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 Abstract 
Local Indian Classical Singing, also called Taan Singing, has its roots 
in the Indian cultural heritage that was brought by the early Indian 
indentured immigrants to Trinidad and Tobago. The labourers 
brought their folk songs, music, dances, festivals, religion, and other 
cultural elements with them. As they settled and worked on the planta-
tions, they tried their best to maintain their culture. As they completed 
their indentureship, they constructed settlement communities around 
the estates they worked on and continued to practice and preserve the 
culture that they had brought from India. However, as they continued 
that process, and transmitted their traditions from one generation to 
the next, several modifications occurred because they had brought 
these cultural traditions in their memory from their ancestral home-
land. One such area was in Taan singing. Over time, due mainly to 
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their circumstances, memory loss during transition, and friendly rival-
ry among the local singers, they transformed the lyrics and tune of the 
songs both in form and style during this process. This eventually gave 
rise to a completely new style of singing in Trinidad and Tobago 
known variously as Taan Singing, tent singing, local classical, local 
Indian classical, and occasionally wedding night singing. This paper 
seeks to present an overview of the development and preservation of 
Taan Singing in Trinidad and Tobago and its present status in the 
country today as a form of Indian identity. 

 
 
Introduction 
 

An estimated 147,000 East Indians migrated to Trinidad between 1845 
and 1917 as Indian indentured immigrants and established themselves as inte-
gral members of the cocoa and sugar plantation systems. Following the conclu-
sion of their indentureship, they established their own settlement societies cen-
tered around the estates they were employed on, therefore residing under a 
closed society system that isolated them from the rest of the country. Approxi-
mately 80% of them opted not to repatriate to India upon the completion of 
their indentureship and instead chose Trinidad as their new place of residence. 
Their isolation, both on the estates and in their new settlement enclaves, al-
lowed them to preserve their identity by reconstructing settlement communities 
in a manner and fashion that evoked the India they had abandoned. They en-
deavoured to replicate the Indian rural lifestyle they had left behind. Having 
brought their religions, folksongs, dress, music, dances (dance dramas), and 
musical instruments from India, they employed these elements to maintain their 
culture and religion, therefore, safeguarding their identity while they recon-
structed their lost Indian society. Using local resources, they constructed their 
Jhopri (thatched roof mud-walled huts), developed their okri and mussar, jhaa-
ta, sil and lorha; crafted their kharaw, chulha, coalpits, peerha, and established 
agricultural plots for cultivating rice, bodi, seime, carailee, and other subsist-
ence crops.  

On the estates, and particularly in their newly established communities, 
they preserved their indigenous songs and music, with folksongs becoming the 
predominant form of amusement among their communities. However, this style 
of entertainment extended beyond performance-based activity and was preva-
lent among those who laboured in the fields, engaging in chanting and singing 
their songs both during work hours and during leisure time. Most East Indians 
generally lived on sugar estates or settlement villages, for example, Woodford 
Lodge, Hindustan, Dinsley, Esperance, Frederick Settlement in outlying areas 
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such as Penal, Princes Town, Caroni, El Dorado and Rio Claro. During inden-
tureship, the Indians lived on estates to which they were bound, but as their in-
dentureship period ended; they moved out into surrounding areas. These former 
indentured plantation labourers established village settlements near sugar es-
tates where they had worked. Livelihood in such settlement villages, which 
were on marginal lands between cane plantations and coastal swamps, consisted 
of food production, cash cropping, and wage labour. While in many cases, East 
Indians in the villages exploited swamps or unprofitable cane lands, others con-
tinued to work on the sugar estates to which they were once bound. In addition, 
contracted labourers who decided to stay in Trinidad were given plots of land 
instead of their return passages to India and were later allowed to purchase land 
from 1869-1896. By the 1900s, East Indians had become one of the larger land-
owning classes of people in the country. This land ownership system engen-
dered in them a feeling of confidence and identity in Trinidad as their new 
homeland. They also found a reverse link with India through the new indenture-
ship arrivals on the estates from whom they were able to keep in touch with the 
latest news from India. This kept the memory of India alive among them, alt-
hough it was a one-way link to their ancestral motherland, India.  

J. H. Collens, as early as 1886, described their communal singing at work 
and reverence for their scriptures in these words:  

It is, nevertheless, astonishing how familiar the Trinidadian coolies 
are of their scripture. Even among the humble labourers who till 
the fields, you may often, in the evening work being done, see and 
hear a group of coolies crouching down in a semi-circle chanting 
whole stanzas of the epic poem, Ramayan (Collens, 1888: 233). 

Collens' description of their coming together in the evening to sing and relate 
stories from their scriptures was the same setting for the practice of their taan 
singing and seasonal songs that accompanied religious festivals such as Phag-
wa, Divali and Shiv Raatri. Furthermore, even though many individuals com-
posed their own songs during that time, creativity in terms of Indian culture had 
reached a standstill by the 1930s. 

Folk songs from India taken to the local plantations in the colony includ-
ed traditional melodies such as ‘Field songs’ like ‘jatsar’ (used for grinding 
grain) or ‘ropani’ (used for planting rice). Additional categories of songs en-
compassed ‘life cycle songs’ such as ‘matikor’ or wedding songs, childbirth 
songs (sohars), funeral songs, and seasonal songs like chowtal and biraha for 
commemorating and Qaseedas. 

Certain indentured immigrants introduced a somewhat elevated genre of 
music that was widely favoured in the Moghul courts in India and performed by 
skilled 'classical' vocalists. There is a high likelihood that certain indentured 
immigrants were introduced to that genre of music in India before embarking 
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on their journey to Trinidad.1 This type of music was sometimes known as the 
'greater tradition', in contrast to the more common folk music, which was often 
classified as the 'small tradition'.  

The immigrants performed songs based on their recollections of what 
they had heard or partially learned in India. However, because they relied on 
memory, a significant portion of the original songs were lost through the pro-
cess of transfer. In their endeavour to preserve their culture and religion, they 
exhibited creativity by incorporating local innovations into their songs to make 
up for the lost portions. These innovations were then passed down through suc-
cessive generations, without any awareness of whether the songs they sang 
were truly the genuine original 'greater tradition' classical songs or their ‘own’ 
innovative additions.  

In India, certain songs from the greater tradition repertoire were known as 
dhrupad, tillāna, ghazal, thumri, khimta, horee, chaiti, malaar, bihag, lowni, 
Chaturang, Sargam, Shair, Bhajan, and Bidhaapat. When the indentured immi-
grants settled in Trinidad and rendered those songs emanating from the greater 
classical traditions of India, they referred to them by the same names. As these 
Indian classical traditions were passed on from one generation to the next, the 
original names were maintained but in most cases, the text, context, form, struc-
ture and style were changed dramatically from the original that existed in India 
to a new genre of classical singing in Trinidad (Manuel, 2002; Ramaya, 2008). 
It must also be noted that musical instruments such as the dholak, dhantal, 
Harmonium, Sitar and Mandolin were not popular in most of the settlements in 
the early days of indentureship and the indentureds used whatever was available 
to provide accompaniment for their songs.  

Nanlal Ramcharan, a connoisseur of local Indian classical music, born in 
1910 and raised in the Plum Road/Plum Mitan/Biche area, reminisced about his 
early experiences attending classical singing nights in the village: 

‘I recall that in those early days when we went to the local classical 
singing in the village, most times there was no drum (dholak) and 
the musicians timed with a lota and coin or spoon, or two metal 
spoons placed back-to-back and knocked on the palm of the hand. 
At times I saw them use the simta (from the chulha) as a musical 
instrument. There were no microphones, and they sang very loudly 
and sometimes it could be heard in the next village. In many cases, 
I can recall they composed a verse or two on the spot keeping the 
timing and everything else in the song and very few people knew 
that there was one of two verses added, ex-tempore, except for the 
few who knew Hindi. Often those verses dealt with Dasrath and his 

 
1 Interview with Brinsley Samaroo, St. Augustine, Trinidad. 11 March 2015. 
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three wives or with a matter relating to one of the singers in the 
Gayelle - because that is how they referred to the place (enclosure) 
where they sat to sing.2  

The singers all sat on a large pall in a semi-circular fashion and after two 
songs, the harmonium was passed to the next person and that is how they 
continued throughout the night until the next morning. There was an un-
derstanding that in the Gayelle, singers were to only sing two songs at a 
time to allow others time to sing. This was also because of the time of the 
night when the songs changed with the prahar (watch). Mostly they began 
singing about eight or half-past eight in the night in the villages and con-
tinued nonstop until morning.  

This type of singing was very popular, especially in the villages where 
entertainment was scarce, and people looked forward to the wedding night 
when such songs were rendered. In those days, we did not have to be invited to 
such an event in the village or nearby villages. Once we heard about it, we 
went because that was the culture of the time. No one asked any question 
about whether you were invited or not; everyone was welcomed. People 
walked for miles to get to a wedding house – in those days there were night 
weddings, the idea of the cooking nights or the night before the wedding 
would begin somewhere in the 1950s – so in those days the wedding enter-
tainment took place during the night of the wedding, in most cases, in a sepa-
rate bamboo tent nearby. It wasn't until sometime in the 1940s or later that mi-
crophones and sound technicians became a part of these classical singing 
nights. Back then, singers used to sing loudly to reach their audiences. I saw 
first-hand that when microphones were introduced, many refused to use them 
and those who did still sang loudly. This made many people, especially young 
ones, feel that classical singers were too loud. In time, by the 1960s they 
learned to tone down their voices and rely a bit more on the microphones, the 

 
2 Gayelle. The term Gayelle is a local term that was used to describe the ring where 
cock-fighting took place. Because of the sometimes competitive, suspicious and com-
bative nature of the Local Indian Classical Singers, sitting in a ring (semi-circle) to par-
lay/sing their songs, the term was often used to describe their behaviour and the place 
where their singing took place. This was more commonplace in the villages and coun-
try areas. In the town areas it was often called ‘Mehfil’ but in the villages, the term 
Gayelle persisted, as it gave the people a better idea of what to expect in the singing 
session. Nandlal, an avid follower of Taan Singing, noted that ‘there was a lot of mis-
trust among the singers and picong was hurled between singers in the Gayelle, and that 
is why the term Gayelle persisted, as it was seen as an apt description of the Local Indi-
an classical singing battleground’. 
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Mic men and their Public Address systems, to carry their voices to the audi-
ences. It was no simple task to keep those singers under control.3 

Ramaya (2008) noted that each hour of the night had a prescribed song 
form, just as the theory of classical Indian music (India) assigns each raag to a 
particular time. In Trinidad, they only followed the prescribed time of night for 
a specific raag, disregarding its true Indian significance. It must be noted that 
the harmonium, which has become an essential component of Taan singing in 
Trinidad, was introduced to the colony during the early 20th Century (1912-
1920) by Fakeer Mohammed. In due course, classical vocalists were drawn to 
this novel instrument, and by the 1940s and early 50s, it had become an integral 
component of the local classical singing ensemble (Gooptar, 2014).  

By the 1930s, East Indian culture was facing frontal attacks from west-
ernization as many young people gravitated to Western songs, music and cloth-
ing. Some of those influences began to infiltrate some of the folk traditions their 
ancestors had brought from India. As the pace of life started to move faster with 
these new developing trends, many of the younger generation strayed from 
some of their cultural moorings, including classical singing or Taan singing as 
it later became known. Ralf Narine, a musician and singer, noted that ‘the 
young people found the classical melodies were too long and boring, so they 
began to gravitate to Westernized songs and music. It must be noted that while 
classical singers were creative, most of the styles of singing did not seem attrac-
tive to the younger generation’.4 Narsaloo Ramaya further noted: 

While there was some creativity in the singing of classical songs, 
many of the singers composed the verses on the spot; they were in 
Hindi, and most of the younger generation from the 1930s and 40s 
onwards, could not understand Hindi, so the songs were completely 
meaningless to them. Now, despite the negatives that faced classical 
singing in the 1930s and 40s, the singers kept with their styles of 
classical singing because for them it was an identity thing. The sing-
ers of that era sang mainly for the joy of it because they liked it and 
liked to entertain people, although they had an audience which was 
smaller than expected. 
 
Prior to the emergence of Indian films and the widespread appeal of 
Indian cinema songs in the colony, Indian classical singing tradition-
ally held a prominent position on the agenda during weddings and at 
various other social gatherings. They were highly guarded regarding 
their domain, namely Local Indian classical singing, and it was gen-

 
3 Interview with Nanlal Ramcharan (deceased), Sangre Grande. 8 Apr. 2009. 
4 Interview with Ralph Narine,  St. Anns, Port of Spain. 7 June 2008. 
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erally necessary to receive instruction from a seasoned Local Indian 
classical singer (Ustad) before being exposed to the Gayelle. For 
these Indian classical singers, music served as a means of survival, a 
source of inner contentment, and a manifestation of their identity…. 
They called the songs they sang by different names such as Dhrupad, 
Tilana and kimta and so on and kept referring to the songs by those 
names because the names of the songs remained an identity thing for 
them that linked them with India.  

 
Recent research has shown that while the names of the songs are the 

same, the contents were quite different from their namesake in India (Manuel, 
2000). 

 
Narine (2008) informed: 
I think it was important to them to keep the names of the songs be-
cause it was their link with India. I might surmise that if they had 
changed the names of the songs, they might have lost the ‘Indianness’ 
that went with local Indian classical singing. So, by keeping the origi-
nal names, they were in fact keeping their identity with India intact. 
This was also true of the other types of songs and music that came 
from India but while those folk songs remained almost unchanged, the 
classical songs were changed in both form and style, yet retained the 
names that linked them to India and that has continued to this day. 

 
Minstrels 
 

There were East Indian singers who sang many types of songs and there 
were also ‘specialist’ Taan singers or local Indian classical singers. Some of 
these included Phiramat, Bel Bagai (Gulam Hosein), Ramcharan, Dharam 
Gosein, Ali Jan, Rahimatullah, Seeballack, Bahadoor Syne, Seenath and Fakeer 
Mohammed, all of whom became household names among East Indians in Trin-
idad. Unlike their counterparts in India, they did not have rich patrons or sup-
porters who paid them a regular salary or stipend to be at their behest or their 
homes. Instead, they looked for rich East Indians who loved to hear their type 
of singing and who kept them at their place for two or three weeks, sometimes 
going into a month. These local patrons were far and wide, but they loved Indi-
an classical singing and so provided some avenue of support and financial assis-
tance to the singers as best they could.  

Some of these Taan singers travelled in small groups from village to vil-
lage displaying their talents and stayed at the homes of patrons such as Babu 
Ramsingh, Paul Harris (Sangre Grande), Seukeran Sharma (South), Budbir 

64    Indenture Papers, Vol. 4, 2024 

 
Singh (Port of Spain) and Manmohan Singh (Cedros) for weeks at a time (Ra-
maya, 2008). Lionel Seukeran in his book, Mr. Speaker Sir, related that his fa-
ther was one of the patrons of classical singers and when they visited his home 
they stayed for weeks, sometimes three or four weeks at a time before moving 
on to the next patron. During that time, each night, they sang not only for the 
family but also for the entire village that came out to listen to those ‘travelling 
minstrels’ as Narsaloo Ramaya referred to them. Seukeran mentioned that the 
women of the village came out each night and cooked for the villagers who at-
tended the sessions (2006: 6-9). 

 
No Women Taan singers  
 

In India it was taboo for women to appear in public either as singers or 
performers. The same was brought to Trinidad with the indentured immigrants. 
Additionally, since most times they were travelling singers, minstrels, did not 
have women with them. Women were not allowed to sing in the Gayelle. It was 
a historical thing with these travelling groups such as the Indra Sabha and Raja 
Harischandra groups that because they were sometimes nomadic, moving from 
one village to another to perform, they did not have women performers with 
them. However, they were living in the West, in a different world far removed 
from India, where women were beginning to come into their own and were 
willing to break the glass ceiling to show that they could perform as well as 
men in any field. They worked with the men in the cane-fields as equals. Soon 
some women felt that they should be allowed to perform for the public as danc-
ers, singers and musicians. Alice Jan and later Champa Devi broke with tradi-
tions and danced in public just after the advent of Indian movies in the 1930s. 
Ralph Narine (2008), an accomplished musician and singer, stated: 

 Before the 1930s in Trinidad, there were no female stage dancers 
and singers and men played all the roles in the dramas. All were 
classified as group dances. And there were no female singers in the 
local Indian classical circuit. The first female solo dancer who ap-
peared in public in Trinidad in the 1930s was Alice Jan. She broke 
with tradition and was a crowd pleaser who mesmerized the men 
with her flowing spinning movements, which many times revealed 
parts of her lower body. Alice Jan used the catchy, filmi music in her 
performances and was instrumental in opening the way for others to 
follow. Soon Champa Devi appeared on the scene and she too was a 
big hit with film song dances…. Alice Jan was also a good singer 
who often sang in women-only settings like the Hardi night, and 
chathee (birth of a child) but as time went by, she often sat among 
the men and competed with them in the classical singing arena and 
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had a lot of support from the women. She was described as a bold 
and beautiful woman with a powerful will of her own. No man dared 
suggest to her that she could not sing in the Gayelle or ‘Mehfil’ 
(concert) as the singing sessions were often called. The songs ren-
dered at those sessions were mostly local Indian classical songs. 
 

Influence of Indian movies 
 

Before the arrival of Indian movies in Trinidad in 1935, Taan singing was 
highly popular among the East Indians. As the melodious Indian film songs 
were introduced, the preference of audiences gradually shifted towards the new 
filmi songs, leading to a decline in the popularity of Taan singing. Narsaloo 
Ramaya (2008) informed: 

Before Indian films came to this country, the most popular form of 
singing year-round was what we loosely called Indian classical sing-
ing. With the introduction of Indian film songs in 1935, lots of peo-
ple gravitated to the Indian film songs, which were very catchy and 
rhythmic, melodious and lingered in the mind for a long time. In ad-
dition, many people went to see an Indian movie because of the 
songs and those songs remained with them and they sang them eve-
rywhere to the detriment of Indian classical songs. By the 1940s and 
50s, there emerged a few Indian orchestras, such as my orchestra–
the Naya Zamana orchestra, Jit Seesahai Melody Makers and other 
orchestras that gradually replaced the classical singers at the wed-
ding nights and then from the 1950s, the cooking nights.5 They 
gradually replaced the Indian classical singers in village and com-
munity events such as the wedding nights, Ramayan Yaagnas, 
Bhagwat Yaagnas and village pujas in the mandirs and also at the 
homes of people. 

 
Nandlal (2009) stated 

Many people held pujas at their homes on weekends, which they 
called the 3-Days pujas, beginning on a Friday, and ending on a 
Sunday. This was a huge event for the family, which usually includ-
ed entertainment on the Saturday nights. The most popular form of 
entertainment chosen was usually Local Indian Classical singing. I 
can speak to that because I am one of those who kept that tradition 

 
5 Before the 1950s Hindu weddings were held at night but from 1953, when the first 
Sunday Daytime wedding was held, the cooking night emerged to replace the wedding 
night. 
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of Indian classical singing entertainment alive on the Saturday night 
during my yearly pujas. That was a common practice among Hindus 
in the country and that trend continued for a long time until it was 
gradually replaced by groups singing filmi bhajans by the 1970s.  

 
Impact  
 

Ramaya explained the impact of Indian filmy music: 
I am a lover of Indian classical music and wherever my orchestra 
performed, I always tried to include at least two Indian classical 
singers as performers, but we soon faced problems with the audi-
ence. Wherever the band played people were always happy to hear 
the film songs but whenever we introduced the Indian classical items 
people began to ‘steups’6 and in the case of the cooking nights, as 
soon as the classical singers began their items, the tent became al-
most empty as that was the time many of the younger people chose 
the go outside to take a smoke or to chat. As soon as the filmi songs 
resumed, they returned to the tent. The classical singers were often 
booed and shooed off the stage by lovers of Indian filmi songs. They 
often said things like, “We don’t want to hear those long and boring 
songs; we want to hear the movie songs; bring back the orchestra”. 
In time, some of the classical singers refused to sing in our pro-
grammes or any Indian orchestra programs, but there were a few 
who continued. However, with the continued ‘backlash’ from the 
filmi audiences, the manager of the orchestra took the decision not to 
invite the classical singers to be part of the orchestra presentations, 
whether it was a stage show or a wedding night. Even in the stage 
shows when classical singers took the stage as part of the band 
presentation, one could hear many steups and boos from some audi-
ence members. But I must say that the classical singers stood their 
ground and kept with classical singing. 

 
As film songs grew in popularity, the classical singers found it difficult to 

compete with the new filmi music and so incorporated aspects of the filmi mu-
sic into their repertoire. Many local classical singers, such as Tarran Persad and 
Yankarran, had begun to include filmi songs in their repertoire and some of 
them remade film songs in the local classical singing style. Peter Manuel (2000: 
53) noted that Indian Film songs had so captivated East Indians that some of the 
earliest local Indian recordings in the 1940s by Tarran Persad, Sayyid Moham-

 
6 Steups- a local word/behaviour to show displeasure. 
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med, Edan Hosein and others on Decca and Bluebird (RCA) record labels were 
of Indian film songs. 

According to Ramaya (2008): 
To remain relevant and be part of the filmi changes taking place in 
society at the time, they began to sing film songs and some of them 
migrated and continued singing the new film songs while others 
tried to merge the film songs with their classical singing. A few of 
them even tried to sing the film songs using one of the classical 
styles of singing either the dhrupad or tilana, but this did not catch 
on and they soon reverted to singing the original classical songs re-
gardless of the size of their audience. There is no doubt that as the 
years passed, audiences for Indian classical singing dwindled but 
there are still many people in Trinidad who are lovers of Local Indi-
an classical singing, even among the youths and who support the lo-
cal Indian classical singing fraternity. 

 
Individual vs Group Singing 
 

Ralph Narine assesses the impact of filmy songs as follows: 
The Filmi onslaught took its toll on the Indian classical singing gen-
re and gradually pushed the Indian classical singing into the back-
ground. This genre of music in the East Indian community remained 
alive in the background with smaller audiences but was never lost. 
There was no focal organization looking after the interest of Indian 
classical singing over the early years and so individuals created 
groups around themselves and continued to propagate this type of 
Indian classical singing throughout the country. For example, when-
ever an individual singer got an invitation for a group of classical 
singers to perform at a wedding or cooking night, he would usually 
pull together a group of singers and musicians for that particular oc-
casion. At the end of the session, they would all go their separate 
ways until another call for another session, which could be from an-
yone else. This is how the Indian classical singing genre continued 
to exist throughout the years. There was no established Local Indian 
Classical singing group; they usually took the name of the leader of 
the group. For example, when a singer such as Bel Bagai got an invi-
tation to sing at a wedding night, he got a few ‘friends’ together for 
the event and people called them the ‘Bel Bagai group’ but that 
group only existed for that night. When he got another job he got 
another group of singers and musicians together for the ‘job,’ and 
probably retained one or two singers from the last session.  
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These singers were individuals with barely anyone looking after 
their interests. As far as training and passing on the tradition to 
younger singers goes, there was no recognized forum for the training 
of young Indian classical singers in the country. A great deal de-
pended on individuals using their initiative to pass on their skills to 
younger aspirants of Indian classical singing. They would continue 
with this trend throughout the years, becoming more individualistic 
rather than forming themselves into a group. This was similarly true 
of the early Indian orchestras and the bhajan groups. They were built 
around individuals who invited others to join them when they went 
out to perform. While the other individuals coalesced into the for-
mation of groups such as Indian orchestras and localized Ramayan 
and bhajan ensembles, the individual singing trend kept true to form 
with the Local Indian classical singers. These individuals only came 
together on a stage to perform, whether it was a cooking night, wed-
ding night or other events. 

 
Ramaya held the view that the singers mistrusted each other: 

There was a lot of mistrust among these singers who were a law 
unto themselves. There was always a passion among the groups 
and individuals singing in the Gayelle of upstaging other singers in 
a game of ‘who is better than who.’ Yet, it is important to remem-
ber that while individuals carried the torch of Indian classical sing-
ing around the country, one cannot discount the importance of the 
assemblies of classical singing when the individuals came together 
as a group to perform for one night. It is quite likely that they con-
tinued along this trend and whenever an individual got a call for a 
program anywhere, he was likely to call upon a few regulars to 
join him. Some of these singers took their own drummers with 
them to those sessions as there was some form of mistrust. In addi-
tion, when it came to the style of drumming, it was often felt that 
the other drummers may not perform to suit the singers; so, in sev-
eral cases, they brought their drummers to the Gayelle. It was also 
true that sometimes a singer was accustomed to a particular drum-
mer who played for his particular style of singing and so most 
singers preferred to have their drummer wherever they sang. Over 
time this became the trend of operation in terms of the Indian clas-
sical singing and there was no doubt that it lent itself to a better 
quality of performance and all-round presentation. 
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 Ramaya also noted that he heard stories of singers in earlier days who 

did not allow other singers to use their harmonium for fear that they would 
somehow cause it to malfunction by the mere touch of it. He further noted that 
there were also stories from the earlier days of opposing singers who were able 
to chant certain mantras to incapacitate the speech of other singers and this 
caused a certain level of mistrust among proponents of the art form in the 
country.  

With time, however, much of that died and many of the singers 
eventually learned to cooperate in the public arena. There was also 
the issue of the sharing of songs among classical singers. Some sing-
ers did not share some of the songs they knew with other singers. 
For example, when a singer learned a new song and sang it for the 
first time in the Gayelle at a cooking night, other singers wanted to 
get a copy of that song but the singer would usually give them a 
huge run around not willing to share a copy of that song; most times, 
either because he could not write it down or because he could not 
say the words of the song ad-lib. He might have learned the song 
from someone else and could sing it well, but could not often share 
the words of the song because he learned it by rote. Additionally, if 
it was a ‘good’ song that the audience approved, that was a reason 
not to share it with other singers (Ramaya, 2008). 

 
The Advent of the NCIC  
 

Ramaya, a founding member of the National Council of Indian Music and 
Drama (NCIMD), later known as the National Council of Indian Culture 
(NCIC), spoke of his organization’s involvement in the preservation and propa-
gation of Local Indian Classical Singing, later to be known as Taan Singing. He 
stated: 

This trend of individual Local Indian Classical singing continued 
… until 1964 when the NCIMD was founded, and the organization 
took a keen interest in the propagation of local Indian classical 
singing in the country. Bisram Gopie, who was president of the 
group was a keen lover of this type of music and made every effort 
to create a harmonious setting among the followers of the art form, 
encouraging singers to share their songs and music and work to-
gether for the propagation of this particular art form. He felt that 
with time and given the prevailing attitudes of some of the propo-
nents of the art form, the art form could see a further downward 
slide and eventual disappearance from the local East Indian cultural 
landscape. He was determined that through the NCIMD, efforts 
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could be made to preserve and popularize local Indian classical mu-
sic in the country and indeed in other Caribbean countries such as 
Guyana and Suriname. The organization that kept Indian classical 
singing alive in this country from the 1960s onwards was the Na-
tional Council of Indian Music and Drama, now the NCIC, which 
held several yearly competitions to keep the art form alive. In the 
1980s, the NCIC took this art form from the villages of the country 
to the premier performance houses in the country, namely Queens 
Hall and Naparima Bowl. For the first time, people saw Indian clas-
sical singers performing at these most important venues in the 
country, and the singers themselves were proud to present their art 
form at these prestigious fora. It was really pleasing indeed to see 
audiences attending those presentations of Indian classical singing. 
As the years passed, this type of singing, Local Indian Classical 
Singing, came to be called Taan Singing to give it its own local 
identity and to claim its space in the Culture of Trinidad and Toba-
go. 

 
Taan singing as an art form 
 

It is important to note here that Taan Singing has not been influenced by 
Western influences of Carnival or Christmas or any other outside influences. 
There are lots of references in the local Indian classical songs to the Ramayan 
with names such as Ayodhya, Raam, Sita, Kowsiliya and Dasrath; and in the 
Mahabharatha with names such as Krishna, Nanda, Yashoda, and Radha, which 
is a reflection of the region of India from which the majority of indentured im-
migrants originated, mainly the Bhojpuri region. 

Many classical singers began their careers as bhajan singers in mandirs or 
local singing groups. They were highly influenced by local Indian Classical 
singers who visited their villages and sang their songs to the enjoyment of the 
members of the congregations. There were Hindus, Muslims and Christian local 
classical singers who carried on the tradition and were never bothered about re-
ligion when singing classical songs. Several Muslim and Christian Indian clas-
sical singers sang the praises of Rama, Krishna, Shiva and other Hindu 
gods/deities without any loss of faith in their own religion. For example, Jameer 
Hosein, a devout Muslim, sang numerous Hindu classical songs, but he re-
mained a strong Muslim throughout his lifetime. The same was also true of oth-
er Muslim and Christian classical singers who kept their faith in their religion 
yet participated fully in the upkeep of the traditional art form of local Indian 
classical singing. 
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Gideon Hanoomansingh (2010), a radio and television broadcaster, re-

marked that his grandfather and a Taan singing group performed classical mu-
sic to filled houses at the Presbyterian Church at Las Lomas all night on Old 
Year's Eve and other occasions. 

James Ramnath, a former Presbyterian school principal and church elder, 
added that neither faith nor race ever constituted an obstacle to local Indian 
classical singing, particularly classical melodies. He remarked that classical 
singing was the primary form of entertainment at wedding nights and other so-
cial events in the Eastern counties (Sangre Grande and environs) and spoke 
highly of Christian singers and an Afro-Trinidadian classical singer, Roy 
Cooper from Biche, who frequently stole the spotlight when the classical sing-
ers gathered for these sessions. Cooper, a native of the region, was described by 
him as one of the most peculiar performers to emerge in the cultural spotlight of 
Trinidad and Tobago, particularly in the realm of Indian classical singing. ‘At 
the national level, he gave a good account of himself when he competed against 
illustrious local vocalists such as Ramdhani Sharma, Abdul Kush Razack, 
James Ramsewak, Haniff Mohammed, Henry 'Tooloom' Dindial, Sonny 
Mathews (another Afro-Christian Taan Singer) and Ramcharitar (Ramnath, 
2008). 
 
Some Features of Taan Singing 
 

Over the last 180 years that Taan singing has been part of Indian culture 
here in Trinidad and Tobago. It has developed its unique style and form. Some 
of its special features include: 
 Taan singing is always done by solo singers. 
 The songs are serious and based on devotion, enjoying inspiration from 

the Ramayan and Mahabharat. 
 The songs are always rendered in the Indian Bhojpuri/Hindi dialect. 
 There is no infusion of English words in the Taan singing genre. 
 Taan singing has not been influenced by Westernization. 
 No electronic musical instruments are used. Only traditional instruments 

such as the dholak, dhantal, and harmonium are used. In some instances, 
the mandolin has been used as an additional accompaniment. 

 Songs are usually performed by specialists Taan Singers. 
 The singers usually sit in a semi-circle fashion on the floor and sang, 

passing the harmonium and microphone to the next singer in the Gayelle. 
 The songs are done in ragas, suitable as per the time of night or morning. 
 The singers always begin with a Dhrupad followed by a Tillana. 
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 Singers of various religious persuasions–Hindu, Muslim and Christian–

participate in Taan singing in the country without any loss of faith in their 
own religion. 

 This type of singing is unique to Trinidad and the Caribbean and its paral-
lel cannot be found in India.  

 While the names of songs such as the Dhrupad and Tillana are similar to 
those found in India, the form, style, and content are completely different 
in Trinidad. 

 Taan singing is indigenous to Trinidad and Tobago, from where it has 
spread to other countries of the world.  

 
Taan singing as Indigenous to Trinidad and Tobago 
 

Identity formation of East Indians in Trinidad was both a reaction to a 
hostile environment and a primordial fallback on their identity. Individual or 
group identity, it must be noted, is different to the idea of national identity, and 
with East Indians in Trinidad, there was by the 1920s a wide schism between 
individual and group Indian identity on the one hand and national identity on 
the other. Despite the schism that seemed to exist at that time, major groups 
within the Indian community and many individuals held the view that it was 
quite possible for East Indians to hold on to their ethnic identifications while 
being compatible with the national identity. The ex-indentured immigrants pre-
ferred to build their identity around factors that related to their original home-
land. This did not, in any way, negate the fact that they were part of the new so-
ciety or imply that they were unpatriotic to the nation (Gooptar, 2014). 

Moving from the state of being indentured immigrants to free persons liv-
ing in their settlement communities was an event of enormous proportions that 
took them from survival mode, through identity formation and by the com-
mencement of the 20th century, to integration mode. For them, their identity 
was linked to aspects of their Indian cultural heritage. For the proponents of lo-
cal Indian classical singing, it was their cultural and identity niche which gave 
them a special place in their new homeland. Nandlal noted that this last part of 
the journey of identity. For him, integration into the larger Westernized society 
was fraught with the danger of losing their identity. A majority was very scepti-
cal about giving up their identity to become part of the wider national commu-
nity.  

The local Indian classical singers kept their identity by holding on to their 
cultural art form - local Indian classical singing or taan singing, as it came to be 
called. Nandlal noted that the pundits and the panchayat played a major role in 
this ‘protection of the identity’ as they felt that too much integration into West-
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ern society’s ‘ills’, would cause them to lose their gods, their goddesses, their 
modes of worship, the East Indian dress, the Indian instruments and their ‘orig-
inal’ music and dances, and with these, their identity. The Taan singers kept 
alive identity icons for the Hindus such as their Gods and Goddesses (Rama, Si-
ta, Shiva, Ganesh, Krishna, Saraswatee and others) since such names were al-
ways the focal point in many of the songs rendered by the Taan singers. 

Ethnicity, or ethnic identity, was a major factor in determining the shape 
of Indian identity in Trinidad and Tobago. The British policy of assimilation 
did not work well with the Indians in Trinidad as they turned to two major con-
trolling aspects of their being for survival: their Indian primordial identity in-
stincts and their self-adaptive articulations, which enhanced their collective po-
sition within the overall society. The adaptive strategies embraced by the pro-
ponents of the local Indian classical singing genre helped to give them an iden-
tity within the construct of the Trinidadian society. It was one of their main pil-
lars of Indian identity, which they kept alive through the years. 

This localized Hindustani village culture - local Indian Classical Singing -
emerged as a distinctive form of Indian heritage and identity in the country. For 
the taan singers of Trinidad and Tobago, their music was a form of survival, 
honour, satisfaction, sustenance and identity for them and their descendants. 
The legitimacy of this new type of music in Trinidad and the Caribbean, is well 
noted. Manuel (2002) writes: ‘One might be tempted to regard Indo-Caribbean 
local-classical music as simply a corrupted degeneration of Hindustani music, 
assembled in a jumbled way by amateur musicians with only a fragmentary 
knowledge of the classical art. However, over the generations, local-classical 
music has evolved into a distinctive art form, with its own conventions and its 
own sort of legitimacy and aesthetic charm’. 
 
Conclusion 
 

The ex-indentured immigrants were determined to forge an identity 
linked, rooted, and firmly established within the framework of their ancient In-
dian civilisation. The early taan singers were an integral part of this search for 
identity and their struggle to redeem themselves, reconnect with the motherland 
and reclaim their historical civilization was bequeathed to future generations 
and became indelibly influenced and aligned to the new Trinidadian environ-
ments in which they found themselves. These songs were passed down to future 
generations and were fundamentally shaped and adapted to the new Trinidadian 
settings. Their ancestors’ vindication to migrate to a foreign land for betterment 
would find its fulfilment in the third and fourth diasporic generations in Trini-
dad and Tobago, as many of these taan singers and their descendants emerged 
as educated persons with well-paying jobs and leaders in their local communi-
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ties. In contrast to some of the earlier generations of taan singers in this country, 
today, many of these local Indian classical singers have higher education quali-
fications, well-paying jobs either privately or in the government service, and 
they continue to propagate the art form not only because of their love for it but 
because it remains an identity symbol for them. 

Another factor that has added to the current continued expansion of the 
local Indian classical singing genre is the proliferation of radio, TV, Social Me-
dia and access to the World Wide Web, where hundreds of songs by local Indi-
an classical singers can be accessed. Much of this drive by local Indian classical 
singers to re-imagine the expansion of their art form through social media and 
the Worldwide Web, especially YouTube has converged, with other East Indian 
identity particularities, to produce a unique Indo-Trinidadian identity. While 
that identity may fluctuate, the core elements of the Indian identity tend to re-
main intact. Local Indian classical singing has remained a key element of Indi-
an identity in Trinidad and Tobago.  

One local Indian Classical singer, cum researcher, who has shared his 
knowledge and songs of this genre is Madan McCoon from Trinidad and Toba-
go. His posts on Facebook on the topic shares valuable information on the sub-
ject matter while his website ‘Local Classical Music Archives’ presents a varie-
ty of Local Indian Classical songs for enthusiasts of this genre of music. The 
legacy that Taan Singers have handed down to their descendants has changed 
the cultural landscape of Trinidad and Tobago forever. 
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Hanoomansingh, Gideon. (23 Mar. 2010). Male, 66 years. Chaguanas. Radio and Tele-

vision Announcer. Media consultant.  
Narine, Ralph. (2008). Retired Judge. Sportsman, musician, and cultural promoter. 7 

June. Male. 84 years. St. Anns, Port of Spain. (Now Deceased, 1922-2017) 
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orchestra leader and founding member of the NCIC. Male. 85 years. San Juan. 
(Now deceased: 1919- 2013). 

Ramcharan, Nandlal. (8 Apr. 2009). Male. 101 Years. Plum Road, Manzanilla. Retired 
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Ramnath, James. (15 May 2008). Male. 99 years. Guaico, Sangre Grande. Lay Preach-
er. Retired Primary School Principal. (Now Deceased).    
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