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Concluding Reflections

In discussing reformist impacts on musical practice I am afraid I may have
painted a grim picture, but I should emphasize that these changes in size of
repertoire are most pronounced in urban or urbanizing areas. Remarkably, a
great deal of variation continues to be generated as people from cities and vil-
lages interact with one another and as peoples of different communities alter-
nately fuse and polarize in response to political and economic exigencies.
Although some repertoires are indeed becoming impoverished, others are not.
In either case, the epistemological data about the role of music and the place of
emotions in mourning rituals remains astoundingly rich and diverse.

Moving beyond the immediate field data presented here, I would suggest
that it will be fruitful in further research projects to examine ritual contexts that
exhibit rich textures of sentiments. Mourning rituals make good case studies
because they involve remarkable concatenations of diverse emotions, such as
grief, wistfulness, triumph, and tribute, and these emotions are registered in mul-
tiple kinds of behavior. T was surprised that in a recent volume on the meanings
of death in South Asia, although several authors cited Peter Metcalf and Richard
Huntington’s Celebrations of Death, none elaborated much on the affective
complexity of mortuary rituals, nor on its spatiotemporal contingencies.

[ have found that peoples’ aesthetic responses to musical mourning reper-
toires vary widely, and eliciting these responses was a serious methodological
problem. Still, a number of Muslims, Hindus, and tribals were able to describe to
me the musical features that they felt held the power to move them emotionally.
Some felt, for instance, that sadness was communicated by muted timbres,
lethargic tempi, and deep pitches—musical features that resonate with doleful
attributes in my own culture. But the problem was that in practice so-called sad
music did not always exhibit these stylistic features; this may be one of the rea-
sons why music is considered so problematic in Muharram—the overall occa-
sion is supposed to be sad, but in modern times for urban Shi‘ahs the traditional
music associated with it is not sad enough. And to further complicate matters,
aesthetic statements applying to one instrument did not necessarily apply to
another. In the end, I found that the ways in which people connected musical
sound to emotional attributes were extremely idiosyncratic and tied to specific
contexts in particular political climates. For these reasons I have focused on gen-
eral principles of classification and not on the relationship between emotional
attributes and musical styles.

At the risk of overgeneralizing, I think it worthwhile to adopt (tentatively,
at least) a subcontinental view of music in mourning, and to observe that the
more culturally distant are communities from high-caste Hindus, the more var-
iegated, marked, and pronounced are their musical repertoires of mourning.
Whereas, at one extreme, one may observe that Brahmins (except in rare cases)
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avoid using instrumental music in their funerals, at the other extreme, there is a
concentration of primarily Scheduled castes whose musicians perform, or once
performed, distinctly funerary instrumental repertoires, defined largely by
rhythm. Moving down the caste scale (not a continuum, necessarily), there are
not only funerary repertoires of increasing distinctiveness but also public dis-
plays of increasing pomp, occasionally bordering on the comical. In parts of
Tamilnadu and Andhra Pradesh, corpses are at times carried in sitting rather than
prone positions, and decorated with colorful powders and flower garlands, coins
and shiny objects, mirrors, and fancy clothes. Drummers in some South Indian
funeral processions clown around and dance, playing their instruments artfully
or acrobatically, and collect money from appreciative onlookers using their
teeth. I would suggest that it is in these displays, and in urban funeral processions
that employ Western marching band instruments, that we find the most signifi-
cant continuities between dalit and tribal funerary practices and Muharram as it is
practiced in many parts of South Asia. It is useful to think about the recent his-
tory of ritual mourning in urban South Asia metaphorically in terms of a nar-
rowed emotional spectrum; but affective diversity and difference has by no
means disappeared. What has been particularly interesting to me is how the vari-
ety of musics and the variety of emotions characteristic of mourning rituals have
been reshaped according to patterns that are both regional-cultural and national,
both intricately interwoven with issues of local religion and panreligious, and
both characteristic of South Asia and applicable to the study of music in mourn-
ing anywhere in the world.
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Deanimating and Reanimating the
Dead in Rural Sri Lanka

Jonathan S. Walters

As an historian I regularly deal with people who are dead, but I do not usually
deal with them as dead; T think about them as though they were alive, living in
the historical contexts | create in my own mind. When I deal with some long-
dead Sri Lankan king, he is doing something in Sri Lanka a thousand years ago,
and he is doing it to, or with, or for only people who are, like him, dead. But in at
least this sense—*people who are dead”—every historian practices a sort of
necromancy, however different it may be from the necromancies studied by his-
torians of religions. Paraphrasing the philosopher of history R. G. Collingwood,
perhaps in a way he would like, the dead exist insofar as they are encapsulated
within the present, enjoying in the minds of historians a certain “life” that could
be said to defeat the grave. However much we might eschew the reality of
medieval conceptions of the afterlife we at least cannot escape from having some
construct of deadness, some idea about the state of the dead that is not itself dead.

I think it productive—and Collingwood would like this application of his
theories—to see the difference between this historiographical necromancy and
“traditional” or “premodern” or “religious” necromancy as not merely a differ-
ence of kind, but additionally as a difference of degree. The actions of an Amer-
ican historian reconstructing medieval Anuradhapura to finish a conference
paper and an Anuradhapuran healer resurrecting Grandma to haunt a rival into
repaying a debt are not so unrelated as mi ghtat first glance appear: both employ
culturally current “necrotechnologies™ (methods for dealing with the dead made
“real” or “believable” or “appropriate” through accordance with culturally cur-
rent presuppositions about what death is), and both do so for some particular
purpose. The question then becomes, “in degrees and kind of what do modern
and premodern, or “scientific” and “religious,” necromancy differ?” My own
answer would be that we discern differences in the degree and kind of agency
ascribed to the dead.




