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September 25, 2008
NEA National Heritage Fellowships
Folk & Traditional Arts
National Endowment for the Arts
1100 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW - Room 720
Washington, DC 20506-0001
Re: Letter of Support and Nomination of John Haig Bilezikjian for the
Bess Lomax Hawes NEA National Heritage Fellowship 2008
To Whom It May Concern:
In 1986, as a graduate student of ethnomusicology at the University of California Los Angeles, my
academic advisor, internationally known Middle Eastern scholar and performer Ali Jihad Racy, suggested
that I write my master's thesis about an extraordinarily gifted oud virtuoso living and working in
Southern California. At the time, I knew of John Bilezikjian only through a belly dance album in my
record collection. It was not until I met John and his family and began to interview them that I discovered
the scope, impact and capabilities of this remarkable musician, not only as master performer, but also as
composer, teacher, author, archivist innovator and musical visionary. Since completing my thesis in
1992, I have remained in contact with John and his family and have followed his career over the past
sixteen years. I am convinced that there is no one more deserving or exemplary ofthe attributes required
of a Bess Lomax Hawes National Heritage Fellowship Award recipient than this first-generation
Armenian-American artist who has devoted his entire life to the oud and its introduction to the Western
concert stage.

Worthiness ofnational recognition; engagement in preserving the folk and traditional arts by
performing and teaching. John is already an artist of national and international renown. He has toured
extensively throughout the United States and Europe, has made guest appearances in Africa, Israel and
Spain, and has entertained such visiting dignitaries as the king and queen of Spain and Jihan Sadat, wife
of former Egyptian president Anwar Sadat. His music can be heard on recordings by Placido Domingo,
Ofra Haza, Robert Palmer, Cantor Isaac Behar, Leonard Cohen, and many others. Ethnic communities
know him as a skilled performer of both traditional and popular music, including that of Turkey,
Armenia, the Arab world, Greece, Eastern Europe, Spain, Russia, Israel, Asia, Iran, Italy, and Latin
America. Others have marveled at his ability to perform jazz, pop, rock 'n roll, rhythm and blues, country
& western, and flamenco, all performed on the oud and typically embellished with John's own creative
elements that I have termed "Bilezikjianisms"--a fusion of diverse techniques, both folk and classical,
near eastern and western, that set him apart from other performing artists and typify his unique personal
style.
Movie, television, and radio fans have heard John's original compositions in the soundtracks for dozens
of films. The Middle Eastern dance community practices to his belly dance recordings, and performs his
musical reviews in clubs and dance competitions nationwide. Aspiring oud players travel to Southern
California from around the country to study with him in person before continuing their lessons on a
distance-learning basis. As a classical artist, John has composed and orchestrated numerous classical
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Sincerely,

Gail B. Schwartz
M.A. Ethnomusicology

