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Introduction

Ulas Ozdemir, Wendelmoet Hamelink, Martin Greve

The photo on the cover of this book was probably made on 7 November, 1931
during the first “Festival of Folk Poets in Sivas” (Sivas Halk Sairleri Bayrami) (Te-
cer, 1932). It depicts a number of participating folk singers, including (upright
from left) Asik Ali, San’ati, Yusuf, Talibi (Hac1 Bektas Coskun), Yarim Ali, Asik
Miistak, (sitting from left) Hikayeci Aga Dayi, Karsli Mehmet, Asik Siileyman
(Suleyman Firtina), the two famous brothers Suzani (Vahap Bozkurt) and Revani
(Kurtveli Bozkurt), and finally, (on the right outside) the at that time still com-
pletely unknown Agsik Veysel (Veysel Satiroglu). This festival marked a turning
point for the singer-poet tradition in the young Republic of Turkey. Here, Ahmet
Kutsi Tecer discovered folk poets who from then on would become the most
important symbols for national Turkish literature and music.

The Drversity of Singer-Poets in Anatolia

The tradition of singing shorter or longer poems or even epics, accompanied (or
not) by the singer himself/herself on instruments such as a long-necked lute or a
bowed fiddle is widespread in a large area reaching from the Balkans over Anato-
lia, through the Caucasus, Iran until Central Asia. Within this larger context, a
great number of languages are used, including Turkic, Persian, Kurdish, Arme-
nian, Arabic, Slavic or Caucasian languages, further complicated by bilingualism
or multilingualism, an important issue that still needs to be studied more in-
depth. However, even within Anatolia, the diversity, communication and inter-
action of singer-poets of different ethnic groups have not been explored enough
to date. Only exceptionally did researchers pay attention to diversity leaving na-
tionalistic debates on the side. The following are the most important examples:
Greek folk poets writing and singing in Turkish (Salci, 2004); Turkish folk poets
writing and singing in Greek (Islamoglu, 1994; Oztiirk, 2006); Armenian asugs
writing and singing in Turkish (Pamukciyan, 2002; Bayrak, 2005; Koz, 2014);
Kurdish tales in Armenian folk literature (Seropyan, 2017); Turkish folk songs
from Karaman Greeks (Stravridis, 2017); dsik poets with Turkish, Kurdish, Arme-
nian verses (Hakobyan, 2016); comparable characteristics of Armenian and Kurd-
ish lullabies (Bilal & Estelle, 2013); dstks influenced by dengbéjs and vice verse
(Hamelink, 2016). With these examples showing what a large variety of forms ex-
isted, we most probably only know a small part of them.

Furthermore, the content of the songs might be influenced by different relig-
ions and denominations including Sunni and Shia Islam (Fa in this volume),
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Alevism, Yezidism (Amy de le Bretéque, 2012; Allison, 2001), and Armenian (Xi
in this volume) or Syriac Christianity. Some performers “sing” (in the narrow
sense) while other rather recite or tell stories, possibly with inserted sung passages
or songs. Moreover, similarities, transitions and exchange between singer-poets
and traditions such as hikaye (story-telling; Boratav, 2002; Basgoz, 2008), agut (la-
ments; Esen, 1982; Gokgen, 2015), destan (epic; Esen, 1991) or religious poetry of
different denominations have rarely been discussed.

We might conclude that the relationship and interaction of the singer-poets
belonging to different ethnicities or religions and speaking different mother
tongues are important topics affecting the poetry and musical performance. As a
contemporary example of interaction between different regions and languages,
two female singer-poets, Dengbéj Gazin from Van and Asik Leyli from Armenia,
performed together at concerts, and released an album together.!

Nationalistic Discourses of Singer-Poets

Despite this obvious diversity, during the twentieth century, several (newly
founded) nation-states tried to turn singer-poet traditions into political symbols
of their respective national culture with the rather absurd consequence that the
so-called dgzk tradition was accepted three different times by the UNESCO as In-
tangible Cultural Heritage, that is for Turkey (2009), Azerbaijan (2009) and Ar-
menia (2014)—not to mention the UNESCO recognition of other epic traditions
in the region, such as the Akyn Epic tellers in Kyrgyzstan (2008), the Meddah
theatrical storytellers in Turkey (2008), or epic singing to the accompaniment of
the fiddle gusle in Serbia (2018). In Turkey, in particular Turkish literature studies
have described the tradition of dszk or ozan (also refered to by some other names)
as a homogeneous national Turkish tradition (Balkilig, 2015; Oztiirkmen, 1998),
widely ignoring non-Turkish influences and related traditions. Turkish folk litera-
ture and music scholars used terms such as halk sairi (folk poets), saz sairi (poets
with the saz/baglama instrument) or dszk within a general nationalistic discourse,
claiming them to be the most important carriers of a Turkic cultural memory
supposedly originating in Central Asia (Koprilii, 2004). This later notion deeply
changed both the tradition and its perception.

While the cover photo of 1931 shows some poor rural singers of the region of
Sivas, without any indication of the high prestige and honours which they would
receive in the following decades, Asik Veysel later became the most prominent rep-
resentative of the Turkish dgik tradition. Interestingly, even though his life and

1 For more information about this project and the album see: http://www.anadolukultur.

org/tr/calisma-alanlari/ermenistanla-kultur-sanat-diyalogu/kadin-asik-ve-dengbejler/152
(accessed: 24 February 2018); https://kalan.com/audio/vandan-yerevana-
dengbej-gazin-ve-asik-leyli (accessed: 24 February 2018).
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work was studied in-depth, his possible Armenian roots have never been men-
tioned in studies on Turkish folk literature (Bayrak, 2017), and even his Aleviness
was only mentioned many years after his death. Since the dgzk tradition was part of
the ideological mission of the Turkish nation-state to nationalize, Turkify, and
unify its citizens, affiliation with different ethnicities or faiths of dsiks were mostly
ignored in official Turkish discourse. As one of the few exceptions to this subject,
studies on Turkish folk literature and music did mention that the Armenian agugs
were often influenced by Turkish dsiks (Kopriili, 1999; Gazimihal, 1962). How-
ever, the opposite possibility has never been suggested (Kerovpyan & Yilmaz,
2010).

Meanwhile a number of encompassing studies have been published on the dsik
tradition and its poems (e.g. Artun, 2014; Kaya, 1994; Reinhard & de Oliveira
Pinto, 1989). However, its exact regional and historical scope is still unclear, for ex-
ample western periphery (Senel, 2007), possible transitions to traditions on the
Balkan (Bohlman & Petkovi¢, 2012), its connection with related traditions at the
Black Sea coast and those in Iran (Allison & Kreyenbroek, 2013) and further east
(Kiichtimkulova, 2016). In some few studies, the multilingual character of different
traditions has been examined (Pamukciyan, 2002; Salci, 2004; Bayrak, 2005; Oz-
tirk, 2006). These latter studies form an interesting example of how some local re-
searchers moved into the opposite direction of the Turkish state, not conforming
to the “nationalization” process of the Turkish state. Generally, however, non-
Turkish traditions were (and still are) ignored by most Turkish scholars, of which
the Kurdish dengbéj is the most notable example because of its recent revival. Dur-
ing the early 2000s a process of Kurdish nationalization of the denghés took place
in the Kurdish political movement, this time excluding non-Kurdish traditions and
actors in the region, and disregarding the vast variety of Kurdish singer-poet tradi-
tions (Turgut and Schifers in this volume).

Main Contribution of this Book

The present volume, focusing on the widely neglected but extremely rich cultural
area of eastern Anatolia, suggests that six major steps are needed to enrich and
strengthen the research on singer-poets:

1) Almost all articles in this volume question the nationalist narratives of ho-
mogeneous traditions connected with one (and only one) nation or ethnic
group. Even if languages create serious borders for both the performance and
perception of songs and epics, similarities and exchange regularly crossed (and
still cross) these borders. Singer-poet traditions rather have to be investigated as
local, regional, sometimes super-regional phenomena that developed their indi-
vidual styles in interaction with different traditions in their local environments.
Under the influence of media and politics, however, some recent actors have be-
come effective over a much larger area. Such internationalization was accelerated
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by the many migrants settling outside of Anatolia, building new communities in
which there continued to be a demand for singer-poets from the region of origin.
This mediazation was often influenced and reinforced through the construction
of social and political identities of the different ethnic groups, both in the
“homeland” and abroad. And even though social and political homogenizing
currents strongly influenced the way in which Anatolian traditions exist today,
the artistic power of individual creativity should never be neglected.

2) In order to understand the place and role of traditions or individuals, a
comparative approach, which bridges the traditions from different ethnic and
linguistic groups, is essential. Because of the politicization of this topic, not only
the traditions itself, also the works written about them often do not relate to
each other, thereby missing the chance to understand mutual influences and ex-
change. In addition to the “major” traditions of dyik, ozan or denghéj, also smaller,
today lesser known traditions should be taken into account, including destan, bi-
kaye, the sa from Dersim, finnans in Antakya, and religious singers of Sunni, Shia,
Alevi, and Christian traditions. Since the short but pioneering article of Ursula
Reinhard (1997), hardly any serious comparison has been published. Obviously,
before an encompassing overview and comparison can be achieved, numerous
small-scale case-studies need to be conducted. Future field research would need
to be sensitive to the necessity of a comparative approach both regional and his-
torical, to which the chapters in this volume give a first incentive.

3) Gender is a topic that needs much more attention in research on singer-
poets, as this has been lacking in much of the writing up to this date (Koksel,
2012; Birkalan, 2013; Cinar, 2008; Erdener, 1995; Hamelink, 2016). Important
themes that need investigation are the participation (historical and contempo-
rary) of women in singer-poet traditions, their specific contribution to the reper-
toire and genres, and their acceptance as professional singers by the public as
well as by the music market (see Marlene Schifers in this volume).

4) Instead of the wide-spread assumption of timeless “traditions” which are as-
sumed to have remained basically unchanged over centuries, this volume takes
on a historical, source-based approach, encompassing methods of oral history as
well as the analysis of historical music recordings. Furthermore, the study of oral
tradition needs to include the study of political choices and developments re-
garding its “heritage-making”. Recent works, such as that of Christine Allison
(2001), Metin Yiksel (2011), Clémence Scalbert-Yiicel (2009), Marlene Schifers
(2015), and Wendelmoet Hamelink (2016), have paid attention to these aspects.

5) This volume demonstrates the rich results of interdisciplinary research and
exchange, including disciplines such as cultural anthropology, which might focus
on issues such as cultural meaning of traditions and identity (Schifers), (socio-
Jinguistics (Agbaht), (ethno-) musicology (Saglam, Ozdemir, Greve), organogra-
phy (Shidfar), and literature studies. It also brings together the works of local and
foreign researchers, who have a different history of collecting.
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6) Finally, an important subject discussed throughout the book is the role that
singer-poets play in popular music, especially since the 20th century. Singer-
poets came to the fore when cultural identities were expressed through music in
different communities. Recent works related to the subject are increasingly show-
ing the role of radio, television, music industry and social media (Fidan, 2017;
Ozdemir, 2017).

Almost naturally these six aspects are mutually interlinked. For example, a fo-
cus on the regional cultural history of present-day eastern Anatolian singer-poets,
combined with a historical approach, will necessarily force the researcher to in-
vestigate contacts and exchange with Armenian singer-poet traditions that were
influential in the region previously, in particular during the nineteenth century.

The concept of this volume was initially developed for a panel held at the Turko-
logentag in Hamburg in 2016. The editors, struck by the unexpected large field
and approaches, decided to contact further scholars working in the field. During
this process the field more and more enlarged, and today we even consider a
second volume on the issue.

The editors would like to thank the Orient-Institut Istanbul for its support.
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History and Organization of the Anatolian
Asut/ Ayik/ Asig Bardic Traditions

Xi Yang

Introduction

Sources about the asut/dsik/asiq bardic tradition, especially before the seven-
teenth century, are deplorably poor and the situation does not significantly im-
prove until the nineteenth century, when modern scholarly practices were intro-
duced into the area. Therefore, much information concerning the bardic
tradition during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries has to be pieced together
or even conjectured from later sources, which inevitably raises certain questions
about the reliability of the resulting construction.

For the sake of brevity, whenever the context is clear, I will refer to “asuf, dsik,
and agz4” as “bardic tradition” and the exponent as “bard”. In many cases the
term asut/dsik/asig will be individualized to refer purely to ethnic Armenian,
Turkish or Azarbaijani bards respectively. The terms Azerbaijan/Azerbaijani/
Azeri are used without any political implications. “Azerbaijan” refers to both the
territory of the current Republic of Azerbaijan (called “Tartary” in Russian in the
nineteenth century) as well as the region in the Northwest of Iran, which bears
this name from ancient times. “Azerbaijani” as a noun refers to the Turkic in-
habitants of both territories mentioned above in addition to those Turkic inhabi-
tants who used to live, or still live in the Republic of Armenia and the mostly
eastern and southern parts of the Republic of Georgia, which belonged to the
Persian Empire in the early modern period, since from Russian Imperial times
onward these people are identified as “Azerbaijanis”. As an adjective, “Azerbai-
jani” pertains to the Azerbaijanis. “Azeri” refers to the Turkic language spoken by
the “Azerbaijanis” as defined above. For Armenian, Georgian and Russian, the
Library of Congress system of transliteration is followed; while transliterations of
Arabic, Persian, and Ottoman follow the system of the International Journal of
Middle East Studies IJMES).

The asut/ dsik/ asiq type of bard is associated with a composite performing art, a
unity of narration and song to instrumental accompaniment with the appropri-
ate use of gesture. On the whole the requirements for becoming a bard resemble
those in other bardic traditions, i.e. that the candidate should possess a good
memory and be able to master the art of singing and playing musical instru-
ments (primarily strings; especially the saz) (Basgoz, 2008: 98). There seems to
have been no prescription regarding their family background, and only a few
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hailed from a well-off family! while even rarer individuals could lay claim to
high rank.2 Blind bards are found from time to time, e.g. the famous early nine-
teenth-century Armenian asu# Sirin3 or the twentieth-century Turkish Asik Vey-
sel,* but the claim by some scholars that bards were frequently blind is unsup-
ported,® as established by Garegin Levonyan’s list of Armenian asufs up to the
late nineteenth century (Levonyan, 1892: 16-132) and Erman Artun’s list of fa-
mous sixteenth-to-twentieth-centuries Turkish dszks (Artun, 2011: 273-488), most
of whom do not belong to that category.® On the contrary, a number of bards
were orphaned at a very early age, losing at least one parent, e.g. Asut Sirin and
Jivani, but here, too, it is hardly possible to draw any significant correlations be-
tween their family situation and their becoming a bard (Basgdz, 2008: 104-109).
There are reports that Armenian Christian asufs learned the art from Turkic mas-
ters, such as the example of the nineteenth-century Armenian asuf Zahri who
studied with the Turkish 4gzk master Necmi (Levonyan, 1944: 39),7 though I have
not encountered any example in the opposite direction.

Judging from extant written sources, there were hardly any women bards be-
fore the nineteenth century,® when Armenian and Azerbaijani female asu#/asigs
first appeared in what are now the republics of Armenian and Azerbaijan. From

For example, the late nineteenth-century Armenian a$u# Sahir-Xa&‘atur, on whom see
Grigoryan’s chapter in: Hay nor grakanutyan patmutyun, vol. 4, 1972, p. 704, or the Turkish
dstk Isa Kemali, on whom see: Basgoz, 2008: pp.72-73.

For example, Kul Mehmed, a sixteenth-century Turkish dsik, was born into the family of a
pasha (Koprilii, 1962-1965: 59-60).

(1827-1854) Born as Yovhannés Karapetean in Kolb, lived and performed in
Alek‘sandrapol and Vatar$apat. See S. Grigoryan’s chapter on him in: Hay nor grakanut yan
patmutyun, vol. 1, 1962, pp. 273-289.

4 (1894-1973) Born in the village of Sivrialan in the Sivas province, he first attracted the at-
tention of the local teacher Ahmet Kutsi Tecer (1901-1967, a Turkish scholar and politi-
cian) by a song composed for the tenth anniversary of the Turkish Republic, and later won
nation-wide fame. See Artun, 2011: 389-391.

Abovean’s description in Verk® Hayastani (Abovyan, 1948: 4). See also Von Haxthausen,
1982: 11, as excerpted from Taylor 1854. See also Levonyan, 1892: 32.

However, among the four Armenian a$ufs known for their storytelling to Levonyan, three
of them were blind: T‘ujjar, Bangi, Feyradi (Fahrad). In the case of Abovean and von Hax-
thausen, the blind afuf are reported more for their story-telling as well. Therefore, it might
be possible that among the Armenian afufs who lived more on storytelling in the nine-
teenth century, a significant percentage of them were blind. See Levonyan, 1963: 109-110.
7 1 also heard from Prof. Zumrud Dadaszads in Baku on Jun. 5%, 2011 that she knew of a
contemporary Armenian as#f from Urmia region in the Western Azerbaijan Province,
Northwestern Iran, who had studied with an Azeri master.

Asiq Pori is often labeled as the first woman agzg. She was from Karabakh and died in 1834
(Axundov et al., 1985: 118). However, in an article of Anna Oldfield Senarslan an even
earlier name appears: Asiq Zornigar from Derbent, who was the wife of asg Valoh (Old-
field Senarslan, 2007: 2). But this name is otherwise unknown. Levonyan also reported the
names of several nineteenth-century female Armenian asufs such as Maro Naxijevanc'i,
Varso Larsec’i, and T‘amar Erevanc’i, on which, see Levonyan, 1944: 44. I cannot find any
biographical reference to them.
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Figure 1: ASufin a coffee house (Levonyan, 1944: 19)

the available sources, there seems to have been no restriction on what or where
they performed (Oldfield Senarslan, 2007: 2-3). In contrast, even in the mid-
twentieth century in Eastern Turkey and Iranian Azerbaijan the concept of a fe-
male dszk was still strenuously rejected by locals. Significantly, all six female dgiks
listed by Artun were born after the 1920s in the Adana, Eskigehir, Corum, and
Sivas provinces, with only the last emanating from inland Anatolia (Artun, 2011:
480-488). For the sole case from the Sivas province, it is not clear whether the
Asik Sahturna is of Alevi-Bektasi family background (Artun, 2011: 483-484).
This is important as in that community there are fewer restrictions on women’s
activities. According to Basgoz, since the term dgzk denotes a person in the throes
of passionate love, it would be considered a disgrace for a Muslim woman to be-
come an gtk before marriage, but even a married dsik would expose herself to se-
rious pressure from men.

Only after the 1960 Turkish constitution was ratified guaranteeing human rights and
civil liberties to all citizens, did women dszks, mainly from Alevi groups, begin to join
dsik organizations and participate in concert tours with male dgiks. Yet even after this,
there are no reports of a single woman dgzk narrating hikaye (Basgoz, 2008: 208-209).

Until WWI, bards from a Sufi background propagating their religious beliefs by
way of bardic performance were not rare. However, subsequently radical changes
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in both Soviet domains and the Turkish Republic significantly reduced their
numbers. At the same time, hikaye story telling, or in some cases secular dgzk/asiq
performance in general is opposed by conservative Muslim clerics.’

Origin and Etymology

As constituted in the sixteenth century, this tradition is characterized by a Turkic
matrix. However, the term asuf/dsik/asiq derives from the Arabic form ‘ashig
(“lover”), the Armenian form afuf emerging from a Turkic intermediary.!® {lhan
Basg6z adduces an important source, which provides grounds for speculating on
the possibility of a secular Arab prefiguration of the later bardic tradition. This is
found in the Kitab al-Fibrist, composed in 987 CE by the Arab bibliographer Ibn
al-Nadim (ca. 935-990/1). The eighth chapter of the work deals with “the names
of passionate lovers during the pre-Islamic period and the period of Islam about
whose historical traditions there were books”. According to his explanation, these
“passionate lovers (ushshaq in Arabic, the plural of ‘@shig)” refer to “tribal min-
strels called “@shig”, who performed “the life stories, legendary or real (or a mix-
ture of both), of the Arab minstrels” (Basgoz, 2008: 7-8). Though this tradition
was in circulation in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods, this far no record
of it has been found postdating Ibn al-Nadim in the tenth century, while the
current bardic tradition originates in the sixteenth century. Despite the time gap,
this new approach raises important issues regarding the origin of the tradition,
which merits further investigation.

In his monograph Hikdye, Basgoz also contextualizes the asut/dsik/asq genre
within the development of earlier romance, epic- and story-telling traditions in
the Near East. In addition to the Arabic maddap'! and Persian naqqal traditions,
another important trajectory is sketched by bards of the Parthian gasan type
widely disseminated in the Persian and Armenian realms in the Late Antique pe-
riod and beyond.?? In the Armenian sphere the parallel term gusan is attested into
the fifteenth century,! at which point certain practitioners of the art are referred
to by the Turkic form ozan, which was later used to refer to the dszk as well.!* De-

9 As reported by Basgdz, in the 1960s, some conservative mullahs in Tabriz were still op-

posed to the asigs’ singing and storytelling (1998a: 27).

The Armenian consonant # renders Oghuz Turkic q in loan words. For this consonantal
correspondence, see Pisowicz, 1995: 95-110.

Baggoz has not treated the maddah story-telling tradition among Ottoman Turks in the
book in general, on which, see Encyclopedia of Islam, “New edition” (24 edition), (951-
953). Leiden: Brill 1979-1985, vol. V, 1986.

For the Parthian gusan tradition, see Boyce, 1957: 10-45.

It is difficult to provide first-hand material on this issue. However, since Arak‘el Siwnec‘i
used awzan=ozan in his treaties rather than gusan, one might conjecture that the latter
term was not in circulation at that time. See Cowe, 1995: 43.

Fuad Koprulii, “Ozan” included in Edebiyat arastirmalar:, Ankara: Tirk Tarih Kurumu
Basimevi, 1966, p. 144.
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spite certain linguistic problems with the reconstruction, attempts have been
made to establish etymological connections between the two terms (Bax¢‘inyan,
1987: 105 and Basgoz, 2001: 234).

Since bardic storytelling (hikdye) consists of prose narration interspersed with
rhymed songs, it is useful to examine earlier examples of such techniques already
extant in the Near East. These include The Arabian Nights and the related Arme-
nian Kafa tradition, which flourished from around the thirteenth to the seven-
teenth centuries (Simonyan, 1975). These traditions may afford more plausible
and immediate connections with the bardic tradition than those often high-
lighted but of more distant origin.

Previous scholarship tended to identify the asu#/dsik/asiq bard as an offspring
of the Central Asian Turkic minstrel tradition (Koprili, 1966: 131-144; Basgoz,
2001: 229-235)5 associating this with the epic tradition of that region, and ulti-
mately, Shamanism.!® Here, too, Basg6z has weighed in on the debate, arguing
against the suggested parallels between shamans and dgzks (Baggoz, 2008: 94-95).
According to him, the dgzk does not share the same or similar character traits to
troubled individuals, as has been postulated for shamans. Nor does the 4sik’s
dream or selection of his profession parallel the shaman’s initiatory dreams and
ceremony to cure mental illness. Another essential aspect underexplored by pro-
ponents of a Central Asian origin is that in much of the literature supporting this
view, the storytelling aspect of the tradition, as opposed to the very different
style of epic declamation, lacks a comprehensive treatment (Basgoz, 2008: 3-13).

In this connection, some scholars actually applied the term “dgsik traditions” to
storytelling among the various Turkic peoples in general, as, for example, the Ka-
zakh and Kyrgyz agyn.” Yet this categorization is questionable, since, even if
these traditions share a common origin with the dsik/asq tradition, if we accept
the arguments regarding Shamanism and epic, they nevertheless mapped out
their own distinct route of development over several centuries and do not neces-
sarily maintain many common religious, thematic, prosodic, or musicological
features. Hence, there is no documentation on the Kazakh and Kyrgyz aqyns, for
example, engaging in the performance of prose narrative rather than singing or
chanting to instrumental accompaniment. Moreover, the content of their narra-
tives is predominantly epic, while in the dgik/asiq bardic tradition the themes are
overwhelmingly romantic (Chadwick and Zhirmunsky, 2010: 316).

15 1t should be mentioned that the word ozan survived quite tenaciously into the eighteenth

century, since famous 4sitk Karacaoglan was called an ozan in a song from 1707. See Oztelli,
1971: XIX. It is also found in some modern Turkish dialects, as reflected in Basgoz’s arti-
cle. Another reference worth mentioning is that the Turkish term ozan even appeared in
Armenian sources in the form of awzan, on which see Cowe, 1995: 43. For the critical edi-
tion of the Armenian text, see Xa¢‘arean, 1982: 84.

16 See Fuad Kopriilii, “Bahsi”, included in Edebiyat arastirmalars, pp. 145-156, Basgoz, 2008,
passim, and Qasimly, 2003, passim.

17" An example of such broad definition can be found in Artun, 2011: 26-29.
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Most scholars agree now that the a$uf/dsik/asiq tradition established itself by
the sixteenth century when records of such bards begin to appear.!® To support
this view, both Boratav and Basgoz have formed their respective arguments on
this formation. Boratav’s approach is very innovative. He bases his argumenta-
tion on the evolution of poetic forms. According to him, an important support
is the significant circulation of the 11-syllable line kogma, which is enormously
popular among dsiks, at the turn of the sixteenth century, though it is rarely re-
corded in the early period."?

Returning to issues of nomenclature, there is a widespread view associating the
application of the term as$ut/dsik/asiq to bards within the Muslim Sufi mystical
tradition.?0 After the rise of Sufism, the term’s reference to Sufi practitioners was
transferred to bards, since according to Sufi mystical philosophy they are lovers,
whose love is God. This usage continues today among various Sufi orders. Even
for secular bards the title Hak dsik/Hoqq asiq “God’s lover”?! or Hak Asi$1 “God-
inspired lover-poet®?? is bestowed on those virtuosi, as had been used among
Sufi dsik/asigs to address themselves (Basgoz, 2008: 9).

The nineteenth-century growth of nationalism in the Ottoman and Tsarist Rus-
sian domains and its twentieth-century developments in the Turkish Republic and
USSR have spurred a widespread movement among Armenians, Turks, and Azer-
bajjanis alike to replace the lingering foreign connotations of the Arabic term
asut/ dsik/ asiqg with “native” terms in their own languages pertaining to earlier bardic
traditions. In the Armenian case, the alternative is gusan, while in Turkey and
Azerbaijan that of ozan as well as saz sair (saz?® poet), halk sair (folk poet) and less
frequently, miigonni (singer), el sair (folk singer), etc. Ironically, the term gusan is ul-
timately Parthian; while the forms sair, miigonni etc. are Arabic still.

The bardic tradition used to be found over a vast geographic expanse mostly
inhabited by the Oghuz Turks, roughly from the Balkans to Iran,?* however, the
focus of this study will be primarily Anatolia and Southern Caucasia and, to a
less degree, Iranian Azerbaijan, due to the availability of materials and their his-
torical importance.??

18 As reflected in Kopriilii, 1966; Giinay, 1999; Artun, 2011; Sahakyan, 1961; Qasimli, 2003;
all holding this view.

“La littérature des ‘a$iq” in Jean Deny et al. Ed., Philologiae Turcicae Fundamenta, vol. 2,
Wiesbaden: Aquis Mattiacis Apud Franciscum Steiner, 1964, pp. 138-139.

20 For example, Baggdz, 2008, passim.

21 For the Turkish title, see Baggdz, 2008: 9 and, for the Azeri one, see Qasimli, 2003: 89-117.
22 For this title, see Basgoz, 2008: 197.

23 The saz is the most important musical instrument in the bardic tradition.

24 From Zhirmunsky’s description (Chadwick and Zhirmunsky, 2010: 316), it seems that the
Turkmens have traditions of romance-telling parallel to the Turks and Azeris. Artun also
has a very brief description of the “Turkmen gz tradition” in Artun, 2011: 26-27.

It also briefly covers Algiers, once the major base of Ottoman navy in West Mediterra-
nean, and Georgia where bardic tradition had a tiny branch will be mentioned only when
necessary. For a brief reference, see Hacilar, 2011: 40-44; Ustiinyer, 2009: 137-149.
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Figure 2: ASutin a town (Levonyan, 1944: 33)

An Overview of the History of the Bardic Tradition in the Target Region

It is regrettable that biographical materials regarding bards tend to be rather
sparse, particularly for the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, so that the main
source for data on them is the text of their songs. In this they differ from ele-
vated poets, whose biographies can be found in fezkire collections (memoran-
dum, memoir) in Turkish or the lives (vark‘) and manuscript colophons of eccle-
siastics, who largely filled the ranks of Early Modern Armenian literati. Another
complicating factor is that several bards share the same professional name. Thus,
there may be at least two Turkish dsiks from different centuries and different lo-
cations known by the name Karacaoglan.?¢ Evidence includes anecdotes circulat-
ing in the area where a bard flourished and references in later bards’ narratives or
songs about their illustrious predecessors, such songs comprising the tiny sub-
genre of bardic songs called gairname (record of poets) in Turkish.?” Other mate-
rials include tangible objects related to them, such as tombstones, manuscripts,

26 There are different opinions about how many Karacaoglans there may have been. See Oz-

telli, 1971: XII-XXIII, which argues for the single authorship of the songs in the collec-
tion. See also Giinay, 1999: 185-214, where two different dszk Karacaoglans from different
centuries and origin are differentiated.

The same term is also used in the sense of fezkire as well. According to Artun, the first
sairnames date back to the seventeenth century (Artun, 2011: 303).
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etc. In contrast, evidence for the development of the bardic tradition in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries is much more profuse, and often serves as the
only basis for reconstructing aspects of the earlier period. The overview of the
tradition that follows loosely narrates the history of the genre by century without
intending any rigid application of that timeframe.

1500-1600

This century is generally regarded by scholars as the era when the bardic tradi-
tion ultimately took shape.?® The Ottoman navy and army as well as Sufi zekkes
are the main institutions from this period that preserve the works of contempo-
rary Turkish dgzks. Much of the naval material derives from Algiers, the Ottoman
navy’s major base in the West.?” From the scarce record of these early dsiks, we
learn that they served in the Ottoman navy and were regularly required to per-
form to improve the sailors’ morale.3? Information also exists about bardic activ-
ity in Anatolia and Azerbaijan. Several of the Turkic dsik/asigs there have explicit
military affiliations, as can be seen from their works, either as soldiers or officers
in the Ottoman army or Celali rebels,?! who were Alevites with Shiite affinities
and hence hostile to the former group. A second strain of dgzks in these regions
bore strong links to Sufism, e.g. Pir Sultan Abdal in Anatolia, who was an
Alevi;3? and Asiq Qurbani from the Safavid sphere, who is said to have been at
the court of Safavid Shah Ismail for a while and has songs in fervent praise of
Shah Ismail Khata’i.33 Later, such famous early dgzks, as well as Shah Khata’i,
were to become the subject of dsik songs and heroic or romantic tales, though
much of the data in these works is fictional.3* From the sixteenth century on-
wards, the center for agzq activity in Iran was Tabriz, center of the Azerbaijan re-

28 Various titles, for example, Kopriilii, 1962-1965: 39 and Artun, 2011: 273-274.

29 In Képriili’s collection, 5 out of 11 dyzks from this period were navy dsks. See Kopriilii,
1962-1965: 59-64.

30 Ibid.

31 The Celili rebellions were a series of Alevi resistance movements against the Ottoman au-

thorities in Anatolia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, of which the first broke

out in 1519 under the leadership of Celal, an Alevi preacher. See Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi,

Islim Ansiklopedisi Genel Miidrliigii: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islaim Ansiklopedisi, Uskiidar,

Istanbul, vol. 7, 1993, pp. 252-257.

Very little is known about his life, except stories and his poetry, in which he always turns

out to be an Alevi, participating in the Alevi revolt against the Ottoman Empire under the

influence and instigation of the Safavids. See Artun, 2011: 286-289.

Very little is known about his life. Though he was probably born in a village called Diri, its

exact location is still not very clear. Qazanfar Kazimov, his editor, claims it should be in

what is now the Azerbaijani Republic, while others argue for a location currently in Ira-

nian Azerbaijan. See Kazimov, 1990: 4-20; Axundov, Saim Sakaoglu et al., 1985, vol.1: 1.

For the fervent paean for Shah Ismail Khata’, see: Kazimov, 1990: 53.

For the plots of these stories, see Appendix A: Plot outlines of fifty sikaye romances, Bas-

g6z, 2008 217-285.
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gion, an early Safavid power base, and an important longstanding center of in-
ternational trade. The first Armenian auf, Nahapet K‘u¢‘ak,’® from Xarakunis in
the Lake Van area also flourished in this century, of whose Turkish compositions
about ten songs in standard asuf meters are transmitted, treating themes common
in Armenian a$ufliterature.3® Apart from Nahapet K‘u¢‘ak we also hear of the ac-
tivities of other contemporary Armenian bards like @5 Mesihi.3”

1600-1700

Fuad Kopriili designated the seventeenth century as the “golden age” of the
Turkish dgik tradition (Kopruli, 1966: 209) granted the emergence of exponents
from a large geographical range and more diversified background. These in-
cluded at least two of the most prolific and most accomplished pre-nineteenth
century Turkish bards, Asik Gevheri3® and Asik Omer3? who adopted not only
the ‘ariid quantitative meters but also the style of the divan literature tradition
and became the most prolific and successful among their peers. Sources for asu/
asigs in the Iranian domain, however, are relatively few. Two famous Azerbaijani
asigs flourished in this century: Abbas Tufarganli*® and Sar1 Asiq.#! This century
also witnessed the appearance of Lul Egaz*? and ful Arzuni,® the first Armenian
asufs from the town of New Julfa across the river from the Safavid capital of Isfa-
han, where they were born in the 1650s. They are also the first extant asufs com-
posing in the Armenian language, which thrived in the context of the cosmo-
politan atmosphere associated with the international trade network created by

35 See Bardakjian, 2000: 428-430 and, for the text of the songs, Onnik Eganyan, “Nahapet
K‘u¢‘aki hayatar t'urkeren tateré”, Banber Matenadarani (5), 1960, pp. 465-481.

His tombstone used to be found in the graveyard of S. T‘eodoros Monastery in his home
village Xarakunis, which bore his name and the year of death: 1592. See Nairi Zaryan’s ac-
count in Hrant T‘amrazyan ed., Nabapet K ué‘aki banastelcakan asxarhé, Yerevan: Erevani
Petakan Hamalsarani Hrataraké‘ut‘yun, 2001, pp. 117-118.

One of exceptions is a§uf Mesihi, on whom, see Kopriilii: “Turk Edebiyatinin Ermeni Ede-
biyati tizerindeki Tesirleri”, in Edebiyat arastirmalari, 1966, pp. 263-264.

Little is certain about him apart from data in some of his songs, such as one welcoming
the Crimean Khan Selim Giray I to Constantinople, which was written in 1100 A.
H./1688-1689 C. E.. See El¢in, 1984: 11-19 and Artun, 2011: 311-312.

Little is certain about him except that he thrived in this century. This situation is true even
in the most comprehensive collection of his works. See Erglin, 1936: 5-14. An brief up-
dated description can be found in Artun, 2011: 305-307.

Little is known about his life except his birthplace, the village of Tufargan (close to Tabriz),
as reflected in his professional name. See Dadaszads, 1973: 3.

Little is known about his life except that his tomestone was discovered in Karabakh in
1927. See further Axundov, Sakaoglu et al., 1985, vol. 1: 41.

Born in the 1650s, little is sure about his life, except that he was circuiting among the Ar-
menian villages around Isfahan with his musical instrument, the chongur; and his tomb-
stone was in the Armenian cemetery there, erected in 1734. See Eremean, 1930: 2-3.

He was a contemporary of Lul Egaz. But he spent much of his life in Kolkata, India. See
Eremean, 1930: 12-13.
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