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AT THE ORIGINS OF GEORGIAN ELECTRONIC
MUSIC: AN EXAMPLE OF ELECTRONIC MUSIC
THROUGH NATELA SVANIDZE’S WORK

Nia Barabadze

Keywords: electronic/electroacoustic music, Natela Svanidze, Georgian lamentations, epitaph

Mikheil Shughliashvili.

Introduction

and development of modern art. The process of re-

thinking musical categories (sound, timbre, harmony)
started at the beginning of the century. Wars and revo-
lutions, along with scientific and technological progress,
pushed creativity to a new understanding of the world.
These changes led to the emergence of new directions in
artistic fields and gave birth to new musical aesthetics.
Scientific and technological progress became the most
important factor for development. Innovation, formation of
new original ideas gained the highest value.

This article is dedicated to one of the pioneers of Geor-
gian electronic music, Natela Svanidze, and her electronic
opus, part 5 of her oratorio Georgian Lamentations, which
can be considered one of the first examples of Georgian
electronic music. Natela Svanidze’s work and persona
have drawn much attention, though her electronic opus
has not been studied. The aim of this report is to answer
the following questions: How did the history of electronic
music begin in Soviet Georgia? What factors contributed
to its emergence, and what was the inspiration for this,
what was its contemporary electronic music like?

T he events of the early 20" century triggered the birth

At the time when Karlheinz Stockhausen, Yanis Xe-

1 Barabadze, Kordzaia, 2021, p.46
2 Nadareishvili, Chabashvili, Svanidze, 2018
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The purpose of this paper is to answer the following questions: How did the history of electronic music begin in
Soviet Georgia? What factors contributed to its emergence, and what was the inspiration for this, what was its con-
temporary electronic music like? These questions will be discussed in context of Natela Svanidze’s work. The mani-
festation of her birth as a new artist is the peace Georgian Lamentations created in 1974, part 5, Epitaffio, considered
one of the first examples of Georgian electronic music, alongside the electronic works of Nodar Mamisashvili and

nakis, John Cage and others were busy with new findings
in Europe and America, Natela Svanidze was experiment-
ing with Synthi 100 synthesizer behind the Iron Curtain. '
The manifestation of her birth as a new artist is the work
Georgian Lamentations created in 1974,

| think it is important to understand the historical and
cultural context in order to correctly assess the electronic
music born in the heart of Georgian unofficial music. The
fact that Natela Svanidze spent important years of her life
in Moscow, Russia, leads us further to seek points of in-
tersection, influence and inspiration she received there.

Georgian Lamentations is written for a narrator, mixed
choir, women’s sextet, violin, alto flute, organ, percussion,
12 cellos and electronic tape. The piece was created in 1974
and only Epitaffio was recorded that year, performed twice
at Scriabin House in Moscow on Synti 100. The whole suit-
case of the composer including the entire parts were lost.
Georgian Lamentations was performed fully for the first
time on December 5, 2010 as part of the modern classi-
cal music festival Kontrapunkt. Unfortunately, throughout
her long life, only one concert was organized in 2010 with
all-Svanidze programme. Natela Svanidze was already 84
at that time. Her works were performed very rarely. In this
regard, she commented: ,I've arrived early... I'm here for
electronic music, but we don’t have any technical means
to create it.” 2
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In order to analyze the issues raised above, we consid-
erit appropriate, first of all, to review the historical context
and focus on the connection that the Georgian musical
world had with representatives of so-called Russian New
Avant-Garde during the so-called Thaw period, character-
ized by relatively relaxed censorship, which proved vital to
the development of innovative ideas in Georgia.

Historical insight

Two waves of the avant-garde developed in Russia:
the first in the 1910s-20s (Roslavets, Vishnegradsky, Obuk-
hov, Lure, Avraamav, Schillinger) and the second in the
1960s-80s (Denisov, Gubaidulina, Schnittke, Slonimsky,
Karetnikov, Shchedrin). The second wave of Russian
avant-garde, particularly important to us, was led by three
Moscow composers: Edison Denisov, Sofia Gubaidulina,
and Alfred Schnittke. Famous Russian conductor Rozh-
destvensky referred to them as the Moscow Trio. It is
known for a fact that access to contemporary European
music in the Soviet Union was practically impossible. No-
tably, since the post-war period in the Soviet Union, free
access to modern European music was very difficult, as
confirmed by Denisov: “While studying at the conservato-
ry, we did not even hear the names of Bartok and Messi-
aen, not to mention Stravinsky, Varese and the composers
of the second Viennese school.”® The connection with Eu-
rope and the rest of civilization was absolutely necessary
for the development of art. Behind the Iron Curtain, in the
Soviet Union, these processes slowed down, but did not
stop. That is why the finding of like-minded people ac-
quired special importance and role, it was a collective and
at the same time very individual struggle for self-expres-
sion and the establishment of new aesthetics.

The search for the origins of Natela Svanidze’s elec-
tronic opus led us to the experimental music of the sec-
ond wave of the Russian avant-garde. In this context, the

3 [lenncos, Hoaa TexHuka, 1999

history of the experimental electronic studio in Moscow,
the personalities associated with it, and its development
turned out to play a crucial role in further development.*
Notably, Natela Svanidze’s electronic opus was recorded
in this studio. The Moscow Experimental Electronic Stu-
dio, founded by Evgeny Murzin (a Russian sound engineer
and the inventor of the ANS Synthesizer) in 1966 and lo-
cated on the first floor of the Scriabin House Museum, be-
came an oddly fitting center for electronic music. It quickly
drew the attention of avant-garde composers, becoming
an important hub, hosting a series of weekly concerts from
the late 1960s until the studio closed in the mid-1970s.° The
studio was officially a “scientific research center” owned
by the recording company/label Melodia, but in reality it
was a space of total freedom, independent of ideology for
many years. Because of this special position, concerts of
new music were held there, with the first Soviet synthe-
sizer ANS © taking part.

The experiences and opportunities gained in Moscow
were significant for Natela Svanidze. It is also essential
to mention a second source of inspiration in her work:
her journey to Poland for the Warsaw Festival. Getting to
know new avant-garde music changed much in the com-
poser’s aesthetics and perspective. The new techniques
and methods of sound manipulation, which characterized
the avant-garde music of that period, became a source of
inspiration of new thinking principles for Natela Svanidze.?
It is this trip that can be considered a milestone in her art,
ending the first stage of the composer’s creativity (lasting
until 1963), when she focused more on continuing romantic
traditions.

Georgian Lamentations—Concept and semantics

The composer’s creative legacy is not vast, as Natela
Svanidze explains: “| write a little because | don’t repeat
form. | never wrote music for money, when something is

4 Edison, Schnittke, and Gubaidulina worked at the Moscow Experimental Electronic Studio and were its collaborators; a disc

featuring recordings of their electronic opuses has been released.

5 Schmelz, Unofficial Soviet Music, 2009, p. 195

6 Eugene Murzini developed a method that allowed sound waves produced by a synthesizer to be imprinted on
the surface of black glass, a form of musical notation. This saw was used by the composer to carve out points
and lines on the cutting glass. These points determined the pitch, duration, dynamics and timbre of each note;
The ANS Synthesizer is named after the composer Alexander Nikolayevich Scriabin (A.N.S.), whose mystical
theories about the unified art of sound and light greatly influenced avant-garde composers and theorists in early

Soviet Russia.
7 Schmelz, Unofficial Soviet Music, 2009, p. 201
8 Barabadze, Kordzaia, 2021, p. 45-46
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ripe for creation, then | create it.”

suhe object of our research, the six-part oratorio Geor-
gian Lamentations, is unique in Georgian music in many
ways, mainly due to its tragic concept and corresponding
semantics: prologue and /ament /, Khorumi and /ament
Il, call and lament Ill, lament |V, epitaffio, epilogue and
lament V. Ritual music holds an important place in tra-
ditional Georgian music, and, among others, there is a
variety of pieces related to mourning rituals. The general
tragic character and concept of Georgian lamentations in-
clude Khorumi, an example of ancient Georgian folk war
dance. The composer’s decision seems to bring forward
the sense of unity and fighting spirit. Repetition of rhyth-
mic motifs characteristic for Khorumi, forming a kind of
monotony, creates the effect of resistance. Indeed, it then
transforms into a lament, but the most tragic part is yet
to come: Zari, one of the archaic examples in Georgian
traditional song. Unlike the women’s mourning repertoire,
it contains fragmented intonations characteristic of grief
while also possessing properties of a hymn.” Particularly
interesting to us is part 5, the epitaph (the inscription on
the tombstone), the short form, characterizing this piece
is expressed by the minimalism of both the text and the
musical material.

It is important to address the textual aspect of Geor-
gian Lamentations, as its artistic intent is clearly articulat-
ed within the text itself. Nataela Svanidze had a special
relationship with words and poetry. “The literary text is a
priority, which should be expressed through musical dec-
lamation. The content of the text comes first. The idea that
music is written first and then the text is ‘added’ to it is
unacceptable to me.”" The text of Georgian Lamentations
is entirely based on Jansugh Charkviani’s poem Hymn to
Freedom from 1972.% The oratorio Georgian Lamentations
shares the poet’s patriotic spirit. One of the main sayings
of Jansugh Charkviani’s work can be read in the whole
concept of the work: “Georgia, you cannot afford losing
a child.”

9 Nadareishvili, Svanidze, 2003, p.37
10 Meskhi, Gabisonia, Folk Music, 2005, p.18
11 Nadareishvili, Chabashvili, Svanidze, 2018

Epitaph

The aim of this report is to discuss only the electronic
part of this work, the Epitaph, so why did the composer
need to use electronic sound in the context of these total
lamentations? The electronic part recorded on the Sin-
thi-100 is essentially another instrument in the composer’s
hands, used for tonal diversity in this unusual ensemble
piece. The use of the synthesizer in just one section can
be explained by the fact that this particular part, titled
Epitaph does not represent a lament; the author has in-
fused it with additional artistic character through this new
sound. | think this section can symbolically be considered
a unity of two worlds: the world of heroes who have now
transitioned into the realm of immortal souls, expressed
through the new tonal sounds in the electronic part, and
the acoustic part of the Epitaph, represented by the choir,
which preserves the eternal memory of the fallen.

Epitaffio (everything in the score is indicated in Ital-
ian) consists of two layers: an electronic part recorded in
Moscow on the Synthi-100" (this information is provided in
the score) and a mixed choir that performs only two notes
throughout the entire piece: C and D flat. The choir’s text
includes the phrase: Eternal glory to the one who does not
return home! Equally notably, the initial sound of the sine
wave in the electronic part is C. There is no notation of
Natela Svanidze’s electronic part, there is no note about
it in the score, it is just stated that the tape is supposed
to sound. We have at our disposal the final form, a ful-
ly fixed fragment, which was recorded on tape in 1974. In
light of the foregoing, it seems that she would need many
attempts to get the final form of the Epitaph, separately
recorded sounds combined into one tape, and structural-
ly difficult to attribute to any form. If we consider Natela
Svanidze’s electronic score separately, its musical mate-
rial, even considering the title, cannot tell us much about
its content or artistic side. It is very difficult to understand
the electronic recording of Epitaffio so separately, the text
performed by the choir and the fact that it is one of the

12 The only thing the composer has changed is the phrase ‘Freedom does not come easily; freedom is the fate of tigers’ —such a

thing was not written by Jansugh Charkviani in his poem.

13 The EMS Synthi-100 was a hybrid synthesizer created in London by Electronic Music Studios, which was both analog and digi-
tal at the same time. The ‘Synth’ had no memory—meaning it was necessary to find and capture the sound and tone immediately,
as it was impossible to store it digitally. For this purpose, they used tape recorders.
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parts of the great oratorio Georgian Lamentations com-
pletely change its context.

Looking at the electronic part alone, several different
types of sound, textural material appear: at first, the sine
wave is not very sharply pronounced but gradually be-
comes more intense, achieving an ear-splitting frequency.
After about a minute, parallel to this sine wave, a new
sound similar to the sound of Chime enters. And, unex-
pectedly, the author also offers a melodic line, from the
2" minute, the sound of the bass enters, which represents
a new tonal material and develops along with the melod-
ic line. The piece returns to a “sliding” movement similar
to the initial sine tone. Starting from about 3 minute on-
wards, White Noise enters, and develops sounding alter-
nately with the existing timbres. After about 4 minutes, the
intensity recedes and a rhythmic pattern appears to further
develop with the melodic line and later with the bass seg-
ments. Everything gradually becomes more and more cha-
otic, layers upon one another, and towards the end sounds
similar to the beginning appear, ending with a fade. The
13-syllable phrase that is heard at the beginning is com-
pleted alternately by different voices (alto, tenar, soprano,
bass), and tonal variation and interplay continue through-
out the entire piece. This is accompanied by a sustained C,
which is also gradually articulated by different voices. The
electronic textures and the choir’s monotonous accented
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phrases create tension and build anticipation. A dynamic,
procedural development manifests throughout the entire
piece, where the factor of time plays a crucial role in the
compositional dramaturgy.

Based on the notation material, recordings and analy-
sis at my disposal, we can conclude that Natela Svanid-
ze’s electronic opus is closely aligned with Elektronische
Musik™. Unlike Musigue concrete, the compositional ma-
terial in her work is not derived from actual sound objects
but rather from abstract numerical structures, which are
associated with serial thinking and are rich in the most
diverse expressions of music. ®

Conclusion

Georgian Lamentations can be considered one of the
key works in Nataela Svanidze’s oeuvre, holding crucial
and historical significance in the development of Georgian
music, as Epitaph is one of the first electronic example
in Georgian music. Compositional language, aesthetics
and technological progress emerged as a result of new
thinking principles. Electronic music initially appeared in
the scope of academic music, but later covered the en-
tire musical space and became the sound of the modern
world. Thus, | believe it is important to explore the origins
of Georgian electronic music and represent the chain that
traces its roots back to the 1970s.
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