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comparative method, this research combines archival and
documentary library data, detailed musicological and modal
(magam) analyses of preserved historical recordings of pioneering
Egyptian female reciters (Munirah ‘Abduh, Wadiidah Badr,
Mabriikah, Sakinah Hasan, and Layla Hasan) and contemporary
Southeast Asian reciters, alongside structured expert interviews.
Findings: Findings reveal that genuine innovation requires
transitioning consciously from mechanical imitation toward an
autonomous melodic identity. This paradigm relies on four pillars:
(1) thorough mastery of classical Egyptian maqgamat and modal
modulations; (2) scientific alignment of recitation style with
female vocal physiology (natural vocal range, a 3:5 vital lung
capacity ratio relative to males, and endocrine voice shifts); (3)
departing from rigid, contest-driven stereotypes in favor of
creative assembly (majlis) execution; and (4) meaning-centered
recitation (vocal imagery) while avoiding superficial over-
melodization.

Conclusion: Innovation (/bdd@‘) in female recitation is not
accidental; it emerges from the organic synthesis of three core
pillars: magam knowledge, physiologically tailored vocal
capability, and profound semantic comprehension. Revising
adjudication criteria to prioritize artistic vocalization over rigid
quantitative metrics is essential for fostering authentic excellence
among female reciters
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1. Introduction

The art of Quranic recitation (7ilawah) constitutes one of the most
revered spiritual and artistic expressions of Islamic civilization. It is an
elevated cultural medium that brings the phonetic and celestial beauty of the
Divine Word into living auditory manifestation. Within this heritage, the
active engagement of female reciters possesses a rich and continuous
historical pedigree—from early Islamic personalities such as Umm Waraqah
and Sitt Nafisah to the documented female recitation masters of al-Andalus
and Baghdad. In the early 20th century, Egypt witnessed a golden age
wherein distinguished female reciters (such as Shaykhah Munirah ‘Abduh,
Wadudah Badr al-Manyalawiyyah, Shaykhah Mabriikah, Sakinah Hasan, and
Layla Hasan) were broadcast on radio and performed at prestigious public
and private gatherings on par with legendary male masters like Ali
Mahmoud, Sheikh Rifat, and Mustafa Ismail. In contemporary times, the
establishment of international Quranic competitions in Malaysia (since
1961) and post-1979 developments in the Islamic Republic of Iran have
further fostered female participation.

2. Methodology and Conceptual Framework

Nevertheless, qualitative evaluations indicate that contemporary female
recitations exhibit a visible artistic and expressive gap when compared with
elite male masters. This gap is fundamentally attributable to prolonged
stagnation in rudimentary imitation, the dominance of formulaic 6-to-12-line
contest routines, and the absence of a grounded methodological framework
for vocal innovation (/bda ‘) attuned to female vocal physiology. This study
addresses this critical gap by investigating the systemic theoretical, acoustic,
and melodic requisites necessary for female reciters to produce sovereign,
innovative, and deeply impactful recitations.

This study adopts a rigorous three-tiered descriptive-analytical and
comparative research design:

1. Documentary & Archival Research: Critical examination of historical
biographical dictionaries (7abagat), chronicles, and press archives to reconstruct
the socioreligious and institutional trajectory of female recitation.

2. Musicological & Modal Analysis: Specialized phonological, acoustic, and
melodic analysis of surviving archival audio recordings from five pioneering
Egyptian female reciters—scrutinizing pitch registers, microtonal ornamentation
(tahrir), modal pathways (magamat and compound modes), cadences (qafalat),
breathing dynamics, and expressive techniques (legato and talwin).



353 Requirements of Innovation in Women's Quranic ...| Kashif Ali and Mohammad Hosein Rafiei

3. Comparative Adjudication & Fieldwork: Cross-regional comparison
between Egyptian classical heritage, Southeast Asian traditions (Malaysia
and Indonesia), and Iranian contest practices, augmented by semi-structured
qualitative interviews with leading international recitation adjudicators.

3. Findings

The core findings of this study are articulated across four structural
pillars:

1. Classical Immersion & Transcendence of Mechanical Imitation:
Historical inquiry demonstrates that artistic innovation is rooted in deep,
disciplined imitation. Early Egyptian female reciters achieved singular vocal
identities because they were steeped in the living oral traditions of master
melodic architects. In contrast, modern contest pressures encourage
superficial mimicry across too many styles without foundational depth.
Genuine innovation (/bda ‘) requires utilizing rigorous imitation purely as an
initial scaffolding before cultivating an autonomous melodic voice.

2. Harmony with Female Vocal Physiology & Acoustic Ergonomics:
The uncritical emulation of male two-octave climaxes represents a severe
structural mismatch. Anatomical and physiological evidence indicates that
females possess an average vital lung capacity ratio of approximately 3 liters
compared to 5 liters in males, alongside distinct laryngeal tissue elasticity
and periodic hormonal fluctuations that affect vocal fold tension. Archival
analyses of Munirah ‘Abduh and Sakinah Hasan demonstrate that pioneering
female reciters did not force unnatural multi-octave strain; instead, they
mastered a comfortable 10-to-13-degree range, emphasizing rich low-to-mid
registers, intricate micro-ornamentations (¢ahrir), and fluid legato phrasing.

3. Dismantling Contest Stereotypes & Revitalizing Assembly (Majlis)
Recitation: The confinement of female recitation to brief competitive trials
has stifled artistic risk-taking and improvisation. Genuine melodic
innovation demands non-competitive assembly platforms where reciters can
freely develop compound modes (such as Siz-e Delara, Nayriiz, Huzam,
Isfahan, and Mahir), experiment with creative modulations, and allow
themes to organically evolve.

4. Semantic-Centric Execution vs. Superficial Over-Melodization:
Excessive melodic embellishment uncoupled from scriptural meaning results
in "melodic indulgence" (lahn-zadagi), which diminishes spiritual gravitas.
True innovation occurs when vocal imagery (faswir al-ma‘nd) arises
intrinsically from the thematic core of the Quranic text, ensuring that
musical structure serves revelation rather than technical ostentation.
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4. Conclusion

This investigation establishes that /bdad ‘ (innovation) in female recitation
is a disciplined, triangular synthesis of maqam competence, physiological
vocal resonance, and theological-semantic depth. To realize this potential,
Quranic institutions must: (a) reform adjudication rules to prioritize artistic
phrasing, breath ergonomics, and semantic delivery over mere vocal range;
(b) provide vocal hygiene and voice-science pedagogy; and (c) cultivate
independent, non-competitive recitation salons for women.
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