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PREFACE

I first became interested in Nowau oral poetry after I had been in Kitawa (Milne Bay
Province) for about a year, when Towitara Buyoyu sang the poetic formula which seals the
initiation of a young man into the profession of engraver of prowboards for ceremonial
canoes (Scoditti 1990). As my ear for the language became more refined and my curiosity
grew for problems linked to oral culture, my real work began — roughly in early 1974 — and
lasted until 1988, with recordings, transcriptions and translations of the poetic formulae
made with the poet Ipaiya Mokuiyaraga of Lalela for the part regarding the composition of an
oral text, and with the singers of the island for problems concerning the execution. In terms
of written formulisation, this work was concluded only in 1991.

Even if the poetic formulae in this collection are probably not all of those known in
Kitawa, they still represent an example of the form of composition and performance of poetic
texts in a Melanesian culture for which oral expression is the preferred medium on a
linguistic level. The way these texts are composed and performed also reflects a given
philosophical conception. This is why, in the second chapter, I have attempted to define
Nowau cognitive philosophy, which is one way of trying to understand how a poet
composes a poetic formula and how a singer performs it, and, above all, what composing
with ‘music’ and ‘words’ means. The ‘musical text’ (the basis on which the poet weaves a
poetic formula) and the ‘verbal text’ (made up of words on the musical base) in fact
constitute one of the features of Nowau poetic formulae. The verbal weft created by the poet
is interlaced with the framework of the ‘musical text’, which is much more stable in time.
These ‘words’ belong not only to Nowau but also to the various vocabularies of the other
languages spoken in the Kula Ring: it is precisely this mixing of vocabulary which enables
an author of poetic formulae to attain musical effects which are unusual even to the ears of
the Nowau. In addition, the work of attributing a ‘new’ meaning to a word by a poet is made
possible because Nowau (like Boyowa or Muyuwa, spoken on the island of Woodlark) is a
disyllabic language which allows the author of a poetic text to construct words whose
meaning can be traced back to a given combination of their basic components.

Another element to take into consideration in order to understand Nowau poetry is its
ethnographic context: we are in the area of the Kula Ring (Leach and Leach 1983)
characterised by the exchange of mwari and vaiguwa gifts, which are sung about in many of
the poetic formulae during ritual voyages and which allude to the mythical hero Monikiniki.
I would say that, in fact, the poetic formulae dedicated to Monikiniki (see, for example,
Monikiniki I, IT and III, and also Mwasila monikiniki I, II and III) are an indirect
confirmation of this hero and his myth, even if it is no longer traceable today in a
homogeneous text. But I do not see why, in reality, it is necessary always to have the ‘text’
of a myth in order to establish its existence: this text could never even have existed in a
complete form but only in fragments of which the poetic formulae dedicated to Monikiniki
could be an example. Before the /liad and the Odyssey there were pre-Homeric and Homeric
fragments on which the two epics were composed, and perhaps in Kitawa a Homer is
missing.

vii
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From other poetic formulae, for example Tougatu and Dova, it is possible to glimpse the
particularly friendly atmosphere which characterises the relationship between two men
involved in a ritual exchange, while in others performed by magicians (see Kwarakwara, I
yai i'yai I and II) one can sense the tension between male values and female ones that can be
attributed, probably, to the adoption of matrilineal descent in Kitawa. A more tranquil
atmosphere compared to the latter characterises, on the other hand, the love poems,
watercoloured with soft hues of great tendemess like, for example, Nadubeori and Dorai
sobala I and II by Ipaiya of Lalela, or the polyphonic texts such Da weriya and Ba yaruwa
performed by three female voices. These last two genres are examples of a more intimate
form of expression where society enters composition principally as language.

I would say that, in all the Nowau poetic formulae, allusions can be traced to the type of
social and economic structure found in Kitawa and the other islands involved in the Kula
Ring, just as the various ways a poet deals with nature can be so traced. It is obvious that for
an outsider to these cultures, many references can be at times impossible to grasp, even if
there is a type of intangibility that is common to all aesthetic forms: in order to help deeper
understanding, I have followed each poetic formula with a commentary, although a poetic
text is and remains, above all, a way of expressing the relationship between ‘words’ and
‘music’.

All the poetic formulae in this collection were composed orally and without the aid of any
form of written memorisation and reached the performers as set, definitive texts, the
equivalent of a book ready for printing. We thus have in Nowau poetry two distinct figures
and functions: the poet-author and the singer. The poet can also be a singer, but never the
converse. This distinction means that the researcher has the problem of identifying the author
of the text of a poetic formula and, what seems to me rather more important, of establishing
the original text of the formula itself.

In an oral culture, it would appear to be utter nonsense to suggest that the author and the
singer are the same person merely because the text sung is unwritten (and should therefore be
subject to greater variations left to the invention and improvisation of the singer). I do not
believe that it is by chance that in Kitawa the singers tend to respect the poetic text of a
formula and try to establish whether they have performed it correctly. Judgement on this
matter is based both on the way the formula is performed (for example, whether a certain
modulatio has been respected, or whether any sound variations have been made compared to
previous performances of the same formula) and on the respect, or lack of respect, of the
poetic text, the words which have been put to music by the poet. These are two distinct and
different judgements.

But how, for example, does an inhabitant of Kitawa establish whether a singer has
respected the text of a poetic formula if it has never been written? How can variations made
to a particular text be identified? The first chapter, ‘Prologue, or Watowa’ (the first term
translates the second), is an attempt to answer exactly this type of question — questions which
have been stimulated in part by re-reading Milman Parry’s (1971) work The Making of
Homeric Verse and Albert D. Lord’s (1960) work The Singer of Tales on the way in which
Macedonian singers composed their texts. Unfortunately, many of Parry’s intuitions are
invalidated, (it appears to me) by ethnographic data recorded in a culture which retained only
some of the methods of an oral culture, already mixed with methods typical of a written
culture. But it cannot be denied, for example, that awareness of all the problems linked to the
possibility of identifying the text of a Nowau poetic formula have been stimulated by Milman
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Parry’s working hypotheses even if, as I have to emphasise, this identification was often
defined better in discussing it with the poet Ipaiya Mokuiyaraga during my years of research
in Kitawa. The first chapter, therefore, should be read as the result of a more general,
methodological interest in the problems of oral composition and performance as I perceived
them in Nowau culture.

The second chapter ‘Development, or Kavira’, (again here the Nowau term has been
translated with the English equivalent), reflects more immediately the characteristics of oral
composition and performance in Kitawa. However, it is closely bound to the first essay; I
would say, in fact, that it is the logical extension of it.

The text of each poetic formula was checked during the various years of field research
with the singers of Kitawa, and also with a group of elders who, according to the inhabitants
of the island and from my own personal experience, were in the best position in terms of
their linguistic and musical culture to establish the correctness, especially on the level of the
form of performance. I tried to identify with them all the possible meanings which could be
associated with a word when this has to be interpreted on the content plane (Hjelmslev 1969)
within a poetic formula: while responsibility for the translation is of course mine, I have been
guided by this collective effort.
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A SHORT NOTE ON NOWAU

Nowau, or Kitawa (O’Grady and Zisa 1971:1224), is a Melanesian language of the
Austronesian group as are other languages of the d’Entrecasteaux Archipelago (Lithgow &
Staalsen 1965) today included in Milne Bay Province. It is related to the Boyowa, or
Kiriwina, of the Trobriands, and to the Muyuwa spoken on Woodlark Island, to Yanaba and
Egum, while it has lesser lexical bonds with both Budibudi, spoken on the island of
Laughlan, and with the Misima-Paneati spoken on the island of Alcester and in the village of
Boagisa, on the north-west tip of Woodlark.

On a lexical and phonetic level it is closely related to the languages spoken on the islands
of Iwa and Gawa which, like Kitawa, are part of the Marshall Bennetts group.

To the west of the Trobriands, Nowau is little used, while many inhabitants of Kitawa,
above all the more elderly, speak Dobu, the lingua franca of Milne Bay Province, whose
linguistic leadership can be attributed above all to historical factors: it is, in fact, one of the
‘central’ languages in the Kula ritual exchange and has been adopted by the United Church
missions as their official language.

Nowau is spoken by the approximately 600 inhabitants of the region of Lalela, which
includes the territory of the same name and the territories of Lalekeiwa, Kimutu and
Taraigaisi. The inhabitants of the region of Kumwageiya use a language similar to the Vakuta
spoken on the island of the same name, to the south of Kiriwina, from which the four
Kumwageiya clans originate. The inhabitants of the region of Okabulula, which covers all of
the northern part of Kitawa, use a language characterised by morphemes belonging to both
Muyuwa and Boyowa, in the version spoken in the Omarakana district, that is in the two
areas of origin of the clans which now live in the region of Okabulula. The distinction
between the three languages is not a ‘strong’ distinction. Clan bonds between the inhabitants
of Kitawa and, above all, the common cultural elements — such as the Kula ritual exchange,
the myth of the hero Monikiniki — weaken the differences on both a syntactic and a semantic
level.

Much more marked, however, is the distinction on a phonological level: Nowau, for
example, is characterised by velar, uvular phonemes (both fricative and approximant) and
glottal, while in the version of Boyowa spoken in Okabulula and to a lesser extent in
Kumwageiya it is characterised by both lateral, alveolar and palato-alveolar phonemes.

The phonological system of Nowau, established on the basis of the phonetic and
phonemic analysis of the poetic formulae, is made up of 19 phonemes, or minimum units:

13 consonants becgklmnp,rstv,y,
5 vowels a el 0,U,
1 semivowel w.

I have included the phoneme /1/ among the consonants together with the phoneme /1/, even
though /V/ is often used as an allophone of /r/, such as in:
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vivira-vivila woman
gera-gela no, not
kura-kula to go to, take part in a ritual exchange
varu-valu village.

The consonants and vowels have been classified according to the symbols of the
International Phonetic Association (IPA), as uttered by the singers (see Tables A and B).

There are slight differences between the symbols given in Table A, established by the
phonetician Francis Nolan (Department of Linguistics, Cambridge University) and those in
Table B, which I myself established. According to Nolan’s interpretation, the sounds
represented in the IPA Chart by the following symbols are missing from the Nowau
consonant system:

(1) bilabial/ejective: p’
(2) alveodental or post-alveolar/ejective: t’
(3) velarfgjective: k’

which are however present in Table B.

The sounds represented by the following symbols are present: palato-alveolar/fricative [J,
z], absent from Table B.

As regards the missing vowels, the sounds represented by the phonetic symbols
[a] (back, half-open) and [c] (front, open, rounded) are missing, while they are found in
Table B.

A Nowau speaker, substantially, articulates sounds mainly between the front position,
which involves the lips, the teeth and the alveolar ridge, and the back position which
involves the velum and the pharynx wall. I do not think that the hard palate is involved very
much, except for those sounds which are palatalised. Sounds are often nasalised (e.g. 1),
and glottal stops are quite common, caused by a sudden halt in the passage of air in the
larynx by closing the vocal chords. It is one of the most difficult Nowau sounds for a non-
native to produce. The same difficulty exists for the velar-fricative sounds [y, ¥] produced by
a slight pressure from the tip of the tongue on the teeth, with the body of the tongue pressed
against the palate and air which ‘escapes’ around the sides of the tongue.

Nowau is characterised by the near absence of ‘central’ vowels, and it conserves certain
features of Proto Austronesian, such as the structure of the basic nucleus: CVCV or
CVCCV, where the first C of the nucleus is sometimes a nasal sound and the second C an
occlusive (Dahl 1977; Dyen 1971). Many Nowau prefixes have the form CV-, which also
appears in all suffixes. Morphemes never have final consonants, but only vowels (contra
Malinowski 1920, 1935), and are made up of a basic nucleus, often disyllabic, combined
with formatives.

The accent almost always falls on the penultimate syllable, although in the case of four or
more syllables, it may fall on the antepenultimate.

From a morphological point of view, Nowau always demands that vowel harmony be
respected, so vowels in the basic nucleus are changed when other morphemes are affixed.

In addition, Nowau uses classifier particles as in Boyowa (Malinowski 1920; Lawton
1980; Senft 1986).

The structure of a standard Nowau sentence — which makes it similar to other Melanesian
languages — is given from a functional point of view by:
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F=S+tpm+ V+SFX+0#%...(SVO)
From the categorial point of view, the basic structure of the sentence is generated
following these rules:

F - SN + SV
SN - N
SV 5 V(SN)

With an elementary vocabulary:

N - Togeruwa, bobouma (Togeruwa, forbidden food)
\% - 1kaui (he, to eat)

the following phrases with their structure can be generated:
F - SN - SV

SN > N

SV - V(SN)
N - Togeruwa
SV - +V

| - kaui

S - bobouma
#F#

#SN+ SV #

#N+ SV#
#N+V+SN#
#N+V+N#

# Togeruwa+ V + N#
# Togeruwa + I kaui + N #
# Togeruwa + i kaui + boboumna #

F F
/\ /\
SN SV SN SV
N \% S \% S

Togeruwa 1 kaui bobouma Togeruwa I kaui bobouma



TABLE A: NOWAU - phonetic alphabet (Nolan)

Dental Palato- Labial- Labial-
CONSONANTS Bilabial Labiodental | Alveolaror  Retroflex | Alveolar Palatal Velar Uvular | Palatal Velar Pharyngeal Glottal
Post-alveolar
Nasal m' n 0 N
Plosive p b t d k g G ?
(Median) Fricative B v s I 3 X v K Py <
(Median) Approximant v 1 1 j w
Lateral Fricative
Lateral (Approximant) I l
Trill r
Tap or Flap Iy t
Ejective
Implosive
(Median) Click
Lateral Click
Front Back VOWELS Front Back
i Close u u
l ®
e Half-close 0
)
€ Half-open 5
® e
a a Open 0

Unrounded

Rounded

TAX



TABLE B: NOWAU - phonetic alphabet (Scoditti)

Dental Palato- Labial- Labial-
CONSONANTS Bilabial Labiodental | Alvcolaror  Retroflex | Alveolar Palatal Velar Uvular | Palatal Velar Pharyngeal Glottal
Post-alveolar
Nasal m I n n N
Plosive p b t d |t q k G ?
(Median) Fricative B v S X ¥ Mm 9
(Median) Approximant v 1 1 J y w
Lateral Fricative
Lateral (Approximant) 1 l
Trill r
Tap or Flap f ¥
Ejective p v k’
Implosive
(Median) Click
Lateral Click
Front Back VOWELS Front Back
i Close u
! [}
e Half-close o
€ A Half-open b)
x e
a a Open o] D
Unrounded Rounded

TAX
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CHAPTER 1

PROLOGUE, OR WATOWA: SOME METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS OF POETIC
COMPOSITION IN AN ORAL CULTURE

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Soon after my arrival at Kitawa! I heard a ritual lament, which had broken out
spontaneously at the death of a two- or three-year-old child. Women and children sustained a
long note, and the harsh voice of an adult male cut into this in the lower register, performing
the melogenic formula of the lament. The musical unit was repetitive, with hardly any
variations, and was characterised by a melodic descent: the voice of the man started at a
certain height and fell, glissando, into a sob. This pattern was simply elaborated over the
pedal of the high voices, and was performed at intervals of time which were not always
regular.

Hearing the sound of the lament conveyed to me, more fully than the sight of the group
itself, the despair of the women, men and children crouched around the corpse (which was
wrapped in large banana leaves). I perceived their sorrow through sound, quite
independently of the reason for the lament. To me the modulatio of their voices represented
their despair. A particular type of modulatio definitely succeeded in conveying to me the
sense of the loss of someone, or something, without hope of return. To speak
metaphorically, it is as though the meaning of the lament — a situation of unhappiness or
sorrow — had been made real by means of a particular use of the voice. I can represent the
melodic pattern in musical notation. When I read the notes I hear again the funeral dirge —
with the assistance of my aural memory — and I can reconstruct the situation, the atmosphere

I Kitawa is one of the strategic points of the Kula Ring, functioning as a bridge between the left-hand
semicircle (where the vaiguwa are made) and the right-hand semicircle (where the mwari are made); and
also as a linguistic filter between the subgroups of languages spoken to the east and to the west of
Kitawa.

I first arrived in Kitawa in June 1973, following more than a month’s delay in Kiriwina, due to
difficulties in finding a means of transport. My arrival in Kitawa coincided with the rainy season, which
brings with it an increased danger of malaria epidemics: this ritual chant refers to the death by malaria of
a child in the village of Kumwageiya.

See Malinowski (1920, 1922, 1935, 1948); Powell (1957); Weiner (1976); Baldwin (1939a, 1939b);
Fellows (1901); Lawton (1980); Senft (1986); Damon and Wagner, eds (1989); Scoditti (1990a).

1

Scoditti, GM.G Ki
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of sorrow which caused the lament.2 One possible inference from this is that a ‘text’ — the
text of the ritual lament in its written form — or a ritual — in the sense of a network of signs
with its own expressive autonomy — once restated (in the case of the funeral lament in an oral
performance) may reconstruct, or contribute to the reconstruction of, the original external
context to which this text refers. Furthermore the various performances of the text, in other
words its repetition at different times and in different places, also determine its nature as
ritual.

Rituality can thus be seen as the restatement of a text and of an original external context;
and its effectiveness depends on the extent to which it respects the canonical rules
encapsulated within the fabric of the text to be performed. However, a good performance is
also related to the technical ability of the interpreter. Take, for example, the performance of
Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater in 1989 by Emma Kirby (soprano) and James Bowman
(countertenor), with the Academy of Ancient Music’s original instruments under the direction
of Christopher Hogwood, which re-creates musically an external context similar, if not
exactly identical, to that of the author of the score himself.3 Hogwood’s performance of the
Stabat can be defined as ‘ritual’ insofar as it restates the text of Pergolesi; it is indeed a
restatement of the whole constructive process of this text, as finally synthesised in the
definitive version of the piece. Rituality is thus more specifically the restatement, at a given
place and time, of an original text in its most authentic performance. It is of no importance,
for the purpose of defining the nature of rituality, whether this restatement involves a work
of music or a bloody initiation ceremony. What is important is to establish that the
effectiveness of a ritual act depends both on faithfulness to the text of the ritual and on the
technique with which the text is reasserted. To speak metaphorically, Toscanini is Toscanini
and Glenn Gould is Glenn Gould because both have a manner of conducting and of
performing (respectively), which at Kitawa would be called ‘magical’: they have the ability to
restate a text through knowledge of the score and possession of the technique of conducting
or performing. They have the ability to read the music in a certain way, which we may call
‘critical’, and to represent or reconstruct ritually the music-external context to which the score
refers. The original context — the initial act — can be restated to the extent to which it has been
encapsulated in the text and the reader is able to interpret it.

2 TIrefer here to the possibility of reliving the original scene of sorrow by means of a written version of the
ritual lament in musical notation. I am able to relive it because I am assisted by my aural memory,
which activates a ‘recall’ (possibly including visual elements) of the atmosphere of desperation. But,
independently of this ‘recall’, the musical transcription of the ritual lament, or a hearing of the lament
recorded on tape, may have the effect of producing a feeling of sorrow by virtue of its expressive
potential, which is encapsulated in the musical language. The relationship between the transcription of
the ritual lament in musical notation, or its recording on tape, and the original context of the lament’s
performance is one of ‘lifelikeness’; it recalls the ‘lifelike film’ (though in the latter case the language is
a visual one). See della Volpe (1973).

3 The conductor of an orchestra, for example, always attempts to ‘do justice’ to the text, or musical
transcription, in his interpretation of a score. It is this attempt that determines whether it is possible to
restore to the hearing the original value, or meaning, of the text. ‘Doing justice’ involves a whole
process of research and analysis on both the text to be performed and the context in which that text was
constructed; but the context also exists within the text itself: the text stands as an independent reflection
of the context, and has its own expressive power. All the value of the ‘ritual text’ which has been
established and defined at an early period is contained within the ritual carried out by a magician of
Kitawa; this period - that of the first ritual performance — is relived only through a present-day
performance, and no one claims, still less believes, that they are attending the original rite. Besides, a
present-day performance is thought to do justice to the text of the original rite only insofar as the
magician can vouch for the whole process of research and analysis on the ritual text — a process which is
given metaphorical expression by his initiation and subsequent apprenticeship.
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When, for example, my friends at Kitawa speak of the effectiveness of the ritual
performed by Rosigega, the bwagau (magician) of the area of Lalela,4 in the course of the
opening of the festival of Milamala (Malinowski 1922) — a ritual consisting of the concoction
of several herbs and in a type of performance of ‘silent’ or ‘interior’ poetic formulae — they
mean that Rosigega knows both the technique of concocting the herbs and that of interpreting
the poetic formulae. In other words, the effectiveness of the ritual act depends on Rosigega’s
reading of the original ritual act when the text/ritual was constructed and stated. Obviously,
his reading is based on what has been handed down by the oral tradition. Nevertheless, it is
still a critical reading, which probably arises from a comparison of various versions of the
text/ritual (which have been memorised not only in his mind but also in those of the other
possessors of silent pbetic formulae, especially those in Lalela).5 The interpretation of the
original text/ritual which Rosigega gives is no different an activity from the interpretation of a
Bach suite by, for example, Glenn Gould: both Rosigega and Gould attempt to reproduce
critically the ‘spirit’, or underlying structure, of the original text/ritual. And if Rosigega’s
interpretation, or ritual act, is judged more effective than that of Mokuyubu (a magician of the
area of Kumwageiya who has always been considered an inadequate performer), it is
because Rosigega has the capacity to interpret, or ‘read’, in a critical way the traditional text
which he is performing. In fact, he is able to offer a definitive reconstruction of the original
text and, since this is a case of ritual, the external context of its performance by the first
actors: mythical heroes, for example, or demigods. Rosigega performs and acts more
accurately and effectively than Mokuyubu because he knows the technique of understanding
and interpreting, which he has assimilated in years of apprenticeship to a famous master. The
link between a magician/interpreter and his master is traced backwards in time right up to the
relation between the original, ‘primitive’, actor and his disciple. This is the reason for the
importance at Kitawa of knowing the ancestry of a bwagau, as also that of an engraver of
prowboards for ceremonial canoes: it functions as a kind of cultural guarantee.® But
Rosigega’s performance is only an interpretation of the text/ritual. There are, as in the case of
a musical score, many interpretations, each different from the others. It is said, for example,
that Toscanini’s interpretation of Un ballo in maschera is one of the most accurate and fully

4 Rosigega Mokapiu (of the Malasi clan and susupi subclan), is the elder leader of the Taraigasi territory,
which is established near the borders between the area of Lalela (to which it belongs) and the area of
Okabulula. He is regarded as the most powerful magician of Kitawa, after the deaths of Krobai of
Okabulula and Tolematuwa of Kodeuli. One of his most important functions is that of defending male
and female dancers from the attacks of the bwagau and siwasiwa — flying witches — of Okabulula and
Kumwageiya, during the dances for the festival of Milamala. For the most beautiful and technically best
trained of the dancers may excite feelings of envy, with the consequence that they become the targets of
punitive actions. These actions might include the administration of poison along with the betel nuts
which are given to a dancer as reward for his or her excellence and/or beauty. On this occasion Rosigega
uses poetic formulae to enchant the ointment burami, or bulami (obtained from coconut milk), which is
spread on the bodies of the dancers with leaves.

5 It is also possible that the magicians who are in possession of the silent poetic formulae carry out a
purely mental examination of the correctness of a recited text when it is sounded on the occasion of its
donation to an apprentice magician. The text which is sounded (and probably repeated several times to
enable the apprentice to learn it) is an ancient text, and therefore has for many generations belonged to a
single clan, whose bwagau check its ‘correctness’ at the moment of transition from an old magician to
the initiate magician. The old magician may, besides, know a number of versions of the same silent
poetic formula, so that his recitation/vocalisation of the formula will be one of these versions. But it can
also happen — depending on the personality of both initiator and pupil — that the latter memorises more
than one version, and also (more frequently) a number of silent poetic formulae on which he may
exercise his powers of analysis.

6 See Scoditti (1990a:29-66).
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understood: his critical edition respects the original text. We have, then, the following series
of elements:

(a) an original text (or one regarded as such in the absence of proof to the contrary) — the
score of Un ballo in maschera — composed by Giuseppe Verdi. What we have is the final,
definitive edition of a work. In other words, the mental project connected with the text is
realised at a particular moment of history (in Verdi’s case, the second half of the nineteenth
century) and crystallised by a specific technique — that of writing — within the framework of a
musical semiographic system of European origin;

(b) the first performance, and thus interpretation, of the text may be by the composer
himself, or by a conductor who will have to obey the composer’s instructions with regard to
execution. Marks such as ‘piano’, ‘pianissimo’, ‘crescendo’ and ‘pizzicato’ specify the
manner in which the performance is to be carried out. By obeying such instructions, that is
respecting this manner of performance, one should produce the musical result desired by the
composer of the text/score. Likewise, (mutatis mutandis) the network of vague associations
aroused by the performance of the text/score should also be reconstituted (Sloboda 1985).7
Not carrying out the composer’s wishes will result in the failure of both the music and the
network of associations;

(c) after the first performance there will be a (theoretically infinite) series of
interpretations, which will succeed, or not succeed, in achieving the musical result envisaged
by the original text/score. These interpretations will be liable to influence from fashion,
misunderstanding, mistaken reading, erroneous analysis, or dubious performance technique.

Essentially, the definitive version of the text by its author will be the basis for a
proliferation of diverse readings which may affect the text itself, in some cases to the extent
of rendering it unrecognisable. As the cultural distance from the text/score increases, whether
in the temporal sense (the text/score performed 100 years after its premiere) or in the spatial
sense (the text/score interpreted in a different cultural context, for example a score from the
European tradition performed in New Orleans in the period of the Jazz Bands),? it may all
too easily be subject to distortion and manipulation.

But I believe that a more interesting point to establish is whether a text/score (handwritten
or printed) is by its very nature subject to error, to being read in different ways. It is
undeniable, certainly, that the moment of performance can involve risks of distortion in the
interpretation of the text, related to the perceptual capacity of the performer. This does not
however alter the fact that there exists an ‘objective text’: at the moment when the fabric of
the composition is unravelled in the score and fixed in writing, or codified orally, this
objectification already constitutes the interpretative key of the composition; it becomes an
authoritative text, as they say.

Critical reading can, then, be seen as the restatement of a composition for the purposes of
the ‘magical’ effect desired by the author. This magical effect can probably also be enhanced
by the extent to which the participant in this effect (or its producer, as for example in the case

See Sloboda (1985), especially the chapters ‘The performance of music’ and ‘Listening to music’.

This cultural distance also entails the rewriting of the text which is performed. The performance of
certain dances for the festival of Milamala, for example, underwent a kind of visual rewriting in the
second half of the 1980s: non-canonical symbols painted on the faces of the dancers, the appearance of
masculine symbols on the faces of female dancers and vice versa, the use of different techniques in the
interpretation of certain parts of the dance. See Finnegan, (1989), especially the chapter ‘Contrasts and
comparisons’.
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of the initiator and the initiated) shares the formal values expressed by the text/score
performed in this critical version. In this case we have a type of interpretation which is to an
extent similar to the interpretation of a text performed in a purely oral context. I say ‘to an
extent’, because the recitation of a poem, or of poetic formulae for a spell-casting, from
memory alone, poses other problems too. The similarity lies in the fact that the interpretation
of a musical score, though based on the decoding of a conventional semiographic system,
that is of a written text, is nevertheless perceived as typically oral: it is ‘heard’, not ‘read’ (the
fundamental characteristic of musical performance/interpretation is its sound).® The ‘reader’
of a score can listen to it internally: more correctly, the reader of a score intuits its
performance.

It is different for the author of the piece: as shown by the case of Beethoven, he may very
well conceive the piece purely in his ‘hearing mind’, and then fix it, or not fix it, in the score
by means of writing. Indeed, the great composers and/or performers, as Sir Ernst Gombrich
has pointed out to me,!0 conceive a piece first in their ‘hearing mind’ and are then able also
to write it down: visualising a piece graphically, as notes, may help an author check whether
the musical fabric of the piece is going to be pleasing and correct once performed. The
composer of a string quintet, for example, may conceive, perform and hear the piece only in
his/her mind, without resorting to writing or to a string quintet. The ‘mental quintet’ is
already a musical text: but it is valid only for its author, who has the capacity to perform it in
his/her mind. The fact that the composer wishes to have the quintet performed, using
instruments, may be interpreted as an indication of a desire to realise the music in sound.
This process may result in a musical (sounded) effect that is different from that of a mental
(silent) performance.!!

1.2 ‘INTERNAL, SILENT PERFORMANCE’ AND ‘SOUNDED PERFORMANCE’

I have discussed both ‘silent’ and ‘sounded’ in the context of music because it seems to
me that these two modes of performance can help us understand what the inhabitants of
Kitawa mean when they speak of ‘magic’, or ‘magical effect’, with reference to certain poetic
formulae or compositions.!? ‘Internal performance’, which is silent, depends on knowledge

9  See Finnegan (1988:123-138), ‘The relation between composition and performance: three alternative
modes’.

10 My attention was drawn to this point by Sir Ernst Gombrich in a letter of 12 December 1983, which
was a reply to some reflections of mine on the prohibition imposed on the engravers of prowboards for
ceremonial canoes on drawing the symbols before engraving them. The ‘design’ must be checked
mentally in its totality, before being ‘transferred’ onto the board; and this is similar to the practice of
some musicians, who succeed in composing a score in their ‘hearing mind’ before writing it down in
musical notation.

11 A silent, internal performance, in which the hearing is entirely within the mind, gives rise to solipsism,
as do the phenomena of isolation which sometimes lead to ecstasy. The ethnomusicologist Francesco De
Melis has drawn my attention to the way in which Vatican II emphasised the importance of vocal — and
preferably collective — prayer as opposed to mental, individual prayer, precisely for the purpose of
stemming the flow of ecstatic experiences and direct contact with divinity. The same solipsistic, ecstatic
value is attributed to the silent poetic formulae, the non-vocal performance of which causes the magician
to be enveloped in the atmosphere of the demonic. The silent performance will, besides, follow a
‘musical path’, but never a ‘vocal path’, with the probable result that there will be a discrepancy between
silent text and vocal text of the same formula (at the moment of transition from one bwagau to another).

12 The term ‘magic’ is here used in a metaphorical sense — the sense, in other words, in which the Nowau
themselves use it. There is a ‘magical’ effect when a poetic formula, or a piece for drums, is performed in
accordance with the canonical modulatio (which is established on the basis of a tradition which is valid
within a certain period of time) of the formula and of the genre to which this formula belongs; the
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of the piece but does not involve its externalisation; it cannot therefore have as an element the
emission of sound, even the whisper of a voice. The only musical resonance of the
performance is at the mental level: the performer of the piece feels no need to listen ‘with
sound’. One might say that the pleasure s/he derives from it is hypersubjective and
hypermental — an entirely secret pleasure, detached from the physical world outside: I may
perform Debussy’s Syrinx mentally without a flute.

In contrast, ‘performance with sound’ requires not just a listener, but also a subject who
performs materially, with an instrument or with the voice. The situation is not altered if the
person of the listener happens to be the same as that of the interpreter, as is the case with
performances of certain poetic formulae at Kitawa. Some of these formulae (see the
Nadubeori group of Ipaiya Mokuiyaraga) may be performed in front of a number of people
(a village assembly), or in front of a single individual (such as the son of the singer). They
thus have a predominantly public character. Other formulae have to be performed in total
solitude and/or in specific situations, at specific times and places: the poetic formulae for a
Kula ritual expedition (see Monikiniki I), for example. But even in cases where there is no
external listener they are always sounded and therefore heard by the singer through the
medium of his/her own voice. Nevertheless both ‘performance with sound’ and ‘internal
performance’ have in common the secrecy of the recitation: the recitation of a poetic formula,
or the narration of a mythical tale, may be heard by another person besides the narrator, as
long as it still remains secret; for example, a man who narrates the foundation myth of his
clan or subclan to the son of his own sister. But in this case ‘narrating’ and ‘listening’ belong
to a secret context, from which other members of the narrator’s or listener’s clan and
subclan, let alone members of other clans, must be excluded. B The secret nature of the tale
and of hearing it has the effect of defining two or more individuals as possessors of the
mythic narration, in contradistinction to other individuals. The narration is sounded, in that
there is a crystallisation of the content through voice, but at the same time secret, in that it is
heard by a single individual who must not divulge it. But it is also true that the secrecy of the
silent, internal performance of a poetic formula, which is characterised by the absence of
vocalisation of this formula, is total: a piece that the actor hears only in his mind, without
producing a sound, is per se secret. But it is secret only at the instant of its internal
performance; the secrecy does not remain once the same piece is given to, for example, the
heir/pupil of the actor.14

Let us further clarify the terms of the discussion. The poetic formulae of Kitawa can
be classified as follows (though these distinctions should not be regarded as rigid; see
Chapter 2, ‘Development, or Kavira’):

performance must also respect the text which has been passed down orally from singer to singer. In this
case ‘magical effect’ is the same as ‘correct performance’.

‘Narrating’ and ‘listening’ take place in the context of the period of apprenticeship of a future head of the
village, when he must memorise the tale of the foundation myth. Once the tale has been memorised it
must be kept secret: the new owner must not narrate it — at least not publicly — until he exercises his
powers as leader. For it is the ‘narrating’ that seals the power of the head of the village. However, the
secrecy of the possession of the tale is only partial, because the close proximity — including physical
proximity — of the other members of the same clan or subclan, of both narrator and apprentice, gives rise
to ‘listening situations’ which may even be involuntary, as might be the case during a memorisation
practice.

In this case the old magician is obliged to sound the poetic formula so as to enable it to be heard, and
then memorised, by the heir/pupil. The vocalisation of the silent megwa in itself violates its secret
nature, and allows the possibility of its being heard by outsiders too.

13
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(a) secret texts, for silent, internal performance (poetic formulae which are intoned only
by the magicians);

(b) texts for performance with sound (such as the Milamala dance-songs, songs
performed in memory of the dead and love- songs);

(c) texts for performance with sound which are nevertheless secret (such as the mythic
foundation-accounts of a clan or subclan, songs for ritual exchange and short erotic poems).

The distinction between texts for performance with sound and texts for silent, internal
performance is clearly based on a difference in performance mode, although the distinction is
less secure as far as their transmission is concerned. For it is undeniable that even poetic
formulae which are intoned without recourse to sound — in a kind of purely mental
performance — are also communicated by one individual to another. A silent poetic formula,
for example, such as Kwarakwara, sung by Rosigega Mokapiu of Lalela, has been passed
down from magician to magician; at the moment of transmission the silent, internal
performance necessarily becomes a ‘performance with sound’. In order to memorise it, the
recipient of the formula must be allowed to hear a series of sounds. At this moment, then, the
formula loses its essentially secret character.

If there is always a historical moment of composition for a poetic formula (by composition
I mean a project in which elements are arranged into a harmonic structure which functions
musically even in the absence of sounding), there must also be a moment of recitation of the
formula if it is to be memorised and preserved within a group. So the vocalisation of a poetic
formula intended for silent, internal performance is a function of the desire to communicate
and memorise it after the death of its author or of its final owner; even if this in no way adds
to its existence as a finished text.!5 But we should bear in mind that when a formula intended
forinternal performance is given vocal expression — the moment when it is handed from one
owner to another — the singer who is passing it on may find that he hears different sounds
from those which he has for decades imagined, using the mind alone. A gap may appear
between ‘mental sound’ (silent, internal performance) and ‘real sound’ (performance with
sound). If one mentally intones the word ‘sea’, for example, it does not follow that this
internal music corresponds to the series of sounds which the singer imagines in his mind,
especially when ‘sea’ is spoken in a sounded context (a public performance, or that of a long
poem) which may affect the interrelationship of sounds in the text within which the word is
inserted.!6 The distinction here is between two vocal representations of the word ‘sea’, and
has nothing to do with the relation between the term’s concept/signified and sound/signifier:
it seems that the real sound refers to the same image/concept as is represented by the silent,
internal sound. The singer — although I believe that this could also be the case with the actual
author of the silent poetic formula — when performing and hearing the sound ‘sea’ is
referring to a word ‘sea’, which may however sound different in the silent, internal

15 The vocalisation of a silent megwa — or of any other Nowau poetic formula — also reveals its value as a
means of transmission and preservation over time, in the absence of any other technique of
memorisation.

16 The silent poetic formula accentuates, or rather reveals with the utmost clarity, a problem which arises
with any Nowau poetic formula — namely that the transition from ‘internal’, mental text to vocalisation
may lead to two kinds of musicality in the poetic formula. There may be an interior musicality, of an
ethereal kind totally unconnected with the realm of actual sounds; and an external musicality, which is
more material and is influenced by actual sounds. At the moment of performance, it may be that the
singer is influenced, or disturbed, by a whole range of noises or sounds which interfere with the
vocalisation of the poetic formula in such a way as to cause the singer himself to correct the musical
form of the text performed. See Zumthor (1987).
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perfortnance. The problem is of particular importance for the pupil of the magician, who
might interpret the meaning of ‘sea’, for example, as irrelevant to the sound he has heard and
memorised. The same sound, or an allophone of it, might also represent a different mental
image, a different word, precisely because the sound is identical or similar.

On a more general level, and independently of silent poetic formulae, in a direct
transcription from the oral source one may perceive sounds different from those desired, or
imagined, by the author of the formula. This point is valid even in the case of the formula’s
recitation by the author himself, though here there will clearly be a smaller gap between
desired and performed sound. Furtherinore we should bear in mind that the poetic formula is
recited by the voice, whether or not accompanied by one or more musical instruments, as in
the case of the wosi i tota (literally, ‘song/s performed standing up’, see Chapter 2,
‘Development, or Kavira’), the aim of which is precisely the realisation of effects in sound.
These effects are established, and defined, as more important than the signifieds/concepts
associated with them. Both composer and performer transform the semantic significance (the
content) of the text of the poetic formula into a musical significance. This applies even if the
formnula is performed only in the mind of the singer without being sounded. In this last case,
the semantic image (the concept) realised by the internal sound is probably stronger, but not
as strong as that of, for example, a mythic narration.!7 The fact remains that, even with silent
poetic formulae, the purpose of the silent, internal performance, whether by the author or by
the interpreter, is the realisation of a musical effect. This should not be taken to mean that
there is never any correspondence between ‘internal sound image’ (image of the internal
performance) and ‘external sound image’ (image of the sound performance). Such
correspondence is the aim both of the author of the poetic formula and of its interpreter. It is
a correspondence which is normally given metaphorical expression by the term ‘magic’, or
by the phrase ‘magical effect’: when the correspondence is not achieved, the perforinance
fails in its magical effect. So magical effect can be seen as correspondence between a musical
project and the realisation of this musical project in sounds performed by the voice and/or
musical instruments. Failure to achieve this magical effect will thus be the result of non-
correspondence. To make a sound, or complex of sounds, correspond to the musical project
of a poetic formnula is the aim of both its author and its performer/interpreter. Immediate,
spontaneous correspondence is characteristic only of mythic heroes and of gods, who are
seen as metaphors for perfection of the act of construction, or for the mechanism of
construction, of any type of human expression. The realisation, on the other hand, by the
poet, descendant of the hero, of the harmnonic association between projected image and
realised image, is never immediate; rather it is the result of continual attempts which
sometimes fail to achieve the desired result. From this arises the unexpected discovery of a
mismatch between mental image and realisation in sound.

In line of descent from the hero, the constructor of poetic images, before realising his
mental project in concrete form, goes through a series of trials — making mistakes, trying
again; in an oral society, however, these attempts are not recorded or memorised. ! The

17 Silent, internal performance probably accentuates the ‘substance of expression’ of the image that is sung
without being sounded: we have here a metaphorical equivalent of the ‘content’ or ‘meaning’ of a word.
Internal performance leaves the singer alone with himself, and with his mind; the musical form of the
sung image will necessarily sound with a quite special, and different, kind of modulatio, which will
emphasise the near a conceptuality of this musical form.

Since the composition of a poetic formula is a completely oral process, it leaves no ‘written’ trace of the
error, the rethinking and the correction — unless one has the opportunity of listening to a poet as he
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realisation of the mental project, of the image in the mind, may be achieved with the help of,
for example, a graphic prop — the case of architectural design — or with the help of
vocalisation of a mental sound (which is heard internally) by the use of the voice, as with the
composition of a poetic formula within an oral culture. The challenge of making the two
images correspond is also there for the performer of a poetic formula which has already been
composed (and therefore already exists from the point of view of the correspondence). The
performer must struggle to make his memory of the sound heard during his apprenticeship as
a singer, and especially of the poetic formula he is performing, correspond to the sound
which he has to realise vocally. The beauty, the magic, of the poetic formula is restated by
this correspondence. On the basis of a number of conversations with Ipaiya Mokuiyaraga,
the composer and singer of Lalela, all of whose poetic formulae are published in this volume,
I drew the conclusion that the correspondence between silent, internal sound and its external
realisation is achieved by vocal exercise. For example, a poetic formula must be created
complete in the mind, from the musical point of view; the composer ‘sees’ the poetic formula
as if it were written in notes, and he hears it in its entirety. Its composition with words,
however — the ‘verbalisation’ of the musical text — will not be similarly complete (see Chapter
2). For the words which must correspond to the poetic formula’s musical text — already
composed — will only with difficulty be able to represent this text completely: the composer
does not succeed in formalising the verbal text of an entire formula ex tempore, especially if
this formula is a musically complex one. He will probably only realise a part of the musical
text with the words — perhaps one or two lines; and only when he is sure of their delivery in
sound (in relation to the whole musical framework of the formula) will he move on to the
verbalisation of subsequent lines.19 A recapitulation is set out below.

(a) A Nowau poetic formula, to whatever genre it belongs, is musically significant,
independent of its vocalisation.

(b) The composition of a formula depends on control of the whole musical fabric which
constitutes its framework, and over which will be woven the lines which will form the verbal
text. This kind of weaving involves a process of trial and error conditioned by the musical
fabric of the genre to which the formula belongs, as well as by the musicality of each
individual word which is chosen, or constructed, in order to realise the ‘verbal’ text of this
formula.

(c) In contrast with a visual project, that of the poetic formula (within an oral culture)
involves control of the musical fabric — the matching of imagined sound and realised sound —
not by means of its graphic visualisation, but only by means of a genuine performance
(internal, silent or sounded). The composer and, subsequently, the performer ‘listen’, and on
their capacity to listen (their musical capacity) will depend the verdict regarding the
correctness of the text composed and/or performed.

composes, and of recording (e.g. on tape) all the transitions from one verse to another, and from one
attempted modulatio to another.

19 The process of ‘verbalisation’ consists in a continual adjustment of a word, or group of words, to make
them correspond to a musical design; words will thus be manipulated, and unravelled into their phonemic
components, so that these become the ‘sound’ of the word itself. But this sound must be held in the
mind simultaneously with the sound of the other ‘words’ which make up a line and the other lines of the
same formula. It is to be expected that some words will involve a greater degree of unravelling on the
part of the poet, either because he fails to make them correspond to the musical design or because the
‘content’ of the word is of such a nature as not to allow this unravelling.
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When, for example, Ipaiya of Lalela sang Dorai Sobala I, his performance — which in this
case was also the interpretation by the author of the formula performed — was, in his opinion,
based on his own listening, in complete correspondence with the composed musical text. But
if line 1 of the Watowa (Prologue) had been sung within the Kavira (Development ) at, say,
line 3, thus violating the established relations between lines, the mistake — or what might be
defined as a mistake — would have become clear in the sounding of the poetic formula as an
actualised performance. The mistake, then, is perceived as such by the author himself when
presented, as it were, with a fait accompli; and in this specific case it is characterised as a lack
of correspondence between the constructed/intended musicality of the formula and the
realisation of this musicality in sound. Someone who merely performs/interprets, in addition
to achieving the correspondence between the vocalisation of the poetic formula and the fabric
of sounds constructed by its author, must also restate the ‘verbal text’ associated with this
fabric.

The mistake which may occur during the composition of a poetic formula is different in
type from that which arises in, for example, an architectural design, which undergoes a
whole range of graphic tests of the correctness of the designer’s aesthetic and constructive
ideas before its execution in reality (which is itself still a design, but nevertheless presents all
the relations between its various constitutive elements in a well-defined form, so that, for
example, the camera-ready of a skyscraper is already the constructed skyscraper). The tests
lead to a better definition of these ideas, without the external appearance of mistakes in the
final execution (the equivalent of the performance of a poetic formula). The tests, and
comments, are in this case an effect of the designer’s ideas, which are tried out with
graphic/visual assistance. It is as though the architect’s mind uses this test — the plan - to
give material form to the constructive process within.20 For even though a ‘comment’ is still
an internal activity, nevertheless, precisely because of this capacity to visualise, it helps to
perfect the final image, which will then be seen in its completeness. The architect’s sketch
fulfils the same function as that of the provisional performance in music — where the
composer makes use of the instrument to try out a harmonic sequence, and, if the passage
works, writes it into the score.

1.3 ‘RHETORICAL FIGURES’ AND ‘MUSICAL FIGURES’

With the performance/interpretation of an oral poetic formula, the process which derives
from visualisation of an attempt, from the ‘seeing’ of the mistake, does not exist. If there is a
mistake, it remains a mistake once the poetic formula is performed, and is so memorised,
especially in the various phases of transmission from one singer to another.

Control over the accuracy or otherwise of a poetic formula’s musicality can be effectively
exercised only by the author of the formula, although admittedly the audience too - the

20 An architect’s sketches, or scribbled notes, provide perhaps one of the best examples from the point of
view of assessing the relation between mental image of a project (including cases where this is in an
intuitive state) and final realisation of this image. A sketch is a visual record of an intuition, which is to
be regarded as a rapid process of transition within a design seen in an indistinct form, and which will gain
definition and perfection in the course of time. The sketch is like a photograph of an idea at the formative
stage, of a concept in need of analysis. In the absence of this sketch — this drawing hastily jotted down
on paper — the function of memorising the idea, concept or intuition may be entrusted to a scale model:
the small prowboards for ceremonial canoes which an apprentice engraves, or the wooden models of
Gothic cathedrals. See Scoditti (1990a:46-52); Bucher (1968); Beaujouan (1975); Frankl (1945); Shelby
(1972).




11

inhabitants of the author’s village, for example — may contribute to further correction. In this
last case, the control may be unconscious in character, in the sense that the phonetic laws of a
language are also inherent in every speaker of the same language as the author, so that a
cacophonous sound, say, is not accepted as such and is automatically rejected. But in order
to be rejected it must first be produced: the cacophonous word must be sung, spoken or
murmured.2!

But what if the definition of a poetic formula consisted precisely in the extent to which it
violated vocal harmony or a traditional rule of syntax or phonetics? Why could a
phenomenon similar to that of the dissolution of tonality in Western music not also occur
within Nowau poetics? Sounds are in play in both cases, after all, and the performance of a
poetic formula is an expression of musicality. Poetic effect — which is metaphorically referred
to by the inhabitants of Kitawa as ‘magical effect’ — might also come about through the
violation of certain laws which regulate the phonetics of everyday Nowau conversation, or
through the violation of the phonetic laws of traditional poetry. The possibility of phonetic
violation seems to me the most interesting for the assessment of the musicality of a Nowau
poetic formula, especially if the formula reappears in the ‘silent’ genre (when it is composed
and performed to strike at someone, as with Kwarakwara in the interpretation of Rosigega of
Taraigasi): in this case a distortion of canonical phonetics is considered necessary for the
achievement of the ‘magical effect’.

It should in fact be regarded as one of the essential features, although not the only one.
Obviously it is the particular kind of phonetic — and thus musical — distortion which
characterises Kwarakwara, not the phonetic distortion in itself, which, I would argue,
belongs to every poetic formula. Indeed, the quality of a poetic composition frequently has
this strategy as its basis: consider the exquisite weaving of sounds by Ipaiya (for example
Nadubeori VIII).

This kind of phonetic violation produces ‘sound figures’ which have a value and function
similar to those of figures of rhetorical discourse, such as metaphor and metonymy (Tambiah
1968; Henry 1971; Levin 1977; Shibles 1971). And, just as rhetorical figures are ways of
suggesting an image which is not properly that represented by the sentence, word or sign
which is read, heard or seen — thus setting in motion a whole range of associations with other
objects which are by no means obvious from the word, sentence or sign — so the ‘musical
figures’ of a text constructed in an oral culture may suggest phonetic associations which are
not normally attributed to the everyday sounds, and thus give rise to musical sensations or
perceptions which are unusual or even entirely new. A ‘metaphorised’ phoneme must not,
therefore, be interpreted within the phonetic framework of the everyday language (Nowau, in
this case), but rather placed in a phonetic context which consists of ‘musical figures’. At the
semantic level, a metaphorised word is not to be interpreted in its literal meaning (given by
the everyday lexicon); at the phonemic level, similarly, the same word is not to be articulated
in the normal, everyday manner. For example, the consonant represented orthographically by
the symbol ‘T’ may be interpreted, and so sounded, at the phonemic level, depending on the
context in which it occurs, according to one of the following symbols of the IPA chart:

21 Cacophony in a Nowau sound is abhorred even in everyday language, and has led to the prominence of
measures adopted to avoid it, such as the ‘softening vowels’. Cacophony can be noticed only when a
word — and the lines in which it appears — are sounded. Without vocalisation, the hearer can obviously
not be aware of it; the composer of a poetic formula, however, must notice it during the construction of
its musical form.
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flap (dental and alveolar) §, (retroflex) T
fricative (dental and alveolar) 1

uvular rolled r

uvular fricative

But if the same syllable appears in a word used in a metaphorical context (as frequently in
Nowau poetic formulae), it will not be sounded, and therefore represented, by or according
to one of these IPA symbols. It is never only a flapped sound, nor a uvular fricative, but
belongs to a new, abnormal vocalisation which may be nearer to, say, the uvular fricative
than to the flapped, but which cannot be represented by the phonetic transcription of either. A
sign of the difficulty of interpreting — and at the same time of translating — the metaphorical
value (the ‘musical figure’) of ‘r’, or of any other phoneme, through phonetic transcription,
is the fact that phoneticians themselves have recourse to supplementary symbols alongside
the basic ones; consider, for example, the use of /~/ to designate the nasalisation of a vowel,
or again, the use of linking-marks, or marks for affricative consonants — as if to indicate their
almost complete unrepresentability by standard phonetic transcription. This example is not
unlike that of the expedients designed by composers, who include other marks than those on
the five-line stave, to indicate how the note is to be performed. On a more specifically verbal
level, we have such indications as ‘pianissimo’ or ‘crescendo’, and on a graphic level the
range of diacritical marks used in ethnomusical transcription to indicate sounds which are
ambiguous with respect to the well-tempered system, such as notes which go up or down by
a quarter of a tone. All these are tactics for drawing attention to the fact that the literal (in this
case phonemic) interpretation of a given sound is not in itself exhaustive, that it fails to give a
complete representation, and that this sound is used to refer to something which goes beyond
the symbol which represents it. This point is all the more valid when the syllable to be
interpreted by a phoneme (which must be recited or sung before being transcribed by the
ethnologist with an IPA symbol) occurs in a morphemic context which, at the semantic level,
is already used as a ‘figure’ of rhetoric. A free form such as ‘self’, for example, if it is
intended metaphorically by the author of a poetic formula (in the broadest metaphorical
context, that provided by the formula as a whole) cannot be interpreted simply as a reflexive
form, referring to the author of the poetic formula, or to the actual singer performing it. This
is so even when it occurs in a bound form such as ‘himself” which makes it more specific:
the author does not intend it as simply the third person singular of the reflexive pronoun, but
imbues it with a broader, more profound metaphorical meaning which stands outside the
banal, literal interpretation of ‘himself’, a metaphorical meaning which comes about as a
result of the total poetic context within which the pronoun is placed. The author may, for
example, refer to the mythic hero Monikiniki metaphorically as ‘himself’, but at the same
time also to himself and to the singer, who are seen as distinct/unified parts of the hero.
Consider the word so (always declined with a possessive pronoun: so’gu, so’ra), which is
given a heavy metaphorical weight. It refers both to the composer/singer (or
singer/performer) and to one of his companions in the Kula Ring; but this companion is also
his ‘double’: it is the same composer/singer or singer/performer who posits the ‘other’ as
‘part’ of himself, but who must be reabsorbed into this ‘self’. The term is highly ambiguous
and metaphorical, which means that the free form ‘self’, when it has a metaphorical semantic
intention, will have to be interpreted as a metaphorical analogue in the phonemic
representation (which is then translated into the kind of recitation by the singer of the poetic
formula into which the form ‘self’ is inserted): it cannot be sung and subsequently
transcribed (in this case by the ethnologist) as [sellf], or, for the bound form ‘himself’, as
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[him’self], but must be performed, and transcribed, with a phonetic distortion which takes
account of its metaphorical force: we might have a transcription, clearly heterodox in terms of
IPA norms, such as, say [sarlf], in the first case, and [himy’se|f] in the second; or we might
use still other symbols. In this way the person composing, the person singing and, later, the
person listening will be able to infer from the sound (and therefore also from the phonetic
transcription) the metaphorical force of ‘himself’. Basically, the metaphorisation of a
morpheme (whether free form or bound form) will involve the metaphorisation of the
corresponding phoneme.22

I would argue that this association of ‘rhetorical figure’ with ‘musical figure’ (the fact that
the metaphorisation of a morpheme is answered by the metaphorisation of the corresponding
phoneme) appears as a distinctive feature of the oral poetic formula. It is so characteristic that
it necessitates a distinction between ‘rhetorical figure’ used in an everyday text and ‘rhetorical
figure’ used in a poetic text. For, in the context of an everyday discussion, the use of a
metaphor is not announced at the level of the phoneme; a metaphorical intention is deduced,
rather, from the verbal context — written or spoken — by which the metaphor is suggested. If
I say “A horse with golden wings scarcely grazed the crystalline foam of the periwinkle
waves”, I do not have to establish a metaphorical association between the individual words
of the sentence and the corresponding sounds which represent them at the phonemic level. At
the phonemic-musical level I can perfectly well ‘read’, or ‘say’, the sentence articulating the
sounds of the words according to their standard pronunciation, because the metaphorical
force will come about simply by virtue of the logical-semantic conflict, for example that
between ‘horse’ and ‘wings’, if this latter word is interpreted as an attribute of the former.
No horse within our everyday experience is endowed with wings, and so a ‘winged horse’ is
a mythic, or fantastic, figure. It may essentially be a metaphorical image employed to refer,
for example, to an unquiet soul — one which ‘paws the ground’ and ‘flies toward heaven’.
But from the phonemic point of view, the metaphorical intent of ““a horse with golden wings”
is not immediately announced: each word of the sentence is spoken and heard in the sounds
of the everyday musical language, which can then be transcribed by the canonical phonetic
symbols of the IPA chart. The word ‘horse’ is represented by a sequence of events which ‘in
themselves’ do not indicate its metaphorical force: the metaphorical force in the specific case
is independent of the manner in which the various morphemes of the sentence are articulated
and represented by their respective phonemes. This force is almost entirely semantic in
character, in that it depends on the conflict between the meanings usually associated with the
words of the read or spoken sentence. I say almost entirely, because sometimes the
intonation with which the sentence is articulated may act as an indicator of the metaphorical
value attributed to the sentence itself. But this last example is a case of ‘oral literature’, of
performance; here the sound begins to predominate.

22 Words are chosen by the composer not just for their suitability for being unravelled in a musical way,
but also because they encapsulate a ‘strong’ metaphorical value, and because of their semantic ambiguity
or polysemy. This ambiguity and this polysemy give the composer freedom to play with a large number
of expressive combinations, and leave the hearer equally free —though within the areadetermined by the
composer and interpreted by a singer — to follow the traces of these combinations. The ‘word’ - this term
is placed in quotation marks because of the impossibility, in the case of Nowau oral poetry, of using it
in anything other than a very vague and approximate sense, one which is close to that of a note of music
taken as the graphic symbol of a sound — must therefore be represented by a series of phonemes which
give a ‘vocal’ rendering of this metaphorical value. Especially when the performance of a poetic formula
is purely oral; the hearer must be in a position to realise the poetically ambiguous, allusive, polysemic —
and thus metaphorical - sense of the poetic formula.
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In oral poetry, however, such as that of Nowau poetic formulae, the phoneme indicates
the metaphorical force of the morpheme (or more correctly, perhaps, the group of
morphemes) which corresponds to it. The abnormality of the phoneme’s vocal articulation —
which cannot always be represented by the canonical phonetic symbols that regularly
represent it in its normal context — determines in advance the metaphorical force to be
attached to this morpheme, not the other way around. I would argue that the metaphoricality
is entirely contained in the phoneme, or in the sequence of sounds, with which a poetic
formula is sung, to the extent where the meaning of the morpheme associated with the
phoneme frequently does not exist in everyday language, or else is entirely new, unclassified
or even semantically devoid of sense. The metaphorical force does not depend either on the
morpheme with which it is associated or on the semantic context in which it is placed, but
only on the manner in which the various phonemes which represent the morphemic context
are articulated, as for example in the case of the magical effect of the silent poetic formula
Kwarakwara, sung by Rosigega Mokapiu for a ‘negative’ enchantment.

To construct a phoneme, then, or series of phonemes, which, within a poetic fabric under
construction (that is, in relation to all the other phonemes of the fabric as a whole), is in itself
to embody in advance a metaphorical sense, it is necessary not only to know all its possible
vocal articulations (on the basis, that is, of the sounds which usually embody it) but also to
attach to it other formalisations. In fact, the phonemic articulation of a syllable (the degree of
its extension or contraction) may be posited as hypothetically infinite; by articulating the
vowel ‘a’, for example, outside the range of phonematisations of it represented by symbols
of the IPA chart, I can obtain others which have never before been posited.23 I can construct
new phonetic entities, for example by placing the phoneme to be ‘extended’ alongside
phonematisations of other phonemes in such a way as to create a new, abnormal result; and it
is precisely these kinds of phonemic variation that the composers, and subsequently the
singers, of Kitawa achieve the magical result of a poetic formula. To extend the phonetic
form of ‘a’, for example, beyond its symbolic representations on the IPA chart — and beyond
the possible phonemic representations given by the usual vocalisations of everyday Nowau
speech — is equivalent to signalling a metaphorisation, which, at the level of phonetic
transcription, will necessarily have to be represented by new symbols. The author of a poetic
formula who attempts, for example, to extend the phonetic form of ‘a’ beyond the range of
long ‘a’ vowels sanctioned by the everyday phonetics of the Nowau, will also have to
represent it to himself - still at the phonemic level — alongside other syllables, which go to
make up the line, in such a way as to create a distortion, not just of the sound as a whole,
which is made up of the sequence of individual sounds constituting the fabric of the line in
which the syllable is inserted, but also of the formula as a whole, thus creating from it a
phonemic metaphoricality. In this sense, both singer and hearer of the poetic formula are
struck equally by the ‘meaning’ of the syllable/word which is sung and by the manner (that
is, the sound-metaphoricality) in which it is performed. The net result will be the effective
realisation of the composition’s musical and metaphoric potential.

The highest level of metaphoricality (the ‘magical effect’) of a poetic formula is achieved
when its construction — and then its performance — begin with a metaphorical sound which

23 1t is not necessarily the case that the IPA chart gives a total representation of all the possible
articulations of a sound, or that it covers exhaustively all the possible sounds, of a language which has
already been classified or which remains to be classified. Such a claim would contradict the very
methodological postulates which led to the drafting of the chart. See International Phonetic Association
(1977); Crystal (1980).
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introduces the following sequence of sounds in an order which allows it to end with another
metaphorical sound, which has in some sense been prefigured by the first one. The repetition
of the line which begins a poetic formula at the end of the same formula is a way of
underlining and achieving this interdependence between initial and final sounds. An example
is provided by Kwarakwara, where we have at the beginning the following two lines:

1.  Kwarakwara kwaivau Scrape the black pot
kaui buwa navirera and spit out the intoxicating red fruit, witch!

These are then brought back at the close of the same formula, connecting all its constituent
lines at the metaphorical level. But I would argue that it is primarily the operation of phonetic
postponement from one line to another that leads to the metaphoricality, first of the musicality
of the formula, and secondly of its semantic significance.

In many poetic formulae, the transition from the Watowa (Prologue) to the Kavira
(Development) is achieved by a metaphorisation of the sounds which represent the individual
words. Let us take the example of the first poetic formula, Dorai I, by Ipaiya of Lalela, in
which the Watowa is almost the same as the Kavira; in fact, in the first line of the latter we
have wakasa — following Re vagumi’gu tauiya, which has already been used as the first line
of the Prologue — and i gwana, which is substituted for unata in the corresponding and
identical last line of the Prologue. The hearer is carried away by the perfect circularity of the
musical structure constructed on the pentatonic scale. We are led on directly from the
Watowa into the Kavira by virtue of the subtle beauty of the two variants placed in the first
and third lines of the Kavira. But it is Ipaiya’s voice which indicates the different
metaphorical force of the Development with respect to the Prologue: in fact, the image of the
plurality of sounds emitted by the sounding shell, to which Ipaiya refers in the first line of
the Development, is not suggested to the hearer by a plural form but only by a particular
modulation of the voice. So a particular way of using the voice, intended and constructed by
Ipaiya, signals the metaphorical force of the verb wakasa, which in itself means ‘to place
oneself consecutively so as to form an orderly line’, or ‘to line up’. The metaphorisation of a
phoneme is made concrete through its distortion in sound; this requires an adequate
semiographic system for the transcriber to be able to express the metaphorisation.24 It is the
same with the orthographic transcription which involves the adoption of symbols in an ad
hoc manner, such as the two diacritical marks over a vowel which metaphorically represents
a ‘softening’ in the vocalisation of the word in which this vowel occurs (e.g. tauiya, the
sounding shell; here it allows the reader to realise the ‘softening’ of the singer’s voice as a
metaphor of the sonority of the shell). This is the reason that I have emphasised the way in
which, in oral recitation, in particular that of Nowau poetic formulae, the modulatio of the
voice has precedence over the literal meaning of the sung word, to the extent of unravelling
the latter in pure sound. Of course, the distortion of the sound of a syllable always takes
place within a more or less fixed range, which is given by the oral linguistic tradition of the
speakers. Each speaker knows that every syllable in the Nowau phonetic system may be
articulated by extension and contraction up to a certain point. S/he also grasps intuitively the
possibility of a series of combinations of sounds, when a syllable occurs in a given
phonemic context, although this does not imply that s/he is able to produce such
combinations: their construction is, rather, a function specific to the author of poetic

24 New devices may also be introduced, as long as the reason is explained. An example of this is the
‘softening vowel’ which I introduced in the transcription of many Nowau words to indicate their ‘soft’
vocalisation on the part of the singer (e.g. in tauiya, where the softening vowel is represented by -i-).
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formulae. But every Nowau speaker who hears a poetic formula is able to perceive its
musical combinations, and also all the metaphorical values of sounds which the Nowau
phonetic — and musical - system allows, and which are to be analysed in relation to the
various models suggested within this system. A model in the Nowau phonetic system might,
for example, be constructed by contamination with phonemes (and so with morphemes)
taken from other languages within the same group as Nowau. Examples are the continual
borrowings, both phonemic and lexical, from Boyowa (which is spoken in the Trobriand
islands), from Dobu (which is spoken in the homonymous island to the west of Kitawa) and
from other languages of Milne Bay, especially those within the Kula Ring.2> When, for
example, either the sound or the lexemes of a Nowau poetic formula are constructed with
Boyowa phonemes and morphemes, the poetic fabric (the poetic ‘text’) will be to a high
degree metaphorical and will give rise to unusual perceptions and sensations. If an author
resorts to this type of fabric, it indicates that he is more interested in the musicality than in the
semantic values — the meaning — of the formula. Alternatively, an author may contaminate the
Nowau phonetic system with phonemes from Muyuwa (spoken on Woodlark Island, east of
Kitawa), or with phonemes from English, or Pidgin, extracting from them a kind of poetry
whose musical effectiveness derives precisely from this type of phonemic ‘contamination’.
Contamination at the semantic level provides an example of a different kind. Let us consider
the case of Waderi,?6 a poetic formula which was composed on the first occasion when a
number of men from Kitawa were dragged off to prison by the Australians for refusing to
work in the cocoa plantations along the south-west coast of Papua New Guinea. In this
formula, the lexeme kisini has been constructed on the basis of English ‘kitchen’ - a
reference to the fact that the prisoner is forced to work in a kitchen. The musical fabric has
overtaken the semantic fabric, to the extent that the meaning encapsulated in the correct
English form has been changed completely. The new lexeme brings to the mind of the
Nowau, whether singer or hearer, not ‘kitchen’ but ‘prison’: the feeling of suffocation and
the loss of personal liberty.

A musical and metaphorical innovation may also be constructed by means of a variation in
the distribution of words of a line within a stanza, so that the new combination may produce
new, unexpected sounds, and take the hearer ‘by surprise’: s/he hears a different musical
sequence in place of that which s/he has envisaged. Let us take as an example the variations
introduced by Gidou in Mwasila Monikiniki II, compared with Mwasila Monikiniki III.
When he sang them he behaved as if he were performing two different texts. These
variations give one the impression of a single poetic formula (from line 1 to line 8, in fact,
Gidou introduces no variation), which over the years has been interpreted by various
singers, who have probably produced unpublished combinations of the various lines, and of
the words within a single line. Between line 9 and line 14, for example, there are variations
in poetic combination; while lines 15 and 16 also occur in Mwasila Monikiniki II, as lines
11 and 12. In this last case, Gidou pronounces certain sounds in Nowau, while in Mwasila
Monikiniki IIT he pronounces them in Boyowa: gala butu’gu as opposed to gera butu’gu.
The variations introduced in Mwasila Monikiniki I1I between lines 9 and 14 do not seem to

25 Such borrowings are made possible by the fact that the languages of the Kula Ring belong to the same
subgroup of Austronesian. It is thus possible for the speaker of one of the languages of this subgroup
(and to a greater degree the speaker of more than one) to grasp the metaphorical allusions which are
encapsulated in a poetic formula. See Capell (1971); Dahl (1977); Dyen (1971); Lithgow and Staalsen
(1965); Lithgow (1976) and Senft (1986).

26 The poetic formula Waderi has not been included in my collection because it belongs to the wosi i tota
group (literally, ‘song/s to be performed standing up’), which requires accompaniment by drums.




17

reflect a different text — although this possibility cannot be excluded — but rather the same text
manipulated and interpreted in different ways by singer-performers over the years. In this
case one may say, metaphorically, that the singer-performer is the author of the oral poetic
formula.2? With this kind of interpretation, the listener will probably have the impression of
hearing a new text, especially since the variation which is introduced affects primarily the
musical fabric of the text performed. It seems to me clear that this musical variation will be
perceived and registered by the listener in virtue of his/her cultural possession of the
mechanism for locating it within the Nowau phonetic system, even though s/he may be
unable to attribute to it a meaning at the lexical level. But it is not necessarily true that this
sound must — or even can — have a corresponding meaning or concept.

The problem is more complex and more radical for anyone — not a member of the Nowau
culture, this time — wishing to transcribe the poetic formula ‘scientifically’; s/he will have to
be able to indicate a sound’s ambiguity, not just with respect to the symbolic system of the
IPA chart, but also — first and foremost — with respect to the Nowau phonetic system. The
difficulty is most extreme when the sound of a vowel - ‘0’, forexample - is pronounced by
the singer in such a way that it could be represented by the IPA chart equally well as [¢] and
as [0] or [ce].

This phonemic ambiguity may correspond to a morphemic uncertainty which, as far as
translation is concerned, appears as a conceptual nonsense. Such a nonsense may be a sign
that the sound has its own expressive validity, which characterises not only the construction
but also the performance of a poetic formula. In an oral culture, where the written text or
musical score does not exist, the role of the singer-performer becomes fundamental, since he
must act not just as interpreter but also as memoriser. This double function is the cause of a
certain confusion on the part of the listeners. The performance/interpretation of a poetic
formula may modify the original formulation of a musical text — that which has been
memorised, for example, by the village elders who have listened to it for decades with a
particular modulatio of the voice.

1.4 COMPOSER AND SINGER OF A NOWAU POETIC FORMULA
When Ipatya composes the first lines of the Watowa of Dorai II:

1.  Dobiyaruwadabe’gu
yobwekasema unata

the future vocalisation of the two lines must correspond to the internal musical image which
Ipaiya has made of them. During the composition-trial itself (which involves an internal
performance) he must already be aware of the flow of sound not only of these two lines, but
also of the entire musical fabric of the poetic formula. The first two lines must be set in
relation to the two which follow:

27 This is the case of a singer who has refined to the highest degree his interpretive ability, and who applies
it, in the first place, to the musical fabric of the poetic formula. One should not forget that the audience
(even if this comprises only one person, as in the case of the apprenticeship of an initiate) hears a poetic
formula from the singer, and that this singer is the only depositary of many of the compositions, so that
it may happen that he is identified with the author of the text. A different case — which cannot be ruled
out — is that of a singer who orally ‘transcribes’ a poetic formula produced by a composer; this is quite
comparable (mutatis mutandis) to Segovia’s transcription of Bach’s Chaconne for guitar.
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1. revadudu’gu wa keda
wa rirorida waga’na

even though this latter pair will not yet be entirely clear in Ipaiya’s mind, as far as the
‘verbal’ content is concerned; the musical pattern of the formula, on the other hand, must be
absolutely clear. It is as though Ipaiya — or any other Nowau composer-singer — were guided
by a ‘musical thread’ in his weaving of the modulatio of the formula, over which he will then
have to construct the words (see Chapter 2). The words may be chosen after the composition
of the musical fabric of the formula, which will determine them in toto (indeed, they are
frequently extemporised). A word may, for instance, be eliminated because it does not
harmonise with the pre-existing musical pattern (the ‘musical thread’ which is chosen or
constructed by the composer). This same musical pattern must be present in the mind of a
singer-performer when he recites Ipaiya’s poetic formula; but in performing-interpreting it he
will have at his disposal an interlacing of sounds, rather than a verbal text in the true sense. It
is at the moment of construction of a poetic formula that the sequence of sounds forming the
articulation of each word is moulded, thus making it ‘lean’ towards, say, an open or a closed
articulation. It is now that a vowel must be constructed and heard with a different sound from
its normal, everyday one, if it is to be given a metaphorical sense. It is only at the moment of
its articulation with sound that the formula will reveal whether it can actually give rise to a
metaphorical effect in the listener (the inhabitants of a village, for example), for it is then that
the ‘mental metaphorical sound’, which is characteristic of the composer, is transformed into
‘objective metaphorical sound’ - the transition from ‘internal hearing’ to ‘hearing with
sound’.

The planning of a poetic formula, then, involves not only the composition of a given
modality of sound, but also the use of words to correspond to this sound; the words must
represent the sound at the lexical level. If, however, the deliberate distortion of the sound on
the part of the composer (which constitutes its metaphorical value) is so great as to go
beyond the limits of what can be analysed, we might have a case where it would be
unrecognisable within the Nowau phonetic system. For example, the distortion of the vowel
‘a’, within a sequence of sounds, is tolerated by Nowau phonetic custom up to a certain
limit, beyond which the sound slides into a different one, which could also be represented by
the phonetic symbol [y]. But, as I have already remarked, such an operation may be
acceptable per se — and in fact accepted - in the sense that the extendability of the sound of a
syllable within a phonetic system might also give rise to some new sound, which has never
previously been heard nor used within the system. We should, then, hypothesise a kind of
‘super-scale’ of sounds, belonging to a general, abstract phonological system (one might
almost call it generative), which underlies every individual phonetic system belonging to a
language; this would allow for the capacity of a composer-singer to produce a new sound
which can be perceived and classified as ‘magical’. (The ‘magical effect’ in this case arises
from the violation of the phonetic rules which are followed in the construction of a word, or
group of words, in everyday conversation.)28

28 This is another context in which we see the operation of a mechanism of respect and violation of rules.
In this particular case the violation takes place primarily at the expression plane of a word, that is with
its phonemes, which are distorted and varied with respect to their usual, everyday vocal articulation. This
violation may produce a ‘magical’ effect, one of vocal surprise, in the hearer of the sung ‘word’. The
hearer expects one type of sound and hears another; this surprise may be metaphorically expressed by the
term ‘magic’. See Burbank and Steiner, eds (1977) and (1978); Johnson, ed. (1978); Jakobson (1973) and
Vachek, ed. (1970).
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But it is also true that the beauty, or magic, of a poetic formula frequently depends on
respect for the phonetic rules of a traditional poetics, especially when the formula is sung.
What meaning is there in the assertion, made by the singers of Kitawa, that they sing in the
same way as their ancestors, their own masters, other than that they respect the canonical
rules, the modalities of the performance tradition which is handed down orally? It seems to
me that such an assertion must be interpreted as a clear reference to the notion of both a ‘text’
and a ‘system’ (understood in the sense of a group of models of composition and of
recitation) which allow the construction of a poetic formula. To say that a composer-singer
constructs, and that a singer-performer recites, according to traditional rules, is the same as
saying that both respect a model, of composition or of recitation, to which they refer. They
reiterate this model over time, though with variations. In an oral culture, a model of recitation
is probably memorised at greater length, and therefore lasts a greater length of time, than in a
culture that employs writing, where a poetic text is more often read, on the whole, than
recited or listened to. Such things as vocal intonation, emphases, glissandi, are more easily
memorised, and thus more easily transmitted and transmissible, in a pure oral context than in
a cultural context in which writing is in use. The singer hears the model of recitation — the
basis on which he is to place his own voice — from the author of the poetic formula, or from
another singer who precedes him; at the same time he hears a whole range of interpretive
subtleties which are also, from the ethnologist’s point of view, relatively representable by
phonetic transcription.?? A close parallel for the models of recitation followed by singers in
an oral culture is provided by the performance/interpretation of a piece of music of European
culture, which is played precisely in order to be ‘listened to’. In the course of its
performance, this music is interpreted according to the sensitivity of the performer’s reading,
exactly as in the case of the performance-interpretation of a Nowau poetic formula.

The text — the music — exists because it has been composed; ‘text’ can thus be regarded as
fabric of composition, as articulation of thought in a harmonic ‘manner’ — a manner which
endows the text itself with aesthetic value. The text constitutes an expressive reality which
exists in its own right, objectively; so that a performer is defined as such in virtue of the
existence of a text to be interpreted. It is therefore not true that the oral singer is always also
the author of the text, for the simple reason that he ‘is performing’: when he performs, this
means precisely that he interprets something that already exists. Even in the case of a singer
interpreting his own text, it must already have been composed, especially if it is a complex
text from the point of view of its musical or semantic fabric.30

29 There is no variety of phonetic transcription, however accurate, that can adequately represent the
expressive richness of a sound, especially when this sound has to provoke a ‘musical poetic’ feeling in
the hearer. There will always be some emphasis of a vowel, some accentuation of a final syllable, some
almost imperceptible whispering of breath, which will elude transcription by the IPA phonetic symbols.
It is precisely this partial representability of the vocal context, I believe, that allows a singer the
possibility of introducing variants in his interpretation.

30 No singer — no singer at Kitawa, at least — can perform a poetic formula without its first having been
composed from the point of view of the musical fabric (which is constructed by a composer, or adopted
by a composer on the basis of a pre-existing model), and the semantic fabric (the unravelling of ‘words’
in a musical sense, which is carried out on their respective expression planes). The phenomenon of
improvisation is unknown in Nowau poetics; and I have serious doubts concerning improvisation as an
autonomous category in the process of construction of a poetic formula.
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1.5 ORIGINAL TEXT AND INTERPRETIVE VARIATIONS: THE EXAMPLE OF THE
FOUNDATION MYTH

Composition and performance/interpretation within an oral culture — a culture in which
writing is unknown, or is not used in the construction and memorisation of traditional texts,
as is the case in Kitawa — represent two different kinds of mechanism and process. Their
analysis can be approached by examining the problem of the author of a poetic formula or
song, or of an ‘oral score’ performed by percussion instruments. This problem, it seems to
me, has been represented as solved by the identification of the composer/singer with the
singer/performer of a poetic formula.3! This kind of solution has been suggested on the basis
of a number of interpretive hypotheses regarding the author of the /liad and the Odyssey.
These are considered as texts which have been transcribed from their oral form, probably
through dictation, and are seen as, most probably, a harmonic synthesis of various pre-
Homeric fragments. They are attributed to Homer (as a metaphor for the poet, for the
constructor of expressive harmonic forms), who is supposed to have sung them and
therefore composed them in the form in which they were subsequently handed down.32 The
question of the identity of the author of a song performed within an oral culture is then
regarded as a false question, since the author is always the one who ‘performs’, and who at
the time of performance ‘composes’. As a corollary of this it follows that every performance
must be regarded as a new composition, which is finished with the moment the performance
itself ends.33 The validity or otherwise of this hypothesis probably also depends on one’s
attitude to a number of specific features of the /liad and Odyssey. The two poems are texts
which have come down to us already written, and already transmitted under the name
Homer. It is different in the case of a text like Tougatu, which has been received only
through hearing, not through a reading — that is to say, a text which is constructed and recited
within an oral culture, which has no writing, nor, of course, any system of phonetic or
orthographic transcription (when these are used, they are always the work of a member of a
different culture, or a member of the same culture who has produced the text for
transcription, but acculturated to a technique of transcription which belongs to another
language).34 With this latter kind of text, the problem posed is not so much that of its

31 TIrefer in particular to the frequent assertion that when it is no longer possible to identify the author of an
oral text — although note that the idea of ‘text’ should itself not be accepted, because of its orality — the
author is to be identified with the singer of the text. But if several authors were simultaneously to
perform the same poetic formula, and if one discounts the variations that would probably arise between
one performance and another, which of them would be the author? Or would we have to conclude that
each singer is the author of the version of the poetic formula which he has performed? In this latter case,
what would be the basis of the ‘equivalence’ or ‘similarity’ between the various interpretations?

32 See Parry (1971); Parry (1989:39-49, 68-77, 104-140 and 195-264): ‘What can we do to Homer?’;
‘Homer: the Odyssey’; ‘Have we Homer's Iliad?’ and ‘The making of Homeric verse: an introduction’;
Nagler (1974) and Lord (1960).
A comprehensive bibliography on the problem of orality in relation to the Homeric poems can be found
in Montanari (1990).
Such a hypothesis is in serious conflict with all the evidence found at Kitawa, for example the archaic
language that characterises both ‘silent’ megwa and those for Kula ritual exchange, and the basic
‘rigidity’ of the respective texts, whereby interpretive variants, if admitted, are tolerated only within well-
defined textual limits. Besides, the fact that identical, or similar, texts of a very large number of poetic
formulae have been performed by singers for hundreds of years means that they were composed in the
past and passed down from singer to singer, with the implicit recognition that none of them is the
author. We here pass over the case of a singer who explicitly states that the formula which he is
performing, or which he has performed, was not composed by him.

The fact cannot be ignored that the transcription (ideally a phonetic transcription followed by an

orthographic one) of a text within a purely oral culture is always carried out by an individual who is not

33

34
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transcription (which can be and has been solved, in spite of a whole range of problems
connected with the fact that we are dealing with a poetic formula, not an everyday
conversation), as that of knowing whether the transcription - in this case ‘my’ transcription —
of Tougatu can be regarded as the only possible one. And this is because Tougatu, like all the
other poetic formulae in this collection, was orally recited by a singer/performer who was not
its author, in this case Gidou of Lalela. Its performance, and my transcription of it, might
also be an incorrect performance, an incorrect transcription. Gidou may for example have
sung without respecting the musical text — the musicality — of the poetic formula, or he may
have introduced in his interpretation variations which were not envisaged by the text’s
author. The existence of the author cannot be denied, as in this specific case Gidou himself
stated that he was singing a text that was not his own, but was given to him by his mother’s
brother.35 And if a performance/interpretation may be non-canonical, then my transcription
of the poetic formula sung may be equally incorrect, since it may record phonemes or sounds
which were not envisaged by the author of the text, and which, once orthographically
transcribed, may even embody a conceptual nonsense. Of course, judgement as to a
performance’s ‘incorrectness’, ‘unorthodoxy’ or ‘disrespect for canonical rules’ is valid only
in so far as it is expressed, first of all by the inhabitants of Kitawa themselves ~ in other
words the speakers of the same language as the author and singer of the poetic formula — and
secondly by the transcriber of the formula. This second level of judgement is based not only
on an acquired knowledge of Nowau, but also on an analysis of the text itself. One example
of this type of analysis might be a check on the frequency of a lexeme, not just within the
poetic formula itself, but also in all the other formulae that belong to the same genre as the
first one. The greater the number of formulae, the greater the possibility of checking the
correctness of one’s transcription of the lexeme. But there will always remain a wide margin
of uncertainty and ambiguity inherent in the very nature of both poetic formula and
transcription: the formula is ‘oral’, it is to be performed vocally, and its performance/
interpretation is subject to variations, especially of a phonemic kind. It is difficult, for
example, to eliminate bweta (‘wreath of flowers’) from either the Nowau phonetic or the
Nowau orthographic system, in favour of the single form bwita, which is apparently more
correct or orthodox, since the former is the product of a sound-variation which may be
significant for the expression and transmission (and so for the hearing) of a particular feeling
or perception which the latter does not embody.

But the question of the identity of the author of a poetic formula has a further importance,
apart from that raised by the problem of different interpretations of the same text (a problem
which is not just relevant to the poetic formulae of an oral culture, but also, I would argue, to

only alien to that culture but also unused to the processes of orality; he will be able to understand these
processes only partially (and depending to some extent on his musical sensitivity in the broadest sense).
The importance of this fact should not be underestimated, especially in relation to the famous Homeric
Question. In short, it should not be forgotten that the /liad and the Odyssey are two texts that have come
down to us transcribed and written. The very attempt of Milman Parry and Albert Lord to advance
hypothetical compositional mechanisms for the /liad and the Odyssey, which involve also the transition
of a text, or of fragments of a text which belong to a single thematic, from orality to writing — however
stimulating and fascinating this attempt may be — seems to me vitiated by the comparison with
Macedonian singers in the 1930s. For the Parry and Lord ethnographical material is not relevant to a
purely oral culture, since in their example composing and singing are based partly on techniques
characteristic of a culture that uses writing.

35 Gidou’s example is one of transmission of a tale, or of a poetic formula, in accordance with the rules of
matrilineal descent. In this particular case, the subject is Modigilabu Tokwai, of the same clan and
subclan as Gidou, who preceded the latter as head of the whole area of Lalela.
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any kind of composition). This not so much the importance of finding out the author’s name,
although this is frequently — much more frequently than is recognised by ethnologists —
known and transmitted in an oral culture by means of various tactics. (One should bear in
mind in this context a parallel from the study of classical art: the use of such designators as
‘the master of the X cup’, to classify — and glorify — an artist whose name is unknown.)36 It
is, rather, the importance of identifying the most ‘correct’ text of the poetic formula.
Consider for example the case of two performances of a single poetic formula, sung under
different titles by different singers (Wosi yavena performed by Towitara of Kumwageiya,
and Osiyawei’gu performed by Kasiotagina of Kumwageiya), or recited in two different
ways by a single singer/performer (for example Mawasila Monikiniki II and Mawasila
Monikiniki II1interpreted by Gidou of Lalela). Which of the performances encapsulates the
original ‘text’? How can the question not be a real one, when the inhabitants of Kitawa
themselves, at the performance of a poetic formula, wish to establish both whether the text is
really the ‘original text” and whether the pattern of the voice singing it is the most correct
one?

If we examine the ‘manner’ of performance of the text of a single poetic formula, then we
will find the case completely analogous to that of different performances/interpretations of a
piece of music: here too we have the expression of a judgement as to the best interpretation,
or the style, of the performer of a text-score.37 But here one must ask why the inhabitants of
Kitawa (as is the case also in other oral cultures) wish to establish which is the ‘most correct’
performance/interpretation, in the sense of fidelity to the original text of a poetic formula.
Such an attitude can only mean that they have defined, and practise, the notion of ‘text’, on

36 The identification of the name of the author of a poetic formula or tale, or of a song, or even of a piece
of music for drums, seems to me an obsession characteristic of those who deny the possibility of
admitting the existence of a ‘text’ in an oral culture; it seems a corollary of this position. But if the
notion of ‘text’ is denied — and this seems to me the true significance of the statement, ‘The author of the
text is the same as the performer or singer’ — this precludes any possible investigation of the identity of
the author. Apart from the example from classical archaeology which is cited in the text — that of
referring to the unknown author of a series of vases which show evidence of the same ‘hand’ as X — there
is a mass of evidence (including that of objects) which confirms the possibility of posing the problem of
the author within an oral culture. For example, during my various periods of research at Kitawa I
collected a range of tokwalu (round wooden images), which were the work of various sculptors of the
island. In each case I recorded the village of origin, the type of wood, the function and, wherever
possible, the author. In looking for a criterion to follow in displaying them in my study, as I could not
remember their names and it did not occur to me to check my notes and diaries, I realised that some of
these tokwalu revealed the ‘hand’ of a single sculptor - in the manner of carving the eyes, for example, or
of placing the hands or nose, or in the use of certain particular symbols. Furthermore, in some of these
objects one can clearly trace the passage of time: the same eye represented with less power, a less
confident cut in the wood, and so on. In short, if one places them side by side, some tokwalu reveal the
same ‘hand’. A straightforward check of my notes and of photographs taken at Kitawa was sufficient to
confirm without the shadow of a doubt that, for example, some of these tokwalu were carved by Redimu
of Lalela during my fifteen years of research, others by Taria and Nabwai of Lalela. The fact of my
having ‘documented’ the author of a ‘piece’ is important, but not decisive for the admission that even at a
distance of centuries, in certain conditions (e.g. the preservation of materials) it is possible to identify the
author of an artefact. Whether I mark it with X, or with ‘Taria of Lalela’, is of no importance. I am not
of course forgetting that in the case of the tokwalu we are dealing with visual materials — artefacts —
while in the case of poetic forinulae the material is an ‘oral’ one which is more easily lost in time. The
real problem in the latter case is thus not that of whether it is possible to identify the author (not
counting the case of poetic formulae which have the names of their authors encapsulated in the text), but
that of the availability of sufficient ‘linguistic’ and ‘musical’ material to enable the identification of the
‘hand’ of a single composer and/or singer.

37 This is analogous to the statement that Glenn Gould’s interpretation of Bach is different from Arturo
Benedetti Michelangeli’s interpretation of the same piece.
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which they base their judgements of ‘correctness’ or ‘incorrectness’ at the level of
performance. But the notion of ‘text’ also implies the correlative notion of ‘original text’, a
notion which is relevant not just to poetic formulae (which in view of their compositional
structure are already a more complicated case), but also to other types of composition, such
as the texts concerning the foundation myth of a clan. Why, for example, is the interpretation
of the tale of the Nukwasisiga clan and toriwaga subclan foundation myth, as told by the
head of the Lalela region, Geredou (and which I have tape-recorded) considered in some way
less correct than the interpretation of the same tale by Geredou’s younger brother,
Tokuraeiya?38 Before giving an answer, we should consider certain facts.

According to Nowau cultural tradition, the head of one of the three regions of Kitawa
publicly declares his leadership by giving a rendition of the foundation myth of the clan and
subclan to which he belongs. This rendition may be given before all the inhabitants of the
region, or before the members of his own restricted subclan and/or family group.39 The right
to succeed one’s elder brother — or, in the case of a first son, the brother of one’s mother — in
the leadership of the region is a hereditary one. It is a right which establishes, and glorifies,
the superiority of a subclan over the other subclans of the same clan, and over the other clans
that live in the region; the investiture of this right takes place through a public narration of the
tale of the foundation myth. The new leader’s performance will be regarded as a public,
‘external trial’ of his hereditary power. Geredou is able to tell the foundation myth because it
has been given to him, in an example of a ‘verbal gift’ in accordance with the rules of
matrilineal succession, by his mother and/or by his mother’s brother, or by both. In this last
case, we may already have two versions of the same tale.40 But apart from Geredou, the tale
is also known by his brother Tokuraeiya, and, similarly, was known by Gidou, their elder
brother who died in 1978. So the tale of the foundation myth is in the possession of several
members of the same clan and subclan. But in fact the circle of people who may have
knowledge of a single foundation-myth tale is a much wider one. Apart from the brothers

38 Tokuraeiya, who is to succeed Geredou as head of the Lalela area, is not entitled to recount publicly the
version of the foundation myth of his clan and subclan. The positive verdict regarding the greater
correctness of his interpretation of the tale is expressed by those who have heard it during his private
performances, within his own subclan or family group (which includes not only Geredou himself and
Geredou’s sons, but also, for example, Siyakwakwa Teitei — who was adopted by the brother of
Geredou'’s mother).

39 This has the status of a double investiture — both public and private. Although the new leader may have

received his power at birth, by virtue of belonging to a given clan and subclan — in other words, his right
is a hereditary one ~ nevertheless his investiture, and his exercise of this right, are made publicly
manifest through the telling of the foundation myth before all the inhabitants of the territories and
villages of an area of Kitawa.
This does not mean that the new leader must recount the myth in order to exercise his functions; rather,
his recounting is merely a means of making these functions public, a means of manifesting them.
Recounting the foundation myth within the close subclan group, and within the even closer family
group, meanwhile, serves to seal the relations between the members of these two groups; it has the
function of emphasising the hierarchical nature of these relations. He will for example tell of his own
primacy in the line of succession, and the validity of this succession is sealed by the tale. If, for
example, Tokuraeiya were to recount the foundation myth publicly, this would be interpreted as a sign of
criticism and rebellion against Geredou. If on the other hand he recounts it privately, his action can be
interpreted as a mnemonic exercise, although one cannot rule out the possibility that it may be an
indirect criticism of his brother’s way of wielding power. Such criticism, however, is always regarded as
an act which takes place within the subclan or family group.

40 | have used the expression ‘verbal gift’ to refer to all forms of transition of poetic formulae from one
owner to another (not necessarily composers and singers — consider the megwa which are recited during
the ritual exchanges), to whatever genre these formulae belong. This kind of gift is precisely what
escapes the rules of matrilineal succession.
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and sisters of the leader who tells it, the sisters’ husbands and the brothers’ wives, for
example, might also know it, as might their children.4! It is fairly clear that the children of
the leader who tells the tale — although they have no right to succeed him in the leadership of
the region — are in a privileged position, which allows them to gain knowledge of the tale
itself. They could, for example, hear the tale not just in the course of its public rendition,
where the possibility of memorising it is highly limited — almost impossible, indeed, except
by the expert ear42 — but, in particular, on other occasions, such as when Geredou ‘tells
himself’ the foundation myth, using the voice, to test his own ability to memorise the text
and at the same time to examine the possibility of manipulating some parts of the tale — or
indeed to examine his own capacities as a narrator. It is precisely in the course of these
private events, which are sometimes occasioned by the need to pass on the tale to the son of
one’s sister — the successor by the rules of matrilineal descent — that the text may be
memorised by one of the sons, and/or daughters, of Geredou. This kind of memorisation
may be clearer, and more articulated, than might be the case in the course of a public
rendition: Geredou will have to repeat the tale several times, introduce pauses, go over it in
small sections — in short he will put into effect a whole range of tactics to enable the hearer
gradually to become master of the tale. When I use the term ‘public rendition’, I mean the
unique rendition on the occasion of the investiture of the leader of the region, where Geredou
may narrate the foundation myth of his clan or subclan, even though he may also do so on
other occasions. But the rendition before the village is not Homeric in type: Geredou is not a
bard, or singer, who repeats a poem, or mythic tale, at a banquet, thus enabling the hearer to
memorise it. His type of rendition is more ‘restricted’, more private and subjective, although
not as subjective as in the case of the recitation of poetic formulae of ritual exchanges within
the Kula Ring: these are murmured or intoned by the voice in a scarcely audible manner. And
it is these characteristics that make a foundation-myth tale more potentially memorisable
within a restricted group than within a region or village as a whole. And in this group are
counted Geredou’s sons or daughters, who, it must be remembered, do not belong to his
clan or subclan. Geredou’s sons may even be privileged, as regards their knowledge of the
tale, over the legitimate heir himself: the son of Geredou’s sister, if she had one.43 For a
hypothetical son of Geredou’s sister would not always be present in Geredou’s hut, and
would not have the same everyday familiarity with him that his own son would have. Nor
should we discount the possibility that Geredou might give his tale to his own son for
reasons of affection. For the rules of matrilineal succession often give rise to a tension
between masculine and feminine values, which occasions conflicts of affection. A man might
wish to give a possession to one of his sons or daughters, and this wish would conflict with

41 It does not matter that the hearing of the tale may be ‘involuntary’, or not desired. The fact remains that
this is a case of a privileged hearing, which allows greater scope for memorisation by the hearer, who
may hear it several times, and thus be in a position to make what we might call more informed
comparisons.

42 The hearer at a public performance is, objectively speaking, in a more passive state than the private
hearer. The hearing of the former is limited to the time of a single performance — or, at most, he may
hear the same tale (or a variant of it) again on the occasion of the investiture of another leader.

43 Geredou, Tokuraeiya and Gidou have no sisters, so that on the death of Tokuraeiya their line will end,
and with it the main branch of the Nukwasisiga clan and toriwaga subclan that has had the leadership of
the Lalela area for centuries. This will give rise to a power vacuum, which is already being discreetly
discussed at Lalela, and which could be avoided by the choice of a younger branch of the same clan and
subclan. This branch however traces its place of origin — the source from which the female ancestor is
sprung — to the Misimasi rock, not the Yabuyabu rock of Geredou’s family. The former rock is
considered by the majority of the inhabitants of Lalela a false document, which is irrelevant to the origin
of the Nukwasisiga clan.
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the rules of matrilineal succession which practically oblige him to bequeath those possessions
(as for example the tale of the foundation-myth told by Geredou to his son) to the son of his
sister. This conflict is often resolved (much more often than is usually thought) by a man
giving his ‘immaterial possessions’, such as the tale of a foundation myth. A son may
additionally know the foundation-myth tale of his mother’s clan or subclan. The same may
also occur in the case of the sons of Geredou’s brother, Tokuraeiya; and such knowledge
may give rise to comparisons, to different tales, or different episodes of a single tale, being
set alongside each other.

Clearly then, the foundation-myth tale of Geredou’s clan and subclan does not appear to
be secret, and the authenticity or correctness of the text which is told may be checked by a
number of people. So when Geredou narrates his tale, the performance/interpretation is
considered in relation to a ‘text” which is already known, before its public rendition, first by
his brother Tokuraeiya, who memorised it at the same time as Gidou and Geredou, at the
various renditions given by their mother and/or by her brother; but also by Geredou’s wife,
who is a famous and much feared siwasiwa (witch) of the Malasi clan and tabalu subclan; by
Tokuraeiya’s wife and children; by various important individuals in public life at Lalela, and
at Kitawa itself, such as Siyakwakwa Teitei, who was adopted by the brother of Gidou’s
mother and who performs a central role in all Lalela affairs, often representing Lalela in the
assemblies involving the other two regions of the island; and finally by the elder leaders of
the other three clans, who know other versions of the foundation myth which justify and
narrate the origins of their respective clan groups. Among these, mention should be made of
the elder leader Edi, who is also of the Nukwasisiga clan and toriwaga subclan, but who
bases the origins of each of these, not on the Yabuyabu rock (from which issued forth the
mythical ancestor of Geredou’s subclan group) but on the Misimasi rock; both rocks may be
seen as visual metaphors for two manners of justification used by the two groups in conflict
over their ancestral inheritance. For the leader who traces his origin to Misimasi is in
possession of a version of the foundation-myth tale which is in conflict, on certain points,
with the version which is known and accredited by Geredou. The two versions — which are
not two performance/interpretations but two variants of one probable single text — at certain
points in the tale introduce discordant elements, which may be questioned, first of all by the
inhabitants of Lalela, in order to assess the veracity, the validity and the beauty, of the two
versions. Above all, the two versions make it possible to establish if and where any possible
manipulation of the text has been introduced.

But none of these individuals — custodians of traditional culture — give a public
demonstration of their knowledge of the text and/or texts of the myth (except on rare
occasions, which are traumatic for the whole community); nor do they give a public rendition
of ‘their’ version of the foundation myth tale. Officially, the tale must reside only in the
hands of the leader of the region and only he may narrate it. They may intervene secretly
(with whispers which are transmitted surreptitiously), in order to intimate, for example,
where the tale has been manipulated. So we have a network of information through which a
single person, besides knowing the foundation myth of his own clan or subclan — and its
variants — may also know those of another clan or subclan (as in the case of a son of
Geredou). This allows himto place alongside each other the information contained in tale A
and that contained in tales B, C and D, even though this act of comparing may take place
only at the level of the unconscious, or the unexpressed.*4 But this very comparison also

44 Such comparison need not always be explicit, but remains for the most part implicit and unexpressed. (It
may become explicit in the context of the analysis of one or more texts, and in fact does so when it is
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allows — especially on the part of the head of a region, like Geredou — manipulations at
certain points in the tale, as well as omissions or additions. Essentially, it allows the variation
of a text which is already known by a number of people. When, for example, Geredou
narrated the foundation myth of his clan and subclan, his tale was in a sense public: the
whole village knew that I was tape-recording. But here Geredou was exercising one of his
rights. However, this same recording, when heard by Siyakwakwa, Tokuraeiya and Redimu
(the elder leader responsible for the music performed in the course of the festivities of
Milamala), was judged ‘incorrect’, and ‘less beautiful’, from the stylistic point of view and
that of the performance, than the interpretation of his brother Tokuraeiya. But in order for
one to say that one interpretation of a tale is better than another, there must exist a ‘text’ of
this tale on which such a verdict is based. It is, I believe, important to emphasise that this
need to establish a text (especially when this text has the characteristics of the sacred) is
validated within a purely oral, or essentially purely oral, culture, in which a text represents a
fabric of principles and rules which is from time to time asserted by a composer/singer, and
performed, interpreted, by a singer/performer.43 If such a text exists and is taken as a point
of reference, there must also be someone who decides, who establishes the correctness of an
interpretation. If, for example, I perform Shakespeare’s Hamlet, I have before me a written
text, which is critically established (in the absence of the discovery of a manuscript which
affects the text already adopted as the correct one). I may interpret it in one way rather than in
another. However, a scholar may always decide whether my interpretation violates — and to
what extent it violates — the critical text; so that the examination is, in this case, not of the
performance (which involves not just the intonation of the voice but also the scenery, the
costumes, the lighting), but of the text represented and defined also at the level of forms and
syntactic structure. On the one hand there is the flow of words which I recite, on the other
there is a text with the same words, but written and printed. Of course, the scholar works on
the agreement between ‘my’ oral text and the written ‘text’ of Hamlet, between my text
(which I present with my voice and, in a scenic space, with my body) and the text which he
has before his eyes. From this point of view, it seems to me that it is impossible to cast doubt
on the existence of the text as a point of reference, as a model to which my performance is
related. By text of Hamlet I mean also all the critical versions-interpretations which have been
produced up to the moment of my performance.

These considerations seem to me to be valid also for the text-tale of Geredou; except that
here there is no scholar who has previously ordered a text to which Geredou’s narration may
be referred — not at least in the narrow sense of a culture that employs writing. There is,
rather, a scholar sui generis, who is more diffuse, more broadly based; he is represented, in
a direct line, not just by Geredou but also by his sons, and in an indirect line, by the

necessary to establish the ‘authentic’ text, or the most correct version of the text.) The person hearing the
tale more than once, and from different sources — a son of Geredou, for example, who, besides hearing his
father testing his memory of the tale, may also come into contact with Tokuraeiya’s interpretation of it —
is moved to carry out comparisons which he has no intention of publicising. If Geredou were to recount
an event which did not appear in Tokuraeiya’s version, thus arousing the suspicion of a manipulation of
the text in favour of one particular account of the facts, his son would have no interest in publicising
this, since he would be constrained by considerations of filial affection — even though Geredou and
Tokuraeiya belong to a different clan and subclan from his own.

45 Sothe ‘rigidity’ of a text within an oral culture must not (and cannot) be interpreted as though it were
the same rigidity as that of a written or printed text, but only as a sign of respect for the design of the
text (which is different from its fabric). The design remains fixed for a certain period of time, and upon
this design — which is rigidified by the affirmation of its sacred nature — are mounted the various versions
(the poetic fabrics) which are the work of a single author. Recounting a particular version of the text
related to the foundation myth does not imply construction, but only interpretation.
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members of his own subclan, even if each of these individuals presents a different approach,
according to his own specific capacities, to the ‘text’. When Geredou narrates, the hearer
more or less consciously places his narration alongside that of, say, Gidou’s elder brother,
who preceded him in the leadership of the region. (We omit for the moment Tokuraeiya, who
is not officially authorised to narrate the text of this mythical tale.) He also places it alongside
other versions of the same myth (such as that of Edi) which are known by the members of
the other three clans. It is as though examination were made of an ‘absolute text’ of the
mythical tale; this may perhaps be interpreted as a general, abstract scheme which underlies
all the foundation myth tales of the four clans.46 It seems that a common element weaves its
way through the four tales — and their respective variants — and from this common element
each clan extracts its own version of the myth, by a process of transformation. This general,
abstract common element must be what generates the various interpretations of it at both the
syntactic and the semantic level. Basically, every clan —and on its behalf an individual X, the
constructor of the tale A of the foundation myth — transforms this element according to the
syntactic norms shared by all Nowau speakers (and therefore in a way which is of general
validity), but manipulates it by means of the semantic rules (which are more subjective in
character), which enable him to generate his own version of the foundation myth.

The construction of a foundatio- myth tale, precisely because it takes place in accordance
with norms, may be subject to examination at a general level by anyone who shares these
norms; and this also explains why there is always someone who is able to judge that one
interpretation is more correct than another, or whether it is spurious. But it is true too that
within this group there are some (such as the constructors of a tale or poetic formula, and,
subsequently, the narrators and singers) who manage to establish the ‘correctness’ of a text,
precisely because through initiation and apprenticeship they work with the rules of
transformation, and know the technique of composition and narration/performance of a
myethical tale or poetic formula.

Geredou, for example, as narrator, tells his version of the foundation myth, which is that
of his clan and subclan and family group. But before telling it, he must first have memorised
it, and before that he must have heard it. It is at the moment of hearing that Geredou refines
his perceptive capacities; and he probably pays great attention to the type of
narration/performance of the person who gives it to him, that is his mother’s brother, or his
mother herself. He will attempt the mnemonic tricks which have been developed by the
Nowau poetic tradition, and will listen to the names of his ancestors as they have been listed
in the genealogy of his subclan and close family group, so as not to create gaps between one
name and the next, when it is his tumn to narrate. But it is a case of memorising not just a
story, a tale, but also its interpretation, the ‘manner’ in which the tale is told. He will listen to
the intonation of the voice and also, for example, to the dramatic emphasis of the tone used to
underscore certain passages, and to the style of variation of a single passage repeated a
number of times. He will listen not only to the story of his clan and subclan, but also to the
way in which this story is narrated; it is on this, too, that the effectiveness of the tale will
depend.

Basically, Geredou will learn the technique of narration at the same time as he memorises
the tale. This technique is in a sense a process of disclosing the mechanisms of learning, of
knowing and of classifying which have been developed by a particular group — a group
which normally corresponds to a small nucleus within a subclan, and may even include no

46 ‘Abstract schema’, ‘design’ and ‘absolute text’ are in this context synonymous.
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more than two people, as in the case of the master-engraver of prowboards for ceremonial
canoes and his chosen pupil.47 In the specific case of a foundation-myth tale, this process
may be embodied in the disclosure of a manipulation, substitution or omission which
justifies the present power of the family in possession of this version of the tale.48 But
Geredou might hear not only his own tale but also the foundation-myth tale of his father’s
clan, in other words that of a different clan, even though he is aware that this is not his tale,
and that he will never be able to narrate it freely before the whole village. He may make use
of it privately for purposes of comparison, to enable him to understand and analyse why, for
example, his tale succeeds in justifying the power of the Nukwasisiga clan and especially the
toriwaga subclan, over the other clans and subclans of the Lalela region. This process of
comparison, of placing in parallel, is more conscious and deliberate than I believed at the
beginning of my research; and it is the basis on which Geredou will be able to uncover the
versions of a single underlying plot, which carries through all the foundation myth tales as
the essential element. For instance, the ‘plot’ of his own myth, like that of the myths of clans
B, C and D, speaks of a being, tabu’gu ‘my ancestor’ — where the gender cannot be deduced
from the form of the first person singular possessive pronoun, but is made specific by the
lexical context: it is a woman who fertilises herself, and so may also be seen as an
androgynous being. From this being all Geredou’s forbears, down to Geredou himself, are
descended by matrilineal succession. Obviously, the transitions from one phase to the next,
following in chronological order, may be described with more or less use of detail, and may
include various redundant elements or rhetorical embellishments. But what Geredou
uncovers in his comparison of the four versions of the mythic tale — leaving aside for the
moment their variants — is their common framework; and also the fact that his own tale may
be considered more beautiful if it contains a fuller, more detailed description of the
characteristics of the first ancestor, than the tales of B, C and D. This description, which we
can classify as a kind of variant, may be decisive in the judgement regarding both the beauty
and correctness of Geredou’s tale and its importance relative to the other tales. That is, the
foundation myth tale of his subclan and family group succeeds in representing his leadership
over the territory of Lalela in a more convincing manner than the other tales, from the point
of view of the narrative fabric. (This requires knowledge of the syntactic and semantic rules
which allow the construction of a sentence, of discourse.) Alternatively, Geredou’s version
of the tale, as received in gift from his predecessors-ancestors, may contain a construction-
narration which ‘stands up’ better than the other representations, and which is considered the
most convincing by the majority of Lalela inhabitants (partly for diplomatic-political reasons,
and for reasons of economics). Geredou represents the synthesis in the present of the past of
his clan and subclan; with his version of the mythic tale, he describes a historical reality
which is accepted and taken up precisely by virtue of its justification’ and ‘existence’ in the
tale, that is to say within the syntactic norms and semantic rules that make up the tale.
Geredou’s version of the tale, then, like the other versions of the same tale, ‘constructs’
historical reality; the historical events are woven by his words and by the ‘manner’ of

47 See Scoditti (1990a:46-63).

48 To tell one version of the foundation myth rather than another implies not only that knows a text of the
mythic tale, but also that one is master of a narrative ‘style’. This style is learned at the same time as the
memorisation of the text of the tale, and varies from one narrator to another. The ‘style’ of Geredou, for
example, is considered less ‘beautiful’ than that of his brother Tokuraeiya. But along with the
memorisation of a text, one also learns techniques of manipulation of the text. For example, in a
recitation of the genealogy of one’s own subclan, certain names may be eliminated and others inserted,
with the aim of justifying some diplomatic-political reality. These names may then appear in another
version of the same tale.
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narration of his words. But we should not forget that in this ‘reconstruction’ Geredou
peforms an act of ‘intelligent repetition’: he has not composed the mythic tale of his clan and
subclan, but reasserts it.49 Furthermore, Geredou may realise that the correctness of his tale
is also a function of the ‘manner’, that is of the technique, of narration. For if the framework
of this tale is the same as that of the tales of clans B, C and D, then criteria must be found to
establish, collectively, exactly why tale A of the foundation myth must be seen as dominant
over the other tales, that is, in what its superiority consists. In other words, this must be
established, first of all before all the inhabitants of the Lalela region, and, secondly, by all the
other inhabitants of Kitawa. Of course, elements which belong outside the context of the tale
itself must be discounted in this assessment. It cannot be stated that Geredou’s tale is
superior, or more correct, simply because his subclan is ‘as a matter of fact’ the one in power
- in which case his tale might be an a posteriori justification of this power. Such an argument
would be foreign to the kind of assessment which is to be given of the tale in itself. If
anything, it is more fruitful to enquire which part, or which argument, in the tale has been
manipulated, or what tactic has been constructed at the semantic level, in order to represent —
one might even say, to influence — events. (For it cannot be denied that a tale is frequently
manipulated to modify reality.) What, then, is the point of the construction of the foundation
myth, if not to produce/represent a situation along the lines of “I must exercise my power
because that is what the foundation myth of my clan and subclan ‘tells’, because that is what
my ancestors tell”?

The other inhabitants of Lalela, then, recognise in the foundation-myth tale as narrated by
Geredou, and in the manner of its telling, the presence of certain elements which make it
more valid than the other tales. There is a fixed framework, itself probably constructed by a
number of authors who are all representative of Nowau culture and, more generally, of the
culture of the Kula Ring. Essentially, this framework is the basis on which linguistic
structures (especially from a semantic point of view) are constructed, over a period of
centuries, and are developed in differentiated forms (the four versions of the foundation
myth, and their respective variants) and in narrative styles, which represent this structure. It
is as though each clan draws a different outline in interpreting the same initial scene — which
in itself is only an intuition, or a plan whose lines are unclear. This plan provides the basis
for the exercise of the four clans’creative skill, each demonstrating an individual style which
leads to an interpretation with definite outlines (for example, the foundation-myth tale of clan
A), often highlighting an element which is scarcely hinted at in the initial, collective plan. The
clan then highlights the element that everyone at a particular period of time regards as the
most important: the detail which provides the key to the reading of the initial plan. And this
element is elaborated both at the expressive and at the semantic level.

So the capacity to bring to life this element, or number of elements, determines whether
one tale is thought more beautiful and correct than another. To highlight, to bring into focus,
is a capacity which requires the use of rational processes and the exercise of penetrative
analytical powers on the framework or plan of the tale. The version of the foundation myth

49 Ina pure oral context, the person who recounts, recites, sings or plays fulfils an extremely important and
delicate function: he is a ‘memoriser’ of culture (frequently the only memoriser), and through his tale or
song he transfers the past into the present. The hearer of the tale or song seems to live at the moment of
the tale’s construction, or of the song’s composition, and he may regard the narrator and/or singer as the
author of the tale or song, precisely because of this function of ‘memoriser’ and ‘intelligent transmitter’
of the work of the latter. The situation is similar to that of a theatrical performance, where the actor may,
especially if technically well trained and endowed with dramatic charisma, be confused with the character
he is playing.
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narrated by Geredou (who in this case represents only the singer/performer, not the
composer/singer of the mythic tale) is probably the best version of this framework or plan, in
the eyes of the inhabitants of Lalela.

If there exists this common framework of the four tales regarding the foundation myth,
and if every tale can be considered a model of it, then each performance — by Geredou, for
example — is not, or not absolutely, the ‘construction of the tale of the myth’, but merely one
interpretation of it, to be referred to the tale itself. The narrator, if he is not the same person
as the author of the tale, refers his performance back to the model he is narrating and which
in its turn is referred back to the schema of the ‘foundation myth’. A performance is such to
the extent that there exists a model, and beyond this a schema to which reference is made.
The performance by Geredou of tale A of the foundation myth can therefore not be regarded
as the ‘construction’ of the myth, but only as a version/interpretation of it.

1.6 COMPOSITIONAL PATTERN AND NARRATIVE MODEL

It therefore seems to me wrong to state, on the basis of ethnographical data gathered and
analysed over fifteen years of research, that at the moment of performance — of one
performance — we have the ‘construction’ of a mythic tale (let alone the actual ‘underlying
schema of the myth’), merely because the performance takes place within an oral culture. The
view that a performance/interpretation of a text (whether a ‘silent’ poetic formula or one
which is sounded) always represents also the ‘composition’ of this text is, I believe,
untenable. If anything, it seems to me more correct to enquire whether the text performed is
really the ‘original’ (the text constructed by its author); so that a more valid question is
whether the narrator, or singer, is also the author of the text. The very fact that many
narrators and singers appeal to the tradition, to the ‘manner’ of singing and narrating of their
ancestors, can also be seen as a metaphor: it serves to indicate that the author of the text
which is being performed should be sought elsewhere. Obviously we are not going to find a
papyrus manuscript; but we may be able to find the ‘original text’, which is apparently less
rigid than a written text, in that it has been memorised differently by different narrators and
singers. If, therefore, hypothetically, we could have at our disposal all the interpretations of a
given text, it would be possible by a process of analysis (using among other factors the list
of frequencies and concordances) finally to indentify the ‘original text’, when this is not
already attributed to a composer/singer, as in the case of Ipaiya of Lalela. Furthermore, when
the singers/performers of Kitawa — and I see no reason why this should only apply at Kitawa
— assert that a text is ‘authentic’ in virtue of its having been inherited by the legitimate heir, it
would appear that the implication of their statement is that the performance of the text is
merely one interpretation of the text that has been given. The idea of an authentic, original
text, at the conceptual level, also exists within an oral culture, and is to be understood as the
recognition of a specific model (e.g. model A of the foundation myth), which has in its turn
interpreted the general, abstract schema of the myth, which is common to the whole of a
given culture. So the notion of ‘text and/or model’, if accepted in this broad sense, should
allow examination of the text itself, too, and of its various interpretations. If there exists a
model, every copy of it may be referred back to it. Even simple assertions of the kind, ‘I
have told the truth’, ‘I have told the tale according to tradition’, ‘His tale is true, do not trust
X’s because it is not authentic’, and so on, seem to me to be assertions which should be read
as judgements based on a comparison, albeit unconscious, between a model and its
interpretations. This type of comparison is valid in the case of Geredou’s tale, as also
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in that of the other tales of the foundation myth. The comparison between the
performance/interpretation of Geredou, for example, and the ‘text’ which is performed — a
given version of text A constructed in the past by a member of Geredou’s own subclan —
must be placed within a homogeneous context; it is the ‘model’ of tale A which is compared
with Geredou’s interpretation. A comparison which is made, first of all, by the members of
his subclan. There is then another comparison, of a much broader kind, which refers the
model A version interpreted by Geredou to the other models (of which there are in this case
three), and, through them, to the general, abstract schema of the ‘foundation myth’. This
second type of comparison is broader, and allows the verification of the true structure of the
foundation myth.

It seems to me of great importance to emphasise that these kinds of comparison are made
within Nowau culture, by many of the inhabitants of Kitawa. Whether the comparison is
‘unconscious’ or ‘conscious’ seems to me of little importance, and in this case ‘unconscious’
and ‘conscious’ take on the meanings ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’, that is belonging to an openly
expressed critique or to an implicit one. There will be various levels of critique depending on
the persons involved, their cultural ambience, diplomatic kinship relations. But a text and an
interpretation of it are always subjected to a critique, and also to comparison with other texts
and with their respective interpretations.

So the problem of the existence and authenticity of a text, and also of its interpretations, is
relevant within a wholly, or almost wholly, oral culture. It essentially consists of the
identification of a system of models: the model of Geredou’s clan A, and the other models,
respectively of clans B, C and D. This problem has as its corollary the question of the author
of a text, who has so far been specifically defined as the person who constructs a model (e.g.
the foundation-myth tale of clan A). When Geredou states that he has received the tale as a
gift from his mother, or from his mother’s brother, he implies too that he himself is not the
author, but merely an interpreter — the person who narrates the tale. And both his mother’s
brother and his mother herself would say the same thing, that they too were merely
performing/interpreting the tale and not constructing it. Rather, they would attribute this
construction to other ancestors, and so on back to the first composer/singer and
singer/performer, the Mythic Constructor, who may also be identified with the founder of the
clan and subclan to which the tale refers. But here we have reached the constructor of the
myth as a whole, not the author of a tale of the myth. And so the constructor of the
foundation myth is, precisely, ‘mythic’; he is an almost abstract entity. But the schema from
which the models derive is, indeed, an abstract and general entity. Given Geredou’s
statement that he ‘recites’ rather than ‘constructing’ — an activity which is continually referred
back, in something like a chronological sequence — then the only possible hypothesis is that
tale A of the foundation myth is just a concrete and particular model, which gains definition
through its various performances/interpretations (in a synchronic analysis). The general,
abstract schema of the foundation myth. meanwhile, is definable only by a logical process —
by positing the schema as a principle, as a starting point of an arbitrary kind, from which the
various models derive.

Basically, I am suggesting that we regard the general, abstract schema, ‘foundation
myth’, as a logical concept, as a purely mental object, from which it is possible to get to all
the possible derivative forms: a point of departure, in short.50 This schema may be compared

50 Ifitis possible to define the various models/tales which give concrete form to the pattern, it is then also
possible to define the pattern itself. However, it should be borne in mind that while a model is always
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to a project within the mind, which in order to achieve reality has to rely on some material
object to make it external. There is a model: an attempt to define it within space and time. The
transition from schema to model — from foundation myth to tale - is not a linear process, like
the birth of one entity from another in, say, an evolutionary way. It takes place rather, I
would argue, through metaphors. Consider the visual schema ‘triangularity’. This may be
interpreted by the models ‘isosceles triangle’, ‘equilateral triangle’ or ‘right-angled triangle’ —
that is, with arbitrarily defined, concrete geometric figures, which can be seen and on the
basis of which calculations may be performed. But none of these three figures embodies and
exhausts the abstract, general schema ‘triangularity’. The latter is a mental reference point,
which allows one to define and name the isosceles, equilateral and right-angled triangles.
These three figures, then, function as metaphors of ‘triangularity’. When, for example,
Kitawa engravers say that the lagimu and tabuya (i.e. the prowboards which decorate a

ceremonial canoe for the Kula) of the school of Kumwageiya are different from the lagimu
and tabuya of the school of Lalela, they are establishing an exact relationship between two
kinds of prowboards, and an abstract, general schema of Jagimu and tabuya.5! But while the
two kinds can be seen in the patterning of graphic signs which are engraved on the two
boards - it is this patterning which is different and thus constitutes the characteristic style of
the two schools - the general schema, which is their reference point, is implicit only in the
two variants and is present as a reference point in the minds of both engraver and inhabitant
of Kitawa, who always pass judgement on a model and on its various interpretations. The
transition from a general schema to a particular version, then, represents a ‘logical’ activity —
in the sense that the transition from the schema of triangularity to the isosceles or equilateral
triangle is logical — requiring a verbal or non-verbal metaphor, in order to be transmitted. In
the specific case of lagimu this metaphorical function is performed by the four graphic signs,
defined as ‘fundamental’, which function as visual metaphors of the ‘general, abstract
schema Jlagimu’. They stand for the schema, but are not the schema. As he sees these four
graphic signs and, in particular, as he takes account of their unalterability, an engraver grasps
the absolute validity of the schema, its role as reference-point to be used in the engraving
and, subsequently, in the evaluation of any individual lagimu. Now, although the four

fundamental graphic signs have been fixed as unalterable, in a ‘logical’ act, they may
nevertheless be varied and redesigned over a period of time. What is absolute is the value
which they represent or symbolise in a particular prowboard, not the graphic sign perceived
as a visual sign in its own right. Its unalterability should not be attributed to its objective
reality, which further underlines its abstract value. In fact, a fundamental graphic sign,
placed in a particular relation to the other graphic signs, is a metaphor for the absolute value
which is attributed to the schema of the lagimu and tabuya. If the number of unalterable

graphic signs is four, this may imply that Nowau culture has realised the necessity of
selecting four fundamental values — in this case beauty, voice/sound, intelligence and
imagination — in order to memorise and metaphorise itself. So, a fundamental graphic sign
stands for the ‘absolute’ nature of a value, but does not wholly represent it or exhaust it. It is
merely one attempt to define it at a particular time and place.

‘concrete’ (there is a definite oral ‘text’ which is performed and listened to), the pattern must be
considered ‘abstract’: it is rendered concrete by the model which sounds it (in the case of an oral tale).
The general, abstract pattern of a prowboard should be regarded as essentially rigid only within a
particular historical period; this pattern may also be identified by means of an analysis of ethnographical
collections of lagimu and tabuya. An example is the goragora pattern which was followed by the
engravers of Kitawa probably up to the second half of the nineteenth century, and which is very similar
to the nagega pattern which is still employed at Gawa, Kwaiwata, Yaraba and Muyuwa.

51
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The adoption of a general, abstract schema at the level of oral composition, memorisation
and transmission of a foundation-myth tale may indicate the desire of Nowau culture to
safeguard not only values which are the same as/different from those represented ~ for
example by the prowboards of ceremonial canoes — but also the mechanism of construction.
This mechanism of construction is an oral one, and is that of both the myth ‘in itself” and a
tale (in other words, a version) of this myth. The schema ‘foundation myth’ is thus the
schema of oral transmission. And the latter is a synthesis — I would even say a purely
linguistic synthesis — of the constructive mechanisms used to produce a tale, and contains the
syntactic and semantic rules for generating and transforming ‘itself” into a particular
expression/version. The underlying schema of the various lagimuand tabuya can be
identified, then, with the ‘point of departure’ from which the various versions are to be
derived; in this act of ‘deriving’ we see the capacity/function of the constructor/artist of
transforming an abstract, general entity — the schema - into a particular object. So the
abstract, general schema which underlies the various tales of the foundation myth may also
be seen as the point of departure — a sort of a priori — from which the oral activity of
derivation of a tale proceeds. When Geredou narrates the tale of the foundation myth of his
clan and subclan, he implicitly and indirectly also establishes a relation — previously made
also by his ancestors — between the version on which his narration is based and the general,
abstract schema. But this relation ‘escapes’ the listener of Geredou’s performance, for whom
it takes on a different value. Geredou’s performance is now perceived not just as ‘version’ A
of the myth, but also as if it were the schema/myth itself. The essential feature of the
performance of a tale at the moment of its realisation and reception is that of merging the
three levels, ‘schema, version, performance’ (which are understood, ‘in themselves’, as
distinct), placing them on a single plane. During the performance the listener does not
appreciate the difference between the three levels. He appreciates it at the next stage; when,
for example, another tale of the same myth is performed, as in the case of the version of the
same tale by the family group of Edi, who disputes Geredou’s leadership. It is only at this
second stage that the listener perceives the distinction between A, B, C and D, or between
versions X and Y of A; from this comparison s/he may extract the notion of ‘schema’ and of
‘version’: s/he only has to put the two ‘texts’, of Geredou and of Edi, side by side in order to
gain the impression, which can then be analysed, that both ‘texts’ presuppose a common
basis. This common basis has produced two differentiated narratives, through an application
of the rules of transformation of the oral narrative pattern to a single material, which verbally
‘represents’ a certain vision of the reality external to the verbal tale. This is not the same kind
of differentiation as that which is involved when tale A is narrated by Geredou and by his
brother Tokuraeiya. Here there will be differentiation in the subtleties of intonation and in the
varieties of tone of voice, or in some detail which is described better by Tokuraeiya than by
Geredou. Basically, the differentiation will only implicate the performance of the tale. The
distinction between Geredou’s interpretation and Tokuraeiya’s will be an internal matter
within tale A, and may be classified as ‘weak’. The distinction between Geredou’s narration
and Edi’s, meanwhile, is ‘strong’, since it involves the introduction, within a single model of
the tale, of variants which may present different views of the facts, if not a different fabric of
the tale itself. In Edi’s tale we might, for example, have the appearance of some ancestors
who do not appear in Geredou’s, or vice versa ; and this may indicate that there has been a
manipulation, which may have a semantic correlate in the narrated ‘text’, to justify a fact or
deed which is not accepted, or which is dismissed, by one of the family groups. Both
narrations, however, Geredou’s and Edi’s, are recognisable as variants of a single model,
represented by clan A and by subclan Al. The distinction becomes much ‘stronger’ in the
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case of the opposition between Geredou’s tale and, for example, that of Dadayoura Kurina,
who narrates on behalf of the Malasi (B) clan, and which is presented as a different model
from A. In this case, as also in that of the other tales, of C and D, we may have the
representation of different realities, including semantic realities.

1.7 TRIAL, IMPROVISATION AND DEFINITION OF THE TEXT

So the problem of the author of a poetic formula is a real one, and may legitimately be
posed, just as the same problem may be posed in the case of the constructor of lagimu and
tabuya and indeed is posed by the engravers of the two prowboards themselves, and by the
other inhabitants of Kitawa. The refusal to address the problem of the author of a text within
an oral culture is a consequence of the assumption that the recitation of a poetic formula
always coincides with its construction. But the recitation of a formula can only be the same
as its construction if this recitation has the function of a ‘trial’, in which the author tests the
project within his mind, ‘trying’ the text out in the process of its becoming a ‘vocal fabric’.52

The fact that a text is purely oral does not mean that it is not presented as ‘something’ —
which should not of course be taken to mean a completed structure, nor an improvisation —
which is already in existence at the time of its performance. The text is always ‘tried out’
before being performed, and the trials, which according to the account of Ipaiya of Lalela
(see Chapter 2) take place in complete solitude, are attempts to give it definition. But a trial
composition is not yet the ‘text’, and the fact that the trial is ‘only’ oral does not give us the
right to discount it; nor does it diminish its value within the process of constructing the text.
So the trial ‘in itself” shows that an oral text must be defined and composed before it can be
performed. Of course, the proof of the existence of this trial in an oral culture is more
problematic, from the point of view of the ethnologist, than would be the case in a culture
which also employs writing. In the latter case we have notes, sketches, thoughts which have
just been scribbled on a piece of paper. The preparatory material — what has not yet reached
definition — may be recovered and analysed; it may constitute a demonstration that, before
reaching its definitive form, the ‘text’ passed through various phases. These phases may help
us to analyse the mechanism of composition of the text itself, the various formal transitions,
the inaccuracies, the repetitions of a lexeme. All this, of course, is the reflection — as if in a
mirror — of the mental work of the author of the text. For example, we are able to say that
Rupert Brooke composed a text such as Choriambics I in a ‘certain way’, because in addition
to the definitive text we also have his notes. When this mirror is lacking, that is not to say

52 [ refer in particular to the case of Ipaiya Mokuiyaraga, the only composer of the Lalela area. Ipaiya
admitted freely that the mechanism of composition in use among Nowau composers was one that
involved attempts, trials, errors and the correction of errors. All this takes place in complete solitude, and
the text is tested and retested for days, until the completion of the poetic fabric, which must additionally
be considered adequate to the poetic project which the composer has set himself to realise. So there are
inevitably ‘rehearsals’ which, however, remain within the process of composition and are recorded, as it
were, only inside the mind of the poet. For example, in 1988 Ipaiya began the composition of a short
poem which he intended to dedicate to me as a token of his goodwill and friendship. He allowed me to
hear the first attempts, and I was able intuitively to follow the process whereby, in the gradual progress
of his work, he incorporated into a basic musical design words which were constructed, or adapted from
various vocabularies, unravelling them vocally and attempting to make them fit this design. He made a
number of attempts; one obstacle was that of fitting my name, Giancarlo, into the chosen musical
design. This name, with its typically Italian sound, was impossible to incorporate in Nowau musical
forms, and after various attempts Giancarlo was unravelled and softened to Kallalo, to Ipaiya’s great
satisfaction. The short poem was not finished, but Ipaiya promised me that he would finish it for my
return to Kitawa.
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that the preparatory work did not take place; itis just that it has not survived on paper, on a
wax tablet or on papyrus.

When an ‘oral’ text is performed, this means that it has already been composed; it has
been tried and retried. Therefore composition and performance are two clearly
distinguishable moments. Performance must be regarded as different from both composition
and improvisation. The very definition of improvisation seems somewhat problematic.
Improvisation may also be considered part of composition — as the point within the
construction (of, for example, a poetic formula) at which an intuitive process takes place.
This point may be defined within the mind of the composer, as he performs in front of the
whole village and introduces an ‘improvised’ variant. Here the improvisation is the fruit of
an intuitive process which has already been fully realised, which has its own expressive
form. It thus appears improvised partly because the mechanics by which it was arrived at are
not made explicit.

So improvisation may be interpreted as intuition, as the fruition of an idea or image which
is defined as improvisation by virtue of the time at which it appears and the way in which it
reaches this fruition. It thus feeds into the process of composition. It is not necessarily true
that an improvised, intuitive idea belongs exclusively to the composer/singer who perceives it
and formulates it in a text. It may also be an intuitive form which belongs to the community
more broadly, and which functions as the traditional inheritance of a given culture and,
within that culture, of the group of composers/singers. The frequent recurrence of an image
with the same expressive form in many Nowau poems may be taken as evidence that this
image is so profoundly rooted in a particular cultural genre — for example poetry — that it
comes out in a fluid and spontaneous manner, as an improvisation within the text.
Subsequent trial performances of the same text will include variants of more or less
significance. The ethnologist may record the attempt several times and may enumerate the
variants in order to reach a definitive edition of the text, which is traditionally regarded as
correct. This text may be recited on other occasions without variation, or with minimal
variation, especially at the phonemic level. Basically, a poet performs a text, which
undergoes variations and uncertainties over a long period of time — the time of the trial, the
time of the sketches — up to the point at which it is established; which means that it is
performed as if the author were reading a written text. Then, and then alone, is the text taken
as definitive — the equivalent of the text which a composer ‘sends to the press’.

The establishment or definition of a text, then, whether a poetic formula or a tale, involves
a series of trials even in a society that has a purely oral tradition. The only difference is that
here we do not have the concrete evidence of the attempt — of the trials or sketches — which
led up to this establishment; so that a recorded text may be presented by the ethnologist as the
original, the only existing version, which is definitive and not comparable to any
predecessor.53

53 Nor do the poetic formulae of my collection escape this ‘stricture’. The texts (most of which were
recorded on magnetic tape, a fact which allows us only to test the correctness of their transcription, not,
to be sure, their authenticity as editio princeps) are — and will probably remain - the first written version
of one of the various possible performances. Everything that preceded my transcription, whatever the
contribution of the generous collaboration of Ipaiya, Siyakwakwa and the singers who performed the
poetic formulae, can only be imagined or posited on the basis of the texts transcribed; clearly, it is lost
for ever. The transcribed texts may in some cases (e.g. the megwafor the Kula, and the silent megwa) be
interpreted as original texts (even if one bears in mind the variants due to the singer’s interpretation),
while in other cases they might also be texts which have been manipulated over decades of recitation. But
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Basically, I believe that confusion sometimes arises between the performance and the
composition of a text: these should rather be seen as two distinct processes. A composed text
may be sounded, or not sounded, as in the case of the silent Nowau poetic formulae, the text
of which is recited only in the mind/memory, in a silent remembering of the musical fabric. (I
am here thinking especially of the megwa performed by Rosigega of Taraigasi and Krobai of
Okabulula.) Their performance is not sounded — does not involve the emission of breath, as
do the poetic formulae sung by, say, Ipaiya — but is rather an internal, silent performance.
One might call it a ‘non-performance’, if performance is understood as the vocal realisation
of a text. These silent poetic formulae have, however, been composed; in fact, in terms of the
mechanism of their construction, they show a similar form to that of the fabric of sounded
poetic formulae. Both genres are performed only when they are already finished texts; and
their performance is regarded as that of an achieved composition. If this is not the case, what
we have will be another trial (which in the case of the silent formulae will take place inside
the author’s mind, through a series of attempts to weave a poetic text which is unsounded but
nevertheless musical). The distinction between these two genres of formula is thus based
solely on the ‘sounding’ or ‘non-sounding’ of the text; from the point of view of
composition and musicality they are analogous. However, this single distinction is weakened
when a silent poetic formula has to be given — by a magician to his pupil, for example. This
action inevitably involves its vocalisation. The pupil must of course memorise the formula in
his turn. Once it has been memorised — with all the possible variants — the text becomes again
internal, silent, and will for years be recited only within the mind of its proprietor. To
recapitulate:

(a) all poetic formulae (silent or sounded) are composed by the same basic mechanism —
the transition from an intuitive process, through trials which involve the possibility of
mistakes and corrections, to a definitive text;

(b) some formulae are performed with the voice and can therefore be heard, while others
are performed only in silence, inside the mind/memory of their owner, and cannot be heard
even by the person reciting them;

(c) all poetic formulae must however necessarily be sounded when they are given, in a
process of transition from the composer/singer to the singer/performer, and so on to other
singers.

One example of a sounded poetic formula is Da weriya, which was recorded for the first
time in 1976 in the village of Lalela, and a second time in 1987 in the same place. It is a
polyphonic, public song, which can even be performed in front of the entire village, and can
therefore be heard by everyone. It is said to have been composed by a poetess of the island
of Muyuwa, or Woodlark, who is remembered under the name of Nabwaikasa (see Watowa
IV, line 1c ). The beauty of the song consists entirely in the evocation of an atmosphere of
melancholy in which the names of the dead are interwoven with garlands and wreaths of
flowers.

The sounded poetic formula Lube’gu, meanwhile, which is sung for the loved one, is
classified as private and must be performed in solitude, not listened to by the inhabitants of
the village. It is monodic, and because of its private nature — it is addressed to the loved one
alone — it may be subject to a greater number of variants than that which is found in a poetic

by now my transcription must inevitably be regarded as the first written version — within certain limits,
a “critical’ version — of some of the poetic formulae of the Nowau.
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forrnula with many voices like Da weriya. This greater degree of subjectivity affects not only
the theme (love, including love in its erotic dimension — see for example lines 7-12), but also
the licence allowed in the singing of the formula: the performer is not — or at least should not
be — listened to, so that there is greater scope for the introduction of variants on the original
text than in songs like Da weriya and the poetic fortnulae for the Kula. In the knowledge — or
pretence54 — that there is no listener, the singer is, objectively speaking, in a position to vary
not just the manner of perforrance but also the content of the forrnula. He is freer to feel and
interpret it in a different way from that of the original performance — that which was
envisaged or intended by the author. In the case of Lube’gu, for example, the singer

Togeruwa Matawadiya explained to me in the course of the first interpretation that the person
for whom the formula was intended was a friend of his within the Kula ritual circle. As can
be heard on the tape, he performed the song at a very low pitch, in a voice which seemed
tremulous and hesitant. I originally attributed this vocal difficulty to the delicacy of the
subject matter, to the complex of images evoked by the voice, which revealed an erotic
affection for the subject of the song. Subsequently, in the course of checking my translation,
in June 1987 - eleven years after the recording — Togeruwa denied that the formula had been
composed for a boy, although he confirmed, word by word, the correctness of both
transcription and translation, identifying the subject of the song as a passionately desired girl.

On the other hand, the scope for variation of the content of a poetic formula, and also of
the manner of its performance, are reduced to a minimum in the case of the texts for the
Kula. These songs are based on mythical subject-matter which, as well as having a basic
underlying structure, has been shaped by a canonical modulatio — or at least, one which is
more canonical and more subject to scrutiny than in the case of Lube’gu. With Lube’gu,
then, the singer/performer’s interpretative freedom is much more marked, and less subject to
scrutiny. As regards its composition, the mechanism is the same as that of all the other poetic
formulae, including Monikiniki and Tougatu, which have to be interpreted according to more
canonical models, by virtue of the fact that they are supposed to evoke ancestral contexts
which are taken as common, not just to Nowau culture, but even to the other cultures in the
region of the Kula Ring. So Lube’gu appears as a private poetic formula which expresses the
feelings of the composer/singer — and, after that, those of the singer/performer who makes
them his own — more than those of a whole group (such as the inhabitants of a village).

The type of vocalisation involved in its performance — the fact that the poetic formula is
scarcely murmured ~ and the context of solitude in which the performance takes place, are
also features of the group of poetic forrnulae which are sung for the Kula ritual exchange.
(These are however distinguished from the group to which Tougatu belongs by a different
kind of relationship with the subject for whom the poetic formula is intended.) For when a
singer performs a poetic formula for the Kula, he takes over the mythological inheritance of
the ritual exchange in the form in which it has been interpreted and elaborated by the author
of the forrula which the singer is performing. But the singer is aware in advance that the
poetic formula works according to rules of composition which are more canonical, more
rigid. They are more rigid because they have been elaborated for the purpose of representing
a series of themes whose content does not allow for a free style of treatment, based on the

54  ‘Pretence’ and ‘pretending’ are ways of being and of expressing oneself that are widely accepted and
practised within Nowau culture. I would argue, indeed, that they can be considered as cunning techniques
used to harmonise ‘rule’ and ‘violation’ of the rule. A megwa for the Kula — which is secret but sounded
— should not be heard, but frequently is heard, and this hearing cannot be denied as a matter of fact. In
order to resolve the contradiction it is sufficent not to be physically present in the space in which the
recitation takes place (e.g. the singer is on the beach and the hearer behind a tree, slightly hidden).
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caprice of the formula’s author. They are mythical, sacred texts, which once chosen, and
aesthetically structured, can only be interpreted in a different form, or represented by
different verbal or vocal images, on condition that they respect what one might call the
‘canonical iconography’. This iconography is made up of themes — along the lines of
mediaeval ‘themes’ such as the blue mantle of the Virgin (which could be realised in azure or
in violet) or the gold background of triptychs (which could be either yellower or lighter; see
Chapter 2). There is for example the theme of the mythical hero Monikiniki, who may be
represented in the song with different images, but always images connected with his
characteristics and actions (see Monikiniki, Mwasila Monikinikr); images which refer to his
beauty, the fact that he has wings, his passionate loves. The images used in the various Kula
poetic formulae are encapsulated in verbal figures which modify the ‘conceptual mythical
subject matter’ on a superficial level — that of forms of expression — without affecting it at a
deep level. Indeed, one may even say that their respect for it is such as to make the Kula
formula more choral and objective than a formula sung for a loved one. The image of the
millipedes, for example, which (although it may be sung with a range of subtle vocal
variations) metaphorically represents the sinuous, agitated motion of one who is going to his
comrade for the ritual exchange; or else the quivering body of a man involved in a Kula
expedition, given metaphorical expression as the tremor of a mountain (which is itself a
personification of the mythical hero), may be different from the image which represents the
same action, characteristic or attitude in another formula; but its metaphorical value will be
the same. This common group of mythic images is what constitutes the characteristic nature
of the poetic formulae sung for the Kula, and what makes it less subjective than such
formulae as Lube’gu. And this is true in spite of the fact that both types have in common the
solitude and secrecy that go with their performance. Before leaving for a ritual expedition —
the context is therefore that of a collective event which at one level or another involves all the
inhabitants of a village — a singer of Tougatu cloisters himself in the solitude of his shady hut
and sings. There is no listener - it is expected that no one will listen — and yet all the
inhabitants of the village know instinctively that he is singing a poetic formula, even if they
do not know which one. They can probably even envisage its manner of performance. They
know that he is probably addressing one of his comrades in the ritual exchange, and that he
is ‘calling him to him’:

1 Come close to me, come to me,

2 come closer and closer to me, we’ll be together

3 excited like the sinuous, millepede, sinuously.

From their hearing — which is a purely imaginary assumption - they also infer the probable
images employed in the formulae; this is made possible by the fact that we are within a
framework of elements that belong not merely, nor even primarily, to the men involved in the
ritual exchange, but also to those who culturally share the myth of Monikiniki, the collective
hero. All who participate in this myth, even at an unconscious level, have an intuitive grasp
of the link between the singer and his ‘ritual mate’, who appears in all the poetic formulae as
his reflected image or double. They realise, that is, that this link is also a metaphor for the
relation between the singer and the mythic hero Monikiniki himself, and that, through the
abstract figure of the hero, it is transformed into the relation between the singer and Nowau
culture itself; they realise too, at a more general level, how the author of the formula has
placed himself in relation to this culture, and how he has interpreted it. The singer here
emphasises his role as the memoriser of a certain network of images — above all musical
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images — which has been woven by a poet who is no longer alive; in this role he preserves
both the memory of this network of images, and its values. And this memory and set of
values are not affected or diminished by the secret, monodic nature of the formula.

Though it might seem self-contradictory, it makes sense to say that the formulae for the
Kula have a ‘choral/collective’ character from the point of view of the images sung, but at the
same time also a ‘monodic/subjective’ character in respect of their performance. A formula
like Lube’gu, meanwhile, is basically monodic as regards both the images sung and the
manner of the performance. Even its compositional fabric is more subjective and private,
because it sings of an exclusive erotic relation between two lovers, which is not mythical (in
this case at least) and which does not represent the actions of a hero but only the feelings of
two individuals. The collective character of the culture is represented only by language
(langue in the sense used by de Saussure) and by the musicality of the poetic fortnula, rather
than being directly involved in the erotic relation.

A last group of poetic formulae is constituted by compositions which are perforrned
silently, only ‘in the mind’ of their owner, without being sounded. Their vocal realisation
takes place only on the occasion of their passing on from one magician to another: for
example, I yai i yai I, performed by Krobai of Okabulula, or Kwarakwara performed by
Rosigega of Lalela.

The utter secrecy that surrounds them is a function of their purely mental nature; and the
fact that they are performed in absolute silence, enclosed within the mind, is an indication
that they deal with feelings, ideas or concepts whose vocal expression the community
regards as a threat to their cohesion, but whose existence at the individual level they cannot
deny. The desire for a person’s death, for example, is recognised as a possible feeling; but to
make such a desire public — to vocalise it, even in a scarcely audible murmur to oneself — is
considered a danger to the structure that holds together the social group. As an individual, a
man may even acknowledge a negative feeling; but at the same time, as a member of the
community, he must deny this feeling’s existence. The contradiction is sanctioned, in a
characteristically nominalist procedure, by the displacement of the individual’s negative
feeling to his mind — which in this particular case is regarded as a secret place in which the
feeling can be sung in absolute silence. Silent performance thus becomes the manner in
which to sing a desire which is classified as negative, and whose content is only assumed by
the inhabitants of Kitawa, while it is known by the few magicians and by their equally few
initiates. (In the whole Lalela territory there was only one initiate up to the second half of the
1980s.)55 An indirect confirmation of my hypothesis is provided by the extraordinary
difficulties encountered in the attempt to establish not only an acceptable transcription of a
silent text, but also a correct translation. For the other formulae, there is a fairly large range
of informers to whom one may turn; these informers will display differences in their
approaches and levels of knowledge, but will be able to assist one in tracing the vague
meanings which are associated with the words sung, especially in the case of formulae
performed for ritual exchanges. But with this other kind of poetic forrula the number is
markedly reduced. It is not just that there is an objective difficulty which arises from lexical
considerations: the impossibility, for example, of locating a lexeme within its lexicon, or the
ambiguity of the lexeme as sung. There is also a psychological difficulty, namely that no one
apart from its owner/magician is allowed to know this type of megwa, and to hear one (as in
the case of my recording) is considered blasphemous and highly dangerous. To ask a person

55 This was Demuda Denekwa, apprentice of Tausia of Kumwageiya.
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to listen to and then interpret a silent poetic formula is tantamount to an invitation to his death;
or, to be more precise, it involves inflicting on that person the possibility of a violent
response on the part of the possessor of the megwa — a response that usually takes the form
of a poisoning.56 And this is the case even with someone like Siyakwakwa Teitei, the most
highly equipped of people from the linguistic point of view, who helped me to establish both
the sounds of the formulae performed by Rosigega and Krobai and a possible translation of
them into words, as well as their probable meanings.

However, beyond these considerations of custom, which belong outside the context of
any kind of poetic expression, silent formulae show, to a greater extent than other poetic
compositions, the effective power attributed to the musical word in the
construction/representation of reality. (This reality cannot be a metaphorised reality: the
words are equivalent to speech acts; see Searle 1969).57 The modulatio, once sounded,
reveals one of the values associated with the vocalisation of the musicality of any Nowau
formula. The vocalisation metaphorises the power of the composer/singer to construct a sung
reality. The vocalisation shows the linguistic ‘competence’ which inheres in all speakers of a
language (in this case Nowau); this competence is however perceived by the majority of them
only at the intuitive level. Competence is made explicit and conscious in the person (i.e. the
composer) who constructs sounds/words (i.e. the musicality of a poetic formula), and also in
the person who performs these sounds/words (i.e. the singer). In this case we have an
example of linguistic ‘performance’, where ‘competence’ in made explicit in sound.

We may thus consider the matter under three headings: composition, performance and
transmission and memorisation.

(a) COMPOSITION

All poetic formulae undergo a phase of construction, in which they are woven into a
definitive text, by a process of elaboration of an initial idea, proceeding by trial and error.
This text can then be sounded (in a performance) or not sounded (in which case it remains
silent, with only an internal performance on the part of the proprietor of the formula).

56 I encountered considerable difficulties, first in persuading Rosigega and Krobai to sound their silent
megwa, and then in persuading Ipaiya and Siyakwakwa to listen to them so as to assist me in
establishing a correct transcription and in identifying the probable meanings of each word used in the
texts. There was the same problem — perhaps to an even greater extent — in making Uniweni of Lalela,
the grandson of Edi, tell the version of the foundation myth that belonged to his family group. Uniweni
was indeed a probable successor of Geredou and Tokuraeiya in the leadership of Lalela — a succession
whose legitimacy was disputed by the two brothers. In telling me his own family group’s version of the
foundation myth ~ the one connected with the Misimasi rock — he was committing a double violation of
the rules: he was telling the myth without yet being the head of the area, and he was telling a version in
conflict with the text that belonged to the family which had for centuries been in power in Lalela. I
believe that only my intervention with, and gifts to, Geredou, to whom I explained that Uniweni’s
version of the tale interested me purely for study purposes, succeeded in saving Uniweni from the
vengeance — though certainly not from the resentment — of the former.

57 1 believe that their vocalisation — the concrete realisation of the musical design with which they have
been woven — metaphorically terrifies the hearer. The transition from the silent phase, from the absence
of sound, to the sounded phase is tantamount to an act of construction; and the sound is made concrete,
in a temporal sequence, in notes which evoke the image of something expanding and growing. The
vocalisation of a silent poetic formula is heard as a continual incision in time, a cascade of ‘heavy’ notes
which oppress the ear and the spirit. One experiences the clear sensation of the vocalised sound’s
becoming real. Obviously, the same sensation is not experienced if one is already used to the
vocalisation of the poetic formula, as in the case of a wosi, or of a poetic formula for ritual exchange.
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(b) PERFORMANCE

The texts of some poetic formulae are vocalised, and therefore heard. Certain other texts,
usually those intended for the expression of a feeling or attitude which is classified as
negative by a particular social group, are recited in silence, within the mind of their owner,
thus occasioning an internal hearing, without sound. The singer’s body remains almost
motionless and the performance is monodic in type. Performance in the strict sense thus only
takes place with sounded poetic formulae.

(c) TRANSMISSION AND MEMORISATION

In the context of communication within an oral culture, all poetic formulae are transmitted
through a vocalisation of the text. The kind of vocalisation however varies according to the
kind of text. A text such as Da weriya, for example, may be transmitted to a number of
people — theoretically even to all the members of a village who belong to the four clans —
without the violation of secrecy. This is because the theme dealt with in the formula belongs
not to a particular clan or subclan but to the collective culture in the broad sense; it can thus
heard by everyone. The transmission, and corresponding memorisation, of a formula like
Lube’gu is secret; it will perhaps be transmitted and heard only by the loved one, who will in
his/her turn be able to transmit it to another loved one. It might also provide an example of a
text which once composed and performed is not transmitted, except in the case of a
recording. In short, we have here a case of a poetic formula living out its entire life within a
very select group. It may have been composed by only two people, and its transmission is
exhausted in a very short space of time. A poetic formula such as Tougatu, on the other
hand, may circulate freely in spite of always being transmitted in a context of secrecy, within
a single clan, a nuclear subset of the clan (e.g. by Gidou to his brothers Geredou and
Tokuraeiya), or even a family group the selection of which does not obey the laws of
matrilineal succession (e.g. by Gidou to one of his children). Another feature of the
transmission of these formulae is that of going beyond the confines of the above-mentioned
groups, ‘travelling’ around the Kula Ring. Their secrecy therefore consists in both the
manner of transmission (from person to person, with the donor/owner of the formula
isolating himself, for the duration of the performance, with the person who is receiving it)
and the manner of performance (in a low voice, with a scarcely audible murmur). The time of
performance is similarly secret: before and during a ritual expedition.

The style of transmission of a silent poetic formula is different. According to the accounts
of both Rosigega and Krobai, it takes place only on the occasion of the passing-on of a
formula by its magician/owner to his initiate. Initiator’s and initiate’s membership of the
same clan is the sine qua non for transmission and acceptance of a silent poetic formula, in
view of the fact that many of these formulae are sung for the specific purpose of defending a
clan from the malicious attacks of other clans. This type of formula represents an example of
an absolutely secret style of transmission, and this involves a considerable mental effort: the
effort of rendering the musical fabric of the memorised formula at the level of sound. The
person who is reciting it for the purpose of transmission finally hears the formula, and
perceives real sounds which have for decades been preserved in a completely internal
manner; this leaves open the possibility of a discrepancy, in performance, between the mental
sound and the real sound, possibly leading to an attempt at adjustment between the two.58 It

58 Jtis highly probable that in the performance of a wosi, or of a megwafor the Kula, the phenomenon of
detachment between musical text and vocal text, which may take place with the silent megwa, should not
be in evidence.
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is evident that this process of correction in the -transmission of a silent poetic formula
constitutes a crucial problem: if the giver notices that he is running into discrepancies in
performance, he ‘corrects his aim’ during the realisation of the sounds. Furthermore, the
singer may realise that the vocalisation of the musical fabric in the silent poetic formula can
also be independent of the meanings associated with the structure of the formula. This
independence may of course be interpreted by a singer/performer at a number of levels, as set
out under (1) and (2) below.

(1) At a general level, it might imply that the sound used to give phonetic form to a silent
word — the word is itself to be taken as the product of an abitrary association between
signified and signifier — is completely independent of the mental image of the word itself.
The silent word could also be given a different phonetic form.

(2) More particularly, the possible dissociation, or non-adjustment, between a mental
image and the sound that ought to represent it (as it has been imagined musically in the mind
of the singer) is the specific characteristic of silent poetic formulae. Their performance is an
internal one which actually puts aside the question of vocalisation of the text, except at the
single moment of transmission. Of course, the error may be correct, and the singer may
rediscover the sound which suits the musical image. This kind of error is frequently the
result of this very practice of non-performance which characterises the silent poetic formula.
The singer may have memorised the formula correctly when he received it from his initiator;
but subsequently, as a result of the necessity of performing it in the mind alone in order to
manage to preserve it, he has lost its verification in sound to the extent that he can no longer
reproduce the original association — heard at the moment of memorisation — between mental
sound and real sound. Between the moment of memorisation of the formula and the moment
of its transmission, when it is given again, there is nothing but silence: an absence of sound
in which the image of the music is perpetuated at the mental level.

The ‘internal performance’ of a silent poetic formula leads inevitably to a process in which
its aesthetic/musical content is made absolute. The network of signs of which it is constituted
flows on in silence. These signs, neither written nor spoken, flow in the singer’s mind,
where there is a different perception of time and space. (In the case of sounded poetic
formulae, time and space are used to express a clear formalisation of the verbal text’s rhythm
and melody). What we have is a kind of compressing of the formula into a dimension which
we might call ‘atemporal’. Then, at the moment of transmission from one singer to another,
we move from this compressing to an unwinding, an unravelling, in which silent is
transformed into sounded. This is the moment at which a gap may open up between the
sound which was heard at the time of memorisation and the sound performed in song during
its transmission. It sometimes happens that in the course of this transmission of the silent
formula the giver varies not only the tonality but even the actual melodic outline of the song,
to such an extent that one is put in mind of a new composition. I would argue that in this case
there is even an objective possibility of confusion between composer and singer of the silent
formula, arising from the fact that the hearer (and so also the transcriber) knows in advance
that the text may, by the very nature of this kind of formula, have been manipulated. It is no
accident that there may be instances when the sense fails completely — not so much musically
as conceptually and semantically.

The difficulties which confront anyone who transcribes, and then translates, a poetic
formula of this kind are greater than those involved in the transcription and translation of any
other genre of formulae. It is, for example, an extremely complex question whether or not it
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is correct to divide the text into stanzas, and the stanzas into two or more lines, or whether a
different kind of division may be in play in the flow of the sounds which are performed.
Clearly the difficulty is exacerbated by the fact that one has only one performance of the
poetic formula on which to base the transcription. One performance, that is, in the sense that
it is performed by only one magician, unless one has the good fortune to hear the same
formula again — possibly from its first owner. I was not lucky enough to do this; but, even if
I had been, the problems would have remained the same, because of the particular nature of
these formulae. For example, the possibility that a magician may alter a poetic formula at the
moment of its performance/vocalisation cannot be completely dismissed, partly because the
singer of this kind of formulae has been initiated, and undergone a period of apprenticeship,
and so is better trained technically in the business of manipulation of the text than is a simple
singer involved in a ritual exchange. The latter will necessarily perform the Kula poetic
formula in a manner which respects the text to be performed. This will be a layman’s type of
performance; the magician’s, on the other hand, is closer to that of a professional singer:
both are trained to work with mental, musical and vocal images. It is therefore possible that a
magician, by virtue of his greater capacity for manipulation of sounds, is able at the moment
of passing on a silent poetic formula, that is of vocalising it, to realise the expressive value of
the sound as an aesthetic element in its own right; and that he may therefore also vocally
compose a silent poetic formula, trying a different modulatio from that which he has
memorised.

The possibility of vocal manipulation of a text of this genre becomes even greater if one
bears in mind that a magician knows other types of poetic formulae — that is to say, other
kinds of vocalisation — such as the poetic formulae for ritual exchange. At the moment when
he vocalises a megwa, he may have in mind, or undergo some influence from, these vocal
forms.59 In the process of transcribing, then, though one may even regard the text one hears
as the unique example, one will not be able to confirm its authenticity. It will be impossible
to know whether the sounds recorded are in fact those established by the author of the text,
not least because it is assumed at the outset that the force of a performance of a silent poetic
formula consists precisely in its internal nature.

1.8 PROBLEMS IN TRANSCRIBING A NOWAU POETIC FORMULA

The possibility of a discrepancy between ‘mental sound’ and ‘real sound’ is a feature of
any poetic formula, but especially of silent poetic formulae. It gives rise to a number of
doubts regarding the objectivity, or correctness, of the ethnologist’s transcription of the text
recited. What I have in mind here are not so much the doubts which exist concerning the
comprehensibility of sounds: whether, for example, a sound is an allophone of another, or
should be classified as a ‘new’ sound, outside the range of sounds already classified with
IPA symbols. (This is a problem for phonetic transcription as such.) I mean rather the
problem whether a sound is really ‘that sound’ which the singer wishes to perform; whether
the real sound corresponds to the sound envisaged by the composer at the time of the
definitive construction of the poetic text; or whether a mental image (a concept or signified)

59 The possibility cannot be ruled out that the style of vocalisation of a particular wosi, or of a megwa for
the Kula, may influence the vocalisation of a silent poetic formula when the latter is given by an elder
magician to his pupil. The fact that he has performed it for many years in his mind alone, and at the
same time as the performance of other, sounded poetic formulae, may lead the magician to confuse the
musical fabric of the silent megwa, at the moment of its vocalisation, with the musical fabric, or fabrics,
of other poetic formulae.
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has been associated with the sound which is sung (and then transcribed by the ethnologist),
and this mental image is impossible to extract from the word which the lexicon of everyday
Nowau associates with this transcribed sound. In this last case, the sound would express an
independent value of its own. The silent poetic formula might thus provide confirmation for
the hypothesis that the music which is the basis for the construction of Nowau poetic
formulae follows its own rules, which then affect the choices made in the verbal text, as well
as its manner of construction. It is a complete reversal of the relation between the libretto and
the score of an opera, where the latter sets the former to music. With Nowau poetic formulae
we have first the musical score (which constructs the magical effect of the poetic formula)
and then the ‘libretto’. Ipaiya of Lalela, in his function as composer, gave confirmation of
this manner of construction. It is therefore precisely this relative independence between the
two texts — the verbal and the musical — that poses, in a dramatic way, the problem of the
singer/performer’s function in relation to a poetic text. I say relative independence, because
the words to be associated with the musical text are determined by it, and must attempt to
give an adequate representation of it at the moment of their construction in the context of the
definitive performance. A word may have to be manipulated in its manner of expression in
order to bring it into line with the musical pattern represented or adopted by the composer; its
syllables may be modified in relation to their normal phonetic form, in such a way as to make
the word produce, not its usual meaning/concept, but a musical meaning. The performer may
indeed feel justified in introducing vocal variants which are not envisaged by the author of
the formula in his definitive text. On the grounds of the probable dissociation between
musical text and verbal text, the hearer is predisposed to accept a ‘varied’ interpretation, one
which does not correspond to the composer’s text. When, further, a text which is sung —
with all the likely variants — presents itself from the outset as a musical self-expression, the
manipulations which the performer feels justified in making will be such that the hearer may
even confuse singer and composer. And yet this text — the ‘original’ — does exist, and the fact
of its existence is partly an indirect result of the close attention with which the inhabitants of
Kitawa listen to the performance of a poetic formula: an attention that they exercise at a
number of different levels. (Silent formulae constitute an exception, although in their case
there is scrutiny from a smaller, more select group, that of the magician.) This kind of
scrutiny is rendered possible by the functioning of Nowau oral culture in accordance with its
own mechanisms, and in particular by acceptance of the values which the poetic formulae
express in song. Anyone recording or transcribing a poetic formula recited within an oral
culture should thus be aware of the possibility of distortions in the course of a formula’s
transmission from one singer to another, and of the further possibility, in the case of silent
formulae, of a complete rift between the sound envisaged in the musical text and that
performed. S/he is thus forced to address the question whether the formula which has been
recorded and transcribed is in fact the original, the ‘piece’ constructed by the composer. If
we accept the historical existence of T.S. Eliot, John Keats and Homer, and the validity of
attributing to them, respectively, The waste land, Hyperion and the lliad (with, of course, the
necessary distinctions between different authors and different periods), why should it be
impossible to ask the question of the identity of the author, X, of a poetic formula, Y, which
the ethnologist has recorded? In the light of the above considerations, the response that ‘the
author is always identical with the singer’ seems to me unacceptable. (The case of Ipaiya,
where the ethnologist is aware that these two figures are represented by one person, is an
exception.) The fact that a singer performs a poetic formula which is recorded for the first
time, and subsequently transcribed, does not imply that that formula is the ‘original’. It may
be that Homer composed and wrote down, or dictated, the Iliad and Odyssey, and these two
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texts may even be the ‘originals’; but it does not follow that this is always the case, especially
in the domain of ethnology, where the problem of the author (if we admit that it can no
longer be denied) is probably to be posed in a different way from in a ‘written’ culture,
where the name of the author may be memorised by other means. For example, no one at
Kitawa can deny that Ipaiya of Lalela is the author of the poetic formulae Nadubeori, since he
composed and sang them, and they have been recorded in their final, definitive form. Nor
can they deny that the author of Da weriya is a woman, whose name is still preserved in the
memory of all the inhabitants of Lalela; or, again, that the author of the poetic formula Ba
yaruwa is a poetess who lived on the island of Muyuwa. But I do not believe that it is

necessary to identify a specific name, X, as in the case of Ipaiya of Lalela, in order to accept
the hypothesis that there is always an author of a Nowau poetic formula. It should suffice to
accept the theory of a model of the poetic formula, which, in its nature as model, must have
been constructed, elaborated and asserted by someone — poet or poetess — at a particular time,
which is partly identifiable on the basis of the type of musicality and language in the model
itself. Tougatu, for example, in the performance of Siyakwakwa, who is (by his own

assertion) not its author, belongs within a particular model of poetic formulae for the Kula;
this model may be described through an analysis, not just of the text of Tougatu recorded,
but also of other poetic formulae of the same genre. The appeal to tradition by both
composers and singers (“I am performing the poetic formula as it was performed in the
past”, or “I was singing as my ancestors sang”, or even, “I sing like Ipaiya” — an implicit
reference to the idea of the author of the text, but one which might be extended by analogy to
cover other poetic formulae as well) is not necessarily always, or only, to be assessed in
terms of justification of the correctness of one’s own performance, or of the correctness of
one’s own poetic composition. It is not obvious that the only significance of the attribution of
a given musical pattern (e.g. that of Nadubeori ) on the basis of which a poetic formula is
composed or performed, to one’s own master/initiator, is that of conferring authority on
one’s own composition and/or performance, and on oneself as the upholder of this tradition.
In many cases (which could be better documented by ethnologists) the resort to tradition is to
be interpreted as a synthetic — and therefore metaphorical — way of saying that the text has
been composed, or performed, by reference to an underlying model, and also to rules which
allow this model to be represented at the individual level, through the construction of a poetic
formula.

Without a model to which to refer, it is impossible even to assess the novelty, or the
assumed novelty, of a new poetic composition. The model may have been elaborated, or
suggested, by one’s own master, by a composer/singer; it may also be a specific model
which characterises the poetic tradition of a village, of a clan or subclan. When a singer
raises the issue of tradition (often by association with a specific name, such as, in the case of
Ipaiya of Lalela, his own father — see Chapter 2), he merely means that he is performing a
poetic formula in accordance with the canonical rules which he learned at the time of his
apprenticeship, which are identifiable at the time of hearing of the performance and which are
encapsulated in the recited text itself. A performance cannot avoid being subjective, even
though it is connected with the context in which it takes place; but by its very nature as an
interpretation, it is equally clear that it presupposes — and poses — the problem of the author
of the text performed, which must have been constructed at a particular historical time.

One might, for example, raise the question whether the Iliad was actually composed by
Homer, or whether it is merely an interpretation sung by Homer which, for various reasons,
came to be written down and thus fixed. In other words, the written text of the Iliad may be
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regarded as ‘the text’ or as ‘a text’ — an interpretation of the original. The question is clearly a
captious or rhetorical one: in this specific case we have a ‘written’ text of the Iliad which
defines itself as the ‘original’; it presents its own ‘authorisation’ as ‘the text of the Iliad * (it
is the ‘authoritative text’). Before this text, we possess nothing of a similar complexity, as
regards both length and compositional fabric; or so it seems.60 We have some fragments, but
these in themselves arouse the suspicion that the Iliad (composed, let us say, by Homer) is a
poem woven by a process of trial and error, before being defined as the ‘text of the Iliad of
Homer’. The Iliad represents the compositional model of the ‘making of epic poetry’ in the
tenth century B.C., by reference to which we may examine all the other compositions of epic
poetry of the same period. The model is explicit, and is accepted as such by all other authors
of poetry of the same genre. The singer of the Iliad after Homer (even the day after) is
classified as ‘a singer’ of the Iliad (the equivalent of the Nowau singer), and not as its
‘author’ (the equivalent of the Nowau composer). This singer may recite the Iliad in some
modified form; he may introduce variants. But both this form and these variants will be liable
to evaluative judgements based on the text of the Iliad of Homer. The name of Homer as
author of the Iliad in itself prevents any possible confusion between singer and author of the
poem — that is, between the singer and the author of the model of the ‘making of epic poetry
in the tenth century B.C.’. Furthermore, the fact that the Iliad is regarded as an absolute
starting point means that it is posited as ‘the model’, precisely because there previously
existed nothing of sufficient complexity to fulfil this function of point of comparison for the
other members of the same genre. The ‘Iliad model’ is explicit because it is contained within
the ‘written text’ of the poem itself.

In ethnology, however, even the transcription of oral texts is usually carried out by a
member of a different culture from that in which the text was constructed. The attempt to
determine the ‘compositional model’ of, for example, the poetic formulae for Kula ritual
exchange, is therefore more complex; but it is still possible. Such a model may be
encapsulated in the totality of the poetic formulae of ritual exchange; these are probably too
numerous to be transcribed by a single researcher, and can thus be represented only partially
by the recorded texts. Even though a model is always to some extent encapsulated even in
one poetic formula (so that even in Tougatu one may identify a probable model of reference
for ‘poetic formula for ritual exchange’), the model so constituted will be of a particular,
somewhat stunted kind. A model of reference needs a whole range of actualisations, which
can be seen as interpretations revealing its basic structure, or a part of its structure. A single
poetic formula will be able to suggest only one interpretation of the model; it cannot represent
the model adequately or exhaustively. Consider as an example the prowboards of ceremonial
canoes. I may say that board X interprets model A, because there exists a series, N, of other
boards which are equally interpretations of the same model A. I may also say that model A of
the School of Towitara of Kumwageiya is different from model B of the School of Kurina of
Lalela. Further, I conclude from a comparison between A and B that there exists a ‘schema’,
of a general and abstract kind, to which both A and B may be referred (Scoditti 1990a).

Basically, a single poetic formula may be referred to either a model or a schema. So its
originality arises from the ‘manner’ in which it interprets a model, and, through this model, a
schema. If we hypothetically posit Tougatu as the unique example of a poetic formula for
ritual exchange, then Tougatu will for me represent both model and schema. If, however,
besides this I also record other poetic formulae in which I find a compositional fabric similar

60  See Montanari (1989:152-176) ‘Omero e I’epica greca arcaica’.
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to Tougatu’s, I may then say that this forrnula is merely an interpretation — a version — of a
model. And I may say too that this model has in its turn (as we gradually increase the
selection of texts) interpreted a compositional schema (that of ‘the construction of poetry’,
for example) which may be valid not just for the formulae sung for ritual exchange, but also
for other poetic formulae sung for the festival of Milamala, and for love-enchantments. What
we have is the ‘schema of making Nowau poetry from the seventeenth to the nineteenth
century’.

In a poem like the /liad, then, we can probably identify, in addition to the compositional
model, the pattern of which the /liad is merely one interpretation. Thus, Homer had the
opportunity, not just to construct a model — which is contained within his poem — but also
adequately to represent the pattern of ‘Greek epic poetry’ in his period. The set of poetic
formulae for ritual exchange in this volume, on the other hand, though they may in
themselves give an adequate representation of the various models of reference on whose
basis they were composed, do not give a similarly adequate representation of the general,
abstract schema. Or, to be more precise, while a model is encapsulated in a poetic forrnula, a
schema is encapsulated only indirectly; in order to identify it accurately we require a number
of models of reference (e.g. the model of the poetic formulae composed at Iwa, Gawa,
Kiriwina, Vakuta and Muyuwa).6! Basically, we would need a larger selection of poetic
formulae for ritual exchange in order to identify their general, abstract schema more exactly.
However, it does not follow from this consideration that the schema of the poetic formulae
for ritual exchange cannot be given in outline, or grasped intuitively: this, at least in a ‘weak’
sense, is possible. The schema is always partially represented by any of its models, even if
the only concrete version of the model is fragmentary. There always exists a correlation
between schema and model, even though the schema determines the model, not the other
way around. The schema of ‘expressing oneself poetically’, or of ‘composing poetic
formnulae in accordance with a given melody’ is independent of its various models (the model
which has produced a poetic formula such as Tougatu, for example), in virtue of the fact that
it may exist in latent form, without achieving concrete expression in a specific or definite
model. It may be present at a particular period of history and then disappear, to reappear
later. Or it may characterise one period to a greater extent than another. In the region of
Lalela, for example, the schema of recitation of ‘poetic formulae for ritual exchange’ (the
pattern, that is, which is limited to the performance of these alone) was characteristic of the
whole of the period leading up to the Protestant United Church mission, but was then
suspended through pressure from the missionaries (see Chapter 2). This is not to say,
however, that this schema did not remain latent, and retain its validity as a manner of
expressing oneself in poetry, independently of its actualisation. It remained as a potential to
be represented at some future time, probably interpreted with different models. It could, for
example, happen that a hymn to be sung during a service of the local United Church might,
by its musicality or manner of performance, reflect a model based on the traditional schema
of ‘poetic formula for the Kula’, or might recall the model of a poetic forinula of the Da
weriya type. The latter is a much more realistic possibility, in view of the fact that formulae

61 The real problem for the definition of a poetic schema is not whether or not it may be posited within an
oral culture, but rather the possible difficulty (these days the near-impossibility) of recording and
documenting a wholerange of poetic formulae and their respective models of composition. I myself, for
example, in fifteen years of research, have been able to record only a fragment of Nowau poetry, which
scarcely suffices for the formulation of interpretive theories. It is, however, large enough to give some
indication of the complexity and immensity of Nowau ‘literary’ production — and of the corresponding
aesthetic philosophy.
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of this type have not yet been affected by any ban by the Christian churches. However, the
fact remains that a model of a poetic formula for ritual exchange may achieve fruition within
the composition of a new Christian hymn, since the former is regarded as a manner of self-
expression which is connected with the ‘sacred’, and a Christian hymn is also classified as
sacred. The opposite development is, I believe, more problematic: it is unlikely that the
composition of a hymn would influence the manner of construction of poetic formulae for the
Kula. It might, possibly, have an influence on the manner of construction of a poetic formula
like Da weriya. But a more likely kind of influence from a Westemn/Christian schema is that
which might eventually lead to the disappearance of specific models in the construction of
Nowau poetry. At the beginning — a period which will cover a considerable number of years
— it is likely that one or more models of Nowau poetic formulae will disappear: for example,
Da weriya will not be recited any more — in other words the model encapsulated in this
formula will disappear, or be regarded as no longer valid. But the mode of recitation and
singing of Da weriya, on the other hand, will remain for a long period of time. When, for
example, a singer hears a prayer to a Christian saint which has not been constructed in
accordance with the musical model of Da weriya, he will probably attempt to superimpose
this model on the prayer.52 Essentially, the manner of singing, of vocal articulation, will — at
least initially — dominate the prayer. The model of the prayer, which is in its turn an
interpretation of the schema of ‘Christian/Western prayer’, is interpreted as if it had been
elaborated within the traditional ‘poetic schema’ of Nowau culture. But it is the manner of
singing, not the so-called ‘content’, or meaning, of the Christian prayer, that will be
modified. For example, an Ave Maria may be sung exactly like a Da weriya. Its phonetic
form, in the sense of the articulation of sounds of a text expressed in a language (e.g.
English) different from that in which the singer usually expresses himself, is influenced by
the phonetic form of the singer’s own language. (In this case the prayer is transmitted and
performed as though it were a purely oral text.) And this will continue for a long period of
time, at least until the phonetic system of a language achieves a status as a functioning part of
a living cultural system.

It appears that this is a further proof of the dissociation between the ‘content’ of the
Christian prayer (for example) and the manner of its vocal performance. The Christian
‘content’ is enveloped in Nowau music. Here again it is the style of performance that
predominates, producing its fascination and magical effect. The ‘content’ of the prayer is
forgotten, as is clearly demonstrated by the songs and hymns which I recorded in the local
United Churches, especially in the regions of Kumwageiya and Lalela, beginning in the
second half of the eighties. (At Okabulula, on the other hand, the influence of the church is
much weaker.) The same phenomenon is attested in many other churches in Papua New
Guinea.63

62 The poetic formula Da weriya does not impinge on the Nowau domain of the sacred in the way that, for
example, the megwa for the Kula do; its musical design and fabric can therefore be manipulated to make
them fit the design of a Western musical model (such as Gregorian chant) and to suggest a new
composition.

63 Father Theo Arts of the Bomana College at Port Moresby, who is a keen student of contemporary
religious experience, especially in the Melanesian area, has drawn my attention to the fact that the
musical design, and the concomitant musical fabric, of a prayer or hymn is the source of greater
fascination than its ‘content’. This phenomenon is followed very attentively by the Catholic Church (and
Father Arts is one of their most intelligent observers), to the extent that the ‘music’ forms the central
part, sometimes the predominant part, of a Catholic rite. This music may take the forin of both vocal
compositions and those for solo instruments — drums and Polynesian guitar. The result is the production
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1.9 MUSICAL TEXT, VOCAL TEXT, TRANSLATABILITY AND CONCEPTUAL NONSENSE IN
NOWAU POETIC FORMULAE

So the content of Nowau poetry is shaped within the formula through the musicality of its
fabric. The author must therefore devote his attention to the forms of expression, not just of
the sounds, but also of the possible ‘words’, which give a metaphorical representation of
these sounds. The musical design of the formula (whether intended for ‘vocal performance’
or for ‘silent, internal performance’) conditions the author fundamentally: all his work as a
composer must involve the adoption or modification of music inherited from the tradition or
constructed anew. He must reach the level of expression which enables him to transform a
‘vocal magma’ into a conscious ‘sound’, or into a group of sounds. The poetic word which,
then, he associates with these sounds must lose the conceptual connotations it would have in
the everyday lexicon: the concept associated with the sound must ‘sing’. During the process
of composition, the memory of the composer must preserve the rhythmic flow, on which the
‘words’ are mounted. He will also use this memory to check — albeit intuitively — to what
extent a sound harmonises with the entire musical programme of the formula. (However, the
long apprenticeship and experience as composer add a new dimension to the term ‘intuition’;
it becomes a much more concrete phenomenon.) Further, he must use his vocal memory to
take note whether this particular sound has already been used, and if so where and when,
how and by whom. Ipaiya constructs a formula with his memory fixed on an ancient, archaic
vocabulary, but at the same time also on a vocabulary of his own, which is constructed with,
for example, Muyuwa sounds superimposed on Nowau sounds. He creates new musical
effects through the combination of different vocal strands; he as it were casts about in the
reservoir of the Nowau, Boyowa and Dobu languages, as well as in the language of ‘closed’
souls. But his musical construction does not essentially take place outside the Nowau
phonetic system (nor outside the phonetic systems of the other languages used in the Kula
region). He must, indeed, take account of the rules of these systems too. For example, in
composing a poetic formula, Ipaiya is aware that a sound can acquire poetic value inasmuch
as it ‘contrasts vocally’ (in a certain way, which is chosen and established by him) with the
everyday use of the same sound; and he knows, as does any Nowau speaker, that this
‘contrast value’ also depends on the context in which the sound is placed. The phoneme ‘1’,
for example, gains its definition from the extent to which it contrasts, in the Nowau phonetic
system, with ‘m’, ‘n’ and ‘r’ (although it may also be an allophone of ‘r’!). However, Ipaiya
differs from the ordinary Nowau speaker who is not also a composer/singer in that he may
manipulate the syllable ‘I’ within a musical fabric which is programmed in advance to be
different from the musical fabric of everyday speech. He may ‘extend’ or ‘contract’ it to the
point of re-composing it as almost equivalent to ‘r’, thus placing it in an ‘ambiguous’ vocal
range which spans the values of both ‘I’ and ‘r’. This effect is achieved, in the first place,
within a musical fabric; when this fabric is then transcribed in writing, it may continue to
suggest, especially for a non-Nowau, a morpheme which is equally ambiguous from the
point of view of its meaning, within a chain of transcribed sounds. But in order to construct
in this way, Ipaiya has to know not only the Nowau phonetic system (in which ‘I’ is
contrasted with ‘r’ but may also, at the same time, function as an allophone of ‘r’ ), but also
the rules which allow him to work within this system so as to produce a ‘new’ sound. These
are the rules that govern the mode of construction of Nowau poetry. The sound will be new
because unusual in the everyday lexicon which is employed in ordinary communication; it

of forms of musical syncretism which are completely unknown in the Western Catholic Church - forms
which, it seems to me, sometimes show a marked predominance of indigenous musical themes.
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may be simultaneously ‘I’ and ‘r’, but also neither ‘I’ nor ‘r’, in the sense that once it is sung
or sounded the syllable does not correspond to either ‘I’ or ‘r’. This ambiguity may give rise
to magic — to the poetic value of the new syllable or sound.®

The singer, in his turn, perceives a fabric of sounds which are harmonised in a particular
manner and which he must reproduce at the moment of performance. This mechanism is
applied also in the case of someone performing a silent formula for the first time, provided
we accept that the mechanism of construction for such a formula is the same as that for a
sounded formula. In both performance and hearing, the sense is understood of the whole
musical fabric of the text performed; the anthropologist can grasp this sense, and the meaning
of the ‘words’ associated with the sounds, more precisely by means of a transcription, which
reduces the vocal fabric to a ‘written text’.

One consequence of this theory would be a different interpretation of the terms
‘translatability’ and ‘untranslatability’ in the context of a Nowau poetic formula. The problem
of untranslatability does not arise, and if a singer, or a hearer, says that he is unable to
‘translate’ the musical fabric of a poetic formula — that is, in this case, to represent it with a
sign different from the sound - this response is to be interpreted metaphorically. It means
merely that the sung musical text, once reduced to the form of written words, loses its
effectiveness and its characteristically oral nature. As they say at Kitawa, it loses its ‘magical
effect’. What this means is that one language has been substituted for another. To perform a
poetic formula orally, by the modulation of the voice alone, is a quite different matter from
reading it, visually following the words written on a page. Hence the inevitable ambiguity of
a sound reduced to ‘written sign’ (morpheme, or word): its explanation/interpretation cannot
but be ambiguous, and the reader of the formula cannot but associate a number of different,
sometimes conflicting meanings with the same sound, since the sound as sung, chanted or
murmured is richer, more expressive, than the sound reduced to written sign. The meaning
of a ‘poetic word’, then, lies in its musicality, which is expressed by the performance
(whether silent and internal or sounded). So the problem of untranslatability of a poetic
formula within Nowau culture does not arise; the term ‘untranslatable’, when used, comes to
be no more than a synonym for ‘vocal effect’ or ‘magic’. It is equivalent to saying, “This
poetry produces a magical effect”, or “This poetry is made up of sounds”. If an inhabitant of
Kitawa said, “I cannot render this poetic formula in words/concepts”, this sentence would
have to be interpreted as a metaphor, a manner of speaking, referring to the musical value of
the poetic formula.

For someone, on the other hand, who does not belong to Nowau culture — such as the
ethnologist — the problem of translatability, and before that the problem of transcription, of a
poetic formula, are formulated in different terms. Before deciding whether an oral text is
unrepresentable in words, or untranslatable (into, say, English), the ethnologist must bear in
mind the following methodological points:

(1) the relationship between the sound (signifier) and the meaning (signified) of a verbal
sign is by definition arbitrary (de Saussure 1974; Prague Circle 1929);

64 This kind of ambiguity is clearly immensely difficult to communicate through transcription, especially
orthographic transcription. It is an ambiguity which is realised ‘orally’, in the recitation of a syllable, a
whole world or a whole line. The hearer may clearly perceive the abnormality of the sound — more
especially if he is an apprentice composer or an apprentice singer. One of the functions of the apprentice,
it seems to me, is precisely that of mastering techniques of representation of the sound of a syllable or
word (operating entirely on the expression plane of the word) and of noticing — in his role as future
singer — the subtleties and ambiguities of the sounds constructed by the composer.
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(2) the relationship between sound and meaning is doubly arbitrary when we are dealing
with a ‘musical sign’ which, together with other musical signs, defines and characterises an
oral poetic formula;

(3) a consequence of this double arbitrariness is that the ‘signified’ of a musical sign in a
poetic formula (its content plane, in Hjelmslev’s terminology) will be obscured by the
‘signifier’ (the expression plane), when we seek the true meaning of this sign;

(4) the imbalance between the two planes of the musical sign produces an ‘unusual
meaning’, by contrast with that which is associated with the same sign when transcribed as a
morpheme, or group of morphemes, and used, for example in everyday conversation.

So the problem which the ethnologist faces when s/he has in some way to transform a
piece of Nowau poetry, not merely into an orthographic form but also into another language
- a language which does not even belong to the same, Austronesian group to which Nowau
belongs — is that of having to operate chiefly at the expression plane of the musical signs
which constitute the formula itself. S/he must bear in mind in his/her transcription that its
meaning lies in a particular musical form, which has to be ‘commented’ on by an operation
which I would call metaphorical. For example, the transcription of a poetic formula like
Lube’gu must take its original oral form as a starting-point, in such a way that the musical
form of the performance may be rendered ‘adequately’; this musical form must be
represented equally ‘adequately’ in the translation into another language. The transcription of
Lube’gu must not be a merely phonetic transcription (which would in any case not
completely solve the problem of how to render the original musical form of the poetic
formula, except in an approximate way), nor a merely musical one, written in notes in a
score, but also an orthographic transcription so that we have a verbal representation of the
formula in written words.

However, the ethnologist should never confuse the reduction to ‘words’ of a sung sound
with the graphic representation of this sound, and thus of the poetic formula: the written
word is only a metaphorical representation of this sound. The written sign, or series of
written signs, which we reach at the end of various transcriptions, will be merely a visual
substitute for the musicality of the oral word, and should be interpreted as a metaphor for the
latter. Nevertheless the reduction of the formula to a series of written signs will never be an
‘adequate representation’ of its musicality (unless graphic devices are invented to enable the
‘singing’ of a poetic formula on paper), but merely a metaphorisation of that musicality.
(And the same applies even to an oral transmission which breaks the formula down into
syllables, in order to ‘dictate’ it, word for word, to the transcriber.)63

It is in this very context of the process of metaphorisation that the problem arises in the
ethnologist’s mind of recovering the likely concept or meaning to be associated with a
harmonic series of sounds reduced to graphic signs ‘as if” the meaning belonged to this
harmonic series. The correspondence between sound, transcription, graphic rendering of the
sound, and meaning associated with this graphic form, is entirely arbitrary and may even
produce conceptual nonsense; it is almost realised that the written text does not give an
adequate representation of the musical text, and that the two texts are not translatable into
another language. But I would argue that the near-untranslatability of a Nowau poetic
formula is also a function of the nature of the sound, which moves on the expression plane

65 I refer here to one of the moments during apprenticeship in which an elder singer or composer makes his
pupil memorise a poetic formula.
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(where there is a relation between ‘substance’ and ‘form’ of the expression), while the
written verbal sign, which gives a metaphorisation on paper, moves on both the expression
plane and the content plane, where it is possible to trace the meaning/concept of the sign
(though concept and meaning remain arbitrary). But it is true, too, that in the everyday
lexicon a meaning which can never adequately represent a certain sound is associated with a
graphic sign (the written word) which has metaphorised this sound. The person who reduces
the sound to verbal sign, and the person who reads it, realise that the sound expresses
something more than, or different from, the graphic sign which metaphorises it. This, then,
seems to provide further confirmation that the sound, or series of sounds, of a poetic formula
has its own meaning, which can be analysed only approximately when the formula is
reduced to a ‘text of graphic signs’. Hence arise the various techniques employed in the
attempt to refer to the sound, and the attempt to reconstruct the entire poetico-musical fabric
of the formula, by means of metaphors which force the interpreter to manipulate the content
of the graphic signs (which transcribe the sounds of the formula). Some of the concepts will
seem descriptive and others excessively synthetic. The ‘new’ verbal text, made up of written
words, can only be a metaphorical text, something (the visual sign) which stands in place of
something else (the sound). It is a substitution of languages in the fullest sense — analogous
to the case where the eye sees a landscape and, experiencing certain visual sensations,
wishes then to translate these into words. Nor is the problem simplified if the substitution is
made by musical notes, even though these would to an extent succeed in re-evoking the
sound which they represent: what we have is still a ‘silent’ graphic sign, and the sound is
still substituted by an element — the musical note — which occupies a certain space on the page
of the score, rather than the time taken up by the oral sound. This is the reason why a singer
who could hypothetically see a transcription of a poetic formula would not succeed fully in
recognising it or reproducing it: a movement in time has been replaced by a location within a
particular space. A poetic word sung, chanted or murmured is not the same as that word
transcribed: the ‘oral’ word moves in time, while the same word transcribed can only more
or less adequately refer to this movement in time; once it has been fixed on a surface — a sheet
of paper, a papyrus, a rock — it will no longer be the same. From the sound, as non-verbal
element, we move to a graphic representation of it (the abstract symbol of the phonetic
transcription), and then this symbol is again metaphorised with a syllable or group of
syllables. But even within the phonetic transcription we have to adopt graphic techniques to
refer to the inadequacy of the phonetic symbol with respect to the sound which we wish to
transcribe, for example /d/ or /{/ — techniques which must convey the vocal subtleties. It is as
though one wished to use phonetic transcription as a means of stopping the temporal flow,
which is characteristic of the spoken, recited or sung word, and confining it in a given space.
In the next stage, the orthographic transcription of the same sound, this very richness of
symbol employed in the phonetic transcription is reduced, and its complexity is reduced to a
single written syllable. A half-long ‘a’ and a long ‘a’, for example, are no longer
distinguished, but are reduced to the single vowel ‘a’: the reassertion and
reproduction/execution of the ‘openness’ and ‘closedness’ of the vowel are entrusted to the
reader’s memory. It is therefore memory — ‘aural memory’ — which ‘opens’ and ‘closes’ a
syllable, which articulates it at a higher or a lower pitch, which sings it or murmurs it. It is in
the aural memory that a particular sound — and indeed the sound of the syllable, word and
entire poetic formula — are re-composed: vocal memory returns sound to the written word.
The value of this operation lies in its ability to recover the correct tone of voice, the original
musical form, the rhythmic connection between one line and the next, the intervals between
syllables. But in order to restore the musicality of a written word, one must first have it in
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one’s memory, represented in accordance with the mode of recitation in which it was
performed in the past and which can never adequately be represented by the transcription of
this word. The reader who is not privy to this mode of recitation can only imagine it —
especially if his ‘aural memory’ is not accustomed to the sounds used in Nowau formulae.
Of course, the transformation of a word from a vocal/oral to a visual/written entity is ‘strong’
when it operates in the domain of poetry, as in the case of the Nowau formulae. It is ‘weak’,
on the other hand, when it is represented by musical notation. The latter gives an essentially
adequate representation of the sounds for which it stands; the reader of the music can actually
‘hear’ the sound.¢ The ‘oral poetic word’, as sung, chanted or murmured, always requires
the use of visual techniques to prevent a loss of sonority when reduced to a written sign: it is
no accident that ambiguity is sovereign here.

In the original oral state, a language is simply organised musicality. As long as
Siyakwakwa sings Tougatu, with its invocation to the mythic hero Monikiniki, the winged
red serpent, his words are heard and memorised as sounds. Siyakwakwa has no need of
transcription in order to sing the poetic formula: his vocal memory enables him to perform
and hear it as a group of sounds organised in accordance with a certain mode, and in
accordance with the rules of the Nowau poetic tradition. In the oral poetic language of
Nowau Siyakwakwa finds the correct mode to sing the text of Tougatu; he does not require
to ‘see’ this text, and its mode of recitation, transcribed in phonetic symbols or in musical
notation. The difficulty which Siyakwakwa - like any other Nowau singer — would
encounter in ‘reading’ Tougatu reduced to a written text is that which is characteristic of
people used to expressing themselves orally, with the voice alone — people who, more
particularly, memorise and classify words as musical form. It is that sound cannot be entirely
reduced to a graphic sign because it is by nature more abstract than the sign. An ‘oral word’
is constructed with sounds organised according to a particular mode, and it occupies a
musical time which consists also of intervals, pauses, accelerations and decelerations. This
musical time cannot be adequately represented by a graphic symbol which cuts temporal
polysemy, something that can be represented only metaphorically. Let us say that the
performance of Tougatu by Siyakwakwa lasts, for example, three minutes. As he sings,
Siyakwakwa is not aware of these three minutes; he does not notice the time that passes from
the performance of the first verse to the performance of the last. His aim is to sing the deeds
of the hero, or to represent a scene of Kula ritual exchange. Neither the deeds nor the scene
can be fixed within a particular time; they move in his vocal mind as a harmonic totality of
sounds, and are not placed in a definite space, as they will be once they have been reduced to
written words. They are actualised only at the moment of Siyakwakwa’s singing. They do,
of course, exist within his consciousness as a singer, as also in the consciousness of the
listener. The hero fighting a ‘flying witch’, and the man who decorates his companion with
garlands of flowers in the course of a Kula ritual exchange, exist for both Siyakwakwa and
his public at the moment of their actualisation through the performance of the poetic formula
(consider for example the use of the present continuous, or historic present, which is a
feature of nearly all Nowau poems). If Siyakwakwa could read his own written poetic
formula, he would ‘see’ a number of graphic signs, but he would not hear the sounds. The
written word ‘memorises’ differently from sound, just as a coloured sign ‘memorises’
differently again. Thus, in order to move from one level to another it is necessary to employ

66  See Sloboda (1985), especially ‘Music, language, and meaning’, and ‘Musical learning and development’;
Cooke (1959); Levin and Addis (1980); Schenker (1979) (vol.2 in Oster’s edition has particularly helpful
examples).
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techniques such as the use of metaphor, so as to get closer to the original level, the level to
which the sound thus metaphorically represented belongs. So the word which is spoken, and
‘not-sung’, can never be recognised as a sound by a Nowau singer (assuming the
hypothetical existence of a singer who could read). In order to revocalise the sound, this
singer would have rather to turn back, with his aural memory, so as to reconstruct from the
written sign the musical form of the word as he has always heard it. If, for example,
Siyakwakwa could read my orthographic transcription of the performance of his poetic
formula, he might even fail to recognise Tougatu, since the musical form of the sung text is
not adequately represented by the words which give an (arbitrary) visual representation of
this formula. The inadequacy at issue here is of course methodological in nature: the
impossibility of representing graphically the sound/musical form of a sung word, rather than
inadequacy in the sense of some particular error arising in the phonetic and orthographic
transcription.

If Siyakwakwa had to sing my transcription of Tougatu, he wouldn’t read or even look at
it, but would attempt to reconstruct the musical text which he had previously memorised,
closing his eyes and opening his ears. It is as though at the moment of remembering the
sounds he were composing them anew; the ethnologist gains the impression that he is not
merely the singer, but also the composer, of Tougatu. This is, however, only an impression:
in this hypothetical operation, Siyakwakwa is not constructing the poetic text of Tougatu, but
merely recalling it to his memory and restoring it to the hearer in the form of sounds, in an
attempt to reproduce the musical mode which is characteristic of the orality of the poetic
formula — a mode which Siyakwakwa has heard and memorised.

However, Siyakwakwa’s performance will never be that of an author of poetic formulae,
like Ipaiya of Lalela, who is able to say how one of his texts should be sung; it will, rather,
be a performance which is conditioned by the other singers who have preceded him.67 In
recalling the tradition, Siyakwakwa reasserts a ‘canonical’ interpretation, which does not
register significant variants of the transmitted text, especially at the musical level. The appeal
to respect for the original musical mode of the poetic formula should not, however, be
interpreted in the sense of static conservation of this mode, but rather as a reaffirmation of the
validity of a certain musical poetics. The composer of Tougatu must have made a number of
attempts at various musical hypotheses before arriving at the final solution, with which we
are familiar through Siyakwakwa’s performance. Siyakwakwa has memorised, primarily,
the musical form of the poetic formula, the musical mode, whereas the content, or meaning,
of the poetic formula once the oral text has been transcribed, may be different from the
original content, or it may have been memorised and recalled in a fragmentary way. The
singer performs first and foremost ‘sounds’, not words/concepts. It is the musical fabric that
is retained in the singer’s memory; and it is on the basis of this fabric that the singer may, if
he is particularly inventive, weave in variations or transformations of ‘words’ originally

67 Ipaiya is without doubt the person best placed to suggest how a poetic formula should be performed,
from the point of view of both modulatio and interpretation of this modulatio. A singer’s interpretation
of one of Ipaiya’s poetic formulae will thus be subject to Ipaiya’s examination. The singer will not have
the same degree of interpretive freedom (except in a very broad sense) as he would have in the
performance of a poetic formula composed in the distant past. Respect for the ‘text’ of a poetic formula
is therefore entrusted to the ‘technical’ memory of the singers, and also to their honesty as interpreters of
a work constructed by someone else. So, the possibility of the ‘closed’ recension of a poetic formula
within an oral culture may be asserted especially in the case where the author of this formula is still
living and working. The text constructed by this person coincides, metaphorically, with his physical
existence. After his death, the text may be subject not just to a greater interpretive freedom on the part of
singers, but also to actual manipulations, so that we then have the possibility of an ‘open’ recension.
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chosen by the author of the forrnula — provided that he respects their musical value. I am not
thinking here primarily of the sounds sung to create a particular atmosphere, such as that of
the wind, the murmur of the forest, the hiss of the spear, the whispering of souls with their
‘eyes closed’. Such sounds are indeed characteristic of many Nowau poetic formulae, and,
in that they are suggestive of an atmosphere which is in its nature devoid of meaning (a gust
of wind cannot have a meaning), they lend themselves to variation; a singer may reproduce
the sound of thunder in a different manner from that of the original text of the formula. What
I have in mind are rather the ‘empty sounds’, that is to say those sounds which represent the
mode of the composition and performance of the poetic formula. To begin with, for example,
it is likely that a particular word will be associated with a sound which is constructed by the
author of the formula (the ‘empty’ sound). This word will represent the sound to the hearer.
However, since we are dealing with the association of a sound used within a poetic formula,
rather than within an everyday conversation, there may be a variation in the mode of
performance which will influence this association of the two elements, as well as any
possible interpretation (in its nature arbitrary) of the meaning, at the semantic level. And this
influence will be wholly in favour of the sound, which will thus gain the ascendancy over the
meaning. We seem to have here a further confirtnation of the fact that both the musical design
(the characteristic of a genre of poetic formula) and the musical fabric (which distinguishes
one formula from another within the same genre) dominate, obscuring the words associated
with them. The magic of the poetic formulae consists in the manner of constructing the voice,
and in the expressive capacities of this voice. It seems that the musical model of a given
poetic formula is represented in its essence by this voice, constructed through the use of a
particular mode. In recalling the musical model, a singer — or the composer, who sings the
same formula at different times — repeats a ‘manner’ of association of a specific word with a
particular mode. But this vocal mode, which represents an expressive model, could also be
constructed using a different word from that envisaged in the original text, but one with the
same type of sound. We thus have a sound synonym. Once this synonym has been
transcribed, however, and reduced to a graphic sign, it will realise a different ‘conceptual’
meaning. For as long as the word is sung, and heard, the musical synonym with the original
word of the text is not remarked; once it has been transcribed, and this vocal synonym no
longer gains concrete expression, its different meaning will be realised. And this meaning
may even be nonsense. Such a hypothesis does not seem to me too far-fetched if one bears in
mind that the context of Nowau poetic formulae is one of pure orality, one in which the
essential feature is the construction, memorisation and transmission of musical modes. These
modes represent models of reference for the construction and execution of another poetic
formula belonging to the same genre.

The guiding force, then, in the construction of the poetic formula is a particular model of a
vocal pattern; and this model is memorised by the singer as he hears, during his
apprenticeship, the formula, or formulae, which encapsulate it, and which he may interpret in
subtly different ways; as exemplified under (a) to (d) below.

(a) The singer may respect the model inherent in a poetic formula which he has memorised
in accordance with the original sound-pattern and the original ‘verbal’ text; in other words,
the singer may perform a formula for a certain length of time without introducing variations
on either the musical or the lexical level.

(b) The singer may repeat a musical model, but introduce into the ‘verbal’ text of the
poetic formula, which is constructed on this model, vocal words which are allomorphs of the
vocal words of the original text; in other words, he may respect its meaning. In this case the
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variation is not significant but merely reveals the considerable technical ability of the
interpreter.

(c) The singer may respect the musical model of a given poetic formula, but introduce new
vocal words into the ‘verbal’ text, which, when reduced to written signs, cannot any longer
be considered allomorphs of the vocal words of the original text. Once transcribed and
translated, they will signify new concepts, or they will form nonsense. This type of variation
is usually possible for a singer who is also a composer, but who is interpreting a poetic
formula composed by others.

(d) The singer may respect both the musical model of a poetic formula and the vocal
words of the ‘verbal’ text of this formula, but vary, for example, the order of the lines which
make up the original text. This kind of variation is found above all in poetic formulae for the
Kula.

It is only through a concrete analysis of the various genres of poetic formulae that one
may discover to what extent a musical model influences their construction and performance.
However, it is always the case that a certain musical model has precedence over the vocal
words that are chosen and/or constructed in order to compose a poetic formula on the basis
of that model. Furthermore, a musical model does not exhaust the singularity and
significance of a formula, any more than a particular model of a prowboard exhausts the
significance and singularity of every lagimu and tabuya based on this model. Each
prowboard is a visual object in its own right, and will always display some variation on the
reference model, even if only a slightly larger or smaller graphic sign, or a brighter colour.
But such variation, even if it is minimal or at times even imperceptible, is what gives both
board and formula their singularity and uniqueness. But for a single composer or singer to
notice one or more variants of the same poetic formula performed on various occasions
seems to present more problems than is the case with a prowboard. The latter is an object
which is liable to a greater degree of visual control, and may be compared with its model of
reference, itself a visual object (except in the case where it actually is the model of reference;
see Scoditti 1990a). A Nowau poetic formula, on the other hand, even a silent one, is only
heard; and the hearer is captivated by the musicality of the formula — or possibly, on the
contrary, disturbed by its lack of musicality — so that any comparison with its musical model
of reference cannot be a direct one (unless another poetic formula representing this same
model is performed simultaneously, or the model is incorporated in the formula itself). Such
a comparison can in fact only be established after a number of performances, and only when
the performer and hearer have the original text at their disposal. The fact that this text is not
written does not mean that the comparison is impossible, but only that it is more problematic,
relying as it does on an ability to place several interpretations alongside each other and in
relation to a single text, which must already have been memorised and accepted as the
‘original text’ — an act which requires a considerable feat of memory. Such ability does exist,
although it is less widespread than in a culture in which the both the text and its
interpretations — and variants — are memorised in a morerigid form such as writing.

But for the transcriber of the poetic formula, the comparison between his own
interpretation — the recorded performance — and the respective model of reference is more
problematic. The formula is composed with ‘sounds’ which are structured in accordance
with a certain mode, and the sound, even when reduced to a graphic symbol (as in the case
of phonetic transcription) is transformed and metaphorised from another language.
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Furthermore, the symbol that represents the oral sound is doubly arbitrary. Not only is it
still a case of metaphorical representation, but also this representation is only a partial one: a
phonetic symbol does not exhaustively represent the sound which is translates. So a variant
introduced in an orally performed poetic formula becomes obvious only to the ethnologist,
and is only fully analysable, after it has been written down. It should also be remembered,
however, that the sound thus transcribed, and classified as a variant, may also be merely the
result of a performance which is an incorrect version of the original text, or of a ‘flawed’
hearing. Even in the case of a poetic formula that is tape-recorded — a mechanical
reproduction of the sound — what we have is nevertheless still no more than an act of
memory, a witness, however valuable, of a likely interpretation of the formula. It does not
solve the problem of whether the version/interpretation recorded is a model ~ one of the
possible interpretations of the pattern of ‘poetic formula for the Kula’, for example — or the
original text, or even a text with variations. (The question arises whether Siyakwakwa’s
performance of Tougatuis a model of the pattern of ‘poetic formula for ritual exchange’, or
simply an interpretation of it, with or without variations.) Further problems arise, such as
whether the sound recorded is actually the original sound, whether it is the sound that the
author of the poetic formula had in his mind, or whether it might not rather be the result of
some expansion that took place during the recorded performance. Nevertheless, the sound
recorded is still a sound within the Nowau musical/poetic system; however much it may be
expanded, this expansion is one which happens inside a defined — or definable — system.

Obviously, I do not wish to raise here the general question of the validity or definability of
each language’s own specific phonetic system. Rather, I am attempting to establish the extent
to which this system allows such phenomena as expansions, which are tried out in the
context of the actual construction and performance of a poetic formula. One example of
musical, vocal expansion would be the prolongation of the syllable ‘a’ during the
performance of a poetic formula, in such a way as to bring it close to the sound of a yawn, or
stifled cry. How is this sound to be transcribed and interpreted, if its aim is to represent the
spray of ginger from the mouth of a magician at the end of the performance of a poetic
formula? And how, at the next stage, is it to be transcribed orthographically, let alone
translated in terms of its musical form? An expanded sound is in itself always of musical
significance; but if it is to be associated with a graphic symbol — as if the latter represented its
‘content’ — it is difficult to establish the limit of its vocal expansion (or abbreviation) in such
a way as to enable its representation on paper by a phonetic symbol, and then by a graphic
symbol. An ‘@’ prolonged by the singer for a certain length of time may be represented by
phonetic symbol which interprets it, for example /@/ or /a’/. But we could also render or
translate it in writing with an exclamation, or as if it were the whistling of the wind — in other
words, with something which may be interpreted as an image or sensation. But the statement
that a phonetic symbol /a/, or a series of such symbols, is an exclamation, or the whistling of
the wind, or a reaction of amazement, does not amount to an association of a sound with a
meaning. It implies, rather, a metaphorisation of the value of the sound, which places it
outside the musical context — that of the oral poetic formula — thus carrying out an
interpretative act based on assumptions which may even have nothing to do with the sound
itself.68 The doubts regarding phonetic transcription of a poetic formula are primarily those

68 The extreme difficulty of associating a meaning, or set of meanings, with a sound arises from the fact
that this sound already had a meaning of its own, a meaning which consists in its musical form. This
musical form is recognised by the hearer as ‘meaningful’. Either one accepts the phonetic transcription of
a sound ~ which is the nearest thing to musical notation, and also to an essentially meaningful
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which concern the problem of how to represent the effect of musical form —~ of rhythm,
melody, metre — on the ‘word’ which is written down.

A particular kind of musical form can thus be specified in the case of the Nowau poetic
formula, not as the relation of expressivity (the expression plane) to meaning (the content
plane), but as the formula’s expressivity itself. The author and, subsequently, the performer
of the poetic formula operate mentally and vocally (the formula may be either sounded or
silent) purely on the expression plane of the constitutive elements of the formula. The
operations which he performs on these elements tend to abolish all reference to the content,
which can be regarded as the level characterising everyday verbal communication. The plane
of verbal content is absorbed by the expression plane; here ‘form of expression’ and
‘substance of expression’ represent the material (Hjelmslev 1969) with which the author of
the formula works to obtain the desired effect (a magical or musical effect). The significance
of the sound in a formula is obtained through the manipulation which the composer manages
to carry out at the expression plane, in a process of cutting up the amorphous magma of the
vocal material with ‘musical forms’ — which may also be traditional. The translator and
transcriber of the poetic formula — who, we must remember, is not a member of Nowau
culture, but rather an ‘acculturated’ person — must therefore reconstruct the manipulation
carried out by its author and, at a lower level, by a singer, on the formula, at the expression
plane of the constituent sounds. He has essentially to give some material form, in ‘words’, to
sounds which he has perceived as organised in a particular way; these ‘words’, however,
must be heard less as bearers of meaning (as would be the case with a word used in everyday
discourse) than as bearers of musical form. Consider the difficulty of representing or
interpreting the vocal effect of sirididi when sung by a magician, or that of geraki. The latter
is not a straightforward ‘no’ (which would be gera), but a reference to a ‘no’ which is sung,
and has a particular emphatic quality. The musical effect of a poetic formula is, on the one
hand, clearly perceptible and interpretable by the hearer as a value in itself, without reference
to any meaning which might explain it. It is undeniable, for example, that in listening to a
singer’s performance one will receive a certain musical effect even without knowing the
Nowau phonetic and musical systems. On the other hand, this same effect and value are no
longer perceptible when they have to be interpreted at the level of ‘meaning’, that is, when
they arereduced to the transcription of a sound on paper, and are no longer sound, but rather
word. A translator may now be considered as a singer who must reinterpret in terms of
writing a text which has not been composed in written, but only in oral, form. At this stage it
seems to me that, given the methodological difficulty in rendering adequately the musical
effect of a poetic formula, such a translator may at most hope to deconstruct this formula into
its constituent elements, whereas he will never be able to reproduce its original musical form.
So we will have an analysis of the metre, rhythm or melody. His only recourse will be to
construct verbal techniques to represent metaphorically the musical effect of the formula; if he
has captured the totality of elements which constitute this effect, he will have to set in motion
a fictive mechanism to reduce to written language something which had no visual origin, but
only a musical one. I choose the term ‘fictive’, because the reader of the poetic formula thus
transcribed must be aware that the object in front of his eyes is not the musical reality of the
formula itself, but only a metaphorical expression of it. The validity of this metaphorical
expression will depend on the extent to which it succeeds in evoking that reality, to which it
is indirectly linked. The reader of the written text of the poetic formula should be re-hearing

representation — or one must admit that any other form of representation, including orthographic
transcription, is bound to be only a metaphorical expression of its meaning.
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the sound of the singer’s voice, the high or low pitch, the rustling sound produced by the
murmuring lips, the ‘voiced’ sound of the air passing between the walls of the pharynx.
Consider the difficulties involved in the written interpretation (in a manner that will enable a
re-evocation on the part of the reader) of the subtle hissing sound made by chewed ginger;
this sound is produced by the tokula (literally, ‘man who participates in the Kula ritual
exchange’) with lips moistened by the glassy substance, rendered magical by the poetic
formula with which it has been mixed. It cannot be merely a spray of saliva; it must also be a
magical, vocal spray. So: how is one to reproduce a magical, vocal spray? How is one to
render this imperceptibly fine substance of mysterious sounds, or to recreate in writing the
babbling atmosphere of magic, the cloud of vibrations produced by the tokula’s vocal
chords? If one has witnessed these vocal vibrations, and seen the transparent cloud of
pulverised ginger, one may then be able to recreate the aural atmosphere, by ‘reading’ on
paper a vibration of syllables which have been encapsulated in a specific ‘written’ word.
One’s aural memory will recall the sounds previously heard at Kitawa; one will hear again
the rustlings of the tokula’s voice as he leans on a black ebony mortar filled with the red pulp
of areca nuts, and chants the poetic formula; and one will hear too the final ‘shot’ of the
voice, which on the point of concluding the recitation suddenly explodes in the sound of
pulverised ginger. So it is memory — to be precise, ‘aural memory’ — that is able to revocalise
a series of dead, voiceless, silent syllables on the page. But in this case the sound as
encapsulated and memorised in the mind of one who has previously heard the poetic formula
‘intervenes’ in the written syllables to revocalise them. There is a reassertion, which may
sometimes be provoked by the manner in which syllables are laid out on paper, of the
original connection between form and substance of the expression of the sounds of the poetic
formula; and this reconstruction is carried out by the ‘aural memory’ of the
translator/interpreter of the formula itself. The translator is like the singer of the poetic
formula, which must be ‘rebom’ for the audience of a culture which employs writing — a
culture which reads, rather than listens to, poetry, with the musical form established by its
author. The memory of the sound of the ‘oral text’ must be deduced from the ‘written text’.
The reader of the written text must trace the musical form of the poetic formula from the
‘manner’ in which it has been represented graphically; he may not, however, rely on a
‘direct’ memory of the formula itself. Such a memory will belong only to the person who
first transcribed the formula (if, that is, we exclude the possibility of hearing the tape-
recording), and who must attempt to encapsulate its musical form, which is in its nature
‘temporal’, on the graphic space of the page. This space is defined by a series of written
words, and should also refer to the time in which the musicality of the words transcribed
operates. From this arbitrary representation — that of the written sign which has replaced the
oral sign — the reader must understand that the word was constructed as vocal; the written
word, which remains immobile in the graphic space of the page, should provide a
metaphorical expression of the sound which distinguishes this word at the moment of its
construction. That is all that it can do. For when a poetic formula has been transcribed, the
reader — even if this is the same person as the singer — has to carry out a labour of
reconstruction, of re-composition, at the musical/phonemic level. By reading with his eyes (a
movement in space) he attempts to vocalise (a movement in time) the written word,
endowing it with a rhythm which ‘is not there’ in the verbal sign, but only in his ‘aural
memory’. The word is detached from the page and returns to the mind/memory; instead of
occupying a space it flows, again, in time. Thus it is again made oral, even though this may
be a special kind of orality, and again takes on its original form of life, which is realised by
the emission of sounds organised according to the mode which is envisaged and desired by
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the author of the poetic formula — or according to a version/interpretation of this mode. As
one reads the written word, one ‘hears’ its sound anew. Transcribers and translators
frequently ask: “How does this word sound to you?” Depending on the response, they may
then change the ‘word’ in such a way that it ‘sounds’ correct.® But what does this mean?
Why does one use such terms as ‘it sounds good’ or ‘it sounds bad’ to decide whether a
written word adequately represents the same word as ‘spoken’, ‘sung’ or ‘recited’? It may
simply be a way of expressing the fact that the word ‘represented’ and ‘translated’ on paper
must be heard, realised as sound; that, in other words, it must be re-established in its original
function, as a way of cutting up (at the expression plane) the indistinct flow, or magma, of
the voice into ‘distinct’ units (the phonemes) which, when structured in accordance with the
rules of the phonetic system of a language (in this case, Nowau), produce a significant
sound.

So the transcriber/translator knows that his is a work of metaphorisation, a work which
must construct an object — the word —which has then to evoke a different object — the sound.
This is where his inventive capacity is brought into play: the capacity to reconstruct words
which must, by virtue of their manner of occupying the space of a page, ‘re-sound’. For
example, the arrangement of words in a vertical column evokes a musical form because as
the eye runs along the syllables it suddenly comes upon a blank space, which throws it on to
the next line, and so on until it comes to a stop. This ploy is the most obvious example of the
imposition of a rhythm — one more or less like a whirlwind — on the reading, which thus
becomes like a cascade of sounds. Again, the lack of punctuation marks, which function as
brakes of the rearing from one line to the next, represent another ploy — another metaphor —
which has the aim of increasing the speed with which the words are read: in the absence of
stops, the eye gains its own rhythm and is transformed into voice. Or there is the example of
a word which is cut off and merges directly into the next word, thus giving rise to something
like a unique sound; or that of the words which disappear in the stream of the singer’s breath
to the point where they themselves become breath rather than written words. And behind
these processes of running, of breathing, of subtle hinting, the imagination is unleashed; it
cannot be held back by a determinate concept, or anchored to a ‘written’ word. For the
written word (especially in the context of poetic formulae) in fact diminishes the polysemic
richness of oral language, as if it were inviting the reader to align himself with no more than
one fixed concept. Another ploy used to capture the sound — to convert space into time — is
the construction of a word which could through its graphic representation crystallise the
plurality of meanings encapsulated in the ‘oral sound’; such a word would be suggested by
the translator in his attempt to capture the strong polysemy of orality. But this would still be a
metaphor, made with written words, which is substituted for the sound of the oral word and
confines it in the dimension of space rather than that of time. The word is thus ‘fixed’, and in
this process of fixing it is impoverished, and at the same time saved. For like everything that
happens within time, the oral word may disappear or wither away: after its articulation it may
die within a longer or shorter period, depending on the memory and life of a man, or of a
whole cultural group. It exists as sound and is memorised as sound. In this pure context, it
has no need to be written and ‘read’ in order to exist. Once fixed, however, it is hardened
and dried out; it lives with man, but also survives him; it becomes detached from his voice
and fixed on paper, or papyrus, or wax tablet. And on paper the word records, fixes,
delimits, chooses one meaning rather than another, expresses a meaning that is essentially

69 This is a regular way of reminding us of the musical essence of a Nowau poem or poetic formula, and
also of its nature as a fabric of signs of oral origin.
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‘relevant’ to a sound; but this sound may quite possibly be lost in the course of time, and
have no further existence after its vocal articulation by a man. The written word is, in relation
to the oral word, a ‘strong’ form of memorisation, at least as long as it survives on paper or
papyrus — or in the memory of a computer. But its context remains that of the ‘visual’
transcription, writing and memorising of text. If I record the word on tape, I might also say
that the sound of the word has been fixed and confined, at least for the length of time that the
tape survives. For example, if I had not recorded the Aesthetic conversations with
Siyakwakwa Teitei and Tonori Kiririyei in 1976 I would not now be able to listen again to
their definitions of ‘beauty’, ‘harmony’ and ‘symmetry’. I have committed to ‘memory’ the
ideas on aesthetics expressed by two Kitawa engravers at a particular time.’® By the
operation of a tape-recorder and a spool, I may actualise a past in the present; it is as though
Siyakwakwa and Tonori were present at this moment to discuss art. So, a mechanical
recording of the voice, which has not yet been interpreted through phonetic transcription and
reduced to writing, actualises the past; but all this takes place through the emission, and
hearing, of the sound. When listening again to a recorded voice, one re-composes a scene
from the past (even if it is only the immediate past), which reasserts itself as though it were
unfolding now, in the present. Thus the ‘time’ (the essential dimension of orality) over
which the sound of the account runs is an ‘unhistorical’ time; a flux which comes and goes
without well-defined limits. Such limits are, rather, characteristic of ‘space’: a physical space
exists in virtue of a delimitation — even if it is only that of my body. For example, when
Geredou tells his version of the foundation myth, he asserts that the origin of his clan and
subclan is the emergence of the female ancestor from a rock, and that this woman then
fertilised herself and gave birth to a son and a daughter. These two may then have come
together - this act is subtly hinted at rather than clearly expressed — and given birth to sons
and daughters, and so on until we come down to Geredou. But he recounts all this in a
period of thirty minutes — the length of time taken to smoke a few black rolls of tobacco and
to chew some red areca nuts. What does this mean? One possible implication is that the oral
tale compresses episodes which are distanced in space into a single time (so that past and
future converge on the present), realising things that are far off, or supposed to be far off —
and which will later (after transcription and writing down on the page, through the use of
past tenses) again appear far off. But as Geredou narrates, it seems that his female ancestor is
emerging now from the bowels of the earth, in the very place of the Yabuyabu rock, which is
venerated as sacred. Both the rock and Geredou represent concrete, physical terms, which
provide a metaphor for the time within which the tale of the foundation myth unfolds. A

70 The fact that writing is a ‘strong’ memoriser of a word or sound plays an important part in turning the
attention of people used to orality towards ‘written texts’, such as the Old and New Testament. Indeed, in
a context of the dismantling of a culture, when traditional methods of memorisation are beginning to be
broken down and there is an awareness that the cultural heritage is disappearing with the death of those
who have preserved it, the intuition that there is a method, like writing, which has the power to save
them from this loss, encourages the learning of this method. But between the acknowledgement of the
desire to learn it and the mastery of the new method of memorisation there may be a gap of many years.
Writing is considered initially only as a means of preservation rather than a vehicle for self-expression, or
at least this was my experience in Kitawa. In the meantime the traditional mechanisms of memorisation
are weakened and the information preserved by these mechanisms continues to die with the person who
has preserved it. Besides, when writing is mastered, it tends (again, on the basis of my observations at
Kitawa) not to be used to preserve the information of one’s own culture but only to ‘learn’ the culture to
which the technique belongs. On the interaction between ‘orality’ and ‘writing’, especially the question
whether the adoption of the latter can influence the mechanisms of construction of an expression, see
Finnegan (1988, 1989) (whose interpretive conclusions I share); Goody (1968, 1972, 1977, 1987)
(whose conclusions, by contrast, I find highly questionable); Ong (1967, 1977, 1982); Havelock (1982);
Oliver, (1955, 1971); Baumann (1986); Thomas (1989).
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Nowau oral tale ‘eats up’ time, abolishing the space between one event and another in the
course of the act of narration: this space is compressed into a contemporaneous setting.
Geredou tells the tale, I listen; between his tale and my listening there unfold the actions of
his mythic ancestor who thus becomes present in reality. But if I transcribe and write it
down, and subsequently read it, I see a consecutive sequence of words, delimiting the space
of the page. I confine and fix what Geredou has recounted, but now I hear it no more. The
time thus becomes an ‘historical’ one, and some of the words used in the tale acquire the
flavour of an archaic proverb, a hotch-potch of Proto Austronesian. The mythical ancestor
becomes ‘fixed’, no longer acts, does not perform her deeds; but I ‘read’ that she did
perform them in the past. In short, phonetic transcription and writing (though in different
ways) destroy the mythic tale in its essential nature as fiction and metaphor, and reduce it to
the ‘description’ of a series of events which are frequently defined as ‘historical’.




CHAPTER 2

DEVELOPMENT, OR KA VIRA: CHARACTERISTICS OF ORAL COMPOSITION
AND PERFORMANCE IN NOWAU

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The construction of a Nowau poetic formula, including both wosi i tota and wosi i sisu,!
takes place within the framework of the cognitive philosophy of the inhabitants of Kitawa. It
would be meaningless to ask how a poetic formula is constructed, memorised, transmitted
and performed, without attempting to form some theory regarding the mechanism of its
construction. Such a theory may of course be influenced by a typically Western, or
Westernising, way of formulating the question, or by the particular interpretation of a narrow
group of individuals (such as the poet Ipaiya of Lalela, the singers who have performed the
poetic formulae, the magicians).2 But this reservation seems to me irrelevant in the specific
case of Kitawa: up to the second half of the 1980s, it was always possible to identify the
essential framework of Nowau cognitive philosophy. The reason for this is partly that the
influence of Western thought — which is represented (given the necessary distinctions and the
various possible differences in interpretation) by the local United Church — has been limited
to a vague representation of the ‘Christian way of life’, based on the explanation of a few
passages of the New Testament translated into Dobu, the official language of United Church
in Milne Bay Province.? This influence has not yet affected the manner of composition,

I “Nowau poetic formula’ indicates any composition in verse, of whatever genre, whether performed by the
voice (i.e. sounded) or recited silently in the mind of the magician (i.e. ‘silent’, but still ‘musical’), or
with the accompaniment of the drumes, as in the case of the wosi i tota. Included in this definition are love
poems, epic poems, poems for the Kula, for the cultivation of the yam, for the initiation in the
profession of engraver of prowboards for the ceremonial canoe, for the enchantment of wreaths and
garlands of flowers, for the invocation of rain or of someone’s death or healing. The essential features of
a poetic formula are the musical design and fabric.

2 The very posing of the question of how the mechanism of composition or construction of a Nowau
poetic formula works might be seen as an example of a style of reasoning typical of a ‘rationalistic’
culture — as though it were impossible for an oral culture to pose, and resolve, problems which fall under
the heading of ‘cognitive philosophy’. Greater attention, from an ethnographical point of view, to the
philosophical capacities of oral cultures can be found in the writings of such scholars as Edmund Leach
(1961, 1976, 1982); Stanley J. Tambiah (1985, 1990); Marilyn Strathern (1988); Ruth Finnegan (1967,
1985, 1988); Dan Sperber (1982); Clifford Geertz (1973, 1988); Rodney Needham (1972) and C.R.
Hallpike (1979).

3 The conversations relating to the process of composition, memorisation, transmission and
performance/interpretation were conducted mainly in 1984, 1985, 1987 and 1988, with Ipaiya,
Siyakwakwa, Redimu, Geredou, Dadayoura, Giorera and other singers, both male and female. When I left
Kitawa in 1988 an atmosphere of cultural confusion prevailed. The ‘Bible reader’ Sabewa Kasiotagina of
Kumwageiya (one of the three regions of the island), a member of the local United Church, had been sent
away from Lalela. From the beginning of the 1980s Sabewa had exercised a strong influence on the
inhabitants of Lalela, interfering in a very heavy-handed manner in all aspects of local life, with little
opposition from the bwagau Rosigega of Taraigasi. He attempted to interfere in the ritual exchange too,
denouncing its dangers for ‘Christians’, with particular reference to the performance of megwa. In view of
their secret character these were of course not subject to a direct form of ‘persecution’. Sabewa’s influence
can be attributed to a large degree to the fact that up to the end of the 1970s he was one of the most able
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memorisation, performance and transmission of Nowau oral poetry. Some influence might
be identified in the introduction of the rudiments of literacy, which are taught in the Lalela
territory by the ‘Bible reader’, Sabewa Kasiotagina, with the aim of assisting the
memorisation of parts of the New Testament. But this does not allow us to infer that the
introduction of writing in itself modifies Nowau thought and, in particular, the mechanism of
construction of a poetic formula. Those inhabitants of Kitawa who have been initiated in
literacy — still a small group, within the Christian community of the United Church — use it
exclusively to copy, from a blackboard, brief sacred phrases, written in Dobu by Sabewa.
Up to 1988, no-one had used writing to construct and memorise a poetic formula of any
Nowau genre. This attitude may indicate that the introduction of writing does not — at least
for a period of time which must be documented in individual cases, but which one may
certainly expect to be very long — affect the cognitive processes of a given culture, especially
in the context of the construction of a piece of music or poetry. The mechanism of
composition itself, which may be based on either the deductive or the inductive method, is
not affected by the introduction of writing; writing does not make a method or style of
reasoning rational, irrational or arational, nor is it the central influence in the ordering,
variation or analysis of concepts, ideas or images which are elaborated on the basis of the
chosen method. The notion of ‘supposing’, for example — supposing that a certain event
happened, or that an object is black or white, or the existence of a different world — as
developed and used by Siyakwakwa Teitei in Aesthetic conversations (Scoditti 1990a:367-
369) is a clear example of the way in which a particular method, or logical mechanism, is
independent of the adoption of writing. STyakwakwa had no need of writing to discuss and
explain the meaning of ‘supposing’ an event, reality or object; he did not need to see his
argument written down in order to develop it without internal contradictions, and in
accordance with the deductive method on which the argument itself was based. Here writing
may assist the ethnologist to memorise Siyakwakwa’s method, as it helped me to
understand, after the transcription of the conversation, that the elaboration of an act of
‘supposing’ is not characteristic of cultures that use writing. Similarly, the rationality,
irrationality or arationality of thought, and the use of rhetorical figures such as metaphor,
metonymy or synecdoche, are not tied to literacy.4

At a second level, it seems to me normal that the function of memorising, describing and
interpreting the various kinds of verbal and non-verbal expression constructed within a
culture should be entrusted to a restricted group within it. There may however be a
possibility that these individuals — at certain historical times and in certain conditions — will
amount to areal group.s It is a fact that Ipaiya (as composer/singer), Siyakwakwa Teitei (as

exponents of the strategies of the ritual exchange, and among the most expert in the techniques of
manoeuvre and navigation of the canoe used for Kula expeditions. It was this profound knowledge of
traditional Kitawa life which disorientated the inhabitants of the island: within a period of only five years
he succeeded in clamping down on a large number of forms of expression and behaviour that were part of
Nowau culture. He also succeeded in pushing many people at Lalela into a kind of ‘double life’: they
continued to take part in the Kula expeditions and to perform the poetic formulae, hiding behind the
secrecy of this kind of performance — a performance to which they could not be forced to admit at the
‘public confessions’ imposed by Sabewa during the Christian rites.

4 See Jakobson (1988) and Tambiah (1968).

5 It cannot for example be denied that the community of singers, like that of players of the drum (and
especially of the katunena, the smallest drum in the orchestral group), and the owners of silent poetic
formulae, may form a pressure group at moments of crisis or tension, thus leading to a range of possible
reprisals. Between June and July 1988, for example, Geredou, the leader of the Lalela region, remained on
the island of Kiriwina beyond the period of time which Nowau practice allows, and did so, moreover, at
the time of the Milamala dances. Geredou’s behaviour upset the whole pace of the festival’s rituals, as
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linguist/critic), Togeruwa Matawadia, Gidou Modigalobu, Togenuwa Morabawa, Towitara
Buyoyu, Redimu and Giorera of Lalela (the former as singers, the last two as players of
notched flute and panpipes), among others, have, in accordance with their respective
capacities, composed and/or performed the poetic formulae, or analysed their literary values
in relation to Nowau philosophy — specifically, Nowau aesthetic philosophy. Their activities
seem to me completely proper if one accepts that the systematisation of aesthetic thought at
the theoretical-critical level bears no relation to the practical exercise of this aesthetic thought.
A Nowau poet can compose and perform a formula without needing to make explicit the
poetics encapsulated in the text — even though both composer and singer may be able to
identify and give a theoretical systematisation of this poetics and of the corresponding
performance techniques. Ipaiya is an example of this. But, equally, a particularly gifted
individual, such as Siyakwakwa or Towitara, may carry out a highly accurate analysis of
Nowau poetics without taking anything away from either author or singer in terms of their
ability to compose and perform.

To identify a poetics is to make explicit the norms which condition the construction of a
particular verbal or non-verbal expressive form, locating these norms in the wider context of
the cognitive processes of which this poetics is only one manifestation. It involves such
questions as why a certain modulatio is constructed — or accepted — rather than another, or
why the wosimust, according to the traditional canon, be articulated in five lines, while the
megwa are not tied to this form of articulation but may (although they need not) be
represented in stanzas consisting of two two-line segments. Such an identification may also
be attempted by someone — an ethnologist — who does not belong to the culture which
produced this style of cognitive philosophy and, at the more specific level, this poetics. But
for this, the sine qua non is a thorough knowledge of the language (in this case Nowau),
because, in the context of an expressive form such as poetry, both cognitive philosophy and
the poetics determined by it ‘pass through’ the language.6 Here I am not referring to the
researcher’s linguistic competence in carrying out the transcription, writing, translation and
interpretation of a Nowau formula. I am referring rather to a linguistic competence, above
and beyond that of transcription and translation, which involves rather the ability to
comprehend an oral text, to ‘hear’ it — that is, to enter into the atmosphere arising from a
hearing, and to grasp the text through this hearing.? As I listen, I have to take in not just the

well as the delicate balance between the four clans and various subclans, which relates to their respective
functions in the organisation of the dances themselves. It was an unusual action for a leader of his rank;
and it provoked the following reaction. On Geredou’s return to Kitawa, there was strong opposition from
the singers, and in particular from the man responsible for the songs, Redimu, who caused some of the
formulae which should normally accompany the various dance-figures not to be performed. The result
was that the performance of the dances for the Milamala festival of 1988 has been recorded in the
memory of the people of Kitawa — and especially of Lalela — as one of the most slovenly. This is a
further example, this time in the field of poetry, of the kind of behaviour which I noted previously in the
context of engravers of prowboards: in revenge for a customer’s parsimony, an engraver may produce
graphic signs which are incorrect, scratch the wooden board, or use colours which fade quickly on contact
with water (Scoditti 1990a).

6  Compare Malinowski on the theory of the ‘context of situation’: Malinowski refers to a material
context, I refer to a linguistic context, which may be deduced from the text, or from the texts, of a
particular genre of poetic formula. See Malinowski (1935).

7 Here Malinowski’s theory of the ‘context of situation’ is again relevant. A Nowau, or a Boyowa,
possesses — at various levels — the ability to ‘listen’ to a text (e.g. a love poem or a song for the dances),
and to enjoy it as he listens. But he is also able to interpret its subtle allusions (especially in the case of
a megwa for the Kula ritual exchange). Further, he is able to decide in which genre the text belongs.
These are all judgements which it is within his capacity to give on the strength of a single hearing of the
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vocal subtleties of Ipaiya’s language, but also his poetics and, indirectly, the poetics of
Nowau. My comprehension will admittedly be incomplete, given the lack of a wide
framework of cultural references, of the sort that could only be provided by a thorough
knowledge of Nowau cultural history, but it will still be relatively adequate to the text which
is performed and heard. So the adequacy of one’s comprehension of a Nowau formula at the
moment of its realisation varies depending on one’s knowledge of certain linguistic
information, namely that which relates to a historical period long enough to allow a
diachronic analysis of the text itself. Transcription of the poetic formula can only help the
researcher visualise its text in graphic space (and it should be remembered that the
transcription of an oral text is a problem which concerns a researcher brought up in a literate
culture, not the composer or singer of an oral culture).8 And this visualisation will assist
him, for example, in establishing the morphological nature of the lexemes used in the text,
and whether they belong to one lexicon rather than another, or how much Proto Austronesian
survives in the lexemes themselves. From the researcher’s point of view, the use of writing
in Nowau undoubtedly records a whole range of poetic formulae of the same genre as
Nadubeori (but composed before Ipaiya), whose poetics, style and musical form are
represented only incompletely by the Nadubeori group. The same lexemes which Ipaiya
claims to have constructed, or to have chosen from other poetic formulae composed in the
past by other poets, or from archaic Nowau lexemes as well as those of the other languages
of the Kula Ring, are accepted with little possibility of checking the correctness of the
information. But this problem is still the researcher’s problem, and is related to his usual
practice of studying and working on written texts, with a methodology or ideology belonging
to a ‘man of letters’. But it is true also that in the case of the poetic formulae which are not of
a strictly ritual, sacred and secret nature (such as the Nadubeori group) we have a poetic
language which is much freer and more creative than that used in the megwa which are sung
during a Kula ritual exchange, or in the silent megwa. With the former, the identification of a
poetic lexeme which is linked, for example, to a particular historical period (e.g. the 1970s—
1980s) and to a specific poetic genre (e.g. that of love-songs), and/or to an author (e.g.
Ipaiya Mokuiyaraga), may tend to be less complex, because the analysis and subsequent
interpretation of a lexeme which belongs to this lexicon can rely on the disyllabic nature of
Nowau. I use the phrase ‘tend to be’, because certain elements of a lexeme may be archaic,
or borrowed from Muyuwa, Boyowa or Dobu, or not traceable to one of these lexica and
therefore not translatable into another language. Furthermore, it should be added — and this
seems to me even more important — that a Muyuwa linguistic component as used by a Nowau
composer to construct a poetic lexeme takes on a completely new sound, in such a way that it
influences, or transforms, the original meaning of this component, which may thus become
unrecognisable. It seems to me that one of the aims a composer of poetic formulae sets
himself in this latter kind of operation is precisely that of achieving a musical effect which is
abnormal within the Nowau phonetic system, or which could not be achieved by the use of
this system alone.

poetic formula. Of course, his judgements, and indeed his enjoyment, will vary in accordance with his
abilities as a hearer and his frame of reference.

8 A Nowau poet or singer — and indeed an ordinary inhabitant of Kitawa — knows other methods of
checking the correctness of a text or word. These methods are based primarily on a different way of
understanding the relationship between past, present and future, which are seen as less far apart than they
are in Western thought. This means that checking the text is the same as checking the manner of
performance, and the person performing — because of the fact that he has been initiated in the art, and
because of his long apprenticeship — in a certain sense represents the text itself; in his performance past,
present and future are conjoined.
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In the case of silent poetic formulae, and those for the Kula, meanwhile, the archaic nature
of the morphological fabric (which is primarily due to the date of their composition itself
belonging to an archaic period) guarantees a certain degree of stability of both lexicon used
and musical form of the text. This very archaism, however, makes the interpretation of the
original meaning of the lexemes used more problematic; the analysis and interpretation of the
musical setting of the formula in which these lexemes occur will, on the other hand, be less
problematic. For musical structures are identifiable through hearing, while the meanings of
the lexemes incorporated in the structure have their origins in the memories of the singers of
megwa; and these singers tend not to be able to reconstruct them.® The analysis of Nowau
poetic formulae is of a different level of difficulty from that represented, for example, by the
prowboards (lagimu and tabuya) for ceremonial canoes, even though analogies between the
two types of language may be established (Scoditti 1990a). For example, an archaic pictorial
language is adequately represented on a contemporary prowboard, for the reasons set out
below.

(a) The language is as it were ‘written’ on an object — the wooden table — which fulfils at
the same time a practical function (the boards serve the purpose of splitting the waves
(tabuya) and keeping them out the boat (lagimu) and thus requires the use not just of a
specific geometric form, but also of an equally specific omamental language (e.g. the use of
curved rather than rectangular or square graphic symbols).

(b) It is a pictorial language which records visually its own constructive process. For
example, by analysing a graphic sign one may reconstruct the technique by which it was
engraved. As regards the process of its formation, on the other hand, one must sound out the
intellect of the author, who may have chosen a particular graphic sign because it encapsulates
a system of symbolic values (Scoditti 1990a).

(c) It is a language more easily memorisable by an inhabitant of Kitawa, who can thus test
the authenticity of the visual text to which the language itself refers.!0 This kind of test

9  Even among speakers of Nowau — it seems an obvious point to make ~ there are those who are perfectly
capable of grasping and analysing some of the linguistic processes that characterise their own language.
Breaking a lexeme down into its component parts is thus not an activity confined to the ethnolinguist.
Siyakwakwa Teitei, and before him Towitara Buyoyu (both of whom had a complete mastery of
language, enabling them to produce genuine ‘lectures’ which remind me of Noam Chomsky’s lectures on
Cartesian linguistics, were completely capable of giving a fullrange of meanings forevery word used in
the poetic formulae, and, further, of making extremely intelligent suggestions regarding the interpretation
of a word’s morphological structure. The breaking down of tomuduwosi into to-mudu-wosi, for example,
and the realisation that the infix -mudu is a synonym of bougwa , or that rumuyega is connected with
Muyuwa nuw or nuway, were made possible by the collaboration of Towitara and Siyakwakwa in this
kind of work - and, to a lesser degree, of Redimu, Giorera, Dadayoura, Tonori, Gidou, Geredou,
Uniweni, Birana, Tausia, Krobai, Tolematuwa, Togeruwa, and many others.

10 By authenticity of the visual text I here mean the degree of correspondence of a prowboard with the model
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