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ABSTRACT

Meaning Beyond Words: A Musical Analysis of Afro-Cuban Batd Drumming
by

Javier Diaz

Advisor: Peter Manuel

This dissertation consists of a musical analysis of Afro-Cuban batd drumming. Current
scholarship focuses on ethnographic research, descriptive analysis, transcriptions, and studies on
the language encoding capabilities of bata. However, this artistically sophisticated tradition
demands a more in-depth study of its musical manufacture. Drawing from experience as a ritual
batd player and as an oricha priest, | have completed the current study by following three
primary analytical modalities: (1) sonic landscape, which encompasses: sound vocabulary, form,
individual drum parts, and balance of musical elements; (2) timbral design, how the different
bata sounds articulate meaningful and functionally distinguishable structures; (3) the rhythmic
construction of batd music. For my research, I have surveyed professional, educational, and field
recordings for transcriptions and aural analysis. Besides, I have looked at existing transcriptions
and incorporated theoretical models for how this music unfolds through time and space. This
paper emphasizes the importance of musical processes as a crucial element in the articulation of
meaningful structures in Afro-Cuban batd. Furthermore, it situates its findings within the

broader field of theoretical analysis of Sub-Saharan African drum ensemble music.
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INTRODUCTION

The present study consists of a multi-faceted interpretive musical analysis of Afro-Cuban bata
drumming. The central motivation of this dissertation is to present new ideas about batd music’s
timbral and rhythmic organization. Bata drums are a type of religious hourglass-shaped drum
that originated in ancient Yorubaland, modern-day Nigeria, and came to Cuba with the trans-
Atlantic slave trade in the early nineteenth century.' In Cuba, as in Yorubaland, bat4 are used in
the liturgical music of the orichalorisa religion.” These drums are known for their ability to
encode and mimic Yoruba and related dialects. While they are performed in tandem with sacred
songs and liturgical dance in public religious ceremonies called tambores, the complexity of the
drumming itself, and the fact that they are often played by themselves, justify a thorough study
of their multiple structural aspects.

Bata music’s elaborate composition has made it stand out as one of the most important
Afro-Cuban musical traditions. However, despite its sophistication and significant influence on
Cuban music as a whole, bata’s musical design remains relatively understudied. The existing
literature on bata music, while providing necessary background information and artistic insight,
does not go deep enough into its musical makeup and design. For instance, Schweitzer (2013),

and Moore and Sayre (2006) focus on descriptive accounts of formal elements and ethnographic

! Ortiz (1994:146) argues that the African-born bata player (and possibly an Osain priest and a
babalawo) Afiabi and Atanda (also a bata player) built the first set of consecrated batd in Cuba in
around 1830. Marcuzzi (3005:340-342), however, suggests that the first set of consecrated bata
drums in Cuba was probably built closer to the middle of the nineteenth century, around 1866.

? The orisaloricha religion is a complex of spiritual practices consisting of ancestor worship and
the worship of the deities known as orisas/orichas/orixas. This spiritual practice encompasses a
region in Africa that includes Yorubaland and neighboring people, such as the Edo, Ondo, and
others (Peel 2003:107-118). It is an ancient practice that continues to evolve today. This
tradition came to the New World (Brazil, Cuba, Trinidad, Haiti, and other areas) with the
transatlantic slave trade and developed into separate but related practices.



data. Spiro (2006), Amira and Cornelius (1992), and others concentrate on annotated
transcriptions of the rhythms. Villepastour (2010) discusses the language encoding capabilities
of African bata. As we can see, there is a need for new contributions that look into the
construction of this music and how it can establish [musical] meaning beyond speech surrogacy.
I use the word “meaning” here referring to how all music, regardless of specific interpretation
and cultural decoding (and encoding) systems, conveys intrinsic structural systems that can be
apprehended through experiential cognition. This last point is very significant given the decline
of spoken African languages (including the Yoruba language known as Anagd or Lucumi) in
Cuba since the early twentieth century.” Bata players from Cuba and secondary diasporas rely
heavily (and have done so now for at least three-quarters of a century in Cuba) on musical and
religious knowledge to render interpretations of this liturgical music. While the speech
surrogacy and the encoding of Yoruba language aspect of bata deserve ample study, I believe it
necessary also to understand batd drumming from a musical standpoint.

This study intends to fill the gaps in the current scholarship by answering the following
questions: How do the individual drum parts’ perspectives add to the knowledge of batd musical
design? What kind of formal structures do we find in the baté repertoire? How is this music

timbrally (including “melodic” and “harmonic™ dimensions produced by the different drum

3 Ortiz cites a bata elder in 1954, Miguel Somodevilla saying: “contemporary drummers need to
take more into account the relationship between the rhythms and the ritual dancers.” Ortiz
suggests that this opinion substantiates the fact that the language encoding aspect of baté in
Cuba, at this time, was already becoming a secondary aspect of its performance (1994:100-101).
* 1 use “melodic” here to describe drum pitches arranged in horizontal schemes that resemble
pitch melodies. I use “harmonic” to describe sound structures (such as the lumping of certain
sounds across different drums that produce short/repetitive patterns) that exhibit properties
similar to the vertical interaction of pitches, specifically arpeggios and harmonic analytical
segmentation. Drummers use melody to describe vertical arrangements of drum pitches all the
time. Concert music composers have used percussive sounds melodies for a long time now



sounds) and rhythmically organized (including vertical and horizontal expressions of durations
and attacks)? I separate this paper into four main topics, dedicating one chapter to each: (1)
preliminary information about bat4, Lucumi religion and its historical perspective, scholarship
review, an overview of Lucumi religious music, and a brief discussion of batd education
processes; (2) the batd sonic landscape: sound vocabulary, form, individual drum parts, and ideas
about balance; (3) understanding bata music’s timbral structures, i.e., how different sound sub-
groups articulate specific functions and meaning in the music; and (4) the rhythmic makeup of
batd music: polyrhythms, tempo, meter, and the use of clave (timelines).

While the focus of my work is batd music’s design, I should emphasize that bata, in the
context of Afro-Cuban religious music, is not only a musical instrument, but also a conglomerate
of spiritual and sacred technologies, ideas, and agencies that come together as a single object in
the form of a drum ensemble. As in many other religious music analyses, my study does not aim
at divorcing baté from its religious-functional sphere. However, it is imperative to go past
functionality if we are to gain a deeper understanding of batd’s musical dimension. Also, |
should point out that while scholarly musical analyses are few, bata drummers are constantly
producing musical analyses while playing, teaching, and discussing bata drumming in ritual and
secular situations. Their analyses range from introspective performance embodiment of abstract
objects, such as polyrhythms, to broad classifications of rhythms by tempo, feel and

programmatic performance associations. The present work, considering that I am a ritual bata

(Cage, Bartok, Stockhausen, and others). Ethnomusicologists have used the analogy of melody
when studying the different kinds of drum music that exhibit melodic qualities such as “talking”
drums, big drum ensemble music, etc. Taking all these precedents into account, I have gone one
step further and applied the notion of “melodic” drumming to the dimension of simultaneity and
harmonic segmentation. It is clear that we are not describing pitches and pitch relationships as in
harmony; instead, we are observing the harmonic treatment of timbres.
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drummer, is not only an addition to the ongoing discussion about batd music in academia but
also an extension of emic discourse and knowledge.

Before discussing any specific methodology, let us go beyond the field of batd drumming
research briefly, and situate the present study within the more substantial existing body of work
about Sub-Saharan African drum ensemble music and derived traditions. The questions I attempt
to answer in my analysis overlap with several issues previous researchers, such as Koetting
(1970), Locke (1982), Ekweme (1975-76), Jones (1959), and others, have encountered when
writing about African drum music. Ideas about meter, drum part hierarchies, use of
polyrhythmic texture, timbral distribution, tempo/metric manipulation, and the relationship of the
drumming to poetry, song, and dance are all areas of intense debate and disagreement within
academia. This analysis of Afro-Cuban bata should add new insights to the existing general
knowledge of structure, specifically timbral distribution and rhythmic organization, and the
establishment of specific musical roles in West and Central African drum ensemble music and

secondary diasporas.



Methodology

Havana (Cuba’s capital city) and Matanzas (culturally and artistically important city to the east
of Havana) are the cradles of the two main distinct bata performance styles in Cuba. I focus
almost entirely on the baté liturgical repertoire from Havana, but there will be mention of the
Matanzas style when I discuss the different types of batd sounds. My study draws from my
experience as an initiated batd drummer and a priest in the Lucumi (Santeria) religion and years
of being a student of Afro-Cuban percussion music. [ provide multiple transcriptions of bata
rhythms and ritual songs. I base the score transcriptions on my own performance experience.
Besides, I have also relied on multiple available commercial recordings. That said, the scores
presented here are not exact renditions of any one specific performance. Instead, they are
composites from recordings and remembrances of my performances and lessons. In addition to
transcriptions, there are multiple diagrams, tables and analytical graphs explaining the inner
workings of bata music. Finally, I provide extensive commentary on my examples and theorize
on how bata music builds patterns according to different criteria (such as rhythm and timbre).

For score examples, I use Western music notation and other forms of graphic rhythmic
notation when needed. There are many ways of representing batd drumming meter in Western
notation, i.e., 12/8, 6/8, cut-time, 2/4, etc. Primarily, I have chosen two time signatures in score
transcriptions: 6/8 for rhythms that make use of ternary subdivisions of the pulse, and 2/2 (cut-
time) for rhythms that use binary and quaternary subdivisions of the pulse. Clearly, this notation
is an approximation (like every type of notated score) to the real sound of bata. I discuss the

micro-timing operations that affect the feel of bata music; however, I have chosen not to notate



any feel variances for the sake of representational clarity. See the music transcriptions notation
key below.

I have decided to write Lucumi/Anagé language words using Spanish spelling because
that is the primary language used by Cuban bata players. When I write Yoruba words, I use
English spelling, again for clarity. The proper names of Lucumi deities, names of languages, and

peoples are not in italics. I do italicize all other foreign words.

Music Transcriptions Notation Key
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CHAPTER 1: Preliminary Information

Existing Scholarship

Los tambores bata de los Yoruba (1994) by Fernando Ortiz is the stand-alone edition of a chapter
by the same author that first appeared in the more extensive work Los instrumentos de la musica
afrocubana (1954), and it is one of the central works written about the subject. Ortiz, in his
peculiar academic style,” explains the origin of the bata drums in Cuba, their history, ritual
aspects, construction, classification, and musical characteristics. Later researchers and
performers have heavily cited the book’s great deal of ethnographic data and ideas about Afro-
Cuban batd music. His informants were bata players from Havana and Matanzas active in the
1940’s and 1950’s. This generation of performers was an essential link to the founding African
practitioners that reconstructed and established the bata tradition in Cuba. Trinidad Torregosa,
Raul Diaz, and Pablo Roche are some of the most important and influential players who served
as informants to Ortiz (Ortiz 1994:40-52).

While the ethnographic and historical information that Ortiz delivers is invaluable, his
musical descriptions and analyses are more limited given that Ortiz was not a drummer, and that
his main esthetic points of reference came from the Western concert music tradition. Also, he
was not a trained musician, which affected the accuracy of transcriptions throughout his work.
He struggles at times to find analogies that encompass the complex musical nature of bata
drumming. With that in mind, we still get a good sense of central ideas that have been cited

many times since in the literature of Afro-Cuban drumming. It is also important to mention that

> Ortiz, throughout his career, positioned himself as an outsider and as a member of the
privileged class (Rodriguez-Mangual 2004:47). For further understanding on Ortiz’s view about
race in Cuba, see “Por la integracion cubana de blancos y negros” (1943).

7



the vast scope of Ortiz’s research on Afro-Cuban music as a whole situates him as a towering
figure on the subject. Los tambores batd de los Yoruba is part of a research continuum that
spans decades since his early works dealing with Afro-Cubans and Afro-Cuban culture.

The phrase “los tres bata hablan lengua” (“the three bat4 speak in tongues™), used by
Ortiz (1994:49) coincides with remarks many current drummers still make when describing the
language encoding aspects of bata. This phrase means, broadly speaking, that the drums (batd)
can render in drum language actual Lucumi/Anagé® words and phrases. While Ortiz does not
provide extended exact text renditions of Lucumi/Anag6 words and phrases in the bata
repertoire, it is clear to the reader that that is what early bata drummers were doing in Cuba and
(back) in Africa: encoding the spoken ritual language into the drumming patterns. Ortiz
observes that bata drummers, while knowing the oricha songs and prayers very well, never sing
while playing (Ortiz 1994:53). Currently, Yoruba bata players also do not sing while playing
(Villepastour 2010:26).

Amanda Villepastour’s Ancient Text Messages of the Yoruba Bata Drum: Cracking the
Code (2010) is an essential contribution to the scholarship of batd drums. Although her work
focuses specifically on African batd, her research is relevant to bata in general because of the
thorough study she did on African batd speech encoding. While we only have bits and pieces of
the phrases Afro-Cuban baté “speak,” the fact that several rhythms played in Cuba can also be
heard in Nigeria probably points towards a common ancient lexical/musical origin. This fact

may allow for the use of a similar approach to the study of speech encoding in Afro-Cuban bata.

% Anago6 or Lucumi is the name given to a Yoruba language spoken in Cuba during colonial
times. See Cabrera’s Anago. Vocabulario Lucumi (el Yoruba que se habla en Cuba) (2007).



Villepastour’s work yields abundant information on how contemporary Nigerian bata
speech encoding works. Working primarily with two Nigerian informants: Chief Alhaji Rabiu
Ayandokun and ‘Tunde Adegbola, she explores how bata drummers use an invented language
called ena bata as an intermediary encoding step between drum rhythms and Yoruba speech.
Nigerian drummers use ena bata language as a didactic/mnemonic secret language that
transforms Yoruba into simple syllables that are then used to codify drum sounds (Villepastour
2010:91-93). Cuban drummers today use a few syllables as didactic onomatopoeia when
learning simple rhythms, especially those on the okonkolo (smallest drum). There may be a
connection between these syllables and African ena drum language. This area of batd drumming
needs a more in-depth study.

In addition to ena studies, this volume provides an extensive classification of Yoruba bata
repertoire. Of the many instances, both religious and secular, in which bata drums render
encoded text in Yoruba land, Villepastour focuses on oriki (praise poetry), owe (proverbs) and
ilu orisa (orisa rhythms). Oriki and orisa rhythms are particularly relevant to my study. The
way bata drummers render oriki in Yoruba land might be related to the way Cuban players
perform moyuba (salute-prayer-praise), also called rezo (prayer). In Yoruba land, oriki is usually
played as free speech-like drumming style on the iya (largest drum of the bat4 ensemble).
Similarly, Cuban drummers also play in a rhythmically free fashion when doing moyubas on the
iya. Ilu orisa are most likely the Yoruba equivalent of the Afro-Cuban baté repertoire known as
oro igbodu (drumming sequence for the “sacred grove”) or oro seco (“dry” drumming sequence,
meaning there is no singing during this sequence). Both ilu orisa and oro ighodu rhythms are
rhythms played strictly for praising the orisa/oricha. Also, both of these categories of repertoire

have no vocals. According to Villepasteur, ilu orisa consist of simple Yoruba phrases about



orisa, which the drums play (Villepastour 2010:43). The drums play interlocking rhythms on the
iya’lu (large drum) and the omele abo (‘female’ middle drum). In Cuba, something similar
happens in the oro ighodu sequence. Here the iyd and the itotele engage in rhythmic exchanges
and musical phrases that refer to/evoke the orichas. The textual meaning of the rhythms in the
oro igbodu has been almost entirely lost, but some rhythms, such as the praise rhythms for the
orichas Osain, Elegba, Chango, Ibeji, and others, can still be translated into Anag()/Lucumi.7
Some drummers refer to these rhythms while teaching to show that the entire oro ighodu consists
of actual Anag6 speech. However, it is possible (and even probable) that many parts of the
repertoire (in Cuba) come from other forms of orisa music that did not use bata or speech
encoded drumming, such as many types of bembé drumming.

Villepastour goes on to compare and contrast the speaking capabilities of other drums
such as the dundun (squeeze drum) and the omele meta (three small batad drums played by one
drummer as a set) to those of the bata ensemble. She concludes that both the omele meta and the
dundun are more mimickers than encoders of speech (Villepastour 2010:90). Her study of drum
language encoding and mimicking is an excellent (and needed) addition to the literature. There
1s, however, a gap in her research that I plan to fill in with my musical analysis. Villepastour
does not mention in her work how African bata rhythmic organization works. Her central
preoccupation is bata textual lexicon; however, there are other structures at play here; especially
ways of meaning that go beyond text and speech. My goal here is to expand our understanding
of baté by elaborating on the musical notion of meaning that exists in Afro-Cuban batd. AsI
have mentioned above, in Cuba when words cannot be understood, it is musical gesture,

character and collective imaginings (physical and metaphysical) that provide semantic and meta-

” These togues tend to match the songs’ syllabic structure with the drum accents.
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narrative meanings to the bata repertoire. That is not to say that these parameters are not present
in the African bata as well; however, in Cuba, they have come to carry most of the meaning
system of batd music.

Robin Moore and Elizabeth Sayre’s insightful chapter “An Afro-Cuban Baté Piece for
Obatald, King of the White Cloth” (2010) gives us an excellent introduction to the musical
language of Afro-Cuban bata. The authors provide detailed descriptions about the interaction of
the three drum parts, the relationship between drumming structure and songs, and the toque
structure. Their analysis reveals structural principles about a specific tratado (suite-like
collection of rhythms/songs for a particular deity, often pronounced trata’o in Cuban vernacular)
and invites further research. Moore and Sayre point out a very significant aspect of the aural
experience of batd music. They adequately suggest that the totality of all six heads sounding at
once (or within close temporal proximity of one another) is the chief textural aural object of bata
music (Moore and Sayre 2010:86). Furthermore, they write about how bata players themselves
have techniques of aurally establishing hierarchies of sound that allow them to “experience” bata
music in a coherent way. I agree with the authors on this point. However, their mention of clave
(a rhythmic pattern that acts as an organizational guide in various forms in Afro-Cuban/Cuban
music) as a crucial organizing principle of Afro-Cuban bata music is incomplete and misleading
because it subscribes to the general assumption that all Cuban music relies on clave as an
essential architectural device. This is not always the case. While it is true that bata players are
aware of the rhythmic implications of clave in bata, clave itself as an all-powerful rhythmic
blueprint for batd rhythms is not an evenly distributed concept among Cuban (and Cuban-derived

bata diasporas) players. As we shall see later in my analysis, there are timbral and rhythmic

11



forces at play within bata that are as (or more) influential on the organization of the musical
texture.

The Artistry of Afro-Cuban Batda Drumming: Aesthetics, Transmission, Bonding, and
Creativity (2013) by Kenneth Schweitzer is one of the most extensive studies done on Afro-
Cuban batd drumming in recent years. Schweitzer’s well-researched volume is very ambitious in
scope: it 1s part ethnographic reporting, part musical analysis of the bata repertoire, and part
testimonial of his own experience as a student of batd drums. Lastly, it includes his accounts as a
ritually initiated omo Afia (child of Afid, the patron deity of bata and bata drummers). His
insights on bata repertoire are informative and thorough. Schweitzer establishes the question of
transcription notation shortcomings, a problem I have encountered as well when using Western
music notation. He accurately points out that many rhythms in batd music are performed in an
ambiguous meter in between 6/8 and 2/4, giving this music a unique fluidity that resists exact
location in the time signature landscape (Schweitzer 2013:68). Percussionist and educator
Michael Spiro has coined a term to describe this characteristic, also present in other types of
Afro-Cuban music. He calls it “fix”’; playing in fix means “to be somewhere between 6/8 and
2/4” (Spiro 2006:38).

Schweitzer’s discussion on form compares the terminologies used by Amira and
Cornelius (1992), and Friedman (1982) when describing Afro-Cuban bata musical structures. By
doing so, he reveals agencies and motivations in the sole act of choosing specific labels for bata
musical products and processes (Schweitzer 2013:70). He establishes a distinction between two
main ways of categorizing batd rhythms. One is the conventional way, which groups rhythms
(toques) by their inclusion in the oro igbodu (drum-only praise rhythms for orichas) or a

category called foques especiales (“special rhythms”). Toques especiales can be specific to a
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given oricha, or they can be rhythms used for several orichas. What makes them “special” is the
fact that they are not included (usually) in the oro seco. Schweitzer proposes a new, alternate
view. This view separates foques according to how a toque relates to the orichas; specifically,
the number of orichas it encompasses. Is it a rhythm specific to one oricha/one oricha song? Is
it specific to several orichas? Or is it used for many orichas (Schweitzer 2013:77)?

While I find Schweitzer’s categories of rhythms thought-provoking, I also see some
problems. My main objection comes from the fact that while several bata rhythms can be
specific to an oricha, and even to an oricha chant, they also allow for the overlaying of many
chants with similar poetic structure. Schweitzer does not address this variety of relationship to
songs/chants. For instance, according to Villepastour, in Nigeria, the rhythm for Elegba, /atopa,
“speaks” the following text: Esu latopa Esu gongo (Villepastour 2010:64). The rhythm by the
same name in Cuba exhibits similar rhythmic treatment to the one from Nigeria. We could say
that both versions of latopa are certainly “speaking” the same text. In Cuba however, many
other chants for Elegba can be sung on top of latopa. This is a case of a rhythm that is specific
to an ancient oricha textual meaning (/atopa) and at the same time is specific to an oricha
(Elegba), but it is not specific to just one chant, it “accepts” other chants for Elegba on top of it
as long as they have similar metric structure. Therefore, it is a rhythm for a single oricha, a
rhythm with a specific textual meaning, and a rhythm that is generic to many songs for Elegba
that follow a similar poetic flow.

Schweitzer’s insight into the musical nature of the 7iongo rhythm is another significant
contribution to the literature. He separates 7iongo into two main styles: traditional and
contemporary (as played in the Abbilona recording series during the early 2000s from Cuba)
(2013:165-166). Schweitzer’s notion of bata repertoire as an evolving, living art form is

13



paramount when it comes to the analysis of this music. It also underlines how musical factors
are the most crucial propeller of evolution and innovation in Afro-Cuban bat4. The present study
expands on Schweitzer’s musical analysis and reiterates the importance of musical design

besides language encoding.

Oricha Religion: Cultural and Historical Perspectives

Regla de Ocha or Santeria® is a religion that exists as a conglomerate of rituals and religious
philosophies that pertain to the worship of supernatural beings/deities called orichas (also known
as ochas) and the honoring of ancestral spirits. Santeria combines Yoruba’ traditional beliefs
with aspects of Western/Catholic thought and structure (Brown 2003:120), creating ideological
spaces that believers interpret in many different ways. This religion originated in Cuba during
colonial times with the arrival of enslaved people from Yoruba polities such as Oy6, Egbado,
[jesha, etc. (collectively known in Cuba as Lucumi). Over time, it developed unique features that
distinguish it today from other similar religious practices such as Brazilian Candomblé and
traditional Yoruba religion. Santeria could be seen today as a spectrum in which on one end we
have the “unadulterated” African form of the religion and on the other “pure” Catholicism

(Canizares 1993:45). The space between these two opposites is one of syncretic fusions and

¥ Regla de Ocha (the rules of ocha) or (la) ocha are the formal names for the religion of the
Lucumi and their descendants in Cuba. Santeria, a more informal, and sometimes derogatory,
way of referring to this religious practice, meaning “things about saints”, can convey a certain
“spiritually deviant” connotation. That said, most people in the religion use
Santeria/santero/santera regardless of the potential negative connotation of these terms. Being a
Santeria priest myself, [ will use Santeria and its derived terms as needed.
? According to Paul E. Lovejoy in his article “The Yoruba Factor in the Trans-Atlantic Slave
Trade” (2004), the term Yoruba has been used at least since 1613, when Ahmed Baba employed
when talking about people from the interior lands of the Bight of Benin that shared a common
language. Baba was describing an Oy¢ ethnicity that had existed for some time according to
him.
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negotiated spiritual locales. I should also add that the presence of other Cuban religions of
African origin, such as Palo (based on central African traditions from the Congo region) and
Arard (based on Ewe/Fon traditions), complicates the dual (Yoruba-Catholic) model described
above.

It 1s difficult to identify a specific date for the establishment of the Lucumi religion in
Cuba, but we can safely say that it has existed there in some form since at least the eighteenth
century. Some records that indicate the presence in Cuba during this early period of enslaved
people from early Yoruba states such as Oy6, Egbado, and [jesha. Initial seeds for a Cuban
version of Yoruba traditional religion most likely came during this period. Michele Reid
elaborates on the origin of the word Lucumi and some of the earliest records of this ethnicity in
Cuba:

In Cuba, and elsewhere in the New World, Yoruba arrivals were known as Lucumi.

Historians suggest that the name originated from the northeastern Yoruba kingdom

known as Ulkama or Ulkami. Scholars also speculate that the term “Lucumi” derived

from the Yoruba common greeting. “oluku mi” (my friend)... data from slave trade
licenses issued in Havana from the 1570s through 1699 list Lucumi among more than

forty African ethnicities. (Raid 2004:115)

Later, Lucumi religion would continue to evolve by merging surviving local smaller
orisa cults with more disseminated cults to form much stronger and more generalized worship
models that could withstand the new environment. The formation of cabildos was an important
element in the development of re-created African culture and religion in Cuba. David H. Brown
defines cabildo as *“ a colonial-era club, mutual aid association, or religious fraternity of

Africans, creoles and other groups...cabildos de nacion had African-born slave
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membership. ..and worked to buy their members out of slavery” (Brown 2003:367)."° Often
these cabildos would be associated with a Catholic patron saint, and the Catholic Church would
support (to a certain extent) their activities. Santeria, besides being a spiritual practice and
worldview, in the context of colonial society (and given its, at times, clandestine status) also
acted as a form of resistance for the African and Afro-Cuban population on the island. It was a
way to establish spiritual and psychological locales independently from the dominant society
(Reid 2004:120-121).

Some essential tenets at the core of Lucumi religion and theology are:
(1) To align one’s life actions and desires with one’s destiny which has been pre-ordained in ard
orun (“heaven”) and chosen by one’s ori (physical and spiritual head) before birth in order to
achieve iwa pelé (good character) during life. The honoring of egun (ancestors), the worship of
oricha (divine beings), and the consultation of oracles will aid the alignment mentioned above.
(2) To increase one’s aché (spiritual cosmic energy that emanates from God and that permeates
the entire universe), and to “work” with it in such a way one remains within iré (divine
balance/good fortune/positivity) as much as possible and outside of osogbo (imbalance/bad
fortune/negativity).
(3) To live a good life with enough iré so that when we die, we can go back to ard orun
(“heaven”) and eventually be able to come back to ayé (Earth) re-incarnated within one’s own
family.

Lucumi religion in Cuba consists of three main worship/ritual areas, all interrelated, but
with a certain degree of autonomy. In the first place, we have the propitiation and honoring of

the ancestors (egun). The second area of worship consists of praising, worshipping and ritually

' The word cabildo, in the context of Spanish colonial rule, also means town council.
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rumba clave is preferred in Cuba over son clave for the accompaniment of oricha
rhythms and songs is a stylistic choice that has to do with taste, and not with any intrinsic

property of the patterns.

Example 4-16. Claves (timelines) used in Afro-Cuban bata

The following example (4-17) shows examples of patterns in Afro-Cuban batd music that outline
clave, either entirely or partially. Again, the acheré (rattle-like instrument played by the lead
singer) and handclaps could articulate the clave/timeline patterns shown here, or clave patterns

could remain a tacit element of the musical texture.
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Example 4-17. Bata patterns that articulate c/ave in some form
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There are bata patterns that appear to articulate c/ave, but once we see how the pattern
lines up with the cycle (or how they line up with the c/ave of the song that goes with the rhythm),
it becomes clear that the clave-like pattern in that particular drum part is not being used to
emphasize the actual clave of the rhythm. In other words, when looking at the drum part pattern
alone, clave seems to go in a certain way, but when the actual c/ave of the rhythm as a whole is
later revealed by the structure of the beat cycle and the song(s), then, c/ave seems to go in a
different way.

There are two remarkable examples in which clave appears to be part of the patterns in a
straightforward fashion, and then we learn that clave is in an unexpected place of the cycle! The
rhythms in question are the okonkolo patterns for bayuba-kanté (played for Oya) and bayuba
(played for Chango). The bayuba-kanté toque okonkolo is an eight-ternary pulse cycle. It starts
on the second beat of the cycle right after the iyd plays its entrance. To the novice, however, this
pattern seems to start on “one,” but after a while it becomes clear that what was thought to be
“one” is actually “two.” After that initial confusion, a second confusion may come up because of
how part of the pattern appears to fit with clave. Since the second half of this okdnkolo part is
identical to a fragment of an okonkolo part for Aggayl, we may want to orient this section of the
rhythm the same way we do with the toque for Aggayt. In Aggayn, this part of the pattern lines
up perfectly with the first few accents of the clave. In bayuba-kanté however, the rhythm is
oriented differently. Let us look at the rhythm as it “feels” when one first learns it, then how one
may think it fits with clave, based on the comparison with Aggayt, and finally how it truly fits

with clave and the cycle.
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Example 4-18. Bayuba-kanté okonkolo part, starting on the “wrong” “one”

Okonkolo _11

o

— T v v 1
| — v :

Example 4-18A. Okonkolo part for Aggayu toque and clave

clave

mT—0—< < < < X < < X < e < X
I Q 1 VA 1 VA 1 I VA | IR VA I VA [
O 1 [ Il [ 1/ [ I
— — Y ——
, o )
Okoénkolo JLIT S 7 o g, 7 7

Example 4-18B. Bayuba-kanté okonkolo part, still “wrong” by orienting it in a similar way

players orient Aggayu’s rhythm with clave

clave

11 G X ] X [ X X (] X [ X ] X
Q1 Vi ] VA 1 ] / 1) VA ] Vi ]
(& I ] 1 ] 17 1 ]
—— —] | 4 —
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Example 4-18C. Bayuba-kanté okonkolo part, adequately oriented with clave and the cycle

clave
[ 11 X [ pd [ X X [ X [ X o X
| 1 | / | / | | VA 1) VA | VA |
| | | | 1/ | |
—— — |4 —
. 6 )
Okonkolo JL1I S Hh 7 7 o 7/ 7 °
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The second example of a pattern that seems to outline clave, but actually it does not, is
the bayuba okonkolo part. In this case, clave appears in full in the part. However, clave occurs
here twice as slow as the main subdivision of the beat. In other words, clave exists here at the
quarter-note level instead of the eighth-note level. That, by itself, is not that unusual in bata
since rthythms can operate at different levels, i.e., 6/8, 12/16, etc. What is truly puzzling is that

this pattern matches clave entirely, but it starts on the “wrong beat,” see example 4-19A below.

Example 4-19. Bayuba okonkolo part and correct clave

clave

0~
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O T | I I 17 ] | 1 1 1 I 17 1 1
— =] | 4 == |4 —
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Example 4-19A. Bayuba “wrong” clave at the quarter-note level revealed once we put
“one” on the third main pulse of the cycle, which shifts the entire pattern one full measure

to the left

clave at the quarter note level
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The rhythmic manufacture of batd drumming generates considerable complexity and
variety. However, when taking an in-depth look at the many different zoques and their several
components: polyrhythmic texture, meter, tempo, and timeline correlation; it is possible to come
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up with a relatively simple set of generative principles. These principles are, rhythmically
speaking, responsible for the remarkable variety and abundance of bata rhythms:

* Polyrhythmic ratios of 2:1, 3:2, 4:3, 3:8, and others, can be potentially distributed across
the ensemble at different levels: (1) across individual parts, (2) between hands of
individual drum parts, and (3) across different distinguishable and functional timbral
zones. The three-chachas, the okonkolo-enu/okonkolo-chachalitotele-chacha composite
and iyad-enul/itotele-enu composite are the most contrasting and structurally salient of
these zones. The chachas (and sometimes the okonkolo enu) are generally responsible
for the rhythmic frame (or what I call the “harmonic” feel, as in more static sonority) of
the foque, while the enus tend to act more as melodic expressions, as in “flowing” with
melody-like design across the span of the cycle.

* By shuffling which hand, drum part, or sonic group plays a component of a polyrhythmic
ratio it is possible to generate many rhythms. Therefore, it is common to observe that
many different fogues have similar rhythmic make-up, but the drum *“voices” have been
shuffled (re-assigned).

* Polyrhythmic ratios such as 3:2 and 2:3 can also be manifested linearly in individual
drum parts and across parts.

* Toques exist within a continuum of tempo zones. Different toques fall within these zones
or ranges. The main tempo zones are: slow 6/8, slow 4/4 (or 2/2), medium 6/8, medium
2/2, fast 6/8, and fast 2/2. Often the rhythmic interpretation of medium 6/8 and medium

2/2 rhythms make them almost indistinguishable, as far as rhythmic feel goes.
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* Itis possible to move across these tempo zones by simple metric modulations, such as
double-time and half-time operations, or by swift accelerandos/ritardandos. This kind of
movement is necessary when creating longer formal structures beyond a single toque.

* Balance and reciprocity, and rhythmic and melodic considerations are to be maintained
across the repertoire.

* Timelines (c/ave) have only “local” influence in togues. This influence starts to diminish
across larger formal structures. At that scale timelines are cut short and “turned around.”
In slow 6/8 rhythms, it is possible to think of two simultaneous c/aves because of the two
simultaneous background subdivisions.

* Timelines are the most visible in medium and fast tempo foques.

* Timelines also have a strong connection to oricha/egun songs.

In short, bata rhythm is multi-dimensional, and its design impacts not only linear rhythm, but
also vertical polyrhythmic structures. The resulting structures are stable and hierarchical
interlocking patterns that manifest according to polyrhythmic makeup, melodic and harmonic
profile, and alignment with timelines and song accents. Furthermore, the rhythmic organization
of batd music, based on artistic principles and esthetic criteria, influences how performers encode
language and make use of speech surrogacy. Batd speech encoding, in addition to common
functionality (especially in Nigeria) and religious notions, is also affected by musical ideas and

choices of how sound is arranged through time.
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Conclusion

Bata drums are in many ways similar to other types of Afro-Cuban music (and Sub-Saharan
African drum ensemble music in general), for instance: the use of timelines as an organizing
principle, polyrhythmic hierarchical interlocking parts, and the use of speech-like rhythmic
phrasing. However, in many other ways, bata drumming is unique. The following are some of
the most distinct characteristics of Afro-Cuban batd drumming:

* A marked separation of timbral structures

* Elaborate polyrhythmic orchestrations across different sounds and drum parts that yield

a variety of repertoire and textures
* How the iyd (the leader of the ensemble) covers multiple different roles
* The way in which large formal structures can be assembled and maintained by the
manipulation of meter and tempo

The remarkable and artistically sophisticated composition of batd music justifies the analytical
study I have undertaken in this dissertation. The speech encoding aspect of batd was (and
remains) of tremendous importance for the conception of this music in Yorubaland. In Cuba,
speech surrogacy remains an important component of the tradition despite considerable loss of
drum language intelligibility. However, batd music’s logic and compositional intricacy are
capable of creating meaningful musical objects, without having to rely exclusively on speech
encoding and religious and spiritual ideas. Functionally, bata music is linked to the spiritual,
social and communicational realms that it inhabits. But artistically speaking, bata drumming’s
meaning goes well beyond the semantic meaning of encoded Yoruba that the enus and chachas

“Spea .9’
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The analysis I have carried out in this dissertation can also be applied to the study of
other kinds of Afro-Cuban and Afro-Caribbean musics. For example, the differentiation of clear
timbral complexes within a rhythmic cycle, as described in batd music, can illuminate the
fleeting sonic design that changing parts, such as the quinto (in Cuban rumba) and the maman (in
Haitian yanvalou) create when they interact with more static supporting parts.

In addition, the melodic-rhythmic profile of batd conversations, as presented in this study,
can serve as a guide for the development of a robust musical theory of other conversational drum
interactions in several Afro-Caribbean styles such as Cuban son, palo, arara and abakua, Haitian
vodou drumming, Dominican palo, Guadeloupean gwoka, and others. My work about Afro-
Cuban baté is by no means conclusive; more research is needed, particularly in the areas of song-
toque relationship, use of dynamics, and baté stylistic development and evolution across different
geographic regions in Cuba and secondary diasporas. I hope that this dissertation encourages
more exploration of the composition of batd music. Finally, this study should also invite further

musical analysis of other African and African diasporas drum-based musical traditions.
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APPENDIX:

morphing of subdivisions + accelerando sudden accelerando

morphing of subdivisions | sudden accel. morphing of subdivisions
accelerando
Slow 6/8 N Medium 6/8 Medium 2/2 Fast 2/2 Fast 6/8
(12/16)
A A A A A ?
double time m. mod.

accelerando/dotted quarter

note=half not

—3» double-time metric modulation + accelerando

+ morphing of subdivisions

change to ternary subdivision +accel

Slow 2/2

sudden tempo shift

4 half-time metric modulation + ritardando

Figure A-1. Diagram showing the potential meter/tempo operations connecting bata tempo

regions

In the figure above (A-1), the iya player can direct, at his own will, all of the potential

tempo/meter shifts shown above. However, in tratados, these shifts are usually triggered by

changes from one type of song to another. Yet, cajeros might choose to delay drumming

changes momentarily. Choices as such make the expectation/resolution effect even more

significant once the rhythm change finally happens.
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