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Strings of Unity Across Mideast

From oud to ‘taroud’

An Iranian instrument maker
on innovation, tradition and survival

- By Alireza Sepahvand

Freelance journalist
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possibilities.

Among contemporary Iranian luthiers (skilled craftspeople who builds and repairs stringed instruments), Masoud Maleki has focused much of his work on the oud
— a fretless, pear-shaped lute that is one of the most influential string instruments in the Middle East and a historical ancestor of the European
lute. Alongside his work as an oud maker, Maleki has developed an experimental instrument called the “taroud,” a hybrid design that combines
elements of the Persian tar, one of Iran’s most important plucked string instruments, with the tonal character of the oud.

Drawing on years of practical experience, Maleki views instrument making as a gradual process shaped by experimentation, listening and
close interaction with musicians. In this conversation, he reflects on the principles of oud construction, the evolution of the taroud, the role of
technology in modern lutherie, and the economic realities confronting Iranian instrument makers in an era of inflation, market uncertainty

and changing cultural conditions.

IRAN DAILY: What led you from per-
forming music to instrument making
and designing new instruments?
MALEKI: My older brother became in-
volved in both instrument making and
kamancheh performance during his
teenage years. His interest gradually
inspired other members of our family
to enter the fields of music and instru-
ment making, and that was how I be-
came involved in this profession.

In oud making, what most deter-
mines the quality of the instrument’s
sound: the wood, the bowl design,
the soundboard, or something else?
The sound quality of an oud depends on
many factors working together. These
include the accuracy of the mold dimen-
sions, the quality of the materials — es-
pecially the soundboard — the strings

Masoud Maleki, an Iranian oud maker and designer of the experimental instrument known as the “taroud,”
believes that new musical instruments can endure only when they complement established traditions rath-
er than attempt to replace them. In this exclusive interview with Iran Daily, he discusses the craft of oud
making, the development of his hybrid instrument, and the economic challenges facing instrument makers

in Iran today.

Instrument making occupies a unique position at the intersection of craftsmanship, acoustics, musical
knowledge and cultural heritage. In Iran, where traditional music is deeply rooted in centuries of artistic
practice, instrument makers play a vital role in preserving established forms while also exploring new

used, and ultimately the knowledge and
experience accumulated by the maker
over time.

What criteria do you use when se-
lecting wood for an oud, and which
species do you prefer?

Whenever possible, I prioritize local-
ly available woods. Walnut is my first
choice, followed by maple. Today, how-
ever, a variety of high-quality imported
woods are also available and can be
used when appropriate.

How do you balance structural
strength with the freedom of the
strings to vibrate in order to produce
aricher sound?

The thickness of the bowl and sound-
board, as well as the bridges at the end
of the soundboard, play a crucial role.
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For example, if the bowl is made from a
dense and rigid wood, it can be carved
more. In contrast, the soundboard may
be made from a wood with different
characteristics to achieve better tonal
quality.

Do you follow traditional models, or
are you more interested in new de-
signs?

I enjoy working with a variety of oud
traditions, including Iraqi, Syrian,
Egyptian and Turkish models. Howev-
er, many instrument makers choose to
specialize in a single design approach.

How did the idea for the “Taroud”
first emerge?

The taroud is essentially a fretted oud
inspired by the Turkish lavta. I installed
frets on the neck using a system similar

Masoud Maleki works on
making an instrument in his

workshop.
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to that of the Persian tar. The
end result was an instrument
with the tonal character of
the oud but the fingering ap-
proach of the tar, offering a prac-
tical low-register alternative for
tar players. The taroud is, in fact,
designed for tar players.

How did the instrument evolve
through testing and feedback?

The taroud has been produced in sever-
al versions and tuning systems, includ-
ing eight-, ten- and eleven-string mod-
els. Throughout its development, the
focus has been on achieving a stable,
resonant and delightful bass register
while eliminating some of the technical
challenges associated with the fretless
nature of the oud.

When designing a new instrument,
do you think first about tone color
or playability?

Both are important and are usually ad-
dressed simultaneously.

How do you evaluate the acoustic
quality of an instrument?

Many advanced workshops in Turkey
use specialized equipment to measure
the acoustic properties of wood and
finished instruments. In Iran, oud mak-
ing and oud playing are still relatively
young compared to some neighbor-
ing countries, so there is considerable
room for further research and develop-
ment.

Do modern technologies such as
acoustic analysis software play a role
in your work?

I learned oud making largely through
studying and reverse-engineering the
work of respected master builders,
combined with practical experience.
Nevertheless, I maintain contact with
leading instrument makers and contin-
ue learning from new techniques and
developments.

What are the most common mistakes
made by young oud makers?

One major problem for many novice
oud makers is their lack of experience
as performers. Building a fine instru-
ment requires years of experimenta-
tion, patience and learning, much like
becoming a skilled musician. Some
people expect quick recognition
or financial success without going

The photo shows various types of woods used
in making ouds in a workshop in Iran.
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Masoud Maleki, an Iranian oud
maker, poses for a photo with an
oud in his workshop.

HOSSEIN NAQIZADEH/
IRAN DAILY

Iraniantraditional
instruments have
evolved over
centuriesand have
become part of
people’sauditory
memory. Taroud,
forexample,
complements
existinginstruments
byallowingthe
playertoachieve
alowerand more
stablesound, rather
thanattemptingto
replaceanyother
instrument.



