














choreographer, and anthropologist, Pearl Primus, comments choreographically on the social
injustice and practice of lynching to a poem by Lewis Allan (which is presented here in its

entirety for recognition purposes).

Southern trees bear a strange fruit,

Blood on the leaves and blood at the root,
Black body swinging in the Southern breeze,
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.
Pastoral scene of the gallant South,

The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth,
Scent of magnolia sweet and fresh,

And the sudden smell of burning flesh!
Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck,

For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck,
For the sun to rot, for a tree to drop,

Here is a strange and bitter crop.2

This work does not shy aware from the explicit description of the condemned body, nor does
Primus’s body as she reaches, falls, and rolls in protest, fear, and disgust. The movements

seemingly fight and cry out against the horror of the act. There is the embodiment of the soul
in both resistance and impotence. This is Black Dance resounding, radically, against society.

Like any well-choreographed and performed dance, the work presents the body as a vessel

2http://www.learningfromlyrics.org/Fruits.html
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acknowledgment and appreciation of the Africanist legacies developed through the African
Cultural Continuum of “taking, honoring and transforming the past” (Richard Powell). She
confiscates a place for the black woman and her body. Further, the establishment of Urban
Bush Women functions as a community engagement project that innovates and articulates the
need for consistent engagement and development of concepts and principles founded on
black female empowerment. In this chapter and through “Batty Moves,” | explore the
essential recontextualization of the black female form and its relationship to embodiment as
an emboldened subjectivity. Orlando Zane Hunter, Jr and Ricarrdo Valentine’s “how to
survive a plague,” offers a phenomenological aesthetic that asserts an embodied queer black
intimacy. Hunter’s and Valentine’s queer black intimacy is premised on the extension of the
self to the communal in the collective effort towards spiritual and physical wellness. “How to
survive a plague” accounts for the fullness of the individual experience and its essential
interconnectedness to the collective, extending to the ancestral realm. They ask, “how is this
relationship maintained and what is our active role in securing the connection.” Finally, in
chapter eight, I tend to an underlying and shared theoretical thread between all the artists and
their work. The notion of subversion lies just under the surface of the artists’ work within the
effort towards liberation through black concert dance/performance. My concern with
subversion is its assertion as a conscious act by which pre-established norms, practices, and
systems are undermined by an effort to reveal a necessary, overlooked and potentially
ignored reality. Undoubtedly, the effort of undermining established systems is a key and
necessary component towards the achievement of liberation. Therefore, the identification of
the function of the subversive act, within these works, exists as an illumination of truth that

will sustain the overall effort.
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We may account for the notion of the body as an “object” of embodiment in that the
body in African spiritual tradition is a body to be used by the cosmic forces for the
manifestation of a myriad of spirit. By accepting the Africanist context of the body in an
aforementioned manner, we are better able to comprehend the notion of what Roberto
Strongman calls “trans-corporeality,” or the concept of the body as a dynamic conduit and
vessel of the cosmic forces.

Continuing to function within the phenomenon of a black liberation spirituality is to
function in a radical space. To purport difference as a means of equity within a systematic of
docility and obedience is the radicalism that accompanies a black liberational spirituality.
The black concert dance/performance tradition, then, as a phenomenon of difference,
functions as an embodied radicalism toward true liberation. Ultimately, the achievement
beyond liberation is then difference as equal. The colloquial expression ‘same difference’
then resonates more significantly. However, |1 would be explicit in equating ‘same’ as
‘equal.’ So in fact, the expression might be stated more accurately, in this scenario, as ‘equal
difference,” as what | contend is that things that are not the same, in fact, can be equal.

It is the history of American oppression upon the black body that I am responding to
within the chapters of my dissertation. The hope is that a black liberational spirituality may
provide perceptive means for comprehending more accurately the existence and function of
black concert dance/performance and the works of the artists covered in my dissertation. I am
very much interested in how African descendants have found ways to exist successfully in
the space of long-term systematic and systemic oppression. In regards to my subject matter,
the phenomenological aesthetics of a black liberational spirituality, I am aware that some

methods have been and are conscious, and some are unconscious and deeply ancestral. |
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assert that a black liberational spirituality is conscious, though the components of its whole—
that is, and in regards to black concert dance/performance tradition, the use of the stage
space, the articulation of body parts, the manipulation of time—may themselves be
channeled through phenomenological means. In this case through the actual practice of black
concert dance/performance tradition, the realities of its existence are revealed through the

temporal and spatial happening of the moment.
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Chapter 1

Katherine Dunham: No God without the Body

Bi 0 s’enia, image o si [if humanity were not, the gods would not be}—

Yoruba Proverb (Soyinka)

Haitian VVodou spirit possession maintains itself fundamentally as a black liberational
spirituality through its contextual structure as a corporeal phenomenon. Additionally, the
phenomenon of Haitian Vodou spirit possession offers a grounding for how to see black
concert dance/performance through the consideration of its sacred and secular aesthetics.

A practice of spirit possession in the various African traditional religions (continental
and diasporic), such as Candomblé of Brazil, Santeria of Cuba, the Yoruba system (Ifa) of
Nigeria and the African Diaspora, and Haitian Vodou fundamentally exists . Commonly,
spirit possession can be described as a direct and temporary habitation by a spirit or deity in
the body of a devotee of that particular faith. Within the Haitian VVodou ceremony, songs are
sung, prayers are made, veves (ground drawings of cornmeal, flour, or coffee) are drawn,
drum rhythms are played, all to appease and request the presence and ultimately the blessing
of the lwa (the Haitian VVodou name for spirits or deities). The presence that is being
requested is the manifestation of the Iwa within the body of the vodouist (the Haitian Vodou
devotee). Within the purview of Haitian VVodou, as with other African-based spiritual
traditions, spirit possession is the ultimate blessing upon which the vodouist can be
bestowed. It is the habitation of the lwa within the body of the vodouist that evidences his/her

commitment, belief, and continued communication with the Iwa and Haitian VVodou as a
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spiritual system. Through a variety of initiation rites that a devotee may undergo, the body of
the vodouist is prepared to ‘hold’ any spirit within the Vodou pantheon, which it can do at
specific times within the regleman (or ceremonial order) of the ritual ceremony in progress.

Strongman, in his essay “Transcorporeality in Vodou,” explains “spirit possession as
a way of knowing self and embodiment in which personhood in general, and gender and
sexuality in particular, emerge as porous, fluid, and subject to change during any ceremony”
(423). In addition to the existence of ‘transcorporeality” within the sacred realm of HV, |
argue that the body while in possessed state is a kind of an artful body, or simply that this
‘fluid” body by its nature conveys a potential toward what may be aesthetically considered,
or in another way, there is beauty in fluidity. Vodouists believe that it is a blessing to have
the lwa (or the spiritual law that the word lwa is said to be a Haitian Kreyol derivation of)
“come down” into the peristil (ceremonial grounds) where one worships and inhabit one’s
body. The peristil is the Vodou temple where all the proceedings of a ritual ceremony occur.
The most common belief within the religion is that the Iwa ascend from the ethereal abyss of
the deep waters of the ocean known as Afrik Guinen through a center pole, or poto mitan, of
the peristil. In this instance, the lwa comes into the body through those conductive means.
The other experience of the lwa is that it is always present within the devotee, and its
visibility is simply a kind of “calling up” that state of consciousness. This research endeavor
engages and accepts these two prevailing concepts surrounding the presence of the Iwa. Both
accepted concepts are important considerations as they show connections between the nature
of the body as conduit and conductor, awakening the spirit within and beckoning that which
lies without. Nevertheless, the connectivity of the energetic powers of the body as nature

means that either concept must be accepted if the principle of spirituality as a oneness with
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nature exists. Perhaps the altered physiological functions (changing of breath patterns, a
crossing of eyes, crippling of hands) and feats displayed (eating of glass, cutting oneself,
ramming one’s head into a wall) by the present lwa become markers by which one may
apprehend aesthetics and the philosophical. The various lwa represent varying archetypal
essences (beauty, strength, aggression), and the body is physically altered by the presence of
a particular lwa; thusly, through the manifestation of the lwa, the body is endowed with a
knowledge that can only occur under the ‘control’ of a lwa. Though Haiti resides
geographically in the Western hemisphere, its African diasporic identity, through the
integrated presence of Haitian VVodou, evidences a conceptualization of the body that is
deeply connected to corporeal epistemologies of traditional African cosmologies (particularly
West and Central Africa, as the majority of the enslaved populations of the Americas came
from these areas). The primary and essential concept is the embodiment of forces of nature
and ancient ancestors. Van Marter, in an essay titled, “African Spirit Possession and the Holy
Spirit,” draws parallels between African spirit possession and the Christian doctrine of Holy
Spirit. Noel states, “Christians have not discounted the reality of spirits but theologically
evaluated them as evil or, at best, impediments to full conversion ...” (www.pcusa.org). The
theological evaluation of the presence of spirits as ‘evil® significantly contradicts a more
positive outlook of spirit possession within the principles of Haitian VVodou spirituality. My
research accepts such an experience or phenomenon of spirit possession as it exists within the
Haitian VVodou system. It is in no way a research that aims to prove or disprove of its
existence, only to allow it to guide a discourse of being-ness, particularly in reference to a
black liberational spirituality as grounding for black concert dance traditions. | refer back to

the comprehension of Strongman regarding the possibility of the body to be a ‘porous’ and

28


http://www.pcusa.org/

‘fluid’ body, able to engage its spiritual makeup in a sensuous and dynamic way. The
‘transcorporeality’ concept is one that offers an alternate point of departure of embodiment
verified by the existence of spirit possession. To accept Strongman’s concept is to accept that
the liberation of the black body is possible if understood from an Africanist spiritual
perspective—a perspective that holds sacred to existence the possibility that spiritual
intervention and existence is not ‘evil’ but in fact a thing of beauty, and more, sublimity.

Merleau-Ponty writes, “[TThe body’s animation is not the assemblage or juxtaposition
of its parts. Nor is it a question of a mind or spirit coming down from somewhere else into an
automaton; this would still suppose that the body itself is without an inside and without a
‘self’” (352). Merleau-Ponty’s statement may seem to contradict the phenomenon of spirit
possession, but, rather, it inadvertently supports the existence of spirit possession through its
understanding that the body must first have a ‘self.” According to Paget Henry, “a thorough
study of Afro-Diasporic religions reveals how—unlike the Western idea of the fixed internal
unitary soul—the Afro-Diasporic self is removable, external, and multiple” (quoted in
Strongman 9). Therefore, Haitian Vodou spirit possession as a corporeal phenomenon helps
us better comprehend the multiplicity and dynamism of the black body, which is grounded in
an Africanist corporeality.

To take us further into this existential understanding, Karen McCarthy Brown
discusses four “constitutive parts,” an argument that sheds light on the subject of a “multiple
soul complex” (which has its derivatives in West African spirituality). It is carried through in
Haitian Vodou personhood as the possible sublime in possession: nam, ti bonnaj, gwo

bonnaj, and zetwal.
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A person’s nam is usually understood as the animating force of the body. The most
immediate effect of death is the departure of the nam, which is sometimes said to
linger for a short period of time around the corpse or grave. ... The ti bonnaj (little
guardian angel), which each person also possesses is ... best described as a spiritual
reserve tank. It is an energy of presence within the person that is dimmer or deeper
than consciousness, but it is nevertheless there to be called upon in situations of stress
and depletion. ... [T]he gwo bonnaj, the big guardian angel, is capable of sustained
existence apart from the body it inhabits. ... [T]he zetwal or star ... is a kind of
celestial parallel self. The concept of the zetwal is rooted in the belief that each person

is born with his or her fate already foreknown and unchangeable. (8-9)

The gwo bonnaj, like the Freudian superego, is the part of the person that shows itself
most vividly to others. It conveys the outward personality that another will encounter upon
first meeting. The mere concept of a departure or “sustained existence apart from the body”
of the gwo bonnaj invites the concern of a nonreturn. There would lie a void in a person
waiting to be filled. Whether it is assumed that the “big guardian angel” will return or not,
the practice of a removal of such an integral component of one’s personhood tempts a feature
of the sublime experience, that of fear due to the immeasurability of an experience or
external object. In this case, the immeasurability of the gwo bonnaj and the void caused by
the temporary displacement of it is where the fear lies. In 1983, the Charles Moore Dance
Company performed a reconstruction of Katherine Dunham’s “Shango,” (see fig. 1) which
was filmed for the documentary of the Brooklyn Academy of Music’s presentation of the

historical ark of black dance in America, titled, Dance Black America. In an interview
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regarding his company’s performance of the work, Moore states, “When | danced ...
“Shango,” | wasn’t Charles Moore anymore. | was possessed. You had to be in order to do
the dance. We were all a little afraid.” The fear that Moore speaks of, | argue, is not only the
fear of performing this material but also fear connected to the content of the material—the
same fear that surfaces during an authentic Haitian VVodou fet (the word used to identify the
sacred ceremony). The fear surfaces as a result of the blurred line between the sacred and the
secular as witnessed within the performance of the work. It could be argued that through the
performative utterance of the work that the lwa may not be able to discern the difference
between the secular presentation of the work and the performance of the dance in its sacred
realm. In this way, the stage is then set for the possibility of the ‘fear,” which accompanies
the sublime presence of the lwa. What is at stake is the loss of oneself. The self at this
moment is the presence of the gwo bonnaj. Vodou scholar Karen McCarthy Brown writes,
“The struggle that marks the onset of possession is understood as a struggle between a
person’s gwo bonnaj and the Vodou lwa (spirit), who desires to ‘ride’ that person and to use
his body and voice to communicate with the faithful” (8). As presented above, the ‘fear’ of
possession is real even within the context of the secular ritual of performance. This occurs
through deployment of the performative utterances, in choreographic form, of Dunham’s
“Shango” by Charles Moore and his dance company,

But how can the sublime truly be considered here? According to Kantian
explications, when the beautiful is expanded to beyond what is measurable and wholly
perceptible, there is the sublime. If we can consider the possibility of spirit possession in a
secular realm, that being the artistic realm, then there is the possibility that it can be

appreciated for the beauty that accompanies it. The beauty is a perceptible aesthetic cause by
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the struggle of temporality and spatiality that occurs within the body of the vodouist at the
“onset of possession,” as McCarthy noted. The spatial/temporal struggle is a bodily
fracturing that creates a pathway by which a lwa may enter into the body of the vodouist.
That occurrence is the moment of both wonder and beauty. But it is heightened by the reality
that it does not end. This scenario of spatial/temporal fracturing continues to the point of
complete spiritual possession when the lwa makes his/her presence known to the faithful.
The moment of the struggle of the vodouist to maintain his/her established state is but one
moment that can generate the potential for aesthetic judgment based on reflective quality.
However, the actual release of the body for the presence of the Iwa creates another view of
the beautiful toward the sublime via the space of the fracture. The body’s physical resistance
to the fracture reveals a helplessness conveyed through the falling and abrupt shifting and
throwing of the body. The vodouist’s consciousness being temporarily severed enacts a kind
of dismemberment by which any potential stabilization must be acquired through instability.
The particular lwa that ‘fights’ to mount the vodouist determines, in many cases, the dynamic
of the fracture. The gentler the spirit, the gentler the arrival, and vice versa. In either
scenario, the necessary fracture must occur; and with it, the vision of temporary displacement
evokes a dynamic aesthetic. Through this occasion, a new and visual reality is conveyed.
The fracturing of the “conscious-body” is the limit. This moment must come to an
end in order for the possession to occur. The present danger of fracture exists only to give
way to the restabilizing of the “conscious-body” through the temporary displacement that is
spirit possession. The possibility of the sublime here is in the durational limitlessness in the
moment of the temporary displacement. In a Bergsonian revelation of temporality, what can

be discovered is that his concept of duration (la durée), is very much akin to that which
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creates a relevancy with spirit possession. “Duration is not merely one instant replacing
another; if it were, there would never be anything but the present—no prolonging of the past
into the actual, no evolution, no concrete duration. Duration is the continuous progress of the
past which gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances. And as the past grows
without ceasing, so also there is no limit to its preservation” (Bergson et al. 4). The
connection here is to the ancestral lineage of the person of African ancestry. It is the
connection of one’s ancestry that functions as the past that “grows without ceasing.” The past
is the ancestral lineage of the African pantheon that occurs at every occasion of a possession.
The African deities are the memories embodied and made present through access to deep
consciousness.

Here we can look to Kant and his notion of the sublime and relate it to the occurrence

of the sublime as embodied within the Haitian VVodou spirit possession.

The beautiful in nature is a question of the form of the object, and this consists in
limitation, whereas the sublime is to be found in an object even devoid of form, so far
as it immediately involves, or else by its presence provokes, a representation of
limitlessness, yet with a super-added thought of its totality. Accordingly the beautiful
seems to be regarded as a prevention of the indeterminate concept of the
understanding, the sublime as a presentation of an indeterminate concept of reason.

(Kant 75)
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The sublime is greater than the beautiful. It goes beyond what is simply a judgment of taste.
What Kant has written, that the “sublime is the name given to what is absolutely great,” helps

us here in offering what it is about the sublime that positions possession in such a place.

Becoming God: The Sacred Domain

Kant has written of the sublime as “a presentation of an indeterminate concept of
reason.” (Kant 75) Regarding possession as sublime embodiment, the concern whether
possession is real and that a supernatural spirit can “mount” a vodouist is not the primary
interest. My interest is why this form of worship. Why does the African body, from ancient
times to current-day Haiti, find it necessary and viable to embody spirit in this way? There is
a sublimity in this practice as a reality. What would be the “reason” that such an occurrence
would be necessarily practiced? It is not that the black body has always been oppressed,
desiring a way of liberating itself from corporeal oppression. There is something that lies at
the core of spirit possession that speaks to its relevance as a phenomenon particularly as it
applies to Dunham’s “Shango” and black concert dance in general.

The theory of lived experience is essential to the theory of embodiment and
particularly essential to the grounding of possession “as a way of knowing self and
embodiment” (Strongman). Lived experiences are fundamentally experiences that people live
through, which are inherently spatially and temporally based. Spirit possession is then, in
fact, a lived experience within the spiritual realm. I argue that spirit possession is a corporeal
phenomenon that manifests as a sublime embodiment. It goes beyond the corporeal and
actual toward a ‘place’ in which the illogical and irrational must be considered. In the sacred

domain of a Vodou spirituality, the body is ultimately a conduit—a space where energies
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may be temporarily contained and through which they pass. To consider the body in such a
way opens a door of possibilities that reveal a greater unknown about ourselves in space and
time. There is a freedom here—a freedom of not knowing but being. Perhaps this is truly the
core of transcendental philosophies “being in the world.”

So, spirit possession reveals for us an alternate way of understanding the capabilities
of ourselves and our bodies. It conveys ideas of detachment, multiplicity and a truth of being-
ness.

The embodiment of a black liberational spirituality must be comprehended through this filter.
For, as we perceive its phenomenological aesthetics through black concert dance and in this
chapter through “Shango,” what is understood is that form, though primary to perception,
falls short of what may be the ultimate goal—freedom. Reaching beyond form toward the
unknowable space of spirit, spirituality is freedom; spirituality as freedom. This is a black
liberational spirituality.

What is God? God is both time and space in relation to the African diasporic body.
God occurs in the body and defines space by virtue of spiritual presence. Temporality is
apparent not only through occurrence but also through duration. Within Haitian VVodou
practice, a lwa possesses a vodouist, is greeted and greets, is offered food, drink, and other
specified items (see fig. 2). The lwa, and possible multiple lwa of that familial lineage, stays
present until a particular task has been completed. Perhaps the task is to speak to a member
of the house or to convey a particular message to the society. However, once the task is
complete, the Iwa departs. The duration of a /wa’s visit is decided by the Iwa and accepted by
the family (the use of the term family is an identification of the interpersonal relationship of

the vodouists of a particular house). The officiating mambo (female high priest) or houngan

35



(male high priest) may attempt to hurry this process along in an effort to get through the
ceremony, but the priest takes his/her lead from the Iwa. The drummers may also have a part
in the duration of the Iwa’s presence by initiating a different rhythm, one not associated with
the Iwa. Nevertheless, each and every person ultimately yields to the desire of the lwa.

Time and space are entwined in this sublime event. Are time and space on either end
of the equilibrium scale? If so, is balancé the experiential fulcrum of these two realities?
Balansé is a process by which a vodouist’s equilibrium is destabilized as they are repeatedly
turned from one direction to the other during the evening ceremony—this occurs before the
vodouist enters the djevo (or the room of seclusion) where they must live for the entirety of
their initiation process. The process is ongoing and occurs several times in a night. Initiates’
heads face downward, and each is cared for by a mother or father. There is a trust that the
initiate must maintain in order to get through this process securely, and they must also release
any sense of control. I would also argue that there is liberation within this experience. The
body’s center of gravity is constantly being shifted, and space and time are manipulated for
the purpose of greater possibilities of consciousness. The body is freed by virtue of an

attendant’s care and concern for an initiate’s well-being.

The Performance of Liberation

Embedded in possession is the “performance” of liberation. In the state of possession,
the body is free to act at its most enlightened through the intervention of the Iwa. Scholar
Karen McCarthy Brown writes, “[T]he Vodou priests and priestesses ... improvise freely
within the character range of the spirit” (13). This improvised freedom is made viable via a
fundamental essence of Haitian Kreyol language itself: that of orality. It is not simply the

orality of the language transmission that allows meaning to be comprehended but that true
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meaning is in the use of the “performance” of the words.—in the act of speaking the
language itself. Michel writes, “[T]he apparent importance of words and the oral medium for
value transmission in Haitian society, the spoken language has very little meaning and
practically no influence in itself; images, metaphors, contradictions, irony, humor, and tone
are what give life and significance to the message behind the words. The ‘exercise of the art,’
that is, the oral performance—how things are said, by whom, to whom, under which
circumstances, for what purpose—*actualizes’ the words and gives them life” (33). The “oral
performance” carries over into the Vodou ceremony in a significant way. Incantations,
invocations, songs, and chants are very much key components in effective communication
with the lwa. Langaj is the sacred or ancient language spoken by the Iwa. It is a hybrid of
Haitian Kreyol and the remnants of African languages brought by the enslaved Africans. It
has been maintained within the Vodou temple by houngans and mambos as a means of direct
communication with the Iwa. The langaj is used to invoke the spirit when a vodouist is at the
“crossroads” of possession. It is employed as a fragmental component of songs, like chants,
and it seamlessly enters the space of the ceremony. “Certain chants have remained absolutely
African. These are said to be in langage. These for the most part have been retained in a
mnemonic tradition, but very few houng’gans or houn’sihs are able any long to translate
them” (Rigaud 132-33). “[PJossession performance is not used here to indicate that there is
anything false or contrived about these visits from the spirits. ... The term is used rather to
indicate what has often been noticed about possession in the Vodou temple: it has a theatrical
quality” (McCarthy Brown 13).

Reggie Wilson, discussed more thoroughly in chapter 4,“Embodied African

Technologies,” once explained to me his quest for “doing big movements as fast as possible.”
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This search was not only for the discovery of dynamic possibilities but also for the sublimity
or “possession” in the movement. In Wilson’s estimation, the effort of attempting to capture
the specificity of the big movement at such an unreasonable tempo conjures an aesthetic akin
to possession, like being the chawal (horse) upon which a Iwa rides when a Vodouist is in a
state of possession trance.

“Europeans go to church and speak about God, we dance in the temple and become
God” (Wade Davis regarding Africans concept about worship). This notion of “becoming
God” intrigues me and provides a wealth of instigations to be investigated. First and most
importantly in regards to my research, however, is the relationship between this “becoming
God” and sublimity as a phenomenon. What this quotation speaks to is possession, the
sublime embodiment that renders one’s body a vessel that a spiritual entity inhabits. The
“God” referenced here, from an Africanist perspective, derives from a pantheon of spirits,
gods, and deities that are directly engaged with the terrestrial existence of a vodouist. From
the Africanist view, particularly as it exists in Haitian VVodou, the lwa have a keen
relationship with vodouists, becoming deeply intertwined in their lives (both initiated and
uninitiated). They exist as intermediaries between humans and the Supreme Being or Bon
Dieu (as referred to in Haitian Creole).

In Haitian VVodou, it is believed that the Iwa is present when the dance of that
particular lwa becomes so exquisitely legible that a denial of its presence would be
blasphemous. The vodouists know how to relate to the lwa first by its presence through its
“horse,” the term used by vodouists to identify the devotee that the Iwa is “riding.” Through
the actions of the lwa, the necessary procedure by which to greet him or her becomes clear.

“These actions indicate that the “god” is present in the body.
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There is a consideration that must be given to the relation between sublime
possession and Katherine Dunham’s “Shango.” That consideration is the immeasurability of
“Shango” and its reckoning with the phenomenon of possession. “Shango” is an abstract
dance of a Haitian vodou ritual, a ceremony to the god of war, during which thunder and
lightning occurs. In the work, like that of an authentic ritual, there are a number of
participants: a houngan (male high priest), mambo (female high priest), tambou (the battery
of drums and the drummers themselves), houngenicon (Vodou singing chorus), and vodouist
(Vodou devotees). The players enter and set the stage for what ultimately, as choreographed
by Dunham, will be the presence of the lwa. The work continues through various stages:
preparation, invocation, possession. (I became aware that these titles denoted the
organizational structure of an American VVoodoo ceremony through an online source
maintained by a Louisiana Voodoo practitioner. There are no titles offered within the context
of Dunham’s “Shango.” | feel comfortable in utilizing these section titles merely as a
function of better analyzing the work as it relates to an authentic ceremony.)

Within the scope of the choreography, the Preparation begins as the dancers enter
onto the stage. A person carries a small chair, which is designated for the officiating priest.
Others carry benches, tables, and other items. All of these items are to be utilized within the
work, matching what would be seen within an authentic Haitian VVodou ceremony. The next
stage is the Invocation. All items and materials have been placed. The table or niche, the
sacred table constructed as an altar that contains sacred objects and items used throughout the
ceremony, is placed before the houngan. Once gestures and prayers are made toward the
niche, the Invocation section has begun. The houngan is presented with items that are

essential to his work: a bowl and a knife. He has a white chicken, the fowl to be sacrificed. In
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the VVodou practice, the sacrifice occurs as an offering to a particular lwa. It is the sacred
bloodletting act that seals the bond between the human and spirit realms using the body of
the animal. An agreement is made between the animal and the houngan when he presents the
animal to the four cardinal points and prepares it with food and prayers.

Possession begins after the sacrifice has completed. The animal has given its life, and
in return that sacred vow must be honored by the present vodouists. The blessing of those
present is made through the placing of blood upon either the lips, forehead or another body
part. In Dunham’s “Shango,” the vodouists are touched upon the lips with the warm blood of
the sacrificed chicken. It is this act that binds the community together and, more importantly,
beckons the lwa to its terrestrial plane (see fig. 2). The revelation of the lwa upon the body of
the vodouist is that the Iwa that has “come down” is not the god Shango at all but in fact the
god of creation, Damballah. Damballah is the sacred serpent who, within Haitian VVodou
mythology, holds the cosmos together by coiling around while simultaneously eating its own
tail. Is this a mishap? Has the wrong Iwa been summoned? No, what has occurred is that in
abstracting the ritual, Dunham has perhaps taken a fragment of what would be a longer
ceremony. Within the Haitian Vodou ceremony, Damballah Wedo is recognized and saluted
early as he represents the “ancient, the venerable father; so ancient, so venerable, as of a
world before the troubles began ...” (Deren 114). The presence of Damballah is a blessing of
the earth and creation itself. As witnessed, choreographically, Damballah crawls and writhes
upon the ground, undulating its serpentine body upon the very earth, traveling between the

earth and air.
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In the work, one witnesses the possessed being ridden by the spirit of creation
Damballah Wedo. Though the name of the work is “Shango,” one might expect the presence

of that deity. In actuality, Shango himself never appears.

Haitian Vodou as a Black Liberational Spirituality

To watch dance is to engage in an intellectual interaction and transaction. The
presented work offers a view of a theory or proposition about life, and the viewer ingests the
proposition and determines what portions of it they accept or reject. Therefore, the
engagement is not simply a passive exchange of information. The viewer is active. There is
great potential for learning. What is possible to learn from “Shango?”” Within the purview of
my research, it is most interesting to learn about our spiritual nature and the capabilities of
our bodies. We are each constructed with a specific spiritual makeup that maintains a
connection to our ancestral lineage. Within her artistry as it relates to “Shango,” Dunham
offers a way to understand and connect to our spiritual nature. She offers through “Shango”
the possibility of deeply understanding the need to maintain connection with our spirit. She
offers us the impossible vision of the sublime.

It is clear that the Possession begins when Damballah enters “on” the body of the
dancer. The dancer undulates and drags himself along the floor. The base of his spine tucks
in and sends a deep wave from the coccyx all the way up and through to the head. He rises,
and torso and chest lift up as his tongue articulates out and side to side. The energy of the
stage is altered as Damballah writhes through space. The houngan greets Damballah, pushing
his head of the dancer embodying Damballah down as a way to both salute the spirit and

redirect his energy. Eventually, Damballah mounts the altar, stands, and arrests the action
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before another song enters the space. He spins his head and is lifted off and taken away (see
fig. 3).

What do we learn about ourselves through the presence of Damballah Wedo, the
yonvalou, the dance of supplication performed in honor of the great serpent Lwa and the
body? According to the Haitian VVodou creation myth, Damballah, the great sky serpent and
father of all the Lwa, created all the waters of the Earth. The movement of his seven
thousand coils formed hills and valleys on Earth and brought forth stars and planets in the
cosmos. He forged metals from his heat and sent forth lightning bolts to form the sacred
rocks and stones of the world. When he shed his skin in the sun, releasing all the waters over
the land, the reflection in the waters created a rainbow. Damballah fell in love with the
rainbow, and made it his wife, Ayida-Wedo (she represents the sky as a whole).

In various veves, floor drawings that function as beacons for the lwa, the presence of
both Damballah and Ayida-Wedo is significant as their dual coiling reflects the balance of
the sky and the earth. Within their upward coil, along a central line connecting the terrestrial
and ethereal realms, lies an egg. The egg is recognized as the universe itself, protected by the
vital elements of existence.

Yonvalou “literally... means ‘come to me.”” It is both an invocation and a
supplication dance/music, which is played first at all ceremonies of the Rada rite.s It is
known also under the name yanvalou doba (lowered-back yonvalou) because it is danced on
bent knees” (Paul, African Spirituality). The significance of this reverential position of the
body during the yonvalou, with its pitched-forward, downcast focus, is that it is a dynamic

position, not a static one. The body maintains and progresses forward or sideways with small

5 Pantheon and rites of ‘cool’ spirits from Ginen (West African origin)
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steps in constant motion until the person ultimately is completely face down on the floor. It is
widely accepted that the spiritual connectedness of the yonvalou is due in large part to its
designation as the dance of Damballah Wedo. What is present in this one dance is the total
embodiment of creation, humble and reverential.

Anatomically, the spine is the skeletal conduit for the nervous system. It encases the
nerves that transmit messages from the brain to the muscular parts of the body, enabling
functionality throughout. Additionally, the spine is the fundamental structural support system
of the body connecting the lower and upper bodies; in connection with the pelvis, it allows
for spatial progression. From a philosophical point of view, the spine as the conductive nerve
center of the body carrying electromagnetic impulses to the various muscles of the entire
body and thusly initiating all functions is one and the same with the Haitian Vodou lwa
Damballah Wedo. They function as the vital structural life force.

Though neuromuscular systems are beyond the scope of my knowledge, | will inquire

philosophically into the relevance of the spinal column structure in relation to the yonvalou.

The Divine Spine: Spinal Structure and the Mythology of Da

The spine is constructed as a vertebral structure in five parts: (from the top) cervical
(five vertebrae), thoracic (twelve vertebrae), lumbar (seven vertebrae), sacrum (five fused
vertebrae), and coccyx (five fused vertebrae). The vertebral structure encases the spinal cord,
which is constructed of a collection of nerves that connect through the spine to the base of
the brain and the lumbar spine. These neurons communicate the needs of the body to the
brain in order to initiate the action of the muscles. Additionally, the nerves within the specific

areas of the spine communicate directly with that area. For example, the nerves of the
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cervical spine send electrical impulses to the brain in direct relation to the head and neck.
The neurons of the thoracic communicate to the brain in direct relation to the torso, and so
on, providing the necessary information in order for the efficient and effective movement of
the body.

Traditional Haitian dance embodies neuromuscular integration and efficiency. The
undulating action of the spine stimulates the neuromuscular system, thus encouraging bodily
balance via the coccyx (animal nature) and the head/cervical (human nature). This further
encourages a “well” body, which can comprehend the possibilities of temporary
displacement of the gwo bonnaj for the habitation of the lwa. The human then understands
the greater role of the body in the corporeal phenomenon of spirit possession. Ultimately, a
“well” body is strong enough for temporary spiritual displacement, as the yonvalou reminds
us through neuromuscular stimulation.

Haitian historian and VVodou scholar Bayyinah Bello has said that mobility and
flexibility are the outcomes of the presence of Damballah Wedo as a primary lwa within the
Haitian VVodou pantheon. The outcomes then function as the spiritual benefit of Damballah’s
presence. If we can allow for a consideration of the body as nature, then the answer would be
yes. There is indeed a deep connection between the spine as anatomically and spiritually
functioning. More, it is how does the spine function within the spiritual context of Haitian
Vodoun? “in order to have life, in a biological, material form, you must have flexibility and
mobility. If there is no flexibility there is no life. If there is no mobility, there is no biological
material life” (Bello).

The sublime in the yonvalou holds within it the immeasurability of its point of origin

or the idea that its mythological resonance has elements that can neither be proved nor
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disproved. These mythological elements exist as a means of providing a possibility of
understanding both our essence and our existence. Is there any way to know the yonvalou’s
point of origin, how it has become the vodouist’s chosen particular movement to embody the
essence of his/her faith? The yonvalou can be connected to its ancient past through Haiti to
present-day Benin and into the VVodou heritage of the Fon people of Dahomey, an ancient
kingdom of sub-Saharan West African.

The presence of the body completes the process by which the spirit may manifest.
Without the body, the spirit remains an intangible energy. The energy is strong; however,
without the manifestation through the body, the process never completes. Significant here is
the presence and the completion of the process. It is when the spirit, lwa, manifests that the
community can begin to be healed and protected. The Iwa bring with him/her the necessary
spiritual and cosmic energy that will function as healing properties for the members of the
society.

The spirit is essentialized through the appeasement and integration of its devotees. Without a
sky, lightning would have no place. The energy of lightning must be harnessed within a
“container,” and the sky serves such purpose so that the energy can be processed into
electricity useful to humanity. Similarly, the body is that conduit through which the energies
of the lwa may become useful to a community. To call on a spirit and make no “use” of it
would be inconceivable and irresponsible.

My argument for Haitian VVodou as a starting point for a black liberational spirituality
and as a grounding point of departure for black concert dance exists really as a means to
better understand an Africanist principle of embodiment. Possession as an essential

component of Haitian Vodou and as an epistemological knowledge can then make inroads to
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realizing such a notion. For that reason, viewing the act and process of possession is
necessary. Within “Shango,” the dancers’ bodies seem to flow through various states, all of
which Dunham has choreographed based on the physical realities of bodies during an
authentic Haitian VVodou fete or ceremony (the words are interchanged often). | have chosen
both to identify the physical state and also to recognize the possible accompanying
psychological quality of the performers’ bodies. The first state | identify is convolution, and
convolution is accompanied by a quality of resistance. During this state, the vodouist’s body
first encounters the energetic force of the lwa. The body is thrust about, limbs and extremities
flailing about with exasperated force. The whites of the eyes are revealed as the eyes roll
back into the head of the pupils. Balance is lost, and the vodouist seems unable to stand
firmly on the ground. Often, the vodouist in this process will furiously bump, push, and move
about the room in what seems to be anguished resistance. This is the moment when the
tension between the gwo bonnaj and the arriving lwa seem most at odds. One is attempting to
maintain its connection to its physical host, while the other is attempting to sever that
connection and make room, though temporarily, for itself. Nevertheless, the process, as |
argue, presents a tangible vision of sublimity, one in which the unknowledgeable bystander
witnesses perhaps in fear. However, the struggle is one of beauty. The shifting musculature
and struggling psyche create a phenomenal atmosphere. In the dance, the choreographic
seems in disarray, as bodies roll, jump, turn, and fall. However, there is an organized
confusion that is constructed. There are those caught deeply in the throes of the experience,
while others seem to watch and protect the entire scenario. The community is together. They

will all benefit from what is to come. The struggle is a necessary struggle.
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Without a clear shift from one state to another, the body is caught within state two.
This is the state of suppleness/release—anticipation. Here, the vodouist’s body seems to
release all tension and fall into a state of willingness. Balance begins to return, the physical
thrusting and flailing subside, and the “aggressiveness” turns to calm. The eyes appear more
natural, and facial expressions begin to change significantly. This state is transitional, and it
occurs very quickly. It is accompanied by a seeming anticipation. The struggle subsides,
resulting in a “softness” of the body. State three follows shortly thereafter: embodiment—
acceptance. The lwa is present. Gros bonnaj has been successfully displaced, the
characteristics of the lwa take shape, and the vodouists are now ready to greet the spirit. The
balance that was once off-kilter is now restored, but with the persuasions of the visiting lwa.
In “Shango,” Damballah Wedo is present. As a primordial lwa, his physicality becomes that
of a serpent. Acknowledgments of and to him are the same as referring to the beginning of
time itself. The dancer’s body is transformed. He crawls and slithers the earth, writhes, hisses
with his articulating tongue. His body is caught within the dynamic physicality of an
undulating ocean whose water continuously overflows upon a shore. The body now accepts
what and who it is for this moment. The vodouist has allowed the spirit to take over his/her
body with sublime clarity. The rhythms of the drums speak to the lwa in codified time, and
the lwa responds with a profound gesture. In this state, a multiplicity of being is treasured,
honored, and respected. Corporeal knowledge is exhibited in its most exquisite form, through
the welcomed acceptance of altered space and time.

Dunham takes the artistic license to create a spiritual world based on the Haitian
Vodou practice of ceremonial possession. “Shango” dramatizes a process of embodiment

through the filter of Haitian VVodou spirit possession. What she brings to Western concert
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dance is an articulation and an elucidation of embodied knowing paramount within Haitian
Vodou and the larger African spirituality. The body of the dancer is a vessel in which
intellectual knowledge is stored. That knowledge can be accessed for several purposes. It can
be altered and re-stored, manipulated and erased. It becomes a part of the memory of the
dancer not just through the brain function but also through the function of the muscles.
World-renowned choreographer, dancer, and dance technique innovator Martha Graham has
spoken about this kind of knowledge when she has spoken about “muscle memory”—the
ability for the physical body to remember and recall movement, sequences, and sensations
almost independent of the brain function. The “muscle memory” is an inscribing of
intellectual knowledge onto the muscles of the body. Movement is recalled kinesthetically.
The muscles of the body react to aural and physical stimuli as a response to the learned
information. Within the context of Dunham’s “Shango,” this phenomenon is multiplied in
terms of the spiritual context. The dancer within “Shango” is not only dancing a dance but is
also recalling an ancestral memory. The memory is deeply connected to Haitian VVodou
through the recognition of Damballah as a primordial lwa. The dancer’s body is put to task in
that the dance yonvalou is also a summoning. In this respect, we can recall the statement of
Charles Moore in relation to the fear that he and other dancers had in performing the work.
The summoning in the form of the yonvalou is an exquisite exemplification of what
Heidegger proposes in respect to phenomenology as a methodology. Katherine Dunham’s
choreography becomes the means by which we can begin to understand in physical space and
time the existence of humanity. In this scenario, the art of dance functions as the tool of

analysis by which the measurement of the occurrence of humanity may be comprehended.
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In bringing the material to the Western concert dance stage, she simultaneously
brought a concert dance—going audience to the material. By instigating a dynamic exchange
between music, movements, songs, and the practices of the cultures for whom she studied,
her students, dancers, and audiences came a step closer to understanding the significance of
this cross-cultural exchange. These works are more than modernist stagings of far-off
cultures; these works are very much a dynamic anthropologic exchange between the
performers and audiences who have up to that moment been unaware of the depth and
breadth of the studied cultures, particularly as a contribution to the Western concert dance
stage. “Shango” confronts mainstream notions of sacred worship and challenges Western
dance traditions while simultaneously exploding philosophies of the body. Dunham’s
“Shango” is firmly situated within the “African Cultural Continuum” (Richard Powell),
which is the ability to “take, honor and transform the past.”

The Yoruban notion of “no god without the body,” which is shared through Soyinka,
then also speaks to the inherent and necessary performativity within Haitian Vodou as a
system of belief and practice. It becomes a very significant condition by which one may
begin to comprehend the corporeal function from a spiritual perspective versus a simply
material or physical one. In studying possession as a spiritual corporeal phenomenon, what is
discovered is that there is another view—possession as ownership in respect to secularity.
Thus a relevant question to ponder is, does Damballah have the body, or does the body have
Damballah?

My research is delimited to possession as a corporeal phenomenon of Haitian VVodou,
but a mention regarding this question is worthy of attention. “In VVodou, like in other

religious and secular popular manifestations found in other areas of the world, the concept of
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‘art for art’s sake’ does not exist. Each word, each object has a function—often a liberating
function, one that channels energy and empowers people against oppressive systems”
(Michel 33).

In this, one can discover the deepest connection between Dunham’s “Shango,” the
Dunham Technique itself, and the Vodou religion. “Vodou is not a system imposed from
above; it is a democratic and functional religion, embedded in the vicissitudes of its
followers’ daily existence, and in their struggle for survival” (Michel 28).

The theological structure Haitian VVodou, as governed by a houngan’s and/or a
mambo’s deciding, allows for a relational visioning of such an idea. Haitian Vodou’s practice
is embodied; it is based on an orality that is transmitted interpersonally. It is only necessary
for the houngan or manbo to gain advisement from his/her own ‘mother’ or ‘father’ (elder
related by spiritual affiliation), but she/he ultimately makes a final decision as to the issue at
hand. This is radical when compared to and different from the Christian religious structure,
which designates an individual at the top of a hierarchal order. In Haitian VVodou, each house
is different but equal in its ultimate function within the community. What prayers are used,
what songs are sung, what lwa are served are all decisions made internally per house and
based on the ancestral lineage of the house. The ‘success’ of a house is based in large part on
the participation of the members of that house: houngenicon, hounsi, tambou, etc. In this
way, one’s individuality is honored and respected and not made to conform to a doctrine that
may have minimal significance for that ‘house’ and the community it serves. Can this be a
model of existence for a black radical dance/performance artist who seeks a success of

his/her own conception or the conception of the collective to which he/she belongs?
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Dunham has stated that her aim in her research was to “dignify the [cultural]
material” of the diasporic sites she studied. I insist that through her active participation
within those communities that she studied in, was how the achievement of this objective was
garnered. Further, her explicit acknowledgment of her sources, for example, the maintaining
the names of the dances as they exist in the community, is a statement of the ‘dignity’ that
the knowledge holds. As an anthropologist, by traveling through the terrain of southern West
Africa, Jamaica, Haiti, and other destinations and by collecting and bringing back
information and sharing not only the dances but the cultural contexts of the dances, her work
becomes significant both ethnographically and aesthetically. Dunham’s “dignifying” of the
material can only be through the presentation of the material as connected to a dynamic and
living culture. The “dignifying” proposition of the Western concert dance stage succeeds
only due to the exposure of the material to a wider audience. Nevertheless, the material

maintains its dignity within the cultural context of the society that created the material.
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Figure 2. Houngan or pfiest uses the sacrifice to guide Lwa.
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Figure 3. Hounéan or priest and vodouist greet each other in a mirroring effect.
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Chapter 2

Pearl Primus: Omowale (“A Child Returned Home”)

| found not the dance in Africa ... | found the re-affirmation, | found re-dedication, | found
an inner statement that ... helps me to stand tall regardless of all things

—Pearl Primus

A black liberational spirituality (BLS) is one that may have been born out of and exist
in the face and presence of great oppression. It is the very source that continues to resist
oppression and that reveals itself through an embodied aesthetics. It is through living in
oppression that the body is forced to discover a space and time of liberation. Embodied
expressivity is an example of one of those instances. Primus’s “Hard Time Blues” and
“Fanga” birth a phenomenological aesthetics that speaks with profound didacticism of a

black liberational spirituality.

“Hard Time Blues”

“Hard Time Blues (see fig. 1),” created in 1945, is a work that confronts the systemic
injustices of American culture, a culture in which the black body is rendered subordinate to
mainstream existence. The solo work exposes the plight of the southern African American
sharecropper who exists within a world of inequity. In the scenario of “Hard Time Blues,”
what is thematically witnessed is the will of the human spirit through the body of Primus, a

substitute for a sharecropper, as an embodiment of the human spirit to resist the pressures of
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injustice for the right to live, to be free, and in the case of the sharecropper for whom she
represents, get what she is do.

The dynamic corporeality of African Dance in the context of modern social protest
dances, like Primus’s “Hard Time Blues,” is where the beauty and resonance lie. For
example, a gesture of clapping the back side of one’s hand into the palm of the other signifies
“thanks,” as Primus has explained, within the context of Primus’s “HTB”—the gesture
becomes a demand to an unknown oppressor. Other physical gestures that are treated with a
dynamic of insistence read strikingly clear: backbend jumps that elevate the dancer into the
air before landing like lightning upon the earth, floor movement on a pivoting knee
seemingly breaking and tearing bones and ligaments, and oppositional twists in the body
showing the tension of the existing struggles for equality. The movement vocabulary of
“HTB” exemplifies the possessive nature so present in the physicality of black concert dance.
It is connected to this function of dance in relation to the spiritualism of African Americans.
Scholar John Perpener states, “[Primus is] searching for the roots of African American
spiritualism that informs our religious ritual with dance movement with an almost
extroverted expression of spiritual fervor and it’s that the body is inhabited by these spirits
and they come out” (Great Performances: Free to Dance 00:22:20-00:22:50).

Black concert dance and the work of Pearl Primus, as a matriarch of black radicalism
in dance, must be included in the broader conversation of the black radical tradition about
which scholar Cedric J. Robinson writes. He argues that the roots of black radicalism are
linked to the African cultural traditions and practices of the slave class. The need for such
cultural ways to proliferate becomes the “terms upon which the response of the enslaved to

the slave system would be grounded (122).
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“Hard Time Blues” speaks of a very specific form of liberation that is very much
connected to the history of global black oppression. It is this specific form of liberation that
is foregrounded in Cedric J. Robinson’s text Black Marxism. Regarding black liberation, cum
the black radical tradition, he writes, “[I]t was the ability to conserve their [Africans’] native
consciousness of the world from alien intrusion, the ability to imaginatively re-create a
precedent metaphysic while being subjected to enslavement, racial domination, and
repression. This was the raw material of the Black radical tradition, the values, ideas,
conceptions, and constructions of reality from which resistance was manufactured” (309).
Ultimately, the black radical tradition grounds the liberation sought. It is the radical nature of
this artist that is harnessed, deployed, and mobilized through her artistic work and her very

phenomenological aesthetic on and off the stage.

“Fanga” as Libertory

In a film simply entitled, Pearl Primus (circa 1980s, exact year unknown), Primus,
through choreographed sequences for the film, exhibits for the viewer her anthropological
research. The film begins with a physical exposition of the movements of the Liberian dance
“Fanga (see fig. 2),” which became a mainstay of her stage and pedagogical repertoire. In the
opening section of Pearl Primus, she articulates the “meaning” of the various gestures
belonging to the “Fanga.” The camera pans her body to reveal tilling-like gestures and
patting feet as if upon the soil, while she states, as a spiritual petition, “embrace the bones of
the ancestors ... help me, lend me your strength, help me welcome my guests.” Next, she
addresses the drums: “Lend me your voice, help me welcome my guests.” Then she petitions

the sky, simply requesting, “Bless me.” Primus continues, “From my heart to you, all that is
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good in me ... head, all that I can think of for your comfort.” This statement is accompanied
by another gesture: touching the top of her head and reaching toward the sky, touching two
hands to the heart and sending out with one hand on her chest and the other hand reaching
forward as if connected to a string and creating a line of energy from her chest to what would
be a person or people in facing her. Her words are favors or petitions made to the forces of
nature, fire, air, water, and earth, which enliven and give purpose to the dance as well as to
the guest she is welcoming into her space (in this case, it is the viewer of the film). It is
through the deep connection to and reverence of the natural forces that the dance may be
fulfilled for the practitioner and for the community/public who is greeted by the dance.

The gestures are rich in their phenomenological and ontological connectivity. They
do not exist as merely aesthetic. They coexist in the space of both the beautiful and the
purposeful. They are not simply means of entertainment, as Primus states so forthrightly in
her mission; they are meant to educate one as an embodied practice. It is through her body,
the dance, as a conduit that the identity of a people can continue. Primus states, “[A]fter
freedom came ... after the ocean seemed to disappear ... and so much else was lost ... people
kept their identity through the dance” (Pearl Primus). This passage responds specifically to
the experience of the displaced Africans of the Middle Passage and the cultural ingenuity
instilled in them that continued as a birthright. In this way, Primus’s spiritualism is one that
reconnects to nature, affirms nature, and thus reaffirms of her very existence as nature—as
one who is empowered through her capabilities to harness the power of a black liberational
spirituality. How is there freedom in giving one’s body to nature, or accepting the body as
nature? Primus states, “I found not the dance in Africa ... | found the reaffirmation, I found

rededication, | found an inner statement that today helps me to stand tall regardless of all
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things” (Kedelsky). Primus’s statement reveals the possibility of what, ultimately, her
ancestral name, Omowale, a Yoruba name meaning “a child returned home”, communicates.
It speaks to the humanity of what can be called dignity, the dignity discovered through the
rediscovery of one’s ancestral roots—for Primus, through African dance.

Humanity is the meeting point of all-natural forces; it lies at the intersection of nature.
It is in the body that all nature converges. This is not a sacrifice, but a cooperation—an
acceptance. No longer can the ego be the main driving force. One becomes attuned and
awakened to other physical and spiritual realities that offer a way through the world.
Humanity is then able to wield power through the cooperation of its “nature body,” being a
body that identifies with the spiritual energies found within fire, air, water, and earth. A
“nature body” functions in alignment with the principles of nature, that of generation and
reciprocation, or as Dr. Patrick Bellegarde-Smith suggests, as African/Haitian VVodou
religious concepts: “1. Nature is and must be revered; the energy fields that course through it
are the divine work of the Deities, 2. All things are energy, and as such require feeding, and
3. Energy is power, power can be achieved, leading to more energy” (Bellegarde-Smith).

An African spirituality, as it derives from a West African VVodun lineage, recognizes
the power of nature and the body’s direct relationship to and participation with it. Pearl
Primus’s “Fanga” accepts that. Though this is a dance of welcome, what is significant is that,
first, it welcomes “visitors” into a space where they are greeted and enveloped by nature, by
the community, as the rituals of permission have been addressed and given. Perhaps “Fanga”
then is a dance that welcomes the soul into a place of care and nourishment. The gestures
reveal to the “visitor” the place upon which s/he can be, at the fulcrum of the cardinal

points—the space of equilibrium with and in nature. To “cultivate spirituality” (Ati Max
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Beauvoir) then means to act in accordance with a principle of connectivity to nature and to
further have the agency to deploy or wield the forces from within. As a cycle of
reciprocation, one gives his/her body to nature, and thusly cares for nature, which in turn is
then cared for by nature. This practice has the possibility to shift cognition—to shift the ways
in which humanity can care for nature and be cared for through the reciprocal relationship
between nature and human, human to human and nature to nature. To move from a point of
understanding of oneself as a spiritual conduit places one in direct relationship with and at
the center of the path of the four directions as a point of convergence. In this case, it is
pertinent and clear that in one dance, “Fanga,” the focus of the entire dance is to be at peace
(Alafia) or to find harmony within these paths. As the accompanying song proceeds, “Fanga
Alafia, Ase, Ase” (“Ase” (“may it do”) as explained to me by Ifa priest Babalawo Faseye
Sangobukunmi).

In drawing this concept from “Fanga,” the dance seems to address and ask for that
which is external. However, what is ultimately occurring is a request upon one’s own self to
be open and welcome, and for the person or people being admitted to come in peaceful and
be receive peace. It is a reminder to be generous with the space one has to offer. The
intention behind the gesture of offering one’s heart through two hands touching, one reaching
out and the other staying connected, is that, in fact, we are connected now that you have
arrived and we have shared this space. Implicit in the gesture is a humility of giving. It is in
time and space that we may understand the authenticity of the gesture. The beauty within is
revealed through the act of offering. The reciprocation of one’s offer and one’s acceptance,

or denial, is best understood in the spatial-temporal gesture.
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The dance of welcome instigates an awakening in the guest through its recognition of
the guest and its offering to the guest. Primus states in the third section of her explanation,
“[F]lrom my heart to you, all that is good in me ... head, all that I can think of for your
comfort.” This acknowledgment communicates to the guest an elemental reciprocation; the
recognition of one to another is a validation of humanity harkening a Levinasian reality.

“The resoluteness of the Black radical traditions advances as each generation
assembles the data of its experience to an ideology of liberation” (Robinson 317). This is the
constructed ark of the African Cultural Continuum that the artists of this research cover; they
embody the legacy of resistance toward liberation. Classical ballet upholds the ideals of a
“classical” European and further Western tradition of beauty in line and form. In the case of a
black liberational spirituality, embodied and “performed,” Primus’s works project into the
world the proposition of difference—one in which the outcome is not simply beauty, though
there is beauty to be discovered, but that maintains a position of ontological functionality.

“Omowale,” the Yoruba name given to Pearl Primus on a visit to Nigeria, marks her
as the “child returned home.” As with many names that are employed as markers or
indicators of a child’s destiny or promise, Primus’s return home to Africa was a reclamation
of that which had been lost or left undiscovered by an unknowing seeker. What she
ultimately discovered was a rich legacy that would become the foundation of a lifetime of
professional research and personal endeavor. The African world within the black American
body is a black subjectivity—a first-person, lived-experience perspective not based on the
position of marginalized otherness. It is black subjectivity through the agency of aesthetic
representation. The black subject has a space in which s/he may create and live an existence

unique to his/her own sense of self and community.
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Modern dance itself is generally thought of by professionals in the field to be more
concerned with “transition Vvs. position.” This stands as an early and common differentiation
from classical ballet. And out of this emerges a message of dynamism, something that is in
constant motion toward or is best perceived through its relation with dynamic time and space,
where position can connote a notion of sustaining or stasis—a space that is occupied.
Regarding this as an existential reality, transition as a concept, may be equated with a
becoming. The movement from one place or space to another offers the opportunity to
consider the dynamics of “movement” as the potential for discovering what is to become or
what will reveal itself after a process of movement. In the sense of a black liberational
spirituality as a next step along the black radical tradition trajectory, the point of arrival is
ultimately liberation itself, as a state of being.

It must be acknowledged that “Hard Time Blues” and “Fanga” exemplify this concept
of the ark of liberation in relation to the black radical tradition (“Hard Time Blues”) and
black liberational spirituality (“Fanga). They exist as Primus’s phenomenological aesthetic.
This contention is not to suggest that either subject only maintains one or the other, but it
attempts to take note of a primary concern that exists at the core of each.

Within the title of “Hard Time Blues,”, there are two components that are significant
in comprehending the resonance of such a work: hard time and the blues. The blues was born
of the Mississippi Delta from the bodies and hearts of the formerly enslaved population who
worked as sharecroppers on the southern plantations (many were the same plantations on
which they were enslaved). The music is filled with the struggle and hope of a generation
resisting their present state through the outlet of musical innovation. The blues as a cultural

phenomenon exemplifies the history of black America both existentially and innovatively.
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The “hard time” existence that is referred to in Primus’s work is deeply connected, not only
to the form of the work, with its gestures of yearning and demanding, but with the
metaphysics of the work. The work is about struggle, the work is a struggle, and the work is
made from struggle. From Primus’s fieldwork in the South posing as a migrant worker to
understand more authentically the struggle that existed, she gains pertinent insight into the
daily lives of the other workers. The connection she ultimately makes is to the reality of the
state of black people in the southern United States. Whether she was from there or not, was a
sharecropper or not, she discovered that there was a body that lived in a history that was held
so deeply within itself that the very existence of black people in the world spoke a
multifaceted language of struggle, resilience, and survival. However, this language could not
easily be extracted and abstracted in dance. Primus’s phenomenological aesthetic made it
necessary for her to “get in touch” with the language in her own body and discover how the
language of the struggle lived in her. The possibility that her body was connected with those
she met in the southern states of America is the discovery that enabled her phenomenological
aesthetic. The connections she made in her fieldwork remained with her in her dance, her
dress, her very being; she lived the experience of blackness expressively and allowed her art
to be the form through which this embodied knowledge could be disseminated.

The actions of manual labor offer distinct insight into “HTB.” Further, witnessing the
actions allows for connections to African dance, as many of the dances reflect a naturalist
approach to the work done by the people, or the dances capture the natural environment
surrounding the society. Black concert dance and the work of Pearl Primus, as a matriarch of
the black radical tradition in dance, must be included in the broader conversation of the black

radical tradition. The black radical tradition breaks with the established mainstream to find
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space for its own subjectivity. Here the black subject has a space in which s/he may create
and project an existence not determined by a marginalized otherness—black subjectivity
through the agency of aesthetic representation. The pertinent question is not “Is there a way
to ever not be the other?”” | contend that there are myriad ways in which the question can be
made irrelevant. One that most interests me is, “How can creativity subvert alterity?” If we
refer back to Robinson’s contention regarding the ontology of the enslaved populations who
arrived in the new world, it is fair to assert that the subversion of otherness was a matter of
time. For one to gain true meaning of an idea or experience, it is important for that person to
connect the new idea to an experience or an idea that is present within their understanding. A
new idea or experience is made valid and conscionable through a process of embodying the
new ideas and in gauging their relevance in relation to previous experiences. So,
understanding the history and knowledge of one’s own culture, despite one’s present place of
habitation, means that there is the possibility to recreate a present existence based on a
previous one by infusing new experiences, ideas, and situations with the lasting knowledge
of what remains, embodied, from previous existences.

Similar to Alain Locke and the artists of the New Negro Movement, Primus, in dance,
finds her way to the traditions of Africa through her own ontological inquiries. The artists of
the New Negro Movement looked to the ancient arts of Africa as their source and as an
alternative to the classical arts of Europe, and they opened the door for such subjective
positioning. The artists saw themselves in the work. They crafted ways they could embody
the ideals of ancient African empires of Egypt, Akan, Yoruba, Dahomey, etc. This method of
embodiment, like the method used by their counterparts who were sourcing the ancient ruins

of Greece, Rome, and other civilizations, was a conscious decision in an effort not only to
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“uplift the race” but also to “re-member” material that had so often been disregarded. What
does Primus take from this? Her efforts, following this line of inquiry, position her as a
matriarch within the black radical tradition, as it is her affiliation with this material that
allows her to wield the power of resistance within her work. The resistance is against a
systemic that conveys an aesthetic bound to whiteness and European conception of beauty
through the classical art of mainly Greece and Rome.

The vocabulary of Primus’s works becomes a kind of repository or catalog of African
artistic forms (dance, sculpture, other imagery). A signature gesture—a backhand slap upon
the thigh—within “Hard Time Blues” bears a likeness to the sixteenth-century Kongo mother
figure. The figure is carved out of wood, in a bent-knee position as if kneeling in reverence
with child in arms or standing next to and at the leg of the mother. This may seem a
superficial reach in that | am comparing aesthetic likenesses. Nevertheless, | am attempting
to draw a relationship between the dynamic embodiment of Primus’s dance with that of a
traditional African sculpture of sixteenth-century Kongo. Though not a living being, the
mother figure is treated as such through its function within the society it serves. It is Primus’s
anthropologic research and deep integrations of such African traditions of dance, music, and
ceremony overall that allows her access to the capability of dance as a function to society
versus an “art” form in society. The traditional dance forms of West and Southern Africa
form a base for Primus to create, on which she draws contextual relationships between the
concepts of beauty as they exist in traditional West and Southern African dance forms,
Western notions of beauty in dance and art, and her own choreographic creations.

| contend that an aesthetic reestimation and reenvisioning are significant as a radical

means toward the reconstitution of beauty and with this a reestablishing of an aesthetics.
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Winckelmann, who asserted that beauty exists in the materializing of Ancient Greco-Roman
ideals through three-dimensional sculptural forms, negates the possibility that beauty may be
found in other non-European cultures. The radical presence of a dynamic form such as the
body in “Hard Time Blues” confronts the aforementioned ideals and asks if “beauty” can
have another point of derivation and be defined in different ways that may contradict
preestablished notions of the beautiful. Cedric J. Robinson’s concept of the black radical
tradition as being linked to Africa by way of a tradition of oppression and suppression of the
black body, has the potential to convey a beauty that bears the marks of both form and
function. In “Hard Time Blues,” embodying in dance the distress of a subject existing in a
system of subservience, Primus actively shifts the paradigm of dance from the entertaining to
the provocative and radical. In this historical period when the voice of a new modern dance
generation was greatly positioning itself as the new “garde,” the work of Primus pulling from
another “distant” tradition still complicates her viability. With the determined sociocultural
efforts of Dunham and Primus, black concert dance significantly contributes to a philosophy
of embodiment. Their work births a black radical tradition through the agency of a black
liberational spirituality as a subjectivity.

The themes apparent in African art provide a subjectivity from which black concert
dancers could reclaim traditions to which they were ancestrally connected. As much as “Hard
Time Blues” speaks about injustice and racism, it inherently, through the blues, speaks to the
radical effort to subvert a given circumstance. The blues, a music, but more a tradition
allows artists to assume their agency and voice the complexities of existing within a society
determined to maintain racial inequality for the sake of upholding a history, finds its way to

liberation. One key component to the blues that works as a tool of subversion is the double
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entendre or double meaning, a way of coding language developed during slavery to conceal
true feelings in opposition to the master class. This double meaning shows up in the guise of
objects. Cars are often used symbolically in the place of genitalia, Billie Holiday’s
“Moonlight” is a substitute for narcotics in her famous “What a little moonlight can do” (a
jazz standard with significant blues compositional structure), and other inanimate objects can
be substituted for male and female prowess. The notion that African Americans innovate
such an existence is tied historically to the Du Boisian “double consciousness” theory that
profoundly confronts the notion of duality of the existence of African Americans. “Double
consciousness” acknowledges the existential construction of one’s personhood by
recognizing the awareness that the African American must present oneself one way in the
presence of the master class and then relinquish that “mask’ when in the company of one’s
own race. There is a radicalness in the ability to speak plainly in opposition of accepted
societal norms. Primus creates this space within “HTB” in a time when governmental
pressures and sanctioned inquisitions forced the general public and particularly artists to
conform with little resistance.

In chapter 1, I introduced the idea that embodied expressivity reveals itself in a
moment when the pressure of two forces becomes so unbearable that it causes a “fracture.”
Creation, which I define as the power to animate the primal life force within all living beings,
is itself born out of this moment—out of the pressure of collision. The creation myths that
exist within the Vodou cultures of West Africa (Fon, Ewe, and Yoruba) share a familiar
figure—the dual-gendered creator. The creator, simultaneously male and female, gives life.
For the followers of Yoruba, that entity is called Olodumare. In Haitian VVodou, the life-

giving force is called Bon Dieu, from the French dieu or “god.”
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In “Hard Time Blues,” that pressure is the racial tensions of the “Jim Crow” America
that systematically worked to maintain the oppressive force of racism within the
sharecropping system. This does not, however, suggest that the creation of “beauty” only
resides in pressure and/or tension, but one must imagine this as a causal reality as it relates to
black concert dance in America and the black liberational spirituality that grounds it.

A black liberational spirituality is best revealed as a phenomenological aesthetics, as
it immediately challenges preexisting notions of the beautiful and progresses not from a
position of alterity but agency. It is a recentering of the “needle” of perception, not on
blackness, per se, but on difference. Recentering the “needle” in relation to constructions that
differ from each other enables a construction to maintain its relevance in context and relation
to the society it which it was created and serves. It is perhaps a decentering from a Western
Eurocentrism, in fact rather a recentering. A decentering allows for a nonhierarchical and
nonhegemonic structure to exist without the threat of discrediting that which does not
conform to the demands of hegemonic positioning. How do we garner any notions of the
beautiful if we are perceiving and judging only from Western a priori epistemologies? The
challenge to the notion of the beautiful must not come simply from the creation of another
starting point, as that potentially will reinforce binary structuring. The challenge then must be
an attempt to envisage difference as equal. The proposal here is to first question the notion of
fixity of form and the idealism of normality and see dynamism as a possible concept by
which to engage with and comprehend the beautiful.

A black liberation spirituality derives from an aesthetics of dynamism and nonfixity
that is so important in dance works, and in the case of this thesis, in Primus’s “Hard Time

Blues” and “Fanga.” Either conceptually, thematically, or physically, this principle exists
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within these works. A BLS is perhaps an outcome from the dynamism that is embodiment; it
is a means for us to learn about traditional spiritual practices of continental Africa and its
diaspora through an embodying of the principles of reverence and veneration. The
anthropological work of Primus has been significant in offering ways by which to gain access
to the phenomenological aesthetics that exist in the cultures of Central, West, and Southern
Africa and its diaspora. Her unique perspective has paved the road, enabling me to journey
down to the “roots” of their discoveries. Primus has stated, “I dance ... to help people better
understand each other. Because through dance | have experienced the wordless joy of
freedom.” Embedded within this statement is the pursuit of harmony through empathy and

liberation.

Embodied Knowledge Re-membered

In offering the concept of a black liberational spirituality as a phenomenological
aesthetic based in a notion of embodiment, black subjectivity is foregrounded as a dynamic
and sensuous occurrence, which results in the production of visible and corporeal
phenomena. It is here, through the black body, that we can encounter the necessary
performativity of such a concept of a BLS. A BLS is situated in what African American art
historian Richard Powell calls the “African Continuum” (as discussed in the previous
chapter). So, we can argue that BLS goes beyond aesthetics, as it is not an objectified form.
Existing in this “African Continuum” means that there is a primary phenomenological
concern. The notion of a continuum implies dynamism, duration, and continuity. This is not
static form but time-based actuality. Ultimately, a BLS is phenomenology itself. As a

methodology, it allows for the revelation of that which has largely gone unacknowledged
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within philosophical conceptions of the beautiful in art. Without it, the oppression of the
black subject, and the cultural phenomena that have come out of this existence, are seen
simply as objectified forms regarded only for their commodifiable value, reproducible by
anyone. The process disregards what it truly means to create phenomena considered beautiful
art. For example, “Hard Time Blues” cannot be completely appreciated without the
historicization of the space and time in which it was created. It is through BLS as a
phenomenology that the work may be properly contextualized and its aesthetic value may
shine through. This harmonic process creates the phenomenological aesthetic proposition.
Might it be possible to refocus the lens for the intentions of direct engagement with the
aesthetic phenomena as they exist in their authentic context? Constructing the frame around
aesthetic phenomena, in the form of Western concert dance, has taken the possibilities for
direct engagement out of the equation.

The Western concert stage has potentially failed as a direct phenomenological
engagement, as it sets up a scenario of removed, distant, and passive participation. The
“fourth wall,” the invisible barrier constructed between the audience and the performer by the
proscenium stage, removes the possibility of active participation by virtue of the social
etiquettes synonymous with the Western concert stage. Retrieving the possibility of active
participation requires an allowance for access and interaction. In order to fully participate, to
be challenged, and to challenge, one must get involved in the activity or have a point of
access. The presentation of traditional African dance on the Western stage is itself a
recontextualizing of the event. The traditional African dance of Primus’s areas of research
requires great possibilities for direct engagement and contact. The dance is for, with, and by

the community. The audience is the community and is directly involved in the performance
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and the efficacy of the performance. The dances are embedded within the ceremonial rituals,
and they must maintain their functionality. An element of that functionality is, in the case of
the “Simba” lion figure of Senegal, West Africa, the possibility of coming dangerously close
to a community member and the fear that the convergence incites. Other ceremonial figures,
such as the Egungun ancestral figures of Yoruba culture, exist alongside this, establishing the
tenuous relationship between “performer” and “audience.” In these scenarios, the community
plays a significant role in the efficacious completion of a performance in the village. The
audience does exist, but it functions as spectator/participant in the ritual. In these scenarios,
permission to engage is likely given by elders, shaman/priests, and/or other gatekeepers of
the culture. Knowledge is shared communally in respect to protocols and expectations, and
they are practiced respectfully. Nevertheless, because of the proximity to the action of the
ritual, the possibility of pushing the regulations can be great. Within the framework of the
aforementioned ritual, “breaking the fourth wall” is a concept that does not exist simply
because there is no proscenium, but likely because this too is significant to the ritual. Perhaps
this constitutes the roots of what in the new world becomes a clear phenomenological
aesthetic of black performance—the expectation of balance through the interplay between
“performer” and “audience” or the “call-and-response” phenomenon.

The concept of BLS comes from the work of our foremothers and -fathers of the
African Continuum, and it is out of their work that I can arrive at such a notion. In reaching
to Liberia and discovering the “Fanga,” Primus is resituated as a medium of this “African
Continuum.” The body becomes both memory and knowledge that, when tapped, wields a

wealth of information that has been recorded for centuries and through the generations, an
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embodied knowledge that is re-membered through performative activity. Recentering this
kind of embodiment allows for a deep understanding of humanity in relation to nature.

A black liberational spirituality has less to do with religion and more to do with a
presence of being stimulated by a liberated blackness. This liberated blackness is what
presents itself as an aesthetic within the works of the discussed artists. Respectfully, Primus’s
liberated blackness is garnered through a kind of didactic profundity. Her search for a means
to educate with the dancing body rather than simply entertain is what she is teaching? I return
to the former half of her statement, “I dance ... to help people better understand each other”
(Primus). I, however, add that she is also teaching resistance. She, with many of her other
New Dance Group cohort, a leftist group of New York City dance artists dedicated to modern
dance as social protest, spoke out against many sociopolitical injustices of their present day.
But, for her, the medium of the black dancing body was an explicit difference. Her material
derived from a place that was considered out of the realm of “civilized” culture. The
movement and bodily gestures of Continental Africa was largely off-limits to the Western
aesthetic sensibility. However, she sourced that material through anthropological means and
discovered a world—a life. With these discoveries, she was able to find herself—a true
purpose that she would come to embody: “[T]hrough dance I have experienced the wordless
joy of freedom ...” (Primus ).

Primus channeled dance through her body as meaning. Again, much of this same
work was being done by her peers, but while they were looking to the classical past of
Europe, Primus found her inspiration in Africa (largely Liberia, Nigeria, Rwanda) and
connected those embodied histories to the African diaspora to which she belonged and often

deployed as a mode of resistance and revolution. Pearl Primus embodied the black radical
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dance/performance tradition in search of the ancestral roots that connects one to a lineage
that speaks from a first-voice position, one in which the language is recaptured, reawakened,
and remembered through the body as a medium—through the act of performance not as mere
entertainment but as education about a people, a land, a freedom. She has written, “[M]y
career has been a quest ... a search for roots. The journey has taken me deep into the cultures
of many people in many countries of the world” (Schwartz).

As an anthropologist, Primus sought source material not from the classical European
Greek or Roman forms but from sources of her ancestral Africa, sources she discovered in
her travels throughout the continent and its diaspora. It is not only that these sources appear
as specific movement vocabulary but also that the traditional dances infuse and embed
themselves within the context of her model works. It is through this embodied sensibility that
a contemporary concert dance such as “Hard Time Blues” can be situated upon a
philosophical structure of being-ness through inclusion and resistance that grounds Primus’s
phenomenological aesthetic. Black liberational spirituality may function as a subjectivity in
that it operates from the first-person position through its phenomenological aesthetics. The

phenomenological aesthetics maintains an agency that in turn situates the ontological.
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Chapter 3

Eleo Pomare: The Light of Truth

The aesthetics of swans and lilac gardens happens just not to be my reality

—FEleo Pomare

Eleo Pomare’s “Blues for the Jungle” radically shifts the predominant aesthetics of
black concert dance. “Blues” ushers in a phenomenological aesthetic that testifies to the
harsh realities of black oppression in the United States. The revelation of his confrontation
with the systematics of race, “Blues” works to unravel the sacredness of alienation and to
animate through his body and his dance a truth of being-ness in a world that continuously
rejects the black subject and its humanity. In Pomare, that force of rejection meets an

unceasing opponent, and the spiritual dimension of truth is revealed.

Blues: The Patron of Black Radical Dance/Performance

“Blues for the Jungle,” created in 1965 after Pomare’s return from Amsterdam where
he had moved to further his professional career after an academic life with Kurt Joss at the
Laban Center in Germany, reflects the highly tense racial environment of the 1960s. The
work is a suite of five sections: “Slave Auction,” “Behind Prison Walls,” “Preaching the

Gospel,” “Junkie,” and “Riot.” The entire work lasts for thirty-five minutes. The iconic work
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of the suite is the solo “Junkie” (see fig. 2). In the first section of “Blues,” “Slave Block,” the
audience is confronted by a scenario where they are implicated in the action. As the dancers
perform, the “auctioneer” makes his call to the audience, telling of the physical attributes of
the “product,” the cost. The prevailing mainstream theatrics, which enable a certain level of
passivity for the audience via the void of darkness that they exist in, is disrupted and the
scenario made palpable. The voiceover states, “[B]id ’em in, bid *em in,” calling for all the
buyers’ bids for the enslaved Africans. This experience recalls the buying and selling of
Africans. One dancer stands on an elevated surface, arms reaching with great bodily tension
and torso hunched over as if severely pained and restricted. Other dancers run as if looking
desperately for an escape. Still others walk backward on their knees to the pulsing and
incessant rhythm of the collaged voices and sound score. What Pomare creates is an anxious
moment of human desperation where it seems all of humanity is at its last moment of civility.
This moment in “Blues” is the setup for what we know is to come in history—the devastating
journey from slavery to emancipation. This narrative is so much a part of the ontological
reality of African Americans and contemporary world history itself that its significance

within the realm of black concert dance is inescapable.

Flame of Truth: “The Bad Boy of Dance”

Heidegger equates spirit with a “flame or light”, with that light functioning as an
animating source of life within all living beings. “Spirit is what inflames? Rather, what
inflames itself, setting itself on fire, setting fire to itself? Spirit is flame. ... Spirit catches fire
and gives fire; let us say that spirit in-flames ... spirit gives soul (psyche), it does not only

give it up in death” (Derrida 84). This belongs right alongside the notion of the “light of
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truth.” That light of truth is what Pomare incites within “Blues.” In Pomare’s work, there is a
reality that he attempts to reveal, which is about the oppression of humanity by unjust
systems of authority. The sections of the work interrogate deeply the lives and relationships
of those oppressed populations of New York City’s Harlem community for the purpose of
“speaking truth to power.” It is the presence of the choreography on the concert stage that
imbues the work with power. Bringing the ills of America out of the oppressed
neighborhoods and onto the concert stage empowers Pomare and the dancers and situates
him as a kind of messenger of truth. Within the context of Haitian VVodou, which provides
immense grounding for this dissertation, there is a lwa named Atibon Legba or “Papa
Legba.” Papa Legba derives from the ancient African pantheon, and he is the gatekeeper and
the old man, sometimes regarded as young, at the crossroads. He is a messenger, and it is his
job to communicate directly with the other lwa to ensure that messages, requests, and
petitions are heard and accepted. He is known to be a trickster presenting a devotee with
options that may seem contradictory yet beneficial from both perspectives. In this function
his communication is fair and true, as he must communicate the message with clarity and
intention. | draw a correlation here with Eleo Pomare, as there exists within Pomare’s work a
necessary need for honesty in order to view and appreciate the work. Like Papa Legba
himself, at one time old and another young, there is a certain virility of truth that embodies
the work.

Dunham and Primus have provided the vocabulary of a black liberational spirituality
in relation to the black concert dance—Eleo Pomare gives us the permission to wield the
power of such a phenomenon. Often considered an “angry young black man of American

modern dance” (Dunning), the Colombian-born Pomare voices the anxieties of an oppressive
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society through the phenomenological aesthetics of dance. Unapologetically, Eleo Pomare
challenged black concert dance viewers by presenting works that struck discord in the minds
and aesthetic expectations of the time. I would like to offer my own moniker for Eleo
Pomare: the patron of black radical dance/performance. He has stated that “the aesthetics of
swans and lilac gardens, happens just not to be my reality” (film Interview). The premise
here is a disassociation from the traditions of the famous classical ballet repertories of Swan
Lake (Pyotr llyich Tchaikovsky) and Antony Tudor’s Lilac Garden, favoring instead a form
that speaks to the realities of communities of color, especially black communities in the
1960s United States.

The phenomenological aesthetic of Pomare’s 1965 “Blues for the Jungle” reveals a
refined dissonance that provides a means by which a radical politics can be sustained, not
simply in the textures and dynamics that characterize his choreographic form but in the
subject matter. The work speaks of the impressions that living in Harlem had left on him and
the ways it made him more aware of his blackness. After living in Europe for several years
from the late 1950s to the early 1960s, Pomare returned to the United States in the midst of
the civil rights era where he focused on the creation of “Blues,” which he had on his mind
during that specific time. “Blues” is a radical work that brings the viewer into intimate
proximity of the effects of racist society on the black body. There is the idiom within the
black community, “to air one’s dirty laundry,” which refers to the necessity to keep one’s
negative attributes secret or out of the knowledge of the general public. To “air” one’s dirty
laundry would be to make known the “filth” that exists within one’s private life. In the case
of “Blues,” Pomare “airs the dirty laundry” of America. The work exposes the theater-going

community to a reality that they were not always and easily privy to, nor were they expecting
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to see. The invisibility of the reality of racial oppression, drug abuse, and other societal ills
protects the viewer, making the theater a safe space in which the viewer may never encounter
these phenomena. However, Pomare undermines this effort and creates the situation of
confrontation through the work. “Blues” destroys the facade of silence and acceptance by
removing any veil of acquiescence that society may have wanted to maintain. Thus, the
protection and isolation associated with the sacred collide with the forthrightness and
accessibility of the secular in “Blues.” Pomare’s willingness to expose the “dirty laundry” is
an effort to illuminate that said “laundry” belongs not only to those who possess it but also to

those who have had a significant hand in creating the “filth” that has soiled the “laundry.”

In a 1983 New York Times interview with Jennifer Dunning, Pomare states, “One way
of dealing with that inhumanity is to point out that it is happening.”s The “inhumanity” is the
black oppression that he exposes in “Blues.” The history of oppression is the underlying
theme of the work and the singular works that make up the suite.

How can dance speak about the ravaging effects of drug addiction, the broken spirit
of a prostitute, and the aspiration for wholeness? For Pomare it is in the revelation of the
subject matter as content. It is his interest in physically showing the effects through
exaggerated gesture and dissonant movement that the raw grittiness of truth, becomes
relevant. The means by which Pomare choreographically worked to shed light on the truth of
urban life is what was “playable” as a dance artist, that which lies beneath the effect—this is
where the vocabulary of truth lies. Pomare’s work enters with the precision of form and the

directness of intention, to tell the truth. I contend that Pomare deployed his training/art to
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overtly confront the live realities of the African diasporan community. Phenomenology
allows for not only the return of the visual but also an embodied response to the social
phenomena. The body is then the vessel of that truth. It is the body that confronts that truth,
spatially and temporally, and offers itself as a territory through which the drama of idea and
actuality is revealed. This is the place of possession so palpable within the context of spirit
possession. The truth here is that the body is being overtaken by a spiritual force that is both
invited and allowed to enter. For Pomare’s “Junkie,” that space of truth must also be

broached in order for the self-destruction to be communicated with vigor and authenticity.

Breaking the Code: Refined Dissonance

The civil rights movement and the social atmosphere of Pomare’s early period of
creation were filled with the tensions of civil unrest and protests for humane treatment of
people of color, of women, and for the rights and equalities of all peoples of a free nation.
“More and more, the activist cry changed from ‘Freedom Now’ to ‘Black Power’” (Obalil 9).
And the dance studios and stages, nationwide, were contributing to these efforts. New dance
companies began to form to challenge the status quo of mainstream America and the
expectations of the dance arts. Groups such as the Judson Dance Theater7 generated work
that confronted, explicitly, what it meant to be a dance artist in the 1960s. “They challenged
the prevailing aesthetic of modern dance, especially its use of narrative, myth, and
psychology while breaking new artistic ground. Collage, fragmentation, loosely-structured

scores, radical juxtaposition, and chance were typical Judson methods; spontaneity,
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pedestrian movement, and a belief in the beauty of the ordinary were among the group’s
shared values™ (Jackson).

In “Blues,” Pomare, too, explored ways in which the aesthetics of mainstream
modern dance would be addressed. One of the clearest aesthetic choices employed in “Blues”
is the “direct address,” a theatrical mode that exists within the classical forms of Shakespeare
in which the actor speaks directly to the audience, breaking the “fourth wall” (the imaginary
barrier that exists between the performer and the audience). It can be a layer of protection
from implication, a wall of safety for the audience. In “Blues” and for modern dance, this
mode, at this time, was a new phenomenon. In breaking the “fourth wall,” the performers
penetrate and obliterate all demarcation of passive audience participation and bring them
right into the action of the “play.” In employing this tactic, Pomare was able to engage the
audience and potentially incite a level of fear, or at least uncertainty. In a later performance
of “Junkie” for the Dance Black America Festival held at Brooklyn Academy of Music in
1983, Pomare’s titular character comes out into the audience, doing what reads as asking for
money or even drugs. At the end of the work, the “Junkie” ultimately passes out on the edge
of the stage.

Pomare’s contribution through “Blues” further adds to the developments and
experimentations of the dance artists of the 1960s by offering new ways to expand the
breadth of the theatrical dance experience in America, particularly within the realm of the
black concert dance tradition. The looming concern for audiences and theater producers
unfamiliar and uncomfortable with Pomare’s level of frankness, however, is the content of
his work. Pomare’s content reveals the injustices of a white patriarchal system upon the black

body from slavery to contemporary society. This problematizes and unfortunately, in some
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respects, overshadows the efforts Pomare made in pushing the form of concert dance in
America, which further, perhaps, alienated him from the resources that other black dance
artists whose work more comfortably accommodates the mainstream theatrical phenomena
were able to benefit from. Nevertheless, his “breaking of the code” privies him to a position
within the history of black radicalism in dance/performance that others were unable to attain,
thus solidifying his position as the patron saint of black radical dance/performance. Like the
musical tradition of the blues, which also “breaks the code” by releasing the tensions of
inequity and oppression through musical innovation, Pomare’s “Blues” offers a similar outlet
by which the passions and sufferings of humanity may be released through the embodiment
of time and space and the dancing form.

This “breaking the code” is similar to a breaking of silence regarding social and
cultural inequities. This process is an embodiment of will and an act of self-empowerment; it
is a coming to terms with one’s agency. Not only does it require one to accept what role they
play within the systemic structures, but it also enables discernment regarding the role others
play and of the system at large. Eleo Pomare’s belief in the humanity of the dancer is a
means to undermine a system of oppression by acknowledging the negative effect upon the
body and countering it with supportive means. Choreographically, to get inside the body of
the “damaged soul” (quoted from film interview) offers the possibility of a release through
the necessary empathy required to convey what the artist seeks to convey regarding this
character. Knowing the humanity of an individual means seeing the strengths and
weaknesses, witnessing the frailties and achievements, having access to the full range of a
dancer’s makeup in order to both create work for a performer and/or translate through one’s

own body the character’s emotional landscape. Upon completion of this process, in ways
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equal to possession, one has learned something about what it means to either host the
kinesthetic structures of another being and/or to invoke those structures within the dancer.
Accessing the full humanity of the dancer ultimately ensures the possibility of cultivation.
The seminal solo “Junkie,” as Pomare states, is “a study in self-destruction” (Dance
Black America video documentary). The work explores the physical breaking down of a
person under the pressure of drug addiction. How is the body able to communicate the
“destruction”? One must become acquainted with the destruction and know how to interpret
the phenomena while simultaneously crafting the aesthetic within. The work begins with
Pomare, the only performer to dance this piece, roaming the stage, seemingly searching for a
next opportunity to acquire drugs as the jazz score of Charles Mingus’s “Better Get Hit In
Your Soul” drives in rhythmic accompaniment. Nearly broken and distraught, Pomare’s body
IS taut with anxiety as he continuously stretches his arms up and outward as if to grasp relief.
In response, he performs a contraction (a skeletal-muscular action initiating in the pelvis and
traveling through the torso area, causing a deep concave curvature in the spine), which causes
his exuberant body to seemingly fold into itself. This prominent action is repeated several
times until finally he remains in the position and begins to tremor as if the yearning for the
drug is becoming unbearable to control. As the score presses onward, Pomare sways as if
thrown in a daze of uncertain ecstasy. The need intensifies, sending him on and off stage in a
frenzy. These actions characterize the work for its entirety, until finally he is able to
administer his drug of choice: heroin. He pulls up his sleeve and mimes the action of
injecting the drug into his arm. Suddenly he falls to the floor and furiously rolls and gyrates.

He rises, grabs his cigarette and revels in satisfaction.
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Over “Junkie’s” life span, it has been highly scorned and rejected by several
presenters who questioned its legitimacy as a dance work. In interviews, Pomare has recalled
being asked why he chose “Junkie” to represent his company repertoire. “Junkie” makes
accessible for the dancer and choreographer the possibility for dance to reach beyond the
footlights, beyond the “beautiful”” and into the realm of reality and truth that paralleled the
occurrence of social unrest of 1960s America and more specifically the confrontations
between black and white America. His aesthetic is at the service of humanity for which he
was so concerned. But beauty is not disregarded—Pomare simply adds an alternative view of
the beautiful. In fact, he sees beauty in the compositional form which attempts to capture the
broken humanity of his “Junkie.” It is clear that his concept of form and beauty differs from
the predominant idea of the time, which was just departing from the high form and content of
modernism of such artists as Martha Graham and Doris Humphrey who’s work in many ways
was concerned with archetypal figures. What can be seen in Pomare’s “Junkie” is the
extreme desire to convey the anguish that resides in the heart of a broken man. “Junkie” not
only satisfies the aim of the dancer (who has historically only been Pomare himself) to so
thoroughly convey his concept with clarity and intent, it also epitomizes the effort of
embodiment as an existential endeavor toward knowing. Pomare offers his body and craft as
a modality by which to explore humanity at its darkest. Haitian VVodou possession, as my
point of departure, makes a similar demand of the body and the vodouist. Haitian Vodou
possession, however, seeks to uplift and empower an individual through an affirmation of
his/her ancestry. This effort is actualized through the body as a medium of this embodied
spiritual knowledge. For the vodouist, it is in the peristyl that discovers this corporeal reality.

For the dancer, it is in the dance studio. It is the responsibility of the dancer to embody and
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convey the inner dialogue of the character or idea of the moment. The daily practice of dance
technique is the means to that end. The various techniques employed by the numerous
choreographers work to develop very specific corporeal outcomes, but they all exist as a

means toward kinesthetic comprehension and communication.

Technique as a Method of Being a Becoming Being

Eleo Pomare’s “Blues for the Jungle” is expanded here to explore another perspective
on what his phenomenological aesthetics offers. My thesis regarding the contribution of
“Blues” within the phenomenon of a black liberational spirituality is deeply very specifically
interested in the spiritual development of the physical body. The dancer must comprehend
that the mastery of form is but one part of his/her life as a dancer. The rigorous daily practice
of dance training offers the dancer and his/her body the challenge of accepting its position as
a medium of physical and spiritual communication.

Common to Western-based dance training is some version of a three-part class
structure. In many of the modern forms covered via the artists within this research, this three-
part structure consists of Floorwork, Center, and Across the Floor (there are many variations
that exist under this framework). This three-part structure mimics the three-part phase of a
dancer within a professional dance company’s life: class, rehearsal, and performance. Each
of these processes is a journey into one’s true humanity in order to capture the essence of
existence.

The “class” is the place where the body must be prepared for the rigors of his/her life
as a dancer. The studio represents the laboratory in which the teacher and dancer test various

physical ideas and push the body to rise to the occasion. In this process, the dancer comes to
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know his/her limits and continuously challenges the arms to stretch more, the feet to point
more strongly, and the legs to jump higher. Here the dancer builds his/her capabilities and the
means to deploy them; s/he builds their technique. Technique is the intangible evidence of
embodied knowledge, the resistance of time against the body. The body desires the passing
of time as it relates to the necessary growth of the dancer. The constant desire for perfection
of line, speed, and form, through the continuous arduousness of daily instruction, is only
matched by the body’s necessary dependence on time’s long-term effect on the body. The
tension that exists at this stage is marked by anguish and impatience. The dancer lives an
entire existence in a single class. Through the physical articulation of the emotional depths of
humanity via codified exercises that engage the somatic terrain of the dancer, a process of
embodiment ultimately occurs. The varying dynamic ranges that are explored, the
sensuousness of an action such as reaching, turning, falling, or rolling, must all work to
effectively communicate and inform a viewer and, with that, simultaneously stimulate the
producer of those moments. The challenge is to physically remember the sensations that
allow for effective communication so that, during a dance—either solo or with others—an
exchange can occur. New York—based choreographer Reggie Wilson refers to this as “giving
real information to one another” in an effort to be clear and efficient, a subject that will be
discussed later. On the surface, it appears that the main function of dance training is geared
toward corporeal excellence and refinement. And, for the expectations of the craft as it
relates to the stage and performance, that may be the ideal. Nevertheless, embedded in this
phenomenon of training is indeed the larger task to be a learning and knowing body in space

and time. Ultimately, one is developing a cognitive process through corporeality.
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The rehearsal process becomes the necessary yielding to the desired outcome for
growth. The dancer employs the studied techniques as a way toward experiencing revelation.
The spatial-temporal lapse that occurs here is one that repetition necessitates. Calling on the
will to continue to attempt to reach the pinnacle of form is an effort that is only attainable
through temporary displacement of the ego. In this process, the dancer will accept “failure”
as a part of attaining discovery. Performing the same dance several times in an effort to more
deeply understand it as an additional language that is bodily spoken is the goal—to
encourage a fervent familiarity that remains for the entirety of one’s career.

Finally, performance welcomes an acceptance of the “body” at the moment of the
ritual. Here the dancer must set aside doubt and allow that which s/he has prepared to be
revealed. There is a temporary consciousness of acceptance. Nevertheless, it is a necessary
stage whereby the dancer becomes the being s/he dreamed. This stage activates all previous
stages at the instant; it is constructed of every moment a dancer has experienced. It is the
necessary “sacrifice” for which the audience bears witness. In this ritual, the dancer sacrifices

him/herself on the “altar” that is the stage.

The Practice of Cultivating People
In a 1962 news feature, Pomare explains to a reporter three functions of his school
(Pomare):
1. “[to cultivate] people that might have been destroyed”
2. “[to act as] a feeding station into the company”
3. To train interested students in the “concept and style projection and teaching

method” used in the school
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It is indeed the first and third point that draw my attention, but number three at the explicit
service of one. It is the teaching method as a means by which the cultivation of people can
occur. Through daily training of the body, one simultaneously cultivates the mind and soul.
This technique of embodiment goes beyond the studio. Through work with archetypes, in the
form of imagery, symbology, the dancer lives an existence. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone in her
The Phenomenology of Dance assists us in more deeply comprehending this possibility. She
writes, “Consciousness experiences its world and itself through its body. If we have
conscious experiences, it is because our body moves within the environment as a spatial
presence and intuitively know the meaning of its spatiality” (25). This concept connects to
the Sartrean concept of pre-reflective cogito, which is a phenomenological knowing that
deals with spatiality and temporality, not a metaphysically based knowledge. This distinction
is key as it assists in situating the particular knowledge base that is dance. Sheets-Johnstone
continues, “A dance, as it is formed and performed, is experienced by the dancer as a
perpetually moving form, a unity of succession, whose moments cannot be measured: its past
has been created, its present is being created, its future awaits creation” (21-22). There is a
moment of simultaneity that occurs. This is the ultimate moment of liberation when one’s
full mental and physical consciousness is active and simultaneous. The days of training the
muscles and willing the mind to become integrated into a series of intuited moments is the
ultimate achievement whereby the dancer’s body is able to freely engage the expressive
capabilities of its form. However, what occurs through those days, weeks, months, and years
that build up to that phenomenological moment?

Embodying a dynamic is an effort to better communicate, in practice, human

existence. And in relation to the stage, that communication is a viable kinesthetic expression
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by which an audience member can discover a kinship with the performer, and through that
encounter, perhaps, a catharsis is made possible. Through the possibility of empathetically
releasing oneself, the audience member connects with the dancer.

Though there are varying schools that may contend with this position, | argue that the
presence of the audience fundamentally dictates a basic transaction: the performer gives and
the audience receives. In a more sophisticated relationship, the give and take may also be
reversed so that the audience is expected to give and the performer to receive. In its best
arrangement, the transaction is a mutual and reciprocal relationship of giving and taking
where the roles are expected to be simultaneously giving and receiving. This energetic
exchange means that each participant is actively engaged in the process of becoming and
being (learning and knowing).

The body of the dancer too must be opened to the spirit of the dance through
exercises that focus on “opening the body” (stretching, bending, twisting, etc.). It is key that
the dancing body must be prepared. In relationship to a philosophy of embodiment, where the
expectation of the body is based on being a channel or a medium, the concern for corporeal
preparation is paramount. Choreographers often refer to the process of training as a
“breaking” of a young dancer’s body in order to initiate the process of new growth.

From an Africanist somatic, dance exercises are more than simply preparing the body
for the physical feats of performance. The preparation is a cultivation of the spiritual through
the corporeal. Martha Graham referred to her dancers as “athletes of God”—those
individuals chosen to fulfill the responsibilities of a higher power. For Graham, that higher
power was the achievement of the art of dance and all that it demanded from the dancer, who

is called upon to appease the muse. This exists and is the foundation for the corporeal
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comprehension of the Africanist body. In the various spiritual practices of the African
Diaspora (Haitian Vodou, Candomblé, Santeria/Lucumi, etc.), the Being must understand
that his/her body is not his/her own. It functions with a higher purpose even if he/she is not
aware of such a phenomenon. However, becoming involved in any of these practices
assumes such a knowledge.

The variety of forms that exist in dance—indigenous, classical, contemporary,
social—have as many varieties of anticipated outcomes. But, does there exist a “universal”
reason for dancing? In the purview of this research, I argue that the “universal” would be
“possession.” “Possession,” in this context, is the dancer’s aim is to be so utterly involved in
the moment of physicality that the merging of the subject and object is inevitable. An
audience member becomes unaware of the line of distinction between the performer and the
performed material. Ultimately, it is in class that one is able to cultivate this experience of
temporary displacement — the identical phenomenon that occurs in the experience of
spiritual possession of Haitian VVodou. Perhaps this is the greatest contribution of Haitian
Vodou and African spirituality to Western concert dance—a means by which to understand
the complex relationship between the mind, body, and soul in the instance of dance. This
modality manifests through dance technique. Dance technique readies the individual for the
larger task that is communication. And like all communication, there must be a language in
place to make effective the verbal transaction between the “performer” and “audience.” In
dance, the vocabulary is the systematic way in which the specific technique teaches us of the

capabilities of the pelvis, arms, legs, torso, and others corporealities.
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Figure 1. Eleo Pomare. Photographer unknown. Accessed 17 December 2017.
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Figure 2. Eleo Pomare in “Junkie” from “Blues for the Jungle.” Photography Leroy

Henderson. Accessed 17 December 2017.

95



Davis, Emelda Mary. “Elio Pomare.” YouTube, 4 October 2011.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QhLmhuZBshs&t=157s. Accessed 2 May 2018.

Dunning, Jennifer. “Eleo Pomare Deals with Man’s Inhumanity to Man.” New York Times,
13 November 1983, p. 200.

Graham, Martha. “An Athlete of God.” National Public Radio, 1956

https:/iwww.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyld=5065006. Accessed 14

December 2018.

13 2

http://www.danceheritage.org/judsondt.html. Accessed 1 October 2018.

Obalil, Deborah. “Dancin’ to Freedom: A Historical Analysis of the Rise of the Alvin Ailey
American Dance Theater.” Honors Projects, Paper 26, 1995.
Sheets-Johnstone, Maxine. The Phenomenology of Dance. New York: Books for Libraries,

1980.

96


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QhLmhuZBshs&t=157s
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5065006
http://www.danceheritage.org/judsondt.html

Chapter 4

Reggie Wilson: “Embodied African Technologies”

A sacred ritual

may be performed by one

entirely purified but seldom.

Other rites belong to those confined in the sodden
lumber of the body.

—Heraclitus

My contention that a black liberational spirituality is revealed through the
phenomenological aesthetics of the black concert dance/performance tradition continues here
with the artist Reggie Wilson and his “Introduction.” | return to the three points that guide
my assertion of this subject matter: Wilson’s “Introduction” (1) testifies to the power of black
embodiment through ongoing performative and aesthetic discourse as exemplified through
the content of the work; (2) the work recognizes the interplay between the sacred and the
secular domains as its form manifests slippage between the two; and (3) the Ring Shout as an
African technology functions as the inherent spirituality, which functions as an animating,
illuminating and vital creative force both conscious and ancestral. “Wilson formed the
Reggie Wilson / Fist and Heel Performance Group in 1989 in New York, incorporating black
traditional religious and cultural practices (like the Ring Shout). The term ‘fist and heel’

refers to the worshipping style which enslaved Africans, who had been denied the drum,
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made music with stomps, claps and vocal sounds” (Paris 107). This Africanist amalgamation
signals viability of black subjectivity as an embodied aesthetic and corporeal literacy infused

with urgency.

“Introduction”

Wilson’s 1996 solo “Introduction,” (see fig. 1) first performed at Dance Space in New
York City as the opening work of an evening titled “The Tie-Tongued Goat and Lightning
[sic]Bug Who Tried to Put Her Foot Down.” The solo is an embodied autobiographical
journey through Wilson’s personal and professional life with a specific focus on his artistic
research. Within the work, he defines the origination of his company name (Reggie
Wilson/Fist & Heel Performance Group), the fundamental basis of his choreographic
interests, and his ongoing research of revealing global and embodied “dispersed” blackness
residing in varying national and international corporealities. How, for example, the African
American Ring Shout, Trinidad and Tobago Spiritual Baptist faith, and American
postmodern dance found places within the technique of his choreographic work is of
particular interest, and the reasons are explicated in the work. “Introduction” delves, layer by
layer, into the depths of Wilson’s practice as a choreographer and “novice anthropologist”
(Wilson). It introduces the audience to the painstaking efforts of tracking Africanist spiritual
practices from the Baptists of his hometown of Milwaukee and the Mississippi Delta to the
Zionist churches of South Africa, all within the eleven-minute physical journey of
“traveling,”s talking, and moaning (Wilson/Fist & Heel). The work begins with Wilson

walking slowly in place almost as if beginning the first steps of a long journey.

8 Traveling is performed as a kind of in-place, walking meditation.

98



Early in my research, | argued that human existence is bound to a shared core reality,
that of movement, or, from a Heraclitean perspective, a “perpetual flux.” The notion that
everything is in constant motion and consistently changing is best realized in the Heraclitean
passage, “The river where you set your foot just now is gone—those waters giving way to
this, now this” (Heraclitus 27). In the case of Wilson’s “Introduction,” an equivalent concept
to perpetual flux can be “traveling.” However, an added dimension to “constant motion and
consistent change,” that is “perpetual flux,” is that of deepening. What | suggest here is the
idea that as Wilson progresses along his journey toward the discovery of African retentions
in diasporic forms, exploring the spaces and places of the African American and Afro-
Caribbean and sub-Saharan African, he is simultaneously deepening the psychic connections
within his own mind, body, and spirit. Wilson is then introducing himself and his audience to
the possibility of traveling as phenomenological aesthetic—a beauty revealed through
existence. The “traveling” that Wilson engages in is grounded in the practice of the Spiritual
Baptists of Trinidad. The Spiritual Baptists are a syncretic Afro-American religious sect
brought to Trinidad by former American enslaved populations working as missionaries. The
religion combines traditional African spirituality with Christianity. The sect is also referred
to as “shouter” Baptists due to full-bodied expressivity and aspirated vocal worship in their
religious practices. Within the faith, there exists the practice of “traveling,” (a psychic spatial
journeying into the spiritual universe to discover the origins of one’s problems or problems
of the congregation).s In his “Introduction,” Wilson explains his understanding and feeling of

this Spiritual Baptist “traveling”: “[I]t felt like the entire congregation had been lifted up and

9 https://macaulay.cuny.edu/eportfolios/luttonprojects15/identity/religion/spiritual-baptist-
yoruba-orisha/
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placed in the hull of a ship and we were traveling, traveling...” (Wilson/Fist & Heel).
Wilson’s “traveling” in the instance of “Introduction” is one that functions as a means of
transporting the audience through the various paths of his research. Without physically
moving the audience, Wilson initiates a spatial and temporal interaction kinetically. The
audience’s journey is through Wilson’s continuous walking in place. Dynamics change as he
“enters” different territories, countries, and landscapes. His breath pattern is altered as he
travels through India, Africa, the American South. The beauty of his “traveling” is bound to
this notion that one can simultaneously be physically present and spiritually elsewhere. |
parallel this phenomenon to the enslaved Africans in the Americas and the idea that physical
bondage and spiritual liberation can coexist. This conflation is complicated but full of
existential possibilities. The beauty is in the duality, not conflict, as resolution. Though I
created a parallel with the enslaved and the Spiritual Baptist of Trinidad; it is not to contend
in any way that SB are enslaved or in any kind of bondage. The correlation is merely a
relational one between the “here-and-there-ness” of being resolved in one’s mind and body.
In a recent presentation Wilson articulates his philosophical complications with the
concept of “traveling” in which the consideration of embodiment is the sliver of divergence
between “trance” and “possession.” My contention of a phenomenological aesthetic is largely
based on the concept of possession as a sublime embodiment as practiced within Haitian
Vodou. However, to allow consideration of Wilson’s concept of and interest in “trance” is
one that cannot go by without some attention, particularly because this concept is linked with
(or to) “traveling.” For Wilson, “trance is this idea where you have the rhythm ... you move
yourself or the community moves you into a state of a trance and you go away to go visit the

ancestors or the spirit or the prophet” (Art Work 44:31). This concept comes directly from
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Wilson’s “understanding” regarding the psychic journeying of the Spiritual Baptists to
retrieve information from the spirits, which will be brought back to the congregation
regarding the preceding issue. In contrast, possession, Wilson opines, occurs by the spirit
coming “into a selected vessel, a prepared vessel, an individual” (Art Work 45:03). The
difference, however slight, is best explained through Sobel: “[T]he divinities (and not the
High God) came to speak through a medium, who was thereby enriched both in status and in
spirit power but who did not keep the God within him, although he might learn to call him to
come at will. The crucial difference in the Christian experience was that the believer traveled
to the High God’s abode, Heaven, and in knowing the High God came to have His presence
in his heart forever after” (101).

In either scenario, there is an acceptance that the body is available with a tangibility
of purpose and function and, further, that the “traveler” has a responsibility to the
congregation to return and deliver or allow for the deliverance of important information. This
phenomenon is not an individual pursuit; it is a communal experience. This spiritual journey
is intended to “do something” for the “traveler” and the community. The communal
responsibility is a key component to this experience with an inherent accountability at play.
The beauty of the occurrence is held within the temporality and spatiality of this moment.
These two phenomena, trance and possession, though markedly different, reveal a common
Africanist relationship: the direct relationship of the “performer” to the “audience.” The use
of these terms is not to diminish the significance of this sacred exchange but to offer a
parallel perspective between the sacred and the secular—that direct relationship as it exists
within the realm of theatrical performance. That direct relationship or exchange is codified

within the “call-and-response” phenomenon present within African American life. “Call and
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response” is a reciprocal interaction established between a leader producing a stimulus
(usually vocal or musical) and a person or group of people immediately answering with a
collective knowledge.

“Call and response” is the efficacy of intersubjectivity, an efficacy that is largely
dependent upon the functions of the “polyphonic,” which, at its core, is the “many voices,” as
defined by Bakhtin. Within the polyphonic, the contributions of the collective community are
acceptable and expected. Every voice has a contribution to make, and agency is affirmed and
honored in the collective when each individual is able to give voice/respond to the “call.” So,
for example, in the “call-and-response” structure of the African American folk song “See-
Line Woman,” the responding community knows how, when, and where the response is to
occur. The caller sings, “see-line woman,” filling the first and second beats in a four-beat
rhythmic structure. The response is “see-line,” and falls on the third beat throughout the
song. As a folk song that gets passed down from one generation to the next, the lyrics and
meaning change over time, and the understanding of the meaning alters as well. However,
what is of interest here is that the song functions as a unifier. It enables the functioning of the
singular and collective in a way that can be understood as a foundation to African American
existence. The “call and response” is present both in the sacred and secular realms, from rally
cries for social and cultural justice movements to the galvanizing of a public in declaring
their identity and right to be. When James Brown sang, “Say it loud,” the crowd’s response
of “I’m black and I'm proud,” was deeply felt and united in its effective intersubjectivity.
Here is a harnessing of that intersubjectivity in a secular exchange. However, it can be
argued that the secular bears the existence of the sacred, perhaps not in a religious sense but

indeed with the potentiality of the force that is contained within.
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| like very much the notion that the sacred is made so through a kind of reservation of
use. Giorgio Agamben refers to this in reference to sacrare, or “to consecrate,” as “the term
that designated the exit of things from the sphere of human law” (18). The function of the
sacred being to reserve the usage of an object or an activity for specific time and space with
the expectation of a valued outcome in order to intensify its effect. “Introduction” exists
authentically at the fulcrum of the sacred and secular; the work itself embodies these two
existences. The work as performance maintains a position of lucidity within the secular
realm. Wilson discursively presents concepts and ideas that inhabit the realm of the sacred.
His presentation of the spiritual practices of the Spiritual Baptists and the Zionists reveals a
layer of the sacred, as those practices are the direct connections to the divine for those
particular faiths. The ‘aspirated’ breath patterns that he discovered within both faiths
signifies their embodied connection to the ancestral and sacred realms of reality. He presents
this discovery through his own body and breath, exemplifying that connectivity in this
secular way. The secular becomes the container by which Wilson engages the sacred. As he
progresses in the work, the lines of distinction become more and more clear. Is he ever
completely “taken” by the spirit of the work that he conjures in the discussion of the various
paths of his research? His ability to move easily in and through the various embodiments is,
for me, directly connected to my overarching assertion regarding the ontological multiplicity
that exists in essence within a black liberational spirituality, and therefore within the “bones”

of black concert dance.

103



Ring Shout

Wilson continues the work inspired by the great matriarchs of black concert dance
who exacerbated the distinctions between the secular and sacred phenomena of African
diaspora. Through his artistry, Reggie substantiates and makes viable his artistic and
aesthetic concerns of African retention, framing them within a “post-African/Neo-Hoodoo
Modern dances [sic]” context. Embedded within this aesthetic is the tradition that offers the
most profound visibility: the Ring Shout (see fig. 3). The Ring Shout is an 18th century
worship custom developed and practiced by enslaved Africans in the American South.
Historically, the Ring Shout maintains an ancestral lineage connecting to the ring and circle
dances of West Central Africa. The Ring Shout is significant to Wilson, as the practice is
where the name of his company derives from and its inherent radicalism is revealed. In his
research, Wilson came upon a statement by an African Methodist bishop regarding his
objection to the Ring Shout as “ridiculous and heathenish ... fist and heel” worshiping.
Nevertheless, Wilson has taken it on as an implicit identifier and source of inspiration. As a
primary foundation within Wilson’s practice, the Ring Shout, because of its subversiveness,
grounds a fundamental radicalism within Wilson’s work and in black life and dance in
America.

Wilson categorizes the Ring Shout as an “African dance” in that its functionality as a
means to an end is a primary component. The Ring Shout has been documented and explored
by various present and past historians and practitioners, so for the purposes of this research, |
will offer some foundational understanding of its performativity through dance scholar

Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s book The Black Dancing Body:
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In the Ring Shout practitioners moved in a counterclockwise direction (an African
variation) while singing, chanting, and improvising a cappella versions of Christian
hymns that were embellished by African techniques of buckets, brooms, and other
found objects. Improvised variations were their creative ways of moving to these
rhythms and traveling in the circle. Theirs was a particular Protestant taboo about
crossing the feet while moving (since foot patterns could be construed as dancing). ...
Enslaved Africans found ways to shift weight from heels to toes, to insides and outer
edges of the feet, moving the feet in various directions, turning toes and knees in and
out, sliding, gliding, shuffling, stomping the feet—without ever crossing them or
lifting them from the ground. On top of this they articulated the torso and limbs in
counter rhythms and different directions, adding syncopations and improvised

movements through the body. (114)

This explanation offers clearly the physical characteristics of the Ring Shout and its
inventiveness as a cultural phenomenon along the trajectory of Africanisms in America.

The pattern of the Ring Shout is the cosmos, circling and hurling yet containing and
cultivating. Though there is no singular explanation as to why the traveling pattern is
counterclockwise, | will state that it is indeed related to a temporal function. More
specifically, it is related to a temporality that suggests a traveling back in time, matching the
hands of a clock. Relatedly, the counterclockwise traveling pattern of the Ring Shout mirrors
the directional movement of the sun and exists as an African spiritual retention via the
civilization of ancient Kongo (an ancestry shared by a large portion of the first enslaved

Africans of the American South). This connection can be supported by the spiritual tradition
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and belief of ancient Kongo and the presence of the Kongo cosmogram (see fig. 4) yowa.
“The Kongo yowa cross ... signifies the ... vision of the circular motion of human souls
about the circumference of its intersecting lines. Kongo cross refers therefore to the
everlasting continuity of all righteous men and women” (Thompson and Cornet 108). In
Thompson and Cornet’s Four Moments of the Sun, the authors continue with an elaborate

description of yowa:

Coded as a cross, a quartered circle or diamond, a seashell spiral, or a special cross
with solar emblems at each ending—the sign of the four moments of the sun is the
Kongo emblem of spiritual continuity and renaissance par excellence. In certain rites
it is written on the earth, and a person stands upon it to take an oath, or to signify that
he or she understands the meaning of life as a process shared with the dead below the
river or the sea—the real sources of earthly power and prestige, in Kongo thinking. ...
The intimation, by shorthand geometric statements, of mirrored worlds within the
spiritual journey of the sun, is the source and illumination of some of the more
important sculptural gestures and decorative signs pertaining to funerary monuments
and objects designated for deposit on the surface of funerary tombs, or otherwise

connected with funerary ceremonies and the end of life (28).

Of the temporal and spatial relevance of the Ring Shout, the concept of time travel is
exemplified as it relates both to the solar and life-cycle patterns of all humanity from birth (as
represented by the sun) and death (as represented by the setting sun into the night). Within

the “shout,” as the counterclockwise circle forms and gains momentum, the expectation of
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the “awakening” (my word) of the spirit and the “opening” for the allowance of the shouters
to travel, within Wilson’s understanding, “to go visit the ancestors, spirit or prophet” and to
gain information needed, is a necessary reality. This bears deep significance to the relevance
of the connection between the living and the ancestral realm.

This is a similar phenomenon to the experience of the Haitian VVodou concept of
balancé. Here the VVodou hounsi (Haitian Vodou initiate) is continuously “turned” backward
and forward in order to shift their equilibrium and sense of time in order to allow for the lwa
to enter the body or to awaken the spirit inside the body, as | have previously argued.
However, the marked difference is the democratizing of the experience. Everyone in the
circle is susceptible to the “conjuring” energies, again similar to the traveling
counterclockwise circle around the poto mitan (center pole) of Haitian Vodou. Here the
physical center pole is a three-dimensional structure functioning in a similar way, connecting
the two aforementioned realms of the living and the dead.

At the core of either is the presence and activation of counterclockwise circular or
turning motion—the necessary dynamism that must be present to encourage spiritual
communication. As an “Africanist technology,” counterclockwise circular or turning does
not consider stagnation and immobility sufficient in the effort. Nor does the dynamism of
motion only occur after the desired communication has been reached. So it must be
recognized here that through motion and full bodily action—this thing of communication
with spirit—the effort of spiritual transcendence can be reached and positioned indeed as an
aesthetic. This aesthetic, though in its true context not a primary concern, is premised on the
basis of “doing something” (Wilson). Further, this “doing something” maintains a revelatory

significance, as in black concert dance and particularly of the artists covered in my research,
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which ultimately is a phenomenological revelation of the ontological. As per Wilson’s
explanation of “trance” and “possession,” the inherency of motion as a technological
mechanism belongs to both instances. However, “possession” maintains within its ontology
the necessity for the temporary disruption that allows access of “spirit” to the body, and with
it information to be shared. This spirit, then, is not necessarily the person “traveling,” though
as | have argued through the conceptual grounding of other vodouists that this could indeed
be a facet of the individual. Nevertheless, the “traveler” willingly enables the functioning of
spirit possession, which in essence is what this particular motion is doing. This is not
“ornamentation” that Wilson discusses, but it is indeed the phenomenological “doing
something” so elemental in Africanist spiritual epistemology and extended to black concert
dance. However, many African American contemporary dance artists have shunned this
ontological read on black concert dance. Even Wilson has to some extent, as it limits the
availability of what could be considered “true” liberation and freedom of form. However, |
argue that a society that renders the black body a politicized object of non-neutrality creates a
dichotomy that problematizes the quest for free form. It is, for me, the possibility of
accepting the multiplicity of the black body that offers a freedom based on
multidimensionality—a body that speaks simultaneously as both subject and object, an object
of form and a subject of content. This is a subversive act of humanity. When we witness
Wilson’s body in space locating the various regions of his research within his own
corporeality and making tangible for the audience the impulses and subtle distinctions of
those regions, this epitomizes what Wilson has called “distal flinging,” which | will discuss
below. There is an acknowledgment, a relationship, and an acceptance of the nature of what

is possible with the body in reference to the Ring Shout as practice and as a spiritual
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technology guiding one’s actions. This is as much choreography as it is philosophical

embodiment.

“Distal Flinging”

Wilson’s “distal flinging” in classes and rehearsals regarding an action that maintains
a qualitative presence within his work. Distal flinging occurs through the “throwing” of body
parts to a distance from a center core. The line is dynamic and energetic in nature rather than
fixed or positioned. How can this relate to the diasporic experience? It is from a stable core
that releases out from itself, but the core is never dismembered. Does it return? Does it need
to return? There is a force required to fling. The action is fueled by the energy and intention.
Moments into “Introduction,” Wilson arrives at the point where he explains the Spiritual
Baptists’ belief regarding their “two basic concepts of Africa” (Wilson/Fist & Heel) as it
relates to the possible paths down which one may journey. He explains, “[Y]ou can travel
and work with the Orisha in Yoruba-land, that’s present-day Nigeria, or you can travel to a
place of deep, dark, secret and mysteries, the Kongo.” He continues physically sharing the
various modes of “traveling” through the paths of the Orishaio or the Kongo.”11 The nature of
the Orisha path has a quality that is cooler and smooth. Wilson, exemplifies the quality with
an almost gliding, effortlessness. Contrary to Orisha is the Kongo path. When embodied by
Wilson, the Kongo quality is forceful striking and pounding, so much so that, as the energy

of the striking movement returns, Wilson seems to shake it off as to release some of the

10 Nigerian-based deities who exist as forces of nature within the Yoruba-speaking faith of
Ifa.

11An ancient African civilization in the geographic region of West Central Africa in what is
now northern Angola, Cabinda, the Republic of the Congo, the western portion of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, as well as the southernmost part of Gabon.
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intensity of the power. Nevertheless, he makes the sign of the cross on himself in what seems
to be a gesture of thanks (as the gesture is followed by a smile perhaps of acceptance or
recognition of such power).

To throw away or fling implies a discarding of a thing. However, in regards to
flinging that occurs in Wilson’s choreography, a complete disregard is not exactly the
intended outcome. | would rather argue that the “distal flinging” is more similar to energetic
bursts being sent out, bouncing, and returning to be used again or making contact and being
absorbed. As the pounding energy of Wilson’s arms direct downwardly and the
accompanying stomp of the foot and vocal bass tone erupts, the sensation is a reverberation,
as if his action is shaking the earth underneath his feet. The “flinging” then can be seen as a
disregarding of used energy as part of a natural cycle of receiving and using. The flinging
then, in this case, is the release of unnecessary energies. The stability necessary for such an
act of “distal flinging” must be established within a core to enable an efficient and effective
use of the energy—flung but connected, not released but directed.

The Ring Shout, Wilson states, “served as a research subject ... it also helped me to
start thinking about the difference between trance and possession ... and the idea that the
Ring Shout is the beginning of the Black church” (Wilson/Fist & Heel 45:00). Wilson’s
contention evidences his “Introduction” as a phenomenological aesthetic that asserts a black
liberational spirituality, which is embedded with a radicalism of form and function.
“Introduction” as a performative act suggests what lies at the core of Africanist technology,
the capability of a being to be simultaneously subject and object, seamlessly moving between
the two existences to more deeply understand the nature of blackness, which ultimately

exemplifies the notion of being-ness in the world, a reference that can be made in relation to
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the Du Boisian “double consciousness.” However, the duality here exists as an agency within
the subject and not as a forced imposition from without. The power of the Ring Shout as a
point of departure stabilizes the concept of “distal flinging.” It is the dynamic motion of the
bodies that activates a central core, also functioning as an anchoring point, from which
energies may be thrown, hurled, or flung

The “Introduction” performance explicates the “post-African/Neo-HooDoo Modern
dances [sic].” concept through singular bodily form, and with it its radicalness is established
through the continuous shifting of space and time, form and function. Wilson’s solo
performance “Introduction” and the Reggie Wilson/Fist and Heel Performance Group, as a
project, reifies Africanist epistemologies while simultaneously continuing the cultural legacy
of revolutionizing the thinking about the point of departure of Western dance.

Within the contextual framework of a black liberational spirituality, Wilson’s “doing
something” is phenomenologically based. The result of an action, in this case of the Ring
Shout, is the anticipation of either trance or possession. This experience, as | have
established, is indeed one of temporality and spatiality with the added feature of revelation.
Wilson uses the example of a congregation discovering who “stole a purse.” This discovery
is made possible through either the congregant’s experience of, in an induced trance, going to
visit the ancestor, prophet, or spirit and having it revealed to him/her the culprit of the theft.
In the other scenario that Wilson exemplifies, possession, the congregation is visited by the
ancestor, prophet, or spirit, who reveals to the congregation, through the congregant as a
“prepared” host, “who stole the purse.” This radical experience of spiritual intervention

exemplifies for us, phenomenologically, what several theorists investigating Africanist
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spiritual systems convey regarding the expectation of direct engagement and intervention
with spirit.

Karen McCarthy Brown’s theory of “possession performance” identifies the
“theatrical quality” of Haitian VVodou spirit possession, whereby participants have a
collective knowledge or are able to glean understanding based on the activities of the event,
i.e. the behavior of the lwa, the response of the vodouist, salutations of the houngan, and/or
manbo. Haitian VVodou is systematic in that the roles that are “performed” are clear and
accurate in detail, purpose, and form. Brown’s “possession performance” can be paralleled to
that of Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s “imminent potentiality—the imaginable interplay of
artistic intention and enlivened spiritual expression” (Paris 102). Though the point of
departure is inverted, Gottschild’s “imminent potentiality” moves from the secular
performance; nevertheless, the assigned roles are specific and purposeful. What differs here
is the kind of efficacy of form that exists within stage performance as it relates to the
“potential” of the “spiritual expression.” Here, the “spiritual expression” could be left at
simply representation rather than at manifestation, which is indeed the case in the former
experience. However, the “expression” of spirit is indeed spirit itself, and this is simply not
identified specifically within this context.

These theories of embodiment function as a basis, and they are directly related to
what another African American choreographer of note, Ron K. Brown, has expressed about
“spirit” in dance: “It feels so good to give yourself over to the dance, to just let your spirit go
on that journey, being connected to divine in the way that you’re connected to that when you
shout ...” (Great Performances: Free to Dance). | am interested if in fact the “divine

freedom” that Brown speaks of is indeed a specific spirit that could be identified within the
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context of Haitian Vodou. It is said that a way to identify when a spirit is “mounting” (the
term used for the process of possession within Haitian VVodou) a vodouist is through the
profound articulation of the performance of the dance. If this is so, and, for example, one can
witness Brav Gede (one of the Lwa of the afterlife and sexuality) through his articulation of
the banda (pelvic-thrusting characteristic dance of the Gede family), then the exquisiteness
of a dancer’s performance must be anchored by a particular spirit. Perhaps it is the same
spirit that is embodied within a person, but which is indiscernible merely due to the
difference of existences, i.e. the secular vs. the sacred, the dance performance and the Haitian
Vodou fet.

I am intrigued by the acceptance of such radicalism and by how it plays out within the
realms of both the sacred and the secular. It is a necessary ingredient within the black concert
dance tradition as it is fueled by a primary notion of being-ness—the establishment of
identity through difference. As | am arguing, the projection of spirit is not always a conscious
act of portrayal; it is embedded within and is a marker, or a kind of success or achievement,

of vision on the part of the dancer.

“Doing Something”

Wilson addresses the notion of “doing something” (Art Works 42:06) in regards to
“African practice as African technology,” a concept similar to the McLuhan understanding of
technology as an extension of the body or human existence itself. Here the “technology” is
spiritual in nature. Further, | contend that “trance” or “possession” as an African technology
is fundamentally based in liberation—the freedom and will to accept the multidimensionality

of the body or, as Roberto Strongman has identified, the body’s “trans-corporeality.” Further,
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and practically, the allowance of a spirit to inhabit the body, or for one’s soul to “travel” to
visit with spirit, exists as a liberatory function. Unlike the rigidity of form and matter as
unchanging and unmalleable—the intended state as it exists within an Africanist
epistemology—form needs to remain malleable and unfixed in order to enable corporeal
transcendence.

The phenomenological significance of both “trance” and “possession,” as “African
[spiritual] technologies,” when involved with dance and specifically the black concert dance
tradition, is what indeed affirms its radical designation. What must be understood thus far, as
has been made available to us through Dunham’s HV “dance” research, Primus’s embodied
activism, and Pomare’s radical gesture, is that the black body has the capability of radical
embodiment and access to an embedded transcendent being-ness as a birthright through an
ancestral lineage. It is this understanding that stabilizes for the black concert dancer the idea
that the ultimate quest is to be moved by “spirit,” as choreographer Ron K. Brown has
expressed. So, perhaps the movement inhabited through “traveling” is ultimately an inward
motion toward the spirit within. Perhaps the outward motion of walking in place has an
intention not of going somewhere else but of going somewhere inside. The “something” that
is being done is an activation of spirit, a calling forth of the potentialities of the corporeal
form. The body knows because of its embodied history, which Gottschild has identified in
The Black Dancing Body. The black body has a history of “traveling” as supplication, and
with that history comes a revelatory expectation. Therein lies the nature of its beauty.

Is it possible to locate a point of origination of possession—possession as a
philosophy of embodiment and an embodied knowledge within Africanist epistemology? It is

present as a knowledge base in various countries of the continent but also within the African
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diaspora. To the extent that it remains in pure form as a “temporary displacement” of one’s
own psyche for another is irrelevant. What is intriguing, however, is that it manifests in
variation throughout the African diaspora—through trance, for example, and additionally in
secular terms within Western performance traditions. As a base of understanding the self and
the self’s relationship to the world, possession as sublime embodiment parallels the sensual
and perceptual theories of the major Western phenomenologists Husserl, Heidegger, and
Merleau-Ponty. Possession offers an understanding of the self and the body not as singular
and isolated but as connected and communal. The spatial relationship of the ritual
counterclockwise circular pattern of the Ring Shout establishes an equality and continuity of
community through difference. Each member has a unique contribution, and together the
participants “conjure” a space of equity.

Black concert dance revolutionizes the notion of form and function by combining
them within one phenomenon. In my estimation, form belongs to the external shape and
representation, the body, where the function, in this case, specifically adheres to the purpose
as an internal impulse to communicate with the viewing “audience.” In essence, the function
is the driving force giving reason to the form. The black concert dance tradition is a radical
revolution in which these two principles converge and create phenomenologically an
aesthetic of “hereness.” Reggie Wilson’s “Introduction” embodies the notion of “hereness”

as the work works; it has efficacy in its composition.
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Figure 4. Kongo cosmogram yowa. Thompson, Robert Farris, and Joseph Cornet. The Four
Moments of the Sun: Kongo Art in Two Worlds. Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art,

1981.
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Chapter 5

Preach R Sun: Live Freedom

It is by going beyond the historical and instrumental given that I initiate my cycle of freedom.
—Frantz Fanon
I am not fighting for blackness; I am fighting through blackness

—Preach R Sun

| reach the point in my research where the statement of blackness, as it relates
to the black concert dance (BCD) tradition, must be interrogated. My ongoing contention that
a black liberational spirituality is revealed through the phenomenological aesthetics of the
black concert dance/performance tradition is maintained and supported by the Heideggerian
ontological question of the meaning of being through embodiment. That embodiment, as it
applies to my subject of inquiry, black concert dance, is based on the temporal and spatial
revelation of beauty and the phenomenological methodology of analyzing the question of
being through time and space as existence, as a means of substantiation. However, what
occurs when the “black” is omitted? What remains? This is the question that fugitive,
conjurer, and performance artist Preach R Sun presents and is ‘fighting through.” What
happens if the racialized modifier that is black is removed from black concert dance and from
the existential reality that is Preach R Sun? Does his work still function in a radical way by
which one’s true freedom can manifest? | argue yes. Ultimately, it is dynamism (time and
space as existence) that ultimately reveals what is to be understood of this ontological query.

BCD is ultimately beyond race, though it seems to be bound by race. It is history and
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corporeality, and illuminates how these two realities coexist as form and subject, not object.
The body as corporeality and history as subjectivity—space and time.

With his varied training and practice in various dance forms (street, modern,
traditional West African) to spoken word and music, Preach R Sun shatters any hope to
garner concrete stylistic or categorical definition. What his practice does offer is the
opportunity to go beneath the surface and look deeper into the function and purpose of the
creations that he ‘conjures.” This goes beyond form and right into the “reason,” the “why”—
the metaphysics of his work. As a takeoff from Kwame Ture regarding the utilization of
blackness as a tool for one’s liberation, Preach’s actions are the “hammer” he can utilize to
break his way through the limitations of race and discover a new existence. This stands
parallel to Fanon’s statement, “[I]n the world | am heading for, | am endlessly creating
myself. | show solidarity with the humanity provided | can go one step further” (204).
Through Preach R Sun’s years as a dancer, choreographer, and spoken word artist, he has
continued to shed the artifices. He has peeled away the protective layers of his existence to
expose his deep ontological desires. He confronts the deep philosophical questions of the
meaning of life so thoroughly that he even questions his own existence. His actions enable
him to encounter the image in the mirror forthrightly, not to fear it but to accept it as yet

another moment to question his perceptible life.

Black Concert Dance
The notion that Preach presents in relation to the racialization of people, either white
or black in a racialized society, is one where blackness exists in a state of otherness,

constantly trying to overcome its negation. The burden and fatigue of this racialization
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