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SURVIVING SECULARIZATION:
MASKING THE SPIRIT IN THE JANKUNU (JOHN CANOE) 

FESTIVALS OF THE CARIBBEAN

In certain parts of the Americas colonized by the English and built with 
the labor of Africans and their descendants, the holiday season at the end 
of the year was once – and in some areas still is – celebrated by parading 
bands of masqueraders whose danced processions created an ambiguous, 
highly charged space of their own.1 These outdoor performances by enslaved 
Africans amused, mystified, and discomfited the Europeans who observed 
and wrote about them during the nineteenth century. The loud drumming and 
singing, “wild” dancing, and “extravagant” costumes topped with horned ani-
mal masks and towering headdresses overloaded the senses of these white 
onlookers, and suggested to them something inscrutably and dangerously 
African, even when certain European elements could be recognized within the 
unfamiliar mix. Unlike the pre-Lenten Catholic carnivals that were appropri-
ated and refashioned by Africans in several parts of the Americas, this was a 
festival created by the enslaved themselves. Over time it was accepted by the 
ruling whites, who came to view it as a necessary evil – a kind of safety valve 
through which the simmering tensions on slave plantations could be periodi-

1. This article is based on comparative fieldwork and library research supported by a 
Rockefeller Fellowship at the Center for Black Music Research in Chicago and the Alton 
Augustus Adams Music Research Institute in St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands (2003-
4), as well as a subsequent Fellowship at the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities in 
Charlottesville (2006). I am most grateful to these institutions. I would like to express spe-
cial appreciation to Olivia Bowles, Sebastian Cayetano, Jerome Handler, John Mariano, 
Eris Moncur, Alson Titus, and Jerris Valentine for their contributions to the larger, ongo-
ing project on Jankunu of which this research is a part. I would also like to thank Samuel 
Floyd for urging me to write this article in the first place, and Shannon Dudley for his 
insightful comments on an earlier draft. Lastly, I would like to acknowledge the thought-
ful comments and criticisms of an anonymous reviewer for this journal, which, owing to 
limitations of space, I am unable adequately to address herein, but which I intend to take 
up in future writings on the topic.
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cally released and kept from exploding. In certain parts of the Caribbean and 
Central America, variants of this enigmatic festival are still practiced.

Indeed, this Christmas and New Year’s festival, known as Jankunu (John 
Canoe, Jonkonnu, Junkanoo, John Kuner) has, for some, become a powerful 
symbol of a surviving African “spirit” in the English-speaking Americas.2 In 
the words of the renowned Caribbean poet and historian Kamau Brathwaite 
(1990:90-91), “the [jon]konnus that we know throughout Plantation America 
are the visible publicly permitted survival ikons of African religious culture.” 
Yet Jankunu today is characterized by most local commentators, including the 
majority of practitioners themselves, as a fundamentally “secular” tradition.

How could a tradition almost universally perceived as “secular,” and said 
by participants themselves to be devoid of spiritual significance, be interprete d 
by a leading scholar and cultural “insider” as an iconic embodiment of reli-
giosity? What might explain this apparent contradiction? In this essay I offer 
some possible answers to this question and examine its broader implications.

In my view, Brathwaite is correct. His representation of Jankunu, I 
believe, captures a profound historical truth – one that can be clearly appre-
hended and verified only through a genuinely diachronic perspective that 
moves beyond one-sided modes of historiography that depend exclusively 
on written forms of documentation. Only by employing contemporary eth-
nography to overcome the limitations of written sources and help us bridge 
past and present in a more balanced way, I would argue, can we really arrive 
at such a perspective, enabling us to recover a crucial but previously inac-
cessible dimension in the history of an important, but poorly understood, 
Afro-Atlantic performance complex.

ABsence or Presence of “sPirit” in JAnKunu: 
VArying PersPectiVes

In my very first interview with a Jamaican Jankunu practitioner, in 1974, 
when I gingerly raised the question of a possible spiritual dimension to his 
tradition, I was told flatly, “no man! ... Jankunu is only a pleasure.”3 Three 

2. To suggest common origins and the continuing relatedness of all the traditions 
going by variants of this same name, I use a single spelling, “Jankunu,” throughout this 
essay. This spelling more accurately reflects the pronunciation of the word that I have 
heard practitioners almost everywhere use (/jángkunu/) than do the usual spellings of 
John Canoe, Jonkonnu, Junkanoo, etc. (see Cassidy 1966:47-51). (The exception is the 
Bahamas, where I most often heard /jángkanu/.) In quoted passages I retain the original 
spellings unless otherwise noted. I also use ‘‘Junkanoo’’ when referring specifically to the 
“official” version of the Bahamian festival that reigns in Nassau.
3. Interview with Simon Augustus Lewis, seventy-four-year-old leader of a Jankunu 
troupe, St. Ann’s Bay, Jamaica, January 26, 1974. It is of course possible that at least some  
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decades later, when I began comparative fieldwork on Jankunu in various 
other parts of the Caribbean, I heard many similar statements. A respected 
cultural authority in the Bahamas, who had himself experienced a local ver-
sion of the Jankunu masquerade every Christmas season while growing up in 
a small village on Cat Island, told me that “Jankanu was totally separate from 
religion,” and insisted that there was “not a scintilla of spirituality in it.”4 

Some weeks later, in Belize, a Garifuna cultural activist and museum direc-
tor used the term “secular” to describe to me the local version of Jankunu 
practiced by his own people.5 Such characterizations remain the norm almost 
everywhere that variants of the tradition continue to be found (in Jamaica, 
the Bahamas, and along the Atlantic coast of Central America).

It is hardly surprising, then, that most scholars who have had actual expe-
rience with contemporary performances and practitioners tend to represent 
Jankunu as being devoid of religious significance. In what remains probably 
the most comprehensive study of Jankunu as a pan-Caribbean phenomenon 
to date, the art historian Judith Bettelheim (1979:227) concludes that this tra-
dition is “fundamentally secular in nature.” In a later publication, she main-
tains this position, arguing that “the evidence suggests ... that Jonkonnu is a 
secular festival. To say a festival is secular,” she continues, “means, above all, 
that it does not systematically address gods or spirits in a uniform or codified 
manner” (Bettelheim 1988:40).6 In another extensive overview, the historian 

such statements may represent attempts to protect insider understandings from outside 
scrutiny, or forms of subterfuge motivated by the speaker’s discomfort with the idea of 
publicly admitting adherence to stigmatized African-derived religious concepts. However, 
subsequent conversations with Mr. Lewis and many other practitioners, as well as similar 
comments frequently encountered in the contemporary literature on Jankunu in Jamaica, 
eventually persuaded me that such statements usually represent candid expressions of 
the speaker’s actual views. When Martha Beckwith inquired into the possible religious 
significance of the tradition while carrying out fieldwork in Jamaica in the early 1920s, 
she was likewise told by most of the practitioners she encountered that “John Canoe was 
simply ‘to make fun’” (Beckwith 1928:11).
4. Interview with Eris Moncur, District Superintendent of the Ministry of Education and 
Training, Knowles, Cat Island, Bahamas, March 19, 2004. 
5. Interview with Sebastian Cayetano, Belize City, May 8, 2004. Mr. Cayetano, how-
ever, remained open to the possibility that Jankunu might have certain esoteric spiritual 
meanings for “leaders” in the tradition, of which casual participants and other Garifuna 
observers might not be aware; and he was strongly supportive of the idea of investigating 
this question further.
6. Bettelheims’s succinct statement about what is meant by “secular” in this context raises 
a number of important theoretical questions that are not directly treated in the present 
paper. What, after all, do “secular” and “religious” mean precisely? Is the dichotomous 
opposition between these terms not inherently problematic? Does this dichotomy, long 
embedded in Western thought, not in itself replicate structured relations of power (and fun-
damental assumptions associated with them) that ought continually to be thrown into ques-
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Michael Craton (1995:14) similarly concludes that all the “differently named 
variants” of the Jankunu festival, like the Bahamian version, are “essentially 
secular.” Viewing the tradition from a Bahamian perspective, the ethnomu-
sicologist Clement Bethel (1991:12-14) goes even further, denying not only 
any spiritual significance in the present, but also the possibility of a religious 
connection in the past. “However attractive the theory that John Canoe was the 
relic of some deeply religious African ritual,” he argues, “it must be discounted 
... [The] suggestion of a religious origin of John Canoe must be laid aside.”7

Religious origins had earlier been suggested by a number of scholars 
whose understandings had been shaped primarily, if not exclusively, by his-
torical accounts of Jankunu during the slavery era, viewed alongside written 
accounts of West African festival traditions that provided evidence of striking 
parallels. For a scholar interested in long-term historical processes unfolding 
over time, statements made by present-day Jankunu practitioners, although 
not to be dismissed, need not carry much weight in attempts to determine 
what the tradition might have meant to participants during its heyday in the 

tion? Certain recent contributions to the study of religious life in the Caribbean (e.g., Khan 
1999; 2004:24-25, 101-20; Paton 2009) stress the need to question such basic categories 
as “religion” and “religious,” showing how they have served to structure “reality” in ways 
that favor the projects of some (e.g., the agents of colonialism) and overrule those of others. 
Other than repeatedly pointing out the inapplicability of the secular/religious dichotomy 
to contexts in which broadly shared “African” cosmological concepts and understandings 
prevail, I do not interrogate here such problematic terms as “secular,” “religious,” or “spiri-
tual.” Rather, I use them – advisedly – in somewhat loose and “commonsensical” ways that 
reflect the usages and discursive practices of both those I interviewed for this study and the 
literature to which I am responding. I invite readers to keep the problematic nature of these 
largely unexamined terms in mind, while at the same time keeping in focus the central 
argument of this paper. It is an argument not so much about semantic categories and how 
they came to be (for instance, what is the difference between “religion” and “superstition,” 
and who decides what to place in which category?) as about recovering some of the funda-
mental meanings and understandings – what Palmié (2010:91) characterizes as “minimal 
assumptions about the workings of the world” – that may once have lain behind practices 
poorly understood by outside observers, based on previously unavailable ethnographic 
evidence of various kinds. In fact, by uncovering deeper “spiritual” meanings in suppos-
edly “secular” practices, and relating these to broadly shared African conceptualizations 
that fall outside Western categories of thought, such a project, I believe, by its very nature 
challenges the standard religious/secular dichotomy, and suggests how, in the Caribbean 
setting, it became fundamentally intertwined with – and, indeed, continues today to sup-
port – ideologies and structural relations of power that date back to the colonial era.
7. The anthropologist Janet DeCosmo, writing specifically about Bahamian Junkanoo, 
disagrees with Bethel’s conclusion and acknowledges the African “religious roots of 
what is now a secular observance.” Though providing no documentation to back up her 
claim, she states that “in the early stage (1800-1899) Junkanoo still held close affinities to 
African religious ritual” (DeCosmo 2003:246, 248). 
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Meanings that held sway centuries ago 
could easily have been replaced by others in more recent times; original reli-
gious or spiritual meanings could have been lost or become submerged over 
time through a process of cultural erosion supported by hegemonic colonial 
ideologies that powerfully stigmatized any visible traces of the African past.

Given what was known of festival traditions in various parts of West Africa 
– which often included similar combinations of drumming, processional 
music, costuming, and masked dance – the hypothesis of a religious origin 
for Jankunu was bound to arise. Both masking and dance were pervade d by 
spiritual meanings across West Africa, where the European bifurcation of pub-
lic life into separate “secular” and “religious” domains did not exist. Pointing 
out the similarities between Jamaican Jankunu and African masked dances, 
Orlando Patterson (1969:244-47) proposed that the origins of the Jamaican tra-
dition could be found in three “clusters” of West African festival traditions: the 
yam festival of the Mmo secret society of the Igbo peoples; the Egungun mas-
querades of the Yoruba; and the Homowo yam festival of the Ga people. All 
three of these are filled with spiritual purpose and closely tied to rites venerat-
ing ancestors. Following Patterson’s lead, a number of other scholars working 
on Jamaican Jankunu, includin g Sylvia Wynter (1970:37-45), Sheila Barnett 
(1979:25-28), and Cheryl Ryman (1984), have similarly argued that its origins 
lie in West African harvest festivals or other religious rites. While pointing to a 
variety of possible sources, these authors have tended to privilege the Yoruba 
Egungun festival and/or the masked dances of the Poro societies spread across 
a large part of the region from which the enslaved were drawn. Discussing the 
cognate John Kuner festival of North Carolina, which is attested in several 
locations in that state during the nineteenth century but appears to have died 
out early in the twentieth century, Sterling Stuckey (1987:67-73) also notes 
very suggestive similarities with Yoruba Egungun observances, and concludes 
that such parallels clearly indicate that this North American version of Jankunu 
represented an African-derived religious expression of reverence for ancestors.

Far from being purely academic exercises, these investigations of possible 
origins may be seen as part of a larger search for meaning. They constitute, at 
least in part, attempts to recover deeper meanings that have presumably been 
lost, or only vaguely retained, among present-day Jankunu practitioners. In 
the context of larger societies where Jankunu has gradually come to be seen 
as an important cultural legacy and a symbol of identity, such research into 
origins often takes on an aspect of soul-searching. Bridging past and present 
in the pursuit of answers to these kinds of experiential questions, however, is 
no easy matter. In the absence of reliable oral evidence in the present speak-
ing directly to this question, how are we to arrive at a historically grounded 
understanding of what Jankunu meant to practitioners when it flourished on 
slave plantations in the Caribbean and parts of the United States? The con-
temporaneous written accounts left by European and white American observ-
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ers are decidedly inadequate in this regard. As the Jamaican musicologist 
Laura Murray (1972:109) noted in passing, when researching Jankunu as 
part of a larger study of “cult music” in Jamaica, “it is impossible to judge 
from early records whether the festivity had any religious significance in the 
negroes’ mind. So far as records go it was a mere social festivity without 
reference to the exorcising of evil spirits or care for the spirits of the dead.”

Murray’s passing remark brings us face to face with a perennial histo-
riographical and epistemological dilemma – one familiar to all who have 
a stake in the interpretation of the past in places where plantation slavery 
reigned. How is one to access such pasts? Given that the vast majority of 
contemporaneous written documentation, particularly in the Anglophone 
Caribbean, was produced by authors who were not only hostile to the cultural 
worlds that interest us, but largely ignorant of them, where do we turn for our 
evidence? If we, like Michael Craton (1995:15), wish to reach “beyond the 
scarce and often purblind accounts of contemporary whites in an attempt to 
understand quite what Junkanoo was like and what it meant to British West 
Indian slaves,” what can we do, other than rely on our imaginations? As Erna 
Brobder (1983:7) asks, where “will we find the admissible data on the behav-
iour of people who left no memoirs?” And if we wish to extend our vision 
beyond observable behavior to the complex interior world of cultural mean-
ing, by what means might we be able to (re)construct deeper “knowledge” 
of such people and the lives they created? Theorizing about the historical 
origins and possible spiritual foundations of Jankunu brings us squarely into 
this largely uncharted epistemological terrain.8

When we turn to the Bahamas, we are confronted with yet another appar-
ent variation on this theme – in this case, one containing certain ironies. Of all 
the present-day outposts of Jankunu, the Bahamas is surely the society where 
the tradition (officially spelled “Junkanoo”) is most visible, most vigorous, 
and most ubiquitous; in short, this is where, in some respects, the tradition 
seems most alive. At the same time, it is here that the tradition appears to have 
strayed farthest from its historical roots, departing in startling ways from older 
forms while developing rapidly in new directions. In the Bahamas today, 
Junkanoo is an enormous national festival rivaling in energy and scale the 
famous pre-Lenten carnival of Trinidad and the numerous Eastern Caribbean 
festivals patterned after it, as well as a primary symbol of Bahamian identity. 
Associated with a complex structure of official and commercial patronage, 
codified and governed by a strict set of regulations, featuring ever more elabo-
rate costumes and thematic displays designed and constructed by competing 

8. This epistemological terrain has been explored in innovative ways in the work of 
Richard Price on the Saramaka Maroons of Suriname (e.g., Price 1983, 1990, 2008) – whose 
influence on my own thinking will be apparent here – and has also been a primary area of 
concern in some of my own work on Jamaican Maroons (e.g., Bilby 1995, 1997, 2005b).
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Junkanoo bands with hundreds of members, this Bahamian festival mobilizes 
thousands of people and receives a great deal of media coverage. It has also 
become one of the main tourist attractions of the Bahamas and is by far the 
most commercialized of the surviving variants of Jankunu.9

Though undoubtedly a vibrant and deeply meaningful expression of iden-
tity for many Bahamians, Junkanoo could easily be seen as the least “spiritual,” 
and the most evidently “secular,” existing form of the tradition. The degree 
of commodification, the close links with tourism, the cooptation by the state, 
and the decreasing grassroots control characterizing the contemporary tradition 
all work against a sense of sacredness. Although this appearance of “secu-
larity” may have become particularly glaring in Bahamian Junkanoo of late, 
the idea that Junkanoo is devoid of religious meaning is not new there. Like 
their counterparts in Jamaica, most Bahamian practitioners in the 1970s – and 
probably their predecessors going back several decades – would likely have 
reacted negatively to the suggestion that their tradition might have religious or 
spiritual significance. Yet, as with the blues and jazz in the United States (Reed 
2003; Stuckey 1995), there is evidence that at a deeply intuitive level many 
Bahamians have sensed, and continue to sense, something that could only be 
called “spiritual” in the music, dance, and costuming of Junkanoo.

In popular writings on Junkanoo produced for both local and tourist con-
sumption, generalized invocations of “spirit” and “spirituality” are common, 
often in conjunction with references to the African past, the ancestral expe-
rience of slavery, and the deep and ineffable sense of shared identity many 
Bahamians feel when participating in the festival. In one such publication, 
Junkanoo is described as “a motivation to become one with the inner spirit,” 
and a “spirit touching experience” (Chipman 2001:26). “Junkanoo is tightly 
plaited into the Bahamian psyche,” according to another such publication, 
“yet seldom do we dwell on its roots, that have been within us since we first 
became aware of ourselves.” When Bahamians do take the time to listen to 
the stories of their elders, continues this author, “we are borne back through 
the years to understand the drum that beats always within us: the drum that 
is the spirit of our ancestors ... [whose] voices call out to us across the cen-
turies” (Nash Ferguson 2000:3). Such statements suggest a tendency in the 
Bahamas, when expressing the symbolic associations of Junkanoo, to con-
flate a racialized national identity with vague notions of a surviving “African 
spirituality.” In the words of one anthropological observer, Junkanoo “allows 
[the Bahamian people] to gather pride and strength from their heritage and 
their spiritual roots in Africa” (DeCosmo 2003:254).

One outspoken local commentator, Patrick Rahming, writing at a time 
of noticeably mounting government involvement and intensifying institu-

9. A good discussion of how the Junkanoo festival of Nassau has entered Bahamian 
popular culture, spawned new genres of local popular music, and been integrated into 
nationalist discourse may be found in Rommen 1999.
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tionalization of Junknaoo, clearly captured both the general uncertainty as to 
Junkanoo’s beginnings and original meanings, and the coexisting sense that 
it constituted an ancestral vehicle for deep feelings of a spiritual kind, the 
sanctity of which was threatened by increasing rationalization, routinization, 
and commercialization. At one point, he raises the soul-searching question, 
“what is Junkanoo?... what is the essence of this thing?” (Rahming 1992:31). 
He goes on to complain that

the experience of junkanoo is not one that can be easily filed into specta-
tor-performer categories. The performers are not minstrels and acrobats 
providing entertainment for an audience. They are participants in a thera-
peutic ritual with important personal and natural implications. The fact 
that the cultural memory is so vague that the “original” basis for the ritual 
is foggy is no reason to disrespect the yearnings expressed. In other words, 
at least for the time being there is still validity in the spiritual “roots” 
aspect of the festival/ritual. (Rahming 1992:32)

Particularly noteworthy here are the allusion to “cultural memory” (an idea 
to which we will return in the last section of this essay) and the explicit 
acknowledgement of a “spiritual aspect” associated with the “roots” of 
Junkanoo. This ostensible spiritual dimension is made yet more explicit in 
another passage by the same author suggesting that the attempt to formulate 
an intellectualized, standardized aesthetic of Junkanoo for the purpose of 
judging performances in official, state-sponsored contests may constitute a 
kind of “sacrilege” (a passage that, it is worth noting, would likely resonate 
with many performers in the black American musical tradition as well):

Successful junkanoo evokes strong emotional response, which cannot 
be replaced by intellectual rationale, even concerning so-called “artistic 
excellence.” The judgement of strong emotional response is not easy ... 
If the commitment to judgement is made, then a concurrent commitment 
must be made to find a way to judge emotional response. “It scared the 
hell out of me” is a more successful response than “It was nice” or “I’m 
so excited I can’t breathe” is a higher score than “The costumes were very 
well done.” I query the need to judge in the first place. (Imagine determin-
ing the best church service every Sunday, and awarding prizes for “having 
the spirit”.) (Rahming 1992:32)

By the following decade, Rahming’s misgivings were apparently shared by 
many in the larger society, including some of the festival’s most prominent 
exponents and a number of public intellectuals interested in the question of 
cultural meaning in Junkanoo. In 2002 – partly, one suspects, in response to 
the growing recognition that Junkanoo was at risk of becoming permanently 
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detached from its cultural moorings and losing its deeper meanings – a major 
symposium on “Junkanoo and Religion” was organized at the College of the 
Bahamas in Nassau. The resulting publication (Minnis 2003) contains eighteen 
contributions by scholars and Junkanoo practitioners sympathetically examin-
ing the possible religious or spiritual dimensions of the tradition. One might 
find some irony in the fact that the subtitle of this volume is “Christianity and 
Cultural Identity in the Bahamas,” given that agents of Christianity (perhaps 
detecting an underlying African religiosity in Junkanoo) have been among the 
most ardent opponents of the festival, both in the Bahamas and other parts of 
the Caribbean. Even today, there is considerable opposition to Junkanoo from 
some Christians in the Bahamas. Vivian Wood (1995:333) notes that “in 1994 
religious leaders and Christians continued to denounce the Junkanoo parade 
and its music as being sensual and ‘of the devil.’” In response to these attacks, 
“listeners to Christian radio shows spent hours calling in for on-air discussions 
of the immorality of Junkanoo, Junkanoo music, and Showtime dancing.”

Despite this sometimes virulent opposition, other Bahamian Christians 
have in recent years enthusiastically embraced the festival, introducing 
Christian music and themes into the annual parades and incorporating ele-
ments of Junkanoo into church services (Wood 1995:332-35). The 2002 
symposium on “Junkanoo and Religion” – clearly an example of the kind of 
scholarly soul-searching alluded to above – no doubt came about partly in 
response to this growing phenomenon. Several of the papers presented at the 
symposium raised the issue of Junkanoo’s compatibility with Christianity; 
some explored the implications of this controversial question in greater 
depth, and a few touted the festival’s positive potential as a means of indi-
genizing Christian theological praxis in the Bahamas. Breaking faith with the 
traditional Christian denigration of African religiosity, even some of the most 
committed Christians among the participants in the symposium were able to 
take the position that Junkanoo represents a surviving expression of a funda-
mentally African mode of worship, and should be welcomed as such. Kirkley 
Sands (2003a:10), an Anglican priest and canon of Nassau’s Christ Church 
Cathedral, for example, asserted that “the original life setting of Bahamian 
Junkanoo is Bahamian slave religiosity, i.e. the spirituality and religious cul-
ture of Bahamian slaves.” It is clear, in his view, that “Junkanoo is a New 
World slave religious cultural celebration whose antecedents are rooted in 
West African religious culture” (Sands 2003a:13). Indeed, Sands (2003a:15) 
contends, this cultural celebration “embodied the slaves’ propheti c voice,” 
and “constituted a demand for dialogue with their ancestral faith.” Junkanoo, 
he concludes, is “deeply rooted in Bahamian slave spirituality” and “West 
African religiosity” (Sands 2003a:17). In another paper delivered at the same 
symposium Sands (2003b:73) suggests that, even today, Junkanoo is “more 
than a secular cultural celebration. It is a unique embodiment of Bahamian 
slave spirituality which is itself Junkanoo’s immediate life setting.” A num-
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ber of other authors represented in the collection express similar views. Yet, 
in the foreword to the volume, the historian Gail Saunders injects a note of 
uncertainty. While agreeing that “the spirit of Junkanoo is truly the soul of 
the Bahamian people,” she seems to require further proof of its religious 
pedigree, not to mention its impact on the development of Bahamian forms 
of spirituality. “Have we come any further in pinpointing the origins of 
Junkanoo in the Bahamas?” she asks, after having reviewed the collected 
papers. And “how much did early Junkanoo and slave spirituality affect the 
Christian Church in the Bahamas?” (Saunders 2003:4).

It was just this kind of unresolved ambiguity regarding origins, and the 
associated lack of consensus on the question of “secularity” versus “spiritu-
ality,” that some years earlier in Jamaica had led me to wonder whether the 
inherent difficulties of investigating this essentially historiographical problem 
might be addressed, and perhaps partly overcome, through ethnography. Could 
there be older forms of Jankunu or related festival traditions still existing in 
Jamaica – forms retaining more from the past than any of the varieties yet doc-
umented – whose living practitioners might speak more clearly to the question 
of spiritual meaning? In the absence of firm evidence one way or the other, I 
was not prepared to discount the intuitions of the many in Jamaica who seemed 
able to divine a surviving undercurrent of spirituality in the professedly secular 
“fun” of Jankunu. In 1991, relying in part on intuitions of my own, I found 
some answers to these questions in the rural parish of St. Elizabeth.10

coKer, st. elizABeth, JAmAicA

In the country “district” of Coker, nestled in the Nassau Mountains of west-
ern Jamaica, public celebrations of Christmas have traditionally been held 
in and around two particular areas named after the community’s nineteenth-
century founders. These sections of the community, known as Rhoden Town 
and Brown Town, are inhabited by Coker’s “old people.” So old are some 
of these members of the community that they require special care: Rhoden 
Town and Brown Town, in fact, are cemeteries. Here lie not only the original 
founders and apical ancestors of Coker, Benjamin Rhoden and Bob Brown, 
but many of their descendants as well, who are also remembered by name.

Near each of these ancestral “towns” is a sacred clearing consisting of a 
traditional “danceground” and a “healing ground.” Known as Big Yard and 
Brown Yard, these cleared areas have for generations served as sites for com-

10. The ethnographic “clues” that led me to the “discovery” of the surviving older vari-
ant of Jamaican Jankunu described below are discussed in Bilby (1999), which includes 
additional ethnographic background on this tradition, only a sketch of which is provided 
in the present essay. See also Bilby 2007.
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munity ceremonies revolving around myal – a term of unknown derivation 
referring to possession by spirits, including those of departed ancestors.11 The 
ancestors of Coker, honored by their descendants, have on the whole shown 
benevolence toward the living. Until recently, they have returned regularly 
in the bodies of living dancers, known as myal man and myal woman, and in 
this form have used their knowledge of herbs and their special powers to tend 
to the needs of the living, healing spiritual afflictions and offering solutions 
to other problems. Throughout the years, as the need arises, they have contin-
ued to be drawn into the cares and concerns of their living descendants by the 
rhythms of the gumbe drum and the special myal sing (spirit-invoking songs) 
they have taught them, and in this way have remained a part of daily life.

In such a setting, how could the ancestors not be a part of the major holiday 
to which the entire community looks forward as every year draws to an end? 
After all, the single most important local celebration of the Christmas season, 
centering on the unveiling of the house headdress itself known as Jankunu 
and the accompanying music and dance, was passed on from these older peo-
ple themselves. In addition to being myal specialists, Benjamin Rhoden and 
Bob Brown were also “masters,” or builders, of the Jankunu headdress, and 
renowned Jankunu dancers. They are revered as founders not only of the com-
munity of Coker, but of its Jankunu tradition as well. Buried alongside them 
are several of the successors they taught, most of whom also once served as 
spirit mediums in the local tradition, and who are remembered today as out-
standing Jankunu builders, dancers, drummers, and singers in their own right.

The Coker variant of Jankunu performance differs conspicuously from 
the “standard” forms found elsewhere in Jamaica today. (The Coker version, 
for instance, has retained several characteristic features mentioned in eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century descriptions of Jamaican Jankunu that appear 
to have been lost almost everywhere else, such as the square or rectangular 
gumbe drum played with the hands, a leading dancer who wears a house 
headdress, and female singers who play a prominent role.)12 But it also dis-
plays important similarities. For one thing, like other varieties, it occurs in 

11. Maureen Warner-Lewis (2003:190) suggests a derivation from Kikongo mayaala, 
meaning “the physical representations of power.” The term myal is frequently mentioned 
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century accounts of Jamaica in connection with spiritual 
beliefs and practices of the enslaved and their descendants, though never explicitly in con-
nection with “John Canoe.” Warner-Lewis also proposes a new etymology for the word 
Jankunu – one which, in view of what is now known about older variants such as the one 
in Coker, I find more persuasive than any of those previously proposed. The derivation 
she suggests is from Kikongo nza a nkunu, which she glosses as “world of the ancestral 
spirits” (Warner-Lewis 2003:224).
12. Craton (1995:31) notes that “among the few features of [Jankunu] that were com-
mon [to all variants in previous centuries] and therefore essential were the gumbey drum 
music” and “the mysterious masked and fantastically head-dressed central figure.”
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the context of street parades or processions. Yet, there is a significant differ-
ence here as well. For these processions, in the Coker tradition, represent but 
the tip of an iceberg, as it were. Traditionally, only after the break of day on 
Christmas did the Jankunu performers of Coker leave the ancestral confines 
of Big Yard and the immediate surrounding area to begin their procession 
through the wider community; and only after completing this circuit of their 
own community did they carry the festivities out to neighboring communi-
ties, entertaining crowds and soliciting donations as they went. Preceding 
these highly visible “Christmas sports” in outside locations was a series of 
“private” rites performed at home by the Coker celebrants for themselves 
and their ancestors. Few of the spectators amused by their exuberant “antics” 
as they paraded through towns and villages in this part of St. Elizabeth were 
aware of this hidden “back stage”; for this reason, most of those from other 
communities who witnessed the Jankunu bands of Coker – which continued 
to go outside to perform at Christmas throughout most of the twentieth cen-
tury – would never gain a clear idea of the spiritual meanings the festival 
held for the participants themselves.

For those trained in the tradition, these deeper meanings are clear as day, 
flowing as they do from their “immediate life experience” (to borrow Kirkley 
Sands’s evocative phrase). Virtually every aspect of the Jankunu tradition in 
Coker is permeated with explicit spiritual meanings, from the building of 
the house headdress to the songs, dancing, and offerings of food and rum 
to the ancestors on Christmas and New Year’s Day. This seasonal tradition, 
after all, is part and parcel of the larger ancestor-focused community religion 
practiced year-round by the gumbe drummers and myal dancers of Coker.

The briefest account of a portion of the Christmas rites typically observed 
in Coker until very recently will leave no doubt as to the fundamentally spir-
itual nature of the local variant of the Jankunu festival that has survived 
here. Early on Christmas Eve, the entire community is summoned to a major 
“gumbe play” (myal dance) by the blowing of a conch shell. As one long-
time participant told me, “you see, the conch shell deh, them blow it that 
everybody know seh them a go play tonight. From them hear it blow, them 
know seh them a go have the met [public gathering, dance] tonight. The 
living hear, and the dead hear.”13 As the night wears on, the time comes for 
the Jankunu headdress to “turn out” – to be unveiled and brought out for 
public display after weeks of concealment in a specially constructed shack 
guarded over by the watchful spirits of the ancestors. Down at the two main 
family graveyards of Rhoden Town and Brown Town, the ancestors are fed 
with white rice, the blood of a chicken, and a specially prepared concoction 
known as “egg punch” (a drink that was closely associated with Christmas 
festivities in Jamaica during the nineteenth century). Back up at the neigh-

13. Interview with gumbe drummer Percel Titus, Coker, January 11, 1991.
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boring dancing ground, the myal man and his assistants remove the sheet 
that has up to this point covered the Jankunu (as the house headdress itself 
is known), and carry the beautifully decorated object out into the open for 
all to see, placing it on a bench in the central performing space in Big Yard, 
known as the “ring.” Songs such as the following are sung to greet the arriv-
ing Jankunu and all who have come to join in the celebration:

You tek me out a house
And you put me out a open parade

Chorus: Mornin maam-oh
 Mornin to you all-oh

Mornin, Grand Queen-oh [the name of one such Jankunu house headdress]
Mornin to you all-oh

The ancestors, too, are welcomed and honored with songs of their own. One 
might hear, for instance,

Oy-oh, eh-de-oy, eh-de
Roll de band a yard
Det a grong a me fren [literally, “the ancestral dead in the earth/cemetery 
are my friends”]14

Seh duppy a me fren [“the spirits are my friends”]
Seh duppy a me fren
Roll de band a yard
Det a grong a me fren

Shortly before dawn, the leading myal man and Jankunu builder, with the 
help of his assistants, hoists the house headdress onto his head and proceeds 
down to the cemeteries of Rhoden Town and Brown Town, where he dances 
and displays his creation, so that its beauty can be enjoyed by the entire com-
munity of ancestors. In the words of one practitioner:

Christmas night, before day, them have fe dance, and carry it [the house 
headdress] to all of the cemetery dem. Kompini [the assembled people] tek 
off sheet off of it, and carry it to all of the cemetery, and lean it [toward the 
individual graves], show it to all spirit ... [letting them see] how beautiful 
it be. Them [the ancestors] see it still [i.e. have already seen it], you know, 

14. In Coker, the term det (derived from English, “death”) is synonymous with the 
Jamaican Creole term duppy, used throughout the island to refer to the spirit of a deceased 
human being.
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for them go and come weh-paat it a build [to the place where it is built]. 
But, you know, that is just a old-time original thing – them have fe carry 
it to the cemetery.15

After daybreak, the crowd moves out onto the road, marching along with 
the musicians and leading Jankunu dancer through the different sections of 
the community while singing yet other songs. Only after December 25 is the 
Jankunu ensemble allowed to venture out to perform in other communities. 
Finally, some time in January, when the Christmas spirit has begun to fade 
away, the ancestors provide indications that the time has come to “mash up” 
(destroy) the Jankunu. A last gumbe play is called and the “master” of the 
Jankunu – the myal man who built it – places the headdress on his head and 
carries it down to Rhoden Town and Brown Town, where he performs a final 
dance for the ancestors. Before daylight, the spirits of ancestors enter the bod-
ies of younger dancers, who then tear the headdress to pieces, thus bringing 
the annual cycle to its proper end. Thoughts of the Jankunu need not occupy 
the community’s attention again until the next Christmas season approaches.

As I was later to find out, Coker is not the only place in Jamaica where 
ancestors regularly take part in the Christmas celebrations of the living, or 
have done so within living memory. I know of at least three different rural 
communities in other parts of St. Elizabeth and in the neighboring parish 
of Manchester where related Jankunu traditions tied to ancestral myal rites 
and family burial grounds have either survived in attenuated form, or are 
clearly remembered by older people. In yet another parish, St. Catherine, 
very similar, and still vibrant, rites for community ancestors take place in 
the context of the local Buru festival – a Christmas masquerade historically 
related to Jankunu, which today, in this particular community, still features 
African-derived drumming, dancing, singing, offerings of food and rum to 
the “ol’ sumaadi” (old people), and non-stop parading from dawn to dusk 
along a route carefully chosen by these same ancestors (Bilby 2005a). Nor 
am I the only researcher to have encountered Christmas festivities in Jamaica 
in which unambiguously spiritual gestures and meanings – clear expressions 
of African religiosity – remain alive. At least one other writer, Honor Ford-
Smith, mentions the existence of similar rituals on the other side of the island 
in the parish of St. Thomas, where certain Jankunu performers still pay hom-
age to the spirits of their predecessors by making offerings to them before 
appearing in public processions. “With its roots in the secret society rituals, 
Jonkonnu still invokes spirits and aims at social control,” she states. “In St. 
Thomas, for example, performers sometimes sprinkle rum on the graves of 
ancestors before going out on to the streets” (Ford-Smith 1995:153-54).

15. Interview with Percel Titus, Coker, October 30, 1991.
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And what does this story of “masked spirituality” in Jamaican Jankunu 
– spirituality that has been submerged in “private” family contexts and ren-
dered mostly invisible to the larger Jamaican public – tell us of the various 
traditions bearing the same name in other parts of the Caribbean? If we accept 
that all the far-flung Christmas festivals known by the name “Jankunu” 
(those, that is, whose practitioners did not recently borrow the name but have 
used it since time immemorial to refer to what they do) share common roots, 
or at least are historically related – as I believe the evidence suggests – then 
these revelations of an undeniable, actively maintained ancestral presence in 
the oldest surviving forms of Jamaican Jankunu gain in significance.16 Might 
traces of similar spiritual meanings be found in the Jankunu tradition across 
large stretches of time and space? As in the Jamaican case, the historical writ-
ings that describe cognate forms in the Bahamas and Belize are of little help 
in searching out the deeper cultural meanings that interest us. Once again, 
if we wish to achieve greater insight into this question, we must depend on 
the recollections of living practitioners, as well as the cultural “memories” 
passed on from previous generations “off the record.”

cAt islAnd, BAhAmAs

Of the forty or so inhabited islands of the Bahamas, Cat Island has the repu-
tation of being the one that has retained the strongest African cultural heri-
tage. Tourist guides single it out as the island in which, more than any other, 
African-derived bush medicine and obeah have continued to thrive (Baker 
2001:361; Dold, Folster & Vaitilingam 2003:277). Ironically, as I found short-
ly after arriving, the indigenous Jankunu festival of Cat Island died out several 
decades ago. Tourists who encountered “Junkanoo” performances there in the 
late 1990s had no way of knowing it, but what they were witnessing was a 
calculated attempt to “revive” the festival on the island; the colorful, competi-
tive parades staged during this period, performed mostly by younger people 
who had never experienced the older varieties that had once flourished on Cat 
Island, were based on the contemporary Nassau model and were supported in 
part by the Bahamian government. Perhaps because this glossy, commercial-

16. My thesis that the varieties of Jankunu that exist today in Jamaica, the Bahamas, 
and Central America (and once existed in the southern United States) are cognate forms 
that spring from a common root tradition, which was originally practiced on eighteenth-
centur y Jamaican slave plantations, cannot be further elaborated here but will be sup-
ported and discussed at length in a book I am in the process of writing. In this respect, 
I am in agreement with the two scholars who have conducted the most extensive pan-
Caribbean surveys of Jankunu to date, Bettelheim (1979) and Craton (1995:34), who both 
see “Jamaica as a central crucible of the [Jankunu] complex.”
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ized Nassau version was perceived to some extent as a “foreign” implant, it 
failed to take root, and after a few years was abandoned.17

In seeking after knowledge of “old-time” Jankunu on Cat Island – which 
appears to have faded away in the 1950s or early 1960s – one quickly discovers 
that there was a remarkable amount of variation for an island with a popula-
tion that has probably never exceeded a few thousand.18 But there were also 
many commonalities from village to village. One thing that seems to have been 
shared from one end of the island to the other is that local forms of Jankunu 
were everywhere linked with religious spheres and activities through over-
lapping memberships and closely intertwined celebrations of the Christmas 
and New Year’s holidays. Yet, at the same time, actual Jankunu performance 
was carefully kept separate from formal (i.e. Christian) religious contexts – in 
theory, if not always in practice. As for connections with African-derived reli-
gious ideas, hints of some possible past relationship with spirits of the dead do 
exist here and there in vestigial elements of folklore that may represent “wit-
nesses in spite of themselves” (Bloch 1953). In the community of Dumfries, 
for instance, children until relatively recently (1930s or 1940s) would annually 
take to the streets shortly after Christmas to join in play processions mimick-
ing the “serious” Jankunu masquerading they had seen adults perform during 
the holiday season; the masks fashioned by these children from cardboard, 
with large holes for eyes, resembled human skulls. While imitating the perfor-
mances of their elders, they sang songs such as the following:

Sperrit [spirit] walking on wire
Jook [poke] he foot in the fire19

To the north, in Orange Creek, instead of donning actual masks, Jankunu rev-
elers would sometimes coat their faces with white powder20 – a widespread 
practice in Central and West Africa, as well as among the Maroon peoples of 

17. Interview with Eris Moncur, Knowles, Cat Island, March 19, 2004; and conversa-
tions with Bradley Russell, New Bight, Cat Island, March 16, 2004, and Jason Russell, 
New Bight, March 20, 2004. The increasing influence of the newer evangelical Christian 
churche s on Cat Island, most of which are opposed to dancing of any kind outside of church, 
also played a role in the demise of this recent version of Junkanoo imported from Nassau.
18. Eris Moncur (personal communication, March 19, 2004) estimates that the present 
population is around 1,600. Though the island is only one to four miles wide for most 
of its length, it is roughly forty-eight miles long. The population is widely scattered in a 
number of small villages spread across the entire length of the western coast. People liv-
ing in the “North” (for example, in Orange Creek or Arthur’s Town) often speak of those 
in the “South” (say, McQueens or Old Bight) – and vice versa – as if they were noticeably 
different, with unfamiliar “customs” of their own.
19. Interview with Eris Moncur, Knowles, Cat Island, March 19, 2004.
20. Interview with Olivia Bowles, Orange Creek, Cat Island, March 16, 2004.
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the Guianas, where it symbolizes, among other things, the ancestral dead and 
the spiritual power emanating from them.21

Nonetheless, I was unable to find any evidence of an explicit ancestral 
presence in the accounts of “old-time” Jankunu given by Cat Island elders. 
Certainly nothing like the close, interactive relationship between living and 
dead that characterizes the older Jamaican variants of Jankunu discussed 
above, exemplified by institutionalized spirit possession and offerings to spe-
cific ancestors, can be gleaned from their recountings. Rather, what I found 
is a complex duality suggestive of a history of resistance and accommoda-
tion – a separation of performance contexts into two symbolic domains, one 
thought of as “inside” and explicitly “religious” or “spiritual,” and the other 
as “outside” and “worldly.”22 This division clearly reflects the impact, on an 
island with a long history of intensive Christian missionization, of Western 
theological principles. For those with whom I discussed “old-time” Jankunu 
festivities, music and dance performed “inside” the church is, by definition, 

21. See Thompson (1984; 1993) for numerous mentions of the use of sacred white clay 
(kaolin) in the altars, artwork, and rituals of a number of peoples in Africa, as well as among 
African descendants in several different parts of the Americas. In Central Africa, and in 
Western hemisphere contexts influenced by Kongo culture, such use of powdered white clay 
(mpemba in Kikongo, pemba in the languages of the eastern Guianese [Ndyuka, Aluku, and 
Paramaka] Maroons) represents, among other things, “the powers of ‘the white realm,’ the 
kaolin-tinted world of the dead” (Thompson 1984:134). Similar meanings are attached to 
the use of hyire (white clay) among the Akan-speaking peoples of Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire 
(Thompson 1993:120). During my fieldwork among the Aluku Maroons of French Guiana 
and Suriname during the 1980s, I very frequently saw spirit mediums in a variety of reli-
gious contexts with faces coated in pemba doti (powdered white clay). (For a photograph 
of Ndyuka Maroon spirit mediums covered with pemba doti during a Papa Gadu rite in 
Suriname, see Price & Price 1980:176.) The use of “whiteface” masks in Jankunu and other 
Caribbean festivals, noted in a number of historical accounts from Jamaica and other parts 
of the region, has often been interpreted, with good reason, as a ritualistic form of “moc-
kery” aimed at the European oppressors – in keeping with the larger significance of such 
festivals as “rites of rebellion.” (In some present-day versions of the Jankunu tradition, as 
among Garifuna performers in Belize and Honduras, wire-mesh masks – which are a relati-
vely recent introduction – are painted white or pink and are explicitly thought of in this way, 
sometimes being given additional features, such as mustaches and goatees, meant to show 
that they represent “Europeans.”) By pointing out that African-derived spiritual meanings 
might have once underlay the whitening of the face (or the wearing of white masks) in 
Jankunu, I do not mean to contradict such interpretations. There is every reason to believe 
that Jankunu performances in the past, as in the present, contained complex, multiple layers 
of meaning; and both of the meanings suggested here could have come into play at different 
points and in different contexts, or even simultaneously.
22. See, for an interesting comparison, the discussion by Morton Marks (1974:67-75) 
of Brazilian carnival, which similarly “has a dual nature, indoor and outdoor, white and 
black” (Marks 1974).
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“sacred”; in contrast, those varieties performed “outside” in street proces-
sions, such as Jankunu, are, by definition, not. As such, they should be kept 
apart. Yet, in these elders’ accounts, the boundaries between these opposed 
symbolic domains and the distinct physical spaces associated with them were 
revealed to be permeable in practice. Such was the degree of overlap in per-
formance modes, musical qualities, movement style, and actual contexts and 
performers during Christmas and New Year’s celebrations that a strict divi-
sion between the “sacred” and the “secular” could not always be sustained.

The underlying vision that is suggested by this interpenetration of opposed 
symbolic domains is a familiar one to those who have viewed diasporic arts 
from an African perspective. As Marta Moreno Vega (1999:48) – among 
a great many others – points out, “African Diasporan creative expressions 
continue to blend the boundaries between the sacred and secular, connect-
ing divine aesthetic knowledge to worldly artistic endeavors.” For those 
African descendants in the West who share this profoundly holistic vision, 
the opposed categories denoted by the terms “secular” and “sacred,” even if 
firmly embedded in thought at the level of ordinary discourse, are regularly 
overruled in ritual contexts by the deep structures of an experiential universe 
in which spirituality and the sacred are omnipresent and inseparable from 
the “mundane.” There is much evidence (of the kind adduced by Brennan 
2008, Reed 2003, Stuckey 1995, and Turner 2009 in connection with the 
blues, jazz, and other diasporic musics) to suggest that these experiential 
deep structures have survived in music, dance, and other aesthetic practices 
throughout the African diaspora, whether or not these are explicitly tied to 
“religious” contexts.23 The “old-time” Jankunu of Cat Island would seem 
to represent yet another example of the subsuming over time of imposed 
theological dichotomies separating the “spiritual” from the “material” within 
a larger, indivisible sense of the “sacred” – a process greatly favored by the 
inextricability, in much of the diaspora as in Africa, of musical sound and 
movement and the spiritual charge they carry. This process has also been 
helped along by the general tendency toward fluidity characterizing the 
musical cultures of Africa and the diaspora, leading to a constant flow of 
aesthetic forms and stylistic features across genres and contexts.

Let us briefly consider the manifestation of these tendencies in the case 
of Cat Island and its Jankunu tradition. The first thing that strikes one is a 
close connection between the forms of movement characterizing “secular” 
Jankunu performance and those associated with “spiritual” church music: in 
both traditions, Christmas and New Year’s were celebrated with processions. 
Although these occurred “outside” on the streets in the case of Jankunu and 
“inside,” within the walls of a house of worship, in the case of the church 

23. See, in this connection, Morton Marks’s groundbreaking study (1974) of underlying 
“ritual structures,” code-switching and style-switching in Afro-American music.
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processions, the two varieties, tellingly, were referred to by the same term: 
“rushing.”24 People remember the two kinds of rushing as being stylistically 
distinct: rushing in church featured only vocals and handclapping, and was 
generally done at a faster tempo, while Jankunu rushing was accompanied 
by the rhythms of the “goatskin drums,” scraped saws, rattles, and occasion-
ally other instruments such as the banjo. Some of the elders with whom I 
spoke made a distinction between “marching” and “dancing”; reflecting the 
traditional European Christian antagonism toward “dance” in sacred contexts, 
they categorized the sacred shuffling dance of those who rushed in church (a 
dance closely resembling the ring shout of the U.S. coastal Sea Islands to the 
north) as “marching” in opposition to the sometimes very similar “dancing” 
of those who rushed in Jankunu processions.25 The two processions were of 
necessity also quite different in terms of their use of space; rushing in the 
restricted “inside” space of the church involved lines of dancers moving up, 
down, and across aisles (or in some cases, I was told, in circles, when there 
was sufficient space inside the church); Jankunu processions, in contrast, trav-
eled along streets and lanes, following linear paths and circuits that took them 
through whole villages or from one community to another, with periodic stops 
to perform at the gates of residents along the way. But despite these differ-
ences, there was a good deal of aesthetic and kinetic overlap between the two 
kinds of rushing. For example, according to a musician and singer who used 
to participate in both church rushing and Jankunu rushing, the two kinds of 
performances, despite the absence of drums in the former, sometimes used 
“the same beat – the same beat, but only singing different songs.”26

This is not at all surprising, since many individuals participated in both 
settings. Both, after all, were linked to the same seasonal calendar, and 
occurred at roughly the same time, in celebration of the same holidays. As 
might be expected, there was a considerable amount of movement back 

24. This dual sense exists more widely in the Bahamas, as noted in the Dictionary of 
Bahamian English, which gives two definitions for the verb to rush: “1. to participate 
in a Junkanoo parade; 2. to march or strut up and down the aisle of a church to a lively 
spiritual, singing or clapping in rhythm” (Holm & Shilling 1982:173).
25. Rushing in Bahamian church services, both on Christmas Eve and New Year’s Eve, is 
briefly described in Hedrick & Stephens (1976:23-24). See also Parsons (1928:455-56). 
Joyce Marie Jackson (2006:96-101) describes an “updated” form of rushing, backed by 
an electric gospel band, she witnessed in a Pentecostal church on Andros Island in 1996.
26. Interview with Olivia Bowles, Orange Creek, Cat Island, March 16, 2004. After 
witnessing both Junkanoo rushing in Nassau and church rushing on Andros Island in 
1996, Jackson (2006:98) noted the similarities between the two: “the traditional move-
ment [used in Junkanoo rushing] is a basic slide step in which the right foot slides up and 
the right hip goes down, the left hip goes up and out simultaneously. This is the exact 
movement used in the sacred Rushin’ ritual [on Andros Island] and it is the performance 
practice that connects one ritual to the other.”
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and forth between the two contexts. Indeed, the Christmas and New Year’s 
church services with rushing and the Jankunu festivities might be seen as 
complementary facets of a single, larger community celebration. According 
to one elder who participated in these parallel observances in the community 
of New Bight in her younger days, “when you got tired of rushing in the 
church,” you could simply go out onto the street and “dance” Jankunu.27 
Another former practitioner of both traditions describes this overlap as she 
experienced it in the community of Orange Creek:

Before-time [in the past], [at] Christmas time, you [go to church] like ten 
o’clock [at night] ... then you’ll march from twelve o’clock till high sun 
next morning. Till high sun. Big morning you coming home, sleepy and 
dragging on the side there. And you singing, rush out now. They’d rush, 
they’d rush. And see Christmas? When you come out Christmas morning 
out of the church, you rush right into the Jankanu.28 You go right into the 
Jankanu. You’re drumming out there, beating! Beating! Faithful must join 
them! [The Jankanu performers were] waiting, waiting for you to come out 
of the church! When you come out of the church, you go into the Jankanu, 
into the Jankanu rush. There used to be some good times those days.29

At another point, the same individual elaborated on this seamless movement 
of joint participants between “inside” and “outside” contexts:

You hear what I tell you? The Jankanu, when the Christmas, as morn-
ing’s getting on the eve of breaking, the Jankanus who are leading up 
the Jankanu, they’re gearing up, for just how the church come out. Yeah, 
they’re gearing up for just how the church out, they join with the Jankanu, 
you know. Some of them [Jankanu leaders] was in church before. They go 
out in time to get ready for that Jankanu. That’s right. Well, they go, some 

27. Conversation with Rita Russell, New Bight, Cat Island, March 16, 2004. Similarly, a 
church elder on Andros Island, reminiscing in 1996, told Joyce Marie Jackson (2006:90) 
that “rushin’ was done in the church before the streets.” Some older people remember a 
similar overlap between church services and Junkanoo rushing on the streets of Nassau 
in the old days (before the main Christmas parade was changed from December 25 to 
Boxing Day [December 26]). For instance, a Nassau resident reminiscing about the 
1930s says, “when I was growing up, Junkanoo was just cowbells and drums, no saxo-
phones and stuff, not the modern stuff ... It used to be Christmas Day. You go out there 
after church. After church you go to Bay Street [the site of the main Junkanoo parade]” 
(Jenkins 2000:90-91).
28. In this and other passages directly quoting Bahamian speakers referring to older, non-
official (i.e. pre-Junkanoo) forms, I use this slightly different spelling (Jankanu), since it 
more accurately reflects their pronunciation (/jángkanu/) than does “Jankunu.”
29. Interview with Olivia Bowles, Orange Creek, Cat Island, March 16, 2004.
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of them get the drums heated, and get ready for that Jankanu, get dressed 
up, white up with skin powder and stuff.30

The boundaries between the “secular” and the “sacred” appear to have been 
particularly frangible during the “rolling out” of the old year (as it was called) 
and the passage into the new – a liminal time of heightened spiritual sensitivity. 
The “Watch Night” services of New Year’s Eve, with rushing and prayer that 
continued through the night and into the following morning, were held for the 
express purpose of “pushing out” the old year (again, as participants referred to 
it) and ushering the community safely into the new year, thus completing and 
rebirthing the annual cycle of ritual observances that mirrored the sacred cycle 
of life and death itself. Just before midnight, inside the church, the celebrants 
would go around shaking one another’s hands while singing a spiritual song:

Jesus spare we another year
Oh Lord, thank God
Jesus spare we another year
Oh Lord, thank God
For my Jesus love his children
Spare me another year, oh Lord
Bless my soul this morning31

At midnight the ringer would toll the church bell, and gun shots would be 
fired outside.32 “Glad to get over in another year” (in the words of one elder), 
the celebrants would begin rushing to “anthems,” some of them, such as the 
following, alluding to the thin line dividing life from death – and thus, the 
living from the dead:

Next year by this time
I may be gone
Into the lonesome graveyard
Oh Lord, I’m gone

30. Interview with Olivia Bowles, Orange Creek, Cat Island, March 16, 2004.
31. Interview with Matrid Armbrister, McQueens, Cat Island, March 20, 2004. 
Interestingly enough, this same song is still often heard in the Junkanoo festival of Nassau, 
where it is one of the very few spiritual songs thought to have been introduced to the festi-
val in the distant past by the “forefathers” (as opposed to religious songs that have entered 
the Nassau tradition more recently as a result of the growing impact of Christianity over 
the last few years). It belongs to a handful of Junkanoo songs considered to be old-time 
“classics” in Nassau (Nash Ferguson 2000:9).
32. See Parsons (1928:456) for an interesting description of a New Year’s Eve “rushin’ 
meetin’” on Rum Cay in the Bahamas in 1927, which includes most of the features 
described here for Cat Island.
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Next year by this time
We may be gone
Into the lonesome graveyard
We may be gone33

Like the church services before and on Christmas Day, those on New Year’s 
Eve coincided with parallel Jankunu festivities held outside, and there 
was frequent movement by “the faithful” from the “sacred” setting to the 
“worldl y” one. In fact, a number of older people recall that the flow could 
go in either direction, though the movement from “outside” to “inside” was 
not always entirely smooth. One elder, a member since childhood of the 
Zion Baptist church in the southern community of Old Bight, remembers 
that when she was younger the Jankunu performers would sometimes rush 
right into the church – in full costume, some with masks on – where they 
would join in the rushing already going on inside (although they would not 
play the drums or sing Jankunu songs in the church). Some members of the 
church were displeased by this, complaining that they should not “carry what 
they dance on the street in the church, because the church is a holy place.”34 
When I touched on this question again a few days later, the same veteran 
churchgoer confirmed her earlier account, stating that “when they [costumed 
Jankanu performers] come in the church, we used to rush, and the preacher 
used to say, ‘now, you all go out! You all go out!’ The Jankanu – they didn’t 
want them in the church.”35 Nonetheless, others in the church – according to 
this elder and a number of others – did not mind their presence; the masquer-
aders would remain for a while in the line, rushing, singing the same spiritual 
“anthems,” and clapping along with the others.

Nor was this musical interpenetration limited to the season with which 
Jankunu was normally associated. Another common performance context on 
Cat Island was that of the “society anniversary.” Each community had its 
“burial societies” – cooperative associations that helped members to pool 
their economic resources for various purposes, and in the event of a death, to 
ensure a dignified burial. These societies, which were linked through cross-
cutting memberships to both local churches and networks of Jankunu per-

33. Interviews with Matrid Armbrister, McQueens, Cat Island, March 17 and March 20, 
2004. A version of this song, recorded in Old Bight in 1935 by Alan Lomax and Mary 
Elizabeth Barnicle, may be heard on the compact disc Deep River of Song: Bahamas 1935 
(Cambridge MA: Rounder Records, Rounder 11661-1822-2, 1999). The CD notes describe 
this anthem as “a favorite rushing song in Cat Island ... traditionally sung on New Year’s Eve 
to accompany ‘rushin’’ in Baptist churches. After the evening service, the people of a settle-
ment will march or ‘rush’ through the aisle of the church, clapping their hands and stomping 
their feet sometimes until daybreak” (Lomax, Droussart & Lomax Chairetakis 1999:23).
34. Interview with Matrid Armbrister, McQueens, Cat Island, March 17, 2004.
35. Interview with Matrid Armbrister, McQueens, Cat Island, March 20, 2004.
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formers, were clearly based partly on African models.36 At different points 
throughout the year, each society would host its own anniversary celebration 
commemorating the date of its founding, to which the general public was 
invited. These celebrations often included “outside” street processions in 
which “spiritual” songs were sung; these were backed by the same rhythms 
used in Jankunu rushing, played on the same goatskin drums. The burial 
societies would usually have to hire Jankunu drummers for these anniver-
sary processions. Thus, in this “outside” setting, “sacred” songs normally 
restricted to “inside” (i.e. church) contexts were combined with the African-
based style of Jankunu drumming customarily excluded from “sacred” con-
texts, temporarily clouding, once again, the dichotomy between “spiritual” 
and “worldly.” A certain amount of “mixing up” could not be avoided in 
such circumstances. And, as a former participant remembers, sometimes 
even Jankunu songs made their way into the mix:

[In society street processions] they would sing spiritual songs – spiritual 
songs with those same goatskin drums. Now, the society would mix up 
the songs while down the road there. Right? You see, on the road, you 
had to get these men [Jankanu drummers] to beat these things, to beat 
these drums, most of the time, for the society and things. And they would 
sing, they would play what they wanted to play, you know? Well, that’s 
how they [the burial societies] got mixed up with the Jankanu dance. They 
[the Jankanu drummers] would play to make them [themselves] feel good, 
playing their music.37

36. These cooperative associations, found in various parts of the Bahamas, are said to 
have been established by ex-slaves and/or indentured African immigrants shortly after 
the abolition of slavery, and closely resemble credit institutions and cooperative savings 
groups in various parts of West Africa and the Caribbean. That African-born individuals 
were among the founding members of these organizations on Cat Island is strongly sug-
gested by the fact that one of the most prominent of the burial societies still existing in 
the northern part of the island is known as Congo No. 2. There are, to my knowledge, no 
in-depth studies of these institutions on Cat Island. For additional background on contem-
porary burial societies in the Bahamas (also known as “friendly societies,” and in some 
areas, as asues), see Jenkins (2000:83-86). For historical background, see Johnson (1991).
37. Interview with Olivia Bowles, Orange Creek, Cat Island, March 16, 2004. In the same 
interview, Mistress Bowles revealed that genre boundaries could be crossed in the other 
direction as well, with Jankunu drummers and singers sometimes choosing to perform the 
occasional “spiritual” anthem during their own Jankunu processions as well. Furthermore, 
Jankunu crossed over to a number of other performance contexts; for instance, Jankunu 
music and dance became an integral part of celebrations of Guy Fawkes Day (a British 
holiday observed in several parts of the Bahamas on November 5), including those in 
Nassau (Jenkins 2000:94) and Cat Island (Olivia Bowles, March 16, 2004). See also 
Crowley (1958).
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But the ties between the burial societies and Jankunu went deeper than 
this, extending into the actual “proper” domain and season for Jankunu – 
Christmas. For it was the custom to cap off the last Jankunu procession of 
the Christmas season with a final “feast” sponsored by these very same burial 
societies as an offering for the Jankunu performers and the general public. 
These communal gatherings, which featured traditional Cat Island foods and 
refreshments such as flour cakes, johnny cakes, and drinks made from the 
logwood and braziletto trees, symbolized community ideals of sharing and 
reciprocity.38

We are confronted here with an ambiguously dual world – a world in 
which spatial and cosmological dichotomies imposed in the distant past 
(and constantly reinforced in the present by ongoing evangelical activity by 
both local and foreign religious organizations) are repeatedly collapsed by 
communal performances bringing together and mixing older and newer per-
mutations of music and dance embodying a common African aesthetic and 
spiritual energy. In such a layered world, it would be difficult to cordon off 
the “sacred” from the “profane” in any definitive way. Cat Island Jankunu 
was an integral part of this social and cultural world and its ambiguous dual-
ism. As such, it was, in the final analysis, neither more “secular” nor more 
“sacred” than any other part – which is to say that it too, at a deep level, 
constituted a reflection, alongside Cat Island’s Afro-Bahamian recastings of 
Christianity, of irreducible and indivisible spirituality. In this sense, perhaps, 
it masked, even while contributing to, the enduring presence of the ancestors.

dAngrigA, Belize

The Garifuna (also known as Black Caribs) are famous for their Jankunu 
(usually rendered as John Canoe in English and Yancunú in Spanish, and 
known as Wanáragua in their own language).39 Scattered along the Atlantic 
coast of Central America, from Belize to Nicaragua, the Garifuna emerged 
through a remarkable history of struggle against various European colonial 
powers that culminated in their displacement from their original homeland 
on the Caribbean island of St. Vincent to the Honduran coast in 1797. Of 
mixed Amerindian and African descent, they have maintained a unique cul-
ture that represents a thoroughgoing fusion of elements from both sides of 
their ancestral past, but which has been strongly influenced as well by the 
cultures of the colonial societies with which they have interacted since their 

38. Interview with Olivia Bowles, Orange Creek, Cat Island, March 16, 2004.
39. In their own language, Garifuna is a singular form, and Garinagu is the correspon-
ding plural. In this paper, I follow the common convention in English-language publica-
tions of using the first form for all contexts, to denote either singular or plural.
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beginnings as a people (Gonzalez 1988). While their distinctive language is 
an Amerindian one, belonging to the Arawakan group (Cayetano 1997:86; 
Taylor 1977:14-15), much of their expressive culture, and especially their 
music, is clearly derived in part from African sources.

In the literature on the Garifuna, there seems to be the same uncertainty 
regarding Jankunu’s origins and its spiritual significance (or lack thereof) 
that one finds in the accounts of Jankunu in Jamaica and the Bahamas.40 This 
ambiguity about both past and present meanings appears, for instance, in one 
of the first studies of Garifuna music. According to this work, “the dances 
of the Carib’s John Canoe festival are ... devoid of religious significance; in 
fact the Caribs themselves have no knowledge of their origin or significance” 
(Whipple 1971:114). Yet, earlier in the same study, we read that “lyrics for 
the John Canoe are characteristically ‘spooky’ in nature favoring supernatu-
ral themes” (Whipple 1971:48). As an example, the author provides the fol-
lowing Jankunu song, translated into English by the performer:

Nighttime catches me.
Nighttime catches me my dear.
I saw a spirit open its wings:
In front of me, my dear, at midnight.
Joy, joy, they shouted.
I saw a spirit open its wings.
In front of me, my dear, at midnight. (Whipple 1971:48)

Despite the suggestion of deeper meanings in such songs, most studies of 
Garifuna Jankunu, like those of the Jamaican and Bahamian versions, indi-
cate that the performers themselves think of what they are doing as a mere 
form of amusement or entertainment with no deeper significance. As Dirks 
(1979a:103) noted, “none of the Caribs that I have talked to about John 
Canoe are willing to interpret its meaning. It is simply good fun.”

40. Among scholars, as among the Garifuna themselves, there is no consensus regarding 
the origins of Garifuna Jankunu (Wanáragua). Some suggest that it was originally practi-
ced by the Carib Indian ancestors of the Garifuna, and was indigenous to the island of St. 
Vincent. Others hypothesize that it reached the Garifuna directly from African sources. 
My own position is that it represents a complex amalgam that has drawn on various 
sources, but that its earliest forms were adopted by Garifuna who came into contact with 
immigrants from Jamaica (or others who had adopted the tradition after such contact 
themselves) some time after their arrival at Roatan off the coast of Honduras in 1797. 
Thus, in my view, Garifuna Jankunu must be considerd a cognate of both Jamaican and 
Bahamian Jankunu. The same view is succinctly expressed by Dirks (1979b:487), who 
writes: “one might say [Garifuna] John Canoe was born and raised on eighteenth century 
Jamaican plantations.”
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I know of only two or three published accounts of Jankunu in Central 
America contradicting this view. But these accounts speak so clearly of reli-
gious meaning and linkages with spiritually charged contexts that they would 
seem to suggest that the common representation of Jankunu in this part of 
the world, as in Jamaica and the Bahamas, as an unambiguously “secular” 
tradition needs to be reevaluated and researched further. In one of these 
sources, a prominent Garifuna Jankunu performer from Belize, discussing 
what he calls “the Wanáragua cycle,” says that in the view of the previous 
Jankunu leader who trained him and a number of other leading performers 
in the art, “wanaragua [Jankunu] had a very deep religious significance” 
(Valentine 2002:42). Another author states that on the Miskito Coast – an 
area spanning eastern Honduras and northern Nicaragua, known for a long 
history of social and cultural mixing between Garifunas, Afro-Amerindian 
Miskitos, and immigrants from Jamaica and other parts of the Anglophone 
Caribbean – “jaangkunu was formerly a dance performed at a memorial feast 
for the dead, later at Christmas” (Holm 1978:212, cited in Holm & Shilling 
1982:117). There is also a nineteenth-century account – likely the original 
source on which the foregoing reference is based – in which a traditional 
feast “in memory of the departed” among Miskito Indians is depicted as 
including “John-Canoe, a particular kind of dance” (Young 1842:30-31, cited 
in Bettelheim 1979:241).

Clearly, the social conditions under which Jankunu took root and evolved 
in Central America were highly complex and fluid, involving much inter-
ethnic contact and cultural exchange.41 As a result, there is a good deal of 
variation in the Jankunu performed in this area today, with significant dif-
ferences, for instance, between Belizean Garifuna and Honduran Garifuna 
versions (and internal variations within each of these as well). The country 
with the largest Garifuna population by far is Honduras, where local variants 
of Jankunu have received very little scholarly attention and remain largely 
undocumented. Further work in that country promises to lead to many new 
revelations. It should be borne in mind, therefore, that the Belizean variant 
discussed below represents but a small part of the larger picture of Garifuna 
Jankunu in Central America.

In the Belizean Garifuna capital of Dangriga, as I learned soon after arriv-
ing, Jankunu was traditionally directed by a number of trained specialists or 
“leaders” known as ábuti (a general term in the Garifuna language for “chief” 

41. It is clear that some of this interethnic contact and exchange took place in the con-
text of joint Christmas celebrations. Greene (2005:208), for instance, points to “Young’s 
[1842] account of Christmas at Fort Wellington on the Mosquitia coast of Honduras, in 
which Spanish, British, Mosquito, Caribs [Garifuna/Garinagu], Poyer and Wankee [local 
Amerindians] assemble, play skin drums and other percussive instruments, and dance 
wildly.”
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or “person in charge”). Specialized knowledge of the tradition was passed 
on from one generation to the next by these leaders, who carefully selected 
younger individuals to follow in their footsteps. There were three main days 
on which Jankunu was performed each year (with scattered performances on 
some of the days in between): Christmas, New Year’s Day, and “Dia-Rey” 
(i.e. El Día de Reyes, “Day of the Kings” or Epiphany [January 6]).42 Each 
individual leader was given responsibility for one (or sometimes more) of 
these days. The three recognized leaders of the current generation were all 
trained by a single individual named Max Garcia, now deceased, who is 
revered as one of the last great authorities and truly knowledgeable practi-
tioners of Wanáragua (Jankunu) in Belize. All of his three primary trainees 
acknowledge that the teaching they received from him differed individually, 
since each was assigned different responsibilities – as was normal in the 
Jankunu tradition. It would not be surprising, therefore, if their viewpoints on 
the question of Jankunu’s spiritual significance varied to some extent. And 
this, indeed, is what I found.

One of Garcia’s apprentices expressed a view similar to those of a num-
ber of other Garifuna with whom I had spoken about Jankunu, stating out-
right that the tradition had no religious or spiritual meaning (even while 
describing certain aspects suggesting spiritual significance, such as the wear-
ing of black arm bands during particular segments of Jankunu performances 
as signs of “mourning” for deceased Jankunu practitioners of the past).43 
A full understanding of the view expressed by this individual, however, 
may require a brief digression. After speaking with several others about the 
question of a possible spiritual dimension, I was led to wonder whether this 
man’s response, and similar ones, were as much as anything reflections of an 
implicit assumption that the only traditional Garifuna cultural practice prop-
erly deserving of the term “religious” or “spiritual” is the institution known 
as dügü (defined in The People’s Garifuna Dictionary as “the most important 
of the propitiation rites” held for Garifuna ancestors [Cayetano 1993:38]). 
The dügü – which is similar in many ways to the ancestor-focused neo-Afri-
can religions found in various parts of the Caribbean, but also has much 
in common with circum-Caribbean Amerindian religions – is an institution 

42. There were also three somewhat distinct segments of Jankunu performed at different 
points during the Wanáragua cycle: Wárini (or Wárin, an opening and closing rite done on 
December 24 and January 6); Wanáragua “proper” (done on Christmas Day, New Year’s 
Day, and at various other points); and Chárikanári (related to an older dance called Pia 
Manadi, done on Boxing Day [December 26] and at various other points). There is not 
sufficient space to discuss these distinct segments further here, but they will be treated in 
more depth in a book on Jankunu in the Caribbean and the southern United States that I am 
currently preparing. See also Greene (2005:210-18) for further background on all three.
43. Interview with John Miguel, Dangriga, Belize, May 25, 2004.
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of central importance in traditional Garifuna society.44 Having survived the 
challenges of Catholic and Methodist missionaries for nearly two centu-
ries, it now exists within a fractured theological zone in which “religion” 
has to some extent become compartmentalized, and what may “properly” 
be considered “religious” somewhat rigidly defined. Linguistic categories 
are also part of the problem I faced in trying to look under the surface of 
Garifuna Jankunu. Since all conversations and formal interviews took place 
in English, responses may have been influenced by the limitations imposed 
by English vocabulary and conceptual categories, which do not always fit 
neatly with those in the Garifuna language. (It may be significant that the 
only bilingual Garifuna-English dictionary includes no entries for “religion,” 
“religious,” or “spiritual” – although it does have “spirit,” “spirit-double,” 
“spiritualism,” and “spiritualist” [Cayetano 1993:148].) I began to sense that 
for some of the Garifuna with whom I spoke, any aspect of Garifuna culture 
that did not form an integral part of either the institution of the dügü or one 
of the recognized Christian churches in the area could not properly be rep-
resented (in English) as “religious” or “spiritual.” And, as I was repeatedly 
told, Wanáragua has no direct connection with the dügü (and certainly none 
with any of the established churches).

This linguistic ambiguity may well help to account for the differences 
in the views expressed by the three Jankunu leaders I interviewed. These 
differences of opinion, in any case, were very significant. While the some-
what ambiguous responses of the first leader, suggesting an absence of spiri-
tual meaning, made me wonder why the ancestors who remain so impor-
tant in traditional Garifuna life would never take an interest in Jankunu, the 
responses of the other two left no room for doubt. According to both of them, 
the spirits of ancestors were very much concerned with, and involved in, 
Jankunu performances.

One of these Jankunu leaders (now “retired” from this position), recog-
nized by many as the single most knowledgeable practitioner of his genera-
tion, explained that his teacher, Max Garcia, and other elders in the Jankunu 
tradition thought of the purpose of Wanáragua or Jankunu as being “to lift up 
the world” (lurahon ubóu, in Garifuna). Garcia would sometimes tell him, 
when speaking of the deeper meaning of the tradition, that in performing 
Jankunu “we are lifting up the world” (lurahon niwa).45 What he meant by 
this was that the performers were “lifting up” or “raising up” the “spirits” 
of all those around them, helping to spread through the entire community a 
feeling of celebration and happiness. Nor was this celebration meant only 

44. For further background on dügü, see Jenkins 1983, Gonzalez 1988:83-97, Foster 
1994, and Valentine 2002; and on the music of dügü, Greene 1998 and 1999.
45. These renderings of Garifuna phrases (lurahon ubóu and lurahon niwa), as well as 
their English glosses, were provided by the speaker, Jerris Valentine.
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for the living. As previous generations thought of it, according to this former 
Jankunu leader, the “spirits” that were “lifted” by these ritual performances 
most definitely included the áfurugu, or spirits, of the Garifuna ancestors, 
who were very much present at such times.46 For this reason, and others, this 
Jankunu ábuti, like Max Garcia before him, has always considered Jankunu 
performances to be fundamentally “sacred.”47

The third of the Jankunu leaders with whom I spoke was also quite clear 
about what he saw as Jankunu’s spiritual dimension. Here is an excerpt from 
what he had to say on this question:

Before Christmas, maybe a week, or maybe three days before Christmas, 
the spirit would appear and tell me that we are going to perform Jankunu ... 
[the spirit] would say I must [perform]. So I believe then that it is spiritual. 
Then you can go a little farther. Amongst the other dances [outside the 
context of the dügü] that Garinagu [Garifuna] people do, Wanáragua is one 
of the number one where spirit can transfer into you. The spirit will trans-
fer into you. While celebrating, dancing Jankunu, spirits of your ancestors 
can come and transfer into you. It happens [even] to ladies, to woman, that 
the spirit of the ancestors borrow their body, transfer into them, and she 
will jump up. And you know that is something natural, that she is not the 
one that [is] doing that, that there is spirit in it.48

According to this Jankunu ábuti, the ancestors were traditionally expected 
to attend the major dance performances on Christmas Day and New Year’s 
Day, and to participate in them along with the living. For this reason, at the 

46. In the Garifuna-English dictionary (Cayetano 1993:12, 40, 148), áfurugu is glossed as 
‘‘spirit, ghost,’’ or ‘‘spirit-double,’’ while gubida (the term usually used in anthropological 
accounts to mean ‘‘ancestor spirit’’) has a narrower sense: ‘‘spirit of deceased relatives.’’ 
Jerris Valentine (interview of May 24, 2004) explained that, for the Garifuna, every indi-
vidual has both a physical body, and a “spirit” that can also be “seen.” One may know 
or recognize an individual not only by his physical body, but also his spiritual “body,” 
known as áfurugu, which constitutes something like what would be called his “persona-
lity” in English. After death, the áfurugu remains among the living, as an ancestor. As 
Valentine (2002:23) writes, “since the áfurugu continues to live after the body is dead, the 
Garifuna has no problem in offering food to the áfurugu of the dead.”
47. Interview with Jerris Valentine, Dangriga, Belize, May 24, 2004. In addition to 
being Max Garcia’s protégé, Rev. Valentine, a Garifuna who was born in Dangriga, is 
an Anglican priest. He is also known as a staunch defender of the right of his people to 
maintain their ancestral culture. It is he who authored the statement cited above regarding 
Max Garcia’s feeling that Jankunu “had a very deep religious significance.”
48. Interview with John Mariano, Dangriga, Belize, May 20, 2004. In addition to being 
a Jankunu ábuti, John Mariano is one of the most respected buyei (Garifuna shamans) in 
Belize, and regularly conducts healing services in the context of the dügü.
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appropriate point in the ritual cycle an offering would be left for them in 
the “ring,” the central space where dancing took place. This ritual gesture 
would be made right at the outset of the festivities, during the more “private” 
part that took place at the yard of the presiding ábuti, where the participants 
would assemble early in the morning and dance in preparation for their jour-
ney out into the more public spaces of the town:

With our ancestors, before the Jankunu would start to move house to house, 
out there, [at] the yard where they are assembling – generally it’s the yard 
of the boss [i.e. the ábuti] – that’s why they always take that white bottle, 
white bottle of rum, place it in the middle of the ring. Because Jankunu use 
ring, they dance in ring. [They] place it in the middle of that circle. And they 
started to play and sing. That’s for the spirit of our ancestors. Because we 
know and we believe that they will come and dance. So we do that first.49

For one who had traveled the particular research route that I had, seeking 
clues that might lead me to “masked” forms of spirit presence in a perfor-
mance tradition long represented as essentially “African” yet somehow also 
essentially devoid of religious or spiritual meaning, such clearly stated reve-
lations seemed almost “too good to be true.” And I began to wonder whether, 
in fact, they were true – that is, whether they truly were what they appeared 
to be. Could such explicitly spiritual associations, today expressed by only 
a handful of Garifuna elders formerly apprenticed to older “experts,” actu-
ally reflect accurately an understanding of Jankunu that had once been more 
broadly shared among participants and perhaps others in the wider commu-
nity – an understanding that had begun to fade away only in more recent 
times? According to the two Jankunu leaders who speak of a spiritual pres-
ence above, the answer is yes. Both explained the disjuncture between past 
and present in the same terms – as the result of a breakdown of “discipline,” 
and a lack of respect among younger participants and the larger community. 
According to both leaders, Jankunu had always been not only “entertain-
ment,” not just a “joke,” but a “serious” tradition, based on certain “rules,” 
and requiring “discipline.” Faced with an increasing lack of commitment 
and respect, the older leaders had begun to withdraw, and to withhold much 
of their knowledge from those of younger generations. As a result, the tradi-
tion had lost, or only vaguely retained, some of its most important original 
meanings. As Jerris Valentine – the ábuti chosen by Max Garcia to be his 
primary successor – lamented, “you have to understand what Wanáragua has 
become. Wanáragua has become something you laugh at. Wanáragua has 
lost its sacredness – its value. So it has no meaning, especially for the young 
people.”50 The fact that the famous statue of a Jankunu performer that once 

49. Interview with John Mariano, Dangriga, Belize, May 20, 2004.
50. Interview with Jerris Valentine, Dangriga, Belize, May 24, 2004.
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stood as a proud icon of Garifuna identity near the entrance to Dangriga’s 
main street is now gone would seem to bear out his assertion; repeatedly 
defaced by local vandals, the statue was finally torn down and removed a few 
decades ago, and is now remembered only by middle-aged or older people.

mAsKing the sPirit And surViVing seculArizAtion 
through sAcred sounds

In a recent study of religion in Jamaica, Dianne Stewart uses the masquerad-
ing of Jankunu as a metaphor for the defensive cloaking of African modes of 
religiosity that made possible their survival in new guises. “The institution 
of masquerading,” she writes, 

provided enslaved Africans in Jamaica with an aesthetic mode of con-
cealment and protection that allowed them to preserve Obeah, Myal, and 
other African-derived religious traditions in variegated forms masked as 
Christian traditions. By the same token, Myal was also preserved literally 
within the Jonkunnu masking tradition. African religious practitioners who 
instituted the Native Baptist and Revival Zion traditions made a Jonkunnu 
out of Christianity – a performance mask that they could wear and control 
in their efforts to safeguard African religious culture. (Stewart 2005:221) 

As she suggests, this masking metaphor can be applied to the Jankunu tradi-
tion itself, in which, as the present-day Jamaican community of Coker shows, 
the living ancestral presence could, under the right circumstances, be literally 
preserved through the practice of myal, or spirit possession, in the context of 
Christmas celebrations involving both material and aesthetic offerings and 
exchanges between the living and the dead.

But such literal preservation of the bond with ancestral spirits, in the case 
of Jankunu performances, most likely required a particular kind of disguise 
of its own. In order to survive as a clearly understood (among practitio-
ners) expression of African religiosity in the context of plantation slavery, 
and especially in the period of continuing colonial domination and intense 
Christian missionization that followed, the Jankunu tradition had to mask 
(that is, pose) in public not as a form of Christianity (which would have 
been impossible given the centrality of African-style masked dance to it), 
but rathe r, as Christianity’s harmless opposite – a “secular” form of “play.” 
In this recontextualized, ostensibly “secular” form, it was given periodic 
license to roam the streets and spread holiday cheer precisely because it 
was perceived (or hoped) to be “mere fun” rather than an uncontrollable 
expression of a genuinely alternative worldview, or a still viable remnant of 
what the agents of colonialism thought of as a “savage” variety of religion 
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(Christianity’s “opposite” in a different, and ontologically much more threat-
ening, sense).51 The more African forms of masking and dancing associated 
with what was originally known as Jankunu were simply too far removed 
from what European Christians and their converts considered appropriate 
modes of behavior and appearance in “religious” contexts to be assimilated 
to them as such – that is, to take on certain aspects of a “Christian” appear-
ance (as did some of the Native Baptist churches), or to “mask” as a form 
of Christianity, and then continue as before in this new guise. What most 
likely happened, rather, was that the practitioners of Jankunu, as part of the 
ongoing process of creolization, adapted to the harsh repression of visible 
or overt expressions of non-Christian religiosity by “masking” in a double 
sense, depending on context. In “outside” contexts, when parading in cos-
tume and “making capers” before a larger public in the streets of towns, or 
performing in the environs of the plantation great house, they “masked the 
spirit” in the sense of disguising its presence from crowds made up largely 
of uncomprehending spectators; in “inside” contexts, when performing only 
among family, co-religionists, and the ancestors themselves, they “masked 
the spirit” in the common African sense of embodying it.52

Just such a bifurcation of Christmas performances into “public” and “pri-
vate,” “outside” and “inside,” contexts and spaces appears to have allowed 
Coker, and a few other relatively isolated rural communities in Jamaica, to 
maintain into the twenty-first century a Jankunu tradition that remains explic-
itly connected to the community’s ancestors and the religion practiced by the 
latter while they were alive. (And the division of “old-time” Christmas celebra-
tions in the Bahamas into “outside/secular” and “inside/sacred” spheres, the 

51. Even when understood as a “secular” form of “play,” Jankunu performances represen-
ted a potential threat to white authority during the slavery era – as did any large gathering of 
slaves – and the temporary period of “ritual license” typifying the Christmas holidays made 
them seem even more dangerous. This led the authorities to take extra precautions over 
the holidays – for instance, by placing the colonial militia on alert. After the final abolition 
of slavery in 1838, some authorities still viewed Jankunu processions, especially those in 
urban areas, as a dangerous form of public disorder, while others saw them as “degrading” 
throwbacks to “savagery,” and periodic attempts were made to suppress them. Attempts by 
the authorities to ban Jankunu performances in Kingston in the 1840s led to riots (Wilmot 
1990). One can imagine how much more difficult it would have been for Jankunu perfor-
mers throughout this period if they had regularly and overtly manifested unmistakable indi-
cations of African religiosity in public spaces (for instance, with spirit possession, sacrifices 
and offerings to ancestors, etc.). This would have been especially true from the 1840s on, 
when the presence and influence of Christian missions began to increase rapidly.
52. This is not to suggest, of course, that in the “public” world, including the spaces most 
clearly dominated by Europeans, they did not also embody the spirits at the same time that 
they concealed them from unknowledgeable onlookers; the two kinds of “masking” could 
conceivably occur simultaneously in “outside” contexts.
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former given over to Jankunu processions and the latter to Christian church 
services, might be seen as a related permutation that resulted from a somewhat 
similar process of adaptation – one that, in the past, served in a similar way 
to enable Jankunu to survive through [apparent] “secularization,” even as it 
remained linked, at least during liminal periods, to the sacred.) Most of those 
who witnessed the “public face” of Coker’s Jankunu performers when they 
“paraded” their masquerade, music, and dancing “outside” in other communi-
ties remained unaware of the inner meanings preserved in the “inside” spaces 
inhabited year-round by the performers and their ancestors. For the larger 
public, these bands of masqueraders were no more than what they appeared 
to be – amusing, even exciting, forms of “Christmas sport,” perhaps tinged 
with a vaguely alluring air of mystery (and, for children, fear), but essentially 
devoid of deeper meanings, and because of this, welcome during the holiday 
season for the contribution they made to the general merriment that was seen as 
appropriate to this special time of year. By doing nothing to overturn this “pub-
lic face” – to “unmask” the private significance of Jankunu when perform-
ing it “outside” – the performers forestalled a clash of worldviews in which 
the balance of power (both material and ideological) was clearly not in their 
favor. Such a clash finally became unavoidable in the latter half of the twen-
tieth century, when a number of Christian evangelical churches (and, more 
importantly, their local proxies) penetrated the “inside” spaces of Coker and 
became active right in the heart of the community, where the ancestral pres-
ence surviving under the “mask” of Jankunu could not be concealed. Although 
the final outcome of this contentious encounter is not yet known, it has created 
a situation in which the continuing existence of Coker’s Jankunu tradition is 
likely to depend on its increasing “secularization” via the ongoing incorpora-
tion of younger performers into touristic performance venues outside the com-
munity, official government-sponsored festivals, and the like – a process that 
has already begun. This process may be seen as a recapitulation of the actual 
“secularization” (or partial “secularization”) that gradually overtook Jankunu 
elsewhere in Jamaica as it adapted to a number of changes in the larger society 
that favored the dissimulation of an absence of spirit (a kind of “masking” in 
the sense of concealment) and, at the same time, made the actual embodying 
of spirit (“masking” in the other, more profound sense) increasingly untenable. 
Whether, and how, the kinds of spiritual meanings embodied in the ancestors’ 
version of Jankunu will survive this process in Coker remains to be seen.

Indeed, one may pose the question of whether, and how, similar spiri-
tual meanings – meanings known only to the maskers themselves (or perhaps 
“sensed” by them at a subliminal rather than fully conscious level) – have 
been able to survive under the secular “mask” of the mainstream or “official” 
forms of Jankunu that now dominate in Jamaica, the Bahamas, and Belize. I 
would argue that even if the modern-day transformations effected by tourism, 
commercialization, nationalization, folklorization, festivalization, and other 
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such processes have left the better-known contemporary varieties of Jankunu 
(e.g., Nassau Junkanoo) with a purely “secular” appearance, we cannot dis-
count the vague (if powerful) sense of the “spiritual” such modern “secu-
lar” performances seem to arouse in some participants. Nor can we deny the 
possibility that such perceptions might be rooted in “memories” of an actual 
cultural past that have been carried forth in various ways to the present.53 
For the concept of “cultural memory” involves complexities and subtleties 
that have yet to be apprehended fully and may apply to a broader range of 
phenomena than previously thought. Particularly useful in thinking about 
Jankunu is the phenomenon that has been termed “nondiscursive memory.” 
One interesting example is provided in Rosalind Shaw’s recent study of pre-
viously unacknowledged memories of the slave trade among the Temne of 
Sierra Leone, which discusses the existence of nondiscursive forms of social 
memory that encode seemingly “forgotten” histories in ritual practices and 
sedimented “memoryscapes” rather than verbal narratives. Shaw (2002:22) 
characterizes these forms of cultural memory as histories of “moral imagina-
tion” that are “told primarily in the language of practical memory through 
places and practices, images and visions, rituals and rumors.” Another form 
of nondiscursive “memory” – one that is particularly relevant in discussions 
of Africa and the diaspora – is encoded in what Connerton (1989:74) refers 
to as a “mnemonics of the body.” By this he means a repository of perfor-
mative symbols ritually expressed through kinetic practices such as dance. 
Such bodily practices may play an important role in the reproduction and 

53. What I am suggesting here – that the vague and ineffable (but powerfully felt) sense 
of “spirit” often associated with ostensibly “secular” performances in the African diaspora 
may constitute the present-day reflection, or trace, of specific forms of (non-Christian) 
African religiosity or spirituality actually practiced in the past – seems also to be borne out 
in the case of the steelband (pan) tradition of Trinidad and Tobago. In his recent study, for 
instance, Shannon Dudley (2008:14-16, 44-45, 55) points out that there are good historical 
reasons for the common Trinidadian saying that “pan is a jumbie” (a spirit that posses-
ses people). Dudley points to research by the Trinidadian playwright and scholar Rawle 
Gibbons showing that there was extensive overlap between the Orisha (then known as 
Shango) religious community and the steelband community at the very time when pan 
was coming into being, and that some of the early panmen (steelband players) “were also 
Orisha men … who brought to the steelband their drumming techniques, their song reper-
toire, and their understanding of music as a vehicle for the manifestation of divine power” 
(Dudley 2008:15). This helps to account for the fact that today, as Gibbons points out, “the 
pan is regarded by African-Trinidadians in particular as an instrument of ‘spirit’” – this 
despite the fact that the majority of present-day Trinidadians, including many pan perfor-
mers themselves, seem to regard steelband music as essentially “secular” (except perhaps 
when Christian tunes are performed on the instrument). Using oral source s, Amon Saba 
Saakana (Sebastian Clarke) also documents the significant input Orisha drummers had in 
the development of steelband music in Trinidad (Saakana 2005:85-86).
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transmission of a community’s cultural memory. In my own study of cultural 
memory in the Maroon communities of Jamaica, I found that such nondiscur-
sive, performative forms of “memory,” concentrated in the ceremony known 
as Kromanti Play or Kromanti Dance, were crucial to the process of social 
“remembering,” complementing and lending a powerful affective charge to 
the verbal narratives through which consciousness of the past is transmitted 
across generations (Bilby 2005b). I also found that among Jamaican Maroons, 
as among many others in the African diaspora, musical sound serves as a 
particularly important and effective medium for nondiscursive “memories.”

It is precisely music (not to be separated from dance) that appears to have 
been key to the survival of a sense of spirituality in all variants of Jankunu – 
even those most thoroughly transformed by the process of “secularization.” 
In the Jankunu of Coker, Jamaica, which is the least secularized variety of this 
festival known to exist anywhere in the Americas today, ancestral spirits are 
literally summoned into the heads of mediums by the rhythms of the gumbe 
drum (struck in a special spirit-drawing manner known as myal box), and 
there is also a special category of songs for this purpose known as myal sing 
(“spirit invocation songs”) (Bilby 1999:56). On Cat Island in the Bahamas, as 
we have seen, the underlying spiritually charged commonalities in “sacred” 
and “secular” music and dance allowed Africanized Christian churches and 
the Jankunu masquerade temporarily to merge (in a sense, to “reunite”) at 
least once a year in common celebration of a sacred rite of transition and 
renewal. For at least some Garifuna Jankunu practitioners in Belize, not only 
the explicitly religious drumming and chanting of dügü spirit -possession cere-
monies, but also the performance of Jankunu itself, has the power to attract the 
spirits of ancestors; for when it is done properly, in the words of the Jankunu 
leader cited above, “we know and we believe that they will come and dance.” 
This close connection between music and spirit, in fact, is present throughout 
the African diaspora, where generations of scholars working in different areas 
have repeatedly encountered “music, song, dances, and legends that have the 
power to attract, convey, dispel, honor, and celebrate the sacred energies of 
nature and the spirit world” (Vega 1999:49).

It is with this background in mind that one should interpret comments 
such as the following, about the present-day “secular” Junkanoo festival of 
Nassau:

everyone knows that the music is the soul of Junkanoo. If the music is right, 
the costumes look better, and the performance becomes totally animated. 
Without the music, there is no emotional response from the public or the 
judges. The music must be able to make the body move involuntarily. It is 
the music that is the essence of the parade. (Nash Ferguson 2000:32)
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The very “magic” and mysterious power that still resides in this contemporary 
national festival is often expressed through metaphors of musical sound and 
motion, as when this same author states that “the mere mention of the word 
‘Junkanoo’ evokes strange and inexplicable emotions and compulsions. At the 
very core of your being, your ‘Bahamianness,’ the rhythm of a drum begins to 
pulsate, the beat vibrating through every pore of your body. A feeling of intense 
excitement slowly fills your soul” (Nash Ferguson 2000:2). The state of mind 
evoked by this passage resembles the transcendent experience that some per-
formers call “running hot,” when the music locks into a groove that triggers a 
powerful, if brief, altered state of consciousness. As Vivian Wood (1995:410) 
describes it, “when the Junkanooer runs hot she/he enters a very brief, trance-
like state in which she/he experiences a feeling of ecstasy and intensity.” “In 
the run hot stage,” she continues, “the Junkanooer’s performance is heightened 
and becomes more intense, and the Junkanooer has a sense of being outside the 
realm of the event” (Wood 1995:411). Michael P. Smith (1992:106), writing 
of the ostensibly “secular” performances of the Mardi Gras Indians in New 
Orleans, speaks in a comparable way of “the use of native African/West Indian 
rhythms and percussion to establish the spirit.” During the more intense seg-
ments of their practices, according to Smith (1992:93), “the rhythm and energy 
gradually build into a transcendent, throbbing, primal spiritual presence.” As 
Daniel Avorgbedor (2003:30) points out, this ability of musical sound (and 
movement) to summon and channel the divine is not entirely dependent on 
sensory stimulation or the physiological reactions music may trigger (though 
these can certainly play a critical role), for spirit possession and trance also 
often occur in the absence of music and dance; rather, in a much deeper sense, 
this perception of music as spiritually potent must be seen as a cultural prin-
ciple – a cognitive predisposition transmitted, sometimes at an unconscious 
level, across generations – that is widely shared across Africa and the diaspora, 
and constitutes yet another form of “cultural memory.”54

The understanding that this inherently sacred quality of music links the 
living with an ancestral past would also seem to be widely shared in the 
cultural memory of people of African descent in the Americas. It is among 
what Samuel Floyd (1995:9) calls the “imperatives of the cultural memor y” 
to which black musicians have always been highly sensitive. Indeed, in 
confirming that the lingering spiritual presence in all varieties of Jankunu 
almost certainly reflects, however indirectly, an actual and not just a mythic 
or recently reimagined past, the present study would seem to bear out Floyd’s 
observation, following Jason Berry (1988), that “the musical retentions and 

54. Spencer (1996:44-45) takes a position very close to this when he asserts that “black 
music itself is, from an Afro-conceptual viewpoint, theological sound,” going on to 
suggest that “perhaps what music is from such an Afro-conceptual viewpoint is sound 
(rhythm) that is unconsciously perceived of as being religious.”
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performance practices of African-American music helped and still help to 
preserve this [cultural] memory, recalling the mysteries of myth and the trap-
pings of ritual long after they are no longer functional” (Floyd 1995:9). It 
also lends support to the insights of Rosita Sands, when she generalizes from 
Bahamian Junkanoo and the Mardi Gras Indians to other African-derived 
forms of masking and processional music and dance, noting that

these celebrations speak to the deep spirituality embedded in the wearing 
of a mask and the assuming of another character, perhaps an ancestor or a 
person or people revered and admired. These are aspects of African think-
ing and qualities of African life, strong enough to have survived in the 
memories of the people and important enough to have served as the inspi-
ration for the carnival celebrations created by peoples of African descent 
in their New World environments. (Sands 1991:91)55

In closing, I return to the observation by Kamau Brathwaite (1990:90-91) 
with which I opened this essay: “the [jon]konnus that we know through-
out Plantation America are the visible publicly permitted survival ikons of 
African religious culture.” This summation neatly, and I believe accurately, 
encapsulates both the historical reality of Jankunu, and what it has become. 
Jankunu emerged in the Americas as an aspect of African religious culture 
that survived, remained visible, and was publicly permitted only because it 
succeeded in “masking” the African spiritual presence it embodied with an 
appearance of secularity; eventually overtaken by a gradual process of actual 
secularization (or partial secularization), it then survived as an “icon” of the 
African spirituality it had once both embodied and concealed.56 With histori-

55. Interesting for comparison with the case of Jankunu (as well as the celebrations of 
the New Orleans Mardi Gras Indians cited by Sands) is another Afro-Caribbean festival 
tradition in which masking plays a prominent role – the festival of Santiago Apóstol in 
Loíza, Puerto Rico. For some interesting recent writings on this tradition that touch on a 
number of issues related to those at the center of the present paper (e.g., forms of cultural 
memory, and hidden expressions of “African spirituality”), see Fiet (2006-7; 2007).
56. This notion of surviving “iconicity” in the aftermath of secularization invites further 
analysis along the lines of Gerard Aching’s examination of both real and figurative masks 
as “devices [that may] maintain forms of (self)-knowledge in abeyance,” and his explora-
tion of masking as a process that sometimes “does not conceal the ‘truth’ but embodies 
… ‘ideological distortion.’” Building upon the work of Fanon (1967) and others, Aching 
discusses masking practices in the context of postcolonial Caribbean carnivals not as 
techniques for hiding or disguising reality, but rather, as oppositional forms of “identity 
reaffirmation” that sometimes force viewers (through exaggeration, provocative juxta-
position, and the like) to “see” uncomfortable social, economic, and political “truths” 
that normally remain “invisible” (Aching 2002:4-5, 19-31). If, as Brathwaite suggests, 
Jankunu masquerades, despite their ostensible secularity, are still widely understood or 
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cally grounded poetic imagination, Brathwaite (1990:101) goes on to sketch 
out, in his inimitable way, the outlines of this historical process: “since these 
forms [of Afro-Caribbean festival behavior] ... were from another world, as 
it were; they under pressure of the State & Princes of the Church (the old 
process of seasoning/cultural brain washing & buying or bribing out) began 
to lose their old African [jon]konnu connection, materializing & – success-
fully – secularizing themselves.” This took place in somewhat different ways 
in Jamaica, the Bahamas, and Belize, different colonial settings and varying 
cultural input giving a unique stamp to Jankunu in each place; but gradual 
secularization appears to have occurred in all three places.

Yet, as we have seen, this complex process of secularization, whether in 
Jankunu or other originally sacred arts of the African diaspora, is far from 
definitive, and traces of the spirit remain alive today in an almost infinite 
variety of new “secular” expressions. Viewed from this perspective, we 
can better understand how practitioners of certain music and dance tradi-
tions might speak (and at some level, think) of their performances as “secu-
lar” – indeed, might firmly insist on such a characterization – and at the 
same time might feel (and, at another level of thought, intuit and recognize) 
something profoundly (or, in Brathwaite’s terms, iconically) “spiritual” in 
these same performances. The apparent contradiction vanishes – or rather, 
becomes transparent – once we allow for the continuing operation of forms 
of consciousness, of cultural memory, embodying long histories of ideologi-
cal struggle, cultural suppression, and cultural reassertion. Not only were the 
outcomes of the confrontations and conflicts over meaning and morality that 
typified the process of creolization in the Caribbean extremely complex, but 
they were never truly conclusive; and in the end, even where Eurocentric 
cultural hegemony appears to have been strongest, they left powerful, though 
often submerged and sometimes “masked,” traces of an African worldview 
in which the “sacred” and the “secular” were indivisible, and spirits of ances-
tors and other manifestations of the divine were ever present.

In the case of Jankunu, it is still possible, by using ethnographic methods to 
circumvent the limitations of the written record, to follow the traces of “spirit” 
even now present in ostensibly “secular” performances back to an undeniably 
religious (or “spiritual”) foundation (in which spirits of ancestors once actively 
and openly participated, and were explicitly acknowledged through material 
and symbolic exchanges). This endeavor has value not only because it allows 

sensed by those who view such performances today as “survival ikons of African reli-
gious culture,” it is not difficult to see how, as symbolic embodiments of something sup-
posedly gone yet still visibly present, they might operate in a similar oppositional fashion 
in a society such as Jamaica, where surviving expressions of African spirituality coexist 
uneasily with dominant forms of Christianity and, though they remain important to many, 
continue to be stigmatized, suppressed, and concealed.
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us to enrich our understanding of one of the most important and widespread 
cultural institutions created by enslaved Africans in the English-speaking 
Americas (Burton 1997:65; Fabre 1994:55), but also because it reminds us 
that for its creators and early practitioners Jankunu was not simply the tempo-
rary “rite of rebellion” it appears (to present-day scholars who filter the past 
solely through historical documents written by uncomprehending European 
observers) to have been; more important than this, it was an expression of 
an alternative worldview maintained through an ongoing dialogue with the 
ancestors. Such evidence of relative cultural and existential autonomy among 
the enslaved says much more about the ways they were able to resist the con-
dition imposed upon them than does the “rebellious” playacting sporadically 
observed by European writers (who understood and sanctioned this behav-
ior as an aspect of their own custom of “Saturnalia”) in public spaces dur-
ing the period of ritual license with which Jankunu performances coincided. 
The continuing presence of an underlying sense of spirituality in Jankunu even 
today suggests that what the enslaved kept “behind the mask” of this “Black 
Saturnalia” (Dirks 1987) was far more significant than what was displayed for 
all to see. Today, in the transformed Jankunu that has survived and is still with 
us, there is still more than meets the eye, encoded and carried down to us in 
“secular” yet sacred sounds to which, “masked” as ever, the spirit still dances.
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