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English-African drum master Nana Tslboe
in action in a more English setting 4
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Resident ethnomusicologist Peter Lockett concludes his
examination of the deep-rooted drumming traditions of Ghana, west Africa

s i the case with a lot of African deamming
sctups, the Fwe drumming group is wade op
of a number of percussionists all playing

simple pares on ditferent drums and bells,

Befare we go on to look at some of the
rhythmic structures involved in this stvle ol ensemble
percussion musio, we'll brietly recap on the set of draoms
mvolved fwhich was explained i derail last month)

The busic set of Fwe drioms consiste of six differem shapes
and sizes. The main drom is the qserspara, or the master drom,
This really is a monster, standing over 52 inches ] with a
head diameter of berween nine and ren inches.

Ihe Ean basm s the tiniest drum in the set, penerallv around

21 wiches tall with a <even-inch head diameter. The Lelly of the
drum is slightly wider in the centre of the shell. The &idiis the
next size up from this and has a shghty bigger hemd = by two
inches or so. The drum rapers out into a much Eatier Ih-llg. than
thie kan kan.

Mext we have the don don. This drum is .|.':||.||':.- around

cs tall with a head diamerer of around

twelve -an

ffteen inches, Te's a bit like the Hloor tom of the sel

The soge devm has 2 head diameler of approvimarely nine
inches. The shell s about 26 inches @l and, like rhe kidi, kan
kan and don don, it sits on the floor between the plavers” legs,

Last but o Jeast, we have the Epaw fopo droms. These are

basically the samic as congas, with head sizes varving from ten

inches up 1o thirteen and a shell depth of around 30 inches.
Aloneside the drums are two othe: prerCiEssion INETTLmEnLs,

the first of whicl s the séelere, This is a shaker made from

dricd hollow pounds and ¢overed with nets of beads

Also found in the instrumentation is 2 meral bell-type
instewanent called aeake ( or garkaid ), This is best described as
a metal clave equivalent and looks like a meral sced pod,
hollow in the middle and curled up at the edges. [t's held in
the palin of the hand 1n much the same wav as a elave, and is

struck with a metal bearer,

When the drummers change
into the unison section,
the impact is enormous



¢’re going to look al a couple of basic rhytlmnic

structures and see liow all the components iy

wogether. The main rhythm we'll be looking au will
be the 4./4 rhythm called Gaho.

The real skeleral base for these rhythms is implied by the
atoke. This acts as the framework un which the rest of the
rhythm sits. Quire ofren, this part will be reinforced by the
shekere. Here are the aroke and shekere parts for the Gaho
rhythm. {African meral bells are also sometimes nsed instead of
the metal clave.) The shekere is held verocally by the neck in
one hand and shaken, while the other hand sometimes gels
involved by hitang rhe bottom of the inserument.

Atoke and shekere parts for Gaho
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The busic fabric of the deums s built up behind this by using
simple, repeating patrerns layered on top of each ather o
build up u larger whole. Apart froin the asnimava ithe master
drum}, all the other drums are nearly always plaved with two
sticks. Dilferent tones are produced by playing into the drum
and by pushing the stick into the head to generare a closed,
muted tone. These can be either aceenred or unaccented
strokes. The open rone is articulated by hirting the drum amd
allowing it to reczonare. It is the combination of these three
strokes which gocs ro make up most of the parts of the smaller,
more supportive drums of the enscimble,

Here are sume examples of typical patcerns which these
supportive drums mighr play

Kan kan, kidi and sogo parts for Gaho
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The astinava iy the lead deam s the whole ensemble and is
reaponsible for the improvisational elernents as well as all the
cues and changes in the rhythmic patteens,

The drom is usually played using a cernbinanon of srick and
hand techniques. There arc 2 number of basic strokes that are
pressed into use, such as mutes. slaps andd open tones with the
bare lelt hand, and stick vpen tones, mutes and pressed notes
with the right hand.

Most of the dme, the master drummer will play with a stick
in his night hand while the weaker hand plays muted, open and

slap strokes. The Tand with the stick strikes the drom head and
the side of the shell during rhythms and coues. There are times,
however, when the muster drummer will want to play with two
sticks. For this reason, a second suck is generally held between
the weeth, ready mo be plucked into the fray ar an DppOTtune
moment. The drem rests on 2 stand at an angle, with the
player reaching over from behind, slightly to one side

A lot of astimava phrases are improvised and involve closely
following the rhythmic work of the dancers. There are,
however, basic rhythms thar the master drummer will
commonly use in a piece. This 1s 2 typical pattern than might
be used in the Gaho rhythm:

Typical astimava pattern for Gaho
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Just as with many mber percussive traditions, the rhy il
played on the Liwe drum ure represented phonetically. On the
astimava, there are a number of syllables which represent the
sounds of the drum, be they produced with hand or stick. As
with the north Tndian abla, chere are phonetics for single
serokes, compound strokes and varous lammed siokes, Dyve
listed the phonetivs Tve learne below,

Even if vou don®t intend o learn an ethnic di g
system, the advantage of learning a set of phonetics and
applving it to vour playing is invaluable. With just hasiu
syllables for a righr hand stroke, a left hand stroke and a stroke
with both hands, vou instantly have a very useful ool for
brushing up on your hand independence.

Left hand phonetics
“Ga’; LEIFT HHAND PALM IK CENTRL
“Gi': LEFL HAND STICK or BARE HAKND
- OFEN TONE
‘Do’ LEFT HANTY SOFT SLATF

Right hand phometics
T RIGIHT HANT STICK — OI'EN
“Tsr': IMGLIT HAND STICK - PRESS
Kpa': SUTCK ON SIDE OF DEUM
To" MUTLED STICK  LEFT HAND MUTLES,
IIGIHTT HAND STICK STRIKLES

Compound phonetics
“Dza’ "GAT+ KPA'

Flam phonetics
e’ (DET FOLLOWED BY “GI°
e’ "Gl FOLILOWED BY ‘DYE?
Wlo' Dal” FOLLOWED BY ‘T

As a piece develaps, the master drummer will play particular
set parterns which act as coes tor some members of the
ensemble to change the patiern they are plaving. In the version
of Gaho thar 1 was shown, it was the sogo and the kidi droms
which changed their pares. 10 vou refer 1o the score for the
basic parts of Gaho, you will see thar chese two drums have
disunctly ditferent parts which interlock into one *drum
melody’. After the first cue, both drums go into a onison
pattern together, uniil the next cue when they go back 1o the
mierlocking patrerns. Then, after some nme, another cue will »



» come from the master drummer, and tie soge and kidi players
will g0 into another unison pareern different from the first one,
Then there’s another cue and rhey go back 1o the interlucking
pattern. All the interlocking and unison parrerns may be learnt

before the picee is played, bur with muore experienced Broups i

may well be thar the imuster drommer leads wirh a pratberi and

expects the sopo and kidi plavers ro follow,

It is up to the discretion of the master drummer 1o choose
when and where ra give cucs for change. His inspiration for
this could either come rom what the dancers are doing, or it
cold be e gve a T o the dynamics ac a cerrain momenr,
Either wav, the junior drummers have 1w be well on their toes
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When the denmmers Jo ._]‘1._'-_1‘|;_"_| nto e unison section, the
impact is enormouos. [1's amazing bow effective the two
sections are when justaposed in rhis fashion,

Here is a arcle of possible variations fie the unison pattern;

Unison variations
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Another important philosophy behind the feel of the chvthim is
how some of the junior drums can improvise. Let’s take the
kidi patern from a 6,/8 tlivthm called Agbadza as an example,

Ihis is the basic pattern

Kidi pattern from Agbadza
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I wir now involve another drommer plaving an inrerlocki

pattern which bas the open tongs falling in between rhe oper
tones of thei Parrner, we Can sce that the -.tl:l-,'._'...i_'.|1|1li:_||
improvisations within these paramerers would necessitare an
e result which had very few clashes of interest, becanse batl

(Havers would be

TR |\'iSjII:Q, at ditferent 'r"L“- es 11 the har

The actual svsiem of chis drumming Leaditien s very
complete indeed and has a grear deal ol potenrial fou
extrapulanon cutside s cultural idiom. 1 Tor one am
cxcileal by irs possibilinies

IM vou're interested and want to rake it further, there are
peaple in the UK who can help vou, One is Barak Schmool,
wlhir runs an Ewe dreounning geoup in norch London and can
be conacted on (IRT 438 5731, There is a very accomplished

Almcan drummer resident in the sowth of

MNama Taiboce, Nana rons the West African Quarter and has
wirlied with grears like Al Farka Voure, Dudue Pukuwana and
Nick Mason, He can be contacted on 071434 4387344,

The actual system of this
drumming tradition is very
complete indeed

Talking drums: Tsiboe can help
with Ghanaian rhythms



