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Abstract

Katherine Dunham 1909-2006, developed three primary philosophical
methodol ogies: Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization
Through the Arts, which were integrated within her anthropological research and
academic writing, choreographic process and product, physical development of the
Dunham Technique, establishment of pedagogical models in schools nationally and
internationally, and in her humanistic vision and activist actions.

Within thisthesis | trace the origins of Dunham’ s three primary philosophies
and their utilization within her choreographic process and product. | outline a
Dunham Model of Choreography whose effectiveness | examine through its
application within the creation, performance and evaluation process of my creative
choreographic project, Aché Essence.

My creative project explored the embodiment and transformation of encoded
ritual movement and rhythmic languages from two sacred dance and music traditions
asthey transition from their original functions and settings to the concert dance stage
and are translated within and communicated through the modern dancing body.

In following the Dunham choreographic practice of research prior to
performance, a historiographic evolution of the traditional dance and music languages
chosen to inform my creative project is included within the body of my written thesis.
In addition, | paid particular attention to Katherine Dunham'’ s trandlation of sacred
and secular dance and music forms of both national and international origin within

her choreography.

Vil



Chapter One:
Master of Fine Arts Thesis Proposal

Introduction

In her life and work as an anthropol ogist, choreographer, educator, performer,
writer and activist,! Katherine Dunham (1909-2006), devel oped three primary
philosophical methodologies: Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and
Socialization Through the Arts. Dunham applied these three methodologies to her
anthropological research and academic writing, her choreographic process and
product, the physical development of the Dunham Technique, the establishment of
pedagogical modelsin schools nationally and internationally, and in her humanistic
vision and activist actions.

During her formative years as an undergraduate and graduate student at the
University of Chicago in the 1930's,> Dunham trained jointly in dance and
anthropology, creating a philosophical and structural link between the two fields that
greatly influenced her creative and academic approach to her life'swork.

Throughout her life, critics, historians, artists and academicians had difficulty
categorizing Katherine Dunham’ s interdisciplinary and multifaceted creative and
academic work, thus prohibiting their ability to fully describe, critique, and

acknowledge her multidimensional and lasting contributions. Dunham'’ s recognition

! Katherine Dunham is often referred to as a“ Renaissance Woman”; the descriptive roles listed were
primary in her life, but are not inclusive to all that she embodied and accomplished.

2 K atherine Dunham was a student at the University of Chicago between 1928 and 1936, where she
received a Bachelors degree in Social Anthropology. Although she completed her Masters thesis that
resulted in her book Dances of Haiti, she left school prior to completing her course work for a Masters
degree to pursue her career as afull time artist and teacher. In subsequent years she received over
fifteen honorary Doctoral degrees, among her many awards and honors. Joyce Aschenbrenner in
Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life (Urbanaand Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002), 238.



within the field of American modern dance, choreographically, aestheticaly,
pedagogically and technically, has often been racially and culturally classified and
separated, contributing to her marginalized representation and identification within
the field asawhole.

At aNew York City tribute in her honor in 2003, Katherine Dunham at the
age of ninety-four responded to amayoral citation® with the statement: “Thereis one
thing | would liketo say; | am so tired of being considered aleader of black dance. |
am just a person who happens to be what in this country is called *black’. | will insist
on being called, one, a person, and two, a human being...Stop dividing people.”* It is
imperative that Katherine Dunham’ s contributions be viewed within a holistic world
view that expands beyond previously noted racial, cultural and artistic divides.
Through the writing of thisthesis | offer a greater understanding of the totality of
Katherine Dunham’ s work, by expounding upon the philosophical methodologies of
Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts,
so intrinsic to the analysis and teaching of her choreography, academic and
pedagogical methodologies, dance technique, and world contributions.

| began training in Katherine Dunham technigque and philosophiesin 1987

with a Dunham certified teacher.® In 1992 | met and studied with K atherine Dunham

3 Given by New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg at the Peter Norton Symphony Space in New

Y ork on Sept. 12, 2003, commencing a three-day tribute to Katherine Dunham.

* Anna Kisselgoff, “Katherine Dunham’s Legacy, Visiblein Youth and Age”, New

York Times (NY: The New Y ork Times Company, 2003,) E1.

® In 1993, Patricia Wilson was part of one of the first groups of students to be officially certified by
Ms. Katherine Dunham as teachers of the Dunham Technique and Philosophies, after years of rigorous
technical and academic training. This marked the beginning of the Dunham Technique Certification
Process; prior to thistime the only certified teachers were former company members of the Dunham



and her master teachers® for the first time at the Annual Dunham Technique
Seminar.” My studies in Dunham technique, philosophies and history have continued
through training with Katherine Dunham and her master and certified instructors at
seminars, classes, workshops and intensives throughout the United States. Beginning
in 2002, Katherine Dunham asked me to serve as her female technique demonstrator
at the seminarsin East St. Louis.® In 2004, K atherine Dunham and the Certification
Committee of the Institute for Intercultural Communication, granted me Dunham
Technique Teacher Certification “to teach and carry on the philosophy of Dunham
Technique”.®

In reviewing the literature available on the life and legend of Katherine
Dunham and her noted place within American modern dance, | am aware of
categorical divisions that continue to perpetuate separations between her artistic and
academic work and that under represent her contributions to the field, based on her
open identification of sacred and secular dance languages woven within her
modernist choreography. Also apparent, is an insufficient acknowledgement and
understanding of her core philosophical methodologies and their integration within
her choreographic process and product, the physical form and pedagogy of Dunham

technique, and her dance research and academic writing. These fragmented portrayals

Dance Company along with afew select individuals chosen by Ms. Dunham, some of whom had
trained within the Performing Arts Training Center program in East St. Louis, Illinais.

® Master Dunham teachers present at this seminar included: Vanoye Aikens, Tommy Gomez, and
Lucille Ellis.

" The Annual Dunham Technique Seminar began in 1984 and has been hosted by various institutions
in the East St. Louis, IL and St. Louis, MO vicinity over the past twenty-five years.

8 2005 was Ms. Dunham’s last Annual Technique Seminar in East St. Louis before her death on May
21, 2006, one month short of celebrating her 97" birthday .

® Quote extracted from my diploma of Dunham teacher certification signed by Katherine Dunham and
Dr. Albirda Rose, Director of Dunham Technique Certification, granted in June 2004. See Appendix.



arein contrast to my twenty-plus years of study within the Dunham dance technique,
history and philosophies.

Katherine Dunham’ s life and work embodied an integration of the thinking
mind, emotional self and expressive physical body. Her three principal philosophies
provided structures and methods that she utilized within all aspects of her academic
and creative work. These methodol ogies are applicable and relevant for today’ s dance
researcher, performer, educator and choreographer.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this study is to examine the application and effectiveness of
Katherine Dunham’ s three primary philosophical methodologies as a model for the
choreographic process and for choreographic analysis. The application and
effectiveness of these methodologies will be viewed in relationship to the translation
of traditional religious dance and music forms from their original settings and
functions to the presentational modern concert dance stage.

Katherine Dunham’ s three principal philosophical methodologies of Form and
Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts, have
primarily been documented and disseminated through their pedagogical applications
as models of education, but not in relation to their utilization within the practice and

field of choreography.



Problem Statement

The following questions will help to guide this research:

1)

2)

3)

4)

What are the origins and development of Katherine Dunham’ s three primary
philosophical methodologies of Form and Function, Intercultural
Communication and Socialization Through the Arts, and how did these
methodologies and their applications evolve throughout her lifetime?

How did Katherine Dunham apply these three philosophical methodologies
within her own choreographic process and how are they visible within her
choreography?

Do Katherine Dunham’ s philosophical methodologies serve as an effective
lens for viewing the history of the choreographic translation of traditional
Cuban oricha dance and music from its original religious setting and function
to the presentational modern concert dance stage, and for the analysis of
contemporary Cuban oricha choreography by the dance and music company
Y oruba Andabo?

Do Katherine Dunham’ s philosophical methodologies serve as an effective
choreographic model for the translation of traditional religious dance and
music forms from their original settings and functions to the presentational
modern concert dance stage as applied during the creation process of my

creative thesis project?



5) Do Katherine Dunham'’s philosophical methodologies of Form and Function,
Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts together
form effective guidelines and methodol ogies for the creative choreographic
process?
6) Do Katherine Dunham’s philosophical methodologies of Form and Function,
Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts together
form effective guidelines and methodol ogies through which to analyze
choreography?
Delimitations

The focus of this study will be on establishing the development and evolution
of Katherine Dunham’s philosophica methodologies of Form and Function,
Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts as they relate to her
choreographic process and resulting performance, and in relation to their application
and evaluated effectiveness as a current choreographic model through which to
analyze and create choreography. | will test these methodologies by utilizing the
Dunham Model of Choreography to create, perform and evaluate my corresponding
creative thesis project, Aché Essence, to be performed in April 2008 at the College at
Brockport State University of New Y ork Hartwell Dance Theater.

| am limiting my application and testing of the effectiveness of Dunham’s
principal philosophical methodologies as atool for choreographic analysis to the

examination of the choreography of the Cuban company, Y oruba Andabo, and only in



relation to their choreographic interpretation of Cuban oricha dance and music.’® Due
to governmental restrictions preventing Cuban artists from performing in the United
States and limiting American travel to Cuba, my analysisis limited to only one Cuban
folkloric company.

The use of Dunham'’ s philosophical methodologies in relation to her
anthropol ogical research, dance writing, and pedagogica methods will not be
researched in this study, and will only be mentioned in the context of her
choreographic approach and product.
Limitations

| am reliant on written, recorded and videoed documentation of Katherine
Dunham’ s analysis and reflection of her choreographic processes and methodologies
and on published critical analysis and responses to her choreographic work, as
conducting an interview with her in person is no longer an option. | will focus on
primary sources, using Ms. Dunham’ s written and recorded voice as my first
resource. In addition, | will draw on my memory of personal interactions,
conversations and training with Katherine Dunham and her master instructors, as a
student, seminar assistant, technique demonstrator, and certified teacher from 1992
until the present.

| will be analyzing the choreographic trandation of oricha dance and music

from its religious function and setting to the modern dance concert stage by the

19y oruba Andabo is renowned for their presentations and creations of rumba dance and music, in
addition to oricha, comparsa, congo and abakuéa traditions. In 2001, they won a Grammy Award for
their musical compact disc La Rumba Soy Yo, and in 2006 were nominated for a second Grammy for
their compact disc Rumba en La Habana Con...Yoruba Andabo.



Cuban dance and music company Y oruba Andabo, through the viewing of two of
their recorded stage performances: a performance in Havana, Cubain July 2006 and a
performance in Toronto, Canada in October 2007 that | attended and videotaped.
Definition of Key Terms
e Anthropology: The study of humanity.
o Choreographer: An artist who utilizes the many movement languages spoken by
the body to write or speak their communicative intent through the creation of a
danced piece, statement or dialogue.
o Choreographic Model: A framework or structure that a choreographer and/or
group of performersfollow in the creation of a dance work. A choreographic model
frequently takes into account the communicative relationships between the
choreographer and the possible additional dancer(s) involved in the work and the
roles each may play in the choreographic process, aswell as their communicative
relationship to the audience if any.
e Choreographic Process: The process through which a choreographer, or writer
of dances, brainstorms, initiates, creates, teaches, and edits a dance piece, many
times leading to a public showing or performance of their work. The choreographic
process may continue up to, during and after performance, as the work continues to

be analyzed, edited and revised.



e Concert Dance: Dance choreography that is created to be performed in front of a
generally stationary and non-participatory viewing audience. Often the dancers
perform upon araised platform or stage and present themselves forwards towards
their audience who are centrally and frontally located.

e Cuban Oricha Dance and Music: A Y oruba based religious practice that exists as
apart of the Santeriareligion formed in Cuba. Community participants at sacred
Santeria ceremonies and celebrations, both initiated and uninitiated, dance, sing and
play music for the orichas with a spiritual communicative intent. Professional artists
present secularized, codified versions of these musical and danced traditions to the
public in choreographed performances.

e Dance Anthropology: Katherine Dunham originated this branch of

anthropol ogy, where the movement language, function and expression of a society
or group are viewed as paramount in understanding the culture as awhole. She
initiated the practice of active participation in combination with observation, as
tools to be utilized during the research and learning process.

e Orichas: Deities within the Santeria religious pantheon.

e Sacred: Dance and music traditions that stem from areligious function, context
and history.

e Secular: Dance and music traditions that stem from a non-religious and
commonly social function and context. Sacred dance and music forms can cross into
the secular sphere when their associated religious functions are not communicated

or practiced.



Written Component: Chapter Outlines and Modes of Inquiry, Methodology and
Procedures

In Chapter Two, through historiographic inquiry, | will provide definitions
and examples of Katherine Dunham’ s philosophical methodologies of Form and
Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts,
particularly in relation to their origins and evolution within Ms. Dunham’ swork as a
choreographer. | will provide reference to the published documentation of these
methodol ogies in association to the creation process of Ms. Dunham’ s choreography.

In Chapter Three | will propose a choreographic model that demonstrates how
each of Dunham'’s philosophical methodologies of Form and Function, Intercultural
Communication and Socialization Through the Arts are applied in the creative
choreographic process and as alens for choreographic analysis. | will illustrate
examples of Ms. Dunham’ s choreographic practice as she transated social and sacred
dance and music forms to the secular, modern concert dance stage, her choreographic
and musical link with Cuba, and her influence on America’ s musical development.

In Chapter Four | will provide a historiographical tracing of the origins and
evolution of oricha dance and music within Cuba, and the choreographic and function
changes that have occurred in its translation from religious settings to the concert
stage. | will provide references to the influence of Cuban dance and music on
Katherine Dunham’s creative journey, as well as the reciprocal influence her danced
ethnographies and choreographic model had on nationalized folkloric dance and

music companies around the world.
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In Chapter Five | will describe my application of the Dunham Choreographic
Model as a structure for my own creative project process, using the primary
philosophical methodologies, and its resulting effectiveness. | will include
phenomenol ogical descriptions recording how | approached and re-approached the
application of each methodology in my roles as choreographer, researcher, performer,
educator and costumer, and of the personal experiences of my cast through their
written and verbalized feedback and perceptions. | will use the Dunham
Choreographic Model as alens through which to view and analyze the final
performed product of my thesis concert.

| will begin this chapter by providing a phenomenological account of my
research-to-performance experience in Cuba and my resulting choreographic inquires.
Within the Dunham model of choreographic analysis, | will analyze the translation
and transformation of Cuban oricha dance from its traditional religious setting to the
concert stage, through videotape analysis of current oricha choreographies by the
Cuban dance and music company Y oruba Andabo that | recorded in Havana, Cuba,
and Toronto, Canada

In Chapter Six | will qualitatively summarize my findings and evaluate the
effectiveness of the Katherine Dunham philosophical methodologies of Form and
Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Artsas a

Choreographic Model, and the Model’ s application in today’ s global society.

11



Creative Component

VeVeA. Clark in her essay “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-
Caribbean Dance: Katherine Dunham’s Choreography, 1938-1987" writes:
“Caribbean dance has been stylized and transformed throughout its history. More
important, stylization has been atradition in American modern dance since its
inception.” **

The overall theme of my creative project will be the practice and expression
of transformation. | will use the three Dunham philosophical methodologies to frame
guestions, structures and methods to create my movement language and
choreography, coach my dancers, and edit my work. My work will layer and
interweave modern dance sensibilities including the expansive full range use of the
body, movement innovation, and partnering with traditional and transformed Cuban
oricha movement vocabularies of Eleggué, Oyaand Y emay,** and the Haitian lwa
Danbala,™ and their encoded symbolism, characterizations, and relationship with
traditional music.

This piece of choreography will utilize both graduate and undergraduate

dancers from within the modern based Dance Department of the College at Brockport

located in upstate New York. | will use a combination of commissioned and

1yvéveA. Clark, “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine
Dunham’s Choreography, 1938-1987", Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 324.

12 Eleggud, Oyaand Y emay4, are three of the many orichas included in the Santeria religious pantheon.
3 Danbalais alwaor religious deity in the Vodou religion, who is represented through the dance
yanvalou.

12



prerecorded musical compositions that create an instrumental and harmonic
soundscape woven with modern and traditional musical forms.

| will maintain ajournal that charts how | approach and re-approach the
application of each methodology in my roles as choreographer, performer, educator
researcher and costumer, and my experience and outcomes of each approach along
the way. | will collect written and verbal feedback from my Aché Essence cast,
assessing their personal experience within both the creation and performance process.
Review of Related Literature and Resources

A number of written sources mention Katherine Dunham’ s methodol ogies of
Form and Function, Intercultura Communication and Socialization Through the Arts
as separate entities, stating them by name with no accompanying definition, and
generally only in relation to a single aspect of Dunham'’ s artistic or academic work.
The primary source that defines and documents the evolution of each of these three
methodol ogies and how they function in conjunction with one another, is the book
Dunham Technique: A Way of Life, published in 1990 by Dr. Albirda Rose, the
Director of Dunham Technigue Certification.

In this book, Dr. Rose refers to Form and Function, Intercultural
Communication and Socialization Through the Arts as “theoretical methodol ogies’
and “theoretical models’, not philosophical methodologies as | have termed them.
Although Dr. Rose primarily presents these three methods as teaching models, she
provides abbreviated examples of how Ms. Dunham used each method in her

chorography and writing.
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Dr. Rose presents Self-Examination, Self-Knowledge, Detachment, and
Discrimination as the Dunham philosophies that are used in conjunction with the
above methodol ogies by both the teacher and student within the technique. | agree
that these four secondary philosophies (not methodol ogies) are meant to provide a
constant reflective process for the teacher, student or choreographer when enacting
the principal philosophical methodologies of Form and Function, Intercultural
Communication and Socialization Through the Arts, which can also be applied to life
in general. Thisis how the concept of Dunham technique as“A Way of Life” is
understood; the methodol ogies and philosophies that are integrated into Katherine
Dunham’ s work are applicable outside of the studio and theater settings, just as her
three principal methodol ogies can be used as a choreographic model in addition to
serving as amodel for education.

In the 1930’ s, Katherine Dunham developed in her interests and practice as an
anthropologist, teacher, and dancer of ballet and modern techniques, while an
undergraduate and graduate student at the University of Chicago. These years
provided the technical and philosophical foundation underlying her future
choreography, developing dance technique and philosophies, and overall life work.
Dr. Joyce Aschenbrenner, an anthropol ogist who first began working with Katherine
Dunham in the 1960’ s when both were professors at Southern lllinois University,
published the anthropological biography Katherine Dunham: Dancing A Life in 2002.
In this book Aschenbrenner quotes Katherine Dunham on page 28 as saying: “1 could

not have choreographed as | have or written the books | have written without the
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foundation of those early years at the University of Chicago.” Thisresourceisthe
definitive guide to understanding these formative years as well as her career asit
evolved through the year 2001, from an anthropological perspective.

Vévé A. Clark was Ms. Dunham'’ s archivist between 1977 and 1983. In 1978
she co-edited with Margaret B. Wilkerson Kaiso! Katherine Dunham an Anthology of
Writings. Three articles written by Katherine Dunham in this collection titled: “Thesis
Turned Broadway” ** originally published in 1941 in California Arts and Architecture
magazine, “A Lecture Demonstration of the Anthropological Approach to the Dance:
The Practical Application of this Approach to the Theater” *° delivered at the
University of Californiain 1942, and “Dance As A Cultural Art And ItsRole In

Development” 1

written in 1976, provide direct evidence of the application of her
methodologies of Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization
Through the Arts within her choreography.*’

In 2005 this manuscript was republished in an updated form as: Kaiso!
Writings by and about Katherine Dunham, edited by Véve A. Clark and SaraE.

Johnson. In this second edition of Kaiso!, two articles. “ Performing the Memory of

14 K atherine Dunham, “ Thesis Turned Broadway”, Kaiso! Katherine Dunham an Anthology of
Writings (Berkeley: Institute for the Study of Social Change University of California, 1978), 55-57.

1> K atherine Dunham, “A L ecture Demonstration of the Anthropological Approach to the Dance: The
Practical Application of this Approach to the Theater”, Kaiso! Katherine Dunham an Anthology of
Writings (Berkeley: Ingtitute for the Study of Social Change University of California, 1978), 200-204.
In the 2005 edition of Kaiso!, thisidentical articleistitled: “The Anthropological Approach to the
Dance”, and is referenced to as such throughout the remainder of this thesis.

16 K atherine Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, Kaiso! Katherine
Dunham an Anthology of Writing, (Berkeley: Institute for the Study of Social Change University of
Cdlifornia, 1978), 233-240.

" Because almost all of the writing and articlesincluded in 1978’ s Katherine Dunham an Anthology of
Writings were reprinted in 2005’ s Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham; for subsequent
references within this thesis to any documents that appear in both publications, | will refer to page
numbers from the 2005 edition asit is more readily available.
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Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine Dunham’s Choreography, 1938-
1987" by Vévé A. Clark'® and “Katherine Dunham, a Pioneer of Postmodern
Anthropology” by Halifu Osumare,*® each include current analysis of Ms. Dunham'’s
choreographic methods and provide referencesto at least one of her primary
methodologies in relation to her choreography. “On Stage with the Dunham
Company: An Interview with Vanoye Aikens’® by Vévé A. Clark, is a historical
interview with Vanoye Aikens, a principal dancer within the Dunham Company and
master teacher of the technique whom | have had the honor of studying with for over
fifteen years. The experiences that Aikens shares provides an insider’ s perspective
filled with detailed experiences of hislearning and performing Ms. Dunham’s
choreography around the world. These two Kaiso! collections contain large numbers
of important primary and secondary source materials written by and about Katherine
Dunham that will be invaluable to my historiographic research.

| have looked to a number of sources to provide me with arich historical,
cultural, political, and religious understanding of Cuba’s political and social treatment
and artistic evolution of their oricha dance and music tradition. Dunham trained dance
ethnologist Yvonne Daniel, in her book Dancing Wisdom: Embodied Knowledge in
Haitian Vodou, Cuban Yoruba, and Bahian Condomble published in 2005, provides

descriptions written from a dancer’ s perspective of oricha dance within traditional

Byéve A. Clark, “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine
Dunham’s Choreography, 1938-1987", 320-340. This essay also appears in History and Memory in
African-American Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). 188-204.

¥ Halifu Osumare, “Katherine Dunham, a Pioneer of Postmodern Anthropology”, Kaiso! Writings by
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 612-623.

2yvévé A. Clark, “On Stage with the Dunham Company: An Interview with Vanoye Aikens’, Kaiso!
Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 274-287.
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religious settings, but not in its tranglation or choreography for the modern dance
concert stage.

Katherine Hagedorn, writing from a musician’s perspective in her book
Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria published in 2001, is
the only source | have found that directly addresses the experience and changes made
from a performer’ s point of view when oricha music and dance is extracted from its
traditional functions and settings and transformed into secular performance. Hagedorn
does not address this experience or translation from a dancer’s or choreographer’s
perspective.

Christine Ayorinde in her book Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and
National Identity published in 2004, provides a valuable source in understanding the
many political rulings that have contributed to the ever evolving transformation of the
Santeriareligion in Cuba, the origin of oricha dance and music. These rulings have
had direct effect on the codification and presentation of sacred oricha and dance inits
current secular, presentational performance form. The company Y oruba Andabo,
whose choreography | will analyze, is funded and mandated by the Cuban
government’s current rulings on performance expectations and national artistic
representation.

Jo Butterworth, in her study titled “Teaching Choreography in Higher
Education: A Process Continuum Model” published in 2004, outlines five different
choreographic processes and the results from her examination of each that focused on

the “interrelationship of artistic and social processes that occur between
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choreographer and dancer(s)”.** | found her research applicable, as it examined each
choreographic model in relation to the role that the choreographer and dancer(s)
played, their level of social interaction, and the teaching and learning methods that
were utilized. | will build upon this structure as | focus my analysis of the Dunham
Choreographic Model and its use in the creative process.

Janice Fournier, in aless in-depth study titled “How a Creative ‘ System’
Learns: The Distributed Activity of Choreography” % presents a diagram depicting
the cognitive activities that the ten contemporary choreographers and dancers she
examined in her ethnographic study went through both separately and jointly, in their
choreographic processes and performances. | found this breakdown of cognitive
stages and approaches useful, as it provided insight as to how | might structure and

analyze the creative process for my cast and myself, aswell as gain an overall

perspective of the choreographic process-to-performance journey.

2L Jo Butterworth, “ Teaching Choreography in Higher Education: A Process Continuum Model”,
Research in Dance Education (New Y ork: Routledge, 2004), 45.

2 Delivered at the Sixth International Conference of the Learning Sciences (Los Angeles: University
of California Los Angeles, 2004).
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Chapter Two:
The Origins and Development of Katherine Dunham’s Philosophical
Methodologies

Anthropological Origins

Katherine Dunham left her hometown of Joliet, Illinoisin 1928 at the age of
nineteen joining her brother Albert, a student in philosophy, at the University of
Chicago. It was here that Dunham began her study of anthropology, providing her
with the tools and experiences to develop her three primary philosophical
methodologies: Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization
Through the Arts. Dunham said: “In anthropology, | learned how to feel about myself
in relation to other people...Y ou can’'t learn about dances until you learn about
people.” ! She established long-term professional, artistic and personal relationshipsin
Chicago that influenced and fostered her academic, creative, and humanistic
development and performance throughout her lifetime. Over the following ten years,
Dunham was immersed in learning new ways of dancing, teaching and living in the
world, of forming cognitive, psychological and artistic frameworks with which to
view herself and the world around her, aswell asin developing an ability to integrate
choreographically onto the concert dance stage al that she was discovering
academically and personally.

The University of Chicago was a unique place at thistime, primarily because
of the revolutionary philosophies and actions of its new president Robert Maynard

Hutchins. Hutchins believed in creating a holistic learning environment that

! Katherine Dunham as quoted from an interview with Joyce Aschenbrenner in Katherine Dunham:
Dancing a Life (Urbanaand Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002), 32.
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encouraged providing a global view on education, promoting interdisciplinary
studies, and giving students freedom to pursue their studies independently.? Dunham
wrote: “I could not have choreographed as | have or written the books | have written
without the foundation of those early years at the University of Chicago.”® This
encouraged Dunham to see beyond current boundaries and allowed her to combine
her two passions, dance and anthropology. It fostered her humanitarian and activist
sensibilities, and gave her the courage to pursue her goals.

During Dunham'’ stime at the University of Chicago, the anthropology
department was internationally recognized and at the forefront of new developments
in research and theory.* Dunham incorporated key concepts from each of her core
professors: Melville Herskowitz®, Bronislaw Malinowski, A.R. Radcliffe-Brown and
Robert Redfield, all leading scholarsin their field, into her devel oping philosophical
methodol ogies and practices as a researcher, writer, performer, choreographer and
activist. Anthropologist Dr. Joyce Aschenbrenner wrote, “...the humanistic approach
at the university (of Chicago) is reflected in Dunham’s emphasis on the human and
personal ... The influence of the anthropol ogists and other social scientists who taught
her is apparent in her descriptions of Caribbean and other societies, in her teaching,

”6

and in her artistic presentation of these cultures.”” Also influential and afriend to

Dunham at the University and throughout her life until his death in 1980, was the

% 1bid., 28-29.

3 K atherine Dunham as quoted from her unpublished book Minefields. Ibid. 28.
*1bid., 30, 37.

® Professor at Northwestern University in Chicago.

® Aschenbrenner, Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, 29.
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psychoanalyst, philosopher and social activist, Erich Fromm,’ whose ideas greatly
contributed to the development of Dunham’ s supportive philosophies of Self-
Examination, Self-Knowledge, Detachment and Discrimination as a practice within
her own life and within the Dunham Technique.

Dunham'’ s three primary philosophical methodologies: Form and Function,
Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts are clear reflections
of her integration and further development of the ideas and fields of study in which
her professors were invested. As Dunham wrote in her essay “ The Anthropological
Approach to Dance”,® “it was through. ...interpretations....of Redfield, Radcliffe-
Brown, Malinowski, Herskovits, and others, that | was able to arrive at a sane

trand ation of classroom and field material in terms of the theater.”®

Upon her arrival
to Chicago, Dunham’ s classroom existed both outside the university and within, as
she dually engaged in her training and development as a performing artist,
choreographer and teacher in addition to her immersion in anthropological studies.
Dance and Theater Studies

Although Dunham had practiced dance in her childhood, her degree of study

and artistic practice grew exponentially upon her arrival to Chicago as she absorbed

the dance forms and philosophies of resident teachers and artists, as well as those

" K atherine Dunham from her unpublished book Minefields, appearing as: “Prologue: Excerpt from
‘Minefields'”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 2005), 78.

& Thefull titlefor this paper delivered in 1942 at the University of Californiain Los Angeleswas: “A
L ecture Demonstration of the Anthropological Approach to the Dance and the Practical Application of
This Approach to the Theater”.

® Katherine Dunham, “ The Anthropological Approach to Dance”, Kaiso! Writings by and about
Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 509.
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passing through on tour. Her primary training was with Ludmilla Speranzeva from
the experimental Kamerny Theater™® tradition in Russia that enphasized the
integration of acting, mime, music and visual arts within the communicative language
of ballet, and in ballet’ s separation from its association with the elite and upper
class.** Dunham also studied ballet with Adolph Bolm of the Civic Operaand Mark
Turbyfill and Ruth Page of the Chicago Opera Company, German modern dance with
Harald Kreutzberg, a disciple of Mary Wigman and Rudolf von Laban, aswell as
classical Spanish dance with La Argentina (Antonia Merce), Vicente Escudero and
Quill Monroe, Balinese, Javanese and East Indian dance with VeraMirova, and
Bedouin and Arabic dance from Carmelael Khoury.*

Within the university, through the fieldwork and research experiences of her
professors, Dunham was being introduced to African, Caribbean, Polynesian, and
Central American cultures. Dunham wrote: “For along time | was merely a happy
participant in every dance...then my academic training got the better of me and |
began to get seriously into the question of the choreographic form, psychological and
sociological significance, organization and function of what | was seeing and
participating in.”** Through the teaching of Radcliffe-Brown, she was encouraged to

begin identifying “...universal commonalitiesin social behavior...in establishing

9 Developed in Moscow in 1914 by the Russian director Aleksandr Tairov.

1 véve Clark, “Interview with Katherine Dunham”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 469.

12 K atherine Dunham, “Survival: Chicago after the Caribbean: Excerpt from ‘Minefields”, Kaiso!
Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 105.

3 Dunham, “The Anthropological Approach to Dance”, 512.
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general laws of society by comparing social forms in different societies.” ** Dunham
sought out applications for these teachings in her dance studies, choosing to align
herself with those who held asimilar view in regards to identifying universal
commonalities in form and expression between different dance movement languages
and cultures, as well as an interest in recognizing the cultural roots and environmental
factors that contribute to the creation and evolution of dance movement languages
and cultures.

Katherine Dunham co-founded her first school and dance company Ballet
Negrein 1930 with Mark Turbyfill, ateaching artist who viewed the movement
language of ballet as having multicultural roots whose idiom was capable of
communicating universal expressions. In an article published about the opening of
their school, Turbyfill wrote: “ As pure white light is the union of al the colors of the
rainbow, so is the ballet the creative blending of dances from all the countries of the
world. Colors and influences whirl within it- and the result is aform capable of
expressing ideas and emotions that are universal. Bacchanalia and sacred dances of
the ancient world; the seguidilla and fandango of Spain...the rhythms and
characteristics of all these, and many more dances, have been devel oped and polished
by composers and choreographers, and in ballet they live and move...” *> Turbyfill
acted as the main teacher at their school, conducting classes in primarily ballet and

some modern, while Dunham was the principal choreographer as well as ateacher.

4 Aschenbrenner, Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, 34-35.
> Mark Turbyfill, “Shall We Present To The World A New Ballet?’, Abbott’s Monthly (Chicago:
Robert S. Abbott, 1930), 62-63.
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The methodology that Radcliffe- Brown disseminated was to view culture
through the framework of form and function, a practice that became one of Dunham’s
three philosophical methodologies. She wrote: “ Radcliffe lectured in terms of
function, so that | was always reminded to look for the purpose and the use of
whatever | saw, aswell asthe form.”*® The idea of viewing dance from a universal
perspective through the lens of form and function, with the goal of identifying
universal movement practices and expressions that could be translated to and
communicable from the concert dance stage, became a driving concept in Dunham’s
theoretical and artistic devel opment.

In 1931, Ballet Negre successfully performed in A Negro Rhapsody at the
Chicago Beaux Arts Ball, marking Dunham'’ s first professional choreographic
presentation. After ayear of renting various spaces for their studio and still not
managing to build a steady group of students, the studio was closed. With the
financial help of Speranzeva, Dunham opened a new school on her own called the
Chicago Negro School of Ballet, which emphasized ballet, Spanish and modern
dance. Her most promising students from this school became the corps of her new
company the Negro Dance Group, which later became the Dunham Company.

Soon after Katherine' s arrival in Chicago, her brother Albert Dunham co-
founded the experimental and activist minded Cube Theater. This organization

provided an important meeting and creatively collaborative space for “...aperson

18 Dunham, “The Anthropological Approach to Dance”, 509.
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" 17 as Dunham described it, and

inclined toward intellectual and artistic freedom...
included the company of writers Langston Hughes and Alain Locke, and musicians
Louis Armstrong and Paul Robeson,™® among many.

Dunham began developing an artistic name for herself through her work as an
actress, dancer, choreographer and writer, which she continued until she left Chicago
in 1940. Dunham wrote: “Being born into or living through the traditions of our
heritage do not make us automatically aware, but making the effort to carefully sift
and determine those things in our heritage of humanizing value, and spread that
knowledge to us all does lead to awakening.” ** The Cube provided a space to develop
her activist, political and humanitarian voice through writing and choreography, and
facilitated her practice and belief in the arts as a powerful tool for socialization and
intercultural communication.

In 1933, Ruth Page asked Dunham to perform in her new ballet La Guiablesse
that she was choreographing for the Chicago Opera, which featured a commissioned
score by the renowned African American composer William Grant Still.° This ballet
was based on a Martinique legend involving ritual dance from the West Indies that

she and Adolph Bolm had learned about while on tour in South America.® This

marked Dunham’ s first time working with folk material from the West Indiesin a

¥ Dunham from an interview in 1976. Gwen Mazer, “Katherine Dunham”, Kaiso! Writings by and
about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 420.

18 Aschenbrenner, Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, 22-23.

19 K atherine Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, Kaiso! Writings by
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 235.

2 Dr. John S. Wright, “Jazz, Modern Dance and the Art of Extrapolation”, Modern

Dance, Jazz Music and American Culture (Washington, DC: the American Dance Festival and the
John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, 2000), 50.

% Talley Beatty and Archie Savage, two male dancers who were to have along performing career with
Dunham, were in this large cast of mostly African American dancers chosen by Page.
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translated form for the concert dance stage, albeit through another choreographer’s
vision. When Page was asked to mount La Guiablesse again the following year she
recommended to the Chicago Operathat they hire Katherine Dunham to rehearse the
ballet in her place and dance the lead, allowing Dunham to re-stage and direct her
largest production to date, while assuming her first starring role.
Fieldwork

Dunham’ s professors recognized the dual engagementsin her life, and
encouraged her to unite her artistic and academic lives. Dunham wrote; “...it was my
growing interest to know not only how people dance, but even more importantly, why
they dance asthey do. By thetime | was studying at the University of Chicago, | had
cometo feel that if | could discover this, not only asit applied to one group of people,
but to diverse groups, with their diverse cultural, psychological, and racial
backgrounds, | would have arrived at some of the fundamentals, not only of
choreographic technique, but of theater artistry and function.” 2 Prompted by her
desire to pursue this quest, Katherine Dunham approached the Julius Rosenwald
Foundation, explaining to them her study interests through a combined danced lecture
demonstration and academic presentation. In 1935 her request was granted, and she
was awarded a fellowship to conduct fieldwork in dance anthropology in the West
Indies, including Haiti, Jamaica, Martinique and Trinidad, for ayear and a half.

In accepting this integration of her two passions, Dunham became the

originator of the field of dance anthropology, where the movement language, function

2 K atherine Dunham, “ Thesis Turned Broadway” , Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 215.
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and expression of a society or group is viewed as paramount in understanding the
culture as awhole.® Dunham wrote: “It occurred to me, also, that someone who
could actively participate in this activity would be able to arrive much more clearly at
the function of the dance in a specific community than the field worker who depended
primarily on observation.”

The practical and philosophical methodol ogies that Dunham developed in
order to carry out her anthropological fieldwork involving active participation
conjoined with observation in the learning process, not only challenged and expanded
existing models but created a blueprint for her future creative, intellectual and
humanist life work. “ The total commitment of intellect, body, and spirit she
experienced in dance, together with its key role in the culture, and the socia
connections she experienced through performance gave her a specia insight she
could not have gained as a passive observer; yet, at the same time, she maintained a
choreographer’ s objective eye.” > Although Dunham' s official Caribbean fieldwork
ended, she continued to practice active participation and observation as a
choreographic research method for herself and her dancers as she lived and performed
in different cities, communities, and cultures in the United States and abroad for the
duration of her life.

Dunham'’ s research in the Caribbean provided her with artistic and academic

fodder for her future choreographies, development of the Dunham Technique and

2 Aschenbrenner, Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, 2.
24 Dunham, “The Anthropological Approach to Dance”, 509.
% Aschenbrenner, Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, 49.
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Philosophies, and for academic scholarship in dance anthropology including lectures,
classes, articles and multiple books that organized and chronicled her experiences.
Dunham said: “1 lived a sort of dual existence of having my intellect absorbed in
searching out and annotating the real and authentic steps and movements and an eye
trained to see al of this color and movement into theater idiom.”*® Her three primary
philosophical methodologies: Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and
Socialization Through the Arts were solidified during her fieldwork, giving her a
structure from which to translate her new knowledge, experiences, and ways of
understanding herself and the world, into a danced choreographic language on the
concert stage.
Fieldwork to Stage

When Dunham returned to Chicago in 1936, she received her Ph.B.? in
Social Anthropology, and began work on her Masters thesis titled: A Comparative
Analysis of the Dances of Haiti: Their Form, Function, Social Organization, and the
Interrelation of Form and Function.? While writing about the physical and social
form and function of the sacred and secular dances that she had witnessed and
practiced, Dunham was working with her company members to translate and connect
her field experiences into a movement and choreographic vocabulary that could be

communicated and understood on a universal human level. Dunham wrote: “Every

% Dunham from an interview with Educational Dance magazine in 1941 appearing in: Aschenbrenner,
Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, 88.

2" A bachelor of philosophy degree.

% Dunham’s Masters thesis resulted in her book Dances of Haiti, which has been published in three
different languages: 1% printing in 1947- in Spanish and English, 2™ printing in 1957- in French, 3"
printing in 1983- in English.
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person who has a germ of artistry seeks to recreate and present an impression of
universal human experience-to fulfill either human needs or wants...But the
experience which is given expression cannot be either too individual or too specific; it
must be universal...Consequently, any effective artistic communication isimpossible
if the artist’s understanding of human experience is limited by inadequate
knowledge.”

Through a choreographic process that included her philosophical
methodologies of Socialization Through the Arts and Intercultural Communication, it
was her goal as a choreographer to facilitate the development of an expanded
knowledge of self and of others for both the artists she was working with and with the
audience they were communicating to through their performance.

In 1937, Katherine Dunham and Company was invited to perform as a part of
the Negro Dance Evening at the Y oung Men’'s Hebrew Association. This marked
their first choreographic showing since Dunham’ s return from the West Indies,
providing an opportunity to test the effectiveness of her new choreographic methods.
“When we express our cultural heritage to the rest of the world, it must be, not with
arrogance, but with authority: the authority which comes through the deep rather than
superficial or habitual understanding of what we are.”* In the company of fellow

choreographers Edna Guy, Alison Burroughs, Clarence Y ates, and Asadata Dafora,

Dunham presented Haitian Ceremonial Dances and Biguine-Biguine, whose content

2 Dunham, “Thesis Turned Broadway” , 55.
% Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, 235.

29



was influenced by her recent fieldwork in the Caribbean,** and in the second half of
the program titled “Modern Trends’, presented Moorish Dance and Tropic Death, an
anti-lynching dance.*

In her New Y ork choreographic debut, Dunham offered a balance of works
that reflected her anthropological fieldwork as well as her political and social views
as an artist, atrend that continued throughout her life.* “...Dunham created
performance ethnographies on the world’ s greatest stages, privileged the voices of her
informants in her publications, created visions of cross-cultural communication, and
engaged in self examination within the fieldwork process that far exceeded any of her
contemporaries.” * Although the company returned to Chicago first, it was New Y ork
City that would soon become Dunham’ s next center of operation, where she was
hired to choreograph and perform with her company, on Broadway.

Methodologies in Practice

In Chicago, the company was performing weekly for political fundraising
events, becoming known for a suite of dances that were inspired by Dunham'’s
reaction to the current Spanish Civil War. Dunham wrote: “ The Spanish Earth was
my first ballet of protest against social injustice, otherwise known then as fascism.” *
Dunham held regular social gatherings at her apartment, where she invited

leading figuresin the arts and sciences, including her professors, to socialize and

3 Susan Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance: Race in Motion (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2004), 95-96.

%2 perhaps a pre-cursor to Southland, her 1951 seminal anti-lynching choreography.

% Manning, Modern Dance, Negro Dance: Race in Motion, 93-101.

% Halifu Osumare, “K atherine Dunham, a Pioneer of Postmodern Anthropology”, Kaiso! Writings by
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 612.

% Dunham, “Survival: Chicago after the Caribbean: Excerpt from ‘Minefields”, 104.
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communicate. Her establishment of these meetings created a structural forum that
resulted in her philosophical methodologies being put into practice outside of stage
and studio settings.*® Who she invited, and the context in which the meetings took
place, allowed for intercultural communication and socialization to occur between the
diverse group of individuals she gathered, collectively representing a broad range of
cultural, ideological and professional backgrounds brought together under her roof.
“Dunham Technique took advantage of every possible experience that | could have
with people and what they did and why they did it...l do believe that Dunham
Technique has helped those who immerse themselvesin it to feel arelationship to and
care for and love for other people, other cultures, | could say other ethnic groups, but
| mean more than that, just others. And | know that we have had a certain impact in
that way.” " This practice of creating functional opportunities, whether on stage, in
the classroom or at a gathering, for diverse groups of people to interact socially and
learn from each other, was one that Ms. Dunham continued in every location that she
lived, taught and toured through with her company and as an individual.

Dunham submitted her manuscript for the book Journey to Accompong
chronicling her fieldwork experiences living with the Maroon people in Jamaica,*® as
part of her job application to the Federal Writers Project, adivision of President

Roosevelt's New Deal program providing governmental support of the arts. She was

% |bid., 91; Aschenbrenner, Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, 37-38.

37 K atherine Dunham, Cool Books Hot Topics: Katherine Dunham Interview, (Philadelphia: The Free
Library of Philadelphia, 2004).

% Journey to Accompong was first printed in 1946 by Henry Holt publishing in NY. Dunham’s later
book Island Possessed - 1% printing in 1969, primarily chronicled her fieldwork experiencesin Haiti.
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hired to supervise a study investigating Black Muslim religious cultsin Chicago,*
allowing her to continue researching in America the subject of individual and group
expression within religious communities that she had begun during her fieldwork in
the West Indies.

In response to the question “What are the roots of Dunham Technique?’
during an interview June 9, 2004 at the Free Library of Philadelphia, Katherine
Dunham said: “| feel that the roots of Dunham Technique are in the knowledge or in
the effort, to know man. To know self and to know man. And knowing man, it means
that there is no one single culture that is essentially different from another. Now
anthropology helped agreat deal in thisyou know...So part of the roots of Dunham
Technique are in knowing that there are infinite cultures, more than we know or will
ever know, infinite people, infinite ways of thinking, ways of living, ways of dancing,
ways of doing that we must learn how to not only accept, but to know and
understand.” It was Dunham’ s quest to bring to the choreographic process, to the
stage, and into everyday life, opportunities for others to add to their awareness of
themselves and the world we live in. Her philosophical methodologies provide a
structure by which to create this possibility.

In 1938 Dunham was appointed director of the Negro unit of the Chicago
branch of the Federal Theatre Project, whose emphasis was on “developing dance as a

form of theater”,*® and who supported the production of her first full-length ballet,

* The result of this project was an academic paper titled “ The State of Cults Among the Deprived”
presented in London (1948), Paris (1949) and Rio de Janeiro (1950). Aschenbrenner, Katherine
Dunham: Dancing a Life, 112.

“1pid., 114.
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L’Ag’Ya, based on religious stories and movement forms that she experienced during
her time in Martinique and other placesin the Caribbean. It was here that Dunham
first met and worked with the scenographer and costume designer John Pratt, who
was to become her husband and life long artistic partner. “Working with John Pratt
and others, she set anew level of design for dance theatre, extending the lines of
dance movement through the cut and color of costumes, using the tropical context of
her dances to awaken the kinesthetic sense of the audience. It isin the adaption of
historical material to the modern stage that Dunham’s genius fully flowered.”
L’Ag’Ya became an established piece of choreography in the Dunham Company
repertoire, and was performed for audiences worldwide over the next 50 years.*

By creating philosophical choreographic methodologies, Dunham was seeking
to legitimatize the culture, artistry and professional performance of secular and sacred
“folk”* forms as they transitioned from their original contexts and functions to be
communicated and read from the modern concert stage. “ To observe, record, classify

and teach became an aim of mine, and in so doing to establish arigorous discipline

and form much as must have been intrinsic in the evolving of classical ballet from

“I Millicent Hodson, “How She Began Her Beguine: Dunham’s Dance Literacy”, Kaiso! Writings by
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 498.

“2 The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater performed L’Ag’Ya in their 1987-1988 season as part of
the production “ The Magic of Katherine Dunham”.

“3 | n the European academic tradition, popular translates as ‘folk’ or ‘of the people’ and refersto
dancethat is traditional or attached to traditional behaviors.” Barbara Cohen-Stratyner, “ Social Dance:
Contexts and Definitions’, Dance Research Journal, (New Y ork: Congress On Research in Dance),
121.
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primitive northern ritual to country fair celebrations to court entertainment to Convent
Garden.”*

Dunham sought to battle the hierarchical separations between secular, sacred
and concert dance languages, and the assumption that there islittle skill, artistry, or
training involved in the staging or performance of “traditiona” movement forms.
Dunham wrote: “...my adult and performing years were spent in creating from
‘primitive’ societies atechnique and language of dance that would satisfy the
demands of Western, then world theater. A holistic approach, taking into
account...the variables within an individual or society that would make a dynamic,
complete, ecstatic experience for performer aswell as observer.”*

Millicent Hodson wrote: “ Dunham brought to Broadway, Hollywood, and
even the Metropolitan Opera® the idea of authenticity in its use of historical
materials. The issue to contend with was exoticism, abasic trait of Western theater
that reflects, step by step, the progress of imperialism. Whoever was being colonized
was turned into the romantic ‘ other’ in the theater of Europe and America...the
tradition continuesin subtler forms into the present.”*” Dunham created a
choreographic model with her three primary philosophical methodol ogies that dance
artists of today can utilize within their structuring, creation, and feedback process, as

they communicate to their audiences in a multitude of dance languages from the

concert stage.

“ K atherine Dunham, “ Dunham Technique: Prospectus’, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine
Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 523.

“> Dunham, “ Survival: Chicago after the Caribbean: Excerpt from ‘Minefields ”, 109.

“6 |n 1963, Dunham choreographed Aida for the Metropolitan Opera House in New Y ork City.

“" Hodson, “How She Began Her Beguine: Dunham’s Dance Literacy”, 498-499.
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Katherine Dunham’ s training and practice as an anthropologist guided her
development as an artist and human being, and sent the philosophical and physical
development of Dunham Technigque along a unique path, not previously seen in other
dance techniques or models. “*Why am | Here? ‘Am | fulfilling the thing | am here
for? ... That'sterribly important. And, I think, when you (answer these questions),
you follow a sort of guidance from whatever you have decided was your drive...And
when you find out the big pattern, the whole pattern of your life fallsinto place. You
begin to know yourself which most people don’t.” ®

Dunham’ s approach to understanding movement languages and cultures,
whether they be of ballet, modern, social or sacred dance origins, through her lens of
Form and Function, combined with her desire to create a universal technique that
trains the whole person in body, mind and spirit, aswell as her ability to integrate this
understanding into pedagogy and a choreographic methodology of translating onto
the stage, results in Dunham Technique being accessible and powerful to not only the
student, performer and choreographer, but also to the audience witnessing.

In an interview in 1986 Katherine Dunham said: “It wasn't easy making it all
flow together, but eventually | saw that my dancing could be based on
anthropological research and satisfy both my artistic and theatrical needs...”*

Dunham'’ s three primary philosophical methodologies of Form and Function,

Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts are relevant and

“8 Marta Vega, Katherine Dunham In Her Own Words (NY: Caribbean Cultural Center, 1994), 17.
“9 Pamela Sommers, “K atherine Dunham’s Dance of Life”, The Washington Post (Washington, DC:
1986), B7.
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applicable to today’ s choreographer, providing valuable tools that facilitate ones

ability to formulate, share and communicate the dancing language.
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Chapter Three:
Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through
the Arts as a Choreographic Model

Choreography
“The constant interplay of conscious and unconscious finds a perfect instrument
in the physical form, the human body which embraces al at once. Aloneor in
concert man dances his various selves and his emotions and his dance become a
communication as clear as though it were written or spoken in a universal
language.” K atherine Dunham®

The word choreography incorporates two Greek words: khoreia and graphein,
that literally trandlate to mean, “dance” “writing”. Chorégraphie originated with the
French in the seventeenth century as aterm to describe the practice of dance notation
or the written documentation of dance movements, but soon grew to represent the act
of creating movement structures and phrases through which dancing bodies
communicate.

The act of writing a dance occurs in many different contexts and settings and
can serve a multitude of purposes. Choreographic methods, procedures, guidelines,
rules, and expectations vary within dance languages and performing environments,
and evolve over time to reflect changing socia and cultural norms as well as the
innovation and personal contributions of the creators involved. As Dunham wrote:
“The emotional life of any community is clearly legiblein its art forms, and because

the dance seeks continuously to capture moments of life in afusion of time, space,

and motion, the dance is at a given moment the most accurate chronicler of culture

! Katherine Dunham, “Notes on the Dance”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 519.
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pattern.”?

Throughout time, communities and individuals have written with their
bodies through their dance, seeking to communicate their conscious and unconscious
intentions, thoughts and emotions in both new and practiced ways.

Choreography isasocial act, involving participants who fulfill avariety of
possible roles as choreographer, dancer/performer, musician, costumer, lighting
designer, set designer, musical director, and audience member etcetera, with the
common uniting goal of developing a specific choreographic product. As Dunham
wrote: “Man isasocia being, and the arts, verbal and nonverbal, provoke sensations
of sound, color, meter, or movement, and these provoke social feelings. In the
fragmentary, specialized, industrial, and technological societies of today, art becomes
more important than ever to answer man’s need to participate, to experience total
involvement, to restore psychic balance, to compensate for the spiritual inadequacies

of the present.”®

The level of creative, cognitive and personal engagement, interaction
and ownership that each member of a choreographic group has during the creation
and performance process can vary greatly, often depending on the choreographic
model that isfollowed.

At the core of Katherine Dunham’ s approach to creating choreography for the
stage, was her intention to create a working environment that contributed to the

humanistic development of each member involved in the creative process, as well as

each member of the audience who witnessed the resulting performance piece. As

2 .

Ibid., 519.
3 Katherine Dunham, “ Performing Arts Training Center as a Focal Point for aNew and Unique College
or School”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 2005), 551.
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Dunham wrote: “In one way or another, the philosophers of the human experience all
agree that art brings the generative idea, the revelation, the vision awaited by man to
set him free and at the same time provide a mechanism for that most important of all
drives, creative participation.”* Additionally she wrote: “I am not interested in dance
routines, | am only interested in dance as an education, a means of knowing peoples,
and | want students who want to learn and have a desire to develop people and
tastes.” > Each of Dunham’s primary philosophical methodologies of Form and
Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts support
her humanistic intentions, creating a framework that artists may utilize within their
creative and structural choreographic development, performance process, and as a
lensfor analysis.
Universal Patterns as Universal Communication

At the heart of the Dunham Choreographic Model isthe goal of creating
dance writing and movement languages that contain core elements and structures
rooted in universality. Katherine Dunham’s professors at the University of Chicago
emphasized the practice of recognizing universal patternsin movement, in life, and
between cultures and individuals. Dunham explains: “the student of anthropology
gradually comes to recognize universal emotional experiences,...he notes patterns of
expression which have been repeatedly effective and which, though modified by

many material circumstances, persist in their essential form; and finally he acquires

4 .

Ibid., 551.
® K atherine Dunham quoted in Dorathi Bock Pierre, “A Talk with Katherine Dunham”, Kaiso!
Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 250.
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an historical perspective which enables him...to discern the devel oping motifs and
consistent trends.”®

The Dunham Choreographic Model presents away of creating choreography,
movement languages, and performances that speak using universal motifs and
patterns. This creates an opportunity for Intercultural Communication to occur
between individuals, communities and cultures, leading to a greater sense of
humanistic awareness. Each of the three primary philosophic methodologies
contributes to the goal of speaking choreographically with a universally recognizable
artistic voice.

Form and Function
“...dance teachers, and even performers are usually unconcerned with the
function of dance. Instead they are concerned, largely, with its aesthetic
principles, its technique, the ideology of modern forms, and the form of the
choreography. As an anthropologist, however, | became increasingly interested
in the functions of dance...l emphasized the importance of observing the
interrelation of form and function asit expressed itself in such a context.”
K atherine Dunham’

The principals of Form and Function, introduced to Dunham through her
training as an anthropol ogist, create a structure for focused movement creation and
analysis. It allows the choreographer(s) and dancer(s) to clarify the intention and form
that their movements are taking, as well as the resulting functions that these

movements have within the choreographic landscape as a whole. Dunham explains

her discovery that “ certain specific movement patterns could be related to certain

¢ Katherine Dunham, “ Thesis Turned Broadway” , Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 215.

" Thisinquiry became the basis of Katherine Dunham’s Masters Thesisin Social Anthropology.
Katherine Dunham, “Form and Function in Primitive Dance”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine
Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 502.

40



functions, so in the modern theater there would be a correlation between a dance
movement and the function of that dance within the theater framework.” & Utilizing a
dialogue of Form and Function in the rehearsal process brings into focus what oneis
attempting to write or communicate within the devel oping choreography.

When generating new movement, abstracting known movement vocabulary,
or trandlating dance languages from their original settings to the concert stage, Form
and Function aids in clarifying intention within the movement creation process. As
Dunham asked: “What would be the connection between the Carnival dances, whose
function is sexual stimulus and release, and ailmost any similar situation in a
Broadway musical...? It would be the similarity in function, and through this
similarity in function the transference of certain elements of form would be
legitimate.” ° Either the intended function of the yet to be created movement, or the
existing movement form that awaits personalization, may serve as the appropriate
initiation point for movement discovery and development depending on one’s
choreographic goals.

When evaluating preexisting or developing choreography, the lens of Form
and Function allows for an open line of inquiry in one’ s analysis of movement and
choreographic choices. Questions that Ms. Dunham asked in relation to the
documentation and analysis of her own choreographic movement choices were: “in

what ways these movements have developed...; had they been directly borrowed, had

8 K atherine Dunham, “ The Anthropological Approach to Dance”, Kaiso! Writings by and about
Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 513.
% 1bid., 513.
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they gone through a process of change, and to what degree and why.” *° Form and
Function encourages questions such as. what communicative result or function isthis
movement/choreography intended to have on the artists involved in the production, as
well as on the audience and surrounding community? Does the visual, aural and
kinesthetic choreographic form match the function, and vice versa? By utilizing Form
and Function in the choreographic development, evaluation and articulation process,
clarity of movement and artistic cohesivenessin structure and intention is established.
Intercultural Communication
“The overall objective of the Institute (for Intercultural Communication) is that
of guiding and encouraging people toward afuller awareness of themselves and
their potential cultural contributions to society, while enabling them to develop
agreater understanding of the cultural dynamics of others.” Jeanelle Stovall**
The methodology of Intercultural Communication recognizes the need for
artists to be trained as knowledgeable communicators rooted in the context of the
language they are speaking on stage, aswell asin their ability to reciprocally
communicate their individual voice and experience within their rehearsal/performing

community and into the choreography as a whole. Dunham emphasized that “ every

effort must be ensured to make certain that our cultural interpretation of what we are

19 K atherine Dunham, “Dunham Technique Prospectus’, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine
Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 522.

1 Jeanelle Stovall, “Institute for Intercultural Communication”, Kaiso! Writings by and about
Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 565. The Institute for
Intercultural Communication was founded in East St. Louis Illinoisin conjunction with the Katherine
Dunham Archives and Dynamic Museum in the late 1970’ s. Katherine Dunham first met Jeanelle
Stovall, atrandator for the United Nations in Dakar, Senegal, when she was attending the first World
Black and African Festival of Artsand Culturein 1966. At the conclusion of Ms. Dunham'’s stay in
Senegal she convinced Stovall to accompany her for afew monthsin East St. Louis, IL as her
assistant. These few months extended into a period of over thirty years where Ms. Stovall remained
working by Dunham’ s side, becoming Director of the Centers and Museum among many roles, until
her sudden dezath in 2005.
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isso true, that it cannot lead to misinterpretation but rather to acceptance and

n 12

respect.

Through the acknowledgment and practice of Intercultural Communication
within the creative development and rehearsal process, each artist involved has an
opportunity to grow and learn from each other, and in turn deepen their understanding
of themselves and the world around them. As Dunham wrote: “Our objectives
therefore, must be to seek methods for bringing about the essential awareness through
auniversal perspective. Only when individuals and nations are able clearly to be
aware of theirs and other cultures, see their true values and grasp the universality of
these, will the facilities emerge for communication and exchange.” ** In undertaking
these humanistic goals, Katherine Dunham embraced the responsibility and
opportunities that accompany the socially communicative act of choreography and
performance.

Opportunities occur for the methodology of Intercultural Communication to
be practiced within the choreographic process in various forms for both the
choreographer and performers. For example, it may be applied to the creation,
transformation and embodiment of the movement languages they are developing
and/or historically working from, personally between each other, and between the
performed communication of the choreographic product and the viewing audience.

As Dunham teacher and scholar Dr. Halifu Osumare wrote: “Her (Dunham’s) theory

12 K atherine Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, Kaiso! Writings by
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 542.
2 bid., 543.
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of Intercultural Communication, which corresponds to cross-cultural comparative
perspectives in anthropol ogy today is how she perceived her choreographic works
that were performed on the worlds’ theatrical stages...She investigated Intercultural
Communication also through her journalistic reflections about how her fusion dance
form...might affect audience members who knew little to nothing about the cultures
from which her performed ethnographies were drawn.” **

From a choreographic perspective, by creating a piece that has universa life
patterns embedded within it, whether through the elements of movement or music,
effort or quality, emotion or narrative etcetera, universal connective threads are
created, aiding in the ability of the audience members to find connections between
themselves and the performed choreographic work, regardless of the artistic or life
background with which each viewer entered the theater.

Socialization Through the Arts
“...the artist must be educated as a person, aliving, developing humanist,
aware, as al artists are, of the happenings of the times, but aware with the
equipment that will serve him in his technique and as an instrument for social
balance and, if necessary, and thisis a constant in all societies, of social
change.” Katherine Dunham™
Both practices of Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the
Arts, create opportunities for each individual involved in the choreographic process

and performance experience to grow in their awareness of themselves through their

contextualized understanding of what and why they are expressing themselvesin this

1 Halifu Osumare, “Katherine Dunham, a Pioneer of Postmodern Anthropology”, Kaiso! Writings by
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 620.

> Dunham, “Performing Arts Training Center as a Focal Point for aNew and Unique College or
School”, 553.



particular work, and with whom. As Dunham noted: “ Awareness must precede the
understanding which results in communication and leads to cooperation and
exchange.” ** Elements of universal life patterns cannot be honestly communicated by
performers unless they, in partnership with the choreographer and other artists, are
involved in aholistic learning process to understand the context of what they are
being asked to speak and create with their bodies.

The methodology of Socialization Through the Arts emphasizes that each
performer’ s humanity be developed and communicated within the choreography,
along with the context and intention of the movement language being expressed.
Dunham wrote: “1 think every artist should think not only of a performance...they
have to think that even artists belong to society, and they must know the society in
which they work.” " By cultivating tools for self-examination and an increased
awareness of self within the creation, rehearsal, and performance process, each
artist’ s ability to communicate with integrity and honesty through their dance writing
ismagnified.

The Dunham Choreographic Model

Katherine Dunham acted on the belief that no one individual person, part or
movement action can be separated from the community, whole, or choreography.*®
Dunham noted that “if each element of a performing company or each artist- even

each politician, economist, or scientist- has been subjected to intense training in his

16 Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, 542.

7 K atherine Dunham as quoted in Marta Vega, Katherine Dunham In Her Own Words, (NY:
Caribbean Cultural Center, 1994), 14.

18 Roy Thomas, “Focal Rites: New Dance Dominions’, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine
Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 537.
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own and related techniques, if his learning has been historic, socioeconomic,
religious, aesthetic, organizational, and traditional, then the risk of misinterpretation
is practically minimal.” ** Dunham embodied these principles by enacting a multitude
of roles throughout her life, including that of anthropologist, choreographer, educator,
performer, writer, composer, painter and social activist, each of which informed and
permeated her methodologies and evolving vision as a choreographer, and vice versa.

Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through
the Artswork in conjunction. Together they create a choreographic model that
recognizes the constant flux and exchange of personal knowledge and experience
occurring between individuals, communities and cultures, and the valuable
opportunities that exist within the creative choreographic process and in performance,
for greater understanding and an increased clarity in communication to develop
intrapersonally, interpersonally and outwards from the stage.

Martin Luther King Jr. said: “men hate each other because they fear each other.
They fear each other because they don’t know each other, and they don’t know each
other because they don’t communicate with each other, and they don’t communicate
with each other because they are separated from each other.”* The Dunham Model
of Choreography embraces the opportunities that choreographers and performing
artists have within the studio, from the stage, and in daily life, to encourage dialogue

between people, ideas and ways of moving in the world, while providing specific

¥ Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, 546.
% Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. from a speech delivered at Cornell College, Mount Vernon, lowa, on
October 15, 1962.
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choreographic tools and frameworks from which to work from in sparking these
conversations.
Dunham’s Choreographic Practice: Translation of the Traditional

As an American modern dance choreographer rooted in her training as an
anthropol ogist, Katherine Dunham understood that a tranglation of form was
necessary to accompany the change in function and setting when traditional dance
and music languages, whether of secular or sacred natures, were presented through
performance on the concert dance stage. She wrote: “Too often when these
(traditional) arts are presented to foreign cultures they are not prepared for the
industrialized world. Thisis not to mean they lack value, but smply because what has
been performed through inheritance will be known and appreciated within the
framework of its own inheritance, but runs the risk of misinterpretation outside its
own culture.” %

Dunham used Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and
Socialization Through the Arts as her guides in reframing and transforming
traditional dance and music languages to speak from the concert stage and film screen
from within her choreographies in a manner that retained the integrity of the original
function(s) and forms, yet permitted her creative voice.

Dunham used what editor and archivist Dr. VéVé Clark referred to asa

“research-to-performance” % method in her choreographic process, by steeping

2 Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, 546.

2\/&Vé Clark, “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: K atherine Dunham’s
Choreography, 1938-1987", Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 2005), 321.
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herself and the dancersin her company physically and cognitively in the social and
environmental context, history, music and traditional movement structure of a dance
form prior to her choreographic conversion of specific elements within the traditional
technique as needed to support her artistic vision and purpose. “ Those who interpret
these art forms...to the rest of the world must know the art form-not only the
externals, but in its fundamental meaning to the society, its social organization, its
historical importance and its form related to its function. Without this knowledge of
the history the ethos and mores, we are apt to present only entertainment, airport art,
or at most a superficial view of atrait of the culture, of a people deserving far more
attention, and thus give rise to minimization.”

Dunham’ s purpose was not to create staged documentaries. Her intention was
rather to bring into dialogue structural and contextual music and dance elements from
each art form that she immersed herself in, whether it be Russian ballet, Argentinean
tango, the American charleston, or Cuban rumba etcetera, to serve the communicative
and humanistic purposes of her choreography. She wrote: “Therefore the ‘return to
the sources,’ the tendency to revert to the traditional, should not mean a turning of
one’ s back on ‘modernization,” and thus something to be feared, but rather the
coming into full awareness of one's cultural heritage in order to better reinforce and
intensify one’s development, through pride and knowledge of one's heritage.” %

Dunham analyzed the many traditional and modern dance and music forms

that she researched and embodied, sifting through their individual elementsto

2 Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, 545-546.
* 1bid., 546.
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determine what to retain, transform, and let go of, as she formed her creative choices
for choreographies developed in the Western theatrical concert dance stage idiom.
She examined the differences and similarities of the dance languages she researched
and incorporated within her choreography, in regards to their performance structures
and settings, music and dance dialogue, original and evolved purpose and function in
society, and the roles of audience members in relationship to performers, among other
elements. Co-editor Sara Johnson wrote in the “Introduction” to the 2005 edition of
Kaiso! Writings by and About Katherine Dunham:
“Dunham’ s ‘ research-to-performance’ methodology provided a critically
innovative paradigm, one that demonstrates that the most profound humanism
emerges out of a deep knowledge of cultural specificity. Not only did
Dunham’ s work succeed in documenting the traditions of communities
neglected by elite historiographies and ‘re-stylizing’ them on stage, it also
challenged--and continues to challenge--audiences worldwide to acquire a
new literacy regarding the meaning of such material both in its‘original’
context and in relation to the contemporary moment.” 2
Sacred Practice to Secular Choreography
In her trandation of sacred dance and music forms to the secular concert
stage, Dunham was de-contextualizing the practices, divorcing them of their original
functions and settings, and often merging them in dialogue with sacred as well as
secular traditions from differing cultures, based on both the functions and forms that
they could serve within the choreography. Her process of identifying and building

correlating structures and meanings between sacred and secular dance forms using

Form and Function, Intercultura Communication and Socialization Through the Arts,

% gara E. Johnson, “Introduction: Diamonds on the Toes of Her Feet”, Kaiso! Writings by and about
Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 6.
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synthesized during her eighteen months of primary research in the Caribbean
beginning in 1935.

Katherine Dunham’s master’ s thesis in socia anthropology titled Dances of
Haiti, resulted from the twelve months she spent conducting research in Haiti to
categorize the social and religious dance and accompanying musical forms that she
encountered.?® French anthropologist Claude L évi-Strauss wrote in the Foreword to
the 1957 publication of her thesis. “Her study is based, therefore, on atriple system of
references: the opposite and complimentary aspects of the sacred and the secular; the
interrelated physiological and psychological aspects of dance from theindividual’s
point of view; and the dual psychosociological nature of adance form that, even in its
most individualistic manifestations (1 refer here to the phenomena of possession),
validates ‘ conventional behavior’, and follows ‘ established patterns’ .”#’ Although he
does not mention her three primary philosophies by name, his description of her
“triple system of reference” illustrates her incorporation of these practicesinto her
research, analysis and devel opment of a choreographic model.

In the process of her initial research in the Caribbean, Dunham crossed over
from being an observing, participating outsider, to becoming baptized and initiated
into Haiti’ s predominant dance and music based religion of Vodou, where she became
ritually married to the serpent Iwa or deity, Danbala.?® Although she did not ask the

performing members of her company to become initiated in any particular religion, as

% Throughout her life Dunham periodically lived in Haiti at her property Habitation Leclerc with the
Dunham Company and her family, running alocal medical clinic among other activities.

%" From K atherine Dunham, Dances of Haiti, (Los Angeles: Center for Afro-American Studies
University of California, 1983), xvi.

% Danbalais generally pictured as a snake, and represents birth-death-rebirth among many attributes.
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the company toured around the world (in later years), she brought the performers with
her to religious ceremonies to observe and participate to the extent allowed, the
sacred dance and music forms that she was incorporating into her choreography. She
followed the same participatory practice in regards to the company members learning
the social dance and music forms that were native to each location in which they were
temporarily based.
Master Musicians as Choreographic Resources

In 1937 in New Y ork City? when the Dunham Company had their first
choreographic showing upon Dunham'’ s return from the Caribbean, Katherine
Dunham met Henri “Papa’ Augustin, aVodou priest and master drummer well versed
in the songs and rhythms of both sacred and secular dances from Haiti. Augustin
became a longstanding member of the company, beginning atradition that Ms.
Dunham followed throughout the rest of her life of aligning herself with musicians
who were masters in the traditional rhythms and dance forms of their native countries.
Each of these musical artists played multiple roles, often serving as accompanists,
composers, musical directors, teachers, and occasionally as dancers, for her company
and schools. In addition, they acted as in-house primary resources for Dunham’s
continual pursuit of new and/or deeper layers of understanding in musical, spiritual,

movement and cultural realms that she in turn infused into her choreography.

2 At the Negro Dance Evening at the Y oung Men’s Hebrew Association in the company of fellow
choreographers: Edna Guy, Alison Burroughs, Clarence Y ates, and Asadata Dafora.
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The Initial Cuban/Dunham Link

In 1939, through the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz,* Katherine
Dunham was introduced to the drummers La Rosa Estrada and Julio Mendez who
along with Augustin became long-term influential members of the company. Dunham
wrote: “Little by little | was being introduced into a Cuban-Y oruba-West-Coast
African belief, close to, but different from the Haitian Rada-Dahomey-Congo-Pétro
experiences of minein Haiti.” ** Both Estrada and Mendez were priests and master
drummers within Cuba’s Santeria religion, contributing to Dunham’s growth
spiritually (along with Augustin). Dunham explained: “ They have away of
externalizing their religions; the music, drums and dance form areligion that is with
them all the time.” ¥ Together they introduced Dunham to new ways of musically and
culturally presenting sacred and secular dance and music.

Dunham'’ s encounters with these musicians further informed her choreography
and set a pattern of maintaining a consistent Cuban musical influence and association
throughout her dance company’s existence. At thistimein the early 1940's, the
Dunham Company’ s choreographic repertoire reflected suites of dances and their

accompanying musical formsincluding those from: Haiti, Cuba, Brazil, the Pacific

% Joyce Aschenbrenner, “Dunham Technique Seminars’, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine
Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 483.

3! K atherine Dunham, “Early New Y ork Collaborations’, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine
Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 132.

%2 K atherine Dunham in an interview with Aschenbrenner in 1994, describing her experiences with
Cuban sacred music and dance with Estrada and Mendez. From Aschenbrenner, “Dunham Technique
Seminars’, 482-483.
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Islands, as well as vernacular dances from Americaincluding plantation and square
dances, and the Black Bottom.*
Contributing to America’s Musical Development

Katherine Dunham’ s practice of scouting and recruiting master musicians to
join her company during her travels abroad facilitated a music crosspollination
around the world. Many of these musicians made the United States their new home
after working with the company between the 1940’ s-1970' s, becoming seminal
performers, teachers and leaders within the burgeoning Latin, Caribbean, and African
music scenes who influenced the development of American musical forms as well as
the transference of new religious dance and music practices. As scholar Dr. Marta
Moreno Vegawrote: “Before they became major performing artistsin the Latino
community, Mongo Santamaria, Tito Puente, Celia Cruz, Pérez Prado, Julito Collazo,
and Francisco Aguabellaall exchanged information and ideas in the nurturing
environment Dunham established.”**

Dunham built a regenerative web that continues to grow and evolve, by
establishing connective threads between all of the communities and individuals with
whom she studied, created and performed with around the world, through her
practices of Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization
Through the Arts. “Dunham’ s returning of her anthropological considerations to her

native United States and other cultures during her international tours, through her

3 Dunham, “Early New Y ork Collaborations’, 127.
3 MartaMoreno Vega, “The Y oruba Orisha Tradition Comesto New Y ork”, Kaiso! Writings by and
about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 610.
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interaction with theater audiences, was, in effect, applying theory to the reality of

culturesinteracting in the real world.”*

¥ Osumare, “ K atherine Dunham, a Pioneer of Postmodern Anthropology”, 620.
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Chapter Four:
Tradition and Transformation: The Evolution of Cuban Oricha Dance
Language and Choreography from Religious Setting to Concert Stage

Cuba’s Cultural Migration

Theisland nation of Cuba, the largest in the Caribbean, is home to five
distinct danced religious practices each tracing their roots to separate ethnic groups
brought to Cuba during slavery times from West and Central West Africa.
Practitioners of these five African based dance and music practices. Palo, Arara,
Abakud, Vodu, and Regla de Ocha (also known as Santeria)® have experienced a
fluctuating history of religious tolerance and persecution from both the Spanish and
Cuban governments. Today in Cuba, the performative dance and music aspects of
these five religions have been codified by the government and are presented publicly
to tourists and locals together with secular Cuban dances, under the title Afro-Cuban
folklore.? Simultaneously these religions are also practiced, danced, sung, and played
in private sacred contexts in Cuba, and elsewhere around the world.

When Spanish colonizers arrived to Cubain 1492, they found an island
populated by native Amerindians.® As the political domination of the Spanish
increased, so did the mistreatment and ultimate demise of Cuba’ s indigenous peoples,
causing Spain to begin importing an enslaved African labor force to fuel their

growing sugar production. The slave trade in Cuba lasted for over 300 years, resulting

! Christine Ayorinde, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 2004), 12.

2 K atherine Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria (Washington, DC:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), 193.

3 The primary indigenous nations in Cuba prior to colonization were the Guanahatabey, the Ciboney
and the Tainos.
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in acontinual influx of newly arriving Africans to the island; the number of imported
slaves growing exponentialy in the last century of trade, until slavery’s abolishment
in 1886. The majority of the slavesimported during the last thirty years of the slave
trade were what the new world identified as Lucumi, meaning they were derived from
the Y oruba ethnic group originating from what is now Nigeria and Benin, West
Africa’
Yoruba Cultural Influence

The Y oruba were primarily an urban people known for their sophisticated
political, artistic and religious traditions.® Because they arrived in such dense
numbers over a short period of time, their artistic and religious culture and language
and political structure had a deep and lasting impact on the formation of new world
identities and cultures, particularly in Cuba, Haiti and Brazil. “The major transport of
Lucumi happened after the slave trade from Africato the United States was cut
off...In Cuba, however, abroad cross section of an entire society- including religious
officials and skilled musicians- was disassembled, picked up, and plunked down en
masse to reassemble itself in nineteenth-century Matanzas and Havana. That is why
the Y oruba exercised a substantial influence on Cuban culture and only afaint

influence on African American culture.”®

* Michele Reid, “The Yorubain Cuba: Origins, |dentities, and Transformations’, The Yoruba Diaspora
in the Atlantic World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004), 113-115.

® Johan Wedel, Santeria Healing: A Journey into the Afro-Cuban World of Divinities, Spirits, and
Sorcery (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004), 28.

® Ned Sublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo (Chicago: Chicago Review
Press, 2004), 211-212.
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As dlaves from West Africaarrived to Cuba, Spain established support
organizations founded by the Roman Catholic Church called cabildos, which grouped
slaves by their ethnic group of origin to help with assimilation to the island,
continuing a practice that began in Spain with African slaves there. “Cabildos de
nacion stemmed from ‘ confradias de negros’ (fraternities of Africans) organized in
early-sixteenth-century Seville, Spain, and in many ways paralleled socioreligious

organizations in West Africa.”’

Although Spain’ s intent was to encourage conversion
to Catholicism and to prevent slave uprisings by keeping different ethnic groups
separated, instead opportunities were created for free and endaved Africansto form a
sense of self-identity and cultural preservation in their new world. “A major regular
recreational activity of the cabildos was staging dances... The most important dances
occurred on the Catholic religious holidays, but the dances performed remained
African in origin and style. It would be very surprising, indeed given the intimate
relationship which exists between music, dance, and religion in African cultures, if
these dances did not turn into religious ceremonies at times, complete with spirit

possession.”®

Cabildos facilitated the retention and continuation of separate and
combined ethnic groups music, dance, religion, and language practices, especially

ensuring the persistence and evolution of Lucumi or Y oruba culture in Cuba.

" Reid, “The Yorubain Cuba: Origins, |dentities, and Transformations”, 117.
8 George Brandon, Santeria from Africa to the New World: The Dead Sell Memories (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1993), 71-72.
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Development of Regla de Ocha

It is within these cabildos that the Cuban religion Regla de Ocha (rule of the
oricha),? more commonly known as Santeria, began to form and take hold. Y oruba
religious dance, music and liturgical language became the basis of Santeriareligion
developed in Cuba, Candomblé religion developed in Brazil, and Vodou religion
developed in Haiti. “...each ritual community performs music and dance ceremonies
in order to invoke spiritual entities, and it does so through a similar embodiment
process in which spiritual entities displace ordinary human consciousness, shift
gender on occasion, and reveal themselvesin communal celebrations. Drumming,
singing, and dancing are prayerful acts that feed into areciprocal relationship
between humans and categories of spiritual beings.” '° Each of these new world
nations added elements from their diverse cultural makeup to the Y oruba religion,
resulting in three distinct but related music and dance based religious forms.
Embodied Religion

In each of these religions, dance and music are used as a means of
communicating with and ultimately physically embodying, the pantheon of
accompanying religious deities. In Cuba, these deities are known as orichas. “The
Y oruba religion venerates a pantheon of deities known as orishas,** whose complex

personalities are known to every Cuban. The pantheon is not unlike othersin history:

® Christine Ayorinde, “Santeriain Cuba: Tradition and Transformation”, The Yoruba Diaspora in the
Atlantic World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004), 209.

19y yonne Daniel, Dancing Wisdom: Embodied Knowledge in Haitian Vodou, Cuban Yoruba, and
Bahian Condomble (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2005), 28.

! Outside Cuba the predominate spelling is orishas, within Cubait is orichas. | will be using the Cuban
spelling oricha, unless quoting from a source that includes the alternate spelling.
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those of the Vikings, or the Greeks, or, perhaps more to the point, the
Egyptians... They are beloved members of the households and the personal
companions and guardians of millions of believers today.” *?

Y oruba orichatradition believes in the existence of a supreme god,
Olodumare, but it is the pantheon of orichas who rule the natural world, serving as
direct messengers and intermediaries between humans and god. “Through the reading
of oracles and through spiritual possession by orishas, an intimate relationship is
created between the gods and their followers, one in which communication occurs
both ways.” ** As the Y oruba found ways for their religion and cultural beliefs to
transfer and evolve in their new world, exterior commonalities between Roman
Catholic saints and the orichas were discovered, allowing the appearance of Catholic
conversion to occur more easily.

Covert Religious Assimilation

Although cabildo organizations were allowed to publicly parade and perform
their dance and music traditions during recognized Catholic holidays, as well asto
practice privately, because of the Catholic Church’s affiliation, there was pressure for
members to visibly assimilate or convert to Catholicism.* “Because of their division

along ethnic lines, the cabildos de nacion also helped preserve and revive African

cultural and religious practices. These often became overtly Catholic while remaining

12 ublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo, 213.

¥ Miguel De LaTorre, Santeria: The Beliefs and Rituals of a Growing Religion in America (Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2004) 45.

4 Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 127.
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covertly African.” ™ Thisled to an exterior, visual adoption of Catholicism practices
and saints with the oricha deities and practices of the Y orubareligion, a practice that
still exists for many Santeria practitionerstoday. “To all appearances, and to the
satisfaction of the Catholic clerics, the slaves were now worshipping Saint Barbara; in
reality, the dlaves who bowed their knees to the image of the saint recognized that
they were truly worshipping Changé in his European manifestation as St. Barbara.” *°
The male warrior oricha Chango, associated with male virility and lightning, was
linked with the female Saint Barbara because she too carried a sword and wore red
and white clothing, Changd’ s identifying colors. The blurring of gender linesin the
orichatradition is not uncommon, as afemale oricha can house herself in amale or
female body during spiritual possession and vice versa.'” Gender switching can aso
occur on the concert stage in secular oricha performance.

As slavery slowly became abolished in the countries surrounding Cuba
during the late 1800’ s, Spain fearing revolt, began tightening their control over the
cabildos by taking away their rights to gather publicly and to organize or celebrate for
any religious function.™® With the abolishment of slavery in 1886, most cabildos
ceased to exist,™ causing African based religions in Cubato find hidden and
alternative ways to continue their practice and performance. The religious practice of

Santeria moved from public worship spaces such as the cabildo houses, to indoor

private settings inside of people’ s homes, where it predominately remains today.

> Ayorinde, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity, 10.
' De LaTorre, Santeria: The Beliefs and Rituals of a Growing Religion in America, 8.
17 :
Ibid., 114.
' bid., 185.
19 Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 187.
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An Artistic Resurgence

As the post-colonial Cuban government established itself, it became policy to
disassociate with al things deemed African. The 1930’ s brought a change of
administration which ushered in a new political and cultural movement that sought to
embrace the nation’ s unique national identity, while separating itself from foreign
influence.? “Artists went in search of firsthand exposure to Afro-Cuban folk and
religious culture, uniting a cross section of Cubans of all colors. The movement
fostered alevel of tolerance and interest in African-influenced traditions, such as
Santeria, that had not existed in the past.” # This public and intellectual
acknowledgement of the African influence in Cuban culture reflected asimilar trend
occurring simultaneously in Europe, North, South and Central America, of
reevaluating both the merit of African cultures and their influence on developing
artistic trends.”

Renowned anthropologist and scholar Fernando Ortiz founded the Society of
Afrocuban Studiesin 1936 in Cuba, afew years before he introduced Katherine
Dunham to Cuban musicians La Rosa Estrada and Julio Mendez in New Y ork City.
Later that year at anational ethnography conference, he presented a secular, public
performance of Santerfa sacred bata drumming,® marking the first time that the
musical half of the Santeriareligion (not including dance), legally and publicly

crossed from the sacred to the secular sphere. Although academic interest in Santeria

2 Ayorinde, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity, 108.

% Reid, “The Yorubain Cuba: Origins, Identities, and Transformations’, 121.

# Brandon, Santeria from Africa to the New World: The Dead Sell Memories, 90.
% Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 19, 141.
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was now established, the actual religious practice remained a punishable crime within
Cubauntil 1940. Governmental religious persecution of Afro-Cuban culture
continued to vacillate through the 1950's, causing artists and religious practitioners to
tread a thin line between open and disguised display of their practices.
Ritual Cabaret

In 1952, cabaret star and choreographer Roderico Neyra experienced great
commercia success with his choreography Sun Sun Babae at the Sans Souci
nightclub in Havana, where he incorporated traditional batd music and song, oricha
dance, and ritual ceremonial elements into the story line of his new cabaret.?*
Because of the huge popularity of Sun Sun Babae among tourists and Cubans alike,
the famous Tropicana nightclub lured Neyrainto leaving club Sans Souci to work as
their new resident choreographer, where he promptly produced a grander, revised and
newly titled production of hisfamed choreography. A press release from the
Tropicanain December, 1953 read: “‘ Omelen-ko’--- a Negro baptism, will be the
most fascinating production ever performed at the world famous cabaret. The frenetic
rhythms of a Lucumi ritual, exemplified by the tam-tam of the batd drums, the iya, the
okénkolo and the itétele, will be played by real members of the African faith.” %

The storylines of both of Neyra' s productions began with the audience, who
were seated at small tables eating and drinking, witnessing a condensed structural

version of abembé or Santeria ceremony with live animals, ritual readings, bata

% Rosa Lowinger, Tropicana Nights: The Life and Times of the Legendary Cuban Nightclub (Orlando:
Harcourt, Inc., 2005), 124, 189.
 1bid., 196.
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music, song, and dancing in honor of the various orichas by members of the
congregation/cast. An audience member described her experience at the premiere:
“You felt that you were right in the middle of things. The separation between the
audience and the stage was lost in the music. By the time the dancers came out, no
one in the audience was moving. No one was even picking up aglass or fork.” %
When the oricha Ochun who represents love and sensuality began dancing, the
musicians on stage appeared distracted. The audience followed their gaze (with the
help of a spot light) asit traveled into the audience and landed on a table where an
attractive “foreign” woman was staring with eyes wide at the performers, drink in
hand. She stood up abruptly and began dancing asif in atrance, winding her way
through the crowd where she became increasingly more frenzied in her movement
until she managed to lose her evening gown and accoutrements in the process and
was left dancing only in her racy undergarments. She froze suddenly, screamed, and
ran off stage. The Tropicana version ended with her climbing a twenty-foot high
scul pture while supposedly in trance, and upon “awaking” at the top, had her scream
and free fall into the arms of the male dancers below. The audience was left in shock
and suspended disbelief until the curtain call, when she appeared smiling with the rest
of the cast to take their bows.”

Although the musicians that Neyraincorporated into his productions were

active practitioners within the religion in addition to being established professional

artists, many of the cabaret performers were not. Performers from these productions

% Ofelia Fox, wife of Tropicana s owner speaking in an interview.|bid., 198.
“bid., 124-126, 189-200.
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report that Neyrainsisted all cast members attend a traditional Santeria ceremony in
Havana as aform of research experience prior to performance. Dancer Chiquita,
famous for her twenty-foot dive in the Tropicana shows, described her experience at a
bembé that Neyra brought her to prior to her premiere in the show: “As| listened and
listened | became transfixed by the sound. The sound got into my bones and without
even being aware of it, | started swaying also. Suddenly | felt someone tapping me. It
was Rodney (Neyra). He said, ‘ Okay you got it. Now we can go.’” %

Thisform of research-to-performance method echoes the socia and religious
experiences and ceremonies that Katherine Dunham mandated her company members
partake, in preparation of new developing choreographies.?® As former company
member Julie Robinson recalled of these required social and religious dance and
music research experiences: “ She’ d (Dunham) say, ‘get up and dance,” and little did
we know that she was already transposing that in theatrical terms, you see. So, by the
time we got up on the stage to do it, we had felt it because we had been apart of itin
real life.”*® She added: “When you have had the experience, when ...you got up, and

you partook of the ritual. And having had that experience, even though you know you

are on the stage, something happens that is not the same as someone saying, you do

% bid., 192.

2 As reported by former company members: Vanoye Aikens VVéve Clark, “Onstage with the Dunham
Company: An Interview with Vanoye Aikens’, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 280-286.; and Julie Robinson Vévé Clark, “An
Anthropological Band of Beings’, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 374-378.

% Julie Robinson Belafonte as quoted in Clark, “An Anthropological Band of Beings’, 374.
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eight of these and six of these. It's something else and there' Il never be a company
like we were, for largely that reason.” **

Cross Pollination: Katherine Dunham in Cuba and Oricha Tradition in New
York

When K atherine Dunham came to Cuba in 1953 she attended a performance
of Sun Sun Babae where she subsequently recruited musical director Francisco
Aguabella,** musician Julito Colazzo and singer Xiomara Alfaro, convincing them to
leave the production and travel to Rome, Italy to join the Dunham Company for the
filming of the movie, Mambo.>® Aguabella’ sinitial three month contract extended
into a period of four years where he toured Europe, Africa, South America, New
Zealand, and the United States with the Dunham Company until 1957.3* Among the
many pieces that Dunham created during these years was one titled Yemaya, the name
of the Cuban orichawho is mother of the ocean waters, which premiered at Ciro’s
nightclub in Hollywood, CA in 1955.%

Upon their retirement from the Dunham Company, Aguabella and Colazzo
chose to settle in New Y ork City where they immediately became pioneersin the

establishment of the orichatradition in the United States (as well as major

3 Julie Robinson Belafonte as quoted in Ibid., 377-378.

% Previously Cuban composer and flutist, Gilberto VValdés had been the company’s musical director.
Raul Fernandez, From Afro-Cuban Rhythms to Latin Jazz, (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 2006), 64, 90.

* Featuring K atherine Dunham and her company, and starring Silvana Mangano and Shelley Winters.
* Fernandez, From Afro-Cuban Rhythms to Latin Jazz, 67, 119-121.; MartaMoreno Vega, “The

Y oruba Orisha Tradition Comesto New York”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 604.

% Jeanelle Stovall, “ Appendix |: Stage Choreography by Katherine Dunham, 1937-1972", Kaiso!
Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 637.
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contributors to the development of other forms of Latin music),* as they brought
with them a degree of Cuban musical and religious expertise that was previously
unknown in America. As Y oruba scholar Vegawrote: “All of the leading performers
who have been instrumental in the promulgation of Orishatradition (in the United
States) were part of the cultural aesthetic movement nurtured by Katherine
Dunham.”® The open exchange between Cuban and American artists and between
music and dance forms of the Oricha tradition with the rest of the world was about to
end, as the Cuban Revolution was just around the corner.
Religious Ban Leading to Staged Performance

AsFidel Castro assumed power following the 1959 Revolution, Cuba chose to
embrace its African roots by publicly creating a new identity as an Afro-Cuban
people,® while simultaneously resuming governmental persecution of religious
practitioners under its atheist doctrine. “While actua religious behavior was repressed
within Cuba s early communist/atheistic ideology, cultural representations from its
African religious history were promoted as such in education and tourist settings.” >
The new Ministry of Culture founded the Teatro Nacional de Cuba, an

academic research and performing arts center housing five cultural arts departments:

music, theater, choral arts, modern dance, and folklore, who each gave birth to a

% Francisco Aguabellawas featured in an award winning documentary titled Sworn to the Drum by
LesBlank in 1985, and was awarded a National Heritage Fellowship by the National Endowment of
the Artsin 1992. Francisco, From Afro-Cuban Rhythms to Latin Jazz, 123-124.

3" \Vega,“ The Y oruba Orisha Tradition Comes to New Y ork”, 610.

3 «Castro went as far as to define Cubans as ‘an African Latin people’ in 1976, becoming the first
head of state in the Northern hemisphere to make such a pronouncement.” Robin Moore, Music &
Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 175.
% Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 47.
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government created and subsidized performing company to nationally and
internationally represent the nation’ s cultural identity. Out of the Department of
Folklore came the Conjunto Folkldrico National de Cuba, dedicated to integrating
Cuba s African rooted performance traditions into the new national culture by
presenting to the public “a series of ‘ ethnographically authentic’ espectaculos
(theatrical presentations)” *° depicting the sacred music and dance of Cuba’'s African
based religions.

Members of the Santeria religious community were hired as informants and
performers in this newly formed ensemble, along with members of other religious
communitiesin Cuba. “During this period, the dancers and musicians were not
aficionandos, that is, they had not taken dance classes and such. Rather, they were
simply townspeople of these same religious groups.”** This new performing
company, under the direction of ethnographer Argeliers Ledn and Mexican
choreographer and dancer Rodolofo Reyes Cortés,** *® produced the first theatrical
performance of the movement and musical language of the orichas, on the concert
dance stage.** “ The state monopolized all cultural initiatives...emphasizing and

encouraging certain aspects and values of traditional culture while reforming those

“0 Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 141.

! 1bid., 140.

“2 Ayorinde, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity, 112.

3 According to Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 172., Cortés
may have been hired due to his involvement with the highly successful Ballet Folklérico de México,
which had been founded in the 1950’ s by the Mexican government.

“ As opposed to the cabaret stage on which Roderico Neyra s Sun Sun Babae premiered.
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that were considered to undermine the revolutionary goals. Artists were expected to
work in and for the revolution, if need be sacrificing artistic freedom.” *®

These new artistic members of the revolution experienced recognition and
financia benefit stemming from the utilization of their knowledge of religious dance
and music. Concurrently they had to hide from the government their personal spiritual
practice that informed their day job. It wasillegal to participate in Santeriarituals or
religious festivals. “In the 1960's, santeros and santeras*® were arrested, imprisoned,
and in at least one case, executed.”*’ It was the government’ s belief that by
presenting decontextualized and staged ritual performances where “...thereligious
beliefs and the rituals tightly linked to them were ignored, discouraged, or at best
tolerated.”,*® that the nation’ s populace would become reeducated and demystified to
their religious practices, thus adopting the government’ s atheist values. “The new
society...will increasingly dispense with these religious structures. Only the
permanent, purely aesthetic values will remain of Santeria, of the richness of its songs
and dances and its mythology.” *

While private religious practice was pushed further into secrecy, public
secularized religious practice was widely visible and promoted, through the embodied

performances by members of the numerous folkloric groups formed by the

government following the establishment of the Conjunto Folkl6rico.

*> MariaT. Vélez, Drumming for the Gods: The Life and Times of Felipe Garcia Villamil, Santero,
Palermo, and Abakua. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2000), 71-72.

“6 Santero = male, and santera = female, members of the Santeriareligion.

“" De LaTorre, Santeria: The Beliefs and Rituals of a Growing Religion in America, 175.

“8 \Véez, Drumming for the Gods, 76.

“* Ayorinde, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity, 110.
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A Danced Religion

Santeriais adanced religion. Glemileres or togues de santo are religious
parties and ceremonies held in honor of specific orichas or for specific religious
occasions. These music and dance centered celebrations and ceremonies are hosted in
individual’ s homes and are open to community members; all areinvited to participate
in song and dancing body whether initiated into the religion or not. Santeriais non-
proselytizing, “ Anyone and everyone is welcome to honor and worship the orishas
because the natural forces they represent are present everywhere in the world...One
becomes a devotee not according to ethnicity or race, nor because of a profession of
faith, but rather because of an action taken during aritual.”*® I increased knowledge,
guidance and communication with the orichas are desired, then deepening levels of
initiation into the religion can be undertaken. Although anyone in attendance at a
religious party is welcome to dance and sing in honor of the orichas, possessed
embodiment by the uninitiated is discouraged and generally prevented.

Asiento or ascending the throne is ayearlong initiation that prepares an
individual to safely receive the orichainto their bodies during danced possession,
along with many other teachings. “ The purpose of thisritual isto condition the
person’s mind and body so that all of the supernatural powers of their orisha can be
invested on the one being ordained, alowing him or her literally to become the
orisha...to be possessed by an orishais agreat honor. Indeed, it is aresponsibility, for

it isonly through possession that the orishas can manifest themselves to the faith

% DelLaTorre, Santeria: The Beliefs and Rituals of a Growing Religion in America, 4.
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community.”>* Rhythms, songs and dances chosen during a ceremony, have the direct
purpose of communicating to the oricha(s) the participants desire for their embodied
appearance, so that attendees may have the opportunity to speak and hear directly
from the orichas themselves.

Each oricha has an identifying movement vocabulary, rhythms, songs,
clothing, colors, and associated natural element (ocean, lightning, wind etcetera), that
illustrates their archetypal behaviors, personalities, and patakins or religious stories
affiliated with them. Each participant in the ceremony, whether dancing, drumming or
singing, supports the communication and meaning behind each call and response song
that the akpwon or lead singer chooses, with accompanying movement vocabulary,
rhythms and choral responses. The codified movements and gestures for each oricha
change, depending on the emotion or action reflected in the song’ s story or parable.
Sacred Musical Language

The sacred bata drums played in the Santeria religion are double headed and
played in afamily of three, creating six pitches and varying tones that are woven
together in a polyrhythmic language.® “It is said that the bat& ‘ speak tongue’,
meaning that they imitate the ritual language used to address the deities- Lucumi or
anango, alanguage that has origins in several Y oruba dialects. Y orubais atonal
language in which intonation has semantic value- intonation that can be imitated with

the drums.” Thisliturgical language is understood by the orichas, meaning that as the

*! bid., 114.
2@ ez, Drumming for the Gods, 40.
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bata drums are being played, they along with the akpwén who is singing in Lucumi
are speaking alanguage that the orichas can hear and understand.

The purpose of the akpwoén isto serve as a mediator between what is
happening at the religious ceremony and the orichas. Together they along with the
bata players entice and encourage the energies of the orichas to come down from the
heavens or up from the earth, to physically embody one or many of the dancing
practitioners at the ceremony. “Whenever they (orichas) start to appear within the
dancing bodies of worshipers, they are supported with additional effort, dynamics,
and multiplying rhythms. The same rhythm that is being played is played faster;
drummers proceed to the next rhythm of the given sequence; or the divinity’s special
prayer chant is sung over one of the fastest rhythms.” *® The musicians and lead singer
actively monitor the crowd of dancing participants for any physical signs of an oricha
attempting to arrive, adjusting their rhythmic and sung communication accordingly.
Orichas Embodied in Ceremony

A ceremony may continue for four to six hours or more, with people taking
turns dancing or observing from the sidelines while singing in vocal response to the
akpwon’s calls. The older most knowledgeable members of the community dance
closest to the bata drums, leading the less experienced through the changes in

S« inthe

movement that accompany each specific rhythmic and sung musical shift.
Cuban ceremony, | needed help from the chants and cues from alead dancer’ sfirst

movement phrases to secure proper form...While | knew the movements and the style

%3 Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 90.
** Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 82.
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well enough to follow, these were not sufficient to know when to initiate the proper
step within a specific rhythmic pattern.” > Knowledge of the movement vocabularies
and sung choruses that accompany each oricha, primarily learned through oral and
kinesthetic experiences at religious ceremonies, are attained by participants as they
model themselves on what they see and hear around them.

The attitudes and associated emotional characters of each oricha are embodied
and practiced in the dancing participants bodies. “ As worshippers imitate and
perform her dance sequences repeatedly, they deepen into her spiritual essence with
matching energy. Ochan’ s dance becomes not only an invocation for the essence of
vibrant female energy but also a public display for...ways of behaving and ways of
thinking...believersin Ochun’s power and in her danced messages are prepared with
amodel for healthy physical bodies and strong, mental endurance.” *® Dancing for the
orichas, and viewing the dances of the orichas, alows participants to evoke, expand
upon and experience possibilitiesin life's expressions.

When the akpwon observes a shift in a dancer’ s energy or movement they
often approach and sing directly to that person, or rather to the oricha energy that they
believe is attempting to inhabit that dancer. “\When orichas appear as aresult of the
rhythmic invocations and dances of worshipers, they dance the same codified gestures
»n 57

and signature movements that worshipers dance, but with more forceful energy.

Community members continue dancing, alongside the orichawho has now physically

% Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 16.
% |bid., 259-260.
> 1bid., 138.
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joined their religious celebration. “The person mounted does the specific things
appropriate to the orisha. If, explains Ortiz,*® a Spaniard were to attend a ceremony
and become mounted by the orisha, he would not dance flamenco: * Either he will
dance like the Lucumi ‘santo’ or he will not dance.’” > Possession provides the
orichas with abody and voice, allowing them to attend to the needs of the community
through their blessings, healings and direct verba and physical communication.
Through dance, music and song, the Santeria religious community is able to bring
their deities to earth.
Intention: Staged Performance versus Ritual Setting

In secular staged performance of oricha dance, music and song, movement
vocabulary, rhythms and lyrics may appear nearly identical to that seen and heard at a
guemilere or togue de santo, but the performers have changed their central mission.
“The interplay between the drumming and the dancing is predetermined, with a
particular rhythmic pattern belonging to a particular song, the combination of which
corresponds to a specific dance.” ® No longer are the sacred languages of the bat4,
songs or dancing bodies used to achieve communication and physical materialization
of the orichathrough possession. “ The role of the akpwén as religious mediator is no
longer relevant, so the akpwon/lead singer becomes but a catalyst for the rehearsed

responses of the chorus.”® The previous purpose and role that each dancer, singer

%8 Cuban ethnographer and scholar Fernando Ortiz.

% Sublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo, 231.

€ Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 126.
® 1bid., 119-120.
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and musician had within a sacred ceremonial setting, does not immediately translate
to the concert stage.

The original informants and performersin the Conjunto Folklérico were
required to trandate the visual appearance of orichasto the stage, by choosing
movement vocabulary and rhythmic song cycles that theatrically replicated
ceremonial possession.®? In choosing what aspects of the religion were safe to reveal
on stage, performers of these new folkloric groups had to defend their appropriation
choices to other members of the religious community not hired by the government.
“Because what we present in the concerts is dance, and dance can be seen by anyone.
Y ou go to afiesta de santo and you see everybody dancing; you see the drums, you
see everything. Now, if you hold a ceremony at the theater- with plants, with animals,
with the people, with the required things that are used in the room- then you are
profaning. But we are not going to do that. We are only showing or teaching what can
be seen.”

Staged Oricha Codification

The attentive improvisation and group communication occurring between
dancers and musicians in sacred settings as they accommodated the many changesin
songs, rhythms and movements, while working to achieve their goal of oricha

invocation and possession, had to be modified and redirected for the stage setting. “In

the early days the performers had to be told: ‘ Stop! Enough already! Change the

®2hid., 111.

® Felipe Garcia Villamill, master batd drummer now living in the United States, in an interview with
Vélez, Drumming for the Gods, 81. Felipe Garcia Villamill, along with his wife, three sons and
daughter, have participated for many years in the Annual Katherine Dunham Technique Seminars held
in East St. Louis, as guest teachers and musicians.
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tune!” They had no sense of theater, no sense of audience interest levels. They were
just doing what comes naturally, so to speak, and if atoque (rhythm) or canto (song)
for Yemayé (mother oricha of the ocean) was lasting thirty minutes or an hour, it
never occurred to them to stop it. We- the choreographers, the folklorists, the
dramaturges- had to shape that raw material, that raw energy into theatre. Very
rewarding, but very difficult.”

The renowned Cuban modern dance choreographer Ramiro Guerra, who also
directed the Teatro Naciona’s Department of Modern Dance and accompanying
performing company Grupo de Danza Contemporanea, was brought in as
choreographer for the Conjunto Folklérico, helping to shape and codify what has now
become standard, recognizabl e staging and movement codification within Afro-
Cuban folklore. “Cultural advisors wished to ‘elevate’ folk expression...they often
altered the structure and content of traditional genres for this reason. Advisors
supported collaborations with conservatory-trained composers, musicians, and
dancers and freely recombined rhythms, dance steps, and instruments in new ways.” ®

El Conjunto Folklérico Nacional de Cuba celebrate their 46™ year in 2008,
and on their website describe their artistic purpose as the “...rescue and recovery of
our dance and musical roots with the possibility of choosing those manifestations of
truly artistic value so as to organize them in accordance with the modern theatrical

techniques without betraying its folklore essence...the Ensemble has developed an

Art style. It is Theater-Folklore with a strong aesthetic effectiveness and power on

% Ramiro Guerrain a 1992 interview with Hagedorn, Divine Utterances, 136-137.
® Moore, Music & Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba, 186.
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stage.” ® This government codified representation of Cuba' s folkloric dance and
music has been presented by Conjunto Folkldrico alone in “more than eight hundred
thousand representations (performances) through its 93 international tours in Europe,
Americaand Asia; audiences from more than three hundred cities and towns have
applauded the profound national art of this dance ensemble.”®’
Transmission of a New Technique

The original informants were hired not only as performers, but as teachersto
establish Afro-Cuban folklore arts outside of the religious setting in state sponsored
community schools, helping to produce a new generation of performersin the
folklore companies who had no reported® personal ties to Santeria or other African
based religions. “ Cuban educational policy starts with the premise that performance
and artistic endeavor are important to basic knowledge of the individual and are
therefore important for the nation. The study of arts and performance in Cubais
required of awell-educated individual and for a healthy social community...from
early childhood through university.”®

The magjority of the professional performersin today’s folkloric companiesin
Cuba are products of aten-year plus training program concluding with the collegiate

level Escuela Nacional de Arte (National School of the Arts), where they have

received instruction in ballet, técnica Cubana (modern dance), and folklorein

€ http://www.folkcuba.cult.cu/history.htm

7 |bid.

% Until 1984, included in all job applications were questions about religious affiliation; anyone
declaring religious ties or beliefs were permitted from being a member of the Communist Party, and
therefore persecuted. Moore, Music & Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba, 208.

% Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 264.
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addition to acting, music and academics. Upon graduation, students audition for the
government subsidized Ballet Nacional, Grupo de Danza Contemporanea, or
Conjunto Folklérico, or for acceptance into smaller amateur companies.” In their
standardization process, schools and training programs have established a“right” and
“wrong” way to perform oricha movement.

In turn, many of the theatrical gestures and movement stylizations
incorporated into staged oricha performance have been appropriated into oricha
dancing in sacred settings, "? both in Cuba and abroad. For the international audience,
performances by these government sponsored folkloric companies are often the only
representation of oricha dance and music that they have been privy to, unless aformer
member from one of these companies has defected Cuba and relocated to their
community, informing how they as general public, dance teachers, choreographers
and religious practitioners, perceive and put into practice their knowledge of Afro-
Cuban forms.

Sacred Intent in Secular Staged Performance

From 1959 up until 1984,” all religious gatherings, ceremonies, initiations

and reported religious affiliations were illegal or severely limited. Simultaneously

during this period, government supported staged religious representations were

" suki John, “The Tecnica Cubana’, Caribbean Dance From Abakua to Zouk: How Movement Shapes
Identity (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002), 74.; Yvonne Daniel, “ Cuban Dance: An
Orchard of Caribbean Creativity.” Caribbean Dance From Abakua to Zouk: How Movement Shapes
Identity (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002), 27.

" Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 129.

2 1bid., 149.

3 |n 1984 the government established an Office of Religious Affairs, recognizing religious groupsin
Cuba and the government’s attempt to dialogue with them. Vélez, Drumming for the Gods, 92.
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established and promoted, increasing Santeria’ s secular visibility to a greater degree
than ever in Cuba s history. “Free public access to cultural presentations, frequent
artist/public dialogues and critiques, and reserved cultural spaces (casas de cultura)
ensure...an arts-involved lay public (in Cuba).” ™

While private religious celebrations were banned, public performance spaces
were transformed internally to accommodate the needs of the religious community,
utilizing the secular space for sacred means while still maintaining externa theatrical
markers of a staged secular show. In an interview conducted in the late 1990’s, the
Cuban babalawo (Santeria priest) and anthropologist Isragl Moliner revealed that: “ At
the Festival del Caribe in Santiago, areligious ritual was celebrated under the guise of
performance, though sacrifices were carried out elsewhere.” > The musicians and
akpwon while following choreographed musical structure, can still insert subvert
timing, rhythm and song shifts, changing their communicative intent and thus altering
their purpose and affect on the staged dancing bodies and viewing audience.

Acknowledging Santeria’ s ability to transform and hide openly, asis the case
with Catholic saint and oricha synchronization, and the fact that bodily memory is
retained whether in a sacred or secular setting, then perhapsit is possible that
religious practitioners attending folklore company performances did and continue to

do so as a hidden way of openly worshipping their orichas. “The more the audience

knows about the origins of the musical and gestural articulations of folkloric

™ Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 264.
® Ayorinde, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity, 113.
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performance (i.e., the more competent it is), the more likely it is that the audience will
interpret the performance as having sacred as well as secular intent.”
The Special Period

In 1998 when the Soviet Union collapsed, withdrawing economic trade and
financia support to Cuba, the periodo especial econémico (special economic period)
began, causing the government to further loosen their policiesin regardsto religion.
“The relaxation of state policiestoward religion may have been a calculated move to
assure continued support for socialism among believers during periods of severe food
shortages.” ’" Open display of religious association through dress and sacred
accoutrement, lyricsin popular music, scholarly research publication and the
government establishment of a 'Y oruba Cultural Society, ushered in a public religious
explosion.™

The government utilized their more lenient allowance of open religious
practice to fuel their newly developed funding stream, tourism. Afro-Cuban religious
traditions became a selling point in international tourism, which advertised
“...government-sponsored tours to Cuba for foreigners who want to become initiated
into Santeria” " Formerly persecuted religious priests were hired to work for the

government, in much the same way that musicians and dancers had been hired as

informants forty years earlier.

® Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 68-69.
" Moore, Music & Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba, 219.

®1bid., 219-222.

" Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria, 9.
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Both the visual and performing arts were promoted for profit in the tourism
industry. The government established folkloric and popular music and dance
intensives, hosted by the folkloric dance companies, as corner stones in study abroad
trips for foreigners coming to Cuba. An example of these programs is the ongoing
twice yearly,® fifteen day, International Folklore Laboratory offered by members of
the Conjunto Folklérico Nacional, who promise that they will “impart the secrets of
Cuban folk dances, with their African and Hispanic roots, and the magic sounds
produced by Cuban percussion instruments.” ! Ongoing dance and percussion classes
offered at the school are open year round to foreign visitors.

Artistic Exchange between Cuba and America

After the revolution, the revolving door of artistic exchange between Cubans
and Americans came to a near standstill as the United States government declared all
travel to Cubaillegal® for a span of amost thirty years. Thistravel ban remained in
place, except for afive-year window during the Carter administration,®® until
President Clinton passed alaw in 1993 allowing travel to Cuba “for clearly defined
educational or religious activities’® aswell as for humanitarian work. This ruling

opened the door for Americans to take advantage of Cuba s newly established

8 Offered for fifteen days “beginning on the third Monday in January and the first Monday in July”,
glearly. http://mww.folkcuba.cult.cu/laboratory.htm

Ibid.
8 The U.S. trade embargo with Cuba does not declare travel in itself illegal, but rather the spending of
money while in Cubaasillegal. The assumption is made that one cannot travel to Cuba without
spending money; therefore the legal ability to travel is denied.
8 Between 1977-1982 President Carter allowed tourist, business and research travel to Cuba aswell as
familia visits. Mark P. Sullivan, “ CRS Report RL31139, Cuba: U.S. Restrictions on Travel and
Remittances’, Congressional Research Service Report for Congress (Washington D.C: U.S. Congress,
2007), 6.
8 Ibid.
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religious and cultural tourism industry, prompting a number of United States travel
organizations to establish folkloric music and dance study trips to Cuba, as well as
prompting individuals to travel under religious visas to undertake initiation into the
orichatradition.

In an effort “to increase peopl e-to-people exchanges’ * between the United
States and Cuba, Clinton further loosened legal restrictionsin 1999, permitting an
increase in general and specific travel licenses granted to Americans for professional
research, religious, educational, artistic, and humanitarian reasons,® aswell as
declaring Cuban artists exempt®’ from President Reagan’s Proclamation 5377%
which prohibited any employees of the Cuban government to enter the United States.
Because nearly all music and dance companies are state sponsored, making the artists
of these companies state employees, Clinton’s exception allowed many Cuban artists
to attain visas allowing them to perform, tour and conduct teaching residenciesin the
United States for their first time.

The Clinton era ushered in awave of artistic exchange between Americans
and Cubans, creating an atmosphere that fostered increased cultural awareness and
improved dance and music technique and skill levels for many individuals and

communities. As Katherine Dunham wrote: “Every artist is a potential emissary- an

hid., 7.

% hid., 6.

8 Sublette, “Rumba Diplomacy in the Age of Bushismo”, World Policy Journal (NY: World Policy
Institute, 2004), 77.

8 Under section 212F of Reagan’s Immigration and Nationality Act passed in 1985. Larry Blumenfeld,
“Rumba, Interrupted: The Bush Administration Breaks up the Long-Running Dance between
American and Cuban Musicians’ The Village Voice, (NY: New Times Media, 2005), 1.
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ambassador from his country and thus a powerful international force.”®® In 1992,%
the renowned folkloric music and dance group L os Mufiequitos de Matanzas were
granted visas to conduct their first American tour,® bringing to the United States the
first public performance of oricha music and dance since before the revolution.

The national response to Los Muriequitos de Matanzas s music and
choreography was so incredible that they returned to the United States six more times
on an amost yearly basis, performing and conducting workshops for sold out crowds
during their multi-city tours up until the year 2002. Their ability to share their artistry
in America, along with many other Cuban groups was abruptly cut short once
President George W. Bush assumed office, as amost all visa requests from Cuban
artists wishing to perform in the United States in subsequent years have since been
denied.% In addition, virtually all American programs established in the 1990’ s that
promoted music and dance study in Cuba and cultural exchange, have since closed
their businesses due to their inability to obtain legal travel licenses for their
customers, or have gone underground, only offering structured programs to

participants who can devise their own travel arrangements to Cuba.*®

8 K atherine Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, Kaiso! Writings by
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 542.

% During their first tour in 1992, Los Mufiequitos de Matanzas conducted a workshop and performance
at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts sponsored by Y vonne Daniel, of which | was a part.
! Formed in 1952, this group was well known internationally prior to their first U.S. tour.

2 |n 2004, fifteen Cuban artists were nominated for the American Grammy Awards; none were
granted visas to attend. Sublette, “Rumba Diplomacy in the Age of Bushismo”, 81.

® The majority of exchange programs had a Treasury Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC)
license in the “ Educational/People-to People”’ category, allowing them to ensure legal travel for the
participantsin their programs. These licenses were completely withdrawn by the government in 2003,
causing many programs to shut down completely. http://www.plazacuba.com/who.html
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Today, in the year 2008, Cubans are rarely granted visas to perform in the
United States. American’s interested in Cuban forms of expression, whether as
students, researchers, or fellow creators, must travel outside of U.S. borders to
Canada or Europe to study with or see performances by today’ s Cuban artists, or
travel to Cuba directly by either obtaining one of the scarce visas still available,
through one of the few University sponsored semester abroad programs, or by
choosing to travel illegally without governmental approval.

When President George W. Bush assumed office he began retracting and
tightening all travel leniency and cultural and religious exchange opportunities
between Cubans and Americans that Clinton had previously helped create, using the
post 9/11 USA Patriot Act to deny visa applications and people-to-people travel
licenses, as well as to persecute those who had traveled without proper license to
Cuba.** Author and internationally renowned Cuban music specialist Ned Sublette
wrote in 2004: “1 have lead several group tours for Americans to Cuba, focusing on
Afro-Cuban culture...but these tours are no longer possible, because the Bush
administration has refused to renew the blanket licenses that permitted them.”
When conducting personal research into possible dance study exchange programs to

Cubain 2005, only one organization in America could be found that was publicly

advertising trips. By 2006 they had withdrawn all organized trip information from

% Ry Cooder, American producer of the internationally recognized film and CD Buena Vista Social
Club, apparently had traveled without alicense to record the documentary in Cuba, landing him a
$25,000 fine from the United States government. Sublette, “ Rumba Diplomacy in the Age of
Bushismo”, 79.

* 1bid., 82.
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their website. Cultural exchange organizations based in Canada and Europe continue
to fill the tourism market, promoting and running artistic study programs to Cuba.*®
Dunham and Cuban Folklore Models of Choreography

All professional Cuban folkloric dancers have been trained extensively in the
historical and theatrical aspectsinherent in their stage performance languages by
government sponsored educational institutions since the Revolution, in much the
same way that Dunham had demanded of her dancers beginning almost twenty years
prior. As Vanoye Aikens principal dancer and teacher within the Dunham company®’
said in an interview: “It had never been done...no one thought of ethnic dancing
presented in theatrical form. Because, face it, folk dancing is boring as such. But to
keep the flavor, to keep the basic and add allittle theater to that without disrupting it
or making even the basic more interesting, that is what she did. And you needed
trained dancers to do it, so she trained them in her own way.” *®

Dunham placed the education of her performers and audience members,
through her philosophies of Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through

the Arts, at the core of her choreographic intentions in much the same way that the

Cuban government did and continues to in their effort to recognize, re-represent and

% The organization Cubacheche, based in the United Kingdom, advertise on their website: “Two-week
trip to Havana: 30th November—14th December 2008 with 36 hours of workshops including: Orisha
songs, Orisha dance, Entry to performances by folkloric groups Y oruba Andabo and Obini Bata, Visit
to the Orisha Museum at the National Y oruba Association of Cuba, and afinale ‘guiro’ party for the
Orisha Y emaya with dinner and live music from Rumberos de Cuba.”
www.cubacheche.co.uk/cms_pages/study_trips

9" Vanoye Aikens was a principal dancer with the Dunham Company, and Ms. Dunham’s primary
dance partner, from 1943 until the company’s dispersal in 1965. He has maintained an active rolein
maintaining the Dunham legacy by teaching on the faculty of the Annual International Dunham
Technique Seminar, among other venues, since its inception in 1984.

% Clark, “Onstage with the Dunham Company”, 285-286.
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institutionalize the unique Afro-Cuban dance and music forms of their country to both
the Cuban public and to foreign audiences through the performance and study
processes. By following the Dunham Model of Choreography in the creation of my
thesis choreography, Aché Essence, it is my intention to contribute to the positive
dissemination of Cuban dance, music and culture through staged oricha
representations.

Prior to the United States embargo with Cuba and the subsequent clamp down
on legal exchange between Cuban and American artists, Dunham had been greatly
influenced by the rich social and sacred dance and music forms that had been and
were continuing to evolve in Cuba, through her anthropological research in the
Caribbean and professional work with the Cuban musicians and oricha practitioners
in her company. In areciprocal manner, when the Revolution’s new Ministry of
Culture founded the academic research and performing arts center Teatro Nacional de
Cuba, they were most likely aware of the popular international reception and affect
that Katherine Dunham and her company had been making in their presentation of
Caribbean culture nationally and abroad. As Vanoye Aikens explained:

“What we did, what she did, that was new was to show the world various
culturesin dance...l would say she made Caribbean culture, put it on the map.
So much was copied after that. No one had collected Caribbean and Latin
material and presented it in the theater the way that Katherine Dunham did. No
one had ever thought of Voodooism without thinking of something kinky
before Katherine Dunham. No one had ever seen atrained company in folkloric
materiel re-choreographed without any of the ethnic qualities taken away and

preﬁegr;ted on stage with trained dancers. And that is what Katherine Dunham
did.”

% bid., 285.

85



In the trandlation of sacred and secular dance languages from their original
environments to the concert stage, both Dunham and the choreographers and directors
of the Conjunto Folklérico and subsequent folkloric companies such as Y oruba
Andabo, used a method of Form and Function in choosing how best to transform and
theatricalize the root elements of the cultural forms they were drawing from in their
artistic and essentialized communication from the modern concert dance stage. As Dr.
Veve Clark wrote of Ms. Dunham’ s work: “When the dance steps, music, and other
cultural forms were transformed for stage representations, they become lieux de
mémoire, reworkings and restatements of historical danced events...Dunham’s lieux
de mémoire became at once a celebration of Caribbean memory and history preserved
in dance form and areminder of cultural artifacts one should not forget.” *®
International Representation of the Dunham Choreographic Model

Katherine Dunham created in her staged ethnographies on the international
concert stage from 1940 through the 1960’ s, a choreographic and performance model
that was, and continues to be, adapted and utilized repeatedly throughout the world by
governments and cultures seeking to nationally define and internationally represent
their unique heritages and evolutions.

The Dunham Company performed in over fifty-seven countries,'™

touring
more internationally than nationally during their existence. From 1941-1947 they

traveled between the United States and Canada, from 1947-1949 to Mexico, Europe

100 \/&vé Clark, “Performing the Memory of Differencein Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine Dunham’s
Choreography, 1938-1987", Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham, (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 323.

101 Gwen Mazer, “Katherine Dunham”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (M adison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 420.
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and South America, from 1951-1953 to Europe and North Africa, from 1956-1957, to
South Pacific and the Far East, and from 1959-1960 to Europe for a third time.'%
When the Company appeared in Paris, France on their first European tour, Dunham
noted that there were no people of color in the audience. Commencing the following
night she allotted a number of free tickets for each subsequent performance
designated for African studentsin residence in France who were attending the historic
La Sorbonne University.'® Through her invitation, many of the future leaders of the
African independence movement filled the audience, seeing for the first time African
derived cultural forms being represented in a positive light on the European concert
stage.

As these students returned home to their respective countries at the completion
of their studies, they were inspired to initiate not only a political and economic
revolution but a cultural one as well, sparking the formation of national dance and
music companies. Among the many members of her student audience who became
future African dignitaries were: Sékou Toure, the first president of Guinea, and
L éopold Sédar Senghor, the first president of Senegal.’** Les Ballet Africains of
Guinea, West Africawas formed in Parisin 1952 (during the Dunham Company’s
second European tour), and was invited by Sékou Toure to move to Guinea once the

nation gained independence in 1958.1%

102 Joyce Aschenbrenner, Katherine Dunham: Dancing a Life, (Urbana and Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 2002), 233.

103 Mazer, “ K atherine Dunham”, 421.

104 hid.,

1% Francesca Castaldi, Choreographies of African Identities: Négritude, Dance, and the National
Ballet of Senegal, (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2006), 21.
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In 1966, President Senghor appointed Katherine Dunham as his Technical and
Cultural Advisor,'® asking her to participate in the first World Festival of Negro Arts
held in the capitol city of Dakar, to prepare plans for an arts academy to be located on

the former slave deportation island of Gorée,**’

and to train and choreograph for Le
Ballet National du Senegal,’® the dance and music company he founded to culturally
represent his nation internationally since his inauguration as president in 1960.%
Both Les Ballet Africains of Guineaand Le Ballet National du Senegal exist today,
touring internationally as premiere representations of West African dance and music.
The Dunham Choreographic Model, utilizing the philosophical methodol ogies
of Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the
Arts, continues to serve as arelevant method for today’ s national or international
choreographer who is seeking to both contribute to the cultural, dance and music
literacy of those involved and affected by their creative process and performance, as
well as to maintain the memory and essence of the cultural languages that inform

their work by actively infiltrating their own creative voices into the ongoing evolution

of their art form.**

106 Ruth Beckford, “ Getting the Show on the Road: An Excerpt”, Kaiso! Writings by and about
Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 405.

197 See K atherine Dunham, “Address Delivered at the Dakar Festival of Negro Arts”, Kaiso! Writings
by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 412-417.; and
Katherine Dunham, “Plan for an Academy of West African Cultural Arts’, Kaiso! Writings by and
about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 407-411.

198 Dunham, “Plan for an Academy of West African Cultural Arts”, 410. Beckford, “ Getting the Show
on the Road: An Excerpt”, 405-406.

109 Castaldi, Choreographies of African Identities, 9.

19 Additional examples of government sponsored national folkloric performing ensembles are the
Ballet Folklérico de México founded in 1952 (two years after the Dunham Company’ s tour of the
country) whose primary choreographer was hired to direct the Conjunto Folklérico National de Cuba,
Brazil's Balé Folklorico da Bahia formed in 1988, and the Moiseyev Dance Company of Russia.
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Chapter Five:
Aché Essence: Choreographing Through the Dunham Model

Thesis Research: Yoruba Andabo in Havana, Cuba

| arrived in Havana filled with excitement and nervous anticipation; after
fourteen years of exposure to Cuban dance within religious, stage and studio
environments in the United States, | had finally made it to the island itself. It was July
2006, and | was there as a student in an intensive folkloric music and dance study trip.
By traveling as part of atour group | had received a humanitarian license, the only
legal way | had found to travel to Cuba as an American.

On our first day we attended the Grammy Award winning group Y oruba
Andabo’ s Saturday matinee performance at Club Cabaret Las Vegasin Havana. Asa
governmentally funded folkloric dance and music group, Y oruba Andabo has been
allotted a permanent weekly performance time and location, ensuring that weekly
performances by each state run company do not conflict and are equally distributed.
The schedule does not change, allowing foreigners who visit year after year and
residents to consistently know the exact location and time of each group’s
performance. Y oruba Andabo’ s matinee performance occurs from five to eight pm,
prior to the club’ s tourist priced evening show, and is (as was explained to me)
therefore financially accessible to and predominately attended by Havanalocals.

The show began with thirteen band membersfiling in, stopping to light a
candle in front of the stage, before cutting through the smoky air with their clear
voices and reverberation from their multitude of percussion instruments. The

audience talked, drank, smoked and sang along as the side lights dimmed further,
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permitting the surprise entrance of two men and two women who burst onto the floor
dancing rumba, a popular social couple’s dance of Cuba. Why | wondered, did locals
instead of touristsfill the audience at this show performed by the same reoccurring
cast of artists; what kept them coming back week after week?
The Swirl of the Sacred and Secular at Club Cabaret Las Vegas

When the band returned for their second set, it was not a rumba rhythm |
heard that cut through the air, but rather the sound of sacred bata drums and the voice
of the akpwén or lead singer found in religious Santeriamusic. | looked to my right
and saw a small impish figure jump into the space wearing red and black clothes,
carrying aforked stick and dancing barefoot. It was Eleggud, the deity or orichain
the Santeria pantheon honored at the start of a ceremony. This trickster character put
his straw hat onto an audience member’ s head and danced away smoking a cigar; was
this the same performer whom | had watched dancing a sensuous rumbain short
shorts earlier?*

| watched as a man wearing a sports jersey slowly approached Eleggua from
the audience, receiving an embrace and a blessing from the performer/oricha figure
before he pressed money into his hands. Another man followed, prostrating himself
face down on the ground at Eleggud’ s feet, before standing and lifting him into a hug
that elevated him into the air. What was happening here? When had audience

members become permitted to join professional artists on stage, interrupting their

In thisinstance, afemale dancer was dancing the role of the male trickster oricha Eleggué, echoing
the blurring of gender lines seen in ritual settings where afemale oricha can house herself in amale or
female body during spiritual possession and vice versa.
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performance in order to give them a hug? After Eleggua exited, four more orichas
appeared one-by-one: Ochlin, Y emay4, Changé and Ogun,? each dancing their way
into the performing space with audience members joining them during their solos-
dancing, embracing, praying, singing, and giving thanks. What shifts had occurred
here to create aworld where sensuality, prayer and the club environment were one?
Where did the secular end and the sacred begin in this weekly governmental gig?

| began to wonder if these professional musicians and dancers were
embodying roles and fulfilling needs for their attending audience members that
reached beyond artistry and entertainment, as | knew it. Were these artists personally
affected by this ceremonial space transformation as they embodied religious dances,
rhythms and songs, or were they simply performing their professional stage jobs? |
left Cuba three weeks later with more questions to fuel my thesis than answers. | had
repeatedly experienced boundaries dissolve, overlap and swirl before me that | was
previously sure had existed, between sacred and secular environments, dance and
music forms, and audience members and performers.
Staged Oricha Performance in Toronto, Canada

In October 2007, | had the opportunity to see Y oruba Andabo perform on
North American soil.> They were appearing in the city of Toronto, a three hour drive
north traveling over the border from the College at Brockport’s campus in upstate

New Y ork, where | was based. This show marked the beginning of a fourteen city

2 Changd is an oricha representing male virility and lighting, while Ogun is a forest dwelling
blacksmith, associated with all things metal.

% The performance occurred on October 12, 2007 at the Phoenix Concert Theater in Toronto, Canada.
See appendix for an image of the concert’ s promotional flyer.
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Canadian tour for the performing ensemble, consisting of six dancers and nine
musicians. | entered the nightclub to see an open floor filled with audience members
seated in rows of folding chairs or standing, all facing the rather high proscenium
stage looming in front of them.* Over the next two hours, the performers led the
Canadian crowd on a dance and music journey through three sacred and two secular
Afro-Cuban folkloric traditions, each representing distinct African cultural influences
and unigue Cuban artistic creations and evolutions.

The performers began with a highly theatrical group choreography portraying
the aggressive danced religions of Arard and Palo,” followed by five oricha solos
representing Eleggud, Y emaya, Changd, Ogtin and Obatala.® Next a group of masked
ireme dancers who are representatives of the male secret society and religion of
Abakué appeared, followed by social rumba couple dancing, and social Carnaval
comparsa choreography which concluded with alarge congaline of audience
members and performers snaking through the crowd. In contrast, Y oruba Andabo’s
two-hour Havana performance had begun and ended with audience interactive rumba
dance and music, around a middle set of oricha dance solos and music, with no
additional dance/music forms represented.

Concert Analysis
The concert | witnessed in Canada versusin Cubawas different both in

structure and intention. The Toronto performance was located outside of the

* Thiswas in contrast to the intimate space | had experienced in Havana where the public was situated
three quarters of the way around the performers and on the same level.

® Arardand Palo are of Kongo-Angolan origins.

® Obatal4is considered the supreme oricha responsible for creation and morality; he dressesin all
white.

92



company’ s home country, and was catered to an international crowd as an artistic and
educational representation of Afro- Cuban culture. A program was handed out to the
audience members, unlike in Cuba, giving brief historical descriptions of each dance
and music language that was to be presented, allowing concertgoers not literate in
Afro-Cuban dance and music languages to follow along.

In Toronto, although the audience cheered and clapped in appreciation, no one
knew to or dared to approach the dancers while they were in their oricha embodiment,
even after the performers broke concert dance’ sinvisible fourth wall by dancing
down the stage’ s side steps and into the audience. The audience remained seated,
providing no direct feedback, interaction, or contribution to the oricha dancers’ solos,
asthey had in Cuba. At the Y oruba Andabo performance | experienced at Club
Cabaret Las Vegas in Havana, the informed local viewing audience took on an active,
participatory role, emulating the supportive community members present at a sacred
ceremony, by joining in, communicating, and dancing with the orichas present at that
matinee performance.

Questioning Embodiment in Traditional Ceremony and on the Concert Stage

Religious persecution has strengthened Santeria’ s ability to survive in and
interweave itself into both sacred and secular landscapes. Its survival is not reliant on
specific spiritual locations or objects, but rather on the embodied memories of those
who have experienced its language in dancing body, singing voice, or in raptured

viewing gaze.
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How often did and do folklore performers use their stage time to internally
communicate with the orichas while externally fulfilling the governmental goal of
presenting an aesthetically pleasing and exciting music and dance event? Is this
always a conscious choice, or do the liturgical rhythms and movement languages that
they are embodying in performance, unwittingly carry them over the secular line and
into the sacred sphere? Will the bata rhythms and traditionally inspired oricha
movement vocabulary | incorporate into my thesis choreography have an energetic
effect on my dancing cast and viewing audience because of its encoded spiritually
communicative roots? Or, will my transfer of the oricha tradition from a sacred
performance context into a collegiate setting, utilizing a modern dance trained cast
who are performing in front of largely uninformed audience members, dissolve the
sacred threads | felt were present in Y oruba Andabo’ s performed oricha depiction?

Dunham Technique trained Cuban dance speciaist Dr. Yvonne Daniel writes:
“...rhythms have become codified due to their sounded rhythmical satisfaction, but
also due to the affective or psychosomatic responses they generate. Much of ritual
drumming...assumes a progression of emative patterns as rhythms are sounded,
repeated, and intensified. As rhythmic drumming is augmented in terms of speed and
intensity, the dancing body is affected.” ” The inherent rhythmic structure and
religious language in Santeriamusic is designed to support a dancer’ s sacred intent

whether in a staged folkloric oricha performance or a sacred ceremonial context.

" Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 87.
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When performing or viewing oricha dance in ceremonial or stage settings,
embodied memories from sacred and secular experiences are drawn from, utilized,
and added upon. Y oruba Andabo’ s weekly state mandated performances at Club
Cabaret Las Vegas create a permeable space for informed audience members to shift
from observer to observer-participant by communicating and dancing with the orichas
upon their embodied arrival in staged or ritual possession. It isa performed event
where both audience members and performers cross repeatedly between sacred and
socia forms of expression.

| will utilize the Dunham Model of Choreography to explore the musical and
movement languages associated with the orichas, embarking me upon a swirling path
that will cross repeatedly between the sacred and secular, Cuban and American,
modern and traditional, academic and artistic worldsthat | have chosen to bring into
dialogue within this creative thesis project.

Thesis Translated

Aché isaword of Lucumi language origin defined as "ritual performance
power; also the power to make things happen; innate dynamic essence of all people
and things."® In the creation of my thesis choreography Aché Essence, premiered in
April 2008 at the College at Brockport Hartwell Theater, | chose to explore the

embodiment and transformation of encoded ritual movement and rhythmic languages

8 K atherine Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santeria (Washington, DC:
Smithsonian Ingtitution Press, 2001), 241.
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from two sacred dance and music traditions, Haitian Vodou® and Cuban Santeria, as
they transition from their original functions and settings to the concert dance stage
and are translated within and communicated through the modern dancing body.

Central to both of these religious belief systemsis the concept that through
sacred drumming, song and dance, deities in these religions known as Iwain Vodou
and orichas in Santeria, may be called down to earth to inhabit a physical dancing
form in order to directly assist and communicate with humanity. In translating these
sacred energies for secular performance, | sought to find universal connections
between the individual archetypes each Haitian Iwa and Cuban orichal chose to draw
from represented in everyday life for myself, my cast of dancers, and for our audience
members. This objective contributed to the possibility that our danced communication
and intentions might be personally applicable and accessible within the modern
choreography that we were devel oping for the concert dance stage, for all involved.

| used Katherine Dunham’ s three primary philosophical methodologies of
Form and Function, Intercultural Communication, and Socialization Through the Arts
as guides to how | approached the choreographic process including: the formation of
my choreographic intentions and vision, casting, rehearsal methods and structures,
creation of movement vocabulary, spatial design and movement pathways, rhythmic
integration, music composition and musical choice, costuming, lighting, coaching of

my dancers, and the editing of my work.

® The word Vodou (Vodun, Vodoun, Voodoo etc.), from Fon language origin in West Africa, means
“sacred”. | chose to use a spelling of thisword that | have seen printed in current publications most
often.
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| focused on layering and interweaving modern dance sensibilitiesincluding
an expansive full range-of-motion use of the body, movement innovation, partnering
and the use of the floor, with the traditional movement vocabularies, encoded
symbolism, characterizations, and rhythmic and musical relationships associated with
the Cuban orichas Eleggud, Oya and Y emay4, and the Haitian Iwa Danbala,*° into the
transformation and creation of a movement language for Aché Essence.

By commissioning two original compositions to accompany this
choreographic work and combining them with two pieces of pre-recorded
publications, amusical score was created that harmonically, rhythmically and
instrumentally weaves together a dialogue of modern and traditional musical
languages.

Universal Connections

Aché Essence is composed of three sections which each feature distinct
rhythmic, movement and expressive qualities that draw from the traditional sacred
languages they are inspired by. In creating awork that contains diverse influences, it
was inherent that the roles of each contributing aspect have a purpose within the
choreographic expression being created that was integral to the overall statement and
dialogue that the piece was making, dually allowing each thread to communicate in
reference to and beyond traditional culturally recognized meanings and associations.

As achoreographer, | value the importance of studying and seeking to

understand both the form and context of an established movement vocabulary and

% banbalais alwaor religious deity in the VVodou pantheon who appearsin serpent form, represented
through the religious dance of Yanvalou.
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language, whether it is of balletic, modern or folkloric origins, prior to incorporating
and choosing to evolve its moving language through the trandation into and through
one’ s personal choreographic voice. In creating Aché Essence, | sought to understand
the form, function, and communicative rules and intentions associated with the
modern, oricha, and lwalanguages that | was choosing to utilize, before my
choreographic experimentation and planned evolution of the movement vocabulary.

Because | was bringing together musical and movement languages with
different places of origin and a combination of roots, | first sought to find translatable
connections within each one as well asto establish their differences, thus clarifying
their unique contributions to this devel oping choreographic work and their conjoining
points of overlap.
Guiding Questions

Upon establishing that Aché Essence will consist of three sections: the first
drawing upon Danbala, the second Eleggua and Oya, and the third Y emaya, | began
my choreographic process within the Dunham Model by creating a series of
guestions. These inquiries guided me in establishing the correlation between form and
function in relationship to communicative intention, visual appearance and rhythmic
structure within the codified performance languages of the three oricha and lwa
energies within the Vodou and Santeriatraditions | had chosen.

The inquisitive structure | created, allowed me to begin determining what
aspects | felt were imperative to maintain in my modern choreographed translation for

the stage, which aspects | would let go of, and which aspects | would use as a
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springboard for invention and transformation as | established and wove my creative

voice within and through these ancient yet evolving languages.

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

What social (mythical archetype, gender and character associations),
environmental (animal, plant or natural element associations), movement
(communicative qualities, bodily shapes, spatial pathways, established
movement vocabulary), music (rhythm-to-movement correlation, traditional
rhythmic order and structure, instrumentation), and costume (symbolic
imagery, design shapes, color) elements identify the individuality of each
archetype being presented?

What key elements are necessary in order to maintain the integrity of the
individual oricha/lwalanguage, while at the same time fulfilling modern
concert dance requirements of artistry and entertainment, as well as my own
personal choreographic voice?

What elements can be altered without losing the historical, cultural or social
accuracy of these sacred dance and music languages?

What presentation elements (choice of movements, music, costume etcetera)
need to be trandlated, and communicative universal connections established,
so that an audience who is not necessarily familiar with these traditions can
still absorb what they are viewing/hearing?

What educational purpose and/or responsibility am | assuming as

choreographer, with my performing cast, production crew and audience?
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6) Towhat degree will | teach my dancersthe “traditional” movement structures
and historical/spiritual context of the languages | am transforming and
creating from, prior to our invention and establishment of a new
choreographic form?

7) What environmental landscape(s) am | seeking to create in the movement,
music, costume and lighting designs that | am establishing that will speak to
my overall communicative message, purpose, and journey | would like my
audience members and dancing cast to join mein?

These questions have served as a continual guide throughout my choreographic
brainstorming, creation, editing, and evaluative processes of Aché Essence.
Haitian/Dunham Cyclical Influence

| chose to begin my choreographic thesis with the movements, symbolism and
rhythm associated with Danbala, the lwa within Haitian VVodou who is synonymous
with the image and movements of an undulating snake and waves of the ocean.
Dressed in white, he is associated with the process of creation and birth and is seen as
the universal father figure within the religion. The musical rhythm and dance of
yanvalou that | draw from for this section, isin honor of Danbala, and is one of the
most frequently performed within aVodou ceremony.

When K atherine Dunham conducted her anthropological fieldwork in Haiti

she became ritually married to the Iwa Danbala.** Upon her return to Chicago, she

" During Dunham’sfirst visit to Haiti as a student, she became a hounci or initiate in the Vodou
religion; in return trips throughout her lifetime she advanced within the religion until she was at the
highest level known as amambo asegue or female priestess. Katherine Dunham, “Prologue: Excerpt
from ‘Minefields'”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: The University of
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chose to incorporate the spinal isolations representing the movement of a snake and
signature to the dance of yanvalou, into her subsequent dance technique’ s established
barre warm-up and choreography. It is through Dunham technique classes that | was
first exposed to the rhythm and dance of yanvalou, as well asto the history and
culture of the Vodou religion. | have practiced and performed variations of this dance
for over twenty years through classes with Katherine Dunham and her master teachers
including Haitian dancer and choreographer Louinés Louinis,** aregular faculty
member at the Katherine Dunham Technique Seminars held annually in the East St.
Louis, Illinois area.

The Haitian government, similar to Cuba, pronounced the religious practice of
Vodou illegal while ssmultaneously encouraging the secularized performance of its
associated music and dance practice as a unique representation of Haiti’s culture to be
presented to national and international audiences. In 1941, the Institut d’ Ethnologie
(Institute of Ethnology) was founded as an educational institution for the training of
governmentally approved theatrical folkloric performance.™® Renowned Haitian
dancer/choreographer Jean-L éon Destiné, now based in New Y ork City, trained asa
student at thisinstitute. He became a member of the Katherine Dunham Company in

1946, and later was appointed by the Haitian government as director and

Wisconsin Press, 2005), 80. Dunham’s primary initiation and marriage to Danbalais described in
detail in her book Island Possessed, printed by Doubleday books in 1969.
12 Currently director of the Louinés Louinis Haitian Dance Theater based in Florida, U.S.A.

13 K ate Ramsey, “Without One Ritual Note: Folklore Performance and the Haitian State, 1935-1946",
Radical History Review (Durham: Duke University Press), 16.
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choreographer of the country’ sfirst official folkloric company, La Troupe
Folklorique Nationale.**

Unlike Dunham, Destiné was never initiated into the VVodou religion, but
rather chose to study, perform and creatively interpret hisfolkloric heritage from a
purely artistic perspective. In an interview in 1990, Destiné said: “| create. | baseit on
the traditional Haitian folklore. Most of the things are from the Vodoun cult, or the
European influence, and then you mold it into an artistic expression. So anybody in
any kind of audience- Europe or anywhere you go- would understand.” *°

Prior to creating his own choreographic productions, Destiné had toured
internationally as a performer with the Dunham Company. These experiences
provided him with the opportunity to participate within and to observe Katherine
Dunham'’ s creative choreographic process, thus leading him to incorporate her
philosophies of Form and Function and Intercultural Communication, whose
combined purposeit isto build universal connective threads of communication and
understanding between one' s audience members and the root cultures and artistic
expressions being featured on stage, into his creative works.

In 1953, the Haitian Government again hired a former Dunham Company
member and teacher to train members of La Troupe Folklorique Nationale. Thistime,

American born Lavinia Williams Y arborough was chosen to continue the infusion

and influence of Katherine Dunham’s Dance Technique and creative and educational

4 ois Wilcken, “Power, Ambivalence, and the Remaking of Haitian Vodoun Music in New Y ork”,
Latin American Music Review (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1992), 8.
hid., 18.
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Philosophic M ethodol ogies within the ongoing development of Haiti’s artistic
folkloric representation and codification. Y arborough remained in Haiti asa
prominent teacher, performer, choreographer and researcher throughout the rest of her
life.*®

Modern Dance Roots

My thesis choreography was created within a college dance department that is
rooted in modern dance technique. In the early imaginings of my creative project, |
sought out historical and aesthetic connections between the sacred dance languages |
was choosing to draw from and the multitude of individualistic movement
expressions canonized within modern dance. | began by looking at Katherine
Dunham’ s choreography and drawing upon my experience as a Dunham technique
trained dancer, and then cast my research net outward and into the past to locate
additional connections.

American born modern dance pioneer Loie Fuller, received international
attention in 1892 with the performance of her choreography La Serpentine at the
Folies Bergere nightclub in Paris, France. In this performance and throughout the
remainder of her career, Fuller transformed the social dance craze of “ skirt dancing”
that appeared in European music hallsin the 1860’ s and became popular in the United
States by the late 1880's,*" by creating a dance language of her own for the concert

stage. She infused modern dance aesthetics, naturalist and artistic imagery and

18| avinia Williams Y arborough founded a school: the Haitian Institute of Folklore and Classic Dance,
and wrote a book titled Haiti-Dance, published in 1959 by Broénners Druckerei, chronicling the history
and portrayal of sacred and secular dance in Haiti.

7 Jody Sperling, “Loie Fuller and the Magic Lantern”, Dancing in the Millennium Conference
(Washington, DC, 2000).
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creative expressions combined with innovative costuming and lighting designs, with
the roots of this social dance.

Fuller changed the function of the music hall dance skirt by greatly expanding
its physical volume so that the costume became an extension of the moving shapes
and pathways that her dancing body created within her choreography.*® Through this
shift in form, the audience’ s gaze was now led into an ethereal world of abstract
moving imagery devoid of stops and starts, poses and tricks, or exposure of individual
body parts.*®

A reviewer in 1892 describes Fuller’ s performance of La Serpentine:
“Suddenly the stage is darkened and Loie Fuller appearsin awhite light which makes
her radiant and a white robe that surrounds her like a cloud. She floats around the
stage, now revealed, now concealed by the exquisite drapery which takes aform of its
own...The surprised and delighted spectators do not know what to call her
performance. It is not a skirt dance, although she dances and waves a skirt. It is
unique, ethereal, delicious.” ? Fuller crossed boundaries between social and concert
dance in much the same way that Katherine Dunham did years | ater, creating
choreography and embodying a stage personathat did not fit neatly into previously

established performance and artistic categories.

18 Fuller extended the length and expansiveness of the skirt to begin at the neck instead of at the waist.
In many of her choreographies she held curved or straight sticks in her hands, greatly extending the
width and height of her moving skirt. She patented her costume design, as well as many of her lighting
inventions.

19 Such as was the habit in skirt dancing, where the movement of the skirt was designed to showcase
flashes of leg and undergarments.

% From a January, 1892 review in the New York Spirit of the Times, as quoted in Jody Sperling’s
“Skirting the Image: The Origins of Loie Fuller’s Serpentine Dance”, Twenty-Second Annual
Conference of the Society of Dance History Scholars (Albuquerque, University of New Mexico, 2006),
1.
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In performance, Loie Fuller’s dancing extends past the lines of her human
associated form, alowing her choreography to project both sacred and secular
imagery and expression. As biographer Rhonda Garelick wrote: “...Fuller hardly ever
‘played’ or ‘portrayed’ (atheatrical character). Rather, in the vast majority of her
performances she became the forms she described in silk, subsuming her physical self
within them.”# This metamorphic quality gave Fuller the potential of leading her
audience on journeys of suspended disbelief into the non-human realms she projected.
A reviewer in 1892 describes her performance: “ As she vanishes, leaving only a
flutter of her white robe on the stage, the theatre resounds with thunders of applause.
Again she emerges from the darkness, her airy evolutions now tinted blue and purple
and crimson and again the audience rise at her and insist upon seeing her pretty,
piquant face before they can believe that the lovely apparition isreally awoman.” %
Loie Fuller and Yemaya

Dancers who are embodying oricha or lwa movement and rhythmic language
in private religious or public staged performance, seek to transcend human
association in much the same way that Loie Fuller was able, through the
incorporation of both sacred and secular naturalist and artistic imagery within their
dancing forms and expressions.

In the performed embodiment of the female orichas Y emayé and Ochin who

are associated with ocean water and river water respectively, along and full skirt is

2 Rhonda Garelick, Electric Salome: Loie Fuller’s Performance of Modernism (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2007), 5.

2 From areview in the New York Spirit of the Times in January, 1892, as quoted in Sperling, “Skirting
the Image: The Origins of Loie Fuller's Serpentine Dance”, 1.
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worn whose bottom outside edges are held in the dancer’ s hands, allowing the fabric
to become a wide moving extension of their body’ s movement, greatly contributing to
the naturalistic imagery and actions that the dancer is enacting.

Although full skirts are traditionally worn by female performers throughout
the Caribbean, reflecting the European colonia influence on folkloric dance attire, it
isonly within oricha dancing that the skirt is consistently manipulated and used as an
integrated extension of the body’ s lines for the purpose of creating non-human
identified shapes and expressions. When |earning movement vocabulary for Y emaya,
the pathway of the arms and positioning of the hands as they hold an imaginary or
actual skirt istaught in conjunction with the rhythmic and spatia patterning of the
feet and whole body for each step that is demonstrated.

At the beginning stages of my choreographic process for Aché Essence, after
choosing Y emayé as one of the oricha s whose imagery and movement vocabulary |
wanted to draw from, | began brainstorming possible ways of abstracting the codified
skirt techniques within oricha dance while at the same time maintaining the integrity
of the movement’ sintentions. Loie Fuller's dancing image® as | had seen captured
on posters advertising her Folies Bergére performances sprung to mind, establishing a
correlation between skirt techniques used within both Cuban oricha and European
modern dance at the turn of the century. | saw within Fuller’s garment the possibility

of creating greatly enlarged echoes of Y emay& s wave-like, ocean inspired

% | oje Fuller was an inspiration to many visual artists and poets, whose sculptural, painted and
photographed images are what predominately remains of her choreographic work. For athorough
collection of thisimages see the book Loie Fuller Danseuse De L’Art Nouveau, chronicling an art
exhibit held at the Nancy Musée des Beaux-Artsin France in 2002.
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movements and imagery, as well as the opportunity to directly reference and
incorporate the historical roots of modern dance. | set about researching how to
construct a Fuller type costume that would be appropriate for the choreography | was
imagining. This Loie Fuller figure proved to became a central character in my
choreography, serving as a connective thread throughout the piece.
Orichas in Dialogue

Choreography for Aché Essence began with the middle section, when | came
across amusical composition arranged by the Cuban cellist Israel Lopez Cachao titled
“ Africa Suite: Eleggud’ %* where he collaborated with master baté player and former
Dunham company member Francisco Aguabella and master akpwon (lead singer) and
founding company member of the Conjunto Folklorico Naciona de Cuba, Lézaro
Galarraga. In thisrecording Cachao seamlessly weaves his stringed instrument of
European ancestry with the sacred bata rhythms and voices, at times his cello
replacing the akpwon's calls, as the chorus singsin Y oruba for the oricha Eleggua

As achoreographer, | chose to use this recording as accompaniment because |
feel that these artists maintained the integrity and intention of the Santeria musical
tradition while weaving their own creative voices and interpretations into their
modern creation. Finding a piece of music that fulfilled these requirements liberated
me to weave my modern dance writing voice in dialogue with the Santeria movement

tradition.

24 From his Grammy Award winning album Cachao Master Sessions Volume 11 produced by Sony
Music Entertainment Inc. in 1995.
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Although this piece of music istitled “ Africa Suite: Eleggud”, upon repeated
listens to it with the assistance and translation skills of the initiated omo aiia® bata
player and santero Clement Joseph,”® whom | later asked to create the original
compositions accompanying sections one and three of Aché Essence, | learned that
the patakin or story the lyrics tell, involves both Eleggua and the female warrior
oricha Oya. Musically this means that the bata rhythms underlying the score alternate
between calls for Eleggua and Oy4, depending on which orichain the story the vocals
are cueing. As a choreographer using this piece of music as my accompaniment, it
was important that | heed these calls and allow the movement, rhythmic and energetic
dialogue of both orichas to enter my work.

By making the choice to follow the rhythmic musical cues of the bata, as well
as the melodic and harmonic phrasing present in “ Africa Suite: Eleggud’, | set a
precedent for choices | made in regards to rhythmic correl ations and movement
innovation in the proceeding choreography for the as of yet un-choreographed
opening and closing sections of Aché Essence.

Socialization Through the Arts
In casting for thiswork, | was looking for dancers with a grounded movement

guality who were cognizant of rhythmic shifts and polyrhythmic movement

% There are two types of bata drums, those that are unconsecrated and can be played in secular
performance by any knowledgeable musician, and fundamento drums that have been baptized to
receive the Afia spirit permitting them to speak directly with the oricha. Only male musicians, who
have been initiated into this sacred society to become omo afid or sons of Afia, are permitted to play
and communicate with the orichas through these sacred batd drums. Maria T. Velez, Drumming for the
Gods: The Life and Times of Felipe Garcia Villamil, Santero, Palermo, and Abakua (Philadelphia:
TempleUniversity Press, 2000), 49-50.

% Clement Joseph is omo afid and a priest within the Santeriareligion. He is a renowned musician,
percussionist, composer and dance accompanist, well versed in multiple dance and music practices,
having made his professional debut at age two with the Arthur Hall Afro-American Dance Company.
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isolations, capable of moving within the fluid, undulating movement vocabularies of
Danbala and Y emay4, as well asin the declarative, angular vocabularies of Eleggua
and Oy& Most importantly, | was looking to cast a powerful group of women® who
were interested and able to creatively contribute, communicate and perform with
persona mental, physical and emotional investment and commitment to each other
and to the project at hand. Intotal, | envisioned a cast of eight (plus an understudy),
made up of seven core ensemble dancers including myself, and one solo dancer to
adventurously inhabit the Loie Fuller inspired garment and resulting spirit figure.
Casting occurred during the last week of classes of the fall semester in
December 2007. | asked my cast to return early from their winter break for an
intensive week of rehearsalsin January prior to classes resuming. For five daysin a
row we trained, created, and socialized through our daily 9am to 5pm rehearsals and
subsequent dinners held nightly at each other’ s houses. Over the course of thisweek |
was able to familiarize the dancers, who held various levels of experience within
these languages, with the rhythms, core movements and basic characterizations of the
Iwa and orichas we were drawing from. We had the opportunity to improvise and
develop movement variations and lay a choreographic foundation for each of the
three sections, and most important, we began sharing as individuals and developing as

afamilial group.?®

%" During the spring 2008 semester when | choreographed my creative project, there were only two
men in the College at Brockport Dance Department who were eligible to perform, causing me to
choose a cast of al women.

% See Appendix to view our January intensive rehearsal schedule.
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We were adynamic mix of ages, races, colors, personalities and nationalities,
many of whom had not previously worked together, nor performed within a
folkloric/modern medium while a student at the College at Brockport. This one week
of rehearsal was absent of outside peer and school distractions and expectations, and
filled with sweat, laughter, sore muscles and good food. Thisintensive period proved
to be essential in the creation of this piece, as we were able to cross through the
superficial and begin developing a physical and emotional comfort level and bond
with each other that existed both within and outside of the school rehearsal
environment.

As director/choreographer/coach/performer, | viewed my cast as a developing
family. With myself in the parental/guidancerole, | remained slightly as the outsider,
observing personal idiosyncrasies in learning and communication styles and the
overall group’s dynamics. | adjusted my leadership and choreographic approachesin
response, as | in turn experienced feelings of frustration, joy and pride in witnessing
their and my own processes of discovery and amazing growth.

Intercultural Communication

Although each were talented modern dancers, prior to our rehearsals, only one
member of my cast had formally studied the oricha dance languages (while she was a
student at La Escuela Nacional de Arte in Havana), but not Haitian folklore. One
performer had studied yanvalou through dancing with a Haitian company in New
Y ork City, but never Cuban folklore, and one was familiar with related Caribbean

movement vocabul aries through her performances with the National Dance Theatre
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Company of Jamaica. One of my dancers was born and raised in Barbados, two in
Cuba, and the remaining four in upstate New Y ork; none practiced or had ever
witnessed the religions of Santeria or V odou.

In translating movement languages with sacred intent to the secular concert
stage, my focus was on isolating key physical, rhythmic and emotional archetypal
elements within the languages that each dancer could find a connection to and feel
comfortable expressing, without interfering with or in full inclusion of their personal
spiritual practice.

In rehearsal | asked them to identify what they emotionally, mentally and
physically were feeling and intending to communicate within each section of the
dance. Thereafter, we practiced using the vocabulary they generated to continue
building the intercultural connections we were constructing with each other and
between the myriad of languages we were speaking, contributing to the universal
nature of the choreography we were creating together and preparing to share.
Transmission of Language

In teaching new movement languages to intermediate level graduate and
undergraduate modern dancers, the challenge lies not with their ability to copy or
grasp the moving shapes and patterns that build the vocabulary or “steps’, but in their
understanding and embodiment of each movement language’ s particular “accent”. |
trandate “accent” to encompass a movement language’ s preferred: center of gravity,
plane(s) of movement, body part(s) focus, rhythm, codified inflections, effort quality,

and character.

111



In the eight week rehearsal process for Aché Essence, | was asking my cast to
learn and creatively extrapolate from the root vocabularies of five dance languages:
modern, yanvalou/Danbal a, Eleggua, Oya, and Y emaya, with the goal of trandlating
and creating personal associations and meanings within each for themselves. This
allowed them in turn, to be able to speak through their dancing bodies with universal
clarity and intention within their performance of the choreography.

Birth/Yanvalou

| began visualizing each section of Aché Essence as the embodiment and
communication of specific emotional and mental qualities associated with three
different stages of self-awareness and expression in life. The physical characteristics
that defined the movement language for each section in turn supported these qualities
and communicative intentions, contributing to the environmental landscape created
within each.

The opening section istitled “Essence” and represents birth and the slow
transition from an internal experience of self to an external awareness of the
surrounding world. The movements of yanvalou feel and look embryonic. They are
centered on the continuous, circular, spinal ripples emanating from the vestigial tail
and extending out through the crown of the head that slowly propel one’'s dancing
body forward, upward and outward. As Katherine Dunham described in her published
master’ s thesis Dances of Haiti: “Yanvalou isfluid, involving spine, base of the head,
chest, solar plexus, and pelvic girdle, the effect is complete relaxation. Thereisno

tenseness or rigidity of muscles; instead, a constant circular flow acts as a mental
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narcotic and neural catharsis. The dance is decidedly soothing rather than exciting,
and oneis|eft in a state of complete receptivity.”

The first image audience members of Aché Essence see isaslowly moving
white mass lit only by revolving dots of light spiraling through the darkened space,
creating an ambiguous spatial environment with no apparent human shapes. Asthis
large mass expands and rises, she reveals beneath her extended wings a tangled knot
of bodies whose heads and limbs are interwoven and hidden, drawing the audience’'s
visual awareness to their fully exposed, bare skinned and undulating vertebrae. Their

spinal rhythm is constant, never ceasing or pausing, only increasing in tempo as the

piece progresses over the next five minutes.

Photograph by Jim Dusen

# K atherine Dunham, Dances of Haiti (Los Angeles: Center for Afro-American Studies University of
Cdlifornia, 1983), 61.
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Danbala Embodied

We begin entwined, seven of us beneath an expansive white being. Her wide
wingspan embraces us breathing pulses of air over our curled bodies, we cannot see,
we only feel as her wings expand and contract initiated by the ripple in her spine. Her
tempo builds as she rises above us, twisting and spiraling, the snap of her wings
causing rushes of air to circulate around us. She whirls away, a spinning vortex
swooping down to the floor and up, reaching to the audience and then swimming her
way back to us, beckoning again before rapidly swirling and diving into the
blackness, sheis gone.

Life energy windsits way through our vertebrae and out the crowns of our
heads as our bodies and spirits are awakened, our sensing explorations being guided
by the circular yanvalou rhythm that aurally surrounds us. Our rippling shapes move
in response to the fellow beings we feel dlithering beside us. Werise and sink in pairs
and trios, our peripheral vision slowly expanding until we are drawn together,
undulating and rising in unison. We weave between each other, pausing to meet
shoulder-to-shoulder, awareness and development of our individuality building before
dividing; two joined pairs recede from the space into opposite corners, as an
entangled trio remains.

The tempo isincreasing; ripples are shooting out through fingertips and toes
sharply interrupting the meditative pulse. Three individuals explode outward into

space, testing their boundaries before drawing sinuously back together, their spines
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maintaining the underlying yanvalou rhythm. They melt and intertwine before
separating, embarking on their life journeys as connected yet separate beings.
Form and Function

The hypnotic, spinal movement form of yanvalou is functioned to leave both
the observer of and participant within this dance in arelaxed and receptive stete,
contributing to the internal focus of self that thisfirst section isintended to possess.
When half of the dancers exit and atrio remains, the tempo of the underlying
yanvaou rhythm builds and a sudden break in the repetitive pattern is heard, known
as akasé,™ resulting in the dancers breaking their and the audiences’ meditative
internal focus, as they sharply open and expand their bodies into the space beginning
their shift into an external awareness of the world and space around them.

| chose to retain three aspects from the traditional movement vocabulary
associated with this dance that | set as guidelines: a continuous spinal ripple must be
sustained throughout, the feet must follow one of the basic foot patterns® when

traveling in order to rhythmically remain within the 12/8 rhythm of yanvalou, and a

%0 A kasé is a sudden rhythmic pattern played by the lead drummer that breaks the cyclical rhythm
being played. It is used within religious ceremonies as away of interrupting the dancers’ repetitive
movements, knocking them out of their familiar zone and into the spiritual realm, calling the lwas
down to earth. In secular folkloric performance kasés may be musically predetermined, as | have used
them, to incite a change in rhythm and qualitative intensity within the choreography.

3! The four basic traveling footwork patterns and corresponding spinal rhythms for yanvalou used
were: Single Step (whole notes): the feet follow a slow single count rhythm, alternating feet with one
spinal ripple per step- contract on +, release on 1. Three Step (triplet): three quicker stepswith a
sustain on the third are taken in the time that two take place in the first example- right step forward,
left step together, right step forward / |eft step forward, right step together, Ieft step forward etc.- the
spinereleases on 1, contracts on 2, releases on 3. Three Step with Touch (quarter notes): step forward,
step together, step forward, step ball-of-the-foot touch together, repeats to opposite side by stepping
forward with the foot that just touched- the spine releases on 1, contracts on 2, release on 3, contracts
on touch. Double Step (eighth notes): two small quick forward steps are taken with the feet remaining
flat on the floor- the spine contracts quickly on + and releases quickly on 1.
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kasé step must be inserted when the rhythmic call is heard in the music. | taught my
cast traditional yanvalou movements and then asked them to improvise as agroup, in
duos, and in trios, to create traveling movements that contained these parameters.
Staging wise, | maintained the characteristic practice of dancing in honor of Danbala,
the serpentine Iwa by moving incrementally through spatial levels, from laying on the

floor’s surface to standing upright on one’ s feet.

Photograph by Ali Gonzalez

The cast came up with a self-image that guided our improvisations when
creating the opening group section, that of being newly born animalsin alitter whose
vision is not yet fully formed. As aresult of thisimagery, an internal focus was
physically created as we forced our tactile and aural senses to be our leaders versus
our actual eyesight, relying purely on the physical contact and body heat of those

around us to be our guide as we ventured out into the space. It is not until the middle
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of the piece, just prior to half the group exiting and the tempo increasing, that our
gazeslift up and out for the first time allowing us to fully see each other as well asthe
stage space extending out around us.

Musical Threads

It was my intention to follow musically in the tradition of the Cachao
composition that accompanies the second section of Aché Essence, through the
weaving of African, European and Caribbean musical traditions that retain traditional
accompanying rhythmic structures at its core, while allowing for the composer’s
original artistic voice to be woven throughout.

Asin traditional orichamusic, Vodou instrumentation consists of a set of
three drums whose separate rhythms are played simultaneoudly, interweaving
individual parts together to create the desired overall rhythm.* | requested that the
composer play atraditional yanvalou rhythm while infusing additional
instrumentation and melodies through the use of an acoustic guitar and vocals into the
musical score. | asked that the lyrics not be atraditional song for yanvalou but rather

one of his own creation sung in the Y oruba language,® creating alinguistic link

% The drum battery played for the Vodou tradition is of Rada religious origins and consists of three
drums of various sizes and pitches: maman (the largest and lowest in pitch), segon (meaning second or
middle), and boula (the highest in pitch), and are played by using both the hands and a stick. A bell
known as ogan and arattle known as ason, accompany the drum battery, adding additional poly
rhythms, as do the call and response singing voices of the performers/practitioners. The lwas, music,
and religious structure followed in the Vodou religion is associated with the Rada nation from the
Kingdom of Dahomey, having traveled and been maintained through the memories and practices of
those who were brought to Haiti from the region now known as the country of Benin in West Africa.
* Y orubais the language spoken and sung within the Santeria tradition. Part of amusician’straining in
becoming omo afais to learn this language, allowing them to not only translate but to add to the
traditional lyrics when needed as well as be fully cognizant of the speech tonalities and resulting
communication connected to the rhythms and tones they are playing on the bata drums. Because the
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between the vocalizations used in this piece for Danbala and in the following section
in honor of the orichas Eleggua and Oya.
Declaration

Asthe voice of Cachao’s cello in “Africa Suite: Eleggua’ joins with the
sacred bata rhythms and voices of the lead singer and chorus, so have | joined my
own body’ s voice with the traditional movements of Eleggua and Oyain this middle
section titled “ Declaration”, much the same way that | choreographed the opening
section “Essence” by incorporating movements derived from improvised invention

with traditional yanvalou dance language.

Photograph by Jim Dusen

Asthe last yanvalou dancers recede from the stage, the expansive spirit
creature is seen joining asingle figure in white. Their eye contact remains connected

from their greeting as they separate along the diagonal, the spirit disappearing as the

composer Clement Joseph is trained within this tradition among others, | knew him to be versed in the
Y oruba language and able to compose within it.
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lone dancer preparesto assert her presence. Asthe first sounds of the cello are heard,
she spins around diving and cutting through the space before her, calling out to the
audience with her voice before turning to clear alarge circle on the stage, beckoning
to those in the shadows to join her as she spirals downward at the center of the stage’s
crossroads awaiting their entrance.

In this middle section we arrive to declare and manifest our intentionsin life,
fueled by the energies of two orichas: Eleggua who is centered at the junctures and
transition pointsin life, responsible for both opening and closing the multitude of
doors and roads before us, and the whirling wind of the female warrior Oyawho
purifies our surrounding environment, creating space for change and growth through
her embodiment as either a gentle breeze or a spinning tornado.

The other warriors arrive in staggered configurations, greeting each other with
ajoining of foreheads, before turning sharply to travel down one of the four diagonals
emanating from the center of the crossroads, each affirming their individual presence
and readiness to cleanse, clear and open the multitude of pathways that lay before
them.

In preparing their entrance movement solos, | asked each dancer to picture an
areain ther life that needed to be cleared of negativity or obstacles. With this focus
in mind they then created movements that felt representative of their taking an
assertive stand to deal with that situation, and combined them with one or two
traditional Eleggua movements that they had learned thus far in the rehearsal process

and felt identification with. To emphasize their message, deep sounding vocalizations
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were made by the dancers to accompany specific movements within this section,
contributing to both they and the viewing audience viscerally feeling and audibly

receiving the force of their communicative intention.

Photograph by Laura Frank

As the underlying bata rhythm switches to Oy& s signature tui-tui® rhythm,
the dancers follow heed, untying their white skirts to whirl beneath them as they
directly approach the audience, their gazes clear and outwardly focused. Suddenly
their pathways cut inward, creating a spinning vortex on stage as they swirl in
opposite directions around each other, their winged |eader rushing through to push

them on, leaving them dancing along the crossroads in her wake.

* Tui-tuf is abata rhythm played for Oyawhose distinctive call begins inside the musical phrase (4 +
A), with a high-pitched accent on the 4 and a heavy aural accent dictating a correspondent weighted
movement accent falling on the 1. | counted thiscall and accentas: 4+A 1,2,3,4+A 1,2, 3.
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In contrast to the previous section, the movements within “Declaration” are
angular in nature with assertive, direct and sharp energy qualities. Specific to Oyaisa
circling upper torso in the transverse plane derivative of her elemental wind
association, while Eleggua always carries within his right hand a wooden forked stick
or branch called a garabato® to assist him in reaching out and clearing the way of
obstacles before him. Although the garabato in this piece isinvisible, the dancers
maintain a closed right hand throughout this section asif they were actually holding a
stick between their thumb and pointer finger, with which to extend their reach further
out into space. Traveling movements take place along diagonal pathways when in

representation of Eleggua, and along a circular course for Oya

Photograph by Laura Frank

* The garabato originated in Cuba and throughout the Caribbean as a protective tool that field workers
used to hook and pull aside sugar cane or other harvests that they then cut with their machete or blade
held in the opposite hand. Not only did the garabato separate the material to be cut, but also served asa
protective blockade keeping the blade from coming in contact with their leg. It was adopted as a prop
for Ellegua, to facilitate the removal of objects blocking one’'s way both physically and metaphorically.
(From conversation with Cuban dance teacher Miguel Periche on July 1, 2008 in Northampton, MA)
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Together this powerful group works to cut through obstacles, washing away
negativity they perceive around them, opening the way for balance, cam and
community to ensue. In sensing their job finished, they circle their bodies toward
each other, creating an internal ring with their bowed and connected heads at the
center of the crossroads.

Aguas Bellas: Beautiful Waters

In this final section of Aché Essence titled “Aguas Bellas’ (Beautiful Waters),
the performers embody wisdom and trust in themselves, each other, and their placein
the world. The oricha mother energy of Y emaya has arrived, gathering us together to
support and buoy one another through the ebb and flow and mysterious depths of
life's ocean currents, together as a community.

As the group separates, dispersing along their separate pathways, the pulsing
upper back of anew figureis seen. Turning to smile at the passing dancers she twirls
softly downstage, her bright blue and white skirts billowing beneath her as she
extends her arms towards the audience in greeting, before bowing her head and
enfolding her arms in an embrace.

Her body dips and dives, landing like ocean froth at the feet of the spirit
creature whose expansive wings have swelled behind her, creating alarge white tidal
wave to frame her dance. The wave recedes as she scoops and splashes her skirts
towards the wings of the stage, adding crashing arcs of turquoise, teal and indigo into

the mix as three dancers join her salty, swirling waters. She withdraws, leaving this
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trio to lift and toss one another, their radiating smiles encouraging each other’s play
asthey careen through the waves.

In creating the choreography for thistrio it was my purpose to expand upon
the range-of-motion traditionally utilized in the scooping and swinging wave-like
movement vocabulary of Y emayd, by incorporating physical contact and partnered
lifts between the dancers as well as actions that carry them to the floor and back up.
By alowing the possibility of these bodily extremes | actively broadened the lexicon
of oricha dancing that | am aware of, as partnering and floor work are movement
aspects that to date | have not seen or heard of being included in sacred or secular

vocabulary.®

Photograph by Jim Dusen

% A dlight exception to this would be some of Ellegua movements in which heis crouching or sitting
on the floor playing with toys, during his childhood incarnation.
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Four more dancers join this swirling trio, sending rhythmic bursts of ocean
spray into the air as their bodies scoop and their skirts splash. Deep weight shifting
undercurves and flying overcurves together balance this dynamic environment, where
each member radiates in the sparkling light of their watery world.

The rhythmic tempo of the group’ s waters shift suddenly as the spirit
creature’ s voluminous form dives into their domain, being carried high up into a
suspended flight as waves crash below; her sinking, spinning form setting off circular
ripples that quickly build into an immense and vibrant whirlpool. Her outstretched
rippling shape envelopes their whirling bodies, releasing the storm that has claimed
them; they draw together dipping in unison into the calm waters to bath in its restored
balance, the lights dimming until all that is seen is the pul sating backs of the water

dancers swaying in the cleansed sea, framed by the spirit figure’ s embracing wings.

Photograph by Jim Dusen
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Musical Underpinnings

The majority of the choreography for both sections one and three was
completed prior to receiving the finalized commissioned, accompanying musical
scores. Although this was not my original intention, it was possible, as| had
predetermined the underlying rhythmic structure for each section at the beginning of
my choreographic process based on the movement qualities and emotive associations
connected with each specific rhythm. As the choreography for each rhythmic part
revealed itself in the creation process, | then communicated the approximate musical
length as well as emotional/communicative attributes and physical descriptions of
each of these parts to the composer, Clement Joseph, to aid in his creation process. As
| received preliminary sections of his compositions | would try them with our
choreography and respond with requests for adjustments in quality, tempo or length if
needed.

The music for “Essence’, titled “Birth/Yanvalou” was divided into two
connected musical parts reflected in the split title. | requested that the “birth” part,
accompanying the opening solo for the spirit/life-giver figure, contain a free rhythm
with amix of ambient sounds and/or vocalizations that would serve to draw the
audience into the mysterious environment being created on stage, and that represented

the feeling and idea of “birth” for the composer.
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Photograph by Ali Gonzalez

At the moment the spirit figure completes the final whoosh of her spinning
body over the entangled snake creatures, | asked that the percussive rhythm for
yanvalou begin (along with the introduction of the guitar and vocal melodies),
signaling the physical juncture when the newborns are strong enough to start their
dlithering propulsion into space, their heartbeats reflected in the sound of the drum
battery. Halfway through the yanvalou part, as the group concludes their slow
evolution to standing, | asked that a gradual increase in tempo and dynamics
commence that buildsin intensity throughout the remainder of the composition.

Although adjusting in speed and musical accent, the yanvalou rhythm used in
thisfirst section remained constant, causing the dancersto only have to learn one
rhythmic structure within which all of the created movements for this section fit. In
contrast the third section contained four musical shifts within its form, each reflecting
distinct bata rhythms in honor of Y emayé that proved to be challenging for the

dancers to distinguish between and fully embody, until the end of our rehearsal

126



process when they had the opportunity to listen and dance with the final completed
musical score.®’
Movement through Rhythm

| began forming the overall structure for “Aguas Bellas’ by first deciding
which of the many bata rhythms played in honor of Yemaya | wanted to include, their
musical and characteristic purpose within the development of thisfinal section, and
their order. By categorizing the specific Y emaya movements that correspond with
each of these rhythms| was able to note in detail their unique rhythmic phrasing,
musical accents, and identifying movement quality and characteristic function. This
provided me with a rhythmic and qualitative structural launching pad from which to
create modernized movement vocabulary for each of the rhythmic dialects that |
chose to utilize and speak from.

| opened with the rhythm yakota and its accompanying song Yemaya Asesu,
counted in awaltz-like 123, 456, 123, 456, which allowed me to emphasize the
joyful, smooth, rising and sinking qualities of Y emay4, in contrast to the angularity
and sharpness seen and heard in the previous landscape infiltrated by Eleggua and

Oya. These characteristics were developed during the initial solo, duet, trio and

3" During the rehearsal process | sang out loud a basic interpretation of the bata accompaniment, as no
musical recording existed of the custom order of Y emayarhythms| had chosen. Each of the
professional recordings | had for Y emaya were composites themselves of multiple rhythms of different
musical lengths, causing me to have to isolate the individual rhythm we were working on in the
choreography from its embedded |ocation in the recordings. Undoubtedly the rhythmic length of each
rhythm we were developing was never found in these recordings, causing me to revert to singing
during rehearsals. Although in my mind | could fill in my sparse vocalizations with memories of what
the actual live six-handed parts of each bata rhythm sounded like, my dancers could not as they had not
heard these rhythms played live, causing much frustration and confusion on their part as they
attempted to rhythmically learn something that was not presented aurally in its entirety.
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gathering of the group, establishing the new rhythmic, movement and qualitative
environment of this section.

Once this new buoyant water world was created, the rhythm changes to
omolode, adding a strong aural accent and visual splash: +1, 2, 3, +1, 2, 3, to the
beginning of each measure within its 6/8 phrasing. Asthis new rhythmic texture
develops, the bata quickly transitionsinto the funky clave® based rhythm of chikini
counted ina 12, 123, 12, 123, supporting the evolving richness and intricacies
interwoven within the dancers movements and musical score.

Asthe spirit figure dives into the action, the rhythm turns to the culminating
alaré de Yemaya, which grows rapidly in tempo and rhythmic complexity, propelling
the spinning and swirling kaleidoscope of ocean hues into a giant dipping and diving,
splashing and flying whirlpool of movement on stage, completing this musical score
titled “Mama Y emayd’.

It was my original intention to have portions of the musical accompani ment
for Aché Essence be performed live, allowing the musicians and dancersto react and
respond rhythmically in dialogue with each other in real time on stage with the
musi cians weaving their presence in and out of the dancing imagery as an aural
equivalent to the spirit figure’ s visual appearances and interactions. This proved to
not be logistically possible for theinitial performances of the piece, but it isan ideal

would like to explore in future incarnations of this production.

% Claveis a Spanish word that translates as key or keystone. It is the underlying two-measure rhythmic
foundation for the majority of both sacred and secular Afro-Cuban rhythms. John Amira, The Music of
Santeria: Traditional Rhythms of the Batd Drums (Reno: White Cliffs Media, 1999), 25.
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Costume Construction

Costume choice is a communicative tool that servesto direct the viewer’ s eye
to specific points of bodily focus based on what is revealed, covered or added to on
each performer’ s body. Costumes alter the moving shape a dancing body creates as it
travels through space, thus affecting how the movement within is perceived and
understood by the audience. The Form and Function of the design can affect a
performer’ s mental, emotional and physical embodiment and experience within the
choreography, as well as add to the qualitative, narrative, and historical references
being perceived by the observer.

| began my choreographic process of Aché Essence by creating multiple
drawings of the visual imagery and supporting costume designs that | envisioned
within the piece. | purchased over 200 yards of silk-like fabric in white and various
ocean water colorsin New York City’s Garment District, allowing me to sew the
sixty-yard Loie Fuller type costume and sixteen ruffled, circle skirts,® prior to
rehearsals commencing in January.

It was imperative that | confirmed the functionality of my designs before

beginning the choreography (especially with the Fuller inspired spirit costume),*° as

% Every skirt required two layers of ruffles, each 14 yardsin length, mandatory in creating the fullness
needed to accurately portray the desired naturalistic moving images.

“0 The design for the Loie Fuller type costume was a pure experiment, created successfully with
imagination and luck by viewing photographs, drawings, film footage and descriptions of her dancing
images and patented curved arm extenders used beneath some of her costumes. | utilized 2% foot long
bamboo sticks that | found in the garden department of a hardware store, to suspend the fabric from the
dancer’ s outstretched arms. Repeated drawings and measurements were made by Dance Department
costumer Sandra Cain and me prior to costume construction in order to maximize every inch of
purchased fabric, as| could neither afford nor obtain any extrafrom New Y ork City.
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the movement of the multiple layers of fabric greatly affected the overall imagein
space created by the dancing body moving within, directly determining which of the
experimental movement vocabulary and phrasing we discovered in rehearsal would

communicate effectively from the stage.**

Photograph by Laura Frank

| applied the same approach to costuming as | later utilized in my
choreographic and musical creation, of providing structural references to specific lwa
and orichaidentifiers used within both sacred and secular performance environments
into my designs, while remaining true to the functional and characteristic needs of my

choreographic vision.* Because Aché Essence runs for a continuous fifteen minutes

I One of the biggest challenges we had in creating movement from within the Loie Fuller type
costume was to find the correct torque and angle of the rapid turns, dives and leaps that the dancer so
bravely and beautifully performed, while trying to prevent the voluminous fabric from billowing over
and around her head, tangling and blinding her.

“2 |n Cuban folkloric performance, each oricha can often be immediately identified according to the
standard colors and costume they are wearing and their associative props, prior to any music being
played or any dancing taking place. In sacred contexts, when a person’s body has become inhabited by
an orichain possession, they are quickly dressed in garments and colors resembling those used in
standard secular performances. Ellegua appears in geometric configurations of red and black on his
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with very brief exits for each of the dancers, costumes were designed to accommodate
aquick addition or subtraction of layers while maintaining an organic evolution in
visua progression through the three sections.

Although each oricha and Iwa is associated with identifying colors, props and
specific costume elements, | chose to keep all of the costumes white except for the
ocean colored overskirts added in the last section. | worked with Sandra Cain,
costumer extraordinaire within the College at Brockport’s Department of Dance, to
design a base costume used throughout the choreography that bares the entire back
and spine from just above the sacrum to the axis of the neck, clearly bringing into
focus Danbala s serpentine spinal ripples at the beginning of the piece and Oya and
Y emayd s circling and pulsating torso movements. This was worn with pants whose
shape references the full, ruffled skirts worn within Haitian and Cuban folkloric
dance performance and religious ceremony, while adding an increased range of
motion and a clearer visua line of the lower body. Each dancer is crowned in white
lace, in dual tribute to the ornate crowns worn by each oricha and the transformation
in character | asked each performer to undertake.

A white skirt is added in section two, worn tied up and knotted during the
entrance solos with Ellegud s declarative movement. The fabric isreleased as we

stand to embody the female warrior Oy, its fullness spiraling, wrapping and creating

vest, hat and pants that end at the knee, and carries a garabato in his hand. Oya wears a crown with
purple hued blouse and pants underneath a multi-colored skirt, and carries an iruke or horse’ stail in
her hand. Y emaya wears color combinations of blue and white with ocean inspired designs, on her
blouse and over and under skirts, and a crown. In Haiti, folklore costumes are less categorized.
Dancers portraying Danbala are often dressed in all white, with pants and no shirt for the men and a
full skirt and blouse for the women, and white kerchiefs tied around the head.
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gusts of air under our bodies during her relentless triplet whirlwind turns. In the
“Aguas Bellas’ section, afrothing top skirt is added. It is held continuously in the
hands as afloating and billowing extension of the dancers’ bodily movements,
causing each motion to expand in spatial shape and to extend in time duration. The
rippling fabric of the skirts create visual trailsin the wake of each performer, building
adual sensation of swimming within and viewing from afar, the ocean’ s cascading
waves.
Lit From Within

Four months before the concert, | shared a recent article from Dance
Magazine with the College at Brockport lighting designer Christian Tucker, detailing
lighting inventions used by Loie Fuller. In addition, | provided him with Internet links
to video excerpts of dances by Fuller scholar and choreographic reinterpreter Jody
Sperling,* as an example of modern lighting plans and costumes inspired by the
designs of Loie Fuller. | wasintrigued by the repeated descriptions | read of the
naturalistic environments and alternate realities that Loie Fuller created and drew her
audience into, through the textural imagery she reflected upon the fabric surrounding
her dancing body, as part of her innovative lighting projections and designs.

It was my hope to have Aché Essence lit in away that outside structural
reminders of the theater space were in shadow, with the audience feeling embraced by
an amorphous evolving space containing focused illumination on dancing figures that

crossed between the lines of sacred and secular, earth and water, reality and fantasy.

“3 Sperling, Jody, “Technology’s Ghosts: Loie Fuller & the Magic Lantern”, Dance Magazine (NY:
Macfadden Performing Arts Media, 2007), 46. (www.timel apsedance.com)
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Periodically through our rehearsal process, especialy while working on the solo
movements with the Loie Fuller inspired costume, | invited Tucker to observe and
give us feedback. He reported back to us the lighting effects, images and spatial
positioning that were actually feasible, and provided his ideas and suggestions.

Although | sat with Tucker as he lit the piece in tech rehearsal requesting
specific colors, qualities and lighting levels, as a performer within the piece who was
not fully knowledgeable of Hartwell Theater’ s lighting capabilities, | could not gain a
true outside audience perspective of how the piece actually appeared in full lighting.
The video recordings | previewed showed an altered sense of color and lighting
effects, causing me to rely solely on what Tucker created and designed.

Stepping Out to Step In

The Dunham Model of Choreography served as my lens through which |
approached and inhabited multiple roles: choreographer, researcher, performer,
teacher and costumer, during the creation process of Aché Essence. | embarked on
my thesis journey with amultitude of artistic intentions and an experientia familiarity
with the dance and music languages, cultures and philosophies that | was choosing to
weave together and speak from, within this choreographic project.

It was my goal to build arehearsal environment and structure (Form and
Function) that allowed my cast members to develop their own personal associations
and ties to the individual languages and communicative intentions that | shared and
incorporated (Intercultural Communication) in a manner that provided sufficient

cultural context without imposing upon or overwhel ming them with my history of
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experiences and perceptions of the material we were drawing from; in turn
contributing to the universal threads of purpose that we discovered as a group and our
combined abilities to share and connect this understanding with our audience
(Socialization Through the Arts).

As opening night dawned, | stepped out of my observational and editing
mindset to enter fully into the internal embodiment and communal experience of
performance. My preliminary visions, sketches and written ideas of movement,
imagery, sound and feeling had come to fruition, now existing as its own entity to be
lived, discovered and communicated anew each night through the hearts, minds and
bodies of an incredibly strong, expressive and united cast.

Returned Threads of Communication
“With a dancer clad in an expansive costume that extended her arm span at least
three feet, Christie' s Aché Essence conjured up images of religious deities,
community offerings, and ritualistic moments of creation and
celebration. .. beautifully performed by the dancers.” *

Although I provided descriptive notes with detailed imagery and cultural
references in the concert program,* and felt confident about the technical and
performance abilities of the dancers and production crew, the question remained
whether or not the audience would connect to any of the archetypal energies we were

working so hard to communicate from the stage. Would the fantastical environments

we were creating feel inviting and accessible to the college students and residents of

“ Lyndsey Vader, “Dance/Hartwell”, Friends of Brockport Dance Newsletter (NY: College at
Brockport Department of Dance, 2008), 5.
> See Appendix to view notes provided to the audience in their DANCE/Hartwell concert program.
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upstate New Y ork who filled our audience each night? Would our movement and
cultural expressions resonate with or feel applicable to any of their life experiences?
A student writer reviewed our debut in the school’ s newspaper: “The dancers
moved as strong women with closed fists and compelling shoulder movements...It
was clear that the piece emanated the strength of women everywhere. The audience
resided in aworld where women personified strength, energy and development.” %
An undergraduate student, describing his kinesthetic response to the piece, wrote: “|
like this dance because the message was so clear and so strong. The dance was
graceful and in your face all at the same time, it really made me feel like getting out

of my seat and dancing.”*’

Photograph by Laura Frank

“6 K ate Pracher, “DANCE/Hartwell Creates aNew World”, The Stylus (NY: College at Brockport,
2008), 21.

" Sean Dell, “Modern Dance Concert Critique”, Looking At Dance (NY: College at Brockport, 2008),
2. Written as part of an assignment for the undergraduate general education class DNS125 Looking At
Dance.
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| wasinvited to present Aché Essence as part of two different productions held
the first and last weekends in April 2008, creating the opportunity for the cast and the
work to evolve over the span of a month through seven performances to sold-out
audiences.”® This extended performing period allowed each dancer to deepen their
embodiment and communication of the choreography through an ongoing exploration
and development of their mental, emotional and kinesthetic relationship to the
movement, music, and each other, that would not have been permitted had we only
one culminating concert weekend to be “perfect” in our presentation.

A student in describing his reaction of the piece for a class assignment wrote:
“This dance gave me afeeling of energy and power through the earth and body. All
the dancers seemed to be full of life and energy and it moved into the crowd.
Mentally | felt the dance was waking up myself and the crowd. This dance seemed to
express freedom and self-expression.” *® Another drew personal associations between
the imagery seen within the movement and in the costumes: “ The way the dancers
moved to the beat seemed to convey a spiritual feeling to the audience. The flowing
white costumes added to the spiritual feelings because it looked like something angels
would wear.” >

Receiving written reviews and verbal feedback from our first concert series,

and being able to ruminate in the material through performance, provided positive

“8 We performed as part of the DANCE/Hartwell concert April 3 - 5" and the Sankofa African Dance
and Drum Ensemble concert April 24™- 27" in the College at Brockport’s Hartwell Dance Theater.

“9 Sean Dell, “Modern Dance Concert Critique”, 2.

% Matthew Andon-McLane, “Modern Dance Concert Critique”, Looking At Dance (NY: College at
Brockport, 2008), 2. Written as part of an assignment for the undergraduate general education class
DNS125 Looking At Dance.
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affirmations of our expressive intentions and valuable insight as to choreographic
areas and communicative aspects that we could improve upon and clarify. One
reviewer shared the political associations and connections he made between the
vocalizations and movements he saw in the central section of Aché Essence and
historical events: “The dancersin this section would yell random things such as
“Huuh” or something to that effect. Most likely communicating that enough was
enough and they were standing their ground and making sure that their voice was
heard. The movements were closer to the ground and alot of hand, shoulder, and arm
isolations were used. This part reminded me of previous historical events such as
women’ s suffrage or the acquisition of African American rights. So the name
“Declaration” was quite appropriate.” >
Danced Experience

As choreographer | arranged for each fully produced rehearsal and show to be
videotaped, providing the cast and | with an outside perspective of the visceral
intensity we experienced on stage. | assembled the footage, combining camera angles
shot from various backstage and audience perspectives into both a four-minute visual
collage of extracted movement clips and a fifteen-minute version capturing the piece
inits entirety.*

| arranged shots that revealed as little of the actual stage structure as possible

and where “front” was relative, helping to visually transport the audience out of their

*! Jason Barry, “Prep #4”, Looking At Dance (NY: College at Brockport, 2008), 2. Written as part of an
assignment for the undergraduate general education class DNS125 Looking At Dance.

*2 Completed as a part of the Cameras and Choreography class | was enrolled in during the Spring
2008 semester with professor Betty Jenkins at the College at Brockport.
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reality and into our environment. Once within, | was able to guide their eyes and
attention to the exact visual and kinetic accents and paths | wanted them to follow as

their gaze wove around and among the dancers, creating a new telling of the

choreography through videography editing.

Photograph by Jim Dusen

In viewing and assembling this footage after the conclusion of our
performances, | saw aspects of the dancers' interpretations and intensity that | had
never been privy to. | was moved to tears many times during the editing process by
images | witnessed of their whirling, grounded bodies reaching and expressing and
communicating in deeply connected and committed ways. | saw facial expressions
and minute bodily details that revealed the layered personal intricacies they had each
added to the movement we created in rehearsal. Due to the intimate, multileveled,
360-degree perspectives that the camera captured, | observed visual landscapes and
movement angles never seen by the audience or myself, illuminating new meanings

and future choreographic possibilities.
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During our culminating cast party many of the dancers shared that this had
been unlike any other rehearsal or performance experience they had been through
previously. They referred to each other as afamily and to the intimate bonds and
nicknames built between them during this process, which now crossed outside of their
theater and studio environments, leading them to feel closer to this group than other
casts they had worked or performed with. They expressed their gratitude that | had
not required them to adopt any of the religious systems associated with the dance and
movement languages learned, but rather encouraged them to find their own
connection to the choreographic material in away that felt comfortable to them.

In awritten exercise conducted prior to our debut performance, | asked the
dancers to describe their kinesthetic, emotional and mental experiences within each of
the piece’ s three sections. This created an opportunity for them to verbally share with
each other their individual and overlapping internal perceptional shifts within the
course of the dance, and also provided myself as choreographer with a barometer as
to how and in what ways they had infused this dance into their own bodies, minds and
spirits. | was happily surprised by what they revealed in their detailed descriptions, as
our rehearsals were often filled with laughter and outward signs of physical
exhaustion that overrode voluntary discussions of their internal interpretations or
process.

Each described the journey they took within this choreography, moving
together each night through an internal-to-external-to-interpersonal relationship cycle

with each other and our audience. We began as newborns knotted together in a state
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of kinesthetic hyperawareness. Moving together we found our individuality, growing
into externally focused, self-sufficient young adults. We evolved into wise women
who were interpersonally connected, smiling and supportive as we danced towards
our final circular destination, out of breath, invigorated and united. It was an honor to
witness their individual transformations and familial cohesion. With thanks to my
production staff, thesis advisors and incredible cast of dancers, we were able to join
creative voices and wholeheartedly embark on this voyage.
Future Visions

In future reincarnations of Aché Essence | would like to explore my original
idea of infusing live music with recorded selections, through the added presence and
interactions of bata players and vocalists with the dancers on stage. Not only would
this add aurally and visually to the production, but also culturally and socialy by
providing the dancers and musicians with the opportunity to actively listen, watch,
and communicate with each other. Instead of relying on memorized pre-recorded
rhythmic shifts, the dancers would have to stay attuned to the musical changes
happening in real time, while the musicians would be adjusting their timing based on
what was being communicated to them from the dancers movements. Additionally,
the musicians would embody characters within the fabric of the production, perhaps
as an aural and more earth bound extension of the female spirit figure.

One of the biggest frustrations voiced by the cast throughout our rehearsal
process was the fact that they were unable to dance to the complete musical

soundtrack until aweek prior to our first performance and therefore were struggling
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to fully understand and be able to aurally discern the specific rhythms and musical
qualities and phrasing within each section. This was especially a challengein the
Aguas Bellas section which demanded they follow and shift between four complex
bata rhythms for Y emaya.

In remounting this production, regardless of whether live musicians were
included in the actual performance, | would provide one if not more opportunities for
the cast to hear and move to the rhythms played live. The sound of my voice trying to
sing the rhythm of yanvalou or emulate the sound of three batés was not an effective
musical guide or time keeper. Especially because the dancers had no supplemental
listening experience or cultural context from which to add to the dance and music
languages | was introducing them to, besides the videos and recordings | played or
the verbal descriptions | gave.

It isimperative that | bring the research-to-performance experience to the cast
by inviting guest artists from the musical lineage of the traditions | am asking them to
embody and evolve from, into and as an integrated part of their rehearsal process. |
would be hesitant to invite the cast to experience oricha music and dance within a
ceremonia context as Katherine Dunham did, for fear of impeding on the dancers
personal beliefs, unless individuals specifically voiced their interest in attending.

Asanew cast of individuals and movers embody Aché Essence, | would
expect the movements to adjust to fit their personal bodies, expressions and intended
communications. | would provide opportunities for them to add their creative voice

into the material, especially in the Ellegua solo entrances and the yanvalou and
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Y emaya trios. Because the movements performed by the Loie Fuller inspired figure
in my thesis concert were tailored specifically for that individual dancer’s physical
capabilities, | imagine that these solo movements would have to be improvised and
reset for each person taking on that role, as well as the costume construction adjusted
to fit their physique.

| would like to take a more active role in the integration and use of the lighting
design and practices used within this piece, as it was an aspect of Loie Fuller’ swork
that has intrigued me from the commencement of my research. The idea of using
directional lighting, projected colors and textural imagery to create environmental
landscapes that interact with the dancers’ bodiesisrich with explorative
opportunities. These are possibilities generally available within a concert dance
staged presentation, but not necessarily in a sacred or outdoors secular performance
setting. | believe that my further understanding and implementation of lighting design
would contribute atmospheric depth to the themes and movement languages being
developed within this piece.

My cast of dancers worked tirelessly in the creation of Aché Essence, but as
fulltime students most were physically and time wise overextended in their school
and outside performance and rehearsal commitments, in addition to working with me
on my thesis project. Over the course of only eight group rehearsals we collectively
took on the Herculean task of discovering and setting the choreographic, musical and
narrative structure of a fifteen-minute piece while simultaneously learning the basic

vocabularies of five dance and music languages to a degree that each member was
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ableto creatively evolve from and speak through each coherently and with
conviction. Although | worked with each member of the cast during the week in
either asolo or trio rehearsal, we met as a whole cast only once a week |late afternoon
on Saturdays, as it was the only common time we shared as a group. In future re-
settings | would hope for an expanded number of group rehearsals.

An enormous degree of personal subtlety, group dynamics, musical
connection and communicative richness developed within my thesis cast and their
audience between our debut performance and the culmination of our second concert
series, as the structural creation process was tapered off and the performed discovery
and creation process began. Because a working structure of Aché Essence has now
been established, it is my hope that in the resetting of thiswork on anew cast | will
be able to allot more time to devel oping nuances of the movement and musical
languages and their cultural context during the rehearsal processin away that | was
unable to with thisinaugural cast. In revisiting the work through new bodies and
personalities, | will have the opportunity to layer and/or simplify within the piece as
needed while | reassess the purpose, function, visual and musical aesthetics and
resulting communication with the audience for each section and in the production as a
whole.

Working through the Dunham Model of Choreography has provided me with
many angles from which to approach and re-approach my creation, development,
coaching, performance and editing process. Each of the three philosophical

methodol ogies offers a different inroad to understanding and fine-tuning one’s
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communicative choreographic purpose and to devel oping concrete methods of
bringing those creative ideas into a moving, sounded and embodied reality, regardiess
from which dance languages, cultural contexts or performance environments oneis
choosing to create within or from. | look forward to future evolutions of both Aché
Essence and new works yet to emerge, as | further explore working within the

Dunham Model of Choreography.
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Chapter Six:
In Conclusion: The Dunham Model of Choreography as a Social Act

Dance Artist as Activist

“ After many effortsto arrive at some conclusive decision when thinking of

dance, | have decided upon this, that dance is not a technique but a social act

and that dance should return to where it first came from, which is the heart and
soul of man, and man’s social living.” Katherine Dunham*

By combining the three primary philosophical methodol ogies of Form and
Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Artsin the
Dunham Model of Choreography, a framework for brainstorming, researching,
creating, interacting, communicating and eval uating within the choreographic process
is established. These methodol ogies encourage the choreographer to remain
accountable through self-examination for their creative decisions, social interactions,
communicative contributions and resulting conversations with the world.

The Dunham philosophies and Choreographic Model recognizes the dance
artist as activist, and facilitates the ongoing dialogue and balance between self and
outer awareness, asking the questions. how is your work relevant? Are you the best
communicator you can be? Are you speaking from your place of truth? Have you
acknowledged and incorporated the creative voices and experiences of those working

with you and of the traditions and histories you are drawing from? How is your

expression connected locally, nationally, globally?

! Katherine Dunham as quoted in Albirda Rose, Dunham Technique “A Way of Life” (Dubuque:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company, 1990), 23.

145



In regards to one’' s analysis within the creative process and continual evaluation
when revising, resetting, or re-envisioning a piece, the Dunham Model asks: did all
aspects of the production (Form) fully communicate my intentions (Function)? How
were my audience members and cast transformed by their rehearsal, performance, and
viewing experiences and can | improve upon this (Socialization Through the Arts)?
Was| globally and self responsible in my presentation, am | open to feedback and
continued dialogue (Intercultural Communication)?

Experiential Perceptions

The Dunham Model provided an inquisitive structure through which |
developed and produced my creative project Aché Essence, conducted historiographic
research into the governmental and artistic transmutation of Cuban oricha dance and
music, and reviewed contemporary Cuban oricha choreography by the company
Y oruba Andabo.

The three philosophical methodol ogies challenged me to remain aware and
inclusive of the human personalities, cultural histories and social and spiritual
elements included within my creation process, and provided guidelines through which
to develop an articulate communication of my intentions in my research, writing and
choreography. | feel that this model provided an effective methodology through
which to fulfill my goal of trandating dance and music forms from their sacred and
secular traditionally performed settings and functions to the presentational modern

concert dance stage, while acknowledging and integrating my personal artistic vision
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and perceptions. | believe the Dunham methodol ogies to be arelevant and valuable
contribution to the field of choreography.

Dunham Master Teacher and Director of Certification Dr. Albirda Rose links
each of the three philosophical methodologiesthat she refersto as“models’, with
aspects of ourselves and our sensory modalities, which in terms of the Choreographic
Model unites one’s body and mind (Form and Function) and mind and emotion
(Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts), within the
creation process. Dr. Rose writes that in their integration the philosophies utilize a
fourth mode: “the implementation of all three models uses the spiritual, which isthe

inner focus towards self-knowledge.” ?

The Dunham Model offers an opportunity for
learning, creating and assessing through one’ s body, mind, spirit and emotions.
The Global Dunham Model

| believe this holistic model to be an effective framework for choreographing
from within any and all dance languages and mediums. The Dunham Model of
Choreography recognizes that we live in aglobal society where intercultural
communication surrounds and affects us whether we are consciously aware of it or
not, and pushes each of us as artists to tap into and help facilitate its process.
Katherine Dunham approached her life with the view that there is skill, foresight,
history, value, and complexity within the embodiment and choreographed

presentation of folkloric, classical, traditional, social, and religious based dance and

music forms, regardless of what class structure or cultural location they are derived.

21bid., 25.
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The Dunham Model of Choreography is effective not only in formulating
one' s creative ideas (Form and Function), but acknowledges the multitude of roles
each choreographer embodies. teacher, coach, facilitator etcetera when working with
other dancers and production staff (Socialization Through the Arts), It recognizes our
place within a global, multinational, multilingual country and world and the
potentially powerful role we have as dance artists in promoting and facilitating
communication between groups of people including our creative participants and our
viewing audience (Intercultural Communication).

Recognizing Katherine Dunham’s Contributions

It ismy intention that by tracking Katherine Dunham’ s devel opment and
practice of her three primary philosophic methodologies | have provided my readers
with a foundation from which to recognize their integrated application and
importance within her life'swork, and of their continued value to artists of today. “In
Dunham'’ s case, one must set her research and performance stylein historical context.
Her writing on the dances of Haiti applied aform/function, structuralist analysisto
the dances she observed, while her choreography belongs to the narrative, modernist
tradition...Given the current taste for non-narrative, decentered, or abstract
choreography, the postmodern perspective may, indeed, inhibit our abilitiesto
appreciate the history and memory embedded in Dunham’ s Caribbean and African

”3

American dances.” ° May we see beyond our misconceptions or previous perceptions

3VéVeé Clark, “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine Dunham’s
Choreography, 1938-1987" Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 2005), 323.
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and follow in Ms. Dunham’ s lead to see and create with an eye attuned to the
universal motifs and patterns inherent to humanity as we seek to express and

communicate within the world at large.
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Appendix
Creative and Written Project Time Table

« November 15"-16" 2007- Purchase of all fabric for thesis costumes in New
York City’s Garment District.

« November 26" 2007- Thesis proposal submitted to committee for review.
« December 4™ 2007- Thesis casting audition.
« December 15™ 2007-January 20™ 2008- Intensive costume construction.

e January 21%-26™ 2008- Intensive rehearsal week with cast held prior to the
commencement of spring semester’s classes.

e January 28"M-March 30" 2008- Four rehearsal sessions conducted per week, with
each dancer participating in two: weekly group rehearsal plus either the yanvalou
trio, Yemayartrio, or solo rehearsals. Continued costume construction.

« March 30" -April 5" 2008- DANCE/Hartwell production week and thesis
concert.

o April 20M- 27" 2008- Sankofa African Dance and Drum Ensemble production
week and concert.

e Week of May 5™ 2008- Concert wrap-up and cast party.

e August 2008- Completed written thesis approved by committee.
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Flyer from Author’s Collection

A Flyer Advertising the Dunham Company in 1946
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Photograph from Author’s Collection

Promotional Photograph of the Dunham Company
From the choreography Rara Tonga

153



Photograph from Author’s Collection

Promotional Photograph of Katherine Dunham from her choreography L’ Ag Ya
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Photograph by Jim Dusen
Costume Designed and Cresated by Author

Promotional Photograph of Author taken for DANCE/Hartwell Thesis Concert
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January Intensive Fun and Crazy Rehearsal Schedule!

Monday January 21°

9am Welcome! Videos of performed oricha movement shown.
10-11:30 Yanvalou all (traditional movement & improvisation)
11:30-1 Yanvalou trio (Ashley, Kelly, Kim)

(lunch)

1:30-3- Yemayaall (traditional movement & improvisation)
3-4:30- Yemayatrio (Zuri, Yolexis, Shama)

5-6- Marciasolo

Dinner at Molly’s house

Tuesday January 22"

9-11 Yanvalou all (choreography)
11-12 Yanvaou trio

(lunch)

12:30-1:30 Yemayatrio

1:30-3:30- Yemayaall (choreography)
4-5- Marciasolo

Dinner at Kelly’s house

Wednesday January 23"

9-10:30 Yanvalou all (choreography)

10:30-12:00 Yemaya all (choreography)

(lunch)

12:30-2- Eleggua all (traditional movement)

2-4- Eleggua solos al (everyone will meet w/ me individually for 20 minutes each to create a solo
entrance based on Eleggua movements combined w/ your own inventions)

4:30-5:30- Marciasolo

Dinner at Shama’s house

Thursday January 24™

9-12 Eleggué all (choreography)
(lunch)

12:30-2- Eleggua al (choreography)
2-3:30- Oyaall (traditional movement)
4-5- Marciasolo

Dinner at Ashley’s house

Friday January 25™

9-12 Oyaall (choreography)
(lunch)

12:30-2- Yemayaall w/ Marcia
2:00-3:30- Yanvalou al w/ Marcia
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DANCE/Hartwell Program Notes

Title: Aché Essence

Choreography: Molly Elizabeth Christie

Costumes Designed and Created by: Sandra Cain and Molly Elizabeth Christie
Lighting Design: Christian Tucker

Performers: Molly Christie, Y olexis Gonzéd ez, Shama Harding, Kelly Kavanaugh,
Kimberly Koerner, Zurisaday Moreno, Ashley Reid, Marcia Vanderlee
Understudy: Christina D’ Amico

Part 1: Essence

Life energy windsits way up our spines and out the crowns of our heads as our
bodies and spirits are awakened, our sensing explorations being guided by the circular
rhythm of the Iwa Danbala.

Music: “Birth/Y anvalou”

Traditional Rhythms Arranged, Composed and Performed by: Clement Joseph

Part 2: Declaration

We cleanse, clear and declare our pathways, fueled by the oricha energies of Eleggua
who opens and closes the crossroads and transition pointsin life, and the whirling
wind of the female warrior Oyawho creates space for change and growth.

Music: “Africa Suite: Eleggua”

Traditional Yoruba Chant Arranged and Performed by: Isragl L 6pez Cachao and
Francisco Aguabella

Part 3: Aguas Bellas (Beautiful Waters)

The oricha mother energy of Y emaya gathers and encourages us to support and buoy
each other through the ebb and flow and mysterious depths of life’'s ocean currents,
together as a community.

Music: “Mama Y emayd’

Traditional Rhythms Arranged, Composed and Performed by: Clement Joseph

With an excerpt from “Yemayd’, performed by the Conjunto Folklorico Nacional de
Cubafrom their album Musica Yoruba, 1996 Bembé Records.

Background Notes:

In thiswork | am exploring the embodiment and transformation of encoded ritua
movement and rhythmic languages from two sacred dance and music traditions as
their energies transition from their original functions and settings to the concert dance
stage and are translated within and communicated through the modern dancing body.
Central to these religious belief systems of Haitian VVoudou and Cuban Santeria, isthe
concept that through sacred drumming, song and dance, deitiesin the religion (Iwas
or orichas) are called down to earth, adopting a physical form so that they may
directly assist and communicate with humanity. An original musical score was
commissioned to accompany parts one and three.
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Promotional Flyer from Yoruba Andabo’s 2007 Concert in Toronto, Canada

Photograph by Author

The Cuban Folkloric group Ban Rara rehearsing in Havana, Cuba in 2006
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Dances of Haiti Book Inscription to Author from Katherine Dunham

Photograph by Kati Stovall

Photograph of Author and Katherine Dunham
2003 Dunham Technique Seminar
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