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3. INTRODUCTION 
 
This project was inspired by my 1997 visit to the home of Sir Phillip 
and Lady Sherlock in Kingston, Jamaica; a milestone in the 
research that led to my resource on the British Caribbean in the 
First World War era; and an overwhelming first encounter with the 
visual art movements developing in the Caribbean from the 1920s.   
 
The objective of that First World War resource was to enable 
learners and educators, to discover and explore a vital chapter in 
the making of modern Britain, and our modern world. I gathered 
primary and secondary sources to reveal Britain’s Imperial 
relationships with her Caribbean peoples in 1914; how four years of 
war became the major turning point in our journey from the slavery 
era; the catalyst for emerging colonial relationships, ethnic pride, 
aspiration, identity and culture.  
 
 “White racism exercised a pervasive influence in every sphere of 
 relations between Whites and Blacks and it was implicit in 
 colonialism to deny the self-worth and capabilities of colonial 
 peoples”  
 Dr. Glenford Howe, University of the West Indies, 1993 
 
 “Nothing we can do will alter the fact that the Black man has 
 begun to think and feel  himself as good as the White!”   
 Gilbert  Grindle, Colonial Under Secretary, 1919 
 
My exploration began with the colonial and cultural heritage of 
British Jamaica and Trinidad, because over the period I’m 
researching, these territories emerge as the major players in the 
British Caribbean. Their visual arts, characters and narratives, are 
the strongest template for exploring the new era from 1920 in terms 
of colonial and cultural heritage. To give this research a broader 

regional context, my journey included first visits to (French) 
Martinique and (Spanish) Panama.  
 

• I wanted to see Caribbean visual arts and culture, learn 
something about it, and discover a new sense of who we 
are, and the journey we have travelled.  

 
What follows should only be seen as a basic introduction, and by no 
means in-depth or comprehensive. Hopefully this is the spine to 
which further research and development will be added by me, and 
by collaborators – now and in the future  
 
Over the course of my journey I was able to record interviews and 
consultations reflecting a broad range of perspectives. At this stage 
rather than interpretation, my main focus has been to allow my 
contributors to speak for themselves. I have not included details of 
my journey.  
 
After transcribing, I have organised and presented my selections in 
a simple and accessible structure. Where English is a second 
language, I have kept changes to the minimum in order to retain the 
sense of different European cultures in the make up and heritage of 
the colonial Caribbean. I am really hopeful that you will find their 
meaning clear, but if need be I will address this and any other 
problems in the online resource being developed from this 
research. 
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4. RESEARCH OUTLINE: 
 
The award of a 2012 Winston Churchill Memorial Trust travel 
fellowship has enabled me to combine professional and personal 
interests in visual arts, heritage and culture: To build on previous 
research and resources allowing learners and educators to explore 
multi-dimensional perspectives on history and legacy, identity and 
citizenship; and further my knowledge and understanding of my 
Caribbean sharecropper grandparents’ colonial journey from 
enslaved African and Indentured Indian heritage. 
 
Recognising but turning from the New Negro Movement in the USA 
expressed by Harlem Renaissance art and artists, my journey 
explored ethnic consciousness, pride and aspiration expressed in 
visual arts and popular culture from the 1920s; in Jamaica and 
Trinidad & Tobago, with comparative studies in Panama and 
Martinique. The intended outcome of this project is to establish a 
lasting and developing resource. It’s main aims and objectives are: 
 

• A web resource to stimulate discovery of (British) Caribbean 
visual art history  

• That learners and Educators explore the impact of 
Caribbean art alongside the Harlem Renaissance 

• That Learners and Educators explore the rich heritage and 
diversity of Caribbean visual arts expression 

• That Learners and Educators explore Caribbean art heritage 
alongside study of ‘usual’ art movements 

• Black History Month/Black Studies exploration of visual arts’ 
role in expressing Black British perspectives on society, 
politics, identity and culture from the 1920s. 

• A new dimension to inter-generational study of Britain’s 
Caribbean heritage. 

General research questions: 
• How did they challenge establishment views on Black and 

mixed-race subject matter and creativity? 
• Who were their patrons? 
• What did they produce? 
• Who were their intended audiences? 
• How was their work revealed to the public? 
• Could ordinary men and women engage with it? 
• What was the response? 

 
Specific questions: 

• How did visual artists of Black and mixed-race heritage in 
Jamaica, Panama, Trinidad and Martinique express 
perspectives on society, politics, identity and culture from 
the 1920s to 1955? 

 
• Did the Harlem Renaissance, Marcus Garvey (and the 

UNIA), and the New Negro Movement Black consciousness 
have impact and/or echoes in Jamaica, Panama, Trinidad & 
Tobago and Martinique? 

 
Colonial context: 

• How did the visual arts express colonial heritage in Jamaica, 
Panama, Trinidad & Tobago, Martinique – before 1920 and 
forward to 1955? 

 
• How was colonial popular culture expressed by visual arts 

before 1920 and forward to 1955: Eg commercial advertising 
 for everyday items, music hall, religious imagery, press, 
 photos, movies and newsreel? 
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Research plan: 
Over a 7-week period, I travelled to explore visual arts heritage in 
Jamaica, Panama, Trinidad & Tobago and, Martinique: 

• Hearing the thoughts of community organisations, 
historians, teachers and collectors 

• Recording consultations and interviews with senior visual 
artists who talked about their lives, their art, and influences 

• Recording consultations and interviews with senior 
members of Black communities 

• Recording consultations and interviews with senior 
members of the wider communities 

• Informal conversations as well as recorded consultations 
with students of visual arts and socio-cultural heritage  

 
Scheduling: 
My travel research was based on established contacts in Jamaica 
and Trinidad, and experience of travelling and completing research 
and productions in the Caribbean since 1997. Detailed 
arrangements and scheduling before travel, and programming on 
arrival, were with the help of: 

• Jamaica: Ainsley Henriques is on the Council of the Jamaica 
National Institute, helping to oversee their National Gallery, 
and the Edna Manley School of Art, he is also one of 
Jamaica’s leading art collectors, and his network of contacts 
throughout the Caribbean is extensive. His Jewish family  

 
• Panama: Professor Melva Lowe de Goodin, Founder and 

member of board of directors of The Afro-Antillean Museum 
(SAMAAP) - Celebrating and preserving African heritage 
and culture from the slavery era, and the late 19th and early 
20th century British West Indian migrants who came to build 
the canal, railway... Heirs to Panama’s ethnic (Black) pride 
movements of the early 1920s, ‘SAMAAP’ are respected as 
community leaders.  

 
• Trinidad & Tobago: Selby Wooding (QC – retired) was one 

of the island’s leading collectors of works by the painters 
and sculptors of the Trinidad Society of Independents (his 
‘Bijou’ collection); Andy Jacob - artist, art historian, curator 
and 2nd Vice President of the Art Society of Trinidad & 
Tobago 

 
• Martinique: Professor Gerry L ’Etang is a lecturer in 

Anthropology at the University of the Antilles and Guyane 
(Martinique) - member of the Centre for Interdisciplinary 
research in the Humanities. His books include ‘Painting in 
Martinique’, and ‘India in the Arts of Guadeloupe and 
Martinique’.  

 connection with Jamaica goes back many generations.  
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Sources: 
My itinerary of potential sources included community and cultural 
organisations, artists, historians, collectors, art galleries, museums, 
libraries, archives, University Departments, churches, banks, hotels, 
public buildings and spaces, festival artists and performers, 
religious artists and spaces, private and national collections…  
 

• I recorded a total of 38 consultations and interviews, of 
these 4 were on-camera with artists: Barrington Watson, 
LeRoy Clark, Embah and Victor Anicet.  

• For the purposes of this report I have fully transcribed 20 of 
my recordings.  

• The web resource resulting from my research will feature 
edited audio and movie clips from recordings, in addition to 
my photographs and other gathered images. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
  
  
  
  
    
 

 
Equipment: 
Digital video Camera:  Sony Z1 
Tripod:    Velbon PH-368 
Sound Recorder:  Marantz PDM661 
Microphones:   1 x Sennheisser wired tie mic        
    1 x Lavalier wired tie mic 
Digital Stills Camera:  Lumix – Leica/Penta 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Laptop Computer:   MacBook Pro 0SX 10.6.8 
Scanner   Epson Perfection V30 
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5. JAMAICA 
 
 1907 1918 1927 1931 1938 1945 1950 1955 
Jamaica Earthquake 

and fire 
destroy most 
of Kingston  

British West 
Indies Regiment 
mutiny at 
Taranto 

Marcus Garvey  
returns to Jamaica 
from USA 

Edna Manley 
and Koren der 
Harootian stage 
first exhibition of 
Modern Art 

At launch of 
Nationalist 
Movement, 
Norman Manley 
declares the arts a 
vital expressions 
of new Jamaica’s 
identity and pride   

British Council-
support first ever 
Exhibition of West 
Indian paintings  

Jamaica School of 
Arts and Crafts 
opened by Edna 
Manley 

JLP Government 
wins election under 
Norman Manley’s 
cousin, Alexander 
Bustamente 

 
A study to explore colonial Jamaica’s visual arts, and popular/folk 
culture as expressions of ethnic pride identity, aspiration and culture 
– 1920-1955: giving context to my explorations of Panama, Trinidad 
& Tobago, and Martinique.  
 
 
Did the Harlem Renaissance have impact and/or common bond 
issues in Jamaica? 
 
1) As an American Movement 
 
Dr David Boxer: 
Ronald Moody was actually an exhibiting artist in the United States 
with the Harlem Renaissance artists. He is now beginning, I mean, 
what 15 years after his death or more, but he’s beginning to be 
taken into the fold. The Tate has acquired a major Ronal Moody. 
They had a sort of room exhibition of his works fairly recently and 
so on, you know, as a Black artist. 
 
Ainsley Henriques: 
I don’t know that there was much impact here, and I’m not familiar 
with it to that extent. The main Afro-American influence here was in 

one sense Richmond Barthe. Richmond Barthe was the foremost 
African American sculptor of the 20th century, and he lived here for 
20-odd years. I think he had an influence here on Edna Manley and 
some of the other people in the field of art. 
 
The West Indian Union and Students Union in Earl’s Court (London) 
was where the pulse of the Caribbean was. There was no pulse of 
the Caribbean in America to the best of my knowledge. Except for 
maybe Harlem itself. So I don’t have any real feel for any Harlem 
Renaissance coming back to Jamaica. I can’t think of anybody. I 
mean the only person that had any influence, or was influenced, or 
maybe he influenced Harlem, was Marcus Garvey. And he 
influenced Harlem. Harlem didn’t influence him. 
 
Dr Veerle Poupeye: 
Jamaicans did play a very active role geographically in the Harlem 
Renaissance; through the presence of Marcus Garvey, of course, 
as a political activist, as a racial activist; and also through the 
literary efforts of Claude McKay, who, of course was one of the 
main literary figures in the Harlem Renaissance. And what was also 
happening at that time is that there was a fairly active migration 
between Jamaica and North America. So there was a significant 
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Jamaican and broader Caribbean presence, in terms of the cultural 
ferment that really gave weight to the Harlem Renaissance.  
 
 
2) As a regional movement emerging at that time 
 
Dr Veerle Poupeye: 
Well it would all depend, of course, on what we define the Harlem 
Renaissance; as something that happened in a particular location, 
or as something that was part of a broader cultural movement that 
was emerging at the time. I think for the purposes of looking at the 
Caribbean role in all of that, of course the broader definition is 
probably going to be more useful. 
 
The same ideas that generated what happened over there, then – 
and that is where the broader cultural movement, of course, comes 
in – were also fermenting here in Jamaica. They were fermenting 
here and they were fermenting wherever the African Diaspora was 
present, and also within the various movements of people that 
came with that; the labour migration to Panama, to Cuba, to Costa 
Rica and so on for instance – that organised from Jamaica and 
other Caribbean islands. All of that created an active movement of 
people, ideas and so on that really shaped the cultural environment 
of the day.  
 
Strangely, Edna Manley always claimed not to have been in direct 
communication with the ideas of the Harlem Renaissance. But my 
sense of that would be that they were all part of the same broader 
cultural environment. And furthermore, because there was 
significant movement of people between Jamaica and North 
America and the other locations that participated in that – that those 
ideas travelled via those channels. So even though the interaction 

of artists here with artists of the Harlem Renaissance – or of the 
Cuban nationalist movement, or the Dominican nationalist 
movement – may not have been direct contacts, they were doing 
the same things at the same time. They were all part of the same 
broader cultural context in which the same ideas, the same 
concerns were shared. 
 
Dr David Boxer: 
You know it’s interesting that you mention the Harlem Renaissance. 
Because fairly recently in the last 10-15 years, the American 
institutions that have been looking at the Harlem Renaissance have 
started to rope in, almost as annexes to the Harlem Renaissance, in 
particular Edna Manley. If you look at Richard Powell’s book on 
Black culture (“Black Art and Culture in the Twentieth Century”), 
Edna Manley’s ‘Pocomania’, which is a beautiful stone carving from 
1936, it’s one of the few images that has a full-page reproduction in 
the book. And of course her ‘Negro Aroused’, which is iconic here, 
is beginning to become iconic in the United States in terms of the 
Harlem Renaissance. There’s no real physical connection, it’s just a 
sort of contiguity of thought between the processes that were going 
on there and the processes that were going on here, primarily in the 
Manley Household. 
 
 
Did Marcus Garvey, the UNIA, the New Negro Movement and 
Black consciousness have impact and/or echoes in Jamaica? 
 
1) Marcus Garvey and the UNIA 
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
Marcus Garvey is one of the earliest in the 20th century thinkers 
about this whole question of Black pride, of developing an 
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awareness of Blackness and an acceptance of Blackness. And he 
was going contrary to the trends that were prevalent in Jamaica. So 
that he basically had to live abroad because  
 

 
Garvey Mosaic, Liberty Hall, Kingston, Jamaica (Sweet Patootee Ltd, 2012) 
 
Jamaica was not racist in the sense that America was racist, but 
really had a racist underpinning – the whole of the upper classes, 
the middle classes and so on had a racist underpinning. Marcus 
Garvey could not have politically survived in Jamaica. And so he 
had to go abroad. But I think it’s that raising of Black consciousness 
through the UNIA movement and so on that makes him an 
important figure.  
 
Prof. Donna McFarlane: 
It was really the Garvey movement that created all of these images 
of Black pride.  Garvey talked about Blackness in a way that had 
never been spoken of before.  When you look in the Gleaner 
archives, let’s say for the period 1920’s – 1970’s you’ll find that 
reporters never refer to the people of Jamaica as Black.  They 
always use language like ‘our people, our forefathers, and our 
history’ – but they never say Black people or people of African 
heritage.  I believe that it’s because from the colonial era to 

Independence in 1962, Jamaicans in power never really wanted the 
nation to be represented as a Black country.  Even Norman Manley, 
one of the architects of the Jamaican nation, never represented it 
as Black, but chose to represent Jamaica as a multicultural society 
– you know, ‘Out of many one people’, where all the races lived in 
harmony.  Indeed, the many one people was and remains 98% 
Black or of African origin.  
 
There are a lot of discussions that need to be had about how our 
historical narrative has moved from one century to the other. But, 
you know, the fact of our schooling, as I said, our, his colonial 
education demanded reverence of the British Crown. Garvey grew 
up in a time when Empire was the thing, and he never wanted to 
disrespect the British Empire, because he believed in it. He just 
wanted people of African descent to know who we were; that we 
are the descendents of African people; and that we should be proud 
because our history pre-dates that of the European’s, and that it 
didn’t begin with enslavement, as taught in history books. That was 
the real driving narrative that Garvey was putting forward, which 
actually debunked representation of Black people as without a 
written language; as savages; unaccomplished in the areas of 
engineering and science; and unable to compete with Europeans. 
Most history books and encyclopaedias up to the 1980’s, taught in 
schools in Jamaica and in the Diaspora, begins Black history with 
chattel slavery and the Trans Atlantic Slave Trade. Garvey said, 
‘No, no, no, that’s not so’. While he was not the first to make these 
revolutionary pronouncements - Edward Blyden, Robert Love… and 
others before him - he was the first to create a movement to put 
forward these ideas, that became the largest movement of Black 
people ever.  
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Chantel DaCosta: 
76 King Street Liberty Hall. It’s different from the other buildings on 
King Street, because during the 1920s they used to have a system 
where Jamaica was still divided based on race. And so there were 
really no Black-owned businesses on King Street - this was upper 
King Street. So what you have were White merchants, they had 
their stores, and their families would live upstairs. They had a lot of 
two-storey structures. The Liberty Hall building in King Street is set 
back from the road, so that Black people could come and meet with 
each other - they wouldn’t have to get a permit to meet in a public 
space, which, often times, they would not get that. Because when 
Garvey returned to Jamaica in 1927, they were supposed to get a 
permit to meet at Ward Theatre, but they weren’t even allowed so 
they had to go on the steps. So then this space now was beyond 
just a meeting place, it was also for economic activity as all Liberty 
Halls were. So as this is King Street during the 1920s, 30s, you 
have a Laundromat, you have a restaurant, you had a cooperative 
bank. That’s what they did here.  
 
It was their meeting place because they would have cultural 
activities. And you’d also have economic activities. Basically it was 
2 parts: Develop the self-esteem of Black People, a consciousness 
for Black people, so we see beauty in ourselves, and also we 
believe or know that we are more than labourers. The legacy of 
slavery is still going on 1919s, 1920s, Black people across the 
world were generally used to work. And so the idea was to have 
Black-owned businesses within the community serving Black 
people, and Liberty Halls were kind of the centre of all those 
activities. 
 
 
 

Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
Marcus Garvey, in his speech for the 1934 UNIA convention in 
Kingston, lamented the fact that he did not see art representing 
Black people in the houses of the middle classes of Kingston and St 
Andrew. 
 
 
2) The Rastafarian movement: 
 
Ainsley Henriques: 
Marcus Garvey influenced Harlem. I don’t know how much 
influence Harlem has here. And I think that if there was any Pan-
African Renaissance it was Garveyism rather than Harlem. And 
certainly Rastafarian movement as a Black liberation theology was 
influential. In the 50s I knew Rastafarians who were very proud of 
being Rastafarian, and it had nothing to do with the kind of image 
that you have today: of locks and huge pillars of marijuana smoke. 
These were sensible people; peasantry in the sense that they lived 
in villages. They were not creative in the sense of dance and 
theatre. But they understood what this meant: it was a way of 
denying English tradition. Important! 
 
 
How do visual arts express Jamaica’s colonial heritage before 
the 1920s? 
 
1) Planter Society and colonial rule 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
We must realize that before that the concept of art in the narrowest 
sense of the word had really been the province of the local elite and 
was produced mainly by visiting artists or by artists elsewhere, who 



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p14	  	  

were commissioned to do work for the Plantocracy and so on – for 
those who could afford it.  
 

 
Spring Head of Roaring River, by George Robertson, 1775 (Wallace Campbell 
Collection, Jamaica) 
 
And with the decline of the plantation system, that basically 
disappeared. What happened in the intervening time between the 
end of slavery – the mid-19th century – is then new types of 
patronage emerging. What you find now is that instead of artists – 
English artists or other European artists – visiting Jamaica to work 
for a patron planter, what you now find is short and long-term 
migration. For instance the first photographer in Jamaica, Adolph 
Duperly, was a French migrant who settled in Kingston, established 
a studio and so on. And their clients became local residents. You 
know, so their clientele was a lot more democratic than what had 
happened before. So the patronage changed. It was no longer the 
planter, it was no longer the absentee planter, in many instances it 
was people here who were making their fortunes here, and who 
were able to afford the kind of services that these artists provided. 
 
Ainsley Henriques: 
They mixed in their communities amongst themselves, and to a 
certain extent socially, yes. But there was no real formal way that 

they could mix as plantocracy, except maybe at a sugar 
manufacturers association whatever. But their mixing was primarily 
in the areas of the professionals in the community: the doctors; the 
bank managers; police superintendent which was English. You 
know, that sort of thing. So they were mixed at that level; and 
maybe one or two prominent shopkeepers. But then again the 
Chinese came into the whole business of shopkeeping and they 
weren’t accepted.  
 
 
2) Tourism 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
The Jamaican tourist industry really dates from the 1890s, when the 
‘banana boats’ started carrying passengers from north America and 
also from England and other destinations to Jamaica. So a lot of the 
early image making of that period was really towards the tourist 
industry. It was producing the sort of images that would appeal and 
attract to tourists and that were sold to tourists, so it was literally an 
industry. 
 
The sort of art, the sort of colonial art that you will see in our pre-
20th century gallery, basically ceased to exist. I think the long term 
legacy of that you would probably see in what was produced in the 
tourist industry. But that is of a completely different scale, it does 
not have the sort of high art pretentions that a lot of that art would 
have. But in terms of the imagery that you would see, it is where 
that lived on and to some extent still lives on today. 
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3) The Institute of Jamaica 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
The Institute of Jamaica, which had been in existence from 1879, 
was established as a colonial institution. And initially the values that 
it represented - the sort of things that it would collect and exhibit 
and how it would present – was very much from a colonial cultural 
perspective.  
 
 
How did Edna Manley along with other painters, sculptors and 
image-makers of African and mixed-race heritage express their 
Caribbean perspectives of society, politics, identity and culture 
from the 1920s to 1955? 
 
1) Edna Manley in England – engagement with European 
artists and art movements:  
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
Edna Manley was not a White English woman you know, and she 
was very proud of it, this is the point, and in fact it created a rift in 
the family when she came out and married her obviously Black first 
cousin, Norman Manley – the children of 2 sisters. Edna Manley’s 
mother was a Jamaican woman of mixed race; she was a coloured 
woman who married an English parson. And 4 of her siblings were 
born in Jamaica - Jamaicans – they went to England and she was 
born in England. 
 
The thing about it is, that Edna met Norman at her mother’s house. 
Norman had gone to England to go to Oxford. And his only family in 
England was Edna’s mother and his cousins. So he would go there 
to spend holidays and whatever. He served in the war, and he was 

exhausted and sort of mentally, temporarily ruined, and he went to 
recuperate at Edna’s - his aunt’s house. Norman had lost his 
brother in the war, his older brother Roy, which is the Manley that 
Edna fell in love with. Edna was a young girl, I mean when she first 
met him she was 13 or 14: the war started in 1914, she was born in 
1900, he would have gone just before the war to Oxford, so she 
would have been a 12 or 13 year old when she met him. And it was 
during that period when he was recovering in her mother’s house 
that this bond just developed between them, you know.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  
Norman and Edna Manley (courtesy of National Gallery of Jamaica) 
 
Tina Spiro: 
Edna Manley came from England in 1922, and she was already an 
artist there. She was very involved in the modernist movement and 
Art Deco in England and in Europe at the time, she was a big fan of 
Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth, and she exhibited with them. 
Very little-known fact is that she was also heavily influenced by the 
Yugoslav sculptor, Mestorvic. I saw the big book on her shelf and I 
said, ‘Edna you have a Mestorvic book? She says, ‘My God. He’s 
my God’. Her aesthetics though came very much from Art Deco, 
especially from Mestorvic: if you look at Mestorvic you’ll see where 
the sources are.   
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Pocomania, by Edna Manley 1936 (courtesy of National Gallery of Jamaica) 
 
Ainsley Henriques: 
Edna Manley herself played a role in seizing the moments that took 
place in the evolution of anti-colonialism, in self-determination, and 
‘Negro Aroused’ was the seminal work of that period. But I think the 
point I also want to really come back to is the fact that this was not 
a common experience. Because remember we were still run by 
English colonial mastership; we still had Governors; we still had you 
know all the elements of colonialism still very much in the 1920s, 
30s, and 40s. So there was a dichotomy in the culture, so-called 
culture or milieu of Jamaica: there were those who were pro-British 
– pro-culture - and there were those who were pro-Jamaican, but 
not necessarily anti-British. So it was not necessarily a revolutionary 
activity, it was saying: ‘Ok you’re fine over there, we understand it, 
we studied at Oxford, but we want to see Jamaicans tell their own 
story; whether it is in dance, or theatre or art.  
 
 
 
 
 

2) Edna Manley’s life and work in Jamaica:  
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
I went to Calabar High School when I was about 11, 12 years-old. 
And in the art class, in the classroom they had this large Edna 
Manley sculpture. And the teacher would constantly talk about this 
lady who had carved this thing, and so that was my first introduction 
to Jamaican art. Edna Manley and Koren der Harootian - who was 
the most famous Armenian artist of the 20th century – he came to 
live in Jamaica, and became a sort of disciple of Edna Manley’s. 
They had the first exhibition of so-called ‘Modern Art’ in 1931 in 
Jamaica. And a simple little catalogue was produced and so on. 
The author of the essay is Norman Manley.  
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
In terms of how Jamaican art history has been conventionally 
articulated, the symbolic starting date that we use here at the 
National Gallery is 1922, which is the year that Edna Manley came 
to Jamaica from England. And started her work here as an artist 
here in Jamaica.  
 
Of course all such dates are artificial to some extent you know. 
Because when you look at Edna Manley’s work, in the early 1920s, 
the work really was not necessarily responding very directly to 
Jamaica and being Jamaican. It was work that really derived from 
what she had been doing previously, what she had been trained to 
do in England. And which was also exhibited in England, because 
she very actively participated in the English art world as a young 
emerging artist who received quite a bit of critical acclaim at the 
time. It is only later in the 1920s that you can see her subject matter 
becoming more decisively Jamaican, and then gradually in the 
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1930s you see that a political intent appears – that nationalist 
sentiments begin to motivate the work directly.  
 

 
Eve – Ceremonial Dance, by Edna Manley, 1929 (courtesy of Museums 
Sheffield) 
 
Edna Manley came to Jamaica as a trained sculptor, but she had 
been trained to work with modeling and casting techniques. And 
typically the final product of her work would be bronze casting, 
which was not done, was not available in Jamaica, and, actually still 
is not available although it has occasionally been done for special 
projects. So it was not a practical solution for her to continue in that. 
But on the other hand, in Jamaica you have a vast array of really 
beautiful tropical hardwoods. So it was kind of a natural thing for her 
to switch from working in the techniques that she had been trained 
to use, to becoming a wood carver. You know, so she made that 
shift in the 1920s. And that shift also had various other implications. 
I mean it had implications in terms of the technique of the work itself 
– the aesthetic of the work itself. It also allowed her work to exist in 
more of a dialogue with the cultural traditions of Jamaica, because 
of the traditions that obviously existed in the field of wood carving 

and so forth. And it also allowed her to deal with issues such as 
racial identity in ways that her other media perhaps would not have 
done. And what we have particularly defined with the sculptors of 
that time is a strong preference for mahogany as a material. A lot of 
Edna Manley’s works of that period, including Negro Aroused, were 
done in mahogany, and that allowed her to create a sense of racial 
identity and of skin tone, and so on that would have been suitable 
for the subject matter 
 
Tina Spiro: 
She was an activist you know. But I think her big contribution was 
initiating the National Gallery and initiating the School of Art. Her 
work was always highly politicized, and the symbolism. You can see 
in her print you know the one ‘man riding a horse with the rising 
sun’, which was the symbol of the PNP. And the man on the Horse 
was always Michael, the horse. Oh by the way, that’s something 
you need to know, the horse was always Michael – her symbolism – 
and the goat was Norman. 
 
 
3) The self-taught artists or ‘Intuitives’: 
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
If you read Garvey’s writings, his ideas about culture are actually 
very Eurocentric. You know, he wants to see an Opera House, and 
he wants to see a type of museum and so on. One wonders what 
Garvey would have felt about what I call the ‘Intuitive Artists of 
Jamaica’ – who are the artists who have bypassed the European 
traditions, and simply arrived at modes of expressions that are from 
within and from the environment, and not really gone through the 
sort of schooling that produced a Barrington Watson, who is the 
opposite of the Intuitives, he’s a very trained academic artist, and 



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p18	  	  

academic in the European sense. Garvey was a product of his 
times. If he’d been born later I’m sure that he would have fully 
appreciated artists like Kapo and Edward Brown, and a whole string 
of ‘Intuitives’ that I am very anxious to preserve and promote. 
 
John Dunkley didn’t go to art school, didn’t wish to take lessons. 
Edna Manley and Robert Verity went to see Dunkley and said, “Mr 
Dunkley we think you have a lot of talent we’d love you to come to 
the classes that we’re setting up at the Institute of Jamaica”. And 
Dunkley said, “I love Mrs Manley very much and I’d love to do that, 
but you know I see things a little differently”, that’s how he put it. ‘I 
don’t think I really want to go to classes because I see things a little 
differently’. You know he was very conscious of the fact that he had 
a different approach to subject matter and so on. For me he is the 
genius of Jamaican art. Unfortunately he died in 1947, a year after I 
was born so I never got a chance to meet him. 
 
Dunkley is the genius of Jamaican art for me because of his sheer 
inventiveness, and the fact that it is basically all coming out of his 
own experience. There’s nothing that he has been taught. I come 
back to what I said originally: that in the end, for me it is the 
painting, not what’s depicted but how it’s done and how it’s created. 
How ingenious is its structure. He has formed his own vision. You 
can’t liken it to anything else in the visual arts. And for me , his 
sensitivity of the structuring and the colouration and everything, is 
just incredibly moving. I think Kapo is a great painter too, and he 
has formulated his own style, he is just as unique. But for me there 
isn’t the same level of poetry.  
 
A lot of Intuitives have a rhythmic sense to their painting. With Kapo 
it’s a staccato rhythm. With Dunkley it’s a rolling curvilinear rhythm 
that moves through the paintings. But what is particularly interesting 

for me is the tensions that he creates between this tunnel-like vision 
- roads receding way into the background - and the surface tension, 
so you have surface and deep depth. And he just does marvelous 
things with the tension between the two. So it’s all a technical thing. 
And then the restricted colour also I think helps to create a certain 
mood, you know.  
 

 
Banana Plantation, by John Dunkley, c1945 (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
Another important stream, which again exists in dialogue with all 
that, is of course what was happening in the popular domain. There 
must have been a vast amount of production of images, of objects 
and so on, very few of which have been preserved, but which also 
fed into that broader context of the time. We see glimpses in the 
work of self-taught artists who emerged around those same times: 
John Dunkley, who was a migrant worker who worked in Cuba, in 
Panama, in Costa Rica and so on at the time, and then returned to 
Jamaica in the 1930s and set up shop as a barber, and was 
discovered as one of the talents in the late 1930s and became a 
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very prominent artist after that – died early in the mid-1940s. But we 
can see, sort of, how the popular imaginary then, appears in the 
mainstream art world. Same thing with David Miller – senior and 
junior – two artists, they were actually carpenters by trade – who 
started producing curios for the tourist industry actually, but which 
also derived from what appears to have been a long legacy of 
object and image-making in the African-Jamaican tradition. So you 
can see the dialogue between all of that. In the late 1930s again, 
the talent scouts of the nationalist movement discovered them, and 
then they started producing more ambitious works, and became 
recognized participants in the emerging Jamaican art movement.  
 

 
Talisman, by David Miller Snr, c1940 (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
The label ‘Intuitive’ is a label that was retroactively applied to them. 
When you look at Dunkley’s work, although it is very individualist 
work – it’s a very unique kind of vision – you know he could very 
well be part, seen as part of the dialogues that were taking place in 
mainstream art. When you look at the work of, the early work of 
Albert Huey before he received art training, to some extent could be 

seen as what would more typically be labeled as primitive. You 
know, he was a young self-taught artist, who was then corralled into 
modernism so-to-speak you know. You know, in terms of how 
Jamaican art has been narrated since then. They have been very 
strictly divided, you know, there is an intuitive stream and there is a 
mainstream, and so on.  
 
 
4) The challenge to colonial values were not simply a question 
of ‘Black’ and ‘White’: 
 
Prof. The Hourable Barrington Watson O.J. (Order of Jamaica): 
Well it was a colonial country ruled by Britain – Great Britain, you 
know, they would have the Governor here and whoever it was. And 
at the time, education was not one of the major issues of that 
government. What they did was education about England: ‘Rule 
Britannia’. And we learned those things in Elementary Schools. 
There were Elementary Schools then and that was the maximum 
education that the majority of people got in Jamaica. So basically 
ignorance reigned.  
 
They would tell you all about Great Britain, and that’s the extent of 
what people were educated. We were an island and we were not 
even fishermen. But we have the sea all around. One or two of us 
would have gone out fishing, but basically Jamaicans did not even 
swim. And so coming from slavery-days when we got emancipation 
- that was only 100 years before - people would still work in the 
fields with the plantations like sugar production, and banana, and 
citrus to some extent. A few people like my father, more than a few, 
would struggle to become some professional or the other. In 
England you have the ‘upper class’, ‘middle class’ and ‘lower class’. 
Well we did have a ‘lower class’ which was mostly Black, we had a 
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middle that was mostly Brown people, and upper class is White 
people, and that’s what the colonial situation was. I suppose they 
did too take advantage of the Black, and their energies and their so 
on. But gradually Jamaicans began to find that they were capable of 
doing things. Like myself for example, I didn’t sit down and wait for 
somebody to put it in my lap, I decided to go and look for it. 
 

 
Portrait of A.D. Scott, by Barrington Watson, 1969 (courtesy of National 
Gallery of Jamaica) 
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
Edna has written, had written about this: Of going into schools and 
asking the children, ‘Would you do a drawing of the little girl beside 
you?’ And you’d have these 2 Black children, and they’re doing 
drawings. And suddenly you end up with things with blond hair and 
blue eyes. And, you know, they’re looking at the person, but that’s 
what they’re putting down, because that’s what they have been 
taught is a drawing or a painting, you know? And it all has to do – in 
those days - it wouldn’t happen today, that wouldn’t happen today in 
a Jamaican school, there’s absolutely no way. But in those days I 
would think, right up until the even the early years of our 
independence you know, people were taught to hate themselves – 
literally: ‘this is not how you want to look you know, you want to look 
like that!’ This is what they were taught.  
 

When Edna Manley was doing things like Negro Aroused and so 
on, it was a challenge to the British and the colonial authorities. But 
there was a considerable support from the Jamaican upper and 
middle classes. That work was bought by public subscription, and 
the name of everybody who gave 10 shillings towards its purchase 
was published in the Gleaner 
 

 
Negro aroused, by Edna Manley on its original Burnett Webster display table, 
1935 (courtesy of National Gallery of Jamaica) 
 
It’s important that that piece wasn’t just given to the nation it was 
acquired by the people of Jamaica, for the Institute of Jamaica - in 
1937. What I’m saying is, the actual publication of this list – I think 
the piece sold for 100 Guineas, and they opened up the 
subscription, somebody wrote a letter - ‘This thing should be 
acquired to form the basis of a national collection’ - that was 
published in the Gleaner. And the next thing you know is a couple 
of weeks later you have the full-page – a long column in the 
Gleaner, listing everybody who has given 10 Shillings, a Guinea, 2 
Guineas... And you could go through that list, actually, and pick out 
the names of the top families in Jamaica 
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Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
What we see in the art that was emerging in the case of Manley, in 
the case of Alvin Marriot and so on, that they began to position 
themselves against what was presented in the tourist industry. So 
you have this dialogue between attempts at articulating an 
indigenous aesthetic which would resonate truly with Jamaican 
audiences, and then what was presented to the tourists, as this very 
idyllic, this very exotic unspoiled Jamaica etc, etc. You have this 
dialogue between these two things, you know, on one hand the 
politics of tourism, which were in many ways a perpetuation of the 
colonial imaginary. And then on the other hand you have the 
emergence of a nationalist imaginary in which racial activism, 
nationalist ferment and so on. All of that began to play a role.  
 

 
Head, by Alvin Marriott featured on Jamaican postage stamp issued in 1984 
  
So between, sort of, the pioneers in the mainstream domain, the 
Edna Manley’s and so on, what was happening in the field of 
photography generally speaking, what was happening in the tourist 
industry, and then also what was happening in the popular domain, 
you have a very complex field of interactions, in which Jamaica 
was, and Jamaicans were represented and imagined.  
 
 
 

Ainsley Henriques:  
Gathering at Drumblair, the Manley’s home, was not everybody’s 
business, Drumblair was basically a ‘salon concept’ ok. Ran like a 
typical 19th century or early 20th century Parisian salon concept. But 
it didn’t have quite the structure of a salon concept because it 
wasn’t at that level of so-called aristocracy. These were brown and 
ordinary Jamaicans, not necessarily of ‘to the manor born’ who 
were creative, intellectual, finding like-minded people. There was 
still the country club: I’m talking the 20s, 30s, 40s, 50s. Not that we 
were racist. Not that we were racist in that particular sense. We 
were class conscious. There was that elite. And there was a 
Drumblair intellectual elite. And there were different groupings. 
There was a Plantocracy, 300 plantations roughly, owners of the 
plantation system but not necessarily colour, White, it’s just that you 
were a plantation owner. This whole business of colour in Jamaica 
is not a simple Black and White American story. In fact this year we 
celebrate roughly 180 years of ‘Free People of Colour’, and Jews 
being given civil rights. One third of the country was ‘Free People of 
Colour’. Before Emancipation. It’s not a simple story. It’s an 
interesting story. 
 
 
5) Choosing to explore ‘Black’ subject matter: 
 
Tina Spiro: 
This is going to sound crazy now, but what was revolutionary at that 
time was that they were painting, sculpting and drawing Black 
people. And up until then it was colonial art. And this just wasn’t 
done. As a matter of fact when I first came to Jamaica in the 60s, 
Black people didn’t work in Banks. I mean the social landscape has 
completely changed from what it was 40-some years ago, it was 
backward, and it was colonial.  
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Backyard, by David Pottinger, 1945 (courtesy of National Gallery of Jamaica) 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye 
Definitely one of the revolutionary steps was the changes in the 
perceptions of who and what was worthy of artistic representation. 
And not only who and what was worthy of artistic representation, 
but how those subjects could be represented, you know, and with a 
dignity and a confidence that did not exist as yet. So that definitely 
is one of the key moments in high art. That is very obvious in the 
subject matter that you see artists choosing in the 1930s - and we 
do have to keep in mind that some of these artists were White ex-
patriots, or White Jamaicans like Edna Manley. So it is very 
interesting that they begin to identify the Black Jamaican as, sort of, 
the default Jamaican identity, even when they themselves were not 
necessarily part of that. If you look at the portraits for instance in our 
1920s and 30s gallery, most of those portraits are from the 1930s. 
You can see that shift in subject matter. The fact that Edna 
Manley’s ‘Negro Aroused’ became the iconic work of the period, 
also points very clearly in that direction. So definitely in terms of 
subject matter that would have been a very revolutionary change at 

that time you know. If you look at our pre-20th century gallery, you 
will see quite a different approach.  
 
What changed is that in terms of when individuals were depicted in 
art, they were no longer ‘a-historical’; they were ‘modern’ subjects. 
You know, they were factory workers… They were individuals in a 
particular context, doing particular things and so on. They were no 
longer taken out of history and abstracted as exotic subjects. So 
you do have a significant shift at that point. Black Jamaicans are 
represented as individuals, individuals with a clear distinct identity, 
not as background information as it would have been in the 
plantation era images. That is a revolutionary development in itself, 
that you have portraits of people who are named, who are not 
anonymous somebody but somebody with a name, somebody with 
an identity, somebody who’s relationship to the artist is known and 
so on. I mean, all of that points towards significant changes in the 
social domain and also in the cultural domain going with that.  
 
In many ways what happened in the 1920s and 30s in terms of that 
shift in subject matter, and the shift in the philosophy that 
surrounded that turning around, had already been preceded to 
some extent in other media; particularly in the very democratic 
medium of photography. But what really happened in the 1920s and 
30s, is that it happened in high art. And that it became the defining 
characteristic of what emerged as a national art movement. You 
know, that shift is really what marks the beginning of modern 
Jamaican art in the narrow sense of the word. 
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
The first emergence of an aesthetic and the exploration of 
technique in rendering Black subjects in Jamaica definitely begins 
in the so-called fine arts with Edna and Koren der Harootian. And 
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would have been first exposed to the Jamaican public in that joint-
exhibition in 1931. Edna Manley went to a Rastafarian sort of 
community, and selected out the young men and did drawings, 
numerous drawings in fact. She gave me 8 of them, and I just have 
the 8 studies. These are detailed physiognomic studies you know. 
What’s amazing is that the hair wasn’t that long, just relatively short 
hair, and short beards and so on. And you see it too in Koren’s 
drawings which begin in 34, and so on. And that could be another 
source for her intensification of the study of the Black physiognomy, 
Koren, Koren der Harootian. I was seeing for the first time, through 
some photographs he’d brought, some of his early Jamaican 
paintings – because he was a painter before he was a sculptor, and 
that exhibition with Edna Manley was paintings by Koren der 
Harootian, and sculptures by Edna Manley. And he was definitely 
attracted to what you’d call ‘Peasant scenes’, you know, ‘Old 
woman with sugar cane’ and she’d just cut some stalks of 
sugarcane and so on. And he gave us what he said was one of the 
earliest – I think it’s dated 1931 – of an old Black woman with 
sugarcane. So there are all these different things that are feeding 
into Edna’s art, so that her more abstracted vision that came with 
her from Europe, now becomes more specific and Jamaican in the 
30s.  

All of her pieces up until the early 30s, are a more abstracted view 
of humanity rather than of the specifics - you know, this is a Black; 
‘Sun and Earth’, all those early works, there is no decided interest in 
portraying specifically Black physiognomies and features. That 
doesn’t come till 33, 34, and so you start to see it in a slender little 
figure I have at the National Gallery, of a man holding a bird. You 
start to see the Negroid features. And then it becomes pronounced 
in works that now stated Negro Aroused! That may in fact be a 
reflection of Garvey’s ideas. You know if you start to look closely at 
the dates when things become more pronounced and so on. And it 

may be a reflection too of what was happening with art in the United 
States. I’m not sure. She could have even been aware of it. There 
could have been reproductions in the papers; Aaron Douglas and 
his murals from the Harlem Renaissance and so on. And this is one 
the reasons why you get Edna Manley now being roped in to this 
whole Harlem Renaissance thing: because of the dates at which 
she starts to deal specifically with Black physiognomy. It becomes 
extremely pronounced, by the 40s and 50s. I have a series of 
drawings where she literally carves the first Rastafarian that we 
know of, and that was as late as 62.  
 
John Dunkley doesn’t come to any sort of national recognition until 
the first all-island exhibition in 1938. And then by 1946 he’s dead, 
so it’s very few works, and so on. And Dunkley was primarily a 
painter of mystical landscapes and so on, there were very few 
actual representations of Black subjects. Where there is a very 
conscious effort to deal with the Black physiognomy is in carving by 
a father and son team, David Miller senior and David Miller junior. 
At the National Gallery they share a room with Dunkley. And David 
Miller senior would have developed as a sort of carver of tourist 
curios in the teens and then in the 20s and so on. But certainly by 
the 1930s, and unfortunately most of their things are not dated so 
it’s difficult to pinpoint when in the 1930s, but by the 1930s they’re 
carving Negro heads. And David Miller junior spent his whole life 
just doing variations, variations. I have 10 of them in my collection 
and each one of them is very different. What is interesting, they 
merged their identities, they’re both David S. Miller: they carved the 
words David S. Miller, and nobody really knew who carved what. 
The cover of a journal once had a picture of the father polishing a 
head. And so it was assumed that he did some of the heads. It 
turns out that almost all the heads are by the son. And he was 
polishing one of his son’s works. They literally moved out of the little 
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family home, left the mother-wife, and the other siblings. Built a little 
house 100 yards away, and the father and son lived in that house 
and just carved.  
 

 
Girl Surprised, by David Miller (Jnr), 1949 (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
Also in the 30s you had the literary movement that started to 
change things. And you had George Campbell writing his poetry, 
and that started to change things. And these things are now 
published. “Focus” is Born. Focus is the important literary magazine 
of the period – this is starting in the late 30s. Of course who is the 
editor of the Focus? Edna Manley. You see, and George Campbell 
becomes a sort of poet laureate of the nationalist movement. And 
it’s all speaking about Blackness.  
 
Prof. The Honourable Barrington Watson O.J. (Order of Jamaica): 
In recognition of painting Black people or Brown, you see a 
multiplicity of colours. And that’s one of the challenges. I’ve never 
seen a really good painting or portrait of a Black individual in 
Europe and in England, except for 2 guys, Rembrandt and Rubens. 
My people. They are my people. Me. In a mirror I see me. And I 
look out there and I see me again reproducing in my fellow man, my 

brothers. That’s what motivates me. I want to do things with paint. It 
may be too late for me now, but I want to do things. What I am 
trying to do with my work is to pass on information to others coming 
behind me.     
 

 
Out of Many One People, by Barrington Watson, 1962 (courtesy of National 
Gallery of Jamaica)  
 
 
6) Photography: 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
One of the problems that we have because Jamaican art has been 
written in terms of the 1922 arrival of Edna Manley and so on, is 
that there are obviously other aspects of the development of art and 
visual culture that took place at that time, that perhaps have not 
gotten enough attention. One would be, and that the Gallery has 
been in the process of documenting, that would be the development 
of early photography in Jamaica. I mean photography in Jamaica 
actually dates from the 1840s – from the mid 1840s. So there was a 
very substantial body of photographic work, some of it for the tourist 
industry, some of it for local consumption: involving landscapes; 
stock images; sometimes also images of historical value; lots and 
lots of portraits, because a photographic portrait became a very 
important part of the photographic industry at that time. So that I 
think, in terms of image making, in terms of how Jamaicans 
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imagined themselves, how they presented themselves to the world, 
I think still needs a great deal more attention than we have given it 
thus far. And also of course, how that then relates to what artists 
like Edna Manley and Alvin Marriot and so on were doing at the 
same time, requires further attention. 
 

 
Self-portrait, by Albert Huie, 1943 (courtesy of National Gallery of Jamaica)  
 
I think what happens in the field of photography is so important, 
because photography started in Jamaica – and elsewhere, of 
course, globally – in the mid-19th century, and tells the story in a 
different way than when we start with ‘high art’. Because when we 
start with modern Jamaican high art, then we would have to start it 
in the 1920s and 30s. If we look at modern art in the context of the 
new technologies and so on that fueled it, then we probably have to 
start it in the 1840s and 50s. And we have to make it part of that 
broader continuum. 
 

 
Cutting Sugar Cane, Vintage Jamaican postcard c1910 

7) Art and culture as a vital element of the ‘Nationalist’ 
movement: 
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
But very important are Norman Manley’s speeches – early 
speeches. And the speech that he gave at the launching of the PNP 
in 1938, it’s something that I quote so often you know, because he 
really says things so beautifully for the time you know. And he was 
really calling out for a nationalist art. Art that spoke to Jamaican 
values and so on, you know: ‘this is what we need, we need 
paintings of our women folk, our landscape’. 
 

 
Last Supper, by Karl Abrahams, 1955 (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
Manley and Carl Abrams were probably the only two, sort of, middle 
class. They were all from humble poor beginnings. And a lot of 
them came out of the Junior Centre, which is downtown Kingston, 
right in the heart of a ghetto area. 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
The young Alvin Marriot was cited by Marcus Garvey as one of the 
leading artists of African decent. He was still very young. He 
produced work at that time that was probably more academic in 
intent and in form. But that also took Jamaicans, Black Jamaicans, 
as a subject matter. Those artists at that time worked more-or-less 
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in isolation from each other, Manley and Marriot. But later on in the 
1930s and 40s and so on, they did become part of a more 
organised artistic movement.  
 

 
Boysie, by Alvin Marriott, 1962 (courtesy of National Gallery of Jamaica) 
 
The Institute of Jamaica became a bit of a battlefield in a sense, in 
that sense that there was significant pressure from the younger 
nationalist group for the Institute of Jamaica to change its policies 
and its orientation, and to make room for this new emerging art. 
And we see that happening in the late 1930s. The acquisition of 
Edna Manley’s ‘Negro Aroused’, which was done by public 
subscription by a group of Nationalist activists, was given to the 
Institute of Jamaica in 1937. It was the first modern work of art that 
it acquired, and it did not really acquire it by choice, it kind of 
acquired it by force to some extent. The Institute of Jamaica had an 
exhibition gallery so it also began to make its exhibition facilities 
available and so on. So we see a re-orientation of an organization 
which had been a bastion of colonial culture, to an organization 
which became receptive to what was happening in that domain. 
 
The young nationalists of the 1930s took upon themselves to scout 
for talent. And scouting for talent was very actively done by really 
looking around and seeing, you know, is there any young sign-

painter and so on, who’s work suggests that he or she may have 
ability; and to invite these people to the Junior Centre classes and 
so on. So talent scouting was a major part of what the nationalists 
of that period were doing. A number of discoveries were made that 
way - John Dunkley was one of them. John Dunkley was 
discovered by the then Secretary of the Institute of Jamaica, 
because he painted his barber shop – you know, he painted both 
inside and outside - and that was in downtown Kingston here. So 
that was part of street life to some extent. The Millers David Miller 
senior and junior, they were selling tourist curios as I have 
mentioned before, so again they were discovered as a talent. And 
basically two things happened, some people were sort of ushered 
into the mainstream like David Pottinger, and Henry Daly and so on; 
they became part of the Junior Centre classes, and were ushered 
into modernism so to speak. John Dunkley apparently was invited 
and the lore goes that he refused, saying that he had a different 
vision, so he kind of maintained what he was doing and obviously 
saw the worth of that. Same thing the Millers also went on their own 
path. You know what they did is related to what some of the other 
artists were doing: when you look at the heads for instance, the 
carved portrait heads by David Miller junior, and you look at some 
of the work of Alvin Marriot or Edna Manley you will see the 
interactions. But these artists who were, sort of, vaguely labeled as 
primitive at the time, kind of continued doing their own thing. But 
only a few such artists were identified at the time, there must have 
been others obviously who would have been candidates for those 
kind of discoveries. You know, that is how those artists really 
became part of the cannon of Jamaican art today.  
 
Prof. Donna McFarland: 
I argue that when Haiti represented itself as an independent Black 
nation, while all of its neighbouring countries were under the 



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p27	  	  

institution of slavery, it became the pariah of the world, a position to 
which Haiti has been designated into the twenty first century.  I 
don’t think Norman Manley in 1962 wanted to put Jamaica, being so 
close to Haiti, in that same position, even more than a century and 
one half later.  He therefore silenced the nation’s Blackness, by 
putting forward a multicultural, non-threatening, image of the nation. 
 
Ainsley Henriques: 
I like to give credit to Drumblair, which was the home of Norman 
and Edna Manley, for being the crucible in which a lot of this is 
born. Not consciously to create this, but because it was the salon. 
Their home was a salon in which very many cultural intellectual 
activities took place. In a time when we were emerging from, or 
trying to emerge from colonialism. It was a bastion of anti-
colonialism, but not in a nasty sense, not in a revolutionary sense, 
within the principles of Norman and Edna Manley that Jamaica was 
for the Jamaicans.  
 
It was a gathering place for the minds of culture - Edna Manley 
being of course the artiste - for the playwrights and poets, and she 
had her disciples if you wish, her sycophants in some instances. 
But they were really committed to the idea that they could visit 
Drumblair, and recite their poetry, discuss what they were writing, 
and similarly in the sense of music; Norman Manley’s sister was 
Vera Moody – Vera Manley, for whom the school of music is named 
because she was a recognized pianist and music teacher. And then 
Norman Manley himself in the formation of the political party: the 
concept of the Independence Movement, self-government. All of 
this was the ferment of Drumblair.  
 

 
Jamaican Girl, 1953 by Vera Cummings, (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
It wasn’t a large number of people, but it was enough people that 
had a sense of themselves, the sense of their creativity, 
encouraged their creativity in all of these fields that became in my 
retrospective view – and I wasn’t there – the nuclei for dance, for 
theatre, for poetry, for fine art, even for music. There were others, I 
mean music was not just the Manleys, there was ‘Alpha’ (Alpha 
Boys School) the nun at Alpha who was really a major force in the 
whole business of making it possible for people of less fortunate 
circumstance to learn music. But Drumblair in particular was really a 
fascinating centre for how I think Jamaican culture has evolved. I 
think it gave all of us a sense of belonging. It gave us a sense of 
pride.  
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8) Development of a ‘Jamaican School’ or ‘Jamaican art 
movement’: 
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
All those early artists would have studied with, or around, or under 
Edna Manley and Koren - Koren was Huie’s first teacher by the 
way. The early 30s is very definitely, sort of… you can’t call it a 
movement yet. You have people working in isolation. You have 
Rhoda Jackson painting in Mandeville, she’s taught by her uncle, 
Cyril Jackson: And it’s a very decorative view of Jamaica you know, 
quaint little houses and frolicking natives running around and this 
sort of thing. But you do have some more serious artists like Edna 
and Koren, working together in small groups. And then in the later 
30s, things start to pull together, and you start to get formalized 
classes at the Institute of Jamaica; Edna starts up her art classes 
and so on. Then you have Sealy over on the Gleaner, working with 
people at the Institute of Jamaica, saying: ‘We’ve got to see what’s 
going on in the whole of Jamaica’. And they launched the first all-
island exhibition, 1938.  
 
That first exhibition in 1938 brought in a lot of artists that had been 
working in isolation. The two Millers (father and son, David senior 
and junior) that I was talking about had an exhibit. Carl Abrahams, 
middle class Jamaican - some people say he’s our greatest painter 
- he exhibited. Dunkley who I think is the greatest painter exhibited. 
People like Edna Manley and Koren weren’t part of any competition 
or anything, they were sort of seen as part of the organizers, and 
they exhibited, outside of the judging competition. 
 
The young Albert Huie was a very important figure in that 
development. He was extremely young at the time. So he would 
have been seen almost as a child. He was taken to Edna Manley at 

the age of 16, and she encouraged him. She bought a painting from 
him which he did at the age of 16, and it was his second painting, a 
girl in a lace dress: ‘Sybil in a lace dress’. She’s grey because he 
didn’t understand colour, so everything is sort of in shades of Black, 
and grey, and green. She has a greenish-grey look, but it’s a young 
Black girl in a lace dress. The young Huie exhibited in that 1938 
exhibition.  

	  
The Counting Lesson, by Albert Huie, 1938 
	  
And what was very interesting is that they were to have the World’s 
Fair in New York, and a companion exposition in San Francisco in 
1939. IBM, the big corporation, decided they were going to have an 
exhibition of ‘world art’: It would be split into two, one exhibition 
would be in San Francisco, and one in New York; and every country 
that they considered a country was visited by the IBM people; and 
they chose two artists from each country. I think Jamaica may be 
the only British Caribbean territory in that exhibition, I don’t think 
Trinidad is in it, I don’t think Barbados is in it and so on. But Cuba 
certainly would have as a Spanish-speaking. I think Santa Domingo 
would have been in it. So they sent a representative to that all-
island exhibition of 1938, to select two artists to represent Jamaica. 
And they selected John Dunkley, my favourite painter, and the little 
17 year-old Albert Huie – he was, I think 17 at that time. And in fact 
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the work that went to represent him is hanging in the Gallery on 
loan from Wallace Campbell’s collection called ‘The Counting 
Lesson’; a young Black girl, she’s counting on her fingers; it’s in the 
‘30s Room’. And that was done by a 16, 17 year-old you know. And 
those two artists represented Jamaica. Today I see them as the 
heads of what I consider the two main streams of art in Jamaica: 
The ‘Nationalist’ stream, and the ‘Intuitive’ stream.    

 
Diamond Wedding, by John Dunkley, 1940 (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
 
8) The relationship between the colonial system and Jamaica’s 
emerging art movement:  
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
In a sense, the idea that Jamaican art heroically came into being in 
opposition to the colonial system, kind of obscures the fact that 
there was in fact significant interaction and significant facilitation on 
both sides. I always see it as a period of where there was a 
confluence of interest between how colonialism re-positioned itself 
at the time, and what on the other hand the emerging nationalists 
were doing. Colonial policies changed significantly around that time, 
and for instance, encouraged internal self-government, encouraged 
cultural development. And I think what has not been given enough 

attention in Jamaica for instance, is the role of the British Council, 
because the British Council was very important as a funding agency 
for the early Jamaican art movement; also for instance as a source 
of scholarships for young artists. A lot of the young artists of that 
generation were able to study abroad through the British Council. 
 
 
9) Development of Arts education and training: 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
From about 1939, 1940 – we’ve never been able to establish the 
exact starting date – art classes were presented at the Junior 
Centre of the Institute of Jamaica, they were free art classes that 
were taught by Edna Manley initially, and most of the young artists 
of the time – Ralph Campbell, Albert Huey, David Pottinger and so 
on – they would all participate in those classes. And it was not just 
classes, they were really a gathering, a gathering-point where 
artists came to exchange ideas, and work together – talk about 
things. So the Institute of Jamaica really became a focal point at 
that time. In terms of audiences too: you know the idea of going to 
exhibitions, buying art and so on, all of that was very very new. 
 
 
10) Developing the audience and patronage for Jamaican 
visual arts: 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
The idea of formal art making at the time, by Jamaicans for 
Jamaicans, was a fairly novel idea. So basically the Jamaican art 
world of the 1930s was something that had to be created in its 
entirety, you know, including anything from exhibitions facilities. I 
mean there were no galleries and so on. Some of Edna Manley’s 
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earliest exhibitions were at an insurance company: they just made 
their offices available for the purpose.  
 
From the late 1930s on, we see the first stirrings of local patronage. 
For instance the fact that Edna Manley’s ‘Negro Aroused’ was 
acquired by public subscription; begins to indicate that people were 
beginning to be willing to spend money; were willing to dedicate 
resources to the development of Jamaican art. The list of people 
who bought that work for the Institute of Jamaica was published in 
the Gleaner. It was a very public affair, and it was a kind of who-is-
who of the emerging middle classes; the professionals; the 
emerging professionals; the emerging business classes and so on 
of the time. It’s really an interesting social document to see who 
was supporting this endeavor. It really was literally an art world 
being created there in terms of the teaching, the meeting places, 
the exhibition places, the audiences, the patronage systems and so 
on. 
 
The patrons really were the emerging upper middle classes of the 
time. And when we say patrons we should not think of a large 
crowd of people. We have to realize that it was very very limited 
group of people who supported these things, and that for an artist to 
sell a work of art was kind of a novelty at that time. So that really 
the interactions that exist in the art world today were all being 
invented in the Jamaican context. But it was really the business 
class of the time, you know.  
 
For instance, the insurance company that exhibited Edna Manley’s 
work in the 1930s was the Mutual Life Insurance Company. Mutual 
Life Insurance Company has an interesting history. It is now 
defunct. It was one of the casualties of the 1990s Bank crash here 
in Jamaica. But Mutual Life has a history that goes back to the 19th 

century. And one of its founders was George William Gordon, one 
of the persons who allegedly played a major role in the Morant Bay 
Rebellion. So it also suggests that the nationalist ferment that gave 
way to what happened in the 1920s and 30s has longer roots. It 
also has longer roots in what happened in the late 19th century. For 
instance the Jamaica Exhibition which was in 1891 was funded by 
local business people, it was funded by local business people 
including George Steeble: and George Steeble was the first Black 
Jamaican millionaire; who built Devon House, right! So there is a 
history there in terms of the emergence of a Black middle class, and 
a Black and Coloured upper middle class, which did not start in the 
1920s or 30s, but which, in fact, has earlier roots in the 19th century: 
in the period around abolition in the economic development of the 
mid-19th century and so on. So it really is part of a continuum rather 
than something that, kind of, suddenly erupted.  
 
The records show that Edna Manley had a solo exhibition, which 
was supposed to go to London in 1937-1938, and at the last 
moment it was decided to show it in Jamaica first. And the reports 
and so on have shown that nearly 2,000 people visited it in the 
space of about a week. Which is, of course, quite remarkable. 
Whether those figures are accurate or not is another matter. But 
what we don’t have is the demographic. Who were those people 
who decided that this exhibition was worth seeing, who took time 
out to go and see it? We don’t know that really. But there were 
definitely changes. Just the fact that so many people came to that 
exhibition suggests that it resonated with some people. Who exactly 
those people were is the part that we don’t really know. We can 
safely assume that it includes those people who paid for her 
sculpture, ‘Negro Aroused’, so that may give us a sense of who 
those people were. But whether that included the man in the street, 
I really can’t say because with the sort of social obstacles that 
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existed in Jamaica, the man in the street may not have felt 
empowered to even go inside and look at that exhibition. We really 
don’t know. Definitely that was changing. But in terms of patronage, 
I mean patronage in art is always associated with money. And that 
of course socially restricts who will be directly involved.  
 
Dr. David Boxer: 
The ‘31 exhibition would have been the first public exhibition in 
modern Jamaica. There had been exhibitions before. Kidd had an 
exhibition in Falmouth: because (Joseph Bartholomew) Kidd, this is 
back in the 1830s and 40s, he had a brother living in Jamaica and 
he held an exhibition in Falmouth, Jamaica. But the public then 
would have been other planters to come and see if they would like 
to have their plantation painted – that would have been the public. 
Now the Koren and Manley exhibition was under the auspices of 
the Institute of Jamaica. So they would have had… it was not at the 
Institute, it was at, I think in Jamaica Mutual Life Assurance 
building, which would have been down town. But it was under the 
auspices of the Institute, that’s why there’s a little publication – 
because the Institute got to do the publications of everything. And I 
think that even at that stage you would have had school groups 
going to it and so on, you know. All the early exhibitions, there’s 
always this mention of groups of schoolchildren and so on. 
 
‘There was a great editor of the Gleaner who was a cultural figure in 
his own right, He was one of the people that… started the first ‘all-
island art exhibition’ in 1938, and that’s Theodore Sealy. 
 
Ainsley Henriques: 
There was one art gallery here back in the 50s, it was run by an 
Englishman but was the primary outlet. There were a couple of 
patrons for the art, a man named A.D. Scott. Any artist that couldn’t 

buy food went to A.D Scott and said would you buy a painting from 
me. And A.D. Scott ended up owning hundreds and hundreds and 
hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of paintings. A.D. Scott was 
an amazing engineer, a Jamaican, a man of colour, who had 
apparently international patents to his name. He built two of our 
hotels by himself, literally, the Wyndham Tower and the one beside 
it – simultaneously. The Stadium etc. He was just an amazing man, 
and an absolutely a worshipper of the Manleys; again perhaps 
because it was the Manleys that liberated his way of thinking for 
him to become, in a sense, who he was. 
 
Art wasn’t done for market, that’s why the people like A.D Scott 
were important, so so important: when you were broke and you 
were hungry, A.D Scott would buy, give you money; because you 
were painting but nobody was buying. There was no exhibition 
business. Barrington Watson will tell you: the Contemporary Art 
Gallery which he part-founded in the 1960s, was the second art 
gallery in Jamaica, and it was then run by Jamaicans. The previous 
one, ‘Heal’s Gallery’ was run by an Englishman. No, A.D Scott is 
the primary major collector of Jamaican art, from probably the ‘50s.  
 
 
10) Links with art and artists in Britain: 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
There was some attempt at having functional links between what 
was happening in the art world here in the 1920s and 30s, and what 
was happening in England. The scholarships were typically to major 
English art schools. So that also exposed young artists here to what 
was current in English art at the time. And that provided them also 
with the formal language that they used to represent Jamaican 
subject matter, which was very much influenced by English 
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modernism – particularly the post-impressionist trends in English 
modernism. So you have that. And then there were also attempts to 
bring some English art – some modern English art – to Jamaica. In 
fact Edna Manley brought a group of works by artists of the ‘London 
Group’ that were shown here in Jamaica in the late 1930s, and that 
are in fact in our collection today.  
 
 
11) Cultural links and the developing sense of ‘West Indian-
ness’ across the Caribbean? : 
 
Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
Jamaica has always been the odd one out in a sense in the West 
Indies, because in the eastern Caribbean you have the close 
proximity of the islands and travel is fairly easy – you can travel by 
boat and so on. Jamaica is a little bit more isolated geographically. 
But what I think really helped to create that sense of ‘West Indian-
ness’, was migration. For instance, the Panama Canal, Jamaicans 
went there, but also, Bajans went there, Trinidadians and so on. So 
it really, the areas of migration – labour migration and more 
permanent migration – really became a meeting point in which 
ideas of ‘West Indian-ness’ began to emerge. 
 

 
Crop time, 1953 by Albert Huie, (courtesy of National Gallery of Jamaica)  
 
The idea of ‘West Indian-ness’ also culturally was important, I mean 
definitely from the late 1930s 1940s onward. And there was for 
instance an exhibition of West Indian art that was held at the 
Institute of Jamaica - I think it was 1945 - and it was sponsored by 
the British Council. So the idea of ‘West Indian-ness’ was also 
consistent with the changes in colonial cultural policies at that time. 
But that exhibition brought together work by artists from Jamaica, 
Barbados, Trinidad, Guyana and I think also St Lucia, you know. 
And it was to my knowledge, the first such exhibition. It was shown 
in Jamaica, it was organised by the Institute of Jamaica, with help 
from the British Council, and the Trinidad Art Society, which had 
been established in 1943. 
 
There is a catalogue of that exhibition, which is actually illustrated, 
there is an introduction in it by George Winfield Digby – who later 
became the ‘Keeper of Textiles’ I believe at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum. So they did invite a colonial cultural official to do the 
introduction, which is telling in its own right. And that essay is 
fascinating because it starts with an art appreciation lesson, so 
clearly the masses had to be taught how to appreciate the products 
of their own cultural movement, which is a little contradictory. But 



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p33	  	  

it’s also one of the first texts in which Jamaican art is defined, 
because the essay is exclusively about Jamaican art. And the 
reason for that may have been that the exhibition was really 
organised here. And that the writer may not have had access yet to 
the other works that came from the other locations. But even more 
fascinating are the photographs, the reproductions of the works. 
Because what you see there is that while they operated in virtual 
isolation from each other, they were very much doing the same 
thing. You would not have known that these were artists who were 
working in different locations. You could very well have imagined 
that these were all artists who were working here. The subject 
matter, the style and so on, it’s all very very similar. So it really does 
show that there was this kind of parallel development, even though 
the actual active contacts may have been fairly limited. 
 
Prof. The Honourable Barrington Watson O.J. (Order of Jamaica): 
The whole Caribbean seems to have had some of the same 
experiences. We are multicultural and multi-racial, so we get our 
influences – our background – extends, as in your case, into India, 
and Africa right; and some of our Jamaicans into the orient, either 
Japan or China. But still they are Jamaicans and they are 
legitimately connected to all these different races and cultures. So if 
your ancestors are from India why not use some Indian concept or 
culture in your own statements? Because we are unique in the 
world where that is concerned: we have so many different cultures 
in the Caribbean, and so many different races in the Caribbean. 
Why should not the artists draw from all those sort of established 
things?  
 
 
 
 

A new wave of Independence Generation artists: 
 
1) Barrington Watson: 
 

• [NB. Clips from his on-camera interview will be featured on 
the ‘Evolution’ website, developed from this research] 

 
Prof. The Honourable Barrington Watson O.J. (Order of Jamaica): 
Well from I was in Kindergarten school it seems that I showed this 
ability to draw in proportion. At Kingston College when I went there, 
instead of starting to study as I should, I would draw in every 
exercise book. So when my first term report came to my father it 
says, ‘31 boys in form, place in form 31st’. I started writing stories, 
and making comics out of these little stories, and I have my little 
heroes and so on. So I did that for a while, and then I started 
painting on shirts, and skirts, and ties and all that sort of thing you 
know. I would see a calendar, an annual sort of calendar with the 
months and the year, there might be a picture of somebody’s, some 
artist’s, on it. And also I was fortunate enough to have gotten when I 
was a teenage boy, a book called, ‘It’s Fun To Draw’. And in it the 
drawings were done by seminal people like Norman Rockwell, and 
some of the illustrators of the United States and so on. And as a 
matter of fact I took it to Kingston College with me. I used to walk 
with the book under my arm everywhere – if I go and play football I 
put it down in the field and go play and come back and pick it up. 
 
I must have been about 19 or 20 when they started an Art School at 
the Institute of Jamaica. Albert Huey and Ralph Campbell were 
about 10 years my senior, and they were what you’d call the 
Jamaican artists at the time – and 1 or 2 others before those 2. And 
Edna Manley was supposed to be setting up the school, but it was a 
question of just an art class. And I took a look at it and decided I 
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didn’t like how it was being operated, so I say, ‘I am going to go to 
England and find my way, because I want to do Art, and not this 
business of sort of colonial stuff’, you know, ‘I want some training’. 
So I got on a banana boat, after I worked at the Government Post 
Office for a couple of years – I saved my salary, bought a ticket on 
a banana boat and went to England, London’. I had this ambiguity 
about whether I should do Graphic Art or Fine Art. I wanted to do 
Fine Art. But my father thought it was a waste of time because most 
artists live in a garret, don’t have any money and, you know… So 
he tried everything to stop me from becoming an artist – everything.  
 
I applied to the London School of Printing and Graphic Art, I 
suppose you know, thinking I couldn’t loose by knowing something 
about graphics. After the first term, the teacher whose name is 
Gerald DeRose, when he saw my work or what I was like after he 
got to know me, he decided I should specialize in the Fine Arts 
rather than Graphic Arts. He was an excellent draughtsman, so he 
started to teach me to draw, and talked to me about what would be 
involved and so on. Well he taught me and taught me pretty well  - I 
can say that – and he was trying to make an artist out of me. And I 
learned a lot from him. And then after I’d done about a year, he 
said, ‘I’m going to apply you to the Royal College. Normally people 
don’t apply to the Royal College until they’ve had 4 years of Art 
training. And I had this interview and the drawing test, wrote an 
essay and so on – I was first pick for the Royal College for that 
year. So I reckon the work was good. And also I think the Royal 
College staff was curious about: ‘where this guy come from?’ 
because I was the first Black man to go there, the first Black guy. 
 

 
Mother and Child, by Barrington Watson 1958 (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
Well graduation came and I made a reasonable graduation, 
because I made, if you know that painting that you saw in the 
National Gallery of the mother and child on the pot, that was my 
graduation exercise. I came back to Jamaica in 1961, just before 
we got Independence in ’62. And by then I became head of the 
Jamaica School of Art. It was the Jamaica School of Arts and 
Crafts, they had 2 buildings down on North Street. I took it over, 
revamped the whole thing, called it the Jamaica School of Art, put a 
Fine Art Programme in place, and started teaching. There was a 
diploma at the end of it, and an intermediate certificate after the first 
2 years – a 4-year course, and I set it all up. And ran it for 5 years, 
during which time I showed in places like Canada, and I had a show 
in London. And I also took a Jamaican exhibition to Germany – 
West Germany – where I toured with it.  
 
I have done a lot of other things within Jamaica, for example I 
started up what was called the Contemporary Jamaican Artists 
Association with Parboosingh and Hyde – Eugene Hyde. And that 
ran for about 10 years. My work is Jamaica. What motivated me to 
come back to Jamaica, and work in Jamaica, and live in Jamaica? I 
could have gotten jobs and I could have gotten I suppose fame and 
fortune abroad if I had stayed in America or England. But I wanted 
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to prove to my father, 1, that art does not mean that you’re going to 
live in a garret or you’re going to suffer. And, 2, Jamaica had 
nothing to encourage art in school curriculums or even the art 
school that they were trying to form. And so I wanted to do 
something about that. Then we were getting ‘Independent’, and so 
Jamaica would have an individual voice within the world you know. 
And I wanted to contribute to that. So there was the nation building, 
and the whole thing. I love what I do, and I don’t ease up, I just 
keep on keeping on… 
 
Having travelled around and seen all the different efforts and 
energy put into different paintings, I would give somebody like 
Turner the credit for the light in his paintings. But then again I’d give 
Rembrandt credit for chiaroscuro light and dark. I’d give Ingres the 
understanding of the line, because the line had quality and not 
many people understood that the quality of the line explains – for 
example if you draw an arm, I hate the elbow, that’s when you 
press on the pencil and then you hit the flesh and you soften it, and 
the quality of that line can tell you what you’re trying to say – Ingres. 
For technique I’d give Velasquez the quality for using technique 
because he had a facility that was unbeatable. And for emotion I’d 
give Goya. So somewhere in the 1960s I wrote that I utilized the 
light of Turner, the range of Rembrandt, the line of Ingres, the 
technique of Velasquez, the emotion of Goya and my heritage from 
Benin. And that’s how it happened. That’s how I came to that 
conclusion: because I wanted to learn, and that’s what I learned 
from those boys. But there were others, you know, Da Vinci, and 
Caravaggio, and a lot of them that I’ve seen and learned things 
from. Vermeer from Holland again and I learned more with light and 
thing. But those guys were clever – they were clever.  
 
 

Dr. Veerle Poupeye: 
Barrington Watson very much positioned himself as a Black 
Jamaican artist. There is an element of recognition in Barrington 
Watson’s work, an element of appeal that says a lot about how 
Jamaica imagines itself. And that to me is really what makes 
Barrington Watson one of the most important artists of the post-
Independence period. He presents his work as high art. He brings 
that level of respect and dignity to it.  
 

 
Barrington Watson A Retrospective, 2012, (courtesy of National Gallery of 
Jamaica) 
 
2) New critical and professional attitudes: 
 
Dr. Verle Poupeye: 
A lot of young Jamaicans who had been educated abroad, returned 
to Jamaica at that time. And they returned with an almost 
missionary zeal of creating the Independent Jamaica, and 
everything that needed to come with that. So they built on the 
developments that we discussed earlier on. For instance this almost 
willing into being of a Jamaican art world that you saw in the 1930s 
and 40s; the Barrington Watson’s and Eugene Hyde’s and Karl 
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Parboosingh’s and so on, of the ‘Independence Generation’, they 
brought a new layer to that.  
 
They brought a new layer of professionalism first of all. They saw 
themselves as professional artists rather than as the previous 
generation had mainly been: the previous generation still position 
itself as the beneficiaries of patronage. The Barrington Watson’s of 
this world, they took matters into their own hands. They decided 
that they were professionals, that they were going to be public 
figures, and that the representation of their work - the promotion of 
their work – all of that was going to be done on their terms. So they 
really took charge of their fate as artists. They also brought new 
ideas about art. And in many ways, although their work builds on 
what the previous generation has done, it is also a critique of it in 
that sense that they kind of critiqued the narrow focus of the work: a 
refusal almost to see it in the context of the broader world so they 
brought a more international outlook to it. I think they were also less 
tentative about the racial dynamics.  

 
They overtly critiqued the Edna Manleys and so on of the previous 
generation. So they positioned themselves against what had 
happened before. Looking back now of course, the work really does 
flow from what happened before. So in the work itself there is not 
necessarily an absolute break. But in terms of how they positioned 
themselves and their work, I mean it really is a kind of taking control 
of the representation of art: ‘We are not going to be the talented 
youngster being scouted and discovered and so on. We are going 
to position ourselves as the leaders in the artistic community’. And 
that is what I find really so interesting about an artist like Barrington 
Watson: how they took control of their careers, and very 
successfully so. You know, became very prominent public figures, 
highly respected public figures, not only locally but also 
internationally. So it really presents a quantum leap in the 
development of Jamaican art.
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6. PANAMA 
 
 1914 1918 1920s 1930s 1941 1950s 
Panama Panama canal 

completed 
British West Indies 
Regiment mutiny at 
Taranto 

Marcus Garvey makes 
several visits to 
Panama: UNIA 
chapters and Liberty 
Hall established 

Thriving port city of 
Colon is Jewel of 
Black Panana 

Forbidden Races law makes 
English-speaking Black 
Caribbean population non-
citizens. Immigration between 
Caribbean and Panama  banned    

Black America is now stronger 
cultural influence for British 
Caribbeans and descendents 

 
A first visit to Panama: 
 
During the research for my First World War resource, I learned that 
Black British Caribbean migrants in early 20th century Panama were 
important symbols of ‘advancement’ to the families and 
communities they left behind; pioneers forging a modern identity to 
take pride in. For this reason I wanted to learn about the large 
migrations of British Caribbean (or West Indian) men and women 
who arrived from the late 19th century onwards - to give context to 
my discoveries in Jamaica, Trinidad & Tobago and Martinique. 
Because there is so little to document and celebrate their 
achievements (even in Panama), I have taken a broad view looking 
beyond conventional arts to explore their history, experiences, and 
the culture that expressed their identity, aspirations and pride. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
How was Panama’s West Indian Black presence developed?  
 

 
Miraflores Lock, by Eugenio Dunn (courtesy of SAMAAP) 
 
1) Building Panama’s railway and Canal: 
Prof Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
“This is the Afro-Antillean Museum, in Panama City. We start with 
the French period, showing the typical West Indian immigrants who 
came to dig the Canal: the type of work that they did, pick and 
shovel most of the time. They dug and carried the spoil around to 
different areas of Panama. The causeway was built from dirt that 
was dug up from first Canal digging. So here we show the French 
Canal effort that did not succeed. The West Indians came to 
Panama in 1850 for the building of the railroad. A railroad around 
1850, and they were mostly Jamaicans at that time.  
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Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
We were part of Colombia. And at that moment you had a strong 
migration from Jamaica for the construction of the French project. 
We are talking about 60,000 Jamaicans that was coming back and 
forth from Panama for that period. They remained stranded after the 
French failed. That’s why after when the United States went to look 
for workers, and they came to Jamaica, the government of Jamaica 
said, ‘For each Jamaican that’s going to leave this country you have 
to establish a repatriation fund - $300 for each Jamaican’. The US 
contractors were only offering 10 cents an hour, and free meals, 
and free housing. Instead of paying $300, they went over to 
Barbados and that’s why you have 20,000 that came for the 
building of the Canal, and less Jamaicans.  
 
Dr. Garnes: 
Something that have me really embarrassed: Nobody mentions the 
amount of lives that were lost during the construction of the Canal. 
Why I mention it, because I have an Uncle he came here with my 
father to work in the Canal construction. But he disappeared. 
Nobody know what happen to him; if he was dragged by an animal 
or what. He’s noted in those who disappeared. Why I remember, 
because my father used to feel sad everyday. My father he used to 
fret everyday over his death. Why, because he say, ‘My brother 
didn’t want to come here. I encouraged him so much that he 
decided to come, and now that he’s come I don’t know where he is’.  
 
My father work on the construction. My father came in 1907, and he 
started to work in the construction. And that’s why I have the 
contracts and so forth. Because he say the trick of the Americans, 
when they came off the boat, they took away all the papers you 
had. They used to take away documents from you: you’re here but 

you’re not here, that was the idea of our great American 
government. You’re here and not here. 
 
I don’t remember how many days it was, about 10 or 15 days to 
come from the islands here. And of course what happened was 
what we call ‘a nicely friendship’ among all. See many times people 
didn’t even have what to eat. But if I had to eat I share it with you, 
and so forth until they get over here. And when they come over 
here, much of them don’t know what to do where to go, where to 
live. The Americans start to make quarters for them. But they were 
in an area where there were no laws like now you have now, 
protecting our labour and so forth. They had to work with the same 
clothes that they have. It was so difficult for working in the Canal. It 
was a dangerous area. They called it a ‘death mine’, because you 
go in there but you not going to come out. Why, because you are 
working around machines, tractors, dynamite, landslides, all those 
things, big snakes, poisonous snakes; all those things they had a lot 
of them.  
 
And the West Indies immigrants, they were more sensitive to suffer 
from pneumonia than malaria, because as Black people they had a 
natural resistance against malaria. Why, because the continent that 
has the great proportion of malaria is Africa. Why Africa? By its 
shape: it has a very large area on the equator, on the tropical line. 
And that’s infested with malaria. And nature is very adaptable. If 
you are in an area where you have a disease constantly, 
automatically your body starts to develop a defense against that 
disease. And that’s what happened with most of these Africans that 
are brought here. They had a natural defense against malaria. 
That’s why they could subsist. So what happened, most of them 
used to sick more with pneumonia and so forth. Because they had 
to work under difficult conditions – sun, rain, sun, rain – and if they 
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get working very wet, and their clothes was very wet, and they 
didn’t have clothes to change, and it wasn’t able to dry, they had to 
put on the same wet clothes to go back and to work. Imagine those 
conditions. And I mean, the same Americans also was surprised, 
‘Well how these people are affected more with pneumonia, and not 
with malaria?’ But that was the reason.	  	  
	  
	  
2) From 1914, emergence of a thriving West Indian presence 
with a 3rd immigration after completion of the Canal: 
 
Dr. Garnes:  
I’m here from 1923. I just got my 89th birthday last 6th February, so I 
have a lot to call on. My father came from Barbados, my mother 
from Martinique. They meet each other here and they got married. 
How they got married I don’t know because my father didn’t speak 
French or Creole. I speak Creole, which is the dialogue of 
Martinique, that was the first thing I spoke, and I still speak it. How 
they understand I don’t know but they got married. Well they say 
love only have one language. And that’s how I start here: was three 
of us children, two girls and a boy - I was the last. Everybody has 
gone away already.  
 

 
Victor Bruce (courtesy of SAMAAP) 
 

My father came here and also he got married.  And he was very 
determined to be here, and he adapted himself to be here. But he 
saw the necessity of adapting his children to here. My father was 
determined that we be Panamanians: He was working after the 
Canal was in operation, with the railroad company who used to 
administer the commissaries, so he had permission to go to the 
Gorgos Hospital. But every time my mother was going to give birth, 
he didn’t put her in the Gorgos Hospital, he put her in the Hospital 
Panama, Santa Thomas. Why? So that her children can born under 
the national flag. That was the idea of my father.  
 
Prof: Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
I’m the grandchild of Jamaican immigrants. My maternal 
grandparents and paternal grandparents came for the construction 
of the American canal. From what we understand, my grandfather 
did not actually work on the Canal, he worked in businesses that 
were established in Panama related to the Canal and the people 
who worked for the Canal. We don’t have that much information 
about my grandparents. I know my paternal grandfather died when 
my father was very young. Our connection, at least my family’s 
connection, is strongest with my mother’s relatives from Jamaica: 
my mother’s mother, my maternal grandmother, had to go back to 
Jamaica with her 3 daughters one of which was my mother.  
 
Once they became adults they then returned to Panama, because 
by then the Canal was completed, and there were jobs on the Canal 
Zone and in other areas related to the Canal. So they came back to 
Panama, and my mother met my father Here. So during the time we 
grew up we lived in the Panama Canal Zone in communities like La 
Boca, which was previously a Black community. And then later on 
once the bridge was built, and it was necessary to have a very nice 
view from the bridge of La Boca, and they sent us to places like 
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Pedro Migel – the communities of Pedro Migel and Paraiso. And 
then La Boca then became an up-scale community mostly for the 
White residents of the Canal Zone. But my earliest year – I was 
born in another community that was called Red Tank, which is since 
disappeared. And my early childhood was spent in La Boca. 
 
Prof. Selvia Miller: 
But regardless of all this, our forefathers’ contribution was filled of 
moral values, because the family was the strong link here in 
Panama. They didn’t get what they were expecting to get. And they 
decided to cope together. To work united together in order to 
survive. And they didn’t want to go back anyhow. So they decided 
to stay here, raise their children; build their families, build their 
houses. And when they finished the Panama Canal construction, 
some of them their contract was over and they started to send them 
back to Jamaica, to Barbados, and to the islands. And decided to 
stay because they had already created their families here, built their 
houses even though they were not in the best conditions - but as far 
as I understood they were better off than where they came from. 
And they decided to stay here, so they went moving to all the 
different areas of Panama – Cativa, New Providence, Portobello, 
Nomre de Dios. And when you go to the coast now, you find people 
that live in the coast, and their parents were from Jamaica, from 
Barbados, from Martinique. They have English surnames but they 
don’t speak English, they speak Spanish. And you will be surprised 
to hear them say: ‘No, yo no soy una India Negra’ (No I am not  
West Indian), and they’re Black. I met one last week. Her name is 
Moore. I said, ‘But your last name is Moore’, ‘Oh yes that was my 
grandfather, but I don’t know anything about English!’ 
 
 
 

2) Lodges and societies for self help and mutual Aid: 
 
Dr. Garnes: 
It was a very very hard time. And that’s why these people they 
developed ‘community aid’. They started to develop societies, and 
then the ‘Lodges’ for the Societies to keep themselves going. What 
you did, you pay a little fee, so you have a little something to help 
you: take care of you if you’re sick, if somebody die. Up to now they 
have some of those societies going along. I belong to the Society 
where my mother did belong, The Friends Society. It still goes on. 
We as descendants, we are trying to keep it alive. Because most of 
those old people are dead already, but the Friends Society still 
remain  
 
The Lodges and Societies were the community links, the 
community defense to keep us together, because they had common 
causes; poverty, sickness, death. And anything that they need the 
Society came. For instance after my father died, we got the Lodge 
to bury him in Panama, because that Lodge was from our Society. 
And the Society donated for a very low price, so that we could bury 
our father. 

Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
What else can we say about that time period? There were the 
benefit societies that were formed to help to protect: because at the 
very beginning the US Government didn’t provide Health Insurance 
or any that type of coverage for the workers. So they organised and 
they had their own social benefit societies. One of them which grew 
out of the St Peter’s Mutual Benefit Society, it was just disbanded 
last year. It was founded in about 1920s. And I remember, growing 
up, they’d have social workers come by when you’re sick and they’d 
give you a little something to see you through, whether it’s $3 for 
each day that you’re sick. But you know there were always the 
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visitors would come and make sure that you’re really sick, that sort 
of thing. I think just the fact that they were able to mobilize, and 
provide those kinds of funds and services during those times, it was 
so important: because the US Canal structure wasn’t providing for 
the workers; and they provided death benefit assistance; they 
helped people to bury their dead; and gave them a little something 
to see them through the funeral expenses and so forth.  
 
 
3) Establishing homes, families and communities in the Canal 
Zone: 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin:  
They came with their trunks and their baggage. And the Americans 
focused mostly on the sanitation because the mosquitoes, the 
Yellow Fever and the Malaria were really decimating the 
populations. So they focused on really cleaning up the Isthmus. 
There were brigades, fumigating brigades. And they went around 
with tanks and fumigated, and that contributed to the success of the 
North American effort. We show the type of living conditions that 
were existing in this particular area around the beginning of the 20th 
century in the 1900s and so forth. And the type of structures that 
were available for the West Indians: the kind of toilet facilities that 
we had, we didn’t have indoor plumbing at the time; the kinds of 
kitchen, and the elements that we use for cooking; our oven, and 
the kerosene stove, the oven was set on top the stove, and they 
produced wonderful cakes and cookies. Oh yes, they had those 
skills. At least from the West Indians who migrated here, many 
skilled workers came. You know carpentry skills and so forth. The 
most prevalent jobs were of course digging with pick and shovel. 
 

Churches were always important to the West Indian populations. 
The church was always present. Religion was very important.  
Christian Mission, the research that I have done indicated that it 
started in Barbados. Once the Barbadian workers came here they 
established several churches of the Christian Mission Protestant 
religion. But this is only one of the many different religious 
manifestations that we have. We have lots of spiritual churches. 
Methodism is also very strong. Salvation Army, they’re also strong. 
And we still have several Spiritual Churches in different sectors of 
our community in Rio Abaco. And they’re bilingual now. And they 
still have people ‘jumping in the spirits’. Oh yeah! 

And we show the different educational provisions: Well we started 
out with Royal Readers, and the Jamaicans and the Barbadians 
would have their little classes in the churches, in places like these; 
where basically maybe during the week they use a place like this to 
have classes. Then finally the US Government decided to set up a 
school system. We had a number of the students with a White 
teacher. Took them a while before they employed Black teachers. 
The early years there were White teachers.  
 
The US set up a system of commissaries, which are like 
supermarkets, and so they had the commissary books where they 
would give each family a certain amount. You know $2.50 or $5.00 
it bought a lot. Sometimes this would be for a month’s supply of 
groceries at the store. The US was setting up a nation within a 
nation so to speak. We were getting goods that were coming in 
from the United States and so forth. And the merchants in Panama 
City were complaining that they can’t compete. So this was one way 
of setting up a structure that did not permit people who weren’t 
working for the Canal to purchase. 
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Prof. Selvia Miller: 
It was a period of hardship, hardship: especially for the West 
Indians. Hard times: very much. The idea was to come to a better 
place. For instance when they invited or they promoted the Canal 
project to the West Indians, they promised housing, health benefits, 
good salaries and so forth. When they came to Panama they didn’t 
receive anything of that. They got housing yes, barracks in bad 
conditions. The salaries were minimal; Minimal, minimal, minimal. 
And the health care was very very bad. They brought from the 
islands a great culture of medicines, natural medicines and 
medications that they had to use in order to survive. Because what 
they were promised they didn’t get it. So it’s a good thing that they 
were very smart.  

They brought all these bushes, grasses, leaves; they brought it with 
them to Panama. And this helped them survive. Because all that the 
Americans promised they did not receive, and then the salaries 
were so low. Their families were big, you know West Indians are big 
families always, and even the kids had to work. The children have 
to work. The mother works. The father works. And the children have 
to work. Just not to feel that the trip to Panama was not worth it, 
they decided to stay and to work hard; overtime, extra time to save 
in order to meet ends. And they then support each other: the 
cousin, the aunt, the grandmother, the brother, the brother-in-law; 
they support each other. But it was a very difficult time: very much! 

 
4) Colon City, the cultural centre of Black Panama: 
 
Dr. Garnes: 
Really I started living in Colon from I was a kid. I lived in the coast.  
I born in Panama City, but I started to live in Colon. Why I get so 
attracted to Colon, because when I was around 13, 14 years, my 

eldest sister she was graduated as a teacher, she was assigned to 
teach around here in a little place in the coast named Palenque. 
And I always be under my big sister cos she was like a second 
mother to me. And when they bring her here, I say, ‘I am going to 
Palenque also’. And I went and live there. And it was so nice 
growing up with the young men there, the youths like myself, that I 
just get fall in love with Colon. Colon always represent a real Black 
community, a real Black history, and I feel, ‘well that’s where I am 
supposed to identify’. I left here, went to study medicine. As I came 
back I asked to be assigned to Colon. And from then, and that’s 
from 1958, I am still here.  
 
I grow up among Black boys like myself. We used to play very 
simple games, for instance: let’s see who can climb faster the 
coconut trees and so forth and come back down to the ground. I got 
very impressed with the trip to go from here to the coast, what we 
call Costa Arriba: that is Palenque. All those trips you had to go by 
sea, there was no road like now. And I was impressed because I 
sail for 10, 12 hours to go there; and I can’t come off of the ship and 
go on land, I have to come off the ship, go in a little boat and row 
until you reach the coast. And all those things impressed me a lot. 
That’s where I learned to defend myself a little in water (float) 
because I am not a swimmer. But I had to learn at least to move my 
hands to defend myself. And all those things impressed me.  
 
When we were living in the coast, we used to interchange what 
goods we could. That’s the way you used to live. There was only 
one shop in the Black community. And when everything is finished 
there is nothing else to eat. All you could eat was bananas and 
plantain. What you used to depend on, the Colombian boats used 
to come and we give them coconuts, plantains; so they give us rice, 
sugar, salt, oil and so forth. An interchange. A trading. Imagine! And 
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now that I’m big I say, ‘Well how it was possible?’ At that time 
Panama wasn’t such a poor country that people had to live like that. 
I remember one time I told my mother: ‘Mummy, no more’, she say 
‘What?’ I tell her ‘No more plantain’ because that’s all what I used to 
eat: plantain in the morning, plantain in the… ‘Mummy no more 
plantain…’   
 
And then growing up I have a special feeling for Colon because 
although I used to live in Panama City, practically every weekend I 
was here in Colon. Why, because Colon was attractive. Imagine the 
train that was coming from Panama City to Colon. At that time there 
was the steam train. They had to put 2 locomotive to bring all those 
amount of people from Panama City to Colon. And any time I reach 
here I feel I’m home, the people were so hospitable, so nice that I 
feel, ‘Well I am among people who are showing me something, and 
they’re all like me’. That’s why practically all my girlfriends were 
from Colon before my wife. I always in love with Colon. We’re going 
to be 50 years of marriage soon. So those things make me feel I am 
identifying myself with Colon. My parents came in to Panama 
through Colon. All the persons who came, whether workers, slaves, 
merchants, everything came through here to the Caribbean Sea. I 
say: ‘Well that means that I suppose to be identify with the 
Caribbean’. You see I feel that’s part of my roots. 
 
To me Colon looked like a marvelous home. For instance, things 
that have been abolished or lost: I used to admire coming into 
Colon. Right at the entrance of the city, what we call 16th street, 
that’s where the streets begin, they had a very beautiful garden; 
pure bamboo garden, and that was so beautiful. All those things 
have disappeared. What I admire also when I had to go to the 
coast: right at the entrance of Colon, that’s where I used to take the 
boat to go to the coast! Then things I admire as a young man, to 

enjoy myself, I used to come to the different balls and dances here 
in Colon, because they had a very good orchestra. And one of the 
musicians, he died about 2 years ago, they used to call him Gus, 
his name is Gustavo, we used to say, ‘Gus Trimm’. And he had a 
very nice orchestra, used to be named ‘Gus Trimm and his Boys’. 
And they used to come here too. So there is many things that 
impressed me a lot.  
 
Colon is not like the Colon that we see now, it was a beautiful place, 
and then all the city was clean; street clean; the houses were 
painted; everything looked so artistic; a wonderful city. And then it 
has what we call ‘the tracing of Colon’: is straight so you can’t loose 
(get lost). That why in Colon we say if you live in, for instance, this 
avenue, I have to say ‘I live in Avenida Roosevelt with 7th Street’. 
You can’t loose. Because (physically demonstrates) all these are 
Avenues and all these across are Street. And all those things Colon 
had.  
 
Colon was artistic because the way the houses were kept. The 
houses were painted. People were a lot better hospitality here in 
Colon, more than in Panama City. So you feel that you are at home, 
you feel that you’re living in family. As you put your foot in a home 
in Colon, the first thing they tell you: ‘Would you like to have 
something to drink?’ Always willing to offer something. Hospitality. 
All those principles are disappearing and that affects the city a lot. 
Affects the youth a lot. Because our youth are growing now but 
without any sensibility: without any education. And that’s not what 
we want. 
 
I love Colon so that I consider it’s the crib of all the races that are in 
Panama, because everybody came through here, everybody 
started here; from historical times. From the time that they say the 
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Spaniards discovered America, everything came through here and 
it’s still coming through here. That’s why I admire Colon. All the 
riches that they were extracting from the South came through Colon 
to go to Europe.    
 
Colon had Barbers, Druggists (Pharmacies). We had theatres. At 
those times, those theatres, what we called ‘para pre cinés’, it 
wasn’t a theatre of actors. It was movie pictures. We had a lot of 
that here but everything has been abolished now. In those days 
most of the pictures where they put Black actors, they used to put 
them as barbers, or working in restaurant, or sometime even acting 
and making funny faces. That used to upset me a lot. I say: ‘That 
means to say that we cannot do any other roles but just as 
servants. Just be a servant’. Why I have that idea in my mind, 
because from I was a boy, I always want to be a doctor – I born with 
that inside me. And I remember as a boy, seeing in the Panama 
Tribune (former newspaper for Black English-speaking readership), 
they had a little propaganda (feature), where there was a young 
man, and it wasn’t a White man, it was a young man looking like 
me, and it used to say down below, when I am a man I want to be a 
doctor. And I it impress me so much that I cut it out the paper and 
show it to my father. 

Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
Well I lived in Panama City. And Colon was always a very important 
cultural centre in terms of musical expression. Jazz! Rich Russel. 
Rich Russel was born in Boca Del Toro, and he came to Colon, and 
from Colon he went to the United. States. And if you went in to the 
Jazz dictionary you’ll find Rich Russell. He was the first big band 
orchestras. ‘Satchmo’, Louis Armstrong, played with Rich Russell. 
And the most important Jazz came to Colon. Because of the West 
Indian presence, and the fusion of that West Indian presence with 
the North American soldiers.  

 
The most important social popular movement was developed in 
Colon. Colon was always considered something backward. But 
Colon was the centre of the most important boxers, basketball 
players: sports. Colon was educating Black children from 1920s 
through 40s, 50s, and then it began to be abandoned, because 
West Indians integrate to society - lose their heritage - or they 
migrate to the United States. And today Colon is a centre of poverty 
and crime. You have to be very careful. The level of criminality is 
very high at this moment. 
 
Prof. Selvia Miller: 
They called Colon the ‘Gold Coast’. Beautiful houses. The 
architecture of the houses in Colon were French, Caribbean; 
beautiful. If you take a good look at the architecture of the city, 
these buildings are all ruined now through lack of maintenance, but 
if you take a good look at them, you will see art in them.  
 
 
5) US influence and control in Panama: 
 
Prof: Gerardo Maloney: 
From 1903 the country became a republic. Our country was 
subjected to the United States. The United States Governor in 
Panama was more important than the President of the country.  
 
Dr. Garnes: 
The Canal Zone was administered or managed by what they called 
a ‘Governor’, Governor of the Canal Zone. And he had complete 
power. So even if the church wanted to abolish the segregation they 
could not, because they would have trouble with the authorities - 
most of them submit rather than to fight back. You see what happen 
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here in Panama in the Canal Zone especially, most of the 
Americans who were in the Canal Zone working were from the 
South. So they introduced the same principle they had in the South. 
That’s what happened.  
 
 
3) Life and work under the official system of racial segregation 
and discrimination known as ‘The Gold and Silver Roles ’  
 
Dr. Garnes: 
My father was a very brilliant man. Not because he was my father, 
but because he was a fighter like myself. I remember when I was 
small he used to always tell me: ‘Learn to fight back, but don’t fight 
back with violence, fight back with intelligence’. I used to say, what 
this old man is telling me? But when I start to grow I understand 
what he meant. That’s why I dedicate my life to investigate and to 
find out history.  
 
We were living originally in the Canal Zone, where we had a very 
strict discrimination named ‘Gold Role’ and ‘Silver Role’. I suffered it 
a lot, you know. But what my father did: when we started to go to 
school, because everything was in English he contacted a Spanish 
teacher, la señora Carboral, so she could teach us to speak 
Spanish just as we are learning to speak English. Those are things 
why I say he had vision. 
 
And we suffered a lot. As I tell you I suffered discrimination, what 
we called the ‘Gold Role’ and ‘Silver Role’ ever since we were 
children. My parents were Catholics and so take us to Catholic 
Church. We used to live in Paraiso, a ‘Silver Role’ community. A 
‘Gold Role’ community was in Pedro Miguel. A close distance, in 
about 15, 20 minutes you can walk from one place to the other. We 

used to get up every Sunday morning to go to church. And we 
reach to the church, but when we go in the church we could not sit 
down anywhere we wanted. You had to sit down on benches that 
were reserved for Black people or non-Americans too.  
 
Living conditions in general was not that bad. Not that my father 
was getting a big pay, but he was able to administrate very good. 
That was another effect of the Gold and Silver Role: you could be 
doing the same work, but the white man get a very good pay while 
you get a miserable payment. I remember my father used to make 
sometimes around $60, $70 a month, but he could administer that 
so good so that we could live. Of course cost of living was not high 
as it is right now. And I would say living conditions were not bad, 
the homes and so forth were not bad. Although we were on the 
Silver Role in the ‘Silver Section’, we had our own clubhouse, our 
own commissary and everything. But we had to remain where we 
were, we couldn’t have an idea of say that we are going and buy 
something in a Gold Role commissary. They throw you out! But the 
Gold Role could come to your commissary and buy. Imagine: they 
used to even have water fountains, one said ‘Gold’ and the other 
said ‘Silver’. So you as a Black man had to drink water on the Silver 
Role fountain, and the White man use the Gold Role.  
 
Well we have our own clubhouse, the place to get together.  Some 
of these West Indians, they had their own religious services: 
Anglican, Protestant and so forth. Catholic was, as I told you, in the 
Whites’ section. Life wasn’t bad. But what wasn’t good is that 
marked discrimination in everything. You could be walking on the 
street, especially in what we call a ‘Gold Role Section’, and the 
police pass by and if you don’t look too nice to him, they arrest you 
and the carry you to the court, and accuse you for loitering. And 
your father or your family have to go and pay them even though you 
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stay in jail. They had Black policemen. They used to work in the 
Black community. But the Black policeman could not arrest a White 
person.  
 
To be frank with you, I was proud from when I was born. Because 
our father bring us up with that: ‘Feel proud of what you are’. He 
say, ‘You may have to submit according to the laws, but that 
doesn’t mean you have to accept it completely. You obey it 
because it’s the law. That doesn’t mean that it’s correct. But you 
don’t have to fight back with violence’. That’s when he used to tell 
me ‘fight back with intelligence’.  
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
We have an example of the ‘Gold and Silver Roll system’, the 
discriminatory structure that was set up during the building of the 
canal. The Blacks were part of the Silver Roll system, and the 
Whites were part of the Gold Roll. This is an example of the 
disparity in salaries: we have the White postal worker earning $150, 
and the Black postal worker earning $80 doing the same kind of 
work. And we have the typical contract that the West Indian signed, 
and the kind of work that they did in building the Canal. 
 
We grew up in, as I said, the Canal Zone communities, which were 
pretty self-contained. And so we were very close-knit communities 
where English was spoken most of the time among our family 
members. And we weren’t encouraged to interact with the larger 
society in the Republic of Panama or in the city of Panama. We 
didn’t really pick up Spanish as a language, because most of our 
language was English within our communities. So we grew up in a 
certain extent sometimes feeling privileged that we maybe had 
access to American goods in the commissary. We felt privileged to 
have had access to the public schools and school materials. We 

were of course aware of the segregated system that existed in the 
Canal Zone, and the fact that the Whites had their own schools and 
better schools and better facilities than we did. But very often within 
those communities, I don’t necessarily think we felt deprived. Many 
of us always felt that we were privileged to have had some of the 
facilities.  
 
We did have humiliating experiences growing up, like this. But I 
suppose for people with my kind of personality you just forge 
ahead. And you look for opportunities as they present themselves. 
It’s only after I left the Canal Zone and travelled to the States and 
experienced – I got there in the late 60s, in the 70s when the 
turbulence of the Civil Rights movement was getting to its heights. 
So I was able to participate, and also grow and develop along with 
some of the movements that were taking place there. And once I 
came back to Panama and was exposed to living in the Republic, 
my eyes were opened to the injustices, and to the lack of 
recognition that Black people experienced in this country. And all 
that helped me to develop, I suppose, the drive or the interest in 
seeing what we can do to help our people experience the 
opportunities and the recognition that they deserve. 
 
Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
Growing up as a West Indian person in Panama City, it was very 
traumatic. If you were able to relate within your community and you 
had everything in your community – your church, your lodges, your 
social environment - then you would have less conflict. But as these 
communities began to disappear because of migration of people to 
the United States, and migration from the interior to Panama City, 
then you were forced to have a larger level of interaction with the 
Panamanian society; a society that from colonial days was very 
racist. So growing up was a very traumatic and peculiar situation 
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until today. If you go into the West Indian community, you would 
find harassment of young people just because they’re Black.  
 
Prof. Selvia Miller: 
My father told me that once when he was living in Gatun, that there 
was a mango tree near to their house. And he said that this tree 
had some big big mangos, sweet mangos. If the mango fall on the 
Silver Role side you could take it. But if it drop on the Gold Role 
side you could not touch it; it has to stay there until it rotten. And my 
father said that once he and my aunt, because the mangos were so 
big and they knew already that they were sweet, he took it. And he 
said that he doesn’t know where this policeman came from. And 
they took him; they had, like, a little courthouse for communities’ 
affairs, not a big courthouse, and we call it in Spanish a comé 
corteria, an office for community affairs. And my grandmother had 
to pay a fine because he took the mango that was on the Gold Role 
side. A mango. Can you believe that?  
 
My father worked for the Panama Canal all his life. But believe me, 
he grew up with that in him. Oh yes. As Dr Garnes says with that 
scar, he grew up with that. Because he said that he could not 
believe that he was born here, he was born and he grew up in this 
country, and there were so many things that he could not do being 
a person that was born in this country. His mother was from 
Barbados, and his father was from Jamaica. But he was born here. 
My uncle and my aunt, they were all Panamanians. And there were 
things that he said that he could not understand at that time. 
 
 
 
 
 

4) The experiences of West Indian women: 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
At the very beginning the women were not given contracts to come 
to work, because the recruiters or the US Government wanted to do 
it as economically as possible. It created a very unstable social 
situation. Men were always fighting, and it was very unstable. So 
finally they decided: ‘you know what, we need women!’ So they 
started bringing in women. That first group of women were 
Martiniquan women, and that created a big big scandal in the 
Congress. These poor women had to go and testify that they were 
not prostitutes, because the US Congress kept saying the US was 
promoting prostitution in the Isthmus. They had to go and testify to 
say no they’re not. But gradually women came in, Black women. 
Never given contracts as such. They just came to be, and they 
found different types of work to do; women would sell cakes and 
buns, the typical ‘Easter bun’, come down through the West Indies; 
and they made hats and they sewed. They had sewing circles. And 
they sewed for the wealthier classes of people. And in the very 
beginning some of them they did very hard work: laundry, they did a 
lot of laundry work. I think they initiated the whole laundry industry 
in Panama because they washed the clothes for the men. Prior to 
that the men would just use the same clothes, and then it would get 
wet, and then the sun would dry it, and they’d continue on with the 
same clothes. And so now they got women to do the laundry for 
them. They had women who would be drawing water from the well. 
We also had them as nurses, and using herbal treatments; these 
are still sold out here at our little market, the different types of herbs 
for the different ailments. The women also and the men also, they 
did hairdressing.  
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Prof. Selvie Miller: 
There weren’t any Black women here in the Isthmus for that period. 
So the men had to go through all these situations with weather, the 
wet clothes, the dry clothes and so forth, and they didn’t even have 
someone to cook for them, to take care their clothing and so forth. 
So they decided that since they left their countries for better 
opportunities here, and then when they came they really didn’t get 
what the Americans offered them, they decided to so on a strike. 
They started to ask the American government, the US government, 
to bring women to the country so that they could get the support, 
and to be fed in the proper way. They wanted their wives, their 
daughters, their sisters and so forth. So after asking for a long 
period of time and they didn’t get any answer, because the US 
government considered that there was no need for women, they 
decided to go on strike. 
 
We’re talking before from 1905 through 1907, in that period, ok. 
And they decided to go on strike: ‘No woman, no work!’ That was 
the first strike: ‘No woman, no work!’ So then the government 
decided to recruit women to come to the Isthmus to help. And there 
were even women coming dressed as men; they used to bind their 
breasts to look like men in order to get an opportunity to come to 
work in Panama.  
The experience for women improved a whole lot: from this period in 
which women were just here for a specific purpose; take care of the 
family, clean, cook and wash; until the period in which they were 
able, at least, to go to school, to do secretarial work, and some 
even could think about going to the university, to college. It was a 
great change. Even though we were not taken in consideration for 
to vote because of our lack of knowledge, and we kept developing 
until today; that we had a woman as a president in Panama. And in 
the majority of these political movements, associations, foundations 

women are in front there, women are right there. So we got an 
opportunity now.  
 
 
5) How in 1941 Panama’s English-speaking Black communities 
were decimated by harsher discrimination – ‘The Forbidden 
Races Laws’: 
 
Dr. Garnes: 
I went through a sad experience being a Panamanian, when we 
had a President who didn’t like West Indians. Although he was of 
African descent he feel he was White, and he took away our 
nationality. We were descendents from West Indies who came to 
construct the Canal. And they used to give you an identification 
card a ‘Cedular’. It used to say outside it said: “Strangers. Place of 
birth Panama, nationality not proven”. And I have it, the book, down 
there. Why that things hurt me so, at that time you were here and 
you were not here, you could not claim anything because you didn’t 
have a citizenship. You could not go to an embassy and say I want 
to leave Panama, because you don’t have no citizenship.  
 
I was graduated from the Secondary School, Instituto Nacional de 
Panama, which is officially the 1st Secondary School in the history 
of the republic. When I was in 2nd or 3rd year the Vice-Rector of that 
school, he called a meeting among all those who have any 
ancestral names, or suspect that they from African Caribbean. And 
you know what was the reason of the meeting: ‘Well we have 
gather you here so that you can prove that you really can speak 
Spanish to continue in this school’. Imagine! And we were in 
already the 2nd, 3rd year.  
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Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
1941, there was a constitution that established ‘Forbidden Races’: 
Chinese, Hindus, and Blacks. They were considered ‘forbidden 
races’ and they could not come in to Panama – raca de 
immigracion prohibido. So the 2nd and 3rd generation was obligated 
to acquire a Panamanian ‘Mestizo’ identity: to reject your West 
Indian heritage. Our link to the Caribbean, our Caribbean Black 
culture was forbidden race in Panama: all its manifestations was 
considered not wanted; religious expression like the ‘Jumpy Jumpy’, 
‘Pocomania’ in Jamaica, was forbidden in Panama.  

That constitution is 1941. But in 1940 the census showed that 
Panama and Colon was mainly West Indian cities. The proportion of 
West Indian Blacks that was living here was huge. And that was a 
threat, a threat for the politician. It was a threat because that 
community was not easy to be manipulated politically because of 
the strong identity.  

Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
Many of the West Indians established businesses here in Panama. 
It’s only in 1941 when we had a President, Arno Fuarias, who had 
Nazi inclinations: he wanted Panama more Latin than it was setting 
up to be. So then he prohibited immigration from the West Indies. 
And he then he took over many of the businesses that West Indians 
had. It created a panic in the West Indian communities because 
many people ran: change your name; if you were Smith then you 
call yourself Esmith; if you were Goodin then you call yourself 
Goodeen. You’d Latinized your name, you went and got Baptized in 
a Catholic church and you became Latin, because, you know, it was 
bad to be West Indian during that period. That was between 1940 
and 1945  
 

I saw the consequences. We had a heavy migration. And we had a 
heavy, how do you put it, lowering of self-esteem. People didn’t 
want to be identified as West Indians. You then became, if you were 
Black, you then pretended to be ‘Negro-Colonial’ (Descended from 
enslaved Africans brought to Panama in the slavery era). Because 
the ‘Negros-Coloniales’ were protected under Arno. It really had a 
big effect because most people from Afro-descendants don’t speak 
English now. So it really had the effect Arno wanted.  
 
Prof. Selvia Miller: 
There was also a period here in Panama, in which the West Indian 
descendants could not go to the Panamanian schools. They had to 
study in the houses on balconies with the teachers that come from 
the islands. Because since they were West Indian descendants, 
they were not allowed to go to the Panamanian official schools, just 
because of the language. Children had to go through Elementary 
School, 1st Grade, 2nd Grade, 3rd Grade, maybe until 6th Grade, in 
the houses of the teachers that came from the island. After that 
then they had an opportunity to go to the Junior High. In this period 
(late 1930s) there was a Deputy of the Republic of Panama, his 
name was Basand, Denomino Basand. He was White but he was 
from Colon, and he fought very very strong and hard to give the 
West Indian descendants’ children who were born here in Panama 
an opportunity to study in the Panamanian schools.  
 
My father told me that studying on the Canal Zone area of the Silver 
Role, they were only able to go up to the 9th Grade. 9th Grade was 
enough because all they wanted to do was to hire them for 
gardeners, housekeepers, whatever. 9th Grade was enough. And all 
those who wanted to further their studies, they could not get the 
opportunity being a Silver Role child. They couldn’t go to the 
Panamanian school. So they were in the limbo: ‘I’m not from 
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Panama, I’m the Silver Role Child, I’m not Panamanian’. After this, 
Mr Basand decided to present a law to give the West Indian 
children an opportunity to go to the official schools. And they 
approve it. My father’s 84 years old, he was born on 1928. And he 
said that when he was in 6th Grade they approved that law, and he 
was able to continue.   
 
There were many Public Schools here in Colon, especially in Colon, 
but they were not able to go. So there was one school, which the 
Principal was a West Indian Desmond Byan – in which Doctor 
Garnes sister was also a teacher there – he decided to open the 
doors of the school to all the West Indian children. So they decided 
to call the school instead of – the school name is ‘republica oriental 
de Bolivia’ – and they decided to call the school ‘Chombo School’. 
Why Chombo? Chombo was a nick name given to all the West 
Indian descendants, since they speak English they call them 
Chombos as a negative adjective, ok – to make them feel bad. So 
this was the only school, this was the first school that opened the 
doors for the West Indian children, and then the people in Colon 
started to call the school, instead of ‘republica oriental de Bolivia’, 
the Chombo School. 
 
 
Black heritage, culture and identity in Panamana: the slavery 
era; Canal construction era; post-construction era  
 
1) The Black presence in the slavery era: 
 
Prof Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
My colleague, Marta, represents a group of people who came with 
the Spanish, we call them Afro-Colonials: these are Black people 
who came as African slaves since Columbus’ time. At many times 

in our history, the Isthmus had many more slaves than the White 
population. But systematically they have tried over the 500 years 
since 1600, to wipe out the identification with Africa. Some 
elements have persisted over all these years, and over all the 
attempts to wipe it out of the culture. Because the attempt was to 
show that this was a Latin culture. The dance, the African dance 
and the drumming, those persisted. And they continued before the 
West Indian came. Because when we came, then we came very 
Europeanized. We brought the Maypole and we brought the 
Quadrille, and those were the dances that we brought to Panama. 
But the Afro-Colonials, they maintained their African dances. And 
they even have language that shows elements of Africa. 
 
 
2) From 1850 to 1914 Jamaica and then Barbados provide the 
majority of canal construction workers 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
For the construction of the US Canal once the US took it over in 
1903: 1904, the Jamaican Government set up a tax for all the 
workers who wanted to come to Panama for the building of the 
Canal. Because after the first attempt failed, people went back to 
Jamaica destitute and they created a burden on the state. 
The same happened with the earlier migration that built our railroad. 
So in 1904 the Jamaican Government said: ‘anybody else who 
leaves will have to pay the ‘Head Tax’. But the US Government, the 
US recruiters, didn’t want to pay that Head Tax, so they went to 
Barbados, and they brought in 20,000 Barbadians. That’s why you 
see such a disparity between the Jamaican numbers and the 
Barbadian numbers.  
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Justino Rodriguez, (courtesy of SAMAAP) 
 
Dr. Garnes: 
Most of the people who work here were labourers contracted from 
the West Indies. The majority. You also had from other nationalities: 
Colombians, Chinese… Most of those people came on their own 
risk. Because in countries like Europe, Panama was considered not 
a hospitable place for travelers, so you have to travel on your own 
risk. That’s why they have difficulty to contract workers from other 
places. Then the vision was thrown on the West Indian islands, 
especially Jamaica and Barbados. Why, because the Americans 
considered, ‘Well it’s easier for us to contract them because those 
people speak English, and we understand each other better’. And 
they started to make the propaganda in the islands: ‘Go to 
Panama…’ They made it look very nice. But it was not the reality 
that these people were going to undergo when they reach here.  
3) Loyalty and patriotism to the Britain Monarchy and Empire: 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
I think by the time of my father’s and mother’s generation, they had 
lost that patriotism that some of the older people had. Some of the 
older people, I’m aware they felt a great pride. I remember, I think it 
was early 50s when Queen Elizabeth came to Panama, and just 
how many families went out, and stood out there for hours to just 
get a glimpse of her. That was the one time that I sensed this pride 
in being able to claim some connection with British citizenship. But 

the older people, some of the older people, yes definitely did have 
this pride in having that connection. And as I did some of the 
studies that I’ve done, and I see some of the struggles that they’ve 
had – the labour leaders, and losing their jobs and so forth, many of 
them would protest and say, well we’re British citizens and we can 
go to the British Embassy and make a claim and so forth. In many 
situations the British Embassy and the American Embassy’s were in 
sync in terms of how to handle certain problems. So I don’t know 
that they ever got that much support from the British Embassy. But 
yes there were those who strongly took pride in their British 
heritage.   
 
 
4) Segregation and rivalry between Afro-Colonial and West 
Indian Black populations: 
 
Dr. Garnes: 
I have this picture of what we call a ‘Cimaroon’, which what you call 
in the Caribbean Islands the ‘Maroons’. They were fighting for 
liberty. And I have also a picture of the workers who came to work 
in the Panama Canal. Because to me those are the two groups that 
I represent. It’s not that they are different Negros it’s the same 
Negro: the Negros which was under the Spanish flag, is the same 
Negros as the West Indians who was under the British or the 
French or the Dutch flag right. But here we try to make a difference 
in Panama, and we talk about a Colonial Negro and a West Indian 
Negro, which is wrong because all come from the same root. I try to 
explain how the West Indian Negro came about. After they have 
exterminated completely all the Indian that were living there, they 
had to put new population in these islands because they wanted the 
islands to produce. And that’s why they introduced the Black man 
into these islands. 
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Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin:  
We were separated, because then they spoke Spanish and we 
spoke English. That was a big separation there. And it’s just now 
that we’re coming together much more as a people. Because there 
was a ‘divide and rule’ and the West Indians said, ‘Oh we speak 
English, and we are the queen and all that sort of thing’. And they 
said, ‘Oh we speak Spanish, we are Panamanians, we are Catholic 
and so forth’. So it was a big separation.  
 
We have the results of the census in 1940. Race has always been a 
sticky issue, and they didn’t like to include race in the census. But 
the census of 1940 I think the percentages were around 18% of 
Black. That included the West Indian population. After that they 
stopped putting ‘Race or Ethnicity?’ on the census, except for the 
indigenous Amerindian populations. It’s only in 2010, where they 
went back to asking about Black people. Of course it created a 
whole big issue as to whether we were moving backwards, because 
everybody had been so used to saying, ‘I’m not Black, I’m not 
Black’; so you know it’s like moving backwards when you have to 
admit that you’re Black. And they only came up with 9.2% of Black 
people in Panama today. Have you walked around the streets of 
Panama City? Does that percentage sound reasonable to you? It 
doesn’t sound reasonable to us. But that’s the level of denial we 
have here.  
 
Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
When the West Indians came for the construction of the canal, the 
Blacks that was already in Panama found a scapegoat. They 
changed their ethnic or racial identity for the nationality; they 
became Panamanian. The Blacks was the West Indians; that also 
meant foreigners; so that meant that we could be Black alike, or we 

could have came from the same place in Africa, but I had a Spanish 
name and that made me superior than you.  
 
Prof. Selvia Miller: 
Black people felt pride of themselves among themselves. We were 
not given the opportunity to promote or to be as visible as we are 
doing now. Now we are making ourselves visible in all aspects. 
Then they could not. They were not given the opportunity and they 
were segregated: the West Indians with the West Indians; the Afro-
colonials with the Afro-colonials; and the Whites and Americans 
they mixed together. The White Panamanians and the Americans 
they mixed together because they were all White, ok, no problem 
with that. But the West Indians they kept to the side. That’s why I 
think that it took us so long for the people to acknowledge 
themselves as what they really are: because they were kept apart; 
they didn’t want to mix; and it even destroyed their self-esteem 
 
 
5) Segregation and rivalry between Black West Indian 
populations 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin:  
Here among the West Indians, shade of skin is important, but also 
which island you’re from. During those early periods the Barbadians 
and the Jamaicans; mixing them was like oil and water you know. I 
remember the story of when my father went to ask for my mother’s 
hand: my grand aunt at the time, my mother’s aunt, said, ‘And Mr 
Lowe, where are your people from?’ because she was Jamaican. 
They were ‘high’ light skin Jamaicans. And they thought they were 
superior to the Barbadians. And Barbadians thought they were 
superior to the Jamaicans. No the Jamaican Barbadian rivalry was 
very strong. But also the colour rivalry was also important. 
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Prof. Selvia Miller: 
In Colon they were oh so divided. The Barbadians didn’t want to 
mix with the Jamaicans. The Trini didn’t want to mix with the 
Grenadians. The people from Martinique, they had the French 
colony: la colonia Francesa. The Barbadians had the Barbadian 
Society. And the Jamaicans had the Jamaican Society. And my 
people said that the people from St Lucia since they were French, 
they didn’t want their daughters to mix with the Bajans, because 
they say the Barbadians’ nose were too big, and they were too 
Black. And things like that. So even in the Black community you 
could find this segregation. They were by islands, they were 
segregated by islands.    
 
 
6) Cultural activities: 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
When I was growing up, unlike the young West Indians who are 
growing up today, we told each other a lot of ‘Nansi’ stories. It’s only 
when I got older and travelled to Africa that I made the connection 
with ‘Anansi’. But I remember growing up, at that time we didn’t call 
it Anansi’ we called it Nansi, Nansi stories. That was before 
television, and so the children would all sit around and tell each 
other ‘Nansi stories’.  
 
My father was always fanatic about going to the little clubs where 
they danced Quadrille. That was one thing that came over from the 
Caribbean and stayed with him. It’s ‘Square- Dancing’. It was one of 
the things I suppose was passed on from Europe. Once it got to the 
Caribbean it was ‘Caribbeanised’ and you know, people danced it 
with the Caribbean flair. Then that was brought over here. So many 

of the descendants of the West Indians had their social meetings 
where they’d have their ‘Quadrille Groups’ and they’d dance the 
Quadrille. And this was a favourite of my father, a favourite pastime. 
Of course my mother get jealous. She didn’t really like to go. And 
she would prefer to have him stay home with her, but that was his 
escape. I suppose it was escape for many men to go and have a 
chance to dance around with other women. So that was one of the 
cultural activities that we grew up being engaged in.  
 
And of course churches played a very strong role in our 
communities, and many of these churches came out of the 
Caribbean. And before the Caribbean they came out of England. 
Methodism, which is the church that my family structure was always 
attached to, they came out of England. There were Methodist 
churches, and each church had its own social activities, and my 
mother tended to be more the church oriented type. My father was 
more the secular type, seeking other kinds of activities outside of 
the church structure. 
 
Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
I am a descendent of, from my father’s side, people from Barbados, 
and from my mother’s side, was Jamaica: my grandparents was 
Jamaican. But Living and growing up in Panama, it was interesting 
because I lived in Panama City, but I also spent a lot of time with 
my aunt in the Canal Zone. So I lived between the reality of the 
West Indian in the City, and the reality of the West Indian in the 
Canal Zone; which was completely different. The West Indians in 
Panama City lived in special communities like San Miguel, 
Caledonia, Chorio, Rio Abaco Pueblo Nuevo; having their own 
schools, their church, their Lodges, their beneficial association, 
newspaper. In the Canal Zone they were very subjected to the 
North American system. And from early, the West Indians in the 
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Canal Zone read ‘Ebony’, ‘Jet’ - the Black magazines of the United 
States - and became trained on the concept of Black in the United 
States; logically there were also a strong Caribbean influence. 
 
And the important thing for West Indians, for me personally, is that 
you used to have the ‘Wilderness’. The Wilderness was 40 days 
and 40 nights before ‘Good Friday’. And the Wilderness was 
happening on the outskirts of the city. Nights, the West Indian 
People went to the Wilderness, it was part of a social thing. And the 
guys would sing Calypso, others would throw dice, smoke ganja. 
And I remember being a kid I was taken to a Wilderness by my 
sister. In the ceremony there was an alter made of two tyres: They 
would cut the limb off of a tree and they would paint it in white. And 
they would have candles around, put painted stones in white 
around, and fruits between. There would be a circle, and the people 
would ‘go into the spirit’. And the expression of the spirit, the 
possession of the spirit, was very interesting because ‘their voices 
would be the drums’: Once you in the spirit you (performs their 
rhythmic 4x4 time chant) ‘Hear me, hear me, hear me, hear me…’ 
You know. And people would be speaking in different language, 
once you got in the spirit you were possessed and you’ll be 
speaking...  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How did Panama’s British Caribbean painters, sculptors and 
printmakers of Black and mixed-race heritage express their 
perspectives on society, politics, identity and culture from the 
1920s to 1955? 
 
1) Panama’s few and little known Black visual artists:  
 
Dr. Garnes: 
The habit of Panama has been always to keep anything that is 
Black aside: in the back; even in advertisement and so forth, what 
they publish are White faces. And we are not in a White country.  
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin:  
We have an early painting but you wouldn’t find many of those in 
our galleries. And it’s only after many of our artists died that their 
paintings then acquired value. For example we have paintings by 
Dunn. But during his lifetime, he and his brother, they just, well at 
least Eugenio, I think he was employed by the Panama Canal 
structure, but his brother spent most of his life sitting outside a 
drugstore, painting the scenes of what Panama was like. So 
everybody, would buy a painting for $20, $25, $35. If it was a bad 
day and he needed money, it might go down to as little as $15. But 
if it’s a good day, you know he might get $30 to $50-a painting. And 
there are people who may have collected many of their works 
because they recognised the talent. But on a national scale, you 
know, I don’t think you’ll find a collection of these works. We have 
an art museum that’s not very far from here. But if you go there, I 
don’t think you can ask for a collection done by Black artists, or that 
feature Black people. 
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Jorge Dunn, (courtesy of SAMAAP) 
 
When this society (SAMAAP) was founded, one of the first projects 
that we did was make Christmas Cards from artwork that reflected 
the Black presence in Panama. Cards aren’t used as much as then. 
But at that time, we couldn’t find Christmas cards or greeting cards 
that reflected our presence. We wanted our people to be able to go 
to the stores and find cards that represented us. These are the last; 
Jorge Dunn; Victor Bruce; El Clives Moreno. The Dunn’s have really 
laid the groundwork for folk art here in Panama: self-taught. 
 
2) Carnival: 
 
Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
The West Indians reproduced what they brought from the islands, 
and Carnival was a huge West Indian event in Panama. So it was 
taken to the interior, and now you don’t have really an important 
carnival in the City of Panama. Going to Trinidad was such a hell of 
an experience for me, because I learned so much about the real 
significance about so many things that I grew up with; that society 
was claiming that I should not accept, nor recognize as part of me; 
my essence. 
 
 
 

Prof. Selvia Miller: 
We still have it. We still practice it. Oh yes, yes, yes, yes! We call it 
here Carnival. It’s a carnival, and it is very expensive. But all these 
practices came from the people of the islands. Thank God I get to 
see the good Carnivals in Colon. We have the people that have the 
same practices as I saw in Trinidad & Tobago: All the costumes, the 
different ‘comparsas’ (carnival bands). They have a name for each 
community or ‘barios’: los bariadas. Each street has a different 
costume; has a name; has a queen. And I was able to see that. And 
lately, I mean a month ago, one of my friends from Trinidad & 
Tobago sent me an email with a blog that I could see the beginning 
of the carnivals and it was just like here in Panama. And the people 
that work on the Carnival here, they say that their practice they 
brought it from the people of Trinidad & Tobago - the music, the 
drums, the costumes - all that is from that area. 

They have the Carnival this year, but after the Carnival is over they 
are planning already what they going to do for the following 
Carnival. All the ritual has disappeared, now they start to make 
Carnival 2, 3 weeks before Carnival: It was ‘best comparsa’; the 
moves; the costumes; the songs; the Queen; and there were also 
prizes for the best group. 

We also have the expression of the ‘Mofa’, in which some of the 
groups send a message to the government about what is 
happening in the community. And they expressed this with their 
songs, with the floats, with the costumes. Others just talk about 
history things . But there is something very peculiar in the 
celebration of Carnival here. Besides this there is a mix of the Afro-
colonial culture, which is the Congos. The Congos has an 
expression that they call ‘el juego del Diablo, the Devil’s game: 
there is a man dressed in black and red, he is wearing a costume in 
black and red, and he has a big mask that is like a Devil face. And 
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besides these he has bells, and he has a whip. And this is called el 
juego del Diablo, because he goes around dancing in the city or in 
the place in which they’re performing and they hit the people. And 
There are people who get into the game, they tie cardboard - 2, 3, 
4, 5 layers – over their pants, and they dance around the Devil, and 
the Devil whip them. This is part of the Carnival tradition here in 
Colon. And this is specifically from the people of Portobello and 
Nombre de Dios.  

So the development of this Mas and this activity, it calls the 
attention especially of the young people. And you will see a lot of 
young boys and girls going to see el juego del Diablo. And this also 
has a mystical pattern. Because they get dressed for the Carnival 
season, and on Ash Wednesday they have to get baptized and take 
off the mask. And they have a special priest in the Palenque, which 
is the place in which the Congos gather; he get baptized, and then 
he takes off his mask and give them the ash. The juego del Diablo 
ends there, because the Holy Lent begins on Ash Wednesday.  

That was very significant in the Carnival practice here in Colon city. 
And they took it from Colon to Panama City, and it’s all over the 
country. El juego del Diablo. It’s very, very nice. The Congo’s see el 
Diablo as the White man: it’s a mockery of the White man. In 
Portobello they can’t go into the church.  

When they get baptized they all sit at the entrance to the church. 
They all sit there: the Congos, the Diablos, all of them they sit there 
like if they’re tired. And when the people come and ask them: ‘Why 
you don’t go into the church?’ And they say, ‘Because Black man 
can’t go into the church’. In those days Black men couldn’t go into 
the churches. So they all have to sit outside. The Black Congos and 
the Diablos. This is part of the game, of the tradition. And they 
perform it. They perform it very well.  

Dr. Garnes: 
That’s right. And in many places, especially in the interior, when 
they have what they call ‘el bautismo de Diablo’ – baptism of the 
devil – they carry him to the church to get him baptized. He takes 
off his mask, but when he is leaving the church – a fake church, 
though in some places in the interior they go into a real church - 
they are baptized and so forth, take off their masks. But when they 
are leaving they can’t turn their back to the Alter. They have to back 
out until they get outside. Then they can turn because if they back 
up they loose what they have 

That’s right. That’s why they have the White man. And they even 
figure, ‘Well the Devil is the White man’ see. And they wear their 
clothes upside down, and clothes that is all torn and so forth. It’s a 
message: ‘That’s all you leave me, that’s all I can use as clothes!’  

I remember, but with a little sadness, because all that has 
disappeared. First to begin with it was something really orderly, well 
organised, and with a lot of imagination. They used to make what 
we called the ‘floats’, and each float was sending a message, an 
historical message that you could appreciate. Apart from that we 
have what we call the ‘comparsas’: which is different groups but 
they are walking or dancing; and everybody is dressed in the same 
type of costume; it’s one thing, uniform. And they have the same 
rhythm, the same songs and so forth. All that has disappeared. 
Apart from that you had your individual people who disguise 
themselves: some may look like a bee; some may look like a lizard; 
some may look like a butterfly… But their costumes are so well 
made they even look real. Little boys and girls even get frighten. But 
All those good things have disappeared.  

They were rivals, but just rivals in presentation, not rivals in enemy. 
Sometime I take part. Sometime if I didn’t take part they pull me in. 
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Because it’s a nice community that everybody knows everybody. 
They say, ‘Come in here for a while!’ Even myself as being a 
doctor, they used to pull me in: ‘Doctor come! Come and jump with 
us for a while!’ All that has disappeared. Why, because society has 
fall into a slump: a slump of violence, a slump of drugs and so forth.  

You know as a doctor, the month of October and November, is 
when we have more babies born in the hospital. So we say, ‘That’s 
Carnival baby!’ When they’re in the free, and they’re ‘jumping’ and 
so forth, then everything come out! Yes we usually say that in the 
hospital: ‘Carnival baby’, that’s what we call them. 

 
3) Panama’s small and little-known Black theatre movement: 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
The churches had a lot of theatre productions. As a matter of fact 
when I look back in past 20 years how theatre’s grown here in 
Panama, and has almost left out the Black theatre movement, it’s 
interesting because during certain periods of our development it’s 
mostly West Indians who were putting on plays in their churches 
and in their communities. 
 
 
4) Panama’s Black press and writers: 
 
Dr. Garnes: 
We used to have the ‘Panama Tribune’, that was completely Black, 
and it was run by Sydney Young. He was the Black owner. It used 
to come out on Sundays. There were photographs of important 
persons of the Black community and so forth. For instance there 
was a Black, very important, they had to recognise him as tops.   
He was so intelligent that he rose until he was named Panama’s 

representative to the United Nations. They just couldn’t hold him 
back because he was so brilliant. That was one of a very few times 
that an African, especially an Afro-West Indian descendant was so 
distinguished.  

 
5) Celebration of international Black culture and achievement:  
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
I think there was a heavy dependence on the cultural input that we 
received, at least for those of us growing up in the Canal Zone: the 
cultural input that we received from the United States and from the 
Caribbean. For example the Calypso music that became popular in 
the Caribbean also became popular here. The Calypso singers that 
became popular in the Caribbean very often became popular here, 
and would often be brought here. And it’s true for the United States. 
You know I grew up with a father who was in to Black American 
spirituals. And he had the Mahalia Jacksons, the Rosetta Thorpes, 
and all those older Black American gospel singers. So it was a 
period that whatever was Black from different parts of the world, 
became a source of pride for us. 

 

6) How Black people in the British Caribbean saw Panama’s 
West Indian immigrants  
 
Prof. Lowe de Goodin: 
Panama money was a very important part of the economy of 
Barbados. I think in Velma Newton’s book, she has a good segment 
on the amount of remittances that were received, and the 
importance. How much that contributed to the economy of the time.  
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When I was writing my play, I had to research a popular song that 
was sung in Jamaica, and I suppose other parts of the Caribbean: 
about the guy who goes to Panama and he comes back with gold 
teeth, and a gold chain hanging from his belt. It talks about all these 
symbols of progress of the people who went to Panama. And so I 
think Panama was seen as the place where you’d go and elevate 
the standard of living.  
 
Yes this was ‘The Colon Man’ song: (sings from a copy of her play)  
 
‘One two three four Colon man a-come,  
One two three four Colon man a-come,  
One two three four Colon man a-come,  
Wid im gold chain lick across im belly,  
Boom, boom!’  
 
There were all kinds of verses to this. This was basically one of the 
ditties that they had during the time, symbolizing the level of cultural 
development that the West Indians brought; socio-economic 
development more than cultural.  
 
When I was growing up it was New York, it was the United States; 
that’s where a lot of people went to elevate their standard of living. 
But I suppose during my parents’ and my grandparents’ time - for 
the Caribbean people - it was Panama. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7) How later generations of Black Panamanians came to regard 
original West Indian immigrants 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
Unfortunately by the time I was growing up, the old time West 
Indians became the brunt of ridicule, or somebody who represents 
a more backwards culture or level of development. And so there’d 
be jokes like: ‘Oh the Barbadian who’s just come to Panama, and 
he sees a lamp post with a lighted lamp; Oh what! Dem put moon 
‘pon stick!’ You know, those kinds of jokes. 
 
 
8) Bringing to light the hidden and forgotten Black experience 
in Panama  
 
Dr. Garnes: 
We in our foundation we have a phrase, ‘If the lions don’t have their 
historians, all the art of hunting, the history of hunting, is always 
praising the hunter. But nobody says nothing about the lions’.  
 
Prof. Gerardo Maloney: 
It’s not a Latin American culture. It’s a completely Caribbean and 
West Indian way of saying things, and placing things. And in a 
society that you are rejected, everything is rejected, it’s really a 
challenge. 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin:  
In my play I wanted to bring to life the sufferings and the good and 
the bad. And put them in human terms. Because I think for too long 
we’ve just been statistics, and not even statistics that really show: 
how it affected us emotionally, how it affected our self-esteem and 
so forth. For example this is a picture of my grandmother. She and 
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my grandfather came here. She had a baby, born a Jamaican, then 
she came from Jamaica to be with him. And at the time life was 
hard struggles and so forth. Once she was here she had two other 
daughters, my mother and my aunt. And he said: ‘well you know, 
three children, you better go back to Jamaica and I’ll come later’. 
But he never returned. So once she went back to Jamaica, she had 
to put her children with other relatives to be raised while she went 
out to work. And he was here, he had then started another family 
here. And so these are the kinds of human stories that I tell.  
 

 
Euclides Danilo Moreno, (Courtesy of SAMAAP) 
 
But the main purpose was just to tell our story from our perspective. 
As a matter of fact, just last night I was reading a play that was 
written by another Panamanian women. And it was supposedly 
about the pioneers of the Canal. But she wrote about it from the 
French perspective. And as I read it one of the things that struck me 
is that the West Indians were just briefly referred to as los Antilianos 
(the West Indians): because she focused on French characters and 
the French leaders and so forth, who were actually running the 
French effort here.  
 
But you know, there was never anything that showed that the West 
Indians who came also suffered, and they died, and their families 
hurt, and they you know, people cried: they were flesh and blood 
people. So that was my aim in writing the book: to show just how 

we suffered, how we ended up here, how we had fun too, and what 
were some of the reasons for us getting here and maybe staying 
here.  
 
 
Did the Harlem Renaissance, Marcus Garvey and the UNIA, the 
New Negro Movement and Black consciousness have impact 
and/or echoes in Panama? 
 
1) Huge importance and influence of Marcus Garvey and the 
UNIA (Universal Negro Improvement Association)  
 
Dr. Garnes: 
I’m an admirer of Marcus Garvey, because my father was a faithful 
believer of Marcus Garvey. I was a young man at that time, but I 
always hear my father speaking about Marcus Garvey and so forth. 
But now that I’m an old man like my father, I decide to really 
investigate my history so I can have a true picture of what happen. 
And I admire Marcus Garvey more, what he did, because he really 
had a project to reunite all African and African descendants.  
 
He had a lot of followers here in Panama. All the West Indian 
descendents; all they used to talk about is Marcus Garvey, Marcus 
Garvey. Marcus Garvey all around. Even he was here in Panama, 
he came here to Panama. He was in Costa Rica, Bocas, I think he 
came to Colon also. 
 
Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin: 
We have a little Rastafarian group here in Panama and they 
insisted: ‘We want to see Marcus Garvey in our Museum!’   
Marcus Garvey was very strong really. I think he gave people hope. 
And during the first part of the 20th century he did a lot to help to 
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raise self-esteem among Black people. I remember all the different 
chapters of the Marcus Garvey organisation. He showed people 
how to organise also. Living in isolated communities in the Canal 
Zone, I think that helped to provide cohesiveness too.  
Once I grew up I started doing research in the field and looking in to 
some of the literature that existed, and then speaking to some of 
the older people. I talked to some of the older people who 
remembered periods when Garvey came to Panama; the 
excitement; the organisational structure that he gave to the 
community; forced them to organize, to mobilise. And they had 
apparently recreational activities like dances and so forth that they’d 
go to. And they were all proud to be part of this movement. I think it 
enhanced their self-esteem, and helped them to develop 
organisational skills.   
 
‘Black is beautiful’, ‘take pride in your heritage’, and that sort of 
thing, I definitely think that he (Garvey) reflected that in his 
movement. And when I read about what he’s been able to achieve: 
you know the fact that he was even able to purchase a ‘Black Star 
Line’ and get it going, even though it failed at the last; but it took 
quite a bit of money and organisational skills to get that far during 
that time. And I imagine that his figure posed a threat to the 
establishment, because anybody who was able to achieve that… 
I’ve often argued with some people, I say: ‘compared to Martin 
Luther King in his lifetime, I don’t know if Garvey didn’t achieve 
more in terms of mobilising Black people’. During his lifetime I 
mean. Afterwards, after Martin Luther King was killed, yes his 
image and his power and everything grew and augmented. But 
within his lifetime I don’t know. Because if you compare the period 
and so forth, I think Garvey had quite an impact; to have had the 
impact that he did in the United States and in the Caribbean, to 
some extent in Europe too. 

 
Prof. Gerardo Maloney 
But there was a strong support. There were 52 units, Garvey 
movement, in the Canal Zone. And the most important strikes that 
was developed in the Canal Zone was headed by Garveyites. 
Panama, Colon, Boca Del Toro, was strong Garveyite settlement.  
 
And Garvey, when you look into Garvey perspective in terms of 
creating a movement that would strengthen Black man dignity in the 
whole world: 3 millions, the whole movement had 3 million people. 
He considered that your identity was a challenge. But also Black 
had to develop business, they had to develop media. They had two 
newspapers: ‘La Prensa’ (The Press), and... Because that was a 
way of communicating; maintaining relations of the West Indian 
people together.  
 
Garvey was so important for the West Indian here, and in the 
banana plantations in Boca del Toro. When he was expelled from 
the United States, the Governor of Panama prohibited that he could 
come to Panama. Because he was coming from the United States 
to Central America where you had West Indians working on the 
United Fruit Company. But he reached to Panama. When he 
reached to Boca del Toro, It was a very huge reception for Garvey, 
and in Colon and in Panama City also. 
 
Amy Jacques, she was a Panamanian-born - Garvey’s second wife  
was Panamanian-born. And it is said that Leonard P. Howell 
founded one of the versions of the Bible in Colon, the Holy Bible, 
the Ethiopian Bible, the foundation of Rastafarian movement. And 
he went back to Jamaica and founded the Rastafarian movement.  
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José Inocente Duarte: New Canal construction 2011. 
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7. TRINIDAD & TOBAGO 

 
 1919 1926 1942 1944 1945 1954 
Trinidad 
& 
Tobago 

Trinidad’s first 
General Strike 

Art movement, the 
Society of Trinidad 
Independents is 
established  

Art Society of Trinidad 
& Tobago established, 
with art classes and 
plans for exhibitions 

First steel pan created 
from oil drums 

Carnival re-launched with 
Victory pageant after 
wartime suspension  

Painter and carnival designer, 
Carlisle Chang, returns from art 
school in England to lead  
Trinidad’s art movement 

 
 
A study of Trinidad & Tobago’s visual arts, and popular/folk culture 
as expression of ethnic pride, identity, aspiration and culture – 
1920-1955; Giving context to my exploration of Jamaica, Panama 
and Martinique. Development of mainstream and carnival arts:  
 
 
Did Marcus Garvey, the UNIA, the New Negro Movement and 
Black consciousness have impact and/or echoes in Trinidad & 
Tobago? 
 
Selby Wooding QC: 
This particular moment in time was when all of Trinidad was 
opening for the first time. So it was opening on the political front 
with Tubal Uriah ‘Buzz’ Butler who was the great labour man, the 
founder of the labour movement. First World War was just over. 
Cipriani had come back. He was a Captain in the West Indian army. 
And we guys, I mean, all had our eyes opened by going away to the 
First World War, and seeing the world outside and coming back 
determined now to do things for ourselves. And so the labour 
movement took off, the art movement took off. 
 
 
 

 
Rawle Gibbons: 
Garvey is a reality here for us. We had more chapters of Garvey 
than in Jamaica. So you’re dealing with ‘Garveyism’, and that 
comes out of a post World War One consciousness: a post-World 
War One reality of people coming back with the bitter experience of 
having fought somebody else’s war; and dealing with understanding 
where they’re actually located in terms of Empire; and what you’ve 
got to do for yourself here. It’s also the labour disturbances, and 
again, that had to do with issues not only of economics but issues 
of race as well. 
 
It’s a very turbulent period, and as a result of that a very productive, 
a very creative period. That is one of the things that unified the 
whole Caribbean. We didn’t think we had a Caribbean before; it had 
been remade by the end of the 1930s; that period I think was critical 
to the definition of who we are, and the use of the arts. Because 
what the so-called Fine Arts – whether it is theatre in Jamaica, or is 
writing in Trinidad, literature in Trinidad, or is painting - I think what 
they all had to do was to follow the lead of the popular movement. 
They all had to place themselves in a context that they recognised 
what the people were doing, what they meant by art. That is what 
that period was. So I’m saying that the landscape would have 
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changed at the end of the Second World War. By 1945 the 
landscape had been totally changed from what it is we had seen 
before then. That is a crucial threshold that defined us. 
 
Andy Jacob: 
In 1920 my father would have been, 16 years old. He was very 
interested in that whole back to Africa Movement that centred round 
Marcus Garvey. He loved Haile Selassie, he would talk about Haile 
Selassie like he was God; like he was a Rasta nowadays. And he 
would have pictures of Joe Louis and other Black heroes; Jessie 
Owens, he was really crazy about Jessie Owens. Because for my 
father I suppose, as for so many other Black people of that era, 
those would have been the things that made them feel as though 
they were real people. That they had a space and a worth! He was 
very much into that. Paul Robson was another big person for them. 
Because Paul Robson came here (in 1948), that was a big thing: 
Paul Robson and his voice, and how he could sing and what he 
looked like and everything. It was a big thing for them. 
 
My father worked on the railway. And you had a sense of people 
like himself: other men who were very sure of themselves; I think 
they didn’t feel that anybody was better than them. They felt pretty 
good about themselves, in terms of what they were doing, and 
where they were going. For me that era resolves itself with these 
men who were making their ways through. They were never rich. 
They never had money and cars: they have a bike was a big thing. 
But they were in possession of themselves. 
If I am to summarise, that was a time when there was a whole lot of 
moving up activity. My impression is those people felt that they 
were going places; that they were moving and there were 
possibilities for them. That’s my impression of that era. 
 

 
How do visual arts express Trinidad & Tobago’s colonial 
heritage before the 1920s? 
 
1) British rule a French population, governing by Spanish law:  
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
The Spanish in order to have colonized Trinidad, had a ‘Cedular of 
Population’ where they invited people to Trinidad, give them land so 
that they could build up an industry in Trinidad. Because Trinidad 
was really the last to be colonized, I think because of its proximity to 
the South American mainland. There was a lot of pirating and 
people coming in and sacking the towns and going back to 
Venezuela. So the Spanish invited people as long as they were 
Catholic, so it was predominantly French, some Irish. The British 
defeated the Spanish in 1797, and Abercrombie came in with the 
English. The English then were governing a French population with 
Spanish law, which really must have pleased them no end.  
 
The Free Coloured, Free Black Community really and truly they 
were the first professionals, unlike the White French creoles.  
They were to me the first Trinidadians because they had no 
loyalties: they had no loyalties to Europe they had no loyalties to 
Africa. They just wanted to move ahead. Trinidad’s first recognised 
artist, Michel-Jean Cazabon, came from this group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p64	  	  

 
2) Michel-Jean Cazabon, Trinidad’s first recognised artist: 
 

 
‘Dry river’, by Michel-Jean Cazabon, c1870 (courtesy of Citizens for 
Conservation) 
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
Michel-Jean Cazabon was really the first of our recognized artists in 
Trinidad & Tobago. He has given us a visual context of Trinidad for 
most of the 19th century. Governor Harris, Lord Harris, was one of 
Cazabon’s biggest patrons. He produced continuously: scenes of 
Trinidad, portraits of people etc, etc. And he died in 1888.  
He studied art in Paris, there’s some conjecture as to where. We do 
know that he was a pupil of Goudin. He was also supposed to be a 
pupil of Paul de la Roche. And a lot of his work is similar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
3) Richard Bridgens, architect and artist: 
 

 
Negroes dancing, by Richard Bridgens, 1836  
(courtesy of Citizens for Conservation) 
 
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
18th century Trinidad, one could say, started with Richard Bridgens. 
Richard Bridgens was an Englishman. He was an architect as well 
as an artist. His wife inherited an estate in Trinidad, and he came to 
Trinidad about 1826. He was involved in both the cathedrals as the 
draftsman or architect for the ‘Ministry of Works’. He did a series of 
drawings on activities in Trinidad particularly related to the sugar 
industry. I have always felt that he caricatured the slaves. On the 
other hand it is a record of different aspects of our society at that 
time: the dancers dancing; the sugar-workers; architecture to a 
certain extent. But I found his work very derogatory of the Afro-
Trinidadian. He worked until, I think, the early 1840s.  
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4) Theodora Walter: 
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
Around the beginning of the 20th century, end of the 19th century, we 
have Theodora Walters who was the daughter of Theodore Walters 
the English watercolourist. She did a lot of paintings of flowers, and 
then moved into other areas. There’s a lovely painting on Macarite 
Bay of two nudes. She then became a Theosophist, and she 
produced work that was like the emotions: she was showing the 
emotions, which was really abstract in terms of her art. And it was a 
little before the popularity of abstract painting. 
 

 
‘Nudes on Macqueripe Bay’, Theodora Walter c1900 (courtesy of Citizens for 
Conservation) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
How carnival became the major artistic expression of Black 
identity, pride, aspiration, society, politics and culture.  
 

 
‘Carnival in Port of Spain’, 1888, by Melton Prior,  
(courtesy of Citizens for Conservation) 
 
 
1) Development a cultural language expressing identity, 
through art, revelry, defiance and protest 
 
LeRoy Clarke: 
I watch all sorts of Masks. I like all of them because they have a 
uniqueness and they tell a lot about the people, and the people in 
your space. I saw Carnival, particularly for African people, as a 
moment of liberation. When other people were looking at a Carnival 
or Mas ball, they were getting an opportunity to demonstrate their 
tools; the drum; the flutes; every musical instrument; they gave birth 
to ‘Pan’. Pan is a symbol of what you call the undaunted spirit of 
Africa surviving in the west. That sound came up, and it was to do 
much more than what it is doing now.  
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Now in the 30s, this is when Pan was born, we were in the wake or 
the hangover of slavery. Up to that time people were still lingering in 
the whole tragic chapter of history. The colonial practice was to 
have balls and so on, they had ‘masquerade’. Theirs was very 
ornamental and also linked to their religious persuasions. So it 
came, Carnival would have a date before the Lenten period. After 
the bacchanalia so to speak, there was Lent, a removal from the 
Devil; a going to a strict sanctimonious of 40 days and 40 nights. So 
that it was strictly a European function, something that they brought 
with them and so on.  
 
But you had an increasing population of African people, freed 
slaves - or feed men and women - from enslavement. They 
occupied a lot of the farmlands at one point. And there was a 
season of burning the cane, which started the whole like process of 
the sugar. This was a link with Carnival season: you know the 
burning of the cane, and carnival. There was merrymaking.  
 
We go back a little bit: The slave experience will show us that 
Africans were not allowed to play any instruments. Their 
instruments were taken away from them. And even though the drum 
survived, to drum was illegal. You could not even assemble in 
groups of four and five. There are restrictions on the number of 
people who would assemble in terms of Black people. Even though 
there was a ‘Free the Slave’ charter, things continued more or less 
the same, except that now you’re a free man on the field. You didn’t 
have any expressions of your own, cos you avoid or erase those to 
a large degree. Added to which, that erasure was supported by 
laws that restricted you from congesting places and assembling to 
do certain things. .  

I’m building up that to say how tense the situation was between the 
19th and 20th century. Something had to give, and during the 

Carnival and the burning of the cane, give a sort of rise to a tempo, 
a rhythmic need. We started using instruments like ‘Tamboo 
Bamboo’, pounding just empty bamboo and making sounds; flutes; 
and ‘Toc Tocs’, just hitting things. That inveigled peopled to be 
hitting dustbins, little Pans. Gradually the Pan as we know it today 
evolved from that setting. And it join up with the revelers, or the 
people who will now revel around the revelers: because Black 
people were not allowed to be in the bands, they were spectators, 
or they would just be walking around. But gradually they joined in 
the festivities, and with them came whatever instruments they had; 
the Tamboo Bamboo; the Toc Toc; the flutes. Until gradually it 
evolved into beating any old Pan; anything that you get, old iron… 
The rhythm started to mount.  

The thing is a most fascinating metamorphosis. People were 
looking for that sound, and therefore they beat anything; one might 
even say including themselves; and this is very true because the 
Steel Band thing is a culture of fighting. Bands were very territorial. 
One band is going to fight with the next. Bound to happen on a day 
when everybody come together. You see the beating, beating was 
a kind of culture: the action of beating. And that brought forward the 
beating of an instrument, beating something that became an 
instrument. That instrument today is Pan; a very modern musical 
piece of musical equipment. The rhythm is there and from the 
rhythm you started having compositions, people imitating existing 
things like the classics and all of that. While that is going on you 
were becoming a little more accepted in the official band parades. 
There were ropes around the White people, and you could ‘jump’ 
behind them or walk on the side. With the rhythm came dress, 
came various commodities of the people who will now be parading.  
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Keith Cadette: 
I think the average sensibility of the Trinidadian is about party. We 
love to party a hell of a lot. But at the same time, we party in the 
Carnival, we also use that as a medium to express. So you have 
like ‘Jouvert’ on Carnival Monday, and that is an outlet for people to 
make political statements at the individual level, at the grassroots 
level. You also have the Calypso, which was one of the strongest 
art forms in terms of expression. And I think after that anything else 
would be just on the periphery. I really can’t say from all the 
observations that I’ve made, that the visual arts in it’s pure sense – 
in terms of the painting, the gallery, the sculpture – would of done 
very much of that.  
 
Rawle Gibbons: 
I make a separation first of all. Because I think that the visual arts in 
terms of what it is you see, the paintings and what we call visual 
arts here – sculpture and all the rest of it – have been by and large 
marginal in terms of any formation of consciousness among people 
as a whole. But I think if you broaden that; and I’m talking about it 
this way because bearing in mind there’s a British perspective on 
these things that talks about ‘high art’ and ‘low art’ and so on; if you 
open that to include the visual language that represents us, which is 
the language of carnival; which is the cultural language of this 
place; well then it is where we have placed our identity; it is what 
carries our story; it is what says who we are; it is what helps us 
most importantly; it is functional art; it is what helps us to engage 
the world. It is through that means we engage the world in a real 
way. And it is what defines our vision, our selves and the future. So 
it is in a way almost totally representative of who we are, in that 
sense. But if you’re going to look at it in terms of Fine Art, then I 
don’t think that that adequately accommodates any of those issues 
that I’ve talked about.  

Andy Jacob: 
Now because of the make up of this society there were always the 
seeds or elements for rebellion all the time. Because on one hand 
you had a Spanish history, of sorts, then you had an English 
occupation. and then you had population by French. So you always 
had disparate elements, even though all of them was White people. 
And what happened is that the French Creole elements took the 
part of Africans especially when it came to things like Carnival.  
 
Carnival is an interesting marker in terms of how things were 
realigned, and how things changed. Because the English of course 
were Protestants, and their reaction to carnival was: ‘What the hell 
are they doing man, they’re making noise and dressing up in funny 
clothes? And that’s probably sinful, cos it looks sinful! They’re 
winding and they’re going on bad, and we got to stop this!’ But at 
the same time now while they’re trying to suppress that, the French 
see it as a cultural thing: ‘If they stop the Carnival, they will stop the 
Black people who we as well don’t like, but at the same time they’re 
stopping that, they’re stopping our carnival and our thing where we 
dress up in funny clothes and get on wild too!’. So they say, ‘Oh no 
we got to throw in our lot with the Blacks!’ 
 
 
2) From ‘Bal Masqué to the art of ‘Playin Mas’:  
 
Peter Minshall: 
I am a Caribbean, and most of my ancestors were sold for a handful 
of brightly coloured beads. And when I look at the Carnival of today 
what do I see, a handful of brightly coloured beads. Which is so 
tragic because the Carnival of the ‘Golden Age’ showed magical 
promise. The early ‘Pan’ and the ‘Fancy Sailor Mas’ were 
astonishing. Fancy Sailor Mas was surreal, leagues before Dali and 
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Magrite even begin to put it into pictures – surreal. The silhouette of 
a Sailor coming down the street with a kind of lazy gait, a special 
dance almost as though he’s floating on the pitch road. And all the 
embroidery and ornamentalism of Asia is decorating this silhouette 
of a bell-bottom sailor. But where his head should be is not the 
normal face, and nose, and mouth of a man’s head: but where his 
head should be is a flock of Ibis, or a cash register with the draw 
going prring prring (imitates a ringing sound), or a dog jumping out 
of a kennel, or an entire figure of Donald Duck. And this was long 
before ‘Pop Art’ or Andy Warhol. And it was dancing live down the 
street to drums of steel!  
 

 
Veteran ‘wire-bender’ or Carnival costume-maker Narcenio Gomez wearing 
one of his headpieces (Sweet Patootee, 2012)  
 
LeRoy Clarke: 
Our ‘playing mask’ started to be a response or even a reaction to 
the slave masters; we imped him; we mocked him you know. And in 
some cases we imitated him, you know, we wanted to be like him: 
the kings and queens and emperors and so on and so on. So we 
played those ‘masks’ with distinction. Sometimes we played whole 

ascents of whole civilizations. There was a man called Bailey, 
George Bailey, I remember his epic-type presentation of ‘Back to 
Africa’, that was the call coming in, in the 50s: Back to Africa. That 
is one of the first big bands. And he created this pageant, 
enormous, that shocked everybody.  
But side and side with such major works were smaller ones. 
Families had their own band of ten, twelve people because the 
father, who was generally the leader of the tribe, had a vision. Or he 
got famous for ‘playing Black Indian’, or ‘playing the Bongo man’ 
and so on. Individuals who walked the streets dressed in their 
individual costumes; the Midnight Robber; the Papa Bois, and other 
folk characters. But nobody was examining the signification of these 
things. So it just got swallowed up in the fun gesture, the 
bacchanalia, rather than maintaining its critical role as ritual.  
 
‘Jouvert Morning’ which is ‘new day’, that’s the first day of it, the 
Monday morning. From a certain hour like 4-o’clock or 5-o’clock you 
could go on the street, before that you can’t go. No ‘mas-playing’, 
no noise-making. But you could go. So Jouvert you wore all the old 
things of the last Carnival or of your last year; just old things; dirty 
old things. You challenged status quos by your satire and so on. 
You paraded like some of the Kings, or Queens, or Emperors, or 
Governors: leaders. You took them to task on Jouvert Morning. It’s 
called ‘Dirty Mas’. The Devils, all of that: the whole idea of Devils 
was not just for fun, it was to let people know there were Devils,  
 
But in terms of the ritual, the ritual towards self, that has 
disappeared, and with it a number of gestures of seriousness and 
critical approach to the new day. Carnival Monday was the day for 
young people, it represented spring, young people. So a lot of the 
young bands came out at that time, or ‘played young’. And then 
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Tuesday, you have a presentation it suggests ‘this is what I want to 
be’. So they were all grand costumes, grand floats and so on.  
 
 
3) ‘Beatin Pan’ – the rise of the steel band movement: 
 
LeRoy Clarke: 
Pan to me is the image for recovering your voice. When I talk about 
Pan I never use the word playing Pan, it just don’t sound right. 
‘Beating ‘Pan’ is what I hear. I don’t hear playing Pan at all. I find 
the two words don’t work well. Because something about the very 
Obeah, or the meaning of that ritual, the ‘Pan man’, and his Pan, 
had to do with beating into some form of normalcy a voice that he 
had lost. Cos don’t forget he had come from a space where he used 
the sound of the drum, he would telegraph with the drums, with his 
fingers on various instruments and so on. Now after going through 
the abandonment of that, it began to surface as Pan.                   
The authorities outlawed it, the authorities would not stand for it, 
and it’s against that background that Pan emerged. Terrifying war 
between groups, rival groups. As a child I looked forward quietly to 
Carnival to be part of just acknowledging that those tribal things 
were happening. Fighting: Gonzales is fighting Belmont, or fighting 
Town, or fighting Saint James as the case may be. When they clash 
in Port of Spain it was a Steel Band clash; this is in the 40s; the 
50s; the 60s; right up to the early 70s.  

But when we were ripping up Pan, Pan had compositions, 
challenging arrangements. And you’re carrying people on the road. 
When people pass or they stop near a judge’s booth, they would 
keep everybody waiting, because they have to show the various 
pageants that make up their offering.  It was a wonderful thing. 
Preparation was astonishing. People would go to the bush and fast. 
Their dreams would tell them what to play. There was a time when 

you didn’t just go and pick a costume. You have to be instructed by 
the spirits what costume. And people knew that if that didn’t 
happen, that they violate something and it could be harmful for 
them. Now they don’t have that kind of rivalry anymore. Now they 
don’t have Pan. 
 
Peter Minshall: 
And you see the drums of steel? When I was a boy there was 
something called ‘the bomb, imagine: While a set of fellows were 
tinkering in the deserts of New Mexico, to put together something 
that would make the brightest light mankind had ever seen; in fact 
the first atomic bomb ever, detonated on this planet was in that 
desert on July 16th, 1945; why I know the date so well, it was my 4th 
birthday. And ironically here am I on the island of Trinidad, La 
Trinité, and the code name for that experiment was ‘Trinity’. And to 
stir the pot even more, while they were tinkering on that some little 
Black boys up the hill were tinkering on biscuit tins, on anything 
metallic, and suddenly the moment, the non-linear leap of 
imagination, a fellow looked at an oil drum and he didn’t see oil he 
heard music. And they went and they heated it on fire, and they 
tinked it and their mother shouted, ‘Oh god child don’t make so 
much noise in the blasted yard!’ But they tinkered on. And to cut a 
long story short, they fashioned a ‘tassa drum’ out of steel that 
heats on a fire to find it’s note; that hangs around their neck, and 
walks down the street in ritual procession; beating with 2 sticks to 
make the sound of a piano!   
 
While those fellows over there were making that bomb, these 
fellows here were making this. Because those Pans were fashioned 
by gangs of youths: ‘Desperados’, ‘Invaders’, ‘Renegades’; who 
used to make war with each other on the streets of Port of Spain 
with guns and knives of steel. And they fashioned a drum of steel to 
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make war with music. And if you can believe that 2,000 years ago, 
the universe sent the son of a carpenter with the unlikely message 
of ‘love thy neighbour’, you have to believe the universe sent those 
little Black boys from Lavantille with the message ‘make war with 
music’.  
 
Rawle Gibbons: 
There was the ‘Kaiso’. That was in the 30s. Out of that was the 
Steel Band. That is a crucial thing: it was defining yourself, it was 
not just creating a music. It was defining yourself! 
 
Andy Jacob: 
In Carnival, the Steel Bands always used to fight. And the fighting 
and the Steel Band movement was conducted by really young 
people. We have this legendary idea about this one ‘Gold Teeth’, 
because the names of these Bad Johns or fighters in the Steel 
Band and thing, were quite popular, and people would have 
nicknames for them: Gold Teeth, and Eddie Boom, and Kinkaid, 
and this one, and that one. They would take their names from 
movies and that kind of thing. And you think, ‘men’, they would be 
grown men.  
 
They’re young, 15 years old, 16 years old. You look at them, and 
finally you say, ‘Well wait, these are children, they’re kids’. And 
these were really the soldiers of the Steel Band movement. They 
were fighting when they were 14 years old. They were forming Steel 
Bands. They were moving from Steel Band to Steel Band. They 
were inventing the stuff. But they were young. All of them were 
young: 20, 25 would be one of the more mature members of the 
band, who would probably be the ‘tuner’ and that kind of thing. But 
the soldiers were kids. I think that resistance - cultural challenge to 
colonial authority, traditions and values - would have been there. It 

would have been in the Steel Band. It would have been in the 
Tamboo Bamboo that was before the Steel Band. And it would 
manifest itself at Carnival time in the music. 
 
 
4) Singing Calypso: 
 
LeRoy Clarke: 
We had people who acted like ‘Griots’, storytellers. That’s the 
Calypsonian. His traditional line or genealogy is coming from the 
Griot; his thing was to remember what happened, and to bring it in 
word or song; that’s what the Calypsonian does. I don’t think the 
Calypso thing is going to last much more than 10 years, because 
the kind of prizes that officialdom is giving to the Soca: people will 
go over there, and they will forget the lyrics; they will forget the 
editorials that they used to bring to the fore with their art called 
Calypso. 
 
Andy Jacob: 
Running through continuously, and if anything, really expressing 
that kind of movement, is a narrative that comes since Calypso 
began in the 1800s. It came through all the chanting for bands and 
so on, before it actually formed a narrative. There’s a continuous 
narrative that runs all the way through Calypso, so that you can go 
back to Calypsos in the 1920s and what they talked about. Then 
you come up through the 30s, all the business with Butler and that 
kind of thing, there are Calypsos that narrate that story because the 
Calypso voice was such a voice.  
 
Since in early 1900s, every year there is Carnival, and Calypso is 
associated with it. There are Calypsos about every topic under the 
sun. And to get a collection of Calypsos that run back to that time is 
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to really get a collection of the history of Trinidad & Tobago: every 
aspect of it, male and female relationships and all kinds of different 
things. 
 
Keith Cadette: 
Calypso was one of the strongest art forms in terms of expression: 
Calypso from the 20s; the 30s; the 40s right up. And within that art 
form that for me would be the clearest form that was used to 
express the different views of society and so on.  
 
Rawle Gibbons: 
If we’re talking about 1920s now to 1950s: first off, the popular 
culture and in particular in terms of Trinidad history, the Calypso, 
particularly the Calypso, documents the history. It records!  
If you’re talking about the 1920s, post-World War One and from 
there on, one of the significant events in that period in terms of 
Calypso history, was the emergence of the ‘Calypso tent’. The 
‘Tent’ as a social phenomenon emerged at that time. What the Tent 
means essentially is a move away from the streets and the yards 
simply as communal activity, into a form of commerce. A way in 
which the people who are now to begin their professional lives, 
they’re not just doing their story; they’re professionalizing it. 
 
Peter Minshall: 
There is this perceived conflict entre Naipaul and Walcott. But both 
o’ dem come out o de same Caribbean. And neither of them could 
of been but for the magic of this place. And long before eider o’ dem 
reach, ‘Spoiler’ was giving us this, and I will give you just one verse:  
 
“Well they say when you’re dead after burial,  
You have to come back like some insect or a animal.  
Yes they say when you dead after burial,  

You have to come back like some insect or animal.  
Well if is so I don’t want to be a monkey,  
Neither a sheep a goat or a donkey.  
Me partner say he want to be a dog,  
Not me I want to be a bed bug.  
Because I going to bite dem young ladies’ partner.  
Like a hotdog or a hamburger.  
And if you thin don’t be in a fright.  
Is only dem big fat woman I go bite”.  
Where does a man’s creative comes from that thinks such a classic 
erotic line: “I going to bite dem young ladies’ partner”. And you’re 
talking about between the two world wars, where, this is little 
Trinidad eh. And the idea: I mean, a hotdog boy; a hamburger wid 
all de mustard in de market here dripping! ‘I going to bite dem 
young ladies’ partner. Like a hotdog or a hamburger’.  
 
Aye! We have just such blessed beginnings. That’s riches.  
And this is where I am at. 
 
 
5) Mas and Pan - the golden age of Trinidad’s artistic 
expression:  
 
Peter Minshall: 
You expressed an interest in the golden age of Trinidad expression. 
It was pre-Independence. And certainly in the arts in which I am 
most deeply interested and connected to, the Carnival Arts, more 
specifically Mas and Pan. Interesting eh? Two 3-letter words: 
M.A.S. and P.A.N. They bloomed and flowered in the 50s and 60s. 
And something about the tribalism that Independence introduced, 
political tribalism, started to interfere. The Pan and the Mas came 
out of an unconsciousness: it didn’t come from the top down it just 
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grew out of the ground; it just had to happen; and it could only have 
happened in this magical place. 
 
 
Rebellion and a sudden creative outpouring - the modern 
visual arts movement in Trinidad & Tobago  
 
1) The Society of Trinidad Independents 
 

 
Fish Market               Hu and Amy  
by Amy Leong-Pang, 1938           by Hugh Stollmeyer, 1935  
- both courtesy of Citizens for Conservation 
 
 
Selby Wooding QC: 
Stollmeyer, Ivy Achoy, there was an English woman called Alice 
Pashley, and so on. They were all young, very adventurous. And 
they made their mark and kind of disappeared one way or the other. 
But they did start something: and that was carried on by Atteck and 
Chang; who led the whole development into what is now the 
modern art of Trinidad and Tobago.  
 

So this is the core of Etna the volcano suddenly erupting: literature, 
art; as I said there was a literary side with (Hubert) Mendes and 
(Arnold) Tomasos and a number of other people, and so on. It was 
suddenly as if everybody suddenly got up one morning and said, 
‘let’s try and be Independent now!’ I mean I’m joking but that’s really 
what happened. 
 
A base had been established by the Independents. And there was 
no question of anybody going back to doing the Sunday afternoon 
painting. It was now serious stuff, the identity of their homeland, of 
their personalities, our culture and so on was starting to be seen on 
the canvases. And then they were getting together it seems to me, 
in a more concrete way. 1941 was when the Trinidad Art Society 
was formed. So you had 1926 with Ivy Achoy and the 
Independents; 15 years isn’t a long time; and by 1941 there was an 
established Trinidad Art Society. And Atteck would have been part 
of that, and so would have been Chang. 
 

 
Feeding Chickens, by Carlisle Chang 1955 (courtesy of Citizens for 
Conservation) 
 
LeRoy Clarke: 
All I saw at the time, I used to go to the Museum a lot. The people 
who interested me were: Geoffrey (Holder); Boscoe (Holder) to a 
lesser extent; a man called Alf Codallo, he dealt with the folklore 
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and his work was very graphic, it was more of a graphic nature than 
it was Fine Art, but nevertheless he intrigued me, and I would visit 
his paintings; a man called Stollmeyer who was very ‘modern’ with 
the human figure. That time I didn’t know what was modern and so 
on, but I know that it’s modern now. And those are people who 
broke with the photograph, and started to express their emotions in 
a particular way: Carlisle Chang, Sybil Atteck you know. There was 
my investigation. Spent a lot of time. The others with their floral 
arrangements and so on, a nice profile, that did not bother me, it 
didn’t draw me to it.  
 

 
‘Forest and sunset’, by Sybil Atteck, 1950 (courtesy of Citizens for 
Conservation) 
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
The painting of nudes has always been a problem in Trinidad. And 
when we come to the Society of Trinidad Independents, the reason 
why they were stopped from having any influence at all by the 
Catholic Church was that they drew nudes, or painted nudes. They 
formed themselves in the 1920s, and basically they were both 
literary and artistic. The main artists were Amy Leong Pang and 
Hugh Stollmeyer. Hugh Stollmeyer was, what can I say, he was 
certainly not typical of the ‘White Plantocracy’. He was eventually 
exiled to New York, United States I think mainly to get away from 

Amy because he and Amy were very close. Amy was Chinese 
obviously. It was also Albert Gomes who became a politician in the 
50s. There was Alfie Mendez who was a total eccentric. They 
published a paper called ‘The Beacon’. The Society of Trinidad 
Independents as well, were at a time of political movement: labour 
unrest, in the 1930s; so it was a whole social movement that they 
just formed part of. Basically they were trying to change attitudes. 
But again they were considered bohemian and immoral, and 
condemned by the Catholic Church.  
 
Andy Jacob: 
The Society of Independents would have been, I think, influenced 
by a kind of restlessness in the atmosphere. I think they also too 
had a need to establish a kind of space for themselves. They were 
young, they were interested in art of a particular sort, they were 
exposed to what was happening in terms of the wider world of art, 
but they were in a society that was still pretty much conservative.  
I don’t think we had begun to move as yet towards that sense of 
independence, that would have begun somewhere in the 1930s.  
So in the 1920s they would simply have been responding to the fact 
they socially they were so restricted.  
 
They began to do things that were strange for that society at that 
time. They would have nude drawing for instance; drawing of the 
model, which was scandalous!  And then of course, I think Amy 
Leong Pang was married, but she was a wild girl, you know. She 
wasn’t easy she was tough. And she had this close friendship with 
Hugh Stollmeyer, so of course that would have scandalized 
everybody as well. My sense of it as I imagine what the Society 
would have been like, you would of had all these people who would 
have been looking at them and thinking, ‘What are they up to?’ And 
they, the Society, on the other hand they would have been thinking, 
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‘We’re showing them that we’re somebody; that we have our own 
space’.  But then, of course, eventually the pressure became too 
much, and I think that eventually people had to go back to their own 
kind of normal behaviors to some extent. When Stollmeyer migrated 
things kind of mash up with the Society of Independents. And that 
period ended. So I think they express a rebellion, a young rebellion 
in a sense, rather than any kind of political movement.  
 
 
2) Boscoe Holder: 
 
Andy Jacob: 
I think Boscoe, maybe of all the early artists, had a kind of a 
programme, in that Boscoe’s stated intention was to represent his 
people. So he wanted to move away from the ways in which people 
were represented, or people were being represented in portraiture 
or figure-painting. And he wanted to show Black people. He said 
that very early on, and he did it in fact with his parents and so on: 
it’s a very famous picture of Boscoe’s mother; a picture of Boscoe’s 
father. He very early on espoused that particular kind of agenda. So 
it was a means of resistance, or at least the thought of resistance 
was there. 
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
Boscoe was very close to Amy, and he must have been very young 
because Boscoe was born in 1921, and by 1938 he would have 
been 17. And this is where Boscoe really started his independent 
thinking. He introduced Carlisle Chang to this group too, so Carlisle 
again had a start with the Independents.  
 
Boscoe in the late-40s went to Martinique, and the whole Creole 
culture of Martinique so impressed him: as he said, you know, ‘It’s 

something Queen Victoria got rid of in Trinidad’; the head ties, and 
the dress and all the rest of it. And a lot of his paintings then 
became Creole women in Creole costume.  
 

 
‘The Head Tie’ by Boscoe Holder (courtesy of Citizens for Conservation) 
 
What was so important about Boscoe’s work, is that from very early 
on - you’re talking about the 1930s - the image of the Black man or 
woman was hanging in people’s houses. It’s a very important part of 
artistic development here, and particularly in the ‘40s I would say.  
 
Boscoe went to England in 1950 I believe, and his life in England 
was extraordinary: He was a friend of Josephine Baker’s; he was a 
musician; he was a dancer; he was a painter. Some of his paintings 
that he did in that period I think are tremendous. 
 
Peter Minshall: 
Boscoe was just irascible: terribly witty; terribly rude; terribly 
talented. Brat. Played the piano. But he used to get people damn 
blasted vex, and here’s the wonderful reason why: A lady says to 
him, ‘oh why are you like that Boscoe. Really Boscoe, really, don’t 
you think you should have hope?’ Boscoe replies straight out you 
know, straight out: ‘Hope! That bitch! And her two ugly sisters Faith 
and Charity, I have no time for them!’  
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Keith Cadette: 
When you look at Boscoe Holder, you see that his paintings 
essentially looked at the Black female model, which was the centre 
focus of his work. They were depicted in a colonial kind of setting: 
the Black beautiful woman with her head tied, and in a very kind of 
pastoral scene and so on. Therefore the setting of that model had 
nothing to do with the realities around us. The landscape was very 
beautiful. It didn’t talk about the struggles in the cane field, or the oil 
workers protesting, or the Butler riots and that sort of thing. Those 
things just never appeared in the subject matter. Most of the artists 
coming out of that era still had that colonial linkage from my 
perspective; where the work never really addressed the social and 
cultural issues of the masses. Perhaps it spoke to the elite, but not 
the masses. 
 
 
3) Carnival culture – Mas and Pan - as artistic subject matter: 
 
Selby Wooding QC: 
When I first came back to Trinidad, Atteck would always be up at 
the Savannah at carnival-time, drawing; you know, taking sketches 
of the Mas. So that there was undoubtedly a consciousness on the 
part of the artists, that this was a fundamental area of our culture. 
And they may not have gone the whole hog like Minshall and 
Chang, and designed for the Mas, but it was something that no 
artist – no self- respecting artist – could just eschew. I mean there’s 
no question that they had to be interested because it’s part and 
parcel of our artistic expression. 
 
People like Chang and MInshall, of course, did designs for carnival. 
And you see it in some of Chang’s work depicts carnival, depicts 

carnival figures: ‘Pierrot Grenarde’, and ‘the Clown’ which is as 
much a figure of carnival as ‘Jab Jab’, or ‘Midnight Robber’, or any 
of these things. But you wouldn’t go to an art gallery now and 
expect to find that one of the pieces in the exhibition is of an explicit 
carnival figure. You might here and there find something. But the art 
has moved; not away, but it’s just that now carnival expresses itself 
as carnival; and carnival no longer expresses itself in the way that it 
expressed itself in the 40s of course.  
 

 
‘Bongo Dancers’, by Carlisle Chang, 1955 
 
 
3) Two artists at the centre of emerging image making –  
Sybil Atteck and Carlisle Chang: 
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
There was a big move towards Independence and Independent 
thinking. Symbols of national importance, national pride, were then 
introduced in painting - Sybil Atteck particularly. Things like the 
swamps, the scarlet ibis, our landscape, all of this suddenly became 
the focus of paintings. Also too the people of Trinidad whether they 
were the fishermen, cane cutters, whatever. It was a completely 
new period. I mean this was where we pulled away from the British 
influence or the English influence. And that became the thrust in 



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p76	  	  

terms of artistic expression, because really it was when 
independent thinking was beginning again from the 1930s. 
 

 
Panmen, by Sybil Atteck, 1960 (courtesy of Citizens for Conservation) 
 
Sybil Atteck first studied in England then she went to Peru, and then 
went to the US and studied under Max Beckmann the German 
‘Expressionist’. So she had an extraordinary background. In 1949 
she exhibited at the Art Society (of Trinidad & Tobago) and her 
exhibition was heavily criticized by Alfie Mendez, for being un-
Trinidadian; that it was too international in it’s expression. So being 
Sybil Atteck she backed away from any future exhibitions.  
 
By the mid-50s Carlisle Chang had come back to Trinidad. He had 
studied in England. He was given a British Council scholarship. 
Certainly in the 50s, Carlisle was the bright star.  
 
Boscoe and Carlisle were always very close, despite the fact that 
that there was a lot of competition between the two of them. With 
Carlisle the build-up was towards “The inherent nobility of man”, 
which was an amazing mural that Carlisle did for the airport. That 
was 1962, so a little bit after. In the early 1970s they wanted to 

extend the airport so they destroyed the mural, which completely 
destroyed Carlisle. He never painted again.   
 

 
Mural: ‘The Inherent Nobility of Man’, by Carlisle Chang, 1962 
(courtesy of Citizens for Conservation). 
 
4) Emergence of Trinidad & Tobago’s Intuitive artists – the 
Boys Behind the Bridge: 
 
Andy Jacob: 
Leo Basso would have been the most important of the primitives 
who would have come through in that period. Macelio would have 
been from those early days as well. Marcelio would have been 
around in the late 40s, 50s kind of thing. And other than them, there 
would have been a kind of Intuitive who comes from the rural 
setting: he really is untrained, he’s never been exposed to certain 
kinds of things; he works in a particular way; in some cases he’s a 
visionary. Trinidad Intuitives have developed in a very strange way. 
Basso was one of the few who you could look at and say, ‘He has 
an Intuitive-looking style’. Marcelio’s style, even though you can see 
that this is not an academically developed style, there’s still enough 
awareness of form and perspective and that kind of thing, to kind of 
make you start to say, ‘Well you can see Intuitive you know, but that 
ain’t looking so Intuitive as all that’. It doesn’t have the rawness of 
that kind of Intuitive thing. Basso would have been our only Intuitive, 
who really look like an Intuitive.  
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‘Still life with fruit’ by Leo Basso, c1950 (courtesy of Citizens for 
Conservation) 
 
After that because the British Council was running some classes 
and thing, even though they may not have developed as proficiently 
as maybe somebody who would have gone away and really done 
an academic programme, they developed enough to be very very 
sophisticated.  Willi Chen is about 80-something years old now. His 
style was always extremely sophisticated. This is one of the best 
painters I know in Trinidad. But because of his exposure to things 
like the British Council; because of a exposure to people like 
Carlisle Chang, who he would have admired and looked up to and 
whatever it is; there’s always been a thread; and you would have to 
probably say it comes even from Atteck. All of the people who 
adhered to the Art Society, or who came around, were people who 
were able to absorb a particular kind of training that made them not 
pure Intuitives. So we have very few pure Intuitives.   
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
The Art Society initially was mainly a sort of social group. But 
doctors Wilma and Ralph Hoyte, and I think Sir H.O.B. Wooding, 
had an exhibition in Argyle Lane in Lavantille that showed a lot of 
the Intuitive artists: ‘the boys behind the bridge’. You have so many 

of them. Pat Chu Foon is one, he later on went to Mexico to study 
art and he did most of our public sculptures so he developed quite 
late on in life. Ken Morris was another with his copper beating: 
copper sculptures, copper plate. He worked a lot with Carlisle 
Change at the Hilton, the Carnival Bar, a whole series of figures 
that were a combination of Carlisle Change and Ken Morris. Central 
Bank has a few things by him including a mask, which I think is 
extraordinary.  
 

 
Mask by Ken Morris (courtesy of Citizens for Conservation) 
 
You also had in the mid-40s a development of the images from our 
mythology by Alf Codallo. Now all the images that we have of our 
folk characters is Alf Codallo because nobody else has touched it: 
‘Papa Bois’ the ‘father of the forest’; ‘Mama De l’eau’ who was half-
snake half-human in the rivers; ‘La Jablesse’ who had one hoof and 
used to lure men into the forest; the ‘Douens’, those are the souls of 
un-christened children who had their feet facing backwards, all with 
hats, he showed them with hats. The number of characters that he 
re-introduced to Trinidadians from their folklore!  
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Characters from Trinidad & Tobago’s folklore, Alfred Codallo, 1958 
 
Leo Basso is one of my favourites, he was described by Pierre 
Lalong who helped him a lot, as the only artist in Trinidad who had 
a sense of colour, and he did a lot of still life paintings. I was giving 
a lecture on the history of art in Trinidad, and I was talking about 
Leo Basso. At the end of it the guy who was on the projector spoke 
to me, now he’s was the only one in the room that knew who I was 
talking about. He said he remembered growing up in Lavantille and 
they thought this man was an ‘Obeah Man’, because he couldn’t 
afford electricity, and he used to paint by candle light with the door 
open so that he could get as much light as possible. And, you know, 
they were just in awe of this man who was an Obeah Man.  
 
 
5) The movies and self-image 
 
Andy Jacob: 
Cinema played quite a role in terms of this society in a particular 
time: coming through the 30s; 40s; 50s kind of thing. It was very 
important in terms of Trinidad and Trinidad’s culture formation as it 
is reflected in the formation of the Trinidadian personality, especially 

the male personality. Men modeled themselves after cinema 
heroes. They also did it off of television. I have a friend who is a 
combination of ‘Hogan’ from ‘Hogan’s Heroes’, ‘Maxwell Smart’ 
from ‘Get Smart’ and some other person. He’s shaped his 
personality around these people. I remember when we were 
growing up, he would use statements in his regular conversation. 
And now that he’s older, he might no longer quote back, but he 
made himself that kind of personality. I think that cinema is 
definitely a cultural influence.  
 
I suppose, if there was anything of a resistant quality to the 
influence of cinema, it would have been against a kind of 
Englishness, a kind of a conservatism. We know the Trinidadian 
identified with American irreverence, the American frontier man, the 
American gunslinger as a kind of action figure. This wasn’t 
somebody who was conforming to the norms; who wasn’t stiff; who 
could make up a phrase at the drop of a hat kind of thing. So you 
wouldn’t see it like that would have oppressed them. But rather: 
‘Yeah, this is going to arm me in order to deal with your stupidness, 
your owning everything, and trying to control my labour, and pay me 
low wages’. Because I’d go to the cinema and I’d find somebody to 
fight against you; a way of changing who I am in order to put up 
with that kind of thing. I think there was a lot of that. 
 
 
5) The Art Society of Trinidad & Tobago: 
 
Selby Wooding QC: 
Chang would have been a boy, a young, young boy at that time. 
And so he had come from a time when there was no formal art 
world, got involved at a junior end with the Independents. He knew 
Stollmeyer, in the sense that he was old enough to understand 
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these were artists and to identify with them. Amy taught Carlisle 
Chang and so on. So that was the beginning, and then by 1941 you 
had the full establishment of a Trinidad Art Society. And then from 
them on, they were all interacting with one another, inspiring one 
another. Some went on to become really very well known. Others 
would fall by the wayside. But you could really say that the road, the 
pathway, was from that first beginning of Stollmeyer.  
 
And then you had the formalization of it, scholarships would have 
been given along the way. By the 40s there would have been the 
British Council here. Now this is Colonialism in a different mode, 
where they were encouraging people to express themselves in 
inverted commas, ‘their native way’, and giving scholarships to 
people. Alladin got a scholarship from the British Council. He would 
be one of the names after Chang. And so there was a whole set of 
people who would have been got these scholarships. 
 
LeRoy Clarke: 
Later on when I became a little confrontational, you know, I was still 
young, I saw Boscoe Holder, and also Geoffrey Holder. Boscoe for 
me is more decorative. He didn’t draw my soul I just liked the fact 
that he was nice. But the big brother, Geoffrey: Geoffrey had a little 
more integrity. Now there was a whole host of artists here: Sybil 
Atteck… I used to visit some of them, their studio and so on. I just 
driven, I would follow my feelings, and just meet things. I wouldn’t 
go into exhibitions, I was very shy about that, it wasn’t until much 
later that I would go to exhibitions. 
 
Geoffrey MacLean: 
Early 1940s, I think 1943 the Art Society was formed, which really 
was a development from the Independents. And Sybil Atteck was 
one of the prime movers in this group. Of course the others were 

embraced as well: Boscoe, Carlisle… and there were several others 
in this group. And they worked very hard to build up an appreciation 
for art in Trinidad & Tobago. Both Albert Gomes and Alfie Mendes 
did a lot of reviews and analysis of the work. Towards the end of the 
40s, Carl Brudehagen from Barbados was brought in where they 
did sculpture. So it was very carefully planned, and the knowledge 
passed on to the group.  
 
Andy Jacob: 
Intuitive artists like Marcelo would be almost like interlopers into a 
social set. They got in because of the fact that they had talent, and 
people liked them, and they were personable and whatever it is. 
And then eventually they became quite important in the scene, the 
art scene in Trinidad. 
 
 
6) Challenge to colonial values and authority: 
 
Selby Wooding QC: 
Well they did and they shocked them. That’s what the Independents 
did they shocked them and everything. These people were 
regarded as freaks because they had a completely new idea about 
life and so on. I mean, in terms of their social behaviour; it was a 
mixed group, White, Black and every conceivable thing; they were 
free people, free-spirited. And it shocked the community. That was 
the great thing about the Independents. 
 
Andy Jacob: 
In terms of the ideas challenging the colonial authorities, I don’t 
think that in the conventional arts ever did. They were quite 
comfortable, there wasn’t anything particularly political being 
espoused. There were nice and polite things that were nice size 
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and thing; go in your house; nice sculptures and so on that we 
would buy, very nice and polite. So there wasn’t a challenge coming 
from the artwork. But then we have the Carnival, right.  
 
 
6) Art a Cinderella in Trinidad & Tobago’s state education: 
 
Keith Cadette: 
From an historical perspective, art never really took hold as 
something that the masses should engage in, in a serious way. And 
it has always been the Cinderella as it were, even in the Primary 
and Secondary curriculum and so on.  
 
 
7) The art audience, buyers and patrons - could the masses 
engage with this art movement? : 
 
Selby Wooding QC: 
In 1938 I think most people – whether they were Indian, whether 
they were Black, Chinese, whatever – there wouldn’t have been the 
educational level that would have enabled them to engage with the 
arts. Alladdin was a great painter, but I think he was a great painter 
because he was a great painter, and he looked for something in 
which he could see himself, you know. But at that time if you were a 
young Indian boy, a young Black boy or whatever it was, you were 
going to try to be a lawyer. You know, it wasn’t a route, a pathway 
that was going to be able to… you to live well or provide for your 
children or anything like that. They all had a very bleak time. 
 
Chang was a Chinese shop-keeper’s son from the Croisee, and 
they had a rough time. And Carlisle Chang came back after his 
studies, he came back here in 1954, and he was determined that he 

was going to be an artist, and doing nothing else but his art. All the 
others got into teaching jobs, art teaching or that sort of thing in 
order to be able to earn something because you couldn’t live.  
 
Geoffrey Maclean: 
The art audience, buyers and patrons were Trinidad’s intellectuals,  
people like the Hoyte’s. Wilma and Ralph Hoyte supported the arts, 
Wilma particularly. They were the ones who really promoted the 
Intuitive.  I doubt very much, that the masses engaged with Intuitive 
artists or their work you know, because they would have moved 
from ‘behind the bridge’, to the other side of the bridge, where their 
work would have been embraced if you like, by a different sector of 
the society. I suppose the exhibitions would have been open to 
anybody to come and view them, but I think that the social 
separation would have been enough probably to keep them away. 
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Two artists uniting the expressions of Africa and Europe; Mas 
and Fine Art: 
 
1) Peter Minshall  
 

• [NB. Clips from his audio interview will be featured on the 
‘Evolution’ website, developed from this research] 

 

 
Peter Minshall’s ‘Man Crab’ from Trinidad Carnival ‘The River’, 1983 
 
Peter Minshall: 
I lay myself before the altar of the considered meditative thought. 
But likewise I lay myself before the altar of that extraordinarily 
spontaneous leap into the air and landing on the ground. And I can’t 
for the life of me say that either is better than the other. 
 
Most of my ancestors would sing and dance as they planted the 
crops – the very ones who were sold for a handful of beads – they 
would sing and dance when they harvested the crops. They would 
sing and dance at the ‘Festival of the marriage’, at the ‘festival of 
the yam’. They would sing and dance for the initiation of the young 
men. Everyting was a sing and it was always done outside, inside 

was to only go in when you blasted tired. There was no tradition of 
painting, there was no time for that. And here we are in the 
Caribbean, and why is it this bone-marrow memory, that at the drop 
of a hat all we want to do is to go outside and sing and dance? But 
here is where our knickers get twisted in a knot, because our noble 
artists are all ‘inside’ and they are poets, and playwrights, and 
painters. And it is all too one-sided. 
 
That first man in a cave centuries and centuries and centuries ago, 
who made a mark before he even draw a animal. As he made that 
mark on the wall of the cave, that first artist, what was he doing?  
He was saying to the darkness of the unfathomable universe, I am!’ 
So I come down to us little islanders. We have a song to sing too. 
We have a need to put a ‘I am’. And that is what I try my best to do 
in the Mas. 
 
Imagine yourselves amongst a throng of people, 1,000, 2,000 of 
you: men women; old young; Black; White; Brown; Tan; all shades. 
And all covered with the pigment of the earth: mud, a nice creamy 
yellow ochre, darkish-earth-shade. And robes of inexpensive brown 
cotton. And a few rich jewels too. And it is the opening of the day 
what we call, ‘Jour ouvert‘ or the Jouvert of the Carnival. And the 
sun is yet to rise, and you are going through the streets as one, 
dancing to the music of Beethoven played on drums of steel. That is 
a work of art! 
 
One thing I want to make clear about me, I did not come back to do 
the Mas, it held me by the foot and it pulled me in screaming and 
kicking. But I could not deny what it is I saw and experienced. 
Sometimes I feel that the work has been wasted, because the work 
wasn’t for me, the work was to say, ‘On behalf of not even just 
Trinidad, but the whole Caribbean, I am, we are, look at what we 
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do!’ We did a Carnival Band and the name of it was Red, and 2,000 
people were dressed in red! And the names of the sections were 
more abstract than anything you would see at the Tate Modern.  
 
I picked up a bentwood chair and I became a 4-horned bull. And I 
thought, ‘damn it, I’m going to do it!’ And we managed to make 
these chairs out of aluminum, bentwood shapes out of aluminum so 
they were light; Bentwood for the women and Spanish ladder-backs 
for the men. And all it was was these people with these red ropes 
and pantaloons; Black people dressed in Red. Because I’ll be 
damned, if people can stream into the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York, to sit down, and to look at a fine Performance Artist, 
Abramovich, in a white dress in a chair, and just pay money to go 
and sit and look at her. I would like those people to come to Port of 
Spain, and see 2,000 Black people in Red! Now that was an 
experience! You stop seeing people. The street is a canvass and 
it’s awash with living, dancing, moving, jumping colour. Now that’s 
refined! 
 
This man, Luis Camnitzer was coming, coming, coming, and he 
finally said it in an essay, and I wept. He said, “This fellow Peter 
Minshall, is taking all of those European ideas – the canon – and 
applying it to a place where the pan comes from”.  
 
It comes out of the ground. It comes from the bottom up. It’s not a 
bunch of people over here having gallery exhibitions that filters 
down to the masses. No it’s the other way around. Those chairs 
would not have happened unless the people had given their 
permission. And not only given their permission but paid their 
money! Not only dat, on de day, on de corner of Memorial Square 
on de Savanna. Somebody saying, ‘Minsh come, come I have 
something to show you’. We waiting, waiting, bands you know. And 

they show me. And there is a young girl: ‘Mister Minshall, I just want 
you to see how I improve me costume’. And she had put castors on 
her chair, and she was pulling it around on the street!  
 
I dare say, all I ever did was to follow what my father taught me as I 
stood by his side in his studio at Abercrombie Street, painting. And 
he said “You have your pallet knife, your easel, your canvass, you 
have your tools and all your references. But the most important 
thing that you have in your entire arsenal is your integrity”. And for 
some reason it just fell to me through a bunch of accidents, not 
through any sense of heroic deed or mission, through a bunch of 
accidents. I found myself applying to the Mas the same integrity that 
I apply to the Royal Shakespeare Company or the Royal Opera 
House. Just applying the same integrity, the same integrity that I’d 
apply to the design of the set and the costumes of Walcott’s ‘Dream 
on Monkey Mountain’, or ‘Ti John’, or ‘Othello’, or Ibsen, or 
anything. And here’s what you find out: ordinary human beings 
anywhere and everywhere are attracted to integrity. They’re 
attracted to it. They need it.  
 
Ordinary human beings are attracted to integrity. And there were 
some human beings who kind of got the gist of where I was coming 
from. And understood that I was summing up all the truth that I 
could out of my little one human being, about us. And I think the 
one thing I was conscious of; the theatre, the home grown theatre, 
traditional theatre that was coming out of the Caribbean, bar the 
occasional play by Walcott; was embarrassing. But you see the 
Mas? The Fancy Sailor? I got to be able to tell it. So I thought, ‘Well 
if I’m going to do anything at home, I’m going to do the Mas, that’s 
the thing we do better than anybody else’. So we start. You see 
those rules of refinement? You just apply those rules to the Mas.  
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This too: It’s being is not about traditional Theatre as we know it.  
It truly is a Performance Art. And it is the most collaborative of all 
the arts. And it really intensely mixes performer and participant for 
as close as pavement to street. And as an artist you find that you’re 
not, I’m not really designing costumes, I’m just trying to discover 
ways and means for the expression of human energy, both human 
and spiritual. And you close your eyes tight and thought, ‘I hope I’ve 
nailed it’. And you give it to the people. And they go out on the day 
and sometimes it works beyond your wildest dreams and it brings 
tears to people’s eyes. But to me it communicates. It communicates 
like a blazing sunset because in three or four minutes it’s gone. And 
it’s not supposed to stay longer than that. Or it communicates much 
as a symphony does, in that it passes in front of you in a linear way. 
And you are: ‘Wow!’ 
 
 
2) LeRoy Clarke  
 

• [NB. Clips from his on-camera interview will be featured on 
the ‘Evolution’ website, developed from this research] 

 

 
The Light Bringer, 1975, by LeRoy Clarke  
(courtesy of Citizens for Conservation) 
 

LeRoy Clarke: 
 
My name is LeRoy Clarke. In recent times I’ve been given a few 
titles: I’m the Master Artist, just recently I am noted in the Oxford 
History of Modern Art; this is the first time they included the 
Caribbean, and Africa and South America.  I entered the Orisha, 
because that has been a life-long kind of inner need to relate to 
something that is rooted with me. I was made a Chief a few years 
ago. I was born on the 7th November 1938, that makes me 73. But 
in the reality that I dwell, I am really a 3-year old inheritor of 70 
years. One might say it is a device that I use for calculating and re-
calculating my tenure in this world. I think that is very important, and 
it is consequent of my many years in pursuit of self-discovery, self 
understanding – a sort of on-going quest from which I have not 
relented for more than 50 years. 
 
I have a link with Carnival that cannot be broken. I love Carnival. I’m 
a Carnival baby, which means 9 months before November I was 
conceived and that would be around the Carnival season. So then I 
came out of the fervor of it, the energy of it. I’m the first of 9 
children. I have 4 brothers and 4 sisters, one who recently passed - 
a brother - mother and father. When I was about 9, I took to the 
streets, all because I was the best draw-er in the class. I wasn’t a 
artist, I could draw. So I used to do all the diagrams and so on for 
the teachers. When it was art I draw for everybody, particularly the 
girls. I actually tried to draw my own hands with all the marks, the 
prints. By the time I was 12 or 13 I drew a Dollar bill. I could draw a 
leaf perfect. And that gave me special enjoyment. I used to draw 
things. I used to collect things. I used to make little books; buy little 
books and fill them with words and drawings. I was driven or 
prepared by another force. 
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And here I am after being a Primary School teacher for about 10 
years - that’s how I started after Secondary School. I went straight 
into teaching, and then I left teaching and went to New York to 
confront the world. And what was happening in the States at the 
time was the Black Power enthusiasm, and I was part and parcel of 
that. As a matter of fact it was so overwhelming, that it kind of gave 
me the drive that I needed to have to be more resolute. Some of the 
horrendous things that were happing, assassinations and killing and 
stuff, I was in the middle of it.  
 
So I had a better sense of myself than when I was here, which is a 
bit parochial. You know terrible as it may seem it’s a pretty innocent 
naïve landscape, I talking about Trinidad & Tobago; we’re still very 
gentle; we’re togetherly at seasons you know like Easter and 
Christmas and Lent and so on. But don’t mess with us. We get very 
aggressive when the time is needed. And I come from an area like 
that, it’s called Gonzales; east Port of Spain; just outside of the city.   
 
Gonzales had major upheavals but very quiet as much as they were 
major. There was a kind of decency in Gonzales that kept it 
subdued. I don’t think we had too many scholarship-winners. Most 
people were just like me, self-taught and stuff, Gonzales had a 
pride about it that did not pretend it was poor. Poverty was just a 
circumstance. And the attitude was ‘not act out being poor’: My 
mother would hate to hear me mention some nonsense that we’re 
poor. Yes she would pawn her bracelet every Monday, but by God, 
whatever, she would take it from the Pawn Shop on Friday. 
Because there was a unwritten law that a woman don’t go to church 
without her jewelry. And she knew that if she went without it, she’d 
be quietly laughed at as being poor. Her marriage rings did not 
leave her fingers for no reason. Whether we were starving or not, 

and we really did not starve. But we had some occasion for feeling 
hungry. And so this was a shared experience in Gonzales.  
 
I feel. I was really not too concerned of further than Gonzales for 
quite a while. My only reference outside the world was what I 
learned in school. And a little book from the Elementary school 
days, the elementary experience, “Homes Far Away” is what told 
me about a world outside of Gonzales.  
 
When I was a young adult I was more familiar with Da Vinci and 
Rembrandt. Because I found them in the library, I was more familiar 
with European art. I used to copy Michelangelo and Da Vinci, and 
copy from their sketch books and so on. By the time I was 25, I had 
my first one-man exhibition. It was an inventory of all the finding 
things that I had done. And Derek Walcott murdered me. You’re 
looking at a resurrection. A year later however, I was now his stage-
manager and everything and set-designer. The same Derek Walcott 
would say a few years later, ‘LeRoy Clarke does not suffer from 
influences’. Nothing ever ring a bell sharper. We all are influenced. 
We can’t be in the world and not be influenced, but not to suffer it. I 
had a chance of being authentic, and I have used that ever since.  
 
I was on my way. But the arts and the people: there was a big 
space, an abyss; and all it encouraged me as a young aspiring 
person to want to be in the arts was, ‘How do I get over there?’  
I spend more time in my life wondering how I’ll get over there, as to 
what I’ll do when I get there. It just happens that I’m gifted and God 
is with me. I got over there, but it ain’t changed me. 
 
All the things I write and paint about, the imagery is from Gonzales: 
that’s my woman; I was birthed there; and she is also my wife.  
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I don’t have a so-called college experience. And needless to say 
that has it’s own pressures. All I know is I’m blessed, and as far as 
I’m concerned those things have done me well: the opportunities 
and the deprivation of opportunities, they have done me well to be 
the artist that I am. My attitude to life, my attitude to my art, I’ve 
developed a strong basis philosophically.  
 
From very early I’ve been attracted to everything and anything, in a 
kind of intense manner. Where I lived, I could look down and see 
the port, I used to play ‘Columbus’ high up in the branches of a 
guava tree. I used to look out for the discovery, like Colombus 
looking to discover Trinidad. Was that looking for Trinidad, or was 
that the beginnings of looking for self? Looking across hopefully the 
Atlantic to see where I came from. Who taught me to do that? Who 
impelled me to do that? I did it. I would follow little creatures; ants 
going to their nests; snails that would disappear in the morning; to 
see where they went; I was always plagued by that. I never had a 
real zeal or desire to go abroad. So that when the opportunity to go 
abroad came, I was very quietly reluctant. Anyway I went. I was 
looking for what people took away from me you know. And after a 
while the work evolved expressing that. The world came closer to 
me via books. But the basis of the thrust, the projection, always 
remained me in Gonzales looking out, it never became outside 
looking in for me  
 
I’m not a great reader. But in the later life I have to challenge 
thought, so you know I’m well read. And that’s why I say the self-
taught aspect of me is very significant. You know there is hardly an 
artist that I don’t know. So I could recognize influences. I’m pretty 
versed. I’m thorough. I think fundamentally that is the woman in me, 
I teach, I nurture, I nourish. I can be very stringent in my offerings, 
very hard on you. But my students or whatever, they know I care 

because I do understand the history that brought us here, and the 
stripping of our identity. Yes that has been my engagement. 
 
Thanks to the help of Franz Fanon, the West Indian thinker, and 
having read him, my poetry and everything, writing, painting start to 
shift to the re-charting of the ruin; to going far down and sounding 
those latent rhythms and energies, and bring it back up in the 
imagery that you see. And it is with that that I proceed, LeRoy 
Clarke, the Master Artist and so on, hoping to plot a course for 
others.  
 
I’m virtually unshakeable when coming to my art. My art is 
everything. It’s because of an inner drive that I am. I also don’t 
question that far-reaching thoughts come into my mind. I just try to 
unravel them or decode them, so to speak. And that don’t mean I 
paint or draw everyday. But whenever I do, the alarm, the alarm 
and the alarming rate with which I conduct myself. it has to be, as 
one anthropologist, Dr J.L.U. Elder, he said, ‘An ancestor is 
speaking through him’. And it’s the greatest award somebody could 
give me. I tend to say I’m a miserable person. Miserable in the 
sense that, you twitter. When l look at things I squint. My life is in 
that squint. I see through that squint, that focusing, it’s extremely 
intense. So that this ancestor that speaks through me does not 
sleep.  
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‘In her eye burn and burn’, by LeRoy Clarke 
 
I love the metaphor so it’s there I dwell. Of course this has 
developed after many years. Hence the colour in my work for 
instance. Aside being inspired by the natural flora and so on, I paint 
with a particular kind of rhythm and under-toning and so on that 
suggests the latencies that provoke all sorts of rhythms in our living 
space. Because I have a strong feeling that you can smell my work. 
You can smell the idea in the work, you can taste it; that it can 
rhythmise you; you can stand in front of it and conduct yourself; 
conduct the painting, hoping to attract, a holistic approach to 
looking at art. The work itself has a presence. A more powerful 
presence of a woman you know. That’s the muse.  
 
Art is life. More than that art is the language of life. So I talk about 
art in one’s life. I’m a piece of art in motion. I’m a piece of art in 
progress. I’m shaping myself, carving it out, colouring it to suit my 
disposition. And therefore that proves to be a viable method for self-
liberation, because no two compositions need be the same. You 
bring something to the table I bring something to the table. What 
you bring is some slight sometimes miniscule difference, but that’s 
all you want to see because it says something about you, and it 
says something about me that is not you.  

 
My work is about re-charting the ruin, piecing it together in its 
beginning. Uttering if possible the barest symbol, the barest wisp of 
your origin. And I use that as my point of departure.   
 
 
Did the Harlem Renaissance have impact and/or echoes in 
Trinidad & Tobago? 
 
1) As an American movement: 
 
LeRoy Clarke: 
Not really. You talk to somebody like Boscoe Holder or Geoffrey 
Holder. They have had the experience of travel, and they know for 
instance somebody like Josephine Baker, they know Duke 
Ellington. We got that as a whiff in the breeze. I didn’t know it until 
long after. But we had classical things and such. I know the 
classics. The Jazz was kind of concealed. Private stuff. Beatniks. 
People who lived on the fringe.  
 
 
2) As a regional ‘New Negro’ movement emerging at that time: 
 
Selby Wooding QC: 
The masses had felt a need to express themselves in carnival, 
which, after all is a grass roots thing. And they fought to do it. And 
so they kind of had an emancipation in their folk way with carnival 
perhaps ‘before’ the middle class people who would have been part 
of the Independents. There was nobody in the Independents who 
was grass roots. I mean Amy Leong Pang, I don’t know who she 
was, she was Chinese, and I think the Chinese were involved in… 
as cocoa proprietors and all that sort of thing. And she had had a 
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privileged education she’d been abroad and so on. Stollmeyer I 
think speaks for itself. And Ivy Achoy and all of these people were 
middle class people. And so they didn’t break through because of 
the fire in their bellies, they broke through because they began 

intellectually to understand, ‘Well what are we waiting for?’ And it 
was a different process from the one that was emerging from East 
Dry River, which was all passion and all guts if you like
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8. MARTINIQUE 
 
 1902 1931 1934 1945 1946 1955 
Martinique Volcanic eruption 

destroys old 
capital, St Pierre  

Aimé Césaire goes to 
Paris to study, creates 
Négritude movement 
with Senghor and 
Damas 

Césaire 
returns to 
apply 
Négritude in 
Martinique   

Workshop 45, a 
collective of the first 
Black Martinique 
artists is formed 

Departmentalism 
Law transforms 
Martinique from  
colonial to 
Départment of 
France  

 

 
A first visit to Martinique: learning about Négritude and the transition 
from colonial rule to assimilation, to reveal and appreciate ethnic 
pride, identity, aspiration and culture – 1920-1955; Giving context to 
my exploration of Jamaica, Panama and Trinidad & Tobago.  
 
 
Martinique’s pre-20th century colonial heritage: 
 
1) Genocide of Amerindian population and introduction of 
African slaves: 
 
Claude Belune: 
If you ask me about our story I don’t start with slavery. First people 
who live here are not slave or White people, it’s Amerindian: Carib; 
Arawak. Our story is started by genocide. They exterminate this 
population. And after they introduce another kind of population, 
African. We don’t have to explain what is this, everybody know what 
slavery was. Slavery in the different Caribbean colonies are the 
same. The only difference is if you are French, Spanish, Nederland 
or English.  Martinique was sometime French, sometime English. 
There is a lot of war between these two to have this country. 
 

The country of Martinique is small. If you see the first map of 
Martinique since 1658, they cut it in two: you find two parts called 
‘French part’, and ‘Savage part’. The ‘Savage’ (Amerindian) is 
exterminate with a lot of resistance. We have some place who have 
name of Amerindian. When you go to Caz Pilot, Pilot is a chief of 
Amerindian. When you go to Pointe La Ros, La Ros is a chief. You 
find a lot of place who are called these names. Our history start with 
this.  
 
2) Emergence of Mulatto (mix of European and African) 
population: 
 
Claude Belune: 
We are a small country, we have a part with mountain, another 
place is plain. The slaves when they Maroon (run away), they don’t 
have a lot of place to hide. And there is two kind of slavery, there is 
domestic one and there is the plantation one. The domestic one 
there is a lot of sexual relations between White masters and their 
slaves, and they make children, Mulattoes - the mixed. Some of 
them become what you call ‘Free Black’. And as the time pass the 
Mulattoes become at this moment a force. And they are considered 
as Black from the White people. But Black people consider them 
White. They have education. They become a class; ‘bourgeois’.  
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3) Post-slavery society: Black plantation workers; Mulatto 
Bourgeoisie, and descendents of White owners – the ‘Beke’:  
 
Claude Belune: 
When slavery stop, the bourgeoisie try to gain political power. But 
the White people they stay in Martinique, they become Beke. When 
they stop slavery, the government give them money, compensation, 
and they become more rich. And the society grow up: You have 
people who cut the sugar cane; you have the bourgeoisie; but the 
Beke stay the owner.     
 
Gilliane Defort 
The Beke was the first settlers in Martinique. So they had the 
plantation, sugar cane plantation. And they had slaves. And now 
the Beke are the descendants of these families, owners. But they 
don’t have slaves anymore of course of course.  It still exist.  
 
 
Martinique’s 20th century colonial heritage:  
 
1) Development of new capital, Fort de France, political 
importance of Mulatto and Black populations: 
 
Caude Belune: 
Two things change in the early 20th century. First: the most 
important town is destroyed, 30,000 is dead in the same day. Now 
the population is not the same, it’s very very important. The theatre 
is destroyed, the market is destroyed; a lot of things are destroyed. 
A lot of people move to Fort de France. Some people go to another 
country. If you go to St Pierre today, St Pierre is a site of antiquity. 
You can see the remains, the theatre.  

 
And the second change: Racial category of population became a 
political strength for the Black. You have Aimé Césaire, you have a 
lot of people who are either Mulatto or Black. Political position 
became for the first time Mulatto after Black.  
 
 
Did Marcus Garvey and the UNIA, the New Negro Movement 
and Black consciousness have impact and/or echoes in 
Martinique? 
 
1) Marcus Garvey and the UNIA: 
 
Claude Belune: 
In the First World War, Martiniquois they go to France, they leave 
Martinique and go to the war. All the young people go to France to 
fight for Martiniquan. It was normal. After the war I don’t think they 
know Marcus Garvey in this period 
 
  
2) Most Black people live as the poor labouring class: 
 
Claude Belune: 
In 1920 we are a colony, we are not yet a department. Martinique is 
a French colony, it’s the official term. We become a Department in 
1946. And in this period (1920 to 1955) we have 2 wars. In 1920, 
two years after the First World War, we have a lot of young people 
who died in the war. And we have traumatize and misery. France, 
the country who give money, who give all the thing, cannot do it. 
The consequence is that you have a generation who is poor. My 
father he born in 1939. It was very very difficult. You have only 
opportunity to cut sugar cane, banana. It’s hard.   



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p90	  	  

 
3) First Generation of Black intellectuals seek change in 
colonial Martinique: 
 
Claude Belune: 
A generation after the end of slavery the first Blacks received the 
opportunity for education: to go to France. The result by the end of 
the 19th century, you started to have intellectual. There is a lot of 
writers, you have Maron who has written a lot of books. They 
explain how they had another concept of things. These consider 
that they have to transform the country.   
 
 
3) Aimé Césaire: 
 
Claude Belune: 
Aimé Césaire is born in 1913. He emerges in the 1930s with the 
first generation of intellectuals who appear. I tell you that before 
Césaire we don’t have aspirations. We just workers in plantation. 
You have a few who have education, who go to Paris to study to 
become a doctor or an advocate - a man of law – or a teacher. 
Césaire go to Paris. And these people form a different vision of 
France than other Martinique people. They start to question their 
colonial identity: ‘we are French or we are not French?’  
 
In the Second World War there is Beke who go as well as Black to 
fight. But after the Second World War when de Gaulle is hero, De 
Gaulle come in Martinique and meet Aimé Césaire. The first Black 
who became really important in Martinique is Aimé Césaire. You 
also have Fanon, but Fanon is complicated. For Martinique yes his 
writing is important, his position is important. But Fanon did not live 
in Martinique. Césaire was a Mayor in Martinique. You don’t find 

activities of Fanon in Martinique. It didn’t mean that he is not 
important. But Césaire is the only Negro person I know, that 
whether they are Black or White, all the Presidents of the Republic 
when they come to Martinique they first come to Césaire. 
 
Gilliane Defort: 
Aimé Césaire gave Black people a feeling of being a human. He 
gave them a kind of pride. A kind of: ‘finally at last they were proud 
of what they are’. Because before Césaire, here you know being 
Black wasn’t very fine you know. I can tell you. And he give them 
pride. Yes! To be proud of what you are: ‘you are human. You are 
not a sub-human’. It’s not a question of thinking. They didn’t live life 
as a human beings. They didn’t have any condition of a human 
being. Subhuman 
 
He had a very very big impact on the masses. But also among the 
intellectual who were enraptured with the assimilated people: you 
have the intellectual black, mixed, everything, Black intellectual and 
the general population. But at the same time he was not very 
appreciated by the middle class which was taking position with the 
French people, the French mentality; they hated Césaire, but at the 
same time they had a lot of admiration for him, because he was a 
great intellectual. So they were obliged to recognize his abilities 
 
 
4) Négritude: 
 
Claude Belune: 
When Aimé Césaire speak of Negritude, of course he speak about 
Negro: Black. But he don’t close the thing. He ask to open our mind 
of other culture. This it’s a good thing. But this don’t give you a 
particular identity, you become international. 
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Gilliane Defort: 
Before the famous Law of Departmentalization, socially speaking on 
an economic way, the people were very poor. There were three 
classes: First the Beke; then the Mulatto; And then the Negroes, 
mixed and everything. It was hierarchy. There was a social 
hierarchy, linked to our coloured hierarchy. It was like that 
everywhere. In the church for instance, you have in the Catholic 
Church: the first benches for the Beke, the first ones for them; and 
then maybe for people like me (mulattoes); and then the other ones. 
 
I think Césaire made these people conscious of who they are, 
deeply who they are. But in the same time he went further than just 
a colour of skin. And people limited him at this notion of Négritude; 
just question of colour. When Césaire said Négritude, of course first 
he was talking about the Black people. Césaire said in one text I 
want to shout, to scream my Blackness. But at the same time, I 
think he talked also about all the oppressed people in the world.  
I think that Césaire in Martinique has had a tremendous influence 
up to the present day. And then after Césaire, you had Fanon.  
 
 
How do visual arts express Martinique’s colonial heritage (pre 
20th century to 1946)? 
 
1) Visiting Artists from France and Europe: 
 
Dominique Berthet: 
There is a difference between the two islands Martinique and 
Guadeloupe, and the other islands of the Caribbean; the 
consequence of slavery history. About art, Guadeloupe and 
Martinique have been under influence of European art and artists till 
almost today. Between 1920 and 1945 there is only colonial 

imitation of European art: under the direction and influence of 
travelling painters who came from France or somewhere else, and 
stayed for a while in Martinique. 
 

• [NB. Paul Gaugin visited Martinique in the late 19th century. 
In Trinidad I learned that their artist Cazabon made a brief 
and unsuccessful attempt to relocate his family to Martinique 
in the 19tth century. And Also in Trinidad, I learned that the 
Black Trinidadian painter, Boscoe Holder spent some time 
on the island in the late 1940s] 

 
Gilliane Defort: 
Because the slave didn’t paint, painting is very I wouldn’t say new, 
but you only can find this from about, I don’t know, from around 
1940, 1950. Before it was very difficult to paint.  
 
 
Emergence of Black Martinique’s visual artists, their artistic 
vision and identity: 
 
1) Workshop 45’: 
 

 
Untitled, by Alexandre Bertrand, (courtesy of Gerry L’Etang) 
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Dominique Berthet: 
From 1945 we have seen the emergence of art in Martinique with 
artists like Alexandre Bertrand. At this time several painters who 
called themselves ‘Workshop 45’ they get still French and European 
influence but they want to explain their own country, especially. So 
it’s since that time that there are appearing expressions of identity 
and a specific aesthetic in art. Progressively young artists leave 
Martinique to go to France to learn art, and also go to Africa. Those 
who have gone to Africa have called themselves Negro-Carib 
School. And they return in Martinique around 1980.  
 
 
2) New wave of Martiniquan artists influenced by Workshop 45: 
 

• [NB. Victor Anicet is the leading member of this new 
generation of artists. Clips from our on-camera interview will 
be featured on the ‘Evolution’ website, developed from this 
research] 

 
Dominique Berthet: 
Between ’45 and ’80, there is a production of art which remains 
influenced by ’45 Workshop’. The new generation who have gone to 
France to learn art and returned to Martinique around 1970 or 1980, 
and it’s at this time, around 1970 1980 that we can really speak 
about Martiniquan art, Guadeloupan art specifically, with a lot of 
questions about Caribbean art, Caribbean aesthetic and identity.  
 
Gilliane Defort: 
Most of them are expressing black heritage different ways. If you 
look at Anicet, Anicet is more related to Amerindian heritage. All of 
them are expressing our identity, which is multiple you see. And in 

music too. You have for instance the traditional music which is the 
‘Bele’.  
 

 
Carcan No1, by Victor Anicet (courtesy of the artist) 
 

 
Invocation Amerindienne No3å, by Victor Anicet (courtesy of the artist) 
 

 
Restitution No2, by Victor Anicet (courtesy of the artist) 
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3) Revival of ‘Bele’, a Black folk-culture from the slavery era: 
 
Gilliane Defort: 
Bele, it’s not only a dance but it’s a way of living, it’s a way of living 
inherited directly from the plantation. Because the Bele world came 
from this condition of living, you know in the plantation. And they 
have the music and the songs and different kind of music. Because 
the workers they work from Monday to Friday night. And Friday 
night on the plantation, they were dancing Bele you know. And so 
you had different dances of Bele. You have Bele. You have 
‘Kalinda’, You have ‘La lin clen’. There are movements in the Bele, 
it’s not only one thing; you have different movements in the Bele. 
And also at a certain moment you have fights called ‘Darnier’ and 
‘la dja’, which is a fighting between men. Women can dance Bele. 
But they don’t dance ‘Darnier’ and ‘la dja’, that’s reserved to men.  
 
And it’s like a marshal, like Judo, something like that, sport marshal; 
our marshal art. They have to observe the adversary. It’s very 
interesting. One of them must put him on the floor, and he has to 
escape. It’s like Judo. If I can give an image it’s like Black Judo from 
Martinique. We call it ‘Darmier’. And ‘la dja’, ‘la dja’, is a little bit 
more violent. After slavery at the beginning of the 20th century, 
people, men could die from a ‘la dja’ party. Yes they could. You 
know if I give you a strike on the liver I can kill you. And ‘la dja’ was 
very violent. Not always, but sometimes it could be, it could be. It’s 
like a warrior dance.  
 
And there is a lot of research about these dances and fighting and 
way of songs: because you have a different Bele between the north 
and the south; and the drums, the way of beating the drums is 
different from the north and the south. So they made a lot of 
research about that. And now there is a revival of all this dances. 

Before they say, ‘oh things of Negroes’. Now they say, ‘revival, it’s 
good’. And everywhere now you hear, drums: Bele. And now the 
families, the parents make their children learn Bele, which is 
incredible. 15 years ago impossible, but now… Fantastic eh? 
Fantastic!  
 
 
2) Artists continue to arrive from France, and some remain: 
 
Dominique Berthet: 
The artists who came from France were painters. Maybe they 
married with a Martiniquan wife, or a Goudaloupan wife and so they 
stayed for that reason for a long time in this country. And those 
people made a real contribution to the emergence of a specific 
vision in Martinique art. For example they worked as teachers in the 
Art & Craft School of Fort de France between 1940 and 1945.  
 
 
My Martinique: 
 
1) Gilliane Defort: 
 
Gilliane Defort: 
So I am Gilliane, first of all a Martiniquan woman. I was born in a 
small village in the north of Martinique called Robert. It’s a 
fisherman’s village. I lived there with my family until I was 6. Then 
we moved to Fort de France. I had my mother my father, and we 
were four children. No we were five children, but one died when he 
was 10 months.  
 
In Robert where I was born you could find sugar cane plantation 
only. There were no bananas and fields, only sugar cane plantation. 
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For the workers who work in the plantations, was like the era of 
slavery: I mean walking barefoot, sometimes with a tray on their 
head, and in the tray you could find sometimes their food and 
sometimes a baby. Yes a small baby. Because when they were 
pregnant, the women they didn’t have any social guarantees to pay 
them for not going to work. So they put the baby in the tray near the 
field so they can feed it. They put the baby there.  
 
They were very poor, and very religious. When somebody is dead, 
we had something we called the Vay-ye. The person is dead. He is 
in a coffin. And everybody come to see him in the coffin. In the 
countryside we are there talking, it doesn’t exist a lot now but it 
existed before in the countryside. When we used to go to Vay-ye, 
we used to have fairytales in the same room where the dead person 
lay. We are there: and we eat; and we drink; and we sing; and there 
is drums; and all the night long. 
 
So Robert was this kind of fisherman village. You had fishermen 
and plantation workers. And Martinique until Césaire came, 
Martinique was very very insanitary, we had a lot of disease like 
paludism – it’s like malaria, but not so strong – the country was 
alive of virus because it was insanitary, completely. No clean water 
supply.  
 
Martinique was a colony. It was a French colony. And for instance 
in Robert and a lot of villages you had that the central part of the 
village: with people like teachers, maybe a doctor, a pharmacist in 
the centre of the village. And in the neighbourhood around this, total 
misery. The centre of the village the school, church, pharmacy, 
doctor, you know: good people, very good people. And around no 
good people, just people. It was like that even in Fort de France. 
When we arrive in Fort de France, it was like that where I lived. 

It was very very overcrowded: people with nothing to eat. 
I lived in a crowded neighbourhood. But I went to school in a Private 
School called Couvant, a religious school, because in my mother’s 
mind it was not possible for her that her children to go to the Public 
School. She would like them to have a Private School etc That was 
my mother.  I love her but she was the kind of person directly 
inherited by a slavery mentality. She was a mulatto with the ‘mulatto 
mentality’; to be Black is horrible for her; to have Black skin is 
horrible for her. For her the Black were inferior. A lot of people 
thought like that in Martinique at that time, but not me. It was not my 
point of view at all, so I fought against her. And I break my chains 
two times: the first time from the slaveship mentality, and the 
second time from my mother.   
 
 
2) Claude Belune: 
 
Claude Belune: 
My name is Claude Belune and I am responsible to the Caribbean 
Department in the Schoelcher library. 
 
What I want to explain to you, there is two way of life who exist 
here: One is official it’s external; that we are French. But a lot of our 
culture is mix of Creole Martinique and French.  
 
You know the official language, is French. But we have another 
language. When we speak, Martiniquans, we never speak in 
French. I don’t speak French with my brother. Never! My friends, I 
don’t speak French with my friends, I speak Creole. When I am in 
my work I speak French; when I speak officially I speak French. But 
in my life I don’t speak French I speak Creole. My music is a 
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mélange: a mix of African music, Latin Music, Caribbean Music; 
Calypso, Soca, Meringe, Salsa. 
 
 
Black women in colonial Martinique:  
 
1) The beginning of Martinique’s Black feminist movement: 
 
Gilliane Defort: 
As in all society, my mother for instance or even after, you had the 
same a kind of oppression in the society, so you couldn’t escape 
from it most of the time. But there were some women like Susan 
Césaire, Aimé Césaire’s wife, and other ones: Nadal, four women 
called ‘Les Soeur Nadal’; intellectual women who made 
extraordinary work on Négritude, and also literature, on everything; 
very intellectual women but only Black women at the top of the 
society at this moment. 
 
So we have certain women completely blind by assimilation and 
oppression etc etc. And also women open eyes on their reality and 
fighting against the colonialism. You had these kind of women, who 
intellectually fought against that. Around Césaire for instance. They 
related to Césaire. You have Taisir, Susan Césaire, Les Nadal, in 
the feminist movement. You have a beginning of a Black feminist 
movement here. So yes of course, we didn’t accept completely. 
Some of them were completely down because, I don’t know, a 
disease in their mind you know, but Black sisters was also  very 
dynamic and positive and fighters. 
 
 
 
 

 
Creole culture and the effect of the Departmentalisation Law of 
1946: 
 
1) Assimilation: the difference between the end of Colonial rule 
in Martinique, and the end of Colonial rule in the British 
Caribbean: 
 
Claude Belune: 
I don’t say that English colonization is better than French. No 
colonization is wrong. But the British they had another system: They 
got their liberty (Independence). We, we stay French. 
 
Martinique is not a country, we are a ‘Department’ of France. When 
you are in Martinique, in fact you are in France. When you say ‘our 
identity’: Republic Francaise, you don’t see Martinique, it’s French. 
When we travel in the Caribbean we are a French people.  
 
You, you are European, you can come in Martnique as you want, 
but in a sense it’s more it’s more easy for French, English people or 
British, Spanish to come in Martinque than a Domincan or a St 
Lucian. Because we are French, and somebody coming from 
another country cannot understand that, they will assume we are 
this  Independent Martnique, and we are not.  
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Carnival: 
 
1) First childhood experience of Carnival: 
 

• [NB. Clips from our audio interview will be featured on the 
‘Evolution’ website, developed from this research] 

 
Gilliane Defort: 
I saw Carnival when I was a little girl in Robert, but I didn’t have 
permission to go there so I did not participate. (What did you see? 
What was it like?) It was just in street. Very roots. Which means you 
don’t have very beautiful costume and everything. It was a roots 
carnival. I loved it. (The same ritual as now?) Yes exactly the same 
thing. With singing and chanting (Sings first in Creole French, then 
translates)  
 
“Here is the Devil outside.  
Devils will eat a small child…”  
 
 
2) Carnival as an expression of heritage, identity and culture: 
 
Gilliane Defort: 
When I say carnival is not only European, carnival is Christian by 
origin. But we did it our way. It’s like the Minuet: ok so we dance the 
Minuet, but our way you know. It was a kind of resistance: ‘You 
want me to dance like you. I don’t dance like you! In front of you ok. 
I can give you that, but that’s not me’, the double way of being.     
 
Carnival time, it was a Christian feast. You know that in Martinique 
you have 5 days of festivities. Saturday and Sunday, before Ash 
Wednesday you have Mardi Gras before Ash Wednesday. So you 

have Saturday and Fat Sunday with all the cars and you know the 
big truck, with the music and costumes. And you know you just 
move your bumsee (hips). So this is Saturday and Sunday. And all 
during the carnival you do that: jump and you just shake your body, 
your motion.  
 
And Monday you have the Burlesque Marriage. It’s for instance in a 
couple – you have couples - the women are disguised in men, and 
the men in woman. And they are dressed in marriage. You know 
like a real marriage, like that. And it’s called ‘le Marriage Burlesque’. 
It’s Monday.  
 
And Tuesday everybody is dressed in red. Even if you are not in the 
carnival, you are dressed in red. Red and Black, but most of the 
time red. It’s wonderful because you just see red masses you know, 
beautiful red.  
 
And you have all the different characters of carnival: with the Devil; 
with the we call it ‘Marian lapo fig’, which is a traditional character, 
dressed with banana leaves from the head to the toe, and they’re 
moving. And you have this and many other costumes: in fishes, 
everything. And in the big truck everything is like in the Trinidad 
carnival: beautiful costumes, the ocean, maybe also you can find 
Sarkozy or you other political figures. Because carnival is also 
made to comment on the political life 
 
Ok so you have this on Tuesday. And after the show in the streets, 
the jumping up and everything, we have the ‘Soiret’, you go to 
dancing you know at friends or in a public room. You know 
everybody dance after the jumping up in the streets. We go there. 
And you have Videt, also the Jouvert like in Trinidad, because it’s a 
Creole word Jouvert. It’s around 4-oclock in the morning, you jump 
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up in the street also. And you so tired because Videt in the 
afternoon, and dancing in the evening, and then with the Jouvert, 
but you know, I did it, it’s not so much. And you go to sleep, and in 
the afternoon you go to the Videt also.  
 
And it’s Ashes Wednesday. In the day we burn Vaval: because 
during the carnival you have one character who is represented by a 
bwa bwa, which means for instance a political character, let’s say 
Sarkozy. We decide, the organization of the carnival decide to 
make a bwa bwa - which means a sculpture – a bwa bwa of 
Sarkozy. So during all the carnival he is present, from Sunday to 
Ashes Wednesday. And Ashes Wednesday we burn him. In front of 
the sea there. And everybody accompany him to the place where 
he will be burned. And we cry because he is going to die. And we 
say. ‘Oh oo la la, he is going to dead, oh my heart is so sad’. You 
know just, it’s a kind of theatre you see… And we say songs around 

the burning of vaval. We call it vaval: carnival. Ok? Carnival in 
French, and we say vaval. 
 
 
3) In West Africa, Aimé Césaire finds a familiar ritual character 
from (Black) Martinique’s Carnival:  
 
Dominique Berthet: 
Henri Mallo and Aime Césaire, stayed for a while in Senegal for a 
festival. And suddenly during the festival a mask appears. And 
Césaire thought that this mask came from Martinique. And the 
people of Senegal told him, ‘ No. This mask comes from here and is 
used for ritual by the witches’. Césaire explained that in the 
Martinique carnival is a person called the Devil. His suit is red with 
fragments of mirror, and cow’s horns, and the shoe of a horse.  
So he discovered that this article of the carnival of Martinique came 
from straight from Senegal – Africa.

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



©	  Sweet	  Patootee	  	  -	  ‘Evolution’:	  a	  Travel	  Fellowship	  report	  for	  WCMT	  	  -	  August	  2012	  	   	   	   	   	   p98	  	  

9. CONCULSIONS: 
 
 “But how strange it is of the creole Negroes – of Negroes that is, 
 born out of Africa! They have no country of their own, yet they 
 have not hitherto any country of their adoption. They have no 
 language of their own, nor have they as yet any language of their 
 adoption; for they speak their broken English as uneducated 
 foreigners always speak a foreign language. They have no idea of 
 country, and no pride of race…”  
 Anthony Trollope – 1860   
 
 “We have in Jamaica our own type of beauty, a wonderful mixture 
 of African and European, and it is for our artists and writers to 
 discover and set the standards for the national loveliness in the 
 national gift of thought and expression…”  
 Norman Manley, 20th January 1939  
 
My Fellowship Research has given me the opportunity to develop 
my knowledge and a basis for understanding the visual arts and folk 
culture of the British Caribbean from 1920 to 1955: addressing 
historical and socio-cultural gaps and bias; and identifying sources 
and narratives for a compelling new perspective on the defining era 
that followed the First World War.  
 

• Between 1920 and 1955, the fine art and folk art movements 
in British Jamaica, and British Trinidad & Tobago, became a 
unique expression of a major turning point for the British 
Caribbean: who they were; how they imagined and re-
imagined themselves; and how they wanted to engage with 
the world.  

 
• This cultural heritage, and stories and events around them 

can only be seen when you address them as distinct 
experiences, journeys and legacies in a corner of the British 
Empire that was once called the British West Indies; and 
ruled by Britain, the mother country.    

 
• The visual arts and grassroots culture offer a unique 

perspective on Imperial and colonial ‘dialogues’ and 
relationships: how they developed and changed; in the 
Caribbean; between the Caribbean and overseas governing 
interests and stakeholders. 

 
• My journey has revealed visual sources and numerous 

contributors who point to the new era from 1919 as events 
and changes take place across the Caribbean: changing 
how they saw themselves; relationships to their and the 
wider world; at the same time. Thinking specifically of the 
Harlem Renaissance, during my brief study I found many 
echoes and parallels, that for me, position what was going 
on in the United States from 1919, as just one element of a 
broad movement, taking place across the region after the 
First World War. I even found links to connect ideas, events, 
and characters. Certainly a case for a further and in-depth 
study. 
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10. REFERENCE MATERIAL AND FURTHER READING 
 
First World War 
Mutiny: The British Caribbean in the First World War era,  
Tony T & Rebecca Goldstone 
 
Harlem Renaissance 
Harlem Renaissance: The Studio Museum in Harlem 
Marcus Garvey: Anti-Colonial Champion’, Rupert Lewis 
 
Caribbean  
Art in the Caribbean: An introduction, Anne Walmsley, Stanley 
Greaves  
Caribbean art, Dr Verle Poupeye 
From Columbus to Castro, Eric Williams 
Island in the sun, Alec Waugh 
The Caribbean in the twentieth century, Edited by Bridget Brereton 
The Growth of the Modern West Indies, Gordon K. Lewis 
West Indian Folk-Tales, Sir Phillip Sherlock 

 
Trinidad 
A Pan Story: Paintings on the development of the steelpan’, Joseph 
Charles 
Beyond A boundary, C.L.R. James 
Boscoe Holder, Geoffrey MacLean 
LeRoy Clarke: Revelations… Cogitative Dimensions (revisited)’, 
National Museum of Trinidad & Tobago 
The Bijou collection: Selected works from the collection of Mr H.A. 
Selby Wooding QC 
 
Martinique 
La Peinture en Martinique, Gerry L’Étang 
L’Inde dans les arts: de la Guadeloupe at de la Martinique’, Jean 
Benoist, Monique Desroches, Gerry L’Étang, Gilbert Francis 
Ponaman 
La Rue CASES-NÈGRES, Joseph Zobel 

 
Panama 
Songs and Stories of a Digger’s son, John Weldon Evans 
From Barbados To Trinidad, Melva Lowe de Goodin 
 
Jamaica 
Barington: A retrospective, National Gallery of Jamaica 
Edna Manley: the Diaries, Edited by Rachel Manley 
Fifty Years – Fifty Artists: 1950-2000 The School of Visual Arts,  
Edited by Petrine Archer- Straw 
Manley & the new Jamaica: Selected speeches & writings 1938-1968’,  
Edited by Rex Nettleford 
Tell my horse: Voodoo and life in Haiti and Jamaica: Zora Neale Hurston 
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11. FEATURED ARTISTS: 
 
Jamaica 

• Edna Manley 
• Barrington Watson 
• John Dunkle 

 
Martinique 
• Alexandre Bertrand 
• Victor Anicet 

• Albert Huie 
• David Pottinger 
• David Miller (Snr) 
• David Miller (Jnr) 
• Alvin Marriot 
• Karl Abrahams 
• Vera Cummings 
• George Robertson 

 
Panama 

• Eugenio Dunn 
• Justiño Rodriguez 
• Jorge Dunn 
• Victor Bruce 
• Euclides Danilo 
• Jose Inocente Duarte 

 
Trinidad 

• Amy Leong Pang 
• Hugh Stollmeyer 
• Boscoe Holder 
• Jeffrey Holder 
• Sybil Atteck 
• Leo Basso 
• Ken Morris 
• Peter Minshall 

• Alf Codallo 
• Carlisle Chang 
• Michel-Jean Cazabon 
• Richard Bridgens 
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12. CONTRIBUTORS:
  
Jamaica 

• Ainsley Henriques 
• Evelyn Matalon (age 95) 
• Roy Thomas (age 86) 
• Dr Verle Poupeye 
• O’Neil Lawrence 
• Dr David Boxer 
• Dianne Fredricks 
• Barrington Watson 
• Tina Spirro 
• Petrona Morrison 
• Barbara Gloudon 
• Donna McFarlane 
• Chantal 
• National Library of Jamaica 
• National Gallery of Jamaica 
• Edna Manley College of Visual Arts 
• Boys Town, Trenchtown 
• Liberty Hall 
• Kingston Craft Market 
• Hiqo Gallery 

 
Panama 

• Anthony Mclean 
• Daisy 
• Damaris 
• Miss Lina 
• Miss Dorsita 
• Prof. Melva Lowe de Goodin 
• Glenroy James 

• LeRoy James 
• Dr Garnes MD 
• Prof Selvia Miller 
• Errol Dunne 
• Prof Gerardo Maloney 
• Lizi Rodriguez 
• James Bond 
• Mi Pueblito Afro-antilliano 
• SAMMAP 
• Museo de Arte Contemporaneo  

 
Trinidad & Tobago 

• Selby Wooding QC 
• Geoffrey Mclean 
• Peter Minshall 
• Keith Cadette 
• Che Lovelace 
• Marion O’Callaghan 
• Arthur McShine 
• Derek Fakoori 
• Joseph Charles 
• Narseneo Gomez 
• Embah 
• Lesley-Anne Noel 
• LeRoy Clarke 
• Andy Jacob 
• Dr Ralph Hoyte 
• Rubadiri Victor 
• Sheldon Manoo 
• National Museum & Gallery 
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• Medula Gallery 
• School of Creative and Festival Arts – University of the West 

Indies 
• Ministry of the People 

 
Martinique 

• Gerry L’etang 
• Dominique Berthet 
• Gillian Defort 
• Victor Anicet 
• Xavier Mondasir 
• Sylvie Sainte Agathe 
• Museum of History & Ethnography 
• Bibliotec Schoelcher 
• L’IUFM, Martinique 


