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DEEP AND SURFACE STRUCTURES IN VENDA MUSIC
by John Blacking
The Problem of Musical Description
The central issue in musical theory is the problem of description.Neither
musicologists nor ethnomusicologistshave yet devised a system of analysis
which is sufficiently powerful to explain what we can know intuitively as a
result of experience in culture, namely, the essential differencesbetween the
music of Haydnand Mozart,or of the Flatheadand the Sioux Indians.
Some of the works of a well-knowncomposermay be difficult to place at
first hearing;but the best are generallythe most characteristicof his style and
may be immediately recognized because of certain distinctive cognitive
processes. From his first piano sonata to his last quartet there is something
unique about Beethoven's music which remains essentially the same
throughout his working life. Whathe says with consummatemastery in the
Piano Sonatas Op. 106, 109 and 111, and againin the QuartetsOp. 131, 132,
and 135, is really an elaboration and extension of feelings and cognitive
processeswhich were apparentin Op. 2 No. 1. It is becauseof this cognitive
consistency that a person who knows some of Beethoven'smusic is able to
recognizea piece that is unfamiliar.
Although the recognition of a composer's style is a common experience,I
do not know of any system of musical analysis which can explain exactly
how and why Beethoven is Beethoven, Mozart is Mozart, and Haydn is
Haydn. It is not enough to describe the characteristicsof Mozart'sPiano
Concertos or of Beethoven's orchestration,because these features may be
generatedby a more basic system which distinguishesall the majorworks of a
singlecomposer,regardlessof the ensemblesfor which they were written.
Whatwe recognize,and what may or may not 'send'us in a piece of music,
is 'in the notes' and particularlyin the tonal and rhythmicpatterns of the
notes. These patterns are generatedby processes that are in the mind of the
composer, so that in the last analysislisteners respondto cognitiveprocesses
which the notes crystallize and which their own minds receive. A composer
who finds that he is able to expressthese processesmost effectively in a single
medium, such as songs or operas, or piano soli, does not necessarilyrestrict
the full flowering of his genius, though by reducingthe numberof occasions
on which his music can be heard, he may limit the number of listeners who
can appreciate his message. The music of Byrd, Gesualdo or Chopin, who
wrote almost exclusively for one medium, cannot be comparedadverselyto
the output of a man like Hindemith, who wrote for almost every available
ensemble. Conversely, I suspect that some potentially great composershave
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failed to realize their potential because social, personaland other pressures
have forced them to dissipate their energy by composing in a variety of
media, instead of discovering what was most appropriatefor their own
cognitiveset.
I suggest that an accurateand comprehensivedescriptionof a composer's
cognitivesystem will providethe most fundamentaland powerfulexplanation
of the patterns that his music takes. His cognitivesystem includes,of course,
all cerebralactivity involved in his motor coordination,feelings and cultural
experiences,as well as his social, intellectualand musicalactivities.Evenif we
regardthem solely as 'sonic objects', the notes of a piece of music are the
products of cognitive processes.Descriptionsof the notes alone as patternsof
sound will not necessarilyrevealthe cognitive processeswhich were used (or
not), but a complete description of the underlyingcognitive system must
account for all possible combinations of tones. The problem of musical
description is not unlike that in linguistic analysis: a particulargrammar
should account for the processes by which all existing and all possible
sentencesin the languageare generated.
Similarly, in much the same way that a context-sensitivegrammaris a
more powerfulanalyticaltool than one which is context-free,so the cognitive
systems underlying different styles of music will be better understood if
music is not detached from its context and regardedas 'sonic objects', but
treated as humanly organizedsound whose patterns are related to the social
and cognitive processes of a particularsociety and culture. Although an
important aim of a science of music must be to isolate a distinctive and
limited field of humanbehaviourthat can be describedas "musical,"this will
not' be achieved unless it is recognized that music is often the incidental
product of non-musicalprocesses.Sonic order may be created as a result of
principles of organization which are non-musical,such as the selection of
equidistantlyspaced holes on a flute, just as apparentlack of sonic ordermay
express orderedarrangementsof numbers,people, mathematicalformulae,or
any elements which can be transformedinto sound.
The structuresof tonal relationshipsare expressions of processes which
may be seen to operate in the formation of other structures.The answersto
many important questions about musical structuremay not be musical. For
example, why are certain scales, modes and intervals preferred? The
explanationmay be historical, political, philosophical,or rationalin termsof
acousticallaws. Whatcomes next when a certainpatternhas been played? Is
the next tone determinedby the logic of the melodic pattern, or by a more
general rule relating melody to patterns of speech-tone? Why should a
pattern be repeatedat a certainpoint? Whyshould it be repeatedat all? It is
because musicology and ethnomusicology must be able to answer such
questions that I have advocated what I call Cultural Analysis in Venda
Children's Songs (Johannesburg,WitwatersrandUniversity Press, 1967). I
consider an approachsuch as this to be the logical methodologicalresultof a
trend in ethnomusicology which has been most consistently pressedby Alan

BLACKING

STRUCTURALISM IN VENDA MUSIC / 93

Merriam,and in "The value of music in humanexperience"(Yearbookof the
InternationalFolk Music Council for 1969, 1971) I tried to explain why it
should be possible to apply the method to the music of Beethoven and
Mahler,as well as to the music of the Venda or the Zulu.
We need a unitary method of musical analysis which can not only be
applied to all music, but can explain both the form, the social and emotional
content, and the effects of music, as systems of relationshipsbetween an
infinite number of variables.All these relationshipsare 'in the notes,' and
music stands or falls by virtue of what is heard and how people respond to
what they hear; but a context-sensitive analysis will reveal that the surface
relationshipsbetween tones which can be perceivedas 'sonic objects' are only
part of deeper systems of relationshipswhich can be describedwhen music is
regardedas humanlyorganizedsound.
In a review of VendaChildren'sSongs (IFMC Yearbook,op. cit., p. 247),
David Rycroft is sceptical about the value of CulturalAnalysis: "Whymust
authorsnowadaysfeel they have to tell us they are studying 'musicin culture'
and insist that this is such a bright new technique?" He cites HenriJunod's
Les Chants du BaRonga (Lausanne, 1897) as an example of adequate
contextualization of African music. Now it is precisely this kind of
contextualization that I consider inadequate for thorough musical analysis.
Junod's comments on the songs are merely programmenotes, which do not
help us to understandthe structuresof the music. The CulturalAnalysis of
music has yet to become a standard practice in musicology and
ethnomusicology. The purpose of the techniqueis not simply to describethe
cultural backgroundof the music as human behaviour,and then to analyze
peculiaritiesof style in terms of rhythm, tonality, timbre, instrumentation,
frequencyof ascendingand descendingintervals,and other essentiallymusical
terminology, but to describe both the music and its cultural backgroundas
interrelated parts of a total system. Because music is humanly organized
sound, there ought to be relationships between patterns of human
organizationand the patterns of sound produced in the course of organized
interaction.
The purpose of my analysis of Venda children'ssongs was to show that
certain four-, five-, and six-tone melodies could not be understood out of
context as 'sonic objects': their melodic patterns became intelligible only in
the context of other pentatonic and heptatonic patterns of humanly
organized sound within Venda culture, and the relationshipsbetween the
musical patterns correspondedto relationshipsbetween situations in which
the music is performedand between the status of the performers.It was for
these reasons that "exact pitch values" and comparisonswith the music of
"some neighbouring southern African people" were not included in the
study. Rycroft objects to these omissions, but I claim that they were not a
necessary part of the description of the cognitive processesinvolved in the
generationof the songs.
Although most ethnomusicologists seem to agree that music should be
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studied as human behaviour, some emphasize the social backgroundto
musical performance, and others the performanceitself. Unless these two
approachescan be effectively interrelated,I do not see how ethnomusicology
can really become an independent discipline:it will remainlittle more than a
meeting groundfor those interestedin the anthropologyof music and in the
music of diferent cultures. Moreoverthere will be little hope of developinga
unitary theory of music and a system of analysis that can be applied to all
societies and all composers. This is essential if we are to discover what
features of human behaviour are peculiar to making music, and to what
extent such featuresare common to all men. We talk freely of musicalgenius,
but we do not know what qualities of genius are restrictedto music and
whether or not they might find expressionin anothermedium.It may be that
the social and cultural inhibitions which prevent the flowering of musical
genius are more significant than any individualability which may seem to
promote it, and that it is only because of his particularsocial circumstances
that a person shows genius in music, rather than in painting or politics, in
medicineor mathematics,or in billiardsor business.
The Venda of the Northern Transvaalconsider that anyone who is not
totally deaf ought to be able to recognizeand understanddifferent patterns
of sound, and to performmusic. They learn techniquesof composition and
performancewithout any stated theories, and adult membersof the society
are expected to make knowledgeablemusical judgements. In making these
judgements and in learningtheir musical tradition, the Venda assess what is
right and wrong, or good and bad in music, accordingto a system of musical
behaviourwhose principlesare acquiredin society by processeswhich are not
always directly related to the production of music. It is not like the open
system of a game,in which people interactwithin the limits of a known range
of arbitraryrules. It is an open system, in that no two performancesof
communal music are exactly alike, but the rules of creativity are neither
recognizednor apparentat the surfacelevel, and they are not arbitrary.That
is, although Venda music is systematicand could be taught accordingto a set
of rules, like the grammarof a foreign language,it is not learnedas such and
its most importantcreative principlescan be acquiredonly by growingup in
Venda society. Evenif it is learnedbehaviourthat could be describedin terms
of stimulus-responsetheory (which I doubt), it is certainly not always
consciously learned and it is not learnedmusicalbehaviour,becausemany of
its rules are hidden and non-musical.The surface structuresof Venda music
reflect not only musical conventions of Venda culturewhich are transmitted
from one generationto another,but also cognitiveand social processeswhich
are endemic in all aspects of their culture and particularlypresentin musical
activity. The basic problem of analysisis to describehow this happens, and
what these processesare.
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Some Non-Musical Processes in the Generation of Venda Music
In a numberof publicationsI have describedthe social sourcesof different
types of Venda music. I have shown that the choice of scales, modes,
instrumentsand vocal ensembles,and the recruitmentof performers,has been
generatedby the social function and/or history of the associatedinstitutions,
as in the music of differentinitiation schools and the possessioncult, and the
pentatonicand heptatonic reed-pipemusic (see referencesin IFMC Yearbook,
op. cit.). The results of these social processes have become cultural
conventions which are parts of the Venda musical tradition. They are the
surface structures of Venda music which can be heard and leared by any
humanbeing who can perceiveand reproducepatternsof sound.
But there are other aspects of the Venda musical tradition which are for
ever changing and which cannot be learnedexcept by total participationin
Venda society and by unconscious assimilationof the social and cognitive
processes on which the culture is founded. These are the deep structuresof
Venda music, which determinewhat comes next in a melody and how a new
idea may be expressedin music, how many times a pattern will be repeated
on a given occasion and why. They are structuresin a dynamicsense, in that
they include the potential for growth and development,and so they might
better be described as processes. They use culturalconventions to enhance
human experience, and they transformhuman experienceinto modifications
of culturalconvention. They are the source of creativityin Vendamusic.
Analyses of music are essentially descriptionsof sequences of different
kinds of creative act. At the surfacelevel, creativity in music is expressedin
organizingnew relationshipsbetween sounds or new ways of producingthem,
that is, in musical composition and in performance. The two aspects of
musical creativity cannot be separated,and both seem to be present in all
societies; whether the emphasis is on humanly organizedsound or soundly
organized humanity, on a tonal experience related to people or a shared
experiencerelatedto tones, the function of the music is to reinforce,or relate
people more closely to, certainexperienceswhich have come to have meaning
in their social life.
Venda music is concerned with the organizationboth of sound and of
humanity. It is overtly political in that it is performedin a varietyof political
contexts and often for specific political purposes. It is also political in the
sense that it involves people in a powerful shared experience within the
frameworkof their cultural experience, and thereby makes them more aware
of themselves and of their responsibilitiestowards each other. Muthu ndi
muthu nga vhaiwe the Venda say: "man is man because of his associations
with men". Venda music is not an escape from reality: it is an adventureinto
reality, the reality of the world of the spirit. It is an experienceof becoming,
in which individual consciousness is nurtured within the collective
consciousness of the community, and hence becomes the source of richer
culturalforms.
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For example, if two drummersplay exactly the same surface rhythmbut
maintain an individual, inner difference of tempo or beat, they produce
something more than their individual efforts. Thus a combination of a
straightforwardbeat if played by two people at differenttempi produces:

A combination of the pattern
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and a combinationof the same patternwith a straightbeat at differenttempo
produces:
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These three combinedpatternsalone can assumea varietyof new forms when
differentpartsof a drumskinare beaten and/or the tones are muffled or clear.
The three surface structurescould also be produced by any one playeror by
two players in unison, with accents at the points where the two Venda
playerscoincide: thus,

J,J~JJ J\lhJ3;'J

m3

-7,J

and?J7mJ 7J

To describe such differently organizedpatterns of sound as the same 'sonic
objects', simply because they sound the same would be grosly misleading.
Even to recognize the way in which the sounds are producedand to describe
some of them as examplesof polyrhythmwould be inadequatein the context
of Venda music. They must be describedfirst in termsof cognitiveand social
processeswhich belong to the patternsof Venda culture.
A CulturalAnalysis of such rhythmsis not one which points out that they
are used in such and such a way on a stated variety of occasions. It is not
intended to be a programmenote which outlines the context of the music,
but an analytical device which describes its structure in context. Thus
performancesby combinationsof two or more playersof rhythmswhich can
in fact be played by one, are not musicalgimmicks:they expressconcepts of
individuality in community, and of social, temporal and spatial balance,
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which are found in other featuresof Venda cultureand other types of Venda
music. Rhythms such as these cannot be performed correctly unless the
players are their own conductors and yet at the same time submit to the
rhythm of an invisibleconductor.
Similarlyin the children'ssong Tshi(ulatshaMusingadi(see Figure 1), one
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would expect the metrical beat to fall on the syllables -du-,

tsha, and

-nga-, which are stressed in performance. But if people clap to the song,
they clap on the syllables Tshi-, -la, -si-, and -di, so that there is not a
rest on the fourth beat but a total pattern of four beats which can be
repeated any number of times, but never less than once if it is to qualify as
"song" (u imba) and not "speech" (u amba). Venda music is not founded on
melody but on a rhythmical stirring of the whole body, of which singing is
but one extension. Therefore, when we seem to hear a rest between two drum
beats, we must realize that for the player it is not a rest: each drum beat is
the part of a total body movement in which the hand or a stick strikes the
drum skin. The importance of body movement in Venda music reflects the
fundamental relationship between music and dancing, and between the
emotional impact of music and the social and physical experiences which are
associated with its performance. Moreover, Venda children are generally
introduced to communal music performance through dancing: they begin by
watching others sing and dance; then they 'dance' at the side of the
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performers;then they join the tail of the dancingfile. Then in successionthey
learn to sing with the group, dance 'solo' with one or two others, play a
subsidiarydrumpart, and then play the leadingdrumpart and/or sing the call
part of a song.
The basis of these skills can be learned by imitation of others. But the
continuity of Venda music depends on more than the imitation of cultural
forms in the sharedexperience of performance.Soloists are expected to add
new words to songs, and this means creating new patterns of melody
according to a system which must be learned, but cannot be learned by
imitation or instruction. Figure 2a shows a Venda children'ssong in which
small variationsin the melody are generatedby changesof speech-tone.When
I first learned to sing it, the Venda told me that I was doing well, but that I
sang like a Tsonga (the Tsonga are their neighbours, and many live in
Vendaland). I sang all 'lines' to the melody of the first 'line', and I thought
that my fault lay in the pitch of my intervals.Eventually,when I realizedthat
the melody should vary, I found that they acceptedmy performanceas truly
Venda even if I deliberatelysang out of tune. The sequenceof descendingor
ascending intervals is considered more important than their exact pitch,
because in certain parts of a melody they are expected to reflect changes in
speech-tone. The principleis generallythat word-changes,and hence melodic
variations, occur in the Call section of a melody which is sung by a soloist,
while the Response, which is sung by the chorus, does not change. The
children'ssongs condense this 'communal'form in melodies for solo singers,
or for groups in unison, and in Figure2b the linguisticprocesscan be seen to
generate rhythmic, as well as melodic, changes in the Call section of the
melody. Figure 2a illustrates an inversion of this process, in which the
variationsare found in the second part of the melody.
Thus variationsin melody may be generatedby the speech-tone patterns
of words, which in turn are generated by the 'story' of the song, which is
generated by responsesto social experiences. There is a corpus of variations
which can be learnedas culturalconventions;new, topical variationscan only
be created when Venda have learned, unconsciously, the principles of the
system by which existing melodies have been created.Similarly,variationsin
the overall form of music depend on basically non-musicalprincipleswhich
cannot be learnedby imitation.
A CulturalAnalysis of the music of the girls' dance tshigombela might
begin with the sort of programmenotes that I have provided in "Musical
expeditions of the Venda" (in African Music, III(1), 1962, 54-78): these
would be equivalent to what Junod providesin Les Chantsdu BaRonga. It
must then continue with a descriptionof the form of the music in terms of
accompanying social processes. The music and the dance are in two
continuous sections, which are united by the regularbeat of the tenor drum
and the use of one song. First, all dance in a circle counter-clockwiseround
the tenor and two or three alto drumsand sing a song, whose basic form is
responsorial. Rhythmic variations are provided by different dance-steps,

100 / 1971 YEARBOOK OF THE INTERNATIONAL FOLK MUSIC COUNCIL

Figure 2

n

r r I

(a)

'
1.

+
Po -

5.

+
Te - mi

Ii-t

I

i - lo,

so;

i^i15-

4

+
3. Ha-nga-la,

+
4. Nda te-ma,

+
6. Tshi-

+
7. Tshaga-la

+
8. Mu-ta-nda.

-

no - ni
~

9

=y
1i\VVjiz1n>CT~~Zd11~

+
Ma-ndu-le.

9.

-

r AI
z--tr-?

-t4

+
2. Ha - nga-la,

+
10. Gu - ni - wee!

HThe fingers are counted from
left, little finger to the
tthe
right, fourth finger on each
beat marked +. On the tenth,
the hands are capped together.

112-120

J

-

(b)
+

+

1.

NdP'

ndi

2.

NdA

3.

3+
ZNda

+

+

pfa

Mb6- b6

MA -

ni

i

rr

+

6

-

k

th

i

+

-

+

thf- vhA

- ni,

11t -

thi

+

+

- N
A-ngi-n

+

4.

m6 - k - si

r

l-

+

ngf - I

6

-

-

r
+ w
hw-la

-

n^
+

& - mIA,

BLACKING

STRUCTURALISM IN VENDA MUSIC / 101

J.=100-112

At

-----

a

-------

(c)

I

1.

++
ThA - th

- thA!

r

c

i
+

2.

--&

A

+
Vh6 - Ny6

+
Ndi'

dzi

+

+

swA

r1'ir

l-ri

swA,

A

+
swA:

--

a

+

Dzi

3.

+
dzi A

ThA-ngA

+

nA Vh6- M -ra-mba

+

na Vh6-Nyui-nd6.

+r
rIftirrr

+
- nd6

+
Ri

vh^'

+
yA 'fhi?

+
+
RI ya sh6-nd6-ni;

J_300-336
SOLO

CHORUS

O
A

(d)

^

jT&Fr rT
1.

Nd6

iIf-p+
tshi - d6 - ng6

bva - n

SOLO

- mA.

ni

CHORUS

-

co-f

tshA

r-

I

,--.

?

I

I

I

I

I

v-

2.

1a

Ndf'y6

na

NA

nhyf?

SOLO
-

r

r

tshl

bv

I-t6-i.
4.
4.

C
5.

-

S6

s6

A

Fha - ia

ha Mu -kw -

- 'fhi? Vhb - twA - nA - mbA.

vhi-yA

I vh6

c r:

itr?"r
vh6

r

i-

M-k . -

F-..

Vhi

s6.

CHORUS

-

3.

S6-

la - 'ni?

k-

yvT

kw& -

yi

vha

-y.
vhh - yA.

r

f=
Vh6

-

1&

mfi - tsh6-nzh&.

102 / 1971 YEARBOOK OF THE INTERNATIONAL FOLK MUSIC COUNCIL

which are emphasized by rattles which the girls bind on their legs. The
number of variations depends on the skill of the girls present and the
enterprise of the dance-leader,who is usually one of the oldest girls and a
memberof a noble clan. Furtherfactors are the kind of audienceand whether
it is a rehearsalor an official performance. In the second section of the
performancethe alto drums are taken some distance from the tenor drum,
and groups of two, three, or four girls come out to dance to a variety of
rhythms. Again, variationdepends on social factors, and in addition there are
short breaks between each solo dance in which only the tenor drum
accompaniesthe song. A performancemay last from ten to forty minutes,
and very shortly after the beginningthe straightforwardCalland Responseis
elaborated into a quasi-contrapuntalsequence. A variety of melodies come
out 'on top,', because in the excitement of the dance the pitch of the girls'
voices rises,and when they cannot reacha tone they transposeit down a fifth
or an octave.
The Interaction of Musical and Non-Musical Processes
in Creating Sonic Order
The developmentof tshigombelamelodies duringperformanceillustratesa
common tendency of Venda music to become more musical and less
'culture-bound'wheneverpossible, and so to transcendthe ordinaryworld of
time. Just as shared,social experiencesmay generatemusicalexperiences,so
musical experiences may generate a new kind of social experience. By
substituting for words various combinations of phonemes such as ee, ahee,
huwelele wee, yowee, performers give themselves greater freedom of
essentially musical expression: they are no longer tied to the rules which
governrelationshipsbetween patternsof melody and the speech-tonepatterns
of the accompanyingwords, or to the rhythmicrestrictionthat each syllable
of a word must be accompaniedby only one tone.
The respective power of musical and non-musicalfactors is dramatically
demonstrated by the effects of the Venda possession dance, ngoma dza
midzimu,its rhythmsare exciting even to one who is not familiarwith Venda
culture. And yet the music does not send any Venda into a trance: it sends
only membersof the possessioncult, and then only when they are dancingat
their own homes, with which the spirits of the ancestorswho possess them
are familiar.The effectiveness of the music thereforedependson the context
in which it is both performed and heard; but ultimately it depends on the
music itself, as I found out once when I was playing the dumbula drum.
Dancers take it in turns to come into the 'arena,'and at first there were no
complaintsabout my efforts. Very soon a seniorlady begandancing,and she
was expected to go into a trance because the music was being played in her
own home. However, after a few minutes she stopped and insisted that
anotherdrummershould replaceme. She claimedthat I was ruiningthe effect
of the music by "hurrying"the tempo just enough to inhibit the onset of
trance.

BLACKING

INVENDAMUSIC
STRUCTURALISM
/ 103

Since both a shared social experience and a tendency to move towards
more and more musical expression are important in Venda music, it is not
surprisingthat the most highly valued communal music combines with an
instrumental medium a shared experience which requires a high degree of
individualityin community. The Venda national dance, tshikona,consists of
a repeated pattern of sound which is played in hocket fashion by men on at
least twenty differently tuned pipes, while four women play a set of drumsin
polyrhythmic harmony. Tshikona is connected with ancestor-worshipand
state occasions,incorporatesthe livingand the dead, and is the most universal
of Venda music. The social occasion, the virtualtime of the music, and the
experience of performing it are sufficient to induce an expansion of
consciousness. From my own experiences of tshikona and of living in
Vendaland,I am sure that it really is the music of tshikona, and not merely
its psycho-socialassociations,which 'sends'people.
And yet there is a paradox which requires explanation. Although the
music of tshikona synthesizes many of the basic rules of Vendamusic and is
without exception everybody's favourite music, it is in a sense less open to
creative musical expression than the girls' dance, tshigombela.Although the
dance-steps and their accompanying drum rhythms vary, the reed-pipe
pattern remainsthe same: there are not different tunes, as there are for the
less importantboys' reed-pipedances.Again,those Venda who are commonly
judged to be outstanding musicians are very often men and women whose
specific ability does not seem on the surface to be musical.The woman who
knows or composes numerous different sentences of words when she sings
pounding songs, the man who composes new and witty patter-songswhich he
accompanieswith an elementaryfigureon a dende musicalbow, the man who
composes a topical beer-songwhich may be a re-hashof a well-known tune;
these are consideredto be the outstandingmusicians,althoughtheir creative
ability is manifested in a field which seems inappropriateaccordingto the
logic of Venda music. That is, since the generaltendency is to move away
from cultural restrictions towards greater freedom of purely musical
expression, it is significantthat the most universallypopular Venda music is
some of the most restricted in expression, although it is predominantly
instrumentaland not tied to words, and the most outstandingmusiciansare
generally those whose freedom of expression is exhibited in words and not
music.
This kind of paradox can be resolvedwhen both music and its associated
social and cultural situations are understood as expressions of cognitive
processes which are contained in the physiology of the body and the central
nervous system, but developed and modified in an infinite varietyof ways in
the course of sharedexperiencesin society. Thusthe use of the term Calland
Response is not sufficiently general, because it implies a socially derived
musical form ratherthan seeks a basic structurefrom which both responsorial
form and solo/chorus or leader/followersocial situations may be derived.In
the Venda context, some general structural principle would be more
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appropriate,so that in different contexts the following structuresmight be
generated: tone/companion tone, tonic/counter-tonic, call/response,
individual/community,theme/variation,chief/subjects, etc. I have described
elsewhere(in Ethnomusicology,XIV, No. 1, January1970, p. 20 ff.) how the
moving tonality of Calland Responsein Vendamusic may be basedon either
vocal or instrumentalmodels, but I now consider that the analysismust go
deeper. (In Figure 2, 2a reflects an instrumental model, and 2b a vocal
model). WhatI said then was in effect that structuresmight be either Calland
Response or Response and Call, which is sociological nonsense. Instead of
giving sociological explanations of musical forms, it should be more
satisfactory to find structuralexplanationsof both sociological and musical
forms. Such explanationsought to show the structuralconsistencywhich lies
behind the apparentparadoxwhich I describedabove.
Venda music is distinguishedfrom non-musicby the creation of a special
world of time, and its function is to involve people in shared experiences
within the framework of their cultural experience. Because the principles
governing the form of music are secondary to those which govern its
function, the common formal tendency of Venda music to become more
musical and less culture-boundmay be checked or reversedin accordance
with its requiredfunction. Thusthe egalitariansituation of the national dance
checks fissiparous tendencies in social organization,and the 'anti-musical'
compositions of outstandingmusiciansjolt and expand the consciousnessof
Venda audiences by both reflectingand contradictingthe spirit of the time.
By contradictingmusical conventions they warn againstpolitical stagnation.
The same kind of analysis of musical form and function might be appliedin
other contexts: I would not considerit an exaggerationto say that Beethoven
achievedhis extraordinarymusicalpower by beinganti-musicalin the context
of his society. His contemporariesmay have been more musical in their
treatment of melody, but their musicality was less relevant to current
problems although it was a logical consequence of contemporarycognitive
processes.
To analyse the composition and appreciation of music in terms of
cognitive processes which may be applied in other fields of human activity
does not in any way diminishthe importanceof the music itself, and it is in
line with the common custom of interrelatinga seriesof humanactivitiesand
calling them The Arts. However,at this early stage of investigationwe should
be careful not to assume that music is always createdby the sameprocesses,
or that its processesare specially relatedto those employed in the other arts.
The processeswhich in one culture are applied to languageor music may in
another be applied to kinship or economic organization.I am suggestinga
system of analysis which goes deeper than the notes of music, but which
initially does not extend beyond the culture. Evenif it is known or suspected
that a particularscale or musicalstyle may have been borrowedfrom outside,
this knowledge is not relevantexcept in so far as it recognizedas a significant
factor by the people themselves. Moreover,methods of analysis which are
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used by other disciplinessuch as linguisticsor systematicmusicology,should
not be applied to the CulturalAnalysisof a musicaltradition,since they may
impose on the data a structuralbias which distortsits intrinsicpatterns.
There will always be the bias of the investigator's own culture and
cognitive set, but this can be reducedby a context-sensitiveanalysisin depth
which seeks for structuralrelationshipsbetween the patterns of music and
other patterns of thought and social activity that are present in the lives of
the makers of the music. After three attempts at an objective analysis of
Venda children's songs, I found a certain order in their musical structure
which corresponded better with the Venda classifications and with their
function in society. I cannot be sure that this analysisis correct, in that it
explains exactly what happenedin the processof the songs'creation;but I do
know that it sprangout of the ethnographicmaterialand took me somewhat
by surprise, and that it was only later that I appreciated its structural
consistency. Figure3 illustratesthe relationshipbetween four children'ssongs
and other items of Venda music, and shows why two songs with the same
four-tone row should not be grouped together in any analysis, although the
surfacestructuresof their tone-rowssuggeststhat they should.
Figure3*
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* Relationship of four Venda children's songs (!Fig. 2a-d) , to tshikona (3e), which is
played on a set of twenty-four pipes tuned to a heptatonic scale, and to Mutshaini
(3f), which is played on a differently tuned pentatonic set of pipes. In both cases,
each player blows one note of the total pattern. Only part of the reed-pipe patterns is
given. A second pentatonic pattern (Mangovho in 3f) is related to a children's song
(3g) which has the same tone-row as 3a, but whose pattern betrays its different
musical origin.

My attempts to understand the music of the ritual dance of the Venda
Girls' initiation school, domba, were likewise unsuccessful until I considered
the form of the music and dance in relation to the expressive content of the
school and its esoteric symbolism, and asked why the girls should consistently
start moving on a particular phrase of the song and stop on another. The
Venda were not able to explain the meaning of the music to me, but a
detailed analysis of the musical and non-musical deep structures goes a long
way towards explaining its surface structure. As in the analysis of the
children's songs, the analysis emerged from a coordination of different kinds
of ethnographic material. I have given a detailed score and analysis of the
song in "The great domba song", Part 4 of "Songs, dances, mimes and
symbolism of Venda girls' initiation schools", in African Studies, Vol. 28, No.
4, 1969, pp. 215-266.
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The music and dance of the greatsong of domba reflect and symbolize the
central themes of the initiation. Each performanceof the dance symbolizes
sexual intercourse,and successiveperformancessymbolize the buildingup of
the foetus, for which regularintercourseis said to be necessary.The music
and the dance are not meant to be sexy: they symbolize the mystical act of
sexual communion, conception, the growth of the foetus, and childbirth. It
seems that the processes of creation are largely unconscious, and that the
meaning of the music is dimly understood by most of the people who
regularlyre-createit. And yet no one has any doubt about its importance,its
beauty, and its relevance to the subject of pre-maritalinitiation which its
regular performance enhances. What is even more remarkableis the close
musical relationship which exists between domba and the national dance,
tshikona, and the evidence that it is a transformationprocess,and not simply
a matter of musical transposition,which relates what the men play on their
pipes to what the girls sing with their voices. I have describedthis in detail in
the analysis of the domba song (op. cit., 1969) and in an analysisof initiation
music (op. cit., 1970). I therefore give here only the final diagram,which
illustrates the kind of relationship between social and cognitive processes
which may be expected in context-sensitive,CulturalAnalyses of music (see
Figure4).

FIGURE4
Illustration of the transformation process by which khulo is related to tshikona, and
summary of modes and basic chord sequence.
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Part of the music of tshikona, transposed down a semitone.

(b) Khulo, sung by girl novices with the same hocket technique that men use with
tuned pipes for tshikona.
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(c)

Transposition of tshikona to the same pitch as khulo. Note the f natural and the
position of the tritone.

(d) Transformation of tshikona, rewriting d" as phala (keynote) instead of a". Note
how the position of the tritone differs from tshikona in 4c, but agrees with khulo in
4b.
(e)

The three modes used in tshikona and khulo, rewritten without accidentals.

(f)

The harmonic basis of khulo. The sequence of chords also fits the tshikona pattern,
regardless of the different modes used.

Note:

the figures indicate the number of semitones in the intervals of the modes.

Musical relationships may reflect social relationships, and both may be
generated by cognitive processes which are used in other fields of human
behaviour. The secret of tonal relationships lies 'in the notes'; but the notes
are more than patterns of sound. They are not sonic objects which can be
analyzed without reference to the deep, and often non-musical, structures
which generate them. They are signs and symbols of the interaction of human
beings and of the workings of human minds, and as such they cannot be
adequately understood unless they are subjected to context-sensitive, Cultural
Analysis. Cross-cultural comparisons of different musical styles cannot be
made until we know what we are comparing: if similar surface structures have
been generated by entirely different processes, they cannot be compared
simply because they sound alike. On the other hand, when we know the deep
structures of different musical traditions, we may be able to compare styles
which had previously seemed incomparably different.
More important to me than the possibility of comparing different styles of
music is the prospect of knowing what music really is as an expression of
human behaviour, and to what extent its generating processes are musical and
specific to the human species. When the Venda say that all normal human
beings are born with the potential to appreciate and perform music, they may
be making a valid statement about the species, although there are some
societies in which musical ability is thought to be the privilege of a chosen
few. At any rate, we shall not be able to investigate these problems until
analyses of music include the deep, as well as the surface structures, and we
pay as much attention to man the music-maker as we do to the music man
makes.

