
Two Nineteenth Century Plays From Trinidad:
Exploring the Literary Heritage of the
Caribbean
The Caribbean's rich literary landscape encompasses a vibrant tapestry of
stories and voices that have shaped its cultural heritage. Among these, the
theatre has played a significant role, mirroring the social, political, and
cultural complexities of the region. Two remarkable plays from 19th century
Trinidad, "The Coolie Girl" and "The Jumbie Dance", offer a compelling
glimpse into the literary heritage of the Caribbean and its theatrical
traditions.
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Written by Samuel Philip in 1894, "The Coolie Girl" stands as one of the
earliest surviving plays from Trinidad. It delves into the harrowing
experiences of indentured laborers brought from India to work on the
colony's sugar plantations.

The play centers around the titular character, Coolie Giri, a young woman
forced into servitude. Amidst the harsh conditions and exploitation, she
encounters the challenges of racism, cultural displacement, and the
struggle to maintain her identity.
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Philip's poignant portrayal of the indentured experience not only sheds light
on a dark chapter in Trinidad's history but also highlights the resilience and
spirit of the laborers who endured unimaginable hardships.

The Jumbie Dance: A Supernatural Exploration of Identity and
Tradition
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Written by David A. de Verteuil in 1929, "The Jumbie Dance" transports us
into the realm of folklore and the supernatural. It revolves around the titular
dance, a popular tradition in Trinidad and Tobago, performed to appease
the spirits known as "jumbies."

The play follows the protagonist, Lancelot, a young Trinidadian who
becomes entangled in the jumbie world. Through his encounters with
various characters, including a mysterious jumbie queen, Lancelot grapples
with issues of identity, cultural preservation, and the clash between
modernity and tradition.

De Verteuil's skillful blending of folklore, music, and dance creates a
captivating theatrical experience that celebrates the richness of Trinidad's
cultural heritage while exploring its complexities.

Exploring the Literary and Historical Significance

"The Coolie Girl" and "The Jumbie Dance" hold immense literary and
historical significance within the Caribbean context. They provide
invaluable insights into the social, cultural, and political realities of 19th
century Trinidad.

These plays offer a unique window into the lives and experiences of
marginalized communities, namely the indentured laborers and the
practitioners of Afro-Caribbean traditions. They highlight the struggles,
resilience, and cultural richness that have shaped the Caribbean
experience.

Moreover, these plays showcase the emergence of a distinct local theatre
in Trinidad. They paved the way for the development of a Creole theatre



that celebrated the island's unique cultural identity, language, and
experiences.

Preserving and Celebrating the Legacy

Preserving and celebrating the legacy of these plays is crucial for
safeguarding the Caribbean's literary heritage. They continue to be
performed and studied by theatre companies and scholars alike, ensuring
their enduring relevance and impact.

Initiatives aimed at digitizing and archiving these plays, making them
accessible to wider audiences, are invaluable in preserving their cultural
significance. Additionally, educational programs that incorporate these
plays into curricula help foster an appreciation for the region's literary
contributions.

The 19th century plays of "The Coolie Girl" and "The Jumbie Dance" are
literary treasures that illuminate the rich and multifaceted cultural landscape
of Trinidad. They offer a poignant glimpse into the struggles, traditions, and
identities that have shaped the Caribbean experience.

By preserving and celebrating these plays, we not only honor the legacy of
the past but also ensure that their stories continue to inspire and resonate
with audiences today and in generations to come.
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