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				Foreword

			
			by Patience Chaitezvi Munjeri, Gwenyambira

			I’m Patience Chaitezvi Munjeri, a female mbira player from Zimbabwe. I’ve been playing mbira since I was eleven years old in Shona traditional ceremonies. My mother is a traditional healer. My brothers and I played for her healing sessions. I proofread and corrected some details in the draft of this book.

			I met Māhea Uchiyama in 2007 when she was with Erica Azim in Zimbabwe. I was impressed by her deep respect for mbira and the culture surrounding the instrument. She became close to my brother Endiby Makope. I learned that she wanted to connect with her long-gone ancestors since the slave trade disconnected many African people who were taken away. So, mbira to her was more than just a musical instrument.

			
				When I came to California in 2008 and 2009 at Erica Azim’s place in Berkeley, Māhea came to take lessons from me and Ambuya Muchumi. Questions at that time that she and her fellow students asked about the water spirits and the culture inspired me to write the books Shona Lessons for Mbira Students and Mapira: Shona Ceremonies.

			
				I feel that Māhea is qualified to write about mbira because she has studied with a number of mbira teachers she listed in this book, including my elders. Also, the deep respect she has and the cultural lessons she has taken from various teachers are good to share with fellow mbira players from her part of the world. It’s so interesting to read how she became attracted to the instrument and how her life has been changed by the mbira. As she is one of the few female African Americans who play mbira, it is really important to hear her perspective of mbira and how it has worked in her life.

			The role of mbira is to bring the two worlds together, the world of the ancestors and the world of the living, the world of healing and the world of entertainment. It is important for others to read this book to get an understanding of this role.
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			Patience Chaitezvi Munjeri produces and directs mbira camps in Zimbabwe, where students from within and abroad come to learn mbira and be immersed in the deep culture that surrounds the music.

			April 2020

		
	
		
			
				Preface

			
			It was almost by accident that I heard mbira music for the first time. A friend had an extra ticket to an mbira concert to hear Erica Azim and Forward Kwenda perform at the Freight and Salvage Coffee House in Berkeley, and I had nothing better to do that evening.

			
				I knew that the music I was going to hear was produced by an African musical instrument, similar perhaps to the kalimba that I had purchased decades ago from a gift store. That little instrument had a very sweet sound, and as a child I had fun tinkering with it. At the very least, the event promised to be interesting.

			Much more than that, I found that I was entranced by the depth, complexity, and sheer majesty of the sound I encountered. The melody spiraled around itself; the ending of one phrase began the next over and over until there was no true beginning or end. Notes hung in the air and suggested new patterns and melodies within a song that rose and melted away repeatedly. The concert became timeless, and by the end, I longed to remain under the spell of this enchanting instrument.

			
				Since then I have had the opportunity to be introduced to the music and tradition of the mbira huru and have relished exposure to the expanded view of the world it has provided. The mbira has brought the blessings of new friends, travel to Zimbabwe, opportunities to study with master teachers, and of course, its beautiful music.

			I say “introduced” because it is clear that as a Westerner who was not raised with this music, I will continually engage and deepen in the process of meeting and learning about this musical tradition on its own terms. This is a process that I find both challenging and enriching. I will always be a student, and for this I am so grateful. Also, as an initiated priestess of Ifa (the Yoruba spiritual tradition of West Africa), I resonate deeply with the sacred underpinnings of the mbira and find that mbira culture grounds me firmly and helps me to navigate the modern world with an African perspective.

			
				My approach to learning not only to play the mbira but to do so in a manner ever more cognizant of and respectful toward its cultural context has also been informed by my experience as a practitioner of hula, a tradition I was smitten by as a youth and have studied and taught ever since. Like mbira, hula is an oft-misunderstood sacred performance tradition steeped in the recognition that we are a part of, not in dominion over, the natural world. Spirit is seen, if one holds still enough to perceive it, as resonating everywhere. The hula primed my ability to appreciate similar ways of understanding the world that are found in African spirituality. Both cosmologies recognize dynamic natural phenomena as manifestations of the spirit world. In addition, the hula is a cultural form that I was not born into. I am an outsider to Hawaiian culture. Yet from that perspective I witnessed how Western culture initially colonized the hula and modified its original context to suit Western norms. Navigating my immersion in Hawaiian dance culture as a non-Hawaiian has prepared me to be sensitive about what it means to be a Westerner acquiring knowledge and skills within a non-Western tradition.

			
				This book is offered as a primer on mindfully learning the mbira. It is not a comprehensive work and is limited in its scope to a description of the instrument and my understanding of its tradition. It seeks to encourage a successful music practice and an appreciation of the context from which it springs.

			
				If you have already fallen in love with the mbira, the kalimba, or any of the many iterations of this instrument, may that joy deepen. We need more music and joy in the world. However, it must be noted that we in the West have a tendency to acquire culturally specific traditions and repackage them as something other than what was originally intended by those who created them, often in concurrence with the original practitioners being separated from their own tradition. This dynamic has been repeated in many forms and many places throughout history. This writing therefore is an attempt to rebalance our engagement by encouraging awareness of the unique history of the mbira huru and contextualizing its place in current practice. It is my strong contention that having this understanding can enhance, rather than inhibit, the joy of partaking in this music.

			I did not write this book to provide practical methodology, nor to present myself as a spokesperson for the people of Zimbabwe in any way. Also, this book will not attempt to teach you how to play the mbira. Instead, it is an offering of deep appreciation for a form of music that has brought great joy and comfort to me. It is also a work of respect for the Zimbabwean people and their incredible history. My hope is that the mbira huru will be introduced to an ever-widening community of people. It offers a form of healing that is much needed in our world.

			
				Ndakarote ngoma.

				I dream of music.
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				Chapter 1
Mbira of the Ancestors
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					Sekuru Fradreck Hatiwagoni Manjengwa.

				
			
			The mbira (pronounced “MBEE-rah”) is both a musical instrument and a cultural practice conceptualized by the Shona people of Zimbabwe. (The term “mbira” is more commonly used by the Shona as both a general term for lamellaphones, and specifically for the mbira huru—“great mbira”—itself.) The mbira can be played as a solo instrument, with other mbira of the same type and tuning, accompanied by singing, or with percussion in the form of hosho (gourd rattles), clapping (makwa), or less commonly ngoma (single-headed drum played by hand). Mbira culture is based around an ancient instrument considered to have the power to comfort and protect all who hear its music. The physical instrument (gwariva) is characterized by having a wooden sound board (made from the wood of the mubvamaropa tree) on which a series of hammered metal “tongues” (keys) are attached at one end. The keys on an mbira are aligned in such a way that there are three manuals, or groupings of keys, one on the right and two on the left. These are plucked by both thumbs and the right forefinger to produce a series of tones. A buzzing undertone (considered an intrinsic part of the mbira sound) is achieved by the addition of shells, metal beads, or in modern times, bottle caps, onto the sound board. Amplification is brought about by wedging the mbira firmly into a large gourd called deze and securing it in place with a wooden stick called mutsigo. Shells or bottle caps on the deze add more of the desired shimmering undertone.

			Each metal key of an mbira produces a primary pitch, as well as overtones and undertones, and is tuned in such a way as to produce an interaction with certain other keys when plucked. This interaction brings about a series of overtones in which the sound of one key resonates within the vibration of another. This continual interaction between the keys creates the effect of ancillary melodies emerging and morphing into one another. It also makes a given performance seem more complex than what the player may actually be doing.

			
				[image: c01g02.tif]
				
					Mbira inside of a deze crafted in the United States. Note that the use of cowry shells is not typical on a deze in Zimbabwe. More usual is the use of flattened bottle caps.

				
			
			This synergy is intentionally built into well-constructed instruments by master mbira makers, and signature instruments are enthusiastically sought after by knowledgeable mbira players.

			
				“Mbira makers give names to Mbira keys,” writes Patience Munjeri in her book Shona Music and Culture. “Keys on the right side are called Nhetete. Keys on the upper left side are called Nheuro because they lead, or kushaura. Lower keys on left side are called Madhadha (mabvumira), or backing.”

			The mbira tradition features a canon of songs containing no fixed beginning or ending point. Often structured in cycles including four sections, a song progresses so that the ending of the last section is the beginning of the next.

			
				As each song has at least two basic parts, performances involve (usually but not always) more than one player. The kushaura, or “lead” part, establishes the melodic identity of the song; and the kutsinhira, or “intertwining” part, weaves through that melody with a syncopated, interlocking polyrhythm. Each part can have endless variations, and improvisation is an integral part of performances. The combined effect of all this is a music both complex and hypnotic. Because this instrument and its repertoire can be traced back more than a thousand years, is considered to belong to the ancestors, and is used to connect with them, it is sometimes referred to as mbira dzavadzimu, “mbira of the ancestors,” and also as mbira huru, “great/old/important mbira.”

			Tunings

			The relative configuration of notes on a given instrument (with a set distance in primary pitch from one key to another) is its “tuning.” Traditionally, mbira tuning configurations are not necessarily consistent with Western musical scales. There is no key of “C,” “F,” or “G” per se, and some notes in a given “scale” may occur slightly higher or lower than what might be expected by a Westerner. Typically, each instrument is tuned to have a range of about three octaves, usually with consistent relative intervals between pitches in each octave.

			
				“There are two primary mbira tunings,” continues Ms. Munjeri. They are “straight” tuning and Mavembe tuning. “Mavembe tuning can also be called Gandanga tuning. A gandanga is a freedom fighter. From the beginning there was straight tuning, then Mavembe tuning came later. Because it is more exciting, they call it Gandanga—it took over (i.e., became more popular than) straight tuning.”
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					Deze with wood-burn carving and miscellaneous shells crafted by African American artisan Kofi Khemet. A beaded “necklace” was added for additional support when mbira is played by a performer while in a standing position.

				
			
			
				There are varieties of these tunings that belong to certain families or villages. Some are suggested to an individual through their dreams. Indeed, new melodic “flavors” are being created all the time. Many songs in the mbira canon can be played in different tunings, producing subtle and interesting variations. There are also many songs that are considered to “belong” to one tuning and are perceived to sound “off” when played on an alternate one. Regardless of the tuning being played, if the finger pattern of a given composition is the same, it is still considered the same song.

			With the increasing popularity of the instrument in the Americas, Asia, Europe, and Oceania, many mbira makers are creating instruments with tunings that conform to standard Western pitches to make it possible for non-Zimbabwean mbira players to have consistency wherever they may meet. This results in performances of traditional songs that, though recognizable, are quite different in their character.

			
				Names for tunings, both traditional and adjusted, currently being used (such as nyamaropa and katsanzaira) have been developed by Shona musicians and instrument makers who interact with foreigners as a way to specify a particular instrument being sold, or to coordinate players who may come together from different parts of the world. Formerly, no tuning names were needed, and they are not typically used in Zimbabwean villages, as each family group or village generally plays only one tuning, unique to them. From village to village there may be slight differences in pitch and often in shading of intervals.

			
				It is interesting to note that in some Shona villages there was a tradition of naming tunings by their pitch (irrespective of intervals), and its similarity to the pitch of the buzz of certain insects. A tuning could be known as mazingizi (a type of wasp that buzzes very low) or as kanyuchi (little bees).

		
	
		
			
				Chapter 2
The Lamellaphone Family

			
			The mbira huru of Zimbabwe is but one in a family of similar instruments found throughout sub-Saharan Africa. Though they have in common the physical characteristics of a wooden sound board, metal keys, buzzers, and a method of amplification, there is considerable diversity in form, function, and playing style for these instruments. “Lamellaphone,” derived from the Latin word for “plate” or “tongue,” is a term ethnomusicologists have coined for them. Though I am usually disinclined to reference culturally specific instruments by way of Western terminology, I have found this word useful when describing this broad group of instruments featuring keys fixed at one end and free at the other like tongues.

			
				Lamellaphones come in many shapes and sizes, and they vary greatly in number of keys and in tunings. This family includes the likembe and kisanji of Congo, the akogo of Uganda, the njari of Zimbabwe (originally from Mozambique), the matepe and mbira dza va ndau of Zimbabwe and Mozambique, and many more.

			Such diversity in form has fostered diversity in playing techniques as well. A musician who has mastered one type of instrument may have no idea how to play another. This is much akin to the variety in form and playing technique for Western stringed instruments: A master guitarist, for example, may not automatically know how to play the violin. Even so, during colonial times, an effort was made to promote and standardize one style of lamellaphone over the others.

			The Kwanongoma College of Music was founded in 1961. It was the brainchild of Robert Sibson, a leading member of the (private) Rhodesian Academy of Music in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. Kwanongoma (the name means “the place of music”) was a project of that institution and was formed with the objective of training primary school teachers in both African and Western music who would then go on to teach African music in the schools. It was here that a specific form of mbira first became popular.

			
				An instructor at this college, Mr. Jege Tapera, had learned to play a kind of lamellaphone from the Nyungwe region of Mozambique. Known as the nyungwe mbira, there had been many forms of the instrument with varying numbers of keys. Mr. Tapera standardized its design and settled on a form with fifteen keys. He called it the nyungwe nyungwe, referencing the Nyungwe region of its origin. It was also known as the karimba,1 or “little mbira.” In part because it was associated neither with spiritual work nor with any particular ethnic group, and as well because of the relative ease with which it could be played, this instrument, along with the marimba, then became the preferred ones for use in teaching African music at Kwanongoma College. By contrast, the mbira huru was still largely considered suspect by many Christians because of its association with Shona spirituality.

			
				1 Ka is a noun prefix in Shona and other related languages and is used as a marker for the class of small things. Ka plus rimba (“r” in Shona, “l” in other related languages) can be translated as “small mbira.”

			
			
				Dr. Dumisani Maraire was a prominent and very influential master of this instrument as well as the marimba. He learned to play the nyungwe nyungwe at Kwanongoma College. He introduced the instrument internationally during his tenure as an instructor at the University of Washington and in many years of private teaching while residing in Seattle. He also popularized the name of the instrument as nyunga nyunga (“sparkle-sparkle,” according to Dr. Maraire) when he came to the United States.

			A generalized form of the karimba became the prototype of another instrument that is very popular throughout the world, namely the kalimba.

			
				In 1921, Hugh Tracey, a young settler from Britain, first encountered mbira music in Southern Rhodesia as it was played by tobacco farm workers on land allotted to his brother. Unlike his compatriots, he was receptive to the inherent beauty of the music and, noting the cultural oppression of his time, was therefore moved to preserve it. He began to conduct a series of field recordings of songs and stories, and cataloged the lyrics of songs he encountered in those tobacco fields. Though he acknowledged at the time that there was limited commercial interest in these recordings among the gentry, he continued to develop an extensive catalog of the regional music of Southern Africa.

			He became a broadcaster and included African music in his radio shows. By 1948, he, along with Dr. Winifred Hoernlé, established the African Music Society. This led to the creation of a nonprofit organization called the International Library of African Music in 1953, which subsequently became the physical headquarters of the African Music Society.

			Tracey devised a modified version of the mbira, modeled after the karimba. In this new version, he made the music more “appealing” and accessible to Western tastes. With its smaller sound board and tranquil, bell-like tones (lacking the buzzing devices characteristic of many types of Indigenous mbira), it became extremely popular outside of Africa and acquired the status of being symbolic of an exotic world. He named this new instrument “kalimba,” but it is now widely known as the “Hugh Tracey Kalimba.”

			Many kalimba are tuned to diatonic or pentatonic scales, making the creation of simple and charming harmonies relatively effortless. The kalimba handily complements a broad range of popular music from funk to New Age and is well suited for designing short riffs that can be embellished throughout a composition. Kalimba enthusiasts have also cultivated a wide and growing roster of popular music as well as original songs on the instrument.

			
				The Hugh Tracey Kalimba has since been added to the vast array of the lamellaphone family of instruments. There are now a wide variety of kalimbas based on the Hugh Tracey model that are created by instrument makers the world over. However, it is important to understand that the mbira huru, the matepe, and the karimba are distinct from the kalimba and many other lamellaphones in one very important aspect: though they can be and are played for pure enjoyment,2 these type of mbira are associated with and currently used in ceremony.3 Their songs are offered as prayers during rituals of ancestor veneration, personal healing, and meditation. It is this spiritual nature of the mbira instrument and its music that makes it a unique and precious emblem of Shona traditional culture.

			
				2 Currently there appears to be a movement to secularize the mbira, thereby lessening the tendency of excluding it from use in churches and schools.

			
			
				3 Throughout many parts of the African continent, the Shona are considered to be the masters of the mbira.

			
			

			Mbira Huru
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			This instrument, created by Fradreck Hatiwagoni Manjengwa, has been beautifully carved with a relief of Great Zimbabwe on the back of its sound board. Also of note is the intricate lashing of the pressure bar, copied from an antique mbira from the area in which he resides.

			
			
				[image: c02g02.tif]
			
			

			Matepe
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			The matepe (also known as hera) is a thirty-four-key mbira associated with the Korekore, a subgroup of the Shona who are generally located in Northern Zimbabwe. This instrument was created by Chaka Chawasarira.
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			Lamellaphones as Curios

			
				[image: c02g08.tif]
				
					A lamellaphone carved into a wooden box with wooden keys.
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					A lamellaphone built into a coffee can, typical of the type of curio found in gift shops in the West.

				
			
			

			Kalimba
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					A Hugh Tracey Kalimba, vintage mid-1960s, from the collection of Gwendolyn Farey.
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					A kalimba crafted by African American artisan Daniel Randolph.

				
			
			

			Likembe
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			The likembe is a lamellaphone from the ethnic groups located in the southeastern part of the current Democratic Republic of the Congo. It is characterized by being carved from a hollowed-out piece of wood and having a U-shaped bridge, eight to twelve narrow metal keys, and one or two small sound holes burned into the back of the box.
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					An mbira built into a gourd resonator. Used in performance by legendary master dancer and drummer Malonga Casquelourd of Congo and gifted to me by Muisi-kongo Malonga.

				
			
			

			Karimba / Nyunga nyunga
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			Popularized in the 1960s and intended for use in music education programs in Zimbabwe, the karimba is based on a style of lamellaphone of the Nyungwe people of Mozambique and a border area of Zimbabwe. This instrument was created by Chaka Chawasarira.

			

			Marimbula
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			The marimbula originated in Cuba in the nineteenth century and was conceptualized by enslaved Africans re-creating traditional instruments out of discarded materials. It consists of a box large enough to sit on that can act as both a drum and a resonator. Unlike the continental African mbira, it does not produce complex polyrhythms. Instead it provides rhythmic, harmonic basslines and simple melodies. There is a wide diversity in construction styles with regard to box size and number of keys. It is played throughout the Caribbean and in parts of Mexico. The marimbula has been adopted on the African continent and is popular in musical styles of various West African countries. The marimbula pictured was gifted to me by Brandi Brandes.

		
	
		
			
				Chapter 3
Entering the Circle

			
			The mbira, its music, and its culture originated as spiritual expressions of the Shona people. Its music transcends time and space. It can become completely relevant to what is happening now, yet retain a strong connection with the ancient culture it sprang from.

			Those of us throughout the world who are drawn to the sheer beauty of mbira music have been enthusiastically welcomed and encouraged by our Zimbabwean teachers. Yet mbira culture has often manifested in the West in ways that would seem at odds with traditional practices. Though such disharmony can be an expected part of the natural process of cultural dissemination, it is my contention that respecting and understanding the music in its own context can provide a more fitting and rich springboard for our own expression.

			As we Western practitioners of this music have been blessed with the ability to pay for lessons on demand, to acquire one or more instruments, and even, in some cases, to travel to Zimbabwe, I feel the onus should be on us to learn a bit about what this music means to Zimbabweans, rather than leaving it to our hosts to discern how our culture perceives it. We (and by this I mean all humans) tend to perceive the world through our own cultural lenses, and to carry with varying degrees of awareness our cultural baggage with us. This is natural, so much so that it can be unsettling when we encounter other ways of being. We tend to assume that our perceptions are universal, and we are prone to becoming indignant when our assumptions are challenged. I am reminded of the old adage that intent does not necessarily equal impact. Our actions, though they may be offered with the best of intentions, can be catalysts for a host of unseen and unfortunate repercussions when said actions are done in ignorance of cultural norms.

			A respectful discourse between Western mbira students and our Shona teachers requires some appreciation on our part of the spiritual nature of the mbira tradition. To that end, let us step back and acquaint ourselves with the world according to a sub-Saharan African perspective. Familiarizing ourselves with a different point of view can inform our relationship with the mbira and other cultural traditions, as well as imbue our approach to them with heightened sensitivity.

			The World According to Africa

			What makes us uniquely human (our upright bodies, our hairless skin, and our way of relating to our surroundings) is a direct result of our evolution in Africa.

			The home of savannas, mountains, grasslands, rivers, rainforests, and deserts, and of a vast diversity of plant and animal life and of human phenotype and culture, Africa became the cradle to efficient agrarian societies and to kingdoms the rival of any found elsewhere.

			In spite of this, and as a direct result of how recent history has been shaped by colonialism, the slave trade, the exploitation of natural resources, and the suppression of cultural heritage, relatively little is known of Africa in the Western world. It is not uncommon, for example, to hear a Westerner refer to Africa as if she were a country, rather than a continent.

			Though there are many ethnic groups in sub-Saharan Africa, they do tend to share some common ways of looking at the world: a reverence for elders and ancestors, a robust attachment to the land, a strong sense of interdependence, and recognition of a universal life force. These perspectives found throughout sub-Saharan Africa offer insights that can help us to better contextualize the mbira and its tradition.

			The Continuum

			In many Indigenous African spiritual practices, it is widely recognized that there is a circularity to life and a personal continuance after physical death: spirit is born into human form as a baby, grows into childhood, moves to adulthood, and finally advances to elderhood before completing the cycle to return again to the spirit world. It is therefore understood that those who have gone from the physical world before us are nonetheless always present as ancestor spirits who should be acknowledged, respected, and consulted.

			The ancestors can be called upon at any time to assist us in our daily endeavors, to offer protection, and to act as intermediaries between ourselves and the Creator. In this way, what is experienced in the physical world is understood to be a manifestation of the world of spirit. It is further understood that the primary goal of our time on earth is for us to gain wisdom. A long life is desirable in that the experiences one collects contribute greatly to the collective wisdom available to one’s descendants.

			When one passes over to the world of the ancestors, it can take some time for the new ancestor to mature, but with the help of the elder spirits, they will eventually be able to be called upon by their descendants.

			The ancestors send us messages through natural phenomena and, according to some African spiritual cosmologies, by reincarnating back into the family bloodline. As the Creator is channeled through the ancestors, it is important to know who they are in order to know who you are.

			We honor them by conducting ourselves with an awareness that they are always with us, are watching over us, and want to be proud of us. Conversely, we have the power to assist in healing historical family trauma in the present by our willingness to offer our ancestors forgiveness and reconciliation.

			
				In addition to providing comfort and protection, the ancestors can also teach and offer inspiration through our dreams. With regard to mbira, when new tunings and songs are brought forth in this way, it is understood that the ancestors have given them from the world of spirit.

			The circularity of life is universally recognized as an expression of wholeness. Existence is affirmed through the cycles of the seasons, the phases of the moon, even the circular shape of the sun, the trees, and our very bones. Traditional dwellings are created in the round rather than with the rigid angles common in the West.

			The sense of a sacred circularity in the continuing spiral of life, death, and life again, as well as the circular interlocking patterns found throughout nature, is encompassed and expressed in the tradition and practice of mbira. Much of the current repertory of mbira music can be traced back in time a thousand years or more.

			Such songs still played in the current era were also played by the ancestors. Then and now, the mbira accompanied most life events. It was and is considered a way to connect with the ancestors, our living community, and natural forces. As the mbira has the power to project its sound simultaneously to heaven and earth, it bridges the world between the living and the spirit, attracts the attention of the ancestors, and brings their presence down to earth.

			
				It is understood that each song in the canon of mbira music continually rotates in time and space, without beginning or end. When we pick up an instrument to play one of the ancient songs, we simply “latch on” to a song or a series of songs for a few minutes, an hour, an evening, and then let go. The interlocking parts reflect the weaving together of living individuals and ancestors, of animals, of forests and mountains, of water and sky, all of which together constitute our true and full community. As components of community found in nature overlap and intermingle, so too do the tones of an mbira song. Generations beget generations, and finger patterns repeat over and over, cycling through beginnings and endings until they are indistinguishable as such. The music draws us in. When experienced in its deepest form, it is “felt” more than it is “heard,” quieting our very thoughts.

			Quiet contemplation can result in new insights, just as deep listening to an mbira piece can result in the sense that new melodies appear and become ascendant. The very nature of the music can carry its listeners toward a meditative state, encouraging introspection and calm, transporting one to the perception of the universe as a circular entity wherein all beings are interdependent. It is probably this quality of the mbira that has led it to be used in ceremonies of ancestral support.

			Life Force

			Another important aspect of the African worldview is the sense that the earth itself has consciousness, and that there is an overriding intelligence to the pattern of the seasons, the actions of wildlife, and the presence of flora. Mountains and the forests are the abode of spirit. Largely untouched by humans, they are the places where one goes to offer prayer. Human beings are generally not thought of as separate from or in dominion over nature, but rather, that we are a part of and closely connected to the environment. Land, water, the sky, and everything in between are not thought of as entities to be monetized. Instead, they are to be respected and cared for in much the same way as one would care for a family member.

			Mwana wevhu is a Shona expression meaning “child of the soil.” To be a mwana wevhu is to know the land you stand upon as a child might know its mother: her voice, her mannerisms, her smells, the rustle of her clothing, and so on. It means intimately knowing the land you occupy as a central aspect of knowing who you are. To be separated from the land is to be cut off from one’s community and the burial place of one’s ancestors, and by extension the Creator, as it is the ancestors who intercede with the Creator on one’s behalf.

			As a physical instrument, the mbira is an embodiment of this way of understanding: the wooden sound board represents the trees that provide shelter, and whose sap is reminiscent of the blood of animals that provide sustenance. Its metal keys originate from the same mountains in which ancestors are buried. The buzzing elements, traditionally made out of shells, honor the relationship between the ancestors and the water spirits. Finally, the resonator, created from a calabash gourd (calabash being a member of the squash family, and squash being a staple crop in Zimbabwe), symbolizes the deep attachment of the people to the land.

			Ubuntu

			Ubuntu (unhu in Shona) is a worldview conceptualized by Bantu peoples,4 but widely held throughout sub-Saharan Africa. In essence, ubuntu means that the well-being of an individual is tied to that of the community, and conversely, that the well-being of the community is tied to that of every individual within it. Everyone in the community is recognized as being an intrinsic part of the whole and as needed for its collective health. If an individual is hungry, injured, or in some way compromised, such status affects the entire collective. It is therefore necessary for everyone to take an interest in each other and, when necessary, take part in healing each other. The concept of a shared well-being is found elsewhere in other heritage traditions, but ubuntu itself has a distinctly African character.

			
				4 Bantu is a name given to linguistically related peoples found throughout Africa. Having migrated several thousand years ago from West Africa to the central, eastern, and southern part of the continent, speakers of Bantu languages now comprise hundreds of ethnic groups and more than sixty million individuals. The languages they speak include Swahili, Zulu, Kikuyu, Xhosa, and Shona. The word “Bantu” itself is a derivation of the class prefix ba, a term for “people,” and the root word ntu, a term for “some” or “any.” A version of this word exists in all Bantu languages, including in Shona: vanhu.

			
			This sentiment is sweetly encapsulated in the greetings heard at the start of each day in Zimbabwe:

			
				“Mangwanani, mamuka sei?” It is morning and how did you wake up?

				“Ndamuka mamukawo.” I woke up well if you did.

			

			The sense of an underlying connection to all leads to a perception that all natural phenomena, beings, and actions are interconnected. If we recognize that everything in the universe is interrelated, we therefore understand that what we think, do, and say can affect everything around us. A community of individuals who recognize that they belong to each other is one that will engage in collective healing. Offering respect and reverence for all of nature is therefore an act of sacred self-care.

			With mbira, this manner of being is expressed through the active participation of the community in the enjoyment of the music. Traditionally, there is no concept of an mbira “performance” per se. Instead, the creation of the music includes not only the mbira players themselves, but the singing, ululation, whistling, dancing, hosho playing, and clapping of everyone present. Informed participation (centered on a shared understanding of culture and history) is an essential part of the experience of dance and music in the African world. “Performance” is an inclusive and interactive experience.

			This diversity of ways to participate actually increases structural coherence, and the music achieves its zenith with the active participation of the entire community.

			
				In addition, each mbira song has parts that intertwine if more than one musician is playing, as well as many variations of each part. Improvisation, played within a specific framework, is built into the form. Each repeating cycle of a song can become an opening for a master player to weave new melodies through and around. When a group of two or more mbira musicians play together, they will contribute different interlocking parts to a given song. The resulting melodies produce complex and evolving relationships with each other. Two or more seasoned mbira players listen to what their intertwined parts create, and improvise on what they have jointly brought to the present moment, rather than on their own individual parts. One can therefore track one melody line and then lose it while new melodic paths emerge. Rather than being redundant, the inherent repetition of mbira music allows for creativity. One can “break out” into new variations on a theme, and re-enter the core cycle as guided by spirit.

			Sacred Coherency

			There is an attitude that is integral to the African worldview in which we recognize an underlying sense of mystery found in all things. Our activities, relationships, thoughts, and hopes are a part of us as individuals, but their underpinnings are much more entwined than they appear to be on the surface. Chance meetings, natural phenomena, and our very dreams are, on a mystical level, all purposeful and connected. These connections between matter and spirit reveal the existence of a universal life force. Nothing happens by coincidence alone. Spirit is everywhere and can take many material forms.

			As matter and spirit are inseparable, one is therefore conditioned to carefully consider the nature of thoughts, words, and actions. Positive and negative attitudes, statements, and behaviors, as they attract corresponding spiritual energies, can result in repercussions beyond the immediate time and place one occupies.

			
				Dreams are a primary mode of communication from the spirit world, and our ancestors may communicate encouragement, advice, or warnings to us if we are willing to receive them. Quiet times of stillness and introspection allow for spiritual sensitivity. A way of life that emphasizes “being in the world” rather than “doing to the world” makes one more likely to receive signs from the realm of spirit. Unnecessary loudness and habitual impulsive behavior are indications that one is unready to receive ancient wisdom.

			The sense of a connection to spirit is also present when life brings us suffering. A broken heart or physical pain can be a call to pay better attention to our choices, or a reminder to be grateful, or even a call to move more deeply onto the path of spirit.

			In the African worldview, music and dance are forms of prayer that connect us to the universe. They can express both joy and sadness. To dance and sing our prayers “tunes us in” to a divine connection with the universe and with each other.

			In the absence of this form of connection to the great mystery, an individual is left alone and vulnerable. They are prone to turning to other things to compensate for the lack of connection to spirit. Compensating behaviors include drug abuse and overindulgence in drinking or sexual activities. An attitude of being in possession of an object (whether it be a style of music, a dance, a place, a plant, or a material artifact) without understanding its spiritual essence or cultural underpinnings is yet another manifestation of this lack of connection to spirit. Once separated from their traditional and sacred context, such entities become mere commodities subject to misuse.

			The use of tobacco is one such case in point.

			
				Prior to the colonization of North America, tobacco was used by many, though not all, Native American nations. There were distinct protocols associated with its harvesting and use. Tobacco’s traditional uses include that of honoring and welcoming guests, of facilitating communication between the physical and spiritual worlds, and of maintaining spiritual and emotional health through various healing practices. It was sprinkled on the ground, smoked in a pipe, or burned in a fire. The smoke that it produced was not usually inhaled. (Tobacco that is finely ground into a form of snuff called bute now has a similar ritual use in Zimbabwe. Prayers are offered to ancestral spirits while sprinkling snuff on the ground or at the base of a tree.) When used in this ceremonial manner, tobacco is thought to have the ability to carry prayers to the divine. However, with the coming of colonization, tobacco became a commodity. Separated from its initial cultural context and sold only for profit, tobacco is now associated with addiction and disease. The absence of sacred regard for tobacco led to its repurposing. This in turn has caused harm throughout much of the world.

			When one considers the ramifications of reinterpreting cultural art forms, practices, and artifacts, it is easy to see the potential danger in this way of relating to the universe. Mbira practitioners who love and respect the instrument can help to protect it from similar misuse and repurposing.

			The Spiritual Tradition of the Shona

			In Shona cosmology, Musikavanhu is the name of the Most High. The One Who Is. The Creator. It is Musikavanhu who created the sky and the earth and everything in between. Musikavanhu is the Divine Force, neither male nor female, both near and far. The Creator is viewed as having provided the people with the external and internal resources they need to take care of themselves, hence they do not approach the Most High with individual problems as concerns. Personal prayers are offered, but they are directed toward relatively recent ancestral spirits who act as intermediaries between the Creator and individuals who ask them to pass along their prayers.

			
				The oldest spirits, those of the royal or founding ancestors, are more powerful than more recent ancestral spirits. Called mhondoro (and also makombwe), they don’t concern themselves with the needs of individual families, or even whole villages. Instead, they look after an entire region, addressing matters that affect all, such as droughts and floods. They offer advice to the community, send warnings of future trouble, and make sure that the rules are being followed. They manifest in the material world in the form of the lion, particularly the white lion. They choose from among the people a svikiro (spirit medium) whose body they inhabit to make it possible for communication to happen. The medium chosen does not have the option to decline, as they will be ill until they accept this responsibility.
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					Rural Zimbabwe.

				
			
			
				The ancestors are always with us and speak to us in our dreams. They offer protection to their descendants and have the vested interest that their descendants adhere to the ways of the ancestors. The ancestors also choose from among each extended family a svikiro who is committed to receive spirit in two to three ceremonies a year. Through the vessel of the spirit medium, they offer advice, wisdom, comfort, and reminders of traditional protocols. They are welcomed with mbira song and dance through a ceremony called bira, conducted during the nighttime, which offers the family an opportunity to commune with their spirits. Participants in a Shona bira should avoid wearing colors in the red spectrum; and though some wear bright colors, preferred attire would be in muted tones such as brown, blue, black, or bottle green.

			
				Male ancestors provide food, good health, and wealth. Female ancestors help with relationships and clearing of obstacles out of the way for productive living. The ancestors may call on nonhuman spirits (shave) to assist the living by providing them with skill in farming, hunting, healing, and playing mbira, among many other activities.

			
				It is understood that bad spirits exist, and that they can be dealt with through ceremony with the help of ancestral spirits. The n’anga are the healers who consult with spirit to determine spiritual causes for misfortune. They effect healing through communing with the ancestors and by preparing and applying medicinal herbal remedies.

			
				Every individual is identified with a totem (mutupo) inherited from one’s father. The mutupo is most often an animal such as the elephant (nzou), the lion (shumba), the rhinoceros (chipembere), the baboon (soko), or the eland (mhofu). It can also be a part of the body such as the heart (moyo). The mutupo places one in a clan relationship with everyone else who shares that totem, and all members of the clan are considered to be brothers and sisters. One may not marry another of the same totem and may not consume one’s totem animal or animal part.

			Mbira Spirits

			One does not have to be Shona to appreciate and play mbira. If one is drawn to the music, the attraction is considered to be the work of the shave rembira—the spirit who creates an interest and makes it possible for an individual to learn how to play. The shave rembira can cause you to fall in love with the instrument, to endeavor to find a teacher, and to quickly learn the technique. It is spirit who brings out a new song. It is the ancestors who invite the shave rembira to come to a descendant to bring peace and healing to that person through playing mbira. As we all have ancestors, this spirit is found everywhere and accounts for mbira’s increasing popularity around the planet.

			In Zimbabwe, ceremonies to honor one’s shave rembira are held once or twice a year, depending on the individual mbira player. These ceremonies are offered to the shave rembira in appreciation for one’s ability to play well, and to request continued support and inspiration. The timing and frequency of the shave rembira ceremony is determined by the rainy season.

			
				This Shona ceremony should include the use of retso (a patterned red, white, and black cloth), black fabric, and bangles (ndarira). Participants would wear the type of colors worn by their ancestors as well as prepare and consume the type of food that the ancestors would have liked. Typically, ceremonies for mashave (plural of shave) would take place during the daytime. Mbira would be played, and prayers would be offered, first to the ancestral spirits, then to the shave rembira.

			The Mbira Code of Conduct

			In traditional Shona culture, good character, exemplified by honor, humility, generosity, and responsibility, is very important. There is a nuanced etiquette for day-to-day interactions that ensures that societal values are upheld. Similarly, a protocol is in place that ensures respect for and protection of the mbira instrument and its music.

			
				The mbira is a sacred instrument. It is a personal and blessed object that is an extension of the mbira player, tapping into that part of an individual that is most closely connected to spirit. It is important not to allow others to touch one’s mbira unless that person is a close personal friend, or someone who is certain to be “spiritually clean.” Being spiritually clean can mean that the player has not been sexually active outside of marriage, or has bathed after having sex with one’s spouse before handling the instrument. The mbira should not be played with dirty hands, stepped over, or nudged with one’s feet. Many traditional mbira practitioners consider playing mbira in the street in exchange for tips from passersby to be unworthy of the instrument and its heritage. There are also efforts among many traditional players to avoid exposing the mbira to the open street. Leaving it to be exposed to the elements is considered to be beneath the instrument’s dignity as well.

			In Shona culture, the mbira belongs to the ancestors. Its music should be treated with great respect as, unlike other forms of music, it does not really belong to living people. A virtuoso mbira player should not even be proud, as it is spirit that is making music through the mbira player. One should not play the mbira if angry. A player must be settled in heart, mind, and soul.

			Caution Shonhai is a master mbira teacher from a rural part of Zimbabwe called Nyamayaro village (Mashonaland West Province) where he teaches mbira to local young people and visitors from outside of Africa. He is instrumental in “spreading the seeds” of mbira in the community through classes he offers at regional primary and secondary schools. He says, “Mbira is a spiritual music. It has no boundary and it belongs to us all, even plants and animals. It is a mystic music that belongs to all spirits and furthermore praises the Creator.” His son Lasson Shonhai, also an mbira player, continues: “I regard this instrument as our guidance, our way of knowing where we come from. It also reminds us how our ancestors were living. I truly believe the music heals our soul. It gives us strength and controls our emotions.”

			Mbira players often wear copper bracelets on one or both wrists. Bangles made of copper and brass are thought to offer protection against tendonitis.

			Players who adhere to the above practices are called upon to play mbira for ceremonies. Even beginning-level students who follow the mbira code of conduct may play in ceremony with their teacher. A ceremonial mbira player is known as a gwenyambira. They consider their participation a duty to spirit, the community, and the ancestors. It is not unheard of for a gwenyambira to be summoned in the middle of the night, without prior notice, to play for a ceremony where the spirit of a particular ancestor who is being invoked has yet to appear.

			In general, mbira players are encouraged to carry out their role with modesty and dignity. Respect for spirit is shown in how you live your life. In exchange for following this covenant, the mbira player can find peace of mind, a purpose for living, and a source of connection to something greater than oneself.

		
	
		
			
				Chapter 4
Of Stone, Gold, and Blood
Historical Perspectives
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					Great Zimbabwe.

				
			
			Some three billion years ago during the adolescence of this planet, a huge plug of granite was pushed out from below the crust of the earth. As it cooled over millennia, it began to support a rich environment above while nurturing below conditions suitable for the concentrating of an element that would come to be both a blessing and a curse.

			The earliest human settlers there were the Khoisan, hunters who lived in small bands. By the second century AD, these hunters had been assimilated into a population of farmers who had migrated from the north. These farmers had mastered the art of blacksmithing and were skilled at animal husbandry, mainly with cattle. They also made use of the vast mineral wealth, including gold, easily available in the region.
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					The Shona people occupy the majority of the modern nation of Zimbabwe and a significant portion of Mozambique. The second major ethnic group in Zimbabwe is the Ndebele.

				
			
			
				The people learned that their gold was highly valued and so developed a system of trade that, over time, connected their region with outposts such as Manyikeni in present-day Mozambique, and from there up the coast to the city of Kilwa Kisiwani in present-day Tanzania. Kilwa, controlled by Black African Muslims, became a wealthy trading outpost, providing a conduit for the export of gold and ivory to China, India, and Arabia. (Carbon dating has identified evidence of trade beginning as early as the first century AD.) It was also the entry point for glass beads, pottery, and other goods not indigenous to the region. Kilwa’s proximity to the prevailing winds of the region helped make it the focal point of trade between East Africa and ports across the Indian Ocean.

			
				Because of the lucrative trade in gold, the rulers of Kilwa Kisiwani became immensely wealthy. But the gold with which they traded did not come from there. It came from the gold mines of the plateau between the Zambezi and the Limpopo Rivers; and over the centuries, the rulers of that area became wealthy too. They commemorated this wealth as well as their broadening power by creating one of the most mystical and beautiful cities of antiquity, Great Zimbabwe.

			
				A vast complex of numerous enclosures, lofty towers, serpentine passages, and curved walls, the city of Great Zimbabwe almost appears to emanate from the earth on which it stands. The highest of its walls is about thirty-six feet. It was constructed without the use of mortar using a process known as dry stone-walling. Stone blocks were skillfully cut to specific sizes and meticulously laid on top of one another. Its walls appear designed to control the passage of people; one can imagine that the rich and powerful could easily be kept separate from the day-to-day activities of the proletariat. The name “Zimbabwe” itself comes from the phrase dzimba dzemabwe and means “house of stone.”

			At its zenith in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Great Zimbabwe was a city of some twenty-five thousand inhabitants, and the walls of its central enclosure were, at the time of its occupation, surrounded by smaller buildings crafted of thatch, clay, and stone. It was the central hub of one of the continent’s richest and most powerful kingdoms, which connected the civilizations of the Swahili Coast with the nations of the interior.

			
				The reasons why Great Zimbabwe eventually declined in about the fifteenth century are veiled in mystery,5 but it is telling that the fortunes of both Great Zimbabwe and Kilwa Kisiwani, each prominent trading outposts of the Swahili Coast, descended at about the same time. Great Zimbabwe eventually became abandoned after more than four hundred years of habitation.

			
				5 There is some evidence that the decline of Great Zimbabwe may be related in part to environmental collapse due to its unsustainably large population.

			
			The Newcomers

			In 1871 Karl Gottlieb Mauch, an explorer from Germany, happened upon the ruins of Great Zimbabwe while searching for the biblical land of Ophir. (Ophir is associated with King Solomon, and, according to biblical lore, was the repository of gold, sandalwood, ivory, and other riches offered to him by the Queen of Sheba.) Mauch could not determine how or why Great Zimbabwe had been constructed, but ascertained that it was “too sophisticated” to have been created by Black Africans. He, along with other archaeologists of the era, promoted the notion that Great Zimbabwe, along with the pyramids of Egypt, the bronze sculptures of Benin, and the vast temple complexes of Nubia must have been built by more “advanced” people of antiquity, such as the Queen of Sheba, King Solomon, or the Phoenicians, rather than by Africans. This concept was promoted in the Western world for decades, and eventually became the official doctrine of colonial governments throughout the region. Evidence to the contrary was routinely ignored and suppressed, and archaeologists who published differently were not allowed to work in Zimbabwe until after majority rule in 1980.

			The Portuguese—who, in seeking the source of the gold of Kilwa Kisiwani, may have been the only Europeans to have seen a populated Great Zimbabwe—were the first Europeans to venture inland in the early seventeenth century. They were driven out by 1693, and their influence was limited. However, by the 1880s, settlers from Britain began arriving in increasingly greater numbers. As their presence there was fueled by a desire for goods and resources, their interactions with the Indigenous population were characterized more by force and coercion than by diplomacy. The presence of gold and the fertility of the land heightened the desire among the newcomers to wrest political control from the original inhabitants of the region.

			In Zimbabwean tradition, good character is evidenced by humility, generosity of time and resources, and a willingness to help one’s neighbors. The very concept of greed or arrogance is anathema. There was no word for “personal property.” If one in the family has, all have. To live honorably means to respect and nurture all the members of the extended community for the greater good. The behavior of the newcomers was therefore extremely bewildering to the Shona people. All too soon, however, it became alarmingly apparent that the newcomers, and their unfamiliar notions of social hierarchy, had come to stay.

			Among the settlers of the late 1800s, there existed an impression that due to the obvious benefits of Western civilization, the Africans they encountered were (or at least should have been) grateful for European intervention. In fact, some were. Among the “grateful,” the settlers found willing enforcers of their laws, and even puppet chiefs to install who would strong-arm villagers into working for the British. Where village chiefs once had been chosen via spiritual discernment, political appointees were holding more and more sway.

			The area known in modern times as Zimbabwe was soon colonized by Britain and became part of the British Empire in Africa. The colonial territory included modern-day Zambia, Botswana, and Malawi.

			Once the territory was claimed by the British, occupiers tended to show less and less respect for traditional norms and Indigenous authority. Each succeeding year brought more prospectors to the region, and they competed with local people for resources and land. As tensions rose, the Indigenous community found that their traditional ways of practicing spirituality, stewarding their land, and structuring their society were being disrupted. Soon, they were pushed from their land and placed on “reserves” where it was next to impossible to eke out an existence.

			
				Simultaneously, an area near present-day Cape Town in South Africa was discovered to have vast deposits of diamonds. During this period, Cecil Rhodes began to amass a fortune in South Africa thanks to the gold and diamonds there. Wanting still more, he set his sights on Zimbabwe. By the 1890s, under his leadership, coercive legislation such as the “Hut Tax” (a tax per hut, which was payable in money or labor) was imposed on the Shona and Ndebele people, forcing them to work in the mines and on plantations. Resistance to this resulted in the destruction of villages and in bloodshed there.

			Eventually, the cruelty inflicted on the people became unbearable, and a war of independence (the first Chimurenga uprising) erupted in 1896.

			The Chimurenga
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					Charwe Nyakasikana, spirit medium of Nyamhita Nehanda.

				
			
			The word “Chimurenga” is derived from the name of an early ancestor warrior of the Shona people, Murenga. It became the name of the struggle to rid the country of settlers. The struggle was assisted by the ancestors, who were channeled through spirit mediums. In accordance with Shona beliefs, these powerful spirit mediums inspired the combatants to rise up and drive the settlers away. The most dynamic of these was a young woman by the name of Charwe Nyakasikana, the spirit medium of Nyamhita Nehanda.

			
				Nyamhita Nehanda is a powerful, royal ancestral spirit (mhondoro) of antiquity. Associated with the Mazowe Valley in the Mashonaland Central Province of Zimbabwe, she is the revered female spirit who brings rain, and upon whom, therefore, the land’s fertility depends. At a time of great turmoil for her people, Nehanda chose to speak through a young woman named Charwe Nyakasikana. Charwe, though young, was married with children at the time she became the spirit medium for Nehanda. She was one of three spirit mediums (the other two being Mukwati and Kaguvi, both male) who directed the freedom fighters with how and where to engage. She became known as someone to be reckoned with, especially as it was she who channeled the deeply respected spirit of Nehanda.

			Toward the end of the first Chimurenga, Charwe-Nehanda was captured, and Kaguvi surrendered. She was accused of the murder of a European commissioner, tried, found guilty, and sentenced to death.

			Reports indicate that she did not take her situation quietly, remaining combative till the very end. Charwe-Nehanda was hanged in the present-day city of Harare on April 27, 1898, vowing that her bones would rise again to lead her people in the struggle against European colonialism. She was thirty-six years old.

			With the uprising behind them, Cecil Rhodes and his regime resumed their campaign to strip the Shona of material evidence of their rich cultural history, destroying artifacts deemed worthless and repurposing the meaning of what was left. The territory then known as Southern Rhodesia became self-governing by 1923 with voting rights tied to property ownership. Thus, Indigenous people were denied voting rights because their land was held communally, rather than owned by individuals.

			
				Among the settlers, rumors began to spread of a kind of exotic music heard in the villages that was capable of inducing trance, and that had both comforted and strengthened the warriors of the uprising. Later the settlers would come to understand that for the Shona this music was indeed a form of prayer and of connection among the living as well as between the living and the spirits.

			In no small part because of its role in emboldening Indigenous peoples in their struggle against those who sought to dismantle their culture and sever their connection to the land, the settlers soon declared that the mbira, and by extension all forms of African spirituality, was evil. They further promoted the narrative that the Indigenous people had no culture, were living in ignorance, and that the land prior to British occupation had been largely uninhabited. African culture was depicted as being savage and the antithesis of everything considered good.

			By the 1930s, Christian missionary programs were in full swing, not only in Southern Rhodesia, but throughout the continent. In this context, the devaluing and dismantling of Indigenous ways was an effort to “save” African people from themselves. Missions were often located on hills and in forests that had been considered sacred by the Shona people. Young people were taken from the villages and reserves and sent to missions so that they could be taught “civilized” behavior and the way of the “true” religion that could save them from their sins. School was available to African children only if they became Christian, took new European names, and renounced their culture. This meant that even more remnants of cultural practices, traditional foods, attire, and personal names could be deemed inappropriate for a civilized existence.

			By the mid-twentieth century, as more people became Christian, attended foreign universities, or moved to the cities to work, mbira playing became increasingly rare.

			From Then to Now

			In the years after colonization took hold, the newcomers formalized a new social hierarchy throughout Southern Africa. White Europeans were dominant, and Coloreds (Asians and those of mixed blood) were given relative autonomy and the ability to own farms, mines, and small businesses and to reside in specified areas. Meanwhile, the Indigenous Black population was still contending with the effects of both physical and psychological warfare resulting from the great upheaval, while being subjected to forced labor in order to pay the Hut Taxes. In an effort to justify the brutality of colonialism, the Black population was systematically denigrated, and anything positive about Indigenous culture was intentionally misconstrued while its negatives were simultaneously amplified. The labyrinthine process of normalizing this new structure undermined the African sense of self-worth.

			Any semblance of freedom of movement or access to land was gone. The most fertile land was taken for the settler minority, while the Indigenous people were corralled into crowded reserves where the land was poorly suited for farming. If somehow a Black farmer managed to have a successful harvest, he was not allowed to sell the crop at market by himself. He would have to find an intermediary who would represent him, but only after charging the farmer a commission for the service. Many men were soon living in hostels in townships, where they were not allowed to bring their wives and families, in order to work in the mines and cities.

			An educational system was put in place wherein white children had the full range of academic opportunities, while most Black children received no education, and a small minority were placed in missionary-run schools that were limited in scope. The lessons offered to the Indigenous children were linked strongly with Christian proselytizing and were geared toward grooming the children for the more servile trades. African spiritual and healing practices were portrayed as demonic (ironic, as there is no concept of “the devil” in traditional African spiritual traditions), and the ancestral spirits depicted as evil, along with everything associated with them, such as the mbira.

			Even so, during these worst years of apartheid, the mbira continued to offer comfort as well as a sense of grounding into cultural identity. The songs reminded the people of the days when they inhabited the fertile lands before they were forcibly removed from them. Many country folk living in the reserves still practiced the traditional religion and kept the tradition of the mbira alive.

			The resistance to colonialism never fully subsided, but it accelerated in the aftermath of the Second World War. Black Africans, having fought alongside whites in Europe against the Nazis, could now more easily imagine a country free from colonization. The fact that white soldiers returning home from the war received financial support and property on which to farm in appreciation for their service, while the Black soldiers received nothing, served to deepen the resolve of the Black soldiers.

			Alarmed by the increasing domestic resistance and the decolonization elsewhere in Africa by European countries, the white minority population of Southern Rhodesia declared independence from Britain to create the even more racially segregated country of Rhodesia in 1965. The military struggle, at that point recognized as the second Chimurenga, had escalated further by the 1970s.

			The spirit of Nehanda was again omnipresent among the people. Traditional spirit mediums, dressed in black, counseled that the spirit of Nehanda was supportive of the fight to rid the country of its colonizers. Nehanda became a symbol of the uncolonized past, a powerful woman thoroughly committed to the cultural practices of deep Shona tradition. The freedom fighters thus inspired believed they were protected by and had the support of Nehanda. Through their efforts, as well as through mounting international pressure to have a peaceful transition to Black majority rule, full independence was achieved in 1980. The struggle against colonialism had lasted one hundred years and had led to tens of thousands of deaths.

			As of this writing it must be noted that Zimbabwe is still in a struggle to regain its balance. Nonetheless, the spirit of its people reflects a rich cultural heritage that cannot be denied. May awareness of this history encourage a deeper appreciation for its profound legacy.

		
	
		
			
				Chapter 5
The Elephant in the Room
Whose Music Is It Anyway?

			
			I am an African American mbira player. I have often been asked by other (non-African) mbira players why it is that there are so few other African American mbira players.

			As they say, it is complicated.

			Unlike the music and dances of West and Central Africa, the expression of Shona performance art in the United States is found primarily in communities that are largely bereft of descendants of the historical African diaspora. Annual Zimbabwean music festivals have become established in areas with a low number of African American residents. Marimba bands with few or no African American members are ubiquitous throughout the Pacific Northwest and parts of the Southwest, and more are sprinkled throughout the rest of the United States and Canada. The vast majority of instructors of mbira and marimba in the United States are not African American. Though Zimbabwean music is recognized as a world-class music that is rightly enjoyed by a wide diversity of people, it is also striking to me and others that the transmission and consumption of this African music involves at best but a paucity of African Americans.

			In a real sense, the experience of mbira in the United States is emblematic of larger societal trends that have their genesis in the origin of this country. These trends have ramifications that are still being felt in the form of uneven access to certain opportunities. I feel we have encountered a reflexive tendency among many toward denial of these trends, in spite of the clear evidence that power dynamics are at play.

			
				To illustrate, I will share a bit about my own personal history that may be similar to that of many African Americans who came of age during the 1960s and 1970s. Although we each have had a variety of experiences depending upon our gender, place of residence, and social standing, there have been common themes for many of us.

			Like many African Americans my age and older, I had the early life experience of being denied access to swimming pools, playgrounds, and certain drinking fountains. Our options for acquiring residence in “better” parts of town were limited due to redlining policies. This relegated us to living in urban areas that had been abandoned by the white community after the Second World War. Our options for food outside of the house were limited as well. When traveling by bus to visit relatives in North Carolina, for example, my mom filled a shoe box with fried chicken. As a child I considered this a wonderful opportunity to eat on a bus. I later understood that this would save us the potential indignity of not being allowed into a diner to have a meal. There were no positive depictions of Black people in the media, save for an occasional appearance of musical icons such as Sammy Davis Jr. or Harry Belafonte. Our experience in this country was considered something for us to feel ashamed about. It was as if our ancestors had been taken from a situation that had no history worth knowing, and placed into a setting that, though unfortunate, was better for us than from whence we came, and in which we were failing.

			In this milieu, it was dangerously easy to internalize the humiliation of our unearned second-class citizenship. As a child I had the distinct sense that our station in life was somehow our own fault. I was ashamed of our neighborhood, our apparent lack of cultural heritage, and even the nature of our hair. These feelings were reinforced by a system in which we very rarely saw ourselves depicted in the media as anything other than deviant or potentially criminal here in the United States, or as covered in flies and with distended bellies in commercials for “relief” charities in Africa. At best we were the butt of cruel jokes.

			My elders had little access to gaining an education that would have benefited their own self-worth and worldview. Nonetheless they managed, along with thousands of other Black refugees from the cruelties of the Jim Crow South, to position us in the relative safety of a Northern city (in our case Washington, DC, which is technically on the border of the North and South). Descendants of enslaved Africans, they came of age in a very different world than I grew up in. They worked, saved, provided a home, and generally did what they could to negate the effects of second-class citizenship for their children. Because of their sacrifice, I became the quintessential first in my family to go to college. There, away from my community, though I did fine academically, I was psychologically unprepared to manage the subtle and overt negative reactions to my physical appearance and heritage. The history of ancient African civilizations and African American history had been, and remains, largely untaught. With no exposure to this history, I became even further vested in the notion that there was little, if anything, good about being Black.

			The result of all this was that I was conditioned as a youngster to do anything to keep the outside world from associating me with being African. It was as if the connection, obvious as it was, would make me seem deficient in some way. As I came of age, however, I became painfully aware of having lost something that I never knew I had. It was as if my ancestors awakened a connection that had been buried deep inside. That sense of being attached to a world that I knew nothing about happened gradually. I began to gather a word here, a song there, learning how to dance my prayers, and daring to experience my own hair free of chemicals and attachments. Finally, I was strong enough to stand in the truth of the powerful and beautiful legacy of being African. Each small step on this journey was a conscious step into the realm of the sacred.

			The Introduction of Shona Music to the United States

			At about the same time as I was coming of age, Zimbabwean music was being introduced to America by master player Dumisani Maraire, of Zimbabwe, who was an instructor at the University of Washington from 1968 until 1973. Dr. Maraire also later taught at Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington, offered private music lessons in mbira and marimba, was a member of a multiracial performance group called Black Arts/West, and performed throughout the Pacific Northwest until 1982.

			Though there has been an African American presence in the Pacific Northwest since the territorial era, it has never been comparable to the population centers of the San Francisco Bay Area or Los Angeles. This is in part due to a succession of “exclusion laws” in Oregon that took effect as early as the mid-1800s and remained on the books until well into the twentieth century. African Americans from the South who participated in the Great Migration in the 1940s, if they came to the Northwest, came to the state of Washington and worked for industries in support of the wartime effort. Though they were better off than they would have been had they remained in the Jim Crow South, they were still subject to sundown laws in various towns. Many settled in the Central District of Seattle, where they were subjected to challenges wrought by segregation.

			Personal conversations with people who lived in the region when Shona music was first being taught at the collegiate level have led me to conclude that, with the exception of Black Arts/West, very few African Americans of the Pacific Northwest had access to Zimbabwean music learning opportunities during this crucial period of introduction.

			
				Many of the young people who studied Zimbabwean music there during those years are now prominent teachers and performers. They have since shared their love of the mbira with ever-widening circles of people in their communities, who themselves have gone on to teach and perform. Though there were no doubt personal challenges that many of these mainstream instructors of Zimbabwean music encountered, they likely did not, in addition, have to overcome pervasive cultural dynamics in place that blocked access to their own cultural practices and undermined their unique cultural heritages, should they have chosen to explore them.

			Opportunities to be introduced to Zimbabwean music through these instructors exist, but it is important to recognize that African Americans who came of age as I did must, in effect, be adept at holding one’s own in spaces in which an individual from a minority group may experience a subtle (and at times not so subtle) lack of community support. This lack of community support is likely unintentional on the part of those who are perpetuating it, but the impact is the same nevertheless. Typical mbira gatherings have been occasions where one may not have the freedom to simply engage in the activity at hand, such as practicing a new mbira finger pattern, without possibly being expected to explain to others what it is like to be you. My experience, in this context and in general, of being the only Black person in all-white spaces is one wherein hurtful, yet unconscious, assumptions and responses have come up. The perpetrators, for the most part, have been well intentioned.

			A survey of comments and questions that I have experienced in such spaces includes:

			
					“You are so articulate for a Black person.”

					“You don’t act like this other Black woman I know.”

					“May I touch your hair?”

					“Have you been to college?”

					“You look familiar. Have you been in prison?”

					“It is wonderful that you were married before you became a mother.”

					“You are so pretty for a Black woman.”

					“I don’t see color.”

					And, “Why don’t more African American people play mbira?”

			

			This atmosphere feels counterproductive to me, after my hard-won process of cultural and spiritual redemption. Even though most African Americans are not descended from Southern African peoples, our participation in the performing and material arts of any sub-Saharan African culture is a healing act, allowing us to reclaim the kinds of heritages from which we were deliberately severed physically, culturally, and spiritually. The lack of exposure to heritage traditions as a direct result of enslavement, displacement, and enforced assimilation can leave one with a deep sense of grief.

			Being a member of the majority culture often comes with unconscious privilege. The possibility of inadvertently committing a faux pas can be very difficult to avoid. However, for the African American student, the experience of encountering this dynamic head-on, coupled with a sense of frustration at not having had the same access to an African cultural tradition as those in a position of relative privilege, can make acquiring a heritage tradition through those who were privileged to first receive the technique untenable, no matter how interested one may be in learning mbira.

			The Commodification of Mbira

			All of that said, it is abundantly clear that this music, and to a deeper and more profound extent its spiritual tradition, should be available to all who love and respect it. The challenge for the greater mbira community is this: how can we collectively achieve that balance of partaking in a performative culture that one was not born into while also being a responsible caretaker of it?

			True respect for the mbira and its rich heritage must begin with an acknowledgment of the long history of Western peoples consuming, modifying, and decontextualizing artifacts and practices of other peoples while simultaneously disregarding the well-being of and not accrediting those people who first created those artifacts and practices. But how can those of us not born into the culture of mbira engage with it in a respectful way? Is it possible to participate in mbira music with a non-African sensibility and not compromise the cultural integrity of the tradition?

			I think that it is. I believe it is possible to have an immersive and respectful relationship to mbira without exploiting it. However, doing so as someone from outside of the African continent requires self-reflection, and doing so means recognizing the difference between assimilation (adopting the ways of a dominant group in order to ensure survival) and appropriation (when the dominant culture takes something that does not belong to it, and repurposes it by using it outside of its cultural context). Doing so also means acknowledging that at one point in history the adherents of traditional practices such as mbira were often deprived of the right to participate in them to the point where entire lineages are broken. It means developing a sensitivity about that history when setting ourselves up as custodians of these traditions. Finally, doing so means having the humility to center our involvement in mbira around the perspective of the people of Zimbabwe.

			
				“The concept that art ‘belongs to everybody,’ that ‘art is for art’s sake,’ that it is ‘transcendent’—are very European concepts,” says Anesu Ndoro, an anthropologist from Zimbabwe. Such postures “dismiss the sacred nature of the mbira, and suggest that the spirituality should be secondary to the instrument itself. Traditionally, the art, spirituality, and culture of the instrument are so intertwined that one cannot take the instrument and pretend that these significances do not exist. Africans themselves should lead the effort in deciding what to do with their music.”

			One perspective worth reflecting on is how easy it is, relatively speaking, for those of us living here in the United States to acquire and amass material wealth. I myself have my three favorite mbira that I play regularly, all of different tunings. I also have a fairly large number of additional instruments, most of which I play only on occasion. I have a stack of dezes of varying sizes as well. Yet I am aware of master players in Zimbabwe who may have only one instrument or, in one case I recently learned about, none at all because of having to sell their mbira in a time of need. It has been decades since I have had to consider liquidating an asset in order to provide food or medicine for my family. Such a thing would not be unusual in modern-day Zimbabwe. That said, what we may have in material wealth here is balanced out by spiritual and community wealth there.

			
				It is also worth reflecting on how our class, as international consumers of this music, can at times become problematic when we interact as students. The traditional way of teaching—that of the instructor playing a song over and over again until the student can catch and mimic the finger pattern—can be at odds with how we are comfortable learning. Our educational system tends to break things down for us. Some time ago while in Zimbabwe, I witnessed an incident where a Western student grew impatient with the teaching style of an instructor and actually insisted that they do it differently by breaking down the content they were offering into smaller sections. Teachers who are accustomed to dealing with foreigners have developed a protocol to accommodate this style of conveying a song; but for many others, this may be hard to do. It is useful to remember that in these instances, we are in their world.

			We would do well to consider how those of us from the West simply have more agency. A dynamic of agency is that we may not be aware that we have it. Having agency means that our point of view can be considered as “the norm” while those of others are placed on the margin. It can also mean that our desires are more likely to be actualized than are the priorities of those with less agency. What might seem like a good idea to us here in the United States may not be so easy to achieve in other parts of the world. Hence, when we in the West ask musicians in Zimbabwe for things to be done a certain way, we may be inadvertently setting up a scenario where their needs are not well met.

			“The difference of agency can also translate into an unequal relationship between the Zimbabwean and the foreign consumer in terms of power, resources, ideological awareness, and opportunities,” notes Albert Chimedza, the founder and director of the Mbira Centre. A Zimbabwean mbira social enterprise, the Mbira Centre is dedicated to research, production, and promotion of the mbira and its related products. He continues, “Too often in these relationships, the ‘student’ has more power than the ‘teacher,’ and the mbira buyer more power than the mbira maker. At times, this is evidenced by a considerable proprietary and appropriative element to the relationships between the Zimbabwean mbira community and the foreign consumer.”

			Anesu Ndoro continues, “There are two dueling systems of sharing knowledge. In the African system, knowledge is in the public domain. The idea of privatizing, creating profit, making innovations, and claiming ownership of a form of knowledge is European. So, before an exchange even happens, people have two dueling sets of expectations of what is going to happen. One is based on the community. The other is based on the individual.”

			These perspectives underscore the difficulty for those of us from outside of Africa to be able to recognize our complicity in this imbalance. I do, however, contend that if we truly want to support the mbira, it is important that we acknowledge our part in this dynamic, attempt to right the asymmetry, and be respectful of how Zimbabweans view their mbira and how they want it to evolve. “Regarding African forms of knowledge, too often the starting position is not the African perspective,” continues Mr. Ndoro. “Africans don’t get to set the terms of how things are to be shared. The sacred nature of the music is disregarded, and the excuse is that we are ‘global’ now. We must recognize the histories that we have lived through and that there are structures still in place that get some voices more heard than others. The question is—who gets to control the narrative?”

			We can respectfully engage in the tradition by actively seeking out lessons from Zimbabwean teachers whenever possible, by being certain to attend concerts when guest artists come to town, by purchasing Zimbabwean-made instruments, and, rather than copying a friend’s download, by purchasing recordings that benefit Zimbabwean musicians. Though there are a plethora of free resources to be found online, please consider that the integrity of some of those sources may in fact be questionable, particularly if they deprive Zimbabwean teachers an opportunity to earn an income.

			In general, make certain that your quest to learn the music is also supporting the music and the musicians of Zimbabwe. If we acknowledge our Zimbabwean teachers and engage in the practice of mbira as a lifelong journey rather than just another musical instrument to play, all of us around the world who have fallen in love with this instrument will be able to meet the music on its own terms. The result will be richly rewarding.

		
	
		
			
				Chapter 6
Learning Mbira
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					Here I’m receiving a lesson from Eliot Motsi in Zimbabwe.

				
			
			If you are new to mbira and are ready to enter the circle, welcome! Learning can be challenging at first for some, but over time and with consistent practice, it can soon become immensely gratifying. As you get comfortable with the technique, please keep in mind that learning to play an instrument that you did not grow up hearing will therefore involve more than just the mastery of finger patterns. You will want to cultivate openness to another worldview in order to appreciate the music fully. The challenge will be the fine line between remaining mindful of it and being too much in your own head. Overthinking can prevent you from doing it at all.

			Learning How to Play

			First, locate a teacher. There are a growing number of mbira players, and some offer lessons. There are also some ethnomusicology programs offered at various universities that feature instruction in Shona music. Annual cultural festivals sponsor mbira teachers from Zimbabwe. However, if one is unable to find a teacher in your region, there are a number of reputable mbira teachers now offering lessons online. MBIRA the nonprofit organization is one such entity.

			Now you are ready to play and need to acquire your own instrument. Quality mbira built in Zimbabwe can be acquired online. Please know that well-built mbira can take a master instrument maker a good three days to two weeks to construct and can cost in the $300 range.

			When you hold your mbira, rest it on your lap in a position roughly perpendicular to the floor. The vertical positioning of the mbira will enhance the resonance of the sound coming from the back of the instrument. It will also make it less likely to strain your wrists because gravity will hold it up for you.

			Grasp the mbira lightly with the fingertips of both hands. It is important to not grip the instrument too tightly with the fingers, as doing so will dampen the sound and make it difficult for your thumbs to access the full keyboard.

			
				Depending on the size of your hands and of the instrument you have, you may or may not wish to place the little finger of the left hand under the bottom of the board. Insert either your little finger, or the ring finger (with the little finger toward the middle of the instrument), of your right hand into the finger hole. At this point, take a few moments to move your hands around until you find a comfortable position.
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					Sekuru Leonard Chiyanike (Museyamwa).

				
			
			
				You will be using the thumbs of both hands and the index finger of the right hand. Keep your hands as far in front of the mbira as you can. The left thumb will strike both rows of keys on the left side of the instrument. The right thumb will play the farthest left three keys on the right row. (The lower notes are located at the center of the instrument.) The right index finger will play the rest of the keys on the right row, plucking up from beneath the keys. It is a good idea to either grow the nails of the three playing fingers out a bit, or acquire a set of thumb and finger picks. The instrument is structured in such a way that there are octave relationships among the keys. Familiarizing yourself with these will make it easier to learn and remember new finger patterns. Understanding how to double or substitute octaves will also make it easier for you to eventually improvise on the mbira.
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					Master instrument maker and mbira player Sekuru Fradreck Mujuru (Mukanya). Note proper positioning of the hands on the mbira.

				
			
			
				Mbira songs are cyclic. There is no beginning or end. A song can be played for five minutes, thirty minutes, an hour, or more. One can start any mbira song anywhere in the cycle. Some of these cycles can be divided into four phrases, and most Westerners are accustomed to learning new mbira music by breaking a song down into these smaller chunks. However, if you are learning mbira from a Zimbabwean instructor, please note that the lesson may or may not be structured in that way. Do your best to honor traditional methodologies of learning.

			When receiving a new song, some find it useful to practice one hand at a time. Others find it more useful to use both hands to work on one phrase at a time, repeating it over and over until it is comfortable before moving on to the next.

			Although it has never been part of the tradition in Zimbabwe, some students find it useful to write out songs in their own tablature. As a visual learner, I have done this myself. It was time consuming but did enhance my understanding of the harmonic complexity of the music. Audio or video recordings can be very useful as well, but be sure to check in with your teacher before you whip out a recording device. Some teachers, especially traditional ones, have protocols around this. It is also very important to listen to mbira music, whether live or recorded, as often as possible. Eventually, you want to be able to play without looking at your fingers.

			Whatever method you choose to help you retain the music in your fingertips, the surest way to gain facility with mbira is to practice, practice, practice.

			Singing with Your Mbira

			If you have ever been told that you cannot sing, please throw away that idea! Your unique voice will become an essential part of your enjoyment of this music. Mbira song (huro) is as powerful as it is beautiful, especially if it comes from the heart.

			Huro includes mahon’era—low-pitched syllabic singing without meaning; chigure/magure—high pitched syllabic singing without meaning, including yodeling; and song texts.

			Mbira song texts vary in length from a few words to lengthy poems. Texts may include both lyrics specific to a certain mbira piece and lyrics which may be sung with any mbira piece. Some texts are ancient wisdom in “deep Shona” while others may be contemporary personal commentary on current events or the music and dance of that moment. Non-musical Shona oral literature such as tsumo (proverbs) and nhetembo (praise poetry) may be included in mbira singing.6

			
				6 From the Mbira.org website.

			
			Shona words are pronounced with the “a” as in “father,” “e” as in “prey,” “i” as in “me,” “o” as in “doe,” and “u” as in “shoe.” Often, singers will use “vocables,” or sounds that have no meaning but carry a melodic line. I have heard it expressed that this is very useful when feelings, and prayers to the ancestors, go beyond what can be expressed with mere words; the vocable can mean what you need it to mean. Vocables used in lead singing include: iye (when the voice moves from head to chest voice), ngore (when moving from a low pitch to high), iya, iyere, iyerere, ayowe, yowerere, and more. Bassline vocables include the sounds “ha,” “he,” “hi,” “ho,” and “hu.” They can combine into expressions such as ha hiya he, ha huwa huwa, and heya ha hu. There are some words commonly used in combination with these vocables, and they include baba (meaning “father,” sometimes referring to an ancestor), mai or amai (meaning “mother”), ndoenda (meaning “now I go”), and haunyare (meaning “don’t be shy”).

			Mbira Canon

			There are many mbira songs, and the most ancient ones should be familiar to every serious student.

			Kariga Mombe is typically one of the first songs many mbira players learn. The name literally means “throwing a bull to the ground” and is usually translated as “undefeatable.” Although this is a traditional first piece, please know that it is also a very powerful song often used in ceremony.

			
				In addition to Kariga Mombe, some of the core repertoire include: Kuzanga, Mahororo (a victory song, honoring ancient mhondoro spirits), Mukai Tiende (wake up, let’s go!), Nhema Musasa (build a temporary shelter), Taireva (the name means “we used to tell you” and can point out the importance of listening to the advice of elders), Shumba (the lion, representing a mhondoro spirit), Nyama Musango (meat in the forest), and one of the most ancient songs, Nyamaropa (“meat and blood”).

		
	
		
			
				Chapter 7
Other Shona Musical Instruments

			
			In addition to the various forms of mbira, Zimbabwe is home to a rich variety of Indigenous African musical instruments. The following are but a few of these.

			

			Hosho
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			Hosho are gourd rattles. They provide a rhythm essential for holding musical ensembles together and are made from mapudzi (a type of gourd). The elongated shape at the vine end provides a natural handle. The gourd is cleaned and boiled in salted water to make it more resonant and less likely to break. Seeds of the hota plant (a type of canna lily) are placed in a hole and then sealed inside with a weblike covering of string or wire. The sound of the hosho is created by causing the seeds to slap against the sides of the interior wall of the gourd. Hosho are typically played in pairs, though there are some virtuoso hosho players who can make it work with only one. While hosho are commonly used to accompany mbira, drums, and singing groups, it is important to recognize that the hosho themselves are a musical instrument that requires a high level of rhythmic accuracy and stamina to master and play.

			

			Ngoma
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			Though the term ngoma is widely used throughout Southern Africa as a reference for “drum,” it can also refer to song and dance experience as a whole, and it means “music” in Shona. The ngoma play an important part in ritual functions but are also used for social occasions. Ngoma are made in different sizes and are identified by the cylindrical body and cow-skin head. The skin is held in place by wooden pegs placed around the circumference of the top. Ngoma can be played with the hand and/or with wooden sticks. During bira ceremonies, ngoma may be played with mbira and while the mbira players take a break.

			

			Magavhu
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			Magavhu are leg rattles used by dancers. They are often made from the shell of mutamba (a type of fruit) and are filled with the seeds of the hota plant, or small pebbles. After the seeds are inserted, the shells are connected to one another by a wooden rod inserted through the top and bottom of each shell. This is then tied to the back of the dancer’s leg above the ankle and below the knee. Various movements of the dancer, and stomping on the floor, cause the seeds to hit against the walls of the shell. They sound like hosho and add a powerful dynamic to the polyrhythm of an ensemble performance.

			

			Chipendani
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			The chipendani is a bow-shaped mouth harp resonated by placing a section of the bow in the mouth and then plucking the string with the fingers. A surprising variety of sounds and tones can be heard by altering the shape of the lips and the interior of the mouth. This instrument is often associated with cattle herders and is one of several types of musical bows in Zimbabwe.

			

			Marimba

			
				[image: c07g05.tif]
			
			The marimba is an instrument that is uniquely African, but not indigenous to Zimbabwe. It was derived from neighboring traditions, including those of the Chopi of Mozambique and the Lozi of Zambia. (The Chopi are known for their rich tradition of xylophone ensembles.) Several marimba designs were developed at Kwanongoma College in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe, during the 1960s and 1970s to be used in Zimbabwean schools. As a unique instrument with no established musical canon, the marimba had original songs composed for it as well as arrangements created from local traditional songs and popular tunes. Dr. Dumisani Maraire brought Zimbabwean-style marimba to the University of Washington in the 1960s. Since then, marimba bands have sprung up throughout the Pacific Northwest and in other parts of the United States and Canada.

			

			Hwamanda
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			The hwamanda is an aerophone made from the antler of a kudu (a species of antelope). A mouth hole is drilled in its side near the tapered end. This is used in a wide variety of contexts, but it is primarily a signaling device, sometimes used to announce the start of a bira.

			

			Chigufe
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			This unique little flute is another instrument crafted from the mutamba fruit shell. It has one central blow hole with four smaller finger holes around it. The chigufe is held with both hands against the chin of the player. It is blown in such a way as to direct the airflow toward the edge of the blow hole. Different pitches are achieved by covering and uncovering the smaller holes with the fingers and thumbs of both hands.

		
	
		
			
				Chapter 8
Mbira Dance

			
			
				[image: c08g01.tif]
				
					Dancer DeLisa Branch-Nealy of the Chinyakare Ensemble.

				
			
			When early Europeans first explored the interior of the African continent, they made note of what to them were alien cultural expressions centered on material arts, clothing styles, shelter, farming, and other aspects of culture. It is interesting to note, however, that they largely failed to mention dance in and of itself. When it was mentioned, it was usually in the context of being a part of other social activities such as ancestor ceremonies, funeral proceedings, festival celebrations, and rites of passage. It was typically unfavorably compared to European dance and then judged as “primitive,” “wild,” “frenzied,” and “ugly.” They simply could not recognize it as dance.

			
				The failure to recognize dance in this context relates to the inherent difference in how art is perceived in sub-Saharan Africa as compared to the Western world. In the West, art traditionally has been compartmentalized into that which is “pure” (art for art’s sake) and that which is “applied” (art that is functional in nature). Here in the West, the artist is a relatively rare being. The artist in this milieu creates a product that is separate from their audience and meant to be consumed at their pleasure. Such products are more “forward facing,” fixed, and physically separated than the organic experience of dance in a community ceremony. Consider the common experience of witnessing dance or music being presented on the proscenium stage, versus participating in a line dance or in a sing-along Messiah. In the former case, you are in the audience; in the latter, you are in the art.

			Indeed, the traditional artistic expressions of sub-Saharan Africa are interconnected with and inseparable from the society in which they arise. There is not the concept of “art for art’s sake.” The arts exist as a conduit between the people and their sense of themselves. The arts bear witness to the life force of the community. Functionality in art is essential, and creating art only for art’s sake would be considered peculiar. All forms of traditional African art—blacksmithing, carving, pottery, the performing arts, and more—produce items that are useful as well as beautiful. They foster an intimacy with a people’s culture as well.

			
				Similarly, the myriad genres of sub-Saharan African dance, including the traditional dances of Zimbabwe in particular, are visual manifestations of the cosmology of the people. As such, dance informs all human day-to-day activity. It reinforces communal values and is woven into all social milestones. Dance is both culture and an expression of the emotions and dreams of the community. In this sense, a given collection of movements in and of themselves may not have a “meaning” per se but may instead be a means to invoke the ancestors while simultaneously connecting members of the community to each other.

			Traditional Shona dancers, for example, focus their gaze downward, replicating a social practice common in Zimbabwe, where it is considered inappropriate to look someone directly in the eye, particularly if they are in a position of honor. The downward glance of a dancer is a gesture of recognition of the presence of spirit and of showing the spirit and the other person due respect.

			Typically, dance and music are inseparable. Both are expressions of rhythm and, as African rhythms are multilayered, one can respond to different parts of the rhythm and still be in harmony with the whole. Both music and dance allow the performer to enter the world of spirit and return to the material world in cosmic time. Both require the participation of the community as a whole in order for them to be relevant.

			
				Of all the dance expressions in Zimbabwe, mbira dance is perhaps most intimately tied to spirit. It occurs in the mapira (plural of bira) ceremonies. As its name implies, it is accompanied by mbira, and sometimes ngoma. Noted for its intricate foot movements, spectacular jumps, and pantomimes of ancient ways of life, mbira dance plays a significant role in attracting the attention of the ancestors and in bringing spirit to visit the community.

			
				Typically, a bira will last throughout the night, and everyone present is expected to participate. There is footwork associated with the mbira dance. Typically a female dancer might jump on both feet as her arms rotate forward from the torso, followed by a hop on one foot while the other extends backward while the arms rotate backward. The more skilled dancers, wearing magavhu and buoyed by the enthusiastic clapping and singing of their community, will invigorate everyone with their energetic display. Everyone else dances as guided by their spirits. In ceremonial mbira dance, it is essential that everyone participate in whatever way that they can, because everyone contributes in calling an ancestor to visit the community. Those attending a bira should allow their spirits to dance through them, just as the musicians should allow their spirits to play through them.
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					Botsa family dancing to mbira in their village in 2019.

				
			
			
				Mbira dance requires flexibility of the spine and extreme balance. It also calls for the body to remain close to the ground while executing rhythmic footwork patterns and hip isolations. The low body stance is a reflection of the recognition of the earth as being the source and the repository of life. Rhythmic repetition provides many opportunities for great displays of skill for the exponent. Others often dance for a while, pause to rest and drink beer, perhaps sing and clap, and then rejoin the dance. The dance of Zimbabwe has the capacity to please children, adults, and elders alike, while simultaneously calling the ancestors. It is a powerful and nuanced artistic tradition.

		
	
		
			
				Epilogue

			
			
				Hudzamu hwenjere dze madzitateguru.

				Profound is the wisdom of the ancestors.

				Caution Shonhai
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					Balancing Rocks of Zimbabwe.

				
			
			Zimbabwe, a landlocked country in Southern Africa, has an enduring story. The narrative of the country illustrates the experience of a people with a rich, yet underrecognized history. In the face of brutal oppression, the Zimbabwean people have found ways not only to adapt to their challenges, but to retain and celebrate their unique cultural heritage.

			The mbira is now played in Japan, North America, Hawai‘i, Indonesia, France, New Zealand, Argentina, and England as well as Zimbabwe. Its music and dance strengthen, heal, and inspire all who encounter them, and they are profound symbols of humanity’s deep artistic and spiritual potential.

		
	
		
			
				Glossary

			
			Akogo A lamellaphone from Uganda.

			Ambuya Honorific for an elder female of the parents’ generation. Sekuru is the word for an elder male.

			Bantu Linguistically related peoples found throughout Central and Southern Africa.

			Bira Ceremony.

			Bute Tobacco, snuff.

			Chigufe Type of flute.

			Chigure/Magure High-pitched syllabic singing.

			Chimurenga The struggle for freedom, fought in two wars.

			Chipembere Rhinoceros.

			Chipendani Type of musical bow.

			Deze Mbira resonator made of a large gourd or fiberglass.

			Gandanga The name of a tuning system of the mbira.

			Great Zimbabwe Ancient city in Zimbabwe built of stone.

			Gwariva The physical object of the mbira itself; may also be used to refer to just the board of the instrument.

			Gwenyambira Professional mbira player who may play in ceremonies.

			Hera A lamellaphone of the Korekore subgroup of Shona of Zimbabwe.

			Hosho Gourd rattles.

			Hota A plant that produces seeds used in rattles.

			Hula Hawaiian dance.

			Huro Mbira singing.

			Hut Tax A tax per residence imposed by colonial government.

			Hwamanda An aerophone made of an antelope antler.

			Ifa A spiritual tradition from West Africa.

			Iyanifa Initiated priestess of Ifa, a spiritual tradition from West Africa.

			Kalimba A lamellaphone modeled after traditional African instruments and popularized in the West.

			Kanyuchi An mbira tuning meaning “little bees.”

			Karimba Name for kalimba and any small mbira in the Shona language.

			Katsanzaira The name of a tuning system of the mbira.

			Khoisan Early settlers in Southern Africa.

			Kilwa Kisiwani A historically wealthy trading center of the Swahili Coast.

			Kisanji A lamellaphone from Congo.

			Kudu A species of antelope.

			Kushaura The lead mbira part.

			Kutsinhira The intertwining mbira part(s) played together with the kushaura.

			Lamellaphone The type of musical instrument with keys that are fixed at one end and with the other end free like a tongue.

			Likembe A lamellaphone from Congo.

			Madhadha The keys on the lower left side of the mbira.

			Magavhu Leg rattles worn by dancers.

			Mahon’era Low-pitched syllabic singing.

			Makombwe Another name for the royal ancestral spirits.

			Makwa To clap the hands in such a way as they become a percussive instrument.

			Manyikeni A historic trading outpost once located in present-day Mozambique.

			Mapira Ceremonies, plural of bira.

			Mapudzi A type of gourd used to make hosho.

			Marimba A musical instrument consisting of wooden bars suspended over vertical resonators. The bars are struck by a mallet to produce tones.

			Marimbula A lamellaphone that originated in Cuba in the nineteenth century.

			Mashave Plural of shave.

			Matepe A lamellaphone from Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

			Mavembe The name of a tuning system of the mbira.

			Mazingizi An mbira tuning named after a type of wasp that buzzes very low.

			Mbira dzavadzimu Mbira of the ancestors.

			Mbira dza va ndau A lamellaphone from Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

			Mbira huru Great mbira.

			Mhofu Eland.

			Mhondoro Royal ancestral spirit.

			Moyo Heart.

			Mubvamaropa A deciduous tree (Pterocarpus angolensis or wild teak) used in making the mbira instrument.

			Murenga An early ancestor warrior of the Shona people.

			Musikavanhu The Creator.

			Mutamba A type of fruit used to create musical instruments such as magavhu.

			Mutsigo Small stick used to wedge the mbira tight inside the deze.

			Mutupo Totem; one has the same totem of one’s father and must marry a person from another totem.

			Mwana wevhu Child of the land.

			N’anga Healers.

			Ndarira Bangles made of copper and/or brass used by mbira players to avoid tendonitis.

			Ndebele The second largest ethnic group in Zimbabwe.

			Ngoma Drum, music.

			Nhetembo Praise poetry.

			Nhetete The name for the keys on the right side of the mbira.

			Nheuro The name for the keys on the upper left side of the mbira.

			Njari A lamellaphone from Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

			Nyamaropa The name of a tuning system of the mbira.

			Nyunga nyunga/nyungwe nyungwe A lamellaphone from Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

			Nzou Elephant.

			Ophir A biblical land associated with King Solomon.

			Retso A patterned red, black, and white cloth.

			Sekuru Honorific for an elder male of the parents’ generation. Ambuya is the word for an elder female.

			Shave Spirit.

			Shave rembira Mbira spirit.

			Shona The predominant ethnic group of Zimbabwe.

			Shumba Lion.

			Soko Baboon.

			Svikiro Spirit medium.

			Swahili Bantu language spoken throughout East Africa and Southern Africa and used as a language of trade.

			Swahili Coast Southeastern coastal area of the African continent.

			Tsumo Proverbs.

			Ubuntu Behaving well toward other people as a way to benefit the community at large.

			Unhu Shona word for ubuntu.
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