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THE CARIBBEAN PERFORMING ARTS 
 
The Caribbean Creative Industries are diverse and need the implementation of strategies, which 
address those diversities.  The Performing Arts cannot be addressed with blanket solutions to cover all 
sections of the Performing Arts.  Diverse strategies must be employed in response to the varied needs 
and objectives identified.  
 
The Caribbean region with its cultural dynamism has preserved our ancestral memories through the 
Performing Arts of music, dance and theatre and created cultural tools of resistance and revolution, 
which continue to impact cultural communication systems globally.   The Performing Arts sustain our 
culture from within and generates new creative expressions uniting the region. 
 
The Caribbean Identity reflects a melting pot of humanity with the common constant being Africa.   
Each country’s identity however, varies in the region depending on the historical context and the 
variety of ethnicity dominant in that space. 
 
While music has proven its ability to be self-sustaining with limited or no help from the private sector 
or Government, the disciplines of dance, theatre and visual arts are often times left out in the cold.  As 
my specialty is the dance, I must use this discipline as my instrument to present the dilemma in which 
the other arms of the performing arts are placed.   Married to the music is always the dance.  
 
 
 
ANCESTRAL RETENTIONS IN DANCE 
 
I sit and look through the window at trees as they blow softly and I feel my back receiving the wind, 
slowly rippling, beginning in my spinal column and the sensation articulated is yanvaloo1. I stand at 
the bus stop watching the Jamaican people labrish, communicating with ‘dem one anada’ through loud 
expressive gesture. I know I am seeing the arms of Kumina, Revival2, and Shango3. I walk, run, stride 
the mountains and valleys and I feel every muscle in my body changing and being an expression of the 
voluptuous terrain, the many pumping waterfalls are the Ashanti warriors revolting for freedom, 
screaming to be remembered.   
 
Memories come through the energies of Burro, Bruckins, Etu4, Kumina, Palo,5 Comfi6 and 
Nyahbingi7. I watch quietly as the people scream for homes, scream because their children are hungry, 
scream an unending scream as they fight to survive not merely exist and I come to the realization that 
because of the memories of our ancestral heritage, no Caribbean person merely exists.    
                                                 
1 Yanvalloo  ritualistic dance in honour of the God Damballa in the Haitian vodun pantheon   
2 Kumina and Revivals ritual of ancestral worship found in Jamaica with dances specific to each one   
3 Shango:  a Yoruba deity/orisha manifested as the name of the religion in Trinidad, found also in Santeria in Cuba, and 
Candomble in Brazil originating in the Yoruba religion of Nigeria having a dance specific to that deity/orisha 
4 Burro,bruckins, etu:  traditional celebrations in which dances are found specific to each one carrying the same names. 
5 Palo: a Congolese retention ,a branch of ancestral worship practiced in Cuba showing strong similarities in the drum rhythm 
and the dance to Kumina 
6 Comfi: an ancestral religion in Guyana 
7 Nyabingi an order of Rastafari indigenous in its form to Jamaica the celebration of worship is referred to as a Nyabinghi 
groundation and is practiced by every order of Rastafari in which are found dance movement common to all Rastafarian 
celebrations.  
8 Evo-revo: evolution and revolution occurring simultaneously as a part of the dynamics of culture 
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Caribbean dance begins from a spiritual space, the ancestral groundation of the blood, sweat, and tears 
of millions of Africans deposited on these shores with a dash of Asia and Europe.  I experience in my 
body the revolution of Reggae, Dancehall, Rastafari in Bingi and the evo/revo explosion of a Carimod 
(Caribbean Modern) technique in L’Antech.   
 
The gyration of the swirling hips, the convoluting spinal column, the swaying arms, the  
juxtapositional use of space, the contrapuntal rhythms of Africa, feet firmly rooted in the earth, 
intimately and spiritually connecting wo/man with drums, wo/man with ancestors, wo/man with 
wo/man and wo/man with Gods.  

 
In the Caribbean, there has been an explosion of movements - an evo/revo8 synergized through time, 
exposure and experiences.  For us, dance is the ritualistic celebration of life bathed in the oceans, 
rivers, sunshine and moonlight of the Caribbean.  A voice for the voiceless, Caribbean Dance is life 
expressing itself from our innermost beings.   
 
Judith Lynne-Hanna in To Dance is Human translates the embodied experience of dance which 
directly relates to the Caribbean, specifically Jamaica, into academic language for which I am grateful.  
“Dance is culturally patterned and meaningful.  It is not universally identical behaviour but rather a 
proven innate, instinctive response…an individual learns dance on the basis of innate capabilities, plus 
social interaction....dance as a system of ordering movement, a cumulative set of rules or range of 
permissible movement patterns, one of the elements comprising culture.  It reflects other cultural 
manifestations and is a vehicle through which culture is learned”.9   
 
Caribbean dance is rooted in traditional forms, which are eventually presented as theatrical 
performance dance.   The dance is ‘culturally patterned and meaningful’ and therefore reflective of the 
social-political and economic climate in each country.   
 
 
DEVELOPMENT OF POPULAR DANCES 
 
In the Jamaican experience, popular dance is today reflected in the movements popularised by the 
Dancehall phenomenon.  Dancehall moves are continuities of traditional vibrations and memories.  
Similarly, dance in sacred rituals are specific to each practice and contain specific information on the 
body. This dancing body reflect the retention of ancestral memories communicated through the body 
and shaped by the historical vibrations in the space.  These organic dances and dancers represent a 
wider cross section of the population and validate the historical information in the space.  
 
In Jamaican modern contemporary dance, the sacred and secular dances guide the definition of 
Caribbean dance, unlike the narrow prejudicial guidelines of Classical ballet and its offshoots. In order 
for the contemporary arena to be ‘culturally meaningful’ it must be dominated by the source 
information from the traditional, indigenous and popular dances. The objective of the theatrical 
performance is to be a reflection of the various elements, which comprise Jamaican culture.     
 
Long after Africans came across the Bering Strait to trade with the Tainos, Christopher Columbus 
made an accidental “discovery” which resulted in the “birth of the new world” according to 
Europeans. To this day, we continue to give birth to the cultural consciousness of the new world. 
 
 
                                                 
9  Judith Lynne-Hanna in To Dance is Human, p.31. 
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We have given birth to the likes of CLR James, Kamau Brathwaite, V.S.Naipul, Derek Walcott, José 
Marti, Beryl McBurnie, Molly Ahyee, Ivy Baxter, Rex Nettleford, Eduardo Riviera, Alicia Alonzo, 
Louise Bennett–Coverley, Oliver Samuels, Sparrow, David Rudder, Monty Alexander, Eddie Grant 
and the Honourable Robert Nesta Marley, to name a few. 
 
Trinidad originated the only instrument created in the 20th century – the Steel Pan, Jamaica gave birth 
to reggae music. 
 
Time and time again, cultural industries explode like a capsule and time and time again we challenge 
and prove incorrect V.S.  Naipul’s statement that “History is built around achievement and creation; 
and nothing was created in the West Indies”. (1962) 
 
 
 
GOVERNMENT & CORPORATE CONTRIBUTION TO THE ARTS  
 
Governments do not develop Caribbean Cultural Industries. The Performing Arts industry was and is, 
created, developed and supported by the people.  Pioneered by individual efforts to create, cultural 
industries in the Caribbean, which continue to impact the global marketplace, affect social structures 
and are an ongoing source of national identity and pride.  
 
Dance companies such as L’Acadco-A United Caribbean Dance Force, Jamaica’s NDTC and the 
Trinidad Dance Theatre cannot be assisted by ‘paper pushing’ meetings from which documents 
become published and disseminated to no avail.  The never - ending meetings convened to support and 
develop the Performing Arts is of concern to many cultural agents and organizations.  In the minds of 
many, Cultural Industries develop in we backyaad and is nurtured to fruition by the individual 
visionary creators with little or no government assistance or generous corporate support. 
 
This is not a recent phenomenon.  Trinidad’s Carnival integrates the music, glamour/fashion, food and 
ultimately the dance reflecting the ritual retentions into an unforgettable cultural experience.  The 
impact of folk forms including Revival, called Spiritual Baptist, Kumina (a Congolese retention in 
Jamaica), Nyabinghi – Rastafari, Ska, Mento, Salsa, Rhumba, Zouk and Dancehall.   If the music does 
not stimulate movement in the spirit and finally in the body, then that music does not have market 
value. 
 
It is the of convergence of music, dance and theatre, that has assisted with the success of Sean Paul, 
Elephant Man, Beenie Man’s and many others.  Music cannot survive without dance and visa versa.  
Dance has become a globally dominant aspect of creative expression. 

 
Through the Performing Arts, countries can: 
 

1) Sustain their National Identity 
2) Brand Regional Identity 
3) Empower Youth  
4) Create a more well rounded society 
5) Encourage non-violent self expression 

 
According to a study done by the American Education Research Association in 2002, music improves 
math achievement and proficiency, reading and cognitive development as well as boost SAT verbal 
scores and skills for second-language learners.  Dance helps stimulate creativity, originality, 
collaboration and flexibility; improving expressive skills, social tolerance and self reliance.   
 

 4



Drama helps with understanding social relationships, complex issues and emotion improves 
concentrated thoughts and story comprehension. Visual Arts improve content and organization of 
writing; promote reading skills and interpretation of scientific images and reading readiness.  The lack 
of focus to educate the nation on the values and abilities of Artistic involvements results in the 
continued disrespect of the Artist and of Artistic endeavours, which become regarded as hobbies. 
 
 
EDUCATION & TRAINING 
 
If the sole purpose of creating Performance Arts programmes at the Tertiary Education level is to 
produce teachers rather than salaried performers, then the sub-sector cannot hope to sustain itself. 
 
The Performing Arts include content and artistic expressions inclusive of:  

1) Output of human labour  
2) Human creativity for production 
3) Symbolic meaning giving the Caribbean specificity, which gives for cultural values,  
definitive identity and as such cultural industries.  
 

One of the aims of globalization is to stimulate national identity crisis through cultural colonialism by  
the United States of America.  While the constant work of media has assisted this aim, the Caribbean’s 
identity has been defined by the Performing Arts which continue to shove through ancestral memories 
in theatre, music and dance.   
 
The concerns of the cultural industries are many and valid. Existing institutions focus on the artiste 
and artistic organization after they have successfully achieved their goals. They begin to focus when 
they might no longer be needed.  These organizations have never regarded the Performing Arts (other 
than music) as being a economically viable cultural industrial tools and in most instances are manned 
by persons who have no idea of the needs of the developing artiste or organizations. 
 
To date there is no centralized organization established regionally or nationally with the specific aims 
of: 

1) Understanding the market for all aspects of the performing arts 
2) Investing in the training of the artiste for trade and development as in the case of Cuba 
3) Expansion and development of our vibrant and diverse cultural communities 
4) Examine strategies to meet its citizens needs and our cultural experiences 
5) Establish ‘cushioning’ for the performing artiste or developing performing groups 
6) Provide technical assistants for developing artistic endeavours 
7) Provide networking  
8) Assist to identify funding sources 
9) Assist with public education component seeking to raise the awareness of the value of the arts 

to a developing nation 
10) Provide cultural education initiatives 
11) Provide administration assistants for the Arts 
12) Provide grants writing workshops 
13) Develop Arts- in-Education 
14) Enhance dialogue with Industry, Trade and Government 
 

Katherine Dunham is credited with creating the Katherine Dunham technique in which can be found 
the yanvallo from the Haitian Vodun religious practice, Kumina from Jamaica’s Congolese retention, 
bamboche found throughout the Caribbean.  Documented and disseminated as the Katherine Dunham 
Technique, Ms. Dunham is lauded by the American dance community for her contribution deleting the 
information on the source of her movement structures, the Caribbean. 
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When L’Acadco – A United Caribbean Dance Force performed at the Black Dance Festival in 
Washington D.C in 2004, as the only Caribbean company on the stage, the audience feedback 
indicated that they did not understand the movement structure. Caribbean dance vocabulary is unique 
and varied.  The classicalization of Caribbean dance into a modern-contemporary language has moved 
the indigenous traditional forms into 21st century dance language to meet the global requirements of 
modern contemporary dance, still dominated by Afro-Caribbean data.  
 
This flabbergasted the audience, yet this phenomenon has been validated by newly created Caribbean 
modern contemporary ‘CARIMOD’ techniques of Cuba, Haiti and Jamaica. African-American  have 
decided that they validate Caribbean Modern Contemporary dance. They believe that knowledge of 
the Katherine Dunham Technique gives them the validating canons for Caribbean contemporary, 
traditional and indigenous dance.  The lack of documentation and dissemination globally will require a 
pen. 
 
The product of dance, theatre and visual arts are often times overlooked as a valid product for trade 
and export. Dance Companies are booked globally and it is documented that America non-profit 
Performing Arts groups generate U.S$134 billion in activity and support 4.85 million jobs nationally.   
It is fruitless to develop the Performing Arts without an understanding of trade capacities and well as 
technological advancements, which enhance these trade capacities. 
 
 
SUGGESTIONS 
 

1) The Performing Arts must take responsibility to present highly professional works. In music 
Monty Alexander, Third World, Steel Pulse, Eddie Grant, Culture, Bob Marley present works 
which meet the quality control demands of the global community. The dance, theatre and 
visual arts must also meet those demands.  

 
2) The Performing Arts must aim for the main market venues similar to Alvin Ailey, Garth 

Fagan and Chuck Davis Dance Africa. Many times, their information is sourced from us. We 
need to represent ourselves in those markets.  The aim for a Dance Companies touring 
potential to perform primarily for Caribbean people at an independence celebration or a 
Caribbean festival is not viable. 

 
3) Technological Marketing Strategies need to be implemented as communication instruments to 

inform of our existence. 
 

4) Managers in the industry need to be educated on the Performing Arts, and not only on the 
management of music as the method of management is different. 

 
5) We need to get rid of some of these governing bodies who are clueless, their naivety hinders 

the development of the Performing Arts as an industry and has wasted millions of dollars in 
the process.  

 
6) Create a Caribbean Creative Industry Coalition, a regional industry body in the shape of a 

centralized arts/media council, which addresses the issues facing the sector including entry 
barriers faced by Artistes.  A body whose working name for this document will be the 
Caribbean Arts, Media and Heritage Council having knowledge to assist the developing 
performing artiste towards the goal of becoming viable in the cultural industries, creating jobs 
and an intra-regional Caribbean market. 
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The Caribbean Arts/Media and Heritage Council will be comprised of people who represent the 
industry and have an in –depth understanding of the problems faced daily by the Performing Arts 
industry. These person will become a centralized lobbying body for the Creative and Performing Arts 
as well as work to educate the governing bodies, agencies and officials about the issues  nationally, 
regionally and internationally. 
 
We in the Performing Arts need to revolt and scream to the world that we can do what you can do, 
always questioning whether they do what we can do in the dance. 
 

Wine we batty 
Lif up we titi and 
Pointe we tuoz  
All simultaneously  

 
 
 
 
TRADE DILEMMA 
 
-Funding  

– Subsidies 
- Grants 
- Sponsorship 
 

-Training 
– Performers 
- Instructors 
- Production 

 
-Market Access  

– Travel Constraints  
- Travel Costs 
- Immigration 
- Technology 
 

-Business Capacity  
– Management 
- Business Proposals 
 

-Taxes  
– Import 
- Income 
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