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MUSIC IN THE ARMENIAN DAILY AND RITUAL LIFE

In the book, the Armenian musical culture is examined from the ethnomusicological perspective,
regarding it as a component of the Armenian traditional life style. The folk musical tradition is con-
sidered to be a sonic constituent of the community. The study is based on author’s fieldwork mate-
rials collected in 1980-2010 in almost all the regions (marzes) of the Republic of Armenia, in
Armenian settlements of Javakhk and plain Karabagh, as well as in Rostov-on-Don and the nearby
Armenian villages. It uses also the archives of the Institute of Archaeology & Ethnography NAS
RA and recordings from the collection ofthe Institute of Art NAS RA. Each thematic section is fol-
lowed by a notation and textual decoding of the musical material.

The book consists of four chapters. The first chapter (“Daily Life as an Organized Sonic
Environment”) is dedicated to the folklore vocal-improvised genres. They take their origin in var-
ious spheres of rural everyday family and working life, as well as in some urbanminor genres, such
as the calls of wandering vendors and artisans. Many of them are presented for the first time.The
second chapter (“Music in Agricultural Rites”) studies the vocal and instrumental genres related to
the main spheres of rural economy, first of all to agricultural rituals aimed at ensuring fertility.In
the third chapter (“The Musical Context of Rites of the Profane and the Sacral Life”), the cult,
musical and behavioral manifestations of the traditional Armenian worldview are discussed focus-
ing mainly on the three major groups of rites and customs that play pivotal role in the life of an
individual and of the community. Those are the wedding and funeral ceremonies and the rituals of
pilgrimages. The fourth chapter (“The Musician and Musical Instrument in Spiritual and Mundane
Traditions”) deals with the problems related with the mythology of music and the master who cre-
ates the instrument, the mythology of the instrument itself, and the image of the musician who
mediates between the ordinary and spiritual worlds. He takes also the role of ritual leader in a num-
ber of rites.

Music harmoanizes thedaily and ritual life of a person and of asociety in general. This role could
be outlined in the following situations, which make up the theme of the discussion of the chapters:
1 Improvised songs performed in a natural environment is a musical and poetic reflection of daily
life processes. They may be viewed as a basis of homonymous folklore genres. But unlike the
canonic genres of traditional music, these songs have a loose structure, strong improvisational
nature and are free of temporal limitations. They are flexible, mobile and depend on concrete
details, forms and functions of daily life.

Emerging from the rural daily work process, musical improvisations are based on unconscious
musical sences, which undergo intonational and rythmic transformations and develop in accor-
dance with capacities and talents of a performer. For samples of this musical style could serve
improvised songs and melodies that accompany cradling, playing with and bathing babies, looking
after poultry and domestic animals, feeding and milking them, cultivating lands, advertising goods,
mourning the deceased, and celebrating feasts.

The origin, gender and real social environment of a performer are of great importance. The melod-
ic manifestation of feelings seems to play primary role, whereas the text of a song is usually a
sketchy description of family, community or even historical eventsand seem to be less important
for the performer. An important side of some genres such as mourns, lullabies and working songs
make their informative nature. As arule, the songs of these genres are of occasional nature and
their texts are often forgotten after being performed. Only general melodic and sonic accompani-
ment is usually kept in the memory.

2. ,Horovel” (a field song of an arator) is not only a working song with a rythmic accompaniment
for arators and draught animals but a musical and poetic encoding of the cosmogonic myth as well.
3. Unlike the improvised daily songs, the musical genres performed in the traditional agricultural
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and wedding rites most often use a ,,sahari” style of improvisation. This may mean that this type of
melody is crucial for all those rituals that eclose the concept of the beginning, and the idea of birth
and fertility (the groom-,,king”, cosmic tree, family, sun, etc). The ,,sahari” also stresses the idea of
liminality. This melody is always sounded at traditional festivals and rites and acquire a symbolic
value. Today it is not represented in the same ritualistic or performative way or remains just a part
of cultural memory, nevertheless it still preserves germs of the previous semantic and structural
context. As a succinct reproduction of the traditional worldview and musical thinking it does not
have space and time limits. It gets new forms and manifestations nowadays, even in the Armenian
symphonic music. The longevity of such melodies may be explained by their archetyps. Kept in
subconscience, these germs shoot up and become a specific identity impetus during crucial events
Or crises.
4. The traditional culture and functions at the verge of myth and mythological thinking. This
excludes the opposite poles ,,the observer and the observed” and demands the participation of the
entire community in life- ritual. The universal participation implies the self-reproduction of the
communirty through rythm of the ritual accompanied with music and recite. The processs isex-
tended inquotidian and sacred layers of essence comprisingagriculture and animal husbandry, arts
and crafts. They are examined as the whole life process, from birth to death.
5. Constructive functions of sacred time and space encoded in sounds are examined in the phenom-
enon of pilgrimage discussed as a collective pursuit of pure and ideal spatial relationships. In
Christian perception, it is embodied in the way from the village to the holy site, where the imag-
ined unity ofthe community is rebuilt at all layers inlcuding those of familial, clan and communal.
6. The special focus of the monograph is the examination of a specific sacred act in close associ-
ated with the space and environment of its performance on the example of wedding ceremony. The
scrupulous analysis of musical lines of the wedding rites shows the parallelism between the man
and the cosmic proto-man (the groom-bride Adam and bride Eve), between the ordinary family and
the cosmic one, and between the act of creation of a family and creation of the Universe. The author
has undertaken a detailed analysis of functional, musical, rythmic and recitative contexts and
modes that accompany the wedding rituals. They seem to bring together and generalize the con-
stituents of the Armenian festive and ritual life.
The wedding music is multi-level and is harmonized by the following oppositions: the sacred and
the quotidian, the ritual and the festival, the spiritual and the secular, the Christian and the pagan,
canonic spiritual and folk spiritual, the canonized and the improvised, the oriental and the occiden-
tal (in terms of instruments), the melodic and the recital, folk and professional vocal, instrumental,
soloist and group performances.
7. The music of funeral rites presents another musical phenomenon with complex structure, where
different music styles and genres are harmoniously intertwoven. Mourning songs-praises, which
has an imprivisatory nature, are usually perfomed as a mono-recitative, accompanied by music and
echoed by exclamations, lamentations, cries, sobs, and ,,replies” (cf. the soloist — band performance
type). In the mourning songs-praises, the deceased is depicted as a mediator between two worlds,
which is especially noticeable in the songs like ,,Give our regards...” and ,,Go and say...” and other
similar stuff.
8. The last point concerns the musician in general and the ,,ashugh” (bard) in particular. The ashugh
is notjust a musician and poet who performs at feasts and organizes people’s leisure time, his image
has more archaic features going back to the mythological cosmogonic hero. He has a very impor-
tant mission of conserving and transmissing social memory and heritage. He is the ritual and spir-
itual organizer and leader, who also plays the role of a mediator between social groups, generations,
timesand worlds.
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