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ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA is honoured to have the  
privilege of presenting a National Pavilion at the Venice  
Biennale for the third consecutive year. As the former  
Minister of Culture who oversaw the inauguration of our 
National Pavilion in 2017, I would like to thank President 
Paolo Baratta of La Biennale, our gracious hosts at the  
Centro Culturale Don Orione Artigianelli, and the talented 
artists of Antigua and Barbuda.

Our 2017 inaugural National Pavilion, The Last Universal 
Man, explored gifted Antiguan artist Frank Walter (1926–
2009), whose genius and perceived mental challenges led 
him to use his artistic practice as a kind of therapy to create 
his own universe. A member of my constituency during 
his lifetime, Walter lived peacefully in solitude on a remote 
hillside, where he pursued his dreams as an artist. In 2018, 
our National Pavilion, Environmental Justice as a Civil Right, 
shared with the world our view of climate change through 
the lens of a vulnerable Caribbean nation. This year’s  
exhibition, Find Yourself: Carnival and Resistance, takes a look 
at Antigua and Barbuda’s carnival tradition from the era of 
slavery to the celebrations of today, presenting a global study 
of identity through the expression or repression of ritual. 

Portraits of Antiguans and Barbudans—a people of unique 
beauty and power—line our gallery walls, transporting 
the visitor to Antigua and Barbuda to experience carnival 
against the backdrop of daily life. The photographic 
exhibition is enlivened by videos of celebrations, rituals, 
music, calypsos (protest songs), and dances, with recent 
carnival costumes standing tall as contemporary  
personifications of strength. 

Forward-looking, yet comprehensive in understanding our 
history, Antigua and Barbuda’s carnival expresses political 
will and the sovereignty of a soul. It reveals our nation’s 

opposite left: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Move with the music, 
July 1987. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

opposite right: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Vitus mas troupe. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019
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steadfast obligation to preserve cultural history by making 
it relevant to our youth, who translate it into contemporary 
art forms. Antigua and Barbuda’s carnival is a sophisticated, 
joyful statement of artistic expression and resistance that 
represents a microcosm of the world’s vulnerabilities. Woven 
into the exhibition’s stance against cultural and human 
exploitation is a powerful message to challenge modern-day 
slavery and environmental inequality. With these threats 
now posing a danger across the globe, visitors are invited 
to contemplate their respective societies within the Pavilion 
and to find meaning in their own national forms of cultural 
expression.

5



During carnival time life is subject only to its laws, the 
laws of its own freedom.… Thus carnival is people’s 
second life, organized on the basis of laughter.

—Mikhail Bakhtin, 
Rabelais and His World, 1965

Carnival is a cultural season in  
 Antiguan lifestyle
Whether in December or in August or    
 in both seasons the while
When all join together to mask or to    
 observe and smile
Such wrappings of our oft-dull lives    
 please do not revile.

—Frank Walter, 
 “Carnival in Antigua,” 8 August 1989

MANY BELIEVE that, for the modern world, Venice is the 
original carnival. Begun in 1162 on Piazza San Marco as 
way for the city to celebrate repelling forces from the nearby 
Italian city-state Aquileia, Venice’s carnival surely deserves 
credit for setting the standard for fashionable carnival  
celebrations. The romantic backdrop of canals and  
charming architecture, the costumes, the masks, the  
mysteries, and the excitement amass around the most 
famous public square in the world. The city’s celebration, 
however, was just one step in a tradition as old as humanity 
itself, beginning in antiquity and lasting to the present day.  

In human history, people were eager first to create social 
hierarchies, establish order, and discover their relationships 
with the gods, who controlled the heavens and the natural 
world. After this, they immediately looked for ways to  
disrupt the established hierarchy and become free from the 
restrictive tenets of everyday life. In order to live, people 
need to have fun, after all. In his well-known books The 
Waning of the Middle Ages (1919) and Homo Ludens (1938), 
Dutch historian Johan Huizinga (1872–1945) explains that 
from its earliest beginnings civilisation has always played, 
never abandoning this primary state of existence. Soviet-era 

Russian literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin (1895–1975)  
similarly argues that humanity desires to hear the gods 
laugh, and to laugh in unison with the gods.1  

Carnival has always been a universal celebration, sharing 
striking similarities in rituals of feasting, satirizing,  
dancing, music making, and mask wearing in its iterations 
around the globe. Yet somehow, each celebration can be as 
unique as the people and country that celebrate it. And while 
carnivals have been discussed and analysed for centuries, it 
is impossible to describe or even mention every festivity that 
has ever existed. Each carnival—whether included on these 
pages or not—has played a significant cultural role for its 
participants across time and place.

THE PRE-CARNIVAL OF THE ANCIENTS

AT THE DAWN of humankind, carnival was organised 
around the cycles of the earth and its seasons—an era we 
call Carnival Tier Zero. In early history, many popular  
celebrations aligned with the vernal equinox in early spring, 
winter solstice, midsummer, late-summer crops, and the  
autumnal equinox. The original tribes of the Americas 
marked the arrival of autumn and spring by asking the gods 
for fertility blessings and abundance in the upcoming  
harvests. They were saying farewell to the dead, and  
welcoming the new generations. In Africa, hundreds of 
tribes practise what is now a 4,000-year-old tradition of 
masking and dancing rituals to celebrate birth, death,  
ancestors, and creation; to worship heroes and gods; and to 
mark fertility rituals and agricultural feats.2  

It has been said that the earliest origins of carnival are found 
in ancient Egypt in the 6000s bc, Sumer in the 4000s, and 
Babylon in the 2500s. Then, magnificent feasts and masked  
processions were held in honour of gods of fertility, most 
notably Apis, a type of horned-bull deity. In the 1100s when 
Persia (present-day Iran) began to slowly dominate that    
territory in ancient Mesopotamia, it, too, joined in the  
tradition.3  These holidays spread later to the Roman  

Empire, where various festivities continued in Greece and 
Rome to welcome spring or the new year. 
 
In ancient Greece, Dionysus—god of life’s exuberance, 
theatre, madness, and wine—was honoured with a festival 
known as Dionysia, which involved theatrical performances 
and parades to mark the change from winter to spring. 
In his 1872 book The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of  
Music, German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–
1900) explained that humans were attracted to the 
often-masked Dionysus because he appeared an unruly 
antipode to the rigid perfection of Apollo.4  The desire for 
diversion was so strong that in the later Roman version,  
Dionysus became Bacchus, and Dionysia was known as  
Bacchanalia. The ancient Romans also held raucous  
Saturnalias with feasts and an elected Saturnalia king in  
celebration of Saturn, god of harvest, abundance, renewal, 
and liberation. The pagan festivals of the ancient Roman 
Empire persisted even after the triumph of Christianity. 

In the beginning, all things were seen to have positive 
and negative polarities—sun/moon, up/down, sky/earth,  
winter/summer, day/night. The gods and laws of nature 
offered cosmic balance and order through duality, and this 
core precept formed the archetypical structure of humanity’s 
original carnivalesque traditions. Nietzsche famously wrote 
about the ancient prophet Zarathustra who believed in the 
duality of life, and the concept of a human destiny dictated 
by the opposing powers of good/divine and evil/demonic, 
which brought the world into existence.5  In the 1000s bc 
Persians began to celebrate Nowruz (New Day), a holiday of  
Zoroastrian (Zarathustran) origins, to mark the new year, 
an agricultural holiday which fell on the spring’s vernal  
equinox. There were bonfires, cross-dressings, marches, 
and visits to relatives and friends offering sweets and  
flowers, along with many other attributes we now recognize 
in modern carnivals. From Persia, Zarathustrianism and its 
traditions spread across countries in the Middle East, Asia 
(specifically India), and even reached Southern Europe, and, 
perhaps, Northern Europe as well.
 
From the 500s bc, the Celtic festival of Samhain (eventual-
ly Halloween in the Anglo-Saxon-American world) shared  
similarities with Nowruz, featuring disguises, family visits, 
and sweets give-aways. In the early days, these ancient  
rituals closely connected the mask with the world of  
ancestral deaths and rebirth. They were centred around the 
end of harvest and the beginning of winter—what we now 
know as November—the halfway point between fall  
equinox and winter solstice. The use of masks and  
greenery, flowers and petals, remains to this day; at other 
times, confetti has replaced petal tossing. All of these  

celebrations shared an irrational component: people’s desire 
to subvert the established order and honour their inner  
humanity through grandiose and chaotic displays.

CARRUS NAVALIS AND THE  
EARLY CARNIVAL

IN LATER CENTURIES, with the further rise of Egypt in 
the Mesopotamian territory, people continued to hold  
festivals to worship their gods in hope for prosperity and 
abundance. The Egyptian god Osiris was one of the most 
widely celebrated life-death-rebirth deities, and became a 
reflection of the annual cycle of crop harvesting as well as 
people’s desire for a happy afterlife. He stood at the centre of 
what became known as “a mystery religion,” where initiates 
who partook in the Osiris resurrection rituals purged them-
selves of past ills.6 

Our current understanding of the evolution of today’s  
carnival tradition, however, begins not with Osiris, but with 
his goddess wife Isis or Isidis. Often depicted as an  
indigent figure, an old woman, a mourning widow, or a 
mother, Isidis was known to embody dual aspects of  
lightness and darkness. Identified with the common people 
of Egypt and their most private and informal lives, Isidis   
became the goddess of all people alike—male and female, 
royal and common, freemen and slaves, and many others 
who did not fit into the societal hierarchies. Her deeds  
represented magic, illusion, healing, prosperity, and much 
more. Her celebrations marked the beginning of a new year, 
connected to the annual inundation of the Nile River, which 
fertilized the land and without which life in the desert would 
not have been possible. The festivities that signified renewed 
wealth and prosperity became known as Navigium Isidis 
(meaning Isidis’s vessel), and featured floats carrying her 
statues dragged towards the Nile for blessing rituals. 

Because of Isidis’s reputation as a compassionate goddess, 
who offered everlasting salvation in life and after death, her 
worship spread beyond Egypt into other African localities 
and countries. Her influence also expanded farther  
throughout the Mediterranean. Ancient Greece and Rome 
erected temples to Isidis, who was worshipped as the  
matron of sailors, sinners, artisans, merchants, and more. 
She was so diverse and her myth touched so many that each 
country portrayed her in its own image—as a dark-skinned 
woman in Africa and a fair-skinned woman in Europe. 
She took over so many features of other gods and 
goddesses that her symbolism was diverse, too. Her head-
dress included hieroglyphs, cow horns, a sun disk, or a 
vulture—all depending on the context of those celebrating 
Isidis’s powers. 

INTRODUCTION: A CARNIVAL FOR ALL TIME
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In Greece of the first century bc, the influence of Isidis was 
so widespread that she became syncretic with the Greek 
goddess Demeter, and her cult also folded in part into  
worship of Dionysus, as well as the Roman Bacchus.  
Isidis-influenced dionysiac cult imagery depicted the god 
Chaos riding a carriage or a float, mocking the high  
pantheon by inverting the tradition of ancient gods flying 
chariots from sun to moon. 

The cult of Saturn was also parallel to that of Isidis in  
ancient Rome. Saturn was an agricultural deity whose 
memory was celebrated in the winter during the solstice. 
According to a Roman historian likely writing in the second 
century, Saturnalias, another precursor to our modern  
carnival, involved drink and masquerades as well as role 
reversals between masters and their slaves. 

Saturnus is said to have been a man of such  
extraordinary justice, that no one was a slave in his 
reign, or had any private property, but all things were 
common to all, and undivided, as one estate for the 
use of every one; in memory of which way of life, 
it has been ordered that at the Saturnalia slaves should 
everywhere sit down with their masters at the 
entertainments, the rank of all being made equal.7 

Even though the Greeks and the Romans had their own  
deities, none was as embracing and giving as Isidis. 
Throughout ancient times her cult, described as oriental, 
was often suppressed. Still, her pull was irresistible to some 
Roman emperors. For example, instead of worshipping  
Jupiter—supreme god of the Romans—Caligula was so 
taken by Isidis that he established the Isiac festival in Rome 
around ad 40. This was the first Navigium Isidis  
prominently featuring carrus navalis (naval wagons) and the 
likely etymological origin of carnival. We identify this  
moment in history as Carnival Tier One. 

Parades of masked and costumed people throwing petals 
and flowers during the passage of a decorated platform with 
a ship proceeding from the River Tiber to the Tyrrhenian 
Sea inspired Apuleius, a second-century Roman author, to 
describe the glorious celebration, which could fit a  
description of many carnivals today. 

Now the vanguard of the grand procession slowly  
appeared, its participants in holiday attire each in 
finery of their choosing. One wore a soldier’s belt; 
another’s boots, spear and cloak proclaimed him a 
huntsman; another was dressed as a woman in a 
silk dress with gilded sandals and curly wig, and 
walked in a mincing manner; yet another looked 

like a gladiator in helmet and greaves with shield 
and sword. There was a magistrate it seemed with the 
purple toga and rods of office; and there a philosopher 
with a goatee beard, in a cloak with a staff and woven 
sandals. Here were a brace of long poles, one a 
fowler’s with his bird-lime, the other a fisherman’s 
with line and hooks. Behold a tame bear dressed 
as a housewife, borne in a sedan chair; and look, 
an ape in a Phrygian straw hat and saffron robe, 
dressed as the shepherd lad Ganymede and 
waving a golden cup. And lastly an ass, wings 
glued to its shoulders, with a decrepit old man 
on its back, a Bellerophon and his Pegasus, 
enough to split your sides.

 
But behind these laughter-loving crowd-pleasers  
wandering all over the place, the procession 
proper was readying itself to celebrate the Goddess 
who saves. At its head went women in gleaming 
white, garlanded with the flowers of spring, 
rejoicing in their varied burdens, scattering 
blossoms along the path where the sacred 
gathering would pass; others had shining mirrors 
fastened to their backs to show their obedience to 
the goddess who would follow; or they bore ivory 
combs and feigned to shape and dress the 
Goddess’s royal hair; while others sprinkled 
the streets with pleasant balsam and fragrances. 
There followed a throng of men and women, 
carrying every means of shedding light, such 
as torches, lamps and wax-candles to honour 
the source of the celestial stars.8

 

GLOBAL TERRAIN: CARNIVAL 
FROM THE MIDDLE AGES TO THE 

EARLY MODERN WORLD

IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE, despite the fall of many pagan 
religions and perhaps because of the rise and spread of the 
strict dogmas of Christianity, many ancient festival rites 
persisted under a new guise, organically enmeshing with 
Christian rites, often in cheerful opposition to their strict 
official rules. Europe’s best-known carnival celebration  
mirrored the pagan observance of spring solstice. Taking 
place in February and March, these celebrations typically 
culminated on Shrove Tuesday, a day for the confession of 
sins prior to Ash Wednesday and the beginning of the  
month-long period of Lent. The gluttony and entertainment 
of carnival eased the solemnity of Lenten fasting and  
repentance, and the practice spread rapidly. In our  
understanding, this period represents Tier Two in the  
development of carnival.

In 1092, the Venetian carnevale (from the Latin for 
“farewell to flesh”) was first mentioned in the charter of 
Doge Faliero, and, by the twelfth century, the Piazza San 
Marco celebration was the essential, defining tradition of the 
masked celebrations that were proliferating across Europe.9  
In many ways, Venice was the perfect epicentre. Venetians 
wore masks in daily life long before carnival became a  
tradition. Despite the intensely hierarchical structure of this 
rich republic, citizens were able to enjoy the anonymity and 
freedom of concealing their identity with masks, creating a 
culture in which every citizen could appear equal. Concealed 
in disguises, normally visible social clues were 
eliminated and a servant could become a nobleman, or 
vice versa. When this practice was ended because of rising 
mischief, the carnival became a necessity. At least from 
December to February, Venetians wearing masks such as 
the white bauta (for the men) and the black moretta (for the 
women) were temporarily allowed privacy, equality, and 
escape from the day-to-day. Other masked personalities such 
as the medieval fool king, Jester; or his female counterpart, 
Jolly; and the beak-nosed scrooge, Doctor Plague, went on to 
populate carnivals around the world.

By the 1300s, many carnivals in other European urban 
centres rose in prominence, including in Nice, France. 
Like the Venetians, the French embedded their carnival in 
traditions of aristocratic and royal balls, holding  
masquerades that turned them inside out—from pomp into 
mockery and order into chaos. In Nice as in Venice, custom 
dictated that a jester king and sometimes a queen were 
selected to reign over festivities. These figures acted as 
satirical reversals of official hierarchy, and were a common 
trope in other medieval festivals such as the Feast of Fools 
or the Feast of Innocence. Crowns were replaced with 
caricatural hats, feathers, straws, and horns, not only a 
likely unconscious tribute to Isidis, but also to Thor, a 
seventh-century god of the Germanic tribes that is 
associated with goats. And, of course, there were Satyrs, 
the horned and mocking Dionysian spirits—originators of 
satire in our lives. These reversals were meant to represent 
cleansing and repenting of sins or bad luck. Today, the Nice 
Carnival, however, mocks less and celebrates more. In 2019, 
the King of Cinema was crowned as the official carnival 
royalty, reigning over traditional festivities such as floats, 
Isidis-inspired carrus navalis, and flower parades.

Europe developed a variety of meaningful folk customs for 
carnival that developed from the pagan customs of antiquity. 
In Central Europe, horned animal masks often played (and 
continue to play) an essential role in festivities—recalling 
both the horned bull of Dionysus and the goats of Pan and 
Thor. Bells, ancient percussion instruments often associated 

with such herd animals, are frequently rung during 
festivities to announce the change of season and holiday 
as well as to summon communities for celebration. In 
Croatia’s Kastav area, the bell ringers’ pageant processes 
through village streets with participants wearing horned 
masks and sheepskin throws, ringing bells in elaborate 
dances to signify the end of winter. Horned masks and the 
ringing of bells also form a key part of processions, music, 
and dancing in Shrovetide festivities in Czechia’s Hlinecko 
region; Mohács, Hungary; Ptuj, Slovenia; and Imst, Austria.

In Basel, which has held the largest fasnacht (carnival) 
tradition in Switzerland, thousands of carnivalists gathered 
(and still do) in parades, floats, and carriages to drum and 
play other instruments. There were happy giants,  
hyperbolic fights, and feasts. Once again, in a nod to the 
equalizing power of Isidis, this carnival has had as many 
women represented as it has men. Family oriented, it always 
strived to unite several generations—the old nearing death 
and the young with their lives in front of them. The  
elaborate parades of costumed and masked participants in 
fife and drum corps, floats, and carriages were also known 
for satirizing current events, politics, and popular culture.

Carnival uniformly began to be seen as a time when the 
world turns upside down, and cities were transformed with 
decorations. In Binche, in the lower Netherlands  
(present-day Belgium), carnival processions in song and 
dance have long been led by gilles, local men wearing  
elaborate costumes, wax masks, hats with ostrich plumes, 
and wooden footwear. Similarly elaborate festivities in Aalst 
include onion throwing and an election of a carnival prince 
to reign over festivities. Intensive partying and masquerades 
also went hand-in-hand with protest and political criticism. 

In Europe’s medieval outskirts to the east, carnivals were 
celebrated in earnest in the newly Christian Kievan Rus  
(a proto-state for both Russia and Ukraine). History first  
references myasopust—Slavic for “leaving meat”—in 1090, 
two years earlier than the first mention of carnival in  
Venice.10 One of the early Russian historical chronicles 
described an ulcer epidemic in Kiev in 1090 due to the 
large amount of oily foods and meat consumed during the  
welcoming of spring festivities, bringing the city to a  
standstill. Later that holiday transformed into Maslenitsa, 
a week of fun, fights, foods, family, masquerades, and  
burning of the straw winter effigy—Maslenitsa (Butter 
Queen)—celebrated before Lent. In another pre-Lent tradi-
tion going back to Dionysus and similar ancient rites, Slavic 
countries such as Ukraine, Poland, Russia, and others had a  
ceremony of “walking the goat,” a wooden dummy dressed 
in bright motley rags sometimes burned instead of  
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the artist illustrates the public revelry of carnival by 
presenting it in oppositional tension to the abstinence of the 
religious holiday of Lent, while also mimicking the 
reverential battle scenes of history painting. The 
composition shows a populated town square—bordered to 
the left by an inn and to the right by a church—in a flurry 
of human activity, ranging from excessive beer drinking 
to prayer. The scene is anchored in the foreground by the 
personification of carnival: an obese man straddling a barrel 
with a meat pie balanced on his head. This allegory of greed 
and gluttony leads a series of masked and costumed 
revellers while holding a spit with meat as if jousting or 
challenging the onslaught of Lent. Directly opposite, a 
gaunt, sickly looking Lady Lent leads her own more 
sombre procession and holds a peel with fish, embodying 
the restraint and deprivation of religious observance. 

The bird’s-eye-view perspective of Bruegel’s painting 
visually flattens out the hierarchical social structures of the 
time, representing the very human tension between anarchy 
and civilisation that carnival embodies. It is a testament to 
Bakhtin’s later theory about the laws of carnival freedom, in 
which everyone becomes equal to everyone else. The usual 
barriers of class, wealth, gender, age, family, and faith mean 
little on the public square during carnival, where people who 
would otherwise have no contact with each other enter into 
casually friendly relationships. Carnival thus functioned by 
the logic of inversion—replacing the top with the bottom, 
as in Bruegel’s painting or a face with a backside as in 
Rabelais’s novels. Only during carnival is God a slave and 
the king a jester.  

Maslenitsa. Perhaps referencing the satyrs in the ancient 
world or Thor’s servants, the goat was associated with  
fertility and held a magical influence over nature. 

In Korea, early documented history shows that carnivals  
developed as a protest, not a religious party. Beginning in 
the 1300s with the Joseon dynasty, the hierarchical structure 
of this East Asian society gave birth to the Korean talchum 
(mask dance) that satirically targeted corrupt aristocracy. 
Talchum, along with other types of performances including 
music and theatre, had a close connection to rural  
communities, which had long been the bedrock of Korean 
culture and tradition. Most shows took place in a  
marketplace or in the fields and involved drumming,  
dancing, and singing. Through satire, mask dances  
criticized decadent noblemen, ridiculed renegade monks, 
and shamed patriarchal husbands.11  

Also in the 1300s, the West African Yoruba people of  
Yorubaland (contemporary Nigeria, Togo, and Benin) began 
to celebrate Egungun—meaning masquerade or concealed 
power. This ritual festival dedicated to ancestral spirits  
required the wearing of ceremonial masks and was  
accompanied by singing, pomp, pageantry, drumming, and 
dancing. These masked performances and celebrations of 
remembrance and blessings have survived through  
centuries and across continents. Today not only the Yoruba 
of West Africa continue the tradition; it lives on in their  
African diaspora descendants in Brazil, Cuba, the  
Dominican Republic, Barbados, and the United States. 

In the tradition of many African and other world cultures 
(including Venetian), ritual masks worn in dances and other 
cultural contexts carry significant symbolic weight and 
meaning. A person who wears a ritual mask is meant to lose 
his or her human identity and turn into the spirit  
represented by the mask itself. Moreover, the endless  
varieties of masks—including sun masks, death masks, and 
scar masks—have a specific spiritual meaning. Ranging in 
form from the grotesque to the sublime, these masks are a 
temporary veil obscuring the distinction between reality and 
fantasy to transport their wearers beyond the ordinary. 

THE ART OF FUN

BY THE EARLY RENAISSANCE, according to both  
Huizinga and Bakhtin, carnivals occupied a large portion 
of the yearly calendar in Europe. People partied around  
Christmas in December and before Lent in February and 
March. There were also festivities during the summer 
solstice in June, including the midsummer celebrations 
in Scandinavia. In the autumn, there were equinox 

celebrations in September as well as Halloween-type 
celebrations in October, and so on. Even matador 
spectacles in Spain began as part of the same tradition—to 
escape the ordinary in order to continue with the ordinary. 
Almost half of people’s lives were thus spent outside the 
everyday hierarchy. Breaking free from societal norms for 
many months each year, carnival offered people a constant 
renewal through laughter and joy. By its very nature, 
Bakhtin writes, carnival “is not [just] a spectacle seen by the 
people; they live in it, and everyone participates because its 
very idea embraces all the people.”12  

Carnival’s widespread presence meant that it became a 
visible element in the literature, visual art, and theatre of 
the period. French Renaissance writer François Rabelais  
(ca. 1483–1553) perhaps captured the carnivalesque spirit  
better than any other in his series of novels The Life of  
Gargantua and of Pantagruel (beginning ca. 1532). In 
these novels based on a story from French folklore, 
Rabelais explores the adventures of a father and son of 
giants, while satirizing and critiquing French culture and 
religious and state institutions. Judged as obscene by 
contemporaries for its crude humour and subversive 
storylines, it offered an epic account of an unencumbered, 
happy life—essentially the Rabelaisian version of the 
Dionysian philosophy of excess. 

In Rabelais and His World (1965), Bakhtin suggests that as a 
former Franciscan and Benedictine monk, Rabelais rebelled 
against the strict Catholic-formulated order. The  
carnivalesque world humorously described by Rabelais in 
his novels stands in stark contrast to “the official and serious 
tone of medieval ecclesiastical and feudal culture,” or any 
officialdom for that matter.13 As such, in Bakhtin’s view, 
carnival represents a triumphant liberation, even if 
temporary, from the rigid norms of existing systems, the 
temporary abolition of all hierarchical relations, privileges, 
and restrictions. Carnival was “the true feast of time, the 
feast of becoming, change, and renewal. It was hostile to all 
that was immortalized and completed.”14  

An interest in the everyday activities of ordinary people 
emerged in the visual art of the Dutch and Flemish  
Renaissance, allowing the carnivalesque spirit to impose 
upon the classical mythology and biblical scenes that  
remained the purview of high art. Pieter Bruegel the Elder 
(ca. 1525–1569), an influential artist and pioneer of what 
would later become genre painting, is known for his  
observational peasant paintings of early modern  
community life in the southern Netherlands that were often 
imbued with humour, social commentary, and moral  
relevance. In The Fight between Carnival and Lent (1559) 

Nicholas Sluchevsky, colour photograph, Burning the winter effigy, 
Maslenitsa, Russia, February 2019. © Nicholas Sluchevsky, 2019
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to exert control over the emancipated. Restrictions and an 
attempted ban led to widespread resistance in the 
Canboulay Riots of the 1880s. 

Today, annually in August, the Notting Hill Carnival in 
London, England, and the Caribana carnival in Toronto, 
Canada, showcase contemporary evocations of Caribbean 
carnival traditions. The Notting Hill Carnival, reputed to be 
the largest celebration of its kind in the world, is the most 
important annual event relating to black power and black 
diaspora in Britain. The carnival, historically a site 
of conflict between the state and Caribbean immigrants 
vying for recognition and equality, has its origins in the 
Adventure Play Group, which was created by mothers to 
assimilate their mixed-race families in England, in the 
context of wider racial discontent. Officially founded in 
1966, the carnival is led by Trinidad and Tobago, 
Barbados, Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, and Guyana, 
and is a diverse product of the carnivals that developed 
in these nations during colonial influence.

The creation of new carnival customs during the colonial 
era was not always a process of assimilation over time, but 
was also a means of preserving in some way indigenous 
rituals outlawed by occupiers. In Spanish-colonized Bolivia,  
carnival developed in the town of Oruro in the mountainous 
western part of the country, a sacred pre-Columbian site of  
pilgrimage for the Uru people. When the Spanish banned 
indigenous ceremonies in the seventeenth century, the  
rituals of the Ito festival were then celebrated under the 
pretext of Candlemas held in early February, with the Uru 
people creating a Christian façade of icons and saints to 
conceal the continued worship of their Andean gods. The 
centrepiece of the carnival became the procession, or  
entrada, featuring elements from medieval mystery plays, 
music, and dance, such as the traditional llama llama or 
diablada dance in worship of the Uru god Tiw.

Modern-day Colombia, like Panama, Venezuela, and 
others, was under Spanish rule for hundreds of years. 
Barranquilla, located on the Caribbean coast, was an 
important colonial trading centre from the sixteenth 
to the nineteenth century, and is the site of one of its 
most widely recognized carnivals. Held four days prior 
to Lent, this carnival has been influenced by European, 
African, and indigenous cultures, offering a unique blend 
of arts with dances, including the mico y micas from the 
Americas, African congo, and Spanish paloteo; Colombian 
music genres such as cumbia, puya and porro; and 
indigenous folk instruments such as tambora drums, 
allegre drums, maraca, and claves. Percussion and wind 
ensembles accompany masquerade dancers, actors, singers, 

theatrical performances, and parade floats. In true carnival 
fashion, contemporary politics are satirized through 
speeches and song lyrics.
Carnival de Negros y Blancos held in San Juan de Pasto in 
southwestern Colombia, from late December to early  
January since the nineteenth century, also celebrates its 
legacy of cultural differences. Influenced by both Andean 
and Hispanic customs, festivities begin with the Carnival 
of Water—the throwing of water in homes and on the 
streets, setting a tone of equality and humility. On New 
Year’s Eve, the Old Year’s parade is a party in satire, with 
participants showcasing pop culture images that are then 
ritualistically burned to mark the passing of time. On the 
penultimate day, participants don black face paint, and on 
the final day, everyone covers their faces in white talcum 
powder, highlighting the cultural artifice of race.

CONCLUSION

THE RICH HISTORY of carnival means it has become a 
tangible, living link to the past. In many countries today,  
carnivals often support and sustain indigenous crafts such 
as mask and costume making, using traditional, natural 
materials like beads, linens, seeds, and flowers. They also 
showcase original and unique music, dance, ritual, and  
narrative traditions, serving as community events that  
involve and instruct local participants and initiate new  
generations. Too often in recent years, however, instead of 
finding oneself through carnival, rising commercialism and 
the disappearance of authenticity have meant that identity 
can actually be lost. The desire for profitable, tourist- 
drawing entertainment has eroded native customs and 
altered them to more closely resemble the world-famous 
festivals in Venice or Rio de Janeiro. Synthetic, cheap  
souvenirs sold as cloned versions of authentic craftsmanship 
by local artisans are a problematic symptom of this  
destructive trend. 

Antiguan artist Frank Walter (1926–2009) was concerned 
about the potentially dangerous commercialization of  
carnival long before others. For centuries, Antigua  
celebrated the Old Time Christmas Festival with parades, 
bands, flowers, costumes, and traditional foods. Proud 
elements of protest against the British colonizers included 
a unique interpretation of the English personification John 
Bull, a major carnival character throughout the Caribbean. 
In the Antiguan version, a burly black man with devilish 
horns replaced Bull’s stereotypical plump whiteness and 
rosy cheeks. With the abolition of slavery in 1834, the people 
of Antigua and Barbuda held two parallel celebrations, one 
in August, for emancipation, and another in December. In 
1957, the Christmas festival was officially replaced by the 

Commedia dell’arte—a form of itinerant theatre—developed 
in the sixteenth century in Italy with a bawdy aesthetic of 
caricature, practical jokes, slapstick humour, and  
pantomime joined with overt satire of contemporary life. 
This ribald entertainment featured a set cast of characters 
that each embodied particular moods and represented 
social stereotypes; among them were Arlecchino or 
Harlequin (the servant), Pantalone (the wealthy older 
man), and Pulcinella (the trickster). Distinct costumes 
and masks—a visual element shared with carnival—were 
attributed to each of the characters, making them readily 
identifiable to audiences. Roughly scripted and widely 
improvised scenarios were based on familiar plots from 
classical and contemporary sources, relating to sex, 
jealousy, love, and old age. In many ways these plays 
were similar to the Korean dances from centuries before 
as well as to other theatrical elements of carnival.

Commedia dell’arte spread throughout Europe, where 
it was typically performed in a public, open-air context, 
but was also a favourite at the French court.15  Lasting into 
the eighteenth century, the medium influenced playwrights 
such as Shakespeare and Molière as well as the development 
of the popular Victorian Punch and Judy puppet show in 
England. Like carnival, it fulfilled a collective need to mock 
and find release from restrictive social structures. Its  
iconography of masked and costumed characters also lent 
its own symbolic language to the visual arts, where both 
commedia dell’arte and carnival persisted as subject matter 
for centuries, with notable treatments by artists as varied 
as Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684–1721), Giovanni Domenico 
Tiepolo (1727–1804), and Pablo Picasso (1881–1973).

COLONIALISM AND DIASPORA

BEGINNING IN THE sixteenth century, as European 
nations began to colonize peoples and places around the 
world, their carnival traditions were transplanted to new  
areas, creating vibrant new carnival customs that form 
Carnival Tier Three. Portuguese colonizers brought their 
practice of carnival or entrudo with them to their new  
colonies, including Goa (in modern-day India) and Brazil, 
where settlers and colonizers held masquerade balls,  
elaborate feasts, and played mischievous games prior to 
Lent. In Rio de Janeiro, African Brazilians made 
carnival their own by infusing it with African-inspired 
dances, music, and costumes that often mocked the white 
Brazilian elite. By the eighteenth century, community  
pageant groups or cordões (later known as blocos) led 
carnival processions through city streets alongside  
musicians and groups of revellers. In the early twentieth 
century these processions became a showcase for samba—

an entirely new Afro-Brazilian genre of music and dance. 
In Goa today, the revived carnival traditions of all-night 
parades, bands, dances, and floats resemble the world-fa-
mous carnival of Rio de Janeiro.

Mardi Gras, or Fat Tuesday, was first recorded in North 
America in 1699, when French explorers Pierre Le Moyne 
d’Iberville and Sieur de Bienville held a small celebration 
where they landed near present-day New Orleans, Louisiana. 
In 1703, the first large-scale Mardi Gras celebration was held 
at the tiny settlement of Fort Louis de la Mobile (present-day 
Mobile, Alabama). The city of New Orleans officially began 
its renowned Mardi Gras tradition in 1718, with Mardi Gras 
in full swing by the 1730s. The celebrations of the white elite 
mirrored those of their French forebears, with aristocratic 
masquerade balls and lavish dinners. By the 1830s, Mardi 
Gras societies known as krewes proliferated, and street  
parties with torch-led processions were the norm. The  
carnivalesque spirit was perhaps nowhere more present 
than in Congo Square, where, under eighteenth-century 
colonial rule, it became a public meeting space for enslaved 
people. Sundays were daylong community events, a time to 
dress up, dance, and make music—fusing African and 
European musical traditions to ultimately give birth to jazz. 

In late eighteenth-century Spanish-controlled Trinidad, an 
influx of French plantation owners, enslaved people, and 
free people of colour from the French Antilles brought with 
them their annual, pre-Lent carnival celebrations. White 
elites continued their French tradition of elaborate  
masquerade (mas) balls, and free people of colour held their 
own mas celebrations. The masks, costumes, and festivities 
of each group mocked the other, reflecting the racist tone 
of plantation society. Barred from participation in carnival 
masquerades, enslaved people created their own carnival 
rituals, including stick fighting, percussion music, and a 
new form of music known as calypso. Calypso songs, led 
by griots in French Creole, became a clandestine means of 
communicating amongst each other and a form of  
resistance, a way of mocking the white elites and slave  
owners without their knowledge. 

When the British formally emancipated enslaved people on 
1 August 1834 (they would achieve de facto freedom in 1838), 
carnival festivities were held in celebration, transforming 
the carnival into a fête of liberty and freedom. The 
formerly enslaved carried burning sugar canes, or cannes 
brûlées, which led to the carnival’s moniker, Canboulay. 
Masks as well as unfettered music and dance led the 
defiant festivities. Carnival became a performance of 
freedom and group identity, and was transformed into 
a site of political contest in which authorities sought 

12 13



clockwise, from above: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Drummer from Guadeloupe. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Frank Walter, Did carnival kill Christmas? 31 July, 1994, black typewriter ribbon on typing paper fragment, 26 x 21 cm. © Frank Walter

Frank Walter, Carnival mask of a red devil, back reads “Jesus was burned to save us from Satan,” 
acrylic aerosol spray paint on paper, 31 x 22.2 cm, 1978. © Frank Walter

Frank Walter, Carnival mask of a Christ figure with white collar and red ears, oil paint on craft paper, 30.5 x 19 cm. © Frank Walter

August Carnival, which adopted many elements of the 
traditional December fête outside of their original context. 
The islands were edging towards independence, an anti-co-
lonial movement was afoot, and the country was hoping to 
bring more tourism with an edgier liberation message. 

In 1994, after observing the evolution in Antigua’s festivals 
over several decades, Walter wrote a poem titled “Did  
Carnival Kill Christmas?” He lamented that more  
commercialized and formulaic festivities draw less public 
interest, not more. “To Antigua’s Cosmopolitan wisdom that 
should restart / Public interest as of earlier time: The young 
and smart,” he wrote: 
 

Christmas for everybody had a special pull…
We could play old man or old lady,  
 or Cowboy,
Long or short ghost, something that we and   
 others could enjoy.
No imperial or royal city could promote such   
 cloy…
Because West Indians are cosmopolitan, 
Being inclusive of many races and nations:   
 no deliberate plan,
Brought together for over three centuries we   
 still society ran.
Each branch having for millennia some    
 sound to fan.16
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List of executions from the rebellion led by Prince Klaas (Kwaku Takyi), 15 December 1736.  
© Courtesy National Archives, Kew, CO 152/269/Leeward Islands Bundle/W94/322

PRINCE KLAAS (born Kwaku Takyi) was an important fig-
ure in Antiguan history and the development of carnival. He 
is most famous for his collaboration with a Creole 
known as Tomboy on a plot to eliminate the entire white 
population of Antigua during coronation ceremonies 
for George II on 18 October 1736. When the event was 
postponed until the thirtieth of October, the planned 
insurrection was exposed, and its leaders were apprehended. 
In a brutal reprisal, an astounding 88 people received a death 
sentence, with many more considered for public execution 
and banishment.17 The gruesome, torturous pageantry of 
public executions began with Prince Klaas’s violent death on 
the wheel on 20 October 1736, and lasted until 8 March 1737, 
with only a brief pause at Christmas. Ultimately, five men 
were “broken on the wheel,” six men “gibbeted alive,” and 77 
men burned alive.18

Clearly fearing a new, deadlier insurrection as well as Prince 
Klaas’s influence in Antigua, the colonial authority that 
served the white slave owners sought to discredit the prince. 
British investigation reports seethe with disdain for Prince 
Klaas, labelling him “artful,” “ambitious,” and “very proud,” 
with the “affected dignity of [a] king.”19 Official documents 
jealously describe Tomboy and him as being more educated 
and living at a higher standard than “common whites.” On 
their death warrants, Prince Klaas’s occupation is listed as 
“waiting man” and Tomboy’s as “carpenter,” but in their  
society, they were chiefs, and their co-conspirators included 
the relatively privileged Creoles Hercules, Jack, Scipio, Ned, 
and Toney, as well as Fortune, whose ancestry was unclear.20 
Well-born in his native land in western Africa (modern-day 
Ghana), Prince Klaas had by far the most elevated status of 
all his peers.

Near St. John’s on 3 October 1736, prior to the planned 
island-wide insurrection, Prince Klaas was ordained as King 
Court and made leader of his people.21 Historian Alister 
Lincoln Thomas, of the Information Commission of Antigua 
and Barbuda, offers a compelling and original argument that 
this coronation marked the genesis of Antigua’s carnival  

tradition.22 In the ceremony, Prince Klaas participated in a 
series of ikem (or shield) dances, wearing “a saber in a red 
scabbard and embroidered green and gold silk cap trimmed 
with black fur and feathers with three plumes of feathers 
on top.”23 This was followed by the oath of fealty, which was 
administered “by drinking a health in Liquor, either Rum 
or some other, with Grave dirt, and sometimes Cocks blood, 
infused, and sometimes the Person Swearing, laid his hand 
on a live Cock.”24 The investigation recorded the ceremony’s 
rituals in detail:

The People form a Semicircle about him.  
After some respite, the Prince rises, distributes  
money to the People. Then the Drums beat the  
Ikem-beat, he with an Ikem (i.e., A Shield composed  
of wicker, skins and two or three small pieces of  
thin board) upon his left arm, and a Lance in his  
Right hand, begins the Dance, representing the 
defensive Motions of the Shield, those of throwing 
the Lance, and the several gestures by them used 
in Battle. When the Prince begins to be fatigued, 
The Guards run in and Support him; he delivers the 
Ikem and Lance to the Person who next Dances; then 
is lead Supported to his Chair, and is seated again in 
State. Whenever he rises, he is in like manner 
Supported. Then the same Dance is performed by 
Several others, but without the Ceremony of being 
Supported. Then the Prince stepping into the 
area of the Semicircle, with his Chief General, 
and taking a Cutlass in his hand, moves with a 
whirling motion of his Body round a Bout, but 
dancing and leaping up at the same time from 
one Horn or point of the Semicircle, quite to the 
other, so as distinctly to be viewed by all; and then 
returning to the Center of the Semicircle.… He 
takes an Oath highly reverenced by the Coromantees 
[archaic term for present-day West African Ghanaians], 
which is to the following purpose. He Swears to the  
General, that where he falls, He’ll drop by his 
side, rather than forsake or desert him in Battle; 
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and that he will behave as a brave Prince ought; but 
in Case he should fail in his Oath he agrees with and 
desires his Subjects present, to take off his head, and 
makes them a Grant of his Houses, Lands, and all 
his Substance. This Oath.… is an actual & Solemn 
Engagement on their side to do as he does, and 
to join and go forth with him to the Warr [against 
white people]: For the breach whereof they are 
regarded as Traitors.  

Brassoo standing behind Court with a wooden  
Cutlass Cry’d Tackey, Tackey, Tackey, Coquo: which  
Signifie King, King, King, Great King; which words 
are used in the Coromantee Country.... Brassoo thro’  
the whole Ceremony having his face whitened over,  
to prevent being known, and drest with a Cap full  
of Feathers & A bundle at his back representing a  
dead Negro Child, as the badge of his Office.25

The coronation of King Court (Prince Klaas) was a bold act 
of rebellion, and a fitting beginning point for carnival in  
Antigua. As David Barry Gaspar observes in Bondsmen and 
Rebels (1985), “although the [ikem] dance was viewed by white 
planters as ‘entertainment,’ the ceremony was a  
declaration of war against the whites.”26 In the same way,  
carnival in Antigua and Barbuda became—as it did in  
colonized lands around the world—a means of active 
resistance through coded symbols and rituals whose actual 
subversive meanings eluded their oppressors and captors. 
Music, dance, and other means of expression were very real  
performances of autonomy and played an important role in 
community identity and the preservation of indigenous  
traditions. Furthermore, it fulfilled a deep psychological need 
for escape, an avenue for exercising one’s inherent dignity 
and strength: “The people who were slaves by day saw 
themselves as kings, queens, dauphins, princesses.”27  
 
In Barbuda, carnival arguably finds its origins in the practice 
of Obeah, a system of spiritual and healing practices created 
by West African enslaved people in the Caribbean.  
Anthropologist and archaeologist Sophia Perdikaris,  
professor and chair of the Barbuda Research Complex, offers 
profound insight into the role of early rituals in Barbuda, 
which were typically carried out in secret:

From the early ritual and dances of the African  
coast, to the secretive nature of rituals in Barbudan  
caves, carnival (or Caribana as it is locally known  
in Barbuda) allowed its participants to worship  
forbidden gods and to also express their disdain for  
their oppressors, criticizing them in song and dance. 
Further to that, they were able through art to mock  

the fears of mortal self and escape repercussions in  
the spirit of a festive celebration. In Barbuda,  
archaeological evidence of rituals remains deep  
within the caves of its eastern shore from the period 
of emancipation in 1843. Battling the ban on  
traditional religious practices, music, and dance  
imposed by the colonial establishment, many of  
these rituals survived in secret. Even to this day,  
people still observe reverence for past spirits.

At the site known as Indian Cave there are  
intriguing features, including two faces and a  
skull-shaped opening on the inner wall. Locals 
say that drumming sounds can be heard from  
inside the cave during certain seasons. It is a  
favourite spot to take tourists and visitors for a tour  
during the day, however no local would ever camp  
or elect to live in this cave. In the deep hollow  
interior chambers of another nearby cave, there  
were secret rituals involving the sacrifice of cats.  
Scattered on the ground lay evidence of ritualistic  
ceremonies (possibly Obeah) consisting of drinking  
goblets emblazoned with British naval insignia,  
lead buck shot, a smoking pipe, and other modified 
bones. These rituals of protection and  
empowerment carried punishment and even death 
should the practitioners get caught. Left on the patina  
of the walls of the caves is evidence of rituals, which  
define cultural identity and ideology unique to early 
Emancipation Barbuda.28 

OVER TIME, Antigua and Barbuda populated the ritual  
pageantry of its masquerade or mas carnival tradition with  
its own meaningful symbols and imagery. Among the 
carnival characters, John Bull stands out as perhaps the 
most potent figure of resistance to colonial rule and slavery. 
Originally a satirical figure created by John Arbuthnot in 
his pamphlet The History of John Bull (1712), John Bull 
grew into a personification of England and Englishness. 
He was an unsophisticated, portly, rural man depicted 
wearing boots, breeches, a waistcoat, and a frock coat, 
often with a bulldog by his side.29 This archetype was 
exported around the world, and in Antigua and Barbuda 
the name became slang for an Englishman. In carnival 
throughout the Caribbean, long before emancipation, 
John Bull emerged as a distinctly different figure, with 
horns, clad in a grass-and-banana-leaf skirt, and widely 
feared during carnival time.30 

Carnival in Antigua often featured fierce physical displays 
of mock fighting and militant power, which served as 
an expression of agency and a reminder of the hardships  

Liberta and the Point, both cited as the place of the early 
John Bull carnival, were also connected to the origins of the 
carnival character known as the Highlander.37 With its white 
mesh mask and long capes trimmed with lace and bells, the 
Highlander figures were intended to satirize white planters 
of Scottish origin. Their heel-toe dance steps, gesticulating 
arm motions, and sweeping movements were an outlet for 
enslaved persons to ridicule their white captors, while the 
very people they were scorning were entertained and  
remained oblivious to their real meaning. 

In Bank Alley Tales, Book 1 (1995), Sir Selvyn Walter,  
journalist and former Minister of Tourism and Economic 
Development in Antigua and Barbuda, recounts surreal  
experiences from the Antiguan carnival in early 1940s, an 
event held annually from Christmas to the New Year.38

On Christmas Eve, the ingenuity of Antiguans shone 
forth. The toys were local and made of wood and tin.  
The greatest thrill was to hear the steady Boom!  
Boom! Boom! of the base drums up-town. John Bull  
and Pow, Highlanders and masqueraders … It was 
strange, this blend of happiness and enjoyment mixed 
with fear. You were afraid of the John Bull. You were 
afraid of the masqueraders. Yet, it was a happy time.  
It was Christmas.

New Year’s Day was the biggest and the greatest.  
You saw things and forms and shapes that you had  
never seen before. Old costumes, old hats, old boots,  
old clothes, old instruments and old people … I was  
mortally afraid of Arthur the John Bull, who used  
to butt you with those horns and cut you. Arthur was  
a serious John Bull. He never smiled. Later on, another 
John Bull by the name of Pharaoh burst on the  
Christmas scene. Pharaoh smiled and laughed but  
Pharaoh was mean. Very mean. He was an evil fellow.  
Arthur attracted the largest crowds. Arthur was a real 
John Bull and a rhythmic dancer. He was usually  
accompanied by two drummers. One played a Kettle 
drum. The other played a Bass drum. And as they  
played the Antiguan rhythms and Arthur danced,  
and Isaac clapped his long whip, both children and 
grown ups would scatter.39

LORD OLIVER BALDWIN, 2nd Earl of Bewdley, served 
as Governor to the Leeward Islands from 1948 to 1950, 
and played an important role in the modern development 
of carnival in Antigua and Barbuda. As the son of 
English Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, Oliver Baldwin 
was a member of the white establishment. As a socialist, 

endured through slavery.31 This characteristic explains  
Antigua’s unique addition of a character known as Whip 
Man or Master to accompany John Bull. Whip Man played 
the role of Bull’s oppressor, wielding a whip in his hand to 
keep Bull in check as he roamed the streets during carnival. 
In this pairing, Bull was the recipient of lashings by a person 
of colour—a clear demonstration of carnivalesque resistance 
on the part of the enslaved population. Together, John Bull 
and Whip Man formed a masquerade illustrating the resolve 
of enslaved Antiguans to turn the power dynamics of the 
time upside down.32 

Often running with a broken chain trailing in his wake,  
John Bull’s fierce costume and aggressive movements were 
intended to incite fear. One of the earliest records of his  
carnival presence is from the botanist Sir Hans Sloane, who  
recorded seeing this figure in Jamaica in 1688.33 Also 
referred to in Anglophone islands all the way up to North  
Carolina as Junkanoo, Jonkonnu, or John Canoe, the figure 
was described as robust and clad in bullhorns or deer antlers.  
Throughout the region, the costume could be dressed 
up or down; and it was noted that the more refined and 
otherworldly, the more in keeping it was with African 
spiritualism. The figure is likely also connected to the legend 
of the rich Ghanian King Kaboshir (sometimes known as 
Caboceer or the anglicized John Conny), who shot gold 
instead of bullets at Dutch traders who laid siege to his 
kingdom in Axim. When he realized he was losing, he finally 
opted to blow himself up along with his entire population, to 
save their souls from bondage.34

People from the village of Liberta on Antigua recorded a  
performance of John Bull and Whip Man in the 1920s,  
noting how the feared, unchained Bull was kept in check by 
his Whip Man as the two roamed about the village 
from midday until dusk. In Urlins Village, there are 
memories of the hulking figure dancing the “John Bull Jig,” 
while people threw coins at his feet. When Bull would try 
to bend down to pick up the money, the Master would whip 
him. In spite of this aggression, Bull always managed to 
gather the coins.35 

ALSO CUSTOMARY IN ANTIGUAN CARNIVAL was 
the stilt-dancing mocko jumbie character (mocko, meaning  
to mock; jumbie, a ghost), which was deeply rooted in  
pan-Caribbean, Creole, and African traditions. The figure 
was known for dancing on towering sticks and wearing a tall, 
pointed hat, often appearing as a cross-dressed man with 
many layers of skirts and petticoats. From an impressive 
height on long sticks—both masked or unmasked—this  
figure can view into the distance and frighten even the most  
troublesome spirits away.36
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to reassert independence.42

When the British government recalled Baldwin from his 
post as governor in 1950, the action elicited outrage and 
disappointment from many. In the Honourable Ambassador 
Lionel Max Hurst’s essential biography of Prime Minister 
Vere Cornwall Bird, When Power Failed to Corrupt (2012), 
he provides a thorough account of the relationship between 
Baldwin and the premier. Hurst explains that while the  
colonial government took offense at Baldwin’s liberal  
policies, the people adored him. In response to the recall,  
the great strategist Bird wasted no time in using his  
significant influence to gather petitions from fellow citizens, 
who overwhelmingly signed in favour of bringing Baldwin 
back to Antigua, adding that the sugar cane crop would not 
be harvested until he returned to the island.43 

International media gathered around the story, which 

a gay man, and a practitioner of racial inclusivity, he 
was also an outsider in many respects. Baldwin was praised 
by the intelligentsia as well as the common man. Vita 
Sackville-West once complimented Baldwin, stating, “He can 
write as well as live.”40 Baldwin was, in fact, a prolific author, 
who recounted his incarceration as a political prisoner in his  
autobiographical book Six Prisons and Two Revolutions (1925). 
The experiences stayed with him, and he identified as the 
only governor who knew what it was like to be imprisoned.

Baldwin chose to use his privilege to give a voice to the  
oppressed throughout his tenure as governor, efforts that 
were carefully documented in photographs and written 
accounts by his private secretary, Ross Hutchinson.41 As the 
first to bring diversity to Government House, Baldwin freed 
many incarcerated people and employed them at  
Government House in a project to revive the gardens.  
Moreover, much to the planters’ dismay, persons of colour 
were included in Government House parties, and were  
invited to use the property as a hub for community  
engagement with history, heritage, contemporary art, and 
music. Baldwin was a great supporter of the arts, and served 
as patron to Senator Bertha Higgins Antigua Artists Group 
of 1949. 

Governor Baldwin also brought carnival to Government 
House, recognizing its cultural significance and important 
role in community life. In a meaningful move, he embraced 
and promoted Caribbean art forms like calypso and steel pan 
music, which had long been suppressed in Antigua. He was 
the patron of Hell’s Gate steel pan band, known for playing 
in carnival competitions against other bands such as  
Halcyon, Red Army, and Brute Force. Carnival art forms, 
such as steel pan, were featured in the first touristic film  
ever made in Antigua, spearheaded by Governor Baldwin 
and released in 1951. 

The resurgence of African drumming traditions, according 
to His Excellency Franklin “King Frank-I” Francis, Antigua 
and Barbuda’s Ambassador to the Federal Democratic 
Republic of Ethiopia, had far-reaching implications for the 
island nation:

Carnival and the steel band represent an affirmation  
of the Caribbean self that, in one sense perhaps,  
imitates European tradition, but in another sense,  
leads to an intrinsic, creolized application of African 
tradition and African sensibilities in Caribbean culture. 
Historically, the importance came out of the whole  
question of the plantocracy taking every drum out of  
fear of insurrection, even up to the days of Rastafari, 
whose camps were raided by the police. The drumbeat  
is a significant part of African culture, and the  
destruction of the drums and clay pots was a common 
practice. The birth of the pan is the rebirth of attempts  

highlighted issues surrounding colonialism and imperial 
power in the mid-twentieth century. Many expressed outrage 
at Baldwin’s removal from office, including A. M. Wendell  
Maillet, whose article in the New York Amsterdam News  
provides insight into the political dynamics of the decision.

That a son of the Great Conservative Diehard,  
Lord Baldwin, who presided over the abdication  
of Edward VIII, should have become a Socialist,  
broke with his great father, and charged free ways  
as a public servant, only to challenge the now lofty  
professions of faith of his fellow Socialists now in  
charge of His Majesty’s Government, is more than  
headline news.… He went into the Black Caribbean  
and mixed too freely among the masses of the people, 
and thought too seriously about the tragic plight of  
the underprivileged. He got into a head-on collision  
with the lords of wealth and power, who are determined 

to hold on to everything they have wrung out of the 
blood, sweat and tears of the hewers of wood and the 
drawers of water … To recall Governor Baldwin from  
his post for a “bawling out” may satisfy the servants of 
special privilege at 10 Downing Street, but it will not  
solve the problems which have confronted the West  
Indian people ever since their ancestors arrived there  
in the filthy bottoms of His Majesty’s slave ships …  
However, we now know that the Colonial Office  
crowd is as rotten and reactionary as any group of  
gangsters which ever fought to possess or divide loot …  
The end of imperialism and the colonial rule of  
human beings must be sought and achieved  
without further delay.44

Lord Baldwin’s impact as governor in support of art forms 
like calypso music is evident in a dedication by John  
“Quarkoo” Thomas, one of Antigua’s early calypsonians. 

Private Secretary Ross Hutchinson’s black-and-white photograph of John Bull (Pharaoh) and Whip Man (Isaac), 1948.
© Courtesy National Archives, Kew, Ref. CO 1069/415
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Thomas’s anthem to the governor in the spring of 1948  
heralds him as a kind of Moses and a liberator of the  
oppressed. The lyrics to Quarkoo’s song were found  
preserved among the personal effects of Lord Baldwin,  
now housed in the Cambridge University archives.

Attention every Native in Antigua
Join with me and sing this song
Of the good work of our Excellency
For the short time he’s been in this land
He has come to break all oppression
He has set many prisoners free
And to take away transgression, and rules in equity.
God has sent us another Moses…45

IT CAN BE ARGUED that the carnivalesque spirit of  
resistance is most fully present in the subtle yet significant 
achievements of calypsonians, who use wit and music to tell 
stories and levy serious complaints against the corruption 
of ruling parties. In Calypso Talk ’86, historian Dorbrene 
O’Marde, a foremost scholar of Antiguan music and carnival, 

was run out of town by the fearsome Pharaoh, another 
John Bull said to be among the most aggressive carnival 
figures in Antigua.48 King Short Shirt also performed 
as a Highlander, but singing was his passion. At that 
time most calypsonians were crafting tunes about local 
scandals and gossip. However, it was in his early work 
with writer Marcus Christopher that nationalist 
thought in Antigua and Barbuda was first wholly 
explored, developed, and expressed through calypso 
music. King Short Shirt’s song written to honour 
Hell’s Gate steel pan—the longest extant steel pan 
group in the world—is an example of their deep 
interest in Antiguan and Barbudan culture. What is 
more, they connected the local to regional and 
diasporic concerns, setting a high standard for 
calypsonians to follow.49 

IN THE EARLY 1950s, tourism was a burgeoning industry 
widely viewed as the most important source of economic 
growth, rivalling agriculture. In 1953, as a result, Antigua’s 
traditional Christmas and New Year’s carnival celebrations 
were staged in August for the first time to align with Queen 
Elizabeth’s coronation exercises that summer. This move 
was a money-making ploy intended to draw tourists to 
Antigua and Barbuda in the off-season, and happened to 

clockwise, from above: Private Secretary Ross Hutchinson’s black-and-white photograph of Highlanders and people from Liberta 
visiting Lord Baldwin and his staff at Government House, 1948. © Courtesy National Archives, Kew, Ref. CO 1069/415

align with Emancipation Day observed in early August. 
The calendar move also introduced changes, and carnival 
queen contests featuring local women were 
incorporated into festivities for the first time. A 
commercialized money-making event, this modern 
version of mas had no historical, cultural, or ritual 
value and was largely exploitative. Despite the 
alterations made to carnival in the twentieth century, 
resistance has remained a primary theme for 
participants. Ambassador Francis argues that 
August carnival has not fundamentally altered the 
traditional rituals and their underlying meanings:

Today carnival in Antigua and Barbuda is not 
mere entertainment for tourists. Carnival is 
a ritual firmly rooted in early tradition and 
culture, weaving together pan-Caribbean 
symbols of rebellion and resistance in songs by 
calypsonians, costumes, and the rebirth of the 
African drum in the form of the steel pan. 
While it is true that carnival’s shift from 
Christmas to August was intended to transform 
a deep cultural event into entertainment for 
tourists, those involved held fast to the deep 
meanings behind their traditions.50

explains the highlight of calypso performance as “when the 
exchange of energies between performer and audience is 
so smooth and fluid that the direction of the flow is almost 
indiscernible.”46 In O’Marde’s biography of national living 
treasure calypsonian Sir MacLean “King Short Shirt”  
Emanuel, Nobody Go Run Me (2014), he charts a map of 
rebellious song in Antigua and Barbuda, and traces the 
early roots of calypso music to African benna music and 
Quarkoo before the art form was revolutionized under 
the influence of King Short Shirt.47 

Born in the Point in 1942, King Short Shirt (Emanuel) 
grew up in an urban environment full of colourful, 
eccentric characters that inspired him. As a youth he 
performed in his community as John Bull, and 
describes how much fun it was to make his costume 
out of dried fig leaves. He wore a burlap sack on his 
back stuffed with tall dry grass (to absorb the Whip 
Man’s lashes) and padding on his chest to make him 
look larger than life. King Short Shirt even dared to 
perform as a John Bull in the capital St. John’s, and 
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Private Secretary Ross Hutchinson’s black-and-white photograph of Governor Baldwin’s compassionate outreach in  
meeting with children from a rural village, 1948. © Courtesy National Archives, Kew, Ref. CO 1069/415

Goverernor Baldwin’s first garden party at Government House was for the children, 1948. © Courtesy National Archives, Kew, Ref. CO 1069/415

Private Secretary Ross Hutchinson’s black-and-white photograph of Red Army steel band, 1949. 
 © Courtesy National Archives, Kew, Ref. CO 1069/415

Private Secretary Ross Hutchinson’s black-and-white photograph of Lord Baldwin sea bathing, 1948. © Courtesy National Archives, Kew, Ref. CO 1069/415 
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clockwise, from above: Sir Gerald Price, colour  
photograph, Queen of Carnival contestants, ca. 1973. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white photograph, 
The skellyhoppers. A carnival mas troupe created 
by Vere Bird Junior, ca. 1960. © The Estate 
of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Sir MacLean 
“King Short Shirt” Emanuel singing “Jennifer” with 
supporting actor Waki Henry, August 2018. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white photograph, 
The mas troupe peers and ladies in carnival. 
This was a creation of Marcus Christopher, 1958. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white photograph, 
Advertising pays! In the early years of carnival, 
businesses sought new customers through 
human advertising boards, 1958. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019
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CHAPTER 2

FIND YOURSELF: DAILY LIFE, CARNIVAL, AND RESISTANCE: 
A PHOTOGRAPHIC ESSAY

CARNIVAL IN ANTIGUA and Barbuda is a performance 
of resistance through a language of shared rituals and 
symbols. It is also a very real, lived experience integral to 
the rhythm of life on the islands. As Nina Khrushcheva 
argues in the introduction, “A Carnival for All Time,” 
human nature requires both the structure of civilisation 
found in everyday existence and the opportunity to have 
fun while mocking it and its inequities. In short, daily life 
and carnival function in symbiosis, jointly influencing and 
challenging the present day. As an annual event in Antigua 
and Barbuda for more than a hundred years, carnival has 
become an essential means of celebrating life, forming 
community ties, and forging national and personal identity 
through shared experiences. Anthropologist Inga Treitler’s 
doctoral research speaks to the community connections that 
have long been a fundamental part of carnival: 

Playing mas ... gave people the opportunity to make  
connections and see places all over the island.  
Remembering mas from the days when sugar was  
king, one singer told me, ‘When it comes Christmas 
time, you get to know plenty people and plenty people  
get to know you. That’s why I get to know almost all  
the places in Antigua. We had to go on foot, and when 
night catch us, we get a place to stay. Somebody give  
us a lodge and food until morning. When we get a  
little money, we share it up. Money wasn’t so big in  
those times.’51

In the introduction to Let Your Motto Be Resistance: African 
American Portraits (2008), Lonnie Bunch, founding director 
of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American 
History and Culture, observes that oppression requires  
compliance. Resistance is the first step toward liberation. 
The photographic records of significant African Americans 
show the ways active engagement in cultural and political 

life has changed America for the better.52 In a similar way, 
photographs of everyday people in Antigua and Barbuda 
offer important insights into the national collective and the 
important role of carnival celebrations in shaping it.

“Let your motto be Resistance!” found in Bunch’s title and 
borrowed from Henry Highland Garnet’s 1843 speech by 
the same name, encapsulates the carnivalesque spirit that 
inspires Find Yourself, a gallery wall filled with portraits of 
Antiguans and Barbudans engaged in daily life.53 Through 
the brilliant work of our featured photographers, Joseph 
Seaton, Timothy Payne, Sir Gerald Price, Frank Walter, and 
videographer Marlon Jeffers, a century is spanned to reveal 
the strong and beautiful people of Antigua and Barbuda in 
their quiet resolve to overcome hardship and celebrate the 
joy of being alive.

THE RECLUSIVE Joseph Seaton (1928–2005), of Barnes 
Hill, Antigua, was one of Antigua and Barbuda’s earliest 
art photographers and one of its most gifted and enigmatic.  
His reserved nature allowed space for the personalities and 
qualities of his subjects to stand out. In his photographic 
essays filled with portraits and still lifes, Seaton places the 
viewer in the midst of a silent celebration of life that 
features entertainers, weddings, and christenings. These 
black-and-white images not only seem to convey the very 
soul of those being portrayed, they also capture their wider 
sociohistorical context.  

Seaton also photographed Antiguan and Barbudan funerals, 
conveying both the rituals of these communal events and 
the muted resignation of mourning. In early Antigua, burial 
came quickly after death. Community carpenters would  
typically build simple coffins, and a plate with select herbs 
was placed on the stomach of the deceased to retard the 
swelling of the body. This form of display led to the popular 
phrase “dead on board.”54
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preceding spread, right: Joseph Seaton, black-and-white photograph, Backyard undertaker, ca. 1955. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

above, left: Joseph Seaton, black-and-white photograph, The mason’s day off, 1960. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

above, right: Joseph Seaton, black-and-white photograph, My big brother and me, ca. 1960. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

opposite, left: Joseph Seaton, black-and-white photograph, Mother and child, ca. 1960. © The Estate of  Timothy A. Payne, 2019

opposite, right: Joseph Seaton, black-and-white photograph, Sunday afternoon, ca. 1960. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

following spread, left: Joseph Seaton, black-and-white photograph, The entertainers, ca. 1963. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

following spread, right: Joseph Seaton, black-and-white photograph, Wedding, ca. 1960. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019
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opposite: Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white photograph, 
Self portrait of legendary photographer Sir Gerald Price, ca. 1960. © 
The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019 

below: Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white photograph, Riot police, 
protesters, and tear gas dominate this scene on Parliament drive, 
ca. 1977. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

following page, left: Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white 
photograph, Ze Macai sings about the market hucksters at a time 
when they stuck to their unwillingness to pay a two-cent government tax 
as established by head of the unit Mr. Keane, 1958. © The Estate of 
Timothy A. Payne, 2019

following page, right: Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white 
photograph, Calypsonian The Mighty Chalice, 1980. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

SIR GERALD PRICE (1932–2017) lived and worked in St. 
John’s, Antigua. Noted as the first Reuters photographer in 
Antigua and Barbuda, Price became fascinated by  
photography as a small child. His first darkroom was actually 
a small space he adapted under his mother’s bed, where he 
would crawl onto the floor and work for hours. His mother 
must have been an exceptional woman, for she even allowed 
him to process the prints in a corner of her small room.55 
Price eventually covered political stories for the Associated 
Press and Reuters, but his true love remained art  
photography and sport.

Price’s portraits of people, particularly of strong carnival 
personalities, stand out as among his most vibrant. A strong 
example is found in his early photograph of Ze Macai, the 
Mighty Chalice, and Cake Lady. 

Payne, Price, and Seaton document Antiguan women from 
all walks and stages of life, including housewives, carnival 
queens, and young girls. Their photographs show that the 
women of Antigua possess a unique beauty defined by their 
inner strength and innate sense of identity.
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clockwise, from above:
Sir Gerald Price, colour photograph, 
Queen of Carnival, ca.1970. © The 
Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white photograph, 
Wedding cake, ca. 1973. © The Estate of Timothy 
A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, colour photograph, 
Queen Terri and dad, ca. 2004. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, colour photograph, 
Calvin Southwell, golden man. © The 
Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Sir Gerald Price, black-and-white photograph, 
A typical mid-fifties Antigua home-keeper look 
at a time when goods and utensils were 
transported on the head, ca. 1963. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Sir Gerald Price, colour photograph, Queen 
of Carnival contestants on parade, ca. 1973. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

TIMOTHY PAYNE was born in Barnes Hill Village, Antigua, 
in 1957. He attended schools in Antigua and Canada, and 
has been a teacher of West Indian history, English, and 
photography for over four decades. An author, editor, and 
conservationist, Payne is involved in community projects, 
including gardening and water conservation. He also 
founded a museum of photography and fine arts in Antigua, 
and recently received the Governor General of Antigua and 
Barbuda’s Faithful and Meritorious Service Silver Medal for 
service to the country in heritage and culture. As with Price, 
his dedication to photography has left an important chronicle 
of life and carnival in Antigua and Barbuda. Payne is adept 
at portraying the strength of Antiguans and Barbudans in 
the face of adversity. His subjects include people living in 
difficult conditions, women advocating for their rights, and 
protests as Antiguans fight to keep their farmlands safe from 
foreign developers.

38 39



40 41



preceding spread: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, It’s Carnival, baby, August 2018. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

clockwise, from above: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Black-and-white mas, ca. 2000. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Jerry asks why during the Old Road protests to protect Antiguan farmlands, 1998. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, colour photograph,Vaughn Walter and Connie Doram of Vitus mas troupe reenact “slavery days,” 2001. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Old Road fiery protests, 1998. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019
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Find Yourself: Carnival and Resistance, Maquette for the south wall of the National Pavilion of Antigua and Barbuda at the 58th Venice Biennale, 
colour photographs by Timothy Payne. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019; black-and-white photographs by Frank Walter. © Frank Walter
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opposite, above and below: Videographer Marlon Jeffers interviewing Dacina Martin and seed work artist Louise “Sexy Sue” Edwards about Antiguan and 
Barbudan handicrafts at Government House on World Monument Fund Watch Day, 2019. © Barbara Paca, 2019 

opposite, above right: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Colin “Wanga” Martin meeting with professors from St. Mary’s College, Maryland, USA to discuss 
exchange between their students and Antiguan and Barbudan youth in wire bending and costume design. This was a part of the Governor General’s successful 
inaugural seminar on heritage and historic preservation in February 2019. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

MARLON JEFFERS (b. 1971, Liberta, Antigua) is widely 
recognized as Antigua and Barbuda’s most talented 
videographer, and he contributed his considerable expertise  
as the cameraman for all video footage featured in the 2018 
and 2019 National Pavilion. Working in partnership with 
artist Timothy Payne, Jeffers was a leader in the  
collaboration with students from the Government Assisted 
Technology Endeavour (GATE). This cross-generational 
effort produced this exhibition’s video content, in addition to 
the processed photographic negatives for display.

Jeffers and Payne’s profile of mas troupe designer Colin 
“Wanga” Martin opens our eyes to the artist’s immense 
talent and quiet genius. A man of few words, Martin is a 
nationally respected potter, mas builder, wire bender, and 
costume designer. He first fell in love with colour and 
costumes at the tender age of six, when his mother took him 
to watch the carnival parade. He recalls being hypnotized 
by ACE Mas Club one year when they won the Band of 
the Year title. To him, the craftsmanship and colours were 
illuminating, and the experience kept him in rapt attention 
for the entire day. At one point his mother lost him in the 
crowd, and he was later found innocently trailing behind the 
mas players in their enchanting butterfly costumes. From 
that day, Martin’s passion for this unique art form flourished. 

In 1975, Martin and a group of young men from the Ottos 
community joined together to form the Revellers Mas Band. 
From 1976 to 1984, he worked with the Carnival Steering 
Committee as the in-house junior carnival costume builder. 
In 1983, he was elevated to the position of bandleader, and, 
to date, has won nineteen Band of the Year titles, winning  
consecutively for fourteen years (2001–14) before retiring 
from Revellers Mas Band, unbeaten. In 2014, Martin 
was honoured by the Governor General of Antigua and 
Barbuda with the Order of Princely Heritage for Cultural 
Development. Committed to passing down cultural heritage 
through the generations, he founded Revellers The Next 
Generation in 2015, and is teaching children how to design 
and build their own costumes. 
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ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA’S Cultural Development  
Division worked with local youth as well as a group of  
students and faculty from St. Mary’s College in Maryland, 
USA, to fabricate the John Bull, Whip Man, and Highlander 
costumes featured in the National Pavillion. The 
collaboration involved a complex process of fabric cutting 
and costume assembly as well as the careful application 
of layers of African and Venetian glass beads. The project 
brought together many persons intent on learning from 
skilled intangible cultural heritage artisans to create 
contemporary works of art that express an appreciation 
for history, cultural heritage, and the environment.

Sewn into the brightly coloured costumes is a selection  
of Antiguan and Barbudan seed work by the highly skilled 
handicraft artisan Louise “Sexy Sue” Edwards. Edwards  
was born in Seaton’s, Antigua, and trained in the art of seed 
work with Ione Braithwaite. A practitioner in seed-jewellery  
making for over fifty years, Edwards is an expert in  
gathering and processing pods from native and introduced 
plants, including wild tamarind, job’s tears, flamboyant, 
lilac and jumbie seeds. 

Edwards demonstrates her mastery of seed work for the 
National Pavilion through her rich use of texture, shape,  
contrasting colour, and graphic patterning. Her exquisitve 
designs emphasize the natural characteristics of the seeds, 
with flat, dark beads accented by the bright-red, spherical 
jumbie seed. Particularly important in Antiguan Obeah 
as a charm to ward off evil spirits, the jumbie seed 
makes an apt visual focal point.

above: Costume presentation at Government House by the team from the Cultural Development Division with His Excellency Franklin “Kind Frank-I” Francis, 
Antigua and Barbuda’s Ambassador to the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. Courtesy Barbara Paca, 2019

opposite, lower left: Jumbie seed and wild tamarind seedsd in Antiguan seed work for belts by Louise “Sexy Sue” Edwards. Courtesy Barbara Paca, 2019

above, right: A selection of Antiguan seed work by Louise “Sexy Sue” Edwards. Courtesy Kenneth M. Milton, 2019
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CHAPTER 3 

CARNIVAL AND FRANK WALTER’S UNIVERSE

above: Frank Walter, black-and-white photograph, Confirmation, 14.1 x 9 
cm. © Frank Walter 

opposite: Frank Walter, Carnival mask of a Christ figure on orange 
background with green lines, oil paint on heavy cardstock, 31 x 20 cm.
© Frank Walter

WITH HIS COMPLEXITY, contradiction, and irony,  
Antiguan artist Frank Walter (1926–2009) was a profound 
and quintessentially carnivalesque figure. He alternately 
lived in the world and retreated into his own imagining, 
but throughout his life he maintained a brave defiance of  
injustice. He was a black man with European heritage, 
who often longed to live as the princely white character 
of his conjuring, free from the racism of his era. Prolific 
in painting, sculpture, music, and writing, he often 
worked in carnivalesque themes. 

Walter showed immense artistry as a mask designer, and his 
expressive, abstracted faces are realized through an essential, 
bold use of line and colour. Haunting masked figures also 
feature in paintings such as Carnival and Party Goers as well 
as a revealing self-portrait that covers his own face in white. 
His lush and simple countryside landscapes painted in 
Europe and the Caribbean read like Dionysian escapes from 
worldly troubles. His interest in aristocracy and royalty as 
well as his carved wooden figures show an astute awareness 
of human nature and society. Throughout it all, Walter 
demonstrated a keen interest in the everyday life of  
Antiguans, which is particularly evident in his series of  
passport photographs and portraits of fellow countrymen. 

WALTER PRODUCED an extensive body of photographs in 
his lifetime, many of which showed his appreciation of men 
and, particularly, of women in the context of everyday  
Antiguan life. His compelling nocturnes capture the  
essential beauty of carnival queens walking gracefully  
in elegant ballgowns on floodlit stadium pavement on  
humid August nights. Equally respectful are his portrayals of 
women actively engaged in life—as cleaners, food vendors, 
friends, and more. In his sepia-tinted colour photograph  
Juke box joint, two men pose with dignity, meeting the artist’s 
eyes behind the lens. 
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clockwise, from opposite above:
Frank Walter, color photograph, Friendly food 
grower and seller in her market dress, print on K
odak paper, 15.3 x 10.4 cm. © Frank Walter

Frank Walter, colour photograph, Nocturne of a 
beauty queen in red, 8.8 x 11 cm. © Frank Walter

Frank Walter, colour photograph, Women embracing, 
15.3 x 10.4 cm. © Frank Walter

Frank Walter, colour photograph, Cleaner on her 
break, 15.3 x 10.4 cm. © Frank Walter

Frank Walter, colour photograph, Juke box joint,
15.3 x 10.4 cm. © Frank Walter

Walter’s deep ability to express compassion in a world that 
often challenged human integrity extended beyond the 
camera. In a poem written in 1988, Walter honours his  
childhood friend Rupert Racon, as he writes about growing 
up “on a respectable street” with the handsome Racon, 
whom he declared was from one of the founding families of 
Antigua.56 Walter added that in spite of his arresting good 
looks and elevated position from birth, Racon was reduced to 
being, like Walter, a vagrant. The carnival setting of a “royal 
fiesta” encapsulated their street-side environment in the late 
1960s, and was described by Walter in a revelatory manner:

Ladies promenaded in evening dresses from every  
part of the world, as Nevis Street had become the most 
cosmopolitan street in the world after sunset. Racon  
sat it out with me, to have the ladies walk close to us,  
after having the headlamps of their vehicles spotlight 
what was then believed to be the two great tramps of  
Antigua. The males often dressed in evening dresses 
and expensive lounge Suits.57

Racon was in many ways a tragic figure, impacted by early 
abuse from the Anglican Church and his white mother, who 
took issue with his dark complexion. He was omnipresent on 
the streets of St. John’s, where his incredible balance 
was legendary despite his incessant inebriation. Author 
Dorbrene O’Marde recalls watching him staggering at a 
forty-five-degree angle to the edge of the country ponds 
and, in an almost horizontal position, gathering water with 
cupped hands.58 King Short Shirt captures the deterioration 
of Walter’s friend Racon to vagrancy in his 1970 hit 
“Raycan,” in which he describes him as a nasty, stinking, 
begging, ten-cent tramp who “always booze” and “look like 
he born to lose.”59 According to O’Marde, King Short Shirt 
does not empathize with Raycan’s journey. Instead, he uses 
Racon’s persona as the foil to his own desirability and failed 
romantic efforts. King Short Shirt’s approach is a master 
class in songwriting and composition, demonstrating “how 
one uses the obvious, that which is in plain sight as a vehicle 
to that which is not obvious, that which is not in plain sight 
… a tactic that can nearly be defined as ‘bait and switch.’”60

The bouncy rhythm and simple lyrics and melody of  
“Raycan” struck a nerve throughout the region and beyond. 
Every calypso fan in every Caribbean country knew a  
“Raycan,” a fact that Dorbrene O'Marde explained in 1971  
in True Calypso: 

Even back up in Trinidad / they have Raycan up there  
too bad, and later, Even up in New York City / it have 
more Raycan than hippy. As a matter of fact the  
sobriquet “Raycan” was quickly assigned to many  
young men through the region who showed  
exuberant love for the liquid spirits.61

52 53



his fifteen-year-old son, Matthew Phipps Shiel, ascended the 
Redondan throne in 1895, a platform from which he wrote 
adventure stories and fantasy fiction. Later in life, Shiel 
passed the title to Welsh mystic and writer Arthur Machen 
(1863–1947) and English poet John Gawsworth (1912–1970). 
 
The British Colonial Office and Secretary of State were  
concerned enough to conduct an investigation into these 
lofty claims of sovereignty. Titled “Claim of Mr. John 
Gawsworth as ‘King’ of Redonda,” the report is now in the 
National Archives in Kew. It contains copious notes and 
amusing newspaper clippings covering Gawsworth’s 1949 
investiture as King Juan I of Redonda.62 During Gawsworth’s 
ceremony, reputed to have taken place in Golders Green, he 
provided his own honours list, with 48 names, including 
the manager of the nearby pub, who was appointed Knight 
Commander of the Order of the Star of Redonda. “I use the 
Royal Oak as my office and write all my books and poems 
there,” explained Gawsworth.63 During the ceremony, which 
coincided with the thirty-seventh birthday of the new King 
Juan I (Gawsworth), it was also pledged that the king and his 
followers would keep alive the name of Shiel, the first and 
former king, who had died two years before. 

CHAPTER 4

THE CARNIVALESQUE IMAGINATION IN 
ANTIGUA, BARBUDA, VENICE, AND REDONDA

SITUATED ALONG THE EDGE of one of the private  
cloisters at the Centro Culturale Don Orione Artigianelli,  
a fifteenth-century monastery in the heart of Venice, the  
National Pavilion of Antigua and Barbuda quietly 
celebrates the strength and resilience of its people. 
Find Yourself, a gallery wall featuring portraits of beautiful 
Antiguan and Barbudan people, presents a backdrop 
of daily life that expresses the core values and identity of 
a nation—the very qualities that inform the protest and 
resistance of their carnival festivities. In a similar way, 
the figures painted on the ceiling of the chapel of the 
church of Santa Maria della Visitazione are a direct 
reflection of our host city, offering a portrait of a 
particular time and place. These painted images 
silently populate the tranquil space as the embodiment 
of the original mission of guidance, charity, and compassion 
for the poor, which persists to this day. We are honoured 
to have been tenants since our inaugural National Pavilion 
at this institution, whose outreach to those in need is 
commendable and very much in alignment with the 
values of Antiguans and Barbudans.

A carnivalesque world is flexible. Though rooted in 
faith, it accommodates shifting identities, which leads 
to introspection. While Find Yourself is an exploration of 
carnival in Antigua and Barbuda, self-discovery through 
carnival is an experience shared by people in diverse global 
locations, including Venice, New Orleans, Notting Hill 
(London), Ukraine, Russia, and even the imaginary world 
of Redonda. If carnival is a place where kings can be jesters 
and paupers can be princes, then Redonda, the sister island 
to Antigua and Barbuda, is one of the Caribbean’s ultimate 
jumping-off points in the quest for a new identity. 

Redonda is an uninhabited, barren rock. During colonial 
times, the British harvested phosphate of alumina (bird  
manure) on the island for the lucrative fertilizer industry.  
Yet it has always been a place of imaginary kingdoms, its 
craggy silhouette and inhospitable sheer cliffs resembling 
nature’s version of a castellated fortress. During the  
nineteenth century, a preacher based on Montserrat claimed 
to have been granted the title of King of Redonda from 
Queen Victoria herself. Although this was never proven,  

Inspired by an accidental encounter with Javier Marias’s 
novel All Souls (1992) and its portrayal of Gawsworth,  
British artist and Royal Academician Stephen Chambers  
(b. 1960) made Redonda the stage set for his spectacular 
2017 exhibition The Court of Redonda in Palazzo Ca’ Dandalo 
on the Grand Canal in Venice. Fittingly, Chambers has now 
joined the list of members of the illustrious Court of  
Redonda, which over the decades has included Carl Van 
Vechten, Dylan Thomas, Henry Miller, Pedro Almodóvar, 
Francis Ford Coppola, Umberto Eco, and Ray Bradbury.

clockwise, from opposite: Spectacular waterfront location of the National Pavilion of Antigua and Barbuda at the 
Centro Culturale Don Orione Artigianelli, viewed from the Giudecca Canal at Zattere. © Philip Logan, Architect, 2018

Files  from the Colonial Office's investigation regarding the "mock" ceremonial investiture of the new King of Redonda and 48 
others at the home of poet John Gawsworth in Golders Green, 1949. © Courtesy National Archives, Kew, Ref. CO 152/523

Farah Syed, colour photograph, Courtier from The Court of Redonda and Royal Academician Stephen Chamber's 
 brilliant exhibition,"The Court of Redonda," Palazzo Ca' Dandalo, Venice 2017. © Stephen Chambers54 55



Frank Walter, Carnival figures, strong man lifting, oil paint on single-ply corrugated cardboard, 31.2 x 41 cm. © Frank Walter

CHAPTER 5

THE NATIONAL PAVILION OF ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA 
 AS A SPACE FOR PARTICIPATORY CULTURAL PRODUCTION

LUIGI DE MARZI AND MARCO PIANEGONDA 

CO-CURATORS, CA’ FOSCARI, VENICE, ITALY

SINCE ITS CREATION in 1895, La Biennale di Venezia has evolved constantly and 
expanded ceaselessly in its aim to include artistic production from all over the world. 
A century later, La Biennale had become deeply rooted in the local art environment as 
well as connected with the most relevant countries in the art world, but the need for 
reorganization emerged. A reform by Paolo Baratta in 1998 enabled the Exhibition 
to overcome the established hierarchy of the art world to create a polyhedral, fertile 
space that welcomed debate and was distinguished by its expansive international 
attitude. In this context, the National Pavilion of Antigua and Barbuda has found 
its place as a space that engages with its evolving art infrastructure and local 
contemporary art production in order to present it on a global stage.

The mission of La Biennale promoted by Baratta finds its origin in the meaningful 
institutional changes that took place in the early 1970s. Influenced by the 
counterculture movement of the late 1960s, a lively international debate arose 
focusing on the function and structure of the exhibitions and their role in society. 
In order to ensure that experimentation and research were at its core, the Exhibition 
needed a single theme rather than being “based on reviews and a laissez-faire 
approach.”64 Thus, with the 1973 reform and the designation of Vittorio Gregotti 
as director of the new section of Visual Arts and Architecture, La Biennale assured 
freedom of expression and promoted a new methodology, earning the definition of  
“critically polycentric workshop.”65

Antigua and Barbuda’s National Pavilion Find Yourself: Carnival and Resistance 
honours this definition. It also reflects the theme of La Biennale’s 58th International 
Art Exhibition, May You Live in Interesting Times, which uncovers art that deals 
with multiple and controversial interpretations of the world, an art able to blur 
conventional categories and to deconstruct prejudices. Antigua and Barbuda’s strong 
educational programme offers and promotes activities that continue even after the 
Exhibition closes so that the programme transcends the concept of mere display. 
Its creation of a space to debate artistic research positions cultural production as 
a fundamental tool for social development. In accordance with its aim to increase 
dialogue, the pavilion addresses the importance of intangible cultural heritage 
and documentary art forms as a way to deal with everyday reality by showing the 
Antiguan and Barbudan point of view: so close yet so far from ours, familiar in its  
post-colonial history but still so different from any Western-based structure.
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clockwise, from above: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, 
Brian Edwards on the six bass drums, ca. 1999. © The Estate 
of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, black-and-white photograph, Leslie Benjamin 
plays the carpenter’s saw, ca. 1992. © The Estate of Timothy 
A. Payne, 2019

Timothy Payne, black-and-white photograph, Pan builder, tuner, 
arranger, and player extraordinary, Vincent Freeland of Pigotts works 
his pan magic, 1999. © The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019

CLOSING COMMENTS:
THE LEGACY OF INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

THE HONOURABLE DARYLL MATTHEW 

COMMISSIONER AND MINISTER OF SPORTS, CULTURE, 
FESTIVALS, AND THE ARTS, ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA

FOR THE ISLAND NATION of Antigua and Barbuda, the 
development of the religious tradition of carnival into an act 
of resistance remains true in our modern festivals. With the 
pageantry of costumes, parades, resolute songs, and dances, 
carnival has been the manifestation of defiance from its  
inception as a slavery and post-abolition phenomenon 
through to the present day. The resplendent costumes, 
headdresses, jewellery, and textiles in Antigua and Barbuda’s 
National Pavilion portray strength, beauty, determination, 
and resilience. They honour our nation’s firm resolve to 
educate our youth in history and heritage, and in so doing 
to transform a complex and often difficult history into a 
contemporary art form unique to our country.

The intangible cultural heritage and collective arts of the 
dedicated sculptors, tailors, seamstresses, wire benders, 
mask makers, mas troupe designers, and seed and bead 
handicraft artisans maintain the innate dignity and 
subtle messaging of Antigua and Barbuda’s carnival.
In this modern interpretation, gifted elder artisans and 
youth have come together to create an artistic expression 
that acknowledges our African, European, American, 
Indigenous, and trans-Caribbean origins.

Our National Pavilion’s exhibition charts the international 
migration of the symbols denoting freedom of expression 
through the lens of slavery, emancipation, and our current 
leadership in social and environmental justice policy. 
Going further, our gallery explores the striking manner 
in which the people of Antigua and Barbuda share similar 
forms of communicating self-determination and integrity 
with peoples from many continents. 

As the Commissioner to the National Pavilion of 
Antigua and Barbuda, it has been a privilege to 
present carnival to the world. As the Minister of 
Culture, I would like to extend a warm invitation 
for you to visit Antigua and Barbuda in August to 
enjoy our hospitality and carnival celebrations.
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opposite: Timothy Payne, colour photograph, The young stilt walkers 
of Vitus mas troupe in motion, August 2018. © The Estate of 
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Timothy Payne, colour photograph, Two-note 
bass with Vaughn Parker and Irie, ca. 1994. 
© The Estate of Timothy A. Payne, 2019
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