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Small Island Art –Potential Untapped
Susan Mains, Grenada
I come to this presentation of the visual art in the small islands from my life’s experience.  If one were to try to do a serious study of the visual arts in the small English speaking islands of the Caribbean by looking at documentation, books, magazine articles, academic papers, etc., the results would be quite scant.   For twenty years I have been painting, exhibiting, and writing about art.   This experience I share with other Caribbean artists from the small islands who have remained in their island homes, some returning after study in the North America or Europe.    My greatest source of learning and encouragement for growth in my self-inflicted art education has been the artists of the Caribbean.   

When one asks an international audience to name a few Caribbean artists, Bob Marley’s name always is the first to be proudly shouted out, then perhaps Sean Paul or Beanie Man.  So you define the field and say, “name a visual artist of the Caribbean.” The room gets quiet.    Some may have a vague mental picture of a piece of “Haitian” art they have seen being sold on the street on some idyllic Caribbean holiday.  Perhaps someone may venture to say, Wilfredo Lam or Jean-Michel Basquiat.  Narrow the field even further, and ask for the name of an artist from a small English speaking Caribbean island.  The silence is uncomfortable.
In her concise book, Caribbean Art, Veerle Poupeye gives a survey of Contemporary art from the Caribbean.  Noticeably absent is the mention of any artist from the small islands, save St. Lucia’s Llewellyn Xavier 
   Included in my definition of small English speaking islands would be those of the Windward Island grouping, or the economic grouping of the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States.   The thread of history, language, style of government, currency and political association gives these islands a commonality.  

Given such a narrow frame of reference, is an examination of contemporary art even applicable?  The answer to that question is yes.   The contemporary visual art being produced in these countries reflects deeply the manifestation of life and thought of current times. On the strength of expression alone it certainly is worthy of being included in any context that includes the progress of art in the world.
In terms of the Caribbean today, the term “contemporary” seems to have two aspects. First, it is an art that benefits from institutional support through the system of commissions or exhibitions of national or international talents.  It is bolstered by a critical discourse whose many references enable a well-educated public to recognize several things when they look at a work of art: the school, style, personality, or an historical perspective with a famous figure in Western art.   Conversely, however, in our islands this “contemporary” according to current notions cannot easily attain the recognition that the West grants to “contemporary” art, either in its homeland or abroad.  This would come through the participation in prestigious international exhibitions, appearances in their catalogues, or articles published in specialized art journals.  

Referring to this well established western phenomenon AlfredoTriff, Miami art critic writes:

Today, with modern art behind us, the question of what counts as contemporary art remains as important. Though the term contemporary hints at something marked by the characteristics of the same period, within the art establishment it means validation (plainly: counting on the dictates of the market). 

What goes on is pretty weird. In spite of their avid consumption of pop culture, many contemporary artists feel withdrawn from crucial aspects of their immediate reality, which some see as mere virtual constructions. Yet in order to come to terms with this deficiency, they turn increasingly narcissistic. Young artists seek what they perceive as less oppressive forms, only to alienate themselves from the very notion of art they were spoon-fed to begin with. 

In truth our artistic culture ruptures us from some fruitful aspects of social organization and cultural traditions that are still prevalent in developing countries. Overly concerned with reception, many contemporary artists in the West would cringe at the idea of producing art that is somewhat politically or socially committed. 

The Foundation for Contemporary Art’s in Ghana definition is one that more closely aligns with the Caribbean experience: Contemporary Art is art produced now for a present-day public. Art is dynamic, it questions identity, individual and collective memory, and tells us who we are or might become. Present day society is diverse, and this is reflected in the visual arts community, in Ghana as elsewhere.3
The definition of contemporary art then becomes just the first of many barriers that an artist from the small island Caribbean must overcome. The struggle for inclusion is profound. 

The journey to “success” begins with the individual artist.  In many of the islands there has been no institutionalised programme for art education.  Even though the Ministry of Education may have art in the curriculum, the actual implementation of such from the primary school level onwards is only a reality if a particular teacher in a school has an interest. When you visit schools, there is no evidence of student work hung around the class rooms.

Art education in primary and secondary school is very limited. When it is offered in secondary school it is often relegated to those "who can't do so well academically." A principal once told me that the only reason they prepare students for Art for the CXC (external exam that replaced the British GCE) that some students can "at least get one O level.”
A secondary teacher from St. Andrew's ( a country parish) shared with me that he was teaching calligraphy to his students, but couldn't find the correct pens for them to practise with. When I asked him about importing them for him, his response was, "Ah, but they wouldn't be able to afford to buy them anyway."
Aside from material considerations, an even deeper problem exists for teachers wishing to teach art. For the most part, our teachers pass on what they have been taught in school. Art history or art appreciation has never been a part of the core curriculum. Art is often conceptualized just as the object that is produced, thus assigning it to the category of a product. Also, there is no differentiation between art and craft, (craft being an item that can be reproduced over and over). For the teaching of art to be a reality in our primary and secondary schools the teachers themselves must have an understanding of what art means in their lives.
Recognizing these problems exist, UNESCO has begun to play a role in art education in the Caribbean.  Reported from the 2nd Caribbean International Arts Education Symposium “The Working Committee recognized that while strides have been made across the region in advancing arts education through its argument to place the arts at the centre of the curriculum, there is an apparent failure within the school system to meet the universal educational and occupational goals of ‘education for all’ or ‘not a child left behind.’ This failure is seen in the culture of violence, the growing illiteracy rates and, in many instances, the collapse of systems of authority across the private and public sectors of the community, and the challenges now faced by creative teachers, managers and policy makers to devise alternative strategies for achieving the relevant demands and needs for the goals of education in the 21st century. To recognize and evaluate how the arts are at present being employed and assimilated into our societies was the challenge that faced the 2005 Caribbean Symposium.”  4 This is a starting point for a more vibrant future.
This dilemma is broader than the educational system. We have not been endowed with a national appreciation for visual art. Aside from the visual trappings of Carnival, we do not perceive art as a necessary part of our cultural environment. Art is not present in public spaces. When you walk into a government office, even in the Ministry of Culture, you do not see art on the walls, nor when you enter the country at the airport or seaport. Monuments have not been a part of what we leave behind for the next generation. Even the preservation and collection of the islands’ art has not been a priority. There are no art schools and no museums for the display of visual art.  There is no special social status afforded the “artist”.  In fact, artists are often stereotyped as “sort of crazy people” of whom one would never know what to expect.  And, of course, some are. 
Another serious barrier is the interruption in the life of an artist by economic or natural disaster. The phrase “disaster prone third world economies” became more than a cliché to me personally when Hurricane Ivan destroyed my home and studio in Grenada in 2004.  Recovery on a personal and national level is slow.  Physical survival takes priority.  Rebuilding files and records of almost twenty years of work is impossible.  International contacts tend to dry up and go away when you don’t communicate--three months without electricity and six months without internet service.  

The goal of every artist who wishes to be taken seriously is the participation in independent work, then a gallery, a residency, an art fair, and finally collection of his work by important collectors, and then a museum.  Aside from financial consideration, this process gives validity to their work.  It is a seal of approval from the world of art on their creative process.  The documentation of the art and the artist leaves a legacy for generations who follow.  It has the potential to shape a national consciousness for their country.  It is important work.  

Many small island Caribbean artists do not have the opportunity to go to art school.  There is no institution to guide them on this path for “success” in art.  Even those who have had the privilege of formal training suffer along with everyone from the stigma of being a “Caribbean” artist.  The stigma comes from the preconception that “Caribbean” means exclusively naïve, intuitive, or unschooled work.  
Jamaica, Barbados and Trinidad have at least four decades of work invested into their institutional structure for the visual arts.  They each have museums where visual art is collected and can be viewed.  Art has been a part of their school curriculum, and they have had government support for the arts.  Some documentation has been done in terms of books published about artists of their respective countries.  Furthermore, there is a national pride associated with their art.  Jamaicans want to buy art of a “Jamaican” artist.  Pioneers in art education in the Caribbean like Edna Manley, (Jamaica), Stanley Greaves (Guyana, Barbados) and Karl “Jerry” Craig (Jamaica) have forged a legacy of an art that is unique in the world.  Even with all this, the art from these countries is labeled and  they too suffer from the same “Caribbean” designation.   
Misconceptions that equate Caribbean art and Haitian art abound.  Haiti’s entrance in the international art scene was first presented by Seldon Rodman in his 1948 book Renaissance in Haiti: Popular Painters in the Black Republic.  His book emphasized the popular or “primitive” artists fostered at the Centre d’art in Port-au-Prince, and thus presented a narrow and even demeaning impression of art in Haiti.  The Centre d’Art opened in May 1944 in Port-au-Prince, and its founders planned to encourage and instruct young, aspiring painters, who, presumedly, would come from the educated bourgeoisie.  Unexpectedly, working class people with artistic hope appeared on the scene, eager to participate.  Thus a tremendous fount of creativity was discovered among people who had no previous access to artistic training.   The result has been a well known school of art consisting of predominantly lower class origin artists, relatively unschooled, who became the bearers of the label for “Haitian” art. 5 Their popular art has been widely exploited, with the creators of it receiving the least percentage from its sale.  Because the representative images, bright colours, and “voodoo” symbols are so easily identified and reproduced,  they have come to be a tourist souvenir seen throughout the Caribbean.  Many assume that this is the only art created in these parts.   The terms “naïve, brut, primitive, and outsider” are assigned, often with a derogatory designation.   
Not only contemporary artists from Haiti, but those from the rest of the Caribbean have had this barrier added to the list of those to overcome.

(A few years ago I encouraged an expatriate living in Grenada to collect Grenadian art. Her response was, "Oh, but I couldn't buy yours — it isn't Grenadian." Asking for further explanation, she replied to me, "It isn't primitive enough." Apparently she had been convinced that only the very naïve work was truly Grenadian art - sadly misinformed.)
Art Critic Annie Paul expounds on yet another self-imposed barrier to Caribbean art.  She outlines the difficulties of artists of a post-colonial state still affected by the trappings of the colonizers. 
“I started by invoking the heavy expat presence in the apparatuses that create meaning for art in the Caribbean. This expat gaze has produced art worlds dominated by Eurocentric narratives of modern art, in which the foreign expert/expat traffics in a certain "expatese" with immense currency in Caribbean narratives about nationhood. I find it useful to contrast Trinidadian artist Steve Ouditt's idea of Creole capital with the expat, visitor, or immigrant from the "North" who has automatic symbolic capital and can avail of abundant credit wherever he goes. Expat credit is elastic, expansive, and limitless. This credit is what I refer to as "expatese," a state of being that is equivalent in value to actual expertise in a particular field, so that local powerbrokers will often bolster their positions by claiming to have consulted a resident "foreign expert" who advises them on whom to include or exclude from the "nation." As artist Christopher Cozier says, "The art space in the Caribbean is an owned space controlled by a comfortable alliance between an expatriate and local elite. It's all about building the 'nation' and protecting or preserving the 'culture.'"  6
This tension expressed here is real and can have great potential for damage and the deconstruction of the art process.  The reality of the modern Caribbean is that its people are all originated elsewhere.   Some came long ago, and some more recently.  All came with a creative spark and can contribute to the synthesis that is Caribbean culture.  The mature process recognizes this, and unlike the colonial system where the favoured elite were always chosen, or the modern where the majority are always chosen, it seeks to actively achieve fairness of representation from all of its parts, honouring the diversity rather than dissecting it. 
After the work of creating the art and the years of practicing it, the next step on the journey to international recognition that a Caribbean artist may gain would be exhibition and representation in an overseas gallery. Galleries in the first world who feature Contemporary Caribbean Art suffer from some of the same misconceptions as the individual artists. They must build a clientele, and that process is daunting. 

The customers of a gallery are two types, the first being a buyer who wants a decoration for the living room.  He wants to be satisfied that the piece of art is to his esthetic satisfaction.  He pays for it, and he takes it home and hangs it.  End of story.
The second kind of customer is a collector.  He is looking for a piece of art that will be an investment—something that over the years will appreciate in value.   The process includes researching the artist--who else has bought his work, where has be been exhibited, is he likely to continue producing.   When the customer buys the piece of art he is investing into the career of the artist.  He will probably buy this artist’s work again.   This kind of conscious behaviour is not often seen in the buyer of art created in the Caribbean.

Why?  First of all, as stated before, the label of Caribbean often causes people to stereotype the work.  Because there has been such lack of documentation of the contemporary work from the Caribbean, there is lack of knowledge. 
The first world has a plethora of art writers and critics who fill journals, magazines, catalogues and newspapers with documentation of artists and exhibits.   In the English speaking Caribbean for hundreds of artists, just a handful of people write.  Annie Paul of Jamaica, Christopher Cozier of Trinidad, Jennifer Schmidt of Curacao,  Rupert Roopnarine of Guyana consistently write,  but their ranks are too few.  Small Axe Journal (Indiana University) and Calabash Journal (New York University) are periodicals that often include art criticism, but the circulation primarily reaches academia, and not the general market or even back to the Caribbean.   
The lack of documentation for Caribbean art is an economic issue as well.  The “going rate” in the U.S. for a writer to do a free lance piece to submit to art magazines for possible publication is $400-500. (estimate)7 This is the amount that the gallery owner, curator, or artist pays the writer.  There is no guarantee that the article will be published by any journal. There is also the expense of transparencies of the art, usually paid to a professional photographer.  The investment can be as much as $1000, still with no assurance of publication. 
 The work of the Caribbean has not been embraced by the mainstream at international art fairs, so there is no precedent for the value of the work. An October 2005 press release from the prestigious Art Basel Miami was high-lighting is “highly inclusive process” for galleries from around the world. “Its prominent list of participants makes Art Basel Miami Beach the most prestigious art show on the American continent for 20th-century classics and contemporary art. The art show features 195 leading galleries from 30 countries. Of the galleries, 41% come from the USA and Canada, 49% from Europe, 7% from Latin America, 3% from Asia, and one from the African continent” 8 None from the Caribbean. 
In the practical, this means there is no money for the gallery, and commercial endeavors cannot survive without sales.   The easiest escape is for the galleries to bow to the popular, promote the Caribbean as a place of naïve or brut art, and continue to reinforce the misconception that contemporary art doesn’t happen in the Caribbean.

An example of this preconceived notion of Caribbean art was recently discussed with the Proprietor and Head Curator of the Diaspora Vibe Gallery in Miami, Florida, Rosie Gordon-Wallace.   The Gallery has been operating for the past ten years, and has focused its efforts on contemporary work from the Caribbean.  For the first time in 2005 she submitted the work of several of her gallery artists to a jury for selection in the popular Art Miami Art Fair 2006.  This fair has continued for the past sixteen consecutive years, and presumably was initiated for sale of the art of Latin America and the Caribbean.   Art Galleries pay a booth fee for the privilege of exhibiting. A percentage of sales is taken by the organizers of the fair. It is a capital driven affair. 

The slides of the works of art were shown to the jury without names of artists or labels of galleries.  The artists were chosen purely on the impact of the images.  Diaspora Vibe Gallery was awarded a booth on the merit of the art.  Only afterwards when the organizers learned that they were “Caribbean” artists did they become concerned.  Ms. Gordon-Wallace was called in for numerous consultations. There was almost a disbelief this work was from the region.  Then the process turned to the positioning of the booth in the fair.  Because there was no precedent that it would be financially viable, the booth did not receive a favourable visual position, thus making the struggle even harder. 9
While individual Caribbean artists have been exhibited at international biennales, there is no recognized entity representing the Caribbean.   When Jamaica made its presence known at the ultimate of biennales in Venice in 2004, it was severely criticized. The lack of Jamaican national support and on-island institutional structures; the lead role of individual artists rather than curators were high lighted as problematic for the future potential pavilion and the resulting image of Jamaican art at that event. 10
The unfortunate truth is that some artists whose origins are in the Caribbean facing these numerous obstructions have chosen to move to the first world and leave their roots behind.  When they exhibit, no mention is made of the countries that shaped them.   First world iconography and esthetics now dominate their work.  The west becomes their measure of civilization, and their measure of success.  Sadly, they visit the Caribbean now as tourists, enjoying the sun and sea and food and music, and return apparently unscathed to their North American or European enclaves to continue their careers unfettered by a “made in the Caribbean” label. 
An example of a Caribbean enigma is Steve McQueen. The British-born, Amsterdam-based McQueen (1969) is one of the leading young international

contemporary video installation artists and filmmakers. Trained in England (Goldsmiths College,London, 1990-93) and in the United States (Tisch School of the Arts, New York University, 1993-94) he has been widely exhibited in Europe, and in South America (ARC/Musée d’Art Moderne dela Ville de Paris, France, 2003; Museu de Arte Moderna de São Paulo in São Paulo, Brazil, 2001;

Documenta X, Kassel, Germany, 1997), but less so in the United States where his work has been presented in one-person exhibitions at the Art Institute of Chicago (2002) and at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (1998).

McQueen is a recipient of England’s prestigious Turner Prize (1999), awarded by the Tate in London, and of the major British award OBE − Officer of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (2002), McQueen’s work is included in public and private collections worldwide. The Turner Prize is awarded to a British artist under 50 for an outstanding exhibition or other presentation of their work in the twelve months preceding. The Prize was established in 1984 by the Tate Gallery's Patrons of New Art and is intended to promote public discussion of new developments in contemporary British art. It is widely recognised as one of the most important and prestigious awards for the visual arts in Europe. The monetary award is 20,000 GBP.

McQueen won the prize for Deadpan, a black and white silent film homage to Buster Keaton, in which he repeatedly recreates one of Keaton's most famous stunts, when the gable of a house falls over him without hitting him.
McQueen’s earlier black-and-white silent films draw upon structural filmmaking of the 1960s as well as on performance art to create aesthetically and intellectually compelling works that are rich in cinematic tradition. Most recently in his color video projections, he has focused on historic events in Grenada (Caribs’ Leap, 2002), from where his family originates. 11
Caribs' Leap is filmed on the site of a historic mass suicide. In 1651, rather than surrender to the French army, hundreds of Caribs threw themselves from the cliffs. "The place is haunted in some ways - this is the aftermath. What's so interesting about Grenada is that in the space of 300 years it has been repopulated five times. Those histories are living on there, overlapping one another." 

McQueen's parents were born in Grenada, though he was born and brought up in west London. "My grandmother died a couple of years back, so going back to Grenada this time there was no one to hold it together. I don't feel a part of it at all.” 12
The irony goes both ways.  Here is a Caribbean person who has benefited from his physical presence in the First World, being able to rise to the heights of validation in the mainstream of art.  He uses images from Grenada to make film, but feels no connection to Grenada.  The other side of the coin is that when he won the Turner Prize, it didn’t even make the news in Grenada.  
This disconnection hurts all of those involved.  It points once again to the lack of institutional structures to support the visual arts.   This should have been a major talking point for the arts in Grenada, McQueen should have been lauded locally—invited to Grenada for a screening of his films.  Maybe then he would have “felt a part of it”.  Perhaps the interaction with him would have encouraged other young Grenadians to express themselves similarly.  We’ll never know.
The Latin countries of the Caribbean seem to have had much more success in bringing their artists to international attention.   This can be explained by the very things that the English Speaking Caribbean is lacking.  They have had governmental and institutional support for their artists.  Art has been a part of their school curriculum.  There has been documentation of the work in many books and periodicals for many years. The islands have not been grouped separately from other Latin Countries.  Smaller islands have benefited from the capacity of larger countries, for example, Cuba from Mexico.  The result of these efforts in promoting and sustaining the art of Latin America is highlighted by a recent release from the Art Nexus Magazine’s on line site.    
New York ​ Christie’s sale of Latin American Art this season will have its evening performance on November 15, offering several seminal works by major Latin American artists. On November 16, the day sale will present a wide array of paintings, drawings and sculpture, ranging from more work by key artists to contemporary creations, attractive for new and established collectors alike. Both sales are rich in private and museum property, including property from the Metropolitan Museum, New York, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and the Detroit Institute of Arts.
For Fernando Botero - recently in the news with the unveiling of his Abu Ghraib - series ​ the theme of military regimes and their use of power have made appearances in his work during his entire career. Less overt in its expression of unrest but reflecting a clear interest in the military as a subject-matter is Junta Militar (estimate: $750,000-950,000), a painting Botero executed in 1973 and the cover lot of the sale. 
An absolutely splendid portrait by Diego Rivera, depicting José Antonio del Pozo (estimate: $700,000-900,000), shows Rivera at the height of his powers. The work belongs to the series of commissioned portraits Rivera did of the youngest members of Mexico’s intellectual and business elite. The 1955 portrait features the twelve-year old son of the General Secretary of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México and the work is inscribed elaborately by Rivera, a practice reminiscent of Renaissance portraits. The artistic as well as allegorical power of the work is stunning ​ symbols of childhood and maturity, death and life blend in this fabulous retrato. The work is part of the National Heritage of Mexico and can not be removed from the country. 

A superb reflection of Rufino Tamayo’s exquisite treatment of the child in his paintings is Girl with Yellow Flowers, 1946 (estimate: $600,000-800,000), from the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. The present painting opened a new chapter in Tamayo’s dealing with the subject, as he abandoned traces of shyness and opened up his work to vibrate with vitality and joy. Girl with Yellow Flowers evokes an exterior Impressionist scene, bathed in sunlight and displaying a lighthearted play of lights and shadows. Also by Tamayo are Dos Personajes en un interior, 1970 (estimate: $300,000-400,000), depicting a mysterious realm of warm and luminous color; and Imagen en el Espejo, 1961 (estimate: $250,000-350,000). 

Wifredo Lam is represented by three works from the late thirties/early forties, a highly sought-after period in his career. Habana, 1944 (estimate: $250,000-350,000) reflects the large impact his returning to Cuba in 1941 had on his art. Lam felt a "great stimulation of my imagination" and his subsequent works integrated Cuba’s flora, its extraordinary light and African myths. Habana belongs to this group of vigorously colorful paintings, exploring Cuba’s sunlight using techniques of impressionism and pointillism. The sale also features Untitled, circa 1945 (estimate: $400,000-500,000) and an exquisite work on paper, Figure, drawn in 1938 (estimate: $150,000-200,000). 13

This release is significant in several ways.  First, it speaks of art and auction from a world renowned house.  It speaks of art history, and of National Heritage.  Finally, the significant prices expected for the art speaks to the perceived value of the work and what it represents.  It speaks to the tremendous capacity for visual arts in the economic activity of a nation. We in the English speaking Caribbean are not there yet.

There has been a measure of bridging the divide between the Latin countries of the Caribbean and the others, French, Dutch, and English, initiated by the Spanish. 


A significant event that cuts across the geo-political lines is the Caribbean Biennales headquartered in the Museo de art Moderno in Santo Dominigo, Dominican Republic. This has been a tremendous stimulant to the contemporary art movement in the small islands.  The five editions have been organized by a country inclusive process and thus several of the small islands have been included.  The artists involved were given the opportunity to work big and experimentally.  The exposure to other contemporary art and to the artists themselves from the Caribbean proved that the language of art is universal.  

 While also in the Caribbean, the Havana Biennale is patterned by a curatorial process.  The curators would have to be invited by a ministry of culture initiative to choose the works of the artists.   His trip and expenses would be paid for by invitation.  The transportation and insurance and documentation of the works to the museum would be paid for by the government. In countries where art is given such low priority, this is not going to happen.  Therefore not even one artist from the smaller islands can participate in this important international art exposition.
Even with all this, the passion of the individual contemporary visual artists of these small islands drives the work. A few examples follow, Grenada being given the most weight, because that is where I live, and my knowledge and contacts are greater. 
Dominica
Dominica

Earl Etienne

Born 1957; Roseau, Dominica Lives and works in Dominica,  Edna Manley School of Art Jamaica

Etiene is best known for his trademark "Bouzaille" or "Flambeau" technique - a method of spontaneous carbon flame application to the canvas, which results in smoke-infused tones appearing on the canvas. Etienne’s staple might be bouzzaille, but he works in many other genres and has experimented with different materials, namely fibreglass, coconut husk and modelling paste. Most recently, he has begun experimenting with drawing with banana latex on paper. This latest experiment is one where he is in the process of analysis, observing how the latex interacts with the paper over time.

Ellingworth Moses,

Protégé of Earl Etienne , began working professionally in 1992. Not unlike Etienne, he found certain ways of working  through experimentation and accident. Moses’ propensity to experiment is evident in his cotton thread canvases, where he arranges thread on and affixes the thread to a canvas (sometimes the thread of the very canvas that he has prepared) and then paints over it. Subtle texturing of the surface emerges, and again, a pattern becomes embedded in the work, almost as its subtext. 14

St. Lucia

Arnold Toulon 

Born – Dominica 1958 Lives and works in St. Lucia

Edna Manley School of Art, Jamaica, Studied with Hatitian artist Louis Desire

Believing that paintbrushes are "contrived" and "constraints of the academy", Toulon applies his paint with used phone-cards and etches the surface with an ice pick.  Toulon participates in numerous exhibitions locally and internationally.. 15

Antigua

Heather Doram

Born 1953; Antigua  Lives and works in Antigua

Edna Manley School of Visual Arts Jamaica, Savannah College of Art and Design, MFA

Heather Doram is one of the leading designers in Antigua, having designed the national dress of Antigua and Barbuda. Known for her collages and textiles, the artist taught art for over twenty-five years in Antigua, is currently the Director of Culture in the country, and is heavily involved in Antigua Carnival. Her paintings are at once ancient and modern, echoing the tribal art of aboriginal Australia. 16

St. Vincent

Caroline Sardine

Born 1977,  Kingstown, St. Vincent  Lives and works in St. Vincent

Barbados Community College, Edna Manley School of Performing Art,  Royal College of Art London, MA

London-based art historian Anne Walmsley finds in Sardine’s work “a distinctive individual voice from earliest student days. The bold, often raw expression in painting and printmaking, assemblage and construction, has a confident and fluent command of line and form, colour and materials, in which she combines image and word . . . with verve, humour, and challenge . . . From the start, her work rung with an individual voice of disturbing sensitivity and vulnerability.” 17

Grenada

Richard Buchanan

Born  1952, Canada   Lives and works in Grenada

 Bishop’s College, Quebec / Montreal Museum School, Montreal 

 Concordia  University, Montreal / Hamilton College, N.Y.

Widely exhibited and collected internationally, Richard immigrated to Grenada in 1990.  He owns and operates Art Grenada Fine Arts Gallery., which features the most contemporary collection of locally produced art in Grenada.  His own personal style is abstract.  Precise and rhythmic in his approach, his works range from tiny 4 square inch sculptures to large 5 square feet paintings.   

Lyndon Bedeau

Born Grenada 1979,  Lives and works in Grenada

St. George’s University,  B.A.

A self-taught artist, Lyndon has for the past six years been studying the 1950s New York school.  His development comes from the study of art magazines, journals, books. In the past year his development has been geometric.  Developing a rich vocabulary uniquely his own, he has fashioned a system “currency” of idiomatic drawings.  Tiny figures are drawn and painted in series, perhaps as many as 40 in a day.  The small cards are then arranged and re-arranged on the wall, with the potential to be purchased individually, traded like baseball cards, grouped, or left to stand alone.  Lyndon has also done installations in abandon buildings.

Suelin Low Chew Tung 

 Born Trinidad 1965  Lives and works in Grenada

Florida Institute of Design

After a period of almost twenty years while she worked as a pharmacist, Suelin has since Hurricane Ivan returned to her artistic roots.  Notably, the painting she did in 1987 received only negative attention from family, and she was discouraged from being involved in any artistic endeavor.  She has now begun to create a body of work.

Brian Bullen

Born Canada 1965 of Grenadian parents.  Lives and Works in Grenada

Ontario College of Art and Design (O.C.A.D), Master of Architecture in 1995 from the Southern California Institute of Architecture (Sci-Arc).

An architect by training, Brian assembles large installations using various materials to convey meaning, particularly examining socio-political issues.   For "Misbehavin' Properly," though, a hand crafted metal drum is forged into shape by the bare hands of  the artist, then assembled unlike a Lego building block, but with unusual materials relating to transport and trade.  Mr.Bullen speaks of  Globalisation but  is this what he means?  Wood, metal strapping bands, cables and metal tubes - objects we see daily yet neglect its purpose; "A electrical pole centred by cables," or transport wooden crates used to import foreign cars and car parts franticly recycled as structural walls for homes to accommodated poorer citizens. For the layman this arrangement of "building" materials makes no “concrete sense.” But for the artist it speaks of a language of recyclable structural possibilities and a vision of an irregular shape firmly standing.  This particular project was shown at the Contemporary Arts Centre gallery in Trinidad and made possible by a Canada Council of the Arts.The scale of his work is such that there is no facility in Grenada where it can be adequately exhibited

Oliver Benoit

Born Grenada 1957  Lives and Works in Grenada

North London University, UK, BSc. University of Sussex, UK, MA, Brandeis University PhD.

A  professor of Sociology at St. George’s University, Benoit is a self-taught artist.  He has painted for many years, drawing inspiration from his work in sociology.  His style is abstract, purposefully obscuring the details, challenging the viewer to come to his own conclusions regarding meaning.   His colour palette  is distinctly influenced by the earth tones of the Caribbean soil.  He has exhibited and been collected internationally.

Susan Mains

Born 1958, USA  Grew up in the Caribbean.  Lives and works in Grenada

Cedarville University, B.A., Freedom University M.Ed. D.Ed

A self-taught artist, Susan draws from the many layers of light and life in the Caribbean. She is a painter, preferring large canvases, and in a series spanning nine years has explored the concept of “masking”.  Using the dried acrylic residue from her glass palette, she fashions masks and collages them to the surface of haunting portraits.  African iconology from the Asante people of Ghana found its way into her work, as well as the Kalinago symbols from the indigenous people of Grenada. She exhibits and has been collected internationally. 

There are more comtemporary artists who exhibit with the Grenada Arts Council in its yearly exhibition: Roger Brathwaite, a photographer,  Jim Rudin, a photographer, Victoria Slinger, a painter, Renee Froelich, a sculptor, Chris Mast, sculpture, Lilo Nido, drawing and batik,   John Pivott, a sculptor,  Stanley Coutain, a sculptor,  John Benjamin, a painter, and others.    The Grenada Art Council is perhaps the closest to an institution supporting the arts that Grenada has.  For almost forty years this volunteer non-governmental organisation has been championing the artists of Grenada.

West Indian Literature has made its mark on the world.  Caribbean Music has become mainstream.  The contemporary visual arts remain largely unknown.  This is all the more surprising in light of the great influence that the Caribbean has had on the mainstream art.  When Camille Pissaro returned to France as a young adult after living in St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands most of his life, he brought with him the light and energy of the Caribbean.  He became one of the founding fathers of the school of French impressionism.  Wilfredo Lam and Picasso were painting together when the images influenced by the African tribal masks began to show up in Picasso’s work.  Those historians writing from the mainstream always assume that Picasso influenced Lam, but given Lam’s Cuban background, his Chinese-African-European heritage, I would venture to say that Lam was the influence.  (I just heard the collective gasp of western art historians around the world—at least above the 20th lattitude).

In conclusion the reason why this examination of the current status of the contemporary art in the small English speaking islands is important at a conference like this is because you as the participants will not hear about it in the mainstream. Historians, researchers, musicians, film makers, anthropologists, writers and academics all, we would encourage you to actively include in your narratives the tremendous potential of this contemporary visual art.    Your writing gives documentation, it expands the literature available to students all over the world who wish to investigate our art forms. 

 The internet makes that literature available and accessible.  Curated by Sonja Dumas and Christopher Cozier, The Colonial Life Insurance Company in Trinidad has dedicated part of their company’s website to this dissemination of art information by and about Caribbean artists. An admirable endeavor—capacity building.

Another web project that brings capacity is that of Richard Bolai.  This site is a virtual gallery for Caribbean artists, giving them exposure for their work without the expense of travel.  18 Your contributions would be welcome there. 

Finally, I believe that this force of the visual arts in our small islands is powerful. It has transformative energy for our individuals, our communities and our economies.  Transcending the barrier walls is a daunting task, yet  our Caribbean mantra is expressed eloquently by psalmist and philosopher Robert Nestor Marley,

                                      “If you are the big tree

                                       We are the small axe

                                      Ready to cut you down

                                      Well sharp, to cut you down.” 19
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