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 African Instrumental Music

 SAMUEL AKPABOT

 ontrary to the opinion of some scholars
 who maintain that all African music

 is tied to ceremonial occasions', there are
 many aspects of African music totally unre-
 lated to any traditional ceremony. It is not
 unusual to find musicians in an African vil-

 lage gathering together after supper to
 make music in the moonlight simply for the
 enjoyment of it. On such an occasion, the
 music may serve as background for a wres-
 tling contest, a general sing-song in which
 everyone present takes part, a solo song of
 praise or insult or an instrumental improvi-
 sation. In all these instances, the mood of
 the moment dictates the type of music and
 its instrumentation.

 African music has also been described by
 some writers2 as "primitive"; primitive in
 this case not being used to denote a period
 of history, but rather the "backwardness"
 of a type of music. The fallacy of this prem-
 ise has become obvious to contemporary
 ethnomusicologists, as the description of a
 piece of music as "primitive" is a clearly
 relative term. A band of African in-

 strumentalists listening to a European or-
 chestra playing a waltz with its insistent
 triple meter, would term the whole pro-
 ceeding "primitive" in relation to their
 own more complex rhythms.

 A better description of African music,
 especially the instrumental aspect of it,
 can be related to Alfred Einstein's eval-
 uation of the music of the twentieth cen-

 tury: "Orchestral works of the new age are
 in a different way little else (than) shifting
 the melody from voice to voice-a sort of
 instrumental monody with rhythm accom-
 paniment."3 This definition of twelve-tone
 style compositions takes in many of the
 qualities of African instrumental music,
 which is linear, repetitious and very rhyth-
 mic, with a sparse use of two or three part
 harmonies.

 The classification of African musical in-

 struments presents a great problem. In Af-
 rican instrumental music, the sonority and
 capability of each instrument helps in
 some way to determine how it may be used
 orchestrally; it is possible to have an or-
 chestra made up entirely of drums; but it is
 rare to find an orchestra consisting entirely
 of strings, woodwind or brass.4

 Curt Sachs has classified most musical

 instruments into idiophones, membrano-
 phones, aerophones, chordophones and
 electronophones. While this helps to gen-
 erally differentiate one set of instruments
 from another, it is not quite adequate in
 discussing an African orchestra combining,
 for example, a drum with another per-

 cussive instrument like the gong; one is a
 membranophone while the other is an idio-
 phone. It would be better to divide the in-
 struments into three categories: string
 instruments, blowing instruments and per-
 cussion instruments; the string and blow-
 ing instruments having definite pitches,
 and the percussion instruments having
 high, medium or low tones.

 In trying to define African instrumental
 music, we have to consider two chief
 points: (a) factors which influence the in-
 strumentation and (b) general character-
 istics of the various ensembles. The African

 musician has an extraordinary feeling for
 colour and effect which he brings to bear
 upon his instrumentation. The worship of
 an ancestral god is for him a very serious af-
 fair; and, therefore, the music for such
 ceremonies rarely uses any musical
 instruments that would give an impression
 of carefreeness. Usually, only the drums are
 used to invoke the spirit of these gods.

 There are, however, a few instances where
 the gong is introduced into the ensemble.
 Generally, it can be said that the gayer the
 mood of the music, the larger the pre-
 ponderance of percussive instruments
 other than the drums; the more serious and
 traditional the music, the more definite
 and exact the orchestration.

 For instance, tradition has it that the god
 Obatala, the god of creation, had four
 wives who serenaded him every night sing-
 ing and clapping their hands to rhythm.
 The god decided that it would be good to
 teach them how to play the drum; so, he
 had four drums made and named them af-

 ter his four wives: Iya Nla, Iya Agan, Afere
 and Keke. These names have remained to

 this day; and in any music for the worship
 of the god Obatala, these four drums alone
 are used.

 Another problem in defining African in-
 strumental music is deciding what scale
 this type of music operates under; as this in
 turn will affect the style and limitations of
 the type of melodies produced. The most
 common scale used is the pentatonic, al-
 though Hugh Tracy is of the opinion that:
 "A few African communities may not rec-
 ognize and employ a single scale or mode
 only, but may on occasion use more than
 one scale and from them evolve more than

 one mode of performance. A naturally pen-
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 tatonic people may sing not only in pen-
 tatonic modes, but several modes." 6 The
 tuning of melodic instruments like the
 xylophone, seems to be influenced by
 regional characteristics; and Gerhard Ku-
 bik has written about "microtonal diver-

 gencies which do not seem to occur
 systematically."7 Research carried out by
 the present writer in different parts of Ni-
 geria proved that a two-stringed in-
 strument is usually tuned a fifth apart and
 that this style of tuning also applies to
 other instruments with two tones like the

 wooden drum and the twin gong. A xylo-
 phone with two notes is tuned a second
 apart, and an end-blown flute with two
 stops is generally tuned a third apart, al-
 though some may be found to be tuned a
 second apart.

 What of the characteristics of the musi-

 cal context itself? In European music, it is
 possible to examine the melodic and rhyth-
 mic structure of a work, its orchestration,
 the types of harmonies used and its devel-
 opmental technique; and from these, de-
 termine what period of musical history it
 could come from and what country or com-
 poser was most likely to produce that type
 of composition. Under the same premise, it
 is possible to classify a piece of music as
 being "African" by carefully examining a
 work or performance (since African com-
 posers are also performers) under five head-
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 ings: (a) melodic and rhythmic structure,
 (b) harmonic context, (c) developmental
 technique, (d) extemporisation technique
 and (e) instrumentation. The melodic and
 rhythmic elements are merged together
 here because to a large extent in African
 music, the melodic structure dictates the
 style of rhythmic accompaniment.
 Possibly because most African melodies
 are built around the pentatonic scale and
 do not, as a rule, make use of half-tones,
 their scope is rather limited. There are a
 few instances of spun out melodies whose
 overall effect is binary: the second section
 carrying on and bringing to a conclusion
 the musical idea announced by the first.
 But by and large, these melodies are short,
 often fragmentary and always repetitive.
 The instrumental melodies are usually har-
 monised at cadences in two or three parts
 forming intervals of thirds, fourths, fifths,
 sixths, and octaves.
 An instrumental melody follows that
 pattern of a vocal melody which is in-
 flectionary in conception; this means that a
 sentence can only have one curve if it is to
 maintain its meaning. The pitch, however,
 can differ. If a piece of vocal melody is har-
 monised in thirds, fourths, fifths, sixths, and

 octaves, it will retain its original curve and
 meaning; but if second or third parts are
 made to skip about, the original curve is at
 once distorted and the sentence will take

 on another meaning. The African in-
 strumentalist instinctively uses this same
 technique; and as a result the harmonies
 used in vocal and instrumental music are

 very similar in style.
 There is, in African music, no devel-

 opment section as we know it in European
 music; rather the whole composition or
 performance is a process growing out of a
 single germ. In the course of this process,
 extemporisation sets in; and what starts out
 as a probing melody or melodic fragment
 announced by the orchestra leader for in-
 stance on his xylophone, is picked up by
 the other members of the orchestra who

 shift the melodic fragment from voice to
 voice until all the instruments have been
 heard. Next follows a section where the

 opening motif is repeated many times in
 varied forms, usually by means of embel-
 lishments. As this process continues, the
 volume of sound increases and the musi-
 cians become excited. There is no modu-

 lation; the solo instrumentalist continues
 to improvise over a steady rhythmic back-
 ground until the performance ends fortis-
 simo.

 The drum is the foundation of all African

 instrumental music, fulfilling much the
 same function as the string section of a Eu-
 ropean orchestra of the classic era. The
 drum can be a skin drum, a wooden drum
 or a kalabash drum such as is used in the

 Northern States of Nigeria. There are
 drums of the hour-glass variety in these
 states. The present writer found, during his
 research tour there that in every case
 where one or more stringed instruments

 were used in an orchestra, the kalabash
 drum, known as koria was preferred to the
 skin drum.

 There are two main types of in-
 strumental rhythm in African music: per-
 cussive rhythm and melodic rhythm.
 Percussive rhythm is that supplied by in-
 struments like the drum, gong or rattle;
 melodic rhythm is supplied by melodic in-
 struments which at the same time maintain

 their melodic line or fragment. The nearest
 thing to an African instrumental melodic
 rhythm is the basso ostinato used in Eu-
 ropean music. But whereas the basso os-
 tinato generally controls (or is supposed to
 control) the harmonic shape of a piece of
 music, melodic rhythm in African music is
 a moto theme which continues regardless of
 any changes in the overall structure of the
 music. Thus, the harmonies that occur are
 incidental results of the contrapuntal
 movement. It is interesting to note that
 Bartok's harmonic structure in some of his

 works followed this African pattern. Grout
 is of the opinion that Bartok's harmonies
 grow out of the character of the melodies.8
 Every African instrumental ensemble has
 this moto theme which can either be rhyth-
 mic, melodic or a combination of both. In
 an orchestra of percussive instruments or of
 melodic instruments plus percussion, the
 rhythmic shape of the whole ensemble
 grows out of this moto theme which is, in ef-
 fect, the steadying force of the orchestra.

 African instrumental music is very com-
 plex, influenced as it is, by regional and so-
 ciological factors. A researcher into
 African instrumental music however must

 be prepared to approach the subject purely
 as music, placing sociological and other
 factors second. Otherwise, there is consid-
 erable danger of distorted or exaggerated
 interpretation. For example, the in-
 strument makers of Africa produce the
 wooden drum simply by boring a hole into
 a selected piece of tree trunk. The result-
 ing instrument is played with two beaters
 producing two tones generally a fifth apart.
 But anthropologists and sociologists vis-
 iting Africa have been known to liken the
 wooden drum to a naked woman and the

 two beaters to men making love to her!
 Similarly, when a drummer or flute

 player in an African instrumental en-
 semble suddenly lets out a piercing scream
 in the midst of an exciting performance, it
 is generally because at that point he has ex-
 hausted the limitations of his two-tone

 flute, and his inventive mind craves addi-
 tional ways of enriching the music. Accord-
 ingly, he resorts to his voice; and his
 rhythmic and impassioned scream acts as a
 kind of "vocal pedal point" to the insistent
 melody and rhythm going on around him.
 There is no particular "magic" about Afri-
 can music. And the serious researcher

 should not permit himself the luxury of es-
 caping into mystical interpretations,
 thereby neglecting the clear and careful
 scholarship which the study of African mu-
 sic rightly demands. ?

 Notes, page 84
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