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Abstract

Trinidad English includes a few dozen words pertaining to local Indo-
Caribbean music genres, especially tassa drumming and local-classical
music. These terms represent idiosyncratic resignifications of words de-
rived from Hindi, standard English, local creole, and perhaps West Af-
rican languages. This essay documents these terms and their likely ety-
mologies, and makes further observations regarding their relation to
notions of creolisation and, by contrast, the way that these music genres
have evolved along overwhelmingly Indian, rather than creole aesthetic
and stylistic lines.
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Introduction

West Indian creole dialects are among the most distinctive and colorful
features of regional cultures, and accordingly have been the subject of numer-
ous studies, from articles on creolisation to dictionaries including, in particular,
Lise Winer’s Dictionary of the English/Creole of Trinidad & Tobago (2009).
Absent from these worthy studies, however, is a full corpus of Indo-Caribbean
musical terminology, much of which consists of idiosyncratically used English
or creole words rather than simply being a collection of Hindi loan words.
Even many of the latter are used in distinctive ways that are quite different
from their meanings in India itself. If knowledge of this lexicon remains large-
ly limited to Indo-Caribbean amateur or professional musicians, at any given
time these words would be familiar to a few thousand such individuals and
should be included in a holistic dictionary of Trinidad and Guyanese English.
In this brief essay I call attention to this lexicon as used in Trinidad, and, more
pertinently, I make certain observations about the diverse sources and etymo-
logical transformations involved. I limit my focus to words that are used in ref-
erence to specifically Indo-Caribbean music genres, rather than, for example,
the purely Hindi terminology about North Indian classical music that might be
deployed, for example, by two Trinidadian sitarists who have studied music in
India.!

As Winer and others have noted, much of the distinctive lexicon of Trin-
idad English derives from Hindi, or especially the Bhojpuri variant that was
spoken by most of the indentured immigrants. Kumar Mahabir compiled a
concise dictionary of common Hindi words in Trinidad (1990), and Winer in-
cluded most of this vocabulary in her much longer opus (2009), and they fur-
ther discussed the topic in their essays, Indic Lexicon in the English Creole of
Trinidad (Winer, 2005) and The Impact of Hindi on Trinidad English (Maha-
bir, 1999). As they noted, most of the Hindi vocabulary encountered in Trini-
dad comprises terms pertaining to cuisine, agriculture, body and health, cloth-
ing and jewelry, flora, folk beliefs and practices, Hinduism, household items,
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! Thus, for example, if one such sitarist says to the other, ‘The sarodiya ended his sapat
tan with a chakardar tihai leading to the mukhra of the gat in jhaptal’, 1 am not regard-
ing such Hindi words as part of Trinidad English (nor will I define them here). Similar-
ly, several Hindi terms—especially song types--are also used in discourse pertaining to
chowtal, a traditional Hindu group choral song form widely cultivated in Trinidad and
Guyana. However, since chowtal style and form are entirely traditional and North In-
dian-derived, it is not ‘local’ in the same sense that are tassa and local-classical music
and will not be discussed here. (See Manuel 2009.)



Tassa Talk: Creolisation, Creation, and Indo-Caribbean Musical Terminology 41

Islam, and kinship.? However, the body of Hindi-derived musical terminology
is certainly substantial enough to merit inclusion, even if such words might on-
ly be used and understood by musicians.

Tassa Terminology

Of particular relevance are two Indo-Trinidadian genres that, although
deriving their basic stylistic and formal elements from India, have evolved over
the generations into unique and original Trinidadian entities. The better known
of these two is tassa drumming, which all Trinidadians have undoubtedly had
occasion to hear at one time or another. In North India (and especially in Luck-
now) during the indentureship period, tassa drums (in combination with dhol
bass drums and jhanjh/jhal cymbals) were played, as today, in outdoor proces-
sions, particularly weddings and the Shia Muslim commemoration of Muhar-
ram (which became known in Trinidad as ‘Hosay’). In Trinidad, Muslim im-
migrants recreated this drum tradition, but after the ships of indentured workers
ceased coming in 1917, they were cut off from the Indian source and, over the
next few generations, took the drumming in dramatically new directions, al-
though along entirely Indian aesthetic and stylistic lines. Tassa bands—each
consisting of two tassa drums, one dhol (or ‘bass’), and jhanjh—became stand-
ard features at Hindu weddings and at Hosay, which itself was eventually con-
fined to the Port of Spain neighbourhood of St. James and the southern town of
Cedros.

If tassa drumming in the North Indian heartland today is fairly simple,
Trinidadian drummers cultivated the art of quartet playing as a sophisticated
and complex art form, foregrounding tight coordination between the players
and virtuoso, loosely improvised ‘cutting’ by the lead drummer. Tassa drum-
ming came to comprise a repertoire of around twenty common ‘hands’, or
composite rhythms, each with its own internal ostinatos, cadence patterns, met-
rical modulations, and typical cutting patterns. A sense of lively connoisseur-
ship developed around the drumming, as bands competed for gigs, prestige,
and eventually, prizes at formal competitions judged by panels of experts. At
present, there may be around a hundred bands in Trinidad (and several more in
New York and elsewhere), and there would be few Trinidadians who would
not have heard the music, whether as the deafening roar from a nearby wed-
ding or a rumble from two towns away, drifting like distant thunder across the
landscape. Based on my own research on tassa drumming in different regions
of North India, I believe it is safe to say that there is no extant tradition of tassa

2 Winer (2009: 18) also notes a few common words denoting music genres, such as
‘bhajan’ and ‘birha’.
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playing in South Asia that can approach the Trinidadian style in terms of virtu-
osity, complexity, variety, richness, and associated connoisseurship.

Along with the evolution of the drum style came an associated body of
terminology, which would be known to drummers. As mentioned earlier, this
lexicon comprises a mix of idiosyncratically resignified words variously de-
rived from Hindi/Urdu, local creole, standard English, and perhaps West Afri-
can languages. If I were to show a typical video clip of a band to a drummer
and ask what is going on, he (there are very few female drummers) might reply
as in the following (with musical terms in bold):

Here we see tassa, dhol, jhanjh. Usually there is another tassa
drum, the foulay--or fuller. The cutter-man is cutting. They are
playing tikora, which is a fine hand. Sometimes it have a na-di-
din or a run-dem-down section. You might hear this at a jassle,
but it’s not a breakaway hand like dingolay, kalinda, nagara,
steelpan, or Madrasi hand, nor a Hosay hand like tin chopra,
nabi sarbat, sada mahatam, or kabulkhana. They do a tal, then
another and go to chaubola. Later they will break tal and go to
the barti. You won’t hear prattlin or girgiri in this hand the way
it have in Kabir bhajan.

Any tassa drummer would understand this passage, but ordinary mortals
may need some translation, which can further illuminate some of the varied et-
ymological sources involved. Several of the terms here are names of hands,
which number around two dozen. These are not exactly counterparts of the tals
of North Indian classical music, which are meters with specific internal struc-
ture, as rendered by a single drum pair (most typically the tabla). Because the
tassa hand is a composite meter—that is, with each of the three or four instru-
ments contributing a conventional ostinato--, it is more comparable to the me-
ters of similar folk drum ensembles in North India. As I documented in my
2015 book on tassa,’ aside from Indian tassa drumming itself, most comparable
to the Trinidadian tassa hands are the composite meters played by Banaras
nagara groups, which comprise a similar format of lead drum (the nagara pair),
accompanying bass drum (the frame drum called dafla), and a metal idiophone
such as a cymbal. Nagara meters (called lakri, ‘wood’) might consist of folk-
song types from which they are borrowed (e.g., jhumar, lachari) or only denote
specific meters (khemta, bhartalla). Names of tassa hands are similar. Several
invoke the song types from which they have been adapted. In this category, for

3 See also my documentary video (posted on YouTube), Tassa Thunder: Folk Music

from India to the Caribbean.
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example, are Kabir bhajan, thumri (a local-classical song type), chaiti, bihag,
and Madrasi hand—the latter imitating a common rhythm played during
Kali/Mariamman ceremonies by descendants of immigrants from South India.
‘Khemta’ resembles its North Indian namesake, and the word ‘tikora’ is a mar-
ginal survival from North India, where it is documented as denoting a folk
drum in the 1830s but has since disappeared. ‘Chaubola’ derives most directly
from vernacular colonial-era music dance-drama (such as Raja Harishchandra
and Gopichand), in which songs would typically adhere to a three-part struc-
ture of doha (an introductory, free-rhythmic verse in the prosodic meter of that
name), chaubola (a metered song in medium tempo), and daur (an up-tempo
final section, synonymous in Trinidad with ‘barti’).

The Hosay hand names are garbled Hindi/Urdu, with ‘tin chopra’ proba-
bly coming from ‘fin chob’ (three strokes/drumsticks), ‘nabi sarbat’ suggesting
the sweet drink (sherbet) that might be given to Muharram drummers as they
passed by, and ‘mahatam’ presumably from Urdu/Arabic ma’tam (‘mourn-
ing’). Frank Korom (2003: 266), writing about Muharram drumming, hypothe-
sizes other possible Urdu sources for ‘tin chopra’ and ‘sarbat,” and suggests
that ‘kabulkhana’ derives from Arabic tabal khana (military drum music).
‘Dingolay,” ‘kalinda,” and ‘steelpan’ are familiar creole words, idiosyncratical-
ly bestowed on tassa hands; ‘dingolay’ traditionally means to dance or caper
with abandon, and ‘kalinda’ denoted a variety of French Caribbean creole
rhythms and songs.* The latter three hands are ‘breakaway’ meters, meaning
that they are fast and festive, with lively ‘na-di-din’ or ‘run-dem-down’ sec-
tions, unlike, for example, tikora, which is more ‘fine’ and ‘classical,” meaning
restrained. ‘Na-di-din’ must derive, as a fragment from the old country, from
the basic theka (identifying drum pattern) of the common North India classical
meter tintal, which commences ‘na-dhin-dhin-na-na. . .” ‘Prattlin’’ and ‘girgiri’
(from Hindi, gargarna, to rumble or roar), denote fast triplet patterns, ‘tal’ is a
rhythmic cadence (unlike in Hindi, where it means ‘meter’), and to ‘break tal’
means to proceed from such a cadence to a faster section called daur or barti
(presumably from Hindi, barhti, ‘increase’, or bharti, ‘filling’). Hindi-speaking
Surinamese drummers, following Trinidadian and Guyanese usage, use a trans-
lation or calque of the same terms (e.g., ‘phir tal tit jata hai’—then the tal
breaks). Meanwhile, a ‘jassle’ is the cacophonous duel between two rival tassa
groups at a Hindu wedding. Though it is homonymic with ‘jostle’ a tassa
drummer opined to me that it more likely derives from ‘joust.’

4 Other tassa hand names include rag bhajan, marfat (Urdu: “mystical knowledge,” imi-
tating an idiosyncratically-named song-type in local-classical music), and wedding
hand—another original Trinidadian creation for which a new term had to be invented. I
discuss all these terms at greater length in Tales, Tunes, and Tassa Drums (2015).
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Other terms may represent convergent etymologies involving Hindi, cre-
ole, and perhaps African sources. In this category is ‘foulay’ or ‘fuller’—the
second, accompanying tassa drum in the ensemble. In some related North Indi-
an drum traditions, the secondary drum might be called the ‘bharne-wala’
drum, which means the ‘filling out’ drum. This might provide one etymology,
as a calque, in that it is the foulay/fuller that ‘fills out’ the sound, makes it
fuller. However, ‘foulay’ denotes various drums in West African languages,
and is also the name of the medium-range instrument in the tamboo-bamboo
ensemble. Winer (2009: 359) notes that the term has various possibly relevant
meanings in West African languages, including ‘flute’ (in Manding), ‘hammer’
(in Kikongo), and ‘two/second’ (in Bamana).

Another such case might be the term ‘cut,” meaning, in the case of the
lead tassa drummer, to solo, to play flashy foreground rhythms, with the other
players accompanying. ‘Cut’ probably comes from West Indian creole, mean-
ing flashy or expressive behavior. The Dictionary of Jamaican English (Cassi-
dy and Le Page, 1967) defines it as ‘to execute a dance-step, a gymnastic ca-
per, or any similarly active or formalized movement,” or ‘to speak in a high-
flown manner.” However, ‘cotter’ was documented in 1790 as denoting an Af-
ro-Jamaican drum, and kata is also a drum used in the Congo, in Afro-
Trinidadian Orisha music, and in the tambrin ensemble of Tobago. In both Cu-
ban rumba and Haitian vodou music, kata is the beating with sticks on a log or
the side of a drum. These meanings suggest another instance of convergent et-
ymology, perhaps further reinforced by the Hindi word ‘cut’ (infinitive katna),
meaning exactly the same, to cut. If the fundamental style, structure, and aes-
thetic of tassa music remain overwhelmingly Indian (rather than Afro-creole),
as generations of Indo-Trinidadian drummers invented new hands and patterns
they freely borrowed and resignified terms from various sources.

Creation without Creolisation

The use of such eclectic terminology to describe musical entities and
practices raises various issues about processes of creolisation and, by contrast,
perpetuation or creation along specifically Indian lines. An initial consideration
is that creolisation of terminology does not necessarily indicate or parallel
creolisation in the entities that are denoted. As I argued in my book Tales,
Tunes, and Tassa Drums, while generations of tassa drummers have created a
dramatically original repertoire of styles and composite meters, they have done
so on overwhelmingly orthogenetic Indian stylistic and structural lines, rather
than borrowing from Afro-creole or other music genres. Indeed, evidence sug-
gests that the most prominent Afro-creole drumming tradition in the colonial
period was that associated with the camboulay festival and was vigorously
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suppressed by the British from the early 1880s. While the meter names din-
golay, kalinda, and steelband might suggest Afro-creole musical inspiration,
there is no Afro-creole rhythm named ‘dingolay,” and steelband music does not
have any single outstanding rhythm that could be evoked in tassa drumming;
for its part, the tassa kalinda bears no particular resemblance to the creole
drumming by that name that was recorded a few times in the 1950s-60s. In
style, these tassa hands do not depart from Indian norms, suggesting that
drummers simply borrowed creole terms to suggest the festive, ‘breakaway’
character of the new rhythms they invented. Similarly, notions of ‘decreolisa-
tion,” with its associated concepts of a dominant acrolect and less prestigious
basilect, are not easily applicable here.’ English, as opposed to Bhojpuri Hindi,
may have constituted a linguistic acrolect, and state cultural policies favored
the iconic Afro-creole trinity of calypso, steelband, and Carnival rather than
Indian forms, but East Indians never accepted the low valuation of their own
traditions; certainly in terms of vitality of cultural traditions, including drum-
ming genres, no simple imbalance of power or vigor obtained.

In evolving into a new form along Indian rather than Afro-creole lines,
tassa drumming resembles local-classical music, another dynamic and original
Indo-Trinidadian art form. As I discuss in my book on the subject (Manuel
2000), local-classical music, traditionally performed by semi-professionals at
Hindu weddings, religious functions, and other events, evolved from the frag-
mentary knowledge of North Indian classical music and related vernacular mu-
sics that indentured immigrants brought with them. Cut off from direct contact
with India after 1917, but determined to perpetuate a form of traditional, seri-
ous, quasi-classical singing, generations of skilled musicians developed a co-
herent and sophisticated music genre which came to differ dramatically from
its Indian source materials without borrowing any stylistic or formal elements
from Afro-creole music. Like tassa, local-classical music evolved into some-
thing that was entirely Trinidadian, and entirely Indo-Caribbean. (As Trinidad-
ian sitarist Mungal Patasar said of the genre, ‘Take a capsule from India, leave
it here for a hundred years, and this is what you get.”) Like tassa musicians, lo-
cal-classical singers, whether consciously or not, created a corpus of essentially
original sub-genres, but in naming these they could draw on the vocabulary in
tattered copies of North Indian song anthologies that they acquired, in which
song texts bore labels such as dandak, bihag, tillana, and lavni. Hence, they
had no need to borrow creole words, although, like calypsonians, they adopted
the term ‘picong’ (from French piquant) for their singing duels.

5 But see Korom (2003: ch. 6), for a discussion of decreolisation in Hosay culture.
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Concluding Perspectives

Such evolutionary processes illustrate the complexities that can attend
the development of original music genres in a diasporic context such as Trini-
dad. Creolisation may be evident in a modern hybrid pop genre such as chut-
ney-soca, but tassa drumming and local-classical music could evolve into
markedly original Trinidadian genres without being creole. Thus, while it has
become fashionable to celebrate cultural creolisation and hybridity, it should be
remembered that in an ethnically diverse society like Trinidad much dynamic
creation can occur along purely orthogenetic, single-ethnicity lines, even as the
associated terminology may be markedly syncretic. Tassa vocabulary can be
seen to have developed from a variety of sources, including idiosyncratic re-
significations of words from Hindi and local Afro-creole sources. Many of
these remain unclear, and one must resist the tendency to posit facile etymolo-
gies from simply browsing, for example, through a set of West African dic-
tionaries and looking for homonyms. Diasporic dynamics, it needs scarcely be
noted, may be highly complex. Originality and vitality should not be equated
with creolisation, and the latter process itself can involve all manner of contes-
tations, contradictions, ambiguities, and discontinuities with other related phe-
nomena.

l’lmbal and dhal bass drum
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Figure 2. Tassa players at Holi festival in Queens, New York City.

References

Cassidy, F. G. and R.B. Le Page. (1967). Dictionary of Jamaican English. Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Korom, Frank. (2003). Hosay Trinidad: Muharram Performances in an Indo-
Caribbean Diaspora, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.
Mahabir, Kumar and Sita Mahabir. (1990). 4 Dictionary of Common Trinidad
Hindi. El Dorado: Chakra Publishing House.

Mahabir, Kumar. (1999). ‘The Impact of Hindi on Trinidad English’, Caribbean
Quarterly 45(4): 13-34.

Manuel, Peter. (2000). East Indian Music in the West Indies: Tan-singing, Chut-
ney, and the Making of Indo-Caribbean Culture. Philadelphia: Temple Uni-

48 Indenture Papers, Vol. 4, 2024

versity Press.

Manuel, Peter. (2009). ‘Transnational Chowtal: Bhojpuri Folksong from North In-
dia to the Caribbean, Fiji, and Beyond’, Asian Music 40(2): 1-32.

Manuel, Peter. (2015). Tales, Tunes, and Tassa Drums: Retention and Invention in
Indo-Caribbean Music, Bloomington: University of Illinois Press.

Winer, Lise. (2005). ‘Indic Lexicon in the English Creole of Trinidad’, NWIG:
New West Indian Guide / Nieuwe West-Indische Gids, 79(1/2): 7-30.

Winer, Lise, (ed). (2009). Dictionary of the English/Creole of Trinidad & Tobago:
On Historical Principles, McGill-Queens University Press.

Author:

Peter Manuel, Professor Emeritus in the City University of New York, has re-
searched and published extensively on musics of India, the Caribbean,
Spain, and elsewhere. His several books include Tales, Tunes, and Tassa
Drums: Retention and Invention in Indo-Caribbean Music. Email: peter-
manuel440@gmail.com



