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GETTING  
THE  
RHYTHM

Classical, romantic, baroque, 
rock, hip hop… music con-
tinues to change throughout 
the years, yet we all look for 
that beat that gets us moving. 

How can we not when music is such an 
important part of our life?

Music is found everywhere: on tele-
vision adverts, films, on the radio and 
at places of worship. Our society im-
merses us in it for hours every day. A 
person will listen to music that repre-
sents the way they feel. Music has the 
potential to influence moods, feelings, 
and thoughts.

Legendary rock guitarist Jimi Hen-
drix, told Life magazine in 1969, ‘I can 
explain everything better through mu-
sic. You hypnotise people to where they 

go right back to their natural state, and 
when you get people at their weakest 
point, you can preach into their subcon-
scious what we want to say.’  

Music, like language, has a common 
factor: a person’s active role. People cre-
ate music. No music can exist without 
the people who make it. 

The Ethnomusicologist Dr Philip Ci-
antar (University of Malta) is interested 
in both the music itself, as a humanly 
organised sound, and the musicians. 
His research focuses on understanding 
how people worldwide think about 
music and how that affects their mu-
sic. He meets and interviews countless 
musicians and their audiences. People’s 
thinking about music is shaped by who 
they are, their world-view, and how 

Music has changed society. Stephanie Mifsud met ethnomusicologist 
Dr Philip Ciantar to talk about music from all over the world. 
Studying diverse musical traditions has taught him about himself and 
how music can bridge cultural divides to bring us together 

Stephanie Mifsud
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they use their creative imagination to 
create music. Take John Lennon’s song 
Imagine. The song has touched count-
less around the world. It might have 
changed the way people see themselves, 
relate to the people around them, and 
influenced future songs.

Music to say ‘Hello!’

Ciantar explains that ‘by listening to 
and exploring music from different 
countries we can understand other cul-
tural and social realities. Music opens 
infinite thinking modes unknown to 
us and uncovers situations we wouldn’t 
otherwise experience.’ According to 
him, ‘music can highlight social is-
sues or it can make a connection with 

different cultures when many other 
avenues fail’. This is the acceptance of 
‘otherness’, the concept of what makes 
us different from each other culturally 
and socially. Music can be a very effec-
tive medium. 

Acceptance of different cultures 
needs to be taught from a young age. 
Music can help in showing people the 
advantages of multiculturalism. Cian-
tar suggests that, at school, children can 
be taught instruments used in different 
cultures. This would help students un-
derstand and appreciate not just the 
instruments but also the musicians 
playing them. He continues, ‘you need 
to be open to other opinions, cultures, 
and traditions’ and music provides the 
right scenario. »

Music opens 
infinite thinking 
modes 
unknown to us 
and uncovers 
situations 
we wouldn’t 
otherwise 
experience
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Understanding music globally should 
lead to appreciation of diverse sounds 
and how they are made, communicat-
ed, and transformed into meaning. The 
musical process reveals humanity and 
here otherness surfaces as a challenge 
for us to deal with. It is up to us to 
then connect with different cultures we 
might consider alien.

People come together through music. 
The village feast is Malta’s best example 
of unity through music.  During a feast 
a quiet pjazza transforms into a music 
concert, a fireworks festival, and a food 
extravaganza — uniting the whole com-
munity. These celebrations bring people 
together ignoring their differences.

Multiculturalism is a worldwide phe-
nomenon. Malta is becoming multicul-
tural and, as Ciantar comments, ‘music 
is an indicator of what is going on. Per-
formances of African music at the Mar-
sa Open Centre can be interpreted as a 
plea for social acceptance and cultural 
integration. Slavic street players in Re-
public Street play Bach’s violin partitas 

to make us connect with them cultur-
ally. Once we are connected they play a 
nostalgic lullaby from their homeland 
to make us feel the pain of distance and 
sympathise with them. Undoubtedly, 
music serves as a social text; in itself, an 

intriguing sonic document that links 
the evident with the untold or even ig-
nored.’ This is the power of music and 
the concept of otherness that can shape 
our thoughts on multiculturalism and 
readiness to accept others’ views.

He became even more aware of mul-
ticulturalism while conducting his 
Ph.D. research. He went to Libya to ex-
perience different cultural backgrounds 
and traditions. He worked with Libyan 
musicians, attending their rehearsals, 
talked to people on Tripoli’s streets 
about the musical tradition of ma’lūf (a 
tradition valued for its Andalusian leg-
acy), and sneaked in percussion perfor-
mances with Libyan musicians. Apart 
from writing a book, these experiences 
helped Ciantar understand otherness 
and the challenges it implies.

Ciantar’s first experience with ethno-
musicology and otherness goes back to 
1991, when he was inspired by the writ-
ings of John Blacking and Bruno Nettl, 
and started researching Maltese folk 
music għana. He saw how the għanejja 

Libyan musicians performing in the ma’lūf tradition

Undoubtedly, 
music serves 
as a social text; 
in itself, an 
intriguing sonic 
document that 
links the evident 
with the untold 
or even ignored
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FURTHER READING

performed in two different contexts 
and their music changed accordingly. 
The music they sang was more elaborate 
in their regular bars when compared to 
stage music with an unknown audience. 

Otherness can also be scrutinised 
through musical translation. Ciantar 
researches musical translation: how we 
digest and eventually accept music that 
might not be initially appealing to us. 
Recently, he composed a Maltese festa 
band march out of tunes that he had 
recorded in Libya. The process allowed 
him to investigate the music and him-
self. He had to take elements of one mu-
sical tradition and apply it to another 
that was culturally remote, using him-
self to understand the process of how a 
person thinks and transforms thought 
into music.

Ciantar is very hopeful of the musical 
evolution in Malta as this is being influ-
enced by the different cultures that peo-
ple encounter everyday. This will create 
a more varied musical scene. Ciantar 
can already feel the difference. •

Stephanie Mifsud is part of the Depart-
ment of English Master of Arts programme.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DkvH6ulkVY8

