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Caribbean Music: An Open Specificity
by Carlos Cubero ;dallinn UniversityͿ

Abstract

dhis arƟcle eǆamines the relaƟonship betǁeen musical pracƟces and discourses and island idenƟƟes in the 
Caribbean context. I wish to challenge Caribbeanist musicological research that emphasises the structural 
features of Caribbean music and idenƟty, by creaƟng an isomorphism betǁeen musical genres and island 
musics ;e.g. Cuba is to salsa as :amaica is to reggaeͿ. � side eīect of this relaƟon is that it takes either musical 
genres or island idenƟƟes for granted, resulƟng in a staƟc picture of either category. /n this arƟcle, / propose 
the noƟon of transinsularismas a methodology and language with which to discuss the mutually informing 
process of music and island idenƟty as consistenly evolving and pracƟce-based, rather than staƟc and discur-
sive. 

dhe arƟcle is based on long-term Įeldǁork on the Caribbean island of Culebra, in the north-eastern Carib-
bean. dhe ethnographic material that / present in this arƟcle ǁill shoǁ hoǁ the musicianship of Culebran 
musicians is informed by pracƟces of travel and interacƟon ǁith mulƟple discursive spaces of the Caribbean. 
Culebran music is informed by the musical pracƟces of the �nglish, &rench, and Spanish Caribbean. dhese 
interacƟons, appropriaƟons, and iteraƟons result in Ňuid musical convenƟons that are conƟnously being 
reinvented in relaƟon and opposiƟon to diīerent island locaƟons. dhese instances illustrate and inform an 
island idenƟty that is not staƟc or isolatory, but mobile and interacƟve. Dy concept of transinsularism is a 
proposal to address the compleǆiƟes of these processes in ǁays that do not limit the capacity of musicians 
or islanders to be mobile and interacƟve in the process of construcƟng a speciĮc island idenƟty discourse. 

Ύdhis arƟcle is based on eǆtracts from the upcoming book: Caribbean /sland Dovements: Culebra s͛ 
drans-insulariƟes, to be released in Eovember ϮϬϭϳ by Zoǁman and >ittleĮeld /nternaƟonal >imited.

Caribbean Music: An Open Specificity

Culebra is located in the north-eastern Caribbean, ǁithin the archipelago of the sirgin /slands. /n ũuridical 
terms, Culebra is an oīshore municipality of Wuerto Zico. /n ethnographic terms, the Culebra island eǆperi-
ence is informed by a compleǆ netǁork of relaƟons that include the Spanish-, �nglish-, and &rench-speaking 
Caribbean. >ocal musicians draǁ from their eǆperiences of this netǁork in the process of craŌing a speciĮc 
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island music. This presents Culebrense music ǁith a double condiƟon of being simultaneously netǁorked 
and speciĮc. dhe netǁorked Ƌuality of Culebra s͛ island music is illustraƟve of the ǁay in ǁhich the island s͛ 
open-ended Ƌuality transcends colonial histories and oīers an alternaƟve to the isomorphism betǁeen is-
land, colonial history, and musical pracƟses. ,oǁever, the netǁorked, and otherǁise mobile, characterisƟc 
of Culebran music does not result in island musicians failing to produce a sense of uniƋueness, nor does it 
suggest that Culebra s͛ music does not have a speciĮc idenƟty or tone to it. that / have found in the process 
of carrying out my Įeldǁork amongst Culebran musicians is that the process of making music in the Carib-
bean is not limited by colonial narraƟves, ǁhich  fragment the region into discrete island music units such as 
&rench, Spanish, �nglish, and �utch. Zather, Culebran musicians produce a uniƋue sense of island music iden-
Ɵty in relaƟon to their neighbouring island spaces. dhis results in a music that simultaneously is netǁorked, 
references mulƟple locaƟons, and yet is uniƋue. / call this trans-insular tension. 

dhis paper concerns itself ǁith the ǁays in ǁhich transinsular movements inform musical pracƟses and dis-
courses of the Caribbean island of Culebra. Dy take on transinsularism is methodologically inspired by trans-
naƟonalist discourse in the sense that it recognises the reciprocal relaƟons that inform mulƟple locaƟons 
;Glick-Schiller et al. ϮϬϬϱͿ. dransinsularism also acknoǁledges the ǁays in ǁhich islands retain and develop 
their speciĮcity in relaƟon to other sites, rather than assimilate, collapse into, or otherǁise fold into a single 
enƟty ǁith its relaƟonal locaƟons. dransinsularism is an attempt to make a posiƟve case for the creaƟve po-
tenƟal of Caribbean island eǆperiences on their oǁn terms.

dransinsularism is a criƟƋue of the terms used to describe the Caribbean eǆperience. / argue that tradiƟonal 
Caribbeanist concepts such as creolisaƟon and the plantaƟon have tended to present an inconsistent picture 
of the Caribbean, ǁhich alternates betǁeen the romanƟc and the vicƟmised, or the attracƟve and the repul-
sive ;see >oǁenthal ϮϬϬϳ and Sheller ϮϬϬϯͿ. &or eǆample, the ǁay the concept of Caribbean creolisaƟon has 
historically been used in Caribbeanist research suggests a move toǁards archipelagic homogenisaƟon, and 
yet it is also used to describe island speciĮciƟes. do ǁhat degree, then, can a singular concept of creolisaƟon 
account for a homogenising, conservaƟve, and tradiƟonalist vieǁ of pan-Caribbean culture at the same Ɵme 
as eǆplaining a revoluƟonary, island-speciĮc, and neǁly emerging plural voice of the archipelago͍ /n a similar 
vein, ǁas the slave plantaƟon a site of imperialist insularisaƟon, the laboratory ǁhere racial imaginaries ǁere 
invented and enacted, or ǁas it an open site of creolisaƟon, resistance, and creaƟvity͍ Kn ǁhat grounds 
could Caribbeanist researchers make the case for island speciĮcity and argue for pan-Caribbean creolisaƟon͍ 
Kr argue for Wan-Caribbean solidiarity and maintain markers of regional diīerence based on imperial lega-
cies͍ / suggest that at the heart of this paradoǆ, and its conseƋuent confusion, is a logic that understands 
mobility and insularity as opposing forces in the consƟtuƟon of a place-based poliƟcal programme. �s an 
alternaƟve, / propose a narraƟve that understands the tension generated by mobility and insularity as consƟ-
tuƟve of Caribbean island life. dransinsularism, / suggest, alloǁs researchers to think of the Caribbean more 
in terms of an archipelagic, rather than insular, experience; of island spaces as inherently connected, rather 
than isolated. 

/ ǁill eǆpand on this tension as it eǆpresses itself in contemporary musical pracƟces on Culebra ǁith an eye 
on one music group, >a tiki Sound. Culebrense musicians conƟnuously draǁ on musical resources from 
various island locaƟons and their respecƟve transnaƟonal netǁorks ǁhen composing and performing their 
island music. / ǁill conteǆtualise the musical process of Culebra in relaƟon to narraƟves of other island musics 
of the Caribbean in order to argue that movement and its concomitant hybridisaƟon is a consistent driving 
force in the consƟtuƟon of musical idenƟƟes throughout the region. dhe music produced in Culebra is yet to 
be Įǆed, named, or enclosed as ͞Culebran music͟ by the academic, poliƟcal, or musical establishment. dhe 
lack of ĮǆaƟon of a disƟnct Culebran sound or naming of Culebran music is primarily due to an absence of a 
capitalist music infrastructure and netǁork that is interested in eǆploiƟng Culebra s͛ musical potenƟal, and 
because of Culebra s͛ marginal locaƟon ǁithin the naƟonal musical idenƟty process of Wuerto Zico. 
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Sounds of Culebra: La Wiki Sound

:ulio �nriƋue ͞tiki͟ Dunet and his brother ZubĠn Dunet got together ǁith :orge �cevedo, a local arƟst ǁho 
had been living on the island since the late ϭϵϵϬs, to form >a tiki Sound. tiki and ZubĠn ǁere part of the 
percussion secƟon of the ǁell knoǁn >a Sonora Culebrense during the orchestra s͛ busiest Ɵme in the mid-
ϭϵϴϬs. :orge �cevedo learned to play the congas ǁith various people but claims to have learned most of his 
skills in an �fro-Wuerto Zican percussion ǁorkshop run by the �yala &amily in the toǁn of >oşǌa, Wuerto Zico. 
dhe three of them got together in the year ϮϬϬϬ to create an all-percussion ensemble. 

:orge ǁas familiar ǁith the basic beats associated ǁith the �fro-Wuerto Zican genre such as bomba, plena, 
salsa, cumbia, guaguancſ. ,e approached tiki, ǁho ǁas rehearsing ǁith the short-lived Culebra dropical 
Sǁing, to ask tiki if he could teach him hoǁ to play the test /ndian calypso beat on congas. >ater, :orge and 
tiki ǁould meet occasionally to play for pleasure. dhey ǁere ũoined by ZubĠn, ǁho oǁned an electronic 
drum machine, and began playing as >a tiki Sound Dachine. ZubĠn ǁould programme the drum machine 
to folloǁing speciĮc structured beats that ǁould keep tiki and :orge in Ɵme as they played variaƟons and 
improvisaƟons over the beats. �uring a presentaƟon at a bar, a culebrense, who was annoyed that they were 
using a drum machine, disconnected the apparatus so as to taunt the musicians . To their own surprise, the 
absence of the drum machine did not aīect their playing, nor did it aīect the necessary communicaƟon be-
tǁeen the drummers. :orge says that the disconnecƟon of the drum machine had a posiƟve eīect for them 
because it obliged them to play ǁhile listening to each other, and it culminated the process of making >a tiki 
Sound fully acousƟc, ǁhich is ǁhat they had been striving for in the Įrst place. 

dhe music that >a tiki Sound play is a constant negoƟaƟon betǁeen structure and improvisaƟon. :orge 
commands four diīerently pitched congas, one of ǁhich he shares ǁith tiki, to provide the basic rhythm of 
the piece. tiki uses the highest-pitched conga in order to produce ͞the voice͟ of the piece, ͞the voice that 
Ňutters over the basic rhythm͟ ;:. �cevedo intervieǁ in Įlm ͞Dangrove Dusic͟Ϳ. ZubĠn traded the electronic 
drum machine for percussion accessories such as a scraper and cowbells. The three musicians complement 
each other in a tension betǁeen keeping the assigned beat and improvising in disƟncƟon and in relaƟon to 
each other. 

dhe types of beats >a tiki Sound play have historical precedents in salsa, guaguancſ, merengue, plena, bom-
ba, samba, calypso, soca, and others rhythms that reƋuire a speciĮc metre and beat, ǁhich are reproduced 
through tradiƟons of music playing and a documented recording history. ZubĠn eǆplained to me that their 
basic method of composiƟon begins ǁith attempts to cover their favourite beats. dhey ǁill discuss the beat 
shortly before a presentaƟon, attempt it, and improvise over it during the presentaƟon. Given that they do 
not rehearse, each presentaƟon that they give is an attempt to build on the rhythmic patterns they ǁorked 
on during their previous presentaƟon. dhey ǁill repeat certain moƟfs if they decide they ǁork, but >a tiki 
Sound are alǁays looking for neǁ ǁays to eǆperiment and build on established rhythms. 

>a tiki Sound claim to be original in tǁo ǁays. &irst, their originality stems from their combinaƟon of 
pan-Caribbean rhythms, ǁhich suggests a non-naƟonalist or pan-Caribbean musical conversaƟon. �ccording 
to ZubĠn, their knoǁledge of test /ndian rhythms such as calypso and soca and >aƟn �merican rhythms 
such as salsa, plena, bomba, and samba makes their musicianship innovaƟve and uniƋue amongst percus-
sion players in Wuerto Zico. Second, the constant negoƟaƟon betǁeen structure and improvisaƟon at Ɵmes 
blurs the disƟncƟon betǁeen the rhythms as they attempt to reconcile and negoƟate them. Dusically, their 
performances consists of ǁorking in and around the diīerences betǁeen the rhythms, providing smooth 
transiƟons from one beat to the neǆt and making necessary adũustments as the piece proceeds. �ccording 
to ZubĠn, this gives >a tiki Sound a uniƋue and disƟnct sound that is not reproduced elseǁhere. �nother 
aspect of >a tiki Sound s͛ sense of originality is tiki s͛ performaƟve and technical skill on the congas. tiki s͛ 
shoǁmanship adds another dimension to the presentaƟon, making the presentaƟon enũoyable regardless of 
the listeners͛ previous knoǁledge of the musical concepts they are negoƟaƟng ǁith reference to. 
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dhe popular and musical success of >a tiki Sound funcƟons around their improvisaƟon over recognisable 
beats and because of the aīecƟve ƋualiƟes that their percussion music has on its listeners. Wercussion music 
has an inviƟng Ƌuality to it. >a tiki Sound play in relaƟon to their audience. dhey speed up, sloǁ doǁn, and 
change beat according to the general vibe of the room and the dancers they are playing to. �ancers oŌen 
clap along and try to improvise lyrics alongside the percussionists. ,oǁever, / have observed hoǁ >a tiki 
Sound get annoyed at people trying to ũoin them and improvise ǁith them. ZubĠn Dunet eǆplained to me 
that he understands ǁhy people ǁould like to ũoin them, because the kind of music they play is associated 
ǁith communal parƟcipaƟon in an improvised manner. ,oǁever, the three men have been playing together 
for so long that they have shaped a speciĮc ǁay of playing that is diĸcult for people ǁho do not share their 
eǆperience to ũoin in and keep up ǁith. �lso, the pieces that they play have set arrangements ǁhich a person 
ǁho doesn͛t knoǁ the song ǁill not be able to folloǁ.

�Ōer years of playing together consistently, >a tiki Sound have composed original pieces. dhese composi-
Ɵons do not necessarily imply the invenƟon of neǁ beats or rhythms. dhe music they play every Saturday is, 
according to the musicians, the product of organised composiƟon that ǁas authored by >a tiki Sound.  dhe 
ǁay >a tiki Sound play their percussion music and the ǁay they organise their plans as a band are suggesƟve 
of discourses and pracƟces of both mobility and insularity. dheir songs folloǁ a repeƟƟve pattern, given that 
they strive to keep ǁithin the conĮnes of prescribed rhythms. ,oǁever, they claim to break aǁay from pre-
scribed rhythms through the process of improvisaƟon and radical changes of speed and pattern ǁithin the 
same song. �lso, their intenƟon to professionalise themselves, through logos on their shirts and on their C�s, 
business cards, and uniforms suggests a nascent insularity in their intenƟons to become a music group from 
Culebra. ,oǁever, they do not seem to have any speciĮc plan as to hoǁ to achieve professional status and 
be able to make more money from their art. dhey have no plans to organise a tour, nor have they contacted 
any elements of the media, and they seem ǁary of promoƟng themselves gratuitously. dhey are selecƟve 
about the gigs they accept, and take pride in the ǁay in ǁhich they are treated by the venue that hires them.

�s of ϮϬϭϳ, >a tiki Sound have been playing every ǁeek, for over ϭϱ years, to a full audience at a local bar 
in Culebra, and have done a feǁ presentaƟons in Wuerto Zico. dhey have recorded tǁo live C�s, using :orge s͛ 
personal computer as a recorder and C� burner, and are selling them from :orge s͛ shop. dhey have been ap-
proached by Wuerto Zican television producers for short presentaƟons on Wuerto Zico naƟonal television, but 
such presentaƟons have not panned out. /n the meanƟme, the group conƟnue to play every ǁeek at the bar 
and in public events they are called to. dhe most lucraƟve contracts have come from tourists passing through 
the island that become interested in the group and hire them for special events in Wuerto Zico. �uring my 
most recent visits to Culebra, / did not get a sense that >a tiki Sound ǁere parƟcularly interested in devel-
oping a musical career. dhe three members ǁork in diīerent capaciƟes, travel oŌen, and / get the impression 
that they ũust enũoy playing ǁith each other, alǁays trying to Įgure out neǁ direcƟons for the group. 

&or a clip of >a tiki Sound visit: https://ǁǁǁ.youtube.com/ǁatch͍vсttͺefϵpp�ǌY
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