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I’ve always been drawn to passion-
ate spiritual music. Regardless of 
the country or continent of origin, 
I’ve found transformative soul 

music coming from all over the world. 
I’ve felt that special vibe while listen-
ing to John Coltrane, the Qawwali 
and Gnawa music of the Sufi s, Jimi 
Hendrix, South Indian Nadaswaram, 
and the blues from the American 
South. I’ve felt it listening to Korean 
Mudang music and in the passionate 
music of the church, the mosque, and 
the synagogue.

The music that catches our ear and 
moves our heart when we’re young 
goes far towards defi ning the music 
we aspire to make ourselves. As a 
young man, I encountered a certain 
music that transformed my vision of 
what music could do and still drives 
me to go deeper. I think sharing music 
that has transformed us is valuable 
unto itself, but I also want to share 
some of what this music has taught 
me on a more practical level.

Perhaps you’re already familiar 
with the music of the hunter-gatherers 
living in the Central African rainfor-
ests. These people, and various others 
in Asia and Oceania, have been called 
Pygmies, but that term is derogatory. 
There are at least a dozen distinct 
groups living in that region.

The most direct and perfectly 
natural music I have ever heard comes 
from the Aka and Baka (Mbenga 
people) of the western Congo basin, 
and the Efe (Mbuti People) of the Ituri 
rainforest. I have never heard music so 
stripped of artifi ce and guile – music 
so organic that the lines we often draw 
between the sacred and the mundane 
are nonexistent.

I do not exaggerate when I say that 

this music has changed my life. It has 
been a primary source for understand-
ing how music really works – in its 
magic, art, and science – and it contin-
ues to inspire me and help deepen my 
music making to this day.

The people I’m speaking of relate 
with their surroundings as provider 
and protector. For them, environment 
and day-to-day experience are not 
separate from the divine. No matter 
how we so-called moderns relate with 
our particular concepts of the divine, 
we generally think that communing 
with it requires some special circum-
stances. They do not.

For these people, music making 
is an integral and essential part of 
most day-to-day activities. Finding 
food, cooking, washing, learning, and 
playing, as well as special occasions 
like births, deaths, and other celebra-
tions, are all enveloped in music. To 
me, that by itself is huge. Still more 
amazing is how this music moves me 
– how it makes me feel. But what re-
ally changed my chemistry happened
when I decided to play along with
recordings of this music to get deeper
into these incredible feelings.

I was particularly enthralled by the 
polyphonic singing of the Baka. While 
it always sounded beautiful and “right” 
to me, it also puzzled me. It seemed 
that each person had their own song 
and would often just join in whenever 
they felt like it, without much regard 
for beginnings or endings of phrases 
or songs. The same was true for the 
various drumming and other instru-
mental music I had on recordings.

If I tried to play along with what I 
was hearing, or tried to copy one of 
the parts, it never worked. I would 
always be an outsider and somehow 

get lost. But if I just gave myself over 
to the feeling of the music and jumped 
right in with my own part – no mat-
ter if I understood what the others 
were doing or not – miraculously, it all 
worked. It blew my mind that it didn’t 
matter if I was in the same time signa-
ture as anyone else or even knew what 
the time signature was. It didn’t even 
matter where I thought “one” was. It 
didn’t matter if I understood the song, 
the parts, or the rhythm, as long as I 
was resting in what I was doing and 
feeling the others. All I had to do was 
open my heart to the music and have 
faith in my intuition. Think about that 
for a moment.

This is some of the most soulful 
and deeply grooving music I’ve ever 
heard, but it’s functioning doesn’t 
rely as much on prescribed parts or 
structures or rules or even a “one” as 
much as it does on openness and feel 
and heart. For me, this was a game-
changer.

Please go and listen to some of this 
music. You can fi nd some examples by 
searching the web for videos of Mbuti 
music, Baka music, or music of the 
Ituri. Try to sing or play along with it. 
See what happens when you try to fi g-
ure out what they’re doing. Then see 
what happens when you just believe 
in the magic of what’s going on and 
simply sing or play whatever you feel 
at the same time as the others.

I know it can seem like these 
people are worlds apart from us – how 
we live, what we know, and what we 
want – but through feeling their music, 
I think you’ll see that we are all mostly 
the same. Dig?

So, that’s all for now, sisters and 
brothers of the drum. I’ll say more 
next issue.
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