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Almost precisely at midnight, on the First of  October in the year 1800, 
several hundred black people completed a long and grueling transatlantic 
voyage. According to oral traditions that have survived to the present, the 
ordeal of  capture, incarceration on European ships, and forced removal 
IURP�WKHLU�FRXQWU\�RI �RULJLQ�KDG�WDNHQ�SODFH�QRW��DV�RQH�PLJKW�H[SHFW��RQ�
the shores of  Africa (Bilby 2005: 378-410). In fact, Africa was where the 
long journey ended�²�QRW��DV�RQH�PLJKW�H[SHFW��ZKHUH�LW�KDG�EHJXQ��7KH�
original point of  departure (and country of  origin) had actually been the 
Caribbean island of  Jamaica, on the other side of  the Atlantic Ocean.

The captives on this “reverse” transatlantic voyage were Jamaican 
Maroons – descendants of  enslaved Africans who had escaped from 
plantations and fought their enslavers to a standstill, forcing the British 
government in 1739 to sign a treaty recognizing their freedom and their 
right to a semi-autonomous territory of  their own in the interior of  the 
FRORQ\��1HDUO\� VL[�GHFDGHV�DIWHU� WKLV�� D�QHZO\�DUULYHG�FRORQLDO�JRYHUQRU��
Lord Balcarres, had provoked these Maroons into a second war. Unable to 
defeat them through force of  arms, the corrupt governor had resorted to 
trickery and had used false promises and duplicitous diplomacy to entrap 
them and deport them en masse from the island. 1 In 1796 they had been 

 An earlier version of  this chapter appeared as “Africa’s Creole Drum: The Gumbe as 
9HFWRU�DQG�6LJQLÀHU�RI �7UDQV�$IULFDQ�&UHROL]DWLRQ�µ�LQ�Creolization as Cultural Creativity, 
edited by Robert Baron and Ana C. Cara (Jackson: University Press of  Mississippi, 2011, 
pp. 137-177). The author gratefully acknowledges the University Press of  Mississippi 
for permission to reproduce the better part of  that chapter here.

1 For detailed accounts of  the Second Maroon War and the treachery of  the British 
governor that led to the deportation of  an entire community of  Maroons from Jamaica 
in 1796, told primarily from a Maroon perspective, see Bilby (1984; 2005: 378-382).

Kenneth Bilby

Reclaiming Diaspora in African 
THE TRANSATLANTIC “RETURN” OF AFRO-AMERICAN MUSICS 

TO AFRICA

A CASE STUDY
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sent against their wishes to Nova Scotia in Canada. After four trying years 
LQ�WKLV�KDUVK�FOLPDWH��WKH\�ÀQDOO\�DUULYHG�LQ�WKH�ÁHGJOLQJ�FRORQ\�RI �6LHUUD�
Leone on the coast of  West Africa.

The story of  these Jamaican Maroons who ended up in Sierra Leone 
points to an important but often neglected dimension of  the African 
GLDVSRULF� H[SHULHQFH� WKDW� KDV� EHJXQ� WR� UHFHLYH� LQFUHDVLQJ� DWWHQWLRQ� LQ�
recent years: the “return” of  Africans and their descendants from the 
Americas to their continent of  origin. 2 7KH�0DURRQV�ZKR�ZHUH�H[LOHG�
from Jamaica at the end of  the 18th century were among the earliest of  
WKHVH�´UHWXUQHHVµ�²�DQG�FHUWDLQO\�DPRQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�WR�PDNH�WKLV�´UHYHUVHµ�
YR\DJH�LQ�ODUJH�QXPEHUV��DV�D�JURXS��1HDUO\�VL[�KXQGUHG�VWURQJ��WKH\�ZHUH�
able to bring much of  the robust Afro-creole culture their ancestors had 
forged in Jamaica across the ocean with them. Among the things they 
carried with them was the knowledge of  a distinctive type of  musical 
instrument – an unusual square frame drum with four legs, known as 
gumbe.

This study follows the transatlantic trajectory of  this Caribbean drum, 
H[DPLQLQJ� D� QXPEHU� RI � TXHVWLRQV� UDLVHG� E\� LWV� WUDQVSODQWDWLRQ� IURP�
American to African soil. Even more remarkable than the journey of  
the gumbe drum from Jamaica to Africa is the fact that, once there, this 
Afro-Caribbean instrument became the basis for a series of  important 
QHZ�PXVLFDO�DQG�VRFLDO�GHYHORSPHQWV��$IWHU�EHFRPLQJ�ÀUPO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�
LQ�)UHHWRZQ��6LHUUD�/HRQH�GXULQJ� WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI �RI � WKH���th century, the 
gumbe drum diffused across much of  West and Central Africa, and certain 

2 As Michael Gomez (2006: 11) points out, “Africa itself  would be profoundly impacted 
by these returnees [from the Americas], especially in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and 
Nigeria, so that while an understanding of  the Americas is unattainable without an 
appreciation of  the African background, Africa itself  cannot be understood without 
recourse not only to the transatlantic slave trade, but also to the consequences 
of  the reversal of  that trade, consequences that continue to reverberate.” Recent 
studies focusing on particular manifestations of  this diasporic “return” include 
Blyden (2000) and Campbell (2006). The implications of  such “return” migration 
for anthropological theory, and the need to conceive of  it as part of  a larger Afro- 
Atlantic “dialogue” rather than a one-way reverse movement, are discussed notably 
in the work of  J. Lorand Matory (2005; 2006). Scholarship on musical “return” or 
“feedback” from the Americas to Africa includes many works by John Collins, and a 
recent study by Richard Shain (2002), showing how Cuban popular music has spurred 
many new creative developments in Senegal during the 20th century.
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musical and social practices, characteristics, and tendencies appear to have 
spread along with it.13

�� ,�DP�QRW�WKH�ÀUVW�WR�SURSRVH�What the gumbe drum originally came to Africa along 
with the Jamaican Maroons who arrived in Sierra Leone in 1800. That distinction 
JRHV� WR� 0DXG� &XQH\�+DUH�� VR� IDU� DV� ,� NQRZ�� VKH� ZDV� WKH� ÀUVW� WR� VXJJHVW� WKLV�
derivation in print, in an article in which she states, “the Gumbia is the name of  
the drum of  the Maroons of  Sierra Leone – it is also known in Jamaica” (Cuney-
Hare 1918: 50). She reiterated this idea of  a Jamaican Maroon origin particularly 
clearly in a list of  African instruments she published in 1936, in which she again 
PHQWLRQV�D�GUXP�FDOOHG�´JXPELD�µ�6KH�GHÀQHV� WKLV�DV�´WKH�GUXP�RI � WKH�0DURRQV�
of  Sierra Leone,” adding that “it is also known in Jamaica from which Maroons 
were taken to Nova Scotia and thence to Sierra Leone” (Cuney-Hare 1936: 393). My 
own “discovery” of  this path of  transmission dates back to 1977, when, immediately 
after spending a summer in Sierra Leone (where I recorded a group of  Krio gumbe 
PXVLFLDQV� LQ�)UHHWRZQ���,�KHDGHG�WR�-DPDLFD�WR�EHJLQ�HWKQRJUDSKLF�ÀHOGZRUN�ZLWK�
-DPDLFDQ�0DURRQV��6KRUWO\�DIWHU�DUULYLQJ�LQ�-DPDLFD�IRU�WKLV�ÀHOGZRUN��,�HQFRXQWHUHG�
the Maroon gumbe drum of  Accompong (which I had earlier read about in writings 
by Katherine Dunham [1946] and others). Not long after this – with help from John 
Rudel, a drummer then studying for a degree at Wesleyan, and Joe Galeota, another 
drummer who had previously studied in Ghana, where he had built a Ga-style gome 
drum of  his own – I began to gather additional information on the gumbe drum, 
with a view to establishing the details of  its passage from Jamaica to Africa. Around 
1979 I gave a number of  classes at Wesleyan University in which I sketched out and 
discussed this story of  likely “transatlantic return.” In fact, as I later discovered, I 
was but one among a number of  researchers – including Judith Bettelheim, John 
Collins, Barbara Hampton, and Flemming Harrev – who had independently begun 
to investigate this question around the same time, and had come to more or less the 
same conclusions. Since learning of  their shared interests in the late 1980s and early 
��V��,�KDYH�H[FKDQJHG�FRQVLGHUDEOH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�YDULDQWV�RI �WKH�JXPEH�GUXP�
with each of  these scholars. John Collins and Flemming Harrev, in particular, deserve 
WR� EH� VLQJOHG� RXW� IRU� VSHFLDO�PHQWLRQ��&ROOLQV� KDV� FDUULHG� RXW� WKH�PRVW� H[WHQVLYH�
research on new genres of  African popular music to date, including certain gumbe 
– based styles, and has been untiring in his attempts to increase public awareness of  
the story of  the gumbe’s “return” from the Caribbean to Africa (see Lusk 1999); his 
FRQWULEXWLRQ��ZKLFK�DOVR�LQFOXGHV�D�JRRG�GHDO�RI �VFKRODUVKLS�RQ�RWKHU�H[DPSOHV�RI �
“musical feedback” from the Americas to Africa, has been tremendous (see Collins 
1985a; 1985b; 1987; 1989; 1994: 311-331; 2004; 2007). Harrev has undertaken the 
PRVW�H[WHQVLYH�VXUYH\�VR�IDU�RI �WKH�JXPEH�LQ�$IULFD��XQHDUWKLQJ�PDQ\�VRXUFHV�WKDW�
have helped create a clearer picture of  the instrument’s spread (and its role in the 
emergence of  new forms of  popular music) across much of  the continent. With 
FRQVLGHUDEOH�MXVWLÀFDWLRQ��+DUUHY�KDV�DUJXHG�WKDW�WKH�VWRU\�RI �WKH�JXPEH�UHTXLUHV�XV�
to push the history of  urban popular music in Africa much farther back in time than 
is usually done – all the way back, in fact, to the beginning of  the 19th century. His 
three important papers on the topic, unfortunately, remain unpublished (see Harrev 
1997, 1998, 2001). I would like to thank all of  the above-named colleagues for their 
help and their generosity in sharing information. I am grateful as well to the late Jean 
Rouch, Ian Hancock, Richard Graham, Robert Nicholls, John Chernoff, Ivor Miller, 
and Isabela de AraQ]DGL�IRU�SURYLGLQJ�KHOSIXO�PDWHULDOV�DQG�H[FKDQJLQJ�LGHDV�ZLWK�PH�
about the origins of  the gumbe.
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The questions raised� E\� WKLV� FRPSOH[� VWRU\� RI � WUDQVRFHDQLF� DQG�
transcontinental musical and cultural transmission have as much to do with 
change, adaptation, and shifts in identity as with cultural continuities and 
VKDUHG�YDOXHV�DQG�DHVWKHWLFV��+RZ�GLG�WKH�JXPEH�ORVH�LWV�VSHFLÀF�HWKQLF�
association with its original Jamaican Maroon “owners” in Sierra Leone? 
How did it come to be attached to other groups and identities? What are 
VRPH�RI �WKH�IDFWRUV�WKDW�KHOS�WR�H[SODLQ�LWV�VSUHDG�QRW�RQO\�IURP�0DURRQV�
to other populations in Sierra Leone, but subsequently, over a period of  
more than a century, to a wide range of  peoples in several different parts 
of  the African continent? Why would this particular drum and the kinds 
of  music played on it, and dances danced to it, be so appealing to people 
from widely varying cultural backgrounds dispersed across such a vast 
geographic area? And why would this particular drum be more likely than 
any other to be seized upon and used for the kinds of  performance events 
in Africa associated with rapid cultural change? In short, why did the 
gumbe become “Africa’s creole drum”? 4

As this epithet suggests, the gumbe presents us with unique opportunities 
IRU� WKH� VWXG\� DQG� DQDO\VLV� RI � FUHROL]DWLRQ�� ERWK� DV� D� ÁXLG� VRFLDO� SURFHVV�
occurring over time and a cultural phenomenon that, in order to be 
meaningful, always entails some degree of  continuity with multiple pasts. 
After following the trail of  the gumbe over more than a century and a half, 
VWRSSLQJ�DORQJ�WKH�ZD\�WR�FRQVLGHU�D�IHZ�VSHFLÀF�HWKQRJUDSKLF�VLWHV��,�ZLOO�
return to these broader themes, concluding with a discussion of  some of  
WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�LQVLJKWV�WR�EH�JDLQHG�IURP�WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�H[DPSOH�RI �RQJRLQJ�
musical creolization.

4 In choosing this evocative phrase, I intentionally pay homage to the book Creole Drum 
(Voorhoeve and Lichtveld 1975), a path-breaking study of  literature and verbal arts in 
Sranan Tongo, the creole lingua franca of  Suriname. Much can be gleaned from that 
book about processes of  creolization – linguistic, musical, and cultural more broadly – 
but the book’s connection with some of  the points I intend to make here is perhaps best 
illustrated by the authors’ description of  “creole drum” (krioro dron in Sranan Tongo) 
as the part in a particular Afro-Surinamese dance and music cycle “in which everyone 
[without distinction] gets the opportunity to venture his [or her] criticism in songs of  his 
[or her] own making” (19). Of  course, the title I have chosen is also appropriate in the 
more obvious sense that the emergent African ethnic group in Freetown, Sierra Leone 
that originally adopted the gumbe drum as its own eventually became known (and still is 
today) – for reasons very germane to this study – as Creoles (spelled Krio in more recent 
times). Finally, the title also suggests the drum’s ongoing association with “creolization” 
SURFHVVHV�DV�LW�EHFDPH�GHWDFKHG�IURP�WKLV�VSHFLÀF�6LHUUD�/HRQHDQ�&UHROH�HWKQLF�JURXS�
and spread across West and Central Africa.
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A Caribbean drum lands on African shores

How far back in time can we trace the gumbe, and what grounds do we have 
for styling it a “creole” drum? So far as I have been able to determine, the earliest 
written references to a square or rectangular frame drum bearing this name come 
from Jamaica, and they go back no further than the late 18th century. 5 Variants of  
this instrument continue to occur in later historical writings on the Anglophone 
Caribbean. During the early 19th century, the gumbe was associated with a variety 
RI�VRFLDO�FRQWH[WV�RQ�-DPDLFDQ�VODYH�SODQWDWLRQV��%\�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�FHQWXU\��WKH�
instrument begins to crop up in descriptions from other parts of the Caribbean and 
1RUWK�$PHULFD�DV�ZHOO��$�KDQGIXO�RI�VFKRODUV�QRWHG�WKH�FRQWLQXLQJ�H[LVWHQFH�RI�WKH�
gumbe in rural parts of Jamaica during the 20th century. By that time, it had come to 
EH�LGHQWLÀHG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�ZLWK�WKH�0DURRQ�FRPPXQLW\�RI�$FFRPSRQJ��LQ�WKH�ZHVWHUQ�
SDUW�RI�WKH�LVODQG��EXW�LWV�H[LVWHQFH�ZDV�DOVR�UHSRUWHG�LQ�FRQMXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�D�SDUWLFXODU�
variant of the masked dance known as “John Canoe” (also known as Jonkonnu, or 
Jankunu) that was practiced in non – Maroon areas (Beckwith 1929; Roberts 1924). 6

�� 7KH�ÀUVW�FOHDU�UHIHUHQFH�WR�D�VTXDUH�RU�UHFWDQJXODU�JXPEH�GUXP�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�LQ�/RQJ��������������
where it is reported in conjunction with “John Canoe” (Jankunu) festivities in Jamaica. Square 
frame drums do occasionally appear in historical accounts from other parts of the Caribbean, 
as well as 19th-century North Carolina in conjunction with the “John Kuner” festival (where the 
QDPH�´JXPED�ER[µ�LV�QRWHG����7KH�ROGHVW�UHSRUW�RI�D�VTXDUH�IUDPH�GUXP�WKDW�,�NQRZ�RI�IURP�
a Caribbean location other than Jamaica comes [indirectly, via the Virgin Islands] from Antigua, 
and was published in 1777, although the name of the drum is not mentioned; in this account of  
D�VODYH�IXQHUDO��LW�LV�VWDWHG�WKDW� ẂKH�GUXPV�FRQVLVWHG�RI�VPDOO�VTXDUH�ER[HV�RYHU�ZKLFK�VNLQV�KDG�
been stretched” [Oldendorp 1987 [1777]: 264]. My thanks to Robert Nicholls for this reference.) 
For several other 18th – and 19th-century accounts of drums called gumbe (spelled a number of  
ways) in Jamaica and other parts of the Caribbean, see Abrahams and Szwed (1983). In any case, 
MXGJLQJ�IURP�WKH�QXPEHU�DQG�IUHTXHQF\�RI�UHSRUWV�IURP�-DPDLFD��DQG�WKH�FRQWLQXLQJ�H[LVWHQFH�RI �
the instrument there in several different areas even today (see Bilby 1997; 2007), Jamaica appears 
WR�EH�WKH�SDUWLFXODU�&DULEEHDQ�ORFDWLRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�D�VTXDUH�IUDPH�GUXP�NQRZQ�DV�JXPEH�ÀUVW�
HPHUJHG�DQG�KDG�WKH�PRVW�VLJQLÀFDQW�LPSDFW�DQG�WKH�ZLGHVW�ORFDO�GLVWULEXWLRQ��5LFKDUG�*UDKDP�
�SHUVRQDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��0DUFK��������ZKR�KDV�FDUULHG�RXW�H[WHQVLYH�RUJDQRORJLFDO�UHVHDUFK�RQ�
a number of Caribbean instruments, suggests that the gumbe might have developed as an Afro-
creole innovation (whether in Jamaica or another Caribbean location) by slaves or free blacks 
skilled in carpentry, perhaps using old chairs or tables as frames or as partial models for frames. 
(The presence of functionless “legs” on the Jamaican gumbe, as well as the Sierra Leone gumbe 
and some of those in other parts of Africa derived from it, lends support to this idea.)

6 Variants of the square or rectangular frame drum known as gumbe continue to be found in Jamaica 
today not only in Accompong, but in the Windward Maroon communities of Charles Town and 
Scot’s Hall on the other side of the island, as well as in a number of non-Maroon communities; in 
the latter, it is still associated with Jankunu masquerading and dancing, as well as spirit possession and 
KHDOLQJ��VHH�%LOE\��������������������,WV�RFFXUUHQFH�LQ�WKHVH�ZLGHO\�VHSDUDWHG�SUHVHQW�GD\�FRQWH[WV�
suggests that this drum had a broad distribution in Jamaica during the slavery period, and that it 
might actually have developed over time into a kind of pan-African-Jamaican (Afro-creole) drum 
used by slaves (as well as Maroons), regardless of ethnic background, across the island.
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Not surprisingly, when confronted with this unusual drum, scholars generally 
assumed an African origin. And when they turned to the African continent for 
FRQÀUPDWLRQ��WKH\�LQGHHG�IRXQG�VTXDUH�RU�UHFWDQJXODU�IUDPH�GUXPV�WKHUH�ZLWK�
cognate names that could reasonably be thought of as precursors. 7 But the 
evidence now available suggests that these African gumbe drums are actually 
derived from the Caribbean gumbe rather than the other way around. 8 It is not 
SRVVLEOH�LQ�WKH�DPRXQW�RI�VSDFH�DYDLODEOH�KHUH�WR�H[DPLQH�LQ�DQ\�GHWDLO�WKH�JURZLQJ�
body of evidence pointing in this direction, but the line of reasoning that leads to 
this conclusion will emerge in the course of the discussion that follows. Lending 
additional strength to this conclusion is the fact that neither I nor others have 
EHHQ�DEOH�WR�ORFDWH�DQ\�PHQWLRQV�RI�DQ�LQVWUXPHQW�ÀWWLQJ�WKLV�GHVFULSWLRQ��ZKHWKHU�
called by this or another name, from anywhere on the African continent before 
1800. Indeed, I know of no unambiguous descriptions of such an instrument in 
Africa even during the 19th century (although there are good reasons to believe 

7 Lacking the evidence regarding migration from Jamaica to Sierra Leone that I provide 
in the present study, both André Schaeffner and Jean Rouch concluded that the 
JXPEH�GUXP�RULJLQDWHG�LQ�$IULFD��WKRXJK�QHLWKHU�ZDV�DEOH�WR�VSHFLI\�H[DFWO\�ZKHUH��
6FKDHIIQHU� ������������JXHVVHG� WKDW�´LWV� H[LVWHQFH� LQ�$IULFD� LV� DQFLHQW�RU� UHODWLYHO\�
ancient” (my translation) – based on the fact that there were reports of  its use among 
Africans in the Americas going back to the 18th century, and also because drums of  
WKLV�H[DFW�GHVLJQ�ZHUH�QRW�GRFXPHQWHG�DQ\ZKHUH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�H[FHSW�LQ�$IULFD�DQG�
parts of  the Americas with African populations. Rouch, in contrast, believed that 
the gumbe was “no doubt of  Mandingo origin” (Rouch and Fulchignoni 2003: 167); 
but he never presented any evidence to support this assertion. (He may have been 
relying on Ortiz [1952: 417], who speculated, on the basis of  scant evidence, that the 
Jamaican gumbe might have been “of  Mandinga origin.”)

�� 7KH� WKHVLV� RI � D� -DPDLFDQ�0DURRQ� RULJLQ� IRU� WKH� $IULFDQ� JXPEH�� ÀUVW� GHYHORSHG�
by Bettelheim, Collins, Hampton, Harrev, and myself  (though earlier suggested by 
Cuney-Hare), has yet to gain wide acceptance, though it has been acknowledged in 
a handful of  scholarly publications. For instance, John Storm Roberts (1998: 259), 
citing myself  and John Collins, states that “there is evidence the goombay or gumbe 
drum – a distinctive Jamaican neo-African instrument – had been brought to the 
West African coast by the 1820s.” He also writes that the gumbe was “developed 
LQ� -DPDLFD�RQ�$IULFDQ�SULQFLSOHV�DQG� UH�H[SRUWHG� WR�$IULFD� LQ� WKH�HDUO\�QLQHWHHQWK�
FHQWXU\µ� ������ ,PSH\� ������� ������ FLWLQJ� -RKQ�&ROOLQV� �������� VWDWHV� WKDW� ´WKH�ÀUVW�
popular music of  West Africa is believed to have developed in Freetown, Sierra 
Leone. Its style became known as gome or gombay, and it is believed to have derived 
from the gumbay, a frame drum brought to Freetown by freed Jamaican slaves in 
the early 1900s [sic].” Likewise, Horton (1999: 230), clearly relying on the work of  
Collins, writes that “the name gumbe must have been brought from Jamaica to Sierra 
Leone by various groups who returned to Africa around the late eighteenth and early 
QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXULHV«�>LQFOXGLQJ@�D�QXPEHU�RI �0DURRQV�IURP�-DPDLFD�>ZKR@�DUULYHG�
in 1800.” Also apparently on the basis of  Collins’s work, Salm and Falola (2002: 173) 
state of  the closely-related Ghanaian gome drum that “it is believed that it was brought 
from Jamaica via Fernando Po.”
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that the occasional references to a musical genre called “goombay” in the 19th- 
FHQWXU\�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�6LHUUD�/HRQH�DUH�WLHG�WR�WKLV�VSHFLÀF�GUXP��DV�ZH�VKDOO�VHH���%\�
the mid-twentieth century, in contrast, mentions of square or rectangular frame 
drums known as gumbe, or sometimes by other names, were common in Africa. 
Remarkably, these descriptions come from several widely separated parts of the 
continent – a matter to which we shall return shortly.

Let me sketch out a plausible scenario that will help to illustrate how this 
likely occurred. We have no direct evidence that the Maroons who left Jamaica in 
May 1796 brought any drums on the ship with them, nor that they used drums 
during their four-year stay in Nova Scotia. Not suprisingly, the sparse written 
documentation that has so far been brought to light reveals very little about the 
0DURRQV·�H[SUHVVLYH�FXOWXUH��ZKLFK�ZDV�YLHZHG�E\�WKH�FRORQLDO�RIÀFLDOV�HQWUXVWHG�
with their care as a hindrance to their “civilization.” But historian Allistair Hinds 
(2001: 213) points out that in Nova Scotia “the Maroons were settled in a manner 
which made it easy for them to retain the sociopolitical structures and attitudes 
which they brought with them from Jamaica. As the Report of  the Maroon 
Committee put it, they were kept together in ‘a body forming a distinct colony, 
and preserving all the habits and prejudices of  Maroons [in Jamaica]’.”

In 1798, some two years into their stay in Canada, the Maroons, disillusioned 
with the harsh climate, bound themselves to a collective oath intended to 
ensure their removal to another country. According to Benjamin Gray, the 
clergyman who had been assigned to them, the oath-taking was “attended with 
a dreadful religious ceremony” (215). 9 Gray also reported that “Christianity 
failed to make an impact because even though they attended church ‘a great 
many of  the Maroons were so far unacquainted with our own language, as 
not to comprehend fully what was addressed to them from the pulpit’” (218). 
To make matters worse, “the Maroons objected to Gray’s involvement in their 
marriage and burial cerermonies,” and as a result, according to the missionary, 
their interments were generally “thH�RFFDVLRQ�RI �IHVWLYH�H[FHVVµ��LELG��

As “Governor Wentworth [of  Nova Scotia] attempted to cleanse the 
Jamaicans of  their ‘dirty’ habits” (Picart 1996: 175), the Maroons apparently 

9 For a detailed discussion of  African-derived oath-taking practices, both historical 
and contemporary, among Maroons in both Jamaica and the Guianas, see Bilby 
(1997).
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stayed true to their oath, practicing the culture they had brought with them 
while biding their time and continuing to agitate for relocation to a country 
with a more suitable climate. During this period, according to one source,

The Trelawny’s [i.e. Maroons’] burials were never performed by 
a chaplain of  the established church. While they lived on Preston 
HVWDWH� >QHDU�+DOLID[@�� WKH\�FRQWLQXHG�WR�FRQGXFW�WKHLU�EXULDOV� LQ�WKH�
Coromantee rituals. The deceased was simply taken to a place of  
rest where he/she would then be buried under a heap of  stones. 
Various articles that were deemed necessary to help the individual on 
the voyage to the other world were buried as well. The usual articles 
included such things as a bottle of  rum, a pipe and tobacco, and two 
GD\V·�IRRG�UDWLRQV��6LQJLQJ��ZKLFK�SHUSOH[HG�VRPH�1RYD�6FRWLDQV��ZDV�
part of  the service. Since singing at funerals was not unusual in Nova 
Scotia, it might have been ancient African burial songs the Maroons 
ZHUH�FKDQWLQJ�GXULQJ�WKHLU�IXQHUDOV��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�H[SODLQ�ZK\�1RYD�
6FRWLDQV� IRXQG� WKHP� SHUSOH[LQJ�� 2QH� PHPEHU� RI � WKH� +RXVH� RI �
Assembly was bewildered after learning that the singing he heard was 
actually accompanying a Maroon burial. (Picart 1996: 1975).

&OHDUO\��WKURXJKRXW�WKHLU�H[LOH�LQ�1RYD�6FRWLD��WKH�0DURRQV�KDG�PDLQWDLQHG�
a high degree of  social solidarity and cultural integrity, and there can be no 
doubt that their traditional religion, from which their music and dance were 
inseparable, had played a large part in this. The attempts of  the local authorities 
to convert and acculturate them had been, in Hinds’s words, “a dismal failure” 
(Hinds 2001: 218). Indeed, it was partly because of  this failure that the idea of  
permanent settlement in Nova Scotia was abandoned by the authorities, and a 
GHFLVLRQ�ZDV�ÀQDOO\�PDGH��OHVV�WKDQ�IRXU�\HDUV�DIWHU�WKHLU�DUULYDO��WR�VHQG�WKHP�
to the new colony of  Sierra Leone on the West African coast. 10

Once again, the written documentation is silent on whether there were any 
drums on board the ship that carried the Maroons to Sierra Leone, or whether 
they engaged in any performances of music or dance while en route to Africa. 
But given what we know of their time in Nova Scotia, it is safe to assume that a 
substantial portion of their religious (and thus musical) culture crossed the ocean 
along with them. This is suggested, for instance, by a report made almost two 

10 For further information on the stay of  the Jamaican Maroons in Nova Scotia, see 
Winks (1971: 78-95), Campbell (1990), Lockett (1999), and Hinds (2001).
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years after their arrival in Sierra Leone, which stated that they still “believed in 
Acompang, whom they called the God of Heaven” (Archibald 1889-91: 153). 11

In fact, we have very good evidence to support the idea that the Maroons 
brought their traditional ceremonial music and dance with them to Sierra 
Leone. For George Ross, the British employee of  the Sierra Leone Company 
who accompanied the Maroons on their voyage from Nova Scotia to Sierra 
Leone, kept a journal recording certain parts of  this journey, as well as a 
QXPEHU�RI �HYHQWV�WKDW�RFFXUUHG�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�IHZ�PRQWKV�DIWHU�WKHLU�DUULYDO�
in Sierra Leone. In his entry for October 23, 1800, roughly three weeks after 
he and the Maroons had disembarked in Africa, Ross attended a Maroon 
funeral in the vicinity of  Freetown, at which one of  the Maroons “chant[ed] 
over the corpse before burial.” Ross goes on to comment on “some of  the 
Maroon songs sung this evening.” He also mentions that the night before, 
the Maroons’ elderly leader, Montague James, had sung “a koromantyn song 
ZLWK�JUHDW�HDUQHVWQHVV�µ�DQG�WKDW� WKLV�KDG�´HOHFWULÀHG�DOO� WKH�0DURRQV�ZKR�
heard it” (Campbell 1993: 28). In a couple of  other journal entries written 
over the following days, Ross makes a few ambiguous references to drums 
and drumming among the Maroons (though he does not offer any actual 
descriptions of  drums, and never mentions the word gumbe).

7KH� 0DURRQ� FRPPXQLW\� RI � $FFRPSRQJ�� ZKLFK� VWLOO� H[LVWV� LQ� WKH� KLOOV�
of  western Jamaica, can help us to interpret this fragmentary information. 
The Accompong Maroons were originally part of  the same larger group of  
Maroons to which those who were deported to Sierra Leone – the Trelawny 
Town Maroons – had belonged. (The people of  Accompong Town and 
those of  Trelawny Town in fact constituted a single Maroon ethnic group and 
polity, known to the British as the Leeward Maroons). When war broke out 
in 1795, the Maroons of  Accompong had refused to join their sister Leeward 
community of  Trelawny Town in the rebellion (Bilby 2005: 379). Because of  

11 “Acompang” in this passage is probably a distortion of  a West African Akan word 
for the Supreme Being, such as Asante-Twi “Onyankopong” (in the Kromanti ritual 
language of  the Windward Maroons of  Jamaica, a cognate term, “Yankipong,” still 
carries this sense [Bilby 2005: 483]). Much confusion has been caused by the similarity 
of  “Accompong” (the name of  the surviving Leeward Maroon community in western 
Jamaica) and “Onyankopong,” and the assertion that the former is derived from the 
latter is repeated and uncritically accepted in a wide variety of  sources. It is more 
likely, however, that “Accompong” (since the town was named after a prominent 
0DURRQ� XQGHU�RIÀFHU� VDLG� WR� KDYH� EHHQ� WKH� EURWKHU� RI �&XGMRH�� WKH� ��WK�FHQWXU\�
leader of  the Leeward Maroons) is derived from “Akyeampong,” a personal name 
common among speakers of  a number of  Akan languages.
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this, the Accompong Maroons were allowed to remain on the island, while 
their brothers and sisters from Trelawny Town were deported to Nova Scotia 
and then Sierra Leone. Today, in the Jamaican community of  Accompong, 
Kromanti [“koromantyn,” in Ross’s 1800 rendering] songs are still sung at 
Maroon funerals and certain other kinds of  ceremonies; and these songs, along 
with various others, are sometimes backed with the Maroon drum called gumbe 
– the same square frame drum with which we are concerned here. 12 There can 
EH� OLWWOH�GRXEW� WKDW� WKH�0DURRQ�.URPDQWL�PXVLFDO� WUDGLWLRQ�EULHÁ\�JOLPSVHG�
by Ross in Sierra Leone in 1800 and the Maroon Kromanti musical tradition 
still practiced by Accompong Maroons in Jamaica today are cognate. Given the 
central role of  the gumbe drum in the Accompong tradition, it seems virtually 
certain – especially when all the other evidence is considered – that the very 
closely-related Trelawny Maroons who were deported to Sierra Leone brought 
the gumbe drum, or the knowledge of  how to make it, with them.

Indeed, the Accompong Maroon gumbe drum I photographed 
in Jamaica in 1978 and the West African Krio (Creole) gumbe drum I 
photographed in Freetown, Sierra Leone a few months earlier, in 1977, are 
VR�VLPLODU��DQG�VKDUH�VXFK�D�GLVWLQFWLYH�GHVLJQ��WKDW�LW�LV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�DYRLG�
the conclusion that the latter is derived from the former. Both are square 
frame drums that resemble a stool, with four legs, and they feature the 
same unusual tuning mechanism, consisting of  an inner frame driven by 
wedges against a skin stretched over an outer frame 13 [see Figures 5-8].

12 For discussions of  Accompong Maroon musical traditions, see Roberts (1926), Dunham 
(1946), Bilby (1981, 1992) and DjeDje (1998). All four authors provide background on the 
LPSRUWDQW�UROH�SOD\HG�E\�WKH�JXPEH�GUXP�LQ�0DURRQ�FHUHPRQLDO�FRQWH[WV��'MH'MH��������
115) provides a transcription of  one Accompong Kromanti song. Bilby (1992) includes an 
DXGLR�H[DPSOH�RI �D�YHUVLRQ�RI �WKH�VDPH�VRQJ��SHUIRUPHG�D�FDSSHOOD��

13 The famous musicologist and organologist André Schaeffner was particularly intrigued 
by the gumbe, partly because of  its unusual, highly distinctive design, and partly because 
it was found so widely in Africa (sometimes appearing under other names). This led him 
WR� XQGHUWDNH� WKH� ÀUVW� FRPSDUDWLYH� VWXG\� RI � VTXDUH� IUDPH� GUXPV�� 3RLQWLQJ� RXW� WKDW� QR�
instrument of  this type was attested anywhere in Brazil or Europe, and that drums with 
a square shape were rare outside of  Africa, he went on to assert that “the tuning system is 
absolutely unusual and derived from no other.” (Ortiz [1952: 415-419] encountered a drum 
of  more or less the same design in Santiago de Cuba, but concluded that it was derived 
from the Jamaican gumbe drum; in all likelihood, this drum reached eastern Cuba via the 
migration of  Jamaican laborers there during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.) Because 
of  its rareness, Schaeffner concludes that this peculiar instrument is in all likelihood “an 
African invention” (Schaeffner 1964: 239-240; my translation) (see note 7). Apparently, he 
was unaware of  the mass migration of  Jamaican Maroons to Sierra Leone in 1800, or of  the 
LPSRUWDQW�UROH�SOD\HG�E\�D�VTXDUH�IUDPH�GUXP�FDOOHG�JXPEH��LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�WKH�H[DFW�VDPH�
rare tuning mechanism) among contemporary Jamaican Maroons.
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From Maroon drum to Krio (Creole) drum

What changes did the Jamaican Maroon gumbe undergo in Sierra 
Leone as the 19th century unfolded? In short, it became the basis of  a 
QHZ�SRSXODU�GDQFH�PXVLF� LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�WKH�PL[HG�$IUR�$PHULFDQ�DQG�
African population that came to be known as Creoles; this new genre 
eventually took the name of  the drum itself, becoming known as gumbe.

&UHROH� VRFLHW\� LQ�6LHUUD�/HRQH�HPHUJHG� IURP�DQ�DPD]LQJO\� FRPSOH[�
coming together of  diverse peoples. The cultural process involved was 
strangely reminiscent of  what had already transpired a thousand times 
over on the other side of  the ocean, beginning some three centuries 
earlier, when African people of  multiple origins were thrown together 
on the slave plantations and in the towns of  the Caribbean. In the 
HDUOLHVW�\HDUV�RI �WKH�6LHUUD�/HRQH�H[SHULPHQW��WKH�NH\�SOD\HUV�DPRQJ�WKH�
subalterns newly introduced into the colony were the Jamaican Maroons, 
together with the so-called “Settler” population that had preceded them, 
composed of  a few thousand black Nova Scotians with origins in Virginia 
and South Carolina. But in the following decades, the situation changed 
drastically as the capital of  Freetown became one of  the main destinations 
for thousands of  “Recaptives” or Liberated Africans – people who had 
been captured and enslaved along the coast of  West Africa, only to be 
intercepted by British patrols before the ships in which they had been 
imprisoned could reach the Americas. These individuals, who came from a 
JUHDW�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�UHJLRQV�DQG�ZHUH�FXOWXUDOO\�H[WUHPHO\�KHWHURJHQHRXV��
constituted the bulk of  the population that was rapidly to evolve into a 
new people known as Creoles.

In the early years, each of  these distinct groups – the “Settlers” (African-
Americans who had come via Nova Scotia), the Maroons from Jamaica, 
and the Liberated Africans – was internally differentiated. According to 
Claude George (1904: 198), “the Settlers [i.e. Nova Scotians] belong to 
a variety of  African tribes whom the accident of  slavery had brought 
together, but had by no means lost their original languages, which were 
not as various as those of  the Liberated Africans.” To judge by present-
day oral evidence (Bilby 2005: 79-87), the Maroons too – though they 
had already evolved a distinctive Afro-creole society and culture of  their 
own by this time – probably still displayed internal cultural differences 
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WKDW�UHÁHFWHG�WKHLU�GLYHUVH�$IULFDQ�HWKQLF�RULJLQV��%XW�WKH�JURXS�WKDW�ZDV�
by far the most heterogeneous (as well as the largest) was the Liberated 
Africans. 14 Indeed, this group may well have represented the most diverse 
population on the entire continent of  Africa at that time. According 
to George (1904: 198), “the term Liberated Africans [in Sierra Leone] 
comprises by far the most varied and multifarious elements found to 
H[LVW�RQ�WKH�:HVW�&RDVW�RI �$IULFD��IURP�WKH�*ROG�&RDVW�GRZQ�WR�1LJULWLD��
viz. the Cromanties, the Popos, the Yorubas, including Egbas, Ijebus, 
Kankajas, Gbomnas, the inhabitants of  the Niger territories, Congo, 
Fernandopo, Cameroons, etc.” Gary Stewart and John Amman provide 
us with a particularly effective indication of  the sheer diversity of  the 
emerging Creole society of  Sierra Leone. “By the early 1850s,” they 
state, “a German missionary named Sigismund Koelle had documented 
160 languages and 40 dialects among Freetown citizens who had come 
to the colony from up and down the West African coast and as far east 
as Malawi and Mozambique. Names of  areas within the colony like 
&RQJR�7RZQ�DQG�.URR�7RZQ�UHÁHFWHG� WKLV� DVWRQLVKLQJ�GLYHUVLW\��7KH�
PL[� RI � SHRSOH� SURGXFHG� )UHHWRZQ·V� &UHROH� FRPPXQLW\� ²� QRZ� FDOOHG�
.ULR�²�ZKRVH�(XURSHDQ�LQÁXHQFHG�FXOWXUH�DQG� ODQJXDJH�²�DOVR�FDOOHG�
Krio – came to dominate the region” (Stewart and Amman 2007: 20). 15  
According to Akintola Wyse (and a number of  earlier authors he cites), 
“this motley collection of  Africans ‘represented about as heterogeneous 
an assemblage, in language, custom and belief  as can be imagined’” 
(Wyse 1989: 2).

Although the absorption of  the Maroons into the larger population 
RFFXUUHG�JUDGXDOO\��WKH�ÀUVW�VWDJHV�RI �WKLV�SURFHVV�KDG�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�VHW�LQ�
motion within a few years of  their arrival in Sierra Leone. Blyden (2000: 31) 
argues that “though the [M]aroons initially kept their separate community 
and retained their identity, eventually they began to interact more with 
other settler groups. By the time the Crown took over the colony in 1808, 
VRPH�VHPEODQFH�RI �XQLW\�H[LVWHG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�JURXSV�RI �VHWWOHUV�
in Freetown.” According to a number of  historians, the Maroons played a 

14 Wyse (1989: 2) puts the number of  Liberated Africans brought to Sierra Leone 
between 1808 and 1864 at 84,000.

15 The work to which Stewart and Amman are referring was published in a book called 
Polyglotta Africana� �.RHOOH� ������� 8VLQJ� SUHVHQW�GD\� OLQJXLVWLF� FODVVLÀFDWLRQV�� WKH�
number of  languages documented by Koelle would actually be about 120.
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particularly prominent role in gradually bringing about this “semblance of  
unity,” making fundamental contributions to the emerging Creole culture 
as the new society evolved over time. “By mid-nineteenth century,” says 
Mavis Campbell (1992: 101), “the Maroons and the settlers were to grow 
WRJHWKHU�WKURXJK�PDUULDJH��EXVLQHVV�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQV�DQG�WR�EHFRPH�
the cornerstone of  the Creole society of  Sierra Leone.”

:H� KDYH� OLWWOH� LQIRUPDWLRQ� RQ� H[DFWO\� KRZ� DQG� ZKHQ� WKH� JXPEH�
ORVW�LWV�VSHFLÀF�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�0DURRQV�DQG�EHFDPH�LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�
the broader Creole population. Describing the situation in 1834, 
a British observer asserted that “the nationality of  the Maroons in 
Sierra Leone is distinctly maintained” (Rankin 1836: 116). The same 
writer mentions a dance known by the Maroons as “Tallala,” which 
he characterizes as “the all-ravishing dance of  the Freetown maidens” 
(Rankin 1836: 283). 16 This wording would seem to suggest that 
although this dance was understood to have Maroon origins, it was 
now danced by “Freetown maidens” from various groups, not just 
Maroons. Some three decades later, in 1868, another British writer, 
relying partly on Rankin’s previous account, gives the name of  this 
dance as “Talla” – adding, very importantly, that this dance was “the 
mother of  Goombay” (Sibthorpe 1868: 28). One might infer from 
this statement that by this time music and dance styles once associated 
H[FOXVLYHO\�RU�SULPDULO\�ZLWK�0DURRQV�KDG�SURGXFHG�QHZ�´RIIVSULQJµ�
WKDW� ZHUH� VWLOO� LGHQWLÀHG� ZLWK� WKH� JXPEH� GUXP� �KDYLQJ� WDNHQ� RQ� LWV�
name), though no longer necessarily speciÀFDOO\�ZLWK�0DURRQV� 17

One thing we do know is that in the crucible of  creolizing culture that 
ZDV�)UHHWRZQ�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI �RI �WKH���th century, music and dance 
performances were privileged sites for the negotiation of  interethnic 
sociality, cultural difference, and identity. According to one observer 
ZULWLQJ�LQ�WKH�����V��´WKHUH�DUH�QXPHURXV«�GDQFHV�DPRQJVW�WKH�PL[HG�

16 Less than ten years later, another writer mentions a type of  music (and presumably 
dance) of  the Maroons in Sierra Leone known as “Fullulah” (Clarke 1843: 57-58). 
$OWKRXJK�,�KDYH�FDUULHG�RXW�H[WHQVLYH�HWKQRPXVLFRORJLFDO�DQG�HWKQRJUDSKLF�UHVHDUFK�
among Jamaican Maroons (see Bilby 1981, 1992, 2005), I know of  no music or dance 
terms used in any of  the present-day Maroon communities that bear a resemblance 
to either “Tallala,” “Talla,” or “Fullulah.”

17 Apparently relying on the same 1868 source, Wyse (1989: 1) writes of  “the talla dance 
of  the Maroons – which became the goombay of  their Krio descendants.”
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population of  Freetown and the neighbouring villages. Nothing is easier 
than to make one; nothing more is required than to give a man money to 
VWULNH�D�WRPWRP��DQG�QXPEHUV�RI �HLWKHU�VH[�ZLOO�UDSLGO\�FROOHFW�WRJHWKHU��
without further invitation, and set themselves in motion” (Rankin 
1836: 307). It is safe to assume that the drum (“tomtom”) of  choice on 
such occasions was often the gumbe. A few years later, in a passage in 
which the “Creoles,” the “Settlers,” and the “liberated Africans” are all 
mentioned in the same breath, Clarke (1843: 57-58) points out that “all 
classes of  the Africans are very fond of  dancing.” His description of  
these dances that draw Africans of  all sorts is worth quoting at length:

A circle is generally formed, from which two of  the group of  
RSSRVLWH� VH[HV� VWHS� RXW��ZDYLQJ� WKH� DUPV�� FODSSLQJ� WKH� KDQGV� DQG�
singing, whilst they move towards each other, the man bending the 
body in no very decent way as he approaches his partner, who jerks 
the hip from side to side. One by one, others join the dancers, till the 
H[FLWHPHQW�EHFRPHV�JHQHUDO��ZKLOVW�WKH�GUXPV�DUH�IDVW�DQG�IXULRXVO\�
beaten, and continual accessions pour in on all sides, wherever the 
music is heard, in order to participate in the joyous festivity. The 
young Creole girls attend the dance with the hair generally neatly 
plaited, whilst staid matrons stand looking on, with their piccaninnies, 
either in their hands or swathed to their backs, their head-dress being 
the general one, consisting of  a kerchief  gracefully arranged. (57)

“The song and dance,” observes Clarke, “are often kept up with 
the utmost vivacity till dawn, and for several successive nights, the 
H[FLWHPHQW� EHLQJ� VXVWDLQHG�� DQG� IDQQHG� LQWR� DQ� DOPRVW� PDGGHQLQJ�
intensity by deep potations” (58). As the 19th century moved on, 
these danced interethnic encounters must have been one of  the main 
theaters in which ethnic identities were performed and renegotiated, 
and there can be little doubt that gumbe drummers continued to be 
enlisted for many such gatherings. In any case, by the last few decades 
of  the century, the gumbe had become the drum of  the Freetown 
PDVVHV��LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�WKH�ORZHU�FODVV�&UHROH�SRSXODWLRQ�LQ�JHQHUDO�

It is easy to imagine why this drum and some of  the elements of  style 
associated with it might be selected more readily than others in such 
SRO\HWKQLF� FRQWH[WV�� ,Q� D� VHQVH�� WKH� JXPEH� KDG� DUULYHG� LQ� $IULFD� UHDG\�
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made for the bridging of  inter-African cultural difference. Its design and 
the Afro-creole music originally associated with it had evolved in a distant 
Caribbean land, and represented a new synthesis that had no association 
ZLWK�D�VSHFLÀF� LQGLJHQRXV�$IULFDQ�HWKQLF� LGHQWLW\�RU� ODQJXDJH��,W�ZDV�QRW�
seen as belonging to people from Yoruba, Asante, Mandinka, Kongo, or 
any of  the dozens of  other provincial ethnic categories (or sub-categories) 
WKDW� KDG� EHHQ� WKURZQ� LQWR� WKH�PL[� LQ� )UHHWRZQ�� LW� H[FOXGHG� QR� RQH�� ,W�
did not carry the divisive potential of  the music and dance genres closely 
LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�WKHVH�VSHFLÀF�HWKQROLQJXLVWLF�JURXSV��ZKLFK�FRXOG�HDVLO\�EH�
used to maintain ethnic boundaries by highlighting linguistic and musical 
differences. Yet, at the same time, the gumbe and its rhythms remained 
LGHQWLÀDEO\�DQG�SDOSDEO\� $́IULFDQµ�LQ�D�EURDG�DHVWKHWLF�VHQVH��3HRSOH�IURP�
all the African ethnic groups named above would have heard and felt things 
LQ� WKLV�$IUR�FUHROH�PXVLF� WKDW�ZHUH�PRUH� IDPLOLDU� WR� WKHP�DW�ÀUVW� ²� DQG�
more similar to their own musical practices – than the sounds encountered, 
IRU�LQVWDQFH��LQ�&KULVWLDQ�FKXUFKHV�RU�RWKHU�(XURSHDQ�GRPLQDWHG�FRQWH[WV��
This no doubt contributed to its wide (and almost immediate) appeal in a 
VRFLDO� VHWWLQJ�GHÀQHG�E\� WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI � DQ�XSURRWHG�� GLVSODFHG�$IULFDQ�
population, bewildering ethnic and linguistic diversity, and an imposed 
European colonial culture that was both alien and alienating.

The Sierra Leonean diaspora: the spread of  Africa’s Creole drum

The emerging Creole population of  Freetown soon became one of  
the most mobile in Africa. As the historian A.P. Kup notes, “Freetown 
Creoles were [from the 1830s on] likely to be drawn along the coast. Many 
young men got clerkships and by [the middle of  the 19th century] Creoles 
were to be found from the Gambia to Fernando Po” (Kup 1975: 157). 
6RRQ�DIWHU�WKLV��WKH�DGYHQW�RI �WKH�VWHDPVKLS�OHG�WR�UDSLG�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �WKH�
“Krio Diaspora” all along the West African coast, opening the way for 
a whole new outpouring of  “country traders” – small-scale hawkers for 
whom long-distance maritime travel had previously been unaffordable. 
As a result, by the 1860s, substantial communities of  Freetown Creoles – 
made up of  both wealthier merchants and more humble traders – could be 
found in Fernando Po, Liberia, Gambia, Bonny, Calabar, the Cameroons, 
and beyond. Indeed, it has been estimated that around this time fully 
twenty per cent of  the population of  Lagos consisted of  Sierra Leoneans 
(Lynn 1992).
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Simultaneous with the development of  this traveling culture was the 
emergence in Freetown of  a new generation with a strong sense of  local 
Creole identity. Leo Spitzer tells us that “by the 1870s the lines separating the 
Nova Scotians, Maroons, and Recaptives had virtually disappeared. The last 
of  the original settlers from the United States and the West Indies were dying 
out. The importation of  new Liberated Africans ceased completely during the 
1840s and the Creoles – the children of  the settlers and recaptives who had been 
born in Sierra Leone – began to outnumber their parents and grandparents” 
(Spitzer 1974: 12). These travelers belonging to a new generation (and others 
belonging to subsequent ones) no doubt brought the gumbe drum and its 
rhythms with them as they fanned out along the coast of  West Africa. 18

And from here the story becomes too vast and complicated to relate in 
any but the most cursory way in the amount of  space available here. By the 
ÀUVW�IHZ�GHFDGHV�RI �WKH�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\��WKH�JXPEH�GUXP�DQG�LWV�YDULHG�
offspring had spread out across an enormous swath of  coastal West Africa, 
and had moved inland as well, having been adopted, refashioned, and in 
VRPH�FDVHV��´UHLQGLJHQL]HG�µ�LQ�QXPHURXV�ORFDO�FRQWH[WV��%\�PLG�FHQWXU\��
cognate traditions using the same or similar drums, sometimes known as 
gumbe, sometimes by other names, had been documented in – among 
other West African locations – Senegal, Gambia, Mali, Guinea Bissau, Ivory 

18 The island of  Fernando Po (now known as Bioko), located in the Gulf  of  
Guinea off  the coast of  Cameroon and Old Calabar, seems to have played a 
particularly important role in the spread of  the gumbe, partly because of  its 
close connections with Sierra Leone. As Lynn (1984: 258) states, “Fernando 
Po ‘Creole’ society was very similar to that of  Sierra Leone – it had a similar 
history and was in some ways an outgrowth of  Sierra Leone.” Although in 
the early years “Sierra Leonians formed the core of  the town [of  Clarence, 
the main British settlement] and gave it its early Creole character,” it soon 
became a “true melting-pot.” According to Lynn, “a missionary survey of  the 
����LQKDELWDQWV�RI �&ODUHQFH�LQ������QRWHG�WKLUW\�VL[�GLIIHUHQW�HWKQLF�JURXSV�LQ�
the town, with a spread across Africa from Senegal to the Congo” (Lynn 1984: 
260-262). When introduced (or re-introduced) to this environment by Freetown 
Creoles at various points, the gumbe must have once again found fertile ground. 
As we will see below, we know of  at least a few documented cases of  the 
diffusion of  the gumbe drum directly from Fenando Po to mainland Africa, 
including to both the Gold Coast (Ghana) and the Belgian Congo. A version 
of  the gumbe drum (the same design, with four legs), known as cumbe, is still 
played in the present-day Republic of  Equatorial Guinea (Aranzadi 2009: 131-
146, 175, 202-203; 2010). (Bioko [Fernando Po] now forms part of  Equatorial 
Guinea; the nation’s capital , Malabo, is actually located on Bioko.)
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Coast, Gold Coast, Dahomey, Nigeria, as well as in several parts of  Central 
Africa. 19 In virtually all these cases, these cognate traditions were associated 

19 Most of  these cognate traditions appear to belong to one or another of  three 
somewhat distinct musical streams, known (sometimes interchangeably) as gumbe, 
assiko, and maringa (Harrev 2001). Over time instrument designs have undergone 
certain changes, as have the names applied to them. One of  the most common 
transformations is the loss of  the four “legs” or “feet” characteristic of  Jamaican 
and Sierra Leonean gumbe drums (though these are still found, for instance, in 
Ghanaian gome, as well as the cumbe tradition of  Equatorial Guinea [Aranzadi 2009: 
134-135, 202-203]). Other than the disappearance of  these more or less functionless 
appendages, and considerable variation in size, the design of  the drums in question 
remains more or less constant (all are square or rectangular frame drums with 
the same unusual tuning mechanism). All of  the West African drums that have 
retained the four legs appear to have kept the name gumbe (or names that are very 
close cognates) as well. Many of  those that no longer have legs are now known 
by different names, such as tamelan (from English tambourine) in Ghana, tambalí in 
Equatorial Guinea (also from tambourine) (Aranzadi 2009: 204-205), and samba in 
Nigeria. (Others, however, are still known as gumbe; see Schaeffner [1964: 240-241] 
for several drawings of  one such legless gumbe drum from Benin [then known as 
Dahomey]; interestingly, some of  Schaeffner’s informants in northern Dahomey 
told him the name of  this drum, gumbe, was of  Fon origin [242].) These changes 
in both the design and the names used for these drums render the historical 
connections between these related instruments less apparent, and for this reason 
most scholars have remained unaware of  these connections. But in many cases, 
the connections remain traceable. Take, for instance, the legless rectangular frame 
drum known in Lagos and other parts of  Nigeria as samba. Drums of  this kind and 
the styles associated with them played an important role in the development of  
asiko music, as well as juju music and other popular Nigerian genres (Alaja- Browne 
1989: 233; Waterman 1990: 39-40, 46, 49). (For a detailed drawing of  a Yoruba 
samba drum clearly showing that the tuning mechanism of  this legless, square 
IUDPH�GUXP�LV�²�RU�RULJLQDOO\�ZDV�²�H[DFWO\�WKH�VDPH�DV�WKDW�RI �WKH�-DPDLFDQ�JXPEH��
see Thieme [1969: 274]; for a photo of  an Edo (Bini) samba drum from Nigeria 
with the same features, see (Dagan 1993: 116); see also Schaeffner [1964: 242] on 
WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI �VTXDUH�IUDPH�GUXPV�RI �WKH�H[DFW�VDPH�GHVLJQ�LQ�/DJRV���6HYHUDO�
sources suggest that Nigerian asiko music and the samba drums on which it was 
played were originally associated with “Saro” people (a Nigerian name for people of  
Sierra Leonean origin residing in Nigeria) (Waterman 1990: 39-40). Thomas (1992: 
73), for instance, writes of  asiko (played on rectangular samba drums) that “this 
music was common with the Christians and the Saros.” Another source suggests 
strongly that drums of  this kind (or earlier versions of  them) were once known as 
gumbe in Yoruba-speaking parts of  Nigeria, and that these were recognized as being 
of  Sierra Leonean origin: discussing Yorubas who converted to Christianity and 
became preachers in the early 20th century, Toyin Falola mentions that “a powerful 
sermon was written [in the Yoruba language] in 1909 by A.W. Howells to criticize 
the goombay dancing style, alleged to have been imported from Sierra Leone” 
(Falola 1999: 18; see also Howells 1909). For additional photographs, drawings, and 
discussions of  gumbe drums (or related frame drums) from various parts of  Africa, 
including Sierra Leone, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Niger, Benin, Gabon, and Congo, see 
Dagan (1993:96, 116, 127) and Meyer (1997:224-231).
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with migration stories; in many cases, they were tied to polyethnic, often 
XUEDQ��VRFLDO�FRQWH[WV��$V�$QGUp�6FKDHIIQHU�������������QRWHG�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�
1960s, “the term gumbe is applied today to musical performances in urban 
environments, not so different from those provided by our [Parisian] cellar 
clubs, music parties, or cabarets” (my translation). Even where variants of  
gumbe-based music had been thoroughly indigenized, now forming part 
RI �HWKQLFDOO\�VSHFLÀF�UHSHUWRULHV�DQG�XVHG�WR�EDFN�VRQJV�LQ�ORFDO�ODQJXDJHV��
they were still recognized as something relatively new, something that had 
been introduced from elsewhere relatively recently. 20

2QH�RI �WKH�ÀUVW�WR�UHFRJQL]H�DQG�VXJJHVW�VRPH�RI �WKH�EURDGHU�LPSOLFDWLRQV�
RI �ZKDW� ,� DP� SRLQWLQJ� RXW� KHUH� ²� FHUWDLQO\� RQH� RI � WKH� ÀUVW� WR� SXW� WKLV�
recognition in writing – is the art historian Judith Bettelheim. In her 1979 
GLVVHUWDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�-RQNRQQX�IHVWLYDO�RI �-DPDLFD��VKH�LQFOXGHG�DQ�DSSHQGL[�
on the gumbe (or gumbay) drum, in which – after a brief  survey showing 
its wide distribution in both the Caribbean and Africa – she anticipated the 
thrust of  the argument I am making here, in the following passage:

It seems reasonable to assume, from all the above data, that the frame drum of  
West Africa, sometimes called gumbay, might owe its origin to a Caribbean source. 
7KH�XVH�RI�WKH�ZRUG�JXPED\�LQ�WKH�DERYH�:HVW�$IULFDQ�H[DPSOHV�LV�XVXDOO\�
associated with non-traditional musical groups. These groups demonstrate either 
multi-ethnic composition or include influences from non-indigenous sources. Is 
it not possible that Caribbean Blacks introduced both the frame drum and the 
word gumbay to West Africa? Beginning with the Maroon immigrants of 1800, 
and then taking into account other returning Blacks, there certainly has been ample 
communication between West Africa and the Caribbean. (Bettelheim 1979: 318)21

20 An interesting description of  one such heavily indigenized urban gumbe tradition is 
provided by Bohumil Holas (1953). The particular gumbe (goumbé) group studied 
by Holas in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, founded in 1936, was by the 1950s ethnically 
homogeneous, made up entirely of  young Dyula (Dioula) people, all of  whom were 
Muslims. (Its music and dance, however, continued to be based on an ensemble of  
gumbe drums – square frame drums of  non-Dyula origin – sometimes supplemented 
with an imported “jazz” drum kit [129].) Even in this ethnically homogeneous case, 
Holas stresses “the theoretical absence of  ethno-religious criteria” of  membership, the 
weakening of  traditional gender divisions, and the overall “theoretically open character” 
of  this particular gumbe group (120-122).

21 In a later article, in which she updates her work on the gumbe drum and adds a number of  
new references, Bettelheim maintains her position on the Caribbean origins of  the drum, 
SRLQWLQJ�RXW�RQFH�DJDLQ�LWV�DVVRFLDWLRQ�LQ�PDQ\�SDUWV�RI �$IULFD�ZLWK�SRO\HWKQLF�FRQWH[WV�
and “non-indigenous” forms of  music (Bettelheim 1999: 10).
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As Bettelheim recognized, there would seem to be some connection between 
the probable Caribbean origins of  the gumbe and its association in several parts 
of  Africa with groups that “demonstrate either multi-ethnic composition or 
LQFOXGH�LQÁXHQFHV�IURP�QRQ�LQGLJHQRXV�VRXUFHV�µ�,QGHHG��RQH�PLJKW�FRQMHFWXUH�
that as the gumbe left Sierra Leone and traveled from one point to another, 
social, economic, and cultural factors similar to those that had operated in 
)UHHWRZQ� LQ� WKH� ÀUVW� GHFDGHV� RI � WKH� ��th century combined in comparable 
ways to produce similar outcomes elsewhere on the continent. If  this Afro-
creole drum had proven to be particularly well-suited to the bridging of  ethnic 
and cultural differences and the fashioning of  new identities in the polyethnic 
cauldron of  Freetown shortly after 1800, why could the same not have held 
true of  later versions of  this drum as they were introduced into new polyethnic 
environments in other parts of  Africa during the later 19th and 20th centuries?

7KH�UDSLG�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �ZRUOG�FDSLWDOLVP�GXULQJ�WKH���th century helped 
WR� SURGXFH� DQ� H[SORVLRQ� RI � VXFK� QHZ� HQYLURQPHQWV�� 'XULQJ� WKLV� SHULRG��
much of  Africa was radically reshaped by massive labor migration and rapid 
urbanization. Like Freetown in its early years, the new cities that sprang up 
across the continent were characterized by tremendous ethnic heterogeneity. 
Urban peripheries in particular were typically made up of  displaced people 
who came from disparate cultural zones and spoke several different languages. 
These new town dwellers, living side by side on the margins, were faced with 
WKH�QHFHVVLW\�RI �DGDSWLQJ�WR�GLIÀFXOW�DQG�VKLIWLQJ�HFRQRPLF�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��-XVW�
as importantly, they found themselves in nascent and somewhat chaotic social 
environments lacking the kinship-based structures and relative cultural stability 
of  the rural communities from which they or their parents had migrated. 
/LNH� WKH�JXPEH�GUXP�UK\WKPV�ÀUVW�EURXJKW� WR�)UHHWRZQ�E\� WKH� -DPDLFDQ�
Maroons in 1800, the music and dance styles associated with later generations 
of  this Afro-creole instrument no doubt retained recognizable features of  
a generalized “African” musical aesthetic; at the same time these gumbe- 
EDVHG�H[SUHVVLRQV�ZRXOG�KDYH�UHPDLQHG�ODUJHO\�IUHH�RI �PXVLFDO�DQG�OLQJXLVWLF�
features perceived as narrowly ethnic or “tribal.” For this reason, the gumbe 
drum had a special appeal and could easily be adapted to the needs of  these 
emergent polyethnic communities. As a part of  this process of  adaptation, the 
JXPEH�DOVR�EHFDPH�DQ�HPEOHP�RI �´PRGHUQLW\µ�²�DQ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI �WKH�QHZ�
condition in which these polyethnic migrants, many of  them young, found 
themselves – and in keeping with these symbolic associations, came to act 
DV�D�NLQG�RI �PDJQHW�DQG�FRQWDLQHU�IRU�´QRQ�LQGLJHQRXVµ�PXVLFDO�LQÁXHQFHV��
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whether European, Afro-American, or other. The gumbe was now on the way 
to becoming not just Sierra Leone’s, but Africa’s, creole drum.

African Gumbe variations

/HW�XV�EULHÁ\�H[DPLQH�WKUHH�ZHOO-documented and particularly revealing 
H[DPSOHV�RI � WKH�JXPEH�GUXP� LQ�:HVW�$IULFD��7KH�*D�SHRSOH�RI �FRDVWDO�
Ghana have an important musical genre known as Gome (sometimes 
SURQRXQFHG�́ *RPEH�µ�RU�́ *XPEHµ���8VLQJ�D�PRGLÀHG�YHUVLRQ�RI �WKH�VDPH�
four-legged rectangular frame drum brought to Sierra Leone by Jamaican 
Maroons, it is a vital and still-growing tradition encompassing several sub-
genres. Today, Gome is closely associated with Ga ethnic identity, and 
*RPH�VRQJV�DUH�W\SLFDOO\�VXQJ�LQ�WKH�*D�ODQJXDJH��RU�LQ�D�PL[WXUH�RI �*D�
and English. 22 As late as the 1960s, however, many of  these songs were 
sung in West African Pidgin English. 23 The ethnomusicologist who has 
ZRUNHG�PRVW�H[WHQVLYHO\�ZLWK�WKLV�*D�WUDGLWLRQ��%DUEDUD�+DPSWRQ��WHOOV�XV�
how this came to be. “Gome,” she points out, “is a musical system that was 
introduced into Kpehe [a heterogeneous neighborhood in northwest Accra 
whose residents come from the Ga, Akan, Ewe, Dagomba, and other ethnic 
groups from northern Ghana and Togo] by Ga labor migrants when they 
returned from Fernando Po, an island of  Equatorial Guinea, where they say 
that they learned it from Sierra Leonean artisans after 1947.” 24 She goes on 

��� 5HQWLQN������������ZULWHV�RI �*RPH�WKDW�´QRZDGD\V�LW�ÀQGV�LW�SODFH�LQ�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�
music of  the Ga and is usually danced by elder people or by cultural groups.” An 
LQWHUHVWLQJ� H[DPSOH� RI � KRZ� *RPH� KDG� DOUHDG\� EHHQ� LQGLJHQL]HG� DQG� JLYHQ� QHZ�
local meanings by the 1970s is provided by Barbara Hampton, whose Ga teachers 
were able to offer an inventive folk etymology, telling her that “Gome is derived from 
the Ga word for ‘caterpillar’,” and that “the musical system is so-called because the 
associated dance movements, in the perception of  the musicians and patrons, depict 
those of  the caterpillar” (Hampton 1983: 227n12).

��� )RU�DQ�H[DPSOH�RI �D�*D�*RPH�VRQJ��´0U��-DFREVRQµ��LQ�3LGJLQ�(QJOLVK��UHFRUGHG�LQ�
the early 1960s, see Annan (1964). Working in the 1970s, Hampton (1983: 222) found 
WKDW�´*RPH�WH[WV�DUH�ELOLQJXDO��XVLQJ�ERWK�SLGJLQ�(QJOLVK�DQG�*D�µ

24 See also Hampton (1977). Based on interviews with elderly Ga musicians, the 
ethnomusicologist John Collins believes that at least some variants of  Gome were 
introduced by Ga carpenters and blacksmiths returning from the Cameroon and 
Belgian Congo area much earlier than this, around 1900 (Collins 1985: 103; 2004: 9; 
Rentink 2004: 34). These Ga laborers, Collins notes, had been “working alongside 
Sierra Leone artisans, as these two groups of  skilled West African workers were 
employed between 1885 to 1908 in building the docks and infrastructure of  the then 
Congo Free State” (Collins 2004: 9). Adding another piece to the puzzle, Coplan 
(1978: 102) notes that “carpenters from the Gold Coast returned from the Cameroons 
with a type of  syncretic singing in pidgin English called gombe.”
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to state that “Gome is an urban musical ensemble because it is supported 
by a polyethnic, socioeconomically diverse patron group; is distinctly of  the 
city; serves the musical needs of  city dwellers; and is, itself, linked to the 
XUEDQ�LQGXVWULDO� FRPSOH[� WKURXJK� GLUHFW� LQWHUDFWLRQV� ZLWK� LWµ� �+DPSWRQ�
1979-80: 5).

A closer look reveals that one of  the most distinctive things about 
Gome is the open attitude of  those who practice it. Hampton (1983: 222) 
makes the important point that the very way that the tradition evolved 
in Ghana (and perhaps even before that, in Fernando Po) suggests “a 
perception of  Gome as a potentially appropriate music for the needs of  a 
diverse population.” Ethnic heterogeneity was a fundamental “social fact” 
from the very beginning. In Fernando Po during the late 1940s, where 
Ga migrants originally learned the rudiments of  gumbe drumming while 
playing alongside fellow laborers from Sierra Leone, the new music “served 
as a bridge across ethnic boundaries among colonial subjects for the limited 
objective of  recreation” (226). Although the version that was introduced 
WR�*KDQD�E\�UHWXUQLQJ�PLJUDQWV�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V�ZDV�SOD\HG�DW�ÀUVW�E\�
JURXSV�PDGH�XS�H[FOXVLYHO\�RI �*D�LQGLYLGXDOV��*RPH�ZDV�VRRQ�DGDSWHG�
to changing political and economic conditions in Accra (and in the new 
nation of  which it was a part) that cUHDWHG�D�UDSLG�´LQÁX[�RI �SHRSOH�LQWR�
the community from all regions of  Ghana” (218). As Hampton observes, 
“this situation contributed to the acceptance of  friendship [rather than 
kinship or ethnicity] as an alternative associative relationship by Gome 
musicians and ultimately the use of  friendship as a basis for recruitment.” 
Because of  this, “in 1957, the Gome ensemble, just as Kpehe and Accra 
were, became polyethnic in composition” (ibid).

Hampton sees the historical circumstances that had led to the birth 
of  this still-young tradition DV� KDYLQJ� FRQWLQXLQJ� VLJQLÀFDQFH� LQ� WKH�
present, arguing that “the precedent for this shift from an emphasis on 
kinship to friendship in recruitment as well as from monethnicity to 
polyethnicity in the composition of  the musical ensemble was established 
in Fernando Po” (ibid). This would suggest that the process of  musical 
and cultural “recreolization” of  this relocated and incipiently indigenized 
offshoot of  the gumbe tradition, which had been set in motion by the 
sudden appearance in the mid-1950s of  tremendous ethnic heterogeneity 
(accompanied by social fragmentation) in this neighborhood of  Accra, 
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was supported by cultural values that had become intertwined with earlier 
versions of  the tradition in Fernando Po. What we see in this particular 
case of  transplanted gumbe, then, are signs of  a developing “tradition” 
of  adaptive openness supported by an ethic of  inclusiveness. This is 
UHÁHFWHG�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� LQ� ´WKH� ODFN� RI � ERXQGDULHV� EHWZHHQ� SRVLWLRQV�
ZLWKLQ�WKH�DJH�F\FOH��DV�UHÁHFWHG� LQ� WKH�GDQFH�DUHQDµ�������� �,Q�NHHSLQJ�
with this, “members of  Kpehe society say that young people and children 
are attracted to Gome because it allows them unrestricted participation” 
>LELG@��� ,W� LV� DOVR� UHÁHFWHG� LQ� WKH�´UHOD[DWLRQ�RI � VH[XDO�ERXQGDULHV� >WKDW@�
ZDV� H[WHQGHG� WR� WKH�*RPH� GDQFH� DUHQD�� UHVXOWLQJ� LQ�PDOH� DQG� IHPDOH�
duet or couple dancing and in the portrayal of  romantic love in mimetic 
GDQFH�YDULDWLRQVµ��������7KH�ERXQGDULHV�EULGJHG�WKURXJK�WKLV�H[WHQVLRQ�
of  gumbe music and dance, therefore, had to do not only with ethnicity, 
but also with age and gender. 25

$� UDWKHU� VLPLODU� VRFLR�PXVLFDO� FRQÀJXUDWLRQ�� DOVR� JRLQJ� E\� WKH� QDPH�
gumbe (or “Goumbé”), was encountered repeatedly by the renowned 
ÀOPPDNHU� DQG� DQWKURSRORJLVW� -HDQ� 5RXFK�ZKLOH� KH� ZDV� XQGHUWDNLQJ� KLV�
pioneering study of  West African labor migration during the 1950s. Rouch 
described Goumbé to one interviewer as both “the name of  a drum,” and 
a “dance of  displaced people” (Rouch and Fulchignoni 2003: 167). The 
innovative ethno-cinéaste featured the gumbe associations he was in the process 
RI �VWXG\LQJ�LQ�VRPH�RI �KLV�EHVW�NQRZQ�ÀOPV��LQFOXGLQJ�Moi, un Noir (1958), 
La pyramide humaine (1959), and La Goumbé des jeunes noceurs (1965). (Center 
stage was given to one group in particular, based in Treichville on the urban 
periphery of  Abidjan in Côte d’Ivoire [Ivory Coast].)

The particular footage Rouch selects to represent these music and 
GDQFH� DVVRFLDWLRQV� VD\V�PXFK� DERXW� WKHLU� VLJQLÀFDQFH� IRU� SUDFWLWLRQHUV��
The Goumbé scene in Moi, un Noir, for instance, features “a young novice 

25 Given this boundary-bridging aspect of  gome, it is not surprising that this instrument 
(and certain musical characteristics associated with it) became an important 
component of  one of  the most popular Ghanaian bands of  the mid-1970s, Wulomei, 
whose music, though played by musicians who were mostly Ga, represented a self- 
conscious blend of  elements from diverse Ghanaian ethnic genres – a “multi-ethnic 
V\PEROLF�FRPSOH[µ�LQWHQGHG�WR�DSSHDO�WR�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�IURP�*D��$NDQ��(ZH��DQG�
other ethnic backgrounds while at the same time remaining “indigenous” in a more 
general way (Coplan 1978: 111-112). According to Collins (1985: 47), the music of  
Wulomei “crossed all boundaries in Ghana.”
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champion, dressed cowboy style,” and “bicycle dances (rodeo),” followed 
by a dance contest in which the winners are proclaimed “King and Queen 
of  the Royal Goumbé” (Rouch 2003: 355) – moments signifying a self-
conscious (and at times ironic) engagement with “modernity.” In La 
pyramide humaine, the goumbé footage is carefully selected to make a statement 
about the openness and inclusiveness of  such dance events, and to point 
to the potential for boundary-crossing and negotiation of  new identities 
with which these urban performing groups are typically associated. The 
ÀOP�IROORZV�D�JURXS�RI �\RXQJ�VWXGHQWV��$IULFDQ�DQG�(XURSHDQ��OLYLQJ�LQ�
Abidjan, who are groping for ways to develop friendships across the racial 
line dividing them. In one critical scene, after some of  the problems of  
UDFLVP�ZLWK�ZKLFK�WKH\�PXVW�FRQWHQG�KDYH�EHHQ�H[SRVHG��´WKH�$IULFDQV�
take the Europeans to a Goumbé (club for young Abidjan dancers), and 
IRU� WKH�ÀUVW� WLPH��ER\V�DQG�JLUOV��$IULFDQV�DQG�(XURSHDQV��GDQFH� LQ� WKH�
streets, led by the ‘Goumbé Queen,’ Nathalie” (356).

2I �WKH�WKUHH�ÀOPV�PHQWLRQHG�DERYH��WKH�RQH�WKDW�LV�PRVW�UHYHDOLQJ�²�
and is also one of  the best documents we have of  West African gumbe 
performance during the middle years of  the 20th century – is La Goumbé 
des jeunes noceurs (The Goumbé�RI �WKH�<RXQJ�5HYHOHUV���,W�LV�LQ�IDFW�D�ÀOPLF�
ethnography of  a particular voluntary association started by young laborers 
who had recently migrated several hundred miles from Upper Volta to 
Abidjan. 26 As�5RXFK�������������H[SODLQV��´WKH�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�ZKR�FRPH�
to work in Abidjan often form spontaneous associations for mutual help 
and entertainment, which are called ‘Goumbés’ in Ivory Coast, after the 
name of  a square drum that serves as the rhythmic base to their dance.” 
The members of  the association are ethnically and occupationally diverse. 
What links them together as a single community in this semi-urban 
agglomeration of  displaced people thrown together by chance, according 
WR�WKH�ÀOPPDNHU��LV�PXVLF�DQG�GDQFH�²�́ WKH�WDPERXULQH�SOD\HU�LV�D�WDLORU��WKH�
singer-composer is a button sewer in a clothing-manufacturing business, 
and the leading lady, Nathalie, is a mother and homemaker” (ibid). Like 
the sense of  community it helps to generate, this music and dance is 
actively conceived by its performers as something “new” and “modern” 
²�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�FDQ�VHUYH�DV�D�VXLWDEOH�H[SUHVVLYH�PHGLXP�IRU�D�QHZ��VWLOO�

26 La Goumbé des jeunes noceurs�KDV�SHUWLQHQWO\�EHHQ�GHVFULEHG�DV�D�´ÀOP�DERXW�D�JRXPEp�
society formed by migrants in Treichville as a focus for social activity amongst people 
living away from their homes and the traditional kinship structure” (Eaton 1979: 19).



334

La música entre África y América

334

evolving, identity. “Every week the dancers practice to invent new dance 
steps,” Rouch tells us. “Once a month, the musicians must compose new 
songs for the Goumbé.” Following this, “every month, a parade of  the 
Goumbé takes place in the streets of  Treichville” (ibid). To address these 
needs – and to foster other kinds of  mutual aid as well – the musicians 
DQG�GDQFHUV�KDYH�FUHDWHG�D�IRUPDO�VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUH��UHSOHWH�ZLWK�´RIÀFHUVµ�
bearing titles such as president, vice president, high commissioner, and 
secretary, along with a set of  “statutes” that are read at regular meetings.

$PRQJ� 5RXFK·V� ZULWLQJV�� RQH� ÀQGV� D� EHDXWLIXO� DQG� UDWKHU� VSHFLÀF�
description of  the actual social circumstances and processes that led to the 
growth of  this and other such gumbe associations on the urban periphery 
of  Abidjan. As we have seen, Rouch was able to observe these processes 
GLUHFWO\��DQG�HYHQ�ÀOP�WKHP��DV�WKH\�XQIROGHG�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�LQ�WKH�����V�
and 60s. “Most frequently,” reports Rouch,

the children who are torn between their parents [because of  
migration and interethnic marriage] settle on the coast, casually 
brought up by the mother and educated by the father at minimum 
H[SHQVH��7KH\�DUH�FDOOHG�dankasa meaning ‘born in foreign lands.’ 
,Q�ERWK�*KDQD� DQG� WKH� ,YRU\�&RDVW� WKH\� IRUP�D�GLVWLQFW�PL[HG�
group held apart by both the indigenous coastal people and the 
migrants. Belonging to neither the maternal nor the paternal group 
they have no tradition and attempt to create customs of  their own 
[...]. Rejected by all, they have formed themselves into separate 
JURXSV�� ÀQGLQJ� FRPSHQVDWLRQ� LQ� FUHDWLQJ� YROXQWDU\� VRFLHWLHV�
where loneliness, despair, and dreams are shared. This has led to 
the creation of  goumbe societies in the Ivory Coast. Initially similar 
to the many mutual societies found on the coast, the goumbes 
rapidly become young people’s dance societies [...]. This suggests 
the development of  a new type of  community, a community of  
the rejected, but of  people who have withstood contempt and are 
creating a new way of  life. (Rouch 1961: 303-304)

$QRWKHU�PDMRU�H[WHQVLRQ�RI �JXPEH�PXVLF�DQG�GDQFH�²�RQH�WKDW�KDV�
been better documented than most – arose in Mali. One of  the earliest 
DFFRXQWV�IURP�WKLV�SDUW�RI �$IULFD�²�LI �QRW�WKH�ÀUVW�²�FRPHV�IURP�0LFKHO�
Leiris, who was told of  a tradition called “goumbé” when traveling in the 
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vicinity of  Bamako during the famous 1931-33 Dakar-Djibouti Mission 
organized by the Musée de l’Homme. Leiris describes this variant of  
gumbe as “a new children’s organization,” a “gallant association of  boys 
and girls not yet, or only recently, circumcised.” Not only is this clearly a 
youth-oriented phenomenon – almost all the members are of  school age, 
he notes – but it is also clear that the performers have a predilection for 
things perceived as modern and European. During large gatherings, he 
tells us, “the goumbé�GUXPV�RI �WKH�VRFLHW\�DUH�GHFRUDWHG�ZLWK�)UHQFK�ÁDJV��
and the distinctive sign of  the president [of  the gumbe association] is a 
complete European khaki suit” (Leiris 1934: 68; my translations).

6RPH� WKUHH� GHFDGHV� ODWHU�� &ODXGH� 0HLOODVVRX[� ������� ���������
undertook an investigation of  three different gumbe groups as part 
of  a larger ethnographic study of  voluntary associations in the city of  
%DPDNR��0HLOODVVRX[·V�ZHOO�JURXQGHG�GLVFXVVLRQ�LV�IXOO�RI �GHWDLOV�WKDW�DUH�
RI �SDUWLFXODU�LQWHUHVW�WR�XV�KHUH��/LNH�/HLULV��0HLOODVVRX[�QRWHV�WKDW�WKLV�
is an activity associated with youth; many of  the members, both male 
and female, are in their teens. People generally agree that the tradition 
´SUREDEO\� FDPH� IURP� 6HQHJDO�µ� EXW� ´QR� RQH� NQRZV� H[DFWO\� ZKHQµ�
(117). 27 The name gumbe itself  (referring to the square frame drum at the 
center of  music and dance events) is “foreign to any of  the languages 
spoken in Bamako” – in fact, “no one knows where it came from or 
what it means” (ibid). Even more interesting is the fact that, according to 
0HLOODVVRX[��WKH�HWKQLF�EDFNJURXQG�RI �SDUWLFLSDQWV�LV�´LUUHOHYDQWµ��������
Members include Fulani, Mandinka, Bamana, Soninke, and people from 
various other ethnic groups who have joined together to create new 
music and dance styles – and to cooperate in other ways as well – in this 
SRO\HWKQLF�XUEDQ�FRQWH[W��LELG����6RQJV�´DUH�LQVSLUHG�E\�PRGHUQ�PXVLF��
and phrases of  charleston, rumba, samba, mambo, conga, and cha-cha 
can be detected”; and dance steps “are even more directly inspired by 

27 Interestingly enough, in Senegal, the local gumbe tradition (as well as the related style 
known as assiko or ashiko, “played on a wooden square instrument covered with goat 
skin”) is said by some to have originated on Gorée Island (Benga 2002: 78n2). Since 
this island is known above all else for the important role it played in the French slave 
trade, the idea that the gumbe drum and its rhythms originated there suggests that it 
is seen as non-indigenous, and perhaps as something tied to the European slave trade 
and the circulation of  creolized forms of  culture with which that trade was closely 
associated. In another article, Thioub and Benga (1999: 216, 221) suggest that the 
Senegalese gumbe is sometimes seen as “Afro-Brazilian,” and note that its ostensible 
RULJLQV�RQ�*RUpH�,VODQG�DUH�´GLIÀFXOW�WR�GDWH�µ
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Western dances than is the music,” with rock-and-roll and the twist being 
DPRQJ�WKH�PRVW�UHFHQW�LQÁXHQFHV�>���@��

7KH�PDLQ�TXDOLÀFDWLRQ�IRU�MRLQLQJ�RQH�RI �WKHVH�JXPEH�JURXSV�LV�ZKDW�
0HLOODVVRX[� GHVFULEHV� DV� ´D�PLQLPXP� XUEDQ� VWDQGLQJµ� ������� 7KDW� LV��
participation is usually limited to town dwellers whose social ties are 
based primarily on locality and friendship (in short, voluntary association) 
UDWKHU�WKDQ�NLQVKLS�RU�HWKQLF�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��7KH�JXPEH�JURXSV�VWXGLHG�
E\�0HLOODVVRX[��WKXV��XVH�WKH�SULQFLSOH�RI �LQFOXVLYHQHVV�²�WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�
the unifying potential of  African-style music and dance – to create 
VROLGDULW\�DQG�D�VHQVH�RI �FRPPXQLW\�LQ�D�ÁXLG�DQG�KLJKO\�KHWHURJHQHRXV�
VRFLDO� HQYLURQPHQW� WKDW� FDPH� LQWR� H[LVWHQFH� RQO\� UHFHQWO\� DV� D� UHVXOW�
of  large-scale migration. In sociological terms, these music and dance 
DVVRFLDWLRQV��DV�0HLOODVVRX[�VXFFLQFWO\�SXWV�LW��´ZHUH�FUHDWHG�E\�JURXSV�
of  friends who wanted to structure their relationships” (119). In creating 
VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUHV�ZKHUH�QRQH�KDG�H[LVWHG�EHIRUH��LQ�WKLV�QHZ��SRO\HWKQLF�
XUEDQ�FRQWH[W��� WKH\�ZHUH�IRUJLQJ�QHZ�IRUPV�RI �FXOWXUH�WKURXJK�ZKDW�
PLJKW�EH�VHHQ�DV�D�WH[WERRN�H[DPSOH�RI �FUHROL]DWLRQ�

We know that gumbe groups similar to these were active for many 
GHFDGHV�QRW� MXVW� LQ�0DOL�� EXW�RYHU� D�ZLGH� H[SDQVH�RI �0DQGH� FRXQWU\��
Referencing urban life in the 1950s in places such as Dakar (Senegal), 
Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Conakry (Guinea), and Bamako (Mali), Manthia 
Diawara (1998: 114) writes of  “a style of  street party called Goumbé or 
%DOV�3RXVVLqUHV��ZKLFK�EHFDPH�H[WUHPHO\�SRSXODU�DPRQJ�WKH�ER\V�DQG�
girls of  Mande West Africa. The parties brought together in the streets 
young people who considered themselves urbanized and ‘civilized,’ but 
who were not rich enough to afford the cover charge at nightclubs. The 
Goumbé had the reputation of  bringing together elegant young men, 
or zazaou, and beautiful young ladies who were sophisticated enough 
to dance arm-in-arm with their men.” Diawara adds to this a critical 
observation – one that clearly ties these groups, as a social phenomenon, 
WR�WKH�JXPEH�DVVRFLDWLRQV�HQFRXQWHUHG�E\�0HLOODVVRX[�LQ�%DPDNR�LQ�WKH�
1960s (and, indeed, to similar groups described in several other parts 
of  Africa): “The young people who organized Goumbé in the cities 
were usually migrant workers from villages and neighboring countries. 
The Goumbé brought them together regardless of  clan and traditional 
gender divisions” (ibid).
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6RPH� ÀQDO� WKRXJKWV� RQ� $IULFD·V� &UHROH� GUXP�� KRPHFRPLQJ� DQG�
creolization

Certainly, this story of  transatlantic “return,” neatly encapsulated in 
WKH�JXPEH�GUXP�� LV�VLJQLÀFDQW�V\PEROLFDOO\��HYRNLQJ�SRZHUIXO�WURSHV�
RI �FXOWXUDO�FRQWLQXLW\�DQG�UHFRQQHFWLRQ�DFURVV�FHQWXULHV�RI �H[LOH�DQG�
separation. One reason the transatlantic voyage of  the gumbe makes 
such an effective symbol of  diasporic reconnection is that it is one 
RI �WKH�HDUOLHVW�NQRZQ�H[DPSOHV�RI �FXOWXUDO�´GLDVSRUD� LQ�UHYHUVH�µ�$V�
D�PXVLFDO�V\PERO��LW�FDQ�EH�PDGH�WR�VWDQG�IRU�PDQ\�ODWHU�H[DPSOHV�RI �
transatlantic musical transmission in this “reverse” direction, including 
the “return” to Africa, during the 20th century, of  popular Afro- 
American (including Caribbean and Latin American) musical genres 
such as jazz, rumba, calypso, salsa, reggae, and hip-hop/rap (which, 
LQ� WXUQ�� WKHPVHOYHV� RIWHQ� LQÁXHQFHG� QHZ� GHYHORSPHQWV� LQ� JXPEH�
music and dance in various parts of  the continent). Such cases of  
diasporic musical “feedback” may be imagined as a kind of  “coming 
home.” Paraphrasing this larger story of  musical reunion in a way that 
suggests its truly epic proportions, John Collins argues for the special 
VLJQLÀFDQFH��ERWK�V\PEROLF�DQG�VXEVWDQWLYH��RI �WKH�JXPEH�DV�WKH�YHU\�
ÀUVW�LQ�D�ORQJ�OLQH�RI �´UHWXUQHHVµ�

The earliest “homecoming” is a Jamaican frame-drum dance 
PXVLF� NQRZQ� DV�*RRPED\«� LQWURGXFHG�E\� IUHHG�0DURRQ� VODYHV�
[sic] to Freetown, Sierra Leone, on October 1, 1800, where it is 
VWLOO�SOD\HG�DQG�ODLG�WKH�EDVLV�RI �WKDW�FRXQWU\·V�ÀUVW�SRSXODU�PXVLF�
�F�� ������� NQRZQ� DV� $VLNR� �$VKLNR�«� *RRPED\� DQG� $VKLNR�
subsequently spread from Sierra Leone to many West and Central 
African countries (Mali, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria, Gabon, 
Congo, Camerouns, and Fernando Po), creating an important 
musical building block for various 20th century African popular and 
neo – traditional music styles: such [as] Maringa, Milo Jazz, Highlife, 
Juju music, Gube, Gome, Le Goumbe, Simpa, and Gahu. (Collins 
1998, cited in Horton 1999: 231) 28

28 This passage is part of  a personal communication from John Collins to Jacqueline 
DjeDje of  December 28, 1998, reproduced by Horton in his article. A similar 
representation of  the “Pan African Goombay drum-dance” as the embodiment 
of  a process of  “homecoming” can be found in Collins (2007: 179-182).
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$V�DSSURSULDWH�DV�WKLV�ÀJXUDWLYH�QRWLRQ�RI �´PXVLFDO�UHSDWULDWLRQµ�PD\�
EH�LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W��,�ZRXOG�DUJXH�WKDW�WKH�JXPEH�VHUYHV�MXVW�DV�HIIHFWLYHO\�
as an emblem of  what has aptly been called “the miracle of  creolization” 
(Trouillot 1998; Price 2001; 2006). As a Caribbeanist, I am in sympathy 
ZLWK�WKRVH�RI �P\�FROOHDJXHV�ZKR�KDYH�H[SUHVVHG�UHVHUYDWLRQV�DERXW�WKH�
increasingly broad and uncritical use of  a term whose somewhat murky 
RULJLQV�DQG�FRPSOH[��DQG�RIWHQ�FRQWUDGLFWRU\��SULRU�PHDQLQJV�DUH�ERXQG�
XS� ZLWK� KLVWRULFDO� FLUFXPVWDQFHV� VSHFLÀF� WR� WKLV� SDUWLFXODU� SDUW� RI � WKH�
world. Not surprisingly, as the term is applied with increasing alacrity 
DFURVV�GLVFLSOLQHV�WR�D�UDQJH�RI �YDVWO\�GLIIHULQJ�FRQWH[WV�DQG�SKHQRPHQD��
criticisms of  creolization as a theoretical construct have begun to multiply 
(Mintz 1996; 1998; Khan 2001; 2007; Palmie 2006; 2007a; 2007b; Stewart 
2007).

Among the risks brought by this proliferation of  unanchored 
“creolization discourse” are loss of  theoretical coherence, and trivialization 
(through facile contemporary “multiculturalist” analogies) of  social and 
cultural processes that have often involved tremendous human costs – 
particularly in the paradigmatic Caribbean setting, where such processes 
cannot be viewed apart from histories of  decimation, colonial domination, 
forced migration and repopulation, slavery, and ongoing economic 
H[SORLWDWLRQ� DQG� PDUJLQDOL]DWLRQ�� DV� ZHOO� DV� WKH� FRQWLQXRXV� VWUXJJOHV�
waged against all of  these (Trouillot 1998). To give too little weight to 
WKHVH�VSHFLÀF�KLVWRULHV�LQ�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�LPDJLQH��DQG�LQ�GRLQJ�VR��WKHRUL]H��
the “miracle of  creolization” that issued from these histories is to lose 
sight of  what arguably makes “creole” cultural formations distinctive to 
begin with – that is, the social conditions that favor (if  not force) the 
relatively rapid combination (and recombination) of  cultural forms that 
once seemed disparate, and their creative use in reconstituting a shattered 
sense of  “community” or “society.” In the Caribbean (and clearly, in 
some other parts of  the world), these formative social conditions, past 
DQG�SUHVHQW��DUH�PRVW�RIWHQ�UHÁH[HV�RI �ODUJH�VFDOH�SROLWLFDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�
forces. If  static, autonomous, or overly-mechanical models of  culture fail 
WR�GR� MXVWLFH� WR� WKH�FRQWLQJHQW�FRPSOH[LWLHV�RI � VRFLDO� UHDOLW\� LQ�JHQHUDO��
WKH\� DUH� SDUWLFXODUO\� XQKHOSIXO� LQ� WKLV� FRQWH[W�� 7KH� XQFULWLFDO� XVH� RI �
linguistic models (themselves currently under attack) in theorizing cultural 
FUHROL]DWLRQ�KDV�DOVR�FRPH�XQGHU�ÀUH��SDUWO\�EHFDXVH�FUHROH�OLQJXLVWLFV�KDV�
of  necessity relied as much on speculation about unknown (and perhaps 
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unknowable) historical sociolinguistic factors as on the collection of  
empirical data (Palmie 2006; 2007b).

Such criticisms notwithstanding, the case at hand almost unavoidably 
invites analysis in “creolist” terms. How else might one make sociological 
sense of  the growing mass of  empirical data that confronts the 
persistent researcher of  the gumbe drum? An instrument that appears 
to have been born in the Caribbean as an Afro-creole invention, once 
transplanted to Africa, becomes the initial basis for an astonishing array 
of  new forms of  music and dance across much of  the continent, all 
RI �WKHP��DW� OHDVW�DW�ÀUVW��VHOI�FRQVFLRXVO\�´QRQ�LQGLJHQRXV�µ�$OWKRXJK�
WKH�GULYLQJ�HFRQRPLF�PRWRU� LQ�WKH�$IULFDQ�FRQWH[WV�ZKHUH�WKH�JXPEH�
took root is not slavery, these varied African environments nonetheless 
display certain unmistakable similarities with many Caribbean (and other 
American) slave plantations – most notably, culturally and linguistically 
heterogeneous groups of  Africans thrown together in new, economically 
SUHFDULRXV�VHWWLQJV�GHYRLG�RI �D�SUHH[LVWLQJ�VHQVH�RI �´FRPPXQLW\�µ�DQG�
lacking overarching older social institutions and relatively coherent 
“traditional” cultures into which these displaced individuals might readily 
be integrated. And although the conditions facing these uprooted and 
displaced migrants in Africa may not have been as harsh or traumatic as 
those under which enslaved Africans lived and labored in the Americas, 
they involved severities and challenges of  their own. (One is reminded 
here of  Rouch’s portrayal of  the marginalized gumbe adherents on 
whom he focused as “a community of  the rejected,” a joining together 
of  “people who have withstood contempt” even while “creating a new 
way of  life” [Rouch 1961: 304].)

The case of  the transatlantic, pan-African gumbe suggests that 
cultural creolization, for all its problematic aspects (especially when 
divorced from “the historical conditions of  cultural production” 
[Trouillot 1998: 8]), remains an avenue of  inquiry into social and 
FXOWXUDO� FKDQJH� ZHOO� ZRUWK� H[SORULQJ� IXUWKHU� 29 Whether or not we 
wish to apply the label “creole” to the various manifestations of  the far-

29 Among the more sustained and serious attempts to grapple with cultural creolization 
(in the broadest sense) to date – though from rather different perspectives – are 
Chaudenson and Mufwene (2001) (which is of  particular interest in connection with 
WKH�SUHVHQW�VWXG\��VLQFH�LW�LQFOXGHV�DQ�HQWLUH�FKDSWHU�VSHFLÀFDOO\�RQ�PXVLFDO�FUHROL]DWLRQ�
[198-224]), and Haring (2004). See also Baron and Cara (2011).
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ÁXQJ�JXPEH�GUXP�DQG�WKH�JHQUHV�RI �PXVLF�DQG�GDQFH�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�LW��
LW� LV�GLIÀFXOW� WR�DYRLG� WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ� WKDW� WKHUH� LV� VRPHWKLQJ� DERXW� WKLV�
´JXPEH�FRPSOH[µ�²�VRPHWKLQJ�GLVWLQFWO\�´FXOWXUDOµ�²�WKDW�KDV�OHG�WR�LWV�
repeated selection for similar social and aesthetic purposes over such 
D�ORQJ�SHULRG�RI �WLPH�DQG�DFURVV�VXFK�D�EURDG�H[SDQVH�RI �VSDFH���2I �
FRXUVH��JXPEH�LV�EXW�RQH�RI �PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�:HVWHUQ�LQÁXHQFHG�PXVLF�
and dance traditions that have spread over large portions of  Africa, 
some of  which have been used in similar ways; but, aside from being 
one of  the most widespread, it stands out as the one with the longest 
history. 30 ��2QH� WKLQJ� WKLV�SDUWLFXODU� H[DPSOH�RI � FXOWXUDO� FUHROL]DWLRQ�
VHHPV�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH��DQG��IRU�VRPH�RI �XV��WR�UHFRQÀUP��LV�WKDW��IRU�
all their newness, creolized forms of  culture – in this case music and 
dance – can contain substantial amounts of  “history”; that is, they 
can easily retain enough from a cultural past (or pasts) to make them 
readily (and appealingly) recognizable to persons raised in cognate 
FXOWXUDO�WUDGLWLRQV�DVVRFLDWHG��LQ�FRQWUDVW��ZLWK�PRUH�QDUURZO\�GHÀQHG�
ethnic identities. Such creolized forms can “speak” to a broad range of  
people who can sense a kind of  “kinship” (even if  a somewhat distant 
RQH��ZLWK�WKHLU�RZQ�VSHFLÀF�FXOWXUDO�WUDGLWLRQV�

Because of  this – and this is part of  their “creoleness” – such creolized 
traditions, as long as they retain enough of  this “history” and at the same time 
GR�QRW�EHFRPH�WRR�WKRURXJKO\�LQGLJHQL]HG�DQG�QDUURZO\�LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�D�
VSHFLÀF�HWKQLF�JURXS��FDQ�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�XVHG�WR�EULGJH�HWKQLF�GLIIHUHQFHV��
DQG�FDQ�VHUYH�DV�DQ�HIIHFWLYH�EDVLV�IRU�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�DQG�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI �QHZ�
social formations and identities in situations of  rapid change, upheaval, 
and accelerated intercultural contact. In this particular case, as we attempt 
to account for the repeated selection of  the gumbe in African polyethnic 
FRQWH[WV�RYHU�WLPH��ZH�ÀQG�RXUVHOYHV�IDOOLQJ�EDFN�RQ�WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�QRWLRQ�
of  a shared, generalized West African cultural substratum that goes back 
to Melville Herskovits, and was further developed by Mintz and Price 
(1992 [1976]) – an idea that has at times been criticized as too vague, or 
WRR�GLIÀFXOW�WR�SLQ�GRZQ�HPSLULFDOO\��3DOPLp�����E������������EXW�ZKLFK�
remains powerfully persuasive when applied to cases such as the present 
one.

30 See, for instance, Schmidt (1998) on the spread of  “palm wine” guitar styles from 
Freetown to Fernando Po and beyond as part of  the “Kru diaspora” along the West 
African coast.
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The spread of  the gumbe in Africa clearly has to do with the continuing 
operation of  underlying cultural principles and predispositions – shared 
YDOXHV�� DHVWKHWLFV�� DQG� WKH� OLNH�� ,QGHHG�� DUJXPHQWV� IRU� WKH� H[LVWHQFH�RI � D�
shared African cultural substratum may perhaps be made more clearly and 
persuasively with regard to music and dance than any other cultural sphere. 
It is no doubt partly for this reason that musicians and dancers have played 
such a prominent role in the on-the-ground negotiation of  new forms 
of  belonging and identity (as well as the mass-mediated versions of  such 
negotiations) throughout sub-Saharan Africa. The ethnomusicologist David 
Coplan, who has looked closely at such processes not just in South Africa, 
but in Ghana (Coplan 1978) and other parts of  the continent, makes a strong 
case for the privileged position of  urban musicians as cultural brokers who 
are able to help dislocated people recreate order in rapidly-shifting, anomic 
social environments throughout Africa:

Urban performers have been centrally involved in the processes 
of  cultural communication and collective reinterpretation, 
WUDQVIRUPLQJ�H[SUHVVLYH�PDWHULDOV�WR�UHÁHFW�VRFLDO�IRUPV�DQG�REMHFWLI\�
new meanings. Musicians function as cultural brokers partly because 
they are able to provide social commentary in musical terms as well 
DV�LQ�YHUEDO�H[SUHVVLRQ�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�SHUIRUPDQFH��,Q�XUEDQ�6RXWK�
Africa, musicians and musical occasions have been important in re- 
establishing bases of  social communication and order in situations 
RI � H[WUHPH� GLVRUJDQL]DWLRQ�� VHJUHJDWLRQ�� RSSUHVVLRQ� DQG� FKDQJH��
(Coplan 1982: 120)

,I � WKH�VSHFLÀF�UHIHUHQFH�WR�6RXWK�$IULFD�ZHUH�UHPRYHG�� WKLV�SDVVDJH�
might just as well serve as a description of  the creative, community-
building activities of  gumbe musicians and dancers from one emergent 
SRO\HWKQLF� ]RQH� WR� WKH� QH[W�� EHJLQQLQJ� VKRUWO\� DIWHU� WKLV� $IUR�FUHROH�
&DULEEHDQ�LQVWUXPHQW�ÀUVW�IRXQG�LWV�ZD\�WR�$IULFDQ�VKRUHV�DW�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�
of  the 19th century.

When Jean Rouch was undertaking his seminal study of  labor migration 
in West Africa in the 1950s, the vogue for what has come to be known 
as “creolization” was still many years off. But, as I earlier suggested, 
many of  the concomitants of  the creolization concept are already 
there in the description of  his that I quoted above: the uprooting and 
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sudden throwing together of  people with diverse cultural pasts; and their 
QHHG��XQGHU�WKHVH�XQXVXDOO\�ÁXLG�DQG�FKDOOHQJLQJ�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��WR�²�LQ�
Rouch’s words – “create customs of  their own” and bring into being “a 
new type of  community,” by “creating a new way of  life” (Rouch 1961: 
303-304). Despite the current popularity of  critiques dwelling on the 
essentializing sins of  the past, and the constant (and necessary) reminders 
that representations of  “traditional” societies and cultures as static and 
clearly-bounded were never anything more than Western anthropological 
ÀFWLRQV��LW�ZRXOG�EH�SRLQWOHVV�WR�DUJXH�WKDW�WKH�UDSLGO\�IRUPLQJ��XQXVXDOO\�
heterogeneous social environments observed by Rouch did not contrast 
LQ�YHU\�VLJQLÀFDQW�ZD\V�ZLWK�WKH�PRUH�KRPRJHQHRXV�DQG�FXOWXUDOO\�VWDEOH�
(though not “static”) communities from which the individuals who made 
up these settlements on the urban periphery (or their parents) had recently 
migrated. And this is partly what made them such hotbeds of  cultural (and 
especially musical) creolization.

This particular story is far from over. For echoes of  “Africa’s creole 
drum,” the gumbe, are still quite audible in some of  the continent’s 
PRVW�YLEUDQW�FRQWHPSRUDU\�PXVLFDO� H[SUHVVLRQV� 31 These range from 
Ghanaian highlife, which is traceable in part to gumbe and ashiko 
PXVLF��&ROOLQV�������DQG�ZDV�ODWHU�LQÁXHQFHG�E\��DQG�LWVHOI �LQÁXHQFHG��
a neo-traditional gumbe-related genre known as kpanlogo (Salm and 
Falola 2002: 178-179; Rentink 2004: 34-37), to the currently reigning 

��� *XPEH�PXVLF�KDV�FRQWLQXRXVO\�H[HUWHG�D�SRZHUIXO�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�WKH�SRSXODU�PXVLF�
of  Sierra Leone, ranging from the early efforts of  Ebenezer Calender in the 1950s 
(Bender 1989: 45, 52-54, 64; 1991: 112) to the mailo (or milo) jazz style (based partly 
on gumbe rhythms) that took over as one of  the most popular musics of  Freetown 
in the 1980s (Nunley 1987: 160-173; Ashcroft and Trillo 1999: 634-635). This is 
hardly surprising, given that neo-traditional groups and popular electric bands would 
often share the same performing spaces. According to Naomi Ware, “rhythm bands” 
known (“after the principal drum”) as “goombay” or “gombay” were very much a 
part of  this equation in Freetown during the 1960s. As she was able to observe in 
1968-70, “goombay groups and a similar type of  rhythm music called ‘milo jazz’ 
frequently appear as alternate entertainment with popular bands at outdoor dances 
only” (Ware 1978: 304). Reuben Koroma, leader of  the internationally-known, 
reggae-oriented Sierra Leonian band the Refugee All Stars, told interviewer Banning 
(\UH�LQ�������´*XPEH�FRPHV�IURP�WKH�.ULRO�SHRSOH��WKH�UHWXUQHG�VODYHV«��,Q�IDFW��
most of  our music, this African music, is gumbe. We just transfer it onto the Western 
instrumentations. What we used to play on the drums, we just transfer it to the bass 
and the guitars. But it is purely gumbe” (Afropop Worldwide web site, http://www.
afropop.org/multi/interview/ID/105/Reuben+Koroma-Refugee+Alls+Stars- 
2006; accessed July 10, 2007). See also Cummings (2006: 39).
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electric pop style of  Guinea-Bissau – known, not coincidentally, as 
gumbe (sometimes spelled goumbe) – which has recently been making 
incursions in world music markets (Duran 1992). 32 According to 
Manthia Diawara (1998: 115), “the current wave of  Mande jazz and 
EOXHV�SHUIRUPDQFHV�E\�VXFK�DUWLVWV�DV�2XPRX�6DQJDUp��0RUÀQOD�.DQWH��
Zani Diabaté, Ali Farka Touré, and Toumani Diabaté is indebted to 
the Goumbé songs.” 33 Other African bands that have recently become 
popular among world music consumers in the West, such as Orchestra 
Baobab of  Senegal, cite gumbe drumming and dance as among their 
IRUPDWLYH�LQÁXHQFHV��$OPRVW�SUHGLFWDEO\��RQH�RI �WKH�ODWHVW�FRQIHFWLRQV�
to arise and have some international impact is known (and marketed) 

32 Among the better known Guinea-Bissau gumbe/goumbe performers who 
have released recordings are Cobiana Djazz, Gumbezarte, Ramiro Naka (and 
his band, N’kassa Cobra), Tabanka Djaz, Justino Delgado, Eneida Marta, and 
Manecas Costa. In this setting, too, gumbe music, despite varying degrees 
of  indigenization, appears to have retained many of  its general “creole” 
characteristics. According to Guus de Klein (1999: 499), gumbe in Guinea-Bissau 
“combines a contemporary sound with the ten or more musical traditions that 
VXUYLYH�LQ�WKH�DUHD«�7KH�O\ULFV�RI �JXPEH�DUH�LQ�.ULROX��D�FUHROH�V\QWKHVLV�RI �
$IULFDQ�ODQJXDJHV�DQG�WKH�FRORQLDO�3RUWXJXHVH«�>DQG@�.ULROX�LV�DQ�LQWHJUDO�SDUW�
of  gumbe music.”

��� ,Q� DGGLWLRQ� WR�XUEDQ�SRSXODU�PXVLF�� JXPEH�KDV� DOVR� LQÁXHQFHG� WKH� JURZWK�RI �
RWKHU� ´QHR�WUDGLWLRQDOµ� PXVLFV� LQ� YDULRXV� SDUWV� RI � $IULFD� WKDW� IXOÀOO� VLPLODU�
IXQFWLRQV��2QH�H[DPSOH�LV�*KDQDLDQ�NSDQORJR��5HQWLQN��������PHQWLRQHG�DERYH��
Another is simpa, played in the polyethnic (though primarily Dagomba) town of  
Tamale in northern Ghana. Much like gumbe associations of  the 1950s, simpa 
groups, according to Chernoff  (1979: 129), “are like clubs for the young people 
of  various neighborhoods,” and “practice for their competitions, singing songs 
ZLWK� ÁXWH� RU� KDUPRQLFD� DQG� GUXP� DFFRPSDQLPHQW� WR� +LJKOLIH�� 5XPED�� &KD��
cha, Kalakala, Meringue, Soul, and Agbadza rhythms,” backed by a variety of  
“different instruments, from dondons to sets of  square-frame drums to sets of  
conga and jazz drums.” Elsewhere, Chernoff  notes that “a style of  music and 
GDQFLQJ�FDOOHG�*XPEHµ�RQFH�H[LVWHG� LQ�QRUWKHUQ�*KDQD��EXW�WKDW�´*XPEH�KDV�
evolved into the Simpa music of  today.” He adds that “Gumbe groups originally 
used square-frame drums with bells, rattles and occasionally a squeeze drum” 
�&KHUQRII �����D��������$Q�DXGLR�H[DPSOH�IURP�QRUWKHUQ�*KDQD�RI �JXPEH�VW\OH�
drumming played by Dagbamba drummers can be found on Chernoff  (1985b). 
Some gumbe-related neo-traditional styles have even made their way to cities in 
the U.S., such as New York, where a gome drummer, Kimati Dinizulu, and his 
JURXS��WKH�.RWRNR�6RFLHW\��UHJXODUO\�SHUIRUPHG�D�UDWKHU�´FUHROHµ�VRXQGLQJ�PL[�
of  West African genres during the 1980s. Using the gome, “a square drum laid 
on its side,” Dinizulu and his group would launch into “a variety of  different 
traditional rhythms including Kpanlogo and Asafa from Ghana and Temine from 
6LHUUD� /HRQH�µ�$FFRUGLQJ� WR� WZR� REVHUYHUV�� ´WKH� DGPL[WXUH� RI � WKHVH� HOHPHQWV�
becomes an Esperanto for all who are conversant in the language of  the drum” 
(Strmel and Wachtel 1988: 25).
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as reggae goumbé. 34 In this new urban sound from Côte d’Ivoire, which 
combines the rhythms of  the West African gumbe drum with the 
reggae “beat” – born in the 1960s on the other side of  the ocean in the 
gumbe’s original “homeland” of  Jamaica – the remarkable trajectory 
of  this Afro-creole drum has symbolically come full circle.

Among other things, these still-resounding echoes of  transatlantic 
movements that can be traced back more than two centuries ought 
to remind us that Africa, like the Caribbean cradle of  creolization to 
which it made vast contributions, has long been a privileged site for the 
interlinked kinds of  cultural confrontation, radical recombination, and 
identity creation that garner so much attention in the academy these days. 
In this sense, at least, it has long been – like several other supposedly 
far-removed “outposts” in the Atlantic world of  which it has long been 
a part – in the vanguard, rather than the wake, of  what we know today 
as “modernity.” 35

��� $OWKRXJK�WKH�EHVW�NQRZQ�H[SRQHQWV�RI �UHJJDH�JRXPEp��/HV�)UqUHV�GH� OD�5XH��DUH�
now based in Paris, they hail from Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, and their style, which 
represents a new fusion of  Jamaican reggae with local Ivorian “traditional” genres, 
is inspired partly by the rhythms of  the same square frame drum documented by 
Rouch in Abidjan (and elsewhere in West Africa) in the 1950s. In any case, Les Frères 
GH�OD�5XH�DUH�QRW�WKH�ÀUVW�UHJJDH�DUWLVWV�IURP�&{WH�G·,YRLUH�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�LQÁXHQFHG�
by gumbe. International Ivorian reggae star Alpha Blondy had a gumbe singer in his 
family while growing up in Abidjan (Konaté 1987: 107, 126n4). In one interview, 
when asked about his earliest memory of  music, Blondy mentioned “gumbe, which 
LV� D�NLQG�RI �SRSXODU�GDQFH«�D�YHU\�SRSXODU�$IULFDQ� IRONORUH�NLQG�RI � VW\OH�µ�$QG�
he added – perhaps the most interesting observation in this interview, from the 
perspective of  the present study – “and strange, I found gumbe in Jamaica!” (Davis 
1988: 34).

��� ,Q�LQYRNLQJ�´PRGHUQLW\µ�LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W�DQG�LQ�WKLV�ZD\��,�FOHDUO\�RZH�D�GHEW�WR�6LGQH\�
Mintz’s writings (e.g., Mintz 1966) that point to the Caribbean as the site of  one of  
WKH� HDUOLHVW�²� LI �QRW� WKH�ÀUVW�²�PDQLIHVWDWLRQV�RI � FHUWDLQ�NH\� VRFLDO� DQG�HFRQRPLF�
features generally associated today with the onset of  modernity.
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Figure 1. “Band of  the Jaw-Bone, or John-
Canoe,” 1837, by Isaac Mendes Belisario. 
Illustration showing a non-Maroon version 
of  the Jamaican gumbe drum witnessed by the 
artist in Kingston, Jamaica during the mid- 
19th century. Lithograph with watercolor. 
From I.M. Belisario, Sketches of  Character, 
An Illustration of  the Habits, Occupation, and 
Costume of  the Negro Population, in the Island of  
Jamaica (Kingston: J.R. De Cordova, 1837).

Figure 2. Non-Maroon Jamaican gumbe 
drummer. Lacovia, St. Elizabeth, Jamaica. 
1991. Photo: Kenneth Bilby.

Figure 3. Close-up of  non-Maroon 
Jamaican gumbe drum, showing tuning 
mechanism consisting of  wedges that 
produce tension by driving an inner frame 
against the skin attached to the outer 
frame. Lacovia, St. Elizabeth, Jamaica. 
1991. Photo: Kenneth Bilby.

Figure 4. Maroon from the Windward 
(eastern Maroon) community of  
Scot’s Hall playing the gumbe drum 
used in the traditional ceremonial 
music of  that community. Moore 
Town, Portland, Jamaica. 2008. 
Photo: Kenneth Bilby.
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Figure 5. Martin-Luther Wright, 
Colonel (leader) of  the Jamaican 
Maroon community of  Accompong 
(whose close relatives from Trelawny 
Town were shipped en masse to Nova 
Scotia in 1796 and to Sierra Leone in 
1800), demonstrating playing of  the 
gumbe drum used in the traditional 
ceremonial music of  that community. 
Accompong, St. Elizabeth. 1978. 
Photo: Kenneth Bilby.

Figure 6. Colonel Martin-Luther 
Wright displaying side-view of  the 
Maroon gumbe drum. Accompong, St. 
Elizabeth. 1978. Photo: Kenneth Bilby.

Figure 7. Arthur Pinkney (of  the Krio 
gumbe band, Freetown Goombay No. 1) 
playing the Sierra Leonean gumbe drum. 
Freetown, Sierra Leone. 1977. Photo: 
Kenneth Bilby.
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Figure 8. Morlai Kamara (of  
the Krio gumbe band, Freetown 
Goombay No. 1) displaying side- 
view of  the Sierra Leonean gumbe 
drum. Freetown, Sierra Leone. 
1977. Photo: Kenneth Bilby.

Figure 9. West African cumbé 
player. Equatorial Guinea. 2007. 
Photo: Isabela de Aranzadi.

Figure 10. Photo of West 
African cumbé drum, showing 
PRGLÀHG��OHQJWKHQHG��YHUVLRQ�
of original Caribbean tuning 
mechanism consisting of  
wedges that produce tension 
by driving an inner frame 
against the skin attached to 
the outer frame. Equatorial 
Guinea. 2007. Photo: Isabela 
de Aranzadi.

Figure 11. Ghanaian “guitar band” Bokoor in Ofankor, 
Ghana, c. 1980. At the far right (with the player seated 
upon it) is the Ga gome drum, derived from the Sierra 
Leonean and Jamaican Maroon gumbe. On the left, a 
musician plays the handheld tamalen, a related frame 
drum that uses a variant of  the same distinctive turning 
mechanism. Photo: John Collins/BAPMAF Archives, 
Accra.
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