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The armenian oktoechos: new perspectives in teaching

Aram kerovpyan

This communication concerns the teaching of Armenian church music. If we take this term, teaching, with its modern connotations, such as training in techniques and skills, it is difficult to see a relationship between music teaching and spirituality. To clarify this point, I use the term in its original context of transmission. In continuation of my previous communications on this subject (1), the unique purpose of the following discussion is to stimulate continuous reflection on Armenian church music, which is undergoing a critical period.

The place where I sing and direct as master-singer is in the church. However, my discussion on the music of the Church of Armenia will bring me to speak about another church music experience which has been taking place outside the church for more than ten years. I will not concentrate on the reasons why this work is being carried on outside the church, because that may take us to a different subject. This is the first time a public evaluation of this work, the Akn experience, has been made, for it has now moved from the level of a personal and small group experience to a larger scale. This occasion was chosen to present our work method, because the first institution involved with Church music is the Church herself. A new teaching method based on the traditional musical system, and using the traditional repertoire has been developed. It has the potential of ensuring the spiritual function of music inside the church.

As 'traditional music system', I have in mind the modal and monophonic music system of Armenians, transmitted for centuries in the bosom of the ordained chorister system. It is useful to remember that the musical system of the Near East, the modal system, is not an invention of the Arab empire. Armenian church music, like that of the Greeks and Assyrians, was born and developed in the Near East, the cradle of Christianity. Here, a distinction must be made between 'music system' and 'interpretation'. Not only non-specialists, but also musicians often misunderstand this, and I hope it will become clear during this discussion.

***

The Church of Armenia is attached to her traditions; she has always been faithful to her Creed, to her ritual language. Up to the 20th century, she has never underestimated the diverse aspects of her ritual that are clearly related to the development of human sensitivity, allowing Armenians to have access to the sacred time through liturgy, when, detached from daily life, they can experience spirituality by means of rituals composed of elements from their own culture.

In spite of reformations and changes, the system that ensures the spiritual link between generations has never been damaged. This shows the extreme attention and consciousness of our Church Fathers who, even during the worst periods of our history, have not lost sight of what is essential, what is immutable. The Church of Armenia has proven herself to be steadfast, and yet contemporary.

However, the second half of the 20th century was a period of mutations in the world at large, and for Armenians as well. With geographical dispersion, and profound changes in the social and cultural life of Armenian communities, the relationship with the ritual, with sacred time, has to some extent faded in the superficiality of contemporary society. Here, I want to emphasize two facts: first, there has been an underestimation of the role of the Offices as common prayer, which has led most Armenian churches to cease its practise; second, the singing of the Divine Liturgy has taken the character of a concert. The 'oriental singer' of the 19th century has been replaced by the 'Western classical singer' of the 20th century; the tbir, or ordained chorister system, has been replaced by the chorale; having a classically trained voice has become more important than knowing about the ritual, and the presence of the organ is not even questioned. The congregation still needs spirituality, and tends to adapt to the modern practises. But can we use this fact as a justification? The fragile situation of Armenian church music does not arise from an aesthetic problem; even its cultural aspect is secondary. My question is the following: as we realize the strong need for renewal, can we start a reflection on our approach to the Common Prayer? Can we distinguish in our acts those directed to preserve or reintroduce the sacred time, and those which bring the concepts governing daily life into the liturgy?

Spirituality has always been and remains the only resource for humanity to deal with the ephemeral and fragile nature of life. Hence, spirituality is a tangible experience. It presupposes a certain state of spirit and mind. A delicate balance is needed between these two states, since the spiritual is not based upon understanding, the intellect. In fact, 'mystery' has its name because we admit the limits of our intellect.

But how can we speak of the spiritual experience of Common Prayer by abstracting the human being from it? The participant is present, with his own personality, with an active culture and an active psyche. It is therefore clear that the Common Prayer will interact with the person only if its structure and content can establish contact with him. This is the point where culture and aesthetics meet spirituality.

The effect of music on the human psyche and the religious character of singing being admitted by the Church Fathers, the Common Prayer has been intertwined with singing. Music and language are one. Thus over the centuries, the Armenian church music accumulated numerous characteristic features linked directly to the act of praying in beauty.

Yet, beauty is a subjective concept. For example, Western musical forms and styles that emerged in Armenian liturgical chant during the second half of the 19th century are today considered as original Armenian expressions, although traditional forms and styles are still active in memories. As the West is constantly questioning its musical forms introduced to the East by colonialism, Armenians, and many other peoples, continue to believe that those forms represent a higher degree of artistic development and a natural evolution of civilization.

The dichotomy of polyphony versus monophony is considered among educated Armenians as a question of being civilized and contemporary or not. I believe it is also related to our Genocide traumatism which makes us ascribe the modal nature of our music to our former neighbours. The question is not to make a qualitative comparison between Eastern and Western musical systems. The question is assuming and developing one's own culture, including its dualities.

Traditional modal singing and polyphonic choral singing have coexisted in Armenian church music since the second half of the 19th century. The situation has evolved during the second half of the 20th century, to the detriment of traditional singing. Instead of taking this situation for granted, I am asking another question. Can the Church of Armenia come out of musical colonialism, and find new ways to valorize her own musical tradition? Can she establish a balance in this duality?

On the level of intellect, any Armenian would answer in the affirmative. Yet, to invigorate our musical tradition, we need to determine its practical and concrete elements, and organize their application. This is not so simple as it seems. An Armenian priest who wants to improve the singing in his church, the seminary director who is looking for a music teacher, will both easily find singers or music teachers who have had a good Western conservatory training. However, the specialist of Armenian church music, if we are aware of the difference between Armenian and Western chant, will be very difficult to find.

The Akn experience is seeking to resolve these questions.

Before exposing the teaching programme we are developing, I think it necessary to explain briefly the concepts of 'modal system' and 'musical mode'.

In Armenian, the word tzayn literally means 'sound', 'voice'. This term is also used to say 'musical mode'. Tzayn is related to breath, to the pneuma, defined as the continuous flow of spirituality animated by a melody. Yet, the melody is not a mere succession of musical sounds. It is animated by the musical mode, and animates in turn the pneuma. Consequently, the musical mode is a sound environment. Each musical mode suggests a specific auditive sensation, a state of being, an ethos. This is why Armenian ordained church singers use the terms 'entering the mode', 'being in the mode', 'coming out of the mode', or 'missing the mode'. This phenomenon has been discussed since Antiquity, and the Church has had a clear attitude towards music and its effects on the human soul.

The elements that constitute a musical mode are similar in nature in different traditions and are governed by universal values. Yet each tradition has its specific features. This is one of the reasons why the Armenian church organized her music as early as the 7th century, like the Churches in the West and in Byzantium. The octoechos is not a mere classification of melodies according to their scales. It is a system that assembles musical modes, the means to animate spirituality.

The basic pitches of a musical mode are related to each other by simple ratios, intervals that are called natural. The harmony of these simple ratios affects us directly, without bringing forth cultural and aesthetic considerations. This is why modal singing is potentially a spiritual process. The importance of learning musical modes becomes manifest at this very point. In the case of traditional transmission in a modal environment, where apprenticeship starts at an early age, musical modes would be assumilated at the same time as the melodies. In present circumstances, students have different references. The contemporary Armenian singer usually fits into two categories: first, the singer, already acquainted with the modal system of a Near Eastern music, that being Turkish, Arabic or Persian, who applies his system to Armenian church songs. The second is the singer who uses the Western equal tempered system, without even realizing what modal interpretation means.

Although extensive research has been necessary to determine the original modal properties in Armenian church music, I have been very fortunate to have met a few traditional church singers who preserved the original character of their musical training which fell under neither of these categories. Being convinced that such singers are still amongst us, I have kept a lookout for them and our paths have crossed.

As the traditional environment in which this music was assimilated has been altered, new perspectives in teaching must be sought. The following is a brief account of our work process, punctuated by arguments which I hope will make non-physical aspects of modal music more intelligible.

Akn, not as the name of the Armenian city with its famous musicians, but as the classical Armenian word, source', 'eye', 'precious stone', and 'center', was originally the name I gave to a small group of Armenian liturgical chant in 1985, on the occasion of a concert proposal for a sacred music festival in Paris. At that time, I had already discerned in my research certain differences between Armenian and Ottoman musical modes, and thought I could teach them theoretically. This concert allowed me to recognize the difficulties encountered by singers who had not been steeped in the world of musical modes. Learning the melodies, the texts and the specific features were not enough to create the modal environment mentioned above. I myself had spent years learning it which led me to the theory, not the opposite. Later, in 1990, the same year that our varjabed, master-singer, passed away, and I succeeded him at the Armenian Cathedral of Paris, a group of friends proposed to start long-term work on Armenian liturgical chant, in private surroundings and without any deadline like public representations. This experimental work developed to such an extent that in 1998 we organized our work group as an association, and opened our Center for the Study of Armenian Liturgical Chant (2). Today, we have twenty students and many supporting members, not only in France, but also in Italy, the United Kingdom, Canada, and the United States of America.

Most of the Center's regular students are adult Armenians of both sexes. They speak Armenian at different levels; a few of them understand Classical Armenian. Song texts are studied regularly from the point of view of theology, language, and Christian symbolism. Non-Armenians, attracted by the spirituality of this music, participate in drone singing and simple exercises. The repertoire used in the teaching programme of the Center is mainly that of sharakan songs.

The teaching programme of the Center started with empirical experimentation in singing. Nurtured simultaneously by research on theoretical and historical aspects of Armenian church music, it developed over the years, becoming more and more accurate. Today, we can present an outline of a teaching method which has been experimented on students of diverse origins and formations.

The general principle of the work is letting oneself discover this music as imposed by its original modal setting. For this, we demand personal involvement to neutralize preconceptions, and clear the path from artistic or aesthetic considerations. According to the conception of religious music in our Center, the ultimate aim is to reach the supra-personal state of singing: transmitting the Word, not quoting it.

From this general principle arise two fundamental processes: the learning of musical modes, based on assimilation by repetition, and the discovery of the personal voice emission for singing which is in fact closest to the speaking voice. As the student progresses, he can develop his skills of interpretation.

Let me make clear, at this point, that modal singing is taught in the framework of unequal temperament, that is, with completely different distances between musical sounds than those used in Western music.

The learning of musical modes occurs in several stages, each of them related to a variety of exercises practised in parallel; yet their effects seem to appear in a certain order. The first stage is that of learning the natural intervals, those described by simple ratios. The natural fourth, fifth and third are heard and sung regularly, and for long periods of time. The two degrees that constitute one or the other of these intervals are sung together, and the student works on memorizing his feeling of the environment created by this harmony. It is possible to memorize this feeling, because it corresponds to a physical sensation of security created by the perfect harmony between sound waves. From the moment that the student can reproduce them, the natural intervals will constantly be present during further stages of learning the modes and of interpretation of songs. The upper sound will often correspond to the leading note of the song, and the lower one to the drone, which is, in most cases, the fundamental degree of the mode.

We use the drone in a continuous way, like in Byzantine chant. This is an old tradition of Armenian liturgical chant which fell out of practise. The brief drone sung at melodic pauses is the only one still in use in certain Armenian churches. I have found historic evidence on the continuous drone, and the Centre is reviving this tradition, also using its advantages as a breath regulator. The drone is sung on the vowel 'u'. I have childhood memories about the importance given to this vowel in drone singing, and later confirmed its widespread use with Armenian church singers of different regions. This vowel produces the least harmonic waves, those secondary sounds which interfere with the plenitude of the main sound. As the drone is the base of modal structure, it has to be solid and precise. This is why our masters were so fastidious about this element.

The second stage after the assimilation of natural intervals deals with the divisions of these intervals, that is, the notes that can be sung between the two extremities of an interval. These interval types are used in musical modes in various ways. We may come across the same type of interval in several modes. Since early times, these have been used in modal music in many parts of the world. Each music has adopted a certain number of interval types, and created their own variations.

The interval types which result from different internal divisions, are taught using very short melodic motifs, which develop towards common motifs of sharakan songs. The structure of each musical mode takes shape; the mode appears as a combination of intervals that succeed each other in a precise order, and in a precise place in relation to each other and to the drone.

At this stage, we make extensive use of Doxologies in each mode of the octoechos. There are two advantages to this: first, a short and well-known text allows the student to concentrate on the musical environment; second, saying the same prayer in different modes frees the student from the inflexible modern conception of classical song and introduces the system of melodic and tempo variation.
Doxologies being traditionally sung on condensed melodic patterns of sharakan songs, the student who has learnt them, starts not only to recognize sharakan songs, but also to appreciate subtle melodic variations between songs based on the same melodic pattern. Here, the work on interpretation intensifies, but the exercises related to former stages are never abandoned.

The transmission of interpretation is carried out using sharakan songs. Rapid tempo songs, like the Miserere and the Magnificat, allow the singer  to express a text fluently, and to disconnect from musical constraints. But these songs are more difficult to sing in a correct modal setting. On the contrary, modality is more easily applied to moderate or slow songs, and in this case, special attention must be paid not to disturb the recitation of the text.

Naturally, interpretation combines the musical phrase and the literary phrase, so that the song tends to a perfect harmony. Yet, in modal chant, interpretation depends very much on the specific character of each degree, and the relationship between them. The fundamental, leading, variable, and transitional degrees each have their specific interpretation, and determine the ornamentation. This is another important element which differs from one musical tradition to another (3).

Thus, the ideal teaching would incorporate the transmission of the following substantial elements, existing already in the tradition: mastery of natural intervals and modal system, and, the ability to unite language and melody. The transmission is ensured insofar as the student is spiritually involved.

This is the general trend of the present state of development of our teaching method. It is challenged constantly, according to two criteria: its efficacy and the conformity of our results to our vision of religious singing. We do not claim to have reached an ideal process, but can certainly affirm that important elements have been discovered in this direction.

***

Learning modal music takes time, especially for church music. The style, the mastery of each musical mode, and the appropriate singing attìtude that I have defined as supra-personal singing, are the most important elements to have been learnt over the years. This is a crucial aspect of Armenian church music which has been often neglected. Already in 1867, Yeghia Dndessian, the first researcher on this matter in the modern sense, mentions the new fashion in Armenian churches of Constantinople of asking young boys to sing solo songs (4). He considered it harmful, since they had not yet mastered the music or acquired a singing style. The situation was rectified at the end of the 19th century, but deteriorated again during the last decades of the 20th century.

Learning church music is not a process of learning like that of the modern school; it is a process of transmission, and is related to the memory. This is what we are trying to redevelop. In this respect, applying this or a similar method in the bosom of the Church of Armenia will be a revival and a restoration at the same time, faithful to the history of our Church.

The key to restore the link between Armenian music and Armenian spirituality, is time. Not only time for learning, but especially the liturgical time, the sacred time. The time conception that every human being needs to have at certain moments, and which renews our link with the mystery. Every religion has organized its rituals according to this need. If we bring our conception of secular time into the church, we expel the sacred time, and nullify the difference between ritual and daily life. Music has several functions, among which are aesthetic enjoyment and emotional expression. The main function of religious music is 'validating the ritual'. Consequently, time is the key to enter the world of supra-personal singing, to enter the sound environment which is not an exhibition of artistry and aesthetics, but contains them; it is praying in beauty.

(1) "Armenian liturgical chant— the system and reflections on the present situation", St. Nerses Theological Review,  volume 1, number 1, New York. Armenian translation: Sion, part 1, vol. 69, April-May-June 1995; part 2, volume 70, Jan.-Feb.-March 1996, Jerusalem. "Mündliche und schriftliche Überlieferung in der Musik der Armenier", in: Armenien-Wiederentdeckung einer alten Kulturlandschaft, Bochum, 1995. Armenian translation: Hask, Antélias, Liban, vol. vii-viii (1995-1996), 1997. "Die künstlerisch Ausführenden des armenischen Kirchengesanges: Die Dpir", in: Armenische Liturgien, ed. Erich Renhart-Jasmine Dum-Tragut, Graz-Salzburg, 2001.
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(3) The basic trends of Armenian church modes are described in my Manuel de Notation musicale arménienne moderne, Musica Mediævalis Europæ Orientalis, number 2 (University of Vienna), éd. Hans Schneider, Tützing, 2001.
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