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easier, everyone benefits.

Do independent cultural projects face
greater difficulties than institutional
ones?

Generally speaking, yes. Independent proj-
ects must create their own infrastructure
while simultaneously producing content.
That requires persistence. At the same
time, independence provides freedom. It
allows a project to follow its own creative
logic. The ideal situation would be stron-
ger collaboration between institutions and
independent cultural initiatives.

Are there still places in Iran where
you hope to perform Tar & History?

Historical mosques remain particularly
important to me. Iran’s religious archi-
tecture forms a significant part of its
cultural heritage. These spaces bring
together architecture, poetry, calligra-
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For many residents of Tehran, the shock
of the five-week-long aerial bombard-
ment of their city lasted for only the
first few days. Afterward, the city and
its residents settled into a grim routine,
bearing witness to new types of suffer-
ing: images of limbs beneath rubble, a
corpse hanging by its arm from a build-
ing, a young woman who lost three gen-
erations of family in one attack and now
lies in a coma with a chest wound.

In such conditions, long dominated
by division and suffering, a unifying
voice for Iranians emerged from mu-
sic. Mohsen Chavoshi, a singer who for
more than a decade has been associated
with middle-class values and charitable
fundraising, released a song without the
official approval of Iran’s regulatory au-
thorities, opening up a space to breathe
for Iranians struggling to express their
inner turmoil about the war.

“Hasbi Allah” (“God Is Enough”) by Chavoshi
is a religious song. The song protests
against warmongering, and places its
focus on human suffering caused by
the war. Its popularity revealed a need
for words to channel emotion. It also
inspired other songs that fostered em-
pathy and morale, both essential in
wartime.

In the absence of free and widespread
access to the internet and international
social media platforms, the song circu-
lated across domestic, intranet-based
networks, passed hand to hand and
shared via memory cards. It became the
dominant sound in car stereos at dusk,
as people ventured out to confront
the depression and anxiety of staying
indoors under the constant threat of
bombs and missiles.

Soon after “Hasbi Allah,” a song known
as a “rajaz,” or epic boasting, followed.
This martial music tells of bravery and
inspires victory. Its performer, Mehdi
Rasouli, references historic battles, the
story of the sacrifices of the family of
the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) at the
Battle of Karbala, and the “Shahnameh,”
the great poetic epic in the Persian lan-
guage, to mobilize listeners. Rapidly
popular, the song appeared on state TV
and became part of marches and funer-
al processions.

Shortly after, the Shia tradition of
“noha,” or religious lament, offered
a collective voice for mourning and
roused emotion. One lament, sung in
Persian but styled after the Pakistani
singer Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, empha-
sized again Karbala’s tragedy and the
bravery of young men defending the
country from external attack. This song
also recognized the solidarity that Ira-
nians had received from neighboring
countries and became popular on so-
cial media beyond the Persian-speaking

phy, spirituality, and history. I believe
thoughtful musical presentations can
contribute to a deeper appreciation of
those environments. Historically, art and
spirituality in Iran have often coexisted.

Why is documenting heritage especial-
ly important during times of crisis?

Because heritage represents continuity.
Historical monuments remind us that
previous generations also faced chal-
lenges and uncertainties, yet still left
meaningful legacies behind. In difficult
moments, cultural memory can become
a source of resilience. Protecting heri-
tage is therefore not only about preserv-
ing the past. It is also about strengthen-
ing society’s relationship with its future.

Finally, what message would you like
international readers to take away
about Iran?

world, especially among Pakistani, Iraqi
and Turkish listeners.

Other artists joined in, composing
more music for the war effort. Still,
these three pieces defined the sound-
scape and will shape the war’s memo-
ry, though they are not the only musical
testament, nor perhaps the most signif-
icant.

Beneath the loud resonance of these
songs, other musical stories have un-
folded in the city. At street level, Tehran
has become a city of street musicians.
After last summer’s war, their numbers
grew so much that some streets would
host the equivalent of a full rock con-
cert in a single afternoon. Solo perform-
ers, though, were most often seen with
lighter stringed instruments, such as the
violin, guitar, tar and setar. Alongside
them, many young people brought the
handpan to the streets. The handpan’s
popularity, tied to a youthful, bohemian
lifestyle, has grown so much in Tehran
that even in neighborhoods beyond the
center of the city, its sound can be heard
outside nearly every small cafe.

During the days of war, although the
number of street musicians, especially
handpan players, declined, they were
not erased from the streets. Footage
from Nowruz street markets still show
them performing. In addition, after a
Lebanese cellist played atop the ruins
of a house, some street musicians in
Iran repeated the act and produced
widely viewed videos, though most of
those videos still featured performers
from the Nowruz markets.

“Before the war, [ played in the streets
for money; during the war, I played for
myself,” said one of them, who agreed
to speak only on condition of anonym-
ity. “Nowruz nights usually offer mu-
sicians a chance to earn well, but this
year, few felt like celebrating. Still, the
pre-Nowruz markets brought some
crowds. During the war, I rarely played
for money, mostly to record myself...
Many things were ruined, but not ev-
erything. We have to keep living.”

I would encourage people from across
the world to approach Iran with curi-
osity rather than assumptions. Iran is
far more than a political headline. It is
a civilization shaped by thousands of
years of history, diverse cultures, lan-
guages, landscapes, and artistic tradi-
tions.

Most importantly, it is a country of
people whose experiences, hopes, and
stories are not so different from those
found anywhere else in the world. Any-
one who spends time in Iran quickly
discovers dimensions of the country
that cannot be conveyed through ste-
reotypes.

Tar & History is ultimately an invitation
to that discovery. Not through slogans or
arguments, but through music because
music remains one of the most powerful
ways of remembering who we are —
and of understanding one another.
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Playing music in the streets, whether to
demonstrate the flow of life or simply to
protest the war, quickly took on a new
form, becoming a tool of resistance. This
shift became especially clear when Don-
ald Trump threatened to target Tehran’s
power plants, a move that could have
plunged a population of around 10 mil-
lion people into darkness, immediately
endangering the lives of many, includ-
ing patients dependent on life-support
systems, not to mention the devastating
consequences that could unfold in the
hours and days that followed.

In response to this threat, some Iranian
artists went to stand in front of power
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plants and performed music, protesting
what they described as an open threat of
a crime against humanity. One of them,
Yasaman Heydari, a classical cellist,
performed Beethoven’s Symphony No.
9, often associated with peace, in front
of Tehran’s power plant. After her per-
formance, she said in a phone interview
about her presence at a site marked as
a potential target by the US military:
“The purpose of this performance was
to remind people of calm, empathy and
mutual respect. I believe that music can
serve as a bridge between hearts, fos-
tering peace and closeness among peo-
ple. It was with this belief that I played
in front of the power plant. I hope our
voices are heard.”

A week after Trump’s initial threat to
strike Iran’s power plants, when he re-
peated it once again on social media, a
tar player in Tehran responded by an-
nouncing a sit-in in front of the Dam-
avand power plant. Ali Ghamsari, in a
video he recorded there, addressed the
public: “It doesn’t matter where you
have stood until now. What matters
is that you understand that threats
against infrastructure are threats
against the lives of all of us, not only in
Iran, but across the entire region.”

He not only continued his sit-in in front
of the power plant, but also called on
artists and ordinary people in Iran and
across neighboring countries to form a
human chain around such facilities, so
that “the lights in everyone’s homes re-
main on.”

Before Donald Trump had the oppor-
tunity to carry out his threat against
Iran’s infrastructure, and before Iran, in
turn, might have found reason to target
electrical infrastructure across the Per-
sian Gulf, a temporary cease-fire was
agreed upon. The human chains formed
around vital infrastructure and the sit-
ins in front of power plants came to an
end. But this was not the whole story of
music under bombs and missiles.

In one of several US and Israeli attacks
on residential areas in Rey, in south-

ern Tehran, a house located near one
of Iran’s largest music archives was
struck. Ali Dolou, an oud and daf play-
er who has spent more than 15 years
of his professional life collecting and
digitizing Iran’s musical archives, said
that the attack could have wiped out a
vast body of Iranian musical heritage,
and that only sheer luck prevented
such a catastrophe: “For years, I have
been working to digitize Iran’s music
archives. In one of the attacks on Rey,
my home was severely damaged, but
fortunately, the digital archive I had
compiled, one of the most comprehen-
sive collections of Iranian music and na-
tional radio programs from 100 years
ago, was not harmed. Out of fear, de-
spite the high costs of maintaining such
archives, [ have created several backup
copies and stored them in different lo-
cations. So that if, in future attacks, this
house or the other archive locations are
damaged, at least this history of music
will not be lost.”

Not everyone, of course, was as for-
tunate as Dolou. Some things cannot
be protected from the dangers of war
through technology, musical instru-
ments and music schools among them.
The Haniyak Music Institute in Tehran
is one such example. Just three days
after the Persian New Year, during one
of the many US and Israeli attacks on
residential neighborhoods in Tehran, a
medical building in the Pirouzi district
in eastern Tehran was struck. One of its
floors had been dedicated to a music
school.

In videos published in the first hours
after the bombardment, a distressed
and frantic man can be seen pulling
black instrument cases from beneath
a mountain of rubble, showing them to
the camera before dropping them onto
the ground. Mr. Afrideh, the owner of the
now-destroyed music school, said in a
phone interview: “For 15 years, my wife
and I worked, struggled, saved money,
took out loans, borrowed, and built a
music school. We had 250 students and
20 instructors. That was all before the
war. Now, we have nothing. No students,
no teachers, no instruments, no school.
All that remains are debts, a broken
heart and 15 years of hard work that
vanished in the blink of an eye.”
Reaching a cease-fire does not mean
the end of the war. The recent conflict
erupted only eight months after the
previous one, which had also been halt-
ed by a cease-fire. Political predictions
about the future of negotiations do lit-
tle to ease public anxiety. Artists and
their businesses, who during the war
used the circumstances to create in the
service of solidarity and peace, are now
concerned that the economic and polit-
ical turbulence that follows every war
will become yet another wound layered
upon their already deep scars.
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