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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION TO SAKHA MUSIC

The Sakha people (formerly known as “Yakut” peoplepiberia have for centuries
enjoyed a rich musical heritage, a tradition the bontinued to develop and expand right up to
the present. Of primary importance are their degtve solo song forms which can be traced into
the distant past. While multi-voice singing angtiamental music existed, it was subordinate to
solo song forms in the traditional music systenei&kev 1969, 116).

This mix of musical styles and forms has beguchi@nge since the advent of Soviet
power. The use of tHeuben(shamanic frame drum) has declined, andkghgympa(3-stringed
handmade violin) has been replaced by the bala(@ilekseev 1969, 116). In contrast, choral
and ensemble singing has flourished, and the ukleashugJew’s harp) has seen a rebirth. In
July of 1991, the Second International Jew’s Haopf€rence was held in Yakutsk.

Dance is also an important form of self-expres$wrthe Sakha, and their popular circle-
dance, th@huokai,is the most loved of the Sakha national dances.

In this paper, the writer will discuss the two matyles of Sakha musidieretii yryaand
degeren yryaand give special attention to the significancelohkhq the epic poem form that
has for centuries expressed the oral history alkibfe of the Sakha in a uniquely creative
combination of music, poetry, and dram@huokai(circle dance) will also be described and its
significance discussed.

Finally, observations will be made in regard to ¢hétural and musical situation in the
evangelical churches of the Republic of Sakha (Yiakat the date of this writing. The vital
significance of the process of biblical contextzation of worship practices will be stressed. It

is hoped that this paper will help missionariesarsthnd the traditional Sakha musical system so



that they can better support Sakha Christians k& to evaluate traditional music styles for

contemporary church use.

PART TWO
DIERETI YRYA

The first song style to be discussedimretii yrya This style is characterized as
immetric (unmetered), exalted, solemn, ceremodiayn-out, smooth or flowing, and has
structural and rhythmic freedom as well as sigaificmodal distinctives. Songs of this style are
characteristically abundant wiklylyhakh- special falsetto grace notes that give theidlusf
two voices singing (Alekseev 1969, 117). Otherabteristics oflieretii yryaare its typically
epic content (heroic, grand, majestic, and impgsamgl its improvisatory form.

It is interesting to note that there are two gapgic centers of Saklikeretii song; the
central region around the city of Yakutsk, andWiguy River basin. These two regions have
different performance practices for the song stiyggetii yrya In the Vilyuyski region, there is
a characteristic distinctness of rhythmic pronutieraand a general lack of long, sung-out
words. The Vilyuyski singer quickly and distinctegts forth the contents of the song like a
pronouncement (Alekseev 1969, 117-118).

In contrast, in the Lena River region around Yakudieretii is characterized by profuse
kylyhakhornamentation and sung-out words. The typical Lamea singer, in a considerably
slower manner than the Vilyuyski singer, “wringsilitout” of the text (Alekseev 1969, 118).

The foundational, most characteristic genre ofdikeetii song style is theoyuk
generally understood to refer to an extensive epacovisation of both melody and text. It may

tell a detailed story; it is often characterizedpogise. Most of theoyuktype songs by tradition



begin with a majestic cry of “eeh!” obghie-buo” (“Look here!”). Toyukis characterized by
highly colored, richly ornamented vocal cadenz&pecialized singergryhept,of this genre
like Sergei Zverev, Ekaterina lvanova, and Ustirkhsmrov over time perfected their art, and
are widely respected and loved for their contribatio the preservation and renewal of the
Sakha culture (Alekseev 1969, 126).

Other than the praise sortgyuk, there were relatively few other genres that wesed
of the song-style adieretii yryaby the late 60’s and early 70&ccording to Sakha musicologist
Eduard AlekseevHe reported that one could hear the occasionaldulbr table-song in this
style, and lyric songs were sometimes sung inrtfasner. One could even hear an occasional
example of a comic song in this style, but the dnog, mystical songs ahenerik yryatao
which were attributed healings by the shamans afidulit disappeared, as had #igys,a song
sung in praise of the gods or spirits, sometimasnleed as a blessing (Alekseev 1969, 128).
Because of the current revival of traditional Sakdigyion, we can expect to see the resurgence

of many of these genres that fell out of use duttiregrepression of Communist times.

PART THREE
DEGEREN YRYA
Degeren yryasong style is rhythmical and lively and closelg@sated with the dance
melodies of the Sakha. This song style is easising, especially for those untrained in the fine
art ofdieretii style. The majority of everyday and lyrical somags performed in theéegeren
yryastyle and it includes many genres: Love songsgs@about nature, lullabies, play songs,
work songstuoisyy yryatgchorus songs in which men and women address g¢hehia turn),

tangalai yryata(palatal songskhabarga yryatgthroat singing), comic songs, and closely



related to them - thehabyrgakhitongue twisters). This song style is being widddyeloped at
the present time. Out of the foundationslegererflowed the beginnings of a national choral
style, as well as the modern Sakha popular sorgkéklev 1969, 118-120).

Ohuokai(circle dance) songs are a significant genre withedegerenrstyle. One can
clearly see the love of the Sakha for their cidd@ces. On every national holiday there are
groups of Sakha people singing and dancingthekaiin the square in front of their musical
theatre. Although the majority of the people & ¢vent are usually older, college age or
younger students will stand around and watch angleman participate in thehuokai

Theohuokaibegins with a prescribed introduction; an appakll to join (similar to the
toyuR which can be translated, “Hey! Look here!” Thidollowed by 10-20 minutes of call
and response litany, led by the lead singer andeztby all of the participants in the circle. As
the group sings they link arms at the elbows aed Kft foot forward, right foot back (which
causes the circle to slowly rotate to the left tha direction of the sun).

The circle begins small and the steps are relgtslew. As people join the group,
stepping in and linking arms with those on eithde sthe tempo begins to gradually increase,
and the size of the circle expands. If the cigdes too big, it will divide into two concentric
circles. The dance ends with an increased temgalaort jumping steps that are more energetic
than the calm, simple stepping motion that begamtiuokai

The short, energetic phrases sung by the soldist/eae repeated, usually without
changes, by the participants of tteuokai Occasionally the voices diverge and separate int
harmony; sometimes by accident, but at other tidediberately (especially in the Olekma and
Vilyuyski regions). This has raised questions dltbe existence of multi-part singing among

the Sakha, which in the past was not thought tst §Alekseev 1969, 121-122).



Alekseev points out that the musical resourceb®fttyle ofdegerenhave become
enriched in recent years. The range of ndegferensongs in the past did not extend beyond a
third or a fourth, but now it is not uncommon t@aha range of an octave or more. At the same
time, pentatonic elements as well as whole-tonemeaes and tetrachords (with their
characteristic tri-tone interval) continue to bgaortant influences in Sakha contemporary music
(Alekseev 1969, 122; Krivoshapko n.d., 36).

It is also important to note the influence of Rassmusic. The Russians have been in
Yakutia for over three and a half centuries, amditiiluence of their music is very strong.
Russian settlers brought their folk songs and ipaliexiles brought Russian revolutionary
songs. These new sounds were adopted by the Satkhaynthesized in the 1910’s and 20’s
into a new form of Sakha popular song. It was atsthis time that Sakha choral songs were

first written (Alekseev 1969, 124).

PART FOUR
OLONKHO

One cannot speak on the subject of Sakha musicteuithing on the genre ofonkho,
the heroic epic poems that combine both Sakha siytes into a synthetic genre that is the most
beloved genre of Sakha oral folklore.

Heroic epics have been sung in various culturesver 4000 years. The oldest known
epic poem, the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh, dasek to 2000 B.C. The bards of Homer
continued this tradition in their poetic recountimigthe events of Troy, and today epic poetry
can be found in the Balkan countries, Russia, Afiggtan, Turkestan, and Arabia (Emsheimer

1991, 210).



Olonkhocombines drama, lyric song, and a chanting-typeacfative to tell the stories
of the great heroes and legends of the past. dtusad in years past to entertain Sakha families
during the long, dark winters of the Siberian Nor@®ionkhois an unaccompanied
improvisational solo performance that contains\arage of 10-20,000 lines of verse and takes
several nights to perform. The very longelsinkhowould take five to seven nights to perform
(Pukhov n.d., 35). The “narration” (descriptionp&ople, events, and places) of the story is
generally performed in a rapid, rhythmic recitattype manner (in the third person), while the
direct speech of the characters in the story ig snore “song-like” and in first the person
(Emsheimer 1991,159).

The professional singer of tibonkhois theolonkhosut This is a person with unusual
abilities. He must sing in a manner that expreisesarious attributes of the characters (each
character has its own leitmotif and special qualityntonation), remember the maalpnkhos
that are in his repertoire, and improvise and mgkeew ones as his recognized status as
olonkhosubecomes established.

The number oblonkhosutsas greatly declined in recent years as the oldes bave
died and new ones have not been apprenti€ddnkhoitself has left its roots of the “home
gathering” and now is performed almost exclusiveltheatres as opera or simply recorded. The

true extent of the decline has yet to be quantibietthe trend is certainly visible.

PART FIVE
MUSIC IN THE CHURCH
It was the Russian-speaking missionaries from ldkteByelorussia, and other regions of

the former Soviet Union who, by and large, brougfdangelical Christianity to the Republic of



Sakha (Yakutia) in the early 1990’s. The populatid most of the larger cities is mixed, with
both Russian and Sakha people in varying percest@dggending on the region. In the early
1990’s some Sakha (and Russians as well) beganlicaee evangelical Christianity. In a few
rural villages the church began to reflect the pmaithance of Sakha in the community. Some of
these services are now conducted in the Sakhadgegand Sakha pastors have begun to
emerge.

Because of the multi-ethnic nature of most urbarmgoegations, Russian pastors have
begun to realize the importance of the inclusioBakha expressions of worship. Since 1995
there has been a significant increase in the uSakiia language during prayer and the reading
of scriptures. A weekly Sakha language home mgsetith Bible study, prayer, and singing was
begun by the Sakha members of one church. Thigogstudied through the Gospels of Mark
and Luke which had been translated into the Sakigulage.

In the realm of music we see changes happeninghts & small collection of Russian
hymns translated into Sakha is being compiled amuolye considerable popularity among Sakha-
speaking Christians. It is interesting to notd #ithough these translated songs have Russian
and American tunes, some are occasionally sungtivticharacteristically “Sakha” ornamented
sound prizvuki.

One church regularly sings a modern western-sognaliaise song in three languages:
Ukrainian, Russian, and Sakha. Since these arthitbe main nationalities of the church
members, this is a significant picture of the ataepe the groups have for one another; singing
praise to God in one another’s languages.

A well-knownohuokai(round dance) tune was given Christian words bgkh&

pastor/musician and is sung on occasion, sometwvitaglance included where space permits



(church picnics), sometimes without the dance, modified “line-dance” version (inside church
buildings). In 1998, other than this ooleuokaj there were few other expressions of creative
songwriting among the Sakha. In 1999, it was eraqging to see there were a couple of new
songs written, putting Sakha poems to music. Bspde the cultural importance and high value
placed on their music by the Sakha, there hase® b natural outpouring of musical creativity
accompanying the birth of the church in YakutighisTsuggests that something may be hindering
the natural process of musical creative expression.

These hindrances may not be too difficult to angent. There may be a lack of
confidence on the part of musicians that they caly produce a song worthy of being sung by
others in church. Sakha composers are highly otsgeind have usually reached a high degree
of proficiency in their art; one may hypothesizattthis has given rise to the feeling that only the
professionals can do it right.

Furthermore, one must remember that the Sakhardydeginning to experiment with
using their own language in the context of the §tfan worship service; mainly to offer prayers,
to read scripture, and to sing songs translated fRoissian. They realize that in many local
churches, at least half of the congregation doésimderstand the Sakha language at all, and that
makes them slow to doom this non-Sakha half tompr@hension. That is why, when scripture
is read, the reference is given so that Russiam$otiaw along in their Bibles. When the hymns
translated from Russian to Sakha are sung, theid&gsssan remember the words in their own
language or follow along in the hymnbook, and thesefit along with Sakha people. Sakha
people may worry, “If | sing a new song in Sakha, labeing selfish?” This is a concern that

may need to be addressed by the leadership ohthreltes.
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One of the most significant factors in this sitoatmay be the sociological dynamics
existing between the Russian and Sakha peopleseTdhgamics are complex and not easily
generalized, but one can examine the history olattethree centuries in Yakutia, as well as the
current events of the nineties, and draw some tieateonclusions.

The Russian “colonization” of Yakutia that begaritie 17" century has generated a mix
of reactions among the Sakha. There is, of covesentment that as Soviet power began the
process of exploiting the vast mineral wealth okit#a in order to create an industrialized
society, they also created an ecological nightrttaepoisoned the water, depleted wildlife
populations, and severely restricted tradition&issstence living (Tishkov 1997, 71-72). The
Sakha also resent the fact that during Soviet pomaaty of their children lost traditional skills
and the ability to speak in their own language beeahe schools taught them only the Russian
language and culture (Batalden 1997, 37). Marthaif cultural expressions of identity (like the
annual summer festivgbyakh were discouraged during some periods of Soviet p¢Baizer
1993, 238). Many of the Sakha intelligentsia (amst ethnographers, folklore specialists,
dramatists, and revolutionary activists) as welrasy religious leaders (shamans) were jailed
and even killed for their “nationalistic” and “pritive” ideas (Balzer and Vinokurova 1996,
104).

On the other hand, many of the Sakha still supihertparty line” that Soviet power
provided a higher standard of living than what thag enjoyed in the past. They have seen the
advent of hospitals, schools, modern homes withrensonveniences, education, and
participation in the political life of the Republxt Sakha (Levin and Potapov 1963, 295-303).

Within the Christian community, there is deep difat for the Russian and Ukrainian

missionaries who have sacrificed much to leave fhbs and homes in the comparatively
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comfortable regions of Russia to come to Siberéhsmrve as missionaries. The Sakha response
to these missionaries is by and large one of grete$s and true respect. This enormous respect
causes them in many cases to accept the “Russiiriaren of Christianity without much

thought of how to contextualize it. Because odtbine gets the general impression that, when it
comes to forms adopted in church, Sakha culturaldhee avoided and the Russian culture
embraced. This is rarely expressed verbally. Hewebecause of the sensitivity of the Sakha
Christians to this issue, even one comment of “Idm®t a Sakha church, it is a Russian

church!” in response to a performance of theiokaiduring a service at one particular church
was enough to inhibit its performance in that sgtti

This is unfortunate because the decisions of wheire to use or not use should not be
made on the basis of nationalism, but on the lmdise trans-cultural principles of God’s Word
which should be expressed in a culturally uniqug wahin the local cultural context. The
Sakha culture provides a wealth of musical cregtivBakha believers can draw from this while
examining the Word of God and decide for themselviest forms are appropriate for their
particular situation. At the same time, they nmashember that the decisions for one church
may not apply to other churches because of the diffgeences between “Russianized” Sakha in
urban centers versus traditional Sakha rural areas.

For example, the more the Sakha language is slaamnedg congregational members, the
more it naturally should find expression in thenfigrof worship within the service, including
sermons, poems recited, songs, and the like. &lsdrue heart music of the various church
congregations may be at different places on thetgga between Russian and traditional Sakha,

naturally affecting the type and mix of songs tihaty prefer.
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Thus, the development of heartfelt worship in th&t churches will require a large
degree of flexibility, openness, acceptance ofamaher, and trust in one another. If the
Russian and American missionaries will encourageptocess of biblical contextualization and
if Sakha believers feel empowered to make authenttaral decisions for their own churches,
then there is great hope that we will see churtetsbegin to reflect a more balanced approach
to this issue. Depending on the outcome of ttlegisions, we may someday possibly see the
advent of solo music in the style dieretii by gifted and trained Sakha singers. We may see
modern Sakha choral works on special holidays,iapservices where the stories of the Old
Testament and the praises of God are sungya performances of the new Christianuokai
at cultural holiday gatherings, new scripture soswy indegererstyle, and even youth songs
sung in Sakha popular style.

The importance of biblical contextualization irtifakutian context is heightened by the
recent backlash against the historical colonizat@ssimilation, and “Christianization” of the
Sakha by Russians. There is a palpable movemexntitofal renewal among the Sakha. Part of
that movement is expressed in the common miscoiecepeinforced heavily by the Russian
Orthodox Church, that “Christianity” is a Russiafigion. To be Russian is to be Russian
Orthodox. There is no concept whatsoever of “Saldws” having any intersection with
Christianity. So, Christianity is being rejectadatright as a western and/or Russian religion,
without being examined on its own trans-culturatitse This is extremely unfortunate and is a
trend that we dare not ignore @inforce in the evangelical churches that areertly being

planted in the Republic of Sakha.
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Churches that use only western or Russian formegmfession can be written off as
foreign. Let us, therefore, pray for and encourthgegrowth and development of culturally

vital, biblically contextualized Sakha Christiarucbhes.
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Robin Harris — updated March 2006

Sakha song styles and genres

1. Song genres of the dieretii song style (ornamented, free meter, not commonly associated
with dance): All of these genres are sung soloitheegender. Since the ornamented style is
difficult to master, usually only adults (not chideh) are able to sing it. These are normally
sung unaccompanied unless it is by khemugJew’s harp), or for the shaman songs, which
also sometimes make use of théen(frame drum). Rate of information flow aheretii is
fairly quick due to very little repetition and engsis on creativity and poetry of words. A
combination of melisma and slow tempo helps keep rdite of information flow at a
manageable level; there is little repetition, exdep phrases that highlight the poetic form.
New songs are composed fairly often in this sogte sas the texts are often improvised in
an ornamented style on limited tonal material (3 twnes).

A. Praise songToyuk) —Sung at formal concerts, for recordings, at nalidestivals
like ysyakh(summer solstice festival) to praise gods, the tyeafi nature, love, welcome,
fire-building, achievements of leaders and the Saldople.

B. Blessing(Algys) —Also sung at formal concerts, for recordings, anhaational
festivals like ysyakhwith the purpose of blessing the event or the peoygho are being
honored at the event.

C. Healing songnfenerik yryata)- Possibly (even probably) sung by shamans and
other healers at the present time; more reseanséeded. Lyrical content, information flow,
manner of composition, dance movements, and style af this genre is unclear.

D. Kepseenis a genre that is not commonly heard, but whioé $inger uses to
express in an improvisatory way what he or shéirgking. Preliminary research indicates
that this is a genre that is used in intimate 13gsti between friends or in a small group.

2. Song genres of the degeren song style (less ornamented, rhythmic, often associated with
dance) — distinguishing characteristics of thesegagare being discussed in the most recent
Russian-language ethnomusicological literaturenglegions need to be done.

A. Love songs

B. Nature songs

C. Lullabies

D. Joke songs

E. Laments

F. Work songs

G. Antiphonal chorus singing between men/womenextdingqtoisyy yryata)
H. Throat singingkhabarga yryata)

I. Comic songs and tongue twistéchabyrgakhi)
J. Children’s songs

K. Nasal-palatal singinggngalai yryratg

L. Modern national choral styles and popular songthese genres, although not
traditional, are nonetheless ubiquitous at thegmtesme and signify “Sakha music” to many.
They are sung by men and women, boys and girldl @gas, commonly accompanied by
guitar, synthesizer, piano, drums, and orchestravels as “Russian” instruments such as
bayan(button accordion), mandolin, and balalaika. These genres are commonly heard
through the mass media and at public concerts diomal and ethnic festivals. They are
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often included on the program alongside more tiaatl genres. Lyrical content varies, but
the form is often strophic (which is not a tradiéd Sakha form). As in most Sakha styles,
the rate of information flow is high and there i$ld repetition, except for the repeated
chorus sections. The songs of these genres aienpadvisatory like many of the traditional
genres. They are written, arranged, and publidaegely by Sakha composers, although
there are some Russian composers who include Sakhaines and other elements in their
compositions (N.S. Berestov is a prime example)and®@ sometimes accompanies these
songs; there are dance ensembles that are largdigatied to these genres (for example, the
National Dance Theatre of the Republic of Sakha).

3. Genreswhich combinesboth dieretii and degeren styles:

A. Epic song poenfolonkho)-- A one-person epic poem performance comprisetiOef
20,000 lines of drama, lyric song, and recitativargely improvised (although the story line
is maintained), the singer creates a distinct atiom andeitmotif for each character in the
drama. Traditionally performed in homes, in thst laumber of decades olonkho is mostly
performed in recording studios and opera housess tinly performed in entirety by a
specialized singer of this genre, calleldnkhosut. These “olonkhko specialists” are now
virtually non-existent. Currentlyplonkhois performed only in parts by professional singers
who sing various individual songs, similar to thaywopera singers perform arias out of their
operatic contexts. The lyrical content of olonkisas historically to tell the legends of Sakha
origins and the exploits of their heroes and gtiisyate of information flow in this narrative
form is very high. It is normally performed withoinstrumental accompaniment and/or
dance movements.

B. Round dancéohuokai)— Singers/dancers of both genders stand in aegiticking
arms, and stepping forward with the left foot aadkwith the right foot; as they do this, the
circle slowly moves to the left. The ohuokai isfpemed in three general sections; the first,
which serves as an introduction, is sungigretii, the second and third sections degeren

Ohuokai singing is unaccompanied call and resgoigewords are improvised by the
caller on standard ohuokai melodies in a highlyrialized, creative manner on themes of
nature, blessing, praise of gods and people, as agelthanksgiving. The rate of new
information in the lyrics is somewhat slowed dowmedo the repetition of the call and
response form, however the new information rastiilsrelatively high, as the caller does not
repeat words other than to occasionally returnh® phrase, Ohuokai, ehekei, ehekei,
ohuokai’

The ohuokai is normally sung out of doors in prnoent places like town squares, or at
summer festival grounds at every national holidaywhich there is decent outside weather.
It is performed especially during the summer fedtiof Ysyakh where there are several
circles dancing at all times for a couple of dalfshe caller is a good one, the ohuokai circle
will grow in size as more people are drawn in by mmastery. Normal performance length of
the typical ohuokai is from 30-60 minutes.

Ohuokaiexpresses ethnic solidarity and pride; it is thasmormally sung or danced by
Russians, although foreigners are allowed to ppaiie and other exceptions have been noted
in special contexts (i.e. church celebrations winéher kinds of unity are being expressed).
[Note: The division of Sakha music into the twoimstyles and their subdivisions into various gsmzan be
seen in the works of two authors: 1) Eduard Alekse8New trends in Yakut musical folklore” in Musif the

peoples of Asia and Afrigaand 2) A.S. Larionova’s Verbal and musical in ¥Wa#ieretii yrya and Degeren
yrya Lyric song of the Yakuffor publication details, see the Sakha Music Artd bibliography by R. Harris).]




