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Since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran’s cultural life 
and music have been strictly regulated. In the pro-
cess women have been banned from singing solo 
in public and, as a result, many female vocalists 
have left the country. Today the situation is slowly 
changing and a number of young female musicians 
are increasingly active in music performance and 
singing. The event and concert "„Female Voice of 
Iran: Iranian Women Musicians in Transcultural Dia-
logue“ set out to showcases Iran’s rich musical cul-
ture and to provide a forum to discuss the role of 
women as agents of change in Iranian society. The 
event arose from a collaboration between the eth-
nomusicology department of the Universität Köln 
and the festival "„Female Voice of Iran“ by the Zeit-
genössische Oper Berlin (March 16-19.2017) and was 
enabled though generous support by the Compe-
tence Area IV “Cultures and Societies in Transition” 
of the university and the Zeitgenössische Oper. 

On the afternoon of February 11, around 100 parti-
cipants gathered in the Musiksaal of the university‘s 
main building to participate in the the workshop. The 
event attracted a diverse audience, including staff 
and students of the university as well as members 
of the Iranian community. 

on of Iran’s cultural life, female singers have been 
increasingly active in the past years. This is possible 
because no written law or rules exist that regula-
te musical practices. Instead, cultural policy makers 
are the ones in charge and unwritten rules and re-
gulations are accordingly subject to change. This 
enables female singers to carve out spaces for 
themselves – through musical performances but 
also with the help of new technologies, especially 
online platforms. 

Professor Federico Spinetti, head of the ethnomusicology 
department, welcomes the audience

Yalda Yazdani

After the introductory lecture, video essays from 
the film project “Female Voice of Iran” by Yalda 
Yazdani and Andreas Rocholl were screened. The 
footage was shot during a fieldtrip to Iran in October 
2016 and portrays female singers and their personal 
experiences as vocalists in the country. The power-
ful images went hand in hand with the empowering 
statements of the female vocalists, who refuse to 
be silenced and stressed the potential of female 
voices to express and evoke emotions and bodily 
experiences, which even enable the singer to – as 
musician and workshop participant Haleh Seyfizadeh 
put it – "„gain a new life“.

In the second lecture of the event, musician and 
ethnomusicologist Sepideh Raissadat gave in-
sights into the public and private musical practices 
of contemporary Iranian musicians, who keep up 
the transmission of their cultural heritage despite 
the problematic conditions. Female vocalists find 
spaces not only in the private (e.g. through private 
lessons or in the basements of houses) but also in 

In her introductory lecture musician and ethnomusi-
cologist Yalda Yazdani gave an overview of the his-
tory and development of female musical practices 
in Iranian society after the Islamic revolution. Yalda 
Yazdani pointed out that despite the strict regulati-
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the public sphere, e.g. in parking lots, or in places 
that blur the boundaries between public and pri-
vate, e.g. recording studios. Some of the strategies, 
such as festivals in which female musicians per-
form for an exclusively female audience, are also 
subject to criticism since these platforms do not 
receive any attention from the mainstream media, 
thus rendering female vocalists invisible.

The workshop‘s discussion forum then focused on 
finding strategies to improve the situation for female 
vocalists. Yalda Yazdani, guest musicians Cymin 
Samawatie, Haleh Seyfizadeh, Sepideh Raissadat, 
Rouzbeh Motia, Ralf Schwarz, and members of the 
audience engaged in a lively discussion, sharing their 
ideas on the issue. In sum, the discussants stressed 
the vital importance of getting to know each other, 
one‘s culture and history. Musicians and concert or-
ganizers can also bring about change: male musici-
ans and composers can work with female singers, 
and concert and festival organizers located outside 
of Iran can (continue to) invite female vocalists. 

Haleh Seyfizadeh

Rouzbeh Motia

Sepideh Raissadat

Cymin Samawatie

Ralf Schwarz
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The event rounded up with musical performance of the participating musicians.  

Cymin Samawatie and Ralf Schwarz Haleh Seyfizadeh and Rouzbeh Motia

Improvisational group performance 
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