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Review: 2019 ICTM World Conference 

Dr Anaïs Verhulst

From the 11th to the 17th of July 2019, the 
biannual conference of the International 
Council for Traditional Music took place at 
the Chulalongkorn University in Thailand. 
With more than 1000 delegates, almost 700 
speakers from more than 70 countries and six 
central themes, this 45th edition of the ICTM 
World Conference was the largest yet in the 
72-year history of the organisation. This year,
the following themes were addressed:
Transborder Flows and Movements; Music,
Dance, and Sustainable Development; The
Globalisation and Localisation of
Ethnomusicology and Ethnochoreology;
Music and Dance as Expressive
Communication; Approaches to Practice-
Based Research and its Applications; and
New Research on Other Topics.

With up to twelve parallel sessions at any 
one time, mixed in with workshops, concerts 
and plenary sessions, the choice was never 
easy. As an ethnomusicologist working on 
intangible cultural heritage (ICH) for 
CEMPER, Centre for Music and Performing 
Arts Heritage in Flanders, Belgium, I focused 
on the second theme, ‘music, dance, and 
sustainable development’ because of its 
close links to heritage work. Admittedly, this 
review speaks from an intangible heritage 
point of view. 

Many sessions addressed topics such as the 
UNESCO 2003 Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage, its implementation, (sustainable) 
communities, advocacy, music transmission, 
and the role of museums and digital 
technology for safeguarding music and 
dance traditions. These papers were 
inspirational for anyone working on music as 
a form of intangible cultural heritage 
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or, more broadly, for researchers who help 
the people they work with safeguarding 
their musical practices. 

Among the speakers who have dealt first-
hand with the 2003 Convention, the 
contributions of Rachel Harris, Marílo Wane, 
Lie Rong, Suhong Kim, and Jessica Rosse 
were particularly valuable. They addressed 
ICH matters in China and Kazakhstan 
(Harris), Mozambique (Wane), China (Rong), 
and South Korea (Kim and Rosse), 
questioning the implementation of the 
convention and current safeguarding 
practices in their research areas.

The theme ‘Music, Dance, and Sustainable 
Development’ was the focal point of the 
plenary session ‘Digital environments of 
indigenous song: approaching music vitality 
and sustainability in the twenty-first century’. 
The four papers addressed the role of 
digital technology – and in particular audio-
visual documentation – in sustaining 
indigenous song traditions. More 
remarkably, however, was the way in which 
this research was presented. The researchers 
took a step back, handing the microphone 
over to the Aboriginal and First Nation 
people they had worked with; they 
explained how digital archives of their 
ancestors’ music had helped them to keep 
their song and dance traditions alive.

Finally, to pick out one highlight among 
many, the ICTM President’s Forum should 
be mentioned. ICTM’s President Salwa El-
Shawam Castelo-Branco invited Timothy 
Curtis, secretary of the 2003 UNESCO 
Convention, for a dialogue about intangible 
heritage with Naila Ceribašić (ICTM 
representative at UNESCO) and Catherine 
Grant (expert on music vitality and 
endangerment). The range of topics 
discussed during this session were 
numerous; from UNESCO’s listing policies 
to the role of accredited NGOs, and the 
evaluation bodies that steer there and the 
tensions that arise between state parties, 
communities, educational institutions and 
NGOs when implementing the convention.

The thought-provoking programme, of 
which this overview shows but a fraction, was 
completed with workshops, lunch time and 
evening concerts, a visit from Her Royal 
Highness Princess Maha Chakri Siringhorn, 
excellent hospitality of the hosting 
institution, excursions, and the food stalls 
provided us with endless supplies of pad 
thai and sticky mango rice. In conclusion, 
this 45th ICTM World Conference was a 
successful and memorable meeting. We 
look forward to the next World Conference, 
which will take place from the 22nd to the 
28th of July 2021 in Lisbon, Portugal. 



PhD Vignette: Tracing a Trans-European Intercultural Affinity: From the Historical to the Current Lived Musical Experience of Irish Traditional Musicians in Germany



Felix Morgenstern



German audiences have perhaps been most visibly acquainted with Irish traditional music since the 1970s, when numerous Irish artists started performing on the lucrative West German touring circuit. Meanwhile, in the former Communist German Democratic Republic (GDR), concerts by international folk acts, such as Dick Gaughan from Scotland and The Sands Family from Northern Ireland, were attended by enthusiastic spectators.[footnoteRef:1] But what exactly made Irish music so attractive to German target audiences? Following the drastic misuse of German folk music in the ideological service of the Nazi regime during the Third Reich (1933–1945), Irish music provided one of many suitable musical alternatives in the face of the extreme marginalisation of local performance traditions. Confronted with a profound cultural identity crisis, several folk revivalists in both German post-war states formed Irish folk bands, long before recovering indigenous German folk-song material, drawing upon an Irish-inspired musical model (Sweers 2019). Since that time, Germany has witnessed the emergence of a thriving community of Irish music practitioners, the majority of whom do not possess any ethnic ties to the music’s source domain in Ireland. Nowadays, many aficionados attend Irish music sessions in places such as Berlin, Munich, Frankfurt or Hannover. Some avail of instrumental tuition by Irish guest musicians at workshop weekends held by organisations like the German Uilleann Pipers’ Club (DUPG),[footnoteRef:2] while others regularly travel to music festivals in the west of Ireland to expand upon their expertise in situ.  [1:  Existing late-twentieth century scholarship in German Folk Music Studies has tended to foreground the popularity of Irish music in reference to post-war revival movements in the Federal Republic of Germany (Haefs 1983). However, the profound impact of Irish folk music on the early years of the GDR folk scene in the 1970s has been discussed rather marginally (Steinbiß 1984) and has only relatively recently received due scholarly attention (Robb 2007; Leyn 2016). Based on ethnographic field research with former GDR folk revivalists and members of Irish folk bands from East Germany, my own work in this area (Morgenstern 2018; 2019) aims to contribute to an understanding of Irish music’s popularity in the GDR revival (1976–1990). ]  [2:  The Deutsche Uilleann Pipes Gesellschaft (DUPG) was founded  in 1989 to promote the Irish variant of the bagpipe (and the performance of Irish music more generally) in Germany. Formally affiliated with, and supported by, its Irish parent organisation Na Píobairí Uilleann (“The Uilleann Pipers”) in Dublin, the DUPG annually hosts three extended workshop weekends with Irish guest instructors in different regions of Germany. ] 




What, then, are the dynamics that have shaped the past and present engagement of these German artists with Irish traditional music? How are such translocated folk music practices, which so often extend beyond ethnic and diasporic modes of identity construction, related to the very discourses of ethnicity, authenticity and nationalism that have been historically harnessed by an urban middle-class intelligentsia to validate the ‘Irishness’ of Irish vernacular music? Who are the agents that control these narratives and what are the trajectories through which they do so? These are the questions that underpin my current PhD dissertation project at the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance (UL), which is funded by an Irish Research Council Postgraduate Scholarship Award (2018–2020). I should perhaps acknowledge from the outset that the questions posed above did indeed form much earlier, and are inextricably tethered to my own identity as a German-born uilleann piper and Irish traditional percussionist, as much as they are connected to my decision of leaving my home town of Berlin in 2012 to complete the BA programme in Irish music at the University of Limerick. My doctoral thesis builds on extensive ethnographic research, participant observation and musicological analysis carried out among members of the Irish music scene in eastern, western and southern parts of Germany between 2015 and 2019, and seeks to elucidate a recursive interplay between discourses and musical practices, tracing how this crucial intersection informs the fashioning, disruption and contestation of the narratives of what I choose to term “German-Irish intercultural musical affinities”. 



By invoking “intercultural affinities” here, I deliberately borrow from Mark Slobin’s (1993) seminal ethnomusicological model for identifying dynamics of musically-mediated intercultural sympathies in a rapidly ‘de-territorializing’ world of global cultural flows (Appadurai 1996). In particular, I adapt Slobin’s analysis of music’s mobility across geographic locales, nation-state lines and (often imagined) boundaries of ethnicity, while proposing to extend this framework through an increased focus on temporality – on how intercultural affinities shift and can become refracted in multiple and complex ways over time. Drawing upon Svetlana Boym’s (2001) influential distinction between “reflective”, “restorative” and “sideways-directed” typologies of nostalgia, I approach a discussion of multiple facets of nostalgic longing and the work they accomplish in structuring individual and collective cultural memory and lived musical experience. In terms of the time period under scrutiny, this dissertation traces the emergence of discursively fashioned German-Irish intercultural musical affinities from the late European Enlightenment onwards, analysing the extent to which these are refracted and remodelled by practitioners in the late-twentieth century German folk revival context and within the contemporary German Irish music community. 



In the 1770s, the German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) articulated his infatuation with the Celtic bard and myth-hero Ossian and coined the very term Volkslied (‘folk song’) to encapsulate the ways in which the folk gives voice to its cultural distinctiveness in song. Herder’s influential theories provided nineteenth-century intellectuals in the German-speaking lands and in colonial Ireland with the crucial pre-modern cultural foundations for sounding two modern European nation-states into being. It is important to consider, however, that the recovery of folk music served the German and Irish nationalist intelligentsia in distinct ways, underscoring the continuous iteration of an expansionist German Empire on the one hand, while, on the other, being co-opted to push the British coloniser out of the established boundaries of the Irish nation. Such differences in musical exceptionalism narratives (Applegate 2017) are key, I argue, in terms of understanding why former 1970s German folk revivalists interviewed during my fieldwork became so heavily invested in folk songs in which ‘Irishness’ is inscribed as the long history of rebellion against an oppressive ruler. I posit further that the performance of Irish rebel songs by folk singers, along with the political alignment with someone else’s anti-colonial resistance expressed therein, operates in the German context as a sublimated form of indigenous and “culturally intimate” (Herzfeld 1997) patriotic leanings intertwined with a problematic Nazi-past. It is precisely this narrative of political alignment with someone else’s history of anti-colonial resistance, however, that is so often contested by contemporary interlocutors. This contestation is most intriguing, because it appears to unfold in favour of an in-depth engagement with the Irish instrumental music tradition and the accumulation of cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984), which can be mobilised by artists to assert social status and power within the musical community in question (Morgenstern 2020, in press).



In many ways, this ethnographic and historical study of Irish music-making in Germany seeks to contribute to a more holistic picture of the routes that Irish traditional musical practices have taken globally, moving ethnomusicological work on this music culture into new, non-diasporic and post-ethnically configured terrain. Currently writing up my dissertation, I grapple with trenchant issues around social class, as well as racial and gendered privilege. These are themes that have more recently emerged in my ethnographic work – and certainly merit more future research – not least, because such an engagement is in dialogue with a growing body of critical literature in Irish Music Studies that unpacks these topics (O’Shea 2008, Slominski 2020, in press). At the close of this formative experience, I also find myself reflecting on the fact that I have carried out my ethnographic fieldwork over a five-year period in which significant political changes have taken place in Europe and elsewhere, most strikingly, a rise in enclosing nationalisms, right-wing extremism and fascist regimes. In light of these recent developments, my dissertation proposes a model that allows ethnomusicologists to grasp music’s capacity to create, and not just reflect, affinity cultures, as well as its agency in sounding the multivocality of nationalisms (Bohlman 2004). By the same token, I attempt to prize open the extraordinary power of music to transcend and reconfigure what identity markers of ‘Irishness’ and ‘Germanness’ really transport for practitioners and how that might change over time. 
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