
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Université de Montréal 

 

 

 

 

Of tradition and conversion: 

A comparative study of two Phuo griottes 

 

 

 

 

by : 

Kember Anne Lillo 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculté de musique 

 

 

 

 

 

Mémoire présenté à la Faculté de Musique 

En vue de l’obtention du grade de maîtrise en arts (M.A.) 

En musique 

option ethnomusicologie 

 

 

 

 

 

août 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

© Kember Anne Lillo, 2011 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Université de Montréal 

Faculté des études supérieures 

 

 

 

 

Ce mémoire intitulé : 

 

Of tradition and conversion : 

A comparative study of two Phuo griottes 

 

 

présenté(e) par : 

 

Kember Anne Lillo 

 

 

 

 

a été évalué(e) par un jury composé des personnes suivantes : 

 

 

 

…………John Leavitt…………. 

président-rapporteur 

 

 

………Nathalie Fernando………. 

directeur de recherche 

 

 

…………Sophie Stévance…………. 

membre du jury 

 

 

 



 

 

Abstract  
 

This research brings two important elements to the study of ethnomusicology:  the study 

and comparative analysis between the life and music of a traditional griotte and a griotte 

converted to Christianity within the Phuo society of Burkina Faso.  It is an illustration of the 

adaptation of a repertoire which can be comparatively encountered in other musico-cultural 

contexts.  This incorporates not only an exploration into the life and the music of the feminine 

Phuo tradition, but also an attempt at a deeper understanding of the griotte, or‘ƴuo,’ role and 

function within the evangelical Christian church.  We also present a brief analysis of both 

repertoires, as well as look into the aesthetic and symbolic elements within their individual vocal 

practices.  

Key words: griotte, Burkina Faso, tradition, conversion, function, repertoire, aesthetic, symbolic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Resumé  

 

  Cette recherche apporte deux contributions importantes à l’étude ethnomusicologique: 

l’étude de portrait ainsi que l’analyse comparative de la vie et de la musique d’une griotte 

traditionnelle et d’une griotte convertie au Christianisme au sein de la société Phuo au Burkina 

Faso.  Cette étude comparative fait l’illustration de l’adaptation d’un répertoire rencontrée dans 

d’autres contextes musico-culturels.  Cela comprend non seulement une exploration de la vie et 

de la musique de la tradition féminine phuo, mais aussi la compréhension du phénomène 

d’adaptation de la fonction de griotte, ou le rôle de Phuo ‘ƴuo,’ au milieu de l’église Chrétienne 

évangélique.  Nous présentons aussi une brève analyse des deux répertoires ainsi qu’un regard 

sur les éléments esthétiques et symboliques au cœur des pratiques vocales individuelles.  

Mot clés: griotte, Burkina Faso, tradition, conversion, fonction, répertoire, esthétique, symbolique 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table of Contents 

Table of Figures ...................................................................................................................... vi  

List of Audio and Audiovisual examples: ................................................................................ vii 

Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................ viii 

 

Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 1 

1. Statement of the problem .............................................................................................. 1 

1.1 Choosing the research topic........................................................................................... 3 

1.2 Delimitations ................................................................................................................ 4 

2. Literature Review ......................................................................................................... 5 

2.1 Part I: Literature on Mande griots .......................................................................... 5 

2.2 Part II: Literature on the Phuo people and griots .................................................... 7 

3. Corpus of Research Sources .......................................................................................... 9 

4. Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 10 

5. Methodology .............................................................................................................. 11 

5.1 Process and Activities.......................................................................................... 11 

5.2 The Musical Performance .................................................................................... 13 

5.3 The Interview ...................................................................................................... 13 

5.4 The Dialogical Approach: .................................................................................... 14 

5.5 Melodic transcription and analysis: ...................................................................... 14 

5.6 Textual analysis................................................................................................... 16 

6. Overview of chapters .................................................................................................. 17 

Chapter One: Her society ........................................................................................................ 19 

1. Geography and population .......................................................................................... 19 

2. The Phuie Language and Pronunciation ....................................................................... 20 

3. History and Clanic system ........................................................................................... 22 

4. Cosmology of Phuo .................................................................................................... 24 

4.1 The traditional belief system ................................................................................ 24 

4.2 The Christian faith in Phuo society ...................................................................... 26 

4.3 Birth of the church in Bibahere’s village, Bonzan-Pougouli ................................. 27 

5. Musical overview........................................................................................................ 28 

5.1 General traits and Organology ............................................................................. 28 

5.2 Traditional musical genres ................................................................................... 30 

Chapter Two: Her story, her role ............................................................................................ 38 

1. Who is the ‘ƴuo’?........................................................................................................ 38 



 

 

2. Lineage, Initiation and the concept of training: ............................................................ 40 

3. Functions of Phuo ƴuo: ............................................................................................... 44 

4. Hagno: her story, her role ............................................................................................ 45 

5. Bibahere, her story ...................................................................................................... 48 

6. Perception of ƴuo role by singers and Phuo society: .................................................... 51 

6.1 Perception of Hagno, through her eyes and the traditional community ................. 52 

6.2 Perception of Bibahere, through her eyes and by the Christian community ........... 54 

7. Symbolism of status, example of “N      z n   d  a” ......................................................... 56 

Chapter Three: Her song ......................................................................................................... 59 

1. Traditional repertoire of Hagno: siiro .......................................................................... 59 

1.1 Situational markers of the siiro ............................................................................ 59 

1.2        Other Performance features of the siiro: ............................................................. 62 

2. Traditional repertoire of Hagno: zèrìo ......................................................................... 64 

2. 1 Situational markers of the zèrìo ........................................................................... 64 

2.2 Textual observations of a zèrìo ............................................................................ 66 

2.3 Other performance features of a ha-zèrìo ............................................................. 69 

3. Traditional repertoire of Bibahere ............................................................................... 70 

3.1 Siiro: modifications in performance ..................................................................... 71 

3.2 Hafalu-dãse of Bibahere ...................................................................................... 73 

3.2.1     Situational markers of the hafalu-dãse ................................................................ 73 

3.2.2    Other performance features of a hafalu-dãse: ....................................................... 73 

4 Church Repertoire of Bibahere .................................................................................... 75 

4.1 Songs ‘of Adoration’                   : ................................................................ 76 

4.2 Textual Observations ........................................................................................... 76 

4.3 Other performance features: ................................................................................ 77 

5 Songs ‘of Praise’ a w    fɔlɔma bɔla .............................................................................. 78 

5.1 Situational markers of                   : ............................................................. 78 

5.2 Textual observations on Ha tènì re (genre hafalu-dãse) ....................................... 79 

5.3 Other performance features: ................................................................................ 81 

6 Comparison of repertoire ............................................................................................ 82 

Chapter Four: Her voice ......................................................................................................... 86 

1. Aesthetics: what is good or bad? ................................................................................. 86 

2. Language and Conceptualisation ................................................................................. 87 



 

 

2.1 Metalanguage and musical terminology ............................................................... 87 

2.2 Metalanguage for vocal technique ....................................................................... 89 

3. Aesthetics of words over music ................................................................................... 90 

4. Comparison of vocal technique between two singers ................................................... 92 

Chapter Five: Her song or His song?....................................................................................... 96 

1. The unnoticed musicians ............................................................................................. 96 

2. Gender neutral / gender specific terminology .............................................................. 98 

3. Gender and Hierarchy ................................................................................................. 98 

3.1. In the traditional context ...................................................................................... 98 

3.2. In the Christian context...................................................................................... 100 

4. Gifts or compensation for men and women................................................................ 102 

4.1. In the traditional context .................................................................................... 102 

4.2. In the Christian context...................................................................................... 103 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................... 106 

1. Overview of thesis .................................................................................................... 106 

2. For further research ................................................................................................... 108 

A. Emotion and meaning in the Phuo funeral ............................................................. 108 

B. Of tradition and music shift: .................................................................................. 110 

C. Of conversion and cultural expression of faith ....................................................... 111 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................................................ 116 

 

APPENDIX A: Glossary of Phuien terms .................................................................................. i 

APPENDIX B: Supplemental repertoire texts .......................................................................... iii 

APPENDIX C: Stages and song of Phuo Funeral ................................................................... viii 

APPENDIX D: Performance critiques ..................................................................................... ix 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table of Figures 

 

Figure 1: Example of a Pitch Succession Chart ..................................................................................... 16 

Figure 2 Map of Burkina Faso showing region of Puguli or Phuo (Berthelette 2001).............................. 20 

Figure 3: L'Église Évangelique de Bonzan-Pougouli ............................................................................. 28 

Figure 4: The naɓue-z  má (Photo: Urs Niggli) ...................................................................................... 29 

Figure 5: The gõgoo, played during funeral ........................................................................................... 29 

Figure 6: The naɓue dance, zẽ-koὸle (ankle ideophones). Photo: Urs Niggli ........................................... 31 

Figure 7: The gũbe and jembe played in church. .................................................................................... 35 

Figure 8 Graphs the descendants of Naawa Malo, which shows the relationship between Hagno, a ƴuo bio, and 

Bibahere, a ƴuo nio.  We see that Bibahere’s grandmother was the sister of Hagno’s grandfather; thus, the maternal 

uncles on her father’s side are related to the ƴuo clan. ........................................................................... 41 

Figure 9: Hagno, at home in Yerefing, prepares to sing with her chorus group. ...................................... 46 

Figure 10 Hagno (standing) with younger sister,  Kamucuo (sitting next to granddaughter) .................... 47 

Figure 11: Bibahere with husband and a few family members outside her home in Bonzan-Pougouli ..... 49 

Figure 12: Hagno (left, in blue) leading a siiro dance............................................................................. 60 

Figure 13: Sketch of melody line for verse 1 and verse 4, showing basic melodic contour. ..................... 63 

Figure 14:  Example of hafalu-dase by Bibahere ................................................................................... 75 

Figure 15: The congregation of Bonzan-Pougouli ................................................................................. 75 

Figure 16: first refrain and verse of   a dal  w    a..................................................................................... 78 

Figure 17 Bibahere directing song during church service. ...................................................................... 79 

   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

List of Audio and Audiovisual examples: 

(See the DVDs inserted with thesis) 

AUDIO EXAMPLES: 

1. Hagno: siiro ‘kĩkĩ c o’ 

2. Hagno: ha-zèrìo  

3. Bibahere: siiro ‘wõyee’ 

4. Bibahere: hafalu-dãse 

5. Bibahere: ia dali we a 

6. Bibahere: hafalu- ãse ‘ha tenì re’ 

7. Hagno: siiro ‘Béthùu’ 

8. Hagno: ba-zèrìo 

9. Hagno and Kamucuo: hafalu-dãse 

10. Bibahere: A Zèèzi wàlaá nàa 

 

VIDEO EXAMPLES: 

1. Bibahere church performance 

2. Bibahere siiro performance 

3. Hagno house performance 

4. Hagno ɗuì -dàan   performance 

5. Hagno and Kamucuo hafalu-dãse performance 

 

 

La version intégrale de ce mémoire est disponible uniquement pour consultation individuelle à la 

Bibliothèque de musique de l’Université de Montréal (www.bib.umontreal.ca/MU). 

 


