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This volume brings together the work of social scientists and music scholars examining the role of migrant and migrant descended communities in the production and consumption of popular music in Europe and North America.

The contributions to the collection include studies of language and local identity in hip hop in Liege and Montreal; the politics of Mexican folk music in Los Angeles; class politics through rap involving second generation immigrants in Liège; the remaking of ethnic boundaries in Naples; the changing meanings of Tango in the Argentine diaspora and of Alevi music among Turks in Germany; the history of Soca in Brooklyn; and the recreation of ‘American’ culture by the children of immigrants on the Broadway stage. Taken together, these works demonstrate how music affords us a window onto local culture, social relations and community politics in the diverse cities of immigrant receiving societies.

Music is often one of the first arenas in which populations encounter newcomers, a place where ideas about identity can be reformulated and reimagined, and a field in which innovation and hybridity are often highly valued. This book highlights why it is a subject worthy of more attention from students of racial and ethnic relations in diverse societies. It was originally published as a special issue of Ethnic and Racial Studies.
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The journal Ethnic and Racial Studies was founded in 1978 by John Stone to provide an international forum for high quality research on race, ethnicity, nationalism and ethnic conflict. At the time the study of race and ethnicity was still a relatively marginal sub- field of sociology, anthropology and political science. In the intervening period the journal has provided a space for the discussion of core theoretical issues, key developments and trends, and for the dissemination of the latest empirical research.

It is now the leading journal in its field and has helped to shape the development of scholarly research agendas. Ethnic and Racial Studies attracts submissions from scholars in a diverse range of countries and fields of scholarship, and crosses disciplinary boundaries. It is now available in both printed and electronic form. Since 2015 it has published 15 issues per year, three of which are dedicated to Ethnic and Racial Studies Review offering expert guidance to the latest research through the publication of book reviews, symposia and discussion pieces, including reviews of work in languages other than English.

The Ethnic and Racial Studies book series contains a wide range of the journal’s special issues. These special issues are an important contribution to the work of the journal, where leading social science academics bring together articles on specific themes and issues that are linked to the broad intellectual concerns of Ethnic and Racial Studies. The series editors work closely with the guest editors of the special issues to ensure that they meet the highest quality standards possible. Through publishing these special issues as a series of books, we hope to allow a wider audience of both scholars and students from across the social science disciplines to engage with the work of Ethnic and Racial Studies. Most recent titles in the series include:
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Introduction – Music, migration and the city


Philip Kasinitz and Marco Martiniello

 

 

 

 

 




(AT) a time when nativism is surging, anxiety over borders and immigration is rising and the executive branch of this country seems determined to make it whiter, the song’s success highlights the truism that the soul that moves so many of us, that we groove to, that animates our lives, that in some ways binds us as a global community—pop music—is the opposite of nativist. It’s promiscuous. It doesn’t respect borders or stick to racial categories. It borrows willy-nilly, encouraging cross fertilization of cultures and styles.

Moises Velasquez-Manoff, “Despacito in the Age of Trump” (2017).






Background

North America and Europe are both facing a crisis of immigrant incorporation. While sometimes justified in economic terms the current rise of populist nativism is in many ways profoundly cultural. In both Europe and North America multiculturalism has increasingly come under attack. Among some parts of the “native” populations on both sides of the Atlantic we have seen what Duyvendak and his collaborators have termed a “culturalization” of citizenship (2016). New, culturally based forms of exclusion focusing on everyday life practices and preferences – how people dress, what they eat, even what sports teams they root for – are increasingly used to separate “us” from “them”; insiders from outsiders in the national community.

At the same time however, the experience of everyday life for people living in what Vertovec has termed “superdiverse” (2007) cities on both sides of the Atlantic has become has often become deeply and profoundly multicultural, particularly among the young (Harris 2013). We see this in popular culture from cuisine to sports. Indeed during the 2018 soccer World Cup, the variety of ethnic origins in many of the teams was widely noted and commented on. The Washington Post1 went as far as saying that “the World Cup is a victory for the immigrant dream” referring to the multiethnic, multiracial and multicultural composition of many of the teams including the 4 semi-finalists sides (Belgium, France, England and even Croatia). We observe something similar in the taken for granted conviviality of neighbourhood shopping streets (Hall 2012, 2015; Wessendorf 2013, 2014; Hiebert, Rath, and Vertovec 2015; Zukin et al. 2015). We see it in what Anderson (2011) has termed “cosmopolitan canopies” – those spaces (literal and social) in which groups who might otherwise be hostile to each other come together not just in tolerance but in actual enjoyment of each other’s presence. In such settings the everyday interactions of contemporary urban life become scenes of encounter with ethnic and other forms of difference. In such places, diversity, as Tomas Jimenez argues, is sometimes be seen as a burden, but it is also often understood as an amenity, and is, in any event, a taken from granted feature of community life (Jimenez 2017).

Nowhere is the contrast between the growing nativism and racial division of national politics and the cosmopolitanism of everyday urban life more evident than in the arts (DiMaggio and Fernandez-Kelly 2010, 2015; Martiniello 2018). This is particularly true for popular music. The sociology of music has long demonstrated how music becomes an arena for creating and expressing group identity, bonding social groups and establishing emotional connections between people (Roy and Dowd 2010). Sometimes this takes nationalist and exclusionary forms – consider the role that Wagner played in 19th German nationalism or the attempts various twentieth century nationalist governments to limit the corrupting influence of “decadent” popular music on their nation’s youth. Nation building projects have often used music to “fabricate authenticity,” imagine cultural purity and reject ethnic and other outsiders. Perhaps the most comic example of this was Henry Ford’s campaign to promote square dancing in the curricula of American secondary schools and colleges to combat the pernicious influence of “negro” and “Jewish” Jazz on the morals of American youth (Peterson 1997).

Yet it is worth noting that efforts to use music to reinforce ethnic, racial and national boundaries usually fail. More often, music, particularly popular music, is a space in which the boundaries between insiders and outsiders blur. It is, as Velasquez-Manoff notes, a “promiscuous” enterprise which encourages cross fertilization and discourages the idea of cultural purity. Of course, this can raise another problem, that of “cultural appropriation.” When the music of the subaltern catches the ears of the dominant group (or more often their children) it is rarely the subaltern that reaps the benefits. Still, artistic production is often the place where ethnic boundaries can be reimagined, where outsiders become insiders and hybridity and genre blurring can produce some of their most widely appreciated results (Kasinitz 2014).

There are a number of reasons why this might be so. Artistic production is an endeavour in which innovation is highly prized. This may give migrants and their ambivalently native born yet not-quite-native children some ironic advantages (Kasinitz et al. 2008). Bringing different frames, tastes and repertoires from their cultures of origin may give migrants something new to add to the creative mix. And seeing their new homelands from both the insider’s and outsider’s vantage point may give their children a unique perspective, something akin to Duboisian “double consciousness” which they bring to even the most familiar artistic forms (Du Bois 1903). Further, as Hirschman observes, artistic production is one of those high risk but potentially high reward enterprises which often attract migrants and other outsiders (Hirschman 2005, 2013). Music is among the most ubiquitous and accessible forms of art in contemporary life (DeNora 2000) and compared to more traditional art forms popular music tends to have low costs of entry, few traditional gate keepers and is thus relatively accessible to newcomers. Migrants often know the music of the places to which they migrate before they speak the language, and members of the host society often become familiar with the newcomer’s music before they know much else about them. Indeed, music crosses borders, even when human bodies cannot (Sardinha and Campos 2016).

We are also not so naive as to suggest that a taste for minority music will necessarily change the attitudes of the majority. American history (to cite but one example) is full of cases of white musicians and audiences who developed a deep and sincere appreciation of (and a willingness to steal from) African American music without altering their biases against African Americans. That said, music remains an arena in which group identity can be expressed and re-imagined as well as a venue for encounters between members of different groups. As such it seems an arena that students of migration, race and ethnicity should take more seriously, if only because so many of the people we write about do.




The framework of the special issue

This special issue of Ethnic and Racial Studies examines the relevance of popular music in the contemporary theoretical and policy debates about immigrant incorporation now taking place in the diverse cities of immigrant receiving societies on both sides of the Atlantic. It came about through a series of conversations between social scientists, musicologists, musicians and critics which culminated in a 2016 conference under the auspices of the Advanced Research Collaborative of the Graduate Center of the City University of New York.2 Like many interdisciplinary projects it was the sort of effort that was more difficult to put together than it initially appears. There was a considerable danger of “falling between the cracks,” being too focused on the details of the music itself for the social scientists while not being detailed enough about the aesthetic practices for the musicologists and the performers. We would like the thank the editors of Ethnic and Racial Studies for taking a chance on the project, as well as the many reviewers of the individual articles, most of the whom seemed to “get” what we were trying to do and were willing support work that in many cases steps outside of traditional disciplinary boundaries.

That said, we should make it clear that our goal in publishing these pieces in Ethnic and Racial Studies was to make the case that the study of music has much to contribute to our understanding of race and ethnicity as lived experiences in today’s diverse cities. As such our primary imagined audience was always scholars of race, ethnicity and migration. We hope that our efforts will be of interest to musicologists and specialists in the sociology of music as well. Yet we recognize that they may find our arguments for the relevance of music less surprising and perhaps even naïve. We chose from the outset of the project not to focus on one particular musical style or genre. It is rather our hope that in looking at widely different musical genres and settings we can give readers a general sense of the various social and political roles music plays in diverse societies.

The issue focuses on three domains, which taken together constitute the framework of the research: local arts and culture, social relations, and local politics.

At the cultural level, one aim is to examine how musical productions by immigrant, diasporic and ethno-racial minorities change the local artistic scene, for the migrants and their children, but also for the natives as well. It explores how migrants and ethnic minorities’ music change and enrich local cultures (particularly youth cultures) through processes such as “cultural métissage,” fusion and invention.

This takes place in a variety of ways. As Mazzola notes, music may be a venue in which local identity (“Neapolitan”) can unearth connections between the city and its newcomers (“Mediterranean”) as opposed to ones (such as the nationalist versions of “Italian-ness”) that excludes them. Kasinitz suggests that a musical form that is closely associated with the receiving society and the identity of a particular city (the Broadway musical) can also be a venue for newcomers – in this case mostly the children of immigrants – to reimagine what it means to be “American” or a “New Yorker.” Music is thus a space in which the “mainstream” can be remade (see Alba and Nee 2003). Martiniello shows how multi-ethnic working class young and not so young people in Liege look to Hip Hop culture as a venue for expressing an identity that is neither “Belgian” nor rooted in their parents’ homelands, but rather that expresses attachments to their city and neighbourhoods. Viladrich shows how the Argentinian diasporic musicians have contributed to make of New York one of the major global hub for tango, thus enlarging the already wide musical landscape of the city.

At the social level, musical expressions can help to build bridges and facilitate the encounters (Vertovec 2007) between different origin populations who find themselves sharing the same city or the same neighbourhood. In other words, popular music can become a means of communication and dialogue between different groups to build some form of shared local citizenship. It is an arena in which diversity is experienced in everyday life and “the other” is encountered, often in a positive context. In various ways, musicians of immigrant backgrounds enrich established local identities as shown by the articles on New York and on Liège. But they can also challenge the traditional lines of division between local groups in the case of Montréal where White shows how rappers use a specific linguistic mix in order to refuse the traditional dichotomy between francophone and anglophone Montrealers. Here hip hop artists come into conflict with guardians of ethnic purity as they embrace the dreaded “Franglais.” As such they point out the sharp ethnic but also generational contrast between the world view of the veterans of the struggles for a distinct Quebec national identity and the ethnically diverse youth culture of the Montreal’s streets.

At the political level, popular music can be the basis for forming collective identities and can play an important role in social and political mobilization (Mattern 1998; Martiniello and Lafleur 2008). Musical expressions can serve the protest against and denunciation of the local social and political order but also the expression of a support for the established local order and for its mystified values – a fact not lost on local politicians (Lafleur and Martiniello 2010).

Hernandez-Leon, demonstrates how a regional musical form was transformed first into part of a national cultural project by the Mexican state, but then became a mobilizing force (and the soundtrack) of the immigrant’s rights movement in California – this despite the fact that very few of the immigrants actually trace their origins to the region from which the music comes. Askoy shows how the meaning of traditional forms is transformed when performed in diaspora – the same song has a different social and emotional significance when performed in a pub in urban Germany rather than at a home in rural Turkey. And Allen shows how transnationalism can transform the music, when, in the case of Soca, the diaspora became more central than the home country in the ecosystem of musical production and distribution. In this case not only did the innovations from the diaspora spread the music beyond the migrant enclave. They changed the nature of the music as it was performed and consumed in the “home” country as well.




Music: why does it matter?

Integration and incorporation of migrants and their descendants are crucial issues facing both in Europe and in North America. The arts and culture have been relatively neglected aspects of this process both in the social scientific literature and in social policy (Martiniello 2015). In the face of the urgency of the refugee crises in Europe or at the US southern border, the rise of populist anti-immigrant politics and the ongoing battles over race on both sides of the Atlantic, it would be easy to dismiss the study of popular music as relatively unimportant or perhaps even a distraction from more urgent concerns. Obviously we disagree. We believe that music is an increasingly important social space for the creation of identity. And the question of identity – what sort of North Americans and Europeans today’s immigrants and their children will become – and what sort of Europe and North America will be created in the process – will shape these societies for years to come. As such we believe popular music and other forms of artistic expression are areas that merit serious and critical scholarly attention.

The articles gathered in this special issue collectively demonstrate that we neglect everyday cultural activities at our peril. Whatever the definition of integration or incorporation that we endorse, the issues of arts and culture are crucial to understand how migrants fit into the cultures they are now a part of as well as how they and their descendants will redefine, enlarge and enrich those cultures. It our hope that the transatlantic academic dialogue we have encouraged on the links between immigrant incorporation and culture at the local level can stimulate new theorizations on the links between arts, social cohesion and incorporation. This will, we hope, help us to understand better the dynamics of local urban identities (ethnic, post-ethnic, trans-ethnic, etc. (Martiniello 2014)) and their impact on immigrant incorporation in super-diverse cities. Even in our age of digital communication and music downloads, music remains anchored locally through performances and face-to-face encounters between musicians and their audiences. The case studies presented here demonstrate that music matters as a means to enrich local cultures (see the papers by Kasinitz, Allen, White), both for the migrants and their descendants as well as their “native” neighbours. It also can be a resource for social and political mobilization (see the papers by Hernandez and Martiniello). Finally, music can help create new trans-local collective identities and reshape social boundaries (see for example the papers by Aksoy, Viladrich, and Mazzola).

We hope readers will agree. Yet we are also painfully aware of the difficulty inherent in this argument. There is a common aphorism that “writing about music is like dancing about architecture.” No matter how successful our contributors are in describing, analyzing and critiquing musical activities, there is still something slightly absurd about trying to understand the meaning of musical expression based on words printed on a page. So, if we have been lucky enough to stimulate any curiosity in our readers, we urge them to go a step further; take advantage of the age of digital downloads and give a listen to some of the music discussed in this special issue. Or, better still, find a venue where some of this music is being performed. For anyone hoping to understand the world emerging in today’s super-diverse cities, it will be time well spent.







Notes

1.
The Washington Post, 12 July 2018.

2.
We owe a particular debt of gratitude to the Advanced Research Collaborative and its director, Donald Robotham, without whose support neither the conference nor this special issue would have been possible.
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1 Harlem Calypso and Brooklyn Soca

Caribbean Carnival music in the diaspora*


Ray Allen

 

 


ABSTRACT
This query examines the history of Harlem calypso in the 1920s and 1930s, and Brooklyn soca music in the 1980s. Unfolding in the context of diasporic Caribbean Carnival celebrations, the evolution of these distinctive music styles provides a window into the dynamic nature of twentieth century cultural globalization. Specifically, the development of Harlem calypso and Brooklyn soca demonstrate how music can serve as an essential connecting thread in the formation of the modern transnation. The validity of the terms “center” and “periphery,” when used in reference to the new, globally connected world, is challenged. The need for more nuanced models that stress the dialogical, cyclical movement of cultural actors and their expressions between the Caribbean homeland(s) and urban diasporic communities is stressed.




 

 


New York City has been a crossroads for Caribbean music and culture for more than a century. During this time the city has nurtured and disseminated numerous island styles, from early Trinidadian calypso and Cuban dance music to more recent Jamaican reggae, Dominican merengue and bachata, Haitian kompas, and Nuyorican salsa. This query will focus on the transnational flow of Carnival music between Trinidad and New York in the twentieth century. Trinidad’s pre-War dance orchestras and calypso singers travelled north on steamships to perform at Harlem’s grand ballrooms and to record 78 rpm discs in Midtown studios for local consumption and export back to the Caribbean. In the 1950s New York record companies were at the centre of the so-called “calypso craze” when calypso-styled pop songs momentarily rocketed to the top of American pop music charts. Then, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Brooklyn emerged as the epicentre of soca (soul/calypso) music production. The rich history of Harlem calypso and Brooklyn soca music, unfolding in the context of diasporic Carnival celebrations, provides a window into the dynamic nature of twentieth century cultural globalization.

The theories of diasporic transnationalism and hybridization that inform this investigation have become increasingly central to the study of world musics. Since the launching of the journal Diaspora in 1991, the concept of cultural diaspora has loomed large for scholars of migration and globalization studies (Brubaker 2005). An early volume of the Diaspora (3:3 1994), guest edited by ethnomusicologist Mark Slobin, established music as a key cultural component of the diasporic process. Globalization models developed by anthropologist Appadurai (1990) stressing the disjunctive flows of people, media, commerce, and cultural expressions across national borders, were among the works that inspired Slobin (2003) and other ethnomusicologists to reassess their approach to music and migration (Slobin [1993] 2003). More recent studies of transplanted immigrant music cultures in the United States have built on Slobin’s theorizing, employing the concept of “diasporic transnationalism” to describe the circular flow of musical expressions among multiple sites (Zheng 2010, 27). This approach supplanted outmoded Eurocentric models that envisioned migrants as homogenous folk groups who, finding themselves cut off from their Old-World enclaves, would naturally assimilate to the cultural and musical norms of their New World host societies. By contrast, diasporic transnationalism involves transmigrant musicians who span borders, linking home and host societies through musical expressions that mediate the migration experience. Central to the enterprise is hybridization – the dynamic mixing that takes place during cross cultural contact. As a process hybridization engages artistic expressions such as music to construct and negotiate cultural boundaries, and in doing so creates new expressive forms with the potential to maintain or destabilize established cultural hierarchies (Nederveen Pieterse 2015, 81).

The interplay of diasporic transnationalism and hybridization are particularly complex with regard to Caribbean migration. The Jamaican born, British critical theorist Stuart Hall has characterized Caribbean expatriates such as himself as “twice diasporized” people who have experienced “the stamp of historical violence and rupture” during both forced (from Africa) and free (from the Caribbean) migration (Hall 1995). These conditions, as Caribbean Studies scholars G.T. Ho and Keith Nurse explain, have resulted in a Caribbean that operates as “both a point of arrival and departure in the long-term process of globalization and diasporisation” (Ho and Nurse 2005, ix). Their formulation is particularly useful in approaching Carnival music in New York’s Caribbean communities, where Trinidadian hybrid expressions of African and European ancestries were remixed with elements of Black American music by the descendants of the original island slaves now relocated in urban North America. Transnational migration and musical hybridization accelerated rapidly in the 1960s and 1970s for reasons that will soon be discussed. But for more than a half century prior to the 1970s emergence of soca in Trinidad and Brooklyn, Carnival music had been crossing national and cultural borders as it circulated between the English-speaking Caribbean and New York City.




Harlem Calypso and early Carnival in New York City

Calypso song dates back to the African rhythms and call and response chanting of nineteenth century Trinidadian Carnival processions. Street chants eventually blended with French and English melodies and verse/chorus forms to hybridize into calypso song which became a mainstay of twentieth century Carnival. In 1927 Trinidad expatriate Wilmoth Houdini made his pioneering calypso recordings for the New York-based Victor Company, and over the next decade more than a dozen of Trinidad’s top calypsonians arrived to record for Victor, Decca, and the American Record Company. Many of the recordings were distributed back to Trinidad and the Caribbean, but New York’s bourgeoning Caribbean community – by some estimates making up one-quarter of Harlem’s black population by 1930 – provided new audiences eager to purchase the latest calypso recordings and to hire instrumental bands and singers to perform in their Harlem dance halls (Hill 1993, 114–144).

The music recorded in New York remained anchored in Trinidadian vocal and instrumental styles, but absorbed the syncopated rhythms, bluesy tonalities, and improvisey techniques associated with American jazz and Tin Pan Alley songs. Exemplary are the instrumental accompaniments for Houdini’s 1931 Brunswick recordings by Trinidad expatriate guitarist Gerald Clark and his Night Owls. Clark’s arrangements featured clarinet and trumpet trading jazzy solos in between the calypsonian’s verses, and a final polyphonic refrain over a chunking rhythm section of banjo, guitar, and string bass reminiscent of a 1920s New Orleans jazz band.1 The calypso recordings made in New York in the 1930s represented early forms of twice-hybridized musical expressions forged by Caribbean artists in the diaspora.

In New York, as in Trinidad, calypso song and instrumental dance music were tied to the pre-Lent Carnival season. By the mid-1930s Clark was organizing Carnival dances in Harlem’s posh ballrooms, billing them as “Gala Dame Lorraine” gatherings – a reference to an early nineteenth century female Carnival character who was famous for parodying Trinidad’s aristocratic French planters. Audiences were treated to Clark’s dance orchestra fronted by several calypso singers and a midnight masquerade contest featuring traditional Carnival costumes. Along with Houdini, popular calypsonians the Duke of Iron, Macbeth the Great, and Sir Lancelot – all of whom had relocated to New York to record and perform – were among the cadre of singers who joined Clark and his orchestra (Hill 1993, 159–169).

On Labor Day of 1947 Harlem witnessed its first outdoor Caribbean Carnival parade. Besides the conventional marching bands and contingencies of Caribbean civic leaders and students, the procession included colourfully costumed masqueraders, steelbands, and calypso singers perched on floats and trucks. The parade wound its way up 7th Avenue and ended near the Golden Gate Ballroom where a Carnival dance featuring Clark’s orchestra took place until midnight. Harlem’s annual Carnival festivities drew crowds of over 100,000 spectators throughout the 1950s, finally coming to an end in the early 1960s when the parade permit was denied amidst the turmoil of the Civil Rights protests.2

Harlem Carnival parades, along with the Clark’s Dame Lorraine dances, were the earliest demonstrations of culture performance creating focal points for Caribbean community and identity in the diaspora. Dancing, singing, and masquerading brought migrants together in public spaces where they could celebrate and share their culture. Serving as a temporary anecdote for the distress of cultural and geographic dislocation, the performance of these expressions satisfied nostalgic yearnings for home by transporting the singing, dancing Carnival throng back to the islands, at least for an afternoon or an evening. As an Amsterdam News observer opined, the crowds of costumed dancers were “home again – for a few hours – for a few days – home in Trinidad at Carnival time when the island rocks under the rhythm of dancing feet.”3

Clark’s large dance orchestra, aptly named the Caribbean Serenades – not the Trinidad Serenades – maintained a broad repertoire of East Caribbean and Latin material, occasionally sharing the stage with Latin and African American big bands. Harlem’s dance halls were spaces where native and foreign-born Blacks and Latinos periodically met and mingled, trading dance steps and sharing each other’s musics. But the calypso songs and dance music that made up the bulk of Clark’s repertoire occupied a relatively insular cultural niche – it was music performed primarily by Trinidadians for Trinidadians migrants and their Caribbean Anglophile neighbours. In doing so their music drew cultural and aesthetic boundaries between them and their African American and Latino neighbours in Harlem. Clark’s orchestra could play a Latin rumba or American dance standard, but their calypso repertoire was what set them apart, marking them and their followers as East Caribbean Islanders.

Harlem’s Carnival music did not unfold in a global vacuum, for New York’s migrants were by no means culturally isolated from their Caribbean homelands. Houdini, Clark, and many of their patrons occasionally journeyed home for Trinidad Carnival, although in the 1930s and 1940s this involved expensive and time-consuming travel by steamship. Connections were more often maintained through recordings and live performances by Trinidadian calypsonians who frequently visited New York to record. Indeed, it was their 78 rpm recordings that allowed Harlem’s migrant singers, musicians, and fans to stay current with the latest Trinidad Carnival music, as easy-to-circulate commercial recordings became the lifeblood of transitional Carnival music from the late 1920s well into the1950s. In terms of the global flow of culture, Trinidad functioned as the creative reservoir, with New York’s record companies, studios, and performance opportunities drawing Caribbean singers and musicians into the diaspora where their local cultural practices could be commodified, transformed, and further distributed. New York-based companies Victor and Decca produced calypso recordings that were sold in Harlem and Brooklyn and exported back to the Caribbean. Those same companies ran field operations in Trinidad that resulted in records marketed locally as well as to adjacent Islands and back to Caribbean communities in North American cities, primarily New York (Hill 1993, 129–139; 141). Music served to weave together an emerging cultural transnation that defied international boundaries.

The early globalization of calypso music raises critical issues of cultural politics. Between the two World Wars North American recording companies were, predictably, the primary finical beneficiaries of the calypso’s commodification due to their control of production and distribution. But the small group of musicians, singers, arrangers, and bandleaders who did receive marginal compensation from record sales were all of Afro-Caribbean background, with most hailing form Trinidad. They were generally given artistic freedom in the studio thus assuring that their music remained stylistically grounded in their own Caribbean tradition. Exercising agency, they chose to incorporate select musical idioms of American jazz and popular music into their arrangements with an ear toward the aesthetic sensibilities of their Caribbean audiences.




The 1950s Calypso Craze

The dynamics of artistic ownership and financial gain would change dramatically when a broader American interest in calypso was ignited by the 1945 hit “Rum and Coco-Cola,” a calypso penned by Trinidadian singer Lord Invader (Rupert Grant), and recorded by the popular American vocal group the Andrews Sisters. The Andrews’ vocals, complete with interjections of faux Caribbean dialect, bore no resemblance to traditional calypso style, and Invader had to sue for copyright to his lyrics that American entertainer Morey Amsterdam had wrongfully claimed ownership of (Invader eventually won). Interest in calypso reached its zenith with the release of Harry Belafonte’s 1956 Calypso LP on RCA, and quickly subsided with advent of the commercial folk music revival in the late 1950s and the rejuvenation of rock and roll in the early 1960s (Funk and Hill 2003). Not surprisingly, RCA, Columbia, Capitol, MGM, Dot, Mercury, and other North American record companies continued to control production and distribution during this so-called “calypso craze” of the 1950s. This time, however, few of the performers were Trinidadian calypsonians or Caribbean musicians. The best-known singer, Harry Belafonte, was born in New York of Jamaican parentage and had little direct contact with Trinidadian calypso. His bland versions of traditional calypsos were disparaged by Trinidadian choreographer critic Geoffrey Holder as “slicked up, prettied up … and not spontaneous” (Holder 1957). More disturbing for some were the host of American folk and pop singers ranging from the Tarriers and the Kingston Trio to the Mills Brothers, Rosemary Clooney, and Nat King Cole who scored minor hits with their own watered-down popular arrangements of calypsos. “Once again Tin Pan alley has raided Harlem,” warned Alvin White of the Baltimore Afro-American.
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