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Prelude

The value and the sense of  music in Sub-Saharan Africa as in the 
Americas do not need to be demonstrated anymore. Beyond a simple art 
of  sounds, used to entertain or to cover a large number of  manifestations, 
music is there a phenomenon with a strong symbolic value that is rich in 
representations. It participates and rules the very essence of  the life of  
peoples. Its discourse and the underlying languages are acquired through 
the sung word as well as through the instruments, including the drum, 
that plays an undeniable role in the quite varied modes of  communication 
that result from it. Its corporeal aesthetic, its playing techniques and its 
sounds, its place inside a musical group and the role that it plays inside the 
societies about which I am writing here give it also an aura that raises it to 
the rank of  a “cultural being”. It is a being endowed with a word, a musical 
speech, the essence and the meaning of  which often go beyond the simple 
technical sphere and even the musical aesthetic.

The musical performance, as the repertories, the genres, the underlying 
styles, and the instruments that make concrete its sound reality, are 
JHQHUDOO\�OLQNHG�ZLWK�TXLWH�VSHFLÀF�FRQFHSWV�DQG�V\PEROV��7KHVH�ODVW�RQHV�
are linked to ideologies with a physical and metaphysical essence, with 
strong interpenetrations.

So, what is the meaning given to music in Sub-Saharan Africa, and in 
WKH�$PHULFDV"�:KDW� LV� LQ� WKH�HQG� WKH�PXVLFDO�ZRUG"�$UH� WKHUH� VSHFLÀF�
rules and processes that would organize it? Why, in these territories, is 
the drum considered also as a “cultural being”? What is the nature of  this 
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EHLQJ"�:KDW�ODQJXDJH�DQG�ZKDW�PRGH�RI �H[SUHVVLRQ�GRHV�LW�XVH"�:KHQ��
ZK\�DQG�KRZ�GRHV�LW�H[SUHVV�LWVHOI "�7KH�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�WKHVH�SUREOHPV�
are numerous. To try getting the meaning and to understand the sense of  
the musical word, but also the one of  the drum as a “cultural being” in 
Sub-Saharan Africa and Americas, I will approach only some cases. They 
come from the use of  drums in the Democratic Republic of  Congo, in the 
Republic of  Congo, in Cameroon and in Guiana, cultures of  which the 
musical art is more familiar to me.

Music?

If  music is indeed the art of  organised sounds through an ensemble 
RI �VSHFLÀF�FRGHV�WR�EH�VR�DSSUHFLDWHG�LQ�D�FRPPXQLW\�RU�D�JLYHQ�VRFLHW\��
LW�VWLOO�UHPDLQV�D�FRPSOH[�SKHQRPHQRQ��7KLV�WRWDO�VRFLDO�IDFW��WR�ERUURZ�
WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI �0DUFHO�0DXVV������������������JDWKHUV�DQ�HQVHPEOH�RI �
YDOXHV�WKDW��WKURXJK�LWV�FRQFHLYHUV��PDNH�RI �LW�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�WKH�UHÁHFWLRQ�
of  an identity, of  a way of  living and of  a certain view of  the world and 
all that it implies.

Beyond its technical concretisation, the ensemble of  the sound schemes 
or events, but also of  silences that make music, give birth to a rather 
peculiar way of  thinking. It is adapted and moves through a system of  
correspondences and a global form, that system implying several musical and 
H[WUD�PXVLFDO�FRPSRQHQWV��7KHVH�RQHV�IROORZ�D�ZHOO�DSSURSULDWHG�RUGHULQJ�
WKDW�ÀWV�ZLWK�WKH�PXVLFDO�FULWHULD�DGRSWHG�E\�WKH�FRQFHUQHG�FRPPXQLW\��+HUH��
an individual or a group of  individuals, keep, at the same time, registers of  
VSHFLDO�JDPHV��DQG�WKH�VRXQG�SDUDPHWHUV�WKDW�DUH�IHOW�QHFHVVDU\�WR�H[SUHVV�
their musical art. According to the place and the people who practice this 
art, it follows therefore multiple meanings and functions of  music.

So, what is the meaning given to music in Sub-Saharan Africa and in 
the Americas, among the Creole and Bushinenge cultures of  Guiana about 
which I am writing?

Nature and meaning of  African musical thought

The answer to the question of  knowing what is music in African 
WKRXJKW�LV�IXQGDPHQWDOO\�PXOWLSOH��&RQFHLYHG�DV�D�FRPSOH[�SKHQRPHQRQ�
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with varied strata, the art of  sound includes here many factors of  human 
life that form a whole that cannot be separated from social life. So, these 
H[LVWHQWLDO� IDFWRUV� FDQQRW� EH� UHVXPHG� LQ� D� IHZ� ZRUGV� DERXW� DFRXVWLFV��
Indeed, beyond the technical or even aesthetical considerations and 
techniques, the Sub-Saharan traditionalists think about music as a culture 
of  conception and perception of  the being and of  the world. It is also 
IRU�WKHP�D�FXOWXUH�RI �FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�DQG�RI �H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ�RI �VRXQGV�
DV�DQ�HQHUJL]LQJ�ÁRZ�WKDW� LV�QHFHVVDU\� WR�WKH�SK\VLFDO�DQG�PHWDSK\VLFDO�
OLIH�RI �WKH�LQGLYLGXDO��7KDW�LV�ZK\��DPRQJ�WKHP��WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �PXVLF�
generally needs a group of  words, and sometimes only one word, that 
RIIHU�VHYHUDO�FRKHUHQW�SRVVLELOLWLHV�RI �LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��WKDW�DOZD\V�H[SUHVVHV�
a choice between varied concepts, but also between several references and 
several values of  use and appreciation.

As a corollary, verbs and a substantive like “let’s go dance the drums”, for 
instance, will design a plain entertainment through the music of  the drum. 
2WKHU�H[SUHVVLRQV�DUH�XVHG�LQ�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�YHUEV�WR�GR��WR�VD\��WR�JLYH��
to recite, to speak about such or such activity or action, to mean the musical 
FRQFHSW� WKDW� LV� OLQNHG� WR� LW��$QG��ZKHQ� WKLV�GHÀQLWLRQ� LV�JLYHQ� WKURXJK�D�
simple word, this one is often translated by “to sing” or “to dance”, singing 
or dancing then signifying music. It is in such a way that in Black Africa a 
VDPH�ZRUG�RU�D�VDPH�H[SUHVVLRQ�PD\�GHVLJQ��DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��PXVLF�DQG�
dance as well as rhythm, repertory, style, instrument, performance and other 
underlying parameters, this in association with entertainment, a ceremony 
RU�D�ULWXDO��LQ�VKRUW��ZLWK�D�VSHFLÀF�PXVLFDO�SUDFWLFH�ZKHUH�RFFXUV�D�FRKHUHQW�
ZKROH�LQWHUDFWLRQ�DQG�D�ÁRZ�RI �PXWXDO�²�ULWXDO�RU�RUGLQDU\�²�DOOLDQFHV��WR�
translate, among other things, a pleasure, a grief, a joy, a prayer, praises, or to 
accompany entertainment, a ceremony, a ritual, a moment of  solitude.

7KURXJK�WKLV��PXVLF�VWD\V�DGDSWHG�WR�DOO�NLQGV�RI �FRQWH[WV��FLUFXPVWDQFHV�
DQG�VLWXDWLRQV��7KH�ZD\V�RI �H[SUHVVLRQ�WKDW�DUH�XVHG��UK\WKPV��VRXQG�VFDOHV��
timbres, instruments, mode of  playing and still other means) become then 
real codes. Through these codes, music can reassert at the same time the 
truth and the presence of  myths in daily life. This is even a narrative of  life, 
a place for training and transmission of  all kinds of  teachings. The “words” 
of  the human voice or of  a musical instrument then give life to resulting 
music; that becomes a “musical word”, and the instrument a “cultural 
being”.
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The musical word: nature, rules and process of  concretisation

Diagram 1 – Language and music’s word: Concept synthesis

 

TKURXJK� WKH� GHÀQLWLRQ� RI � $IULFDQ�PXVLFDO� WKRXJKW�� ,� MXVW� QRWHG�
the singular way of  conceiving and organising the musical sound. It is 
UHDOLVHG�WKURXJK�DQ�HQVHPEOH�RI �VSHFLÀF�FRGHV��WKH�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�RI �
which go beyond the only physical nature of  its sound material. The 
PXVLFDO�ZRUNV�WKDW�DUH�VR�SURGXFHG�UHÁHFW�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�D�VSHFLÀF�
identity and a vision of  the world or a typical mode of  communication. 
This conception of  the art of  sound is created through a great 
variety of  sound idioms and systems, with a coherent ensemble of  
VLJQLÀFDWLRQV� DQG� IXQFWLRQV� �HLWKHU� ULWXDO� RU� QRW��� DV�ZHOO� DV� WKURXJK�
what they involve. 1

1 Technique and aesthetics, like style, language and underlying discourse, ask, of  course, 
IRU�DSSURSULDWHG�ZD\V�RI �H[SUHVVLRQ��HYHQ�LI��LQ�D�JHQHUDO�ZD\��WKH�GHHS�NQRZOHGJH�RI �
PXVLFDO�UHDOLW\�VWD\V�DQ\ZD\�RIWHQ�YHU\�GLIÀFXOW�WR�H[SORUH�LQ�DQ�REMHFWLYH�ZD\�

Diagram 1 - Language and Music’s Word: Concept synthesis
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Diagram 2 - Drum Word’s: Concept synthesis
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So, here, sound, more than the note of  written music, is an essential 
factor of  high importance, and the notion of  “musical sound” stays a 
very large concept. This last one involves, beyond acoustical properties, 
WKH�IXQFWLRQDOLW\�RI �D�VRXQG�LQ�LWV�FRPSOH[LW\�DQG�LWV�YDULDELOLW\��)URP�WKLV�
come at the same time a language and what I call the “musical word”.

7KLV�GRXEOH�UHDOLW\��RI �ODQJXDJH�DQG�FRQFHSW��FDQQRW�EH�EHWWHU�GHÀQHG�
WKDW�E\�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DOO�LWV�PXOWL�IDFWRU�QDWXUH��E\�FODULI\LQJ�DW�ÀUVW�WKH�
basic principles that rule word, music linked with the musical instrument, 
three factors that are overlapped at different levels of  realisation of  the 
linguistic and musical languages through the medium of  sound.

In the restricted frame of  this article, I will keep to the essence. First, I 
note that in Sub-Saharan Africa as in other parts of  the world, mostly of  
oral tradition, the Word is an active principle and a source of  creation, in 
the large meaning of  the term. This principle creates and deploys life and 
various forms of  communication; it is the mover of  science and knowledge 
WRR��,W�RIIHUV�DQ�H[FHSWLRQDO�GLPHQVLRQ�RI �DQDORJLHV��FRUUHVSRQGHQFHV�DQG�
LQWLPDWH�UHFLSURFLWLHV�WKDW�FDQ�EH�H[SUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�ZD\�RI �YDULHG�ZRUGV�DQG�
actions, including the linguistic and musical ones.

7KDQNV�WR�WKH�ZRUG��WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI �WKH�IDFWV�LV�JLYHQ�WKURXJK�VSHFLÀF�
languages that, in Africa, are numerous. In their majority, they are tonal 
languages, that is to say, that the meaning of  their words varies, in principle, 
according to the tone and even according to the tonal accent attributed to 
each syllable. So every phrase of  the spoken speech becomes the sketch of  
a melody, up to the point when the transition from the spoken language to 
singing may seem almost imperceptible. Otherwise, in African social life, 
the speech of  musical instrument is closely linked with the spoken word 
and the sung word.

As a rule, the ways of  talking these languages have effectively an 
LQÁXHQFH�� LQ� D� YHU\� GLUHFW� ZD\�� RQ� YRFDO� DQG� LQVWUXPHQWDO� PXVLF� WKDW�
are practiced, their codes allow ordinary events, ceremonies (be they 
lay or initiatory) or rituals to be celebrated. They are also used to evoke 
cosmogonies, myths and legends, to support the effort of  work, to give a 
rhythm to dance or to embellish entertainment. In short, these codes are 
used to embody the art of  living through music and to manifest the Word 
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through a “musical word”. The spoken word is then used as a fundamental 
KHOS� IRU� WKH� FRGHG� VXQJ� DQG� LQVWUXPHQWDO� H[SUHVVLRQV�� DQG� WKH�PXVLFDO�
sound materials of  their structuring become, at the same time, semantic 
HOHPHQWV��7KHVH�PXVLFDO�FRGHV�DUH�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�H[WUD�PXVLFDO� IDFWRUV�
(invocation of  a deity, praise to a person, evocation of  a social status, 
announcement of  an important moment or event, and others as well).

:KDW�DUH�WKHQ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�UXOHV�DQG�SURFHVVHV�WKDW�JXLGH�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�
of  the “musical word”?

To answer this question, it is important to underline once more that 
the functioning of  the musical word has as a foundation a particular 
organisation of  the musical codes that are often put in association with 
the language codes. Coming to this subject, one will recall that African 
traditional music instruments are generally conceived and tuned in the 
tone of  the language or the dialect of  their conceivers, and played in a 
phonetic-tonal way. So, the melodies or the rhythms they produce are 
often resulting at the same time of  the metric, the accents, the tonality and 
other parameters of  the concerned language.

Like masks, these musical codes represent messages, and by 
H[WUDSRODWLRQ��KXPDQ��DQLPDO�DQG�VSLULWXDO�EHLQJV��DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�DV�WKH\�
HYRNH�H[SOLFLWO\�RU�LPSOLFLWO\�WKHLU�FKDUDFWHUV�

To do so, and according to the message to transmit, the musical codes 
that are used are numerous and varied, for instance, a sound, a sound 
colour, a rhythm, a tempo, a scale, a melody, a style formula or a peculiar 
technique, and even a characteristic musical genre and their different 
orderings.

One will remark also that among these codes, sound colour is one of  
the important sound parameters of  the musical system that is ruled by the 
“musical word”. Beyond its aesthetic beauty, it is used as a representation 
DQG�D�V\PERO�RI �LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��IRU�LQVWDQFH�RI �WKH�́ YRLFHµ�DQG�WKH�́ ZRUGµ�
RI � D�P\WKLFDO� DQLPDO� RU� DQ� HYRFDWLRQ� RI � HYHU\� RWKHU� ÀJXUHG� ´ZRUGµ��
7KDW� LV�ZK\�� LQ� WKH� LQVWUXPHQWDO�ÀHOG��DOO�NLQGV�RI �PDWHULDOV� WKDW�RIIHU�
FRPSOH[�VRXQG�FRORXUV�DUH�ORRNHG�DIWHU��7KH�EX]]LQJ��WKH�FKLUSLQJ��DQG�
other kazoo like, nasal, deafened sounds that come from them, allow the 
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imitation of  different noises or sounds of  Nature with which Man often 
communicates. So, these sounds may evoke circumstances and situations 
RU�ÀJXUH�D�TXLWH�VSHFLÀF�YRLFH��LOOXVWUDWLQJ��IRU�LQVWDQFH��WKH�SRZHU�RI �D�
person, an ancestor, a deity, an animal.

Incidentally, a name is often given to every sound of  the instrumental 
sound scale. The so implied sound materials acquire then the value of  a 
reference, that is linked for instance to the identity of  a social system, of  a 
particular being, a ritual or a ceremony, a dance, a typical musical genre or 
style. They can be also a form of  formula that would be a precise melodic 
or rhythmic formula, to design a technical change of  the musical discourse 
RU�RI �VFHQLF�HYHQWV��WR�JXLGH�WKH�VWHSV�RI �WKH�GDQFHU�DQG�RWKHU�VSHFLÀF�
variations (linked to the choreography or the instrumental playing), to 
LQGLFDWH�WKH�HQG�RI �D�SLHFH��7KH�H[DPSOHV�DUH�QXPHURXV�DQG�YHU\�YDULHG�

In their technical organization, a structuring of  a musical scale may 
be transposed in a subdivision of  notes of  which the values of  sound 
colours, of  accents or pulsations, of  amplitude, of  intensity and even of  
register will be put forward. So the notes will be played more or less loudly, 
LQ�WKH�ORZ�RU�KLJK�UHJLVWHU��H[HFXWHG�LQ�D�´VRIW�RU�KDUGµ�ZD\��LQ�WHUPV�RI �
G\QDPLF��7KH\�FDQ�EH�DPSOLÀHG�RU�QRW�DQG�WKH�'RJRQ�RU�WKH�)XODQL��IRU�
instance, call that “big or thin sonorities (respectively mi po and mi usi; 
mawni holo and sevi holo, in dogon and in fulani [languages]) 2 ”. Here the 
UHODWLRQ�RI �WKH�KLJK�DQG�ORZ�UHJLVWHU�ÀJXUHV�WKH�PDOH�IHPDOH�RQH�

2Q� WKH� YHUWLFDO� OHYHO�� WKH� FRPELQDWLRQV� RU� WKH� PRGLÀFDWLRQ� RI � WKH�
superposed sounds send back to the harmony and the relationship of  
the symbolic oppositions: male-female that come from it and are realised 
through a meticulous “proportioning” of  “male” and “female” notes. 
7KHUH�DUH�VRPH�RWKHU�WHFKQLFDO�H[SUHVVLRQV�WKDW�,�GRQ·W�PHQWLRQ�KHUH��

In this process, the living beauty of  sounds that the musical instruments 
produce cannot be only translated by technical principles and formal 

2 Germaine Calame-Griaule et Blaise Calame, Introduction à l’étude de la musique africaine, La 
Revue Musicale, p 14. As It comes to the male-female principle in African music, read as 
well Sowande Fela, “Le rôle de la musique dans la société africaine traditionnelle” in La 
PXVLTXH�DIULFDLQH��5pXQLRQ�GH�<DRXQGp��&DPHURXQ��23-27 février 1970, pp. 59-68, especially 
pp. 59-60.
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compositional structure, even taking into account the thoughts and 
feelings of  the musician. These sounds should also suggest the echo of  
the multiple sounds of  the natural environment from which were drawn 
the materials that have been used in the manufacture of  instruments. 
These sounds represent and transmit an invisible energy. They convey 
also the spiritual and physical forces that are so symbolized. In fact, the 
instruments that produce these sounds become almost “beings” of  their 
own, the ones that I called “cultural beings”. It is the case of  the drum.

From Africa to the Americas: the drum as a “cultural being”

Diagram 2 – Drum word’s: Concept synthesis

 

In Sub-Saharan musical cultures, as in many of  the American ones, 
the meaning of  a musical instrument as well as its productions constitute 
a rather original factor of  an atypical social phenomenon according to 
which musical instruments are often assimilated to deities, to symbolic or 
mythological animals, to individuals – male or female –, being at the same 

Diagram 1 - Language and Music’s Word: Concept synthesis
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WLPH�DVVRFLDWHG�WR�GLIIHUHQW�VRFLDO�FODVVHV��DQG�ZLWK�WKHP��WR�VSHFLÀF�ZD\V�
RI �H[SUHVVLQJ�RQHVHOI��7KH�YHU\�VKDSHV�RI �WKHVH�LQVWUXPHQWV��]RRPRUSKLF�
and anthropomorphic, especially widespread in Africa) or the images and 
symbols that wear, on their body, some of  these instruments that do not 
have these human or animal look illustrate the importance that has that 
phenomenon in the cultures I am dealing with here.

,Q� WKH� ULWXDO�ÀHOG�� D�PXVLFDO� LQVWUXPHQW�RU� HYHQ�DQ�RUFKHVWUDO� JURXS�
are often symbolised by “beings”: they may be physical (as a king or a 
hero) or spiritual (an ancestor or a deity) or also by a social organisation 
(institution, family, clan, community). They may even be linked to ritual or 
secret organisations.

So, some instruments will represent or have the rank of  a deity, an 
ancestral spirit, of  authority, of  the father, of  the mother, of  the uncle, of  
the slave, of  the male or the female, or will identify such a community, such 
D�PXVLFDO�VW\OH«�(YHU\�FRQFHUQHG�LQVWUXPHQW�ZLOO�UHSUHVHQW��E\�LWVHOI��D�
unique and typical “being” that owns, in consequence, its “voice”, the 
value of  which is linked with its rank. Thus, in the frame of  the musical 
performance, the disposition of  the instruments on stage will take place 
according to the respect of  the rules that determine the social rank or 
the status they represent, but also the nature and the object of  the given 
musical performance. The instruments that are devoted to rituals and 
solemnities are even welcomed as real living subjects, this means, with 
all the honours and the rituals that would be reserved to the person they 
represent. It is even possible to build for them a house in the middle of  
the village or in the middle of  Nature.

In this system where the musical instruments which are used are directly 
linked to the social and cultural facts of  each tradition, the drum occupies 
a central position. In terms of  communication, the power of  its sounds 
and the possibilities of  coding the drummed messages it offers, are very 
appreciated to emit or to translate diverse forms of  information.

This is why, among other reasons, the craft of  the African traditional 
instrument maker is not only to make musical instruments as plain objects 
of  sound production, but also and mostly to “give them a voice” as for 
human beings in particular, to enable them to produce an articulated 
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ODQJXDJH��WKDW�QHYHUWKHOHVV�ZLOO�EH�VSHFLÀF�WR�WKH�LQVWUXPHQW�LQ�TXHVWLRQ��
It is a personalised voice which, as it has been indicated before, makes of  
every implicated instrument a “cultural being”. It is a “being” which, in a 
general way, “speaks” not only either by rubbing or scraping its body, or by 
bowing its strings, or by blowing in its holes, or also by clapping of  hands 
or by hitting drumsticks on its body, like for drums.

In addition, as we have seen before, the material itself  used for the 
instrumental making comes from materials that, initially, are treated by 
African traditionalists as “living beings” (vegetal, animal or mineral). So, 
the musical instrument is only a metamorphosis of  these beings of  Nature 
in an object of  culture through which some coded messages will pass, 
living with the strength of  sounds. These messages are sent to the humans, 
to the spiritual beings and even to the “beings” of  Nature, thanks to the 
LQWHUPHGLDU\�RI �ULWXDOV�DQG�RWKHU�VSHFLÀF�FHUHPRQLHV�

It is at this stage that an African drum, be it Creole or Bushinenge, is 
transformed, being at the same time assimilated to a new “living being”, 
this “cultural being” to whom is available a sound articulation near to the 
spoken word.

Then what link can be made between the “musical word” and the 
musical instrument as a “cultural being” in Sub-Saharan Africa and in 
the Americas, especially in French Guiana, among the Creoles and the 
Bushinenges?

Variation on the musical word in Sub-Saharan Africa and in 

French Guiana: a reading through examples of  the Congolese, 

Cameroonian, Creole and Bushinenge musical cultures

%HIRUH� FODULI\LQJ� WKLV� VXEMHFW� LQ� WKH� LQGLFDWHG� FXOWXUDO� FRQWH[WV�� LW� LV�
important to describe some general elements that essentially describe 
the Creole and Bushinenge musical practices in French Guiana, in fact 
the only territory of  France and of  the European Union on the South 
American continent.

At the origin, the Creoles were members of  the black population that 
were living with their masters in the plantations during the time of  slavery. 



141141

From Sub-Saharan Africa to Americas, the drum as a “cultural being” for a “musical  word”

This community then enlarged with mulattos, populations coming from 
WKH�PL[LQJ�RI �:KLWHV�DQG�%ODFNV��EXW�DOVR��ODWHU��RI �RWKHU�FURVV�EUHHGLQJV�
�OLNH� WKH� PL[LQJ� RI � $PHULQGLDQ� DQG� %ODFNV��� 7KHLU� FXOWXUH� ZDV� FURVV�
bred as well, with nevertheless a pre-eminence of  European and African 
ancestry. The Bushinenge of  Guiana form the community of  African 
black slaves, called also “Noirs Marrons”, who had freed themselves since 
the eighteenth century from the slavery yoke by running away from the 
SODQWDWLRQV�PRVWO\�IURP�'XWFK�*X\DQD��WKH�DFWXDO�6XULQDPH��� WR�ÀQG�D�
UHIXJH�LQVLGH�WKH�IRUHVW�RI �)UHQFK�*XLDQD��)URP�WKH�0DURRQ�PL[LQJ�RI �
WKH� LQGLYLGXDOV�ZLWK� DQ� H[FOXVLYH�$IULFDQ�RULJLQ� DSSHDUHG� VHYHUDO� HWKQLF�
groups, like the Saramaka, the Paramaka, the Boni or the Aluku, the Djuka 
or Boshe, the Matawai and the Kwinti, still present in French Guiana.

Creoles and Bushinenge built themselves identities, especially the 
musical ones, that are the historical consequence of  the itineraries 
followed by the two communities. However each one built its own culture 
by preserving and giving a new birth to some fundamental references of  
WKHLU�RULJLQV��H[FOXVLYHO\�$IULFDQ�IRU�WKH�%XVKLQHQJH��PDLQO\�$IULFDQ�DQG�
European for the Creoles).

Neither totally African nor entirely European, these two peoples of  
the Amazonian basin share nevertheless a double common point on the 
EDVLV�RI �ZKLFK�WKH\�VWUXFWXUHG�WKHLU�FXOWXUDO� LGHQWLW\��7KHVH�DUH�WKH�ÀUVW�
African roots and the dwelling society of  the slavery times. The singularity 
of  each one comes from the fact of  their different historical courses: the 
Bushinenge had freed themselves from the plantation society thanks to 
waves of  successive running away, when the Creoles chose to stay there 
at least until the abolition of  slavery and then to take the ways of  French 
assimilation. Today they all meet in the frame of  French citizenship.

As it comes to the musical culture, being at the start African slaves, they 
were practicing music where the drum was occupying the main place. It was 
the musical instrument which at the same time was accompanying songs 
and dances and was used as a way of  communication thanks to diverse 
drummed codes. Then, the Creoles will practice two major categories of  
music. The one called “musical” was leaning on the Western orchestra 
and practiced under the guidance of  the master. The other one, called 
“local”, was organized from the undeniably African rhythms of  drums. 
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%RWK�RI �WKHVH�PXVLFDO�FDWHJRULHV�ZHUH�H[SORLWHG�LQ�D�SXUHO\�PL[HG�&UHROH�
style, inspired by African and European dances and rhythms. According 
to the nature of  the dances that were accompanied by drums and judged 
“decent” or “savage” by the masters, some of  them, that had gone 
WKURXJK�GHHS�(XURSHDQ�LQÁXHQFHV��ZHUH�DFFHSWHG�DQG�SOD\HG�LQ�WKH�\DUGV�
of  the dwellings by slaves or coloured Creole emancipated slaves. This is 
the case of  the gragé, the lérol, the kaladja and the kanmougwé. The “savage” 
ones (belay, and mainly the kasékò��DUH�GDQFHV�WKDW�ZHUH�UDWKHU�H[FOXGHG�
and practiced by the slaves in the plantations for fun and liberation, as 
far as they could, before the master had given them the famous “Negro 
6DWXUGD\Vµ�ZKHQ�WKH�VODYHV�FRXOG�WKHQ�ZRUN�RII �WKHLU�FRPSOH[HV�WR�WKHLU�
own will 3. One can remark also that gragé, lérol, kaladja, kanmougwé, bélya 
and kasékò� GHQRWH� DW� WKH� VDPH� WLPH� VSHFLÀF� FRPELQDWLRQV� RI � UK\WKPV��
dances, songs and their repertories as well as the musical instruments, and 
even the occasions when they are performed. In connection with this, the 
Creole kanmougwé constitutes concurrently the song, the rhythm and the 
dance that mime the mayouri: all kinds of  crafts and works to which the 
slaves were submitted. It is also a kind of  great Saturnalia of  the entire 
housing in which slaves or emancipated slaves (men and women, young 
and elder) took part.

These dances and work songs were accompanied by two drums of  the 
same name, called tanbou kanmougwé, the male and female status of  which 
is equivalent to the one of  the agida drums of  the Bushinenge Saramaka 
(used in the same way in pairs, but rather called father and mother). The Boni 
often use only one unity of  these agida drums. In a general way, among 
Bushinenge, these drums are sacred. They are kept in special houses either 
in the village, or in the forest on the banks of  a river. They are “cultural 
beings” to which are made offerings. Their “voices” are only heard during 
special occasions and following rigorous conditions.

,Q�WKH�ÀHOG�RI �WKH�GUXPV��&UHROHV�DQG�%XVKLQHQJH�VKDUH�VRPH�RWKHU�
conceptions too, the basis of  which is equally African. In these two 
communities, beyond the use of  the drums by pairs, male and female or 
IDWKHU�DQG�PRWKHU��WKH�RQHV�DQG�WKH�RWKHUV�H[SORLW�DOVR�WKHVH�LQVWUXPHQWV�LQ�
a group of  three of  different sizes (small, middle and big), played with bare 

3 It is with time that the oppositions between the salon shows and the ones of  the plan-
WDWLRQV��UHQGHUHG�E\�WKH�VODYHV��ZLOO�OHVVHQ�DQG�ÀQDOO\�VKDGH�RII�
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hands or with the help of  drumsticks. It is notably the case of  the Creole 
kasékò�GUXPV�WKDW�DUH� LGHQWLÀHG�WKURXJK�WKHLU�ZD\�RI �SOD\LQJ�� coupé (the 
soloist), foulé (the accompanist) and plombé (marks the rhythmic pulsation 
and supports the accompanist). Moreover, its low register enriches the 
sound colour and brings depth to the ensemble sound. All are played with 
EDUH�KDQGV��7KH�%XVKLQHQJH�HTXLYDOHQWV�DUH�PRUH�LGHQWLÀHG�WKURXJK�WKH�
class of  age: pikin doon (small and soloist), tun (middle and marker of  the 
tempo and the rhythmic pulsation), gaan doon (big and soloist, it is the 
master drum). These three traditional drums are mostly used during ritual 
ceremonies. Technically, the improvisation (for the soloists) is made on 
the model of  the coded language of  the African musical word. All kinds 
of  codes are used in the same way to order the steps of  the dancers, for 
instance. Among the Bushinenge, a drummed language is even used, as 
prayers and praises for the deities and the ancestors.

Moreover, among the Creoles, as among the Bushinenge, some of  their 
GUXPV�DUH�FRYHUHG�ZLWK�IDEULFV��IRU�VSHFLÀF��RIWHQ�UHOLJLRXV��UHDVRQV��/LNH�
in Africa, some words that evoke the musical word are used: to caress, to 
PDNH�FU\�� WR�PDNH� WKH�GUXP�VSHDN��DQG�VWLOO�RWKHU�H[SUHVVLRQV��$�ZRUG�
is used also to indicate at the same time the instrument, the rhythm, the 
repertory, the dance and the circumstances of  the musical production. 
7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�H[DPSOHV�RI �WKLV�

As an illustration of  the matter relating to the thematic on the musical 
word and the musical instrument considered as a “cultural being”, I have 
SURSRVHG�DW�WKH�&ROORTXLXP�WR�VHH�DQ�H[FHUSW�RI �D�YLGHR�DERXW�&RQJROHVH�
and Cameroonian music (for Africa) and Creole and Bushinenge of  
French Guiana (for the Americas) where the role of  the drum is quite 
VLJQLÀFDQW��7KH�H[WUDFWV�VKRZ�LQ�SDUWLFXODU� WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO� UK\WKP�ngoma 
ntela (this two words describing also the big footed drum) of  the Bakongo 
people; about the music of  the kalangou talking drum (Haoussa hourglass 
drum of  Cameroon), the Creole kasékò and the Bushinenge awasa from 
French Guiana.
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Congo ngoma ntela drums

Cameroon kalangou drums

French Guiana Creole kasékò drums
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To conclude

The essential of  this communication about African cultures in the 
ZD\�WR�GHÀQH��WR�FRQFHLYH�DQG�WR�OLYH�WKH�DUW�RI �VRXQGV��EXW�DOVR�DERXW�
the conception of  the “musical word” and of  the musical instrument as 
D�´FXOWXUDO�EHLQJµ��HQGRZHG�ZLWK�D�YRLFH��D� ODQJXDJH�DQG�D�:RUG��ÀQGV�
applications that are adapted to the geopolitical and historical conditions 
of  the peoples, notably the Creoles and the Bushinenge, of  French Guiana.

In Sub-Saharan Africa as in French Guiana, among the communities that 
,�VWXGLHG��WKH�GUXP�LV�D�FKDQQHO�IRU�DOO�NLQGV�RI �PXVLFDO�DQG�H[WUD�PXVLFDO��
SK\VLFDO�DQG�PHWDSK\VLFDO�H[SUHVVLRQV��7KURXJK�LWV�SOD\LQJ�DQG�LWV�VRQRULWLHV�
are spread at the same time with several feelings and emotions. So, here, the 
GUXP�LV�RQH�RI �WKH�HIÀFLHQW�ZD\V�WR�H[SUHVV�WKH�MR\V�DQG�VRUURZV��EXW�DOVR�
the life and way of  being. It is also a traditional “word” that spread through 
the ages, across generations of  Africans, of  slaves and of  their Creole and 
Bushinenge progeny, including those of  French Guiana.

Up to the present, the drum is the “cultural being” who comport 
D� VSHFLDO� ´ZRUGµ� ZLWK� PDQ\� FRGHV� WKDW� DUH� ÀOOHG� ZLWK� V\PEROV� DQG�
representations. It echoes the histories of  French Guianese people and 
gives rhythm to episodes of  their life.

Bushinenge aluku 
traditional drums
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