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The oror and the lori:
Armenian and Kurdish lullabies in present-day Istanbul

Melissa Bilal and Estelle Amy de la Breteque

In 2004, we had the opportunity of working together in Istanbul, and becoming bet-
ter acquainted with each other’s research. We soon discovered that Armenian and
Kurdish lullabies shared some important characteristics in terms of their textual,
musical and emotional content. Textual and musical, in that they use similar ways to
melodise a vocabulary of pain in recitative melodic patterns. Emotional, in that they
constantly express a feeling of sorrow, which is experienced both as an intrinsic
characteristic of being a woman, and as a constant trait of Armenianness and Kur-
dishness. Beyond similarities, we also came across important differences.

Our research projects were not conducted jointly, or intended to be comparative.
We therefore prefer to present two separate papers, rather than a single, joint one.
We believe, however, that when read together, these two accounts raise critical
questions with regard to the gendered expressions of Armenian and Kurdish experi-
ences in Turkey and the ways in which they were historically shaped in relation to
each other.

Oror Mayr Hayasdanin [Lullaby for Mother Armenia] ’: On Home, Displacement
and Armenian Lullabies

In her memoir, pianist Valantin Mazlum (1913-2000) gives an account of her
mother singing her a lullaby:

Oror anush knign achern arer, Oror sweet sleep is in your eyes,
Anush hovere daruper, Sweet winds rocking,

Im dadragis kunn yen perer, Brought sleep to my dove,
Bzdig tsenov €sem oror. I shall sing a lullaby softly.?

Mazlum recalls that the following morning, their next door neighbour pays them a
visit and asks her mother “how come she knew the lullaby of her village”, expres-
sing her surprise at hearing this lullaby from an Istanbulite Armenian woman.
Manna, a new migrant from Anatolia, was most probably a genocide survivor, who

1 For an English translation of the poem, see: Blackwell, Alice Stone. Armenian Poems,
Rendered into English verse. Boston, MA: Atlantic Printing Company, 1917.

2 A longer version of this lullaby, the poem attributed to P.S. Sahagyan, was printed in
Zhoghovrtayin Yerkaran (Popular Song Book), Boston, 1925, p. 539-540.
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had found refuge in Istanbul. Hearing the lullaby in the middle of the night, she was
moved greatly, remembering the beauties of her hometown. Mazlum’s mother’s
response to her clearly situates the lullaby as a means of remembering home and 2
context of sharing the feeling of displacement: “You are homesick, Manna...”*

A textual analysis of the lullabies recorded from Armenian women at the turn of
the 20" century proves that Armenian women expressed their love and good wishes
for their babies in their lullabies, through which at the same time they expressed
their desires, hopes along with sorrows and protests, experiences and emotions that
most of the time remained unspoken in public.

Longing for the beloved who is in bantkhdutyun [exile] is a dominant theme in
many lullabies from rural Anatolia, where women often waited for their husbands’
return from big cities that they temporarily moved to seek employment. Hagop
Mntzuri (Hagop Demirciyan) writes: ‘All our songs had the theme of longing. Very
few of our lullabies were real lullabies. Many of them were addressed to the one
who was far away. Our mothers used to put us to sleep singing songs of longing. We
were just excuses for them to cry out their yearning and suffering.

However, similar to many lullabies around the world, Armenian lullabies too ex-
press women’s complaints about marriages without love, men’s disloyalty, in-laws’
attitudes, or the hardships of being a young bride and mother within the patriarchal
social and economic organization of life in an Armenian household.

Lullabies from both urban and rural contexts that reached us in ethnographic and
historical accounts, along with the ones that have been orally transmitted among
Armenians in Istanbul, retain a memory of the way Armenian women perceived their
social environment. Women do not only transmit societal norms, as often argued,
but take active role in the process of producing, reproducing, and transforming social
relations. A lullaby song transmits the unarchivable: secrets, senses, emotions, etc.
Singing lullabies and the bodily interaction accompanying it, creates a memory
stored on the senses that are evoked by sharing of body, voice and story. Lullabies
create affective bridges between the singer and the listener, the caregiver and the
child, or me and the Armenian grandmother singing me a lullaby.

The ethnographic research I have been conducting in Istanbul since 2001 sug-
gests that an Armenian lullaby is a piece of heritage that one inherits from her/his
grandmother, a memory that the grandmother shares with younger generations from
her or her parents' lives. The following words by Sarkis Seropyan express this very
well: “T was not told any fairy tales. The tale I was told was a story of exile that
started in the Black Sea shores, passed in Egin and ended in an orphanage in Ma-
latya. I am talking about the road that my mother, grandmother, aunt and uncle pas-
sed. (...) At nights while putting me to sleep, my mother and my grandmother used

" to tell this story to me instead of lullabies.”™

3  Mazlum 1993.
4 Mntzuri 1974.
5  Sarkis Seropyan, interview with Celal Baslangi¢, Radikal, May 17, 2004, p. 7.
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The generation who were born in the 1930s, i.e. grandmothers and grandfathers
of my generation, are the children of genocide survivors. I believe that their narra-
tives stand in a critical position with regard to the Armenian history and collective
memory in Turkey. Scholarly literature, with a few exceptions, still lacks a thorough
study of the way genocide survivors, who remained in Turkey, narrated their stories
of home, displacement, loss and survival. It is mostly through their children’s narra-
tives and their ways of being that we develop a sense of it. In many accounts I have
listened to, I was told that, under the ban over publicly mourning over the losses,
songs, especially lullabies sung by grandmothers that encoded sorrow in metaphors,
had become the means for transmitting the memories of home, displacement, and the
massacres. Studying lullabies in this specific context raises significant questions
about the dynamics of family as a space of intergenerational transmission and the
way gender defines the idiom of remembrance.

Our grandmothers, as the generation of “postmemory,” have been singing the
lullabies they themselves were lulled with by their mothers or grandmothers as a
means of remembrance and mourning. Some of those lullabies are from homes that
were destroyed and everything that will give meaning to their belonging to those
homes was erased. Thus, grandmothers’ singing of these lullabies powerfully locates
stories of presence of a people at a place at a time in relation to their absence today.
In such a context, these songs become the symptoms of loss.

Grandmothers also sing lullabies that transmit painful stories. The affect that is
transmitted through those is not only of loss but also of the impossibility of its arti-
culation in public (which is itself constitutive to the sense of loss). Those lullabies
today stand not only on the margins of the Turkish official history but also of Arme-
nian modernity in Turkey, as expressed by a grandmother: ‘[My grandchildren]
don’t let me sing anymore. They get angry with me. They call it “old stuff.” They
say: “what’s that, it sounds like you are lamenting.””

Yet singing lullabies to put children to sleep is still a living practice in Istanbul
today and it is generally the grandmothers who sing them. Grandmothers also sing
songs to create intimate contexts to transmit their parents’ stories to the next genera-
tions. Through this relationality they offer their own commentary on events, be it
historical or contemporary, involving personal, familial or communal matters. How-
ever, there are moments when they refuse to give their testimony for various reasons.
The joyful lullaby that they sing instead, I argue, in that very context, points at the
unrepresented, displaced excesses of the Armenian experience in Turkey.

In the musical memories of Armenian grandmothers, lullabies are categorized
into two distinct repertories depending on the context within which they were learnt,
i.e. family or school. These repertories however are no way mutually exclusive; on
the contrary, they share a long history of interaction.

6 Marianne Hirsch defines “postmemory” as “the relationship of the second generation to
powerful, often traumatic, experiences that preceded their births but that were nevertheless
transmitted to them so deeply as to seem to constitute memories in their own right” (2008:103).
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Lullabies created in Istanbul or in various other localities of Armenian Anatol:
are still sung in Istanbul today. Versions of the following lullaby that was sung to m:=
by my own grandmother, born in Istanbul in the 1930s, can be found in the turn-o-
the-twentieth-century collections of Armenian ‘folk songs,’ classified under Istanbc
or Bardizag [now Bahgecik, Kocaeli]:

Kun uni tzakugés kun uni, My little one needs some sleep,
Yenikapun dun uni, She has a house in Yenikapu,” which has
Vosgiye chakhchakhner uni. Golden door knockers.

Nazerov nazerov, Coyly coyly,

Varbed gerta vazelov, Master goes running

Sagaré letsun tuzerov. His bucket is full of figs.

Similarly, sung by a grandmother born in Sivas and migrated to Istanbul in the
1970s, where she lulled her grandchildren with it, the lullaby below shares lyrics
with a number of lullabies from Gesaria [Kayseri] printed in Mihran Tumajan :

Hayreni Yerk U Pan [Songs and Sayings of the Homeland]:

Bar bar bareru,

Asdvadz Babugu da oreru, Bar bar
enem bar enem,

Gabad gyem shor enem,

Zadig kane nor enem.

Bar bar bareru (playful words),

May God give you many days,

Bar bar enem bar enem,

(I shall do bar bar)

I will cut the fabric and make you clothes,
1 will prepare new ones for Easter.

The following lullaby, on the other hand, was most probably created in the present-
day Republic of Armenia and sung to me by a young Armenian woman born ir
Kastamonu in the 1980s, who attended Armenian community schools in Istanbu!

where she learnt it from her kindergarten teacher:

Oror oror im balas,

Yes yerkem tu knanas,
Kusanneri meghetin,

Kez kun peri im balas.
Yeraznerit mech desnes,
Tu Masisi sarn yelles,
Payts yerp zartnes yerazet,
Araradé srdit mod kdnes.

Rock my little one,

I shall sing you a lullaby and you shall sleep.
Minstrel songs shall bring you sleep,

In your dreams see yourself

Climbing up the Masis hill,

But when you wake up,

Find Ararad close to your heart.

7 Now Yenikapu, a district in Istanbul.
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Lullabies accumulate a history of migration. It is possible to trace the trajectories of
migration by tracing the melodic and textual variations. Lullabies at the same time
are autobiographical, thus every lullaby is the creation of a woman and every woman
creates her own version of the lullaby she had heard. As Armenian women migrated
to Istanbul throughout the 20" century, the lullabies they sang to their children ex-
pressed their lives in their hometowns and in their new homes, creating a rich re-
pertory of lullabies that was partially transmitted onto the younger generations.

Oror ésem knatsénem, Oror I sing and you sleep,

Sirov sirdov medzatsénem, I bring you up with a heart full of love,

Oror im tsakugs oror, Oror my little one oror,

Oror im manchugs oror. Oror my son oror,

Urugvan tem dnem orran, Sukis Towards the evening, I shall put the cradle
nésdem &sem oror, | I shall sit in my grief and sing oror,

Der nor varti nman batsvel, Y ou blossomed like a rose,

Sukis nsdem &sem oror. I shall sit in my grief and sing oror,

El kun chunim hokis mayrig, | I am not sleepy anymore dear mother,

Herik achks gabes herik. It’s enough that you tied my eyes.”

A grandmother born in Darende [Malatya] sung this lullaby to me, contextualizing it
within the story of her family’s survival in their hometown. This lullaby with which
her mother used to put her to sleep, carried the memories of both her parents and her
younger brothers and sisters whom she lost young. She shared her grief with the
words “this pain made me forget everything,” explaining me why she did not feel in
the mood for singing the songs that she once knew.

Among the lullabies that Armenian grandmothers sing in Istanbul today are the
variants of composed or arranged lullabies, generally learnt at school. One of the
most widely known of those is Parsegh Ganachyan’s Kun Yeghir Balas [Sleep my
Little One] composed in 1913 to the poetry of Kamar Katiba (Rafael Badganyan).
Published in the second volume of Hay Kusan [Armenian Bard] (Istanbul, 1920), the
choral arrangement of this lullaby had become one of the most performed songs
within the Armenian community of Istanbul in the following decades, especially
after Ganachyan’s short visit to Istanbul from Beirut.

Kun yeghir palas, Sleep my little one,

Achert khup ara, Close your eyes,

Nashkhun acherut, May sleep come to your beautiful eyes,
Kun togh ka vra, Oror my little one,

Oror im palas oror u nani, Oror and nani,

Im anushigis kuné gé dani, Sleep takes my sweetie,

8 A significant part of the lyrics of this lullaby is common with the above-mentioned poem by
Sahagyan.






