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TEXAS CZ CIJF'OLK MUSIC AND ETHNIC IDENTITY1
Lida Dutkova-Cope

Abstrect
Drawing on ethnolinguistic freldwork inthe historically CzechMoravian communities of Cental Texas, this
article explores an intersection between the Texas Czech folk music tadition and the 'idea' of language
'Czechness'
projectedinto andreflective ofthe shifting definitions andhistoricallymotivatedperceptions
of
'Moravianness' among the second-to-fourth generation descendants immigranrc
and
of
from the Moravian
regron of 19s century Austro-Hungarian Empire (presenfly a paÍt of the Cz.ech Republic). The crossfertilization of the ancestal musical tradition with Texas country and western music reflects the process of
ethnic redefinition among the generations of Texas Czechs. Where considerable ffisimil4tisn of the Texas
Cznch community has eroded once distinct ethnic bor:ndaries, and where the Texas Czech linguistic variety
has lostits groundinday-to-dayinteractions,
culturalperformances ofTexas Czechpolkabandshelp reenact
symbolic boundaries of the Texas Czech community in the minds of performers and their audiences and
createanenvironme,ntconducivetoheritage languageuse. Texas Czechfolkmusic thus continues to firnction
as an effective manifestation of the Texas Czechethnic identity.
Keywords: dyinglanguages, ettnic identity, folkmusic,languagemaintenance,performance, Texas Czechs

1. Historical background
l.l. The roots transplanted to Texas
Major wavesof immigration from the 19ftcentury Ausfro-HungarianEmpire to both other
parts of Europe and America \ilere driven by economic, political and religious reasons.
CzechMoravian peÍlsantsin the Czwhlands (i.e., Bohemia,Moravia, andpartsof Silesia)
wishedto escapeseve,reeconomicoppression,pervasiveGermanization,arld a compulsory
military servicein the Ausfrian Army, andboth ProtestantsandemergingFree-thinkerssaw
emigration as a solution to the long years of religious persecution in their homeland
(Machannand Mendl 1983).
Most CzechMoravians coming to Texassettledin the aÍeacentrally located among
Dallas,Houston, and Corpus Christi (cf. Map 1). The earliestCzechMoravian communities
(from the mid-1850s)can be found in FayetteCounty, alsoknown as"the cradleof Czech

rFieldwork for the full project was firnded by the National Science Foundation (SBR-9709262),
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research (Grant #6213), and the Czech Ex-Students
Association of Texas (CESAT). I am indebted to my informants for their invaluable contribution to this
study.
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immigntion"toTexas(Swcek 1974).Ti[illiamsonandMcle,nnancounties,wheremyfocal
communities Íre located, witressed formation of the first Czech Moravian immigrant
communitiesin the 1870s(Machannand Mendl 1983;Machann 1997;Gallup 1998).

Map 1
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The 1920smarkedthe endof significantorganizedCzechimmigration to Americq
which then ceasedcompletely by the end of World'War tr. The latestUS Censusfor Texas
(1990) indicatesthat a total of 19I,754 Texansdeclared"Czectf'or "Czechoslovakian"
ancesty. (However, therewere alsoan additionalz,l.z0Texanswho claimed"Slavic" and
23,482Texanswho indicated "Ausfrian" descent.Thesenumbersmay also include ethnic
Czechs.)2Lrespective ofthe Censusdat4 Texas Czechorganizationsestimatetheir ethnic
populationin the stateto number anyvhere from 750,000to onemillion, ranking the Czech
languageas the third "most popular spoken language" in the state.3

1.2. The Slav and other identities, then and now
Being a paÍt of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, many Slavic peoples in the 19ft century
lackeda concreteconceptof national identity (tlannan 1985).Slavic, national andregional
identities in the independentEuropeannations formed after World War I have continued
to evolve to the present day. The Slavs in 19ft century Moravia used to claim Slav or
Moravianidentities,with someevenobjectingto beingidentified asCzech(Ilannan 1996b:
176\.4Even after the first CzechoslovakRepublicwas fonned (1918),many inhabitantsof
the most remote regions in Northeastern Moravia continued to identiff themselves as
Moravians.
One key to our understanding of etbnolinguistic self-definitions given by the
second-to-foufttrgenerationTexas Czechstoday therefore lies in the geographicorigin of
about 80% of the Czech immigration to Texas in the Lachian and Valachian regions of
NortheasternMoravia (Janak1985,1991;cf. Map 2). Consequently,I find the designation
"TexasCzechMoravians," which someTexansstill proudly declare,to beffer reflect the
sociohistoricaldevelopment in the first immigrants' homeland (cf. also Eckert 1998;
Hannan1985, I996a). At the sametime, many Texansof this descenttoday prefer to
identiff themselvesas "Texas Czechs,"mainly becausethis selÊdesignationallows them
to tracetheir roots to the Moravian region of the Cze,chRepublic.Using the term "Texas
Czech"throughout this paperthen, I acknowledgemost ofthe community's preferencefor
this ethnicdefinition.s
2 1990 Censusofpopulation: Social and economic characteristics, Tuas. Section 3 of 3. Table 17.
Ancesty 1990: L42 & Table 18. Nativity, citizenship, year of entry, area of birth, and language spoken at
home 1990: 143. Issued September 1993.
1990 Census of populations and households, Texas. Summary tape file 3.
3 The State of Texas House of Representatives.H.R. No. 83. Resolution adopted April 28, 1995.
a An example of such an appeal to the differences between Czech (i.e., Bohemian) and Moravian
culturesfromthebeginning ofthe 20frcenhrry comes fromthenewspaper Moravan('Monvian'), published
in Olomouc, Moravia" in 1903: "We Moravians speak the Czech language, but then we do not have to be
Czechs, let us stay rather Czech-Slavic_Moravians" (Hfsek 1909 in Hannan 1992).
5 Space does not allow me to expand on the complex issue of preferred ethnic self-identifications.
The interested reader is refened to Chapter 6 in Dutkova (1998).
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The origins of Czech immigration to Texas (Janak l99l:

Map 2

114)l

The origins of Czech immigration to Texas
(Distributionof birthplaces
of Czechimmigrotsto Texasin Janakl99l: l14)
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2. Theoretical background
2.1.Ethnic identity and langaage
Despite the interest in the study of ethnic identity in the contemporary fields of
antbropologyand social science(e.g., Banks and Gay 1978; Barkan 1995a; Barkan
1995b;Bank 1996), a fairly small body of researchhas explored languageand ethnicity
Írmongspeakersof dyrng languagesin US immigrant communities(e.g., Banks 1988;
Dow ed., 1,99L;Haugen 1969;Fishman 1989, l99lU 1991b;Fishmanet al. eds., 1966;
Peltz 1998: 173-204).uLanguage and ethnicity maintenancein Native American
communitieshas been subjectedto greaterscrutiny (e.g.,Fitzgerald 1974;Foster L99l;
part of
Harrod 1995;Kroskrity 1993).Insofar as languagecanbe viewed as an esse,ntial
speakers'identities@renzingerandDimmendaall992),weneedtofullyunderstandhow
peoplethink of themselves"in relation to one anotherand to their changing world," and
how what they think is "encodedandmediatedthrough language"(Kulick 1992:9). Once
a languagecomesto lose this exclusive position, whether used sparingly or not at all, we
must considerit in its complex relationship with other expressionsof ethnicity.
A notable contribution to the study of social identity has been made by Tajfel
(1974,1981,1982).According to Tajfel (1974:69), socialidentity is "that part of an
individual' s selÊconceptwhich derivesfrom his knowledgeof his membershipin a social
group (or groups) together with the values and emotional significance to that
menrbership."Tajfel's theory of social identity became a comerstoneof the social
psychologicaltheory of ethnolingursticidentity (e.g.,Giles ed,.,1977;Giles,Bourhis and
Taylor 1977;Giles and Johnson1981, 1987).The study of languageand social identity
in general,and of languageand ethnic identity in particular, hasbeen firrttrer approached
from the sociolinguistic perspective(seefor example,the interactional sociolinguistic
approachof Gumperz t982; Gumperzand Cook-Gumperz 1982; Hymes 1972,1974;
Heller 1987; Heller ed., 1988), the sociology of language(cf. Fishman above), ild
ecologyof language(Ilaarmann 1986).
The present study draws on the notion of ethnic boundariesthat define and are
definedby anethnic group (Barth L969;Bank L996;Haarmann1986;Isajiw 1974).With
Barth(1969: 13) I view languageasone of the diacritical markersof ethnicity that "may
or maynot be relevantto behavior."'With Haarmann(1986: 261)Iprefer to relativize the
ethnolinguistic connection" viewing language iz ethnicity as a variable rather than a
central"criterion for the shapingof ethnic identity." Haannannemphasizesthat language
is a variable parameter (and one of many) in the molding of ethnic identity, and that is
'language in
why "the relation between language and ethnicrty has to be specified as
'language
and ethnicity"'
ethnicity,' andnot simply as a diÍfirse interrelation ofthe kind,
(Ibid.: 261; italics in original). Conceptualizingthe role of languagein ethnicity as such
leadsus to accept,for example,that "the relevanceof languagein ecologicalrelations

6For an overview of the study of language 41fl grhnis identity, see Gudykunst and Schmidt (1988).
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dependson the role it is assignedby ethnic groups in interethnic relations" (Ibid.: 258).7
Inspirational from Fishman's research is his identification of modified ethnic
identitiesinimmigrant ethnicgroupsthathavebecome'de-ethnicized.'
Fishman's(1985:
71) view that authenticethnicity means"continuity of being, of doing, and of knowing"
affords a useful distinction between"et"hnicdoing" and "ethnic knowing." His and other
studies (e.g., more recently, PapademefreL994 on Greek Ausfialians; Sabec1995 on
Slovene Americans), demonstratethat ethnicity in someform of expressionoutlives the
language,that is, the "knowing" in an immigrant ethnic community typically outlives the
"doing." Sabec(1995: 148), for example,concludesthat languageshift amongSlovene
Americans in Clevelandhasoutpacedthe progressingchangein the community members'
ethnic selÊdefinitions, and that "the languageis not consideredto be the most important
factor in preserving ethnic heritage for even one generation."
I also find inspiration in the few studieson Texas Czechsthat devote somespace
to ethnolinguistic issues(e.g.,Eckert 1998;Hanak ï979; Hewiff 1978; Machann L976;
Machann and Mendl 1983), and in Hannan's approachto the study of Texas Czech
communities (1985, I992a,1996a) which considersthe social, historical, and political
factors involved in the process of ethnolinguistic redefinition of Texas Czechstill the
presentday. Hewitt (1979: 47-8),for example,when explainingthe generaldissolution
of "ethnic enclosure" of Czech communities in Texas, assertsthat at least through the
1900s,the "essentialsof culturalheritage"(i.e., "religious beliefs,ethicalvalues,musical
tastes,recreationpatterns,literature,historical language,anda senseof a commonpast")
were preserved.Further, Machann and Mendl (1983) identiff some traits, morals and
values that prevailed through the late 1930s despite the already then-advanced
asssimilation of Texas Czechs, and Hanak (1979: 173) speaks of "identity with
difference" still distinguishing Texas Czechsfrom other Americansin the late 1970s,
becausethey'\vould melt away enoughof their ethnic egoto stay in the melting pot but
generally,not so much asto becomenondescript,anonymoussediment."

2.2. TetcasCzech variety
The fact that the majority of Czechimmigrants to Texascarnefrom NortheasternMoravia
also explains why, unlike other American Czech linguistic varieties, Texas Czech is
deeply rooted in Moravian (presently viewed as the Moravian dialects of the Czech
language),specifically in the Lachian dialect of the Silesian subgroup,the Valachian
dialect of the East Moravian subgroup,and the Hanak dialect of the Central Moravian

THaarmann does not simply assert the importance of "relativism of language in ethnicity"; he
attempts to clariff it (Ibid.: 257; italics in original). ÍmFortantly, he argues that "the avoidance of a priori
weighting or trying to fix the role of langu age as a predetermined criteion in ethnicity is not a weakness in
sociolinguistic reasoning, but rather a guideline for the sophistication of theoretical concepts (Ibid.: 262;
emphasis added).
The need to tease apart the notions of language and ethnicity and the insights we gain by doing so
rWhaley (1998).
are demonstated in a recent volume ot1eldengered languages edited by Grenoble and
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subgroup.My definition of Texas Czech as a reduced,simmigrant variety of Moravian
Czechthus reflects this dialectal basis of Texas Czech, the considerable mixing and
leveling of regional dialects over time and acrossgenerations,and the outgrowth of the
contact between Czech Moravian and English. Having undergone the process of
"relenguification" (Fishman 1985:66), Texas Czechtodaysurvivesas a'ïarying factor
in ethnicity," relevant to some and irrelevant to other ethnic memberships,rather ttran
being its stablefeature(flaarmann 1986: 261-2).

2.3. Ethnic identity, communigt boundaries, and language use
Theprocessof ethnic redefinition (Fishman1985, l99la;Haarmann 1986;Hannan 1996a
for Texas Czechs) in the Texas Czech community reflects a complex interaction of the
'Texanness' among
notions of 'Czechness' / 'Moravianness,' 'Americanness'and
the
determination
to succeed
Texansof CzechMoravian descent,theirpride in their ancestors'
despiteimmense hardships, fosteredby both the factual and semi-idealizedstories of
'old days' on the
immigration,their childhood memories,aswell astheir nostalgiafor the
'the
best of both worlds' on the other. Not
one hand, and a satisfaction with having
surprisingly, identity of ethnic Czechsin Texasno longerpertains"to the sarneculture that
was initially associatedwith that identif' (Fishman l99la:26). Rather, the unique Texas
Czechculture of the 1990sdraws on community members' "ethnic knowing" (Fishman
1985:5) of what it meansto be a Texanwith the CzechMoravianethnic background.
The boundaries of the Texas Czech commurity today are highly permeable.
Definingtheconceptofethnicboundary,BaÍth(1969:13-14)arguesthat"totheextentthat
actors use ethnic identities to categorize themselves and others for the purposes of
interaction,they form ethnic groups." However, his assignmentof "an imperative stafus"
to ethnic identity strips this conceptof the necessary"situationality" (Okamura 1981 in
Bank 1996),as "one's senseof one's own ethnicity waxesand wanes...dependingon the
currentsocial situationone is engagedin" @anks 1988: 17).Haarmann(1986: 39) views
thenotion of ethnic boundary as"deeply dependenton the attitudesand activities of ethnic
groups,which may serveto weakenor stengthenthem," andCohen(1985: 118)concludes
that
whether or not its stmctural boundaries remain htact, the reality of comrnunity lies in its members'
perception of the vitality of its culhre. People construct community synrbolically, making it a
resouÍce and repository of meaning, and a reference to their identity.

of ethnicity, suggesting
All theseperspectivesemphasizefluidity andcontext-boundedness
that when considering the boundariesof a far-gone immigrant community such as that of
TexasCzechs,one should amendBarth's conceptof ethnicboundaryto include the view
that "it is not so much the group which enduresasthe idea of the Soup" (Bank 1996: 12;
emphasisin original).

8 According to Polinsky (1994: 257): "1\e language that undergoes attrition is called reduced as
opposed to a full language [here, European Czech], i.e., a language characterized by firll conventional
knowledge" (italics in original; see also Polinsky 1995).
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Likewise, it is the 'idea' of the heritage language,rather than the actual use of
Texas Czech,that continues to play a role in the Texas Czech identity. I demonstrate
elsewhere@utkova 1998; 1999ab)that while the speaker'sidentity and identity of her
interlocutorsare the most important factorsaffecting languagechoice (cf. Dorian 1981;
Gall979),the useofthis variety in TexasCzechcommunitiesis limited to a few speciÍic
'weather talk'),
and only
functional contexts (such asjoking and teasing, greetings,and
certain social contexts (referring to both physical settings and occasions,particularly
polkadances,ethnicfestivals,andtheso-called'Czechweddings')eÍrcourageit.Onedoes
not have to speakthe languageto feel Czech or Moravian, although any use of Texas
Czech is emblematic of the ethnic goup membership and manifests the ingroup
solidarity. Thus, the remaining contexts of languageuse meaningfully complement the
community's reality as "expressedand embellishedsymbolically" (Cohen 1985: 98)
through various outward manifestations of ethnicity, cultural perfonnances of Texas
Czechpolkabandsbeing one of them.

3. Aims of the study
The goal of my ethnolinguistic fieldwork in rural CzechMoravian communities of Central
Texaswas to examinethe role of an obsolescentlanguagein the immigrant community and
in the shifting definitions of its members' ethnic identity. One of the most salient outward
expressionsof Texas Czechethnic identity is Texas Czechfolk music. In what follows, I
explore slmbolic meanings of this art form and identiff the link between the cultural
performancesof Texas Czechbands and heritage languagemaintenance.

3.1.Method
The method cenfral to my Íieldwork was participant observation. In the course of seven
months I participated in numerous social events (such as ethnic festivals, polka dances,
church picnics, community fund raisers, 'Czech' weddings, meetings of Texas Czech
organizations,and school reunions),conductedsociolinguistic interviews, complemented
by structured language tasks, and collected additional data through questionnaires on
languageuse and attitudes.In my presentwork, I draw on a subsampleof 39 interviews
from my focal communities(see3.2.below), 37 attitudinalquestionnaires,and fieldnotes.
The major advantageof participantobservationlies in its potential to yield good
samplesof natural language(Milroy 1987:78).eApart from a numberof ethical issuesof
which a researchermust be cogmzarfi,one technical difficulty worth mention here is that
audio-tapingin the midst of crowdedpublic eventsmay jeopardizethe quality of data.In

e All researchers interested in collecting natrual speech data through interviews
and participant
observationfacewhatLabov(1972:209)termedthe Observer'sParadox:'[T]heaimoflinguisticresearch
in the community must be to find out how people talk when they are not being systerratically observed; yet
we can only obtain these data by systematic observation." To at least partially compensate for its
consequences, I rely on four souÍces of data (i.e., observed language use, interviews, fieldnotes, and
attitudinal questionnaires).
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my study, audio-taping during dance socials, church picnics, and ethnic festivals with
performancesof Texas Czenhbandsproved quite difficult, yet such eventswere prone to
provide the most interesting languagedata (more on this point below).
The majority of insider views expressedin this article come from semi-stnrctured
interviews which cannot provide equally spontaneouslanguage data. However, Texas
Czechspeakersrarely chooseto use their Czech in spontaneousencounters,even if they
arerelatively proficient in it. Thus considering a very limited use of Texas Czech that one
encountersin natural settings, my interviews yielded invaluable speechdata. As for the
informants' autobiographiesand views aroundwhich our talk was centered,the degreeto
which I managed to offset the unavoidable bias dependedon whether v/e were able to
establishgood rapport and whether we talked in a context that the informant perceived as
nahual.
As Hill and Hill (1986: 73) note in their insightful discussionon the value and
drawbacksof sociolinguistic intenriews,
the best site for collection of material on ways of speaking is in contexts which are defined by
speakers themselves, in which the fieldworker is a participant observer, not an outsider who has
imposed a foreign context for talk.

Most of my interviews took place in an informant's home, and most of them were
constucted as semi-formal visits, sometimesincluding more conversationover a meal. I
interviewed individuals, couples,and groups.The couple and group interviews were most
successfulin reducing the event'sfonnality. In addition to the context, the researchermust
consider"how respondentsconstucted our identities and that of the interviewet''(Ibid.:
75).Having establishedseveralcloserrelationshipswith communitymembers,I benefited
from my enrichedidentity asnot only a researcherbut also as"a friend of a frie,nd" (Milroy
1987:66) interestedin the life of the community. Here I found that my CzechMoravian
backgroundand rural upbringing also affected people's perceptions of my place in the
community.Likewise, the image of a 'young girl who is running around' (to leam asmuch
as she can), created by the community members, seemedto work to my advantageas I
typically enjoyed a cordial welcome and hospitality. Finally, having matching sourcesof
datato gurde my analysis of ethnographic information that my informants offered has
helpedilluminate their ideologies about who they think they are and what languagethey
think they speak.

3.2.Focal communitics
Most of my Íieldwork took place in the Texas towns of Granger (Williamson County;
population 1,190) and West (Mclennan County; population 2,515). Granger is
geographicallymore isolated than West, which is situatedright offHighway 35. While
many W'estbusinesses(such as the Olde Czech Bakery, the Czech American Restaurant,
or the Czech Gift Shoppe) have successfully drawn on the uniqueness of ethnic
compositionof the town, onceprosperousbusinessesof Grangerhave lost the economic
battle against Walmart, K-Mart, and IIEB in the nearby town of Taylor. In addition, the
confioversial consbrrction of Granger Lake (completed nI977) displacedmany farming
families and, asI was told on many occasions,confributedto the economicdownfall of the
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town. As Mrs. Arnoldt0 from Grangerput it:
(1)

...tady neni indne zamëstnóni, ty obchody zaviraju, nemoí.il na temuydélat'.
' ..
.there'Íe no jobs here, the stores are closi.g down, they can't make a profit'
A nemame tady {grocerni ítóry), a musimejezdit' do Taylor...
'and
we have no grocery stores here, and [so] we have to go to Taylor. . . ' I I

Mrs. Borek of V/est, on the other hand, voices the commonview that the beginning of the
Czechethnic festival in 1976helpedrevive the town's commercialspiÍit: n'...It was after
'Westfest
when it all started, before the town was going down
the success of the
hill...[People] hadjobs in Waco and therewere very few little storesthat had kept up."
Yet, even though West hasbeen designatedby the StateLegislature asthe "Czenh
HeritageCapital ofTexas," I expectedto find more speakersofthe Texas Czechvarietyin
Granger. This hlpothesis rested in the reasoning that the town's relative geographic
isolation should have helped delay the dissolution of its "ethnic enclosure"(the term of
Hewitt 1978).(The speakersfrom Grangerindeeddisplayedhigher levels of proficiency
in Texas Czech;cf. Dutkova 1998.)

3.3. Focal informants
My 39 focal informants aresecond-to-fourthgenerationTexansof CzechMoravian
'With
the
descent.Most ofthem have beenlifelong residentsof the Grangerand West area.
exception of three informants who were the first to be born in the US, all speakof greatgrandparentsor grandparentswho settledin Texasin the late 19ftor the early 20ft centuries.
t0 Appendix A lists false sumames (without diacritical markers that for some of thern change the
quality of vowels and consonants in European CzecQ of all informants whose views are quoted in this paper,
along with their year of birth and the home community. Any overlap with the real sumarnes of many other
people whom I met, spoke with, or interviewed is purely coincidental. (In European Czecb, female sumames
are distinguished from male surnames by the ending -ová; e.g. ArnoldovrÍ.)
tr Note on Transcriprron: Softening of the Czech consonants lc, d, n, r, s, t, zl and the vowel /e/ is
marked by a háé,ekabove the letter (e.g., /é, i, 3, L...1; lë,l: [ie]), and vowel length is marked by a é,árka
'soft'
above the letter (e.g., 1g :1a:)). The Czech vowel /i/ is representedorthographically as either a
[i] or
'hard'
a
[y]. (The effect of this distinction on pronunciation is guided by specifrc grammatical rules the
discussion of which is not taken up in this paper.) Excerpts from interviews are tanscribed using regulaÍ
Czech orthography except for three adjustnents: (1) the /tr/í orthographic distinction is rendered as /í
regardless of the linguistic environment; (2) voicing ofunvoiced consonants affectedby the following voiced
consonant in speech is franscribed as such for (a) [k]< [g] (e.9., gde, negdy for Standard CzechÍStCzj bde,
'we are'); and (3) devoicing of voiced
'where, sometimes');
néfody
O) [s] < [z] (as b Ztne for StCzfne
as such for (a) [z] > [s] as in gívat
consonants
is
franscribed
consonants affected by the following unvoiced
for StCz4tíval'to sing'), and (b) [v] > [f] (astnMorafcifor Morayci' Moravians'). These adjusfinentshave
been made to better reflect the Moravian dialectal basis of Texas Cz.ech.Symbolsfor transcription: ( ) : my
question and franslation within the excerpt; - : paue; -- : wotd gÍoup or clause truncated (-- aod restart);
: my word insertion/explanation; ... : omitted segment; @@@: laughter; ( )) = literal tanslation of
[]
word/phrase; * : ungarnmatical feature in both Common (Spoken) Czech and Moravian dialects; {} :
'My franslation
of excerpts is closed
morphological integration (i.e., an English stem + aCzechinflection).
(genitive), DAT (dative), ACC
quotation
noted
GEN
in single
marks.' Case inflections
here include
(accusative), and VOC (vocative); INF : infinitive; PL:phral.
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My informant grouping reflects the fact that the definite decline ofintergenerational
fransmissionanduseof Czechin TexasCzechcommunitiesbeganafter World V/ar II. r2The
sampleis then composedof two groups:27 focal infonnants (13 matesand 14 females)
who were born before 1945(pre-1945group), and 12 informants(7 malesand 5 females)
born after 1945 (post-1945group).Twenty-two of them (17 from the pre-1945group and
5 from the post- I 945 group) married other ethnic Czechs.Telr informants born before 1945,
and6informantsbornafter1945marriedAnglo-Americansorother-ethnicAmericans;one
informantis single.This ratio reflectsthe increasedrateofintermarriageforthepost-IVorld
War tr generation. As for education, 15 informants graduatedfrom high school, and 10
finishedanywherefrom 6 to 11 grades.Dropping out of high schoolusedto be common
especiallybeforeWorld'WarII, when farmingrequiredfull-time involvementofall family
members.Six informants eamed college degrees and another 6 have taken classes in
communityor four-yearcolleges.Occupation-wise,this informant sampleis composedof
homemakers,farmers, health care workers, bank employees, tradesmen and the selÊ
employed,factory and postal workers, an engineerand a physician.
The views I quote in this paper were given by 24 Texas Czechs,with 16 from the
sample of 39 focal informants (described above) and 8 outside the sample.l3The
questionnairedata come from 37 focal informants who havereturned their questionnaires.

4. Ethnic identity and Texas Czech folk music
4.1.Historical p erspective
Owing to the first Texas Czechsettlers' origins in the Lachian and Valachian regions of
Moravia, that is closer to the Slovakian border, their transplantedfolk culture had "more
in common with Slovakia and other parts of the Carpathiansthan with Bohemia and
westemMoravia" (Hannan L996a:10). Some elementsof this folk culture proved more
practicalandmore desirablein Texasthanothers.For example,the elaboratecostumefrom
the Beskydy mountainous area did not survive in the Texas environment, while cimbál
(dulcimer),a popular string instrument(Ibid.: 11),was usedby the early musical groups,
thebestknown of which is the Baé,aFarnily Band of Fayetteville.
The Baéa Family Band was organizedby Frank Baé,aof Fayetteville in 1892.
Frank's father came to Texas from Bordovice, Moravia in 1860 and settled near
Fayettevillein the areathat he namedBordovice to remind him ofhis native village. Frank
Baë,a'swas
atruly familybandinvolving all ofhisthirteenchildren.The Baé,asestablished
themselvesas a brassband, plaÍng in the tradition of the 19ft century Bohemianbands,

12The mid-1940s spelled the end of once widespread intergeneratisl4l6ansmission of American
Czech(e.g.,Eckeft 1988, 1998; Henzl 1975; Hannanp. c.). Kuóera (1989), for example, notes thatAmerican
Czechsbonr in the 1950s gÍew up "v prostÍedí zcela americkém" ('in an entirely American environment')
with only some Czech still being spoken in the homes.
13That is, some of them I interviewe4 others I only met in passing. In both cases I draw on my
fieldnotes. Based on the available data, these eight informants include a retired high school teacher, a retired
fanner, a homemaker, a former shop co-owner and a community service worker.
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although they addedthe dulcimer,rawhich was typical for Moravian folk music groups.
In the late 1930s,Baëa's Band evolved into tlree bands,one of them being Ray
Baéa'sNew Deal Band. Ray's son,Gil Baca(todaywith anglicizedspelling),haskept the
tradition alive, first with his Houston-basedband, and sincehe retired, with his Fayetteville
Band. Just like his father, Gil Baca plays the dulcimer and other instrrments. The liner
noteson his band's recentaudiotapehigblight his successasan "ethnic musician" (Baé,a's
Musical History; G. Baca,p. c., December1,1997; Gil Baca, audiotape).
Undoubtedly, folk music has been the most popular expression of the Czech
Moravian identity in Texas.Hannan(I996a:11) emphasizesthat Texas Czechfolk music
is the product of the descendantsof the first immigrants rather than an expressionof the
fust settlers' musical hadition, which, in fact
did not reflect the taditions of eastem Moravia, however, where the fraditional folk music is
performed on stringed instuments. Until recent decades the Moravian folk music in Moravia was
viewed as backward and primitive in comparison with that of cosmopolitan Prague.

In the 1920s,live bandperfonnancesin the dancehallswerejoined by polka shows
aired on many local radio stations. This kind of "etltnic programming" (Machann and
Mendl 1983: 155) has retainedits popularity mainly, but not exclusively, among Texas
Czechsover the ageof fifty. In the 1920sand 1930s,TexasCzechscould pride themselves
in having about one hundredethnicbandsin the state(Ibid.:157). Someforty yearslater,
Machann and Mendl (1983: 154) commentthat it is'lrncommon for [their] informant to
remembera singlepohádka (fairy tale) but coÍnmonto perfectly recall, and be willing to
sing...dozensof songs." TWhileI have found that not very many peoplerememberall the
lyrics and are willing to sing aCzech song when asked,they are often able to sing along
with a band and do so spontaneously.

4.2. The role offolk music in Tuas Czechethnolinguistic identity today
In the dying language communities, living ethnically finds a surrogate in occasional
celebrationsof ethnicity. rWhile such symbolic expressionsof identity are a welcome
addition to, rather than the essenceol daily life, they may continue to play a role in
heritagelanguagemaintenance.For exanrple,as Sabec(1995: 114)reports,"et"hnicevents
show a dramatic rise in the use of the Slovenelanguage"among SloveneAmericans in
Cleveland.
Assessingthe stageof languageloss amongNative people of SoutheastAlaska
(namely Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian),Dauenhauerand Dauenhauer(1998: 67-8) note
that while "the languageeffort has never matchedthe popularity of singing and dancing,"
therehasbeen"thedramaticincreaseinlndianpride asmanifestedinthemany community

to Hannan (1996a: 12) notes that while "the craft of making and playing dulcimer was infroduced
to Texas from Moravia," the dulcimer became a part of brass bands playing polkas and walEes in the style
of the 196 and 206 century orchestas from Bohemia.
Ray Baéa played a dulcimer built by the Kreneks, another family of musicians and dulcimer
'Mother
Culture'
builders. Ray Krenek of Sealy still plays one today (the perfomrance at Matiëka Kultura
organizgd by the Folklife Resources in Austin, Texas, August 17, 1997).
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dancegroupsthat have blossomedin the last few years."They reasonthat "fs]inging and
dancingate easier,more fun, more tangible, and lessthreateningthan languageleaming."
Suchperfonnances
seryeas"obvious outwardmanifestations
of 'the culture' thattranscend
languageskills other than learning the songs," and therefore, are more appeahngto the
learners(Ibid.: 68). These'performancesof heritage,'however,canbe viewed not only as
"a more convenient 'badge of ethnicity"'(Ibid.); importantly, they help maintain the
presenceof heritage language in the community. Indeed, berng one of the creative and
' TexasCzechfolk musictoday
oftencommercializedoutwardmanifestationof 'Czechness,
functions as a key, spontaneous factor in language preservation. It is this point that I
explorein somedetail in this section.

4.2.1.TexasCzechfolk songsas a cultural performance
As conceptualizedby Hymes (1975) andBauman(1977, L986,Iggz),verbal performance
is
a mode of communication, a way of speaking, the essenceof which resides in the assumption of
responsibility to an audience for a display of communicative skills, highlighting the way in which
communication is carried out, above and beyond its referential context (Bauman 1986: 3).

Folk songsconstitutea'way of speaking'(cf. alsoHymes 1974)just as oral narrativesor
poemsdo; therefore,theirperformance,"like all communication,is situated,enacted,and
renderedmeaningful within the socially defined situational contexts" @auman 1977: 45).
A folk song, then, is "not just a text with a tune" precisely becauseits meaning is
contextuallybound, being communicatedin the act of performing (Titon 1992: 168).
Further, the presentationof Texas Czechpolka bands as part of ethnic events and
at dancesconstitutes "cultural performances,"that is, "scheduledevents,restricted in
setting, clearly bounded, and widely public" @auman 1977: 28). And while such
performancesare organized with the main objective of entertaining (Ibid.), they also
providea meaningful context for ethnic Czechsin the audienceto initiate and participate
in brief exchanges in their heritage language. Moreover, the sound of Czech lyrics
sunoundingthe youngest membersof this audiencehelps raise awarenessof, and in some
anenthusiastic
endorsementfor, having CzechMoravianethnicbackgroundandlanguage.
Such perfoÍmances then become "the occasion and event that fosters through social
interactionandparticipation the collective consciousnessand affirmation of group identity
or ethnicity" @éhague1992:177). Overall, the community membersthemselvesappeaÍ
to view theseperformancesasdiscrete'encapsulationsofculture' (Singerin Bauman1992:
47),occasionallyput on display for both outsidersand insidersto enjoy.
Among communicativemeanskeying performancesof TexasCzechpolka bands
the useof the heritage languageoccupiesthe most prominent place; it is not a "special
usage"@auman t977:17) of the audience'sprimary language(hereEnglish), but rather
a call from the past reminding those who care of who they are. This use of ancestral
languagegoeshand in handwith an "appealto tradition" (Ibid.: 21). 'Whilethe bandshave
their own idea of how a song should be performed (involving primarily changesin its
instrumentation),andwhile they strive for creativity in orderto sounddifferent from others,
most of them take as a point of referenceTexas Czechadaptationsof original Czech folk
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songs,or authenticallyTetcasCzechcompositions.rs
To thesepoints ofreferencetheywant
to remain faithful.
As for typical settings and events,TexasCzechbandshavetraditionally performed
in SP"f^tf{6dance halls, community centers, or out in the open, for dances, 'Czech
weddings,' church picnics, and ethnic festivals. Band membersusually \ilear a white shirt
and a vest with embroidered hems. The motifs decorating the vest are rather simple and
tend to differ from one band to another.An errbroideredvest is an essentialpart of a Texas
Czechcostume,sometimes\Mornby itself to symbolize one's membershipin the Texas
Czech community when the event attendedcalls for it. Some costumesare authentically
Texas Czech,othersapproximateregponallvoje(costumes)fromtheanceshalland.rTMore
or less 'Tex-Czech modified' costumes(referredto as such by Mrs. Karas from West,
among others) are also worn by dancing and singing groups.
4.2.2. From Czechto TexasCzech 'variety' bands
Machann(1988: 109) observesas"most striking" inthe developmentof TexasCzechfolk
music 'ttre adoption of elementsfrom American 'countr5r'("counby andwestern") music,"
and reasonsthat this might be happening because"counby music is the closest thing in

15As for the lyrics, Titon (1992: 169) observes that the media together with the efforts to preserve
folk songs (hence written notation taking the place of oral tansmission) tend to effect reduction in their
variability from one version of a song to anqther. While Texas Czech folk songs have not escapedthis trend,
some variations in lyrics within one song performed by different Texas Czech bands can be still recorded.
For example, in the song From Tabor to us (Od Tábora aí k nám), the line má drahó MaÍenko ('my dear
'my dear
Mary') as sung by Kovanda's Czech Band becomes má drahá panenla (literally,
doll') when
performed by Vrazel's Polka Band. (The song, in the Kovanda Czech Band's version" is reproduced in
Appendix B.) There are also differences between the Czech and Texas Czech versions of one song (for
example, the Wild eoose waltz / Husiéka divohi in which European Czechs singnemohla doletét, spadla do
potoka / 'she couldn't land, she fell into the sfreatn,' and where Texas Czechs - apparently unanimously 'she
have vypila vodiëlu z naíeho potoka /
drank water from oru sfream'). Finally, at times one encounters
somewhat pnzzlng lines as in the song She was sittine bv the fountain (U studónlE sedéla), where the
Enropean Czech version has U studánlcy sedéla, do vodió:lE hledéla, spatiila_malou rybiëtfujaL_pelvlmla
vodiëht ('She was sitting by the fountain and was looking in the water, she spotted small fish swallowins
ldrinkinel water'), while a Texas Czech band I have heard play the song many times sings, ...spatiila malil
rybiëku,abv se bála vodiëlat ('...she spotted small frsh so that she [the fishl was afraid of the water') with
incorrect case inÍlection (vodíëla7-ACC instead of vodrë&y-GEN). (Note that the rhyme nrybiëkg/vodië)lat
is preserved though at the expense ofthe gramrnatical case ending, and that the purpose clause aby se báIa
vodiëlat fails to peaningfully modi$ the main clause beginning wifhspafíila tpotted'.)
16Slovenskapodporujícíjednota státu Texas (Slavonic Benevolent Order ofthe State ofTexas), or
SPJST, with its weekly Irestník ('Herald') published in English, is a flourishing orgnnizsliea ssÍn$ining
fraternalism with issuance of insurance policies. SP"I,SIwas established in 1897 and its lodges used to be the
center of cultural life in Czech Moravian communities across Texas. rWhile many lodges have remained quite
active to the present day, vitality of their cultural Ufe has been fading out.
17Authentic &roye from the Czech Republic have beEn a highly priced - and praised - commodity
among Texans of Czech Moravian descent many of whompurchased one while visiting the Czech Republic.
A talented seamstess in West caters to American (mainly Texas) Cznchcustomers who are interested in a
slightly or significantly modified version of an authentic regional lvoj.
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America to a living hadition of Anglo, rural, folk music, ffid the Texas Czechs are a
predominantlyrural-oriented people, even today."Most Texas Czechbandstoday utilize
elementsofcountrymusic style andinstrumentationintheirpolkasandwaltzes,and adopt
full-fledged country songs into the repertoire.In fact, Machann (1988: 109) cites data
obtainedasearly as 1977indicating that already at that time about 50% of the Texas Czech
bands' repertoire from live performancesand about 25Yoof the songs recorded on their
albr.rmsfit the genre of counfiy western.
ln contast to Kovanda's CzechBand, which is unique today becauseit plays an
"[a]uthentic Czechpolka and waltz music," other Texas Czechbandspromote themselves
as offering a variety of styles for all types of audiences;for example, Vrazel's (in the
original spelling Yráíre|)Polka Ban{ one of the most popular Czechbandsin Texas, is
advertisedas performing "polka, waltz and counfirymusic since 1953."18This trend is
apparentfrom promotional slogans of other major bands - from those that continue to
foregroundauthenticity of their Czechmusic ("innovative Czech folk music" combined
with 'country' and 'modem' of the DancehallPolka Boys), through those that seemto
presentboth styles on equal footing (the Lee Roy Matocha orchesfa with its "old,time and
'counfry' aspect
modernmusic for all ocasions"), to the bandsthat appearto highlight the
of their repertoire (the Granger Polka Boys, a "five-piece variety band featuring old-time
country,polka and waltzes'), and finally thosethat marketthemselvesusing a vagueand
perhapscommercially the most appealinglabel of all (the El CampoMelody Boys, "the
mostversatilebmdin Texas . . . honoringeveryone'sheritage")(lresmík Jan.28,1998: 11;
emphasisadded).te
It is possible that the slogan of El Qampo Melody Boys, "honoring evetyone's
heritage,"expresseswhat most Texas Czechbandsare striving for. At the sametime, as
long asthey keep the Czech-sungpolkas and waltzes in their repertoires, at least some of
ttreirmusic will retain its appealas an impoÍant symbol of ethnicity. Should they resort to
Englishfranslations,however, this specialcharacteristicdistinguishing Texas Czech from
other polka bands in Texas would be lost, and with it, the bands' unique role in the
maintenanceof Texas Czechethnolinguistic identity (cf. Mr. David's words in excerpt 2
below).This may soonbecomea pressingissuefor TexasCzechactivistsaswell asmusic
loversconcernedwith the preservationof Texas Czechfolk music ÍIs \Meknow it today.
(2)

Mladi uí, zapominaji na éesku muzilar... if we don't do something about it
'the young have been already forgetting Czech music...if we don't do something about it,'
ja myslim íe mosime óeslat mwiku spivat engliclE, aby to mladi mohli byt'partof it,

r8 The composition of the Kovanda brass style band i.e., two bugles (or bugle homs, in Czech
ldídlovlw\, two clarinets, two tombones, a baritone, a euphonium, a tuba, and drums, is a reflection of the
original Czechbrass band music hansplanted to Texas. (The band's organizer, Vlastimil Kovanda of the
former Czechoslovakia, established the band in 1984 and retumed to his home country a few years later.) The
anangement of the five-member Vrazel's Band" on the other hand" with its two saxophones, two electric
guitars, druns, and two accordions, represents the Texas Czech style significantly influenced by Texas
county and western music.
te ln addition, the Texas Chapter of Polka Lovers Club of America (P. L. C. of A.), the biggest
chapter in the US having 1,000 members in 1995 (Gallup 1998), and the Texas Czech Polka Music
Association, with its Houston-based monthly Tavs Czech Polka News, both play an important role in the
promotion of Texas Czech folk music today.
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'I
think that we have to sing Czech music in Englis\ so that the young people could [can] be a part
of ig'
a Polaci uZ to délaju.. ja to nemam rad, ale...
'and
the Polish have been already doing it. . .I don't like i! but. . .'
(Mr. David a musician from Ennis)

Trying to appealto all agegroups,somebandschooseto emphasizetheir music's
adaptability to the modern age, de,picting it as something 'cool' and empowering (for
exÍrmple,the print on a tee-shirtpromoting Vrazel's PolkaBandreads,'Vrazel's Polka and
Power"). None of them, however, seem to have fulfilled the expectations of young
audiencesas successfullyasa Denton-basedband,Brave Combo,which plays a variety of
styles including Czech, German, Polish, and Mexican polkas. Their "nucleaÍ polka"
incorporates everything that young audiencesmight look for - no enhancementstrategies
necessary.Mr. Eden from West describesthe band as "a crossbetweenÓech ('Czech')
dancing and American, they sort of mix the two together,they're hippie style, long hair,
but they play fast-paceCzechmusic,polka andwaltzes,andkids love it..." He thinks that
at least twenty percent of younger people come to the annual \il/estfest only becauseof
Brave Combo: "They bring the Czechmusic to the youngerkids and they're acceptingit."
His statementassumeswhat generally tendsto be the case:That Texasteenagersof Czech
descent lack interest in Texas Czech folk music. His wife then continued, "I'11 turn the
'lve
music on [radio polka show] andthey [her children] laugh," to which Mr. Eden added,
guess
they don't understand..."
love it, and I get upsetwhen they do that, but I
The question that often surfacedin interviews was whether Texas Czech bands,
naturally interestedin gaining more popularity andsatisfactoryearnings,must compromise
their repertoire to appeal to the widest possible audience."In Texas you have to play
'West
counfiry," saysMr. Frinta, a farmer andmusician himself. However, Mr. Gustav from
believesthat this compromisemight be hurting the popularityof somebandsthat play high
quality polkas and waltzes but whose country and western does not live up to the saÍne
standards. He moderates "The American Cze,chHour," the radio program at KHRB
Hillsboro, which is one of the many Texas Czechpolka shows aired acrossthe state of
Texas. Interestingly, in Mr. Gustav's experiencethe Texas Czechaudienceprefers Texas
Czechmusic so strongly that the selection of the bands from the CzechRepublic must be
limited to "maybe three songsa week." He says,
(3)

I don't really think [the bands] have to - [compromise], they just do it to bring a little more variety
to what they play, and I personally think that's a mistake. If you play Czech music, you should play
Czechmusic and stay away from country western...I think that a lot of the bands that ty to mix it
up don't have near the following...I'm not sure if there're any Czech bands in Texas that play
authentic music, I think that the music they play has been adapted to - I think the correct term is
"Texas Czechmusic," I've never heard a band from Czechoslovakia that sounded anything like
bands here.

The "American Czech Hour" polka show has yet anotherhard worker behind the
scenes,Mrs. tlrda, who saysthat shewantsthe selectionof music to include at leastsome
bands from the CzechRepublic, "so that peopledon't forget how it sounds." Sheis also
concerned with the quality of pronunciation of Czech lyrics, making sure that only the
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recordingsin which singers "pronounce the Czech orMoravian correctly"2oare included.
Someexamplesto illustrate Mrs. Hrda's concemfollow. First, I reproducea few
linesfrom the Wild olive waltz as transcribedby one Texas Czechmusician(excerpt4).
Here, only two misspellings (underlined) would be clearly detectablein the actual
performanceof the song. Incorrect lengthening of vowels serves as an example of
haphazardplaceme,nt
of diacritical markerswhich is very commonin (todayratherscarce)
examplesof Texas Czechwriting. Breaking words into syllables(e.g., ne vím insteadof
nevím'I don't know') may simply reflect the rhythm of the song.
(4)

*OIívo, *olívo, +olívo zelenó
[should be olivo'olive-VOC']
'Olive, olive, green olive'
'tell me', dëlé'rs
\elcní tnné *olívo, co mij milj *dëlat [should be íeloi
doing' instead of INF
*délát I délat'to do'l
'tell

me olive what my love is doing'

'you-DAT' nepovím 'I
Jó *A b *ne-povím,já to sama *ne vím [should be d
will not tell' , nevírn
,
'I
not
know']
do
'I won't tell you, I don't know it myself
Já jsem strorn zeleny, já *nhinit *ne-umím [should be mluvit'to speak', neumím'I don't know
how']
'I

am [ust] a green tree, I don't know how to [cannot] speak'

In another example (from the Wild goosewaltz), one band's singer mistakenly
pronounces
thewordz4rs okarnthehneHusió,lmdivokáletélazrytsokn('the wild goosewas
Ílyrng up high') as vysoká ('tall'), thus obscuring the line's meaning. In the next line,
vodlókubecomes vodyé,lat('water-ACC'). Texas Czech speakersare able to detect
'foreignness'of suchpronunciation,becausein Czechthelylhardens while thelil softens
theconsonant/d/preceding it (cf. note 10). Finally, the difficulty that singersin the mid50sandyoungertend to havein commonis mispronunciationof the fricative trl,ll lÍlwhich
is uniqueto EuropeanCzech(resultingin an approximation[rzh]). Belonging to the postWorld War II generation, they usually heard Czech spoken as they were growing up but
werenot encouragedto learn to speakit.2r
Mrs. Ilrda is likely to be even more selective about the bands that perform Czech
folk musicbut whose membersarenot of Czechdescent.Another informant,Mrs. Ivanik
from Granger,saysof such cÍrses,
'o M*y of my infomrants referred to their ancestral language inlslgfoangeably as "Czech" or
"Moravian" (and to the community's present-day variety as "Texas Czech" describing it as "broken," "half
and half," "mixed," "slang," "brogue," and the like), further problematiziog the concept of Texas Czech I
Moravian ethnolinguistic identity.
" Apart frompronunciation, some of them do not fully understand the meaning of the lyrics they
perform. As I observe4 the Czech-English dictionary then comes in handy for those who want to present
an English swnmary of the lyrics to non-speakers in the audience.
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(5)

You can always tell when they don't know how to speak ëech ('Czech'),
nëmaju ty haë:lryna tyrn a toí 'they
don't have those haé,eh [a softelring diacritical mark] above it so - '
but they do well' ty lidi co radi *tanëit' - tak to dyclE bude...
'but - they do well,
those people who like to dance -- so it [the dances] always will be [will last] . . . '

An interesting question is why the musicians who would feel more comfortable
singing in English still prefer Czechinstead.That they do not chooseEnglish suggeststhat
the sound of Czech lyrics sung to a Texas Czechtune retains a special meaning for those
who atte,ndpolka dancesand aJnost daily turn on the radio to listen to their favorite polka
show. At the sametime, the task of singing without comprehensionis not too difficult, if
the singers"don't have thosehaëlqtaboveit," ttrat is, ifthey arenot too particular about the
placement of diacritical marks and the pronunciation of lengthened vowels or softened
consonantsof European Czech. While more fluent Texas Czech speakerscan easily tell
when the singers "don't know how to speakëech," the young non-speakers,v/ho cannot,
axeexposedto the sound of (somewhatdistorted) Czech,and the reminder of their ethnic
belonging still pertains. Overall, incorrect pronunciation never raises a serious concern
among the audience.
My questionnaire data indicate that most informants in both age goups (i.e., born
both before and after 1945)enjoy listening to polka music broadcastfrom the radio stations
in Cameron,Hillsboro, Taylor, and Temple (Table 1). Specifically,the data show that2l
(80.7%) informants in the pre-1945group and 9 (81.9olo)in the post-l945 group listen to
their favorite polka shows with more or less regularity.

Table 1

Listeningto Czechfolk musicon radio stations(N:37)
(Cameroq Hillsboro, Taylor & Temple,Texas)

Statement:"I listen to the Czechradio broadcast"
AO
S
R
Ratio
%%%%%%%
OG (N :26)
3.8 30.8 19.2 26.9

Group(N)

YG (t!: 11;

9.1

27.3 r8.2 27.s

N

N/A

Yes

tS.4

0

3.8

rs.z

0

0

Legend:
A (Always)/ O (Often)/ S (Someti*er/ R (Rarely)/ N (Never)/ N/A (NonApplicable/ Yes (Affirmative responsewith no further specification)
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Also, most of them saythat they can sing alongwith a Czechband.For example,Mr. Jaros
from Grangertold me,"spivam é,eslEtroiiëlat ('I sing Czecha little'), what I know and
someof that Czechwesing in chwch.. ." My obsenrationsconfirm this and similar modest
self-assessments
by others.Mr. Janakfrom West sayson this topic:
(6)

Á tudyg jag maju ty tance tak tÍebas ta jedna {orkestra} z Ennis,
'and when
they have those dances here so - like one band from Ennis,'
tagjak oni piijedi vétíinu dyclE v nedélu odpoledía se tancuje,
'when
they come, usually ((alway$) on a Sunday afternoon there is a dance,'
a jag je to tak polovica v tom tak lwídy mél trochu piva, tag zaënrt spívat é,eslqt
'and when it's about half
way through [and] everybody had some beel, then they start singing in
Czecb,...'

That this music genuinely touchesthe heartsof those born in the 1940sand the
1950sis evident in the words of Mr. Kotrba who says:
(7)

Jag negdy ve *práce neco nejide dobÍe, a ja sa negdy napólím...
'sometimes when
something goes wrong at work and I get mad,'
ja dycky rad poslucham é,eskymuzilE protoíe to je '
'I
always like to listen to the Czech music becauseit is - odkad píiílo
ja
gde
...
píijmeno
moje
to
dyclE
dobíe
ve
srce,
vim
udéIa
'it makes you feel good in
lyour] heart, I know where ... my last name - where it came from'

ln addition to the radio shows and polka dances,an occasionalperformance of a
Czechchoir at a designatedmass, a wedding or a funeral, and the singing during the socalled"polka mass" (or, "Czech mass"),22fraditionally featured in the program of ethnic
festivals,also tend to invoke such a heartfelt senseof ethnic belonging in both performers
andtheir audiences.Thus the pride expressedby Mrs. Ludvik, who directs the Senior
CzechChoir in Granger, for having kept her promise to one of Granger'sCzechpriests to
'neverstop singing in Czech' ("nepíestanuspivat ëesly'), may stem from her realization
thatwhat shedoesis helping preserveone ethnic tradition; through her role asa performer,
shemay have "found a senseof ethnic identity for [herself]" (Cohen 1985:55).
Music by itself is not the only channel of communication between the performers
andtheir audiences.There are,for exarrrple,severalbandleaderswho pre,pareandmoderate
their radio polka shows. Once on the stage,the spokenword - when infroducing the next
number(in English or inboth CzechandEnglish), or insertingajoke or a coÍnment- both
smoothestransition from one song to anotherand helps performers maintain contact with
their audience.They do not expect their audience'sundivided attention though; while
couplesdance,friends and acquaintancestalk, eat and drink. If a respected,well-known
band(such as the Vrazels) is playing, their steadfastfans sometimes cluster aÍound the
stageandjoyfully sing along, no\il and then re\ilaÍding the band with shouts of approval.
popular bandstypically have a steadyfollowing, friends and acquaintances
tend
Because
to outnumberstrangers,which only accenfuatesthe relaxed atmosphereand informality of
the event. When the break comes, one can seemusicians interacting with the audience

2 One main characteristic of the polka mass is that all church songs (some of them of Czech origin)
arebeing sung to the familiar polka or waltz tunes. Texas Czech folk singing grcups are usually invited to
furnish the music.
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membersoffthe stage.Generally, oneortwo-day ethnic festivals generatemoreexcitement
than dances(typically lasting only a few hours).23
One exchangethat I wish to present here (in 8) was recorded during a Granger
Polka Boys' performanceat the Kolache Festival in Caldwell @urlesonCounty).24
(8)

M: A little cowboy- a little laavslEogar
A1: Hemustbetalkingaboutme!@@@
A2: Maybeheis oneof themnol @@@

The exchangervas initiated by the band leader's (Mr. Milan; M) introduction of the next
(cor:n@) song. In response to his "A little cowboy - little lvavslgt ogar" Qiterally
'cowboy' into one of the NortheasternMoravian dialects),one mernberof the
fianslating
audience (A1) replied laughingly, "He must be talking about me!" to which anotherman
(A2) added,"Maybe he is one of them too!" His remark, however, was alreadymuffled by
the laughter that the first man's joke had earnedand by the first tunes of the number "A
little cowboy." One might think that the latter commentwas at least mildly offensive, but
such joking, more frequent among males than females, is fairly common among Texas
Czechs.It is also one of the few remaining functional contextsthat tend to produce Texas
Czechspeech.25
When a musician is the onetelling ajoke, he hasto considerthe compositionof the
'Bohemian' jokes. Traveling
audience.For example,someelderly peopletake offenseat
Texas with his polka band, Mr. Milan has learnedwhich locations in Texas are still zones
'Bohemian' or'Aggte' jokes. He says,"enemleiói nenisumoc blisko
too sensitiveforhis
'dva
Bohimini Aggies" ('only if I'm not too closeto Houston I say two
Hustonjaieltnu
Bohemian Aggies'), when naming the actorsin a joke he is aboutto tell. He now knows
that it is saferto be more selectivewhen his band is playing in the Houston areq where his
jokes aboutBohemiansoncemet with disapprovalof someolder peoplewho, as a result,
saw Mr. Milan as being contemptuousof Czechheritage.26

a While both festivals and dancescombine 'larticipation and performance in a public context," the
level of involvement of performers, organizers and audience is appreciably higher during ethnic festivals
.,what is spoken, acted, or displayed in festival - public or private - anticipates a response". This
where
active mode, then, makes demands on participants, requiring their attention. And this concenfration of
attention heightens consciousness, creating an intersection of individual performance and social reflexivity"
(stoeltje 1992:263).
2aThe Czech wotd kolóëe-Pl (a round-shape type of pastry typically with cottage cheese, pnrne'
'kolache-Pl' or fully integrated into English as
oÍ pear filling) has been adjusted to the English spelling as
,kóhcheg-pl,. Koláóe baking competitions are taditionally a part of every Texas Czech festival. This
particular event takes place in the "Kolache Capital of Texas" (The 71s Legislature of the State of Texas).
25Tsitsipis (1989: 121) reports that in Arvanítika, a dying Albanian variety, "competence in
performing genres such as jokes is frequently singled out as the most significant aspect of a good speaker's
ability, not features of grammar or other structural domains."
26The word "Bohemian" has strong negative cormotations, particularly for those bornbefore 1945,
asthey oftenrememberbeingmade fun of asBohunks,Bohanks,Bohimini,orBohemiansby (mainly) Anglofunsrigans and Gemran dlasriqans in the past. Most Texas Czechs equate the word "Bohemian" with a
,,Gypsy" (which r one of its dictionary lpanings), whom they stereotype as a person of loose morals, jobless
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Summing up, if "the interactionsbetweenperformersand audiencesreflect various
meaningsassignedto the performanceeventandprocess,"asBéhague(L992: 172)has it,
the meaningsthat Texas Czechs find in and contribute to the band performances derive
from their assertionof ethnic bonding and solidarity with alI naíinci ('the ones of our
kind') who participatein the event.
The bands perform not only in the dancehalls and dwing ethnic festivals, where
folk dancingand music indeed"set the paceofmost activitiesandkey the emotionsof the
participants"(Stoeltje 1992:265),but alsoatthe so-calledCzechweddings,known for long
guestlists, lots of beer and Texas Czechstyle food, and, importantly, a dancewith a live
band.(I was told that in Ennis, Texas,"you just haveto havea Czechwedding.")Justlike
anyuse of Texas Czech,whether a single word referenceto 'beer' aspivo, or a greeting
exchangebetweentwo elderly couplesat the dancewhile waiting for anothersongto begin,
TexasCzechmusic is a manifestation of ethnic group membershipand ingroup solidarity.
Importantly, my data suggestthat the band performancesat dances,weddings, and ethnic
festivalscreatea social spaceconduciveto the useofTexas Czech,exposingalsoyounger
generations
in the audienceto the soundof Czechlyrics in folk songs,thushelping to shape
andshengthenthe 'idea' of having a heritagelanguage,ofbeing a TexasCzech/ Moravian.
As Mr. Nalevka from West put it, "let's not forget the music, eventhough my children and
themajority of people around here do not know what songs- what the words are that this
bandis playrng,they're singing Czech,that'simportantto them,that's a Czechcustom,it's
aCzechtradition, andthey grerwup with if ' (cf. Mr. Jaros,Mr. Janak,andexcerpt6 above).
The three exchangesreproducedin (9-11) are given to illustrate the fypes of
interactionthat one can overheardwing suchethnic socials.In excerpt(9), two men in their
50s(identifiedonly asA andB) greeteachotherin passing,walking down the streetfilled
witlrboothsselling Texas Czechfood and variouskinds ofmerchandise.It is the first day
oftheKolacheFestival in Caldwell. The soundofmusic is ubiquitous,comingfrom at least
four different stageswith at least four different bandsand/or singing groupsperforming at
respondsin
thesametime. Even though the exchangeis initiated in English,the addressee
TexasCzech.
(9)

A:How aÍe you doing, man?
B: ah - pomóly / 'slowly' [it's slow, but it's going]

In the next example (excerpt 10), we move to the FraternalAuditorium in West
wherea danceis being held to help celebratethe JodieMikula Band's anniversary.Here,
both speakersÍre in their 60s, and both are from Ennis. Joseph(Jozef,I) initiates the
exchangewith his friend Mary (MaÍenlw; M) by teasingher (Maíenko, ty si stracena?l
'Mary, areyou lost?') and then opensa topic to which Mary replieslaughing,teasinghim
backabout his excessivepartying. The point of referenceis anotherdancethat Joseph
attendedthe night before.
(10)

J:

Maienko, ty si stracena? Ja su Jozef, ale ne svaty dneska
'Mary,
:ue you lost? I'm Josephbut not tle saint one today'

A:

Oh dneska ne, dneska si svaty,lëera's nebyl,ja sem to slyíela @@@

andhomeless, hence a complete opposite of a hard working Czech or Moravian.
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'Oh today you're
no! today you'Íe the saint one, yesterday you weren'! I've heard it'
J:

Ja sempÍijel dom o pulnocit
'I came
home around midnight!'

Finally, during the same event (as in 10 above) I was fortunate to record a
conversationin which Mr. Ondra (O) and ÀtIr.Prnka (P) exchangedinformation about their
age and then continued to talk about their past and present experienceswith the Czech
language.Excerpt (11) includesthis part of their conversation.
(11)

P: Jak sí stary? / 'how old are you?'
O: budu mët devÈdaíedesát / 'l'llbe sixty nine'
P: ja mam sedutnaíedesát| 'lamsixty seven'
O: toL,ty seí o dva rolE mladii / 'so you are two years younger'
P: ty si ten staÍiéeh ja su ten mlady @@@
'you're the
old man and I'm the young one' [joking]
Mr. O: I wish I would have lea:ned Spanish up here, it'd be useful now almostlostmy ëech ('Czech'),
Mr. P: jasemmluvilmexiclEjagznebylinafarméveGren&i...I
too
'I spoke Mexican
[sic] when we ((were)) lived on a farm in Granger...'
Mr. O: ja mam kamarada tady na lanek od nas na Penelopé
ï have a friend here just a bit away from us in Penelope a *ona talE pravi i,e nemoLe -'and she also says that she can't --'
jag chodila do ikoly ona mluvila dobíe ëeslE aji rodiée...lcontinues in Czechl
owhen she
went to school she spoke Czech well and so did her parents...'
Mr. P: jag my mluvime doma, tag my trochu norafslry a trochu engliclry,
'when we talk at home, so we speak a little Moravian and a little English,'
je_* rniíane, toí nemluvime íecla &slE ...
'alk
'it's mixed,
in Czech all the time'
so we don't

Mr.
Mr.
Mr.
Mr.
Mr.

In addition to the TexasCzechbandsand singing groups,there aremany folk dance
'Where
groups in Texas.
the Texas Czech polka bands seek a middle course by adding
diversity to their r€pertoire, Texas Czech dancegroupsmake similar decisionsthat affect
and their choreography.
both the choice of music to accompanytheir danceperformances
'West,
which is perhapsthe most
Mrs. Karas, the leader of the Czwh Folk Dancersof
popular dancegoup acrossCzechTexas,commentedon this issue:
(12)

I would sayit's [choreography]very muchë ech('Cz,ech')typestyle,we havewatchedthetapesof
dancersfrom the ëecfrRepublic,andwe'd pick up stepsfrom them,andI feel like thestepsthatwe
any
don'tthinkthatthemusichas
seen:ueverycomparable...I
do incornparisonwithdanceswe've
inÍluenceon steps,themusicmay soundTex ë ech,butthestepswe aredoingarestill theEuropean
stylewith the lifo andpolkastq)s...."

Later in our conversation she remarked about one of the dances that her group wÍts
practicing: "it gives us a chance to express how we feel being Czechand being Texan. . .we
do it as a tribute to our ancestors coming to Texas."
Just like the choir director who proudly continues to sing in Czech, the Czech Folk
Dancers of West have found a way to assert and express their ethnic identity through
performance. They choose to schedule all their family time around weekly practices and
frequent appearances at ethnic socials, andtheseperformances have earnedthemdistinction
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amongother dancegroups aroundthe state.While the performerroles may not dominate
their other social identities @auman 1977: 29), they are Íirmly a part of their lives throughthem they foreground who they are ethnically. Similarly, many musicians love
whatthey do no matter how little profit, comparedto the time invested,they make. They
also enjoy being appreciatedand publicized by their audiencesand relevant media.
Representing
them here is Mr. Milan who says,"enomíeja straíné mam rád tu muziku"
('but I just really love this music') - the trouble is worth it. He seeshimself as a musician
first.
ContemporaryTexas Czech folk music has been shapedthrough the processof
culturalassimilation.The perseveranceof the Czechpolka andwaltz tunes,on the other
hand,demonstratestheir remarkableresistanceto assimilation (Machann 1988: 110).
Importantly, however, the assimilation process during which the polka bands have
continuedto draw on American country music Íinds its counterpartin the adjustmentto the
modernage in general,becausethe interest in traditional polkas and waltzes has been
dwindling in the Czech Republic, the ancestralhomeland of Texas Czech, as well.
Interestingly,Mr. Vasek of Grangerobserves,"...and of coursewhen we were in Praha
(Prague),
we noticedhow Americanizedthey areoverthere,we evencouldn't Íind the Óech
('Czech') tapes!", viewing this generational change solely as the result of Western
influence.On anotheroccasion,I was asked,"'Wheredoes one find Czechmusic in the
CzechRepublic?" This inquirer must have drawn on her experiencein the CzechRepublic
aswell (Panelon Texas Czechmusic at Matië,kaKultura, August L7, 1997).

4.2.3.Thefutureof TexasCzechfolkmusic
TexasCzechfolk music is one ofthe few 'things Czech' in the ethnoculturalheritagethat
manycommunity membersbelieve to have a potential to outlive the ancestal language.In
additionto this generaloutlook on the issue,some realizethat the music's longevity will
depend
on the interestof the yoru:rgergenerations,asMr. Rudolf in excerpt(13) points out,
andothershighlight the role of preservationistsin Texas Czechorganizations.The latter
viewis representedin the words of Mrs. Sladek(S) and Mr. Trnka (T) in excerpt(14).
(l 3)

...pokad' nekeri ti mladi se budil ué.it' a buài hrat, budem mnët ë,eshi muziht dost' dlilho..
'as long as
some young people learn [to play] and play [it], we'll have Czech music for a long
time...'

(14)

Mrs. S: We are trying to keep it alive Mr. T: - oh, having that - the CHST [Czech Heritage Society of Texas] being formed and trying to
keep everything going, and we're seeingmore polka walE dancesnow than we ever did before, it's
picking up...

In excerpt(14), the collective 'we' in fact standsfor 'they,' namely "the CzechHeritage
Societyof Texas."Mrs. Sladek's'we' comesfrom the couple'sdesire"to keepeverything
going,"while Mr. Trnka's 'th€y' reflectsthe reality, i.e. the actualreferentwhoserole is
to fulfill this goal. This ambiguoususe of referentsseemsto derive from the tension
betweenone's emotional stand(the desireto preservethis piece of tradition) and one's
pragmaticassessment
of the actualsituation.This competitionis evenmore salientin the
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corrununitymembers' views on languagemaintenance(cf. Dorian 1982),suggestingthat
their languageloyalty is unlikely to transcendto the level of personalparticipationin the
attemptsto saveit. Suchideologies,or people'sbeliefs aboutwhat is andwhat shouldbe,
stemfromtheirunderstandingofthe stateoftheirtraditionalmusic - andheritagelanguage
- in Texastoday.
I have also encounteredviews highlighting the role of Texas Czechfolk music in
languagepreservationefforts (in the words of Mrs. Udaril from West,umoje déti co se
nauóili, nauéili se z muzilqt'7 'what my children have learned, they've leamed from
music'), aswell asthe oppositebefiee evenamongstthe most devotedfansofTexas Czech
bands,that neitherlanguagenor the musicwill survivebeyondthe current,at bestthe next,
generationof TexasCzechs.Mr. andMrs. Vasek(V) of Grangerrepresentthis latter view
(excerpt15).
(15)

Mr. V: Ne moc dluho - naíe déti, a jejich kamaradi co souëeíi. a nebo co b)tli rozeni ëeíi.
'not
[for] very long - our kids, and their friends who are Czech, or who were born Czech,'27
u ádny nemluvi èesky,a nekery co eíèe mluvi to je jich velice málo,
hobody speaks Czech an)rmore, and those who still speak [it], so there're very few of then5'
a tady neni potíebi aby mluvili é,eslE,tady je potÍebi mluvit' mexiclcy nei, ó,eslE,
'and there's no need to speak Czechhere, they need to speak Mexican
[rather] than Czech here,'
Isic]
a neminijil it' do ëechoslovenskn, moínó enom na nejaht dobu 'and
they don't intend to go to Czechoslovakia, maybe only for a while -'
aleja pochybuju íe za padesat roku bych tu slyíel hodné ó,eslE'
but I doubt that in Íifty years I would hear much Czechhere -'
(a muzika?) muzika téí, '(and music?) music as well --'
Mrs. V: ja nevim, vyhyne, protoí,e aji v Elgn jak chodirne, oni povidaju less and less polka
dances...
'I don't know, it'll die becauseeven in Elgin
[a dance hall] where \ile go, they say less and less
polka dances...' [sic]
Mr. V: ...the younger generation does not care for it -Mrs.V: our two kids fliving] right here, they still love to polka and waltz, but there's not that
many young couples that will dance at polka dances

This couple's argumentis clear: Young people do not seekpolka dances,and therefore,
theseinformants' generationis most likely the last one to encouragethe bandsto perform
traditional polka and waltz (valétk) tunes.Moreover, the couple's experiencefrom the
justlikeinTexas, this typeofmusichasaclearlydefinedaudience
CzechRepublic,where,
of people over the age of fifty, reinforcestheir view that the chancesfor its survival are
rather small.

27The assertion that 'their friends who p Czechs, or who are ((were)) bom Czechs, nobody speaks
Czech any more' makes ap:uzzling distinction, given that neither the former nor the latter are said to
speak/use the language. While Mr. Vasek might have simply phrased the same ethnic designation in a
different form (i.e., 'are' and 'are born'), one could also speculatethat he was referring to some outward
'Czechness' in
expression of
those who are Czechs as opposed to those who are born Czechs.
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5. Conclusion
While in the late 1980sone could still arguethat "[n]ext to the Czechlanguage,music has
alwaysbeenthe single most important cohesiveforcein Texas-Czechculture" (Machann
1988:107),today it is Texas Czechfolk music, more so than Texas Czechvariety, that
continuesto expressthe redefined 'Czechness'of TexasCzechs.
I have arguedthatCzechlyrics in Texas Czechfolk songssignificantly contribute
to theethnolinguisticmaintenance,asthey remind young Texansof Czechdescentoftheir
ethnicidentity and exposethem to the 'idea' of having a heritagelanguage.When Texas
Czechspeakersand semi-speakershear a familiar song,they recall at least some of the
lyricsandspontaneouslysing along.When young peoplein their teensandtwentiesattend
ethnicfestivals (as they do in V/est mainly to enjoy what Mr. Eden defines as "a cross
betweenÓech dancing and American" in the "nuclear polka" of Brave Combo), they
inevitablyhear songs sung in Czechwhile walking aroundto seewhat else the festival
groundshave to offer. Some stay a while to watch a polka band playing on the stage;
othersevenjoin the coupleson the dancefloor. While it is unlikely that they would ever
considergoing to a Friday night's polka dancein the'West Fraternity Hall, they do not
seemto mind trying out this 'old-fashioned'dancinghere,on the festival grounds.Perhaps
it feelsmore legitimate, andjoining the festive crowds somewhatsafer,than purposely
attendinganeventwhereaTexasCzechbandentertainsthe over-the-age-oÊfiftyaudience
thatsuchperformancestypically attract.It is encouragingfor many older and middle-age
communitymembersto seethat young people attendethnic celebrations.Someof them
hopethat with time theseexperienceswill lead their offspring to appreciateTexas Czech
musicandperhapseven to learn their heritagelanguage.
To conclude,TexasCzechsform a communityto which Fishman's(1985: 5, 1l)
notionsof the "participatory" nature of postmodernethnicity and the predominanceof
"ethnic knowing" over "ethnic doing" clearly apply. Along with Czech / Moravian
identity,Texas Czechfolk music hasundergonea processof redefinition. It hasbecome
oneofthe "badgesof ethnicity" thatone can easilyput on and take off (Dauenhaueret al.
1998:68-9),andone ofthe overt "diacritical featuresthatpeoplelook for to showidentity"
@arth 1969: 14) when the occasioncalls for it. Using thesesymbolic markers,current
generations
of TexasCzechscontinueto appreciateanddisplaytheir ethnicity. As for the
language,it is not so much the acfual use of Texas Czechas the idea of the heritage
languageperpetuatedby the lyrics of Czech folk songsthat - owing much to the Texas
Czechpolkabands- enduresin Texas.
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,dppendixA
Informants(N:24)
8 femalesand 10 malesbom before1945
2 femalesand 4 malesborn after 1945

(N:18)
(N:6)

In the alphabeticalorder:
Inforrnant

Year of Birth

CommuniW

1.Mrs. Arnold
2. Mrs. Borek
3.IvÍÍ. David
4. Mr. Eden
5. Mrs. Eden
6. Mr. Frinta
7.lvlÍ. Gustav
8. Mrs. [Irda
9. Mrs.Ivanik
10.Mr. Jaros
11.IvÍr.Janak
12.Mrs. Karas
13.Mr. Kotrba
14.Mrs. Ludvik
15.Mr. Milan
16.Mr. Nalevka
17.Mr. Ondra
18.Mr. Prnka
19.Mr. Rudolf
20. Mrs. Sladek
21.1vft.Trnka
22.Mrs. Udaril
23.Mr. Vasek
24.Mrs. Vasek

1913
t924
1930s
1951
1956
1931
1951
1928
1925
1953
l9I7
1950
1943
1932
1946
1924
1928
1930s
1942
l94l
1938
1938
1926
1935

Granger
West*
Ennis*
V[est
'West*
Granger*
West
'West*
Granger
Granger
West
V/est
V/est/Temple
Granger*
Granger
rWest
'West*
Granger/Iiileen*
Granger
\Vest
West
West
Granger
Granger

Note: (*) indicatesthat the informant falls outsidethe sampleof 39 (cf. note 12 above).Apart from 24
informantslistedin this Appendix,the interlocutorsspeakingin excerpts(8-9) areidentifiedasAl andA2,
andA andB respectively,andthosein excerpt(10) by their realfirst names(asusedin the exchange).

Appendix B
From Tabor to us
Od Táboraaí k nám(polka)

Taas Czechfolkmusicand ethnic identity

0)

l: Od fiáborad, k nárnI cestië*ajalco mlat :l
'FromTaborto us / thepath is very nice walk on]'
[to
l: Po níjsen chodívalswu mílouwdívwlkoUt denëastobát:f
'I wouldwalk it with my love manytime.severyday'

a)

l: ChodívalchodtvalI Hepal na okenko:l
'I wouldwalk I would walk
[itJ / knock on the [her] window'
l: Spíia nebo nespíí,nebomê nulyiíi, má bahó MoÍnko :l
'Are you asle€por aÍe you not asleep,or do you not hearme, my dearMary?'
(3)
jó nesphnI jó É,dofte slyíím :j
l: Já nespím
'I amnot asleepI am not asleep/ I hearyou well'
l:Jaronhejó to&, potéíení moje,otertfti nesmím:l
'ButI mustnot openthe door for you, my darling'
(Kovanda'sCzechBand)
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