Introduction

In his well known book ‘How musical is Man’ John Blacking wrote that: “Many, if not all, of music’s essential processes can be found in the constitution of the human body and in patterns of interaction of human bodies in society. Thus all music is structurally, as well as functionally speaking, folk music”.

This has been the basic premise on which Ethnomusicology has conducted most of its research. However, many scholars working in this field are aware of the fact, that they come from a tradition that has set itself apart from the rest of the world’s music under the name of  ‘art music’, or ‘western classical music’, and that moreover, they are using the tools and methods from this tradition to describe their findings.  

Thus Bruno Nettle points out that “Ethnomusicology as understood in western Culture is in fact a Western phenomenon”
, and not only that, “the overwhelming majority have been simply members of Western society who study non-Western music”
. As a result, despite the fact that Western classical music to all intents and purposes is subject to the same functions and structures than any other music of the world, there aren’t many, if any ethnomusicologists from other countries prepared to apply the same western methods to Western classical music. Questions have also been raised about the motivation of ethnomusicologists and the ultimate benefit of their research for the culture they have studied. They are sometimes seen to represent “a kind of musical colonialism, manipulating the society they visit, keeping them (the host country) from controlling their own musical destiny.”
 

This essay is meant purely as an experiment to see what might happen if Western art music itself becomes the subject of an ethnomusicological study. I have chosen Abu Naşr Al Farābi, the ninth century Arab scientist and musician as the imaginary writer of this essay, because first of all he represents aspects of a common cultural scientific heritage and because, as he himself states in his Kitāb Al Musīqa Al Kabīr, he engaged in what might be termed ethnomusicological research of cultures other than his own.

I cannot claim that this paper will redress some of the imbalances inherent in the study of ethnomusicology, but were Al Farabi alive today, I would be very interested in what he had to say about the ‘classical music tradition’ and who knows, we might feel a burden would be taken from our shoulders if for once we were being scrutinized with our own methods by someone from outside our present Western culture.
Music of the Masters- An Ethnomusicological Study
My name is Abu Naşr Muhammad Ibn Muhammad Al-Farābī. You might know me from the many books and treatises I have written primarily in the field of philosophy, logic and music. Due to the extensive knowledge I have gathered during my life time and my desire to find truth wherever it is to be found I have- by the grace of  God the Most Merciful - been given special dispensation to continue my studies, and especially to look at cultures other than my own, within and outside my own life time.  In this paper I shall concern myself with a musical tradition belonging to what is generally termed the ‘Western world’, that is, music mainly of Central, Western and Northern Europe which emerged between the 16th and 19th century. It is not the first time that I have studied music from other cultures; in my most comprehensive work on the subject of music the ‘Kitāb al Musīqa Al Kabīr’ I wrote that: 


We are able to associate with almost all the people whose physical constitution, 
nutrition, manners and customs are ‘natural’, we are able to examine their musical 
instruments and to understand  the various genres of melodies characteristic to 
each one.

During my life time, the people considered to be ‘natural’, were those of ‘the Arabic Empire, the people living slightly east and west of the Empire, as well as people of the Byzantine Empire, in short, the regions in the area between the fifteenth and the forty second degree of latitude.
 Everyone living beyond these regions was thought to be ‘unnatural’. Quite clearly, during the course of history, a major geographical-cultural shift has occurred  and now we have become objects of study by the very people we once considered to fall into this second category. Indeed, much has been written not only about the traditions of my country but about virtually all the places in the known world, by scholars born beyond the forty second degree latitude who now represent a very powerful and influential western musical tradition. Their studies form part of an ever increasing and important field of enquiry, especially since the latter half of the 19th century.  
The term ‘ethnomusicology’, is often used as a description of their activities, but there are many different approaches, through which this subject is discussed, historical, empirical, sociological, anthropological, only to name a few.  I have conducted a fair amount of fieldwork and acquainted myself with the writings of some of these scholars, but due to the wealth of material and the limited scope of this paper I will be able only to refer to a few. Rather than discussing in detail any particular approach or work, I shall attempt to provide a bird’s eye view of the subject. First I shall outline the historical development of classical western music tradition, taking into account some political and sociological factors which to my mind ought to be mentioned in this context. Following this I shall briefly focus on the unique notational method and its special significance and finally I shall discuss some of the points raised in contemporary analytical discourses. 
A large proportion of the ethnomusicologist’s time is spent in studying the religious rituals and ceremonies of other cultures, since music there often plays a crucial role and, because of its special context, offers a wealth of information. I shall follow this example and examine the religious practices of the Christian Church, an institution and a religion which undoubtedly was of great importance for the development of western classical music. I shall disregard to an extent the many different factions within this church as on the whole they may be more relevant in an ideological rather than a musical discussion, although I should mention one important distinction that must be made between the European Branch of the Church and that of the Orient, as their paths divided in 1054 CE and their musical traditions developed in different directions. I shall focus mainly on the development and history of the Roman Catholic and Protestant Church and its variants, since it is more relevant to our line of enquiry.  
After the fall of the Roman Empire, the Christian movement, whose members had up until then been subjected to much persecution and hardship began to gain influence and power, aided by an ideology that fostered community spirit and had helped to create monasteries, places where people could find refuge and safety. But it was after the Emperor Constantine converted to this faith and used it to achieve political gains, that it became associated with the power of a state. Soon this power manifested itself very visibly in the form of great buildings, architectural wonders that were constructed throughout the ever growing world of Christianity. In this respect the Christians followed the traditions of many other cultures who built temples for their Gods, such as the ancient peoples of Mesopotamia and Egypt, the difference however being that, similar to practices observed within the Jewish and the Muslim faith, everyone was allowed to gather inside these places, not just an elite of priests. These were houses of God, where people congregated to worship and take part in a ritual which involves the transubstantiation of bread and wine into the body and the blood of their prophet Jesus Christ. (I shall describe the outlines of this ritual in more detail below) 
Had I during the 11th or 12th century visited the basilica of St. Peters in Rome I would have heard music which has been called plainchant’, “the official monophonic unison chant of the Christian liturgies”.

This kind of music, usually unaccompanied, provided important structural elements for the liturgies of both the Eastern and Western branches of the church and had in part been influenced by Jewish synagogue practices, in part by requirements of the Christian ritual itself and of course there were regional differences, where elements of local practices were incorporated. Upon entering this church I would have been immediately greatly impressed and moved by its size and splendor, and in particular by its height. I would most likely have been enveloped by the smell of incense, in particular frankincense, the use of which became very popular in churches during the crusades and an aroma I naturally would have been very familiar with.  Let me at this point though give you a very brief description of the content and purpose of the Christian ‘mass’, as its chief ritual is commonly called. The atmosphere underlying this particular ritual is one of imposing solemnity and its culmination is the communal consumption of bread and wine, which, as I have already mentioned, becomes transubstantiated into the flesh and blood of their prophet. Preceding this part of the ceremony which occurs towards the end of the mass is a combination of prayers and hymns, a reading from their book, divided into the Old and the New Testament and often a sermon held by the priest, the representative of the Church and God. The priest alone has the power to effect the transformation into the sacred flesh and blood and he is always the first to partake in it, but he is aided by ministers and so called altar boys. Above the altar, a table behind which the priest performs the ceremony would have hung a life size image of their prophet and saviour nailed to a cross, blood dripping from his hands and sides. It is a frightening image and I have known people, especially children not familiar with this religion greatly upset by it. The presence of Death looms largely in this ritual and I believe a substantial part of the service is spent focusing on the sinful nature of man. The act of the Holy Communion as it is called, temporarily relieves the believers from their burden, presumably this is achieved through the symbolic consumption of the sacred body and blood of their prophet, who, as they believe, died for the sins of mankind. Respite is also offered by the celebration of his resurrection, but on the whole I think that were it not for the music, people might well have left these ceremonies in a state of fear and depression. But throughout the mass the darkness of the subject matter is offset and broken by the chants of the congregation and sometimes by the pure voices of a boy’s choir promising an otherworldly realm that makes it possible to imagine the presence of God.  

As an observer of this highly formalized ritual trained in the practice of music I would immediately have noticed differences in style, according to what part of the ritual the music was supporting. Nowadays they are divided into mainly three types, the melodic, the neumatic and the melismatic type. On the one hand, the melodic type where each syllable would normally be assigned one note, might have been specifically used for scriptural readings, prayers and litanies, the neumatic and melismatic type were reserved for the events like the communion itself, or specific songs like the Agnus Dei or the Sanctus or the Kyrie and since both these types relied on embellishments of the melody, much depended on the skill and quality of the singers themselves. And as the singing began I would have been utterly astounded by the mere size of the sound as it expanded into the vastness of this large enclosed space. This kind of music indeed may be best appreciated in a setting such as a church, for it is much amplified by the acoustical qualities such a space can offer. A single note even if it is originally quite short, lasts an extraordinary amount of time and is enhanced by its own echo so that it can stand quite happily by itself to be pleasing to the ear. Perhaps it is no wonder then that, rather than developing greater complexity of the horizontal melodic lines, notes began to be organized vertically so that the effect of each single note event could be enhanced even further. This trend had already begun during the eleventh century, and some of the music I might have heard would have been sung in parallel octaves, fourths or fifths. 
It was also at this point that notation, which up until then had existed maybe more as an option, as an aid for memory, rather than a set of detailed instructions for one or more performers, gained greater prominence. One of the most famous pioneers of musical notation was Guido of Arezzo (b c991–2; d after 1033 ) who introduced staff notation.  “When he explained his new ideas to Pope John XIX (1024–32), showing him how a previously unknown melody could be learnt from notation alone, Guido was commissioned to notate Roman liturgical books in staff notation – an obvious sign of papal approbation”
 Sanctioned by the church, and becoming increasingly necessary as an aid for performers, musicians and scholars persevered in improving the notational system, each trying to represent their developing musical trends as detailed as accurately as the convention of their times allowed. It is impossible to say whether the contents of the ever more complex polyphonic musical structures demanded musical notation or whether the possibilities musical notation afforded, enabled musicians to create them. It is probably fair to say that the influence was reciprocal and that the development of polyphonic music was propelled even further forward by important historical events like the invention of the printing press which ultimately helped to standardize musical notation and make it widely available to a large number of people.  And thus began a trend that would see music that had began as part of a religious ritual eventually emancipate itself from its church and become an independent art form. This development manifested itself visibly for the first time during the period of what is now called the ’renaissance’ where artists and musicians began to be commissioned to produce secular works and music by an ever increasing class of wealthy merchants and aristocratic families. By the 17th century great musicians like Johann Sebastian Bach, to name but one, used notation to create ever more intricate polyphonic music involving large numbers of musicians. Much of his work was still written for the Church, and is suffused with the characteristics of its musical traditions. But the shift of purpose away from religion towards a society whose members became increasingly individualistically  minded continued and by the 18th century composers were finding themselves with a new role to fulfill, often that of the gifted genius. Theatres and concert halls allowed their music to be played to large numbers of people who came solely to listen to it.  Orchestras became larger and larger, until by the early twentieth century they included up to a hundred players. I have by no means been able to get to know the entire repertoire of this tradition, but a Beethoven symphony or a Wagner opera are indeed spectacular and imposing events, and composing these pieces of music was undoubtedly a task only a few would ever dare to undertake. The twentieth century however saw a complete deconstruction of the harmonic principles this music was based on, and an entirely new form of music took shape which did not however have the same popularity as its predecessor. Nowadays Western classical music is enjoyed more as a repertoire rather than a dynamic evolving force and it is now located in a relatively small corner of a large field containing a myriad of styles and influences from all over the world, for music has become a somewhat global phenomenon, not least due to the work of ethnomusicology.

Having given a very brief outline of the historical development of western classical music I shall now turn to the written material, and first all to the admirably well-conceived notational system. Most of the western classical repertoire has been produced in the period between the 17th and the 20th century and I believe it fair to say that without the western musical notation there would not be such a thing as western classical music as we know it today.  This music lives by being reproduced note by note. While improvisation may have been involved in creating it in the first place, the performer of this music has little or no room to improvise as he is bound by the notes and their rhythmical relationship to each other as well as often being restricted by indications of tempo and even dynamics and expression. 
The score exists outside the musician as an immutable perfect entity, and as a consequence the music it encodes would seem to occupy a unique position among the musics of the world. I must say that while listening to a Bach Prelude I found myself moved to tears by the pure beauty and perfection of what I was hearing, it really was a most marvelous  experience. It is music of the spirit released from its material body, floating freely and being everywhere at once. However, it seems that some scholars have tended to take the view that this music is superior to other kinds of music, not unlike we did in my days when we compared our music to that of other cultures. As an ethnomusicologist and with the benefit of much experience I believe now that a Bach prelude is one way of experiencing music among many others equally as valuable. But I have asked myself that, if Western notation did not exist would these same scholars take the same position? Of course without notation we would not be able to listen to Bach’s music today, so the existence of the written score must in some way have contributed to their view. 
To shed some light on this question, let us now turn to some of the material that has been written about this music. Susan Mc Clary has pointed out that there is a belief among some “that Bach had nothing to do with his time or place, that he was ‘divinely inspired’, that his music works in accordance with perfect, universal order and truth”. 
 What needs to be answered in this context is what is understood by the word ‘divine’, for quite clearly there are many different interpretations of this concept. Christopher Small has written very eloquently on the subject of western thinking during the last three hundred years, a world view that according to him permeates all the sciences and the arts, including music. In a chapter entitled ‘The Commanding of  Nature’, he begins by saying that “the spectacular achievements of European musicians from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century run in striking parallel to those men of science in the same period, men such as Newton, Lavoisier, Gauss, Pasteur and Darwin.”
 He tells us that since the renaissance science has worked under the premise that man can and should command nature, itself not a living independent organism but a machine “designed by an intelligent part outside itself”
  and that this way of thinking has led to knowledge and experience becoming separated from each other, as for example notated music can be known without being experienced. Whereas the Greeks, he tells us, saw the workings of the natural world as an expression of its own intelligence, the new thinkers attributed it to an intelligence outside nature. But perhaps more even relevant to this discussion is his statement that: 

They failed to see, too, that the attribution of divinity exclusively to a being who 
resided outside the cosmos was to strip the cosmos itself of its sacredness and 
reduce it and all our companion beings within it to the status of mere objects, and 
that the attribution to the human race of an origin different from that of the rest of 
nature was to make us lonely intruders in a world in which we could have no 
other relations other than those of aggression, even antagonism.

I wonder if notation might have been associated with the divine in the same way in which we as followers of the Muslim faith believe our holy book to be the immutable word of God. Indeed, all the three Monotheistic religions have relied on the sacred potential of what is written from the earliest beginnings and it has been deeply embedded in the psyche of all their followers ever since God passed on to Moses the Ten Commandments, the divine laws, written in stone. 
But coming back to Christopher Small’s quote, if this is what the history books will ultimately say about this culture it is a somewhat bleak picture, contrary to the beauty and purity Bach’s music promised. It is the description not of a society rejoicing in the presence of its God, but of one scared and lonely apart from the rest of nature. This is perhaps not surprising given the nature of the ritual I have described above.  But experience over time has taught me that whatever image we fashion for ourselves of the divine, it always reflects the cultural context in which we find ourselves. I myself believed I knew about man’s position in the world and about his relationship to the divine. From my present point of view I can see that my beliefs were embedded in the very fabric of the age I lived in, only to be replaced by others during the course of time. 
In my present capacity as an ethnomusicologist I find it noteworthy, that despite the ‘secularization’ of western society the concept of the ‘divine’ qualities of Bach’s music in particular should still be a part of the scholarly discussion. Notation, as an abstract, ‘divinely inspired tool’ has certainly contributed much to this status, but it was not the only factor. According to Susan McClary the same scholars who endow Bach’s music with divine features, also claim kinship with Pythagoras and his “discovery of a correspondence between harmonious tones and numerical proportions” 
  which in turn gave rise to his assertion that there was a correspondence between music and the movement of the celestial bodies. I myself have disagreed with this view, on the basis that  “the movement of the stars and planets can not engender any sound”
  But, Susan McClary writes: 


..from very early times up to and including the present, there has been a strain of 
Western culture that accounts for music in non-social, implicitly meta-physical 
terms. But parallel with that strain (and also from earliest time) is another which 
regards music as essentially human, socially grounded, socially alterable 
construct. Most polemical battles in the history of music theory involve the 
irreconcilable confrontation between the two positions.

I myself have divided music into the practical and theoretical art, both distinct from each other, but able to be united in someone with the appropriate rational and imaginative capabilities.
  My contemporaries and I were interested in finding a language to describe what we saw, but we did not see a contradiction between what we conceived to be universal correspondences we could express in terms of numbers and the nature of  practical music as a culturally determined phenomenon.  Despite the wealth of material that has been written about all kinds of music by Western scholars, there seems to be less certainty about this subject and many others than ever, given the disagreement and contradictions between the different views. As Max Peter Baumann points out: “A scientific thought structure is woven together by numerous subjective disciplinary factors. The pressures of ‘single category specialization’ segment the recognitional interests in such a way that the part soon sees itself as a whole.”
 I myself have noticed this to be a particular feature of western thinking. Anthropologists speak a different language than the mathematicians, musicologists operate from within their vocabulary as do the sociologists and psychologists which makes arriving at a consensus more problematic.  On the other hand, a notable feature of western scholarship must be the fact that I have been able to draw on sources like Christopher Small, writers who have taken it upon themselves to describe this phenomenon critically from within. It indeed shows remarkable capabilities of self reflection that would not have been found among my contemporaries. 
During my life time scholars like me and others were acquainted with a variety of the sciences and the arts and we were able to draw freely from them and perceive their connections and correspondences. More than likely there was no need for us to be critical of our own view of the world, since we were just in the process of discovering it. I would say though that the motivation for the quest for knowledge has not changed much over time; all knowledge, including that of the cultures of other peoples helps us to understand ourselves. Even if it means that a scholar like Susan McClary feels the need to propose that a musician like Bach and his music should be relocated into a specific new set of cultural parameters within which he and his music should be viewed in a different light. “In actively reclaiming Bach and the canon in order to put them to our own uses, we can also reclaim ourselves.”
 Does she mean to say that there has been a loss of self? And if there has been, I believe it to be very optimistic to suggest that by relocating Bach and ‘putting him to use’ one could remedy the situation. Nevertheless, I have always found the study and the practice of music most rewarding. I still carry the conviction that “practical music is a rational disposition which acts according to a true imagination that lives in the soul” 
and that the theory of music is “a rational disposition that implicates the science of music and its consequences, after these true images have been produced in our soul”

If there is a self to be rediscovered, perhaps music is a good place to try to find it.
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