Music-making Children of Africa

A Dagomba child learns social habits
and personal discipline through music

Text and photographs by John Miller Chernoft

One of the things children every-
where love is music. Take your guitar
to a park and begin playing; the first
people to stop and listen will be chil-
dren. Among the Dagombas of north-
ern Ghana, it is the same. ‘‘When we
are going to a house to play,”’ a Da-
gomba drummer once told me,

it is the children who meet us. Some of
them will walk with us and lead us; the
others will run ahead to inform the whole
house, ‘‘The drummers are coming! The
drummers are coming!’’ Don’t you see that
it’s nice? It is one way that music adds to
us. Music makes us happy, and music
shows us things about ourselves, and
again, music is something we can pass
down to our children.

When we consider the different con-
ditions in which human beings grow up
and the role of artistic expression in
life, we must acknowledge that
‘“‘wealth’’ is an ambiguous word: a
measurement of quantity for some peo-
ple; a reflection of values in human ex-
perience for others. The children of the
world share a love of music, but Afri-
can children in particular enjoy the
benefits of musical life; they are as in-
volved with music as our children are
with television.

In the traditional societies of Africa,
children’s musical activities are more
than recreation. Through music, Afri-
can children learn social habits and
personal discipline. Among the Da-
gombas, music making gives children
a chance to participate in important
events, and for some children, musical
training also encompasses the study of
history and folklore.

Dagomba children begin working at
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an early age. By the time they are four
or five, boys are already accompanying
their fathers to the farm, where they
may be asked to fetch drinking water
or farming implements. In a few years,
they can weed and plant. They also
care for such domestic animals as
cows, sheep, and goats, and they have
special techniques for finding food—
mainly termites and ants—for chickens
and guinea fowls. After a farmer has
planted his crops, he may build a tree-
house on his plot, and his children and
their friends are sent to it every day
with balankon, a slit-drum made from
a hollowed-out log. Their job is to
drive off monkeys.

Girls work with their mothers,
sweeping the compound, carrying
water, cutting and grinding vegetables
for cooking, and in season, collecting
the shea nuts from which Dagombas
prepare cooking and lamp oil. The
children’s work is difficult, but the Da-
gombas measure character in the wil-
lingness to do hard work, and parents
are careful to match tasks with a child’s
ability and strength.

At night, after eating, the children
have no work to do and are free to
roam. If they live in a town, they might
be given money to attend a movie, but
generally they meet with their friends
and play. Those children interested in
learning more about their tradition sit
with old people. It is typical of Da-
gomba life that people from neigh-
boring houses gather after the evening
meal and talk. The children sit quietly
to the side; they sometimes massage
the legs of a storyteller while he talks:
‘‘In the days of such and such a chief,

this was what was happening”’ or
“During the war between the Da-
gombas and the Gonjas, this was what
happened.’’ If a child is sitting alone
with an old man, he may press the legs
and feet of the elder until both man and
child fall asleep side by side. In the
villages an old man may relax with jen-
jili, amusical bow, or moglo, a guitar-
like instrument; he sings songs to
amuse himself and his grand-
children—songs that tell stories, illus-
trate proverbs, and sometimes recount
history.

A sense of history is central to both
Dagomba culture and musical tradi-
tion. The Dagombas have an elaborate
political system based on hierarchical
chieftaincies, and the paramount chief,
called the Ya-Naa, sits at Yendi, about
sixty miles east of Tamale, the most
populous Dagomba town. Drummers
know the most about history, and at
certain times during the year, they sing
and beat different parts of the Dagomba
drum history outside the house of their
town’s chief, who sits with his wives
and elders while the populace assem-
bles around them. The drummers start
in the late evening and play till dawn.
The Dagomba drum history resembles
no other art form so much as it resem-
bles a Homeric epic.

A young Dagomba boy plays a toy
drum. When a boy is about

three years old, his father will
make him a small drum by simply
covering a tin can with skin.
























