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The Importance of Traditional

Characters within Trinidadian Carnival
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Carnival in Destination Trinidad is a vibrant celebration of music, movement, and self-
expression. While modern mas bands captivate with their elaborate feathered and
vividly coloured costumes, the true essence of Carnival is found in its traditional
characters. These exaggerated figures, deeply rooted in the island’s colonial past, serve
as cultural anchors, preserving the festival’s rich heritage and honouring the resilience
of our ancestors.

The origins of traditional carnival characters can be traced to African, European, and
Indigenous cultural influences. Many of these characters emerged during the era of
slavery, when enslaved Africans used storytelling to preserve elements of their
homeland. As these narratives evolved in the Caribbean, they adapted to the local
landscape and societal changes, transforming into expressions of resistance, satire,
and spiritual significance. Through the portrayals of these characters, the oppressed
found a means to assert their identity and share their stories that might have otherwise
been lost.

Over time, these figures became an integral part of Carnival, passed down through
generations as a living testament to Trinidad’s cultural resilience. Among the most
popular of these characters are the Midnight Robber, Moko Jumbie and Dame Lorraine.
Each one carries a unique history, captivating audiences and forming a link between the
past and present.

Midnight Robber: Often draped in black with a wide-brimmed hat, the Midnight Robber
is one of the most theatrical and intimidating characters of Trinidad’s Carnival. With a
strong voice and dramatic monologues, the robber delivers “Robber Talk”—an
exaggerated and poetic speech filled with wit, satire, and a touch of fear. Inspired by
West African culture, this character embodies both the spirit of resistance and the rich
oral traditions of our ancestors. Through his powerful words, the Midnight Robber
reminds us of the importance of storytelling as a means of preserving history and
asserting identity.

Moko Jumbie: Towering above the crowd on wooden stilts, the Moko Jumbie is a
mesmerising figure of strength, balance, and endurance. With roots in West African
traditions, this character represents a spiritual protector who watches over the people,
warding off evil spirits. The Moko Jumbie’s commanding presence at Carnival is both a
celebration of African heritage and a symbol of the resilience of enslaved ancestors
who brought their traditions to the Caribbean. Today, Moko Jumbies continue to amaze
audiences with their skilful movements and bright costumes, ensuring that their legacy
endures.
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Dame Lorraine: Dame Lorraine is an exaggerated portrayal of European high society.
Originating in the 18th and 19th centuries, this character was a form of satire used by
the enslaved population to mock their colonial oppressors. With padded hips, bosom
and butt, and draped in elaborate gowns, the Dame Lorraine parodies the extravagant
fashion of the elites of that period while showcasing a humorous and rebellious spirit.
This character is a testament to the power of Carnival as a space for social
commentary, where the oppressed found clever ways to challenge authority and
reclaim dignity.

Traditional Carnival characters are more than just costumed performers; they are living
symbols of history, resistance, and cultural identity. As modern Carnival evolves, it is
crucial to preserve and celebrate these icons, ensuring that younger generations
understand their significance. Through storytelling, workshops, and dedicated
performances, Trinidad and Tobago continue to honour its Carnival heritage while
embracing innovation.

Carnival stakeholders, cultural organisations, and government bodies continue to work
collaboratively to reintegrate traditional characters into contemporary celebrations on
a national scale, even outside of the festival. Through designated performance spaces,
educational initiatives, and creative reinterpretations, we keep these figures alive and
thriving. By doing so, we ensure that the true essence of Carnival-one of defiance, joy,

and cultural pride—-remains intact for generations to come.
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