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            For anyone seeking unity in a world of music.

This is for us.
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            Introduction

         

         When I listen to music, it feels like I’m time-travelling to places I’ve never been to, and speaking to people I’ve never met. In a really good way, music throws you into history, inviting you to dive into an ocean of sounds and come up for air feeling totally refreshed.

         Like millions of people all over the world, music has been a constant part of my life, helping me to understand the world I was born into. I’ve been exploring music since I was a child, listening to songs much older than me or listening out for new styles that hint at the future.

         In this way, music isn’t just about having a good time. It can be a conversation between different generations. It can describe and challenge the injustices of our world. It can also celebrate heroic people. It can tell us the stories of the world, through infinite possibilities of sound put together to express the biggest ideas and the deepest emotions. That’s what this book is all about.

         There are so many stories in our shared human history and music has the ability to tell them all – in unique and surprising ways. Get ready for a three-hundred-year trip through time, making stops in countries all over the world, meeting fascinating people with amazing lives. We’ll see how ancient traditions continue into the modern day. We’ll explore the birth and growth of new styles of music, invented at different times, in various places, by many people. We’ll find out about moments in history that define us all, offering lessons to learn from and inspiration for the future.

         We’ll also meet people who have suffered and struggled to fit in. Communities who have had their power taken away by a world that can be cruel. And we’ll see how people have used music to express themselves and show the whole world who they really are.

         My last book about music is called Musical Truth, all about the history of black communities in modern Britain. This book looks even wider and further, exploring the realities of communities all over the world and taking a global look at the struggles people have faced over time. Because of this, a lot of these pages will be about power and the way that groups of people have tried to control other groups. The world can be a very unfair place – something that we can hear in music, throughout time. But for all the struggle and hardship, there is joy and celebration too.

         So. Welcome to Musical World – a musical journey through history that will help us to understand who we are and how we got here. Are you ready?

         Let’s go.
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            ‘Ah, vous dirai-je, Maman’

            Unknown (c. 1740s)

         

         Question: How does music travel through time?

         I think you’ve heard this one before.

         In fact, there’s a good chance that you’ve actually sung it, on your own or with large groups of people, many, many times in your life so far, even if you never knew where it came from.

         Because that’s the thing about music: it exists in the air. A song can travel invisibly for miles, for years, throughout time.

         The melody in ‘Ah, vous dirai-je, Maman’ (Ah, shall I tell you, Mama) is one of the most famous melodies of all time, and most of us will have first encountered it as very young children. In English, it’s the tune to the alphabet song that helps children to learn their ABCs, as well as famous nursery rhymes such as ‘Baa, Baa, Black Sheep’ and ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’. That’s part of the reason why this song is so comforting to listen to. It makes you think of lullabies and childhood. If you grew up in an English-speaking country and learned English as an infant, there’s a good chance that you couldn’t even read this sentence if it had not been for this song.

         As you can probably tell from the title, this song is originally French. It is thought that the melody could go back as far as 1740, made up by someone somewhere in the French countryside, with the lyrics added many years later. In the 1700s, many countries in Europe were becoming increasingly powerful in the world at large. France was no exception. The reign of King Louis XIV lasted from 1643 to 1715, which is one of the longest in history. During this time, France became a dominant European force led by a powerful monarchy.

         This would all change towards the end of the eighteenth century, when a revolution took place that overthrew the monarchy completely, making France a republic in 1792.

         One of the most famous things to come out of the French Revolution was the phrase liberté, égalité, fraternité, which translates as liberty (or freedom), equality (everyone being treated the same) and brotherhood (the idea that we are all connected as family). It’s a noble sentiment and one that many people will strive for. However, for reasons that we shall explore in this book, liberty, equality and familyhood is something that humans often find quite hard to achieve. Take a look at the world at any given time and you’ll find, somewhere, the exact opposite of these three ideals.

         The French monarchy didn’t continue beyond the revolution, but French music and culture certainly did. The tune for ‘Ah, vous dirai-je, Maman’ is one good example of it. It proved to be so popular that many decades after it was first created, a young composer from Austria (aged about twenty-five) composed a piece for the piano based on its melody. His name was Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and he is one of the most famous composers of all time. One version of the story says that Mozart probably used his variations to teach his students how to play the piano, probably because the tune is so beautifully simple.

         Today, the melody is well over two hundred and fifty years old and counting, but it has survived happily, reborn in different places through different times. Highlights include the German Christmas carol ‘Morgen kommt der Weihnachtsmann’ (Tomorrow Comes Santa Claus), the Hungarian Christmas carol ‘Hull a pelyhes fehér hó’ (Fluffy White Snow Is Falling), the Dutch nursery rhyme ‘Altijd is Kortjakje’ (Kortjakje Is Always Sick), the Spanish ‘Campanita del lugar’ (Little Town Bell) and the Turkish ‘Daha Dün Annemizin’ (Just Yesterday).

         We will always need songs that speak to the child inside us, because that’s how we all start out: as children. Innocent and ready to learn …

         This song is a perfect example of how something as simple as a tune can travel through time, soothing millions of children (even while revolutions are raging on in the background). But as we shall soon see, a tune can do much more than sing us to sleep and help us remember the alphabet. It can even help us to create whole countries.
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            ‘God Save the King’

            Unknown (c. 1744)

         

         Question: When does a song make you proud to be you?

         You hear them at the start of large sports competitions, in formal ceremonies, sometimes at big gatherings, but what is the purpose of a national anthem? Where do they come from? And why do people sing them with one hand on their heart and their eyes closed?

         The whole point of a national anthem is to make people feel proud of their country. That’s why you might have seen sports stars almost crying with emotion when they sing an anthem before an important sporting event. It raises the question: what’s so good about any particular country that should make you want to sing a song about it?

         One answer is that countries, or nations, offer us a strong sense of identity. Often, we define ourselves by the country that we were born in, because this is where our language, our food, our culture and histories come from. It’s why the question where are you from? gets asked so often, especially to people who look or sound like they might not be from the country they are in.

         That’s one of the problems with national identity. Yes, it’s something to be proud of and celebrate, but it can also be divisive. And when different countries have different levels of power and influence, overly strong nationalist feelings can start to cause problems. Think about what can happen when two or more countries get into a disagreement and end up in serious conflict with each other. We call them ‘wars’, and they have been responsible for some of the most tragic waste of human life in our shared history. (It’s no accident that military traditions often include soldiers singing the national anthem together.)

         National anthems have not been around forever. In fact, they are thought to have originated in Europe only a few hundred years ago. The first and oldest one is a song from Holland in the 1570s called ‘Het Wilhelmus’, but that didn’t officially become the Dutch national anthem until 1932.

         The popularity of national anthems throughout the world has a lot to do with the growing popularity of nationalism as an idea. By the time you got to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, national identity, as an idea, was becoming fixed in many different European countries. In world history, European countries are not very old. In fact, none of the top ten oldest countries on record are even in Europe, and eight of these gained sovereignty in the BC era (meaning ‘Before Christ’, or before the common era, which means before we started counting the years in numbers). The reason that European countries took the lead in the spread of national anthems is because these countries were becoming more powerful. Countries such as Germany, Spain and France were establishing themselves as new global powers. The self-belief needed to go around the world building an empire also needed a soundtrack. This might explain why Spain and France have national anthems that have a marching, military rhythm. These songs were deliberately powerful.

         One of the most powerful empires of all time was the British Empire. It was in the 1700s that Britain used its wealth, its army and its navy to cruelly conquer other lands, setting itself up as the most powerful nation in the world. It was a colonial power too, meaning that it won its power by entering and controlling other nations (its colonies), while also fighting with its rivals (like Spain and France) in order to stay on top.

         ‘God Save the King’ is a simple tune. It has a measured, churchy melody that builds slowly to a very grand-sounding finish. It’s not about the empire, or about Britain’s powerful trading habits. It has lyrics designed to flatter the king or queen of England at the time. When it was first performed, it wasn’t in battle or when subjugating other lands: it was in a theatre in London, and it was intended to make the reigning monarch happy. And at one point, ‘God Save the King’ was the national anthem for every single country in the British Empire, meaning that millions of people who had never even been to Britain would have sung it – because they had to.

         Wherever you find power, injustice is never far behind. In order to build their empires, colonising European countries put themselves at the front of the conversation. Their music was a huge part of this. The legacy of European imperialism can be heard in the fact that national anthems all kind of sound the same. They are almost always European-sounding hymns (church songs) or marches (military songs), played on European instruments. Even now, with many postcolonial countries having won their independence, the anthems they sing are often an echo of their European colonisers. Historically, colonialism is responsible for many, many horrific acts carried out by European countries who wanted control.

         Control. It’s a powerful word, isn’t it? It’s what countries throughout history have often tried to win. The ability to control people, places, situations and stories. When you look at history, this need for control has caused some of the worst conflicts in all humanity, when different nations end up clashing in their search for power. At its worst, this goes way beyond arguments with words and can lead to violence, fighting and war. I’m forty-one years old – which is pretty young compared to the age of the human species. And yet in every year that I have been alive, there has been violent conflict between different groups of people somewhere on the planet. One of the biggest reasons for these conflicts is often the idea of national differences: us against them, you against me, this country against that country. When in reality, we’re all in this together.

         I want you to think about this the next time you hear a national anthem. Think about the pride it is supposed to make you feel, and how this pride can so easily slip into a feeling of competition over who is better than who. Think about the long and complex histories of different countries, running to the soundtrack of national anthems that pre-date all of us. Think about what we believe in when we sing these songs with our hands on our hearts and a tear in our eye. And think about whether or not we really need these feelings as we go forward, as a species.

         It’s not an easy question, but definitely one that we need to come back to when our differences feel bigger than our similarities.
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            ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’ (God Bless Africa)

            Enoch Sontonga (1897)

         

         Question: Can one song bring a whole continent together?

         Sometimes, a table is not just a table.

         Sometimes, a table is power.

         Sometimes, having ‘a seat at the table’ means having the power to make big decisions that affect other people – without their permission or consent.

         Between 1884 and 1885, decisions like this were being made about the whole continent of Africa by groups of men who were sitting around a very big table indeed. It was called the Berlin Conference: a meeting of fourteen countries that were all looking for a piece of Africa to claim as their own. The reasons for this were simple: power, control and greed. Africa, as a continent, is full of valuable natural resources, and in the nineteenth century, emerging colonial powers were keen to take their share. The European nations present at the Berlin Conference were:

         
	Germany

            	Austria-Hungary

            	Belgium

            	Denmark

            	Spain

            	France

            	United Kingdom

            	Italy

            	Netherlands

            	Portugal

            	Russia

            	Sweden–Norway

            	Ottoman Empire

         

The only non-European country in attendance was the United States of America, which was a former colony of the United Kingdom (and therefore led by white Americans).

         Let’s think about all this for a second.

         Africa: the second-largest continent on Earth, the place where all humanity originated, home to dozens of different groups and separate countries, was about to be carved up by a small selection of European countries purely for economic gain. When those men sat down around the table to argue who should get what, it was a moment of greed and great cruelty. (And it’s worth noting that these were exclusively men, not women, because the world in 1884 was even more sexist than it is now.)

         The Berlin Conference left Africa in a broken state. Whole countries were put under colonial rule, and would remain so for years and years to come. My parents are from a country called Ghana in west Africa. Ghana was once colonised by Britain. Under British imperial rule, it was given the name the Gold Coast, named after one of its most valuable resources – gold. It wasn’t until 1957 that the Gold Coast would become independent. That’s when the name ‘Ghana’ came about, when my parents were still very young children.

         There are dozens of stories like this connected to African nations, illustrating how European countries gave themselves so much power over people from Africa.

         In 1897, this was the situation that a young man called Enoch Sontonga found himself in. Enoch was a composer, but he had also been a teacher and the leader of a choir at a church in South Africa. At the age of twenty-four, he wrote a song called ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’, which would go on to become one of the most famous songs in African history.

         Enoch’s song was a hymn. Its title translates from the original Xhosa language into ‘Lord bless Africa’. It’s a soaring but poignant song that sounds somehow triumphant and reflective at the very same time. It doesn’t sound like a song you would march into battle with, or pure flattery for a king or queen. It sounds like a prayer.

         Now, ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’ is widely thought of as a kind of anthem for all of Africa. It has been used as symbol of liberation for the whole continent. I myself have heard it played long and loud in Ghanaian churches. Different versions of it have been taken as anthems for a number of African countries, including Zambia, Namibia, Zimbabwe and Tanzania. In an important sense, this song represents African resilience and celebration in a world that was very much treating African nations as less worthy of respect than dominant European ones. Racism had long ago created the idea of black people being lesser than white people, and Africa is home to many millions of black people.

         In 1948, just over fifty years after Enoch Sontonga wrote his song, South Africa entered into a situation of racial segregation, whereby black and white South Africans were legally not allowed to mix together. This period was known as apartheid, meaning ‘separateness’ or ‘aparthood’, and it lasted all the way until the 1990s. Under apartheid, South Africans were put into the racial groups of Black, White, Coloured and Indian, based entirely on the colour of their skin, with white South Africans having the most rights. Between 1960 and 1983, three and a half million black South Africans were forced out of their homes to live in segregated neighbourhoods. This was an act of great cruelty that proved just how racist the government had become.

         It wouldn’t be until the early 1990s that apartheid would finally come to an end, after three long years of discussion between the government and different political groups, probably sitting around a very big table. This led to South Africa’s first-ever multiracial elections in 1994, where black politicians were allowed to take part and everyone, of any colour, was allowed to vote. This led to the election of South Africa’s first-ever black president – a man who spoke Xhosa, like Enoch Sontonga, and had been imprisoned for twenty-seven years for fighting against apartheid. His name was Nelson Mandela, and in 1994 he decided that ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’ would be part of a new joint national anthem for a country that had been ripped apart for so long.

         To this day, South Africa is a harsh example of how racism can leave scars on a country’s history, and it’s powerful to think that a simple song could be part of the healing process.
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