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1
            Introduction

         

         in 1987 or thereabouts, William Barton, a Kalkadunga boy in the Gulf Country of northwest Queensland, went with his father in search of a tree that might make a didgeridoo.

         ‘You know what trees to look for,’ the adult Barton remembered. ‘There’s coolibah trees, there’s snappy gum, there’s bloodwood, and also there’s gidgee, which is a really hard wood around the Mount Isa area. I just went walkabout. I was looking for a nice deep didgeridoo, a long one with a big diameter that would give a deep tone when you played it. You can usually tell just from looking at the tree what key the didgeridoo is going to be in.’

         The word ‘didgeridoo’ (sometimes spelt ‘didjeridu’) has a disputed origin that, whatever else it may be, is not Aboriginal. There are at least fifty words for the instrument in the Indigenous languages of northern Australia, including ‘ilpirra’ in the Arrernte language, ‘yidaki’ in Yolŋu and ‘garbak’ in Gagadju.

         Although the first peoples of Australia have been on the island continent for around 70,000 years, archaeological evidence can only date the instrument to a thousand years ago. After all, wood rots. But even if it were only one millennium old, we may speculate that as enslaved Cham women sang and danced for the Vietnamese emperor Lý Thái Tông at his 2court in the middle of the eleventh century; as the Abbess Hildegard led a choir of Benedictine nuns through one of her newly composed sequences at the Abbey of Eibingen on the Rhine in the late twelfth century; as AmĪr Khusrau developed the Sufi devotional style of singing known as qawwali in the Delhi Sultanate at the end of the thirteenth century; as Thomas Tallis composed a grand forty-part motet in London sometime before 1570; as Joseph Haydn donned his servant’s uniform at Esterháza in the late 1700s; as Clara Schumann invented the piano recital and with it helped cement the notion of Western classical music nearly a century later; as, fifty years on, recently emancipated African Americans picked up the discarded instruments of Civil War marching bands and began to play jazz: somewhere in northern Australia, a young boy and his father would have been out looking for a likely tree.

         Alongside any history of change there will always be continuity.

         On the face of it, a history of music is an obvious subject for a book. For much of the twentieth century, Western schools and universities taught music – which is to say Western art music – as though it was history. Bach and Handel led to Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven, who led to Schubert, Robert Schumann and Mendelssohn, who led to Wagner and Brahms. It is significant that these composers were Germans or Austrians to a man (and that’s significant, too). Of course there were non-Germanic composers – Berlioz, Chopin and Liszt; Tchaikovsky, Dvořák, Elgar and Sibelius; Verdi in the opera 3house – but they weren’t quite the main game. The standard view was that ‘classical music’ was a German thing and that it had gone on for about two hundred years. Everything before Bach and Handel was ‘early music’; everything after Brahms was ‘modern’. Among the modern composers were such thorny propositions as Schoenberg, Bartók and Stravinsky, but also Debussy and Ravel, whose music was less prickly and possibly less substantial, the term ‘impressionist’ that was unthinkingly applied to the French composers always seeming a little dismissive.

         That all these European composers were men was seldom remarked upon and, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, perhaps not so noteworthy. After all, the proportion of women to men in the composition profession – and it was a profession – was much the same as in law, medicine, commerce and politics. Dismantling the patriarchy still has some way to go.

         The notion of classical music as history – where one thing leads to another, where there’s evolution and occasionally revolution, where there’s progress – remains seductive, and one can see how it came about. All music is a form of knowledge, but Western art music actually looks like knowledge because it comes in books. Since this music is notated, it is easy to pick up a chorale by J.S. Bach, study it and sing it; and for a later composer to write music that draws on Bach’s example or does something completely different. As a way of understanding this music, the historicist’s approach is not entirely unhelpful, and it would be a mistake to write it off. But it 4offers a limited and partial view of just some of the world’s music. For other sorts of music, it hardly holds at all.

         Even written-down music is hard to put into words. Music that is not written down but either part of an oral tradition or spontaneously improvised is harder still. Unless it is recorded, it disappears in an instant. The most you can hope for is that it ‘vibrates in the memory’, as the poet Shelley put it. When it comes to writing its history, then, we continually run up against this problem: about Western art music we know a lot, and we have ready access to a vast amount of the music itself; with nearly all the other music in the world (prior to the advent of recording), we know a lot less, and have access to virtually none of it. We may see the art and architecture of ancient civilisations and we may attempt to decipher their writings; we may not hear their music.

         And there is another problem to do with the notion of history in relation to music. The jazz trumpeter and composer Wynton Marsalis once insisted that all jazz is modern because it is continually being made, existing in an endless present tense. This might be said of music in general, and (as the philosopher Benedetto Croce suggested) history in general. The young William Barton’s search for the right tree was symbolic of this, and so is our singing of a Bach chorale, our twenty-first-century voices breathing new life into music imagined and composed some three hundred years earlier, the music reborn in each fresh performance.

         With music, we are always going back to the start, the plainest evidence of which is the pre-verbal squeals and 5gurgles of a baby, sometimes playful, sometimes urgently communicative, often both. It’s proto-music, and that’s where this history must begin. How it should continue is a trickier matter.

         In some form, music is happening all around us all the time, its ubiquity throughout human existence making it impossible to track in any linear sense. Accordingly, this book considers its subject thematically in five main chapters.

         The impulse to make music, whether to celebrate some great occasion or to soothe a child to sleep, is basic to us, and the first chapter looks at examples of this impulse from prehistory to the present in numerous different cultures. In particular, it examines the ways in which musical types and styles and musical instruments have travelled between cultures. Traditional music depends upon memory, but notated music, which is the subject of Chapter Two, allows complex music to be repeated and, significantly, to be planned by composers in order to produce musical works of a grand scale. Chapter Three examines how, since David composed his psalms in the temple (and probably before), musicians have plied their trades and how music itself has been bought and sold as a commodity. In Chapter Four, that twentieth-century concept ‘modernism’ is traced back to medieval Europe, the desire to be modern a form of tradition in notated and, more recently, recorded music. Recording itself is considered in the final chapter, its effect, in little more than a century, to have expanded the availability of music on a previously unimaginable scale, but also to change the way music is made. 6

         Because no history of music – let alone the shortest – can hope to be comprehensive, I have chosen my examples for the general story they tell, and brought back certain figures and pieces of music, not because this composer or that piece is the greatest of their time and place, but because they explain the uses of music and ways in which it has changed. Above all, I have been at pains to address music on the smallest scale as well as the largest, considering not only famous names and famous works, but also domestic music. That is, after all, how music started and how it will start again tomorrow.
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            1

            THE TRADITION OF MUSIC: FROM PREHISTORY TO THE PRESENT

         

         although music is as intrinsic to human life as the air we breathe, we must never fall for the line that it is a universal language. Music is neither universal, nor a language.

         The use of the word ‘universal’ suggests that all music speaks equally to all people. Clearly, it does not. While music might be everywhere, no one appreciates all of it and often enough the barrier to appreciation is cultural. American country music, Italian baroque arias, Indian ragas, hip hop, twelve-tone string quartets: everyone can name a form of music that leaves them unmoved and possibly drives them mad – assuming, that is, they can agree on what constitutes music in the first place. In most of the indigenous languages of Africa, although there are words for performing, for singing and dancing, for drumming and playing other instruments, there is no equivalent word for music.

         Were music a language, it could be translated into other 8languages. But that is not how music works. Music might be good at generating emotion, but it can tell you nothing precise: a shopping list, a set of directions, a love letter are all beyond it. Music communicates nothing; it is something.

         * * *

         
            I think music is the art of agony. Music is, after all, derived from screaming; it is not derived from laughing.

            —Percy Grainger (1882–1961), Australian composer

         

         Music is a precursor to language. It is not that it predates language in the historical sense (though it probably does), but that a version of music comes out of the mouths of babes and sucklings before they are able to form words. Some of a baby’s cries will have to do with hunger or the desire for company, but there are also moments when the infant lies there experimenting with sound for its own sake, and that is music. Why do babies do this? We know that children learn through imitation and that this begins at about six months. They respond to the sounds around them, including birds and animals; they imitate the voices of their parents and siblings; and they form a particularly strong bond – a musical bond – with the parent who sings. Originally, perhaps, this ‘singing’ consisted of cooing reassuring tones, and it can still be that. Archaeological evidence suggests that Homo erectus – the ancestor of both 9human beings and Neanderthals – had the facial bone structure to make different pitches.

         A rudimentary form of music having come first in a child’s development, the words that follow gain meaning from pitch, rhythm, tempo, timbre and emphasis – the component parts of music. With tonal languages, such as Vietnamese, Cherokee and Yoruba (spoken in much of Nigeria and Benin), infants learn relative pitches or pitch shapes as part of pronunciation. Chinese children learning Mandarin must differentiate between four tonal shapes, a single syllable having completely unrelated meanings depending upon whether the pitch is high and straight, rising, falling then rising, or abruptly falling. So mā means mother, má means cannabis, mă is a horse and mà is the verb to scold or curse (and, what’s more, context is important, because má also means leprosy, while mă can mean agate). Even in non-tonal languages, such as English, pitch remains important as speaking voices rise and fall to indicate sense. Our speech slows down and speeds up; it grows louder or quieter, softer or gruffer; we stress certain words and not others, creating free-flowing rhythmic patterns. We do all this at the service of the words we utter, the music of our voices allowing those we are talking to to understand the nuances of meaning and gauge veracity. If you want to know whether your new hairdo looks good, you will have to listen to the way your interlocutor says, ‘Oh, it really suits you.’

         So, music is both more primitive than speech and a part of speech. Crucially, music can also be a step up from speech when the rhythms and pitches of vocal communication are 10exaggerated into song. Vowels are extended and perhaps decorated with more than one note; important syllables are placed on strong beats and high notes. Song is stylised speaking, although precise distinctions will vary from culture to culture.

         Is this, then, how music began? With singing? It’s tempting to believe so. But perhaps even before people sang, they made rhythms. Consciously or not, we do this all the time: we do it when we walk; even asleep, our breathing and heartbeat create patterns in sound. Early hominins must have noticed this. Stone tools date back more than two million years, and their use would have generated rhythm. Working together, our ancestors created spontaneous polyphony, or perhaps, listening to each other, their hammering fell pleasingly into step. The patterns might have been basic and almost unconscious, but as soon as people pay attention to one another’s rhythms and interact with them, they are making music.

         * * *

         
            The way music passes, emblematic

            Of life and how you cannot isolate a note of it

            And say it is good or bad. You must

            Wait till it’s over.

            —from ‘Syringa’ by John Ashbery (1927–2017), American poet

         

         The cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker, who has written on rationality and humankind’s instinct for language, has tended 11to pooh-pooh music. Because music isn’t a language, and since it is hard to say in what sense it might be entirely rational, Pinker regards it as something of an outlier, ‘an exquisite confection crafted to tickle the sensitive spots of at least six of our mental faculties’ but conferring ‘no survival advantage’. Music is all very nice, but it doesn’t matter; it is, in Pinker’s view, the auditory equivalent of ‘cheesecake’.

         Now, just because something can’t be explained in words does not make it unimportant. On the contrary, it may be because music is so hard to pin down that it has been valued throughout history. The sites of archaeological finds place musical instruments in temples, royal tombs and inner sanctums at the heart of cave systems; early visual depictions of music-making show people playing instruments for kings and queens and gods. But alongside what we might think of as these high-end uses of music, there must always have been the crooning parent. From ancient times, music was part of life at every level.

         It was the ancient Greeks who invented cheesecake, so it is conceivable that Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle were all partial to it. In any case, these philosophers would have made short shrift of Steven Pinker and his theory. Music had a vital importance not only in the Greeks’ individual lives, but also at the level of government, and it involved choral singing and dance as well as lyric poems, sung or chanted to the accompaniment of a lyre. What are now generally considered separate disciplines – music, dance and poetry – to the Greeks were one thing (they still are for many First Nations peoples). Even so, Pythagoras found a certain purity in musical sounds born of 12the mathematical proportions of the harmonic series – the way, for example, a vibrating string half the length of another vibrating string will produce a tone one octave higher. Music, Pythagoras believed, was a key to the cosmos and vice versa.

         For Socrates, far from being Pinker’s ‘exquisite confection’, music wasn’t even about enjoyment but the bestowing of order – although, recognising music’s power to beguile and make the listener lazy, he recommended its teaching alongside gymnastics. Plato, in his Laws, suggested that music – in particular choric music (dancing as well as singing) – might be employed to calm youthful hotheads and bring discipline to their minds; and he goes further, for in The Republic he asserts that the power of music is that it bypasses reason, going straight to the soul or self. Both Plato and Aristotle were somewhat disapproving of purely instrumental music, as many societies have been, especially religious societies. But singing for Plato was such a serious matter that he proposed putting the laws of the state to music.

         * * *

         
            We see how the songspirals can be destroyed. If Yolŋu all die, then the land dies with us.

            —from Songspirals by the Gay’wu Group of Women

         

         For the Yolŋu people of northeast Arnhem Land, songs embody law and lore. The Gay’wu Group of Women, who write 13so vividly about this, prefer the term ‘songspirals’ to the more common expression ‘songlines’ because their ‘songs are not a straight line … [moving] in one direction through time and space’. For Yolŋu people, these songspirals not only come from the land; they are continually forming it.

         Yolŋu women have responsibility for milkarri, which ‘is an ancient song, an ancient poem, a map, a ceremony and a guide, but it is more than all this too’. When they sing – or cry, or keen – milkarri, they are forming a connection to clan, to family and to homeland, ‘to the waters and rocks and winds and animals, to everything’.

         ‘When we do milkarri,’ the Gay’wu Group of Women say, ‘as soon as we hear it, the tears just come, because the words and the meanings are so deep that the land is talking. It is our cry for her people and the people are crying for the land. Country cries too. It has its milkarri. We keen milkarri for Country and Country keens its milkarri with us.’

         What the Gay’wu women describe here could hardly be further from Pinker’s cheesecake theory. The women’s singing is vital and important; it grounds them in time and place. The music embodies meaning, not only because the melodic lines carry words, but also because the two are fused, the music coming to stand for those words.

         The putting of music to words – and words to music – is, we may presume, as old as language itself, and enables music to form a clear connection to the extra-musical world, telling a story, giving praise, sharing grief or joy. In cultures that don’t use written language, it becomes a repository of lore 14and a form of mass media. Without words, music is harder to pin down, but it can still gain non-musical meaning and social significance by dint of prior agreement. An example of this might be the blowing of the shofar (ram’s horn) in Jewish tradition, and here one can hardly speak of music per se. It is the sound of the shofar that is significant, coupled with the signals it plays: a long note (tekiah), three continuous long notes (shevarim) and ten or more short notes (teruah), heard in various combinations. The shofar is blown after morning services (except on the Sabbath) during the month of Elul leading up to Rosh Hashanah (New Year), when it is sounded 100 or 101 times; it is also heard at the end of Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement). It has a political function, too, being blown following the swearing in of an Israeli president, a tradition dating back to biblical times, when the shofar announced that a king had been anointed.

         In the Book of Exodus, the blasts from a shofar emanating ‘exceeding loud’ from the clouds on Mount Sinai made the Israelites tremble in the camp below, and that ability to send signals with clarity and high volume over a distance was surely among the earliest uses of musical instruments, calling people together, alerting them to danger, giving directions in hunting or in battle.

         These examples of the power of pitch and timbre and rhythm are specific and cultural. They help to define, reinforce and bind together those who produce the musical sounds and those who hear them. At some level this is what all music does, whether ancient or modern, traditional or innovative, sacred 15or secular. Even commercial pop music can take on this function, a playlist forming a kind of musical representation of the listener’s identity.

         Music’s ubiquity is a sign of its enduring importance; from the earliest times music was passed from one generation to another and also between states and cultures, shared by traders and diplomats, imposed by invaders or preserved in the memories of enslaved people as a cultural remnant. Instruments and instrumental designs, likewise, crossed oceans. Most of the world’s peoples have drums and other percussion, most have stringed instruments for plucking or bowing or both, and nearly all have flutes and other wind instruments.

         * * *

         
            There is no reason why high-born flute players should receive the best instruments, for they will not play any better. The superior instrument should be reserved for the superior player.

            —from Politics by Aristotle (384–322 BCE)

         

         We don’t know how well they were played or by whom, but flutes provide the earliest archaeological evidence of music on our planet. The instruments are made of bone and some of them are more than 40,000 years old. A particularly delicate example, made from a vulture’s bone, was unearthed in a cave in the Swabian Jura of southern Germany in 2008. Beside it were fragments of larger flutes made of mammoth tusk. 16While we can only imagine the sounds of the flutes and the nature of the music they played, the location of the site seems significant, for the instruments were found in a cave that had an especially advantageous acoustic, a reverberant space that might have amplified the sounds throughout the cave system or even formed a small ‘concert hall’. As with so much in archaeology, we are dealing in speculation.

         
            
[image: ]Bone flute made from a vulture’s wing

            

         

         Bone flutes of this sort – tubes with holes, end-blown like a penny whistle – are relatively simple instruments, though their manufacture, by early human-Neanderthal hybrids using stone implements, remains a marvel. Sometimes, however, it is hard to say how the holes were made. A short length of bear femur found in northwestern Slovenia in 1995 is approximately 20,000 years older than the German instruments. It features what appear to be two finger holes, and the fragment, when reconstructed, has been held by some to be part of a flute capable of playing a diatonic scale. Plenty of experts have insisted that the holes were made by an animal, but, if it really were a flute, the instrument would have been made around 17 60,000 BCE, the Middle Palaeolithic period, and it would be the work of Neanderthals.
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         Flute-making is a relatively sophisticated art compared to the construction of a simple drum, so it’s hard to believe drums didn’t exist first. The fact that we have no drum anything as old as the bone flutes is down to the relative biodegradability of the materials involved – bone lasts longer than skin and wood. The earliest surviving drums had bodies made of clay and heads of alligator skin. They have been discovered at Neolithic sites across China and date from roughly 5500 to 3000 BCE. Later drums have been found with wooden frames. The Bronze Age brought bronze drums and gongs in southern China and Southeast Asia, perhaps most famously the Vietnamese đông sơn drums, prized as artefacts as much as musical instruments, and the Chinese 18bianzhong, a rack of tuned bronze bells. A set of sixty-four was found at Hubei in the tomb of Marquis Yi of Zeng (the marquis died in 433 BCE). Metal casting also allowed the manufacture of horns, originally, as the word suggests, made from animal horns. Tutankhamun’s tomb (1323 BCE) in Egypt contained trumpets in bronze and silver.

         The earliest existing harps and lyres, dating from around 2500 BCE, were unearthed at Sumer in ancient Mesopotamia (today, south-central Iraq) and further south at royal burial chambers in Ur (Tell el-Muqayyar). The earliest surviving zither is a Chinese qin – or guqin, to give it its modern name – one of which was found alongside those bianzhong bells in Yi’s tomb.

         In images from pharaonic Egypt (roughly 3000–300 BCE) we see musicians playing lutes and lyres, pipes of various sorts and percussion instruments, clapping, dancing and what looks like conducting with differing hand signals and shapes possibly indicating pitch. Egyptian music was connected with gods and goddesses, particularly the cow goddess Hathor – ‘the lady of music’ – who was credited with having brought music into the world. The sistrum, a metal rattle, is associated with her. It is clear that whatever might have happened among Egyptians of low rank, music was played by professionals in court and temple, with temple musicians, mostly women, at the top of the tree. If only we knew what music they played! The upper echelons of ancient Egyptian society were notably literate but, unlike their neighbours in Mesopotamia, they seem not to have written down their music. 19
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         Of course, even if they had, it might not have helped us to gain a sense of how it sounded. When it comes to those clay tablets on which Mesopotamians notated music (see Chapter Two) we have little but conjecture to help us. However, no guesswork is required to say with confidence that the players of the lyres found at the royal burial grounds at Ur were women, because beside the lyres lay the bodies of the players, sacrificed together with other members of the royal household, and buried along with the king and queen. In one case the player’s fingers were outstretched as though in the act of plucking the strings of her instrument.

         In Mexico and Central America, royal tombs of the Mayan classical era (roughly 200 to 900 CE) are also troves of instruments – long trumpets made of clay and wood, and gourds, flutes, drums and large maracas. From surviving murals and painted vases, we know these instruments played in small 20orchestras of ten to twelve at important state occasions including religious sacrifices and in battle; they may even be seen accompanying the torture and sacrifice of captives. But music was particularly associated with gods and monarchs, as it was for the later Aztecs. It is no coincidence that the Spanish conquistadors often slaughtered Aztec musicians before anyone else and destroyed their instruments, considering them to be in the service of heathen gods.
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         In much of the ancient world, music was evidently an important part of life in royal courts. It provided order, bolstered status, honoured gods and ancestors, but also provided entertainment. From the first millennium BCE, yăyuè fulfilled these functions at the Chinese imperial court. The music was probably performed by a small orchestra of voices, wind and string instruments, slowly unspooling a melodic line in a ragged unison, punctuated by ritualised interjections from drums and other percussion instruments. As with most ancient music, it is difficult to make clear distinctions between what 21is folkloric and what is ‘composed’, and it seems likely that traditional forms and tunes were part of the makeup of yăyuè. In addition to its role in court ceremonies, yăyuè was also played in temples, and Confucius, who coined the term in his Analects (‘yă – yuè’ means ‘elegant music’), stressed the moral benefits that flowed from music when correctly played.

         * * *

         
            The Master said, ‘I hate the manner in which purple takes away the lustre of vermilion. I hate the way in which the songs of zheng confound the music of the yă. I hate those who with their sharp mouths overthrow kingdoms and families.’

            —from the Analects of Confucius (c. 551 – c. 479 BCE)

         

         The practice of yăyuè died out in China, though tourists may be treated to speculative reconstructions, but in gagaku – the court music of Japan – we can perhaps hear something similar. The word ‘gagaku’ is the Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese characters for ‘yăyuè’ (雅樂), but it seems unlikely that much of the yăyuè repertoire made its way to Japan. From its beginnings in the early seventh century, the influences on gagaku included traditional songs from China and Korea. In 701, the first gagaku institute was established to perform and teach these sorts of music, for gagaku was never one thing. It was divided into indigenous and imported music, the 22latter eventually split into two main categories of pieces from Tang-dynasty China (tōgaku) and from Korea (komagaku).

         Most of the world’s notated music also involves aspects of an oral tradition in which memory plays a role, and gagaku is highly dependent on the players’ memories. As is common throughout East and Southeast Asia, the teaching of a piece begins by singing, even if the music in question is purely instrumental. Teachers sing a melodic line and students repeat it. The melody must be memorised before any instruments are taken up.
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         The most famous piece of gagaku is ‘Etenraku’ (‘heavenly music’), famous in the West as well as in Japan, thanks to an orchestral arrangement popularised by the conductor Leopold Stokowski. Its origins are obscure, with most believing it to be Japanese in origin, others Chinese, while, somewhat fancifully, it has even been suggested the piece was composed 23by Han-dynasty Emperor Wen in the second century BCE. The stately theme consists of three thirty-two-beat phrases that are essentially variations on the one phrase, and they are usually played by an ensemble of instruments including the biwa (short-necked lute) and shő (mouth organ), the ryūteki (transverse bamboo flute) and the piercing, double-reed hichiriki, resembling a sawn-off oboe. The melody is performed heterophonously (the ragged unison mentioned above), the lines converging only on the regular slow beat of the taiko drum.

         In the twelfth century, yăyuè arrived at the Korean court (where the Chinese characters are pronounced ‘aak’) as a gift of hundreds of instruments and costumes from the Song-dynasty Emperor Huizong. The gift also included notated melodies, versions of which may still be heard in Korea today. But it is important to note that while these forms of orchestral court music – yăyuè, gagaku and aak – share characteristics and some of the same compositions, other cultural influences affected the development of the music in each country. Not only were existing indigenous pieces absorbed into the new forms, but there were also influences from other cultures, among them India.

         By the sixteenth century, yăyuè had made its way to Vietnam. Here, the Chinese characters were pronounced ‘nhã nhạc’, and at the Đại Việt court, in what is modern Hanoi, the new music ran up against a number of existing styles. The kingdom of Champa in the south of modern Vietnam had for centuries traded in spices with China and Indonesia, Persia 24and India; accordingly, the Cham had a cosmopolitan outlook, and the Indian influence on their culture was particularly strong. Like the Balinese, the Cham were (basically) Hindu – and this was reflected in their music and dance, which must have seemed exotic in Buddhist Đại Việt. From the late tenth century, there were already Cham musicians at the Đại Việt court, but in 1044, the Emperor Lý Thái Tông invaded Champa, raiding its cities and capturing more singers and dancers, whom he housed in a specially built palace. Enslaved as they were, these women nevertheless had an honoured place at court, their music a diverting entertainment. Elements of their music in turn influenced nhã nhạc.

         Along with musical compositions and styles, individual instruments also migrated. The koto and the shakuhachi, two instruments strongly associated with the music of Japan, both have their roots in China. The koto is a descendant of the zheng; the shakuhachi of the xiao. Both zheng and xiao were introduced to Japan in the seventh century.

         A particularly vivid example of the migration of instruments is Madagascar’s tube zither known as the valiha. Its name comes from the local bamboo used to make both its body and its strings (these days the strings are metal), and it is Madagascar’s national instrument, but its design is based on a model taken to the island by Indonesian settlers who began to arrive about the sixth century. Tube zithers – where the instrument’s neck is also its sound box – can also be found in Vietnam, Cambodia and the Philippines. By the nineteenth century, during the later period of the Merina Kingdom in 25Madagascar, playing the valiha had become the preserve of the ruling Merina people, descendants of those who had brought the instrument to the island in the first place. Their aristocratic status was underlined by their long, zither-playing fingernails.
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         As ubiquitous as the zither was the lute, an instrument found in varying forms throughout Asia, Africa and Europe, with either long necks or short. The short-necked version, which became common at European courts from the eleventh century and dominated Renaissance music, first arrived with Muslims in Spain and Sicily. The word ‘lute’, like the Arabic ‘oud’, is probably derived from ‘al-‘ūd’, meaning wood, a reference, perhaps, to the instrument’s wooden (as opposed to skin) soundboard. 26
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         Lutes with soundboards made of stretched skin have also existed since antiquity in Asia and Africa. The Japanese shamisen was a version of the Chinese sanxian, though an older Egyptian spiked lute, similar to the Persian tar, might have been the model for that. In the West, the banjo is the best-known example of this sort of instrument. It was developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by enslaved Africans on cotton, sugar or tobacco plantations in the southern United States, as well as in the Caribbean and among Creole communities in the northeastern part of South America, and it was made of halved and hollowed gourds covered with goat or calf skin. Gourds and hide are a common combination in the making of instruments in Africa, particularly West Africa, and there are several possible prototypes there for the banjo. For example, the simbing and the kora, found in Gambia, Mali, 27Senegal, Guinea and Guinea-Bissau, are halfway between a lute and a harp. The strings are connected to a bridge (as on a lute) and tied to the top of the long neck. But the neck is not a fingerboard, the pitches of the strings cannot be altered except by tuning, and the strings run vertically, like those of a harp. A closer relative of the banjo might be the akonting played by the Jola people of those same countries, which has two strings running up a fingerboard, plus a thumb string, and is held horizontally like a banjo.

         * * *

         
            We wouldn’t have the banjo without slavery. It wouldn’t still be popular without minstrelsy.

            —Rhiannon Giddens (b. 1977), American singer, composer, banjo player

         

         The banjo’s story in the United States is fascinating and discomfiting, because after a century as a plantation instrument (along with the washboard and the washtub bass – both of which also have African roots), it found its way to minstrel shows where white musicians played it almost as a musical version of blackface. But if it was a novelty in minstrel shows, that didn’t last. Instead, the banjo became the instrument of choice for singers in rural communities in the Appalachian Mountains, mostly descendants of immigrants from Ireland, Scotland and Wales, which is also where many of their songs originated. From there, it was a short step to the banjo’s role 28as the archetypal sound of 1940s bluegrass – fast, flashy and overwhelmingly white. And yet, banjo playing persisted in African American communities, particularly in the Piedmont region east of the Appalachians, and some of those bluegrass finger patterns can be traced back to Africa.

         It is probably true to say that West African rhythms and styles have had a greater effect on the world’s music than those of any other region. The North American popular music forms that came to dominate the globe in the twentieth century and beyond – jazz, rock and roll and hip hop – could all trace at least some of their roots to West Africa. But the African influence went well beyond North America.

         Approximately twelve million people were forcibly taken from Angola, the Congo, Benin, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and other West African regions between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries – this number omits the millions who died on voyage or at ‘seasoning camps’, where the new arrivals were taken to get used to the climate, harsh treatment and malnutrition. Of the twelve million who made it, nearly half were enslaved in Portuguese Brazil. A similar number went to the Caribbean Islands colonised by the British, French and Spanish. Only just over 300,000 were taken to the United States – approximately 2.5 percent.

         African rhythms cross-pollinated with those of the coloniser and, in some cases, the indigenous peoples of a region, to create distinctive dance rhythms such as the Cuban rumba, mambo and son cubano, the Colombian cumbia and the Brazilian samba and jongo. Not that these dance forms and dozens 29of others remained fixed: they continue to change and adapt. In the case of the rumba, multiple varieties of which exist in Cuba alone, there is a wide range of offspring, some of which are rumba in name only; for instance, the so-called ballroom rhumba and the Congolese rumba that sprang up around Leopoldville (now Kinshasa) in the 1930s after recordings of son cubano were played on radio there.

         While the rhythmic structures of dance might be the most pervasive vestiges of Africa in the music of Latin America and the Caribbean, they are not the only influences. In Trinidad and Tobago, for example, calypso can trace a direct line back to West Africa via kaiso music, a song form that often accompanied limbo dancing. Kaiso was further developed on sugar plantations by competing teams of slaves, who would challenge each other to stick fights. Each side’s fighter was celebrated in song by a chantwell (chantuelle), a song leader whose verses were backed up by his fellow workers in a call-and-response manner. While talking up the chances of their man, the song heaped scorn on the opponent, and the lyrics were ribald and topical. In time the songs turned their focus on the authorities and these new songs frequently incorporated political commentary. The chantwells had become calypsonians.

         It will be understood by now that most of the world’s musical styles and forms are to some degree syncretic, and that instruments have travelled the globe. Perhaps the most common and least recognised repository of the world’s instruments is the modern symphony orchestra, which developed in Europe during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 30Many of its instruments have ancient precursors, some from outside Europe. This is particularly true of the percussion section, which grew into its present form during the twentieth century.

         Most of the percussion instruments in the symphony orchestra had already travelled across centuries and cultures before the orchestra adopted them. Kettle drums, for instance, usually called timpani in an orchestra, seem to have originated in Persia and Mesopotamia, then spread to Africa and beyond; cymbals, which are older, also have Middle Eastern origins, though they were in China and eastern Europe by the twelfth century; tambourines are frame drums (again Middle Eastern and older still) with jingles attached. Gongs are Asian: the word ‘gong’ is Javanese, and gongs of various sorts dominate the percussion orchestras of Java and Bali, Thailand, Myanmar and the southern Philippines, Borneo, eastern Indonesia and East Timor. But the oldest gongs are Chinese, and by the first century they were already in the Roman Empire. Xylophones form part of all those Southeast Asian percussion orchestras, but they are widespread in sub-Saharan Africa, and it is hard to say which came first, or even if they are related. The African instruments often have gourd resonators, and this is especially true of the larger, deeper marimba, taken to South America in the sixteenth century by African slaves. All these and other percussion instruments now commonly make up the ‘back row’ of a symphony orchestra, and yet, unlike the longer-established wind, brass and string instruments, they are still sometimes thought of as ‘exotic’. 31

         There may be several reasons for this. One, which is purely musical, is that the core repertoire of symphony orchestras is historical (music from the mid-eighteenth to mid-twentieth centuries) and almost exclusively harmonic; it is music in which pitch is of primary importance and the combining of pitches into chords and keys forms the music’s organising principle. Percussion instruments might add colour and emphasis, but they contributed little from a harmonic point of view. It took a twentieth-century crisis in Western harmony (see Chapter Four) before percussion instruments gained something like parity with the other sections of the orchestra, and percussion ensembles in their own right began to appear. But in Asia and Africa, where music is melodic, rhythmic and timbral, percussion instruments have been vital since prehistory. What’s more, the gestural nature of percussion playing suits ritual: you can see the action of a gong being struck in a way that you can’t see breath going into a flute, and ritual depends upon precise, repeated action. Accordingly, percussion instruments – particularly gongs and drums – have been and remain participants in religious and state ritual throughout Asia and Africa.

         In the central African region of Burundi, for example, drums, ritual and law-making went hand in hand for hundreds of years. The drum was a symbol of the monarch, and drummers formed a part of the king’s retinue, the word ‘ingoma’ meaning both drum and kingdom in the Kirundi language. After the abolition of the monarchy in 1966, the distinctive synchronised drumming that we hear today when the Royal Drummers of Burundi perform became something of a national pastime, 32with women taking part in the traditionally patrilineal pursuit. But as recently as 2017 the Burundian president outlawed women’s participation and restricted performances to formal occasions, in the interests of ‘preserving and protecting’ tradition.

         Among the Lozi, who live along the floodplains of the Zambezi, royal music is characterised by singing in an ancient language that is not part of daily life, while royal percussionists play small, portable xylophones and drums. The national drum, large and painted, is the maoma, its beating alerting the Lozi to the rising of the water levels and warning them to move to higher ground. This ritual is known as the kuomboka, and the maoma travels with the king in his royal barge. Only men may play this drum.

         * * *

         
            Songspirals connect us through the generations, to our knowledge, to those that have come before and those yet to emerge.

            —from Songspirals by the Gay’wu Group of Women

         

         In discussing the ritual uses of music, it is important to emphasise that this term ‘music’ is problematic. The Buddhist priest striking a gong does not consider it a musical act, and neither does the Lozi man playing the maoma. Both, indeed, are probably closer to the Yolŋu notion of song as knowledge, the passing 33on of this knowledge vital to the health of the culture. Songs, of course, contain words as well as music, but it would no more occur to most traditional societies to distinguish between these elements than it would to listeners of modern pop music. A song is a song.

         Poetry uses words in a musical manner. For this reason there has been confusion throughout history and across cultures about where poetry ends and music begins. The ancient Chinese Shijing – variously known as ‘The Classic of Poetry’ or ‘The Book of Odes’ – consists of the words (and only the words) of Han-dynasty folk songs, meant to be declaimed if not sung. Five hundred years before that, Homer’s Odyssey seems to have been recited to a musical accompaniment, a strummed lyre at least, and so does the Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf – indeed, we might surmise that this is true of most ancient Greek and Anglo-Saxon poetry. The Indian epics, the Ramayana and the Mahābhārata, were chanted, and still are. In the griot tradition of West Africa, the hereditary bards were as much singers as poets, many also players of the kora, and their modern descendants may be thought of as singer–songwriters.

         The thirteenth-century Persian poet Rūmī played the rebab – a two-stringed fiddle – believing its sound the gateway to enlightenment; did he also accompany his poems? A century later, Ḥāfeẓ, building on Rūmī’s example, embraced the song-like ghazal form and his words were rapidly taken up by Persian musicians. Did he intend this? Did he imagine his words sung? Did he sing them himself? We know from his contemporaries that the English poet William 34Blake (1757–1827) sang his poems, some of which were called songs (‘of Innocence and of Experience’). But what tunes did he sing them to? Were they self-composed or off-the peg? If the latter, did he sometimes write his words to fit well-known tunes? This was still a common enough practice in the London of Blake’s childhood, where broadside ballads recounting murders and executions were sold without music, but with a suggested tune that would fit the words; and it is precisely how Blake’s contemporaries, the Scot Robert Burns (1759–1796) and the Irishman Thomas Moore (1779–1852), composed much of their poetry.

         Rap evolved in 1970s New York out of an MC’s improvised banter spoken over the looped drum breaks of soul and funk records into an art form all its own, the rhymes and rhythms of speech creating the principal musical interest. The instrumental backing to many of the earliest examples of rap used just a limited melodic/harmonic template in order to focus on the rapper’s voice. In 1979 this was apparently still such a surprising development that the Sugarhill Gang’s ‘Rapper’s Delight’ reassured its listeners that what they were hearing was ‘not a test’ but an actual record. In short order, rappers such as Tupac Shakur, Snoop Dogg and Eminem were among the biggest names in music. The opening words of ‘Rapper’s Delight’ had been ‘hip hop’, and by the end of the twentieth century hip hop had become the world’s dominant musical culture. It seemed rap could adjust to any language, subtly transforming itself as it met the guttural consonants of Arabic, the strongly rolled rs and front-loaded word stresses 35of Finnish or the tonal inflections of Mandarin, the last of which created a palette of vocal timbre and pitch somewhat at odds with the comparatively monotonous delivery typical of Western rap.

         So, music and words not only colour each other’s meaning, but words may become music. This symbiotic relationship has played a significant role in all the world’s great religions, although the nature of the music itself is often theologically controversial. There are two broad strands of sacred music, one designed to resemble or induce religious ecstasy, the other where the music is predominantly the barer of text. The aim of the latter is generally doctrinal. Words are more memorable if they are chanted, the heightening of the musical elements of speech – pitch, rhythm, tempo, dynamics and timbre – conveying a religious message or any other message (political slogans, multiplication tables) more powerfully than had the words been simply spoken or read off the page. But here is the point of controversy, for is this music? Is it even singing?

         The English word ‘chant’ comes from the French word to sing, so there is a clear connection. Yet while most people would agree that Christian plainsong – notated and sung in European monasteries since the early medieval period – is indeed song, we know that it developed from something that was merely song-like, early chant notation indicating the rising and falling of tone, but no specific indication of pitch. And while Hinduism’s Vedic tradition, Hebrew chant and the recitation of the Qur’ān involve similar musical components – as we’ve seen, even naturalistic speech has music in it – most Hindus, Jews 36and Muslims would insist there is a difference. It’s a difference of intent, and it stems from the suspicion that music is frivolous (Steven Pinker would agree) and a distraction – maybe even a seduction.

         * * *

         
            Samā is the soul’s adornment helping it to discover love, to feel the shudder of the encounter, to remove the veils and be in God’s presence.

            —Jalāl ad-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī (1207–1273), Persian poet

         

         By the time Rūmī wrote those words, Islamic scholars had already spent half a millennium debating the permissibility of music, and Rūmī, in encapsulating the argument in its favour, also draws our attention to the dangers by dwelling on the physical responses that music can provoke. The Qur’ān is silent on the matter, but many Muslims consider instrumental music – if not all music – forbidden and refuse to countenance the possibility that chanting of a sacred text is related to music on any level. To certain Sufi orders, however, the practice of samā or deep listening is central to the ‘remembrance of God’.

         Sufism began in ninth- or tenth-century Baghdad and is best thought of as Islamic mysticism. Not all Sufis embrace the practice of samā, but the most famous order does so in spectacular fashion. This is the Mevlevi order, founded by 37Rūmī and his followers in Turkey and popularly known as the whirling dervishes. Both the whirling and the music, which often involves singers as well as instruments (typically the ney – a long, thin, end-blown flute – and percussion), start out in a stately manner, but as the ceremony continues both tend to speed up. In the ecstasy (wajd) induced by their whirling, the dervishes ‘burn’ their egos, drawing closer to God.

         Among the Sufi fundamentalists who disapprove of the Mevlevis’ whirling is the Chishti order, which originated in Afghanistan and today is found mostly there and on the Indian subcontinent. Yet while they may frown on the whirling, Chishtis have their own path to ecstasy in song form, qawwali, developed by the Sufi saint Amīr Khusrau, a contemporary of Rūmī. Qawwali draws on the ragas of the classical Hindustani tradition for its scales and structure, a slow, exploratory introduction leading to a steady rhythm and melody, then faster and faster with much spontaneous ornamentation. Originally, instruments were banned, but the drone necessary to the performance of a raga had to come from somewhere, and so did the important rhythmic component. By the late twentieth century, the Pakistani singer Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan had transformed qawwali into something that could be performed at outdoor music festivals around the world in epic performances, his voice wheeling and flying ever higher, ever faster in a spiritual ecstasy that communicated itself to listeners who understood not a word he was singing.

         As with the classical raga, the performance of qawwali involves considerable improvisation, often with nonsense 38syllables, not unlike scat singing in jazz. It is another example of verbal sounds turning into music. Hindu and Buddhist mantras are similar; Pentecostal Christians speak in tongues: in each case the believer is aiming to forget the self, to draw closer to God or, to use the Muslim expression, to the ‘remembrance of God’, and it reminds us that even at its most communal, the religious experience is intensely personal, the paradox being that its goal is the elimination of the self. But this is also the musical experience, which is why music is central to branches of so many religions and why it is perceived as a threat by others.

         * * *

         
            The baby is soothed by lullabies and lays aside his burden;

            He listens silently to the one who soothes him,

            Her sweet song making him forget his bitter state

            And remember a secret whisper of ancient times.

            —from The Poem of the Sufi Way, Ibn al-Farid (1181–1234), Arab poet

         

         Ibn al-Farid was writing in the thirteenth century about how music and the deep listening of samā release the mind and body from quotidian worries, allowing unfettered contemplation of the divine. But what he says in those lines about lullabies is in some ways central to this history of music. He 39reminds us, for one thing, that while the performance of music may occur in courts and temples, in concert halls and at outdoor festivals, the ur-performance takes place at the end of our childhood bed. It happens before we are able to understand words; we are soothed and reassured by the sound of a parent’s voice. It is music at its most domestic and least self-conscious, because it is music that embodies ritual and function. It is ritualistic, in that it happens every night and works best when it happens in the same way – the parent who introduces new repertoire will almost certainly be met with resistance. It is functional, because it is a work song. The lullaby conveys love – that is part of its purpose – but its main job is to get a child to sleep.

         * * *

         
            I heard the songs:

            the thunder songs,

            the dancing songs,

            the fire-starting songs,

            the day-break songs,

            the flute songs

            for the grinding of corn.

            —Corn-grinding song, trad. Pueblo Indian

         

         Work songs exist in all cultures – there is evidence of them in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia – and they fall broadly into two categories. There are songs about work, with lyrics cursing 40the luck of the worker, and songs sung during work itself, the rhythm and structure of which help get the work done. Most lullabies are in a 6/8 metre (two big beats, each consisting of three smaller beats), mimicking the rocking of a cradle. The maritime version of the work song was the shanty, sung aboard ship to assist with hauling sails and anchors, again with a rhythm suited to the work. Call and response is a common feature of songs sung on the job, and nineteenth-century merchant ships would often employ a shantyman, a sort of musical foreman, to lead the crew in shanty singing. He would strike up the shanty appropriate to short-haul, halyard or windlass work, the last requiring synchronised footsteps, the other sailors joining in on certain lines.

         In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in the southern United States, call-and-response field hollers or ‘arhoolies’ had a similar function among enslaved workers on plantations. The practice carried over to chain gangs, lasting well into the twentieth century, with picks and hoes creating a percussive pulse to the back-breaking work. In the United States armed forces, cadence calls are another example of the work song, this time for marching and running. Though distinct from each other, such hollers and calls, from the plantation to the parade ground, share blue notes – fully or microtonally flattened thirds, fifths and sevenths – that, like the proto-banjo, originated in West Africa. They also share a world-turned-upside-down quality, in which things that could never be said out loud may be sung out loud, as Trinidadian calypso singers do. Bosses – slave owners, prison guards, drill sergeants – come 41in for abuse, sometimes disguised, as did ships’ captains in shanties. For that matter, in lullabies, even the baby (who fortunately can’t understand the words) can find itself the subject of sweetly delivered threats and admonishments: ‘When the bough breaks the cradle will fall / Down will come baby, cradle and all’. Lullabies are as much for the parent as for the child.

         * * *

         
            I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.

            —from A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf (1882–1941)

         

         Notwithstanding the use of various forms of notation in Mesopotamia and China, in gagaku and aak, all the music discussed in this chapter belongs to oral traditions, which exist in every culture and not only in relation to music. Predating mass communication and recording, these songs, rhymes and stories were only written down after they had existed for decades if not centuries, and for that reason they were mostly unattributed. What today we call ‘folk songs’ are repositories of history, but also of emotion; of intrigue and adventure and derring-do, but also of love and family. The domestic nature of their storytelling might well be thought to support Virginia Woolf’s theory of anonymity, but it would be a mistake to regard the songs as cosy and reassuring. 42

         In 2023, a publisher’s puff for a book by a pop psychologist told its readers to expect a ‘journey from the wasteland of modern society to a place of nourishment and connection’, and that’s how folk songs can sometimes seem to modern listeners: they take us back to a pre-industrial time when all went well. Yet such sentimentalised readings of traditional songs are only possible if one disregards the endemic violence and great sadness depicted in so many of them.

         There is also a wider danger associated with looking at the culture of traditional societies. All over the world, traditional forms of music, which may be hundreds of years old, continue today. In other places, they have died out completely, often as a result of colonisation, or they have become endangered. In New Zealand, a last-ditch salvage operation has helped to revive interest in taonga pūoro, the traditional instruments of the Māori people, and to return the instruments to use. But whether we are looking at continuing traditions or those that have been preserved or revived, the danger is in assuming that the traditions never changed; that the rhymes and stories, the tunes and dances we encounter today are exactly as they were when first invented; that by singing the songs and dancing the dances we are tapping the source and returning to that ‘place of nourishment and connection’.

         Why should oral traditions remain unchanged? We know that traditional instruments have changed because we can see examples. The British Museum has a didgeridoo collected in Australia’s Northern Territory in the 1840s. It is made of cane and is the size and shape of a medium-sized shakuhachi or 43tenor recorder, less than a metre long and just over three centimetres in diameter. It is no one’s idea of a didgeridoo in the twenty-first century.

         An object such as a didgeridoo might change its design because someone thought it could be improved, but traditional music is dependent upon memory, and memory is so often a matter of human frailty. Songs are passed from singer to singer and the aim will be to convey them precisely and remember them exactly. In most Westernised cultures, oral traditions are less important today than they once were, but jokes are a small example of how oral traditions work. If you have been told a joke that made you laugh, you may wish to tell others, and you will make an effort to get it right, to repeat it as exactly as possible. If you forget a line, the joke may no longer seem funny. Few of us, however, are possessed of perfect memories, and so we adapt the joke in order to retell it to the best of our ability.

         Among the traditional songs in the British Isles, we find certain ballads that exist in dozens of different versions from Scotland to the southwest of England. Some of these songs crossed the Atlantic Ocean to fetch up in the Appalachian Mountains; some were in Scandinavia before they were in Scotland or England or Ireland. A song might tell the same story, and individual lines will be the same, but, over centuries of telling, key details will change, including names and genders. Tunes are similarly transformed; and tunes and words become separated, particularly when a version of the words is written down without its music. There are also 44common pools of phrases, verbal and musical, that crop up in song after song, familiar tropes – clichés, if you will – that are perhaps substituted for forgotten or misheard or misremembered lines and phrases. They are everywhere in orally transmitted songs and stories: consider only the number of blues songs that have as their opening line a version of ‘I woke up this morning’ or the traditional English songs that begin ‘As I walked out’.

         
            BIRDSONG
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            Throughout history and all over the planet, musicians have imitated the cries and songs of birds. Some birdsong comes at such speed and with such high frequencies that it is beyond human voices and musical instruments to give more than a rough approximation of it; in order for ornithologists to discern its component parts it must be recorded and slowed down many times. But the literal impossibility of reproducing complex birdsong never stopped musicians trying, and preeminent among Western composers inspired by birds was the Frenchman Olivier Messiaen (1908–92). For the last fifty years of his life, he notated birdsong in the wild and it flooded his own music in works with titles such as Oiseaux exotiques (Exotic Birds) and Réveil des oiseaux (The Birds’ Awakening). His seven-volume Catalogue d’Oiseaux (Bird Catalogue) contains nothing but his representations of bird song in virtuoso piano music.

            Messiaen’s countryman, the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, wrote that while traditional names for dogs are mythical in nature (Rex, Sultan, Fido), human beings have long conferred their own names on birds – Jenny Wren, Tom Tit, Willy Wagtail, Robin Redbreast. We may share our homes with dogs, but we identify with birds; we want what they have, their freedom and their ability to fly. It is surely no coincidence, then, that the first time Messiaen used birdsong in his music was in Quatour pour le fin du temps (Quartet for the End of Time), composed in 1940 and 1941 during his confinement in the Nazi prison camp Stalag VIIIa in Silesia.

             

         

         
            ‘AND DID THOSE FEET IN ANCIENT TIME’
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            The song the English-speaking world calls ‘Jerusalem’ is not what the poet William Blake (who wrote the words) called it. For Blake, Jerusalem was his magnum opus – a vast illustrated poem that preoccupied him for nearly two decades. The more familiar stanzas, beginning with the words ‘And did those feet in ancient time’, were tucked away in the preface to Blake’s epic poem, Milton (1808), and they might have remained there but for their anthologising, during World War I, by the British poet laureate Robert Bridges. In 1916, with wartime morale sagging, Bridges brought the words to the attention of the composer Hubert Parry, asking him to put them to music for a forthcoming rally by Fight for Right. Parry obliged, but almost immediately had doubts about the organisation, which seemed too stridently xenophobic even for wartime.

            When the Women’s Suffrage movement approached him in 1918, asking if they could sing ‘And Did Those Feet’, Parry agreed, making them a new orchestral version and handing over all the royalties. From the start, then, ‘Jerusalem’ was sung with equal fervour by people of vastly different backgrounds and political outlooks, and so it has remained. It is in the English Hymnal, though it fails to mention God. It is sung at the annual conference of both Conservative and Labour parties, at sporting fixtures by supporters of the English cricket and rugby teams, and at the Last Night of the Proms; and in 2006 it appeared on Billy Bragg’s album of socialist anthems, The Internationale.

             

         

         * * *

         
            I regard tradition as progressive, and a traditional song as a progressive force because it is concerned with the continuity of things.

            —Martin Carthy (b. 1941), English folk singer

         

         Oral traditions were sidelined by industrialised societies. Traditional culture was ‘collected’, written down, published in books and then, in many cases, shelved and forgotten. But just as one may find derelict industrial sites where nature is reclaiming its land, so oral traditions will sometimes appropriate composed music and literature. Lines from poetry enter everyday speech – Shakespeare’s plays are the most bountiful sources in the English language – and musical phrases creep in from classical music. Take the Western world’s most famous wedding music. Everyone can hum the bridal march (‘Here Comes the Bride’), but how many people know that it comes from Richard Wagner’s opera Lohengrin? 45And the fanfare-encrusted march with which the organist sends the newlyweds out of the church? It’s from Felix Mendelssohn’s incidental music for Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Staying with marches, the funeral march that most people would know is by Frédéric Chopin, the slow movement of his second piano sonata. These familiar bits of music are now part of a contemporary oral tradition in which their composers are as anonymous as the creators of nursery rhymes and the first knock-knock joke.

         And what of ages-old traditional music? Perhaps it was always endangered. For traditional music to continue (as traditions must or they are no longer traditions), it has to be passed on and used by new generations. But keeping tradition alive requires dedication, and old people have always looked at young people and wondered if they had enough of that. When Frank Kidson published Traditional Tunes in 1891, bringing together songs collected in the British Isles, he wrote in his introduction that this sort of song ‘is fast disappearing before the modern productions, and any young ploughboy who should sing the songs his father or grandfather sung, would be laughed to scorn’.
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