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Role, hierarchy and contestation in khyal performance
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The hills are alive with the sound of ragas: Listening to North Indian classical music.
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18:00
Conclusion: Katherine Butler Brown (KCL)
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For abstracts of the previous Study Day (Caste, class and social mobility in South Asian music and dance, 2 Dec 2009) go to:

http://music.sas.ac.uk/research-groups/south-asia-music-and-dance-forum/archive.html#c1476
ABSTRACTS

Nicolas Magriel: “Observing Children's Musical Progress in Hindustani and Manganiyar Contexts”

'Beyond Text: Growing into Music' is a three-year AHRC-funded study of musical enculturation in oral traditions including Mali, Cuba, Venezuela and Azerbaijan as well as India. I have been working in Azerbaijan—and in India, with mainly hereditary Hindustani musicians in Delhi, Bhopal, Benares and Kolkata as well as Qawals in Delhi and Langa and Manganiyar musicians in Jodhpur, Barnava, Hameera, Bisu and Sinhaura. As we reach the mid-point of this largely video-based project, I am beginning to wrestle with the challenge of collating and presenting the project's longitudinal aspect. What are the markers of children's musical progress? Why do some youngsters achieve a high level of musical proficiency before adolescence while others simply flounder? How is it that unmotivated kids who never practise and receive scant talim, sometimes go on to become proficient musicians simply by virtue of growing up surrounded by music? Some hereditary musicians cite economic imperatives and the importance of schooling as justification for their children’s musical atrophy, yet in other families, both hereditary and non-hereditary, a disciplined approach balances the demands of education and music practice—producing children who excel at their exams and also start performing professionally in their early teens.

The film I am presenting today is a preliminary excursion into exploring these themes by combining clips from around 180 hours of video filmed during fieldwork in 2009 and 2010 with some morsels from my work with sarangi families during the 1990s—which first inspired my interest in musical enculturation. Time allowing, it will touch upon Manganiyar music acquisition, accomplished nearly exclusively through osmosis, as well the Hindustani system of exposure, conceptualisation, teaching and practice.

William Tallotte: “Beyond the notion of model in improvisation. A south Indian case study.”

To describe, explain and analyse improvisation, ethnomusicologists have developed a method that mainly focuses on the identification of “models” or “referents” – which could be defined as the musical and technical knowledge that a performer uses as a basis for improvising. It can nevertheless be stressed, quite paradoxically, that this approach is principally effective in localizing and understanding elements prior to improvisation. In other words, “models” cannot fully inform us about performance processes since they do not refer to the improvisation itself (as a creative and spontaneous act).

This communication simply proposes or suggests, through the case of south Indian oboe (nāgasvaram) players, new ways for apprehending improvisation in order to go beyond, as far as possible, the notion of model.

Richard Widdess: “Implicit rāga knowledge in the Kathmandu Valley”
The term rāga is current not only in the classical traditions of North and South Indian music, where it is the subject of an extensive written and oral theory, but also in many non-classical traditions especially of religious music in South Asia. For example, devotional songs sung in the Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, are regularly attributed to rāgas; but there is little explicit (i.e. verbally expressed) knowledge about rāga among the performers of this music. The question whether the concept has any musical meaning in terms of melodic structure, and/or symbolic, cultural or historic meanings, can only be investigated through comparative musical analysis combined with ethnographic observation. In 1997, Grandin analysed songs in the rāga Basanta, and concluded that a consistent modal identity is present; he interpreted this finding as evidence for the transmission of a musical Great Tradition from India to Nepal via local court musicians. Grandin’s analysis, however, omitted consideration of several key factors, notably the rāga-prelude (rāg kāyegu) traditionally sung before each song. Analysis of these preludes suggests that they follow a standard formal schema, that each prelude is a fixed melody, and that different singing groups sing the same preludes. It is also suggested that a rāga-prelude constitutes a melodic model that underlies songs in the same rāga. These findings are consistent with Grandin’s, and with his historical interpretation, but go further in revealing an implicit modal system that does not depend on performers’ explicit knowledge. 

Reference:

Grandin, Ingemar: “Rāga Basanta and the spring songs of the Kathmandu Valley. A musical Great Tradition among Himalayan farmers?”, European Bulletin of Himalayan Research 12–13, 1997

Martin Clayton: “Role, hierarchy and contestation in khyal performance”

This paper reports on recent ethnographic interviews and observation of performances, concerning the relationships between members of performing groups in the Hindustani tradition. An archetypal khyal party features a main vocalist with tabla, harmonium and one or more tanpura players (typically students of the main vocalist who may also provide vocal support). I will discuss different dimensions of the relationships between the members of the group – particularly, the interacting hierarchies of ‘role’ and ‘seniority’ – in the light of contrasting descriptions of these interactions as either ‘team work’ or a struggle for ‘dominance’. The ways in which socio-musical intimacies and confrontations are acted out in front of audiences, and the attempts of musicians to conceal the latter from their listeners, will be discussed with the help of interview and performance video clips.

Nikki Moran: “Double Act: : North Indian musicians' communicative co-operation”

This presentation describes empirical research on nonverbal communication

between North Indian duo performers, examining the idea that musical

performance is a form of social interaction. In this case of North Indian

classical instrumental duos, the musicians themselves emphasise the

importance of a sympathetic and responsive duo partner. The study presented

here demonstrates how a combination of social and musical factors influence

the way in which the musicians co-operate to create a joint performance.

Laura Leante: “The hills are alive with the sound of ragas: Listening to North Indian classical music.”

In this paper I will discuss the reception of Hindustani classical music by South Asian audiences. I will consider how listeners can express emotions elicited by and meanings they attribute to the music through imagery, and I will investigate how these images reveal processes of embodiment of patterns of movement encoded in the music.

This paper stems from research carried out within the AHRC-funded project “The Reception of Performance in North Indian Classical music” and is based on extensive ethnographic carried out with listeners in the states of West Bengal and Maharashtra between 2007 and 2010.
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