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O
ffbeat Exploring Reggae and Syncopation  

 

 

A. How
 did Reggae develop?  

B. W
here is Jam

aica?  
C. W

hat are Reggae Songs About?  
REG

G
AE is one of the traditional m

usical styles from
 JAM

AICA.  It developed from
 :   

 
Reggae w

as first heard in the U
K in the 1950’s w

hen im
m

igrants began to settle.  During the 1960’s, people began im
porting 

singles from
 Jam

aica to sell in U
K shops.  N

ow
, Reggae is know

n as the national m
usic of Jam

aica.   
 

Reggae is closely associated w
ith  

RASTAFARIAN
ISM

 (a religious m
ovem

ent 
w

orshipping Haile Selassie as the M
essiah 

and that black people are the chosen 
people and w

ill eventually return to their 
African hom

eland).  The LYRICS of Reggae 
songs are strongly influenced by 
Rastafarianism

 and are often political 
including them

es such as LO
VE,  

BRO
THERHO

O
D, PEACE, PO

VERTY, 
AN

TIRACISM
, O

PTIM
ISM

 and FREEDO
M

.    

D. O
ffbeat Rhythm

s &
 Syncopation  

E. M
usical Features of Reggae  

F. Reggae Key W
ords  

G
. W

ho w
as Bob M

arley?  
O

FFBEAT RH
YTH

M
S – Rhythm

s that em
phasise or 

stress the W
EAK BEATS O

F A BAR.  In m
usic that is in 

4/4 tim
e, the first beat of the bar is the strongest, the 

third the next strongest and the second and fourth are 
w

eaker.  Em
phasising the second and fourth beats of 

the bar gives a “m
issing beat feel” to the rhythm

 and 
m

akes the m
usic sound O

FFBEAT, often em
phasised by 

the BASS D
RU

M
 or a RIM

 SH
O

T (hitting the edge of a 
SN

ARE D
RU

M
) in m

uch Reggae m
usic.    

   
SYN

CO
PATIO

N
 – A w

ay of changing a rhythm
 by m

aking 
som

e notes a bit 
early, often so they 
cross over the m

ain 
beat of the m

usic 
giving the m

usic a 
further O

FFBEAT. 

O
FFBEAT RHYTHM

S AN
D CHO

RDS (see D)  
SYN

CO
PATED RHYTHM

S AN
D M

ELO
DIES (see D)  

SU
N

G LYRICS (see C)  
LEAD SIN

GER often w
ith BACKIN

G SIN
GERS som

etim
es 

singing in CALL AN
D RESPO

N
SE (see F3) accom

panied by a  
Reggae band w

hich often features: BRASS IN
STRU

M
EN

TS and  
SAXO

PHO
N

ES, ELECTRIC GU
ITARS, BASS GU

ITAR,  
KEYBO

ARDS, DRU
M

S AN
D PERCU

SSIO
N

 IN
STRU

M
EN

TS.  
VO

CAL AN
D IN

STRU
M

EN
TAL IM

PRO
VISATIO

N
S (see F2)  

M
ELO

DIC RIFFS (see F5)  
SLO

W
, RELAXED (‘chilled!’) TEM

PO
  

4/4 M
ETRE/TIM

E SIGN
ATU

RE  
M

ost Reggae songs are PO
PU

LAR SO
N

G FO
RM

.   
SIM

PLE HARM
O

N
IES (see F4)  

    ‘.  

1. 
M

ELO
D

Y – The m
ain ‘tune’ of a piece of 

m
usic, often sung by the LEAD

 SIN
G

ER.  
2. 

IM
PRO

VISATIO
N

 – U
nprepared 

perform
ance.  

3. 
CALL AN

D
 RESPO

N
SE – Sim

ilar to a 
“Q

uestion and Answ
er”.  

4. 
SIM

PLE H
ARM

O
N

IES – using a lim
ited 

num
ber of CH

O
RD

S, m
ainly PRIM

ARY TRIAD
S such as 

the TO
N

IC, D
O

M
IN

AN
T and SU

BD
O

M
IN

AN
T chords.  

  
5. 

RIFF – A repeated m
usical pattern.  O

ften 
the  
BASS G

U
ITAR played repeated M

ELO
D

IC BASS RIFFS 
in Reggae songs.    
6. 

BASS/BASS LIN
E – The low

est pitched part 
of a piece of m

usic often played by the BASS G
U

ITAR     
7. 

CH
O

RD
 – 2 or m

ore notes played together   
8. 

RH
YTH

M
 – Long and short sounds.  

9. 
TEXTU

RE – Com
bining layers of sound. 

BO
B M

ARLEY w
as 

a fam
ous reggae 

singer,  
SO

N
GW

RITER, 
and m

usician w
ho 

first becam
e fam

ous in  
his band The W

ailers, and later as a SO
LO

  
ARTIST. He w

as born in1945 in N
ine M

ile, 
Saint Ann, Jam

aica. Although he grew
 up 

in poverty, he surrounded him
self w

ith 
m

usic and m
et som

e of the future 
m

em
bers of The W

ailers. Bob  
M

arley becam
e 

involved in the 
Rastafarian 
m

ovem
ent and this 

influenced his m
usic 

style greatly. His 
career flourished 
and he becam

e a 
cultural icon. He 

w
as the first international superstar to 

have been born in poverty in a Third 
W

orld country.   

REG
G

AE
   

  

M
EN

TO
   

A
   form

 of Jam
aican  FO

LK  
M

U
SIC  like

   CALYPSO
  popular in  

the 1950
 ’s .   

SKA
   

F ast  dance m
usic that e m

erged in   the 1 950 ’s fusing  
Am

erican  R &
B w

ith  M
EN

TO
  rhythm

s and featuring  
ELECTRIC G

U
ITARS,  JAZZY H

O
RN

 SECTIO
N

S   and  
characteristic  O

FFBEAT RH
YTH

M
S .   

RO
CK STEAD

Y
   

A
   m

ore vocal s tyle of  danc e m
usic  

w
hich used  RIFFS ,  SIM

PL E  
H

ARM
O

N
IES , O

FFBEA
T RH

YTH
M

S   and  
a strong  BASS LIN

E .   
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ug
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Di
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io
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N
ot
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Va

lu
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 a
nd

 D
ur

at
io

n 
 

M
EL

O
DY

 –
 A

 tu
ne
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r s

uc
ce

ss
io

n 
of

 n
ot

es
, v

ar
yi

ng
 in
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itc

h,
 th

at
 h

av
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an
 o

rg
an

ise
d 

an
d 

re
co
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iza

bl
e 

sh
ap

e.
  O

ft
en
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al

le
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th
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m
ai

n 
TU

N
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or
 T

HE
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E 
of

 a
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ie
ce

 o
f m

us
ic

 o
r s

on
g 

an
d 

ea
sil

y 
re

m
em

be
re

d.
  

VA
RI

AT
IO

N
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 W
he

re
 a

 T
HE

M
E 

is 
al

te
re

d 
or
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ha

ng
ed

 m
us

ic
al

ly
, w

hi
le

 re
ta

in
in

g 
so

m
e 

of
 th

e 
pr

im
ar

y 
el

em
en

ts
, n

ot
es

 a
nd

 st
ru

ct
ur

e 
of

 th
e 

or
ig

in
al

.  
VA

RI
AT

IO
N

 F
O

RM
:  

  
A 

(T
he

m
e)

   
   

A1
 (V

ar
ia

tio
n)

   
 A

2 
(V

ar
ia

tio
n)

  A
3 

(V
ar

ia
tio

n)
  A

4 
(V

ar
ia

tio
n)

  

AU
GM

EN
TA

TI
O

N
 –

 th
e 

pr
oc

es
s o

f 
DO

U
BL

IN
G

 th
e 

no
te

 v
al

ue
s  

  
  

  
DI

M
IN

U
TI

O
N

 –
 th

e 
pr

oc
es

s o
f H

AL
VI

N
G 

th
e 

N
O

TE
 v

al
ue

s (
DU

RA
TI

O
N

)  
 

C.
 V

ar
ia

tio
n 

Te
ch

ni
qu

es
  

PI
TC

H
 –

 
Ch

an
ge

 th
e 

hi
gh

ne
ss

 o
r 

lo
w

ne
ss

 o
f 

th
e 

th
em

e 
– 

 
e.

g.
 in

 
di

ffe
re

nt
  

O
CT

AV
ES

 
   .  

TE
M

PO
  

Ch
an

ge
 

th
e 

sp
ee

d 
of

 
th

e 
 

 th
em

e.
 

D
YN

AM
IC

S 
Ch

an
ge

 th
e 

vo
lu

m
e 

 
of

 th
e 

th
em

e 
.  

  

  

TE
XT

U
RE

 
Ch

an
ge

 th
e 

am
ou

nt
 o

f s
ou

nd
 w

e 
he

ar
 –

 p
la

y 
as

 a
 S

O
LO

, a
dd

 a
n 

AC
CO

M
PA

N
IM

EN
T 

or
 C

H
O

RD
S,

 
ad

d 
a 

CO
U

N
TE

R-
 

M
EL

O
D

Y 
(a

n 
‘e

xt
ra

’ m
el

od
y 

th
at

 
is 

pl
ay

ed
 o

r s
un

g 
at

 th
e 

sa
m

e 
tim

e 
as

 th
e 

m
ai

n 
m

el
od

y,
 o

ft
en

 
hi

gh
er

 in
 p

itc
h 

an
d 

so
m

et
im

es
 

ca
lle

d 
a 

D
ES

CA
N

T)
.  

 

TI
M

BR
E 

 
AN

D
  

SO
N

O
RI

TY
– 

 
Ch

an
ge

 th
e 

SO
U

N
D

 o
f 

th
e 

th
em

e 
– 

pl
ay

 it
 o

n 
a 

di
ffe

re
nt

 
in

st
ru

m
en

t. 
 

  AR
TI

CU
LA

TI
O

N
 

Ch
an

ge
 th

e 
w

ay
 

th
e 

th
em

e 
is 

pl
ay

ed
 –

 
sm

oo
th

ly
 

(L
EG

AT
O

 sh
ow

n 
by

 a
 S

LU
R)

 o
r 

sh
or

t, 
de

ta
ch

ed
 

an
d 

sp
ik

y 
 

(S
TA

CC
AT

O
 –

 
sh

ow
n 

by
 a

 
do

t)
.  

PE
D

AL
  

A 
lo

ng
 (o

ft
en

 v
er

y 
lo

ng
!)

 n
ot

e 
in

 th
e 

ba
ss

 li
ne

 o
f t

he
 

m
us

ic
 o

ve
r w

hi
ch

 
ot

he
r p

ar
ts

, 
in

cl
ud

in
g 

th
e 

th
em

e 
or

 a
 

va
ria

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
th

em
e 

ca
n 

be
 

pl
ay

ed
.  

 
  

D
RO

N
E 

 A
 lo

ng
 o

r 
se

rie
s o

f 
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 lo

ng
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te

s u
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g 
th
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TO

N
IC

  
an

d 
 

D
O

M
IN

AN
T 

 
no

te
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to
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th
er
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FI
FT

H
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M
EL

O
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D
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RA

TI
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N
   

Ad
di

ng
 e

xt
ra

 n
ot

es
 

or
 e

m
be

lli
sh

m
en

ts
 

to
 th

e 
th

em
e 

su
ch

  
as

 tr
ill

s,
 tu

rn
s,

  
m

or
de

nt
s 

(O
RN

AM
EN

TS
) o

r  
PA

SS
IN

G
 N

O
TE

S 
 

(e
xt

ra
 n

ot
es

 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

e 
m

ai
n 

m
el

od
y 

no
te

s)
.  

O
ST

IN
AT

O
  

Ad
di

ng
 a

 
re

pe
at

ed
 

m
us

ic
al

 p
at

te
rn

 
(r

hy
th

m
ic

 o
r 

m
el

od
ic

) t
o 

th
e 

m
ai

n 
th

em
e 

as
 a

 
fo

rm
 o

f 
va

ria
tio

n.
  

CA
N

O
N

/R
O

U
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D
   

A 
so

ng
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r p
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ce
 o

f m
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in
 w

hi
ch
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iff

er
en

t 
pe
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m
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s s
in
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pe
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m
 th

e 
 

sa
m
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TH

EM
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st

ar
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on

e 
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te
r t
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ot
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r. 
  

  G
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U
N

D
 

BA
SS

  
A 

re
pe

at
ed

 
m

us
ic

al
 

pa
tt

er
n 

 
in

 th
e 

ba
ss

 
pa

rt
  

  

D.
 T

on
al

ity
 –

 M
aj

or
 a

nd
 M

in
or

  
E.

 In
ve

rs
io

n 
an

d 
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African instrum
ents are often m

ade from
 plants and anim

al products such as hide and bone.  African m
usicians are very 

fond of PERCU
SSIO

N
 instrum

ents and use a w
ide variety of drum

s (called M
EM

BRAN
O

PH
O

N
ES) Drum

s are traditionally 
used as an accom

panim
ent to singing, dancing, w

orking and com
m

unicating betw
een villages.  Drum

m
ers are typically 

the m
ost respected m

em
bers of their com

m
unity.  

 
Characteristic Rhythm

s and M
etres, Traditional Rhythm

 Patterns  
&

 Repetition and O
stinato  

Pitch &
 M

elody and Harm
ony &

 Tonality  
O

rnam
entation  

REPETITIO
N

 and CYCLIC RH
YTH

M
S used to organise m

usic.  A repeated 
rhythm

 pattern (O
STIN

ATO
 or TIM

ELIN
E) is used as a basis for  

IM
PRO

VISATIO
N

. U
se of SYN

CO
PATIO

N
, PO

LYRH
YTH

M
S (show

n below
 

right), CYCLIC RH
YTH

M
S and CRO

SSRH
YTH

M
S (show

n below
 left).  

 

M
ost African m

elodies are based on a “lim
ited num

ber of pitches” - four, five, six or seven note SCALES and 
are norm

ally short and sim
ple, often expanded by REPETITIO

N
 and IM

PRO
VISATIO

N
.  The pitch in African 

drum
m

ing is largely determ
ined by the tuning of the drum

s.  The basic form
 of African Vocal M

usic is 
CHO

RAL SIN
GIN

G know
n as CALL AN

D RESPO
N

SE w
here one singer (SO

LO
IST) or sm

all group of singers 
sings a line and the w

hole group (CHO
RU

S) m
akes a reply (often a fixed REFRAIN

) – like a “m
usical 

conversation” – in alternation w
ith the “lead singer”.  The soloist often IM

PRO
VISES.  African singing can be 

accom
panied by instrum

ents but can also be unaccom
panied (A CAPPELLA).    

The M
ASTER DRU

M
M

ER  
can elaborate and decorate 
his solo drum

 part w
ith 

ACCEN
TS and playing in a 

technically dem
anding style 

to “show
 off” to the rest of 

the drum
 ensem

ble and 
audience.    

Texture  
Dynam

ics  
Tem

po  
Ensem

ble  
Form

 &
 Structure and   

In W
est Africa, drum

 ensem
bles have 3-5 players each w

ith a 
distinctive m

ethod of striking their drum
 and playing 

interlocking rhythm
s.  This creates a THICK and com

plex 
PO

LYPHO
N

IC texture.   

Since African Drum
m

ing is often 
perform

ed outside and at social 
gatherings and celebrations, the 
dynam

ics are generally LO
U

D
 (FO

RTE 
– f) or VERY LO

U
D

 (FO
RTISSIM

O
 – ff), 

but like changes in tem
po, can be 

indicated by the M
ASTER D

RU
M

M
ER.     

FAST – designed for dancing and 
social gatherings – tem

po w
ill m

atch 
the dance steps.  The M

ASTER 
D

RU
M

M
ER can both establish the 

tem
po as w

ell as speed up  
(ACCELERAN

D
O

) or slow
 dow

n 
(D

ECELERAN
D

O
) .  

A M
ASTER D

RU
M

M
ER often leads 

giving signals to the rest of the group 
to change rhythm

s or sections of the 
piece and can also control the TEM

PO
.   

 

The structure of a piece of  
African drum

m
ing depends on 

the M
ASTER D

RU
M

M
ER and has 

no fixed or determ
ined length, 

entirely dependent on the 
rhythm

s used.  

O
rigins and Cultural Context of the Traditional M

usic  
M

usical Characteristics of  
Folk M

usic  
Im

pact of M
odern Technology on  

Traditional M
usic  

Artists, Bands &
 Perform

ers of African  
Drum

m
ing  

African Drum
m

ing is ‘traditional’ and handed dow
n via the O

RAL 
TRADITIO

N
 (not w

ritten dow
n).  N

ot perform
ed ‘at a concert’, 

rather everyone joins in by dancing or playing an instrum
ent, 

singing or clapping.  Com
bines other art form

s and heard at special 
occasions and celebrations.  

Traditional drum
s such as the  

D
JEM

BE, TALKIN
G

 D
RU

M
 and 

D
U

N
D

U
N

 rem
ain popular in African 

m
usic today, often com

bined w
ith a 

num
ber of percussion instrum

ents, 
stringed instrum

ents and w
oodw

ind 
instrum

ents.  RH
YTH

M
 rem

ains a 
key feature of African drum

m
ing.  

African m
usic has been a m

ajor influence on the 
developm

ent of popular m
usic contributing 

rhythm
s, structures, m

elodic features and the use 
of im

provisation to such styles as blues, gospel 
and jazz, brought over to Am

erica by slaves.   
 

 

Bolokada Conde                             M
am

bazo  
Instrum

entation – 
Typical Instrum

ents, Tim
bres and 

Sonorities  
 

                                                                                                                     

 
 

  
           Ladysm

ith Black    

T ALKIN
G

 D
RU

M
   

D
U

N
D

U
N   

D
J EM

BE   
( Bass, Tone  
&

 Slap  
sounds)   

      
O

ther percussion 
instrum

ents such as 
clappers, m

aracas and 
xylophones produce sound 
by vibration and are know

n 
as ID

IO
PH

O
N

ES 

Stringed instrum
ents (CHO

RDO
PHO

N
ES) 

such as bow
s, lyres and harps and the 

KO
RA are popular as w

ell as som
e 

w
oodw

ind instrum
ents (AERO

PHO
N

ES) 
such as w

histles, lutes, reed pipes, 
trum

pets and horns 


