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What do ethnomusicologists concern
themselves with?

DR: We are an eclectic bunch. Basically there are
two general patterns: those more academically
stereotypical who are into theories and analysis,
and those who are more performance oriented,
into the music itself, and able to perform as well.

SW: To my mind the main thing that
ethnomusicologists do that sets them apart from
other music scholars is that they study the way that
people make music, rather than just the music
itself. This is really important, because it means
you get a sense of music as an activity, as a social
thing, rather than only as an aesthetic thing.

RM: My own work has largely focused on the role
of music, song, and dance as indicators of political,
economic, and social change. I’ve worked quite a bit
with immigrant music cultures in the United States
as well as with musics from postcolonial nations,
largely Ireland and several Caribbean countries.

DS: I think ethnomusicology is concerned with
the most ephemeral and therefore deeply
meaningful part of culture—the social, political,
and aesthetic life of sound. In a modern world
where the visual is seen—pun intended—as the
royal road to knowledge, asking people to listen
can be an important move.

Is the field of ethnomusicology really new or is
it with us in a new form? What is its history?

RM: I believe its genesis actually was in the late
1800s in Germany. These early academicians were
often called “armchair ethnomusicologists”
because they largely studied music of non-
Western cultures by way of early recordings. By
the early 1920s, anthropologists and
ethnomusicologists had begun conducting
fieldwork in the United States, chiefly among
Native American groups, as well as elsewhere in
the world. So while it’s not all that new, its
presence in the academy is new, perhaps as
recently as the last twenty years at most.

DR: Some of the people who helped move
ethnomusicology during the ’50s and ’60s onto
campus were probably David McAllester
(Wesleyan), Robert Brown (also Wesleyan, I think),
Mantle Hood (UCLA), maybe also Bruno Netti
(Indiana). The most exciting recent shift in the field
is toward examining pop music and rock worldwide.

DS: Western art composers are increasingly
interested in using the “exotic” sounds of non-
Western musics. At the same time, the “exotics”
are using Western forms such as country-western
to express new kinds of identities. Bob Marley is a
global phenomenon.

What has contributed to making it both more
acceptable and more in demand in the curriculum?

SW: What has made it more acceptable, I think, is
that music departments are realizing that
Western art music doesn’t draw students the way
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it used to, and that more students are wanting to
know about other kinds of music. Music depart-
ments have also come to realize that there’s more
music besides that of the Western art music
tradition that’s worthy of study.

RM: The phenomenon of Alex Haley’s Roots in
1976 spawned a major interest in ethnic tradi-
tions. As people began to turn inward, becoming
more conscious of their ethnic identity, younger
people increasingly turned to the traditional
music of their heritage. This, coupled with a
burgeoning music industry that had begun
successfully marketing all types of music,
contributed to making the notion of “world
music” distinct, and it gradually began to emerge
as an academic subject as well.

Where does ethnomusicology reside in the
curriculum of music?

SW: It has a growing presence, I would say, but is
still fairly marginal to the curriculum of most
music departments.

DR: Most classically trained musicians, though
not all, shy away from the field. There is this
pyramid, an imaginary hierarchy, with European
classical traditions at the imaginary summit.
Embarrassingly ethnocentric! But most depart-
ments of music are coming around. World music, I
would argue, should not be peripheral; it should
be central in any music program today. After all,
aren’t Buddy Holly’s songs as wonderful in their
own way as Schubert’s?

How many students are taking courses in
ethnomusicology these days?

DR: I usually have between 50 and 110 students
in my courses at Amherst College. They tend to
be among our department’s largest courses in
terms of enrollment.

SW: I don’t actually teach the “ethno” courses at
Smith—my colleague Margaret Sarkissian does
(she’s on leave this semester). The courses I teach
focus on rock and popular music. My history of
rock course—“Roll Over Beethoven: A History of
Rock”—did have over 100 students in it last
semester, though.

DS: I teach a 200-level course, Introduction to
Ethnomusicology (Anthropology 235), and I try
to limit the enrollment to around thirty, but I
turn away people every time I teach it.

What are the titles of some of the courses you
teach and what do you cover in them?

SW: Well, the course called “Roll Over Beethoven”
covers the history of rock pretty thoroughly, and
emphasizes the importance of race and gender to
the development of rock. In the course, I highlight
a lot of different stylistic shifts that have occurred
over rock history—from 1950s rockabilly, to 1960s
blues rock and psychedelia, to 1970s heavy metal
and punk, to rap in the 1980s and 1990s.

Another course I’m teaching this semester is
called “Metal and Punk: Rock History Out Loud.”
It’s a more narrowly focused course, using two
principal genres of rock to address changes in
rock music since 1970. Here again, the course
brings in gender issues and the importance of
youth-oriented scenes and subcultures to the
development of rock music.

DR: “Music of the Whole Earth” offers an
introduction to approaches in world music and a
brief survey of the richness and variety of the
earth’s music. “The Beatles and Their Age” is a
study of the music of the Beatles, Dead, Airplane,
Dylan, and other important pop musicians and
music groups of the ’60s—actually I go back to
the ’50s and before, into R & B. We end the
semester with a concert with a ten-piece rock ’n’
roll band. For about 60 percent of the class it’s
their first time ever on the stage.

RM: One of the courses I teach is “Applied
Ethnomusicology.” While ethnomusicology has
been traditionally relegated to the classroom, the
field has also spawned interest outside the
academy. Recognizing the intrinsic importance of
multicultural education and outreach, arts
organizations, funders, and community groups
are focusing more on the public presentation of
world musics for general audiences. This course
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introduces basic methodologies of conducting
ethnomusicological fieldwork in immigrant,
migrant, and diasporic communities in the
Pioneer Valley, including documentary photogra-
phy, audio and video recording, interviewing, and
gathering oral histories.

DS: This semester I’m teaching a course called
“Cultural Acoustics.” In it, I’m trying to give
students a number of different ways into the
question of how sound is culturally meaningful, so
we discuss sociolinguistics, phonetics, and phonol-
ogy; how technological mediation affects how
people conceptualize the sonic world; and the role
of natural constructed spaces—cathedrals, concert
halls, rain forests, caves, casinos—on the produc-
tion and reception of sound as a cultural resource.

If you teach introductory courses in world
music, how do you introduce students to world
music? What groups or pieces do you use to
illustrate your points?

DR: I am very much hands on. We sing and play,
drum, and build musical instruments, though it’s
understood our attempts are rudimentary. I also
think it is important to meet musicians and hear
musical performance live. I use video extensively.
Music in its cultural context is important to me.

RM: I use two organizing principles. Some of the
course is organized around a specific region and/or

culture; other parts of the course look at topics or
issues pertinent to ethnomusicology, such as
political change and musical expression, music
revivalism, and the production of culture. For the
latter, I select various examples from different music
cultures that illustrate these larger topics. I try in
this way to avoid the “touristic” approach to
studying the world’s musics.

DS: I teach a more conceptual introduction to the
field, using Pygmy vocalizing, for example, as a way
of helping students consider how notions of
“natural” and “primitive” have colored our recep-
tion of non-Western musical forms and practices. I
also use a lot of American music, especially
country-western, to discuss class-based aesthetic
practices, in part because I think it’s important for
students to think about what they mean when they
say, “I listen to anything but country.”

This spring you and your colleagues have
planned the first Five College World Music
Festival. How do you define “world” music?

SW: To me it means a number of things. In part,
it’s a marketing category, used to label an
incredible variety of different forms and styles of
music into something identifiable and manage-
able. That’s what you find when you go into a CD
shop and look at their “world music” section. But
it also means, literally, music of the world—
taking that sort of broad, global approach to what
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Concerts of new music and
choral music sponsored by the
music faculties have established
a real following over the years.
This spring’s Five College World
Music Festival held on a Sunday
afternoon in April at
Hampshire’s Red Barn added
yet another star in the firma-
ment. The festival was the very
good idea of the six
ethnomusicologists who teach
at the five campuses: David
Reck, of Amherst College; Jay
Pillay and Rebecca Miller, at
Hampshire; Margaret Sarkissian
(on leave this semester) and
Steve Waksman, of Smith; and
David Samuels, at UMass
Amherst. David Reck, who has
taught music at Amherst
College since 1975 and is the
admitted “veteran” of the group,
points out that satellite TV,
inexpensive cassettes and CDs,
international touring troupes,
travel, and immigration have
created pathways for music to
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cross over into cultures far from its original
source. “There are rock bands in New Guinea
and Uzbekistan, and ’ud, shakuhachi, and
didgeridoo players in Massachusetts,” he notes.
And, apparently, quite a few students at the five

colleges as well who are doing world music.

The Five College World Music Festival featured
eight groups performing music of Eastern Europe

(a Klezmer band from Mount Holyoke), Indonesia
(the Smith College Gamelan, pictured on this
page), the Caribbean (a Trinidadian steel band
from Hampshire), and even a genre of American
popular music represented by UMass Amherst’s

Doo Wop Shop (bottom left). Students also
demonstrated their mastery of instruments from
many cultures: Jennifer Kyker of Mount Holyoke
played the mbira, a centuries-old instrument of
the Shona people of Zimbabwe; Arnab
Chakrabarty of Hampshire College, accompanied
by guest artist Mayookh Bhaumik of Calcutta,
gave a recital of classical Indian music on the sarod
(top left); and Nicole Joseph-Goteiner of Amherst
played South Indian music on the violin, accom-
panied by David Nelson of Wesleyan University on
mridangam. The audience got in on the act, too,
when Hampshire’s contradance band struck up a
medley of tunes with calling provided by commu-
nity musician/dance caller George Marshall.

Hampshire College students furnished the
master of ceremonies for the festival (Danny
Holt, assisted by Dan Inglis). Hampshire alums
Zach Boyle, on sound, and Sean Norton, who
also plays with the Smith College Gamelan,
helped with logistics. Support for the festival
came in part from Five Colleges, the UMass
anthropology department, and the music
departments of Amherst, Hampshire, Mount
Holyoke, and Smith Colleges.
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music is, which in turn means giving up the
notion that there is a single form of music that is
the highest form of expression.

RM: To my ear, the term sounds like some
musical Esperanto, but I have no idea what that
would sound like! I actually don’t like the term
world music. I think it was created by the music
industry to categorize and market all music
outside the realm of American rock, pop, and the
Western classical canon. I am confounded by this
notion that we try to talk about an incredibly
diverse not to mention an enormous number of
musics under the rubric of simply “world music.”
It essentializes and exoticizes non-Western—
really, non-U.S.A.—cultures as the “other.” If we
want to talk about “world music,” perhaps we
should specify exactly what it is we mean.

DR: The painter Robert Rauschenberg once said:
“This is art if I say it is.” I’d paraphrase that. I
consider European classical music as part of
“world music.” And Yo Yo Ma.

Some people would argue that “globalization”
will lead to increased homogenization of
cultures: Is there a danger of that happening in
the case of music?

SW: Yes, I think it might, not in a real sense—that
is, we will never truly be “one world”—but in the
sense that a very limited amount of the world’s
musical resources will be sanctioned as viable and
legitimate for wide-scale circulation. Of course, this
is already more or less true. I don’t share the sense
that the marketing of music in and of itself leads to
homogenization—I’m a popular music scholar, so
my goal is to deal with what happens to music when
it becomes a commodity, or when it moves from
being one type of commodity to another, so I tend
not to draw lines between music that is pure, local,
and authentic and music that is impure, global, and
inauthentic. Globalization creates certain possibili-
ties for expression and limits other possibilities. The
same is true with local manifestations of music.

RM: The influence of American pop and rock music
has spread enormously to the point where virtually

most cultures have emerged with new genres that
combine elements of rock and pop (drum ma-
chines, synthesized bass lines, etc.) with their own
indigenous popular and traditional genres. I don’t
know that this is a bad thing; emergent genres often
serve as statements of cultural identity in what has
become a global economy.

DS: People will always make sense of the world in
locally meaningful ways, using the resources
available to them for expression. Leather bomber
jackets in China are made with the phrase
“eriputbofftlhtomorohowhatyoucnotforyaetsspot”
written on the back. The linguist Tom McArthur
calls this “decorative English.” Obviously English is
a dominant language in the globalizing world, and
I don’t want to be Pollyannaish about globaliza-
tion. But I think it’s very important to investigate
ethnographically what’s going on in various
communities, and not simply assume that global-
ization means one particular thing in all contexts.

DR: Do I think there’s any danger that globalization
will lead to increased homogenization of cultures?
Definitely yes. The domination of the United States
economically and culturally is in musical terms a
plague. I just got back from Veracruz and all the
teens dressed like students at Amherst High School.
Having said that, there are some interesting
syntheses going on, especially in African pop music.

I recall hearing a piece by the Waterboys called
“world music,” or something to that effect. It
was very appealing and seemed to mingle very
different strains of sound.

RM: The Waterboys are an Irish rock group who, on
occasion, use a traditional instrument such as the
button accordion to add a “traditional” dimension
to their music. What you heard was pretty much
straight-ahead rock music out of Ireland, combined
with some elements of Irish traditional instrumen-
tal dance music. They are great!

DR: Check out Corner Shop’s “Norwegian Wood”
in Punjabi!

—CA




