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The idea for putting together an edited volume on the topic of musical repatriation has been brewing since the early 2000s, and it came together most cogently in 2004, with a panel at the Society for Ethnomusicology’s international meeting in Tucson, Arizona. Titled “Reconnections: Archived Musical Memories Re-Embodied in the Field,” the panel featured Frank Gunderson, Daniel Reed, and Nikos Pappas, with a response by Robert Lancefield. Feedback from this conference led to conversations over several years between Frank Gunderson and Bret Woods about editing a collected volume of chapters geared toward an open dialogue about repatriation, archives, and current scholarship. Since then the project has grown in scope, and in the spirit of those earlier dialogues came to include Robert Lancefield as a co-editor, and as a contributor by way of including his influential 1998 article, “Musical Traces’ Retraceable Paths: The Repatriation of Recorded Sound.”

The editors express their deepest and most heartfelt thanks to the authors, who responded to this project with great enthusiasm and patient diligence. Thanks also to David Cobb and Mia Gormandy, graduate students at Florida State University, for their assistance in compiling data searches at various stages throughout the term of this project. We are particularly grateful to Anna-Lise Santella at Oxford University Press for stewarding this project through to completion, and to Indiana University Press for their permission to reprint Robert C. Lancefield’s article from the Journal of Folklore Research 35 (1): 47–68.
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Pathways and Trajectories: A Guide to the Organization and Use of This Book



Frank Gunderson and Bret Woods

In addition to the individual archival and repatriation topics explored in each of the projects treated in this Handbook—and in the spirit of problematizing repatriation as an act—each of these chapters crosscuts a specific set of issues relevant to audiovisual archives, and in so doing explores the implications of repatriation from different perspectives and intersecting dialogues. As we explore in the introduction with both language and subjects, the chapters in this Handbook stand on their own and help to situate relationships to one another that cannot be reduced into generalizations. The editors have sequenced the chapters in the Handbook so that they may be read beginning to end as a representative body of ongoing work in the field. The connections between chapters have been further organized as described in what follows to represent dialogues between themes, a symbolic multitude of relationships. Because collecting and returning audiovisual archives is an activity at the core of many fields of study, the chapters have widely interdisciplinary overtones. Our goal in organizing the chapters is to enable the reader to experience the complexity of these intersecting themes, not to gloss over that complexity in favor of a more traditional narrative.

These intersections will develop in the mind of each reader. Rather than trying to force each individual chapter into one specific category, the chapters are organized in a way that demonstrates—as does archival research—the utility of how dialogues about repatriation can intertwine. One effective way to envision these intersecting modes of thought focuses on various “pathways” one might follow through this Handbook. The concept of a pathway—largely inspired by interactive game theory—denotes a collected focus of analytical attention in the field of archival research, a meta-category akin to a frame or an overall theme. The foremost pathway of this Handbook is found in the primary organization of all chapters, a pathway that reverberates throughout the whole of musical repatriation (and hence the title, The Oxford Handbook of Musical Repatriation). When narrowing one’s focus toward specific aspects of repatriation and archival research, additional organizations and sequences begin to emerge. With that in mind we have laid out four other pathways that associate certain chapters into groups. These pathways of dialogue are not meant to be exclusive or exclusionary, or to “define” certain aspects of the field; rather, they encourage the reader to maintain a focused thematic premise while engaging a group of chapters.

In each of our four suggested pathways we have outlined three “trajectories” that organize the flow of chapters within that pathway. In this context, a trajectory refers to the directional approach through which one can explore the related issues and intersecting voices of the chapters within a pathway. Trajectories encourage an ordered flow throughout a pathway that will help to surface how the authors’ voices articulate aspects of archival theory and repatriation that may be related to the reader’s own research or interests.

We hope this approach to structuring this interdisciplinary Handbook may blur boundaries and acknowledge that at the heart of each archive and repatriation project are people—people who are inseparable from what has come to be known as “intangible cultural heritage.” Each category speaks to a broadly conceived issue present in repatriation in the digital age. Scholarship depends on the evidence collected in the archive, and it depends on exploring different modes of thought that lead to a broader awareness and understanding of the intersecting voices and imagined subjects, meanings, and efficacy of each mode of thought. Much in the same respect, we envision the chapters in this Handbook to be an archive—an archive that articulates repatriation and the way in which repatriation intersects multiple fields in contemporary scholarship and practice. We hope that readers can use these pathways and trajectories to enhance their ability to articulate a conversation that resonates within a specific sphere of repatriation. Note that each main pathway heading encompasses three general trajectories as described in what follows.

Pathway 1: Animating Sonic Archives

This pathway represents repatriation scholarship from some of the largest extant folklore and heritage collections to date. Several contributors present their current work with the monumental collections of John Blacking, Laura Boulton, Francis Densmore, Alan Lomax, Milman Perry, Hugh Tracey, and others,1 exploring new avenues for community activism, access, and distribution. If considered as texts, audiovisual archives are often the voice of identity as well as the sole connection between communities and their own cultural heritage. This pathway demonstrates that archives speak with a strong voice, a locus for a vibrant dialogue of present identity with past cultural heritage.

The “Retracing Pathways, Returning Collections” trajectory specifically explores the traditional mode of archival “belonging,” and the general stories of returning collections to their original communities. Often during this classic sense of repatriation, the collection itself—the audiovisual materials or sound files—is valued intrinsically for the potential it has in representing cultural subjects. In “Memory, Listening, and Performance,” the song of the archive and the efficacy of evoking its substance ring out in a personal space, showing how animating sonic archives can have lasting worth not only for remembering traditional practices but also for providing a poignant communal sense of identity among groups often marginalized and underrepresented by a mainstream culture. Finally, chapters in the “Research and Influence” trajectory highlight works that animate archives through research, uncovering useful information that was stored away and was not previously known at large. This process is exemplified in Kay Kaufman Shelemay’s article “The Ethnomusicologist and the Transmission of Tradition” (1996). In it, Shelemay notes how her fieldwork and recordings have become an important catalyst for song and music revival among Syrian Jews in Brooklyn. “Clearly, the Syrian music project had left more of a trace than recordings of music and oral histories in an archive. Six years after its inception, it had been absorbed into the fabric of both community activities and individual memories” (1996, 42). Moreover, the chapters in this trajectory explore how privilege is the core resource that allows researchers to spend hundreds of hours immersed in an archive, and such privilege facilitates imagining cultural expressions differently. Rather than romanticizing the role of a researcher or any agent or repatriation, sometimes archival work and repatriation can have a less than positive influence, creating and perpetuating inequitable power structures and complicating the role of the archive for a multitude of subjects. In any case, researchers—simply by engaging with archives—coalesce an imaginative sense of preserved traditions; their research with archival traditions then articulates that sense in ways that might not have become relevant or noticed otherwise.

Pathway 2: Curation and Modes of Access

This pathway focuses on the archive itself—the tangible collection of intangible heritage—as well as the archival practices that contribute to the validity of collections, often through accessibility. As audiovisual archives have worth through the cultural sounds and practices they can evoke, keeping collections in lasting physical health is often viewed as the strongest imperative for archivists. Beyond ensuring that archives can preserve and animate sonic heritage, access is equally vital. This pathway demonstrates that negotiating how various publics can use archives has deep and lasting social and cultural implications.

The “Preservation Practices” trajectory in this pathway includes chapters that explore digitization and modes of equity involving preservation. Additionally, the pragmatic aspects of how to curate archives is implicit in several chapters of this Handbook. This suggests that preserving and maintaining control over an archive can be an embedded goal of repatriation, despite how “returning” seems to suggest otherwise. The trajectory titled “Media and Transmission (Film, Radio, and the Internet)” features chapters that demonstrate the influence of broadcast networks over culture and expression. Media outlets are curators of massive archives, and by means of where and how they circulate those materials, they wield immense power over subjects who engage with archives. As media networks become larger and more influential (and their collections grow in size and scope), their potential to reach a multitude of diverse subjects increases—but so, too, does the tendency toward a homogeneous representation of the archive’s content. Broad and open access to audiovisual archives is a goal in many instances of repatriation, but much of that access comes in the form of shifting materials into a standardized, public arena (for example, YouTube has become the standard location for accessing audiovisual materials for numerous institutions and media outlets). Finally, the chapters in the trajectory titled “Distribution, Equitable Access, and Censorship” build on these themes in the overall pathway of Curation and Modes of Access by exploring the circuitous nature of thinking about equity in its relationship to distribution. This can include the distribution of funds due to a grant. Governments and institutions may fund elaborate repatriation projects as a mode of diplomacy or legitimacy. However, the equitable imagination can also obscure pragmatic modes of capital gain under the mantle of repatriation.

Pathway 3: Power Relations

This pathway focuses on ownership and dissemination in the digital era—not the ramifications of dissemination for cultural subjects, but the complex dynamic of power itself in negotiating access to archival materials. While social concepts such as “sharing” and “access” are being broadly reconceptualized due to digital technologies, where does that leave institutionalized collections of intangible cultural heritage? This pathway reveals the tragic complexity of negotiating where power rests, as well as the unfortunate reality that repatriation is not always the most effective way to equalize power relations for audiovisual archives and the subjects documented within.

In the “Hegemony, Ideology, and Acknowledging Privilege” trajectory, chapters converge to articulate the distinct kind of power that is embedded in the social imagination in recent history. Broadly imagined, the political framework of the twentieth century has left problematic and inequitable distributions of resources, as well as ideologically charged extensions of power and privilege. The chapters in this trajectory endeavor to acknowledge privilege and understand equitable power relations. The goal of the trajectory is not necessarily to localize solutions for inequity, but rather to identify power structures, understand their efficacy, and work toward transparency in archival relations.

In the “Policies and Institutions, Laws and Governance” trajectory, chapters contribute to ongoing conversations about developing legal strategies to reconnect communities to their own archives and to provide reparation and support. In some cases, policies or laws benefit some groups more than others, and so amending these regulations is intertwined with the ethics of repatriation and archival practices. Policies and laws form the basis for method, and when they become sustainably useful for anyone in a jurisdiction, they contribute to a stable sense of identity for the institutions and governing bodies who enforce them. This trajectory also includes chapters that demonstrate repatriation work funded by institutions or governments, and explores the intersection of these spheres of influence. For example, sometimes institutions rely on government funding to embark on their own repatriation work, or governmental departments might mandate that institutions open or close access to archives. Finally, the chapters in the “Ownership and Intellectual Property” trajectory explore personal connections to archival materials and the complex tasks involved in giving them back when ownership is disputed or unclear. More than enforcing a definition of “ownership” or of the Western notion of “intellectual property,” this trajectory demonstrates that power extends from subjects—and that a subjective voice can sometimes also extend from the archive. Audiovisual archives have the potential, when animated, to speak for themselves, articulating their own connections, boundaries, and belonging. This not only is inspirational in undertaking repatriation but also is a guiding ideology for future sustainable archival practices.

Pathway 4: Reclamation and Sustainability

This pathway introduces a host of developments regarding repatriation projects that stem from individuals and communities reasserting their rights to control archival materials. Reclamation can sometimes take the form of assigning equitable ownership, but it also seems to redefine the very concept of ownership in the Western sense of the term. Authors demonstrate how reclamation and sustainability in the digital world require less emphasis on the physical or tangible location of archives; rather, archival practices in this sense find equity in negotiating the rights over access and reproduction. This pathway demonstrates new conceptual space for archival return as more than simply “giving back,” and it situates repatriation in an interactive realm of use and representation.

In the “Pedagogy, Advocacy, and Agency” trajectory, authors introduce methodologies for repatriation as educators and as advocates for cultural heritage. This pathway contains new and poignant projects that boldly address “preservation” and explore what it means to construct and share “knowledge.” Returning specialized heritage archives to families and communities who have previously been excluded or alienated from the distribution of that heritage empowers subjects to perform and reshape archives and the traditions they preserve. Teaching can be a direct method of repatriation in this sense. Likewise, pedagogy is a modality of activism and sustainability itself, in that working with youth to reinforce traditions fosters an interest and reciprocity in interacting with archival materials. Advocacy and agency are intertwined with connecting subjects to heritage and encouraging ongoing, self-driven modes of preservation.

Chapters in the “Dialogue and Collaboration” trajectory involve co-authored works, or works that deal with multiple agencies working to find homes for collections. Most repatriation projects require collaboration, but the chapters in this trajectory demonstrate new ways to consider dialogical collaborations that challenge conventional frameworks of control over where archives are made relevant. Sonic heritage as a living tradition requires collaboration to stretch beyond legal and ethical negotiations, and this trajectory listens to the changing voice of archives and where they resonate. Extending from this idea, the “Re-Imagining Ongoing Pathways” trajectory includes chapters that build on new methodologies and expand on the imagination of the archive and of repatriation in the twenty-first century. Scholarship has come a long way toward equity and sustainability, and as archives continue to be made amid the proliferation of digital culture and global capital, these chapters offer important perspectives about working with community organizers, broadly imagining communities through dynamic and changing lenses, and creating ways to redefine heritage and help sustain traditions through their use and agency—without reducing their value into narrow assumptions about how they define presumed cultural subjects.

These pathways and their trajectories are the means by which the editors have related different facets of repatriation throughout this Handbook, and have organized these themes so that no one category represents repatriation more than any other. Much as the Table of Contents organizes all the chapters into one overall flow while they stand individually, each pathway may be read as its own grouping—as a “Table of Contexts” that draws certain chapters into proximity around a common set of themes. We encourage readers to explore these pathways in interactive ways, keeping them in mind while navigating through the Handbook, and crafting their own pathways as themes continue to emerge now and into the future of musical repatriation.
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Trajectory: Open Access, Commerce, and Censorship


Chapter 4 Beverley Diamond and Janice Tulk. “Rethinking Repatriation and Curation in Newfoundland: Archives, Angst, and Opportunity.”

Chapter 8 Anthony Seeger. “Archives, Repatriation, and the Challenges Ahead.”
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Chapter 19 Edward Herbst. “Bali 1928 Music Recordings and 1930s Films: Strategies for Cultural Repatriation.”

Chapter 22 Carolyn M. Ramzy. “Repatriating an Egyptian Modernity: Transcriptions and the Rise of Coptic Women’s Song Activism.”
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Chapter 34 Trevor Reed. “Reclaiming Ownership of the Indigenous Voice: The Hopi Music Repatriation Project.”

Chapter 36 Bret Woods. “Traditional Re-Appropriation: Modes of Access and Digitization in Irish Traditional Music.”
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Trajectory: Hegemony, Ideology, and Acknowledging Privilege
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Chapter 18 Craig Breaden and Laura Wagner. “Bringing Radio Haiti Home: The Digital Archive as Devoir de Mémoire.”

Chapter 28 Carla Shapreau. “Bells in the Cultural Soundscape: Nazi-Era Plunder, Repatriation, and Campanology.”

Chapter 30 Birgitta J. Johnson. “Mountain Highs, Valley Lows: Institutional Archiving of Gospel Music in the Twenty-First Century.”
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Note

1.The John Blacking Collection is housed at the University of Western Australia and at Queen’s University in Belfast, Ireland. Laura Boulton’s collections span the Columbia University Center for Ethnomusicology, which holds the Laura Boulton Collection of Traditional Music; the Harvard University Archive of World Music, where her liturgical music collection is found; the Archive of Folk Culture at the Library of Congress, which holds the wax cylinders, aluminum discs, and reel-to-reel tapes of Boulton’s field recordings of traditional vocal and instrumental music worldwide; the Smithsonian Institution Film Archives, containing the originals of her film footage from 1934 to 1979, including collaborative films with the National Film Board of Canada; Smithsonian Folkways, with the originals of recordings Boulton made for Folkways Records; Indiana University’s collection, “The Laura Boulton Collection of World Music and Musical Instruments” at the Mathers Museum of World Cultures; and the remaining recorded materials and correspondence held at the Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music. The Francis Densmore collection and the Jesse Walter Fewkes Collection are housed at the US Library of Congress. The Alan Lomax Collection is entrusted to the Association for Cultural Equity (ACE) at Hunter College in New York City. The Milman Perry Collection of Oral Literature is at the Harvard University Library. The Hugh Tracey Collection is housed at the International Library for African Music (ILAM) in Grahamstown, South Africa.
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Pathways toward Open Dialogues about Sonic Heritage

An Introduction to The Oxford Handbook of Musical Repatriation



Frank Gunderson and Bret Woods

Scope of the Handbook

The Oxford Handbook of Musical Repatriation comprises thirty-eight chapters from contributors working in regions all over the world.1 The Handbook highlights studies exploring sonic repatriation in its broadest sense in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. “Sonic” or “musical” repatriation refers primarily to the return of audiovisual archival materials to the communities from which they were initially recorded or collected. Repatriation is overtly guided by an ethical mandate to “return,” providing reconnection and Indigenous control and access to cultural materials—but as the chapters in this collection reveal, there are more dimensions to repatriation than can be described by simply “giving back” or returning archives to their “homelands.” It is our goal with this Handbook to provide a dynamic and densely layered collection of stories and critical questions for anyone engaged in archival work and repatriation projects—a body of thoughtful explorations that demonstrate through contemporary examples how negotiating ownership of and access to sonic heritage crosscuts issues involving (and challenges assumptions regarding) memory, identity, history, power, agency, research, scholarship, preservation, performance, distribution, legitimacy, commodification, curation, decoloniality, and sustainability.

Sylvia Nannyonga-Tamusuza and Andrew Weintraub have framed repatriation as “the process of returning cultural knowledge encoded in sound to the source or origin as well as presenting it in a format that is accessible to the communities to which it is returned” (2012, 207). In this Handbook, Tony Seeger defines repatriation as “the return of music to circulation in communities where it has been unavailable as a result of external power differences—often the result of colonialism, but also including differential access to wealth and technology, educational training, and other factors.” This involves returning to circulation musics that were taken under conditions of duress such as war, slavery, migration, marginalization, or poverty. Sometimes this includes placing field recordings, recordings of performances, and other research documents into the hands of informants, research collaborators, or their families and communities.

A host of scholars from various fields, including Richard Keeling (1984), Anthony Seeger (1986), Robert Lancefield (1993, 1998), Grace Koch (1995), Judith Gray (1996), Carol Muller (2002), Peter Toner (2003), Barre Toelken (1998), Don Niles (2004), Don Niles and Vincent Palie (2003), Linda Barwick (2004), Shubha Chaudhuri and Anthony Seeger (2004), Ray Edmondson (2004), Beverley Diamond (2007), Gage Averill (2009), John Vallier (2010), Noel Lobley (2011), Carolyn Landau and Janet Topp-Fargion (2012), Sylvia Nannyonga-Tamusuza and Andrew Weintraub (2012), Andrew Weintraub (2009), Aaron Fox (2013), Sally Treloyn and Andrea Emberly (2013), and Diane Thram (2014), among others, have demonstrated in recent years the importance of reconsidering archives as extensions of living traditions, challenging modernist assumptions of intellectual and cultural property and ownership. Their work sets a precedent for musical repatriation, while also problematizing the historically transactional nature of returning archives. In this Handbook, we hope to build on these interdisciplinary directions by providing a dynamic space for critical analysis of archives and musical repatriation.

Scholars who engage in archival research and repatriation projects participate in many activities relevant to this Handbook, including the following:


•Assessing to whom musics might be “returned,” especially in cases where the recorded musicians are deceased.

•Searching for and contacting recorded and archived musicians’ progeny.

•Documenting what happens to musics after they have been returned to their primary communities.

•Implementing housing and sustainability procedures for repatriated collections, bypassing “siloization” and inaccessibility.

•Facilitating and engaging intergenerational communities via exposure to returned traditions.

•Facilitating translocal and interregional repatriation.

•Investigating heritage ownership, provenance disputes, global/local intellectual property, and cultural property rights.

•Negotiating the return of collections having secret or guarded traditions, or having been recorded under false pretense.

•Digitizing analog archives and implementing progressive preservation policies.

•Enabling the evocation and revival of traditions due to exposure to returned collections.

•Finding ways through ethical dilemmas concerning repatriation, and challenging colonial frameworks of archival ownership and control.



It is our hope that readers engaged and interested in these and related activities can make direct use of the themes and ideas collected in this Handbook.

The scope of this book also aims to add nuance to the function of the “handbook” itself. In his lecture “Gains of the English Language,” the Dublin-born poet and Anglican archbishop Richard Chenevix Trench found the word “handbook” to be an “ugly and unnecessary word,” a word that had been “called back from its nine hundred years of oblivion” into the modern era (Trench 1905, 75). Despite his disapproval, this compound word imported via German scholarship has since become entrenched in our literate society as a veritable “how-to” sort of archival reference. In the vernacular, even beyond its vocational use, “handbook” tends to evoke its own authority as a definitional type of reference, a collection of generalizable facts about a topic. Even though most readers, academic or otherwise, can entertain a healthy, skeptical nuance when engaging facts and references, handbooks retain a certain presumed authority on a subject—especially for the many people in the world outside of the academy, people for whom handbooks may serve as official guides. This authoritative tone is an unfortunate one for scholarly references, especially for anyone hoping to articulate narratives about the voices and practices preserved in audiovisual archives, due to the complexity of meanings and subjects evoked through collecting or animating archives in varied spaces. It may seem self-evident that archives (and repatriation) intersect with multifaceted issues that cannot be adequately generalized in conventional or authoritative modes of writing. Still, we feel compelled to note that the chapters collected here to form a “handbook” of references about repatriation and archives should be given mindful attention, but they should not be considered as intending to articulate rigid definitions of “repatriation” in contemporary scholarship. Because of the complex, subjective potential of audiovisual materials, there is no standard form of archival repatriation; and for that reason, this “handbook” does not propose narrow conclusions, but broadly and dynamically problematizes the multitude of intersecting, interdisciplinary issues it engages. The primary way we support this multivalent approach is by setting aside any conventional structuring of the Handbook into definite sections. Rather, we provide readers with a set of dynamic pathways they might explore through the lenses of several themes relevant to contemporary repatriation and archival scholarship.

The Archive, Repatriation, and Cultural Heritage

Much like Trench’s own fascination with the life, worth, and usage of words such as “handbook,” “fatherland,” “mother-tongue,” and “folk-lore” (Trench 1905, 75)—words, incidentally, that also resonate strongly within the ideology in which archival research and preservation were born—there is a deeply rooted sense of enchantment connected to audiovisual archives. Since the advent of mechanical recording technology at the end of the nineteenth century, the preserving (and correlated fetishizing) of ephemeral cultural expressions—historically generalized as “folklore,” more recently referred to as intangible cultural heritage—has been a widespread preoccupation. As a result of the distribution of resources and technologies at the turn of the last century, this preoccupation has been largely a Western one. More than serving simply as static and tangible references, however, audiovisual archives in many collections have served a direct role of representation—the “lore” of “folks,” the heritage of others, the evidence of cultural research. Tangible archives of intangible heritage have served as a source of social, cultural, and in some cases financial capital for as long as collections have been imagined as such. Technologies and methodologies for preservation have changed drastically over the course of the last century, but the sense of fascination with archival materials has not diminished.

Moreover, as preservation and access technologies have improved, the broad fascination with audiovisual archives has grown, as has the need to problematize further their life, worth, and usage. This has been the general impetus for negotiating where archives “belong,” and doing the work of returning them there—and this lasting and complex concern is the overarching topic of the chapters in this Handbook. But the characteristic quality of audiovisual archives is that, like words, in their static and preserved existence they are in a quantum state. They must be evoked, animated, brought into meaningful use in order to become fully realized. That they have such widespread use and potential reveals a far more complicated task for repatriation than simply returning collections to their sites of excavation. “The basic tool for the manipulation of reality is the manipulation of words. If you can control the meaning of words, you can control the people who must use the words” (Dick 1995 [1978]). In much the same way, control over the subjective use and animation of the heritage preserved within archives has an enduring influence on the subjects who use them as well as on those who are represented within them. Just as with using words, locating, engaging, and returning audiovisual archives has broad, intersecting social implications.

Archives are used not only in specialized research but also in numerous communities as an actualization of cultural practice and remembrance. Like other forms of memory, audiovisual recordings found in archives have played important roles in community self-determination, the preservation of cultural heritage, and both the revival of older traditions and the creation of new ones. The powerful presence and voice with which archives speak can in some cases precipitate the social and cultural value they possess, and this is why articulating who has the rights or control over archival materials is of such lasting social importance. This is especially relevant where the commodification of audiovisual archives is concerned; commercialized recordings can be consumed as decontextualized curiosities and provide revenue to archival institutions. As technologies have shifted digitally in the twenty-first century, questions of user rights and access as they facilitate repatriation—or render it moot—are important to contemplate. Past discussions of heritage have led to our current, bifurcated designation between “tangible” and “intangible” cultural materials, a binary similar to the Cartesian representation of orality and literacy in much twentieth-century scholarship.2 Just as orality and literacy are not static polarities, but rather a spectrum of expression, it is useful to place tangible and intangible heritage on a continuum that respects how the two modes of heritage intersect. Tangible heritage conventionally includes physical collections such as instruments, sculpture, bones, and other cultural artifacts, while intangible heritage is relegated to expressions typically ephemeral in nature, such as stories, songs, dance, and oral histories. Much as we find utility in blurring the boundaries between oral and literate culture, we should notice that the value and potential of heritage is evoked through both the physical and metaphysical aspects of audiovisual archival materials.

Archives, however, also can engender a false sense of cultural reality for numerous subjects. In a way, archives do comprise evidence of a displaced heritage—typically following the nineteenth- and twentieth-century modernist practices of preserving traditions that have fallen (or are falling) victim to assimilation, or are at risk of being forgotten in the wake of technological and social change. The one-dimensional (though not necessarily simple) story arc that often emerges from the archive is that, if not for colonization in the first place, these traditions would have continued “undisturbed,” within their “natural” and local, Indigenous cultural spaces. Thus, any people forced into a present-day, postcolonial social relationship should ensure that they extend the privilege of preservation to disenfranchised or endangered Indigenous communities—or, to use the terminology of the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), that they work to “safeguard intangible cultural heritage without freezing,” a slightly paradoxical way to demonstrate an institutional archival authority’s responsibility to encourage a preserved traditional practice to operate actively within an Indigenous population (UNESCO n.d.). But what are the institutional or broadly global capital goals of this directive? Who decides the prospects of endangered cultural practices, and how are they imagined to be safeguarded? Here the role of archives and the subjective heritages they preserve should be carefully thought through.

A more dynamic version of this story often falls in the multifaceted camp of repatriation, where responsibilities over these archives and how to “give them back” depend on the situation, and depend on arguing equitable concepts of ownership and control. But the brutal ambiguity of colonization that Marx (ineloquently) contemplated3 is relevant here in that heritage archives are the valued results of colonial modes of global capital. Disregarding the Eurocentric, romanticized stories of differences and expectations between colonizer and the colonized, we are still left with media—and interacting with it challenges any supposedly universal reality of what heritage is, who it “belongs” to, and how it is dynamically imagined from subject to subject. Intermingled with the uses of heritage in archives we find many lingering assumptions about the locality of culture and meanings of diversity.

To understand repatriation as an academic pursuit, one cannot disregard the “collection” obsession allied with music research that began perhaps as far back as the late eighteenth century, but was enlivened as a scientific pursuit with the advent of recording technology, continuing well into the twentieth century. An exemplar of such expedition-style collection is found in the work of Jesse Walter Fewkes, a zoologist-turned-ethnologist who was one of the first field researchers to employ the wax cylinder recorder in his work among Indigenous peoples of North America, among them the Passamaquoddy, the Zuni, and the Hopi. In a telling letter dated March 20, 1890, and addressed to fellow scholar A. C. Haddon, Fewkes articulated his preference, method, and predictions for using the phonograph:


I have myself done something in the study of our North American Indian folklore, and will be able in a short time to send you a paper on the use of the phonograph in this study. I have made researches on the legends songs etc of the Passamaquoddy Indians the survivors of those who once inhabited New England. I have been able to get them to talk and sing into the instrument in their native language, and to tell their stories on those magic cylinders of wax where they are indelibly fixed forever. I think I am the first to use this instrument for this purpose and it seems to me to offer most wonderful possibilities in this line of research. In a lecture which I gave on this subject I was able to repeat their songs so that they were perfectly audible in a large audience room. The phonograph will I think give a more scientific turn to the study of Folk Lore for it will give an exact record of the stories exactly as the Indians tell them with their exact pronunciation.

(Fewkes, quoted in Clayton 1996)



Of course, Fewkes and his contemporaries studied culture preserved on recordings and removed from its context as a method of objective research. Fewkes contributed numerous recordings to archives now mostly housed in the Smithsonian, with which a number of other scholars have conducted research and authored academic papers. Following the collection of recordings by colonial expeditions throughout the world, sound archives became places to deposit, study, compare, and represent heritage as learned expertise. Unfortunately, Indigenous community access to such recordings throughout the twentieth century was essentially impossible, as technology was limited and materials were often housed in archives at elite institutions in locations far from the communities from which they were taken. Wax cylinders could not adequately be copied, and by the time later twentieth-century technologies offered easier, more reproducible recordings, there was not necessarily an immediate impetus to convert wax cylinders to another medium unless a direct research need demanded it. Furthermore, copying analog recordings in those days was laborious, costly, and often untenable, in most cases resulting in poor transfers with low signal-to-noise ratios. In many early twentieth-century cases, making recordings available to Indigenous communities was simply not considered. Apart from the technological limitations and costs of reproduction,4 scholars whose expeditions collecting music and other cultural performances resulted in voluminous archives had no ideological incentive to provide Western technology or resources to Indigenous communities. Treating isolated communities and their cultural practices as “primitive” and “natural” meshed with a scholarly penchant toward imagined objectivity and noninterference that obscured the agency of Indigenous peoples, marginalizing their stake in control over the archives that their own collaboration had made possible.

Toward the latter part of the twentieth century, new, more equitable approaches for making, documenting, and archiving recordings, as well as the importance of getting approvals from the people researchers record, have become of primary importance. Archivists, scholars, and community advocates have worked to increase access to recordings, and their efforts have inspired a heightened interest in cultural heritage. Interest in archival sound recordings from cultural heritage communities, the principled responsibility of sound archives to encourage access to their collections, and the increasing technological capabilities of archives all have led to dramatic changes in archival policies. With the advent of digital sound technologies, the potential of sound archives expanded in unprecedented directions; with increased access to recordings and a heightened interest in more public consumption of cultural heritage, digital technology provided virtually unhindered platforms for reproduction and distribution. Though digital technologies did not single-handedly inspire new archival methods, in a real sense, digital technologies have completely revolutionized the way archives exist, and where they belong.

The first digital recordings on compact discs (CDs) were introduced to the market in 1982, topping record sales by 1988 (Ritchie 2012, 9). The digital era inspires new questions regarding traditional notions of preservation and the use of archives. Digital technologies and the Internet have played a role in fostering awareness about archives in local communities; not only do people know they can access archived recording traditions, they now clearly expect to access them. Multiple copies of recordings can be now made with zero loss of fidelity. Musical repatriation has been conceived more broadly of late, envisioning the archive as more than an object of return; in addition to the return of sound recordings, musical repatriation is an act that can involve offering access to heritage through music education, musical instruments, texts, films, and digitized materials via the Internet. Moreover, repatriation has come to include the practice of sharing knowledge and insights imagined throughout the course of ethnographic fieldwork. This also includes granting access to the materials that field research inspires, such as literature, film, and recordings, and the shared experiences, resources, and connections made by students, scholars, teachers, and musicians.

Perspectives in Musical Repatriation and Praxis

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the English word “repatriation” goes back to an early seventeenth-century usage applied to living bodies. The word itself is derived from the Latin verb repatriare—literally, “back to one’s fatherland”—which throughout the nineteenth century became subsumed in the wake of nationalism to mean “returned to one’s own country.” Contemporary political constructions of shared national identity are increasingly complex, even while still clinging to the ideological assumptions of nationalism as belonging to “one people.” For example, the meaning implied by Donald Trump during his campaign for the US presidency—to “repatriate” illegal migrant workers back to their countries of origin (Gross 2015)—is consonant with the original use of the term as applied to “bodies,” and with the common use of “repatriation” in long-established discourses about immigrants, refugees, and displaced people. This sense of the word is couched in the same rhetoric that legitimizes repatriation of property and personhood, but it is not within this Handbook’s scope of “repatriation.”5

Since the 1970s in particular, repatriation has come to refer to ongoing efforts by museums, in collaboration with tribal leaders6 and Indigenous activist groups, to return and rebury human remains within home communities according to customary practice. These activities apply to cultural artifacts as well (Brown 1998). They have taken on more urgency in recent decades, especially with the passing of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) of 1990, to the point where offices of repatriation have been opened in some major museums in order to deal with these requests and initiate such projects.7 Audiovisual archives entail different kinds of complexity than more static artifacts, in that they are records of living traditions, actual subjects’ voices and practices that can be heard, seen, and experienced. Still, the urgent need to return certain tangible heritage to its sources has also applied to musical repatriation.

Audiovisual archives, though in many circles still considered “a dark place where one sends things that are no longer needed” (Seeger 2001, 41), have played a significant role in the emergence of ethnomusicology as an intellectual endeavor, in the formation of theory and methodology in the field, and in the continued development of the field as repatriation and fieldwork are practiced and reimagined. In the later part of the twentieth century, archivists working with audiovisual materials began initiating projects whereby the return of collections became politically, ethically, even morally imperative (Keeling 1984; Lancefield 1993; Koch 1995; Gray 1996). As discussed by Averill in this Handbook, the responsibility to repatriate music is qualitatively different from that to return human remains or cultural artifacts, because rarely are the original media or digitized copies of tapes, discs, or videotapes considered essential to community or national identity in and of themselves. Thus, a consensus is often reached that originals should be safely stored in climate-controlled facilities and with redundant backup storage, as long as access to the content can be adequately controlled and maintained based on the wishes of the communities involved. It is important to note, however, that among certain audiovisual archivists, even in the digital era the distinctive gap between “copy” and “original” carries over into their preferred usage of the term “repatriation” itself, whereby only originals are considered “repatriated,” and copies are “redistributed.”8

The assumptions about how and why repatriation is needed in many cases is slow to escape the same modernist and Eurocentric notions of where people and their cultural “body” of expressions belong. Scholars do well to think critically in negotiating this space as they engage and curate archives. It is useful, for example, to contemplate and question the motivations behind contemporary archival practices and repatriation. Particularly with sound and audiovisual archives, heritage exists in the form of living traditions, not as static “bodies” that require transport, collection, and curation. The development of a recent language archive called Wikitongues9 provides an example of how changes in archival practices renegotiate public and private senses of space, and might eventually challenge the need for any localized control over collections. The motivation behind Wikitongues’ mission almost directly mirrors UNESCO’s goals of safeguarding heritage. Wikitongues’ core agenda, as noted on its website, states: “In the next eighty years, 3,000 languages are expected to disappear. We won’t let that happen” (n.d.). The method the site advertises for the organization’s preservation of language (and thus culture) follows the same very modern notions of diversity. “Humanity is at stake. As a result of climate change, globalization, and humanitarian crises, half the world’s cultures are expected to disappear in eighty years” (UNESCO n.d.). Like UNESCO’s mandate, Wikitongues’ own goals to provide an archival cultural exchange that represents the diversity of subjects in our world—the very measure of what “humanity” is thought to be—involve extensive archival practices intended to create a public space of interaction where diversity can be localized and consumed, and thus reified and shared. The inspiring and charitable nature of Wikitongues’ work notwithstanding, it is precisely this penchant for direct activism that deserves critical thought regarding repatriation and archival practices. How does the growth and practice of the Wikitongues archive resist the nature of language loss and cultural homogeneity? Does the creation of a Creative Commons public media space, which depends on and perpetuates global capital, in any way undermine the goals and mandates of the organization? Does the consumption of endangered language and culture (intangible cultural heritage) contribute to its specialized status or does this constitute a trivialization (or a perpetuated exoticization) of non-Western languages (and by extension, the people who speak them)?

Scholars with access to communities and their cultural expressions (typically those not represented in mainstream media) might be able directly to benefit people through repatriation projects, but the ease with which some people have access to archival technologies as compared to others facilitates a strong pull toward continuing to create and manage archives from the “outside in,” often out of the antiquated need to “preserve” marginalized cultural expressions (unfortunately while embodying forces that contributed to their marginalization in the first place). Creating, curating, and repatriating archives are acts that do not simply provide ways to preserve culture and address social change; we must keep in mind that it was the creation of archives under the mantle of preservation, coupled with the imagined and actual kinds of difference and distance between researcher and subject, that led to the need, broadly speaking, for repatriation projects. Repatriation should not be imagined, monolithically, as the instantly corrective path for archives past, present, or future.

The restorative assumptions embedded within repatriation persist, however, and reconnecting to archives evokes a deep sense of cultural importance for many people involved. There was a cultural imagination already at work by the time Bob Dylan’s iconic album coined the evocative phrase, “Bringing It All Back Home.”10 The tropes of “home” and “belonging” reveal the lasting nineteenth-century presuppositions that categorically delineate cultural subjects into distinct, generalizable groups presumably connected to definable locales. When subjects who have been displaced from a previously established homeland can return to or otherwise reestablish a systemically recognized place to which they definitively “belong,” there is often room for communal healing, restoration, and growth. Romanticized notions of diversity should be considered critically, however. How long does it take to establish a sense of homeland? What concept of home is at work? Can subjects have multiple homes? Who guides various publics in their decisions regarding belonging? Do subjects need to remain where they “belong” in order to embody a distinctive identity? The proliferation of subjects and expressions in the digital world encourages us to consider a shift in perspectives regarding home and belonging, and regarding the role of archives in articulating distinctive identities. Since the birth of HTML and the web, the public imagination has become increasingly mediated through archival modes of interaction that thrive on shared access and reproducibility. This has, in many instances, prompted institutions to redefine their specialized statuses and broaden their accessibility in order to legitimize continued public interest.

Especially since, as Carolyn Landau and Janet Topp Fargion have told us, “We’re all archivists now,” thinking about the agency and resources that grant access to archival materials must be a goal in scholarship (2012). We depend on the archive, but treating the archive less as a dominant reference and more as a living and changing subject can help us rethink how and why archives take shape. Incorporating technologies that mediate everyday life changes general notions of how to listen and interact with others in varied communities. For example, another recent archive with an open approach is StoryCorps.11 Like Wikitongues, the archive is user-driven and is a collection of consumable stories that brings other users to the site out of an interest in listening. Their goals, however, are somewhat different. StoryCorps seems not to be interested in preserving a record of generic subjects, but rather in focusing on the diversity of stories that subjects tell. “StoryCorps’ mission is to preserve and share humanity’s stories in order to build connections between people and create a more just and compassionate world” (n.d.). They go on to point out that their goal is “to remind one another of our shared humanity, to strengthen and build the connections between people, to teach the value of listening, and to weave into the fabric of our culture the understanding that everyone’s story matters” (StoryCorps n.d.). The subjects of the archive contribute their voices under a broad assumption that all voices are different but that fixating on or consuming those differences is not the goal. They work not toward “recovery” or “preservation” out of a sense of loss, but rather envision their archive as a resource that supports continued connection and exploration.

Creating and interacting with archives is no longer a specialized activity; digital technology has significantly transformed our cultural sense of what constitutes and legitimizes heritage and the archive. Perhaps these transformations can help us challenge and explore assumptions about diversity and the impetus to preserve rarified traditions under the established Western and scholarly imaginations through and beyond the archive. Digital technologies have become incorporated into the global public conversation, and they offer an alternative model for how audiovisual recordings mediate dynamic expressions. Even when working with people and communities who do not have ready access to the Internet, it is important to rethink and reframe the goals and the very nature of archival preservation and repatriation.

Notes

1.Though geography is not an organizational rubric in this Handbook, its chapters represent a wide range of geographical areas. These include North America (12), South America (3), the Caribbean (2), Africa south of the Sahara (6), North Africa and the Middle East (2), Greater Europe (5), Australia and the Pacific Islands (6), and Asia (3).

2.See Ong (1982).

3.See Avineri (1968) and Jean (1991).

4.Around 1925, the general transition into electric sound reproduction opened new, more sustainable possibilities for recording and playback. Earlier acoustic recordings were made on wax cylinders of differing sizes and shapes, with deviations that made consistent recording, playback, and plausible duplications impossible. Later in the 1940s, magnetic tape virtually transformed (even deconstructed) the notion of reproducibility, making copies and sampled segments not only widely possible but also relatively easy and broadly accessible.

5.As well as being widely used to refer to the return of people to their countries of origin, “repatriation” in another sense has long been used to denote the return of funds to a corporation’s home country; both of these usages are outside the scope of the term’s use in this Handbook. See also Sean Williams, “Trump’s Corporate Tax Repatriation Plan May Have a Fatal Flaw,” Motley Fool, December 24, 2016, accessed March 16, 2017, https://www.fool.com/retirement/2016/12/24/trumps-corporate-tax-repatriation-plan-may-have-a.aspx.

6.Although still in use in the United States, the English term “tribe” has come into disfavor elsewhere in the world because of its association with oftentimes dubious, forced, and inaccurate ethnic boundary demarcations practiced by former colonial powers over subjugated territories.

7.Of particular note here are the Office of Repatriation at the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC, and the Office of Repatriation at the Field Museum (formerly, Field Museum of Natural History) in Chicago.

8.Personal communication between Frank Gunderson and Judith Gray, September 27, 2013. Library of Congress, Washington, DC. See also Sakata, Sercombe, and Vallier, this Handbook.

9.Wikitongues is a Brooklyn-based nonprofit organization creating a growing, user-driven archive that collects recordings of individuals from around the world speaking their individual dialects of languages to a camera, complete with notes about idioms and oral histories that accompany examples of language. Most of the archive is hosted on YouTube. The site is largely Anglocentric in its translated framework. This makes sense as it was founded in New York, but it is still surprising considering the scope of the whole organization (indeed, it is interesting that there is currently no option to use the site in different languages). Still, the archive, which started in 2014, is now host to videos of thousands of individual language speakers.

10.A staggering number of academic papers, books, presentations, and films have used “bringing it all back home,” “taking it all home,” or similar phrases, especially in the last few decades as communications and media have shifted to digital ones.

11.StoryCorps (storycorps.org) began in October 2003 with a recording booth installed in Grand Central Terminal in New York City, in which anyone could visit and record a story. Since then their archives have expanded and have a strong presence on the Internet, with means of access including a phone app that you can download and use to upload a story to their archive. Stories can be uploaded in any language (though their site is only in English), and uploaded with tags and metadata under several different permissions.
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Chapter 1


Musical Traces’ Retraceable Paths

The Repatriation of Recorded Sound



Robert C. Lancefield

It is a pleasure to see this text from late in the last century resurface in such excellent company. It first appeared in 1998 in the Journal of Folklore Research, in a thematic issue derived from a series of sessions at the 1996 conference of the American Folklore Society. Under the rubric “International Rites: Heritage, Property, Policy,” those sessions included one titled “Who Owns the Lore?”—the question my article (now, chapter) below takes as its leaving-off point.

The article built in part on a small, rich lode of insightful writing by scholars who include several contributors to this Handbook. With work on musical repatriation and intersecting topics having evolved in deeply relevant ways over the two decades since it was first published, it seemed useful for the essay to appear here as a scene-setting backdrop: a 1990s snapshot of some ways of thinking about the repatriation of recorded sound. I stand by its emphasis on how important it is for people who create or collect documents of cultural practice, and those who care for such collections, to conceive of stewardship in the most inclusive ways. This can be especially true when researchers or institutions transport collections into repositories far removed in some way (geographic, social, economic . . . ) from the communities in which they made those mediated traces of cultural practice. I am grateful to Indiana University Press for permission to reprint this article from the Journal of Folklore Research,* and to Frank Gunderson and Bret Woods for the invitation to have it join this Handbook’s conversation—a new conversation, but also the latest moment in a long discussion that began more than forty years ago and will, I hope, continue.

—Robert C. Lancefield, 2018

Who “owns” traces of the lore? Taken on so general a level, this variant of one of the organizing themes of this special issue has no answer, or innumerable answers. Any well-grounded reply to such a question must be sensitive to the specific contexts of a particular case, and thus any sweepingly inclusive statement about the ownership and appropriation of documents of cultural practice could be only deceptively simple. But despite the impossibility of ever putting such unanswerable queries to rest, these questions are vital because of the endless discussions they provoke. These conversations foreground crucial issues worthy of constant reflection. With the aim of contributing to one such stream of open-ended dialogue, this article examines a cluster of practices and programs centered on the transcultural movement of traces of “humanly organized sound” (Blacking 1973, 3)—the repatriation of recorded sound from ethnomusicological archives.1

In the past two decades many archives have returned copies of field recordings to people in the communities whose music they document. This can raise difficult ethical questions. Some are similar to those central to the repatriation of objects from museums, while others arise because recordings are replicable replicas of intangible and fleeting sounds. Often of central concern are histories of ethnographic collection and other interactions between members of predominantly “collecting” and “collected” cultures; changing conceptions of archives’ social roles, responsibilities, and opportunities; and contending ideas of individual and group ownership of music. For example, a common question about recordings of now-deceased musicians is, “To whom should copies of this tape actually be ‘returned’?” The dynamic heterogeneity of most communities can render this pragmatic problem exquisitely complex. As ever, context is everything. And, as ever, nothing—especially nothing intercultural—is simple.

In this article the term “repatriation” and the shorthand word “return” refer to any conveyance of copies of sound recordings made and deposited as scholarly documents from archives to people who feel that the sound is part of their heritage.2 The reference to “copies” may elicit a common question about the repatriation of sounds, especially if framed subconsciously in the broader discourse on the return of objects: “What about demands for the return of original, on-location field recordings?” In scattered cases concerning ceremonial music from Native American peoples, community members have indeed requested all extant master and copy recordings of certain collections. These requests can be driven by fears of inappropriate access to highly restricted songs (in some instances recorded without informed consent) and can serve as concrete gestures of opposition to the dominant US society’s appropriation of many aspects of Native American culture. But references in the literature to this kind of request are surprisingly few. Community members more often seem content to have copies in formats more user-friendly than phonograph cylinders or fragile, half-century-old acetate tapes. So even after repatriating collections, archives usually continue to care for the original master recordings, sometimes protected by access restrictions more finely tuned than they were before institutional dialogue with the copies’ recipients.

The idea of repatriation “to people,” not necessarily to geographic place, marks the importance of connections between individuals as well as institutions, and acknowledges many communities’ heterogeneity and translocality. Some communities’ spatial discontinuities are partnered with discontinuities of oral transmission, which can render archival collections all the more important for creative reinventions of group identity. Arjun Appadurai has stated in a different context:


As group pasts become increasingly parts of museums, exhibits, and collections, both in national and transnational spectacles, culture becomes less what Pierre Bourdieu would have called a habitus (a tacit realm of reproducible practices and dispositions) and more an arena for conscious choice, justification, and representation, the latter often to multiple and spatially dislocated audiences.

(Appadurai 1996, 44; see also Bourdieu 1977)



Archival holdings can be helpful to members of such translocal—in some cases, forcibly translocated—communities. These recorded traces of a communal past can be invaluable to people struggling to craft their own self-reinvention in new locations. But repatriated sound can be equally important as an affirmative marker of continuity. This was true for some Native American recipients of tapes from the American Folklife Center’s Federal Cylinder Project. In Judith Gray’s words:


Many anticipate that the recordings will help them reclaim something that has been lost. Occasionally this is the case. More often those who are knowledgeable in the traditions of their communities find it possible to sing along with the recordings, and thus receive verification that, despite all the acculturation pressures over the years, the traditions, the songs, have survived. And this is a source of considerable pride.

(Gray 1991, 34)



Often archival recordings are significant in diverse ways, although potential recipients do not always value or desire these traces of their community’s musical past (Seeger 1997).

The reference to recordings made “as scholarly documents” may evoke the distinct histories of some folklore and some ethnomusicological collections, despite the overlap of the present-day disciplines of folklore studies and ethnomusicology. With notable exceptions on both sides of this hazy disciplinary divide, perhaps a few more early folklore recordists than (proto-) ethnomusicologists would have answered the question “Who are we collecting for?” with, in part, “The People,” not only a pure “Science.” But no mode of twentieth-century scholarly field recording has been entirely free of appropriative ideas of salvaging, for outside perusal, traces of putatively dying cultural practices—or, on the other hand, free of individual recordists who placed at the center of their mission the yet-unborn descendants of the people whose voices they documented. Thus, repatriation can constitute a realization of concerned collectors’ hopes; or some small, distinctly limited redress for certain acts of cultural appropriation enabled by colonial power; or both. This multiplicity of possible readings is true of many of the intercultural processes addressed in this group of “International Rites” studies. As Margaret Mills noted in her response to the conference panel at which an earlier version of this article was read, a discourse of an ostensibly “transcommunal Science” has long enabled the appropriative displacement of documents of “allegedly nonproprietary knowledge” such as traditional music. Mills then observed that despite these origins, certain acts of displacement have proven in the long run to be “enabling” to local communities as well.3 (Neither I nor Mills, I believe, would argue that this affords any retroactive alibi for past appropriations, but simply that it refigures in important ways our present understandings of their varied outcomes.) In the case of repatriated sound, this type of positive fallout can span a vast continuum of relationships between field recordings’ histories and their present-day effects. At times it can constitute a completely unintended and unforeseen turnabout of a researcher’s unconcerned appropriation of the creations of supposedly “vanishing peoples”; at others, it can finally requite a recordist’s fervent desire to be of some (nonpaternalistic) service to people she or he worked among, respected, and came to know.4

Any mention of repatriation invokes complexly interwoven histories of collecting and return. Because many ethnomusicological collections of sounds and anthropological collections of objects share an appropriative provenance, archives and museums inhabit at times commensurate—though seldom equally conspicuous—locations in present-day landscapes of cultural politics. Many collections of both kinds were deposited as cultural specimens alienated from their sources for the use of outside researchers, and many such institutions now are engaged in processes of return. Discussions of repatriation from museums have had more press, in part because some have been deeply contentious. This potential for conflict is easily understood. If a unique object is given back, it no longer can be in the museum that once held it. Unlike collected objects, field recordings in a tangible sense are mere carriers for traces of past events. Considered strictly as material things, original recordings seldom were actually owned by the music-makers they document, and few people aside from archivists tend to value these things as objects. Rather, their cultural value inheres in (or is constructed from) the replicable sounds they carry. This renders irrelevant some issues, but raises others. For instance, the very replicability that allows a recording both to be kept in an archive and to be returned can raise sometimes well-founded fears of uncontrolled copying upon its reentry into a community.

The weight of history and the intensity of present-day discussions link the repatriation of recorded sound to diverse scholarly writings. Before proceeding further, a brief sketch of a few important streams of allied work will give a sense of this study’s discursive bearings. Anthony Seeger has written lucidly on issues central to the intercultural flow of recordings. His thinking informs this article in many ways, most directly as set forth in “The Role of Sound Archives in Ethnomusicology Today” (Seeger 1986; see also 1991a and 1996, 89). As for case studies, the best-documented programs are those of the American Folklife Center and of the Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies.5 Germane to this article’s emphasis on repatriation as a global process are accounts of the systematic efforts of the Institute of Papua New Guinea Studies to acquire, from distant repositories in many nations, copies of early recordings of Papua New Guinea music (e.g., Niles 1992). Essential writings not primarily concerned with recordings include Messenger’s (1989) and Greenfield’s (1996) books on displaced objects and cultural property issues; Clifford’s (1988) and Appadurai’s (1996) rethinkings of mediated cultural flows; and two Smithsonian Institution Press compilations of essays on museum collection and exhibition (Karp and Lavine 1991; Karp, Kreamer, and Lavine 1992).6 The literatures these writings represent provide much of the background to the following interpretation of questionnaire findings.

In the fall of 1992 I sent a questionnaire to eighty-one sound archives. Twenty-eight of these archives were located in the United States and fifty-three were in twenty-eight other countries (see the appendix to this article for more quantitative detail than is provided below).7 These were known primarily as archives of ethnomusicology, folklore, and oral history. These categories blur in regard to many archives’ institutional identities, and become even hazier in regard to their collections. While a numerical breakdown would be misleading, this order broadly represents the sample’s weighting. Forty-six archives from eighteen countries replied—twenty from the United States and most of the rest from Europe. This distribution maps rather well the historical geography of technologically mediated culture-collecting, reflecting its dominant trajectory toward North America and Europe. These continents’ predominance in the sample may be due as well to factors including archivists’ English-language competency (the questionnaire was monolingual), my access to contact-person and address information, and comparative levels of understaffing. (Though many such institutions throughout the world struggle with overwork and inadequate funding, these constraints may have been less of a limiting factor for some archives in richer countries.) Thirty-eight respondents met the basic requirements for inclusion in the study by (1) stating that their collections included noncommercial recordings, (2) completing the questionnaire as requested, and (3) following its usage of the term “repatriation.” (It should be emphasized that this usage includes the return of recorded sound in the form of copies, not only the quite rare physical return of original tapes.)

Three-fourths of these thirty-eight respondents said that, before depositing their recordings, some collectors had left copies with the people they had recorded. In recent decades this has become increasingly common practice as one aspect of a more generally reciprocal, late-twentieth-century conception of field research relationships (cf. Seeger 1987, 23; 1996). The recipients of such copies can range from individual performers to national archives of countries where research recordings are made. This latter mode of comparatively “local” institutional deposit is now required as a matter of course under the terms of a growing number of research permits, grants, and visas.

About two-thirds of the thirty-eight archives were currently involved in repatriation or in discussions preparatory to it, and seventy-one percent already had returned some recordings. The rest of this interpretive summary is based on this last group, which comprised twenty-seven respondents. Over eighty percent of the twenty-seven had returned recordings of music; about half, of folklore; and one-third, of other cultural sound, including oral history and linguistic recordings. Most of the recordings were noncommercial. The first years of repatriation ranged from 1952 to 1992, with a mean and median in the mid-1970s—a time when many institutions and communities began to negotiate major shifts in their relationships (cf. Karp and Lavine 1991; Karp, Kreamer, and Lavine 1992). Percentages of holdings returned, in terms of collections or tapes, reflected the archives’ huge variance in size, funding, sponsorship, and types of holdings. These percentages ranged from well below one percent to seventy-five percent or more, with medians of five to eight percent. The number of communities to which institutions had repatriated ranged from one to hundreds. Notable here are the respondents’ disjunct readings of “community,” which varied from a count of families to a Canadian archive’s “precisely one”—“the francophones.” This comment, and the implicit invocations of regional politics of identity evident in replies from national archives in several other countries, serves as a useful reminder of just how contingent concepts of “repatriation” and “community” are, and thus how culturally situated this study’s analytical vantage point is.

Over half of the archives had repatriated within their state or province. About three-quarters had returned recordings to other parts of their countries, and a bit under half to other countries located—in aggregate—on five continents. Although many people in the United States hear about repatriation chiefly of Native American recordings, it’s a thoroughly global phenomenon. This is more conspicuous in the domain of objects than in that of recorded sound. One recent example (among many) is the journalistic visibility of the return of certain Cambodian sculptures from their possessors in Britain, the United States, and Thailand.8 In recent decades human-made objects removed from a huge number of countries, many of them in Asia, Africa, and South and Central America, have wended their way homeward—or at least have been requested or demanded by the cultural descendants of their former owners. The scope of these transnational processes can be seen in a list—almost an alphabet—of the locations of some successful claimants: Algeria, Burma, Ecuador, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Greece, Guatemala, Honduras, Iceland, India, Indonesia, Iraq, Kenya, Laos, Mexico, New Zealand, Nigeria, Panama, Papua New Guinea, Peru, the Solomon Islands, Syria, Turkey, Uganda, Vanuatu, Yemen, Zaïre, and Zimbabwe (Greenfield 1996, 261–266). Much of this highly visible—though markedly intermittent and contested—repatriative flow of objects departs from the historical centers of gravity of colonial, neocolonial, and postcolonial acquisition and returns to sites closer to the people (communities, cultures, nations) from whom collectors from afar once expropriated these things. Recorded sound also retraces originally appropriative paths not just within, but across the boundaries and borders of continents and political states—paths these sounds first traveled as specimens in years past, and along which they return as much more than specimens in the twentieth century’s later decades (cf. Niles 1992).

Regrettably, in many cases conspicuous acts of well-justified repatriation of objects are dwarfed by the number of seemingly grounded claims for return that have as yet gone unheeded and by the countervailing smuggling of culturally foundational objects out of their originating countries.9 This reciprocally unbalanced flow of objects seems analogous in some ways to the accelerating appropriation of “traditional” musics by media producers in more capitalized countries (cf. Feld 1994, 1996). One discrepant aspect of the shared global extent of the return of objects and of sounds illustrates a more general disjuncture between these modes of repatriation. While recorded sounds are sometimes repatriated to people no longer residing physically in the community where the recordings were made, this seems (impressionistically) not so often true of the repatriation of tangible things. Just as sounds are not wedded to a single physical carrier, their return seems less bound to a particular geographic place. This tractability to translocal return is enabled indirectly by the ability of replicable recordings to exist in multiple places at the same time, counterposed to the inevitable unilocality of unique objects. As noted above, the inability of replicas of objects to embody the full depth of their cultural meaning can be central to contentious discussions about their return. Consequently, the often conflictual nature of these discussions may render the connective aura of an object’s original location indispensable to arguments for its repatriation.

More than two-thirds of the twenty-seven archives had taken part in community-initiated processes. Just over half had participated in those spurred by depositors or by the repository itself. A slight majority said that some researchers had been directly involved. Close to half reported some indirect involvement on the part of recordists, and about a quarter reported no such involvement, sometimes because the depositors had died. Community members had visited over eighty percent of the archives. As discussed below in regard to a group of visitors from the Navajo Reservation to the Wesleyan University World Music Archives, such visits can provide exceptionally rich experiences for all present.

Over eighty percent of the twenty-seven archives had returned recordings to individuals. Close to ninety percent had repatriated to institutions. Sixty percent had worked in this way with local archives. Lesser numbers had done so with organizations such as libraries, community centers, and schools. Two-thirds had learned new things about their collections from recipients, illustrating how these processes—often thought of as a simple return of what once was taken—can be more than just unidirectional acts of giving back. Although at times repatriation is exactly that sort of one-shot compensatory gesture, at other times it can initiate and underlie more sustained future cooperation between repositories and communities (cf. Gray 1991, 34–35).

Ten of the twenty-seven archives had conveyed tapes to people who no longer lived where the recordings were made. Four of the ten had repatriated to immigrants. Others had returned recordings to refugees, to people who had moved within a country, or to people who had undergone “forceable removal to reserves.” This underscores the importance of conceiving of repatriation as a return to people, not to place per se. Here the metaphor of appropriative paths retraced bears further elaboration. Many of these paths of return lead not only to their sites of geographic origin, but branch out to now-translocal communities of immigrants, refugees, the diasporic and the dispossessed, leading “back” to people’s new homes in places where the sounds have never actually been heard before.

Twenty-eight archives answered questions focused on ethical issues. To my initial surprise, only nine said that the prospect of returning recordings had raised questions about how they were collected, and only ten stated that questions had come up about whether repatriation might make access less restricted than concerned community members might wish. Eighteen said questions had, however, been raised about depositors’ restrictions, demonstrating their importance. Enshrined in deposit agreements, access restrictions often provide archives with their only means of trying to protect the people documented in their holdings. Some archives also mentioned such problems as disjunctions between copyright law and traditional music ownership rights, as well as tensions over whether a group or individual should control access (cf. Seeger 1992). Here all manner of intercultural, intellectual property issues surface, many of which confound or recast from the beginning the very notion of music as “property” in the sense propagated by most copyright law (cf. Mills 1996; Seeger 1996, 90–92). These issues can combine to situate some recordings at highly specific, complex junctures of divergent beliefs about authorship, transmission, gender, interethnic power relations, rights of alienation (the authority to convey cultural products to outsiders), and just about any other conceivable cross-cutting category, each defining its own dimension in a dense matrix of concerns. Some recordings are comparatively unfreighted in these ways. Others are so fraught with these issues that they seem not even to inhabit a unique location in such a matrix encompassing other points that represent other tapes from the same cultural group, but rather to construct around themselves uniquely problematic matrices with dimensions all their own. To negotiate mutually acceptable paths through one of these puzzles requires rigorous attention to context. Sometimes conflicting concerns prove to be simply irreconcilable, but satisfactory paths often can be found. (For an ethnomusicologist’s reflections on one agonizing and perhaps intractable documentary dilemma, see McAllester 1984.)

Recipients of repatriated recordings had expressed gratitude to most of the questionnaire respondents (though this is certainly not always so—cf. Lee 1992, 29–30). Other community feedback to archives had mentioned both conflictual and cooperative effects of repatriation. Some recipients had told archivists about local disputes regarding the use of sensitive materials. As this illustrates, questions of intra-community access are often important. The gamut of potential problems ranges from the risk of totally uncontrolled access that might violate conditions expressly stated by performers at the time of recording, to the other extreme—the possibility that an individual recipient might sequester tapes in order to deny access to qualified listeners (cf. Gray 1991, 33, on concerns that this might lead to multiple, identical Federal Cylinder Project requests which would have strained the American Folklife Center’s resources). On a more positive note, other community members had told of repatriation serving to “prime” local recording or about the use of recordings for teaching or for other approaches to the reconstruction of beleaguered community identity. Repatriation broadened some archives’ sense of mission; one respondent said that “it adds a more immediate human dimension, transcending purely scholarly consideration[s].” It also has led to ongoing relationships between archives and communities. These include programs providing technical assistance to community self-documentation projects and a complementary sharing of expertise in the form of community advisory consultation regarding acquisitions and access policies. Such initiatives range hugely in scale, with varying components of technical assistance, sponsorship, and consultation.10

These relationships are part of a broad move toward mutually beneficial collaboration between communities and cultural repositories of all sorts. Thus, literature on other types of repositories bears directly, in diverse and suggestive ways, on the topic of cooperative relationships between archives and communities. For example, see Tchen (1992) on the Chinatown History Museum (since renamed the Museum of Chinese in the Americas) and Yoo (1996) on the Japanese American National Museum, both of which have cultivated dialogic relationships with members of the communities represented in their collections and exhibitions. These articles address museums developed and administered largely by members of the ethnic communities they serve (by representing these communities both to themselves and to the larger society), and on whose resources (e.g., private collections and family archives) they often draw. The centrality of outreach programs even for these community-based museums administered by cultural “insiders” helps to undermine any false notion that “local institutions” and “communities” are inherently metonymic for each other. This notion can at times obscure “outside” understandings of community heterogeneity. Some such institutions also are involved in audio recording and archiving. The Japanese American National Museum has served as a (translocal) community partner for self-documentation oral history projects in smaller (comparatively more local) Japanese American communities, defined in ways “geographical, occupational, organizational, or based on a shared experience” (Iki 1996, 7). These examples show how the present study’s reliance on the terms “local” and “community” could inadvertently veil a reality of differentiated or nested localities or communities. They also demonstrate that distinctions between “archives” and “museums” are far from absolute.

Finally, for certain questionnaire respondents, repatriation enacted a longstanding sense of responsibility to documented communities. For some, this was a responsibility more valued in the abstract than possible to act upon until recently. In the concise words of one archivist, repatriation “simply reconfirmed our sense of purpose.”

This feeling of reconfirmation leads to the story of ethnomusicologist David McAllester’s recordings of Navajo ceremonial songs. McAllester began recording Navajo music in 1950, depositing his many collections in Wesleyan University’s World Music Archives in Middletown, Connecticut. Over the years, he had left copies of some recordings in Arizona with a singer’s relatives who valued them as family documents, but he had had no chance to use recordings to fulfill a central wish of his—and of certain singers with whom he worked. Their hope was that these recorded traces might eventually serve as a means of passing along ceremonial songs to future generations. This was of great concern because of the contemporary lack of prospective students who met the singers’ high criteria of integrity, intentions, and seriousness of purpose. By keeping these sounds safe for later conveyance to younger people as yet unknown to the ceremonial practitioners (and perhaps not yet even born), these recordings might let the healing power of some songs outlive their singers, despite the impossibility of unmediated transmission during these people’s lifetimes.

In 1991, an opportunity arose for this hope to begin to be fulfilled. A Navajo ceremonial practitioner was deeply interested in learning ceremonial songs that had not survived his community’s processes of oral transmission during several difficult mid-twentieth-century decades. This man, related to some of the recorded singers, was roughly the age of their grandchildren’s generation. Upon discovering that many of these songs were documented in the ethnomusicologist’s collections, he contacted McAllester. After consulting with relatives of several of the people recorded, McAllester began to request copies of certain holdings from the archive. These copies were sent from Connecticut to Arizona, where they remain under the care of a community cultural institution. There they are accessible to the singer, but still protected from any uses that would be likely to contravene the wishes of the original singers. Throughout this process, the archive has worked closely with the collector, the recipient, and several other people from the reservation to strive to return these recordings in appropriate ways.11

A visit by the recipients to the archive evoked both a shared concern about appropriate access and a strong sense of the diverse ways of hearing any one collection. Upon being played for our visitors, recordings we’d been dealing with as frozen documents to be cataloged and preserved—albeit beautiful and meaningful ones, in an inevitably distanced way—suddenly were redefined as traces of sound with profoundly real therapeutic value. Before our eyes and ears, sonic traces cataloged as analytical specimens became sources of songs with healing power. What once might have seemed dead things reentered a living tradition. Even as we listened to brief excerpts, our guest began singing along, committing them to memory, knowing immediately how he would use the songs to cure people at home.

This illustrates the total necessity, but at times paradoxically limited utility, of documentation. Information about the recorded singers’ wishes and concerns was crucial for access decisions. And since the duration of relevant collections vastly exceeded that of our guests’ visit, accurate records were essential in order to make good use of our limited time. (In fact, some time was indeed lost to hunting around in dubs of poorly indexed, earlier twentieth-century materials. This experience stood as an instructive—if embarrassing and frustrating—counterpart to the day’s more productive moments spent with better-cataloged holdings.) But beyond their protective and locative functions, more detailed notes turned out to be—well, mostly beside the point that day. While thick files of transcriptions, translations, and fieldnotes were indispensable to us outsiders, they were pretty much irrelevant to our visitors, who generally did just fine with brief indices. They knew, of course, that recordings aren’t small bits of objectified sonic reality, but are made things—and they easily listened straight through stray artifacts of the recording process.12 For example, upon hearing one low-energy rendition of a song sung for recording purposes outside of its ceremonial context (sung slowly, in a low pitch register, and with relaxed vocal production, in contrast to the listeners’ internalized aural benchmark of actual ceremonial singing), one of our Navajo guests immediately laughed out loud. Shaking his head, he commented to the effect of: “Boy, that could put you right to sleep.” In general, our visitors knew full well from the songs themselves what these sounds were, what they once meant, and what to do with them at home to make them mean these things anew, if differently. (My unconfirmed conjecture is that this knowledge was derived primarily from the songs’ texts and genre characteristics, as heard by people deeply conversant with other songs from the same large bodies of music.) The archives’ local storytelling traditions—our “Tales of Ethnomusicological Ancestors’ Adventures in the Field,” recounting collection history and ethnographic context—had some passing anecdotal interest. But these documentary tales were largely beside the point once they had served their indispensable functions of aiding, guiding, and at times limiting access.

In repatriating recordings of ceremonial or otherwise restricted music, ethical questions about access are paramount and often thorny. Although the fundamental conceptual concerns that underlie these questions can be broadly similar from program to program, the precise ways in which they’re played out in any given case vary tremendously and operate on nowhere near such an abstract level. The path any one repatriation program follows is multiply contingent, determined by complex interactions of diverse individual actors’ past and present concerns, fears, and desires, all articulated in a complex space defined by larger social forces ranging from community politics to institutional mandates. For example, repatriation from governmental archives often is bound to follow formal, institutional paths of dialogue and conveyance. As an agency of the US federal government, the American Folklife Center was required by law to begin Federal Cylinder Project dissemination programs by contacting tribal councils (Lee 1992, 26). In some nongovernmental settings, fewer overarching policy requirements limit the efficacious power of case-specific imperatives. Institutions bound less tightly by federal law can give greater weight to desires and concerns stated explicitly by the people recorded, collector/depositors’ interpretive readings of these people’s implicit wishes, the enthusiastic encouragement or cautious hesitation of the performers’ surviving relatives, and the feelings of other community members.13 The return of some of Wesleyan’s holdings of Navajo material instantiates a process enacted under primarily local constraints (doubly local, in this case, to Arizona and Connecticut). For these collections, access decisions are rooted in individual human conscience and connections. These connections include the intricate network of relationships linking the singers, many of whom are now deceased; their relatives; and a collector acting upon a half-century of personal ties and fond hopes by being an active intermediary.

Now, having read this participant’s sketch of a case study in repatriation—if you’re as skeptical as I am of seemingly happy, intercultural processes enacted between parties in positions historically saturated with power relations as inequitable as those between the dominant US society and Native America, you may well be wondering (as would I!): “What’s wrong with this rosy picture?” To my knowledge, the process of repatriating these collections of Navajo song really has gone smoothly to date, though not without occasional tensions arising from contending desires and concerns. (For example, to convey some collections requested by recipients would violate the wishes of singers or their families.) I hope it continues to go at least reasonably smoothly, knowing full well that any act of repatriation is potentially fraught with all the dilemmas with which field recording can inadvertently invest its products. Despite these dangers, the impossibility of foreseeing with certainty the results of intercultural movements of recorded sound need not dissuade one, as Seeger (1991b) has pointed out in a more general context, from making one’s best effort. In thinking about repatriation, the hazards arising from contending ideas of music ownership, restricted repertoire, collection history, and contemporary cultural politics shouldn’t usually lead—and haven’t led, in this case and many others—to paralysis. This activist stance is shared and has been acted upon already by a great many archivists and researchers. Its importance is rooted in the needs of present-day communities, and thus, in turn, in the needs of cultural repositories interested in constructing equitable (perchance sustainable) relationships with the people whose forebears created—and who may themselves continue to create—the intangible contents of archival collections. This stance is grounded equally deeply in the histories of these communities’ interactions with cultural outsiders conducting cultural research, histories impossible to relegate only to a distant or proximate past, but which continue through and beyond the present.

Intercultural histories are always being written, and to choose to disavow the hands-on co-writing of their late-twentieth-century chapters would be to freeze many of them at unnecessarily appropriative moments. Every such choice can affect the trajectory of a discipline, a society, or a relationship between societies—which is to say, between some of the people who comprise them. Those of us conducting cultural research or caring for its products must inevitably make tacit or conscious choices between generic disavowal and engagement, and among specific possible courses of engaged action. These latter choices are seldom easy. This is especially true with certain recordings. For example, Seeger has written of those which “should not be made in the first place,” such as tapes made surreptitiously or under false pretenses (1986, 271). And Gray has called our attention to the difficulty of repatriating those recordings which, by their very origins, are ethically dubious: “By today’s standards, many of the songs now preserved on cylinders would, or should, never have been recorded. . . . But here they all are—part of the heritage of many communities, requiring respect and responsible handling” (1991, 33).

Distant archives do hold alienated recordings of many people’s musical pasts—some ethically troublesome by their very nature, but all in need of ethical reflection due (even if for no other reason) to the implications of the plain fact of their displacement. Many of their caretakers have concluded, reasonably, that the reasonable thing to do is to work with community members and collector/depositors to provide appropriate access to them. In an age of growing community self-documentation of present-day musical practice, archives can help people extend their sonic heritage back to the time of their great-grandparents or before—to span in many cases a period of partial breakdowns of oral transmission in traditions under cultural siege.14 Though the danger of paternalism always lurks (Lee 1992, 25), its inhibitory power is often countered by a dual awareness. First, repatriation need not impose an agenda of local reversion to a purportedly pure, “authentic” practice defined and policed by outsiders, but can simply provide people with traces of their sonic past (if indeed they want them), to do with what they will. Second, a decision not to repatriate carries as heavy an ethical load as a decision to do so. To do nothing is, after all, to do something—and with field recordings, it can be to fail to see that while they are indeed analytical specimens, some also are tangible precipitates of once-evanescent sounds still close to people’s hearts. Since the 1970s, a growing number of archivists and researchers have seen and acted upon this as best they can (cf. Seeger 1997).

In these ways repatriation constitutes a tiny—but disproportionately significant—part of the global flow of recorded sound, a flow that in turn is a key component of the encompassing transnational movement of made objects and traces of intangible cultural practices.15 As a collection of shifting processual strands translocally linking past and present across divides of time, place, and power, repatriation’s enactment is complex, its effects unpredictable, its ethical grounding often dauntingly conflicted. Nonetheless, it can enact an ethic of responsibility to the people documented in the collections for which archives care. In this way repatriation can be emblematic of changing relationships among cultural researchers, institutions, and communities, and so can epitomize the expansion—or realization—of the sense of purpose held central by many people who work with recorded traces of cultural sound, whether in the field or the archive.

Appendix: Summary of Questionnaire Findings

Eighty-one questionnaires were sent to archives in 29 countries in 1992–1993; 74 were presumed to have been delivered to their addressees. Forty-six archives responded: 20 in the United States, and 26 in 17 other countries (chiefly in Europe, but also in Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, and Peru). Of these 46 responses, 4 were not tabulated for various reasons. Data from the remaining 42 are summarized below. Many respondents selected multiple answers to some questions and some left occasional questions unanswered; thus, the sums of some of the replies below equal more (e.g., no. 5) or less (e.g., no. 14) than 100%. For a more thorough presentation of methodology and findings, see Lancefield 1993.

A cover letter supplied the questionnaire’s working definition of “repatriation”: “any conveyance of copies of sound recordings, originally made and deposited as scholarly documents, from archives to people who identify the recorded sound as part of their cultural heritage.”


1.Do your archive’s holdings include field, research, or other unpublished (noncommercial) sound recordings? (n = 42)


Yes: 90% (38)
No: 10% (4)



2.Have any of your depositors left copies of their recordings with the people recorded, before depositing collections in your archive? (n = 38)


Yes: 74% (28)

No: 13% (5)

Uncertain: 13% (5)



3.Is your archive currently involved in any repatriation processes, or in discussions preparatory to them? (n = 38)


Yes: 63% (24)

No: 37% (14)



4.Have sound recordings been repatriated from your archive? (n = 38)


Yes: 71% (27)

No: 29% (11)

(Those answering “no” were requested to proceed to question 22.)



5.What types of recordings have been repatriated from your archive? (n = 27)


By content:


Music: 81% (22)

Folklore: 48% (13)

Other: 37% (10; including oral history, linguistic recordings, narratives, interviews, ceremonies)



By accessibility in published form:


Noncommercial: 70% (19)

Commercial: 7% (2)




6.In what year were recordings first repatriated from your archive? (23 answers, from 1952 to 1992, were used)


Mean: 1975

Median: “1970s”



7.What percentage of your archive’s holdings would you estimate have been repatriated?


Expressed in terms of collections (16 answers, ranging from 0.01% to 80%):


Mean: 13%

Median: 5%



Expressed in terms of tapes (19 answers, ranging from 0.1% to 75%):


Mean: 15%

Median: 8%




8.To how many communities (or culture groups) has your archive repatriated recordings? (23 answers, ranging from 1 to “100+”):


Mean: 18

Median: 10

(N.B.: The “communities” respondents referred to here ranged from families to “the francophones”; see the text of the article for more discussion of this.)



9.Where are the communities to whom your archive has returned recordings? (n = 27)


Within your state or province: 52% (14)

In other regions of your country: 74% (20)

In other countries: 48% (13)



10.Who has initiated your archive’s repatriation processes? (n = 28)


Members of recipient communities: 71% (20)

Researcher/depositors: 54% (15)

Your archive: 57% (16)



11.Have the field researchers who made the recordings been involved in their return? (n = 27)


Directly involved: 59% (16)

Indirectly involved: 48% (13)

Not involved: 26% (7)

Comments included [noted beside a “not involved” response]: “To our knowledge, only two were alive when the project began.”



12.Have members of recipient communities visited your archive? (n = 27)


Yes: 89% (24)

No: 11%(3)



13.To whom have recordings actually been repatriated? (n = 27)


Individuals: 81% (22)

Local archives: 63% (17)

Schools: 26% (7)

Libraries: 33% (9)

Community centers: 37% (10)

Other institutions: 30% (8)

Other institutions included museums, state archives, local radio stations, cultural centers, cultural organizations, tribal governments.



14.Has your archive learned anything new about your collections from the people to whom recordings have been returned? (n = 27)


Yes: 67% (18)

No: 22% (6)

Comments included: “Primarily regarding feelings and concerns the communities have regarding access and use of materials.”



15.Have you returned recordings to people who no longer live where the original recordings were made? (n = 27)


Yes: 37% (10)

No: 52% (14)



16.How did these people relocate? (n = 10)


As immigrants: 40% (4)

As refugees: 10% (1)

Other responses included “one town to another,” “internal immigrants,” “forceable removal to reserves.”



17.Has the prospect of returning recordings raised questions of how they were collected? (n = 28)


Yes: 32% (9)

No: 68% (19)

Comments included: “Among our own curatorial staff we have many questions regarding the nature of agreements between interviewers and interviewees.”



18.Has anyone raised questions about how returning certain recordings might make them less restricted than community members might want them to be? (n = 28)


Yes: 36% (10)

No: 64% (18)

Comments included: “One community has expressed concern that some individuals recorded might not want those tapes in tribal archives.”



19.Have questions regarding depositors’ restrictions on the uses of recordings been raised? (n = 28)


Yes: 64% (18)

No: 36% (10)

Comments included: “It’s been suggested that restrictions should have been imposed—by us or depositor. In one case sacred songs were recorded + tribe let us know that not everyone should hear them.”

“Primarily by Museum staff, as we have little concrete information on the nature of the recordings, their sensitivity, understandings at the time the recordings were made.”



20.Have you had any interesting feedback from recipient communities? (n = 28)


Yes: 57% (16)

No: 43% (12)

Comments included: “They see audio tapes as one of their most valuable resources in establishing their identity—particularly in places where language and culture have almost been lost.”

“Primarily regarding appropriate use, and interpersonal difficulties in handling and dealing with sensitive material within the communities.”

“Most collections returned have helped to prime further recordings locally, which may or may not come to us.”

“Just many thanks.”



21.Has involvement in repatriation processes affected your archive’s sense of mission, or your understanding of your own role? (n = 28)


Yes: 43% (12)

No: 57% (16)

Comments included: “It adds a more immediate human dimension, transcending purely scholarly consideration[s].”

“More inclined to consult potentially interested parties prior to making an acquisition.”

“A shift from philological musicological to socio-musicological, context-oriented, qualitative approaches.”

“Yes, positively.”

“We have always placed a high priority on returning/depositing materials in the communities from which they came.”

“It has simply reconfirmed our sense of purpose.”



22.Do you know of other archives in your area that have repatriated recordings? (n = 38)


Yes: 16% (6)

No: 84% (32)





Additional general comments included:

“Most of our ‘repatriation’ has been done informally during our own recording work—i.e., leaving copies of early, historic recordings with the groups concerned.”

“There are issues pertaining specifically to federal agencies that have a bearing on what is and isn’t possible in this arena.”

“We are still a young archive, looking to build up our collection. . . . We have discussed the possibility of repatriation and there is support for doing so in theory, but not financial support at this time.”

“Especially curious to know if communities are requesting repatriation of tapes in the sense of getting the originals to prevent access by outsiders. We have numerous tapes in native languages, with little written documentation on content, but suspicions that much is sensitive. It seems that many communities are not of one mind on the ‘appropriate use’ issue, very difficult to resolve.”

Notes
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I’m delighted to acknowledge that this study benefited greatly from the varied and indispensable contributions of many people, including Marth Becktell, David Begay, Avery Denny, Ellen D’Oench, Jim Farrington, David McAllester, Margaret Mills, Kay Kaufman Shelemay, Mark Slobin, and all of the questionnaire respondents, who are too numerous to thank here individually. It is reprinted in this Handbook with changes only to its citation and reference formats and to several small matters of consistent style in this new publication context, while preserving its sense of present-tense embeddedness in the 1990s as a contextual backdrop for the Handbook.

1.An earlier version of this article was presented as part of the panel “International Rites II: ‘Who Owns the Lore?’ ” at the 1996 meeting of the American Folklore Society (Pittsburgh, October 17). That some passages of this article are cast in a voice primarily addressing cultural researchers and archivists is not meant to exclude other readers, but reflects its tailoring to this publication’s primary readership. This also underlies the article’s stress on the actions of collector/depositors and archives’ staff, an emphasis which is by no means intended to deny or underestimate the equally important agency of community members in the dialogical processes discussed here.

2.“Heritage” is a theoretically loaded term. In this article it refers generally to practices that community members feel to be somehow intrinsic to their group past and their present selves, rather than to performative constructions fabricated purposely as spectacle for cultural outsiders. (Although these categories overlap, this study’s examination of the relationship between archival recordings and the idea of musical heritage focuses more on affect and affinity than on spectacle.) This broad construal of “heritage” is more useful here than would be certain more precise analytical usages used elsewhere to good effect (e.g., Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1995). The latter would be essential conceptual tools for any study focused on how communities use repatriated materials, a topic only touched upon here.

3.Mills was chair and respondent for the panel (see note 1, above). The broad resonance of her statement is palpable in a recent newspaper account of the potential return of a tree grown from botanical specimens clipped (probably surreptitiously) in British Columbia some twenty years ago. The specimens were taken from a rare golden spruce sacred in Haida tradition; the 160-foot tree was killed in January 1997, apparently as a lone individual’s act of protest (Anthony DePalma, “Vancouver Journal: The Tale of a Tree, in Which Science Meets Soul,” New York Times, February 1, 1997, A4).

4.This tacitly elides those recordists who are community members, but does not do so unwittingly. This is because collections made by “insider” researchers seldom are spatially expropriated in ways that lead to their repatriation. In regard to the unforeseen, cf. Clifford (1991, 214) on the “unanticipated ends” of one “dominant practice of collection” of tangible objects.

5.See Gray (1989, 1991, 1997) and Lee (1992) on the American Folklife Center’s Federal Cylinder Project, and Koch (1985, 1989, 1997) on Australian programs (see also Keeling 1984 on a large regional program, the California Indian Music Project). Various essays in Moyle 1992 address these and other programs. Not coincidentally, these two most visible, large-scale archival repatriation processes were undertaken by governmental repositories with the appreciable (though highly contingent and susceptible to fickle legislative whim) resources available in times of political plenty to cultural agencies sponsored by national governments. Archivists at both institutions have inherited huge collections documenting the music of indigenous people suppressed (or worse) in various ways at various times by other arms of the very governments under whose auspices the archives now exist.

6.Also essential is the literature on the collection and repatriation of human remains, which opens out onto an even vaster terrain of vexed ethical issues and acrimonious debate. This literature is not discussed or cited here for reasons of space and because writings on made objects often provide analogies more immediately apposite to this study. For selected references to some of this literature, see Lancefield 1993, 114–116, 137–138 nn. 36–39.

7.See my MA thesis (Lancefield 1993, University Microfilms [ProQuest] no. 1354933) for more on the questionnaire’s methodology and findings (259–308, 418–438) and on the case study of the return of certain collections of Navajo ceremonial music from the Wesleyan University World Music Archives (309–402). The thesis, upon which parts of this article are based, also contains a fairly lengthy list of references that situate the repatriation of recorded sound in relation to other global cultural flows.

8.See, for example, three recent New York Times articles: Seth Mydans, “Phnom Penh Journal: Treasures Trickle Back to a Plundered Cambodia,” December 20, 1996, A4; Alan Ridings, “A Wondrous Trove of Khmer Art,” February 17, 1997, 15–16; Carol Vogel, “Tracing Path of Artworks Smuggled out of Asia,” April 23, 1997, C9, C14. While most of the objects at issue in this example were expropriated not in the earlier parts of this century but by more recent postcolonial smuggling, the fact of their return (and its visibility) remains broadly apposite. These cases also remind us that there is no neatly periodizable, firm equivalence between colonialism/postcolonialism and appropriation/repatriation.

9.See Greenfield (1996) on this illegal component of the international traffic in art. Also prominent in the 1990s in the domain of repatriated objects are cases arising not from colonial or postcolonial extraction, but from World War II—most visibly, the complex array of claims connecting Germany, Russia, and the United States.

10.Cf. Koch (1997, 40–41) and Gray (1997, 43) for recent examples of this.

11.This account of the case study is based on my participation in the process from 1991 to 1994 (making tape copies for return, assisting recipients visiting the archive, and traveling to Arizona with the depositor to return tapes as one aspect of a reciprocal visit). Findings from this participant observation are supplemented by information from interviews conducted in 1993 with several key participants and from documents in Wesleyan University World Music Archives files. The naming of only the collector reflects deference to the sensibilities of all concerned and absolutely should not imply that his individual identity, subjective views, or personal agency are more significant than those of the other participants in this process.

12.This observation can’t be generalized to all analogous situations (cf. Seeger 1987, 97–100, on his experiences playing earlier recordists’ tapes for Suyá people). Documentation can be crucial in more thoroughgoing ways for present-day community listeners who are further separated, by time or discontinuity of transmission, from the practices documented in archival materials. And, without implying that outsiders’ forms of knowledge—despite their frequent utility—should automatically take epistemological precedence over those of community members, documentation can be useful when the effects of inadvertent technological alteration of recorded performances happen to coincide with aesthetic or ideological values held by their subsequent listeners (as in the case Seeger relates, cited above).

13.This governmental/nongovernmental distinction is not a hard binary typology. Any effective repatriation project must be acutely sensitive to recordings’ specific contexts, as are those of the Australian and American archives mentioned here. For example, whether or not a program’s course is constrained to governmental channels, depositor agreements are indispensable navigational aids. (See Koch 1985, 20–21, for a detailed account of one government repository’s deposit agreement procedures.) And at times the greater discretionary latitude afforded non-state institutions can simply provide access to more rocks upon which to founder.

14.For an ethnographic example of community self-documentation, see Seeger on some Suyá people’s use of cassette recorders (1987, 22; 1991a, 44–45).

15.See Appadurai (1996); cf. Feld (1994, 1996) on issues of appropriation in “World Music” and “World Beat,” the most prominent—and not coincidentally, intensely commodified—musical component(s) of this global cultural flow at present.
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Chapter 2


Reflections on Reconnections

When Human and Archival Modes of Memory Meet



Daniel B. Reed

This chapter draws on my experience as director of the Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music (ATM)1 to explore intersections of human and archival modes of memory in moments of archival repatriation.2 I recount two repatriation experiences—one in which I traveled to West Africa to repatriate media recorded in 1934 (around which this chapter is centered), and a second involving Assiniboine sisters from Saskatchewan rediscovering a lost song in the ATM’s listening library (with which the chapter concludes). Human and archival histories are mutually informative, and as such, moments when people bring the two modes together also can become moments of new memory creation. Repatriation, understood as a meeting point of human and archival memory, can be deeply meaningful because archives are extensions of humanity. When the two modes of memory, archival and human, are brought into conversation, the result can be powerful, augmenting the potency and value of each.

Carol Muller’s 2002 article “Archiving Africanness in Sacred Song” opens with two quotes: the first, “When a griot dies, it is like a whole library burning down” (here attributed to Tunde Jegede, though this is so common a West African folk expression that it could be attributed to many); and the second, “The public image of the archive is all too often of a dark place where one sends things that are no longer needed” (Seeger 2001). These quotes evoke two different modes of memory storage and retrieval: a human mode—fluid, oral, messy, and selective—and an archival mode—static, mediated, tangible, and often authoritative, but decontextualized and partial. Key to understanding the relationship between the two is that while the human mode is to some extent archival (cf. Muller 2002), the archival is thoroughly human. Both human and archival modes of memory are framed and selective. Human memories, framed by the subjectivity of the person remembering and the space/time context of that remembering, tend to highlight certain elements of past experiences over others (most pronounced in the phenomenon of “selective memory”). Archival memory is framed in many respects: by the historical context, research paradigms and subjective interests of the person(s) who made the original recording, by the recording medium, and by the archival process itself (creating collections, adding metadata, making copies, etc.). People use both modes to preserve and produce histories, histories that are different yet overlapping.

In her compelling article, Muller notes that scholars tend to relegate societies that favor oral communication to the epistemology of “memory,” while reserving “archiving” conceptually for societies with “technologies of repetition” such as recording devices (2002, 409). She advocates a more inclusive notion of “archiving” that not only would apply to institutions with media collections but also would encompass certain compositional practices of peoples who favor, and excel in, oral transmission. I appreciate the anticolonial sentiment of Muller’s claims, and yet, the two examples of repatriation I discuss in this chapter offer an opportunity to reconsider Muller’s model. The first example, which conforms with Muller’s model, involves West African griots (singular jeli, plural jeliw), whose expressive practices function as a kind of embodied archive. By contrast, the second example concerns an Assiniboine family for whom, in the absence of a technological archive, a recording and the memory it preserved would have been lost. While Muller effectively employs “archiving” to address both technological and compositional practice, I want to reclaim “memory” as a concept flexible enough to encompass two different types of storage and retrieval—the archival and the human—that share a great deal in common but are distinct in certain ways as well. Following Astrid Eril, a proponent of “cultural memory studies,” I consider “the role the arts and other media play in shaping the way people around the world think about the past” (2011, 5). In this brief chapter, I think about my memory of past experiences of repatriation, those moments when human and archival memory danced together in ways that, I assert, get at the heart of the importance of audiovisual archives in human life.

A Return to West Africa to Find Konkoba

In 1934, Laura Boulton, along with several other participants in the Straus Expedition,3 documented a mask performance called Konkoba (literally, “great/large wilderness”; see Figure 2.1) in the village of Bankumana, French Sudan (now Mali), in West Africa. Years ago, while researching and writing the CD-ROM Music and Culture of West Africa: The Straus Expedition (Gibson and Reed 2002), I found the film, photos, and audio recordings of Konkoba to be among the most intriguing documents in the collection of Straus Expedition materials in the Indiana University ATM.4 In the brief but tantalizing film footage, the enormous Konkoba mask performer glides across the performance space under a huge baobab tree, while several smaller children’s masks called gbonni5 dance alongside him. An ensemble consisting of five wooden xylophones (bala) forms a semicircle beneath the tree, playing interlocking patterns that accompany a song. The footage briefly features a lead musician, El Hadj Kabiné Kouyaté, a jeli or griot,6 who alternately sings a melismatic melody and improvises solo patterns on his bala.



[image: image]

Figure 2.1 Performance of mask spirit Konkoba, Bankumana, French Sudan, 1934.

Photograph by Frank C. Wonder of the Straus Expedition, courtesy of the Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music and the Field Museum of Natural History.



My interest piqued, I scoured the scholarly literature for references to Konkoba. Apart from a brief but informative report by Halim el-Dabh and Frank Proschan (1979), I found nothing but short descriptions and brief mentions (e.g., Boulton 1969). Still, I discovered just enough to kindle even greater interest. Konkoba, I learned, is a griot (jeli) phenomenon. One of the “castes” of the nyamakala social system of Mandé peoples in West Africa, jeliw are best-known for their praise singing, the perpetuation of oral history, and, especially, for being consummate musicians. Across the vast stretch of West Africa where jeliw are found, their social roles are remarkably consistent. Of great significance is the fact that the jeli job description does not include mask performance, nor the mystical beliefs—involving nature worship, power objects, and other indigenous religious attributes—associated with Konkoba. This mask thus represents a striking exception to typical jeli social roles. Moreover, jeliw have been Muslim for centuries, and the presence of Islam is felt in Konkoba performance. That Konkoba performance interweaves indigenous religious beliefs and practices with Qur’anic song texts and Islamic amulets sewn into the mask performer’s clothing only served to heighten my curiosity.

Given my interests in West African mask performance and negotiations of religious boundaries (Reed 2003), I had for some time wanted to conduct follow-up research on Konkoba, and during the summer of 2003, I finally found the opportunity to do so. I also envisioned an opportunity for repatriation. Equipped with VHS copies of the Boulton film footage and information from colleagues who had witnessed and/or documented Konkoba performances in southwestern Mali in recent years, I arrived in the Malian capital of Bamako to begin my search for the present-day location of this mask and its performers. Given that Konkoba performances had occurred on numerous occasions in southwest Mali between 1934 and the present day, I assumed that I would find performers somewhere in the region between Bamako and the Guinea border. This assumption, however, proved false. Accompanied by research assistants Bakary Sidibé and Fadjine Koné, I traveled to numerous villages where either I knew a performance had taken place or I had heard that Konkoba was in residence. At every such community, I heard the same story, “Yes, Konkoba was here in (1934, 1984, and other years), but it was performed by the Kouyaté family of Siguiri, Guinea.” So, we eventually accepted that a trip across the border to Guinea would be necessary.

In a Land Rover, we made the arduous, dirt-road trip across the Mali/Guinea border, eventually landing in the small city of Siguiri. There, to our astonishment, we found the Kouyaté family, including not only descendants of performers from the 1934 event in Bankumana, but also an individual named Sekou Kouyaté, who had danced as one of the child gbonni performers at this same performance in 1934. Sekou, now in his eighties and one of the heads of the large Kouyaté family, served as our host for a weeklong stay during which we conducted numerous interviews and video- and audiotaped several performances, including one by the Konkoba mask itself.


Archival Memory: The Straus Expedition

With permission from the Smithsonian Human Studies Film Archives, which holds the rights to the film, I gave the VHS repatriation copies of the original film to the family. This brings up yet another important distinction between human and archival memory. Unlike memory in its oral form, archival memory is commodified, and thus becomes ownable, and owned. My purpose in this chapter is not to discuss intellectual property issues, but the colonialist nature of the extraction of expressive culture from its original context to the Global North where it is transformed into something of “value” is undeniable. The neocolonial perpetuation of such intellectual property regimes resulted in complicated relationships between and among archives as sound and visual media objects were passed from one archive to another. As scholars change jobs and take collections with them, or new agreements are made with descendants or other stakeholders, archival collections sometimes physically move and/or copies of collections become dispersed across multiple institutions. In such cases, archival memory is transferred as commodified goods, though ownership of those goods might or might not be transferred along with the exchange of goods, depending on whether the original archive chooses to maintain its vested “interest.” So it was that, in order to avoid breaking the law, I obtained permission from an institution hundreds of miles away from the particular commodified version of archival memory I wanted to repatriate.

Archival memory recalls that Boulton documented Konkoba in 1934 while in West Africa with the Straus Expedition, a multidisciplinary field study conducted under the auspices of the Chicago Field Museum of Natural History with funding from the Carnegie Corporation and the wealthy benefactor Sarah Lavenburg Straus (for whom the expedition was named). The Straus Expedition was in many respects typical of its time. More intent on documenting, in a geographic sense, music and ritual of a given area than on studying any musical practice in any depth, Boulton profited from the Straus Expedition to record the music of twenty-one ethnic groups across a vast stretch of what was then French and British colonial West Africa.

With a hired support staff of nine Africans and an American research team including an ornithologist, a taxidermist, a music collector, and a photographer, traveling in three vehicles across eight thousand miles of Africa in just eight months, this was an expedition in the truest colonial sense of the word (Gibson and Reed 2002). Each evening when the party would stop to rest, the African support staff—hired at the outset of the trip in Dakar—hunted, prepared food, made fires, set up tents, made beds, boiled water, and drew baths. Laura Boulton’s husband, the ornithologist Rudyerd Boulton, led the team, which also included the photographer Jack Jennings and the taxidermist Frank C. Wonder. Laura Boulton’s study of music was thus only one aspect of this colonial-style expedition, whose primary objective was the documentation of rare birds.

Epistemologically, the Straus Expedition exemplifies a popular social evolutionary paradigm in which African people and their musics were conceptualized as “natural history.” Archival documents related to the Straus Expedition in the ATM collection—such as correspondence, grant applications, newspaper clippings, and promotional materials for lectures, as well as commercial releases of field recordings—together paint a picture not just of a research paradigm but more fundamentally of representations of Africa and Africans soaked in a colonialist mentality, an imaginary of Africa as a social evolutionary category: The Primitive. The Chicago Daily News announced the Straus Expedition’s return with “Weird Music from African Jungles” (October 25, 1934), a headline that not only exoticized but also misrepresented the expedition, which traveled mostly across arid regions and spent little time in rainforest environments. Accompanying this article was a photograph of Boulton displaying “primitive” and “native” instruments used by “African tribesmen” to “make strange music in the jungles.” A large entourage led by a team of Westerners across a colonial landscape, the Straus Expedition, as represented through archival materials, evokes that time in history when peoples were sorted according to social evolutionary categories that placed “functional” Native American and African “artifacts” in natural history museums, in contrast to “beautiful” European “art” that hung on the walls of elite fine art institutions.

Human Memory: Jeliya

Human memory, in the form of members of the Kouyaté family, paints a different picture of one brief moment of the eight-month expedition. Generally, West African jeliw or griots such as the Kouyatés are particularly skilled in the domain of human memory storage and retrieval. They did not need me to remind them of this nearly seventy-year-old event; to a person, they could recall (to greater or lesser extents) significant elements of the story. In interviews, I learned a great deal more about the 1934 event that Boulton documented in Bankumana, Mali. For example, the ATM had no documentation about why this event had taken place, or how Boulton had come to document it. Again, there was nothing in the archival materials to suggest that the performers were not themselves from Bankumana. Thanks to the Kouyatés, I learned that it was not only the “Westerners” who were mobile, moving significant distances across African space; the Konkoba performers were also on the move.

Sekou Kouyaté told me that, in 1934, the father of Modibo Keita—a leading colonial-era politician who in 1960 would become Mali’s first president—died.7 His funeral was a major regional event, so much so that the Kouyaté family walked 200 kilometers to Bamako to offer condolences and perform for the occasion. While walking back home to Siguiri, Sekou’s older brother became ill, forcing the group to stop for a rest at Bankumana, where they encountered Boulton and the rest of the Straus Expedition crew. At Bankumana, the Kouyatés were asked to perform for the chief, Nankon Kamara. When Boulton requested to document the event, the family agreed. While the expedition’s mode of travel—cars—were certainly highly unusual in 1934 rural West Africa, the Kouyatés had seen cars before (and in fact rented one to ease their journey back from Bankumana to Siguiri). Cameras and recording gear, on the other hand, were a new experience for the jeli family. A chance encounter of two groups of people on the move, the interactions between the Kouyatés and Boulton were limited and brief. After that day in 1934, the Kouyatés knew nothing of the results of their interactions with Boulton until I arrived sixty-nine years later.

As I show in what follows, the Kouyatés, via the mediated, archival mode of memory, were able to remember the 1934 event in a new way. Meanwhile, I was able to learn much more about Konkoba, its role in the Kouyaté family’s lives, and the roles of music in its performance, both satisfying personal curiosity and adding to the archival record. Laura Boulton’s documentation of this collection was terse but thorough in the basic categories of documentation required at the ATM, that which we staff members would summarize as “who/what/when/where.” However, perhaps because of the sheer volume and the rapid pace at which she collected, Boulton’s documentation is notoriously slight and, at times, erroneous.

Boulton had identified not just the mask, but also the song performed while the mask danced in front of the huge tree in Bankumana, as “Konkoba.” Having encountered in my studies of West African mask performance few examples of song titles identical to the names of masks for which they are performed, I was mildly skeptical. When I asked Mamoudou Kouyaté about the song, however, I learned Boulton had gotten it right. “That is the Konkoba song,” Mamoudou told me. “That song is one that is dedicated exclusively to the Konkoba.” “So,” I asked, “you play that . . . ”—Mamoudou finished my sentence—“ . . . when the Konkoba is ready to come out.” His next action demonstrated, though, that this song can also be played in other contexts, and in other ways. Grinning, Mamoudou pulled out a steel-string acoustic guitar and began to play the Konkoba bala pattern transposed for the instrument’s six strings. He and several other members of his family then proceeded to sing an elegant, tranquil rendition of “Konkoba” that I experienced as seven minutes of bliss.

In retrospect, I thought about the technique so common in folk music of playing multiple variants of the same song.8 A tradition that encourages variation encourages its own perpetuation, as it can be performed by a wider range of people on a greater range of instruments, perhaps even in a larger number of contexts. Audiovisual archives make a normal practice of copying originals, generally aiming for some degree of redundancy to ensure long-term preservation. Though different from the principle of 1:1 conversion with no alteration of the original that is key to archival media preservation practice, the Kouyatés’ flexible oral tradition also results in the practice of some degree of redundancy. Again, repetition and variation—a principal common in much West African musical performance—is at hand. Jeliw recount epics, again and again, never the same way twice, with improvisation resulting in variation of many kinds that affect an epic’s length, narrative detail, and musical expression. Likewise, during the roughly one-hour performance involving the Konkoba mask that I observed in Siguiri, the elder Sekou Kouyaté told and retold the story of my arrival from America, each time adding or deleting different details, choosing different metaphors, emphasizing different elements of the story. This is an effective technique, as the whole family assembled that day heard and reheard this story, in variant forms. Each of them is a jeli, each will presumably remember their own version of the story. The memory will not be lost but will be preserved in great varying redundancy in the multiple carriers of Kouyate individual’s memories.

Jeli oral tradition is a living, breathing, dynamic form of memory storage and retrieval, an embodied mode of memory production that remains close to the family’s chest. Though probably less effective than archival memory at capturing precise memories, such as the expression on an elder’s face as he sang, the Kouyatés’ human memory mode needs no repatriation, as it is ever and always home, not subject to the whims of outsiders, not departing with the agent of colonial power with expensive recording gear and Model T cars only to vanish for generations before returning like a ghost.

While Boulton had accurately noted “Konkoba” as the name of both mask and song, the meaning of this word was missing in the archive. My background in northern Mandé languages enabled me to make at least a literal translation: “konko” means “bush” or “wilderness,” while “ba” is a suffix that can mean “big,” “great,” “most powerful,” and related meanings depending on context. When I asked Sekou and Mamoudou Kouyaté what “Konkoba” means, their various responses added nuance and depth to my understanding of the name. “Master of the Bush,” “Head of the Griots,” “King of the Griots,” “King of the Bush”—Sekou Kouyaté offered all of these translations, some of which (those including the word “griot”) glossed conceptual territory missing from my literal translation. These translations are significant, however, because they get at an important element of the Siguiri Kouyaté family’s identity. Both Sekou and Mamoudou Kouyaté stressed that the Konkoba mask—something unique to their family among jeli families—renders them special, more powerful, more important than other jeliw. Only the “Konkoba Kouyatés” have access to power that comes through the mask from the jinns—those spirits mentioned in the Qur’an that some Muslims believe have the capacity to inhabit and influence the corporeal realm.

Mask spirit performance and related mystical beliefs and practices are generally not associated with jeliw. Within the nyamakala “caste” social structure of northern Mandé people, the blacksmiths, or numuw, more so than jeliw, are best known for their mastery of such mystical powers. When I asked Sekou Kouyaté about this issue, he confirmed, “In the Maninka world, [mystical power] is not part of the jeliw.” But then he added, “in the category of jeliw of Kouyaté, Konkoba places them on the same level as the nobles.” Here Sekou makes an interesting connection I could not have predicted. Clearly, Konkoba distinguishes his family from other Kouyaté jeliw. However, instead of making them more like another category of nyamakala—the blacksmiths—Konkoba in Kouyaté’s mind makes them more like the nobles (horon)—a farming caste wholly separate from and outside the category of nyamakala. Nyamakalaw generally have ambiguous status in Mande life; revered for their arts and their critical contributions to society, they are nonetheless looked down on as “beggars” who must rely on the financial support of others to survive. Associating his family with nobles is an assertion of higher status on the part of Kouyaté.

Archives Matter

While over the course of the week in Siguiri I came to learn much about this family, its mask, and the 1934 performance in Bankumana, it was the first day of our encounter, when I shared the 1934 film with them, that mattered most. In a hotel room with no electricity nor means to play the VHS copy I had brought for them, all of us too eager to wait, I decided instead to show them digital files of the Boulton Konkoba footage and audio recordings of the same event on my battery-powered laptop. These digital files came from the commercially released CD-ROM (Gibson and Reed, 2002), based partly on Straus Expedition archival materials, that I had helped create to benefit the ATM.9 In addition to narrated, multimedia presentations and interactive exercises, the CD-ROM includes digitized files of all the raw archival materials used in the creation of the product. Among those who watched Boulton’s film were Sekou Kouyaté and several descendants of performers, including Mamoudou Kouyaté—the son of the principal jeli in the 1934 footage. Being professional oral historians, the Kouyatés remembered the story of this performance well, but in sixty-nine years they had never seen the film or photos or listened to the audio recordings. Power was out across the whole city of Siguiri. In the dark hotel room lit only by my laptop screen, we watched and listened together, and the family was deeply moved. At turns laughing, hollering, shaking heads, and jumping up to identify people on the screen, the Kouyatés were thrilled to witness this document of their own history (Figure 2.2). I silently observed Mamoudou as he watched his charismatic, long-deceased father in his prime singing and playing the bala. I listened to the laughter and cries of astonishment as the elderly Sekou Kouyaté pointed to the screen, identifying one of the little baboon gbonni masks as himself. Family members in the flesh reunited with representations of their lost loved ones. The sentiment in the room was palpable.



[image: image]

Figure 2.2 El Hadj Kabiné Kouyaté playing the bala xylophone, Bankumana, French Sudan, 1934.

Photograph by Frank C. Wonder of the Straus Expedition, courtesy of the Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music and the Field Museum of Natural History.



Among the thousands of items associated with the Straus Expedition in the ATM vault are those few that preserve the archival memory of the Konkoba performance in Bankumana, French Sudan, in 1934. These include several photographs, several seconds of silent film footage, several pages of cryptic yet critical documentation, and several brief narrative passages scattered across pages of Boulton’s memoir, The Music Hunter, as well as liner notes of the Folkways commercial release of select Straus recording excerpts, promotional flyers for Boulton lectures with repurposed photos, and the like. Archival memory, rooted in tangible media, is specific and precise, but partial and decontextualized. Beautiful black-and-white photographs capture performative moments—like the look on the face of the jeli Kabiné Kouyaté while he played, his chiseled features, his high cheekbones; the way his bala was constructed back in 1934; who was seated next to him, who was not; the specificity of his clothing, and of the way he held his mallets while he sang in spaces between phrases played on the bala. Human memory tells us who he was, who his descendants are. It tells us the story of how he ended up in Bankumana that day in 1934, and about his jeli family. It tells us about Konkoba. What does its name signify? Why did it dance that day in 1934? What is its value in the lives of this one family—the Kouyatés—who maintain it as a family practice, generation after generation?

Archival memory resides in decontextualized data removed from the contexts of living, human experience, in facts such as the name of the mask, the date, the name of the principal performer, the location—all carefully preserved in Laura Boulton’s documentation of her collection. Likewise, the sound, removed from the context of West African space in 1930s time, is carried away on an aluminum disk to an archive where, deemed highly valuable and often authoritative, it is extracted again and transferred to an open reel tape, where it rests until new practices remove it yet again, breaking it apart into numbers—zeros and ones—masterfully reassembled as a sonic object in digital form. Archived sounds contain precise memories, but only partial ones. The sound archive preserves something static and specially framed, what Robert Lancefield described as “traces of past events” (1998, see also this Handbook). These preserved traces are mediated, by the researcher framing and capturing image and sound, by the particular recording devices used to capture the memories; the whole ethnographic enterprise is affected by macro-level contexts—the academic concerns and larger social and cultural zeitgeist of the time. This is all the more reason why sound archival collections are inherently partial historical records.

And yet, those historical traces found in sound archival collections are preserved in tangible forms that often have great meaning as historical documents—not just for academic communities but also and even more importantly for the communities where the recordings were made. Something of El Hadj Kabiné Kouyaté’s unique personality survives in the scratchy sound of his voice on Boulton’s aluminum disc recording, just as in moving images, something about the way he turns his head as he prepares to sing a phrase captures forever something of his charisma. Tangible and precise, archival memory elicited a slight smile of recognition on the face of his son Mamoudou as he watched the film. Years later, my memory of this moment of human reconnection remains vivid, and I find myself wondering if the same is true for Mamoudou Kouyaté. Were new memories created at this moment when archival memory and human memory met?


“Our grandfathers are smiling on us today”

“This is the song we thought we had lost!” exclaimed Joan McArthur to her sister Sara, her face alight with emotion and excitement. On this spring morning in 2002, Joan, Sara, and about a half-dozen other Assiniboine people from Saskatchewan and Montana were visiting the ATM in Bloomington. Their visit, organized by staff at Indiana University’s American Indian Studies Research Institute (AISRI), was motivated by the stark reality that the Assiniboine language had at that time fewer than fifty fluent speakers left. The Assiniboine visitors had come to the ATM in search of linguistic materials to assist them both in improving their Assiniboine proficiency and in teaching their language in schools.

In the ATM listening library, the McArthur sisters were searching for recordings to use in their language revitalization effort when Joan stumbled on a familiar melody. She was listening to a CD copy of a wax cylinder recording of Nakota peoples (Assiniboine speakers) made circa 1930 by Felix Cohen at the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation in Montana. Suddenly, Joan heard the beginning of a ritual New Year’s song that had been a part of their local repertoire until their father’s passing four years prior. This song “was sung by our dad every New Year’s Eve when the clock struck 12 a.m.,” Sara later told me. “This was an important family gathering for us.” When their father died in 1998, the family and community thought they had permanently lost the song, particularly its words in the endangered Assiniboine language. However, Joan’s happy accident in the ATM listening library brought the song, and an important piece of familial and cultural memory, back to life.

Later that afternoon, as the Assiniboine group said their goodbyes and headed toward the door, AISRI staff member Linda Cumberland, who had organized their visit, overheard Joan say to Sara, “Our grandfathers are smiling on us today.” I later asked Sara what Joan had meant by this comment. Sara responded, “This is something we say at moments when we sense that there is a greater purpose to everything we do.” Later that week, with a CD repatriation copy of this nearly eighty-year-old recording in hand, the sisters returned home to Saskatchewan, where they relearned the song.

Research archives like the ATM serve numerous populations, including educators, researchers, students, and the public. No aspect of archival work is more meaningful, however, than serving the communities whose recorded heritage archives have been given the great responsibility, and great honor, of preserving. At large archives like the ATM, the rediscovery of a lost song, story, or other form of expression is not terribly unusual. But my experience with the McArthurs, which occurred less than a year after I had assumed the directorship, was my first experience witnessing it firsthand. Seeing Sara’s and Joan’s excitement and joy when they rediscovered this song was deeply inspiring. The sisters rediscovered a song, and I rediscovered a perspective that made the scores of meetings, miles of e-mail, the seemingly endless tasks such as budget construction, grant writing, research, and dealing with physical facility problems not just more tolerable but also terrifically alive with meaning.

In that instant when the MacArthur sisters found their father’s lost song, infusing human with archival memory, I felt in a visceral way the import of the archival mission, and more generally, why archives matter. In writing reports, grant applications, lectures, and publications during my time as director, I proudly described archival work as the “preservation of cultural heritage,” and moments such as the one I have just shared as the “repatriation of cultural heritage.” Looking back, those words, though not inaccurate, fail to express fully the existential relationship of archives to people. Again, archives matter because archival recordings are extensions of our humanity. As such, archives can be profoundly meaningful to individuals connected—via family, community, or otherwise—to the people and practices preserved on the recordings. As a respondent to Robert Lancefield’s 1992–1993 survey of archives wrote, “Repatriation . . . adds a more immediate human dimension” to the archival mission, “transcending purely scholarly consideration” (quoted in Lancefield 1998, 55, also reprinted in this Handbook).

Emotional moments such as when the Kouyatés first watched the sixty-nine-year-old film of their family and when the McArthur sisters found a roughly seventy-year-old recording of their father’s song might best be described not just as archival repatriation, but also as human reconnection. Archival collections can be part of the processes of human life, as alive as human memory (Seeger 2001). These two stories of reconnection demonstrate that the materials stewarded by audiovisual archives have the potential to grow more valuable with the passing of time. These reconnections were as powerful and potent as they were partly because roughly seven decades separated their recording and their repatriation/reuse. On this issue, Seeger writes, “100 years after their publication, few articles in the Journal of American Folklore or American Anthropologist are of more than minor interest. The recordings made by some of these authors, however, often continue to be very exciting to scholars, musicians, and members of the communities in which they were recorded. Over time, it may be the collections we have made, rather than what we have done with them, for which we are most gratefully remembered” (Seeger 1988).

Notes

1.I served as director of the ATM from 2001 to 2007.

2.Both cases discussed in this article are examples of a type of repatriation that differs from the return of actual original objects, such as artifacts, often repatriated by museums. Rather than repatriating the original recordings, the ATM gave copies of original recordings to members of the communities where the recordings were made. To ensure their perpetuity into the future, the original recordings remain physically preserved in the climate-controlled vault in Morrison Hall on the Indiana University–Bloomington campus and digitally preserved in Indiana University’s mass data storage system.

3.See Resound 21 (1/2) (January–April), 2002.

4.Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music Accession #92-313-F. Recordings made during the Straus Expedition were commercially released by Folkways (Boulton 1958).

5.The research assistant Bakari Sidibé claimed that the appropriate name of this mask is “ngonni,” meaning “little baboon.”

6.For more thorough accounts of jeliya, or the art of being a jeli, see Charry (2000) or “Jeliya” in Gibson and Reed (2002).

7.My interviews with members of the Kouyaté family alternated between Maninkakan (or Malinké) and French. The Maninkakan passages were translated with the help of Bakary Sidibé, who also translated during interviews into French when necessary (I was more proficient in Bamanankan and Jula; this was my first field experience in a Maninkakan setting). All French translations are mine alone.

8.Indeed, a defining characteristic of standard definitions of folklore is the existence of multiple variants of form. Moreover, it is common specifically in the jeli tradition not only for families that play the bala but also for those who play the twenty-one-string harp-lute kora to transpose songs for the guitar (see Charry 2000).

9.This CD-ROM, Music and Culture of West Africa: The Straus Expedition, was created with funding from the US National Endowment for the Humanities and published by Indiana University Press. All proceeds from the product’s sale were by contract donated directly to the ATM in support of its mission. The film, photographs, and audio recordings of the Konkoba Kouyaté family constituted less than 5 percent of the materials used in the making of this product. Nonetheless, reflecting on this experience, I note my collusion in a neocolonial process that used 1934 recordings of the Kouyatés and many others to benefit the ATM, a relatively powerful institution in the Global North. Although the ATM’s operating budget was woefully inadequate to fully support its mission of preserving and disseminating recorded heritage it housed, and outside funding was essential to its sustainability, this CD-ROM in some respects perpetuated the neocolonial intellectual property regimes of earlier archival practice.
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