A Point Of View

Tony Montague

Tony Montague reflects on the
rich and diverse musical traditions
handed down from African slaves.

A

s I write, it’s Black History Month,
and I’m home in Vancouver after 15
ear-opening days in New Orleans—
including Folk Alliance International.
It feels like a good time to connect a few
geographic and cultural dots, and reflect on the
story of early African-American music.
Most popular music in the West today has
black roots that can be traced back as far as
blues, ragtime, and jazz. But what came before
that? There’s a span of 300 years between the
arrival of the first slaves in Virginia and the first
commercial recordings of black music—three
centuries of near obscurity, when very little
was written down, yet so much took place.
What traditions did the enslaved people bring
with them and keep? How did these converge
and change with each passing generation? How
did they interface with the music of the First
Nations peoples around them, and of white
masters and settlers?
While there may not be clear answers to these
questions, they lead us to consider the mixed
origins of many forms of folk that are normally
thought of as white—from sea shanties to oldtime fiddle tunes, country, and Cajun.
In sub-Saharan Africa, music pervaded every
aspect of life, an invisible glue that bound
groups and nations together. All work tasks
were performed to songs and rhythms. The
violence, misery, and extreme disruption of
enslavement and the horrors of the Middle
Passage didn’t crush the music of early African-Americans—it was one of the only things
they were able to bring from their homeland,
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and all the more precious and cherished. Contrary to popular belief, some instruments came,
too—the slavers and the masters cynically
understood that music helped to raise morale
and get work done faster and more efficiently.
Relatively few slaves came directly from Africa to the seaports of North America. The great
majority were first taken to Britain’s Caribbean
colonies, Jamaica, Barbados, and islands of
the Lesser Antilles where—to use a chilling
expression from those harsh times—they were
‘seasoned’ before being sent farther north. This
process could take many years, even generations. The Caribbean basin is where early
African-American music was forged.
As a security against revolt, and in the spirit
of divide and rule, groups of enslaved men and
women from the same nation were usually broken up. A multitude of traditions, from what’s
now Senegal to Angola and beyond, were
forced to find common ground, new hybrids
took form, and instruments changed.
The banjo may be regarded as quintessentially American but it first appeared in the
Antilles in the late 17th century. Although
the drum remained the dominant instrument
around the Caribbean, in the mainland colonies
drums were banned following their use in the
Stono slave uprising of 1739. Other forms of
percussion developed to fill the gap, such as
bones, sticks, handclaps, and body percussion
or ‘patting Juba’.
Musicologist Jacqueline Cogdell DjeDje has
revealed the extent and variety of fiddle-like
instruments in Africa. Slave-musicians were
able to pick up the European violin with ease,
introduced to it by masters and mistresses who
wanted free music for their parties and balls.
On the plantations of the South, it was quite
common to have an African-American fiddler
perform for white dancers. In the North, they
often worked in dancing schools.
These early black artists playing English,
Scottish, Irish, and French tunes laid the foundation for the characteristic swing of so many
white traditions in North America today.
Other influences on black music came from
indigenous peoples and from poor whites—indentured servants, sailors, dockers, labourers,
and the like. But the African core persisted.
As the great collector and archivist of folk
Alan Lomax wrote in his book, The Land
Where The Blues Began (1993): “black African
nonverbal performance traditions had survived
virtually intact in African America, and had
shaped all its distinctive rhythmic arts, during

both the colonial and post-colonial periods.”
The War of Independence disrupted the
previously steady stream of influence from the
British Caribbean to the former colonies. In the
early years of the new republic, the first homegrown, distinctively African-American secular
music evolved—though, sadly, very little was
noted, and later it came to be appropriated
by white performers for their blackface and
minstrel shows.
In Love and Theft (1993), author Eric Lott
tells how such acts grew out of a combination
of envy, admiration, and fear of black culture.
Racist distortion makes it difficult to recover
the original African-American songs and tunes
but the rhythms were syncopated, the lyrics
usually non-narrative and rich in humour and
wordplay, and the performance was highly
animated. The impact on white culture proved
immense, affecting everything from medicine
shows to circus and vaudeville acts and, eventually, the recording industry.
Much old-time and mountain music is of
black or mixed origin. Folk-based artists such
as Rhiannon Giddens, Dom Flemons, and the
Carolina Chocolate Drops have drawn attention
to the wealth of African-American stringband
tunes in the 19th and early 20th centuries. But
in the 1920s, the nascent recording industry
decided to label and market its products along
strictly racial lines—blues was for black
communities, country and ‘hillbilly’ music for
whites—thereby creating a segregated audience
where none previously existed.
For African-Americans, by this time the guitar had largely taken over as the most popular
instrument from fiddle and banjo, which soon
came to be identified with white settler traditions. Black styles of playing have persisted,
however. In his documentary Appalachian
Journey (1991) Alan Lomax comments on
footage of the late fiddle master Tommy Jarrell
in action:
“You see that hand, sliding on that string—
that didn’t happen in the fiddling from the old
country, that’s a black trait. And notice how he
shakes that middle body of his, there’s another
sign of the black influence. The source of
Tommy’s hard-driving syncopated mountain
music is among blacks who handle the fiddle
like a rhythm instrument and marry it to the
banjo to create the hoedown tunes that shake
the southern dance floors.”
In such ways currents of African-American
music from before the blues continue to flow
through our hands, our feet, and our voices.

AWARDSSHOW - FRIDAY,APRIL3 CONCERTET REMISEDE PRIX - VENDREDI3 AVRIL
Performances by/En prestation: Vishten, Kaia Kater, Ayrad,
Leaf Rapids, Tri-Continental, et/and Lennie Gallant

AWARDSSHOW - SATURDAY,
APRIL4 CONCERTET REMISEDE PRIX - SAMEDI4 AVRIL
En prestation/Performances by: Eastern Owl, Genevieve & Alain,
Gordie MacKeeman & His Rhythm Boys, Abigail Lapell,
Le Vent du Nord, et/and Irish Mythen

1 Night/ 1 soiree: Adults/Adultes (19+): $35 /Youth/Jeunes (4-18): $20
2 Nights/ 2 soirees: Adults/ Adultes (19+): $60 / Youth/Jeunes (4-18): $30
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CFMA Children and Family Music Showcase Saturday April 4, 10:00AM-11 :00AM
at Confederation Centre Public Library I Free Admittance.
Vitrine PMFC musique jeunesse et familiale, samedi 4 avril, 10h-11 ha la bibliotheque publique du
Confederation Centre I Entree libre.

3h-14h30 a The Guild, 111 rue Queen

I 25 $.

CFMA Traditional Music Showcase Saturday April 4, 3:00PM-4:30PM at The Pourhouse at The Old Triangle,
189 Great George St. I $20.
Vitrine PMFC musique traditionnelle, samedi 4 avril, 1Sh-16h30 a The Pourhouse at The Old Triangle,
189 rue Great George I 20 $.
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Tickets available at folkawards.ca or at
Back Alley Music - 257 Queen St., Charlottetown

