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KENNETH M. BILBY

TRACKING THE CARIBBEAN SOUND:
THREE CURRENT HITS

Zouk: World Music in the West lndies. JOCELYNE GuiLBAULT (with GAGE

AVERILL, ÉDOUARD BENOIT & GREGORY RABESS). Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1993. xxv + 279 pp. and compact disk. (Cloth US$ 55.00,
Paper US$ 27.75)

Calypso Calaloo: Early Carnival Music in Trinidad. DONALD R. HlLL.
Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1993. xvi + 344 pp. and compact
disk. (Cloth US$ 49.95, Paper US$ 24.95)

Calypso & Society in Pre-Independence Trinidad. GORDON ROHLEHR.
Port of Spain: Gordon Rohlehr, 1990. x + 613 pp. (Paper US$ 40.00)

In 1983, from my Hstening post in Cayenne, the southernmost extension of
the French Caribbean, I reported that "popular musicians in the Lesser
Antilles are in the process of breathing life into new musical varieties
blending soka, cadence, and reggae" (Bilby 1985:211). Little did I know
that what I was describing was the sudden emergence, at that very mo-
ment, of an entirely new music in French Guiana's fellow Départements
d'Outre-Mer to the north, Martinique and Guadeloupe. Down in Cayenne,
which has always had close ties to the French Antilles, there was a feeling
in the air that some fresh and invigorating cultural trend was about to
burst forth. Even in the Maroon villages of the French Guianese interior,
where I relocated in early 1984, the excitement was palpable.

The sound was so new that it had apparently not even been labeled yet;
the young Antillean schoolteachers I met in the interior, fresh off the plane
from Martinique and Guadeloupe, told me with pride that the new, de-
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cidedly Creole style of music bubbling out of cassette players all along the
river was known simply as "cassave" (the name of a "typical" Antillean
root erop, they explained) - reflecting both its rootedness in indigenous
folk traditions, and its debt to the band Kassav, which had been largely
responsible for creating it. Within a matter of months, "zouk" had become
a household word across the Francophone/Creolophone Caribbean, and
my Aluku Maroon and Wayana Indian neighbors were dancing along
with much of the rest of the French (post)colonial world to Kassav's
monster hit, "Zouk-la Sé Sèl Médikaman Nou Ni."

Though hardly the first Caribbean genre to break out internationally,
zouk arose during a period of unprecedented "modernization" and glob-
alization, and the immediate sensation it caused in French Creole-speaking
territories was extraordinary. Drawn to this compelling new sound and the
questions raised by its rapid rise, Jocelyne Guilbault, an ethnomusicologist
known for her previous work in St. Lucia, decided to launch a cross-island
investigation of the zouk phenomenon; the result is Zouk: World Music in
the West Indies.

For those who missed out on the original zouk explosion of the early
1980s, this study may fail to recapture the excitement of that initial period;
but it offers a solid, well-rounded examination of the music, its develop-
ment, its stylistic components, and its social context. Guilbault leaves few
stones unturned. Particularly strong are her discussions of the way zouk
has built on local Antillean traditions; her musicological analyses of its
defining characteristics; her overview of its relationship to local music
industries in various parts of the French (or French-influenced) Caribbean;
and her observations on the increasing prominence of female performers in
the zouk arena.

Not only does this study represent one of the first book-length ethno-
musicological treatments in English of a current Caribbean popular music,
but it is noteworthy for certain methodological innovations. The author's
sensitivity to recent trends in anthropology, for instance, leads her to share
ethnographic authority with a large number of diverse voices. Sprinkled
liberally through the text are quotations and commentaries from some of
the approximately 120 local musicians and producers she interviewed.
These add depth - and, on occasion, rèvealing sub-texts - to the study.
Also impressive is the fact that she was able to carry out interviews on four
different islands (Guadeloupe, Martinique, St. Lucia, and Dominica), each
with its own musical dynamic. The chapter that reports on this compara-
tive research, "Zouk and the Local Music Industries" (pp. 177-99), nicely
probes the varying significance of zouk in these different environments.
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Somewhat less effective is Guilbault's after-the-fact attempt to create a
"dialogue" between the contributions of her three co-authors (area spe-
cialists invited to write chapters of their own) and the rest of the book.
Each of these three middle sections - one by Édouard Benoit on the
Guadeloupean background, another by Gage Averill on Haiti, and the last
by Gregory Rabess on Dominica - stands admirably on its own. Yet,
despite their individual merits, and the insightful interpretive comments
by Guilbault that follow, the three pieces are never really woven into a
satisfying conversation, and readers may well end up feeling that they
have been subjected to a somewhat superfluous exercise in dialogism -
one that detracts from the overall coherence of the book.

Like this experiment in multivocality, the reference to "world music" in
the book's subtitle seems designed to signal an engagement with currently
fashionable academie concerns. But the title is somewhat misleading, for
the text in fact pays relatively little attention to zouk's passage into the
wider world (the clearest discussions, both very brief, being reserved for
the beginning and end of the book [pp. xv and 209-10]). Indeed, Guilbault
offers no clear sense of just how global a phenomenon zouk really is. One
must wonder whether she exaggerates when she asserts that "as a major
contemporary force in the popular music field, zouk is helping shape
economie, political, and social change worldwide" (p. xv). After all, this
French Antillean musical fusion remains largely unknown in the United
States (with the exception of French Caribbean and African enclaves); and
Guilbault presents little evidence to suggest that it has had a substantial
impact anywhere in Europe other than France.1 Indeed, it is odd that in a
book ostensibly about a "world music," one finds virtually no discussion
of the one part of the world outside the Caribbean where zouk has actu-
ally exerted a major stylistic (if not ideological) influence on local popular
music - namely, Africa.2

Among the several styles of popular music competing for audiences in
the French Antilles, the best candidate for the title of "world music" may
in fact not be zouk, but rather the Jamaican-style ragga music (both im-
ported and local) that has been growing in popularity in recent years. In
Martinique and Guadeloupe, as in other parts of the world, ragga music
(sometimes fused with African-American hip-hop) has come to serve not
only as a vehicle of social and political discontent, but as a transnational
medium of communication connecting disaffected urban youths with their
counterparts in other countries.3

The contrast between these two Caribbean styles is instructive. Where-
as indigenized French Antillean ragga, like the Jamaican dancehall style
from which it is descended, often reflects a class-conscious, clearly oppo-
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sitional stance, zouk, it might be argued, emerged in tandem with, and has
tended to complement, the consumerist vision that drives the process of
départementalisation in Martinique, Guadeloupe, and French Guiana. By
and large, zouk is packaged and presented in ways that would seem to be
quite compatible with the bourgeois sensibilities of those upwardly-mobile
Antilleans who have been reaping the economie benefits of their islands'
French political status; with its polished, "new and shiny" look and
sound, it tends to lack the gritty, strident "edge" - the "street" credibility
and the "rough" grassroots feeling - that has helped make ragga (like
reggae before it) the voice of rebellious youth way beyond its birthplace
in Jamaica. It is partly for this reason, I would contend, that zouk, despite
its technical sophistication, self-consciously "modern" orientation, and
undeniably infectious dance rhythms, has failed, in a world of globalizing,
youth-driven marketing trends, to appeal to restless (and often politicized)
young consumers of popular music on a truly global scale.4

Yet Guilbault is certainly correct to point out that oppositional ten-
dencies exist in zouk (particularly in the use of the local Creole language
in song lyrics, and in the incorporation and rehabilitation of various other
elements of a vernacular culture that has long been denigrated). However,
these elements maintain their oppositional force only within the rather
provincial confines of the French Antilles, where the process of depart-
mentalization, with its concomitant policies of francisation and assimila-
tion, has bred massive cultural contradictions. (Whatever political charge
zouk may carry in its homeland, or among French Antilleans in Paris, is not
easily translated to outside listeners - especially those in the much poorer
neighboring islands, who are well aware that most of the makers of this
music, because they happen to have been born in French overseas depart-
ments, enjoy the highest standard of living in the entire Caribbean region.)
Just as French political status and the economie advantages that go with it
have driven a wedge between Martinique/Guadeloupe and the rest of the
Caribbean, they have contributed to the development of a popular music
whose ideological relevance (as opposed to its appeal as a mere dance
music) would appear to be narrowly bound to the distinctive politics of
identity that have arisen in response to the overpowering French presence
in the overseas departments. Unfortunately, this book gives scant atten-
tion to the peculiar postcolonial reality engendered by departmentali-
zation, barely touching on the fundamental question of how French
Antilleans (whether through zouk or other forms of popular culture) con-
front and mediate their relationship with an omnipresent, totalizing French
state - a relationship that some would consider to be the single most
important sociological fact in the milieu out of which zouk emerged.5
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The failure to engage this question in greater depth is, in my view, the
one major flaw in this otherwise outstanding study. This weakness, I
would hasten to add, is more than made up for by the work's positive con-
tributions, particularly in the area of musicological description and
analysis. Viewed as a whole, there can be little doubt that this book will
remain an essential source on one of the Caribbean's most vital musical
genres for a long time to come.

The two other books under review here center on the popular music of
Trinidad, especially the calypso - a Caribbean genre that made the leap to
foreign shores more than half a century before zouk took off. Reading
Donald Hill's Calypso Calaloo back-to-back with Guilbault's Zouk, one is
struck by the realization that calypso, during its heyday, appears to have
had considerably greater, and more sustained, success in crossing over into
foreign markets and giving voice to international concerns than zouk ever
had - and this at a time when technologies of mass communication were
far less developed. Calypso also prefigured zouk in its creative fusion of
stylistic ingredients from diverse sources, both local and foreign, "tradi-
tional" and "modern," into new cosmopolitan combinations. That a hy-
brid popular music of the kind often characterized today as "world music"
was able to flourish so long ago suggests that students of musical trans-
nationalism would do well to enlarge their time frames.

But Hill is not concerned - at least not directly - with questions of
transnationalism. For him, the interest of Trinidadian popular music lies in
the particular qualities that have made it such a marvelous mirror of its time
and place. His fascination with the complex, volatile local milieu that
produced carnival, calypso, and steelbands keeps this wide-ranging his-
torical overview fïrmly planted in Trinidadian cultural soil (even when it
follows migrating calypsonians to the United States).

Combining the preoccupations of the anthropologist, ethnohistorian,
and record collector, Hill aims to bring to life for his readers the cultural
artifacts left behind by popular musicians of an earlier time (foremost
among these being the hundreds of 78 rpm discs recorded by calypso-
nians); in large measure he succeeds. As an ethnographer with much ex-
perience in the Lesser Antilles (both Trinidad and Carriacou), he is able to
use his sense of place to bridge the space between these artifacts and their
makers (most of whom are no longer alive) in a convincing manner.

Relying on a variety of sources, ranging from newspaper reports and
published interviews to miscellaneous calypso memorabilia and the com-
mercial recordings themselves, he fashions a sweeping yet detailed portrait
of Trinidadian popular music from its origins in the creolized Afro-French
carnival traditions of the nineteenth century to the emergence of the
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steelband during World War II. Along the way he escorts us through the
street celebrations and masquerade processions of the early days, the
calypso tents that soon sprang up in their midst, and the more established
entertainment venues and recording circuits through which calypsonians
later made the transition into the world of mass-produced commercial
music. (This guided tour is further fleshed out with brief profiles of a
number of calypso luminaries, including Lord Executor, Atila the Hun, The
Roaring Lion, and The Growling Tiger.) Before winding up his narrative
with a chapter on censorship and the advent of the steel band, Hill treats
us to a brief look at some of the better-known early "crossover" enter-
tainers and calypso singers - men such as Lionel Belasco, Gerald Clark,
Sam Manning, Wilmoth Houdini, and Sir Lancelot - who made their names
by settling abroad and adapting to the curious blend of sleazy manipu-
lation and marketing savvy that is American show biz.

As a highly readable account that manages, without sacrificing sub-
stance, to cover an enormous amount of ground in relatively little space,
Calypso Calaloo is a welcome addition to the growing literature on one
of the Caribbean's greatest cultural inventions.6 For those coming to the
subject fresh, it provides an excellent introduction; for those already ini-
tiated, it remains a useful reference.

Readers who come away from Hill's book with a desire to plunge yet
deeper into the world of calypso are strongly encouraged to seek out
Gordon Rohlehr's splendid Calypso & Society in Pre-Independence
Trinidad, which traverses more or less the same terrain, but makes much
longer stopovers along the way, allowing us to ponder local life in all its
intricate detail. Rohlehr, who teaches literature at the University of the
West Indies at St. Augustine, has been writing about calypso for local (as
well as wider) audiences for years. (Sections of Calypso & Society, in fact,
were previously published in a local newspaper, The Trinidad and Toba-
go Review, as part of a celebrated series of articles that hit the stands in the
late 1980s.) And it is immediately obvious from this book that the author's
location makes a difference; for the sense of intimacy that comes from
long-time residence and participation in a local milieu marks every one of
its pages.

Those who know of Rohlehr's career as a literary critic will expect a
work rich in song texts and penetrating exegesis; they will not be disap-
pointed. But this book offers a great deal more than this. The first two
chapters (pp. 1-86) present one of the most comprehensive histories of the
formative years of calypso to date. The roughly chronological narrative
that follows is strewn with digressions on a phenomenal range of topics.
There are extended discussions of calypso duets and calypso dramas; the
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treatment of folkloric themes and elements (Shango, Shouters, Bongo,
Obeah, etc.) in calypso recordings; the contradictory presence of both im-
perialist and anti-colonialist themes in calypso lyrics; images of relations
between men and women; class tensions and censorship; commerciali-
zation of calypso; interethnic relations; the impact of the Yankee presence
during World War II; and much more. The last part of the book presents a
year by year breakdown and analysis of calypso-related events from 1946
through 1957, followed by individual discussions of important calypso-
nians in the years leading up to independence (including Kitchener,
Spoiler, Lord Melody, Commander, and the Mighty Sparrow.) Through
this all, Rohlehr repeatedly revisits a number of fundamental themes in
the history of calypso, viewing them from different angles. The colonial
dynamic that has spawned so many of the genre's contradictions and
tensions, for instance, emerges as a constant refrain, as does the ongoing
attempt by members of the local elite to co-opt carnival and to rein in
recalcitrant calypsonians (tendencies that remain very much alive today).

At over 500 densely-packed pages, Calypso & Society is well nigh
exhaustive. Despite its fluid, lucid prose, the mass of details it attempts to
synthesize will likely strain the patience of all but the most devoted
calypso enthusiasts. One suspects that the author's decision to pursue the
route of self-publication was motivated at least in part by a desire to be
free of the usual limits on length imposed by cost-conscious publishers.
And thankfully so. For in having things his way, Rohlehr has produced
what must be the closest thing there is to a definitive work on calypso.
Anyone who cares deeply about this quintessentially Caribbean art form
and the society in which it evolved owes him a considerable debt of
gratitude for the immense effort that went into making this volume.

Indeed, all three authors whose books are reviewed here should be
thanked for having set new standards in the study of Caribbean popular
music.

A final note of praise must be sounded for the valuable assortment of
indexes and appendixes (on a variety of topics) that increase the useful-
ness of all three books as reference volumes; and, especially, for the
excellent compact disks prepared by Guilbault and Hill as audio accompa-
niment to their books.

Sounds, after all, are what we students of Caribbean music are after. As I
compose these closing words, this time from Washington DC in the mid-
1990s, I soak up the slightly zouk-tinged sounds of a stray CD from
Trinidad bearing the title Raggasoca Hits '96, and can't help but notice
that popular musicians in the Lesser Antilles are, at this very moment, busy
cooking up "new musical varieties blending soka, cadence, and reggae"
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(and much else besides). And I realize that - thanks and praises for recent
advances in Caribbean music scholarship notwithstanding - those of us
working in this area have some catching up to do.

NOTES

1. In 1989 I attended a well-publicized concert by Kassav - indisputably the most
famous zouk band - in Washington DC. Although the show took place in a high-
profile downtown venue, the audience was limited almost entirely to Haitians and
Francophone Africans. When I spoke with members of the band afterward, they ex-
pressed disappointment at Kassav' s seeming inability to cross over to mass audiences
in North America.

2. See, for instance, de Ledesma (1987) and Ewens (1991:36-37, 110). In her
study, Guilbault simply remarks that the music of the group Kassav " has even
reached the coast of Africa, where their phenomenal success is compared to that of
the Beatles" (p. xv) - and leaves it at that.

3. In all fairness to Guilbault, it should be pointed out that during the period of her
study (1986-89) the ragga phenomenon had not yet become as important in the
French Antilles as it is today; it was not until the early 1990s that the style of
Jamaican dancehall music that has come to be known as ragga started to have a major
impact there (and in other parts of the world).

4. As Graeme Ewens (1991:37) puts it," the big sound of zouk was slick and chic
but... into the Nineties its steam seemed to be running out."

5. Guilbault devotes less than two pages to a focused discussion of the significance
of French departmental status for the politics of identity in Martinique and Guade-
loupe (pp. 8-9). Toward the end of the book, she notes that " zouk has been asso-
ciated ... for Guadeloupeans and Martinicans in particular, with the assertion of
AntilleanXTreole identity and difference within the context of the French departmental
system" (p. 202). One only wishes that she had greatly elaborated on this passing
observation. Those unfamiïiar with the complexities of this question may wish to
consult the recent overviews by Blérald (1983) and Burton (1993), the former stress-
ing politica) economy, and the latter literary discourse.

6. Hill's book joins, among others, Hill (1972), Warner (1982), and Quevedo
(1983), complementing rather than rehashing these earlier contributions. More recent
offerings worth mentioning are Manuel, Bilby & Largey (1995:183-211), Stuempfle
(1995),Cowley (1996), and a newbook by calypsonian the Mighty Chalkdust (Hollis
Liverpool), soon to be published in the United States.
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