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The Ethnomusicology Challenge 

Bruno Netti 

Among the fields of music, ethnomusicology is in some respects the least 
bookish; it is, after all, concerned mainly with music that lives in aural 

tradition. The title assigned for this paper, "The Ethnomusicology Challenge," poses 
most interesting questions. What does this field, that has very little in the way of 
books and scores, provide by way of a challenge to the now highly technologized and 
sophisticated field of music librarianship? (By rough estimate, for instance, the 
ethnomusicological holdings in my local music library account for a mere five 
percent of its total contents.) Or, how can a highly culture-specific profession such 
as Euro-American librarianship do anything at all with a field that virtually has no 
cultural home? In other words, should music librarians even be thinking about any 
of this? 

Although overstated, this last question is justified, at least if we look at the rela-
tionships among areas of music-oriented scholarship in the last few decades. And 
yet, one of the things I noticed quickly upon entering academic life was that people 
associated with libraries tended to have a noticeable interest in the "odd musics"-
those that comprise the folk/ ethnic/non-Western/popular/vernacular continuum. 
The substantial energy that the Library of Congress devoted to the Archive of Folk 
Song along with the comprehensive bibliography of Asian musics that Richard 
Waterman, William Lichtenwanger, and others published in Notes forty years ago 
are illustrative. Possibly the psychological mold of those whose job it was to pre-
serve (and justify) American music of all sorts was similar to that of the 
ethnomusicologists of earlier times. In the 1950s and early 1960s, many music 
librarians and ethnomusicologists-there were not all that many of either ilk-felt 
a close association, if for no other reason than that both saw themselves as 
benchwarmers in the game of musical scholarship. 

The association has not really grown, but it still exists, possibly in changed form. 
In order to explore this newer relationship, I will consider three questions: (1) What 
would ethnomusicologists like librarians to do for them? (2) What would librar-
ians like ethnomusicologists to do? And (3) How can the contemplation oflibrar-
ies as cultural institutions contribute to an ethnomusicologist's understanding of 
music's relationship to the other domains of culture? All three questions focus on 
a central problem of ethnomusicology: how to study a culture and its music with 
the approaches and tools of another culture. 

First, what indeed would ethnomusicologists like librarians to do for them? When 
one enters a library and consults its catalog, one expects an even-handed approach 
to the library's contents. But a hierarchy of musics quickly becomes evident: the 
seeker of Wes tern art music is well served by the detail and sophistication of 
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descriptive cataloging, classification, and subject cataloging, whereas the seeker of 
material in folk and non-Western music can hardly get started. Ethnocentrism in 
music cataloging may be difficult to change, since many librarians enter the field 
having been trained in Western art music. And yet it would be helpful to work at 
establishing a more neutral approach, one that recognizes the diversity of world 
cultures and also gives the various domains of our culture more equal treatment. 

The second thing ethnomusicologists would like does not concern the man-
agement oflibraries, but rather, a particular expertise that librarians can provide to 
ethnomusicological researchers. Ethnomusicologists have widely adopted ways of 
thinking about music, in particular Alan Merriam's three-part model, that consists 
of sound, behavior, and concepts or ideas about music.' But although there are 
many ways of taking apart the "sound" portion of the model-laying out a culture's 
stylistic elements or parameters according to the style of Alan Lomax or Erich M. 
von Hornbostel, or classifying tunes in the manner of Samuel P. Bayard or Bela 
Bart6k, for example-we have little guidance for inventorying and describing the 
system of ideas about music in the world's cultures. To be sure, we can use the 
approach of each culture for its own ethnomusicology, but we also need a way of 
translating one culture to another, a way of facilitating comparative study. If 
librarians are experts in the classification of knowledge and its verbal expression, 
they ought to be able to help us. However, can the style of thinking that led to 
the Dewey and Library of Congress classification schemes, or the LC subject 
headings, provide leadership? 

A third item concerns ethnomusicological archives, which are perhaps the most 
significant repositories of unique ethnomusicological data. Except for LC's Archive 
of Folk Song, such archives for a long time existed quite independently of librar-
ies, and the staffs of the archives did not regard themselves as members of the library 
profession. Ordinary professors often served as archivist-librarians. In the last twenty 
years, the situation has changed substantially. Trained archivists now care for the 
large collections of field recordings that are major resources for study and research 
in such institutions as Indiana University, UCLA, the universities of Illinois and 
Washington, and more recently Harvard University, among others. The relatively 
modest use of ethnomusicological archives by researchers-an observation of mine 
that has met with some disagreement-can be attributed to the absence of a com-
prehensive network of catalogs. Locating particular types of items-American 
Indian Ghost Dance songs, or a list of recordings of the Raga Sankarbharanam, for 
example-requires approaches to many archives. Other types of materials-books 
or perhaps commercial recordings-can be found by using national bibliographies 
and interlibrary loan, provided the bibliographic tools in the home library 
are adequate. 

One is tempted to say, "Archives of the world, unite, you have nothing to lose 
but your idiosyncracies"; indeed a union catalog of ethnomusicological field col-
lections would facilitate research and reference work. Such a project was undertaken, 
in the early days of field recording, by George Herzog in a compendium, Research 
in Primitive and Folk Music in the United States.2 Computers ought to make a successor 
to that publication possible, although the task is daunting. Many problems remain, 

' Alan P. Merriam, The Anthropology of Music (Evanston: 2 ACLS Bulletin no. 24 (Washington, D.C., 1936). 
Northwestern University Press, 1964), pp. 32-33. 
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in spite of technology. There is no standardization, particularly if we rely solely on 
a culture's own designations, regarding what to list (e.g., recordists, ethnic groups, 
genres, instruments) and how (i.e., under what term, or form of name). 

Furthermore, the idea that a complete list of archival holdings could actually 
be compiled strains our credulity. There was a time when indexing tunes seemed 
appropriate enough, as evidenced by the LC Check-List of Folk Songs and the 
National Tune Index. 3 To be sure, such activity requires either a rather definite idea 
of what constitutes a tune and its variant, or faith in the process of transcription. 
In a set of cultures in which only recordings exist, and in which the labeling of 
units of musical thought is problematic, indexing tunes is even more difficult. In 
spite of these challenges, there are many ways in which ethnomusicological 
archives could cooperate. 

A related problem concerns the cataloging of commercial recordings with their 
enormously varied origins and purposes. The care that goes into the cataloging of 
Western art music has never been approached in cataloging for non-Wes tern and 
folk music. People say it can't be done. But perhaps the use of one example, the 
concept of composer, can help to convince otherwise. For Western art music, the 
principal approach is the composer, so that one seeks music by looking under 
Ludwig van Beethoven, Johann Sebastian Bach, or Stephen Sondheim. But com-
posers are equally important, it turns out, in the way South Indian society thinks 
about its classical music. South Indian musicians will quickly tell the American 
musician that they, too, have their "trinity" of great composers: Tyagaraja, the 
greatest (often compared to Beethoven), Muttuswami Dikshitar, and Syama Sastri, 
who lived in the first half of the nineteenth century. Although the music of their 
songs has largely been transmitted aurally, the attributions appear solid. The con-
certs have printed programs, and composers' names appear on recordings. Indeed, 
there are LP records consisting entirely of songs by one composer. Yet most record 
library catalogs fail to list any entries under Tyagaraja. For the music oflndia, entries 
may be found under performers, as this music is said to be largely improvised-
correctly so for much, but certainly by far not all of it. Indian musicians think our 
librarians are patronizing them. On the other hand, in the case of North Ameri-
can Indian music, the twentieth century has produced important and well-known 
individual performers and singing groups, but their names are usually not available 
in catalogs. 

Solutions are complex. One may conclude that cataloging with the use of 
Western concepts is at best "etic," the anthropological shorthand for the outsider's 
view, and advocate the "emic" approach, in which each culture's own taxonomy 
of music is central. If an American, turning on the radio and hearing lush harmo-
nies, says immediately "it's Brahms," a Madras resident, hearing a particular 
pentatonic scale, will say "it's Raga Mahana." Consequently, Indian music ought 
to be classified and cataloged with main entry under Raga. Ethnocentrics may 
object, "that's like looking up pieces under C-sharp minor": but no, it is the Indian's 
main approach. By using such reasoning, however, we could relegate the performer, 
who sometimes composes along the way and sometimes reproduces or just elabo-
rates, to a secondary role in the catalog. 

J Library of Congress, Check-List ef Recorded Songs in the 
English Language in the Archives of American Folk Song to 

July, 1940 (Washington, 1942); Carolyn Rabson and Kate 

Van Winkle Keller, eds., The National Tune Index 
(microfiche; New York: University Music Editions, 
1980). 
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After that list of tall orders, librarians ought to be allowed to articulate what they 
would like ethnomusicologists to do for them. There is much, to be sure, but let 
me suggest two possible areas of contribution. One is creating a definitive listing 
of the world's cultures, genres, instruments, and musical categories. I will not 
elaborate on this ideal contribution, but want instead to mention a second, 
longstanding desire: better reference sources. Some thirty years ago, I read a paper 
for the Midwest Chapter of the Music Library Association, suggesting that vari-
ous reference tools for ethnomusicology were needed. The discussant for the ses-
sion was Richard Waterman, who-uncharacteristically for a discussant-said that 
I was absolutely right, but that such tools (encyclopedias, anthologies, vocabular-
ies) could not be produced in a properly comprehensive way. In the strictest sense 
he has largely been proven right. Realizing now that it is all more difficult than 
Waterman said, even though there are also far more of us to address the task, I do 
not want to push for such projects. The production of reference books has 
nonetheless improved greatly since that time. To mention a few key sources, we 
have The New Grove Handbook of Ethnomusicology and The New Grove Handbook of 
World Music, the forthcoming Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, Barry Brook's 
universal music history, the "Organogrove," and more. 4 When these works are all 
completed, we will have covered many aspects of ethnomusicology and enabled 
librarians to get authoritative information to their patrons more easily than before. 

Finally, let me try to integrate the music library as cultural phenomenon into the 
substance of ethnomusicology as discipline. I must confess that my interest in music 
libraries has moved from the practical to the ethnographic as I have become 
increasingly interested in interpreting W estem academic musical culture by applying 
approaches developed for the study of cultures foreign to the investigator. One of 
the current paradigmatic procedures in ethnomusicology is to extract authentic 
cultural values and principles from certain institutions central to a musical culture. 
These institutions might be what anthropologists and folklorists call "cultural per-
formances," a technical term denoting events such as the central powwows of 
American Indian Plains societies, or concerts in traditional schools and other 
teaching establishments, or even the dissemination of musical recordings in record 
stores. For Western academic musical culture such institutions would include 
schools, concerts, and of course libraries. 

I have touched upon the way music libraries use the academic set of Wes tern 
music hierarchies and taxonomies to establish their system of operation. The hier-
archy is implicit everywhere: the subject heading "music," for example, refers to 
Western art music, the music one performs in tuxedo. All other musics, including 
early music, are specifically designated-and for that matter, performed in dif-
ferent dress: blazers for big-band jazz, tie-dyed T-shirts for rock, Renaissance 
costumes for medieval music. f'/ ou can't tell the players without their colors and 
uniforms.) In America, as in most societies, segments of society-social and 
economic classes, age groups, ethnic groups-all draw cultural boundaries in part 
by their special association with different musics. The music library is a way for 

4 Helen Meyers, ed., The New Grove Handbook of Ethno-
musico/ogy (London: Macmillan, in press); Helen Meyers, 
ed., The New Grove Ha11dbook of World Afusic (London: 
Macmillan, forthcmning); Barry S. Brook, ed., Universal 
Music History (in preparation);James Porter and Timothy 

Rice, eds., E11cyclopedia of World 1vl11sic (New York: 
Garland, to be published in 1993); Stanley Sadie, ed., The 
New Grwe Dictionary of l'vfosical Instrnments (London: 
Macmillan, 1987.) 
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these groups, via their musics, to meet, although the Western bias can make for a 
non-egalitarian meeting. 

Librarians make value judgments by acquiring materials on the basis of their 
quality as well as the quality of the art with which the materials deal. At the same 
time, they try hard to be evenhanded, balancing patrons' requests and charges by 
governing boards with the demands of present and future curricula, thus applying 
the principles of democracy to an institution for the dissemination of knowledge. 
Looking at the music library ethnographically, we can see it as an institution that 
mediates-as do certain other institutions such as athletics-among the conflict-
ing values of society. It seems to be torn between three values: selectivity, or 
deciding what is best and keeping the other rascals out; comprehensiveness, or 
giving all patrons the kind of music they want and in the quantity desired; and 
traditional education, or uplifting the unwashed and sweeping them into the 
Wes tern academic tradition. In practice, a library maintains all three values 
simultaneously, manipulating them in any particular situation. Doing so hardly 
seems worthy of criticism. Although ethnographers try to identify the guiding 
principles that maintain a culture, they as often find it necessary to describe the 
conflicts among these values, so that it might be better, though admittedly different, 
to use these conflicts as units of cultural description. From an ethnographic per-
spective, then, the music library is one of the institutions that mediates among the 
musics of American communities. Just as various musics correspond to the ethnic 
and social units in a nation, the library is a microcosm of larger institutions that 
mediate among the segments of culture and society. 

If there is a challenge from ethnomusicology to music librarianship, it now has 
less to do with acquiring materials and writing reference books, and more to do 
with sensitivity to the intercultural nature of music and to the role of music in 
society. But in the long run, ethnomusicologists-as anthropological students of 
musical life-might actually be interested in libraries primarily to ascertain why they 
do what they do, and how they fit into their own culture. 


