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For two decades, Mircillc Helffer has been the foremost expert in the 
West on Tibetan music, especially ritual (or religious) music. Many of 
her friends and colleagues have been aware that she was preparing a 
comprehensive survey of the instnuncnts used in Tibetan religious music. 
The present volume is the product of many years of dedicated research -
and it is indeed a fascinating, scholarly book which will be eagerly read 
by TibelOlogists as well as by ethnomusicologists. 

The In troduction relates a number of episodes from the first 
Wcstem encounters wi th Tibetan ritual music, and provides a brief 
survey of the various instrum en ts, their use and organological 
classification. Further, it contains a useful general survey of the manifold 
sources: written sources in Tibetan (canonical as well as non-canonical) 
and iconographical material. 

The main body of the book is a presentation of each instrument in 
separate chapters, starting with the wind-instruments: trumpets (dung­
chcn), oboes (rgya -gling), followed by :1 heterogeneous group of 
instruments defined by their function, viz. calling !he monks to assembly: 
the wooden gandi. the gong ('khar-mga), and the eoneh (dung-dkar). 

The following chapters deal with instruments used for marking the beat 
the drum (mga), various cymbals (sbug-cha/, si/-snyan, and ring-shags). 

Separate chapters discuss the bell (dril-bu), the flat-bell (gshang). the 
hand-held double drum (damaru), and the bone trumpet (rkang-gling. 
often. in spite of the name, made of metal), all 0: them charaClerized by 
being nol only instruments used in rituals, but also ri tual objects and in 
some cases , iconographical symbols. Finally, three instruments, which 
are not used in rituals. bUI are found in religious iconography (and also 
used in lay music), arc briefly discussed: the lute (pi-wang and sgra­
snyan) and the flUle (gling-bu). 
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Two short, but extremely interesting chapters, dealing with the use 
of music in rituals and the effect of combining various instruments, 
complete the main part of the book. 

There arc several useful appendices, includi ng a survey of all 
examples of musical notation in Tibetan texts known 10 the author and a 
discussion of the so-called ''Tibetan bowls" (which. while apparently not 
entirely Wlknown in Tibet, are in no sense ''Tibetan''). The bibliography 
is, as could be expected, extensive, listing 89 works in Tibetan and 
probably virtually al l relevant Westem worics; there is also a usefuJ list of 
COs. records, and films, as well as of recordi ngs preserved in the 
archives of the Musec de I'Hommc in Paris. 

The author points out that all Tibetan rituals presuppose a text, and 
hence the ethnomusicologisl who wishes to study Tibetan musie , .... n more 
than a superficial , purely lechnical Icvel has 10 have access 10 lhe relevant 
texts in Tibetan; in othcr word", she or i"K: has to be a Tibetologlst as well. 
This Mireillc Hcl fTe r is, and thercby the book achicvcs a unique breadth 
as well as depth. She makes use of a large number of wrinen Tibetan 
sources, some of them difficult indecd 10 read and interpret, and this 
enables her to present. for each instrument, the rel evant Tibetan 
traditions regardi ng the manner of playing and historical and 
mythological origins. Several of thc instrumcnts, such as the conch, the 
drum, and the flat-bell , have quite c1aboratc ori gin myths, whieh are 
translated in the book. Tn gencral, the following topics are discussed in 
relation to each instrument: morphological and acoustic characteristics; 
Tibetan systems of musical notation and relevant terminology; repertory 
and techniques of playing; hi slori cal and/or mythological origins; 
iconographical sources; symbolism of the instrument and of its parts. 

The author (or the publishers?) have followcd the policy of not 
using diacritical marks for Sanskrit tcrms, except for the long vowels. 
This is perfectly accep table, but there arc. unfortunately, numerous 
crrors in the use of thi s mark. There are also a number of printi ng 
errors, as wcll as Tibetan words which presumably have been faithfully 
copied from manuscripts, but retaining erroneous spellings; in the most 
obvious cases, at least, the correct form might have been added in 
parentheses. 



There are a few points which require comments; thus on p.48 dkar­
brgyud bstan-pa is rendered "la doctri ne des bka'-brgyud-pa". On p.98 
the author states that "L'usage du 'khar-gs;J semble s'!!trc perdu asSC'1. t61 
au Tibet"; this is nOI entirely the case, as this object is still part of the 

equ;pmcnl of a fully ordained Bonpo monk and is US<d by Ihese monks on 
ce rtain ceremo nial occas ions. On p.145 B u-s ton (1290-1364) is 

anachronistically referred to as "le savant dge-Iugs-pa"; surely it is morc 
correct to refcr to him as a bka'-gdams-pa, and reserve the term dge­
lugs-pa for the school founded by Tsong-kha-pa. On p. 221 , slong-gsum 
is translated as "Ics fro.is mondes"; this expression refers, however, to the 
concept of "a thousand worlds three times multiplied", i.e. a billion, in 
other words, an infinite nwnber. On p. 285 there is a reference to Liui 

and Kiggel 1988, a work which does not seem to be listed in the 
Bibliography. On p. 288 there is a reference 10 a Bhutanese instrument 
sw-Jim. to which the author adds siC; thc sic is, however, unca1led for, as 
the word surlim is the normal Dzongkha pronunciation of Tibetan ZUf­

gling. 

These details arc:, obviously, of marginal importance and do not 
detract in thc least from the overall exeellcncy of the book, both as an 

indispensable handbook and as an important contribution to the study of 
Tibetan culturc. On lhe whole, the documentation is extensive and 
meticulous, and the use of illustrations ge-nerous. Thc inclusion of a 

compact disc is particularly praiseworthy. 

Precisely because of the excellcncy of the present volwnc, the lack 
of comprehensive s tudies of other aspects of Tibetan musical traditions 

becomes all the more 3ppltCtll First and foremost, a study of the vocal 
traditions of ritual music is needed; these traditioos can only be studied in 
conjunction with thc :rc levant rituals. Likewise, the various regional 

traditions of folk-music should be studied and docwnented systematically. 

Mireille Hclffcr's book will serve as an inspiration for resc~ch in all 

these ftelds, and provides a sta .. 1<b. ... d of excellence an.d comprehensiveness 
against which all future contributions will be measured. 

P.K. 
University of Oslo 
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Ingemar Grandin, Music and Media in Local Life. Music Practice in a 
Newar Neighbourhood in Nepa~ Linko ping : Linkoping Uni versity 
(Sweden), Department of Communication Studies,1989. XX-233 pp .• 

Review by Mireille H elfrer 

This book is the outnow of a Swedish progranure, "Music, modernity and 
the communication of a national identity in Nepal". The author's objective 
was the study of musica l practice (pt!rformance and listening) and 
"mediatizat ion" (assimilation of and accommodation to new resources) in 
the micro-SOCle ty of a small Newar town in the Kathmandu Valley from 

198510 1988. 

The book is div ided into six chapters . The first chapter desc ribes 

"everyday" and "extraordinary" situations in which mus icians,pe rformelS 
practice various forms of music (religious festivals, processions, marriages, 

cultural programmes) or how the residents of a spec ific neighbourhood 
understand and listen to music:rne second c hapter focuses upon the Newar 
musical heritage and describes the divelSe musical fonns which have 
surv ived and the circumstances in which (hey are perfonned. The third 
chapter takes into considerati on "modem " music (adhllflik), transmitted by 

the rredia ( radio, cassettes, fi lm)-Nepali or Newa ri songs, songs adopted 
from popular Indian films or, anlong the young. western rock, pop or disco 
music. An interesting distinction is made between "love songs", 

predominant on the radio, and "sociclal songs", undoubtedly corresponding 
to the Nepali tenn samajik. The latter attract much interest in Newar 

society but do not appear on official programmes. The fourth chapter 
discusses the resu1r.s of a neighbourhood survey of 27 out of 53 households 
which responded to a questionnaire. The analysis of these responses from a 

total of 61 indiv idual s, from 12 10 72 years of age and nearly all men, 
reveals the role played by the presence of a radio and the programmes 
broadcast by Radio Nepal (which do not really"anow much c hoice) and the 

marked preferences of the choice of cassettes. The fifth chapter analyses 
how the contemporary phenomenon of g raduaUy subs tituting some 

repertoires for others has already manifested itself over the years and how 

- PUblished in French in Y ~arbookfor Traditional Music, 23/1991, p. 145·146. 
Translation: S. Kcyes 
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