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PREFACE

In recent years the song repertoire found in the Georgian folk performing arts seems to have
become homogenized and predictable, with a rather small variety of material represented. Whether in
live concerts or audio recordings, we find the same songs being performed in the same arrangements.
This seems to slight the greatness, depth and possibility for variation in Georgian folk music. Of
course, this includes Megrelian song. Songs that managed to survive centuries of war and cultural
threat are slowly being forgotten. One of the main reasons for this is that most choir directors and song
teachers have been unfamiliar with many of the finest recordings and transcriptions of folk songs
made throughout the twentieth century.

This anthology of Megrelian songs, which includes many of these such transcriptions, is intended
to help solve the problem mentioned above. The aim of the editors is, besides simply showing examples
of Megrelian songs, that the earliest known transcriptions and variants be included, as they have great
historical and ethnomusicological significance. In these songs we find authenticity of performance
and musical language as well as rhythmic and intonational features specific to each genre.

Unfortunately, due to time limitations, we were unable to transcribe many songs from old
recordings, which we believe to be excellent examples of Megrelian folklore. It is true that much has
been lost, but the audio and written material that has survived in the archives of the Georgian Radio,
Thilisi State Conservatoire and other archives allows us to approximate a musical history of authentic
folk performance. Thus, we deem it necessary to issue a second volume of Megrelian songs in which
we will present more unfamiliar songs together with forgotten variants of well-known songs.

We will now briefly discuss the most significant aspects of the history and traditional musical
life of Samegrelo.

Samegrelo is one of the most beautiful and ethnographically diverse regions of Georgia. Scholars
of many different spheres have long focused their attention on Samegrelo’s rich history, the peasant
life of its people and their remarkable and highly developed ethnic culture.

The territory that is today called Samegrelo was entirely within the borders of the ancient kingdom
of Kolkheti (Colchis). According to ancient Greek sources, the people of Kolkheti were of Kartvelian
origin: Macronians (Megrelians), Mosiniks, Heniochians, Chans and Laz, Svans, Apshil-Abazgs and
others, some of whom inhabit the area to this day.

Atthe end of the second and beginning of the first millennia, BC, two great states — Diaokhi and
Kolkha — were established in the western and southwestern areas of what is today Georgia. Urartian
sources refer to Diaokhi as a “powerful country,” but the wars with the Urartians and Assyrians caused
them to dissolve their state and join Kolkha in the 8" century, BC.

The ancient tribal union of Kolkha is described in historical sources beginning in the 16* century,
BC, as a “powerful, rich and culturally developed country.” In the “Argonautica” by Appolonius of
Rhodes, Kolkheti (Kolkha) is named as a legendary country ruled by the rich and famous king Aetes.
Despite any impressions we have from the “Argonautica” that Kolkheti is a mythological place, written
sources and archaeological excavations have confirmed that in ancient times the Argonauts indeed
came to “a place that was not inhabited by barbarians, but to a highly developed and cultured land,”
built on ordered government, with knowledge of metalworking, medicine, etc. There is speculation
among scholars that the Kolkhetian kirbs (narrow stone columns with relief carving) are evidence of

' V. Itonishvili, “Georgia and the Georgians — Historical and Ethnographic Essay,” Tbilisi, 1997 (manuscript).
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the presence of writing in ancient Kolkheti. They also speculate that on the skin of the legendary
Golden Fleece there were written instructions for making gold from other substances.

It appears that Kolkhetian culture was so powerful and deep-rooted that after the invasion of the
Cimmerians (8" century, BC) from the ruins of Kolkheti the new kingdom of Egrisi-Lazica arose like
a phoenix from the ashes. This is supported by archaeological finds. The Pazisi (Phasis) Academy — a
school of rhetoric where local students studies together with visiting students from Rome — was
established in the 3" century, BC. According to Greek sources, the Pazisi Academy is mentioned as the
“temple of the muses.” And so this country of ancient traditions existed until the middle ages. At
different stages of its history it was called Kolkhida, Egrisi, Lazica, Odishi and Samegrelo.

Georgian historical science holds that the Megrelian and Laz people are direct descendents of
the Kolkhetians. “The Megrelians are ethnically Georgian. Historically, the Chan-Laz, who speak the
Megrelian-Chan (Zan) language, were the inhabitants of Samegrelo.”? “The Georgian, Zan-Kolkhetian
(Megrelian-Chan) and Svan languages were once dialects of the ancient universal Kartvelian root
language (the pre-Kartvelian language). Over the course of history these dialects evolved into separate
languages.”™ Georgian musicologists believe that the Georgian musical root language likewise began
to diverge into dialects at the end of the 4" and beginning of the 3™ millennia, BC. The transformation
and development of the Svan, Megrelian and Laz musical dialects did not result in their establishment
as independent musical languages. Svan and Megrelian are different from eastern Georgian (Tush-
Pshav-Khevsurian, Kartli-Kakhetian, etc.) musical dialects in melodic structure, character of polyphony,
logic of development and intonation, and their relationship is detectable only at the level of the musical
root language.

According to lIakob Gogebashvili, “Megrelians are Kartvelians. They are not so different from
other Georgians... it is only their language that sets them apart, and even this language is derived from
the same root. Furthermore, almost all Megrelians speak Georgian as well, which they believe to be
the language of God, since the entire church liturgy in Samegrelo has always been in Georgian.™ Svan
.and Megrelian-Chan (Laz) are purely oral languages, and so for those who speak these languages
‘Georgian serves as the literary language and mother tongue.

- Samegrelo’s ethnography, which encompasses musical folklore, has long been of interest to
musicologists. Ethnomusicologists have found Megrelian follklore to be diverse in genre, melodically
rich, perfect in style and intonation, exceptionally original is musical language, and overall a highly
developed example of musical culture. At the same time it has maintained its layers and features
characteristic of various stages of its musical evolution, which give us clear ideas of its historical past.

One of the most significant features which is found in all Megrelian folk song is lyricism. This is
the sphere under which the Megrelian musical talent, remarkable sense of melody and innovation has
developed completely. The feeling one gets from listening to Megrelian song is that a humble peasant
has taken upon himself all of the worries and sadness of the world and is sharing his impressions with
us in song. If we take into consideration the fact that most of these songs are performed in a specific
sentimental manner, it becomes clear why the music has such an emotional effect on the listener. The
sadness found in separation from a lover or unrequited love, social injustice and hard life is expressed
in the most beautiful melodies. Due to this, Megrelian song has earned a unique place in Georgian
musical folklore.

2 §. Makalatia, “Samegrelo's History and Ethnography,” Tbilisi, 1941, p. 180
3 G Gabeskiria, “Where the Georgians Have Appeared,” Tbilisi, 1999, pp. 39-40
4 1. Gogebashvili, “Sagandzuri,” Tbilisi, 1986, p. 205
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Unlike the lyric songs mentioned above, there are also comic, travel, war and dance songs,
which are full of hope, optimism and humor. Work songs are typically strong, boisterous and virile.
This is especially true of songs designed for working in the fields.

Georgia is a country of ancient agricultural traditions. It was the Greeks who named the Kartvelian
tribes, including the Kolkhetians, “Georgians” — or the “workers of the earth.” The Catholic missionary
and Theatian monk Archangelo Lamberti, who lived for sixteen years in Samegrelo (1633-1649) wrote
his observations in his work, “About Samegrelo™: “There are no other people who respect the tradition
of agriculture as Megrelians. Elsewlhere only the poorest and least educated peasants work the land,
but in Samegrelo even the noblest of men work with their own hands and bring in their own harvests...
and they do not consider this shameful.”*

The main grains grown in Samegrelo from the earliest of times were ghomi (in Megrelian chkhveri)
and petvi (chkil) which are two different varieties of millet. From the beginning of the 17" century corn
farming was prevalent in Samegrelo. This was something that demanded a great deal of labor: plowing,
seeding, hoeing, weeding, reaping, breaking, husking, sorting and storing. All of these jobs were too
much for one or two people. It was necessary for farmers to help each other, from which the tradition
of the nadi, or the process of neighbors helping each other with large farming tasks.

The nadi (in east Georgia “mamitadi” or *“natsvaigeba™) and its accompanying work songs,
called naduri are extraordinary not only in Megrelian but also in all of Georgian folklore. The naduri
was performed throughout the day as the farmers worked in the field, and also during other demanding
tasks. Thus the term naduri refers to all such songs that were sung before, during and after this kind of
work. It is impossible to define all forms of the naduri cycle, but one portion is especially worth
noting: the midday (also called “long”) naduri songs, since it is in these songs that we find the deepest
expression of the grandeur of the work process with its drama, musical meaning and means of expression.

Archangelo Lamberti was the first to write about the naduri: “Due to the humidity, weeds grow
very quickly and the weeding is a very physically demanding task. If the weeding is not done for
several days the weeds will completely overrun the crops. .. As this work is so urgent and the farmer is
unable to keep up with it himself, he calls upon his neighbors for help... This work must often be done
in sweltering heat, and yet the way in which the farmer eases his work is such that it seems the entire
village is having a celebration — the nadi, songs and plenty of food... Often the nadi includes as many
as fifty to sixty people working in rows. The owner of the field would cheer them on by joining in
gleefully. The naduri song is designed not only to lift spirits but alse to increase the speed of the work.
The work corresponds to the parts of the naduri just as dance does with musical instruments: the faster
the singing, the faster the hoeing.”™

Perhaps the most interesting and musically developed specimen of naduri songs from Samegrelo
is “Odoia.” This is one of the masterpieces of Georgian work songs. Many researchers believe that Odi
was the deity of the country and its people, and thus the country was called Odishi (the land of Odi).”
In the Megrelian language odo means earth, and dia means mother. “Odoia” is a hymn to the earth in
which the farmers pay their greatest respect and ask for happiness and good fortune. “Odoia” was a
song that was always performed as part of the work ritual, as the farmers believed that their crops
would be lost otherwise.?

5 Archangelo Lamberti, “Description of Samegrelo,” Tbilisi, 1938, p. 50

6 Archangelo Lamberti, “Description of Samegrelo,” Tbilisi, 1938, pp. 51-52

7 V. Beridze,*10di, Odishi and Odoia”, Journal “Mnatobi”, 1959, N12, p. 168

* K. Chitanava, Musical Culture of West Georgian plainsmen (eccording the ethnographical materials of Samegrelo),
dissertation work, manuscript, 1987, p. 105
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In Georgian work songs, among them “Odoia,” we find wide diversity of theme and tremendous
scale of musical construction. This is achieved not only through multiple repetition of musical themes
or melodic-rhythmic formulae, but also through variation of these musical themes, intensity of dynamics,
cyclic nature and musical contrast of different portions of the cycles.

All of the elements of the naduri culminate in the final part, when the voices of the workers who
have been laboring towards their ultimate goal finally reach the point where two or three tones are
being repeated at a dizzying speed. This is the apotheosis of both the song and the entire work process,
thus bringing the workers to a state of extremely high spirits.

There is perhaps no other song with such emotional impact and breathtaking melodic structure as
the Megrelian wedding song “Kuchkhi Bedineri” (literally, “lucky foot”). This song in all its variants was
associated with various aspects of the wedding ritual. For example, “Kunta Bedinera™ was sung as a
traveling song as the bride and groom were setting out, while “Dzveli Bedinera” was sung at the wedding
feast table. “Kuchkhi Bedineri” was sung as the bride entered the house of the groom’s family and
walked three times around the hearth. It is a joyful and free-spirited song that should be sung with pride.

According to Megrelian tradition, goodness, abundance, success, health and other wishes for the
family depended on each person’s “lucky foot.” That is why at the first day of the new year the carolers
would walk around the house, then singing “Kuchkha Bedineri” to wish the family good luck for the
coming year. After this they would enter the house, scattering corn and millet grains as they walked,
and singing “Alilo,” a traditional Christmas carol. It is known that “Kuchkhi Bedineri” was sung both
before the workday and during the break. Of course, this was also a way of wishing a successful
beginning and end to the work.

We know from the oldest living Megrelians that in some parts of Samegrelo the Christmas
carolers sang “Kirialesa” as they walked three times around the house. It seems that this was sung only
outdoors, while indoors they would sing “Kuchkha Bedineri” and “Alilo.” It is worth noting that
“Kirialesa” was also sung during Easter. It is not difficult to see where this term originates, as even to
this day the Georgian orthodox liturgy retains hymns with Greek titles. However, the text within these
songs is purely Georgian, having no connection with their Greek cognates. As concemns the appearance
of the words “Kirieleison,” “Kirielesa,” “Sada Voi Kirialesa,” etc. these are all derived from the Greek
“Kyrie Eleison” (Lord have mercy).

Ages ago, the beginning of each new year was associated with the god of the sun, and the ritual
celebration for this occurred from December 25 to January 6. People believed that at this time the new
sun god was born each year, and the traditional chichilaki (Christmas tree carved in spiral shavings
from a single wooden branch) was originally a symbol for the sun. The seven days of the week were
named after seven heavenly bodies: Sunday was called bzhashkha; Monday was tutashkha, etc.
Apparently, the new moon was met with specific ritual and song. The new moon was asked to bring
renewal, joy, mercy and peace. The sun was believed to be female and the moon male, as evidenced in
a Megrelian poem from pagan times which goes thus: “The sun is my mother, the moon my father, and
the sparkling stars are my sisters and brothers.” It is believed that part of the sun and moon cult ritual
included two-tiered round dances such as “Okhokhoia” and “Oskhapue.”

The astral cult of the sun and the great mother-goddess Nana were linked to the ancient ritual
song “la Patonepi.” This was sung at the bedside of a sick child and was intended to make the bad
spirits (patonepi) pity the child.

It is widely known that there was a fierce and merciless confrontation between paganists and
proponents of the new religion, Christianity. Despite the support of the state, which had officially
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endorsed Christianity as the state religion, it was impossible to uproot all of the pagan beliefs and
practices from the people as they had been used to them for so long. In many cases elements and
symbols of the two religions were fused, giving the ritual a new appearance, although in fact the
original ideas were still deeply imbedded. Among ritual folk songs there are many traces of pagan
elements in musical, textual and stylistic structure. All of this is illustrated in the ritual of Elia, the
pagan god of weather, celebrated on July 20. On this day the people asked Elia for help, protection,
shield from natural disaster, bountiful harvest, etc. Young people put small crosses in their hair, while
older people planted large wooden crosses in the fields to protect them from the evil eye. Young boys
and girls would link arms in a circle and dance around the church in a ritual called “Khujish Oskhapue.”
This was accompanied by the song “Vo, Rerosha Rerosha,” a song which was also sung occasionally
after working in the field (see the song “Ocheshkhvei”). According to the oldest beliefs, on the feast
day of Elia, evil spirits and devils gathered at the top of Tibikoni Mountain and flew through the skies
riding in a wine press pulled by wolves. To cast these spirits off the villagers would light a bonfire, the
young people singing and dancing around it. During such feast days the round dance song “Harira”
was very popular. All variants of this song are based on the ostinato movement of each voice part. The
high first voice is especially flexible and expressive, and the dynamic and dramatic effect of the song
as well as the sense of exhilaration and joy conveyed is dependent on the talent and improvisational
skill of its performer.

Georgia is the world’s cradle of grape cultivation. Grape growing and wine making in the lowlands
of Georgia, including Samegrelo, were one of the most significant parts of agricultural life. Man)" fine
varieties of wine were made from local grapes grown there, such as ojaleshi, kabisoni, khardani, etc.
Of course, where there is wine making there is also the tradition of banqueting, and together with it the
tradition of table songs. Archangelo Lamberti observes: “The Megrelians believe that it is their holy
obligation to celebrate during feast days in as resplendent a way as possible, and that they should stay
as long as possible at the feast table. They don’t worry about praying... They don’t think about God,
but only about having a good time. Drunkenness, blasphemy, bad behavior, dance and chaotic singing
— this is what we find at their feast day celebration.”

Since he was himself a Catholic monk, Lamberti clearly disapproved of such behavior, but later
he acknowledges that he had erred in accusing the Megrelians of dishonoring God, writing, “Megrelians
have such respect for each other that no one could call them barbarians — on the contrary, they seem
like the politest of nobles.”'® How could such highly cultured people offend God? As concems dancing
and chaotic singing, it may have been strange and difficult on the ear of a missionary who was raised
in the world of emotionally exhausting and monotonous Gregorian chant to hear the often dissonant,
harmonically rich and unusual songs like “Harira,” “Mravalzhamier,” “Geshvia Do Geshvia,” etc. It
seems that Lamberti couldn’t understand or appreciate the originality of what he heard.

As with toasts at the Megrelian banquet, songs were also sung in specific order. When songs
such as “Mravalzhamier,” “Madlobeli Var,” “Geshvia” and others were sung they were followed by
“Kharatia,” and only at the end would they sing “Oluri Kulare.” All table songs, whether humorous
and cheerfil, lyric and soulful, or deep and thoughtful, help raise the spirits of those at the table, and
are hymns to eternal life.

The struggle between life and death has always occupied our thoughts, and of course this is often
expressed in rituals. Ancient Megrelian rituals associated with the cult of the dead, and which have

¢ Archangelo Lamberti, “About Samegrelo,” Thilisi, 1938 p. 131-132
19 Archangelo Lamberti, “About Samegrelo,” Thoilisi, 1938, p. 114
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been partially preserved to this day, have been documented in ethnographic research. Most interesting
among these are the vocal mourning and lamentation rituals. Women were renowned for their talent in
improvisation when vocally mourning for someone. Their deeply mournful melody and text would tell
the listener of the life of the departed, thus expressing their sadness and sense of loss. These vocal
mourners were deeply respected in the community. The funeral lamentation, “Zari,” was sung by a
choir of men. This three-voiced lamentation hymn, preserved from pagan times, was performed without
text, sung only to interjections of grief, “Vai.” There seem to be two reasons why the “Zari” is sung by
achoir: it accentuates the tragedy of the moment, while at the same time blocking feelings of desperation,
hopelessness and solitude, showing that the community sympathizes with the family.

In Samegrelo there was a tradition of staying up until dawn, dancing and singing all night. Many
songs, which seem to defy genre categorization may have been songs sung at such times, and today
they are called festive songs. There are many relatively new songs in Megrelian folklore in the comic,
dance and festive song genres (for example, “Arami Do Sharika,” “Tesh Ighbali’>” “Marebeli’” etc.)
which have become favorites among Megrelians. Some of these have appeared as new variants on old
folk song themes, while others are clearly new compositions, many of which show marks of being
written by any of various talented singers and choir directors.

At the beginning of the 20" century the tradition of Georgian urban folklore entered Samegrelo.
Several songs included in this collection (such as “Ma Si Vardi,” “Makha,” “Tesh Ighbali,” “Arti
Vardi,” etc.) show clear indications of this influence in melodic and harmonic structure.

Many of the songs included in this anthology are sung to the accompaniment of the traditional 4-
string Georgian lute, the chonguri. Typically the chonguri is used to accompany song or dance, but there
are also cases of virtuoso instrumentalists whose talents are most illuminated when playing dance
instrumentals. The sweet, velvety tones of the chonguri accentuates the lyric effect of Megrelian song.

Another of the oldest traditional instruments found in Georgia is the multi-piped larchemi (pan
pipes). Shepherds used these in ancient times chiefly for signaling, although we know that there were
also virtuoso players who could imitate the nightingale’s song. Unfortunately the tradition of larchemi
playing is almost forgotten.

There are also several Laz songs included in this collection. Iakob Gogebashvili wrote: “The Chans
are brothers of the Megrelians. In ancient times the Chans and Megrelians were the same people... The
Chan language is only slightly different from Megrelian. In other countries the Chan people are called
Laz, and their country Lazistan.”" Indeed, in ancient Roman times their land was called Lazica. At some
point in history the highly developed Kartvelian tribe of the Laz, as a result of political fate, found that the
land where they lived was no longer part of Georgia, but rather Turkish territory. Needless to say, this fact
had significant impact on their culture and traditions. Many of the Laz people have preserved their
original language, although it seems the same can not be said of their musical traditions, although a
thorough investigation of this has yet to be completed. For this it is necessary to conduct field expeditions,
and it is hoped that such expeditions will reveal some of the ancient musical past of the Laz people.

Megrelian folk music ideas have seen many interesting changes over the years, which have
enriched the great heritage of Georgian folk music. When considering local characteristics, most
important are always the intonation, the principles of melodic structure and the rich tapestry of polyphony
specific to Megrelian song. This will always help us to solve the mysteries inherent in Megrelian
folklore and to improve our knowledge of this ancient musical culture. We hope that the materials
presented in this anthology will assist all those interested in studying Megrelian musical folklore.

1! 1,Gogebashvili, “Sagandzuri”, Tilisi, 1986, p. 93
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The formal study and transcription to Western notation of Megrelian folk songs began in the
1880s. Andria Benashvili, Kristepore Grozdov, Zakaria Chkhikvadze, and later Ia Kargareteli and
Dimitri Araqishvili published transcriptions of Megrelian folk songs, the variants of which have never
since been transcribed or published elsewhere by other musicologists.

A great number of Megrelian songs were collected and transcribed by famous Georgian composer
and folk music compiler Grigol Chkhikvadze. He had close contact with prominent folk music singers
and choir directors in all parts of Georgia, especially in Samegrelo. From the 1920s to 1940s he collected
and transcribed Megrelian songs which are invaluable and scientifically trustworthy. Also, interesting
and significant material was collected and transcribed by Otar Chijavadze and Archil & Rusudan
Khorava, a portion of which we have included here. In various archives, chiefly in the Folk Art
Methodology Center, we have found handwritten transcriptions of Megrelian folk songs penned by
Dimitri Araqishvili, Vladimer Akhobadze, Grigol Chkhikvadze, Mikheil Chirinashvili, Aleksandre
Partskhaladze, Kote Potskhverashvili, Shalva Mshvelidze, Nikoloz Sharabidze, Nikoloz Khvitia,
Valerian Tsagareishvili, Akvsenti and Ketevan Megrelidze, Edisher Savitski, Kakhi Rosebashvili, Anzor
Erkomaishvili, Edisher Garaqanidze, Nana Valishvili, Nato Zumbadze, Giorgi Donadze, and others.
The greater portion of this material, with the exception of a few songs we have included here, have not
been published to this day.

The memory of many famous folk singers and choir directors has been preserved among the
Megrelians. One of the most remembered is Dzuku Lolua, one of the great experts in the musical
dialects of western Georgia. He also greatly contributed to the Abkhazian musical folklore tradition.
At the beginning of the 20" century he established folk choirs in Samegrelo and Abkhazia, among
them the United Ethnographic Choir of Western Georgia. The repertoire of this choir was quite diverse,
and Dzuku Lolua revived many almost forgotten songs to pass them to future generations.

Among Dzuku Lolua’s students, one of the most famous was Rema Shelegia, a brilliant performer
and choir director. A significant number of the songs included here were once part of the repertoire of
Rema Shelegia and his choir. His variants of Megrelian songs are unique, and many choirs sing them
to this day.

The name of Noko Khurtsia is legendary. He holds a distinguished place among Georgian folk
performers with his exceptional musical taste, brilliant performance manner, improvisational skill and
extraordinary vocal timbre.

We are indebted also to such great performers of Megrelian song as Kirile Pachkoria, Platon
Pantsulaia, Kitsi Gegechkori, Vladimer Babilua. Lomin Gugushvili, Tada Gagua, Akaki Kharebava,
Porpile Gabelia, Markoz Tordia, Biktor Abshilava, Galaktion Chelidze, Ivane Chomnakhia, Kionia and
Beglar Akobia, Erasti Khubulava, Astamur Marghania, Kalistrate Tskhakaia, Vladimer Salia, Nikoloz
Khvitia, Tamar and Nikoloz Kakachia, Irodi Kalandia, Parmen Khurtsia and others.

Fortunately, there are people who have been working intensely to preserve and popularize
Megrelian songs. Among them are such great performers as Polikarpe Khubulava.

With this we close our discussion of Megrelian musical folklore. We hope that this brief glimpse
into the history of one small and ancient part of Georgia, Samegrelo, will help you to understand more
about its rich tradition of musical folklore.

Had it not been for the enthusiasm and dedication of Lela Makarashvili, Nino Kalandazde and
Nino Nakashidze, it would have been impossible for us to publish this anthology in time for the Khobi
First International Festival of Megrelian Song.

Evsevi Chokhonelidze
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