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The 1982-83 issue of Polyphony published by the Multicultural History Society of 
Ontario (MHS) was dedicated to the early Armenian settlers in Ontario. My own 
contribution, “The Musical Repertory of Early Armenian Settlers,” 1 was one of 
a number of articles that discussed the unwritten history of Armenians in Canada.

As part of my research I conducted a field trip to interview and tape six 
members of the community. The tape material with 87 songs, along with the 
Robert Melkom collection from MHS archives, a 1937 Yearbook, published in 
Detroit by the Keghi Patriotic Society, and some 78 rpm phonograph records by 
community members were primary source material. The article gave an overview 
of the musical tradition of Armenian settlers in Canada with a in-depth analysis of 
nine Keghi folk songs and dance tunes.

Because of lack of time and financing, my research was not conclusive. 
The informants were limited to six, and Canadian-born Keghetzis were not 
included. Among various research topic possibilities the article suggested, the 
most vital was the question of culture retention or acculturation.

Expeditions should be undertaken to understand how the immigrating 
generation retained their culture and the causes of acculturation in the next 
generation. Children of the original informants, other Keghetzis, and their 
children should be interviewed.

No study except my own has been undertaken concerning the musical 
heritage of the emigrating generation. Such a project is of utmost importance, 
since this repertory is the only musical legacy that the early settlers carried with 
them, and the older Keghi musical culture has been extirpated.

During a field trip (October 25-27, 1987) to St. Catharines and Cam
bridge, Ontario, I interviewed fourteen Keghetzis; six were born in the “old 
country” between 1903-12, five in St. Catharines and Brantford, between 1912 
and 1918, and the remaining three in St. Catharines and Cambridge in the 1930s 
and 1940s. Having a fair representation of both immigrant and Canadian 
Keghetzis born before and after World War I helps to answer some of the 
questions raised in my project.

Although the primary aim was to collect variants of the nine Keghi songs 
listed in my article, I took the opportunity to learn more about the cultural and 
social life of Keghetzis both in the old country and Canada and used a question
naire to maintain the necessary uniformity during the interviews. The six immi
grant informants were asked about life in the old country, customs, beliefs, family 
life, social structure, festivities, the Turkish deportations, the massacres, and 
circumstances concerning their move to Canada. Their most vivid accounts 
centered on the deportations, the genocide, and orphanage experiences. Only 
one informant gave a full description of her house and traditional family life; 
others were able to recall some activities related to various festivities.

As for their early years in Canada, questions focused on social and 
economic adjustments, schooling and work experiences, community life, and the 
upbringing of children. They all underlined similar economic and social hard
ships, but pointed out that they had found solace in each other’s company, 
gathering around a church, a patriotic society, a political party, or a school, and 
serving as teachers, church deacons, charity organizers, or volunteer workers.



Despite their involvement in Armenian community life, their children gradually 
succumbed to the Canadian mainstream.

Both the first and second group of Canadian-born informants were asked 
about the heritage transmitted by their parents, their childhood experiences, their 
attendance at Armenian evening schools, social and family life, and the upbringing 
of their children. It seems that the first generation absorbed their parents’ 
heritage the most, although some confessed that if they had known of its value, 
they would have been more attentive; answers from the second generation 
Canadian-born informants varied from total ignorance to resentment. Informa
tion gathered was verified against published memoirs of the old country ?

Despite inquiries I could not obtain samples of early records. There were, 
however, some cassette recordings of contemporary bands whose repertory and 
style was an amalgam of Middle Eastern song and dance medleys, performed on 
synthesized instruments.

Most informants were familiar with four of the nine melodies listed in my 
article. One sang a slightly different version of one song-dance which will be 
presented in this paper for comparison. I also taped two songs for the first time, 
which will be additions to Keghi song repertory. Two other songs, taped during my 
previous expedition, are included in this paper to give a more cohesive picture of 
the musical culture.

I discuss the various traditions still remembered by my informants to 
determine whether the nine Keghi songs are still part of their cultural heritage, 
how these songs were transmitted to them, and how did social, economic, and 
political events affect the retention or loss of their culture.
Historical Background
Keghi (Khorzen, Geghi),3 the westernmost district of Historic Armenia (today it 
is in Turkey),4 is a mountainous region 3,200 feet above sea level. Over 300 
villages are spread over 3,000 square miles surrounded by mountains and fertile 
valleys, rivers and lakes, mineral springs, and various natural resources. 5 A 1908 
report estimated the population at 60,000, of whom 50 per cent were Armenians; 
the Kurdish nomadic tribes formed the second major group; only five to ten 
thousand were Turkish.4

Although Keghi was “at times a centre of learning and sciences,” 7only 
near the end of the nineteenth century did the area get modern schools.8 The fast- 
spreading chain of educational institutions was the result of a national awakening, 
initiated by Armenian intellectuals and enhanced by the work of American 
missionaries.9 Already in the 1850s missionary work was felt throughout the 
teachings of one Melkon Djantemirian.10 Protestantism made its way in almost 
every village, and relatively well-off Protestant communities were formed. The 
youth were encouraged to migrate to America to further their education or to find 
better employment.In return these young people, through their educational 
societies, financed new schools in the old country. Soon every village had a school.11

In 1915 the deportations and genocide executed by the Turkish Gov
ernment brought this social, economic, and educational rebirth to an abrupt stop. 
The youth who had emigrated with plans to return home had no news from family 
and relatives and were stranded for years. The brutal reality, gradually revealed 
after 1918, of having lost all family and homeland, forced these Armenians to 
settle in Canada and the United States. With the creation of an independent 
Armenia (1918-1920), some cherished the idea of returning “Home” but “the 
Lauzanne Treaty (1923) ended all hopes of repatriation.”12 Hence, these commu-



nities began to reorganize their churches, founded patriotic and charitable asso
ciations, conducted evening or Saturday Armenian language schools, and re
formed their political parties, which “took on the added functions of representing 
all the other aspects of community life”.13

In the southern Ontario towns of St. Catharines, Brantford, and Hamil
ton, most Armenian settlers were Keghetzis, with a few from the Moush and Van 
districts.14 As a result these towns resembled a transplanted Keghi with all its 
villages.15

The Keghi Patriotic Society formed in 1917 in Detroit with 225 members 
had 40 from St. Catherines. Regardless o f political adherence, all Keghetzis 
gathered around their society, whose prime aim was to help the destitute survivors 
and orphans. After an inactive period, the Society reorganized in 1934 with the 
aim of creating a New Keghi in Soviet Armenia.16Its twenty-eight branches carried 
on charitable, social, and educational tasks in both North America and the Middle 
East. Seven of these branches were in southern Ontario.17

Until 1934 Armenian communities of Apostolic denomination gathered 
around the Mother Church. The events that unfolded in the early 30s culminating 
in the assassination of Archbishop L. Tourian, the Prelate of the Armenian 
Diocese of the Eastern United States, in 1933, led to a severe split in Armenian 
communities throughout the States and Canada.18 The bitterness, mostly due to 
misunderstandings, persists among the members of this first generation. The split 
not only demoralized them but estranged them from one another. Consequently, 
their children, affected by these affairs, and not having the background of their 
fathers, chose to dissociate themselves from Armenian life.

Assimilation, whether partial or total, is inevitable for a small group living 
within a larger society. Some of the social and political factors, the work of the 
American missionaries and the Armenian intellectuals, the deportation, mas
sacre, and upheavals of the early years of settlement, left their mark on Armenian 
communities in North America. These factors could not have caused total 
assimilation if family and community life and schooling had given their people a 
secure grip on their culture.

Culture does not include only language, but also customs, traditions, 
festive days, songs and dances, and cuisine. Of these, cuisine is the only item with 
which second-generation Armenians identify.

Only a few of the old traditions are celebrated today. In the old country 
children went carolling on the fifth of January, Old Christmas Eve, and collected 
galantos (cookies and shortbread) at New Year’s. Although New Year’s celebra
tions still continue, carolling and coilectmggalanios do not. One Canadian-born 
informant recalled:

At New Year’s everybody went to church, from the aged to the 
newborn. First we had church service, then just before the clock 
would strike twelve, we would all line up, accompanied by the pied 
piper’s playing, go out the back door to the front of the church, and 
reenter the church. Then we would pray and light a candle, and of 
course later go downstairs to continue the party.19 

The carolling chants, being part of church literature, are well remembered. One 
of my informants sang an interesting version of a well-known Christmas chant 
“Aysor don e Sourp Dzenentean" (Today is the Feast of the Nativity, Ex. 1):



Transc. H .I.

The limited vocal range and rather short syllabic phrases are a direct 
contrast with three published versions of this chant.^The simplicity of this melody 
in the Dorian-Aeolian mode brings it closer to folk repertory style, whereas 
published versions in mixed modes, complex, lengthy,and melismatic phrase 
constructions, and wide ranges necessitate a trained singer.21

My informants remember Derentes mainly as a festivity of fire, a pagan 
tradition which survived over the centuries under a Christian guise Deam ent’ar- 
ach (the Presentation of Christ in the Temple).22

While Derentes was the feast of daring and bravery, Paregentan (Catechu
men) was the great day of feasting and merry making that preceded Lent. After 
Paregentan celebrations, one informant recalled that all pots and pans were 
cleaned and only vegetarian food was consumed during Lent. Another informant 
remembered his grandmother speaking of demons, who would come at Pare- 
genta and stay during Lent. The 1965 Nor Keghi Album gave a detailed account 
of Paregentan and the forty days of Lent:

khoulounjig 23 with its unpleasant features and seven bird wings 
came in through the chimney after the final night of Paregentan and 
established his rule in the house. After giving us the sweet taste 
Paregentan, he, like a dictator, closed the covers of dodjorag (pre
served meat), fat and comast (milk product) for seven weeks. Then 
followed lentil and legume diet...As soon as the seventh feather was 
plucked, the landlady threw a clove of garlic in a panful of frying 
fat...thus, getting rid of the demon...24

The Armenian church calendar reserved an important place for Zadig 
(Easter) and Resurrection. Centuries of sufferings under foreign oppressors led 
the people to find comfort in their religion. Easter embodied the end of suffering 
and redemption from earthly chains. In the new world, freedom was theirs to 
appreciate. Yet many Armenian leaders dreamed of a free homeland, and looked 
on Christ’s resurrection as an example to encourage hope for repatriation.

After Christmas, Easter is the only religious festivity celebrated today by 
my informants. Their cherished Easter pastime is cracking boiled eggs, which are 
soaked in a brine of water and onion skins. “Even the grown-ups enjoyed 
playing ithis game,” they claimed and added, “the reddish color represents 
Christ’s blood.”25

Forty days after Easter, Hampartzoum (Ascension Day) was celebrated 
with mixed religious and folk traditions. The villages pilgrimmed to a nearby



monastery and sang and danced after church service. More than any other festive 
day Hampartzoum was a lovers’ holiday. Gathering flowers, dressing up, using 
henna, and telling fortunes led to young girls revealing secret aspirations: “My 
elder sister and her friends went up the mountain. I followed them secretly,” 
recounts my informant. “They settled near a stream, sang and danced and 
partied. Then they gathered a kind of reddish plant grown on rocks, wiped their 
hands with it. Their palms turned red, after which they sang:

‘Arekag, arekag, tours yegour’ (Sun, sun, come out of hid
ing), Kou oujov’n mer tzerkere tsamketsour’ (With your 
power dry our hands).”

Unfortunately my informant could not remember the tune. The women carried 
on the folk customs of Hampartzoum for a long time. They gathered flowers to 
decorate the fortune jar and personal items from each participant were thrown 
into the jar. Then a young girl drew the items, and an elderly married woman read 
the owner’s veejag (fortune).26

Armenian church fathers replaced another pagan festivity, Vartavar 
(festivity of Roses) by Christ’s Transfiguration. Yet Vartavar was celebrated well 
into the twentieth century in some Armenian communities. In the old country a 
broom dressed in rags was carried through the village by women and youngsters 
alike, accompanied by a specific song dedicated to boub’lad’gin (the name given 
to the ragged broom).27 TTie villagers threw water on the ragged broom or bride, 
as some called it, and gave the carriers lard, cracked wheat, and eggs. The 
boub’lad’gin carriers gathered at a sacred spring and cooked their own pilav.28

The only other religious-patriotic feast was Saint-Vartanants, a reminder 
of the religious wars in the fifth century between Christian Armenia and Zoroas- 
trian Persia. Vartan Zoravar (Army commander) and his followers were canon
ized for protecting their religion against Zoroastrianism. The wars, religious in 
motive, led to the preservation of a national identity. During the national 
awakening of the nineteenth century the theme of Vartan rose to great impor
tance. Songs dedicated to him also celebrated the war of Avarayr (451 A.D.). 
Ever since, Saint-Vartanants became a national holiday. My Canadian-born 
informants were taught at least two of the lay songs dedicated to this feast: “Lretz 
Ambere” (Clouds are silent) and “Im Hayreneats” (Of my ancestors), at the 
Armenian language school.

With the oblivion of certain feast days, many songs and dances associated 
with them have been virtually wiped out. However, although the old wedding 
ceremony has been replaced by modern wedding rituals, some of the old wedding 
songs have survived.

Singing and dancing were an essential part of wedding ceremonies, which, 
to an outsider, resembled a royal ceremony. In fact, the marrying couple were 
treated as King and Queen and in the songs they were addressed as such.29 Next 
in importance was the Kavor (god-father), who carried a sword under his petti
coat. The couple were to pass under Kavor’s sword both entering and leaving the 
church. In Canada, Keghetis continued to give importance to Kavor, but aban
doned sword-carrying. Kavor was not only the protector of the couple but also of 
their offspring. A bride addresses her Kavor in a song that asks for news from her 
emigré husband.30

“Zharroom” (wedding song) and “Mi lar Mayram” (Do not cry May- 
ram),31 the two of the nine Keghi songs associated with weddings, were known 
to most of my informants, yet I was unable to record a variant. Another Keghi



song remembered by some was “Zamboor” (Oregano). While no one sang these 
songs for me, several sang “Daldala.” Example 2 presents one version of this 
song-dance along with Robert Melkom’s transcription of the same melody.32

Example 2. “Daldala”.

J ' C L
Transc. H. I .

Transc. R. H.
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My informants did not recognize the two song-dances “Art me kari” (A  

field of barley) and “Ganach khiyar” (Green cucumber); nor did they recognize 
the two instrumental dances “Godrdook” and Medchin” as presented by Robert 
Melkom?3 Instead, one immigrant informant sang “Zinvorin Yerke” (The Sol
dier’s Song, Ex. 3), not included among the nine songs. 34 A young groom is 
summoned to war, leaving his bride in the care of his family until his return:

Example 3. “Zinvorin Yerke”.
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Even though the song evolves within the tessitura of a major third, it has 
a subdued mood, a wailing character, mainly due to the constant repetition of a 
note followed by a stepwise descent to the principal note.

Finally, the following two songs recorded during my first expedition were 
sung once again by the same informant. These have rather a personal style. With 
descending melodic lines from the highest note to the final of the mode, the first 
song (Ex. 4) compares with the Armenian ashutfi (troubadour) musical style.

Example 4. “Aghtchi kez perel”.
A  m

Transc. H .I.
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The second song (Ex. 5) is a lament, depicting the emotional state of a 
young girl addressing her mother at the approach of Kurdish hordes.

While the first song is in Dorian minor, the second is Aeolian. Both 
encompass the complete range of their mode, a rare occurrence in Armenian folk 
songs where modes do not have octave formation. The 15/8 metre of the first song 
is marked for convenience; it can fit into a 3/8 lilting metre, which gives it a happy 
character. The second, a lament, with its 7/4 metric division, is very slow and 
somber. According to my informant these two are not Keghi songs, since she 
learned them at the orphanage. While she heard the other Keghi songs here in 
Canada, she never heard these sung by her compatriots.

In time, most festive days, with their traditions, songs, and dances, were 
gradually forgotten. Despite resolutions in the by-laws of the Keghi Patriotic 
Society “to enlighten the Keghetzis with their Armenian culture; to reach out and 
imprint the selected and virtuous customs and traditions of their native Keghi,”35 
these traditions did not go beyond the first Canadian-born generation. One 
reason given was the “irregular presence of a parish priest.” A  more subtle reason 
was their obvious peculiarity in the eyes of the local people, who, as Protestants, 
could not tolerate any other form of Christian worship.36 Many Armenian 
Christian festivities, such as Derentes, Hambartzoum, and Vartavar had pagan 
overtones; their singing and dancing, could not have survived within such a 
society. Moreover, most informants remembered that city authorities had 
considered Derentes festivities hazardous and consequently they were aban
doned. With time other festivities followed the same pattern. Thus, these 
festivities, which were not only religious outpourings but direct links with folk 
culture, singing, and dancing, gradually disappeared. Another reason, the split of 
the community into two alien factions, became the culminating factor in destroy
ing many beautiful traditions and culture in general.
Education
In the beginning the church could fulfill the spiritual needs of its members. 
Eventually, social and political events, along with pastors “unacquainted with the 
life and attitude of young Armenians here/^set a barrier between the church and 
the Armenian youth. During the 1930s the use of English in Armenian churches 
was “felt to be almost essential,” and it was believed that in the near future, it 
would replace the use of the Armenian language and eventually become preva
lent in all the churches.”38

Contrary to this prediction, English did not totally prevail in all Armenian 
churches. Most still say the mass as well as the Armenian chants in Krapar (the 
ancient language). One of the reasons for this was “the small but continual flowof 
immigrants from the more traditional Armenian societies of the Middle East.” 39



The influx of new immigrants and the multicultural policy of the Canadian 
Government should be credited for the preservation of culture. As one informant 
stated, “Ever since multiculturalism became an official policy in Canada this 
(referring to an in-between period when her children were acculturated) is 
changing. Now, they are proud of their heritage.” If in the 30s Armenians were 
willing to give up their centuries-old customs and traditions and embrace Ameri
can values,40today they make a strong effort to preserve their heritage, at the same 
time adapting to the North American way of life.41

In the early days of settlement the Armenian language schools were run 
by parish priests and parents, and children attended these schools “because of 
parental insistence.” 42 After the 1930s it became difficult to keep children going 
to Armenian schools. The textbooks in these schools were inadequate for 
Canadian-born children. Teachers tried to transmit all they could to compensate 
for the inadequacy of textbooks, introducing poems and songs they had learned in 
their youth, and patriotic or revolutionary songs of little artistic value. Most were 
adaptations of popular East European marches and songs. No Keghi folk songs 
or dances were taught formally, not even those used in their gatherings and 
picnics.

Along with an overwhelming number of nationalistic and revolutionary 
songs, a few folk songs collected and published by Komitas (1869-1935) 43early in 
this century were still known. Some informants learned these from their parents.

From the Soviet Armenian repertory two socialist songs were taught to 
the first generation Canadian-born informants.44 Two very popular songs of more 
recent origin, also from Soviet Armenia, were of the abundant repertory of songs, 
either folk, popular, or otherwise, which had been exported from Armenia over 
the last thirty or forty years.45

Before the 40s the community enjoyed visits of various musicians, includ
ing A. Shahmouradian, the outstanding interpreter of Komitas’ songs, Z. Panos- 
sian, violinist Y. Mouradian, and dhol (large cylindrical drum) andzooma (double 
reed instrument) players from Detroit. Some mentioned folk singers and 
ashugh’s (travelling minstrels or troubadours) with ud’s (a three-stringed long
necked Arabic lute).46 All this was not transmitted formally even though the 
Society had committed itself to do so. The first Canadian-born generation could 
still sing and dance Keghi songs as well as the other songs they were taught, with 
a little prompting; the second Canadian-born generation was unable to do so.

It is clear that educational methods used for the first generation did not 
give the same results with the second. The time away from homeland and roots, 
and the adjustment factor affected all three generations in various ways. When 
the Keghi Patriotic Society passed a resolution in the 30s “to undertake the 
education of Keghetzi children in the U.S. only after fulfilling the educational 
needs of Keghetzi children in the overseas (referring mainly to the Middle Eastern 
countries),”47it seems as though they had abandoned all possibilities of educating 
children in their culture in North America.
Conclusion
It is difficult to judge whether the leaders considered the folk songs unworthy of 
teaching or their value was simply overlooked. Certainly the importance given to 
revolutionary and patriotic songs was a direct result of their social and political 
experiences. These were the only tools to kindle a feeling of belonging, a tie with 
a lost homeland and a will to survive and fight for their homeland. Obviously, the 
folk songs and dances could not have fulfilled this demand. They were considered



frivolous, pass-time (kef-time) music. By the time leaders, educators, and com
munity members realized the gold mine they had lost, it was too late. The 
immigrant generation slowly passed away, taking with them a heritage that was 
never to be transmitted.

In spite of many shortcomings, my two-day field trip proved that, although 
scanty, there is still material worthy of effort. More time, and money are needed 
to rescue what little is left. Devoid of their old country environment and divorced 
from it as a result of events and experiences, it is necessary for these elders to go 
far back to their childhood and attempt to recall these beautiful songs.

My search for the nine Keghi songs continues. I am still looking for 
Keghetzis o f all generations who remember these melodies, or others not in
cluded in my list. To form a cohesive image of the culture of a district, it is 
necessary to collect and record every aspect of their cultural life.

University of Montreal,
Montreal, Quebec
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Appendix: Songs and Plays Mentioned By My Informants

REVOLUTIONARY Immigrant First Gen. Second Gen.
Gargoud degbats 1
Grouetsek deghert 1 2
I zen Hayer 1 1
Harach Nahadag (march) 1
Lousin tchigar 2
Tartzeal payiets 1
Lepo le le 1 1

NATIONALISTIC
Azad’n Asdvads 1 1
Im Hayreneats 1
Lrets ambere 1
Mayr Araksi 1
Dzidzemak 1 1
Sokhag intchou 1

RELIGIOUS 2
Hayr mer (Lord’s Prayer) 1
Avediss 1 1
Daradseal 1 
Aravod Louso

FOLKSONGS
(from Komitas) 2
Hov arek 2
Groung (emigre song) 1 2
Haprpan 2
Kele kele

KEGHI SONGS AND DANCES
Zamboor
Daldala
A rt me kari
Mi JarMayram
(Orora cbour)
Zarroum

SONGS FROM SOVIET ARMENIA 
Begzadou aghchig 
Bravo, bravo, Armenian 

labourers 
Erebouni 
Khenjoujkiyerk

MISCELLANEOUS 
Bagh agbpuri mod 
Ledji mecb navage 
Agbcbi pakhtavor 
Kani vour djan im 
Soud e, soud e 
Dililo lo 
Tak bar 
Hey djan

PLAYS
Zeitoun (patriotic)
Sev hoghere “
Yote gakbagbannere “
Ousb lini, noush line (musical)
Arsbin mal alan


