SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Gahu Ghanaian/Ewe dance/drum
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xO4wuBFBChE (gets interesting @ 2:00 ….)
Simply at a musical level you may find Ghanaian village music appealing, but its essence lies beneath the surface in a network of family and community relationships … the most basic social structure in Africa.
An entire village may trace its roots back to a single ancestor.  In the music of the Jali, it is the job of a professional caste of musicians to memorize these genealogies and recite them in song!

A famous African proverb states:  “A dead animal cries louder than a live one,” referring not only to the dead animal skin of the drum head, but also to the voice of the player’s ancestor that speaks through the music.

The Ewe drumming ensemble reflects the structure of the family.  The lead drum is the metaphorical father of the ensemble, guiding the other drums by means of musical signals—when to start, stop or move on to the next section.
Likewise, mother and brother drums engage in musical conversation, almost literally, because certain syllables represent different drum strokes.  So each drumming pattern is not only a rhythm but also a melody and a linguistic phrase.  

The “time keeper” instrument is the cowbell, which keeps the many layers of sound unified.  If it were to fall apart, it would represent the dissolution of the family order and the forces of nature.  Yet the tight cooperation still allows for individuality.  

ELEMENTS OF TRADITIONAL AFRICAN MUSIC
Polyrhythm.  Simultaneous rhythms in two or more different meters.  This can become rather complex.
Responsorial forms.  “Call and response” between a single performer and a group is very common.

Ostinato.  A short repeating pattern that occurs over and over.

Use of percussion.  Percussion plays a huge role in African music.  Some instruments are pitched; others are non-pitched.  Some orchestras include only percussion instruments.  On occasion, non-percussion instruments are played in a percussive manner.  Other instruments are important, too—harps, lyres, horns, flutes.

Background shimmer.  Musicians often attach things to their instruments, such as beads, coins or other small objects, to create a constant buzzing or rattling sound in the background of a performance.
Close connection between music and language.  As already mentioned, drumming illustrates the close connection between music and spoken syllables.
Participatory nature of the arts.  The expectation is that music is something in which everyone is involved.  There is not the western “gulf” between musician and audience.

Close connection between the performing arts.  Many African languages have no separate word for “music,” and although a word for “song” often exists, it may also imply poetry and dance.  Thus, most African cultures share the expectation that a musical performance will involve singing and dancing.  Music without dance is rare.  

POLYRHYTHM example

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RVwJTXz7j98 (double cowbell, etc.)

MUSIC AND LANGUAGE

Many languages of Sub-Saharan Africa are “tonal,” i.e., they have many different meanings, depending on their inflection (the pitch at which they are spoken).  Same with English.  Imagine this word said different ways:  what?  What???  What???!!!

More than other cultures with tonal languages (China, S.E. Asia), many African cultures have connected the tonal nature of their language to their music.  An example is the so-called talking drum … used as a signaling device.

Talking Drum example

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nnNvZWmsnTg 

TRADITIONAL AFRICAN INSTRUMENTS

MEMBRANOPHONES—a drum!  An instrument whose sound is generated by a stretched skin or another membrane.

Drummers either use their hands or sticks to play drums.  One distinctively African stick is the elbow stick.  (See in talking drum example above.)

IDIOPHONES—bells, a gong, a scraper, rattle or xylophone, whose sound is generated by the instrument’s own material (no tension applied).

Balafon, or bala, example

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NW98vflgjZc 
AEROPHONES—any instrument, such as a flute or trumpet, whose sound is generated by a vibrating column of air.

African flute example w/ vocal inflections!
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jv2iMEDCiKk 
CHORDOPHONES—an instrument, such as a harp, whose sound is generated by a stretched string.  

Kora, African gourd harp, etc.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H8awXnnpPvo 

DRUMMING IN WEST AFRICA (Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo, Benin, etc.)
Familiar instruments:

Atoke
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wvk9Rib3L9U 

Gankogui
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RWMbPl7cJ4I 

Axatse
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rki7tA7xiPc 

Music of the JALI
One of the most important traditions in West Africa is the specialized caste of musicians the French call griots, who have different names in each of the languages of the region.  Among the Mande people of Gambia, Senegal and Mali, such a musician is called a jali or jeli.  Not anyone can become a jail—normally one must be born into the profession.  The jali’s principal instrument is the kora, seen in the chordophones clip.
Two-year-old Gambian jail in training  ( 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n5pW91FthfU 
Mbira music (kalimba, etc.)

Along the dirt roads of Southern Africa it’s not uncommon to hear buzzing, metallic sounds ringing from within a large hollow gourd held by a dusty traveler.  Inside is an instrument consisting of rows of metal tines stretched over a series of bars so that the ends can be played by the player’s thumbs.  The gourd serves as a resonator, and it may also have shells or bottle caps attached to create the buzzing background that players find indispensable.  This instrument is known as the mbira to the Shona people of Zimbabwe.  … It has a number of names for its many variations across the continent.  Another name is kalimba.  
Mbira example

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufJcb3YeOnA 

AFRICAN POPULAR MUSIC
… has often reflected the continent’s uneasy struggle with issues of identity and nationalism, tradition and modernity.  It has also adopted Western harmonies, instruments and song forms.  
But the Western influence has been combined with ostinatos, emphasis on percussion, responsorial forms, and layered textures, including polyrhythms.  

One of the leading African popular musicians was a Nigerian named Fela Kuti, or just Fela (died in 1997 of an AIDS-related illness).  He alternately played saxophone and keyboards, or sang.  He was lean, shirtless, and had a painted face.  He was known to millions in Africa.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fela_Kuti 
Fela Kuti “Teacher Don’t Teach Me No Nonsense”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h4AA6EuZe-k 

Fela in concert

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HmCnOP8_6hQ 

