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Svan Folk Music from Ethnomusical Aspect

(summary)

Musical creativity, art of music occupies one of the most important places in the spiritual
culture of every nation, every people. Everyone loves and feels proud of native folk music.

Georgian folk musical creativity, folk music, grown from folk traditions and ethnographic
life mode, together with dance, has long gone beyond national boundaries and, as a Georgian
phenomenon, holds a worthy place in the musical treasure of humanity. The most delighting
and proud-worthy is that in this treasure, Georgian culture is presented in all its diversity
and original folk art, rooted in the traditions of each of its regions — as one big family, called
the all-Georgian spiritual culture. A worthy representative of this common Georgian family
is Svan folk music, one of the creators and architects of unique Georgian polyphonic folk
music.

The work is entirely devoted to Svan folk music, which is presented on the example of
the creative work and activities of folk ensemble Shgarida, the restorer of ancient Svan folk
songs and hymns, at Dmanisi Municipality Center of Culture and Art.

Let’s get to know folk ensemble Shgarida and its activity.

An unusual story: a group of enthusiasts gathered in Dmanisi, they restored (processed)
and presented to the general public an important and forgotten part of Georgian musical
treasure — folk songs-chants and hymns of different genres (mainly religious and ritual)
— over 40 masterpieces of Svan folk music! Moreover: parallel to the ensemble’s intense
musical activity, scientific-research work was conducted to study the socio-historical and
cult-religious origin of the folk examples. This research combines several branches of
science: ethnology, ethnomusicology, linguistics, religious studies and others. And this is
when the ensemble members and its director — the author of the book — have no special
education! Yes, this is true, and yet it became possible to revive and preserve the treasures
of Svan folklore, and also to prepare the corresponding work, which is the result of many

years of hard work.

Everything started like this:

In the 1980s, on my own initiative, I started searching for forgotten Svan songs. I had

184



information that old songs, already forgotten by wide public, were still remembered in
Svaneti. I planned expeditions and visited almost all villages of Zemo (Upper) Svaneti. |
met with ethnophores, and managed to record about 20 folk examples of different genres,
mostly one — leading voice. I was actively engaged in the study and processing of the texts
and structure of the songs recorded from the ethnophores, I matched Svan musical traditions
and peculiarities of thinking with my experience as of an ethnophore and thus processed the
obtained material; at the same time, I got familiarized with the works and opinions of the
Georgian scientists and researchers of corresponding fields about Svan traditions and folk
music.

In 1994, I moved to the city of Dmanisi, where a large group of the Svans (eco-migrants)
affected by natural calamities had already settled. In 2002, probably by God’s will, the
time came when I was able to turn a long-term dream and desire into real, live action. This
is directly related to the name of the true patriarch of Georgian folk music, the late Anzor
Erkomaishvili: on one of his trips to Svaneti, Anzor learned that I had folklore material
obtained during the expeditions to Svaneti. Of course, we met and I admitted that I really
had very valuable material and I could create an ensemble which would process the material
and give new life to the forgotten songs. He was very happy. We agreed: I would create a
folk ensemble and after appropriate preparations, the presentation would be held in Dmanisi.

It was not difficult for me to collect the ensemble members. For several years, in Dmanisi
there had been ensemble Lile, created on the initiative of the famous scientist-archaeologist
and great enthusiast Jumber Kopaliani, but at that time it was no longer functioning. Most
of today’s membership of Shgarida are from that ensemble. I explained to the guys that it
was necessary to revive the precious material I had collected in Svaneti, because it was an
important part of the national treasure. I did not hide from them that the work required great
effort and strenuous daily work, and all this free of charge. By God’s will, they unanimously
agreed with me. This is how new folk ensemble Shgarida was created.

Shgarida is a popular warriors’ round-dance song in the world of folk music. We selected
this name in agreement with Anzor Erkomaishvili: for very significant work to carry out, we
really came together as an army and started doing the work of national importance, which is,
searching for forgotten folk music examples, restoring them and returning their own treasure

to people.
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I worked on the audio materials, on each song recorded from the ethnophores for many
years. Thanks to my genetic memory as of an ethnophore, I easily navigated polyphony,
however, processing them together with the choir proved difficult. It is easy to imagine
how much effort, labor and professionalism would be required to bring a musical example
— the most complex and unique Svan song, recorded in one voice, to a full condition with
maximum preservation of archaism. In praise of Shgarida members, it should be said that
they managed that, and without any experience, after all.

We conducted main works in the autumn of 2002 and in the winter-spring of 2003, within
the frozen walls of the then Dmanisi House of Culture. The constant work paid off and, as
promised, the presentation took place in the city of Dmanisi in April 2003. We presented
up to 20 folk songs and song-hymns revived by us. This is the day of blessing for ensemble
Shgarida. The presentation was successful —with great joy and love, Anzor Erkomaishvili
congratulated us on entering the world of Georgian folk music and wished us success. Mr.
Erkomaishvili’s highest appreciation played a decisive role in the future life of the ensemble,
its subsequent many years of activity. Our motivation to continue working on the revival of
unique examples of Svan folk music treasures grew stronger. And, in January 2004, we held
our first solo concert at the Grand Hall of Tbilisi State Conservatoire. This was followed
by a number of successful performances at the festivals and symposia in both Georgia and
elsewhere. In 2012, Shgarida’s first audio CD was released with the support of the Dmanisi
Municipality and the Folklore State Center of Georgia.

In 2014, a one-day cultural event “Tradition — National Treasure” was held at the Folklore
State Center. The event consisted of three parts: 1. In the paper presented at the scientific
seminar, [ briefly reviewed the results of ensemble Shgarida’s 12-year work and here, for the
first time, I made a public statement about the ethnomusicological study of Svan folk music
examples. 2. With the participation of the wrestlers from Dmanisi sports school, we showed
Svan wrestling-competition, restored and revived by us. 3. In the evening, Cultural Center
of Tbilisi Rose Garden hosted Shgarida’s solo concert. This cultural event was supported
by the Ministry of Sports and Youth of Georgia, the Folklore State Center and the Dmanisi
Municipality.

The most important thing in Shgarida’s life is the acceptance of young generation into the

ensemble. Their membership added a new hue to the collective. The children themselves
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gradually grew up in daily relation with Shgarida, mastering the most complex Svan songs
and dances. And today, already on the big life arena, they still maintain their relations with
the ensemble.

Along with many happy days and successes, we have lived difficult and painful years: in
a short time, we lost five of our closest colleagues... Along with purely human feelings, the
passing of these great masters of Svan song resulted in serious problems in the ensemble’s
work and it took a lot of effort to overcome these difficulties. Taking the opportunity, I
would like to express great respect and love to each and all members of the ensemble for
their devotion, patriotism and even self-sacrifice for the successful implementation of this
great national deed. Today our dream has come true: by God’s will and the support of kind
people, we were given the opportunity to turn many years of research work into a book and
present Svan ethnomusical traditions to the attention of readers in a new way. I would like
to cordially thank all the individuals and organizations who have supported us in various
ways during these twenty years and with professional advice or technical and material
means, helped us to pave the most difficult paths. We express our gratitude to the Ministry
of Culture, Sports and Youth of Georgia and personally to Minister Thea Tsulukiani for
the proper assessment of the competition, which allowed me to publish my many years of

research as a book.

Folk celebrations of the nature revival in Svaneti

Before the direct discussion of folk music examples — hymns glorifying God, ritual
songs —we considered it necessary to provide readers with extensive information about
the spring religious holidays on the revival of nature. To make the results of our research
and specific issues more understandable for the readers, we, to the extent possible, widely
represent the opinions of scientists and researchers working on this problem, which, in our
opinion, will make this big topic more interesting. Their considerations will create a solid
foundation for our research, in order to show the greatness of religious rites (mysteries)
against the background of the discussion of accompanying ritual song- chants, hymns
glorifying God and the symbols of sacred purpose. Thus, we considered it necessary to

present the rituals with different names, but with the same ideological content and religious
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function, ancient religious holidays (mysteries) performed by a human, with their common
features while preserving the old splendor. As a guide in this most difficult task, we have
interesting works and considerations of famous scholars, which encouraged us to enter the
mysterious musical labyrinths of Svan folklore. “If by monuments we can study the art of
past epochs, construction techniques, learn about the talents and skills of folk craftsmen, the
study of holidays and their preservation reliably leads to the revelation of the nation’s moral
riches. Annihilation of holidays is as much a loss for national culture as the destruction of
historical monuments, therefore, folk holidays should be cared for and valued as much as
other priceless treasures — folk poetry, various monuments of material culture” (Rukhadze,
1999:3). For my part I will add: Oblivion and destruction of chants and God-glorifying
hymns is also an irreparable loss for Georgian culture. Each revived folk music example is
part of the preserved history. Numerous revived examples of folk music will pave the way
for future researchers to a deeper study of this treasure of world significance. Of Georgian
folk holidays Butter Week games hold a special place in Svaneti. This holiday had various
names: Limurqvamal (Koshkoba), Limurqvamal-likuiniel-murqvamoba-kuinieroba — in
Kvemo (Lower) Svaneti, Jgvib — in Zemo (Upper) Svaneti, Ughliashoba — in Balskvemo
(Below Bal) Svaneti.

It is well known, that Butter Week games like many other holidays, is of agrarian nature;
therefore, as Irakli Surguladze points out, indisputable is their connection with the archaic
cosmogony of farming, as the idea of the fertility of nature forces, its constant renewal, is
felt everywhere in their basis. Main ritual action of these festivities is to build a snow tower
(murqvam), and then forcefully fall it on one side.

In Mulakhi community (Zemo Svaneti), Aghba Laghral (end of the week games) was
held at the end of the Butter Week and was conducted in compliance with the following
mandatory rules: 1. The hymn to Kviria; 2. The scene of constructing and falling the towers;
3. Lixal — removing snow with shovels — wrestling; 4. The ceremony of carrying durshai
(flag); 5. The scenes depicting sexual intercourse with the queens of Sakmisai and Qaehn; 6.
Competition in climbing a pole decorated with a phallus; 7. Various round dances and round-
dance songs (Betkil, Samti chishkhash, Shukvi chishkhash, Raideevo, etc.). In Kvemo
Svaneti, Murkvamoba-Kviriaoba festival was traditionally held with the participation of

Lashkheti community villages on the Monday following the Butter Week, the so-called Black
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Monday. The villages competed with each other in the following rituals: 1. Singing Kviria;
2. Construction of snow towers (murqvam); 3. Adrekilai (a round dance performed by two
groups); 4. Antiphonal ritual song Miril Miakela (in Zemo Svaneti it is called Mirminkela);
5. Wrestling. The ritual songs such as Melia-Telepia, lavkalti(d) Bebutsia, Khetse, Giorgis
Jvari.; as well as other songs and round dances: Lile, Didebata, Raliveyhe and others were
performed collectively. Falling of the tower on any side was followed by wrestling. Then
ritual songs were sung according to the established rules and order: 1. Kviria; 2. Adrekilai;
3. Melia telepia; 4. lavkalti(d) bebutsia; 5. Miril-Miakela; 6. Gergil jvara; 7. Khetse; 8.
Mavlen.

The semantics, origin, content and etymology of these song-hymns are discussed in detail
in the book.

The topic of our research the mysteries of the death and revival of nature “were formed
several thousand years ago, the idea is encountered in certain version or ritual symbolism
of all ethnic groups and regions. Local representations played a decisive role in separate
variants and ritual symbolism, this explains the survival of the folk festival with one leading
idea and extremely peculiar diverse artistic images (Rukhadze, 1999). Relevant chapters
of the work discuss the ritual songs of spring festivals. Such a discussion and analysis will
enable the reader to have a deeper understanding of the sacred mystery hidden in the hymns
glorifying God. New findings and discoveries on some issues will also be offered to the
readers.

Here I will say: The Butter Week games documented in Svaneti constitute an organic
part of Berikaoba-qeenoba celebrations in Georgia, however, there is a certain difference:
if Berikaoba-geenoba is limited to berika’s plays and other diverse spectacular plots, in
Svaneti, such celebrations are held against the backdrop of very complex sacral-religious
symbols, songs-rituals dedicated to the deity of fertility and God-glorifying hymns, which is
a clear proof of originality.

There is no doubt that over 1500 years Christianity has influenced the development of the
aforementioned holidays and various plots, but deep traces of pre-Christian views are still
noticeable.

Thus, Svan Murqvamoba (we conditionally refer to the Butter Week celebrations as

Murqvamoba) is a Georgian phenomenon and is widespread in all parts of Georgia. The
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idea of the death-revival of nature is similar to the analogous holidays of a religious nature
in all ethnicities, however, they are presented in a certain version and variant; and local
representations play a decisive role in individual variants and symbolism. First of all,
considered as such can be the Dionysian mysteries. The Celebrations of the proto-Hittites
related to Telepinu. Georgian tribes were aware of Adonis, Attis and other life-reviving
deities. In subsequent chapters, we will discuss the Svan hymns glorifying God, traditional
ritual and other genres songs, most of which are related to the celebrations of the revival
of nature and are an organic part of their ritual space: Kviria (the variants from the villages
of Labsqaldi, Laghami //of the Gvarliani and Gadrani families), Adrekila, Kaltidi, lavkalti
(d); O krisdesh; Lazhghviashish diadeb, Jgragish (the Bals kvemo, Mestia, and Lower
Svaneti variants, in the latter the song is known under the title Asurghula), Ga, Sadam,
Sayodesh, Ushgul lasman, Mirminkela, Uplishish sadam (Svan prayers), Lamziriash,
Diadeb, Lazhghviashish diadeb, Tskhau Krisdesh, Zashinava, Avlita i mavlita, Kaldan mrza,
Qayo suma, Gabriel makharebel, Lile, Shaida lile, Raidio, Sgharida, Harira rira, Shina orgil,
Shekhe abram, Mrzaqan Dachkelani, Zhareda, Lagusheda, Melia tulepia...........

The book mainly comprises the materials restored and revived by ensemble Shgarida,
which may not quantitatively reflect the entire picture of folk holidays in Svaneti, but we
have tried to bring to the fore the rituals and songs that no one has explored, or about which,
there are different opinions. By participating in the discussion we will try to make a modest

contribution to establishing the truth.

* k%

In the second half of the 19th century, the era for the revival of national culture started
in Georgia. Folk music became the subject of special interest. Georgian folk art entered the
area of national consciousness and it became necessary to conduct a comprehensive study
of folklore, folk music and traditions of all parts of Georgia, bringing them together and
presenting this unity to the general public through scenic or other public events.

From the 1870s-1880s folk song began a new scenic life, which was followed by the creation

of new performance styles and forms. Gradually, the general public got familiarized with
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large choirs, individual singing families, in which unique song examples had traditionally
been preserved and passed down from generation to generation.

Generations of notable musicians-figures were formed, who organized expeditions
throughout Georgia, recorded musical samples characteristic of this region, and provided
appropriate assistance to local enthusiasts in creating song and dance ensembles.

In the work we, as much as possible, have reviewed the history of the creation and activities
of main leading (regional) ensembles have told about the figures of different epochs, who
led and cared for the development and success of this great national treasure. Around these
people there is a huge army of all-generation artists, who are impossible to list due to the
lack of format, but in the listed achievements there is a lot of love and professionalism of
each of them.

We do bow before them.

Folk Ensemble Shgarida was created from the eco-migrants in Dmanisi. About 300
families of the eco-migrants live in the city currently. Despite this small-scale backup base,
the ensemble managed to successfully fulfill its main task of searching for and reviving
forgotten Svan songs We have already revived about 40 songs of different genres (mostly of
a religious character). And with our observations, we have deciphered their ancient, unique
glossolalia, which today seem to have lost their content and meaning, but have preserved the
wisdom and history buried in the depth of centuries.

We dedicate our work to all beneficents, performers and researchers of Svan folk music.
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