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Welcome to "Arts and Africa". This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and 
today's guest to the programme sounds like this. 

MUSIC EXTRACT: MUSIQUE CENTRAFRICAINE - XYLOPHONES NKOKP,A 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

One of the most ·distinctive voices of Africa, the balafon or wooden 
xylophone . And that was Ndokpa music from the Central African Republic, 
one of the many West African-~ountries where that xylophone is so widely 
played, from Senegal in the north to Zaire in the south. 

MUSIC EXTRACT: FOLK MUSIC OF THE WESTERN CONGO - BAPENDE XYLOPHONE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Some of the greatest players of the ~alafon live on the coastal 
plains of Gabon and Cameroon. They have five dinstictive instruments 
of differing size which combine to make a little balafon orchestra - a 
a sound that's surprisingly rich in texture. 

MUSIC EXTRACT: MUSIQUES DU GABON - ORCHESTRE DE XYLOPHONES FANG 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Albert Noah Messomo who now lives in Yaounde, the capital of 
Cameroon, is an acknowledged master of the instrument. He's been playing 
it for something like thirty years - though, mind you, he began playing 
when he was only five years old. In his language the group of balafon• 
like the one we've just heard is called a •mendjong' and ~ach of the 
five instruments has it's own name. 
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ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO 

In the balafon ensemble you have somebody playing the ololon which 
is the first balafon, and he should specialise in playing that instrument, 
the second balafon, the omvac, must also have somebody having tbe right 
skill for that; the third, the akourou, the fourth, the nieng which means 
mother,.. balafon because it p·lays the theme of the song; and the fifth, 
the endoum. So you really need people who are used to the music of the 
balafon • . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

In Cameroon as in Gabon and Zaire, the balafon is the instrument 
of the forest, played by forest people and constructed from forest 
vegetation. 

ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO 

All the raw material used to make a balafon comes from the forest. 
I use red wood, which is called badouk (phon), I also use bamboo cane, 
and the inside of the.bamboo cane to make the frame. I also use rattan, 
calabashes (which are good to amplify the sound of the pieces of wood) . 
and strings traditionally used to make the cushion on which the wooden 
parts of the balafon lie. They used to make it out of the bark of a 
tree which we call here obong {phon). To make the balafon really 
vibrate you have to make a little hole in the calabash and you cover 
this hole with the cocoon of a spider. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Does that mean that Ananse has a hand in creating this pleasing 
sound? 

MUSIC EXTRACT: MUSIQUES DU CAMEROON 

ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO 

A balafon player traditionally used to be sponsored by somebody 
who was generally a chief. In that case, he himself didn't need to 
work but was just playing his music. But after a certain time, the 
chiefs became less and less interested in getting a balafon orchestra, 
yet some balafon players kept on on their own and they would go from 
place to place and not doing any particular jobs. That's what most 
parents where afraid of, if their chi.ld was interested in the balafon 
at a very early age, they would not allow him to do so because for them 
it would mean that child would not achieve anything in life. 

JEAN-PHILLIPE FEUNTEUN 

Why is it that apparently the instrument has known a certain 
decline? 
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ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO 

It's because probably the pressure which results from modern life 
doesn't give enough chances to people who would like to live by playing 
the balafon to fit into society. For instance, the old players of 
balafons which you could get in some villages, those people have settled 
and having settled have lost the habit of playing with other people. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Unlike the flute, for instance, the balafon, especially the 
'mendjong' isn't for playing to yourself. It's a public orchestra and 
is played at special events. 

ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO 

First of all the balafon is played for big celebrations, so there 
is this theme of joy and linked to this theme the balafon player would 
sing the praise of, for instance, the lady he loves and he also sings 
~raise of the wine all the time because being a musician and playing .all 
the time usually he needs strength to continue playing and also maybe 
to help his inspiration. And another theme, sometimes he can speak 
either to praise the chief, the authority for whom he plays, or he can 
also, in a very cunning way, also try even to ridicule the authority, 
because he is an outspoken man. · 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Albert Noah has listed the traditional themes and patrons of the 
balafon. They've recently been joined by a n~w support~r, the Roman 
Catholic Church, the main Christian church in Cameroon. 

MUSIC EXTRACT: EBONY CROSS ORATORIO 

ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO I 

The fact that the balafon has not disappeared completely is due 
to the fact that the Church, the Catholic Church here in Cameroon, tried 
to revive the tradition of the balafon by using it for religious 
ceremonies and that goes back to the 1960•s. 

JEAN-PHILLIPE FEUNTEUN 

Is it because the church recognised that the instrument is still 
very close to the people that the sound is something which carries them? 
I seem to remember that at some point you said that the balafon, in 
itself, speaks. Was that, you lmow, for the church maybe another medium 
of praying? 
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ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO 

Yes, the balafon by itself speaks and I must say that the same 
church before the 19601s rejected completely the balafon and I think the 
fact that the church came back to get the balafon shows that people in 
the church sensed that by rejecting the balafon they were certainly 
rejecting the people. Because when you play the balafon somewhere, the 
balafon sings, speaks the language of the people, and the proof is that 
where you play the balafon even for people who haven't heard the balafon 
for a long, long time, they discover themselves and they really, I would 
say, they come out of themselves and they show great joy and great 
enthusiasm. In my own area I'm Eton from Okola in south Cameroon round 
Yaounde which is the capital city, and in my own village there is still 
a traditional orchestra and there is another one in a village nearby. 
I know certain friends who also have a traditional one in their villages, 
still in the same area, the Eton area. 

JEAN-PHILLIPE FEUNTEUN 

Albert Noah not only do you play the balafon but you make them.-
I believe you've even sold some, which proves that there is an interest 
in the balafon. 

ALBERT NOAH MESSOMO 

I must say that my main purpose in making balafons wasn't really 
to sell the balafon. I started to make balafons for my own pleasure, 
and the people who have brought balafons from me so far have been the 
Catholic Church parishes and also some Europeans. I haven't got many 
orders from I would say Cameroonians, as such, who want a balafon, 
because I think they themselves know that to play the balafon you have to 
play 1n a group while Europeans, they have the idea of music you can play, 
maybe on your own, then they can play what they can on the balafon. 
But really, traditionally you have to g,t a set of balafons and you know 
that you have what is authentic. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Player, teacher and maker of balafons, Albert Noah Messomo talking 
1n Yaounde to Jean-Phillipe Feunteun. And we're going to return to the 
last of the music we heard, church music for balafon and chorus. It's 
the work of Father Pie-Claude Ngoumou who in this recording of his Ebony 
Cross Oratorio is conducting the Choir of Ebony Cross, Yaounde. 

For now this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. The next voice 
you'll hear belongs to Father Ngoumou as he and the orchestra sing 
Alleluias to the Lord God. 

MUSIC EXTRACT: EBONY CROSS ORATORIO 


