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Abstract 
In this brief essay I draw upon my research into the evolution and 
current formal structures of local-classical music to make an argu-
ment about the relation of these genres to contemporary notions of 
what is required for a music to be regarded as ‘national’/‘local’/ 
Trinidadian/Guyanese/Surinamese, as opposed to being a transplant 
from another country (in this case, India). As is well known, a domi-
nant paradigm in Trinidad celebrated calypso and steelband as pre-
eminently ‘national’ in the sense that they were local, ‘creole’ crea-
tions, rather than being imports such as chowtal, bhajan singing, 
American pop music, or for that matter, Orisha music. However, a 
strong argument could be made that local-classical music--and tassa-- 
without being ‘creole’, are just as legitimately ‘national’ in the sense 
that they are entirely local creations rather than imports. They are at 
once genres which were invented in the Caribbean, while evolving 
along almost entirely Indian aesthetic and structural lines, without 
any significant degree of creole or Afro-Trinidadian influence. 
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Introduction 
 
 As an American ethnomusicology professor, when I started visiting Trin-
idad, Guyana, and Suriname in the early 1990s, after spending several years re-
searching music in North India, I found there to be much controversy and ar-
gument about the status and amount of Indo-Caribbean music in public culture. 
For both Indo-Caribbeans and Afro-Caribbeans, music was closely linked to 
ethnic identity, such that for many people it may have been easier to discuss is-
sues of national culture in reference to music than in more abstract terms. Over 
the next two decades, I followed these debates with interest, while pursuing my 
own research on local-classical music, tassa drumming, chowtal, and other 
genres. While I have understood that it would not be appropriate for me, a for-
eigner, to actively take sides in contestations of West Indian national identity, I 
also came to feel that my findings and perspectives on Indo-Caribbean music 
might have some relevance, especially for the way that conceptions of national 
culture based on an Afro-Creole ‘mainstream’ have been giving way to a more 
inclusive multiculturalism that can accommodate East Indians in diverse ways. 
Local-classical music, along with tassa drumming, could be seen to occupy 
special roles in such a reformulated conception of what is ‘national’. In this es-
say I focus primarily on Trinidad, which hosts the most dynamic local-classical 
tradition, though much of my content is applicable to Guyana, and the Guya-
nese and Surinamese taan-singing/baithak gana traditions, though in decline, 
are certainly of interest and import. 
 
National Identity 
 
 Central to Indo-Caribbeans’ status in national identity has been their re-
lation to national culture and the definition of what constitutes that culture. Un-
til the 1990s, Afro-Trinidadians had effectively defined national culture as Af-
ro-creole, as quintessentially exemplified by the locally invented calypso, 
steelband, and Carnival.1 In effect, the notion of creolization—implying, in the 
broader sense of the word, openness and accommodation—came to follow the 
formulation of Kamau Brathwaite’s The Development of Creole Society in Ja-
maica, 1770-1820, in which it became identified quintessentially, and then ex-

 
1 The word creole has had different meanings in diverse contexts. After its original 
Spanish iteration (criollo), it generally came to denote a person, entity, or practice of 
distinctly New World—as opposed to African, Indian, or European—provenance.  The 
notion of creole also implicitly or explicitly overlaps with such terms as syncretism, 
hybridity, cultural openness, and the like. In Trinidad the term can also denote a white 
local person, though I do not intend that meaning in this essay. 
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clusively, with Afro-Caribbeans. This formulation naturally excluded East In-
dians except insofar as they acculturated to that norm. A recurrent theme in 
creole discourse is that the Afro-Trinidadians’ alienation from ancestral Afri-
can culture, far from being an outright loss, inspired the dynamic creation of 
syncretic new cultural forms—especially calypso, Carnival, and steel band. As 
one Afro-Trinidadian told me, ‘I’m glad that the British banned our African 
skin drums, because that led us to invent steel pan and calypso’. It is this sense 
of having created a new culture (along with the prior arrival of most blacks in 
the Caribbean) that justifies for creole Afro-West Indians the feeling that they, 
unlike East Indians, are, in common parlance, the ‘indigenous’ West Indians. 
From this perspective, calypso and steel band, unlike Indian bhajan singing and 
tassa drumming, are similarly ‘indigenous’ forms. While creoles have thus rec-
onciled themselves to their new Caribbean homelands, Indians are seen by 
some as still looking back to the ancestral homeland and merely perpetuating 
or imitating Indian music and culture rather than creating. Trinidad is thus ‘the 
land of steel band, calypso, and Carnival’, and of the people who created them. 
 This Trinidad ‘creole’ culture—English-based, syncretic, and ‘Afro-
Saxon’—was traditionally upheld as the national mainstream culture. ‘Creole’ 
culture thus largely excludes, on the one hand, neo-African forms like Shan-
go/Orisha worship and music and, on the other, Indo-Caribbean music, whose 
increased presence in public culture was seen as representing an essentially di-
visive ‘special interest.’ By contrast, the mainstream creole culture, although 
largely the province of Afro-Trinidadians and mulattos, was traditionally cele-
brated as a national, cosmopolitan idiom to which other groups were expected 
to integrate. Such ‘melting pot’ ideals were explicitly articulated by Eric Wil-
liams, in contrast to a multiculturalist ‘salad bowl’ ideal. 
 For those readers who find graphic portrayals useful, Figure 1 shows a 
schematic arrayal of representative Trinidadian music genres in terms of this 
traditional conception that prioritized and celebrated the iconic trinity of calyp-
so, steelband, and Carnival (though the latter is not a music genre per se). As 
East Indians became increasingly prominent in national economic and political 
life, much contestation of this integrationist ‘All o’ we is one’ formulation en-
sued. For example, in the years when most Guyanese and Trinidadian radio 
and TV were state-run, arguments flared over whether the playing of Indian 
music on these media was ‘divisive,’ alienating Afro-creoles who saw no rea-
son why the state should patronize songs in unintelligible Hindi just in order to 
coddle an ethnic minority that persisted in identifying with a remote ancestral 
homeland rather than reconciling themselves to Caribbean creole culture. Indo-
Trinidadians, for their part, complained that state funding was lavished on ca-
lypso, pan, and Carnival, marginalizing their own cultural activities.  
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 However, the 1990s saw a felicitous broadening of the Trinidadian socio-
cultural and political scene, and an increasing acceptance of a new multicultur-
alism that accommodated East Indian cultural forms. In some circles, there was 
much praise for chutney-soca, which was celebrated by many as showing that 
Indians could contribute to the ‘creole’ mainstream, that Indians had finally 
created something new and uniquely Trinidadian, and that in doing so they had 
finally gained citizenship cards and proved themselves, belatedly, to be Trini-
dadians, even if so much of their musical activity goes on being tethered to 
Mother India. Hence one started to hear of Trinidad, in a newly inclusive fash-
ion, as ‘the land of calypso, steelband, and chutney-soca.’ Chutney-soca, then, 
could be added to the ‘creole’ section of Figure 1. 
 
  

Figure 1. Trinidadian Music Genres (Traditional Formulation) 

  
 This new, broadened, inclusive multiculturalism could also accommo-
date, in a certain sense, East Indian genres such as chowtal, Mastana Bahar 
renditions of Hindi film songs, and bhajans sung in Hindu temples. These mu-
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sical genres, of course, were entirely derived from India, and do not acquire 
any particular local or creole elements (Manuel, 2009). They could be regarded 
and accepted as ‘Trinidadian’ in the sense that they are enjoyed and performed 
by many (Indo-)Trinidadians, but everyone would acknowledge that they are 
not distinctly Trinidadian in the way that the local inventions of calypso and 
pan are. 
 
Local-classical Music: A Unique Indo-Caribbean Creation 
 
 However, the celebration of pan and calypso as local inventions occa-
sions a reconsideration of the status of local-classical music, and also tassa 
drumming. (Though the primary focus of this essay is the former, I will repeat-
edly mention tassa in passing, for though these two genres sound quite differ-
ent, they are both exemplary creations that are, I shall argue, at once wholly 
Trinidadian and wholly Indian.) Much of my own research on these genres 
(Manuel 2000a, 2000b, 2015, and my YouTube video documentaries) was de-
voted to attempting to reconstruct, as plausibly as possible, the evolution of 
these genres. I was particularly interested in such questions as: What were the 
North Indian sources of this music? Which elements were brought from India, 
and which were created anew? What was the nature of the debt to North Indian 
classical music? How did local-classical music become distinctively local? 
Given the absence of satisfactory documentation of these oral traditions, many 
of my conclusions remained hypothetical, though I did my best to recreate the 
development process, especially through interviews with elder musicians 
whose recollections dated back to the 1920s-30s.2  
 What became clear was that Guyanese and Trinidadian local-classical 
music emerged over the period of a few generations from a variety of sources. 
Though the presence of highly trained North Indian classical musicians was 
doubtful, an influential handful of immigrants to both colonies would have had 
some exposure to what I have called ‘intermediate sphere’ forms of music that 
combined some elements of classical and folk musics and had broad popularity 
in rural North India in the indentureship period. These forms would have in-
cluded temple dhrupad traditions along with thumris, tillanas, ghazals, and oth-
er song-types that were integrated, in catchy and accessible forms, into vernac-
ular music theatre such as Gopichand and Raja Harischandra. Aspiring singers 
who were literate in Hindi would have avidly collected (and zealously hoarded) 
the anthologies of song texts that came to be widely printed in India from the 

 
2 These included drummers Kalool Ransamooj (1916-97), Ram Dhani (of Guyana, 
1917-?), and especially Narsaloo Ramaya (1919-2017), a doyen of Indo-Trinidadian 
music, who was especially generous to me in sharing his vast knowledge and insight. 
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latter 1800s. Such songbooks prefaced each lyric with a descriptive heading, 
such as ‘bihag’, ‘lavni,’ or ‘dandak,’ which, to knowledgeable North Indian 
readers, designated a rag, or a stock tune, or a prosodic meter; influential sing-
ers among the Caribbean immigrants, unfamiliar with these meanings, invented 
their own tunes and settings of these texts, which then became newly standard-
ized. Thus, ‘bihag’ came to denote a particular tune, set to a particular rhythm, 
which had no relation to the North Indian rag by that name. In singing dhrupad, 
vocalists would use actual dhrupad texts from their tattered songbooks, but 
they sang in a style that had little relation to the court and classical dhrupad of 
India. Thumri—perhaps the single most popular and important local-classical 
type—retained a loose structural similarity to the bol banao style of thumri that 
was emerging in North India in the decades around 1900, but assumed a quite 
distinctive form in Guyana and Trinidad.  

Meanwhile, ghazals and qawwalis drew from songbooks and from the 
78rpm records of singers like Kalloo Qawwal and Pearu Qawwal reaching the 
islands in the 1920s-30s. Most of these evolving local-classical song-types 
adopted a three-part form in which an introductory, free-rhythmic doha would 
lead to a metered section of a few verses, and then to a faster, ‘breakaway’ bar-
ti or daur featuring lively fireworks by the dholak player; this form itself reca-
pitulated the doha-chaubola-daur form standard in many of the songs in Go-
pichand and ‘Harichand’ theatre. As of a few decades into the twentieth centu-
ry, these forms became standardized, and a skilled singer such as the legendary 
Bel Bagai, who arrived late in the indentureship period, might earn renown but 
would still have to adopt his style to the established Trinidadian norm. And 
needless to say, while a North Indian visitor might be flabbergasted to hear lo-
cal-classical versions of thumri and dhrupad, these had evolved into distinc-
tively local idioms, with their own prodigious flavor, beauty, and expressive 
power—including virtuoso dholak playing the likes of which I have never en-
countered in my years in North India, where dholak playing is not cultivated so 
intensely. And all this evolved totally along Indian aesthetic lines, without any 
creolization or Afro-Trinidadian influence.  
 In my book and video on tassa drumming, I argued for a similar evolu-
tionary process in which creative Trinidadian drummers drew on diverse 
sources brought by their ancestors to create a dynamic, systematic, and highly 
original genre, complete with an extensive repertoire of composite rhythms 
(‘hands’), and rules and conventions whose proper observance could be judged 
by connoisseurs in competitions and other formats. Talented soloists cultivated 
a virtuoso style of ‘cutting.’ The tassa drummers can be seen to have drawn on 
North Indian nineteenth-century tassa drumming, especially as performed in 
the Muharrum (in Trinidad: Hosay) processions, and also on the nagara-dhol 
tradition as can still be encountered in Banaras. Drumming styles in vernacular 
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Gopichand and Harichand theatre may again have been influential. And as with 
local-classical music, over the space of a few generations the Trinidadian 
drummers created an idiom of extraordinary beauty and power, again along 
overwhelmingly Indian aesthetic and stylistic lines, with very little input from 
creole or Afro-Trinidadian sources. Based on my own research on tassa drum-
ming in different regions of North India, I believe it is safe to say that there is 
no extant tradition of tassa playing there that can approach the Trinidadian 
style in terms of virtuosity, complexity, variety, richness, and associated con-
noisseurship. 
 
 
Local-classical Music in West Indian National Cultures 
 

A multiculturalist conception of Trinidadian (and Guyanese) national 
identity—which is already coming to be adopted—accommodates both the Yo-
ruba songs of Orisha religion and the chowtals brought from the Bhojpuri re-
gion (as well as the filmi fare of Mastana Bahar). More important, it could 
have a special place for neo-traditional genres—especially local-classical mu-
sic and tassa—which have developed in the Caribbean itself, albeit along pure-
ly Indian lines of aesthetic, structural, and stylistic evolution. Both of these are 
art forms of considerable richness. Both illustrate how a genre can evolve in 
the West Indies as innovative, eclectic, complex, and distinctly (Indo-) Carib-
bean without being creole, if that latter term is taken to imply an Afro-creole 
orientation. Both genres are in that sense one hundred percent Indian, and one 
hundred percent West Indian. To be sure, both have drawn from Old World el-
ements (in this case from India), but that heritage does not prevent them from 
being original Caribbean creations, just as calypso and steel band music can be 
regarded as local inventions even as they use scales, chordal harmonies, and 
other elements drawn from mainstream Euro-American music. Thus, a revised 
form of a schematic chart of Trinidadian music forms might better resemble 
that shown in Figure 2. 
 Ideally, such considerations might lead to an enhanced appreciation—on 
the part of both Indo-Caribbeans and Afro-creoles—of the legitimacy, value, 
and beauty of tassa and especially local-classical music. Tassa drumming, of 
course, already enjoys considerable popularity and vitality, but local-classical 
music is inherently not the sort of genre to enjoy mass appeal and hence will 
always require a measure of self-conscious patronage and support in order to 
survive. It suffered a serious and inexorable blow when the last generations of 
Hindi speakers died out and its lyrics ceased to be intelligible to most listeners. 
Its decline in Guyana may be irreversible.  
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However, in Trinidad, due to the worthy efforts of its performers and en-

thusiasts, it remains vital, with several gifted younger singers and drummers. 
Further, language loss does not inevitably lead to extinction, as can be seen 
from the ongoing vitality of such genres as Afro-Cuban Santería music (sung 
in garbled Yoruba) or, closer to home, Trinidadian Spanish-language parang. 
Performers such as Madan McCoon are making prodigious contributions by 
exploiting the internet and by sharing—rather than hoarding—their knowledge. 
But I do believe that Indo-Caribbeans as a whole could take more pride in lo-
cal-classical music and appreciate what should be its special place in West In-
dian culture. Just as Afro-creoles are justly proud of pan and calypso, Trinidad-
ians, Guyanese, and Surinamese—whether being active lovers of local-
classical music or not—should recognize this music as a gem, a unique and 
beautiful art form which they have created and gifted to their countries and to 
the world. 
 

Figure 2. Trinidadian Music Genres (Multicultural Formulation) 

  
Conclusion 
 

As is well known, a dominant paradigm in Trinidad celebrated calypso 
and steelband as pre-eminently ‘national’ in the sense that they were local, 
‘creole’ creations, rather than being imports such as chowtal, bhajan singing, 
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American pop music, or for that matter, Orisha music. In this paper, I argue 
that local-classical music--and tassa-- without being ‘creole’, are just as legiti-
mately ‘national’ in the sense that they are entirely local creations rather than 
imports. They are at once genres which were invented in the Caribbean, while 
evolving along almost entirely Indian aesthetic and structural lines, without 
any significant degree of creole or Afro-Trinidadian influence. 

I also suggest that since the local classical music and tassa are not the 
sort of genre to enjoy mass appeal, these will always require a measure of self-
conscious patronage and support in order to survive. While this genre has suf-
fered an inexorable blow when the last generations of Hindi speakers died out 
and its lyrics ceased to be intelligible to most listeners, in Trinidad, unlike in 
Guyana where the loss may be irreversible, the passion of the performers and 
the rise of several gifted younger singers and drummers may see this genre 
remain strong. 
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