
It is often said that the distinctive quality of African music lies in its rhythmic structure. 
Scholarly work on this music has accordingly stressed drumming as the site at which 
"complex" rhythms are cultivated. In this book, Kofi Agawu argues that drumming is only 
one among several modes of rhythmic expression and that a more fruitful approach to the 
understanding of African music is through spoken language, in particular its tonal and 
rhythmic contours, and its meta linguistic function. Drawing on his research among the 
Northern Ewe people of Ghana, Professor Agawu constructs a soundscape of Northern 
Eweland which demonstrates the pervasiveness of a variety of forms of rhythmic expression 
in the daily lives of the people. He then devotes a chapter each to an analysis of rhythm in 
language, song, drumming and dancing, musical performance, and folktale narration. A 
concluding chapter addresses some of the ideological factors that have influenced the 
representation of African rhythm. 

An accompanying compact disk enables the reader to work closely with the sound of African 
speech and song discussed in the book. 
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Ethnographic note 

Northern Eweland lies in the eastern part of Ghana, West Africa, in an 
administrative district known as the Volta Region (see map on pp. xvi-xvii for 
principal market towns and villages). The region is marked on the west by the 
Volta lake and on the east by the international border with the French-speaking 
Republic of Togo. The Ewe language, also known to linguists as the Gbe lan­
guage group, is spoken in Ghana, Togo, and Benin. Speakers in Ghana number 
about 1.4 million, and most of them live in the Volta Region, although there are 
not insignificant numbers of Ewe enclaves in the Western, Central, Ashanti, and 
Greater-Accra regions. Ewes claim a common historical ancestry. Although there 
are differences in intonation and vocabulary among them, various Ghanaian Ewe 
dialects are for the most part mutually comprehensible. The Volta Region has 
sometimes been divided into a Northern Ewe area (centered around Ho, the 
administrative capital), a mid-Volta area, and a Southern Ewe area. Northern 
Ewe are known as the Ewedome people while Southern ,Ewes are known as the 
Anb-Ewe. This book refers to the Northern Ewe or Ewedome, drawing on 
material from the towns of Ho, Matse, Ziavi, Klefe, Peki, Aven6i, and Kpando. I 
also draw on material from the Akpafu people, who number about 10,000 and 
speak a language called Siwu. Siwu is one of fourteen so-called Central-Togo lan­
guages that are spread across Ghana, Togo and Benin. Although Siwu and Ewe 
are different languages (they are emphatically not mutually comprehensible), and 
although there are cultural differences between the Akpafu and the Ewe, I shall 
refer to them as if differences were less significant than similarities in this context. 
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Note on orthography 

This book contains transcriptions from two languages, Ewe and Siwu. Unlike 
Ewe, Siwu is not a written language. I have therefore adopted the conventions of 
writing Ewe in writing Siwu. Ewe was reduced to writing in the nineteenth 
century by means of a modified form of the Roman alphabet. There are seven 
vowels (a E e i 0 :J u) and twenty-three consonants. While Ewe lacks the conso­
nants c, j and q of English, English in turn lacks six Ewe consonants: q f x ¥ q 1'}. 

A Language Guide (Ewe Version), published by the Bureau of Ghana Languages 
in 1961 (revised 1986), includes the following information. For pronouncing 
vowels, 

Vowel English Ewe Meaning 
a cast ta to crawl 

" to him E men nE 
e gale ge to drop 

feet S1 to run away 
:J cost IS to collect 
0 goal to to pound 
u cool tu to close 

For rendering consonants, 

q - softer than the English d and pronounced slightly further back. 

f - bilabial f, pronounced with both lips, as if you were blowing out a candle. 

x - sounds like a very soft h. 

¥- a voiceless velar fricative, pronounced like a voiceless h. 

q - pronounced like ng in sing. 

1'} - a voiced f, sounds like an English v pronounced with both lips. 
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Note on orthography 

In addition, a number of digraphs exist in Ewe (and Siwu) which may be 
unfamiliar. Among them are 

ts as in tsi (water), sounds like the ts in hits. 
tsy as in tsy~tsy::5 (dark), sounds like the ch in chair. 
dz as in dze (salt), sounds almost like ts but is noticeably softer and voiced. 
kp as in kpe (stone): position the velum as for k, the lips as for p, and then 
release the two closing simultaneously. 
gb as in gbe (voice or language), sounds like kp, but is softer, voiced and 
heavier. 
ny as in nya (word), sounds like ni in onion. 

Since this is a book on music, I have adopted the somewhat cumbersome practice 
of marking speech tones in order to convey this "musical" aspect of language. 
Within a nominal three-tone framework (High, Mid, and Low, abbreviated as H, 
M, and L respectively), low tones are marked by an accent grave (as in dzo 
meaning "fire") while high tones are marked by an accent aigu (as in sukpa 
meaning "stupid"). A change of tone within the duration of a single vowel is 
marked by an accent circon{lexe or its inversion. Thus the word nE meaning 
"to himlher" is so written because its tones are HM while the word for "goat," 
with its LH pattern, is written as gb~. Mid tones are unmarked (as in t::mye 
meaning "mine"). 

All translations from Ewe and Siwu are my own. In general I have translated 
literally rather than poetically in an effort to convey the natural poetry of Ewe 
and Siwu texts. Wherever I have failed to understand a text, I have not provided 
a translation. In a few cases, some Akpafu referred to certain texts as "old Siwu" 
and claimed ignorance of their meanings. In other cases, especially in Ewe 
children's game songs, vocables formed a significant part of the sung text. 
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Note on transcription 

Northern Ewe music is transcribed in this book using staff notation, or a 
modified version thereof, in order to render the material immediately compre­
hensible. Most of the items transcribed may be heard on the accompanying 
compact disk. The following points should be borne in mind in reading the 
scores: 

I. Examples on two or three levels, represented as two or three parallel 
horizontal lines respectively, are designed to reflect the intonational 
patterns of spoken language (a High-Low or a High-Mid-Low grid is 
used). Each example should be read as a single, compound structure, not 
as a summation of two or three different lines. Simply follow the 
succession of notes from left to right, making the appropriate tonal 
changes. None of the individual lines has meaning apart from the others. 

2. Because of the high incidence of quavers in the Northern Ewe song 
repertoire, and because most songs are syllabic rather than melismatic, I 
have not followed the standard convention of representing each sung 
syllable by an unattached note. Rather, I have grouped notes in accor­
dance with the prevailing meter. This makes it easier to observe character­
istic patterns and to note relationships between vocal and instrumental 
repertoires. 

3· Melodic variants, consisting usually of a single alternative, are written 
one on top of the other. For example, a cadential approach to a final A 

may be sung as C-B-A or as C-G-A. The notes Band G are considered 
alternatives and so are represented as a simultaneity. 
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Prologue 

This is a book about rhythm in African music. It does not deal with the whole 
of Africa - an impossible undertaking in any event - but with a tiny portion of 
it, the Northern Ewe culture area in the Volta Region of Ghana, West Africa. I This 
narrowing of focus, this deliberate setting of limits, is forced upon us not only 
by our increasingly specialized professional situations but by a keener apprecia­
tion of the diverse and complex nature of African music(s). Generalizations 
about "African music" in the literature of the 1950S seem to have given way to 
less assailable regional characterizations such as Musique Dan, Venda Children's 
Songs, "Bushman Counterpoint" and Drum Gahu. And even where" Africa" is 
incorporated into a title, as in John Miller Chernoff's remarkable African 
Rhythm and African Sensibility, the emphasis is invariably on one or two ethnic 
groups: in Chernoff's case, the Dagomba and Southern Ewe of Ghana. 

But although we have become better at setting limits, we have not succeeded 
in eliminating direct or indirect references to other parts of Africa from our most 
carefully framed projects. I would suspect, for example, that the majority of 
readers of a book like this will have read about, played, or listened to African (or 
Ghanaian, or Ewe) music, and will necessarily bring to this reading a set of 
presuppositions. Moreover, the technical vocabulary with which we analyze 
African music ("Call-and-Response," "polyrhythm," "multi-part singing," and 
so on) resonates strongly with other musics and music theories. So, while some of 
us may choose not to confront the network of associations generated by our 
methods and vocabulary, preferring to let them remain implicit, none of us can 
deny the fact of their existence.' My approach here is, I fear, one of compromise: 
while sticking firmly to the Northern Ewe, about whose music my ignorance is 
less complete, I do not always resist the urge to mention or discuss certain 
popular characterizations of African music ("it is all based on drumming"; "its 
melodies are short and undeveloped"; "it is rhythmically complex"; "its makers 
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Prologue 

are naturally musical"; and so on}. The evidence drawn from the Northern Ewe 
sometimes reinforces, sometimes undermines, these characterizations. And this 
is as it should be, for the web of knowledge about African music is diffuse, 
intricate, and subject to constant revision. 

For many people, "African rhythm" still means "African drumming." Yet only 
one of the book's chapters (Chapter 4) deals with drumming; all the others are 
concerned with song and performed speech. One reason for the bias is an obvious 
one: it makes little sense to attempt to duplicate the outstanding studies of 
drumming-based African rhythm by A. M. Jones, David Locke, Hewitt Pantaleoni, 
James Koetting, Nissio Fiagbedzi, Willie Anku, and Jeffrey Pressing, among 
others. Another reason stems not from a desire to go against the grain, but from a 
firm conviction that song rather than drum music lies at the heart of Northern Ewe 
modes of musical expression. I am not, of course, the first to insist that pride of 
place be given to song. J. H. Kwabena Nketia's African Music in Ghana, still the 
only comprehensive survey of music in Ghana, includes several chapters on vocal 
music, as does his widely used textbook, The Music of Africa. Klaus Wachsmann's 
view that "there is hardly any music in Africa that is not in some way rooted in 
speech"3 is echoed in Chernoff's remark that" African music is derived from 
language."4 Similarly, Locke introduces a study of improvisation in West African 
music with the remark that "song is the heart of African music performance. 
Accompanied song is the most prevalent music genre, and pure instrumental 
music is uncommon."5 And Francis Bebey asserts unambiguously that "vocal 
music is truly the essence of African musical art. "6 There is, then, something of a 
dissonance between the overwhelming emphasis in the popular imagination on 
"African drumming" as the site of "complex rhythms," and the considered state­
ments by specialists that song holds the key to understanding these musical cultures. 

If song lies at the heart of African musical expression, and since song consists 
of a fusion or integration or amalgamation of words (or "language" or "text") 
and music - suppressing for now the possibility that the resulting "alloy" may 
define an "agonic" relationship - then a productive approach to the analysis of 
song will include primary emphasis on the rhythms of language.? We need not 
underestimate the fundamental differences between language and music as 
overlapping but ultimately independent semiotic systems in order to hold the 
view that the analysis of a "compound" art form, one that fuses the elements 
and processes of two systems, will have to engage with both systems at a basic 
level of the analysis. Moreover, the music-language conjunction is likely to prove 
fruitful at a metalinguistic level. For the technical and aesthetic vocabulary used 
by the Northern Ewe to talk about their language and music, although modest in 
extent, often reveals interesting correspondences and affinities. 

It is this view of the centrality of language, a centrality enshrined in the claim 
that "without African languages, African music would not exist,"8 that underlies 
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Prologue 

the approach taken in this book. I have arranged the contents to progress from 
the less concrete (rhythm as polysemous metaphor, rhythm as a fluid temporal 
process) to the more concrete (rhythm as technical concept, rhythm as a precise, 
quantifiable process) and back again. Accordingly, Chapter I begins with a 
"soundscape" of Northern Ewe society, a fictional ethnography which allows us 
to listen for manifestations of "rhythm" in the spectrum of physical activities that 
take place during a single twenty-four-hour period. Chapter 2 studies the rhythms 
of spoken and performed language, seeking to draw out the intrinsic "music" of 
language in motion. Chapter 3 is devoted to song. It begins at the beginning, so 
to speak, with children's songs and rhymes, proceeds to various adult genres, and 
ends with a "close listening" to one particularly beautiful Northern Ewe lament. 
Chapter 4 analyzes the rhythms of drum music, not as a repository of word­
generated rhythms, but as a set of "temporal spaces" - with apologies for the 
mixed metaphor - in which performers (and listeners) play with "pure" rhythms. 
Chapters 5 and 6 move beyond the "local" to the "global" in musical and verbal 
performance. Chapter 5 contains an analysis of a single thirty-five-minute 
performance of song, drumming, and dancing by a group of youngsters, the 
Zlavi Zigi Group, while Chapter 6 examines a folktale performance by Miw:Je 
Neny6 Hdb:Jb:J, a Cultural Troupe from Peki-Blengo. Chapter 7 revisits a model 
for conceptualizing Northern Ewe rhythmic processes introduced towards the 
end of Chapter I, and closes with some reflections on some of the issues involved 
in notating African rhythm, referring in particular to the work of A. M. Jones. 

It is one of the casualties of disciplinary specialization that because of its 
subject-matter, and irrespective of its actual method, a book about Northern Ewe 
music (or for that matter "non-Western" music) will automatically be classified 
under "ethnomusicology" rather than "musicology," thus departing from the 
precedent set by "comparative musicology" during the early decades of this 
century. While I do not think that labels are everything, I am conscious of the 
fact, and have often been reminded of it by not always hostile critics, that I am 
not a card-carrying ethnomusicologist. This book, accordingly, is conceived as a 
contribution to African music study rather than to ethnomusicology. Using my 
prerogative as author to hide, in one facile distinction, my amateurism in certain 
areas of scholarship, will not, of course, dissuade critics from asking hard ques­
tions. I am therefore obliged to say something about the book's overall orientation. 

Recent appeals to pluralism, eclecticism, and even interdisciplinarity have 
provided us with a convenient rubric for imposing a new kind of coherence on 
how we study cultural objects while abdicating responsibility for some of the 
methodological choices we make. To say, therefore, that my approach is eclectic 
and interdisciplinary is to avail myself of this convenient, but easily misused, 
authority. Talk of a "soundscape" in Chapter I gestures towards anthropology or 
ethnography, while the continuing emphasis on language (especially in Chapters 2 
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and 6) points in the direction of linguistics. To assert the validity of indigenous 
critical, descriptive, and aesthetic language is to align oneself indirectly with the 
much-maligned notion of ethnotheory. And to speak of "perfect fourths," "linear 
descents," and "third spans" is to buy into an area of European music theory. 
Beyond these superficial and unavoidable points of disciplinary contact, however, 
the book is musicological and analytical in orientation insofar as my main 
interest is in the songs that the Northern Ewe sing, their style, structure, and 
texts, and in the mediating role of rhythm as conveyor of their significance. I have 
little to say about larger "contexts" that do not seem to be organically related to 
a musical core. In declaring allegiance to the so-called "music sound," however, I 
do not construe my objects of study as abstract, disembodied patterns of notes, 
nor as less than concrete embodiments of some social reality or other, but as 
intentional discourses in which sign complexes provide listeners (including 
singers, drummers, and dancers) with innumerable opportunities for the 
construction of meaning. 

It will come as no surprise, then, that I do not subscribe to the view, however 
gently formulated, that "it is a mistake 'to listen' to Mrican music"9 if it implies 
that the songs of the Northern Ewe, for example, need to be propped up 
aesthetically by something extramusical. I would argue not only that listening to 
African music can be highly rewarding but that such listening must form the 
basis of any serious engagement with the repertoire. For whatever "listening" 
means, its application to the behavior of Classical music audiences - a move 
designed to underline differences between Classical music and African music 
audiences - often entails a vulgar reduction of the complex processes involved in 
listening to a Mozart quartet, a Schumann song, or a Mahler symphony to the 
realm of "passive" activity. The ritual absence of visible, externalized movement 
among Classical music audiences surely stands in reciprocal relation to the busy 
and sometimes involved process of trying to grasp the meaning of a drama in 
sound, an "inner" drama the apprehension of which allows the imagination 
ample exploratory space to indulge in a series of vigorous cognitive movements. 
To insist that it is not a mistake to listen to Northern Ewe music is not, of course, 
to claim that "listening" is all that this repertoire is good for. In "close listening," 
however, and without entertaining any illusions about the power of scholarly 
discourse, one can, I believe, contribute to the empowering of Northern Ewe 
musicians by bringing to bear on their compositions the same types and 
standards of scholarly scrutiny practiced on more canonical repertoires. And the 
fact that the music discussed in this book is made by "ordinary" Northern Ewe 
people and not by professional musicians says nothing about the appropriateness 
or inappropriateness of canonical techniques of analysis. For what must finally 
be resisted is the impulse to construct an Mrica that is always different from the 
West. No doubt some differences cannot be suppressed, but one may be surprised 
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by the extent to which the need for, and circumstances of, music-making in 
Africa resemble conditions in other parts of the world, and bespeak a basic 
human need for artistic expression. 10 

One final preliminary that impinges on readership: writing about one aspect 
of the music of a little-known African group presents the researcher with at least 
two options, neither of which is entirely satisfactory. One option is to treat 
Northern Ewe materials simply as data for a Western audience, to apply "Wes­
tern" methods of analysis, perhaps even propound a new theory for Western con­
sumption, a theory all the more powerful for claiming to represent what Africans 
really think. By this "logic of extraversion," to borrow Paulin Hountondji's 
phrase, II the musical-intellectual condition of the metropolis is rejuvenated. The 
other option is to focus on providing reliable ethnographic data with the 
minimum of theoretical intervention, so that when Northern Ewes see their 
cultures represented in photographs, recordings, diagrams, and words, they can 
smile at having been included. If this book fails to meet the standards set by 
either agenda, it is partly because I have not been able to find satisfactory 
solutions to the dilemmas, and partly because 1 believe the difficulty to be 
instructive. No doubt I will be asked by my Northern Ewe readers why some 
names were mentioned and others not, why some pictures were included and 
others excluded, and why, in one particular case, 1 did not make the exact 
distinction that a chief had explicitly asked me to make if 1 ever referred to 
musical life in his village "over there." 1 will do my best to explain to him and to 
other offended parties that this book represents no more than the musings of an 
academic, and that a better-qualified researcher will undertake to represent them 
properly one day. (I doubt, however, whether they will believe me, especially after 
they see the price of the book and "advice themselves," as we say in Ghana, that 
all and not a mere 5% of the proceeds actually end up in my pocket.) By the 
same token some of my Western readers will grow impatient at the analytical 
descriptions given here, wondering why I haven't done the work that will 
produce a new theory. 1 can only hope that my ambivalence will be construed 
positively rather than negatively, and that the exploration of limits and the 
attempt to define an appropriate representational milieu for Northern Ewe music 
will be seen to have some potential benefits. 

Towards a Northern Ewe conception of rhythm 

There is no single word in the Ewe language for "rhythm." None of the lexicons 
currently in existence (Ewe-English or Ewe-German) has an entry for "rhythm." 
In Dietrich Westermann's Ewe-English dictionary Evefiala, for example, there is 
an entry for "rhyme" but not for "rhythm."12. It is hard to believe that, with all 
the evidence around him of regular and energetic music-making, Westermann 
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could have failed to notice the importance of rhythm in the lives of the Mricans 
whose languages he studied. Perhaps lexicons are meant only to record what is 
verbalized, not to mirror our patterns of behavior. 

The absence of a single word for "rhythm" in Ewe does not, of course, imply 
the absence of the concept of rhythm. What it implies is that the semantic fields 
of the word are broadly distributed rather than lodged in one place. The Ewe 
word vugbe, for instance, could be translated as "rhythm" in certain contexts, 
although its literal meaning is "drum language" (fu = drum, gbe = language). If 
I say to a group of drummers "Miqon 1'}ugbe," I am asking them to "change the 
language of the drums." This is another way of telling them to change the 
dance, perhaps to beat Gabaqa instead of Gbolo, each dance being defined by a 
characteristic rhythm. "Miqoll 1'}ugbe" could therefore be rendered as "change 
the rhythm. " 

I could not, however, use the word fugbe in a discussion of the rhythm of 
song. In fact, I would have considerable trouble separating the dimensions of 
song into rhythm, melody, dynamics, texture, tessitura, and so on, as one routinely 
does in English, French, German, Italian, and other languages. I might ask the 
singers to "put fire inside" (de dzo erne), which might result in both an increase 
in volume and, often unintentionally, a quickening of pace. I might complain 
about a performance that it is dull, or that it "wears slowness" (ew:J gbbd:J:J or 
edo agbb:J), and this might elicit a greater density of rhythmic events, a swelling 
in dynamics, perhaps, or an increase in tempo. The context would determine 
what changes are considered appropriate by the performers. There are, in short, 
ways of conversing around rhythm without naming it. And it is this "always­
connected" or integral mode of rhythmic signification that characterizes the 
Northern Ewe culture area. 

Nowadays, with the advent of missionary education and culture, it has 
become necessary for choirmasters and music teachers to invent technical 
vocabulary for talking about music. 13 It is not always possible to distinguish 
between this newer, missionary-influenced discourse and the older, "traditional" 
discourse. The rendering of "melody" as gbe4t4i (the sounding of the voice) or 
hagbe (the language of song), of pitch as gbe4i4i fe bk:5me (the height of the 
sounding of the voice), of "harmony" as gbebdblti (the tying together or blend­
ing of voices), of the "beginning" and "ending" of a song as ha fe g~edzefe 
and hil fe nuwufe respectively, and of "singing" as hildzidzi (literally, "the 
singing of song"): these and other phrases fit so readily into the post-colonial 
context of hymn and anthem singing that they very likely are recent coinages. 
By contrast, a number of words and phrases used in the context of "tradi­
tional" performances do not betray this missionary influence as clearly. I might 
say of a given performance that akaye me s~ 0, meaning "the gourds do not 
agree," indicating ensemble problems, a lack of synchronicity in the beating of 
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the akaye. The same phenomenon, only this time involving a disparity between 
singing and instrumental playing, is captured by the phrase ehaa t6 f)uj qome, 
meaning "the song has passed under the drums." The single word f)u refers 
simultaneously to dance, music, and drumming, evidence that here, as in other 
West African lexicons, there is no single word for "music", and that the concept 
of music is much broader than it appears to be in the West (especially when 
used in connection with art music since about 1700). While the origins of these 
words and phrases might be of interest to the etymologist, their continued use 
by today's Ewe musicians shows that here, as in other realms of post-colonial 
experience, the mutual existence of "African" and "Western" or "Western­
influenced" concepts presents no aesthetic dilemmas. 

The absence of a single word for "rhythm" in Ewe suggests that rhythm refers 
to a binding together of different dimensional processes, a joining rather than a 
separating, an across-the-dimensions instead of a within-the-dimension phenom­
enon. I have taken a cue from this interpretation to begin the present study of 
Northern Ewe rhythm on the broadest possible level, the level of the rhythms of 
society. For if the idea of rhythm as "always-connected" is as fertile as I claim it 
to be, then a proper understanding of rhythmic expression should begin by 
regarding, however briefly, broader manifestations of rhythm in society, rhythms 
that could function as a source for artistic borrowing and manipulation - not the 
only one, of course, since music inevitably refers to other music. A sketch of a 
Northern Ewe soundscape might serve to orient us to the nature of their sound 
world, and facilitate our isolation of rhythm for detailed scrutiny in subsequent 
chapters. 
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Rhythms 
of 

society 

The rhythms of Northern Ewe society are those rhythms that are produced and 
consumed by the members of that society in the normal course of their lives. 
This potentially infinite set of rhythms includes everything from the cosmic 
periodicity of seasonal change to the localized rhythms of drum music. The 
"rhythms of society," in this broad sense, are not necessarily the rhythms of 
music. What they make available is a set of opportunities for artistic exploita­
tion. In order to construct a "rhythmic soundscape" for the Northern Ewe area, 
we need to suppress, or at least underplay, the distinctions between music and 
non-music so that we can convey something of the diffuse state of Northern Ewe 
society. Then we will be in a better position to suggest ways in which they find 
meaning in the events that surround them and that they in turn create. I 

What, then, happens during a single twenty-four-hour cycle in Northern 
Eweland? Many things, of course. But there is enough regularity in the order of 
events to enable us construct a hypothetical soundscape. That such a construction 
is at least conceivable to the Northern Ewe is clear from the fact that they recog­
nize different times of day and night, and associate certain kinds of activities 
with certain times of day. For example, after-dark or night activities come with 
such prohibitions as "you do not sweep at night," or "you do not sell palm oil at 
night," or "you do not whistle at night." Table I.I displays the indigenous 
periodization with an overlay of clock time. In addition to Ewe and Siwu, which 
are the principal languages discussed in this book, Twi, which is spoken in parts 
of, or areas adjacent to, Northern Eweland, is also included in order to provide 
some scope for comparison.2 

The Northern Ewe recognize seven active periods in the course of a single day: 
dawn; morning; afternoon; late afternoon or early evening; evening; night; and 
middle of the night. Developed primarily in response to the constraints of an 
agrarian society, this periodization is subject to various forms of enactment and 
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Table I.I Indigenous periodizations of the day 

Time English Ewe Siwu Twi 

4.00 a.m. - 6.00 a.m. dawn bl\li ;qesr~ ahomakye 
6.00 a.m. - 12 Noon morning I\df kaya ampa 
12 Noon - 4.00 p.m. afternoon I\cb kalome aWla 
4.00 p.m. -7.00 p.m. late afternoon )(Ctro iwe' klE 
7.00 p.m. - 10 p.m. evening fie' kutsuE anwomere 
10 p.m. - 4.00 a.m. night za kase' anadzo 

middle of night za titina Kasi! nde' anadzo konkon 

creative play. Northern Ewe culture is, of course, never static, and so it makes 
sense that its continual reinvention should involve a rereading and revising of 
some of the prescriptions of the past. The following account is fictional in the 
sense that it has been constructed to illustrate a point. While it is unlikely that a 
randomly selected twenty-four-hour period will see each event described below, 
the account will provide a sketch of the Northern Ewe sound world as a pre­
lude to later reflection on its rhythmic nature) 

Dawn 
(F5qIilJqesril Ahomakye) 

4.00 a.m. Dawn is a period of growth and emergence, a time for the private 
rhythms of sleeping and snoring, and of sexual intercourse. Drumming heard in 
the distance signifies the end of an all-night wake-keeping, the Northern Ewes' 
unstinting acknowledgment that when a person dies he or she must be "hidden" 
properly. As daylight appears, the noises of chickens, goats, sheep and other 
domestic animals gradually replace the shrill and distinct sounds of night. A 
cock's crowing cuts through the emergent noises, asserting his authority as 
guardian of the predawn. At 4.45 the first church bells announce the morning 
service that will begin an hour or so later. In practically every Northern Ewe 
town or village Christian churches may be found alongside sites of "traditional" 
religious worship. And there are not insignificant numbers of people who are 
in church on Sunday and at the traditional doctor's on Wednesday. Among 
Christian congregations, many are Roman Catholic or Evangelical Presbyterian. 
(In larger towns, one encounters Methodist and Anglican congregations as well.) 
Even more common are pentecostal or, as they are known locally, "spiritual" 
churches, which have flourished in Ghana since the I96os: White Cross, Church 
of the Living God, Musama Disco Christo Church, Apostles' Revelation Society, 
and several others. 
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5.00 a.m. Devout worshippers have gathered at the Evangelical Presbyterian 
Church to hold a "morning devotion." For the next hour or so, they will sing 
hymns from the Ewe Hymnal, read scripture, and pray. The singing mayor may 
not be accompanied by a harmonium. This depends on whether the congre­
gation owns one, or on whether the organist, noted for a certain fondness for 
alcoholic beverages, made it safely home after a bout of drinking akpeteshie 
(locally brewed, potent gin), or deha (palm wine), or pito (millet beer) the night 
before, and whether, having done so, he was in a position to wake up early and 
attend the morning service. 

From modest beginnings in the middle of the 1800s, the E. P. Church has 
undergone considerable change in its style of worship. While it was nominally 
opposed in the beginning to indigenization - except in the matter of providing 
hymn texts, the Bible, and prayers in the local languages - some of the congre­
gational singing is now accompanied by local instruments (drums, castanets, and 
rattles), and there is invariably a youth wing of the church whose members sing, 
drum, and dance during Sunday services (these include the Christian Youth 
Builders [CYB] and the Christian Youth Organization [CYO]). These young 
people are often musically active outside the church as well, which partly 
explains the cross-fertilization between "sacred" (associated with church or 
other forms of religious worship) and "secular" (associated with recreational 
and ritual drumming) musical languages. 

Down the road from the E. P. Church is the noisy Church of the Living God, 
whose members are not known for showing any kind of restraint when it comes 
to praising God. Singing at the top of their voices songs imported recklessly from 
elsewhere (in Twi, English, Ewe, Ga), some members will eventually enter into 
altered states. Theirs is very much a here-and-now mode of worship: none of 
that staid piety one finds in the more orthodox churches. Today, members are 
asking to be delivered from temptation and to be forgiven their sins. They are 
praying for children, for food, for clothing, indeed for all their earthly needs -
has not the Lord assured them that He will take care of their needs? The singing 
is loud and spirited, the drumming equally energetic, and the dancing, depending 
on how the spirit moves, is sometimes freely, sometimes strictly patterned. A 
one-stringed double bass strengthens the musical texture, providing not only a 
three-note bass line but also a strong rhythmic pulsation. Drums, rattles, bells 
and castanets contribute their own sets of rhythms to the performance. The 
melody excerpted in Example I.I (CD track 2) provides the foundation for 
melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic improvisation. 

5.3 0 a.m. Households rise from their mats. Soon, a whole slew of morning 
chores will be underway. Girls walk to the river to fetch water, balancing buckets 
on their heads. To relieve the tedium of work, they challenge one another. Who 
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J = 144 

'~IJ-n4 Efl~ i J alG 
Praise !he Lord Hal-Ie - Iu _ jab. Ho-si - a_ na. A-men 

Praise !heLon! Hal-Ie - Iu_ jab. Ho-si - a_ na. A-men 

Example 1.1. Melody upon which the Church of the Living God improvises 

can take the most steps without spilling a drop of water? Who will be the first to 
fill her family's drum? Each challenge encourages the girls to regularize, that is to 
say, to rhythmicize, the fetching, carrying, and walking, all this in an effort to 
increase efficiency. Elsewhere, boys and girls sweep the compounds of their family 
homes. The sign of a swept ground is a continuous pattern of semi-circular shapes 
formed by the action of brooms on sand and stones. Making this pattern often 
invites a rhythmicization of the brushing action of the broom. One boy whistles 
the latest American pop tune he has heard over the radio, another quietly hums a 
hymn tune, a third sings a recreational song he learned the night before. 

A group of elders has gathered in the family head's house to judge an alleged 
wrong-doing. A recently married woman has been accused of saying unkind 
things about her in-laws. She will have to defend herself in this mostly male 
domestic court. At this early hour of day, the rhythms of chewing sticks - an 
extended brushing of teeth - are eventually interrupted by the pouring of 
libation to begin the arbitration process. Then, the oldest elder invites husband, 
wife, and witnesses to present their cases. Passions rise as strong words are 
exchanged, but the framework of the proceeding is never violated. The wife 
escapes with a warning to watch her tongue in future. 

Morning meals are being prepared. The rhythms of grinding, pounding, 
chopping, and fanning combine to define one large, staggered pulse. Walking 
around a rural neighborhood, you can tell what is being cooked from how the 
pounding sounds. In the midst of all this, the town crier arrives with a message 
from the chief: all young men and women in the village are to gather in the local 
cemetery tomorrow morning to weed it. An announcement rather than ordinary 
speech, the town crier's delivery is a performative act. It is introduced and 
concluded by a series of loud bangs on the hand-held, single-pronged bell, and 
the spoken portions unfold in phrases of unequal length, separated by silences. 
Everyone listens attentively. In fact, you risk incurring a fine if you are found 
ignoring the town crier's message. 
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Morning 
(~dilka yaJaIDpa) 

6.00 a.m. The day's work has begun in earnest. In one home, girls are pounding 
dried cassava in a mortar to make kokonte. In another, they are pounding 
recently harvested rice in order to remove the husks. As with other forms of 
routine pounding (of which the daily pounding of fufu is probably the most 
prevalent), the work of pounding is made a little less routine by incorporating 
some rhythmic interest. In place of a regularly spaced alternation between two 
pounders, a variant, such as that shown in Example 1.2, may be introduced. 
Pounder I keeps a steady pace while Pounder 2 pushes her strokes closer to 
Pounder I'S. Later, the roles might be reversed so that Pounder I takes on the 
"improvisatory" role. Here as elsewhere in Northern Ewe culture, work merges 
into play and reemerges as work. And there is no better illustration of the need 
for cooperation in family as well as in societal living. 

Some people are going from their rural homes to their urban places of work. 
Messengers, teachers, security guards, civil servants, and clerks travel by what­
ever means of transportation is available, or that they can afford: lorry, bus, taxi 
or foot. From Ziavi, Tanyigbe, Ak6eft\ Aqaklu, and S6k6qe, they converge on 
the town of Ho; from Santr6k6fi-Benua, L616bi-Kumasi, and F6d6me-Kpeme, 
they converge on H6hoe; and from Ziave, Dzoanti, and Sovie they converge on 
Kpando. The rhythm of travel is a composite of several micro-rhythms: the 
rhythms of competition for seats in lorries, the rhythms of formulaic greetings 
among friends, acquaintances and strangers; the rhythms of speech in the routine 
exchange of fresh gossip; and the rhythms of vigorous car-horn communication 
between drivers and other drivers, or between drivers and their numerous "fans" 
spread across the tiny settlements linking village to town. 

Farmers begin their hike to their farms, where they will spend a good part of 
the day. Men, women (some with babies on their backs), and children, many 
carrying farm tools (hoes, cutlasses, and guns) in large bowls balanced on their 
heads, or in sacks hanging from their shoulders, walk steadily along bush paths 
to their places of work. They will not pass or meet anyone on the way without 
greeting the person. Different greetings are exchanged with people who are 
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Example 1.2. Rhythm produced by two pounders, with variant 
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returning from the farm (having perhaps spent the night there) or with those 
who are already busy at work. Some will need only twenty minutes to get to 
their farms, while others may take a couple of hours. 

8.00 a.m. Public school starts with a formal assembly of pupils and teachers. 
Smartly dressed in their starched and ironed uniforms, pupils recite the national 
pledge, say a prayer, and perhaps sing an anthem. The head teacher announces 
the day's work schedule, tells about future special activities, and then reads out a 
list of names of pupils who are to be caned for acting contrary to some school 
regulation or other. Caning, too, has a rhythmic dimension that is not lost on the 
giver and certainly not on the receiver. Between now and the early afternoon, 
these pupils will be under the control of their teachers. The school bell will be 
rung at the end of each lesson period. There will be a break for lunch. In addition 
to instructing pupils academically, teachers will find time for them to break, play, 
do sport (typically, playing football for boys and netball for girls), or even do 
some farm work either on the school farm or on a teacher's own private farm. 

In some government offices, and especially during periods of great economic 
hardship (one recalls the famine year of 1983), many turn to organized religion 
for hope and comfort. The working day begins with a short prayer meeting. Idle 
moments - some more than just brief moments - are spent reading copies of the 
New Testament supplied by the Gideons International, and the lunch hour may 
include moments of song and prayer. While this turn to evangelical Christianity 
is, for many, a stopgap as they await a "lucky break," a period of economic 
prosperity, for others it will last past the famine years. 

9.00 a.m. The day's labors are in full swing everywhere. In towns as well as in 
villages, corn mills go to work, polluting the air with smoke and the environ­
ment with noise. Cloth weavers are at their looms, often singing, humming, or 
whistling as they work. Potters, seamstresses, hairdressers, bricklayers, basket 
weavers, and carpenters: these and other workers fill the Northern Ewe sound­
scape with rhythms of work. When carpenters nail and drill, for example, they 
unfailingly incorporate some sort of pattern into what would otherwise be a 
series of undifferentiated pulses. That is why practically every Northern Ewe 
child knows the rhythm transcribed in Example 1.3 (CD track I), a rhythm that 
carpenters rehearse hundreds of times a day as they hammer nails into wood. 

The scene of greatest rhythmic expression is the marketplace. If you travel in 
the Northern Ewe area, you will not go far before you come across a market - a 
small, local market, or a larger, cosmopolitan one. Market days are reckoned 
following the traditional four-day week (about which we shall have something to 
say later). While small markets allow routine purchases of goods and services, big 
market days provide opportunities for bulk or special buying. Diverse and richly 
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Example 1.3. Popular rhythm used by carpenters 

Solo 
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Tse tse ku Ie tse tse Ko fi sa Ko fi sa la ga 

Chorus 

Solo .., .. .. 
Kaka Ii la ga 

Chorus ..,.... .. .. ~ . 
Kaka Ii la ga Kum a Ie Ie! 

Example 1.4. Children's rhyme 

textured, the market is the site of an extraordinary number and variety of forms 
of rhythmic expression. Some traders shout prices at the top of their voices, while 
others use quieter and cleverer ways to advertise their wares. Some practiced 
customers haggle over prices with traders, while others spend their time fending 
off thieves, toll collectors, or eager bookmen. Numerous acquaintances will be 
renewed, new ones will be made. In time, one learns to ignore some of the many 
voices that compete for attention: the onomatopoeic call "evivi I\anaI\ana" ("it 
is sooooo sweet") of a fried-yarn (koliko) seller, or the intoning of "ice water" by 
a chilled-water seller. Shoemakers and shoe repairers, often in high demand on 
these occasions, brighten up their situations of work in the same way that 
weavers and carpenters do. And the noises of cars, taxis, lorries, mammy wagons, 
and even articulators continually signify arrival and departure, adding their own 
periodicity to the market soundscape. Held in stalls, often in very hot and humid 
weather, markets are extraordinary moments of communal affirmation and 
competition. 

During breaks from academic lessons, school children invent and reinvent 
rhymes, garnes, and play songs. One popular game, "Tsetse kule," is played by 
children of all ages, and teaches coordination between spoken rhymes and hand 
focus on certain parts of the body, going from head to toe. A leader "calls" a line 
at a time, and the rest of the chorus responds by repeating it (Example 1.4). The 
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rhyme's syncopated figures are characteristic of the sorts of temporal displace­
ments found in other Northern Ewe music. Although not indigenous to the 
Northern Ewe area, "Tsetse kule" is widely performed. 

Elsewhere on the school compound, a group of girls (and girls only) is playing 
another popular game, timpe. Played in groups of two or more, timpe is a game 
of guessing and anticipation, choreographed in a deceptively simple pattern of 
body movements. Girl I, the proposer, leaps into the air and puts one leg for­
ward as she completes her descent. The task for Girl 2, the guesser, is to follow 
Girl I'S action while guessing which leg is going to be thrust forward. With each 
successful guess, the guesser becomes the new proposer. Ampe combines at least 
three rhythms: first, an upbeat-downbeat clap pattern by which each guess is 
enacted; second, a repeated verbal phrase (typically, an enumeration of turns) 
with which each cycle is completed; and third, the "three-dimensional" rhythms 
of take-off and landing. These are, of course, not three radically different 
rhythms forced to cohere, but distinct components of a larger gesture. 

As noon approaches, life in urban Eweland gradually approaches something 
of a climax. Chop bars, rife with the periodicities of boiling soup and pounding 
fufu, prepare for the arrival of customers. Many people will visit these wayside 
restaurants for a not exactly light lunch: fufu with light soup made from goat, 
chicken, or rat meat. This is no place to indulge individual fancies: you pay for 
your food, eat, and get out. On the whole there is something straightforwardly 
functional about the way Northern Ewe eat - which says nothing about how 
much they actually enjoy eating. 

Meanwhile car-horns continue to engage one another in a variety of slogans. 
If there is an impending political event (such as a national election), then there 
is all the more reason for such "conversations" to take place. During the 
campaign leading up to the Second Republic, for example, supporters 
(including taxi drivers) of Dr. Busia's Progress Party used a favourite slogan, 
"good party" ("Party papa"), a slogan that was performed in a characteristic 
off-beat rhythm (Example 1.5). 

J =104 

IH ". ~~.r-J ,rJ ~ I'"~ ~~.r-J ,rJ ~ 
L 

Par ty pa - pal Par ty pa - pal 

Example 1. 5. Progress Party slogan 

In farming communities, by contrast, life is somewhat quieter since most 
people are away on their farms. Among those who remain behind are the sick, 
the insane, the aged and their helpers. Some may occupy themselves with modest 
tasks at home, some will rest, while some may even get up to some mischief. On 
the farms, activities vary in type and intensity. In the appropriate season among 



African rhythm 

the Akpafu, for example, groups of men and women, formed into small coop­
eratives, help individual farmers to clear swamps and plant rice. Not infrequently 
they compete to find the most efficient group of workers. Singing often forms a 
part of this competition, one group taunting the other, or simply declaring its 
greater efficiency. 

Afternoon 
(~d:J/kabme/awia) 

I2.00 Noon marks an important turning-point in the lives of many Northern 
Ewe. For many rural people, the position of the sun, manifest in length of 
shadow, is still an important marker of this transition. Shadow length may 
guide discussions about when to take a break, when to eat, when to change 
pace, or how to assess what remains to be done before the working day ends. 
At school, the bell invariably announces noon, and with it lunch. In these days 
of heightened cultural awareness, the sound of the bell is sometimes replaced 
by the sound of a pair of talking drums, delivering a coded message: "Hld:,me 
s~, ha ku atikE," which means that "the pig has a strong stomach, the pig has 
taken medicine" (Example 1.6). In urban areas, offices shut or simply slow 
down as workers go out to lunch, illicit lovers meet, and money lenders chase 
after their debtors. 

LOO p.m. A mother is putting her child down for a nap. She herself is quite 
tired, having been on her feet since the crack of dawn. She finds a spot in the 
shade of a mango tree and sings her child the one lullaby that every Northern 
Ewe mother knows, "Tuutuu gb:Jvi" (Example 1.7). A gentle, rocking motion 
from side to side accompanies her singing, each turn coinciding with a crotchet 
beat. The child is hardly asleep when she, too, dozes off. It will be a good half­
hour before she realizes what hit her. 

2.00 p.m. The rhythms of private and public greeting continue to reinforce some 
of the bonds that define the Northern Ewe as a people. The structure of a given 
greeting may depend on the time of day and on when the parties last saw each 
other. Greeting allows people to inquire about others' health, to thank them for 
favors done recently, to congratulate them, and to express condolences either in 
respect of a specific death or in respect of deaths in general. Not all forms of 
verbal exchange are as formal as these. Manual workers, for example, might be 
"energized" by the familiar Ghanaian phrase, "Ayikoo," to which the proper 
response is "Yaa ee." 

School children go into a special lesson called "culture," where they learn 
about different ways of living. Anything from festival celebrations to funerary 
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Example I.6. Talking drum signal for lunch 
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Example I.7. Popular lullaby 

practices may be included in this lesson. Elsewhere, pupils are rehearsing a neo­
traditional anthem, or learning about the institutions of chieftaincy, or prac­
ticing some traditional dances. Let us dwell on two of these. 

Pupils at the E.P.IL.A. Middle School at Ho-Bankoe are learning Dr. Ephraim 
Amu's anthem "Mommyenk:J so Mforo" (composed in I947) in preparation for 
a coming school district singing competition. Since they do not read music, they 
are having to learn entirely by ear. Although he reads staff notation, the music 
teacher does so with difficulty, so he has transposed the entire work into tonic 
solfa notation. With the help of a tuning fork, a piercing falsetto voice, and a 
cane to both beat time and punish the inattentive, he goes through each of the 
four vocal parts (treble, alto, tenor, and bass), having the pupils sing after him. 
Gradually, and after much repetition, the choir begins to produce sounds 
approximating to what Amu intended. This oral/aural approach to learning is 
the normal method for choirs like this, whether they are learning a specially 
arranged folk song, a neo-traditional anthem, or the Hallelujah Chorus. 

At the Peki-Blengo Middle School, teachers and pupils are preparing for an 
inter-school cultural festival and competition. They have chosen to stage a mock 
durbar of chiefs, and this is what they are rehearsing today. The key roles of 
chief, queen mother, linguist, and head of the asafo or warrior group have been 
assigned to various pupils. Since the entire student body is involved in this 
performance, the rehearsal takes place not on the normal assembly grounds, but 
on the much larger football field. Everyone dresses for his or her assigned role, 
and the entire group prepares for the procession. At the head are two drummers 
beating a pair of cylindrical drums. They seem to be dearing the path, announc­
ing the imminent arrival of the chief and his entourage. Next in line is a group of 
women singing and dancing Gb%, a popular recreational dance. Then comes 
the queen mother and her entourage, flanked by numerous supporters and 
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admirers, many trading slogans and appellations. Following is the paramount 
chief himself, carried in a palanquin by six men. Although he sits with a dignified 
pose most of the time, he stands up from time to time to dance, carving out 
elegantly restrained movements that convey qualities of bravery, strength, and 
authority. The pitch of the procession goes up a notch every time the chief 
dances. At the end of the procession is another pair of drummers, who provide a 
symmetrical balance to the two that head the procession. These drummers are 
"talking" on so-called Tumpani drums (from the Akan "Atumpan," talking 
drums). A slow, dead beat conveys a message of seriousness. Meanwhile, 
members of the asafo group are moving anxiously about the entire procession, 
pointing their guns in all directions as if in search of the enemy. Although the 
procession as a whole seems to move at snail pace, it features a complex network 
of patterned and unpatterned movement, learned and spontaneous behavior, 
improvised and rehearsed singing and dancing. The whole is, of course, never 
accessible from anyone angle, except perhaps in the ethnographer's fictional text. 

3.00 p.m. Back from school and stealing time from household chores, boys and 
girls find a little space to play. Boys play ball, draughts, pebbles, cards, and 
beads. Girls do clapping games, play nurse, and hop-step. In one village home, 
an uncle has arrived for a visit. Everyone seems happy to see him even though he 
arrived unannounced. Greetings are ritually exchanged, and the amanie or news 
is heard. Mother now has to worry about feeding this extra mouth while 
children lament the loss of some of their play time. 

Girls in some rural areas make trips to the river to fetch water while their 
peers in urban areas visit the commercial taps to do the same thing. As they 
grow older, opportunities to leave the house, especially under the guise of 
running errands, are greatly welcomed by girls. On a trip to the river or tap one 
may encounter distractions of various sorts: watch fights, make fun of the mad 
woman, converse with friends, and gossip. 

At the local football park, a match between two rival teams is in progress. As 
always, the scene is extremely crowded since football, like religion, can have a 
strong hold on the imaginations of many boys and men. Those unable to attend 
the game will not be spared periodic shouts of "goal," or spontaneous cries expres­
sing admiration for brilliant displays of skill. Heard from afar, and especially in 
rural communities, the "music" of a football match is a marvellous communal 
song, one of the few instances of "unison singing" involving an entire village. 

5.00 p.m. The sun is going down. Farm workers are returning home with their 
loads of food and firewood. Evening meals are being prepared. As usual, the 
sounds of pestles on mortars fill the soundscape. Meanwhile, office workers who 
live outside the metropolis shoot for the lorry parks, taxi ranks, and bus stops. 
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The late afternoon, too, is a period of transition, a relatively easy transition from 
a period of work to one of rest and recreation. 

6.00 p.m. Talking drums are heard from a village chief's compound. The chief has 
summoned all clan elders to a meeting. Each clan head is called by a distinctive 
drum pattern. This is "secret" music in the sense that, although it is heard by many 
people, its code is decipherable by only a handful of them. When the elders assem­
ble in the chief's courtyard, the linguist performs a libation. He begins by invoking 
departed souls, ancestors, elders, previous chiefs, and legendary figures. When his 
memory fails, one of the clan leaders prompts him. The belief is that since the 
linguist is praying on behalf of the entire village, a bad prayer - for example, one in 
which the names of important ancestors go unmentioned - could bring retributions 
upon the whole village and not just upon the elder doing the praying. That is why 
corrections have to be entered immediately. Then he tells the gods why their help is 
being sought and in what way. When the chief himself speaks, he does so through 
his spokesperson or "linguist," the :Jkyeame, whose role is to "hear" what the 
chief has to say so that others may hear it too. In the same way, the chief will not 
be addressed directly, but through an intermediary. It is partly because of this 
obligatory mediation, which in turn engenders several repetitions of the same 
verbal formulas, that the proceeding as a whole acquires a periodic sense. 

Evening 
(fie lkutsuEianwomere) 

7.00 p.m. The onset of darkness in Northern Eweland signifies both ending and 
beginning. The working day ends here for many rural people, and it is followed 
by a dense network of formal and informal musical activities, some of it ritually 
determined, some of it totally spontaneous. It is as if the Northern Ewe care for 
their bodies by day and their souls or spirits by night. 

In Kpando, members of Mr. Nuatn's B?Jb:5b?J group, one of the oldest and 
best-known of such groups, are rehearsing as well as performing B?Jb:5b?J. This 
recreational music dates back to the 1950S, and is big in Kpando, although it 
is now widely performed not only elsewhere in Northern Eweland but also in 
parts of the country where there is a significant Ewe presence. Adult drummers, 
dancers, and singers join together to make music until evening turns into night, 
sometimes until night turns into middle of the night. Simple, hymn-like anthems 
accompany a moderately paced beat played by an ensemble of drums, bells, and 
rattles, to which dancing women move their bodies in synchrony. It is, of course, 
understood by all who participate in it that an occasion like this, although 
intended for making music, has numerous other fringe attractions. Certainly, a 
number of boy-girlliaisons have been formed on this site. 

Elsewhere in Kpando, one of the leading choirs of the Volta Region, the 
Celestial Joy Singers, is busy learning parts to a number of neo-traditional 
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anthems. Included in the choir's repertoire are anthems, hymns, arrangements of 
"traditional" songs, recreational songs, and adaptations of children's game 
songs. In contrast to traditional rehearsals/performances, this is strictly a 
rehearsal, a time to learn and perfect what has been learned in order to perform 
it at a later date for a non-participating audience. 

In the village of Akpafu Todzi, a small group of women has gathered at the 
home of their lead singer to sing Agblehawo ("farm songs"). This is a genre of 
songs in Ewe, thought to have been brought to Akpafu during the 1950S. The 
lead singer teaches both the Call and Response parts of each song. These "farm 
songs" offer a forum for reflecting on, and creatively responding to, life's 
vicissitudes. Although, to the Akpafu, the songs are in a "foreign" language, 
their style and structural processes have been "domesticated," that is, brought in 
line with indigenous Akpafu song expression. Example 1.8 (CD track 3) is typical 
of the genre. 

J. = 108 
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Example 1.8. Farm song (Agbleha) 

In Akpafu-Aq:Jlo, a number of children gather in an open space to perform a 
children's dance, Ilikpi. This vigorous, moderately paced music is performed on 
homemade instruments, usually hollowed tins or cans with a membrane stretched 
over the open end. The dance is a simple side-to-side movement, with plenty of 
room for embellishment. The fact that the children are unsupervised on this 
occasion encourages some development of sexual independence. 

In another village, a young man whistles to two or three friends in his neigh­
borhood to join him in making the daily pilgrimage to the public latrine, which 
lies on the outskirts of the village. He either uses a signal that they recognize or 
reproduces the tonal and rhythmic characteristics of their names (this is also 
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what one does on talking drums). The idea of defecating communally is only 
partly motivated by the society's always-connected ideology. As it is dark, there 
may be snakes in the bushes, or human spirits that may elect to visit you while 
you are thus compromised. Among close friends, the mutual observance of the 
type and quality of the output may generate discussion about the culinary skills 
of their wives. 

Elsewhere in the village, the sounds of night begin to form into distinct layers. 
The songs of birds, crickets, frogs, snakes, and other creatures of the night 
compete for attention with the intermittent shots of hunters, and these in turn 
are superimposed on top of the sounds of different types of music-making. And 
with the recession of the mechanical sounds of mills, cars, and engines comes a 
new and fresh silence that also competes for our attention. 

8.00 p.m. In Avenui, children have gathered to tell stories and trade riddles. 
Story-telling will continue for as long as the participants are resourceful. Typically, 
each new story opens with a beginning formula. Then follows the narration 
proper, which is interspersed with spoken and sung interludes, spontaneous 
echoes of affect, and occasionally dancing. Then another formula closes the tale, 
but not before the narrator has explicated the moral of the story. One boy may 
bring along a bell or the blade of a hoe to accompany the singing of the inter­
ludes, while a girl may bring an akaye, a gourd rattle, for the same purpose. 
Built into the close of each tale is a mechanism for passing the mantle on to the 
next narrator. Like the pouring of libation, folktale narration is both integral and 
communal, a confluence of speech, song, and dance. 

In Akpafu Todzi, a group of singers, drummers, and dancers are rehearsing 
and performing Gomli (lit. "the pot rolls over"). This dance was brought to 
Akpafu from the Anb area, perhaps by an Akpafu citizen who lived there. 
Gomli has been beaten in Akpafu since at least the I930S. It is an energetic 
dance that uses the same ensemble of drums and bells as the Anb Ptgbadza 
ensemble, and involves the same "back-breaking" dance movements. 

In the Anb community at Ho (Anb K:5dzi), Agbadza is being performed by an 
informal group of musicians. They meet once a week to rehearse/perform this 
and other traditional Anb music. In addition to dancers, drummers, and singers, 
there is an audience of participating and non-participating members. They will 
drum for the rest of the evening. If the occasion is a special one - such as the 
return of a distinguished or rich member of the community after many years, the 
settlement of a protracted dispute in favor of a member of the community, or a 
funeral- then the drumming and dancing may well go on all night. 

In one village, a mobile cinema operated by the Center for National Culture is 
showing The Adventures of Fu Man Chu. Adults and children, many wrapped in 
sleeping cloths, congregate on the village arena to enjoy, assimilate, and later 
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imitate this version of Chinese culture. Some will be especially taken with the 
sound track. 

Public radio boxes scattered throughout Northern Eweland bring music, 
news, and educational programs to those who either wish to take advantage of 
them, or whose homes happen to be located next to these boxes. It is time for 
the ever-popular "Listeners' Choice," during which requests for the latest in 
highlife, afro-gospel, afro-rock, afro-beat, mji, and juju music will be entertained. 
At other times of day, "traditional" music from Adowa to Kpanlogo is broad­
cast. Careful programming by the Ghana Broadcasting Corporation ensures that 
Northern Ewe listeners, like listeners in other Ghanaian culture areas, hear 
enough of their own music to feel that they too belong to the nation-state. 

At the U.A.C. Gardens in Hohoe there is a dance, for which purpose a twenty­
piece band has been hired from Accra to provide music. Upwardly mobile, 
middle-class, and often middle-aged members of the community come here to 
dance to 196os-style highlife and consume large quantities of beer. Men go after 
other women, including upper-level secondary school girls who have managed to 
escape from their boarding houses. The band includes guitarists, drummers, 
trumpeters, saxophonists, a clarinettist, and two vocalists. The language of 
highlife music, with its repeated chord sequences, its affecting, sometimes trite, 
melodies, and its banal, but occasionally insightful, commentary on social life, 
holds a special appeal for a segment of Northern Ewe society that, for various 
reasons, shuns "traditional music" and shows little interest in the athletically 
demanding popular music that is streaming in from Europe and America. 

Elsewhere in Northern Eweland, affluent families or individuals who own 
instruments (pianos and harmoniums are quite common) make music at home. 
In Akpafu-Todzi, for example, Mr. Nkrumah has brought out his self-made 
instrument, Sawra, with which he will entertain a group of children. Sawra is a 
curved stick, about three feet long, with a rough edge and a little resonating 
chamber attached to the top. Mr. Nkrumah "scrubs" the rough surface of the 
instrument to produce a grating, percussive noise and uses a separate hollowed­
out shell to vary the resonance of the resulting sound. He has developed simple 
rhymes to go with this "music,' rhymes whose speech-tone patterns can be 
immediately imitated on the Sawra. 

Night 
(z~lkase/anadzo ) 

IO.OO p.m. Night marks another period of transition. As some retire to their 
beds, others prepare for a night of mourning and/or celebration. 

The most common all-night activity in Northern Eweland is a wake-keeping, 
part of the funeral for the deceased. The status of the person being mourned 
determines how elaborate this event is to be. Also important is whether the dead 
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person was a Christian or not. In both cases, however, the funeral features a very 
wide variety of musics. Traditional dirges or Avihaw6, which formed the backbone 
of such occasions in the pre-Christian era, continue to be sung by adult women. 
In addition, Protestant church hymns are frequently sung either to the live 
accompaniment of a harmonium or, more commonly these days, to a recorded 
accompaniment amplified over the public address system. And then there are 
groups hired to provide neo-traditional or traditional music. An AdetJU group, a 
B::;bib::; group, or an Adowa ensemble: one or more of these might be in atten­
dance. Although there are differences between rural and urban wakes, the 
centrality of music to the occasion is never in question. 

I2-4.o0 a.m. The expanded silence of night is intensified as midnight replaces 
night, completing the journey since dawn. The songs of night creatures continue 
to grow in importance, as do the private musics of sleeping and snoring and of 
sexual intercourse. Periodic gun shots heard in the distance remind us that, 
although the onset of darkness signals a period of rest and leisure for many 
Northern Ewes, it also signals work for others. When the cock crows again at 
4.00 a.m., and the church bells sound at 4.30 a.m., and the last strains of drum­
med music are heard from the next village at 5.00 a.m., we know that we have 
come full circle. It is time for the cycle to begin again. 

Ordering the soundscape 

The foregoing soundscape is of course partial and incomplete. No verbal account 
of Northern Ewe culture can possibly hope to capture the totality of its modes of 
rhythmic organization. Sketchy as it is, however, our account should have 
underlined the plentiful and diverse ways in which, physically as well as 
psychologically, the Northern Ewe may be said to express themselves rhythmi­
cally. Our next task is to think through this informal account, to ask what kind 
of order there might be in these ways of rhythmic exertion, and to figure out 
how Northern Ewes find meaning in these activities. 

Order emanates from repetition, and it is from doing the "same thing" over 
and over again that the Northern Ewe find meaning in life. Ritual orders both 
"life" and "art." Repetition gives Northern Ewes assurance of the known and 
the familiar, enables them to take stock of what has been achieved, and provides 
a forum for creative interpretation and reinterpretation of culture. Since each 
repeated event occupies a unique place in ontological time, repetition subtends 
both stasis or consistency and dynamism. Iconographical data on African music 
may give the impression that instruments such as drums and bells, used a 
thousand years ago in Africa, are still in use today, thus signifying a "static" 
culture.4 Yet it is hard to imagine a culture that is swifter at adapting musical 
expression from just about anywhere. The borrowing of children's game songs 
and the adaptation of popular musical idioms by highlife and pop groups are 
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cases in point. For every seemingly static aspect of artistic culture, there are 
several dynamic ones. 5 

Perhaps the overriding characteristic order that grows out of repetition is a 
form of unity produced by the convergence, or at least mutual existence, of 
certain opposed tendencies. The most obvious of these is the conflict between 
tradition and modernity, the former signifying a continuity, the latter a break, 
with past customs, beliefs, institutions, and attitudes. If, however, we keep in 
mind the fact that "tradition" is itself the product of several competing tenden­
cies, including erstwhile "modern" tendencies, then we will resist the temptation 
to invoke neat, simplistic dichotomies to characterize Northern Ewe culture, and 
prefer less symmetrical, less clear cut oppositions that convey better the culture's 
complex nature. 

Consider the conflict between clock time and native periodizations of times of 
day as set out in Table I.I (p. 9). As noted earlier, the Northern Ewe exchange 
particular greetings at particular times of day. Implicit in the daily performance 
of these greetings is a regularization of activity: each repetition brings a sense of 
the familiar as well as the unfamiliar. As one cycle ends, another begins, and one 
looks forward to beginning again, not knowing exactly what is to come. 
Although they may appear to be routine or routinized, greetings enable a quali­
tative assessment of personal, family, and clan bonds. Superimposed upon the 
framework articulated by greeting transactions is a competing contour created 
by the twenty-four-hour cycle. Abiding by the constraints imposed by clock time 
is not optional for such people as government workers, school teachers, hospital 
staff, and bank clerks. No matter what the anecdotes stemming from a supposed 
"Mrican Time" say, the idea - for it is an idea - of" 5.30 p.m." imposes the same 
kind of constraint as the idea of "late afternoon." The Northern Ewe move in and 
out of these two forms of time reckoning. It is emphatically not a case of a 
"modern" practice (signaled by wrist watches) superseding a "traditional" one 
(signaled by length of shadow), but one of coexistence, sometimes harmonious, 
sometimes not. 

Days multiply into weeks, weeks into months, and months into seasons, 
which mayor may not coincide with calendar years. Here, too, temporal 
boundaries impose precise constraints that are not ignored but interpreted. For 
example, the interplay between the indigenous four-day week and the colonially 
imposed seven-day one actively shapes the schedules of many Northern Ewe. 
The four-day week, although originally a referential cycle informing work, trade, 
worship and recreational routines, is by now essentially a system for reckoning 
market days. The four days are Asiamigbe (with markets at Keta, Kpando, and 
Have), Afenegbe (with markets at Kpedze, Anfoega, and Matse), Asitoegbe (with 
markets at Kwamikrom, Aflao, and Tsito), and Domesigbe (with markets at Ho, 
Logba-Alakpeti, and Nkonya-Ahenkro).6 In addition to regulating market days, 
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the four-day week may guide decisions about communal work and communal 
worship, for each day is associated with one of the lesser gods in the Ewe 
cosmological hierarchy. By contrast, a number of activities associated with the 
literate aspects of Northern Ewe culture are regulated by the seven-day week. 
Church services are held regularly on Sundays while banks, schools, and post­
offices are shut at weekends. While there are inevitable conflicts between the two 
weekly cycles (what do church-goers do when a market day falls on a Sunday?), 
most Northern Ewes have developed strategies for resolving such conflicts. In 
fact, to call them "conflicts" may convey the false impression that they are 
departures from conflict-free norms. Like the native periodizations of the day, 
the four-day week is not merely the shadow of a forgotten past, to be retrieved 
by curious ethnographers or Sankofa ("go back and retrieve") cultural policy 
makers. It is an active presence, exerting greater or lesser degrees of influence on 
individual lives. 

Cyclical regulation also comes from the seasonal patterns of planting and 
harvesting, a macro-level rhythmic activity that defines agriculture as a kind of 
performance.? Depending on the crop, there are either one or two seasons for 
planting and harvesting in the course of a single calendar year. Thus, cassava and 
maize have two seasons while yam, tomatoes, and rice have one. Like Northern 
Ewe greetings, the reciprocal rhythms of planting and harvesting provide, on one 
level, a measure of stability and predictability, while, on another level, the onset 
of each period brings its own uncertainties: how much rain or sunshine there 
might be, whether there will be accidental bush fires, what harm grass-cutters 
will cause, and so on. And this is in addition to the fact that patterns of planting 
and harvesting influence the density of music-making events. 

Annual festivals also provide a recurring opportunity for the Northern Ewe 
to examine, refine, or simply celebrate their cultural resources. There is no 
Northern Ewe town or village that does not celebrate at least one annual festival: 
yam festivals are the commonest, but there is also a "wall-breaking festival" 
(Gligbazii), rice festival, town-cleansing ritual (dukp:Jkpb), and so on. The 
scheduling of these events is determined sometimes by the Roman calendar, 
sometimes by the nature of the harvest, and sometimes completely arbitrarily. 
Moreover, festivals, like funerals, provide opportunities for the renewal of 
intraethnic (as distinct from interethnic) ties. Few Northern Ewes will find 
ultimately disruptive the flexibility with which festival dates are conceived or, for 
city-dwellers, the often unexpected need to visit their rural "homes". 8 

Festivals form one category of "occasional music,' others being the musics 
associated with the events of the life cycle: birth, puberty, marriage, and death. 
But although we often speak of songs or dances appropriate to particular occa­
sions, the concept of "occasion" is more flexibly and broadly conceived than 
some writers have indicated. An occasion is a construction based on the 
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exercise of an artistic impulse. In this sense, there are as many occasions as 
there are exercises of such impulses. When, in the course of a folktale perfor­
mance for example, music appropriate to funerals is sung, the participants are 
recreating the sense of another occasion within the confines of the current 
occasion. 'they may take advantage of this opportunity to learn a dirge or two, 
or learn about funeral practices, even though, as children, they are not yet ready 
to participate fully in an actual funeral. There is, however, no loss of reverence 
or spiritual authenticity when "serious" matters, usually matters associated 
with death, are broached in the context of play; a recreational occasion is in 
this sense a religious one as well. 

Similarly, when the pupils of Peki-Blengo Middle School put on a mock 
procession of chiefs, they are taking advantage of the "mock" element to con­
struct a musical occasion, an occasion which, although it occurs in the context of 
play, is nevertheless viewed seriously. For example, the pouring of libations on 
these occasions is not done carelessly, for there is an underlying belief that one of 
the departed ancestors who is being called upon may decide to visit the living (he 
might even do it during the performance by possessing a particular individua1!). 
Similarly, the palanquin in which the pupil-chief rides during the mock durbar is 
not an artificial one; in fact, it belongs to the stool of the Paramount Chief or 
T:5gbegi of the Peki traditional area. It has been borrowed from the palace only 
after appropriate sacrifices have been made, and prayers said. This interpen­
etration of things "light" and things "serious" underscores the point that, from 
one point of view, the gap between "life" and "art" is small, perhaps even non­
existent. It also hints at the continuity between child and adult worlds (a continuity 
that will become better apparent when we consider children's game songs in 
Chapter 3), and underlies the essential "spirituality" of the Northern Ewe people. 

What we have been saying, then, is that Northern Ewe life is fundamentally 
ritualized, and that repetition provides a key to understanding ritual. Yet a 
proper understanding of this idea is not possible without a concomitant stress 
on processes of conflict, change, and creative adaptability. To say, for example, 
that the distinctions between rural and urban, between tradition and modernity, 
between work and play, and between child and adult languages in Northern 
Eweland are, at best, highly problematic may lead some readers to imagine a 
fundamentally syncretic society. All societies are, to some extent, syncretic, even 
if, from our vantage point, and perhaps lacking the appropriate historical data, 
we have become desensitized to the "foreign" elements in a particular culture. 
For the Northern Ewe, the on-going invention of culture, even where undisguised 
"foreign" (usually "Western") influences are involved, is not a tendency to be 
resisted. Just before a performance of traditional dances in Akpafu-Jq::>mi in July 
1986, the chief's linguist told the ancestors in prayer that the performers wished 
to do things "according to today's open eyes." Armed with this view, one is not 
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surprised to find that the instruments of the CYB group in Aq:lk::) include a 
bugle, that performances by the Totoeme group of Peki-Tsame are energized by 
a hand bell, or that one of the main drums used by the Miw:Je Neny6 Hdb:JM is 
a side-drum left over from earlier days of colonial contact. Increasingly pluralistic 
in outlook, Northern Ewe expressive modes show no need to effect a reconci­
liation between "local" and "foreign.' All modes are potentially "local." 

Conceptualizing the rhythms of the sounds cape 

How, finally, can our soundscape be conceptualized within a stricter and more 
traditional definition of music? 

Each one of the modes of signification outlined above is essentially rhythmic, 
that is, it forms part of a temporally constrained process in which there is 
implicit or explicit differentiation of accentual weight among its units. Each 
rhythmic structure can be analyzed either "two-dimensionally" as a succession 
of beats or of groups of beats, or "three-dimensionally" as the projection of a 
two-dimensional process into gestural space. The crowing of a cock outlines a 
pitch contour; the regularity of church bells creates a rhythm; the narration of a 
folktale is temporal, interspersed with real music, and always kept within the 
constraints of a performance. The sound of a corn mill, with its mechanical 
regularity, is or can be construed as a form of music, interacting and contrasting 
with the less symmetrical rhythms of walking, talking, cooking, dancing, 
playing, and greeting. 

Can we move beyond metaphor to give specific technical designation to the 
periodicities encountered so far? In one sense, we cannot, of course, for the 
analysis of music, even where it dispenses with ordinary language and substitutes 
symbols or a severely technical language, relies on concepts, themselves acces­
sible only through language, which is in turn fundamentally metaphorical. We 
are therefore trapped in metaphorical space; in fact, there is, according to this 
view, no other mode of (verbal) existence. In another sense, if we think of this 
governing space not as a constraint but as an enabling condition, then we can 
fruitfully explore degrees of semiotic transfer across the realms of symbolic 
activity detailed above. In what follows, I have chosen to forsake the broad 
brush of speculation - of which I have already indulged in my fair share - for a 
more modest, but I hope concrete, discussion of those aspects of Northern Ewe 
rhythmic expression that are likely to be of interest to musicians. 

The simple model given as Figure I. I is designed to impose conceptual order 
on Northern Ewe modes of rhythmic signification. I have postulated gesture as 
the primordial rhythmic event (stage I). Gesture is the physical manifestation 
of a more fundamental communicative urge. Thus temporalized, its primordial 
status is, of course, accessible only through speculation and introspection, but 
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Figure 1.1. A model for conceptualizing the domain of rhythmic expression 

when deployed within a clearly defined context, its communicative potential and 
intention cannot be doubted, even if the mode of communication signifies in 
multiple ways. Stage 2 of the model is made up of the spoken word. The implied 
generative relationship (between gesture and the spoken word) is only one of 
several possibilities. If gesture subtends a communicative dimension, then we 
must assume that both addresser and addressee have a common language, a 
language of gestures. Only by sharing a "real," concept-dependent language are 
they able to interpret one gesture as "I am hungry," another as "I want to sleep 
with you," and a third as "Don't do it that way!" It would be more accurate, 
therefore, to include a left-pointing arrow to show that gesture both is generated 
by, and in turn generates, the spoken word. 

What is characterized as the spoken word is a unit of the normal hierar­
chically ordered language, in which syllables combine to form words, words 
under certain syntactical conditions are combined into clauses, clauses into 
sentences, sentences into paragraphs, and so on. Unlike gesture, which exists in a 
three-dimensional space, but whose meaning is given in a two-dimensional one -
roughly the difference between language and metalanguage - the attributes of 
the spoken word, tone (pitch) and rhythm, are given in two-dimensional space. 

Stage 3, vocal music or song, can then be understood as generated by the 
spoken word. Here too, we need to acknowledge another direction: the gen­
eration of song by song, that is, the existence of purely musical deep structures. 
The traces left by the spoken word on song vary in number and visibility 
according to style or genre. In its autonomous existence as a self-regulating 
semiotic system, song manifests two types of rhythm, free and strict. Free rhythm 
is unmeasured and recitative-like, and is perhaps more accurately described as 
"speech rhythm." Strict rhythm, by contrast, is measured and "song-like," and 
organized into recurring groups describable with respect to meter but not 
carrying a normative accentual pattern (such as strong-weak-weak in triple 
meter or strongest-weak-strong-weaker in quadruple meter). 
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Song then generates instrumental music (stage 4), which is to say that instru­
mental music takes over the rhythmic and tonal attributes of song but leaves 
behind the verbal component. Instrumental music in this formulation is not 
meaningless; nor are its meanings exclusively "intramusical." On the contrary, 
instrumental music gives rise to a wide variety of meanings, some stemming 
from its context of generation from song, others from its attachment to other 
cultural symbols. 

As in the case of song, there are "free" as well as "strict" rhythmic practices 
in instrumental music. Free rhythm is readily apparent in the well-known use of 
drums as speech surrogates, where drums replicate the rhythms and tonal pat­
terns not so much of speech but of performed speech or oration. "Strict" rhythm 
structures dance music. Although dance drumming, in its regularity, appears to 

sever its connections with speech, this severance is only apparent, not real. We 
can observe a further parallel between the subdivisions of song and those of 
instrumental music. As before, it should be acknowledged that instrumental 
music is not merely reducible to a form of song or vocal music, but may be 
generated purely musically by, for example, a fascination with a particular 
rhythm. This playing with rhythms, like the Akan conceptions of Agor:), re­
configures music-making as an autonomous creative process.9 

Finally, instrumental music elicits dance (stage 5), a form of stylized gesture. 
Northern Ewes normally respond to instrumental music not by quietly contem­
plating it but by moving sympathetically to it. (We might say that a contemplative 
audition is not one that dispenses with gestures but rather one that performs 
them silently.) 

And so we come full circle again. Rhythmic expression, in this understanding, 
originates in gesture and terminates in stylized gesture. The latter is in turn the 
beginning of another enactment of the model. Among its practical contributions 
are the messages that in order to understand, for example, the complexities of 
instrumental drumming (stage 4), one needs to understand their origins in 
language and gesture, and that the true meaning of dance emerges only from a 
consideration of its linguistic bases. 

Models have greater or lesser explanatory power depending on what range of 
phenomena they attempt to explain and the sensitivities of their antennae. The 
model given in Figure I.I has both synchronic and diachronic aspects. Taking a 
slice of Northern Ewe expressive culture, it freezes it for the sake of observation. 
But built into this larger view is an irreducible element of diachrony: the 
generation of successive stages of the model by previous ones, a process that can 
also be reversed. The model is therefore subject to various degrees and levels of 
temporal manipulation. On the most local level, a single performance could 
conceivably exemplify the range of processes enshrined in the model. On larger 
levels, a particular generative relationship may take months to materialize. And 
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just as the model simulates motion through a temporal spectrum, so it suggests 
movement through geographical space. 

Our task in succeeding chapters will be to analyze in more detail the dynamics 
of the three central elements of the model- speech, song, and instrumental music -
as isolatable (but not isolated) and internally coherent processes. 



2 

Rhythms 
of 

language 

In the beginning was the word. Or so it appears in Northern Ewe culture. In city 
as well as village life, the verbal arts playa central role not only in situations of 
formal artistic expression but also in ordinary, everyday communication. The 
ability to use language effectively is a skill greatly admired and frequently 
demanded. When children get together to perform and improvise riddles, a high 
premium is placed on the ability to code an idea in language that not only has an 
intrinsic interest but embodies a timeless truth that resists facile decoding. A 
good story-teller is one who can draw on a repertoire of rhetorical devices to 

bring to life an all too familiar plot. In a ritual accompanying the formal 
welcome of visitors to one's home, the invitation to tell the "news" (amanie) is 
properly answered not by a detached and routine chronicling of events, but by a 
verbal performance. A good teller of news, even one who is reporting already 
known news ("We know it but we still ask," says an Ewe proverb) strives to 
provide as complete and entertaining an account of the (reasons for the) journey 
as possible. "Amanie," says another proverb, "is what makes the journey sweet." 
Among the qualities expected of a chief's spokesperson or Jkyeame is facility in 
language use. How else would he be able to convey accurately the chief's 
thoughts to the people, or pour libation effectively when occasion demands? In 
song performances, an expert Dzen~ or lead singer is someone endowed with a 
cooked tongue (aqe bibit:5): a "cooked tongue" denotes verbal as well as musical 
prowess. Such a singer composes ingenious variations on standard or archetypal 
melodies while improvising verbal texts that will touch the hearts of her 
listeners. In traditional judicial circles, not only wisdom but the ability to speak 
clearly, effectively, and persuasively are highly valued. And in the new so-called 
"spiritual" or pentecostal churches, popularity (and success) as a minister, with 
its financial implications, is unlikely to extend to people who do not have a way 
with words. In a very wide variety of ways, then, the Northern Ewe place a 
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high premium on the verbal arts. To say therefore that the word was there in 
the beginning is to do more than use a figure of speech. I 

It is a matter for speculation whether the expressive arts of the Northern Ewe 
subtend a verbal, musical or perhaps gestural (i. e. combinatorial) deep structure. 
The idea here is not to fall victim to the myth of origins properly denounced in 
recent post-structuralist theory, but to follow John Blacking in speculating that, 
in Northern Ewe culture as in the Venda culture that he studied, music may 
constitute at least a primary modeling system, alongside language. 2 Although 
there is little in the way of systematic discourse about such an abstract matter by 
the Northern Ewe themselves, we can infer an aspect of this thought from one of 
the strongest manifestations of a Northern Ewe "deep structure": the idea, 
articulated in a variety of ways, that identity is irreducibly communal, that the 
foundations of any expressive activity involve a primal duality, and that living 
always implies "living with." When in September of I986 I asked Mr. Obed 
Vigour Kissiedu, a native of Have and Deputy Director of the Center for 
National Culture for the Volta Region, what it meant ultimately to be an Ewe, 
he answered that an Ewe is someone who cares deeply for his or her fellow 
human beings. Understood in context, this remark displays a unifying rather 
than dividing impulse, and it does so by insisting on an essential relationality in 
the construction of identity. This at-least-two view, translatable into different 
expressive domains, allows us to fantasize a Northern Ewe deep structure 
marked by simultaneous doing. In the art of music-making, as in the verbal arts 
generally, an irreducible togetherness obtains on the levels of production and 
reception, irrespective of the actual number of participants. Similarly, and again 
on a conceptual level, word and tone form an alloy that allows verbal and 
musical behavior to collapse into each other. 

This foundational inseparability provides a valuable clue to the analysis of 
rhythm, for it immediately puts into question the possibility that the verbal arts 
can be defined neatly as discrete modes of expression, rather than as a sometimes 
diffuse, dependent, and non-autonomous body of expressive behaviors. The Ewe 
word for poetry, for example, is hakpanya, literally "words for carving song" 
(ha = song, kpa = carve, and nya = word). Poetry is thus conceived in relation to 
song, which is not to say that differences among types of song are treated 
casually. Another consequence of taking seriously the notion of a primal togeth­
erness is that it undermines our confidence in some of the distinctions we rely on 
to convey the nature of the materials and principles of art. Consider, for 
example, the distinction between ordinary language ("Pass me the marmalade") 
and poetic language ("Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impedi­
ments"). Northern Ewe talk is characterized by a high degree of interpenetration 
between these two forms of language. For example, morning greetings are struc­
tured in such a way that they enable a person to go beyond routine inquiries in 

32 



Rhythms of language 

poetic language about another's well-being ("Have you risen with life?") to 
offer thanks for favors done the previous day in ordinary language. Similarly, 
because it is a form of performance, the telling of amanie is marked by a height­
ening or "poeticization" of ordinary language. 

If ritual texts are poetic, and since rituals of various sorts are performed 
continuously in the daily experience of the Northern Ewe, we may speculate that 
much of their "ordinary" discourse takes on the character of the poetic. By 
"poetic" I mean discourse that obeys certain poetical laws, laws based on sets of 
rhythmic (or, more broadly, metrical) constraints. It will be my aim in this 
chapter to appropriate this aspect of linguistic behavior for musical analysis. 
How, in other words, does language generate, interact with, or leave traces on 
musical structure? To argue for any of these types of relationship between 
language and music should, however, not lead us to oversimplify the central 
question of aesthetic translatability. Whether there is a transcendental aesthetic 
content that, by mechanisms and processes yet to be discovered, is made 
manifest in a variety of expressive media, or whether one mode of expression is 
simply or not so simply translated into another: these are questions that I suspect 
will continue to engage students of Northern Ewe culture for some time to come. 
For the more modest purposes at hand, we can say that, although the model 
introduced at the end of Chapter I showed a series of overall right-pointing 
arrows (i.e. gesture generates the spoken word, the spoken word generates the 
sung word, the sung word generates the drummed word, and the drummed word 
elicits stylized gesture, leading us back to our point of departure), our discussion 
pointed to the possibility of left-pointing arrows as well. For example, we know 
from descriptions of the compositional process that not only the spoken word 
but a textless melody may at different times generate what we call song. Without 
seeking to undermine the validity of the overarching categories "language" and 
"music," then, the following discussion will enable us to explore the musical 
element in language and the linguistic element in music. 

Speech tone versus speech rhythm 

Of the many features of spoken Ewe and spoken Siwu, two are fundamental to 
any discussion of music. The first is tone, the second rhythm. As is well known, 
Ewe and Siwu are tone languages, that is, languages in which variations in the 
relative pitch of syllables often determine lexical meaning. Individual tones or 
tonemes represent bands or intervals of pitch activity, and they differ in number 
according to language. For our purposes, and notwithstanding the results of some 
specialized linguistic research, we will speak nominally of three tones in both 
languages: low (L), mid (M), and high (H).3 This is something of a simplification 
of the actual sound structure of Ewe and Siwu, but if we keep in mind the 
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essential fact that the scheme of speech tones is relational, then, from a musical 
point of view, such a distortion is acceptable as long as relative and rigidly 
contextual notions of "high" and "low" are applied throughout the analysis. In 
addition to these relatively fixed positions, various glides or glissandi are used to 
negotiate the transitions between adjacent syllables. Some words require a glide 
between low and high, others require one between mid and high, while still others 
involve an uninflected juxtaposition of discrete tone levels. A resultant intonational 
contour becomes another feature of spoken Ewe and Siwu. These phonological 
features obviously provide the song composer with a set of interesting precom­
positional constraints. Not surprisingly, different composers react differently to 
these constraints. What would be unacceptable would be the assertion that the 
pattern of speech tones determines the structure of the musical melody.4 

Rhythm, by contrast, has been little studied, partly because of an ostensible 
opposition between tone and stress languages (Ewe and Siwu are clearly tone 
languages so - according to the argument - they cannot also be stress languages), 
and more obviously because the finer aspects of rhythm are in the end of more 
interest to the musician than to the linguist. By "rhythm" I refer to three specific 
qualities of language: stress, quantity, and resultant pattern. Stress denotes the 
relative weight or accent borne by a given syllable. (One need not prove, of 
course, that the entire system of Ewe or Siwu satisfies all of the normative 
requirements of a stress language in order to acknowledge that, for certain 
lexical items, stress is an invariant characteristic.) Quantity refers to the relative 
duration of syllables. As with high and low tonemes, long and short quantities 
are relative rather than absolute. Quantity, too, is of interest to the musician 
because it embodies a fundamental generative element of music, namely, the 
interplay between short and long note values. A standard way in which quantity 
works in Ewe is as a tense marker: a verb may be transformed from the simple 
past (or present perfect) tense into the present habitual by roughly doubling the 
length of the vowel. Thus "Me dzni ab616 [ets:J]" means "I sold bread 
[yesterday]" while "Me dznia ab616 [Ie asime]" means "I sell bread [in the 
market]." Finally, by resultant pattern, I refer to recurring groups of rhythms 
with a fixed disposition of duration and stress. Two-syllable words in a long­
short relationship, two-syllable words in a short-long relationship, and three­
syllable words marked by identical syllabic quantity (triplets): these are examples 
of rhythmic figurae deriving from spoken language. Like the rhythmic modes of 
medieval Europe, these frequently recurring patterns often embody the rhythmic 
life of Northern Ewe vocal as well as instrumental music. It is in this sense that 
language may be said to "generate" both vocal and instrumental music. 

One crucial feature that will be highlighted in the examples that follow is a 
non-parallelism or conflict between "stress accent" on one hand and implied stress 
stemming from tone on the other. In other words, syllables that are stressed do 
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not necessarily display a corresponding emphasis resulting from a change of 
contour in their speech-tone pattern. Failure to grasp this pattern of competing 
accents explains some kinds of errors made by people attempting to speak these 
languages. A simple example may be helpful here. My last name, Agawu, is 
rarely pronounced correctly by "Westerners." While its tone pattern is LLH, its 
rhythmic pattern has a stress on the second syllable, making an overall pattern of 
unstressed-stressed-unstressed. All three syllables are roughly of equal duration. 
The trick, then, is to pronounce the name by putting a slight accent on the 
second syllable and respecting the rise in tone level on the third. A common error 
is to mistake the change of tone for a change in stress. Thus, some people pro­
nounce "Agawu" with a strong accent on the last syllable to coincide with the 
change of tone. Others, however, pronounce the name by altering the tone 
pattern from LLH to LHL in an effort to maintain the accentual prominence of 
the middle syllable. (And there are, of course, other variations in mispronun­
ciation that need not be entered into here.) Described as a conflict between 
"stress accent" and "tone accent," this explanation may sound somewhat 
cumbersome, but it in fact illustrates an important sonic property of language. 

1 have assembled, more or less at random, a number of words to illustrate 
some pertinent phonological aspects of Ewe and Siwu. As indicated above, my 
interest here is in the sound of the languages and its implications for musical 
structure. For the sake of economy in illustration, the pool of items has been 
restricted to trisyllabic words. Tone is, of course, operative on different 
segmental levels. Our initial concern will not be to understand the larger levels of 
behavior but to focus on individual words in light of the qualities mentioned 
above. One need not doubt the close connection between sound and meaning to 
see the pragmatic value of this bias. When Northern Ewe composers set words to 
music, when they seek - in one view of the compositional process - to realize the 
musical implications of language, they are of course concerned with both the 
sound and the meaning of words. There is little question, however, that sound 
engages them more directly and practically than does meaning. 

Each of the ten words in Table 2.1 has the same pattern of speech tones: three 
high tones. Although none of the syllables is stressed as such, the first acquires, 
more or less by default, an agogic accent on account of its ordinal position. And 
since the pattern of quantities is even, each word, in musical terms, has the 
rhythm of a triplet. 

The rhythmic character of some of the words may be modified by iconicity. 
Consider as an example the word kdkdkd, which is used to intensify a particular 
action. "Medz:::Je kakaka" means "I waited a long time for himlher." It is natural 
in speech to dwell a little longer on the second syllable, thus producing a 
short-long-short pattern. Interestingly, kdkdkd is more nearly a triplet when 
heard as an "abstract" lexical item than in a concrete communicative situation. 
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Table 2.1 Ten trisyllabic Ewe words with HHH 
tone pattern. 

WordlRhythm Meaning 

1. kakaka (intensifier) 
2. nusSsr5 learning 
3. 16d6d6 proverb 
4. kp:5qequ example 
5. nufiala teacher 
6. tututu exactly (intensifier) 

7· sub:5hi servant 
8. nunk:5w:5 nouns 

9· kuviat:5 lazy person 
10. sedede law or prohibition 

Table 2.2 Ten trisyllabic Ewe words with LLL 
tone pattern 

WordlRhythm Meaning 

1. oq:,me river bed 
2. babay:n the termite hurries 

3· mmme character 

4· adal\u advice 

5· dzud4be day of rest 
6. vovovo different 

7· gb~ome town center 
8. s:,leme church 
9. Gabaqa (dance type) 

10. dzodada fighting (among goats) 

Similarly, in using the intensifier tututu, the speaker will almost invariably 
lengthen the middle syllable in order that sound and meaning may be isomorphic. 
We may attribute these habits to iconicity, the realization in phonological space 
of a word's semantic value(s).5 Although the extent to which the Ewe lexicon is 
iconic remains to be established authoritatively, it is clear that iconic effects occur 
quite frequently. (We shall have more to say about iconicity when we discuss 
folktale performance in Chapter 6.) Table 2.1, then, illustrates the tension 
between the normative, acontextual rhythmic structure of words (as mainly 
triplets) and their transformation in actual usage (as a syncopated short-Iong­
short pattern). 

The monotonal pattern LLL illustrated in Table 2.~ raises the same kinds of 
issues as those raised by the HHH pattern of Table 2.1. The normal durational 
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structure of each item in Table 2.2 is a triplet. The word VDVDVD, however, 
although not an intensifier, is rendered iconically. When it is used to distinguish 
among a collection of items, one might hear in the invariably elongated middle 
syllable a sense of expanse in the denotation of number. "Ameha VQVQVQw6" 
means "different groups of people." The resulting short-long-short pattern 
resembles kdkdkd in Table 2.1. In the case of adlmu, the nasalized and hence 
contracted, final syllable allows the middle syllable to emerge as slightly stressed. 
Item 4 has a stress on the middle syllable. Unlike item 6, whose middle syllable is 
extended for psycho-linguistic reasons, item 4'S middle syllable bears an internal 
syllabic stress. Its structure points ahead to the "upbeat words" that we will 
encounter in the next table (2.3). 

Table 2.3 Ten trisyllabic Ewe words with LLH 
tone pattern 

WordIRhythm Meaning 

I. evelia second 

2. bebefe hide out 

3· aziz;I dwarf 

4 . .Idet'}u hunters' music 

5. hadziia singer 

6. dZ:Jgbenyuie good fortune 

7· .I4u4j urme 

8 . .Igb.Idj shed 

9 . .Ihuh5e mirror 

10 . .Ideia hunter 

While stress is perceptually hard to discern in monotonal words (HHH, LLL, 
MMM), it emerges more clearly in words with more than one tone level. The 
items in Table 2.3 are examples of such "bitonal" words, and they provide a 
clear illustration of an important principle of Ewe phonology mentioned earlier: 
the lack of coincidence between "stress accent" and "tone accent," the latter 
being necessarily lighter than the former. In items I, 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, and 10, the 
middle syllable receives a slight stress in pronunciation. Although slight, this 
stress is nevertheless stronger than that which emerges by default on the third 
syllable, where the tone pattern changes from low to high. In musical metaphor, 
the pattern of beats is upbeat-downbeat-afterbeat, with no corresponding 

alteration to the quantity of each syllable. 
Not all items in Table 2.3 are upbeat oriented, however. Items 2 and 6, for 

instance, bear a slight stress on the first syllable, making them downbeat­
oriented, while item 5 seems to have equal weights on each of the first two 
syllables. In none of these items, however, is the stress on the third syllable. 
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Table 2.4 Ten trisyllabic Ewe words with 
LLL-giide tone pattern (items I-S), 

HMM-glide tone pattern (items 6-8), 
and MMM-giide tone pattern (items 9 and IO). 

WordlRhythm 

I. gafOfo 
2. agbali 
3. agbenya 
4. hakpakpa 
5. vikpakpa 
6. nukoko 

7· nufofO 
8. nuququ 
9. soqeqe 

10. omel~ 

time 
book 

Meaning 

life's matter 
(carved) song 
carrying of a child (on the back) 
laughter 
talking 
eating or food 
marriage 
fish 

A feature of Ewe phonology that has deep significance for musical composi­
tion - notational problems notwithstanding - is the negotiating of gaps between 
tone levels by means of glides or glissandi. Ewe has both falling and rising glides. 
Some are structural in the sense that they are built into the meaning of the word, 
while others are non-structural in the sense that they are brought on by the mood 
or circumstance of the speaker. Sometimes, too, glides represent regional or local 
variations in intonational patterns. In Table 2.4, the end-glide is actually the 
result of an assimilated fourth vowel, whose function is to qualify each word with 
the definite article "the." Just as the addition of the suffix "wo" (H) produces the 
plural form of most of the items (for example, agbali is singular while agba.l~6 
is plural), so the upward glide makes definite an otherwise "ungrounded" noun. 

It will have emerged by now that an important aspect of spoken Ewe as a pre­
compositional resource is the series of competing accents that come from stress, 
tone, and pattern. Consider, again, the word agbali. Its first syllable fa! acquires 
a slight accent because it begins the articulation of the word. The second syllable 
Igbal carries the main stress in the word. The third syllable lIe I carries yet 
another accent not only because it departs timbrally and registrally from the two 
previous syllables, but also because, in order for the glide to be executed, the 
syllable's quantity must be roughly doubled from quaver to crotchet. Each 
syllable is thus marked for consciousness in a different way, resulting in a 
succession of phenomenal accents.6 Their intensities, however, are not equal: 
Igba! is strongest, followed by !leI and then Ia!. 

Table 2·5 provides additional data on patterns of tone and stress in Ewe 
(each stressed syllable is shown in italics). All words are triplet words. There is 



Rhythms of language 

Table 2.5 Twenty trisyllabic Ewe words with 
LHH tone pattern (r-TO), MMH tone pattern 

(n-r6), and MHH tone pattern (Q-20) 

WordlRhythm Tone Pattern Meaning 

I. aftit:5 LHH master 
2. ')(a')(lafe LHH hiding place 
3· tPdzadwi LHH selling of cloth 
4· dUk:5WD LHH countries 
5· d:Jlawo LHH angels 
6. hafiala LHH teacher of songs 
7. atsuwo LHH husbands 
8. dzodofe LHH kitchen 
9. biabiawo LHH questions 

10. dzidodo LHH endurance 
II. nyabkpe MMH sentence 
12. xedzefe MMH west 
13· 

-<- MMH big man amega 

14· amewo MMH people 
15· nyatefe MMH truth 
16. alafa MMH one hundred 

17· osisi MHH river 
18. nenema MHH that way 

19· anyigba MHH ground 
20. xeviwo MHH birds 

Table 2.6 Five trisyllabic Siwu words with 
LLL tone pattern 

WordJRhythm 

1. kiibena 
2. igbegbe 
3. kakpaki 
4. igbeqi 
5. samiira 

Meaning 

left (as opposed to right) 
chest 
shed 
cassava 
tortoise 

no need to discuss the table further, except to note that the list includes words 
of different tone patterns (MMH, LHH, and MHH). 

In order to give scope to the data assembled in Tables 2.1-2.5, and to show 
that the combination of stress, tone, and quantity is not restricted to the Ewe 
language but may be found in other languages, I provide another set of tables 

involving Siwu data. 
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All items listed in Table 2.6 have the same order of speech tone, quantity, and 
stress pattern. Each word has an LLL tone pattern, triplet formation, and a stress 
on the second syllable, except item 5, whose stress falls on the first syllable. The 
competition in accents is between a putative agogic accent on the first syllable 
and the more integral stress on the second. 

Table 2.7 Five trisyllabic Siwu words with 
MMH tone pattern 

WordlRhythm 

I. ipemf 
2. kasel 
3. igbar~ 
4. ita-bi 
5. iwef 

Meaning 

knife 
piece 
sugarcane 
testicle 
string 

The agogic accent conferred on the third syllable of each of the words in 
Table 2.7 by virtue of a shift from mid to high tone is countered by a slight 
stress on the second syllable. Like other triplet words with a stress on the 
second syllable, the spoken form tends to approximate to an upbeat word as a 
result of the shortening of the first syllable to a semiquaver. 

Table 2.8 Five trisyllabic Siwu words with 
MMM tone pattern 

WordlRhythm 

1. ikpab:J 
2. in:>gba 
3 fututu 
4. bUekpise 
5. kr5akaqe 

Meaning 

thigh 
wisdom 
white 
witch 
tomorrow 

All the five words in Table 2.8 show marked accentual characteristics con­
forming to the general pattern of accenting either the first or the second syllable 
in Siwu and Ewe. In item I the stress is on the middle syllable. In item 2, the 
stress is also on the middle syllable although it is less marked. This suggests that 
there is a hierarchy of stresses in the language. Items 3, 4, and 5 have clear, 
unequivocal stresses on the first syllable. 

The collection in Table 2.9 is uniformly marked by a strong stress on the 
second syllable and by a rise to the mid tone on the third. These words provide 
further illustration of the lack of coincidence between stress and tone. 
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Table 2.9 Five trisyllabic Siwu words with 
LLM tone pattern 

WordJRhythm 

I. kitallgwai 
2. ikato 
3. ~kati 

4. sidzimi 
5. amaniE 

Meaning 

chair 
hat 
cloth 
stupidity 
news 

Table 2.10 Five three-syllable Siwu words with 
MML tone pattern 

WordlRhythm Meaning 

I. kuwag~ armpit 

2. iyata leaf 

3· serErE slip 

4· :Jmage town 

5· :Jt:Jbe vein 

Items 1,2,4, and 5 of Table 2.10, like the items collected in Table 2.9, have 
stresses on their middle syllables while item 3 has a stress on the first. 

Table 2. I I Fifteen trisyllabic Siwu words with 
LMM tone pattern 

WordlRhythm Meaning 

I. ~ra4ui weeds 

2. iwari sand 

3. ikpayo hut 

4· it:Jme word 

5· -3rara heavy 

6. kasege hearth 

7· slkpakpa seniority 

8. -3kala shadow 

9· iw5mi star 

10. kaburekS door 

II. yukukpe thief 

12. sinyatu saliva 

13· irekpo cheek 

14· karekS sleeping place 

15· ~karE 
ginger 
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The words in Table 2.II present instances of apparent coincidence between 
"stress accent" and "tone accent." Because each word displays an LMM pattern, 
a slight stress accrues to the middle syllable on account of contour change. But 
this lighter stress is supplemented by a weightier stress derived from each word's 
actual stress pattern. It is instructive to compare LMM with LLM words that 
have a stress on the middle syllable. 

The foregoing effort to hear tonal as well as rhythmic characteristics in Ewe 
and Siwu may strike some readers as, at best, an ambitious extension of a giant 
and imprecise metaphor: language as music. Even granting the notational inexac­
titude of the presentation, there can be no doubt - especially if readers perform 
these words to themselves - that speech tone and speech rhythm are funda­
mental, character-defining traits of the two languages. The extensive literature 
on African tone languages testifies to the concreteness of the phenomenon, and 
to the fascination that it has held for linguists. And among musicological studies, 
there is hardly a study of melody that does not rehearse the constraining 
influence of tone. Yet, the (to me) equally important rhythmic aspect of language 
has elicited only reticence from scholars of music.? Perhaps it is time to listen to 
these languages again, focusing on their temporal structure and the figurae of 
rhythms with which they are constructed. Then we will be better prepared to 
hear the interplay between tone and rhythm, between register and temporality, 
and between the vertical and the horizontal dimensions of language. 

Spoken language is, of course, not subject to the same metrical constraints as 
is music. While music depends foundationally on the repetition of its "lexical" 
items, language reserves repetition for special rhetorical effect. And while there is 
little doubt that language constitutes a system of communication, music has not 
yet been shown to have the same communicative properties. The fact, though, 
that the distinction between language and music seems categorical should not 
imply that the domains of language and music are firm in the Northern Ewe 
imagination. On the contrary, hearing or overhearing the music in language 
enables a better understanding of language as a source and resource for musical 
composition. Later on, when we discuss the language in music, we will see how 
the play element of music distances it from language. The dual perspective is 
crucial in order to ensure that we do not undercomplicate the dynamics of 
Northern Ewe expressive modes. 

Language in motion: greeting 

At the base of much Northern Ewe speech is the idea of performance. Speech 
acts are regularly performed in ways that imply a more than casual awareness of 
the importance and force of stylized speech. The context of performance, the 
intentions of speakers, the audience's reception: these and other factors affect the 
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nature of the performance. The purpose of this second half of the chapter is to 
discuss some of the temporal constraints operative on selected Northern Ewe 
speech acts. We will consider four such acts: greeting, announcing, riddling, and 
praying. Although word rhythm will continue to guide the overall assessment of 
language rhythm, our concerns will extend to broader issues of custom, 
meaning, and moral philosophy. 

From a very early age, Northern Ewe learn to greet one another. Different 
greeting formulas are used at different times of day to renew, consolidate, or 
sometimes initiate relationships. Unlike the monosyllabic "Hi!" in North America, 
Northern Ewe greetings involve an exchange of several phrases. Children greet­
ing their parents in the mornings, wives their husbands, neighbors each other: 
these and other greetings proceed conventionally. Greetings change with the time 
of day and with how long it has been since greetings were last exchanged. In 
traditional Northern Ewe society, the exchange of greetings is obligatory rather 
than optional. Except under specified conditions (such as if you are on your way 
to the latrine), you may not pass someone without greeting him or her.s 

Consider the following morning greeting used by the Akpafu (A and Bare 

two individuals, and numbers indicate successive utterances): 

AI: Lo ya mi 
BI: Mi rE kpoo? 
A2: Mabi 'rEE? 
B2: Im:Jj rEE? 

A3: Ku mi bma karabra 

B3: Ku mi 'kPE 

I greet you. 
Did you sleep peacefully? 
Did the children sleep? 
Did yours sleep? 
For your work yesterday (we thank you). 

For yours (we thank you). 

AI establishes contact, thus functioning as a phatic sign. BI responds by 
inquiring about the previous night's sleep. A2 both answers BI in the affirmative 
- although the actual word for "yes" has been suppressed - and returns B's 
concern by inquiring after B's children. B2 in turn inquires after Ns children. 
Finally A3 thanks B for favors done the previous day. B3 returns the gratitude. 

This basic structure may be embellished in different ways. A person might 
repeat his initial greeting by adding the intensifier "00" to AI in order to 

emphasize the greeting: "Lo ya mi 00, 10 ya mt" This could happen if A and B 
are some distance apart (say, two or three houses) or if one simply wished to 
enjoy the opportunity for contact provided by this ritual. These greetings are 
formulaic, of course, so they are enacted with differing degrees of authenticity 

or sincerity. Where past favors are acknowledged (A3 and B3), the word "ip" 
("the day before yesterday") may be substituted for "bma" ("yesterday"). This 
is a convenient way of acknowledging favors done in the recent past rather than 
specifically two days earlier. This ritual is important because cooperation is very 

highly valued by the Akpafu. The kind of communal living in which people give 
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others food or lend them money or help them to weed their farms makes it 
improper to overlook this aspect of the greeting. 

The music of this Akpafu greeting stems from its formulaic nature. Through 
repetition of the entire pattern, and through several internal repetitions, greetings 
acquire a sense of periodicity. Thus, since AI, BI, A2, and B2 each consists of three 
roughly equidistant syllables, the first part of this greeting acquires a rhythmic 
feel. It is but a small step from here to the metronomic character of music. 

Another important addition to the above basic structure concerns death and 
mourning. It is customary, especially if one has been away from Akpafu for a 
while, to ask about the act of mourning the dead: 

AI: ArE ku kaku.u? 
BI: ArE ku b 'kpEE? 

Are you well with mourning? 
Are you well with yours? 

So prevalent is death, and so strong is belief in a life after death, that the 
reference to death, far from being a token or empty sign, is a way of acknowl­
edging that those at "home" have fulfilled the entire community's (or clan's or 
home's) responsibility by properly putting away the dead. The user is not 
necessarily referring to a known death but to all deaths that might have occurred 
since his last visit. Sometimes the phrase "Mire ku ikpladzaa" ("Did you sleep 
with the wake-keeping?") is used to inquire after a wake kept the night before­
another way of acknowledging communal responsibility for our dead. 

The transcription in Example 2.1 is an Akpafu greeting that may serve as a last 
illustration of the sound and structure of Northern Ewe greeting patterns. (Proceed 
from the top to the bottom of the left column followed by the right column.) The 
context of the greeting might be something like this. Person A has arrived from the 
city, where he works, to attend the burial of a close relative who had died a few days 
earlier. Person B is his host and head of Ns family. After a drink of cold water, and in 
the presence not only of B but of other members of the home, A begins the formal 
greeting shown in the example. The text of this greeting includes speech tone and 
speech rhythm as an invitation to readers to try and perform the greeting. There is 
no substitute for such an attempt. Obviously the speed of delivery (and hence the 
durations of individual segments), the choice of registral positions (high, mid, and 
low), and the points chosen for emphasis will vary with individual speakers. The 
idea behind this transcription is not, therefore, to show a fixed pattern in the 
temporal and rhythmic structure of this Akpafu greeting, hut to sketch a sonic 
structure that might be useful in assessing individual enactments of the greeting. 

Language in motion: a town crier's announcement 

Town criers continue to play the role of messenger for various people in author­
ity: chiefs, queen mothers, group leaders, clan heads, and elders. Although the 
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H il il ;.1. 
~.b I greet you! Did people sleep peacefully? 

Lo ya mi oo! Ma trui:l - =? 

H ;.1 
~ J~ J' Did you sleep? ~J);b~;.1. 

L --------------
Did yours sleep? 

A n: oo? 

~.b ;.1. 

" 
We slept! Are you well with mourning? 

L 

Bo t£ oo! 

H .. .. -1 
M J1 ~ i Did you sleep peacefully? ~ ob;, )l oj oj Are you with yows? 
L------ L -------------

Mi re kpoo? A re ku b 'kpec? 

H---

~:-iL= Yes! You are doing the work here! 

Ee! Mi ndo n - gbe ka-ra- bra lo! 

~~ ~.b .b J 
How is where you are coming from? You are! 

L 

Mm:l se ku-ra? Mi ndo lo! 

H~-:--iJ r:::= It is fIne! You are doing the work at home! 

i ~ se! Mi ndo kaa _ ka-ra - bra! 

LHM~i)!~) • • JJ,;.- How is where I am coming from? ~~ You are! 
L---

I)gbe se ku-ra? Mi - ndo! 

It is fme! You are welcome! 

se lo! Ku m1_:l se! 

Example 2.I. Rhythmic and tonal structure of an Akpafu greeting 
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incidence in urban contexts of this form of outdoor proclamation has been 
partly eroded by modem means of communication, the practice is still heard in 
the more traditional and older sections of big cities as well as in rural areas. A 
call to manual labor, the onset of war, the announcement of a death, the setting 
up of a law or prohibition, or the invitation to a meeting: these are the sorts of 
things that a town crier announces. In Akpafu, for example, the town crier may 
be heard in the early evening when most people are back from their farms, and 
when the sound of his voice is likely to carry. As soon as the town crier's bell is 
sounded, everyone is required to give him full attention. 

The principles behind the organization of an announcement resemble those 
that constrain the use of drums as speech surrogates. Both modes of communica­
tion operate in an aural mode, and both involve the dissemination in coded form 
of specific verbal messages. But there are differences as well. While drums 
transmit messages across greater distances (for example, from one village to the 
next), the town crier can only reach a section of the village at anyone time. (No 
human being has yet been endowed with a voice that has the carrying power of a 
talking drum.) That is why the town crier typically repeats his announcement in 
three or four different locations within the town or village. Moreover, a message 
on the talking drum is subject to more intricate coding than that of a town crier. 
Since drums can only reproduce the tonal and rhythmic patterns of speech, they 
must rely on "phatic" elements (noise killers, abbreviations, attention callers) to 
convey a message. The town crier, on the other hand, speaks in ordinary lan­
guage, albeit one that is performed, and hence not so ordinary. So while it takes 
some skill to decode a talking-drum message, it takes only an understanding of 
the language to decode a town crier's announcement. 

Example 2.2 (CD track 4) is a transcription of an Akpafu town crier's 
announcement. Two instruments are used in this performance. The first is, of 
course, the announcer's voice; the second is a bell with a loud and piercing 
sound, the same bell that functions as the "heartbeat" of Ewe drum ensembles. 
This particular performance begins with the striking of the bell ten times, the 
strokes accelerating towards the end. Then, after a brief pause, the bell is struck 
three more times, followed by another pause. It is then struck twelve times and 
then - after a pause - three more times. The spoken announcement follows, after 
which the bell is struck three more times to signal closure. 

There is nothing sacred about the pattern 10 + 3 + 12 + 3. What is important 
is the rhetorical use of silence to arrest listeners' attention. One is reminded of 
the Akpafu funeral dirge, in which silences between sung phrases serve to focus 
reflection on the particular death being mourned. Here, however, silence is meant 
to elicit silence, not verbal expression. Performed in seven brief and nearly equal 
time segments, the spoken part of the announcement acquires a periodicity 
stricter than that of normal speech. Let us consider each of the seven segments. 
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Bell 
~ ~ ~ ~ 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ J ~ ~ J • J. J J t J J J J ~ ~ J J ~ J J J t J. J ~ t 
poeo 0 poeO occeL___ __ _ _ _ _ __ __ __ _ _ acceL __ _________________________________ _ 

f mA-r.'l g6 s:> Irura ka <I.e 1m ka yft bOasa re i 'trfbo no a-manie oo! aa! aced. _______ _ 

Example 2.2. Rhythmic and tonal structure of Akpafu town crier's announcement 

Segment I. "Townspeople, I greet you." Greeting the people is obviously a 
courtesy. It establishes contact and with it authority. The long vowels "00" and 
"aa" at the end of the greeting not only add to the "noise level" of the 
announcement but mirror a vocal cadence in their descending contour. Although 
the euphonious "oo/aa" cannot, of course, compete with twenty-eight bell 
strokes in arousing attention, the fact that this opening segment is essentially 
without content gives listeners one last chance to listen to this message. The 
greeting is also enough to indicate who is making the announcement on this 
occasion and to engender speculation about what it might be about. 

Segment 2. "Be quiet and listen." The town crier checks his contact to make 
sure it is working. Because the sense of this phrase is open rather than closed, 
the segment further arouses expectation for continuation. Again the marker 
"16," with its high tone, contributes to the open effect. 

Segment 3. "The elder (chief) has just sent me." The town crier is acting on 
behalf of the chief, to whom all townspeople owe allegiance. With this third 
segment, a pattern emerges: the announcement will be delivered in short seg­
ments. The reason is partly because this is as much as the speaker can manage 
physically (he needs to take deep breaths between phrases in order to be able to 
maintain a maximum decibel level) and partly because only in such digestible 

segments can the message be fully understood. 

Segment 4. "That I should tell the men." 

Segment 5. "And the women." Segments 4 and 5 identify the addressees of the 
message as adult men and women. Although everyone must attend to the 
addresser's call, not everyone will need to act upon it. Children, for example, are 

excluded from this particular message. 
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Segment 6. "That tomorrow morning." The mention of a specific time in the 
future accelerates the dynamism of the message. Up until now, there has been 
relatively little "content." 

Segment 7. "We shall all gather at the village center to hear the news." In this, 
the most important statement in the entire announcement, we are finally told 
what sort of action is expected from men and women. This, then, is a message 
about a future message. 

Although the town crier "speaks" his message, the announcement crosses the 
divide between language and music in the direction of the latter. In its use of 
intensifiers, and in its temporal unfolding in segments of comparable length, the 
announcement replaces the asymmetry of normal speech with the symmetry of 
music. The Akpafu do not, of course, say that the town crier "sings" his 
announcement, or that a lead singer "sings" a funeral dirge. They speak rather 
of "saying" announcements and dirges. However, the absence of an articulated 
distinction between these genres must not hide the more palpable distinction 
between speech that obeys emergent metrical constraints and speech that does 
not. It may even be - and some Ewe poets would corroborate this view - that 
the power of performed speech derives in part from its "unnatural" reliance on 
something like a tactus. 

Language in motion: riddling 

Riddles are performed as part of (mainly) children's recreation and informal 
education. Although riddling rarely constitutes an entire evening's recreational 
activity, it often forms an indispensable adjunct to story-telling sessions. A riddle 
typically embodies a paradox or contradiction that, however, has a logical basis. 
The task of the decoder is to disambiguate this paradox. Often this involves 
transposing sets of terms from one domain of experience into another. Northern 
Ewe riddles therefore principally teach reasoning by analogy. In addition they 
provide children with numerous and unique opportunities to play with 
knowledge. Made and renewed in the tradition of oral poetry, riddles know few 
limits in the subjects they may encompass or in the themes they may develop. 
This is not, however, to deny the obvious fact that the point of departure for the 
composer of riddles remains the experiential and cognitive constraints imposed 
on a member of Northern Ewe society. Teachers and school children, husbands 
and wives, wives and co-wives, rural and urban lives, various parts of the human 
anatomy, sanitary habits (especially those involving trips to the latrine), plant 
and animal life, hunger, prosperity, beauty, hard work: these and many other 
subjects are thematized in Northern Ewe riddles. 
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The ten Akpafu riddles transcribed in Example 2.3 will provide a focus for 
our discussion of the temporal constraints that govern the performance of 
riddles. Below are the texts of the riddles. Solutions are given in boldface. 

KIl be Iru we i - s6 nc, :J rt rt:J we ~ - s:J1) sia 1m gbil.-ri kU nyo.:) lu we st 101 pt A - n:) _ mi 

H JJ JJ J 
II ;, j @~J1 ;, ;, 

1 bic ne rna broc 1 leo - Da 

~ 

HJ '" . . j '" .b e ~ ;, J 
G)M J II Jl Jt/ 'f .h L 

Sfi pam! Ka Iii - 1<£, ~ dzri U_ ra i - k& 

H )) J~ J ______ )l ~) j 11.h J) 
@~.h J~ .h )1 j 

IG - <te ka we, a - Ie" - to a - Ie" - to Sl - ye - I~ 

H )1 J, j, :u . e j 
0~;' )1 Jl 11)1 )1 

Ka - <te ka we, rna - cd rna - frt A bla - 1ai 

ga Ice wli lea yi-ri M rna rt ka-gbril.-f 

J., '" .b ~ ~ i J j H .h )l .h ;, .h ;, j, II ;, 0~.b 'f Jl ;, 
~ - we pia. ii se sc ka - tu, ga Ice ndu bo ne i - y6 be 

:) trui 0 we pi 11 wil-i so se sia, wiI-i so se lea tu. ga ke ~ ra\}u i so pa l]iI i - 'y6 k1I-se-ge 

H.h .b ~.h .h .b ;, Jt.~ .h ~ ;, .h II~;' j 
j ®M ~\) j L 

Tf - dzt :> bu rc :> r3, Ma su-Icfi-se-bi Ie rna rna QU M-mi - gba 

H J) j~j) j , 
~ i ~) 

~) i ~ ~ j" II ~) .h ~) @)~ .h 
Fo mma b a <t~ lea, A-I ya wo wli ~ bu si 1 yi - rl 

Example 2.3. Rhythmic and tonal structure of ten Akpafu riddles 

49 



African rhythm 

I 

KiIbe kuwe iso ne On a certain mountain 
Jrere:Jwe:,s:nsiakugbarikunyaA certain man planted two heads of sugarcane 
Jlu'we se kUPE They go off at the same time 
Aromi Eyes 

2 

Ibit ne mabr:5e 
lIon:! 

3 
Sii pam! 
Karu 'k&, 
JdznKara ika 

4 
Kaqe kawe, akoto akoto 
Siyete 

5 
Kaqe kawe, mafri mafri 
Abialai 

6 
Kaqe kawe ne 
Aabr:5e masia abati 
Gake wa: kayiriro mare 
Kugbarai 

7 
Ira iwe pia 
lise st katu 
Gake Qdu 'b:J ne iya 
IbE 

8 

Jtrui :JWe pia 
Wui so st sia 
Wui so st katu 
Gake :Jranu i so paQu i iya 
Kasege 

As it is breaking they are coming out 
Groundnut 

Sii pam! 
The earth split 
The needle cannot sew it 

A certain land, hats and hats 
Black berries 

In a certain land, red-haired people 
Yellow berries 

In a certain land 
You get there and find that beds have been made 
But under the beds is where the people are sleeping 
Sugarcane plantation 

There is something 
It never goes to the river 
But it always has plenty of water at home 
Coconut 

Somebody exists 
S/he never goes to the farm 
Slhe never goes to the river 
But slhe is never short of flour 
Fireplace 
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9 
TidzE :::JburE :::Jr:5 
Masukusebi tamamaqu 
Mmigba 

10 

F:::J mma b aqaka 
Aiya wo wli :5busf 
Iyiri 
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The teacher has fallen down 
The pupils are laughing at himlher 
A pile of shit (with flies on it) 

You have your own box 
You cannot open it 
Stomach 

Unlike folktales, riddles exploit a synchronic rather than diachronic temporal 
mode. In other words, a riddle typically describes a set of existing conditions 
using the present continuous or simple present tense. It does not normally 
include a narrative that draws on a series of contiguous events. One obvious 
reason for this difference is that riddles and their solutions are typically one­
sentence and one-word affairs respectively. The brevity and quick turnover 
enhance the competitive element in riddling and encourage children to think 
quickly on their feet. Although competition does not necessarily lead to an 
explicit ranking or to an award of prizes, it allows imaginative and quick-witted 
children to display, or in some cases discover, their gifts. 

The rhythmic and tonal structures of each riddle show that here, too, the 
mode of articulation is entirely syllabic, and that economy in the construction of 
an enigma is highly valued. As in the town crier's announcement, and as we will 
see in the prayers accompanying the pouring of libation, riddles are presented in 
short, manageable segments, conforming to breath groups. Utterances are 
comparable in temporal length, and a brief pause separates successive utterances. 
Thus, riddle I is delivered in four segments, riddles 6 and 7 in three, riddles 4, 5, 
9, and 10 in two, and riddles 2 and 3 in one. 

A typical performance situation might go something like this. A "narrator" 
establishes contact with the audience by invoking a formulaic opening 
("MidzoI6!") to which the participants respond, also by use of a formula 
("Abao!") The narrator then poses a riddle. One or more attempts are made to 
answer it. If the answer is wrong, the narrator says nothing. As soon as the 
correct answer emerges, another participant takes over the role of narrator, 
invokes the formula, waits for a response, and poses a riddle. If a riddle seems to 
be particularly difficult or obscure, the narrator must reveal the answer after 
several wrong attempts in order not to disrupt the rhythm of the session. Since 
not all riddles are challenging or interesting, the participants react with laughter, 
jeers, skepticism, or various noises of approval or disapproval according to their 
mood. It should be stressed that everyone present is expected to participate in 
this communal performance - which is not to deny differences in individual 
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ability. Some children know more riddles than others, some have a better grasp 
of the principles of decoding riddles, and some are spontaneous and ingenious 
composers of riddles. Although it may be preceded by a period of reflection, riddle 
composition takes place in performance. While this may represent nothing more 
than an "outdooring" of a new riddle - the composing having been done earlier 
- the evidence of some other Northern Ewe expressive modes suggests that the 
distinction between performances and rehearsals is neither firm nor categorical. 

What is said in Akpafu riddles (including how it is said) provides a window 
onto traditional education. Briefly, riddles 1 and 10 are lessons in human 
physiology (the eyes and the stomach respectively). Riddle 2 is a lesson in crop 
science, while riddle 3 uses non-lexical items to teach seismology. Riddles 4, 5, 
and 6 teach plant physiology while riddles 7 and 8 give instruction on domestic 
chores. Riddle 9 concretizes a deplorable but not unfamiliar sight. There are of 
course hundreds of such riddles about, and their structure and content do not 
necessarily reflect the institutional labels that I have given to these ten. In any 
case they form part of the diversity of Northern Ewe expressive cultures and 
offer a glimpse into Northern Ewe ways of performing speech. 

Language in motion: pouring libation 

Pouring libation is one of the oldest and most popular Northern Ewe rituals. In 
practically every town and village, libation is poured several times a day by 
people belonging to different segments of the society to mark a wide variety of 
occasions. Libation is poured to initiate an activity (such as a gathering of elders 
and chiefs), to celebrate good news (such as a woman's successful delivery of a 
child), and to welcome visitors. Meetings of traditional courts may begin with 
the pouring of libation, while some recreational groups pray before they begin to 
drum and dance. It is by these practices that the Northern Ewe may be described 
as a "religious" people. Although pouring libation is an unmistakable sign of a 
pre-colonial Ewe practice, it has been modified and adapted to the changing 
needs of post-colonial society. In addition to palm wine and akpeteshie (a locally 
brewed, severely potent gin) we now have gin and Schnapps; in addition to cala­
bashes we have drinking glasses; and in addition to pouring the liquid on the 
bare ground, we may now use a bowl instead (especially if the floor of the house 
is carpeted). So while the content, method of delivery, occasion, and other aspects 
of this practice bear the traces of a modern Ewe society, there is no relinquishing 
an ultimate grounding in those deep and timeless Ewe values that feature in Ewe 
constructions of their own reality. It is particularly interesting that despite the 
pervasive influence of Christian culture and religion, most Northern Ewe move 
easily and comfortably between the two worlds: traditional African religion and 
Christian religion. 
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Although prayers accompanying the pouring of libation may assume different 
forms, there is a recognizable deep structure that constrains most of them. This 
structure has four contiguous parts, which also confer a certain periodicity on 
the prayer as a whole: the invocation of gods and ancestors; the prayer proper; 
the curse; and the blessing. 

The invocation of gods and ancestors. A libation begins with the solemn 
acknowledgment that others have passed before us, and that, although they now 
live "on the other side of the river," they continue to exert a far from negligible 
influence on what we do. It is therefore with awe and respect that the departed 
are remembered. Among those remembered are chiefs and sub-chiefs, clan 
leaders, elders, and legendary figures. One prayer I heard in the village of Zlavl 
began with a long rehearsal of the genealogy of Ziavl chiefs, reaching back some 
two hundred years. In other Northern Ewe prayers, "the man who first brought 
'school' to this village," "he who stood up to the white man," and "he who 
owned the first grinding mill" are among the historical figures whose names are 
permanently inscribed in oral records. 

The extent of the invocation is partly a function of the speaker's erudition and 
partly a function of the grandness of the occasion. A chief's spokesperson, for 
example, part of whose normal duty is to pour libation on formal, semi-formal, 
or informal occasions, is likely to have committed to memory a significant chunk 
of a village's genealogy. An ordinary head of a household, on the other hand, 
may not be as knowledgeable, able only to recollect the principal names on that 
list. If a gathering is modest, such as a welcome to just-arrived visitors in one's 
home, the head of the house will pray a correspondingly modest prayer. By 
contrast, on large state occasions such as festivals or durbars of chiefs, prayers 
may be long, long-winded and involved, since "culture" is being self-consciously 

displayed. 
An important aspect of the attitudes to the invocation in particular, and to the 

prayer as a whole, is the sense of responsibility assumed by participants. Pouring 
libation is considered a communal responsibility, not an individual one. While 
the voice doing the narrating may be one person's, the "narrative voice" is a com­
pound one. Should the narrator forget to mention an important ancestor's name, 
or forget to indicate an indispensable attribute of a god, one or more partici­
pants quickly remind him of it. The belief is that, if any retributions should result 
from such memory lapses, they will be directed at the entire community, not just 
at the person praying. It is therefore the group's responsibility to forestall such 

retribution. 
The temporal structure of the invocation reflects the functions attributed to it: 

it is segmented or chopped up, and acquires a periodicity similar to that opera­

tive in any performance of a list of names and attributes. 

53 



African rhythm 

The prayer proper. It is in this section of the prayer that the narrator tells the 
ancestors why they are being called upon. A common narrative strategy is to 
begin by using one or more exclusionary phrases. For example, "it is not for 
anything bad that we have called upon you this morning." The narrator then 
contextualizes the occasion by recounting the events leading up to it. This section 
of the prayer relies on a judicious use of metaphor, proverbs, and wise sayings. 
These sayings are in turn legitimized by an appeal to commonality or authority: 
"the elders say," or "our people say," or "it is often said that ... ". It is here that 
the narrator displays his knowledge of Ewe philosophy and culture. He couches 
his requests in a rich language not only for the benefit of the ancestors and gods 
who speak "old Ewe" or "old Siwu," but for the delight of other participants. 

It is often the case that what is sought is no more than guidance, permission, 
or blessing from the gods. During fieldwork in 1986, when I would ask to see 
performances of certain sacred musics (such as Aqabatram) out of a ritual con­
text, the prayers that preceded such performances always told the gods that we 
were not "really calling" them but just "learning." They should therefore exer­
cise restraint in engineering the incidence of altered states and possession among 
the dancers. Our aim, the prayer made clear, was neither to remind them (and 
us) of past, tragic occurrences nor to warn of non-existent dangers. 

Unlike the invocation, the temporal structure of the prayer proper more 
nearly approximates the pace of ordinary language than poetic language. In 
other words, poetic devices are used to produce a non-poetic discourse. There is 
some room for improvisation in this section of the prayer. 

The curse. Northern Ewe religious philosophy recognizes the existence of good 
and evil, of forces that promote the well-being of their people, and of those that 
seek to disrupt such well-being. An important part of the prayer, then, is to seek 
protection from the forces of destruction. These include not only the departed 
and invisible members of the community (such as those who "died bad deaths" 
and were either burned or buried outside the normal cemeteries) but also anyone 
present who harbors evil thoughts, who is jealous of another's success, or who 
seeks to do someone else in. The narrator metaphorically pours drink on the evil 
spirit's or evil person's head. To enhance his own credibility, the narrator begins 

by placing a curse on himself: "If I should seek to hurt or destroy so-and-so, let 
me die." Having thus put himself on the line, he can then go on to substitute "a 
member of the community" for "I." At this serious moment in the prayer, the 
Northern Ewe consolidate their belief in traditional religion, in the many things 
unknown, and in many others that lie beyond their control. 

Because it depends on set phrases, the curse regains some of the periodicity of 
the invocation, and thus presents a contrast in temporal structure to the prayer 
proper. 
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The blessing. The prayer concludes with requests for blessing, often couched in 
explicitly formulaic expression. Wealth, health, and long life are regularly 
sought. "If we scratch leaves," an Akpafu prayer has it, "let them turn into 
cloth." Another says that "If our feet touch the sand, may it turn into money." 
The formulaic nature of these final invocations does not make the sentiments 
expressed any less deeply felt, or the desire for blessing any less authentic. One 
can never have enough of wealth, health, and long life. 

The blessing is the most strictly periodic of the four sections of the prayer. The 
reason has to do with the more or less regulated delivery of formulaic blessings. 

Although the prayer is narrated by an individual, aspects of its larger rhythmic 
structure are contributed by participants. Ululations reinforce the exposition of 
serious matters, energizing words add to the intensity of expression, and verbal 
interventions fill in gaps left by the narrator. Although on one level these are "added 
voices," they constitute, on another level, extensions of the single, communal voice. 

The structure adduced for Northern Ewe prayers is, of course, something of an 
abstraction from several practices, an idealization of practice even. It is necessary, 
therefore, to supplement the foregoing discussion with a look at specific prayers 
prayed on specific occasions. I have chosen two such prayers for discussion. 

Example 2.4 (CD track 5) contains a transcription of part of a prayer that was 
prayed in the village of Akpafu-Jd::Jmi in July of 1986. I had asked to see and 
record aspects of Akpafu culture as enshrined in songs and dances. This was the 
prayer that signaled the official beginning of the display. 

I 60, Jd::Jmi makpakpa m'::Jququu pleeplee 100 rui maye b6 YOHO 

60, Odomi elders who have departed from us YOHO 

2 00, Jwa Itf YOHO 

00, grandfather Iti YOHO 

3 Jwa Atiti q5se YOHO 

Grandfather Atiti's father YOHO 

4 Bnf6 Edu YOHO 

Brofo Edu YOHO 

5 Opanyf YOHO 

Opanyi YOHO 

6 Ifam YOHO 

Ham YOHO 

7 Mi ::Jququu plepleeple YWE 

Every single one of you YWE 

8 Miba mia b nda: minE YOHO 

Come and take this drink and drink it YOHO 

9 Iba ikpf YOHO 

It is not because of death YOHO 
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10 Jso ntobo kpre mi ku kabme ga ngbe YOHO Ngba ku awale iso! 
That we are calling you this afternoon YOHO Life and prosperity! 

I I Bo manyi rna bia, masua ara YOHO 

Our relatives who are there, and are learning YOHO 

12 Matam aki ne YOHO 

They are traveling around YOHO 

13 Bo ubi :::JWE YOHO 

One of our own children YOHO 

14 G:S nne bo Mawu i Todzf i kato 'bi YOHO 

Who is a child of our relatives in Todzi at the top of the hill YOHO 

15 JS:::J piai abrokyere YOHO 

He is living abroad YOHO 

16 Jto nya ara, :::Jto n:::J ara YOHO 

He is seeing things, he is hearing things YOHO 

17 Ne ngbe g:5 opia matrui s:::J:::J, :5 ngbe g:5 :Sse ne maM maa nyo boaqe YOHO 

And the people where he is said, he too where he is from they 
want to come and see our home YOHO 

I 8 Ma~ua bo kurabrara YWE 

Learn our customs YWE 

19 Ku bo ikaqe YOHO 

And our ways of speaking YOHO 

20 Ku boa la maklegu m'aaqe AHA Ngba ku awale isola! 
And take it back to their country AHA Life and prosperity! 

21 Ne maba ne YOHO 

SO they came YOHO 

22 Ig:::J ayi wa maba ne YOHO 

The recent days when they came YOHO 

23 Biele, ibra kpata YOHO 

Truly, it was very sudden YOHO 

24 Tee ara wa boa wo bra koraa tee boabra wa ido ngb:::J YOHO 

For the things we could have done, we could have done them better YOHO 

25 N:::Jsoo mi, kafd, makpise rna bO:::Jkpree ne, YWE 

So you, kafra, the dead upon whom we have called YWE 

26 Mif] ibiaraa mitabo YOHO 

Accept all this for us YOHO 

27 S:::J isi:::J I\teboqe YOHO 

That we are rejoicing YOHO 

28 Sf amane ira irere tobo bra YWE 

If we are doing a custom YWE 

29 Fie ire mi ire kuere ne AHA 

And it resembles one of your old customs AHA 
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30 Si bona ne bon:) YOHO 

Let us be able to hear it YOHO 

31 Mall si mana ne manya NHU 

They too let them be able to see it NHU 

32 S:::l ee, :::lwi:::l ne ngb:::l ise nee YOHO 

That in the olden days that is how things were YOHO 

33 Fie iyi Jba kri:::l ne NHU Ngbii ku awale is6 161 
And the world is now like this NHU Life and prosperity! 

34 N:::lSO nne :::lququu pleeple YOHO. 

SO everything YOHO. 

Example 2+ An opening prayer from Akpafu-Jd::lmi 

Four people perform this prayer. First and most important is the chief's linguist, 
who prays the main words of the prayer. Second is a conarrator, also part of the 
royal entourage, whose task is to "hear" what is being prayed on its way to the 
gods and ancestors and to participants. His contribution is confined to periodic 
shouts of "Yoho!", "Ywe!", "Aha!", and "Nhu!", words of no semantic value, 
exploited here principally for their acoustical properties (which is not to deny 
that they take on contextual meanings as affirmations - "yes," "truly," and so 
on). Then there are two women who squat on either side of the linguist and who 
function as conarrators. They provide a metronomic hand clap to accompany 
the prayer (starting at line 10 in the transcription), and they also reinforce what 
is being prayed by shouting out slogans, words of encouragement, and calls for 
blessing (lines 20 and 33). 

How, then, does this prayer work as a temporal structure? The prayer divides 
into three parts: an opening section in which gods and ancestors are called upon 
by name and offered a ritual drink (lines 1-8); a main narrative in which the 
reason for the gathering is revealed (lines 9-24); and a third section in which 
specific sorts of help are sought from the ancestors (lines 25-34). (The rest of the 
prayer, which includes a formulaic curse and blessings, has been omitted in the 
interests of brevity.) The hand clap marks a pulse, and so creates for us the expe­
rience of poetic or artistic time as distinct from ordinary, lived time. Functioning 
in opposition to the clap is the rhythm of the narration proper, which carves out 
an asymmetrical division of time into units of varying lengths. These are not 
rigid, metrically grounded units, but expanding and contracting sense units such as 
we hear and use in ordinary conversation. The series of shouts, "Yoho!", "Ywe!", 
and "Aha!", serve to reinforce the narrator's segments. At the same time, and in 
view of their timbral and articulative prominence, they mediate - and this only 
partially - between the ordinary time created by the narrator's periods and the 
poetic time created by the hand clap. Finally, the women's interjections, "It is the 
good we are after" and "on life and prosperity," recur in a magnified periodic 
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frame, a hand clap writ large, if you like, in specific response to the sense of the 
narrator's words. What we have, then, is a complex of coordinated functions. 
They allow an exertion of independence within a larger, regulated process. This 
is simultaneous doing of the sort that lies at the heart of other Northern Ewe 
expressive forms such as group singing and drum ensemble performance. 

The second prayer (see Example 2.5, CD track 6) presents a contrast to the 
previous one in that, except for the Prayer Proper section, it is delivered almost 
entirely in a strict, almost metric periodicity. At the close of the performance 
whose opening prayer we have just analyzed, a pot of palm wine and several 
bottles of Schnapps were made available to the chief, elders, and leaders of 
various performing groups. Then an elder prayed a closing prayer, after which a 
"younger elder" prayed a second closing prayer. 

I Kaqe miSe 00 aa 
2 Misi ku ngba? 
3 Misi ku awale? 
4 Bo idi kaqe 
5 Kaqe 'di bo 
6 Bosu magbre 
7 Bosu masaa 
8 Bo fe alawo 
9 Bo kpese alawo 

10 Bo iqe makpre 
II Bo Se dOu 
12 Bo ta dOu 
13 Dze mab:::J kam:5 
14 Makpese gu sid 
15 Bo ku itl 
16 Malale ku iku 
17 Bo sa kra 
18 Bo tra kra 
19 Bo karinya sasasa 

20 A, ig:::J arne kree bosi 
21 Bobse Agawu-Kakraba :::J b:::J b :::Jr5go 
22 Maye 'bi 
23 S:::J :::Jwi g:5 arne apia ne ~ ira sarna bra ne-
24 N:::J so :Jwi g:5 arne maye qu suku 'sarna se 
25 Maba rna su 'bi mapia suku 
26 Ko :Jko 'b:::Jq taqu 'ri 
27 J SE suku kle mabroni aqe 
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28 Ne Sbo rn'J ne 
29 S::> kama hia bo kurabrara 
30 J ne :Stre ::>b::>Q tu bo ne 
3 I S::> ~ ire liba yo ibo 
32 Ne :Jso bo buai QU 
33 Jbiara kEkE ::>f:J ne nr~ rniny'J 
34 Masu rnasia i nome negbe iso 

35 Maba rna bo 
36M::> bra nwa rna wo bra 
37 Jbi gS arne tataata 10 nya :Jko fie SklE :Jwere kama 
38 Dze Sbo i ipo arne 
39 Siyu 'taQu 'ri 
40 Ikura taQu 'ri 
41 Jbiara kEkE gS rnasun rnapia j ar~ arne 
42 S:J ::>bua QU sl bi> bra adzurna wa ngbe 

43 Fie Ssu ira i neiso 
44 Dze Sbo i ipo arne 
45 Siyu 'tanu 'ri 
46 Ikura 'taQu 'ri 

47 Dze Sbo i ipo arne 
48 :moe :Jsebu 

49 Jkpese sika 
50 Jqe 
5 I Jkuti :Jtabo 
52 Jgbari iyata 

53 Akpese sikati 

54 Jfuso 
55 Skuti :Jtab6 
56 Ngba: iso 

57 AwalE iso 
58 Boqee 
59 Bo froe sinyatu 
60 Bo nEE 
61 Bo froe sinyatu 

62 Fututu 

63 Goglo 
64 Bi> pe i kat6 
65 Bo kuti bi> pE i kagbegbe 

66 Misekpri! 

67 Misekpri! 

Example 2.5. A closing prayer from Akpafu-JdJrni 
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Here we encounter Akpafu oral poetry at its most vivid. Two factors contribute 
to this. First, the lines are short and comparable in length, and although there is 
no necessary rhyme scheme at work, there is a strict periodic structure that 
regulates the utterances. The participants' punctuation, which marks each line or 
breath group, makes the periodic structure explicit. Second, the prayer exploits a 
series of binary oppositions in both sound and meaning. Thus lines 6-7, 8-9, and 
I1-12 are paired by recurring words or sounds and their attendant meanings, 
while lines 59-60 and 61-62 form question-answer pairs. This play with lan­
guage has a rhythm of its own that contributes to the overall rhythmic structure. 

The outer structure of the prayer conforms to the general pattern described 
above. The invocation (lines 1-19) is used not to invoke the presence of the gods 
(they have been present all along), but to celebrate the people of Jq:::Jmi in poetic 
language. Lines 20-37, the prayer proper, provide a background to the occasion. 
(I am mentioned, as is my "return for cultural knowledge.") The call for blessing 
begins at line 38 and trots out the usual string of desired blessings. For example, 
"If he or any of the people who have made this occasion successful should enter 
the bush, let thorns or dangerous plants break aside for him." 

Rich in its use of metaphor, wise sayings, and "old Siwu" words, and in its 
exploitation of the sound of the Siwu language, this prayer suggests a self­
conscious and stylized performance. It is one of the few Northern Ewe prayers 
that I have heard that departs systematically from the normal flow of speech 
and assumes a precise metric form. This is not to say that it is not an authentic 
prayer: it is as authentic as the people of Jd:::Jmi regard it. The narrator is 
obviously practiced at his art, and, as I learned from observers, is often called 
upon to display it on public occasions. Although this makes him something of a 
specialist - a specialist in prayers - he remains a specialist only to the extent that 
he has time outside his normal job as a school teacher. 

And so we arrive at the limits of speech rhythm and on the threshold of 
musical rhythm. In this chapter, we have seen that lexical items display rhythmic 
patterning and that there is a frequent displacement between "stress accent" and 
"tone accent." We have also seen that when language is set in motion in the 
form of greeting, riddling, and pouring libation, it retains the rhythmic and tonal 
structure of individual words but acquires a second set of constraints based on 
periodicity. A crucial formative element of language is its latent musicality, which 
is manifest in the "song" of words and sentences and in the emerging metrical 
structure of poetic language. Language is turned into song when its latent 
musical elements are made patent, when the implicit becomes explicit, when 
the hidden becomes manifest. The rhythms of song will be the subject of our 
next chapter. 

60 



3 

Rhythms 
of 

song 

Singing is by far the most prevalent mode of musical expression among the 
Northern Ewe. Although there exist genres of "instrumental music," no such 
genre completely excludes song. The soundscape in Chapter 1 would already 
have suggested that, taken as a temporal whole, Northern Ewe society is rarely 
free of song. Many formal and informal activities are marked by singing, whether 
or not the occasion is designated a "musical occasion." Although there is a 
certain amount of private, solo singing, Northern Ewe regard singing as essen­
tially a group activity, an opportunity to express once again their "communal 
ethos."I 

It follows from the prevalence of singing that there are many different types of 
song. Some are specific to certain occasions while others are not. For example, 
funeral dirges or A.vihaw6 (lit. crying songs) are reserved for situations of 
mourning, just as a sacred drum music such as A4abatram is beaten only on 
"serious" occasions - festival days or important funeral days. By contrast, the use 
of recreational songs is much less restricted. There are two major obstacles to a 
classification of Northern Ewe songs: firstly, not all the different types of song 
can be registered in an Ewe folk taxonomy ("lullaby" and "work song," for 
example, while common, are not verbally designated as such, although they can 
be given Ewe names); secondly, there is no obvious musical basis for distin­
guishing among song genres. A song of insult (amerpJha), for example, might 
utilize the characteristics of a recreational song (modzdkdha), just as some 
folktale interludes (glihaw6) may be indistinguishable from funeral dirges 
(avihaw6). Although this creative mixture of musical genres may pose problems 
for those seeking one-to-one correlations between musical structure and social 
function, it will not surprise those who understand the complexities of "occa­
sions" in Northern Eweland, and who are therefore sensitive to the celebratory 
element in a funeral, for example, or the serious aspect of a recreational dance. 
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I shall forego an attempt to develop a comprehensive system of classification of 
Northern Ewe songs (based on data drawn from a supposed folk taxonomy, 
musical features, and social function) for a more pragmatic division into songs 
in strict rhythm and songs in free rhythm. We begin at the beginning, so to 
speak, by looking at the nature of rhythmic expression of Northern Ewe 
children. We will then be better equipped to assess adult rhythmic language. 

The musical language of Northern Ewe children 

At the heart of the musical education of Northern Ewe children lie various 
modes of rhythmic signification involving speech, movement, and song. These 
rhythms are learned from other children or by imitating adults. Because tradi­
tional music-making is almost exclusively an outdoor affair - daily temperatures 
in the 70S and 80S are normal throughout the year, the only significant 
meteorological fact being the difference between rainy and dry seasons - children 
are exposed to a variety of musical activities from an early age. And the close 
connection between language and music ensures that language acquisition goes 
hand in hand with the acquisition of musical competence. The musical world of 
Northern Ewe children is diverse and extraordinarily dynamic, and we will turn 
to a handful of the products of that world presently, but we might mention here 
two of the most visible signs of musical interest: the first is the preoccupation 
with homemade instruments, and the second is the speed with which "foreign" 
musical products are imported by Northern Ewe children. There appears to be 
no limit on the ingenuity and creativity of Northern Ewe children when it comes 
to constructing musical instruments. Tin cans become membranophones with the 
help of stretched skin (such as a chicken's stomach), and pawpaw stalks are 
transformed into aerophones with the aid of an unsuspected reed: the web of a 
wall gecko. Thin pipes of bamboo are readily made into flutes, while large ones 
are ingeniously converted into a "string" instrument, a sort of one-string 
bamboo fiddle with two or more players. Stones, sticks, used metal strips, 
calabashes, and tree trunks: these and other objects are easily made into musical 
instruments. And as for the "importation" of music, Northern Ewe children 
seem particularly adept at taking over children's songs "belonging" to other 
ethnic groups. Rhymes and game songs heard on the radio or on cassette, seen in 
foreign films and videos, or brought to Northern Eweland by others: these are 
quickly appropriated and domesticized. The spontaneous identification with 
other music bespeaks a "universal" understanding at the same time as it suggests 
an intense and un mediated interest in the products of children's imagination 
elsewhere. 

The most remarkable feature of Northern Ewe children's musical language is 
that it shows no conceptual difference from adult musical language. Syncopations, 
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displaced beats, silent beats, cross-rhythms, compound "meters," asymmetrical 
time lines: these and other standard features of Ewe rhythm are readily identified 
in children's music. We cannot therefore speak of a straightforward progression 
from the "simple" rhythms of childhood to the "complex" rhythms of adult­
hood. The latter appear to be fully formed from the beginning. Of course, 
maturity and experience contribute to the development of performance sensibili­
ties, and there is no question, for example, that some of the experiences coded in 
some adult songs, some of the intricate and labor-intensive performances of 
adult lead drummers, and some of the elegantly restrained movements of expert 
dancers may lie beyond the reach of children. Still, the conceptual basis of this 
expertise is already there in children's language. 

How might we explain this absence of a complicating trajectory from child­
hood to adulthood, this absence of "development" in musical language, to put it 
less generously and more polemically? Since Northern Ewe musics exist mainly 
in an oral tradition, and given the limitations of human memory on the purely 
intellectual cultivation of certain aspects of the musical language, it is perhaps 
understandable that, historically as well as conceptually, the kinds of structural 
changes that may be recorded in Northern Ewe musical languages are not, 
by Western standards, especially extravagant ones. The West knows this in its 
folk and popular idioms, of course, and it is here that the comparison is most 
appropriate. When, however, writers are led to compare the "complexity" of a 
Beethoven symphony with that of an Ewe funeral dirge, suppressing the fact that 
the symphony is inconceivable outside a particular capitalist economy, then the 
comparison between "Western" and" African" music is strained and inappro­
priate. Far from providing ammunition for those who seek in African cultures 
evidence of a "primitive mentality," this acknowledgment of a certain stasis in 
the musical language of the Northern Ewe might serve to remind us of the extent 
to which the invention of writing, coupled with other technological advances, has 
made for a different trajectory in the West. In any case, childhood and adulthood 
are not separated by a firm boundary but are rather linked as in a continuum. 
And since the child's musical language is, at least in part, an imitation of adult 
language, it is more accurate to say that child and adult languages are locked in 
a dialectic in the production, revision, and consumption of musical ideas.2 

Let us turn now to the products of the Northern Ewe children's imagination. 
In what follows, we shall look closely at three rhymes, focusing on their 

rhythmic structure. 

Rhymes 

Northern Ewe children never miss an opportunity to rhythmicize language. By 
rhythmicizing language, they defamiliarize it, pressing it towards the condition 
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J = 108 

lH :J. 
'~J J :i? ~ 

:~ :~ :r 0 ~ ~ L 

Mi· ~ gi . vlwo Ie h~ • hIS <t6 "one, two, three, four, (fart)" 

:£ JJ ~ lH ] :0 :~ :~ :r 0 ~ ~ L 

Mi • ~ }{pM!. do()wo It gbe ~ <ta, "one, two, three, four, (fart)" 

Example 3.1. Children's teasing rhyme 

of music. Example 3.1 is a game in which children tease children from other 
towns or villages. "Listen to the sound of Accra children," says the text, and this 
is followed by counting out loud in English (I, 2, 3,4), culminating in a fart. The 
idea is to let out the fart at a precise moment and in keeping with the prevailing 
rhythmic and metrical patterns - here the downbeat of bar 5. The game 
continues as long as children can think up names of other towns or villages (the 
variant shown in Example 3. I makes fun of the people of Kpando) and as long 
as they possess a supply of farts. Though brief, and not particularly elevated in 
subject-matter, this game illustrates a first principle of Northern Ewe rhythmic 
structure: off-beat phrasing. One cannot overemphasize the fact that in songs, as 
in drum ensemble music, phrases rarely begin on downbeats. Some listeners to 
African music are often thrown by the consistency with which, and extent to 

which, phrases suppress a normative strong beat pattern, originating and 
terminating elsewhere in the bar. Their instinct is to regard the first sound as the 
origin of whatever cycle of beats is operative in the music. Unfortunately, first 
sounds are often false friends} 

Although the utterance in Example 3.1 preserves the tone pattern and 
rhythms of spoken Ewe, it modifies them slightly to make the phrase more 
musically memorable. Note how the high tones in the first and second bars 
demand an agogic accent even though they occur in metrically weak places. The 
result is a contradiction between speech tone and meter. Note also the synco­
pated figure in the first full bar, which occurs frequently as a sort of stylistic 
imprint in Ghanaian music generally, especially in its popular idioms such as 
highlife. Interestingly this figure is not one of the figurae available in spoken 
Ewe. Its appeal appears to be "purely musical."4 

Among the lessons imparted by this little rhyme are a sense of pride in the local 
community, the symbolic value of a fart, the ability to hold one until the right 
moment, names of other towns and villages, the ability to count at least up to 
four in English, and the appropriateness of mixing the Ewe and English languages. 

Example 3.2 is a spoken rhyme used to tease a child who for one reason or 
other has been "removed" from a peer group. To rub it in, the child's father and 
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W6-q~ Ie bA-nW 160, ti-ml-na-ti' W6-qee Ie bA-nW 160, ti-ml-na ti' E-

~ le...a-vl dzf ~ ti-ml-na 1m, E - n5 le...a-vl dzl ~ ti ml na ti 

Example 3.2. Children's teasing rhyme 

mother are said to be crying as a result of this excommunication. Of special 
significance to the rhythmic structure of the rhyme is the recurring word 
"kaminaka," a "rhyme word" or "song word," used for its articulative rather 
than semantic value. The rhyme as a whole has the usual para tactic structure, 
which is to say that it is structurally open. Children are required to make up 
phrases on the models of "They have removed him from company" and "The 
father is crying 'kaminaka'" to fit the prevailing rhythmic and metrical structure. 
Verbal improvisation is thus encouraged. 

An obvious feature of this rhyme is the preponderance of triplet figures. The 
fact that these figures derive from spoken Ewe continues to enhance the 
observation about figurae in this repertoire. We may even speculate that the 
recurring response, "kaminaka," because it contains a triplet in its rhythmic 
structure, "generated" - compositionally speaking - the rhyme as a whole. 

A third example of a spoken rhyme is shown in Example 3.3 (CD track 7), and 
refers to a woman's first sexual encounter. "They have split the child," says the 
text, to which the answer is a sequence of vocables (faa-wE-faa-faa-wE). In 
performance, the vocables serve as the fixed pattern or Response to the first two 
bars. As in the previous example, children learn to substitute phrases for "They 
have split the child" and "The child was not yet grown." 

J = 160 
Solo Chorus Solo Chorus 

,-3--, ,-3-1 

IJ IJ J 
r--3 ----, .-3'-' 

IJ IJ J 
iH$ J J 1 J 1 J J 1 J 

L 1)\ J J 1 J I) J J 
W6·f~ qe-vlc 100' Fila w~, fAa faa w~, W6-fe <I.e-vic loo! Faa w~. faa fAa 

Solo Chorus Solo Chorus 

H,---3 J I J 
,---3 ---, ,3-, 

IJ IJ J IJ IJ J 1 J J 1 J 1 
L J J 1 J J 1 J I) J J IJ 

w:XO. <I.e - vic me tsl,..o, FAa w~, fAa fAa w~, W6-fe <I.e vic 100. faa wk fAa faa w~ 

Example 3.3. Play song 
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An interesting rhythmic effect results from the silent beat with which the 
rhyme begins. The first phrase originates in bar I and terminates in bar 5, 
making it an irregular 8+I/3 beat phrase subdivided into 4 and 4+I/3 beats. 
However, the downbeat of bar 5 supplies the missing beat of bar I, as becomes 
clear in the repetition of the phrase. So, although phrase boundaries occur on the 
second crotchet of bar 2 (the longest note in the phrase so far and the 
completion of the Call) and on the downbeat of bar 5 (the completion of the 
Response) the cyclical nature of the rhyme shows that a beat lasting a third of a 
bar has been "suppressed," so to speak. Such effects, conceptualized as a conflict 
between meter and grouping, are not uncommon in a repertoire in which off­

beat phrasing plays an important role. 

A counting game 

A second category of Northern Ewe children's music is a series of games based 
on the counting of objects (fingers, toes, heads, stones, beads, nuts, and so on). 
Example 3.4 transcribes the music of one such game. Participants count the 
fingers of one hand, assigning certain utterances and functions to each finger. A 
plot is thus unveiled in which five hungry siblings devise a strategy for finding 
food. Counting begins with the littlest finger, who signals discontent by crying. 

(The onomatopoeic "l1e, l1e, l1e" depicts the crying.) Then the fourth finger asks 
whether he is hungry. The middle finger reveals that there is flour in the flour 
pot. The index finger suggests that they cook and eat it. But - and here comes 
the reversal - the thumb spoils the fun by saying that he is going to report this 
conspiracy to mother. At least two lessons are intended by this rhyme. The first is 
the importance of telling the truth: children must not steal food, or take matters 
into their own hands by cooking the family's precious flour while their mothers 
are not at home. The second is care and cooperation. The little finger's crying 
elicits concern from the next finger. Soon the other fingers are working together 
to find a solution to the problem. Here is another manifestation of the Northern 
Ewe ethos of caring for one's neighbor. In this particular context, however, one 
"bad apple" teaches a greater truth that undermines the action planned by the 
other siblings. 

Two types of movement define the character of this counting game. The first 
and most obvious is the succession of spoken rhythms. As is usual in this 
repertory, the phrase begins with an off-beat and extends to two full bars. The 
two-bar length then becomes the referential unit for subsequent phrases. So, even 
where there are more syllables than the six that comprise the first phrase, they 
are accommodated within the same time frame (syllabic counts are 8 for fingers 

2 and 3, 6 for fingers I and 4, and 10 for the "spoil sport," finger 5). In general, 
words maintain the rhythms of speech and respect its tonal patterns. Notice the 
occurrence of the familiar syncopated rhythm in bars II and 13. 
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Example 3+ Children's finger-counting play song 

The second broadly rhythmic element resides in the physical act of counting 
fingers. Contact with fingers is made on the downbeats of bars I, 3, 5,7, and 9· 
Obviously, if the fingers of the left hand are being counted, then it is the right 
hand that does the touching. The moments of arrival on successive fingers are 
marked for consciousness not only because they represent the completion of the 
arc traversed between adjacent fingers but because they coincide with the last 
strong syllable of each spoken phrase. As in Example 3.3, there is a tension 
between the grouping of verbal phrases across bar lines and the emphasis on 
alternate downbeats throughout. This art of being able to coordinate different 
patterns of rhythm and movement, which reaches its most sophisticated form in 
dances such as Gabaqa, Gba/a, and Zigi, is developed at an early age by 
Northern Ewe children. 

Games teaching movement and coordination 

Most children's games consist of a musical dimension (song or rhyme) as well 
as an "extramusical" dimension that is organically linked to it. This is the case 
with a favorite Northern Ewe game in which a pattern of hand claps is accom­
panied by song. (Example 3.5 (CD track 8) is a transcription of one performance 
of the song.) The melody is sung in three four-bar phrases, the first two finishing 
with a rest, and the last with a note that may be held for an extra bar or two, 
depending on the performers' wishes. The clap pattern, which must be regarded 
as the central element, is, by contrast, a fixed two-bar pattern. The interesting 
thing about the relationship of clap pattern to song is that the clap pattern can 
be shifted backwards (or forwards, which amounts to the same thing) by a bar. 
Thus, this version of the game has the clap pattern beginning at bar I while 
another might have it beginning in bar 2. The reason for not specifying the exact 
length of the last note becomes clear: performers may switch from one type of 
alignment to another within the same performance. (In the accompanying 
recording, the third of six renditions of the game song departs from the pattern 
set by the first two; the fourth, however, returns to the original.) 
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Yee yee wo Ie ga <te kpa <II: b·~ • me Yee yee wole ga qe kpa <II: t,,·do • me 

wo ye ma ria W:)C kp" rna yV. ga me 

Example 3.5. Children's clapping game song 

Example 3.5 also illustrates the multiplicity of metric and phenomenal 
accents that give Northern Ewe music some of its special character. Consider, 
for example, the clap pattern itself. Its syncopated first bar (with a 
short-long-short pattern) generates tension that is not resolved until the second 
bar. On a higher structural level, the two-bar pattern may be understood as an 
upbeat-downbeat or weak-strong succession. Similarly, despite the timbral 
contrast, bar I of the vocal melody has the feel of an anacrusis in relation to 
bar 2. We thus have a coincidence of "clap accent" and "melodic accent." If the 
melody is shifted over, however, these accents compete against each other, 
making for a more fluid, forward-moving texture. Yet another set of accents, 
which we may call tonal accents, emerges from the overall contour of the 
melody. Northern Ewe songs typically descend from a high note sung at or near 
the beginning of a melody through an interval of a fourth or fifth to a terminal 
low note. A descent through the line C-B-A-G may be inferred from the melody 
in Example 3.5. For the listener focusing on this descent, the attainment of each 
structural note creates a phenomenal or "tonal" accent) 

Example 3.6 (CD track 9) is another version of the clap-and-sing game. The 
foundational clap pattern is the same as in Example 3.5, but the melody is 
different. The rhythms of this triplet-dominated melody are harder to coordinate 
with the clap pattern than was the case in the previous example. As before, the 
two-bar clap cycle may begin with either the first or the second bar. More than 
that of Example 3.5, this song text provides ample opportunity for improvisa­
tion. "We don't send an idiot to the market. The idiot goes to the market, buys 
soap water, and returns to tell us that sJhe has bought a beverage." The principle 
of text construction is to imagine circumstances in which people act stupidly and 
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Clap 

Yee yee, yee yee E w~ Ia dzu ~ si gbe wa ka wa ka 

Clap 

r:- 3 --, r- 3 -, r--3 -,--, r:- 3 ---, r- 3 -, r-3--, 

Voices 

dzi kpo si gbe ye va kple dzi me le~wo fe d~ me 

Example 3,6. Children's clapping game song (a version of Example 3.5) 

to frame their actions in terms of a marked distinction or opposition (for soap 
water = beverage one might substitute yam = meat, fish = flowers, and so on). 

In performing Examples 3.5 and 3.6, girls form themselves into a circle. The 
execution of the clap pattern requires three pairs of hands and alternates between 
"outer" claps, that is, those that involve the two people on either side of each 
participant, and "inner" claps, those done by the participant herself. Let us 
assume that Girls A, B, and C succeed each other in the circle. Let us also number 
the successive attack points of the clap pattern as I, 2, 3, 4 respectively. The game 
proceeds as follows. At points I and 3 Girl B's downward-facing right palm 
makes contact with the upward-facing left palm of Girl C, while her upward­
facing left palm makes contact with the downward-facing right palm of Girl A. 
At 2 and 4, each girl claps her own pair of hands. This completes one cycle of 
the clap pattern. (In a popular variant of this game song, a fifth clap takes the 
place of the crotchet rest in bar 2. Palms return to the positions occupied earlier 
at claps I and 3, but with the important difference that right and left palms face 

up and down respectively.) 
Movement and coordination are also taught by means of a game called 

"Adzumakpakpare," found in Akpafu, but available in numerous local variants. 
Children squat in a circle, each with a stone in front of him or her. The object of 
the game is to avoid accumulating more than one stone in front of you by mov­
ing each stone at the appropriate moment to coincide with the main pulses of the 
song. In keeping with the symbolic meanings of "left" and "right" in Northern 
Ewe culture (left is dirty, right is clean), stones are usually moved anti-clockwise 
or from right to left. A lapse in concentration may result in the accumulation of 
more than one stone, and this is grounds for eliminating the child concerned. 
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Example 3.7. Children's stone-lifting play song 
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Example 3.8. Children's stone-lifting play song 
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1 J J J :11 
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The game continues until all but one of the participants have been eliminated. 
(Occasionally, the speed may be increased with a subsequent repetition of the 
song in order to catch the unsuspecting.) 

Examples 3.7 and 3.8 (CD tracks 10 and II) provide transcriptions of two 
songs that accompany "Adzumakpakpare." There are at least two levels of 
rhythmic activity here, one deriving from the songs themselves and the second 
deriving from the physical act of lifting and setting down the stones. The song in 
Example 3.7 is cast in a Call-Response form, and reveals a 2+2 grouping. Both 
Call and Response begin with strong upbeats. In addition to the familiar triplet 
effects, a metrical ambiguity results from the placing of stones. Although each 
stone is lifted on the upbeat or off-beat and set down on the following downbeat, 
the opposite arrangement is often used as variant within the same performance. 
The fixed pattern of lifting and depositing the stone is thus aligned differently 
with the accompanying song. This interchangeability underscores the fluidity of 
Northern Ewe conceptions of meter. In training children in the art of exchanging 
upbeats for downbeats, this game song, like numerous others, prepares the 
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children for a musical life of playing with rhythms. The Northern Ewe clearly 
take much aesthetic pleasure in apprehending competing accents and apparent 
"misalignments." In the case of Example 3.7, and despite our transcription, we 
might speak less of a duple meter with a normative stress on each downbeat than 
of a duple grouping based on an unchanging pulse. 

J = 112 

Clap: I ~ 
Solo Chorus Solo Chorus -:l. r-3 --, r- 3 --, r-3 --, r-3 --, r- 3 --, r-3 ---, r- 3 --,r-3--, 

,It l J J J lOb J J J I J Ob J J J lOb J J )i IJ ) l J I 
Si Ie ge Ie ge si. 'V:I nye cwo, si Ie ge Ie ge si, 'V:I nye l:lwo tsa Ie Ie 

nu W:wJ ee tsa Ie Ie nu W:lO ee a-b:l b t:> sini dz:l re kpla nya 

Example 3.9. Cloth-exchanging play song 

Example 3.9 (CD track 12) accompanies a game which teaches coordination of 
physical movement and singing. It is played by women dressed in traditional 
cloth, namely, a blouse, a wrap-around skirt ("first cloth"), and a "second cloth" 
that is placed around the upper torso. It is this second cloth that is traded in the 
course of the game. Standing in a circle, the women playas follows. A leader 
calls the song and the rest of the group responds. At the vocable "kplanya," 
which is spoken rather than sung, each woman takes over the "second cloth" of 
the person in front of her. The song is then repeated, allowing each woman to 
wear her newly acquired cloth. She will lose it again at the next "kplanya," and 
this process of acquiring and relinquishing cloth continues until a full cycle is 
completed, that is, until each woman has her original cloth back. At the end, 
they throw their cloths into the air and exclaim "kplanya" one last time. 

The pattern of movement in this song features a mixture of patterned and 
unpatterned actions. While the song is being sung, movement is unpatterned, 
allowing each woman to adjust her cloth at her own pace. This action must be 
completed, however, by the time the word "kplanya" comes along. By contrast, 
no liberties are taken in performing the rhythms of the song. It is easy to 
underestimate the difficulty of maintaining strict singing while engaged in "free 
action," but any reader who attempts to play the game just described will get a 
sense of the challenges involved. The interpenetration of free and strict move­
ment may be understood as a transposition into gestural space of the interplay 

between free and strict rhythms. 
Another game designed to teach movement and found in Peki-Blengo and 

elsewhere is "ToroQ toroQ." In this game, song provides an unchanging metrical 

71 



African rhythm 

J = 132 
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si si DU b:> b:>e 0 b:>e si si DU b:l b:>e 0 b:>e ka ka hi De ni ka 

HJ J 3 
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bin e ka hi Dea hi nee ka ka hi ne ni-ka bin 

J = pelvic thrust 

Example 3.10. Pelvic thrust play song 

framework for movement in circles within a larger circle. Thus, Person A moves 
to the right of the circle, encircles person B, and takes person B's place as person 
B in turn moves towards person C, encircles her, and takes her place. This 
encircling and exchanging of positions continues until everyone in the circle has 
had a go. The whole process may then be repeated, and it will continue to be 
repeated as long as the participants have the stamina to do so. Part of the 
challenge of this game is to combine circular movement - which tends to have a 
disorienting effect on one's sense of direction - with the linearity implicit in 
singing a song in strict rhythm. 

Finally, the rhyme transcribed in Example 3.10 (CD track 13) is part of a game 
that teaches about sex. Here, too, the beginning position is a circular arrange­
ment. Spoken in strict rhythm, the rhyme is accompanied by hand claps in 
alternate bars. As each repetition of the rhyme begins, one woman moves to the 
center of the circle, wiggles her bottom, and delivers a pelvic thrust to coincide 
with the last two notes of the rhyme. A competitive element enters the game via 
the varying intensities and styles of pelvic thrusts. 

A few of the inner dynamics of this rhyme may be observed in the opening 
phrase. As the transcription shows, bar I begins with an unsounded beat which 
gives the first two crotchet triplets an expectant, anacrusic quality. Contrary to 
what one might expect, however, the downbeat of bar 2 fails to provide closure. 
The bar's short-Iong-Iong-short pattern carries the phrase's momentum forward 
towards the downbeat of bar 3. It is here that closure is finally attained. Note 
that this is the first time that a crotchet has occurred on the main beat, and also 
that a hand clap reinforces the articulative importance of this moment. 

Some readers may wonder why the last three examples, said to be played by 
women, are discussed here under the rubric of children's music. I do not know 
how many readers sensed a change in the musical language of these examples in 
relation to the previous seven. There are none. And this is part of my reason for 
suppressing the information that these last three games are played, not by children, 
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but by adult women. Women play these games for the entertainment of children 
and, more importantly, by assuming the personae of children. This is another 
sign of the blurring of boundaries between child and adult musical languages. 

To sum up: Northern Ewe children's game songs call for the coordination of 
rhythm or music with movement. Movements may be patterned or unpatterned. 
Patterned movement projects into three-dimensional space a network of strict 
(that is, metric) two-dimensional rhythms. Unpatterned movements project a 
contrasting, and more complex, network of rhythms. The dynamic quality of 
Northern Ewe rhythms comes from three related techniques: suppressed or silent 
beats, short-long rhythmic patterns, and off-beat phrasing. The separate periodic­
ities of spoken rhyme and physical movement are aligned just as frequently as 
they are "misaligned." Triplet effects, understood as figurae deriving from spoken 
language, occur often and within the basic duple meter. The totality of these 
elements and practices - including many not illustrated here - supports the view 
that the essential features of Northern Ewe rhythm are learned at an early age. 6 

Songs in free rhythm 

A distinction between "free" and "strict" rhythm is frequently invoked in studies 
of African music. Hornbostel used it in 1928, Ward in 1927, Nketia in 1963, 

and it has been reproduced by students of African music since then. Although no 
such distinction registers in Northern Ewe musical discourse - there is, as 
indicated in the Prologue, no single word for "rhythm" in Ewe - there is a clear 
difference between songs in "free" rhythm and those in "strict" rhythm. Free 
rhythm has less to do with rhythm as such, and more to do with meter and 
periodicity. Music lacking a specific meter and a clear sense of periodicity is said 
to be in free rhythm. A comparison with recitative in opera, oratorio, or cantata 
is not entirely inappropriate. Strict rhythm by contrast refers to the presence of a 
tactus, a palpable metric structure, and a resultant periodicity. 

It is necessary to reconfigure one aspect of this opposition in order to improve 
its applicability to Northern Ewe materials. Songs that are ostensibly in "free 
rhythm" are songs that reproduce the rhythms of speech. It would seem 
preferable, therefore, to speak of "speech rhythm" rather than "free rhythm." In 
the Northern Ewe vocal repertoire, as in other African repertories, the organization 
of long and short note values suggests not an unbridled freedom of organization 
but a close connection to the rhythms of speech. And where strict rhythm seems 
applicable, we might also recall the demonstration in Chapter 2 and note that 
elements of speech rhythm may be found in songs in strict rhythm. Although it 
undermines a handy opposition, this reconfiguration may well provide a more 
accurate characterization of the Northern Ewe repertoire. Moreover, free rhythm 
and strict rhythm are distributed across various genres. Not only funeral dirges 
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but recreational songs, songs of insult and even folktale interludes come in 
varieties of free and strict rhythm. 

Two songs by Adjei K:Jmi of Matse 

Adjei K::lmi is a singer-composer of the village of Matse who performs songs in 
order to comfort those in distress, inspire those going into battle, or entertain 
others. His songs are generally improvised, which means that he relies on stock 
verbal and musical phrases which he arranges in a particular order to fit a 
particular performance context. The two song texts - or better, fragments, since 
they are clearly part of on-going processes - transcribed in Examples 3.II and 
3.12 (CD tracks 14 and 15) were improvised one afternoon in September of 
1986. Adjei K::lmi relies on the contour of speech tones and the rhythms of 
individual words in his improvisation. To some listeners, these fragments 
approximate more nearly to performed speech than they do to song. Two aspects 
of this performance may be highlighted. The first is the overall formal process, 
and the second is the rhythmic and tone structure of the individual lines. 

We may study the formal process of Example 3. I I by numbering each of 
Adjei K:Jmi's verbal phrases. This throws into relief the central role of repetition 
in the construction of form. 

I Obsi kpataku ee 
2 Obsi kpatakuo, egli ee 
3 Obsi kpataku, ade mefoa gbe 0, eto medegbe 
4 Obsi kpataku, ade mefoa gbe 0, eto medegbe 
5 VU:Jtete, ategbleme hatsi ee 
6 Obbefe m, kp::lkutsiku kple agbetsia gbe ee 
7 Obbefe m, kp::lkutsiku kple agbetsia gbe ee 
8 Samamu nu db qoto madi, vuo me qi 0, gao me qie 0, gbagba 
9 Samamu nu di::l qoto madi, vuo me qi 0, gao me qi 0, dza 0 

10 Haio, haio, haio, haio 
II Ne meW:J nu qi:J qo tome 
12 Ne VU::l me qi 0 ga me qi 0 dzll 0 

Paradigmatic arrangement: 
I 

2 

3 

45 6 
7 8 

9 10 II 

12 

Example 3.11. Adjei K::Jmi's improvised song 
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Adjei K:Jmi starts off with an idea (I), repeats it by adding a little suffix (2), 
extends it further by adding several more words (3), and then repeats the 
extended version (4). Although an additive or developmental process may be 
observed across units 1-4, the units are grouped together under the same para­
digmatic class because of their identical points of departure. Adjei K:Jrni then 
introduces a new idea (5), and, without repeating it this time, moves to another 
idea (6), which is immediately repeated (7). Then comes yet another idea (8) 
which is also immediately repeated (9). The pattern of repetition is interrupted 
by a fourfold repetition of a single "song word," haio (10); Adjei K:Jmi seems to 
be "killing time" here, taking a breath as he plans his next move. Then comes a 
new idea (II), followed by a close musical variant (12). The overall narrative 
process consists of a gradual accretion of "new" units alternating with repeti­
tions of "old" units. 

I Kpakpra ne )0 madzi dzi ee 
2 Kpakpra ne )0 madzi dzi ee 
3 Madzi drui acle dzo mad::l gbe, gbagba 
4 Kpakpra ne )0 madzi dzi ee 
5 Madzi drui acle dzo mad::J gbe, haio 
6 Haio, haio, haio 
7 Kpakpra ne )0 madzi dzi ee 
8 Madzi drui ade dzo mad::J gbe, gbagba 
9 Afi magbe kale gb::l 

10 Afi magbe kale gb::l 
I I Afi magbe kale gb::l 
12 Afi magbe kale gb::l 
13 Afi magbe kale gb::l 
14 Kale cle nyo vivie rnenya woa, dzo me nu e 
15 Ava kale de nyo vivie menya woa wo, dzo me nu e. 

Paradigmatic arrangement: 
I 

2 3 

4 5 6 

7 8 9 
10 

II 

12 

13 14 

15 

Example 3.12. Adjei K::Jmi's improvised song 

75 



African rhythm 

The compositional strategy of Example 3. I 2 is not dissimilar to that of Example 
3.11. Adjei I6mi sings an inaugural theme (I), which he repeats immediately (2). 
Then comes a new theme (3), after which the composer returns to the earlier 2-3 
succession (4-5). As in unit 10 of Example 3.11, Adjei Komi next settles on a 
song word, haio, in order to regroup (6). He continues by returning, for the 
second time, to the 2-3 succession (7-8) before adding a new theme (9). This 
theme is repeated four times (10-13) after which Adjei I6mi takes up his last 
theme (14), which is also repeated immediately to conclude the narrative (15). 

Although similar in their broad narrative structures, the two improvised 
fragments show significant internal differences. Whereas Example 3.11 takes off 
slowly, dwelling with some deliberateness on its opening unit, Example 3. I 2 lifts 
off with less hesitation. But unlike Example 3.11, which moves on once it has 
abandoned its opening theme, Example 3.12 keeps coming back to its opening 
theme. And whereas the most heavily used paradigm in Example 3.11 occurs 
right at the beginning (units 1-4), the comparable paradigm in Example 3.12 
(units 9-13) occurs towards the end of the segment. 

In both songs, the tempo of delivery approximates that of normal speech. The 
mode of articulation throughout is syllabic, further underlining the resemblance 
to speech. The predominant intonational pattern is that of speech, although 
there are occasional excursions into the realm of "melody." For example, in the 
two successive renditions of units 8 and 9 of Example 3.11, the first functions as 
a musical question to which the second supplies an answer. Similarly, snatches 
of melody borrowed from various Northern Ewe popular forms are used 
elsewhere. Adjei K::lmi further uses terminal vowels as vehicles for broaching 
purely musical matters, albeit briefly.? 

One detail in Adjei I6mi's performance that might engender speculation about 
Northern Ewe singing habits is his inability to sustain notes, or, whenever he 
tries, his inability to maintain their pitch. If one examines transcriptions of 
Northern Ewe music, one is struck by the extremely low incidence of held notes. 
Where these occur, they are invariably terminal notes. One is also likely to be 
struck by a related absence: that of melismas. If we reason that held notes and 
melismas open up a purely musical dimension for the composer to play in/with, 
then we might say that, in the Northern Ewe aesthetic system, playing with rhy­
thms is preferred to playing with pitch. The net outcome of these aesthetic choices 
on Adjei K::lmi's performance is a "mixed" product: although predominantly 
speech-like, these two "songs" in free rhythm also engage occasionally with song. 

An Akpafu funeral dirge 

The Akpafu funeral dirge, performed mainly by post-menopausal women, may 
be described as a total art work, since it brings together oral poetry, ordinary 
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speech, music, and dance. The words of dirges are derived in part from for­
mulaic poetic sources and in part from spontaneous reactions to the particular 
death being mourned. Thus, one dirge may be built around the rhetorical question, 
"Who will not be bathed by the sponge of death?", while another may comprise 
a listing of the attributes of a departed father ("he who provided salt, meat, and 
yam," "he who welcomed visitors") or mother ("she who could cook very well"). 
Dirges include sung portions which may be regarded as "music." And the perfor­
mance of a dirge is usually accompanied by some form of movement, either a 
patterned movement built into the musical structure of the dirge, or a freer 
movement that unfolds simultaneously with the patterns of the dirge. 8 

The standard form of the dirge follows the traditional Call-Response pattern. 
A lead singer intones the Call or introductory segment (A), to which the chorus 
responds (B). The A-B pattern is then repeated a number of times; the dirge 
usually ends with B. Since A is performed solo, a certain freedom in execution is 
possible. Largely improvised by means of stock phrases that have been inter­
nalized by singers, the A section is delivered in a free, speech-like rhythm. Some 
parts of it may be spoken, exploiting the intonational contour, rhythms, and tone 
patterns of speech. Other parts may be sung either in a full-fledged singing voice, 
or in a Schoenbergian Sprechstimme. The B section, by contrast, is on the whole 
more song-like, although its dependence on the music of language is not dimin­
ished. Between phrases in the B section there are gaps of musical silence, filled in 
by shouts and wails, all motivated by this particular death or by the larger 
phenomenon of death. We might say that the Akpafu funeral dirge exploits the 
continuum from emergent speech through speech proper to fully formed song. 

Example 3.13 (CD track 16) is a dirge sung during the bathing of the corpse. 
Its structure follows the standard pattern outlined above. Line I consists of the 

Solo 
Speech rhythm 

, )!J'lJ '" '" 
# 

I-tu-pieoo, i-tu-pie ") be b6 ba ka y£ gA dz~ l~ l~ bo boa qi bo <te i - y6l, 
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Example 3.13. Akpafu funeral dirge 
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repeated word itupie, a word that identifies the dirge, and is therefore a fixed 
rather than a variable element of structure. Line 2 is a poetic formula found in 
other dirges, while line 3, specific to this dirge, acts as a signal to the chorus to get 
ready to respond to the Call. The chorus in turn reproduces the content of the 
dirge-specific lines (I and 3), and fills in the gaps between lines with expressions 
of sorrow and anguish in ordinary as well as poetic language. (The impro­
visatory nature of the dirge explains why, in this performance, the Call is more 
elaborate during the repetition of the dirge [it now displays the pattern I 2 I 5 I 

23, where 5 is a new element]. The Response, however, stays the same.) 
The dirge is the site of a remarkable confluence of various kinds, qualities, 

and pacings of movement and coordination, and it is for this reason that it may 
be regarded as an essentially rhythmic phenomenon. The following are three 
constituents of this phenomenon. On the largest level, contrast is registered 
between the spoken or half-spoken Call and the sung Response. The Call seems 
to move at a quicker pace than the Response. Its introductory and annunciatory 
character translate into musical metaphor as "upbeat," while the Response's 
grounding of themes selected from the Call provides the complementary "down­
beat." A second rhythmic aspect, deriving from the first, is the contrast between 
the non-metrical quality of the Call and the emerging sense of meter in the 
Response. The latter acquires a periodic quality from its pattern of repeated 
phrases. We may characterize the progression from Call to Response in rhythmic 
metaphor as movement from free not to strict rhythm but to less free rhythm. 
Reinforcing the largely repetitive Response as opposed to the non-repetitive Call 
is the series of wails, shouts, ululations, and cries that punctuate the silences 
between phrases. This loading of unsung moments generates a new periodicity 
in the unsung realm that provides timbral contrast and counterpoint to the 
periodicity of sung phrases. 

A third rhythmic aspect of the dirge emerges from the pattern of physical 
movement that is a part of performance. Performers place their palms in the 
center of their heads - the traditional symbol of mourning - as they take paces 
forwards and backwards (they may, for example, take ten paces in each 
direction). This walking mayor may not be at an agitated pace; the pace chosen 
reflects the mood of the performers. Whatever the pace, however, the resulting 
walk is more or less strictly patterned, and it provides the most explicit hint of a 
pulse or of potential metrical articulation in the dirge. This unborn meter 
contrasts with the freer rhythmic dimensions outlined above. 

Free rhythm in the introduction to GbOlo 

Rhythm sometimes functions as an activator of a background pitch structure. In 
such contexts, the compositional process may be conceptualized as a generative 
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Example 3.14. Song introducing Gb% dance 

process, with rhythm as the main generative element. In many Peki dirges, for 
example, the essential pitch structure consists of a progression of dyads ranging 
in number from two to eight. Like the structural-melodic contour discussed in 
connection with Example 3.5, this model, internalized by singers, guides the 
delivery of the rhythms of song. For example, the widely performed recreational 
dance Gb% is often introduced by a section of a capella singing in free rhythm. 
This "warm up" exercise, similar in function to the hatsiatsfa section of Southern 
Ewe dances, offers performers an opportunity to reflect on "deep thoughts" -
paradoxes, natural injustices, enigmas, puzzling truths, and others. Example 
3.14 (CD track 17) transcribes this section of a performance of Gb% heard in 
Peki-Tsame. The musical structure consists of a "background" model consisting 
of a sequence of four dyads (shown on the bottom stave of Example 3·14) 
activated, recitative style, by the rhythms of the text. The entire dyadic structure 
is composed out three times (labeled "strophe I," "strophe 2," and "strophe 3·") 

Performances like this are often improvised. Performers rely on their know­
ledge of speech rhythm to devise a strategy for distributing the syllables of text 
among the notes of the background model. It is not always the case that perfor­

mers know either the model or the words, but this does not discourage them from 
discovering them in performance. What they do is to sleep-walk their way from 
one harmony to the next, always listening for, and immediately blending into, the 
most prominent and - they assume - correct voices. The conflation of rehearsal 
and performance is not unique to GbOio performers but is characteristic of 
practically all Northern Ewe groups. In the composition of this free rhythmic 

introduction to Gb%, then, we may say that the pitch model is conceptually 
prior to the individual rhythms of the words, but that these speech rhythms 
function crucially to transform an arhythmic background into a lively foreground. 
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Songs in strict rhythm 

The strictness of songs in strict rhythm derives from the presence of a foun­
dational pulse, often articulated by a hand clap, rattle (akaye), or bell. Strict 
rhythm can be heard in most Northern Ewe genres, ranging from the children's 
game songs that we studied at the beginning of this chapter through work songs 
to recreational songs. We have space here to illustrate only two such songs. 
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Example 3.15. Ewe funeral dirge 

The dirge transcribed in Example 3.15 (CD track 18) is typical of the Ho 
variety of avihawo or crying songs. Sung by older women, this dirge is accompa­
nied throughout by the akaye rather than by a clap. One striking feature of the 
dirge lies in the nature of closure. Here as elsewhere, the dirge closes not within 
the confines of a deliberate and prolonged closing mechanism, but suddenly, 
without structural warning. It is as if it stops rather than ends. And rhythm 
clearly plays a part in engineering this kind of close. It is tempting to find 
mimetic value in this approach to closure, for the Ewe text asks a hard question: 
"What have I done so as to be rendered naked?" The answer can only be silence, 
of course. In performance, the rattles set up a metronomic point of reference in 
the opening bars_ Then the lead singer enters with her Call. The chorus responds, 
after which lead and chorus sing together until the end. The dirge may be 
repeated as many times as the performers wish. 

A familiar feature of the dirge's rhythmic structure is the presence of cross­
rhythm or reverse hemiola - triple grouping within a duple meter (see bars 5, 6, 
13,20, and 21). The abruptness of closure comes in part from the occurrence of 
triple groupings in the last two bars. MOle interesting, however, is the set of 
rhythmic effects that emerges from the pitch language of the dirge. In general, 
Northern Ewe songs exhibit a clear difference between structural and embellishing 
notes. With this comes a linear framework that allows events to be interpreted in 
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Example 3.16. Generating a segment of Ewe dirge 

reference to descending lines as models. Example 3. I 6 demonstrates one way in 
which the conceptual origins of a pair of sequentially related phrases from this 
dirge (bars 8-II) may be explained. In the background is an arhythmic succes­
sion of pitches descending through a minor third, C-B-A (line I of Example 3. I 6). 
This originary gesture is rhythmicized and metricized into a four-bar phrase (line 
2), which is in turn embellished (line 3) through the addition of words that bring 
with them their own rhythmic characteristics. Structural features include the 
anticipation of the downbeats of bars 9 and I I and the prolongation, by means 
of anterior lower neighbor-notes, of the downbeat of bar 10. The overall pro­
gression from lines I to 3 is thus a generative process.9 

Another source of rhythmic interest lies in the repetition, on different struc­
turallevels, of the same sequence of pitches. In bars 4 and 5, the progression C-D 

is rhythmically recomposed, and this confers a tonal accent on the second of the 
C-D groupings. On a larger level, the sequence of pitches C-B-A in bars 5-6 of 
Example 3.15 is "stretched out" in bars 8-II (shown in Example 3.16), 
creating a sort of motivic parallelism. Although these technical designations of 
processes of recomposition may seem, at first sight, to be worlds removed from 
the nature of Northern Ewe discourse about music, the fact that emphasis is fre­
quently placed on notions of variation and embellishment in their discourse 
suggests that the designations are not inappropriate. Example 3.16 shows one 

way of concretizing such notions. 
One final feature of Example 3. 15 is the interval of a fourth, which occurs 

several times. Although it is primarily a feature of pitch structure, it contributes 
to the rhythmic structure as well. It is surprising that the importance of the 
fourth has gone unremarked in the admittedly modest literature on Northern 
Ewe music. Many are the songs that begin with an ascending fourth or that use 
fourths as part of their ordinary syntax. Fourths occur frequently, and often with 
great rhetorical effect in cadential situations. They may also delineate the linear 
framework of entire songs. Example 3. I 5 contains several fourths. For example, 
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rising fourths occur in bars 6-7, 7-8, and 18-19, while falling fourths result from 
the embellishments in bars 9,13, and 17. Particularly dramatic are the fourths in 
bars 13 (D-A), 15 (B-F), and 16-17 {A-E), which occur in different metrical 
positions and with different note values. If the intervallic resources of this dirge 
seem modest, its extravagant methods of variation more than compensate for the 
modesty. Here, in miniature, is an example of the Northern Ewe art of variation. 

Example 3. 15 should provide ample confirmation of the fact that rhythm and 
pitch are intertwined, and that the rhythmic structure of Northern Ewe songs 
derives as much from the play of interval as from the pattern of grouping and 
accentuation. This point needs to be emphasized in order to counter two related 
impressions about African rhythm: that drum-ensemble music is the paradig­
matic African music, and that its "complexity" exists only in the dimension of 
rhythm, not pitch. One need not dispute the modest use of tonal contrast in 
drumming in order to see how the "face" of "African rhythm" changes con­
siderably as soon as intervallic qualities are included. 

From free to strict (and back again) 

The distinction between "free" and "strict" rhythm, although invoked earlier to 
characterize different categories of song, should not obscure the fact that a 
number of Northern Ewe songs partake of both modes of rhythmic signification. 
For example, some Peki funeral dirges begin with a free, recitative-like section, 
sung solo, which is then followed by a strictly measured choral response in 
which a phrase or two are repeated several times. Sometimes, a paratactic frame­
work facilitates the development of a particular theme. Thus, a dirge about the 
distance between home and the other world includes a list of locations far from 
home (Tamale, Takoradi, Kumasi, and so on), while another about who will 
come and mourn the dead includes a list of famous singers. Para tactic forms are 
obviously harder to actualize in free rhythm than in strict rhythm. 

Example 3.17 (CD track 19) includes a transcription of a dirge that illustrates 
the free-strict opposition. The long Call, punctuated by pauses and interjections, 
tells of an insincere sympathizer, one who used to be poor but is now rich. It is 
her turn to laugh at the remaining poor. The singer then announces - with a shift 
in narrative voice - that she, too, wishes to die for a while and see how many 
well-wishers she has. Of course, she finds that she is unable to return from this 
expedition. The Response dwells on the folly of her decision. 

A glance at Example 3.17 reveals clearly the juxtaposition of an unmetered, 
free-rhythm section with a faster, metered section in compound duple time. 
Although the Call is transcribed as a series of discrete pitches, its actual perfor­
mance resembles speech more than song. We may describe it as an instance of 
performed speech, but one that is heightened to approach the condition of song. 
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Example 3.17. Ewe funeral dirge 

The Response, by contrast, includes the pulse-beating akaye, making unequiv­
ocal the transformation of speech into song, of "recitative" into "aria." There 
is, of course, something universal about the tendency to alternate free and strict, 
unmeasured and measured, fast and slow. In exploiting this duality here and 
elsewhere, the Northern Ewe do no more than satisfy an innate desire for 
contrast in artistic matters. 

Towards a poetics of Northern Ewe song 

Our concern in this chapter has been with the temporal aspects of song, and we 
have noted certain general principles of rhythmic organization. It is obvious, 
however, that general principles, while valuable in orienting us to broad 
features of the Northern Ewe repertoire, need to be supplemented by detailed 
criticism of individual songs. The remainder of this chapter attempts to fill this 
gap by listening closely to one Ewe lament. 10 

Detailed analyses of items from a little-known repertory are lIkely to strike 
some readers as ill-founded, premature, or at best of doubtful relevance. I persist, 
however, because it seems to me a tragedy of ethnomusicological research into 
African materials that individual works are reduced to the status of exemplars 
of larger repertories and classified as "types" or "classes" rather than studied as 
artistic works in their own rights. While the early attempts to convey informa­
tion about a relatively little-known repertoire may require the researcher to look 
across at the common features, later stages must make room for detailed analysis 
of individual works. For I fear that the obsession with "work songs," "funeral 
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dirges," and "recreational songs" as collectives harbors the prejudice that as 
individual works - and unlike those of the standard Western repertoire such as 
Schubert's or Brahms's Lieder - they are slight and unworthy of close analytical 
attention. The analysis that follows may help to counter this prejudice. Like a tour­
guide, I seek to point out features of the musical landscape that might enhance 
appreciation and enjoyment of the Ewe lament, Aqa'114tj (Example 3.18). We 
shall proceed piece-meal, following the song's real-time unfolding. 
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Example 3.18. Ewe lament 
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Phrase I. Aqa'114tj (The counsellor). The call for a counsellor (lit. "the person 
with advice") immediately suggests a tragedy: an accident, a death, or some 
other form of loss. The audience for this utterance is not yet explicit. The singer 
may be addressing herself, an imagined audience, a real audience, or some 
combination of the three. She pitches the beginning of the song in her optimum 
vocal range, which also marks the song's primary register. Only two pitches are 
used here: E forms the point of departure, AI the point of arrival. While duration 
assigns priority to F#, nothing in the E-F# progression conveys an unequivocal 
tonal tendency. In converting the duration, stress, and speech-tone properties of 
the word Ajcl1114tj into music, parallelisms as well as non-parallelisms result. In 
spoken Ewe, the speech-tone pattern of the word is LLH. Its elided middle 
syllable, q;11114, is longer than the outer ones and carries a slight stress. While the 
longer duration of the middle syllable is "correct" in the musical setting, the 
lengthening of the third syllable to the value of nine semiquavers is "incorrect." 
And while the change of pitch on the syllable tj parallels the change in the 
direction of speech tone, the fact that the interval is a major second rather than 
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the more correct perfect fourth (or so) indicates an imperfect mirroring of word 
in tone. With each contradiction we are reminded that this is a song, after all, 
and that its ultimate structural allegiances are to a set of contrapuntal or purely 
musical procedures, not necessarily to a word-generated contour. With some 
effort, the rising major second may be heard as a "suppressed" fourth, thereby 
preparing us for the rhetorically powerful fourth in bars 15-16 that constitutes 
the song's high point. 

~'# ® #IJ J Ii OJ IJ. 

Phrase 2. Miyj {upmut3 (Call the counsellor). The singer intensifies her earlier 
call for a person of advice. The use of the second person plural (mi) narrows 
down the possibilities of who is being addressed. By incorporating the added 
word miyj into the upbeat group, the meaning of this phrase as a repetition and 
extension of the previous one is made clear. Yoking the second syllable of miyj 

with the first of aqarJut:5 produces an alteration in the absolute contour of 
aqarJut:5. The LLH speech-tone pattern, which was reflected in the melody of 
the previous phrase, is now set as f1-E-F# or HLH (very relatively construed), 
thus adding to the fund of contradictions between spoken word and melody. 
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culmination of a logical process. This sense of culmination is further facilitated 
by the rhythmic setting of cuj2mut5, which has not been altered from previous 
settings, except for the variable length of the final syllable. However, the phrase 
as a whole acquires something of a subdued character because of its registral 
placement. So, although the rising fourth of miy5e is the largest interval in the 
song thus far, its rhetorical impact is partly muted by the low register of the d. 
Only with the regaining of E in bars 7-8 are we, as it were, returned to the 
primary register of the song. 

® 
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Phrase 4. Miy5e! miy5e! .4qal1ut5 (Call him! Call him! The counsellor). The 
singer repeats her words from the previous phrase, incorporating changes in 
register and duration that heighten the rhetorical impact of the phrase. In almost 
symmetrical opposition to the previous phrase, this one explores the space above 
the primary register established in the first phrase. The change is all the more 
striking because the singer maintains the exact durations of the previous phrase. 
Thus, we hear the highest note in the song so far, G#, just as we heard the lowest 
note B in the previous phrase. It is the word Miy5e, introduced as an upbeat in 
bar 4, that has grown in significance, and that takes us to the high point, G#. 
Heard twice in quick succession, the G# signals near-desperation in the singer's 
call for a counsellor. In terms of the song's emotional trajectory, she may be said 
to be speaking at the top of her voice. The two-fold Miy5e is followed by anoth­
er aqcmut5, this one identical to the one heard at the very beginning of the song. 
We thus have, in close juxtaposition, the familiar and the superlative in the 
construction of the song's preliminary high point. Even by Northern Ewe 
standards, the pitch and rhythmic resources of the song are modest; the small 
changes that take place with each repetition thus take on an added significance. 

@ 
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Phrase 5. Miy5 aqcmut5 ne va kp5 qd (Call the counsellor to come and see). Here 
we reach an important turning-point in the song. A sense of closure is achieved 
in two ways: note values get shorter, creating the effect of a composed-out 
acceleration; and a half bar of silence follows the notes. Rests and long notes are 
among the features of Northern Ewe song whose representation in musical 
notation requires even more conjecture than is usual. This is obviously because 
most songs exist in an oral tradition. Although we remarked earlier that Northern 
Ewe singers generally have trouble sustaining long notes, my transcription is 
prescriptive rather than descriptive. 
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The first new words since Phrase 2 of the song appear here. The singer 
employs something of a redundancy for rhetorical effect: "Call the counsellor to 
come and see." The need to call the counsellor arises presumably because he is to 
come, see, offer support, give counsel, or bear witness. To "call him to come and 
see" therefore embodies a semantic excess. While such redundancies may seem 
unnecessary in non-poetic language, they are indispensable to the song composer. 
In this particular context they allow the singer to probe more of the song's purely 
musical dimensions. 

If the previous phrase reached a level of pitch intensity, this one may be said 
to produce a rhythmic climax, the equivalent of almost "giving up" in the call 
for a counsellor. Probably the most striking features of the phrase are its reten­
tion of the rhythm of the spoken word, and its minimization of departure from 
speech tone. The monotone setting of ne va kp5 qa sounds like an intrusion of 
speech, specifically a verbal exclamation in an otherwise musical context. This 
phrase also marks the main formal division of the song into two unequal parts: 
bars I-14 and bars 14-20. 

@ ,-.#1 jl I J. ;J~ I J. 
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Phrase 6. Miy5e! Miy5e! Aqa11ut5 ee (Call him! Call him! The counsellor). The 
beginning of this phrase reminds us that the compositional dynamic, which 
reached a high point in the previous phrase, continues past the silences. The first 
miy5e features the highest pitch in the song (B), approached by a less deflated 
fourth than the one that was sung in bars 4-5. If the previous phrase brought on 
a feeling of desperation, this one spills over into hysteria. This may partly explain 
one "infelicitous" detail: the setting of the second miy5e as a descending minor 
third, which represents the first flat contradiction of the speech-tone pattern of 
this key word. The subsequent setting of aqa11ut5 achieves a "compromise" by 
rising first (F#-d) before falling (<1--E). We return once again to the focal pitch E. 

A large network of relationships exists between this sixth phrase and the 
previous five. The most striking ones are between Phrases 3 and 6. Both have 
identical words, both have nearly identical rhythm (Phrase 6 extends its final 
syllable by means of the intensifier and song word eel, both begin with a perfect 
fourth, and both end on the pitch E. And just as Phrase 3 touched on the lowest 
pitch of the song, B, so this phrase touches on the highest pitch, B, which, not 
coincidentally, lies exactly one octave above the previous B. Thus the higher B 

complements the lower one and also establishes the registral limits of the song. 
From this point on, the rest of the song will traffic in the limits of range and 
procedure thus established. Connections between Phrases 3 and 6 are further 
likely to extend to Phrases 4 and 6 since, as was mentioned earlier, Phrase 4 
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reproduces the words and verbal rhythm of Phrase 3. In fact, there appear to be 
two trajectories at work in the song, both based on musico-poetic processes. The 
first encompasses Phrases I, 2, and 5. The common denominator here is the 
dyad E-F#, which undergoes rhythmic activation and progressive embellishment 
across the three phrases. This is one reason for hearing Phrase 5 as a point of 
culmination. The second trajectory links together Phrases 3, 4, and 6, which 
share the same words and involve a gradual rise in pitch level, culminating in the 
high B of Phrase 6. Of course, the two trajectories, separated here for analytical 
purposes, are ultimately fused in conveying the dynamic quality of the song. 
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Phrase 7. Miy5e! Miy5e! Nanitt5 (Call him! Call him! The counsellor). Following 
closely on the heels of the previous phrase, this one too reproduces the words 
and verbal rhythm of the by now very familiar verbal phrase. Its function is to 
provide a preliminary resolution of the tension accumulated at the close of the 
previous phrase. Accordingly, the music is returned to a lower register while 
maintaining, in near-sequential fashion, the shape of Phrase 6. We now know 
that no subsequent utterance can match the intensity of Phrase 6. Phrase 7 brings 
with it a sense of home going. 

N6 v~·v~ W:) m g~. 

Phrase 8. Nuveve w~m 'gbe. Aqal1ut5 (Something painful has happened to me 
today. Counsellor). As with the new words introduced in Phrases 2 and 5, these 
ones are semantically redundant. The disclosure that something very painful has 
happened to the singer must have been inferred by the second bar of the song. 
On a detailed level, the phrase displays familiar divergences and parallels 
between speech tone and melody. The word nuveve, for example, whose spoken 
form is HHH, takes on a musical contour of LHH. The rest of the phrase, on 
the other hand, shows musical and verbal congruence. One sign that things are 
winding down is the deliberate pacing of the utterance in this phrase. No other 
phrase contains five successive quavers; indeed, no other durational unit is given 
such representation at anyone time. Although "redundant," however, the singer's 
words are thrown into relief by the phrase's walking pace. As before, she returns 
to the key word and anchor A4al1ut5 to complete the phrase. 
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Mi-yjA-~ tl - DC va kpj~! 

Phrase 9. Miyj (J(jimiltj neva kpj qa (Call the counsellor to come and see). 
When we first heard these words in Phrase 5, they signaled the completion of a 
larger process, the first "half" of the song. We are right to infer here that they 
will serve a similar function: the conclusion of the song. This phrase reproduces 
the words and verbal rhythm of Phrase 5, with slight modifications in pitch to 
ena on t.. 1 he same sense ot exclamation and resignation is conveyed here. But 
where Phrase 5 projected the sense of a musical question, this last phrase 
projects the sense of a subdued question. It is both "open" and "closed." 

I have no idea who composed Aqal1u6. Not that this would have affected the 
analysis. I learned it from my aunt, Ms. Renate Nyavor, one evening during 
September of 1980 in the village of Akpafu-Todzi. By any standards, it is a 
powerful song: economical in its use of pitch, rhythm, and words, stunning in its 
quiet intensity, and accessible in its theme, allowing many listeners to identify 
with it. To reduce it to one of a "class" of laments would be to undervalue its 
striking features, only some of which have been pointed out here. This is not to 
deny that one needs the benefit of a horizon in order to measure individuality 
and originality. I have taken such a horizon for granted, or rather, left it to be 
constructed from the songs discussed elsewhere in this book. 

This excursion into the realm of poetics would seem to leave the world of 
rhythm far behind. This is as it should be, for rhythm is permanently entangled 
with other dimensions of song. While characteristic rhythmic formations may 
be described in isolation, their larger meaning needs to be synthesized from a 
more complex interaction of musical dimensions. Rhythm provides a way into 

this more complex world. 



4 

Rhythms of 
drumming and 

dancing 

Unlike that of their Southern counterparts, whose rich heritage of drumming and 
dancing has received adequate representation in scholarly writing, the Northern 
Ewe's traditions of drumming and dancing are less well known. One reason is 
the sheer number and diversity of Northern Ewe dances. Whereas Atstagbeb, 
Agbadzd, and Gahu have emerged as icons of "complex" Anb drumming, dances 
such as Aqabatram, Gaba4a, Ad~u, Odum, Tuidzi, Gboio, DzQ,Ju, LakierJu, 
PamprorJu, and even B"jb5b"j have not acquired the same iconic status. The lesser 
originality of Northern Ewe dances - if that is what it is - stems in part from the 
pervasive influence of Akan culture, an influence that dates back at least to the 
nineteenth century. Names (such as Ofori, Addo, Asamoah, Opong, and Mensah), 
the very institution of hierarchic chieftaincy itself, Asafo or warrior groups, the 
phenomenon of talking drums, various musical instruments (tumpani) and dance 
types (Fontomfrom, Adowa): these and other influences join together to reveal a 
more than casual presence of Akan traditions within Northern Ewe culture. I But 
while Akan influence is most expressly associated with chiefs, courts, wars, and 
"serious" matters, other ethnic influences may be detected in the realm of 
popular culture. To say that Northern Ewe culture is the site of a heterogeneous 
body of influences is not to discourage the formulation of certain generalizations 
that may serve to orient us towards the dynamics of their culture and distinguish 
them from the Southern Ewe. There is, for example, a greater linguistic diversity 
among the Northern Ewe (nine out of the forty-four Ghanaian languages shown 
on Dakubu's Language Map of Ghana occur here), they seem more oriented to 
singing than to drumming, and when they dance, they tend to privilege rapid 
foot movement over back-breaking movements involving the upper torso. 

With only a few exceptions - most notably that of talking drums - drumming 
among the Northern Ewe is invariably conjoined with movement. This is not to 
deny the existence of listeners who have heard and internalized drum patterns 
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