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Proliferation of technology has characterized the 
period of the 1970s to the present 1990s to the extent that 
many peoples in the world appropriate sound for their own 
projects and make their own audio and video cassette 
recordings. With this shift, researchers find that they are 
not the only ones recording, and that much can be learned 
from studying the recordings that performers and others 
have chosen to make. The examples with which I am most 
familiar come from Africa, but I would expect parallel 
situations in other parts of the world. 

Indigenous Projects of Recorded Sound 
In 1988, I gave my research assistant, Edward Goto, a 

cassette tape recorder. He kept it with him as he traveled, 
and when he found something he thought should be 
preserved, he recorded it along with a commentary so that I 
might better understand it. His choices of what was 
important were revealing and not necessarily the events I 
might have selected. He avoided, for example, children's 
games, deeming them less important than adult music 
making. 

Kekula Johnson, as I shall call him to protect his 
identity, worked for the rural radio station in Gbanga, 
Liberia. Johnson was a secondary school graduate who was 
assigned a motor scooter and tape recorder and sent to the 
outlying areas to find indigenous music and to record it for 
later broadcast during the station's Kpelle hour. During a 
workshop with Johnson and other researchers from the 
rural radio network, I was impressed as he described his 
techniques and problems. Among the issues to be 
considered was deciding what material from the Poro 
secret society was too sensitive to broadcast. 

One evening Johnson escorted the whole group to a 
nearby village to demonstrate how he worked. His ease at 
speaking appropriately to the elders, and his knowledge of 
how to negotiate with the musicians was impressive. His 
announcement at the beginning of the tape engaged the 
performers to tell their names, where they came from, and 
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who their fathers were-all appropriate items to suitably 
situate a Kpelle person in the social fabric. How many 
Westerners, I thought, take months to learn these nuances? 
Johnson also had considerable technical skills, and when 
we later reviewed his tape, the sound was excellent. In fact, 
I obtained copies of some of his recordings to provide 
supportive corroboration for recording I had done. I, in 
turn, provided some technical vocabulary that Kekula 
wanted to know about musical and folkloric genres. Kekula 
Johnson was putting his considerable knowledge of Kpelle 
culture to work for preserving the cultural heritage. 

A Cassette Seller of Indigenous Music 
Yasie Brown was a middleman in the dissemination 

of sound recordings of Kpelle music. I am often reminded 
of him because his picture hangs on my office wall. In that 
photograph Yasie stands in his market stall at Totota, 
Liberia, behind his table with talcum powder, safety pins, 
fingernail polish, and assorted other Western goods 
including t-shirts, which hang from the back of the stall. In 
the center of the display is a stack of audio cassettes and a 
tape player. Customers can sample tapes they might buy, 
ranging from Western to Liberian popular as well as 
indigenous music from the villages. (I took that photograph 
in 1982, and Yasie Brown was still selling his tapes in 1989 
when I last saw him. I don't know what happened to him 
during the recent civil war in Liberia.) At wholesale prices 
Yasie purchased the popular music, recorded in studios. 
The indigenous music he obtained from an entrepreneur 
who attended local music events and did his own field 
recording. It was instructive to study these cassettes for 
they were labeled "Kpelle 5" or "Kpelle 12" with no other 
information. Thus, all that was indicated in writing was the 
ethnic group and series number. The first time I visited 
Yasie's stall, he volunteered to play one of the cassettes so 
that I might hear it. As I stood and listened, a crowd of 
people gathered. I asked them if they recognized the group 
and song. They responded easily since they knew exactly 
who was singing and where the group originated. At that 
point I realized that documentation for this local 
distribution was unnecessary. People who bought these 
cassettes instantly knew who they were hearing. Yasie was 
part of a team of Kpelle people who were making their local 
music available for mass distribution through their own 
cottage industry that operated on a small but effective scale. 
The technological recording of sound could no longer be 
contained and appropriated by the Western or Liberian 
elite. 



Housewife as Researcher 
Another African who took control of the research 

media is Joyce Makwenda, whom I first met in 1989 on a 
visit to the Ethnomusicology Programme in Harare. Joyce, 
by her own description, is a housewife who has an intense 
interest in the early jazz of Zimbabwe. Joyce has made it 
her life's obsession to interview musicians who worked in 
early.jazz. Her efforts have uncovered film footage of music 
groups from the 1940s that she now uses to illustrate her 
lectures even as she writes a book on this early period. 

Sometimes I would make appointments and 
then I would have to cancel them because I 
would discover that the money [for research] 
was for the children's bread! So on top of 
everything was the budgeting. When I first 
started, and I hadn't gone deep into it, I was 
doing dress-making. Things could balance. But 
the research was becoming full-time so I had to 
drop the dress-making. Then things started 
getting hard at home. That's when I started 
resorting to samoosas, because I could make 
them late at night! I could sleep at 2 a.m. and 
wake up at 5 a.m., because people wanted them 
hot. . .. I could sit on the bus and I would just 
sleep. But I could go to wherever I needed to go 
for my research. (Impey 1992:171) 

Joyce Makwenda's efforts received international 
recognition recently when she was invited to Sweden to 
lecture. There she used the film and recontextualized it for 
presentation to the foreign audience. 

And they wondered that we had this kind of 
music in Zimbabwe-they only thought it was 
South Africa that had popular music in the '30s. 
So when I told them about the music, and I had 
films, I had pictures, they were really happy 
that Zimbabwe had popular music, because it 
really showed that we were responding to our 
environment too. (Impey 1992:172) 

Building Linkages from the Local Level 
In building the future for sound recording, we need 

to read carefully what is happening in the present, 
incorporate the lessons of the past, and move boldly into 
the future. Africans from all walks of life have already 
seized technology and shown imaginative uses for the 
equipment. Entrepreneurs, radio stations, and ordinary 
individuals are recording music across the continent. A 
number of schools and communities have proposed and 
begun innovative projects for recording. 
Ethnomusicologists, I am convinced, have skills and 
resources to assist in broadening and organizing these 
efforts. 

Nevertheless, researchers of whatever nationality 
need to work as catalysts, not colonizers. They need to 
listen to the people of local communities and assist those 
people in creating recordings that reflect the music as 
movement, change, and development. Whatever the role of 
the researcher, the control of the project must be shared and 
not dominated by the intellectual expert. Those of us 
interested in recording, documenting, and preserving 
sound and visual recordings of performance need to link 
forces in global ways that are built up from the local level, 
and then interconnected at the international level. 
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