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REI NVI GORATI NG THE | NDI GENQUS FLUTE I N AFRI CAN
DANCE PERFORMANCE
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Aost ract

This article exanmnes the place of the indigenous Arican flue as an
instrunent of conmunication in dance perfornance. In doing this, it
attenpts to explore the useful ness of flute in encouragi ng vocati onal
and entrepreneuria skills anong the youth, wth a viewto creating job
opportunities. Qver the decades, scholars and performing arts
practitioners have fail ed to adequat el y devel op the i ndi genous nusi cal
aerophone instrunents such as the flute, especialy for purposes of
communi cation in contenporary mlieus, given the scientific and
technological trends in a globalized world. The study is of the
assunption that, the flute is a key i ndi genous nusi cal i nstrunent used
i n enhanci ng dance perfornance in the Arican context, wich has the
capacity of not just creatingjobs, but contributingto the soci o-econonic
progress of the devel oping areas of Arica, including Ngeria Enploying
descriptive, interviewand participant observation nethods, the article
argues that nore attention should be given to the practice and use of
i ndi genous nuisi cal / dance i nstrunents, especially the flute as a neans
of cultural exchanges anong indi genous communities as well as the
generation of enploynent, beyond the prinary functions of
edut ai nnent, nobi|isation and infot annent wthinthe Arican cotext.

Keywor ds: Arican flute, Dance, Youth, Indigenous nusic, Tradtiod
nedi a of conmuni cati on

I ntroduction

It isatrusmtha nosicinthe Arican context serves as an edifyi ng
novi ng force, which propel s perfornance action towards achi eving a
specific goal or dgective. This, perhaps, explains wiy Idd o Kofi posits
that “the didactic function of nusic is effected through |ogical
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organisation of lyrics and perfornance practice” (66). He further
asserts that “sone lyrics are presentedindrect or indrect satire wile
other activities in the perfornance teach both the viewers and the
patidpant the coded [ esson(s)” (66). The nanipul ation of the Arican
ind genous flute instrunent isinthis category. It produces nel odi ous
tunes which, inturn, trigger an exhilarating experience. Thereis dften
a conceptual confusion about traditional nediumof conmuni cation.
This is because, a the nention of the term‘traditiond,’ the generd
viewor notionis that it is songthing out-dated o primtive. It is
di sheartening to note how people are filled wth the erroneous beli ef
and nisconception that the Aricanindgenous flueisinferior, archac
and barbaric. However, the fact renains that “though the i ndi genous
instrunents of communication or the traditional systens of
communi cation general ly, nay seemto be so old and dif feret inthar
ways and nethods fromthe Véstern systemof conmuni cation, they
renain essentially what sustain the infornati on and aesthetic needs
of the rural popul ace” (Des Wison in Ho Ibagere 64).

Functional Iy, the indigenous instrunent of conmunication in
A rican nusi ¢ and dance perfornance syntool i zed by the ‘flute’ teaches
through logical organisation of lyrics and perfornance practice in a
coded form There are coded | essons and i nfornation in African nusic
and dance practice. Uhfortunately, this revered instrunent of
communi cation within the African context is relegated to the
background. Therefore, this study posits that due attention shoul d be
giventothe practi ce and use of indi genous nusi cal / dance i nstrunent s,
especialy the flute as a neans of cultura exchange as well as the
generation of enploynent, beyond the prinary functions of
edut ai nnent, nobi lisation and infot annent wthin the Arican cotext.
Hute nusic in dance perfornance is part of the Ngerian culture and
thee & Aricaas awoe Hute has dvays haditspaceinthelives o
the peopl e of various ethnic groups in Ngeria Qe can actual |y argue
that flute nusic has the potentia to provide tonic wiich sooths achi ng
hearts and troubl ed mnds. For instance, in 1 Sanuel 18: 10, whenever
Kng Sl fell intoafremzy, David the son of Jesse was a ways there to
play sone soul -lifting and spirit-rg uvenating, nel odi ous tune fromhi s
harp instrunent to vard-off the evil spirit.

Ohthe nystery behind the exhilarating nature of the flute, Sanuel
O Aiduinanintervievwth the researchers succinctly af firned thet,
flute players nornal |y change the pitch of the sound produced by
opening and closing holes in the body of the instrunent in order to
cativateitslisterer. Byinplication, it neans varying the air pressure
through the hd es of the instrunent, the flutist can as vell change the
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pitchof anote by causingtheair inthe flute to resonate a a harnanic
level either by closing or opening of the ha g(s).

Indeed, inthelarger Arican perfornative context, danceis usudly
done by a comunity or a group of people for a particular purpose. It
then indicates that both nusic and its instrunentati on have utilitarian
function. The utilitarian outl ook suggests that nusic and dance play
very sigificant rdes, especidlyinnationd cerenanies, ritud/reigous
cerenonies, child s namng cerenonies, war situations, national
festivals, etc., and each ti ne one nentions nusi ¢ and dance in Aricy,
this revered instrunent (that is, flute) anong other instrunents al vays
constitute the ensenle. This is because, in selecting any instrunent
for nusic and dance perfornance in Arica, cosiderationis usudly
given to its nelodic, evocative, dranatic and synibolic potential s
( wwww. af ri cagui de. com).

Theoretical Franewor k

This paper leans on the hypodermic needl e theory (the nagic
bulet theory). It is a theory of conmuni cation that underscores the
effectiveness of the nedia as a powerful instrunent of conmunication.
Joseph Wgu asserts that hypodernmic needl e theory (nagic bull et
theory) is one of the earliest theories of nass conmuni cation that
enpirical researchers devel oped around 1920s; he stressed further
that, early researchers (nostly psychol ogists and sociol ogi sts)
concl uded that the nedia had enornous power (93).

My or proponent s of the theory, including Hegel, Hobbes and
Machi avel i hold that nessages communi cated via the nass nedi a
would have strong and direct inpact on the audience. This inplies
that the nedia of nass conmuni cation ‘inject’ nessages, beliefs and
infornation into the audience as a doctor would inject or inocu ae
peopl e usi ng hypoder mic needl e (Vgu 93). Hence, nedi a nessages
vere seen as the bullets fromthe barrels of a gun, which | aunch out
wth speed and acconplish the notives of the shooters soon after
they are fired. The basic assunpti on of the theory according to Baran
and Davis suggests “nmass nedia could influence a large group of
people directly and unifornhy by ‘shocting o ‘injecting themwth
appropriate nessages designed to trigger a desired response’ (25).
Extrapol ating fromthe above, it is worthy of note that the two i nages
used to express this theory are ‘bullet’ and ‘needle.’ They suggest a
poverful and direct flow of infornation fromnedia ‘gun’ into the
spectators’ ‘head while the hypodermic need e nodel suggests that
nedi a nessages are injected straight to an audience which is
i nmedi at el y i nfl uenced by the nessage. Inother words, it is suggested
that the nedia coul d be a dangerous neans of conmuni cating i deas
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because the receiver or audience is, to somne extent, powerless to
resist the inpact of the nessage.

Extendi ng the af orenentioned thought to nessages through the
channel of conmuni cation synol i zed by the flute instrunent, we argue
that the flute is capable of having a direct, inmediate and powerful
effect on dancers as well as the audience. By inplication, the neans
of conmuni cation synbolized by the traditional flute is capable of
influencing a large group of people wth simlar frane of reference
directly by ‘shocting or injecting themwth appropriate nessages
designed to trigger a desired response.

Arican Traditional Aerophone — Hute

Inthe considered viewof the researchers, the classification of Arican
nusi cal instrunents, including aerophone (wnd instrunents) are the
nedi a, whi ch produce sound as a result of the nanipulation of the air
through the oesophagus wth the aid of tongue-twsting, naking the
air tovibrate inthe instrunent. In the process, sound is produced as
aresut of the vibration of codumm of ar in the nouth through the
instrunent. In the words of Rchard kafor, “the aerophone incl ude
the instrunents of the flute famly; it can be nade fromnateria s wth
anatura bore or hde such as banboo or the tip of a horn or gourd’
(165). Ho Ibagere submts that “aerophone conprises all the
instrunents that have to do wth air passing through a pipe and
produci ng sound” (64). The aerophone instrunents depend on the
nani pul ation of the columm of air to produce sound. Sone are skilfully
or nainly carved out of wood by the carvers, especially those wo are
grounded in the tradition of nusic-naking while others are nade from
ruober pipe, especialy the type found in the northern parts of Ngeria
Qher types of the flute famly are horns and el ephant tusks. The
perforner nakes use of theair and his or her ability to nanipulate the
air and the fingers through the open stops as he or she breathes into
it by bowng the air. The vibration of the coumm of air into the
i nstrunent hel ps to produce the sound and the nel odi ous tunes. The
flute instrunents are of different types: the nale and the fenal e,
depending on the production of its sound. The Igbo cal it Qa The
Asaba people call the flute used for the Epugw, U el e and the ot her
typeiscdled Qi, the Hasacdl it Tsaoenawilethelgdacdl it Qili
a Ude FAgrelisanillwstraiond atypcd flue (Aricantradtiod
aerophone i nstrunent).
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Hgurel

Generally, increating sounds fromthe traditionally bl own i nstrunent s
the ar serves as one of the na or conponents that set up vibrations
in producing nusical tones. A series of open stops adong the pat d
the tube or instrunent enables a variety of notes to be produced. By
opening and closing the stops, the vibrating length varies. Sone of
the traditional wnd instrunents produce a sing e or a fewnotes such
that they cannot play nel odi es i ndependently. Exanples of these are
the ‘ Avade’ in Gboko, Benue Stae ‘Ji of the Berompeople in Hateau
State. However, the nuner of the stops varies fromone type to the
other. Indl, theats of flutingcoddasoact as anentrerenewrid skill
capabl e of creating enpl oynent for the Arican youths.

Gormmuni cati ve Function of the Hute in Traditiond
African Gont ext

Life generally is sustai ned by conmuni cation. The flute is one of
the ngj or instrunent s of conmuni cationin African dance perf or nance.
Messages produced through this nediumare in codes which require
peopl e to decode. According to AM Jones, “African music is a
| anguage whi ch encodes enotions, aspirations and peopl € s goals in
autononous and sel f-expressive art form (75). Anong the Igala of
Kogi Stae fa imstance, the yodel ling and sonorous sounds of the
flue can stir ongs spirit to bring ot the best in ong's dexterity as a
listener or dancer. In the sane vay, the flue hes a very inport at
conmuni cative value for religious or funeral rites. The echoing of
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indigenous flute at dawn indicates that, hunters are to assenl e from
their various locations for an inportant hunting expedition. Mre so,
in sone other parts of Ngeria it has been clained that, people wo
miss their pathvays in the forest are helped to trace their vay back
hone wth the language of the flute

I'n the sane vei n, sone peopl e consi der fl ute nusi c as sonet hi ng
hunan, which originated to sone extent, for spiritua conmuni cation.
There is a wdespread belief that each of the spirits inhabiting the
worl d possesses its own specific sound. Adans Mhammed, a
professional flutist, fromQanaboro Local Governnent Aea of Kogi
Stae a firned that, each tine one perforns to the adniration of one' s
spectators; one gets rightly nicknaned ‘ spokesperson of the
ancestors’. This attests to the fact that, one conmunicates the
nessage of one’' s ancestors through the flute because of the spiritua
undertones. Qhers termthe flutist * Egws neani ng the ‘ nasquer ade’ .
This i s because in sone pat sd Arica especidlyinNgeria thevace
of the spirit is believed to be heard through the dyjects that are used
to represent the gods or through nusical instrunents such as flutes,
druns and horns. This experience, in no snall way often puts the
fluists or the dancers in trance-like state. This clamis supported by
Andrew Horn's assertion that:

Qnce possessed by the spirit, he is
effectively no longer hinsel f and cannot
be addressed by his accustoned
nane. Hs body and nmind have been
occupi ed by the force and he speaks
wth its vace not his om In suwch a
state, he as the spirit can directly
approach the favours infornation. (184)

The spirit in this cotext is enredded in the flute. It is cagpabe of
taking both the flutists and the dancers into another |evel of
perfornance. This often seens nysterious and inpracticabl e except
one under st ands the techni ques and possesses the skill of displaying
wth the instrunent. The forces that occupy the player’s mind and
thought is no longer ordinary. The frenzy of the dance practice is an
ingredient capable of influencing both the dancers and the flutists
intoan ubdievad e spiritud height.

The At of Hutingin Tradtional African Dance Perfornance

The art of fluting is a skill that Xrays and exposes hunan rhythnc
sense. Wthin the anfo ance of Arican nosical aesthetics, afluist isa
rhythmc personality. Qo-Bakare af firns that rhythmis the underlining
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beat that ani nates hunan novenents in dance; but on other way
round, the flute rhythmis part of the underlining notation that
underscores as well as triggers the totality of novenents in nost
Arican dance practices, including its nusical perfornances. This is
because the flute is capable of dictating the dance-steps and serving
as a tenpo-key wth the support of other instrunents in dance
perfornance. This, in turn, gives roomto the vigorous rhythmc
novenent of the dancers. It is a narker that creates the required
nood of the dance. In other vords, it is the ‘sat’ of the nusic anong
the African nusical instrunent s that trigger the dancers into the clinax
of the perfornance. For instance, it would be unreasonabl e to stage
Agbaka dance perfornance anongst the Igala people of Kogi State
wthout the acconpaninet of the flue This is because, in Agbaka
dance performance, the flutist dictates the dance steps during
perfornance. He or she initiates the song wth the flute, re-enforces
the nood, and cues the dancer into action vis-avis the expected tenpo
in the dance novenent. A illustrationis g ven belowto denonstrate
this popu a Agbaka song for the dance steps in a perfornance:

Hute Tune: QGle haboo
Chor us: @k Gaboo

Nowlisten as the flutist dictates the steps for the dancers through the
flue

Hute Tune: ne dago dedeni yoyoyoyo, ne dago dedemii yo.

A the hearing of the af orenenti oned sound fromthe flutist, the
dancers al ready knowthe dance steps totake. Thereis often a ‘ speech
rhythm in BEnglish language; which coud aso be noticed in Arican
flute rhythm Just as the speech rhythmof a particu ar ethnic group
coud affect their drumrhythm the speech rhythmof a particu ar ethnic
group cou d al so affect the flute's rhythmaf the people. Thisis exactly
what the African flute does. Every ethnic group in Ngeria knows and
identifies wthits ow nusical rhythm For instance, anong the B sako
peopl e of northern Edo State, Hrai dance is dependent on the flute
I'i kew se t he | gbabonel i ni N nasquer ade dance of the Esan peopl e of
the cetrd part of Eo Stae

/s anatter o fact, the at o fluingis asuvivd straey. W
observed in Sanuel Aidi s professional experience that he never
played the flute instrunent wthout sone econonic val ues attached.
(n several occasions the spectators a ways appreciated himin kind
and cash. Drawng on this observation, one could say that in Arica
the skill of fluting has an entreprenewria el enent. Oe can acquire it
ether by doservation, imtation or by the adility of learners to ind cate
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interest in his or her people and culture through nusic and dance
practices. The flutist can performeither by standing, sitting or
squatting, depending on the position he or she chooses. Qily very
skilful flutists perform conmunicate as well as dance to the rhythm
during a dance perfornance. In the Arican cotext, the fluist is a
nusician in his or her ow right. This is because he or she nakes
nusic through his or her flute. Inthisregard, Gxafor opines that “there
are the acadenmics — western-trained — nusi cians wo are trained in
al therudinents and theories of the art and perhaps, the other peopl e
—gfted, excellent perforners —wo nay not be trai ned acadencal |y
o fornally in the art, but wose natural ta ents rel ease nusi c wi ch

the soci ety accepts (3).

The ndition of the Arican Traditiond Hutist

Inviewd the lowlevd o petronege of traditiond fluepayingin
contenporary Ngerian society, it is dsheartening to note that the
perfornance art hardy attracts incentive and social acceptance by
nany people. The indigenous flute nusic art or perfornance is
appreci ated, wel coned and even |oved as evidenced by our field
studies innorth-central, south-east and south-south Ngeria ironicaly,
the sane society treats fluists wth dsdain.  The flutist is consi dered
or described wth such appel lations as archaic, loafer, bunpkin, ider,
yobbo, etc., and one who does not nove with tine. H or she is the
least respected individual in the schene of things. He or she suffers
humliation, ignomny and often slighted where inportant issues that
natter to society are being discussed. Recently, fa irg ance, the
second author was wth a professional colleague, relaxing at |eisure
‘jont’, wen aninspiration cane, wich nade himto dip his hand into
his pocket to bring out his ‘second pen (theflue today.

Inthis nonent of relaxation, the echo of the flute rented the air,
and then the peopl e who gathered to listen were hel d i n anazenent .
They identified inmediately wth the perforners’ tabl e by asking them
to denand what ever drinks fromthe bartender. However, a nan who
seened to be sonehowi | | -i nforned fromanot her area of the conmunity
fromed &t his dspay wth the flue Inthe nans gpinion, the flueis
connected wth evil people and could be used by rai nnakers to stop
ran Athough the second author 's experi ence may not be a common
thinginterns of professiona experience but his cla mbuttresses the
point on the nystery or sacred nature of the flute. In any case, a
naj ority of the peopl e encouraged the flutist to continue, Thi s scenario
attests to the fact that, in nost cases, we do not value or recogni ze
what we have in our cultural milieus. V& rather celebrate western
nusi cal instrunents and their nusics vhich are aien to our cuture
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and nest of themdo not add nuch didactic value to the lives of our
youths, but rather encorage deviant activities. According to lyeh,
Qe of the greatest problens of the third world nations, includng
Ngeriag istheloss o ther tradtios ad cdtud heritage Thisis na
unconnected wth the African experience of col oniaismihe probl em
of not knowng the reasons behind nost of our traditions has led to
our throw ng themaway and repl aci ng themw th forei gn cul tures, which
have trapped us in a web of confusion. (133-134)

It is not an overstatenent to say that our cutures and tradtions
are unique and capable of contributing to the econonic and socia
devel opnent of our nation. Tosupport this assertion, lyehclaing further
that Ngeriais ablessed country interns of natura endoments. It is
aland blessed wth cultural heritages. Foreign observers as far back
as the 1940s attested to this fact and expressed great opti nnsmthat
Ngerids creative ats wll outshine other races if gventhe opportunity
to do so (27/5).

Recommendat i on and Concl usi on

This article recoomends that, traditional nedia synbolised by
the flute nusical instrunent of conmunication shoul d be encouraged
to an appreciable level to nobilise the people, especially at the
grassroots for conmunity devel opnent and national consci ousness.
Bvery serious nass-oriented devel opnent programme, especially in
rural conmunities in Africa can hardy succeed wthout the active
i nval venent of indigenous bards, minstrels, flutists, and other popul ar
cuture practitioners wthin the traditiona system Therefore, their
nusi cs and perfornance tropes shoul d be devel oped and used to
encourage this kind of orientation. The traditional nedia or instrunents
of conmuni cationin Aricaserveas souces o cuturd, pditicd, hedth
and enlightennent programmes for the nasses. Qrertine, this can
lead to self-actualization and national devel opnent through the
acquisition of necessary skills. Through songs or theatre
perfornances, traditional nedia provide edutainnent in the norns
and nores of society. This wll in no nean way hel p in encouragi ng
cul tural exchanges anong i ndi genous conmuni ti es. Through traditi onal
instrunents of communi cation, announcenent, directives and
instructions could be dissemnated to society. Rural popul ace of ten
seek infornation on howthey can inprove their situations. Qe of the
best ways to do this is through the use of indi genous |anguage and
instrunents they understand to better their lives and the society in
gereral. This paper alsocalsfor aninnovative negotiation of availade
scientific and technol ogi cal know edge for the i nprovenent in the use
of traditional conmonication tods, includng flutes. The flute shoul d
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also be considered as pat o entreprenewria activity, which coul d
generate enpl oynent anong N gerian yout hs.
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