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The magic of Epirus’ musical laments

Grammy award-winning American music producer Christopher C. King
talks to Blue about his voyage of discovery through Europe’s oldest surviving
folk music, a journey which he has made his life’s work.



AHMHTPHE BAAIKOZ

®OPAEI Tou{vT mavteAdvi, TIpAvTeS, 0TpoyyuAd yuaAld katkpatdel ota
Xéptato BIBAI0 TOU «HMEIPWTIKO MOIPOAGLy, TTOU KUKAOPOPEI TTAEOV Kal
ota EAANVIKA (eKOOOEIC Awa), EVW EXELTON oupmepAngBei otn Aiota
¢ Wall Street Journal e ta kopugpaia BiBAia Tou 2018. Eival koupa-
OUEVOG -EXELLOAIG Yupioel amd EvaTa&idt otV HIEIPO- Kal KArwe OAL-
LEVOG. O KpioTo®ep KIVYK, 0 ALEPIKAVAS HOUGIKOC TTapaywyos Kat GUA-
AEKTNG diokwv Tou €xel BpaBeutel pe To kopupaio BpaBeio Grammy
(yta ™ douA&ld Tou w¢ sound engineer oto AApTOU «Screamin’ and
Hollerin’ the Bluesy Tou Charley Patton), kaBetat amévavti lou Kat aro-
dider autr) T adidpatn BAYN otn Babid aioBnor] Tou Ot EsviteveTal.
®evyel TV emopévn and tnv EAAAda yia va emoTpEPel oTig HMA. AT,
ano eKeivn TNV NuUépa mou Eviwoe va Byaivel arnd To owpa Tou akoUyo-
VTag Eva NrEIPWTIKO HotpoAsL, 1 wr) Tou dAAa&e pilikd: anopdatos va
KataypAawel TV 0Topia Kal va dnpioupyniost éva apyeio maykoopio yia
Ta HOIPOAGYLA TNG HTTEIPOU Kal Tr dNUOTIKY [LOUGIKT].

Moldlel 0OUPEaAIOTIKO va KAvel okord wrj¢ T OUYKAOVIOTIKG,
OTAPAKTIKG TPayoudia yia TV anwAeld, Ta onoia EVowUATwVouV To (-
10 T0 Hovadikd Totio TG Hiteipou, évac AlEPIKavoC Tou dev sival Kav
HOUGIKOG. Mou MaAeVEL akOpn va pabel EAANVIKA, va oTiaoel To ppayua
NG YAWGaag. «To ayarn autd mou Kavw. Kat n aydrm Oplappevel, Ee-
nepvaA KAOE eUMAdI0y, AEEL Kal amokaAUmTel 0TI amopAdclos va eykata-
otabel povipa ato Zayopt amd Tov MApTio Kat HET, TTPOKEIUEVOU va a-
PoolwBEl 0Ta POIPOAGYIa TNG HITEIPOU Kal va 0pyavmoel Eva apxeio pe
NV AP (0TOPIa TOUG. «Ayarm» ivat dpaye 1 owoth AEEN; Tov pw-
T, BAEMOVTAG TOV va QAEYETAl LAWVTAC. XAUOYEAGEL KAl UE TNV Kl
vnuatoypagikn, adid, Bpaxvr Gwvr Tou anavtd eppatikda: «Eivat pia
LOP®N TAPAPPOCUVNG. EpOTEUTNKA TN SNHOTIKT] LOUGIKT TNG AUEPLKIIC
-UMAOUC, TPWILIN KGVTPIL-, TIOU OEV UTIAPXELTTLA LE TNV AUBEVTIKY| TG Lop-
. TNV EANAOQ O WG UTAPXEL, LIE TNV €vvola OTLOTNVHTIELPO 0 ATENAS
O10GOKEL GTOV Y10 TN HOUGIKY), 1) Lidva pabaivel aTnyv KOpn Tws va ta tpa-

SPORTING tweed pants, trouser braces and round glasses and hold-
ing a copy of his book “Lament From Epirus,” which features on the
Wall Street Journal’s list of best book releases in 2018, Christopher C.
King, just back in Athens from a trip to the northwestern Greek region
of Epirus, appeared a little glum. Seated opposite me, the American
music producer, musicologist and record collector who won a Gram-
my award for his sound engineering on the album “Screamin’ and
Hollerin’ the Blues: The Worlds of Charley Patton” attributed his sad-
ness to having to leave “home” for the US the following day.

From the moment King’s emotional world was profoundly impacted
by listening to a lament from Epirus, his life changed course radically;
he decided to research this musical genre’s history and to create a
global archive.

It seems almost surreal to have an American who, incidentally,
is not a musician and is still battling to break the language barrier
and learn Greek establish, as his life’s mission, the study of these
devastating, gut-wrenching songs of loss that also encapsulate the
unique landscape of Epirus. “I love what | do. And love triumphs, it
overcomes all obstacles,” said King, who disclosed he has decided
to move permanently to the Zagori area in Epirus in March in order
to devote himself to the musical laments of the region, from where
he intends to organise an archive documenting the genre’s history.
Asked if love is the appropriate word to describe this devotion, King
lit up and smiled. “It’s a form of insanity,” he responded emphatically,
in his deep, hoarse movie-star voice. “I fell in love with the folk music
of America blues, early country which no longer exists in its au-
thentic form. In Greece, though, it [authentic music] does exist in the
sense that, in Epirus, the father teaches the son to play the music and
the mother teaches the daughter to sing these songs. | really consider
my discovery of this situation in Greece, and wanting to become a
part of it, to live here, as a form of madness.”

Over the next ten years, King wants to have completed this en-
deavour with two more internationally published books. The power of
music, an international language, is, more or less, how King overcame
his initial inability to understand Greek. “I feel that | know the mean-
ing of every word in these songs. In the case of the laments, | first
sensed the significance of their words before understanding them,”
he said. The Epirot laments are songs for the deceased, sung at the
deathbed or the graveside. “It’s a tradition that dates back to Homer,”
King explained. “Laments exist in the Odyssey. However, only Epirus
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YOUDGEL OEWP® TPAYHATIKG Lia Hop®r TPEAAS T 6TL avakdAuya auth
v katdotaon otnv EAAGSa Kat B€Aw va yivw pépog te. Na Ziow 6w».
MAAIoTa, Ta EMOpEVA OEKT XPOVIa BEAEL va £XEL ONOKANPWOEL auTr
NV npecndfEela Kat va XELypael SU0 akdpa maykoopag kukhopopiag
BiBAia. H dUvapn s HOUGIKIG Eival yvwatn, ivain maykoopa y\wooa.
Kdnwc étol Eenepdotnke n apxikn dyvola twv EAANVIKOV. «AlgBavopat
OTL VI TL onpaivel kaBe AéEN o€ autd Ta Tpayoudia. ITa HolpoAdyla
TIPWTA £VIWoa Tn onpacia g AEENG Kat LETA TV KatdAaBay. To Lolpo-
\GL givat éva tpayoudt yia Tov Vekpo. Tpayoudiétal mdvw and Tov Tapo
1) 0TO VEKPOKPERATO. «Eival pia mapddoon mou ekivd and tov Ounpo:
otnv 08Y00oEla UNApXouV HolpoAdyla. AANAG [ovo 1 'HTEpog evetage
0PXTOTPLKI] LLOUGIKT], XPNOLLOTIOMOE LOUGIKG 6pyava, Kuping BloAi kat
KAapivo, AGOUTO oTa MP®IHA Xpovia. Ta potpoAdyta T Hrelpou &f-
vat éva eméV EPELTIO TOU TPOOUNPIKOU apeAdovTog. Eival To maAat-
0TEPO OWCOHEVO E(50C dNUWIOUC HOUCIKTG G€ OAN TNV EUpWTM». TOu
Nt va eENyNoEL 0TOUC avayvmoTeS ToU Blue mwg Hmopouy va Prouv
0TOV KOO0 TWV LOIPOAOYIRY, Va Ta avVaKAAUYOUV Kat {0w¢ va CUYKAO-
vIoTOUV arnd autd onwe o {510¢. «Movo pia oupBoulr: va aAAd&ouv Tig
TIPOGDOKIEC TIOU £XOUV Y1a TO Tt UMOPEL VA TOUC TIPOGPEPEL 1) LOUOLKT.
TouAdyloToV, éoa arnd TV Katavonon Twv LoIPOAOYLWV 1) LOUGLKT dEV
E€XELOXEDT LE TN DlaoKEDaoT. H LOUGIKT Toug BepareVel, PEpvelkdBap-
on, YaArjvn. Kat Jropei va o€ PHETaopPUOEL.
Efval XapaktnpioTiko auto mou EVIWOE 0 (010G 6Tav dKouoe Tpw-
™ Qopd éva NIEIPWTIKO HOIPOAJL, amd évav d{0Ko ToU NXOYPAPNOE 0
BloAitdiig ANEENG ZoUpmag To 1926 6TV AUEPIKT. <OTav To dkouaa, €-
VIWaa 6av 1 Yuxrj Hou, OAn n mpoowrikdtnTd pou va anoondrat and
10 oWa pou.’HBgAa va KAGWw, aAAd Sev Hrmopouoa va Katavorow yla-
T{ éviwBa aut v avaykn. Asv gixa Vv kavotnta va KataAdpw yia-
i auti N HOUCIKT} oY TipoKaAoUGE TETOLA OEIOWIKA ouvaloBipatas.
NIOBEL €va d£0¢ yia Tov AAEEN ZoUpma, TIou EPUYE PETavaaTng otny
ALEPIKT 0TO TEAOG TWV BaAkavikwv MoAéuwv kal meédave amopog, Nel-
O éoteAve oW OTNV MATPida Ta Xprjpatanou
¢Byalenailovrac e To BIOAITOU GEKOIVOTNTES
NG Alaomopdc 0TI HMA. ETagn o€ éva VEKPO-
Tageio andpwyv oto NTiTtpoit. Tov Mdptio, Al-
yoTiplv emiotpéPet otnv EAAADa, 0 KpioTopep
Kivyk BatomnoBetioel piamAdka otovTdpoTou
ANEEN ZoUpma, oTnvomoia Baypdpelto Ovopd
TOU, NHEPOUNVIES YEVvNong Kal BavdTou, Kal
Ba xapd&etto oxrpa evos BloAloy, aAAd kat pua
@pdon potpoAoyioU: <0c0 ZEIG va AAUTTEIS.
deUyovTac, Tou eUXopal va €XEl éva KaAo
Ta&dylaTIicHNA, «tohomey. Katanavtd: «Aev
1a&devw otnv natpida, aAAd oto omitt pou.
H natpida viwdw ott eivat £dw, otnv EAAGda.
low¢ Y autd amé 6Aa ta £idn Twv HolpoAoyL-
OV TIEPLOGOTEPO HE GUYKIVOUV Gaa LIAOUV Yia
TV EeVITIA. ETOL VIWOW KL EYW», AEEL
Kdtimou propeivaavakaAUelkaveicoto
BiBAio tou, Tou eival Tautdxpova éva ouval-
0Bnuatiko aAAG Kal EMOTNHOVIKIG TIPOCEYYL-
ong novnua, éva ta&IdlmTiko Kal padi Houaoiko
NUEPOADYIO, [i1a PAEYOUEVN KaTaypadr) e -
0TOPIac TV NMEPWOTIKWY LOIPOAOYIWV TIOU
napapévouv Zwvravd, oToleia Tou idlou Tou
NMEPWOTIKOU TOT{OU.
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/ Christopher C. King’s “Lament from Epirus:
An Odyssey into Europe’s Oldest Surviving Folk
Music” is published by W. W. Norton.
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adapted the music to include instruments, using mainly the violin and
clarinet, as well as the flute in the early years. The Epirot laments are
a surviving fragment of the pre-Homeric past. It is the oldest surviving
form of folk music throughout Europe.”

Asked to explain to Blue readers how they might attempt to enter
the world of Epiriot laments and possibly be affected as he was, King
replied: “I only have one piece of advice; they’ll need to change their
expectations as to what music can offer them. By understanding these
laments, or at least the music, they’ll sense that it’s not associated
with entertainment. It offers therapy, catharsis and tranquillity. And
it can transform you.”

King’s first experience of hearing an Epiriot lament, from playing a
record made in America in 1926 by violinist Alexis Zoumbas, is telling.
“When | heard it, it felt like my soul, my entire being, was detaching
itself from my body. | wanted to cry, but couldn’t understand why. |
didn’t have the ability to understand why this music was prompting
such seismic emotions,” King recalled. He
feels awe for Zoumbas, who emigrated to the
us at the end of the Balkans Wars (1912-13)
and died poor after routinely sending back to
the homeland his earnings from playing violin
to Greek diaspora communities in America.
Zoumbas was buried in a paupers’ cemetery
in Detroit. In March, just before his permanent
return to Greece, King plans to erect a plaque
at Zoumbas’ grave with his name, dates of
birth and death, the picture of a violin, and
the words: “Shine on for as long as you live.”

As we were about to part, | wished King
a pleasant journey back home to the US. He
replied: “I'm heading back to my house, not
my home. | feel that my homeland is here, in
Greece. This could be why the laments on em-
igration are the ones that touch me the most.
| also feel this way,” he said, smiling faintly.
This sense of belonging may be discovered in
his book, which is at once an emotional and
an academic project; a travel and a music
guide; and a fascinating account of the histo-
ry of a musical form that has remained part of
the region’s cultural landscape.
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