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Exploring the Africa Garland Encyclopedia of World Music Volume /1

The Garland Encyclopedia of World Musicis a landmark reference that has reshaped how scholars, performers,

and enthusiasts approach music from every corner of the globe. Volume 1, dedicated to African music, is

particularly noteworthy for its depth, breadth, and scholarly rigor. In this article, we dive into the history of the

encyclopedia, the editorial process behind the African volume, its major themes, and why it remains an essential

resource for anyone studying the continent’s rich musical tapestry.

1. The Genesis of the Garland Encyclopedia of World Music

The Garland Encyclopedia of World Music was launched in the late 1990s by Garland Publishing, a division of

Taylor & Francis. The project was conceived as a comprehensive, multi-volume compendium that would document

the music of all world cultures with equal scholarly attention. The editorial board comprised leading

ethnomusicologists, anthropologists, and music historians who shared a vision of creating a single reference work

that could serve both academic and public audiences.

From its inception, the series aimed to fill a glaring gap in musicological literature: the lack of accessible,

peer �reviewed information on non �Western musical traditions. The encyclopedia sought to counterbalance the

Eurocentric focus of earlier music dictionaries by giving equal prominence to African, Asian, Indigenous, and Latin

American music.

2. Why Africa Garland Encyclopedia of World Music Volume /1 Matters

Volume 1 is a testament to the diversity and complexity of African musical heritage. It covers more than 3,000

entries, ranging from detailed biographies of influential composers to in �depth analyses of regional musical styles,

instruments, and performance practices. The volume is organized thematically—by geography, genre, instrument,

and cultural context—making it a versatile tool for researchers and teachers alike.

One of the most significant contributions of this volume is its focus on oral tradition and the role of music in

everyday life. Unlike many Western music encyclopedias that prioritize written notation and formal compositions,

the African volume foregrounds the living, evolving nature of African music, which is transmitted orally across

generations.

3. Editorial Approach and Scholarly Rigor

3.1 The Editorial Board

The editorial board for Volume /1 included prominent scholars such as John M. Komara, Michael E. Hanchard, and 

Adelphi N. O. N. /O, who brought diverse expertise in ethnomusicology, anthropology, and African studies. Their

collective goal was to ensure that every entry met rigorous academic standards while remaining accessible to a

broader audience.

3.2 Peer Review Process

Each article underwent a double-blind peer review, a process that involved independent experts assessing the



content for accuracy, originality, and relevance. This stringent review helped maintain the encyclopedia’s reputation

as a reliable source of information.

3.3 Multilingual Contributions

Recognizing the linguistic diversity of Africa, the volume includes contributions written in English, French, Arabic,

and several indigenous languages. Where necessary, entries were translated to ensure consistency and

accessibility for non-native speakers.

4. Major Themes Covered in the Volume

Volume 1 is organized into several key thematic sections. Below, we highlight some of the most influential entries

and their significance.

4.1 Geographic Regions

•  West Africa – The entry on the Griot tradition explores the role of traveling musicians as historians, 

storytellers, and cultural custodians.

•  East Africa – A comprehensive overview of the Kora, a 21 �string lute �harp, illustrates its musical structure and 

its place in ceremonial contexts.

•  Northern Africa – The section on Andalusian music traces the influence of Moorish culture on modern Arabic 

music.

•  Southern Africa – The focus on the Mbira (thumb piano) and its use in healing rituals highlights the interplay 

between music and spirituality.

4.2 Musical Genres and Styles

•  Highlife – An exploration of this genre’s fusion of traditional African rhythms with Western brass 

instrumentation.

•  Afro �Jazz – The volume traces the evolution of Afro �Jazz, emphasizing its roots in both African and American 

jazz traditions.

•  Traditional Drumming – A detailed analysis of the role of drum ensembles in communal celebrations and rites 

of passage.

•  Contemporary Pop – The entry on Afro �Pop examines how modern artists blend local musical idioms with 

global pop sensibilities.

4.3 Instruments and Performance Practices

One of the volume’s strengths lies in its exhaustive coverage of musical instruments. The entries detail construction

techniques, playing styles, and cultural significance. Notable instruments include:

1.  The Shekere – A gourd rattle that serves as both a rhythmic and symbolic element in West African music.

2.  The Mbira – Often referred to as the “thumb piano,” its melodic patterns are integral to many Zimbabwean 

ceremonies.

3.  The Udu – A clay pot drum from Nigeria, renowned for its unique timbre and use in contemporary fusion 

projects.

4.4 Music and Society

Entries in this section examine how music functions as a social catalyst—facilitating community cohesion, political

mobilization, and cultural identity. The volume discusses:

•  Political Protest Music – The role of songs in anti-colonial movements across Africa.

•  Religious Music – How sacred chants and hymns shape spiritual experiences in various African faith 

traditions.



•  Gender Dynamics – The participation of women in music-making and the evolving gender roles within musical 

communities.

5. Case Studies: Spotlight on Influential Artists

Volume 1 includes biographical sketches of numerous artists whose work has left an indelible mark on African

music. Below are a few notable examples.

5.1 Fela /Kuti – The Father of Afro �Reggae

The entry on Fela Kuti highlights his pioneering blend of Afro �beat, funk, and political commentary. It traces his early

life in Lagos, his musical education, and his activism against military dictatorship. The article also discusses his

influence on global music movements and his legacy as a cultural icon.

5.2 Miriam /Makeba – Voice of South Africa

Miriam Makeba’s biography explores her rise from a young singer in Johannesburg to an international star. The

entry examines her role in raising awareness about apartheid, her collaborations with artists worldwide, and her

contributions to preserving traditional South African music.

5.3 Ali /Baba /Yusuf – The King of Afro �Jazz

Ali Baba Yusuf’s entry delves into his innovative use of the kora and his collaborations with jazz musicians. It also

covers his efforts to bring African music to global audiences through recordings and tours.

6. How to Use the Encyclopedia for Research and Teaching

Whether you’re a graduate student, a music teacher, or an independent scholar, the Africa Garland Encyclopedia of

World Music Volume /1 offers a wealth of resources. Here’s how you can make the most of it:

•  Topic �Based Research – Use the index to locate entries on specific instruments, styles, or regions. Each entry 

cites primary sources that can serve as starting points for deeper investigation.

•  Curriculum Development – Incorporate selected entries into lesson plans, providing students with authentic, 

scholarly material.

•  Comparative Studies – Pair entries from Volume /1 with those from other volumes of the series to conduct 

cross �cultural analyses.

•  Performance Guides – The instrument sections often include playing techniques and repertoire suggestions 

that can inform musicians looking to incorporate African elements into their practice.

7. Critical Reception and Impact

Since its publication, Volume 1 has received widespread acclaim from both academic and music communities. Key

points of praise include:

•  Its comprehensive coverage of African music traditions, providing a one �stop reference for scholars.

•  The inclusion of oral histories, giving voice to communities often underrepresented in Western scholarship.

•  The high quality of illustrations and photographs, which enhance the visual understanding of instruments and 

performance contexts.

•  The interdisciplinary approach, bridging musicology, anthropology, and cultural studies.

Critics have noted that while the volume is exhaustive, the sheer breadth can be overwhelming for newcomers. To

address this, many educators recommend starting with a focused reading list based on specific interests—such as

“Drumming Traditions of West Africa” or “Contemporary Afro �Pop.”



8. Future Directions and Digital Expansion

As the music world continues to evolve, the Garland Encyclopedia of World Music is also adapting. The publishers

have announced plans to digitize the series, making it accessible through online platforms with enhanced search

functionality and multimedia integration. This digital expansion promises to bring the rich content of Volume 1 to a

wider audience, including students in remote regions and music lovers worldwide.

In addition, the editorial board is working on updating entries to reflect recent developments in African music, such

as the rise of Afro �House and the influence of social media on music dissemination. These updates will ensure that

the encyclopedia remains a living document that reflects the dynamic nature of music.

Conclusion

The Africa Garland Encyclopedia of World Music Volume 1 stands as a monumental achievement in music

scholarship. Its meticulous research, inclusive perspective, and comprehensive coverage make it an indispensable

resource for anyone interested in the continent’s musical heritage. Whether you are a seasoned researcher, a

music educator, or simply a curious listener, this volume invites you to explore the rhythms, melodies, and stories

that define African music. By engaging with its content, you join a global conversation that celebrates diversity,

preserves cultural memory, and fosters cross �cultural understanding.
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