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to create an Assyrian spirit of community. Habib Mousa and Joseph Malki, both born 
in Syria in the 40's, migrated to Sweden in the 70's where they carried on Assad's work 
using music to bring Assyrians together in organisations. Today the situation is 
different. One of the most popular Assyrian "pop groups", both in- and outside the 
Assyrian community in Sweden, is Qenneshrin (The Eagle's Nest). The members of the 
band are young (between 19 and 23) and mostly second generation immigrants. For 
Qenneshrin music is much more a natural means of expression, not something that you 
have to struggle for. The political meaning of music-making is not as apparent for 
Qenneshrin as for musicians in the older generations. Assad could not allow himself to 
use Arabic or Turkish elements in his music. Instead he moved towards Western art 
music. Malki on the other hand often uses characteristics of Arabicrrurkish popular 
music, but argues that this is fully motivated by the "fact" that all Middle Eastern music 
traditions have their roots in Syrian Church music. For Qenneshrin music seems to be 
much less complicated. They borrow freely from different sources and have no problem 
with adopting influences from other Assyrian bands in the USA and Australia as well 
as from Turkish and Arabic music. 

-What is Assyrian music, I asked one of the band members. 
-Well that's when we sing in Assyrian I suppose. The music is always a mix, was 
the frank answer. 

Qenneshrin do not have to motivate any Assyrian origin in what the play or sing - at 
least not to themselves. But of course the strong Arabic influence is a problem to the 
older generations that had to fight for their right to a music of their own. 

Still, if one compares Qenneshrin with other young Swedish music groups, there 
is an important difference. A heavy burden of expectations rests on their shoulders. 
When the father of Nabu, one of Qenneshrin' s two keyboard player, was asked what he 
would do if his son came home one day and said he was going to stop playing Assyrian 
music and start to play hard rock instead, he answered with a single word: Catastrophe! 
But the risk that "The Eagle's Nest" should become hard rockers is non-existent. A far 
greater problem, which is often discussed in Assyrian musical contexts, is the influence 
from Turkish and Arabic music which poses a constant threat. Arabic and Turkish pop 
music is spread to Assyrian youngsters in Sweden through satellite TV channels and 
other media, and this is reflected in the repertoire of the youth bands. 

The vast supply of Arabicrrurkish music, combined with the fact that Assyrian 
music has few distribution channels, means that there is a risk that the music will 
become more "Arabified" or "Turkified". 

And as Emanuel Demir points out, there isn't very much Assyrian/Syrian music 
anyway. 

ED: We know nearly all of it already. But to play at weddings and that sort of thing 
one has to be more international, so to speak. You have to play in Arabic, Syrian, 
Assyrian and Turkish style. 
NP: And Kurdish too, sometimes. 
ED: Yes, sometimes Kurdish, in fact ... 
GM: But we prefer not to play Kurdish music. 
DL: Why's that? 
ED: It's to do with history. (Interview with three members of Qenneshrin: Emanuel 
Demir [ED], Gabriel Masso [GM] and Nabu Poli [NP], 26th February, 1997). 

The reason why they are not keen on playing Kurdish music is because of the political 
conflicts which still exist among the Christian minorities and the Kurdish Muslims, 
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particularly in South East Turkey. But since many Assyrians lived in Kurdish villages 
where Kurdish music and language dominated the folklore, there is still a need for 
Kurdish repertoire at parties. "It depends on the family", says Nabu Poli, and continues, 
"some families grew up close to Kurds, so then we have to know their music. Otherwise 
they get Kurdish musicians for their weddings". What is important in this context of 
course is that the audience, even if they are Kurdish-speaking, are Assyrians. It is hardly 
likely that a Kurdish family would want Assyrian musicians at their parties. 

Figure 5. Qenneshrin playing at the Mix Music Cafe in Stockholm on the 8th October, 
1997. Photo: Dan Lundberg. 

The situation in Sweden naturally differs from that in the Middle East since here 
Assyrians with different origins meet in the same societies and live in the same areas. 
Here there are no Kurdish! Assyrian or Turkish! Assyrian regions; everyone is part of the 
same community. This naturally puts special demands on the musicians' repertoire. But 
the musical diversity that arises when many different ethnic groups employ the same 
musicians is not unusual in Turkey and the Middle East. An important difference, 
however, is that there the musicians themselves are seldom part of the same social 
sphere as the audience but have been brought in from outside. This is often the case, for 
instance, with mashroqo (Shawn) and dawole (big drum) players who are often of 
Gypsy origin. The mixture of musicians in Qenneshrin, with origins in Turkey, Syria 
and Iraq, in a way mirrors the Assyrian group in Sweden as a whole. In a multicultural 
group such as Qenneshrin the various individuals are representatives for their cultural 
backgrounds. It is natural for Emanuel Demir, who grew up in Turkish!Kurdish 
surroundings, to contribute Kurdish and Turkish music to the group's repertoire. In the 
same way Gabriel Masso, who comes from Syria, has become the group's expert on 
Arabic music. 

DL: How did you get hold of this repertoire - Kurdish, Turkish, Arabic? You must 
be on the lookout all the time? Isn't that so? 
ED: Yes, of course, we listen. 
GM: We see what's being asked for at parties and what's popular. And then we 
learn those tunes. 
ED: It's mostly dance tunes. That's what people want at their parties. 



Assyria - your land on the Cyber Space· 25 

NP: If a new cassette comes out with good party music, then we buy it straight 
away. 
DL: Then what do you do in the band, do you use notated music or do you learn it 
by ear? 
NP: By ear, by ear mostly. 
ED: The lads can read music a bit. Gabby, for instance, he reads music well. 
Sometimes when a singer comes from outside and it's an emergency ... Singers 
sometimes bring their own music. Perhaps it's their own tunes which are not on the 
cassette ... 

If we return to the question as to whether there is anything Assyrian in the music itself, 
we realise that the whole issue is somewhat complex. Obviously it is possible to find 
certain ways of playing and styles of phrasing and perhaps even instrumentation which 
distinguishes Assyrian music from other styles from the same region. But a very large 
part of the music is used by several different population groups. The lads in Qenneshrin 
seem to be fairly well in agreement that the strongest "Assyrian" expression lies in the 
lyrics. Just as an English tune, which is given Swedish lyrics, actually becomes Swedish 
in a certain sense, so a Turkish tune with Assyrian lyrics becomes Assyrian. But in the 
debate on what is genuine and what is not, Emanuel Demir considers that it can also be 
argued that "people are scattered all over the world. And they also have different 
origins. People that come from Turkey, if you tell them to sing an Assyrian-Syrian song 
then it will be a Turkish song. A tune that they have done but which is strongly 
influenced by Turkish music. When people are so scattered, then you get a mixture and 
a bit of everything" . 

Maybe it is the mixture itself that is "genuine"? 

Figure 6. Emanuel Demir and Nabu Poli at the Mix Music Cafe in Stockholm on the 
8th October, 1997. Photo: Dan Lundberg. 

When we listen to the members of Qenneshrin, it is possible to draw the conclusion that 
the new situation and the increased self-awareness among Assyrians in the diaspora has 
also changed the attitude to music. Young people do not seem to have as great a need 
as the previous generation to prove the music's "genuineness". 

One would perhaps also be inclined to assume that the music rebel Gabriel Assad 
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would be dissatisfied with the development towards a more Arabicffurkish oriented 
profane music. But when asked what he thought about the development of Assyrian 
music he answered, on the contrary, that he is highly satisfied and that he is proud of 
what has happened. The main thing for Assad is that people can now play Assyrian 
music freely (Gabriel Assad, interview 10th March, 1997). 

The efforts of Assad and other people have truly borne fruit. Profane music-making, 
which was condemned as sinful by the Syrian Orthodox Church, is now a valid 
possibility for Assyrian youngsters today. 

* * * 
The benefits of the new media are easy to see. Assyrians all over the world suddenly 
have the opportunity to create and distribute common cultural expressions. For a people 
without a geographically determined "home land" the Internet seems to be an efficient 
way to establish a nation. Still it is important not to have an over-confidence in the new 
media. It is necessary to remember that the indispensable technical equipment locks out 
lots of people from taking part, not only in the Middle East. 

It is also adequate to wonder if such an anarchistic, fast expanding and uncontrolled 
media as the Internet is suitable for creating uniformity. In January 1997, it was 
estimated that 50 million pages of text had been put out on the World Wide Web. The 
estimated speed of expansion (which is increasing all the time) is now 10% per month. 
We are living in an ongoing information explosion which is perhaps most obvious in 
our contacts with Internet. 

Right now nobody is interested in controlling what is published on the net, which 
means that many different kinds of Assyrianisms will compete at the same time. 
Another problem if how to find things. The enormous amount of information makes 
search engines, link sites, etc essential so that we don't lose our way in the jungle of 
information. This means that the producers of this kind of electronic meetingplaces are 
very important. Today Assyrian music is distributed on the Internet mainly via 
American link pages. This puts strong pressure on, for instance, the Swedish! Assyrian 
music producers to present their products on the net and to get them exposed on the 
right link pages. 

The electronic networks and media have given birth to a new virtual Assyrian 
nation. The new possibilities for organisation provided by the Internet entail a 
homogenisation of the cultural expressions. But the media also limits the available 
expressive forms. Moreover, it not only changes the modes of cultural expression; it 
also alters the course of the cultural flow. The "mother country", in a creative cultural 
perspective, is to a great extent transferred to the Diaspora and then, reunited on the 
Internet. 

If you go to the Internet address http://users.aol.comlassyrianme/songs/ linda3. wav 
you will hear the East Assyrian singer Linda George in "Malikta Sharniram" (translation 
below by Robert Oshana.). Like many other Assyrian pop songs, the text deals with the 
homeland in the Middle East and the title Queen Shamiran awakes associations to the 
old Assyrian Empire. An impossible dream of a mother country which is now 
reincarnated as "Your Land on the Cyber Space". 



Malikta Shamiram 
(Queen Shamiram) 
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Oh young men. Oh gentlemen and young ladies. 
Listen (all of you). I will tell you a story about your country. 
I am .. . , I am a dove from Nineveh. 
I have flown (and came) from Nineveh 
Let me know, let me know oh -homeless (landless) person 
Where are the patriotic son's of Ashur. 
Let me know. (all of you), let me know, oh homeless ones. 
Where are they? The patriotic sons of Ashur? 

For thousands, for thousands of years I've been flying. 
With hope of returning to my country keeping me alive. 
In Ashur, in Nineveh and Arbel, Garmoo. 
One voice, I heard calling us all. 
It said: show them, show them the son and the daughter. 
That way, to the country of - our mothers - and - our fathers 
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Assyrian Music Dealers: http://www.cs.umu.se/-dprhi/assyr/index.html 
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Download Assyrian Fonts: http://www.nineveh.comlatorfont.exe 
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Midi Composers Exchange: http://www.nineveh.comlmidi 
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