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Analysis of the Lyrical Content and Musical Structure in
the Joyful Songs of the Bakhtiari People (Duwalali)

Neda Hosseinizadeh™

Abstract

Duwalali are joyful songs of the Bakhtiari people, traditionally sung
by women and girls during marriage ceremonies. These songs serve as
a means of expressing collective emotions and reflect the cultural and
social values of the Bakhtiari community. The musical structure of
Duwalali is based on repetition, solo singing, and choral response;
their language is simple, incorporating motifs related to customs,
rituals, beliefs, and traditional values. This study aims to analyze these
songs through the lenses of poetic content, thematic elements, and
musical composition, while exploring their role in the daily lives of
the Bakhtiari people. Employing both library research and fieldwork
methods, the findings highlight the deep connection between Duwalali
and Bakhtiari wedding rituals, as well as their reflection of the tribe's
aesthetic worldview. Additionally, women emerge as powerful
narrators within Bakhtiari society. The Duwalali encapsulate values
such as lineage, authenticity, occupation, wealth, morality, and
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wisdom—elements that constitute the pride and identity of the
Bakhtiari tribe.

Keywords: Duwalali; women; Bakhtiari tribe; marriage; music; joyful
songs.

Research Background

Historical studies indicate that researchers such as Zhukovsky (1858-1918)
collected 39 verses, and Lorimer (1876-1962) gathered 25 verses of
Duwalali during the Qajar era. Within the existing Iranian literature, notable
contributions include Hosseini (1997), and Hasanzadeh Rehdar (2003). The
majority of these sources have focused primarily on the collection and
documentation of these songs; however, a comprehensive study that
addresses Duwalali as a socio-cultural and artistic phenomenon remains
absent.

The present study, relying on ethnographic fieldwork among the
Bakhtiari community in Khuzestan province alongside extensive library
research, introduces previously undocumented original samples of Duwalali.
Subsequently, by emphasizing the analysis of poetic content, musical
structure, and aesthetic elements, this research aims to partially fill the
existing gap in the scholarly examination of joyful folk songs.

Aim and Research Questions
The modern era, characterized by transformations in lifestyle, has led
to the decline of many traditional customs among ethnic groups. One
such tradition is the Duwalali singing by Bakhtiari women and girls,
which has recently become less prevalent. This study aims to
document this tradition and address the following research questions:
1. What are the predominant poetic contents and themes of
Duwalali songs, and what roles do they fulfill within Bakhtiari
marriage rituals as well as daily and social life?
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2. Which musical and vocal components define Duwalali’s
structure, and how do they convey collective and ritualistic sentiments
in Bakhtiari culture?

Main discussion

Duwalali songs, beyond their literary and musical qualities, effectively
reflect the Bakhtiari tribe’s worldview by addressing core themes such
as love, social bonds, ethnic identity, authenticity, religion, and social
relations. They use simple language and expressive forms including
artistic questions, monologues, and dialogues. Artistic questions, often
with secondary meanings, are common rhetorical devices in Bakhtiari
poetry (Zhukovsky, 2017, p. 38, translator’s notes). Figurative
language—such as simile, metaphor, and hyperbole—frequently
draws from nature, occupations, traditional clothing, and the tribe’s
environment. Key themes include the roles of bride and groom,
individual and family traits, virtues and ethical advice, tribal pride,
conduct, and the importance of property, occupation, and lineage. At
each wedding stage—such as appointing the headman, courtship,
henna night, gift-giving, bathing rituals, and celebrations—a specific
Duwalali is sung.

Musically, Duwalali’s structure is based on vocal performances by
women and girls accompanied by Tushmal instrumentalists playing
native instruments such as the Sorna, Karna, and Dohol. These are
performed within magams tailored to each rite. Another distinctive
feature is the repetitive phrasing of verses and stanzas, which
intensifies the celebratory fervor. Beyond their musical beauty and
social themes, Duwalali songs express the tribe’s social aesthetics;
they embody lifestyle, clothing, diet, migration, tools, living
essentials, the role of plants, native animals, and regional symbols in
Bakhtiari poetry. Moreover, humor, wit, and social critique are
embedded in these songs. Certain verses articulate the silent protest of
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women regarding early marriage, dowry, their role within the family,
and social relationships. These poetic examples reveal female
concerns unfettered by restraint or social limitations, as the
anonymous authorship of the songs posed no obstacle to voicing these
sentiments within a female communal setting (Homayouni, 2010, p.
51).

Conclusion

Duwalali songs represent some of the oldest and most cherished poetic
expressions within the joyful wedding ceremonies of the Bakhtiari
people. Delivered in tones both melancholic and celebratory, these
songs vividly depict themes such as the bride’s beauty, the groom’s
bravery and wealth, lineage, material prosperity, religion and ethnic
beliefs, the naming of esteemed tribal figures, and religious
convictions. Frequently recurring terms include gol (flower), arous
(bride), Shiram dooma (a local term), dado, and dak, which resonate
deeply within the lyrical fabric of these songs.

From a musical perspective, the vocal Duwalali compositions are
crafted in free meter, whereas the instrumental components
accompanying ritual dances like stick dances, handkerchief dances,
and equestrian displays during the wedding are performed in fixed
metric modes. These songs manifest through various formats—choral
singing, solo performances, call-and-response sequences, and duets—
each carefully aligned with the thematic essence of the wedding and
its rites. Moreover, Duwalali emphasize ethical values and serve as
reminders of the customs and obligations incumbent upon the families
of both bride and groom .Each wedding ritual is accompanied by a
specific Duwalali, tailored to harmonize with the ceremonial stage.
The songs also vividly evoke the Bakhtiari tribe’s aesthetic
sensibilities, reflecting traditional attire, distinctive flora and trees,
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everyday tools, female adornments, tribal migrations, and local
culinary specialties.
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