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OLIVIER TOURNY

ETHIOPIAN VOCAL POLYFHONIC TECHNIQUES: A GLOBAL
INSIGHT*

Introduction

The first object of this article is to draw the (ethno)musicologist’s attention to
traditional polyphonic music from Ethiopia, a country strangely neglected by sys-
tematic researches in spite of an incredible diversity of people, languages and cul-
tures. Due to that diversity, only vocal polyphony will be presented here. Our second
objective is to show through selected examples that all kind of polyphonies can be
found in that Eastern African country. Till now, it was common to consider that
polyphony was the privilege of southern Ethiopian populations. Our third purpose is
to point out that different kinds of polyphonic techniques are also at work in other
parts of the country.

For that purpose, different kinds of sources have been used. The first one is
taken from the late Jean Jenkings recordings done in the field between 1962 and
1966. Her LP published in 1970 by Tangent Records, re-issued by Ocora/Radio-
France in 1994 is still the best general outline on the subject. Besides Simha Arom’s
recordings on Jewish Ethiopian liturgical music published in Paris in 1990, the other
valuable source is coming from a vast corpus of recent recordings done in the
framework of two international programs - respectively the French-Ethiopian coop-
eration program in Ethnomusicology (2000-2003; the Ethiopian Traditional Music;
Dances and Instruments Unesco/Norweglan-Funds-in-Trust program (2004-2008)
— for which many French and Overseas students cooperated with me.

Needless to say that our presentation here cannot be exhaustive: a full book should
be devoted to that matter. However, although limited, the different following given
examples will provide a global insight of different kinds of polyphonies still taking
place in Ethiopia. For that matter, we will follow the typology of polyphonic tech-
niques as established by Simha Arom and his team of ethnomusicologists at CNRS
Paris —from which I belong — published in 2005 in Einaudi Encyclopaedia of Music
{Enciclopedia della Musica, vol. ¥V, 2007 for the French Edition).

Heterophony

Heterophony does not belong to polyphony by the very fact of non-systematic
structural principles. However, because it includes many different kinds of multi-
linear expressions — some of them being very closed to polyphony — its mention
seems appropriate for introducing our presentation. Heterophony is characterized by
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a pume oF less sinmltameous performanee of toro (or mom) sounding s oarees of the
s melodic yaference. This 15 1n pleces which are non-measured and where me-
lodic phiases are espacially long that the phencemernon 15 partioalarly obvious: per-
former may start and frsh (abmos ] together the same melodic line, tyng to doso
i betareen with hittle suceess due to the lack of adequate tools.

Insome cases, pedonners even do not by to smg together, as ilhistrated by the
sigine of the Eemant (Az o) popalaton, bving in Horth-Eas tof Etluopal Toany,
wpublished). Thew, strong heterophory 1s considered as the ordinary and the nght
way for collective singing. “HWe always perform Bl this” say the high prests and
piests when singing Redassie, the man Eemart nial. Anemend, a singing prayer
taken fioam that rial 15 based on the followring melodic cordonr:

// \\H - /\\ g 1\\};

Howrever, its collective rerdition—repeated tlres trmes —soinds nmch more
like thas:
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Maryr other factors can produce heterophory, hilke the possible dispanty of com-
peterce betareen perforrters, the speaficity and the diwersity of their apprethceship
andfor geographic origins. Inthe case of the Jewrish Ethiopian litargical nmsic, com-
g fiom the Northern lostorical part of the country, the melodic swstembased on
centomisation (1.e. nmsical patclearcrk] gererates scmetmes nulb-part singing that
15 very closed to polyphony The entive s v temarorlans onpast mne melodie steren-
types [Tournrr, weder press), it happens that scene priests from the cholr mar use
another melody than ths expressed by therr calleaznes, armelody s tuctazally differ-
ent, although corsidered as mulbarally iderhical. Inthe fist tro verses of the prayer
Here ma Aege for the day of LAtoremert, the soloist uses, respectvely the taro
lines (e, 120,

In their answrer, mwembers of the choir uses both of them (ex. 3).

Inctherwoms, the saperposition of melodic patterns zenerated b v centomization
15 apossihle explanation — among others —of'the genesis of Polyphony.
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Overapping

Ith a context considered as momode where two (ot mote) petformers alternate,
overlapping may ocow by the aficpaion of one melodic ine before the exding of
the secomd ome. This produces a rudim ental polyphotsy:
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Thiz phenom enon is dso considered as a possible explanation for the bith of
polyphoty: the eatlier the anticipation comes about, the moore the melodic lines over-
laps and the m ore polyphory takes place. This theory can be illustrated by the fiol-
lowring example coing from the Bench (former Ghimird), living in Soathwestern
Ethdopiarex. ). In a wedding song dedicated tothe bride, one singer systematically
ovetlaps with a second singer to such a point that thedr two differert melodies come
frequently together,

Drone

Drone refers to one or more holding mofes worling as a basis for one or morg
melodies. It can be simple (one lne) or modtiple (different lines), continuous or
digcontitous. This uriversally veed tecknigue can be found in different parts of
Ethiopia. In south central Bidama regon for example (gf. Jenkins, 1994, a soloist
dialogues with a choris producing a singing dscottimiogs drone. Then, the drone
choir divides into two. One pants while the other produces a singalar whratoJex. ).

More in the south, collective men songs from Arhore people (G abbert, weymib-
Hshed), displays mary examples of drone singing Inthe foll maring one, like i moarsy
cases the drone performed by the choir acts clearly as the modal term of reference
of the piece, as expressed by the fisxalis of the melodic part Cex. &)

Inn another piece, where two soloists alternate, an additional line enriches that
todad drone, in parallel third With the main singing tone of the soloist expressed a
third abowe, a commoon chord reglatly emerges from the ensemble [ ex. 7

Homorhythm

Homorythin proceeds from fhe redlizafion of fwo or more different parfs sub-
Jecfed fo fhe same rhypfmical orgavdsafion. Melodic movements can be parallel or
divergent. Parallel

movement 1s widely used in Africa, being in thards, fourths or fifths. [t is typical
to collective singing of Fashaidas, a Bedoun people popnd ating the Horthert part of
Ethiopiagf Jenking 1994 In a song devoted to big Muslim festivals, choirs of men
and womien are repeating together one single melodic pattern, each choir being con-
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try, whereas vocal counterpoint is frequently associated with music instruments.
Imitation, overlapping, hocket, homorythmic texture and drone are all kind of tech-
niques that can be used in countrapuntic

music. In southern and western Ethiopia, one could find many striking kind of
vaocal counterpoint. The taken example could seem much less spectacular in that it
presents the combination between just two female voices recorded in Harar, the
eastern Ethiopian Muslim holy city (¢f. Jenkins 1994). That choice is motivated by
two main reasons. The first one is that it clearly illustrates counterpoint singing,
using different adding techniques such as overlapping, imitation and homorhythm.
The second one 1s aesthetic. The style, which 1s typical to that east African popula-
tion sounds very close to many polyphonic songs from Balkans and East European
areas, due to its singular consonances, forcing voices and typical glottal endings (ex.
13).

Conclusion

Far from being exhaustive, our presentation nevertheless provides a basic knowl-
edge of vocal polyphonies taking place in Ethiopia. It is clear that traditional music
from Nilo-Saharan and Omotic populations shares many common pattermns with their
western and southern African neighbours, as well as traditional music from Cushitic
and Ethio-Semitic populations shares many common patterns with their northern
and eastern neighbours. The strong manifestation of polyphony among the numer-
ous populations concentrated in the State of the Southern Nations, Nationalities and
Peoples of Ethiopia is a fact that is pretty well known. Unfortunately, till now, these
southern polyphonies have overshadowed the other multipart music that take place
in the rest of the country. Less known, these polyphonies are not less systematic,
singular and worthy.

From a musical point of view, all kind of multi-part vocal techniques can be
found among the Ethiopian populations, from the simplest one to the most elabo-
rated one, from the most expected one to the most surprising one. The same occur
with instrumental and vocal-instrumental polyphonies. And when we realize that our
knowledge in that field is still patchy, the recent coming of a new generation of
ethnomusicologists and anthropologists in Ethiopia is a cheering prospect.

Notes

'Twould like to express my gratitude towards Echi Gabbert for her kind permission for the
use of her Arbore recorded material and Hugo Ferran for his expertise concerning Maale
vocal music.
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Example 1. Prayer Aetie ma Aptied Verse 1

Boppemomn 2. momzge Atie m Atiel B Lgdmge
Example 2. Prayer Aetie ma Avtied Verse 2

Seppmmoco 3 mmpnp Ao g Atiel pubmels Blghe
Example 3. Frayer Atie ma “dpties Choir response
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podafa) Lodhdngm molegmrgmo gmomdod] (Jenldns, 1954

Exzample 4. Wedding song of the Bench people (fortner Ghimita, South Western
Ethiopia), dedicated to bride (JTenkins, 1994%
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