
 

 

RHYTHM GRIOTS: TRADITONS & INNOVATIONS 

By: Alicia Napolitano - Woodbury Middle School, Woodbury 

Recently, I had an opportunity to visit the Palace Theater to see the wonderful show, 

Rhythm Griots. 

The Palace Theater is a terrific place to go. This remarkable theater is such a work of 

art and the people of Connecticut are lucky to have it so close to home. The Palace Theater is 

one of the last Poli Theaters in the country that has undergone a full renovation and is still in 

operation. The theater was designed by Thomas Lamb and was built by Sylvester Poli in 1922. 

The Palace was operational as a movie and Vaudeville House for 70 years. It played 

everything from silent films to legends such as Bruce Springsteen. Alas, it seemed as though 

the Palace Theater race had been run and the curtains closed for the last time in 1987. For 18 

years, the Palace Theater lay dormant, but the State of Connecticut invested in re-opening its 

doors and giving it a full renovation, expansion, and restoration. Now, it plays home to famous 

comical acts, family and educational performances, as well as Broadway shows. 

 The show Rhythm Griots is in the educational series at the Palace Theater. Rhythm 

Griots is a show that is dedicated to using the drums and instruments from West Africa and 

fusing them with modern day instruments, such as the electric bass. Tony Vacca, the lead 

drummer in the show, has traveled to West African countries such as Senegal. Mali. Cote 

Ivoire, and Burkina Faso. Tony Vacca was joined by singers and dancers from the neighboring 

Waterbury Arts Magnet School (WAMS), as well as Abdou Sarr and Joe Sallins. The music that 

they played for the students was traditional West African songs with a modernized sound. The 

dancing and singing from the WAMS students took the show to a whole new level. The singing 

was harmonized beautifully and the dancers really knew the choreography well. The positive 

and excited energy the performers gave off was quickly picked up and the students couldn’t 

help themselves but to dance around in their seats. Tony Vacca, the other musicians, and the 



dancers did a great job of keeping that attention and excitement in the audience by constantly 

having them interact with the band whether it was clapping along with the beat or giving them 

words to say at a certain point in the song. All in all, the show was amazing in all aspects. 

 After the show was over, a group of students got the chance to meet and interview 

Tony Vacca. He told us about when he first started drumming, and how in 6th grade he started 

taking drumming lessons. He thought that there was only one concept, playing the rhythms 

and beats, but after he went to West Africa he learned that there are many aspects to 

drumming besides the beats. There is a dance and a story behind each and every song. He 

was asked how he first got into working with school children. He said that the teachers would 

ask. They would see one of his shows and they would ask if he could come to their school and 

teach. The question of the difficulty of teaching was then posed. He answered that to teach 

the kids you have to be sure not to speak in “Music Language”. What that means is that you 

can’t tell the children to play quarter-notes because you lose the minds of those who don’t 

play music. What he does instead is he plays a rhythm and then asks if they can repeat it. He 

told us that the hard part of teaching the children is that you have to get them to say that 

they can do it and stop saying that they can’t do it. “You need the thought to take the dare.” 

You need to inspire focus or else they won’t pay any attention and there goes the lesson. “The 

difficulty of teaching is [the fact] of wanting to learn.” 

 I, personally, enjoyed the show very much. Rhythm Griots is something very new and 

fresh. I’ve been to other educational shows and none have been quite like this one. I’ve never 

been to any show like this before, where it combines dancing, singing, and traditional music 

from another country into an educational show for a wide variety of ages. I believe that 

schools should go to more shows like this one. I think that children really got into it and 

enjoyed the interactive parts of the performance. The show captured their attention. I know it 

capture mine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Review of Rhythm Griots 

By: Matthew Albino - Woodbury Middle School, Woodbury 

You know that you’re watching Rhythm Griots when your eyes are mystified by the intricate 

dances and your ears are begging for more when the show is over. The show started out with 

an upbeat West African song and dance, and kept the entertainment going throughout the 

performance. The music came from or was inspired by different places in West Africa. One of 

them, with funk and swing, was from Ghana. The music and dance students from WAMS 

(Waterbury Arts Magnet School) were involved in the show, as well as some people from West 

Africa. The star of the drummers was Tony Vacca, who led the drum squad. Tony was very 

incredible to watch as were the other drummers and musicians. 

 Tony Vacca was amazing in his performance on the many percussion instruments he 

used. He has been playing the drums since 6th grade and now he plays the drums as a career. 

Tony said his favorite type of percussion to play is “the Bolofons, with rattles on my ankles 

and hands, and the bass drum.” Tony also said that he likes to play things that are 

challenging, and his favorite part of playing percussion is at the end when he’s immersed in 

his music. He also told us why he performs for schools. He said that when he performs 

somewhere and teachers see him, they want him to come to their school, and he enjoys 

conveying what he knows through music. Tony also informed us that the money earned from 

the previous show was used to get mosquito nets for Africa. Overall you would have the same 

reaction every time you watch the performance: “Wow!” 

 

 

 

W.A.M.S. and Vacca Play at the Palace 

By: Fallon Repeta - Grade 4, Rotella School Waterbury 

 

     W.A.M.S. students and Tony Vacca sang, danced and did African drumming at the Palace 

Theater on April 1, 2010.  As dancers swayed across the stage, and throughout the theater, 

singers let songs flow from their mouths to the top seats as drummers kept a steady beat to 

the amazing foreign music.  Later, I got to interview Tony backstage.  I asked him, “How did 

you pull the show together?”  “Well,” he said, “One person teaches chorus, one teaches 

dancing and I teach the drumming.  It’s all about never giving up!” I came away from the 

show and interview with a better understanding of African culture and drumming as well as 

knowing the ins and outs of putting on a production. The next time you want to see a show 

remember the Palace is beautiful and from what I saw there, I know the shows are fabulous! 

So next time there is a show BUY tickets! 



Rhythm Griots 

By: Isaiah Barns - Grade 4, Rotella School, Waterbury 

 

      The music started and I knew it was going to be a remarkable show. While I was 

watching, I wrote notes. First, dancers came out from everywhere and started dancing. Their 

dance moves were sharp, neat and energetic. Some of their faces were serious, while others 

were happy.  The dancers seemed to enjoy working with each other. Then they came running 

through the aisles and danced between our seats.  It was very exciting to watch! They all 

stayed together on the beats.  Some had solos and some didn’t. Finally, dancers got tired and 

were breathing hard. Next, the musicians faced the audience and played many different 

African instruments.  Some musician’s arms got tired and it was time to go.    Students didn’t 

want to, but finally they all left. 

     After the performance, we as reporters got to ask Tony Vacca, the lead drummer, some 

questions.  I learned that he no longer gets nervous at this point in his career and that he 

feels the energy from the people in the audience.  I also learned that he has been playing the 

drums since he was in sixth grade.  Finally, he talked about how he went of Africa to learn 

how they think and why they play different kinds of drums. 

 

 

 

 

W.A.M.S. and the Great Tony Vacca 

By: Michael Nieves - Grade 4, Rotella School, Waterbury 

 

On April 1, 2010, a great show was performed at the beautiful Palace Theater.  The talented 

performers sang with the crowd and well of course, the crowd loved it.  They sang many 

African songs and dances. They went all out! It was awesome, because it showed that 

teamwork and effort is what you need to put on a good show. After the performance, we went 

back stage to ask Tony some questions.  One of the many questions we asked him was, “How 

long he had been playing the drums?” He said that he first started playing at about the time 

he was in sixth grade. It was a way for him to channel his energy. I loved being at the Palace 

Theater and having the honor to see the show and talk with Tony Vacca.  This was a day I will 

never forget! 

 

 



Rhythm Griots 

By: Joanna Kleszczewski - Grade 4, Rotella School. Waterbury 

     On April first, there was an exciting show called “Rhythm Groits” at the Palace Theater.  

The profits for this show went to charities in Africa.  There were students from W.A.M.S. who 

were dancing, singing and playing instruments that were from Africa.  They were also wearing 

clothes that made them look like they were from Africa.  Sometimes, they were trying to get 

the audience involved by encouraging them to sing and clap along.  We had lots of fun with 

that.  The leader and teacher of the music was a man named Ton Vacca.  He has been playing 

the drums since he was in sixth grade! He said he doesn’t get nervous when he is performing.  

“No, I don’t get nervous at this point.” Tony said.  His favorite part of the performance is when 

the music starts playing.  He loves it because he has so much fun that he starts disappearing 

into the music.  The show “Rhythm Goits” was a great experience for everyone!  

 

 

 

Rhythm Griots 

By: Evan Taiani - Waterbury Arts Magnet School, Waterbury 

The thunderous sound of drums and the chirp of a whistle. Two greatly differing tones that 

masterfully came together in Tony Vacca’s: World Rhythms! Tony Vacca, the founder of the 

eclectic group, has collected a vast array of instruments from distant lands, like Africa. Some 

of these exotic music-makers include the balafon and the “talking drum“. Now, all these rare 

pieces may seem mysterious to some of us, compared to Western instruments, like the all 

popular Tama drum sets and Fender electric guitars, but these feelings of alienation are 

forgotten when the first note explodes from the stage! At the Palace appearance, in particular, 

students from the Waterbury Arts Magnet School joined in the entertainment by performing 

dances and even playing various instruments on stage!  Money made from the concert will be 

donated to Africa in order to buy mosquito nets to prevent the spread of malaria. All in all, the 

performance was fantastic. Every song was unique and catchy. Tony’s interaction with the 

audience was enjoyable as well. I am anticipating another production of Tony Vacca’s: World 

Rhythms at the Palace Theatre next year! 

 

 

 

 



Tony Vacca: World Rhythms 

By: Bethany Russo Waterbury Arts Magnet School, Waterbury 

 

 On April 1, 2010, I saw the show Tony Vacca: World Rhythms at the Palace Theatre. It was a 

very interesting experience. He interacted with the audience and taught them the importance of 

rhythms in everyday life. We saw many performers, including the Waterbury Arts Magnet School 

dance department, music department, and High School Chorus. Tony, among other performers, such 

as Abdou Sarr and Steve  Leicach, taught workshops with the students of WAMS the week before, to 

prepare them for both the day and nighttime performances. It was quite an experience for the 

students to be able to work with such great performers and musicians and it really paid off when the 

lights of the theatre went dark. 

 Tony himself worked with the percussion and band players during class. He taught the 

students rhythms and music that they were going to play in the concert. He told the audience about 

his plan of action. He said that he gave each person a rhythm and an instrument to play, practiced a 

couple of times, and added in some words. It was very neat to watch on stage because each of the 

performers was making their own unique rhythm yet it all came together sounding like one whole 

beat. Abdou Sarr and a drummer worked with the WAMS dance department to teach them two dances 

to perform in the show. They talked about their background, how to communicate through dance and 

drumming, and the importance of dance in the culture of Senegal (the country from where they are 

from). It was interesting to see the reactions from the students when told that in Senegal, they 

communicated through drumming and rhythms. They were very surprised and intrigued because we 

don’t use talking drums and rhythms to talk to each other with in the United States.  When we met 

with Abdou Sarr backstage after the show, we learned that he could speak more than seven different 

languages fluently, including through a “talking drum” from Senegal. The talking drum was one of the 

ways the dancers learned their pieces in rehearsal and how to do a certain step on stage. I spoke with 

one of the dancers after the show and they said, “The whole experience was cool to be a part of and I 

learned a lot about other countries and cultures that aren’t as fortunate as we are here in America. We 

take a lot for granted.”  

Overall, it was an excellent show with great music, dancing, and culture. I know that everyone 

involved in this production has learned a lot about the culture of Senegal and what it takes to pull 

together a show in just a few short days. “When doing workshops and teaching kids, it is always a 

‘hands-on’ experience.”- Tony Vacca 

 


