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THE MUSIC OF THE PEOPLE OF

SOUTHERN LOUISIANA 

By Pat Hartinger
Residents of South Louisiana do not call their music Cajun or, the often used phrase, zydeco. It is “French music,” a country style dominated by a fiddle and a button accordion. Many bands also include an acoustic guitar, a triangle, and, maybe, a washboard. In the 1950s, guitars became electric, but many bands play their traditional songs in the “unplugged” way.

Dancing is an vital part of the music of this area. Cajun music is reflected in the smooth dance movements. Zydeco music is more soulful (and hip-shaking) with two-steps, waltzes, and lyrics about lost love, death, and/or prison. Zydeco takes some of the Cajun melodies and mixes them with the Afro-Caribbean rhythm and blues. No zydeco band is complete without a frottoir, or metal rubboard which is struck rhythmically with metal sticks, spoons, or bottle openers. While the lead instrument in Cajun string bands was originally the fiddle, the accordion became vital after its introduction to the area by German settlers in the late 19th century.
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Also unique to this area is “swamp pop” which is rather like rock and roll mixed with Cajun blues, Black Creole, New Orleans rhythm and blues, and country.

Taking stories with European origins and changing them to refer to life in Louisiana or inventing their own tales, early balladeers would sing without accompaniment at family gathering or special occasions. Most songs are sung in the local French dialect and convey the people’s love of life. Wherever Cajun music starts up, dancing will usually follow, with young children bouncing across the floor, too.

Website for more information:
A Brief History of Cajun, Creole, & Zydeco Music
www.lsue.edu/acadgate/music/history.htm
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Vinesse LeJeune on fiddle and Alphonse "Bois Sec" Ardoin on accordion with Canray Fontenot behind them performing in the LSUE Acadian Center in 1979.











