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Abstract

This paper provides a historical account of the role of NCIC in the
promotion and preservation of Taan Singing in Trinidad and Tobago.
It examines the rise of taan singing in Trinidad as an expression of
girmitiya identity, and the challenges faced by this industry over time,
particularly during the rise of Indian filmy music in Trinidad. It then
examines the movement to organise the Taan singing industry under a
single banner, and the establishment of National Council of Indian
Music and Drama, and its successor, the National Council of Indian
Culture. The paper discusses the evolution of the NCIC and it role in
the promotion and preservation of taan singing to 2024.
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Introduction

Taan Singing, which is often referred to as Local Indian Classical Sing-
ing, has its roots in the cultural heritage of India that was brought to Trinidad
and Tobago from 1845 by the early Indian indentured immigrants. Besides
other components of their cultural world, they took with them their traditional
songs, music, dances, festivals, and religions to their new workplace. Approx-
imately 80% of the estimated 147,000 Indian indentured immigrants who ar-
rived in Trinidad opted to establish permanent residence in the country. As
they reached the end of their indentured service and left the estates, they were
encouraged to establish community settlements in the vicinity of the estates on
which they had worked. This boded well for the estates as they would be able
to access a ready supply of labour. During the time that they worked on the
plantations and settled down in their new community settlements, they made
extraordinary efforts to preserve their culture in various ways. They continued
to practice and maintain the culture that they had brought with them from In-
dia. As they sought to preserve their culture and pass on their traditions from
one generation to the next, a number of changes took place. This was due to the
fact that they had brought those cultural traditions from their ancestral home-
land in their memory. One such aspect of their culture was Taan singing, which
became known in the colony as Local Indian Classical Singing. Over the
course of time, primarily because of their circumstances, there was some
memory loss during the transition. This caused an alteration of the lyrics and
melody of the songs in both form and style during this process. However, they
kept the original names of the songs, such as Drupad and Tilana. This resulted
in the development of an entirely new form of singing in Trinidad and Tobago,
which is known by a variety of names, including Taan Singing, tent singing,
local classical, local Indian classical, and wedding night singing.

Taan Singing as an Expression of Freedom and Identity

Local Indian classical music displayed a tremendous amount of creativity
and resourcefulness in terms of the contribution made by the early East Indian
immigrants and their descendants in Trinidad. The classical singers were a
much-disciplined community who created a unique form of Indian classical
singing in Trinidad. While its original ancestry may be traced to India, in the
words of Narsaloo Ramaya (2008), a music icon of Trinidad:

it evolved into something uniquely Trinidadian, the likes of which
cannot be found in India. East Indian classical singers and musicians
in Trinidad took a cultural display from India and remodeled it in
their own image into a local form of singing, which, while it was ac-
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cepted as Indian Classical Singing, it was differentiated from authen-
tic Indian Classical Singing. The word ‘local’ was usually placed be-
fore the words ‘Indian Classical Singing’ [Local Indian Classical
Singing] in Trinidad to distinguish it from its Indian counterpart.
While the local Indian classical songs were referred to by the same
names as those in India (thumri, tilana and dhrupad), the style of
singing and the manner of performance were entirely different.

In addition, Local Indian Classical Singing was accompanied by the
dhantal, an instrument that was invented in Trinidad by East Indians.
The dhantal gave Local Indian Classical Singing a distinctive Trini-
dadian flavour.

The uniqueness of this Local Indian Classical Singing gave East Indians
in Trinidad an identity stake in terms of their contribution to national cultural
offerings. It was this concept of Local Indian Classical Singing being indige-
nous to Trinidad and Tobago that would later propel the National Council of
Indian Culture (NCIC) to host the annual Local Independence Indian Classical
Singing Competition each year.

Taan Singing continued its onward march and gained popularity through-
out the 1930s, 40s, and 50s, and several local Taan singers emerged to carry on
the tradition. Some of the early singers included Phiramat, Bel Bagai (Gulam
Hosein), Ramcharan, Dharam Gosein, Ali Jan, Rahimatullah, Seeballack, Ba-
hadoor Syne, Seenath, Fakeer Mohammed, while some of the later ones in-
cluded Benny Seenath, Ganga Das, Channa Boy, Joseph Narine, Samir, Haniff
Mohammed, Isaac Yankaran, Shyam Yankaran, Rakesh Yankaran, Vidoor,
Yusuf Khan, Jeween Singh, Baliram Bala, Sonny Matthews, Roy Cooper,
Kewal Mabharaj, James Ramdass, Sagar Sookraj, Sohan Girdharrie, Solana
Girdharie, Jameer Hosein, Budram Holass, Sookdaco Sookraj, Moonilal
Girdharrie, Ramesh Basdeo, Sam Boodram, Vijay Jagroop, Manmohan Gosine,
Dubraj Persad, Rooplal Girdharry, Lilly Ramcharan and Nirmala Sasenarayan
among others.

In its heyday, as the Taan singers continued to practice their art form
throughout the country, they were often sought after to perform at the homes of
private individuals, weddings, and other public events. However, when they
were not singing at weddings or other events, they went from village to village
in small bands in much the same way as Seukeran (2006) described in his
book, Mr. Speaker, Sir. Those classical singers and musicians did not stay long
in one place. Their modus operandi included finding a wealthy patron who kept
them for a while before they moved on again. Some of these Taan singers trav-
eled in small groups from village to village displaying their talents and stayed
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at the homes of patrons such as Babu Ramsingh, Paul Harris (Sangre Grande),
Seukeran Sharma (South), Budbir Singh (Port of Spain) and Manmohansingh
(Cedros) for weeks at a time (Ramaya, 2008).

In Mr. Speaker Sir Lionel Seukeran related that his father, Seukeran
Sharma, was an avid patron of local Indian classical singers and when those
singers visited their 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 these ‘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 attended the sessions. These travelling min-
strels never charged for their services and were content with board and lodging
and a small stipend from their patron, which kept them going.

Some Local Indian Classical Singers

In this fashion, local classical music thrived among East Indians in Trini-
dad as singers and musicians moved from one Indian settlement to another,
spreading their art form and in the process linking those villages one to anoth-
er. Those singers and musicians were the pioneers of a new cultural Renais-
sance (post indentureship) among East Indians and became a major pillar in the
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early reconstruction of East Indian identity here because of the type of songs
that they sang, and the instruments used. Through the fusion of memory with
local inputs, they were the main propagators in the evolution of a ‘new’ style of
singing, which became known as Local Indian Classical Singing. This legacy
would become the hallmark of the National Council of Indian Culture (then
National Council of Indian Music and Drama {NCIMD}) in the 1960s and 70s.

Birth of the NCIC
Founding of the NCIC and the early years (1964-1986)

The emergence of the NCIC in 1964 was in response to the phenomenal
growth of East Indian artistes in the country, most of who revolved around In-
dian orchestras, filmi songs and filmi dances. However, as we shall see later,
once the organization was formed, it focused its energy on preserving tradi-
tional Indian art forms that were directly threatened by the proliferation of In-
dian film songs and dances.

One of the earliest Indian orchestras in the country was the Naya Za-
mana Indian Orchestra, formed in 1945. From its inception, the leader was
Nazeer Mohammed. In the early 1960s, he fell ill and conceded the mantle of
the leadership of the orchestra to Narsaloo Ramaya. Nazeer Mohammed’s ill-
ness necessitated his travelling abroad for diagnosis and treatment at great ex-
pense.! Ramaya noted:

His family could not afford the medical and other expenses associat-
ed with his travel overseas and turned to [Ramaya] and the Naya
Zamana Indian Orchestra for assistance. The orchestra organized
fundraising events to complement what financial help the family
raised for their dearly beloved family member. Despite two fundrais-
ing initiatives by the Naya Zamana Indian Orchestra, the financial
returns realized proved insufficient for Nazeer Mohammed’s medi-
cal treatment. His condition was deteriorating, and he needed urgent
foreign medical attention. Each day that passed brought him closer
to transition to his maker. His family and the members of the orches-
tra had done their best to raise funds to offset costs associated with
his medical condition, but sadly, it was not sufficient.

However, Narsaloo Ramaya was not ready to give up on his close friend
and, faced with this predicament and nowhere to turn to for national organiza-
tional support, Ramaya decided to seek the support of an old friend, Bisram

!'Interview with Richard Ramlakhansingh. Penal, Trinidad. 20 June 2014.
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Gopie, a humble, unassuming, ex-sugar worker turned Indian cultural activist,
philanthropist and social worker. Gopie championed the cause of the poor and
downtrodden, and fought to promote Indian culture in the country. By the
1960s, he was a household name in Trinidad and was well known for his assis-
tance to charitable causes and the promotion of Indian culture in the country.
“This decision by Ramaya, though taken to assist a friend in need set in train a
series of events that culminated in the formation of the NCIC to look after the
interests of Indian artistes in the country.’ 2

By the 1960s, Narsaloo Ramaya was an established national artiste and
was recognized as the first East Indian violinist in Trinidad. It was also
acknowledged that he had played a major role in the 1940s in the establishment
of Trinidad’s premier Indian orchestra, the Naya Zamana Indian Orchestra.
Nazeer Mohammed, the son of the veteran Ustad Fakeer Mohammed, was rec-
ognized as the founder and first leader of the Naya Zamana Orchestra and was
accredited with the introduction of the first roving Indian dance drama in Trin-
idad - the Indar Sabha in the 1920s. Fakeer was also responsible for the intro-
duction and popularization of the first harmonium in Trinidad in the early
1920s. Now his scion was in dire financial need and two great stalwarts in the
local East Indian community were coming together to assist.

Ramaya first raised the issue informally with Bisram Gopie, who asked
him to put his request in writing so he could petition assistance from business
and other concerns in the southern city where he was based. Ramaya wrote the
letter as requested and then some days later he journeyed to the southland to
meet with Gopie. These two stalwarts discussed several matters relating to In-
dian culture and the plight of Indian artistes in Trinidad. While Gopie did not
envisage any difficulty in arranging cash donations in support of the Nazeer
Mohammed fund, he was concerned about the plight of other Indian artistes
who might in the future require similar or other assistance. Ramaya recalls that
Gopie asked him: ‘How often are we going to take this type of action to assist
Indian artistes? Are we going to do it every time an East Indian artiste needs
help? What would happen when we are no longer around to assist in that way?’

As far as Gopie and Ramaya were concerned, the matter was considerably
much wider than assisting a single Indian artiste. The issue could not be left
unattended. They decided to meet again with other like-minded friends in-
volved in the promotion and propagation of Indian culture in the country.

A second meeting was arranged to further discuss proposals for assisting
Nazeer Mohammed and other East Indian artistes who may need help in the fu-
ture. At that meeting, there were five people present - Bisram Gopie, Narsaloo
Ramaya, Amjad Farzan Ali and B. Bhattachaarya, an Indian national working

’Interview with Deokinanan Sharma. Valsayn, St. Augustine, Trinidad. 14 June 2014
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in Trinidad.> While discussions at the meeting were focused on the immediate
problem of assistance for Nazeer Mohammed, the attendees explored the pos-
sibility of putting mechanisms in place for future assistance to East Indian ar-
tistes in similar situations like Nazeer Mohammed. Among other matters dis-
cussed was the plight of Indian artistes in Trinidad and the manner in which
they were treated in terms of financial returns for their performances. The
group discussed the major issue, which related to the issue that there was no
organization to look after the interests of Indian artistes in the country. They
talked about the disrespect with which Indian artistes were treated; the insecu-
rities felt by such artistes and the need to promote them in a more ‘nationalistic
manner’ whereby they could take their rightful place in the society. They felt
that if Indian artistes could be brought together under one umbrella organiza-
tion, discussions could begin on the matter, and some headway could be made.
Furthermore, the group suggested that whatever organization was formed to
look after the interests of Indian artistes, an integral part of that organization
would be creating an Indian artiste fund to assist artistes in need. At the time,
they contemplated contributions by East Indian artistes themselves to the fund
since they would be the ones who would benefit from it later.

One of the major concerns of the quintet that met was the ‘fees’ to be
charged by local Indian artistes. They discussed the possibility of the estab-
lishment of a fee structure for performances by artistes such as classical singers
in an effort to encourage Indian artistes to charge for their performances. After
lengthy discussions, it was agreed to form an East Indian-based organization,
nonreligious in nature, to look after the welfare of East Indian artistes and to
promote Indian culture at the same time. A third meeting was planned to final-
ize arrangements to create a suitable association for the agreed purpose and a
decision was also taken to invite all persons involved in the promotion of Indi-
an culture such as singers, musicians, Indian orchestras, dance drama groups
and other East Indian cultural practitioners.

The call went out to all Indian artistes to attend the proposed meeting.
Kamaludin Mohammed also made announcements on Radio Trinidad while
letters and other verbal and written invitations were sent to Indian artistes
throughout the country. According to Ralph Narine, many of the Indian artistes
who attended the meeting were not privy to the original reasons for the meeting
since they were simply asked to attend a meeting of Indian artistes to discuss
matters relating to their welfare. The group decided to call a national meeting
to discuss the matter further.

3 Ramaya could not recall the fifth person who was at that historic meeting.
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National Council of Indian Music and Drama (NCIMD)

The organizers were pleasantly surprised when, at that historic meeting
which took place on 19 July 1964 at the Gandhi Ashram College in San Fer-
nando, more than 100 persons attended. After another round of lengthy discus-
sions about the need for representation of Indian artistes, an organization was
suitably formed, and an executive was put in place to manage its affairs.
Among the major decisions taken at that meeting was that the organization
would be called the National Council of Indian Music and Drama. According-
ly, the term ‘music’ in the name of the organization represented all singers and
musicians who were the mainstay of Indian culture in the country.

However, there was a view that not all Indian artistes would be repre-
sented under the umbrella group. There were several dance drama groups in the
country at the time, and adherents to that form felt that they were left out and
therefore, the word ‘drama’ was added to the name of the organization. Ac-
cording to Ramaya, it was Bhattachaarya, who was himself a drama-
tist/playwright, that proposed an acceptable name for the body. He noted that
the NCIMD would later promote some of Bhattacharya’s plays, including
Shakuntala and Sacrifice.

According to Ramlakhansingh, an executive member of the NCIC (1968-
2017). the first executive that was elected on July 19, 1964, comprised:

President: Bisram Gopie

1st Vice-President: Sham Mohammed
2nd Vice-President: Narsaloo Ramaya
Secretary: Amjad Farzan Ali

1st Assistant Secretary: Baldeo Maharaj
2nd Assistant Secretary:  Gayadeen Sampath

Treasurer: Ramdhanie Sharma

Trustees: Justice Ralph Narine, Yacoob Mohammed
Advisor: B. Bhattacharaya

Patrons: Bhadase Sagan Maharaj, Kamaluddin Mohammed.

Ramaya and Gopie were very satisfied with the outcome of the meeting,
and Ramaya felt that the new organization would stick to the mandate of look-
ing after the interests of Indian artistes in the country. This was a first for the
East Indian community in Trinidad. Ramlakhansingh captured the mood of the
people at the time in his 2009 Hall of Pioneers inductees address when he said:

Something new had just taken place. The atmosphere was charged
with excitement, interest was high, and passion was great. It was a
history-making event and a great day for Indian artistes and their
culture.
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rightful place in the Country.
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The National Council of Indian Culture (NCIC)

The name of the organization was changed to the National Council of In-
dian Culture (NCIC) in 1974 under the leadership of Hansley Hanoomansingh.

One of the local Indian cultural art forms that was on the verge of reced-
ing into antiquity when the NCIC came into being - this was that of Local Indi-
an Classical Singing. The decline in Local Indian Classical Singing was largely
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due to the proliferation of Indian movies and Indian film songs, which had
overtaken the local Indian cultural landscape. In addition, Indian orchestras in
Trinidad played largely Indian film music and very few people expressed any
willingness to listen to Local Indian Classical Singing. The organization decid-
ed to support this art-form to preserve and revive it, notwithstanding the fact
that it was created to look after the welfare of Indian artistes who were mainly
from Indian orchestras singing Indian film songs.

Whenever the Taan singers appeared together with orchestras, audience
members often steupsed and requested the return of the singers of the Indian
film songs onstage (Ramaya, 2008). Despite their best efforts, the art form
could not regain its pristine glory of the earlier days, due mainly to the on-
slaught of filmi songs.

The nature of Taan Singing demanded its own stage and its own audience.
With the advent of Indian movies, there was a dwindling audience for Taan
singing. While they did have their own stage at earlier times, this was gradually
lost to the Indian orchestras and the ‘Mike Men’ playing Indian film songs at
cooking nights and other events.

As they lost the main stage, there seemed to develop among them a com-
petitive atmosphere, which led to a certain amount of bitterness among the
Taan singers. It must be noted that as their popularity waned, there was a ten-
dency of ‘each to his own’ among the Taan singers who became a somewhat
disorganized group of individuals who were often seen as originating from
backward communities and who sang for a drink (a bottle of rum) (Narine,
2008). There was very little cooperation and no unity among them. They were
more or less individual singers who only came together at times for perfor-
mances at certain cultural set-
tings such as wedding nights,
COOkil’lg nights, b1rthday cele- N;a:im:al Council of Indian Music & Drama
brations and Chathi and .

Barahi (birth of a child). Es- GRAND FINALS of the INDEPENDENCE
sentially, they were freclanc- Classical Singing Competitio
ers and there was no organiza-

tion to look after their inter- T to be beld on Hiid

ests. This continued until the SAd: B Mg":ft B e e
arching organization 1o look EUNELAYA s i
after tl%eir i%lterests, and that is ADHEHON _ —
where the NCIC came in to

fulfill that mandate. According Ticket for an Indian Classing Singing Competi-

to Ramlakhansingh, Local Indi- tion in the 1960’s, organized by NCIMD.
(Courtesy of Bob Ramrop)
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an Classical also seemed to be dearly loved by the new executives of the
NCIC, and this made it easy to support the art form.
Ramlakhansingh (2014) noted that ‘in its early days the body faced severe

criticism for its focus on

the promotion and preser- National Council for Indian Music
vation of traditional East And  Drama

Indian art forms such as A MOfniI:resengf Glassics
Local Indian Classical 4 g .

singing and Chowtaal. & Divali Songs

From its inception, the on Sunday 10th October.1971
NCIC dedicated a great at 710.00 am. (Morning)

deal of its resources to the at MONA RCJ':RTET'ET‘;EMA Tunapuna
promOtiOH and preserva- Bhansraj linmki:qlsonn, The Suokm'j-_?ami]y
tion of Indian Classical | g, Siaipieis St Ziets Napagliie
Singing in Trinidad and : Orchestra, _and many others

the Caribbean’. Pit - $1.00

One month after its
formation, the group organized an
International Indian Classical Singing Competition between Trinidad and Brit-
ish Guiana (now Guyana) to mark the second anniversary of Trinidad and To-
bago’s independence (Ramroop, 2024). Although the time was very short for
organizing such an elaborate event, the group was pleased with the success of
the celebration. More than 5000 persons attended the competition and prizes
for the event were distributed on March 21, 1965, at the Gandhi Ashram Col-
lege at which the gathering was addressed by the then Indian High Commis-
sioner, His Excellency Muni Lall. Since then, the NCIC has organized annual
events to celebrate independence anniversary of the island. This placed the or-
ganization in the national limelight and sent a strong message to the national
community about the national scope of the organization (Ramlakhansingh,
2014).

Later that year, in November, the NCIC hosted a 30-member cultural mis-
sion from Suriname comprising Indian, African, Amerindian and Javanese per-
formers who gave a series of concerts throughout the country. The items pre-
sented represented Indian songs, music and dances; and African and Amerindi-
an dances and the NCIC provided the contingent with a cash incentive of
$2,500 from the proceeds of the shows held throughout the country (Ramroop,
2024).

In November 1965, with financial support from the Government of Trini-
dad and Tobago, the NCIC sent an 18-member cultural mission to Guyana. The
government of the day sponsored twelve return tickets for the contingent, while
the organization bought the other six tickets. This visit to Guyana was a recip-

Courtesy: Bob Ramroop (2024)
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rocal one to the 1964 Guyanese visit to Trinidad when they were guests of the
NCIC. The visiting team, which comprised Bisram Gopie (Manager), Amjad
Farzan Ali, Ramdhani Sharma, Bobb Lokhai, Yusuff Khan, Haniff Moham-
med, Vidoor, Ramsumair, Joseph Sahai, Paul Ramsundar, Tarran Persad, Amar
Singh, Narsaloo Ramaya, Harry Somalia, Sonny Matthews and S. Balram
(Sputnik), performed to appreciative audiences at Queen’s College,
Georgetown, and other venues (Ramroop, 2024). For the next few years, the
NCIC continued with those cultural exchanges with Guyana and Suriname,
primarily in the area of Indian Classical Singing.

Bollywood Filmy Songs

Indian film songs had taken its toll on Local Indian Classical Singing and
this indigenous art form was facing extinction. The first executive of the NCIC
took a decision to focus its energies on the revival of this art form and the or-
ganization, under the leadership of Hansley Hanoomansingh after 1970, con-
tinued with the project, which took Local Indian Classical Singing to some of
the most prominent cultural presentation halls in the country (Ramlakhansingh,
2014). It must be noted that during the sixty years of its existence, the organi-
zation continued to promote that art form through several of its projects, in-
cluding the prestigious Divali Nagar. While considerably dampening the stand-
ing of local Indian-classical singing, the Indian filmy industry could not kill the
Trinidadian art forms.

Each year, the NCIC sponsored the National Local Independence Classi-
cal Singing Competition, which became its trademark event to celebrate the in-
dependence of Trinidad and Tobago. The organization had maintained its pres-
ence in the propagation of this form of Local Indian Classical Singing in Trini-
dad, and in 2012, as part of the 50" anniversary of celebrating Trinidad’s inde-
pendence the organization distributed more than $300,000 in prize money for
that year’s competition.

Most members of the NCIC were also lovers of this art form, and so it
was not surprising, as Sharma indicated, ‘the NCIC in its early years concen-
trated mainly on the promotion of local classical singing that became the back-
bone on which the organization existed... It was, in fact, the main reason that
this type of cultural practice had survived to this day’ (NCIC, 2010).

Activities and Evolution
Those early years were very difficult and trying for East Indians in Trini-

dad and for the NCIC in particular. In addition to the external pressures from
politicians, religious groups and cultural promoters, there were prominent
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members of the organization who intentionally worked to thwart the pro-
grammes planned by the organization. Richard Ramlakhansingh (NCIC, 2009),
for example, stated
During its embryonic stage the organization had quite a lot of prob-
lems, which stymied its work and progress... One of its own execu-
tive members, a well-known cultural promoter, always sought to or-
ganize and promote cultural events and competitions, prior to the
declared events of the council as a means of sabotaging the latter’s
work.

But the organization persevered in keeping true to its aims and objectives
of the promotion and the propagation of Indian culture in Trinidad and in turn
its transmission from one generation to the next. The members of the executive
worked assiduously on the various projects, built a solid foundation for the
NCIC, and in the process, made the organization a household name in Trini-
dad, Guyana, and Suriname. Of the many programs developed and implement-
ed by the early executive of the organization, Deokinanan Sharma considers
that the Local Indian Classical Singing received a great deal of attention from
the NCIC: ‘this type of singing which originated in India had developed its
own local gharana (style) and had largely become indigenized’ (Sharma,
2010). Sharma further stated that

the organization had been at the forefront of this cultural retention

since its formation in 1964 and had by its intervention sought to re-

tain those aspects of our heritage that had remained but were under

serious threat. The prime example of this was the Local Indian Clas-

sical Singing, which had its origins in the villages of Uttar Pradesh

and Bihar, but had over the years developed its own distinctive styl-

ing in Trinidad. This happened not only in Trinidad but also in Guy-

ana and Suriname (NCIC, 210).

Sharma, who was one of the chief organizers of some of these competi-
tions, during which singers participating in the competitions rendered songs in
styles such as thumri, ghazal, hori and bhairavi, noted that ‘in the early days of
the NCIC, singers like Ramdhanie Sharma, Henry Toolum Dindial, Yusuf
Khan, K.B. Singh, Yankaran and James Ramsawak who were the stalwarts of
the classical singing golden era, participated in every Local Indian Classical
Singing Competition organized by the NCIC’. He had vivid memories of those
annual local classical singing competitions, which he referred to as ‘cultural
feasts’. Most of the finals in those competitions were held at venues such as
Queen’s Hall, Himalaya Club and Naparima bowl; Appendix I to this paper
provides a list of major programmes organised by NCIC.
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Under the astute leadership of Bisram Gopie, the organization was suc-
cessful in attracting Caribbean Indian artistes from Guyana and Suriname. In
return, the NCIC took local artistes to Guyana and Suriname. It was felt that
this international exposure for local and Caribbean Indian artistes would help
in their growth and development and would redound to the benefit of all con-
cerned. Local audiences were especially thrilled to witness the performances of
artistes from Guyana and Suriname, and in many instances, local artistes recip-
rocated by performing in those countries. The facilitation of these visits by the
NCIC opened up new avenues for Indian artistes in Trinidad and other coun-
tries in the Caribbean.

The NCIC became the chief architect of the development and promotion
of Indian culture in the country and took the lead in the organization of several
singing competitions and cultural activities. Venues such as Queens Hall, Na-
parima Bowl, Skinner Park and Himalaya Club became popular locations for
activities, such as the annual Indian High Commission Challenge Trophy for
classical singing and the Prime Minister's trophy for Indian orchestration.
Hansley Hanoomansingh (2010) articulated the significance of this as follows:

Several Taan singers who performed at Queen’s Hall and Naparima
bowl felt a sense of elation since they had an opportunity to perform at
these premier venues. Their presence at these prime cultural locations
gave them a sense of national identity in claiming their space at the
top performance venues in the country. In this way, the organization
helped to build the self-esteem and identity of East Indian artistes in
the country, and this gave them the confidence to perform creditably
not only locally but also internationally.

In addition, the NCIC held several competitions for young and upcoming
Taan singers in an effort to encourage younger people to participate in the art
form and this helped to grow a younger generation of Taan singers. These
competitions among senior and junior Taan singing artistes went a long way in
promoting the art form in Trinidad. According to Ramaya (2008), it was felt at
the time that organizing such competitions among local and Caribbean Indian
artistes was the best way to promote Taan singing and keep it in the public’s
eye.

With the introduction of Diwali Nagar in 1986, there was a gradual de-
cline in the NCIC organizing the Indian classical singing competitions; this
was essentially due to dwindling resources. By 1997, the Local Indian classical
singing events were absorbed into programs such as Divali Nagar during their
nightly cultural presentations. In addition, Indian classical singers were given
prominence in other program such as Indian Arrival Day celebrations and other
programs of the NCIC.
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In recent years, however, with the establishment of the NCIC’s Heritage
Center, several programs are held each year featuring Taan singers, where they
are once more given a special platform for only Taan singers for an entire
evening during Heritage Month activities. In addition, they are always included
in other programs of the NCIC. The NCIC has also instituted a Quarterly Taan
Singing event to keep the art-form alive and in the forefront of its cultural pro-
gramming.

The Divali Nagar stage, often referred to as THE BIG STAGE in Local
Indian Cultural Programming, has given immense exposure to local Taan sing-
ers. Taan Singers all looked forward to performing at the Divali Nagar and
other NCIC events such as Heritage Month activities and especially Indian Ar-
rival Day programs, as special efforts were made by the NCIC to include a va-
riety of Taan singers over the years with space for professionals, young sing-
ers, upcoming stars and others.

NCIC Resolutions, 2024

Taan singers are included in most NCIC cultural programs, especially
during Heritage Month, and all NCIC programs are free to the public. Deoroop
Teemal, President of the NCIC, speaking at the recent International Taan Sing-
ing Conference (2024) organized by the NCIC, stated: ‘Taan singers truly have
a home here at the NCIC’.

Two resolutions were passed by consensus at the end of that first-ever In-
ternational Taan Singing/Baithak Gaana Conference organized by the NCIC, in
Trinidad on 3-5th May 2024. These were as follows:

Whereas There is consensus at this conference that there is a need for

the preservation, research, and propagation of Taan Singing, Baithak

Gaana and Lok Geet traditions in the Girmitiya and other countries,

Be It Resolved:

That this conference recognizes that Taan Singing and Baithak Gaana

are indigenous to the Caribbean.

1. That this conference hereby agrees that a World Council for

Taan Singing, Baithak Gaana and Lok Geet be formed to further the

research, preservation and propagation of these unique art forms.

2. That this conference hereby appoints the NCIC to do or cause to

be done all that is necessary to convene this Council, inclusive of all

Girmitiya countries, India and other interested parties.’

As part of its continuing efforts to preserve and propagate Taan Singing in
TT and globally, the NCIC will lead the effort to create a World Taan/Baithak
Council to link all countries in the Indian Diaspora where Taan singing and
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Baithak Gaana have a presence.

Additionally, the NCIC will produce three books on the Art and practice
of Taan singing in Trinidad and the Caribbean. It is expected that the books
will explore the History of Taan Singing with 50 songs in each volume. Each
song will be in Hindi with English transliteration, English Translation, and mu-
sic notation, with a Q R Code that will take the reader to the musical rendition
of the song. It is hoped that this will allow Taan singing enthusiasts to acquaint
themselves with a good understanding of the songs while allowing new persons
to easily learn the songs.

Conclusion

This paper has provided a historical account of the role of NCIC in the pro-
motion and preservation of Taan Singing in Trinidad and Tobago. It examined the
rise of taan singing in Trinidad as an expression of girmitiya identity, and the chal-
lenges faced by this industry over time, particularly during the rise of Indian filmy
music in Trinidad. It then examined the movement to organise the Taan singing
industry under a single banner, and the establishment of National Council of Indi-
an Music and Drama, and its successor, the National Council of Indian Culture.
The paper discussed the evolution of the NCIC and it role in the promotion and
preservation of taan singing to 2024.

The paper argued that the NCIC,and its predecessor, the NCIMD, arose to
address the needs of singers, musicians and performers during the 1950’s and
1960’s, and managed to articulate their needs and aspirations successfully. In this
process, it played a critical role in promoting and preserving taan singing and
baithak gaana in Trinidad as well as the greater Caribbean region.
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Appendix I:
List of Taan singing programmes held by the NCIC over the years
(Information compiled from Bob Ramroop’s personal archive. 12 April 2024.)

singing competition

Date/ Event Occasion Venue
Year
1964 Intetna'FlonaI Indlar.1 Fla55|- independence Skinner spark
cal Singing Competition San Fernando
21st March . T
1965 Prize distribution
Sep-65 I'sla'nd wide Ind.lz.m classical
singing competition
1965 Clgss.lcal singing c.ultural Skinner Park
mission from Suriname
Island wide Indian classical | PNM fundraising
2-Jan-66 - ., X
singing competition 10th anniversary
Island wide Indian classical .
14-Aug-66 S ar? wide n I.aAn classica A class singers
singing competition
. . . senior singers. two
Island wide Ind | | .
Mar-67 ssinar;n V\Qo:; netliii':):n assica trophies donated by
ging P Govt of India
10-0ct-71 Is'Iar?d wide Ind!a.n classical Monarch Cine-
singing competition ma Tunapuna
24-Aug-73 Indian c]gsswal SINgIng Rienzi Complex
competition
Aug-74 Indian cllavsswal singing
competition
Aug-74 Indian cllavsswal singing
competition
Aug-75 famnual Indlérﬁ classical sing-
ing competition
1976 famnual Indiérf classical sing- Himalaya Club
ing competition
1977 A.nn.ual Indian c‘szsswaI Himalaya Club
singing competition
Annual Indian Classical .
Aug-78 Singing Competition Himalaya Club
Sep-79 A'nn'ual Indian c.IefssicaI Queens hall
singing competition
Al | Indian classical Lo
31-Aug-80 nnuatindian ciassica Rienzi Complex

Aug-81

Indian classical singing

Renzi Complex
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competition
Indian classical singing
20-Sep-81 SHOW
31-Aug-82 Indian c.|a'55|ca| SINging Rienzi Complex
competition
7-Nov-82 Indian classical singing
show
28-Aug-83 Indian cA|a.55|ca| SINging Queen’s Hall
competition
Nov-83 Classical Indian singing Bleneflt of K. B.
show Singh
May 1984 An evgnmg \A.”th c.>ur‘stars Queens hall
(classical Indian singing)
Aug-84 C.Iassmal s.m.glng competi- Rienzi complex
tion (semi final)
25-Aug-85 CIassmaF I.ndlaq Singing Himalaya club
competition (Final)
31-Aug-86 CIassmaF !ndlan SInging Himalaya club
competition
1992-Aug CIassma! !ndlan SInging Himalayan club
competition
2009-Aug Cla55|ca! !ndlan singing Independence anni- NCIC Nagar
competition versary
2012-Aug Cla55|ca! !ndlan singing SOth Independence NCIC Nagar
competition anniversary
2021-May Trlbute. to. the Legends of Heritage Month NCIC Nagar
Taan Singing
2022-May An Even!ng o.f (LFJcaI) Indi- Heritage Month NCIC Nagar
an Classical Singing
2023-May Tribute to the Legends Heritage Month NCIC Nagar
Night of Taan Sing- .
2024-M . . Herit Month NCICN
ay ing/Baithak Gaana eritage Von agar
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