BOOK REVIEW

Reggae Routes: The Story of Jamaican
Music. Kevin O"Brien Chang and Wayne
Chen. 1998. Philadelphia: Temple Univer-
sity Press. x+246pps. ISBN 1-56639-629-
S USS19.95 (paper)-Kingston: lan Randle
Publishers. 1SBN 976-8100-67-2.
U3$20.00 (paper).

Reggae music has played a very
unique role in the history of the post-
colonial world. From producing the
Third World’s first musical superstar
n Bob Marley: becoming the official
rotest music from everything from
Zimbabwean independence, Amnesty
nternational, the marijuana legaliza-
e movement and more, this cultur-
tly specific product has become a
lobal theme music for revolutions of
I kinds. While many people have
iken a look at the global spread and
npact of reggae music and the Jamai-
1 culture which it brings in tow.,
wre have been few accounts of
'¢zae music from the Jamaican per-
wetive. As with any colonized

sople. there 1s a need for them to ex-

ess their own definition of them-

hves and their cultre. While reggae
I usic could be seen as a colonizing
I usic inits own right, given its suc-
¢ ssaround the world: nevertheless.
T rude music, as both a product of the
¢ lonized world and having an
a opted patronage in the colonial
v orid. has been defined under the
te ms of those outside of Jamaica’s

undaries. These terms for the most

p ‘tare very different from the ways
it which Jamaica views its own cre-
at n. Jamaicans have always looked
uj n, defined and enjoyed their music
in 1 different light than the rest of the
w rld. One need not even travel to
Ja aica to witness this, but rather
lo- k at the demographic differences
b veen the patrons of a Burning
Sy arand a Bounty Killer concert.
W ile both would be considered
rey zae artists and Jamaican without
qu- stion, the distinct differences in
the r fan bases illustrate the separation
in ow Jamaicans and the rest of the
we: ld view their music.

“ine look at the landscape of reggae
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music’s written | vtory expresses this
division also, as t1 * accounts of reggae
music have been  ritten from an over-
whelmingly Wes' i viewpoint. This
necd to express it Jamacian perspec-
tive on the histc v and meaning of
reggae music, is i basis for the book
Reggae Routes: Ti + Story of Jamaican
Music. The book t. - os an ethno-histori-
cal approach. wh h lcads the reader
through not only ¢ : history of Jamai-
can music but also hrough the concur-
rent cubturat milier . that the music re-
flects. this volume rovides the reader
with a comprehens ¢ history of Jamai-
can music, from . African roots. 1o
ska. o the dancehu of today and all of
the twists and turn s hich occur in be-
tween. How the boc - performs this task
makes this the unig > volume that it is.
The authors’ preface >xplains their feel-
ings for the need of 1 distinctly Jamai-
can accountof recy » music. The work
following is compr od of three main
sections. which are  ritten along chro-
nological lines.
The first section «
the history of Jumu  un music, noting
its diverse influence  from West Afri-
can cultural traditior s to the European
Quadrille. We see  constant theme
throughout the bool of Jamaicans in-
corporating foreign i us and styles into
their music. but appls ¢ them with their
unique cultural spin.
els through the variot  stages of Jamai-
can music, introducir  the reader to not
only the various sty | ~ but also to the
artists, musicians. prc lucers, and other
various personalitic. who helped to
shape the music. The 2cond section of
the book is divided i 10 four sections
chronicling the sixtic seventies, eight-
ies. and nineties. Thi- section is prob-
ably the most informa' ve as it performs
several tasks. Each sec onis on the sur-
face a simple chronolo. cal listing of the
authors’ choices for ir >ortant songs of
the decade. Howeve: interwoven in
their explanations o: the songs, are
oftentimes invaluabl histories and
background stories of " e artists, or cir-
cumstances surrounc ng the songs.
These nchly textured 'arratives often
overtake the reader’s « sncern to learn

the book outlines

‘his section trav-
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about the specific song itself. as
simple song explanation often wms ini
4 tale about a deal gone bad. or (©
socio-political situation that inspired 11
song. This inside. or local knowledy
about the music and country, adds valu
to what could easily have been anothe:
simple listing of Jamaican hit songs. |
addition to the Tistings, scatterc
throughout this section are sidebars
containing a myriad of interviews, bjo
graphical sketches. historical and cul
tural lessons. and other information toc
broad to fit under a song explanation
One of the sidebars that stands out o
an example of the authors™ uniquely Ja-
maican perspecive. addresses the love
Jamaicans have for country music. this
topical matter would seems out of place
in a book on reggae music. unless you
have a truly Jamaican understanding of
the culture. The authors weave in this
sidebur. ironically. directly above a song
explanation of Dennis Brown's semi-
nal “Revolution.” and somehow it all
seems (o make sense. The authors also
treat each decade with equal reverence
rather than placing a heavy emphasis
on the “roots™ period of the seventies.
while condemning the dancehall of the
nineties. The third section of the book
1s made up of appendices, including lists
of the top songs on the JBC Radio charts
from 1960-1996. and rankings of the
authors™ favorite reggae and dancehall
songs.

At the same time reggae culture is
beginning to be taken seriously by aca-
demics, the recording and preservation
of the rich history of reggae music is
Jjust now starting to be taken seriously
with music historians. As both a com-
prehensive listing of the best in Jamai-
can music, and a lesson in Jamaican his-
tory and culture, this book will be of
great use to both of the aforementioned
communities, as well as a general audi-
ence interested in reggae music and Ja-
maican culture. From the book, one un-
derstands that reggae (and its deriva-
tives) is truly global music. However,
at its best, even when not produced in
Jamaica, is still Jamaican in essence.
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