
The taut snap of the West African djem-
be drum cut the air like shouted words. Be-
hind it, Bandan Koro drummer Tony Browne 
smiled.

“Another beautiful thing about music,” 
he said. “It’s a language.”

Browne knows that rhythm has a voice. 
He knows that it can plead with our bones 
and shape us. On a trip to Guinea, he saw 
boys who were still too small to play a djem-
be bang on empty coffee cans in the street for 
girls who danced along. 

Kids pick up on it quickly, but it’s never 
too late to learn, Browne said. 

For over a decade, Browne and his drum 
and dance ensemble Bandan Koro have spo-
ken the language of rhythm as it exists in 

traditional West African culture. Their vi-
brant performances have been a staple of 
Black History Month at TCC for years — but 
as a global pandemic hinders live shows, 
they’re finding new ways to foster awareness 
of rhythm in the African diaspora. 

During a virtual session on Feb. 9, Ban-
dan Koro offered an introduction to West 
African drumming for the TCC community. 
They explored the culture of it, the history 
and — above all else — the fundamentals of 
drumming itself. 

“Each rhythm is traditionally associated 
with an ethnic group and a purpose for why 
it’s played,” Browne said.

For instance, Soli is a rites of passage 
rhythm performed for young boys transition-
ing from childhood to adulthood and Manjani 
— meaning “my sweet child” — is a rhythm 
performed for young girls in their transition, 
he said.

During their session, Browne and fellow 
Bandan Koro drummer Tim Patterson de-
constructed Kuku — a dance rhythm played 
for the successful harvest of fish in a vil-
lage. Like most rhythms in African drum-
ming, Kuku consists of multiple polyrhythms 
— separate rhythms played together — that 
weave in and out of one another. 

Browne and Patterson built the rhythm 
from the ground up, playing sparring parts 
on a single djembe and a set of ballet-style 
dundun. At several points during their lesson, 
the vibration of their drumming would shake 
the camera they were live-streaming with — 
a visual representation of the power behind 
their playing. 

Patterson believes that power itself is a 
defining quality of African drumming. Sev-
eral ethnic groups have used drums as instru-
ments of rebellion through history, he said. In 
Saint-Domingue, they were used as a signal 

during the Haitian revolution — often consid-
ered the largest slave rebellion in the Western 
Hemisphere. 

“This drum has been used to help us be 
victorious,” Patterson said. 

NE assistant professor of English An-
nette Cole attended the session and was fas-
cinated by the idea of drumming as language. 

“My students and I look at different 
forms of argument in our lives,” she said. 
“I’ll add the African drum as one of those 
examples.”

Bandan Koro ended their session with 
a reflection on how the art of drumming can 
help us better understand the world around us. 

“As I learned the sacredness of the in-
strument, the responsibility of the musician, 
these things stuck with me and helped me 
evolve my mindset,” Browne said. “The im-
portant things that are emphasized here are 
things that can be carried over.”
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African drummers find power in rhythm
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The djembe is a traditional West African instrument used during ceremonies and other events. It is designed to carry sound over a large percussion ensemble.
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TCC faculty explore intricate origin story of Black History Month
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Black history should not be confined to 
the side-panels of history textbooks — stu-
dents should know great African American 
heroes as well as they know Abraham Lin-
coln or George Washington, NE associate 
history professor Karen Wisely said.

“If you don’t know about Black histo-
ry, you don’t really understand American 
history either,” TR dean of humanities Amy 
Gilley said.

Black History Month started as a week 
set aside for the acknowledgment of and ed-
ucation on Black history, she said.

Now it has grown into a month-long 
celebration of the contributions that Black 
people have made to American culture, she 
said.

A Black history professor named Car-
ter Woodson, also known as the Father of 
African American History, commenced this 
growth, Wisely said.

In 1926, he suggested that there be a 
week dedicated to Black history, Wisely 
said.

The second week of February was set 
aside for this, as that is when Abraham Lin-

coln and Frederick Douglass’s birthdays fall, 
she said.

Carter felt it was important to recognize 
African Americans’ contributions — includ-
ing those without celebrity status, Gilley 
said.

“He felt that history was made by peo-
ple and not just famous people,” she said.

Now fast-forward to the ‘60s and ‘70s, 
during the time of the Civil Rights Move-
ment.

Interest in Black history was alive 
among college students, Gilley said.

Thus, area studies in higher education 
were developed — Black, Hispanic and 
women’s studies, for instance. K-12 teachers 

took an interest in teaching Black history to 
their students, she said.

More writings and more events per-
taining to the history of Black people were 
created, she said.

And in 1976, President Gerald Ford 
called for the first Black History Month, 
Wisely said. It has been celebrated every 
year since.

Each year the month has a different 
theme, she said.

This year’s theme is family, with a spot-
light on representation, identity and diversi-
ty, she said.

The way people celebrate Black History 
Month has evolved over its lifespan of near-
ly a century. It involves a greater number of 
formal events now, Gilley said, especially 
after Ford’s acknowledgment.

And while speeches and skits were 
common in the past, technology in the pres-
ent allows for more creativity and an easier 
spread of educational information, NE assis-
tant English professor Shewanda Riley said. 

TCC hosts its own events for Black His-
tory Month, Wisely said.

For instance, the African American 
Read-In exists to celebrate the voices of 
Black writers, traditional or contemporary, 

NE assistant English professor Annette Cole 
said.

There have been on-campus events as 
well. The Celebrating Strides event at NE 
featured a collection of dance pieces such 
as African American Dance, tap, hip hop, 
swing and the Charleston, NE dean of hu-
manities Linda Quinn said.

Gilley said Black History Month should 
bring about knowledge and awareness of 
the history, culture and accomplishments of 
Black people.

But it should go beyond that, too. Gilley 
said Woodson hoped that someday people 
would be educated enough that a specific 
time dedicated to Black history wouldn’t be 
such a necessity.

Historians should continue integrating 
Black history into school courses, Wisely 
said.

Including it in the main narrative of 
U.S. history — and not just tossing it into 
the side-panel — is essential, she said.

Riley said we should make an effort to 
honor Black people’s achievements, big or 
small, even once the month is over. They 
make history every day.

“We just have to open our eyes, ears 
and hearts to see them,” she said.
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