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ARTS & ENDS By Jesse Hamlin

Women sing out
in face of ban

San Francisco composer
Sahba Aminikia never heard
a woman sing in public, on
radio or television while
growing up in Tehran in the
1980s. They were banned
from doing so by Iran’s ruling
mullahs after the 1979 Islamic
Revolution. The clerics think
the solo female voice can trig-
ger lust, says Aminikia. But
he wanted to hear and share
the singing of Iranian women,
who can only perform in pri-
vate homes, for all-female
audiences or, since the re-
forms of the 1990s, in a back-
ground chorus.

“Now you can see women
onstage in Iran, but never as
the main performer,” says the
34-year-old composer.

His intriguing 2015 work
for female singers, the Brook-
lyn Youth Chorus and Kro-
nos Quartet, “Sound, Only
Sound Remains,” features
the voices of Iranian women
who sang songs into their cell
phones and sent them to him
over the Internet. The quartet
performs the piece with the
San Francisco Girls Chorus
at SFJazz on Friday, Feb. 5, as
part of Kronos’ Festival 2016:
Explorer Series.

Aminikia, who has done
several Kronos commissions,
put out a call for musical
collaborators on Facebook,

which is officially banned in
Iran but easily accessed by
tech-savvy Iranians. He was
astonished by what he re-
ceived: about 100 clips from
40 Iranian women, singing
everything from traditional
Persian songs to jazz and
opera.

He brings all those voices
together in the opening of
this piece, creating what he
calls “an ocean of sound,
this beautiful sonic texture.”
Out of that comes the main
part of the piece, which is
sung in Farsi and based on a
waltz-like love song recorded
in the 1920s by the Arme-
nian Iranian singer and ac-
tress Loreta Hairapetian.
Aminikia, who heard the
tune on a compilation of
Persian music by female
singers, “reimagines it” by
merging the original record-
ing with the taped voices of
two young contemporary
Iranian women singing the
song.

“T used a looping tech-
nique to create the effect of
an old record player that
gets stuck,” the composer
says.

He asked Ooldouz Pouri
and Mina Momeni, who
had never recorded before,
to sing the tune after hear-
ing their audio clips.
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Sahba Aminikia’s “Sound, Only Sound Remains,” which uses
the voices of Iranian women, is at SFJazz on Friday, Feb. 5.

“Their voices were amazing.

They were divine,” says Ami-
nikia, who was concerned
about using the women’s
names until they assured him
it was OK as long as they
weren’t involved in political
activity.

Before leaving Tehran at 25,
Aminikia absorbed all kinds
of music, from traditional
Persian songs and the call to
prayer “every morning at 6
a.m.” to Chick Corea’s jazz
piano, the minimalism of
Steve Reich and, thanks to
the black market, pop records
by Iranian women living in
Los Angeles. He earned de-

grees in composition at the
San Francisco Conservato-
ry of Music.

Aminikia was last in Teh-
ran in 2012, but won’t be go-
ing back anytime soon. He
was abducted in front of his
parent’s home by Iranian
security agents, driven out to
the desert, beaten, had a gun
stuck in his mouth and was
questioned about links he
might have to American spy
agencies. They told him to
leave the country in 48 hours.

“I don’t wish that on any
human being,” says Aminikia,
who thinks he was targeted
because of interviews he’d

given Voice of America.

That experience inspired
his 2014 piece “Shab o Meh”
(“Night and Fog”), but he
stresses that “Sound, Only
Sound Remains” is not meant
as a political statement of any
sort.

“I want to bring out that
beauty, and a hopeful message
of peace from the Iranian
people to the American peo-
ple,” he says.

For more information, go to
www.kronosquartet.org.

Great guitars

Four virtuoso guitarists —
finger-style master Martin
Taylor, Brazil’s far-ranging
Badi Assad and the jazz duo
of Frank Vignola and Vinny
Raniolo — play the Omni
Foundation’s Dynamite Gui-
tars show Saturday, Feb. 6, at
the Palace of Fine Arts. For
more information, go to www.
omniconcerts.com.

Film grants

Fourteen international film-
makers, including the Bay
Area’s Rob Epstein and Bar-
ry Jenkins, have made it to
the finals in the latest round
of the San Francisco Film
Society / Kenneth Rainin
Foundation Filmmaking
Grants. One or more of them
will get up to $300,000 for
their narrative film projects
this spring.

For the full list, go to www.
sffs.org.

Jesse Hamlin is a Bay Area
Journalist and former San
Francisco Chronicle staff writer.




