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The standard 12/8 bell pattern of African music, heard pre-
dominately with the Ewe people of Southern Ghana, is 
familiar to nearly every musician, and is one of the more 

researched subjects in African rhythm theory.1 This article will com-
pare the 12/8 bell and its subsequent transpositions to the modes 
of jazz music (a concept first introduced by Jeff Pressing2).
	 In jazz theory, a C to C major scale comprises eight notes divided 
into whole (W) and half (H) step intervals: two whole steps, one 
half step, three more whole steps, and one final half step to reach 
upper C, or W-W-H-W-W-W-H. If we substitute the term “long” (L) 
for each whole step and the term “short” (S) for each half step, with 
a “long” note being a quarter and a “short” note being an eighth, 
we would discover that the strokes of the standard 12/8 bell—L-L-
S-L-L-L-S—are identical to the intervals of the major scale. This can 
be immediately realized by playing a major scale using the 12/8 
bell pattern, or by playing the bell pattern while singing “do re me” 
solfege in unison with the 12/8 bell. 
	 This coincidental relationship can be taken one step further by 
exploring the various modes (transpositions) of both the major 
scale and the African bell.3 The essence of jazz improvisation en-
compasses the player’s knowledge and facility using the modes of 
each scale. These modes, which are assigned specific names, repre-
sent different moods and tonal colors from light to dark. 
	 A major scale is a brightly colored major mode called “Ionian.” 
In African music, the standard 12/8 bell is the “Ionian” (major) 
mode of traditional music. Using the letters W and H to represent 
diatonic intervals, and L and S for bell strokes, we can realize the 
modes of both scale and rhythm.

Ionian Mode
Bell:		 L	 L	 S	 L	 L	 L	 S	 (bell lands on beats 1, 4)
Scale:	 W	 W	 H	 W	 W	 W	 H 	(major tonality)

	 By starting the C major scale from D and ending on high D, the 
Dorian mode is produced. Dorian, which is in a minor tonality, is 
slightly darker in color than Ionian. A Dorian mode of the African 
bell occurs by starting and ending the bell pattern from the second 
stroke. What results is a non-traditional phrase that produces a dif-
ferent rhythmic constellation of tension and resolution. 
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Dorian Mode
Bell:	 L	 S	 L	 L	 L	 S	 L 	 (bell lands on beats 1, 2, 4)
Scale:	 W	 H	 W	 W	 W	 H	 W	(minor tonality)

	 Whereas the standard Ionian bell lands on beats 1 and 4, the non-
traditional Dorian bell lands on beats 1, 2, and 4. One might argue 
that since more strokes of the bell land on the beat, the Dorian bell 
has less tension than the Ionian bell. However, because this phrase 
is less familiar than the Ionian bell, it may present other musical 
challenges.
	 By continuing this paradigm of scale/bell transpositions we 
find the jazz modes Phrygian, Lydian, Mixolydian, Aeolian, and 
Locrian.

Phrygian Mode
Bell:	 S	 L	 L	 L		 S		  L	 L 	 (bell lands on beats 1, 2, 4)
Scale:	 H	 W	 W	 W	 H		 W	 W	 (minor tonality)

Lydian Mode
Bell:	 L	 L	 L	 S		  L		  L	 S 	 (bell lands on beats 1, 3, 4)
Scale:	 W	 W	 W	 H		 W	 W	 H 	 (major tonality)

ã

&

8

12

8

12 

¿

j

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

j

¿ ¿

œ

j

œ œ œ œ

j

œ œ

ã

&

8

12

8

12 

j

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

j

¿ ¿ ¿

j

œ œ œ œ

j

œ œ œ

ã

&

8

12

8

12 

¿ ¿ ¿

j

¿ ¿ ¿

j

¿

œ œ œ

J

œ œ œ

J

œ



percussive notes 39 AUGUST 2007

Mixolydian Mode
Bell:	 L	 L	 S	 L	 L	 S	 L 	 (bell lands on beats 1, 4)
Scale:	 W	 W	 H	 W	 W	 H	 W	 (dominant tonality)

Aeolian Mode
Bell:	 L	 S	 L	 L	 S	 L	 L	 (bell lands on beats 1, 2)
Scale:	 W	 H	 W	 W	 H	 W	 W	 (minor tonality)

Locrian Mode
Bell:	 S	 L	 L	 S	 L	 L	 L 	 (bell lands on beats 1, 2, 3)
Scale:	 H	 W	 W	 H	 W	 W	 W 	(diminished tonality)
	

	 By thoroughly mastering the Ionian modes of both jazz and 
African music, one can develop the tools necessary for shifting 
modes without having to relearn the pattern. When I used the term 
“modes” while discussing African bell transpositions, jazz students 
were immediately able to render the scales of the African bell. 
Stepping to the pulse in a side-to-side fashion (R, L, L, R) allowed 
students to feel the tension/resolution of the bell pattern by identi-
fying when bell strokes aligned with beat steps.
	 Learning something new can always be made easier by relating 
a foreign idea to one that is familiar and well grounded. With ever 
increasing interest in world music performance and scholarship, 
similar relationships between traditions can open doors to deeper 
understanding and invention.
	 Let us now examine a different type of a vocal mode using a 
five-syllable phrase. The Swedish phrase “to ma tin sa lat” (taught 
to me by George Ruckert) translates to “tomato salad.” It is a 
children’s song in a waltz feel that explores the concept of vocal 
transposition within a consistently recurring melody and rhythm. 
Because it is a 3/4 waltz, we can incorporate the standard African 
bell while singing the four-bar melody. Given that each new four-
bar phrase begins from a different syllable, we can classify phrases 
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as a type of “mode” because the order of the syllables always 
remains the same. In this context, the last syllable of each four-bar 
phrase represents the new beginning. 

	 The point of these modal exercises is to become familiar with any 
arrangement of scale, melody, or rhythm by thoroughly shuffling 
the deck—not to expose one’s limitations, but to discover the pos-
sibilities.

Endnotes
1. Scholars who have researched the music of the Southern Ewe people of 

Ghana include Kofi Agawu, Willi Anku, A.M. Jones, James Keotting, 
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Robert Kauffman, Kobla Ladzekpo, David Locke, Alan Merriam, J.H. 
Kwabena Nketia, and Jeff Pressing, to name a few.

2. Although the concept of the modal bell occurred to me recently during 
my own teaching, the idea was first presented by Jeff Pressing in his 
paper “Cognitive Isomorphisms between Pitch and Rhythm in World 
Musics: West Africa, the Balkans and Western Tonality,” Studies in 
Music 17 (1983); 38–61. A recent paper by Kofi Agawu in the Journal of 
the American Musicological Society further examines the 12/8 bell and 
its relevant potency. For amazing insights read “Structural Analysis or 
Cultural Analysis? Competing Perspectives on the ‘Standard Pattern’ of 
West African Rhythm.”

3. David Locke uses the concept “Modes of the African Bell” in his book 
Kpegisu: A War Drum of the Ewe.
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