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ANDREA KUZMICH

NON-CHANGE IN TBILISI ENSEMBLES

“The most remarkable feature
of culture is non-change.”
(Blacking 1977:17)

Introduction

Since the disintegration of the Soviet block, contemporary research on traditional
musics from the region has focused primarily on change, which was either a product
of socialist policiesor wasin opposition to them (Sugarman, 2004; Buchanan, 1995,
2005; Rice, 1996). In comparison to these other musics, there has been little change
in the traditional polyphonic songs of Georgia. Even though today’s urban-based en-
sembles perform songs outside of the traditional rural context, the songs, their musi-
cal (harmonic and rhythmic) structure, are comparable to archived recordings and
historical descriptions of the late 1800s and early 1900s. Moreover, thismusical prac-
tice, singing in ensembles, isnot arecent revival. It is a continuation of a tradition
which both urban and village folk exercised as early as the turn of the twentieth
century.

Such a continuity in a music begs many questions. Is this really “non-change”?
Has the music, in its rhythmic and melodic form, really remained the same? If so,
thenisitsperformance reflective of authentic practice? Can this century old musical-
sound still be a part of a current expressive traditional culture? And what does this
stability say about the people and the culture? This paper, which is based on ongoing
research and analysis of the Georgian ensemble tradition, represents only the start of
such an inquiry. | am honoured to be presenting them to such a respectable group of
scholarstoday and look forward to your feedback so that | may further develop these
idess.

In an attempt to answer the questions above, | will first address the issue of “non-
change” only in connection with the musical sound-structure of traditional Georgian
polyphonic songs. Thisinvolvesasummary of acomparative analysis| carried out on
recordings of the same songs performed by both contemporary and old ensembles.
Following this, | will address the questions of authentic practice by examining the
historical context of the ensemble unit, which in turn may help answer the final ques-
tion “What does this stability in the music say about the people and the culture?’
Unfortunately, | will not have enough time to elaborate on this, but will conclude by
introducing several observations of current ensemble practices in Thilisi in order to
further the discussion of what this stable characteristic of the music reflects.

| must note, however, that while my discussion focuses on non-change it does not
negate that Georgian polyphonic folk songs are threatened. The original context of
most of the traditional songs has been lost. Singing songs, which was once a part of
daily activity, is currently non-existent in many villages. Many of the ensembles that
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do exist in the rural setting have adopted Soviet-style performing practices which
standardize the songs to the detriment of particular regional characteristics. Virtuostic
singers have not passed on their techniques and Georgian ethnomusicol ogists fear the
loss of variants, the ability to improvise, and traditiona tuning systems.

There are, however, some younger ensemblesin Thilisi and neighbouring regions,
which are resisting musical standardizations, whether it be in structure and form or
intonation. These ensembles are involved in field and archival research and have
made a conscious decisions to present the music in a way that they feel reflects the
unique characteristics of Georgian music. It is such younger, current ensembles—like
Anchiskhati, Basiani, Lashari, Zedashe, and a few others — which are in part the
subjects of this research.

I. Is it Really Non-Change?

Theterm “non-change” comes from aland marked essay on musical change, writ-
ten by Blacking in 1977. In his paper he articulated the need to understand music in
its social and cultural context and provided guidelines for identifying and studying
the phenomenon of musical change. Within his discussion he recognizes many types
of musical change, in particular he notes the difference between major stylistic and
structural changes of a musical system versus superficial minor variations. Innova-
tion, acculturation and superficial changes are naturally expected within aliving mu-
sical system and eventually lead to larger structural changes. This is why he is so
fascinated with non-change (1977: 6). His use of the term, however, is not clearly
defined, but in one instance is associated with “carefully rehearsed passages of mu-
sic” (1977: 6). My usage of thetermisdlightly moreliberal and concurswith Blacking's
reluctance to label minor variations as change (1977: 17). Thus for the purposes of
this essay, non-change in a musical system is not void of change, it is simply one
where significant structural changes do not occur. This in turn is significant for my
thesis, as Georgian music, like many folk musicsis a flexible system. But within a
defined range of improvisation, variation and intonation, thisflexibility appearsto be
an enduring quality and a defining characteristic of the Georgian singing tradition.

My method of addressing the musical continuity involved a comparative analysis
of contemporary performances with archived ones which | accumulated during my
several trips to Georgia. Out of this material | organized over 25 units where both
archived and contemporary performances of the same song existed. | did not have
timeto do athorough analysis of al these units, but instead focused on asingle song.
Results from the exhaustive analysis of a single song equipped me with some ap-
proaches for an analysis of eight other units. Consequently, the summary which fol-
lows is preliminary as a thorough one would require far more samples than | have
accumulated and years rather than months to realize.

My anaysis involved assessing form, melodic motifs, pitch and tuning systems,
timbre, tempo and other stylistic traits. In order to help with this, | used a computer
program called Transcribe! which can slow down a piece, alter its pitch, adjust EQ,
offer a spectrum analysis to identify frequencies, and calculate tempo. The obvious
expectation with such an analysis is for differences to be found between the two
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classifications, the old archived performances and the new; however, as expected, |
also found similar differences in the archived versions.

In considering form and melodic moatifs, it is assumed that current ensembles use
lessimprovisation and variation in their performances, asthisskill isone of thethreat-
ened aspects of Georgian traditional singing. Certainly Anchiskhati’s performances
of “Guruli Vakhtanguri” and “Aghdgomis Simghera’ have a more stable form (that
is, appearsto demonstrate less variation and improvisation) than Simonishvili’s 1930s
version of “Vakhtanguri” or Mikadze's 1980s version of “ Aghgomis Simghera”. But
one of Simonishvili’s’ contemporaries, Kirile Pachkoria, performed a version of
“Vakhtanguri” which is also stable, perhaps even more stable than Anchiskhati’s per-
formance. Moreover, there are occasions in a supra setting when | have heard
Anchiskhati perform songs with far more variation than | would ever expect in a
staged performance.

Consider further examples from performances by Basiani and Lashari. In“Orird’,
Basiani is not as excessive in the variations as the 1930's Artem Erkomaishvili ver-
sion from which they learned the song. For “Acharuli Magruli”, however, the young
ensemble explores more variants, especially in the top voice, as well as extends the
song with bass lines not found in two archived recordings of the song. Similarly,
Lashari’s version of “Kakhuri Mravalzhamier” uses a style of ornamentation com-
bined with a dynamic interchange between the top two voices that | have not heard in
any other performance of “Mravalzhamier,” including four archived versions.

Another expectation for divergence between the old and the new ensembles deals
with intonation. As mentioned, with the prevalence of the standardized tempered in-
tervals, many Georgian ethnomusicologists have concerns for the loss of the tradi-
tional tuning systems. The issues of tuning and scale systems are complicated as can
be seen by the three different tuning systems presented in the 2002 Symposium on
Traditional Polyphony (Erkvanidze, 2003: 178-85; Geltzer, 2003:194-200 ; Westman,
2003:212-20). Rather than assuming a tuning system, however, | have attempted to
approach the issue by addressing afew specific intervals.

For instance, in some of the archived performances there are peculiaritiesin into-
nation which are not reproduced to the same extent in the contemporary performances
that | have heard to date. In particular, | am thinking of alengthy sympathetic vibra-
tion (which could be described as a buzz or shimmer) that results from intervals a
little smaller or larger than standardized tempered ones. Examples of these include a
smaller fourth found in the fourth and fifth trios of Simonishvili’s “Vakhtanguri” and
the smaller third found in the fifth bar of Artem Erkomaishvili’ “Orira’. Even though
| have not identified a similar reproduction of thistuning in any of the recordings of
the contemporary ensembles, there are many other archived performances recorded
in 1930s which also lack this characteristic intonation.

Another example | can draw upon focuses on the reoccurring resolving interval
from trio to chorus in five performances of “Vakhtanguri”. Measurements | made of
these intervalsin cents revealed a pattern where the two contemporary performances
seemed to be closer to equal temperament than the three archived performances (tables
1 and 4). Despite this, these intervals were still significantly distant from the tem-
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pered standard or the performances still exhibited enough non-tempered intervals to
elicit an exotic non-Western sensation.

What became most apparent when conducting this analysis was the amount of
variability existing even within the performance of a single song. For instance this
reoccurring resolving interval in Simonishvili’s 1930’s version (table 2) measured
between 131 cents and 201 cents. And the other four performance had arange of at
least 50 cents. Some other aurally-obviousintervalsin “Vakhtanguri” which demon-
strate this variability can be found in the middle step of the four note ascent in the
chorus' second voice as well as the top note in the two variants which define the
cadential phrasefor thetrios’ first tenor. And such variabilities can easily be found in
performances of other songs as well.

This lack of stringency, ranging from macro issues of form to micro issues of
intonation, seems to be the nature of folk and oral traditions — flexibility that allows
individuals to express how they feel at any given time. But in the songs | analyzed,
thisflexibility isdiscrete and consistently spans the generations of performances thus
defining the character of non-change. It also allowsthese younger ensembles, whose
members feel they are struggling to regain the techniques and spirit of past genera-
tion, to perform with their own characteristic voice, distinct from any other ensemble,
yet somehow uniquely Georgian. But does that make it authentic?

I1. Is the Character of Non-Change Reflective of Authentic Practice?

The question of authenticity rests on a slippery slope and must be approached
with caution, as the concept is relative depending on how we define the term and
what values and beliefs are assumed. Given that | myself am aforeigner, it makes it
even more difficult for me to discuss this question with authority. | dare to say, how-
ever, that the music, asauniqueintangible heritage which survivesinitsvariability as
already discussed, continues to be apart of an expressive traditional Georgia culture,
especially if we consider the historical nature of the Georgian ensemble itself.

Over the past few hundred years, the evolution of traditional music within an
ensemble format has been a curious one. In much of Eastern Europe, thisevolutionis
one which has been influenced by nineteenth-century Western art music and subject
to the cultural manipulations of twentieth-century Soviet policy. More recently, un-
able to resist the hegemony of popular music within a globalized economy, hybrid-
ized forms with rock, rap and other world musics have appeared. In retrospect, tradi-
tional music, with its ability to identify and mobilize groups of people, has been up-
rooted from its original context (particularly during the Soviet years in Eastern Eu-
rope) and become the subject of complex negotiations of power.

Indigenous Georgian music has also suffered similar interferences. During the
Soviet era, traditional songs were uprooted from their original contexts and
reharmonized to fit mass choirs and folk orchestrations. Folk instruments were
chromaticized and made in various sizes to supply the range of parts required for
these ensembles. Standardized versions of songs resulted, replacing the variations
and improvisations of smaller ensembles. In Georgia, however, alongside these trans-
formations, traditional music continued to exist in a smaller-ensemble format which
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arguably isof an earlier expression in Georgian folklore.

Georgian traditional songs were removed from their original village context well
before the Soviets took power in 1921. As part of anational liberation movement, the
first ethnographic choir was organized in 1885 by a member of the intelligentsia,
Lado Aghniashvili, and they gavetheir first staged performancein Thilisi on Novem-
ber 15, 1886. While this event was hailed at the time as aremarkabl e historical move
for preserving thetraditional culture of Georgia (Chavchavdze, 2005 reprint of 1886),
the concertization process has been repeatedly criticized for imposing Western Euro-
pean aesthetics and form on traditional Georgian music.

Yet, it appears that the concept of a choir was not new. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, there were aready groups established in the rural areas of Georgia
Some of their recordings from 1907-1914 were released on a 2001 CD called Drink-
ing Horns and Gramophones. The CD primarily features ensembles from two diver-
gent regions, Guria and Kartli-Kakheti. The three choirs from Guria were known to
be very active at the end of the nineteenth century. Members of two of the Gurian
choirs, from upper Aketi and Makvaneti, were peasants and farmers dedicated to
their cultural heritage (Linich, 2001). They sang for pleasure and in some cases aso
chanted in church services (Erkomaishvili, 1987). The quality of their singing made
them popular; hence, they were in great demand for a variety of celebratory occa
sions. In the liner notes of a rare archival LP set released in 1987 on the Russian
Melodialabel, Anzor Erkomaishvili, the great-grandson of Gigo Erkomaishvili, who
led the Makvaneti choir, had this to say: “The group was often invited to different
villages, nearly no party, folk or religious celebration were held without them”
(Erkomaishvili, 1987: 10).

Whileonehistorian | interviewed, MananaAkhmeteli, suggested that groups sing-
ing in the village were better organized into village ensembles as a response to
Aghniashvili’s ethnographic choir’s performance of 1886 (interview, 2005), it seems
quite possible that the choral unit in the village must already have been firmly rooted
to deserve the popularity Erkomaishvili attributesto it by the late nineteenth century.
Certainly the singing tradition must have been long established since all but two out
of the six choir leaders from the Drinking Horns and Gramophone CD were sons of,
or taught by, master singers — men who were expertsin song (Erkomaishvili, 1987).
Furthermore, as Erkomaishvili has suggested, in the 1870s the trio of Gogi
Erkomaishvili, thetrio fromwhich the Makvaneti choir grew, was renowned throughout
Guria, and by the late nineteenth century, the choir led by Samuel Chavleishvili was
already a professional group: “they earned their living by songg[,] travelling alot in
different villages’ (Erkomaishvili, 1987). The Research Centre for Traditional Poly-
phony’s (RCTP) website reports something el se which corroborates the earlier exist-
ence of the choir unit. On the* Historical Sources of Georgian Music” page, theRCTP
mentions an early nineteenth-century encyclopaedia known as Kalmasoba, written
by loane Batornishvili, which discusses many musical concepts, including the struc-
ture of the secular Georgian choir.

The idea of a choir existing within the village setting at such an early stage in
history blurs the idea of the original context for folk songs. Organized choirs suggest
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that songs not only functioned outside of the typical calendric or life cycle rituals but
were developed for their aesthetic values. This speaks to another unique aspect of
music culture in Georgia. Music was highly valued within the community and func-
tioned as a profession — not in the context of folk songs but in the context of sacred
chants sung for Georgian Orthodox Christian church services.

In Georgia, music as a profession existed for centuries within the context of the
Georgian Orthodox church —a consistent symbol of great pride and identity through-
out Georgian history. Philosophically, the Georgian Church, as a branch of Orthodox
Christianity, is a more contemplative (and arguably more tolerant) religion than Ro-
man Catholicism or Protestantism (Ware, 1993: 1-17). It isthus not surprising that an
intricate link between secular and sacred music formed. As described in the words of
Archbishop Grigol in the programme notes for the Second International Festival of
Khobi *Song of Megrelia,

Folk music grants peace of mind ... peace is a natural spiritual condition of a
human being. Where there is no peace, there is no God. Folk music ensures such
peace to establish and preserve. (“ Second International Festival of Khobi” 2005, 28)

Thereisasaying in Georgiathat the best chanters were the best folk singers. That
the two could share such arelationship paved an interesting path for the devel opment
of folk songs in Georgia, one where highly skilled singers who were aso deeply
spiritual individuals would foster the development of the folk heritage.

I11. Further Directions in Understanding the Non-Change of Georgian
Folk Songs

This relationship with Orthodox Christianity may be a key to understanding the
stable characteristic of Georgian folk music. Even today, the best chanters are the best
folk singers. The Anchiskhati church choir is the prime example, and most of the
younger folk choirsin Thilisi and the surrounding districts are also involved in chant-
ing. Today, arenaissance of traditional music, similar to the Hungarian revival move-
ment, could describe the current musical practices of the Thilisi ensembles. But the
context of the Georgian renaissance is not only for entertainment as in the Hungarian
dance houses; it is deeply connected with areligious revival —amovement that Geor-
gian ancestry hastirelessly faced in many shapes and forms over a thousand years of
foreign occupation. And today’s religious revival is pervasive.

Unfortunately, | do not havetimein this paper to expand the discussion on revival
movements (musical or otherwise), which involve anumber of interesting issuesaround
authenticity, conservativism, and reaction against aliberalizing hegemony (Livingston,
1999). Nor do | have time to draw the parallels between the Hungarian dance house
revival movement and the current musical practices in Thilisi, of which there are
many. | will, however, mention one significant comparison of theformer. Judit Frigyesi
noted that many of the musiciansinvolved inthe Hungarian revival movement seethe
movement itself as deeply moving in the short-term, but nothing significant in the
long-term (1996:56). In comparison, Georgian ensemble members consider their
musical activitiesin Thilisi very significant for the current and future course of musi-
cal and cultural development.
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Notes

11 must express my gratefulness to the numerous ensemble leaders and other individu-
as who shared their private archived collections with me.

2 Transcribe! is shareware software published in England by Seventh String Software,
copyright © 1998.

¥ The more stable characteristic of Anchiskhati’s “Aghdgomis Simghera” could be a
result of its structural use within a medley of three other celebratory Easter songs.

4 The dynamic interchange of Lashari’s performance results from the tension that exists
when ornaments are not sung homorhythmically. In comparison to other contemporary perfor-
mances of “Mravalzhamier”, thetop voices of Lashari actually execute the ornaments together
less often, but when they do perform them together, they do not adhere to the parallelism and
homorhtyhmic quality which is more common, as can be heard in Basiani’s 2001 perfor-
mance.

® |t should de noted that there are occasions when contemporary ensembles do produce
a sympathetic vibration. These instances are not as convincing as Simonishvili’s or Artem’s
performances either because they are not maintained/reproduced, or they are accompanied
by a section where the tuning between the parts appears unstable.

¢ For an example consider Buchanan's ethnographic account of the transformations of
Bulgarian ensembles, which traces the traditional music practices from pre-socialist times to
present-day Bulgaria (2005).

" An ethnographic ensemble may be understood as a folkloric ensemble.

8 For example, see Aragishvili (2005: 30).

® RCTP website: http://www.polyphony.ge/en/natpolyphony/history.php (1 Feb-
ruary 2007).

0 Ositashvili offers some insightful quotes from a historical account of Georgian Ortho-
dox priests which reaffirms this contemplative position of Georgian Orthodoxy (Karelin in
Ositashvili, 2003: 479).

1 For further elaborations on this last paragraph consult the last chapter in my thesis
(Kuzmich, 2007).
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Table 1 to Table 5. Measurements for the Trio’s Resolving Tone (all measure
ments in cents).

Tahle 1 Resolving Tong in Anchiskhati's 2001 Recording

tric-chorusg Tintrg-C1 T1-C2 T2-C3 T3-C4 T4-C5 T5-C8 TE-CY7 T7
leading note -36 46 -48 i -30 -52 7% B35
resalution note -151 -169 -189 -160 -145 -186 -1 205
interval 15 123 121 112 165 134 112 121
greatest spread between intervals 53 Median 121 Average 125

Tablz 2 Resolving Tone in Sinwnishvili's 13245 Recording

tric-chorus Tintro-{1 T1-C2 T2-G3 T3-C4 T4-C5 THCH TG-C7 T7
leading note 16 -5 -26 -150 -163 -192 221 283
resolution note =122 -158 -228 =281 -332 =373 -416 428
interval 138 153 202 13 169 181 195 143
greatest spread between intervals 71 Median 161 Average 164

Lable 3 Resolving Lene in Kirile's 14305 Recording

tric-chorus Tintrg-C1 T1-C2 T2-G3 T3-C4 T4-C5 TE-LH Ta-C7
leading note 48 34 -11 -4 -26 -92 -126
resnlution note -112 134 -166 -178 -192 -211 265
interval 160 168 155 144 164 119 133
greatest spread between intervals 49 Median 155 Averaga 150

Table 4 Resolving Tone in Lashari's 2004 Recording,

tric-shorus Tintro-C1 T1-C2 T2-CG3 Ta-C4 T4-Ch T&CH TE-CT

leading note 46 45 -39 40 107 -118 64

resolution note -105 -174 144 -188 -2 -234 -244

interval 151 128 40 149 105 115 180
qreatest spread between intervals 30 Median 1295 Average 131

Tuble 5 Resolving Tone in Unsouwreed Aachive

trig-cherus Tintro-C1 T1-C2 T2-C3 T3-C4 T4-Ca Ta-Ch T8-C7 T7
leading note 135 52 19 16 8 =12 =15 -f3
resolution note -45 -Fo -108 -118 -148 -178 -208 235
intgraal 180 1 127 135 158 135 162 155
greatest spread hetween interval 53 Median 148 Augrage 150

Bo@696M9d0 05 d960d36900 1-5 sbMAomabsmgal

T = 0060865306 GFomb, C — gbrob. s3a30Ms, TiNtro smbadbsgl dgbsgoma Hamb
3mbasg339mb, Hm8gmacs 606 qdmzgalb 3aMggm ambob (C1). 358gmdn, 3m3wmgzbm &o-
mgdo s g91begdn, dgbadsdabow, MmebdndwgzHmma bydgHaoomes smbadbemo.

360d369mmzg60s ol 068 gMgoma, MmIgmaz 0436985 GEMomb dmenm dagmsobe ©s
39960l 30639 dagmalb ImGol — ogn odmyggs LodmgMab EsdmEmgdal 3MbLmBabL-
do. yu@oemgds aogsdabgomyg Ibmmme 856D s dg3986mzg 98 0b@gMzomgdal bo-
009900, M3(3 0Ly (3bGHamaddo 1-5. mammgyma 3bGHoma dgoezb dgws 36 36ng-
do gosbgmal 8mbsgggmb; dsgsmomsm, GHom T1 abodao C2 smbodbymos T1—-C2.
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0b@gMgomal boowol 8abomgdse 3g asg3dmdg mammgnmol bodsmemyg — Mmgm(s
&M0mb bsdygobo da gMnbs, 0bg anbodo gowsbyzg@ob dagms — Ad40-0sb ©s3ogd0Mg-
dom. gobbbgaggds o3 m& gobbmomgdsl ImGob (396@9ddo godmogmals gosbgmals
0b@gMgomb. mzgemal gfmo go@agmgdom (3bGama a30h39698b, M8 5bndbyma nb-
Bgfgama bobggeto §mbowasb gHho GmblL dmEinl dgHygmdl.

Bymdab (396879330 B8l 8ng® dg8mmagebgdmmoa bonwggda o6 Mbos ngbsb gogg-
dnmo BybGe. 3m33ngyEgeamo 3Mmamsds Transcribel 3603369mmgbo ©sdgbdams,
308653 8946030 (05 30bo 3mBbIofMgdgmn) Lmymagoma sfss. 5dob boggmo, bo-
0009950 bms sm0ddgdbmogl, Mmam@y mMagb@ama, dosbmmgdama dggobgds.
339M5nmd, H™3 Bymdab Rgdl Joge dgdmmagzgodgdam aobmdgel ssbmmgdom 10-
(3960060 (30m3omagds sgzm. Logmosmn gsdmznmgdowsb godmdwanbamyg s3dgb,
6m3 068 gMgomo 10 (396830 s6ab ob, Go3 L3gboo smnddgds; s30@m3, 3xndHmd, o3
(3mM80mgdals mbes ognds@m 3owgs 10 396@0. 93330690, 339GoM@Md, Hm3 by-
3930 Bgdb BngH Jgdmmagadbgdmm s6smnbgddn 3b60dgbgmmzabos ob dgogagda,
Loz 3obbbgaggds, by (3m@s, 20 (3968 0.

Legend and Notes on Tables 1-5

T —referstotrio and C to chorus. Thus Tintro refers to and introductory trio section preced-
ing the first Chorus (C1). Subsequent trios and chorus are labeled sequentially.

Theinterval leading from the last note of the trio section into the first note of the chorusis
asignificant interval asit definesthe song’sfinal resolution. Focusing only on the bass, | have
collected measurementsfor theseintervalsin Tables 1 to Table 5. Each tableliststhe transition
section in the header row; for example, trio T1 into chorus C2 islabelled T1-C2. To measure
theinterval, | measured each pitch — both the leading note of the trio and the resol ution note of
the chorus — in relation to A440. The difference between these two measurements calculates
the transition interval in cents. A quick glance at the tables shows that the interval in question
is somewhere between a semitone and a whole tone.

My measurements of tuning in cents should not be read strictly. A computer program,
Transcribe!, helped me considerably but the technology (and the user) are not perfect. Instead
the measurements should act as a guide, arough estimate. | would guess that my tuning mea-
surements have an error of about 10 cents. Given that from my own experiences | can safely
say aninterval of 10 centsisonethat isjust audible, | would add another 10 centsto my error.
| am thus suggesting that significant resultsin my analysis of these tunings are those of at least
20 cents.



