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Agapios Tomboulis: an attempt at resuscitation

by Hugo Strétbaum

How to get a Dutchman on the trail of hidden treasures in Athens is perhaps a bizarre
story...

[t must have been in the eighties, at a Greek concert in Utrecht, that I first met Stavriana
Livadarou and her husband Harry Gen. Stavriana, who knew that I was involved with
Greek music, and rebetika in particular, had once told me that her family had been close
to the family and friends of Agapios Tomboulis, and that there might be an interesting
story here.

For the uninitiated: Agapios® Tomboulis was a famous oud player of Armenian birth,
born in Constantinople. At a certain point he moved to Greece, where he subsequently
lived for many years, playing an important role in the musical life of the country. With
his oud (oriental lute), he mainly accompanied singers. The name Tomboulis suited him
well, because “tombul" means "chubby, fat" in Turkish, and Agapios was indeed a chubby
guy. Given his surname, this may perhaps have been a family trait.

Occasionally Stavriana reminded me that I really needed to talk to her mother, because
she could tell me all kind of things about Tomboulis; but, one way or another, the
"Tomboulis project' did not get off the ground at this time. Maybe it was because
Tomboulis was not a musician who occupied the limelight. He was known as an
accompanist to singers, of which Roza Eskenazi - also from Istanbul - was the most
famous.

Tomboulis was the man who always took care of a solid melodic - rhythmic base.
Besides the oud, Tomboulis also played a number of other instruments. In many old
photographs in the book Rebetika Tragoudia? of Ilias Petropoulos we see him with a
climbiis?, a toumbeleki, and two as yet unidentified stringed instruments with a round
wooden body.

' 'Agapios' is the Greek version of the Armenian name ‘Hagop’.

? Ilias Petropoulos’ book Rebetika Tragoudia is published by Kedros (Athens, 1983) and is full of lyrics and
authentic photographs from around the rebétika period.

* A stringed instrument of Turkish (Istanbul) origin, consisting of a round metal pan with a skin stretched over
the opening, and a fretless long neck. In fact, a kind of large banjo, with a similar sound (see fig. 1).
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Fig 1. Roza Eskenazi and Tomboulis (with ciimbiis)
(courtesy Aleka Prassa-Tombouli)

A good start is half the work...

When we had once more conceived a plan to go on holiday to Greece in the autumn,
it seemed like a good opportunity to finally tackle the Tomboulis project seriously. |
called Stavriana and explained my plans. She immediately pledged her full cooperation.
Meanwhile, however, her mother had unfortunately deceased, so that an important
source of first-hand information about Tomboulis was now lost. But something had
already awakened in me, because of the following.

During one of our last meetings Harry Gen had shown us some beautiful colour
photographs, which he had taken in Athens during a visit to Tomboulis’ granddaughter.
could hardly believe my eyes. There were pictures of Tomboulis’ oud (lute), of his
toumbeleki (metal vase drum), his zilia (finger cymbals) and even of the tuning pipe he
used to tune his instruments. So, a number of original Tomboulis instruments still
existed!
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Fig. 2 His finger cymbals, pitch pipe and stamp (from New York)
(courtesy Harry Gen)

This very same oud can also be seen in a number of old pictures.
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Fig. 3 One of Tomboulis’ ouds
(courtesy Harry Gen)
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Fig. 4 Technical drawing of oud in Fig. 3 by Xprjotog MNpdacoag
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Fig. 5 Tomboulis’ toumbeléki
(courtesy Harry Gen)

There was also a photo of a curious kind of flat round twelve-string oud. At the end of
the neck, on the headstock, was a metal plate bearing the words E@EYPEZXIX
TOMIIOYA[H] (Invention of Tomboulis)#. Would that instrument have been built by

* There is a famous photograph of Tomboulis with Roza Eskenazi and Dimitris Semsis (nicknamed 'Salonikios®).
In that picture he has another strange twelve-stringed instrument in his hands, which looks more like a wooden
version of a Turkish ¢iimbis. Recently, | found out that there is in fact a similar metal plate on that instrument.
The words on this plate had not been discernible on hitherto published versions of that picture, but in the recently
released DVD about Roza Eskenazi, “My Sweet Canary “, there is a very good reproduction of this photo in
which the words ‘EOEYPHXIEX TOMIIOY A[H]’ can clearly be seen. At one time the ‘H‘ must have broken off
(see DVD: Time: 46.47 — 46.53, Title: 2/8, Chapter: 12/18)
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Tomboulis himself, or was it made by a professional instrument maker on his
instructions?

Fig. 6 One of Tomboulis' oudolas
(courtesy Harry Gen)

The round body of the oudola is 39cm in diameter, the neck is 49cm long.
Total length ca. 88cm. The body is 3,5cm deep.

Fig. 7 The head stock of the oudola with metal plaque
(courtesy Harry Gen)
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Consulting the sparse literature about Tomboulis, I found that sadly little was known
about him. To begin with, there were obvious differences of opinion on when he was
born. I found four different birth years: 1884, 1887, 1891 and 1893. There was also
disagreement on the date of his death. That he was born in Constantinople (Istanbul)
was fortunately undisputed.

[ asked Stavriana if she would contact Aleka - the granddaughter of Agapios Tomboulis,
and Stavriana's childhood friend - and tell her of my plans to put her grandfather’s life
on the map. Then [ wrote a long letter to the granddaughter and explained what
information and material I was looking for. I added my first provisional Tomboulis file,
accompanied by quite a few questions. Aleka wrote back, saying that we were welcome.

Meanwhile I heard from Stavriana - and later in Athens also from granddaughter Aleka -
how it was that both families had such close ties. It turned out that Stavriana's parents
had lived in the Vyrona Tomboulis family home for a few years, from late 1943 to 1947.
Stavriana's father and Aleka's father knew each other because they worked for the same
company: the AEH, or Anpoowa Emiyeipnon HAektpiopov AE, the Greek electricity
company. Towards the end of 1943 Stavriana’s family became homeless through the
bombing of Athens by the British, and Tomboulis family decided to take in the Livadaros
family into their home, as Dimitra - Stavriana's mother - was pregnant. They loaded their
remaining household goods onto a cart and walked all the way from the Gizi
neighbourhood to the Tomboulis family home in Vyrona. And so, a few months later,
Stavriana‘s mother gave birth to her first child, a boy. Tomboulis' daughter Chrysavyi (=
Avghoula) became its nona (godmother). After the war, Stavriana’s family moved back to
Gizi, but both families remained in close contact.

On to Vyrona, Athens!

In October 2011 the cold-case team left for Greece. I arrived in Athens, called Tomboulis’
granddaughter, and made an appointment for the next day at her home in the Vyrona
district - the same house where her grandfather Agapios and his family had lived. Aleka
and her husband Christos received us warmly. After our first meeting a pile of old
photos soon appeared on the table. There were photos of Tomboulis in various poses
and situations and from different periods; alone, with his wife, with his wife and
children, with Roza Eskenazi, and with other musicians. When we had seen all the
photos, Tomboulis’ instruments were brought out: the oud, a toumbeleki, and also that
weird round string instrument of which Harry Gen had taken a photo (see fig. 6).

In between, I made notes of what Aleka and Christos told us. On these occasions my wife
Paula, acts as a sort of second (and often better) memory. At our parting Aleka and
Christos invited us for dinner on the following Saturday. This seemed like an excellent
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idea, because there were still many questions to be asked. Meanwhile, we were able to
process all the information we had received and come up with new questions.

Light in the darkness...

The Saturday started all right: Aleka and Christos produced an official document from
1983, an extract from the Athens register of population, containing very detailed
information on three Tomboulis generations. I read that Agapios Tomboulis came into
the world in 1884 in Istanbul as the son of Ilias and Froso> and that he died in Vyrona,
Athens, on September 17, 1967. His first wife was called Froso, and from that marriage
two children emerged, llias and Frangoulis.

Figuur 8

(collection Hugo Strétbaum)

> Possible error. Other sources report that Tomboulis® mother was called Peristera.
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(courtesy Aleka Prassa-Tombouli)
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Aleka told us that there had been a third son called Yorgos. It turned out that Yorgos was
shot and killed by the Germans in a raid during WWII, which explained why his name
did not occur in the 1983 document. In 1923 Agapios Tomboulis remarried to Alexandra
Tachtsis. His daughter Avyi, or Chrysavyi, was born within this marriage, and Aleka, our
hostess, was her daughter in turn.

However, there was another surprise waiting for us! Aleka’s husband Christos had
scanned all the old photos to file on a CD-ROM. The evening could not go wrong.

And so to the ouddla...

Of course, I have not known Tomboulis personally, but from the stories of Stavriana, and
granddaughter Aleka, he emerged as a pleasant, good-natured, cheerful personality, with
a great sense of humour. Most pictures of Tomboulis show that clearly. Stavriana can
still get excited when she talks about the fantastic atmosphere in the Tomboulis home.
Recently I discovered, in the book Rebetika Tragoudia, a short excerpt from an interview
that Petropoulos had made in 1972 with Alexandra, Tomboulis’ wife. Alexandra talks
about the instruments her husband played: "My husband, Agapios Tomboulis, played
oud, ouddla, banjo (= climbiis), defi (tambourine) and toumbano (vase drum). And he also
played zilia (finger cymbals). And if he was somewhere and he had no instrument with
him, then he would grab a tray and begin to beat it. Bam - bam - bam, on he would go.
Sometimes he did a village sheep imitation: ... beee beee. Then he tied sheep bells to his
leg and he sang - oh, how my darling would sing - and he called beee beee .... while the
bells jingled. He also had a different kind of oud, a round one, that he called an "ouddla”.
He said how he wanted the instrument made, and others built it for him, just as a
seamstress makes a dress. It was his own invention ..:6

When I was reading this over the phone to Stavriana, she responded delightedly and
said: "It's like I hear Alexandra’s voice!"

So that strange flat round instrument was called an ouddla! Based on existing photos we
can now conclude that Tomboulis owned (at least) three ouddlas.

Tomboulis: artist and composer

Agapios Tomboulis is to be heard on countless recordings from the period 1929-1960:
on a few as a soloist, but mostly as an accompanist on the oud. There are also recordings
where he sings, in Greek and in Turkish. No wonder, since he originally came from
I[stanbul. Tomboulis also has a number of compositions to his credit including “Mmap
Kat Mmoup Mn Tpwg” (Bam and boom, do not eat) and “EAa AnuntpoVia M'éAa” (Come

® The original Greek text can be found on page 267 of Rebetika Tragoudia by Ilias Petropoulos.
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My Dimitroula Come)?. The latter song dates from 1951: it was dedicated to Stavriana’s
mother, Dimitra, and recorded by Roza. There is still a lot of research needed before the
definitive biography of Agapios Tomboulis can be written. This is only the beginning...

Translated from the Dutch by Tony Klein ( Sept 16th 2013) and adapted by the author.

http://www.recordingpioneers.com/docs/grurks/ODDoudolas.pdf

I am greatly indebted to Stavriana Gen-Livadarou for reminding me
regularly that I should focus my research on Agapios Tomboulis and
Harry Gen for sharing with me a number of his pictures of Tomboulis’
instruments.

I am also extremely grateful to Aleka Prassa-Tombouli and Hristos
Prassas for their hospitality, support and cooperation during this
project.

I was able to see for the first time a number of Tomboulis’ original
instruments from up close. They also supplied me with scans of pictures
from their unique collection of old photographs.

Without these four people...

>aG EUXapIoTw Napa noAu!

" (2)av oe PAéTe AnunTpodia, €VOVC OV TIAVEL LIoL TPEULOVALL

Kot oav BopuPa atopkn, xGve emg Kot AoyIKn
Ela, éla-Ela, Eda Anuntpodla p'éla, ot'aye ofvoe Bo oe Tapw, ue Toma Ko pe KOLUTAPO.
Ela Anuzpodlia pu' Ela, mpiv pov épber kauuid tpéla.

Yav Tpeldg Ba tpryvpilm, peg to otevakio cov dakpvlo,

un ooV Kot 6€ TPUKAEP®, SVo EIAAKLN 6oV Ba TAp®.
Ela, éla-éla, Eda Anuntpodla p'éla, ot'awe ofvoe Oo oe Tapw, e TOTA KoL e KODUTGPO.
Ela Anuzpodla ' Ela, mpiv pov Epber kopuid, tpéla.

Tdpa mo 0'amopacicn ™ popd cov va yvopicn,
Vo G o Tog Ba 6€ Tap® Kot 6TEPAVL Bo Gov BAl®.

Elo, éla-EAa, o Anuntpovia u'éla, ot'awe offdoe Oo oe Topw, e TOTA KoL [E KODUTGPO.

Elo. Anuzpodlo u' Eda, mpiv pov Epbet oy tpéda.
This song is not to be confused with the famous composition by Panayotis Toundas, “Dimitroula Mou”, one of
Roza Eskenazi's other successes. Both songs (“Ela Aquntpovia M'éla” and “Anuntpodie. Mov™) can be heard on
YouTube.
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DISCOGRAPHY of recordings of Agapios Tomboulis as solo performer or as

composer/lyricist. Not included are the numerous recordings in which Tomboulis acted as

accompanying instrumentalist. (UNDER CONSTRUCTION)

MATRIX FACE COUPLING TITLE ARTIST(S) LABEL REC.
NUMBER NUMBER NUMBER DATE
(ATHENS)
WG 532 ? DG 334 To pavaBakt Aydriog ToumouAng COLUMBIA | between 03-
(ouvBétng/otiyoupyog) 06-1933 and
31-07-1933
CG 1208 ? DG 6111 ToupkomoUAa AuyoUAa TourtoUAn & Aydrtiog COLUMBIA June-Dec
ToumoUANg (vocals?) 1934
CG 1223 ? DG 6111 To epwtevuuévo HAlog Toung & Auynr TouroUAn (& COLUMBIA June-Dec
ToonavomouAo - ouptds | lak. HAlag) & Aydrmiog TOUmouAng 1934
(vocals?) - ouv. I. NetpomouAog
CG 1385 ? DG 6201 Toournpa W’ to pavtriAt P6Ta Eokevaln, Ayamiog TopmoUANg COLUMBIA Jan-June
DT 75 oou (ouvB. Ayariog (oUT) 1936
(Turkish no.) ToumoUAng)
BG 119-1 30-1698 AO 304 Xopog AepBiotkog Aydriog ToumoUAng (outt) / Adumpog HMV 27-05-1929
Neovtapidng (Aupa moAitikn)
BG 120-1 30-1709 AO 333 Xopog Aalikog Aydriog ToumoUAng (outt) / Adumpog HMV 27-05-1929
Neovtapidng (AUpa moAitikn)
BG 121-1 30-1712 AO 334 Xopodg Avatolitikog Aydriog ToumoUAng (outt) / Adumpog HMV 27-05-1929
Neovtapidng (Aupa moAitikn)
BW 3031-1 30-2884 AO 390 Toipte-TéAL Aydrog ToumoUAng (outt) / Adumpog HMV 03-12-1929
Neovtapidng (AUpa moAitikn)
BW 3029-1 30-2885 AO 391 levi Mrtaypié (Yeni Aydrog ToproUAng (outt) / Adumpog HMV 03-12-1929
Bahriye) Neovtapidng (Aupa moAitikn)
0w 103 150-654 AO 1011 Kapin MoartZip Kavto Aydriog ToumoUAng (vocals) (ue Aupa, HMV 12-05-1931
(Garip Muhacir kanto) oUTL Kot KIBdapa)
0w 104 150-655 AO 1011 Kapirt Nuwi MkagéA (Garip | Ayamiog TopmouUAng (vocals) (1e AUpa, HMV 12-05-1931
Ninni kanto) oUTL Kat KIBdpa)
OT 13xx/14xx 150-822 AO 2069 TpELs 6UoPPES - Afuntpa MroupvoBaitd & Avtwvng HMV xx-11-1933
AvartoAitikog xopog - NtaAykag (vocals)
Koutkov (A. ToumouAng)
OGA 156-1 151-196(?) AO 2220 Taxim rast Aaikr Opxnotpa: XapdAaumnog HMV 17-12-1934
(Cassette #9/B Dino SaBaidng (kavovakt), AnuAteng
Pappas) T€puong « Zahovikiogy (violin),
Aydriog ToumouAng (oUt), Pola
Eokevall (k)
OGA 177-1 151-197(?) AO 2220 Tsifte-telli Anuntpng Zalovikidg with Eastern HMV 04-01-1935
(Cassette #9/B Dino Orchestra: AnuAtENgG 2€Uong
Pappas) «ZaAoVIKLOG» (violin), Aydriog
ToumoUAng (outy/speech), PéTa
Eokevall (speech)
Go 3769 GA 7381 Ta bikd oou ta P6Ca Eokevadl, AnuAtng MavicoAng ODEON 31-03-1947
o@dAuarta (E. Moraitou) | (“Aaddémouloc”) (violin), Aydriog
ToumoUANng (oUt)
Go 3768-1 GA 7381 To Gri Gri (S. Peristeris) P&Za Eokevadl, Anuitng Mavicong ODEON 31-03-1947
(tsiftetelli) (“Aadomoulog”) (violin), Ayariog
ToumoUANng (oUt)
Go 4483 GA 7616 EAa Anuntpoulda pw’ éAa P&Ta Eokevaln (Ayarmiog TopurmoUAng = ODEON 1951
(on LP: A. TopmoUAn) ouvBEtnc/otiyoupyog. Mwpyog (MARGO
composed for Dimitra, Aveotonoulog (kAapivo) 8256)

Stavriana’s mother
Not to be confused with

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tf
u-Q ptEaE&feature=related
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Anuntpouda by
Panayotis Toundas
(1935)
Turkish Version :
Entarisi Ala Benziyor
Go 4482 GA 7616 O Mntpog kL n Mapiva P&Ta Eokevaln (Ayamiog TopurmouAng = ODEON 1951
ouvBETNG/oTLX0UPYOG
Go 4688 GA 7757 Suupvia (A. ToumoUAn) P&Za Eokevaln, Tapmakng & ODEON 1951
ToumoUANg (Aydrmiog TOUmouAng = (MARGO
ouvBEtng/otiyoupyog 8256)
Go 4687 GA 7757 Xopdg KiopoyAou (A. P&Za Eokevaln, Tapmakng & ODEON 1951
ToumouUAn) ToumoUANg (Aydrmiog TOUmoUAng = (MARGO
ouUVOETNC/oTIXOUPYOC 8256)
LG 1051 GA 7823 BapBapa Xpuoauyr [ToumoVAn/]Tpdka & ODEON 1954
(ouve. Aydriog Maipn T{avet & Aydriog TopmouAng
ToumoUAng)
LG 1052 GA 7823 OéAw va yAevtriow Maipn TZavet & Xpuoauyn ODEON 1954
anoe (ouv. Ayamiog [ToumoUAn/]Tpdka & Mwpyog Zavvog
ToumoUAng)
Go 5200 GA 7873 Sriuepa gioat, aupto bev | Xpuoauyr [TopmoUAn/Tpaka] & ODEON 1955
eloat (ouvO. Ayarmiog 2TEALOG ZOoUYLOUATYHG & Mamaoyhou
ToumouAng)
LG 1079 GA 7893 H BpuoouAa n Spoocepr Xpuoauyr [ToumoVAn/Tpdaka] & ODEON 1955
(ouve. Aydmiog STEAL0G ZoUYLOUATLH G & MamaloyAou
ToumouAng)
Go 5420 GA 7940 Maptyouda Maptyw Xpuoauyr [ToumoVAn/Tpdka] & ODEON 1957
(ouve. Ayarog STEAL0G ZoUYLOUATLH G & BoUAa Mkika
ToumouAng)
Go 5421 GA 7940 AX KoL VALOUVa KOKOPL Tépng Xpuoog & ZTEALOG ZOUYLOUATIAG ODEON 1957
(ouve. Ayariog & BoUAa lkika
ToumoUAng)
Go 53xx? GA 7914 Exe yewd kéoue, o’ Xpuoauyr [ToumoVAn/Tpdka] & ODEON 1957(?)
apnivw JTEAL0G ZOUYLOUATLAG
(ouve. Ayariog
ToumouAng)
Go 53xx? GA 7914 O ToeAiykag kL n Xpuoauyr [ToumoVAn/Tpdka] & ODEON 1957(?)
Anuntpouda STEAL0G ZOUYLOUATIAG
(ouve. Ayariog
ToumouAng)
N 70210 21474 X-80162 Taéip Xitladkap Aydriog ToumouAng PATHE 1930 (MAN)
(AEPI) ktoUpvtt (Taksim
Hicazkar Kurdi)
N 70211 21475 X-80162 TkeA unapioadouvu (Gel Aydrog TopmoUAng (vocals?) PATHE 1930 (MAN)
(AEPI) barisalim)
N 70208 21476 X-80163 lokevtép Mmoyadl Aydrog TopmoUAng (vocals) PATHE 1930 (MAN)
(AEPI) (kotoékiko = kogek) HUST
(iskender Bogazi dardir
gecilmez/ Ben yarimi
gordiim)
N 70209 21477 X-80163 TavykLEPa KAVTOOOU Aydrog TopmoUAng (vocals) PATHE 1930 (MAN)
(AEPI) (klotoékiko = kogek) HUST
(Zuvod. Aakng
Opxnotpa)
N 70... 21564 X-80223 YeoiA Kovpurna (Yesil Aydrog TopmoUAng (vocals?) PATHE 193x (?)
(AEPI) Kurbaga)
N 70... 21565 X-80223 Xoulau MkagéA (Hizzam | Ayamiog TourmoUAng (vocals?) PATHE 193x (?)
(AEPI) Gazel)
MTTOUL KQlL UTTOUL UV Ayariog TournoUAng
WS (ouvBétng/otiyoupyoc)
? 224 H BpuoouAa n pocepn Xpuoauyr| [TournoVAn/]Tpdka & LIBERTY ?
(ouvl. Ayariog STEALOG ZOUYLOUATTAG
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ToumoUAng)
? 200 BapBapa Xpuoauyr [TopmoUAn/]Tpdka & A. LIBERTY
(ouvB. Aydrmog Zavet
ToumoUAng)

Please, send your comments, corrections and additions to:
recordingpioneers@gmail.com

Fig. 10 Tomboulis playing the same oud as in Fig. 3 & 4
(courtesy Aleka Prassa-Tombouli)
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