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| swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human
beings endure suffering and humiliation.... Silence
encourages the tormentor, never the tormented”

—Elie Wiesel (Nobel Prize acceptance speech, 1986)



LETTERS FROM IRAQ

D. A. Sonneborn

Sometime in 2002, as the first news that the U.S. was planning to invade Iraq came, | had the idea to produce
an Iraqi classical music album to deepen our audience’s appreciation and understanding of Iragi culture. | was
introduced to Rahim AlHaj by our mutual friend Steven Feld. AlHaj is unquestionably a virtuoso player on the
oud; he is firstly and above all a composer. Back then, AlHaj graciously agreed to record an album exhibiting the
Eastern Arabian classical tradition. With the wholehearted support of Daniel E. Sheehy, then curator/director of
Smithsonian Folkways, When the Soul Is Settled: Music of Iraq (SFW40533) was released in 2006. Now, with
the eight compositions collected in Letters from Iraq, AlHaj offers a deeply personal musical documentation. The
compositions are what Western music scholars call program music, intended to give rise to imagery or tell a tale,
which is hinted at in titles and sometimes described in text, but without words performed with the music. To my
ear, Rahim has drawn an Ariadnean thread of continuity through all he learned from his Baghdad conservatory
teachers—who taught Arab, Turkish, and Western composition and theory—followed by decades of playing with
and listening to musicians and music from all over the world. He has fully absorbed music of his own tradition, of
world cinema and broadcast media, as well as of the European Romantic period and the life work of his maestro
and mentor, the great Munir Bashir. Rahim explained his approach to the music on this album:

“All my music, perhaps all human-made music, touches upon our shared humanity. Especially since arriving in the
U.S., my music is about a part of all of us that is very hard to face, but feeling deeply for others matters. | must
do what | can to bring deep feelings more into our world. That's what these pieces are about, giving account,
reporting a story. How else to document this period in Iraq’s history, from Saddam Hussein's capture in 2003
until now? How else can |, can we, acknowledge the pain of the people there? They had suffered so much, and
are suffering again now in terrible ways. Has the Iragi soul been settled in these years? Listen”

Letters from Iraq might be called new chamber music, or classical, Iraqi, world/international or global music. It is
a masterful amalgam, a new musical alloy.






THE MUSICIANS

Oud. Rahim AlHaj. At eight years old, his elementary school's Arabic teacher, Muhammad Al-Fadl, brought his oud
to class and played it from time to time. Rahim was riveted and entranced by the sound of the pear-bellied, short-
necked Arabian lute. One day, young Rahim summoned up enough courage to ask if he could possibly be allowed
to touch the instrument. “Be very careful;’ said Al-Fadl as he laid the instrument face down on his lap. AlHaj says the
sensory experience of caressing that oud’s curved belly the first time was ecstatic—unique and unforgettable. Later
in the term Al-Fadl asked, “Would you like to hold it?” Again ecstasy. The following year, Al-Fadl gifted his student
an oud. Until his teens, AlHaj and his oud were inseparable. He spoke to it, slept beside it, carried it everywhere,
and played for hours every day. At thirteen, AlHaj was accepted into the prestigious Conservatory of Music in
Baghdad, as one of only five of more than a thousand who had applied. By the time he received his diploma in
1990, he had won awards and played across much of the world. However, to have a really successful career as an
Iraqi adult he was required to join the ruling Ba'ath party and support Saddam Hussein's regime.

He refused and therefore was twice imprisoned and tortured. AlHaj was outspoken about perceived injustices
(he is still very much the same). Finally, under threat of execution, he went into exile in Jordan in 1991. Still
targeted there by agents of the Mukhabarat (the Iraqi secret police) he had to move again, this time to Syria.
But in 2000 he heard he was in imminent danger of murder by the same forces. With the help of Catholic Relief
Services he emigrated to the U.S. and arrived in Albuquerque, New Mexico, in April 2000. When he was offered
a job in a fast food outlet there, he told his relief worker that he did not perform in restaurants. At that point AlHaj
had no money, no place to live, and no community. Somehow he held on to a certainty that his musical gifts
needed to be shared. That first year in the desert of the American Southwest was hard. He made a few friends,
they arranged a concert for him locally, and it sold out. His journey since then has included hundreds more
concerts in North America, South Asia, and Irag; nine albums (including two GRAMMY nominations); a United
States Artists award; and the nation’s highest honor in the folk and traditional arts, a National Endowment for
the Arts 2015 National Heritage Fellowship. He was naturalized as an American citizen in 2008.



Violin I. David Felberg, violinist and conductor, is concertmaster, Santa Fe Symphony; music director,
Albuquerque Philharmonic; and associate concertmaster, New Mexico Philharmonic. He also teaches
contemporary music at the University of New Mexico and is artistic director/co-founder of the contemporary
and traditional music venue called Chatter. He has performed as a soloist, recitalist, and chamber musician, and
conducted from New York to Santa Fe. Native to Albuquerque, he earned a BA (History) from the University of
Arizona and an M.Music (Conducting), University of New Mexico.

Violin Il. Ruxandra Marquardt plays in the Santa Fe Symphony and the New Mexico Philharmonic. Born in
Romania, she attended the George Enescu University of Arts (lasi) and performed in national and international
competitions and festivals. In 1986 she came to the U.S. for a competition and seized an opportunity to
remain, studying thereafter at Indiana University and Syracuse University, where she joined the faculty and was
associate concertmaster of the Syracuse Symphony. She maintains a violin studio while continuing to perform
internationally as a soloist, and in chamber and symphonic orchestras.

Viola. Shanti Randall is principal violist, New Mexico Philharmonic. He plays frequently with the Los Angeles
Philharmonic and Los Angeles Opera and has recorded over 250 major motion picture scores with the
Hollywood Studio Symphony. Chamber recitals and other performances from Germany to Guatemala, Carnegie
Hall to Los Angeles fill out his artistic biography.

Cello. James Holland is principal cellist, Breckenridge Music Festival; soloist and chamber music performer in
ensembles including the Albuquerque Philharmonic, Santa Fe New Music, and Chamber Music Amarillo; and was
formerly in the New World Symphony (Miami), Charleston Symphony Orchestra, and CSO String Quartet. He
is president and artistic director of the Albuquerque Chamber Soloists; orchestra program director, Montessori
Elementary and Middle School; and has an active studio.

Bass viol. Jean-Luc Matton is principal bass, New Mexico Symphony and New Mexico Philharmonic. He was
born in France, studied at the Versailles Conservatory (1st Prize) and Boston University (M.Music), and has
performed with orchestras across North America and the Caracas Philharmonic, including as soloist.






Percussion. Issa Malluf has performed at venues including the National Folk Festival, Smithsonian Folklife Festival,
iGlobalquerque!, Chicago World Music Festival, and the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver. He has toured and
recorded in Europe and Asia with Rahim AlHaj, Peter Buck, Amjad Ali Khan, and A Hawk and a Hacksaw.

Arranger. Zack Kear has also composed for or performed in orchestra, wind band, choir, and chamber ensembles,
playing solo keyboard, voice, and electronics. He earned a BA and MA (Music Theory and Composition), University
of New Mexico. He works as an accompanist at the Bosque School and teaches private students.

TRACK NOTES
Letter 1. Eastern Love—Sinan

The teenage boy and girl fell in love at first sight. Their families lived near each other in what had long been a
peaceful, predominantly Shi'ite neighborhood of Baghdad, but the boy and girl could only meet in secret and
never for long. After Saddam’s dictatorship fell, streets and markets became unsafe, and the days and nights
alike filled with fear. The girl's Sunni family had to flee, because by then there were bombings, gunfire was
heard daily, and former Sunni homes in the neighborhood were arson-gutted. Her parents had no real choice;
their only alternative was death.

Several years have passed, but still-every time the boy passes the house where she lived—his tears flow
uncontrollably. They had both known all along that their dream of marriage between a Shi'a and Sunni was
impossible, dangerous. But love is real, and everywhere in the world love at first sight happens. For him, just seeing
her filled his heart. Now his heart is broken, but it will go on beating. This is not an imagined tale, it really happened.

The 10/8 sama'i rhythm is majestic. It insists that in spite of broken hearts, we go on, no matter what. There is yet
hope. You may wonder, why in this piece is there no dumbek (Persian-derived Iraqi name for a single-head drum
atop a vase- or goblet-shaped body)? Because in Iraqi tradition, the dumbek is associated with joy, dancing,
and celebration. The sound of rigq (a small, single-head frame drum with jingles; a tambourine) is distinctive, and
associated with all of the Middle East.



Letter 2. Forbidden Attraction—Tiama

During the sectarian violence, a Shi'ite man and his Sunni love could no longer see one another. They had to
live in separate districts, each bristling with weapons and fear. The man muses, “How can | say aloud that | love
this Sunni woman after all this violence, brutality, these car-bombings and ugliness? How can | tell my family,
my tribe? But | cannot! We will not give up our love just because this destruction is happening all around us!”
Everywhere in the world there are stories like this.

The oud speaks as the man, the violin as the woman. Though they have always been playful and flirtatious
together, here they both begin gently and solemnly. The violin speaks from her heart, the oud responds in kind.
She responds again, and the ensemble carries her into shadows of sadness. The violin remembers their love as a
past sweetness—at 5:13 the oud insists, “Our love still exists!” and the ensemble carries on, reflecting the terrible
paradox. At 7:55 she speaks again, very sadly and thoughtfully, her views affirmed by the ensemble. The bass viol
and cello, representing society, play low, disturbed patterns, and the violin wails in sorrow. The oud responds with
the same feeling. Finally, they remember together how they began.

Letter 3. Running Boy—Fuad

AlHaj's nephew was born prematurely, and his legs never fully developed. One day around 2005, then-teenaged
Fuad was having a haircut in a barbershop when an enormous car bomb exploded very close by, followed
immediately by automatic weapons fire. Everyone around him ran for shelter. He tried to run, too, but could
not. He fell and couldn't stand up. There were sounds of crackling fire, bullets whizzing by, people screaming in
anguish. He was sure he was going to die, and his life flashed before him—friends, brothers, sisters, parents...he
was in a state of complete chaos and shock. This composition is the story of that moment. The deep bass voice
of the cajon (a wooden box drum of Latin American origin) is most prominent, and it elicits anxiety in the listener
as Fuad tries to run out of the barbershop.



Letter 4. The Last Time We Will Fly Birds—Riyadh

Many teenaged boys kept and flew homing pigeons before the war. The birds lived in coops atop the flat roofs
of typical Baghdadi houses. Imagine a feeling of freeing yourself as you watch the birds come out and burst up
into the sky. This time, while a boy was traveling to a release point on a hill a few miles from his home, a car bomb
exploded and blew his house up, leaving only a pile of rubble. His girlfriend next door was at home. She heard the
blast and ran outside. Her alibi for the time they spent together was always that she had to hang laundry to dry,
while he would say he was going to the roof to take care of his birds. Now he had two sorrows, and they shared
one source: the rooftop of his house was the only place where he could meet his girlfriend, and the pigeons
circled above not knowing where to land.

The oud line paints the realization of their loss, while the violin's high figure describes the birds flying, the essence
of their wing movements, their circling high above the spot where the only home they knew was no more. The
feelings of loss circle, too.

Letter 5. Going Home—Rahim

Rahim AlHaj returned to Iraq in 2014 after a decade away to learn what’s going on from the people there.
Riyadh Neama, whose art is featured in this album, tells of returning to Baghdad from exile after the U.S. invasion
because he had suffered a constant yearning to go home:

“I'am far from it still, but | am going home. | will touch the ground of home again. | am filled with beautiful and
horrible memories alike!

This piece starts with strings playing open tremolos of long duration. The composer points us to the oud solo in
the middle, where a delicate and soulful melody requires the performer to play from deep in the heart. Here AlHaj
identifies with his own life story. This introspective tale is about his first return to Baghdad in 2004. AlHaj was
back in his childhood home. The rhythm changes, the strings enter powerfully. It feels as if something is going to









happen, and it does. What was once home does not feel at all like home now. Heavily armed American soldiers
are in the streets; tanks guard principal intersections. There and then he realized that Baghdad, Irag, was no
longer his home and Albuquerque, New Mexico, was. “Until that moment, | had missed the Baghdad of memory,
but never since then," he recalls.

Letter 6. Unspoken Word—Laila

It opens sweetly with an Iraqi lullaby. Within its lyrical line a little boy walks close beside his mother in the open-
air marketplace. An explosion occurs, and suddenly his mother is nowhere to be seen. The boy only wants his
mom, his lullaby. AlHaj captures this moment as the boy searches everywhere for his mom. He looks around in all
directions, he becomes more and more frantic. He does not know yet that his mother is dead. All he knows is that
he cannot find her. An expressive solo from the violin hits its highest note—grieving—over a cello and bass with
percussion ostinato, as the boy cries for the mother he will never walk beside again.

Letter 7. Fly Home—Fatima

Some days are good. Sometimes a week’s quiet is undisturbed. Life settles to some degree, and the people can
see a better day coming. After terrible times, people want very much to do things that are more hopeful, more
joyful. The streets come alive. Iraqi children, men, and women, whole families enjoy a moment together, sitting
in a café, eating in a restaurant—they are alive. These moments of normalcy are gratefully received. There are
countless stories of a kind of relief: “...the car blew up right in front of me, and | felt the heat” And “l was almost..”
is heard from everyone. “The explosion happened, | was so lucky.’

The music is more abstract than those stories; the joy may be heard in the dialogue between oud and violin. It
affirms that normal moments are precious. What AlHaj learned from Iraqis today is that simply being alive is a gift.
For them, living is solely a moment without destruction, death, or injury. It may not be possible to imagine how
Iragis live their everyday lives: day-by-day, minute-by-minute. It is not one day at a time, but one moment at a time.
Normalcy and hope will certainly return.



Letter 8. Voices to Remember—Zainal
The last piece features a vision for tomorrow, and may that day come soon. Here Iraq is united again; north, south,
and east join with the west, the original home of Chobi, a very Iraqgi rhythm of happiness, dancing, and celebration.

The eight compositions here aim deep into human feelings that come out in times of crisis. Music is one of the
most powerful tools we have to shape our future. It is a common ground to hear the voices of those we might
otherwise first approach with fear, suspicion, anger, or hatred. What has happened in Iraq, what is happening
still to the Iraqi people, and what's happening every day in many more places worldwide partake of the same
tragedy. Battles are not only fought far away: war has come to my homeland, your homeland—everywhere.
Unbearably painful moments of loss occur every day, not far from each of us. In 2016 alone, there were many
horrific slaughters of innocents. Can we do better?

We humans know what could be possible from our creative voices and imaginations, dreams, from our arts and
humanities, from our capacity for love and wonder. We humans, under certain circumstances, are also capable
of depraved, barbaric acts, whether as individuals or as groups. Talking about how to end these album notes,
Rahim AlHaj said, “Music can make us laugh, make us cry, make us march into war. | want to make music to
make us realize peace.” Our wish is that this album will inspire listeners to choose love, wonder, and hope.






RAHIM ALHAJ DISCOGRAPHY

Infinite Hope (UR Music) 2015

Journey (UR Music) 2014

Little Earth (UR Music) 2010

Ancient Sounds (UR Music) 2009

Home Again (Fast Horse) 2007

When the Soul Is Settled: Music of Iraq (Smithsonian Folkways) 2006
Friendship (Fast Horse) 2006

Under the Rose (UR Music) 2005

Iragi Music in a Time of War (Voxlox) 2003

Second Baghdad (Magnetic Fields) 2002

Riyadh Neama, whose artwork is featured on the cover and throughout this package, was born in 1968 in
Baghdad, Iraq, and currently lives and works in Damascus, Syria. Neama graduated from Baghdad University's
Faculty of Fine Arts and has exhibited throughout the Middle East and Europe. Since relocating to Syria in
the late 1990s, Neama has employed an expressionist style in emphatic compositions that often relate back
to the political strife of his native Iraq. Describing a key element of his recent works, which include a series of
paintings depicting the children of post-invasion Iraq in the streets of fragmented Baghdad, Neama explains,
“I'm always trying to show the relationship between stasis and movement, between a still life and a moving
life” The children in motion in his compositions reflect daily resilience and stand as witnesses to war. Neama's
use of color symbolizes various aspects of the war-torn country, particularly the degree to which incessant
conflict has affected its people. Grey, black, and white dominate the canvas as indications of destruction and
are punctuated by areas of bright green, which describes grief, and red, which signifies desire, resulting in
psychologically laden compositions.
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Smithsonian Folkways Recordings is the nonprofit record label of the Smithsonian Institution, the national
museum of the United States. Our mission is to document music, spoken word, instruction, and sounds from
around the world: the legacy of Moses Asch, who founded Folkways Records in 1948. The Smithsonian
acquired Folkways from the Asch estate in 1987, and Smithsonian Folkways Recordings has continued the
Folkways tradition by supporting the work of traditional artists and expressing a commitment to cultural diversity,
education, and increased understanding among peoples through the production, documentation, preservation,
and dissemination of sound.

Smithsonian Folkways Recordings, Folkways, Arhoolie, Collector, Cook, Dyer-Bennet, Fast Folk, Mickey Hart
Collection, Monitor, M.O.R.E., Paredon, and UNESCO recordings are all available through:

Smithsonian Folkways Recordings Mail Order
Washington, DC 20560-0520

Phone: (800) 410-9815 or 888-FOLKWAYS (orders only)
Fax: (800) 853-9511 (orders only)

To purchase online, or for further information about Smithsonian Folkways Recordings go to: www.folkways.si.edu.
Please send comments, questions, and catalogue requests to smithsonianfolkways@si.edu.
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expresses the love and pain of lives lived by the people of war-torn Irag.
Actual mailed letters and their stories are transposed into eight gripping programmatic
compositions by Iragi-American composer and oud player, Rahim AlHaj with string quintet
(2 violins, viola, cello, contrabass) and percussion. He says, “Music can make us laugh,
make us cry, make us march into war. | want to make music to make us realize peace’’
These recordings are of deep emotion and great beauty, melding mastery of Iragi and
Western classical genres alike to form something entirely new. 70 minutes, 40-page
booklet with bilingual notes in English and Arabic.

Eastern Love—Sinan 6:54

Forbidden Attraction—Tiama 12:17

Running Boy—Fuad 13:07

The Last Time We Will Fly Birds—Riyadh 9:25
Going Home—Rahim 7:42

Unspoken Word—Laila 6:17

Fly Home—Fatima 8:36

Voices to Remember—Zainab 5:22
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