Review and Reflections;
Music and Dance Traditions of Ghana

by

Doris Green, M.A.
Retired Fulbright Scholar/US Department Cultura¢&alist
President of Pan African Performing Arts PreseprafAssociation

Doris Green is an ethnomusicologist, musician, dgneertified teacher of Labanotation, and creafor
Greenotation, a system for notating the percusisisitnuments of African ensembles that enables one t
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Brooklyn College and New York University respectiveshe was a faculty member at Brooklyn College,
Teachers College, New York University, New Schawl $ocial Research, and Adelphi University. She
has received three CUNY Faculty Research Awardshlarg her to teach and conduct research in more
than 25 nations in Africa. As the recipient of #adbright Award she spent a year teaching her systie
notation in Ivory Coast and the Gambia. She isranéo US State Department cultural specialist tortaha
where she taught members of the Ghana NationaldBnsemble and students/members of the Noyam
Dance Group from the Ghana State Theater how tt® wdnce on the computer (she and her students
appeared on national Ghana television demonstratimge performance). Samples of her work can be
found at: http://www.dorisgreen.org/, http://web.own/dorisgreen/African_traditions/Welcome.html

I ntroduction

The music of Africa is an oral tradition that hasséed since the beginning of time. Any society
that is totally dependent upon oral communicationthe transmission of its culture between
generations is doomed to failure because of outsitlypretation and the breakdown of the
human memory over the course of time. Therefore \riften documentation on these oral
traditions is welcomed. Furthermorédusic and Dance Traditions of Ghan#listory,
Performances and Teachitny Paschal Yao Younge (Jefferson, NC: MacFarlanGanpany,
2011, pp.466) addresses both Ghanaian music argkdaat just the music as other writings
offer, and finally it is welcomed because it istéemn by an African, considering that the primary
sources of written literature on African music dakle to educators of my generation were the
writings of missionaries, hence, outside intergreta
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Younge’s work is basically divided into seven partamely Dance-Drumming of Southeastern
Ewes; Dance-Drumming of Central and Northern Evizace-Drumming of the Gas; Dance-
Drumming of the Akans; Dance-Drumming of the Dagbas) Song and Percussion Scores and
Teaching African Music and Dance-Drumming with 4fl#btos, an eye-catching section of 25
color photos, maps, a glossary, a bibliography,anthdex.

Historical Context

The teaching of oral art forms has been of gretdrast to African people in general, and
Ghanaians in particular. It has also been a soof@ncern as to how to effectively teach it
particularly in the Western world because Africansio is largely percussive, and the Western
system of notation does not lend itself to the sisumnd nuances of African percussion
instruments. Hence, those who have applied the ékfestystem of notation to African
instruments have felt its limitations, because @&fn music and dance are not supported by
written documentation, and thus they cannot besassefor validity and do not conform to test
which is problematic for courses in African musidalance in the academy.

Retrospectively, in the early seventies in an Afinianusic rostrum, held in Ghana, under the
aegis of the International Music Council and UNES®@®D search for a method to write
percussion music so Africans could share their musth other Africans. In this conference
there were a number of recommendations put fortlegolve the situation and transfer African
music and other aspects of the culture, such ased@om oral traditions into written documents
so African music could take its rightful place icademic institutions. It has been almost forty
years since this conference. Therefore, | am |lapkan follow up evidence on these important
recommendations put forth by Ghanaians that effelgtipreserve and document Ghanaian oral
culture for the future.

Accordingly, the Ewe music of Ghana is the founmatiupon which the field of
ethnomusicology was constructed, and thus there baen more investigations into the Ewe
music of Ghana than any other music in Africa. Ghasas the first country south of the Sahara
to gain its independence with Kwame Nkrumah asfits¢ president who was important in
establishing the University of Ghana in variousisag. Hence, Arts Councils were also created
under his aegis, and at the University of Ghanlaegbn African music and dance was a part of
the curriculum which included the offering of a ldima and certificate courses and later degree
courses wherein all students had to participat&fiitan studies in order to graduate. Thus, the
University of Ghana at Legon became the focal placstudy traditional African music and
dance.
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The visionary behind Ghanaian dance was the laiéeggor Albert Mawere Opoku. He was
summoned in 1962 to the University to teach couasesaditional Ghanaian dances as well as
to create a national dance ensemble for the caud#&ydid and he was extremely successful with
both, and thus a pioneer in African dance educaticBhana and in the United States. He was
the first person to establish a program leading toaster’s degree in African dance at the State
University of New York at Brockport, New York (whdre retired and returned to Ghana, the
program ceased). Professor Opoku was also a vigidiecause he recognized that once the
dances of Ghana were exposed to the outside worfzeiformance, people would attempt to
duplicate them and the dances in turn would betexdied. Therefore, he brought a personality
to Ghana to teach Labanotation, a system for wyitiance movements on paper, to preserve the
integrity and authenticity of Ghanaian dances.

In the Preface tdusic and Dance Traditions of Ghardistory, Performances and Teaching
Younge includes the classification of Ghanaian masi traditional, neo-traditional, western art
music which is not too different from the classation of African music first revealed by Akin
Euba. Also, Younge confirms that a specific ternword that defines “music” as we know and
define it does not exist in the Ewe language. lehaften told my students that a definitive word
to define ‘music’ and ‘dance’ does not exist in @amiber of African languages. | could not
support this allegation with written documentati&s the original document that revealed this
fact was misplaced. Hence, it was the colonizers wave us the words ‘dance’, ‘danse, or
‘ballet’ to define movement to music as dance, #redsounds heard when African instruments
were played as ‘music’ ‘muziki’ or ‘musique’. And course, there are those in the field who
resent the use of the term ‘ballet’ in the titleaohational dance company such as The Guinea
Ballet.

Nevertheless, under the organization of musicaVviies Younge introduces the term ‘dance —
drumming’ that loosely defines dance as movemeattabcompanies music. There are basically
two forms of dance-drumming, one that is specifilmked to religious activity, political or life
cycle events, and the other is non-specific — mkeld to any specific function, mainly for
pleasure, enjoyment and entertainment. | do notvkwhien the term ‘dance-drumming’ came
into existence as part of the glossary to descfibtmnaian dances. In fact, my cultural
informants told me that they were banned from pigoaiting in musical and dance activities in
exchange for Western education.

In Africa dance does not exist without musical ampaniment of some form. Therefore, it
would be logical to postulate that prior to 196@lassification of African music, or African
dance did not exist, as courses on African mustt gance were not included in institutes of
academic learning. My preference is to refer ouhitings of early African dancers, musicians
and musicologists, such as Keita Fodeba, Mauricgyl8®, Francis Bebey, Akin Euba, and
Albert Opoku. Keita Fodeba commented that trueca&fni dance was a spontaneous emanation of
the lives of African people.
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Professor Opoku states that dance is the cultutieegbeople. Maurice Senghor said that African
dances were created behind a ‘happening’ or ‘evidrat the people chose to remember, the
subject of which could be general or specific. Thevement was then set to the pre-existing
rhythm of the people. Thus the music is older tH@ dance. | mention Senghor and Fodeba
because they were Africans, legends of the postrall cultural awakening movement. | also
mention these two people because they became $rientB50 and worked together to produce
the first national African Dance Company that deluih France at the Etoile Theater in 1953.
This company later became the famous Guinea Balllatso mention Maurice Senghor because
he was Africa’s first theater director as well Bs treator of the National Ballet of Senegal, the
company that changed the perception, study andnpeaihce of African dance, raising it to a
new level of acclaim. He achieved this in the inaagperformance at the Brooklyn Academy of
Music in October 1971. | watched this performandth yubilation and witnessed the overnight
change of African dance.

Classfication of African Music

The music controls the dance therefore definitiohdance would be the same as that of African
music. Akin Euba classified African music into figections, which were traditional music, neo-
traditional, Westernized pop music, Western popicaisd Western’ conservatory’ music. From
this classification, you will note that there amyotwo distinct types of African music. Each of
the classifications preceded by the word West &ty that — an import from the Western world
that is utilized in Africa. What | like about Eulsatlassification is that he makes a clear
distinction between tradition and neo-traditionadl ggives examples. Naturally traditional music
is the oldest and most widespread form of Africamsit, created in the villages and hamlets of
African countries which does not travel far from jtlace of origin, because other ethnic groups
who speak a different language would not understénd o clarify this point one must
understand that African instruments are designeceplicate the spoken speech of the ethnic
group. Therefore if you do not speak the language, would not be able to interpret the
language of the drums.

Euba explains that neo-traditions are those pratiens that have been taken out of the social
context for which they were originally designedr le@ample, in the case of rites of puberty or
initiation, if these presentations are performedstage, they are no longer traditional, but are
now neo-traditions as they have been removed fioensbcial context for which they were
designed. Euba places the folk operas of the Yopawmgle in this category because although it
uses traditional music, it is not utilized in thenge context of social ceremony. According to
Akin Euba’s classification, it is safe to postul#tat dances we see in the theater, classroom or
in a hotel lobby are not traditional but neo-tramfil performances. Another striking fact about
Euba’s classification is that he firmly relatestat the music and use of African instruments
therein.
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Consequently, any African ensemble that uses toadit African instruments but combines them
with Western instruments such as the guitar, triumpe accordion, that particular ensemble
drops down another level. Accordingly ‘Juju’ musiad highlife music are included under
Westernized pop music. | find the classificatidnAkin Euba easy to follow and feel it is
representative of African music on a continentai®aOver the course of time some selections
have been downgraded because the purpose for wheghwere originally created no longer
exists. Dances that were created in preparatiow& may no longer exist because the groups
are no longer warring, thus these war dances awveused for general recreation.

Ewe Musical | nstruments

In this presentation | found the section on Eweigalsnstruments particularly illuminating as it
presented an array of Ewe instruments, some oftwdrie not commonly known outside Ghana.
It is a pity that a large section of students auityestudying African dance in the U.S. and the
diaspora only know of the Djimbe drum (in this tetie Djimbe or Jembe drum is not part of the
Ewe drum ensemble). Yet, | relish the photograghb@instruments as they were taken in their
natural habitat. The first instrument describethe Gakogui, also called Gankogui, or Gakpeuvi,
a two- prong bell, the bottom of which is largearththe top bell, a natural sonorous instrument
capable of producing a sound when struck. The sofitide larger bell is “Ti” and the sound of
the upper bell is called “Go”. Thus sometimes tb# is called Tigo. Hence, the sounds used to
describe the tone of the bell depend upon the petsaching you. | was taught the sounds
“Ting”, and “Go”, syllables that facilitate the leang of rhythmic patterns when both prongs of
the bell are used. For example, when the top batleais used the syllables are called Kon-ko-lo.
The use of this rhythmic pattern expresses theioakhip between each note of the expression
in relationship to other notes of the cycle. Thg®r” is a long note and “Ko” is a short note,
and “Lo” is a long note that follows a short note.

Also, the Axatse rattle is a shaken idiophone tftn shares the same rhythmic pattern of the
bell with added embellishments. Striking it agaitie# thigh and the inner palm of the upper
hand is how the rattle is played. “Pa” was the sbused when the rattle was struck against the
thigh. “Ti” was the sound when it was struck agtitiee palm of the upper hand. Kobla
Ladzekpo told me that these sounds were derivedwhadidates were running for office on
different platforms- different parties. Thus theisds “Pa” and “Ti” were derived from the word
“‘party”.
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Indeed, African instruments are designed to refdithhe spoken speech of a given ethic group.
These instruments actually instruct the dancerw/lo@it movements to make and when to make
them. Therefore, when traditional instruments amlagined with non-African instruments, the
ensemble loses the ability to instruct the danCensequently these ensembles are reclassified
as Western popular music and function on a socidl raecreational level. The pictures of the
Ewe instruments were a welcome addition to the quravure presented, but the photo of the
Kagan drum in figure 1.24 is misleading becaugpviés the impression that it is a tall drum. In
actuality the Kagan drum stands only 23 incheseiglit. In comparison to photos of the other
instruments on the page, the Kagan appears to tadl as the Sogo drum.

Next, the section of the book on making the druamfrchopping down the tree to affixing the
skin on the drumhead was appealing. | stress #gause the average reader has no idea of the
mechanics that constitute the construction of andrin my day men were not anxious to show a
woman anything about drums, much less about thef éine construction of a drum. | developed
the habit of being keenly observant of everythingrammer did. Throughout my research in
Africa, when men realized that | had the aptitugietiie drums they began to show me things not
usually viewed by women. | even learned how to l#te drum. Throughout Africa my
preference is the Ghanaian method of affixing tkia o the drum as well as their peg design
and lacing the drumhead. When | needed additioegs$ p took samples of them to Senegal and
asked the carver there to make the pegs. The diékedrthe beak-shaped design of the pegs, so |
would not be surprised if this style of pegs suefacthe Sene-Gambian region.

The Adzogbo Dance

The Adzogbo ritual dance routine comes to Ghana filmhomey (Benin) originating from the
ancient Fon people of that region. This dance wasapily a war dance and has six different
parts. It was taught as the Adzogbo, the war daoite, Adzogbo, the Dahomey dance suite. We
learned only two parts “Kadodo” the female part &aAtkia”, or “Atsiawowo”, the male part. |
was taught this dance in Ghana by onomatopoeiausecdrums were scarce, and the drums |
ordered specially made for me had not yet arrived.

My group from Brooklyn College and NYU joined fosc® perform this dance at the Brooklyn
Academy of Music and at several other venues inNb& York area. Our musicians were
Ghanaians: Donkor, Adzinah, from Wesleyan, and Kwakd Kofi Ladzekpo of the famous
drumming Ladzekpo family. Obviously we did a blesfdKadodo and Atsia, as we did not have
any male dancers in this ensemble. When the drumlaged ‘dza-dza’ ‘dza-dza’ ‘dza-dza’, we
executed a step where we jumped on both feet gaingut, in-out, in-out.” This is a word
description of a step that may actually be visealjzbut | cannot say with any degree of
accuracy that this will happen as the reader demsetwords on paper. As dance is still largely
taught as an oral art form, it is only through kiexdge of this dance that one truly knows what
action and movements to perform when they heardsan the drum.
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What is even more exhilarating is the costume waynthe male dancers of Adzogbo. This
includes the ‘Atsaka’ trousers with a white sedéite Televi, worn on the legs just under the
knees; the ‘Ala’ four tiered layers of raffia likmaterial also worn on the legs. The most
impressive part of the male costume is the skiviafa’ that is made of many layers of cloths of
different colors and designs. When the dance wa®mpeed here, the male dancers wore as
many as twelve layers of cloth. Each of these naseis folded over a single length of cord and
is then wrapped around the waist of the dancer.eddd this would be the ‘Mafi’- a scarf that
covers the chest of the dancer, topped off witukt’- a stocking cap worn askew on the head.
The male costume of Adzogbo is definitely extreneshg catching and most impressive.

The Agbadza Dance

When many of the Ghanaians relocated to the west@round 1969/1970, the east coast was
left virtually barren of teachers of African musiad dance. Some universities had not created
courses in African dance. When NYU decided to offeourse in African dance, they asked me
for advice, and to assist in Faculty Search. Ua#ablfind a suitable candidate, | was then asked
to ask my colleagues in Africa if they wanted tld.j Subsequently, | asked my cultural
informants and others who had taught me during esgarch projects throughout Africa. This
was not an easy task as a number of my culturalrmmdnts spoke only French and were
eliminated. Although Ghanaian, Godwin Agbeli was ane of my cultural informants, he was a
capable drummer. He responded to the faculty seassh successful and eventually he was
brought to NYU in February 1972 to teach graduaidents.

The Agbadza was the first dance he taught to gtadsadents at New York University.
Learning African dance was a new experience for rtiggority of the students, because as
dancers they harbored certain expectations that¢ wet realistic. | will share more about this
when | cover the teaching aspects of African dakoe.the first time the dancers would have to
learn how to play each instrument of the selectimay studied. This was an unusual experience
for the dancers because they were never requirqguatp the instruments before. The first
instrument was the bell Gankogui that Agbeli ofreferred to as Gon-go. The rest of the
instruments were the rattle (Axatse), and threendriKagan, Kidi, and Sogo. Agbeli was a rural
teacher, not ensconced in academic ideologies amcepts, thus he would teach the students in
the same manner he learned his skills in his llathe students learned each pattern of the
music without the benefit of modern technology,aoonputers or playback from audio tracks,
nevertheless, the students did well and were alded¢cessfully perform in end term projects.
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In the oral culture, there are several definitimisAgbadza. We learned Agbadza as a “war
dance” that came from a larger musical form call&ttikpui’. Essentially as a war dance
Agbadza told of the march of the Ewe people wha@gsd the horrors of the court of ‘Agokoli’.
Professor Opoku told me as they marched from Dakqi@enin) to their present homeland in
Ghana, that they passed through many hostile daes® Throughout their trekking, a bird
hovered overhead guiding them to safety. In thealigh, the movements of the dancer’s arms
depict the wings of the bird in flight. This is niio difficult to comprehend when you watch a
bird in flight.

We were essentially taught two sections of Agbad#ach were determined by the speed of the
bell. The slower version was called ‘Agbadza Kpokad the faster version was named Agbadza
‘Ageshie’. In Africa, | withessed the Agbadza beipgrformed on a number of occasions, for
recreation, and at funerals. Of special note, tietqs of Agbadza dancers in the book show the
male and female costumes; hence you will notice tiva position of the arms of the men is
wider than that of the women. As we learned to dafnom men, the female dancers have a
tendency to use the wider arm position. This arsitgm is now known as ‘Bekor’ arms. On an
intercontinental basis of African dance, the nanekd® arms distinguishes them from ‘Adowa’
arms, ‘Lenjengo’ arms, ‘Sindimba’ arms, ‘Sabar’ arar ‘Diola’ arms.

In addition, we were taught that Atrikpui is thedar musical form from which the dance
Agbadza was derived, and it is interesting to refthe historical background and ceremony,
because this writing supports the relationshipasfa not only to music, but also to the language
of people through songs.

The Atsiagbeko Dance

Godwin Agbeli first introduced the dance Atsiagbetamdance students at New York University
(NYU) in 1972. It was extremely popular with theidénts who learned to play the instruments
as well as dance the movements. There were twaowers slow and fast. We were taught that
the slow version represented the processional laadtihe fast version actually depicted action
found in war. Atsiagbekor was popular among theesis not only at NYU, but also with other

dance students and companies in New York.

Although each of the dancers in the class hadamlé play the bell, rattle and, several drums
of this ensemble, Agbeli refused to teach women tmwlay the master drum Atimevu. He did
not say whether it was tradition or his personasbiThe drum (Atimevu) controlled the
movements of the dance through various soundswéa originally part of the “drum language”
of the Ewe people. The dancers in the class wéferahle. Furthermore, after much repetitions
of his performance on this drum, the students ktimwsounds that emanated from the drum and
could actually repeat them.
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Younge states that Atsiagbekor has five differeaitg We learned only two of these parts. The
ones that we were not taught wetwatsiatsid (the singing portion of any dance routines in
Agbeli's classes), hatsiatsia’ songsvere taught in Kobla Ladzekpo classes at Columbia
University. It is difficult to teach songs to thoséthout knowledge of the language, because
they would have to be taught how to pronounce thels:

Gahu, Boboobo and K panlogo Dance

Gahu is a popular dance during the early sevethi@swas performed with great frequency in
Ghana. Depending upon your cultural informant,eéheme several definitions of Gahu or Agahu.
For example, a marching band preparing to marcmvgueldenly a loud sound came from the
sky. The band members looked up and shouted AgAbgah{y meant “air” — vessel or an
airplane which was a vehicle that they not seemrbgf Another accounting of the origin of
Gahu is that the dance originated with the Ewe [geofno lived in Badagry, Nigeria. Initially
fishermen who lived in the village transported ttiésice to Ghana. Alfred Ladzekpo, one of the
Ladzekpo brothers, popularized the version of GathAgahu. The costumes generally worn in
this dance are those popularized by the Yoruba Ipegarticularly those that are worn at
weddings, such as a buba, agbada, and gele (hagdagel shawl. The women also wear fancy
jewelry and sunglasses, hence the outfits of s@hkntonies are so expensive, this dance is
referred to as the money dance, although todayaften seen as a recreational dance.

Second, Boboobo dance, with accompanying musidcidetne vision of a new dawn and new
life as an independent nation, and thus emergednesv form of musical performance in Africa
south of the Sahara after the independence moveedtnext, Kpanlogo, a recreational dance
that also emerged in the fifties after the indepecéd movement in Ghana is one of the most
popular Ga dances. Hence, in the book we see alégmdance performed by Dr. Zelma Badu-
Younge (she is an excellent dancer and interestisge hold a doctorate degree in dance).

I nstruments and Photos

Next, the reader is introduced to several instrusiaot included in the previous section of the
book on the southern Ewe people. One of theseumshts is the Mba, a pair bamboo strips in
the form sticks that are used to clap, and theraghthe Kretsiwaan iron finger castanet which
has two parts, an elongated lemon shaped part rmm@ra ring that is struck against its lemon
shaped body. Hence, there are several Ga instranseen in this section, such as Nono or
Ngono, (a single bell), the Maracas, and the Shekeattle, which is displayed with a scant
description and no text.
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However, the most celebrated instrument of the tha, Gome drum is presented which

according to oral history, thus its origin mightveabeen as the ‘Beat” box that is popular in

some parts of several East African and West Africamntries. And in a positional context, the

player of the Gome drum sits on the drum and useseels of the feet as well as the palms of
the hands to execute the rhythm, and corresponditiyg percussion ensemble consists of the
Gome drums, the Tamalin drums, the Apentemma drtihmasShekeshe rattle, and the Maa sticks
(I contend that New York audiences are familiarwtlie Gome drum via Yacub Addy and his

Ga ensemble).

Last, | argue that this writing is too important be lessened by the poor placement of its
photographs. For example on page 101, the reaé&rsvphotographs of the Tamalin, frame
drum with only a short description and no text. S¢d@hotographs would have better served the
layout if they were placed on page 103, whereindéeription and text could have been written.
Yet, in contrast, page 103 contains five lines tledr to the drums previously mentioned, and
the balance of the page is blank. However, thisma includes many photographs that portrays
Africa at its finest. These images, most obtairmednfthe National Dance Company of Ghana,
University of Ghana, are outstanding. And additlynaanother exciting aspect of the
photographs is that they reveal the different qossiworn by Ghanaians in performance which
showcase the traditional dress of Ghana as elabaenadl different from that worn in other
countries of West Africa in juxtaposition to thaligation that dance is a movement that exists
in the medium of ‘time and space’, and once you eralphotograph of the dance, it freezes the
movement in ‘time and space’, absent of music,ssemtial controller of African dance.

The Akan and their Musical I nstruments

One can spend three lifetimes in Africa and nevemoeb the entire culture of a single ethnic

group. In Ghana the Akan people are one of theetagthnic groups of the region, which consist
of sixteen different groups that speak Akan, Fameé Twi. And according to Paschal Younge,

we understand that the Akan possess three styldsiofming — signal, speech, and dance; and
only in the royal palaces can all three modes ofrining be experienced.

In this section of the book the reader is introdut® the following instruments: Apentemmaa,
Petia, Atumpan, Tamalee, and the Donno. Of all Akan dances, the “Ashanti Adowa”, a
funeral dance wherein each movement and gestutd® ¢dfands has a specific meaning, it is the
most widely taught and celebrated. And althoughvtleed “ADOWA” means antelope in the
Akan language, the dance itself has nothing to db &an antelope, but it was first a dance that
was performed by all-male young Asafo warriors, andsequently, the Queen mother became
interested and ordered women to learn the movemsmthiey could incorporate them into their
funeral lament. Thus, the Akan women became sonfflue the execution of the dance
movements, that they eventually took it from thenme
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The Ashanti Adowa is widely popular throughout #lean community not only in Ghana, but
also in Cote d’'lvoire (lvory Coast), a neighboringuntry that borders on the west coast of
Ghana. It is difficult to learn the music of thesianti Adowa’ in the ‘open’. Accordingly, the
first phrase is the signal that someone has dikds people hearing this would cease working in
the fields and prepare for the funeral. Still imoge places of Africa, the drum is still used to
communicate in the countryside where telephonegesrer non-existent.

The mourning dress for the women is a red top avelack bottom with a black head wrap. As
established previously, and according to the latéegsor Albert Mawere Opoku (the architect
of the dance curriculum at the University of GhatalLegon), each gesture has a particular
meaning. When the dancers point their fingers tdwaeir eyes, it indicates that they are saying
“Do you see the pain, that | see?’ Similarly, whbea dancer covers her ears with her hands, it
indicates a sign of grief. Also of importance is tBikyi dance, originally entitled Sekyi, a word
for beads. Hence, evidence points to the Sikyiesgoa dance of courtship wherein the boys
expressed interest in girls and their desire tartdhem in preparation for marriage. This dance
was performed with great frequency in the earlyesées.

Instruments favored by the Dagomba, the largesti@throup in the northern region of Ghana
who before the introduction of Christianity andalsl held traditional religious festivals are
known for the double head drum, and the hourglaesmdHence, the double-headed drum is
known in the Diaspora as Brekete (Gungon) and tluedlass or talking drum is called Donno in
the Diaspora and Lunga according to the author., Amete is also a gourd drum known in the
Diaspora as “Dali”. The Dagomba people also havassortment of wind and string instruments
as well as a woven basket container rattle caliayalim’.

Conversely, in Ghanaian culture, women are notatbto play drums or other instruments even
to accompany their own dance such as Tora. Therefmging becomes the main source of
communication. The words of the songs contain huissunes such as advice, caution, warning,
infidelity, and good parenting. The practice of lplating women from playing drums and other

musical instruments obviously is changing as theecof the book displays a photo of a Toro

women’s recreation dance drumming ensemble. Upemgehe cover of the book, I recall how

the role of women and drumming in the early seesntwherein women did not routinely drum

in Ghanaian societies, and thus, dancing was theapy role for women, not drumming.

245

The Journal of Pan African Studjesl.5, no.1, March 2012



The Baamaaya and Jera: Dance and Culture

Bamaaya was the spelling common in the early sm&nThe dance is a popular recreation
dance of the Dagban of northern Ghana. The philogbehind this dance depicts the culture of
Dagbamba and their attitude toward women. The wowofeDagban culture were treated as
lesser human beings, which accordingly to the authas not changed much today. Oral
accounts of the origin of Baamaaya (although it waginally entitled Tubankpili, which is a
protein dish made from beans and peanuts) inditeteit was first performed as a religious
ceremony to appease the land Gods. After the ceioreto Islam, a great famine occurred, and
thus, the powers that be deemed that as long asdmsssspected women, the drought would
continue bringing death to many. As legend tellshé men were ordered to dress like women
and dance in front of their wives. They also padatieough the village as public humiliation in
an effort to express atonement for decades of peatment of their women.

The men would have to construct their own attireisTaccounting parallels that told to me by
the late professor Albert Mawere Opoku, the persdro instituted African dance at the
University of Ghana as well as creating the Natiobance Company of Ghana in 1962.
Continuing via the legend, after days of paradimgugh the streets, the Gods blessed the land
with bountiful downpours of rain and the land beganturn green again. Thus, the men
continued throughout the rains planting new cropd time, and at the time of harvest, the land
was endowed in velvet green and therefore, thereldgnarked “Baa —maaya,” indicating that
the river is wet again. Today men take pride inrthew way of dressing as women. They have
made additions to the costume and added new movsrttethe dance, and the town of Tamale
remains the cradle of the Baamaaya dance.

Additionally, the oldest funeral dance among theglizanba people is known as Bla. In the Bla
dance, the men also wear a brassiere under a blaaserdingly, the developmental history of
the dance is essential to the understanding ovdhees, beliefs and attitude towards the role of
women in Dagban society. Legend has it that theysib‘Bla’ focuses on a hunter who, on an
expedition, stumbled upon dwarfs mourning the dddee hunter watched the ceremony and
upon his return to his home, he told the storyisochildren, wherein they begged him to show
them the movements of the dance. The children pegd the movements to the accompaniment
of pots, pans, cans and empty bottles. The childemame proficient in the performance of this
dance. When an elderly villager died, the huntehgdren reenacted the funeral dance of the
dwarfs. Their performance so delighted those ienaince that the dance became part of burial
ceremonies. The movements of the dance includdimgoof the waist’, thus the name ‘Bla’
which is a derivative of the phrase ‘bil mana’ whimeans to roll around. Although ‘Bla’ is
performed mainly at funerals, it is also performed other occasions such as ‘naming
ceremonies’, weddings, and official governmenttsisi
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Furthermore, the dance “Bla” now uses the Lunga@udgon drums, although originally ‘Bla’
began with one movement or phase, but it now ctmseisseven phases with the sixth phase as
the ‘Damba’ phase that allows the spirit of theedesed an opportunity to participate for the last
time in the celebration, and consequently, the vehase is the concluding phase. And also of
note, the groups ‘Bla’ and Jakpahi Dan Maligu wdigcovered in 1992 by the Center for
National Culture in Tamale, and thus, this makes mnder how many other selections of
natural culture are lurking in the countryside wgjtto be discovered.

Interestingly in this culture, the costume of ttende has an intriguing history. Kurugu, a large
baggy pants are worn, belted with a layer of sisdgaof cloth via men in a lady’s blouse and
brassiere. This practice stems back to the Dagbarabiion that women are inferior to men and
did not possess the stability, and vigor to dankee &8 male dance. As the original celebration of
Bla as performed by the dwarfs, it involved bottkxese thus, women could not be left out.
However, it is reported that in recent years the towards women among the Dagbamba has
changed, and therefore, women who have the stremgihstamina are now being allowed to
perform.

The origin of the ‘Jera’ dance is another danceiddal in the mythical story emanating from
dwarfs that was discovered by a hunter. This timeas a hunter named Nanjaa who only hunted
at night. One night he came upon dwarfs entertgitivemselves. Nanjaa hid and watched the
performance. He gradually learned the dance, anchmhing. As he could not understand the
language, he managed to memorize some of the reslofiter the dwarfs finished their routine
and put their instruments away, Nanjaa entered tiarters and stole the drums and a set of
costumes, which he brought back to his village.dgdéhered his people and demonstrated the
movements as he told the story of this new dancelibeovered. The chief of the village
remarked that ‘Jera’ was a fool's’ dance. The M&aace soon spread to other villages. It was
first performed at wakes of deceased elders orensinbut now it is performed at other social
events including the installation of chiefs. Wonaer allowed to perform the dance but without
costume. There are seven phases to the dancehandstruments used to accompany Jera
include ‘Gungon’, the double headed cylindricaldldadrums, ‘Luna’, the hourglass or tension
drum, ‘Sayalim’ (siyalim), a pair of basket contimattles, ‘Fienna’, a castanet that is similar to
the Akan ‘Adawura’ (Dawuro);'Dawule’, a double hedind Yua, a wooden notched flute.

Nevertheless, the description of the dance destrthe author is not comprehensible. Not
everyone reading this description would draw thmes@onclusion as to the actual movement.
Dance cannot be defined by word descriptions, @aeily when the movements do not have an
established vocabulary that defines each movenhitarice, even the established vocabulary is
insufficient to define the movements in its totglitherefore, dance notation can solve this
problem.
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And contextually, this is a recreational dance led Dagbamba women of Northern Ghana,
although its exact origin is somewhat obscure. ¥es, writing reveals three possible origins of
the dance. | am more familiar with the second wersvherein the royal princes of the palace
danced Takai in full regalia of fancy smocks, aancfy leather boots. Hence, the women wanted
to be part of this lavish ceremony and performealonhgside the princes as they dance Takai,
and thus, the female routine became known as Tdto the principal part of the dance being
clapping and the bumping of their buttocks agatinat of another female dancer.

Songs and Per cussion Scores

This section of the book is in reference to sorigdg are based on the indigenous languages
spoken by the different ethnic groups in Ghanaahdr African nations that is in some respects

is part of a linguistic divide or language bartieat complicates Africa because in general, there
is no single language common to all people on thdigent. Hence, having a single language

that the majority of the people speak in is notditgation in Ghana.

Nevertheless, in some locations, language is ndivide. For example, when | was creating
plans to establish a Pan-African facility in Seregénging and songs was the last subject
incorporated in my course of study, and thus it p@ssible to include a comprehensive program
to teach songs, as they would be in the vernadViaiof, because Senegal speaks Wolof as a
national language wherein greater than 95% of duple speak the language, regardless of their
ethnic heritage. This is important because ind&frilance is based upon the music and thus the
music is based upon the spoken language of thelgpedpd most important, music and dance
have been successfully transferred from oral tdtevritraditions through a system that has
bypass the linguistic divide, although the same ri@sbeen done for languages which hinders
progress.

The Percussion Ensembles

As is true of most African music, there is no s&ddwritten notation for Ghanaian
dance drumming(p.317)

| wholeheartedly disagree with the above staterbenause the transfer of the oral traditions of
music and dance has been discussed and debatdthiva®r decades. Under the aegis of the

International Music Council, and the African Mus{eouncil and U.N.E.S.C.O., formal
recommendations were put forth for this transfer.
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Accordingly, the visionary Professor Opoku brougabanotation to the University of Ghana in
the  mid-sixties (for example, the works of Georgett Gorchoff via
http://www.hyperactivesw.com/solutions_artsuite.hfi@s demonstrated the use of Labanotation
with Lifeforms a system that gives a moving image of the movémé&wor several years the
students studied writing Ghanaian dances. In thg saventies, Greenotation was introduced to
the continent of Africa. Hence, Greenotation hasnbgught at the University of Ghana Legon
campus, and both Labanotation and Greenotation lese available for forty to fifty years, and
furthermore, the O.A.U. has approved the work foelusion in all schools and colleges in
Africa.

The author cannot deny the existence of Labanatatiml Greenotation, as they are part of the
scholarship in the field. The reason the autharoisa practitioner in the technology, is because
he has not availed himself of opportunities to etlris craft. Hence, a newspaper article on
teaching students at the University of Ghana howrite music and dance on the computer is
available at: http://web.me.com/dorisgreen/Africaaditions/African_Newspapers.html. And
also, Greenotation and Labanotation are considesetie standard methods of written notation.
Students at the University of Ghana, the Nationah& Ensemble of Ghana and the Noyam
Dancers of the Ghana State Theater have succgsafydlied Greenotation and Labanotation to
the selection Tokoe (see http://web.me.com/doresgifrican_traditions/The_Future.html, a
sample of their work via the music and dance peréat by Ghanaians).

Several students who participated in the aboverpmdghave appeared on Ghanaian National
Television. This broadcast allowed Ghanaian viewrswitness the latest technology in
transferring music and dance from oral traditiom® iwritten traditions. Correspondingly, this
work was done in an attempt to establish an arcbfweritten notation of African music and
dance that is direly needed throughout the contiokAfrica.

In addition, the outstanding features of Greenotaind Labanotation are that they are not only
applicable to the music and dance of Ghana butdhewlso universal in scope wherein they can
notate both music and dance of all African natidits.example in & ou Tuberesentation
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wnTJWPWXK8c) on Gre&tion students in the Long
Island area of NY who studied with me perform tleck Sabar from Senegal as a part of a
show to highlight the achievements of Black women Black History Month and Women
Month in 2011.

249

The Journal of Pan African Studjesl.5, no.1, March 2012



And notwithstanding, another outstanding feature of Greenotation
(http://www.freewebs.com/onlyonlineexhibitions/gnegation.htm;  http://www.dorisgreen.org)
is that it can be applied to a variety of instrutsemot only drums, bells and rattles. These are
some of the instruments included in the system;ienbexes, xylophones, single head and
double headed drums, clappers, tension drums, staastanets, gourds, calabash rattles and
even water drums. As a high school student | wrote first drum strokes using Pitman
stenography. You can follow the development of fttreation of Greenotation in my
autobiographyNo Longer an Oral Tradition: My Journey Through Bession Notation
(http://web.me.com/dorisgreen/African_traditions/kRew _pl.html).

These systems have been around for almost fiftysyaad have been applied to the music and
dance of more than twenty nations. Legends of thet-polonial cultural awakening era, from
Tanzania to Senegal have praised this work. Sontkese people are the late Professor A.M.
Opoku of Ghana; the late Timi of Ede, Oba Adetoyleseye; the late Duro Ladipo of Nigeria;
the late Maurice Sonar Senghor of Senegal, asasdlhe Ladzekpo family and Professor J.H.K.
Nketia.

Conclusion

| began this review essay by stating the reasamgplaud this outstanding publication. After
reading it | also stated that the majority of tlaackes captured in book are known to the dancing
populace within the tri-state area of New York,nk&to Ghanaians who came to the U.S. as
students, in the fifties and sixties, and sharedr tulture with us. Thus, particular credit goes t
the Ladzekpo family, namely Kobla Ladzekpo, Alfreddzekpo and later Kwaku and Kofi
Ladzekpo. | applaud them because they did not exatm their culture. | studied with Kobla
Ladzekpo before going to Ghana. The first timerivad in Ghana | could actually sit in and
play with the musicians, which shocked some ofrtiusicians because women, at that time, (the
early seventies) did not drum, nor were they tagghtnming. Their role was strictly ‘dance’. In
Ghana | met other members of the Ladzekpo famithsas C.K. Ladzekpo, and overall, | was
pleased to be in Ghana because a) it was thectisitry in Africa to gain its independence in
1957, b) the first country in Africa to establisHridan music and dance as courses in the
curriculum, first on a diploma and certificate lsaand later as degreed programs, c) it laid down
the ‘floor plan’, the pattern, for the comprehemsstudy of African oral culture, namely music
and dance, for all other colleges and universtte®llow, d) it commanded a leadership role in
education in music and dance throughout the intenmal community, particularly, seeking
ways to transfer African music from an oral traalitito a written tradition. Consequently,
certain recommendations for the realization of ttamsfer from oral to written traditions were
implemented, and e) before Ghana’s effort it wamigit that oral traditions, music and dance
cannot be assessed nor tested and therefore rmtleced valid courses in academia (this is why
it is imperative that the recommendations put fdaghGhana in the early seventies be followed
through)

250

The Journal of Pan African Studjesl.5, no.1, March 2012



Much to my chagrin, the writings of Paschal Yao ¥ge do not fulfill the recommendations that

Ghana set forth and deemed vital to the survivdl arteptance of these oral traditions into the
academic community. With all the technology thatsesxtoday, it is a pity that he chose to

continue with the ‘missionary’ approach to writingusic for percussion instruments that has
long proved itself ineffective. In contrast, teology exists to transfer dance from an oral

tradition into written document so it can be writteso dance can take its rightful place in

academia. | was somewhat surprised that the taditidances, Sebre, Naagla, Dipo and Tokoe,
that were popular in the seventies, were not meation this book.

In the case of African dance, there is absolutelthimg that reflects even an attempt to transfer
dance into a written document. | found this dis@sting because it was the late Professor Albert
Mawere Opoku who created the National Dance Enssmb{Ghana, as well as being the first

person recruited specifically to teach African damt the University of Ghana. It was he who

brought Odette Blum to the campus to teach Lab#&nataot only to preserve the authenticity of

African dance, but also to transfer the dance watitten documents, and thus usher them into
perpetuity.

Overall, Paschal and Zelma Younge are both exdef)erformers, and | found the book to
contain a wealth of knowledge on the history of diféerent dances. But as a text that transfers
music and dance from oral to written traditionsgiiores the technology that has been in use in
Ghana and other countries for decades. Second, Wbenge interrupts the fluidity of reading
by describing the nature of the rainfall and trapiegetation in certain parts of Ghana, he could
have eliminated or substituted that by insteadpdhcing a sentence describing the various ways
the Ewe people earn a living according to theid@gioal niche within the environment.

As | read this work, | reflected on the fact thabtdve studied, researched and learned about
music and dance on the continent of Africa from Zéama to Senegal, and that essentially, the
best way to learn the music and dance is the dataa as the Africans learn it as a rhythmic
emanation of their lives, hence learning it nafyrals part of a rhythmic experience of the
African ethos (see an aspect of this rhythmic Afnic experience at
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embdé&delVPLIUBY9CY). Consequently, it
also would be interesting to see if some of theeguents Professor Opoku established as the
foundation of dance in education have been absodnedcarried forward as an established
practice.
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Undoubtedly, African people will be the ultimateskaforce that will conduct the lion share of
the gathering and collection of dances from thdiages and hamlets as they are best equipped
to do it. Africans know the language, people amdhte, and once trained in systems of notation,
they can rapidly harness these dances and mudie teritten, checked and catalogued. Thus
Africa would have an enormous archive of writtetiated scores of traditional music and dance
that can be read and performed from a print souregtbooks can be written giving African
music and dance the scientific basis it formerbk&d, and then it will take its rightful place as a
valid course of study in academia, because it eaprbperly assessed and tested. At that time,
the world will be able to appreciate the wealtiAéican music and dance.
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