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Abstract

This article explores the expression and affirmation of the cultural identities of
Canada’s indigenous peoples through the medium of popular music, and spe-
cifically in the form of a new genre of (Canadian) popular music here labelled
“Aboriginal Rock.” As exemplified in recent work by Robbie Robertson
(whose song “Making A Noise” is used as a paradigmatic example) and other
artists of Aboriginal descent, including Susan Aglukark, Kashtin, Buffy Sainte-
Marie and Laura Vinson, Aboriginal Rock is defined musically by the blending
of elements of indigenous music and culture with conventions of modern rock
and popular music, and lyrically by the articulation and expression of the so-
cial concerns, political claims and/or cultural identities of Canada’s many and
diverse Indian, Inuit and Métis peoples. The analysis situates the emergence
of the new genre in the late 1980s and early 1990s in the context of a model of
musical syncretism which emphasizes the importance of changes in popular
music/popular culture and in the wider socio-political environment among the
conditions for such musical syntheses to occur. Finally, the discussion turns
to the politics of Aboriginal Rock in terms of its functions and its location in a
“negotiated space” between cultures and musical traditions.

Introduction

The main title of this article is taken from the burden line of the song “Making
a Noise” from the ground-breaking 1998 album, Contact From The Under-
world Of Redboy, by Robbie Robertson. Both musically and lyrically, the song
exemplifies a new genre of Canadian popular music here labelled “Aboriginal
Rock.” This genre is characterised musically by the fusion or syncretism of
elements of indigenous musical and cultural traditions with conventions of
contemporary rock and popular music, and /yrically by the expression or ar-
ticulation of the social concerns, political claims and/or cultural identities of
Canada’s Aboriginal peoples, the many and diverse Indian, Inuit and Métis
cultures.

Co-produced by Robertson and European dance-music innovators “Howie B.”
(Howard Bernstein, producer of U2 and Tricky, among others) and Marius de
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Vries (Bjork, Massive Attack), “Making A Noise” fulfils the promise of an
epigram (quoted from Six Nations writer, Tara Browner) which is reproduced
in large print across the CD package and which aptly describes both Robert-
son’s music and the ambitions of other artists in the genre of Aboriginal Rock:
“Sound Is Like Sweetgrass It Travels In Between Worlds.” After ethereal
sampled guitar sounds and Aboriginal voices, “Making a Noise” begins with
a frame drum thudding behind an Indian chant. The drum machine lays down
a shuffling beat echoed by guitar, picked and re-verbed to sound like a mouth-
bow, and then in comes Robertson’s voice with the refrain:

Making a noise in this world
Making a noise in this world
You can bet your ass, I won’t go quietly
Making a noise in this world

The sounds are multi-layered, multi-textured, ancient drums and chants mixed
with modern electronica and digital technology. The lyrics are an affirmation
of the power of music and of the will to survive. After generations of silence,
Robertson’s words suggest, after centuries of attempts at, at best assimila-
tion, at worst genocide, indigenous cultures have not only endured, but their
musicians and artists are once again making their voices heard to advance the
claims of their respective peoples:

I don’t want your promise/I don’t want your whiskey

I don’t want your blood on my hands/Only want what
belongs to me

I think you thought I was gone/I think you thought I
was dead

You won’t admit that you was wrong/Hey there’s some
shit that should be said

(Ch) Making a noise in this world
Making a noise in this world
You can bet your ass, I won’t go quietly
Making a noise in this world

The past two decades, roughly corresponding to the so-called “post-Charter”
era in Canadian politics, have witnessed the growing affirmation, mobilization
and politicization of Aboriginal identities in Canada. But to what extent have
these developments at the political level been paralleled by increasing engage-
ment with “mainstream” popular culture? This article examines the work of
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Canadian artists of Aboriginal descent who have been “making a noise in this
world,” using one form of popular culture, popular music, to articulate the so-
cial concerns, political claims and cultural identities of Canada’s (and/or North
America’s) indigenous peoples. The principal focus is on artists who, like
Robertson, have blended or infused the conventions of contemporary popular
music (rock, pop, country, electronica/dance) with elements of Aboriginal
music and culture to create the cross-cultural synthesis of musical traditions
which is one of the characteristics of Aboriginal Rock.

The discussion is organised into three main sections. Part I delineates the con-
ventions of Aboriginal Rock as a genre of (Canadian) popular music and pro-
vides a brief introduction to a number of musicians whose work falls within
its boundaries. In Part II, the emergence of Aboriginal Rock is situated within
the context of a model of musical “syncretism” (or fusion) that emphasises the
significance of changes both in popular music/popular culture and in the wider
socio-political environment for such musical syntheses to occur. In Part III, I
examine some of the social and political considerations that come into play in
this kind of cross-cultural hybridity, arguing that Aboriginal Rock is a “negoti-
ated space” in both musical and cultural terms.

1 Delineating Boundaries: “Aboriginal Rock” as a Genre of
Popular Music

Like most forms of popular culture, popular music is, by its nature, generic.
At any one time, popular music consists of numerous genres and sub-genres,
or “sounds,” each characterised by its own sets of conventions—vocal styling,
particular combinations of instruments and “sounds” of instrumental accom-
paniment, rituals of performance, even sometimes conventional subject matter
in lyrical themes. New genres or sub-genres typically emerge through a proc-
ess of syncretism (blending or synthesis) between conventions of pre-existing
musical genres.! Aboriginal Rock is the product of such a process, combining
elements of traditional indigenous musical forms with contemporary rock and
pop conventions, and a particular lyrical subject matter. Among the Canadian
artists who have been pioneers of Aboriginal Rock over the past decade or so,
and whose work may be considered to exemplify both its common conven-
tions and its internal variety, are Susan Aglukark, Kashtin, Robbie Robertson,
Buffy Sainte-Marie, and Laura Vinson.

Susan Aglukark, the Inuk (singular of Inuit) daughter of a Pentecostal min-
ister, was raised mostly in what is now the Territory of Nunavut, although she
later worked in Ottawa for both the federal government and the Inuit Tapirisat
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of Canada. The country-tinged pop songs on her first two albums, Arctic Rose
(1992) and This Child (1995), often mixing lyrics in English and Inuktitut,
tackle a wide range of social issues central to the concerns of the Inuit peo-
ple, and especially to her generation: teenage suicide (“Kathy I” and “This
Child”); the experience of childhood sexual abuse (“Still Running,” “Anger
and Tears”); the forced relocation of Inuit communities in the name of Canadi-
an sovereignty in the Arctic (“Casualties of War”); the tension experiences by
Inuit youth caught between traditional and modern (white) society (“Search-
ing”). Other songs, however, are more celebratory in tone: the sing-along
“Hana He No” (“Celebration,” a song about surviving winter), “O Siem” (a
Dene exclamation of joy at seeing friends, which in video form became a
song about tearing down the walls between cultures) and “Shamaya,” based
on a traditional Inuit hunting song. Although her most recent album, Unsung
Heroes, is sung almost exclusively in English and the musical arrangements
are obviously aimed at tapping into the dance-oriented contemporary com-
mercial pop market, the subject mix is similar. It ranges from “Never Be The
Same,” about victims of tuberculosis dying in urban hospitals far from home,
and “E-186,” which marks the government’s issuing of numbered dog-tags to
the Inuit in the 1930s, to “Turn of the Century,” which celebrates the creation
of the self-governing Inuit territory of Nunavut.

Kashtin are/were the duo of Claude McKenzie and Florant Vollant, members
of the Innu/ Montagnais First Nation from the Maliotenam reserve near Sept
Iles on Quebec’s lower North Shore. (“Kashtin” means “tornado” in their
Montagnais-Innu-Aionun native language). The duo released three albums,
Kashtin (1989), Innu (1991) and Akua Tuta (1994) before Vollant opted to
spend more time with his family. McKenzie carried on performing as a solo
artist (e.g., his CD Innu Town, 1996). Sung almost exclusively in their native
language (CD inserts provide titles in English and French, to assist listeners
and radio programmers, but not translations of the lyrics), their songs consist
largely of simple, huskily-sung, refrains or chants set to up-beat acoustic
country-rock accompaniments which often feature loon calls, thunderclaps
and other sounds of nature, along with traditional drums, to supplement more
conventional instrumentation. Their music is perhaps less explicitly “politi-
cal” or “social issue-oriented” than that of Robertson or Aglukark: rather, their
songs spring from the experience of everyday life on the reserve, although
songs such as “Tshinanu” (“Ourselves” or “What We Are ,” but translated in
French as “Nous Autres”), from the eponymous debut album, celebrate the
Innu/Montagnais cultural identity and have assumed anthem-like status for the
Innu people. Kashtin’s mandate is made clear in the liner notes of that same
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debut album: “Kashtin wishes to use the power of sound both for your listen-
ing pleasure and to promote the survival and dissemination of Innuat values.”

Robbie Robertson, the part-Mohawk Canadian-born musician, is probably
best known to audiences of a certain age as the principal composer, guitarist
and de facto leader of The Band whose members, in the late 1960s and early
70s, were perhaps the greatest modern syncretisers of rural American and
popular music traditions. Following the break-up of The Band in 1976, Rob-
erston retreated into semi-retirement in California from which he would peri-
odically emerge as sometime film actor, writer/producer of Hollywood sound-
tracks, and producer and/or guest artist on other people’s albums. After two
solo albums, the eponymous Robbie Robertson (1987) and Storyville (1991),
he was commissioned to produce the soundtrack for a television series, The
Native Americans, which was performed by Robertson and “The Red Road
Ensemble,” a collection of musicians from diverse Aboriginal backgrounds,
both Canadian and American. Music For The Native Americans (1994) was a
transitional album for Robertson, an opportunity to begin working with other
indigenous musicians and composers, and to explore his own Aboriginal herit-
age: “It was just the opening of a door for me, of a way to connect, and for me
to do something that I’ve wanted to do for years and years.”

The opening of that door led Robertson, in 1998, to the release of Contact
From The Underworld Of Redboy, one of the most explicitly political, as well
as one of the most musically innovative, albums by a Canadian artist in the
last decade. “Making A Noise” is a direct response to the opening track, “The
Sound is Fading,” which establishes the rationale for what follows: according
to Robertson, “I don’t want the sound of Native music and culture to be fad-
ing. I’'m making an attempt to take something that’s slipping here and jerk it
back.” Songs such as “Peyote Healing” and “In The Blood” celebrate rituals
and customs long suppressed; “Stomp Dance (Unity)” recalls Robertson’s ex-
perience of “coming home” to the Six Nations Territory where he spent child-
hood summers visiting his mother’s relatives; and “Sacrifice” is built around
a telephone interview with Leonard Peltier, the American Indian Movement
activist whose conviction for the alleged shooting of two FBI agents in a
fire-fight on the Pine Ridge Reservation in 1975 has become a cause célébre
among Aboriginal organisations, civil liberties advocates and many musicians
in North America.* The overall tone of the album is documentary, although
perhaps more an equivalent to docu-drama than cinema verité: it tells the story
of the rediscovery of the identities of North America’s indigenous peoples
through one man’s (Redboy/Robertson’s) journey of self-discovery. As Rob-
ertson sings in “In The Blood”, “I can't let go of the painted desert/l cant
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let go of the old way/I can't let go of the homeland/Its in my blood I can't let

ER)

go.

Buffy Sainte-Marie might justifiably be regarded as one of the founders of
Aboriginal Rock. The Saskatchewan-born Cree was raised by adoptive (part-
Mi’kmagq) parents in New England and joined the Boston coffee house folk
scene as a university student. She became one of a number of US-based Ca-
nadian-born singer/songwriters in the 1960s and early 70s (c.f. Joni Mitchell,
Neil Young) who used their music and their status as partial-outsiders to cast
a critical light on American society and government policy. Best known as
an anti-war activist (“Universal Soldier”) and advocate for Aboriginal rights
(“Now That The Buffalo’s Gone,” “Soldier Blue”), she retired from the music
scene in 1976 to raise her son (and became a regular on Sesame Street for
five years). Having already branched out from urban-folk music to Nashville
country (I’'m Gonna Be A Country Girl Again, 1968), early synthesiser rock
({lluminations, 1970) and even Hollywood movie theme songs—she co-wrote
the Oscar-winning song “Up Where We Belong” for An Officer and a Gentle-
man)—when she returned to the studio (or more precisely to her Mackintosh
computer) to make Coincidence And Likely Stories (released in 1992), she
had discovered sampling and electronic music. Her 1996 album, Up Where
We Belong, puts a new spin on both the title of that song (instead of a love
ballad, it becomes an affirmation or a political claim on behalf of indigenous
peoples) and on many of her “greatest hits,” which appear in new, re-recorded
forms, combining samples and loops of Aboriginal chants, drums and pow-
wow singers with “more orthodox” acoustic and rock instrumentation and
vocals. Sainte-Marie has continued her activist role as an Aboriginal educator
and spokesperson, and she was one of the prime movers in the establishment
of a separate Canadian Juno Award for Music of Aboriginal Canada in 1993
(in 1997, Sainte-Marie won the award for Up Where We Belong—two years
carlier she had been awarded the Lifetime Achievement Juno).

Laura Vinson is an Alberta-born Métis singer/songwriter of French/Cree and
English/Cherokee descent. After singing contemporary folk at university, then
briefly fronting the rock band Bitter Suite, she became best known for her
work in the country genre with her band, Red Wyng, with whom she recorded
four albums between 1978 and 1986. In the early 1990s, she re-emerged with
a new band, Laura Vinson and Free Spirit, with whom she has released three
albums, Rise Like A Phoenix (1992—the title refers to Vinson’s aspirations
for Aboriginal culture), Voices On The Wind (1995) and Point Of The Arrow
(1999). Vinson’s music is an eclectic mix of musical styles, incorporating ele-
ments of reggae, tex-mex and zydeco, urban folk, country-rock and traditional
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Aboriginal conventions. Electric guitars co-exist with accordions and penny
whistles, traditional chants and drumbeats; and in live performance, the band
is often supplemented by a troupe of Aboriginal dancers and drummers.

There are strong politico-historical impulses at work in Vinson’s songs. She
wants to give indigenous people, especially Aboriginal women, their rightful
place in the history books and in contemporary Canada. “Petite Marie” tells
the story of “country wives,” Aboriginal women taken as “wives” and then
abandoned by the voyageurs who went back home to their “ladies” when the
hunting season ended (“Country wives ... it’s their names we should read/in the
history books that tell us/who discovered this country”). “Voices on the Wind”
laments the loss of a people, as seen through the eyes of women and children
left without husbands and fathers after the wars. “Daughters of the Dawn” is
about contemporary Aboriginal women as trappers, entrepreneurs and moth-
ers, while other recent songs tap into her own family’s story: “Louisiana
Purchase” and “Sing the Violin” are based on the respective lives of Vinson’s
great-grandmother and her grandfather, while “Half breed” (discussed further
below) addresses the issue of racial prejudice from the perspective of her own
Mgétis people.

As the above examples demonstrate, artists and/or works included so far, un-
der my label Aboriginal Rock might also be categorised under other genres of
popular music—rock, pop, urban folk, country, electronica/dance, and so on.
What this music has in common, however, is the syncretism of contemporary
popular music conventions with elements of pre-existing musical forms, in
the sounds of Canada’s (or North America’s) indigenous peoples. Moreover,
since musical genres and sub-genres are often characterised by distinctive
lyrical subject-matter (fast cars, girls and surf in the “California sound” of the
1960s; negativism and the rejection of authority in British “Punk” in the late
1970s, and so on), the artists here considered part of the genre of Aboriginal
Rock all use their music, at least in part, to articulate the social concerns, po-
litical demands and/or cultural identities of Canada’s indigenous peoples.

To the extent that these concerns and demands are shared with indigenous
peoples elsewhere, in both North America and the world, and because many
Aboriginal peoples refuse to recognise the sovereignty, and hence the borders,
of nation-states, Aboriginal Rock is not a uniquely Canadian phenomenon. In-
deed, the term was originally coined by Australian academics to describe simi-
lar kinds of musical syntheses between conventions of contemporary rock and
traditional indigenous musical forms, overlaid with a strong political message,
forged by Australian bands such as Yothu Yindi,’ and there are many US-born
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Native American artists who would also fit the genre. Nor is it necessarily
limited to artists of Aboriginal heritage: while obviously excluding culturally-
appropriating pastiches such as Johnny Preston’s 1959 hit, “Running Bear,” it
might be possible to include within the boundaries of Aboriginal Rock such
works as “Stolen Land” by the white Canadian singer-songwriter and political
activist, Bruce Cockburn, which uses hand-drum and human voice to make a
powerful statement about the appropriation of Aboriginal lands and the de-
struction of indigenous cultures throughout the Americas.® By the same token,
not all musicians of Aboriginal heritage fall under the heading of Aboriginal
Rock. Indeed, the current biggest-selling Canadian artist to claim First Nations
heritage, country singer Shania Twain, is excluded from the genre on both
principal criteria: first, there is nothing indigenous, or even Canadian, about
her music, which remains firmly confined within the conventional boundaries
of the (Nashville) country mainstream; and, second, the lyrical content of her
songs in no way reflects her self-ascribed identity.”

2 Syncretizing Sounds: The Emergence of Aboriginal Rock

In an earlier study of the emergence of the Celtic-infused “East Coast Sound”
as a distinctively Canadian genre of popular music, I argued that three con-
ditions appear necessary for the syncretism of pre-existing genres into a
new “sound”:® a) eclecticism (musical diversity): artists/performers must
be exposed to a variety of genres or musical forms from which conventions
are selected to create a new synthesis; b) relative cultural distance: those
forging musical syntheses must possess a sense of detachment from the cul-
tural communities in which particular musical traditions originate—this is
particularly important in the case of syntheses involving traditional folk or
spiritual musical forms; and ¢) audience receptivity: for new musical forms to
become “popular” (defined in terms of widespread consumption as well as the
characteristics of the music’s production and distribution) audiences must be
“primed” or receptive to the syncretised music.

In the following section, the first two conditions or elements of this model
(“Musical Diversity” and “Cultural Distance”) are examined together, since
the same circumstances often give rise to both conditions in the case of the
musicians considered here. Then, after a discussion of factors that may have
enhanced “Audience Receptivity,” the focus shifts to analysis of the political
considerations involved in the creation of Aboriginal Rock as a cross-cultural
musical synthesis.
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2.1 Musical Diversity and Cultural Distance

By coincidence or otherwise, most of the musicians considered here as expo-
nents of Aboriginal Rock spent at least some of their formative years in urban
settings. This may account in part both for their exposure to diverse musical
forms and for a partial sense of detachment from the communities in which
these musical forms originate.

Robbie Robertson, for example, was raised in Toronto where, like other Ca-
nadian-born members of The Band, the miracle that was radio in the 1950s
enabled him to hear music originating from the American South as well as
more local (Canadian and Northern US) stations. His childhood summer vis-
its to the Six Nations Reserve near Brantford, Ontario, first introduced him to
Aboriginal music and culture, as well as to the country and blues music played
by his older cousins. According to Robertson, his recent musical ventures
were inspired by:

my earliest memories ... of the Native culture that I was introduced
to. It was my earliest introduction to music and it was what really
connected me to music. And I’ve been carrying around all this stuff,
all this musicality and stories and ideas and beats and rhythms ... all
my life, and never really having a place for them.’

Robertson suggests that, until recent years, there was never a receptive audi-
ence for Native music (see further discussion below). It is only now, he con-
tinues, as “there is an opening in people’s curiosity and in their hearts and in
their minds ... for something like this” that he has been able to share the music
of his roots. But there may also be another explanation for the timing of his
“rediscovery” of both his heritage and its music, which might support the “cul-
tural distance” condition for musical syncretism.

In his biography of The Band, Barney Hoskyns suggests that the group’s (four-
fifths) Canadian origins lent them cultural distance from the American musical
traditions on which they drew in creating their unique syncretism of the music
of the rural, southern US. Hoskyns cites Robertson’s admission that his own
upbringing provided him with “a window to look through, so I didn’t take
things for granted” when writing about the South.!® Hoskyns carries the argu-
ment further in speculating why it took Robertson almost a decade of living in
the United States before he wrote a song about Canada (“Acadian Driftwood”
from the 1975 album, Northern Lights—Southern Cross):
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Sitting in his Malibu beach house in the summer of 1975... Rob-
bie was writing about his homeland with the same empathy and

compassion that had infused “The Night They Drove Old Dixie

Down”... Canada had finally become as distant and romantic to
Robertson as the American South had seemed back in 1960."

In similar vein, journalist Michael Barclay has hypothesised that Robertson’s
childhood Aboriginal summers “must now seem equally as alien to his every-
day existence living in L.A., which would explain the native themes on his last
two albums.”'? While this may be something of an oversimplification of the
complex circumstances that induced Robertson to research Aboriginal musi-
cal and cultural traditions and to incorporate them into his own music, there
is little doubt that some element of cultural distance has always been behind
Robertson’s most innovative musical experiments. As Michael Posner has ob-
served, Robertson is “A citizen of two worlds ... or perhaps none. Robertson
has always seemed to operate at a certain remove, the definitive outsider, even
when he was inside.”"?

Susan Aglukark is also something of an outsider whose upbringing exposed
her to conflicting cultural values and diverse musical forms. Her family lived
a peripatetic existence, following her father’s work as a preacher around many
communities in the Arctic, and, like many Inuit, her high school years were
spent in a city, first in Iqaluit then, after dropping out, in Regina and Yel-
lowknife, where she finally graduated. She started singing hymns and gospel
songs as a child in her father’s church choir (her first recording, Dreams For
You, 1991, was a ten-track cassette of gospel music all, except for the title
track, sung in Inuktitut). However, Aglukark also recalls that country music
was widely heard in northern communities (“It’s what I grew up with”) and
many of the tracks on her first two commercially released albums, Arctic Rose
and This Child, betray a strong country influence.'*

By the time that Aglukark began writing her own songs, she was living and
working in Ottawa, a former high-school drop out “made good.” It is perhaps
not surprising, therefore, that both the music and lyrics reflect a tension be-
tween the traditional values of her Inuit origins and the modernity of “south-
ern” life, a tension which emerges particularly in the lyrics of (and the video
for) “Qinigpunga” (“‘Searching”):

I couldn’t live the way my people lived
I wouldn’t understand anyway
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But something deep inside keeps telling me
There’s more to life than what I see

A further reflection of this tension between cultures, or perhaps an attempt to
reconcile it, may lie in the fact that the lyrics of “Qinigpunga,” like a number
of other songs on Aglukark’s first two albums, are sung in both Inuktitut and
English.

Among other artists discussed earlier in the paper, Laura Vinson’s varied
musical career has already been mentioned (folksinger, rock singer, country
singer and musician), suggestive of exposure to diverse musical forms in
her Albertan childhood and at university. Buffy Sainte-Marie was raised in
Wakefield, Massachusetts, and, like Vinson, later went to university, where
she began her career as a folk singer. Claude McKenzie of Kashtin was born
and raised in the iron-mining town of Schefferville, Quebec, only moving to
the Maliotenam Innu reserve at the end of his teens. But even on reserves,
eclectic musical forms are available. McKenzie’s partner, Florant Vollant, has
acknowledged the influence of English-language artists such as Bob Seger and
The Eagles on Kashtin’s music; indeed, Kashtin began its career performing
in bars and on reserves as a cover-band, “doing the material of everyone from
the Beatles to Pink Floyd” and throwing in some of their own songs along the
way. 1’

Thus, while a number of musicians engaging in Aboriginal Rock have lived
“off the reserve” for at least part of their formative years, this may not be a
necessary prerequisite for exposure to eclectic musical forms. The burgeon-
ing network of Aboriginal radio stations, which, as community broadcasters,
do not fall prey to the confines of format radio, provides a wide diversity of
programming, musical and otherwise. One of the staples of Aboriginal radio
is the long-established tradition of “Native Country” music, although indig-
enous performers from a wide variety of other musical traditions are also well
represented: the same music show may well feature a blues song, a powwow
song and a country song in close succession.

Moreover, Aboriginal music is a “living tradition.” For most First Nations
people in North America, indigenous musical forms have survived as popular
music, evidenced in the growing commercial success of powwow music. As
a result, syntheses of Aboriginal music and contemporary popular forms may
not be that much of a “stretch” for artists familiar with both traditions. For
example, Buffy Sainte-Marie teams up with International World Champion
powwow singers, Stoney Park, on the re-make of her country-rock song “He’s
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an Indian cowboy in the rodeo” on her 1996 album Up Where We Belong. But
to understand why there might be an audience for such syntheses (or for pow-
wow music in its more traditional form) among non-Aboriginal listeners, we
need to examine changes in both popular music and Canadian society over the
last decade or so.

2.2 Audience Receptivity

The potential for increased receptivity of audiences to Aboriginal Rock may be
attributed to a number of developments in popular music, in popular culture,
and in Canadian culture and society since the mid 1980s. First, a significant
trend in popular music in the late 1980s and early 1990s, reflecting the currents
of economic and cultural globalisation, was the appearance of “World Beat,”
and the related phenomenon of “World Music.” Initially, World Beat was a
form of music which involved the blending (or co-optation, depending upon
one’s perspective) into mainstream rock and pop of a variety of musical forms
indigenous to cultures outside the Anglo-American societies in which most
major developments in modern popular music had hitherto taken place.

World Beat in this sense was pioneered by a number of established pop/rock
artists, among them David Byrne, Ry Cooder, Peter Gabriel and Paul Simon.
In the making of Graceland (1986) and Rhythm Of The Saints (1990), Simon,
for example, employed performers, rhythms and musical conventions from
South Africa and Latin America. Ry Cooder recorded with musicians from
West Africa (Ali Farka Touré on Talking Timbuktu, 1994) and India (V.M.
Bhatt, 4 Meeting By The River, 1993), fusing his blues-and-rock-influenced
guitar stylings with their indigenous musical forms. Gabriel and Byrne
worked principally with artists from, respectively, Africa and Latin America,
and both founded record labels that brought “World Music” (the relatively
unmediated folk music traditions of non-western societies) to western/
mainstream audiences. Sometimes, however, artists did not have to go too far
afield to find “exotic” sounds: for example, apart from his collaborations with
South African musicians, Paul Simon also employed on the Graceland album,
Louisiana Zydeco exponents, Good Rockin’ Dopsie & The Twisters, and the
East Los Angelos-based, Chicano rock band, Los Lobos.

However, World Beat proved to be more than just a one-way process. In the
same way that established rock and pop stars drew upon and incorporated
other cultures’ musical influences, so local musicians around the world have
embraced elements of transnational music and employed them for their own
purposes in what some authors have labelled, in a critique of the cultural
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imperialism thesis, a process of “trans-culturation.”® In the early 1990s, for
example, Canada’s own local version of “World Beat” took the form of the
“East Coast Sound,” a fusion of contemporary pop and rock conventions
with the traditional Anglo-Celtic music of the Atlantic provinces. Led by
The Rankin Family, Rawlins Cross, The Barra MacNeills, Ashley Maclsaac
and, later, Great Big Sea, the East Coast Sound was a distinctively Canadian
genre of popular music which, for a few years at least, became something
close to a “Canadian National” music form.'” But, following close behind in
the early 1990s, musicians in the genre of Aboriginal Rock appeared set to
ride the coat-tails of the East Coast Sound, taking advantage of the willingness
of Canadian audiences to listen to new and unfamiliar sounds, especially, it
seemed, if those sounds had roots in traditions that were identifiable in some
way as Canadian.

Laura Vinson, for example, in an interview from 1995, gives credit at least in
part to Paul Simon for her shift away from mainstream or “commercial” coun-
try music and for the fact that Aboriginal artists such as Aglukark and Kashtin
were achieving commercial success:

I guess it is just the ‘time’ for that kind of music. People are ready
for something a little different, maybe... You know... Paul Simon
started it off with that great album, Graceland. He really rejuve-
nated pop music at that time. And I thought I’d like to be able to
do the same thing with country music, but using the indigenous
flavours from where we lived ... that kind of folk/roots world-beat
influence.”’®

Vinson also cites developments elsewhere in popular culture to explain the
fact that her new music found an audience: “there have been things like [Hol-
lywood movie] Dances With Wolves which really brought an awareness to
the dominant society, and created a craving within that society for something
alternative,” as well as the popular fiction writings of Tony Hillerman and W.P.
Kinsella.”

In addition to these developments within popular culture, a number of highly
publicised political events in Canada in the early 1990s also served to arouse
the interest of non-Aboriginal people in learning more about indigenous cul-
tures. First, the Oka Crisis of 1990, the summer-long stand off between First
Nations and the Quebec provincial authorities on two Mohawk reserves in the
Montreal area, which finally ended with deployment of the Canadian military,
was the subject of intensive media coverage.”’ Second, the Royal Commission
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on Aboriginal Peoples, a protracted public inquiry into the status of Canada’s
indigenous populations, also garnered substantial media coverage for its hear-
ings prior to the more low-key publicity accompanying its final report in 1996.
Third, many Canadians were awakened to Aboriginal cultures and concerns
by the role played by indigenous leaders in the ongoing saga of national unity
and the quest for a renewed constitutional settlement: whether Elijah Harper’s
refusal to allow a vote in the Manitoba Legislature on the Meech Lake Accord,
Matthew Coon Come’s eloquent interventions in the 1995 Quebec referendum
campaign on behalf of the James Bay Cree, or the impassioned rhetoric of
Assembly of First Nations leaders to the television cameras, backed by sup-
porters in full cultural regalia, outside the Ottawa Conference Centre during
various rounds of constitutional negotiations, such media spectacles helped to
affirm the identities of the First Peoples and their determination to play a full
role in Canada’s future.

For some Aboriginal artists, audience exposure has been facilitated by the di-
rect support of Canadian governments and agencies at various levels. Susan
Aglukark was originally discovered, recorded and promoted by CBC Radio’s
Northern Service and she was subsequently adopted as a role model for Inuit
youth by both the federal government and the territorial government of NWT.
Kashtin was embraced by both Quebec’s provincial government and mass
media as “Québécois” artists, despite the duo’s Aboriginal heritage and the
fact that they sang in their native language rather than French.?! On the other
hand, in the logic of Quebec language politics, their appeal to politicians lay
in the fact that they sang in a language that was not English and they come
from the only First Nation in Canada to use French, rather than English, as its
second language. Thus, the Quebec government promoted Kashtin at home
and abroad; the band received financial support from the province to tour in
Europe, and especially in France, where it reached Number One in the local
charts in the early 1990s.

As a consequence of federal cultural and communications policies, practi-
tioners of Aboriginal Rock have also benefited from considerable exposure
through the Canadian mass media. As Canadian artists, they are privileged
by “Canadian content” regulations imposed on Canadian radio stations and a
number of other programmes that support the Canadian sound recording in-
dustry.?? Less directly, they also benefited from federal government decisions
to license a proliferation of “specialty” cable TV channels in the 1990s. For
example, the New Country Network (NCN—now Country Music Television,
CMT), licensed in 1993, provided a showcase for a wide variety of “adult
contemporary” rock and pop artists, including Susan Aglukark and Kashtin,
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whose music did not meet the format of the existing, youth-oriented, Much-
Music video channel. Since NCN/CMT is, like other music video channels
in Canada, also bound by a variant of Canadian content regulations, the sta-
tion has promoted artists and videos which meet the Cancon criteria even if
their music is not strictly “country.” Similarly, the new adult-oriented music
video channel, MuchMoreMusic, which came on air in 1998, gave substantial
airplay to Robbie Robertson’s Redboy album, including an oft-repeated (in
whole or in part) and lengthy interview with Robertson which has been cited
elsewhere in this paper. >

However, other “infrastructural” supports for Aboriginal Rock, and indig-
enous music in general, have been less successful in connecting Aboriginal
artists to wider (non-First Nations) audiences. Thus, while a new category
was created at the annual Canadian music industry awards, the Junos, in 1994
for “Best Music of Aboriginal Canada Recording,” the award’s presentation
has not yet featured in the televised portion of the ceremony.>® Moreover, the
one category for Aboriginal music pits artists working in pop, rock and coun-
try against those representing more traditional forms, such as drumming and
powwow singing. In response to the latter problem, the Canadian Aboriginal
Music Awards were founded in 1999 to showcase Aboriginal musicians in all
their diversity but, although the principal Canadian newspapers are now tak-
ing notice, the gala awards show, now in its second year, has not yet received
television coverage.”® Likewise, the Aboriginal Peoples’ Television Network,
a new ‘specialty’ TV channel licensed in 1998, regularly features indigenous
musicians, but in many parts of the country local cable carriers have placed
the channel so far down the cable spectrum that reception is poor for most
viewers and, for those with older TV sets or VCRs, non-existent. Such prob-
lems are recognised by the artists themselves: according to Fara, co-host of
the 2000 Aboriginal Music Awards: “What our music needs is more publicity,
more promotion, more pump, more juice from radio,” because more public-
ity could lead to a larger and more diverse audience. Instead of the mostly
Aboriginal crowd at the most recent AMA gala, Fara continued, somewhat
wistfully, “maybe next year the house will half Native and the other half will
be non-Native.” ¥’

Finally, like many other Canadian artists, especially in minority genres, prac-
titioners of Aboriginal Rock have to contend with structural weaknesses in the
Canadian music industry, in particular, the effects of growing corporate con-
centration in both the recording/distribution and retail sectors. The Canadian
recording and distribution sector is largely controlled by the “Big 5” transna-
tionals (Warner, EMI, Universal Music Group, Sony Music Canada and BMG)

37



LONDON JOURNAL OF CANADIAN STUDIES 16: 2000/2001

that account for almost 90 per cent of recorded music sales in Canada. The
retail sector is dominated by a handful of major chains (HMYV, Tower Records
and Sam’s, only the last of which is Canadian-owned), along with the music
racks of electronics and department superstores (Future Shop, Walmart, Zel-
lers, etc.) which stock a limited supply of (usually, “hit””) CDs by established
artists, often at loss leader prices. In the latter stores, moreover, recorded
music is usually supplied by US-based “rack-jobbers” whose knowledge of,
and interest in, Canadian music is often limited. Thus, while in the mid-1990s,
the major labels in Canada were scouting Aboriginal performers in the hope of
unearthing the next Susan Aglukark or Kashtin, today the majority of Native
musicians record for small independent (or self-produced) “labels” without
access to major distribution networks.?® Their CDs and cassettes are sold at
live performances or, if one knows where to look and what to look for, via
the Internet. In major retail stores, if they are carried at all, Aboriginal Rock
performers are “ghettoised” by inclusion with other, more traditional, forms of
indigenous music in the “Native North American” bins of the “World Music”
or “International” section, far-removed from the rock, pop, dance and hip-hop
racks which draw most of the customers.?

While such impediments to securing a wider audience do exist, nevertheless
it may be suggested that political, social and cultural changes in Canada in the
1990s contributed to increasing openness among non-Aboriginal Canadians to
expressions of indigenous cultures. In addition to the many factors discussed
above, this may reflect in part the success of “outreach” efforts by Aboriginal
communities, especially in the form of First Nations festivals and powwows,
which often attract ethnically heterogeneous audiences; it may also be a con-
sequence of a general acceptance of, or at curiosity about, other cultures after
thirty years of “official multiculturalism.” Thus Susan Aglukark was able to
claim in 1996 that “part of the beauty of being a Canadian artist [is that] people
here are just more open to performers from different cultures”.*® At the same
time, these changes helped to create circumstances in which Aboriginal artists
began to feel more comfortable about the act of expressing and sharing their
cultures and the concerns of their peoples through their music. Even so, politi-
cal obstacles remain: the making of Aboriginal Rock requires negotiation of a
cultural space among artists, their own indigenous cultures and the dominant
society.

3 Negotiating Space: The Politics of Aboriginal Rock

According to David P. McAllester, writing in the 1994 Rough Guide to World
Music, “The small number of Native American musicians who have achieved
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wider popularity highlights the gulf between Indian culture and the world of
show business.””! Since, he continues, “most Native American music is mark-
edly different from that of Euro-America, in both sound and function,” and is
therefore “very hard work for the casual listener,” musicians who have stayed
true to the traditional music “inevitably create music of interest only to their
own people.” 3 But there are strong pressures to conform to traditional styles:
as McAllester argues,

It’s no accident that the most successful musicians have grown up
largely outside these traditions, especially since those who remain
on the reservations, where traditional culture is strongest, must ob-
tain approval from elders whose own tastes may be conservative.*

The genre of Aboriginal Rock represents a negotiated space, not merely in
musical terms, but also in political terms. Its location at the intersection of
First Peoples and mainstream (“white”) cultures often involves debate be-
tween competing values (and different generations) within Aboriginal com-
munities, and sometimes requires a trade-off between the artistic ambitions of
musicians and the interests (or perceived interests) of the societies of which
they are a part. As a result, although I have suggested above that some degree
of “cultural distance” or detachment from originating communities is required
for artists to engage in musical syncretism, this autonomy is frequently only
relative, rather than absolute. 3

The dilemmas faced by musicians drawing upon elements of indigenous mu-
sic and culture to create Aboriginal Rock were discussed at length by Robbie
Robertson in a television interview in the autumn of 1998. He suggested that
the past experience of suppression of Aboriginal cultures in Canada, as else-
where, has resulted in an understandable degree of caution about overt expres-
sion, or sharing, of these cultures:

a lot of this part of the [Native] culture and the musicality, for a long
time this was very private, secretive, underground, and it’s just now
that the people are starting to get comfortable with the idea of shar-
ing these things because [in the past] they would always get burned
for this. It was always like you would... share something with
people and they would see some taboo in it. And they would feel...
that they had to suppress that.’

As a result, Robertson contended, some First Peoples—particularly members
of older generations—were resistant to engagement with the dominant soci-
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ety: “always there’s going to be some people who think ‘Ah, I don’t know. It
could be opening up a can of worms.” Because they’re older and they know
that kind of treatment. They know what’s happened in the past.” But, Robert-
son continues, attitudes are different among younger generations:

... a lot of younger people feel like “We got to do this now’ ... it’s
the millennium, it’s time for us to come out, express who we are,
share these things and, for ourselves in our own culture, be able to
share these things with pride and not have to feel like we have to
hide. So for the most part, people from the Native community are
really happy about this music being expressed in today’s language,
in today’s sound, in today’s noise. *

Nonetheless, in preparing to record Contact From The Underworld of Redboy,
Robertson spoke to tribal elders, seeking their permission, or blessing, to make
this new kind of music: “going into the project I wanted to talk about it a lit-
tle bit and get a blessing. Sometimes these things give you the right kind of
strength and ambition.”’” According to Michael Posner, Robertson feared that
the elders might “harness his ambitions, yolk him to the old ways. Instead, to
his relief, they told him: ‘Don’t pretend you understand what it was like 200
years ago. Don’t try to make a traditional record. What you get is right now.
Be true to what you know’.”*®

Like Robertson, other artists acknowledge seeking the advice of community
leaders or pay explicit tribute to “the elders” in CD liner notes and interviews.
Susan Aglukark consulted Inuit elders before filming the video of “Qi-
nigpunga (Searching),”which portrays a young Inuk woman caught between
traditional and contemporary cultures, and although she no longer lives in the
Eastern Arctic, she refers often in interviews to the importance of the elders in
her community.* But Aglukark has experienced tensions between her respect
for traditional Inuit beliefs (and the Christian values in which she was raised)
and the personal feelings she wishes to express in her songs. For example,
the song “Kathy I” (from This Child), in which she tried to come to terms
with the suicide of a cousin, ends with the lines “On your journey to find your
peace/In my heart you’ll always be/Kathy I set you free.” Aglukark reports
that she struggled with the decision whether to include the song on the album,
because the sentiments in the last lines go against both the traditional Inuit
view of death (“When somebody dies, you let them go — that’s it”) and her
own Christian upbringing in which “When you die, you either go to heaven
or hell—there’s no picture of being on some journey.”* In the end, in this
case her own feelings and her lyrics won the day, but Aglukark paid a price for
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her role as a representative and role model for her people: “I realised through
This Child that T had done so much out of a sense of responsibility. I wanted
to become the artist, not the role model, not the spokesperson.”! After a four-
year absence from the recording studio, now married, with a three-year-old
son, and living in a Toronto suburb, Aglukark appears to have reconciled the
conflict between her origins and her musical ambitions: as she recently told a
magazine journalist, “T will never forget my people or my roots ... But the best
way to honour them is to make the best music I can.”*

For Laura Vinson, the political significance of Aboriginal Rock lies in its edu-
cational potential as a means of informing indigenous people, especially the
young, about their own heritage and culture, as well as educating the wider,
non-Aboriginal, society. “This is part of what we would like to be able to do
with the music—to enlighten ourselves as well as the dominant culture as to
what has happened in the past and about our place in the world today.” * Vin-
son reports that, in her other career as a social worker, many of the Aboriginal
teenagers she works with “would rather be white.” According to Vinson:

So many of them haven’t been brought up with the culture and
haven’t been brought up with the truth, that they think it would be
much easier to be white... [But] they’ll never be white. They’ll
never look white. They’ll suffer that. And the sooner we can teach
them that what they are part of is very beautiful, and has been done
a very great deal of wrong, and therefore the problems we have stem
from this generational grief, not because we are a bunch of screw-
ups... the better off they are going to be.**

On stage with Free Spirit, when performing her song “Voices on the Wind,”
Vinson tells her audiences about the ten million Native North Americans who
died, from war, disease or famine, in the century after European contact. Vin-
son suggests “that kind of generational loss has created immense problems for
our people and they try and cure it with alcohol and drugs and it doesn’t work.
It makes it worse. ...our own people don’t know some of their own stories
and their own histories, and ... what a great culture we have ... There’s lots of
messages that can be presented through music, other than, ‘Oh, have another

beer’.” ¥

Another message Vinson presents musically is the experience of her own
people, the Métis, recognised neither as status Indians nor as full members
of “white” society. She has been performing the song “Half Breed” since her
Top Forty country days in the late 1970s, but the musical synthesis in the new
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version on her 1999 album, Point Of The Arrow, lends added meaning to the
lyrics. The song opens with drummers and powwow-style chants, which give
way to acoustic guitar, fiddle and a moderately paced country-rock beat, sup-
porting Vinson’s powerful voice:

Some say that [ am English and some they call me
French,

some even call me squaw but I pretend that I don’t hear
them.

Some say you don’t look Indian, what are you doing
here,

prejudice works both ways I fear.

(Ch) Half of a half breed, somewhere in between
I am a Métis, never what I seem
No treaty rights, no place like whites
Mgétis don’t fit in society’s scheme
Half breed don’t fit in this country’s dream ...

Subsequently, after extended solos from fiddle and Indian flute, the track
ends with renewed drumming and chants. Vinson’s new arrangement, with
the message of the lyrics sandwiched between traditional indigenous musical
forms, serves symbolically to re-emphasise her view that the Métis, and their
heritage, are an integral part of the fabric of First Nations culture and history,
even if they are not always accepted as such, even by Aboriginal people.

Finally, a slightly different perspective on the politics of Aboriginal Rock is
shed by consideration of a recent controversy involving Buffy Sainte-Marie.
Like Vinson, Sainte-Marie now combines her music career with a “day job”;
she is a widely exhibited digital artist and also an educator. She now spends
much time promoting the Cradleboard Teaching Project, an interactive, multi-
media, core curriculum education programme to allow Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal students in Grades 3—12 to study indigenous American cultures and
issues.* Like Vinson, she also considers popular music, and popular culture
in general (hence her five-year stint on Sesame Street), to be a valuable tool
for the reclamation of Aboriginal culture and its subsequent dissemination.
But, in 1998, having been honoured as a recipient of a Lifetime Achievement
Award at the annual awards show of the National Aboriginal Achievement
Foundation (NAAF), she publicly condemned the NAAF and its founder, Mo-
hawk composer and conductor John Kim Bell, for commercialising Aboriginal
culture. In a letter to several newspapers, she expressed her regret at having
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participated in the show, criticised “certain offensive and exploitative aspects”
of the production which in her view “mis-represented” indigenous cultures,
and announced that she would no longer lend her support to the charity:
according to Sainte-Marie, her own work “has from the beginning been im-
mersed in a love for accuracy in portraying Native North American cultures,
and not sacrificing that regard for show business values.”’

The conflict between Sainte-Marie and the NAAF provides an interesting twist
within the politics of Aboriginal Rock. Instead of a popular musician seeking
the approval of elders as she attempts to negotiate musical and political space
between the tensions of traditional and modern, folk and popular/commercial,
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal society, different generations and competing
values within First Nations communities, we see a popular musician assum-
ing the role of cultural guardianship, taking to task a well-known Aboriginal
organisation for allegedly “selling-out” to commercial imperatives.

Conclusion : The Future of Aboriginal Rock

Originally emerging in the late 1980s and early ‘90s, the genre of Aboriginal
Rock has become established over the past decade as an integral, if minor,
piece of the increasingly inclusive and culturally diverse Canadian popular
music landscape. However, Aboriginal Rock did not, it must be acknowl-
edged, make the same impact on Canadian pop culture consciousness in the
mid-1990s as its sister genre, the East Coast Sound of Atlantic Canada, which
emerged at around the same time. In part, this may be ascribed to some of
the infra-structural weaknesses discussed earlier, but it may also be due to a
lack of “critical mass.” Canadian Aboriginal Rock has, thus far, been even
more eclectic in its musical influences and forms than the diverse East Coast
Sound; moreover, to sustain its momentum into the late 1990s, in the face of
the rising popularity of “dance music” (into which Robbie Robertson tapped
so successfully), the genre required the “discovery” of a new Susan Aglukark
or another Kashtin. Nonetheless, the potential now exists for a new commer-
cial breakthrough especially if, for example, the current Latino-pop fad (Ricky
Martin, Jennifer Lopez, et al.) reawakens interest in World Beat fusions, or if
the newly licensed Aboriginal Voices Radio station (due on air in March 2001)
succeeds in promoting Aboriginal artists to a wider audience in Southern On-
tario, Canada’s largest radio market. Because now the critical mass which was
absent in the 1990s may well be there.

While this discussion has focused on the established stars of Aboriginal Rock,
many newer artists have emerged to compete for airplay and places in the
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record stores with representatives of other sounds. These include Leonard
Adam, a Dene from Uranium City in Northern Saskatchewan; Fara, the Van-
couver-based R&B singer of Cree origin who recently won her second succes-
sive Aboriginal Music Award (AMA) as best female artist; singer/songwriter
ElizaBeth Hill, formerly based in Nashville, now returned to her home Six
Nations Territory; Chester Knight, a Cree from Saskatchewan’s Muskoday
First Nation, winner of this year’s Juno for Best Music of Aboriginal Canada
Recording; Jess Lee, the Vancouver-based country singer/songwriter; Derek
Miller, the exciting rock singer and guitarist from the Six Nations territory
who won the award for best male artist at the 1999 AMA ceremony; and Crys-
tal-Lynn Shawanda, an Ojibway from the Wikwemikong Reserve on Ontario’s
Manitoulin Island, among many others. Together with the more established
artists considered in this discussion, and other veteran Aboriginal musicians
such as Jerry Alfred, Willie Dunn, Tom Jackson and Jani Lauzon, these young-
er performers are negotiating the cultural and political spaces they require to
forge cross-cultural musical syntheses, merging conventions of traditional and
contemporary genres to create new sounds. As they use their music to educate
and inform the wider Canadian society—and, often more importantly, their
own nations—about the history, culture, concerns and demands of Canada’s
First Peoples, they continue the important task of “Making a Noise in This
World.”
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' The development of rock and roll in the 1950s, for example, was the
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Calla Dewdney of MuchMoreMusic’s Communications Department for
making available a transcript of the interview.
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