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Tradition and Revival 
How Do Musical Styles of the Karachays 

Living in Turkey Change? 

Janos Sipos 

Janos Sipos PhD is a senior researcher in the Institute of Musicology, Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences and a part time lecturer at the Liszt Ferenc University of 
Music, Budapest. His main area is the comparative research of the music of Turkic 
people. From 1987 he has spent all together almost 10 years among Anatolian 
Turks (also Alevi/Bektashi), Azeri, Karachay, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and Turkmen 
people, recording, transcribing, and analyzing more than 10.000 songs. He is 
the author of 14 books in English, Turkish, and Hungarian languages, and is the 
founder of the ICTM study group Tlie Music of the Turkic-Speaking World. 

Abstract: It is out of the question that comparative folk music is not in 
its glory. However, this does not mean that we have to abandon it. The 
research on the social and cultural aspects of the music is very impor tant 
indeed, but the examination of the music per se remains an unavoidable 
task of the ethnomusicologists. Nobody else can and will do it. This 
examinat ion must be done in a wide, comparative environment . In this 
respect, Bartok's principles are il luminating, who started to s tudy the folk 
music of the neighbouring and the k indred people simultaneously with 
his research on Hungarian folk music. He was fully aware of the fact that 
one can unders tand his own national music only by the acknowledgement 
of other peoples' music as well. The research among Turkic people has 
been impor tan t for Hungarians because several Turkic groups played 
an impor tan t role in the formation of the Hungarians, as well as of their 
culture and folk music. This initialized a long series of research, which was 
started by Bartok's Anatolian research, then continued by the Cheremis, 
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Chuvash, Tatar, and Bashkir collections of Vikar-Bereczki, and — from 
1 9 8 7 — it has been carried out among Turkish, Azeri, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, 
Turkmen, and Karachay people by me. This comparative investigation has 
some interesting aspects. First, there are no monographs on these peoples' 
music, at most short articles with only a few transcriptions if any. Besides, 
the ethnogenesis of these Turkic speaking people is very colourful, and the 
relation between their music is quite different from the relation between 
their languages. In my paper I report on a stage of this research series. 

Keywords: ethnomusicology, Karachay, Malkar, Turkey, revival, musical 
analysis, migrat ion. 

I have been doing research since 2 0 0 0 among Karachay people living in 
the nor thern slopes and valleys of the Caucasus Mounta ins and among 
Karachays who migrated to Turkey. Dur ing my fieldwork I made lots of 
interviews and I collected more than 1 . 3 0 0 melodies, which enables me to 
say a few words about the music of this people. 

Huns, Bolgars, Khazars, and Alans took part in the formation of the 
Karachays, followed by a strong Kipchak Turkish influence in the 1 3 T H 

century. The role of the neighbour ing Caucasian people was also very 
impor tant in their ethnogenesis too, as it is proved by the significant 
Kabard, Chechen and Abkhaz linguistic influences in their Pontic-Caspian 
Kipchak language (TAVKUL 1 9 9 3 : 2 0 6 - 2 1 4 ) . 

Caucasian people have coexisted for centuries and developed a certain 
kind of c o m m o n culture (TAVKUL 2 0 0 9 : 4 4 6 - 4 5 6 ) . They easily join each 
other's weddings, because a good deal of their melodies and dances are 
similar or even identical, as I experienced it several t imes in the Caucasus 
Mounta ins and also in Turkey (see also G I P P I U S 1 9 8 1 ) . I was invited in 
2 0 0 5 to a wedding in a town called Eskishehir in Turkey. The groom was 
Karachay and the bride was Kabard. They sung the songs in Turkish a 
language every participant of the wedding party knew, and regardless of 
the nationality everybody knew the dances as well. However, as we will see 
soon, under the all-Caucasian music and dancing styles there are several 
layers specific to individual ethnic groups. 
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Tradition and Revival 

s s ^ How did the Karachays get into Turkey? 

O n the ' foundation' established by the local tr ibes creating the Kuban 
Cul ture in Central Caucasus, the 'layer' of the C immer ian , Scythian, and 
Alan t r ibes was put a round 3000 BC. Then, from the 3 r d centuries AD, the 
'wall' was erected with the bricks of the Hun-Bulgar ian , Alan, and Khazar 
tr ibes. Then from the 13 r d century the Kipchak tribes finished this phase 
of the Karachay ethnogenesis . After 1828 Karachays came unde r Russian 
rule . W h e n in 1870 the land was redistr ibuted, the parts with a fertile 
soil were allocated to tsarist officials, which caused the impover i shment 
and migra t ion of many Karachay people. The first generat ion migrated to 
Turkey in 1904, and founded villages in the vicinity of Konya, Eskishehir, 
Afyon, a n d Ankara . The linguistic and cultural env i ronment of the 
Anatol ian villages was very different from the nomadic stock-raising 
cul ture in the Caucasus Mounta ins . The newcomers had serious problems 
of adaptat ion, and they wi thdrew into themselves to protect their culture 
— as my old Karachay informants told me. (Similarly to the case of o ther 
minori t ies in Turkey, the literature on their culture is very poor.) 

Turkey got out of W W I with a weak economy and many problems, 
which influenced the situation of the Karachays as well. According to 
several interviews I made with Karachays living in Turkey, the second 
generat ion born in Turkey was concerned with the survival and so people 
begun to abandon their tradit ion and to forget their old songs. Dur ing the 
1960s and 1970s the third generation tu rned towards the ancient tradition 
again. A m o n g the oldest people and among the immigrants of W W I I there 
were people w h o m it was possible to ask and learn from. Besides, in the 
1970s Karachays began to come from the Soviet Union, e.g. to the Izmir 
International Fair, bringing different music on tapes and records with 
them. The Karachays living in Turkey were eager to copy these recordings 
and soon the melodies reached most of the houses and many people 
learned them. 

In the 1990s with the disintegration of the Soviet Union it became even 
easier to get into contact with the Karachays living in the Caucasus, which 
s t rengthened the Karachay identity and the revival of the ancient culture. 
Of course this culture was not deeply embedded in the everyday life, it 
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lived mainly in the framework of festivals. E.g. there is a festival held every 
year in Yazilikaya village with Karachay people joining in from all over 
the world. The social environment where the Caucasian culture came into 
being and used to live, has changed significantly. 

The older people considered these songs Russian-like and different 
from the old melody stock. The subject of the criticism was not the musical 
s t ructure of the melodies as they did not have the proficiency to judge this, 
but the interpretation and the sounding. On the other hand youngsters 
grown up on pop music were fond of this variegated, vividly orchestrated 
musical material furnished with harmonies . Many of them learned and 
sung the melodies, and accompanied themselves with guitar. F rom here 
there was only a single step and this music was played at weddings, and 
in many places it obtained hegemony. This was facilitated by the fact that 
dur ing festivities members of the younger generation played, sung, and 
danced, while old people would usually sit in silence. 

There are two phenomena which differentiate Karachay music 
from Anatolian folk music at first sight: the use of the accordion, and a 
polyphonic vocal bourdon-accompaniment : the eju. Though Karachays 
consider the accordion and the eju national features, both of t h e m can 
be traced back to Russian origin. The accordion preserves its impor tance 
even these days, though instead of the old komuz with but tons , the 
m o d e r n accordion, convenient for multifarious harmonizat ion and played 
by professional musicians is gaining ground. On the other hand, within 
the Anatolian musical environment , which is basically monophon ic , the 
polyphonic Karachay singing is gradually disappearing. Only old people 
can sing this way, but few of t h e m can do it perfectly. 

Evidently the music of the ancestors coming to Turkey contained several 
different layers, which went th rough an inner development reflecting the 
historical and musical influences in the 20 U l century. Now let us take a look 
at some Karachay musical layers concentrat ing on the fact how strongly 
they are represented in present day Karachay music. 
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sss"- Twin bar melodies 

Similarly to the Azeri, Anatolian or the Kazakh situation (S IPOS 2000, 
2001, 2004a, 2004b, 2010), the Koran is often recited on the B flat-D-C 
t r ichord and closes on C (Fig.la). Similar musical forms can be seen in 
the children's songs of several people, but not in those of the Karachay. 
Though the Ozay and Gollu melodies of the primitive faith ( S I P O S - T A V K U L 
2012: 74) are plagal and are closing on C instead of turn ing up and down 
on a tr ichord, their characteristic melodic movement is a sinking down 

Kttran recitation 

1 w 
63 

Ozay melody 

CJollu melody 

Fig. 1: a) Koran recitation, b) Ozay melody, c) Goliu melody. 
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followed by an ascent (Fig. l b and c). Except for the Koran recitation none 
of these melodies are sung by the Karachays in Turkey. 

Laments 

The Karachays in Turkey do not sing laments at all; not even the oldest 
people remember if they had ever heard one. This is all the more interesting 
because the musical forms of the laments are usually very stable and often 
they are effectively resistant to change. We know that in some Turkic 
cultures there are connect ions between the musical forms of the lament 
and those of the lullaby (S IPOS 1 9 9 4 , 2 0 0 0 ) . A n d though we could not find 
laments, Karachay women do sing lullabies. In Fig. 2 we show a Karachay 
lullaby which is similar to the simplest tr ipodic Anatolian and Hungarian 
laments with its small-range sections descending to D or C. 

Karachay 

Hungarian 

Fig. 2: The skeleton of two-sectioned laments a) Karachay lament from Turkey, 
b) Hungarian lament. 

a*1 Religious songs 

W o m e n do not sing laments, but they sing religious melodies. Their 
Koran recitations of Arabic language called zikr are very similar to 
that of the Anatolian Turks. However, there are zikr melodies sung in 
Karachay language, different from the zikr tunes of Arabic language. The 
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characteristics of these melodies are four short and descending sections 
with cadences on D, B flat, B flat, and G (Fig. 3). This melody form is 
widespread in the folk music of different Turkic people (S IPOS 2006: 311— 
319); probably an important layer of the Karachay folk music survives here 
in the guise of religious melodies. 

Fig. 3: Karachay zikr melody and its Hungarian counterpart. 
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Lamenting and love song: the "jir" 

The tradit ion of singing laments and love songs is alive only among 
Karachays older than 5 0 - 6 0 years. The c o m m o n characteristics of these 
melodies are: 

a) Four part musical s t ructure with only a few typical cadence-series 

contrast ing a great variety of melodic movements . 

b) O d d sections have 1 0 , 1 1 or 1 2 syllables (their divisions being 
5 + 5 , 5 + 6 , 6 + 5 , and 6 + 6 respectively) while even sections have usually 
8-syllables (divided in 3 + 2 + 3 or 5 + 3 syllables). 

c) The most typical t ime signature is 6 / 8 . 

Though these melodies serve as an important symbol of Karachay 
identity, they are widespread among Kabards and Osets as well (see several 
melodies in G I P P I U S 1 9 8 1 ) . On the whole it is not unusual that — in oder to 
represent their identity — people prefer complicated melodies to everyday 
folk songs. Karachays probably learned the jirs from their neighbours 
because this melody type is u n k n o w n in the folk music of other Turkic 
people. In Fig. 4 I show one of the most widespread representations of this 
musical style. 

J. Mr (2a-!) 

J 

SUy - g e - nim j i - n - fli men ay - li - n q - m a . 

SUy - m e y le s e - ni tert - le - rin. 

B a j - ha ja - ti - na men qi - / i n - t n a - - c m 

Ja - n i - m i a iv - mavd' kBz - le rid. 

Fig. 4: A Karachay "jir" melody. 
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aw Dance tunes 

Dance tunes usually change easily, so it is n o wonder that this musical layer 
contains many melodies arriving from the former Soviet Union. However, 
in this quite heterogeneous repertoire there are several traditional 
melodies known and played by everybody. These melodies seem so deeply 
embedded in the Karachay musical sensitivity, that they could successfully 
survive newer waves and styles (Fig. 5). I would like to draw the attention 

rial 2005 4/6 

Fig. 5: Three Karachay dance songs. 

to the fact that the characteristic syncopation is absolutely foreign to the 
Anatolian musical renderings (S IPOS 1994, 1995, Fig. 6). 

In a un ique Karachay development the sections of the melody expand 
from the F-D-C trichord to B and G. An example to this is a popular 
Karachay j / r s o n g beginning similarly to the laments in Fig. 2, then its third 
and fourth sections j u m p down to the lower G, and finally the melody 
closes on C. As we see in Fig. 7, there are similar expansion in Hungar ian 
(and Anatolian laments) as well. 
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syncopation 

skeleton 

Kg. 6: An example of the syncopated performance, characteristic to the Karachay dance songs. 
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Karachay 
»• P> y p a 

Hungarian 

+ r* 

_ m m m- P i 

is u a r " ' ' ^ 

Fig. 7: Melodies with downward extension a) Karachay lament form Turkey, 
b) A Hungarian lament. 
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«*> Summary 

Karachays in Turkey still resist the Anatolian melting pot . This is all the 
more remarkable as according to the official position not very long ago 
in Turkey everybody was supposed to be Turk; it was forbidden to write 
or publish in the languages of the minorit ies. Beginnig with the 1990s, 
and especially in the last years, probably because of the requirements 
Turkey has to fulfil to become a member of the European Union, the strict 
prohibit ion was relaxed, and the ethnic diversity as well as the minor i ty 
languages and cultures may manifest themselves better. 

The Turcification is at an advanced stage among Karachays living 
in towns; many of them get marr ied with Anatolian Turks, Cherkesses, 
and Adighes, and many children born in mixed marr iage speak only 
Turkish. However, the majority of the Karachays living in small villages 
are bilingual and speaks the language of their ancestors, dance Karachay 
dances and sing Karachay songs. Their ethnic consciousness will probably 
be alive in Turkey for a long t ime, but most of their traditions survives only 
symbolically, within the framework of festivals. The most impor tan t carrier 
of the identity and culture, the Karachay language, is in slow erosion. 

Except for the religious songs, elements of the traditional musical 
repertoire live only among older people, who do not have the occasion 
and m o o d to sing in public. The rather diverse material arriving from the 
Caucasus comes increasingly into prominence . However, this material 
differs significantly from the su r rounding Anatolian musical envi ronment 
and thus it can fulfil its function: helping to keep the Karachay ethnic 
consciousness alive for some t ime. 
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