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" Rastafarian Hymns "

--— Nyabynghi Music of the Rastafarian Movement in Jameica —-- ( 1 )}
Yoshiko NAGASHIMA

Rastafarians are those who claim to worship or pey special attributes to the late
Ethiopian emperor, Haile Selassie, who was called Ras Tafari.

This paper attempts to explain and discuss what Rastafarians call " Nyabynghi "
( originally meaning " Death to the white oppressors ") masic as their hymns from
historical ( origins ), contextual ( expressions / contents ) and functional ( signi-
ficance ) approaches. The writer made fiel@ research on the Rastafarian Movement in
Jamaica while she steyed from 1978 to 1980, and this paper is written based on the
locel materiaels she gathered. The writer deals with their music mainly because she
believes it clarifies what is hidden from other approaches and confirms the hither-
to-known facts concerning the movement,

The history of Nyabynghi music signifies also the history of the movement and
provides ultimately keys to understand Rastafarians' identity and their problems.
Nyabynghi music was born under the two strong cultures from the slavery days, .that
is, ( Western } Christianity and ( creclized ) African culture. Nyabynghi melodies
( tones ) and lyrics are strongly influenced { more exactly, borrowed ) by Chris-
tian hymns, though arrangements in both aspects are strictly of their { Rastafa-
rians' ) own ( e.g., wordings and pronunciations ). Other characteristics shown
such as in musical instruments and rhythm patterns are reflecticons of African



traditions.

Doubtlessly, the birth of the Rastafarian movement 1s closely linked with
two locel Black streams as precursors. One is Black Revivalism, a synecretic reli-
gious body ( creolized Christianity ) predominantly for descendants of African
slaves who have dwelled in slums. Particularly, Bedwardism ( 2 unique form of

Black Revivalism ) once stressed their black consciousness and prophesied against

white oppressors ". Another is Garveyism, a world-famous black power movement.
Marcus Garvey's philosophy and opinicns are partly but powerfully inherited to
the Rastafarians! consciousness, thus reflected on Nyabynghi lyriecs.

In music, Burru and Kumina { particularly Burru ), lccal traditions, are

considered to have influenced on the formation of Nyabynghi drumming. This is
shown by the personal history of the principal initiator { of N.drumming ), the late

Count Ossie. Burru ( musical ) characteristics are clear in the names, types, making,
ways of playing of -drums, end other percussive instruments ; in basic rhythm ( osti-
nato ) patterns ; and in other related musical elements { e.g., voicing, structure,)

as well as in socio-cultural factors. Kumina tradition, on the other harnd, is contro=-

" "

versial in " genuine " influence because even musical elements differ { from Nyabyn-
.ghi music } excepting merely the basic rhythm pattern. Burru music, as a social
tradition, might have been easily adopted and arranged by early Rastafarians who

did not have their original ( religious ) music ; whereas Kumina, & religious

musie / culture, is well imagined to have given hesitation or even objection to the

Rastafarians who proclaimed e new religion, ( continued )



