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Persian Classical Music: Tradition and Innovation

For nearly two centuries, our access to a tangible body of Persian classical music dates back to the efforts
of the Farahani family, especially Mirza Abdullah (1843-1918). Before this period, virtually nothing
remains of the repertoire in any concrete form, as the tradition was entirely oral, with no system of
notation or recordings. Approximately two centuries ago, the Farahani family of musicians gathered,
organized, and codified a vast collection of modes (magams and avazes), melodic and rhythmic patterns
(gushehs), into a comprehensive repertoire organized in a twelve-part multimodal system — comprising
seven Dastgahs and five Avazes — known as the Radif. This Radif was transmitted orally (from master
to disciple) and became the foundational reference for Persian art music. In doing so, the Farahani family
effectively established the first modern academy of Persian classical music. As master tar and setar
players, they also elevated these instruments to a central position in the tradition. Persian Dastgah-based
music — commonly known as Persian classical music — thus acquired a structured, preservable
foundation comparable in cultural stature to the classical traditions of India, Turkey, and the Arab world.

At first, the Radif remained purely oral. Only gradually, step by step, did musical notation, commercial
recordings, radio broadcasts, and public concerts appear, each bringing new developments to the art
form. These innovations transformed the relationship between performers and audiences — shifting from
intimate gatherings for small circles of elite, initiated listeners to broader and more diverse public
experiences — and fundamentally reshaped musical life in Iran.

As a direct student of grandmasters linked to the Farahani lineage, I had the privilege of studying with
masters such as Ali Akbar Shahnazi, Ebadi, Boroumand, Furutan, Hormozi, and Abdullah Davami, who
were closely connected to the first and second generations of this tradition.

Combining this rigorous traditional training with a wide exploration of different styles — as a concert
performer, and scholar — I developed my own personal performance approach. To create a more
dynamic and engaging framework for modern concert settings, I created Sayeroshan (Saye = shadow;
Roshan = light), which emphasizes contrast and chiaroscuro. Sayeroshan weaves together various
dastgahs and avazes, melodic gushehs, and rhythmic cycles into cohesive artistic paths, while preserving
the essential role of improvisation. I first introduced this system in concerts and recordings
approximately thirty years ago.

Tonight’s performance presents a panorama of this journey — from the original repertoire of the Radif to
my personal improvisational innovations — bridging deep tradition with contemporary expression. In a
lecture-concert titled “Different Schools and Styles of Tar Performance over the Past Two Centuries,”
held some years ago, I outlined three main approaches: the Classical (represented by the first and second
generations of the Farahani school, such as Hossein Qoli and Darvish Khan), the Romantic (exemplified
by radio-era masters such as Jalil Shahnaz, Majd, and Sharif), and the Modern (highlighted by the
innovations of Ali-Naghi Vaziri). Beyond these three genres, in the post-revolution era, many fusion
styles have emerged through the integration of folk melodies into the Dastgah system, further enriching
the tradition.

I hope this evening’s music illuminates both the enduring beauty of Persian classical music and its living,
evolving spirit.

Dariush Talai
June 2026

UCSan Diego

SCHOOL OF ARTS AND HUMANITIES .
Department of Music music.ucsd.edu | Box Office: 858.534.3448



https://music.ucsd.edu

UC San Diego | School of Arts and Humanities | Music

Dariush Talai is one of the foremost living masters of Persian classical music. A virtuoso performer
of the tar and setar, he is also a composer, musicologist, author, and educator whose career has been
devoted to the preservation, analysis, performance, and transmission of the Iranian radif tradition.

As a performer, Talai is internationally admired for the depth and refinement of his playing, his
command of improvisation, and his ability to reveal the inner structure of the dastgah system with
clarity and expressive force. His recordings include solo performances, collaborations with
distinguished vocalists and percussionists, and major presentations of the Radif of Mirza Abdollah,
one of the central repertories of Persian classical music.

A direct disciple of the Farahani lineage, Talai began his studies at a very young age with Master
Ali Akbar Shahnazi, nephew of Mirza Abdollah and son of Mirza Hossein Qoli. He remained
one of Shahnazi’s closest students and became a dedicated promoter of his distinctive style of tar
playing and his Radif-e Ali. Talai also studied with other important masters of the twentieth century,
including Nur Ali Borumand, Youssef Forutan, Hormozi, and Abdollah Davami. Through these
teachers, he inherited major instrumental, vocal, and theoretical lineages of the radif: the historically
classified repertory of melodic models that forms the foundation of Persian classical music.

Talai has also made major contributions as a scholar and teacher. He has held appointments and
residencies at institutions including the University of Paris/Sorbonne, the University of
Washington, and the University of Tehran. His books, transcriptions, and analytical studies have
become important resources for students, performers, and researchers of Iranian music. Among his
scholarly achievements are the publication of Borumand’s Radif Analysis, Transcription and
Analysis of the Radif of Ali Akbar Shahnazi, and his most recent book, Decodification of Pesian
Vocal Art Music Based on the Radif of Davami. His Boroumand’s Radif Analysis received
Iran’s Book of the Year Award, a rare distinction for a work in music scholarship.

In addition to his work within the Persian classical tradition, Talai has participated in numerous
artistic collaborations across disciplines and musical cultures. During his long residency in France
from 1980 to 2000, he engaged in intercultural projects with masters of world music, including
African, Indian, and Flamenco traditions, well before cross-cultural fusion became widespread. He
has also collaborated with prominent Western artists, including Maurice Béjart, Carolyn Carlson,
and Michel Portal.
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Audience members are reminded to please silence all phones and noise-
generating devices before the performance. As a matter of courtesy and copyright
law, no unauthorized recording or photography is allowed in the hall.

UC San Diego is a non-smoking campus.
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