalem ʾAbd al-Latif in Marrakech taken from promotional 
material. 

Latif is one of the old masters that claims to have taught many of the most 

prominent mʿalem-s throughout Morocco. Yet his concern, his vehement and recurring 

diatribe, is that they move on too quickly, they neglect the years of work with master 
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musicians that used to be a requirement. Instead, he says, they learn a few songs with 

the intention of moving to Casablanca as quickly as possible. Casablanca, the home of 

Morocco's recording industry, represents an opportunity in the eyes of many aspiring 

musicians. It is a place where one goes in order to record, to achieve success in the 

recording industry. They chase fame, money, women, drugs, and the other expected 

trappings of music stardom. To others, Casablanca is a place where the art of the 

Gnāwa reverts to commercial popular music, falling into a two dimensional 

representation that only allows for the Gnāwa to be something bought and sold, a 

marketable commodity. The criticism from Laṭīf, shared by many other Gnāwa, centers 

on the commercial nature of younger musicians’ career aspirations. When young 

Gnāwa musicians attempt to learn for the sake of going to Casablanca, they make 

changes, slight adjustments, which make their music more widely accessible or 

exotically interesting.22  

The change, according to Mulay at-Tahir (the fisherman introduced above) and 

ʿAbd al-Latif, came when certain mʿalem-s attempted to monetize their knowledge and 

abilities, making what was once an occasional ceremony for the dispersion of blessing 

(baraka) and prayerful enchantment into an occupation. It is likely that there was a 

moment when there was a shift in how the līla worked: instead of attending one 

ceremony each year, every adept had to host one event each year in order to receive 

the baraka of their possessing saint. What caused this change remains unclear, but it, 

along with a moment in which these helpful saints became possessing spirits, led to a 
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 The following chapter follows this change as it opened a space for commercial success and virtuosity to 
hold significant weight as a marker of tgnāwīt. 
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series of adjustments that, as they gathered momentum, made the business of being a 

Gnāwa mʿalem into a lucrative career. 

As the number of līla ceremonies increased, culminating with the contemporary 

musical climate in which a mʿalem may have work 4 or 5 evenings each week, 

competing mʿalem-s began to fight for clients. Continuing with the narrative of at-Tahir 

and al-Latif, to do so, they added “magic” to their ceremonial performances for 

spectacle and marketing reasons. This, they say, is the point at which outrageous acts 

of possession entered into the event. In order to prove their adeptness and power over 

the spirits and the spirit world, mʿalem-s would act out extravagantly performed trances. 

Suddenly, ḍrārī were cutting their arms with large knives (jinwī) while possessed by Sidi 

Mimun, they were drinking boiling water straight from the kettle or pouring hot wax from 

bundles of lit candles onto their naked backs. Furthermore, they did so as self-identified 

Africans, claiming an exotic power and control over these mysterious and magical spirits 

from their ancient homeland, sub-Saharan Africa.  

While I struggled to get a complete account of the history of change from these 

older men (something that indeed warrants further research), Mulay at-Tahir in 

particular emphasized how certain spirits were individuals: they were living, breathing 

men, from Morocco, who lived holy lives and, especially in death, gained an inordinate 

amount of baraka. Known for their generosity and altruism, they heard the prayers of 

the Gnāwa adepts, those who gathered yearly, and prayed to Allah on their behalf. In 

this sense, they epitomize the idea of the local saint described by Eickelman (1976) and 

Geertz (1971). Small shrines to men of this stature dot the countryside. The two that he 

emphasized during our conversation were Sidi Mimun and Sidi Hamu. These two are 
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seen as two of the most “African” and violent spirits within the Gnāwa pantheon. Mimun, 

according to at-Tahir, was a generous physician who wandered the countryside 

administering remedies to the ill. Hamu, a butcher, was a similarly magnanimous 

member of the community, helping to feed the poor. Now, however, most consider both 

to be spirits hungering for sacrificial acts, demanding actual animal sacrifices from their 

adepts, and causing them to, when in trance, fiercely self-mutilate. Sidi Hamu, due to 

his history as a butcher, is now accompanied in the ritual by the color red, and 

occasionally with large amounts of blood (to the point where some drink the sacrificial 

blood during the possession). The outpouring of kindness that, according to at-Tahir, 

defined the lives of these individuals has shifted drastically, creating savage spirits, said 

to derive from exotic “Africa.” 

This emphasis on self-induced “otherness” moves the Gnāwa explicitly away 

from Sufism, and the parallel shift of ontology in the mlūk gives the Gnāwa, now 

highlighted as descendants of African slaves, a specific power over those African spirits. 

As Bertrand Hell writes:  

The Gnāwa call themselves the people of the khla, the hidden part of 
creation where the genies reign. They are in fact and in essence marginals 
playing the game of the strange stranger (in the double sense23 that is 
contained in the Arabic term gharib).  

 Gatekeepers of a counter world, the Gnāwa move in the night and on the limits of the 

licit. Marked by a fundamental ambiguity, they are believed to be transgressors who can 

handle blood with impunity and can control the most dangerous of forces. Embodying a 

"troubling strangeness," these descendants of black slaves see themselves as invested 
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 The “double sense” here refers to a pair of meanings for gharib. The root, “west” implies a literal 
geographic placement. The adjective form, gharib, can simultaneously refer to “Western” as foreign 
(alien) and as bizarre or weird. 
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with the most powerful supernatural powers (Hell 1999:160, quoted and translated in 

Fuson 2009). 

These types of statements, that they are “gatekeepers of a counter world” 

moving “on the limits of the licit” appear throughout journalism about the Gnāwa, and 

they also pepper the discourses on the Gnāwa of those who are outside the tradition. 

Someone with a condition that requires assistance from the spirit world knows that they 

now go to the Gnāwa, masters of that realm. They carry an authority that can be 

explicitly different than that of the Sufis, as they have the option, provided by the African 

potentialities of tgnāwīt, to operate outside of the standards of Islamic spirituality. While 

other Muslim groups avoid the jnūn at all costs, the Gnāwa see some of these spirits as 

mlūk or saints and encounter them on their own terms, as Africans and in the night. 

They enter into the depths of the spiritual world and come out victorious, successfully 

negotiating the darkest of the unseen alongside (and on behalf of) their clients.24 

El Hamel, continuing through his historical study of the Gnāwa discussed above, 

concludes that the Gnāwa are “not a mystical order per se since they do not seek the 

connection with the divine, songs instead contain issues of displacement, 

dispossession, depravation, misery, nostalgia for a land and a former life” (2008:255). 

The overpowering Africanist history of the Gnāwa places them outside of Sufism, which 

aims for al-ḥal, the condition of divine connection. Such representations, from el Hamel 

or Bertrand Hell, take this dominant narrative at its word and rarely describe the Gnāwa 

                                            
24

 When describing my research to students, I often hear the question: “Do you believe that these spirits 
are real?” As an anthropologist, the answer is unimportant. My interest is instead in how these debates 
locate the Gnāwa within larger society. As a religious non-Muslim myself, I do believe that these spirits 
exist and play a significant role in the lives of Gnāwa adepts. This perspective is based upon my 
presence at ceremonies as well as extensive conversations with those who profess transcendent and 
transformative experiences. 
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as members of the Islamic community. In doing so, they neglect the strategies used by 

performers in orienting their identity as they push into the background the lived 

experiences of many Gnāwa practitioners, clients, and lovers (maḥubbīn). 

Who are these “Mlūk”? 

Many Gnāwa practitioners and adepts promote the Islamic elements of the 

practice despite the wider perception of the population as African, as “other.” Mʿalem-s 

interact with specific Islamic practices in such a way that embeds their performance with 

a vividly Muslim character, and while many continue to argue that one can be Gnāwa 

without being Muslim, there are others who disagree vehemently. These ideologies 

have always been and continue to be discursive. There are those from various levels of 

Moroccan society that distinctly separate the Gnāwa from Islam, decrying their practices 

as illicit and Satanic. There are others who divide the practice from Islam in an attempt 

to maintain its acceptability: if it is a healing practice, not worship, then it simply exists in 

another sphere and does not conflict with Islam. Many self-identified Gnāwa 

practitioners, however, see the līla as worship because of the Islamic content that 

permeates the ritual. My aim here is to outline some of the prominent points of evidence 

used by those who read tgnāwīt through a lens of Islamic authenticity. In doing so, I 

extract certain debates surrounding the Islamic character of the theology and ritual as 

examples of discourses that I heard during the conversations that comprised my 

fieldwork. 

The center of debates surrounding the place of Islam within Gnāwa practice 

(and, conversely, the place of the Gnāwa within Islam) is the mlūk. Relationships with 

these spiritual figures, or sets of spiritual figures, were at once the focal point of the 

ritual and the target of external criticism. The debates revolve around two general 



 

91 

perspectives. First, the common assertion from non-Gnāwa Muslims, especially those of 

the educated middle class with backgrounds in reformist movements, was that these 

spirits were jinn-s. Mentioned in the Quran, a jinn is a spirit of dubious intent, either a 

worshipper of Allah or Satan. By elevating these spirits, making them the subjects of 

worship, the Gnāwa were investing their beliefs with polytheism and, because these 

spirits were not dependably good, Gnāwa maskūn were allowing themselves to be 

possessed by the followers of Satan. Those mlūk that derive their identities from African 

ancestry and force their human possessions to drink boiling water, cut themselves with 

knives, or run hot wax across their bodies give ample evidence to the idea that the 

Gnāwa’s ritual work incorporates Satanic worship. Scholars, especially Moroccans, who 

study the Gnāwa tradition, use loaded terms such as “demonology” (Feriali 2009) or 

make resounding statements like “All jinn-s are from Satan” (Walili, p.c. 2011). While 

these perspectives also inform my understanding of discourses surrounding the Gnāwa, 

they flatten some scholarly pursuits by firmly staking out a theological opinion as to the 

ontology of spiritual actors, an ontology that is not only unknown, but is well beyond our 

human ability to understand and defend. I believe that, by declaring the mlūk to be 

demons or saints as a starting point for research, I would miss the dynamic social, 

theological, and musical perspectives that enter into the creation and definition of 

Gnāwa identity, as well as the negotiations that create claims to tgnāwīt. 

Those critics who deride the Gnāwa as illicit, especially those who subscribe to 

Islamic reformism, question a number of Morocco’s other experiential practices as well. 

Communities like the ʿAissawa and Ḥamadsha frequently hear similar critiques. Yet, 

with the Gnāwa, conversations often have an additional element: a racially-charged 
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tone. Much Gnāwa research has focused on the place of race and ethnicity within the 

construction of contemporary Gnāwa identity, with Schaefer (2009) expending the most 

targeted look into the historical and social forces at play.  

 From the perspective of mʿalem-s and those who are maskūn (possessed by a 

spirit), the mlūk are beings that desire the concrete relationships enacted through the 

līla ritual. Both ideas of the mlūk revolve around the spiritual possession of the body, the 

supernatural ability to overtake and rule one’s physical actions and mental 

consciousness (Kapchan 2007:18). The internal perspective, however, allows for the 

associated spirits to be either good or bad, or, rather, to act for the benefit or harm of 

the possessed individual. Thus, the purpose of the event, and the focal point of the 

Gnāwa’s interactions with the spiritual realm, consists of maintaining and enhancing 

these relationships. For the Gnāwa, the mlūk’s behaviors operate independently of 

larger forces of good and evil, though certain spirits’ personalities are intrinsically linked 

to prophetic lineage or menacing intimidation. Just because the spirit is of a holy lineage 

does not mean that it acts exclusively out of benevolence. 

 Finally, an actual taxonomy of who and what these spirits are, according to the 

mʿalem-s is quite difficult as there is no consistent agreed-upon standard. For some, 

there are eleven spirits, for others, there are eleven groups of spirits. The number 

eleven, seven male and four female, is not consistent either. The female spirits (or 

groups of spirits) vary by region or even between individual rituals. Lālla ʿArbiyya 

appears in many rituals in Fez, for example, yet she rarely joins a ritual or maintains a 

relationship with people elsewhere in the country. Names and identities are similarly 

imprecise, as demonstrated by Feriali’s questions (2009), which mirrored my own in the 
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field, regarding the identity (or identities) of Lālla ʿAisha. When I approached different 

mʿalem-s or other practitioners to ask if ʿAisha Qandīsha, ʿAisha Sunaniyya, and ʿAisha 

Ḥamdūshiyya were the same spirit, I received a variety of answers. Those three names 

also apply to three specific songs popular within the ʿAisha portion of the līla. It was 

never clear, or better put as never consistent, if the three songs spoke to three spirits or 

the three songs spoke to different characteristics of the same spirit. Lalla ʿAisha poses a 

number of further interesting considerations that I will outline in the following chapter. 

While many of these spirits, if not all according to some, are believed to be jnūn, 

certain practitioners hold that there is a distinction between jnūn and āwliya (sing. wālī). 

While the jnūn are the disembodied spirits that appear in the Quran, āwliya were living 

saints. Many of those who lived or died in Morocco have shrines or tombs across the 

country. A wālī, one who was close to God, differs from a nābī, or a prophet. Generally 

speaking, prophets appeared in the Quran and they cease after Mohammed, who was 

the seal of the prophets. They provide the religious community with the words and 

messages of God. Āwliya were holy men and women who lived virtuous lives. Their 

stories and paths through society are diverse. Cornell’s Realm of the Saint (1998) 

outlines thematic consistencies while recognizing that some āwliya were powerful, rich, 

educated, urban while others were poor, healers, rural, hermits. Most crossed through 

overarching categories and navigated their own ways through the pressures of 

contemporaneous societies in efforts to embody the virtues laid out by their faith. 

The Mlūk and Practice during the Līla  

The personality of the mlūk appears in two ways during a līla ceremony. First, 

each is known for his or her general character. The shūrfaʾ, a name derived from sharīf, 

are descendants of the Prophet Mohammed. They are therefore noble, wear white, and 
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are the first to appear in ceremonies in Fez. Many of the mlūk also have specific 

behaviors and ritual practices. Al-kuḥl spirits (led by Sidi Mimun), for example, wear 

black and are powerful and dangerous. When possessed, their adepts use a knife, 

cutting repeatedly at their forearms. Gaga, a mʿalem in Fez, is owned by one of the al-

kuḥl spirits, and held his arm in front of me to show the long series of deep scars along 

the length of his forearm. Lalla Malika (Arabic for “queen” and a common woman’s 

name) loves to dance; her portion of the līla has an uplifting party atmosphere. This is 

the only point where those who are not possessed join in, participating alongside those 

who are. The other figures are similarly known by their characteristics and those 

behaviors of their adepts. Recognizing the behaviors and fostering the presence of a 

spirit is one of the foremost responsibilities of the muqaddima and the mʿalem, 

necessary for the proper unfolding of the ceremony. 

The colors manifest in the clothing worn by individuals who hope or intend to 

become possessed over the course of the evening. They also match colored scarves 

provided by the muqaddama as the event progresses. In contemporary practice, a host 

of a līla event may have anywhere from one to all of the spirits. Traditionally, individuals 

would maintain one such relationship, but most events that I have seen the host would 

leave the room after each trance, returning with a new jallaba (clothing) in the color of 

the following spirit. She (most hosts and afflicted are women) would then enter into a 

new trance as the cycle continued. I was told by a number of mʿalem-s that this practice 

of trancing for each spirit is a recent trend. 

In the past, each person attending a ceremony may have a spirit, but such a 

relationship was not a requirement for participation in the ceremony. Those who were 
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not maskūn could (and can) still fully participate musically through clapping and some 

chanting. They also have the option of assisting in simple tasks including the distribution 

of food, chairs, or tending to the entrance (to keep out members of the public who may 

not be welcome. Those who have a relationship with the spirits maintain similar roles 

throughout, until the music begins for their spirit and they begin to fall into the trance 

state. 

Table 2-1 outlines the collection of spirits and the their order through the 

progression of the līla ceremony in Fez. This is a skeletal overview since, as 

conversations with many different mʿalem-s demonstrated, the order and contents of 

the ceremony are not strict. There is a vast difference between how the progression of 

events deals with the male spirits and the female sprits. With both sets, it is not always 

clear as to the existence of one definitive spirit or a group of supernatural beings that fall 

into a category. Therefore, Sidi Musa might be the Moses who appears in the Qurʾan. It 

may also be a group of spirits that claims dependence upon or ancestry from that figure. 

Furthermore, he may be conceived as neither as many view him as the spirit of an 

individual Moroccan saint who lived near the water. (In this case, he is linked with a 

shrine on the Atlantic coast outside of Salé.) Therefore, the identity of the mlūk is not 

totally set but rather provides a venue for debate regarding Gnāwa theology and history. 

The appearance of these male spirits is strictly ordered. The specific order 

however, varies from one region to another in Morocco. As can be seen by the various 

descriptions of the ritual ceremony that appear in scholarship completed throughout the 

country, the order of events depends upon the standard of the region. Fez’s Gnāwa 

rituals progress differently than those in Marrakech or Essaouira (see Table 6-1). The 
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chain of songs, colors, and scents, therefore, adjust according to the coming and going 

of the segments’ associated mlūk. As I write above, the order is often deemed important 

by those who reside in or identify with specific cities. For example, mʿalem-s in Fez note 

that they enclose the entirety of the ceremony within the ritual instead of conceptualizing 

the frāja outside of the progression. Therefore, they sanctify the event as a whole, 

allowing them to claim a greater spiritual authenticity that lines up with their city, 

deemed the religious cradle of Morocco. Marrakech’s ceremonies, instead, highlight the 

virtuosic dance and performance of the frāja and the narrations of slavery in a way that 

posits the city more firmly, though performance, as the authentic geographic center of 

this sub-Saharan African tradition. 

The female spirits, unlike the male, are not strictly ordered. Furthermore, the 

inclusion of specific female spirits is not completely necessary. Aside from ʿAisha, who 

to my knowledge now appears consistently throughout Gnāwa practices across the 

country, the set of female spirits that appear in any given ritual is the result of local 

negotiation. Certain cities have relationships with specific female figures: Fez’s līla-s 

often include Lalla ʿArabiyya because there is a shrine dedicated to her memory in the 

old city. A host might have a relationship with a specific spirit that he or she can request 

ahead of time. Or certain participants may simply enjoy the music associated with one 

of the women, requesting their inclusion in the ceremony. The order of these spirits is 

therefore inconsistent, but the four in Table 2-1 appear as listed in most ceremonies in 

Fez. 

Forms of Tgnāwīt  

Through this chapter I outlined the characteristics that many mʿalem-s identify 

and use to locate their own practices, and Gnāwa identity more generally, in a 
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continuum between African and Muslim/Sufi forms of authenticity. These strategically-

defined authenticities lend authority to the performer and validity to the practices within 

larger spheres of societal networks, leading to the construction and performance of 

tgnāwīt. The elements of history, theology, and performance practice that contribute to 

the variety of conceptions of tgnāwit are changing with time, and especially with the 

experiences that inform the ways in which performers and audiences engage with music 

in the post-independence industrial circulations of music and ideas in Morocco. 

The African contribution to tgnāwīt continues to grow from a strong sense of 

tradition based in Marrakech and Essaouira. These two cities, as major slave markets of 

past eras, provide a geographical way to embed the history of slavery (and therefore, of 

diaspora and African lineage) into the music, ritual, and religious identity. As 

contemporaneous slave owners successfully broke familial and social ties between 

slaves, direct links between modern Gnāwa mʿalem-s and their ancestry are often 

created, imagined, or extrapolated from very specific identifiable histories. Mʿalem ʿAbd 

al-Kebir Marshan, a prominent performer in Marrakech, locates his connection with an 

African past through his upbringing. Though he is not identifiably dark-skinned, he had a 

black nanny as a child, one who breastfed him. This physical transfer, and the stories 

she told, allow him to claim a tgnāwīt based upon a sub-Saharan authenticity. Thus, a 

sub-Saharan lineage-based conception of tgnāwīt is not restricted to those of a 

racialized physical phenotype or familial descent from slavery. ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan, an 

older and respected mʿalem in Fez who carries a day job at the royal palace, is known 

in the community as ʿAziz Blackman, borrowing the English language descriptor. He is 

one of few in Fez who performs an older style of Gnāwa music. His age and knowledge 
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of a specific set of repertoire, along with his dark skin color, lend him both authenticity 

and authority leading to a great deal of tgnāwīt derived from a combination of lineage, 

personal history, knowledge, and experience. 

The moment during which the ʿashiyya ceremony in Meknes came to a pause 

during the adhān and the call to prayer drifted through the window highlights the 

primacy of an Islamic identity within the practices of the Gnāwa. When the sound of 

Islam overlaps with the sound of the Gnāwa, these men and women prioritize their 

Muslim faith. The relationship between Gnāwa and Islamic practice is complicated and 

varies drastically between participants, but the vast majority of practitioners and 

audiences self-identify foremost as Muslims. There appear to be two prominent 

perspectives taken by most listeners and practitioners. The first is that Gnāwa practice, 

while is not explicitly Muslim, involves participants who are Muslim. It continues, 

therefore, that certain Islamic elements make their way into the music and ritual 

because of these shared experiences and beliefs between (almost) all involved. Often, 

those who locate Gnāwa identity as a sub-Saharan practice imported over history note 

this type of relationship between practice and faith.  

 The second, however, places the Gnāwa alongside other Sufi groups and identify 

the practices of the Gnāwa ritual as specific performances of the Muslim faith. While this 

trajectory makes the ritual practice more exclusive—non-Muslims are non-believers 

when it comes to “Islamo-Gnāwa” theologies—it remains welcoming to outsiders. I have 

been welcomed into a number of rituals, observing them as a visiting outsider. In this 

way, I sit alongside (literally and figuratively) a number of non-Gnāwa Muslims who are 

there to enjoy the music and observe the ritual progression as interested participants, 
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but not as maskūn. Further, I have been invited as a performer, sitting next to the group, 

clapping and singing the choral responses. If I were to spend more time, I am told, I 

would be welcome to join the group in a more defined role that would include the dress, 

picking up the qurāqib, and singing throughout the ceremony. My relationship with the 

performers, that of an insider, orients my relationship with the ritual participants, that of 

an outsider. Even as a non-Muslim, however, I am welcome to participate in a number 

of intimate ways. The same applies for friends of the hosts or performers, even 

neighbors. There is a space within the ritual setting that allows for Muslim non-Gnāwa, 

non-Muslims, and full believers to sit together and appreciate the experience through 

each’s own lens. 

In the following chapter, I outline some of the many performative strategies used 

by mʿalem-s to fully engage both sources of tgnāwīt alongside a novel marker of ritual 

authority and authenticity: commercial success, virtuosity, and innovation brought about 

by the incorporation of popular music aesthetics. I explore the influence of the music 

industry in bringing Gnāwa music into the popular consciousness across the country 

and the ways in which these developments in popular culture, in turn, affect the 

relationship between listeners, adepts, and performers in ritual settings.
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Table 2-1. Chart of mlūk names, sections, and general characteristics as explained by 
Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and as they generally appear in Fez. 

Mluk Color Description and prominent figures 

Al-Ḥawsawiyyin  These first seven sets are primarily male  
Shurfaʾ White Noble, of holy lineage, ʿAbd al-Qadr Jilani 
Al-Kūḥl Black Powerful, often self-mutilating, Sidi Mimun, Ghumami 
Sidi Musa Blue Use of water during possession, including a dance 

while one of the ḍrārī balances a full bowl of water 
on his head, refers to either a saint enshrined in 
Salé or the Moses who parted the Red Sea 

Sidi Hamu Red Butcher, red drink passed around the room and 
consumed by those in attendance 

Buhala Multicolored Wears a patchwork jilaba known as a darbala, 
considered to be “crazy” (ḥamaq) or possessed 
(majnūn) 

Mulay Ibrahim Green Holy, trancing adept often holds the Qurʿan or prayer 
beads and recites verses from the holy book, refers 
to either a local saint from near Marrakech or the 
Abraham who was willing to sacrifice his son Isaac 

Al-Ghābī Brown Unknown spirits from the forest, slower, more powerful 
and secretive than most of the others, trancing 
adepts may hold candles close to their faces and 
clothing 

   
Al-Nisaʾ  The final spirits are primarily female and much more 

interchangeable than those listed above. The four 
most common in Fez’s ceremonies are listed below. 

Lalla Malika Purple Loves to dance, wealthy, the only point in the ritual 
where non-trancing members of the audience rise 
and dance along with those who are possessed 

Lalla Rqiya Brown Not commonly included outside of Fez 
Lalla Mira Yellow Appears in ritual across the country 
Lalla ʿAisha Black The most powerful of the female spirits, includes music 

adapted from the Ḥamadsha, lights are often turned 
off for the trance 
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Table 2-2. Chart of the differences in the progression of the ritual ceremony in Fez and 
Marrakech. 

 In Marrakech In Fez 

 Frāja Dākhla 

Ritual goal: Demonstrate professionalism Process into the home 
Access: Public Public 
Audience role: Watching, clapping Spectators (following procession) 

Space: In the home In the street 
   
 Dākhla Frāja 
Ritual goal: Process into the home Sanctify the space 
Access: Public Private 
Audience role: Spectators (following procession) Watching, clapping 
Space: In the street In the home 
   
 Mlūk Mlūk 

Ritual goal: Possession Ritual goal: 

Access: Private Private 
Audience role: Trancing, watching, clapping Trancing, watching, clapping 
Space: In the home In the home 

 



 

102 

CHAPTER 3 
A NEW SOURCE OF TGNĀWĪT THROUGH AND IN POPULAR MUSIC 

Spiritual sounds and beliefs percolate into popular culture, quickly engaging the 

soundscape of public life. As the musical components of Morocco's Gnāwa practitioners 

conflated sounds and specific aesthetic and Islamic values through performance, aurally 

joining sub-Saharan and Sufi rituals, their sound became a malleable part of the 

Moroccan popular culture industries. In this chapter, I illuminate how artists, both from 

within and outside of Gnāwa tradition, utilize the intersection of the musical sound and 

spiritual beliefs, demarcating novel boundaries for publicly articulated Muslim values. As 

Gnāwa practices become essential parts of Morocco's national soundtrack, many 

pragmatic artists incorporate Gnāwa songs into inspired popular contexts. The ritual 

changes as well, thanks in part to the shifting aesthetic tastes of audiences and 

performers. In the following pages, I locate ways in which audience demands influence 

those in the music industry to borrow from the Gnāwa ritual. I then move to a high point 

of the ritual calendar to explore how Gnāwa musicians cater to their audiences at the 

pilgrimage in Sidi ʿAli. Finally, I conclude with a popular music performance that truly 

blurs boundaries between the ritual and entertainment settings. These ethnographic 

contexts demonstrate the interrelationships and overlaps that obfuscate boundaries of 

sacred and secular in the musical world of these listeners and performers. In doing so, 

they point toward the opening of a new pole of tgnāwīt, a new source of authority that 

comes with virtuosity, commercial success, and an ability to adjust musical and ritual 

content to effectively match audience expectations and taste. 
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Popular Music and Public Piety 

Public performances of diverse and previously marginalized sacred ritual 

practices have widened the bounds of what constitutes proper public Islamic piety in 

Morocco. This has been the result of an intentional top-down cultural project led by the 

monarchy since independence in 1956, and grew out of French attempts at negotiating 

political power during the colonial period. The project has not simply led to a more 

tolerant population, however, as it has given fuel to the rise of conservative 

reactionaries within the debate about appropriate public (and private) behavior. While 

larger processes and communities are obviously at play in such debates, here I focus 

on the Gnāwa and how their ritual music has entered mainstream popular culture. 

Jonathan Shannon uses the metaphor of improvisation to describe the ways in 

which practitioners of Syrian tarab play with intellectual and economic capital to 

navigate the local challenges and opportunities of modernity, recognizing the 

importance of the global distribution of material and ideas, while providing a nuanced 

understanding of local decisions. Moroccan performers’ worldviews sit firmly within the 

bounds of Islam. Names, places, language, holy figures, histories, stories, prayers, 

songs, and dress, for example, all inform everyday experience through what could be 

deemed “Islamic culture.” Life in Morocco is littered with a performed public piety that 

can imbue the most innocuous of activities with a ritualized piousness. As the Gnāwa 

and other marginal brotherhoods become more conspicuous and celebrated, more 

diverse artists draw upon their music. Fans and detractors alike publically debate these 

changing markers of public piety. This improvised negotiation of aural aesthetic signs 

constantly processes significant ethical tastes, as heterogeneous communities engage 

this modernity. 
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Early Collaboration and Borrowing: Nass al-Ghiwane 

The aural symbols of Morocco’s diversity circulate through a popular culture 

industry that has changed dramatically since independence. In 1956, the Moroccan 

recording industry became a collection of disconnected regional networks after the 

institution of new legal business ownership structures (Callen 2006). Musical genres 

that thrived in one part of the country were virtually unknown elsewhere, systematically 

reinforcing the fractured aesthetic tastes of the new nation. The 1970s, however, saw 

the rise of a new generation of bands exemplifying changing aesthetic trends: Nass al-

Ghiwane, Jil Jilāla, and Lem Shahab. By combining stylistic attributes from various 

sacred and secular musical traditions across the country, they assembled the 

beginnings of a nationally resonant popular music. 

 Nass al-Ghiwane, in particular, became foundational for changes in the 

perception of Gnāwa music. ʿAbd ar-Rahman Kirouche, known as Paco, came from a 

family of Gnāwa musicians in the small coastal town of Essaouira. While they had used 

Gnāwa instruments before Paco's arrival early in the band’s life, he infused the group 

with a new focus and dramatically changed their sound. They began to perform 

adaptations of ritual Gnāwa chants and phrases. Simultaneously, the inclusion of his 

Gnāwa ḥajḥūj sound, a low bass, contributed a feeling of weight to the ensemble sound 

that enhanced the perceived depth of Nass al-Ghiwane's music. 

 The importance of these 1970s-era bands cannot be overestimated, as they 

brought Gnāwa and other regional styles including Malḥūn, Ḥamadsha, and ʿAissawa 

into pop-fusion genres. They helped to firmly plant the Gnāwa as a recognized 

Moroccan musical practice. While there are similar populations with comparable musical 

traditions in Algeria and Tunisia, within Moroccan, the Gnāwa are celebrated as a post-
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independence symbol of the country’s Islamic diversity. This has enabled a much wider 

variety of musical borrowings into the national popular music frame. 

While jazz, funk, reggae, and blues fusion have been very successful for Gnāwa 

musicians domestically and internationally, I will focus on two specific projects that 

depict the surprising influence of the Gnāwa on mainstream conservative musical tastes 

in Morocco. I argue that the inclusion of Gnāwa in these aesthetic spheres 

demonstrates a significant shift in public expression of Islam in Morocco. Enjoying the 

sound of the Gnāwa does not always carry the consequence of placing the listener well 

outside of the bounds of mainstream Islamic piety as it once did. Instead, it allows for 

breadth of pious performance techniques and aesthetics, many of which inform the 

strategies that mʿalem-s use in studios and on stages. This gives fodder to certain 

conservative audiences for whom these aesthetic and ethic links continue, and brings 

the debate about public piety into public spaces. 

ʿAbd al-Hadi bil-Khiyat: "Ya Būḥalī" 

“Ya Būḥalī” by ʿAbd al-Hadi bil-Khayat, tells the story of unrequited love, as the 

speaker pleads to Būḥalī, one of the Gnāwa spirits.1 He invokes ritual paraphernalia 

and begs for assistance from a spirit who ignores his calls despite his intentions and 

attention. Musically, the song is a departure from bil-Khayat’s Middle Eastern-influenced 

style. As an ʿūd2 player who studied and performed in Cairo for much of his early 

career, the singer’s songs typically bear much more in common, stylistically, with those 

                                            
1
 The performance described was broadcast on the Maghrabia television station. Many versions have 

been published on YouTube and elsewhere, though the highest quality video and audio recording at the 
time of this writing can be found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c_fJx2Emkg4. 

2
 The ʿūd is a plucked stringed instrument most commonly associated with Morocco’s classical 

Andalusian tradition and eastern (Egyptian, Syrian) musical genres. It has 6 courses of doubled strings, 
though the lowest generally is a single string. See the photo in Figure 3-1. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c_fJx2Emkg4
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of Egypt’s golden age. In addition, his poems and musical style appeal to elite 

audiences, and his listeners are much less likely to fit the young revolutionary 

stereotypes that surround the audiences of Gnāwa fusion projects. 

 Biographical narratives about bil-Khayat’s Islamic faith form an important part of 

his public image. In the 1980s, before this song’s release, bil-Khayat completed the 

pilgrimage to Mecca and quit music. He refocused his life and passion on his Muslim 

faith and decided to cease performing. At the request of the previous king, Hassan II, he 

returned to his career, but with a newfound ethical focus. The fact that this song was 

released after this conversion story demonstrates that the Gnāwa were no longer as 

problematic for conservative audiences and performers as they once were. 

 

Figure 3-1. Bil-Khiyat performing “Ya Būḥalī” with his ensemble. The singer is playing 
the ʿūd (left), an instrument common in a number of Moroccan musical 
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genres. Note the use of the loṭar (middle) and the ḥajḥūj (right). Photo from a 
televised performance on al-Maghribiyya. 

 In the song, bil-Khayat adapts his classical sound to invoke the Gnāwa. He 

maintains his classical ensemble, but adds two string instruments (Figure 3-1). One, the 

ḥajḥuj, directly reflects his desire to incorporate the sound of the Gnāwa. He also brings 

a Berber loṭar, which aurally cites other Moroccan popular folk music genres and the 

sound of the Ḥamadsha, another marginalized ritual brotherhood active throughout the 

country. Mʿalem ʿAbd al-Qadr of Rabat, who played the ḥajḥuj in the debut 

performance, explained to me that they were taught their parts to the song orally by rote 

over the course of the week preceding the staged performance. This was not a 

collaborative project, and even though he, a professional Gnāwa ritual leader was 

present, his aesthetic input was not requested. The ḥajḥuj and loṭar accompaniment 

makes use of a common Gnāwa pentatonic formula that lacks a third and a rhythmic 

pattern dividing a 6/8 into twos and threes. The vocal melody refocuses on major with a 

simple modulation (Figure 3-2). 

 

Figure 3-2. “Ya Būḥalī” melody and accompaniment. Ḥajḥūj and loṭar melody is shown 
with note stems pointed up, string melody has note stems pointed down. 

 In the song’s text, bil-Khayat utilizes much of the language of or about the 

Gnāwa. For example, in recounting to Būḥalī he describes his condition by saying that “I 

saw her there and was burned, not knowing what caused my addiction.” More explicitly, 
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the refrain sings “Incense encircling me, smoke burning my eyes, and the fire all around 

me, oh Būḥalī.” He draws an analogy between Gnāwa ceremonial practice and love, a 

startling connection for a conservative religious singer whose standard elite and 

educated audience often disregards the Gnāwa as a shameful and distasteful 

degradation of Islamic belief. 

 

Figure 3-3. Mohammed Susi (center, wearing white) and his Malḥūn ensemble 
performing on national television with Gnāwa percussionists (behind the 
ensemble, standing) and a dancer mimicking trance motions (wearing grey). 
Photo from a televised performance. Photo is a screen shot taken by the 
author from a DVD in the performer’s collection. 

Mohammed Sousi's Fes Festival of Sacred Music Performance 

 A second example is from a performance that occurred during the Fez Sacred 

Music Festival in 2011. Mohammed Sousi, a singer who specializes in Malḥūn, wanted 

to create the first ever Malḥūn song in the rhythm and style of the Gnāwa. Malḥūn is a 

form of sung poetry that emphasizes long texts over repetitive musical accompaniment. 

There are only about 30 common melodic settings for new and old poems. Introducing a 

new melody based on Gnāwa pitch content and rhythm, therefore, was a stark 

innovation within the tradition. This is more striking given that Malḥūn, especially in the 

city of Fez, is linked to Islamic piety in even the most secular of love poems. While 
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instrumental accompaniment and poetic style makes this less explicitly devotional than 

other genres of recitation like samaʿ or mdāḥ,3 most poems praise Allah and the 

prophet, often culminating in a rise of excitement that evokes the aural climax of local 

Sufi ceremonies. The use of instruments from various religious traditions aurally couple 

these musics.  

To create the new sound, Sousi invited Gnāwa percussionists to perform with the 

ensemble and had one of the older members of his group get up and dance (Figure 3-

3).4 The musical content is based almost exclusively on the major pentatonic with a call 

and response form that quickens as the piece moves forward, showing that his and bil-

Khayat’s understanding of the stereotypes surrounding Gnāwa music are somewhat 

similar (Figure 3-4). This repetitive melody is simpler than that of bil-Khayat. Perhaps 

most telling, when I asked him why he wanted to play a Gnāwa style Malḥūn piece for 

this particular large, open air crowd, his response was strikingly simple: “Because the 

people will like it.” 

 

Figure 3-4. Pentatonic violin and vocal melody used in Mohammed Susi’s performance 
of “al-Laṭīf” in the style of the Gnāwa. 

                                            
3
 Samaʿ and mdāḥ are two closely interwoven genres of sung religious poetry. They are firmly within Sufi 

practice, though debates circle the use of musical instruments and percussion. See Philip Murphy’s 
upcoming dissertation for an examination of these two genres in Fez. 

4
 This performance appeared on one of Morocco’s most popular satalite television stations and versions 

have been uploaded to YouTube. The highest quality audio and video at the time of this writing can be 
found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n8y3ojsBcJ8. In the opening, the emcee announces this 
poem as being in a “Gnāwa rhythm” (ʾiqaʿ gnāwiyya), and the poem begins at 16:25. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n8y3ojsBcJ8
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Ritual and Entertainment in Pilgrimage 

While the Gnāwa musicians saw drastic changes in how their music circulated 

through the popular music industry, audiences took note and began requesting similar 

cross-pollination within ritual. I describe the economic forces that define a Gnāwa 

musician’s professional life in the following chapter, but the important factor here is that 

the clients who hire musicians and the listeners who populate the ritual ceremony saw 

an increase in influence over the ritual content. Musicians honored their requests of 

songs in styles borrowed from popular music or other brotherhoods unrelated to the 

Gnāwa. Listeners who wander into the ceremony or are invited to watch by clients’ 

families view the performance as a sort of entertainment while clients or possessed 

invitees may enter trance at some points. This confluence of entertainment and healing 

ritual drastically changes the pressures on the musicians and the music, as the 

performers must now cater to two very different, yet overlapping, listening audiences. 

Those who are especially adept at navigating these pressures gain prestige and, due to 

the effectiveness of their ability to connect with ritual participants in both entertaining 

and healing modalities, they are viewed as possessing a great deal of tgnāwīt. It is thus 

that a new type of virtuosity—measured in fame, popularity, and adeptness at 

negotiating audience expectations in this new milieu—rises alongside Islamic piety and 

African heritage to form authority within economic, social, and musical circles. 

To more fully explore how this occurs, I introduce ethnographic material taken 

from my experiences at the mūssem in Sidi ʿAli. After describing the event and its 

importance for understanding this process, I explore how the pilgrimage demonstrates a 

nuanced set of interactions between brotherhoods and between Gnāwa and popular 

musical aesthetics. Just as was the case with the popular music industry as described 
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above, personal ethics and pious activity play a major role in the negotiation of these 

musical aesthetics and therefore contribute to the construction of tgnāwīt. I then share 

an instance of surprising and creative musical and contextual fusion as aesthetics are 

borrowed and re-borrowed, emphasizing the nuances complexity of these overlapping 

aesthetics. 

Sidi Ali, a small Moroccan mountain town north of Meknes, hosts an annual 

pilgrimage attracting ritual performers and popular musicians. Setting up makeshift 

venues in tents, rented apartments, and half-finished basements, adepts from a variety 

of semi-marginalized traditions participate in ritual healing. Various types of music and 

dance animate the events, which are usually open to anyone interested in watching. 

Interspersed between the makeshift rituals are equally temporary non-ritual popular 

music venues. An unfinished second floor between two taller buildings operates as a 

nightclub with a large tarp strewn across the gap, long and tangled extension cords 

suspended mid-air, and an ear-piercingly loud stereo. When I witnessed these pop-up 

nightclubs in 2013 they seemed almost as pervasive as the sacred activities 

overpowered by their speakers. 
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Figure 3-5. Tarps covering the cavern that serves as the home and veneration site for 
ʿAisha in the town of Sidi ʿAli. Photo courtesy of the author. 

The pilgrimage orients around a pair of holy sites borne from the history of the 

Ḥamadsha Sufi brotherhood’s founder. ʿAbd ar-Rahim al-ʿAmrani, a prominent 

Ḥamadsha leader, described Sidi ʿAli bin-Hamdush to me in the following manner. Sidi 

‘Ali was a student in Fez during the 17th century when he fell into an ecstatic trance and 

became Sufi. He left Fez and walked to the site of the current town where he settled 

near a spring and began to incessantly recite prayers, tying his hair to a tree so he 

could not fall asleep. Sidi Ahmed Dghughi, a professed thief, came to him and entered 

Sufi life. Eventually, the master sent Dghughi to West Africa to see a king, who 

presented the traveler with a young woman named ʿAisha as a gift for Sidi ʿAli. Upon his 

return, Dghughi found that ʿAli had died. ʿAisha began to work miracles, becoming 
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famous until she suddenly disappeared. Her cavern (Figure 3-5) just downhill from Sidi 

ʿAli’s tomb and shrine (Figure 3-6) became a place where one could bring a sacrifice, 

light candles, and be healed. These two points constitute the main pilgrimages to Sidi 

ʿAli during the festival, which follows the Prophet Mohammed’s birthday each year.  

 

Figure 3-6. The tomb and shrine of Sidi ʿAli bin-Hamdush. Photo courtesy of the author. 

The loudest ritual events during the festival time are descents to Sidi ʿAli’s tomb 

by troupes of Ḥamadsha musicians (Object D-2, Figure 3-7). These troupes play music 

from the climax of their ritual as they process for up to an hour and a half through town. 

The start-and-stop walk through the winding markets gives leaders an opportunity to 

chant blessings in exchange for small change. The Gnāwa, whose music and ritual 
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work differs greatly from the Ḥamadsha, orient their shorter descents toward ʿAisha’s 

cavern (Figure 3-8). Individual families or small groups hire Gnāwa musicians to bring 

gifts of food, milk, meat, and candles to the spirit. These two, along with other traditions’ 

representatives, get twisted up, crossing paths in the main square, in the small dirt 

paths between the sites, or when squeezing through the tight market areas that line the 

two routes.  

   

Figure 3-7. Images from the Ḥamadsha descent toward Sidi ʿAli’s tomb. Photos 
courtesy of the author. 

The evenings feature rituals of varying length, depending on the host’s ability to 

pay for musicians, paraphernalia, and sacrificial animals. Each tradition follows its own 

practices, but in all cases the events occur in spaces that fail to “hold in” the sound. 

Walking past these tents, dirt patches, unfinished concrete buildings, or rented out 

apartments, therefore, allows a non-participatory listener into these sacred sounds as 
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they dovetail against one another, prefiguring musical interactions that I describe below. 

In many, but not all, cases a casual uninvited listener can enter a ritual to trance or 

spectate. This confluence of ritual participation and entertainment in the Gnāwa tradition 

was germane to the genre’s transformation out of marginality. The Gnāwa also created 

a model for savvy practitioners of other traditions like the Ḥamadsha who seek similar 

commercial opportunities as those enjoyed by famous Gnāwa musicians, as I describe 

later. 

 

Figure 3-8. Image from the Gnāwa descent toward ʿAisha’s cavern. Photo courtesy of 
the author. 

Ritual Entertainment 

Here, I describe three controversial aesthetic interactions between popular and 

ritual music that fuel this and similar claims of ethical appropriateness or 
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inappropriateness in ritual. I show how each is related to the nexus of listeners’ 

demands on performers and those performers’ attempts to engage wider audiences. 

“Marṣawiyya” is a Gnāwa style and repertoire originating in the marṣa region of the 

country around Casablanca. Long recognized as a center for ʿaiṭa, a type of regional 

popular music, the region became synonymous with upbeat dance songs. As the 

recording industry expanded from a localized to a national phenomenon, ʿaiṭa’s violin 

melodies and complex percussion rhythms spread across the country. The Gnāwa 

adapted the characteristic 6/8 rhythm, called the flālī, for a section of the ritual dedicated 

to dancing female spirits (Figure 3-9). 

 

Figure 3-9. The flālī rhythm characteristic to ʿaiṭa music and adapted by the Gnāwa in 
specific segments of the līla. 

New rhythms and faster tempi, according to those who played Gnāwa music 

before the onset of marṣawī dominance, drastically changed the sound of the ritual. 

Instruments are now tuned tighter, vocals are higher in pitch range, and vocal melodies 

are increasingly independent of instrumental accompaniment. Audiences celebrate and 

reward improvisation and virtuosity through larger monetary gifts in ritual, concert 

attendance, or the purchase of MP3 and CD recordings. Those who disapproved of 

these shifts increasingly claimed that ritual leaders became performers in a spectacle. 

Such musical changes demonstrate that musicians were beginning to view listeners 

more broadly, looking beyond ritual participants and searching for new audiences and 

new economies of sacred music. On a smaller scale, they became more willing to 
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present themselves as entertainers for those present in ritual who were not trancing, not 

possessed, and not in need of healing. 

Borrowing Songs and Spirits 

The pilgrimage to Sidi ʿAli is historically a Ḥamadsha event, with the Gnāwa 

beginning to attend in the mid-1970s.5 In these close quarters, audiences mingle and 

influences interact, leading to songs and spirits filtering between ritual practices. 

According to a number of sources, “ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya,” a powerful song that ends 

ceremonies, entered the repertoire when an audience member requested that a Gnāwa 

ritual leader from nearby Meknes named Sidi Omar perform a Ḥamadsha poem during 

a ritual. He did not know all the text and only recited one stanza of “Dmān al-Blād,” 

which quickly became the famous Gnāwa version of the song (Object D-3). Distinctly 

non-Gnāwa musical elements were introduced through this piece. First, it is in a loose 

five-stroke meter, not the standard four. Ḥamadsha performers tell me that the Gnāwa 

could not play the difficult 5-beat rhythm, and therefore “played it in one.”6 Second, the 

melodic content is based firmly within a Ḥamadsha scale, unlike the standard Gnāwa 

formula. 

The Ḥamadsha, a group experiencing few of the commercial opportunities seen 

by the Gnāwa in recent decades, reacts in turn as ritual leaders from that tradition, most 

notably Fez’s ʿAbd ar-Rahim ʿAmrani, perform the Ḥamadsha tune alongside famous 

Gnāwa artists. ʿAmrani, in this photo, sang more of the original Ḥamadsha verses, but 

had to account for what he considers to be misinterpretations in the Gnāwa way of 

                                            
5
 According to Abd ar-Rahim Amrani, the Ḥamadsha leader, and Lalla Fatima, the daughter of a 

prominent Gnāwa muqaddima in Fez, the Gnāwa first came to Sidi ʿAli during the pilgrimage in 1974, 
when Sidi Omar brought his troupe from Meknes, described below. 
6
 This lack of rhythmic accuracy is corroborated by the 6/4 bar in ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s performance, transcribed 

in Figure 5-13. 
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playing the song. He uses every performance, even those in ritual settings, as a 

circumstance in which he can follow the model of making the sacred entertaining, of 

performing for the aesthetic pleasure of his audience.  

As the history of the song makes clear, the attempt to appease an audience 

member’s request of a song from a different tradition turned into an integral part of ritual 

because audiences found it powerful and compelling. Its incorporation led to a novel 

climactic ending of the ritual, during which the lights are put out (as seen in this photo) 

and most women in the room enter into noisy, simultaneous trance. Not only did the 

Gnāwa borrow the sound of the Ḥamadsha, they borrowed the spirit of ʿAisha. In turn, a 

Ḥamadsha leader adapted to align with public taste and forward his career. 

Fusing Context and Content  

 One Sunday evening during the pilgrimage, I ran into a young Gnāwī I knew, a 

friend from nearby Fez named Yassine. After walking past Ḥamadsha performances 

and the beginnings of overnight Gnāwa rituals, I heard Amazight music, popular in the 

interior region of Morocco, coming from under a large tarp hung over an open space on 

a street corner. I pulled Yassine back and paid the $2.50 for us to both enter. The group 

consisted of three percussionists beating out variations on the flālī rhythm described 

before, two interchanging violinists, and the loṭar player whose playing had caught my 

attention. The bulk of the performance featured the singer interjecting between pop 

songs with improvised comments about men in the audience. She followed the chants 

by climbing through the growing crowd, standing in front of a man, dancing with her 

belly in his face for a few moments, collecting her small tip, and moving onto someone 

else. Other women would get up and dance with her, and she wowed the audience with 

an occasional somersault, long dark hair flying through the air (Object D-4).  
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Then the lights and amplifiers went out. A complex web of extension chords was 

interrupted by a short in a bulb, creating a puzzle akin to finding the dead light on a 

Christmas tree. During the half hour that it took to find and replace the bulb, the 

performance took a surprising acoustic turn. In the darkness of the tent, lit only by the 

flame of a propane tank heating Nescafe, the music gave way to a playful mimicry of the 

concluding segments of the Gnāwa ritual described earlier. The crowd whispered, some 

jokingly, others fearfully, of ʿAisha. The violinist at the time, Tariq Wuld Gazar of 

Casablanca, took the opportunity and yelled, “Give me Qasri!” referring to the popular 

Gnāwa mʿalem. He then began to play a song about ʿAisha by popular artist Said 

Senhaji. “Mulat al-līla,” a phrase borrowed from the ritual that open the song, firmly 

connected his pop group’s performance with a ritual climax (Object D-5). Yet, the 

women, especially the lead singer, laughed and joked throughout. They mimed the 

trance, undoing their hair and swinging it up and down.  

Men and women mocking the ways in which women trance in ritual punctuated 

my recordings of the energetic close to the short set. Yet other women entered into 

trance during these pop covers in the dark, requiring the care of the audience’s front 

row as they fell to the ground. Like the close interplay between traditions seen in “Aisha 

Ḥamdushiyya,” “marṣawiyya” Gnāwa performance practice borrowed rhythms from 

these popular genres to accompany the Malika songs in ritual and a popular ensemble 

now borrows those songs back during a Sidi ʿAli performance. 

Audiences, Listeners, and Believers 

These episodes—whether in ritual, under a tented unfinished basement, or the 

larger concert halls of the music industry—illuminate the democratic nature of these 

public and semi-public spaces. The tastes of audiences push performers of even the 
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most conservative genres to harden or broaden their boundaries. While ʿAbd al-Hadi bil-

Khiyat may choose to incorporate Gnāwa instruments and spirits into his songs to add 

character (and characters), other artists choose to avoid doing so. Audiences then have 

the opportunity to use their attention and money to reward one artist or the other, or 

simply to continue listening to whichever songs from a range of musicians that they find 

entertaining, relaxing, moving, morally benificial, or otherwise valuable.  

Deborah Kapchan describes experience of nashaṭ, the energetic pop dance and 

music, as “intoxication.” Not one resulting from alcohol, but from “a moment when 

ecstasy circulates among members of a group” (2003, 264). She tellingly uses the same 

metaphor of intoxication to describe Gnāwa ritual experience in her later book on the 

subject (2007). This shared metaphor speaks to not just the similarities, but to the 

overlaps in performed music and embodied listening practice. The darkened room’s 

incorporation of Gnāwa ritual opened the space for listeners. A spirit possessed the 

woman who fell to the ground while others danced, laughing. I felt the air as alternately 

heavy with sacred weight and light with dance and humor. The actions of listeners 

defined the music and context as either a ritual or a concert, individually. Or, better put, 

they allowed for it to be both, to be open and unbounded, emplacing their own defense 

against rigidity in religious practice.  

This pilgrimage serves as one of the many focal points for the playful interactions 

that permeate Morocco’s music scenes. The innovations described above illuminate 

how audiences compel artists to borrow and toy with diverse musics. In semi-open 

concerts and rituals, participants negotiate the ethics, efficacy, and value of these 

traditions as both powerful transformative experiences and entertainment via their active 
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and embodied listening. These acts of participation attract both supporters, building 

communities, and detractors, inciting debates contesting and reifying ethical worldviews. 

Furthermore, the very public nature of being in these settings makes them an effective 

marker of how each listener individually navigates his or her own way through the 

relationship between the everyday and sacred spheres of life. 

In the following chapter, I move to the economic and social pressures that shape 

the relationship between musicians and between musicians and audiences. In this way, 

I continue to explore the process by which popular music aesthetics influence the sound 

of the ritual. In Chapter 5 I turn toward the musical content itself as I demonstrate the 

specific aural changes that define this new form of tgnāwīt in practice.  
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CHAPTER 4 
ECONOMICS OF PERFORMANCE 

The performative decisions outlined in Chapter 3, and further analyzed in 

Chapter 5, are rarely made for strictly ideological or aesthetic reasons. The economic 

life of a Gnāwa musician—whether a mʿalem, group member, a commercial stage 

performer, or one of the many who circulate the tourist- and cafe-laden streets—aligns 

closely with performative choices. In this chapter, I will outline some common ways in 

which the presentation of different elements of tgnāwīt facilitates or hinders professional 

success in contemporary Morocco. This discussion continues to draw primarily upon my 

own ethnographic research in Fez. The nuances of the “scene” in places like Marrakech 

may differ greatly (especially around that city’s central market, the Jmaʿ al-Fnaʾ), but the 

general patterns I discuss remain consistent across these regions. 

 While it is easy to consider artists to be working within either ritual or commercial 

spheres, and indeed, much criticism leveled between competing artists utilizes this 

binary dichotomy, economic realities require that each Gnāwa troupe engage in some 

type of commercial activity alongside employment in ritual contexts. Most of these 

artists compete for a limited number of employment opportunities. Some concentrate on 

strengthening their reputation as ritual leaders, in turn strategically securing more 

lucrative middle and upper class līla performances. Others consistently attempt to grow 

their name recognition through recordings and festival performances, often eschewing 

ritual performance opportunities for larger, public gatherings. Yet, even those who 

primarily enjoy fame through these public contexts must continue to lead occasional 

rituals in order to maintain a sense of spiritual legitimacy. Mʿalem Hamid al-Qasri, easily 

the most popular artist in Morocco due in part to the vast catalog of studio recordings 
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and jazz fusion projects to his credit, epitomizes this situation. When asked about al-

Qasri as a Gnāwa ritual practitioner, most other mʿalem-s responded with indignation. 

He records in the studio and no longer runs rituals, they often responded. Yet, when 

speaking with al-Qasri himself, I learned that this was not the case (p.c. 2011). He 

invited me, twice, to rituals that he was hosting in wealthy suburbs of Rabat, Morocco's 

capital.7  

 An artist who is known to not perform the standard Gnāwa rituals is often called 

a fanān, literally "artist." “Mʿalem,” therefore, is reserved for those who are deemed to 

truly know and understand the "Gnāwa sciences" (ʿulūm gnāwiyya). Al-Qasri was often 

referred to as fanān in conversations I had with other mʿalem-s, emphasizing the 

widespread belief that he is only a commercial performer and not a practitioner of the 

Gnāwa. As such, the economic and ritual lives of a Gnāwa artist intersect a great deal. 

Even those artists who avoid commercial performances for the non-Gnāwa public must 

engage in the economic sphere, as Gnāwa music and ritual are sources of income, 

potentially supplying a sufficient living wage. ʿAbd ar-Rzaq achieved the level of 

economic stability that allows him to effectively provide for his family between his 

Gnāwa work and his day job guarding and managing a workshop. They have a house in 

the old city of Fez, and he maintains an office in Blida, one of the more traditional 

quarters, not far from a musical instrument shop owned by his past teacher, Si 

Mohammed Boujmaʿ, who passed away in 2012. As the mʿalem, clients come directly 

                                            
7
 Despite two invitations that demonstrated his desire to show that he was, in fact, a ritual leader, I was 

unable to attend. I look forward to reconnecting with al-Qasri during a future research visit, when I can 
witness the content of his ritual practice. Promoters will occasionally refer to a night of music as a līla, 
even though the intention of trance is absent. Even during these events, however, individual maskūn may 
become overtaken by their possessing spirits. He was clear with me in stating that his līlas had the goals 
of ritual healing. 
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to ʿAbd ar-Rzaq, in his office, and negotiate the terms of a future ritual.8 He then hires 

the appropriate number of his most trusted ḍrārī. He controls the rations of payment to 

each performer after the completion of the event,9 allowing him to reward those who 

performed well or completed extra tasks throughout the ritual. He keeps about half of 

the income for himself.  

 The economic benefit of being a mʿalem lies within the control of the finances. A 

successful mʿalem can monetize his skill either as a vocalist or an instrumentalist, and 

negotiate his way through the local "scene." When asked about why some Gnāwa 

artists do not express the interest in making the shift from ḍrārī (as an apprentice) to 

mʿalem, ʿAbd ar-Rzaq explained the risks inherent in making such a step. As a ḍrārī, a 

Gnāwa musician is essentially a freelance performer. Many hone close relationships 

with one or two specific mʿalem-s, ensuring that they are the first to be called for any 

performance. Others spend much of their time and energy "circling" (duwwar) the 

streets, essentially busking for both Moroccan and foreign tourist audiences sitting in 

cafes. As a professional ḍrārī gains experience with different mʿalem-s, learning the 

nuances of their personal tastes, styles, and pacing, he is able to demand a larger 

share of the income, though this does not approach the share kept by the mʿalem. 

Furthermore, once a ḍrārī achieves the title of mʿalem, it is no longer respectable for 

him to busk, nor is it typical for him to perform in another mʿalem’s troupe except in 

                                            
8
 Often clients hire a muqaddima, a woman who runs the practical aspects of the ceremony, to arrange 

everything for them. When this is the case, it is the muqaddima who comes to Rzaq to arrange the 
agreement. The muqaddima, therefore, maintains a significant amount of control in the event and 
nurtured professional relationships with muqaddima-s across the city can provide a great deal of 
employment for musicians. This role, almost exclusively played by women, is deserving of increased 
scholarly attention. 

9
 The division of income is fluid and depends on the individual mʿalem, the relationship between the 

mʿalem and the ḍrārī, and other concerns specific to that instance. 
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specific circumstances (sharing duties or performing with close friends or family are two 

examples). In Fez, the only mʿalem-s that I have met who continue to busk are those 

who are criticized by others for not completing their training before claiming their 

honorific title. These behaviors, therefore, are taken as demonstration of the immaturity 

of their tgnāwīt. 

 

Figure 4-1. Photograph of Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq with two of his most experienced ḍrārī: 
Mustapha and Rashid. Photo courtesy of the author. 

Professional Ḍrārī 

Two of ʿAbd ar-Rzaq's ḍrārī, Mohammed and Rashid provide examples of the 

professionalism embedded into life as a Gnāwa performer (Figure 4-1). As ḍrārī, these 

two do not lead their own ensembles, they are not called to set up events, and they can 

only collect the compensation offered to them by the mʿalem. They can, however, work 
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more consistently than a typical mʿalem since they receive invitations to perform with a 

number of troupes. Their primary skills are not just singing and playing the qurāqib. 

They must understand and follow the subtle differences in each performance, learning 

the intricacies of individual mʿalem’s aesthetic values, styles, musical preferences, 

strengths, and weaknesses. A good ḍrārī, therefore, knows how to adapt his own 

performance to fit within any troupe's ritual. With experience, he can do this from the 

outset, remembering past events with each group and fully recreating himself as a 

member of that group, responding specifically to the needs and desires of that mʿalem. 

Rashid 

Rashid, one of ʿAbd ar-Rzaq's most trusted ḍrārī, was present at each of the 

rituals and public performances that I witnessed where ʿAbd ar-Rzaq was the leader. He 

was always the first to be called and invited when the mʿalem was engaged for a job. 

His interaction with his mʿalem was rehearsed (due to years of playing together), clean, 

and efficient. When a change in texture was necessary, a simple nod from ʿAbd ar-Rzaq 

notified Rashid that it was time to make the adjustment. Furthermore, Rashid's high, 

nasal voice complimented that of ʿAbd ar-Rzaq, lending a larger range of vocal timbres 

to the music. The call and the response sounded distinctively different. I was later told 

that Rashid did not perform with many other mʿalem’s and, as a result, lived in a small 

room in a shared house with many other families. His was a simple life, fitting the 

generalization of the impoverished Gnāwa. But his skills were highly valued by ʿAbd ar-

Rzaq, leading to consistent employment, at least as far as is expected in this line of 

work. He occasionally "turns," (duwwar) busking in the streets of Fez, but did so in the 

poor areas of town. He made a living, enjoyed it, and was able to sustain his basic 

needs as a single adult.  
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Mohammed 

Mohammed was similarly valued by ʿAbd ar-Rzaq. He, however, performed 

widely throughout the Gnāwa community of Fez. I saw him in a number of situations 

with a variety of different mʿalem-s, performing wherever he was able to earn an 

income. He was considered to be the ultimate professional, able to adjust and perform 

to a high level in any situation, with any leader. He was respected as wise and 

knowledgeable, though also occasionally derided coyly as greedy. By performing often 

and busking in wealthy suburban neighborhoods, he was able to provide for his wife 

and children: he owned a house and a car. Furthermore, he was the only Gnāwa 

musician who I witnessed praying. This led to quite a bit of respect, as most in the 

Gnāwa community are Muslim, but few carry out the requirement to pray five times each 

day. When performing for two different engagements that I had set up, he was adamant 

about the necessity for prayer, taking a few minutes before each to complete his 

ablutions and say his prayers before returning to the group to commence the 

performances. 

Hamid Sharif 

A third ḍrārī demonstrates another line of professional activity within Fez’s small 

Gnāwa community. I have seen Hamid Sharif perform with a number of mʿalem-s 

around the city in both ceremonial and staged settings. His main work, however, is 

based out of his small workshop, hidden away in the old city. It is easy to find and most 

Gnāwī in town have been there. Hamid builds a variety of wooden string instruments, 

but specializes in the ḥajḥūj. Other instrument makers I have met claim the title of 

mʿalem, associating skill as a luthier with musical and ritual knowledge. Mʿalem Hamid 

of Fes Jdīd, for example, may be the most respected figure in town with the recent 
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passing of Mʿalem Mohammed Boujmaʿ in 2012 and for his “day job” he builds 

instruments and sews the decorative accessories adorned by musicians and maskūn in 

ceremony. Yassine, a young performer with a wide variety of aspirations introduced 

below, is currently attempting to make his professional Gnāwa-oriented activities more 

comprehensive and opened a shop to sell his own ḥajḥūj-s and other paraphernalia. 

Hamid Sharif, however, is the only widely-employed ḍrārī to engage in instrument 

construction, and his instruments are well regarded. More often than not, when asked 

about a good source, mʿalem-s forward me to Hamid (with the exception of those who 

build and sell their own, of course). He also builds loṭar-s and ḥajḥūj-s that are used in 

other popular and religious traditions. 

 These economic realities and opportunities color the decision-making process for 

young Gnāwa musicians. Many yearn for the knowledge and authority that comes with 

being a mʿalem, yet others see the potential for a larger income of the professional 

ḍrārī. Furthermore, many ḍrārī are able to carry second jobs, working as Gnāwa 

musicians in the evening and elsewhere during the day. It is, however, the mʿalem-s 

who become stars, luring many young people to the Gnāwa profession. 

Learning and Advancing as a Ḍrārī 

The process by which someone becomes a Gnāwa mʿalem has changed 

dramatically over the past generation. This is likely a continued change from past 

generations, as well, but the stark contemporary developments are what dominate the 

conversation of older mʿalem-s. The description of the younger generation is not unlike 

similar conversations about youth held throughout the world, and they contain large 

doses of nostalgia alongside a range of other emotions. While a closer description of 

contemporary learning practices among groups of youth appears later, here I outline the 
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standard levels of escalation available to a dedicated ḍrārī over the course of a young 

career. A ḍrārī may continue up through these steps in an effort to achieve the 

distinction of being a mʿalem, something traditionally granted by the mʿalem with whom 

he works regularly, or may find a satisfactory place along any of the steps below. 

Furthermore, if the ḍrārī does not have the ambition to become a mʿalem, or lacks skill 

as a singer or instrumentalist, he may specialize and take full advantage of the skills 

that he does possess as a permanent figure in one of these roles. Becoming a 

renowned hariqsa because of his vocal ability, for example, will likely lead to an 

increase in performance opportunities with a variety of mʿalem-s, and therefore greater 

economic rewards. 

Jūqay 

A new learner begins as a jūqay, essentially a personal assistant to the mʿalem. 

At this point, he has decided to enter into the process of learning tgnāwīt and chosen a 

teacher. A good jūqay will carry out a range of the non-musical tasks for his teacher 

both on a regular daily basis and during ritual evenings. He will be around, generally 

attempting to learn and understand the life of a Gnāwī while being introduced to the 

community. During spare moments, he will have the opportunity to ask questions. 

Common tasks for a jūqay include running to the local store to buy food, bringing coffee 

or tea throughout the day, and carrying the ḥajḥūj or other instruments. When deemed 

trustworthy, these tasks extend to the realm of caring for the ritual paraphernalia 

(incense, rose water, dates, milk, etc.) and holding the sacrificial animal still during the 

dbīḥa, the ritual killing of the animal. 

The idea of lessons is not consistent, and many older mʿalem-s tell me about 

how they would hear the way their teacher performed a song, sit all night attempting to 
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remember it, and run home to try and figure the nuances out after a performance was 

over. This has changed dramatically, especially with the advent of recording 

functionality in even the most inexpensive cell phones. It is not uncommon to see a 

group of young group members, or youth on the street, huddled around a cell phone 

and listening to a ritual performance from the evening before. At this point, the ḍrārī is 

unpaid or poorly paid, usually does not play an instrument during the events, and may 

dance during the frāja segments that require the entire group. He will concentrate on 

memorizing the responses of the songs and may mimic the rhythms of the qurāqib with 

his hands. 

Most frequently, young members of the group hold this role, even children 

around the age of 10. The boundaries are flexible, and I have encountered mʿalem-s 

who wanted to feature the (youthful) acrobatics of their 15-year old jūqay during the 

dance portions of the event, bringing them closer to the role of the koyo. 

Koyo 

The remaining roles are primarily defined by specific types of musical 

participation in the ritual event. The koyo plays one of the two (or sometimes three) ṭbāl-

s during the opening and closing of the ritual. The ṭbāl is the large marching drum, slung 

over the shoulder during the dākhla (procession into the home) and opening frāja 

segments of the ceremony. Some mʿalem-s in Fez re-introduce the ṭbāl-s at the end of 

the mlūk sections, during the last portions of Lalla ʿAisha’s music, to close the event. 

One of the two ṭbāl-s, usually the smaller instrument, is called the frādī and is played by 

the koyo. Its part is a consistent dotted-eighth/sixteenth note pattern. The second, larger 

instrument is the zwāqī, the decoration, and uses a series of stock and improvised 

rhythmic figures to communicate with the dancing members of the group. The mʿalem 
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plays the zwāqī. As he speeds up the tempo subtly over time, the central job of the koyo 

(playing the frādī) is to keep his accompanimental pattern locked into that changing 

tempo. 

While this is the standard job of the koyo as described to me, I also hear the 

word used to compliment the featured dancers during the frāja. The performance is 

judged by this koyo’s ability to both lock into the rhythmic and melodic intricacies, and 

his virtuosity in both standard motions and improvised inspiration. After an especially 

acrobatic dance, this koyo may turn and begin reciting blessings upon those around him 

in exchanged for monetary gifts. These blessings and gifts, both called “baraka,” 

punctuate the end of a ritual segment. Thus, a good koyo can inspire larger gifts from a 

listening audience during the ritual, making his an important economic role for the 

ensemble. 

Hariqsa 

The hariqsa’s role is that of a vocal assistant to the mʿalem. While the jūqay, 

koyo, and khalīfa could carry out their jobs while only knowing the choral responses of 

each song, a hariqsa steps in when the mʿalem’s voice needs a break. He, therefore, 

must know a number of verses for the song and be able to sing loudly, clearly, and 

confidently. Most often, a hariqsa’s opportunity to take over is decided in advance when 

a mʿalem chooses to take a short break during a specific point in the ceremony. For this 

reason, a hariqsa may not need to know the entire repertoire, but his use is 

exponentially greater if he has a comprehensive grasp on it, as he could take over “on 

the fly” if necessary. 

Usually, there will be one member of a group that is obviously the hariqsa. This 

person has many opportunities during his turn as the main vocalist to demonstrate his 
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high level of knowledge and understanding of tgnāwīt by closely interacting with the 

trancing bodies in front of him. Sometimes, though, a ḍrārī is able to achieve the state of 

hariqsa solely through his vocal clarity and power. This is especially the case for those 

who are in groups led by a mʿalem whose voice is not particularly strong. Interestingly, 

the uses of a hariqsa that I have witnessed often came during the most well known 

songs in the repertoire, especially those that required a slightly different vocal timbre, 

higher range, understanding of scalar patterns not standard to Gnāwa performance, or 

heightened endurance. For example, ʿAbd ar-Rzaq once served as hariqsa and khalīfa 

for his brother in a performance, and took over during the more difficult songs, notably 

those of “ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya.” In a ritual led by a younger mʿalem, two hariqsa-s 

assisted him after his weaker voice wore out from the struggle to sing over the rest of 

the ensemble at about 3 AM. 

Khalīfa 

The last role, and most respected, played by a ḍrārī is that of the khalīfa. This is 

a member of the ensemble who has the skill to take the ḥajḥūj and play. The instrument 

is a very physical one and quickly wears out the hand, especially the right index finger. 

A look at a mʿalem’s hand shows the abuse that the rough instrument causes. Despite 

the use of henna and other techniques to strengthen the skin, things like cuts, bleeding, 

ripped fingernails, and other injuries may require a mʿalem to stop in the middle of a 

song. On occasion, however, the khalīfa’s role is pre-planned, allowing the mʿalem to 

take a moment of respite from the expected fatigue. In contemporary practice, with 

shorter rituals and the frequent use of amplification, the khalīfa is less common. In more 

traditional modes of educational and professional ascent, however, it the last step 

before a ḍrārī could “graduate” and become a mʿalem. 
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Mʿalem 

The final arrival comes when the learner is deemed to be a mʿalem. At this point, 

the student ceases to be a ḍrārī and goes out on his own, assembling his own 

ensemble of ḍrārī and looking for work. As stated above, this process might take 30 

years or more to complete, and many never ascent to this final point. The reasons may 

not always be due to a lack of knowledge or skills, however, as many ḍrārī, especially 

those who are a well-respected koyo, khalīfa, or hariqsa, decide to maintain a career at 

that particular level. Once the ḍrārī becomes a mʿalem, it becomes inappropriate for him 

to enter into another mʿalem’s group as a ḍrārī, vastly limiting his economic 

opportunities and putting him into a different category of competition.10 Instead of trying 

to become a trusted ḍrārī for mʿalem-s, he must directly attempt to secure work for 

himself and his group by building a wider reputation among the community. 

Historically, the teacher granted the status of mʿalem. Students who learn the 

repertoire and ascend through these steps often move around, usually visiting other 

cities, in search of a more complete understanding. Most current mʿalem-s are able to 

list a variety of cities from across Morocco in which they spent time working with the 

most well respected teachers. Certain older mʿalem-s will claim to have taught a host of 

the contemporary stars. I frequently hear statements like “[So and so] sat right here and 

learned from me,” (often followed by a negative judgment about how this now-well-

                                            
10

 There are a number of exceptions, especially since it is not uncommon for a muqaddima to hire two 
Gnāwa mʿalem-s for a ceremony, allowing one to occasionally rest his hands and voice while the other 
takes over. I also witnessed one līla in which the muqaddima was explicitly asked by a family to hire a 
specific mʿalem, though she was not confident in this particular performer's capabilities. She hired a 
second on her own in order to be sure that the līla would proceed without any major problems. Lastly, 
family members frequently assist one another. ʿAbd ar-Rzaq taught his brother Hamid, who lives in 
Meknes, most of the Gnāwa repertoire. When Hamid is hired, his brother usually makes the short bus trip 
to join him for the ceremony. 
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known performer did not stay long enough and, therefore, has a deficient understanding 

of tgnāwīt). The also common “[So and so] will tell you that he taught every mʿalem in 

Morocco if you ask him,” quickly counters the above sentiment. 

The bestowal of status and achievement has changed dramatically according to 

those of previous generations. According to ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and others in Fez, when a 

ḍrārī wanted to prove himself, he would assemble a līla and play it in its entirety. He 

would invite all of the prominent mʿalem-s of the city, who would sit in the back and 

watch, judging. This performance, not unlike a jury or dissertation defense, would end in 

a discussion between the “judges” and a decision to grant the new status to the ḍrārī or 

to require him to continue his studies and practice until future notice. Some have told 

me of city-wide leaders who acted as final arbiters and made these decisions, 

something closer in line to contemporary practice in the Ḥamadsha and ʿAissawa 

brotherhoods. Those ḍrārī who go through this process and achieve their rank via this 

apprenticeship system are celebrated by their teachers, with pictures on the wall and 

frequent mentions in conversation. They are held up as proud examples of right practice 

and patience. Those who do not complete the training and testing, and instead choose 

to self-identify as mʿalem-s, receive the scorn of those same elders.11 Older 

professional ḍrārī, however, do not clearly outline these biases, something that is, 

perhaps, unsurprising as a less skilled or respected mʿalem might still pay them to join 

                                            
11

 What I outline here is a form of semi-formal education, a system with its own informal institutions. No 
mʿalem-s with whom I worked were able to identify an explicit system with distinct members, even in the 
broadest sense, yet the idea that something that once was is now faltering was consistent in interviews. 
The difference appears to be in relation to a changing mode of transmission. While the semi-formal 
system still exists, the individualistic mode of learning the Gnāwa music and ritual, described in the 
following sections, is now far more common. The celebration of those learners who remain faithful to the 
apprenticeship system becomes a way to preserve this system and influence young learners away from 
relying on CDs for their musical knowledge and the trappings of commercial fame. The efficacy of this 
strategy in the attitudes of young learners would be an interesting and fruitful avenue of research. 
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his ensemble. In fact, some performers who self-identify as mʿalem-s go out of their way 

to hire well respected ḍrārī in an effort to bolster the respect given to their ensemble. 

Personal and economic politics are thus woven through the hiring and firing of mʿalem-s 

and ḍrārī in relatively unsurprising ways. 

This track of advancement through tasks, dance, singing, and playing shows a 

specific hierarchy of skills. It does not imply that one is more valued than the other as a 

skill, since every group must be made up of those who specialize in each, but it does 

demonstrate that, for the ḍrārī, rhythmic understanding and lyrical knowledge are more 

important than virtuosity on the ḥajḥūj. Few groups use a khalīfa, yet all mʿalem-s need 

good dancers, ṭbāl players, and vocalists to form a quality ensemble. The frustrations 

expressed by most current mʿalem-s, though, is that young students want to learn the 

ḥajḥūj right away. Because there are no consistent “lessons” to be had in most cases, 

the younger members turn to CDs and other recordings. Once they learn a few tracks, 

as the story goes, they call themselves a mʿalem and go find work. The insult perceived 

by the older mʿalem-s is that these younger players are focusing on the musical content 

instead of the ritual and lyric knowledge. Their repertoire does not go beyond the most 

famous songs and, when they are asked to continue playing the songs for a certain 

spirit by a trancer, they run out of songs and must replay the ones that they have just 

performed. 

Creativity and Change in the Educational Track 

A cursory look at some of the ways in which this educational system has shifted 

in the most recent generations will highlight how Gnāwa tradition has slowly adjusted to 

fit contemporary pressures. Traditionally, earning tgnāwīt involved a lengthy 

apprenticeship with a master mʿalem. Interviews with Gnāwa mʿalem-s from across the 
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country revealed the migratory nature of their education, emphasizing the travel that is 

necessary to shore up a complete understanding of the Gnāwa across the country. 

Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq of Fez described many years of his life in which he was living on 

floors and traveling via bus from city to city. The stated goal was to search out and learn 

from a wide variety of master musicians in an attempt to fully come into his own as a 

leader. His last mʿalem, Mohammed Boujmaʿ of Fez, was the last of these teachers, 

granting him the honorific of mʿalem and allowing him to form his own ensemble. Over 

the course of these years, he ascended from simply learning the dances and running 

minor errands for the musicians (a role of jūqay that he happily delegated to me when 

he wanted some coffee) to a role as khalīfa, able to take over the ceremony when his 

teacher needed a break. His payment shifted similarly: early on he was given enough to 

simply sustain himself, provided he supplemented his income by performing in the 

streets as described above. Later, however, he was offered increasingly large sums 

following evening rituals and invited to perform in staged events. In his view, this rise in 

income prohibits a mʿalem to return to public street performances, as any respectable 

ritual leader should be able to earn a living wage either solely as a musician or in 

conjunction with a more honorable outside job. 

The primary goal of this time as an apprentice was listening and learning. During 

the ritual, ar-Rzaq would, as he describes, listen carefully before returning home in the 

morning and experimenting with new ideas. Within this system, the learner cannot 

immediately turn and attempt to figure out what he just heard. He must instead wait 

hours, feverishly working to remember details. The travel also requires that a mʿalem in 

possession of tgnāwīt knows and understands regional variations. Not all with whom I 
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spoke could outline the vast differences in performance styles, orders, and spiritual 

content between their region and Fez. Many, I noticed, took regional variation to mean 

just the differences between their own sound (in Fez, Rabat, Casablanca, etc.) and 

Marrakech. This is most likely a result of Marrakech's perceived dominance in Gnāwa 

style. Furthermore, those in Marrakech knew relatively little of the musical diversity that 

pervaded the rest of the country. 

Alternatively, aspiring students of the most recent generation garner their 

knowledge from very different sources. First, instead of traveling extensively, they 

possess large and (sometimes) diverse collections of recordings, fostering the ability to 

identify and replicate the performance and vocal style of the country's most recorded 

mʿalem-s. Those who are not well connected turn to street performance, learning on 

their own and taking advantage of this informal stage to demonstrate their mastery of 

the recorded sound. The role of listening and musical memory is vastly different, as 

learners now have the ability to pause, rewind, and revisit their aural referents. 

Aspirations have changed as a result, as few who work outside of the apprenticeship 

system look toward ritual performance as a viable career goal. Learners who remain 

outside of the standard semi-formal educational system described in the previous 

sections, however, are limited in that they lack a mechanism by which they can prove 

their ritual knowledge. Instead, they aspire to become famous popular stars, touring 

internationally and partaking in the trappings of the imagined music industry inhabited 

by the stars whose recordings they used to learn. 

 While in Marrakech one evening I experienced a salient example of this novel 

process of musical and ritual transmission. As I was walking with a friend and 
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knowledgeable Gnāwa participant, ʿAdil Walili, we passed a group of youth on the side 

of the road. It was the late evening, perhaps even the early morning, yet these young 

men were energetically engaged in impromptu performances of the most well known 

pieces of the Gnāwa repertoire. They stopped ʿAdil, begging him to join. As we sat, I 

heard exact replications of some of the most known recordings: "Sidi Mimun" or "Baba 

Hamu" as played by Mohammed Baqbu, for example. They passed the ḥajḥūj around 

between songs, taking turns as the mʿalem. Each knew many of the lyrics, but none had 

a knowledge that appeared to extend beyond those first 5-10 minutes of each song. 

Most recorded songs are shorter than the versions performed in ritual. The musical 

diversity of their knowledge was limited, but their vocal and instrumental virtuosity was 

well beyond that of some of the most respected mʿalem of the older generations. ʿAdil, 

however, was their mʿalem. His knowledge went beyond these recordings, but he only 

rarely performs with troupes in ritual settings. He looks forward to continuing his 

training, but in the meantime he must continue working at a nearby restaurant in order 

to feed his family. 

 These young adults trade recordings, share YouTube videos, and generally 

critique each other as they all work to improve their own performance techniques. Yet 

they are left outside of a system that still requires a direct relationship for both ritual 

knowledge and an honorific title of legitimacy. In one sense, their education parallels the 

crowd-sourcing that is so common throughout our modern world's learning, as the 

internet, with sites like Wikipedia, become collaborative efforts toward an end goal. 

Their aspirations are therefore rooted in the current world of the Gnāwa, not a nostalgic 

memory. They are just as competitive for tourist gigs, some festivals, and recording 
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opportunities, especially in fusion settings. They are almost completely incapable of 

winning any ritual clients, however. They must prove their tgnāwīt through new means, 

by winning over the respect of their peers and listeners. Those artists that most fully 

connect with an audience, either in ritual or on stage, will be successful in monetizing 

their own version of tgnāwīt. The narrative of "Gnāwa" and tgnāwīt is changing, thanks 

in part to educational and technological adaptation on the part of performers. Even more 

so, it is a result of a new generation of diverse audiences. 

Competition Between Mʿalem-s  

The competition between musicians vying for an increasingly limited number of 

engagements often manifests as statements of legitimacy or authenticity. Often, artists 

would explain why another Gnāwa mʿalem was insufficient as a performer or research 

contact because of either his behavior, lack of knowledge, lack of playing ability, 

aesthetic choices, or a combination of these facets. For example, I have heard 

complaints that almost every mʿalem drinks alcohol. While the smoking of kīf or hashish 

is widely accepted, or even deemed necessary for ritual practice amongst the Gnāwa 

community, alcohol (always referred to as “whisky”) is highly contested. The beverage 

of choice for many Gnāwa musicians (and non-Gnāwa poor Moroccans) is an 

inexpensive and highly intoxicating fig wine, sometimes mixed to resemble the light 

green mint tea that is omnipresent throughout Moroccan social life. Most artists whom I 

spent time with, however, gave no inclination that they are heavy drinkers, despite the 

claims to the contrary by their peers. While the truthfulness of such accusations is quite 

difficult to discern, the claims themselves carry much power as they argue that the 

accused’s ritual practice is illegitimate. If they were to achieve and invoke a spiritual 

state through illicit means, they would be considered unfit to lead a ritual. 
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 Similarly, mʿalem-s claim authority by questioning the knowledge and abilities of 

their peers. It is not uncommon to hear one Gnāwa mʿalem complain of specific 

instances in which they saw and were unimpressed with another's instrumental 

technique, vocal quality, or understanding of the repertoire. The performance of a set of 

songs in an "incorrect" order or verses in a fashion that is somehow disagreeable or 

controversial are the types of acts that get passed around the community as symbols of 

a mʿalem’s lack of understanding, and therefore lack of tgnāwīt. To properly lead a 

ritual, a performer and his troupe must be trusted by the audience. By keeping missteps 

or questionable decisions alive and present in the collective discourse about a another 

performer, a mʿalem can certify his own knowledge by, first, demonstrating that the 

other is less apt and, second, that he is discerning enough as an artist to recognize 

such failings. 

 The array of contentious aesthetic choices made by a mʿalem over the course of 

a ritual evening also contributes fodder for competitors. The best example here involves 

the use of amplification. Some artists use a pickup and a bass or keyboard amplifier to 

project their ḥajḥūj sound over the many qurāqib. Recent trends toward an increased 

number of ḍrārī have taken their toll on the acoustic balance of ḥajḥūj, voice, and 

percussion, making the most important musical lines inaudible in some circumstances. 

While some artists choose to utilize seven or more ḍrārī, lending an overpowering aural 

and visual element to the ritual, others question this practice since it necessitates 

artificial sound reinforcement. The reinforcement is often simple, and rarely evokes the 

acoustic sound of the instrument. It instead sounds explicitly amplified: with an 

overabundance of mid- and low- range tone. The timbre becomes a further mark of the 
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large ensemble, more akin to the many Gnāwa recordings in the market streets than the 

acoustic rituals of the past. Those artists who refuse to recognize the validity of these 

trends counter that this is not the true sound of the Gnāwa, going so far as to state 

equivocally that "When there is amplification, there is no trance." When I questioned 

artists about the existence of trance during amplified events, those who consider such 

innovations to be detrimental to the tradition deride the validity of these trances. Yes, 

trance does happen, but it is not seen to be pure, or true, in the way that it would be in 

an acoustic setting.  

 Similarly, many artists are criticized for not playing the ḥajḥūj, passing it instead 

to other members of their troupe or family who act as a khalīfa, or for spending too 

much time on the collection of money, a central part of the ceremony that allows the 

audiences to exchange monetary gifts for spiritual blessings. With these considerations, 

it becomes clear that aesthetic choices are not simply made for the sake of the ritual 

itself. They are part of an economic reality across a much larger community of Gnāwa 

artists. Furthermore, they are the result of a discourse of performance that is firmly 

embedded into these social and economic struggles. 

Tourism and Popular Music 

One of the more significant shifts in Gnāwa performance practice and reception 

involves the increased visibility within the tourism sector that coincides with the dramatic 

rise in tourism. Whereas in the past, the Gnāwa were integral parts of the vibrant market 

squares across the country, now they visually and sonically overpower many of those 
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very spaces. The Jmaʿ al-Fnaʾ in Marrakech, for example, is aurally inundated with the 

sounds of the Gnāwa, especially during the early afternoon and late evening hours.12  

 As the loudest and, in most cases, most audaciously pushy performers during 

the daylight hours, a time that welcome so many tourists, Gnāwa dancers and 

percussionists who roam the square made themselves into the central feature. They are 

mobile coming to the tourist. Other groups, in contrast, form circles (halāyqī) and invite 

groups of travelers to join them and watch their show. Every tourist, whether Moroccan 

or from abroad, has experienced the moment of being surrounded by a Gnāwa troupe, 

struggling to get away without being coerced through guilt into giving more money. 

 The Gnāwa also enjoy a prominence in the hotel and restaurant circuits. As solo 

musicians, and occasionally small groups, certain performers who have proven their 

vocal abilities dress in costumes and bring their instruments to the tourists. They might 

set up in a corner of a restaurant or bar and begin singing bits of the ritual repertoire. 

Some performers are willing to sing the "hits," even those that are part of the mlūk 

phase of the ceremony. While there is always the outside chance that a listener could 

begin to trance, the audience is uninitiated: tourists, wealthy Moroccans, or educated 

(multi-lingual) Moroccan employees. I have never been told of someone falling into a 

trance, a housekeeper for example, but it remains within the realm of possibility. For 

that reason, there remain many artists who are unwilling to perform repertoire from the 

mlūk phase, and instead they choose to extend the frāja songs. They see these songs 

                                            
12

 The square's activities shift as the day passes. The Gnāwa's main audiences are the tourists of the 
morning and afternoon and the Moroccan youth who arrive much later in the evening. The early evening 
hosts activities and performances geared toward Moroccan adults and families, including storytellers, 
acrobats, and a vast array of other musicians (Thomas Beardslee, p.c. 2011, see forthcoming 
dissertation). 
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as entertainment and can, therefore, use them as vehicles to demonstrate their virtuosic 

skill and creativity without regard for spiritual complications.  

 These are novel performance opportunities. While famous Gnāwa mʿalem-s 

appear on festival stages and in popular recordings, these settings are the focal point of 

competition between most others who have yet to do so. Those who have managed to 

secure positions in hotels, for example, use their employment as a sign of authority. 

Conversely, those who operate outside of such circles, opting instead for exclusively 

ritual income (baraka), assail their compatriots, complaining about how they corrupt the 

sacred form of music.13 (That said, of course many ritual artists would quickly change 

their tune, literally and figuratively, if invited to a steady job as a hotel musician.) These 

hotel and market square performance settings are the primary way in which tourists, 

both domestic and international, hear and experience the Gnāwa. Therefore, 

expectations change in the ears of the uninitiated and mʿalem-s fighting for international 

listeners, who are willing to pay higher tips and for recordings, adjust their styles to fit 

these shifting aesthetic values.  

Gnāwa ḍrārī supplement their income by performing in the streets. They don 

their costumes and circle the districts that are home to many cafes and tourist markets. 

Those who concentrate on cafes expect small payments (a few dirhams) from 

Moroccan listeners. Others, who focus their attention in tourism districts, tend to be 

more pushy and try to coerce their listeners, most of whom are European or American 

travelers, into giving far larger amounts (from 20 dirhams to hundreds, if photos are 

                                            
13

 This commonly chosen option can be economically rewarding and bring much social capital to a 
mʿalem. Those who refuse to enter into the popular music circles, as stated before, highlight their ritual 
authority, purity, and resistance to the temptations of wealth, contributing to their claims of authenticity on 
the grounds of piety and respect. 
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taken). Performers at hotels, or who are invited to otherwise perform for tourists and 

students, may bring CDs of their own past recordings. While the quality varies from well-

produced studio work to incomplete clips from cell phone microphones, they often find 

success selling these CDs to their audiences for up to 100 dirhams (about $12). Similar 

CDs are available from CD stalls for 20-30 dirhams or less. These two strategies 

represent differing values: performing for either a knowledgeable audience of domestic 

listeners or unaware tourists, or representing oneself as either a skilled Gnāwa or as a 

piece of folklore. A great deal of animosity exists between those artists who perform for 

Moroccan audiences at cafes and the "beggars," to borrow the often-used disparaging 

descriptor, who pester tourists. 

 Importantly, the expectations of these new audiences alter the performance 

practice itself. As the Gnāwa increasingly situate themselves as members of both a 

domestic and an international popular music genre, they find that, in some cases, they 

must negotiate mutually exclusive aesthetic tastes. Certain artists embrace the lucrative 

international markets, increasing their visibility through fusion practices with jazz and 

rock artists at major festivals across the country. Furthermore, they tour internationally 

and present themselves as ambassadors of the Gnāwa sounds and spiritual practices. 

Their version of the Gnāwa religious cannon is universal and inviting to non-Muslims, 

especially at performances. The music is portrayed as central to the religious practice, 

invoking transcendent experiences (even when embedded within hip hop or funk 

backing tracks). These artists, Hamid al-Qasri from Rabat and Mustapha Baqbu from 

Marrakech, for example, invoke themselves as masters, virtuosos of the instruments, 

and representatives of the history of slavery. Furthermore, when I ask non-musicians in 
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Morocco who are not firmly within the Gnāwa tradition as practitioners or clients, about 

the Gnāwa, these artists are the ones to whom I am directed. Most casual audiences 

see them as the primary and purest examples of the tradition. 

 Alternatively, many lesser-known artists demonstrate their acumen through other 

types of fusion. The most prominent examples appear in the domestic popular music 

scene, manifest through wedding performances and other celebrations. Some achieve 

success through international markets, but their focus is local. Instead of appealing to 

international tastes, artists might work toward those Moroccan domestic markets. 

Fusions of this type include those that combine Gnāwa sounds with shʿabī orchestras or 

Sufi aesthetics. The inclusion of synthesizers or electric violins mark the aural 

experience. Drum machines pervade the tracks, emphasizing the strict rhythmic motion 

and downplaying the subtleties of typical qurāqib techniques. Examples of these styles 

include the work of Mʿalem ʿAbd al-Qadr Amlil of Rabat, who recorded with ʿAbd al-Hadi 

bil-Khayat, a popular singer from Fez as described in the previous chapter. The most 

widely celebrated, however, might be ʿAbd ar-Rahman Keyroush, known as Paco, who 

joined Nass al-Ghiwane, easily Morocco's most widely celebrated popular band. 

 I will explore the stylistic choices made by these artists more closely later, but for 

now I only hope to point out that these aesthetic decisions rest within a distinct desire to 

appeal to one of two non-congruous but overlapping audiences. While an artist can 

achieve immense fame across both categories (as Hamid al-Qasri or Paco 

demonstrate), that is a rare example of extraordinary success. The far more typical 

career path involves a choice between appealing to either the ritual or the popular 

marketplace.  
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Working Within this New Authenticity 

In the following pages, I introduce a talented young Gnāwī who chose to operate 

within the novel and ambiguous rules of the system outlined above. Living in Fez, 

Yassine has spent time with mʿalem-s from around the region, but did not follow through 

the traditional system of learning. Instead, he sees his Gnāwa performance as a 

commercial activity, and he orients his performance practices and economic goals 

accordingly. He targets youth in non-ritual settings and claims to have little interest in 

carrying out the healing practices associated with the Gnāwa tradition. Simultaneously, 

he accepts ritual work when opportunities arise, opportunities that most frequently result 

from his active staged performance schedule. As such, he provokes the ire and disdain 

of most other mʿalem-s in Fez. Their opinions of him range from uninterested to 

offended, as he is seen as taking work that should rightfully go to the few “true” 

experienced mʿalem-s who completed their training. The place that he has carved for 

himself in Fez is demonstrative of these changes and Yassine is far from alone in this. 

He is one of the more successful young Gnāwī who has self-identified as a mʿalem and 

pursued an alternative career path more akin to that of a professional musician than a 

ritual leader. 

When I returned to Morocco in the summer of 2012, I decided to bring my new 

banjo, an instrument that has been a mainstay in Moroccan music since the 1970s. 

When Nass al-Ghiwane’s ʿAlal al-Alili put down his ʿūd in favor for the louder and easier 

to tune 6-string banjo, he found an instrument that closely approximated the sound of a 

variety of traditional instruments. This allowed him to borrow these styles and 

incorporate them without carrying an arsenal onto the stage. I, on the other hand, had 

just rediscovered American old time music and the claw hammer technique. Despite the 
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fact that claw hammer and drop thumbing (the basic techniques used for old time banjo 

playing) closely approximate ḥajḥūj technique,14 the banjo rarely appears in popular 

music alongside Gnāwa music. This is likely because of the recent association between 

jazz and the Gnāwa, fostered by the Essaouira Festival of World Music. 

 

Figure 4-2. The author (left, violin) and Yassine (middle, ḥajḥūj) performing in Fez 
during Ramadan, 2012. Photo taken by Jessica Witulski. 

I performed with Yassine during a religious music festival in Fez in Ramadan of 

2012 organized by prominent Ḥamadsha leader and local impresario, ʿAbd ar-Rahim 

ʿAmrani. As is common for his events, the conclusion of this concert featured a hastily 

                                            
14

 Drop thumbing, however, often got me in trouble during ḥajḥūj lessons. Using the thumb on the middle 
string makes it very easy to play faster lines and accompanimental rhythmic patterns. Even so, whenever 
I tried to sneak one into a difficult pattern, I was scolded and told that I needed to develop stronger 
technique and stop borrowing right-hand skills from other instruments. 
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assembled fusion project. Five of us, myself on violin, Yassine on ḥajḥūj, and two 

percussionists (one on djembe, an instrument uncommon in any tradition featured 

during the event) accompanied a Malḥūn singer from Meknes (Figure 4-2). At this point, 

I only knew a small handful of songs, so I was forced to rely on my aural skills to follow. 

Yassine, filling out the roll of a rhythmic bass part, did the same. 

This surprised and impressed me, as I had rarely met a Gnāwī who had the 

musical skills to adapt his melodic ideas to a music that was not closely related to 

specific songs from the Gnāwa repertoire. Even most of the significant fusion projects 

that I had heard were based closely around a mʿalem performing one of the standard 

“hits” and adapting his rhythm or ornamentation to those around him. Yassine, however, 

was taking the time to search for the tonality and improvise a bass line to fit my playing. 

The idiomatic characteristics of the sound of the ḥajḥūj were the aural links to the 

Gnāwa within this fusion, not the melodic ideas. 

Later, I was re-introduced to Yassine by a mutual friend, Omar Channafi. Omar, 

a young Moroccan photographer active within the young expatriate and foreign student 

population as well as the middle class student community in Fez, is also something of a 

budding impresario of cultural events. His cultural events are frequent and well 

attending, including photography exhibitions and showings, and readily featuring 

musical performances. For one such event, Omar invited a number of musicians from 

different backgrounds, representing his ideals of this young, affluent community (Figure 

4-3). Through the rehearsals for this event, I toyed with a few ways in which I could join 

my own tastes and skills on the banjo with Yassine’s ideas about Gnāwa fusion. The 

resulting performance included freestyle slam poetry in a variety of languages, opening 
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an opportunity to bring in a funk and hip hop rhythmic sensibility. Alternating between 

repetitive rhythmic phrases and beds of open claw hammer patterns, I was able to settle 

into the ambiguous harmonic motion implied by the pentatonic scales used by the 

Gnāwa, many of which lack major or minor thirds. 

 

Figure 4-3. Yassine (standing, white shirt) performing in a fusion project with French, 
American, Moroccan, and Congolese musicians. Photographer unknown. 

After this performance, which went over incredibly well with the audience of 20-

somethings and teenagers, Yassine invited me to continue playing with them. We 

began by learning a few Nass al-Ghiwane songs, but in practice, these sounded stilted. 

Later, he asked me to join him with a different group, one that he calls the “Gnāwa 

Lions,” possibly in reference to his own mane of dark hair (Figure 4-4). In my second 

time playing with this group, at another of Omar’s events, I started to toy with the idea of 
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harmonizing the vocal lines on the banjo. Filling the spaces with a mixture of tightly-

voiced minor or open and incomplete dominant seventh chords, I paid closer attention 

to this new iteration’s drum set player and found a role akin to that of the palm-muted 

funk guitarist.  

 

Figure 4-4. The author performing with Yassine’s ensemble at the al-Ḥūriyya complex in 
Fez. Photo taken by Katerina Leinhart. 

I point out my own place within the textural fabric of Yassine’s group because the 

flexibility of creativity he afforded me and the excitement with which he met each of my 

additions made explicit the eagerness with which he was searching for a “fusion” that 

included Western funk and hip hop. Other members of the most recent version of the 

Lions was Fouad, a shʿabī violinist, and Bin Kiran, a keyboardist, both experienced in 

Moroccan popular music. They spent these two performances, like I did, searching for 
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ways to fit their sounds and specialties into a collaborative success behind and 

alongside Yassine’s playing and singing. His array of percussionists, two young qurāqib 

players and a djembe player, kept in closer rhythmic conjunction with the standard 

performance practice of the Gnāwa repertoire chosen by the group’s leader. They sang 

the choral responses to Yassine’s calls, and the sound very much in the front of the 

texture was that of the tradition. 

No performance was identical, not least because there was no set list. The 

Gnāwa ḍrārī of the group knew the repertoire well enough to follow each new song that 

Yassine began. The rest of us, however, would pause for a moment as we listened to 

the new melody and either doubled it (as is common practice in much of Moroccan 

popular music) or created counter melodies (as I often did). On occasion, the keyboard 

and I would take a moment to link up as we both hazarded a different harmonization. 

With each passing performance, however, we found our respective pocket more quickly 

and the “fusing” became less ragged. And after each, Yassine was increasingly excited 

about the next. 

Realities of Performing Tgnāwīt 

 This economic realities of a professional career as a Gnāwa musician combine 

with the range of new technologies available to young learners and listeners to greatly 

influence the aesthetics of public performance. Modes of learning are dramatically 

changing thanks to the innovations and aspirations of young artists like Yassine or 

those youth on the side of the road in Marrakech. They are not only performers, but they 

are also a prominent group of influential consumers of Gnāwa recordings. As their 

community of young Gnāwa muḥubbīn inhabit rituals and purchase concert tickets, their 

tastes influence the aesthetic choices of those mʿalem-s who compete for work. The 
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success of those musicians, in turn, leads to a new basis or source of respect, honor, of 

tgnāwīt. In the next two chapters, I delve more directly into the musical content of these 

changing traditions in order to view just how these social and economic shifts affect the 

sound of the ritual. First, Chapter 5 outlines the musical innovations inherent in a 

specific style of performance practice that has spread across the country in recent 

decades by incorporating aesthetic ideals from a variety of popular musics. Chapter 6 

then explores a reversal, as those who perform using older styles orient themselves 

against this increasingly dominant form of tgnāwīt by highlighting their own lineages or 

piety as Muslims. 
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CHAPTER 5 
MUSICAL ELEMENTS OF MARṢAWIYYA PERFORMANCE PRACTICE 

Contemporary Performance Practice 

In the previous chapters I discussed extra-musical dimensions of Gnāwa practice 

in order to place the musical and religious content of both ritual and public performance 

into their dynamic contexts. My argument, that this music has and continues to change 

in the face of these pressures, is not a new one, but my goal is to add depth to the work 

of previous authors by more directly engaging musical content and discourse about 

musical content. Timothy Fuson and Maisie Sum are two recent scholars of Gnāwa 

music who have taken a musicological approach to ritual in order to defend specific 

points in their analysis. Fuson, for example, finds comparisons and interplay between 

Gnāwa music and other Moroccan rhythms (2009), cites additive forms to note the 

elasticity by which ritual moves, and locates the crux of his thesis—interaction between 

moving bodies and performed music—in close musical and video analysis. Sum’s article 

(2011), a more concise work, uses transcribed melodic lines, as performed by different 

ritual leaders in ritual and on stage, to draw connections between setting, audience, and 

performance practice. Other scholars, including Richard Jankowsky (2010) in his work 

with a related cultural practice in Tunisia, have also used close analysis to strengthen 

observations about these types of music and ritual. 

In this chapter, I provide a short history and analysis of the most prominent 

contemporary performance practice of Gnāwa music. While different artists sing and 

play in diverse ways, based largely on regional variations, linguistic differences, 

individual goals, or aesthetic preference, the past three decades have seen a rise in an 

overwhelmingly consistent approach to marṣawiyya, the contemporary style and 
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repertoire of songs that make up the ritual. This branch of what used to be a full tree of 

stylistic diversity is now the norm throughout the country and across most age groups. 

After describing its history and rise, I will point toward some major musical features and 

note how contemporary aesthetic characteristics, drawn from popular music, impacted 

and transformed the spiritual content of the ritual. This chapter concludes by reflecting 

back upon the previous style dominant in Fez, that of fessiyya. By comparing the 

contemporary performance of both marṣawiyya and fessiyya, which are most frequently 

defined in opposition, my analysis draws conclusions regarding discourse on past 

performance practices and innovations via interactions with non-Gnāwa artists and 

musical traditions. 

The Codification of Marṣawī Musical Style 

“Marṣawiyya” is a label given to a particular branch of Gnāwa performance 

practice. The term specifically refers to musical choices and repertoire selection and 

labels one of many ways to navigate the Gnāwa ritual. The term operates as a way to 

distinguish one set of aesthetic and ritual choices from other options, but it is loose in 

both understood and performed meaning. The individual performer maintains a vast 

flexibility within the ritual structure, opting to omit or include songs for the sake of a 

specific ritual context, and vocal or instrumental style. Yet “marṣawiyya” does carry 

some commonly understood implications, most of which set the marṣawī1 performer 

against an older generation or non-standard regional style. At this point in time, Gnāwa 

music heard both within ritual and in popular contexts is almost universally marṣawī and 

                                            
1
 Marṣawī is the adjective form of marṣawiyya and describes musical content that makes use of 

marṣawiyya style or those performers who perform in that style. It more literally describes people from the 
Marṣa region of Morocco, the origin of marṣawiyya performance practice as described below. 
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those who do not perform this style, or who are able to perform another style in addition 

to it, are often celebrated as traditional culture bearers of rare esoteric knowledge and 

respected by other Gnāwī and wider knowledgeable listeners. 

 The word originates from a region of Morocco called the Marṣa, surrounding 

Casablanca and the Atlantic coastline. Long recognized as a center for a type of 

regional popular music called “ʿaiṭa,” the geographical name slowly became 

synonymous with upbeat dance songs. As the recording industry changed and 

distribution shifted from a localized to a national phenomenon (see Chapter 3; Callen 

2006), the notoriety of these simple melodies with complex rhythms spread across the 

country. The characteristic rolling 6/8 flālī2 dance rhythm was adopted by the Gnāwa in 

the ever-expanding women’s section of the ritual, but it was the high tessitura of the 

voice that is the most often cited fundamental musical element that changed the sound 

of the Gnāwa significantly. 

 When I interviewed Gnāwa practitioners, both young and old, change was 

consistently described as having happened “shḥāl hādī,” oh, so long ago. The speaker 

unvaryingly accompanied this phrase with a hand gesture, one that seems to say, “this 

is forgotten ancient history!” At which point, I would ask, “How long ago?” After a 

moment’s pause, “30 years?” or “The 1970s?” The dates that I was given were almost 

always guesses, but they were also consistently placed around the early or mid-1970s. 

My aim here is not to create a definite timetable of this musical development. I am 

particularly interested in the ways in which “new” performance practices and “old” ones 

are venerated, celebrated, or degraded and how they appear in Fez today. 

                                            
2
 See Chapter 3 for a description of the flālī rhythm and its introduction to the Gnāwa līla. I describe the 

musical identify of these adaptations in the sections that follow. 
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 Hamid Sharif, the instrument maker and professional ḍrārī in Fez mentioned in 

Chapter 4, explained to me that the marṣawī sound came to Fez just as independence 

was taking hold. Having first become a Gnāwī at the young age of 6, he learned from 

Ba Blan, with whose grandson Mʿalem ʿAziz he still performs. Ba Blan, commonly cited 

as the first mʿalem to bring Gnāwa music and ritual to Fez from the south, represents a 

pillar of sūdānī style—conceptualized locally as the opposite of marṣawī and recognized 

as the performance practice that was supplanted when marṣawī spread. Hamid Sharif 

and others credit ʿAbd al-Waḥid Stitu, a mʿalem from Tangier, with learning and 

spreading marṣawī style. One of Stitu’s students, Hamid al-Qasri, has since become 

easily the most famous Gnāwa performer for non-initiated popular audiences, spreading 

his own version of marṣawī style across the country and proving extraordinarily 

influential on younger performers’ playing style, instrument setup, and overall aural and 

professional goals. 

 Hamid Sharif’s recounting of marṣawiyya generally agrees with details given by 

others. Stitu’s importance in brining marṣawiyya to Fez was corroborated by others 

within and outside of the Gnāwa tradition. Stitu himself was shy about his role when I 

met him in Meknes (he now lives in Brussels) and instead of answering me directly, he 

had me speak with his many group members, family, and friends who joined him for his 

travel back home. They all sang his praises, stating that he did, in fact, bring 

marṣawiyya across the northern part of the country, but they avoided giving me 

specifics. He became more animated as he described his work with Qasri’s early 

career, pointing out his own influence in Qasri’s fame. 
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 Conversations about marṣawiyya circled around two major aesthetic shifts 

across the country. The first, beginning during the end of the colonial period, saw the 

regional style gain influence nationally while other styles such as fessiyya (from Fez), 

shamāliyya (from the northern mountains), and sūdāniyya (from the southern regions), 

became less often requested by ritual participants. As audiences and those who 

required healing hired Gnāwa groups who performed this faster, higher, more exciting 

marṣawiyya style, ritual practitioners adjusted by learning it. Later, perhaps in the 1980s 

or 90s, Hamid al-Qasri and others appeared on television. National shows offered 

peeks into regional styles, introducing Morocco to its own diversity of folkloric traditions. 

Qasri then went into the recording studio and began producing hi fidelity cassette tapes 

of Gnāwa music. These recordings presented shortened versions of ritual repertoire and 

did not include as much ambient sound and the poor recording “noise” present on the 

few other recordings that existed. These new recordings became popular successes. 

Qasri’s innovative style and clear studio sound in particular spread through commercial 

recordings, heavily influencing a generation of young artists who began learning these 

songs from the CDs instead of through the apprenticeship system outline in Chapter 4. 

The change in distribution technology made these two stages of marṣawiyya’s rise quite 

different: the first happened mostly in the context of ritual performance and was 

incremental and slow, while the second phase, clearly a schizophonic turn, separated 

the music from its clandestine past, disassociated it from the ritual atmosphere, and, as 

I argue below, had a more fundamental impact on a younger generation of performers 

and audiences. Both phases affected major changes in contemporary ritual practice. 
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Place of Individual Variation and Style 

Without exception, the Gnāwa mʿalem and ḍrārī in Fez regard marṣawiyya 

practice to be musically different than what came before it. It is a performative style that 

is intrinsically conceptualized as something newer and different from an undefined older 

set of performance practices. The specific details of this change were recounted to me 

in different versions depending on who was speaking and according to the speaker’s 

ritual, musical, and historical knowledge, but the overarching story presented below 

remained consistent. After Mʿalem Aziz’s grandfather, Ba Blan, brought the older style 

(fessiyya or sūdāniyya) Gnāwa ritual to Fez, the marṣawiyya sound became influential 

with his students. At the time of my research in 2007-2013, three mʿalem-s remained 

who had memory of this shifting time period. Mʿalem Aziz wuld Ba Blan of the Moulay 

ʿAbd Allah quarter near the palace continues to be the most conservative and does not 

claim to know marṣawiyya. He is the only mʿalem in Fez of that generation (roughly 50-

70 years old) who has not changed his playing style. Mʿalem Mohammed Boujmaʿ, who 

lived in Oued Zḥūn near the Tijaniyya zawiya in the older part of the medina, played the 

older style “until times changed” (Rzaq p.c. 2012) and enough clients desired 

marṣawiyya style that he switched his playing to accommodate them. Boujmaʿ passed 

away in Ramadan, 2012. The third, Mʿalem Hamid, is now the most well-known mʿalem 

in Fez. He, like Boujmaʿ, learned marṣawiyya performance practice after originally 

learning the older styles. Others who currently live in Fez, aside from some ḍrārī who 

perform exclusively with Aziz wuld Ba Blan, only learn marṣawiyya because of its 

popularity. As the number of clients requesting the older style shrinks, “specialists” like 

Mʿalem ʿAziz or Hamid are able to satisfy them with their groups alone.  
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My argument here is that marṣawiyya is conceived as a new practice, different 

from a largely unknown earlier practice. Statements abound regarding the higher tuning 

and faster tempi of marṣawiyya when compared to fessiyya, claims that my analysis of 

contemporary performances dispute. Not surprisingly, as I explore below, the 

relationships between these two performance practices are not so consistent. The most 

common characteristics used to define marṣawiyya in relation to the older practices are: 

(1) faster tempi, (2) the higher vocal and instrumental tessitura, (3) the increased use of 

instrumental accompaniment patterns independent from the vocal line, and (4) its 

changes to the songs that make up the repertoire. Note that these claims do not stand 

on their own as statements about marṣawiyya, but instead compare it to fessiyya, a 

style that many of the mʿalem-s have never heard yet universally idealize as “heavy” 

(tqīl) or “heavier” than what exists today. In Fez, these two styles exist as a pair as each 

is defined in opposition to the other, though one is omnipresent in ritual and public 

performance while the other is rare. This relationship informs the analysis that follows. 

First, I outline characteristics about marṣawiyya as described by mʿalem-s in Fez. 

Second, I analyze one performance to explain how these described characteristics 

sound, looking for any consistencies or inconsistencies between discourse about music 

and the musical performance itself. 

Mʿalem Hamid's Version of History 

After roughly two years spent in Fez, I finally made the acquaintance of one of 

the city’s most revered mʿalem-s: Hamid. 54 years old when we met in late 2011, Hamid 

is one of the more active ritual leaders and performers from the city in the national 

circuit. He regularly appears across the country in festivals, and he has seen his pupils 

gain commercial success nationally as well as internationally. A dark-skinned, quiet man 



 

160 

with a relaxed and patient demeanor, Hamid is an example of a mʿalem who laughs 

easily, yet demands complete respect for his work and his tradition’s music. Mʿalem 

Hamid performs almost exclusively in marṣawiyya, but the fact that he learned enough 

fessiyya (from Aziz wuld Ba Blan) to negotiate a ceremony lends weight to his 

reputation. In one conversation, Hamid did something that is becoming exceedingly 

rare: he performed short segments of one piece of the ritual in three different styles in 

order to demonstrate the musical differences between them. His short demonstration 

points toward some characteristics of marṣawiyya that I will delineate in this chapter, 

and his descriptions highlight his conception of the marṣawiyya performance practice as 

a dramatic shift from that which came before. 

As with many similar conversations, we fell into the topic of fessiyya style by way 

of a tirade against changes in the ritual tradition. Hamid, like so many older mʿalem-s 

with whom I spoke, lamented the changing quality of the ritual ceremony. It is rarely the 

musical content’s shift per se that captures the frustration of elder leaders. Rather, it is 

the shortening of the ritual that is often cited and decried for upsetting the traditional 

balance of the ceremony. The balance of seven distinct groups of seven spirits “opening 

the door” followed by seven female spirits “shutting the door” used to take two to seven 

days. Hamid’s description, that the two-day musical event was a part of a weeklong 

wider ceremony, identified two long ritual evenings lasting from sunset until 5 AM. The 

other five days of the week were spent procuring and ritually sacrificing animals, 

cleaning, celebrating, decorating the body with henna, and, interestingly, included 

musical performances of other ritual traditions (ʿAissawa, Jilaliyyat, ʿArabiyyat, or 

others). This fessiyya ritual, therefore, consisted of far more than just Gnāwa music. 
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Instead, the music was part of a much larger ceremonial complex, one that, according 

to Hamid and so many others, eclipsed the single afternoon or evening event that 

characterizes contemporary marṣawiyya rituals. 

Marṣawiyya events, in turn, are shorter and most frequently consist of a 

repetition of only the most well-known segments of each group of spirits’ repertoire. 

Elders decry the vast difference in necessary ritual knowledge, noting their own 

awareness and memorization of a deep repertoire of songs, enough to fill many nights 

of music, contrasting that with the shallow memories of the stereotypical younger artist 

who can only play two or three songs for each spirit. It is in discussing the 

impoverishment of the repertoire that conversations move from ritual to music. Because 

marṣawiyya artists know fewer songs, they concentrate on learning those that are 

popular: “They live in capitalism [māliyya].” This wealth orientation led to musical 

changes, described by Hamid as he began to tune one of the many decorated ḥajḥūj-s 

that sat in the corner of his dark first floor room in Fez Jdīd. 

The popular aesthetic that led to, and animates much of, marṣawiyya style 

includes a high vocal tessitura. The ideal mʿalem of fessiyya style possessed a low, 

booming vocal quality. The ideal marṣawiyya sound, influenced by popular artists like 

Hamid al-Qasri, more closely approximated the nasal and vocally strained sound of 

poetic or recitation from the Qurʾan. I will examine the aurality of these general 

differences later. Important here is that the higher pitched vocal sound required a higher 

pitched ḥajḥūj. The instrument, as described by Hamid, is pulled tightly for marṣawiyya 

performance, creating a sound that he labeled “nḥaṣiyya,” metallic. When he prepared 

his instrument for the short demonstration, he placed the strings at the very low D-
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flat/G-flat/D-flat tuning, about a second below a typical E-flat/A-flat/E-flat or D/G/D 

marṣawiyya tuning. Paired with Hamid’s low voice, this change gave the ends of 

phrases that descend to the lower range of the instrument a rough growl, a sound far 

removed from the ubiquitous marṣawiyya. 

 

Figure 5-1. Mʿalem Hamid’s example of “Ghumami” in a shamāliyya style. 

Hamid demonstrated with a syncopated melody in the lowest range of the 

instrument (Figure 5-1, Object D-6). The melody foreshadows the vocal line, but does 

not mirror it exactly. His call, low in his vocal register, is on F and relaxes to a D before 

rising back up as he sings the text in measure 3, “Ah ya rubbi mulay” (“Oh my God, my 

Lord”). The ḥajḥūj resolves the B-flat to C, proving an element of counterpoint or closure 

before Hamid’s voice anticipates the following downbeat and sings a rhythmically 
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flexible line in measure 4 that concludes with a cadential B-flat to C (“Sidi Mimun, ya 

Ghumāmī”). This verse-like two bar phrase has two distinct parts, with the second 

measure’s C melodically and harmonically closing the first’s B-flat. Both measures end 

with a syncopated B-flat to C in the ḥajḥūj line, lending structural coherence underneath 

the rather uneven vocal melody. This is followed by a two-measure ḥajḥūj phrase with 

no sung melody, where the ḍrārī would sing the song’s chorus had his ensemble been 

present (measures 5-6). 

Hamid paused to state that this was shamāliyya, from the northern region of the 

country, from the mountains between Fez and up to Tangier. This song was 

“Ghumāmī,” one of a handful named for that spirit typically appears alongside the 

repertoire for Sidi Mimun. This group, making use of black fabrics and “jāwī kuḥl,” or 

“black incense,” appears second in the ritual as performed in Fez, just after the white 

descendants of the Prophet. 

For the second example, Hamid played a short introduction, using a similar pitch 

set. His B-flat, when sung and played, was slightly flat to his earlier version, and was 

now performed closer to an A. He was now singing the fessiyya version of “Ghumāmī,” 

which was longer and contained more formal complexity than his shamāliyya example.3 

The contour of this melody is vastly different than the previous example, not least 

because it has three distinct parts. The first part is an ornamented and syncopated 

octave descent (Figure 5-2a, Object D-7). This higher octave requires Hamid to yell in a 

strained voice, a vocal timbre common to the Gnāwa that was not necessary in his short 

                                            
3
 This could be a result of either formal simplicity in the shamāliyya version or Hamid’s lack of deep 

knowledge of the shamāliyya tradition. He never claimed to know the northern versions of these songs in 
their entirety, but he did choose to provide the shamāliyya example as a counter to the fessiyya and 
marṣawiyya, the subjects of my conversation with him. I, therefore, describe his example of the 
shamāliyya performance as he performed it. 
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shamāliyya example. This descent moves through the scale outlining what I call the 

Gnāwa pentatonic. This scale has no third, containing instead a second, fourth, fifth, 

and sixth or seventh.4 Whereas the shamāliyya melody used the B-flat to move back to 

C, the fessiyya example is using the sixth (A) to push the melody downward toward the 

lower half of the octave. This operates similarly to “fa” in western harmony, most 

commonly pulling a dominant harmony toward the major “mi,” or the “fi” pushing a 

secondary dominant toward the dominant (V) for a modulation or extended resolution. 

While the western analogy makes use of half steps for harmonic drive, the Gnāwa 

examples here use whole steps (B-flat to C or A to G) and therefore maintain the 

pentatonic sound. 

This is a notable feature as fessiyya performance practice is often described as 

“lower” in pitch or “heavier.” This example shows a melodic motion downward, 

accentuating the bottom half of the scale, yet it makes use of the upper half more than 

his shamāliyya example did. Similarly, the ḥajḥūj accompaniment does not include the 

B-flat to C closure at the end of the measure, and instead uses an A to C figure that 

drops to the lower octave with an abrupt C-F-C that pulls the listener’s attention 

downward (Figure 5-2b). 

 

                                            
4
 A “C Gnāwa pentatonic” (C, D, F, G, B-flat) would have the same pitches as an G minor pentatonic 

scale (G, B-flat, C, D, F) but with a different tonic. The 7
th
, however, is often low and approaches the 6

th
 

(A). This ambiguity between the final chord degree (the subtonic) is one of the features of the scale that 
provides a range of flexibility in helping songs sound tonally different in subtle ways. 
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Figure 5-2. Mʿalem Hamid’s example of “Ghumami” in a fessiyya style.  

Hamid’s third and final version of “Ghumāmī” was performed in marṣawiyya style 

(Object D-8). He, once again, played a short introduction before exposing the melody. 

This time he moved directly into the ḥajḥūj melody, the segment that would normally 

accompany the ḍrārī as they sing the chorus. This ḥajḥūj line (Figure 5-3) was distinct 

from that of the fessiyya version (Figure 5-2). First, it opened with a D to F figuration 

that rose up to a high C, whereas the comparative segment of the fessiyya version 

alternated between G and D, rising only to an A before returning to the lower octave. 

The overall motion is one of a rise and a fall. Because the fessiyya version did not rise 

so high during the instrumental measures, its contour is an overarching descent 

followed by another wave of descent. Again, the same pitch set yields a very different 



 

166 

motion, with the fessiyya version reinforcing the lower segments of the small range and 

the marṣawiyya utilizing a contour and playing style that does carry a “lighter” sound. It 

is slightly more agile, his right hand strokes are not as firm, and the increased 

syncopations contribute to this feel. The surprising part is that the “heaviness” or 

“lightness” does not appear to be in pitch selection, but there are melodic elements that 

ground or lift the music in a different way throughout each of his examples. 

 

 

Figure 5-3. Mʿalem Hamid’s example of “Ghumami” in a marṣawiyya style. 

It is these types of melodic motions, and similar musical elements, that I will 

examine in the sections that follow. My analysis of marṣawiyya performance practice 

here, and of fessiyya and other styles in the following chapters, show a limited space for 

creativity and diversity within the Gnāwa repertoire. But this analysis also demonstrates 
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ways in which these different performance practices and the performers themselves 

efficiently maximize and exploit these spaces, leading to novel and fresh sounds within 

Gnāwa tradition. 

Analysis of a Marṣawī Performance in Fez  

While performers and audiences alike make many statements about marṣawiyya 

practice, and the sound of Gnāwa music more generally, they are rarely couched in or 

supported by musical analysis. A close examination of general and specific tendencies 

within marṣawiyya performance draws out larger patterns, be they melodic, rhythmic, 

textural, or contextual, and lends a great deal of depth to descriptive comparisons 

between performers and performative settings. Furthermore, a closer look at stylistic 

patterns will provide a stronger basis from which I examine the choices made by ritual 

and popular artists in later chapters. In the following sections, I use one recorded 

performance to present some of these internal structural patterns. 

Throughout my time in Morocco, I had frequent opportunities to create recordings 

of ritual ceremonies, both ʿashiyya-s (afternoons) and līla-s (evenings). Always invited 

by the mʿalem, I was afforded the privilege of leaving my portable recorder in front of 

the performers, leading to 11 complete or nearly complete recordings of different events 

in Fez, Meknes, and Sidi Ali between 2009 and 2013. This, when added to the wealth of 

recordings made by Gnāwa performers themselves that are readily available in the 

markets—usually of a low quality on cell phones or ethnographic recordings from 

previous researchers given to the performers—and demonstrations occurring during my 

interviews (like the examples from Hamid described above), provide me with an array of 

examples from different performers in various settings and from diverse regions. 
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These ritual recordings document events that unfold in a variety of ways in 

relation to ritual needs. This means that the group of musicians adjusts their 

performance throughout the event based on the needs of the present sprits, the tastes 

of the audiences, and other extra-musical concerns that may be as simple as tea not 

being ready for serving, or the desire of the group for a smoke break. Maisie Sum 

(2011) and Timothy Fuson (2009) do excellent jobs of extrapolating some ways in which 

mʿalem-s change musical forms in an effort to demonstrate their virtuosity or “work” 

spirits (Kapchan 2007), engaging the possessed. As these things take time, they 

account for the extreme flexibility of Gnāwa formal musical structures. Mʿalem-s repeat 

segments, return to melodies, skip songs that will not further the ritual’s needs, or 

otherwise change the musical content based on specific practical concerns. 

These ritual concerns do not change the fact that there is a core set of 

marṣawiyya songs. With each colored set of spirits, there are certain songs that remain 

almost universally present in ritual. Some sets of spirits have a larger number of these 

songs (like the white Shūrfaʾ or women’s sections) while others only have two or three. 

These songs, however, constitute a canon of marṣawiyya practice, one created in part 

by the changing learning practices described in Chapter 4 and the prevalence of 

successful commercial artists repeating a smaller number of songs. 

In an effort to best capture a recording of the most consistently present 

marṣawiyya melodies, I hired ʿAbd ar-Rzaq, a mʿalem in Fez, to perform an ʿashiyya 

over three days. He brought his two longest-tenured ḍrārī, Mohammed and Rashid, 

both of whom also perform with mʿalem-s Hamid, Aziz, and were with Boujmaʿ before 

his recent passing. By using a smaller number of knowledgeable ḍrārī, the recorded 
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sound more clearly highlighted the vocals and ḥajḥūj parts, and the qurāqib rhythms 

were tighter than they often are in groups of five to seven ḍrārī. There were no 

possessed adepts who tranced during the events, meaning that the group progressed 

from one song to the next without the extensions or returns that often pervade ritual 

performance. The result was much closer to a staged event than a ritual, but one that 

gave me short examples of the melodic movements through the complete ceremony. In 

the sections that follow, I analyze the 84 distinct songs from the spirit-inducing mlūk 

segments of the ceremony to outline musical patterns in an effort to better describe and 

understand the performance practice, decisions made by Rzaq and others, and the 

relationship between conversation about music and the realities of performance (see 

Appendix B). I am not including in this analysis the dākhla (the opening procession) or 

the frāja (the entertainment portion of the event). 

Formal Structures (Songs, Sets, and Segments) 

Gnāwa songs generally consist of repeating melodies sung over an 

accompaniment. Some songs have more than one melodic idea, a return form, or other 

larger structures. Timothy Fuson (2009) went to great lengths to effectively describe and 

chart the variety of formal types common to the repertoire and it is not my goal to 

rehash his analysis here. Instead, I will look more closely at smaller-scale internal 

relationships as well as the types of melodic coherency that extends across songs 

within this music. In doing so, I argue that there is a motivic development present in 

many of the sets that cuts across songs and develops a larger coherence in the 

repertoire for each given saint. Rhythmic and textural traits are the most obvious 

elements that drive this development and the increase of intensity, but these melodic 
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ideas reveal the complexity of this music and I believe that my analysis unfolds and 

reinforces the impressive musicality with which Gnāwa musicians operate. 

The music is organized in songs, sets, and sections. The songs are individual 

vocal melodies, sometimes of great length and complexity. A single song may be a long 

call and response with four or five verses, a bridge, a return to the first melodic idea, 

and a coda-like tag. It may also be just a 30-second call and response. I take the 

defining factor, for my analysis, to be the long vocal pause and instrumental “segue” or 

interlude that signals the conclusion of one song and the preparation for the next. This 

interlude usually features an increase in tempo, meaning that the following song is 

almost always a few metronome clicks faster. 

I define a “set” as one or more songs that increase in tempo before a pause. The 

pause allows the group to reset to a slower tempo: the beginning of a new set. The 

pause may be a three-second lift for the ḍrārī to stop, look at each other, and start 

anew. It may also be a smoke break or a period where one ḍrārī gets up and exchanges 

baraka for monetary gifts. The defining factor is the resetting of the tempo from fast to 

slow. Sets only increase in tempo, and single songs that move from 88 BPM to 150 

BPM before a stop, like “Hammadi” in this performance, can constitute their own set. 

I call each of the sets that speak to an individual collection of spirits a “section.” 

The spirits are organized most obviously according to color. The muqaddima brings a 

sack of fabrics or jallaba-s to a ritual and takes the responsibility to cover any trancers 

with the appropriately colored garment. Those who trance to the shūrfaʾ, for example, 

are covered with white. Following the shūrfaʾ, the ritual moves to Sidi Mimun, Lalla 

Mimuna, Ghumami and others, all of whom require the adept to wear black. This 
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continues through blues, greens, browns, yellows, multi-coloreds, etc. The women use 

purples and other bright colors along with black, blue, or yellow. Each collection of 

spirits under one section is consistent in their color and incense needs, save for a few 

exceptions, especially within the women’s section. 

The sections are typically named for either the color or the primary spirit. The 

black section is often called “Sidi Mimun,” though Lalla Mimuna, Ghumami, and others 

may be the subject of songs performed during that section. There is usually a logic to 

the combinations: Mulay at-Tahir, for example, described to me that Sidi Mimun, Lalla 

Mimuna, and Ghumami were siblings who lived in and around the Tamesloht and 

Marrakech region. Sidi Musa, the major spirit of the blue section, has a close 

relationship with water: not because he parted the Red Sea (Musa is Arabic for Moses), 

but because this local saint lived near the ocean. There is a shrine and lodge [zawiya] in 

his name near Rabat, on a beach outside of Salé. Other spirits in the blue section also 

have relationships with water, creating a consistency in their histories that aligns them 

together within this section of the ritual. The shūrfaʾ wear white and trance to 

sandalwood brought from Mecca. They are holy: their name, the plural of sharīf, means 

“descendent of the Prophet.” Other sections are populated by spirits from the forest 

(brown), butchers (red), other prophets such as Abraham (Ibrahim, green, the color of 

Islam), and so forth. 

Songs, sets, and sections are not consistent throughout the country, between 

performers, and in different contexts.5 The spirits within each section are constant with 

                                            
5
 These terms my own, as the organizational terms used by the Gnāwa are similarly inconsistent. Trīḥ, for 

example, can be what I refer to as a song or a set depending on which mʿalem is explaining the musical 
organization. These are more often performed than described, thanks in part to the lack of a “lesson” 
oriented musical education. They are learned through experience and not explication, so I introduce these 
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one exception that I found: “Sidi bil-Wali Jani” appears in the shūrfaʾ section of 

performances in Fez (both marṣawiyya and fessiyya), though the song appears in the 

Būḥalī (multicolored) section of performances elsewhere, most notably in the popular 

Rabat-based performances of Mʿalem Hamid al-Qasri. The sections themselves, 

however, appear in various sequences throughout the country. There are specific songs 

that define the section and therefore appear consistently throughout performances by 

different mʿalem-s in different settings, constituting a sort of “greatest hits.” The majority, 

however, are fluidly included or omitted depending on time requirements, the audience’s 

response, ritual needs, or the mʿalem’s preferences.  

With or without all songs, though, sets generally progress in the same order. The 

slowest songs move to the same middle tempo songs and on to the fastest closers, just 

adding or dropping some of the less-known transition pieces. Therefore, a longer set in 

the shūrfaʾ section may be four songs long in a shortened performance, or extended to 

seven or eight if required by the trancer. Those same four songs would arrive in the 

same order, but with other songs inserted between them. A set from one segment will 

never enter another segment unless there is an extreme ritual need, such as a spirit 

from the previous segment who remains unsatisfied and continues to control a trancer. 

In this case, the group may return to the previous segment to play another set before 

moving back to the standard procession. 

Melodic Patterns and Motivic Development 

Because Gnāwa music utilizes a small number of mostly pentatonic scales, it 

could be assumed that there is limited melodic variety. After an analysis of the melodic 

                                                                                                                                             
terms that I base in specific musical phenomena (instrumental interludes, resetting of tempi, and 
color/spirit change) to clarify my analytical points. 
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and motivic content, however, I found that these limited melodic and harmonic 

resources are manipulated with a surprising efficiency. The number of truly independent 

melodic ideas that appear throughout a segment may be low, but the dynamic arc 

created by rhythmic and motivic development does much to define the music’s basic 

style. In the following paragraphs, I will follow some sets’ developmental paths, 

identifying examples of how motivic, harmonic, and melodic development operates 

within Gnāwa vocal melodies. 

It will be fruitful to first spend some words on the relationship between voice and 

instruments. The ḥajḥūj, the only melodic instrument within Gnāwa tradition, plays two 

different roles during songs. First, it may introduce or double the vocal melody for a 

given song. The instrumental version of the melody often contains idiomatic turns and 

fills that do not appear in the voice, but the relationship between the ḥajḥūj and vocal 

melody is clear and audible. The second role is that of accompaniment. I will return to 

the ḥajḥūj’s accompanimental patterns in the sections below, but here I will say that 

while these figures are most often highly repetitive and continue without regard to 

activity in the vocal part, they occasionally coincide with the voice to create striking 

moments of harmonic shift. In the analysis that follows, I leave out most references to 

these accompanimental patterns, though I will refer to them if they are actively 

interacting with the voice. 

What I will call “harmonic” motion in Gnāwa music does not adhere to the 

expectations of western classical functionality. The use of time, space, and a limited 

pitch set generates a differing set of aural relationships, some of which are not far from 

elements of other pentatonic musics. Those who listen to long-form groove based 
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music, such as that of James Brown after his shift from soul to funk, will find a familiar 

relationship between melody and implied harmonic functionality. 

I have transposed all the examples here onto a scale beginning on G for the sake 

of ease in reading, but in actuality the global tuning of the ensemble depends on the 

range of the mʿalem’s voice and the range and construction of the ḥajḥūj. The ḥajḥūj 

itself has a limited range of one octave, and chromatic variation in pitch does not sound 

effectively. The first finger placed on the lowest string (open G in my transcriptions) is 

most frequently an A. Some players, however, place it directly across from the 

placement on the next string up. Because the two strings are tied to the neck with 

leather loops, the loop on one string acts as a nut on other. As the loop is pulled by the 

tension of its attached string, its position shifts, changing the “nut” placement for the 

other string and, therefore, changing its pitch. Often, as a result, the first finger on the 

lowest string might sound a pitch closer to A-flat or A-sharp, depending on the 

instrument’s setup (Figure 5-4).  

 

Figure 5-4. Photograph of the end of a ḥajḥūj. Photo courtesy of the author. 
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These types of details belie an important reality in Gnāwa music: specific micro 

pitch relationships are not as important as they are in western music and there is more 

pitch flexibility in Gnāwa music. Performers who do not sing in tune are criticized and 

those who can hear well enough to properly tune their instruments are respected and 

admired. Yet, those who cannot still often find work and, to the ears of many, they are 

completely sufficient. I am reminded of a story told by a past viola teacher. As he stood 

in a subway in New York City cringing as a violinist struggled through a solo Bach piece, 

a woman leaned over and whispered something like, “Wow, isn’t this beautiful?” in his 

ear. This performer’s music leant pleasure to the woman’s commute and, as such, 

satisfied its purpose (and his, if she dropped some change in his case). For the spirits, a 

musically substandard performance can be satisfactory, but there are very clear lines as 

to what needs to be perfect in order to achieve ritual goals. When rhythms and grooves 

are shaky or vocal lines are not loud enough to be heard, rituals can fail. Poor intonation 

or a ḥajḥūj that gets knocked out of tune, however, have never, in my experience, 

bothered the spirits at all. 

A lack of attention to intonation does not imply that there is a lack of attention to 

melody. Even the most gruff and growly voices follow specific melodic contours. 

Because of the limited scalar content, the melodies are limited in certain ways. The 

most common scale includes the pitches [G, A, C, D, F, g]. The ḥajḥūj cannot exceed 

this range, but the voice frequently utilizes the F below the G and the c and a above the 

g. On rare occasions, the group moves all the way to the high d. Using this limited set, 

however, melodies shift tonal centers between G, C, and D, just as they imply harmonic 

motion more akin to popular music chord progressions. Despite the constancy of the 
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high g in the ḥajḥūj part, for example, a melody may clearly move from G to C minor 

(with the introduction of a melodic E-flat) to a D minor (oriented around the D and F, 

creating a sense of D-/G). These types of motion require introduction and development 

in order to keep from sounding out of place or abrupt. The ritual structure’s use of songs 

within sets allows for these motivic developments that, in turn, lend melodic coherency 

to the musical progression through the event. 

Rhythm and Tempo 

The character of rhythm in Gnāwa music and similar traditions has been the 

subject of previous analyses. The difficulty of capturing this sound and writing about it 

points to the larger problematic nature of working with non-Western musics using 

Western music’s written and analytical approaches more generally. Furthermore, when 

speaking with ritual and popular musicians, I find that there is little descriptive language 

used to describe these aspects of musical sound. Perhaps because the qurāqib 

rhythms are the first things that a new musician learns when entering the Gnāwa 

tradition, the small set of rhythms are learned through listening and repetition, embodied 

instead of “taught” didactically. The fluidity between the six distinct rhythms that I 

identify implies an understanding of and ability to perform innumerable micro-temporal 

variations as one rhythm shifts, over a period of minutes, slowly turning into another. 

Richard Jankowsky’s graphic depiction of Tunisian Stembali rhythmic shifts 

(2010) appeared in print as I was grappling with similar temporal movement in Morocco, 

and he aptly identifies the close link between the traditions. His description of attacks 

getting closer together as tempi increase, moving from what I deem an eighth-note 

followed by two sixteenth-notes to an eighth-note triplet is roughly equivalent to one 

specific type of movement that I describe below. 
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In ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s performance, I identified six distinct rhythms that I could 

differentiate. These fell into three clear categories: 3-stroke rhythms, 4-stroke rhythms, 

and a clap. In categorizing these three types of rhythms, I took the basic unit to be one 

cycle of a repeating pattern. By isolating individual cycles, and calling them “beats,” I am 

avoiding the difficulties of working with subdivisions below the cycle level. The main 

logic behind this movement is that, aside from rare moments when the mʿalem tells his 

ḍrārī to put down the qurāqib and begin clapping mid-song, there is never a switch 

between 3- or a 4-stroke patterns. Furthermore, again discounting the clap, which can 

be used as a texture as well as a distinct rhythm, there are only two instances of a 

single song in a 3- or 4- stroke rhythms framed by songs that feature the other type. 

Both instances involve one of the longer songs in the repertoire, which helps them to 

stand on their own, and both are bounded by pauses in the playing before and after, 

easing the transition and keeping the ḍrārī from having to change patterns on the fly. 

Within both 3- and 4- stroke patterns, however, there are multiple rhythms that do 

shift mid-song, mid-set, and very much fluidly. 3-stroke patterns are not always in triple 

(3/4 or 3/8) or compound (6/8 or 12/8) meters, and they often shift from a duple feel to a 

triple feel within an individual set of songs. This drift is the center of Jankowsky’s 

observations, and I will add my own below. The 4-stroke patterns always subdivide 

evenly, with the first and third strokes creating an even eighth-note feel, but the second 

and fourth strokes can shift dramatically and affect great change on the feel of the 

groove.  

My data suggests a close link between rhythmic pattern and tempo, likely due in 

part to the physical limitations of the percussive instruments, the qurāqib, at high tempi. 
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Using the same recording as the observations above, I recorded the tempo at the 

beginning and ending of each of the distinct songs played by ʿAbd ar-Rzaq. The gradual 

increase in tempo, described below, makes these numbers approximate, as I chose a 

clear moment near the beginning and end where the group was locked in and 

rhythmically tight, generally occurring within 20 seconds of the beginning of the track or 

30 seconds before the ending. Some sets conclude frantically, and I attempted to get a 

tempo from a clear, tight moment as late as possible before the performers stopped or 

moved to the slower first song of the following set. 

The distinction between specific rhythms within the 3- or 4-stroke categories also 

leaves room for human judgment. As tempi changed, especially when the group was in 

the midst of a transition from a slower tempo to a faster one, some of the rhythms take 

the shape of a middle ground between one and the other until there is an audible lock 

as the group settles into its new rhythmic space. The two 3-stroke rhythms and the 

three 4-stroke rhythms I use here are the most common poles, or points of settling, 

groove, and most common rhythms that accompany singing. The in-between variants 

appear in transitional moments as the mʿalem, playing ḥajḥūj, leads the group from one 

song to the next or as he attempts to adjust his tempo to match the desires of the 

possessing spirit during trance. 

Instruments 

During the beginning and end of a ceremony in Fez, the Gnāwa group uses a 

large instrument called a ṭbāl. This two-headed marching drum is slung over the 

shoulder and played with two sticks. An experienced ḍrārī plays one, called the frādī, 

which holds a steady beat with a flam played with a straight stick on the back head and 

a loud strike on the beat played on the front head with a larger curved stick. This flam 
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can create a duple (dotted eighth-sixteenth note) or a triple (eighth-sixteenth note) feel. 

The mʿalem plays around the frādī on the zwāqī, the ornamentation. He toys with 

doubling the frādī, reversing the rhythm, playing even strokes, interjecting syncopated 

accents, or any number of other individual creative variations. The playing and 

showmanship of the ṭbāl players has not been the subject of close analysis, and while I 

hear a number of regional and individual variations in different recordings and 

performances, these entertainment segments of the ritual are not the focus of my 

rhythm discussion here.6 

The qurāqib, however, are the pervading percussion instruments throughout the 

ritual. Often described as iron castanets, the qurāqib underlie the opening ṭbāl 

elements, they are used during the acrobatic dances of the frāja segments, and they fill 

the ritual space with their distinctive echoing clatter during the ceremony. The sound of 

the qurāqib players in a standard tiled room often defines the quality of a group, as the 

echo makes a tight performance very difficult. Those who are experienced and skilled, 

however, find that the loud instruments fill the air while leaving plenty of aural space for 

listeners to clearly hear the ḥajḥūj and singing. 

Clapping 

Musicians also occasionally clap. There are two types of clapping that happen 

throughout a ceremony, and both are participatory as the group invokes members of the 

audience to actively and creatively contribute to the aural product. The first is a dry clap 

                                            
6
 Contemporary and older performance practices in and outside of Fez also feature ṭbāl players using two 

curved sticks. Some have noted relationships between this instrument and the Gnāwa’s sub-Saharan 
ancestry and this drum sits alongside the other two Gnāwa instruments in the efforts of organologists 
attempting to prove specific lineages between the Gnāwa and regions of West Africa. In certain regions of 
the country, the ṭbāl returns during the ritual for specific spirits who utilize borrowed songs in their 
repertoire: Būḥalī in some marṣawiyya or performances in Tangier prefers ʿAissawa music, and the ḍrārī 
may begin playing ṭbāl and ʿAissawa percussion instruments; ʿAisha’s closing songs in Fez often use the 
ṭbāl, creating a sense of dramatic arc as the event opens and closes with the loud drums. 
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of quarter-notes. This happens during “heavier” moments of the ceremony, most notably 

during the performance of “Aisha Ḥamdushiyya” in the dark near the end. The quarter-

note clap frequently appears during borrowed songs, when the qurāqib rhythms 

described below do not fit particularly well. The surprising aural heft that comes when 

the qurāqib are put down and the ḍrārī are only clapping quarter-notes might also 

become a variation in texture available to the mʿalem, who can turn to his ḍrārī and tell 

them to put down their instruments when he feels that the spirit or audience may 

respond well to the change. One of the ḍrārī may perform a quarter-note pattern on the 

qurāqib, though this is almost exclusively when the rest of the group is clapping and as 

an attempt to engage the audience or spirit, or as a bit of showmanship. 

The quarter-note clap, used as the primary accompaniment for a song, is rare. In 

the marṣawiyya performance, this rhythm constituted 4 of the 67 songs, or 6%. In the 

fessiyya performance that I address below, the clap only appeared in one of 38 distinct 

songs. This particular song was after a conclusion of a section, when the trancer asked 

that the group return to the song so that he could continue. He was in the midst of a 

possession that required him to burn two handfuls of large candles and drip the wax 

along his arms and down his back. When the group ended early, he invoked the mʿalem 

to begin again and began pacing the room asking for donations in exchange for baraka. 

It is very likely that the group did not pick the qurāqib back up for non-musical reasons 

(they had just concluded a long segment of the ritual and were nearing the end). 

Because of the relative rarity of the quarter-note clap in fessiyya performance, it 

remains as a likely innovation used in marṣawiyya performance practice, one of the 
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many markers that distinguishes marṣawiyya attention to dynamic musical texture from 

the previous tradition’s musical and ritual consistency. 

The songs that utilized quarter-note clapping also regularly signaled musical 

change. Gnāwa music ritual consists of sets of songs in a cohesive rhythmic pattern 

that increases in tempo until a stop. These sets can range from single, more complex 

songs to much larger groupings: the largest in this particular performance was seven 

songs. In each case, a song with clapping appeared right before a stoppage or as a 

bridge between the conclusion of a set of 3-stroke songs and 4-stroke songs. As such, 

the tempi of these songs utilizing the clap is consistently fast. Average starting and 

ending tempi for these songs were 138 BPM and 157 BPM respectively, much faster 

than that of any other rhythms aside from the rolling triplet. At these tempi, physical 

limitations prevent 4-stroke patterns from being clear and one likely reason that groups 

put down the qurāqib as they accelerate: they sacrifice the loudness of the qurāqib for 

the clarity of the clap. The intensity lasts for one song, then the group pauses and 

restarts with a slower beginning to a new set.  

A second type of clapping is identical to a form of audience participation that 

extends throughout Moroccan popular music. Listeners occasionally begin to clap on 

the beat, along with the music, and then improvise to fill the rhythmic gaps. This leads to 

a groove of interlocking claps on off beats and syncopations that lends a thick texture to 

the aural space. Because so many in the audience participate, and are seated in a 

circle, it also evokes a strong sense of the connection with the physical space and the 

other audience members. This type of clapping can be spontaneous—quickly spreading 

after one audience member begins—or a member of the group can request it through 



 

182 

hand and head gestures. At some times, the ensemble and the audience will intensify a 

choral passage using these syncopated and improvised patterns while pulling back to 

straight quarter-notes for verse sections. This is yet another musical innovation seen in 

marṣawiyya performance that was uncommon, if not absent, to fessiyya and other older 

practices. The same clapping patterns animate shʿabī music, wedding songs, and other 

ritual traditions’ musics, leading me to believe that this type of clapping, like the quarter-

note patterns above, is not germane to Gnāwa music. It instead signifies a drastic 

importation of aesthetics from elsewhere. 

3-stroke patterns 

In my analysis, I hear five distinct qurāqib rhythmic patterns making up the bulk 

of the accompanimental grooves, plus the quarter-note clap, making a total of six. This 

is a small set of patterns, called iqaʿ7, and there are neither new rhythms nor spaces for 

group-wide rhythmic variations in ritual performance. While it is possible for a single 

member of the group to play an improvised rhythm on top of a bed of other performers’ 

iterations of one of these patterns, the improvisation always accentuates extant features 

of the pattern. In ritual, I have never heard a member of the group play (on the qurāqib) 

an even triplet over an eighth-note-two-sixteenth-note pattern, for example. Any 

improvisation will continue to be in a duple meter, even though it may invoke 4 strokes 

over a 3-stroke pattern. The end result is an improvisation-by-omission, where the 

performer highlights the accented notes by leaving out the others around them. Finally, 

these patterns define the grooves. While such improvisations may break away from the 

                                            
7
 The word iqaʿ refers to a short repeated rhythm and is used to describe the percussion accompaniment 

in many musical genres throughout Morocco and the Middle East. While musicians of some genres have 
specific names for different iqaʿ, Gnāwa musicians do not have native terms to describe these different 
rhythmic patterns as I define them. 
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norm (this is a place where an exceptional group member might demonstrate his 

creativity and virtuosity), they never overtake or alter the underlying groove. 

 

Figure 5-5. Chart of the average beginning and ending tempi in each iqaʿ. Iqaʿ labels 
are: duple (1), triplets (2), march (3), hemiola (4), heavy sixteenths (5), 
quarter-note clap (6), total (7). 

These five patterns easily divide into two larger groupings: 3-stroke and 4-stroke. 

As stated previously, the progression of songs in ritual follows a series of sets.8 Each 

song in the set begins slower than it ends, and generally the ending tempo becomes the 

beginning tempo of the following song. Because I took the beginning and ending tempi 

of ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s performance from the points at which the group settled into a groove 

for the singing and the excessive (and sometimes frantic) acceleration near the end, 

respectively, the ending of one is not always exactly the same as the listed beginning 

tempo of the next. Usually it is within 2 BPM, but some are much greater. This is due to 

the fact that sometimes groups continue to accelerate after beginning to sing and in 

                                            
8
 Also see Fuson’s description of the flexibility in progressing through these sets. 
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other cases they settle into a slower tempo after “overshooting” during the accelerando 

of the previous song. The sung portions of songs generally have stable tempi and it is in 

those closing instrumental segments that the groups accelerate, with the goal of 

reaching the next sung portion’s proper tempo. 

35% of the songs played during the mlūk segment of ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s 

performance were in 3-stroke patterns. The first of the two 3-stroke rhythms was the 

eighth-note followed by two sixteenth notes. The second was an eighth-note triplet. I 

discerned between them based on the feel of the meter: the eighth note pattern with two 

sixteenths had a distinct duple feel—and from this point forward I will refer to it as the 

“duple” 3-stroke pattern—while the triplet did not. Interestingly, however, the triplet was 

not always even. As the chart shows, the average tempo for the duple pattern was 107 

BPM while the average tempo for what I am calling the “triplet” pattern” was a much 

quicker 144 BPM (Figure 5-5). In every instance, the duple pattern began a set and 

quickly changed to a triplet pattern as the tempo accelerated. The only two instances in 

which the duple did not precede the triplet rhythm were exceptions. First, before “Jilāla 

Bu ʿAlam” (in the shūrfaʾ segment), there is a full stop following a 4-stroke set that 

concludes with quarter note clapping. The subsequent 3-stroke set begins at a high 

tempo, 136 BPM, and the set concludes with “Dawini Dawini” at 176 BPM. Even the 

slowest tempo during this set (136 BPM) is well above the fastest recorded duple tempo 

(120 BPM in “al-ʿAfu Mulana”). The second exception is “Hammadi” (also in the 

shūrfaʾ), which is an unusually long 5 minutes and 30 seconds.9 This piece starts slowly 

with a distinct duple feel before undertaking its own internal acceleration to a very fast 

                                            
9
 See Appendix B. 
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150 BPM. The bulk of it is quicker, and instead of serving as an exception, “Hammadi” 

provided an excellent example of the seamless connection between these two rhythmic 

patterns (Object D-9).  

It is my strong opinion that these two rhythms, the duple and the triplet, are 

essentially the same 3-stroke pattern. Not only are the two performed with the same 

hand patterns (RLRLRL), the difference between them is a matter of the physical 

constraints of the qurāqib at high tempi. As the slower pieces accelerate, it becomes 

increasingly difficult to sustain a duple pattern. While the duple is a 3-stroke pattern, 

those two sixteenth notes and the following eighth note constitute three consecutive 

strokes that are faster than the tempo marking implies. In order to maintain an even 

duple feel, those three strokes must be very close together, and a more appropriate 

measure of how quickly the ḍrārī must articulate the strokes is the average strokes per 

minute. For the triplet rhythm, this is the tempo (beats per minute) multiplied by three. 

The maximum tempo that the ḍrārī must reach before switching to a quarter-note clap 

or stopping is 183 BPM, or 549 strokes per minute. By this point, the triplet pattern is a 

very even triplet, as the ḍrārī must simply try to keep up with the tempo by finding the 

most efficient and even spacing between strokes. The equal spacing makes each stroke 

as long in duration as is possible.  

A prominent feature of Gnāwa music, and of many other types of music in 

Morocco, is a gradual acceleration from beginning to end of songs and sets of songs. 

As the sets progress, both in 3-stroke and 4-stroke rhythms, the tempi rise until they 

reach a point in which the rhythm becomes physically unsustainable. It is then that the 

rhythm changes to one with more evenly spaced beats (an eighth note followed by two 
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sixteenth-notes becomes an eighth note triplet, for example) and finally, the group may 

shift into the previously described quarter note clap.  

At the slower tempos, it is possible to lengthen the first stroke (the eighth note or 

first note of the triplet) at the expense of the shorter pair of strokes that follow. The 

average tempo for the duple meter, for example, is 107 BPM. The average tempo for 

the triplet is 144 BPM. When converted to strokes per minute, I multiply the duple tempo 

by four instead of three because its distinct characteristic is that the pattern has a duple 

feel — the second stroke is in the middle of the pattern, not any earlier. When it reaches 

a certain tempo, between 105 BPM (the minimum triplet tempo) and 120 BPM (the 

maximum duple tempo) mark in this performance, the first eighth-note gets shorter while 

the sixteenth notes remain roughly the same length. This overlap is the space in which 

the qurāqib can still articulate the sixteenth notes without shortening the eighth note. At 

tempi above 120 BPM, the rhythm shifts to exclusively triplet patterns as the ḍrārī must 

give up the duple feel in order to maintain the three strokes per beat. 

I include the calculation of “strokes per minute” as a way to demonstrate this shift 

more clearly. I calculate the strokes per minute of the duple feel by multiplying by four, 

since, while there are not actually four articulations per cycle, the second half of the 

cycle has to move at a speed that would be equivalent. Therefore, the strokes per 

minute of the duple pattern assume 4 even strokes (sixteenth notes). At 107 BPM, the 

average tempo for the duple pattern, the sixteenth notes are moving at a speed of 426 

strokes per minute. The average tempo of the triplet pattern, 144 BPM, gives 432 

strokes per minute assuming three even strokes per cycle. This proximity, despite the 

drastic difference in tempo (the triplet pattern is 37 BPM faster) confirms that ḍrārī 
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shorten the first eighth note and the sixteenth note rate of the duple (426 sixteenth-

notes per minute) to make the triplet rate at the higher tempo (432 eighth-note-triplets 

per minute) no more or less taxing (see Figures 5-6 and 5-7a).  

 

Figure 5-6. Chart of the strokes per minute and average tempi in each iqaʿ. Iqaʿ labels 
are: duple (1), triplet (2), march (3), hemiola (4), heavy sixteenths (5). 

This is the core of Gnāwa rhythm’s complexity. Songs start with a duple rhythmic 

pattern and feel, a groove mirrored in the ḥajḥūj and vocal melodies, and as it 

accelerates, it shifts into a triplet feel, or more appropriately, a 6/8 or 12/8 meter. Since 

beats can be added or dropped to match the action of the ritual, these larger groupings 

are not always consistent enough to be useful, but the compound meter feel takes hold 

nonetheless. The infinite range of metric variation that rolls out while this transition is 

happening is both perplexing and fascinating. In my opinion, however, it is primarily a 

result of the physical limits of the instrument. Because it is a 3-stroke rhythm here, the 

accent changes hands each cycle (RLR | LRL). This is a touch trickier than the 4-stroke 

rhythms, which always see the accent on the same hand (RLRL | RLRL). The result, as 
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we will see, is that the 4-stroke rhythms are able to max out at a higher strokes per 

minute rate than either the duple or triplet 3-stroke patterns (Figure 5-7b). 

 

Figure 5-7. The 3- and 4-stroke patterns. A) In 3-stroke patterns, the “duple” becomes 
the “triplet” at high tempi, B) In 4-stroke patterns, the “march” becomes the 
“hemiola,” and the “heavy sixteenths” maintains the first half of the “hemiola” 
with an even second half. 

4-stroke patterns 

The 4-stroke patterns account for 58% of the songs in this example. Their 

relationships are more complex as they are not as linear in progressing from one to the 

next. There are three main patterns. The first can be written as a dotted sixteenth note 

followed by a thirty second note, then the same pattern in reverse (a thirty second note 

followed by a dotted sixteenth). This has the aural effect of a cluster of activity 

surrounding the middle of the beat, the “and.” It is march-like in its precision and is 

occurs in 16% of the songs. From this point, I will refer to this rhythm as the “march” 

pattern. The second is a classic hemiola: an eighth-note followed by two sixteenth notes 

and concluding with an eighth note. This still maintains a duple feel (eighth 

sixteenth/sixteenth eighth), yet there is the added triple feel layered above it (eighth/two 

sixteenths/eighth). It should not be surprising that these two have a similar relationship 

as the 3-stroke patterns: the sixteenth and eighth notes that constitute the final 3 of the 
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4 strokes are close together, and limit the speed at which the pattern can exist without 

transferring into something more even. When listening, I distinguished between these 

two based on the presence or absence of the triple feel of the hemiola. When the triple 

feel was absent, but the second half of the cycle was not even sixteenth notes, it was 

the march pattern. 

The third 4-stroke pattern is what I will call “heavy sixteenths.” As tempi 

increased, the second half of the patterns evened out. The sixteenth eighth of the 

hemiola or thirty second dotted sixteenth of the march turned into two even sixteenth 

notes. The first half of the pattern, however, remained fluid. It rarely, if ever, became 

four true even sixteenth notes. Instead, the pattern featured a heavily weighted first 

stroke followed by a late second stroke that served as a pickup into the even second 

half. This most frequently resembled an eighth note and sixteenth note in a triplet (like 

the hemiola’s first half) followed by two sixteenth notes. The ratio between the first and 

second stroke, however, varied slightly as the speeds increased. 

The distinctive feature of the heavy sixteenths pattern is the weighted first stroke. 

When this pattern unfolds underneath ḥajḥūj and vocal melodies, the beat is clear. The 

first stroke may be accentuated by an accent, making it louder than the other three 

strokes. Whether or not there is an audible increase in volume, the players “lean” on the 

first stroke in a way that makes its duration minutely longer than the second stroke. The 

last three strokes are pushed back ever so slightly, almost as if they were three pickups 

to the following beat instead of the third three strokes of a 4-stroke pattern. I labeled a 

pattern as heavy sixteenths when I could hear the even sixteen-notes in the second half 
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of the cycle. Of the 4-stroke patterns, this is the one with the most even spacing of 

strokes, and therefore it is the one able to exist at the highest tempi. 

Faster tempi 

As I describe with the 3-stroke rhythms, there is a definite progression of 4-stroke 

patterns as the tempo increases. The slower tempi see the use of two different patterns: 

the march and the hemiola. These sound different and maintain a different feel, yet they 

are still fluidly related. The best example of this relationship is in the samāwiyyin 

segment, the spirits of the sky. The two songs in this short mlūk set sit somewhere 

between the two patterns: the rhythms are not quite precise enough to constitute a true 

march pattern, but the three-against-two hemiola sound only truly begins to come to the 

fore as the tempo rises near the end of the second song. The first song ends at 113 

BPM, just a touch too quick to distinguish the dotted-sixteenth and thirty second-note 

character of the march, and easily the fastest tempo that I label a “march.” Yet, the 

hemiola is still uneven as it reaches its own peak at 120 BPM near the end of the 

second song. Here it starts to break down into a heavy sixteenth pattern, but it is not 

clear enough to warrant that label. These are flexible terms to describe flexible rhythmic 

patterns (see Figure 5-7b, above). 

The hemiola pattern reaches a maximum tempo of 120 BPM twice. After this 

point, the songs either shift to a heavy sixteenth pattern or the set comes to a 

conclusion and the acceleration starts over. The ranges of tempi used by each pattern 

demonstrate how the higher tempo patterns, the triplet pattern and the heavy sixteen 

pattern, see the largest degree of acceleration. From the slowest beginning tempo to 

the fastest ending tempo, the three rhythmically intricate patterns, the 3-stroke duple 

and the 4-stroke march and hemiola, have ranges of 34, 38, and 30 BPM respectively. 
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The standard deviation in rhythms for these three are 10.8, 8.2, and 7.7 BPM. Yet, the 

triplet and heavy sixteenth patterns, which are more evenly spaced and therefore easier 

to play at higher tempi, both have ranges of 78 BPM. The standard deviations for these 

are 14.5 and 16.6 BPM, respectively. They both take over at 120 BPM and proceed to 

increase in tempo the furthest, reaching 180 and 160 BPM respectively (Figure 5-8).  

 

Figure 5-8. Chart of standard deviation and average tempo in each iqaʿ. Iqaʿ labels are: 
duple (1), triplet (2), march (3), hemiola (4), heavy sixteenths (5), quarter note 
clap (6). 

Interestingly, these higher tempi rhythms can also be used at low tempi: triplets 

appear at 105 BPM and the heavy sixteenths sound even heavier at the very slow 82 

BPM. While I argue that the anatomy of these rhythms is directly related to the physical 

restraints of playing at high tempi, the existence of these patterns at slow tempi shows 

that they are also aesthetic choices that were made by a composer at some unknown 

point in time. Evenly spaced rhythms do not exclusively function as a way to maintain 

qurāqib patterns at high speeds. That the slowest iterations of the heavy sixteenth 

pattern appear in the black Sidi Mimun segment is telling: this is one of the spirits most 
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frequently defined in marṣawiyya practice as “African” and angry, mysterious, or 

powerful. Heavy rhythms at slow tempi likely contribute to this conception of the spirit—

and in Sidi Mimun’s story as told by elders with whom I spoke, these musical traits 

overtake histories of a saint who lived in Morocco. 

Changing Accompaniments 

The ḥajḥūj’s accompanimental activity falls into two categories: melodic doubling 

and the mwīma. Before the vocal segments of most songs, the ḥajḥūj introduces the 

melody or something close to it. Despite the differences between this introductory ḥajḥūj 

melody and the actual sung melody, during interviews, mʿalem-s consistently 

conceptualized the introduction as related to the vocal part that follows. Sometimes the 

ḥajḥūj’s introductory melody is identical to the accompaniment played for the choral 

responses of the song. Other times it closely prefigures the mʿalem’s call. Occasionally 

it is related to the closing patterns of the song form, not unlike the last four measures of 

a piano part used to identify the key, rhythm, and starting point for a church choir. In all 

these cases, however, interviewees regarded the ḥajḥūj line as central, germane to the 

identity of the song. When I played songs without their introductions, listeners — both 

adepts and non-initiated alike — would stop me and point out that I had neglected this 

important part of the performance. 

The other role occurs when the ḥajḥūj falls into a repetitive pattern underlying a 

vocal melody. These patterns range from one to four beats, but can also borrow 

elements from the introduction’s melody or standard cadential patterns in highlighting 

major vocal events. Conclusions of phrases and shifts in tonality are the most common 

points of departure from the set patterns. Each of these patterns is called a mwīma, 

literally a “little mother.”  
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Figure 5-9. Accompanimental patterns from A) “Salatu an-Nabi,” B) “La Ilaha Illa Allah 
Jilala,” C) “al-ʿAfu ya Mulana,” and D) Jilala (ʿAbd al-Qadr Sultan).” 

As with the vocal melodies of many Gnāwa songs, mwīma figurations develop 

slowly. They also create a consistency between songs that links directly to the types of 

grooves and the overall texture of the performance. Patterns like the one heard under 

“al-ʿAfu ya Mulana” roll forward thanks to the even eighth note pickup (see Figure 5-9c). 

That the rhythm lines up with a basic pattern appearing throughout Moroccan music—

similar patterns underscore other ritual traditions, popular musics, and sung poetry like 

Malḥūn—makes these Gnāwa grooves all the more familiar to uninitiated audiences.  

The limited range and nuance of pitch on the ḥajḥūj provides coherence to these 

accompanimental patterns (Figure 5-9). This particular rhythm, for example, shares 

pitch content with the syncopated pattern that appears in both “Salatu an-Nabi” (Figure 

5-9a) and “La Ilaha Illa Allah Jilāla”(Figure 5-9b). “La Ilaha Illa Allah Jilāla” features a 

distinct second half of two sixteenth notes and an eighth note pushing forward into the 

next song. This is very similar, rhythmically, to the preceding “Jilāla (ʿAbd al-Qadr 

Sultan)” (Figure 5-9d), one of the more famous songs used in these opening sets. Its 

mwīma emphasizes the growing importance of C as a melodic feature, yet that melodic 

weight on C does not change as the accompaniment reverts to the earlier (G-D-F) pitch 

content. These accompanimental lines can be closely related to the vocal melodies, 

fueling the developments therein. Such close relationships are not necessary as they do 

not operate as functional Western classical bass lines throughout, and the moments 

when they do are quite rare. 
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Figure 5-10. Accompanimental patterns from A) “Rubbi Mulana,” B) “ʿAbd an-Nabi,” C) 
“Jilāla Bu ʿAlam,” D) “Allah ya Rasul Allah Sidi,” E) “Sʿadi bil-Wali Jani,” and 
F) Sulay Nabi wa Mulay Muhammed.” 

Likewise, mwīma-s elongate, combine, or segment as songs pass, providing yet 

more aural coherency to the ritual. The opening mwīma, “Rubbi Mulana” (Figure 5-10a, 

Object D-10) augments to form the second one, that of “ʿAbd an-Nabi” (Figure 5-10b, 

Object D-11). The faster tempo allows for a shift in rhythm and an insertion of beats. 

The second beat of the “ʿAbd an-Nabi” mwīma, for example, includes an extension of 

the g, while the third incorporates an idiomatic rocking motion between the (down-

stroked open string) C and thumbed A below it. Likewise, the mwīma appearing later 

under “Jilāla Bu ʿAlam” (Figure 10c, Object D-12) contains the same rocking motion, 

very common throughout, but without the opening F-g, making it more akin to other 

patterns heard throughout the segment. The second half of “Allah ya Rasul Allah Sidi” 

(Figure 5-10d, Object D-13), “Sʿadi bil-Wali Jani” (Figure 5-10e, Object D-14) and 

“Sulay Nabi wa Mulay Mohammed” (Figure 5-10f, Object D-15) share these traits and 

exemplify the close relationships between the motives of the accompanimental patterns. 

This constant return to ideas heard previously works alongside the motivic coherency of 

the vocal lines in creating a cohesive whole out of these distinct songs and sets. 
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Repertoire Change 

One of the most dramatic identifying factors of marṣawiyya style is its inclusion of 

new songs in the repertoire. Despite the claims from some mʿalem-s during interviews 

to the contrary, there is evidence to support an ever-shifting collection of songs in the 

ritual. Elder mʿalem-s like Mulay at-Tahir and ʿAbd al-Latif wuld Sidi Umara of the 

Marrakech area and ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan of Fez are able to identify specific songs that 

were added to the ritual at a specific point in history. Some of the most famous, like 

“ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya,” described in Chapter 3, are consistently attributed to the same 

person, lending credence to oral testimony. 

The women’s segment of the ritual is notable because it may be added to the 

original ritual. When I hosted and recorded an older-style fessiyya performance, Mʿalem 

ʿAziz did not want me to record the women’s songs. These, he told me, are not part of 

the proper ritual, instead they provide music for dancing, possibly operating as a release 

at the end of the long event. In marṣawiyya practice, however, each of the female spirits 

has a color, scent, and many have in-depth histories surrounding their personage. 

These spirits possess people in the same fashion as their male counterparts.10 

The most well known new piece of repertory in the Gnāwa ritual is the climactic 

song for “ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya” (see Object D-3). In this song, the shared history 

between ʿAisha and Sidi Ali bin Hamdush of the Ḥamadsha brotherhood plays out 

musically. As shown above, the vast majority of the Gnāwa repertoire shares a set of 

musical elements including consistent rhythmic and scalar patterns. The primary 

                                            
10

 It is worth noting here that there are also female figures in the male portions of the event. There are 
few, including Lalla Mimuna, the sister of Sidi Mimun, in the black segment and Lalla Fatima, the 
daughter of the Prophet Mohammed, who closes the white segment. I was never told definitively when or 
how these two songs were added to the repertoire. 
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pentatonic (five-note) scale within the repertoire lacks a major or minor third (Figure 5-

11a). The open sound, neither distinctly major nor minor, flows over a limited set of 

simple accompaniment patterns performed on the ḥajḥūj. This aural consistency gives 

space for creativity and interpretation as well as a clear aural component with which the 

ritual’s non-musical activities engage.11 “ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya,” however, is described as 

heavy (tqīl) and causes many listeners to fall violently into trance simultaneously.12 This 

weight comes, in part, from the spiritual power of ʿAisha herself. She exists throughout 

Moroccan folk beliefs but is primarily associated with the Ḥamadsha brotherhood, 

popular among the poor.13 In the Gnāwa ritual context, this experienced “heaviness” 

also derives from abrupt musical changes. “ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya” introduces a new 

scale and meter as the performers put down loud qurāqib and clap while the ḥajḥūj 

shifts into a 5-beat pattern, emphasizing a longer melodic phrase in a scale that 

oscillates between a natural minor (on G) and major (on B-flat), featuring dissonant half-

steps (Figures 5-11b and c). ʿAisha’s presence in the Gnāwa ritual can be heard 

through specific aural adaptations from Ḥamadsha musical practice, inviting new 

aesthetic and spiritual ideas into the Gnāwa ritual experience. Furthermore, the sounds, 

settings, purposes, and theological meanings of this trance continue to change as 

leaders and listeners engage ever-widening aural discourses, importing musical and 

theological ideas about the sound of religious life in Morocco from broad aesthetic 

sources. 

                                            
11

 See Fuson (2009) for a description of the engagement between musical and various extra-musical 
elements of the ritual progression, which he terms “co-enunciation.” 
12

 More commonly, only a small number of people trance during a specific segment of the ritual: those 
who are possessed by the spirit whose music is concurrently performed. 
13

 See Chapter 3 and Crapanzano (1981) for discussions of the various origin legends that surround Lalla 
ʿAisha and Sidi ʿAli bin Hamdush, the founder of the Ḥamadsha brotherhood. 
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Figure 5-11. A) Most common pentatonic scale throughout the Gnāwa repertoire, B) the 
pentatonic scale that appears in “Aisha Ḥamdushiyya,” C) the ḥajḥūj melody 
of “Aisha Ḥamdushiyya” as played by Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq in Sidi Ali. 

While some of the other songs of the marṣawiyya female segment have melodic 

and accompanimental structures that follow more standard musical characteristics, 

most performers adapt musical ideas derived from popular music, further separating this 

final segment from the rest of the ritual. Lalla Malika’s songs provide a good set of 

examples for this tendency. Her story gives insight into why her songs carry a close 

relationship to popular dance music. The history I recount here was given to me by ʿAbd 

ar-Rahim ʿAmrani of Fez and is contested by some Gnāwa. Others who had details to 

give me regarding her life, however, told me that she was either wealthy or royalty and 

that she loved to dress in chic clothing with expensive jewelry and dance. ʿAbd ar-
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Rahim’s telling is unique in that it offers more details and localizes her history to the city 

of Fez. 

Lalla Malika was from an Algerian Jewish family. She lived here in Fez, in the 

mellaḥ. Back in that time, there was no ville nouvelle or French new city, just the 

medina, which was occupied by Muslims, and Fez Jdīd, which included the mellaḥ and 

its primarily Jewish residents. Drinking and smoking kīf was forbidden in the old city, so 

those Muslims who wanted to do such things went to the mellaḥ. Lalla Malika loved to 

dance and drink, as did her family. But there was an older Muslim man from the family 

of Bin Kiran who loved her. He was wealthy and showered her with gifts. She didn't 

want to give up her freedom, but a friend came and told her that she should stop 

drinking and dancing and marry this man. She lived for one or two months without her 

former freedoms, as his wife, until she started to truly miss her past activities, so she 

decided to try something, a trick. She pretended that she had fallen ill and would not eat 

or drink anything. After a month, her husband brought a Jewish doctor (fqīḥ14) to the 

house. She explained to him that she was not sick, but was only trying to find a way to 

win back her freedom. The doctor told the husband that she requires an hour each 

week to sing, dance, and drink in a beautiful space, to have a party, and she will be 

well. The husband relented and allowed it. Malika went down to the garden and laid out 

carpets, arranged flowers, and invited artists. She brought her family and that of her 

husband, and this weekly party became a tradition. This is why people now say that 

they need a "Malika's hour" (“saʿat malīka”) to relieve their sicknesses. 

                                            
14

 The term fqīḥ is usually reserved for a Muslim religious scholar, some of whom do healing work using 
the power derived from their faith and knowledge. It is notable here that ʿAmrani used the same term to 
describe a Jewish scholar/doctor. 



 

199 

While I had never heard of the concept of a “Malika’s hour,” the story has a 

familiarity to it. It follows a trajectory similar to other story-telling ideals, especially in 

regard to the woman-as-trickster. When I retold this story to Gnāwa mʿalem-s in Fez, 

asking them about their thoughts, they found it interesting and did not contest the story’s 

details. One notable element of the story is Malika’s invitation of artists, laying out of 

carpets, and arranging of flowers in the garden for a party. Much of her music uses an 

adaptation of dance music for the ḥajḥūj, highlighting her desire to dance. Furthermore, 

upon reaching her songs during the ritual, near the end of the evening and often after 

sunrise, all the women present get up and dance with Malika. This is the only point of 

the ritual where non-trancing members of the audience participate so directly, and the 

room shifts abruptly from that of a sanctified space to a post-wedding celebration’s 

dance floor. 

 

Figure 5-12. The ḥajḥūj modification of the flālī rhythm (see Figure 3-9) as it appears in 
in “Lalla Malika.” 

During this segment, the qurāqib maintain a triplet rhythm while the ḥajḥūj adapts 

the flālī rhythm heard in much shʿabī popular music. The rhythm allegedly comes from 
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the Tafilalt region of the country, in the southeast near the desert cities of er-Rashidiyya 

and Raṣani. It is a rolling 6/8 that shifts between a beat in 2 and a beat in 3 based on 

the right/left pattern of the hand and accent placement (Figure 3-9). The ḥajḥūj mimics 

this feel of the bendīr (a large frame drum with a snare) commonly used to play this 

rhythm and many forms of shʿabī music (Figure 5-12). Melodically, “Lalla Malika” 

emphasizes this constant hemiola and the audience invariably responds by singing 

along (Object D-16, there is no audience in this example). This flālī ḥajḥūj line repeats 

through many of the songs in the women’s segment and also appears at rare points of 

other ritual segments. “Ulad Lalla Fatima” closes the shūrfaʾ segment with this rhythm, 

for example. Yet it does not appear in the fessiyya form and this type of adaptation is a 

reminder of the difference between marṣawiyya form and those other styles that 

preceded it. 

The Influence of Marṣawiyya on Fessiyya Performance Practice 

In this section, I follow the ways in which Gnāwa musicians and listeners in Fez 

invoke the fessiyya performance practice that predated the rise of marṣawiyya. 

Previously, I described how the newer style is most frequently defined in opposition to 

what came before. Because the fessiyya is rarely performed today, many of the 

assumptions as to its earlier sound may be incorrect. This could be the result of two 

phenomena, which are not mutually exclusive. First, the memory of what people heard 

when they were young or what they were told by previous generations could be flawed 

and influenced by nostalgia. Second, due to the lack of recordings of past fessiyya 

performances, I am dependent on contemporary performances by the few remaining 

mʿalem-s who continue to play this style. They could also be subtly influenced by the 

same pressures that gave rise to marṣawiyya. In this way, those aesthetic ideals that 
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shifted the Gnāwa sound and ritual content proved germane to the diminution of stylistic 

diversity throughout the country. After comparing the old and new style, I then move into 

an analysis of fessiyya practice as performed by Mʿalem ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan of Fez, 

noting especially how it is far closer to marṣawiyya than is generally assumed. 

Comparing Fessī and Marṣawī Performance Practice 

Over the last century, Fez’s Gnāwa community has changed significantly. In the 

early and middle parts of the previous century, there were two major Gnāwa figures. A 

third has been described to me as well. These two main lineages quickly multiplied in 

the last decades as ways of learning changed. While interviews describe a neat and 

organized system of apprenticeship, it is not immediately clear if these are nostalgic 

histories reacting against the complexity of the present. The community was certainly 

smaller then than it is now, as this was before television, international successes, and 

the advent of festivals in Marrakech and elsewhere after independence brought 

exposure to the Gnāwa. 

Mʿalem ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan is the grandson of the Gnāwī who was commonly 

cited to have brought Gnāwa music to Fez. He now is known as Ba Blan15 and worked 

for the palace, living in the Mulay ʿAbd Allah neighborhood. According to Mʿalem ʿAziz 

and others, Ba Blan was singly responsible for bringing Gnāwa music and ritual to Fez. 

Coming from the south, he continued to perform in the sūdānī style of the Marrakech 

                                            
15

 The meaning of Ba Blan’s title is the subject of intriguing possibility in itself. While I have not been able 
to confirm it widely, some have told me that the term “blān” is an adaptation of Bilal, the name of the 
adopted saint of the Gnāwa, Sidi Bilal. Sidi Bilal was an Ethiopian slave or servant freed by the Prophet 
Mohammed who was renown for his beautiful voice. Upon the reconquest of Mecca, he was the first to 
give the adhān, the call to prayer, gathering believers for worship. His African heritage and the 
significance of his voice has made him an important symbol for Afro-Muslim groups across the continent 
(See Jankowski 2010). The “Ba” in his name is a common term used for a father or grandfather. This 
respectful prefix appears with all of the mʿalem-s of his generation. Further, the “wuld” in Mʿalem ʿAziz’s 
name means “son of.” Here, it refers to the fact that he is the descendent of Ba Blan, but elsewhere it can 
locate a mʿalem: ʿAbd al-Laṭīf wuld Sidi ʿUmara is from the Sidi ʿUmara neighborhood of Marrakech. 
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region. Because of this clear lineage, fessiyya style is allegedly identical to this other 

regional style, but I was unable to find early recorded examples of either performance 

practice in order to confirm these statements. Interestingly, the most notable difference 

between fessiyya and contemporary practice in Marrakech is the order of the ritual. 

Marṣawiyya in Fez and fessiyya share a path through the order of segments that is 

different from that which is common elsewhere, though they do not perform identical 

sets or songs within this larger organization.16  

In describing his knowledge of the history, Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq (p.c. 2012) 

categorized two groups. Ba Blan and those of Fes Jdīd who learned in his group, like 

his grandson ʿAziz, were the Ḥawṣiyyin, those from the south. This term refers to the 

Hausa, a West African ethnic group that is also recognized as contributing a segment of 

the Gnāwa spirits (called the ḥawṣawiyyin). These sprits are described as being directly 

from Africa and having come to Morocco with the slave trade, much like the oral 

histories surrounding the practitioners themselves. Ba Blan’s black skin contributed to 

the respect given to his group. A friend remembered seeing the group walk through the 

streets and recounted to me how Ba Blan’s ḍrārī were dark, large men who frightened 

him as a child. They were serious and obviously not from the medina. This ethic 

“othering” of Gnāwa practitioners began early and has continued despite the fact that 

                                            
16

 To best see how the order of the mlūk ceremony differs between regions, Table 2-1 of this document 
with “Chart 6-1” in Timothy Fuson’s dissertation (2009: 421). He outlines the standard progression as it 
exists in Marrakech. Notable differences include Lalla ʿAisha’s presence in the middle of the ceremony as 
opposed to the closing moments of Fez’s path, the earlier placement of the Būḥalī spirits (they are late in 
the evening in Fez and appear second in Marrakech), and splitting of the white holy spirits into two 
sections in Marrakech. Many other variations of varying diversity appear across the country and the 
similarities or differences between them would be a fruitful avenue for future research. It is not clear as to 
how or why a sūdānī organization brought directly from Marrakech would have adapted to become the 
fessiyya organization that now dominates this city only. Furthermore, it is significant that while 
performance style shifted from fessiyya to marṣawiyya, this local organization of songs would have 
remained consistent. 
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few contemporary Gnāwa mʿalem-s in the city are from the south, let alone descendant 

of the slave trade. 

Rzaq’s second category was the Maṭiyyin, who were based in the medina. This 

group’s patriarch was Ba Boujmaʿ, who lived in the Ouad Zghūn region of the city, near 

the zawiya for Sidi Ahmad Tijani and not far from the mosque, library, and school of 

Qarawiyyin. The zawiya remembers this saint who visited Fez during the middle of the 

eighteenth century. He remains an important figure for West African Muslims, many of 

whom make the pilgrimage to the site nearby. The neighborhood surrounding the 

zawiya has been described to me as “where all the Senegalese live,” and there is a 

distinct change in the people who take residence near it. Dress, food options, names of 

restaurants all take on a slightly more West African flavor as the community becomes 

more visible. None have made any explicit connections between Ba Boujmaʿ and this 

minority community, nor has anyone connected the Gnāwa to this West African influx, a 

community that likely appeared around the same time as the Gnāwa in Fez. There have 

been oblique references to potential connections, however. In Sidi Boujida, another 

neighborhood of the old city, there is a “Dar Senegal,” a Senegalese house that appears 

to be cheap lodging for poor or traveling West Africans, many of whom are single 

women with children. This space occasionally serves as a venue for Gnāwa activities, 

though I have never been able to confirm what, exactly, the rare Gnāwa musician does 

there. Answers to direct questions emphasize the lack of connection between Fez’s 

Senegalese and the Gnāwa, who identify as Moroccan. 
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Figure 5-13. ʿAbd ar-Rzaq in his half-underground office. Photo courtesy of the author. 

Ba Boujmaʿ, who likely passed in the late 1990s, was the grandfather of Si 

Mohammed bin Boujmaʿ al-Flali, known simply as Boujmaʿ. Boujmaʿ, who passed away 

during Ramadan of 2012, was ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s mʿalem and easily the most respected 

Gnāwa of the medina during my past visits. He was a quiet man who ran an instrument 

shop that sold cheap decorative drums or string instruments alongside some of the finer 

Gnāwa instruments to be found in the city. Known as a Gnāwa, he did most of his 

business with tourists and his shop served primarily as an office, giving potential clients 

an easy way to find him. Behind a curtain on the side of the small room, members of his 

group would often sit, smoke, and drink tea to pass the afternoons and evenings. ʿAbd 
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ar-Rzaq carried on this practice, with a nearby office in a workshop. His “day job” was 

collecting and distributing utility bills and mail for the carpet shops and brass workers 

who filled the other stalls of the building (Figure 5-13).  

Boujmaʿ learned fessiyya from his grandfather and continued to play only that 

until the “tastes of the people changed” (dawq an-nās ṭawwar). Rzaq went on to tell me 

that his mʿalem learned marṣawiyya in response to the desires of the audience, 

becoming the premier artist in that style. At this point, fessiyya, now based primarily in 

Mʿalem ʿAziz’s Fes Jdīd, became known as cold (barīd), in opposition to the changing 

medina style, which was hot (shkūn). The development of marṣawiyya took hold and 

now the younger performers from Fes Jdīd perform what was once the “medina” style, 

that of Boujmaʿ and the rest of the country. 

The third figure was less frequently cited as a pole of this previous era in Fez, but 

a story about him identifies some interesting trends in fessiyya performance practice. 

Fatima, the daughter of a muqaddima named ʿAisha bin ʿAbd ar-Rahim Flali Hakim, 

described her memories of Ba Rami. He lived in Fes Jdīd, closer to the Jewish quarter 

and on the opposite side of the district as Ba Blan’s Mulay ʿAbd Allah. His house is 

likely the same space where another prominent Fes Jdīd mʿalem now lives, Hamid. 

Fatima remembers Ba Rami as an older man who played ḥajḥūj with just one hand. He 

would strike the strings with his right hand, but would not use his left to stop them and 

change pitch (makishadsh). He would strike the leather on down strokes (tatfrrd), 

something increasingly common in virtuosic and energetic playing now. (Conversely, 

ʿAbd al-Latif wuld Sidi ʿUmara in Marrakech was described by ʿAbd ar-Rzaq as the 

mʿalem who notably did not strike the skin of the instrument.)  
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His wife was Ma Mahjouba. While the gender lines in Gnāwa music are 

extraordinarily firm, there are very rare examples that point to their permeability. Ma 

Mahjouba was not a muqaddima. She carried out some roles of the muqaddima when 

needed, but more importantly, she stood and played a ṭbāl during the dākhla, the 

opening processions of her husband’s ritual events. There are two ṭbāl parts, and Ma 

Mahjouba likely played the repeating accompaniment, giving Ba Rami space to 

improvise rhythms on the larger drum. After entering the house, according to Fatima, 

Ma Mahjouba sat and played the qurāqib along with the ḍrārī. Ṭbāl playing goes to one 

of the more respected and experienced members of the ensemble, so Mahjouba’s 

position is significant. I never witnessed nor heard of another woman performing with 

the qurāqib in ritual. More recently, though, women’s Gnāwa groups have started to 

appear. ʿAbd ar-Rahim ʿAmrani, the Ḥamadsha leader, founded one, but it is 

exclusively for theatrical and festival performances and the women appear regularly in 

large staged events or on television. Furthermore, I have seen women pick up ritual 

instruments only a handful of times, the most notable being when a group of women 

(who later tranced) grabbed instruments from the group and started to sing jokingly in a 

garage in Sidi ʿAli. This playfulness was far from a status of respected ritual performer 

and Ma Mahjouba holds a revered and unique place in Fez’s Gnāwa history as, 

according to Fatima and others, the only woman to ever play qurāqib as a ḍrārī in a 

ritual ensemble. 

Heaviness Described and Performed 

In conversation about the differences between marṣawiyya and fessiyya Gnāwa 

style, I was invariably told that fessiyya is “slow” or “cold” and heavy. On few occasions 

knowledgeable mʿalem-s identified specific melodies that were different than their 
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marṣawī counterparts. Mʿalem Hamid gave me one set of examples, using the song 

“Ghumāmī,” described above. The role of these types of examples is a specific one: 

they set fessiyya against the now common marṣawiyya in a way that operates 

differently than their original ritual goals demanded. Because few Gnāwa mʿalem-s 

continue to play the old fessiyya ritual styles, the small handful of fessiyya examples 

have become exaggerated and questionable representatives of what was once the 

norm. They are rarely used to incite trance nor are they reverently performed as part of 

a larger ceremony to remember saints. They exist on stages and as micro-

demonstrations of something that used to be. Fessiyya tradition is not dead by any 

means—there is a market for it and mʿalem-s like ʿAziz continue to work, though they 

do not achieve the fame and popularity of the most successful marṣawī performers—but 

it is almost unknown, remembered only by the few who actively pursue it in practice.  

Fessiyya performance in Fez during the years that I was researching, then, 

carried a nostalgic character. Conversations turned into laments as practitioners quietly 

remembered their youth or derided the changes that society had brought upon their 

religious practices. For most mʿalem-s, young and old, who knew a sample of songs, 

fessiyya served a utilitarian purpose: it proved their understanding of a respected 

repertoire believed to be somehow more authentic than what predominates today. The 

few who knew the entire repertoire described it as slow and heavy, and continued to 

repeat that characterization as I explained my interest and goals. I wanted to know how 

fessiyya style, as performed today by those most able to represent what might have 

been the norm in the past, was slower and heavier than marṣawiyya. I wanted to know 
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how different the melodies were, how similar the lyrics were. I wanted to know what was 

slower and what was heavier. 

To that end, I enlisted Mʿalem ʿAziz to perform a very short version of the ritual 

that I could record. Instead of requiring the elongation of songs as people went into 

trance, I asked him to move through the repertoire by playing continuous short 

examples of each of the songs and sets. There was an audience, but they were not 

particularly responsive and few knew how to react to this music. Those Moroccans 

unfamiliar with fessiyya found the style to be lacking due to the missing “hits” that they 

knew from marṣawiyya style. ʿAziz and his ensemble moved from one song to the next, 

one set to the following, and completed each of the segments, giving me the recording 

that I analyze below. It was an artificial setting and says very little (if anything at all) 

about the relationship between music and trance. Fuson’s concept of co-enunciation 

(2009) between instruments and dancing feet was absent, but the group skillfully and 

confidently performed the melodies and rhythmic accompaniment, providing me with 

some fascinating musical data. 

My goal here is to look at what this one performance of fessiyya style, given by 

the man unanimously cited by Fez’s Gnāwa community as the authoritative performer of 

this repertoire, says about its contemporary performance. I am not attempting to create 

a catalog of fessiyya melodies, just as the previous marṣawiyya analysis did not speak 

for other performers. I use two individual performances, one each of fessiyya and 

marṣawiyya, to draw observations about the ways in which these terms are used now, 

in the contemporary context. There are some surprising disconnects between the ways 

in which people talk about fessiyya (in terms of marṣawiyya) and the way that Mʿalem 
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ʿAziz played the repertoire that day in Fez. This approach fleshes out, first, the influence 

of marṣawiyya dominance on contemporary fessiyya performance practice and, second, 

the distinct musical ways in which popular aesthetics have affected the wider 

contemporary performance of Gnāwa ritual. 

In Rhythm and Meter 

In interviews, respondents cite the “heaviness” (tqāl) of fessiyya performance 

practice in terms of tempo. When I arranged a fessiyya performance and recording with 

Mʿalem Aziz, he made it a point to say that the music is slow. He questioned me, 

making sure that this is what I wanted. His implication, confirmed later in a conversation 

during a break in the session, was that this music would be different from what I had 

ever heard, from marṣawiyya. It was not entertainment, and he appeared concerned 

that, because of the differences, it might not be entertaining. He maintained a level of 

discomfort up until a younger member of his group who was more familiar with my 

project confirmed to him that a fessiyya recording was my goal. 

After recording, processing, and analyzing the music, I came across surprising 

results with the rhythmic cycles, the iqaʿ. First, the hemiola rhythm was absent as the 

march-like pattern moved directly into the heavy sixteenth-note pattern. Second, the 

heavy sixteenth-note pattern sounded a bit different due to articulation. Third, the 

average tempi for each pattern were nearly identical, as was the weighted average 

tempo of the entire repertoire. Lastly, the ranges were slightly smaller for Aziz’s 

performance, meaning that it was marṣawiyya that actually contained the slowest tempi. 

The hemiola pattern is absent in ʿAziz’s fessiyya performance. In ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s 

marṣawiyya performance, the hemiola constituted the rhythmic accompaniment of 10% 

of the songs, often serving as a short-lived intermediate between the march pattern and 
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the heavy sixteenths. It works at a quicker tempo than the march, but as a set 

progresses, it adapts into the heavy sixteenths fairly quickly. Of the four-stroke patterns 

that account for 58% of the marṣawiyya performance, it is the least common in ‘Aziz’s 

fessiyya. The march appears in 15% of the repertoire and the heavy sixteenths appear 

33% of the time (Figure 5-14). 

 

Figure 5-14. Comparison of iqaʿ usage between ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s marṣawiyya 
performance and ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan’s fessiyya performance. Iqaʿ labels are: 
duple (1), triplets (2), march (3), hemiola (4), heavy sixteenths (5), quarter-
note clap (6). 

ʿAziz’s fessiyya version of the repertoire, however, features four-stroke patterns 

in 60% of the mlūk repertoire. (As with the analysis of Rzaq’s performance given earlier, 

these statistics do not include the segments of female spirits.) 14% of the repertoire is 

march, a number very close to the 15% of Rzaq’s performance. In 46% of the songs, 

however, heavy sixteenth patterns underlie the melodies. This is more than the 

proportion of Rzaq’s performance made up of hemiola and heavy sixteenth songs (10% 

and 33% respectively, making 43% total). The most obvious response would be that the 
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hemiola repertoire came out of the heavy sixteenth repertoire of the fessiyya tradition. 

This is likely, especially considering the relative similarity in the other proportions. 

In performance, the relationships are audible, and the change likely has to do 

with how marṣawiyya adapted popular music practices and incorporated audience 

tastes. The hemiola pattern bears a relationship to shʿabī music’s three against two, 

something that appears especially often in shʿabī percussion rhythms and was widely 

adapted into the segments of the Gnāwa that feature female spirits. While I discuss 

these below, it is worth stating here that the hemiola as a rhythmic pattern in 

marṣawiyya could be a response to audience desires to hear a more upbeat pattern of 

rolling threes and counter rhythms.  

The fessiyya performance of the heavy sixteenths pattern that appears in ʿAziz’s 

version often features a strong accent articulated on the final (fourth) stroke of the 

pattern. This syncopated upbeat serves a similar purpose as the three-against-two 

hemiola. It creates a lift that moves the music forward while accentuating the downbeat 

through absence. The heaviness of the beat is emphasized by something that comes 

just before or after it.  

Perhaps more surprising, considering the incessant declamations that fessiyya 

was “heavy” and slow, was that the tempi of these two performances were very similar 

(Figure 5-15). The three-stroke rhythms were nearly identical in tempi while the duple 

pattern was actually 2% faster in the fessiyya version when compared to the duple 

songs of the marṣawiyya version. The triplets were 1 BPM different, as the average 

tempi for the fessiyya were less than 1% slower than Rzaq’s marṣawiyya. The standard 

deviation for the triplet pattern in the marṣawiyya performance was actually 20% higher 
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(15 BPM compared to 12), meaning that more acceleration generally occurred during 

the triplet sections of marṣawiyya than fessiyya. ʿAziz’s fessiyya versions, however 

contained the highest tempo, a statistic that stands either as an outlier or as an 

implication that a longer performance with more songs would allow for him to more fully 

extend his group’s virtuosity at high speeds. This signals the reality that these shortened 

performances only provide an outline of what might be a diversity of realities in ritual. 

These statistics do, however, point to new questions regarding the relationship between 

spoken descriptions of the older traditions and their contemporary performances. 

 

Figure 5-15. Comparison of average tempi between ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s marṣawiyya 
performance and ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan’s fessiyya performance. Iqaʿ labels are: 
duple (1), triplets (2), march (3), hemiola (4), heavy sixteenths (5), quarter-
note clap (6). 

The four stroke patterns tell a similar story. The march rhythm is 2 BPM faster in 

fessiyya, while accounting for a similar percentage of the songs (15% in marṣawiyya 

and 14% in fessiyya). Average tempo of the hemiola and heavy sixteenths in the 

marṣawiyya performance, weighted to account for the prevalence of each iqaʿ in the 
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performance, is 114 BPM. The average tempo of the heavy sixteenths in fessiyya is 107 

BPM, just over 6% slower than the marṣawī version. The clap rhythm is the only one in 

which there is a very large difference, and this is due to the fact that it only appears 

once in ʿAziz’s performance, making the average (which is very high) difficult to 

compare with the marṣawiyya version (which appears multiple times in different 

settings). 

 

Figure 5-16. Comparison of minimum beginning tempi between ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s 
marṣawiyya performance and ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan’s fessiyya performance. 
Iqaʿ labels are: duple (1), triplets (2), march (3), hemiola (4), heavy sixteenths 
(5), quarter-note clap (6). 

After the consistency with which I was told that marṣawiyya was faster than 

fessiyya, mostly in response to audience demands, I was surprised to find that data 

from these two performances did not agree. The average tempo for the marṣawiyya 

performance was 120 BPM. This was less than 1.5% faster than the fessiyya version, 

which was 118 BPM. Furthermore, when the women’s segment was included, the 
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fessiyya version was actually faster on average than the marṣawiyya iteration, 

something I will return to below. The ranges are similar, though the minimum beginning 

tempi (Figure 5-16) are consistently lower in Rzaq’s marṣawiyya performance than they 

are in ʿAziz’s fessiyya performance. These similarities point to a vast disconnect 

between beliefs about fessiyya and it’s contemporary reality.  

There are some possible explanations that discount this analysis. First, these are 

simply two performances. I argue that they are representative in that they are performed 

by respected mʿalem-s. ʿAziz’s fessiyya version, which is faster than expected, is 

especially significant because no other similarly comprehensive recordings of the 

repertoire (even in this shortened form) are readily available. Second, it is very feasible 

that ʿAziz has been influenced by the increasing speeds of marṣawiyya, making his 

iteration of fessiyya different than what may have been a past norm. If this is the case, 

then it is still interesting that what is described and even idolized as representative and 

authentic is so drastically changed. Without older recordings it is not possible to discern 

any certainty about this potential change in fessiyya style. While a larger statistical 

analysis may yield slightly different results, I argue that the similarities allude to a very 

significant issue: namely, that fessiyya serves a purpose as an imagined authenticity 

that is important in its existence as a pole from which marṣawiyya differs. 

The heaviness, on the other hand, may be a result of a few different musical 

attributes. Most likely, it could come from the adaptation and inclusion of the hemiola 

pattern in marṣawiyya style. This rhythm, based within shʿabī tradition and familiar to 

audiences, alludes to popular music and dance styles, likely making marṣawiyya rhythm 
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feel “lighter.” This is likely one of a small handful of changes in timbre and melody that 

make marṣawiyya sound “lighter.” I now turn to those aesthetic shifts.  

Use of Newer Repertoire 

Fatima, a muqaddima whose mother filled the same role years before for 

fessiyya rituals, compared the past style with marṣawiyya in terms of repertoire: 

There is one tgnāwīt across all of Morocco. There are just people who add 
to it, like Sidi Omar who added Ḥamadsha or those who added Mulay 
Hamid at the people’s request. The people do not know (maṭālib an-nās). 
This is why the Gnāwa change (tighīrū), but there is only one path (tarīqa 
waḥīda). The path has other routes like shamāliyya or that which appears in 
Rabat and Casablanca, but there is only one set of mlūk. Only known 
people have deviated because the clients are not knowledgeable. Now why 
do people add “Mulay Hamid”? Because people ask for it. […] and the 
people are not holy in faith (maṣāliḥ). […] There were those who would ask 
for things (make song requests) and then they (the mʿalem-s) would play 
them. 

The muqaddima here does not blame audiences or opportunistic performers for 

the shift away from fessiyya and toward a more commercially-inclined ritual practice. 

Instead she identifies the interactions between them as the cause. The people, the 

audience (jamhūr) is faulted for not knowing, not understanding what ʿAbd ar-Rzaq 

called “the Gnāwa sciences” (ʿulūm al-gnāwiyya), which can also be translated to mean 

“Gnāwa knowledge.” Simultaneously the mʿalem-s failed to take roles of leadership in 

maintaining the purity of the musical practices. The people have failed, according to 

Fatima, to keep their faith central to the ceremony and have added repertoire based 

solely on the whims of the unknowing audience. 

Sidi Omar, whom she mentions, was the mʿalem in Meknes who added “Aisha 

Ḥamdushiyya” to the end of the ritual. According to Fatima, when he was originally 

asked to do this, he declined, noting that he was not Ḥamdushī, but Gnāwī and as such, 

he did not play Ḥamadsha songs. Yet he relented, according to Fatima, during an event 
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hosted by her mother, ʿAisha bin ʿAbd ar-Rahim Flali Hakim. Once he added the 

Ḥamadsha song into the Gnāwa repertoire, it stuck and gained prominence. A similar 

process occurred with other songs, like the aforementioned “Mulay Hamid.” Unlike the 

mlūk segments of the ritual and the songs that fill those portions, according to Fatima, 

“there is no tgnāwīt in these [added songs].” The people of Fez were addicted (mblī) to 

the Ḥamadsha, which is why the music ended up in the region’s Gnāwa ritual. It was a 

clear and direct response to audience demands. 

In my experience, these types of innovations do form a categorical shift. As 

ʿAmrani explained, they are responses to monetary opportunities within ritual. “(Besides 

‘Aisha Ḥamdushiyya), you can even have Aisha TV or Aisha Radio!” He said once, 

before singing an impromptu and improvised “Aisha Obama” about the American 

president. The skill set for effective garnering of tips is now more closely related to 

those of the street musician pleasing cafe patrons, a job held by most—if not all—

Gnāwa practitioners at some point in their careers. “This is the problem,” ʿAmrani 

declared: “money!” Pleasing audiences has increased in importance as Gnāwa mʿalem-

hood has become a full-time occupation instead of a religious practice or private 

interest. Fatima contributed, saying that “there was a līla with Gnāwa and the audience 

wanted ‘Blonde ʿAisha (ʿAisha Zara).”17  

Conversely, just as he was finishing his performance and recording that I had 

arranged, Mʿalem Aziz was asked by a Moroccan member of the audience why he did 

                                            
17

 This innovation of a blonde spirit highlights the appropriation of Western individuals in Gnāwa practice 
— young tourists dancing at a festival, for example — while also recognizing the presence of Moroccan 
youth who dye their hair brown or other colors (including blonde) for fashion reasons. That a respected 
and feared spirit would be either from the West or aware of modern fashion trends is either a humorous 
aside or an audience-grabbing innovation. Humor is very present in ritual, making a combination of these 
two possibilities likely. 
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not play “Aisha Ḥamdushiyya” or “Mulay Hamid.” Aziz proceeded to gruffly explain that 

those were newer songs and were not a part of the repertoire that he was hired to play. 

He told me later that this often happens when he plays a fessiyya ritual, as few 

audience members understand the differences. These types of questions led him to 

request greater exclusivity from the hosts as they decide who to invite. In this instance, 

the audience member asked that he go play those two songs, which were her two 

favorites. He looked at her irritably, possibly because he had just completed his 

performance and was looking forward to preparing to head home, and simply said, “We 

don’t play those songs.” 

The segment of female spirits that closes both the fessiyya and the marṣawiyya 

ceremonies also appears differently. Rzaq’s marṣawiyya version contained 16 songs 

while Aziz’s only had 13. These numbers are not completely trustworthy, as they were 

short versions for my recording purposes, but ʿAziz’s contained certain songs that no 

longer appear in standard marṣawiyya practice. 

Fatima described the fessiyya women’s segments that she remembered from her 

childhood. The segment began with Lalla Hawa, Eve, who no longer shows up in 

marṣawiyya ritual. The groups would then move into Lalla Mira, Malika, two other 

Malikas (Malika al-ʿArabiyya, the Arab, and Malika ash-Shilḥa, the Berber) before 

closing with songs referencing ʿAisha. The ʿAisha set did not include “Aisha 

Ḥamdushiyya,” but did include some of the other still common ʿAisha repertoire. Mʿalem 

ʿAziz’s performance included many of these figures, plus some others: Lalla Raqiyya, 

Lalla Mhaliyya, and songs referencing Tijani and the Tijaniyya18.  

                                            
18

 The Tijaniyya are a Sufi brotherhood following Sidi Ahmad Tijani, who is buried in the Tijani zawiya in 
Fez’s old city. 
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During the break before he played the women’s segment, Aziz approached me 

and told me to turn off my recording. This, he said, was because the women’s segment 

was not part of the fessiyya mlūk and therefore unrelated to my research. I told him that 

I was interested in hearing how he played the women’s songs and he told me to go 

ahead and record them. The fessiyya women’s spirits were different than those in 

marṣawiyya. It is not completely clear why he considered them not part of the practice 

and not worth recording. One possibility is that he assumed that I was only interested in 

the saints that are commonly considered mlūk, as he said. Another is that he did not 

consider his way of playing the female segment to be considerably different than the 

marṣawiyya versions. He did note that he left songs (like “Aisha Ḥamdushiyya”) out and 

he engaged non-Gnāwa audience members more directly. He likely saw the women’s 

segment of fessiyya performance as something between the fessiyya practice that he 

wanted to isolate as authentic and the marṣawiyya practice that could more effectively 

engage the present audience. 

As he played, he moved quickly from one song to the next and he kept the tempi 

high. His average tempo for the women’s section was a brisk 148 BPM, a full 8 BPM 

faster than Rzaq’s version. Whereas Rzaq started slowly for the Lalla Malika songs 

before speeding up and returning once again to a slow tempo for Aisha’s songs, Aziz 

stayed more consistent. His Malika repertoire did slow down, but not as much as Rzaq’s 

had. 

Influence of Aesthetics on Ritual Content 

The divisions between religious practices or groups of listeners are far from 

definite, and as individuals continue to hear and react to new musical ideas, they 

incorporate behaviors and beliefs into their lives. In turn, these aural changes follow 
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modern society’s networked forms of social organization. Musical tastes and public 

behaviors identify a web of interactive relationships not unlike those formed through 

Twitter or Facebook. In the case of marṣawiyya, we see ritual aesthetics that have been 

and continue to be influenced by outside sources. This influence is manifest through 

audience and client demands and is therefore heavily affected by economic and 

professional concerns. Furthermore, the aesthetic changes are not simply changing the 

ritual’s musical content, but they are subtly affecting the ways in which musicians and 

clients understand the spirits invoked through the healing ceremony. With a slow 

removal of history from these personages’ biographies, those who maintain their 

knowledge of the sacred figures and can outline specifics from the local Islamic past are 

in a position to stake a firm claim of tgnāwīt based on their Muslim piety. Similarly, those 

who emphasize a control over dangerous and mysterious iterations of these same 

spirits demonstrate a powerful closeness to their “blackness” or African heritage. Finally, 

those who achieve success through the spectacle and virtuosity, be it through 

possession or their musical virtuosity as demonstrated through the faster, higher 

marṣawiyya style, stake their own share of tgnāwīt, one implanted within their 

“democratic” selection by clients and audiences. In the next chapter, I conclude by 

exploring how these individual choices carry ethical weight within performance and how 

these forms of tgnāwīt are firmly a part of the competitive economic reality lived by 

many mʿalem-s in their professional lives across the country. 



 

220 

CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSIONS: NEW AUTHORITIES AND AUTHENTICITIES 

In the preceding chapters, I have argued that the aesthetic sensibilities of popular 

music are becoming increasingly influential in Gnāwa ritual. Ideas about the sacred 

nature of the ritual are inextricably linked to the sounds that animate it. Those sounds, in 

turn, display the variety of economic and social pressures that orient the professional 

mʿalem’s career. Because of a shifting relationship between audiences and musicians, 

a result of the increased professionalization of Gnāwa musicianship, audience requests 

and demands are triggering new trends in performance practice. People want to hear 

music within the ritual that they find entertaining and, conversely, music that engages 

them is more likely to incite the intended results from the healing ritual. Musicians that 

can best involve their audiences are often very adept at bringing about trance in their 

clients. It is unlikely that this symbiosis is particularly new, but the musical and 

performative influences on ritual are quickly changing as a result of the vast 

developments in the music industry and its modes of distribution.  

As these changes become increasingly codified through the omnipresence of 

marṣawiyya performance practice, they influence the understanding of ritual. It becomes 

less an austere praise of local Muslim saints than a show of supernatural power through 

spectacle. The debates surrounding this slippage—and especially the backlash to it as 

epitomized by the perspectives of Mulay at-Tahir, Mʿalem ʿAbd al-Latif wuld Sidi 

ʿUmara, and Mʿalem ʿAziz Ba Blan—play a central role in legitimizing and delegitimizing 

these new performance practice styles. The verbal debates sit alongside the 

performances themselves in demonstrating the possession or lack of tgnāwīt.  
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This change is borne of the schizophonia described in the introduction. When the 

contexts of musical practice wear away, musicians and audiences gain the flexibility to 

reorient their production and consumption in novel ways. When Steven Feld discusses 

the concept, he describes the removal of context and the creation of new sounds within 

the internationally-distributed global popular music market. What I discuss in the 

preceeding pages works differently, however. Context is never removed entirely 

because these markets are local, domestic. The audiences know where the popular 

music influences are coming from. They know that marṣawiyya is borne of the diverse 

forms of popular music that they hear when they attend weddings, or that Lalla ʿAisha’s 

content comes from the Ḥamadsha history. This information is embedded into the 

names: the title “ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya” makes the relationship explicit. Yet the increased 

flexibility is powerful as music, through changing musical tastes, transcends the 

boundaries between Sufi brotherhoods, comsologies, and healing practices; between 

the celebratory dance music of the wedding or night club and the ritual. Meaning does 

not disappear, it layers. Just as the self-imposed identity of a Gnāwa mʿalem is a 

layered set of African heritage, Muslim piety, or commercial viability, the identity of this 

music gains depth as it incorporates ideas and ideals from outside sources. It is ritual 

and entertainment, Gnāwa and Ḥamadsha, mainstream and periphery. The musical 

shifts and simplification of spiritual activities brings the music to new audiences, out of 

the marginal and into the popular. 

Musical Aesthetics and Spoken Histories 

I briefly return now to the Sidi Mimun (black) segment of the ceremony in order to 

explore the connections between these musical characteristics and the ways in which 

the Gnāwa understand spirits and saints. In Chapter 2, I shared Mulay at-Tahir’s 
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description of Sidi Mimun as a pharmacist from the south of Morocco who wandered the 

country and administered to the poor. He is now revered as a saint in Morocco and has 

small burial sites throughout the country. One in Fez sits near Bab Ftūḥ, inside the city 

walls, and was obviously respected as other buildings went up in the area (Figure 6-1). 

The shrine is a small brick building situated in a tight open space between the newer 

apartment buildings that were built around it. Inside, a marked grave is often surrounded 

by offerings and neighbors tell me that there are frequent Gnāwa and ʿAissawa 

ceremonies as those who are possessed by Sidi Mimun, or those who wish to gain 

blessings and support from him, give sacrifices and leave gifts at his grave. As with 

other saints across the country, there are many such shrines to the same man in cities 

elsewhere, meaning that either his body was split and scattered or he rests in one of 

these, but it is unknown which. When I asked Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq during our walk 

through Gnāwa saints’ tombs in Fez if he knew that it was Sidi Mimun’s body resting 

there, he shrugged his shoulders and told me that the space has baraka, it is blessed, 

and that is what is important. Skeptical of the presence of the actual body, he described 

how the lack of certainty allows for multiple such spaces to exist simultaneously: 

pilgrims and adepts can visit any one of the number of spaces carved out for Sidi 

Mimun and receive his baraka. This is in direct contrast to other saints’ tombs, like that 

of the nearby Sidi Ftūḥ, for which the large city gate is named. This one, for ʿAbd ar-

Rzaq, had more meaning (he asked me to take his photo there), because the saint is 

known to be entombed there. The recognition of such a burial site is extremely rare, and 

there is no certifiable way to confirm the claim. 
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Figure 6-1. Sidi Mimun’s tomb near Bāb Ftūḥ in the Andalus quarter of the Fez medina. 
Photograph courtesy of the author. 

The connection between the spiritual figure in Gnāwa ritual and the saint who 

wandered the country is all but absent in conversations about the ontology of the 

Gnāwa spirits. Scholars like Deborah Kapchan, who in her book on the Gnāwa 

describes her own personal encounter with Sidi Mimun (2007), contribute to the 

powerful identify of Sidi Mimun without engaging any history of his saintly activities. 
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When I spoke with Gnāwa mʿalem-s and asked about spirits like Sidi Mimun, I found 

that their existence as powerful spirits who cause maskūn to perform acts of self-

mutilation exclusively comprised their personalities, without any reference to their 

histories as living figures. This is a thread that I carry throughout this document, as it 

clearly demonstrates a break from history in contemporary musical marṣawiyya 

performance and the novel understandings of the ritual that coincide with it. The 

interactions between music and spirit provide a spectacle, such as the use of candles 

and knives to perform self-mortification acts, that was allegedly absent in fessiyya or 

other older performance practices. This change—from saint veneration to “spectacle”—

is the primary route by which older Gnāwa practitioners criticize younger mʿalem-s and 

performance practices. 

This spiritual heaviness has a musical counterpart. The heavy sixteenths 

accentuate a beat that, when performed slowly for Ghumami (a figure associated with 

Sidi Mimun whose music immediately follows) for example, sounds intimidating and 

overpowering (Object D-17). Mʿalem ʿAziz wuld Ba Blan compared it to riding a horse. 

Whereas the march rhythms of slower portions of Sidi Musa’s music, sound agile, the 

heavy sixteenths here sit firmly over the physical space, oppressively mixing with the 

black incense and the anticipation of the audience, sitting and waiting for the knives to 

be blessed by the spirits, watching to see what the trancer will do with them. As the 

heavy sixteenth patterns accelerate toward their climax, those sitting around the room 

are watching to see if the knives will draw blood, gawking as the trancer circles the 

room showing off his or her new wounds. 
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These types of relationships between musical and ritual aesthetics continue 

throughout the ceremony. It is worth noting that this particular set, “Sidi Mimun 

Ghumami” to “Marhaba” to “Marhaba Sidi Mimun,” contains three of the more well-

known songs in the Gnāwa repertoire. That these three songs, commonly extracted 

from the ritual for public performance or recording, have witnessed a wide circulation is 

also likely related to the change in conception of these spirits. The perceived weight of 

the songs’ rhythm alongside the allegedly novel spectacle of their ritual context makes 

them very clear examples of the mysterious ritual power believed to be possessed by 

the Gnāwa. The popularity of the song outside of the ritual context affects the 

performance in the ritual as audiences and adepts engage it more directly and 

energetically, clapping or singing along.  

This interdependence of musical aesthetic and ritual understanding also, 

however, makes clear that the histories of saints from across the Gnāwa pantheon are 

discursively formed and understood. Generally, those who perform marṣawiyya style 

have a limited historical knowledge. Simultaneously, marṣawiyya is a flexible practice 

that allows spaces for the ritual leaders to make minor adjustments to align their tastes 

and practices with the spiritual components of ritual as they see fit. These musicians 

also more regularly enter into the competitive sphere of commercial productivity, 

appearing on stages, in folkloric presentations, at restaurants and hotels, or busking in 

the streets. Commercial public performance and the competition for clients leads to a 

separation in stylistic aesthetics. Stronger players fit more notes into their ḥajḥūj lines, 

just as a virtuosic guitarist may ornament a melody elaborately. The performer/ritual 

leader accentuates his strengths. Some strong performers choose to highlight their 
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knowledge of tradition by playing with an economy of notes and what they consider 

tasteful phrasing to demonstrate their control of the ḥajḥūj and voice. There are also, of 

course, weaker players who lack the depth of song knowledge, playing ability, or vocal 

prowess to compete with others in the musical community. These performers may 

charge less money for their services in order to find work. Of all the events I attended, 

there was one in which possession failed to take hold. The hosts attributed this to the 

mʿalem, who was young and inexperienced, and hired another to repeat the event the 

following week. This is a risk taken on by those hosts looking to save money and clearly 

demonstrates the vast array of skill levels and skill sets available in the city of Fez. 

Prioritizing Commercial Success as a Source of Legitimacy 

Performers participate in the circulation of popular forms by selling and sharing 

their own recordings. They also listen closely to those recordings made available by 

other mʿalem-s, both local and national. Younger players, especially, are incredibly 

receptive to new ideas and trends that they hear in recordings. They scour YouTube, 

Facebook, and other social media sites for video and audio of prominent mʿalem-s and 

make connections and cultivate friendships with other young performers across the 

country. Importantly, when they hear something that they like, or that they feel the 

audience will like, regardless of its origin, they incorporate it into their own techniques. 

Such hybrid mixes of regional styles were not feasible or desirable prior to the national 

hegemony of the marṣawiyya style, as ritual consistency was more highly valued than 

individual variation. Because marṣawiyya is a nationally powerful performance practice, 

and one that has all but dispelled other variations, these regional connections maintain 

close relationships despite the geographical distance. Practically, marṣawiyya is 
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therefore bringing a new generation of technologically and commercially savvy Gnāwa 

musicians closer together. 

Older generations, however, pride themselves on their own unique sound. Those 

who specialize in marṣawiyya, which is the vast majority even among mʿalem-s over 40 

years old, are familiar with and can describe each other’s individual techniques. Mʿalem 

ʿAbd ar-Rzaq, who recorded the performance analyzed in Chapter 5, is a strong player 

with technical virtuosity who also possesses a deft control over the musical dynamics of 

the ritual. In my work with the many mʿalem-s of Fez, he stood out as the strongest 

musician,1 a quality that is related to, but not directly representative of, his ritual 

leadership. Because of his ability to play complex accompanimental patterns at both 

loud and very soft volumes, rituals led by him contain dynamic variety and element of 

nuance that I rarely witnessed among other leaders. His style is very much his own: he 

learned from Mʿalem Boujmaʿ, and continued to perform at his teacher’s side until the 

elder’s death. He fills empty spaces with a constant sixteenth note drone either above or 

below the melody, and his ability to continue his complex accompaniments at high tempi 

helps him to effectively engage both listeners and spirits. His playing creates an energy 

that animates the ritual space. Significantly, his style has not changed over the five 

years that I have known him, and he claims to never practice. He once asked me, “Have 

you ever seen me playing when you entered here?” He learned to play well, he 

practiced hard as one of Boujmaʿ’s ḍrārī, and now his style is his own. “Practice” as a 

way to improve technique or to learn new ways of performance are therefore useless to 

                                            
1
 By this statement, I refer to his ability to perform with a lightness of touch and subtly of variation that I 

rarely saw in other mʿalem-s. He was not the strongest in terms of adapting to new situations: Yassine 
was able to do this with ease, partially because of his eagerness to participate in new contexts. While my 
judgement of his musicianship came from my experiences and listening skills as a musician, he was also 
widely respected by other mʿalem-s in town, lending credence to my decision to work closely with him. 



 

228 

him. He is busy enough, playing nightly līla-s during the busiest seasons of the year, 

that his playing stays in shape and he has no interest in changing his sound. 

Change, therefore, comes through the younger performers who are still learning. 

Marṣawiyya likely took over as members of ʿAbd ar-Rzaq’s generation were in that 

phase of their careers, traveling the country and creating the same types of friendships I 

mentioned above. When Rzaq attends pilgrimages in Sidi Ali or music festivals such as 

the one in Essaouira, he is sure to visit with old friends and colleagues from Tangier to 

Agadir. When current 40-50-year-old mʿalem-s were ḍrārī themselves, they traveled, 

working with the previous generation’s most respected players. That these networks 

would lead to a consistency of performance practice is not surprising, and the parallel 

with contemporary youth is striking. If marṣawiyya came to dominance in the 1970s and 

1980s as I have been told, the then young performers attempting to begin a career 

would have been very much influenced by the new trends. Television, radio, cassette 

tape distribution, and other forms of mass media were beginning to circulate popular 

Gnāwa musicians at that time, mirroring the use of internet and individual recording 

technologies available in cell phones for today’s younger generation. Marṣawiyya, 

therefore, can be situated firmly within a context of technological change. 

Wide circulation, and the resulting specter of commercial success, entered into a 

feedback loop with ritual content. Saints’ histories, and the realities of their own 

personages, I argue, shifted as these new musical ideas fed into contemporaneous 

understandings (and misunderstandings) of the Gnāwa ritual. What was once a closed 

activity operating at an extremely local level was becoming a national network with 

penetrated by international journalistic and world music representations. Musical 
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aesthetics, like the elements of Hamid’s “Ghumami” described above, were filtered 

through retellings of generalized spirits’ stories. Men and women who lived and are 

buried in Moroccan soil have increasingly become understood as spirits imported from 

sub-Saharan Africa. Many mʿalem-s from those who enjoy commercial fame (like 

Marrakech’s ʿAbd al-Kabir Merchane) to those who operate primarily in local ritual (like 

Fez’s ʿAbd ar-Rzaq) do not bother to attempt answering my questions about who these 

spirits were, if they lived, or what they did. Instead, their attention is focused on healing 

through musical means. They invoke the spirits (who may be saints or mysterious 

figures) for the sake of healing, and if the client is healed, then they succeeded. 

Knowing more than the most basic characteristics of the invoked spirits is therefore 

unnecessary.  

Musical knowledge, therefore, overtakes religious knowledge. The Gnāwa 

mʿalem has moved from someone who understands and diagnoses problems to a hired 

practitioner of musical healing. At the same time, certain personal issues have become 

so consistently “treated” with Gnāwa through Gnāwa ritual activity, there are few who 

attempt to disentangle the saintly personalities from the healing practice: as it continues 

to effectively heal, its efficacy is reinforced. Few specialists remain who work with the 

Gnāwa from the tradition of Sufism and those who know the history of the saints in 

Morocco rarely deal directly with Gnāwa traditions, practices that they see as watered 

down or, at worst, bastardized Islam. The historical knowledge has therefore separated 

from the ritual knowledge, and it follows that the understanding of the Gnāwa’s use of 

saints and spirits becomes increasingly simplified. This change in focus is an important 

factor in the rise of professional or commercial success as a marker of tgnāwīt. 
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Performers and ritual leaders like Yassine represent a very new model for 

navigating a career in what ʿAbd ar-Rzaq once called “the Gnāwa sciences” (ʿulūm 

gnāwiyya). They see the commercial and monetary successes of the most prominent 

Gnāwa artists, those whose photos adorn CD sellers’ walls and whose visages often 

appear on national television. Deciding to follow what appears to be a well-worn path, 

they pick up the ḥajḥūj and begin learning songs. They play for their friends and start 

aligning themselves with as many elder mʿalem-s that they can. Instead of working with 

one master musician for years, they learn songs from individuals while they travel the 

country.  

I met a number of younger self-identified mʿalem-s like this from across the 

country. One from Agadir traveled all the way to Meknes (around 500 miles) so he could 

rent a garage and sound equipment to perform semi-informally with his troupe during 

the Sidi ʿAli pilgrimage. He, like Yassine, was eager to take photos and videos for his 

Facebook and YouTube pages. The two of them, good friends, began to share stories 

about different mʿalem-s with whom they worked and once he saw my portable audio 

recorder, he immediately began to negotiate with me about a price for it. It dominated 

our conversation because he saw it as a way to expand his collection of recordings of 

himself, his portfolio. 

These younger artists use novel strategies to run their professional lives like the 

eager small businessmen that they are. They hire and fire members of their troupes, 

they advertise and communicate using social media just as any striving bandleader 

pours over MySpace, Facebook, or Soundcloud.2 They engage in endless self-

                                            
2
 When I first arrived in Morocco in 2008, I actually found myself revisiting and updating my MySpace 

account. Facebook was the new rage in the US at this point, and the mass migration of users had been in 
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promotion for staged or ritual gigs. Recordings are rarely purchased and sold, but are 

instead traded on cell phone memory cards. Troupes will crowd together during breaks 

in rituals in order to hear the latest find on the tinny speakers of a member’s phone. The 

leaders do occasionally try to sell recordings on a commission basis, but this practice is 

increasingly rare due to the rampant piracy in Morocco’s music industry (see Callen 

2006).  

These self-identified mʿalem-s step well outside of the traditional forms of 

learning. They skip most phases of the apprenticeship and instead sit with recordings to 

learn songs. They avoid distinct relationships with masters and do not wait for the 

blessing of the local community to call themselves mʿalem-s. This generates an 

incredible amount of disrespect from some elders, though others simply see them as 

commercial performers and give little energy or thought to questioning their practices.  

 Yet, the younger artists continue to perform in rituals and on stages. They work 

rarely and for little money, but like most poor youth in Morocco, they live cheaply and 

shrewdly. Their techniques serve them well. Yassine once began playing his ḥajḥūj on a 

train ride from Fez to Meknes, ostensibly to demonstrate a specific song to me. Once 

another passenger took notice, he immediately left our conversation and began 

scheduling a ritual performance with the other listener in Rabat. This, in turn, led him to 

new connections in the capital, where gigs pay more than they do in his neighborhood 

of Fez. This showed me one reason that he has always been so eager to pull out his 

                                                                                                                                             
full force, but it had not yet caught on in Morocco. By the time I last left Morocco in 2013, not a single 
person I knew continued to use MySpace. They had all converted to Facebook, which they called, using 
the English word in the middle of Arabic conversation, “the Face.” These artists are constantly on top of 
the newest technologies and are, in my experience, the most active users of social media that I come 
across. Constant access to things like Facebook drove two musician friends of mine to purchase old 
computers in their homes, a major expense that they deemed professionally worthwhile. 
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instrument or start singing in large, open spaces. His long hair, glasses, and garish 

dress served similar purposes for him. He was identifiable and wanted to continue to be 

so. He started and participated in every single conversation that rose anywhere around 

him regarding the Gnāwa, and by the time I was leaving, the band that I had played with 

had started gigging more and more often, up to once per week. This, alongside with his 

ritual performances and a small shop he had recently opened to sell instruments, 

clothes, and other ritual paraphernalia, covered most of his low cost of living. 

 Yassine and others oriented their place as quality performers based on the 

number and types of performances that they had done. They talked about their skill as 

instrumentalists and singers more than their piety or any connections with a sub-

Saharan heritage. They also worked hard in ritual to entertain as well as incite 

possession. By harnessing the spectacle through dance, dress, and virtuosic 

performance, they validated themselves to their audiences like they would if they had 

been on stage. The ritual audience, in turn usually responded in kind, applauding, 

singing along, and occasionally dancing. Humor entered ritual in ways that I had never 

seen. Yassine, for example, would change and add words to ritual songs. During 

multiple points, he would bring a room of women who had just been heavily in 

possession to incredible laughter by weaving jokes and funny voices into his texts 

(Object D-18). During the incense burning he would jovially or sarcastically mock those 

present or his status as a poor, single man looking for love and money. Despite, or 

better put, because of these innovations, his rituals were successful and he was hired 

back over and over again. 
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 This, I argue, is a new type of authenticity in the Gnāwa community. Yassine 

does not claim tgnāwīt because he is pious, though he makes sure to be pious enough. 

He does not claim to be a dark skinned descendent of a slave, but he quickly points out 

that he, like all Moroccans, is African. Early in his life, he explored many musical 

traditions in Fez, drawn to the songs. Yet he decided to learn the music and ritual of the 

Gnāwa. He sings ʿAissawa songs and folds Ḥamadsha tunes into his Gnāwa ritual, 

citing these as equally authentic forms of worship and, therefore, posits himself as a 

valid and valuable ritual leader. 

 Earlier, I conceived of tgnāwīt as consisting of two sources that an individual 

mʿalem might draw from to assert his identity, authenticity, and authority: Muslim piety 

and African heritage. As I continued to return to Morocco, I saw a distinct rise in novel 

forms of Gnāwa activity, this new mode of participating in the ritual music economy. As 

such, I see popular success as a rising potential source of tgnāwīt, one that is far from 

agreed upon or concrete, yet is actively present. Even the most traditionally-minded 

mʿalem-s are beginning to keep records of their staged performances, showing me 

portfolios made of newspaper clippings or VCDs of televised performances. Some 

request that I post their videos on YouTube or send a letter to festival organizers on 

their behalf. This mode of authenticating one’s own validity as a ritual and popular music 

performer is not isolated to the youth. It is something powerful, recognized by the 

entirety of the community. Some try to ignore it, but they actively engage it by playing 

the more virtuosic marṣawiyya style, centering their ritual around the newly-developed 

cannon of “hits,” and including spectacular demonstrations of possession in dance.  
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 The musical changes to the accepted ritual aim to directly engage these new 

audiences, audiences who grow up listening to popularized versions of Islamic music, 

who yearn for entertainment, who live in a modern economic climate makes week-long 

ritual activity nearly impossible. Each mʿalem meets his audience on these terms, 

allowing for as much change as he deems acceptable. This with audiences is drastically 

changing the content and sound of the Gnāwa healing ritual. Boundaries are proven 

porous as musical ideas swing back and forth between the Gnāwa and popular culture, 

or consistent strains of melody intersect between the varieties of religious brotherhoods 

that animate the pious life of Moroccan believers. The pervasive soundtrack that gives 

depth to life’s experiences penetrates both the sacred and the secular. It provides one 

example of how these two terms are not simply two distinct spheres of reality. They are, 

or at least can be, indistinguishable, overlapping, and ever shifting in their relationship 

to each other.
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APPENDIX A 
GLOSSARY OF ARABIC TERMS 

Moroccan Arabic presents a number of difficulties in spelling. Most significant is 

the fact that the terms and pronunciations are inconsistent across regions, populations, 

and generations. Below is a listing of most Arabic terms used throughout this document 

with brief definitions. The transliteration may not match the spelling or pronunciation 

experienced by others working across the country.  

adhān the call to prayer, performed by a muezzin five times each day  

ʿaiṭa a form of popular music that features vocals, a violin or viola, and 
percussion emanating from the region around Casablanca and Rabat  

ʿashiyya the evening portion of the day, also used to delimit a ritual that does not 
extend through the night and into the following morning  

ʿaṣl roots, heritage, or lineage 

āwliya singular: wālī, refers to a saint or, literally, one who accompanies or is 
close to God  

baraka blessings received from God or a holy person, can also reside in holy 
objects or money given in exchange for blessings 

bendīr a large round frame drum used in the music of many Sufi brotherhoods as 
well as some popular genres 

blān possibly a derivative of the name Bilal, a figure from early Islam who holds 
special significance to the Gnāwa due to his notable vocal abilities and 
origins on the African continent 

dākhla also called the ʿāda, the opening procession of a ritual ceremony both in 
the Gnāwa tradition and others 

dbīḥa the ritual animal sacrifice accompanied by music that generally occurs 
before the evening musical events 

dhikr literally “remembrance,” a term used to describe the practice of 
transcendence used by many Sufi brotherhoods in ritual or a wide range 
of other Muslim forms of prayer and worship 
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diwān a collection of lyrics or poems, most often used for classical literary forms, 
but more frequently employed to transcribe the texts of genres like Malḥūn 
or the Gnāwa 

ḍrārī literally “dependents” or “children,” also identifies the members of a 
mʿalem’s ensemble 

duwwar “to turn,” describes the act of spinning and singing that defines how a 
Gnāwa musician performs when busking in the street 

fanān an artist or performer 

fessī a noun or adjective describing someone or something from Fez 

fessiyya the Gnāwa ritual performance practice related to sūdāniyya that was most 
prevalent before the rise in popularity of marṣawiyya 

flālī an adjective describing someone or something from the Tafilalt region of 
Morocco’s desert area, also describes a percussion pattern common to 
popular music 

fnaʾ extinction, often refers to the experience of losing oneself into God, a ritual 
goal of many Sufi dhikr practices 

fqīh an Islamic scholar, judge, or healer 

frādī the smaller ṭbāl drum that plays a repetitive rhythm, allowing for the 
improvisation of the other drum, during the dākhla portion of the Gnāwa 
ceremony 

frāja the entertainment portion of the Gnāwa ceremony that occurs before the 
opening of the mlūk segment and its spirit possession 

ginbrī the central melodic instrument used by the Gnāwa mʿalem, also called a 
ḥajḥūj or sintīr 

Gnāwa a Moroccan music and healing ritual and the population that practices it 

Gnāwī a person who is Gnāwa or the adjective describing something related to 
Gnāwa practice 

ḥafeẓ a person who memorized the Qurʾan 

ḥajḥūj the central melodic instrument used by the Gnāwa mʿalem, also called a 
ginbrī or sintīr 

ḥāl literally “condition,” used to describe the trance potentially brought about 
by dhikr 
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halāyqī a ring of spectators watching a street performer 

iqaʿ a short and repeated rhythmic pattern  

jadba literally “attraction,” refers to the possession trance seen in Gnāwa ritual 
because of the attraction of the spirits to the possessed body 

jallaba a hooded robe worn by both men and women in Morocco 

jamhūr audience or crowd 

jāwī varieties of incense used in the Gnāwa healing ritual 

jinn plural: jnūn, spirits referenced in the Qurʾan who reside on Earth and have 
the ability to enact influence on everyday human life 

jinwī a large butcher knife used in ritual 

jūqay a young assistant to a Gnāwa mʿalem, often a beginning learner of Gnāwa 
music and ritual 

khalīfa a member of a Gnāwa ensemble who has the ability to assist the mʿalem 
by playing the ḥajḥūj for a period of time 

kīf a drug usually smoked through a long, thin pipe or rolled into a cigarette 

koyo a member of a Gnāwa ensemble who dances during specific sections of 
the ceremony and plays the frādī during the dākhla 

līla literally “night,” refers to a Gnāwa ceremony that begins in the late evening 
and concludes the following morning 

loṭar a stringed instrument similar to the ḥajḥūj that appears in Amazight and 
some popular music 

Maghreb the geographic region encompassing northwest Africa and including 
Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia and sometimes used to include Mauritania 
and Libya 

mʿalem  the leader of a Gnāwa ensemble who directs the progression of a ritual 
event, derived from the verb “to know,” implying that his knowledge is 
central to his role 

medina the walled historic old city that forms the core of most major cities in 
Morocco 

Malḥūn a genre of sung poetry that features Moroccan Arabic, a wide range of 
instruments, and borrows from both classical and popular traditions 
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māliyya capitalism 

Marṣa a region of Morocco on the Atlantic coastline between Casablanca and 
Rabat 

marṣawī an adjective describing an element of marṣawiyya style or a performer 
who makes use of that performance practice 

marṣawiyya a form of Gnāwa performance practice that originated in the Marṣa region 
and includes a number of adaptations from popular music aesthetics 

maskūn one who is possessed by a spirit, derived from the passive form of the 
verb “to reside,” meaning that this person is a “residence” for the spirit 

mbakhr an incense burner used in the Gnāwa ritual 

mblī addicted, refers to a person or population with a physical addiction or an 
emotional and cultural one (Fez is “addicted to” the Ḥamadsha, meaning 
that they are popular throughout the city) 

mellaḥ the historic Jewish quarter of a city, now mostly populated by Muslims 

mlūk possessing spirits of the Gnāwa ceremony, literally “owners” 

mrākshī something or someone from Marrakech (Mrāksh) 

muezzin a person who performs the adhān, the call to prayer, at a mosque 

muḥubbīn literally “lovers,” refers to fans and supporters of a music, cultural practice, 
sports team, etc. 

muqaddima a woman who arranges for and watches over a Gnāwa ceremony 

mūssem a pilgrimage festival, usually religious in nature 

mwīma literally “little mother,” refers to the short accompanimental patterns 
performed on the ḥajḥūj in Gnāwa music 

nashaṭ roughly translates as “to animate,” refers to music or other entertainments 

nḥaṣ metal, generally followed by a color to determine which type 

nḥaṣiyya a high tuning on the ḥajḥūj that sounds “metallic” 

qarqabī one who plays qurāqib 

Qurʾan Islam’s holy book 

qurāqib the metal percussion instruments used in Gnāwa music 
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raḥla the space between the musicians and audience in a Gnāwa ritual where 
possession dance occurs 

ṣadaq charity, also refers to the meat sacrificed before or during a Gnāwa 
ceremony that is given to family and the poor 

samaʿ a form of religious sung poetry closely related to Andalusian music in 
Morocco 

shʿabī literally “popular,” also refers to a variety of genres of popular music 

sharīf one who is a descendent of the Prophet Mohammed 

shaghma magic 

shūrfaʾ plural of sharīf, also refers to the white “noble” spirits of the Gnāwa 
ceremony 

sintīr the central melodic instrument used by the Gnāwa mʿalem, also called a 
ginbrī or ḥajḥūj 

sūdāniyya a Gnāwa music performance practice originating in the southern portion of 
the country, around Marrakech 

tarīq literally “path” 

ṭbāl the large drums used in the dākhla portions of the Gnāwa ceremony 

tgnāwīt Gnāwa-ness, a form of authenticity of performance based on knowledge, 
piety, lineage, and other forms of respect from the community 

tʿaīfa a group or ensemble of musicians that performs Sufi or Gnāwa music 

tqīl heavy 

trīh a song or a selection of related songs used in the Gnāwa ceremony 

ʿūd a fretless lute-like instrument used in much of Morocco’s classical and 
some popular genres of music 

ʿulūm sciences 

ville nouvelle the French term for the “new city” built by the colonial power during the 
colonial era, generally nearby the older walled medina 

zawiya a “lodge” dedicated to a specific Sufi brotherhood or saint 

zwāqī the larger ṭbāl that is used for improvised counter rhythms during the 
dākhla, a term derived from zawaq (“to ornament”)
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APPENDIX B 
MARṢAWIYYA REPERTOIRE AND TEMPO CHART 

The chart below shows the list of songs performed by Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq in 

the marṣawiyya recordings I used for chapters 6 and 7. The left column’s background 

colors signify the segment of the ceremony. They are shūrfaʾ, kuḥl, mūsawiyyin, 

samāwiyyin, Hamu, Būḥalī, Sidi Brahim, ghabawiyyin, and the bināt (women’s section), 

respectively. The “Time” column notes the duration of the individual songs. Where sets 

elide, I count the most identifiable marker of a new song, which is the beginning of the 

new ḥajḥūj melody. The “Series” column is a numbered sequence to ease identification. 

“Tempo (B)” is the beginning tempo of a song, taken when the voice first enters. 

“Tempo (E)” is the ending tempo, taken after the instrumental acceleration, most often 

just before the entrance of a new ḥajḥūj melody signifies a new song. “Stop” notes when 

the performers end a set and begin a new one. This sometimes means that they take a 

smoke break, but more frequently, it is a pause as the ḍrārī stop playing the qurāqib for 

a moment, the mʿalem takes a few breaths, and they immediately move onto the next 

set.  

The “(1)” and “(2)” markers next to some songs are part of the song titles as 

given to me by the performers. For instance, “Sala Nabina (2)” is called “Sala Nabina 

itānī,” the second, though it was never agreed upon which was the first: “Sala wa 

Nabina,” “Salatu an-Nabi,” or “Sulay Nabi wa Mulay Muhammad” (which immediately 

precede “the second.” Some songs are built upon two consecutive sections called frāsh, 

bedding, and ghaṭaʾ, cover. These numbers, in some cases, refer to the “cover” that 

goes with a previously heard “bedding.” The “cover,” though it may be musically or 

lyrically very different, completes the “bedding” and is required in the sequence. This 
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concept complicates what I call a “song” since my basis lies upon the melodic and 

rhythmic content. “Strokes” differentiates between 3-stroke and 4-stroke rhythms. A “1” 

in that column is reserved for songs that use a quarter-note clap throughout. The “Iqaʿ” 

column references which of the qurāqib rhythms dominates the song. It is coded thus: 

duple (1), triplets (2), march (3), hemiola (4), heavy sixteenths (5), quarter-note clap (6). 

The statistics in chapters 6 and 7 do not include data from the final bināt section unless 

otherwise stated.
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  Time Series Tempo (B) Tempo (E) Stop Strokes Iqaʿ 

Rubbi Mulana 02:34 1 86 92   3 1 

ʿAbd an-Nabi 01:02 2 92 100   3 1 

Sidi Rasul Allah 01:05 3 100 112   3 1 

al-‘afu ya Mulana 01:25 4 108 120   3 1 

Rasul Allah ya Nabina 00:54 5 120 134   3 2 

Sala wa Nabina 01:20 6 136 136   3 2 

al-ʿafu ya Mulana 01:16 7 145 160 TRUE 3 2 

Salatu an-Nabi 02:47 8 87 98   4 3 

Allah ya Rasul Allah Sidi 00:35 9 98 98   4 3 

Allah huma sla Nabina 01:17 10 100 108   4 4 

Jilala (ʿAbd al-Qadr Sultan) 02:10 11 94 110   4 4 

La Ilaha illa Lah Jilala 01:13 12 112 120 TRUE 4 5 

Jilala Bu ʿAlam 01:35 13 136 140   3 2 

Jilali Dawi Hali 02:13 14 134 142   3 2 

Ana b-Llah wa bik ah Mulay ʿAbd al-Qadr 00:53 15 148 156   3 2 

Dawini Dawini 01:25 16 168 172 TRUE 1 6 

Sidi bil-Wali Jani 03:08 17 90 100   4 4 

Sulay Nabi wa Mulay Muhammad 00:51 18 98 102   4 4 

Sala Nabina (2) 00:51 19 102 110   4 4 

Ya Rasul Allah, Ya Mulay Muhammad 00:54 20 110 120   4 4 

Hubbu Nabi Mulay Muhammad 00:30 21 118 120   4 5 

La Ilaha illa Lah Muhammad 04:36 22 114 136 TRUE 1 6 

Hammadi 05:30 23 88 150 TRUE 3 0 

Ulad Lalla Fatima Zahra (Huma ʿAnayti) 05:13 24 142 152 TRUE 4 5 
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Lalla Mimuna (1) 02:13 1 106 110   3 1 

Lalla Mimuna (2) 02:28 2 105 124   3 2 

Lalla Mimuna (3) 02:09 3 124 166   1 6 

Sidi Mimun Ghumami (1) 04:21 4 82 140   4 5 

Marhaba 01:50 5 108 110   4 5 

Marhaba Sidi Mimun 01:39 6 115 144 TRUE 4 5 

Ya Bwab Habib Allah 01:27 7 116 120   3 1 

Baba Mimun 02:13 8 122 142   3 2 

Al-Gnawi Baba Mimun 01:44 9 144 154 TRUE 3 2 

Sidi Mimun Ghumami (2)  01:44 10 138 164   3 2 

Khali Mbara Maskina 02:15 11 144 164 TRUE 3 2 

Sala Nabina 03:49 1 88 109   4 5 

Sidi Musa 03:10 2 90 93   4 5 

Rasul Allah Mohammed Sidi 02:52 3 110 128 TRUE 4 5 

Sma wa Llah ya Bu Yandi 01:27 1 104 113   4 3 

La Ilaha illa Llah ya Samawi 04:07 2 110 120 TRUE 4 4 

Baniya 03:28 1 100 118   4 5 

Sidi Hamu 01:40 2 141 144   3 2 

Sidi Kommwi 03:00 3 117 162   3 2 

? 02:03 3 140 164 TRUE 3 2 

Marhaba Sidi Mommwi 01:19 4 156 174 TRUE 3 2 

Sidna Bu Hala 01:26 1 110 120   3 1 

Fayn Kayn Ah Bu Hala 01:20 2 136 183 TRUE 3 2 

La Ilaha illa Lah (1) 03:31 3 88 97   4 5 

La Ilaha illa Lah (2) 03:11 4 108 160 TRUE 4 5 

Mulay ʿAbd Allah bin Hsayn 02:03 1 98 103   4 5 
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Mulay Brahim (1) 02:14 2 110 140 TRUE 4 5 

Samharush (1) 01:20 3 94 105   4 5 

Sharif Mulay Hamid 05:42 4 103 135 TRUE 4 5 

Hadiyya (1) 04:00 1 75 88   4 3 

Hadiyya (2) 01:37 2 93 112   4 3 

Ali ya ‘Ali 01:11 3 110 127   4 5 

Al-Balini 01:52 4 116 128   4 5 

Allah ya Rubbi ya Mulay 02:23 5 118 135 TRUE 4 5 

As-Salam ʿAla Baba ya Sidi 02:07 6 91 94   4 3 

Fulani 02:02 7 98 104   4 3 

Allal ya ʿAllal 02:58 8 98 109   4 3 

Balaiji 01:09 9 106 115   4 5 

Lando Lando 00:57 10 124 138   4 5 

Sidi Bu Ganga 00:55 11 136 145   4 5 

Sanidyya 03:33 12 145 155 TRUE 1 6 

Lalla Batuliyya 03:15 13 98 106   4 3 

Busu Busu 03:51 14 86 100 TRUE 4 3 

Lalla Malika (Frāsh) 03:39 1 91 94   4 3 

Al-ʿAmraniyya (Ghaṭaʾ) 01:44 2 98 110   4 5 

Lalla Malika (Ghaṭaʾ) 00:31 3 106 110   4 5 

Lalla Malika (2) 02:36 4 149 163   3 2 

Sala ʿAla Nabina (Susiyya) 09:46 5 162 184 TRUE 3 2 

Majdoub al-Raqiyya 01:37 6 147 160   3 2 

Lalla Mira 01:33 7 154 154   3 2 

Al-Mira Shilha 01:23 8 160 174 TRUE 3 2 

Lalla ‘Arbiyya 02:41 9 106 119 TRUE 4 4 

Lalla Mira 02:09 10 134 170 TRUE 3 2 
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Aisha Sudaniyya (1) 04:11 11 110 126   3 1 

Aisha Sudaniyya (2) 02:05 12 134 178   3 2 

Lalla Aisha Kubba/Mula al-Amin 02:12 13 115 155 TRUE 4 5 

Aisha Hamdushiyya 10:58 14 135 168 TRUE 1 6 

La Ilaha illa Lah (Lalla Aisha) 02:03 15 153 170 TRUE 3 2 
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APPENDIX C 
FESIYYA TEMPO CHART 

The chart below outlines the repertoire and tempo content of the fessiyya performance by Mʿalem ʿAziz wuld Ba 

Blan. For a description of the terms used in the chart, see Appendix B. 

 

  Time Series Tempo (B) Tempo (E) Stop Strokes Iqaʿ 

Rabbi Mulana 02:10 1 92 99   3 1 

Mohammed ya Rasul Allah 01:19 2 103 111   3 1 

Salat an-Nabi 00:50 3 112 126   3 1 

al-'Afu 03:16 4 120 162 TRUE 3 2 

Jilali 03:02 5 95 115   4 3 

La Ilaha il Allah Mohammed Rasul Allah 01:49 6 112 122 TRUE 4 5 

Lalla Mimuna (1) 03:25 1 108 119   3 1 

Lalla Mimuna (2) 01:47 2 130 160 TRUE 3 2 

Ghumami 03:19 3 98 116   4 3 

Marhaba 02:28 4 107 123 TRUE 4 5 

Marhaba (2) 02:14 5 140 169 TRUE 3 2 

Sidi Musa Saghir 03:52 1 88 106   4 3 

Sidi Musa Kbir 02:52 2 82 93   4 3 

Ya Rasul Allah, Ya Rasul Allah 02:24 3 95 110 TRUE 4 5 

Samawiyyin 02:26 1 98 120 TRUE 4 5 

Kubayli 02:03 2 106 125 TRUE 4 5 

Sidi Hamu Saghir 03:15 1 94 108 TRUE 4 3 

Sidi Hamu Kabir 01:39 2 127 146   3 2 
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Hammuda al-Gzar 02:46 3 130 180 TRUE 3 2 

Mula Kommiyya 02:02 4 116 150 TRUE 3 2 

Mulay Brahim 02:28 1 97 105   4 5 

Mulay ʿAbd Allah bin Hsayn 02:37 2 102 120 TRUE 4 5 

al-ʿArabi 01:37 3 89 110 TRUE 4 5 

ʿAmr Duwayya 02:28 4 128 166 TRUE 3 2 

Bu Derbala 03:12 1 124 148 TRUE 3 2 

Dar Wazzan (Yalla Nzuru) 02:09 2 87 102 TRUE 4 5 

Buliya Buri wah Aya al-Amin 02:36 1 92 103   4 5 

al-Hadiyya 01:59 2 106 124 TRUE 4 5 

Shaba Kuriyya Sultan al-Hawsa 01:55 3 102 123 TRUE 4 5 

Balili 01:41 4 102 113 TRUE 4 5 

Allal 03:19 5 91 126 TRUE 4 5 

Fufu d Nuba 02:28 6 118 131   3 2 

Fufu d Nuba (2) 02:35 7 134 190 TRUE 3 2 

Fufu d Nuba (3) 03:16 8 182 194 TRUE 1 6 

Mamriyyou 03:14 1 96 116 TRUE 4 5 

Briandu 01:58 2 94 106   4 5 

Briandu (2) 01:19 3 106 116 TRUE 4 5 

Lalla Raqiyya/Lalla Mhalla 02:25 1 137 155   3 2 

Lalla Batula 00:59 2 150 167   3 2 

Lalla Mira (Fessiyya) 01:11 3 155 155 TRUE 3 2 

Lalla Mira 'ʿArabiyya 02:34 4 99 108 TRUE 4 3 

Hawzawa 01:48 5 145 175 TRUE 3 2 

Lalla Hawa' 00:52 6 136 152 TRUE 3 2 

Lalla Malika (Algerian) 02:39 7 93 114 TRUE 4 3 
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Lalla Malika (Meknesiyya) 00:43 8 118 129   4 3 

Lalla Malika ('Alawiyya) 01:30 9 150 164   3 2 

Susiyya 01:12 10 167 165   3 2 

Allal Aoiwa 01:09 11 166 155   3 2 

Tijaniyya 01:10 12 162 161   3 2 

Sali ya Lalla ʿala Nabina 01:47 13 172 192 TRUE 3 2 
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APPENDIX D 
AUDIO EXAMPLES 

Objects D-1 through D-18 are audio examples linked to the list below. All 

examples are recorded by and courtesy of the author unless stated otherwise. 

Object D-1. Segment from Sidi Musa, Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq. Meknes, November 8, 
2010. 

Object D-2. Descent to Sidi ʿAli’s tomb, Ḥamadsha troupe. Sidi ʿAli, January 28, 2013. 

Object D-3. “ʿAisha Ḥamdushiyya” with audible trancing women, Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq. 
Meknes, November 8, 2010. 

Object D-4. Praise singing segment during the early part of a concert, Turiq wuld Gzar’s 
ensemble. Sidi ʿAli, January 27, 2013. 

Object D-5. Said Senhaji’s “ʿAisha” after the lights went out during their concert, Turiq 
wuld Gzar’s ensemble. Sidi ʿAli, January 27, 2013. 

Object D-6. “Ghumami” in shamāliyya style, Mʿalem Hamid. Fez, November 20, 2012. 

Object D-7. “Ghumami” in fesiyya style, Mʿalem Hamid. Fez, November 20, 2012. 

Object D-8. “Ghumami” in marṣawiyya style, Mʿalem Hamid. Fez, November 20, 2012. 

Object D-9. “Hammadi,” Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and his ḍrārī. Fez, April 4, 2011. 

Object D-10. “Rubbi Mulana,” Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and his ḍrārī. Fez, April 4, 2011. 

Object D-11. “ʿAbd an-Nabi,” Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and his ḍrārī. Fez, April 4, 2011. 

Object D-12. “Jilāla Bu ʿAlam,” Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and his ḍrārī. Fez, April 4, 2011. 

Object D-13. “Allah ya Rasul Allah Sidi,” Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and his ḍrārī. Fez, April 
4, 2011. 

Object D-14. “Sʿadi bil-Wali Jani,” Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and his ḍrārī. Fez, April 4, 
2011. 

Object D-15. “Sulay Nabi wa Mulay Mohammed,” Mʿalem ʿAbd ar-Rzaq and his ḍrārī. 
Fez, April 4, 2011. 

Object D-16. “Lalla Malika,” Mʿalem ʿ Aziz wuld Ba Blan and his ḍrārī. Fez, March 5, 
2013. 

Object D-17. “Ghumami,” Mʿalem ʿ Aziz wuld Ba Blan and his ḍrārī. Fez, March 5, 2013.  

http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/01%20Segment%20from%20Sidi%20Musa.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/01%20Segment%20from%20Sidi%20Musa.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/02%20Hamadsha%20descent.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/03%20Lalla%20Aisha.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/03%20Lalla%20Aisha.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/04%20Shabi%20praise%20singing.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/04%20Shabi%20praise%20singing.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/05%20Said%20Senhaji's%20Aisha.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/05%20Said%20Senhaji's%20Aisha.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/06%20Ghumami%20in%20shamaliyya%20style.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/07%20Ghumami%20in%20fesiyya%20style.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/08%20Ghumami%20in%20marsawiyya%20style.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/09%20Hammadi.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/10%20Rabbi%20Mulana.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/11%20Abd%20an-Nabi.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/12%20JIlali%20Bu%20Alam.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/13%20Allah%20ya%20Rasul%20Allah%20Sidi.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/13%20Allah%20ya%20Rasul%20Allah%20Sidi.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/14%20Sadi%20bil-Wali%20Jani.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/14%20Sadi%20bil-Wali%20Jani.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/15%20Sulay%20Nabi%20wa%20Mulay%20Muhammed.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/15%20Sulay%20Nabi%20wa%20Mulay%20Muhammed.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/16%20Lalla%20Malika.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/16%20Lalla%20Malika.mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/17%20Ghumami.mp3


 

250 

Object D-18. Versions of “Mulay Hamid” and “Mudhiyouma (Dīf Allah Mulay Hamid)” 
that invoke improvised lyrics and jokes during a līla, Yassine Boudouaia. Fez, 
January 11, 2013. 

http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/18%20Mulay%20Hamid%20and%20Mudhiyuma%20(D%C4%ABf%20Allah%20Mulay%20Hamid).mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/18%20Mulay%20Hamid%20and%20Mudhiyuma%20(D%C4%ABf%20Allah%20Mulay%20Hamid).mp3
http://ufdcimages.uflib.ufl.edu/IR/00/00/38/66/00001/18%20Mulay%20Hamid%20and%20Mudhiyuma%20(D%C4%ABf%20Allah%20Mulay%20Hamid).mp3
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