Virtuosity and rearrangement

Advancement in technology has reduced the differences between those who create music and those involved with its production

By Sarwat Ali

As the world of music in the last few decades has been swept by the rise of computer-generated sound one wonders whether the definition of creativity has undergone a change. Those responsible for doing unimaginable things to sound with the latest machine seem to be competing with the actual players and singers for top creative honours.

Now even the so called live performances are not really live because the singers/vocalists do not sing but mime to recordings which are replayed[image: image1.jpg]


 on the highly sophisticated systems. The singer is now no longer the same entity outside the studio as he is inside it. Inside with the help of sophisticated acoustic equipment he records and that recording becomes his lifebuoy for he can sink without the help of all the add-on equipment which not only totally changes the timber of his voice but the character as well. He just cannot sing solo.

The advancement in technology has reduced the differences and distinctions between those who create music and those involved with its production. The recording technology and the post production process has made those who actually sit on the computer, manipulate, add, delete, play around with volumes and frequencies, control distortions, as the real arbiters of music rather than those who actually are involved in its playing and singing.

Perhaps this calls for a redefinition of creativity itself, as it is the person sitting on the computerized keyboard who is really calling the shots. Rather than play an instrument or write a musical score, it is the computerized keyboard that can do all, not by actually playing and creating music but by merely rearranging it in a creative manner. The rearrangement is now the more critical word than composition, voice application or the virtuosity to play an instrument.

It has also changed the entire process of music making. Before the advent of recording technology music had to be created and heard live because it only existed in real time. The moment the performance finished the only recall was the memory of that performance. But the recording technology made it possible to play the number by pressing the button of a playback gadget. The only factor that really mattered in the recording was whether it was as close to the real thing or not -- for a faithful reproduction of the voice or the sound of the instrument was considered to be the litmus test of a successful recording.

Since there was no way to record sound that is intangible and exists only in time, the only recourse left was to transfer it to the next generation in as meticulous a manner as was humanly possible. The transfer of craftsmanship became absolutely critical. The young apprentices were made to practice for endless hours for decades, so that they did not falter in the exact application of the note. And it was made difficult still as our music built on the subtleties of layered microtones involved a process both long drawn and tedious, that could only be maintained in an environment which harboured no distinction between education in music and upbringing. The family thus became the specialized haunt for the training of young musicians.

The entire ethos of upbringing and the regimen of training have been rendered obsolete. There being no real purpose in putting in hours of practice when the tentativeness in the application of the note can easily be corrected and rectified by the machine. This also means a fundamental change in the relationship between the human voice and human expression. It seems that the unity between the human voice and the expression through the gradual and painstaking acquisition of craft which facilitated the transition from feeling to its artistic output has been sundered.

The same is the case with instruments. The instrument became the vehicle of human artistic expression. It has been inconceivable to separate the bansuri from Hari Prasad Chaurasiya, sitar from Vilayat Khan, tabla from Shaukat Hussain and shahnai from Bismillah Khan. Now all kinds of instruments can be played on the computerized keyboard. The link between the man and his musical instrument has been severed as well.

By the mid century as popular music started to make an impact through the Hollywood films it was actually the Beatles who certified pop music that cut across class and national boundaries, and made music that was easily understood by the people. After a very long time it was possible to be equal partners in music because the audience did not have to be necessarily initiated. Perhaps the lyrics which reflected the concerns of the common man (the middle and working classes) and then the lack of effort in understanding music was what made the Beatles the leaders of a whole new revolution in the world of music. It was music that did not make you think but made you breakout of your cerebral and social constraints with abandon.

The march of technology is unstoppable and it should not be questioned either. What is crucial are the uses that we can put technology to, though it may be conceded that the advance in technology does bring in a certain sameness from which it is very difficult to breakout of. This sameness is not restricted to music only but is being experienced in architecture, (all modern cities look alike irrespective of where they are) in design and in languages. A large number of languages becoming obsolete are being replaced by the language which is primarily used in the computer -- English. Hundreds of different languages are on the verge of extinction because these cannot become part of the contemporary world of economic and social transactions.

In Pakistan many of the musical forms have been dying or are dead and many of the traditional instruments too are extinct or their players have passed away. This process in our country was hastened as no safeguards were provided to preserve these forms and instruments but even in countries where this was done the process of computerized music has put everything on its head. The issue is larger than mere promotion and preservation. It has to be addressed in the context of a technological breakthrough, which is not at the expense of wiping the peculiarities of culture and rich diversity but which should be employed in the service of higher artistic values.

 

