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The Komitas Code: Discovery unlocks the secrets of
ancient music

By Mher Navoyan
ArmeniaWeek correspondent

A long-lost "key" to understanding thousands of pieces of medieval Armenian music has been
rediscovered.
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The notes on musical notation, or khazer, were drawn up by the composer Komitas but then lost for nearly
a century.

Arthur Shahnazarian (pictured bottom), a Yerevan composer, came across the work while studying T o
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The khazer, which were in use between the Ninth and 15th Centuries, are different from traditional
European musical notation. Whereas the notation in modern scores uses one sign for each sound, a single
khazer note can express several sounds at once.

The meaning of the notes was shrouded in mystery, even among musicians of the time. Information about
them was kept secret and very few musicians mastered them.

After the 16th Century, the wars and invasions that Armenia suffered made it impossible to educate new
specialists in the musical system. The number of people who understood the notes gradually declined over
time and eventually the knowledge was lost.
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He was able to decipher the keys with the help of fragments of Komitas' research plus related manuscripts that provided details of the
meaning of the musical notation. Now Shahnazarian is publishing a book on his discoveries.

They open up a whole new world of old Armenian liturgical music. In Yerevan's Matenadaran manuscript museum alone, there are
preserved more than 290 Pataragamatuyts, about 300 Zhamagirk, 350 Sharaknots, and numerous Tagharanner, Gandzaranner, and
"Manrusman - all ritual works written in khazer.

Similar manuscripts are preserved in Jerusalem, Venice, Vienna, and other centers of Armenian culture. It will be possible to read
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thousands of medieval spiritual songs as a result of the re-discovery of Komitas's research - expanding our understanding of Armenian
medieval music.

And not only Armenian music. The finding is also expected to provide insights into
Byzantine, Georgian, and Slavonic music from the period, written in similar notation forms
that have been only partly decoded.

Shahnazarian emphasises that Komitas deserve the credit for the work - he simply found
and interpreted composer's research.

"Those valuable manuscripts exist and so now it is possible to read national church
songs," he says.
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PLATE VI
ARMENIAN NOTATION
4th century fragment of the Sharakan in ancient notation.
In the first century C.E. neumatic notations appeared
virtually all over the Mediterranean basin (cf. p. 53).

They are characterized by their use of symbols
to represent sounds (cf. p. 58).
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