








Folk music as ethnosurvival factor * 49

it, and quite often takes a breath during a line, repeats the syllable and goes on. This
is improper in Hungarian, but normal in Eastern Ostyak singing. When transcribing
a song, we have to take into consideration what has to be marked and what is
superfluous. Obviously the length of a break while the singer coughs or drinks some
water has no musical significance; neither has the length of the erroneous syllable.
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Example 2.

Unfortunately we cannot tell anything about the structure of the songs performed
by Ivan Stepanovich, as the texts of these have not been written down, and for a
number of reasons there is no way to reconstruct them. One reason is that because
of the drum we cannot hear the texts clearly. Another is that the songs have their
special language, frequently not comprehensible even by those speaking Ostyak as
their mother tongue: for example there are inflected forms in them which are no
longer used in everyday speech.

This is also the case with the songs of Ivan Stepanovich, recorded in 1974. His
son, Yeremey Ivanovich Sopochin, copied some of his songs for us in 1992, and he
willingly tried to help us to understand the texts. He could tell us the contents of the
songs, but not the texts themselves, although he is a native speaker and the son of
the singer. This makes our work very difficult, as we can study the songs only if we
know both text and melody (Lazar 1988, 1994).

Fortunately the younger shaman, Leonid Mikhailovich Sopochin also sang us
a number of long songs. The texts of these have been written down, so it is possible
to study the construction of songs.

It was found that both the melody and the text of the songs are improvised, and
neither of them is strophic. The basic unit of the melody is a motif (if it is half as
long as a text-line) or a line (if it is as long as the text-line). Motifs are taken as
basic melodic units only in those cases when they are joined together in different
ways to form lines. A melody containing two kinds of motifs (a and b), is
considered to be one-seeded, if all the lines are constructed in the same way (ab).
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If there are not only ab, but also bb lines in the melody, or even ba and perhaps
even aa lines made from the motifs, it is considered to be a two-seeded melody, and
the motifs are taken to be the basic units.

The larger melodic units in most cases are of different length, containing a
different number of lines or motifs.

The texts are also improvised according to different rules, having units
(sentences) of different length, which are different from the melodic units: the
borders of the texts and melodies do not coincide. This is not a consequence of
insufficient knowledge on the part of the singer; on the contrary, it is a principle of
construction to make the song “endless”.
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(you do foolishness!...)
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If we consider improvising, we can see that this is a considerable mental achieve-
ment, though of course it is not done consciously; a good singer senses what he has
to sing.

We need to know the way the songs are constructed if we want to find out how
they can be learnt. It is not easy; the “student” has to know the stories, the poetic
language which differs from everyday speech, the musical motifs or lines, he has
to be able to construct the text, to construct the melody and to combine them. This
is something much more difficult than to learn the text and melody of a Hungarian
folk song, even if it is a ballad of 30 strophes. The young singers have to listen to
the older ones a lot and to imitate them; in this way they can learn the stories, the
language and the melody, and acquire a feel for the construction.

Other song genres

Besides shaman songs there are different kinds of bear songs and songs of
invocation to gods and spirits. When guests arrive, the host offers a food sacrifice:
bread, cakes, meat or fish, tea and some alcoholic drink are put on the table. The
people stand in front of the table, the women, with shawls over their heads, bow and
turn around several times. If the host is able to sing, he also sings a song of
invocation to the gods and spirits. Then they eat the food and drink the alcoholic
drink and tea.

Ostyaks also sing individual songs. These are sung in different situations of
one’s life: for example when travelling by boat for three or four days alone, the
song is about the land where they are, or about family, relatives, and life events.
There are also sung tales and tales with song insertions. The structural characteris-
tics and the manner of performance are the same in these as in shaman songs: they
are improvised and constructed in the same way, in these, too, we can find
imprecise intonation, rhythmical irregularities, shorter and longer breaks due to
improvisation or, for example, coughing, having no significance. Other songs, for
example those with strophic structure, constant text and melody, sung in groups,
indicate foreign influence.?

Shamans and national identity

More and more Ostyaks are having to move to villages or towns where they cannot
preserve their traditional way of life. They cannot hunt and fish, they cannot fell
trees to make a fire, but they have to earn money with some kind of unfamiliar
work. They cannot keep the rules of taiga or tundra life but have to learn other rules.
In towns they live mainly among Russians. Many of them live in mixed families,
marrying someone of another nationality, and their children no longer speak Ostyak

% Lazar 1999.
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and cannot talk to their own grandfathers. They try to assimilate into the village or
town population, speak Russian even with each other, and sing Russian songs (if
any). This means that they lose touch with their roots, and very often relieve the
ensuing tension by drinking.

It is clear that as town-dwellers Ostyaks cannot live by hunting and fishing, but
they can try to retain their identity among these different circumstances as well, by
keeping their spiritual culture: this helps to preserve the national identity.
Shamanism is very important in the spiritual culture of the Ostyaks, it sums up how
they perceive the world. A shaman ceremony is much more than the text and the
melody of the song and the movements of the dance performed during it.

However attractive, rich and colourful this poetic world may be, it is to be
feared that there are fewer and fewer people knowing this culture and able to
preserve their roots, their national identity. I am convinced that there is a place for
shaman poetry in the culture of our days, too: this can be seen also from the
popularity of the poems of Yuvan Shestalov, the most famous Vogul poet. I am
convinced that co-operation and mutual help is very important in our world and in
our days, too, when we have so many problems with the evils of urbanism, isolation
and alienation. Ostyak shamans may have an important role in keeping together at
least that part of their people who speak their own language and accept their Ostyak
identity. They are honoured people thoroughly familiar with their culture, and
hopefully they have the spiritual strength for this task. We, researchers also try to
do our best to help them in this, and we can only hope that our efforts are not in
vain.
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