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Folk arts are often depicted as the static, quaint, nostalgic

skills and yearnings of earlier tim
es; folk artists as anony-

m
ous, faceless individuals blindly carrying on the traditions

of their culture. W
ords like creativity, charism

a and cultural

activism
 are rarely associated w

ith traditional art or artists.

T
he follow

ing tw
o profiles by D

avid R
oche and B

uck

R
am

sey, how
ever, contradict these cliched notions and ex-

am
ine very specifically the im

pact of particular individuals

in relation to cultural traditions, events and historical cir-

cum
stance. In each one, creativity, change and renew

al oc-

cur on m
any levels. N

ot only do artistic traditions change in

term
s of form

, but so also do their functions, m
eaning, and

audiences.

In D
avid R

oche’s article, the efforts of tw
o extraordinary

artists involved in cultural revitalization m
ovem

ents w
ithin

their com
m

unities are described. For F
ilipino kulintang

m
aster D

anongan K
alanduyan, revitalization has prim

arily

involved teaching and increasing the level of practice of a

tradition and K
alanduyan has helped to foster m

ore

kulintang ensem
bles in the U

.S. than perhaps any other in-

dividual. For Sam
-A

ng Sam
, revitalization has m

eant iden-

tifying the m
ost strategic partnerships and opportunities at

the local and national level to recover traditions nearly oblit-

erated by w
ar. In different w

ays, how
ever, both are con-

fronting the adaptation and innovation w
hich necessarily

occurs w
hen “old w

orld” traditions enter “new
 w

orld” con-

texts and both are attem
pting to strike a delicate balance

betw
een m

aintaining fidelity to tradition and m
aking it

m
eaningful in a new

 context.

W
hile K

alanduyan and Sam
 are involved in m

anaging or

influencing cultural changes som
ew

hat beyond their con-

trol, the C
ow

boy Poetry G
athering has been an active agent

for cultural change and revitalization. Its success is m
ore

than a “right tim
e, right place” kind of story. V

iew
ed as a

singular event or a particular m
om

ent in tim
e, the G

ather-

ing has played a catalytic role in the developm
ent of an ar-

tistic tradition. It has introduced cow
boy poetry to new

 and

broad audiences and it has influenced num
erous individual

artists. M
ost im

portantly, it has provided a forum
 for people

in the ranching com
m

unity to tell their stories in their ow
n

voices. A
s B

uck R
am

sey’s piece dem
onstrates, the C

ow
boy

Poetry G
athering did not create an audience—

it gave voice

and opportunity to an already existing sensibility and com
-

m
unity. R

am
sey’s piece speaks to the depth and pow

er of

that sentim
ent and its im

pact.

In term
s of im

pact, the C
ow

boy Poetry G
athering is one

of the m
ore im

probable success stories of the N
ational E

n-

dow
m

ent for the A
rts. Since the first G

athering in 1985,

there are now
 150-200 cow

boy poetry gatherings sm
all and

large throughout the W
est. M

uch like the G
athering itself,

N
E

A
 funding played a catalytic role in the initial develop-

m
ent of the event.
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A
 final and im

portant observation about the tw
o articles.

B
oth focus on the creative roles of individuals in cultural

change and renew
al but both articles also allude to the criti-

cal interplay of influence and change w
hich occurs from

w
ithin and outside of a com

m
unity. A

nd this interplay can

be positive and negative. For D
ew

ey B
alfa, a last-m

inute in-

vitation to the N
ew

port Folk Festival helped spark a pride

and desire to advocate for the value of his cultural heritage

at hom
e and elsew

here. A
s an event initiated by an “out-

side” organization, the W
estern Folklife C

enter’s C
ow

boy

Poetry G
athering is now

 an accepted part of the ranching

com
m

unity’s festive calendar and it’s docum
entation efforts

are preserving ranching cultural heritage for generations to

com
e. T

he partnerships that Sam
-A

ng Sam
 and other C

am
-

bodian artists are establishing w
ith federal agencies, arts or-

ganizations like Jacob’s P
illow

 and private and public

funders are critical steps in the revitalization of their cul-

tural heritage.
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From
 C

am
bodia’s R

oyal Palace in Phnom
 Penh and the vil-

lages and sultanates of M
indanao in the Philippines to the

sm
all tow

ns and urban streets of A
m

erica, C
am

bodian clas-

sical dance and Filipino kulintang m
usic have undergone a

surprising odyssey over the past tw
o decades. E

ach tradi-

tion has its ow
n story to tell, but both chronicle cultural sur-

vival at the m
argins of the A

m
erican m

ainstream
 and tell us

about the collision of old w
ays and new

 w
orlds. T

his dy-

nam
ic of survival also suggests how

 people find w
ays to in-

vest new
 m

eaning in cultural heritage and how
 heritage,

how
ever m

anifested, rem
ains an im

portant and necessary

com
ponent of self and com

m
unity identity. M

ost of all,

C
am

bodian classical dance and Filipino kulintang m
usic re-

m
ind us that cultural survival and renew

al are nurtured

both through individual desire and creativity as w
ell as by

collective action over tim
e.

T
w

o individuals centrally involved in the cultural survival

of C
am

bodian and M
indanaoan perform

ing arts now
 reside

in the U
nited States. Sam

-A
ng Sam

, E
xecutive D

irector of

the C
am

bodian N
etw

ork C
ouncil, based in W

ashington,

D
.C

., has been the m
ain link betw

een traditional classically-

trained perform
ance artists in C

am
bodia and artists in the

C
am

bodian A
m

erican com
m

unity and is him
self a highly-

regarded m
usician and ethnom

usicologist. 3 D
anongan

K
alanduyan, D

irector of the Palabuniyan K
ulintang E

n-

sem
ble, based in San Francisco, not only trains Filipino

A
m

ericans in the art of kulintang m
usic, but perform

s inter-

nationally and, like Sam
, is an ethnom

usicologist by train-

ing. 4 Sam
 and K

alanduyan are both exem
plars of enlight-

ened cultural leadership. B
oth have grappled w

ith issues

of cultural appropriation, debates over m
ulticulturalism

,

inherited social hierarchies of class and gender and the

distance betw
een old and new

 w
orld realities. B

oth have

m
anaged to not only survive, but succeed w

ithout com
pro-

m
ising the essence of their respective traditional arts.

Cam
bodian Classical Dance

T
he history of K

hm
er classical dance tradition dates back

m
ore than one thousand years (see page 37). In traditional

K
hm

er historical chronicles, the god-king reigned as the

chief patron of the dance, im
m

ersing him
self in the rarefied

atm
osphere of prophetic ritual w

hile constantly sur-

rounded by his corps de ballet, the apsara (angelic) danc-
ers. Vestiges of belief in the spiritual pow

er of dance as na-

tional polity continued until the tim
e of Prince Sihanouk’s

fall in 1970. A
s late as 1967, royal K

hm
er classical dancers

perform
ed at the Prince’s behest to influence the rains dur-

ing a devastating drought.

T
he shattering experience of A

pril, 1975, w
hen the capi-

tol of C
am

bodia—
Phnom

 Penh—
w

as overtaken by troops
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D
avid M

aybury-Lew
is

Anthropologist/ Founder, Cultural Survival
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of Pol Pot’s K
hm

er R
ouge leading to the subsequent evacu-

ation and deaths of an estim
ated one m

illion C
am

bodians

(approxim
ately 15%

 of the total population), put a very dif-

ferent political spin on the practice of royalist court art. B
ut

even w
ith the changed political landscape and its populist

rhetoric, the im
age of the classical dancer continued as a

preem
inent sym

bol of K
hm

er greatness. It w
as in T

hai refu-

gee cam
ps like K

hao I D
ang, by 1980 one of the largest

C
am

bodian cities in the w
orld, that court arts such as

K
hm

er dance (and accom
panying pin peat orchestral m

u-

sic) w
ere reconstructed by and for a populace w

hose previ-

ous exposure to such refined traditions w
as circum

scribed

by class. W
hile approxim

ately 80%
 of the faculty at the na-

tional conservatory, the U
niversity of Fine A

rts, perished

during the K
hm

er R
ouge purge, it w

as at the cam
ps that

those few
 w

ho survived began to teach again. K
hm

er classi-

cal dance w
as forever changed by the refugee experience. In

the w
ords of Sam

-A
ng Sam

, the elite art of the court be-

cam
e transform

ed into com
m

on property that helped pre-

serve ethnic and cultural identity. In A
m

erica, w
herever

C
am

bodian refugees have settled, “C
ourt dance and m

usic

have actually becom
e a popular art now. R

efugees in every

com
m

unity perform
 it. It has becom

e an art of the people.”

Sam
-A

ng Sam
’s m

entor during the pre-Pol Pot era at the

U
niversity of Fine A

rts, C
hheng Phon, becam

e M
inister of

Inform
ation and C

ulture under the post-1979, V
ietnam

ese-
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The C
am

bodian Artists Project

Rebuilding a nation and a cultural heritage takes tim
e and perseverance. One

rem
arkable exam

ple of this is the Cam
bodian Artists Project, a coalition of

Cam
bodian Am

erican artists and scholars (including Sam
-Ang Sam

) dedicated

to the conservation and perpetuation of Cam
bodian perform

ing arts through

teaching, research, video, recording, cultural exchange and public program
s.

This project w
as initiated in 1990 by the Jacob’s Pillow

 Dance Festival w
ith

seed funding from
 the Ford Foundation, NEA Folk Arts, and the New

 England

Foundation for the Arts and has grow
n to include a loose-knit netw

ork of

organizations and supporters com
m

itted to this ideal, including the Cam
bodian

Netw
ork Council, Royal University of Fine Arts in Phnom

 Penh, the M
inistry

of Culture in Cam
bodia, Cornell University, the Rockefeller Foundation, Asian

Cultural Council, United Board for Christian Higher Education in Asia, Albert

Kunstadter Fam
ily Foundation and a generous grant from

 the National Initiative

to Preserve Am
erican Dance. Such long-range vision and m

ulti-year funding has

m
ade possible repeated artistic exchange opportunities betw

een the U.S. and

Cam
bodia, extended artist residencies w

ith Cam
bodian m

aster artists in m
ultiple

U.S. sites, video docum
entation of dance repertoire and extended interview

s w
ith

surviving m
aster artists, and opportunities for dancers, teachers and university

adm
inistrators to assess preservation m

ethods and dance facilities in the U.S.

Future efforts w
ill involve distribution of archival m

aterials, and establishing an

archive and training archivists in Cam
bodia. For m

ore inform
ation, contact the

Cam
bodian Netw

ork Council, 713 D St., S.E., W
ashington, D.C. 20003.
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K
hm

er classical dance continues to represent a central cul-

tural activity for teenage girls, w
hile other uniquely C

am
bo-

dian arts are intertw
ined w

ith w
edding, funeral and B

ud-

dhist tem
ple activities. For Sam

-A
ng Sam

 and m
any other

C
am

bodian A
m

erican artists, concern for the survival of

K
hm

er classical dance now
 focuses on strategies of innova-

tion. D
ilution in the quality and staging of classically cho-

reographed repertoire poses a real threat. T
here is concern

that the dance w
ill be reduced to a rite-of-passage for

m
iddle-class teenage girls, a chance to w

ear expensive jew
-

elry and dance costum
es, rather than flourish as an expres-

sion of spiritual significance. Yet, K
hm

er classical dance has

its roots, how
ever tenuously, still planted in C

am
bodia.

W
ith continued exchanges betw

een the old w
orld and the

new, a contem
porary global aesthetic for C

am
bodian dance

is in the process of being created.

Kulintang Culture
T

he passage of Public L
aw

 89-236 in 1965, elim
inating

a highly restrictive im
m

igration quota system
, set the stage

for a m
assive F

ilipino im
m

igrant influx in the decades

w
hich follow

ed. W
hile m

ost im
m

igrants of the 1920s and

30s found jobs as laborers, cutting cane and pineapples on

H
aw

ai’i and harvesting grapes and asparagus in C
alifornia,

Filipino im
m

igrants today are generally w
ell-educated m

en

and w
om

en w
orking in professional and service occupa-

backed C
am

bodian regim
e. H

e w
as the principal cultural

architect w
ho eventually brought together a dance faculty

and reopened the U
niversity of Fine A

rts in 1981 to a new

generation of dance students. C
hheng Phon defended his

efforts to rebuild the classical dance tradition by appealing

to a sense of pride in a C
am

bodian “national aesthetic.”

“T
he aesthetic is the people’s,” C

hheng rem
arked. “ A

rtists

created the classical dance. T
he king didn’t create it. W

e

m
ust preserve the national aesthetic. W

e m
ust respect the

creations of the artists of the past.”

T
his articulation of a national artistic direction inspired

Sam
-A

ng Sam
 and other form

er students. In A
m

erica,

w
here Sam

-A
ng Sam

, w
ith his w

ife, the dancer C
han M

oly

Sam
, had im

m
igrated in 1977, he set sail on his life’s w

ork,

the re-establishm
ent of K

hm
er perform

ing arts as the soul

of C
am

bodian and C
am

bodian A
m

erican cultures. W
ith a

P
h.D

. in ethnom
usicology from

 W
esleyan U

niversity in

hand, Sam
-A

ng has been the chief spokesperson for K
hm

er

classical perform
ing arts in the U

nited States. In 1994, a

M
acA

rthur Fellow
ship w

as aw
arded to him

 in recognition

of his im
portance in this reconstructive effort.

Since the late 1970s, C
am

bodian refugees have arrived in

great num
bers in places like L

ow
ell, M

assachusetts; Phila-

delphia, Pennsylvania; G
reensboro, N

orth C
arolina; and

Stockton and L
ong B

each, C
alifornia. In these and other

C
am

bodian A
m

erican com
m

unities across the country,

M
 I N D A N A O A N   K U L I N T A N G   M

 U S I C   A N D   C A M
 B O D I A N   C L A S S I C A L   D A N C E   I N   A M

 E R I C A

The Difference betw
een

Khm
er and C

am
bodian

Like any m
odern nation-state,

Cam
bodia is a country com

posed

of different ethnic and linguistic

groups. “Cam
bodian,” as used

here, refers to any citizen of

Cam
bodia regardless of ethnic or

cultural heritage. “Khm
er” refers

to the historically-dom
inant ethnic

group of Cam
bodia, its custom

s

and practices, artistic traditions

and language. Khm
er classical

dance refers to the court dance

tradition. U
ntil 1970, court dance

(ro
b

a
im

 kb
a
c
h

 b
u

ra
n) w

as

perform
ed by a single troupe

resident in the R
oyal Palace in

Phnom
 Penh and from

 1970 to

1975 at the U
niversity of Fine Arts.
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tions. L
ike their predecessors, they rem

ain predom
inantly

C
hristian by religious heritage and ethnically Ilokano,

C
ebuano and T

agalog-speaking. T
his pattern of Filipino

im
m

igration to the U
.S suggests that traditions from

 the

low
lands of the northerly C

hristianized Philippine Islands

w
ould be m

ore culturally significant for contem
porary Fili-

pino A
m

ericans. B
ut M

uslim
 Filipino A

m
ericans from

 the

southern islands of the Philippines, an overw
helm

ing m
i-

nority in the im
m

igrant population, have som
ehow

 becom
e

central to the creation of cultural identity here for a grow
ing

num
ber of young Filipino A

m
ericans, the self-proclaim

ed

“m
ost invisible A

sian A
m

erican m
inority.” H

ow
 did this

com
e about?

W
hen R

obert G
arfias, then P

rofessor of E
thnom

usi-

cology at the U
niversity of W

ashington, brought U
sopay

C
adar and then D

anongan Sibay K
alanduyan to the

university to teach kulintang m
usic and m

atriculate in the

M
usic D

epartm
ent, he inadvertently set in m

otion a social

process w
ith com

plex dim
ensions. W

hile C
adar’s achieve-

m
ents as an ethnom

usicologist and perform
er have in-

form
ed a w

ide audience over the years, K
alanduyan’s back-

ground as a kulintang m
usician and revered teacher of the

tradition resulted in his selection as a 1995 N
E

A
 N

ational

H
eritage A

w
ard Fellow.

Follow
ing his tenure in Seattle, K

alanduyan relocated to

the San Francisco B
ay area in 1985 and began w

orking w
ith

com
m

unity-based F
ilipino A

m
erican cultural groups as

w
orkshop leader and, in som

e instances, as artistic direc-

tor. Such groups in the B
ay area have included K

ulintang

A
rts, K

alilang K
ulintang E

nsem
ble, the Pilipino K

ulintang

C
enter, Filipiniana D

ance T
roupe, and his latest ensem

ble,

the Palabuniyan K
ulintang E

nsem
ble. H

e has also w
orked

w
ith 

the 
W

orld 
K

ulintang 
Institute 

in 
L

os 
A

ngeles,

Sam
ahan P

hilippine D
ance com

pany in San D
iego, and

A
m

auan 
F

ilipino-A
m

erican 
M

ulti-A
rts 

C
enter, 

Siron

G
anding, 

Inc. 
and 

L
otus 

F
ine 

A
rts 

in 
N

ew
 

York.

K
alanduyan-led kulintang ensem

bles have perform
ed for

large audiences at the N
orthw

est Folklife and B
um

bershoot

A
rts Festivals, O

akland’s Festival at the L
ake, the 1990 L

.A
.

Festival, the K
ennedy C

enter, and scores of other venues on

the W
est C

oast, Japan, H
ong K

ong and T
aiw

an. In other

w
ords, K

alanduyan has been associated w
ith nearly every

F
ilipino A

m
erican group perform

ing kulintang in this

country, at one tim
e or another. Still, the question of

kulintang’s significance rem
ains.

O
ne answ

er com
es from

 D
aniel G

iray, longtim
e associate

and student of K
alanduyan’s, w

ho explains the dilem
m

a

faced by m
any Filipino A

m
ericans. B

orn in H
aw

ai’i, he w
as

brought up on the M
ainland and raised to assim

ilate. “I

w
ould alw

ays answ
er that I w

as Filipino w
hen asked, but

w
hat did that m

ean? I had no know
ledge of m

y ow
n history.

E
ven m

y m
other couldn’t answ

er. So I grew
 up connecting

Filipino Am
ericans

in C
alifornia

California is hom
e to the

largest Asian Am
erican

population in the United States,

estim
ated at 3,000,000 or

10%
 of the state’s population

in the 1990 Census. California

is also hom
e to the largest

Filipino im
m

igrant population

(732,000 in the 1990 census).

The Filipino Am
erican

population is now
 the largest

Asian Am
erican com

m
unity in

the state, barely overtaking the

1980 census leader, the

Chinese Am
erican com

m
unity.

C
am

bodian Settlem
ent

in the U
.S.

45%
 of all Southeast Asian

Am
ericans in the U

nited

States now
 reside in

California. W
hile the official

1990 Census counted 68,000

Cam
bodians in California,

the state w
ith the largest

concentration, unofficial

figures run m
uch higher.

Long Beach, the largest

Cam
bodian enclave in

the W
estern H

em
isphere,

is estim
ated to have a

Cam
bodian Am

erican

population in excess of

40,000. According to the

Cam
bodian N

etw
ork Council,

an estim
ated 30,000 are in

Low
ell, M

assachusetts, the

second largest Cam
bodian

settlem
ent in the U

.S.
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w
ith A

fro-A
m

ericans, H
ispanics, other A

sians looking for

m
y ow

n identity am
ong the m

any.” T
hen G

iray heard

K
alanduyan’s kulintang gong-drum

 ensem
ble and his

w
orld changed. “I had never heard nor knew

 that this m
u-

sic form
 existed in the Philippines. I becam

e very inspired

by the strong rhythm
s and beautiful tones I w

as hearing for

the first tim
e. It also becam

e apparent that this m
usic

instilled a pride in m
e that w

as lacking from
 m

y Filipino

identity.” For G
iray and others of his generation, kulintang

represents passage to deeper M
alay roots. A

nd this is

w
here culture, ethnicity and authenticity som

etim
es gener-

ate friction.

B
oth K

alanduyan and C
adar have expressed grave con-

cern over the politics of personal identity w
ithin Filipino

A
m

erican com
m

unities and am
ong certain individuals w

ho

inappropriately claim
 ow

nership of the kulintang tradition

w
ithout possessing either the cultural heritage or m

usical

expertise. T
here are religious and historical factors to con-

tend w
ith as w

ell, since kulintang has been nurtured am
ong

M
uslim

 m
inority populations in the Philippines but am

ong

C
hristian m

ajority populations in the U
nited States. C

on-

tem
porary pan-Filipinoism

 can cut tw
o w

ays: in the case of

G
iray, a com

m
itm

ent to ongoing study and perform
ance

w
ith K

alanduyan and C
adar as m

asters of the tradition; for

others, appropriation of the nam
e “kulintang” and a rush to

perform
ance for personal artistic goals. A

s C
adar reports,

M
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Assessing the Needs of Traditional Artists

In 1991, the Lila W
allace-Reader’s Digest Fund

com
m

issioned the Fund for Folk Culture to conduct a

nationw
ide study to determ

ine the needs of the field

w
ith respect to its disciplines, practitioners, organiza-

tions and resources.

Th
e Fo

lk A
rts in

 A
m

erica reports the study’s findings.

As part of the study, 170 perform
ing and visual folk

artists w
ere sent surveys and 106 responded (an

overall 62.4%
 response rate).* W

hat did folk artists

have to say?

❚ M
ore than 85%

 of folk artists surveyed teach

others their art—
often w

ithout com
pensation—

and a m
ajority consider “identifying and m

otivating

the next generation of artists” a priority.

❚ 90%
 of artists surveyed perform

, exhibit, or sell

their art in public and m
ost w

ould like to do m
ore.

M
any feel that presentation opportunities outside of

their im
m

ediate com
m

unities are necessary to the

m
aintenance of tradition.

❚ 6 out of 10 artists are in need of basic m
aterials

essential to the practice of their art: w
hale ivory,

taqua beans, tw
ine, eggs, sw

ords, rehearsal space

and pow
er tools are a few

 of the item
s that indicate

“the specialized nature of the field and the need

for individualized attention.”

❚ M
any expressed a need for help w

ith the

“non-perform
ance aspects of presentation”

such as business, financial and legal m
atters.

*Harder+
Kibbe Research and Consulting of San Francisco

conducted the data research and analysis for the Fund for

Folk Culture. Copies of the study are available from
 the Lila

W
allace-Reader’s Digest Fund.

(1
9
2
7

-1
9
9
2
)

In a tim
e w

hen schools in Louisiana punished children for speaking Louisiana French,

Dew
ey Balfa and his brothers—

W
ill, Burkem

an, H
arry and R

odney—
grew

 up in a fam
ily

full of Cajun m
usic, culture and language. They played in dance halls in the 1940s, and

after W
orld W

ar II, Dew
ey and W

ill (and later R
odney) perform

ed as the Balfa Brothers and

w
ere w

ell know
n throughout southern Louisiana. Then in 1964, Dew

ey w
as a last m

inute

replacem
ent at the N

ew
port Folk Festival w

here, for the first tim
e in his life, he played his

m
usic for an audience of tens of thousands. Inspired by the experience, he returned to

Louisiana to organize traditional m
usic concerts and other events as his part of a ground

sw
ell of activity to preserve Cajun m

usic, language, and culture. The 1974 Tribute to Cajun

M
usic Festival he helped start becam

e an annual event. In recognition of his artistry and

tireless cultural activism
, Dew

ey received one of the first N
ational H

eritage Fellow
ships in

1982. H
e continued to play and speak eloquently on behalf of his culture until his death in

1992. H
is im

pact on Cajun m
usic is im

m
easurable and his influence on a younger generation

of m
usicians like M

ichael Doucet and Steve Riley is undeniable. Dew
ey once said,

“M
y culture is no better than anyone else’s but it is m

ine. I w
ould expect you to offer

the sam
e respect for m

y culture that I offer yours.”

D
e
w
e
y
 B

a
lfa
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“T
here is the constant dilem

m
a that if one allow

s them
 to

present the tradition in corrupted form
 they w

ill perpetrate

and perpetuate m
istakes that w

ill be virtually im
possible to

correct, but if one totally denies them
 any prem

ature public

presentation of the tradition, one denies the possibility of

m
aking inroads into the [Filipino A

m
erican] com

m
unity.”

Conclusion
For both C

am
bodian and Filipino A

m
erican com

m
unities,

innovation w
ithin the traditional arts loom

s as a central

them
e. W

hile no one proclaim
s that perform

ing traditions

m
ust rem

ain frozen in tim
e, it is the m

anner in w
hich inno-

vations are accom
plished and the sources for the innova-

tions that m
ark appropriateness. In the case of kulintang

m
usic, there is the issue of im

provisation: in traditional

practice, m
astery of the structural and stylistic conventions

of the m
usic m

ust precede any experim
entation. For

K
alanduyan, the kind of m

astery necessary to im
provise is a

birthright: “I learned kulintang m
usic sitting on m

y

m
other’s lap; she guided m

y hands. T
he m

usic w
as all

around m
e in the village; I didn’t need training; it cam

e

through m
y environm

ent.”

Innovation in C
am

bodian classical dance is inevitable

given the lack of w
ell-trained classical teachers both in the

U
nited States and C

am
bodia and the changing social con-

texts. T
w

o approaches to preserving repertoire can be

found in Sam
-A

ng Sam
’s production of didactic video tapes

of conservatory-trained dancers now
 residing in the U

nited

States for distribution to C
am

bodian A
m

erican com
m

uni-

ties and through his efforts w
ith the C

am
bodian A

rts

Project (see page 36). W
hile there is no w

ay to codify stan-

dards or certify w
ho m

ay teach w
hat to w

hom
, there re-

m
ains a sense that clear artistic authority, exem

plified by the

artistic hierarchy of the old Palace conservatory system
, re-

m
ains a desirable goal. A

nd w
hile it is true that the cultural

institutions of Phnom
 Penh are slow

ly rising from
 the ashes

under new
 artistic leadership, the re-invention of C

am
bo-

dian culture in A
m

erica is largely in the hands of social ser-

vice agencies, m
utual assistance associations and m

otivated

individuals w
ith sporadic m

eans of support at best. T
radi-

tional practice and innovation in both kulintang m
usic and

C
am

bodian classical dance in the U
nited States w

ill bear

careful w
atching. T

hat these tw
o im

portant art form
s have

survived and thrived to this point speaks to the tenacity of

traditional art w
hen it is true to social experience. W

ith

som
e of that experience now

 taking place in A
m

erica, inno-

vation can rem
ain a m

eaningful process, if it is guided by

know
ledgeable teachers and perform

ers recognized and

respected by the com
m

unity and educated in the canons

of the tradition.

“
T
h
in

g
s
 h

a
v
e
 t

o
 c

h
a
n
g
e
.

W
h
e
n
 t

h
in

g
s
 s

t
o
p

c
h
a
n
g
in

g
, t

h
e
y
 d

ie
.

C
u
lt

u
r
e
 a

n
d
 m

u
s
ic

 h
a
v
e

t
o
 b

r
e
a
t
h
e
 a

n
d
 g

r
o
w
,

b
u
t
 t

h
e
y
 h

a
v
e
 t

o
 s

ta
y

w
it

h
in

 c
e
r
ta

in
 g

u
id

e
l
in

e
s

t
o
 b

e
 t

r
u
e
, a

n
d
 t

h
o
s
e

g
u
id

e
l
in

e
s
 a

r
e
 p

u
r
e
n
e
s
s

a
n
d
 s

in
c
e
r
it

y
.”

Dew
ey Balfa, m

usician
National Heritage Fellow
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“
W

e
 w

il
l
 s

p
r
e
a
d
 o

u
t

o
u
r
 b

l
a
n
k
e
t
s
 o

n
 t

h
e

g
r
e
e
n
, g

r
a
s
s
y
 g

r
o
u
n
d

W
h
e
r
e
 t

h
e
 c

a
t
t
l
e
 a

n
d

h
o
r
s
e
s
 a

r
e
 a

’g
r
a
z
in

’

a
l
l
 a

r
o
u
n
d
…

”

– “Leaving Cheyenne”

A
 R

e
v
iv

a
l M

e
e
t
in

g
 a

n
d

It
s
 M

is
s
io

n
a
r
ie

s
:

T
h
e
 C

o
w
b
o
y
 P

o
e
t
r
y
 G

a
t
h
e
r
in

g
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In 1985 the N
ational E

ndow
m

ent for the A
rts provided

seed m
oney for a group w

hose purpose w
as to tap the

sources of the cow
boy oral tradition and determ

ine to w
hat

extent the tradition w
as still alive. T

he first E
lko C

ow
boy

Poetry G
athering in late January of that year turned out to

be som
ething on the order of a revival m

eeting, an annual

event that each year inspired m
ore and m

ore m
issionaries

to spread the w
ord of the tradition’s revival and to create

m
issions throughout the land. Few

 seeds have produced

such progeny.

T
his is a brief story out of the A

m
erican W

est illustrating

how
 the N

E
A

 seed planted at E
lko w

orked, how
 it is w

ork-

ing. It is also a tale describing how
 chance encounters, all

connected som
ehow

 to this yearly revival m
eeting, caused a

cross-pollination of regional, ethnic and topical cultures

that w
ill bear fruit for generations. M

ultiply this story by

m
any hundreds and you begin to get a picture of the boun-

tiful crop of the seed. W
hen you get an idea of the w

hole

picture, you realize that the E
lko gathering’s reputation as

the prem
ier cultural event in the A

m
erican W

est is a m
odest

portion of w
hat it is all about.

In the 1940s, on one of his sw
eeps through the cow

 coun-

try W
est uncovering cow

boy songs from
 the dusty pasts of

old cow
boys, John L

om
ax stopped over in D

alhart, T
exas,

and recorded Jess M
orris singing a rendition of “L

eaving

C
heyenne.” Jess accom

panied him
self on the fiddle tuned

to a drone tuning w
hich gave the song a m

ost haunting qual-

ity. In the distant past Jess w
as a cow

hand on the legendary

X
IT

 R
anch, w

hich at one tim
e covered a strip about forty

m
iles w

ide from
 the top of T

exas stretching dow
n the w

est-

ern side of its Panhandle and South Plains border for about

tw
o hundred m

iles. Jess M
orris told L

om
ax he learned the

song from
 a black cow

boy he rode w
ith on the X

IT
’s.

H
al C

annon, one of the prim
e m

overs in getting the re-

vival underw
ay, since his college days in the early 1970s

sang and played various instrum
ents w

ith a string band

w
hich sought out, perform

ed and recorded traditional m
u-

sic of the W
est obscured by tim

e. H
e considered an album

of cow
boy songs collected by John L

om
ax, including Jess

M
orris’ “L

eaving C
heyenne,” to be the prim

e inspiration

behind his w
ish to organize a gathering w

hich w
ould in-

spire a revival of cow
boy song and poetry, a revival of

A
m

erican W
est oral traditions. H

al’s favorite song on the

album
 w

as “L
eaving C

heyenne.”

In 1970, C
harles G

ordone, a black playw
right prom

inent

in N
ew

 York jazz circles and as a fixture at the fam
ed A

ctor’s

Studio, w
on the Pulitzer Prize for his play, N

o Place to be
som

ebody. A
fter the play’s run on B

roadw
ay and after the

author’s glow
 of celebrity dim

m
ed, he experienced w

hat

T
ennessee W

illiam
s called “the failure of success” and lost



43

T
h
e
 a

u
d
ie

n
c
e
 e

n
j
o
y
 t

h
e
m
s
e
lv

e
s
 a

t
 a

 r
e
c
e
n
t
 C

o
w
b
o
y
 P

o
e
t
r
y
 G

a
t
h
e
r
in

g
. (p

h
o
t
o
 b

y
 S

u
e
 R

o
s
o
f
f
)



44 his w
ay as a w

riter. H
e already had earned the reputation as

a heavy drinker, but now
 he began drinking m

ore heavily

under the com
m

on delusion that alcohol m
ight m

ake him

once again attractive to his m
use. W

hen he and Susan

K
ouyom

jian m
et in 1980 at a theater in San Francisco, he

w
as a dried out alcoholic and a dried up w

riter. She asked

him
 to join her in B

erkeley, C
alifornia, to direct a play she

planned to produce for a “spit and paper” com
m

unity the-

ater. H
e stayed for tw

o years to direct fourteen tragedies and

one com
edy, all by m

odern A
m

erican playw
rights.

C
harles frequently discussed w

ith his new
 com

panion

his belief that the aspirations and happiness of black A
m

eri-

cans w
ould rem

ain tram
pled and shattered as long as they

continued to be caught up in urban chaos w
ith its utter deg-

radation of soul and psyche, that a people could not endure

as a viable A
m

erican tribe if they rem
ained packed aw

ay in

city ghettoes. H
e told a friend in the autum

n of 1995, “T
he

notion that black people are at their roots country people

really raised hackles w
hen I talked about it w

ith m
y old

friends in the civil rights m
ovem

ent. N
ow, as a W

esterner, I

believe the thw
arted instinct of A

frican A
m

ericans for a dig-

nified involvem
ent w

ith nature is the biggest cause of their

problem
s. M

aking them
 realize their heart’s true habitation

is not urban is a sim
ple idea, radical in the true sense of the

w
ord, and sem

inal to everything I have becom
e as a thinker

and artist in the last decade of m
y life.”

H
e and Susan m

oved back to H
arlem

 w
here he w

orked

on a play titled “R
oan B

row
n and C

herry” w
hich w

as set in

the A
m

erican W
est. Since his appearance on the N

ew
 York

theatrical scene in the early Fifties, he had been nicknam
ed

“T
ex” because of his affectation of W

estern garb. “W
ith his

w
riting he w

as playing out a fantasy stitched together w
ith

folk m
em

ories from
 childhood, fam

ily tales of w
estern ex-

periences,” Susan said, “but he couldn’t get it to ring w
ith

authenticity. W
e began spending all our spare tim

e reading

and com
m

unicating to find out w
hat the W

est w
as all about

and w
hat it could have to do w

ith us.” T
hrough her efforts,

C
harles in 1987 got a D

. H
. L

aw
rence Fellow

ship, and they

set up residence outside of T
aos, N

ew
 M

exico. W
hen the

fellow
ship residency expired, C

harles joined the faculty

of T
exas A

&
M

 U
niversity as professor of T

heater and

E
nglish. T

he new
 T

exans began feeling around for an

“authentic” connection w
ith the W

est.

A
fter seeing and reading m

edia reports of the E
lko gath-

ering, the couple felt com
pelled to journey there in 1990.

T
he gathering proper begins w

ith a T
hursday m

orning

keynote address. T
here is, how

ever, a “w
arm

-up” show
 on

W
ednesday to get attendees in the spirit of the revival m

eet-

ing. O
n that show

 a form
er cow

boy, w
ho in his youth

w
orked on w

hat used to be X
IT

 R
anch country around

D
alhart, recited a long poem

 about im
pressions brought

to him
 by his years in the saddle. T

hat w
as the first poem
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C
ow

boy Poetry Gathering Fact Sheet

The Cow
boy Poetry Gathering is held the last w

eek in January

every year in Elko, N
evada. The event roughly spans a w

eek

w
ith pre-Gathering w

orkshops and sm
all perform

ances

earlier in the w
eek. All day w

orkshops and evening concerts

are held at the Elko Convention Center during the Gathering

and off-site readings, concerts, open-m
ike sessions and

dances occur throughout the tow
n. Approxim

ately 8,000

people attend annually.

Initially, the Gathering w
as scheduled in January to

accom
m

odate a ranching audience (w
inter being the slow

est

w
ork period). R

anching still constitutes the largest occupa-

tional group (28%
 in 1992) w

ho attends but the Gathering has

developed a broad base of support and draw
s from

 m
any

sectors, states, and age groups.

As they say, im
itation is the sincerest form

 of flattery. Since

the first year of the Gathering in 1985, Cow
boy Poetry

Gatherings at the state and local level have established

them
selves throughout the W

est. Through 1995, annual state

and local poetry gatherings w
ere estim

ated at 150-200.
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Seed m
oney for the Cow

boy Poetry Gathering initially

cam
e from

 the N
EA Folk &

 Traditional Arts Program
.

In 1986, 90%
 of the Gathering’s budget w

as from
 public

sources. By 1993, public funding represented only 20%

of the Gathering’s budget.

Based on the results of a 1992 survey, the Gathering’s

audience left in Elko $2.9 m
illion the tow

n w
ould not

have otherw
ise had (of w

hich $2.5 m
illion cam

e from

out-of-state).

Sources: 1992 Cow
boy Poetry G

athering, A
u
d

ie
n
c
e
 an

d
 B

u
sin

e
ss

R
e
p

o
rt, W

ithers and G
ray Project M

anagem
ent and Consultancy,

June 1992. Three-Year Plan, W
estern Folklife Center, 1994-96.
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Susan and C
harles heard at a cow

boy poetry gathering,

and she w
ould later w

rite, “[the] recitation…
 restored

[our] love of A
m

erican literature, w
hich had been seriously

eroded by the past decade of urban living.”

Susan had convinced the A
&

M
 adm

inistration to attach

her to C
harles’s curriculum

 as a recruiter of artists-in-resi-

dence to perform
 for his classes and round out his lectures.

From
 the tim

e they attended the E
lko gathering, she spent

virtually her entire budget integrating into C
harles’s cur-

riculum
 poets and singers they m

et as a result of attending

the gathering at E
lko.

A
 professor w

ho heard the E
lko voices w

rote: “T
hese

w
ere native w

riters w
ho had escaped the constrictions of

the academ
ies and had therefore developed an anti-estab-

lishm
ent outlook. T

heir w
orldly experience and pow

erful

im
aginations allow

ed them
 to break out of the form

alities

that encased and constricted A
m

erican literature. T
hey are

authentic A
m

erican voices, natural storytellers w
ho know

how
 to fashion everyday experience into art w

ithout violat-

ing the source of their inspiration.” E
lko resurrected voices

that gave back to the A
m

erican W
est the gift of its tradition,

and now
 a university professor w

as am
plifying the voices

far outside their traditional circles to listeners am
azed at

w
hat they heard and eager to spread w

ord of the revived

tradition to others.

1992 C
ow

boy Poetry Gathering –

W
here They C

am
e From

…

(1989 vs. 1992)

Canada

Other States E

Other States W

Texas

M
ontana

Colorado

W
ashington

W
yom

ing

Oregon

Idaho

U
tah

California

N
evada

0
5%

10%
15%

20%
25%

30%
35%

Source: 1992 C
ow

boy Poetry G
athering Audience and B

usiness R
eport (June 1992) p.2. P

repared by W
ithers and G

ray P
roject M

anagem
ent and C

onsultancy.

1989

1992

H
ow

 They Found O
ut About the

1992 C
ow

boy Poetry Gathering
(n=

571)

Previous Attendee
25%

N
ew

s M
edia

9%

Elko Area R
esident

9%

Invited to Attend
1%

Other
9%

M
ailing List

22%
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“A
ll his adult life C

harles envisioned an A
m

erican theater

of diversity united by a shared m
yth,” Susan said. N

ow
 he

talked again of a new
 and inclusive T

heater of A
m

ericana,

and he talked to Susan and his new
 friends as if he had dis-

covered the “shared m
yth” in the rich diversity of the E

lko

voices. A
nd he talked of perhaps finding a potential net-

w
ork of stagings for this new

 theater in the m
issionary out-

posts created by the E
lko revival, in the hundreds of cow

-

boy poetry gatherings grow
ing from

 the scattered seed of

the fruit of its tree.

O
ne of the new

er, sm
aller and m

ost isolated of the cow
-

boy poetry gatherings w
as organized in the fall of 1993 at

N
ara V

isa, N
ew

 M
exico. N

ara V
isa is an alm

ost deserted

ranch tow
n in the C

anadian R
iver B

reaks barely w
est of

w
hat w

as once the w
estern border of the X

IT
’s. It’s initial

invitation to participants began: “You are invited to the

N
ara V

isa C
ow

boy Poetry G
athering, but you should know

if you com
e you m

ight not get to perform
 and if you per-

form
 you m

ight not get paid.” Sessions and show
s are not

organized until everyone arrives on Friday evening. Park-

ing is in surrounding pastures. Saturday night there is an

old-tim
e cow

boy dance w
here dancers are encouraged to

w
altz to w

altz tunes, tw
o-step to tw

o-step tunes and

schottische to schottische tunes. L
ine dancing is discour-

aged.

T
o
m
m
y
 A

l
l
s
u
p
, l

o
n
g
t
im

e
 m

e
m
b
e
r
 o

f
 B

o
b
 W

il
l
’s

 T
e
x
a
s
 P

l
a
y
b
o
y
s
, p

e
r
f
o
r
m
in

g
 a

t
 t

h
e
 C

o
w
b
o
y
 M

u
s
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 G
a
t
h
e
r
in

g
.
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h
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o
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ooster M

orris is a young cow
boy w

ho is forem
an of the

Spring C
reek R

anch, one of the better ranches that occupy

land originally under X
IT

 fence. G
reat-nephew

 of Jess

M
orris, he is a player of m

any instrum
ents, principally the

fiddle, and is the kind of natural m
usician w

ho m
ight have

been invited to attend Julliard if he had grow
n up in N

ew

York C
ity. A

lthough he lives only thirty or so m
iles from

N
ara V

isa, he w
ould not go to the first N

ara V
isa gathering

because he thought cow
boy poetry gatherings to be phony

business. B
esides, he said, he rarely picked up the fiddle or

guitar anym
ore. B

ut through the follow
ing year friends and

neighbors softened him
 up and he drove over to the second

N
ara V

isa gathering to join the festivities. C
harles G

ordone

and Susan K
ouyom

jian w
ere at the gathering—

C
harles had

already seen enough of the gathering w
ith its ranchy audi-

ence and surroundings to adopt the place and the event as

his poetic and m
usical m

odel of cow
 country culture.

A
s people gather in at N

ara V
isa on Fridays, som

e of the

participants m
eet in a confab to discuss w

hether that year’s

gathering should have a particular tone or them
e. T

he visit-

ing black playw
right w

as particularly eloquent at the m
eet-

ing. R
ooster w

as totally silent, but he w
as m

oved by

C
harles’ speech, his m

anner and look. A
fter the confab the

tw
o cam

e together in the school yard and began talking. It

w
as R

ooster’s first handshake w
ith a black m

an. From
 that

m
om

ent it w
as clear to anyone w

ho knew
 them

 that each

S
a
d
d
l
e
 t

r
e
e
 c

o
m
p
o
n
e
n
t
s
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 D
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l
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d
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r
e
e
”
 s

h
o
p
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h
e
l
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a
h
o
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h
o
t
o
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a
n
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o
l
e
s
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w
as as good a friend as the other ever had. A

lso, from
 that

tim
e R

ooster played m
usic every chance he got, even leav-

ing his cattle long enough to appear as a featured perform
er

at the 1996 E
lko gathering. Som

e w
ho in m

em
ory identify

the gatherings by a happening or a person say the ’96 gath-

ering w
ill be rem

em
bered as “the first gathering R

ooster

cam
e to.”

E
arly the follow

ing sum
m

er—
the sum

m
er of ’95—

C
harles w

as diagnosed w
ith term

inal cancer. H
oping to

cheat the prognosis w
hich offered him

 only a few
 m

onths,

Susan called their friends in the Panhandle and m
ade ar-

rangem
ents to m

ove to A
m

arillo w
here C

harles m
ight re-

gain strength enough so that he and Susan could m
ove to

the ranch w
ith R

ooster and com
plete “G

host R
iders,” an-

other idea of a play that had been aw
aiting an authentic

w
estern attitude to carry it along. H

e and Susan m
ade a few

trial trips to the ranch, but it w
as too rem

ote from
 m

edical

facilities for C
harles to spend tim

e enough there to get any

w
ork done. A

nd he w
as losing rather than gaining strength.

A
fter a m

onth’s struggle early in the fall in the Panhandle,

he returned to C
ollege Station w

here in N
ovem

ber he died.

H
is play rem

ained unw
ritten, but the hum

an dram
a he

caused to be played out in A
m

arillo and the C
anadian R

iver

B
reaks w

as surely as profound as the one he w
ould have

w
ritten, and in the long run it m

ay touch m
ore hearts and

m
inds and in its ow

n w
ay have a longer run. Susan carried

his ashes back to the C
anadian R

iver B
reaks and the Spring

C
reek R

anch. H
is cow

boy friends w
rapped them

 in a black

bandanna. A
 slow

 cortege of horses and vehicles carried a

couple of dozen folks to a grassy m
ound overlooking a rain

w
ash that is alm

ost a sm
all valley. A

 few
 people spoke

briefly, a few
 said a poem

, sang a song or played a guitar or

fiddle w
hile six jolly cow

boys rested horseback in a row
 by

the bulged bandanna, fastened by a hackam
ore knot, rest-

ing in the grass. R
ooster dism

ounted, cradled the bandanna

in an arm
, rem

ounted and rode slow
ly dow

n the grassy

slope of the prairie rain w
ash. H

is horse shied and bucked

for the brief m
om

ent R
ooster opened the bandanna, then

eased into a dignified gallop as R
ooster scattered the ashes

to the w
ind. W

hen R
ooster returned to w

here the people

w
ere gathered, he dism

ounted and played the fiddle parts

w
hile the first cow

boy poet C
harles heard at E

lko sang the

version of “L
eaving C

heyenne” Jess M
orris had learned

from
 a black cow

boy about a hundred years earlier som
e-

w
here quite near the spot of this prairie funeral.
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A W
ord About the W

estern Folklife C
enter

Based in Elko, Nevada, the W
estern Folklife Center is dedicated

to the preservation and presentation of the cultural traditions of

the Am
erican W

est. Since its beginnings in 1985, the Center has

been m
ost closely identified w

ith the Cow
boy Poetry G

athering

but it is gaining w
ider recognition for the m

any w
ays in w

hich

it seeks to honor w
estern cultural traditions. The Center also

sponsors Voices of the W
est, a nationally syndicated radio

program
 featuring songs and narrative in recordings and live

perform
ance from

 the region. The Center is now
 involved in

developing a sum
m

er season of activities at their facility. Staff

is engaged in ongoing field research of w
estern cultural tradi-

tions and the Center houses an im
pressive collection of m

aterial

w
hich has provided the basis for a range of publications, aw

ard-

w
inning videos, recordings, and radio. Since 1993, the W

estern

Folklife Center has been headquartered at the historic Pioneer

Hotel in dow
ntow

n Elko and m
uch of the organization’s focus

has been on the renovation of the building w
ith the goal of m

ak-

ing it a cultural facility w
ith year-round activities. Plans include

developm
ent of a perform

ance space, retail store, archives, and

exhibit gallery. For m
ore inform

ation, contact W
estern Folklife

Center, P.O. Box 888, Elko, NV 89803, (702) 738-7508.


