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Abst ract

Hghlifeisapopuar nosic genrethat crept intoNgeriainthe nineteenth
century and has since attai ned pernanent recognition anong N geri an
nusi c types. Sone scholars have carried out research on N gerian
popul ar nusic and highlife in paticdar, fooulsingonits evo ution and
classification. This notwthstanding, the nuniber of researches carried
o inhighifeisstill insigificat inconperisontoaher areas o nosic,
even though its place in Ngerian history is incotestade gven its
socia, poitica and econonic significance during the struggle for
i ndependence and the period of the Ngeriancivil var. Athough higlife
nsicis still perforned in Ngeriatoday, severd socio-pditicad evert s
have influenced its practice. Themainadgective of thisarticle therefore
is to dscuss highife, highigting sone events that unfoded in the
soci o-political space between 1950 and 2005, wth a viewto bringi ng
tothe fore effects of such on highlife nusic and nusicians during the
period under study. Inéicitinginfornation, the witer consuted sone
existing literature on highife nusic, listened to albuns of progenitors
of the genre such as Rex Lawson, Victor Uaifo, Sr Waria, Noo
Mbarga and others. Fndings revead that socio-pditica factors, the
energence of new nusical styles such as Arobeat, Juyu, FRji and
Hp-hop left a long-lasting inprint on the mnds of highlife nusic
enthusi asts, thereby influencing their taste and crave for highife, and
posing a threat to its aready established prominence. This article
recomrmends that nore studies inthe area of popul ar nusi c (especially
hi ghlife) shoul d be undertaken by researchers, and nore highlife chairs
shoul d be created i n departnents of nusi ¢ across N gerian uni versities.
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niltiplicity of ethnic groups and nusical cultures that have cul ninat ed
innaking her one of the nest nusically diverse nations of the world.
According to Biba (1977), ‘Ngeriais an extensive nusic area, bothin
is geography and the variety of nusical types . Hwever, thereisthe
challenge of insignificat researches into her popular nusic and an
indepth study on the characteristic features, styles, structure, ad
sone areas of the various styles. This observation has since been
nade by Qmbiyi (1981) when she notes that it is conpul sory for
researchers to ‘broaden their scope of study toinclude adl verieties of
nusi cal styles current in contenporary Ngeria. In the sane vein,
Adeghite (2006) rightly observes that scholarly studies in the area of
N gerian Popul ar nusi c have not been given adequate attention. It is
wthin this background that this paper seeks to discuss sone of the
notad e everts that unfdded inthe socid and pditicd facets of pre/
post-colonial Ngeria, and the effects of sane on Hghlife nusic. Bven
inrecent tines, @isi (20100 asserts that not until the early 1980s,
researches into popular nusic was grossly intangible. Despite the
successes recorded in various areas of nusic scholarship in Ngeria,
there is still need for researchers to cover nore aspects of popul ar
nusic that are still deficient interns of scho arly output. These renarks,
no doubt clanour for rigorous study of Hghlife fromdi verse viewpoints
SO as to uravel it essence

Hghlife Misic in Ngeria

Hglifeis one of the ddest popu ar nosic stylesinNgeria Andst
is promnence lied nixed reactions in its general accept dility. For
i nstance, peopl e have viewed highlife as nusic neant for drunkards
and never —do —wells in society. According to d at unbosun (2012),
hignlife nusic is very cel ebrative in nature, sonetines |eaving the
inagery of alcond and nigtlife onits listeners. Supporting this view,
koaf or (2005) el ucidates on wiy it vas initialy unpopu ar. He notes
thet:

Popular nusic artistes were influenced by
accul turation, and by the reason of that,
exhibited traits unacceptable to the
indgenous cdture far the fact that drinks,
wonen, diabolical acts and certai n conducts
that |eave much to be desired were
associated wth the (higHife) gutarists.

Smialy, Qwei (2002) believes the popp musicianis lowy rated
because of their loose and irresponsibe lifestyle. According to him
the inpression is as a resut of earlier entrants to pop nusic not
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acquiring fornal education, indul gingin questionabl e noral behavi ours
such as drinking, prostitution, drugs and radicalism Agaws (2003)
alsocritiques theinpressions of viewng highlife nosicians as rascd s.
However, these divergent views on highlife nusic and nusicians
changed wth the clanour for independence in the 1950s, and |ater
its actualization in 1960. There is no doubt that the atta nnent of
i ndependence in 1960 brought about nany social and religious
changes that are still pdpadetill tody. @isi (2009, rigtly notes
that ‘just as the 1950s is signficat in Ngerianmusic, it is even nore
so inrespect of its histay, as the period preceding i ndependence
was characteri zed by i nmense soci al changes sone of whi ch i npact ed
on popular nusic'. Hohlife nusic at the tine was gradual |y gai ning
proninence anong the Igbo, and not only did the peculiar style of the
nusic turn out to be a thing of nationa significance and accept ance,
it becane one of the nost fanous contenporary nusical types that
oignaed in Ngeria Varthy of note aso, is that highlife nusic had
existed long before independence, but it was during the period it
achieved national recognition.

According to Randel (1986), highlife becane proninent anong
West African countries inthe 1930s, wile Emel u (2009) opines that it
becane a ‘ recogni zed nusi cal style inthe 1950s. According to Qwjol a
(1995) and Roberts in @jsi (2004), highife is a generic label which
encapsulates nusic of various ethnic groups According to A uede
(1997), highife is ‘a hybrid of Western and Arican nusica ideas .
Froma broader point of view, @lirsin Auede (1997) believes ‘hignife
nusi ¢ arose fromthe nerging of traditional African dance nusic wth
foreign influences like sea shanties, reginental band nusic and
Gristian hynms’. In the opinion of Hiba (1977:10) ‘classicd highife
orchestra is essentialy the sane as the Véstern dance band of the
1950s, except that the Yoruba tension drumis sonetines added...
highlife songs are nostly in Hdgin English;, this nusica type reached
its peak of popuarity inthe years preceding and fol |l owng 1960... In
ancther vein, @isi (2004) and Bmelu (2009) also believe that the
nane was coi ned fromthe recreational nusic of ethnic groups such
& Kokonba, Adaha, gonbe, Ashiko, nyonkro, paika, kpanl ogo.
Hghlife according to Neew (1985) is a‘ Ngerian nodern entertai nnent
art’ whi ch does not bear resenfl ance wth any ethni c group, and cannot
be entirely referredtoas Ngeriansince it is wdey perforned and has
becone a ‘national pop’ nusic and dance of Arican coutries like
Ghana. This however, nay not be entirely true, since recent studes
(Qwei, 2002, Qyisi, 2004; Emelu, 2009; Mitczynski, 2011) have
ponted to the ethnic and reg od idetities of hignife
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It can therefore be sunmari zed that highlife is an anal gamof the
popul ar nusic formand traditional nel odies and rhythns wth sone
Véstern nusical features. My scholars wo have witten on this
area submt that it is one of the nost popul ar nusical genres anong
the Wt Arican regon, and its roots and origin can be traced to
Ghana. Athough it had existed in other forns, it is believed by sone
researchers to have started in Giana around the 19" century when
theteem highlife was coined and later cane to Ngeriain1920. Qwyegi
(2002), remarks thet: ‘Thearidgna highifedaestothelae 19" century
on the Fanti (ast when the ports becane nelting pots of nusical
influences including the nusic of local fishernen and farners, of
inmgrant ethnic groups, of Hiropean sailors, black sailors'. Qjisi
(2004) hovever sees it inasonewhat dif ferent vay. For hm thearign
of highifensic does nat red |y natter. Hea firns that ‘whether igilife
oiginated fromGana or it is indigenous to Ngeria, the fact renains
that its roots areinthe traditional entertaiment nusic of the various
ethnic groups across southern Ngeria and was deplored as street
dance nussi ¢ beginning in the 1830s at the instance of the carniva s of
the Brazilian/Glban émgé. This neans highlife had existed in other
forns before the nane was coi ned. Accordi ng to Q at unbosun (2012),
‘history ties hignife nosic to slave trade

Regard ess of what history books say about the arignof higlife
nusi ¢, sone Aricanrawnaterias for its nusica instrunent s such as
kongona (t huntb pi ano), banoo flute, stringinstrunents, druns were
inedistence inthe tradtiod Arican society before expatriate forner
slaves fromthe Lhited States and Engl and brought western nusic
elenents that nade up the fusion called highlife nusic'. Ckafor (2005)
further asserts that highlife ‘grew out of the brass band which
transported the thenes and rhythns of local nusic into the urban
dance hall setting. Hghlife has a so been identified by Neew (1985
as a‘truy national nusic of Ngeria... Despite highlife being one of
the earliest popular nusic styles in Wt Arica adit bangintidly
regarded as popul ar nusic neant for the elite, it has in recent tines
been placed at the periphery among contenporary nusic styles.
However, on the cotrary, hdlifehdds avitd paceinthe coutry s
histoy especidly therdeit playedinthe 1950s, during Ngeria s quest
for independence. Hghlife is strongy tied to the nusica tradtions
and cultures of Ngeria. The socia and cultura influences onthe nusic
are the foundati ons on whi ch sone highlife nusicians built their nusic
especidly interns of the structure and text of the songs. Saring this
view, Mitczynski (2011) bdieves ‘higlife costitues not asinglification
of traditional nusic, but rather a creative reorganization and re-
cotedtudization of tradtion.
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Sone Hghlife Misicians and their Bands

In the early 1950s, Ghanaian highlife gained enornous popul arity in
the eastern region of Ngeria According to Ekwiene (n.d), the
| egendary Ghanai an, Enmanuel Tettey Mensah who is undoubt edly
the nest fanous highlife nusician of the 1950s, ‘was one of the earliest
to nake an international inpact wthhiglife. Smlaly, A uede (1997)
$ates that ‘a serious innovative work towards proper Aricanization of
highlife nusic was done by E T. Mensah and hi s tenpos dance band
that toured Wt Aricainthefifties ad sixties’. He frequertly visited
eastern Ngeria for nusical perfornances thereby attracting
follovership fromteeming fans. Hs band, ‘The Tenpo’ s which he
garted leading in 1947 held several performances in Wt Arica &
the tine, one of the highlights being a perfornance wth the world
renowned trunpeter and jazz player, Lois Arnstrong in 1956. Bobby
Benson' s band becane the first Ngerian highlife band to hol d serious
nusi cal perfornances in Ngeria He grewto be one of the nost popul ar
hignifenusicians of histine a ter releasing albuns like ‘ Taxi Diver,
“Gentl enan Bobby', and ‘N on Dress’. Hs contributions to the
devel opnent of highlife transcend his al buns.

It isverthy of notethat bgwgs like Sr Victar Wafoad M ctor
Qaiyawere not only nenfbers of his band, they received their training
inthe band, cumnating in their devel opnent into versatile highife
nusi ci ans, and legends of the style. Inthe viewof Owbiyi (1981) this
pedi gree of apprenticeship wth Bobby Benson gave Mctor Qaiya a
boost. Hence, ‘Mctar Qaiya vas able to play varied highlife rhythns,
and in recognition of his contribution to nusic in Ngeria, he was
awar ded an honorary Doctor of Misi c i n Czechosl ovaki @ . Ji mLawson
and the Mayor 's Dance Band soon took over and went on to achi eve
unprecedented fane in the early 1970s, athough it was prenaturely
cut short wth the death of Lawson in 1976. Hghlife nusicians |ike
N co Mparga were al so naki ng waves. H's ‘ Saeet Mt her’ becane a
forenost hit not oy in Ngeria but Arica This is nanifested in the
over thirteen nillion copies that vere sad

Furthernore, as a resut of the Ngerian civil var that |asted
bet ween 1967 and 1970, sone | gbo nusi ci ans | eft Lagos and ret urned
totheir hondland. Thisresultedinnakinghignifenusicloseits place,
and becone |ess recognized as one of the Ngerian nusic styles,
especially in western Ngeria. Several highlife enthusiasts now
conceived it to be ‘Igoo msic’, rather than Ngerian. Athough there
vwas later a gradual decline on the popularity of highlife anong the
Ighos, nusicians like Mctor Qaiya, Sonny kosun, Gsita Gsadebe
and M ctor Unai fo nade frantic efforts to sustainthe nusic. |fionu (1939)
hes grouped Ngerian nusic limting it to the traditiond nusic of the
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Igbo. Qunade (1991) al so groups highlife into three categories: The
I gbo based, Yoruba based and Igoo based highlife. In this paper, the
di scussion of factors that have inpacted on highlifeis inthree periods,
and has been grouped thus: 1950-1970, 1971-1990, and 1991- 2005.
The periods were realized as a result of the various soci o-economc,
religious and paitica changes that took place during the tine, and
the naj or inpact these changes |eft on hignlife in Ngeria

The Period, 1950-1970

The era wtnessed a tenacious agitation by Ngerians for
i ndependence and sel f-reliance fromthe strangl ehol d of coonial rule
The col onial governnent reached a clinax of unpopul arity anong the
N gerian popul ace who were wlling to explore any nechani smthat
could lead to freedom Misic becane one of the strongest tools for
fighting European donminance, and becane the |oudest voice of the
nasses. Vdrthy of note adso, is that prior tothis era, highife nusic
vas still striving to gain prominence in Ngeria. This was due to the
fact that the influence of the Gristian nissionaries vwas so adverse
that the citizens considered foreign cutures suprene. For instance,
najority of Ngerians wore BEngishattires towork, Gurch, and parties.
Foreign blues, jazz and hip-hop were commonly heard in hones,
nightclubs and bars. Anything contrary to the above was deened a
deviation fromelitist standards, or a departure from‘ gl obal |y’ accepted
practice. But soon as Ngerians’ consci ousness anakened, there was
an instart resistance to anost all alienated cultures. There was a
del i berate opposition by nany N gerians to Véstern nusic, dressing,
food, and | anguage wth a viewto entrenching N gerian cultura val ues.
Many churches started hol ding services in | ocal |anguages rather than
Bglish. Sone priests and other ardent believers of the Gristian faith
nade ef fot s to translate the Bble into vernacu ar, while a nunber of
choirnasters transl at ed the Bngl i sh hynms to the i ndi genous | anguages
of were such Churches were domiciled. These events had a towering
i nfl uence on the devel opnent of highlife at the tine, and changed the
face of Ngerian nusic. There was a seeming shift towards ‘our ow
rather then ‘their om.’

Anong ot her nusi cal genres |ike fiji, highlife becane very popul ar
in the eastern, southern, western and northern pats o the country.
Cxrd nal Rex Lawson was one of the central figures of this period. Hs
nusi ¢ domnated the highlife scene and spanned across ethnic and
language barriers; it enjoyed considerabl e patronage and recei ved
significant acceptability when and werever it was perforned. Songs
like Sawal e ad loe Adure ae still perfaned till this day. Anot her
not abl e nane during this erais Bobby Benson. H's nusi ¢ was uni que
because of his superlative creative ability;, he successfully fused
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Gari bbean and jazz nusical el enent s wth those of Arica The 1950s
was a period when nany nusi ci ans who | ater were to becone highlife
greats learnt their trades under the tutel age of nasters |ike Benson
and Lawson. Sr Mctor Umifo, Roy Chicago, Mctor Qaiya are anong
those that played a ongside Benson. In variance to Fela s Afrobeat
that often criticized unpopul ar governnents, corrupt practices, and
socia inustice, highlife texts are nostly centered on love, and
characterized by eul ogies and praises, channeled at deserving
individuas using the Ngerian Hdgin. It conmunicated to virtualy
ever ybody whet her the | anguage was understood or not. Hghlife nusic
inthe 1950s vas closely linked wth the cuture and traditions of the
peopl e, blending Ngerian rhythmic patterns wth those adapted from
abroad. Inthe 1960s, guitar highlife bands sprang up frompa mw ne
nusi c. Lawson's band vas a naj or pronoter of this style.

The Period, 1971-1990

Folowng the Ngerian civil var, the period between 1971 and
1990 wtnessed an enornous decline in the promnence of highlife
nusi c in sone parts of the country especially the west. The energence
o Fda Aakdao Kiti, theirrefudde ‘god d Arobeat, and the Jyu
style that was growing in popul arity at the tine took precedence and
signal ed the dawn of a newera in the popul ar nusi c scene in Lagos.
Aound this tine, bigwgs |ike Janes Bomn, Stevie Wonder and Manu
Dbango visited Fel a to hear and exanine his approach in the creation
of the newstyle. Sonny (kosun al so introduced a newstyl e he cal | ed
Qzid which fuses highlife and reggae. Hs band was al so known as
Qzid . Apart fromBnglish, Sonny kosun vas able to utilize severa
i ndi genous | anguages in his nusic including Hausa, Yoruba, 1gbo and
Esan. Hohlife further declined wth the advert of the discoinvasionin
sone pats of the country, but continued to flourish and serve
therapeutic purposes in the east fromvwere it al began. The civil var
whi ch had adverse effects on Ngerians and left nany traunatized,
paved the vay for highlife to becone a naj or source of re-habilitation
tothe victing of the var, and in the process, gave the assurance of a
better Ngeria to the hopel ess. Gita Gadebe was virtua ly the nost
renowed of this era

He successful |y i ncorporated | gbo nusi cal el enents wth sania,
val tz and cal ypso, wth conmentaries runni ng si nul taneously wth the
nusi c. Athough not as ant agonistic like Fea Ani kul akpo kuti, he used
the conmentaries to convey personal issues that bothered him Hs
song Gsondi Onendi  whi ch was rel eased in 1984 renai ns one of the
nost trending records ever to have cone out of Ngeria Qhers like
@l estine kv and the Oiental Bothers International also strived to
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sustain the nusic. The nost popular highlife records till date were
recorded around the period. In 1976, Rrince Mbarga's Saeet Mt her
sol d upvards of thirteen mllion copies, and won several avards. Hil f
Caner ooni an, Mbarga was greatly influenced by Gongol ese nusi c.
Ngerian highife nusicians of the period played a donmnant rol e
i n the devel opnent of 1gbo popul ar nusic. Toget her, conmon f eat ures
are evident intheir nusic. Wth the unanii guous chords of the guitars,
soot hi ng nel odi es, unconventi onal harnoni es, and steady rhythns,
they forned a dstinct hybrid of highlife. Sr Waria ledthis red uion
inhighlife; his nuisic wvas vaid of externa influences, yet it was
uni versal |y accepted. Before he started highlife, he had becone fanous
wth Ese nusic. Perhaps, his versatility, evidet in his aility o
perfornming several nusical types is responsible for the success he
achieved in creating a newhbrand of highife. H is widely considered
as the one who brought about a definitive style to highlife nusic. H
stylishly conined Igbo vocals wth his subline and dexterous guitar
skills. For thefirst tine, the period narked the beg nning of recognition
and acknow edgenent by governnent. The giving of National Awards
to nusi cians becane a nornal trend. Sr Mctor Umaifois one of such
that recei ved national recognition. In 1983, he was appoi nted a Menier
of the Oder of the Nger (M and a Justice of the Reace. Unifo
was agai n appoi nted a Gonmissi oner for Ats, Qitue, and Tourismin
Edo State between 2001 and 2003. He was invited to visit the
presidetia villa a nunlber of tines, aprivilege he cotinues toredish

The Period, 1990 —2005

Sone greats of the second period wo lived into the 1990s al so
thrived and had positive infl uences on the era. Mctor Uaifo's Joroni
possibly still stands as the nast popua highife hit of the period The
politica scenein Ngeriaa sowtnessed unrest, wth perhaps the nost
unpopul ar governnent in Ngerias history energing in the period.
The death of Fela Anikul apo Kuti was another naj or event in the period.
Hohifelost its ground especidly inthe southern, western and northern
pats of the country. The death of Fela led to the invigoration and
birth of newnusical styles. For instance, hip-hop not only began to
take centre st age in the nusic industry, it has been ingrained as the
nost accepted nusic of contenporary N gerian youths. A though
Vestern hip-hop hed found its vay into Ngeria prior to this ting it
only becane very prominent especially anong the youths when
Ngerians started practicing it. Mny hip-hop nusicians |ike Qadapo
Caniel Qrebanjo (Dbanj), Innocent Idibia (2face), Reter (koye and
Paul koye (Psquare), and Style Hus sprung up during this tine and
ther nosicis still govnginfane
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The i nfl uence of hip-hop on the yout hs vas so adverse because
of the deliberate effort in trying to re-establish the cultures and
practices that were once considered weird and bizarre during the
struggl e for independence. The youths now viewed highlife as ‘o d
school’, and a type of nusic essential ly patroni zed by peopl e upvards
dfif ty yers. A though nusi ci ans | i ke Gsayonore Joseph and Advi ser
Nowarragbe i n Edo State have rel eased d buns thet criticize corruption,
socia inustice and bad |eadership, it coud not natch the popu arity
o Fdd s Arobeat and hip-hop. Perhaps, if their nosic hed t aken the
formof hip-hop it woul d have enj oyed nore patronage. Despite these,
highife still continues to flowrish fromwere it arignated The 1990s
through the early 2000s can best be described as a period when
highifevet back toits roots. Mjority of Ngerids highlife bands are
fromthe east, although sone nusicians in the east have struggled to
kepit dive
Concl usi on and Recommendat i on

Ghange is part of hunan nature and this trait has overl apped
into even culture and indeed nusical cuture. Qnsequently, every
phenonenon al | over the vorl dis subject toor at | east prone to change
especiadly in the face of globaization, techndogica innovations and
soci etal yearnings. Misic itsel f has been i nmensel y i npact ed by forces
like g dodlization ad severa socid, pditica, reigaous, econonc ad
cutud factars. lddor (2014) asserts that ‘tradition has awvays been
repeated y reconstructed...traditional nusic practices and indeed
alnost every aspect of life are not what they were a hundred years
ago . This is because ‘one can no longer stick rigdy to traditiond
nusi cal practices wthout yielding to forces of nodernity’ (A uede,
2014). Inths paper, we discussed the devel opnent of highlife, and
underlined sone of the events that took place between the period
1950 and 2005, that have influenced its practice and acceptance in
society. It aso provides an insight into the muisica lives of sone
progenitors of Ngerian highlife nusic, and sone of the techni ques
enpl oyed in their nusica perfornances. Qwe of the chief concerns of
N geri an nusi ¢ schol ars shoul d be to preserve and avert the i npendi ng
extinction of the nisica styles that are capable of defining Ngeria' s
idatity. Athough highlife nusi c has been on a steady declinein Ngeria
given sone of the factors noted inthis paper, it nay nat yet beinthe
category of Ngeriannusica typo ogies facingtot al extinction. However,
oeneed ot vait for thet tine since ‘the decline of higlifewthdl its
potentiaities is a sad devel opnent in the contenporary nusi c scene,
(kafor, 2005).
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Therefore, ‘in this process, preservation of positive cutura
heritage, of sone generally accepted traditional elenents which
construct cuturd identity of a nation is encowraged (Idda, 2014).
Aso Adedla (2001) in Okel one (2013) af firns that ‘popdar music in
Ngeriacaries wthit anatiod idetity, wich portrays it as a nusic
that is indigenous to Ngeria The various uses of |anguage, costune
and nusical instrunents present the very rich Ngerian and social
heit agg. Apart from encouragenent that can be of fered to hidHife
nusi cians and their bands, nusic scholars should not relent in
engagi ng i n nore active research focusing on different areas of highife
spanning fromits inception to present day, and the pubication of
findings from such research endeavour. Furthernore, departnent s
of nusic shoud create chairs for highlife greats. The UWhiversity of
Rort Harcourt aready has a chair for the highlife nusic icon, Grdind
Rex Ji mLawson occupi ed by Professor Qnyee Nhaankpa and anot her
for one of the founding fathers of Ngerian art nusic, 1kdi Harcourt
Wiyte, occupied by Or. A K Achinivu. Qher departnents of nusic
should strive to broaden their research horizons by delving into
researches in the area of hignlife and its nusicians by estadishing
such chairs. This wll be a neans of preserving the nusic and
di sseninating sane to all and sundry.
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