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Introduction



This book provides insight into some aspects of Barbadian music and entertainment culture, and it considers their impact and imprint on the wider society. While there is some attention to historical process and development, this book does not set out to produce a detailed history of the life and times of every artist or music-entertainment phenomenon. If readers of this work do not find their favorite artist gaining extensive attention and critique, this is not the work’s objective. This book highlights some of the major and not-so-major phenomena and artists, some of whom it uses as examples and case studies in order to construct an overall perspective of Barbadian music culture. An encyclopedia of Barbados’ music and entertainment sector might do justice to naming and cataloging the thousands of persons who have made significant contributions to the nation over the decades. But this is not that kind of work. 

This book documents, analyzes and begins to theorize about Barbadian popular culture. Given the continued absence of substantial academic writing on the popular culture of Barbados, this work attempts to cover a wide range of topics in an effort to help provide a critical base for itself and for future discussions on Barbados’ music and entertainment sector. Admittedly, the post-1970 period comes in for more substantial discussion than the earlier years. The book’s concern with the evolution of sound and technology, and the explosion of digital and virtual culture in particular, means that the post-1990 period receives extended focus.

The emphasis that the book places on the pre- and post-2000 era is intended to signify a point of transformation within the culture of Barbados. The year 2000 marked a significant moment worldwide, as in the Caribbean. It signaled the start of a new century—a new dispensation, if you will. There was not a break or definitive fracture in the body social of Barbados at the very moment when the old century gave way to the new, but it could be suggested that in those years leading up to and those years following the turn of the century, Barbadian (and by extension Caribbean) culture underwent some significant adjustments. In particular, the entrenchment of digital and virtual culture saw the emergence of a new set of cultural and technological practices within popular entertainment culture and also within the wider society.

Broadly conceived, the work is divided into four parts that represent four phases of development in Barbados’ culture. Part one, which includes chapter one, basically covers aspects of pre–twentieth century development. Part two, chapters two and three, covers the early twentieth century up to the 1970s, discussing such music forms as folk song, calypso, and spouge. Part three contains chapters four and five and covers, broadly, the 1980s and 1990s and examines such genres, artists, and phenomena as calypso, soca, gospel, dancehall, world music, interpretations of popular Western styles, Gabby, Eddy Grant, early digital technology, and Crop Over.

Part four, which contains chapter six through ten, looks at the post-2000 period. It argues that world entertainment and popular culture went more fully digital in this new era, and it considers the impact of this technological shift on Barbadian culture. While recognizing that Barbados has traditionally been regarded as one of the most conservative societies in the region, this work argues that the culture has undergone its most marked transformation in this period. This transformation is largely founded on a set of technological implementations. The seeds of this transformation, which were sown over the last two decades of the twentieth century, are first manifested in full bloom in the first decade of the twenty-first century. This book argues that Barbadian culture as traditionally conceived in the past is fading. Influenced by new and emerging communications and music technologies, Barbadian youths as well as players in the entertainment sector are reshaping Barbadian culture. The book provides a discussion of the nature of this technological movement. Among other things, it conducts a close discussion of the use of new technologies like the Internet by older, more mainstream artists, compared to their use by younger, trendier acts. Additionally, it considers how other agencies and interests are using the Internet to fashion and assert control of Barbadian culture, as with the international sensation Rihanna. So the book is about Barbados, but it is also about Barbados’ contact with the outside world and, more particularly, with virtual worlds.

The naming of the four parts of the book is a strategic act. Part one, “Acoustic,” does not attempt to fix the kinds of activities discussed therein to actual acoustic instrumentation. Rather, the logic of this label is best understood in light of the other sections of the work. The labeling of parts plays with certain truths and notions about sound and its development in Western societies. The mention of acoustic instruments in opposition to other kinds of instruments might suggest a more forthright, less highly sophisticated or electronically mediated medium of sound transfer. Parts two and three, “Electronic/Analog” and “Electronic/Digital,” might suggest a scientific advancement on the previous part. The final part, “Digital/Virtual,” suggests an even more advanced development. The affixing of these part names to different historical periods is intended to capture some sense of the dominant sound-production mediums and technologies in vogue over the period treated therein. If, however, one examines the value system locked up in the sequential and “progressive” labeling used in this book, it could be argued that the evolution of sound is much more complex. There is a much more complex overlap. Acoustic instruments are still in vogue in the digital dispensation, for instance, and digital technology has craved for a way of simulating analog and acoustic instruments. It is this complex reality that the book also points out and discusses. Rather than have readers see the different sections as discrete, it wants to force readers to contemplate the interconnectedness of the various periods, sectors, artists, genres, instruments, and technologies that it treats. Hence, for example, the book presents and re-presents the artist Gabby as straddling a number of compartments.

In the final analysis, this book offers a critical perspective on the development of Barbadian music and entertainment culture. It carries out its chosen task by route of several pathways that lead to an opening up of Barbadian digital culture in the twenty-first century. 


Part One

Acoustic



Chapter One

Tuk



FROM EARLY STRAINS

It is well-known that the European powers who seized authority and control over the original inhabitants of the Caribbean and then later shipped Africans into the region sought to maintain control by formal and informal means. In Barbados, slave laws were put in place as early as 1660 in an attempt to help govern Africans on the island and to curb aspects of their expressive culture. Subsequent amendments and specifications were added to the original decrees in 1688, strictly warning Africans not to “beat drums, blow horns, or use loud instruments.”[1] 

Although there were concerted attempts to uphold these laws and keep censorship intact, William Dickson, a British citizen residing in Barbados around 1788, while making reference to the banning of drums, reveals that the colonialist project had not reaped the kind of unmitigated success that the lawmakers would have imagined. Dickson reports how the “black musicians . . . have substituted in its place, a common earthen jar, on beating the aperture of which, with the extended palms of their hands, it emits a hollow sound, resembling the more animating note of the drum.”[2] This is but one example of the ways in which slaves were able to circumnavigate the legal and formal prohibitions that governed their society. There is other evidence in the literature to suggest that Barbadian slaves, like their brothers and sisters elsewhere in the region and the Americas, were able to maintain some contact with aspects of their traditional culture. The archaeologists Jerome Handler and Charlotte Frisbie[3] have argued that music played a central function in slave society. (J.W. Orderson’s novel Creoleana also bears this out.[4] ) In addition, the 1971–1973 pioneering archaeological research project in Barbados led Handler and his associate Frederick Lange to conclude that “houses also probably contained, albeit with less frequency, other items which slaves are known to have used or manufactured: such items could have included various types of baskets, fishnets . . . and musical devices like drums, rattles and stringed instruments.”[5] A survey of sketches, letters, and travelogues on early Barbadian customs and lifestyle (though the documents are far from being totally reliable historical sources) provides enough evidence to confirm the existence of what must have been active and functioning percussive bands.[6] For example, George Pinckard’s writing on African-Barbadian slave practices states that “the instrumental parts of the band consist of a species of drum, a kind of rattle, and the ever-delightful banjar. The first is a long hollow piece of wood, with a dried sheep-skin tied over the end; the second is a calabash containing a number of small stones fixed to a short stick which serves as the handle.”[7] These predominantly percussive bands, usually of about four members who would come together to play on special occasions, might add to their number on the most grand occasions. These occasions included the annual Crop Over celebrations that marked the end of the reaping of the sugarcane plant, and festive celebrations during the Christmas holiday season.[8] Some commentators on Barbadian, or “Bajan,” culture believe such early references are to the traditional percussive band, later to be called the tuk band, that would become a key signifier of Barbadian expressive culture and musical sound. 

There is no single, conclusive position concerning the actual origin or the specific date of the emergence of the tuk band. Suffice it to say that most connoisseurs and cultural commentators tend to agree that the tuk band, and tuk music as it came to be classified in the twentieth century, has a history that can be traced back to slave society. Fewer individuals are convinced that its origin is purely African, since the percussive band was shaped in significant ways during slavery, also borrowing influences from European culture and tradition. In Notes for a Glossary of Words and Phrases of Barbadian Dialect,[9] the Barbadian literary icon Frank Collymore defines the phenomenon of tuk as “crude musical sounds.” This definition carries with it the baggage of cultural stigmatization that has surrounded the tuk band and its music for centuries. Early commentators on tuk, like Pinckard above, also described its unpolished, expressive sound, though some could not help but call attention to its infectious qualities. 

It is reasonable to assume that the major tributary of what would become known as the tuk phenomenon came across the Atlantic when the slaves were shipped from Africa into the region. It is during the early and ensuing decades on the plantation, when the expressive culture of the slaves came into contact with formal cultural institutions such as the British marching band, that tuk aesthetics began to more fully take shape, as African-Barbadians absorbed other forms for the sake of their own survival. It is this process of active appropriation and accommodation that marks tuk as more than a musical phenomenon. Tuk culture is therefore defined in its early manifestation as having to do with survival, adaptation, and dynamic negotiation. Tuk therefore symbolizes the continuation of African musical expression in the “New World,” but it also represents the ability of a people to find creative ways to make sense of their changing circumstances. 

Much of the early data on performance techniques, musical structures, and rhythm tended to be ethnocentric. Many of the European observers of the music made reference to its strangeness or, rather, its difference from European musical forms. It is this difference that calls attention to the heavy African influence within the early strains of tuk music—the most significant indigenous rhythm of Barbados. (The other major rhythm is spouge, which effectively emerged in the 1970s.) To Pinckard, the rhythms of the slaves’ music seemed like “noisy sounds” that required “only a slight aid from fancy to transport [the listener] to the savage wilds of Africa.”[10] Furthermore, where such ethnographic data refer to the presence of polyrhythms, call-and-response structures, and intricate patterns, there are sufficient grounds for making the connection between that music and the music of tuk.

After emancipation in 1834, the tuk band and tuk music received substantial support and encouragement through the formation of another institution, the friendly society called the landship. The landship’s origin is placed in the 1860s. After emancipation, some working-class Barbadians found a way of banding together to express themselves through the landship masquerade. (Landship crews also came together to pool their financial resources and to create an institution to support its members in times of need. The revolving funds scheme, also called a “meeting turn” or “susu,” ensured that members of the landship both contributed to and benefitted from the pooling of funds.) 

The landship is perhaps more widely known for its masquerade. The association got its name from the fact that its members attired themselves in maritime garb. They performed marching and other drills under the command of their leader. It is widely believed that the landship members were inspired by observing the antics of British sailing crews. But the landship’s drills and antics are in many cases very far removed from the practices of actual naval personnel. It is clear that the landship members used the trappings of naval culture to mask their own expressive activity, as when they danced and paraded to the music of the tuk band, which served as the engine of the landship for many decades. Much in the same way that African-Barbadians had used the British marching band as a foil for their formation and perpetuation of African movement and music, the landship also drew from and overturned many of the conventions of British naval culture.[11] The tuk band became a vital component and affiliate of the landship movement. The tuk band provided the music for the landship during performance. Tuk music of varying pace and style created a dynamic sound track for the dramatic spectacle of the landship corps. The band’s flexibility was put to effective use, allowing the landship to parade and perform their routines at a slow pace. But, like the band, the landship was at its best when the ship’s engine was at full steam, when the beat of the tuk band pounded at quicker tempos. The band and the ship were therefore complementary outfits. Together they offered mutual support, but they also created even greater interest and spectacle when they performed in public together, especially at special events and social gatherings. 

As in years gone by, audiences today are still captivated by the performance techniques of the landship and the tuk band. Much of this spectacle has to do with the expressiveness of both groups. They are at their best and most expressive in the up-tempo mode. When the rhythms are very fast there is greater improvisation by both band and landship. On occasion there is a hint of entrancement, when the band and performers give in to the energy of the moment. At these times the tuk band and landship are closest to the kind of spirit possession associated with some African Caribbean religions. Wayne “Poonka” Willock, a leading tuk player, makes the point that the tuk band is “the engine of the boat, landship.”[12] This reference to the engine calls to mind Kamau Brathwaite’s observation about African survivals in Western worship, and in particular his statement that the god Shango possesses the locomotive in the New World. However, the state of possession associated with the tuk band and the landship does not reach the depth of entrancement associated with some of the other African-Caribbean rituals. 

The actual makeup and constitution of the early tuk band is not known, especially given the level of censorship it has had to endure. But it is reasonable to conclude that the form it maintained into the early twentieth century is not far removed from what the band might have looked like in the previous centuries. There were changes in the actual instruments used and in the number and composition of the instruments, but, arguably, there were fewer changes in terms of musical interpretation, rhythm, style, and attitude. In the twentieth century the band became defined by a number of core instruments, namely the bass drum, the snare or kittle drum, the penny-whistle or flute, and a percussive idiophonic instrument, usually a triangle, although according to Willock this can be augmented at times with a second kittle drum, as well as several other percussion instruments. 

The tuk band is noted for its extremely rhythmic music and expressive rendition. It is marked by improvisation, spontaneity, and verve. Tuk musicians have over the years made their instruments bear the weight of their experiences. While some of the instruments they played belonged to the culture that tuk players were dragged into, the players made the instruments their own. Given the heavy weight of censorship they had to negotiate, tuk musicians had to adapt to many circumstances; they had to develop the ability to play and perform different styles of music. Their versatility is evidenced in the variety of songs they interpret. In addition to playing and performing folk songs and local and regional popular songs the band is also capable of delivering other forms of music, inclusive of Euro-classical and contemporary mainstream pop songs.[13] The waltz and the march are two of the rhythmic interpretations that the band is known traditionally to perform. However, the tuk musicians are most comfortable performing indigenous and Caribbean songs. These songs tend to be more lively, spirited, and fast. This provides an opportunity for performing much more authentic tuk rhythms. These songs garner them the most respect, attention, and response. Audience response is one of the most critical requirements for a successful tuk performance. Although musicians and audience anticipate and respond well to careful rendition of musical pieces, there is the sense in which this is not always the most vital criterion for assessing a tuk performance. Precision, timing, and stateliness are certainly important ingredients in some slower varieties of tuk music, as when the band plays a religious hymn or a piece of classical music. Audiences will applaud such performances, no doubt. Yet, everyone expects to hear tuk in its most expressive delivery. This kind of tuk is usually achieved when the band performs a local up-tempo piece, such as a folk song or calypso. In such performances, less attention is given to sustained timing and fixed rhythmic delivery. Tuk is therefore a form of musical spectacle. 

Tuk music’s distinction has very much to do with how it has emerged, sustained itself and evolved within the community in the context of social and other kinds of informal gatherings and events. In the pre- and post-emancipation period the band and its music have operated underground. While they could play their music on set holidays and sanctioned events, for the amusement of themselves and their owners on the plantation, there is the sense that they concealed some of their styles and performance tendencies beneath the veneer of a more regimented delivery. Tuk musicians could perform a song well-known to plantation owners, but their strength rested with their capacity and tendency to reinterpret the original, contorting it almost into another song, though not leaving the melody of the original too far behind, and returning to it by the ending of the performance. This process of interpreting and reinterpreting has remained a core practice within tuk music and culture. 

While the owners of plantations found tuk performances largely to be a source of entertainment, tuk players and their knowing audience were aware of tuk’s more subversive properties and processes. They were aware that this phenomenon could be used to both praise and ridicule the slave owners and their associates. Like other African cultural practices of its kind, tuk music was a source of entertainment but also an agent for critique and resistance. Its resistance capacity resided with the fact that the music spawned the creation of resistance lyrics and accompanied the singing of liberation songs, but there was more than that. Inasmuch as the musicians used their instruments to perpetuate the rhythms and styles that they brought with them across the Middle Passage, tuk retained traits of their past and nurtured sounds of resistance. Those who were aware of the wider field of reference for tuk and its various meanings therefore shared and experienced tuk differently than those who did not possess this knowledge. The tuk phenomenon therefore helped to build up a certain way of life, a certain way of perceiving how slaves related to their owners and superiors in plantation society. Tuk culture emerged on the plantation on account of the establishment of this set of interpersonal and cultural relations. Tuk culture owed much to the formation of the percussive band that emerged in the Barbadian context, but in a sense it was part of an even larger matrix of survival and resistance that defined the life system on plantations throughout the Western world. 

While the tuk band is widely believed to have patterned itself on the marching band of eighteenth-century British military regiments,[14] this was a strategic process and perhaps even more complex than one would imagine. Tuk music itself predated the eighteenth century. Tuk musicians were performing the intricate polyrhythmic styling of tuk before they saw the British bands. Tuk musicians knew of drums and other percussive instruments before they came to the Caribbean. It is instructive to note that the bass drum was rare in Europe until the late eighteenth century. Africans enslaved and brought to the West would have been aware of a range of drums and percussive instruments before then. The primary musical model for tuk and its inspiration was therefore African. When they saw the British marching bands, tuk musicians had to contemplate how to employ select instruments to carry on their form of music. Tuk musicians held their instruments differently, played differently, and moved their bodies differently while also making much use of “hollas” not associated with the British marching bands. There are similar types of bands within the region with closely related rhythms, such as the “mumming bands” of St. Kitts, Nevis, and Jamaica. The players’ similar African background accounts for much of this shared influence. 

The tuk band holds a unique place in the evolution of Barbadian entertainment culture. This is a point that is well understood by most enthusiasts who have contemplated the ways in which the band has captured the attention of average citizens and officialdom as well. Here is a band that has traditionally found a place within several communities across the island. Indeed, there were times in the early to mid-twentieth century when the number of tuk bands expanded across the island. These bands were in great demand at formal and informal community events. But they were also hired on selected occasions to perform for individuals of higher social standing at more formal occasions.

The tuk band and tuk music played an important role at both secular and religious festivities. On public holidays these roving bands of performers were the main attraction at popular functions. They often took over public spaces by way of their impromptu and improvised performances. When audiences appreciated them, they sometimes rewarded the band with money, but more often with food or something to drink. Willock makes the point:[15] 

traditionally the tuk band will come out and play and . . . before it used to carry a stigma or what we would call a taboo where most of the fellas were old, they were into alcohol, they would play for rum . . . it was a community thing. Because of this stigma you find it was like a rum shop thing. So if de fellas came out and play, you would find, well, some people give them a shot o’ rum or something.

Christmas Foreday Morning (early dawn)[16] was one of the most important occasions when tuk bands came out to ply their trade. Since Christmas was a religious festival associated with joy, peace, and goodwill, tuk bands used the occasion to awaken and raise the spirits of audiences very early on that morning before moving on throughout the villages, with various blessings bestowed by villagers. Some of these gifts included sweet bread, cakes, ham, drinks, and sometimes even money. Accompanied by a soloist, or simply singing Christmas songs themselves while they played, the bands serenaded patrons from just outside their bedroom windows, in hopes of receiving rewards. Very often the tuk bands recited and sang playful, witty, original concoctions. Poonka re-created one similar piece in his 1983 calypso titled “Tuk Band Rhythm”:[17] 

Icky-do Icky-do here I stand; open de windows listen to de band,

For my band sweet as honey. Open de window; throw de money.

Listen to the music that I bring; a bottle of rum is just the thing.

Little Jesus, meek and mild; two for a man and one for a child.

In the later decades of the twentieth century, the tuk band’s absence from the activities of local communities foreshadowed the loss of some of its spontaneity. It became a cultural relic in some respects and a spectacle for tourists as Barbados moved even more vigorously to re-engineer its economic sectors. This is a point made by local commentators for many years and supported by ethnographic research.[18] Despite their diversity, tuk bands were rarely embraced and respected as active engines of Barbadian sound. These bands could be found throughout the parishes of Barbados prior to the 1970s. Band players like the famous Potato Mout have been immortalized in 1980s soca songs, while the Rose Hill tuk band has kept up its presence in the post-2000 period. The revolutionary potential and longevity of these bands and their players has gone largely unnoticed among formal official agencies. Anthony Kellman’s critical assessment of tuk verse has opened up the music form in some very creative ways.[19] The tuk band’s status as a fossil of Barbadian culture is well entrenched in the minds of Barbadians at all levels of society. The fact that there are very few dedicated, authentic young tuk band players says much about the way the band is viewed. There have been attempts by governmental and nongovernmental agencies to host workshops in playing tuk music, but these workshops have hardly produced a new cadre of emerging tuk band players. For some individuals, the tuk band is a source of amusement, which they see during cultural folk shows. In the minds of many more people the tuk band is a symbol of Barbadian folk culture, signifying that it is a thing of the past. There are fewer individuals who recognize the band as a potentially dynamic force and who contemplate the progressive evolution of its sound, which is where the band’s development has been most noticeably contested.

TUK INSTRUMENTS

In the contemporary tuk band, the bass drum is similar to the type employed by regimental and other marching bands. Traditionally tuk players made the skin of this drum from dried animal’s skin. But today this is hardly ever done, as tuk musicians tend to use the more modern bass drum manufactured abroad, imported and sold in music stores. It is worn by the musician, appended to a strap that fits diagonally across his shoulder, the drum’s center extending no lower or higher than the hips. Whereas many bass-drum players in other marching bands tend to use two mallets to punctuate their sound, the tuk bass-drum player uses just one mallet. The other hand is not rendered useless, though; it is employed primarily for damping effect and creating tonal interest in the lower registers. This damping function is much more critical than it appears. It is through damping that the bass player is able to create tonal, metrical, and rhythmic variety with the instrument. In fact, the damping effect offers the bass drum player an even more pivotal role in the percussion band whose sole melody-producing instrument has traditionally been the penny-whistle. Because the tuk bass-drum player has the free use of the second hand, he is able to employ damping with several levels of intensity. Light damping produces lower tones and heavier damping produces higher ones. But the bass player also has the option of creating further tonal and rhythmic variation by damping various points near the center or outer perimeter of the big bass drum. The bass drummer’s pattern is not a fixed one. In listening to a range of tuk performances, it is evident that the bass-drum player plays freely and sometimes improvises, depending on the occasion, mood, and performance moment. When a bass-drum player performs with the tuk band, the movement of both his shoulders suggests the extent to which the player is indeed employing both hands to create the sound of tuk. Even more than damping takes place when the bass drummer plays tuk. The drummer actually uses the free hand to beat on the other side of the bass drum. Because the bass drum interplays with other instruments in the band, it is not always easy to distinguish it from other instruments at all times, but suffice it to say, this drum’s subtle tonal variations and modulations make the music of the tuk band extremely rhythmic and danceable. This is especially true of up-tempo, fast-paced tuk, which is its most popular rendition. 

The snare or kittle drum is much lighter than the bass drum, but it is worn in a somewhat similar fashion. This drum is basically the same as the snare drum in a standard five-piece drum trap set. Traditionally this drum was also made with a greater percentage of local materials. The kittle drum player uses two standard size sticks. Although this drum is widely referred to as the snare or kittle drum, it is really “snareless,” that is, it does not have strands of snares or plastic cable stretched across the drumhead. Usually the presence of the snare gives the drum a brighter, higher, more resonant sound. Its absence on the kittle drum in the tuk ensemble does not rob the band of the shrill sound, since a tightly tuned drum with just enough room for breathing still transmits a substantial amount of high tonal sounds. The kittle drum is the most rhythmical instrument employed in the tuk band. While the bass drum is foundational and the lead instrument is primarily melodic in its application, the kittle drum creates much of the band’s syncopation. The kittle player is expected to execute rapid drumrolls and patterns by way of flexible wrist movements. In a performance of fast tuk employing a 4/4 time signature, the kittle player often delivers drumrolls of 1/16 and 1/32 parts of a beat with ease and regularity. The kittle’s higher tones contrast with the lower tones of the bass drum. It is this contrast that creates much of the overall tonal, rhythmic, and textural interest within the band. Tuk is largely characterized by the rapid rise and fall of tonal output. This rise and fall is perhaps more readily felt than heard. To speak of the relationship between the kittle and the bass drum so systematically betrays the real complexity, freedom, and improvisation that characterizes tuk music, especially when it is performed “live” and the tuk musicians and their audience spur each other on. 

The penny-whistle is approximately the same size as the piccolo. It is pitched an octave above the Euro-classical flute, its compass spanning from an octave above middle C and upward approximately a whole octave. It is held straight up and down when played. Unlike related aerophones, it is played with six fingers rather than eight. It was often made from the wild bamboo that grows along the sideways and shrubby patches of vegetation throughout the island. Since the 1950s, the penny-whistle has taken on an even more integral role within the band. It had been used with greater regularity and soon came to replace the lead singer. Since it is the only instrument in the band that is capable of wide-ranging melodic properties, it carries the melodic line. The penny-whistle usually begins each song, sometimes playing two to four bars unaccompanied before the total ensemble joins in. This performance formula serves the function of clearly defining what song is being played. This function does not pin down or confine the instrument in any way. Most penny-whistle players will clearly state the melodic line, but will subsequently at some point of the performance leave off the original melodic line in favor of greater freedom and skillful improvisation. This instrument is therefore judged less for its loyalty to the original than for its ability to play with the original. The penny-whistle is therefore a lethal tool when played live by a musician who understands how to excite a crowd by embellishing a familiar melody, especially by use of triplets and shrill arpeggiated scales. 

The steel, or triangle, is the final component of the traditional band. It is held at its apex with one hand and beaten with a slender metal implement held in the other. Although it is an important textural component, this instrument is arguably the least central in constituting the tuk band, especially in its current manifestation. On occasion, the steel is supported by the addition of a membrane-vibrating idiophone like the maracas or at times by the cowbell. These instruments’ function is largely to embellish the sound of the band by playing recurring patterns within the performance, though not stepping out front to lead the performance, so to speak. But this said, these instruments also help to give tuk music its signature sound. 

Over time other instruments have been added to the traditional tuk band. As you would imagine, given the grassroots origin and development of tuk, musicians employ a range of easily accessed instruments and concoctions. This is especially true in relation to idiophonic and other less costly non-membrane instruments. Among this category are idiophones that are plucked, struck (such as the cowbell), and blown (such as the conch shell). Contemporary tuk bands are known to consistently employ the saxophone and other kinds of melodic lead instruments. As the band has evolved, so has its sound. For instance, whereas in the past musicians had to spend more time tuning drumheads because of the effect of heat and coldness on the drum skin, contemporary drummers do not necessarily have to do the same. In the 1950s, drum manufacturers began to use synthetic plastic skins, often made of polyethylene terephthalate. These were much more stable and required less attention than more traditional skins. The preference for synthetic drum skins over more traditional sheep- and goatskin means that the tuk drum of today has a slightly different resonance. Though this might appear a minute point, it points to the changing processes and practices within contemporary culture and signals the extent to which some indigenous and traditional sound engines are transformed, especially within the twentieth century. 

The eventual evolution of this process of commercial, technological advancement means that tuk-band music, or rather, the sound of tuk, is produced at present by way of digital instruments. There is an abandonment of the actual instruments of tuk. Digital tools are employed to simulate the sound of tuk. Especially since the mid-1990s, there has been an ongoing set of experiments by local musicians and producers to capture and redeploy the rhythms, if not as much the sound and sonic signature, of the tuk band. This recent evolution of tuk into a digital form of music represents a controversial movement in the development of Barbadian music. This area is treated at greater length later in the book.
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During the early decades of the twentieth century, the folk song, tuk band, service-o-songs, freelance practitioners, and religious song and ritual were the institutions and media through which Barbados’ music and culture were being shaped. There is the tendency to think of cultural activity only within the staged setting. Barbadian cultural development in the early decades of the twentieth century was less dependent on arranged activity for its upkeep than it was in the later decades. In the early decades of the twentieth century, religious services, quasi-religious activity, and holidays provided the formal context for cultural expressions. Much more activity took place on less formal occasions. Events could slip in and out of “formality” as performers transformed spontaneous action into “staged” spectacle. 

Although Barbadian culture had evolved within a rigid system of binary opposing practices (European and African), some practitioners had mastered the art of segueing past these boundaries. Bajan folk performers, calypsonians, were known for their tact and versatility. Though widely regarded as untrained, folk performers were skilled and had the capacity to treat community themes and to address larger national issues. The roving songster named Shilling exhibited this in his 1965 recording “Independence Our Only Goal.” It is instructive that the speaking voice in the song can hardly be divorced from that of the calypsonian. It is the calypsonian’s view that formal political independence from Britain is inevitable. He presents little scientific political evidence, but he is sure in his viewpoint. The strength of his reasoning rests in the fact that his voice echoes the sentiments of the wider population.[1] 

 

Errol Walton Barrow is de man

To lead de Bajan Nation.

Other leaders did not see de light

And they make themselves all right.

Since God gave Errol de vision,

He is backed by we Bajans

 

(chorus)

Independence is our only goal;

Independence have to save our soul,

And we want no other leader

But Errol Walton Barrow;

And we want no other leader

But Errol Walton Barrow.

There are Bajan folk songs that predate the twentieth century. The book Folk Songs of Barbados provides a good sample of such songs, which are dated from the 1830s to beyond 1960. These folk songs comment on social practices, political events, and female–male relations, but some of them are also children’s songs and game songs.[2] 

The Barbadian dance and music called the “Joe and Johnny” is a parallel form to some of the dances with which Rohlehr associates the early practice of calypso.[3] Charmer and Shilling are two of the more notable Barbadian oral performers in the calypso tradition in the pre-1950 period. Although these two had some contact with their Trinidadian counterparts, they were not the first individuals to make contact with the southern Caribbean. Other performers had done so before. The reality is also that interisland migration is a feature of the development of Caribbean societies, and so the various islands have informally imported and exported artists who have moved throughout the islands in search of new economic and social opportunities. A 1908 Trinidad Mirror article refers to “a native of Little England” who was part of the Trinidad Golden Star band. This was the band that won the singing competition that year. The report observed that “this son of Bimshire had more adjectives and adverbs at his disposal . . . no matter whether they were misused or not.”[4] 

It is also now accepted in Caribbean music history that Barbadian songs were popular in Trinidad and were renamed and performed by well-known Trinidad calypsonians. A case in point would be the Belasco band’s 1914 songs “Buddy Abraham” and “Little Brown Boy,” derived from Barbados. “Little Brown Boy” had been popular in Trinidad in 1910.[5] The Bajan song “Murder in de Market” was performed in 1939 by calypsonian Houdini and renamed “He Had It Coming.” Barbadian-born Lionel Licorice, a name widely associated with the heroic rescue of some ten people aboard the British liner called the Vestris in 1928, released a number of songs from abroad. “Baijian Girl” and “I Has the Blues for Thee, Barbados” were two of his 1912 compositions. This was not a common practice by Barbadians around this time, hence his work is notable. There also seemed to be an influence on the calypso of Trinidad by what a 1923 Weekly Guardian report refers to as “the familiar music of the reed and steel of the adjacent colony of Barbados.” This appears to be a reference to the Barbadian percussion band, the tuk band. This is some indication that the music of tuk was known for itself outside of Barbados, or at least it was marked by its difference from the sound of Trinidadian and other styles of Caribbean music.

Some Trinidad performers, like Lord Melody, performed at and so frequented community rum shops. Many Barbadian singers of calypso found an audience and some support there, too. However, while some Trinidad artists like Lord Melody found a pathway to greater success through such an avenue (being spotted by the more established Lord Invader), few Barbadian artists could hope for elevation via this facility. There was no established network of performers. So the Bajan calypsonian continued to sing at street corners, parties, or dances of friends. Their performances were largely informal and their practice was viewed as a pastime rather than a serious profession. As happened with the tuk band, calypso singers performed on holidays and related occasions. They sang popular songs from other islands as well as their own compositions. For example, Shilling places his song “Too Late Corky” as a 1924 composition:[6] 

One night I was a sleeping and uh heard yuh lamp Corky call Ambrazine.

She say wha happen wid you? Come wid me; de white man got de money.

Ambrazine turn and she went right down,

down by Kensington ground.

Before she could wink or even think duh had her floor to de ground.

 

(chorus)

Too late, oh Corky, too late, too late, oh Corky too late,

too late to contemplate five years isn’t fourteen days.

I too late, oh Corky too late, I too late, oh Corky too late,

I too late to contemplate five years isn’t fourteen days.

Bajan calypsonians of the early and middle twentieth century are often credited for their impromptu performances. In some quarters, especially among artists and performers, singers like Charmer and Lord Radio were regarded as impromptu artists of considerable skill, but in other quarters they were seen differently. In the same way that tuk band players were categorized as drunkards and jesters, these Bajan calypsonians and their songs were deemed to be immoral, common, and sinful by the establishment and upper classes.

The Trinidad calypso icon Raymond Quevedo made mention of the growing influence of folk songs and their melodies on the development of the calypso tradition in Trinidad at the turn of the twentieth century.[7] Such influences included songs from the islands of Martinique and Jamaica in the north, and St. Vincent and Barbados much nearer to its home. Even into the early 1920s the tune “Sly Mongoose,” which was reportedly derived from Jamaica some twelve years earlier, was being again popularized and ruled the bands, as one 1923 report in the Port of Spain Gazette reflects:[8] 

The majority of the general bands were heard with the refrain of “Sly Mongoose” or “The Neighbor Next Door” and it was really disappointing to find that there was the monotonous similarity of sound, especially when one is cognizant of the wealth of variations which [to] calypsos [are] available.

Gordon Rohlehr considers calypso’s reemergence to be due to the introduction of the concept of calypso-parody around the time. The 1930s, whose socioeconomic and political climate climaxed in the labor riots of 1937, was a period of renewed restriction and hardship for the oral practitioners. This period gave birth to such folk songs as the Bajan riot song “Today Is a Funny Night.” It was also the era which saw experiments in the calypso duet between the then-emerging Roaring Lion and Atilla the Hun in Trinidad.[9] Picong and the art of extempore were explored to their fullest. This was an era of change. These transformations were lamented by some artists. Lord Executor of Trinidad, who two decades earlier had astounded many with his innovative adaptation of the English language to this oral art, now decried the transformations:[10] 

Foreigners and strangers who visit our shore

Would like to know of something unknown before,

To hear some strange and native melody,

To see some sight of unusual revelry.

Spoiler and Kitchener both emerged in the middle of the 1940s and moved away from the chronicle-type calypso which placed much emphasis on the war and depression. These composers and performers explored the realm of fantasy through their calypso songs. In Kitchener’s case, and especially upon his return from England, he would also produce what is perhaps the most successful string of road marches in that period. Most assessments of road-march contributions begin with Kitchener and Sparrow, although pioneers like Atilla and Roaring Lion had been producing that kind of music before.

In St. Lucia the talented and prolific Mighty Terra was asserting his dominance in the St. Mary’s College area, ruling as Calypso King from 1957–1967.[11] The Mighty Shilling and later Charmer were faced with considerable opposition in their ultra-conservative Barbadian society. Throughout some of these other islands, as in Barbados, there was no well-established umbrella organization for the popular oral and musical art forms. By 1956 St. Lucia would have its carnival committee. Some three years later in Barbados, an attempt was made to stage and sustain calypso competitions. However these initiatives would not achieve marked levels of national significance until the 1970s. 

Roving performers like the Vincentian Piti Quart had his Bajan equivalent in Shilling.
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