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Abstract

The main purpose of this article is to discuss important aspects related to the interface between music composition and cultural identity in Bahia, Brazil, focusing on the description of some important rhythmic features of the Afro-Bahian tradition and their projection in some works by composers of the so-called Grupo de Compositores da Bahia (Group of Composers of Bahia), formed in 1966. A rhythmic pattern associated with the Yoruba god/orixá of thunder and fire, the aluja de Xangô is taken as a compositional construction involving durational proportions, conflict between rhythmic and metric accents and nonlinearity. All these components, important elements of several other rhythmic patterns such as giká, daró, ijesha and kabila, point to a sophisticated and coherent rhythmic system underlying the whole Candomble tradition. Ritual op. 103 for Orchestra (1987), a piece by Lindembergue Cardoso (1939-1989) is presented in its relationship with the alujá de Xangô. It is quite possible that ethnomusicology and composition are capable of exchanging respectful looks at each other, shying away from the easy paradises of the past.

1. The landscape and the Problem
As incredible as it may seem, Cantos dos Lusíadas by Luís de Camões, a work widely considered the cornerstone of Portuguese literature, written in the sixteenth century as a celebration of the brave accomplishments of Portuguese sailors in Africa, America and India, had to undergo inspection by a censor of the Inquisition before its publication. The censor, Father Bartolomeu Ferreira, recommended its publication based on the understanding that the references made by the poet to the gods of the native populations of those places were solely fictional and poetic — Camões (1963). Even so, he insisted in proclaiming once again the truth “of our holy faith, according to which, the gods of the heathens are devils.”

This astonishing remark is perhaps one of the best illustrations of the prevailing ideology regarding Latin America during its colonization, a land where mixed gods and devils reflected the extremely difficult process of negotiation among distinct cultural groups. It also points to the long historic process related to these interactions, and the many tragedies, dilemmas, and confrontations, as well as solutions conceived by the peoples of Latin America, striving to move away from this initial conflict.

These structural means maintained a close relationship with the universe of cultural phenomena and manifestations, especially music, a field usually associated with the divine and the transcendental. The use of musical instruments made from human bones and flutes in which a human skull was attached as a resonator were extremely shocking to Jean de Léry, a French visitor involved in the attempt to build a colony in Brazil, and to the Portuguese-oriented Jesuit missionaries in the sixteenth century — Mariz (2000). 

The transition between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries brings forth two new developments. There is a growing tendency among composers to address local themes, progressing from Italian-style opera featuring native heroes to the gradual discovery of folklore, leading inevitably to the question of a national cultural identity—or several identities—not only through the late international Romantic trend in this direction, but also through the outburst of Modernism in this country in 1922. Furthermore, in parallel motion with this tendency, one observes the gradual but steady development of anthropology, folklore and ethnomusicology as important tools for the study of Brazilian cultural roots.

This is the broad landscape that provides the context for our theme; namely, the relationship between the compositional work and the construction of cultural identity in Latin America, which can also be phrased in terms of the possibility of new dialogues between composition and ethnomusicology. If ethnomusicology is capable of exposing the complexity of compositional systems outside the Western tradition, what should be the consequences for the composer and his/her process of creation? This is a rather complex question because this kind of confrontation may eventually lead to a revision of the very concept of composition, with its Western implications of individuality, creativity and change. What will happen to a composer educated to explore the complexities of the European compositional mainstream after discovering other kinds of complexity in non-Western contexts?  

Although a controversial issue at times, generating many misunderstandings, in Brazil the possibility of dialogue with local cultural contexts has been an important source of artistic creation. The fact that the instatement of Modernism in Brazil has given special attention to these issues is a subject that requires careful examination, and it is certainly related to the ideas and the intellectual leadership of Mario de Andrade. 

The feeling that a process of “bridging” between European mainstream tradition and the body of local musical knowledge should become a major concern has certainly developed as an organic movement in our society, deeply rooted in centuries of longing for an impossible integration. Only in the twentieth century has this society faced the possibility— not yet materialized—of overcoming the trauma of slavery and imperial dominance. 

Nevertheless, from the standpoint of the European avant-garde in the first decades of this century, the emphasis on national idioms was seen as a serious obstacle for the new ideas concerning pitch organization and syntax. Although contact with non-Western cultures has played an important role in the compositional process of several composers, including Debussy, it is amazing to observe how culture seems to have been a remote concern in something as paradigmatic as Schönberg’s formulations on composition. The proposition that composition is “above all the art of inventing a musical idea and the fitting way to present it,” (Schönberg, 1995, p. xvii) is further clarified by the observation according to which — Schönberg (1994, p. 5) — the idea of a piece of music is: 

1) in its conception
a)purely material





b) psychological





c) metaphysical

2) in its presentation
a) logical





b) psychological





c) metaphysical

In many respects, this is an original concept. It emphasizes a dynamic understanding of the compositional process, connecting the cognitive levels of conception and presentation—poietic and esthetic—in semiotic terminology, Nattiez (1990). The concept of musical idea also integrates compositional domains as removed from each other as the level of pure material and the level of metaphysical references, in agreement with Goethe’s organicism, generating important dialectics between the whole and the parts—something lacking in seemingly related concepts such as Reti’s basic idea. Apparently, there is little space for cultural dimensions in this synthesis, which moves directly from psychological implications to the metaphysical ones. 

What is culture for Schönberg? The question is relevant—although we will not try to answer it—because his ideas became paradigmatic over the course of the century, and all avant-garde thinkers of the world had to pay attention to them, imitate, or even react against them. Serialization became a measure of complexity, and the possibility of extending these procedures to other musical parameters became a major concern. 

In Brazil and in several other Latin American contexts, the appearance of avant-garde movements in this century has brought with it an interesting level of ambiguity. The new ideas concerning musical syntax required that the appeal of late Romanticism, with its emphasis on national idioms, be resisted. On the other hand, the historical conditions of societies in Latin America demanded from their artists and intellectuals a commitment to the “bridging” process, and the disposition of cultivating dialogues with local bodies of musical knowledge. It was simply impossible to adopt without restriction a discourse that evaded these questions.

It would be extremely naive to consider that the constitution of Brazilian society was similar to the processes of national integration in Europe in the nineteenth century. The challenges involved in the two situations were completely different. In Brazil, four centuries after colonization, the negotiation of gods and devils had progressed substantially, especially through the integration of ethnic groups. The complexity of this process and the multiple possibilities opened by it were far ahead of the agenda of Modernism, pointing towards our present post-modern condition, and the global reality associated with it, in which the treatment dispensed to issues such as difference and diversity assume capital importance.  

In Brazil, the ambiguity of the situation gave place to several conflicts between groups of composers and in the publication of manifestoes pro and contra nationalism or avant-garde. The polarization of the question produced a number of misconceptions, such as the automatic association of Nationalism with Romanticism, and the consequent refusal to contemplate new ideas and systems. By the same token, any proximity to local elements was considered problematical and undesirable.

The development of ethnomusicology and the production of in-depth studies of music in culture, although many times supported by the very Euro-centric ideas which they tried to attack, permitted an access to the complexity of cultural contexts completely independent from Western idioms, resulting in new challenges and possibilities. 

After the appearance of at least three major manifestoes in Brazil, a different perspective was announced through the creation in 1966 of the Grupo de Compositores da Bahia – GCB (Group of Composers of Bahia). This group intuitively perceived the complexity of the situation and celebrated with humor the impossibility of adhering to any established principles, as a form of openness to new compositional interfaces. In a kind of anti-manifesto, the Group declares its intent to be “mainly against all and every asserted principle;” something that has to be understood not only in the context of the previous manifestos but also in light of an unmistakably Bahian anarchical taste.

In addition to its basic premise, the GCB was innovative in several other respects. Although created around a pedagogical relationship established with a composition professor, Ernst Widmer (1927-1990), the group was against the tendency of creating “schools” of composition around a master, and could not accept a pedagogic theory based predominantly on the reproduction of models. By the end of the sixties some of the most active members of the group became renowned composers in Brazil, such as Lindembergue Cardoso (1939-1989), Fernando Cerqueira (1941), Jamary Oliveira (1944), and Ernst Widmer himself. In recent decades, more than twenty recognized composers have been schooled by these pedagogical premises. A repertoire exceeding one thousand compositions, most of them already performed, requires further inspection and analysis.

Not even the traditional limits between popular and erudite music have been preserved. One of the members of the Group became extremely well known as a popular composer—Tomzé— singing a battle cry quite similar to the anti-canon of the Group, the famous “it is forbidden to forbid” of the sixties. This song-manisfesto was very important for sparking the Tropicalist movement, making it possible to connect the worldwide rebellious inclinations of the period with the vigorous protest against dictatorship in Brazil, something that would play a significant role in the long process of reconstructing democracy—not yet completed—in this country.

How could one address the question of cultural identity in relation to the compositional production of the GCB? This is also a complex question, and it certainly depends on the analytical work that gradually begins to be dedicated to this repertoire. We will focus on some aspects involved in it, mainly through the approach of rhythmic choices and the possibility of dialogue with the Afro-Bahian universe of Candomble rhythms. 

2.  Rhythmic Patterns and Systems in the Candomble Tradition

The word Candomblé usually refers to a number of religious groups that incorporate African beliefs, rituals and practices. The most traditional groups are the Ketu, Ijexá and Gêge, and Congo-Angola cults. Originating in Nigeria and Bénin, the Yoruba, Ketu and Ijexá groups are generically designated as Nagô. Other African religions whose acculturation has been more accentuated include Candombé de Caboclo and Umbanda. A recent catalog of Candomble temples in Salvador listed five hundred locations (Mott, 1998).

Our main concern here is the description and discussion of important features of some rhythmic patterns, and the possibility of identifying basic procedures which connect them, pointing towards an all-embracing “compositional” system. A proficient description of the ethnomusicological context can be found in Béhague (1984). 

The percussion ensemble is usually formed by three drums—the le, rumpi and rum—and the gan, a one-bell agogo. Two of these drums are usually involved in the performance of recurring rhythmic patterns, while the third one, the rum, played by the master drummer, exercises a crucial role in bringing about possession. The rum’s part seems to have an improvisatory-like character, and will not be discussed here. 

Specific rhythms correspond to specific gods/orixas. One of the most exuberant of these patterns is the alujá de Xangô, the Yoruba god/orixa of thunder and fire. The following notation was developed as a result of conversations with Gabi Guedes, a virtuoso percussion player educated at the Terreiro do Gantois, in Salvador, departing from initial effort by him to write down the rhythms. Presently he is engaged as a percussionist in Jimmy Cliff’s band. 

Ex. 1 - Alujá de Xangô
The use of Western conventions to notate these rhythmic patterns brings with it a series of distortions in relation to the performance practices. The representation of a 12/8 meter is somewhat arbitrary. The fact that we represent beginning and ending in a linear way distorts what has a potential to be nonlinear, perhaps of a circular nature, beginning at any point. Even so, the notation is capable of exposing many subtleties of rhythmic construction, and the careful planning of durational proportions. No doubt, we are dealing with experts in the art of rhythm.

It should be observed that there is a basic structure of twelve pulses (or beats), which is a number associated with Xangô, making it possible to hear “metrical” subdivisions of [6+6] and [3+3+3+3]. These expectations generate accents in pulses 1 and 7 (when the subdivision is 6+6), or in the pulses 1,4,7,10 (when the subdivision is 3+3+3+3). The whole pattern is executed alternating right and left hands smoothly.

These observations acquire a completely distinct meaning when one perceives that two additional accents are included through rhythmic ornamentation and acceleration over pulses 5 and 12, without changing the alternation of right and left hands. These accents require a completely different understanding of the structure. They generate a permanent opposition between the tendency to perceive the whole divided regularly [6+6] or irregularly [5+7].

In my conversations with Gabi Guedes he always referred to a basic structure that he called vassi, presented by the gan—the one-bell agogo. This rhythmic part presents the following sequence of durations: [2+2+1+2+2+2+1]. The vassi reinforces the subdivision in two asymmetrical parts [5+7]: [2+2+1] [2+2+2+1]. The role of this binary structure, formed with 1s and 2s, is fundamental not only for the alujá but also for several other rhythmic patterns, as will become clear. A careful analysis of the gan part reveals that two identical motivic ideas could be identified — [2+2+2+1] —, the first one beginning with pulse 1 and ending on pulse 7, the second one beginning with pulse 8 and originating a kind of overlapping on the next first pulse, which then functions as both beginning and ending of the whole structure.

The listening experience created by the alujá de Xangô involves a structural conflict between the perception of symmetrical parts supported by the “metrical” accents, and the perception of asymmetry resulting from the rhythmic accents, as two legitimate facets of a single whole, generating mobility and nonlinearity. There are no fixed beginnings or endings in this listening experience (our notation falsifies this aspect), and this is a very important sensorial dimension. The accents and the expectations they build generate a kind of perpetual motion and gratify the listener through this illusion of permanence and continuity. The repetitions are thus masked in this extremely complex, but at the same time very smooth, rhythmic flux. Kramer (1989) identifies a similar process of complex interaction between metric and rhythmic accents at the beginning of Mozart’s Symphony in G Minor. The importance of such a phenomenon in other contexts seems to confirm the need for further development of these analyses in Western music. 

In the actual performance context, the inclusion of a third drum, the rum, and the interaction with the melodic line of the songs, brings about added levels of musical construction, creating linear inflections and expectations. However, the rhythmic basis is entirely built over this nonlinear perpetual mobility, a facet that seems to be of utmost importance for inducing trance. This points to a complex decision-making rhythmic system, and also to specific musical thinking processes, culturally determined, with logic and pleasure rooted as functions of these premises. The logic and pleasure achieved through nonlinear listening experiences are quite distinct from the ones produced by linear expectations, and doubtlessly this aspect raises concern when the possible interactions with non-Western contexts come to the forefront.

Looking at the vassi as a possible tool for comparison between distinct rhythmic patterns, one is certainly amazed with the coherence and the economy of means involved in the construction of the whole system (See Example 2), characteristics that point to a kind of African “classicism”. 

Example 2 - Giká
What we observe here is an adaptation of the same sequence of proportions presented by the vassi to a distinct metric context, as if a kind of rotation had taken place. Now, the series of durations are: [1+2+2+2+1+2+2]. The new metric context keeps the twelve pulses, arranging them in three groups of four elements. The metric expectations are now associated with pulses 1, 5 and 9. The rhythmic ornamentation occurs over the pulses 1 and 8, keeping the same structural imbalance of [7+5], in opposition to the regularity of the [4+4+4]. Pythagoras and Leibniz could not ask for a better application of their philosophical hopes as far as numbers are concerned.

Ex. 3 - Daró
What happens when the reference is no longer a twelve-pulse structure (see Example 3) ? This pattern presents something that could be described as a compression of the original structure. The sequence of proportional durations now are [2+1+2+1+2]. If we put two of these sequences together, we will observe interesting similarities in relation to the vassi: [2+1+2+1+2] [2+1+2+1+2].

Since the isolation of these two units is more an effect of our notation, the structure could also be represented by the sequence [2+2+1+2+1...2+2+1+2+1...], i.e., beginning at a different point on the continuum. Through this operation we see that the sequence of proportional durations is quite compatible with the vassi. The difference of four pulses between the two structures required the elimination of two elements of duration 2:



Vassi

2+2+1+2+2+2+1 



Daró

2+2+1        +2+1

The distribution of the elements of duration 1, which are responsible for the characteristic imbalance of the structure, is maintained, pointing to the rhythmic subdivision of [3+5], in opposition to the “metric” [4+4]. This structural compression leads to rhythmic intensification. The pattern is usually associated with Iansã, a female warrior, deity of winds and storms, of a passionate and dominating temperament, and significantly, one of Xangô’s wives.

Ex. 4 – Ijesha and Kabila 

In contrast to the compression of the original structural, what we observe here is an augmentation of the twelve-pulse structure. The augmentation occurs through the inclusion of two elements of duration 2. The presence of only two elements of duration 1, responsible for the imbalance of the structure is maintained (see Example 4) . It is possible to postulate that the inclusion of two more elements of duration 2 will bring with it a danger of sameness and loss of mobility. Each one of the two patterns above solves the problem using different strategies.

The kabila, which is a rhythmic pattern of Congo-Angola tradition, not Ketu, illustrates the fact that the decision-making process in the rhythm domain perhaps transcends these individual traditions. The sequence of proportional durations [2+1+2+2+2+2+1+2] presents an initial imbalance, represented by the segment [2+1+2], placing all the following elements [2+2+2+2] in upbeat positions, something that is only altered at the very end of the cycle, by the gesture [1+2], permitting the whole structure to begin again. Once again, it is possible to observe the close relationship with the vassi:



Kabila
...2 ] [2+1+2+2+2+2+2+1+2] ... 





2,2,1,2,2,2,2,2,1 ...



Vassi

2,2,1       2,2,2,1

The increase of pulses, from twelve to sixteen, occurred through the inclusion of two elements of duration 2, in the same area of the pattern.

The ijesha uses a different strategy. This pattern has become extremely popular, and is present in several widely known songs. The sequence of 2s is used to build rhythmic stability [2+2+2+2], which is then challenged by the next segment [1+2+2+1+2]. The alternation of the two segments builds up contrast and mobility.

It is also possible to demonstrate that kabila and ijesha are in fact permutations of the same proportions:

Ijesha

2,2,2,2
1,2,2,1,2
2,2,2,2
1,2,2,1,2



Kabila

        

      2,1,2   
2,2,2,2
1,2

 

This brief incursion in the universe of Afro-Bahian rhythmic patterns indicates quite clearly that this is a sophisticated compositional construction, and that the rhythmic choices available in the system involve the subtle combination of durations and proportions, a careful planning of rhythmic and metric interaction, rotations, compressions and augmentations. These features—familiar operations in the serial universe of twentieth century—probably developed many centuries ago in “primitive” Africa.

It is also amazing to reveal that the access to trance happens in a “rational” way, through precise proportions and calculations, and that these rationalities do not conflict with the overall premise of natural body movement, requiring not only the symmetry of right and left hands, but also the startling complicity of the parallel compositional universe of ritual dance.

3.  Aspects of the “Bridging” Process in the GCB

Ritual op. 103 for Orchestra (1987) by Lindembergue Cardoso represents an important transition point in the work of this composer, and would certainly lead to a number of new directions had its author not died prematurely in 1989. In this work, some of the customary compositional strategies used by Cardoso, such as the careful manipulation of long sonorities forming complex patterns of texture and timbre—as in Requiem Para o Sol op. 44 (1976), or Extreme op. 11 (1970), both for mixed ensemble—are quite suddenly replaced by compulsive repetition, transformed in the kernel of the piece.

It is quite possible to identify a basic rhythmic idea, an opposition between 6 and 5, a kind of perpetual movement forming a basis over which the orchestral groups punctuate their interventions. The obvious reference is the rhythmic universe of Candomblé music. The relationship between this basic idea and the alujá de Xangô, a pattern that also projects a proportional conflict, seems to be a matter for serious consideration. In the alujá pattern the conflict between 6 and 5 is expressed in a set of possible conflicts, due to the perception of two possible divisions of the whole—(6+6) or (5+7). Ritual op. 103 transforms this conflict between 6 and 5 into a premise for compositional development.

The piece is built as a sequence of seven distinct blocks that are organized in a cycle of internal and external repetitions, generating a symmetrical structure: 1,2,3,4,5,6,(7),6,5,4,3,2,1. The author considers the cycle an important characterization of the ritualistic atmosphere that the piece tries to recreate. This kind of premise affects not only the general planning and design but also the microscopic level of gesture, as illustrated below.

The decision to build the compositional process over a rhythmic premise taken from the Candomble universe affects overall planning and the microscopic level, requiring specific procedures of pitch organization. The close connection with the alujá de Xangô is finally displayed in section 4, when the alternation of 6 and 5 is abandoned and replaced by the vassi itself (2+2+1+2+2+2+1), in 6/8 meter. As stated previously, the conflict between 6 and 5 is built in this sequence of durational proportions. Once discovered, the logic that organizes the pitch material of the piece is simple and consistent with the other compositional domains. All the melodic and harmonic material of the piece is derived from two basic sets, hexachord 6-Z41 (012368) and heptachord 7-Z12 (0123479), which are transposed to three different levels and sometimes slightly transformed along the cycle of repetitions. The next example presents the basic ideas used for each section.

Ex. 5 Ritual op. 103 by Lindembergue Cardoso (basic ideas)

Ex. 6 (Symmetry in the initial gesture and in the basic sets)

It should be noted that the whole piece is basically in unisons and octaves. Only one of the sections, the seventh, deviates momentarily from this principle. Even so, the vertical dimension presents a complex field of references and constructions that encompasses tonal implications (through the presence of seventh chords), modal implications (myxolidian) and serial thinking. Section 5 deals with rhythm only. Section 6 is formed by the combination of two distinct transpositional levels of the basic sets, producing a complex set of eleven elements. The vertical dimension of the piece is summarized in the next example:

Ex. 7 (pitch organization in Ritual op. 103)

The most important aspect of Cardoso’s compositional strategies is certainly not the direct quotations of Afro-Bahian elements. The compositional work chooses a specific idea, characteristic of the alujá de Xangô and develops from it a set of relations connecting several domains such as spatial planning, chord formation, form and texture. The pitch organization is at the same time simple and original, naive and subtle, endeavoring not to betray either the reference to candomblé music or the tradition of twentieth-century harmonic practices. 

Three other pieces composed in Bahia illustrate the diversity of possible connections with the candomblé rhythmic universe. In mesmamúsica for Piano Solo (1988) by Jamary Oliveira, the longer segment of the vassi  (2+2+2+1) is taken as an African idée fixe leading to a series of rigorously planned musical transformations involving spatial, dynamic, melodic-harmonic and articulation processes. The composer faces, with success, the challenge of presenting movement and diversity in spite of literal rhythmic repetition. The characteristic imbalance of proportions is certainly extremely for that purpose. 

Ex. 8 (Mesmamúsica by Jamary Oliveira)

Atotô do l’homme armé op. 39 for Chamber Orchestra (1993), my own composition, combines two distinct war-like ancestries, the alujá de Xangô and the medieval song of L’homme armé They interact to produce an initial gesture an a series of different sound environments as variations and developments, embedded in a syntax which makes use of contemporary strategies. The distance between the three universes of reference creates tension, humor and narration. In the Duo op. 127, second movement, Ernst Widmer develops an interface connecting Afro-Bahian rhythms and Bartok. Some in-depths studies of Widmer’s pitch organizations have demonstrated a parallel attitude, developing octatonic systems as a way of producing multiple references that connect European traditions and Brazilian cultures (Lima 1999).

Ex. 9  Atotô do l’Homme Armé op. 39 (initial gesture)

Ex. 10 Duo op. 127  (second movement)

The three situations just examined aim at systemic interaction. The presence of direct quotations is certainly not emphasized and rule-based composition is reinforced as a premise. 

The “bridging” processes and solutions experimented in Brazilian music, although sometimes acknowledged as relevant and desirable, have not yet generated accurate accounts in the analytical literature, too often concerned with the reproduction of methodologies that do not address questions of cultural identity. This article tries to indicate the importance of this kind of approach, and the distinctive identity marks that these attempts may produce or reveal. 
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