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BOOK REVIEWS

A frica n  N egro  Sculptures. Carl Kjersmeier. (A . Zwemmer, 
London .) 88 pp. illustrated, 1 8 /-.

This is a book o f  fo rty  excellent photographs o f  N egro sculp
tures in the author’s ow n collection. Three-quarters o f  the ex
amples are from  the W est Coast, from  the Ivory  Coast dow n to 
A n g o la ; m ost o f  the rem ainder are from  the B elgian Congo.

The im pact o f  these w orks, even in photographic reproduction, 
is terrific. T w o im pressions are registered sim ultaneously— an 
extraord inary and apparently effortless m astery o f  p lastic com 
position, o f  the m anagem ent o f  masses and planes, o f  contrast 
and rep etition ; and an intense vitality, an alm ost shocking sense 
o f  inner life. These tw o qualities pervade all the human sculp
tures shown, expressing them selves equally in the barbaric crude
ness o f  a clay figurine o f  the Oath God from  the Cam eroons, and 
the fantastic stylization o f  a m ask from  the Ivory  Coast, built up 
entirely o f  curved hornlike protuberances.

These tw o exam ples, incidentally, illustrate the extrem es o f  the 
tw o strik ingly different styles w hich are yet equally character
istic o f  N egro  sculpture. B oth are non-representational, the one 
through a child-like sim plicity o f  approach, the other through a 
form alization  o f  the utm ost sophistication. Is it fan cifu l to see 
in the first the genuine N egroid  approach, and in the second the 
legacy o f  the great H am itic civ ilizations?

I can only touch brie fly  on some other reflections suggested 
by this fascinating book. It is odd that people liv ing am ong, and 
largely dependent on, the same fauna that inspired Bushm an art 
should show  so little feeling fo r  it. The anim al carvings repro
duced here are on a fa r  low er level artistically, and have none 
o f  the burning vitality o f  the human sculptures. It is odd, too, 
that a people so devoted to the dance should show  no interest in 
the dynam ic aspects o f  the human body, particu larly its lower 
half, is alw ays very sum m arily treated ; the legs are generally 
drastically shortened and the feet greatly enlarged to form  a 
base or  pedestal o f  m onum ental solidity fo r  the torso and head

N ot the least pleasing aspect o f  this book is that it gives us a 
m ore balanced view  o f  the A fr ica n  approach to life  than prev
ious collections o f  the kind. These have dealt m ainly w ith masks 
and figures used in the cult o f  spirits and o f  the dead, which
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convey an atm osphere o f  h orror, g r ie f  or anxious resignation. 
Mr. K jersm eier has included a num ber o f  secular ob jects—- 
dance sceptres, a p ipe-bow l, a hair-com b and the like— in w hich 
the natural gaiety and charm  o f  the A fr ica n  tem peram ent have 
full scope.

M .S .
v  . — §—

Chopi M usicians (T h e ir  m usic, p oetry  and in s tru m en ts ). H ugh  
Tracey (Published fo r  the International A fr ica n  Institute by 
the O x ford  U niversity Press, Am en H ouse, London, E .C. 4. 
1948.) xi plus 180 pp. and 2 m aps, illustrated, 16 /-

The International A fr ica n  Institute is to be congratulated on the 
publication o f  Chopi M usicians by H ugh T racey. It is a tho
roughly satisfactory  book from  every point o f  view , pleasant to 
handle, w ith  clear type and really illustrative photographs.

Though xylophones are so w idely d istributed in A fr ica  and 
elsewhere, M r. Tracey, when he started to study Chopi m usic, 
was astonished to find that “ apart from  a few  paragraphs here 
and there describing their instrum ents and a nibble at one or 
two son gs . . . .  there was nothing w hatever to reveal the extent 
and m eaning o f  Chopi m usic, poetry and dancing” .

The Chopi live principally  in the little d istrict o f  Zavala ju st 
oast o f  the m outh o f  the L im popo between long. 34-5 E. and lat. 
24-5 S. There are about a quarter o f  a m illion o f  them  altogether. 
They and their m usic are very well know n on the gold  m ines o f  
the Rand, w here the spectacular orchestras consisting o f  thirteen 
or more tim bila or xylophones, accom panied by drum s and rattles 
and w ith fourteen  or m ore dancers in attendance are very 
popular, though the perform ance is called a “ w ar dance”  and 
there is no real understanding o f  its significance. Such a com 
bination o f  orchestra  and dancers is called an N godo and it is 
the am bition o f  every large village in Chopiland to have such 
an Ngodo.

A fter M r. Tracey had heard this m usic in 1940 he was so 
impressed by the com plexity o f  the N godo and the am azing 
timing, not only o f  the various instrum ents but also o f  the songs 
and the dances, that he set to w ork  to study the m usic and its 
makers. In his book he tells us o f  the m usic m akers, o f  the 
themes o f  their com position, o f  the players and their leaders and
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o f  the dancers and the various dance form s that they use. He 
tells us o f  the m usic as it is found in degenerate fo rm  on the 
gold  m ines and he analyses fo r  us the construction  o f  the tim bila 
both in the hom eland, w here the righ t m aterials fo r  the instru
m ents are to be found and in the com pounds o f  the gold mines 
w here in ferior  substitute m aterials have to  be used.

There are com posers know n through the length and breadth 
o f  the land. Their com positions are used by lesser perform ers, 
especially on the Rand, and it is revealing to read that these 
lesser m usicians readily state that life  on the gold  m ines is 
m iserably poor in com parison  w ith  the rich  village life , with 
w ives and children and friends in the hom eland. Them es are 
hard to com e by in the daily grind  o f  the w ork  on the mines. It 
is at hom e in the villages, under the great trees o f  the tropical 
coastal belt, that the m usic is really at home.

K atini and Gom ukom o, the tw o great com posers fo r  the 
N godo, while M r. T racey  was studying this m usic, both state 
that they first com pose the theme o f  the lyric, the M zeno, the 
great song, w hich is the core o f  the whole perform ance. This 
theme he tells us m ay be gay, sad or purely docum entary, but it 
is alw ays topical and reflects the attitude o f  the com m on people 
tow ards the conditions o f  their society. “ H igh good hum our is a 
very prom inent feature o f  m ost o f  their poems. The songs indeed 
perform  a high social and cathartic function  in a society which 
has no daily press, no publications and no stage other than the 
village yard to express its feelings or  voice its protests against 
the rub o f  the tim es.”

The range o f  the songs is very w ide as m ay be seen from  the 
illustrations given  by Mr. Tracey in his analysis o f  them.

I give only one to tw o as illustrations:

0 -  oh listen to the orders
Listen to the orders o f  the Portuguese
Men ! The Portuguese say, “ pay your pound” , etc.
Taxes are disliked everyw here!
Listen !
To the m ysteries!
A t Chingolanini it is said there died Chindodani
In poverty he died, this Chindodani o f  Chileni,
To fo llow  his father.
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W e hear this death is hushed up,
It is an affa irs  o f  the chiefs, etc.

This song is a lam ent fo r  the death o f  K atin i’s great friend  and 
the m usic is one o f  K in in i’s best com positions.

“ Be quiet w hile we older people explain  to you  about the 
German w ar. But really when the people are gathered the mzeno 
is ‘ full o f  chatter, hum our and local gossip .”  This M r. Tracey 
tells us is an N godo outstanding fo r  its m usical intensity and 
virility, its surging dances and its keenly hum orous and pointed 
lyrics. It has established G om ukom o’s position  as one o f  thé 
most g ifted  o f  liv ing Chopi musicians.

But there is fa r  m ore to an N godo than the mzeno. The w hole 
perform ance lasts up to forty -five  m inutes and is in ten or  m ore 
parts. F irst there is an orchestral introduction  w hich m ay have 
as many as five, but m ore usually three, different themes. The 
dancers then enter w ith orchestral accom panim ent. There is a 
vigorous call by  the dancers and then their dance, both to the 
music o f  the orchestra. Then com es the great song, w ith gentle 
swaying m ovem ents on the part o f  the dancers and so ft m usic 
by the timbila. In the next m ovem ent the dancers divide them 
selves into tw o groups and represent the councillors o f  the village 
in a way w hich is not altogether clear from  the analysis so fa r  
made. It is especially this section o f  the perform ance w hich has 
led to the N godo being called a w ar dance, but the relationship 
between the tw o parties is probably different fro m  N godo to 
Xgodo. There is a final perform ance by the dancers as one 
group a fter w hich they disband and the orchestra  ends the 
N'godo w ith a finale w hich  usually a repetition  o f  the opening 
lirst movement.

It is obvious that it is an accom plishm ent o f  a high order to 
keep thirteen or m ore tim bila, ranging from  double bass to 
treble, in tim e together, and when it is realized that the leader 
'»f the orchestra not only does this but gives the signals to the 
dancers to com m ence their song and their dance, some con* 
i eption o f  the artistic achievem ent o f  these Chopi m usicians can 
be grasped. Often, too, the leader o f  the orchestra  has com posed 
' he songs and the m usic, has m ade not only his ow n instrum ent 
but some o f  the others and has tuned them  before the com m ence
ment o f the N godo. Som eAo f  the m any variations played on the 
\ylophones are com posed by other p layers and fo r  the dances
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the leader is o f  course dependent upon his friends o f  the village.
M r. Tracey has prom ised us gram ophone records o f  some o f 

the best exam ples o f  this m usic. He is also continuing his study 
o f  Chopi m usic as well as the m usic o f  the other tribes in South
ern A fr ica . It is a great satisfaction  to know  that w ith the 
m odern techniques w hich will shortly be at his disposal he will 
be able to analyse this m usic as well as properly to record  it, and 

r he will also be in a position to help the players even on the Rand, 
v to get the proper m aterials fo r  their instrum ents.

Mr. Tracey has com e ju st in tim e to record  probably one o f  the 
highest achievem ents o f  the A fr ican s  in artistic exp ression, and 
fcThelp them to understand scientifically w hat they have been 
doing, so that they are less likely to have their m usical values 
disturbed by contact w ith the d ifferent m usical m odes o f  the 

| European world.
It is a great pleasure to congratulate Mr. T racey  on this work 

and to encourage him  to go forw a rd  w ith his studies o f  A frican  
music.

A. W. Hoernle.

N gom a ( A n  In troduction  to M usic fo r  Southern  A fr ic a n s ) . 
Hugh Tracey. (Longm ans, Green & Co. Ltd., Cape Tow n.) 
xx l plus 91 pp., illustrated, 9 /6 . \

A lthough the author in the opening sentence in this book declared 
uncom prom isingly that “ this is a book about A fr ica n  M usic for 
A fr ica n s”  I feel certain  that it contains much o f  interest not only 
to the European m usic student but also to those w ho have at 
heart the preservation o f  N ative culture in any o f  its form s. Mr. 
Tracey within the confines o f  his slender volum e ranges over 
a w ide field.

The sub-titles o f  the six chapters g ive some indication  o f  this. 
Chapter I deals w ith such philosophical aspects as “ Emotions 
and M oods” , “ Music and M agic” , “ R eligion and D ancing” .

The Second Chapter discusses purely physical phenomena. 
“ The Speed o f  Sound”  and “ R esonance”  fo r  instance; the third 
is devoted to the voice and vocal m usic, the fou rth  to problem s of 
language and the “ F low  o f  W ords” . Chapter V  brie fly  refers to 
A fr ica n  M usical instrum ents and their effect upon African 
M usic, and in the sixth and last chapter the author offers advice
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on such practical m atters as “ K eeping a N ote B ook” , “ P atro
nage”  and the “ A rran g in g  o f  P erform ances” .

A lthough these are all subjects w hich have been exhaustively 
treated by m any w riters be fore  this book, N gom a  is undoubtedly 
a pioneer w ork  fo r  it is w ritten  against a background o f  purely 
A fr ican  m usical trad ition— it is in fa c t  an attem pt to con fer 
upon that tradition  the benefits o f  the know ledge and experience 
o f European m usical practice and theory. One forg ives  the 
pioneer m any things and if, at times, one feels that Mr. Tracey 
pays insufficient tribute to the achievem ents o f  E uropean m usic, 
one realizes that it is due to the same excess o f  zeal w hich made 
Cecil Sharp (the great collector o f  B ritish F olk -S ongs) declare 
that the m elodies o f  M ozart and the other great m asters w ere 
not to be com pared to the rural ditties he had discovered in the 
country d istricts o f  Britain . This same excessive enthusiasm  
leads M r. Tracey to m ake such a statem ent as this “ Even the 
greatest and m ost com plicated o f  E uropean m usic is generally 
based upon the sim ple m elodies o f  the p e o p l e a  eulogising 
of folk-m usic w hich is not supported by a study o f  the w orks o f  
the greatest m asters o f  European music. H ow ever, this is a m ere 
side issue, o f  little im portance com pared w ith the great and 
difficult task the author has set him self. W hat that task is may 
be gathered from  this quotation from  the Forew ord. “ A fr ican  
music” , w rites Mr. Tracey, “ is fa r  from  dead. W ith careful 
guidance and a real understanding o f  their ow n genius, their 
musicians m ay yet have the opportunity o f  bring in g  to light one 
of the last untouched folk -m usics o f  the w orld , a m usic w hich 
should have w ide significance beyond their borders, and grow  
into an established culture as easily recognized fo r  exam ple as 
the Hungarian, H ebridean, G eorgian or South A m erican m usics” .

In an effort to supply that carefu l guidance Mr. Tracey has 
produced a book w hich is o f  real value not only because o f  its 
idiomatic presentation o f  basic theoretical principles, but because 
of its stim ulating effect upon other w orkers in this field. It very 
forcibly makes one realize how  m uch is w aiting to be done fo r  
African m usical culture, a culture w hich in m any w ays has 
arrived at a stage com parable to that achieved by European 
music a thousand years ago. Mr. T racey ’s enthusiasm  is in 
fectious and I can only hope it will stim ulate European m usicians 
to provide their A fr ica n  colleagues w ith detailed text books on
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