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METRI CI SM I N YORUBA WORO RHYTHM

*Babatunji Q DADA

Abst ract

Wro rhythmis a generic rhythmic configuration in the nusic of the
Yoruba of South-western Ngeria. Due to increased literacy and
renewed interests in ind genous-inclined scholarship, African
nusi col ogy, art nusic, and sinmlar interests, there has been a
renarkabl e increase in attenpt s at docunenting African nusical
expressi ons (wWoor 00 inclusive). However, there have been severa
different fornats deployed to this end, thereby leading to diverse
(nms)representations of wrd's nusico ogical structures. This article
undertakes an anal ytical investigation of the structure of wooroo rhythm
using the theoretica foundations of Sructuralismand Tingline. In
depth interviews, available literature and participant observation
net hods were deployed in carrying out this study. Enpirical
instrunents of nusicol ogy were used to deternmine the actual netric
configurations that existedinwirorhythm It vas thereafter di scovered
that, instead of the conpound duple, sinple triple, sinple quadruple
and other netric fornats that were erroneously and forceful |y applied
inrepresenting wro rhythm the actual netrica fornat is the conpound
quadrupl e tine. This fundanental theoretica basis wll hel p establish
proper docunentation, and advance the course of further studies,
ana ysis and scho arship in African nusi col ogy.

Keywor ds: VWro rhythm Mtricism Yortba, African nusicol ogy,
Misi cal behavi our

I nt roduct i on

Riythmis a fundanent al elenent of nusic —in away, it canbe
consideredtobeitsreguar (a tines, irregdar), essertid and pd sating
heartbeat. According to Anmer, “rhythmis the novenent of nusical
notes wth respect totine that is, howfast they nove (tenpo) and the
patterns of long and short notes as wel | as of accent s’ (363). As noted
here by Ammer, one very inport ant factor in the concept of rhythmis
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that of tine Inorder toestadishrhythm thetine factor plays therde
of a backdrop of sone sort, against which the nusical sounds are
organized. Thisideais corroborated by the ford Dctionary of Misic,

5" ed, wereitsdefintiond rhythmstaesthat it, “. . . covers everything
pertanng to the tine aspect of music as distinct fromthe aspect of
ptch. . .” (62). Akpabot aso defines rhythmas, “...the organization

of nusic inrespect toting (49).

Inthe exdoration and studies of the nusic of Arica one aspect
that has received the keenest of interest s has, undoubtedy, beenits
rhythm Jones (1949) in Agaw declares that “if anyone were to ask,
‘“Wiat is the out ¢ anding character of African nusic? The ansver is,
“Ahighly devel oped rhythm’” (57). Rerhaps, this is because rhythm
$ands out as the nost obvious aesthetic feature of Arican nusic,
especial ly when viewed in conparison and contrast to the nusic of
Westeen aign This attenti on-grabbi ng tendency of rhythmin Arican
nusi ¢ can be traced back tothe initia contact of the earliest Eiropean
expl orers, ethnonusi col ogi sts, traders and nissionaries, whose
attenpts at docunenting their observations expressed different views,
nany of which were largely subjective (Agawu 55-56). Neverthel ess,
it isdear that rhythmin Arican nusic is too oovious to be ignored
Merriamposits that:

The inportance of rhythmin the nusic of
Africa has probably been nmore widely
comment ed upon, by early as well as recent
authors, than a nest any other singl e aspect
d African aesthetic expression. Early
tradler’'s account s enphasi ze the kinds,
nunibers, and varieties of druns and ot her
percussion instrunents, often to the
exclusion of any further infornation. (57)

Johnson, while attenpting to provide a detailed geographi cal
description of the Yortba mation nates thet it . . . liestotheimed ae
Vést of the Rver Nger (bel owthe confl uence) and south of the Quorra
(i.e., the Véstern branch of the sane Rver above the confl uence),
havi ng Dahoneh on the Vést, and the Bght of Benin to the South. It
is roughly speaking between latitude 6° North, and Longitude 2° 3°
and 6°3° Bt (29). A little prabe into the ethnography of the Yoruba
reveal s that, in terns of contenporary internationa frontiers, they
can be found in sone Wt Arican coutries like Ngeria, Togo, Benin
Republic and Serra Leone. This nation al so has sone registered
presence across the Alantic Gean, in sone countries |ike GQuba and
Bazil (Mda 18 kunade 65, Samel 77). In Ngeria, hone to the



EJOTMAS: EKPOVA JOURNAL CF THEATRE AND MEDI A ARTS 28

largest body of the Yoruba nation, they formthe second largest ethnic
goup. There are al so sone naj or sub-groupsin Yorubal and, which
include Eogba, 1jéebl, ljésa, Ifé and Editi (Johnson 247: Hiba 29;
(kunade 65).

Metricismis a nusico ogical feature of rhythmwhi ch serves as a
‘neasuring scale of sone sort for it. Kostka and Payne describe this
feature as the consistent patterns resulting fromthe grouping of beats
inanosical passage (29). However, inspited thefact the the concept
of neter, as conceived by Western nusicol ogists, continues to
generate questions and controversies onits application and suitability
fao Arican rhythm nany of the key features of this concept have
neverthel ess been identified, accepted and applied by a wde range
d Arican nusicoogists. Sone of these key features include beat s
accents, netric cycles, tinng, tine signatures, netric accent patterns,
and so on. Qorroboratively speaking, Labi asserts that “nusical
behavi our of nost African societies invaves foot st anpi ng, hand
clapping or the beating of id ophones. The concept of neter, therefare
isadrect resut o thisedtendizedtinng principe nanifestinginthe
fomad beats” (6).

Recently, there has been a wave of intellectual African
renai ssance, of sone sort, anong scholars of African descent and
even beyond (Bkwuene 2). This, and perhaps, increased connectivity
through globalisation, has ledto akind of ‘reavakening that has given
bhirthtothe arousa o fresh schdarly interests inissues pertanng to
Arican histaoy and heritage, nusic inclusive. Mdd, in providng an
hi storical antecedent to the above, and using the N gerian experience
& anillwstration states the:

Between 1705 and 1975, the study of the
sci ence of nusi c (nusi col ogy) was yet to be
firnhy entrenched in Ngeria as a schd arly
discipline. . . The period between 1964 and
1974 vas narked wth an increase in the
nunber of contributions by N gerian
nusi col ogi sts . . . the reawakeni ng of
interest sin African hunanities did not
energe until the independence years that
the cutura identity becane one of the focus
o retiodists adl over the coutry, dte a
century of coonization (149

Athough, it has been half a century since independence, it is
pertinent tonote that the reavakening of interest sin Arican hunanities
still remains a gradual ly unfol ding phenonenon. Having gone past
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the age of ora traditions in the preservation and trans-generati ond
transnissi on of Aricannusica herit age, i n-depth nusi ca ogi cal studi es
and anal yses of these nusics have becone inevitable. The lack of
which is evident in the inadequacy, inconsistency and confusion of
| anguage being enpl oyed in attenpt s at docunenting African nusic.
Qe of the inport ant rhythnic styles of the Yoruba i s what i s conmonl y
referredtoas woor 00, wichisthefoous of thisstudy. This stylefeatures
frequently in the nusic of the South-western Ngeria It has been used
actively inawde range of gerres wiichincludes, but isnot lintedto,
traditional, popular nusic, gospel, foklore and art nusic. Hwever,it
has been noticed that there are no generally accepted standards in
the representation of this rhythnic pattern. For exanple, there have
been several accounts of duple, triple, quadruple and other tine
fornats being used inits docunentati on by notation. This study i ntends
toengage this stylein atheoreticd adysis, inoder toganabetter
uderstand ng of its structures. This kind of effort can help to correct
the w despread misrepresentation and the plurality of standards used
inits docunertation. Indoing this, the study aing to cotribute to the
ever-grow ng quest to docunent dif ferent aspect sd tradtiad Arican
values (nosic, inthis instance). This is based on the axiomthat, in
order to guarantee preservation and integrity of these va ues in trans-
gererational transnission, the hitherto reliance on aral tradition does
not suf fiem Aso, by providing a lucid depiction of the structura
formation of the woro rhythmc pattern through an objective
engagenent and interrogation of its inherent nusicol ogical el enents,
the article would have opened new vist as of research in Arican
nusi col ogy schal ar shi p.

With the reneved interest in the nusico ogica study of Arican
nisic and its attributes, it has becone inperative to probe further,
using appropriate |language that is based on theoretically sound
foundations. It is conmon belief anong sone scholars that there is
still a dearth o languege in tradtiod Arican nosic. In this regard,
Bowene asserts that:

.. .anogadl inestigaos, black adwite,
there has been a preponderance of
ant hropol ogi cal approach to the study of
Arican nusic, where the enphasis is on the
social function of nusic wth a thorough
description of the exatic rituds wth wich
nusi ¢ i s associ ated and a (sonetines) ultra
scetific description o African indi genous
nusi cal instrunents. (23
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As a solution to the aforenentioned and in a bid to nake a
reconmendati on, he further st ates that “nore shoul d be done, however ,
tofindout asothe origna theories behind Arican tradtiond nosica
organi sation, before those theories are conpletely swept anay from
contenporary practice by forces of change” (23). Mreni
coroboratively clains that anajor pat o edstingliteaued Arican
nosic “reved s that oy little is said abou the nusic adtha little
oly indescriptive terng” (ii). He argues further thet the ‘little paces
enphasi s on cultural anthropad ogy (ii).

Furthernore, it is oovious that theinternationa | anguage of nusic
is so developed that it hardy needs any spirited effort a advanci ng
is frotiers. Hwever, it has been denonstrated repeatedy that the
use of this Western nusi cal |anguage in representing African nusic
has proved deficient (Nketia 25 Agu 32; Vidal 18; Bxwene 50). There
is, therefore, the need for a better understanding of the underlying
principles ad theories that are present in Aricanmusicd styles. It is
inthsqest thet thsvark finds it justificaion

Qvng tothe fact thet thereisafar anout of idedogca uiityin
Aricanmusic, there are, therefore, nany references to * Arican Misi C
inths study. The researcher is aso avare of the ‘Saharan divide,’
therefore, ‘Arican misic’ as used in this research refers oy to the
nusi ¢ of sub-Saharan Arica, as opposed to that of Northern Arica o
other Arabized communities (Nketia 3). As seen earlier, the
geographi cal spread of the Yoruba nation not only transcends national
borders, it aso trans-continenta. The scope of this study is honever
linted to the ad yticd study of woor 00 rhythnic pattern as it exists
and is perforned by the Yoruba people of South-western Ngeria

Theoretical Franewor k

Two theories serve as conceptual guides for this study. Thefirst isthe
Tingdine theory. This theory, wich is aso knon as the bell rhythm
bell peattern, phrasing referent, etc. was first propounded by Jones,
wo clained that it was auniversal feature in African nusic (210-212).
Thereaf ter, the theory has gone ahead to gai n popul arity anong ot her
schd ars of African nusi col ogy (Jones 210-212; Vidd 131; Nketia 131-
13, Akpabot 54-55; Bkvwene 4, Qusoji, Agaw 73-75). It was used
by Neetiainhstreatise on The Misic of Arica and al so by Ekwuene
(27-35) where he enployed it in his paper entitled Sructural Levels
of Rythmand Formin Arican Misic (Nketia 131-132; BEkwuene 27-
3). This theory is well suited for this study because, against the
background that the Tineline as an enbedded feature of the woor 00
pettern, it canprovide ahigly wsefu tod inits adysis.
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Qe renarkabl e reality about the tingline theory is that of its
uivesdityin Aricannisic. |ts ubiquitous occurrence has contri buted
to the crestion of an aesthetic wifornity in Arican nusic. Akpaat,
speaking of Jones, explained that “Jones has nade us aware of the
presence of a st andard bel | patern throughout Arica (enphasi s nine)
(8). Inexpanng the concept of tingline froma fuctiond pant of
view, Netiaposit sth,

Because of the difficulty of keeping
subj ective netrononmic tine in this nanner,
Arican traditions facilitae this process by
extermdising the besic pdse. . . .this nay
be shown through hand cl appi ng or t hrough
the beats of a sinple idiophone. The
guideline vhich is related to the tine span
inthis nmanner has cone to be described as
atine lire (131-132)

Vdd, inhs trestise on Rhythmc Mdes, brought this theory
closer hone (at least, as far as the focus of this study is concerned)
venhereaedit drectly tothe Yortba (131-135). Hrst, heidentified
the tine line as a formaof rhythmc ostineto where the phenonenon of
hemola is evident. Second, he was able to establish and analyse its
occurrence in Yorubd nusic. Another point vorthy of note here is that
he vas abl e to define a verbal connotation that is used as a cal | ogui a
idatificaion of the Yortba tine ling, wich he referred to as the
'konkol 0 paten Aso Agawd’ s expaationontinelinesisillumneting
and gernane here. H offers that,

A topos (his own nane for tine lines) isa
short, distinct, and often nenorabl e rhyt hnnc
figure of nodest duration (about a netric
length or single cycle), usua ly played by the
bell or high-pitched instrunent in the
ensentl e, and serves as a point of tenporal
reference. It is held as an ostinato
throughout the dance-conposition. (73)

The second theory used inthis study is thetheory of Sructuraism
It evol ved because of the works of Qaude Levi-Strauss, a Fench
anthropo ogi st and ethnd ogist. The theory, as quoted by H ackburn
posits that “.el enents of hunan cul ture nust be understood in terns
o their rdaioshiptoalager, overarching systemar structure’ (15).
Another definition for this theory was provided by a B ackburn, when
he exdaned that it is“thebelief that phenonena of hunan life are not
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inedligheexcep throwghtheir interrdaioms. Theserd ations constitue
a structure, and behind local variations in the surface phenonena
there are constant laws of abstract culture” (28). The neani ng
(indlighlity) & woor oo rhythm (the phenonenon in this case) can
therefore only be understood through its structural frane and the
rel ationship between its conponents. H ackburn's expl anation therefore
higligts an inportant concept; thet of ‘inter-rdativity. Ths is we
ths study is dl aou.

This concept of the inter-relativity structura e enents in this
theory is futher corroborated and articu ated by Adel eke who posit s
that the theary, “. . . eqdaes the rdaiashps between fundanent &
el enents upon whi ch sone hi gher nental, inguistic, socia and cultura
values are situated’ (2). It isintheligt of this that this study
investigates therelationship that exists betweenthe different e enents
of rhythmin the style of nusic under focus, and howthese el enents,
intun rdaewthits oerdl structure. Adel eke a so used this theory
in his research on ly&ré Ifa in Yoruba culture. Likewse, in the
nosi col ogical amd ysi s and i dentification of structura devicesinlhbiho
nusi ¢, the theory of structuraismwas used by Akpabat (22). B acking
also enployed this sane theory in his analysis of the structural |ayout
a Venda nel odies (7).

The anal ytical exanmination of wooroo rhythns in this study
thereforesitsve |l wthinthe cotext of thesethearies. FArst, thetingdine
theory establishes the fact thetingline is aninterna |y enbedded and
essentia structurad eenent of woro rhythns. Gonsequently, it widl ke
wedinthe andysis o theinterna structures o woro rhythm Second,
the structuralist approach wll be used as a theoretica franework of
this research, as it relates to the study of the nusicd ogica € engnts
d wooroo rhythm The study hopes to do this by investigating the
rel ati onship of these el enents to one anot her and howthese el enent s
intun conect to the overdl structure

Metric Fornmats used in V@oroo Notation

In dfferent indvidud (and largely isdated) attenpts a netricising
WOOr 00 rhythm various netric fornats have been used. Sone of these
include triple tine (sinple and conpound), duple tine (conpound)
and quadrupl e (sinpl e and conpound) tine. Qe of the contenporary
drunmers interviewed in the course of this study (M Daniel Ohogbai )
clained that there vwere both ‘6/8 and 12/8 types of woro. These dl
point tothe fact that there are several individua notions about wat
netric fornat best suits woro.
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However, this mitipicity of netric fornat s has rai sed sone
guestions. These questions are: Is woro rhythmdefinitive in nature?
Does it self-mitate (i.e., does it undergo changes onits own accord)?
Gan nore than one netric fornat address the sane nusi cal struct ure?
Drect ansvers to these questions wll helpin determining, inredistic
terns, the correct netric fornat to be used in notating woor 60 nusi c.

The Tineline and Vro Metricism

In 1956, Jones est ablished a uni versal concept in Arican misic,
known as the tindine (210-212) . Atervards, severd schdarsin Arican
nusi col ogy (not ably Nketia, Agu, Ekwuene, Agawu, etc.) have gone
ahead to validate and extensively use this theory. In Yoruba nusic,
Mda went ahead to identify this as the konkolo bel patern (133).
Based on the premise discussed above, it is therefore safe to assert
tht woro'stingdlinefans avitd pat o theinermd structure o Woro
petterns. In fact, it forns a foundational structure, upon whi ch ot her
buldng Hocks are lad De to this structurd integration, it can be
deduced that thetinglineis a possibl e neasurenent tool for the netric
structure o Wor 0.

Therefore, an understanding of the structural franework of the
tineline can hel pin provid ng an understandi ng of woor 00’ s nussi col ogy
character —its netric fornat, inthis case. The basic woor 00( konkol 0)
tingline is provided in nusical exanple 1 below Ths illwtraian in
addtion, highights the pant of accentuation

Misical Exanple 1. Woro Tineline, Showng Point of
Accent uati on

Indeternining the netric fornat of a piece of nusic, two inportant
factors act as the determinants: cyclicsmand accentuation. Frst, there
nist beacyclicnotionof themainpdse, i.e, 1, 2... N adback tol,
2...etc. If these cycles cannot be established, then determining the
neter isinpossible. For exanple, we wll need to knowthe nunber d
beat s o apaticda typed note ineach bar. The bar represent s the
neasure of acycle The stress pattern of the pul se becones a poi nter
tothe position in the cycle Nornally, a ‘first cout acoat’ reved s
where each cycl e conmences. The first pulse of each cycle is either
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the strongest, or it isstraegcaly positionedto ‘nark the ouset o the
first (dsocdledthe nain pdse

Agai nst the background of the forgoing, another | ook at nusical
exanple 1 clearly reveal s rhythmic attributes of the woor oo tindire
The arroned point reveal s a clearly accented poi nt, which a so narks
thefirst puse o eachneasure. The stress paint is aso usud ly refl ected
inthe ather instrunent s of the ensentle. Athough, there are usua ly
nul ti pl e horizontal lines of rhythm(realized by percussion instrunents
playing inanti-rhythnic coni nation, aso caled pol yrhythm), thee
iswwlyasdigt ‘covergence a thispant, thereby effectivey causing
areinforcenent of thefirst puse Thisclearly denonstrates the position
of the conmencenent of a newneasure. It is therefore safe to concl ude
the woro can be correctly notated using this fornat, wiich is in
conpound quadrupl e tine.

Furthernore, nusical exanple 2 bel ow represents the tineline
above, wth the netric pulses (beats) highlighted. In addition, the
pettern of netric accent isdsoindudedinthisillustration Ths pattern
(Srong — weak — Not-so-strong — weak) is consistent wth the
uni versal |y recogni zed pattern of netric accents in a quadruple tine

neter.
H
g d DTIITIL D,
Metric Pulses: 1.2 e B d
Pattern of Metric Accents: Strong waak Mot-so-strong  weak

Misical Exanple 2: WOr o Tineline, Showng Mtric Pul ses
and Metric Accents

Musi cal Exanple 3: Attenpted Wor o Notation Wsing 6/8 Tinme

The nusical exanpl e above shows the nost commonly used
netric tine for woor 00. Sone schol ars who have cl a ned that woor 00
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isin‘conpound duyp € tinearedrectly referringtothistining fornati on.
Therefore, a nunber of woor 00 notations encountered in the course
of the research were done in 6/8 tine signatures. In nusical exanpl e
3 above, the ‘arrowed points’ reveal where accentuati on occurs,
thereby showng the stress patterns. This pattern shows a ‘hbi-
neasurel y' occurrence of these accentuations. The inplication of this
is that the bar lines nust have been in the wong places. If we take
into accout the concept of ‘first beat accents', then it wll be nare
appropriate to take these accented points as the beginmming of new
neasures. This wll take us back to the 12/8 tinming as the nost
appropriate netric fornat for woro peterrs.
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I'nthe nusical exanpl e above, * Score A’ shovs the arignd not aiaon
as done by the author. However, arrows have been added to highlight
the pants where cyclic accentuations occur. ‘Sae B is therefae a
recommended re-netricised format, having put the aforenentioned
nosi cal characteristics into consideration.

Score A

Score B
Misi cal Exanple 51 Rhapsodia N geriana — Qigind (Sore A
and Re-netricised (Score B) Versions

In nusical exanple 5 Score A shows the origina score not ated
& 68 Arows have been added to indicate the point s wiere the nain
cyclic accentuations occur . These point s therefore suggest where the
neasures commence. | n addition, another staff was added to the score
to highlignt the tineline The tineline aso helped, as a structurad
elenent, indeternmning the netric fornat of the nusic. Sore B shows
arenetricised fornat of the origina score, were the conpound
quadr upl e tining was used.
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Concl usi on

This paper has taken a critical look a the netric fornats thet
have been used in representing the Yoruba wooroo rhythmic patern,
it has thereafter observed that nany of these fornats fal short of
correctly representing the nusicd ogica formof this traditiond rhythnic
pattern. The danaging inpact of this nmisrepresentation (asit currently
adorns severa pages of acadenic theses, other schol arly publications
and docunents) on the propagation, docunentation and research
can only be inagined. It is therefore inportant that this conmonly
featured literary error and its acconpanying pitfals be avoded all
together by dl st akeholders in African nusic schol arship. Based on
the enpirical evidence of the cycle of nusicol ogica netric accents as
observed in the Yoruba wooroo rhythmc paterns, wth the ad o the
tineline theory, thspaper was adle to conclude that the only suitable
and acceptabl e netric fornat is sinply the conpound quadrupl e tine.
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