Introduction to Syriac Music
A Panorama of Syriac Musical Traditions
Course Duration: 25 teaching hours
Schedule: One hour per week
Period: October 2026 - June 2027
Delivery Method: Online
1. Course Description

This course provides a general introduction to Syriac music and its various
traditions by exploring their historical, geographical, and ecclesiastical contexts,
their principal musical characteristics, and their relationship with text, liturgy,
and the spiritual and cultural life of Syriac communities.

The course combines theoretical study with listening, analysis, and vocal
practice, with the aim of providing students with a foundational knowledge of
Syriac music and developing their ability to listen attentively and recognise
some of its characteristics, forms, and traditions.

The course is divided into five main sections, with five teaching hours allocated
to each section.

Section One: Historical, Cultural, and Ecclesiastical Context
5 Hours
Hour 1 - Introduction: What Is Syriac Music?
« Introduction to the course and its objectives.
e The concept of “Syriac music” and the scope of the term.
« Aninitial introduction to the diversity of Syriac musical traditions.

e Listening to selected examples from different traditions as an
introduction to the course.

Hour 2 - Historical and Geographical Background

e The geographical environment in which Syriac traditions emerged and
developed.

e Syriac-speaking communities and their historical distribution.

o The influence of historical and cultural environments on the formation of
the heritage.

Hour 3 - The Formation of Syriac Churches and Traditions



« A simplified historical background to the emergence and development of
the Syriac Churches.

« Introduction to the principal ecclesiastical designations.

e The relationship between historical developments and the diversity of
liturgical and musical traditions.

Hour 4 - A Map of the Syriac Traditions
e A general introduction to the East and West Syriac traditions.
o Ecclesiastical, geographical, and local diversity within these traditions.
e Aspects of unity and diversity among them.

Hour 5 - Syriac Music and Its Cultural Environment

e The relationship between Syriac music and the local environments in
which Syriac communities have lived.

e Cultural and musical interaction with surrounding communities.

e An introduction to the concepts of musical influence, mutual influence,
and borrowing.

Section Two: Musical Characteristics and Approaches to Listening
5 Hours
Hour 6 - General Characteristics of Syriac Music
e The principal general musical characteristics.
« The central role of the human voice and singing.
e Melodic phrases, repetition, and rhythm.
« Individual and collective performance.
Hour 7 - Oral Tradition and the Transmission of Melodies
e The role of memory and oral teaching in preserving the music.
e The role of the cantor and the community in transmitting the heritage.

e Variations in performance and the transmission of melodies across
generations and regions.

Hour 8 - Musical Forms and Types

e Introduction to a number of principal musical forms.



e The functions of different forms within the contexts in which they are
performed.

e Listening to and comparing practical examples.
Hour 9 - Melodic Organisation and Magams
« A simplified introduction to the concept of melodic organisation.

e Introduction to the concepts of magam and modality in the study of Syriac
music.

e The relationship between musical theory and the actual practice of the
tradition.

Hour 10 - First Listening and Analysis Workshop
e Listening to selected examples.
o Identifying musical phrases, repetition, rhythm, and performance style.
e Applying the concepts studied during the section.

e Practical attempts to perform simple melodic examples.

Section Three: Diversity within Syriac Musical Traditions

5 Hours

Hour 11 - Syriac Musical Traditions: A Comparative Overview
« Introduction to musical diversity within the Syriac heritage.
o Presentation of examples from the East and West Syriac traditions.
« General shared characteristics and areas of difference.

Hour 12 - Geographical and Local Diversity
e The influence of region and local community on musical performance.
« Differences in the ways certain forms and melodies are performed.
« Listening to examples from different environments.

Hour 13 - Unity and Diversity within a Single Tradition
e The concept of diversity within the same musical heritage.
e Local schools and different performance practices.
e The role of oral transmission in the emergence of variations.

Hour 14 - Comparing Examples from Different Traditions



o Comparative listening to a selected group of melodies.
« ldentifying similarities and differences.

e Training students in analytical listening and in distinguishing musical
characteristics.

Hour 15 - Singing and Comparison Workshop
e Learning and performing selected examples from different forms.
« Comparing performance practices through practical experience.

o Developing the student’s ability to perceive musical characteristics
through listening and singing.

Section Four: Music, Text, Liturgy, and Spirituality
5 Hours
Hour 16 - Music in the Syriac Liturgy

e The function of music within prayer and ritual.

e The place of singing within liturgical practice.

e The relationship between liturgical function and musical form.
Hour 17 - The Relationship between Melody and Text

« The relationship between language, text, and melody.

e The structure of the text and the musical phrase.

« The role of melody in highlighting the text and its meaning.
Hour 18 - Melody and the Liturgical Cycle

e The relationship between music and feasts, seasons, and liturgical
times.

e The selection of melodies according to liturgical context.
e Selected practical examples.
Hour 19 - Music and Syriac Spirituality
e The role of music in prayer and meditation.
e Music and collective memory.
e The relationship between poetry, melody, and spiritual experience.

e Music as a means of expressing the text and its theological content.



Hour 20 - Text and Melody Analysis Workshop
e Selecting one or more examples for integrated study.
o Studying the text, its meaning, and its liturgical context.
« Analysing the melodic structure and its relationship to the text.

« Listening, performance, and discussion.

Section Five: Musical Interaction, Documentation, and Preservation of the
Heritage

5 Hours

Hour 21 - Syriac Music and Neighbouring Ecclesiastical Traditions
e Musical coexistence among Eastern Christian traditions.
e Areas of similarity and difference.
o Listening to selected comparative examples.

Hour 22 - Syriac Music and Local Musical Traditions

e The relationship between Syriac communities and their surrounding
musical environments.

e Musical interaction and exchange.

o Discussion of the concepts of influence and mutual influence within their
historical and cultural contexts.

Hour 23 - From Oral Tradition to Notation and Recording
e Methods of preserving and transmitting melodies.
o Attempts at musical notation.
e Audio recordings and archives.

e The possibilities and limitations of notation in representing traditional
performance.

Hour 24 - Preserving and Sustaining Syriac Music
« Challenges facing the continuity of the musical heritage.

e The role of the Church, the community, the cantor, researchers, and
cultural institutions.

e The importance of recording, documentation, and education.



e The potential of modern technologies in preserving the heritage and
making it accessible to future generations.

Hour 25 - Final Workshop and General Review
« Review of the fundamental concepts of the course.

« Listening again to examples presented at the beginning of the course
and re-analysing them in light of the knowledge acquired.

o Comparison and identification of musical forms and characteristics.
e Selected vocal practice.

e General discussion and assessment of the development of the student’s
ability to listen, analyse, and appreciate the music.

Teaching Methodology

The course is based on a combination of theoretical explanation, listening,
discussion, analysis, and vocal practice. Practical elements are not limited to
the hours specifically designated as workshops; audio examples, listening
exercises, and practical participation are integrated throughout the different
stages of the course.

This methodology aims to ensure that the student’s knowledge is not limited to
historical and theoretical information, but that students gradually develop the
ability to listen attentively, recognise musical characteristics, and understand
the relationship between melody, text, liturgy, and cultural context.

Assessment
Student assessment is based on two main components:

e Attendance and continuous participation: including engagement in
lectures, listening and analysis exercises, and participation in vocal
practice.

e« Final assessment. students may choose between completing a
practical project related to one of the course topics or undertaking an
oral examination at the end of the course.

The assessment aims to evaluate the student’s ability to understand the
fundamental concepts of the course and apply them in listening and analysis,
rather than focusing solely on the memorisation of theoretical information.

Expected Outcomes

By the end of the twenty-five teaching hours, students are expected to have
acquired a foundational knowledge of Syriac musical traditions and their



historical and ecclesiastical contexts. They should be able to recognise a
number of their characteristics and forms, understand the relationship between
music, text, and liturgy, and make initial comparisons between examples from
different traditions.

Students are also expected to have gained introductory experience in analytical
listening and the vocal performance of selected examples, as well as an
awareness of the importance of documenting, preserving, and transmitting
Syriac music to future generations.
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