FoMRHI Comm 1944.                                                                                        John Downing
Napoleon and a Seven Course Oud
The Medieval oud was fitted with either four or five double courses until the 14th C. in Iraq when a sixth course was introduced. During the late 15th C a sixth course was also mentioned by the Ottoman writer al-Ladhiqi - found on a new style of oud called ‘oud akmal’. In the early 16th C, the Ottoman court musician Mahmoud al-Maraghi describes a seven course oud called ‘oud mukammal’ (Note 1) a style of oud that is said to have been introduced to Egypt (then part of the Ottoman Empire) during the 17th C.  
Napoleon’s late 18th C. “Egyptian Campaign”, an expeditionary force designed to establish Egypt as a French colony, was a military disaster. However, accompanying the expeditionary force was a team of several hundred civilians including scholars, scientists and men of letters, whose task was to systematically catalogue, record and draw the antiquities of Egypt as well as the biological diversity of its flora and fauna.
   In 1802 Napoleon ordered the Imperial press to begin publication of the results of this scientific and cultural work employing 400 engravers for a period of 20 years in its execution resulting in a monumental and historically significant work – ‘Description de l’Egypte’ - comprising 10 volumes and 2 anthologies containing over 800 engravings and more than 3,000 illustrations.(Note 6)

Among the high quality engravings in ‘Description de l’Egypte’ are representations of several kinds of stringed instruments some said to be “known in Egypt” and others “indigenous to Egypt” (Note 2). The ‘non Egyptian’ instruments include illustrations of an oud together with its peg box design (See Fig 1) and protective case (See Note 4). The engraving illustrates a ‘lute like’, seven double course, oud (courses represented as single strings for convenience) with straight sided peg box fitted with 14 pegs and three sound holes – two being proportionally quite small and set ‘unusually’ close to the main sound hole. Furthermore the neck joint is not vertical or covered by a “bracelet” (like that of a modern oud). The rosettes seem to be either separate and set in flush with the sound board surface or ‘cut in’ like a lute (unlike on a modern oud where the separate rosettes or ‘shamsa’ are glued behind the sound holes). The plectrum guard is unusually large, extending from the bridge to the rosettes, and the bridge is ‘moustache’ like in style - a design sometimes still found on some old traditional Turkish or Armenian ouds.
Instrument #0164 in the collection of the Musical Instrument Museum, Brussels is a vintage seven course oud that is described by the museum as ‘Egyptian’ (see Fig 2). The sound board is unrefined – of five piece construction, slab cut wood with coarse grain complete with pin knots! The rosettes are separate, dyed a dark colour and are ‘set in’ flush with the sound board surface. The bowl is multi-ribbed (25 ribs) with a ‘lute like’ end cap or clasp extending around the lower part of the bowl.
   The seventh course does not lie over the fingerboard with the current stringing arangement suggesting this course is played ‘open’.
 The appearance of the oud is very similar to the oud engraving in ‘Description de l’Egypte’ so it is tempting to speculate that this is the oud - brought back from Egypt, as part of the collection of artifacts gathered by the expedition - used as a model by Napoleon’s engravers.
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Fig 1
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Fig 2

 Working from the above images and assuming perfect symmetry (Note 3), a proposed geometry of the oud is shown in Fig 3. 
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Fig 3
The upper sound board profile is described by an arc of radius equal to the maximum sound board width (4 basic units) with its centre on the X axis (defined here as Type1 geometry – see Comm. 1935).

A prominent feature of the geometrical construction is the ‘vesica piscis’ (‘fish bladder’), an ancient geometrical figure formed by the intersection of two circles of equal diameter. 
(See Fig. 4 and Note 5). It can be readily shown that if the minor axis of a ‘vesica piscis’ (VP) is one basic unit in length then the length of the major axis is equal to the square root of 3 or 1.7320 …..  twice that value if the minor axis measures 2 basic units.
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Fig 4

If a VP of minor axis equal to 2 basic units (i.e. half the sound board width) is created within the sound board profile and located on the X axis, then the upper intersection of the VP defines the top of the sound hole (i.e. the open area of the rosette not the total diameter of the rosette) and the lower intersection defines the bottom of the sound board. The front edge of the bridge is located at a distance of 1 basic unit from the bottom of the sound board and so is, therefore, a distance of 0.7320unit from the X axis at the widest point of the sound board. This distance is within 2.5% of that defined by a Pythagorean 3: 4:5 right triangle or 0.750unit which is another possible interpretation (See Fig 5). However, preference might be given to the former solution as the design of the rosette is also based upon a VP geometry as will be shown later.
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Fig 5

The remainder of the proposed geometry is largely self explanatory with the total diameter of the large rosette being 1/3 of the sound board width at the sound hole centre and the lower profile of the sound board being created by blending arcs of radius R1 and R2 with an arc of radius equal to the distance EC from the X axis to sound hole centre. The small sound holes are about a quarter of the diameter of the large with centres defined by a 3:4:5 right triangle
(See Fig 6).
(Note that this geometrical construction and profile is very similar to that of a lute by Cristoffolo Hoch, Venice, M.I. 55 in the Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nurnberg, Germany)
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Fig 6
The proposed geometry of the large rosette is shown as an overlay in Fig 7 –  constructed around a basic ‘vesica piscis’ figure, this is another ancient form also now known as the ‘flower of life’  (See Fig 8 and Note 5).
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Fig 7
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Fig 8

To conclude - although the Brussels #0164 seven course oud was probably made in Egypt by a local craftsman sometime during the late 18th C (?), the design origins of this type of oud may be from the geographical region that now includes modern Turkey, Armenia and Iran – the geometrical profile and being similar to some of the surviving old ouds from that region. 
Notes
1) All of these sources have to be verified. The 14th C. source is said to be by an unidentified writer from Baghdad entitled “Removing Difficulties and Griefs of the Instrument of Passion”.
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“Mahmud al-Maraghi” may be the son of Abd al-Aziz and grandson of Abd al-Kadir Maraghi?

He died circa 1526 and wrote the musical treatise ‘Maqasid al-Adwar’ while serving in the Ottoman court. A copy is in Nuruosmaniye Library, Turkey, cat #3649.

  “Al- Ladhiqi” (Ladiqi Mehmed Chelebi? – died circa 1495, Istanbul) also mentions the 4 course oud (‘oud qadim’) and 5 course oud (‘oud kamil’).
   A detailed history of the musicians serving at the court of Ottoman Sultan Bayezid II (died 1512) can be found here:
http://www.saramusik.org/article.php3?id_article=154#nb10 

2) Guillaume-Andre Villoteau was a French scholar and a member of the Napoleon expedition responsible for gathering facts and materials concerning music of the Arabs, Copts, Greeks and Armenian communities then living in Egypt. He identified the two groups of stringed instruments, illustrated by the engravings, as “Instruments orientaux a cordes connus en Egypte” (which includes the oud) and “Instruments a cordes qui paroissent propres aux Egyptiens”.

3) The images of the #0164 oud, its rosette and the following measured dimensions are kindly provided by museum Curator Saskia Willaert and staff - courtesy of the Brussels Museum of Musical Instruments:

Vibrating String Length – 637 mm

Sound board Width – 401 mm

Sound board Length – 516 mm

Neck Length – 224 mm

Top of Rosette to Bottom of Sound board (BG) - 358 mm
Bridge to Bottom of Sound board (FG) – 98 mm

The profile of the sound board of the oud is asymmetrical on the bass side and the rosettes are set somewhat askew. Given this possible lack of geometrical precision in the construction of the instrument, the measured dimensions tend to support the proposed geometry - being within about 2% of each other. For example, the measured sound board width suggests a value of nearly 100 mm for a basic unit compared to the measured value of 98 mm for the distance FG in the proposed geometry (equal to one basic unit).
   The oud is from an original collection of instruments of renowned Belgian musicologist Francoise-Joseph Fetis (1784 - 1871) - purchased by the Belgian state in 1871, given to the Brussels Conservatory in 1872 and now forming an important part of the Brussels MEM collection.

5) The geometrical forms of the ‘vesica piscis’ and ‘the ‘flower of life’ occur frequently throughout history from ancient times and are considered by some cultures to have sacred or mystic significance. Here are some examples:
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               Persian Ottoman 15th C.                                           Syrian 1488
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                Christian c. 1220                                                 Egyptian c 3000 BC  
6) A modern edition of ‘Description de l’Egypte’ is published by Benedickt Taschen, 

ISBN 3-8228-8964-4.
7) For information, an engraving of a seven course oud protective case from ‘Description de l’Egypte’.
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