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Improvisation in Persian Classical Music: Concept, History, and
Institutionalizing Factors

Improvisation is widely regarded as a fundamental component of Persian classical music, and some
scholars and practitioners trace its origins to the distant past. Despite its prominence, however, the concept
has rarely been examined as an independent subject of historical and theoretical inquiry. Existing studies
generally regard improvisation as an inherent feature of Persian classical music without adequately
addressing its conceptual ambiguity, historical development, or emergence as arecognized performance
practice. Moreover, scholarly accounts present conflicting interpretations of both its meaning and its
historical origins. While some authors regard improvisation as an ancient and essential characteristic of
Iranian musical culture, others question this assumption and argue that its significance has been overstated
or historically reconstructed. These contradictions call for a critical re-examination 6fithe eoncept before
evaluating its historical status.

This study investigates improvisation in Persian classical music throughsa ‘deseriptive-analytical
method with a historical approach. Rather than defining imprevisation primarily in terms of spontaneity
or creativity during performance, it proposes that the relationship,between pexformance and musical text
provides a more precise analytical criterion. In this study, the musical text—whether transmitted orally or
preserved in written form—serves as the basis for distinguishing“different modes of performance.
Accordingly, performance is classified into three categories: text-based ‘performance, which relies on a
fixed and identifiable musical text, whether oral or written; impr@isation, defined as performance
independent of a predetermined musical text; and comprovisatiq&, referring to the creation of a new
musical text during performance that may subsequently becomegeproducible. This distinction provides a
consistent framework for avoiding confusion among performance practices in previous scholarship.

The study was conducted in three stages. First, the con?&pt of improvisation was clarified through
theoretical analysis in order to distinguish it from related concepts. Second, historical evidence concerning
improvisation in Persian music was re-examineéd, to determine whether the historical use of the term
corresponds to its contemporary meaning. Finally, the study analyzed the musical, social, institutional, and
extra-musical factors that contributed to thelemergence and consolidation of improvisation as a recognized
performance practice ih,Persian classicakmusic.

Unlike many previousystudiesythat prirrﬁrily discuss improvisation as a performative skill or an
aesthetic ideal, the present research approaches it as a historical and conceptual category whose meaning
has changed over time. By integrating conceptual clarification with historical analysis, the study
distinguishes historically cantingentsinterpretations from the musical practices to which they refer. This
perspective enables a critical evaluation of competing historical narratives without assuming that
contemporarygunderstandings of pfimprovisation remained constant. It thus offers a framework for
examining improvisation in\Persian classical music and reassessing its historical significance.

The historical evidence indicates that, according to the conceptual definition adopted in this study,
improvisation has not functioned as a stable or dominant performance practice throughout the history of
Persianymusic. Historical, sources contain only a limited number of scattered and often inconsistent
references, to iMiprovisation, none of which demonstrate the existence of a systematic performance
tradition comparable'to its contemporary understanding. A distinction must therefore be made between
the historical occurrence of the term and the historical existence of the concept itself. References to
improvisation in earlier periods generally fulfilled two functions: they either described exceptional
individual ingenuity and virtuosity or referred to the spontaneous creation of musical material during
performance—that is, what this study identifies as comprovisation. Neither usage corresponds to
improvisation as defined here, namely performance independent of a fixed and identifiable musical text.

The study further demonstrates that the current understanding of improvisation emerged through a
gradual historical process rather than through uninterrupted continuity. Several interacting factors
contributed to its institutionalization as a characteristic performance practice in Persian classical music.
These include the cultural confrontation between Persian and Western musical traditions, the tendency of
non-specialists to interpret Persian performance as inherently improvisatory, the structural limitations of
the traditional repertoire (radif), the sanctification of musical tradition, the professional importance
attached to the public display of virtuosity, and a broader tendency toward binary oppositions such as



improvisation versus composition. Together, these musical and extra-musical factors transformed
improvisation from an occasional performance possibility into a central discourse within Persian classical
music.

The findings also challenge the widespread assumption that improvisation necessarily represents the
highest level of musical achievement. Contemporary musical practice suggests that this perception does
not always correspond to professional reality. In certain cases, the weakening of merit-based standards has
allowed claims of improvisation to function as a means of legitimizing technical shortcomings, producing
what may be described as improvisational deception. Consequently, improvisation should not
automatically be regarded as evidence of artistic superiority but rather as one possible mode of musical
performance whose value depends upon its musical realization. These findings suggest that improvisation
in Persian classical music is best understood as a historically contingent construct rather than an inherent
characteristic of the tradition.

Key Words: Improvisation, Comprovisation, Persian Classical Music, Musical Text, Musical Performance.
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