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The 27th annual European Seminar in Ethnomusicology (ESEM) was recently hosted by the Elphinstone Institute at the University of Aberdeen, Scotland, from September 15th to 19th. The theme of the conference, ‘Taking Part’, was fleshed out in forty-three papers regarding ‘participation’, in order to ‘examine [within a performance] what is going on emotionally, physiologically, and aesthetically, for the participants, to get to the core of meaning and function’ (‘Call for Papers’; <http://www.esem-music.org/> accessed 30 September 2011). In this year’s John Blacking Memorial Lecture, ‘Taking a Part: Song Sequences and Sound Sentiments’, keynote speaker Anthony Seeger (UCLA) discussed ‘the significance of the sequencing of songs and the importance of the mix of shared repertory with newly introduced material’ in communal music settings (excerpt from paper abstract; Professor Seeger’s lecture is due to be posted on the ESEM website, link written above.) 


The ESEM General Meeting included the reelection of both President Dan Lundberg (Centre for Swedish Folk Music and Jazz Resarch) and Secretary-General Ewa Dahlig-Turek (Polish Academy of Sciences and Humanities). Newly elected Coordinating Committee (CORD) members include Ardian Ahmedaja (Vienna University of Music and Performing Arts) and Ian Russell (University of Aberdeen), and reelected CORD members include Martin Clayton (Durham University) and Laura Leante (Durham University). It was announced that the 2012 ESEM would take place at the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts in Ljubljana, from September 19th to 23rd.


Evening activities included a very unique and memorable event: a recorded conversation between Elphinstone Institute Director Ian Russell, and Traveller, ballad singer, and traditional musician, Elizabeth Stewart. In this engaging conversation, interspersed with stories and songs, Ms Stewart spoke of the lives and traditions of a Scottish Traveller (gypsy) family, the Fetterangus Stewarts. Another evening featured a session entitled ‘Singing a Scottish Ballad, Lyric Song and Bothy Ballad’ with traditional singer Christine Kydd. The social highlight of the week was the Saturday excursion to the picturesque Aberdeenshire countryside and Crathes Castle. A ceilidh at Garlogie Village Hall that evening featured haggis (the ‘guest of honour’, properly piped in and given the Burns ode) and traditional dancing to a live band. Music and song were ubiquitous during the five days at Aberdeen, and Professor Russel surely achieved his stated goal of giving seminar participants a truly Scottish musical experience.


Intimacy struck me as a unique characteristic of the ESEM, much different from larger conferences. Aside from one morning session, there were no parallel sessions, thus allowing all participants to become familiar with each other’s work, and with each other personally through ensuing conversation. Delegates met with handshakes and parted with hugs. Professors Russell and Seeger exchanged farewell songs on the final day. A ‘family of ethnomusicologists’, according to the current Secretariat, was founder John Blacking’s vision for the ESEM—an ideal fostered at the 27th ESEM through the hard work and warm hospitality of Ian Russell and the Elphinstone Institute staff. I would urge others to experience for themselves the unique and intimate atmosphere of the ESEM at a future meeting.
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