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Sound, Military Music, and Opera in Egypt

SOuND, MIlITArY MuSIC, AND OPerA  
IN eGYPT DurING The rule OF  
MehMeT AlI PAShA (r.1805–1848) 

Adam Mestyan (Cambridge/MA)*

la musique est une langue, une 
langue élouqant qui produit 
d’immanses effets sur les masses

Clot Bey1

In 1826 hasan Ahmad ramadan, an ordinary egyptian soldier, studied Western 
european music in one of the military camps in egypt. More than forty years 
later, he retired from service as a musician in the egyptian navy.2 Why was he 
educated in music? What is the historical significance of his experience? In this 
article I examine military music as part of the new order in egypt during the 
rule of Mehmet Ali Pasha (c.1769–1849, r.1805–1848), the Turkish-speaking 
Ottoman governor. Attached to his army were Turkish, Italian, French, Spanish, 
and German musicians who taught egyptians military and other musical styles. 
This study includes a preliminary effort to clarify the history of the music schools 
in the early egyptian army camps. The resident Western europeans in egypt also 
started to arrange their own entertainments in the mid-1820s, which provided 
further occasions for the local elites to join musical events. These privileged 
events, similarly to the musical formation in the army, were far from the local 
traditions of entertainment. Western european music remained isolated from the 
everyday life of ordinary egyptians. Yet the military band became an important 

* This article is a rewritten version of a presentation held at the Don Juan Archiv symposium 
in Vienna, 24 April 2009. I am grateful to Ahmad el-Bindari, ralph Bodenstein, Khaled 
Fahmy, Marsha Siefert, Nadia Al-Bagdadi, hervé Audéon, and Terry Walz for their help and 
comments, and to the copy editor of this volume for polishing my english. I follow the standard 
of the International Journal of Middle East Studies for Arabic transliteration and modern Turkish 
for Ottoman Turkish names (such as the names of the governors of egypt) and words. This 
article seeks to contribute to a new scholarly discourse, initiated by ziad Fahmy, concerning the 
importance of sound in the history of the Middle east. ziad Fahmy: “historicizing Sound and 
Noise in the Middle east”, in: History Compass 11/4 (2013), pp. 305–315.

1 Antoine Barthélémy Clot Bey: Aperçu général sur l’Égypte, vol. 2. Paris: Fortin, Masson et Cie, 
1840, p. 88.

2 Notes dated 25 rajab 1277 (6 February 1861) and 8 rajab 1287 (10 April 1870) in the pension 
file of hasan Ahmad ramadan. Dossier 4208, Mahfaza 194, ʿAyn 1, Dulab 9, Milaffat Khidma. 
Cairo, Dar al-Mahfuzat al-ʿumumiyya (registry Office of the egyptian Finance Ministry, in the 
following DM), Cairo.
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element of the official state representation in egypt. As a result, a widening gap 
between non-official and official music was inscribed into the foundation of the 
modern state in egypt.

The FuNCTIONS OF The MODerN MIlITArY MuSIC BAND

Michel Foucault quotes a French regulation of the infantry in order to state that 
in the eighteenth century a new, ‘collective and obligatory rhythm’ penetrated 
the bodies of the soldiers. According to him, this collective rhythm was a 
development that changed the previous understanding of the ‘born’ soldier. From 
this moment on, a soldier could be ‘made’ by rhythm, sound, and discipline. 
This is the origin of the modern army.3 Indeed, the main reason to introduce 
music into military training was the need to move large troops of soldiers more 
effectively. “Marching to step” meant ordered marching; in the case of light 
infantry, it meant an expected speed of between four and five miles per hour.4 But 
the relation of sound, body, and the army entailed more than marching. The art of 
war always involved sound: the cries of wrestling, trumpets and drums conveying 
the signs of battle. horns also “inf lamed the souls of the warriors and created 
fear and affright in the enemy”.5 Military bands had aesthetic effects too – raising 
patriotic pride and morale, transmitting political messages about power – which 
were useful in luring potential recruits to the army.6 Music also accompanied the 
funerals of dead soldiers whose memory remained in songs.
From a princely entertainment and a tool in training and battle, the military band 
evolved into a popular and prestigious musical phenomenon in early nineteenth-
century europe. The leaders of the military bands, especially in German states, were 
expected to be refined musicians. The Master Musician, the Kapellmeister, or the 
Capo-Musica led their band often with an oboe. It was customary to hire foreigners 
as bandmasters. Divertimenti and operas started to be arranged for military bands 
as their ceremonial importance was acknowledged. In France, ceremony was 
already at the very heart of military music by the seventeenth century when Jean-
Baptiste lully (1632–1687) and others composed music for the royal regiments of 
louis XIV (b.1638, r.1643–1715). later in the habsburg empire even Wolfgang 
Amadé Mozart (1756–1791) had to arrange his opera Die Entführung aus dem Serail 
(‘The abduction from the seraglio’) for a military band in 1782. During the first 
ten years of the French revolution, the French military bands became associated 

3 Michel Foucault: Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans Alan Sheridan. New York: 
Vintage Books, 1995, pp. 151–152.

4 Trevor herbert and helen Barlow: Music and the British Military in the Long Nineteenth Century. 
Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2013, p. 23.

5 henry George Farmer: Military Music. london: Max Parrish, 1950, p. 10.
6 herbert and Barlow: Music and the British Military, pp. 14, 243–253.
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with modern political ceremonies. France had institutionalized the teaching of 
army music in 1792.7 By the middle of the nineteenth century, special journals 
about military music were edited in Britain; Sunday concerts were held in public 
gardens, with excerpts from operas or operettas. Thus, military bands had the 
potential to disseminate a new social behaviour in occupied territories in addition 
to their disciplinary and ceremonial functions. 8 
This Western european history of military music is a late development compared 
to practices in the Ottoman empire. Bands of Ottoman military musicians (mehter) 
had fulfilled some of the very same functions. They were disciplinary (possibly 
models for the rhythmized ordered marching), ceremonial, and frightening 
in war. The noise of the special ceremonial bands of Janissaries pressed “men’s 
brains out of their mouth.”9 In the eighteenth century this Ottoman military 
music had an enormous inf luence on the music of european armies;10 janissary 
bands were sent as presents to european monarchs, and ‘Turkish’ music became a 
fashion.11 however, by the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman 
mehter belonged to a tradition that was no longer efficient for discipline or battle 
morals and had remained possibly only ceremonial. 

The NOISe OF The OCCuPATION IN  
eIGhTeeNTh-CeNTurY eGYPT 

Ottoman egypt was ruled by semi-independent localized Mamluk households, in 
tandem and usually in conf lict with the Ottoman governor who was sent from 
Istanbul. A small number of Italian, French, and english merchants lived in the 
principal trading cities, protected by the Capitulations, and they had their own 
private receptions, dinners, balls, and dances, possibly with their own music.12 
When a Mamluk leader, Ali Bey (?–1773), revolted against the Ottoman empire 

7 Armand raucoules: De la musique et des militaires. Paris: Somogy éditions d’art, 2008, p. 154.
8 This paragraph is based on herbert and Barlow: Music and the British Military, p. 24. – Farmer: 

Military Music, pp.  22, 30, 34 and 48. – David Whitewell: Band Music of the French Revolution. 
Tutzing: hans Schneider, 1979, pp. 27–29.

9 evliya Çelebi (1609–1656) quoted in William F. Parmentier II: “The Mehter: Cultural Perceptions 
and Interpretations of Turkish Drum and Bugle Music throughout history”, in: Ottoman Empire 
and European Theatre, vol. 1: The Age of Mozart and Selim III (1756–1808), ed. Michael hüttler and 
hans ernst Weidinger. Vienna: hollitzer, 2013 (= Ottomania 1), pp. 287–305, here p. 290.

10 henry George Farmer: “Turkish Influence in Military Music”, in: Idem: Handel’s Kettledrums 
and Other Papers on Military Music. london: hinrichsen edition, 1950, pp. 41–46. – For Ottoman 
music in general cf. Cem Behar: “The Ottoman Musical Tradition”, in: The Cambridge History 
of Turkey, vol.  3: The Later Ottoman Empire: 1603–1839, ed. Suraiya  N. Faroqhi. Cambridge: 
Cambridge university Press, 2006, pp. 393–407.

11 henry George Farmer: The Rise and Development of Military Music. london: Wm. reeves, 1912, 
pp. 71–78. 

12 raoul Clément: Les français d’Égypte aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles. Cairo: IFAO, 1960, pp. 157–160.
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in 1770, he had russian support and counted on a number of foreign merchants. 
his army included Albanian and Italian mercenaries. After his fall in 1771, the 
business of foreign merchants, especially the French, was ruined in the struggle 
for hegemony among the Mamluk emirs.13

In an attempt to re-establish French commercial positions, Napoleon Bonaparte 
(1769–1821, emperor 1804–1814, 1815) occupied egypt in 1798. his post-
revolutionary army was modern also in the sense that it contained the newly 
institutionalized music bands. egypt’s first known public performances of French 
music were produced shortly after Napoleon occupied Cairo on 21  July 1798, 
when concerts were organized, most probably performed by military bands.14 
What surely must have made an impression on both the Muslim and non-Muslim 
inhabitants of Cairo was the celebration of Vendémiaire, the first day of the French 
revolutionary calendar in the seventh year of the revolution, on 22 September 
1798.15

The egyptian chronicler al-Jabarti (1753–1825/1826) was not pleased with the 
French festival, which included the erection of a pyramid (the usual custom of the 
French revolutionary commemoration) near Azbakiyya, an open pond and elite 
neighbourhood. he describes how loud the music was, with the soldiers beating 
drums in early morning and then firing cannons. The celebrations continued 
until late night, with more cannons fired and finally fireworks, sparkling until 
two in the morning.16 This noise did not entertain him. Al-Jabarti does not say 
anything about the French songs that were sung during these celebrations; these 
included the Marseillaise and a hymn by the poet François Parseval-Grandmaison 
(1759–1834) and musician henri-Jean rigel (1770–1852), who later became the 
personal pianist of Napoleon.17 These and other scholars who accompanied 
the army were active in offering entertainment for the soldiers and themselves. 
Speeches by the French generals often concluded with military music. Already in 
November 1798 a public garden for amusements was opened by a soldier called 
Dergane in Cairo, where balls took place. Napoleon demanded actors, ballerinas, 
and entertainers from Paris.18 

13 Daniel Crecelius: “egypt in the eighteenth Century”, in: The Cambridge History of Egypt, ed. 
Martin W. Daly, vol 2. Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1998, pp. 59–86, here p. 65 and 
pp. 80–86. 

14 Philip Sadgrove: The Egyptian Theatre in the 19th Century (1799–1882). Cairo: AuC, 2007 (orig. 
1996), p. 27.

15 Juan Cole: Napoleon’s Egypt: Invading the Middle East. New York: Palgrave, 2007, p. 170.
16 Shmuel Moreh (ed. and trans.): Al-Jabarti’s Chronicle of the First Seven Months of the French Occupation 

of Egypt. leiden: Brill, 1975, pp. 76–77. 
17 Cole: Napoleon’s Egypt, p. 170.
18 Marc de Villiers du Terrage: Journal et souvenirs sur l’expédition d’Égypte, mis en ordre et publiés par le baron Marc 

de Villiers du Terrage. Paris: librairie Plon, 1899, pp. 50, 85–86.
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There is an unconfirmed anecdote about one of the scholars, the mathematician 
Gaspard Monge (1746–1818), who thought that the hearts of the egyptians should 
be conquered by music. Once he summoned the dignitaries of Cairo to an open 
space and performed songs and marches. But there was no reaction from the 
sheiks or the ordinary people. Not until Monge became desperate and ordered 
the military band to perform a popular French song, Marlborough s’en va-t-en 
guerre (For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow), did the egyptians start to enjoy the music and 
dance.19 later, as we will see, this song became part of the egyptian military-
music repertoire. 
A Comédie was set up somewhere close to Azbakiyya in December 1800. rigel 
was responsible for organizing this theatre.20 According to al-Jabarti, every 
night there was a performance and every performance lasted for four hours.21 
General Jacques-François Menou (1750–1810), then commander of the French 
forces in egypt, wanted it to be a ‘public’ theatre.22 It was probably in this 
theatre that an opera was first performed in egypt. Les deux meuniers, a comic 
opera, had a libretto written in egypt by the architect Charles-louis Balzac 
(1752–1820). The composer was rigel; he also composed another opera, Valérie 
en Italie, for this theatre.23 The audience consisted mainly of French soldiers and 
some Frenchwomen, Arab residents and egyptians (mainly Arab Christians and 
their ladies); the Circassian lovers of the French generals possibly also attended.24 
The operas of Napoleon’s army took place in the context of occupation, amidst 
continous revolts by egyptians. 
local music formed a background to the French aural presence linked to hard 
weapons. Music was very much part of the egyptians’ daily life, as it is today. 
Famous men such as Ismaʿ il Ibn Khalil al-zuhuri (d.1796) and other Azhari 
sheikhs played the ʿūd and knew the ʿ ilm al-mūsīqī (‘science of music’) as both a 
philosophical and a practical art.25 In everyday life one could hear Sufi music and 
the numerous folk songs originating from the towns and the countryside; Coptic 
religious music too. Melodies migrated between settlements and together with 
poetry, possibly constituted a subversive lure. When the Ottomans and the British 

19 Vastin lespy: Notes pour l’histoire de la chanson. Paris: librairie de J. B. Dumoulin, 1861, pp. 94–95. 
I have found this book through a website of children songs, Mama lisa’s World: http://www.
mamalisa.com/?t=es&p=186&c=22, see Monique’s comment (19.10.2013).

20 Sadgrove: The Egyptian Theatre, pp. 29–30.
21 ʿAbd al-rahman al-Jabarti: Aʿjaʾ ib al-Athar fi-l-Tarajim wa-l-Akhbar, vol. 3. Cairo: Dar al-Kutub 

al-Misriyya, 1998, p. 232.
22 Villiers du Terrage: Journal et souvenirs, p. 284.
23 Germain Sarrut and Bourg Saint-edme: Biographie des hommes du jour, industriels, conseillers d’Etat, 

artistes, chambellans, députés, prêtres, militaires, écrivains, rois, diplomates, pairs, gens de justice, princes, 
espions fameux, savans. Paris: henrie Krabbe, 1837, pp. 351–352. 

24 Sadgrove: The Egyptian Theatre, p. 30.
25 Al-Jabarti: Aʿjaʾ ib al-Athar, vol. 2, 1998, pp. 403–410.
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jointly forced the French out of egypt in 1801, nothing remained of the Comédie 
or of French military music.

MehMeT AlI AND The NeW ArMY

When the Ottoman army re-occupied egypt, its Albanian troops included 
Mehmet Ali, a shrewd and cruel man in his early thirties, born on the island of 
Kavala. he became the head of the Albanians in 1803, and by taking advantage of 
the fragmented forces in the province and allying with some of the local leaders, 
soon emerged as the sole ruler of Cairo. In 1805 the sultan reluctantly granted 
him the title of vali (‘governor’). ‘The Pasha’, as he soon became known among the 
europeans, introduced new initiatives in egypt, some of which had long-standing 
effects.26

In the 1810s Mehmet Ali consolidated his rule by involving his family members in 
governance and crushing, sometimes brutally, the remaining resistance. relying 
at first on the Ottoman Albanian and Turkish troops, he massacred the leaders 
of local Mamluk households (1811) and attacked the first Saudi state in the hijaz 
(campaigns 1811–1815, 1816–1818). he also sent his troops on an expedition to 
capture men from the Sudan (1820–1821) for a new slave-army. When they died due 
to the harsh circumstances, he forcebly recruited egyptian peasants – an important 
decision, as peasants had not been made part of a local army in egypt for hundreds 
of years. using these new soldiers along with Greek and Turkish recruits, Mehmet 
Ali assisted his sultan during the Greek revolt and fought a disastrous battle where 
he lost his navy (Navarino, 1827). As compensation, the pasha – or rather his son, 
Ibrahim (17?–1848, r.1848) – occupied the Ottoman Syrian provinces (1831–1841) 
until he was promised that his heirs would rule egypt.27 
Mehmet Ali’s image was glorified by his descendants, who ruled egypt until 
1952, and in standard historiography he is regarded as ‘the father of the nation’, 
having established ‘modern egypt’ through his various reforms. however, as 
ehud Toledano and Khaled Fahmy have argued, he was an Ottoman soldier who 
wanted to create his own empire.28 Yet the army of the pasha, as Fahmy shows, 

26 ehud r. Toledano: “Muḥammad ʿAlī Pasha”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, ed. h. A. r. 
Gibb, vol. 7. leiden: Brill, 1993, pp. 423–431.

27 Ibidem. – Khaled Fahmy: “The era of Muhammad Aʿli Pasha”, in: The Cambridge History of Egypt, ed. 
Martin W. Daly, vol. 2. Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1998, pp. 139–179, here p. 154.

28 Khaled Fahmy: All the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Ali, his Army, and the Making of Modern Egypt. Cairo, 
New York: AuC, 2002 (orig. 1997), p. 25. Cf. also Toledano: “Muhammad ʿAlī Pasha”, and his 
critique of Afaf lutfi Al-Sayyid’s book Egypt in the Reign of Muhammad Ali (Cambridge university 
Press, 1984): ehud r. Toledano: “Mehmet Ali Paşa or Muhammad Ali Basha: An historiographic 
Appraisal in the Wake of a recent Book”, in: Middle Eastern Studies 21/4 (1985), pp. 141–159.



637

Sound, Military Music, and Opera in Egypt

was a decisive factor in the pre-national phase of egyptian identity.29 And music 
had a specific function in the establishment of that army.

MIlITArY MuSIC SChOOlS IN eGYPT, 1821–1848

As we have seen, music became an important element in modern military training. 
The making of a new army in egypt involved this novelty as well. There are some 
uncertainties about the music schools of the pasha, which were part of the military 
camps. Qastandi rizq lists four,30 Salwa el-Shawan five;31 James heyworth-
Dunne also lists five music schools but with different names.32 
From these sources, it is difficult to determinate the exact number of schools or 
their locations. There are also the questions of the identity of the teachers and the 
origin of teaching materials and instruments. even more intriguing is the reaction 
of the forced egyptian recruits to their training in military music. In addition, 
the meaning of “school” is not clear; it is possible that there was training even 
when it was not institutionalized or named as a “school”. Comparatively, one 
must note that the army in eighteenth-century Britain had no special musical 
training, and France did not start its own until 1792, which was then reorganized 
in 1836.33 It was only in 1857 when a formal school opened in Britain; before 
this date, either civil musicians were employed in military bands, or else untrained 
bandsmen went through a variety of semi-private music education.34 In egypt 
there was a gradual transition from Ottoman military music to Western european 
techniques. Turkish mehter and european polyphony may have co-existed for a 
long time.
The following is a preliminary attempt to clarify some of these questions. I 
had full access in the egyptian National Archives to only one music school’s 
documentation, that of the Khanqah camp, 1837?–1841.35 using previous 

29 Fahmy: All the Pasha’s Men, p. 268.
30 Qastandi rizq: Al-Musiqa al-Sharqiyya wa-l-Ghinaʾ  al-ʿ Arabi maʿ  al-Sira al-Dhatiyya li-l-Fannan 

Aʿbduh al-Hamuli. Cairo: Madbuli, 2000 (orig. 1936), pp. 21–22. 
31 Salwa el-Shawan: “Western Music and Its Practitioners in egypt (ca. 1825–1950): The Integration 

of a New Musical Tradition into a Changing environment”, in: Asian Music 17 (1985), pp. 143–
153, here pp. 143–144. 

32 James heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt. london: Cass, 
1969 (orig. 1939), pp. 134–135.

33 Frédéric Berr: De la nécessité de reconstituer sur de nouvelles bases le gymnase musical militaire, pour 
améliorer les musiques de regiment. Paris: Impr. de J.-r. Mévrel, 1838.

34 herbert and Barlow: Music and the British Military, 131.
35 This school was under the Department of Schools (Diwan-i Madaris), for which I had permission at 

the time of the research. I could not access the documentation of any earlier or later music schools 
under the Department of War (Diwan-i Cihadiye) in Dar al-Watha’iq al-Qawmiyya (egyptian 
National Archives, in the following DWQ). 
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research and foreign travelogues, I suggest that at least seven music schools were 
set up and abolished between the early 1820s and the 1840s:

−	 School of trumpeters and buglers, place unknown, 1824
−	 School of trumpeters, place unknown, 1824
−	 A european music band and its music school, Khanqah, 1825–before 1833 
−	 School of professional musicians, Citadel of Cairo, 1833
−	 School of trumpeters, Giza, 1834–1835
−	 School of music, Khanqah, 1837(?)–1841
−	 School of trumpeters (identical with the Giza school?), 1839

A hypothesis about Training Drummers in upper egypt (1821)

Before introducing the schools, one must note that sound had been used in egypt 
for discipline before the new army in the 1820s. Between 1803 and 1822 the 
Janissaries, neo-Mamluks, and Albanians used Ottoman and local instruments.36 
The Ottoman way of training drummers may not have been institutionalized. 
This practice continued within the new training camps. Created in 1820 in Cairo 
at the foot of the Citadel, a camp was transferred in October 1821 to Aswan in 
upper egypt. It was headed by Mehmet Bey lazoğlu, a favorite of the pasha.37 
Joseph Sève (1787–1860), a soldier of Napoleon, converted to Islam, and as 
Süleyman became the first director of this camp’s Military school of infantry.38 There 
was another camp at Arshut. These were the camps where the Sudanese captives 
died – if they ever reached them. 
With the recruited egyptian peasants added to the surviving Sudanese, there were 
six regiments of infantry by 1823. every regiment was expected to be composed of 
five battalions containing eight compagnies (100 soldiers); and every compagnie had 
two drummers.39 In practice, the numbers slightly varied. Possibly 480 drummers 
were in this army of approx. 24,000 men. A British observer described the troops 
in 1822: “the drums are beaten à la Française, the Drum Major being a French 
Mameluke. The officers are French and Italian.”40 These hundreds of drummers 
must have been trained in the camp, though possibly without a special school. It 
remains a question what the rhythm “à la Française” means in this case. The noise 
of hundreds of drums must have been a novelty in the egyptian rural soundscape.

36 For instance, in 1807 drums and pipes celebrated Mehmet Ali’s reaffirmation in his governorship. 
Al-Jabarti: Aʿjaʾ ib al-Athar, vol. 4, 1998, p. 2.

37 Fahmy: All the Pasha’s Men, p. 90.
38 General Pierre Weygand: Histoire militaire de Mohammed Aly et de ses fils, vol. 1. Paris: Imprimerie 

Nationale, 1936, p. 159.
39 Ibidem, p. 165. – Fahmy: All the Pasha’s Men, p. 92.
40 Quoted in Dale Pappas: “Grande Armée Veterans in the egyptian Army of the Greek War of 

Independence 1824–1828”; http://www.napoleon-series.org/military/organization/France/
Miscellaneous/c_Missiontoegypt1824.html#_ftnref8, 09.10.2013.
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The Music Schools under Ottoman Masters, Ben ʿAdi (1824)

Ottoman musicians directed two schools of music in 1824. These were possibly 
in Ben  ʿAdi, a new camp, under the direction of Chiandi (an Italian military 
engineer from Naples, in the service of Mehmet Ali since April 1823; he took 
the Muslim name Qasim) in early 1824.41 heyworth-Dunne states that a music 
school was opened “for training trumpeters and buglers”, whose director was a 
Turk called hasan Agha. (he does not provide the location, which may have been 
in Ben ʿAdi.) According to him, another school, exclusively for trumpeters, was 
established in August 1824 under another Turk from Istanbul, a certain Osman 
Agha; it was abolished that same year in December. These two schools would be 
Madrasat al-Tubul and Madrasat al-Tubul wa-l-Aswat referenced by rizq and el-
Shawan, although heyworth-Dunne cites the second not exactly as a school but 
rather as a unit: Ujaq (ucak in Turkish, especially Janissary troops) al-Turunbita wa-
l-Burujiyya (‘Corps of trumpets and bugles’).42 These institutions, very possibly 
transmitting the Ottoman mehter-tradition, may represent a transitional phase in 
modern egyptian military music.

The european Band and the Music School in Khanqah (1825–Before 1833) 

The pasha sent to France for teachers while the Ben  Aʿdi camp was moved next to 
the village of Khanqah. General Pierre Boyer (1772–1851) was the head of the French 
mission. The contingent was composed mostly of veterans of Napoleon, who were to 
stay ten years in egypt.43 Boyer arrived in December 1824 and placed Pierre Gaudin 
(1773–1837) in charge of the egyptian infantry. The european instructors and the 
camp of Khanqah were headed by Gaudin instead of Chiandi (Qasim Agha).44 Within 
the camp, a military school was opened with a director named Jules Planat (1796–
1829), another soldier of Napoleon.45 The memoirs and books of Planat and the doctor 
Antoine Clot Bey (1793–1868), who took care of the health of the troops, embody 
particular French perceptions of military life in the Khanqah camp. 
A Western european music band arrived on 9 May 1825 in the camp. This band 
consisted of French, Spanish, and German musicians who were to train egyptians to 
serve in each regiment of the infantry. Their head was a Spanish ‘able composer’.46 

41 Bernardino Drovetti: Epistolario. Milan: Cisalpino-la Goliardica, 1985, p. 250.
42 heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt, p. 134.
43 Cf. Weygand: Histoire militaire de Mohammed Aly, vol. 1, pp. 177–178.
44 Ibidem, p. 183.
45 Planat joined the army of Napoleon in 1813 and left it in 1815. In August 1823 he left for egypt, 

where was in the service of the pasha for five years, returned to France and died prematurely in 
1829. his book was published posthumously in 1830. Cf. Weygand: Histoire militaire de Mohammed 
Aly, vol. 2, p. 201; and Jules Planat: Histoire de la régénération de l’Égypte: Lettres écrites du Kaire à M. 
Le Comte Alexandre de Laborde. Paris: J. Barbezat, 1830, p. iii.

46 Clot Bey: Aperçu général sur l’Égypte, vol. 2, p. 87.
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At the time, this training project aimed at the formation of twelve music bands for 
twelve regiments. It is possible that no special school was established for musical 
education – also that the forcibly recruited egyptians were reluctant to perform 
european music. Planat, the director general of the military school, connected 
their reluctance to religion: “there is not a single Musulman who would find 
[european music] tolerable”. The members of the band were unsuccessful in the 
first days and entertained the Western european officers instead of training the 
egyptian soldiers.47 
When Mehmet Ali inspected the troops a year later (24–27 December 1826), the 
european band performed, according to Planat, ‘the Arab national anthem’ (“l’air 
national arabe [Abou lebdè]”) for his reception. he also noted that the Turkish 
soldiers sang together with the Arabs ‘with a remarkable tolerance’ because the song 
was in fact against the ‘Turkish’ oppression.48 It is a particular French perception 
to call a song ‘national’ in 1826 in egypt. If we accept Planat’s description, then 
this event is indeed unique: the european band performed an egyptian song for 
the ruler, which was sung in Arabic by all soldiers, regardless of their ethnic 
background. I have no information about the song. Abou lebdè should refer to 
Abū Libda (‘The man with a felt hat’). It probably was a mocking tune. If so, it is 
surprising that the soldiers greeted Mehmet Ali with this song, given that he was 
the Ottoman governor. On the third day of the pasha’s visit the egyptian pupils 
played the fanfares from notes(!)49 and ‘the precision with which they performed 
the music surprised the whole world.’50 Planat adds that these students had been in 
training for two months, which would mean that the european musicians taught 
them only from October 1826. 
The next year, possibly in August 1827,51 a special school for music was established 
in the Khanqah camp; in French it was called École des Tambours.52 There were two 
hundred students at this school. Clot Bey observed that these egyptian students 
were also reluctant to appropriate european songs (‘our music has absolutely no 
effect on the Arabs’); they were interested in the Marseillaise only because they 
thought that it was the song of Napoleon.53 A certain Ali effendi was the official 
director, but the teaching supervision was in the hands of a Spanish conductor 

47 Planat: Histoire de la régénération de l’Égypte, pp. 114–115.
48 Ibidem, pp. 174–175.
49 This is the only reference to notation being taught.
50 Planat: Histoire de la régénération de l’Égypte, p. 179.
51 heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt, p. 135.
52 Planat’s plan of Khanqah is also published in Clot Bey: Aperçu général sur l’Égypte, Plate III and 

later in Weygand: Histoire militaire de Mohammed Aly et de ses fils, Planche lXXII.
53 Clot Bey: Aperçu général sur l’Égypte, vol. 2, p. 88. heyworth-Dunne confuses the number of 

students, heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt, p. 135. – 
Mengin’s data is about a later music school, Félix Mengin: Histoire sommaire de l’Égypt sous le 
gouvernement de Mohammed-Aly. Paris: librairie de Firmin Didot Frères, 1839, p. 130.
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accompanied by French musicians54 (who might be the composer and his fellows 
from the music band). heyworth-Dunne states that the school had five different 
directors in rapid succession and was closed in 1835.55 however, Clot Bey narrates 
that, due to the reluctance of the students, the school had to be closed earlier; instead 
of training bands, a musician was assigned to every regiment.56 Furthermore, the 
school is not mentioned by the travellers who visited egypt in 1833. This silence 
leads me to hypothesize that the Khanqah music school did not function through 
eight years, as heyworth-Dunne states, but rather for a shorter time.57 As part of 
the French official mission for the professionalization of Mehmet Ali’s army, the 
military music band represents the first effort to introduce a new type of musical 
modality in the training.

The School of Music in the Citadel (1833?) and  
the School of Trumpeters in Giza (1834–1835) 

rizq, el-Shawan, and heyworth-Dunne agree that a so-called Madrasa li-l-
Muhtarifin was founded in 1834. however, at this time, two music schools may 
have existed simultaneously. 
A British traveller, James St.  John (1795–1875), described a school of music in 
the Citadel of Cairo in 1833. Directed by a German professor, the students were 
egyptians who could “execute in full band the most difficult pieces of the most 
celebrated european composers”58. Charles rochfort Scott (c.1790–1872), 
another British traveller-spy, wrote about his visit to Giza’s school of cavalry in 
1834 – and his surprise at finding a school of trumpeters there as well. he notes 
that the pupils were treated well, “on the most perfect footing of equality” and at 
the same rank as the “cornetcies”.59 heyworth-Dunne notes that it was opened 
in September 1834 under Osman effendi (the director of an earlier music school) 
and was closed in December 1835.60 

54 heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt, p. 135.
55 Ibidem.
56 Clot Bey: Aperçu général sur l’Égypte, vol. 2, p. 88. Clot arrived in egypt in 1825 and wrote his 

book in the second half of the 1830s: he went to Marseille after the 1835 cholera epidemic to 
rest and marry, and during this time, perhaps 1836/1837, he wrote his Aperçu général sur l’Égypte, 
published in 1840.

57 This suggestion may also make sense because the training of military musicians was needed only 
periodically.

58 James Augustus St. John: Egypt and Mohammed Ali or Travels in the Valley of the Nile, vol. 2. london: 
longmann, 1834, p. 400.

59 Charles rochfort Scott: Rambles in Egypt and Candia with Details of the Military Power and Resources 
of Those Countries and Observations on the Government, Policy, and Commercial System of Mohammed Ali, 
vol. 2. london: henry Colburn, 1837, p. 238.

60 heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt, p. 135.
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The school at the Citadel seems to have been an attempt to establish a professional 
company for entertainment or an official military band of the pasha. It is also 
possible that it was not a school per se, but only a workshop for training one 
professional band. If so, it was an official effort to use military musicians for non-
military purposes, just like the trend in Western europe dictated at the time. I 
have not yet found further data about this school and its German director.

The Second Music School in Khanqah (1837?–1841)  
and a School of Trumpeters

A useful egyptian publication about the school system includes three documents 
(translated from Ottoman Turkish to Arabic) about one Muzika Medresesi or 
Madrasat al-Musiqa in the Khanqah camp in the late 1830s, including the order 
of the school’s abolishment, dated 24  Shaʿ ban 1257 (10 October 1841).61 The 
earliest letter I found in the egyptian National Archives about this school is dated 
17 rabiʿ al-Thani 1253 (21 July 1837). Most of the orders/letters were dispatched 
in the year 1255 (1839/1840), because there was an exam in the school and a 
partial reorganization that year. The documents were written mostly in Ottoman 
Turkish.
Monsieur Carré (Mūsiyū Qārah or rarely Mūsiyū Kārah) was the director (raʾ īs) of 
the music school; he might be identified as Claude Carré.62 Carré disposed over 
four professors of music. In addition to music, the students also studied Arabic 
two times a day.63 There were 150 pupils in the school in 183864 but the documents 
make clear that this number changed very often. For instance, in the next academic 
year (1255; 1839/1840) there were 205 students in the school. The Department 
of Schools found this number high and ordered fifty-five students be sent to 
the school of Mubtadiyan (preparatory school).65 Students or teachers were often 

61 ʿAbd al-Manʿam Ibrahim al-Jamiʿi (ed.): Wathaʿ iq al-Taʿ lim al-ʿ Ali fi Misr hilal al-Qarn al-Tasiʿ 
Aʿshar, vol. 1. Cairo: Matbaʿ at Dar al-Kutub wa-l-Wathaʾiq al-Qawmiyya, 2004, pp. 402–406. 

62 Caroline Gaultier-Kurhan mentions him as “Claude”: Mehemet Ali et la France: Histoire singulière du 
Napoleon de l’Orient. Paris: Maisonneuve et larose, 2005, p. 63. Gaultier-Kurhan refers to Pierre 
Nicolas hamont: L’Égypte sous Méhémét Ali, vol. 2. Paris: léautey et lecointe, 1843, p. 167 and 
gives the date of establishment of Carré’s music school as 1826. however, in hamont’s book 
there is no mention of Claude Carré or of any date of establishment. hamont arrived in egypt in 
October 1828 and wrote his book in 1842.

63 Mengin: Histoire sommaire de l’Égypt, pp. 130–131. For the life of Félix Mengin, former French 
consul in Alexandria, cf. richard N. Verdery: “The use of al-Jabartī’s ʿAjāʾib al-Āthār by the 
historian Felix Mengin”, in: Essays on Islamic Civilization: Presented to Niyazi Berkes, ed. Donald P. 
little. leiden: Brill, 1976, pp. 329–341.

64 Thomas Waghorn: Egypt as It Is in 1838. london: Smith, elder, 1838, p. 48.
65 letter dated 27 Shawwal 1255 (3 January 1840), no. 1394. New number of the daftar: 6, Collection 

1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ. (Arabic translation in: Al-Jamiʿi: Wathaʾ iq 
al-Taʿ lim, pp. 403–404.) The new numbers indicate the present numbers of the daftar (registry 
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haphazardly sent to different corps of the army (perhaps without taking the final 
exam); students were also sent randomly from other schools to the music school.66 
In 1838, only thirty-five students had studied there long enough to take the final 
exam; the other 170 were relatively new and did not have enough education.67

Musical instruments, such as trumpets, were imported from Western europe. 
These were also exchanged with other schools (with that of in Giza).68 Among 
the teachers there were Ottoman and perhaps Arab musicians.69 Some names 
attached to this school include Ahmad Muhammad in the rank of Bashjawish, 
ʿAbduh hasan Ghunaym in the rank of Jawish, Muhammad hamza in the rank 
of Onbasha, etc. The european teachers had no military rank. It is possible that 
some of the europeans were solders of fortune like Monsieur Īnī (eni?) who was 
dismissed because of bad behaviour in 1840.70 Teachers (muzika taʿ limci) included 
Anton Dragon (Anṭūn Drāghūn),71 Monsieur Klinger (?,  Q-l-n-j-r),72 Monsieur 
(emile-Timothée) lubbert (lūbir, 1794–1859), a former director of the Opera 
in Paris,73 and Monsieur Gordon (Kārdūn). This last teacher replaced Īnī, and 

book) in DWQ while “old numbers” are those established before the 1950s when, for instance, 
heyworth-Dunne did his research.

66 letter ibidem and the following: letter requesting two trumpeters from the schools; dated 
22  Jumada al-ula 1254 (13  August 1838), no. 121. New number of the daftar: 3, Collection 
1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ; letter concerning students of the Sitt zaynab 
school, dated 10(?) rajab 1255 (19 September 1839), no. 934. New number of the daftar: 5, 
Collection 1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ.

67 letter dated 27 Shawwal 1255 (3 January 1840), no. 1394. New number of the daftar: 6, Collection 
1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ.

68 letter dated 24 rabiʿ al-Thani 1254 (17 July 1838), no. 944. New number of the daftar: 3, 
Collection 1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ. It was perhaps a previous practice, 
hamont: L’Égypte sous Méhémét Ali, vol. 2, p. 166.

69 Ibidem.
70 It is not clear if these individuals were attached to the school as supervisors and/or teachers. letter 

dated 27 Shawwal 1255 (3 January 1840), no. 1394. New number of the daftar: 6, Collection 
1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ.

71 letter dated 29 Muharram 1255 (14 April 1839), no. 88. New number of the daftar: 5, Collection 
1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ.

72 letter dated 5 Shaʿ ban 1255 (14 October 1839), no. 1046. New number of the daftar: 5, Collection 
1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ; and letter dated 27 Shawwal 1255 (3 January 
1840), no. 1394. New number of the daftar: 6, Collection 1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-
Turki, DWQ.

73 This lūbir might be identical with lubert Bey, who was the director of the Opera (l’Académie 
royale de Musique) in Paris during the time of Napoleon and Charles X and who came to egypt 
to “look for fortune”. Nubar Pacha: Mémoires. Beirut: librairie du liban, 1983, p. 14. lubert 
is written as lubbert in Giuseppe radiciotti: Giacchino Rossini, vol.  2. Tivoli: Arti Grafiche 
Majella Di Aldo Chicca, 1928, p. 100. It seems that this is the right orthography and that he was 
emile-Timothée lubbert (1794–1859). Joseph-Marie Quérard: La France littéraire ou dictionnaire 
bibliographique, vol. 5. Paris: Quérard, 1833, p. 381. lubbert became well-known in the French 
community of egypt. M. Guisquet: L’Égypte : Les Turcs et les Arabes, vol. 1. Paris: Impr. Claye, 
1848, p. 189.
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arrived at the camp from the “victorious troops”74 (possibly the ones in Syria) in 
the end of 1839. In the musical exam of 1255 (1840), the committee was composed 
of Klinger, lubbert and Mehmet efendi Mühennedi.75 
Documentation exists for another school of music (at least in 1839), perhaps under 
the direction of Osman Agha, which paralleled Carré’s school and specialized in 
trumpeters.76 This institution belonged to the Department of War and therefore 
it is possible that it was the continuation of the Giza school of trumpeters. 
heyworth-Dunne narrates that four music schools – among them Carré’s – were 
closed in 1841, hence possibly other military schools of music operated at this 
time.77 In this year the decade of the egyptian occupation of Syria was over and 
the military machine was no more needed.

The rhYThM OF lIFe AND MuSIC

how did military music function in Mehmet Ali’s army? The everyday life of 
the forcibly recruited peasants was regulated by military music; it was one of 
the tools used to break them. Around 1833 St.  John noted that, in the military 
schools of the pasha, “[t]he exercise of prayer, ablutions, meals and the periods of 
study and examination are regulated by beat of drum”.78 In this case tempo is the 
most important element of “music”. Sound was used to periodize the daily life. 
In addition, similarly to europe, marching to step was crucial for the efficient 
mobility of the modern infantry. Trumpets and drums gave the tempo of the 
steps; the egyptian soldiers were expected to make 76 steps per minute. The goal 
was to achieve “complete obedience”.79

egyptians tried to avoid military service as much as possible, even at the price of 
self-mutilation, and their behavior in the camps was resistant.80 It is no surprise 
that Pierre Nicolas hamont, another French doctor in the service of Mehmet Ali, 
observed that the egyptian musician-soldiers, even if they play their instruments, 
do not show any emotion in the military movements. But after the daily service 
was over, they rushed to an Arab café and followed their own music with 
admiration. he illustrates the difference between the apathy for military music 

74 letter dated 27 Shawwal 1255 (3 January 1840), no. 1394. New number of the daftar: 6, Collection 
1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ.

75 letter dated 25 Shaʿ ban 1255 (2 November 1839); published partly in Arabic translation in al-
Jamiʿi: Wathaʾ iq al-Taʿ lim, p. 405.

76 letter dated 24 rabiʿ al-Thani 1254 (17 July 1838), no. 944. New number of the daftar: 3, 
Collection 1/1/6M, Sadir, Diwan al-Madaris al-Turki, DWQ.

77 heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt, p. 135. Based on daftar 
2071, 2072, 862 (old numbers). 

78 St. John: Egypt and Mohammed Ali, vol. 2., p. 397.
79 Cf. egyptian training manuals quoted in Fahmy: All the Pasha’s Men, pp. 144–145; 155.
80 Ibidem, pp. 260–263.
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and the enthusiasm for ‘their’ own heritage with an example. One day hamont 
encountered a group of soldiers playing the zoummara, a kind of reedpipe, and 
singing an Arabic song with all their heart. Not only were the soldiers enthusiastic 
but the egyptian women in the street also joined them in singing what hamont 
thought a ‘national song’. he remarks that european music would never produce 
such an effect. This Frenchman believed that unless Mehmet Ali introduced native 
instruments and songs into the repertoire of the military bands, there would be no 
enthusiasm for music in the army, and thus the whole project of teaching Western 
european melodies had been fruitless.81

But what did the recruits study? As we have seen, the basics must have been 
rhythm. They must have studied Ottoman mehter songs and techniques as well. 
As to the Western european polyphonic melodies, the Marseillaise was part of the 
repertoire, although according to hamont, contrary to Clot Bey’s description, 
the egyptian soldiers were not enthusiastic hearing this ‘amazing anthem, divine 
inspiration, magnificent song’82. Some of them certainly studied the popular 
song Marlborough s’en va-t-en guerre (cf. below). It might have been taught because 
there was a French assumption that this song has Arab origins.83 As we have 
seen, at least some soldiers were trained in quite sophisticated Western european 
music as well, which supposedly included the knowledge of notation.

CONTINuITIeS: hASAN AhMAD rAMADAN’S CAreer  
AND A BOOK ABOuT NOTATION

hundreds of native egyptians studied in the military music schools during the 1820s 
and 1830s, yet none of the great egyptian musicians of the late nineteenth century 
– hajj rifaʿ i, Muhammad al-rashidi, Muhammad ʿuthman, Muʿallim Shaʿ ban, 
ʿAbduh al-hamuli, Salama hijazi – were trained in these institutions (although 
military music had a certain inf luence on later egyptian entertainment). In fact, 
egyptian musicians in the 1830s looked down on european music as inferior.84 
There were no european musical materials translated and printed during Mehmet 
Ali’s rule; thus the knowledge of the soldiers remained exclusive. Training in 
polyphony or notation was not available in Arabic for larger audiences. 
An example of continuity is hasan Ahmad ramadan, the egyptian musician 
soldier, whom we met at the beginning of this article. One of the young egyptian 
peasants who were forcibly recruited in the 1820s, he was first trained by the 

81 hamont: L’Égypte sous Méhémét Ali, vol. 2, p. 168.
82 Ibidem, p. 167.
83 lespy: Notes pour l’histoire de la chanson, pp. 94–95.
84 e.  W. lane: An Account of the Manners and Costumes of the Modern Egyptians. london: J. Murray, 

1860, p. 354.
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european music band in the music school of the Khanqah camp in 1826. The next 
year he was transferred to the troops at the palace of Ahmet Bey (later Pasha) 
Menlikli but was actually employed in the music band (ṭāqim) of the Arsenal in 
Alexandria. he served in the subsequent years on egyptian vessels and ships of 
war as a military musician. his last service was on the ship of al-Nil and finally he 
became again a member of the music band at the port in Alexandria. After more 
than forty years of service hasan Ahmad ramadan retired in 1870 with the rank 
of Bashjawish. his life provides a glimpse on how some of the egyptians who were 
trained at the Khanqah camp continued to specialize as musicians in the army 
through the mid-nineteenth century. his story also suggests that an individual 
recruited in 1826 could not or did not leave military service for a lifetime.85 
By the mid-century a printed text in Arabic (still for military purposes) was 
available, which explained european notation. During the rule of Sait Pasha 
(b.1822, r.1854–1863), the army’s chief music teacher (taʿ līmcī bāshī al-musīqī) 
Gordon (Ghārdūn) wrote a short and simple text in French for training soldiers 
in european notation. It was translated into Arabic by Muhammad effendi 
Ismaʿ il and into Turkish by Mustafa resmi effendi.86 Gordon was ‘the leader 
of the princely trumpeters’87 which indicates that military music had acquired a 
ceremonial function and was related to the person of Sait Pasha. Gordon must be 
the same individual who had already taught in the last Khanqah school of music. In 
the Introduction of his book, Gordon acknowledges that there had been no book 
published in Arabic or Turkish, neither in Istanbul nor in egypt, for this purpose. 
he is aware of the presence of Western european musicians in Istanbul – possibly 
of Donizetti Pasha (Giuseppe Donizetti, 1788–1856).88 The book is in question-
and-answer format and the material focuses on the teaching of notation and the 
scale. Seemingly, at this time there was a professionalization in the training of 
military musicians in egypt, perhaps in a competition with the court of Sultan 
Abdülmecid (b.1823, r.1839–1861). In addition, the French opera-expert lubbert 
stayed in egypt in the 1850s.

85 This paragraph is based on notes dated 25 rajab 1277 (6 February 1861) and 8 rajab 1287 (10 
April 1870) in the pension file of hasan Ahmad ramadan. Dossier 4208, Mahfaza 194, ʿAyn 1, 
Dulab 9, Milaffat Khidma, DM.

86 Ghardun: Mukhtasar Yatadammanu Qawaʿ id Asliyya min ʿIlm al-Musiqa Mu’allaf fi Khusus Jami‘ al-
Musiqat al-Mutaʿ alliqa bi-l-ʿ Asakir al-Misriyya bi-ʿ Ahd Hadrat al-Khidiwi al-Aʿzam Muhammad Saʿ id 
Basha. [Cairo]: Matbaʿ at Bulaq, 1272 [1855], p. 4.

87 Bernard Moussali: “l’École khediviale”, in: Les cahiers de l’Orient 24 (1991), pp. 175–185.
88 Ghardun: Mukhtasar, p. 4.
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eurOPeAN MuSIC FOr PuBlIC OCCASIONS

During Mehmet Ali’s rule, army musicians participated in a number of public 
events, usually in military parades, ceremonies of the pasha, or receptions. In this 
way military bands and their noise became an element of the changing soundscape 
of egyptian cities. Parallel to this development, the resident Italians, Greeks, and 
French in egypt gradually began putting on their own public entertainments. In 
surveying the scope of Western european music, this parallel presence – civil, 
migrant, and often privileged – must be taken into consideration. There were 
four main types of occasions when Western european-style music was performed 
publicly: 1. religious, 2. State (“state” here refers to the person of Mehmet Ali), 
3. Private (family or court occasions), 4. Public entertainment of the european 
residents. This taxonomy is artificial, as some of these occasions were equally 
religious, state, and court ceremonies. however, for the sake of clarity, I offer 
some examples under these headings.

religious Occasions

The major Muslim religious celebrations are hard to separate from state events, with 
some of them always being celebrated in the presence of the ruler. The egyptian 
mawālid (sing. mawlid; celebration of local saints) involved numerous musicians 
but european music is not known to be performed here. however, al-Jabarti 
tells us that, probably for just such a celebration, Mehmet Ali Pasha received a 
package of presents from the British in 1815. It was a strange assortment: different 
birds, one of which could speak (probably a parrot); a huge mirror; a clock that 
played Western european melodies (maqāmāt mūsīqā) on every quarter hour; and a 
candlestick from which a small puppet came out to extinguish the wick.89 
In the 1820s on another important Muslim celebration, ʿId al-Fitr (the end of 
the fast during ramadan), the pasha and some of his officers used to present 
themselves in europeanized uniforms.90 In 1830 at yet another Muslim egyptian 
public event, the sending of the cover (maḥmal) of the Kaʿ ba from Cairo to Mecca, 
Muslim religious music was performed as usual but a european-style military 
band participated in the celebration as well.91 The novelty here is not the use of 
military bands in public ceremonies – an established Muslim tradition – but the 
style and modality of the military band, perhaps the product of Khanqah.92

89 Al-Jabarti: Aʿjaʾ ib al-Athar, vol. 4, 1998, p. 344.
90 [Anonymous]: “Tahniʾat ʿ Id al-Fitr”, in: al-Waqaʾ iʿ al-Misriyya, 21 Shawwal 1244 [26 April 1829], 

s.p.
91 [Anonymous]: “hawadith Dakhiliyya”, in: al-Waqaʾ iʿ al-Misriyya, 13 rabiʿ al-Awwal 1246 

[1 September 1830], s.p.
92 Gaston Wiet: “Fêtes et jeux au Caire”, in: Annales Islamologiques 8 (1969), pp. 99–128. 
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State Celebrations

Military bands became gradually related to the person of the pasha and to state 
ceremonies in public spaces. The camp itself was a public space. As mentioned 
above, perhaps the first time Mehmet Ali was greeted with Western european 
military music played by his own soldiers was on 24  December 1826, when 
he inspected the Khanqah camp.93 Ships were another military territory. For 
instance, in 1834 a military band performed on board the ship Misr; according to 
the traveller Scott, “when the French leader is sober, [the band] plays Malbrouk94 
[sic!] and the Marseillaise with tolerable accuracy”.95 In addition, Mehmet Ali Pasha 
hired Turkish musicians who returned to Istanbul when he died in 1849.96

european music could be heard during state ceremonies, usually on the occasion 
of the pasha’s return from distant lands or departure from his troops. One such an 
occasion ocurred when the ruler turned back to egypt from Jaffa in 1834. Fahmy 
quotes an english traveller (although it is not mentioned what kind of music was 
played, it almost certainly was one of the new bands): 

The “Marina” street in Jaffa was lined with the finest troops of the army, 
and a large band of music was placed in the center. At one o’clock two 
beautiful corvettes arrived and commenced firing a salute, which was 
instantly returned by the whole f leet and batteries. At four o’clock the 
yards were manned and with the roar of cannon from the f leet and forts 
his highness Mehmet Ali Pasha disembarked.97

Private Court Occasions

european consuls and emigrant Italians were not Mehmet Ali’s only source of 
knowledge about Western european-style entertainment; he could also acquire 
information from rifaʿ a rafiʿ al-Tahtawi (1801–1873) who spent five years in 
Paris between 1826 and 1831. upon his return to egypt, this sheikh published his 
views on the French manners in Arabic in 1834. The pasha was so interested that 

93 Planat: Histoire de la regeneration de l’Égypte, pp. 114–115. 
94 The song Malbrouk was also performed in Istanbul on the Ottoman ships. Namık Sinan Turan 

and Ayşegül Komsuoğlu: “From empire to the republic: The Western Music Tradition and 
the Perception of Opera”, in: International Journal of Turcologica 2/3 (2007), pp.  7–31. Sadgrove 
mentions the song Malbrouk, which was a French popular song used in Arabic theatre under this 
name in the 1870s. It was originally Marlborough s’en va-t-en guerre. Cf. Sadgrove: The Egyptian 
Theatre, p. 130.

95 Scott: Rambles in Egypt and Candia, vol. 1, p. 37. 
96 Document dated 25 ramadan 1265 (14 August 1849), Mahfaza 118, al-Maʿ iyya al-Saniyya, DWQ, 

quoted in ʿImad Ahmad hilal: “al-ʿArzuhal namudhijan”, in: Khamsun ʿamman ʿala inshaʾ  Dar al-
Wathaʾ iq al-Qawmiyya, ed. Muhammad Sabir ʿArab. Cairo: Dar al-Kutub, 2009, pp. 113–158.

97 Quoted in Fahmy: All the Pasha’s Men, p. 131.



649

Sound, Military Music, and Opera in Egypt

the book was translated into Turkish and printed in 1839 and 1840.98 Al-Tahtawi 
described the Opera in Paris with the following words: 

Wa-aʿ ẓam al-sabaktākilāt f ī madīnat bāris al-musamma al-ūbīra […] wa-
f ī-hā aʿ ẓam al-ālātiyyāt wa-ahl al-raqṣ wa-f ī-hā al-ghināʾ ʿalā al-ālāt wa-
l-raqṣ bi-ishārāt ka-ishārāt al-aḥras tadullu ʿalā umūr ʿajība.99

(‘The greatest spectacle in the city of Paris is called ‘Opera’ […] and in this 
place are the greatest musicians and dancers. here instrumental singing 
and dance with gestures takes place, similar to the gestures of dumb 
signing, which refer to marvellous things.’)

Along with new music, a novel material culture was invited into the everyday 
life of the ruling class. From the 1820s, the pasha employed more foreigners 
to decorate his new palaces. They contributed with entertainment to the court 
events (marriages and circumcision celebrations).
On these occasions the new military bands were employed outside of the army 
camps. edward William lane (1801–1876) and his sister Sophie (1804–1891) describe 
the mixed use of european and “native” music during the rule of Mehmet Ali. In 
elite wedding ceremonies, european music was played by the military bands, as 
William lane notes, “remarkably well”.100 his sister attended the wedding of the 
pasha’s daughter zeyneb hanım and Kiamil Pasha in 1845. She describes the “very 
respectable military bands” which accompanied the processions, the female slave 
band of zeyneb hanım, the dancing girls, the farces, and the Turkish musicians.101 
She notes that every night during the wedding ceremonies there were theatrical 
performances in the Citadel and tickets were sent to europeans. One night the Pasha 
even invited the leading religious scholars to a performance.102

The one who arranged these performances was possibly Pietro Avoscani (1816–
1890). he came to egypt in 1837 after his mother’s death, to visit his ailing brother, 
a captain in the navy of Mehmet Ali, and remained, mainly in Alexandria, until 
the end of his life.103 The pasha was in the midst of decorating and designing 
his new palace raʾ s al-Tin in Alexandria, and he immediately hired the young 

98 James heyworth-Dunne: “rifaʿ ah Badawi rafiʿ al-Tahtawi: The egyptian revivalist (continued)”, 
in: Bulletin of the School of Oriental Studies (University of London) 10/2 (1940), pp. 399–415, here p. 401.

99 rifaʿ a rafiʿ al-Tahtawi: Al-Diwan al-Nafis fi Iwan Baris aw Takhlis al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz. Beirut: 
Al-Mu aʾssasa al-ʿArabiyya li-l-Dirasat wa-l-Nashar, 2002, p. 141.

100 Quoted in Sophia lane-Pool: The Englishwoman in Egypt, second Series. london: Charles Knight, 
1846, p. 65.

101 Ibidem, pp. 79–148.
102 Ibidem, pp. 113–148.
103 Niccola ulacacci: Pietro Avoscani: Cenni biografici. leghorn: s.typ., 1871. – luigi Antonio Balboni: 

Gl’Italiani nella civiltà egiziana del secolo XIX, vol. 1. Alessandria: Penasson, 1906, pp. 294–408. – 
Jacques Tagher: “Pietro Avoscani, artiste-décorateur et homme d’affaires”, in: Cahiers d’histoire 
égyptienne 4 (1949), pp. 306–314.
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Italian.104 Avoscani was also asked to stage an opera in the Gabbari Palace in 
Alexandria, possibly in 1842. It was the first known opera staged for the ruler in 
egypt. We do not know its title, but the pasha was very pleased by both the opera 
and the decoration in the Palace Gabbari. Avoscani recounts in one of his letters 
that the ruler was so satisfied that he gave five hundred pounds to the company.105 
Avoscani then proposed the idea of building a state theatre in Alexandria (it was 
not realized during the pasha’s reign). Considering the number of trained military 
musicians, at least some of whom also knew non-military music, and the presence 
of the opera-expert lubbert, who was also employed in court festivals,106 it is 
highly possible that the pasha and his family were entertained by more operas or 
extracts of Western european polyphonic compositions.

Mehmet Ali Attending Operas:  
the Public Amusements of resident Western europeans

The resident Western europeans had their own amusements, often unrelated to the 
ruling elite, but which gradually catered to them as well. In 1828 the attendance 
in Cairo balls was still scarce107 but it is reported from 1829 that a French theatre 
was already established in the city. There were private musical evenings; for 
instance, a certain Madame Colrinde rogé hosted a musical evening at her home 
in Cairo.108 In Alexandria, by 1837 there was an Italian theatre.109 The consular 
high society in Alexandria organized public amateur concerts as well. The core of 
social life was the semi-private genre of the ball (with music), where people were 
so mixed that one could see “a Bim Bashee of Mohammed Ali’s navy galloping 
[…] with the bright-eyed daughter of her most Catholic Majesty’s Consul”110.
By the end of the 1840s the Italian theatre had become so popular in Alexandria 
that a regulation was issued in Italian by the Foreign Secretary, Artin Bey (1800–
1859), in 1847.111 There were performances in this theatre of Donizetti’s (1797–
1848) Maria de Rudenz in 1844 and Donizetti’s Belisario, Vincenzo Bellini’s (1801–

104 Ibidem, p. 307.
105 Ibidem, pp. 309–310.
106 louis-Gabriel Michaud (ed.): Biographie universelle (Michaud) ancienne et moderne, vol. 25. Paris: 

Madame C. Deplaces, [185?], p. 392.
107 Mrs. Charles lushington: Narrative of a Journey from Calcutta to Europe by Way of Egypt in the Years 

1827 and 1828. london: John Murray, 1829, pp. 160–163.
108 Le Ménestrel, 7 June 1835, p. 4.
109 Muhammad Yusuf Najm: Al-Masrah fi al-Adab al-ʿ Arabi al-Hadith. Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafa, 1967, 

pp.  20–21.  – Sadgrove: The Egyptian Theatre, pp.  31–34.  – Matti Moosa: The Origins of Arabic 
Fiction. Boulder/CO, london: lynne rienner Publishers, 1997 (orig. 1983), p. 25.

110 Scott: Rambles in Egypt and Candia, vol. 1, p. 47.
111 The text of this regulation was published first in Jeanette Tagher: “les débuts du théâtre modern 

en Égypte”, in: Cahiers d’histoire Égyptienne 1/2 (1948), pp. 192–207. Also in Sadgrove: The Egyptian 
Theatre, Appendix 1, pp. 169–171.



651

Sound, Military Music, and Opera in Egypt

1835) Norma, and luigi ricci’s (1805–1859) Chiara di Rosemberg in 1845. A Teatro 
del Cairo was operating in the 1840s, and Mehmet Ali, seems to have visited this 
Cairo theatre at least three times in 1844. The ruler attended Giuseppe Verdi’s 
(1813–1901) new Ernani, Gioachino rossini’s (1792–1868) Le barbier de Séville and 
Donizetti’s Gemma di Vergy. This last occasion he went with leading religious 
scholars and all were very pleased.112 It was also the first occasion when a ruler 
in egypt attended Western european public musical performances outside of his 
court or military occasions. Opera music and military sound gradually became 
attached to the official representation of the ruler of egypt.

CONCluSION

As I have shown, during the French occupation of egypt, military music was used 
for ceremonies and entertainment. Next, at least seven military music schools 
operated in egypt during the 1820s and 1830s. Sound and rhythm regulated the 
days of the recruits. heyworth-Dunne saw Mehmet Ali introducing the system 
of regimental bands “to keep as close to the european model as possible”113. 
however, the regimental band was not a european invention but also an Ottoman 
tool of discipline and ceremony. The mehter, the Janissary band, had been also 
associated with the person of the ruler. In the first music schools the directors 
were Ottoman Turks, and they, or at least Osman Agha, continued teaching later 
as well. But Western european musicians, such as Carré or Gordon, occupied the 
highest positions. resident europeans attributed the egyptian recruits’ resistance 
against the new music to religious or racial differences. None the less, the forced 
teaching (and the teachers) of Western european music was also criticized, namely 
by Clot Bey, who thought that ‘it would have been more reasonable to call to 
egypt those talented musicians who could have understood and appropriated the 
spirit of Arab music’114. 
During the rule of Mehmet Ali, resident Western european communities were 
able to stage their entertainments publicly. These previously isolated and private 
occasions became available to the new Ottoman egyptian elite. In addition, 
military music gradually constituted an element in the symbolic repertoire of 
the pasha. From the early 1830s military bands were participating in state rituals 
in which the person of Mehmet Ali was featured. The modality of Western 
european military music established a clear marker of officialdom in egypt – 
and inscribed into the beginnings of the modern egyptian state a gap between 
everyday egyptian entertainment and official music.

112 Sadgrove: The Egyptian Theatre, pp. 37–40. Cf. also Moosa: The Origins of Arabic Fiction, p. 25.
113 heyworth-Dunne: An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt, p. 134.
114 Clot Bey: Aperçu général sur l’Égypte, vol. 2, p. 88.
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