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ABSTRACT

The present research aims to comparatively examine the concept of expressivity in Western
classical music and "expression of state" (bayan-i hal) in Iranian dastgah music, and to explain
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the fluid and improvisation-based nature of Iranian music, provide the possibility for more
precise recording, analysis, teaching, and documentation of expressive components.

Research Objectives:

1. Explaining and comparing the foundations of expressivity in Western classical music
and expression of state in Iranian dastgah music, with emphasis on the relationship
among form, meaning, and inner experience in the aesthetic views of Islamic art.

2. Identifying the capacities and shortcomings of existing systems for recording musical
expression and presenting an indigenous framework for recording the expressive
components of Iranian music while preserving its improvisational and performative
characteristics.

Research Questions:

1. What commonalities and differences exist between expressivity in Western classical
music and "expression of state" in Iranian dastgah music, with regard to the aesthetic
views of Islamic art, in terms of the relationship between inner quality and
performative form?

2. How can an indigenous framework be designed for recording the expressive
components of Iranian dastgah music that, while benefiting from the achievements of
Western music, preserves its fluid and improvisational nature?

This article is derived from the doctoral dissertation by Farhad Jokar, titled "The Philosophy of Expression in Western Music
and an Assessment of Its Applicability to Classical Iranian Music (A Case Study: Internal and External States)." The
dissertation was presented in 2026 at the Kish International Campus of the University of Tehran, under the supervision of Dr.
Ali Khaksar (primary supervisor) and Maryam Gharsou (secondary supervisor).
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Introduction

Musical expressivity is one of the fundamental issues in aesthetics and performance
studies, and concerns how sound structure is transformed into a meaningful, emotional,
and interpretive experience. In Western classical music, this process is not limited to
the organization of notes and rhythm; rather, the performer participates in shaping the
final quality of the work through subtle changes in dynamics, timing, tempo,
articulation, timbre, and phrasing. Recent studies have also highlighted the distinction
between what is fixed in the musical text and what is realized in performance. Di
Stefano et al. have shown that musical expressivity is related to the motor features of
the performer's execution, and components such as dynamics, articulation, tempo, and
vibrato are influenced by the performer's expressive intention (D1 Stefano et al., 2024).
Furthermore, Anderson, Ling, and Schutz, by distinguishing composed cues from
performance-produced cues, show that the performer's interpretation has an
independent contribution to the transmission of the emotional quality of music
(Anderson et al., 2026).

This issue becomes more complex in Iranian dastgah music, because an important part
of the performance knowledge of this tradition is transmitted through the radif, the
master—disciple relationship, auditory memory, practical experience, and
improvisation. Therefore, notation in Iranian music does not necessarily record all the
performance features that lead to "expression" in a live performance. In this tradition,
within the framework of modal structures and learned melodic materials, the performer
plays an active role in the final realization of the work by choosing how to expand a
phrase, pauses, temporal stretching, tahrir, emphasis, timbre, and the manner of moving
from one melodic position to another. Recent research on Iranian classical music also
shows that the radif, in addition to being the repository of the tradition's core materials,
provides a foundation for creativity, improvisation, and composition, and even in
contemporary works, the relationship between the inner structure of music and the
expression of meaning is redefined through modal, rhythmic, and melodic possibilities
(Abedinifard, 2025). However, the issue of expression in Iranian music cannot be
explained merely by the direct transfer of concepts and signs established in the Western
music system. What in Western music is specified through signs such as crescendo,
diminuendo, rubato, or other performance directions may, in Iranian dastgah music, be
realized within a different system of education, improvisation, memory, and
performance experience. Therefore, a comparison of the two traditions will be
methodologically sound when its aim is not to find one-to-one equivalents but to clarify
the possibilities and limitations of each system in representing expressive qualities. This
same distinction in the present article leads to the concept of "expression of state"
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(bayan-i hal) being considered not as a direct translation of Western expressivity, but
as a concept for explaining how the inner quality of music emerges in its performative
realization.

The introduction of the concept of "expression of state" into the discussion also reveals
the necessity of attending to the aesthetic context of [ranian-Islamic art. In the views of
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic art is not understood merely at the level of sensible form
or technical skill; rather, the meaningful artistic form is connected with truth and a realm
beyond the mere materiality of the work. Therefore, in Islamic art and spirituality, music
and other traditional arts are examined in connection with a spiritual worldview and the
possibility of the manifestation of levels of meaning (Nasr, 1987). Such a perspective
does not mean that every performance of dastgah music should be considered inherently
"sacred" or "mystical"; rather, it shows that in order to analyze the experience of
expression in Iranian art, one cannot always establish an absolute separation between
the sensible structure of the work and its inner quality. The research of Mirbagheri Fard
and Reisi has also shown that there has been a significant historical and cultural
connection between mysticism and parts of contemporary Iranian dastgah music,
especially through mystical poetry, teaching methods, and listening culture (Mirbagheri
Fard & Reisi, 2023).

This approach is consistent with some research published in the Journal of Islamic Art
Studies. Espahich, Fahimifar, and Khodarahmi (2025) in their examination of Islamic
calligraphy analyze the relationship between artistic form and spirituality in such a way
that the form and content of the work cannot be considered completely independent of
each other; in explaining the connection between mysticism and calligraphy, they speak
of a relationship akin to "spirit and body." The importance of this view for the present
research lies in its methodological principle: the sensible and technical quality of the
work can carry a layer of meaning, although the manner in which this relationship is
realized differs in each art. Also, Bani-Amerian, Motamedi, and Moradi (2025) in their
study of the aesthetic dimensions of poetry's music have emphasized the role of musical
organization in the coherence of the work and emotional arousal; a view that shows that
the relationship among music, form, and emotion remains a noteworthy issue in
contemporary studies of Iranian art (Bani-Amerian et al., 2025).

From this perspective, "state" (hal) in the present research is not reduced to a merely
psychological quality or momentary feeling; rather, it is formed in the relationship
among musical structure, the performer's ability and experience, performative quality,
and listening experience. Consequently, "expression of state" can be considered the
point at which two relatively distinct but related levels intersect: first, "intention," which
relates to the modal, melodic, and rhythmic organization and the expressive orientation
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of the work; and second, "performance," which shows how that intention is realized in
the actual performance situation through the performer's interpretive and momentary
choices.

Despite numerous studies on expressivity and emotion in Western music, research on
the radif, dastgah, and improvisation in Iranian music, and philosophical studies on the
aesthetics and spirituality of Islamic art, these three domains have been examined
mainly independently of one another. As a result, a coherent framework that, on the one
hand, analyzes the recordable components of expressivity in Western music, on the
other hand, preserves the aesthetic and performative independence of Iranian dastgah
music, and ultimately explains the relationship between "expression" and "state" within
the horizon of the aesthetics of Islamic art, has not been sufficiently formulated. This
gap becomes more important when conventional notation can record pitch and rhythm
relatively accurately, but some pauses, temporal flexibilities, subtle changes in timbre,
performative emphases, and the performer's momentary decisions still remain outside
the written text.

Accordingly, the main question of the research is: What commonalities and differences
exist between expressivity in Western classical music and "expression of state" in
Iranian dastgah music, with regard to the aesthetic views of Islamic art, in terms of the
relationship between inner quality and performative form? It is also asked: How can an
indigenous framework be designed for recording the expressive components of Iranian
dastgah music that, while benefiting from the achievements of Western music,
preserves its fluid and improvisational nature? The aim of the research, in addition to
the comparative explanation of the two ways of understanding and recording musical
expression, is to identify the indigenous capacities of dastgah music and to present a
framework for recording expressive components in the form of two levels of "intention"
and "performance." The research has been conducted with a qualitative approach and a
descriptive-analytical and comparative method, and has benefited from the study of
theoretical and musicological sources, the analysis of examples of dastgah music, and
the views of performers and teachers of Iranian music.

Conclusion

The findings of the present research indicate that the transition from reductionist
approaches in traditional notation toward an indigenous and structured system is not
merely a technical improvement but an epistemological necessity for re-reading the oral
tradition of Iranian music. This research was formulated to answer the focal question:
how can a comparative study of Western recording systems and reliance on the
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performative ontology of Iranian classical music be used to design an alternative model
for "recording expressivity" that, without reducing the fluid and improvisation-based
nature of this tradition, effectively redefines the capacities of structural documentation
and educational systems?

In response to this question, the present research, by adopting an interdisciplinary
approach, identified the "discursive rupture" between text and performance as one of
the fundamental challenges of the research. The theoretical achievement of this research
is the explanation of the two-layer model of "intention" and "performance," such that
the level of "intention" includes the relatively stable and identity-giving components of
the modal, formal, and rhythmic structure, and the level of "performance" refers to the
interpretive, variable, and improvisational realization of these capacities in the actual
performance situation. This distinction does not mean an absolute separation of
structure from interpretation; rather, it shows how structural elements and expressive
orientations can be realized in interaction with the performer's momentary choices.
Accordingly, the proposed model provides the possibility of coexistence of "structural
stability" and "performative dynamism" and offers a framework for a more precise
analysis and recording of the expressive components of Iranian dastgah music.

Furthermore, the results showed that "expressivity" in Iranian music is a phenomenon
beyond mere sonic parameters; therefore, the development of a symbolic notation
system for the accurate transmission of pauses, performative changes, timbre, and
emotional emphases is considered a tool for a more precise representation of the
expressive qualities of performance. This system, by moving beyond binary oppositions
(such as written/oral), attempts to take music out of the circle of reductionist qualitative
descriptions and direct it toward a more systematic analysis of the structural and
expressive dimensions of performance.

Finally, the evidence obtained from this research confirms that the proposed model, as
a methodological framework, is capable of directing the paradigm of documentation in
Iranian music from static approaches toward dynamic and interactive patterns. These
findings, while providing a basis for the development of musicological software and
modern educational tools, show that conscious written documentation is not only not an
obstacle to improvisational dynamism but, as a "precondition for sustainable continuity"
and a "common research language," plays a vital role in preserving and disseminating
musical traditions in the contemporary era.
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