
Virtual Soundscapes of Colonial Encounters 

  

During and after the Seven-Years War, African-descended individuals became a visible 

presence in the slave trading ports of France: Nantes, La Rochelle and Bordeaux - as 

they integrated themselves into the professional and social life of the city: working as lawyers, 

artisans, wigmakers, cooks, servants, dance masters, composers and musicians. For this talk, I 

am interested in reconstructing a soundscape associated with musicians of African descent. By 

searching through a wide variety of archives, including parish registers, military records, 

newspapers, published song books, and journals from the captains of slave trading vessels, we 

can imperfectly piece together the activity of three groups of musicians: namely; violinists, 

drummers, and undocumented musicians: singers. These references, however, are often sparse 

and provide little information from which to reconstruct performance practice. Each group of 

performers also requires of the reader a different set of archival practices and theoretical 

models. For violinists, we will discuss the influences that may have shaped instrumental styles, 

including local instructors or regional styles. In the case of drummers, the military, to be sure, 

had a huge impact on the men of color who performed the tambour in regiments. There are, of 

course, exceptions: such as the drummer, Marie Fabien Télémaque, whose death certificate 

describes him as drummer to the king of Madagascar. Finally, the undocumented performers, 

singers, are the most elusive group. To imagine encounters with African-descended singers, I 

draw from two sources: creole songs published by French colonists fleeing the Haitian 

Revolution as well as a published song performed by Marie-Thérèse Lucidor, “l’Hymne des 

citoyens de couleurs,” Across these three types of performers, I will propose and evaluate 

methodological approaches which may or may not enable me to reconstruct a virtual 

soundscape of colonial encounters. 
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