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Trends in African Musicology: A Review Article
Kofi Agawu / Princeton University

Female Voices from an Ewe Dance Drumming Community in Ghana: Our 
Music Has Become a Divine Spirit. James Burns. 2009. Farnham, Surrey, 
England: Ashgate Publishers. SOAS Musicology Series. vii, 215 pp., figures, 
diagrams, tables, glossary, maps, music examples, photographs, bibliogra-
phy, index, DVD. Cloth, $59.95.

Fiddling in West Africa: Touching the Spirit in Fulbe, Hausa, and Dagbamba 
Cultures. Jacqueline Cogdell DjeDje. 2008. Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press. ix, 337 pp., figures, maps, photographs, music examples, appendix, 
bibliography, discography, videography, index. Paper, $25.95.

Polyphonies du Nord-Cameroun. Nathalie Fernando. 2011. Société d’Etudes 
Linguistiques et Anthropologiques de France. Paris: Peeters/SELAF. xvii, 
341 pp., figures, tables, music examples, photographs, bibliography, dis-
cography, DVD-ROM. Paper, $60.97.

Moderne Traditionen: Studien zur postkolonialen Musikgeschichte Ghanas. 
Tobias Robert Klein. 2008. Berlin: Peter Lang. 280 pp., tables, photographs, 
music examples, bibliography, appendix. Paper, $153.80.

Theory of African Music, Volume 2. Gerhard Kubik. 2010. Chicago: The Uni-
versity of Chicago Press. v, 359 pp., figures, tables, photographs, music ex-
amples, bibliography, indexes, CD. Paper, $30.00.

Musical Sense and Musical Meaning: An Indigenous African Perception. 
Meki Nzewi, Israel Anyahuru, and Tom Ohiaraumuna. 2009. Amsterdam: 
Rozenberg Publishers; Pretoria: UNISA Press. vii, 269 pp., figures, diagrams, 
photographs, music examples, bibliography, appendix. Paper, $38.00.

 The six books discussed here, all published between 2008 and 2011, deal 
with living traditions of black African music. Not surprisingly perhaps, they 
differ in research methodology, in choice of metalanguage, and in the stance 
taken by the authors toward their readers. American ethnomusicologist James 
Burns writes about female members of a dance-drumming club, Dzigbordi, in 
the southern Ewe town of Dzodze in the Volta Region of Ghana. Jacqueline 
Djedje, also an American ethnomusicologist, provides a comprehensive study of 
performing traditions on the one-stringed fiddle (gondze) in three west African 
cultures. French ethnomusicologist Natalie Fernando unravels the musical sys-
tems of various ensemble repertories in six villages in northern Cameroon: the 
Ouldémé, Mofou, Mofou-Goudour, and Mouyang in the Mondara mountains, 
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134  Ethnomusicology, Winter 2012

and the plains-dwelling Guiziga and Toupouri. German scholar Tobias Klein 
takes the city of Accra in Ghana as his main point of reference in a postcolonial 
exploration of music and modernity. Austrian anthropologist, ethnomusicolo-
gist, and psychoanalyst Gerhard Kubik, who has been studying Africa since 
the late 1950s, assembles five in-depth studies of music, oral literature, and 
visual representation in various locations: Nigeria, Malawi, Angola, Uganda, 
and elsewhere. And Nigerian ethnomusicologist, performer, and writer Meki 
Nzewi draws on intimate knowledge of the Nkwa Igbo to theorize aspects of 
creativity and meaning in the repertories associated with three sets of tuned 
drums: the ese, ukom and mgba.
 Of the variety of approaches, those of Burns and Djedje may be the most 
familiar from the standpoint of Anglo-American ethnomusicology: construc-
tions of histories and geocultural contexts are supplemented by analyses of re-
corded performances and performing practice. Fernando’s project, inspired by 
the methodology of her mentor, distinguished ethnomusicologist and theorist 
Simha Arom (Arom 1991), exemplifies one of the more influential strands of 
French theorizing about traditional African music (see also Fürniss 2008 and 
Vallejo 2007, among others). While place, context, and socio-cultural function 
are not ignored in this scholarly tradition—indeed, they are often incorporated 
into a circular representation that conveys at a glance the musical society as a 
synchronic whole—the greater commitment is to understanding musical sys-
tems through recording, re-recording, transcription, and analysis. Kubik and 
Nzewi have developed their own ways of doing things, drawing selectively on 
various disciplines and motivations. Kubik mixes keen and careful observation 
of situated practices with suggestive intra-African comparisons and broader 
generalizations based whenever possible on personal encounters with culture 
bearers. Nzewi, a student of John Blacking, draws on some of the canons of 
ethnomusicology in crafting his ethnography, but more than any of the other 
authors, he is anxious to communicate indigenous perception. This speculative 
reconstruction of culture bearers’ ways of proceeding leads him to embrace a 
totalizing “African music” as a knowable entity that transcends individual ethnic 
groups or specific towns and villages. And Klein produces the most thoroughly 
interdisciplinary study among the six, drawing decisively upon various post-
colonial theorists in order to capture the artistic and political challenges of urban 
expression and creativity.
 In one ostensibly mundane sense, however, all but one of the volumes are 
united by the fact that they originated—directly or indirectly—from doctoral 
theses or dissertations. This circumstance would be unremarkable were it not 
also indicative of the unpredictable rhythms of knowledge production in and 
about Africa. Klein’s book grew out of a thesis presented in 2007 to the Otto 
von Guericke University in Magdeburg; Djedje’s goes back to a 1978 doctoral 
dissertation at UCLA, but incorporates some three decades of further research 
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and preparatory publications; Burns’s volume is an off-shoot of a 2005 doctoral 
thesis directed by Lucy Duràn at the School of Oriental and African Studies 
in London; and Fernando’s began life as a doctoral thesis for the University of 
Paris-IV Sorbonne in 1999. Nzewi’s book is a version of a 1977 thesis; unlike 
Djedje, whose dissertation dates from the same period, he has chosen to largely 
preserve the earlier work, without revisions or updates. Finally, although Kubik’s 
book is not the product of a doctoral dissertation, it was finished as far back as 
1988 but—although earmarked for publication in 1995 (Volume 1 appeared in 
1994)—was subsequently delayed for fifteen years. These temporal fissures are 
important facets of the material history of knowledge production in Africa that 
tend to be ignored. They suggest that moments of origin of ideas are not always 
synchronized with moments of impact. We might therefore be a bit circumspect 
about consigning some scholarship to the “dated” category. Open-minded read-
ers will surely benefit in diverse ways from these volumes, even while developing 
their own preferences. A sweeping invocation of a canonized “ethnomusicology” 
as yardstick is likely to prove less revealing than the more heterogeneous, area-
studies-oriented rubric, “African musicology.”
 Limitations of space do not allow for more than a brief account of each book. 
Burns’s study of female musicians begins by providing a context for studies of 
Ewe history, anthropology, and music, and then proceeds to an engaging account 
of the shape and activities of the Dzigbordi group. The inclusion of life histories 
and descriptions of individual performing styles adds a personal dimension to 
the narrative. Burns’s prose is clear and sometimes vivid, and he includes a few 
transcriptions using a modified pulse-based notation. The accompanying DVD 
is a must-see. The author’s claim that “there has never been a major study that 
has even remotely considered Ewe female musicians” (10) is not in itself con-
troversial, but whether the intensity with which issues of gender are considered 
is enough to secure this book a place on the feminists’ shelf remains to be seen.
 Djedje’s masterly study of the one-stringed fiddle in west Africa expertly 
models one kind of ethnomusicology. Although the book’s appendix helpfully 
lists places where the instrument is found throughout Africa (nation states, 
ethnic groups, language families, and local-language renditions of “fiddle”), 
the book proper wisely focuses on three clusters of cultures: the Fulbe in Sen-
egambia, the Hausa in Nigeria, and the Dagbamba in Ghana. The book presents 
each culture from a historical point of view (including generous summaries 
and syntheses of existing histories), including a portrait of musical life and 
performing practice. Transcriptions of lyrics and music support the chosen 
musical examples. That this is a useful book goes without saying; it also has the 
potential to stimulate discussion about musical transmission and reception.
 Fernando’s study of polyphony in six northern Cameroonian communities 
opens with an excellent chapter on methodology that should be required reading 
for students of music in oral cultures. In an attempt to capture the “total musi-
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cal fact” (23, after Mauss, Molino, and others), Fernando describes methods of 
recording and transcription, the vernacular terminology employed by culture 
bearers, and her analytical method. Subsequent chapters deal with musical in-
struments, the place of music in daily life, and, most centrally, musical systems, 
including scales and their polyphonic disposition. Fernando shows not only 
the governing pitch constructs (the anhemitonic pentatonic scale occupies a 
special place here, as indeed it does in other Central African musical cultures), 
but also their specific forms in various cycles of succession. Reconstructed core 
melodies and their performed variants, semiological analyses of musical syn-
tax, and investigation of the techniques associated with vocal and instrumental 
polyphony—these dominate the later chapters. Very helpful—indeed necessary 
to a full appreciation of her project—is the accompanying DVD-ROM, which 
will allow students to explore the transcriptions and musical material at a more 
leisurely pace and in a less linear manner. 
 Klein’s study tackles an urban location, Accra, with its many layers of sedi-
mented traditional cultures and its traffic in languages and musics. This sophis-
ticated and abundantly referenced study seeks the character of the postcolonial 
through an opening chapter on history, nationalism, and the problematic of mo-
dernity, including the negritude movement. Then, referring to Sierra Leonean 
musician George Ballanta (1893–1962) (who, among other distinctions, was the 
first African recipient of a Guggenheim fellowship [in 1927]), Klein examines 
broad issues in the historiography of west African music. Subsequent chapters 
address the modern invention of tradition and the emergence and practices of 
so-called “cultural troupes” (111). Often driven by the interests of young mu-
sicians and dancers, Ghanaian cultural troupes perform a number of dances 
drawn from a trans-ethnic canon, including Gahu, Kpanlogo, Agbadza, Adowa, 
and Bawa. That these groups preserve, invent, and revise tradition is evident in 
Klein’s portrait of Hewale Sounds, a troupe led by Dela Botri. A similar negotia-
tion of the modern emerges from the work of gifted seperewa (harp-lute) player 
Osei Korankye, whose song “Ye Wo Nyame” is subjected to close analysis. Klein 
understands African music as part of a broader configuration of the musical arts 
(in this, he and Nzewi are united), and this lends a certain exuberance to his book.
 In this installment of Kubik’s Theory of African Music, we encounter a pro-
cess of distillation and assembly based on decades of research and participant-
observation. Readers of Volume 1 will recall the detailed studies of multipart 
singing, techniques of xylophone playing in Uganda, explication of the harp 
music of the Azande, and study of concepts of movement and their relation to 
sound in eastern Angola. That volume also opened with a panoramic and invit-
ing introduction to the study of African music. The orientation in Volume 2 is 
more actively comparative. Among the topics broached is rhythm and associated 
procedures of timing. Taking a cognitive and intra-cultural approach, Kubik 
lays out his theory of African rhythm in the first two chapters. This is a major 
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statement that should engender wide discussion among theorists of rhythm. A 
previously published study is revised and expanded into an ethnographic and 
documentary study of Yoruba Àló, stories containing songs performed by a 
storyteller with audience response. The last two chapters offer a loving portrait 
of Malawian musician Daniel Kachamba (1947–87) and a fascinating essay on 
ideographs in Luchazi culture—this last further underlines the importance of 
iconicity as a strong modality in African expression. As always with Kubik, 
the insights and observations command our attention because they are based 
on specific observation in specified communities, and on conversations with 
individuals.
 The three sets of Igbo tuned drums that are at the heart of Nzewi’s study 
are associated with specific social functions. Ese music accompanies funerary 
honors for men, ukom is performed when “a woman of distinction has died and 
is being accorded befitting funerary obsequies by her worthy children” (91), and 
mgba is associated with recreational sports (like wrestling). A rich discussion of 
the meanings behind various funeral practices accompanies this delineation of 
music’s role. In addition to information about instruments and the socio-cultural 
context, Nzewi orients us to the role of mother musicians or lead musicians, so-
called because “in most indigenous African cultures . . . musical arts creativity 
and production are associated with feminine attributes” (20). Nzewi prefers 
therefore to use the pronoun “she” “because in the performance element a man 
attains classificatory female attributes by virtue of fecundating and delivering 
sonic births” (20).
 Nzewi’s book is rich in categories and conceptual schemes. Like those of Burns, 
Klein, and Djedje, this study is also person-centered insofar as it represents the 
voices of various field associates generously and not always in mediated form. In-
deed, Israel Anyahuru and Tom Ohiaraumunna, two of Nzewi’s teachers, are listed 
as co-authors on the cover of the book. The wide-ranging discussion includes issues 
in composition and aesthetics, vivid description of music events, and, towards the 
end, critical engagement with other theorists. Just as Nzewi’s earlier book, Musical 
Practice and Creativity: An African Traditional Perspective (the first volume of the 
author’s 1977 thesis published in Germany in 1991), modeled a focused but at the 
same time conceptually broad exploration of an African culture, so Musical Sense 
and Meaning points the way to the specificities of Igbo-African practices and their 
cultural motivations without succumbing to theoretical abstraction.
 Anyone who needs to be reassured that African musicology, although ma-
terially diffuse and not free of linguistic barriers, is nevertheless thriving, will 
find it in these volumes, each of which contains valuable information and much 
food for thought for students and researchers. Some of the issues raised by these 
authors, like the value of transcription, the use of indigenous categories, or what 
to do with metropolitan critical theory, have all been discussed before, so no 
one should be under any illusion that these six books settle ongoing and long-
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standing debates. What they do, rather, is enrich the contexts of these discussions 
by supplying new ethnographic data and fresh formulations of ideas.
 Of the many questions that one might ask of these authors, one of interest 
to me is, “Where is the music in these books?” To pose such a question is to risk 
displaying a certain naiveté about ontology. The “music,” it will be said, is com-
plexly distributed among various sites, functions, genealogies, and traditions. 
Although not all of these authors devote a great deal of space to this ontological 
problem, there are signs throughout that many regard the object of inquiry as 
accessible, and that readers can be relied upon to identify the core of a musical 
work without claiming to have grasped all of its dimensions. Four of the six writers 
(Nzewi and Klein are the exceptions) provide audio or audio-visual supplements 
to their verbal discussion, making it possible for interested readers to probe the 
sonic dimensions further. But sound sources remain mute without the scholar’s 
intervention, and this is where our authors differ in their approaches to “the 
music.” Fernando’s example proves that an active rather than detached engage-
ment with musical materials—playing with various flute and vocal-instrumental 
polyphonic and polyrhythmic repertories as if juggling compositional and per-
ceptual possibilities—can teach us a great deal about music in an oral culture. 
While the atomization evident in her transcriptions of ensemble musics may not 
be to everyone’s taste—some would argue that the music appears scattered rather 
than bound together as a resultant continuity—the concrete representations of 
pitch, rhythm, and especially periodicity are surely a crucial step in the quest for 
a deeper understanding.
 The contrasts between Fernando and the other authors are instructive. 
Djedje, for example, incorporates ornament-rich transcriptions, but refrains 
from an experimentally-based search for models; nor do her repertories re-
spond to the same kind of paradigmatic layout as those of Fernando. The de-
tailed ornaments in Djedje’s transcriptions may encourage the suspicion that 
some of them became apparent from listening to slowed-down rather than a 
tempo performances. Are we perhaps seeing more than we are hearing in these 
transcriptions? (See also Djedje 2008.) Burns limits his note-based illustra-
tions to providing a rhythmic matrix for the Dzigbordi group’s performances, 
and to exemplifying differences in performance styles of leading performers 
in sample transcriptions. And although he has written elsewhere in technical 
detail about rhythmic procedure (Burns 2010), his aim here is not to subject 
transcriptions to internal probing à la Arom or Fernando but to cite them in 
illustration of his analysis of rhythmic foundations and individual manners.
 Another issue that might be raised in view of the continent’s linguistic 
plurality is the variable extent to which the authors use indigenous conceptual 
categories. While Fernando acknowledges and uses them to create taxonomies 
of musical instruments or to designate genres, their aura quickly evaporates as 
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the analytical process gets underway. Djedje and Burns acknowledge various 
terms in passing, while Kubik provides lists of comparative vocabulary. Klein 
makes the least use of such indigenous vocabulary.
 It is one thing to collect and categorize indigenous terms; it is quite another 
to allow the thought processes and affect that they enshrine to inflect the overall 
scholarly endeavor. Nzewi’s book is the most believable in this respect not only 
because of the regular use of indigenous categories but because their motivations 
and their spread across other thought processes is often in evidence. Designa-
tions such as “cultural rhythm,” “receiver-soloist,” “struggle drum,” “drum-voice 
discussion,” and “mother instrumentalist” are signs of resistance against felicitous 
English cooptation. (See Agawu 2008 for further discussion.) And succumb-
ing to the communal ethos that regulates Igbo social and musical life, Nzewi 
relinquishes claims to individual authorship of his book and incorporates his 
teachers, informants, and research associates as co-authors. This surely makes 
sense from an ethical point of view. Indeed, in a postcolonial age where reci-
procity and ethical obligations in field research are of grave concern, it seems 
extraordinary to think that ethnographers routinely download the contents 
of various culture bearers’ minds, and publish them in the form of books and 
journal articles as works of solo authorship.
 Finally, dare one ask the extent to which the reader feels Africa in these 
volumes? Some may dismiss this as an irrelevant question, arguing that the task 
of the scholar is to produce knowledge according to the canons of scholarship 
operative in his or her academic community, not to imbue his or her pages with 
a mystical “feel” of Africa. Others, however, might be less inclined to insist on 
the permanence of such boundaries; they will entertain the possibility that met-
ropolitan conventions can be modified on the basis of encounters with African 
protocol, formal as well as informal. The ethical underpinning for such reciproc-
ity is the belief that unless our worlds are permeable, unless we promote the feel 
of Africa at a textual level in order to prompt forms of learning and unlearning, 
Africanist ethnomusicology’s colonial and imperial sediment stands little chance 
of being reduced or eventually erased.
 The path to such erasure is unlikely to be singular. Klein’s way, for example, 
is to embrace a potent conceptual apparatus, namely postcolonial theory, and 
to allow it to guide the terms of his discussion. To a greater extent than all the 
other books, Klein engages Africans as writers, not merely as informants. His 
discussions of the negritude movement and of George Ballanta’s intellectual 
production are cases in point. Although it could be argued that engaging Afri-
can minds is unavoidable given the origins of negritude as a self-empowering 
African-nationalist movement, there is nothing unavoidable about erecting 
George Ballanta as founding father of African musicology—a fact seldom ac-
knowledged—and engaging with the written texts produced by him and other 
Africans. Nzewi’s way is to give rein to “writerly” invention and to resist the 
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colonizing tendencies of the English language. To be sure, other scholars such as 
Friedson (2008) have used the device of an author-centered narrative to convey 
their understandings and appreciation of African music, although his approach 
strikes me as sometimes narcissistic. One strength of Nzewi’s book is in the way 
he imaginatively associates nuggets of thought and practice that remain under-
theorized. While similar concerns appear sporadically in the other books, we 
are a long way from developing models for valuing African musical intellection.
 One finishes these volumes with a fresh sense of the diversity and vastness 
of the terrain we call African music. Although much remains to be done, lov-
ers of knowledge about black African music surely have reason to celebrate the 
collective contributions made by these authors.
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Women, the Recited Qur’an, and Islamic Music in Indonesia. Anne K. Ras-
mussen. 2010. Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California 
Press. xxii, 313 pp., maps, photographs, musical examples, figure, notes, 
references, glossary, index. Paper, $29.95.

 Women, the Recited Qur’an, and Islamic Music in Indonesia is an innovative, 
insightful, and compelling ethnographic study that challenges conventional 
discourses on Islamic praxis, Indonesian music, and the role and agency of 
women in both. As Anne Rasmussen astutely observes near the end of the book’s 
second chapter, there are at least three discourse communities that historically 
have “overlooked Islamic sound in the Indonesian context. First are scholars 
and practitioners of Islam, who have tended to dismiss Indonesian Islam as 
inauthentic in comparison to the Arab world or the Middle East. Second are 
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