Listening to World Music


The primary objective of this class is to expose you to some musical traditions from several cultures around the globe.  Learning something about the music of other people is like a window to another world and a chance to explore the creative power of humanity.  The ability to recognize various musical traditions and express some knowledge about them is a good start towards crossing the cultural boundaries that often divide us.  We are not just listening to world music in this class, we are learning about people.


Of course, getting a good grade is probably of more immediate concern to most.  Some music traditions are easy to recognize, while others require you to develop a systematic method for identifying what you hear.  The following is some insight I can offer from my own experience with studying various musical traditions.  Each person’s method will undoubtedly be different, but hopefully this will get you started.

1. Familiarize yourself with the music.

a. Get copies of the listening examples within the first week of the semester.

b. Listen to the music of each section (Asia, Africa, Europe, etc.) as they are covered in the course.  Time will undoubtedly be short in class, so you MUST listen on your own.

c. Remember your initial gut feeling.  Often times your first reaction to a new musical sound is a good reminder for recognizing it in the future.  Is the music familiar or completely alien?  Do you like it or does it make you want to fast forward?  Does the music seem busy, cold, happy, relaxing, heavy, etc.?

d. Make the music part of your daily life, even if you don’t like every example.  Listen in your car, before you go to bed, while exercising, walking the dog, cooking, etc.  Pretty easy homework, if you ask me.

e. You’ll know you are “familiar” with the music when you can anticipate the next example before you hear it.  In other words, do you know which country the example comes from?  Can you visualize the instruments, imitate the character of the music, anticipate the tempo, etc., without hearing it?

2. Study the background material.

a. Review your class notes and relate them to each example.  Write down your own perceptions of the music or important features that were learned in class discussions.

b. Find outside sources about the musical tradition, if necessary.  An hour or two on any music tradition is only a cursory introduction to the vast information available on many musical traditions around the world.  Ask a librarian or send me an eMail for some suggestions or surf the internet.

c. Go through the Fundamentals of Music list to help you systematically dissect each example.  Describe the music with as much detail as possible from each category (medium, pitch, rhythm, etc.).  Some questions you might ask yourself:

i. Are there vocals, instruments or both?  How many of each?

ii. Can you draw a picture of the instruments and name them?

iii. Is the melody tuneful or hard to sing?

iv. Can you tap your foot to a beat?  Does the tempo (speed) remain constant?

v. Can you discuss the form of the performance?

vi. How can you describe the timbre?  Harsh, smooth, nasal, mellow, brooding, tight, etc.?

vii. Does the music have extreme dynamic variations, such as sudden bursts of volume or quiet passages?

viii. Are there extra-musical factors associated with the music, such as poetry, nature, historical events, politics, religion, etc.?

ix. Is there anything striking or unusual about the music that is unique, such as two-tone singing, hocket, polyrhythm, “lining-out,” etc.

d. Try to visualize the performance in its normal context, i.e. on a concert stage, in a temple, at a funeral, etc.

3. Taking exams.

a. If you have familiarized yourself with the music, you should be able to recognize each example with only a few seconds of listening.  Practice this at home with a friend.  If you don’t recognize an example immediately, try eliminating traditions that you know it is NOT.  Often times ruling out traditions that you are certain a music cannot be will lead you to identifying what it is.

b. Recognizing musical sound is only part of the objective in this class.  Knowing something about the music traditions, the cultures they come from, and the people who create them is also essential.  Take good notes in class and review them before the tests.  Study your background material and if you have further questions, ask me.

c. Don’t forget WHERE in the world the music comes from.  This class is about music of the world, so you have to know where in the world we’re talking about.  Look at your world map on a daily basis.

Remember, music is universal, but it is not a universal language.  Understanding music as a world phenomenon requires an open mind and a willingness to acknowledge other perspectives, ideas, and attitudes as equally valid to your own.    Our world is “smaller” than it has ever been in history.  Everything you learn in this class will almost inevitably be relevant to you at some point in your life.  So, listen with your mind and your emotions, as well as your ears.

