‘ABDALLAH, MIRZA
Article by Margaret Caton

Encyclopaedia Iranica

Published: December 15, 1982
Last Updated: May 9, 2018

‘ABDALLAH, MIRZA

‘ABDALLAH, MIRZA (ca. 1259-1337/1843-1918), a well-known court musician
and master of the setar and tar (plucked long-necked lutes). His musical
repertoire (radif) is considered to be the main source of contemporary Persian
classical music as taught in conservatories and universities in Iran.

Mirza ‘Abdallah was part of a family of musicians. His father, ‘Ali-Akbar
Farahani of Arak, came to Tehran and became a prominent court musician
and performer on the tar during the reign of Mohammad Shah and Naser-al-
din Shah (J. During, p. 142). Gobineau during his visit to Tehran about 1855-58
witnessed ‘Ali-Akbar’s performance and counted him among the great artists
of the world (Gobineau, p. 441). After the early death of ‘Ali-Akbar, his nephew
and student Aqa Golam-Hosayn became his successor as a tar performer in the
court. Aqa Golam-Hosayn also became the stepfather to ‘Abdallah and Hosayn-
qoli, the two younger sons of ‘Ali-Akbar. ‘Abdallah studied the tar first with his
older brother Hasan (Kaleq, I, p. 102). He and his younger brother Hosayn-qoli
eventually studied with Golam-Hosayn and became successful court
musicians.

The students of Mirza ‘Abdallah include Mahdi-qoli Hedayat, who transcribed
the radif of another student, Mahdi Solhi. This radif, known as “Radif-e
Montazam-al-hokama™ is one of the major sources of the published Marufl
radif (Kaleqi, I, pp. 106-07; idem in Majalla, p. 19). The radif of another student,
Ebrahim Qahramani, has been recorded by Nur-‘Ali Borimand and used for
music instruction in Tehran University. Other influential students include
Sayyed Hosayn Kalifa, Abu’l-Hasan Saba, and Hajj Aqa Mohammad Irani
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Mojarrad. Of Mirza ‘Abdallah’s four children, Ahmad ‘Ebadi is known as a
master performer on setar.

Mirza ‘Abdallah collected and organized the melodies of his contemporaries
and added them to the radif of his father. Colonel ‘Al1-Naq1 Vazirl transcribed
this radif, working with Mirza ‘Abdallah over a period of one and a half years
(Kaleqi, II, pp. 44-46). He freely taught this radif to all his students, regardless
of their ability. He did this in reaction to the guarded attitude of musicians
toward teaching others, an attitude which he felt was endangering the Persian
music tradition.

The music tradition that is taught in the National Conservatory and Tehran
University has been attributed to Mirza ‘Abdallah (Kaleqi, I, pp. 102, 442;
Khatschi, p. 1; Zonis, pp. 39, 190); and also to ‘Ali-Akbar (During, p. 142; Ney-
Davud, interview, 1976). Mirza ‘Abdallah’s radif is the oldest documented
version of the seven dastgah system. This system, developed in the nineteenth
century, is thought to be a rearrangement of the older twelve magam system.
The tradition is known by Mirza ‘Abdallah’s name due to his extensive work in
collecting, arranging, and teaching his radif. The present published version of
the tar radif collected by Miusa Mariufl is based on the radif of Mirza ‘Abdallah
and Aqa Hosayn-qoli and two of their students, Mahdi Solhi and Darvi$ Kan
(Kaleqi, 1340, p. 19).

Existing works of Mirza ‘Abdallah include the Vaziri transcription of the
Dastgah Cahargah, the radif of Montazam-al-hokama’, and the radif of
Qahramani. “Rak-e ‘Abdallah,” one of the gusas (pieces) of the Dastgahs of
Mahur and Rastpanjgah, is found in both the vocal and instrumental radif and
may be attributed to him. In addition, there are a number of recordings of his
tar performance listed in the 1906 Catalogue de Disques Persans de la
Companie The Gramophone and Typewriter Ltd. (pp. 3, 14, 30). Some of these
recordings are still extant.
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