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through that process.

Why do some newly invented instru-
ments survive while others disap-
pear?

Iranian traditional instruments have
evolved over centuries and have be-
come part of people’s auditory memo-
ry. Taroud, for example, complements
existing instruments by allowing the
player to achieve a lower and more
stable sound, rather than attempting to
replace any other instrument.

How did you combine the character-
istics of the tar and the oud in the
taroud?

One challenge of the oud is its large
body and fretless fingerboard, which
can make playing more demanding.
In the taroud, the body is smaller and

the neck is longer. The addition of frets
simplifies performance, while the in-
strument also avoids issues associated
with the animal-skin soundboard used
in the traditional Persian tar.

Do you have plans to document your
knowledge through books, blue-
prints or educational programs?

More or less, I continue to study wood
structures, tonal characteristics and
more precise tools and techniques.
However, instrument making is a vast
field, and there is always more to learn.

If you could design an entirely new
instrument today, what gap in Ira-
nian instruments would you try to
address?

Just as the synthetic-frame daf was
able to resolve some of the issues of

the leather-headed daf, in my opinion,
the use of skin (membrane) on important
Iranian instruments such as the tar and
kamancheh still poses certain challeng-
es, and it would be good to think of a
solution for it.

What is the biggest financial chal-
lenge facing instrument makers in
Iran today?

Market instability, rapid inflation and
uncertainty surrounding the broader
music environment make professional
instrument making increasingly diffi-
cult.

Can instrument making alone pro-
vide a sustainable livelihood?

Some makers who are able to sell high-
end or export-quality instruments can
earn a comfortable living. However,
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many people working in the arts con-
tinue to face significant financial pres-
sures.

How have rising material costs af-
fected the industry?

The dramatic increase in the price of
wood, tools and other materials has
placed enormous pressure on instru-
ment makers. Combined with a sluggish
market, these rising costs have signifi-
cantly affected production and sales.

How do you assess the current mar-
ket for handmade Iranian instru-
ments?

Most of my work is focused on the do-
mestic market. However, the Persian
Gulf region was once a very favorable
destination for Iranian-made ouds.
Recent regional developments have
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weakened that market, and its future
remains uncertain.

What measures could improve the sit-
uation for Iranian instrument makers?
Professional exhibitions in Iran and abroad,
insurance support, improved international
communication and stronger infrastructure
would all contribute to a healthier environ-
ment for instrument makers.

Have you ever had to sell an instru-
ment for less than its true value de-
spite months of work?

Yes. During periods of economic hard-
ship and market stagnation, I have
sometimes had no choice but to sell
special instruments below their actu-
al value. It is a difficult reality for any
craftsman, but it is one of the challeng-
es of working in today’s market.

INTERVIEW Master oud player Rahim AlHaj joined EC Erb to discuss his lifelong journey of using music as a bridge across cultures and conflicts. From his Grammy-nominated collab-
oration, “Ancient Sounds,” with Amjad Ali Khan to his latest album “One Sky” with Sourena Sefati, AlHaj reflects on how music expresses shared humanity, connects people
beyond borders, and keeps stories of compassion and resilience alive.

Our paths have crossed again
through the years. We’ve got so many
mutual connections.

ALHAJ: You know, that’s one of the
great things about music, really. It
just connects people from around the
world. And actually, | would say it all
the time that music has the most chan-
nels to connect people. It’s an incredi-
ble way of connecting people. I mean,
you're talking about cinema maybe,
but music is always available in our life,
in our home, in our car, in our ear —
you're always there.

Tell me a bit about meeting Amjad
Ali Khan and recording the Gram-
my-nominated album “Ancient
Sounds”.

Twenty-six years ago, when I arrived in
the United States, in New Mexico, Am-
jad Ali Khan, the famous Sarod player,
was told, “There’s an Iraqi musician
who just arrived two or three months
ago, but he doesn’t speak English.” And
he said, “Wow, can I meet him? Can I see
him?” Then they called me and [ came
in. [ didn’t speak English. We recorded
the record — that was in 2000 — and
when I heard it, I said, whoa, that’s such
beautiful music.

One of your last recording is “One
Sky” with Sourena Sefati. How did
this collaboration come about?

You remember when Bush said there is
an “Axis of Evil”? [ said to myself, hmm,
that’s interesting. How about bringing
musicians from North Korea, from Iraq,
and from Iran, and composing music
to show our humanity? We are human
beings — we are not the Axis of Evil.
No, we are like anybody else on this
planet. And I called the group Axis of
Evil, the band. We recorded the record,
and Smithsonian took it. They said,
“Hey Rahim, Axis of Evil is a difficult ti-
tle. Would it be possible to change the
name?” [ said, “No, it’s perfect.” Even-
tually, I agreed, and we did the record.
It’s about recognizing our humanity
and how music has the power and ca-
pacity to unite us, not divide us. That’s
such a beautiful feeling. In fact, I re-
member composing a piece when [ was
16, during the Irag-Iran War. I specif-
ically chose an Iranian maqam called
dasht to protest the war. It was like
saying, “No — they are not our enemy.”
They’re human beings like us. Politi-
cians do whatever they want. And after
all these years — 40 years later — an
Iranian musician is playing that same
piece. Isn’t that wonderful? That piece,
by the way, got me in trouble with the
Iragi government because we were at
war with Iran, and they said, “How dare
you compose music in an Iranian mode,
not an Iraqi one?”

As we’ve been talking about music

and how it forms those connections,
one thing that always feels strong for
me is that I love sitting and listening
to music in the comfort of my home,
but there’s something else that just
happens when you’re there to expe-
rience it live. I feel like we, as the au-
dience, really become part of it, and
something can grow inside of us with
live performance.

I always say it’s a new birth because
you are not the same person for that
one hour. When you are on stage, you
are a new person, new notes. You have
to express them in the way that you feel
in the moment. Even if it's written and
you've played it zillions of times, every
performance is about that moment of
presence. You can express yourself in
that moment to the live audience. You
can see them, you can hear them, you
can feel their reaction and connect with
them — and that’s what lifts the musi-
cian up. You feel alive. There’s nothing
like it.

Another recording of yours I wanted
to touch on was “Little Earth”. You
reached out and collaborated with
a wonderful array of musicians, and
one that really caught my ear was the
piece “The Searching”. You recorded
it with the late great accordion play-
er Guy Klucevsek, who’s been such
a favorite of ours at KGNU. I got the
impression that he’d never played a
maqam before, and yet he fell into
the music — even finding that un-
likely quarter tone on the accordion.
Yeah, it’s really incredible. Guy did a
phenomenal job on this piece, and I
think he’s the only accordion player

who managed to play the quarter tone
on the accordion. Literally, there’s no
one else in the world who could do that
— it’s almost impossible.

We were recording in Santa Fe, and he
put me in tears. [ remember thinking,
how did he capture what [ wanted to
say? How did he know exactly what
I needed in this piece? That’s “The
Searching”. It’s about when you fall in
love and sometimes go separate ways
for whatever reason. You have that cu-
riosity about your lost love — where
did they go? Did they marry? Have
kids? One day, at the airport, he sees a
woman with her son, and she recogniz-
es him. It’s too late, but that’s her, his
love. He had been searching for her, and
that’s what the piece is about.

Your last album is entitled “One
Sky,” and it wraps up with that piece
“Dancing Planet”. I just love the
beautiful music and the imagery.
This piece makes me wonder — is
the planet itself dancing, or are you
inviting all the inhabitants to the
dance?

Thank you very much. That’s exactly
it. | remember my mom used to sing
in this rhythm, an Irish rhythm, and
I always wondered — how did Irish
rhythms come to Iraq? We’d been
occupied by Britain at that time, in
my mom’s era. She used this rhythm
to make up songs and keep us quiet.
So, I took that rhythm and used it to
honor the planet — when people live
in harmony, peace, love, and compas-
sion. It’s an invitation for everyone to
come and celebrate the earth through
dance.

You moved to the United States af-
ter leaving Iraq. What did you learn
from that experience that you might
share with us?

I've been here 26 years, and I learned
that there’s nothing bigger than a big
heart for humanity. I learned that it
doesn’t matter who you are, what color
you carry, or what language you speak
— there’s something inside you that you
can't get rid of: you are a human being.

I remember vividly my first concert
when [ was about to collect my ticket
to go back to Syria. I thought, I can’t live
here — no one knows the oud, no one
knows Rahim AlHaj. Then a little boy
and his father came to the green room.
The boy was in tears. [ said, in bad En-
glish, “You don’t like my music, do you?”
And he said, “No, I loved it, but I need
your signature.”

At that moment [ thought, if this little
boy understood what I was trying to ex-
press — the struggles of children and
women in times of war — then maybe I
could make a difference here. And I did.
Here I am, still working, and I will never
stop until I expire.

I've learned that yes, it takes time, but
the reward is the love and appreciation
from people. We don’t need more than
that, really. Especially in these times,
which are so difficult and divided, we
need our voices to be heard, to tell our
stories and our humanity. Everyone has
a story to tell — small or big, happy or
sad — and not everyone gets to share
it. So, how about we share our stories
and learn from them? That’s my under-
standing of music and art in general.

The full interview first appeared on KGNU.
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American percussionist Issa Malluf,
Iraqi oud master/composer Rahim
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