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ALEKSANDAR DAMNJANOVIC:
ROZDESTVO FOR WOMEN'’S CHOIR!

The cycle RoZdestvo (Nativity) by Aleksandar Damnjanovié¢ was written
between 1997 and 2001.2 The first song dates from 1997, and under the title
Christmas Carol was awarded at an international competition of composers in the
Czech Republic in 1998. Most of the other songs were composed in the spring
of 1999, commissioned by the French Ministry of Culture. A children’s choir from
Rennes performed the piece as a whole for the first time in 2001, and in the same
year, at the BEMUS Belgrade Music Festival, the Belgrade audience was present-
ed the song Djeva dnes (The Virgin Today), in the interpretation of the choir
Collegium musicum under the direction of Darinka Mati¢-Marovié. The Belgrade
premiere of the complete cycle took place on February 19, 2003, as part of
Aleksandar Damnjanovi¢’s authorial evening.

A “soft light”* breaks through the songs from the cycle RoZdestvo by
Aleksandar Damnjanovi¢.. Serenely and mysteriously, the Christmas hymns,
whose texts are full of spiritual joyfulness like Byzantine iconographies, form a
special atmosphere of “warm light... that flickers, dissipates, is uneven, con-
stantly changes”.* And although RoZdestvo for a number of reasons — is not a

! The paper was the result of work on the project Srpska muzika i evropsko muzicko nasledje

(Serbian Music and European Music Heritage) (ev. no. 1427) financed by the Ministry of Science,
Technology and Development.

2 Aleksandar Namnjanavié was born in Belgrade in 1958. He reccived primary and sccondary
music education in the Vatroslav Lisinski and Josip Slavenski music schools in Belgrade. As a student
of composition in the class of Vasilije Mokranjac he was an active participant of the Music editorial
staff of the SKC (Student Cultural Centre). In 1979, he was accepted at the National Conservatory in
Paris from which he graduated in 1983. The artistic opus of this composer includes works for string
orchestra (Passacaglia (2001), Iskusenja Sv. Antonija /The Temptations of St. Anthony/ (1996-2001),
choir (RoZdestvu /1997-2001/), voice and orchestra (Folksongs /1998-2002/) and others.

> From the evening hymn Svjete tihi (Silent World).

*  Cited from: Viktor Bickov, Vizantijska estetika, Belgrade, Prosveta, 1991, p. 119.
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liturgical composition, but a concert work, a mystical atmosphere pervades the
entire cycle. The text to this piece for a women'’s or children’s choir speaks a cap-
pella of Christ’s nativity, the Virgin Mary’s motherhood, the Cave, the journey of
the Magi who bring gifts of gold, incense and frankincense: gold for the King,
incense for the God, and frankincense for the mortal man, of the angels that
descend from the heavens, of water from the stone ... Music, however, follows
the text in a sophisticated manner using an archaic and consciously reduced
artistic language, but at the same time, in a contrapuntally guided line, it deals
with itself, its outcomes, past, (un)realized opportunities throughout history, its
position and status. Therefore, with themes that can be either truth or mystery to
a musician (or both, depending on the viewpoint), equally as Nativity is for a
Christian.

Having characterized the songs from RoZdestvo as unique vignettes,® the
composer pointed out their small dimensions — none of them lasts more than
three minutes — and common features. The cycle consists of seven parts: in the
beginning there is the kontakion Djeva dnes followed by Slava vo visnjih Bogu,
Carije dnes Sestvujte, Kamen Mojsej, | vi gori i holmi, Marija dnes povivajet and
Bogu v troicje.® The first movement has a liturgical text, a work by Roman Melod
(Slatkopojac), while others are based on verses of ‘spiritual” (not necessarily litur-
gical!) poetry. Damnjanovi¢ took the texts to the song Slava vo visnjih Bogu from
Mokranjac’s Strano pjenije (Foreign Singing), and the original strophes have
become individual movements in his cycle RoZdestvo.

Bearing in mind Damnjanovic’s interest for the historical dimension in
RoZdestvo, let us take a look at the history and features of the song Slava vo
visnjih Bogu. Its author and date of creation remain unknown, but judging from
the influences of Ukrainian para-liturgial poetry and the characteristics shared
with other songs of a similar theme, it may chronologically be dated as the 17*
or 18" century. The printed text may be found in a song book entitled Pesni
razlicnaja na gospodskija prazdniki (Various Songs for Religious Holidays) dated
1790.7 It is well known that Slava used to be performed among Serbs as part of
the créche ritual as early as the second half of the 18" century, along with other
para-liturgical songs (Likuj dnes Sione /Rejoice Today, Sion/, Sedse trije cari
/Three Kings Went/, Jegda pride konec vijeka /When the End has Come/).% All
these texts used to be copied to numerous Serbian songbooks during the 19* cen-
tury and the melodies were recorded from the end of the 19" century onwards.
Among the recorders of the Slava were Stevan Stojanovi¢ Mokranjac (Strano

5 From an interview given by the composer in the beginning of February 2003.
®  The Virgin Today, Praise the Lord in Heaven, Moses Split the Stone, And You Hills and Forests,
Mary Wraps the Child Today, Praised Be the Lord in the Trinity.

7 Cited from: Katarina Tomasevié, Muzika i pozoridni Zivot Srba u XVIII veku, MA thesis, manuscript,

1990, pp. 127, 151.
8 Ibidem, pp. 125-179.
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Pjenije, lithographed in 1914), Isidor Baji¢ (Srpska muzi¢ka biblioteka /Serbian
Music Library/, 1914) and Nenad Baracki (Rozdestvo Hristovo ili Bozi¢ /Nativity
of Christ or Christmas/, 1926).°

In terms of content, S/ava vo visnjih Bogu fully corresponds to the feast of
Christ’s Nativity, while the poetic form and versification are not in accordance
with liturgical poetry. In some strophes (with Damnjanovi¢ — in some songs) there
is rhyme, and the last line is almost always repeated. The music recorded by
Serbian collectors of fulk songs (there are no major differences between them)
does not bear any similarity to traditional Serbian church chanting either: the
clear tonal direction, bar form typical of the Ukrainian kant or chorale, the regu-
lar metrics of most of the song, music syntax, type of melody, rhythm .. all this
differs from the traditional Serbian chant.

At first glance, one might say that Damnjanovi¢ in RoZdestvo adopts only
the texts of the said songs, disregarding the recorded melodies of the kontakion
and the spiritual song Slava vo visnjih Bogu. The sharp contrast that divides the
kontakion from other songs in Mokranjac’s notation, for example, is not present
here; the same character of music and the common compositional-technical solu-
tions mark all the movements of RoZdestvo. A more thorough analysis, however,
reveals something else: a great number of elements typical of the Serbian church
chant or, in a broader context, the Christian Orthodox chant.

Thus, for example, in some songs one comes across the ison: in the kon-
takion on the F tone, that is the G (in the line “nas bo radi rodisja otro¢a mlado”
that represents a specific culmination), in the greater part of Slava on the D tone,
and in / vi gori on the F, G and A. A narrower ambitus of voices and small inter-
val moves also correspond to a number of church melodies. The occasional
emphasis of the augmented second in the highest part (Djeva dnes, Slavo vo
visnjih, Kamen Mojsej..) is reminiscent of the sixth church mode, and somectimcs,
most often in middle voices, elements of familiar melodic formulas appear (exam-
ple 1). What is also interesting is the oscillation between the tones B and B-flat or
A and A-flat in Djeva dnes, which recalls the recognisable — and in the third mode
typical only of the kontakion — alteration of the major and minor modes; still,
RoZdcstvo is far from a traditionally understood tnality. In fact, it seems that the
vertical component in the cycle, with the domination of second, fifth, fourth,
much less third or sixth chords, is conditioncd by thc horizontal dimensions of
church melodies. The interval of fifth is particularly accentuated: it is the begin-
ning of the kontakion, Slava vo viénjih, the beginning and end of Marija dnes (in
the entire course of this song the fifth is very significant). The form of each song
is based on the alteration and varied repetition of several sections, typical of
church music. Other features related to chanting include the absence of metrical
division rules, the fluidity of a rhythmic move of mildly contoured soft lines and

°  Ibidem, pp. 152-155.
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yoices in parallel fourths in I vi gori and Bogu v troicje, as well as an evocation
of early Russian polyphony at the end of the first section of Slava. Last but not
least important is the Ligeti-type texture, with inner movement in the condensed
and colouristically uniform core of transparent female (or children’s) voices.

“The cycle RozZdestvo is the author’s partial answer to the question — what
would Serbian music look like today if Serbian culture had not survived the dra-
matic break of 600 years? | filled that break, that void, with an imaginary devel-
opment of our music. | reconstructed in my imagination all those missing stages,
using our spiritual and folk music”'? — these are Aleksandar Damnjanovié’s words
dedicated to RoZdestvo. Let us add that the “reconstruction of history” did engage
the imagination of the composer, but its historical dimension is not only “imag-
ined” but linked to real phenomena, at least where church music is concerned.
It includes the medieval chant with its ison, the influences of the kant and viva-
to so typical of the 18"-century Serbian music, and the interlocking folk and
church tradition, which determined the profile of the new Serbian church chant.
The very combination of the kontakion and Slava coincides with precisely the
songs that started to “emerge” from church rituals as early as the 18" century (in
this case, a reference is made to the kontakion), integrating into folk religious
beliels. In other words, the author, perhaps unconsciously, or perhaps owing to
his experience in interpreting church music, artistically and imaginatively recon-
structed and reshaped the existing real layers of tradition.

Translated by Dusan Zabrdac

10 From an interview given by the composer in the beginning of February 2003.
" Aleksandar Damnjanovi¢, Kolektivno i individualno, manuscript.
12 H

Ibid.
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