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Introduction
 
Following H. Bhabha’s  idea on the need for a third space of communication and his plea for an ‘in-between space’, we may say that this third space is a register of cultural performance, that is, a space which transgresses territorial borders and is ,therefore, disengaged with cartography.( Bhabha Homi K. Culture's in between,2005) Given this theoretical imperative, auditory space, which , according to  McLuhan ‘has no boundaries in the visual sense’, displays a better means of cultural collectives. (Mc Luhan and Quentin, 2000: 68)

 It is from this perspective that Salman Rushdie, in his novel called The Ground Beneath Her Feet employs the power of popular culture, particularly music, to produce tectonic movements. In its evocation of music as a globalized cultural phenomenon, Rushdie's novel is a celebration of a fluid, hybrid vision of contemporary life. After referring to some   theoretical background on popular music, I will briefly delineate the plot of the novel and touch upon the references Rushdie makes to music, his employing of the Orpheus myth, and his applying it to popular music. I will demonstrate how Rushdie uses popular music, namely rock music, as a trope of hybridity or as a common ground which transgresses all sorts of borders-between myth and reality, cultural, mental or racial borders. Music is proposed as a catalyst of plurality and of mutual understanding between people.

 

Popular Music-a trope of hybridity
 

The postmodern cultural theory  assertion that the old divisions between high and low, art and popular culture are now redundant and superseded , has commonly taken music as its exemplar. We are witnessing unparalleled and intensifying aesthetic crossovers between popular, Western, non-Western, and art musics, a relativizing and decentered will to hybridity evident in the transglobal movements of musicians and sounds. In this view, then, all the differences are being levelled. There have been many popular culture academics who refereed in detail to this topic. For instance, in their study called Western Music and Its Others Georgina Born and David Hesmondhalgh  quote   Ian Hassell who, in his album  Possible Musics: Fourth World Vol.1 (1980), inaugurates a “fantasy of new hybrid transculturation, ”a utopian imaginary universe (the “Fourth World”) in which all musics and cultures “mingle freely without concern for authenticity or propriety.”(Born and Hesmondhalgh, 2000:20) 

Recent years have seen significant shifts in popular music studies away from the ‘cultural imperialism’ approaches that Edward Said or Theodore Adorno clearly made us aware of to global cultural flows and toward theories of globalization. With vast movements of peoples from the economic disaster zones of global capitalism to the cities of the North, new musical syncretisms have emerged from the encounter of North and South, East and West. According to Jonathan Bellman, throughout the twentieth century, even in the era when Anglo-American repertoire seemed to be dominating the world market, some non-Western popular musics have been successful in the West, whether in the guise of styles adopted by Western musicians, or in the importation by record companies and promoters of recordings and stars which could then be repackaged and sold on to consumers.  A series of Latin dance musics have crossed the world, from the habañera popular in Bizet's France in the nineteenth century, to the tango in the first decades of the twentieth century, to the lambada in the 1980s. Country music, on the surface a musical form with deep roots in the southern United States, has a long history of borrowings, drawing on sources as diverse as Swiss yodelling and Hawaiian guitar. Famously, a number of British and American musicians incorporated Indian styles and instrumentation into their work in the 1960s, including the Beatles, the Kinks, and the Byrds. (Bellman, 1968: 292–306). At about the same time, certain Western pop stars, most notably Paul Simon, Peter Gabriel, and David Byrne, were making increasing use of non-Western sounds in their music, and this helped to popularize certain Asian, African and Latin styles. At the same time, Western popular music was eagerly adopted by the Eastern world. For instance, in India, there has long been a rock movement, especially in cities like New Delhi, Calcutta, Bombay and later, Bangalore and Madras.

Popular music studies have tended to celebrate the proliferation of new musical forms based on the encounter of non-Western migrants with Western musical languages and technologies. More than that, there appeared a new term denoting the popular music style that mingles all sounds and cultures called ‘world music’. Thus, by the early 1990s, the academic discussions of world music were being organized around a new term, the hybrid. Simon Frith in his essay The Discourse of World Music collected in Georgina Born& David Hesmondhalgh’s Western Music and Its Others says that for world music scholars hybridity has become a way of condensing a number of arguments about globalization and identity, drawing on potential readers ' understandings of postmodern theory.(Born, Hesmondhalgh, 2000:310) It is from this perspective that I approached  Rushdie’s novel The Ground Beneath her Feet.
In-text Rock music references
In the novel, Rushdie employs music as a metaphor of communion of his  incessant plea for plurality and celebration of hybridity. He employs popular music as the best means of building bridges, of crossing frontiers of prejudice and misunderstanding. Before referring to some passages on music from the novel, I found it necessary to look at some prior references to popular music in Rushdie’s writing. ‘In this context’, a critic of Rushdie, Christopher Rollanson ,says that a prominent aspect of Rushdie's writing in The Ground Beneath Her Feet is his endeavour, on the level of the text, to confer a degree of solidity and credibility on that rock music world which some olympian intellectuals would dismiss as, innately trivial and insubstantial’(Rollanson, 5). Rushdie makes a clear-cut distinction between ordinary popular music bands and valuable rock music bands in the following excerpt:

Most bands are awful, and if there are aliens from other galaxies monitoring our radio and tv waves, they’re probably being driven crazy by the din.And in the whole half century-long history of rock music there is a small number of bands, a number so small you could count to it without running out of fingers, who steal into your heart and become a part of how you see the world, how you tell and understand the truth, even when you’re old and deaf and foolish.On your deathbed you ‘ll hear them sing as you drift down the tunnel towards the light.Sha-la-la-la-la…Shang-a-lang…Sh-boom…Shoop…shh.It’s all over now.(157)
 

 Again, as Rollason remarks, we are told that in a series of "solidarity concerts" held circa 1974 to protest Ormus' threatened deportation from the US, "Dylan, Lennon, [Janis] Joplin, Joni [Mitchell], Country Joe and the Fish turn up to sing for Ormus "although, even had Ormus Cama really existed, one of those artists, Ms Joplin, could hardly have turned up, as she had died of an overdose in 1970’ (Rollanson, 4).

 
 
Breaking down frontiers by means of music
 
Edward Said ‘s theory according to which the West used all the means available to conquer the East, both militarily ,economically and culturally is reiterated here again by Rushdie, through the narrator’s voice :

 

In India it is often said that the music I’m talking about is precisely one of those viruses with which the almighty West has infected the East, one of the great weapons of cultural imperialism, against which all right-minded persons must fight and fight again. (95)
 

 There are some instances of neo-colonial attitudes of one part of the West, attitudes Rushdie attempts to deconstruct. For, instance, Ormus’s songs are embraced only by half of the American audience, namely the young. The other half is responding with wrath due to the content of the lyrics of songs in the album called ‘Race Ballads’, which are explicitly anti-war lyrics. I can’t help associating this episode without succinctly resorting to the 60’s progressive rock  and counter culture movements, cultural events that were a stepping stone for the emergence of  multiculturalism and which Rushdie himself experienced. 

It is well known the fact that at this time, as youth generation acquired a status of its own, that of rebellion against any kind of convention, music, namely rock music became, a centrally significant medium for the dissemination of a range of socio –political issues, from US intervention in Vietnam, to the Civil Rights Movements, to the rejection of western political and cultural ideology.. According to Eyerman and Jamison ’movement ideas, images, and feelings were disseminated in and through popular music and, at the same time, the movements of the times influenced developments, in both form and content, in popular music.’(1998:108).

To return to Ormus and Vina’s rock band, VTO, it is because they sing anti-war songs that half of America, the imperial America frown upon their message. The staff from the Government intervene and threaten Ormus with expulsion from the US and other sanctions:’Someone should shut those unpity bigmouths once ‘n’f’r all’ (380). In a phone call they receive from a federal agent, they are told that the state had some concern about certain lyrical content and that’ there is naturally no question of infringing any individual’s First Amendment rights, but the songwriter if we understand correctly is not a US citizen. A guest who wishes to remain welcome is not well advised to piss on his host’s best rug.’(381) 

To these attitudes Ormus responds with music, with concerts which bring together thousands of people, of different races, nationalities and religions. Ormus’s music, especially those songs he calls the ‘earthquake songs’, are about the falling off of all frontiers, about ’the collapse of all walls, boundaries, restraints. (390) They drescribe worlds in collision, two universes, tearing into each other, striving to become one by means of ‘Rock music, the music of the city, of the present, which crossed all frontiers, which belonged equally to everyone’(96).

 There is no better reflection of the postcolonial principle of decentralization than the ‘The Earthquake songs’ which announce the imminent approach of chaos, a chaos joined by the artist’s striving to sophisticate his music, by purportedly using disarmonic sounds to ‘untwist all the chains that tie the hidden soul of harmony’(390) Here the lyrics resembling Don MacLean’s American Pie’s words are quite suggestive: For Jack and Gill will tumble down,the king will lose his hollow crown, the jesters all are leaving town, the queen has lost her shoe, the cat has lost his fiddling stick, so Jack be nimble , Jack be quick, as all the clocks refuse to tick, the end of history is in view (389).

 

But Rushdie shifts back to his positioning in beween the Eastern and Western space:
the genius of Ormus Cama did not emerge in response to, or in imitation of, America; his early music, the music he heard in his head during the unsinging childhood years, was not of the west, except in the sense that the West was in Bombay from the beginning, impure old Bombay where West, East, North and South had always been scrambled, like codes, like eggs, and so Westerness was a legitimate part of Ormus, a Bombay part, inseparable from the rest of him (95, 96).
 

In my view, Rushdie proposes here, in keeping with his previous novels, another migration. But this time he embarks on a different type of migration-a journey into the realm of sound. Thus, there are various references to music as the universal language of the world. For instance, in chapter 4 called ‘The Invention of Music’ music is described as speaking ‘the secret language of all humanity, our common heritage, whatever mother tongue we speak, whatever dances we first learnt to dance’(Rushdie, 2000:89) 

Music is viewed as a way out of all sorts of mental prejudices- racial,.religious or national. An apology of music associated with other mysteries of life such as love, birth and death is plainly displayed in the following lines:

 

Wherein lies the power of songs?...The note, the scale, the chord; melodies,harmonies, arrangements; symohonies, ragas, Chinese operas, jazz, the blues: that such things should exist, that we should have discovered the magical intervals and distances that yield the poor cluster of notes, all within the span of a human hand, from which we can build our cathedrals of sound, is as alchemical a mystery as mathematics, or wine, or love.Maybe the birds taught us.Maybe not. Maybe we are just creatures in search of exaltation. (19)
 

For the protagonists of the novel, Ormus and Vina, popular music was a mental border- crossing medium, ‘the key that unlocked the door for them, the door to magic lands’ (95) and ’the magic valley at the end of the universe’, ‘the blessed kingdom of the air.Great music everywhere’ (177) Ormus himself starts his journey westward as he came across a mental prejudice in his father’s attitude to music . Dariux Derxes Cama, the father, became the bearer of an anti-music rhetoric as he considers the muteness of his other son as a consequence of music.’He began to hold music responsible for the world’s ills and would even argue , in his cups, that its practitioners should be wiped out, eradicated, like a disease’ (38). It is music that sets him apart from his family ties and leads him to Vina:’He walks towards her, away from his mother, into the music’(270) 

More than that, music is also the materialization of his inner struggle:’he, too, is screaming inside. His agony will emerge as music’ (387).

It is by music that the female protagonist, Vina starts the building of the self, of the spiritual self. She is portrayed as longing for ‘the unknowable’, an adjective endowing music with a metaphysical dimension: 

 

The music of India, from northern sitar ragas to southern Carnatic melodies, always created in her a mood of inexpressible longing…The music offered the tantalizing possibility of being borne on the waves of sound through the curtain of maya that supposedly limits our knowing, through the gates of perception to the divine melody beyond (123).
 

To put it differently, Vina is in quest for religious experience, understanding music, unlike ordinary beings, as a central spiritual element, as a medium towards divinity.

Moreover, music is a means of reconstruction of a fragmented identity, of a ruined self. As Ormus and Cama decided to separate for a decade due to a downward spiral of mutual mistrust, it is finally music that reunites them together even though Vina dies in the earthquake afterwards. The heroes are fragmented beings due to the lack of affection they have undergone. It is by means of music that they rebuild their fragmented selves

 

You are my only family, he tells her. You are my only earth. These are heavy burdens, but she bears them willingly, asks for more, burdens him identically in return. They both have been damaged, are both repairers of damage. Later, entering that world of ruined selves, music’s world, they will already have learned that such damage is the normal condition of life, as is the closeness of the crumbling edge, as is the fissured ground. In that inferno, they will feel at home. (148)
 

Rushdie’s plea for hybridity also resides in the description of Ormus and Vina’s the rock band. Their band, VTO, which , as the author admits it, owes its name to the famous Irish rock band U2, is likened to famous American black, non-white stars, like O. J. Simpson, Magic Johnson, people who turned  people ‘race -blind’, ‘colour-blind’ and ‘history-blind’.(413) 

Music is an entity common to everyone, it is coming out of the inner self. ”What I know is that music comes out of the self, the self as given, the self in itself. Le soi en soi’ (303). What Ormus strives for is his will ‘to make a single multitude out of many selves in song. Not a cacophony, but an orchestra, a choir, a dazzling plural voice’ (299). His noble purpose is that of coagulating everyone around his music, that of touching everyone’s heart with art. Similarly, the words of his old songs express the belief that music, his music can really change the world: ’Heal the breaking planet, sing to us and soothe the aching earth’ (547). He is interested in breaking down the frontiers between what he calls the ‘overworld’ and the ‘underworld’ by a love story that is unique.

To this, Rushdie adds the portrayal of the cosmopolitan panorama of American musical influences, which is a wonderful celebration of interculturality. 

 

That part of the American soul which is presently in retreat finds comfort in the new stars’ restatements of the great American musical truths, the foot-tapper tempi that start out walking and then find the dance hidden in the walk, the speak-to-me rhythm and blues…the un-American sounds...The sexiness of the Cuban horns, the mind bending patterns of the Brazilian drums, the Chilean woodwinds moaning like the winds of oppression, the African male voice choruses like trees swaying in freedom’s breeze, the grand old ladies of Algerian music with their yearning squawks and ululations, the holy passion of the Pakistani qawwals (379).
 

 

Conclusion
 

To conclude with, music as a unifying force of communion, is the trope used by Rushdie to best depict the globalised world. In its evocation of music as a globalized cultural phenomenon, Rushdie's novel is a celebration of a fluid, hybrid vision of contemporary life. By using popular music to achieve his goal, that of finding an in-between space of communication between people, Rushdie manages to build a pathway crossing all kings of frontiers- geographical, mental, physical or  metaphysical . To do this, he proposes seismic movements of the mind. Only in this way is the narrator able to finally say, along with his readers ’and I think to myself, what a wonderful world’(573). 
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