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Collecting Folk Music in the Land of the Zemzems: 
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Abstract 
I have been doing research work among Turkic peoples for almost thirty years, and in 2011 I had the 
opportunity to collect music in the Balkan province of Turkmenistan. Since this area is largely 
inaccessible for researchers, this fieldwork collection has some significance. The article begins with an 
overview of Hungarian research among Turkic people, focusing on Turkmenistan and the history of the 
Turkmen people. This is followed by excerpts from my fieldwork and my initial impressions on 
Turkmenistan. The central focus is, on the one hand, the quite simple folksong repertoire of the 
women, and on the other hand, the more complex repertoire of the men, which is accompanied by a 
short introduction to Turkmen epic, the bakhshis and their art. I also dwell on the music and dance of 
the zikir and the Kushtdepti that originated from Sufi sects. The study contains several notated music 
examples and introduces video, sound recordings and photos from the fieldwork, which are soon to be 
published. In sum, this article constitutes an initial report on this particular trip. 

  
Keywords: Turkmen, ethnomusicology, woman’s songs, Sufi, dance, bakhshis, comparative 
musicology 

 

Introduction 

In April-May 2011 I collected traditional music in sixteen villages and pastoral shelters, 
from one hundred and fifty informants in Balkan province, recording twenty hours on video 
tape of folksongs, Turkmen landscape and customs. I studied the archive of the Turkmen 
State Conservatory and complemented the collection with commercial materials, as well as 
some music recorded from the television, and with folk music recordings and publications 
received from Turkmen researchers. Since Turkmen folk music has hardly been researched 
so far and the area is inaccessible for researchers for the time being, it is my belief that this 
collection might have some significance. 

I begin with some questions: why does a Hungarian folk music researcher go the 
Turkmenistan, and what business does he have among Turkic peoples? It is well known that 
the Hungarians settling in the Carpathian Basin consisted of Magyar and Turkic groups, 
speaking both associated languages. It is therefore no wonder that the old Hungarian culture 
including folk music, displays strong Turkic influences, the research aspect of which began at 
an early date.  

My Turkmen research also had Hungarian precedents: in 1863 Ármin Vámbéry, who was 
touring the deserts of Central Asia, made ethnographic observations in this area. Another 
important name is, of course, Béla Bartók’s. He collected music from nomadic yürüks along 
the southeastern coast of Turkey in 1936 and he identified musical traits similar to the old 
styles of Hungarian folk music. These nomads were descendants of the Turkmen tribes who 
gradually occupied and Turkified Anatolia after 1071. Just as various new strata settled upon 
the old styles of Hungarian folk music, the different Turkic and non-Turkic groups settling 
upon the Byzantine substratum brought about a highly diverse and colourful musical fabric, 
so hardly any connection can be discerned today between Turkish and Turkmen folk music. 

Hungarian researchers have long been involved in the study of the music of Turkic 
groups, the main manifestations being: Bartók’s collecting trip of 1936 in Anatolia, the 
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Chuvash, Tatar and Bashkir collection of László Vikár and Gábor Bereczki, and my own 
Turkish, Azeri, Karachay, Kazakh and Kyrgyz collecting trips since 1987. The next leg of this 
series was the Turkmen study tour. There is no summary volume of Turkmen folk music and 
the few available articles say little of the music itself. Consequently, if someone wishes to get 
a deeper insight into this music, s/he must organize an expedition to Turkmenistan. But to do 
so is not as easy as one might think. One may visit the capital and the tourist attractions in a 
formal and organized way, with escorts, but it is hard to get the Turkmen authorities’ permit 
to visit and collect in the villages.  

Fortunately, my current place of employment, The Institute for Musicology, wrote to the 
Turkmen Cultural Ministry asking them to consent to my research trip. An old acquaintance 
of mine, then ambassador to Ankara István Szabó, warmly supported my effort. Moreover, I 
was known as a researcher to the Turkmen community, and they seemed to have a positive 
opinion of my research to date. To my satisfaction, a few months later, I received notice of 
visa approval and that I could go to work there.  

Since I speak Turkish well and like Turkish, the Turkmen language belongs to the Oghuz 
language family, I was not afraid of communicating there, but I stilled asked for a companion 
who spoke Turkish and English. As it turned out later, it was a good move, because unlike 
the Azeri language, Turkmen is hard to comprehend even for those who have a good 
command of Turkish. Before discussing my field work and its results, it is important to get 
acquainted with Turkmenistan. 

 

Turkmenistan 

The country, which is the size of Spain, is bounded by the Caspian Sea on the west and 
its neighbours are Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan and Iran. The greater part of the 
country is desert (Karakorum) with sparse vegetation. The population numbers five million, 
85% Turkmens, 5% Uzbeks, 4% Russians and 6% other, according to a 2003 estimate. 

 

 

Figure 1 –  Map of Turkmenistan and its neighbours 
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In earlier times, the area was peopled by Persian-speaking groups: Sogds, Parni, 
Baktrians and Scythians. The Dayae group whose physiological features are discernible in 
today’s Turkmens appeared in the area around 500 BC. In the fifth to eighth centuries, the 
Turkification of the different groups in Central Asia was intensified due to the influence of the 
Turk Khaganates. By the eleventh century a populace merging Iranian and Turkic elements 
had evolved to play a decisive role in the emergence of Oghuz Turkic groups (Turkmens, 
Azeris and Anatolian Turks). 

Through incessant raids and taking of captives the Turkmens constantly increased the 
rate of Iranian elements in their population. Turkmens differentiate between pure Turkmens 
and the descendants of captives. The Yomuts and Göklens regard themselves genuine 
Turkmens and despise the Tekkes as people of alien origin. Even today the Turkmens are 
absorbing other Muslim elements: Turks (Kazakhs, Karakalpaks) and non-Turks (Baluchi, 
Khazara, Arab). Since they lived together with Kipchak and Turki groups for centuries 
(medieval Kipchaks, Karluks), elements from these groups were also incorporated in the 
Turkmen populace. 

Today’s tribal subdivision is also reflected by the dialects, such as Yomut, Tekke, Göklen, 
Salur, Sarik, Ersari, Chavdur; the smaller tribes are the Imreli, Bayat, Karadashli and other 
(Kakuk 1976: 43). At the time of the Russian conquest, most tribes were semi-nomadic in a 
transitional state on the way to sedentary existence (Tihomirov 1960: 29-30). 

Soviet scholars date the emergence of the Turkmens to the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, the great reshuffling of ethnicities caused by the Mongolian invasion. By the 
sixteenth century the Turkmens divided into three territorial units: 1) Salurs of Khorasan in 
the area of Balkan; 2) the central groups (Salur, Tekke, Yomut and Sarik) around the 
Sarygamysh Lake and South Ustyurt, and on the shore of the Kara Bogaz and the Caspian 
Sea as far as Mangislak; and 3) Chavdurs, Igdirs and Abdals in northwest Khorasan. There 
were Tekkes in North Khorasan, too. 

From the seventeenth to the early nineteenth century there were further migrations toward 
the Kopet Dagh area and in other directions, too, with pressure coming from more powerful 
(e.g. Nogay, Uzbek, Kalmyk and Kazakh) neighbours and the domestic strives of Turkmen 
tribes for territory. Harassed by the Kalmyks, some Chavdur and Igdir groups moved up to 
the northern Caucasus and became the ancestors of the Turkmens of Stavropol. There are 
sizeable Turkmen groups in Iran, Iraq and Turkey, today too. 

The Central Asian Turkmens were widely renowned as warriors. This martial spirit partly 
contributed to the fact that they never had a stable state. Each tribe was independent with an 
elected khan, not submitting to any central power but in cases of serious crises they elected 
a ruling khan (Sümer 1980: 139-142). In Doerfer’s view (1990: 7) Turkmen society’s lag in 
development and unification on the edge of the steppe owes much to camel breeding which 
requires far less effort than horse breeding. 

By 1880 the Russian troops had occupied Turkmenistan, which became part of the Soviet 
Union in 1922 as Turkmen SSR. From 1924 onward, this rural formation gradually coalesced 
into an establishment close to a modern nation state. Though the tribal and clan awareness 
has remained strong to this day, the Turkmens also have national identity, coupled with a 
sense of superiority over any other people. In 1991 the independent Turkmen Republic was 
declared. 

Today, Turkmenistan is the habitat of diverse Turkmen tribes who are separated 
regionally and socially. The leading tribes are the Tekke and Yomut; I mainly did research 
among the latter who live in Balkan province. Within this tribe, there are two main branches: 
Chaparbay and Atabay, and the branches further ramify into smaller groups. I arrived in this 
country’s capital city of Ashgabad, in April 2011. 
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Ashgabad 

On the day of my arrival the official in charge of foreign contacts Mr. Agadurdi received 
me in the Cultural Ministry for a discussion. I was to stay in the capital for 5-6 days, then I 
would go to Balkan province by the Caspian Sea to collect in villages. We chose this area 
because the Yomuts living there were known to like singing gladly unlike members of other 
Turkmen tribes who were more reserved in this regard.  

The first days were usefully spent in the capital. I visited the Conservatory where the 
theory and practice of folk music is also taught. The lecturer of folk music theory, Dmejile 
Kurbanova, showed me her own recordings. She is mainly interested in Turkmen epic 
singers (bakhshis), with whom I will deal later in this paper. I collected all publications – 
rather few, I am afraid – which are only available in Turkmenistan. I copied some books, 
audio and video recordings. The acquired material strengthened my previous impression. 
The folk music items I found were mostly simple tunes of a few notes. These reminded me of 
the melodic realm of Azeri folk music, which differs from the Anatolian Turkish, or, for that 
matter, Hungarian folk music in general.  

Ashgabad is a modern city with brand new buildings, excellent roads, beautiful parks, 
trees, flowers, and fountains in a country where there is great shortage of water and the 
average income equals 100-200 USD. Primary school teachers earn more than university 
lecturers – quite rightly, I think – but they are obliged to work in the province for two to three 
years. There is a scarcity of qualified people. At the same time, water and electric current are 
free, petrol is procured for a symbolic sum, and it is very cheap to get housing and food.  

The factors are a reminder of the socialism in East-Central Europe. Interestingly, the 
Turkmen communist party renamed itself the Democratic Party in 1991, just when the great 
political turn took place in Hungary, too. However, in Turkmenistan there is still a one-party 
system, with the same officials or their successors. There are determined measures to 
protect the Turkmen national culture and the fourth largest gas reserve in the world from the 
Russian and American expansion. Therefore, they welcome Turkish expertise and capital, 
with Turkish firms building many of the modern buildings of Ashgabad (with Turkmen labour) 
and about half the private firms being Turkish owned.  

In terms of getting around, a stranger had better not stroll around in the capital in the 
evening for he can easily end up in the police station, for example, it is forbidden to smoke in 
open spaces. Turkmenistan is not a place for womanizers, either. If someone is caught with 
a Turkmen lady, he is fined for 1500 USD, must go to gaol for twenty days and gets expelled 
from the country for good. 

Transportation in the capital and in cities is mainly by car as fuel costs hardly anything. 
Anyone without a car may wave by the side of the road and in a few minutes a car stops and 
takes him anywhere in town for a song. This mode of transport, and Turkmenistan in general,  
is quite safe, especially as there are policemen everywhere. It is still advisable to be 
cautious, and when I was there I thought it best to get out of the hired car on a few 
occasions.  

What a visitor cannot arrange officially, or the official way proves too cumbersome, can 
often be more easily arranged in Rus Pazari, the Russian Bazaar. With a bit of ingenuity, you 
can get anything there. At any rate, there is internet access, and one can buy maps and 
telephone cards, especially for international phone calls (which are often not possible to 
make elsewhere).   
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Figure 2 – Yomut Turkmen girl in Djeleken 

 

In the first days of my trip, I had a glimpse of one or two of the television programmes. 
There is a national Turkmen channel with six to seven hours folk music a day. In the cities, 
however, the Russian and Turkish channels are watched by more people, as they are more 
western, “more interesting”. Almost everyone still knows Russian, and many are learning 
Turkish now. English can only be used in larger hotels, and other western languages are not 
accommodated.  

As mentioned previously, the first four to five days were spent getting acquainted with 
Turkmen folk music, language, culture. I did a little collecting work, too: in the conservatory I 
recorded a passage from an epic from the minstrel Nuryagdi and some wedding songs from 
a mother and daughter from Balkan province who worked in the conservatory archive.  

The official Turkmen conception of folk music is peculiar. Seemingly it is a high-priority 
issue, as many hours are devoted to it in radio and television, but there are no unified and 
more importantly, academic research or registration. The archive of the conservatory, for 
example, is somewhat useless; an old decrepit tape-recorder is available but it keeps 
jamming the tape. The inventories claim there are valuable materials here from earlier 
decades, but most of them have inexplicably disappeared. There are some private 
collections and the TV archive is apparently significant, but no one has access to them. 
Luckily, some colleagues showed me their own collections from which I could get further 
information. 

 

The Fieldwork 

When the Turkmen ministry of culture got convinced that I did want to visit villages, they 
issued a permit on 26 April 2011 to fly to Turkmenbashi on the Caspian Sea, from where we 
drove to the centre of Balkan province, Balkanabat at night.  That was the point of departure 
for shorter or longer collecting trips. 

 In Turkmenistan foreigners can only be put up at official places. I was unhappy to 
learn it because during collecting it is more useful to put up in villages at private houses, for it 
makes collecting extremely effective and diverse. Besides, in Balkanabat I was 
accommodated in a luxury hotel again, which dangerously curtailed my budget. I moved to a 
far cheaper mihmanhane „guest house” which proved much more pleasant. It was available 
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for foreigners who were invited by the Turkmen state. Since a member of this privileged 
group, I could move off the routes for organized tourist groups, too.  

 The lecturer of the Ashgabad Conservatory Ms Djemile Kurbanova also accompanied 
me, which disconcerted the local people: a Turkmen lady with a foreign man? My colleague 
tolerated the pressure for two days, but then flew back. I was left alone, with Tahir aga, 
Mister Tahir who was appointed to escort me. He only spoke Turkmen but he proved to be 
an excellent help on the whole tour.  

 Before the towns there is strict checking, but our drivers were well-known around 
Balkanabat and our car was rarely stopped. The beginning of the collection was smooth, I 
recorded songs, instrumental music and dancing in the villages of Djebel, Oglanli and Hazar 
apart from Balkanabat.  

 

 

Figure 3 –  Map of Balkan County 

 

The work in Celeken on the shore of the Black Sea across from Azerbaijan was 
particularly successful. The villages were from Esenguly close to the Iranian border which we 
visited later. We travelled for hours through desert area where the sand was trying to reclaim 
the road. The desert here is not like the immense Karakum where here and there you find 
some vegetation. All you see is sand and sand dunes up to the horizon. In Celeken we first 
had lunch, and while we were feasting on chicken legs, potato and salad, 13-14 elderly 
women and some thirty girls and boys were gathering close to the shore, ready to sing and 
dance.  

The villagers were all clad in the typical Yomut costume, several of them having also been 
involved in black/white film footage recorded here twenty years before, a perfect basis to 
compare the changing of dances and tunes. Collecting work began with the twenty women of 
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different ages sitting on the rug laid on the sand. First they sand lullabies (huwdi), religious 
songs (zikir and gazel), rainmaking songs, women’s songs (läle), songs of the Ramazan 
month (jaramazan) and wedding tunes, followed by laments. I was convinced again that the 
folk musical forms were very simple, and diversity could be found in the repertoire of the 
semi-professional epic singers or minstrels, the bakhshis. Singing was followed by dancing, 
which in its current form is a recent development to be discussed later when kushtdepti is to 
be introduced. During the dance the music was provided through an amplifier, but the tunes 
were traditional and the young people also knew them. I asked them to dance to their own 
singing, which they did after a highly-choreographed suite of dances. We returned to 
Balkanabat at dawn to prepare for next day’s fieldwork. 

 

 

Figure 4 –  Kushtdepti dance 

 

It was a successful collecting spree again on the Iranian border. The scenario was similar 
in Esenkuly to Celeken: I collected from elderly women, followed by dancers. It was 
interesting to note how the younger ones, particularly the leader of the dancers responded to 
the show of the elderly: they learnt steps from them on the one hand, and on the other, they 
showed them how they „should” dance. The tunes were very similar to those in Celeken, but 
some typical variants could also be recorded. They we drove round and continued at smaller 
houses.  

Next day we move on to the village of Etrek as we had heard news of two prospective 
weddings and the commemoration of a local saint. No folk music research could have a 
sweater dream! We visited the mayor for a cup of tea. An immigration officer also joined us, 
we had a chat, he stamped our passports and we set off to the wedding. 

I followed the women into the wedding yurt to record the events. Relatives of the couple 
were singing good wishes, one woman after the other. I was not surprised to hear variants of 
the familiar tunes. From the bride’s yurt we went over to the groom’s house where large 
loudspeakers were roaring with more modern music, but in the house before and during 
lunch the women did not stop singing their traditions songs. I recorded the outdoor dances, 
indoor singing, the procession of the bride, the donation of the presents also accompanied by 
singing, all to the same tune type. Men did not sing, but there were two hired men who sang 
vigorously and gladly when the women were short of songs and at certain points of the 
wedding, e.g. the arrival of guests, beginning of the hanging over of presents, etc.  
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In the break of the wedding we returned to the mayor who received us with somber face: 
we had to go the immigration office. We were told that we could forget about the Cultural 
Ministry, we had no valid permit, we had to pay 500 USD fine (a whole fortune here) and 
leave Balkan province, and even Turkmenistan. That was real cold water to us, particularly in 
the heated zeal of the wedding! In vain were all calls to the ministry, we had to leave behind 
the frontier-zone settlement through camel-studded desert. Luckily the punishment was not 
serious (except the money) and a note was added to our passports. And two weeks later I 
received a video recording from Etrek that had captured the entire wedding. 

 

 

Figure 5 –  Tahir aga and the author 

 

After Etrek we visited Serdar between Balkanabad and Etrek, one of the centres of the 
bakhshis in Balkan province. It was really worth coming here. They were about to celebrate 
the “Day of Victory”, the day the Soviet Union officially defeated Germany. There were great 
celebrations all over the country, with veterans, speeches, processions, dance and music. At 
the beginning the bakhshis also performed, several of them were invited into the ceremonial 
yurt where the collection continued. Bakhshi after bakhshi, trio after trio entered the yurt, 
which did not let in the noise of the pageant. Inside the singers and the dutar and gidjak 
instrumentalists enchanted the audience. Finally we also went to the medeniyet evi ‘culture 
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house’ where the beautiful Turkmen boys and girls performed their folk dances. We moved 
on to the house of an acquaintance of Tahir aga to collect from bakhshis and women. I tried 
out their two-string gidjak, which did not seem hopeless after the violin. I made friends with 
the master and we tried to unravel the common threads of Hungarian and Turkmen music in 
the Turkmen tongue, with moderate success. We arranged to meet the next day in the 
Karakum desert. 

We overnighted at a pilgrims’ hostel named after the female saint Paraw Bibi. She was 
fleeing the horsemen of Djinggis Khan, the mountain opened before her and closed after her 
so that she could escape. People visit this famous place not only from Turkmenistan but from 
other Turkic countries, too. They pray, the richer stand the needy a treat, there is a peaceful, 
amiable atmosphere in the place. In the unfurnished room opened for us there was a rug for 
a bed, blankets could be had from the wardrobe. We were lulled to sleep by the muezzin and 
soft evening prayers. At sunrise we walked up the hill to the mosque erected in honour of the 
saint in the small cave next to it one could also pray.  

After the brief report on collecting work, let us see some tunes and get acquainted with the 
major groups of Turkmen folk music, first the women’s tunes followed by those of the men. 

 

 

Figure 6 –  Wedding in Etrek (Balkan province)  

 

Turkmen folksongs – the realm of women  

As mentioned above, the Turkmen folksongs are very simple, only the repertoire of the 
semi-professional or professional bakhshis displays greater variety. Yet the women’s 
performing style, the peculiar timbres, quarter tones, internal rhythms, etc. add up to a 
peculiar richness, and undoubtedly, the musical repertoire satisfies the musical needs of the 
community. Characteristics of the Turkmen folksongs are: narrow range, fast motion, melody 
line declining from the highest to the lowest pitch and simple form. The lines are short and 
the rhythm formulae are simple. Tunes reciting one or two notes are not infrequent, and the 
more advanced tunes here do not exceed the fourth. The single most popular structuring 
principle is the descent of motifs in second sequences, which is frequent in Anatolian folk 
music, too, but does not appear in the similarly simple musical world of Azerbaijan. 

The range of scales used in Turkmen folk music does not exceed the boundary of tri- or 
tetrachords. A scale with the major third is more rare. The key note often only appears first at 
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the very end of Turkmen folksongs. The style of performance, however, changes from area 
to area and organic elements of live performance are the micro tones intoned fairly 
changeably, appearing in the performance of rural women and professional singers alike. 
Similar is the situation among the Turkmens in Afghanistan. This phenomenon is more of 
Iranian than Turkic origin, which is another feature to allude to the strong Iranian substratum 
of Turkmen music. A detailed comparison of all these features is unquestionably necessary 
and holds important conclusions in store. 

 

The most popular rhythmic formula is illustrated here in fig. 7. 

 

 

Figure 7 – Popular rhythmic formula in 2/4 

 

Another ‘syllable’ may be added to these seven syllables, resulting in ¾ meter time, which is 
also a quite frequent formula. 

 

Figure 8 – 3/4 formula 

 

Through the augmentation of syllables, the basic heptasyllabic scheme may be combined 
into longer lines, as illustrated in fig 9.  

 

 

Figure 9 – combinations of syllables 

 

Four-lined stanzas are predominant: sometimes there are no rhymes, sometimes there 
are rhyming couplets, and sometimes all four lines rhyme. Like in the folklore of many other 
eastern groups, the basic rhyme scheme is a a b a, and between lines 1-2 and 3-4 there is 
content parallelism. 

The forms are just as simple as the melodies, rhythm and scales. Despite the four-line 
textual stanza, the song form usually comprises a half strophe of one or two parts, the four-
lined strophe being rare. Sometimes with short a and b refrains an Aa Bb form emerges, 
which comes somewhat closer to the musically complete ABCD strophe. With the addition of 
short refrains the forms may become slightly more complex (AAAA + aa). 

The tunes of lullabies and laments are mainly sung by women in nearly every culture. 
Laments are important ritual tunes which are known by all Turkmen women. The lament 
tunes are also very simple, often comprising two short lines moving one under the other on 
an Aeolian/Phrygian trichord (Figure 10d). In some areas, e.g. the central Ahal or 
neighbouring Mary provinces, the repertoire of the women is practically reduced to the 
lament and the lullaby. Lullabies are sung by every Turkmen woman, some sing several 
different tunes. There are widely known lullaby types (Figure 10c) and there is a great variety 
of tunes on the whole. The simple structure of lullabies conceals a more complex musical 
stock which is still unexplored. 

The simple cow or camel milking songs, the work-songs during grinding with a hand mill 
or weaving are sung by women. They sing the mondjukadti magic songs of the year-starting 
spring festivity Nevruz, too (Figure 10h). Another ritual songs, the wedding jar-jar uses the 
Phrygian scale, which is also frequent here. It is also they who pray to the deity Süyt Gazan, 
the saint of material goods and controller of rain, with their rain-making song. Songs of 
similar structure, function and refrain can be found among Uzbeks, Kazakhs and Azeris, too. 
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The repertoire of the maiden’s songs (läle) is quite narrow as well, the topic is usually 
love. Earlier, there were several tunes in this genre, of which practically only the damak lälesi 
“throat läle” survives. To achieve a tremolo effect, the singers keep patting their throats or at 
least imitate the movement. A typical tune is Figure 10e. 

The most prevalent melody types are shown in Figure 10 and Figure 11, those marked 
with an asterisk are rarer. Micro tones are not indicated in the notation. Figure 10 carried 
two-core tunes, often they are strung into cycles, and the lines, particularly the first, are 
typically repeated several times (e.g. AAAB). Such tune sequences can be exemplified by 
the lament Sipos TC № 481 which starts with lines of Figure 10c, followed by a variant of 
Figure 11a then Figure 13a, 13b, 14b, etc. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 –  Main types of Turkmen women’s songs 

 a) lullaby (Sipos TC № 177), b) läle (Sipos TC № 77), c) lullaby (Sipos TC № 127), d) lament 
(Sipos TC № 179), e) läle (Sipos TC № 174), f) läle (Sipos TC № 71), g) läle (Sipos TC № 256), h) 
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mondjuk adti* (Sipos TC № 25) 

 

In Figure 11, I list the most important four-sectioned tunes. Some of them can directly be 
attached to the two-lined ones (Figure 11a,c), but exceptionally some more advanced 
formations may also appear, which shows some ties to the so called ’psalmodic’ tunes 
(Figure 11d). 
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Figure 11 – Four-lined women’s songs a) lullaby* (Sipos TC № 85), b) wedding song 
(Sipos TC № 19), c) wedding song* (Sipos TC № 136), d) lullaby (Sipos TC № 38), e) 

jar-jar* (Sipos TC № 50), f) jar-jar* (Sipos TC № 230) 

 

The religious songs are also sung by men, while the Ya Ramazan tunes on the first day of 
the Ramadan fast are performed exclusively by young boys under similar circumstances to 
the Easter sprinkling custom among Christians. As the singers recalled, before the Soviet 
times these songs used to be sung just as they are sung by e.g. the Kazakhs or Kyrgyz, but 
in Turkmenistan only the declamation of the text can be heard on the occasion and the 
melody does not survive. Some dances have religious implications, too, as will be seen in the 
next part. 
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Figure 12 – Turkmen girl 

 

Dances and zikir 

The Turkmen dances as they appear today are the products of the most recent times. 
Four or five years ago every village had to form a folk dance ensemble, but the emerging 
dance repertoire is considerably schematic. Luckily, however, in most ensembles there are 
some elderly people with whose help the older dance traditions can survive (at least in 
Balkan province). 

The basis of Turkmen dances is a set of ritual movements used in healing, protecting 
against the evil eye and in the Islam zikir ceremony, which many thinkers derive from ancient 
shamanic rituals. During zikir rituals the participants fell into a trance by spinning and singing 
religious poems. 

I did fieldwork in Sufi communities in Turkey, Northern Caucasus, Azerbaijan and 
Kyrgyzstan before and found that the practice of zikir lives on in several places, often in 
secret as it is banned. In Turkmenistan I did not find zikir in function, but among the Yomut 
Turkmens in the west of the country I encountered the kushtdepti dance. Its steps and tunes 
must have once belonged to the zikir, but by now the performance has lost its religious 
implications and the words are wholly secular, too. It is danced by men and women together, 
usually to the singing of a single man or woman who does not dance. The kushtdepti cycle 
begins with a rubato divana tune, followed by the dances called bir depim, iki depim, üç 
depim (one step, two steps, three steps) – the number and steps of which change regionally. 
The peculiar rattling utterance of Allah’s name (hu-hu, Alla) survives from the religious 
tradition; note that the word zikir originally means ‘mention’, ‘recalling’. 

Figure 13 shows the musical motifs, melody segments used in the course of the 
kushtdepti dance cycle. The order of the tunes is typical, but there are frequent deviations: 
some tunes may be omitted and certain sections are repeated as many times as required by 
the dancers. (b and bk at the second tune indicates melody variants notated on one stem.) 

 

 

Figure 13 –  A typical sequence of Kushtdepti tunes (Sipos TC № 28) 
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Our discussion of Turkmen traditional music highlighted women’s songs in the first place. 
Turkmen folk music or musical realm close to folk music has another stratum predominated 
by highly varied, sometimes very complex musical forms performed by men: this is the 
musical repertoire of the Turkmen bakhshis (epic singers, minstrels). 

 

 

Figure 14 –  A shepherd playing in the desert 

 

Collecting among Bakhshis  

Before putting the Turkmen epic songs to scrutiny, let me recall a collecting trip of mine. 
Early morning on 3 May 2011 we set off to the shepherds in the desert by car. It was a long 
drive along the Karakum canal, which carries water here from thousands of kilometers, 
before we spotted the herd of one thousand three hundred sheep, donkey, dogs and two 
shepherds. We had arrived in the Chil Memet desert, a part of the Karakum. The shepherds 
lived in a superannuated truck but to welcome us they laid a beautiful rug on the sand, killed 
a sheep and gave us a treat. Apart from the populous and zealous swarm of flies it was all 
very pleasant and friendly. The obligatory vodka bottle was produced and music began. 
Three bakhshis who sang and played the dutar were present together with a gidjak player 
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with his two-string bowed instrument. Above the subtle yet powerful sound of the 
instrumental duo the singing was an enthralling experience in the desert. Sometimes a 
second dutar also entered, quite rightly, because the singers strummed a very simple 
accompaniment during singing, or stopped altogether and only returned to the instruments 
for the interludes. 

The music was played for eight hours, the sun set, the desert was wrapped in utter 
darkness except for the light of the stars. That was when I sensed the real greatness of 
Turkmen music and got in love with the sophisticated art of the bakhshis.  

The shepherds and their guests retired for the night, and we were about to turn in with the 
musicians. The hosts kindly warned that during the night snakes, zemzems might come, the 
important thing was not to move when some animal sneeks past or takes a closer look at us. 
Snakes were frightful enough, but the unknown zemzem ’desert crocodile’ appeared truly 
formidable, particularly when we saw a dead specimen hung on a nearby bush. Anyhow, we 
were lucky to miss both kinds during the night. .  

At dawn I was awakened by a soft song. In the desert there is no muezzin to call the 
faithful to prayer, so upon the first rays of the sun two shepherds climbed a hill, one of them 
sang the ezan, followed by their customary Islamic ritual singing and bowing. In the desert 
temple of Nature this simple, intimate scene was just as fascinating as a mass in the Notre 
Dame in Paris. It was captivating that these people now played music, now served, now 
killed a sheep, now celebrated a ritual, whichever was to be done. And they did all this with 
elegant dignity, and humility.  

 

Turkmen epic and epic singers – the musical world of men  

Epic-narrative and lyrical-dramatic sagas are popular among the Turkmens; some are 
rather old like the Oghuznama or the book of Dede Korkut, others are newer from the 
eighteenth century. The themes are usually identical with the epics of the Near East and 
Central Asia, sometimes slightly modified. 

Oghuznama, the story of the early Oghuz tribal confederation and the mythic ancestors of 
Turks and Turkmens, survives in destans among the Turkmens. In the Turkmen variants the 
monologues and dialogues of the characters are sung just like in their Kyrgyz, Kazakh and 
Uzbek counterparts. 

Another popular epic is the possibly 16-17th century variant of the Köroğlu narrative also 
known among Turkish, Azeri, Uzbek and several other groups of Central Asia and the 
Caucasus, everywhere in special variants. The Turkmen form is a chain-link between the 
Azeri and Uzbek versions (Chadwick-Zhirmunsky 1969: 303). In this sense the Turkmens are 
like a Trans-Caspian bridge linking Turkic Azerbaijan and through it the Turks of Turkey to 
the Central Asian groups, first of all the Uzbeks. Perhaps the Near Eastern elements of 
Turkmen folk music arrived along this route. 

A part of the eighteenth century epic poems are anonymous, but some are by eighteen 
century Persian and Turkish classic authors. The themes are prevalent in the east, such as 
Shasenem and Garif, Asli and Kerem, but there are special local themes as well, e.g. 
Hürlukga and Hemra or Sayatli Hemra, the latter folk narratives being elaborated by Turkmen 
poets. 

The music of the bakhshis is a professional form between art music and folk music, of 
which several books and studies have been written. The first and indispensable work is 
Uspensky-Belaev’s (1928) with lots of notated music; its chapter six mentions foreign 
influences affecting the music of the Turkmen bakhshis. Important works include the English-
language publications of Polish Żereńska-Kominek (1991, 1997) based on several years of 
fieldwork with a focus on the Turkmen bakhshis. Today’s greatest researcher of Turkmen 
music, Turkmen Şahin Gulliev (1985, 2003), a refugee in Kazakhstan, also mainly writes 
about the art of the bakhshis. Several of the above-mentioned publications are reliable, 
though none provides an exhaustive elaboration of the highly complex musical repertoire of 
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the bakhshis that changes rapidly in time and place, giving a foretaste of the richness of this 
stock. 

 

Turkmen bakhshis and their art 

An early key figure of the Turkmen epic tradition was the ozan2 who accompanied his 
narration on the kobuz, a string instrument. Later the Turkmens switched over to the gidjak, a 
long-necked spike fiddle which evolved from the Arab-Persian rebab−kamancheh type 
instrument3. The ozans gave way to the professional bakhshis, who perform their narratives 
accompanied by the dutar, a long-necked two-string lute. The word bakhshi comes from 
China (Poppe 1965), had different uses among Turkic groups before it got fixed as 
professional singer among the Turkmens and shaman, seer, soothsayer among the 
Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Uyghurs as well as Uzbeks and Tadjiks settled in Turkestan in 
Afghanistan. Turkmens and Uzbeks also call the epic singers bakhshis. 

The Turkmen bakhshi is a poet, singer and musician in one. Though contemporary 
bakhshis have no shamanic identity, several of their traditions are identical with those of the 
shamans, e.g. they receive their talents in a dream followed by a lengthy illness, after which 
they are immediately in possession of the entire craft. The bakhshis call a performance yol 
(way), which corresponds to the journey of the shamans. In his book My Wandering and 
Experiences in Persia (Pest, 1867) Vámbéry wrote the following about the initiation of a 
bakhshi: “One day the poet mounted his horse and suddenly fell into a deep sleep. In his 
dream he saw himself in Mecca, with the Prophet Mohammed and four chief caliphs. The 
holy man stepped up to him, gave a slight stroke on his head and blessed him. Magtumkuli 
woke up and from then on he became such a great poet that his art was only surpassed by 
the Quran alone.” 

Actually, the bakhshis acquire the craft in a long master-and-disciple relationship at the 
end of which period the master (halipha) gives his ritual blessing (pata), thereby inaugurating 
the disciple into the community of bakhshis. 

It is indeed worth thinking about how a reliably good craftsman becomes a genuine artist 
of immense influence. This is a topical question in any branch of art, affecting any performing 
or creative artist. Franz Liszt ruminated on how someone might become a great artist by 
concluding that he/she must first become a great person, which proves inspirations. Perhaps 
the inauguration or conversion of bakhshis also has an aspect of enlightenment, of becoming 
a new person.  

 

 

Figure 15 –  Bakhshis playing in the desert 
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Professional Turkmen vocal art evolved in parallel with professional poetry, and the 
foundation was the twelfth to thirteenth century culture in Merv, the old cultural center of the 
contemporary Turkmen territory. The Turkish poets of later times were the inheritors of this 
culture, many of them being composers and singers, too. Professional poetry developed in 
two directions: toward the poetic elaboration of destans and writing new heroic, lyrical and 
historical pieces. 

The bakhshis used the highly sophistical poetic forms developed by the peoples of the 
Near East and Central Asia, first of all the Arab-Persian aruz. The repertoire of professional 
Turkmen singers is characterized by complex meter and compound strophic structure. In this 
regard Turkmens are closer to Uzbeks, Tadjiks, Azeris and Armenians than e.g. to Kyrgyz, 
Kazakh, Karachay and Anatolian Turks who do not use these forms of versification. This also 
verifies the isolation of the Kazakhs and Kyrgyz from the influences of the Near East and 
also determines the interim place of the Turkmens between the Central Asian livestock 
breeding nomadism and the Near East. In Uspensky-Beliaev (1928) Beliaev quotes an 
informant of Uspensky as saying that in the art of the bakhshis some strong Near Eastern 
influence could be discerned. 

The musical style of the Turkmen bakhshis is highly idiosyncratic both in terms of the tonal 
range of the tunes and of the manner of performing the sung notes. The type called aydim 
‘narrative’ has a powerful emotional charge, the exclamations and the long sustained notes 
in the higher registers being particularly expressive. Further effects come from the peculiar 
timbre of the performance and the special sound of the refrains. Two kinds of refrains can be 
differentiated: the softer one is sung to the repeated syllable gü, the other sung to the i-ki-ki 
syllables is sharper, staccato performed. These modes of performance probably continue an 
ancient bakhshi tradition. 

With the passing of time, the scales of pieces sung by professional Turkmen singers 
became more and more complex so that the dutar had to be applied with the full chromatic 
octave frets and extended above with a major second: G-‒g + a. The extension of the range 
entailed the enrichment of the keys; in addition to all the diatonic scales diverse chromatic 
scales and scales with the augmented second also appeared. 

In the performance of destans the bakhshis use the dutar and usually a gidjak player also 
joins in. There is possibly another dutar player who has an important role, because the 
bakhshi only plays the pre- and interludes with full intensity, letting it rest or only playing 
simply while he sings. 

 

Compositions of bakhshi singers 

The bakhshi tunes are 7-, 8- or 11-syllabic, the melody structure rarely harmonizes with 
the structure of the text. A typical feature of bakhshi performance is the irregular, changeable 
rhythm and the frequent use of non-musical sounds. In some areas, e.g. Ahal Teke, bakhshis 
are more frequently present than elsewhere. Bakhshis learn from one another, and when 
they like a tune they integrate it in their repertoire provided that it wins the support of their 
audience, too. The most competent bakhshis have fully booked schedule for months, 
sometimes years, playing for considerable sums of money at weddings, concerts and 
gatherings. 

A bakhshi performance usually has three main movements. Since during the performance 
the instruments are sometimes tuned a quarter or a half note higher, each movement is 
intoned about a third higher than the previous one. The melodies of the first movement are 
narrow-ranged, each line ending on the key note. The tunes of the middle movement may 
have the gamut of an octave, there is a difference of three or four notes between the melody 
lines. The tunes of the last movement begin around the octave or even higher and only 
descend at the end of the tune. 

Figure 16 illustrates an informative process: after narrow-range tunes in lines 1-4, a tune 
and its variant follows that slightly resembles ‘psalmodic’ melodies (lines 5-6, 7-8). Then 



 

 Ethnomusicology Ireland 5 (2017) Sipos 

 167 

comes a tune starting high, with disjunct character in lines 9-10; finally, the cycle ends with a 
variant of the tune in lines 7-8. All this adds up to a fine rounded structure including a low-
progressing starting tune and psalmodic and disjunct tunes, too. Such compound structures 
are typical of the performance of bakhshi singers. 
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Figure 16  –  A bakhshi tune cycle (Sipos TC № 163) 

 

Conclusion 

The study of Turkmen folk music is far from being satisfactorily completed, and 
comparative analyses are completely missing. Although some thorough studies and books 
can be read about the art of the bakhshis, there is practically nothing about folk music proper 
available for study. A few publications with musical examples include; Beliaev (1975) which 
gives a brief survey of Turkmen folk music with 15 examples; and Gulliev (2003) which 
includes sixteen folk songs in his book; the Turkmenistan entry in the Grove Dictionary of 
Music covering Turkmen folk music in general terms and with few data; and finally the audio 
material on the two discs of Traditional music of Turkmen people. More recently lots of 
musical publications have appeared, most without academic intent or framing, without 
musical analysis or comparison, and with little or none notated music. An overall picture can, 
however, be had from the publications and the collected materials, and the brief introduction 
of women’s songs and kushtdepti tunes in the present paper can be regarded as reliable.  

It may be concluded in general that similarly to the Turkmen language, Turkmen folk 
music also constitutes a transition between the eastern and western branches of Turkic 
groups. Though it has its specific features, it displays ties with the two neighbouring large 
regions. To the Azeri-Armenian-Tadjik-Uzbek Near Eastern area it is connected with the 
gidjak (a rebab-like knee fiddle), the Arabic-Persian metric patterns, forms of verse, and 
some scales with micro tones. What ties it to the Kazakh-Kyrgyz zone more to the north is 
the lack of dancing and percussive instruments, the use of kobuz (horse-hair stringed fiddle) 
and virtuoso polyphonic instrumental music (dutar).  

Taking a closer look at the interrelations of diverse Turkic groups, while there are close 
connections between the languages of Turkic groups, their musical stocks are fundamentally 
different. That is perhaps not surprising, because these people are, at least in part, Turkified, 
and through their substrata, they are in genetic and cultural relations with several non-Turkic 
peoples. My research among them therefore has repercussions, apart from the Turkic 
speaking peoples tied by culture, language and history, upon their neighbours and partly 
absorbed other peoples, creating the foundation for an even broader future comparative 
ethnomusicological research of Eurasian groups. It justifies research into Turkic folk music 
that these ethnic groups have long been playing salient roles in Asia, and without the 
exploration of their folk music the musical world of Eurasia cannot be comprehended.  

In the south there are strong Iranian contacts and in harmony with that, the use of micro 
tones is more frequent in the southern Turkic areas (Anatolian Turkish, Azeri, Turkmen, 
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Uzbek music), being less dominant in the middle strip of the territory (Karachay-Balkar, 
Kyrgyz, Kazakh areas) and is negligibly rare in the upper pentatonic belt. 

In the north and east relations to the more broadly arched pentatonic music of the 
Mongols can be gleaned (Mongolian and eastern-northern Kazakh, some Siberian Turk, 
Chuvash, Tatar and Bashkir), while in the region of the Caucasus musical fusion with the 
Cherkes, Kabard, Alan and other Caucasian peoples can be observed (Karachay-Balkar, 
Nogay). The music of Turkey also mirrors the culture of absorbed and Turkified substrata to 
a great extent, the music of Siberian Turkic groups is basically pentatonic but their music so 
fundamentally differing from the pentatonic forms of the Mongolia–Volga-Kama area requires 
further thorough comparative investigations. The motivic music of the Yakuts, who migrated 
to their current area later, also needs further studies as this music differs from the other 
Turkic repertoires and has forms that are similar to the motivic music of some Finno-Ugrian 
groups. 

As is evident, Turkmen (and the linguistically closely connected Azeri, Uzbek) folksongs 
are predominantly simple, narrow-range tunes pointing to Iranian and in part Caucasian 
relations. The basic layers of Turkmen folk music display strong structural and sometimes 
melodic similarities to Azeri folk music. At the same time they considerably differ from 
Anatolian folk music and the pentatonic music of northern Turkic groups. At any rate, and 
similarly to other southern Turkic groups, there is no trace of pentatony here. 

Larger forms, including regular four-lined descending tunes only occur in the repertoire of 
semi-professional story-tellers. I recorded several of them that can be subsumed into certain 
styles of other Turkic people and, for that matter, of Hungarian folk music. I estimate this 
repertoire at some 100-200 tune types. As regards Turkmen epic singers or minstrels, their 
highly complex repertoire still needs much research and collecting, so only a few basic forms 
are presented here. In the following, I am going to highlight this theme and the transformation 
observed in Turkmen folk music. 

 

Fig 17. Picture from a wedding 
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Videography 

All video and sound recording and the photos were made by the author in Turkmenistan in 
2011 in Balkan province.  

 

List of videos (on Youtube) 

* Video 1 Lullaby:  https://youtu.be/H38MFhZLdM4 

* Video 2 Women’s songs: https://youtu.be/1-i_WLVnQx4 

* Video 3 Giving present at the wedding: https://youtu.be/4jdleycxAWg 

* Video 4 Lament: https://youtu.be/UQs22cRLzfE 

* Video 5 A kushtdepti melody: https://youtu.be/738BxCJDWmE 

* Video 6 Bakhshis: https://youtu.be/VtePcuGnP1w 

* Video 7 Bakhshis: https://youtu.be/j49tpDEf9gE 

* Video 8 Bakhshis: https://youtu.be/-LOZk81bLQw 

* Video 9 Bakhshis: https://youtu.be/ps6veq2YhNk 

* Video 10 A shepherd boy is singing: https://youtu.be/soIizVCb4bs 
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Endnotes 

                                                           
1 Tunes in my so-far unpublished Turkmen collection are referred to as Sipos TC №xx. 
2 The Turkmen word ozan designating epic singers corresponds to Armenian gusan and Georgian 
mbosani ’story-teller’. It is possible that these designations hide the tradition of the Parni wandering 
singer gosan.  
3 Kazakhs use the term kobuz/kobiz to denote the horse-hair fiddle. In Afghanistan among Uzbeks and 
Tadjuks the instrument is used as a shamanic tool, but sedentary Central Asian groups hardly use it. 
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