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Abstract  
Contemporary music of the 21st century is under the sign of stylistic fusions and 
globalization. The technological advance that generated the appearance of 
amplified instruments, such as the electric guitar and synthetically created effects, 
allowed the emergence of new musical genres such as electronic music and the big 
family of rock. In this context a favorable environment was created for the 
interweaving of new elements with those inherited from the great classics, those of 
folkloric origin and with music developed on the American continent, all of which 
are limited only by the imagination and creativity of the artists. Currently, one such 
creator who combines jazz, heavy metal and authentic traditional music is Tigran 
Hamasyan. A complex Armenian artist, the characteristics and language features 
found in his creations denote a well-defined and mature style, being a benchmark 
for those who wish to research how the world music genre has expanded but also 
for those concerned with djent music. This presentation proposes, in a first instance, 
to define the two musical genres omnipresent in his creations, world music and 
djent, and then, by analyzing the main stylistic elements with direct references to 
the creations “Song of Melan and Rafik” and “Kars 1”, to highlight the way in which 
these sources have combined to demonstrate the artistic value of this composer and 
to offer a new perspective on contemporary stylistic fusions. 
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Introduction 
Contemporary music is marked by stylistic fusions and globalization. Out 
of a desire to stand out and bring a unique contribution to the sound 
universe, 19th-century composers were increasingly concerned with 
overcoming and expanding patterns by appealing to different sources, 
languages, and more or less well-known ways of organizing sound. 

Musical technology has benefited from an extraordinary advance. 
The emergence of amplified instruments, such as the electric guitar, and 
synthetically produced effects, which allowed the imitation of a specific 
timbre up to the simulation of an entire symphony orchestra, generated 
the emergence of new musical genres, such as electronic music and the 
great rock family. In this context, a favorable environment was created for 
the interweaving of new elements with those inherited from the great 
classics, those of folkloric origin and those originating from the music 
developed on the American continent in the last century, all of which being 
limited only by the imagination and creativity of the artists. 

Currently, one such creator who combines jazz, heavy metal and 
authentic traditional music, both through quotation and folk-style 
composition, is Tigran Hamasyan. Born on July 17, 1987 in Armenia, he is 
one of the promising musicians of the present who has managed to achieve 
a unique combination where his sources of inspiration are equally valued. 

Coming from a cultural space less touched by Romanian musicology, 
Armenian folklore is similar in some respects to Romanian. The influences 
that have been exerted on us, from which we can mention music of a 
religious nature or that originating from the Ottoman domination, have 
made the modal language with a predilection for chromatic modes and the 
composite metric framework to be encountered in both cases. Of course, 
these examples are only the upper layer of what it means to understand 
and research authentic music, a separate study being necessary. 

In my personal opinion, by observing these common elements but 
also those that differ, composers can make a significant contribution in 
terms of strengthening the cultural bond between these two cultures. 
Through the conscious mixing of musical sources, a music of particular 
originality can be created that oscillates between the traditional Eastern 
European, Romanian and Eurasian, linguistic and geographical barriers 
being thus broken down. 

The fusions, characteristics and language features found in the 
creations of the named composer denote a well-defined style that can only 
be achieved through science, inspiration and a vast musical culture. The 
musical genres found in the works of this creator exceed the status of 
entertainment music and the combination between them is the factor that 
led me to consider that thorough research is necessary. 
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This article, which is part of a much larger study, proposes an 

understanding and a potential definition of the two musical genres 
omnipresent in his creations, djent and world music. By analyzing the 
main stylistic elements with direct references to the creations of “Song of 
Melan and Rafik” and “Kars 1”, we will highlight how these sources have 
merged to demonstrate the artistic value of this composer and to offer a 
new perspective on contemporary stylistic fusions. 

 
1.  Djent and World music 
The two musical genres mentioned in the introduction have sparked 
controversy in the specialist sphere. By specifying the main 
characteristics, we will be able to observe on the one hand the potential 
for development of the djent genre and we will be able to better 
understand the criteria for classifying a work in the world music category, 
whether these are solid or the term is used to generally name music with 
authentic folk inserts.  
 
1.1. Djent. Musical style or genre? 
The djent genre evolved from progressive metal. Being a recently 
developed musical genre its characteristics are not fully defined and 
implicitly do not have a high level of complexity, being easy to identify. 
Before naming and detailing the main features, it is necessary to specify 
the defining element of this new musical genre: rhythmic and technical 
complexity. 

The creations that fall into the djent genre excel from a rhythmic 
point of view. The ostinato motifs and the numerous rhythmic 
discontinuities due to the frequent polyrhythms and polymetric dominate 
the sound development. However, the metric foot is always present on one 
of the elements of the drum kit, usually the snare or cymbal, punctuating 
the main beats or even each beat of the measure. 

In my personal opinion, by making the most of the rhythmic 
parameter that is often thought of purely mathematically, this musical 
genre contributed to the dramaturgical evolution of the drum set, which 
surpassed its classic role of rhythmic support and of creating transitions 
between the main articulations and periods of the piece. Treated in a 
modern, melodic manner, this instrument doubles the melodic line by 
emphasizing certain syllables or instrumental notes with the bass drum 
or the premier and enriches it with breaks that take on an ornamental role. 

A concrete example is the theme from the work “Entertain me” 
(2015) composed by Tigran Hamasyan where a polymeter is created 
between the drum kit and the other instruments. The drums punctuate 
the main 4/4 measure with the cymbal, on every beat, and the snare drum, 
on beat three, and the bass drum that doubles the main accents of the 
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piano, synthesizer and electric guitar evolves in the measure of 35/16, the 
latter measure being the result of the forced framing of the entire melodic 
motif in a single measure. 

To make the interpretative act easier, we will opt for dividing the 
musical phrase into motifs and melodic-rhythmic cells framed in 4 
measures of 5/16 + 5 measures of 3/16. At the end of the full exposition, 
all instruments score the first beat and the process is repeated. 

 
 

 
      

Example no. 1 - Tigran Hamasyan, Entertain me (2015), 
Division of the musical phrase.103 

 

Example no. 2 - Tigran Hamasyan, Entertain me (2015), 
principal musical motive.104 

 
As a consequence of the emancipation of rhythm, the melodic 

element will be found in the background. In the first phase, the musical 
themes were made up of cells and ostinato motifs and their development 
was achieved by using transposition and the variational principle. From 
its appearance to the present, this musical genre began to develop and 
show its melodic potential. In the creations of more recently formed 
groups such as the British band TesseracT (2003), the American bands 
Animals as Leaders (2007), Polyphia (2010) or the Australian guitarist 
Plini, present in the public space since 2011, we can observe a change in 
the approach to this genre, the melodicity of the musical themes 
alternating with rhythmically complex passages. Moreover, the djent 
moments contribute to the dramaturgy of the musical creation and are 

 
103 David Bennett, Youtube, Tigran Hamasyan’s crazy polymetric time signatures, 
3’49’’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EWA1_XthYGE&t=22s 
104 Paul Lascabettes, Mathémusique - BONUS, Youtube, a JazzShuggah song: Tigran 

Hamasyan - Entertain Me, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EidE2ETpCnU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EWA1_XthYGE&t=22s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EidE2ETpCnU
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created so that the sound discourse is in harmony with the message 
conveyed, if there are lyrics, and are dosed, exposing the listener to well-
defined portions, a characteristic not found in pioneers of the genre. 

Being part of the rock music family, the ones who developed this 
genre were the instrumentalists who use the electric guitar. In most cases, 
a guitar with seven, eight or even more strings is preferred so that the 
register in which the ostinato rhythms are exposed, especially the low one, 
is expanded. The guitar in this case is often tuned in drop D, a tuning 
standard in which the E string in the low register is given a whole step 
lower, the strings having the order from bottom to top D-A-D-G-B-E 
compared to E-A-D-G-B-E as in the standard tuning. Being a style often 
developed and performed by guitarists, the palm muted technique105 has 
become very popular. 

Returning to its origins, this musical genre was popularized by the 
guitarist of the Swedish band Meshuggah, Fredrik Thordendal, the name 
being given by the sound that the electric guitar produces when playing 
virtuoso musical motifs: 

 
It's our lead guitar player, Fredrik [Thordendal], /…/ back in the 
day, talking to one of our old-school fans, trying to explain what 
type of guitar tone we were always trying to get, and he was 
desperately trying to say, 'We want that 'dj_,' 'dj_,' 'dj_,' 'dj_.' And that 
guy was, like, 'What's he saying? Is that a Swedish word? Must be. 
Sounds like dj_, maybe 'djent'? Maybe something like that.' And 
that's where it comes from.106 

 
As non-conformist as the birth of this term is, its "founders" have refused 
to attribute this subgenre of progressive metal to their name, the group's 
second guitarist, Ma rten Hagstro m, apologizing for the misunderstanding 
created: "First of all, we're very sorry for creating that genre; we didn't 
intend to - our bad. No, but it's actually… I think it's a misconception, that 
djent thing. I think it's kind of hilarious.”107 

 
105 A technique used especially on bass guitar and electric guitar that consists of 

stopping the strings with the palm of your hand. The resulting sound will be smoother 
and less penetrating. 

106 Blaabermouth.net, MESHUGGAH's MÅRTEN HAGSTRÖM On 'Djent': 'We're Very 
Sorry For Creating That Genre; We Didn't Intend To — Our Bad', July 23, 2018, site visited 
on 22.03.2025. 
 https://blabbermouth.net/news/meshuggahs-marten-hagstrom-on-djent-were-very-
sorry-for-creating-that-genre-we-didnt-intend-to-our-bad 
https://blabbermouth.net/news/meshuggahs-marten-hagstrom-on-djent-were-very-
sorry-for-creating-that-genre-we-didnt-intend-to-our-bad 

107 Ibid. 

https://blabbermouth.net/news/meshuggahs-marten-hagstrom-on-djent-were-very-sorry-for-creating-that-genre-we-didnt-intend-to-our-bad
https://blabbermouth.net/news/meshuggahs-marten-hagstrom-on-djent-were-very-sorry-for-creating-that-genre-we-didnt-intend-to-our-bad
https://blabbermouth.net/news/meshuggahs-marten-hagstrom-on-djent-were-very-sorry-for-creating-that-genre-we-didnt-intend-to-our-bad
https://blabbermouth.net/news/meshuggahs-marten-hagstrom-on-djent-were-very-sorry-for-creating-that-genre-we-didnt-intend-to-our-bad
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It is debatable whether the identity of djent has materialized. With a 

history of less than 50 years, a controversy has developed among its 
admirers regarding its affiliation. Is djent a genre or a musical style? 

Those who consider djent to be a musical style argue that it defines 
more a sonority, a way of singing, technically and rhythmically that 
respects the attributes presented above, which can be present in sections 
of musical pieces or throughout their entire development. This case is 
found in the Australian guitarist Plini and the American band Polyphia 
(2010). 

On the other hand, Tosin Abasi, guitarist of the band Animals as 
Leaders (2007), an artist who collaborated with Tigran Hamasyan on the 
song “Vortex” from the album “A Call Within” (2020), argues that due to 
the constant presence of these characteristics in most creations of this 
kind, the term can be considered representative of a musical genre.108  

The discussion is extensive and the answer whether djent is a 
musical style or genre is not concrete, the passage of time being the one 
that will clarify this aspect. The fact is that numerous musical groups have 
developed their own style that has imposed itself by capitalizing on the 
main elements previously exposed and constitutes a landmark when we 
want to exemplify what djent means, consequently and in my personal 
opinion it becomes a new musical genre that falls within the great family 
of rock music. 

 
1.2. World Music genre. 
In the second half of the 20th century, the soundscape was dominated by 
the emergence and mixing of different musical genres and styles. The 
interpenetrations became so diverse that a clear demarcation is often 
difficult to achieve without the listener having a vast musical culture. This 
ambiguity also applies to the genre called world music. Before specifying 
the origin and observing its evolution, it must be borne in mind that world 
music is an expression, a phrase and does not actually describe a musical 
genre with concise specifications and features, the present subchapter 
being necessary to raise awareness of the benefits but also the risks of 
using terms that generalize in the context of globalization. 

According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, the term began to be used 
commercially in the 1980s and 1990s to refer to music produced by record 
labels outside the United States and the United Kingdom.109 Musical 
compositions that fall into this category contain traditional, quasi-

 
108 Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, Djent, site visited 22.03.2025. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Djent 
109 Britannica, World music summary, site visited 07.05.2025. 

https://www.britannica.com/summary/global-music 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Djent
https://www.britannica.com/summary/global-music
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traditional110, and cross-cultural elements from various musical styles 
originating from Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, South and Central 
America.111 

This term, which has sparked controversy over time, is far too 
universal and includes far too wide a range of musical styles. From the 
definitions researched it emerges that any musical work that is not of the 
Western tradition and has even the smallest insertions of traditional or 
folkloric elements can be included in this musical genre, the only condition 
being that the source of inspiration and the production itself be as far away 
as possible from the two countries where English is the official language. 

American ethnomusicologist and folklorist Carl Rahkonen attempts 
to clarify this musical genre, which can have numerous nuances: 

 
World music means different things to different people, making it 
difficult to define. World music might best be described by what it 
is not. It is not Western art music, neither is it mainstream Western 
folk or popular music. World music can be traditional (folk), 
popular or even art music, but it must have ethnic or foreign 
elements. It is simply not our music, it is their music, music which 
belongs to someone else.112 

 
In the same article, the author mentions the academic origins of this term, 
where it has a completely different meaning than that popularized by the 
pop music industry. He brings to the fore the name of ethnomusicologist 
and professor Robert Brown, who is considered to be the one who 
invented this name.113 After participating in the pioneering program 
designed in the 1950s by Mantle Hood at UCLA114, R. Brown founded the 
Wesleyan University115 and established in 1960 the “Wesleyan World 
Music” program in which he used the expression to describe the 
combination of ethnomusicological studies and studies of music that does 
not fall within the Western tradition.116  

 
110 Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, World music, site visited on 06.04.2025. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_music 
111 Britannica, World music summary.ibid. 
112 Carl Rahkonen, Knowledge common Works, What is World Music? In: World 

Music in Music Libraries. Technical Report No. 24. Canton, MA: Music Library 
Association, December 1994, p.1. site visited on 03.04.2025. 
https://works.hcommons.org/records/apske-x1j77#description-heading 

113 Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, Robert E. Brown, site visited on 03.04.2025. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_E._Brown 

114 University of California Los Angeles. 
115 Private liberal arts university founded in 1883 and located in Middletown, 

Connecticut, United States. 
116 Carl Rahkonen, Knowledge common Works, p.5. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_music
https://works.hcommons.org/records/apske-x1j77#description-heading
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_E._Brown
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Outside the academic sphere, as mentioned at the beginning of this 

subchapter, the phrase world music has been taken over for commercial 
purposes by record companies and propagated to attract consumers to a 
musical category different from pop. Although in the last ten years there 
have been attempts to change and even abandon the use of this 
expression, I believe it is important to mention that in the first phase, the 
invention of the world music genre helped to widely promote artists from 
countries underdeveloped in terms of the music industry, allowing their 
access to profile festivals and arousing the curiosity of the public eager for 
novelty. Used in the long term, it began to create confusion and diminish 
the identity of musical creations. 

Since the 19th century, this term has generated many contradictory 
discussions, being contested and considered offensive by some artists and 
producers. 

In an article written by Ammar Kalia for The Guardian, Quinton 
Scott, the manager of the British record label “Strut Records”, believes 
that the term is outdated and could be changed to something more 
contemporary, but at the same time he believes that overgeneralization 
cannot be avoided: 

 
As labels we need to guide buyers to the right place to find the music 
as quickly as possible, especially in the chaotic digital marketplace. 
For that reason, a general term or genre still does work as an in-
point for music buyers. /…/ it could be changed to something that 
sounds more contemporary. But I don’t think there can ever be a 
catch-all phrase that avoids overgeneralization.117 
 

Continuing the commercial direction, Paula Henderson, American-born 
saxophonist and performer at the “Womad” (World of Music, Arts and 
Dance) festival, states that she agrees with this terminology as long as 
people continue to buy tickets and listen to the music of artists included 
in this category, “If the consumer wants to class it as world music, as long 
as they buy the ticket or the music, that’s fine by me.”118   

A more radical opinion is that of Pete Buckenham, founder of the 
British record label “On The Corner Records”, who claims that world 
music is in antithesis to art itself. The music that should unite us divides 
us through this expression that he considers to have racial connotations, 
clearly demarcating the music created by those in the U.S. and Britain 

 
117 Ammar Kalia, The Guardian, 'So flawed and problematic': why the term 'world 

music' is dead, wed 24 Jul, 2019, site visited on 03.04.2025. 
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/jul/24/guardian-world-music-outdated-
global 

118 Ammar Kalia, 'So flawed and problematic'. 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/jul/24/guardian-world-music-outdated-global
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/jul/24/guardian-world-music-outdated-global
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from the rest of the world, but especially from those in Africa, a significant 
amount of people considering world music to be directly associated with 
the music of countries on this continent.119 

The latter statements were taken up by several artists and cultural 
figures in the music field. The Guardian publication stopped using this 
term to describe music with authentic traditional inserts, preferring to 
clearly specify their place and origin, claiming that the phrase world 
music has negative connotations and changing it to global music. 

“NARAS”, (National Academy of Recording Arts & Sciences, Inc.), the 
institution that awards the “Grammy” Awards, also opted, in 2020, to 
change the name of the “Best world music album” category to “Best global 
music album”, noting that the new name is more relevant, modern and 
inclusive.120 

Despite the change in terminology, musical compositions and 
artists included in this category are still treated as part of a whole, of a 
musical genre that is far too vast, without having a well-defined identity. 
In my personal opinion, I believe that a clear specification of the source 
of inspiration and the musical elements of the culture from which they 
come is imperatively necessary. Thus, for those who work in the musical 
field, it will be much easier to identify their area of origin, folkloric 
musical research being clearly directed. For the general public, music 
enthusiasts and music lovers in general, it will be a benefit because by 
naming the source, the ear is educated and at the same time the sonic 
beauty of different cultures is discovered. 
 
2. Tigran Hamasyan (n. 1987) 
The definition and characterization of the djent musical genre is necessary 
to achieve a correct analysis of Tigran Hamasyan's creation because it 
intertwines with the rhythmicity derived from folkloric sources. At the 
same time, the presence of authentic traditional elements places his 
compositions in the global music category, the researcher being forced to 
be aware of their presence and potential stylistic combinations from the 
beginning. 

His career began as a performer, participating in numerous festivals 
since the age of 11. Among the most prestigious awards won are the piano 
competition trophy at the “Montreux Jazz Festival” in 2003, the 
“Thelonious Monk International Jazz Piano Competition” in 2006, and the 

 
119 Ibid. 
120 Wikipedia The Free Encyclopedia, Grammy Award for Best Global Music Album, 

site visited on 21.05.2025.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammy_Award_for_Best_Global_Music_Album 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammy_Award_for_Best_Global_Music_Album


105                                                                                                  MUSICA ACADEMICA 2.2 (2025) 

 
“Vilcek Awards” for the most promising contemporary composer in 
2013.121 

As a composer, he debuted in 2004, at the age of 17, with the album 
“World Passion”. He continued his composing activity in the following 
albums, among which we mention “A Fable” (2010), for which he won the 
“Victoires de la Musique” award, the equivalent of the “Grammy” Awards 
in France a year later, “Shadow Theater” (2013), “Mockroot” (2015) and 
“A Call Within” (2020). 

In addition to these creations in which he continued to develop his 
personal style, he brings a new breath through the album “Luys I Luso” 
(2014), translated as “Light from the Light”, composed to commemorate 
the 100th anniversary of the Armenian genocide. This album, made in 
collaboration with the Yerevan State Chamber Choir conducted by 
Harutyun Topikyan, capitalizes on intonations of Byzantine origin taken 
from various Armenian hymns and liturgical songs. Through these 
melodies, arranged for voice and piano, Tigran Hamasyan managed, in 
addition to capitalizing on and promoting the traditional music of his 
native country, to give a new perspective on stylized sacred music. 

His latest album “The Bird of a Thousand Voices” (2024), inspired by 
an ancient Armenian tale, “Hazaran Blbul", where the hero embarks on a 
spiritual journey to bring peace and harmony to humanity, is a metaphor 
for the present world full of conflicts, inequalities and ecological 
disasters122 and is also one of the artist's few creations with a declared 
program. 

To complete the image of this artist, I would like to bring to your 
attention the critical opinion. The Guardian newspaper calls him a 
phenomenal pianist, a creative composer of the world music123 genre and 
describes his improvisations as lyrical and fresh124, attracting the 
attention of jazz performers who sacrifice melodicity in favor of virtuosity. 
Other relevant writings such as those of The New York Times highlight the 

 
121 Tigran Hamasyan, Biography, Pianist & Composer, site visited on 19.03.2025. 

https://www.tigranhamasyan.com/bio 
 
122 Jazzlocal32, Tigran ~ The Bird of a Thousand Voices, October 12, 2024, site 

visited on 02.04.2025. https://jazzlocal32.com/2024/10/12/tigran-the-bird-of-a-
thousand-voices/ 

123 John Fordham, The Guardian, John Fordham's playlist: jazz – Paul Clarvis, 
Antonio Sanchez, Polar Bear and more, “Tigran Hamasyan: Mockroot”, Tue 20 Jan 2015, 
site visited on 02.04.2025. https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/jan/20/john-
fordham-playlist-jazz-paul-clarvis-antonio-sanchez-polar-bear 

124 John Lewis, The Guardian, London Jazz Festival: Tigran Hamasyan – review, Sun 
11 nov 2012, site visited on 02.04.2025. 

 https://www.theguardian.com/music/2012/nov/11/london-jazz-festival-
tigran-review 

https://www.tigranhamasyan.com/bio
https://jazzlocal32.com/2024/10/12/tigran-the-bird-of-a-thousand-voices/
https://jazzlocal32.com/2024/10/12/tigran-the-bird-of-a-thousand-voices/
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2012/nov/11/london-jazz-festival-tigran-review
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2012/nov/11/london-jazz-festival-tigran-review
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fusion between traditional Armenian music and the jazz genre, and the 
comments offered by other composers and performers like Chick Corea 
who describes him as a mature and profound musician125 or Herbie 
Hancock who declared himself impressed, saying that he should take jazz 
lessons from T. Hamasyan126 are just a few of them. 

 
2.1. Musical language and style in Tigran Hamasyan’s creation 
A complex musician, his style is best described as a fusion of jazz, heavy 
metal, electronic music and authentic Armenian music, sometimes with 
other influences from the Caucasus. In addition to these less common 
combinations, what sets T. Hamasyan apart in the music world is his 
consistent use of these genres, which are constantly present in his work. 

The interweaving and compatibility between them is also possible 
due to the characteristics of the main source of inspiration, the authentic 
music of its native country. Specialized writings dedicated to it specify that 
the melodic system of Armenian music uses tetrachord structures and not 
octachord scales framed in the tonal or modal system that preserve their 
intervallic relationships when transposed ascending or descending127. 
The use of two or more tetrachords in the composition of melodic lines is 
the basic principle for traditional Armenian music where the connections 
and transitions between them are achieved through common notes, some 
songs being built on a scale that seems to be endless.128   

In the case of the rhythmic parameter, contrary to the practice in 
which a period or a musical phrase is divided into smaller structures, the 
researcher must reverse the process and discover the generating nucleus, 
those melodic-rhythmic cells that through amplification, development and 
expansion outline the musical theme.129 

The ostinato microstructures, combined in different formulas, 
allowed for an organic fusion with the djent genre, and the way of 
constructing musical themes, composed in the style of or quoted from 

 
125 Cosmopolite scene Oslo,Tigran Hamasyan – The Call Within, site visited on 

02.04.2025.https://cosmopolite.no/en/program/cosmopolite/2023/november/tigran-
hamasyan-call-within 

126 John Lewis, The Guardian, Interview Tigran Hamasyan, the pianist giving jazz 
an Armenian twist, Thu 24 Oct 2013, site visited on 02.04.2025. 
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2013/oct/24/tigran-hamasyan-pianist-jazz-
armenian  

127 Brigitta Davidjants, IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION IN ARMENIAN MUSIC ON THE 
EXAMPLE OF EARLY FOLKLORE MOVEMENT, p.187.  

https://www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol62/davidjants.pdf 
128 Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, Armenian folk music, site visited on 

05.04.2025. 
129 Brigitta Davidjants, Ibidem 

https://cosmopolite.no/en/program/cosmopolite/2023/november/tigran-hamasyan-call-within
https://cosmopolite.no/en/program/cosmopolite/2023/november/tigran-hamasyan-call-within
https://www.theguardian.com/tone/interview
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2013/oct/24/tigran-hamasyan-pianist-jazz-armenian
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2013/oct/24/tigran-hamasyan-pianist-jazz-armenian
https://www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol62/davidjants.pdf
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Armenian folk songs, offers the chance to use different sound organization 
systems and the use of complex harmonies. 

T. Hamasyan has not published any theoretical volume to date, but 
from the interviews given over time we can extract some important 
aspects about his way of thinking musically to provide a perspective to 
future composers concerned with the valorization of folklore in 
combination with modern languages, but also to draw the attention of 
analysts to the value of his works. 

In September 2020, for Jazzwise magazine, the artist, referring to the 
album “A call Within”, stated the need for balance in any creation.130 The 
balance and equilibrium he refers to is found in his pieces that have 
folklore as their main focus. In this type of creations, such as “The Poet”, 
“Fides Tua”, “Lilac”, “Song of Melan and Rafik” and “Kars 1”, the modal, 
tetrachord language is predominantly used, and the variational principle 
and improvisational passages are the main ways of developing the musical 
discourse. 

A great admirer of jazz music, through which he discovered his 
passion for the traditional music of different peoples and the beauty of the 
fusion of these two branches of the sound universe,T. Hamasyan reminds 
us of the importance of melodicity when it comes to creating on the spot. 
In his improvisations, he aims for each melodic and rhythmic motif to be 
developed naturally and naturally so that the musical discourse evolves 
from repetitive microstructures to complex musical phrases.131 

The rhythm, the most distinctive element of this composer's style, is 
generally based on obstinate formulas interspersed with constructions 
and accents that break the fluidity of the discourse, the metrical 
framework being determined and subordinated to these microstructures. 
In the interviews present in the online environment we also find 
statements from the composer's fans and even his bandmates that specify 
that they have a certain satisfaction when the rhythm returns to the initial 
formula and the process is repeated from the beginning.132 The 
anticipation, growth, and resolution of tension through these cycles 
provides a valuable example of how we can dynamize musical discourse 
without modifying the harmony or melodic line, the composer being 
forced by this restriction to focus his creative fantasy on a single element. 

 
130 Jazzwise, Tigran Hamasyan: “I think an artist’s job is to awaken something that’s 

unconscious”,Thursday, October 8, 2020, site visited on 20.03.2025. 
https://www.jazzwise.com/features/article/tigran-hamasyan-i-think-an-artist-s-job-
is-to-awaken-something-that-s-unconscious 

131 Nahre Sol, What Makes Tigran Hamasyan SO GOOD?!!, youtube, july 20,2024, 
1’18’’- 2’19’’. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN3tSw5nClY    

132 Ibid, 3’30’’- 5’20’’. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN3tSw5nClY   

https://www.jazzwise.com/features/article/tigran-hamasyan-i-think-an-artist-s-job-is-to-awaken-something-that-s-unconscious
https://www.jazzwise.com/features/article/tigran-hamasyan-i-think-an-artist-s-job-is-to-awaken-something-that-s-unconscious
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN3tSw5nClY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN3tSw5nClY
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The polyrhythms and polymetries that are created are completed by 

the harmony that accompanies them. T. Hamasyan prefers polyphonic 
thinking, creating a language that is based on a “classical” tonality to which 
he adds a modal melody that has as its final note a completely foreign note 
to the declared tonality. A concrete example is the construction of a 
melodic line in the C# Ionian mode on chords that belong to G minor 
tonality.133 This creator's ability to dose and highlight the beauty of a 
melodic line both through harmonic simplicity, which can be based on just 
a single note or an oligo-chord structure, but also its development using 
complex chords, rich in colors notes common to both the mode and the 
tonal framework in which the musical theme unfolds is fascinating, and 
we can thus speak of broadening the tonal framework through modal 
insertions. 

 
2.2. Song of Melan and Rafik and Kars 1 
The last subchapter of this article is dedicated to the ways of combining 
the djent genre with those folkloric elements that frame Tigran 
Hamasyan's creation in global music. Since his creation is numerous and 
requires analysis in a much broader study, we will refer to two works that 
are part of the album “Mockroot” (2015), “Song of Melan and Rafik” and 
“Kars 1”. 

On the occasion of the release of this album, the composer names the 
three major sound sources he appeals to when succinctly describing his 
creations: the folklore of his native country, heavy metal music, and 
sometimes Indian classical music134. Characterized by melancholy and 
sadness, the volume is a criticism of the modern world that prioritizes 
material wealth and the accumulation of a large amount of knowledge in 
general, but which has lost sight of spiritual life, kindness, humility and 
love for those around him: 

 
People are loving, but we love money and ourselves; we are 
technologically more advanced and ready to ignore love in the name 
of ‘progress,’ healthier and stronger, more scared and faithless. 
There are more tractors cultivating the soil and fewer folk songs 
being cultivated; there are more churches than there are people 
who still remember how to pray.135 

 

 
133 Nahre Sol, What Makes Tigran Hamasyan SO GOOD?!!, 8’00’’- 9’15’’. 
134 NPR music, A Jazz Pianist Taps Armenian Folk, Metal Riffs And A Sense Of History, 

March 8, 2015, 4:57 PM ET, site visited on 22.03.2025. 
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/390756321 

135 John Lewis, Nonesuch, Mockroot by Tigran Hamasyan, site visited on 
23.03.2025. https://www.nonesuch.com/albums/mockroot 

https://www.npr.org/2015/03/08/390756321/a-jazz-pianist-taps-armenian-folk-metal-riffs-and-a-sense-of-history
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/390756321
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Most of T. Hamasyan's compositions have a certain meaning. “Song of 
Melan and Rafik”, was dedicated to the composer's grandparents, a tribute 
to the people who marked his childhood and development as a teenager 
and young adult. In the case of the song “Kars 1”, the name comes from the 
city of Kars, which is now located in Turkey, very close to the border with 
Armenia, only 50 km from the place where T. Hamasyan was born. The 
connection between the composer and this city is not only due to 
geographical proximity but also has a personal contribution, as his 
mother's and father's families are originally from this area.136 

Relevant is the way in which the latter piece was conceived and 
born, an aspect recounted by the composer in the interview given to 
John Lewis, a journalist who writes articles about music for the British 
publications The Guardian, Uncult and Metro: 

 
I originally arranged this song on stage, as an improvisation, when 
I was doing a solo piano concert with looping pedals, and I 
somehow ended up with a backbeat in the time signature of 5/8. I 
then had the idea to make it into a bigger composition for the trio. 
There are a few different rhythmic ideas going on within the 
backbeat and it’s the result of the relationship between the melody 
and the bass line and the harmonies the two create. This piece is a 
folk song that is very much electronica-inspired, and slowly 
develops into a metal/avant-guard dubstep.137 

 
The main theme of “Kars 1” is taken from the traditional song “Yaman Yar”, 
a very popular song in Armenia that describes a tragic love story that took 
place in the aforementioned city. Considering this aspect, as well as the 
construction characteristics of a traditional Armenian melodic line 
presented previously, for a correct analysis, it is necessary to discover the 
tetrachords from which this thematic material is formed. Of two, the first 
of these is supported by the accompaniment and suggested by the key 
signature outlines the Aeolian mode on the note C, and the second, the one 
in which the motifs and thematic cells are exposed, is the chromatic mode 
two on the sound G. 

 
136 Ibid.  
137 John Lewis, Mockroot by Tigran Hamasyan. 
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Example no.3 - Tigran Hamasyan, Kars 1, Main theme, Bars 1 - 16.138 

 
Looking in parallel, the thematic material in “Song of Melan and 

Rafik” is the original creation of T. Hamasyan composed in the traditional 
Armenian style. Again, capitalizing on tetrachord constructions, the 
Dorian mode on the sound A is the one that imposes itself but suffers 
frequent modulations and modulatory inflections through the insertion of 
foreign notes such as the sound G# in measure 15 that outlines the 
Mixolydian mode on the sound F#, a thickened aspect also by the 
appearance of numerous alterations in the accompaniment. 

Example no. 4 - Tigran Hamasyan, Song of Melan and Rafik, 
Main Theme, Bars 9 - 16.139 

 
To complete the overall picture of this album, it is important to 

mention the presence of the work entitled “Kars 2 (Wounds of the 
centuries)”. Capitalizing on the same musical theme in a simple 
accompaniment without being developed, this piece is programmatically 
an extension of the one entitled “Kars 1”, and describes the echo of 
Armenian culture that is still present only in the forests and mountain 
peaks surrounding this region.140 Due to its small length, approximately 

 
138 Musescore, Tigran Hamasyan, Kars 1, site visited on 25.03.2025. 

https://musescore.com/user/3541/scores/6342415 
139 Tigran Hamasyan, Song of Melan and Rafik, transcription made by Han Zhao. 
140 John Lewis, Mockroot by Tigran Hamasyan. 

https://musescore.com/user/3541/scores/6342415
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1'34'', we can consider it a miniature for percussion and piano, the 
composer applying muting to its strings so that the sound is as close as 
possible to two traditional instruments specific to the area called Santur 
and Qanun.141   

Once the presence of folkloric elements is established both through 
quotation and composition in style, attention shifts to stylistic 
combinations. Even though this article aims to highlight the interweaving 
of the djent genre with traditional elements, we cannot ignore the 
presence of other characteristics that denote the musical complexity of 
this creator. 

Although he does not declare himself to be a jazz musician, Tigran 
Hamasyan has both theoretical and interpretative knowledge that comes 
from this musical genre. A big fan of the Bebop style, the vocal line in “Song 
of Melan and Rafik” is treated in a scat manner, and the presence of the 
saxophone brings this song closer in terms of timbre to the music that 
originated in the USA. 

The harmonic framework supports the authentic traditional 
character. In “Song of Melan and Rafik” it is built on oligo-chord structures, 
rarely in pentatonic structures and on elliptical third constructions, using 
parallel fourths and fifths. This manner of harmonization is preferred by 
composers when it comes to capitalizing on a material of folkloric origin. 
He builds chordal structures based on the notes that make up the mode 
and pays less attention to the relationships that form between them, 
authentic or plagal specific to the tonal-functional language.142  

In the subchapter dedicated to this new musical genre, it was 
specified that in addition to rhythmic and technical complexity, virtuosity 
is one of the main elements. In the two creations of T. Hamasyan, the 
development of sound events at a high tempo is observed in “Song of 
Melan and Rafik”, which also allows for the approach to the Bebop style 
through the improvisation of the vocal line doubled by the piano. In “Kars 
1”, due to the quotation of a traditional song in which the message of the 
text must be transmitted, a much more settled tempo was opted for, but 
the register in which the melodic-rhythmic cells are exposed is the low 
one, thus approaching the genre under discussion. 

The djent genre is most prominent in these two creations after the 
main thematic material is presented, and the artist transposes this guitar 
interpretation to the piano. These sections, rich in polyrhythms rather 
than polymetric, are the factor that creates interest for this artist's fans, 

 
141 Ibid. 
142 Nahre Sol, What Makes Tigran Hamasyan SO GOOD?!!, youtube, july 20,2024, 

8’30’’- 9’19’’. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN3tSw5nClY 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN3tSw5nClY
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and for future composers and researchers in general, they constitute a 
good example of maximizing the rhythmic parameter. 

The drum kit fulfills the functions presented in subchapter 2.1. In 
“Kars 1” the measure does not change, it remains in 5/8 throughout the 
development of the sound events, but due to the punctuating marks made 
by the cymbal, in the instrumental passages with a predilection for the 
djent, the measure is perceived as 4/4. During the development of the 
musical discourse, the cymbal and the hi-hat are the elements that 
punctuate the main metric foot in most cases, and the bass drum and the 
premier are treated in unison with the piano and the bass guitar that 
exhibit melodic-rhythmic cells that oscillate between the two tetrachords 
of the main theme. 

For “Song of Melan and Rafik” the same principle is maintained. 
Despite the frequent changes of measure determined by the alternation of 
rhythmic microstructures, the hi-hat and cymbal always punctuate the 
first beat to which the piano, voice and saxophone are added, treated as 
percussion instruments. Unlike the previous piece, in this case one can 
observe a much more pronounced delimitation of the two planes, melodic 
and rhythmic, which sometimes do not depend on each other. The 
maintenance of an obstinate rhythm over which a melodic line is 
superimposed is much more pronounced in “Song of Melan and Rafik” 
compared to “Kars 1”, the characteristics of the djent style standing out 
much more strongly. 

In both cases, the passages dedicated to this musical genre constitute 
a well-defined musical articulation that is developed after the full 
presentation of the thematic material. This aspect was one of the factors 
that determined the choice of these two creations for analysis, the 
composer providing a practical and didactic example of the importance of 
gradually exposing the listener to various musical genres without 
overwhelming the ear. Looking at the structure as a whole, both songs are 
made up of four main parts in which although one musical genre 
predominates, the others are not completely absent. 

Table no.1 – General Structure of the two songs. 

 
Conclusions 
By highlighting the key elements of the genres that make up these two 
creations, we can realize that we are dealing with a new trend of stylistic 
fusions, which goes beyond the parameter of a clear demarcation. The 
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musical genres that make up these works are numerous and difficult to 
identify, some of which have common elements. The result is a new music, 
which attracts both listeners in the field and amateur music lovers. 
Although at first, the value of these compositions cannot be disputed, they 
provide an example for young composers, musicologists and performers 
passionate about this type of fusions that requires both knowledge of 
academic music of the Western tradition, jazz music and authentic 
traditional music, but also of the modern one, developed in the last 50 
years. 
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