INNOVATION FROM TRADITION

Sigbjorn Nedland

I was happy to see that the title of the colloquy program was
“Purists and innovators”. The reason for my contentment was not
the first and last words of the title, although they are important
and relevant concepts to discuss. My contentment was with the
“and” in the middle. That one small word indicated to me that the
organisers of the colloquy and I were aligned and in agreement. It
is fully possible that the word chosen could have been a different
one from “and”. It might have been “or”.

Fortunately, defining the two concepts as opposites is not the
view held by this festival, nor by the group of music aficionados
assembled here. It is also losing ground elsewhere. In my native
Norway, there used to be big discussions and deep conflicts. Some
people would accept no change at all to how traditional music
was played, with what instruments and in what circumstances it
was performed. Others wanted to modernise or re-interpret the
traditions. Such conflicts have faded and almost disappeared
during the past few decades.

In Setesdal, one of Norway’s primary sources of a living and
vigorous music tradition, there was for several years a conflict
between two of the valley’s best hardanger fiddle (the national
instrument of Norway) players about — believe it or not — whether
or not it was acceptable to use accordions to perform Setesdal
traditional music. These two brilliant musicians were both my
friends, so I was very happy when I suddenly got the news that
they were reconciled and playing together again. The next time
I met with one of them, Hallvard, I said “I was happy to hear that
you and Gunnar are playing together again”. “Yes,” said Hallvard,
“that conflict had long since passed its expiry date”. I hope we
can all agree that these kinds of conflicts have indeed passed their
expiry date.
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The very basis for the assumption that music traditions are
something stable and unchanging since ancient times is wrong.
Traditions have never stayed the same. They are unruly and
impatient and forever changing. When purists insist that music
should be played exactly like it was played 100 years ago, they don’t
understand that 100 years before that, it was played differently, and
probably with other instruments. It is also not true that music is
purely local and regional. Music can never be contained. It will
always travel, bringing influences to others, as well as picking up
influences and taking them back home.

People have understood this for centuries. One of those who saw
this clearly was the scholar Abu Abdullah Muhammad bin Idris
Al-Shafi’i, commonly known as just Al-Shafi’i, born in Gaza in
the year 767, and raised in Mecca. He still enlightens us through
his poem “A Call to Travel” about the journeys of culture, and the
importance of giving and receiving influences:

There is no rest in residence for a person of culture and intellect
So travel and leave where you’re residing!

Travel! You will find a replacement for what you have left.

And strive! The sweetness of life is in striving!

I’ve seen that water stagnates if still

becomes pure if it runs, but not if it doesn’t flow

If the lion doesn’t leave his den he cannot hunt,
and the arrow will not strike without leaving its bow

If the sun stood still in its heavenly course
then people, Arab and non-Arab, it would bore

Gold dust is as the earth where commonly found,
and in its land, an oud is but another wood in store

If one travels, he becomes sought out

If one travels, he is honoured like gold.
(Well-Versed 2010: 7)
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The most important image to me in this poem is the water pond
that becomes stagnant if it stays still, but that keeps fresh if the water
is running. Al Safi’i explains exactly how culture and traditions
are depending on exchange of influences and developments to stay
fresh and relevant. But that does not mean that we can discard
past traditions, past ways of performing, or abandon our search for
deep knowledge of ancient culture. If you are to be influential in
the development of culture, you need first of all to know your roots
and your traditions. Only when you have that knowledge can you
give meaningful inputs to developing your traditions and keeping
them alive.

This is especially significant for many of us in this group, who
are involved in what — for lack of a better word — is called world
music. We witness the truth in Al Safi’i’s teachings about the
journeys that music makes in this world. Music has always been
travelling, but in our modern world it travels faster than ever, and
it can leapfrog the many stops and slow developments that were
results of the means of journeying in earlier times, depending on
horses, camels and sailing ships.

The new airborne fast track to meetings between people and
cultures is magnificent in many ways, but it also has the potential
of making us ignorant exploiters of cultures we do not know and
understand. We often use words such as “cultural exchange” for
something that is rather cultural exploitation.

Cultural exchange is not people from rich countries coming
in without knowledge about the music and traditions in the area,
acting as self-appointed experts, exploiting local music traditions
and patronising local musicians.

Cultural exchange is not colonialism or cultural neo-colonialism,
where Europeans came to impose their culture and their educational
systems, making Africans or Asians study Bach and Mozart, rather
than exploring their own traditions and music history.

Cultural exchange is not a couple of musicians lacking new
ideas, who travel to remote areas to spice up their music by cherry-
picking some exotic flavours from local traditions and musicians to
put on top of their synthesizer pads, returning home to make money
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from album releases, from which collaboration partners never see
any royalties.

Balance and equality are vital in any cultural exchange. In
an exchange with Western musicians, musicians from the other
countries should have a good knowledge and mastery of their own
traditions. That is what you need to be able to develop your music
and merge it with new influences. But in many countries outside
the Western world, the main problem is the availability of their
own music traditions to young musicians. They are increasingly
growing up and performing their music in modern cities and large
urban areas, with little contact with the original district and the
original village of their ancestors.

In Norway, and in many European countries, we have archives
with recordings of traditional music, archives which are now
being widely used by young urban musicians. They now get their
influence not so much as before from living traditional performers,
but from recordings of past master musicians. For musicians in
many countries, such possibilities do not exist. Even if they have
archives, these are often not accessible to young musicians. City
dwellers are also not always able to travel to the countryside or the
villages to seek out their traditional music sources there.

An example: In Malawi the national radio, Malawi Broadcasting
Corporation, MBC, had a large archive of music recordings: field
recordings from the villages as well as studio recordings. They
constituted a large and valuable documentation of local music
traditions, but even though they were stored at the radio house,
they were not available to anyone. The reason? The recordings
were stored on old reel-to-reel audio tapes, and in Malawi they no
longer had machines that could play them.

With the support of the Royal Norwegian Embassy in Lilongwe,
and backing from Norwegian authorities, I was able to bring
two discarded tape players from Norwegian radio station NRK
to Malawi, both serviced and brought up to a high standard of
performance. In the course of a couple of years we digitized about
7.000 musical recordings and made them available again. At the
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end of the project, the machines were donated to MBC, who have
since been continuing the digitization with their own staff.!

So, should we consider the job done when we have digitized
a large number of recordings, and thereby saved an important part
of a country’s cultural heritage? My answer was... no! I had been
researching the music environment in Malawi, and I heard many
very good musicians and singers playing all kinds of music: pop,
rock, jazz, rap/hip-hop, reggae, dancehall, R&B — but their music
contained very little that would tell me that these were Malawian
musicians. They were mainly copying international styles of music,
having had little access to their own music traditions.

So, we assembled some of the best musicians and told them we had
a challenge for them: to get involved in their own country’s music
tradition and history. I told them: “You can get quite good at playing
American R&B, but that is American music, and you will have
a very hard time doing it better than the Americans. And you can
get quite good at playing reggae or dancehall, but it will not be easy
to beat the Jamaicans at that. However, if you delve into Malawian
music traditions and learn something there, you can utilise that in
the music you make, and you may well do R&B or reggae — but
if you do it with a basis in your own melodies, harmonies, and
rhythms, then no one can beat you. You will be the best in the whole
world at playing that music!”

Maybe we have somehow turned the discussion about purism and
innovation in the opposite direction, inspiring these young urban
musicians to change what they were playing by seeking inspiration
from traditional music. Instead of “modernising” traditional music,
they were making their own forms of popular music more relevant.
They found that they were able to take possession of their own
expression and play their music more convincingly by opening up

1. Information about the Malawi digitization project is available at <https://nedlandkultur.
com/>, and in the BBC radio documentary “The Malawi Tapes” at <https://www.bbc.
co.uk/programmes/w3ct03ck>.
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to traditional sources. The reaction from the musicians was that the
exposure to traditional music sparked a new creativity in them and
renewed the popular music they were playing.

One of my major inspirations for looking at things this way is
Mory Kanté and his world hit “Y¢é-ké, Yé-ké”, a traditional tune in
a state-of-the art modern electronic arrangement that was played in
all the discotheques at the end of the 1980s. I met Mory, and asked
him if he met with criticism from traditionalists in Africa for his
mixing of traditional and super sharp modern music in this way.

“Not so much from them,” he said, “more from Europeans. Come
here,” he said, and brought me over to the other side of the room.
“Here is my new synthesizer. Now look closely at it. Check the
keys, all the buttons, everything.” Then he turned it upside down.
“Look closely at everything here too: look at the front and the back,
and at both ends too!” He put it back on its stand. “Does it say
anywhere on this one ‘Not for Africans’?”’ (Nedland 2023: 8)
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Summary

The text emphasizes that traditional and innovative approaches in music are not opposites
but mutually complementary. Traditions have never been static; they have always evolved,
travelled, and absorbed new influences. Al-Shafi’i is evoked through the metaphor of
flowing water: culture remains alive only when it is in motion. Innovation therefore does
not mean abandoning one’s roots, it requires a deep understanding of them; only those
who know their own tradition can develop it in a meaningful way. At the same time, the
author highlights the risks of globalization and unequal cultural encounters. Genuine
cultural exchange requires equality and understanding — it is not about exoticism, cultural
colonialism, or using local elements without understanding their meaning. A case in point is
Malawi, where the lack of access to archival recordings weakened the continuity of musical
traditions. The digitization of 7,000 recordings enabled young musicians to reconnect with
their own sources and create more distinctive contemporary music. An additional source
of inspiration is Mory Kanté, who successfully combined traditional melodic material with
modern electronic sound and rejected the notion that technological innovations are not
meant for African musicians.

Key words: innovation of traditional music, cultural exchange, cultural colonialism,
archival recordings, modern technologies in music, Malawi.
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