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BALLET CREOLE: AN INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

Founded in 1990 by Trinidadian born Artistic Director Patrick Parson, Ballet Creole is a company that performs 
traditional and contemporary dance and music from around the world, with a particular emphasis on the African 
Diaspora. The term “Diaspora” refers to the dispersing of peoples from a common origin. The African Diaspora is 
the result of the transportation of slaves from the African continent by Europeans, mostly to plantations in the 

Western Hemisphere. In its name, Ballet Creole has revived the old French connotation of "ballet", initially 
signifying "dance" and later referring specifically to dance illustrating the costumes and manners of other nations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The term "Creole" refers to the resulting blend of inhabitants coming from so many different linguistic and 
cultural groups. Creole also refers to the common language that developed among the diverse cultural groups. 

 

 

 

Similarly, Ballet Creole represents the forging of a new language in the dance world, a unique blending 

 of dance traditions from the old and new world. While the Company seeks to preserve old traditions, it 

also aims to establish a dynamic new artistic tradition in Canada based on a "creolization" or fusion of diverse 

dance and music traditions. 
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THE AFRICAN DIASPORA: AN OVERVIEW 

 

As mentioned earlier, the African Diaspora is the result of the Atlantic slave trade carried out by Europeans, 

particularly the Portuguese, Dutch, English, French and Spanish over a period of four centuries when an 

estimated 10 million Africans were displaced. A majority of the slaves came from the West African Guinea 

region and from the Congo-Angola region, and were transported to the West, particularly to the Caribbean, 

central and tropical South American and Gulf States. This exodus of Africans gave birth to the term "Creole". 

 

Originally the term "Creole" meaning "native to locality" was used to refer to people born and raised in the New 

World. Although the term is used loosely and can be used to describe either people of European ancestry born in 

the New World or those of mixed European and African descent, it usually implies an intermingling of African with 

European cultures. This explains why today the people of many nations in the Caribbean and the Americas have 

much in common in terms of their customs, religion and music, in spite of the fact that they do not all share a 

common language. 

 

Creole Language 

The Creole language is spoken throughout the African Diaspora, although it is not an official language anywhere. 

It has developed as a result of multilingual groups coming together and varies in form from country to country. 

In the Caribbean, it generally consists of African languages mixed with European ones: French, English, Spanish, 

Dutch, and Portuguese. For example, in Haiti, while the official language is French, Creole is spoken widely. 

 

THE PERFORMANCE: A SYNOPSIS 

 

In developing this ballet Mr. Parson has collaborated 
with Master West African Drummers to create this 
dance and musical display of the movements and 
rhythms of the Malinke (pronounced “Mah-ling-
kay”) People in Guinea, West Africa. 
 
“Tounkande” – which means the gathering of the 
people – draws from the traditional African 
movement aesthetics and also includes elements of 
movement improvisation. 
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PRE-SHOW DISCUSSION 

PRIMARY 

 Who has seen a dance performance? 

 Where have they seen the performance and what style of dance was it? 

 What kind of movements do they remember when the dancers were dancing alone? (slow/fast, high 

levels/low levels, spins, jumps) 

 What kind of movements do they remember when partners were dancing together? (lifts, meet/part, 

supporting, levels) 

 Do they take dance lessons? Where and what style of dance? 

 Tell the students they are about to see a performance that is abstract or interpretive, where the dances 

and music in each section have a meaning and “story” but there is no set storyline. 

 Ask about the different ways that dance can tell a story (E.g. facial expressions, hand/arms movements, 

leg movements, costume, etc) 

JUNIOR/INTERMEDIATE 

 Who has seen a dance performance? 

 Where have they seen the performance and what style of dance was it? 

 What kind of movements do they remember when the dancers where dancing alone? (slow/fast, high 

levels/low levels, spins, jumps) 

 What kind of movements do they remember when partners were dancing? (lifts, meet/part, 

supporting, levels) 

 Do they take dance lessons? Where and what style of dance? 

 Discuss the concepts of literal storytelling and abstract storytelling; ask if they can give examples of 

each 

 Tell the students they are about to see a performance that is abstract or interpretive, where the dances 

and music in each section have a meaning and “story” but there is no set storyline. 

 Have they seen a dance performance with live music before? How did it enhance the dance 

performance?  

 What is the job of the choreographer in a dance production? 

 
What to watch/listen for during the performance: 

 

  
PRIMARY 

 The dancers moved fast/slow 

 The dancer were dancing alone or with a 
partner or group 

 The dancers’ movement changed when the 
music changed 

 The costumes the dancers wore 
 
 

JUNIOR/INTERMEDIATE 

 The dancers expressing emotion through the 
dance 

 The different groupings of the dancers. (solo, 
duets, trios, whole company)  

 Interesting partner work 

 The dancers relation to each other and to the 
music 
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POST-PERFORMANCE DISCUSSION/ACTIVITIES 

PRIMARY 

 Discuss and demonstrate changes in energy in the performance (high energy, low energy, and medium 

energy) 

 What was your favourite section in the performance and why? 

 Name the types of instruments used in the performance 

 Name the country the dances are from. (West Africa) Have students find West Africa on a world map.  

 Movement activity (for individual work): Standing with both feet facing front and slightly apart, knees 

bent; roll shoulders back on count 1, roll them forward on count 2. Have students try to do this while 

keeping time to a beat. After a while, have them do the movement with a little bounce in their knees 

(one bounce for each count) 

JUNIOR/INTERMEDIATE 

 Give specific examples from the performance of duets, trios, and group (or corps) work 

 Have students look up the word “diaspora” in groups. Let them discuss the concept and formulate their 

own ideas of African Diasporic dance.  

 How do you think African Dance influenced dance in North America and Canada 

 Movement activity: Have 1 student keep a steady rhythm by clapping their hands. The other student 

will stand with both feet facing front and slightly apart, knees bent and count on top of the rhythm (1, 

2,1,2) while bouncing (one bounce for each count). The object of this exercise is for students to learn to 

keep a rhythm in their bodies while dancing to a syncopated external rhythm.  

 

TEACHER RESOURCES 

BOOKS 

Nwanunobi, C. Onyeka. Malinke. The Rosen Publishing Group, 1996. 
Kalani & Camara, Ryan M. West African Drum & Dance: A Yankadi-Macrou Celebration-  
Teacher's Guide. Alfred Publishing, 2007 
 

WEBSITES 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/360226/Malinke 

http://ispra.afropeanmusic.com/dev.asp?N=4&O=371&titre_page=Malinke%20culture&j=3 

http://www.ket.org/education/guides/pd/arts2_westafricandance.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/360226/Malinke
http://ispra.afropeanmusic.com/dev.asp?N=4&O=371&titre_page=Malinke%20culture&j=3
http://www.ket.org/education/guides/pd/arts2_westafricandance.pdf
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Instruments used to accompany the traditional dances 

(not necessarily used in this production): 

 

Tock Tock  - a wooden (or plastic) percussion instrument used to keep time 

Djun djun - large bass drum from Guinea 

Djembes - traditionally from Guinea, Ivory Coast and Mali, West Africa.  

Cowbell or Agogo bell - double-headed cone-shaped metal bell 

 

Dance and Music Vocabulary 

Solo – an individual dancing alone 

Duet – a couple dancing together (also called partnering) 

Trio – three dancers dancing together 

Corps – a group of dancers dancing together in unison 

Syncopation – the skill of dancing to uneven or “unstressed” beats in the music; can also refer to the independent 

movement of different parts of the body to different timing in the music 

Downbeat – in measured music, it is usually the first accented beat in the bar 
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STUDENT WORKSHEET 

Page 1: teacher/student conference, Page 2: completed by student 

 

My Feelings about the Performance 

We saw a dance performance called..................................................................................................... 

                                                                                   Name of Show                                                   

 

performed by artists from  ...................................................................................................................  . 

                                                                                Name of Company                                                  

 

My overall feeling about the performance was ..................................................................................... .  

 

I really liked the part when..................................................................................................................... . 

 

It was really exciting when .............................................................................................  . 

 

Things I wonder about 

I didn’t understand why/how/who............................................................................................................. 

 

I wonder how the dancer..........................................................................................................................  ? 

 

I would like to ask the dancers how/why .................................................................................................. . 

 

I wonder why the choreographer .............................................................................................................. ? 
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Connections to My Life 

The dances reminded me of ............................................................................  . 

I would like to try to move like  ....................................................................  . 

 

Talking about the Dance 

I saw interesting shapes when ......................................................................  

...............................................................................................................................................................................

..................... . 

I remember the dancers moving fast when..................................................... 

............................................................................................................................................. . 

I remember the dancers using levels when .....................................................  

...............................................................................................................................................................................  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
My Favourite Part of the Show was ......................................................................................................................  
 
............................................................................................................................................................................. 


