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I Search for Ancient Music 

LAURA B O U L T O N 

EDITOR'S NOTE: One of the most iniagination-co7npelling collections 
to reach Columbia in recent years is that assembled by Mrs. Laura 
Boidton, about which she writes so vividly in the folloiving article. 
Comprising roughly 1^,000 musical items on discs and tapes, "The 
Laura Boulton Collection of Traditional and Liturgical Music" has 
been recorded from original sources on twenty major expeditions to 
countries all over the globe. At Columbia it will be a working re
search collection, to be augmented by gift and exchange and by 
further field work. 

The acquisition of the collection was made possible through a be
quest of the late Alice Fries Levi, the wife of Julian Clarence Levi 
(A. B., 1896). 

ALWAYS the same question comes to me: "How did you 
ever get started?" I created my career. Raised in a mu-

L. sical family (I sang my first solo in an operetta when I 
was three years old), I was launched on a concert career at an 
early age. The turning point came when I was invited on a big 
African expedition. Since I had always been interested in the 
music of other lands, I eagerly accepted. 

When I began, there was no word for the specialization which 
I chose, but now if you look in a new dictionary, you may find 
the term "Ethnomusicologist." Aly interest has been, and still is, 
centered in people and their music; not just to analyse the music, 
but to see how it functions in their lives, the role it plays in work, 
in worship, and in every emotional aspect of society, primitive 
and exotic. Aly collection, said to be one of the largest private ones 
of its kind, has become invaluable to students in all parts of the 
world, because there is so much music and documented informa
tion in it which can never be recorded again. 
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Photograph taken on the Arctic Ocean. 
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In the most remote corners of primitive lands, old people are 
dying and taking their songs with them; everywhere young 
people are discarding old cultures in their eagerness to assimilate 
the new. Even in the deep forests of Africa, folklore wears a new 
look: Elvis Presley, Bing Crosby, and Frank Sinatra have become 
musical idols. The fads of today are setting the musical pattern of 
tomorrow. 

When I first met Dr. Schweitzer in 1946, at the home of a 
mutual friend in New York, he urged me to come to Lambarene 
and record the music of his people. "Stay as long as you like, 
but come soon; it is almost too late!" 

I knew what he meant. My attempts to gamer musical lore in 
distant lands, where one would expect to find the age-old culture 
unyiolated, have so often been hampered by the infiltration of 
American popular music as well as American advertising methods. 
For example, on the day I arrived in Batavia, now called Djakarta, 
I was taken to a picturesque native quarter to record the music of 
the little bands of wandering Indonesian minstrels. Imagine my 
horror at finding that their favorite song, played over and over, 
was Give Me Five Minutes More, Only Five Minutes More. 

While I was on the Korean war front for the National Broad
casting Company, a group of young Korean men and women put 
on an evening of entertainment for the troops. The singing and 
dancing were excellent, the dramatic skits highly entertaining, but 
there were only three native Korean songs in the entire program. 
I was the only member of the audience who seemed to find any
thing disappointing in the fact. At an all-night concert in the vil
lage in Bechuanaland in Africa, out of a program of forty-three 
numbers, only six were native songs, the others being hybrid 
imitations of American crooners. (I might add that the reason the 
concert went on all through the night was that to have a favorite 
selection played required a donation of sixpence to the Red Cross; 
to have a piece not played, cost a whole shilling, an amount be
yond the reach of almost everybody's purse.) 

Not only are our songs and our ways of singing them driving 
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out the old songs and silencing the singers within reach of radio, 
but the long arm of movie promotion also reaches into remote 
areas of the Orient with results quite shattering to the student in 
search of ancient musical forms. On my first day in Bali, the 
beating of drums and the sound of approaching flutes gave prom
ise of some ancient ceremony. I rushed from my room to find a 
procession, picturesque enough, but carrying large placards ad
vertising the latest American film to arrive in town. 

In India, I was drawn from my bed one night by exotic sounds 
in the street, and leaning, from my balcony, I watched a myste
rious midnight procession headed by decorated elephants, accom
panied by torchbearers and followed by a long queue of street 
urchins and idlers. What seemed at first to be a beautiful religious 
procession proved to be only a spectacle aimed at drumming up 
trade for the local movie box office. 

# # # 
Thirty years have passed since the day when I first stood in my 

mountain rain-forest camp, recording the singing of natives who 
had never before seen a white woman. This was the first recording 
of primitive music to come out of these remote regions of Central 
Africa, music which later some of our most famous musicians 
(among them being Igor Stravinsky, Walter Damrosch, Leopold 
Stokowski, Artur Rubinstein, and Aaron Copland) were to de
clare among the most exciting that they had ever heard. Several of 
them later were to write forewords for my published albums. 
There was virtually no portable recording equipment in those 
days. Columbia Broadcasting technicians assembled special equip
ment, cumbersome but adequate, for my early expeditions. 

What an evolution from those times to the day, only a few 
months ago, when I cHmbed and crawled up the precipitous 
granite cliffs of Aleteora in Greece with a small portable high 
fidelity battery-powered recorder, which was capable of re
cording a symphony orchestra, slung over my shoulder like 
a camera. I was on a project for Harvard University's Dumbar
ton Oaks to record Byzantine music in ancient monasteries 
throughout the Orthodox world. 
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Meteora, at least in name, is probably better known than 
many Greek monasteries because, unlike most, it is not on an 
isolated island or tucked away in some remote valley. There is, 
in fact, a series of monasteries on these rocky peaks rising up 
starkly out of the land about half way between Athens and 
Salonika. Anyone interested in visiting Aleteora at all is ex
pected to have enough energy to climb these rocky peaks as 
part of his pilgrimage. Aly course, indeed my pace, is always 
set to some extent by my recording paraphernalia. Traveling 
with recording equipment is like traveling abroad with a large 
family of small children. These various appendages, too, must 
be under constant supervision; they must not be tipped up the 
wrong way; they must not be dropped; they have to be con
stantly "changed and fed." In countries such as Greece, the dry 
batteries offered for sale in the shops were often as venerable 
and bewhiskered as the monks themselves. Struggling up the 
crude steps which were hewn in the rocks and presumably 
spaced to fit the stride of giants rather than that of a woman of 
five feet four inches, crossing the rough improvised bridges 
thrown over great chasms, I regretted that I had come too late 
to Aleteora to be in the old basket-hauling act—until I met the 
monk waiting for me in the vast walled monastery up in the 
sky. It was easy to see why there was no longer a basket route. 
Only three monks are left now. The youngest is seventy-six, 
the oldest "a hundred and twenty." 

The singing of these old men leaves something to be desired 
musically, but it is of great interest historically. It may well be 
the first and last music ever to come out of this holy eagle's nest 
on its rocky crag, for no longer do young men come to devote 
their lives to God in Aleteora. Alount Athos still claims a few 
each year, Arcadi in Crete, possibly because of its romantic 
history, still attracts novices to its walls and gardens, but 
Meteora no longer calls them. 

* # # 
From where I now sit at my desk, I can see on a shelf above 

me the series of published albums of music chosen from many 
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thousands of melodies which I have recorded on all sorts of 
equipment, often under almost inconceivable conditions in far
away places. Aluch of it is music that has already been washed 
away in the on-rushing tide of western civilization and is avail-

<',/•: .::••> \ati'i!:al History Museum 

A Tuareg group in Timbuktu, French \\'cst Africa, singing for a 
recording which Mrs. Boulton was making. 

able to the student only through these recordings. It is music 
that extends over a wide range of peoples, embracing both the 
primitive and the exotic: the almost-extinct, shy little Bush
man's hunting songs in the Kalahari Desert; the previously un
recorded music of certain secret Haitian Voodoo rituals; the 
"tehardcnt" played in a wild war dance by the mysterious blue-
veiled Tuaregs in Timbuktu; the timeless songs of the Eskimo 
on his Arctic tundra; the chanting of monks in Tibetan lama
series; the orchestras of a royal wedding when Nepal was still 
a Hermit Kingdom (I flew in with my recording equipment 
in a tiny 2-passenger plane of the Alaharaja of Nepal, the first 
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aircraft to fly into Katmundu across the Himalayas); music re
corded in the inaccessible Imperial Palace in Tokyo; and in a 
skull-lined cave with the head-hunters of Borneo. 

It was on my first expedition to Africa in the early Thirties 
that I met Wamjabaregi. He was Africa's counterpart of our 
legendary Ichabod Crane, a ganghng youth, ebony black and 
almost naked. All long thin arms and spindly legs and a smile 
like an open piano, he stood well over six feet tall, straight as a 
sapling. I never saw Wamjabaregi when he did not appear to 
be on the point of bursting with energy and exuberance and in
fectious fun. 

The day I chose him as my personal gun-boy in the moun
tain forest of Tanganyika, I gave him an old pair of hunting 
trousers which a scientist in our party had discarded. With the 
help of all the other camp boys, he put them on in front of 
me there and then, and bounded about almost hysterical with 
joy. He removed them thereafter only in moments of bustle and 
excitement when they threatened to hamper his movements. 

One of the most amusing and rewarding phases of recording 
comes when I play the recording back for the performers who 
have never before seen a recording machine. They are shy at first, 
but after hearing themselves, I almost need a mounted police
man to hold the crowds back. Of all the primitive peoples I 
have recorded, the reaction of ^\'amjabaregi at hearing his own 
voice for the first time was the most spontaneous. In a second 
he had whipped off his \\'estern hunting trousers, grabbed his 
nine-foot snear, and with arms and legs all \\-aving in simulta
neous motion, head wagging furiously, eyes rolling, he bran
dished the spear aloft with «ild whoops of unadulterated joy. 

# # # 
Shugliak was the destination when, in July 1942, I sailed 

down the St. Lawrence River on the Nascopie, an ice-breaker 
which was headed for Hudson's Bay loaded with supplies for 
the coming year for the trading posts, "mounties," and mission-

file:////-aving
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aries of the Eastern Arctic, The war A\as at its height, so we 
sailed in a convoy of six ships—and with a total blackout at 
night. The reason for my being there at that particular time 
was twofold: as part of a three-year project for the Canadian 
Government, I was producing and directing a film about 
Eskimos and recording their almost unknown music; and at the 

An Eskimo quintet, with musical instruments, singing at 
Point Barrow, Alaska. 

same time, we were filming special assignments for the United 
States and Canadian governments on certain projects in the 
Arctic. 

You will not find an island called Shugliak on the map, be
cause the cartographers call it Southampton Island. The Eskimo 
word for this huge pile of rocks means, "The Island-Pup-that-
is-Suckling-the-Continent-Alother-Dog." Stretching across the 
mouth of Hudson's Bay, this brown, barren island covers some 
19,000 square miles. 

As we approached Shugliak with its cliffs of granite to the 
east and chunks of limestone scattered over the western half, it 
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looked really desolate. But when I came to live for a brief 
Eskimo summer with the brown people who call themselves 
the Innuit, I learned to love these charming companions and 
their harsh land. I had especially fond feelings for my crew of 
six on the Peterhead, the thirty-eight foot Arctic schooner 
which I skippered for a season and which was my home for that 
period. 

The Eskimo songs are among the most primitive in my col
lection and for that reason they are unusually interesting to me, 
especially their songs of rivalry. They fight their battles in song, 
the elders judging the singing and the best singer winning the 
battle. When we were listening to the war news on the short
wave radio at the Hudson's Bay Trading Post, I found it dif
ficult to answer their challenging query, "What do men fight 

about?" 
# # # 

The first time I went to Angola, I took with me a few 
records which I played in the evening by the campfire. The 
Mbundu elders gathered around and listened politely but reg
istered nothing (not even for jazz) until I played my favorite 
composer. Bach. Then they nodded and beamed with pleasure. 
They had a real feeling for Bach's polyphony. They under
stood melodies running in parallel lines. It is their kind of part-
music. I thought of this often while visiting Dr. Schweitzer in 
his Lambarene hospital, sitting on the bench beside him as he 
played Bach for me after his long day's work was ended. 

And then there was that night in the Kalahari Desert of 
Southwest Africa, where I went to record Bushman songs. Im
agine my delight when I saw tiny figures dancing out of the 
night right up to our radio: Bushmen doing an ancient hunting 
dance to Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, in which Beethoven 
had used the ode of Schiller proclaiming the brotherhood of 
man throughout the world. 

Although centuries of varying culture and tradition might 
lie between us, I have always felt, upon taking leave of even the 
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most primitive people among whom I have been working and 
whose lives I have been privileged to share for a little while, 
that we have in some way enriched one another without per-

Nati\es m Angola \fric^ sin^mg while Mis Boulton makes a 
recording on an early expedition. 

haps exchanging a word of spoken language that could be 
mutually understood. They always knew instinctively that I 
really liked them and «-as genuinely interested in their music. 
As a result, there were always more songs than time to record 
them. Our understanding, our knowledge, our enjoyment and 
affection came through music, the language of the universe 
itself, the language that needs no translation. Alusic goes from the 
heart to the heart. 

In my life filled with miracles, the greatest miracle of all has 
now happened. Through the bequest of Alice Fries Levi, the 
wife of Julian Clarence Levi, this collection, representing the 
music of the peoples of the world, has come to Columbia Uni
versity where it will be available for students and scholars for 
all time. 


