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Dancing on Steel

By Dr. Jeannine Remy

ancing on Steel is an original
composition for steel band,
percussion, and choreo-

graphed dance. This musi-
cal suite was inspired by folk music from
Trinidad and Tobago, and the dances use
authentic movements and gestures char-
acteristic of the genres presented. The
piece contributes to new music repertoire
for steelpan and works as a medium for
promoting the country’s cultural heritage
and the dances associated with it.

This multimovement work is orches-
trated for tenor (lead), double tenor, double
seconds, cello and/or guitar, tenor bass,
and bass. Other percussion instruments
include drumset, timpani, and optional
auxiliary percussion. Since the parts are
idiomatic for the players, it is hoped that
others will take up the challenge of per-
forming this work; scores are available
from the composer.

Dancing on Steel was commissioned by
Professor Michael Mizma and the San
Jacinto Central Steel Band for its United
States premiere in May of 2024. Inspired
by Dr. Jeannine Remy’s The Rainmakers
at PASIC 2008, Mizma has been active-
ly engaging composers to create themed
works specifically for steel band. The in-
structions for this commission were to
compose six pieces, each of five minutes,
which would be choreographed to dance.
Given these parameters, I identified and

captured the cultural practices and dances
of the twin-island nation of Trinidad and
Tobago. Ultimately, I selected the Belair,
Jig, Stick Fighting, Bongo, Limbo, and Ca-
lypso.

Before beginning to compose, listening
to, researching, and comprehending the
chosen cultural artifacts’ proper authen-
tic structure and meaning was necessary.
Accordingly, I studied videos, listened to
the folk music of each genre, and exam-
ined their drumming patterns; this was es-
sential for capturing the essence of these
deeply rooted cultural expressions. It is
worth noting that each movement was
influenced by its precursor of West Afri-
can origin and has evolved and was later
assimilated into the local cultural milieu.

For a global audience, the work’s title
had to capture the overall meaning in a
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straightforward and uncomplicated way.
Next, each movement’s name was meticu-
lously chosen to resonate with its cultural
ethos and accurately represent the dance
style. These titles not only expressed the
essence and meaning of the cultural prac-
tices, but also had to be understood and
acceptable to the local populace. Despite
my initial conception of the movement se-
quence, I ultimately entrusted this to the
choreographer’s artistic sensibilities.

Once Dancing on Steel was composed,
the choreographer created a dramatic sto-
ry inspired by the structure and complex
assemblage of compositional components
of the musical suite she called “A Folky
Love Story.” Joanna Charles envisioned a
dream scenario where a museum keeper,
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during his rounds, visits a room housing
statues of folk dancers. Soon, his attention
is drawn to the beautiful “La Reine Rive”
(Queen) statue at the back. She awakens
and drapes her foulard (scarf) around his
neck as he approaches, putting him in a
daze; then, miraculously, the other danc-
ers come alive.

Smitten by the beauty of La Reine Rive,
the museum keeper dances the Belair with
her. They fall in love and get married at a
traditional Tobago wedding, which is cap-
tured by the indigenous Tobago Jig. Soon
afterward, the situation goes haywire
when the groom is sidetracked by other
women dancers. A brawl, symbolized by
stick fighting, ensues, and the bride dies
defending her husband from the diver-
sions of the women-suitors. The Bongo,
a funeral dance, follows. It depicts the
mourning of the deceased bride and the
celebration of her life. She is then symbol-
ically resurrected in the indigenous Lim-
bo dance that follows. The spectacle ends
with the traditional Calypso dance, where,
due to his vigorous dancing, the museum
keeper’s scarf is loosened, and he comes
out of the trance, only to realize it is all a
dream.

I. Grandiose Affair

This opening movement conveyed the
Belair's grandeur through the music’s
rhythmic complexity and emotional in-
tensity, producing highly majestic imag-
ery that was awe-inspiring. Dancers wear
full-fabric flare skirts, which are charac-
teristic of this dance’s costume and cul-
tural representation. The opening state-
ment is significant, as it captures the male
dancer’s initial impressions. Furthermore,
the musical precision and attention to de-
tail embody the essence and ethos of the
genre, enabling the dancers to faithfully
express the elegance of the style.

The cello introduces the Belair melody.
As this movement unwinds, melodic frag-
ments mutate, numerous layered counter-
melodies support this motivic develop-
ment, and quartal harmony is utilized.
Notably, this cultural practice involves dis-
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tinctive drumming patterns used to tran-
sition between sections. Additionally, the
drumset player is occasionally required
to play on the cymbal bell, mimicking the
African bell. Due to the distinctive stylistic
components typical of the Belair, certain
elements of African drumming were in-
corporated, such as 2:3 polyrhythms and
call-and-response.

IL Celebration, the Wedding

This movement uses elements of the
Tobago Jig melody played by the violin
(in fiddle fashion) accompanied by the
tambrin drum (a frame drum, similar to
the Irish bodhran but without the cross
bars) with goatskin heads. The music
opens with a layered harmonic pyramid
privileging open fifths and creating a qua-
si-hoedown or square dance ambiance.
The choreographer decoded this texture
through the three-step brush-back dance
step, indigenous to Tobago weddings. This
movement includes changing duple and
compound duple time signatures with
shifting accents and hemiolas that mislead
the listener into perceiving the pulse dif-
ferently. “The Celebration” is playful and
euphoric, capturing the joy and exuber-
ance of a Tobago wedding. The piece also
features rich moments of contrapuntal
treatment and sometimes gives the feeling
of a round or canon. It concludes with an
ostinato, a repetitive cliché jazz bass, with
the jig melody juxtaposed on the top.

III. No Retreat No Surrender

Stick fighting developed from a West
African martial arts tradition where two
combatants armed with sticks (bois) bat-
tle in a fighting ring called the gayelle.
This cultural practice is incredibly brutal;
the victor is determined by drawing first
blood. Each challenger (bois man) is moti-
vated by a chantwell, the lead singer, who
riles up the fighters. This singer continues
the West African tradition of the “griot,
who functioned as a chronicler, commen-
tator, and storyteller. The fighters decipher
and act upon the accompanying hypnotic
drums that frame the setting. One of the
most important is the cutter, whose sound

comes from a highest-pitched African
drum. Its complex syncopated rhythms
pierce the ensemble’s polyphony. This
drum also signals the end of a section. The
repeating bass ostinato in this movement
adds to the genre’s trance-like quality.

The extended performance techniques
utilized, such as striking the skirt and rim
of the steelpan, work to create textural and
programmatic elements that imaginative-
ly set the tone of the confrontation while
conveying significance to its adherents.
It represents the soundscape in the ring
where the fighters are merciless, ferocious,
and unrelenting, with sticks whooshing
through the air, aiming to make contact
with one’s opponent and deliver the deci-
sive blow. This “sonic zone” is augmented
by the musical “war” between the timpani
and drumset as they compete in a seem-
ingly continuous call-and-response. Al-
though this movement is physically and
emotionally intense, it is extremely fun
for everyone to play.

IV. Do So or Dance So

The piece starts with a processional at
the wake of the deceased. Usually held at
the family home, this ritual begins calmly
and ends in a flurry of competitive and
frenzied dance. It is a celebration of the
departed and for the rejuvenation of life.
This Bongo night culminates in a contest
in the wee hours of the morning. It be-
comes a way of saying, ‘I can do better/
dance better,” as each dancer shows off
their abilities, seeking to upstage one an-
other.

Correspondingly, the musicians get to
make an impression as the theme of the
Bongo is tossed around the ensemble from
player to player, flaunting their virtuoso
abilities. This movement also allows the
dancers to showrcase their skills in various
styles. Structurally, “Do So or Dance So” in-
cludes multiple musical genres, including
Latin, Castilian, gospel, blues, and waltz.
One of this movement’s more complex and
challenging parts is the gospel/bluesy/jazz
feel set to the folk music “Brown Skinned
Girl” in 6/8 time. Furthermore, several
metric modulations exist where one note



value equals another from a different time
signature. Fittingly capturing the occa-
sion’s solemnity, the movement concludes
with an augmentation of the opening
theme.

V. Bring it Down to the Ground

A short call-and-response melody forms
the core of this monothematic movement.
Unlike the previous dances, which are
through-composed, this one follows a D.C.
al Coda structure. It starts, predictably,
with tonal harmony, but as the music pro-
gresses, consonance gives way to increas-
ing dissonances, signifying the increasing
challenge of dancing under a limbo pole
that lowers with each attempt. As the mu-
sic progresses, more blues notes and riffs
are added. Meanwhile, the background
maintains the undecorated melody of the
limbo. This part simulates the “calm before
a storm,” leading up to the lighting of the
limbo stick. Here, the double seconds and
cellos produce gradually descending yet
increasingly chromatic harmonies, sym-
bolizing the lowering of the pole.

The section, representing an ignited lim-
bo pole, uses mostly augmented chords.
The tenor pans perform “flicks” (quick
grace notes) that act as sparks to the fire,
adding to the energetic bass ostinato. The
music becomes more aggressive, shifting
gradually to a minor tonality. Then, the
cellos and seconds engage in a musical
battle with their climbing melodic riffs in
groups of four, intensifying the texture
of the piece. Cluster chords create a jar-
ring harmonic jolt, intentionally deviat-
ing from traditional Western harmony to
achieve a percussive dissonance. The piece
winds down with a long chromatic scale,
trilled in minor seconds, signifying going
as low as possible, from which it unexpect-
edly springs back, leading to the recapitu-
lation.

VI. Calypso Dancing Time

This movement uses a traditional ca-
lypso with functional chords, a tuneful
melody, and characteristic phrasing. The
orchestration is a textbook example of the
structure and development of a cliché pan-

orama piece and is suitable for teaching
pan arranging. It involves an introduction,
verse, chorus, five variations on the verse
and chorus, two jams, a minor key varia-
tion on the verse and chorus, a recapitu-
lation, and a classical-sounding rhythmic
clichéd ending.

The modulations are seamless, first to
the subdominant key and then to its rela-
tive minor. The first variation of the verse
and chorus places the melody in the back-
ground pans with a bit of reharmonization
as it develops. The piece can be regarded
as an exercise in motivic and rhythmic de-
velopment and features melodic sections
for all players to shine. In this final move-
ment, the choreographer incorporated el-
ements of traditional Carnival characters
and their associated gestures.

Overall, Dancing on Steel has met the
test of several performances, receiving
standing ovations every time. Audiences
in Trinidad and Tobago and the United
States were awestruck and reacted exu-
berantly. The musicians and dancers loved
performing the suite and had a great time
on stage. It was created for the enjoyment
of all!

The music was performed by UWI Arts
Steel, led by Jessel Murray and Khion De
Las, and the UWI Arts Percussion Ensem-
ble, led by Dr. Jeannine Remy. The dancers
are from the UWI Dance Ensemble led by
Joanna Charles.

Dr. Jeannine Remy, composer of Dancing
on Steel, is a Senior Lecturer of Music at
the University of the West Indies (UWI) in
St. Augustine, Trinidad, where she teaches
percussion, steelpan, pan arranging, and
steelpan history and development. Dr.
Remy is a prolific composer and arranger
for the steelpan.

Joanna Charles is a choreographer, pro-
fessional dancer, and dance instructor at
UWIL. She previously taught dance at pri-
mary and secondary schools and holds de-

grees in both dance and theatre arts. She
brings her Caribbean folk, modern, and
contemporary dance expertise to this
collaboration.

Jessel Murray, the conductor of Dancing
on Steel, is Head of the Department for
the Department of Creative and Festi-
val Arts at UWI and Senior Lecturer. He
teaches voice, choir, piano, and choral
conducting.
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