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Caribbean Music: An Open Specificity
by Carlos Cubero (Tallinn University)

Abstract

This article examines the relationship between musical practices and discourses and island identities in the
Caribbean context. | wish to challenge Caribbeanist musicological research that emphasises the structural
features of Caribbean music and identity, by creating an isomorphism between musical genres and island
musics (e.g. Cuba is to salsa as Jamaica is to reggae). A side effect of this relation is that it takes either musical
genres or island identities for granted, resulting in a static picture of either category. In this article, | propose
the notion of transinsularismas a methodology and language with which to discuss the mutually informing
process of music and island identity as consistenly evolving and practice-based, rather than static and discur-
sive.

The article is based on long-term fieldwork on the Caribbean island of Culebra, in the north-eastern Carib-
bean. The ethnographic material that | present in this article will show how the musicianship of Culebran
musicians is informed by practices of travel and interaction with multiple discursive spaces of the Caribbean.
Culebran music is informed by the musical practices of the English, French, and Spanish Caribbean. These
interactions, appropriations, and iterations result in fluid musical conventions that are continously being
reinvented in relation and opposition to different island locations. These instances illustrate and inform an
island identity that is not static or isolatory, but mobile and interactive. My concept of transinsularism is a
proposal to address the complexities of these processes in ways that do not limit the capacity of musicians
or islanders to be mobile and interactive in the process of constructing a specific island identity discourse.

*This article is based on extracts from the upcoming book: Caribbean Island Movements: Culebra’s
Trans-insularities, to be released in November 2017 by Rowman and Littlefield International Limited.

Caribbean Music: An Open Specificity

Culebra is located in the north-eastern Caribbean, within the archipelago of the Virgin Islands. In juridical
terms, Culebra is an offshore municipality of Puerto Rico. In ethnographic terms, the Culebra island experi-
ence is informed by a complex network of relations that include the Spanish-, English-, and French-speaking
Caribbean. Local musicians draw from their experiences of this network in the process of crafting a specific

Exploring Music in a Globalized World - Voices from around the world g m
;/" Global South Studies Center, University of Cologne, Germany - http://voices.uni-koeln.de o



island music. This presents Culebrense music with a double condition of being simultaneously networked
and specific. The networked quality of Culebra’s island music is illustrative of the way in which the island’s
open-ended quality transcends colonial histories and offers an alternative to the isomorphism between is-
land, colonial history, and musical practises. However, the networked, and otherwise mobile, characteristic
of Culebran music does not result in island musicians failing to produce a sense of uniqueness, nor does it
suggest that Culebra’s music does not have a specific identity or tone to it. What | have found in the process
of carrying out my fieldwork amongst Culebran musicians is that the process of making music in the Carib-
bean is not limited by colonial narratives, which fragment the region into discrete island music units such as
French, Spanish, English, and Dutch. Rather, Culebran musicians produce a unique sense of island music iden-
tity in relation to their neighbouring island spaces. This results in a music that simultaneously is networked,
references multiple locations, and yet is unique. | call this trans-insular tension.

This paper concerns itself with the ways in which transinsular movements inform musical practises and dis-
courses of the Caribbean island of Culebra. My take on transinsularism is methodologically inspired by trans-
nationalist discourse in the sense that it recognises the reciprocal relations that inform multiple locations
(Glick-Schiller et al. 2005). Transinsularism also acknowledges the ways in which islands retain and develop
their specificity in relation to other sites, rather than assimilate, collapse into, or otherwise fold into a single
entity with its relational locations. Transinsularism is an attempt to make a positive case for the creative po-
tential of Caribbean island experiences on their own terms.

Transinsularism is a critique of the terms used to describe the Caribbean experience. | argue that traditional
Caribbeanist concepts such as creolisation and the plantation have tended to present an inconsistent picture
of the Caribbean, which alternates between the romantic and the victimised, or the attractive and the repul-
sive (see Lowenthal 2007 and Sheller 2003). For example, the way the concept of Caribbean creolisation has
historically been used in Caribbeanist research suggests a move towards archipelagic homogenisation, and
yet it is also used to describe island specificities. To what degree, then, can a singular concept of creolisation
account for a homogenising, conservative, and traditionalist view of pan-Caribbean culture at the same time
as explaining a revolutionary, island-specific, and newly emerging plural voice of the archipelago? In a similar
vein, was the slave plantation a site of imperialist insularisation, the laboratory where racial imaginaries were
invented and enacted, or was it an open site of creolisation, resistance, and creativity? On what grounds
could Caribbeanist researchers make the case for island specificity and argue for pan-Caribbean creolisation?
Or argue for Pan-Caribbean solidiarity and maintain markers of regional difference based on imperial lega-
cies? | suggest that at the heart of this paradox, and its consequent confusion, is a logic that understands
mobility and insularity as opposing forces in the constitution of a place-based political programme. As an
alternative, | propose a narrative that understands the tension generated by mobility and insularity as consti-
tutive of Caribbean island life. Transinsularism, | suggest, allows 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.

| will expand on this tension as it expresses itself in contemporary musical practices on Culebra with an eye
on one music group, La Wiki Sound. Culebrense musicians continuously draw on musical resources from
various island locations and their respective transnational networks when composing and performing their
island music. | will contextualise the musical process of Culebra in relation to narratives of other island musics
of the Caribbean in order to argue that movement and its concomitant hybridisation is a consistent driving
force in the constitution of musical identities throughout the region. The music produced in Culebra is yet to
be fixed, named, or enclosed as “Culebran music” by the academic, political, or musical establishment. The
lack of fixation of a distinct Culebran sound or naming of Culebran music is primarily due to an absence of a
capitalist music infrastructure and network that is interested in exploiting Culebra’s musical potential, and
because of Culebra’s marginal location within the national musical identity process of Puerto Rico.
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Sounds of Culebra: La Wiki Sound

Julio Enrique “Wiki” Munet and his brother Rubén Munet got together with Jorge Acevedo, a local artist who
had been living on the island since the late 1990s, to form La Wiki Sound. Wiki and Rubén were part of the
percussion section of the well known La Sonora Culebrense during the orchestra’s busiest time in the mid-
1980s. Jorge Acevedo learned to play the congas with various people but claims to have learned most of his
skills in an Afro-Puerto Rican percussion workshop run by the Ayala Family in the town of Loiza, Puerto Rico.
The three of them got together in the year 2000 to create an all-percussion ensemble.

Jorge was familiar with the basic beats associated with the Afro-Puerto Rican genre such as bomba, plena,
salsa, cumbia, guaguancd. He approached Wiki, who was rehearsing with the short-lived Culebra Tropical
Swing, to ask Wiki if he could teach him how to play the West Indian calypso beat on congas. Later, Jorge and
Wiki would meet occasionally to play for pleasure. They were joined by Rubén, who owned an electronic
drum machine, and began playing as La Wiki Sound Machine. Rubén would programme the drum machine
to following specific structured beats that would keep Wiki and Jorge in time as they played variations and
improvisations over the beats. During a presentation 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 affect their playing, nor did it affect the necessary communication be-
tween the drummers. Jorge says that the disconnection of the drum machine had a positive effect for them
because it obliged them to play while listening to each other, and it culminated the process of making La Wiki
Sound fully acoustic, which is what they had been striving for in the first place.

The music that La Wiki Sound play is a constant negotiation between structure and improvisation. Jorge
commands four differently pitched congas, one of which he shares with Wiki, to provide the basic rhythm of
the piece. Wiki uses the highest-pitched conga in order to produce “the voice” of the piece, “the voice that
flutters over the basic rhythm” (J. Acevedo interview in film “Mangrove Music”). Rubén traded the electronic
drum machine for percussion accessories such as a scraper and cowbells. The three musicians complement
each other in a tension between keeping the assigned beat and improvising in distinction and in relation to
each other.

The types of beats La Wiki Sound play have historical precedents in salsa, guaguancé, merengue, plena, bom-
ba, samba, calypso, soca, and others rhythms that require a specific metre and beat, which are reproduced
through traditions of music playing and a documented recording history. Rubén explained to me that their
basic method of composition begins with attempts to cover their favourite beats. They will discuss the beat
shortly before a presentation, attempt it, and improvise over it during the presentation. Given that they do
not rehearse, each presentation that they give is an attempt to build on the rhythmic patterns they worked
on during their previous presentation. They will repeat certain motifs if they decide they work, but La Wiki
Sound are always looking for new ways to experiment and build on established rhythms.

La Wiki Sound claim to be original in two ways. First, their originality stems from their combination of
pan-Caribbean rhythms, which suggests a non-nationalist or pan-Caribbean musical conversation. According
to Rubén, their knowledge of West Indian rhythms such as calypso and soca and Latin American rhythms
such as salsa, plena, bomba, and samba makes their musicianship innovative and unique amongst percus-
sion players in Puerto Rico. Second, the constant negotiation between structure and improvisation at times
blurs the distinction between the rhythms as they attempt to reconcile and negotiate them. Musically, their
performances consists of working in and around the differences between the rhythms, providing smooth
transitions from one beat to the next and making necessary adjustments as the piece proceeds. According
to Rubén, this gives La Wiki Sound a unique and distinct sound that is not reproduced elsewhere. Another
aspect of La Wiki Sound’s sense of originality is Wiki’s performative and technical skill on the congas. Wiki’s
showmanship adds another dimension to the presentation, making the presentation enjoyable regardless of
the listeners’ previous knowledge of the musical concepts they are negotiating with reference to.
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The popular and musical success of La Wiki Sound functions around their improvisation over recognisable
beats and because of the affective qualities that their percussion music has on its listeners. Percussion music
has an inviting quality to it. La Wiki Sound play in relation to their audience. They speed up, slow down, and
change beat according to the general vibe of the room and the dancers they are playing to. Dancers often
clap along and try to improvise lyrics alongside the percussionists. However, | have observed how La Wiki
Sound get annoyed at people trying to join them and improvise with them. Rubén Munet explained to me
that he understands why people would like to join them, because the kind of music they play is associated
with communal participation in an improvised manner. However, the three men have been playing together
for so long that they have shaped a specific way of playing that is difficult for people who do not share their
experience to join in and keep up with. Also, the pieces that they play have set arrangements which a person
who doesn’t know the song will not be able to follow.

After years of playing together consistently, La Wiki Sound have composed original pieces. These composi-
tions do not necessarily imply the invention of new beats or rhythms. The music they play every Saturday is,
according to the musicians, the product of organised composition that was authored by La Wiki Sound. The
way La Wiki Sound play their percussion music and the way they organise their plans as a band are suggestive
of discourses and practices of both mobility and insularity. Their songs follow a repetitive pattern, given that
they strive to keep within the confines of prescribed rhythms. However, they claim to break away from pre-
scribed rhythms through the process of improvisation and radical changes of speed and pattern within the
same song. Also, their intention to professionalise themselves, through logos on their shirts and on their CDs,
business cards, and uniforms suggests a nascent insularity in their intentions to become a music group from
Culebra. However, they do not seem to have any specific plan as to how to achieve professional status and
be able to make more money from their art. They have no plans to organise a tour, nor have they contacted
any elements of the media, and they seem wary of promoting themselves gratuitously. They are selective
about the gigs they accept, and take pride in the way in which they are treated by the venue that hires them.

As of 2017, La Wiki Sound have been playing every week, for over 15 years, to a full audience at a local bar
in Culebra, and have done a few presentations in Puerto Rico. They have recorded two live CDs, using Jorge’s
personal computer as a recorder and CD burner, and are selling them from Jorge’s shop. They have been ap-
proached by Puerto Rican television producers for short presentations on Puerto Rico national television, but
such presentations have not panned out. In the meantime, the group continue to play every week at the bar
and in public events they are called to. The most lucrative contracts have come from tourists passing through
the island that become interested in the group and hire them for special events in Puerto Rico. During my
most recent visits to Culebra, | did not get a sense that La Wiki Sound were particularly interested in devel-
oping a musical career. The three members work in different capacities, travel often, and | get the impression
that they just enjoy playing with each other, always trying to figure out new directions for the group.

For a clip of La Wiki Sound visit: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wt_ef9ppZzQ
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