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Trying to understand change in music is a process as continuous as change itself. During her fieldwork 

in 1992, Birgit Drüppel identified ways that music reflected social changes among the Kaulong of 

Papua New Guinea's West New Britain Province. Kaulong people participated in singsing—traditional 

song events—every night, and even after the introduction of Christianity people continued to gather 

nightly to sing Christian songs and read the Bible together. Certainly this is one of the most musical 

communities I know of in Papua New Guinea. The basic descriptive ethnography—which constitutes 

the majority of the book—of such a place is thus a welcome contribution to Papua New Guinea 

ethnomusicology. Drüppel systematically describes vocal genres, instruments, and singsing, providing 

thorough detail about context, musical structure, and, especially, the form and content of songtexts. 

(The accompanying CD, which includes forty-five tracks keyed to the relevant descriptions in the book 

text, is very helpful.) 

 Songtexts reflect a basic Kaulong understanding of being. For the Kaulong, the whole person 

comprises the body, mind, and self. The self is where knowledge and experience accumulate. Self, 

therefore, develops over a person's lifetime, and a person becomes a Big Man by increasing self and 

demonstrating superior quantity and quality of knowledge. Song is one opportunity for a person to 

prove his or her knowledge, with typical songtexts listing the varieties of important elements of 

Kaulong life: garden produce, animals, or places, for example. The singer names as many varieties 

within a category as he or she has personally seen: thus, “re-counting knowledge through song.” 

 As continuity of tradition is evident in song, so also are recent changes in Kaulong life. From 

the mid-20th century, Kaulong communities have been increasingly affected by the “outside world.” 

Integration into an independent Papua New Guinea and the Catholic Church has changed Kaulong life 

and musicking. Drüppel focuses especially on changes related to the introduction of Christianity. 

Though Kaulong Christian song includes a wide variety of formal options—structural influences from 

Kaulong, other parts of Papua New Guinea, and Europe, songtexts in any of several languages, 

translations of existing songs, and new, locally composed songs—Drüppel is primarily concerned with 

the form and content of songtexts. She groups all Christian or church-related singing into a single 

genre. In the sample texts, the typical Kaulong “re-counting” of knowledge is mostly absent, replaced 



with general doctrinal affirmations or prayers to God. Drüppel suggests that the church has provided 

alternate pathways for achieving prestige, and former ways of proving knowledge are now valued less. 

 Because Drüppel's informants were people active in traditional singsing performance, not the 

“more Christianized people” (12), her description of Kaulong Christianity is less complete than her 

chapters on traditional music. Nowhere do we hear directly from any of the “Big Men, in their new 

capacity as assistants of missionaries and church officials” (281), explaining their perceptions of recent 

changes. A resident missionary looms over the discussion of Christian influence, yet his voice is not 

allowed to speak. Instead, we have outsider-looking-in surmisings about why Kaulong Christians are 

making the choices they are. This is really too bad, because so many intriguing and complex issues 

come up during the final third of the book. There is a tension, for example, even in determining who 

controls the changes. Drüppel states that “traditional singsing were abandoned based on individual 

decisions” (241). This seems to show continuity with traditional social organisation, based on 

individualism. But elsewhere, the power for change is attributed to missionaries, the “agents of change” 

(280), or to Big Men, who “became church leaders in their village and may yet decide that traditional 

singsing will be replaced by Christian songs” (281). There are ample questions for further 

investigations. 

 In Drüppel's brief “Summary and Conclusion” (Chapter 9), she divides Kaulong musical history 

into three periods: Traditional (dates uncertain), Early External Influences (ending in 1955), and 

Continuing External Influences (1955-1992). This framework relegates a lot of complex history into 

the final period. During the time of Drüppel's fieldwork, Kaulong people were relatively free to make 

their own choices but opted to try and live up to colonial standards and expectations—governmental 

and mission. I see evidence in the book, however, that the Kaulong might cast off some of that baggage 

and reevaluate and revitalise their distinctive performances, albeit in new contexts. The collective 

memory that exists is strong, if not deliberately enacted as regularly as before. Unfortunately, we don't 

know from this book what has changed in Kaulong life between 1992 and 2009. I understand the 

difficulties of travel to and within Papua New Guinea, but I wish the author had made a return visit to 

the Kaulong and added at least a postscript describing some of the noticeable changes. The 

ethnographic description is good, but the book is missing its coda.  

 This is the tenth book in the Institute of Papua New Guinea Studies's series Apwɨtɨhɨre: Studies 

in Papua New Guinea Musics. Series editor Don Niles's Introduction places Kaulong music in a 

broader context of New Britain musics generally and provides further detail on the regional distribution 

patterns of music and instruments. Re-counting Knowledge in Song will find a place alongside other 

Papua New Guinea music ethnographies, as well as being enjoyed by other researchers interested in 



songtexts or music shift. It will, I hope, inspire further Kaulong research, as well as comparative study 

and analysis. 
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