Preamble 

In the Yoruba language, there is a word for song--orin, for playing instruments,

and for drumming—lulu; there is a word for dancing—ijo.  There is no word for music; there are, however, words for ‘dance and music’ eg — Bàtá, Dundun.

Therefore, throughout this discussion the words Bàtá and/or Dundun will mean both the dance and music.  This kind of discussion highlights many of the issues that have arisen during the course of this research and has prompted us to rethink our research process. 

The Yoruba People

Although Bàtá is now well known in many parts of the world, its actual place of origin is among the Yoruba people where it is still associated with the cult of the god Sàngó.

Origins

The Yoruba are an African people of many tribes who can be found in western Nigeria with scattered groups in Benin, Togo and Ghana. The Yoruba have lived in these areas since prehistoric times. There are roughly fifteen-twenty million people who speak (Yoruba) a Kwa language of the Niger-Congo linguistic group. In the early 1990s the Yoruba numbered more than twenty million.  

Where do they live

The Yoruba live within the boarders of the tropical forest belt but they spread to the fringes of the northern savannah grasslands where the powerful Oyo kingdom was once situated. The Yoruba have one of the richest cultural traditions in black Africa. But, like many other African peoples, they have experienced massive dispersal to other parts of the world for many centuries.  First,  through the infamous Atlantic Slave Trade of the 18th century, when several million Yoruba were shipped to the sugar cane plantations in the Americas, and more recent migration caused by economic pressures at home.
Old Kingdoms

Noted for their long tradition of urban residence, the Yoruba trace their origins from Ife, where the first of their many independent kingdoms had been established by the 12th century. During the1600s the northern-most kingdom, Oyo, ruled over the other kingdoms throughout the 19th century.

Occupations & Deities

Traditionally, many Yoruba are farmers, growing maize, manioc and yams for subsistence and cocoa for export, others are artisans or traders. Traditional religion includes Deities of the sky and earth, nature and the ancestral spirits, divination and secret societies. All Yoruba people acknowledge and honour the pantheon of Yoruba Deities, and seek solutions to the problems of everyday life from the Yoruba Babalawo (herbalist) and Alawo (divination priests). These institutions provide a common bond of experience that links all Yoruba sub-groups. Many Yoruba are now Christian or Muslim. 

Arts

Yoruba art forms include carved wood masks, statuary, door and house posts, terracotta works, and cast-bronze and forged iron sculpture.  They are known for their dance and music especially the inseparable relationship between these.  Equally renown is the ability of the talking drums to replicate the Yoruba language. For example, in the communication where the talking drum informs the dancer what movement to perform and at what duration and dynamics. (to ba sepe ami ni wo)  With drums, the Yoruba are able to recite prayers, messages, poetry and to  communicate people to people and people to Deities.  

The Yoruba worldview can be summarised as that of a people who through experiences have learnt and practise harmonious relationship with nature and its environment. This is reflected and interpreted in their arts, which is integrated into the fabrics of life

Bata Dance and Music 

The Yoruba perform Bata dance and music as a distinct ritual form of expression for Sango, the Yoruba deity of thunder and lighting. Bata dance and music is an important communication link between the deity and the devotees in the process of worship. 

When performed, the characteristics of the deity are exhibited in the fast, rigorous movements. These jerky, angular movements symbolises the energy and forceful nature of the deity.  During festivals in honour of Sango, several choreographed arrangements are put performed whereby different age groups, status and religious structures are distinguished. 

In contemporary Yoruba society, these dances serve both religious and the social functions. Gbamu, kutelu and alujo, for example, have transcended religious functions. These dances are now performed at wedding, naming and coronation ceremonies; whereas, traditionally they were exclusively sacred dances.

One distinct feature that is present in all the forms of Bata dance is the 'eja' (break), which is played on the master, drum 'Iya ilu' and the dancer reacts to these command, typically, with sharp, angular, jerky movement of the shoulders; symbolised in the Ose Sango emblem that is shaped like a double headed axe which, in dance, is transformed in the distinctive Bata shoulder movements. 
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However, other body parts, such as feet and head have also been used to accentuate this command. This drum command is present in all the music of Bata and it tests the dancers understanding of the complex music of Sango. 

The music ensemble of Sango consists of a family of Iya- Ilu (mother drum which is the lead drum), Omele-abo, Omele-ako, Kudi and Ejin. The drums range from three to four in an ensemble. The ensemble of Bata drums reflects the Yoruba family structure, where the mother is the first teacher.  In Bata music Iya- Ilu, the mother drum instructs the ensemble.     
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Export
The Yoruba have one of the richest cultural traditions in black Africa. This vibrant culture has been exported to other parts of the world for many centuries. First, through the infamous Atlantic Slave Trade that transported several million Yoruba to the sugar cane plantations in the Americas.  More recently through migrations caused by economic pressures at home. However, regardless of where they have found themselves, the Yoruba have implanted their cultural practices within the extant customs of their hosts.  This can be perceived from an examination of the existing Yoruba religious, cultural and artistic practices in the Americas and Europe including, Brazil, Cuba, Trinidad, United States, and England.  

Bata is one of the Yoruba artistic expressions practiced in these countries today.  Naturally, the form has undergone a number of changes in the course of migration. Dance, as with any other cultural form, is influenced by the environment in which it is situated.  In Cuba and Brazil, for example, the traditional Bata drum has been transformed in its construction and therefore produces a different sound.  Although, it continues to maintains its religious functions it is also used in popular culture. 

In England, Yoruba Bata was introduced as a theatrical dance and music expression via professional training programmes such as the Black Dance Development Trust, Adzido Pan African Dance Ensemble, Kokuma Dance Theatre, and Bamijo International Summer School. This form has existed in England for nearly two decades.   Although Bata has been utilized in some theatrical forms a proper understanding and process of transmission calls for the analysis, codification, and development of technique.  Hence, the development of Batabade.  

Batabade—A classification of Bata is a research project that aims to provide practitioners and participants with teaching and learning tools that will enable an informed entry (and further development) to this dance practice. 

The development of the technique will derive from the principles of Yoruba Bata.  i.e. dance-drum  relationship,  language development,  and movement vocabulary, but also acknowledges developments in the form.  The title Batabade is a compound word that recognises within this rubric the notions of change and the position of the researcher in the development of a technique. 

Through fieldwork at home and abroad issues such as technique, distinctions between Bata and Batabade, and the cataloguing of Bata movement vocabulary, both traditional and contemporary, are addressed.  The project aims to produce educational resources in both electronic--DVD and text based form—guides and/or manual.  Analysis in the form of music staff notation and Labanotation will provide additional forms of documentation.

Thus far, four DVD have been produced:  A History of Bata, The making of Bata Drums, ABC of Bata, and Koniku. 
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