Ancestors open doors for Zimbabwean women musicians

Imbongi Elizabeth Ncube

imbabwean women
traditiona-popular musicians
have made a name for
themselves in the world of music
despite" modern’ patriarcha
L imbabwean society Patriarcha
structures have made it difficult for
wormen 1o enjoy cultura space and
create their own niche B ut wormen
traditiona-popular musicians have
made great strides and are
ambassadors of L imbabwean music
to the world
D ream ancestors have played an

The mbira is traditionally played by men in Zimbabwean

Shona culture. Joyce Jenje Makwenda, however, traces

the emergence of highly talented women players who

have overcome obstacles through their dream ancestors.

important role in enabling women
o take this space | tis important to
understand the mystique that
surrounds gender and patriarchy in
traditiona-popular music especidly
gender and spiritud beliefs

T raditiona instruments and
performance has been surrounded
by myths that exdude women T he
spirituaity and sacredness of
traditiona instruments and
performance has been used as a way
to stop women from participatng in
traditiona music because they are
supposedly undean H owever,
caling on the authority of
spiritudity backfires when a woman
is caled by the ancestors

T he excuse of lack of purity is
undermined by messages coming
from the spirits who suggest that
they want women to play mbira.
T his opens a terrain of strugge
betvween the spirit world and earthly
patriarcha society W omen
musicians have overcome
patriarchd rule using the strength
that comes from the spirit world
T he ancestors have provided an
open door for some wormen

W omen have entered traditiona-
popular music using various
channels and guides D reams have
been a particularly strong force of
inspiration that has pulled women
towards traditiona performance in
opposition to human patriarcha

rule that has tried to stop them
D reams are a strong force in the
spiritua world as they are one of
the ways ancestors communicate
with the living

A ccording oVeitErdman a
renovwned international
ethnomusicologist musicis a
product of ancestors
communicating through dreams to
those whom they choose | n 1988
A mbuya R ena C hitormbo at the age
of 83 was still active in music She
would make sure that when going
to bed she had a book and pen
under the pillow as most of her
songs came through dreams She
said "D reams are very powerful
because that is the way one
communicates with the spiritua
world’

I n Z imbabwe ancestors who cal
women traditiona musicians
through dreams want to continue
the tradition of music they played
while they were in the human
world T his is true in Shona and
N debele culture butZ ulu culture in
South A frica dso passes music to the
living through dreams Joseph
Shabada who is known world over
for his is'cathamiya believes that all
dreams are encounters wWith the
ancestors

RISE OF WOMEN MBIRA PLAYERS
|t was dreams that dlowed the first
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woman in recent imes to become a
well-known mbira player Mbirg aso
caled a thumb piang resenbles a
large xylophone with 5 t© 30 thin
metd keys | t has been part of Shona
culture for over a thousand years

D uring the 19505 Beaulah D yoko
wes sick for over a year when she
was taken to a traditiond heder T he
heder sad the young grl was
possessed by an ancestor who had
played the mbira and wanted D yoko
to play the instrument B ut because
wormen were forbidden to play the
mbirg these instructions were not
follonved D yoko remained sick for
another year until she herself
dreamt of playing the mbira
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T his ime her mother; believing it
waes a further sign, agreed to buy her
one 1N 1996 D yoko told me how
she was initiated by the ancestors
into playing mbira T he day she got
the mbira she dreamt of playing a
song caled'BhukaT iendé (W ake up
and go)."W hen| told my mother|
had dreamt this song she asked me
t play itand when! did itwas asif
| had been playing mbira for along
time, becausel played itso well”

W hen D yoko started playing the
mbira she was heded A's a result,
those in her community near
L imbabwe s border with
M ozambique grudgingly accepted
that women could play the mbira
D uring the 1960s D yoko became
the first woman to record mbira She
had been chosen by the ancestors
"I fitis true that the mbira
instrument was supposed to be
played by men only then.. the
[spiri] could have gone to Beaulah's
brother or could have waited for
B eaulah to have sons which she has
anyway' said D umisani Maraire an
ethnomusicologist "B ut the spirit
chose to possess B eaulah”

1N 1980, Zimbabwe attained its
independence and so did mbira
playing D yoko returned to the
studio and Stella C hivweshe now
known internationdly as the mbira
queen of L imbabwe came onto the
scene C hivweshe had dso learned to
play mbira after a dream H er mother
dreamt that she had to teach dl her
children to play mbira But while her
brothers easily found teachers no
one wanted to teach Stella until an
unde stepped forward She excelled
far beyond her siblings T hiswasin
keeping with the Shona belief that
not everyone can learn to play the
mbirg some are simply born to play
while others are not

1n 1974, C hivwweshe recorded her
first singe'K asahwa. | t became a hit
and was folloned by 24 singes over
the nextsix years In 1985, she

formed her highly successful band,
Earthquake | n early 1998,

C hivweshe appeared as one of three
women showcased on G lobd D ivas
which toured dl over theUS. I n the
early 19805 C hivweshe and D yoko
made the mbira popular by adding
quiitars and taking it beyond the
biras (night vigilg. Socon they were
no longer just considered vwwomen
who play the mbirg but among the
bestA frican musicians worldwide

T heir powerful fermae influence on
this instrument laid the path for the
next generation of wormen t make
their onnn mark on the mbira

ELIZABETH NCUBE: ONLY IMBONGI
I tis dso through dreams that
L imbabwe sawits first and only
fernale imbong (praise poet)
Elizabeth N cube N cube aso became
sick with an incurable illness A fter
the family tried everything to treat
the illness she had a dream where
her ancestors showed that they
wanted her t become an imbong. | t
was through her grandfather's spirit
thatN cube became an imbong
when shewas11 in1974. Her
grandfather M tetwa had been an
imbong for Mzilikazi, the N debele
king who led the N debele people
into Z imbabwe after battles with the
L ulu king Shaka in South A frica
E lizabeth dreamt that she wes
wearing the dothes which her
grandfather worg and she used these
dothes when performing

N cubé s choice was not easily
fulfilled She wes nearly killed by a
male imbong at a competition in
H arare H e tried to attack N cube
with a spear as she was performing
but she overpowered the man She
atiributed her ability to fend him off
t© her warrior spirit N cube beat the
two men whom she was competing
with, induding her attacker! W hen
she met the man some months later
and confronted him about wanting
t kill her; he said" W ake wabona



ngaphi umfazi otanyula inyano
pambili kwabantd” ("W here did you
see a woman Who opens her legsin
front of peopld"”).

B efore she passed anay N cube
performed in public places - even
beer hals Some encouraged her
saying she reminded them of her
grandfather: She dso performed
internationdly in C hicago,
Milwaukeg, B oston, D etroit T oronto
and H olland

Praise poetry in N debele culture
is fundamentdly politica. | t
functioned 1o sing praises or to
warn the head of stats, and dso
praise fighters when they left and
when they returned from war.

AlbertN yathi, a famous
L imbabwean imbong attributes the
lack of femde imbong to the
limitations that wormen face because
they bore children and therefore
could not go to war: | twes the duty
of the imbong t© go to war and t©
dve mord supportto the soldiers
through praise poetry H onever; since
women were dso involved in the
L imbabwean liberation strugge in
the 19705 it became appropriate for
them dso t be involved in the art of
imbong. N cube started her imbong
performances at politica gatherings
and she performed to gve cadres
mord supportin the camps

L imbabwe s liberation war was
another authority that was able to
partidly override petty patriarcha
rules Although in the 1890s a
woman like N ehanda had fought the
British, the role of women in war
had been forgotten or dovwnplayed
for decades H owever, women
resurfaced as freedom fighters
during the liberation strugge and
ook their place in the politica
arena N ehanda's spirit played an
important role in guiding cadres
and in ensuring that women mbira
players were important during the
war: | rene C higamba dso played for
freedom fighters during the 1970s

as did C hivveshe
FURTHER CHALLENGE, MIXED
REACTIONS
A nother chalenge to the belief that
women could not play mbira came
from non-patriarcha men who
argued against these beliefs For
instance D umisani Marairg who
introduced mbira to theA merican
WestC oastin the 1960s strongy
disputed the notion that mbirais
not supposed to be played by
women H e argued that he hinmself
played the mbira because of his
great grandmother: H e argued thatif
women were not alowed to play
mbirain pas chigare (the pre-
colonia period) before 1860, then
his grandmother and other wwormen
could not have played the
instrument M araire aso encouraged
his daughter C hivwoniso to play the
mbirg and today she is known in
L imbabwe and internationaly as
one of the country s best players

C hivwoniso further revolutionised
mbira by adding E nglish Iyrics and
church songs | t wes a naturd choice
for C hii, as she is affectionately
known She was born inW ashington
State in the U nited States where her
parents were studying and teaching
mbira C hivwoniso started playing
mbira at four; and at12 she wes
performing with her parents on
stage She wrote music for the sound
track to the Z imbabwean hitfilm
Everyone’s Child and has wwon many
musica awards

Similarly | rene C higamba plays
mbira with her father; which has not
gone dovwn well with hard-core
traditiondists She learned the
instrument from her father who had
a hard time accepting that he
himself had learned from his wife
W hen C higamba started playing she
wes discouraged by relatives "' T hey
would say that! would never get
married because| had ventured into
aman'sworld T hey would dso try
to convince my mother to try and

stop me as this was going t bring
bad spirits to me but my mother
stood by me”

LainaG umboreshumba a mbira
player and teacher was dso
encouraged by her father; G wanzura
G umboreshumba to play mbira
G wanzura recorded a mbira video
withA ndrewT racy in1975. Laing
like C higamba and C hivwoniso,
performed with her father at biras
and concerts She has taken mbira
music to another level as sheis
doing aMastersD egee in Music at
R hodes U niversity

B ut despite their successes even
today fermale mbira musicians receive
mixed reactions Some mde
musicians are angy that wormen are
taking their place while
traditiondists continue to assert that
women musicians offend the spirits
C higambd s response is simple” now
that women can play traditiona
instruments much better than men
they are the ones who feel offended”’

Although spirits speak t©
patriarchy | am sure patriarcha
spirits exist otherwise where did al
those men go? But the spirits of
those representing al human beings
regardless of sex have won the
battle as women musicians have
made a name for themselves as
traditiond performers T he most
sacred and highly respected musical
functions of the Shona (mbirg and
N debele imbong were passed on t©
women by their ancestors who
chose them t continue their
traditon
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