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Georgian Changi

Abstract:

The unique culture of Georgia, located on the crossroads between Europe and Asia,
was formed under the conditions of interrelation with other cultural centers. Instrumen-
tal music was fairly well developed in old Georgia; presented here will be a large num-
ber of musical instruments. Our discussion is based on written monuments, frescoes
and archaeological data.

The paper deals with the group of Georgian string, more precisely harp-like instru-
ments; these were disseminated into some countries of the Northern and Central Cau-
casus: the Georgian changi, Abkhazian aiuma, Kabardinian pshina dequaqua, Karac-
hayan pshedegequaqua, Balkarian gil-gobuz/ganir qobuz, and the Ossetian duadasta-
non. Of the afore-mentioned, the Georgian changi has survived only in Svaneti — one
of Georgia’s alpine regions. To its antiquity and uninterrupted local tradition testify
clay and bronze figurines (6™ cent A.D.) unearthed by archaeological excavations, and
the material is confirmed in the 5" and 10™-20" century Georgian written sources. The-
re were two terms referring to the Georgian harp-like instrument: changi (from the 10"
c. until today, Persian chank) and shimekvshe (the local Svan name, meaning bended
arm and related to the Caucasian legend of the instrument’s origin). There is a conside-
ration that knari was rather a lyre-type, than harp-like instrument. Curt Sachs considers
the harps discovered in Ur (2700 B.C), as the analogs of Georgian changi; these were
decorated with the figurines of two horses and an ox.

The paper touches upon the place of changi in Georgian instrumentarium, ensemble
traditions, social function and sacral meaning, number of strings, tuning and perfor-
mance possibilities.
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Introduction

The unique culture of Georgia, located at the crossroads of Europe and
Asia, was formed under conditions of interaction with other cultural centres.

Georgia is a country of rich traditional musical culture. Up to 17 musical
dialects, as well as utterly diverse forms of polyphony, exist within its small
territory. It is not accidental that it is nicknamed the country of vocal
polyphony. Here the prominence of instrumental music is relatively low; that is
why this part of Georgian musical culture is relatively less studied. Alongside
the developed forms of musical instruments, relatively simple and archaic
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forms are preserved in the Georgian traditional instrumentarium, including
wind, string, percussion and keyboard instruments. In ancient Georgia, instru-
mental music was quite well developed. We can affirm this based on various
written sources, frescoes and archeological data.

My report is concerned with the group of Georgian string musical instru-
ments, namely, those of the harp type. We shall discuss the place of the changi
in the Georgian instrumentarium (Figure1-6), its description and technology of
manufacture, the number of strings, their arrangement, the instrument’s musi-
cal and performing abilities, ensemble traditions, social function, and sacral im-
portance.

Harp-like musical instruments were disseminated in Asia, Africa and Euro-
pe (Galpin, Sachs, Shilakadze, Lawergren, Montagu, etc.). In the near past, the
musical instruments of this type were represented among certain peoples of the
Northern and Central Caucasus: Abkhazian aiuma, Kabardian pshina dequa-
gua, Karachayian pshedegequaqua, Balkarian gil-qobuz/ganir gobuz, Ossetian
duadastanon. The Georgian changi persists in everyday life only in Svaneti,
one of Georgia’s alpine regions.

Svaneti is a mountainous region situated in the northwest of Georgia and
65 percent of its territory is elevated more than 2000 meters above sea level.
According to modern data, about 30,000 people inhabit this region. Svaneti is a
unique setting in which the past and modernity blend together in a paradoxical
way. On the one hand, the Svans enjoy almost all the goods and commodities
of modern civilization, including mobile communications and media technolo-
gies; on the other hand, a large portion of the population has preserved old beli-
efs and representations, folk and religious-cultic feasts and rituals. The religion
of the Svans is a syncretism of Orthodox Christian faith and pre-Christian beli-
efs.
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Figure 1-6: Georgian (Svan) Changs (copyright The Georgian National Museum).

According to the written sources, up until the medieval period, the changi
was very common across Georgia. A bronze statue found in archeological ex-
cavations of the Kazbegi treasure collection, now in the Georgian National Mu-
seum, dated to the sixth century BCE, points to the ancient use of this musical
instrument in the Caucasus. The statue itself represents a composition; a bell
has a suspension ring on which there is a ram’s head and standing on one horn
of the ram is the figure of a man holding a musical instrument (Figure7). This
musical instrument apparently belongs to the harp type, but it is stylized and
thus some scholars believe it to be a changi (Sh. Amiranashvili, D. Alavidze),
while others believe it is a lyre (A. Talgren, Gr. Chkhikvadze, D. Janelidze).
The statue appears to depict a ritual and the ceremony seems to be the scene of
animal sacrifice at a cultic celebration day. The statue is believed to be a local
product.
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Figure 7-8: The Kazbegi treasure, 6th century BC (copyright The Georgian
National Museum).

C. Sachs considers the harps discovered in Ur (2700 BCE) as analogues of
the Georgian change; they were decorated with the figurines of two horses and
an ox, which were made mobile by means of metal springs (Sachs 1937). In
Georgia it was common to attach mobile figurines to other musical instruments
too, e.g. to the panduri (Shilakadze 1970, 55).

The close and long-lasting historical and cultural links between the ance-
stors of the Georgians and the ancient population of Southwest Asia, as well as
the genetic relations between these two groups, are supported not only by the
constructional similarities of the musical instruments but also by the common
names of these instruments (Shilakadze 1970, 57).

Two legends of how the changi originated were recorded in Svaneti and
Kakheti (another region of Georgia). According to the legends, an old man
whose child had died invented the change. The body of the changi is the elbow
of the youngster, and the strings are the hair. The sad sounds of the changi con-
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vey the weeping of the old man (Kargareteli 1933, 115). Two terms denoting
the Georgian harp type instrument are still preserved: changi (from 10" century
until now, from Persian chank) and shimekvshe (the local, Svanetian hame, me-
aning “flexed arm” and connected to the Caucasian legend of the origin of this
instrument). As the Georgian researchers agree, the term changi is a Persian lo-
anword. In Persian, chank means psalm-accompanying instrument or lyre.
Chang and chank in Persian, in their turn, are borrowed from Sumerian and
Babylonian (ancient Assyrian) languages (Shilakadze 1970, 57).

Description and manufacture

The changi consists of the body and auxiliary parts. The body incorporates
the soundbox and the neck, with sometimes a handle at the joint between the
two. The soundbox or horizontal part is made of a piece of hollowed wood. A
four mm thick soundboard (or “belly”) is then attached to the horizontal base.
The sound holes are made in the soundboard. As the local oral tradition goes
(attested by the exhibits that we possess), the vertical and horizontal parts must
be joined at a right angle.

The auxiliary parts of the changi include tuning pegs, a little wooden stick
(the handle) connecting the vertical and horizontal parts, wooden nails, and
strings.

Coniferous trees are usually used to manufacture the soundbox of the chan-
gi (namely, spruce, pine, fir). For the neck, a very durable and hard wood (be-
ech, maple) is selected. The tuning pegs are made specially of ash, because, as
folk tradition explains, it takes a long time and effort for it to become loose.
Horsehair was used for strings, and today nylon strings are substituted for this
material. Some changi have paired strings, one coming from a tuning peg, pas-
sing into the body through a hole and the back up through the next hole to the
next tuning peg; if there is an odd number of strings, the last string would be
tied to a toggle under the soundboard. Other changi simply have the strings
pinned to the soundboard.

Terminology

The Svans speak the Georgian and Svanetian languages, both of them be-
longing to the group of Kartvelian languages. The Svanetian language persists
in the family and in everyday life situations. Song lyrics are also performed in
Svanetian. Correspondingly, the terminology connected to the various parts of
the changi exists in both the Georgian and the Svanetian languages (for exam-
ple: body — shik, karva, kolef; neck — mej, mekhar, kel, kint; pegs — chvint
(sing.), chuntar (pl.), lachkhregal, chint (sing.), chkvarer (pl.), tkhvansk; sound
hole — khuru; bridge — tsel, tselood (donkey), chaajild, tskhenuka (horsey);
strings — jil, jilar, dzua). The names of the strings correspond to the numerals
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denoting order: first, second, third, etc. Counting begins from the shortest
string.

Performance

The changi is played in the sitting position. The soundbox lies upon the
knees of the performer in such a manner that its vertical part, the neck, stands
furthest from his body. The performer holds the base of the neck or the handle
with the left hand and rests the right elbow or forearm upon the horizontal part.
Sound is produced by plucking with the fingers of the right hand. Usually, the
strings are plucked with the finger pads (in the bottom part of the strings, close
to the soundboard); also, it is possible to use the thumb of the left hand, whet-
her with the pad or the nail. The latter use determines a considerable part of the
colouristic play on the changi. Plucking the strings with the thumb of the left
hand occurs on the last semi-quaver of a crotchet, after playing a broken 1-4-5
chord or triphony (“Georgian trichord”) on the first beat of the bars. It always
conveys the highest note of the broken chord. A good performer will seldom
play without using this method, though it is not used constantly throughout the
whole tune. In modern ensemble practice this method is often omitted, which
impoverishes the sonorousness of the musical instrument. Each string produ-
cing harmonic steps is played by means of the thumb of the right hand playing
the base note, and the other remaining fingers (except for the little finger) play
the higher notes. In the published articles or manuscript sources, the perfor-
ming techniques for the changi are not indicated, though it is possible to indi-
cate them as easily as for the classical harp.

Musical characteristics

The tunes performed on the changi utilize ancient harmonic patterns typi-
cal of the traditional Georgian polyphonic system. In various samples, we en-
counter three main harmonic variants: I VII I, I VII VI VIl land | VII VIV VI
VII I. As we can see, adding strings to the musical instrument occurs at the ex-
pense of the addition of the low steps (which also confer harmonic functiona-
lity). Pairs or single strings are mainly played on the changi. A good player
would only very rarely pluck three strings at a time. Mainly, chords are perfor-
med in broken form.

The changi can have from six to nine strings, although Georgian scholarly
literature describes the changi having from ten to 13 strings (Arakishvili, Ak-
hobadze, Shilakadze and others). Yet, as | have ascertained, no more than nine
strings are necessary to play the traditional Svanetian repertoire. Within the
scope of one sample, no more than eight strings are generally utilized. It is na-
tural to ask “why?”. As my research has revealed, more than eight strings are
necessary for the ability of changi ng register without retuning the instrument,
i.e. the ability of transposition, which is necessary when matching this instru-
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ment with the chuniri (a Svanetian three-stringed upright fiddle commonly
played together with the changi). It is possible to transpose tunes on the chuni-
ri, as well as on other bowed instruments, upwards or downwards by a second,
also without the need of retuning of the instrument, just by changi ng the posi-
tions. If one tune begins from A and uses a | VII VI VII | harmonic progres-
sion, it is also possible to transpose the same tune without the retuning of the
instrument (simply changing position one string downward) and to start it from
the G note, keeping the I VII | harmonic steps.

As distinct from the other Georgian musical instruments, the changi strings
completely reflect the seven-eight note range of sounds of the mode. The tu-
ning of the musical instrument depends on the number of strings (for six
strings, f, g, a, h, ¢, dy; if changi has seven strings, then e; will be added to the
previous list; if changi has eight strings, then fis; will be added as the eighth to-
ne). In a tempered arrangement, transposition of a tune downwards by one ma-
jor second would cause a change in the mode (major instead of minor). Yet, in
this case, the strings are arranged in such a way that the entire tune sounds one
major second lower, too. This is because the tuning of the changi reflects the
seven-eight note original sound range of Georgian folk music. According to
one of the studies of the Georgian modal arrangement, the distances between
the steps of the mode are evenly heptatonic and fall within 170-175 cents. The
study relied upon 30 years of practice and computerised research. Based on the
data collected as a result of measurement of many samples, researchers conclu-
ded that this equally distanced sound range is a common Georgian one. The re-
searchers have applied the system to many Georgian chants and songs, which
have yielded amazing results; the samples were astoundingly close to their ori-
ginal source (audio samples recorded from the traditional performers many
years ago). The principle of transposition of the changi one major second dow-
nwards without the rearrangement of its strings supports the above-mentioned
theory.

Function of the instrument in traditional life

In Svanetian everyday life, two musical instruments, the changi and the
chuniri, are of sacral importance and possess a considerable religious and ritual
value. Traditionally, families who sing and perform on musical instruments re-
ceive the special respect of the entire Georgian village. Whether they can actu-
ally play or not, the families still possess the musical instruments, keep them in
the specially selected place and painstakingly care for them.

In the Svanetian tradition, the changi is incorporated into the ensemble
with the chuniri. As a rule of thumb, playing begins with the bowed musical in-
strument; after several chords, the changi joins it, and after the instrumental in-
troduction, the vocal part begins. The changi mainly carries the accompanying
function, yet solo instrumental tunes occur too, if rarely. Transcriptions of trip-
honic Svanetian songs are mainly performed on this instrument. With the ac-
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companiment of the changi and the chuniri, both three-part songs and unison
historical and heroic songs are performed. Both men and women play the chan-
gi, though men tend to dominate. On the one hand, just like the chuniri, the
changi is regarded as a mourning instrument, possessing a sorrowful sound, but
on the other hand, these musical instruments are an integral part of joyful
events. Yet, mainly, the changi is played to alleviate sorrow.

According to the oral tradition of narrators, in ancient times the changi and
the chuniri were an inseparable part of family music-making and represented
the preferred form of amusement. Additionally, the changi and the chuniri had
the function of treatment in rituals devoted to persons who were ill with small-
pox or measles and other viral diseases. The traditional performers believed
that the sounds of the musical instruments helped those taken ill in their conva-
lescence. Using stringed musical instruments to treat smallpox is a common
practice in Georgia, and this tradition is still alive. As one tradition goes, musi-
cal instruments used to be hung on the wall near the bed of the diseased person
so that the spirits of the afflicting “Lords” could play them at night. The changi
was played at children’s bedtimes, too. In Svaneti, mourning a dying person
with a musical instrument has also been documented. It could be the realisation
of the wish of either the performer or the dying person himself.

The use of the changi and the chuniri in rituals connected with the cult of
the dead is quite special, namely, during “Lifanali”. Of all the Kartvelian tribes,
this ritual was observed only among the Svans. This is a New Year celebration,
connected with the idea of renascence of the forces of nature. It lasts for several
days. One of its requirements is to play musical instruments to amuse the spi-
rits:

“During the whole night no one would sleep except the children. The wood
would be added constantly to the fireplace in order to strengthen the fire so that
the spirits would not be cold. At the same time, the oldest member of the fa-
mily as well as good connoisseurs of tales would recite ancient stories and fa-
irytales to the spirits, as it was believed that the spirits liked the fairytales. At
the same time, the spirits would be amused by the playing on the chianuri [a-
nother name for the chuniri] and the changi. Such an amusement of the spirits
would take place each evening during the Lifanali” (Shilakadze 1970, 63).

The second very important ritual, also connected with the cult of the dead,
is that of “bringing the spirit” or “catching the spirit”. The Svans believe that if
anyone dies outside the family, his or her soul remains at the place of demise.
After the body is taken home, they take care to bring the soul home, too, going
to the place of death. The mourners, dressed in white, are followed by three-fo-
ur singers, who take musical instruments with them (chuniri, changi), as well
as some food, three candles and a rooster. When the rooster stops at a spot and
starts making different sounds, this signifies that it has “caught the soul”. Then
the rooster returns to the family. In the process of marching towards the home,
the singers mainly sing Tsmidao Ghmerto (The Holy God) and play the musical
instruments. Initially, they attach a rope three-four meters long to the rooster,
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and then release it. After the rooster approaches the corpse, no more weeping is
allowed. The rooster then walks as a human being, does not fear people, is of-
ten given food, and can be caressed by anyone without running away. People
talk to it as to the one who died. It can walk where it wishes (next to the dead
person). After the ceremony, the rooster is kept in a cage and killed on the 40"
day after the death. Not everyone can “bring the soul”; such a person should be
a good connoisseur of songs and playing. According to one interlocutor, Vak-
htang Pilpani, his father, Islam Pilpani, has brought up to 50 souls to their ho-
mes by playing the musical instruments and singing chants. If the dead body
could not be found or if he/she was already buried in a foreign land, then the
soul of the dead one would be considered to be moved into the rooster and the
mourners would weep for it as for the dead one.

Repertoire

The tunes played on the changi have one intonational basis, though the
songs are distinguished by the sets of themes. The performance of epic narrati-
ve text of the ballad type is especially popular, reiterating couplets many times.
The principal repertoire belongs to the ritual genre, including mourning, heroic,
lullaby songs and tunes as well as the instrumental transcriptions of chants.

Conclusion

I have tried to represent the peculiarities of the harp type musical instru-
ment, widespread throughout much of the world ever since ancient times, in the
Georgian musical case. The local legends, technology of manufacture, termino-
logy, the social function of this instrument in the ancient traditional rituals, and
its sacral importance for the Svans points to the long-lasting local tradition of
this instrument.

The Svans stand out by their special loyalty towards their culture and their
traditions. Even ecomigrants, who moved to the lowlands of Georgia from the
Svanetian mountains, have preserved the ancient habits and rules, dances,
songs and instrumental tunes with special love over scores of years. Still, the
number of performers on the traditional musical instruments has diminished
considerably in the last few decades. The tradition is mainly kept by the famili-
es of traditional singers. The changi is an inseparable part of traditional Svane-
tian life and being, and up until now, along with the chuniri, this musical in-
strument remains an important source of self-identification for the Svans.
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Huno Pazmanse
I'py3ujcka uaneu

JenuacTBeHa kyntypa ['py3uja, cMemrena Ha packpirhy EBporie u Asnje, gop-
MHpaHa je y OHOCY C APYTUM KyJITYpPHUM IeHTpuMa.  VHcTpyMeHTanHa My-
3WKa je Owiia MPUINYHO pa3BujeHa y crapoj ['pys3uju, a opne he Outu mpencra-
BJbEH BEIIMKH OpOj MY3MUKHX MHCTPYMEHATa, 0 KojuMa hemo pacmpaBipaTu Ha
OCHOBY TIMCaHUX CIIOMEHHKA, (ppecaka u apXeoJIONIKUX MOAaTaKa.

OBaj wiaHak ce 0aBU TPyNoOM TPY3HjCKUX KUUAHUX MHCTpyMEHaTa WIH, Tpe-
UU3HMje, NHCTPYMEHATa CIWYHUX Xap(]H, KOjU Cy pacnpoCTpambeHH Y HEKUM
3eMJbaMa ceBepHOT M neHtpaiHor Kaskasa. To cy: rpysmjcka yawneu, abxacka
ajyma, kabapIMHCKa nuuHa 0eK8aKed, Kapadajcka nuiedekeaksed, 0anKapujCKu
Kkun-kobyslkanup kobys u oceTHjcku oyadacmanon. O MPETXOIHO TOMEHYTHX,
rpy3ujcka yaneu je oncraia camo y CBaHeTHjH, jeTHO] O IPy3HjCKUX IUIaHKUH-
ckux obmact. O CTapOCTH M HEMPEKHHYTO] JIOKAIHO] TPAIHUIM]H YaH2U CBEIO-
ye rIMHeHe u OpoH3aHe ¢urypune (6. BEeK II. H. €.), OTKPUBEHE apXeOJIOIKUM
UCKOTaBambuMa. Yaueu ce MOMUEbE Y TPY3HjCKUM MTUCAHUM M3BOPHMA KOjH T10-
THay U3 5. Beka u u3 nepuoaa ox 10. go 20. croneha. [locrojana cy nsa Tepmu-
Ha KOja Ccy ce OJJHOCHJIA Ha TPY3UjCKH MHCTPYMEHT ciinvaH xaphu: yaneu (ox
10. Beka 10 JaHac, Ha MEPCUJKOM YaHK) U uiumexsuie (JIOKAJTHO CBAaHETHjCKO
UMe, ca 3HaueHhEM ,,CaBHjeHa pyKa', MOBE3aHO ca KaBKACKOM JIETEHJIOM O TO-
pexity uHCTpyMeHTa). CMmarpa ce J1a je kHapu OMO MHCTPYMEHT KOjU je BHILE
JMYUO Ha JIUPY, HETO Ha Xapdy.

Kypr Cakc cmarpa na cy xapde orkpusene y Ypy (2700. n. H. e.) aHalorHe
rpy3HjcKoj waHeu, a Ouie cy AekopucaHe GpurypuHama jaBa Komwa u Bosa. OBaj
YJIaHaK Ce JOTHYE MECTa YaHeu y TPY3UjCKOM UHCTPYMEHTApU]jyMy, TPAIUIIH]je
MY3HUYKUX aHcamOana, IpyiTBeHe (QYHKIIMje U CaKpaHOT 3HaueHa, Opoja kKu-
1a, 3ByKa 1 u3Bohaukux MoryhHocTu.

Kbyune peun: vaneu, rpy3ujcku My3WIKH HHCTPYMEHTH, xapda, nupa, Cpa-
Hetyja, [ py3uja.
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