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Local Sounds? Fieldwork, YouTube,

and"Romanian” Cimbalom in Moravian Slovakia

Jesse A. Johnston
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“perhaps you've seen my things with 22" the cimbalom player Petr pavlinec asked me. I had certainly
never heard of any Moravian musicians collaborating with such high profile Western musicians. After a half-
hour or so of conversation about cimbalom playing in Pavlinec’s hometown of Velka nad Veli¢kou, 1 had just
been thinking that | was beginning to geta general idea of his career as a solo cimbalom player. Wwhile it is
not common to make a living as 3 cimbalom soloist, it seemed unlikely to attract the attention of a world-
famous rock band. | answered that! wasn't familiar with them, and our conversation continued. The question,
however, stuck inmy mind.

Later, Pavlinec showed me around his studio. As we walked into aback room, 1 noticed a large cimbalom
in the center of the room and a second near a side wall. What attracted my attention most, however, was
an expansive workspace in the left corner with a computer, a flat screen monitor, speakers, all surrounded
by a mess of tapes, photos, and DVDs. After demonstrating a few pedagogical etudes on the cimbalom, he
asked whether 1 was interested in seeing the films on “U2" | realized that, where | had heard *U2" before,
Pavlinec had been saying »youTube? “t've found clips of a famous Romanian singer, he continued, "a lot of
great Gypsy musicians, SOme Budapest cimbalom players, and slovakian musicians” It was obvious that he
saw some connection between himself and a larger field of musical activity that stretched across central and
eastern European areas and cultures. YouTube, it seemed, helped maintain this felt link between musicians
in relatively distant places.

t would like to consider here how these media affect and inundate the lives of the musicians I talked with,
aswell as the significance of media for ethnomusicologists inthe field.1am going to use two video examples
and a historical comparison.To begin, | want toreturn to Velka, the location at hand, and consider why | was
surprised to meet a tech-savvy musician in the rural Moravian countryside.

Visiting Velka in 2006: The Scene

The town of Velké nad Velitkou—Velka for short—perches in the southeastern comer of the Czech
Republic ina region of southern Moravia sometimes called “Moravian Slovakia” [moravské Slovdcko). Velka
is home to just over 3,000 people. My first experience of Velka came on a sweltering weekend in July 2006
when | visited the town’s famous musical festival, the Horfidcké slavnosti. From Brno—the city wherel lived
during my fieldwork stay in 2005 and 2006—imadea two-and-a-half hour trip by train. The track wound east
and south, zigzagged through the low Chiiby hills, and dipped into the valley of the Morava River through
the town of Kyjov. After transferring t0 @ small one-car train, the tracks followed a slight but steady incline
upward into the low hills of the Bilé Karpaty, winding through wheat fields before reaching the train station
of Velks, perched onthe edge of avalley formed by the Veli¢ka River.

The town lay peacefully below the station in the valley, but before going into the town, 1 backtracked
a short bit around the bend in the tracks where a surprising vista opened up. While the grade up to Velkd
was not great, the generally low horizon beyond the Janguorous fields showed that we had climbed to an
understated sort of plateau. Haze obscured the edges of the distant horizon and the thick air, darkening
in the distance, was Oppressively heavy with summer heat. Czech ethnographers dub the area horndcko
(from the root word hora, “mountain’). The area was recognized in printas early as 1889 by linguist Frantidek
Bartos who claimed that only nine villages, all smaller than Velkd, comprised the region (Jandaf 2000, 1 9).The
region is said to have one of the few "uninterrupted'folklore traditions in south Moravia.! Thename horfdcko
inevitably calls up associations of musicians and gives the Velka festival its name.

Though somewhat indulgent.! couldnot helpbut thinking of a possible parallel betweenmy visit toVetka
with those of folklorist and composer Leot Janacek a century before. Things had obviously changed since
Janacek’s time, butit was still a pleasing thought to se€ myselfon the trail of an earlier ethnomusicologist.
My imagination was fueled by a series of black-and-white photographs of Janatek's field collect?ng t.rips.from
the 1890s, images that had taken on sepia tones in my memory. The photographs show musicians in village

1 E.g.Plocek2003,42.
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considerable prior access to such imagined spaces.t This looked good on paper, of course, but little of my
previous field research had pointed in these directions, and | had not fully considered how such imagined
spaces influenced me just as much as they may local residents.

The purpose of my visit was to meet cimbalom player Petr Pavlinec. | had known about Pavlinec for afew
months, though his personality remained enigmatic. A reference came from a violinist in Brno withthe caveat
that Pavlinec did not flaunt virtuosity, but boasted arich musicality“nurtured in the sun.”” Another musician’s
remarks, however, indicated that Pavlinec favored “Romanian melodies” because they were best suited to
his “talent and ambition,” which gave me a slightly different image of Pavlinec? 1 also learned that Pavlinec
was highly trained, holding degrees in music performance and education; he also taught at a children’s arts

school in Velka.

Paviinec, meeting me at the door to his house in jeans and a flannel shirt, seemed personable enough.
Over hot fruit tea with lemon, a welcome tonic against the bitter wind outside, he was eager to tell me
about the diverse musical history and cultural influences in Velkd, and not just about Janacek’s visits. During
and after Janacek’s time, music-making in Velka saw influences from various ethnic groups. Pavlinec made
sure that | noted a few examples. Foremost was the violinist of Romani origin, Jozka Kubik. Kubik was
a descendant of a violinist Janaéek had identified in Velka by the name “Cigan” or “Gypsy. Kubik’s family had
amarked influence on focal music. Kubik solidified the place of the cimbalom in local bands, Paviinec toldme,
particularly due to his contact with other musicians during army service (see Holy 1984).°

Pavlinec noted a possible connection between himself and Romanian musicians via the “Carpathian
crescent,” a purported cultural connection between mountain peoples throughout the Carpathians, which
stretch from northern Romania through modern Ukraine, Slovakia, and into Moravia, ending at the Bilé
Karpaty.

The cimbalom itself connotes multiple histories and musical styles. It hasa long history in the Czech
lands, and its use in Moravian traditional music dates to the eighteenth century.'® Pavlinec's instrument,
however, is a product of the nineteenth century. His large, 4-and-a-half octave instrument is based on the
design of Josef Sunda, an instrument maker working in Budapest, who designed the expanded range,
damper pedals, and added legs in the 1870s (see Kettlewell 2001). These instruments became highly
popular in turn-of-the-century Budapest and similar instruments eventually spread to various points
around the Austro-Hungarian empire. The instrument still carries *Hungarian” and “Gypsy” connatations
in present-day Moravia.

These remarks and background formed my understanding of Pavlinec’s cimbalom playing, at least up
until he mentioned YouTube. | had not seriously considered the way that rural Moravian musicians might use
media.| had heard of YouTube before, but ! was not very familiar withit. In fact, the service had not even been
founded untit November 2005, months after | began my fieldwork. But it was ubiquitous when | returned
home to Michigan: Time Magazine had just named “You” the person of the year for uploading “user-created

6  Whether this translates into actual access, phenomenological reality, or eventrue possibility varigs by each
specific example, but the fact of the imaginary potentiality is Appadurai’sfocus. As he notes, the mcreasued role
of imagination does not mean thatlife conditions have necessarily improved for many people, l?ut that even the
meanest and most hopeless of lives . . . are now open to the play of the imagination_' (Appad_ural 1996, 54.)‘ Thus,
the biographies of ordinary people are constructions (of fabrications) in which the mag_mafnon playsan important
role not just as a “simple matter of escape,” but a place inwhich “imaginary communities” are ac}nvely forme:d.
expressed, and lived in (as it were, almost reified) (ibid). | would also highlight the possnbllmes.of expressive
here. While it is undoubted that the constructions are imaginary, they are in some way expres_swg of something
deeper yet perhaps more real. Perhaps music is one way to glimpse what this deeper something is.
Ireceived a copy of Paviinec’s CD Musica Folklorica (2005) from violinist Bohumil Smejkal, former durector'of the
Brno Radio Orchestra of Folk Instruments. The rermark is a paraphrase of Bohumil Smejkal’s commentary in t‘he
gD liner notes, but it reflects the conversation Ihad with Smejkal in fall 2006 justa few months before meeting
aviinec,

"He [Pavlinec] is an exceptional phenomenon among cimbalom players in Moravia. ... His talent and ambition

excel invirtuosic playing, which makes hima natural atRomanian melodies.” The remarks, e;mitg;t;d to ;Zr'g;lav
Juréiek, are publicized on Pavlinec’s Web site, http'J/WWW~PaV“HEC.WZ-CZ{, acfessed 1" Apnle()h . n::re;sm n
remarks on Romanian melodies as a common direction among cimbalomists inclined toward show p

comments on Pavlinec's track, CD 2 of Promény v dase [Brno: Gnosis, 1999). 2

It is rumored that the only statue of a Romany in the Czech Republicisa bust of Kubik in the town of Kuzelov,
avillage adjacent to Velka. An asteroid s also named after Kubik.

See Uhlikova in Janéaf 2000.
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Yet the example may actually problematize the global/local dichotomy. By focusing too much on large-
scale implications, details and actual local responses may be overlooked. Studies of “media effects’ suggests
Annabelle Sreberny-Mohammadi (2002, 350), often omit discussions of “deeper shifts in cultural orientations
and patterns of sociability, in modes of perception and information processing, that the advent of media
create everywhere, albeit in different forms relative to the pre-existing local culture” On the other hand,
ethnographic investigations of local media usages “warn us against generalized assumptions about media/
cultural effects” and ultimately point out “different pairs of relations in which the site of the ‘local’ and the
image of the‘global’are differently defined” (Sreberny-Mohammadi 2002, 351-352)."

Media effects in Velkd negotiate more community-specific cultural and musical dichotomies, such
as tensions between Western Europe/Eastern Europe {or, recast in more local terms, Bohemia/Moravia),
established EU member states/new EU member states, our Europe (“domestic”)/Other Europes (“exotic”).
In musical terms the dichotomy might be characterized as average/virtuosic. In one of the videos Pavlinec
uploaded we might hear some of these dichotomies playing out.You can hearthatheis adopting an agitated
thythm to emulate the cimbalom in the Romanian video.”

Conclusion: Implications

If Pavlinec’s media usage may be taken as at all representative of other Jocal musicians in south Moravia,
this case shows at least three major functions for the Internet. First, itisa forum to present, disperse, transmit,
and access information. It allows audiences outside small towns access to sample performances, information
about artists, and general information about local folklore, including events and descriptions. In this way,
media is playing arole in keeping local identities vital. These forums generally speak to Czech, or specifically
Moravian audiences, including specialists. Second, it presents new social spaces of interaction. For example,
Paul Gifford a North American scholar who has written a global history of dulcimer-type instruments, has left
short comments at Pavlinec’sWeb pageand at hisYouTube videos. tseems, however,that Moravian musicians
do not necessarily desire two-way communication with Romanian musicians. Third, Internet media allow
publicity a broader regional reach that allows musicians in small towns to market their recordings to larger
audiences. Pavlinec’s Web pages present not just musical information, but also "teasers” Mp3s are available
for download, and his CDs are described. Videos of live performances are available, which may clinch a gig
with an audience who needs an extra nudge to choose his band over another to playata Moravian-themed
company wine-tasting party. Moreover, the videos pavlinec makes available on youTube all feature the URL
for his Web page.

Ethnographic perspectives offer alternative interpretive frames for local media effects. Even in seemingly
isolated communities where older ideals are present, encountering media in the field may influence field
approaches and personal expectations. After my encounter in Velka, i realized a significant and seeming!y
vibrant community of Internet users who were also folklore enthusiasts, some of whom were interested in
using new media options as a way to expand their experience of folklore. While these media may not qffer
forums accessible toall, my experience has beenthat Czech-languagefolklore-oriented Internet commu?mes
and Web pages are surprisingly diverse, extensive, and active."® In this case, it is not the “fact of YouTube that
seems significant, rather its saturation and usage in unexpected communities.”

Inasurvey of case studies, Sreberny-Mohammadi shows how localized media effects consistently revgal thgft ‘
*complex {reJnegotiation of identity(ies) vis--vis the ‘dominant’ and the “foreign’ cultures, both of whuf?h shi A in
focus depending on the specific locale of the actor” (2002,351). This, in her pre-internet age stgdy, 'de at:s t“ e N
hegemony of what she identifies as the ~cultural imperialism" hypothesis, that First World media will gradually ir0

outcultural differentiation toward flat cultural homogenization.

At this point, a clip of Pavlinec’s performance of “Horassi preaza” from YO
watch?v=7B5VjYO848g).
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