Antonio Lai Antonio Lara

The Greatest Launeddas Master of the 20 th Century?

The aim of this work is to highlight Antonio Lara's superiority as a 20 th century launeddas player. In so doing, it examines two closely correlated methodological approaches: firstly, a musical analysis of two versions of his professional dances entitled Mediana a pipia and, secondly, a critique of The Launeddas. A Sardinian Folk Music Instrument (1969) by the Danish ethnomusicologist Andreas Fridolin Weis Bentzon, widely recognised as the authoritative work on launeddas's oral tradition 1 .

The Launeddas falls perfectly into the anthropological and ethno-sociological studies which were being carried out during the 1950s. These studies focussed on a folkloristic "subaltern popular world" which homed in on the Italy of the South and its islands 2 . Therefore, Bentzon's study is one of great "pioneering and innovative value" and stands out even today for its uniqueness and originality in research (Cherchi 2005: 113).

It is in its methodological approach, which is revolutionary and experimental for those times, that its true innovative and pioneering character emerges, and which demonstrates the author's extraordinary foresight and innate intuition. Indeed, as a foreigner, it is impressive how Bentzon, succeeds with uncanny insight in identifying those geographic places where launeddas playing thrived, namely Cabras, Ortacesus and Villaputzu. Even more impressive when considering the context of a land as vast and complex as Sardinia is from an historical, cultural and sociological point of view (ibid.: 104-105). Moreover, his timing in beginning his research was perfect, focussing as it did on such a sociological and ethno-musical phenomenon which, during the 1950s, was already deep in crisis and at risk of extinction (ibid.: 113). Therefore, his contribution was to undoubtedly rescue the age-old tradition of the laudeddas. Indeed, this scholar and academic undertook his research at a time when culture was being perpetrated and devastated by 'modernity', resulting in the "hasty disintegration of traditions" and ethnos (ibid.: 114). The world of launeddas particularly stood out, as it were, being one of the most vivid and symbolically important cultural expressions on the Euro-Mediterranean panorama. During this period, therefore, this millennial tradition of cultural organicity was being dangerously compromised and threatened by the "Italian taste" for modernity. The launeddas and such traditions seemingly lacked a "real function" or reason to be, and this was compacted by the inevitable decline in the "professional standing and status of the specialist". Moreover, among the dwindling numbers of such specialist and traditional musicians, more and more of them had a "desolate, forgotten and desuetude" appearance (ibid.: 115). Thanks to Bentzon's work, "launeddas' luck took a turn for the better" though the "cultural organicity of once upon a time" had largely disappeared. His precious contribution alleviated the "risk of imminent extinction" and laid the foundations for "a kind of renaissance" (ibid. 117).

1 The version of Mediana a pipia by Lara and recorded by Bentzon on 25th February 1958 can be found on the three CD set attached within the Italian edition of his book (Bentzon 2002, CD 2, track 6, timelength 5'26", cataloguing code 59/14 A:3, cataloguing date 1959). The second version, recorded by Bentzon on 20th July 1962 is published on the CD Is launeddas. Research on a Sardinian Musical Instrument carried out by Andreas Fridolin Weis Bentzon in 1957-58 and in 1962(Iscandula 2013, edited by Marcello Furio Pili, track 1, timelength 11'42", cataloguing code DFS mgt RI 1962/3B:2+3A:5). The recording dates are shown in Bentzon's recording catalogue (see page … in this book). This contribution is part of a vast study which focusses on the musical language and in-depth analysis of professional dances, which is the most sophisticated and representative expression of launeddas music (book in preparation). 2 The definition of "subaltern popular world" comes from De Martino (1949). "Weiss Bentzon's ethnomusicological campaign in Sardinia is shortly after Ernesto De Martino's Calabrian-Lucan expedition in the early 1950s" (Cherchi 2005: 111).

Bentzon's research has a decidedly anthropological feel to it. The launeddas symbolises for him a pretext, "a key", and "short cut" to "understanding the ethnological culture that surrounds it" (ibid.: 118): "Bentzon's approach to launeddas was not due to a 'musical' map but an ethnographical one" (ibid.: 109). Bentzon, himself, underlines the fact that his research derives from "recent trends in American ethnomusicology which aim at the integration of the study of music into the field of general anthropology" (Bentzon 1969: 12). For him, ethnos and launeddas are intrinsically entwined but the anthropological slant of his research overshadows ethnomusicology in importance. Ethnos represents the "cultural hegemony of times past", an "ancient vision of the world" to which "incomprehension", "the scarcity of means" and "the deafness of accepted culture" are opposed (Cherchi 2005: 112) 3 .

Bentzon's anthropological approach, evident in his research, is completely consistent with his background in terms of his biography, background and academic qualifications4 . His master's degree was in anthropology, and he was also a good jazz musician (playing contrabass in his brother's band). One can reasonably conclude that "he had the requisites" to be able to deal with ethnomusicology. However, Bentzon's "familiarity with music" means that he merely had the "preconditions necessary to develop the skills" necessary in order to approach ethnomusicology (ibid.: 106-107). In terms of an in-depth interdisciplinary research project combined with the complexity of launeddas, Bentzon is an "absolute beginner", a "new entry" anthropologist still in need of specialisms in musicology, and therefore still lacking the essential tools to be able to cope with the evident variety of technical skills. Launeddas is indeed so difficult to study that "only a small number of expert scholars can be regarded as competents" (ibid.: 105). Such an instrument with such "enigmatic features" is characterized "not only by the diachronic side of its obscure origins" but also by the" pronounced difficulty of its expressive codes and by the apparent elusiveness of the forms that tradition designates as canonical" (ibid.: 123) 5 .

During his research into laudeddas that spanned over many disciplines, Bentzon was faced with having to carry out a vast and articulated process of mediation and synthesis in order to study the vast amount of information collected in a specialised and cultural context of extreme complexity. When also considering the total absence of any prior in-depth research, together with the nature of musicology itself and its critical methods, the lack of conclusions that sometimes emerge in the ethnomusicological field are wholly justified.

The professional dances represent the most sophisticated musical expression in the vast repertory of launeddas music. They demand that launeddas players demonstrate a deep understanding and rare skill in playing. Mediana a pipia is one of the oldest and most important of the kuntsertus. For this reason, it is the perfect arena to show off Lara's technical excellence and his unassailable musical output6 .

The Launeddas' golden age was in the decade between 1920and 1930(Bentzon 1969: 81): 81). This decade marks a huge leap forward in professionalism that the playing of launeddas enjoyed during the 20 th century but it also constitutes the start of the slow and inexorable decline of this culturally deep-rooted music based as it is on the age-old oral tradition. This music's great complexity, its rigorous codification of its repertory together with the degree of technical-instrumental specialisation which was needed to play professional dances is tightly linked to its social and economic functions. In the past, it was commonplace to arrange "a public dance each Sunday in the church square, a custom which constituted an important institution of village life in Campidano di Cagliari, Trexenta and the Sarrabus, until it was abolished in the middle of the thirties" (ibid.: 79)7 .

Antonio Lara (1886-1979) and Efisio Melis (1890-1970) are leaders in launeddas playing in the style of Villaputzu, in the Sarrabus area. Among the musical styles still prevalent during the first half of the 20 th century, namely the Trexenta style, the Campidano style and the Sarrabus style, it is the latter that undoubtedly represents the liveliest (ibid.: 46). Launeddas music was introduced in Villaputzu by Agostino Vacca who passed it on to Giuseppe Lara (Antonio's father) and Giuannicu Cabras (Melis's teacher). In their turn, Lara and Melis became teachers and role models for Aurelio Porcu, Felice Pili, Luigi Lai and Mario Cancedda (ibid.: 88). However, it was Lara and Melis "who are the only two men who can meet the requirement of technical skill and knowledge of the traditions" being both emblematic examples of a "solid artisan and the musical genius" (ibid.: 47 e 68). Among Villaputzu players highlighted by Bentzon, two very distinctive groups emerge: "Antonio Lara and Efisio on the one hand, who both master the tradition thoroughly, and Felice Pili and Aurelio Porcu on the other, who are insufficiently instructed and coarse in their playing" (ibid.: 68).

Bentzon unequivocally sustains Melis's superiority over Lara: "Antonio Lara and Efisio Melis are representatives of the solid artisan and the musical genius, respectively. This difference is manifest in two ways. First of all, Antonio Lara is not as technically proficient as Melis, is slower in tempo and rhythmically inaccurate. His manner of performance is always a little shabby, and much more difficult to transcribe than the perfect style of Efisio Melis. Secondly, Antonio Lara is more blurred in the construction of his versions of the iskala. Some groups are too short, variants occur suddenly without preparation through the preceding nodas, and the principle of thematic continuity is often violated when he passes from one main noda to another. In the dances of Efisio Melis, on the other hand, every group is well developed, it is always clear which is the main noda and which the variant, and step by step he justifies each new motif he introduces" (ibid.: 68).

However, I will show how Bentzon's position is flawed and in the following passages will attempt to demonstrate that Lara is unquestionably the greatest of the 20 th century launeddas players.

Before continuing we need to remind ourselves of the traditional criteria for evaluating the aesthetics of launeddas in the context of professional dances. The most important canons of evaluation concern formal and discursive aspects: "the emphasis laid on perfection in sheer construction completely overshadows the other aspects of the music which might possibly be taken into account when judging it" (ibid.: 76). Respecting the principle of thematic continuity in the construction of each single group, as well as within the overall architecture of the dance, is indispensable. The worst criticism a launeddas player could express is: "non é a iskala", as in thematic continuity has been interrupted. Another fundamental criterion for judgement concerns the effectiveness and function of music compared to dance: "The playing of the virtuoso Efisio Melis was generally taken to be too complicated for the dancers […]. Antonio Lara was praised for giving good support for the dancers with his left hand". To this list of criteria, physical stamina in playing (e.g. breathing techniques and breath) needs to be added which is traditionally admired in a player (ibid.) 8 .

In the light of these considerations, a comparative analysis can be outlined through a critical approach to the two greatest launeddas players of the 20th century. What needs to be particularly taken into account is the innovative and traditional aspects of their personal musical styles. For Bentzon, Lara "has a thorough knowledge of the musical repertory of all kuntsertus" but "plays in a somewhat oldfashioned style, and does not have the creative genius of his fellow villager Efisio Melis" (ibid.: 45). In another passage, Bentzon states that "to the untrained ear the masterly exploitation by Efisio Melis of the principle of thematic continuity is often felt to be monotonous, and the simpler but more contrasted pieces of Antonio Lara are preferred" (ibid.: 68). Seemingly undermining his own argument, Bentzon sustains that Melis is "hectic" and that his music is "very difficult to dance to, being too complicated and excited" (ibid.: 69).

My in-depth musical analysis seeks to highlight the excellence, absolute originality and innovative character of Lara's playing, and this with rigorous respect at all times for the traditional iskala of the kuntsertu. Lara's professional dances are far from being simpler but are, indeed, the opposite: they are more articulated and developed than Melis' whose 'perfect style' is excessively obvious and predictable, too easily intelligible and poor from the point of view of discursive pregnancy and aesthetic density. In Melis' music, the relationship between main nodas and secondary variants, as the developing phases of the iskala, are so immediately decipherable that they are banal and exceedingly simplified in their construction 9 .

Bentzon's evaluation concerning the musical language of launaddas and players' objective value, originates principally from two recurring assumptions in his analysis: one methodological and the other epistemological.

As outlined previously, methodological problems derive from technical gaps in Bentzon's analysis. Anthropologist by training and a good jazz musician, Bentzon lacks the specialist competence necessary to deal with unfamiliar complex language and has notable difficulty in transcribing and analysing the music of launeddas' professional dances. His musicologist approach, at times too schematic and strictly formalistic in orientation, means it is not always flexible enough to deal with the inventive richness and exceptional originality of this repertory, particularly evident in the specific case of Lara's output 10 . and discursive point of view. In the 1962 recording, the part after 6'34" has lengths and formal inconsistencies that do not conform to the iskala of kuntsertu. 9 The idea of aesthetic richness is a fundamental element for the philosopher Nelson Goodman's definition of art. For Goodman, the complexity generated by syntactic and semantic significance is symptomatic of the languages of art and represents an essential criterion for aesthetic judgement (Goodman 1968). 10 Bentzon's tendency to essentially take an interest in aspects which are not confined solely to music which have little to do with musicological analysis reveals once again his anthropological approach in his research. Take, for example, his portrayal of Efisio Melis' legendary charm and charisma: "the biography of Efisio Melis is a romance, the details of which are not suited for printing. Artistically and intellectually highly gifted, his whole life has been one of violent ups and downs, dominated by clandestine schemes and fantastic projects […]. Efisio Melis is the most prominent figure among the launeddas players of this century, and now is already legendary for his jealous and violent temper and for his almost incredible musical and technical excellence" (Bentzon 1969: 45-46). Evidently, even when meeting prominent professional launeddas players, they become "subjects of anthropological observations that go beyond just musical considerations" (Cherchi 2005: 143). Bentzon, indeed, systematically proposes a "ethno-musicological reading which is far from indifferent to the extramusical significance of ethnos" (ibid.: 119). If one considers the spread and posthumous success of Bentzon's ideas in the field of launeddas players -thanks also to a fascination with a cultured and analytical approach towards the traditional music, and not forgetting the contribution made by the Italian edition of his work (2002) -it is apt to wonder to what extent Bentzon's musicological vision has influenced, directly or indirectly, recent generations of players during the period of launeddas' decline and 'folklorization' (1970s to the present day). Here, I am referring in particular to a certain 'simplification' of the musical language that is maybe the 'price to pay' for the launeddas' renaissance, itself made possible thanks to Bentzon's fundamental contribution.

As far as musical discursiveness is concerned, Bentzon is often in deep water when having to identify and describe with precision the principles and sophisticated strategies which distinguish the motif elaboration and thematic continuity that Lara employs in his playing. With variants seeming to come out of the blue, the principle of thematic continuity appears violated. Bentzon, by not having the indispensable technical-specialist competence to recognize the extreme complexity and perfect equilibrium of Lara's musical discourse, can but simply limit himself to generically recognising confusion in the construction of iskala. Moreover, he often has doubts over the structure of nodas' groups of Lara's playing while, on the contrary, he always manages to describe Melis' dances structure with exactness (Bentzon 1969: 68). So, once again in this, Bentzon's evaluation of Melis's historic superiority to Lara is flawed being deeply rooted in his own background and training when undertaking his research which lies in an anthropological approach rather than a thorough musicological analysis.

Bentzon draws attention to two specific cases of polyrhythms to highlight Melis' extraordinary skill: "the apex of polyrhythmic mastery is reached by Efisio Melis, who in two instances in our material displaces a whole phrase by one quaver as a means of variation and a test of the skill of the dancers" (ibid.: 49). However, the passages that Bentzon is referring to are, in fact, examples of polymetry11 . As can be seen from my analysis, when it comes to launeddas music, metric variants are not a rare or isolated stratagem at all but, on the contrary, an extremely common stylistic idiom that specifically distinguishes the repertory of professional dances. This is therefore the main reason why Bentzon's formal analysis -reducing nodas structure to three elements, each one with a length of four or six beats -shows itself to be overly rigid, not completely reflecting the immense richness of musical language.

Bentzon's formalism and his reservations concerning the shortness of certain groups of nodas or at least their presumed non-conformity to certain passages played by Lara are also to be attributed to gaps of a methodological nature in musicology. Despite the fact that launeddas players themselves claim that musical systems "are never followed slavishly in practice" since they solely represent "the sayings of the launeddas players expressing an ideal situation", Bentzon encounters some difficulties in fully understanding the substantial difference between the virtual schemes involved in the construction of the whole compositional piece and the actual musical forms that derive from it (ibid.: 69).

Bentzon's critical judgement also contains incoherence because of his approach tending towards a specific epistemological orientation. In a biographical passage about Melis, Bentzon underlines that "his talent would have carried him to a high position as a musician or composer if he had access to a higher musical education" instead of restricting himself to the "narrow limits of launeddas music" (ibid.: 46). This quote is emblematic of Bentzon's underlying cultural snobbery in his reasoning, regarding Western art music ontologically superior to the folk music. This theoretical direction -so widespread amongst late 20 th century composers and music scholars -constitutes an important obstacle for a complete and objective comprehension of launeddas' musical language. Not only are the paradigms of Western art music and the music of launeddas incomparable with no points of similarity, but they are also all completely immeasurable since they belong to radically diverse historical and socio-cultural contexts 12 . Even Bentzon's critical considerations when leaning towards the "untrained ear" that prefers "the simpler but more contrasted pieces of Antonio Lara", are symptomatic of the same cultural prejudice (Bentzon 1969: 68). The model of reference for listening skills is once again that of Western art music but the audience for launeddas music belongs to an agricultural-pastoral world of 1950s Sardinia which is clearly different. In reality, judgement of Lara's playing by the autochthonous community is completely vindicated and coherent within the paradigmatic context of launeddas music.

For the same reasons, Bentzon's critique concerning the speed and rhythmic imprecision of Lara's playing are understandable. Speed is an ambivalent criterion for judgement in the sphere of professional dances. Starting from the 1930s, this criterion is to be added to the main ones: the richness and variety of the nodas repertoire as opposed to thematic continuity, formal equilibrium and physical stamina. The fashion for breakneck speed goes against the functional needs of dancing which require a more moderate pace. In addition, the concept of setting speed to a metronome, apart from being completely foreign to the musical culture of launeddas, is also contradictory due to the gradual acceleration that systematically characterises the discourse development of professional dances 13 . Rhythmic precision which is conceived in relation to Western music notation and its system of proportional durations, have clearly little to do with launeddas music. Furthermore, launeddas music is characterised by complex rhythmic elaborations which are difficult to measure or write down because they are on the border between parameters of duration, pitch, and timbre 14 .

Antonio Lara, the emblematic incarnation of musical genius with solid instrumental craftsmanship, is without doubt the greatest launeddas player of the 20 th century. His unique musical style, which are the fruits of his extraordinary technical, creative and compositional gifts, stands out for its perfect balance between an iconoclastic tendency to innovation and a conservative attitude towards rigorous respect for the archaic traditions of the launeddas.

continent". His interest in jazz and folk music, which embodied the same "breaking values" at that time, represents a sort of "counteracting the traditional hegemony of Western art music" which broke from the "classic tradition of his family" (Cherchi 2005: 108-109). For an in-depth critical analysis of historiographic drifts and aesthetic overestimation of the philosophy of Adorno see Fubini 2011. 13 Starting from the 1930s, the launeddas instrument begins to be made with a sharper global pitch: the finger holes are therefore closer together. In the light of these organological considerations and keeping in mind the fact that Melis was left-handed, it is easier to understand his desire to highlight speed (in quicker passages, the melodic lines of the mankosa could accompany the mankosedda melody with more ease). 14 Regarding the comparable problematics of community fruition and of the 'calibrated' metro-rhythmic in the paradigmatic context of the traditional polyvocality of Castelsardo see Lai 2013:19-48.

With regard to the relationship between the predominant official culture, specifically concerning ethnomusicological studies, and the subordinate traditional culture that surrounds the paraliturgical polyvocality of Castelsardo cf. Lai 2013.

Bentzon proposes an anthropology with "a strong ethnomusicological strand" (ibid.: 110).

Critical analysis of the ethnomusicological findings of Bentzon's essay highlights certain inconsistencies. These are also probably due to the urgency with which he had to collect and study music documents which were a precious testimony to a traditional repertory that was indeed fast disappearing.

The Mediana, the Punt' 'e organu and the Fioràssiu are the most important examples of kuntsertus, or rather the "fundamental and irreducible" instruments of launeddas music (Bentzon 1969: 23).

"The complex, Sunday dance-professionalism, must have taken form already at the end of the 18 th century" and continued until its abolishment by the authorities during the 1930s for being "dangerous to the maintenance of public order"(Bentzon 1969: 

e 89).8 The 1962 version of Mediana a pipia by Lara is a pièce de résistance. The track lasts for 11'42" in total and constitutes two different recordings which have been joined together (mounting seam: 9'23"). Comparative analysis of the two versions (1958 e 1962) allows us to identify its end at 6'34". The two versions indeed coincide from a temporal, formal

Polyrhythm consists in the use of different rhythms between synchronic structural parts, while polymetry represents the use of different metrics in the course of diachronic discursive development.

The concept of musical paradigm implies a clearly developed musical language, a complex system of rules that regulates creation strategies and the large-scale sharing by any community(Lai 2002: 23-56). The insensitive prejudice which asserts the absolute superiority of Western art music over folk music, considered as the expression of universal ontological categories, is due to a predominantly 20 th century cultural ideology centred around the musical philosophy of Theodor W. Adorno. Bentzon's training as a young man comes from this "climate of acute acculturation that reigned over the old