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Have you had that dizzying experience of arriving in a new town? When you first 

begin to explore, you rely on a map to get everywhere. Soon, landmarks begin to appear in 

your perception – that big square building, the low wall that skateboarders have chipped 

away at over time, the lamppost wrapped in yarn. Landmarks become guideposts as you 

begin to orient yourself within a new space. Eventually you become comfortable with the 

usual routes of travel. It’s only on the occasional adventure off the beaten path that 

disorientation sets back in. When considering the process of musical learning in a cross-

cultural setting, I believe this is an apt analogy. What is the process by which a learner goes 

from the disorientation that often accompanies arrival to eventually being able to find one’s 

way with greater ease? To address this question, I turn to a study of the music of Batalá, an 

international Samba Reggae music project founded in 1997 by Giba Gonçalves. 

For this study I interviewed members of a Batalá chapter to get a sense of what their 

learning process has been. How have they learned to orient themselves to this music? What 

aspects of it have most challenged them as they learned to wrap their minds and bodies 

around the style? What techniques have they developed for learning? What guideposts have 

they identified? Do individuals’ various musical backgrounds here in the US impact the ease, 

or difficulty, with which they have learned this music?  

Before proceeding with the ethnographic grounding of this study, I’d like to propose 

a few ways of conceptualizing the music of Batalá, and its relationship to the Afro-diasporic 

percussion practice more generally.  
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Part 1: Meter as Groove 

In conceptualizing the music of Batalá and the way it is learned in a cross-cultural 

setting, I am building on the scholarship around meter and cognition undertaken by scholars 

such as Justin London, who position meter not as a phenomenon intrinsic to the music 

itself, but rather as an “attending behavior” carried out by the listener or performer.  This 

process of metrical attending is “perceptually emergent” as the listener brings into being an 

internal experience of meter “from the rhythmic surface of the music as it unfolds in time” 

(London 2012, 4).  

Essential to London’s conception of meter as an attending behavior is the 

phenomenon of sensori-motor entrainment, which allows listeners and performers to 

“synchronize their perception and cognition with musical rhythms as they occur in time. 

When we are entrained,” London argues, “our attention literally ‘moves with the music,’ and 

this engenders and encourages our bodily movements as well, from trapping toes and 

swinging arms to dancing and marching” (London 2012, 5). However, this practice is neither 

universal nor endemic to the music itself. It is a highly practiced and culturally specific 

activity. As London writes, “from early childhood we are steeped in a musical environment 

and have many opportunities to develop and hone our attentional habits relative to particular 

musical styles” (London 2012, 6). In the cross-cultural space of Batalá, leaning to entrain to 

unfamiliar metrical experiences is of utmost importance. The emergent meter in the music of 

Batalá could, I believe, best be characterized as a groove-meter.  

Groove-meter is the essential building block of the Batalá repertory, as is the case for 

much Afro-diasporic percussion music. Scholars have long theorized aspects of groove, 

from Richard Waterman writing in 1952 about “metronome sense” (Waterman 1952), to 
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Charles Keil’s notion of “vital drive” (Keil 1966). Both phenomena create affective 

responses in listeners while simultaneously binding performers together in a shared musical 

experience. Mark Doffman positions groove simply as “the bodily experience of shared 

timing” (Doffman 2013, 2). He stresses that this experience of groove is a “relational 

phenomenon; groove occurs between musicians” (Doffman 2013, 2). 

Reflecting on the repertory performed by Batalá, I propose a three-tiered structure 

for understanding the operation of meter as groove. These three levels of metrical activity 

act together as a musical gestalt. I call the sum of this gestalt “groove-meter” in an effort to 

articulate the intrinsic link between meter and groove in the context of this Afro-diasporic 

musical practice. Thinking of meter simply as groupings of evenly spaced strong and weak 

beats is inadequate for describing the metrical entrainment that performers of Afro-diasporic 

percussion experience during performance. Rather it is a complex matrix of regularly and 

irregularly spaced accents that come together as a gestalt through which practitioners 

navigate a rhythmic field. Making use of the groove-meter present in a particular musical 

moment allows performers to entrain into a shared musical experience. 

Groove-meter operates on three levels, the first two of which build on the work of 

Gerhard Kubik and others.  

 

Level 1: Elementary Pulse 

Kubik writes that the elementary pulse is a “grid in the mind of the performers” 

(Kubik 2010, 31). It functions in the same manner as the “n-cycle” (London 2012) or the 

“density referent” (Hood 1971, Kauffman, 1980), all of which describe the smallest unit of 

pulsation to which a performer attends. Each note played by a performer aligns necessarily 

with an elementary pulsation. Kubik asserts, “All the participants in a musical event share it 
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as an orientation screen” (Kubik 2010, 31). This is the foundation upon which the higher-

level aspects of groove-meter are built. In the music of Batalá, the elementary pulsation is 

often played as ghost notes (that is, sounded but unaccented notes) on the caixa and 

repinique drums, to which I will return shortly. However, regardless of whether the 

elementary pulsation is sounded or not, it operates as a subconscious background to the 

higher order aspects of groove-meter. As Kubik writes, “It need not be struck on an 

instrument; it can be totally silent, and merely present as a subjective awareness” (Kubik 

2010, 32).  

 

Level 2: Reference Beat 

The reference beat groups elementary pulses into larger units. This unit of musical 

time is sometimes described as the “tactus” (Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1985): that beat to 

which a listener may tap their foot. In the context of Batalá the reference beat is defined by 

the alternating tones of the Fundo 1 and Fundo 2 – bass drums that provide the foundation 

for the ensemble. The Fundos mark the same beats on which the ensemble generally steps 

during choreography and marching. The elementary pule and reference beat may be 

diagramed using “timepoints” (Locke 2010), with the reference beat listed as integer digits 

and the elementary pulse listed as fractional digits. The following example shows two cycles 

of four-pulse reference beats: 

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 

By contrast, the following example shows two cycles of three-pulse reference beats: 

1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 

 

Level 3: The Groove Cycle 
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At the tertiary level accented pulses are no longer evenly spaced. Here, repeating 

rhythmic patterns come to be entrained by performers as an aspect of groove-meter. These 

complimentary patterns interweave with one another to create a matrix of their own. They 

operate as cycles, with the end of one cycle constituting the beginning of the next. While 

Burns views these instrumental parts as separate from the metric background (Burns 2010, 

1), my proposal is that the foreground/background distinction is unnecessary. I contend that 

the elementary pulse, the reference beat, and the groove cycle (consisting of the instrumental 

parts) all inform the metrical gestalt experienced by the performers. The following diagram 

shows a basic groove-meter performed by Batalá. Taking off from Justin London’s metrical 

diagrams in Hearing in Time (London 2012), the circular diagram below represents the groove-

meter as a matrix system. The matrix conveys the relationships to be found between the 

three levels of groove-meter outlined above.  

 

 
Figure 1 Groove-Meter Matrix diagram 
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 At this point I depart from much of the literature that understands meter as a series 

of equally spaced accents. For instance Herald Krebs writes, “I define the meter of a work as 

the union of all layers of motion (i.e., a series of regularly recurring pulses) active within it” 

(Krebs 1999, 2). While I agree with Krebs that meter is the union of layers of motion, I 

would argue that in the tertiary level (the groove cycle), accented pulses may be unequally 

spaced. The recurring patterns that emerge at this level are an integral part of the 

metrical/groove schema to which a performer or listener may entrain.  

The groove cycle is always positioned against the elementary pulsation in that every 

accent within the groove cycle is also a timepoint (Locke 2010) in the stream of elementary 

pulsation. Additionally, the groove cycle is posed, often as syncopation, against the reference 

beat to which a performer or listener may be nodding their head, tapping their foot, or 

walking. However in the case of Samba Reggae (or I would contend many other Afro-

diasporic forms), it would be inadequate to describe the meter-groove as only consisting of 

the elementary pulsation and the reference beat. It is the groove cycle that gives each piece 

of music its unique character, flavor, and sense of motion. In this sense, I propose that in 

considering Afro-diasporic forms we must take an expansive approach to considering 

groove-meter as a proliferate phenomenon that contains a multitude of possibilities for how 

it may manifest. London’s “Many Meters Hypothesis,” to which I will return below, opens 

the way for such investigation.  

 

Groove-Meter Multivalency 

The sum of the metrical gestalt outlined above is what I call the groove-meter. 

Performers inhabit a particular groove-meter as they perform the music of Batalá. As I will 

demonstrate later, this is a flexible space in which various process of entrainment may 
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emerge and change over time. Additionally, it is multivalent as a perceptual phenomenon. 

The groove-meter may be approached and interpreted from different angles, depending on 

the experience of the performer and their position within the matrix (i.e., depending on what 

part they are playing). This concept bears some similarity to David Locke’s notion of 

“simultaneous multi-dimensionality,” developed within the context of Ewe percussion 

music. This music, he argues, “is designed to engage the performer and listener in 

participatory, creative hearing. Meter is a dynamic framework for sounded music that may be 

perceived in multiple ways” (Locke 2010, 95).  

While I agree that multiple perceptions of the groove-meter may often be present in 

a single performance setting between performers, I take issue with Locke’s notion that 

performers engage routinely in flipping their perception. In the case of the ethnographic 

study below of Batalá Durham, I will show that a flipped perspective is a sign either of 

incompetence or of being early in the process of learning the music. Thus, I am skeptical of 

Locke’s assertion that Ewe master drummers actively displace (or ‘invert’) their experience of 

an accented beat to an unaccented beat. In every Afro-diapsoric percussion form I have 

encountered over the past fifteen years (primarily of Afro-Cuban, Brazilian and West African 

origin), I have observed that strictly adhering to an unchanging experience of pulse and 

groove-meter is of paramount importance. To invert the beat—that is, to begin to 

experience a strong beat as a weak beat—is a signal of poor playing. So, if Locke’s 

ethnographic conclusion holds true that Ewe master drummers actively displace (or ‘invert’) 

beats, I would argue that such displacement is extremely unusual in Afro-diasporic 

percussion practice.   

 

Groove and Rupture Form 
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In the music of Batalá (and much Afro-diaporic percussion music), an overall formal 

structure may be identified as Groove and Rupture form. The groove is established as a 

repeating cycle, with the end of each groove cycle signaling the beginning of the next. In this 

way, a sense of expectation is built up during each cycle and that expectation renews itself 

when the groove cycle begins again. In Batalá, as well as in other Brazilian percussion styles, 

this groove is often referred to as a ride. The three layers of motion (elementary pulse, 

reference beat, groove cycle) present in the groove (or ride) provide a source of tension and 

affective appeal. The “engendered feeling” (Keil 1966) conveyed by the ongoing cyclical 

swinging tension of this music is rewarding in and of itself. The groove itself is the payoff.  

 However, in the context of Samba Reggae (as in other Afro-diasporic percussion 

forms), an additional level of affective tension is built through ruptures of the groove, 

generally referred to as breaks. These are moments of heightened concentration, when 

musicians and listeners alike focus their attentive resources on a rupture in the groove-meter 

during which time contrasting rhythmic material is introduced at the level of the groove 

cycle; however, at such times the elementary pulse and reference beat usually do not change. 

This rupture can last for a single cycle or several cycles, and can feel like a momentary 

suspension of time. During the rupture, the groove-meter (as it had been persistently 

entrained) departs momentarily before returning with a renewed intensity as it is 

reintroduced. In my theory, then, the rupture constitutes a metrical shift in which levels 1 

and 2 remain unchanged, but the variation at the level of the groove cycle signals a new 

metrical experience during the rupture.  

This groove and rupture form is common to many Afro-diasporic musical practices, 

but is especially salient in the context of Batalá. It is the foundational logic, the modus operandi 

of the performance style. Performers of the music, by entraining to the groove-meter and its 
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interruptions, experience groove physically and affectively, as both “the bodily experience of 

shared timing” and as a “relational phenomenon” (Doffman 2013, 2). In the following 

pages, I make use of the groove-meter matrix as I explore the ways that members of a Batalá 

chapter learn to inhabit and successfully perform this music.  

 

Part II: Batalá and the Groove-Meter Matrix 

In this section, I explore how members of Batalá Durham have come to grips with 

groove-meter frameworks that, in most cases, were unfamiliar prior to their entry into the 

group. Data for this section was collected primarily via survey questions answered online by 

band members, as well as through face-to-face conversations and my own experience as a 

participant observer. Here, I am following Harris Berger’s call for “grounding the study of 

musical structure in the living experiences of listening subjects” (Berger 1997, 465). Perhaps 

such a study can help to make sense of how participants in Batalá hone their practices of 

perception. First, however, it may be helpful to share some background on the international 

organization known as Batalá 

Giba Gonçalves, founder of Batalá, was on the front lines of the birth of the Samba 

Reggae movement in Salvador da Bahía in Brazil in the 1970s and ‘80s. Samba Reggae, a 

form that in essence combines Brazilian samba with Jamaican reggae, was intimately bound 

up with the black liberation movement in Brazil, itself inspired by US activism of the 1960s 

and ‘70s. The music developed as a way to stake out an Afro-Brazilian claim to the festivities 

of carnival. All black or mostly black blocos like Ile Aye and Olodum came to the fore during 

carnival in Salvador. During this time Gonçalves was playing with various blocos including 

Cortejo Afro, which was formed in the 1990s 
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By the late-1990s Gonçalves had moved to Paris to study bass guitar and 

composition at the Paris Conservatory. That is where Batalá began. The initial Paris chapter 

was formed as a European wing of Cortejo Afro. But as the idea of Batalá spread, it 

developed its own steam. Today more than forty chapters are active worldwide. Each 

chapter shares a common repertory that is entirely composed by Gonçalves. The music is a 

polyrhythmic tapestry of nested complimentary rhythms (Burns 

2010) and is intrinsically linked to choreography performed by the 

drumming ensemble. The ensembles range in size from 15 to 

upwards of 100 participants. 

The music of Batalá (and of Samba Reggae more generally) 

makes use of 5 drums:  

 
1. Fundos (or Surdos) 1 and 2: bass drums that play alternatingly 

and emphasize the reference beat, or “tactus,” the beat to which the 

ensemble marches in its ever-present choreography.  

2. Dobra: a higher pitched bass drum that plays syncopated patterns 

on top of the foundation of the Fundos. Dobra players typically 

perform the most complex choreography, and (along with the 

repinique) contribute the most rhythmically elaborate parts to the 

musical texture.   

3. Repinique (or Repique): a very high pitched drum played with 

two flexible plastic rods. The repinique typically emphasizes the 

“rumba clave” pattern which, along with the marching pattern of 

Figure 3 Fundo (surdo) 

Figure 3 Repinique (repique) 

Figure 2 Dobra 

Figure 4 Caixa (snare) 
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the surdos, is the most common rhythmic motive featured in Batalá’s music.  The repinique 

plays highly ornamented lines often in dynamic relationship to the dobra.  

4. Caixa: sometimes substituted by a snare drum (to which it is very similar), typically plays 

every note of the elementary pulsation as unaccented (“ghost”) notes. On top of these 

“ghost notes” the caixa accent patterns often connect to the “rumba clave.”  

 

 
Figure 5 Rumba clave in Western notation 

 
 

 
Figure 6 Rumba clave in TUBS notation 

 
Batalá Durham, the chapter with which I am a participant-observer, was founded in 

Durham, North Carolina, in the fall of 2015. It is led by chapter music director, Caique 

Vidal, himself a musician from Salvador. 

 

Practices of Perception 

Reflecting generally on their learning process, one band member said, “What feels 

initially like a swirling mess of drums and notes and songs which never seem to begin or end, 

will naturally and organically become clear and obvious in time. It just happens.” This 

disorientation signals towards the ways in which an unfamiliar groove-meter can be 

experienced as wilderness. Over time, this band member has brought perceptual order to the 

“swirling mess” that their initial experience afforded them. For another, learning this music 

“was like looking at a Magic Eye poster in the mall in the ‘90s. Everyone promised it was 

there, but it made no sense to me. Of course I could hear the musicality of it (it’s not like the 
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beats were jumbled or incoherent), but the musical ‘logic’ of it wasn't molecularly clear to 

me. Then one day I was looking at a fucking dolphin,” the band member wrote.  

 Both of these observations point to the manner in which a metrical logic may 

eventually emerge for participants through the process of orienting themselves within the 

groove-meter matrix. The latter band member’s evocation 

of the Magic Eye is a particularly useful analogy. The Magic 

Eye is a two-dimensional image that can convey a third 

dimension to viewers if studied in the correct manner. One 

is not able to see the third dimension until one suddenly 

does. This type of image, like the widely cited images 

associated with gestalt phycology (Figure 8), point to the 

ways that we make sense of the world through actively 

honing our perception. A similarly active process of perception honing allows musicians 

seeking to find their way within an unfamiliar groove-meter matrix. A third band member 

wrote, “At some point I started to hear and differentiate all the songs—it felt like learning a 

language through immersion where slowly pieces of the puzzle or picture became visible and 

then those pieces started to connect to other pieces and it was almost a domino effect of 

learning.” 

Justin London observes that “our musical entrainment behaviors are highly 

practiced: from early childhood we are steeped in a musical environment and have many 

opportunities to develop and hone our attentional habits relative to particular musical styles” 

(London 2012, 6). Later, on the topic of his “Many Meters Hypothesis,” London elaborates,  

 
The more familiar we are with a particular kind of rhythm, the more skilled 
our attentional behaviors tend to become. Thus, even though a neophyte 
may recognize a jazz drumming pattern, a more experienced listener will be 

Figure 7 Gestalt image showing both a goblet 
and two profiles facing one another. 
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able to discern particular styles (swing vs. bop vs. cool) and even individual 
performers (Tony Williams vs. Jack DeJohnette vs. Art Blakey). To have 
such metric expertise, we must do two things. First, we must retain the fine-
grained details of prior metric experiences and behaviors. This retention 
enables us to build a repertoire of context-specific strategies for attending to 
particular kinds of music. Second, we must be able to quickly and correctly 
bring the metric habit(s) from this repertoire to bear on the given musical 
context (London 2012, 173). 
 

Here, London adumbrates the odyssey that aspiring musicians in a cross-cultural 

setting must undertake. It is a complex process of perceptual sense-making within a 

previously unfamiliar sensory field. This practice of perception takes place in “the thickness 

of the living present,” according to Edmund Husserl (Husserl 2012), where the recent past 

continues to be experienced as a “retention” and anticipation of the future is experienced as 

“protention.” The collision of retention and protention make up our perceptual experience 

of the present moment. One Batalá member alluded to the way that protention and retention 

informs her practice when memory fails, writing, “I think one of the hardest parts for me is 

starting the songs off and remembering which pattern starts everything off! Once the song 

gets going it all starts to unfold in that way that music does—like when you can't remember 

all the lyrics to a song at once but if you can get started one word will lead to another and 

stimulates the memory of the next part or word.” 

An example from my own experience illustrates the slippery perceptual process that 

can accompany cross-cultural learning. When the Batalá maestro, Giba Conçalves, came to 

Durham in May 2017, he intended to teach us a new piece of music by ear. In Batalá, all 

teaching is done by rote. There is no notation. Further it is important to Gonçalves that he 

teach the music cold, that the participants learn it for the first time from him. So, when he 

arrived to teach us this new composition, no one in the group had heard it before.  
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He began by singing the opening break to this new song (“Domingo”), making use 

of vocal/rhythmic syllables. Once we learned the introductory phrase, he cued us into the 

first ride (the first moment when the initial groove-meter becomes apparent). While all 

drummers are supposed to anchor ourselves against the background of the Surdo part 

emphasizing the reference beat (Figure 9 in blue and green), many of us were experiencing 

this new groove-meter backwards. 

We underwent what David Locke 

calls “beat inversion” (Locke 2010). 

All players are supposed to 

walk in place with the Fundo pulse 

in order to synchronize our metrical 

experiences. However, in the early 

stages, this process quickly broke 

down. I remember looking around 

at our band members’ feet and 

noticed that we looked more like a 

group of people out for a jog than a 

group synchronized in the 

performance of music. For the first 

half-hour or so I misperceived the 

meter. I had inverted the beat: hearing the repinique part (figure 9 in purple) as occurring on 

time points 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, and 4.1 – instead of 1.3, 2.3, 3.3, and 4.3.  

Once I eventually came to understand that I was supposed to be playing an offbeat 

emphasis, I was able to force my perception into flipping. This took quite a bit of effort, 

Figure 8  Groove-Meter Matrix diagram for the first ride of 
"Domingo" 
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however, as I had been entraining to the groove backwards for half an hour. I stared at the 

most reliable Fundo player in the room and forced myself to step on the downbeat while 

playing the strong off beat phrase of the correct repinique part.  

Another band member wrote, “Sometimes I’ll think we're at a different place in the 

cycle when I'm learning it...like in my mind the phrase is STARTING halfway through and 

then I get thrown off. But that’s usually when I’m just learning something.” These examples 

illustrate the way that subjective perception plays into one’s self-orientation within the 

groove-meter matrix. My initial perception was tilted off-axis, as was that of the other band 

members. However, with patience, we all encouraged our perception to experience a new 

(and closer to correct) way of hearing the music. We were able to see the dolphin!  

 

Batalá as a Motional System  

Another band member wrote, “When we first were learning ‘Domingo,’ I couldn't 

really ‘hear’ the song. It just felt like a bunch of individual parts without a through-line. Once 

we began to play the parts through (not just in sections), and added the dance moves, it 

really started to swing and I could finally hear the overall feel and affect of the song.”  

Here, a common theme among survey respondents comes to the fore: the 

importance of dance as a way of learning embodying the music correctly. Following Olly 

Wilson, Gerhard Kubik describes African music and dance as a “motional system” (Kubik 

2010, 37). In the music of Batalá, as in the West African practices Kubik describes, there is a 

necessary interrelationship between music and movement. Nearly of Batalá’s musical 

material is connected to related movements. While this at first posed a challenge to band 

members unaccustomed to moving while they played music, it eventually became an 

important way of orienting themselves within the matrix. Band members wrote: 
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 “Learning the dance moves with the music was really 
helpful. At first, this seemed like an extra layer of 
complication and one more thing to learn. But after 
working with it, the movements help me remember 
my part and keep the proper beat/timing.” 

 
“[It was particularly helpful] going into the triple section. The 
surdo part was easy but learning to hear how the dobra part 
fit with it took a lot of repetition for me. When I could dance 
to it I really had it down.” 

 
“My musical background has required that I learn 
little choreography in the past. It was not comfortable 
for me at first even stepping side to side. It took a 
shift on my part to see that music can be danced as 
well as played--and to become comfortable doing 
both at once. I did not grow up as a dancer, but with 
Batalá I am learning to both play and dance.” 

 
“As I mentioned before, dance has really helped, especially 
with timing.” 

 
“With a background as a dancer studying primarily 
West African dance (and drumming), I learn music 
through my body and movement. That is one reason 
I was called to dobra, because I can use the 
foundation of the dance choreography as a way to cue 
the drumming patterns. If I were asked to stand still 
and play the music without the steps, I am not sure I 
would be able to.” 

 
“As I mentioned before, pairing it with body movements and 
dance [has been helpful to my learning].” 

 
 In each of these cases, associating movement with rhythm helps keep band members 

oriented within the groove-meter matrix. I would argue that the physical movement helps to 

regulate one’s perception. By stepping side to side with the Fundo (Surdo) part, band 

members become anchored to the groove-meter and are less likely to experience an 

unwelcomed perceptual shift. This strategy has proved especially useful for band members in 

the section of “Domingo” that shifts from a four-pulse-per-beat groove-meter (compound 

duple) to a three-pulse-per-beat groove-meter (compound triple). These two metrical 
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schemes (illustrated below in Figures 10 and 11) require the performers to be very 

comfortable with hearing a three-over-four feel when the transition to the three-pulse 

groove meter takes place. This type of scheme, common to West African and Afro-diasporic 

practice, is unfamiliar to many cross-cultural learners, especially those raised in European 

and Euro-American musical traditions.  

 

 
Figure 10 Groove-Meter Matrix diagram for the third 
ride of "Domingo" 

 

Hearing the Ensemble 

 Of experiencing this shift, one band member wrote, “Particularly on ‘Domingo’ I 

really felt how the simple Surdo part was the anchor for the piece. It amazed me how 

different the duple and triple parts felt on top of the pulse [reference beat] of the Surdos.” 

Figure 9 Groove-Meter Matrix diagram for the second ride of 
"Domingo" 
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This respondent came to understand the groove-meter through the relationships between its 

various aspects. This was another recurring theme among band members reflecting on their 

learning process: The moment of understanding their own part fully coincided with being 

able to hear the total gestalt of the groove-meter. It is the moment the (Magic Eye) dolphin 

finally emerges from the background.  

 
“As I become more comfortable with my instrument 
and the parts, I am more able to hear the big picture, 
the entire song and the other instruments and how 
they all fit together. If I am hyper-focused on trying 
to learn to play a part on my instrument it is very 
difficult for me to hear what other instruments are 
playing at the same time.” 

 
“I'm learning to hear the other parts more. In [the song] G1, 
for example, I love the interplay between the Repiques and 
the Surdos. I still find it challenging to really listen for the 
Caixas.” 

 
“As I become more comfortable with a song, I can 
hear the relationship between the drums more than 
when I first learn it.” 

 
“At first I used to really focus on my Dobra part only and 
worry about my drum in isolation from the others. I notice as 
I get more comfortable with a song, and in the band 
generally, I now am able to hear and pay more attention to 
how my part talks to the other drums and fits into the whole 
song/sound of Batala.” 

 
“Usually, the breakthrough moments happen for me 
once I'm able to hear all of the different parts 
together. It's easy to just listen to your specific part, 
but when you really focus and try to hear all of the 
instruments working together, it becomes much easier 
to learn the music.” 
 

 
 These anecdotes all confirm the “perceptual turn” in considerations of meter. It is 

clear through examining the ways that member of Balatá orient themselves to previously 

unexplored groove-meter structures that, indeed, meter is a practice of perception. It is one 
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influenced by the various cultural and musical backgrounds of the performers, and it can 

change and shift over time. Phenomenological flexibility is required on the part of learner 

who must adapt their perception to a new musico-cultural setting. As Harris Berger writes, 

 
A basic tenet of the phenomenology of perception is that perception is 
actively and socially achieved by the participants. Studies that focus on 
musical sound alone carry with them the implicit assumption that perception 
is universal and that what varies from culture to culture are the types of 
artifacts produced; phenomenological approaches assume that both the 
music perceived and the act of perception are specific to each musical 
culture” (Berger 1997, 482).  

 
 In learning the music of Balatá, participants are not only required to manage the 

music itself, but also to develop new practices of perception that allow them to successfully 

do so. It is through this acclimatization to new groove-meter frameworks that Batalá 

members learn how to entrain more effective to one another and to the music.  

This sheds new light on the notion of “Bi-Musicality,” first introduced into the 

ethnomusicological literature by Mantle Hood (Hood 1960). Hood’s seminal work 

encouraged cross-cultural musical learning as a tool for scholarly practice. But the question 

of cross-cultural musical learning is not as simple as the binary that Hood establishes in his 

coinage. He himself acknowledges this at the conclusion of his essay, “The Challenge of ‘Bi-

Musicality,’” when he notes that many cross-cultural musical learners learn to manage 

themselves successfully in multiple performance settings. Hood asks, “Here then are we to 

speak of ‘tri-musicality’ or ‘quadri-musicality?’ Perhaps we shall come close to the heart of 

the matter if we return to Webster's basic definition and retitle this paper simply to read: 

‘The Challenge of Musicality’” (Hood 1960, 59).  

 I believe that we might “queer” Mantle Hood’s “bi-musicality” by focusing on the 

multiple practices of perception that accompany cross-cultural learning. Further, we should 

be careful not to consider these channels of learning as distinct from one another. As this 
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learning takes place in the context of Batalá, band members assimilate these new groove-

meter frameworks into their awareness as future performers, in whatever setting they might 

find themselves. Gerhard Kubik makes this point clearly when he writes,  

 
What I mean is that an individual, after intensive cross-cultural experience, 
does not end up as a sort of two-channel carrier of traditions, switching to 
and fro. Inevitably, cohesive psychological forces bind the new idiom to the 
old one, rounding a bit off the edges of both. After some time the individual 
no longer belongs exactly to the culture he or she once came from; various 
new experiences have generated a new configuration of cultural references 
(Kubik 2010, 1). 
 

 Perhaps this is one of the thrills of ensemble music playing: attuning your perception 

to that of your comrades. As they attenuate their perceptions in cross-cultural settings, 

learners open themselves to novel ways of experiencing the world through music.  
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