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_hLEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to Arts and Africa. 
The subject matter of todays programme sounds like this. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Music from the Jola people of Sene/Gambia. It's also the 
abiding concern of todays gu~st. He's Giles Swayne, a British 
composer of classical music who recently took the unusual step of 
refusing commissions to write music, and instead took himself off to 
The Gambia. There he was greatly inspired by the musical rhythms and 
drumming of the Jola people, and he has returned to this country 
convinced that their music can contribute to contemporary classical 
music. We have heard a great deal on this programme recently about 
the impact of African music on Western pop music, so it is particul
arly interesting to hear of it· also affecting a classically trained 
musician. 

Giles Swayne welcome to the studio. What made you decide to 
go to The Gambia in the first place? 

GILES SWAYNE 

Well I've been interested in African music for many years. I 
first came into contact with African music as opposed to Jola music 
by accident really. I just simply heard some records of a kind of 
African music which I didn't know existed. Because I'm enormously 
interested in rhythm in my own music, it obviously sparked something 
off in my imagination, and I began to listen to a tremendous amount 
of different. kinds of African music on recordft I began to nourish 
the fantasy or dream of bei~g able to actually go for myself, go and 
hear it for myself in Africa. I didn't actually think it was going 
to be a possibility but then I came into contact with various people 
in this country who are interested in African music and whose work 
is into African music. I decided that I would make it possible. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So why di d you select The Gambia in the first place? 

GILES SWAYNE 

That is, in a sense, partly an accident and partly for practical 
reasons . I mean I have a family and a wife and a career of sorts and 
I obviously can't disappear and leave everybody behind for six months 
or a year and so it was practical to go not too far and therefore when 
I was thinking where shall I go on this trip, I was concentrating on 
West Africa simply because it was a more practical proposition. Now 
you may say that an areoplane only takes a few hours -but, in fact, I 
couldn't afford to go byareoplane for various reasons. In order to 
make the trip possible I had to borrow equipment, I had to scrounge 
tape from various sources. Everything was borrowed, begged or 
stolen! (Laughs). In fact, I only managed to go there because I was 
able to get a free passage on a ship. I went to The Gambia and I 
started from a base which was quite near the border to southern 
Senegal. Then I spread outwards from there going southwards, almost 
down to the border with Guinea Bissau, Portuguese Guinea. So that 
was an area I suppose of a circle roughly with a diameter of about 
150 miles. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I suppose this was your first trip to Africa? 

GILES SWAYNE 

It was, yes. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And how did you communicate with the villagers of all people? 

GILES SWAYNE 

Well before I went I was very, very lucky to meet two Jolas 
living in London, who were,ableto help me with the language and 
although I can't say that when I arrived I was fluent, I had some 
working knowledge of the language so I \tB.s able to communicate. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes. Now what can you tell us about the music we heard at the 
beginning of the programme? 

GILES SWAYNE 

Well that is drumming. It's one drummer playing the drums called 
bugorobu and generally the drummer will play four. They are large 
floor drums and they stand on their ends, slightly tilted with their 
heads away from the player and they generally rest on big mortars 
that women use for pounding the grain in. So they have five mortars 
upside down and then they put the four drums in between them. Some 
drummers play four drums and some drummers play three drums. He wears 

bracelets that have jingles on them which he wears on his wrists. This 
kind of drumming is never normally heard as we heard it in that excerpt. 
It's always the basis for dancing and singing but I, in fact, asked 
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that particular drummer to spend the afternoon with me and we recorded 
him drumming by himself so that I could listen to the rhythms very 
clearly. Because very often in a dancing context when there's a lot 
of talking and shouting and singing, the drums are slightly obscured. 
I mean they are there, and they're supporting everything but I wanted 
to have one recording that was just the drums on their own so that I 
could actually listen to the rhythms very, very clearly myself. I 
thought it was quite interesting to have that by itself. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Were there other kinds of music you recorded? 

GILF.s SWAYNE 

Oh I mean everything. I recorded womens songs, there's a 
tremendous amount of womens songs in the Jola people. The women are 
particularly good singers and marvellous dancers. I mean they're 
well known for the dancing too. Then apart from the women, then there 
are the men's songs, the working songs, the ploughing songs and then 
there are also the instrumentals. I mean there are various instruments. 
One of them which is quite rare actually is the musical bow or in Jola, 
the calongoin which is played like the musical bow all over Africa 
with the mouth resinating the string and the right hand tapping with 
aftick, tapping the rhythm out with a stick. In fact, in the excerpt 
that you're just about to hear the singer will alternate playing with 
singing and it's extremely clever because when he's singing, of course, 
he can't actually use his mouth to resinate the string but he gives 
the feeling, he creates the illusion that he is. 
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Yes, well we've just been talking about classical music. For 
me classical music means the sort of stuff written in the nineteenth 
century or earlier. 

GILES SWAYNE 

By people who are dead. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes. (Laughs) But then there's also another aspect of this, the 
modern classical music which doesn't, unfortunately, appeal to me 
very much which is your speciality. 

GILES SWAYNE 

Well I'm alive so it's modern classical music (Laughs). Yes I 
mean you've hit, in a sense, upon the one thing which is the main reason, 
in a way, for my going to Africa. I found myself, like you, very 
disenchanted with the position of modern classical music because it 
seems to me that too many peopl e are alienated by it. I also think the 
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composers of modern classical music are living in the past. They've 
got trapped in a sort of museum which is devoted basically to nineteenth 
century and eighteenth century music. I, in fact, came to a crisis 
in my work where I actually couldn't write a single note for twelve 
months and that's a very unpleasant situation because I have a family 
to support. It's quite frightening when you sit at your desk for a 
whole year and you can't do anything. So I thought and thought and 
thought and going to Africa was, in a way, a means of clearing my 
head. During this period I was being offered work, commissions and I 
was having to turn them down, partly because I felt I couldn't do 
them and partly because I didnTt want to do them because I was being 
offered things for groups of musicians which simply didn't interest me 
because they didn't really relate to modern life. So there are hundreds 
of reasons I went to Africa. One is because I am fascinated by rhythm 
and I know it's a cliche to say the African music has a wonderful sense 
of rhythm, it is a complete cliche but the fact is that it just 
happens to be true. I mean African music is far more biased towards 
rhythm or I'll put it another way, it's far more balanced between 
melody and rhythm than music of the West which, in fact, is rhythmically 
very impoverished. I mean Western music is very crude, very crude 
rhythmically. It opens up all sorts of other questions which we can't 
go into. It would take too much time. So the reasons I went to 
Africa were partly technically musical and partly because I want to 
create music that actually speaks to people directly. Now I'm not 
a pop musician but I feel I can contribute to the music of our time. 
I felt with the music I've been writing, although I like it and I 
felt it was contributing, I was trapped. Modern classical music is 
certainly in need of fresh blood. Obviously I feel I can provide it 
myself (Laughs). But it's too simple to say you can go to Africa, 
listen to a lot of African music and then come back and write music 
that sounds like African music. That's ridiculous. I mean I've 
written music which uses the techniques of African music. By that I 
mean there's a basis of repetition and over that, in the more complex 
music, you get things shifting in phase so that you get rhythms which 
are changing in relationship to each other. That, put in a very 
simple term, is what we can learn from African music. I feel that 
rhythm, not necessarily African rhythm, is a mental approach to music 
really, it's a mental approach to the way you listen to the music, it's 
a mental approach to what you actually want to do with music and it's 
a mental approach to rhythm and melody, getting away from that clogging 
nineteenth century idea of thick chords and lots of instruments and 
making a clearer, purer sound with a much stronger rhythmic base. I'm 
not saying that African music is going to come in and change Western 
music. I think that we can simply learn a lesson from it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Giles, I'd like you to tell me about this piece we're going to 
end on and briefly explain what it's about. 
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Yes. We've so far heard some drumming and then we've heard 
that little song with the musical bow and I wanted to give you t hree 
contrasting pieces of music so rather than play a record of drumming 
and dancing which is the most typical Jola music, I ' m going to play 
you a ploughing song which comes from the southern most part of 
southern Senegal, very near to the border with Guinea Bissau. I t 
was recorded with about twelve men singing and it was recorded at 
1. 30 am in the morning after we had recorded lots of womens songs 
and we'd packed the women off to bed. The men had been wa iting around 
quite a long time and they sang this ploughing song and t hey actually 
got so carried away that they went and got their hoes and began mimi ng 
the whole thing. The women who hadn't gone to bed came out and they 
spread rushes over the ground to simulate the ploughing and then when 
the men said they were thirsty the women came out and pret ended t o 
give them water. They mimed the whole days ploughing squashed i nLo 
about twenty minutes song. This is an excerpt from tha t s ong . 
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That 1 s all we have time for this week so from London and Ar ts 
and Africa, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 
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