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Summary: For early primary students, an introduction to message drums, suitable for inclusion in a unit on music, percussion, communication, history, or world cultures. 

Objectives: 

Introduction and Overview

This module gives an explanation of and activity about message drums suitable for presentation to children from preschool to middle school level. 

Uses for this Module 

· Music- By itself as a music class or as part of a unit on percussion, or traditional music from around the world 

· Social Studies- As part of a unit on world cultures (message drums were independently invented in several different places, including Africa, Asia, and the Americas), language and messages in different cultures, or the history of communication 

· Math/Science- As part of a unit on codes and messages 

· Language Arts- As part of a unit on language, communication, and messages. Some of the activities are appropriate for a unit on poetry, to help the students feel the rhythm and meter in language. 

Message Drums

Introducing the Subject

Give the students copies of the "Slit Gong Message Drum" handout below. 

Tell your students: Before telephones and email, before cars, planes, trains, television, radio, or even telegraph, sending messages quickly across a distance was not easy. Different cultures solved this problem in different ways. 

Have the students brainstorm to see how many of these old methods of communicating they can name. (Some possibilities they may come up with, or you can suggest if they have trouble naming any: special runners or pony-express-style riders; signal towers, signal fires, smoke signals, and semaphore.) 

Tell your students: Several cultures around the world discovered a way to send messages that could be heard over great distances. These cultures lived in places where very big trees grew. People in different parts of Africa, Asia, the Pacific Rim, and the Americas sent messages using drums made out of huge logs. They would take a log from a large tree; the bigger the log, the bigger its sound would be and the farther it could be heard. A long slit would be cut in the side of the log, and the log would be hollowed out through the slit, leaving wooden ledges, or lips, on each side of the slit. If they wanted the drum to be able to make a lower note and a higher note, they would hollow it out more under one lip than under the other. To play messages, they beat on the drum's lips with sticks, beating out rhythms of high and low notes. 

These giant log drums are sometimes called "talking drums", but they are completely different from the famous talking drums of western Africa. Technically speaking, the message-sending logs are not drums at all, since they do not have a thin skin or membrane that vibrates when they are beaten. Instead, the entire log vibrates like a big cylindrical gong, so musicologists call this type of instrument a slit gong. 

Each culture that used these slit gongs developed a message "language". The villages that used the drums would agree on a sort of code of drum "sentences". Sometimes the drum message sounded like a real sentence, but without the words. For example, "the river is flooding" might sound like "da-DUM-da-da-DUM-da". To keep messages from sounding too much alike, they sometimes used very long, descriptive sentences to translate into their drum language. Messages could be relayed from village to village, but if the message travelled to an area where a different language was spoken, it might not be understood anymore. 

After this introductory discussion, you may have the students draw on and color the Message Drum handout. Give the following suggestions: Finish the picture on the handout by filling in details. Use your imagination. Many message drums have carvings of animals or of a face at each end. They are played by someone using a big stick or beater. Often there are small stands under each end of the drum to keep it off of the ground and let it vibrate more freely. Many message drums are kept in a shed so that they don't get rained on. Add some of these details and then color your picture. 

You may also want to do "The Rhythms of Language" activity from Talking Drums and/or the "Make a Drum Code" activity below. 

Activity: Make a Drum Code

Materials and Preparation 

· Be prepared for a noisy activity! 

· Each group will need pencils and paper. 

· You will need something to drum on and something to drum with. The class can take turns with one set of "drums" in order to reduce the noise level. Or each group can have its own drums, so that they can practice and test possible message codes. A wooden "tongue drum" is ideal, since this is basically a small box version of a slit gong, but any drums that can produce two or three different pitches (a set of bongos for example) will do. Homemade percussion (e.g. drumming on two different sized pots with a wooden spoon) is fine, too. For more ideas, see the module on homemade percussion, coming soon. 

Prodedure 

1. Tell the class to imagine that they live in small villages a few miles apart. There are no telephones, radios, email, or TV. Usually, if they want to talk to their friends in the next village, they have to walk there to do it. But sometimes they might just want to send a message that their friends will get right away. They need to develop a code that both villages know. Suggest keeping the codes short and simple for clarity, and remind them that there are two ways to make messages sound different from each other: using the two different notes and making the rhythm different. 

2. Have the class brainstorm about messages that might be useful to send. Emergency messages like "send the doctor", news like "strangers have arrived", and everyday messages like "I'll be home late" are all acceptable. 

3. Divide the class into small groups (3 to 6 students per group). 

4. Each group is to develop a code of three to ten messages. (You decide the number, based on age, attention span, and class period length.) They decide which messages they would like to be able to send, and what rhythm stands for each message. Have older children invent a way to write the code down so that they can remember it. 

5. After a suitable period of time, reassemble the class. Give each group a chance to show off their message code. When it is a group's turn, they split into message senders and receivers, on opposite sides of the room. (Let them take turns if there is time.) For older students, make sure both groups have a copy of their written code as a reminder. You stand with the senders and point to or whisper which message they should send. Have them beat the message on the drum(s) and see if the receivers can name the message correctly. 

Further Study and Suggested Resources

· The wooden "tongue drum" is a smaller version of the slit gong. It is popular enough that you may be able to find it in a music store that specializes in percussion or even in a souvenir shop. Or see if you can get a local percussionist or a member of the percussion section of a local ensemble or nearby high school to demonstrate one for your class. 
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