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Introduction: Ethnomusicology in Audiovisual Time

Ethnomusicology, as a branch of scientific research as well as human
knowledge of music making of world people, has relied heavily on available
material medium a society having been able to provide to document, analyze and
transmit musical cultures ever since the inception of this discipline. In fact,
documenting musical activities and theoretical endeavors has a long history in
many high cultures around the world, including many non-western cultures. In
many cases, written text, drawings and frescoes on papers, rocks and caves in
the past have become a crucial part of subjects of modern historical
ethnomusicology and musical iconology.

Since the 19th century, with the emergence of electronic devices, various
sound recording technologies have gradually become available to
ethnomusicologists. From the 19th century until the mid-20th century, European
scholars who were motivated to preserve disappearing musical cultures collected
audio recordings on wax cylinders. Many such recordings were then stored at the
Berlin Phonogramm-Archiv, which was founded by Carl Stumpf, his student
Erich M. von Hornbostel, and a physician and psychologist Otto Abraham.
Stumpf and Hornbostel studied and preserved these recordings in the Berlin
Archiv, setting the foundation for contemporary ethnomusicology. Although the
“armchair analysis™ methods of Stumpf and Hornbostel required very little
participation in fieldwork themselves, it demonstrated what ethnomusicological

studies could achieve with the technological devices.

The late 20th century saw rapid technological development, which brought
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human history into a so-called Information Age, with hallmarks of the personal
computers, Internet, and mobile devices. Audio and visual technologies now
become accessible to citizens in many countries when cellphones and other
mobile devices with audio and visual utilities are widely available. The
ethnomusicological efforts of documenting and analyzing music around the world
had never become easier for professional ethnomusicologists and non-professional
amateurs alike. The discipline of ethnomusicology formally entered an
audiovisual time, in which audiovisual devices, Internet technology and forms of
online communication allow us to easily develop new methods of fieldwork,
archive digital documents, and conduct digital analysis within both the real and

virtual communities.

As technology advanced, ethnomusicological researchers who used to
depend on wax cylinders and the phonograph now heavily rely on digital
recordings and video cameras, which allow for more accurate recordings and
representations of music makings. Therefore, music transcriptions, sound
recordings, drawings, and pictures used as illustrations of academic written
descriptions and analysis that for a long time in the past were considered as the
unique way to transmit scientific knowledge are now replaced with more

convenient, accurate and fast audiovisual technologies.

Today, audiovisual technologies have offered a decisive contribution to
restoring the sensitive unity in the representation of events characterized by a
multisensory nature. The sound film, as a moving picture with a synchronized
soundtrack, is crucial in ethnomusicological studies as it gives visibility to the
“actors” of the musical phenomenon in a direct way, whereas a purely written
description is unable to convey the scale of the experience. Therefore,
visualizing a musical event as a performance, through the audiovisual
representation, becomes necessary and complementary to the sound recording and

the written text. This is particularly clear in cases where it allows the audience to
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“see” some contextual aspects of music making, for which the literal description
and musical semiography are not allowing for a good enough representation as a

dynamic process of musical action and interaction.

Visualizing music through the audiovisual tools is an excellent approach to
preserve musical systems and cultures, which is also a vehicle of cultural
transmission and revitalization of styles and musical repertoires as the recorded
musical culture changes in a diachronic perspective. Audiovisual representation
of music will not only bring a decisive contribution to the advancement of
ethnomusicological studies but could also allow local communities to reinvigorate

musical practices at the risk of extinction or rapid transformation.

The subject of audiovisual ethnomusicology is ethnomusicological film,
which is a concept still in progress even if accepted by scholars as a very efficient
way to show music in its environment to depict the lives of musicians and to have
an ethnographic approach of musical performance. Most of the literature about
filmmaking in ethnomusicology seems to dwell solely on its potential to support
research and teaching, while the film may also have the potential to become a
powerful tool for preservation and diffusion of music cultures. Nevertheless,
audiovisual communication has considered a lesser form compared to the
descriptive approach of the written text and the analysis of musical transcriptions

based on sound recordings.

A film can document oral and visual dimensions of the musical performance
in its context, including time, space and of course, culture. This expression is
intended to integrate two components: oral perception and visual communication.
The term “audio” beside “visual” differentiates the domain of what we define as
“audiovisual ethnomusicology™ compared to other scientific domains related to
“visualizing” music, such as musical semiography and musical iconography. In
fact, while musical notation and musical pictures ( including still photographs)

are “silent” or mute representations of a musical experience, the “sound image”,
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as a moving picture with synchronized sound, allows us to document or to
convey a significant amount of useful information related to a musical
performance that, in many cases, becomes essential to achieve an in-depth

knowledge of music in traditional cultures.

The theme of the 1st symposium of the ICTM Study Group on Audiovisual
Ethnomusicology and accompanying concerts, screenings and workshops were
“Sounds and Visions: Current Directions in Audiovisual Ethnomusicology. ” The
recent creation of this ICTM Study Group reflects the growing interest in the
visual dimension of musical performance practice and the use of film in
ethnomusicology. It also reflects the increasingly use of visual ethnographic
methods of research and representation as well as the technological development

of modern visual tools used today in field research.

The symposium provided an excellent opportunity for discussion about the
use of audiovisual means as valuable tools for research and for the preservation of
musical systems and cultures, as a vehicle of cultural transmission and
revitalization of styles along with musical repertoires, and finally as a record of
musical change from a diachronic perspective. The topics around which the
symposium was structured aimed to provide some insights into the main
theoretical and methodological approaches adopted by the “ethno-filmmakers™.
They allow for comparing and sharing the different strategies in archiving as a
cultural heritage. Finally, discussing the ongoing directions in ethnomusicology
film production, participants introduced new research methodologies in the
domain. Appended at the end of this book is a conference report published in
Journal of Ethnic Arts Studies in China. The review provides a more detailed

account of the papers presented in the symposium.

We are grateful to Major Program of the National Social Science Fund of
China in Arts “Chinese Perspectives of Ethnomusicological Studies in the Internet

Age” (#14ZD02) for sponsoring this publication, to Mary Dillon who proofread
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some of the manuscripts, to Li Jiatan and Wang Fang of Center for
Ethnomusicology, Yunnan University for translating the English abstract to

Chinese, and to Mrs. Bao Lingling, editor of the Zhejiang University Press who

made tireless efforts in editing and typesetting the manuscripts.

Chief Editor:

Yu Hui ( Yunnan University, China)

Associate Editors:
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