Senegambian Archetypes
for the American

Folk Banjo

MICHAEL THEODORE COOLEN

For over two centuries the issue of the origin and diffusion of the
banjo has generated much inquiry, speculation, and debate. A great
deal of progress has been made away from the tenuous (and racist)
theories of the turn of this century, which stated that the banjo was
a totally American invention. Current theories recognize African
origins not only for this instrument, but also for a variety of Afro-
American traditions.

In this article I wish to address a number of issues concerning the
banjo, including possible archetypes for it in the xalam tradition of the
Senegambia region of West Africa.! In particular, I shall present a
broad base of data, both musicological and linguistic, which originates
in this region and relates both directly and indirectly to the impact of
West African music traditions on Afro-American traditions. I hope
that the presentation of a variety of such terms, combined with
clarification of more familiar terms (such as banshaw), will prove
valuable to scholars more familiar with Afro-American traditions than
with African traditions. Inasmuch as knowledge of this tradition has
been scanty until now, many of the terms and concepts introduced in
this article may also prove useful to scholars from other fields.

The majority of my information is based on personal ethnomusi-
cological research conducted in the Senegambia in 1973-74 and
1975-76. Any statements in this article that are not specifically at-
tributed to other sources are based on personal observation.

1. The “‘x”’ represents the sound of the uvular fricative. Xalam is sometimes spelled kAalam,
halam, and kalam.
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Overview

First, one must understand clearly that, in many ways, the Sene-
gambia region of Africa is characterized by a greater variety of string
instruments than any other kind of musical instrument. Although
drums are omnipresent, many kinds of fiddles, lutes, and harps are
found among the peoples.

The best-known chordophone of this region is the 21-string harp-
lute called the kora. Exclusively a Manding instrument, the kora pro-
duces music whose rhythmic and melodic excitement has an immedi-
ate appeal, which has reached even into Europe and the United States.

Related to the kora is a large harp played by the Jola of the Casa-
mance in Senegal. Called the esimbin, a term apparently borrowed
from the Manding term for the small hunters’ harp (simbingo), the
esimbin is a large harp with from four to six strings. The strings were
formerly made of twisted cowhide, but now they are made from a
variety of cord and twine instead. Esimbin music is quite exciting,
especially when the performer is accompanied by an apprentice or
friend tapping out various counterrhythms on the large calabash
resonator of the instrument.

I suspect that it was an esimbin or close relative that Jobson en-
countered when he wrote

They have little varietie of instruments, that which is most common
in use, is made of a great gourd, and a necke thereunto fastnd, re-
sembling in some sort our Bandora; but they have no manner of fret,
and the strings they are either such as the place yeeldes, or their in-
vention can attaine to make, being very unapt to yeeld a sweete or
musicall sound, notwithstanding with pinnes they winde and bring to
agree in tunable notes, having not above sixe strings upon their
greatest instrument.?

The instrument discussed here probably was not a distant relative
of the banjo. Rather, there are several important pieces of informa-
tion in Jobson’s account which indicate that the instrument he saw was
either an esimbin or a close relative. To begin with, he speaks of a
“‘great gourd’’ and the ‘‘greatest instrument.’’ Unless Jobson was an

2. Richard Jobson, The Golden Trade or A Discovery of the River Gambra, and the Golden Trade of
the Aethiopians (London, 1932; orig. publ. 1621),
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extraordinarily diminutive human being, it seems clear that he was
talking about a rather large gourd resonator, probably more than a
foot in diameter. Such large resonators are found only on instruments
like the esimbin and the kora. Moreover, it is much more common
in this specific region for the xalam type to have a wood resonator.
In addition, while both the kora and esimbin need ‘‘pinnes’’ to help
tune them, the smaller plucked-lutes utilize leather straps which are
adjusted easily by hand. Thus, Jobson clearly had not encountered
an early ancestor of the banjo.

The bowed-lute is also quite common in this region. Called the rit:
by the Wolof, it is known more commonly by its Fulbé® name,
nyanyaur. It normally has one string and is made from half a calabash
(fifteen to twenty centimeters in diameter) covered with the skin of a
monitor lizard. Both the bow string and melody string are made us-
ing several strands of horsehair, the same material used for the strings
of early banjos (and some violins). More importantly, this instrument
was played traditionally in ensemble with the plucked-lute. Indeed,
so close is the relationship between these two instruments among the
Fulbé that the same word, ‘‘bambado,’’ often is used to describe musi-
cians who play either instrument.

Furthermore, the nyanyaur was played not only in ensemble with
a plucked-lute, but also with a third instrument, a tapped calabash.
This trio of nyanyaur, plucked-lute, and tapped calabash was paral-
leled strikingly by the fiddle, banjo, and tambourine ensembles so
popular in the United States in the 19th century. Such American trios
must have seemed quite familiar to any slave taken from the Senegam-
bian region.

Among all the chordophones, however, the long-neck plucked-lute
is perhaps the most common. Found among the tremendous variety
of peoples, and associated with some of the most important musical
functions of these cultures, the plucked-lute has a history which
stretches back for centuries.

3. I have chosen the term Fulbé to represent those people who speak Fulfulde. They are also
known as Peul, Pulo, Fula, Fulo, and Fulani, depending on the nationality of the ethnographer.
Fulbé seems to be more of a ‘‘self-name,”’ and I have found it to be used in a much more generic
sense. The term ‘‘Fulbé’’ carries the connotation of ‘‘the People.’’ It is significant to note that
the Wolof of Senegambia were traditionally called the Jolof-Fulbé; that is, the ‘‘People’’ from

the kingdom of Jolof.
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Historical Background

Although oral tradition indicates the presence of a plucked-lute
tradition in the 13th century, a more complete account of the tradi-
tion does not occur until the 14th century, when the explorer Ibn Bat-
tuta traveled to Mali. In 1352 he arrived at the court of the king of
Mali, where he remained for some time. During his stay, he was pres-
ent on several important occasions, and his observations are quite
enlightening, especially when one realizes that he was himself a Berber.

On one occasion Battuta watched as the sultan entered, preceded
by his musicians, carrying gold and silver guimbris (the Berber word
for two-string plucked-lutes), in turn followed by three hundred armed
slaves. Behind the king came a person who never left his side. Inter-
preter, advisor, and mediary between the king and his subjects, this
man’s name was Duga.*

Farmer has suggested the possibility of a relationship between the
guimbri of North African Berbers and the plucked-lutes played by
various groups south of the Sahara.® He postulated that the term guim-
bri (also gunbri and gunibri) is an altered form of the Berber word
gunawt, which is the word often used to refer to black Africans. In fact
to this day, the Hassaniya of Mauretania (who are part Berber) fre-
quently call the Wolof ghna. The term guimbri perhaps indicated that
this kind of lute was a black African musical instrument.® Farmer fur-
ther points out that Arab groups who arrived in this region in the 7th
century already had the tanbur, a much more sophisticated long-neck
lute, which was already intimately tied up with their culture. They
therefore had no need for the local lute, which remained a folk instru-
ment played primarily by blacks.

In addition, Farmer notes that often the term gunbri refers to the
large lute played by blacks, while the gunibri is the smaller type played
by Arabs and Moors (the ‘‘blacks’” who were in large part Tukolor).
To this day, Tukolor musicians play a relatively small plucked-lute.
mDelafosse, La Langue Mandingue et ses dialectes (Paris, 1929) has noted that the word
duga, in Bambara, is synonymous with ‘‘bouffon,’” which is a term frequently found to refer
to entertainers among that class of citizen called griots.

5. Henry George Farmer, ‘A North African Folk Instrument,”’ Journal of the Royal Astatic
Soctety 1(1928):25-34.

6. Among the Hassaniya groups, there is a kind of popular poetry called ghna. Oral tradi-
tion insists that this style was invented by the ‘“ggiwan (géwels) of the Tukolor. For more discus-
sion o)f these terms, consult Ahmen-Baba Miske, A.L., Wasit-Tableau de la Mauritanie au Debut

de xxe Stécle (Paris, 1970), pp. 22-56. For more specific discussion of the term ‘‘géwel,”’ see the
next footnote.

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



AMERICAN FOLK BANJO 121

Other than the above suggestions, little information exists to deter-
mine the diffusion pattern of this instrument in West Africa. Un-
doubtedly, the diasporatic movements of the Fulbé have had much to
do with the spread of the tradition, but dating such a dispersal is
difficult.

It is clear, however, that the tradition became widespread through-
out the Western Sudan. In the Senegambian region, it is shared by
numerous groups, including the Wolof, who acquired it from the
Khassonké. Although the Wolof may be a critical link between this
region and the United States, it is more important to note that the
Wolof are just one group of literally dozens who share this tradition.
Before examining the Wolof in more detail, it will be useful to get an
overview of non-Wolof variants of this instrument throughout this
region.

Non-Wolof Xalams

The Hassaniya of Mauritania use the word tidinit to refer to their
instrument. Approximately the same size and configuration as the
Wolof xalam to the south, the tidinit can be found with either four or
five strings, depending on the region. In southern Mauritania they
normally have five strings, the same number as on the Wolof xalam.
The Hassaniya and Wolof have lived in close proximity for centuries;
warfare and raids between the two have left hard feelings. Never-
theless, the music traditions have much in common.

Our knowledge of the tidinit tradition goes back at least 150 years
to the accounts of Rene Caillié, who resided for more than a year
among the Brakna, a group of Hassaniya in southern Mauritania.
This adventurer was a keen observer, providing valuable comments
on the tradition. Some of his observations highlight important features
of the tradition, not the least of which is his reference to the guchues
(1ggiw), a term which is undoubtedly related to the Wolof word géwel”
(a term used somewhat generically to refer to a variety of musicians

7. Throughout this regions there is a social hierarchical system, in the middle of which stands
a group of citizens called nyeenyo by the Wolof. Nyeenyo include a broad spectrum of artisans
(jef-lef), praise-singers (sab-lek), and entertainers (baw-lek). Géwel is the generic term used through-
out the Senegambia for those musicians who are baw-lek. Keep in mind that precise definitions
of any term vary from locality to locality. The term géwel seems to come from ‘‘géw,’”” which
means ‘‘to meet in a public place.”” When one considers that there are also pronunciations like
‘tggiw, guehue, and géwel, it is quite possible that this term contributed to the origin of the bet-
ter known term griot.

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



122 WESTERN FOLKLORE

and entertainers). It was common practice for slaves to be taken during
warfare, and many were musicians who became gewels for Hassaniya
or Wolof masters.

Caillié’s comments, dating from August of 1824, give us many in-
sights into this tradition among the Braknas:

Hamet-Dou [the king] is nearly always accompanied by guehues or
strolling singers. There are a great number of them among the
Maures; they always walk in the company of princes, from whom they
obtain everything they want, but utilizing sometimes the grossest
praises, and other times using threats. Each prince has one attached
to his entourage; that of Hamet-Dou’s followed him everywhere. Often
seated in the king’s tent, he sings his praises, uttering the most
outrageous flatteries; one must be an African king in order to listen to
this without blushing. Ordinarily, the guehue’s wife and children ac-
company him, forming a choral response to the nonsense he is sing-
ing . . . The guehues have two kinds of instruments, which they use
as accompaniment when they sing. One, made in the form of a guitar,
is nothing other than a small oval calabash, covered with the well-cured
hide of a sheep, with a neck about one foot long, which serves to hold
the strings of the instrument, which are five in number and made of
several strands of twisted horsehair. When it is played, this instrument
makes very agreeable sounds. The second instrument is a sort of harp
with 14 strings made of sheep-gut, mounted on a neck some two feet
long, attached obliquely to a round calabash which is much larger then
the one used for the guitar.?

Caillié’s discussion continues for hundreds of pages, but evidently
here he is talking about two of the most characteristic instruments of
Mauritania, the ’ardin (harp) played by the women, and the tidinit,
played only by men.

An important feature of tidinit tunings is the division of their system
into two styles, black (ltkhal) and white (lebiadh). Nikiprowetsky writes
that the black tuning is preferred by the musicians, since it ‘‘allows
for more spectacular effects, while white is favored by educated people,
and it is closer to the Arab tradition.’’® A similar division into black
and white is also found among many Tukolor musicians, whose white
tuning is the equivalent of fodeti kau, while the black tuning is the same
as fodeti deegu among the Wolof (and discussed later).

8. Rene Caillié, Journel d’un Voyage a Tembouctou, 1824-28, (Paris, 1965), pp. 93-94.
9. Tolia Nikiprowetsky, ‘‘La Musique de la Mauritanie,”’” au XIVe Congres du Conseil In-
ternational de la Musique Populaire, Quebec, 1961.
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