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Boy! 2012 was one helluva year for art in
Trinidad and Tobago! Thinking back on it,
I can scarcely remember such a profusion
of riches! And our regular contributor,
Marsha Pearce comments on the year in art.
We have Marsha working real hard this
issue, as she also reviews Alex Smailes’
recently concluded exhibition,
“Alex Smailes: 10”. We’re delighted to be
showing new work made specifically for
Switch by Brianna Mc Carthy, who we
challenged to take inspiration from
specific works by poet, Olive Senior and
jeweller, Jasmine Thomas-Girvan.
(For one of her major exhibitions,
“Gardening in the Tropics”, ThomasGirvan referenced Senior’s poem of the
same name.) Designer, Kriston Chen,
creates a layout for a poem by Andre Bagoo,
and photo essays by Kibwe Brathwaite
and Arnaldo James illustrate two unique
facets of Trinidad: our night life and the steel
pan movement. A big thanks to Tanya Marie
Williams for designing this issue of Switch,
and to all our brilliant contributors.
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Gardening in the Tropics, sometimes you
come across these strong Amazon women
striding across our lands – like Toyeza who
founded the Worishtana nation of female
warriors in the mountains of Parima –
of whom the missionary Brett and Sir Walter
Raleigh wrote. Though nobody believed them,
I myself could tell a tale or two (though nothing
as exotic as the story of Toyeza and her lover
Waliyarima who swam the river disguisedas
a black jaguar whenever he visted her.)

From Olive Senior’s poem,
“Gardening in the Tropics”

Art by: Jasmine Thomas-Girvan Photography by: Gary Jordan

“

Brianna McCarthy , ‘Keeping Company with Jaguars’

‘A Decade of Alex Smailes: 10’

Fragments of a Decade-long Memory

A Review of Alex Smailes’ 10
By Marsha Pearce

Alex Smailes’ latest
exhibition of his photographs marked the tenth
anniversary (2002-2012)
of his move from the UK
to Trinidad and Tobago.
Entitled “10,” the display
featured a number of
images produced over the
years from his observations
of, not only Trinidad and
Tobago, but also other
Caribbean islands.
Each photograph was a
fragment of his decade-long
memory, a piece broken off
from the continent of his
experiences. His presentation read as a kind of small
archipelago with visuals
from Trinidad, Haiti,
Grenada, Jamaican,
Dominica, St Kitts,
Guyana and Belize.
There were no captions on
the wall of the gallery; no
image titles next to the
works. And, without them,
each of Smailes’
photographic “islands”
seemed to be set adrift in
a sea of possible meanings.

A woman brushes her hair
with her back facing us.
Who might she be? What is
her story? In another
image, a man fashions
concrete structures in the
background. We, the
viewers, seem to match his
creative endeavour, building
our own narrative and
applying it to the picture
while he constructs his
curious objects.
Two women crowd a
doorway where a sign hangs.
It reads: “Watch Centre for

Professional Service: Oris,
Seiko, Boliva and More.
Mon-Fri.” What timepieces
have these women brought
for servicing?
What moments in the
lives of these women await
measuring by the hands
of time?
There was however,
an instrument available,
which could moor our
imagination. Viewers could
refer to a four-page handout
of information about each
photograph. With this
document, textual
information served to
anchor Smailes’ visual
islands, fixing the process of
signification. We learn that

the image with the woman
brushing her hair is that of
a child domestic owner –
a photograph taken in Haiti
in 2003. Smailes is careful
to add key contextual data
that situates the image in
both a global setting and
the specific milieu of the
Caribbean. He shares in his
printed caption: “The international Labour Office
estimates that 126 million
children around the world
are forced to lead lives as
slaves…people are sold
like objects…and are at the
mercy of their ‘employers’….
In Haiti, a restivik is a child
who has been given away
by his or her parents in the
hope that they will have

a better life with another
family – although that is
seldom the reality.”
We also soon come to
understand that the man
with the concrete pieces is
a grave headstone
maker from Jamaica who
also makes garden ornaments and balcony parts.
The image of the watch centre is a scene from Grenville
Grenada – shot in 2010 –
and Smailes has focused his
lens on the sign. He explains
that the traditional art of
hand-painting signs is still
alive in Grenville despite
the fact that it is a dying
practice in the Caribbean
region with digital printing
usurping handmade works.

Smailes’ exhibition was an
offering of a range of visual
slivers, from the quotidian
activities of picking up
children from school to
unanticipated disasters like
the devastation left in the
wake of hurricane Ivan and
the killing of a thirteen-year
old boy in Morvant, Trinidad. What is noteworthy is
the ways in which Smailes’
has remembered some of
these moments. He seems
to have employed two
image-making strategies,
which stand in stark
contrast to each other.
Some photographs bear
evidence of his photojournalism experiences and
techniques. Before moving

to Trinidad and Tobago,
Smailes worked as a
photojournalist in such
places as the Middle East,
the South Pacific, South
Asia, the Caucasus and the
Balkans. In his photograph
entitled “The Day Aristide
Left,” a soldier from the
National Revolutionary
Front for the Liberation of
Haiti is hoisted in the air by
joyous Haitians. The
National Revolutionary
Front played a role in
ousting President JeanBertrand Aristide. The
image vibrates with a stylistic energy that is literal.
Smailes illustrates Haitian
support for the efforts of
the National Revolutionary

Front by capturing the many
hands that hold the soldier
up.
In other photographs,
Smailes seems to have taken
a more poetic approach.
His “Sea Taxi to Bartica,
Guyana” is an image of
a spray of water with
a barely discernible boat in
the distance. Its form is more
symbolic – less literal; more
figurative. The drops of
water become points of
entry to a moment when, as
Smailes shares in his printed
caption: “In 2008, a number
of gunmen attacked the
mining community of
Bartica, Essequibo, killing
twelve residents and injuring

“10” ran from November 22 to December 6,
2012 at Medulla Art Gallery, Woodbrook,
Port of Spain, Trinidad.

several others. The group of
about twenty armed gunmen
arrived and fled by speed
boat.” In his photograph
called “Sno cone makers,
Trinidad” Smailes captures
cans of condensed milk
stacked in a pyramid
formation. Again the
tendency toward poetry or a
more conceptual approach
is felt. The cans of milk refer
to a time when a small group
of people set up a short-lived
sno cone distribution
company in an abandoned
site off the Savannah.
Smailes’ photograph of the
pile of cans persists as a
memory of their efforts to
make a living – to climb
upwards, as suggested by
the arrow or triangular
configuration of the cans.
Alex Smailes’ “10” reveals an
individual attempting to get
to know a place and region in
which he has lived for the last
decade – making use of
different ways of seeing.
If his mixed, fragmentary
presentation of photographs
fails to give us a full picture
of his perceptions and
experiences it succeeds in
leaving us wanting to learn
more. With each photograph
carrying rich narratives
beneath their surface, he
seems to suggest that there is
much more to the Caribbean
than meets the eye.

Preparing to print the covers of Alex’s book.

The Search For
Enlightenment
Photography by: Arnaldo James

a history of life at night
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Photography by: Kibwe Brathwaite

Trinidad’s Vibrant
Visual Arts Scene
Makes The Year
2012 Special
By Marsha Pearce

In the book What is Art For? author Ellen
Dissanayake proposes art as a human
behaviour for “making special.” The year
2012 has been a key one for Trinidad and
Tobago, marking the islands’ fiftieth
anniversary of independence from Britain.
Yet, what has made the year feel incredibly
special has come less from efforts at
commemoration by the ruling government
and more from the tremendous creative
outputs of the various visual artists who
have displayed their work.
An exciting and compelling array of art has
been exhibited by such creatives as Wendy
Nanan, Donald “Jackie” Hinkson, Edward
Bowen, Peter Minshall, Colin Laird, Glenn
Roopchand, Adele Todd, Makemba Kunle,
Shastri Maharaj, Richard Mark Rawlins,
Marlon Griffith, Abigail Hadeed, Laura
Ferreira, Mark Lyndersay, Alex Smailes,
Althea Bastien and Marlon Darbeau among
many others. Works have included, painting,
drawing, photography, needlework,
architecture, batik, video, designs for
street theatre, mixed media art, lino and
screen-printing, installation, product
designs and papier mâché sculptural forms.

What has contributed to creating an energy
that feels so special is the fact that many
of the exhibitions were not oriented toward
explicit reflections on sovereignty and
freedom. Many of the works displayed were
not banal, routine reactions to a nation’s
anniversary of independence. Instead a
number of the artists seemed to respond
to the golden jubilee moment in myriad
personal ways, expanding and deepening
our concerns – making issues feel intimate
and relevant – whether it was Todd’s
engagement with crime and violence in her
exhibition entitled “Police and Tief,”

Peter Minshall (opposite page)
From the exhibition, “Minshalll Miscellany”
at Y Art Gallery
Eddie Bowen
‘Wizard Juggling Vortices’ (above)
‘ Homage to Braques’ (right)
From the exhibition,
“Paintings from the Monastery”
at Medulla Art Gallery
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Rawlins’ exploration of
the district in which he was
raised, Roopchand’s
focus on Trinidad and
Tobago’s music icon David
Rudder, Griffith’s attention
to the familiarity and
unfamiliarity of home or
Bowen’s display of works
created between 2009 and
2012 at his studio in remote
Sans Souci. The year was the
time to speak up – visually.
And, the wealth of artworks
exhibited were a strong
reminder of the artist’s key
role in society as an
instrument for stirring
consciousness, encouraging
dialogue, charting a way
forward and transforming
hearts and minds.
The year 2012 has provided
us with evidence that visual
arts practice is alive –
and especially vibrant in the
Trinidad space. The year will
be remembered for its
avalanche of art exhibitions –
visual presentations, which
have cumulatively created
an air of elation and
anticipation for what might
lie ahead for the art scene
and its affect on the populace
in islands fifty years young.

Peter Minshall (both pages)
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Jackie Hinkson
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What is Art For?
A human behaviour for
“making special.”
- Ellen Dissanayake

Jackie Hinkson - “Five Decades of Art” at the National Museum and Art Gallery
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Marlon Darbeau, “More Than Just A Place To Sit” ; Granderson Lab, Belmont
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Wendy Nanan, “ Independence”; Medulla Art Gallery
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“Public Spaces: The Architecture of Colin Laird”; The National Museum and Art Gallery
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THE TOURIST b y ANDRE BAGOO
As designed by: Kriston Chen

Newbie
Alex Kelly

Newbie
Alex Kelly is a young artist whose work we
first noticed a year or two ago on the wall
of the Oval, so it was a nice surprise to come
across Alex’s most recent public offering,
SLAVE. He caught a vapse one day and
decided to do this mural on the wall of
the Night Gallery in Woodbrook. We’re
happy to see him move away from the
strictly representational kind of work he’d
been making and exploring new modes of
storytelling through his art. So, we’ll keep
watching this space to see what comes next.

Alex Kelly, ‘Slave’

Doh Forget

Dean Arlen’s exhibition, “The Paint Installation Project”
will be at Medulla Gallery in Woodbrook (Fitt Street),
Port of Spain until February 7th. Check it out!
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