
Celebrating 

Caribbean Carnival 

 
 
 
We are all familiar with images of Carnival around the world.
The Notting Hill Caribbean carnival in London, the West Indian Parade in 
New York, New Orleans Mardi Gras, or the Brazilian Carnival are all very 
famous for their costumes, music, dancing, and happy people. 

But behind the masquerade, there is a rich history, culture, language, and a 
lot of hard work and struggle. They are all celebrations of the end of slavery 
as well as an affirmation of survival. Carnival is where Africa and Europe 
met in the cauldron of the Caribbean/American slave system to produce a 
new festival for the world. 
 

 



 
What is Carnival?
The term Carnival generally refers to a wide range of festivities that are 
held in Europe and the Americas in the days before the Catholic 
observance of Lent. The word is made up of two Latin words, Carne, 
meaning flesh, and Vale, meaning farewell. In the Catholic calendar, Carne 
Vale (farewell to flesh) is a feast celebrated on the Sunday (Dimanche 
Gras), Monday (Lundi Gras), and Tuesday (Mardi Gras) before Ash 
Wednesday and marks the beginning of fasting. 

There is Carnival in Europe today, mainly in Catholic southern Europe in 
Spain, France, Italy, Portugal, and southern Germany (Bavaria). Carnival in 
Venice, Italy is the most well-known.  

In the Americas (Caribbean, Brazil), the regions that received large 
numbers of enslaved African developed some of the most famous and 
colorful Carnival celebrations that exist today. In those places, Carnival is 
unique as a festival as it incorporates the fine arts, street theatre, artistic 
and musical social organization, spectator participation, political 
commentary, spectacle, and fantasy. 

A brief history of Caribbean carnival 
Carnival originated as a pagan festival in ancient Egypt, which the Greeks 
and then the Romans subsequently celebrated. The popular festival was 
adopted by the Roman Catholic Christian church in Europe as the festival 
of Carne Vale. It was the European slave traders who transported it to the 
Caribbean. They excluded the African slaves from the festival and had 
lavish masquerade balls. On emancipation, the freed African slaves of the 
Caribbean transformed the European festival forever into a celebration of 
the end of slavery. The Carnival festival had a new cultural form derived 
from their own African heritage, and the new Creole artistic cultures 
developed in the Caribbean. If Carnival is now celebrated in more than 50 
countries worldwide, including the USA, it's because of the Caribbean 
Carnival, exported to many large cities through the diaspora. 



How is it celebrated? 
For islanders in the Caribbean region, Carnival is a time to let loose. It is 
considered a judgment-free time. The festivities are a time to abandon 
society's usual restraints. It's where social class hierarchy is reversed or 
subverted. 

The four main elements of Carnival are song, music, costume, and dance.
Although it follows the Catholic calendar and has many strong roots in 
European traditions, it has been molded by the infusion of African traditions 
that slaves and their descendants brought to them. The music, instruments, 
themes, styles of singing and dance, the practices of masking, and many 
other discrete cultural elements all show a link to an African past fused with 
traditions from all ethnic groups. 

Beyond their common origins, different waves of migration have shaped the 
Caribbean into this incredible kaleidoscope. In addition to the native 
Amerindians, this melting pot of Africans, Arabs, Chinese, Latin Americans, 
and Europeans has created diverse ethnic mixes, identities, languages, 
and idioms. 

Each island or inland Caribbean country cultivates its unique blend and 
local culture, and you will taste a different flavor of Carnival depending on 
where you experience it. Some celebrations have even moved off the 
Easter calendar and are now celebrated in the late spring or summer. It's 
the same Carnival tradition, just held a few months later. 



 
Here are a few and non-exhaustive examples:
 
The country of Trinidad and Tobago hosts the biggest party in the 
Caribbean. Partygoers parade dancing soca and calypso music in the 
streets during days while wearing elaborate feathered costumes called 
"Mas."

In the Dominican Republic, calypso music is swapped out for bachata and 
merengue. To the colorful costumes, partygoers incline gladly toward 
traditional garb representing their African or Indigenous Taíno roots.  

Masks and mythical characters also form an essential part of Carnival in 
the Caribbean. Particular to the French island of Martinique is the "King 
Carnival" celebration on Ash Wednesday that includes a massive bonfire in 
which King Vaval, "the king of Carnival," is burned as an effigy in 
celebration. 
 



 

Craft your own carnival mask 

Materials: 

• Paper plates
• Scissors
• Paint & brushes
• Glue
• Glitters, sequins (optional)
• Feathers (optional)
• Elastic cord  

Directions: 

- Cut the bottom portion of the 
paper plate off. 
Make holes for the eyes. Paint it 
and let dry. 

- Poke two small holes on each 
side. 
Insert the elastic through and 
knot it.  

- Decorate your mask with glitter 
and sequins.  
Glue some feathers. The mask is 
all set 
 
 



 

Bake Caribbean Carnival Doughnuts 
A traditional recipe from Martinique with gourmetpedia.net

For 4 servings
- 125 g flour
- 20 g sugar
- 75 g butter
- 200 ml / 4/5 cup water
- 4 eggs
- 1/2 Tsp. powdered cinnamon
- 2 pinches of nutmeg
- 2 pinches of powdered vanilla
- 1 lime
- 1 pinch of salt
- vegetable oil for frying
- icing sugar
- brown sugar or grated coconut 

1. Pour the water into a saucepan; add the salt, sugar and butter. Place 
over high heat and remove once the butter has melted.

2. Add the flour all at once and stir briskly with a wooden spoon to form 
a smooth thick batter.

3. Return to the heat for 2 minutes, stirring constantly so that the 
mixture doesn't stick.

4. Remove from the heat and beat in the eggs, one at a time, mixing 
well after each addition. Add the spices and grate in the lime zest with 
a fine grater. Mix well and let rest for 2 hours. 

http://gourmetpedia.net/recipes/mardi-gras-caribbean-doughnut/


Cooking and finishing

1. Heat the oil in a large pot or deep fryer. The oil should be hot, but not 
excessively, in order to cook the doughnuts through without burning.

2. Add balls of dough about the size of a walnut to the hot oil. Let them 
brown for 3-4 minutes and remove with a slotted spoon.

3. Drain well and transfer to paper towel. Then transfer to a serving 
platter.

4. Dust each layer of doughnuts with icing sugar, brown sugar or grated 
coconut. Serve hot. 

Read a book about Caribbean Carnival 
 
Dancing at Carnival by Christine Platt

 

Join the party 

 

 

      carnavalsanfrancisco.org 

http://carnavalsanfrancisco.org
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