ERIC CHARRY

Plucked Lutes in West Africa:
an Historical Overview

UTES have been played in West Africa since at least the fourteenth
L century when both Al-‘Umari and Ibn Battdta noted that they were
used in royal ceremonies in old Mali.! Before that time little is known
about lutes in West Africa aside from Soninke oral traditions suggesting
their usage in ancient Ghana, which declined in the eleventh century.
Over sixty-five years ago, Henry Farmer called attention to a possible
ancient Egyptian ancestry of West African and North African lutes. He
grouped them together under the names gunbri or gunibri, and claimed
that they are all essentially the same instrument.2

Look where you will from Egypt to Morocco, from the Mediterranean to the
southern confines of the Stidan, and you will find this instrument in some form
or other, although its name may have slight variation. [Farmer’s footnote: The
negro cambreh, or chalam (halam), is identical with the Arabic gunbri] It is
essentially an instrument of the people, and is but rarely found in the hands of the
professional musician of the town orchestra . . . The ancestry of the gunbri is
clearly traceable, although its etymological significance may escape us. The
identical type, replete with tuning-rings and tabs (and also with the tuning pegs
which succeeded them), as well as with the neck passing into the sound-chest . . .
may be found in the art remains of Ancient Egypt . . . (Farmer, 1928, pp.25-6)

Very little supporting documentation was available to Farmer, and
some scholars have since refined, questioned, or quietly repudiated many
of his observations. Yet the legacy of his work continues to cast a shadow
over discussion of lute history in West Africa.® It is now clear that
plucked lutes in West Africa are distinct from those of North Africa and
ancient Egypt. Within West Africa several kinds of plucked lutes may be
distinguished, including those of the western sahel and savannah which
belong to a long indigenous musical tradition that is guarded by expert
hereditary professional musicians. To this day there is no comprehensive
overview of West African lutes, nor is there a great wealth of
documentation of the specific kinds of lutes that are found in West
Africa. Speculation on the history, distribution, diffusion, and use of lutes
in West Africa, therefore, has had little documentary support. The
present state of our knowledge makes it difficult to assess two very basic,
credible, and diametrically opposed hypotheses concerning the early
history of lutes in West Africa. A path of diffusion from ancient Egypt
westward might be as plausible as one from West Africa eastward.
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In support of the contention that the Egyptian lute came to North Africa from
the south rather than directly from the east, Rouanet (p.2930) notes that the
gunbri- (or ginbri-) type instrument is far more common in Morocco than in
Algeria or Tunisia, and that, in fact, the Algerians claim the instrument was
imported from Morocco, that is, the west. The instrument probably moved south
from Egypt to the kingdoms of Kush and Meroe, and then west with the
migrations that followed their collapse . . . Though there is no . . . record of the
instrument in North Africa before the modern period, the Egyptian lute could
have come north at any time on the trade routes that have existed for centuries,
perhaps millennia, between Morocco and the Western Sudan . . . (Schuyler,
1979, pp.124, 127.)

No evidence suggests the persistence of this [ancient Egyptian] type of trough-
lute on the North African Coast between that time [ancient Egypt] and the
present. Its wide distribution in West Africa indicates that it must once have been
played throughout the area of the Western Sahara, and was possibly introduced
into Ancient Egypt from Africa. After its popularity waned in Egypt and on the
North Coast, the tradition was only retained South of the desert. (Blench, p.170)

Since the resources documenting the many lutes used in West Africa
are widely scattered, the development of a broad overview based on solid
evidence has been slow in coming. This article is intended as an initial
foundation for the study of lutes in West Africa. Diverse kinds of
documentation of diverse kinds of West African plucked lutes are drawn
together in support of a map of the morphological, geographic, and
ethnic distribution of plucked lutes in West Africa. Particular attention is
paid to a kind of lute unique to West Africa that is played exclusively by
hereditary professional musicians of the western sahel and savannah.
Certain etymological relationships among these lutes are explored.
Sketches and photographs are presented (see Figs. 1 and 3) to illustrate
morphological features, and to facilitate comparison with ancient
Egyptian lutes. Finally, the question of the origins of plucked lutes in
West Africa is broached, and a new perspective is offered.

DISTINCTIVE FEATURES

There are three major features which may be used to distinguish plucked
lutes in West Africa from each other: who plays them, the kind of bridge,
and the kind of resonator.# The first two features, one social and the
other morphological, are linked to each other in a remarkably consistent
way. They delineate two broad categories of West African plucked lutes.
One category of lute has a V- or fan-shaped bridge that slips onto the
end of the neck (which is exposed by a hole in the soundtable). It is
played exclusively by hereditary professional musical/verbal artisans,
called griots by non-Africans. I refer to it as the griot lute. Its body is
made of hollowed-out wood in the shape of a trough or canoe. Griot
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lutes are localized in the western sahel and northern savannah region
(Mauritania, Senegal, and Mali), and are played primarily by Moslem
peoples who for the most part were empire builders. It is probably no
coincidence that these peoples — Maninka/Mandinka, Bambara,
Xasonke, Wolof, Soninke, Fulbe, and Moor — all come from a large geo-
graphical region that was under the influence of ancient Ghana (? — A.D.
11th century), the earliest known empire in West Africa. The fan-shaped
bridge on griot lutes appears to be a feature unique to West Africa.

The other category of lute based on the two linked features noted
above has a cylindrical bridge that sits on top of the soundtable. It does
not appear to have any hereditary restrictions on who may play it, and it
may have a wide variety of social usages, one of the more common being
music for hunters. The body may be a wooden trough, a half calabash, or
some kind of metallic container like a sardine tin. Its distribution
conforms remarkably with a trail of Fulbe migrations from their ancient
homeland in Tekrur (northern Senegal) eastward to Cameroun. Where
appropriate I will refer to this lute as a non-griot lute.

The third feature that distinguishes West African lutes from each other,
the kind of resonator, cuts through the other two features. While griot
lutes are only made of wooden-trough resonators, non-griot lutes may
use any of the three kinds of resonator: a wooden trough, half calabash,
or some variety of metallic container. Further research is needed to see if
there are social distinctions among the non-griot lutes which may be
signalled by the kind of resonator. In general, calabash-resonator lutes
have only one or two strings; wooden trough-resonator lutes have more.
Fig.1 shows the various relevant morphological features of West African
plucked lutes.

On West African plucked lutes the neck, a round fretless stick,
traverses most, but not all, of the length of the resonator body. The end
of the neck is exposed by a soundhole in the skin soundtable, which is
stretched across the resonator.” The strings are attached to the end of the
exposed neck, and pass over a bridge. West African plucked lutes have
the characteristically sub-Saharan African hide tuning knots, though they
are woven differently than those used on West African harps. Most lutes
have a removable buzzing or jingling device made of a flexible metal
plague with small metal rings attached to it, which is inserted into a slit
in the far end of the neck. This kind of device is consistent with a
widespread African practice rooted in an aesthetic that values a buzzing
or jingling sound which frames the particular sound of the instrument.
Maghrebian (North African) plucked lutes, excepting the Gnawa gimbri
(see below), are necked lutes wherein the neck is attached to the
resonator, and they have tuning pegs rather than knots.

Due to their peculiar neck and resonator construction, West African
plucked lutes do not fit neatly into either of Hornbostel and Sach’s
{(pp.22-~3) two categories of handle lutes:
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FIG. 1. Morphological features of West African plucked lutes:
(a) Bambara ngoni: griot lute, wooden trough resonator, fan-shaped bridge
(after Frobenius 1921, facing p.40);
{b) Hausa molo: non-griot lute, wooden trough resonator, cylinder-shaped bridge
{from Krieger, p.406);
{c) Kwamsa from Sokoto Province, Nigeria: non-griot lute, half-calabash
resonatot, cylinder-shaped bridge (from Harris, p.124).
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321.3.  Handle lutes. The string bearer is a plain handle.
321.31. Spike lutes. The handle passes diametrically through the resonator.

321.32. Necked lutes. The handle is attached to or carved from the
resonator, like a neck.

Two other descriptions have been used to describe lutes in which the
neck ends within the resonator, as it does in the West African varieties:
‘tanged’ and ‘internal spike’. The word ‘tanged’, used by Balfour and by
Hornbostel (1933, pp.292, 300, 311), was eventually added as a third
category of handle lute (Wachsmann 1984, p.551; Brown, p.365):

331.33. Tanged lutes. The handle ends within the body resonator.

Although this description captures the position of the handle in relation
to the resonator, the illustrations used by Wachsmann (1984, p.551) —
consisting of bowed lutes from Sulawesi in Indonesia — and his use of the
term ‘tanged’ in relation to African harps (1964) do not really capture the
special neck and resonator construction that marks West African plucked
lutes. The necks of the instruments described by Wachsmann as ‘tanged’
end very close to their point of entry into the resonator. The necks of
West African plucked lutes, on the other hand, traverse the resonator
almost all the way through. The description ‘internal spike’ (binnenspief)
has been used to refer to the similar neck construction of ancient
Egyptian and West African lutes by Sachs (1921, p.55), and later used for
West African lutes by Krieger (pp.406-9), Wegner (pp.135 ff) and Kubik
(pp-86, 166).

A problem with the descriptions ‘tanged’ and ‘internal spike’ is that
West African lute necks do not pierce the resonator body, as they do in
Wachsmann’s illustrations noted above. Rather, the necks sit in a slight
indentation and are threaded into the skin soundtable. The term spike
implies piercing rather than crossing over the resonator. Nevertheless, the
neck and resonator construction of West African plucked lutes is perhaps
best suited by the description internal spike lute, with the understanding
that the neck does traverse the resonator completely, and that the neck is
not actually spiked into the resonator, but sits in an indentation. The
term spike emphasizes the morphological affinity of lutes with West
African harps and fiddles, both of which are characterized by the neck
being spiked into a hole in the resonator (which is covered with a skin
soundtable) all the way through to the other end.8

DISTRIBUTION OF PLUCKED LUTES IN WEST AFRICA

Plucked lutes are found among a wide variety of peoples across the
breadth of the African continent throughout much of the desert, sahel
and savannah regions. Fig.2 shows the distribution of lutes in West and
Northwest Africa along with certain morphological characteristics. The
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&> calabash resonator
() usual number of strings
P fan-shaped bridge

|0 cylinder-shaped bridge

B - Bambara Sg - Songhai
Bu - Bussance/ G - Gnawa T - Teda :
Bisa Gw - Gwari Ta - Tamashek/
D - Diawara H - Hausa Tuareg
Dj - Djerma K - Kotoko Te - Tem
F - Fulbe/ Md - Mandinka W - Wolof
Peul/ Mn - Maninka X - Xasonke
Tukulor Mo - Moor Y - Yoruba
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