A Tribute to Rex

Late in the evening of Tuesday the 2nd of February, a mere four hours short of becoming seventy-seven years old, the man none of us thought could die—such was his energy, the power of his presence—died, and with him went down the most brilliant sun to have risen from the west and shone on a world darkened by the shame of its own history but now decidedly the better for having experienced the light of its wisdom and life-giving warmth of its glow. Thus has the University of the West Indies lost the perfect symbol of its promise, Jamaica one of the finest architects of its national cultural identity, an entire Caribbean region a tireless advocate, and the Diaspora, the African and Black intelligentsia a source of their greatest pride.
He was born in 1933 in the parish capital of a now remote parish, but one steeped in a rich history—of resistance to the human trafficking and exploitation on which the reputation of the colony was built, of good sense and survival, and of a culture-building that achieved its own integrity and together with the recovered stability of family, kinship and community could claim responsibility for the freedom of spirit and nobility of bearing that have come to characterize its legatees. The first ten years of his life were spent under the guiding hand of a matriarch of a grandmother deep in the hillside farming village of a proud and free peasantry, where he experienced the lived reality of the reconstituted culture of the survivors of the crossing.
He was therefore already richly endowed when as a bright and promising boy he left Trelawny to join his mother who had moved to Montego Bay, where he completed elementary school and won himself a Government scholarship, to Cornwall College, the high school attended by the scions of some of the town’s elite. He was black and they, if not white, were brown; he came from the cane piece, they from the great house of privilege. He immediately stood out for the brilliance of his intellect, the sharpness of his wit and that manifest nobility that would forever mark his public persona.
But he was no egg-head. A day student living in the streets and alleyways of the town where the Jamaica that he grew up amongst lived, worshipped and expressed its vibrant culture, he ventured into the world of the creative and performing arts and discovered what was to become the second love of his life, the dance theatre. 
A Government Exhibition Scholarship at age 20 and he, a country boy, was off to Kingston and to the fledgling University College of the West Indies at Mona, then only five years old. Here he studied and was to live, here the student was destined to become the lecturer, the lecturer the Professor, the Professor the Vice-Chancellor, the Vice-Chancellor a Vice-Chancellor Emeritus. Here the Vice-Chancellor Emeritus was to die and be buried. Subtracting the two years spent as a Rhodes Scholar at Oriel College, he would have spent fifty-five years or all of his professional life at the University of the West Indies, from where his light shone
The University’s motto reflects both its origin and its purpose. Oriens ex occidente lux—a light, a veritable sun rising from the west in defiance of a natural order designed and shaped by those of fairer hue to produce for the seat of empire nothing but hewers and drawers of the abundant wood and water with which the archipelagic chain of islands contradictorily named the West Indies was endowed. Africans forced into social death by crossing the kalunga, the body of water separating the world of the living from the world of the dead, Indians lured into servitude across the kali pani, the dark water of defilement and false hope—theirs was the shared destiny of holding up the western sun so that it might never set on imperial dreams of global conquest. Nothing good was to have come from these island-Nazareths, no civilizations built, no art for posterity, no mind, no imagination that were not themselves reflections of the seat of empire. 
But then nothing really lasts forever. It was only a matter of time before a people formed out of kalunga and kali pani chaos but willing their survival were to move in search of themselves. It was only a matter of time before British humanism and good sense were to prevail over British racism and hubris. A University College on the western margins of the empire, once the flourishing source of its wealth, was a just-in-time legacy of the finest of British intellectual tradition, to unlock the already proven potential of the region in its “battle for its own space” inside the mainstream of the world. 
These were the walls he entered the same year that another rising sun, the bard Derek Walcott, was leaving, and while reading history under Roy Augier and the late Elsa Goveia, found time to continue honing his creative talents as a dancer and choreographer, in mind and in body searching for the right vocabulary to define who he was by defining the people he considered his own. And so he continued on to Oxford University, in 1957, where he came to the attention of the great thinker Isaiah Berlin, whose 1958 inaugural lecture on “Two Concepts of Liberty” and his earlier essay “The Hedgehog and the Fox” and other writings and encounters had a profound impact in settling his own mind, and giving him the confidence of an original thinker. 
Under the impact of Berlin he learned of the importance of contradictions and the open-endedness of life; he must have been relieved also to know he was himself more of the Fox than the Hedgehog, a man moved not so much by the single, all-consuming idea, as by the wily gleaning from a wide range of experiences in the search for truths. Thus he returned home to the West Indies to a lectureship, his already unlocked potential now charged and ready to serve the region by serving its fledgling University in the tasks of educating the leadership of an outward-looking people, of imbuing in them the fervour of stretching inward to find and understand self and identity as the necessary foundations on which to chart the progress of the region, of answering their hunger for knowledge, of learning how to adapt and grow by doing, and in these ways justifying the confidence of the founding fathers that a sun could rise from the west and shine. 
This was the mission of the University, this was his mission. As the University would, so would he. Under founding father Philip Sherlock, his mentor, he found himself in the perfect place, the Extra-Mural Department, where he was to create his own space, astride two worlds, one foot firmly planted in the academy, the other firmly planted in the wider society where people create and give meaning to their lives, one feeding the other through the engagement that he provided, the two together in that shared battle for space.
From that Department appropriately located on the periphery of the 600-acre former cane piece, away from the mainstream of the sciences and the arts, he quietly observed, researched and wrote, engaged and danced, making the cause of the University his own, growing as it grew. He had hardly settled into an office when in response to a social crisis the then Principal of the College Arthur Lewis appointed him as the junior member of a team of scholars to make a rapid appraisal of the Rastafari movement in Kingston. Their study, a Report on the Rastafari Movement in Kingston, brought about a reversal of the anti-social attitudes towards that deeply Afro-centric religious group and set the society stretching inward in search of itself. The experience had a profound impact on him as it raised issues he immediately grasped were central. It set the course of his life’s work as he sought to locate and interpret the meaning of Africa in the mindscape and psyche of his people, the obvious role that Europe played in their sense of being black, and the definition of what it meant to be Caribbean. 
He set to work drawing on his widening span of experiences. Co-founder of the National Dance Theatre Company along with Eddie Thomas in the very same year the country took the brave step forward into Independence, he began to tap into the ancestral memories of the people embodied in the life-cycle rituals that have sustained them during the long, dark centuries weeping on the shores of the rivers of Babylon. He became an ethnographer of the Jamaican body, marking its movements, the centrality of its pelvis, the lilt in its gait, the sway of its hips, the tipping of its shoulders and language of its head, adding to his store of knowledge of the history of the making of the islands and his own lasting memories of an impressionable childhood and adolescence to produce some of the most enduring choreographs, classics that are essays of history, artistic creations that have served as mirrors into which to see and wonder and give thanks for the recovery of lost dignity and pride. Dance threw him into the world of the creative imagination peopled by like-minded souls searching for words, for voice—artists, story-tellers, poets, novelists and dramatists, and into building with them institutions through which self-knowledge might find expression and enduring life for those to come: the Institute of Jamaica, the National Heritage Trust, the Jamaica Cultural Development Commission, the Jamaica Schools of Art, Dance, Drama and Music, all benefiting from the light of his growing wisdom and life-giving glow, and from whom he was to receive in kind.
He set to work and founded the Trade Union Education Institute through which the children of the cane piece were able to assert themselves as smaddy, beings of dignity and worth. Every trade union leader throughout the region and every trade union leader of his generation and younger that have been called to national leadership he knew and mentored and advised. 
He set to work, and as his reputation grew so did his local, regional and international workload. Over those fifty-five years of service he sat on, chaired or advised over three score boards, commissions and committees in education and culture, in labour relations and development in his home-base, Jamaica, in the region, the Commonwealth and the United Nations family, in London, Paris, Ottawa, Geneva, Washington, Lagos and New York. 
He never gave up teaching. Right up to his death he remained a teacher. He loved the opportunity it gave him to engage, shape and inspire young minds, his own agency, along with that of other teachers and tutors, being the medium through which the University sought to unlock the potential with which the region was so richly endowed. 

And he wrote. He wrote everything himself—his books, his chapters in books, his articles, his keynote addresses, speeches and political commentaries, the forewords of other people’s books. You could find him, when he was not traveling, in his office before 6 o’clock in the morning, on weekdays, on weekends, on workdays, on holidays. He has bequeathed to us a rich legacy of knowledge about ourselves as well as a method of engaging the complex, textured, contradictory reality we call our existence, in order to learn how to survive, how to make and make sense of our world, using what he loved to call “the creative intellect and imagination”. His writings were always challenging, even to his fellow academicians, because he searched for the right voice to express a reality that eluded expression through the conventional language and categories of the social sciences in which he was schooled. The voice was challenging but was always enthralling, especially when he spoke. Then, the words would pitch headlong off his tongue in a cascade of sound, soothing to the ear, edifying to the soul by their truth-power. He was a man of words, a master wordsmith, a deity who wove word-webs of understanding across our divided selves. He could affirm the foundation laid by the African presence in the West Indies at the same time affirming the good that arose out of Europe’s evil to make us who we are—the struggle of rhythm and melody in search of true harmony. It was about the primacy of the liberating act of Emancipation over Independence, the freedom it brought the jailer and the jailed alike. It was about race, racial prejudice and slavery, about what he used to call the obscenities of the past. And when critics accused him and his colleagues of dwelling too much on slavery and the past, he would fire back that one drives not only by the use of headlamps alone but by rear-view mirrors as well. It was about culture, the use of the creative imagination to forge that necessary sense of self. It was not always about identity, but identity rooted in self-knowledge was the starting point; what followed was the way we lived with and treated one another. He used to say that “if we can’t learn to hang together we will surely hang separately” It was therefore also about cooperation, the kind of willingness to trust and yield to one another those aspects of ourselves that we love to cling to but by which in so doing we keep ourselves insular and vulnerable. It was about volunteerism, too, proud that the National Dance Theatre Company could not have worked as a seat of excellence and a permanent marker on the national cultural landscape were the dancers, designers and other back-stage workers not investing their time and energy without measuring their costs. The NDTC was not only about dance and spectacle. It was also about living, from which political leaders grappling with the nation’s and the region’s business might, if they were wise, learn. It was about education, the cultivation of the creative intellect and the drive to open minds as his had been opened. It was about process, the seamless linking of stages of growth and change that require patience, hard work and consistency, never about sprinting, which, he used to say, we were good at, but all about long-distance running. It was about “engaging the silence” about slavery and the slave trade, the African presence, the two-thirds world, Haiti, the south. Engaging the Silence was to have been the title of what a very close friend had tried persuading him to write, namely his autobiographical reflections. Those who knew him well would also have known how much he eschewed self-indulgence, and could never have brought himself to say or write anything about himself that did not also mirror or embody the fate of the ordinary person. He was, believe it or not, a man of profound modesty, much as he appreciated the recognition he received from those touched by his light, from London and Oxford, New York and Paris, Durban and Washington, not to mention his own Georgetown and Kingston. 
Now he is dead. But not even the power of Death can silence his voice. In his honour his own University has established a Rex Nettleford Foundation to amplify the sound and power of the word that he was. 

You were too late, Death. Life you can take, but the word once spoken belongs not to you but to us, the Living. Listen. You can hear it reverberating in the walls of the University, in the cultural studies he founded, in the breathless movements of his dance theatre, in the liberated strides of his negritude, echoing, echoing across the islands, across the Diaspora, echoing, echoing until it can become flesh again. 
Barry Chevannes

London
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