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Winchester was the setting for the 2006 annual BFE conference, where we were treated to over 40 varied and interesting presentations.  The conference facilities were excellent and the technicians who were on hand throughout meant that technological changes and differences were accommodated smoothly and they should be commended for an excellent job.  So too should this year’s chair and conference organiser Dr Ruth Hellier-Tinoco.  This was my first conference so my frame of reference for comparisons is limited, but I felt very looked after and that everything was very well organised and considered.  Last minute cancellations and changes were adapted and communicated with apparent ease.  Indeed the only things which seemed less smooth were not as a result of the BFE organiser, for instance sandwiches not arriving on time one lunchtime, and these did not mar the conference itself!

This year’s theme was Sexuality and Gender in Performance, Fieldwork and Representation.  The sessions were organised into more specific themes such as Feminists, females and pow-wow; Representations of Gender in Musical Instruments; Embodying and framing masculinity and femininity in India and Fieldwork, gender and sexuality (please see the programme for a full list).  These sub-divisions were well put together sessions with papers which matched and complimented each other.  The sessions I saw presented broad and varied ethnomusicological considerations on sexuality and, in particular, gender.  

There were speakers who had travelled from institutions all over the world, including universities in Greece, Canada, France, Johannesburg, Jamaica, USA, Australia and Hong Kong and many UK institutions including the London universities, Manchester, Sheffield, SOAS, Leeds, Brighton, Queen’s and, of course, Winchester. There were many varied interests and specialisms.  These included Chinese opera, English folk, Roma gypsies, women musicians in Iran and Egypt, Native Canadian women’s drumming circles, gender in Korean shamanism and P’ansori singing, Corsican singing for women and men, Protestant flute bands in Northern Ireland and homophobia and the involuntary construction of identity.  There were two lively and interesting discussions about gender, sexuality and fieldwork in which people shared their stories and discussed the risks, hopes and fears they considered, or did not consider, before entering the field.

There were also opportunities to see and discuss director Mojtaba Mirtahmasb’s two films about underground rock music and the female voice in Iran.  I enjoyed these films and the discussions afterwards and feel that they were a good alternative to a spoken presentation in order to generate initial discussions and interest.

The sessions had been clearly thought-out and put together well, my only gripe would be that I had to choose between two clashing sessions I would have liked to attend, but I expect this is a common conference experience and reflects the quality of the programme.

Saturday night was the conference dinner and party, with some excellent musical treats provided by Veronica Doubleday, Nicholas Magriel, David Hughes, Frank Kouwenhoven and Antionet Schimmelpenninck, Alison Williams-Bailey, Laudan Nooshin and Parmis Mozafari with (her husband I don’t know his name!) and hosted by Jonathan Stock.
The keynote speaker on Sunday night was Professor Carolyn Cooper from the University of the West Indies, Jamaica, with a title of Torrid Zones: Sexual Politics in Jamaican Dancehall Culture.  This was a lively and interesting topic, Carolyn was engaging and entertaining whilst presenting us with a clear background and description of her theme and highlighting it with some excellent musical and lyrical examples.  There were some interesting questions and a lively discussion afterwards, with several people wanting to know more about Jamaican Dancehall and wishing there had been some video or DVD footage!  Despite best efforts there were no copies of Carolyn’s second book Sound Clash: Jamaican Dancehall Culture at Large (2004, Palgrave Macmillan) at Winchester, but judging from this speech it is definitely worth tracking down for anyone with an interest in the area.

Winchester is a beautiful city and there was the opportunity for an organised guided walking tour on Saturday afternoon.  Although many people were very tired there was a good turnout and it proved to be well worth the effort.  The two tour guides were very experienced and knowledgeable and gave us much information about the city and the sites we visited – including the Great Hall, the old palace and of course the Cathedral, where some of the group stayed for Evensong.  It was excellent to have the opportunity for this guided tour and a really good idea on the part of the organiser.

Winchester were excellent hosts and we even had some sunshine!  Another plus point was that the two campuses used were thankfully a lot closer together and easier to travel between in reality than they looked on the map!  The conference was very enjoyable, informative and well put together, with some excellent and pertinent papers and some good opportunities to catch up with colleagues and contacts old and new.
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