Stanbéj: Unveiling the Voice of Kurdish
Oral Tradition and Cultural Identity

l. Introduction: From Ambiguity to Cultural Keystone

The initial query, "Stanbej," presents an intriguing puzzle, leading down paths of unrelated
commercial products and obscure textual references before revealing its likely, and far more
culturally resonant, subject: the Stranbéj of Kurdish tradition." This report endeavors to move
beyond such initial ambiguities to provide an in-depth exploration of the Stranbéj, a figure
central to Kurdish musical and oral heritage. The Stranbéj, literally a "singer of songs," is more
than a mere entertainer; they are a vital link to a rich cultural past, a voice for the present, and
a symbol of enduring identity.

This investigation will delve into the etymology and precise definition of the Stranbéj,
differentiating this role from related figures within Kurdish oral arts. It will examine the
multifaceted functions of the Stranbéj in Kurdish society—as a performer, a storyteller, a
preserver of language and melody, and a participant in communal life. The report will further
explore the diverse musical repertoire and performance contexts associated with the
Stranbéj, tracing their evolution from traditional village settings to contemporary global
stages. A significant portion will be dedicated to understanding the historical trajectory of
Stranbéj, their adaptation in the modern era, particularly through new media, and their
navigation of profound political adversity, including censorship and persecution, which has
often imbued their art with deep national and cultural significance. Finally, the report will
consider scholarly perspectives on the Stranbéj and Kurdish musicology, placing this tradition
within broader academic discourse and comparative oral traditions, before offering a

concluding analysis of the Stranbéj's multifaceted importance.
mn

ll. Etymology and Definition: Clarifying the "Stranbéj

The journey to understand "Stanbej" necessitates a clarification of terms, moving from initial
misdirections to the culturally specific and accurate designation of the Kurdish singer.

A. Unraveling "Stanbej": Initial Findings and Misdirections

Initial searches for "Stanbej" can lead to disparate and ultimately irrelevant findings. For
instance, one source identifies "Stan" as a brand of black leather sandals.! Further exploration
into "Turkish sandals" reveals a thriving industry with various styles, including traditional,
orthopedic, and handmade leather sandals, but none directly linked to "Stanbej" as a cultural
term.® Another isolated reference appears in an archived Italian text discussing "animal
magnetism," where "Stanbej. tom. 3, pag. 386" is cited in a footnote concerning spiritual or
demonic entities, a context far removed from Kurdish musical traditions.? These examples
highlight the importance of precise terminology in cultural research and demonstrate how a



slight variation in spelling can lead to entirely unrelated subject matter.
B. "Stranbéj": The Correct Terminology and its Linguistic Roots

The correct term central to this inquiry is Stranbéj (pronounced stran-beige).° This is a term
from Northern Kurdish (Kurmaniji) that specifically denotes a "singer". Its etymology is
straightforward, derived from the combination of two Kurmanji words: stran, meaning "song,"
and -béj, a suffix indicating "to say," "to tell," or, in this context, "to sing" or "one who sings".°
Thus, a Stranbéj is literally a "song-sayer" or "singer of songs."

In Kurmaniji, the general terms for song are kilam or stran.’ Consequently, a synonym for
Stranbéj is kilambéj, one who sings kilam.® Related terms include the noun stran (song) itself
and the verb stirin (to sing). The abstract noun stranbéji refers to the act or art of being a
Stranbéj, or their collective body of work and practice.® While Stranbéj is the Kurmanji term,
the Sorani Kurdish equivalent for a singer can be sayir or goranibéj, with gorani being the
Sorani term for song.’ This linguistic precision is crucial for accurately situating the Stranbéj
within the specific cultural and dialectal landscape of the Kurdish people.

lll. The Stranbéj in Kurdish Culture: More Than Just a
Singer

The Stranbéj occupies a significant and multifaceted position within Kurdish culture, serving
as both an artist and a vital conduit for communal expression and memory. Their role extends
beyond simple entertainment, embedding them deeply within the social and cultural fabric of
Kurdish life.

A. The Role of the Stranbéj in Kurdish Musical and Social Life

Kurdish music is a cornerstone of Kurdish culture, and the Stranbéj is a key figure within this
musical landscape.® Traditionally, Stranbé&j are singers who perform various types of songs,
known in Kurmaniji as kilam or stran.® Their performances are integral to many social events.
For instance, in some regions where musical instruments might be considered improper for
religious reasons, dancing is accompanied by singing, where a Stranbéj calls out a verse,
which is then repeated by the dancers in a call-and-response pattern.? This highlights their
active role in communal activities and rituals.

Kurdish folklore music recognizes three main types of classical performers: ¢irokbéj
(storytellers), dengbéj (bards, literally "voice-singers"), and stranbéj (often referred to as
popular or traditional singers).’ While dengbéj are particularly renowned for their epic, often
unaccompanied, sung-speech and exceptional memories, carrying historical narratives from
village to village, Stranbéj are more generally associated with the singing of melodic songs,
which can encompass a wide array of themes and styles.® The distinction, however, can
sometimes be fluid, with the terms occasionally used interchangeably or in close association,
especially when discussing the broader tradition of oral performance. The Stranbéj, as a
"minstrel” or "traditional singer," contributes to the rich tapestry of Kurdish musical



expression, often performing with music and songs that accompany storytelling practices.’
B. Stranbéj as Custodians of Oral Tradition and Cultural Memory

For centuries, Kurdish culture has been primarily passed down orally.” In this context, figures
like the Stranbéj, Dengbéj, and Cirokbéj have played an indispensable role as living archives,
preserving and transmitting Kurdish folklore, historical stories, epic tales, lyrical poems, and
literary works from one generation to the next.® This function became particularly critical
during periods when the Kurdish language and its written expression were suppressed.” The
songs and narratives carried by these oral performers are not mere entertainment; they are
vessels of cultural memory, encoding history, values, social norms, and collective experiences.
The reliance on oral transmission was a consequence of historical circumstances, including
the lack of official status for the Kurdish language in the states where Kurds reside, and active
policies of linguicide in places like Turkey.™ In the first decades of the Turkish Republic, for
example, the Kurmaniji language survived largely due to the efforts of Kurdish Dengbéj and
mullahs who managed to elude bans, especially in rural areas.” The Stranbéj, by performing
songs in Kurdish, inherently participated in this act of cultural preservation. Their repertoire,
ranging from historical accounts to expressions of daily life and emotion, forms a significant
part of the Kurdish intangible cultural heritage. The very act of singing in the Kurdish
language, especially during times of prohibition, transformed the Stranbéj into a symbol of
cultural resilience and a guardian of linguistic identity. This deep connection between the
performer, the language, and the collective memory underscores the profound significance of
the Stranbéj in Kurdish society.

IV. Musical Repertoire and Performance: The Sonic
Landscape of the Stranbéj

The Stranbéj's art is characterized by a rich and varied repertoire, performed in diverse
contexts and often marked by distinct vocal styles and musical accompaniment. This sonic
landscape reflects the depth and breadth of Kurdish cultural expression.

A. Types of Songs and Musical Forms Performed by Stranbéj

The songs performed by Stranbéj cover a wide spectrum of human experience and Kurdish
life. Kurdish songs traditionally range from historical stories and epic tales to lyrical poems
and literary works.? Kurdish folklore music, in general, includes genres such as Lawiks, which
are heroic ballads recounting the tales of Kurdish heroes like Saladin, and Heyrans, which are
love ballads often expressing the melancholy of separation and unfulfilled love." While these
are strongly associated with Dengbéj, Stranbéj, as popular singers, would also perform a
variety of melodic songs.

The repertoire is also functionally diverse. There are songs for different chores in village life,
such as drwena (harvesting crops), sawarkutan (grinding bulgur), and qurshelan (clay
works).'® Specific seasonal songs like Payizok, concerning the return from summer pastures,



also exist."® Furthermore, Kurdish culture boasts hundreds of different types of dances, and

for each type, there is often a specific song; for example, Chamary and helparke (a common
folk dance style) have their own dedicated songs.’ Kurdish songs (stran or gorani) are often
characterized by their relatively simple melodies, sometimes with a range of only four or five
notes, and frequently feature two verses with ten-syllable lines.” This breadth of repertoire
demonstrates the Stranbéj's role in articulating nearly every facet of Kurdish life and emotion.

B. Performance Contexts: From Village Gatherings to Modern Stages

Traditionally, Stranbéj performed in intimate and communal settings. Village gatherings,
weddings, and night gatherings known as sevbihérk (which are considered a form of classical
music performance) were common venues.? In these contexts, music served to strengthen
social bonds, transmit cultural knowledge, and provide entertainment and emotional
expression.

However, the performance contexts for Stranbéj have evolved significantly. With changing
social dynamics and technological advancements, Stranbéj and other Kurdish musicians now
also perform on modern stages, at festivals, and in televised shows.™ The advent of recording
technology and digital platforms has further expanded their reach, allowing their music to
transcend geographical boundaries and connect with a global audience, a theme that will be
explored more fully in the subsequent section. This adaptability in performance venues
reflects the living nature of the tradition, demonstrating its capacity to engage with new
environments while retaining its cultural core.

C. Musical Accompaniment and Vocal Styles

While the highly specialized Dengbéj often perform a cappella, focusing intensely on the
lyrical narrative and vocal prowess ", Stranbéj, as singers of more melodic and often popular
songs, are more likely to be accompanied by musical instruments. Kurdish music utilizes a
variety of traditional instruments, including the tembdr (a long-necked lute, also known as
saz), biziq (bozuk), gernéte (duduk), bildr (kaval or shepherd's flute), simsal (long flute),
clzele, kemence (a type of fiddle), def (frame drum), zirne (a loud, double-reed shawm), and
dahol (a large double-headed drum).™ The specific instrumentation would vary depending on
the region, the type of song, and the performance context.

Kurdish vocal styles also exhibit regional characteristics. A notable difference between
Kurmaniji and Sorani singing, for example, is the tendency for Kurmaniji singers, when
improvising, to try to cram as many words as possible into a musical phrase.? This trait, while
also found in Erbil among Sorani speakers, is largely absent from the Sorani singing style of
Sulaymaniyah and Kirkuk.® Such stylistic nuances enrich the diversity of Kurdish musical
expression and highlight the localized inflections within the broader tradition of the Stranbé;.
The ability of performers to adapt their accompaniment and vocal delivery to suit different
songs and audience expectations further underscores their versatility.

V. Historical Evolution and Contemporary



Manifestations: The Enduring Voice of the Stranbéj

The tradition of the Stranbéj, while rooted in ancient oral practices, has demonstrated
remarkable resilience and adaptability, evolving through centuries of cultural development,
political turmoil, and technological change. From historical figures who preserved melodies
through personal dedication to contemporary artists leveraging global platforms, the Stranbéj
continues to be a vital presence in Kurdish culture.

A. Historical Roots and Notable Figures

Kurdish music boasts ancient roots, with some scholars tracing elements back to the Hurrian
period."” Throughout history, Kurdish musicians have played significant roles, even within the
broader musical life of the Islamic caliphate, with figures like Ziryab, Ibrahim Masili, and Is*haq
Msili making substantial contributions.” While the specific historical trajectory of the
"Stranbéj" as a distinct category versus the more encompassing "Dengbéj" or general
musician can be nuanced, the lineage of singers preserving and performing Kurdish songs is
long and distinguished.

Several figures are celebrated for their contributions to preserving and popularizing Kurdish
song. The Armenian Karapeté Xaco, for example, is recognized for preserving many traditional
Kurdish melodies throughout the 20th century by recording and performing them."” Mihemed
Séxo was a master of symbolic nationalistic lyrics, whose dedication to expressing his political
views through song led to multiple imprisonments." Aram Tigran is another important figure in
this tradition.’ These individuals, whether strictly defined as Stranbéj or Dengbéj, represent
the dedication involved in carrying forward the musical heritage, often in challenging
circumstances. Their work laid the groundwork for future generations of Kurdish singers.

B. The Stranbéj in the Modern Era: Adaptation and New Media

The Stranbéj tradition is far from a static relic of the past; it continues to thrive and adapt in
the modern world. Contemporary artists explicitly identify with or embody the role of the
Stranbéj. For instance, Stranbéj Yusuf is a Kurdish artist who has released multiple albums,
including "Tu Cani" (2017), "Govend" (2016), and "Ditirsim Dayé&" (2015), with his music
available on platforms like JioSaavn and Tidal.” This direct use of the title signifies the
continued relevance of this performer category.

The advent of digital media has profoundly impacted how Kurdish music, including the work of
Stranbéj, is disseminated and consumed. Artists like Aynur Dogan and Ciwan Haco have a
significant presence on platforms such as YouTube, Spotify, and Instagram, reaching vast
international audiences.?' Aynur Dogan, for example, is described as one of the most
well-known musicians from Turkey and a representative for the Kurdish people, blending
Kurdish folk music with Western influences to create her own distinct style.?? Ciwan Haco
actively uses social media to promote his music, which often features themes of Kurdish
culture.® This transition from primarily localized, person-to-person oral transmission to mass
digital dissemination represents a fundamental shift. While offering unprecedented reach and



opportunities for cultural preservation, it also introduces new dynamics, such as the potential
for decontextualization of music when consumed outside its original cultural setting, or
commercial pressures that might influence artistic choices.

Despite this global reach, contemporary Kurdish artists continue to face significant
challenges. The recent passing of Jwan Hassan, the "Voice of Jiayé Kurménc," due to a tragic
accident, highlights the vulnerability of cultural figures, especially those displaced and
working in precarious conditions.? Similarly, the ongoing imprisonment of Kurdish singer
NGdem Durak in Turkey for charges related to "promoting propaganda" for singing in Kurdish,
and the #FreeNudemDurak campaign, underscore the severe political risks that artists can
face.” These realities demonstrate that even in the age of global connectivity, the act of
being a Kurdish singer can be fraught with peril.

C. Navigating Identity and Adversity: Politicization, Censorship, and
Cultural Resilience

The history of the Stranbéj and Kurdish music is inextricably linked with the political struggles
and assertion of Kurdish identity. For extended periods, particularly in Turkey, Kurdish music
suffered from censorship, and the Kurdish language itself was banned from public use and
even in private for many years (from 1925 to 1991, with restrictions remaining thereafter).? This
systematic suppression aimed at assimilating the Kurdish population and denying their
distinct cultural identity.” During these times, the oral tradition, carried by Dengbéj, Stranbéj,
and mullahs, became a crucial lifeline for the survival of the language and culture.”

This intense politicization and suppression paradoxically elevated the role of singers like the
Stranbéj and Dengbéj. Their art transformed from a primarily cultural and social expression
into a potent symbol of national identity and resistance." Performing in Kurdish, singing
traditional songs, or composing new ones with national themes became acts of defiance and
affirmations of existence. Dengbéj music, for instance, became highly politicized and a sign of
Kurdish nationalism, often confronted by Turkish nationalism.” The very act of singing became
a battleground for cultural survival, imbuing the music and its performers with a significance
that often transcended purely aesthetic considerations.

The process of "heritagization," where oral traditions like those of the Dengbéj (and by
extension, Stranbéj) are codified and promoted as paradigmatic forms of Kurdish cultural
heritage, is a complex phenomenon unfolding in this highly politicized terrain.?® This involves
defining what constitutes "authentic" Kurdish culture and who has the authority to represent
it. Such definitions are often contested and influenced by various actors, including the Kurdish
political movement, state policies (such as Turkey's "liberal multiculturalism," which can risk
depoliticizing culture into mere folklore), and even international funding bodies.”® Thus, a
Stranbéj today operates within a complex field of cultural politics, where their art is deeply
embedded in ongoing negotiations of power, identity, and authenticity. Despite these
immense pressures and adversities, the resilience of Kurdish music and its performers is
remarkable, demonstrating an unwavering commitment to cultural continuity.”

VI. Scholarly Discourse: Academic Perspectives on



Stranbéj and Kurdish Musicology

The study of Stranbéj and Kurdish music has increasingly attracted academic attention, with
scholars employing various lenses to understand its cultural significance, historical
development, and socio-political implications. This scholarly discourse enriches our
understanding of these traditions and their place in the wider world.

A. Ethnomusicological and Cultural Studies Lenses

Academic research on Kurdish music, encompassing figures like the Stranbéj and Dengbéj,
draws from ethnomusicology, cultural studies, anthropology, and sociology. Scholars have
investigated the role of oral tradition in preserving Kurdish language and culture, especially in
the face of assimilationist policies.'? Performance practices, the structure of songs, and the
use of musical instruments are also key areas of ethnomusicological inquiry.?’

A significant focus of cultural studies approaches has been the intricate relationship between
Kurdish music, identity formation, and political activism.?® Studies have examined how music
serves as a vehicle for expressing nationalist sentiments, constructing collective memory, and
mobilizing communities, particularly in diaspora or under oppressive regimes. The
"heritagization" of Kurdish oral traditions, such as dengbéji, has been analyzed as a complex
process shaped by political agendas, cultural memory, and the desire for recognition.’? Some
research also touches upon comparative aspects, noting, for instance, that while Kurdish
music is rich and influential, it may not have undergone the same stages of harmonic
development over time as Arab, Turkish, or Persian classical music.? This evolving body of
academic work is moving beyond purely descriptive accounts to engage critically with the
power dynamics that shape these cultural expressions.

B. Key Research Questions and Findings in the Field

Scholars are posing critical questions about Kurdish music and its performers. These include
inquiries into what constitutes "Kurdishness" in music within contested political landscapes
like Turkey, and how activists musically perform and reinforce this identity.?® The impact of
modernity, displacement, and globalization on traditional forms is another area of
investigation. A particularly insightful line of inquiry concerns the gendered dynamics within
these traditions, exploring, for example, what the evocation of dengbéji as a cultural heritage
distinct from politics might offer female performers in terms of agency and navigating societal
expectations.?®

Key findings highlight the fundamental role of musicians in creating and sustaining a Kurdish
activist public, particularly in urban centers like Istanbul.?® Research underscores that the
production of Kurdish cultural heritage is a paradoxical process, often caught between the
state's attempts at depoliticized folklorization under a guise of liberal multiculturalism and the
Kurdish movement's insistence on culture as an inherently political marker of identity and
rights.?® There is an observable tension in this field: academic analysis often deconstructs and
reveals the complexities and political manipulations surrounding these traditions, while for the



community, especially under duress, these same traditions often serve as unifying and
idealized symbols of resilience and identity. An awareness of this delicate balance is crucial
when engaging with such culturally sensitive and politically charged topics.

C. The Role of Stranbéj in Comparative Oral Traditions (Brief Mention)

The functions of the Kurdish Stranbéj and Dengbéj resonate with those of similar figures in
other oral cultures worldwide. Their role as custodians of history, social commentators, and
transmitters of cultural values can be compared to that of Irish bards or West African griots.”
West African griots, for example, are described as verbal artists, poet-musicians, and record
keepers who educate their audiences with historical accounts and genealogies, often shaping
narratives to address contemporary concerns.*® Similarly, Kurdish bards (Dengbéj) are vital in
forming national identity by disseminating local information and performing heroic and tragic
narratives that reinforce cultural values.?’

Placing the Stranbéj within this broader context of global oral artistry underscores the
universal human reliance on such figures for cultural memory, social cohesion, and artistic
expression. The specific challenges and manifestations of the Stranbéj tradition are unique to
the Kurdish experience, but the underlying impulse to sing one's history and identity is a
shared human endeavor. Consequently, the study of Stranbéj and Kurdish music offers
valuable case studies for understanding broader global issues, such as the role of arts in
conflict and post-conflict societies, the cultural rights of minorities, the impact of
globalization on traditional arts, and the dynamics of cultural policy in nation-states.

VIl. Concluding Analysis: The Multifaceted
Significance of Stranbéj

The exploration of "Stanbej," initially an ambiguous term, has led to a deeper appreciation of
the Stranbéj, a pivotal figure in Kurdish culture. This journey has revealed the Stranbéj not
merely as a singer, but as a dynamic and resilient artist, a custodian of heritage, and a symbol
of cultural identity.

A. Synthesis of Findings

The Stranbéj, rooted in the Kurmanji-speaking regions, is a singer whose art encompasses a
vast repertoire of songs (stran or kilam) that narrate history, celebrate life, express sorrow,
and accompany social rituals like dance. They are distinct from, yet related to, other oral
performers like the dengbéj (bard) and ¢irokbéj (storyteller), forming part of a rich ecosystem
of Kurdish oral arts. Historically, Stranbéj have been instrumental in preserving and
transmitting Kurdish language, folklore, and collective memory, particularly during periods of
cultural and linguistic suppression. Their performances have evolved from traditional village
gatherings to modern stages and global digital platforms, showcasing a remarkable
adaptability. However, this evolution has been fraught with challenges, including censorship,
political persecution, and the complex dynamics of "heritagization" in a politicized landscape.



B. The Stranbéj as a Cultural Keystone

The Stranbéj, alongside the Dengbéj and Cirokbéj, can be considered a cultural keystone in
the Kurdish cultural ecosystem. Their work is not peripheral but central to the vitality and
transmission of Kurdish heritage. They embody the interplay of tradition and modernity; while
their art is founded on ancient oral practices, contemporary Stranbéj engage with new
musical forms, technologies, and audiences. This constant negotiation between preserving
the old and embracing the new is characteristic of a living, breathing tradition. The Stranbéj
ensures that the melodies and stories of the past continue to resonate with present
generations, adapting to new social, political, and technological environments, thereby
ensuring the tradition's survival through transformation.

C. Enduring Challenges and Future Directions

Despite their cultural importance and resilience, Stranbéj and the broader Kurdish musical
tradition face ongoing challenges. Political pressures and censorship remain significant
threats in some regions, as evidenced by the experiences of artists like Nudem Durak.?® The
complexities of representing Kurdish culture in a globalized world also present challenges,
including the risks of folklorization, de-politicization, or commercial co-optation, as
highlighted in scholarly analyses of cultural heritage.?®

Future directions for the Stranbéj tradition may involve continued exploration of innovative
musical fusions, greater leveraging of digital platforms for global outreach and archival
purposes, and increased efforts to support artists facing adversity. For scholarly research,
further investigation into regional variations in Stranbéj practices, the long-term impact of
digital media on authenticity and style, comparative studies with other oral traditions, and
deeper analysis of the gendered dimensions of performance would yield valuable knowledge.

D. Final Reflection on the Power of Oral Artistry

The story of the Stranbéj is ultimately a testament to the enduring power of oral artistry. In the
songs of the Stranbéj, a people’s history, joys, sorrows, and aspirations find voice. These
singers, through their dedication and artistry, articulate collective experience, preserve
memory against the forces of oblivion, and foster a sense of identity and community, even in
the face of profound adversity. The Stranbéj tradition underscores a universal human need for
artistic expression as a means of understanding the world, forging connections, and asserting
existence. While the specific forms and challenges encountered by the Stranbéj are culturally
particular, the underlying drive to create, to remember, and to sing is a fundamental aspect of
the human condition, resonating far beyond the mountains of Kurdistan.
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