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The Company
Celebrating its 26th Anniversary, Ballet Creole was founded in 1990 by 

Trinidadian born Artistic Director Patrick Parson. It is a professional 
company derived of versatile dancers and musicians that perform 

traditional and contemporary dance and music from around the world, 
with a particular emphasis on the African Diaspora. Known as the 
Forerunner of Blacks in Dance in Canada they have shared their 

motto: 

“Diversity in harmony creating a new energy” 

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.   



THE AFRICAN DIASPORA: 
AN OVERVIEW

The term “Diaspora” refers to the dispersing of peoples from a common origin. 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. The 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". 

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. 

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 many people of nations in the Caribbean and the 

Americas today 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. 

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 CREOLE LANGUAGE



ORIGINS OF THE DANCE

SARAKA: A Creole Dance of Offering and Thanksgiving
This dance is also referred to as Nation Dance, The Big Drum Dance and Sadaka. The name Saraka, as 

it is commonly known in the Caribbean, comes from the Yoruba peoples and the name Sadaka, from the 

Hausa peoples, both of Nigeria. This is the dance of an African feast entitled Saraka. Not much has been 

said about this dance as it is one of the newest to be introduced to Toronto via Trinidadian immigrants. 

It evolved from the coming together of various African nations and also draws from the culture of the 

plantation owners who came to the Caribbean. The other Caribbean islands involved are the Grenadines, 

Grenada, and Carriacou, and the African nations involved are Ghana, the Congo, Nigeria, Sierra Leone 

and Dahomey. 

Saraka evolved after the emancipation and after the migration of African workers to the Caribbean 

islands to Trinidad during the slave trade of the French, English and Spanish explorers. This Big Drum 

Dance of offering and ceremony to the ancestral spirits has its origins in various nations of Africa. It is 

traditionally performed to express thanksgiving, and as a memorial feast for the ancestors, unifying 

different nations and the mother-land, Africa. 

This African ritual is presented through the lifestyles of the various peoples or nations they represent of 

which the dances are named: The Koromantees of the Fanti of Ghana, the Congo of the Congo and 

Angola, now called Zaire, the Ibo and Nago of Nigeria, the Temne of Sierra Leone and the Rada of 

Dahomey, the republic of Benin. 

There are various opening rites before the dance begins, however the Koromantees always dance first, 

giving homage to their indigenous ancient Guinea coast (which included Ghana) which is the accepted 

common ground origin of all diasporic Africans in the Caribbean islands. 

The dances are a reflection of the different tribes: their posture, language and habits. Each dance has its 

own character. Some are subtle and light, whereas others are vigorous, energetic and warrior-like.  

The term Creole refers to the fusion of the various cultural traditions which it expresses, along with 

the new language learned by the Africans, which is a fusion of African languages and English, 

French or Spanish. The adopted manner in which the Africans dressed also influenced movement 

quality, which in turn influenced the dances. The struggle for freedom equally influenced the dance. 

Because of the limited number of movements, chants, songs, and rhythms remembered by each 

tribe, further and deeper research into each nation's cultural arts and politics would unleash a 

wealth of knowledge that would recapture the origin of these dances. 

What makes this a 'Creole' Dance?



ORIGINS OF THE DANCE cont'd

Religion

In the new world, slave control was based on the eradication of all forms of African culture because of 

their power to unify the slaves and thus enable them to resist or rebel. Influenced by colonial Europeans 

and indigenous Native American cultures, aspects of the African heritage have contributed, in greater or 

lesser degree, to the formation of various Afro-American cultures in the New World. It is important to 

realize that in the Americas the religions of Africa have not been merely preserved as static, but they 

have continued to develop as living traditions putting down new roots in new soil, bearing new fruit, as 

unique hybrids of American origin. Adaptability, based upon respect for spiritual power wherever it 

originated accounted for the openness of African religions to syncretism with other religious traditions and 

for the continuity. 

Among the Africans who became slaves in the Americas were those, such as the Wolof, Serer, 

Mandinke, Bambara, Fulani, and Hausa, who were Muslim or at least had been influenced by Islam. 

Elements of Islam were often mix with or adapted to forms of traditional African belief. Similarly, it is 

possible that a few enslaved Africans may have had some contact with Christianity in their homeland 

through attempts to establish European Christianity along the coast of West Africa by the Portuguese 

missionaries in the early 16th century. It is clear that a large percentage of American slaves came from 

West Africa and from the Congo-Angola region. 

There are too many significant differences among the religions of various West African peoples to permit 

putting them all into a single category. However, similar modes of perception, shared basic principles, 

and common patterns of ritual were widespread among different West African religions.  A common

religious heritage then resulted from the blending and assimilation of the many discrete religious 

heritages of Africans in the New World. 

Common to many African societies was belief in a High God, or Supreme Creator. Dancing, drumming, 

and singing play a constant and integral part in the worship of the ancestors. 

The Saraka presentation takes on a Griot form, for example telling the story of a life and people through 

dance and music. 

Griot – storytellers, keepers of history, renowned for the beauty of their music, singing, mastery of history 

and their weaving of it into a kind of poem. They sing the history of families. 



INSTRUMENTS & DRESS

The Instruments
The African names of the instruments are as follows: 

• Shak Shak: gourd or calabash 

• Bembe: round "mother" drum – bass 

• Djembe: Fuller drum and cutter drum 

• Chantwell: singers 

Drums always accompany this ritual. Three kinds of drums are always present: the Mother drum 

(bass), the Rhythm, and the Lead. These drums are a semblance of the Bembe and the Conga 

drums. Other percussive instruments used are the Metal, which acts as the conductor of the 

drumming ensemble and consists of any object found in daily life which produces a high-pitched 

sound (for example a cowbell, or the bottom of a hoe). The chac chac or maracas, the shekere and 

the conch shell complete the ensemble. The rhythms are either in 4/4, 3/4, or 6/8 time. 

The attire is a semblance of English, French and Spanish fashion of the period in the 18th to 19th 

century. 

The women wear full length skirts, and, because of the climate, two ends of the skirt are pulled up 

and tucked in at the waist. They wear peasant blouses or shirts which tie at the navel or below the 

bosom. Sometimes a headdress is worn with Spanish, French, English, and a touch of African 

influence. 

The men wear torn trousers, sometimes to the knee, and are bare-chested or wearing shirts which tie 

at the navel. 

Male dress is largely Euorpean but female dress combines African and European Elements.  Both 

wear a fula (KiKongo term), (a neckcloth or bandana). Women added a kaland (headtie), another 

Congo term. Females wore several skirts; the overskirt called douillette (a French term). 

The Dress Code

Shak Shak Djembe
The djembe has a body (or shell) 

carved of hardwood and a drumhead 
made of untreated (not limed) 

rawhide, most commonly made from 
goatskin.  The djembe can produce a 

wide variety of sounds, making it a 
most versatile drum

Shak Shak are similar to 
maracas or shakers. They are 

played in Barbados, 
Montserrat, Grenada and 

elsewhere in the Caribbean.



PRE-SHOW DISCUSSION

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) 

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 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? 

Junior/Intermediate

What to watch for during the performance:

The dancers moved fast/slow 

The dancer was dancing alone or with a 

partner or group 

The dancers’ movement changed when the 

music changed 

The costumes worn by the dancers 

 

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  

Primary Junior/Intermediate



POST-SHOW DISCUSSION

Primary
Discuss and demonstrate changes in energy in the performance (high, low  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 – Trinidad & Tobago, Mexico,  Brazil and Cuba. Have students 

find The Caribbean and the Latin American countries 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) 

Make a drum – out of a large coffee tin  – decorate it with images of African /Caribbean Culture or 

from their own culture

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.  

Name the country the dances are from – Trinidad & Tobago, Mexico,  Brazil and Cuba. Have students 

find The Caribbean and the Latin American countries on a world map.  

How do you think the Latin Americans 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.  

Make a drum – out of a large coffee tin or a plastic bucket (white one from Home Hardware store) – 

decorate it with images of African /Caribbean Culture or from their own culture  

- Draw a picture 
of your favourite part 
of the performance - 



CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS
Attending a performance of Saraka, by Ballet Creole, and completing the activities in the Study 

Guide will connect the students to the following specific expectations from the new Ontario Dance 

Curriculum:   

Dance – Primary 

A2 Reflecting, Responding, and Analysing: apply the critical analysis process to communicate their 

feelings, ideas, and understandings in response to a variety of dance pieces and experiences; 

A2.2 Identify, using dance vocabulary, the elements of dance used in their own and others’ dance 

phrases and explain their purpose 

A3.1 Exploring Forms and Cultural Contexts: describe, with teacher guidance, a variety of dances 

from communities in Canada and around the world that they have seen in the media, at live 

performances and social gatherings, or in the classroom 

Dance - Junior 

A2. Reflecting, Responding, and Analysing: apply the critical analysis process  to communicate their 

feelings, ideas, and understandings in response to a variety of dance pieces and experiences 

A2.1 Construct personal interpretations of dance pieces that depict stories, issues,and themes, and 

explain their interpretations, using dance terminology 

A2.2 Analyse, using dance vocabulary, how the elements of dance are used in their own and others’ 

dance pieces and explain how they help communicate messages and ideas   

Dance - Intermediate 

A2. Reflecting, Responding, and Analysing: apply the critical analysis process to communicate their 

feelings, ideas, and understandings in response to a variety of dance pieces and experiences; 

A2.2 Analyse, using dance vocabulary, their own and others’ dance pieces to identify the elements 

of dance and the choreographic forms used in them 

A3.2 Identify a variety of types of dances and relate them to their different roles in society   



CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS Cont'd

Music - Primary 

C2. Reflecting, Responding, and Analysing: apply the critical analysis process to communicate their 

feelings, ideas, and understandings in response to a variety of music and musical experiences; 

C2.1 Express personal responses to musical performances in a variety of ways 

C3.2 Identify, through performing and/or listening, a variety of musical forms or pieces from different 

communities, times, and places 

Music - Junior 

C2.1 Express detailed personal responses to musical performances in a variety of ways 

C3.2 Compare some aspects of the music of one culture and/or historical period with aspects of the

music of another culture and/or historical period 

Music - Intermediate 

C2.2 Analyse, using musical terminology, ways in which the elements of music are used in various 

styles and genres they perform, listen to, and create 

C3.1 Analyse some of the social, political, and economic factors that affect the creation of music 

Questions for Discussion

My favourite part of the performance was: 

I had trouble understanding this part of the performance:

I wonder how that dancer did: 

I would like to ask the dancers: 

I wonder why the choreographer did:

I saw interesting shapes when: 

I remember the dancers using levels when: 

The dance reminded me of: 

The performance inspired me to: 


