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By Mansall Iu;ulrlunl

here i & not-sa-new band n
Tlulml that is now gosng glokal

wilth the sounds of Sri Lanka's
original spérituality.

The Ballphonics, & collaboration
helvstn |ac: il iciaes @nd traditanal
practitsangrs of the bak ritual, are
deeng something cantreversial, But &s
with most things that make peopls
umpamiiortahle, they just might ba
benakirsg through to anather frondier
for Sri Lankan music

Ealiphenics began in 2007 wihan
Sumudh Swraweera began s PhO
work an Sri Lankan lew-courtry radi-
tioral dramming. He warked closely
with well-respecied ball practitionsns
from Raigama. Oaniel Awpathilaka and
his two sons, Prasantha and
Sasantha, over & number of yaars,
during wihich he studled thesr ritaal
performances

Tha facl that stood out fo bem was
that (e ritual was dying and with i,
tho music,

*Ir 7005, they pedformed around
three risaks & month,” Surawsans
gapdsing, “but now it's down bo some:
thing Bke ane ritual evany thres
mantha.”

Initialky, Suraweara was anly infer-
esied in studying the music of the
bal. He “had na itention of doing
wihat [they| are doing now", But when
ha tried 1o learm the traditional bers,
ha raaksad that he could "get 1o the
boticm of that aguage much gaigk-
ar” on his awn dram & than on the
traditiona! dnams. &nd 52, ovor the
years, there grew what Surawaera
calls “s netural kind of collabortion™
hemwean the twio parties. And in this,
ibere sapmed to be a pariial solution
to the problem of the bali

“Thare i8 na space in the cumend
context ko desslan the rituals, thay
hawea Biasically died out,” Seawaara
stys. "1 can't keap the ritual aliva,

50 v irying te kesp the
music alive”

‘What Baliphonics doss i
take the masic out of the mit- |
sl antext, and present it
1o & different sadience via
Caitamparany impeo- rr.
sation, modern jazz and
Sound Art. Sumud
Suraweers po-
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Sri Lankan

musicology

Taking a traditional sound out of its
ritual context, Baliphonics has evolved
into an art form that is set to go global

vides the backbons for the musac with
his adeptations of the ritual dnamming
an his dnam kit, whis lssac Smith and
Eshamtha Pieris supply foral Backing
o doubls bess and piano, Prasamtha
and Susantha Rupsthilaka vecalise,
wiith only structural modifics-
=

fice |10 reduce the langth of the pas-
[oemance from the span of a might to
thal ol around an hour], the troditionsd
chamis which heve been recried n
thair family for generations,

‘While tha concapt of colaboratian

iz mof iteelf novel 1o Sei Lanka
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the comemitment of the performes &
Balimhonics lunctans with an sware-
ness of “trying to keep the essence [of
the bali] abve”, and this means that
the modern elements of perlormeance
musst only faciitate and sepport, nod
ouerride, the traditional. Suroweera,
Pieris and Smith ore of all timas led by
the vocaiists — a hand pisce of wark
comsadaring they must change spéed,
rhythm and ewan pitch cemires,
impromptu, as Prasanths and
Susantha do.

Ealiphomics has over the yesrs
awotead mto an anf laim winsh, 8s
Soroweern sees ik "makes morne
musical sense than iles sense”. This
fact, though it may be key ta praser-
ng and developing & least ane spact
af the bali ritual, k&s generated much
cngicism lor the groug, especially 1ha
twen ritesl practlioners, But while
thens may bie o thuth to the claims
of commercialisation and man-
gtreaming, it is undenmable {hat the
gnsambls is ganurating a new interas)
ind amidignce for the bl

L&s1 month Baliphonics tourea
Singapare and Malsysia, conducting
warkshops a1 Lasalle Collage of the
Hrts, Theey also pasformed in
Singapory, Kuala Lumnpur and Penang,
to asdionces that wers “almost bewal-
dered” af the sound.

The genwrng intersast, commitment
and hard work of the collaborators ane
paving the way rat just for & new'
I ol [ifie for the ritual, but also Tora
fresh vision of what S Lankam cuthre
has 1o alfer global musicology.

The British Counedl will pre-
sanl Baliphonles with tha
Music Matters Collective on
Friday, March 28 at Tha Sri
Lanka Foundation, 7 p.m
omwards, Tickets




