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( Top) Hans Sloane’s Voyage to Jamaica (1688)
contains the first African song to be recorded
in western musical notation. (Left) Prelleur’s
1731 Modern Music Master was preserved in
Caribbean sugar paper wrapping

workshop in a state primary classroom, ‘So,
music is what feelings sound like!’ This sums it
all up for me. Although it physically disappears
as its vibration ceases, music can persist as a
lifelong memory, evoking time, place, emotion
and belonging, taking over where words fail.
Knowledge and identity are possible only
via memory – a crucial faculty – and music,
with its mnemonic effect, lying at the interface
of art and science, is increasingly being shown
to enhance memory and life experience
through therapy and therefore healing. Music
can remain alive in the memory when all
else – even speech – is lost, and can offer a
sense of identity and belonging, a relief from
isolation: the relationship with, for example,
that familiar song is an important component
of personal identity.
Boughton’s exploration of Music and
Memory, as well as trawling the extraordinary

archives of Boughton House (a memory bank
in their own right), will also focus on music’s
life-changing applications in today’s world,
with the participation of charities such as
the Alzheimer’s Society, Playlist for Life and
Nordoff-Robbins, which helps people with
dementia to communicate and improve their
wellbeing through the skilled use of music in
therapy. To open the exhibition on 30 June,
the Aurora Orchestra will play from memory
– as it often does – Mozart’s Symphony No 40
in G minor.

T

he instances of music interacting
with memory are legion in our
everyday existence. Singers rely
on music to prompt memory of text and
vice-versa – the spoken word being the first
cousin of music. Shakespeare, ever-sensitive
to the problem of memory in his plays and

sonnets, often intertwines his text with
reflective music to evoke memories. His
audiences would bring memories of the
narrative out of the theatre with them,
carried on the wings of melody as well as on
the iambic pentameter, Shakespeare’s poetic
and intensely musical vehicle of speech.
(Shakespeare’s patron and friend the Earl
of Southampton, dedicatee of many of his
sonnets and other poems, happens to be
a direct ancestor of the present owner of
Boughton, the tenth Duke of Buccleuch.)
Music knows no geographical boundaries,
and a highlight of our exhibition is Hans
Sloane’s densely illustrated Voyage to Jamaica
which, apart from being a detailed account of
the flora and fauna of the island as he found it
in 1688, reflects his visit to a sugar plantation
where he heard first-generation African slaves
making music and managed to have some of it
noted down by a local French musician.
This is the first African music to appear in
the west and represents the roots of a whole
crucial culture. So much music has its origins
in Africa and was transported to the west
via the Caribbean by enslaved Africans from
West Africa – Niger, Senegal, Ghana, even
landlocked Angola.
They left all identity behind, preserving
their culture and memories through the
only means available to them, reinforcing
their identity, expressing their suffering and
nostalgia through music. Here are the seeds
of reggae, rock, soul, jazz and blues. Another,
tangential, reminder of the cruel, slaveryfuelled sugar trade is the large number of 18thcentury opera scores and other works bound
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