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Abstract

Kaseko, a music genre from Suriname, is a very popular form of music that started in a
working-class neighbourhood and developed into widespread acknowledgement in the following
decades. Singers and music groups gained a lot of popularity in Suriname and in the Netherlands.
And now a 100 years later December 13th is officially recognized as the National Day of Kaseko
through the Directorate of Culture of the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture in its native
country. This lady of over 100 years old still has enough resilience in her to charm and engage

both current and future generations.
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Making music was forbidden on the
plantations during slavery. Those who dared
to make music could count on hefty
punishments, even mentioning the use of
bullets'. The so-called “trommelen” (the
playing of the drums) as well as dancing was
prohibited unless there was permission from
the governor to have festivities. Right
through these moments and, of course, at
times when the cruel masters were not
watching, various forms of music and dance
were developed, which were then passed on
from generation to generation.

The origins of kaseko lie in the deep
rhythms brought from Africa by our
ancestors. In Suriname it was crystalized into
kawina®?. Through colonization, other
cultures joined Suriname, each bringing their
own instruments and music. For example,
Van Stipriaan (2000: 26-27) already mentions

1 Schiltkamp & De Schmidt. Plakaat 297. 12 oktober
1722: p. 348 —349

2 Kawina music has its origins in Africa and therefore
in slavery. This acoustic style has mainly percussion
instruments such as the kwakwa-bangi and the hari
and kot' kawna. The drums are made of wood and
stretched on both sides with a drum skin. They are
played with a stick on one side and by hand on the

the existence of a military music corps in
Suriname in 1825. It is these corps that will
be of great influence on the creation of
kaseko music almost a century later.

In the corps that came to Suriname,
Surinamese gradually began to play along.
They were introduced to brass instruments,
such as the sousaphone or bass, saxophone,
and trumpet, as well as other rhythmic
instruments, such as the snare drum and bass
drum. During chapel hours, people also
marched through the streets of Paramaribo
where the upcoming generation of musicians
watched interestedly from the side. Many are
convinced that the kaseko found its origin
around 1920 on the popular grounds of
Frimangron®. For the men who played in the
chapels improvised on the music in the after-
hours. In the succeeding years, the music
took on more and more solid forms with the

other. Both the music and the singing have question
and answer lyrics. The lyrics are about everyday life
and mainly about the Winti.
https://surinaamserfgoed.com/surinaamse-
muziekstijlen/

3 Frimangron was established in the 18th century as a
working-class neighborhood and is considered the first
of its kind in Paramaribo.
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addition of these western instruments, such as
the bigipoku (large drum), skrakidron (large
bass drum played by hand on a trestle) and
other wind and percussion instruments.

A word about bigipoku. Popularly,
this is the Sranantongo translation of kaseko.
However, this is not correct. The bigipoku is
the forerunner of kaseko. This genre that
existed since the 1920s, was acoustic and was
played with the banjo, big drum, cymbal,
snare drum and horns. Research indicates that
bigipoku and kaseko existed side by side until
the 1960s. They were played at birthday
parties and those celebrating could choose
either bigipoku or kaseko music. With the
kaseko, mostly electric instruments were
added and the skrakidron became one of the
most important instruments.

But what exactly is kaseko? Here is
an attempt to formulate that in a definition:
“kaseko is swinging dance music, played in a
4/4 measure, which originated from the Afro-
Surinamese as street music at the beginning
of the 20th century and, due to its special
rhythmicity, developed into festive, popular
and typical Surinamese music in the decades
that followed.”

Kaseko continued to grow in
popularity in the 1940’s and 1950s. More and
more men (it is not known so far whether
there were women among them in the early
days) adopted the music and started their own
groups. Musicians like George Scheermaker,
Jopie Vrieze and Bas Adriaan were active
between 1920 and 1970. Various styles
emerged, such as kamalama (a slow form of

4 «Selketi is a playful genre which deals, in song, with
an immense variety of social, moral, and aesthetic
issues. The power of the sekéti songs lie in the
imaginative use of rhythmic and poetic language, full
of symbols, speech effects, and musical virtuosity.”
Agerkop, T. (2000). Sekéti: Poetic and Musical
Eloquence among the Saramaka Maroons from
Suriname. Brasilia: Dissertation presented to the
Department of Anthropology as partial requirement to
obtain the Degree of Doctor in Philosophy, Ph.D.

Kaseko), badji (influenced by the musicians
from Guyana), opegooie (style of music with
few solos, where the harmonies were played
by the banjo) and bungubungu (mixed with
the sound the horses made during festivities
on the national square in the capital).

But then in the 50s and 60s we see that
the music was seriously influenced by Latin
American music. Not only songs were
adopted, but especially the instrumentation,
with the introduction of the congas. The
skrakidron that until then was an important
instrument in the music unfortunately was
replaced by congas. The feel is a little
different, but the music continues to sound
like the kaseko. One of the main groups that
emerged in those special years is Orchestra
Washboard, whose most famous member was
“Lieve” Hugo Uiterloo. The use of congas
persisted until at least the mid-70s, when
more and more people requested the
traditional skrakidron again anyway, and
groups could no longer get away with it: they
had to play with that skrakidron. More groups
were created: Cojunto Latinos, Kaseko
Masters and the Cosmo Stars to name a few.
The latter group had members from the
Saamaka community and initially imitated
the music of their predecessors. It was until
the late 1970s that they introduced their own
voice, quite literally singing in their native
language, and added the seketi’ to their
music. It was a time of many records and hits.
Meanwhile, in the eastern part of Suriname,
new kaseko groups were created, mixing
their aleke’ with kaseko. The 1970’s were the

3 Aleke originates from the Loonsei, the musical style
developed among the Aukanisi in eastern Suriname. In
the Cotica area, enjoyable musical styles were played
during logging that reached a culmination. One of the
developers of that music, based on drum music with
the addition of the fombelo (a two-skin drum from the
kawina) was named Lonsey. Until the 1950s when
Alexander Grandison heard a group of young Aukanisi
playing the music in the village of Manlobi and asked
the drummers 'to speed up the rhythm'. Grandison's
beautifully graceful movements made that his name
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glory years of the kaseko music, for the
groups and their musicians, as several tours
were done to especially Holland. In the
process, members chose to stay, putting
kaseko on the rise in Holland as well from the
70’s onward.

This paper extends to 1990 when it
seems that music goes into a hiatus. Few new
songs are written and the kaskawi® genre
takes over in the 80’s and 90’s.

December 13 is the National Day of
Kaseko, proclaimed by the Directorate of
Culture of the Ministry of Education, Science
and Culture. On this day, extra attention is
given to the genre and the musicians who
shaped it. This commemoration activity
started in 2014 promoted by two foundations
led by the author.

A tentative conclusion is also that
several groups are making the effort to write
and release new songs. However, much more
new songs are needed. Because this old lady
of over 100 years still has enough resilience
in her to charm and engage both current and
future generations.

was given to the dance and the music. Since the
Ndyuka language lacks consonant clusters,
"Alexander" was rendered as "Alekesanda." Later,
"Alekesanda" was abbreviated to "Aleke," the name
the style has borne ever since. Interview with Andre
Mosis (Paramaribo, July 23, 2023). Bilby, K. (2000).
Aleke: nieuwe muziek en nieuwe identiteiten. In Oso.
Stichting Instituut ter Bevordering van de
Surinamistiek., 19 (1), P. 33

¢ A blending of kaseko and kawina instruments and
lyrics in one song. The genre of kaskawina has evolved

from kaskawi, an explosive combination of kaseko and
kawina (winti music). Kaskawi is slow and sensitive
with question- and answers songs from the kawina and
the calypso rhythm from the kaseko. A kaskawi
ensemble consists of several traditional percussion
instruments, such as the Aari and koti kawna from the
kawina with the skrakidron and the drums of the
kaseko. The rhythm is slightly faster than both genres
it came from. https://musicbrainz.org/artist/58bbcfba-
1829-4787-81da-aae218f3c17b




