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Yearbook for Traditional Music 45 (2013)

A COMMON MOTIVATION—A SPECIFIC STYLE FOR 
EACH CULTURE: TOWARDS A COMPARISON OF 

WEDDING RITUALS IN MOROCCO

by Miriam Rovsing Olsen

The focus of this paper is to proceed from melodic procedures to an analytical 
model for the comparison of rural wedding rituals in Morocco through their songs.1 
The area of concern, however, could be extended to a much larger geographi-
cal area, encompassing not only North Africa but also the Middle East, where 
similar kinds of songs are found. However, in this larger area, it is rather clas-
sical urban music—developed in vocal and instrumental suite forms such as the 
Maghribi nuba or the Mashreki Syrian wasla—that is usually compared, while 
rural music has tended to be ignored in such a comparative perspective. It has been 
frequently pointed out (Merriam 1982; Nettl 2005:60–73; McLean 2006:314–21) 
that since the orientation of comparative musicology as well as Alan Lomax’s well-
known method of cantometrics (1968, 1976), comparative research in ethnomu-
sicology has been rather neglected during the last few decades. This is due to the 
conviction that musical forms or systems should not be compared since they are 
socially- and culturally-bound, and thus meanings are not necessarily comparable. 
Anthropologists however, have had different kinds of debates on anthropological 
phenomena linked to music. Important documentation from sociologists, anthro-
pologists, or language specialists provides rich ethnographic detail and reveals 
great local variety (see, e.g., Westermarck 1914; Louis 1979; Laoust and Lefébure 
1993). It supplies recurrent evidence about wedding ceremonies and festivities in 
which hundreds of people gather for several days. Yet despite the fact that music 
fills these events in important ways, discussion of this music has most often been 
absent or minimal. This has led to interpretations focusing on general anthropologi-
cal concerns. Among the most significant examples are concepts of purification or 
protection from harm, suggested as common features in wedding rituals studied by 
Westermarck. As noted by Hassan Rachik (2012:103–4), however, this conceals 
the local variety of rituals. At a descriptive level, such indifference to music has 
led to the confusion of ritual with other marital events, such as engagements or 
various contractual aspects. By focusing in this paper on the ritual performance 
itself, I shall draw attention to the potential of studying music in these celebra-
tions. This means a shift in focus to components such as structure, temporality, per-

 1. This paper is a revised version of presentation at the 41st World Conference of the 
ICTM at St. John’s, Newfoundland, in 2011. I thank Richard Wolf for inviting me to join 
his panel and Salwa El-Shawan Castelo-Branco who encouraged me to publish my paper 
in the Yearbook. I am grateful to Scheherazade Qassim Hassan, Lahsen Hira, and Monique 
Brandily for valuable comments; to Aude Julien-Da Cruz Lima for placing relevant sound 
recordings from the Centre de Recherche en Ethnomusicologie at my disposal; and to Trần 
Quang Hải and Joséphine Simonnot for help with the sonograms. Thanks also to the anony-
mous reviewers and to Don Niles for their helpful and incisive suggestions.
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ROVSING OLSEN TOWARDS A COMPARISON OF WEDDING RITUALS IN MOROCCO 165

forming places and actions, and an approach to ritual “from within” and outwards 
(Jankowsky 2010:25–26).

In order to follow comparative issues regarding wedding rituals that have to 
emerge from inside musical perspectives, I shall propose some elements for a com-
parative approach for Moroccan studies in rural areas.2 In urban centres, hosts most 
often appeal to external specialists for musical and ritual activities, but in rural 
areas, families generally undertake these activities themselves. This has an obvious 
impact on what is transmitted and on the maintenance of stylistic varieties. Specific 
songs are performed a cappella and in antiphony by groups of elderly women. 
Clearly, these songs belong to the category of what Gilbert Rouget has called 
musica reservata.3 This category of songs is not easily accessible: its performance 
is to a great extent intimate and confined to secrecy. If these songs are less visible, 
it is partly because they are transmitted confidentially and are often performed 
among women in a ritual proper to them and in which men have no part to play. 
Marriage festivities also include other kinds of music in which all guests take part 
and on which they focus their attention. Moreover, women practitioners neither 
verbalize about these songs nor do they explain their meaning. What appears more 
important for them is the faithful transmission of melodic or textual components, 
and of details about actions and scenery (ritual objects and their placement or use).4 
Performing these songs and doing so with precision is considered as important as 
a religious duty, for in respecting these practices a misfortune that could affect 
the bride could be prevented.5 It is in trying to understand the mechanisms of a 
transmission based on such precision—and where melody appears as the key to 
understanding the entire transmission—that one gets closer to local notions regard-
ing both these songs and the women who maintain them.

In this paper I shall argue that melody is the main organizing element, unfolding 
in a multitude of fixed forms and sung in specific vocal styles. Linking melodies 
with places of performance, actions, and scenery provides evidence of a concep-
tual construction much related to experience with the agricultural environment. 
It should be noted that this experience is not only acoustic, as among the Kaluli 

 2. My fieldwork research on wedding rituals was done mainly among the Ida Oumahmoud 
in the western part of the High Atlas Mountains, and among the Ida Ouzddout in the Anti-
Atlas Mountains (see Rovsing Olsen 1984, 1989, 1996, 1997, 2002) and recently in the 
eastern part of the High Atlas.
 3. Gilbert Rouget (2001, 2006) borrowed the expression musica reservata from musicology 
(where it refers to a specific and exclusive use, and a developed art of melody, as well as 
chromaticism) to designate the secret initiation songs of voodoo cults in Benin. Each morn-
ing and evening of nearly every day during the whole period of their seclusion, girls sing 
these long melodies a cappella and in unison.
 4. The lyrics of the songs may illustrate such a transmission. Some of the words used in 
the songs I recorded are no longer in use and are not even understood, implying that the 
lyrics are quite old. Among the Ida Oumahmoud in the High Atlas, some of the verses were 
collected at the beginning of the twentieth century and have been published ( Laoust and 
Lefébure 1993). They are similar to those I recorded several decades later, which explicitly 
testifies to a continuous transmission through nearly one century.
 5. Consequently when singers are lacking, rather than omitting the performance of such 
songs completely, women prefer to sing them solo (Abdessalam Amarir, pers. comm.).
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166 2013 YEARBOOK FOR TRADITIONAL MUSIC

people of the tropical rainforest of Papua New Guinea described by Steven Feld 
(1996), but also visual. However, the organization of this knowledge as it appears 
in the ritual is based on temporality that is essentially melodic. I suggest that crite-
ria for comparison are to be established from these melodic procedures. One of the 
two tribes in the Atlas Mountains where I studied wedding rituals most systemati-
cally shall serve as a pivot (figure 1).

First, I shall outline the function of melody in the Moroccan Ida Ouzddout tribe 
(whose language is Tashelhit),6 from the Anti-Atlas, in its relation to performance, 
place, and temporality. I argue that one recurrent melody, with its sung words used 
as an initial refrain in the suites sung during the ritual, can be considered emblem-
atic of the tribal vocal style for wedding songs, thereby providing a representative 
basis for comparison. The melodic style of this tribe allows the extraction of the 
ritual from other events (musical or non-musical) that go on for several days. It 
shows that a series of mainly short song suites, averaging twenty minutes in length, 
make up the ritual. What I call a suite is a sequence of songs of variable length, 
performed in the same order (with a few exceptions); a song consists of a melody 
repeated with a variable number of verses (further details are presented below).

 6. In Morocco, scholarship distinguishes three Berber linguistic groups: Tashelhit (spoken 
in the western and central parts of the High Atlas, in the Anti-Atlas, and in the Sous Valley); 
Tamazight (spoken in the Middle Atlas and the eastern part of the High Atlas), and Tarifit 
(spoken in the Rif Mountains).

Figure 1. Morocco. Tribes mentioned in this article are indicated in bold captials.
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ROVSING OLSEN TOWARDS A COMPARISON OF WEDDING RITUALS IN MOROCCO 167

I will then analyse this vocal style with the aid of sonograms. The great regional, 
stylistic variety of ritual wedding songs that has developed among the Atlas 
Mountain tribes can be heard in recordings made by researchers who have shown 
remarkable intuition in collecting these songs, even though some of the songs were 
recorded out of context. I selected two of these songs for their specific vocal quali-
ties and the similarity of their words to those of the emblematic Ida Ouzddout 
refrain with which they are compared. Considering that we do not have at our dis-
posal similar documentation for all of the songs, such a method may be the basis 
for further comparison. What makes this analysis relevant is what we know about 
melody and song from Ida Ouzddout weddings.

Finally, I argue that the agricultural environment, which is so central to the 
scenery of the performance, may explain the development of these specific kinds 
of wedding songs. Varieties of local expressions can be seen as different local inter-
pretations that are found over a large geographical area around the Mediterranean.

Ritual songs in performance

When I started my research on wedding rituals in Morocco, there were no descrip-
tive models that included music. The intimate moments of the rituals were wrapped 
in secrecy and so were the places where they took place. I discovered that some 
stages took place at the bride’s house and at the bridegroom’s house simultane-
ously, even if in different villages or tribes. Also, women and men did not take part 
in all the stages. Their participation was compartmentalized, thereby contributing 
to a fragmented vision of rituals since knowledge came from different personal 
experiences.

I succeeded in identifying the ritual acts and placing them in a certain chronol-
ogy by crosschecking the ethnographic data and recordings of performances at 
different marriages, as well as from intensive work on the transcription of the sung 
texts and music. Figure 2 shows the ritual as it may develop when the bride and 
groom live in distant villages. The names of the different stages are local denomi-
nations. It has to be read as a simple “theoretical artefact” in the sense given by 
Bourdieu (1980:335), who draws attention to the variability of information govern-
ing his presentation of a scheme of the Kabyle agricultural calendar (Berbers of 
North Algeria). Ida Ouzddout families may want to reduce the total length of the 
celebrations, and the times of performance must also be flexible (varying accord-
ing to the distance between the groom’s house and the bride’s house, for example).

In figure 2, I have also included other types of music: “song-dances,” loosely 
prescribed suites that include multiple local types of song contests, accompanied 
by drums (several frame drums and a two-headed drum) and performed by either 
men or women in dense chains; naqus,7 a song-dance accompanied by a metal idi-

 7. Note on transliteration: ḍ, ḷ, ṛ, ṣ, and ẓ are emphatic d, l, r, s, and z, respectively; ɛ is the 
Arabic ʿayn, like an a pronounced in the back of the throat; ġ like a French Parisian r; ḥ is 
like an h pronounced in the back of the throat; š like the English sh; ž is like a French j; a 
stressed consonant is indicated by doubling.
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Time Place At the groom’s house At the bride’s house
Monday or 
before,
In the 
afternoon

On the terrace 1. Grain cleaning (afran)
I
II
III
IV

naqus

2. Grain cleaning (afran)
I
II
III
IV

naqus

Thursday
In the morning

At the oven 3. The plain, round bread for seven 
pregnancies (angul n sa irban)
I
V

4. The plain, round bread for 
seven pregnancies (angul n 
sa irban)
I
V

In the 
afternoon 
or at sunset 

On the threshold 5. The best men (islan)
I
VI

In the bride’s room IX Trembling the room (assus n-uḥanu)

In the evening On the threshold 6. The best men (islan)
I
VI
VII

On the terrace Contractual aspects
In the night 
until sunrise

On the village place 

In the  bride’s room 

Song-dances

tizrrarin

Friday The bride’s room,
the patio

7. The attachment (tasuġant)
I
VII

On the threshhold VIII The bridle (talgamut)
Outside the village XI

XII or XIII
XIV
etc.

In the 
afternoon

On the threshhold tizrrarin

8. The cloth (liẓar), the dried fruit 
(irɛman), the milk (aġu)
I
VIII

Groom’s and bride’s 
rooms

9. The milk (aġu)
I
V

Bride’s room IX Trembling the room (assus n-uḥanu)

tizrrarin

In the night 
until sunrise

In front of the groom’s 
house 

Inside

Song-dances

tizrrarin

Figure 2. The Ida Ouzddout wedding ritual. Arabic numerals (1–13) refer to song suites in a 
roughly chronological order: the chronology of the doubled suites (1–2 and 3–4) may be inverted 
according to circumstances (i.e., 2–1 and 4–3); roman numerals indicate melodies —beginning.
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Time Place At the groom’s house At the bride’s house
Saturday,
at sunrise

Bride’s room 10. The suspension (aḥmmal)
I
VI

IX Trembling the room (assus n-uḥanu)

X The advice (luṣiyt)

tizrrarin
At midday On the patio Women’s song-dances
In the 
afternoon

Bride’s room 11. The departure of the bride (afuḍ 
n-tslit)
I
V

Outside the village XV The lap (agiwal)
In the bride’s room The pleas to the family (ttḥurmu n-ayt 

tgmmi)
At dawn At the well 12. They make the bride drink (ad 

tsun-t-tslit)
I
VIII

In the bride’s room The consummation of marriage
In the night 
until sunrise

In front of the house Song-dances

Sunday At a source 13. Daybreak for the bride (iġtfu tslit)
I

Figure 2. The Ida Ouzddout wedding ritual—conclusion.

ophone; and tizrrarin, responsorial, a cappella songs of two verses. These tizrrarin 
are sung in series with a change of performers for each song. In fact naqus and 
tizrrarin are performed more often than indicated: in all rooms (often adjacent to 
one another) where separate gatherings of females and males are waiting for tea 
and meals; tizrrarin are also sung to welcome groups of guests.8 I have indicated 
the contractual aspects of marriage as well as its consummation as additional infor-
mation. Several contractual aspects (the marriage certificate, the amount of debt of 
the groom to the bride, the trousseau estimate) take place on the terrace between 
the representatives of the fathers and in the presence of the best men and male wit-
nesses (local dignitaries, legal and religious personalities).

I shall very briefly summarize the ritual as it appears from the successive stages 
marked by song suites (see figure 2). The first stage is the grain-cleaning ceremony 
(afran) held on the patio or terrace. Village women gather in both houses and sit in 
a circle around the grain that has to be cleaned and is intended for the great quan-
tity of bread needed for the numerous meals during the celebrations. Then, in both 
houses, preferably on a Thursday morning, a few women inaugurate the new or 
renovated oven and bake three plain round breads in a ceremony called “the open-
ing of the oven” (rzm tafarnut) or “the plain round bread for seven pregnancies” 

 8. For the way young Ida Ouzddout (= Ida ou Zeddout) women use and perform tizrrarin in 
weddings, see Hoffman (2002:514–17).
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(angul n sa irban). Later on, the “best men” (islan) take leave of the groom’s house 
on mules (at least until recently). They bring with them specific paraphernalia and 
clothes for the dressing of the bride (all tied up in a white turban, called ukris). 
They are received at the bride’s home where a woman seizes the bundle and brings 
it to the bride sitting in a room surrounded by relatives, unmarried women, and 
female friends.

The following day, the bride is prepared for her departure (tasuġant, lit., “the 
attachment”). She is dressed by a few women on the patio before leaving on a mule 
with her bridal procession, consisting mostly of females. She is received by the 
groom’s female relatives outside the entrance of the groom’s house. From the top 
of the roof, they throw on her a white cloth (liẓar) with dried fruit (irɛman) and 
“milk” (aġu). She is then carried into the house to a room upstairs and placed in a 
corner facing the door to the right. Then the “milk” ceremony (aġu) is performed. A 
newly married woman (with a small boy who must not be an orphan) runs between 
the groom (placed in another room) and the bride in turn. Both have to taste the 
milk.

At sunrise, the “suspension” ceremony (aḥmmal) takes place. A few women 
prepare the bride’s hair and make up her face, while others suspend the clothes of 
her trousseau on the wooden batten hanging from the ceiling in front of her. This is 
done according to a special order that begins with the least precious piece of cloth 
and proceeds to the most. Two dances are then performed with the accompaniment 
of a frame drum called the “groom’s frame drum” (the skin is not warmed up and 
thus is not tense). The second dance entitled “advice” (luṣiyt) is intended for the 
bride. Later on, the bride is presented to three small boys for the ceremony of “the 
departure of the bride” (afuḍ n-tslit). She touches the boys’ heads with henna, while 
her female relatives and friends enter the room and take leave of her before walking 
away and joining the female procession outside (called agiwal, “the lap”). The pro-
cession takes leave of the groom’s female relatives at the first intersection outside 
the village, where the leading woman offers meat and sweets from her “lap.” The 
bride is left alone with two women and continuously pours out complaints called 
“pleas to the family” (ttḥurmu n-ayt tgmmi). Later on, the bride is conducted to the 
well in the patio where she has to draw water with the groom’s turban, a ceremony 
called “they make the bride drink” (ad tsun-t-tslit). The bride and the groom meet 
either before or after this ceremony. Early in the morning, some women represent-
ing different village families gather to wash the bridal cloth (iġtfu tslit, “daybreak 
for the bride”).

Suites, song types, melodies, and other vocal expressions

Figure 2 reveals the importance of melodies following one another in sequences 
that I call suites. Berbers do not have a specific term for “suite.”9 These suites 
include the melodies indicated by roman numerals. They do not include other songs 

 9. Unsurprisingly, the concepts elaborated in our scientific terminology are not necessarily 
conceptualized by them. Thus the suite is not named locally.
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types, such as tizrrarin, naqus, and the song-dances of the community. Except for 
the seventh and eighth suites that link the bride’s and groom’s houses, the other 
suites are not tied together. Roman numerals refer to melodies only, and not to 
songs (including texts), since melodies may be used in different suites with differ-
ent texts (e.g., see melodies V, VII, and VIII in figure 2). Referring to the songs in 
general, some women draw a distinction between two types. One is named izwir-
rign among the Ida Ouzddout (from zwur, “being first,” “keeping ahead”); different 
names are used among other tribes. The other type is called amarg by several tribes 
of the Anti-Atlas and in the western part of the High Atlas. The roman numerals 
for these amarg melodies are indicated with italics in figure 2 (viz., melodies IX–
XV). Women performers explicitly distinguish these two kinds of songs through 
the opposing emotional effects they produce. Displaying a sophisticated vocal and 
melodic art, izwirrign are intended to have the power to bring female attendees to 
tears;10 furthermore, these songs are mainly addressed to the bride, whose sensi-
tivity to them is revealed in her crying. In contrast, amarg songs express joy, and 
they may be accompanied by handclapping and even by a frame drum. These two 
types of songs also contrast in the way they function in relation to poetry, space, 
and movement (see below). I shall call the izwirrign “ritual songs.” I call the amarg 
“ritualized songs,” because they use other melody/text procedures and show a cer-
tain flexibility in the choice of melody and lyrics. Amarg songs may even be taken 
from other occasions, including off the radio. Unless otherwise specified in the 
following discussion, “ritual songs” encompasses “ritualized” ones as well, just 
as women of these rural regions use the term izwirrign to refer to both types. Thus 
one may consider that the restricted term (izwirrign) covers the entire song suite.

According to the way women articulate these two types of songs, izwirrign rit-
ual songs always appear at the very start of the suite, while amarg ritualized songs 
come later, and the suites could also be extended with additional amarg according 
to circumstances. Only amarg performed outside the houses, in processions, are 
loosely prescribed. The other melodies are to be sung following a standard order. 
Through the performance of izwirrign, the women give specific blocks of time to 
each act through the codified repetition of verses— three repetitions is the number 
which is most often cited. Words should be well memorized and repeated. In sup-
port of such memorization, women specialists, most often poets, may discretely 
say the initial words, a whole verse, or even sing the melody. In contrast, the words 
of the amarg songs performed in the course of processions may be repeated as 
much as the performers deem necessary

Female performers use other types of vocal expressions also. Ululations, calls, 
lamentations, and sobs are all part of the sonic atmosphere of these songs. They are 
uttered partly or entirely in a falsetto. Two main kinds of ululations (sing. taġwrit) 
may be distinguished. The first functions as a signal and is always uttered three 
at a time by one woman, with all three ululations of equal length. These always 
announce the beginning of the suites and the actions done by or for the bride (see 

 10. Thus, among the Ida Oumahmoud in the western High Atlas, ritual songs are called 
asallaw (which comes from ssalla, “bring to tears”).
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my analysis of an ululation below). The other main type of ululation, uttered in 
the course of processions, is neither limited to a precise number of repetitions nor 
to a distinct length. Calls (lɛyaḍ) are uttered by women at the same time as ritual-
ized songs in the processions. Lamentations, closely related in vocal expression to 
“pleas” (iḥrmutn), are performed by women in solo during specific ritual songs and 
actions. They are repeated in falsetto on a sustained tone before descending about 
a fifth in a rapid glissando, ending with a few words declaimed in recto tono (see 
the analysis below of the Ida Ouzddout song). Finally, crying (alla) seems to be the 
main vocal response of the bride to the ritual songs she hears.

These songs do not have exactly what one would call an audience. They are per-
formed in a noisy atmosphere and with what may seem to be a quasi-indifference 
(feigned or clearly displayed) to those present. According to the moment, one may 
find only women ritualists or dozens of people, some of whom may start sing-
ing different songs to mark the contrast between ritual space and non-ritual space. 
Whatever the situation (several types of music may also be performed simultane-
ously, such as at the arrival of the bridal procession in front of the groom’s house), 
the two female choirs perform their ritual songs imperturbably. As mentioned 
above, the bride is at the centre of the different actions, and she is the privileged 
listener of these songs. When the singers do not make her execute movements and 
actions, and when she does not listen to the songs, she remains seated at the desig-
nated place without moving, speaking, or sharing the meal with the guests.

Places, performance mechanisms, and the disposition of the two choirs

As seen in figure 2, several places are used for performance in the house of the 
bride and the house of the groom: the threshold, the flat roof or terrace, the patio, 
an upstairs room, and the path between the two houses are all highlighted by izwir-
rign. Each song and action is performed at a specific place. These song suites are 
in movement; they are multi-placed. Some of these stages are named (e.g., assus 
n-uḥanu “trembling the room” or talgamut “bridle”). Certainly these places and 
the placement of daily objects in them are connoted symbolically from aspects 
of everyday life for males and females; but rather than considering these parts 
of the houses in terms of structural oppositions and homologies as Bourdieu 
(1972:54–69) did in his study of the Berber Kabyle house and its relation to the 
universe (obscurity/light; water/fire; low/high; inside/outside; female/male, etc.),11 
the different places here are marked with specifically introduced ritual objects. 
Furthermore, these places are tied together as paths through melodic continuity 
(despite unforeseeable punctual and frequent interruptions in the suites). They are 
inscribed in developments rather than in systems of oppositions.

 11. More recently, El Mountassir (2000) has also insisted on the spatial dimensions of a 
wedding ritual from the Ida ou Tanan (= Idaw Tanan) (to the north of Agadir) without includ-
ing music. He points out similar structural oppositions as Bourdieu, but from the “spatial 
vocabulary” in the song texts, and between the bride’s and the groom’s houses, as well as 
between places inside the houses. A similar approach can be noted in his later work (El 
Mountassir 2010).
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All songs are performed antiphonally, with two groups of women alternating 
and with frequent overlaps between them. At least three women are required to 
form a choir, and as a rule each choir is of the same size, performing in alternation 
with the other choir, thus keeping the vocal density constant throughout the suite. 
The expression used for “melody” riḥ (“air, wind, tempest, spirit”) is similar to ruḥ 
(“vital breath”), not only in their names, but also in performance. The melodies 
keep the suite going without increasing the tempo;12 because of the alternation, it 
is as if the melodies are performed in one breath. They are also always sung in the 
same medium register using the chest voice, and the different melodies sound so 
similar to each other that they almost appear to be variations of one another. It is 
the changing of places and actions throughout the ceremonies that contribute to 
the ritual progression and transformation. Thus the apparent redundancy of some 
of the izwirrign from one suite to another is, in fact, never mere repetition: the 
performers, lyrics, actions, and places are renewed throughout the ritual, just like 
the attendees. The two choirs may be more or less distant from one another, or they 
may stand facing each other in a circle or in two lines. During the arrival of the 
bridal procession at the entrance to the groom’s house as well as in the “milk” cer-
emony, the two performing choirs are separated in space according to the actions 
and then represent women from the two families (one group on the top of the roof, 
the other at the entrance; one group with the bride, the other outside her room). The 
arrangement can also depend on the way they perform the different actions. This 
vocal spacing gives the songs a three-dimensional effect. Only the ritualized songs 
are performed while moving or walking, in processions (going from one house to 
the other, as with suite 7 in figure 2), or dancing (a circle dance sometimes accom-
panied with a frame drum, as with melodies IX and X in figure 2).

The ritual verses are sung in a dialogue form that pertains mainly to the bride. 
The female singers play different roles: they sing in the name of the bride, the name 
of the bride’s or groom’s mothers, or even in the name of the two families. Covered 
with several veils during the course of the ceremony, the bride can hear but cannot 
see, or at least not see very clearly. For her, hearing the songs is associated with 
specific movements or actions, carried out either by herself with the help of women 
singers or by the singers who dress her and arrange her hair. They could also show 
her certain farming tools, ask her to taste some milk, present her with special kinds 
of food, or even introduce important people to her. Thus the lyrics often emphasize 
keywords that present various ritual items meant to be heard, seen (by persons 
other than the bride), and even taken up by the bride.

The following suite includes five melodies (see figure 2, suite 7; figures 3–7) 
and introduces more musical and poetic detail. It is sung while the bride is being 
dressed and also while leaving in procession to the bridegroom’s house. Each of 
the melodies is sung alternately between two groups of women, and each verse in 
the first three melodies (figures 3–5) is repeated a specified number of times.13 In 

 12. In this, these song suites are distinct from the more loosely prescribed, collective song-
dance suites called aḥwaš, where acceleration is an important factor (Lortat-Jacob 1980, 
Rovsing Olsen 1997).
 13. The translated texts of the first four songs were published in Rovsing Olsen (2002).
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the following two amarg (figures 6–7), the two choirs divide or share the melodic 
and poetic material in other ways, one group completing the other’s melody or 
repeating the same one.

The first two songs (izwirrign) are performed on the patio by the bride’s close 
relations, just before she leaves with the bridal procession. At that moment, about 
ten women gather on the patio, waiting for the bride and holding a large white veil 
(figure 3). When the bride enters, they guide her under the veil where two women 
prepare her for departure (figure 4). While two groups sing antiphonally, one of the 
women holding the veil launches forth in lamentations. After dressing the bride, 
these all-female attendees move with her to the entrance of the house where they 
ask for the “bridle” (talgamut) that authorizes the bride to leave (figure 5).

The two last songs are amarg performed at the beginning of the procession and 
are intended for members of this procession. They are similar to the other izwir-
rign, but the performing techniques are those of amarg. In the first one (figure 6), 
each group of singers starts the melody with the last words ad amd imun, continues 
from the beginning of the line, and ends with the words s-unfrad nnm. In the sec-
ond amarg (figure 7), the groups also begin the melody on the final syllables of the 
line, but this time they continue and sing the full line of the verse. The final words 
of the line are sung twice, but with every new line initially prefaced by the last 
syllables of the preceding line. Such techniques are frequent in amarg and engage 
the singers in a more intense antiphonal exchange that “breaks” the verses into 
fragments (amarg, lit., “the one that cracks [nuts]”).14 I have also established the 
same phenomenon in the amarg of the Ida Oumahmoud in the High Atlas (Rovsing 
Olsen 1984).

Thus the suite in these weddings is something complex, related to changing 
places and “audiences,” and different kinds of perception according to the progres-
sion in the succession of songs and actions. Women inside, in the intimacy of the 
bride’s room, perceive the sad dimension of the suite; when the suite continues 
in public spaces, people outside will hear a supposedly more “joyous” part of the 
suite. The bride, who perceives most of the suites, might be familiar with the izwir-
rign tunes that are analogous in the two houses, and thus she might make a con-
nection between the places that share the same tunes. When she leaves her house 
on the threshold, a specific tune is performed; the same tune is performed at her 
arrival at the entrance of the groom’s house (see figure 2, melody VIII of suites 7 
and 8). Several of such parallels are performed. Such analogies may be considered 
by the bride, whose hearing is certainly intensified because she is unable to see. 
One might say that her “sense of places” (Feld 1996:91) is mainly acoustic.

Only one izwirrign recurs in all the suites. The suite always starts the same 
way: three ululations, followed by a specific song (melody I in figure 2), the only 

 14. Other amarg follow during the procession, also sung antiphonally. The kind of female 
song (tanḍḍamt) transcribed by Hoffman (2002:529–32), from a bridal procession among 
the Ida Ouzddout (= Ida ou Zeddout), and its responsorial performance (including a woman 
singing alone) seem related to its transport by a moving pickup truck. When the female pro-
cession is walking, it has to sing antiphonally, and all women participate. When the transport 
is by car, the procession does not need to sing, and the usual amarg may be omitted.
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Figure 3. Melody I with the first verse (suite 7 of figure 2) sung by the first choir.  
These three verses are in a mixture of Arabic and Tashlhit.

bismillah urraḥman urraḥim In the name of God, the most gracious, the most 
  merciful
da igan izwaru n-tiġawsiwin He is the first in everything
ṣlla ḷḷahu ɛala muḥmd Prayers to Lord Muḥammad

Figure 4. Melody VII with the first and second verse (suite 7 of figure 2) sung by the  
first choir.

tiẓrẓa tidda s-a trẓẓi I pin the edges of your garments
ɛiša n-muḥmd a-s am rẓiġ with fibula like Aicha’s, the Prophet’s wife
timlsa tidda s-a tlssa I dress you as she was dressed
ɛiša n-muḥmd a-s am rẓiġ Aicha, the Prophet’s wife
biddamt ibidd awnt ṛbbi Rise, bride, may God support you
a taslit tiddi n-uġanim so that you carry yourself as supple as a reed
inna yam babam a yilli My daughter, may God bless you, your father tells you
fatḥ ṛbbi manza tisura to return his keys to him
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Figure 5. Melody VIII with its only verse (suite 7 of figure 2) sung by the first choir.

ġramt i-usli manza ayt mas Call one of the best men, so that his brothers may
 add awin talgamut  bring the bridle

Figure 6. Melody XI with its only verse (suite 7 of figure 2) sung by the first choir.

a sawl a illi s-unfrad nnm My daughter, call your procession, so they can 
 ad amd imun  ready themselves for departure

Figure 7. Melody XII with the first verse (suite 7 of figure 2) sung by the first choir.

ti ɛiyalin idda zgikwnt uždaɛ Young girls, you are going to lose a beautiful foal
ar nit ismummuy inġat umarg Her lamentation is full of nostalgia
iɛiyaln ayt ma zwat i wudm Young boys, look at her face
a tẓrim timlli d-liẓar umlil You will see her whiteness as pure as a veil

This content downloaded from 
������������160.176.196.84 on Thu, 30 Sep 2021 08:10:40 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



176 2013 YEARBOOK FOR TRADITIONAL MUSIC

song in which melody and words are not separable. This first song is like a refrain 
of the whole ritual. As mentioned above, the name of these songs (from the verb 
zwur) refers to “being first,” and can be translated as “commencements.” This is a 
crucial notion in wedding rituals. It denotes being new, as well as being a model for 
what follows. According to women, all ritual objects have to be new or renewed, 
and touched only by a man or a woman called the “initiator”: amzwaru for a man, 
tamzwarut (plur. timzwura) for a woman. These people are chosen as models (they 
must be married, and neither divorced nor widowed). The timzwura not only initi-
ate the suites with three ululations, but also sing the izwirrign, and they act and stay 
with the bride, providing her with recommendations. They dress her and make up 
her new tribal hair style. In the same way, this opening song can be considered as 
the most important and emblematic of the entire repertoire because of its emplace-
ment at the beginning of all the suites and actions. When one hears this song, one 
knows that other songs (a suite) will follow. By extension and as mentioned above, 
this beginning song refers to an entire suite. One might consider it to be plural in 
conception. The other songs following in the suites may be seen to derive from the 
initial one.15 In the same way, I argue that the singing style that is characteristic of 
each tribe is embodied in the first song of the suites, and that a comparison with 
other tribes can be made by considering such initial songs.

Three ritual songs: Elements of comparison

It is striking that vocal style in a tribe is homogenous, and that each tribe seems to 
have its own style. So, just from hearing one song, one could identify the main sty-
listic repertoire of these songs. To illustrate the specific techniques, I have selected 
three songs from three different tribes (out of a corpus of about three hundred songs 
from at least fifteen tribes): the initial Ida Ouzddout song from the Anti-Atlas, one 
from the Ayt Haddidou, and one from the Ayt Bougmez, both from the High Atlas. 
The three songs are based on the same initial words—or nearly the same—that 
open every sura of the Qurʾān and every act,16 and which are written in literary 
Arabic as bismi llāhi r-raḥmāni r-raḥīmi, “In the name of God, the most gracious, 
the most merciful.” Yet Berber women have no idea of this written form and have 
their own local pronunciation of this phrase. With a few exceptions, all other verses 
are sung in the local Berber language. This song is certainly among the most impor-
tant in the respective repertoires.

I recorded the song from the Ida Ouzddout.17 It is the one mentioned above with 
three verses, sung while the women are waiting for the bride to enter under the 

 15. This is also the case among several other tribes of the Anti-Atlas, and among the Ayt 
Iggas and the Ida Oumahmoud in the western part of the High Atlas. However, the Ida 
Oumahmoud use two refrains: one in relation to the arrival at the entrance, the other inside 
the houses. The disparate and non-systematic character of other recordings of ritual wedding 
songs elsewhere does not allow me to make such assumptions. See also n. 20.
 16. In the Atlas Mountains, the bismillah is uttered at the beginning of everyday acts such 
as eating or when entering a house.
 17. An excerpt from this song was published on the compact disc accompanying Rovsing 
Olsen (1997:tr. 8).
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veil and be prepared for her departure. This song illustrates some of the elements 
mentioned above that could only be discovered when using recordings made in 
context.18 Each choir sings the melody twice, thereby repeating the verse, so that 
this text is sung eight times (figure 8). The melodic phrase is not adjusted to the 
verse; rather, there is melodic enjambment. Women articulate the repeated melody 
with its initial and final variants in such a way that the initial variation of the second 
melodic phrase is included at the end of the first melodic phrase as a sort of conclu-
sion (this is where they inhale), and then they continue with the rest of the second 
melodic phrase. Thus the first melodic phrase is prolonged and is longer than the 
second one, and the first syllable bi of the word bismillah is cut off.

The end of the second phrase slightly overlaps the beginning of the second 
group’s first phrase so that the first group’s final degree F4 is superposed over the 
other’s first degree C4. The result of this melodic overlap on a fourth is similar to 
that of the syllables: the final ḥim of the first choir is superposed over the initial bi 
of the second choir.

This song has a large melodic range (C4–C5). It is performed legato, and there 
is no clear distinction between melismatic passages and those of sustained tones. 
Before it starts, three ululations are uttered in a falsetto voice, as a trill on a semi-
tone (E♭6–D6), thus extending the melodic range to more than two octaves. Only 
one of the three ululations is notated in figure 8. Furthermore, the item shows a 
lamentation on B♭5, a sort of drone sung falsetto at intervals in the high register. All 
these vocal expressions give the song a polyphonic character. The bride’s sobbing 
completes the sound picture. A plaintive style of singing dominates as this song is 
understood as a kind of lament, frequent at such moments and associated with the 
pain of the expected separation from the family.

Each ululation (about five seconds long) begins with a rapid ascending glis-
sando before being established on the pitches of the trill. In each ululation, the trill 
is tight (with pitches varying by about 50 Hz), as can be seen on the spectrum in 
figure 9 by the dividing the peaks in each harmonic between a stable lower part 
and a more unstable upper part.19 This is mostly visible in the higher harmonics. 
However, the upper frequency of the trill is stabilized in the third ululation.

These ululations may also function as a kind of pitch indicator: indeed, the initial 
ululations are most often situated at about C6 or C5; and, according to the situation 
and to the singers, the initial pitch of this first song in the suite may vary between 

 18. Whenever I asked women to sing these kinds of songs out of context—whatever the 
region—they left out the ululations, lamentations, calls, antiphony, codified repetitions, and 
suites. Furthermore, they often substituted melodies, verses, or words from other songs.
 19. The sonograms have been made with the Overtone Analyser, invented by Budo Maass 
and Wolfgang Saus.
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Figure 8. Ida Ouzddout song. First choir (recording: Rovsing Olsen 2013).
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B♭3 and A3. As for the lamentation, in several of my recordings, it is found on the 
higher degree of the melody or on the octave above, as in figure 8. These phenom-
ena are important considering the absence of melodic instruments, and they testify 
to the relevance of a kind of absolute pitch.

Out-of-context recordings make songs available, but they neglect all the vocal 
expressions which are part of the performance as well as the spatial dimension. 
The next two songs to be considered were recorded by Gilbert Rouget with women 
from the Ayt Haddidou (in the Tamazight-speaking region of the eastern part of 
the High Atlas) and the Ayt Bougmez (in the central part of the High Atlas, a tribe 
where Tamazight- and Tashelhit-speaking villages are found). In these regions, 
the spoken Berber language is different, and the melodies demonstrate a narrower 
melodic range. These two last songs have been selected from an important collec-
tion of recordings made by Rouget with women performing quite different reper-
toires at the Festival of Marrakech in 1964. I conclude from the initial sung words 
that these songs start the local suites in the weddings.20

The Ayt Haddidou ritual song (figure 10) is performed for the application of 
henna on the bride.21 The complete text may be transcribed as follows (without 
added vowels):22

 20. In Rouget’s recordings, I also found other kinds of such initial songs from the Haha 
(in the west High Atlas), the Zaïan (in the Middle Atlas, where Rouget made recordings in 
Oulmès), the Mgouna (in the central High Atlas), and the Ayt Atta (in the southeastern part 
of the High Atlas). According to anthropologist Claude Lefébure (pers. comm.), who con-
ducted research among the Ayt Atta and made recordings of some wedding suites, the initial 
song of the suites there does refer to such an Arabic formula. Lortat-Jacob published what I 
would call a ritual wedding suite of three melodies (called urar) from the Ayt Mgun of the 
central High Atlas, with three initial ululations and the same kind of initial song (1980). He 
includes the text (ibid.:134) and information on the ritual (ibid.:78–83)—information that is 
also found in Jouad and Lortat-Jacob (1978:81–87).
 21. This has been published on the compact disc accompanying Rovsing Olsen (1997:tr. 7).
 22. My sincere thanks to Brahim Abdelwahed and Lahsen Hira (University of Mohammedia) 
for providing this transcription and translation of the lyrics. The words of the third line are 

1: Eb6-9ct (1238.2 Hz)

Figure 9. Spectrum of three ululations. The reinforcement of the first frequency 
characterizes the falsetto voice (recording: Rovsing Olsen 2013).
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bismillahi r-raḥmani r-raḥimi In the name of God, the most gracious, the most
  merciful
a ism n-ṛbbi d Muhamadin In the name of God and his Prophet
a nġam a saliḥin ngum si iḥbirran We are applying the henna, oh saints, we are  
  drawing water to prepare the bride

This song is performed alternately by two groups of two women, using a melody 
of three steps forming a major third (i.e., composed of two whole tones). The end of 
the melody enlarges the melodic range to an augmented fourth by introducing D4. 
As heard on the recording, the singers make a melodic and textual reduction when 
they repeat each line. The Ayt Haddidou call their ritual songs urraḥman. This is 
the second word in the verse cited above, but the women start singing their melody 
on this word and end the melody with the initial word (bismillahi).23 Furthermore, 
they add several vowels. Thus, the verse bismillahi r-raḥmani r-raḥimi, is sung: 
(yu)r-raḥ(a)mani (yu)r-raḥimi bismillahi (the added phonemes and vowels are in 
parentheses). This melody is strongly melismatic and illustrates a specific feature: 
the accented pitches are not the initial pitches sung on syllables.

In figure 11, the sonogram of this first very melismatic melodic phrase shows 
phenomena similar to glottal stops, with breaks in the sound at three places before 
the syllables ḥa, ḥi, and smi. Moreover the spectrum shows two distinct formants 
(made up of lower and upper frequencies). They correspond to the energy levels for 
the vowels a or ɛ, and thus to a sung transformation of the i vowels.

The third song is from the Ayt Bougmez, where such songs are called asnimmr. 
It is sung before the departure of the bride for the groom’s house.24

The melodic range of a major second (A–A♯–B) is even narrower than in the 
Ayt Haddidou’s example. The register is ambiguous: some listeners (ethnomusi-
cologists) perceive the register to be an octave above the one transcribed (figure 
12). It is strongly melismatic with many ornaments (short grace notes) and a final 
breaking-off with a sustained note in falsetto. In this item, the words are slightly 

especially difficult to hear and may be a bit different from those notated here. According to 
sheikh Hammou, a poet (amdyaz) from the Ayt Yahya tribe (neighbouring to the north of the 
Ayt Haddidou), this song might actually be from the more southern Ayt Atta tribe.
 23. The women of Ida Ouzddout also refer to the first word (bismi) with a specific term—
less common than izwirrign—which is a plural version of it: ibismitn.
 24. This song was published with two other ritual wedding songs from the Ayt Bougmez 
by Lortat-Jacob and Rouget (1971:side B, tr. 1). The notes contain a translation of the text 
into French and English. According to the notes, this song is performed just before the bride 
“goes to the house of her future husband.” Another of these ritual wedding songs from the 
Ayt Bougmez, from the same series of recordings by Rouget, was published in Rovsing 
Olsen (1997:tr. 6).

& ## j� � �> r�
yu rra ha

� � � � � .�> � � �
3 3

ma ni

� � � � �> � � � � � �
5

yu rra hi

� � � � � � �
3

mi bi smi lla

w
hi- - - - - - - --yu - rra - ḥa - ma - ni yu - rra - ḥi mi bi - smi - lla - hi

Figure 10. The Ayt Haddidou’s song. First choir (recording: Rouget 2013a; thanks to 
Gilbert Rouget for authorizing links to his three recordings for this article).
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different, with an initial word in Berber (zzurġ bismillah, “I begin with the name of 
God”). It is sung like this (with added vowels): zzurġ(a) bismillah(ya) zzurġ(a) bi, 
and is the only line repeated in this song. The characteristic manner of interrupting 
the melodic phrase with a sustained falsetto note coincides with a stop in the mid-
dle of a word (after the syllable bi of the word bismillah). In this respect, one may 
wonder how far the vocal style is determined by its relation to the text.

Figure 13 shows melismatic passages in this example alternating with passages 
on sustained tones. The second and fourth harmonics are intensified by the first 
choir (octave and double octave), which may explain the above-mentioned impres-
sion that the song is actually an octave above the transcription shown in figure 12 
(in contrast, the Ayt Haddidou (figure 11) reinforced the second and fifth harmon-
ics). The falsetto voice can be clearly seen on the sonogram. The final fluctuations 
are strongly reinforced because of the overlap with the second choir beginning 
their song at this point. The result is an interval of a second between the two choirs, 
before the first group goes up into the falsetto, and a superposition of the final syl-
lable bi (first choir) over the initial syllable zzur (second choir). (See also figure 14 
for the sonogram of a woman who was recorded solo, providing a clearer image of 
the end of the phrase in a falsetto voice.) The spectrum of the second choir presents 
a slightly different timbre with a small reinforcement of the fourth, seventh, eighth, 
and tenth harmonics that are visible on the final sustained tone.

1: D4-18ct (290.7 Hz) 1: Gb4-44ct (360.7 Hz)

ḥa ḥi smisecond woman

Figure 11. Spectrum of the first Ayt Haddidou duo. The second woman enters from below 
with a rapid glissando (recording: Rouget 2013a).

& # j� � � � � � � � � �n �#
U

zzur ga bi

j� .� � �n j� �# � .� � j� � j� .� � �n
smi llah ya

� �# � � � � � � �n �#
U ¿#

zzur ga bi- - - - - -zzur - ġa bi - smi - llah ya zzur - ġa bi

Figure 12. Song from the Ayt Bougmez. First phrase (recording: Rouget 2013b).
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In figure 14, the spectrum of this solo voice shows a portamento of an ascend-
ing sixth (from B♭4 to G5) and descending fourth (to D5). The melismatic passages 
intensify the second, fourth, and seventh harmonics.

Thus each tribe has its own specific version of similar or nearly similar words, 
melodic phrase length, phrasing, breathing, relation to the text and to the sylla-
bles, ornamentation, glottal stops, and vocal timbre. The first song (from the Ida 
Ouzddout) reminds us that this kind of performance includes other vocal expres-
sions when performed in context (ululations and lamentations) and other param-
eters that are not only of acoustic.

1: Bb4-32ct (457.6 Hz)

bi bi second choir

falsetto

Figure 13. Spectrum of the first choir from the Ayt Bougmez and beginning of the second 
choir with overlapping (recording: Rouget 2013b).

1: Bb4-32ct (457.6 Hz)

1: Ab5-26ct (818.3 Hz)

ascending and
descending glissando

Figure 14. Spectrum of the Ayt Bougmez’s song. First phrase sung by one woman 
(recording: Rouget 2013c).
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An interdependence between musical and agricultural practices?

We have seen that similar social circumstances lead women to unison, antiphonal, 
a cappella singing in distinctive styles. This can be noted throughout the Atlas 
Mountains, but may also be the case in areas far beyond Morocco. Similar unison, 
antiphonal women’s songs are found in Algeria, among Berber Kabyles (Mahfoufi 
2005), in Tunisia among Arabic-speaking Bedouin tribes of Tataouine (Mrabet 
2012), in the Mount Lebanon area (Akiki 2010a, 2010b), among Palestinians (Sbait 
2002), and recordings testify to such songs also among Jordanian Bedouin popula-
tions (Jenkins and Rovsing Olsen 1994:tr. 4; Bois 1998:tr. 7–12), as well as among 
populations in southern Iran.25 The geographic area might even be extended fur-
ther: studies conducted on wedding songs in the eastern part of Europe and beyond 
(Rüütel 2002; Važanová 2008)26 show a similar practice. In other words, over a 
vast geographic area with quite different social, political, economic, and religious 
systems, women perform such singing in marriage rituals. How can this be?

A return to the Moroccan situation may be informative. My previous research 
showed that wedding ceremonies are an integral part of the agricultural world. 
The term tamġra, indicating the marriage ritual, refers to notions such as “read-
ing,” “studying,” “teaching,” and “calling.” It is close—even in pronunciation—to 
tamgra “harvesting (barley),” which takes place immediately before weddings, as 
Ida Oumahmoud people say, playing as so often on the sonority of the words, 
tamgra zwurt tamġra (“harvesting initiates reading [marriage]”). In preceding mar-
riage, harvesting—and thus the whole process leading to it—acts on the signifi-
cance of the marriage ritual and on what is to be “read” or “taught.” It is an idea of 
accomplished (sung) discourse that is conveyed in the naming of verses or ritual 
words: the words cannot be changed, they are not perfectible (they are said to come 
from God). These words and verses are called aqqayn (sing. aqqa), a term referring 
to grain, walnuts, or dates, and to the final state of vegetal growing or ripening, thus 
to an idea of completion representing by extension words that cannot be altered 
(in contrast to the words in improvised poetry).27 The use of the term amarg (lit., 
“cracking nuts”), one of the song types discussed above, is another translation of 
elements from the semantics of agriculture to those of song. The ideas passed on 
in the marriage ritual thus derive from the development of the grain cycle leading 
to the final harvest and from the experiences of a non-mechanized agricultural 
world as is still found nowadays and analysed elsewhere (Rovsing Olsen 1989). 
Through these ceremonies, women provide multiple analogies between the grain 
cycle and the life cycle. These references can be pursued throughout the course of 
the ritual, which continues for several days; thus this ritual appears as a complex 
“ideographic” system that passes on this specific kind of knowledge (ibid. 1996). 

 25. Oral communication and recordings from Maryam Gharasou.
 26. In her article on Slovak weddings, Važanová notes that village women identify ritual 
wedding songs mostly with one local melody.
 27. Words in improvised sung poetry are called awal, a term that also refers to spoken 
words. Another word for improvised poetry is tanḍḍamt, referring to the ordering of the 
improvised words.
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The singing, together with the actions and the display or handling of farm tools, 
corncobs, dates, grain, etc., produces this auditory and visual system based on 
women’s recurrent experience with the environment (ibid. 1989, 1996, 1997). The 
songs tell us that what is important is not the opposition of the house to the universe 
and “to all domains of existence” (Bourdieu 1972:52), but different melodically 
interrelated inside and outside places that constitute frameworks for knowledge. 
Several mechanisms of performance already mentioned contribute to the precision 
of transmission: choir unison singing (despite rhythmic complexity), repetition (of 
words, actions, and place), and the presence of specialist elder women, whisper-
ing the right words and melodies as well as the number of repetitions. From the 
receiver’s point of view, knowledge may be acquired through repeated participa-
tion, listening, and observation over the years from different positions of the ritual, 
beginning with involvement as a bride.

Similar phenomena may be operating among the Arab tribes of Tataouine 
(Tunisia). Ritual marriage songs are called naç, “text” or the “mark defining the 
thing” (Mrabet 2012:50). When considering the entire development of the ritual, 
this recalls a script, even if they belong to oral tradition, as is the case for the 
Moroccan tribes. In fact, in all of the regions where these songs are found, women 
seem to have an important link with agriculture, even when this is not explicitly 
pointed out in relation to wedding songs. This suggests a common ground between 
these songs (considered as rituals) and agriculture. The similarity of the song texts, 
actions, and performances suggest the same kind of general function and meaning. 
Remarkably, female antiphonal ritual songs performed in unison and a cappella 
may lend themselves to a vast comparative project based on poetic, melodic, and 
vocal perspectives. Though marked by a prodigious variety of specific regional 
characteristics, they show local stability in their multiple components, thus ensur-
ing the permanence of the ritual and of its transmission.

In conclusion, by asserting that similarity in ritual traditions specific to women 
brings to light a propensity for them to distinguish themselves through vocal art, 
this particular approach may challenge comparative thought, as such comparison 
focuses on musical differentiation rather than on similarity. And this differentia-
tion may be related not so much to specific social structures as to a special kind of 
ecology transcending specific social systems through localized trajectories of ritual 
elements from agriculture and thus distinctive knowledge about the environment 
in female spheres. In each culture, women engage (by displacement through mar-
riage) in a particular path, without any modifications (even in details), and the fixed 
melodies guarantee the permanence of both the system and the local specificity.
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Abstract in French

Le propos est de développer une approche comparative des rites de mariage du Maroc rural 
tribal, à partir des chants féminins antiphonaux qui les constituent. Chaque tribu possède un 
style vocal et mélodique qui lui est propre; un chant spécifique, dégagé analytiquement, peut 
être considéré comme emblématique de ce style. C’est donc la différentiation stylistique qui 
est l’objet de la comparaison entre tribus, différenciation qui se déploie également, pour de 
tels chants, dans une grande partie du pourtour méditerranéen et bien au-delà. Le constat 
de la transmission en milieu féminin de connaissances issues de l’environnement agricole 
permet d’avancer qu’il existe un lien étroit entre les chants rituels et l’agriculture. Le rituel 
de mariage des Ida Ouzddout (Anti-Atlas) sert de pivot pour l’élaboration de cette approche.
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