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Abstract 

Enfleshing the Void: Archiving the Black Kin-Aesthesis of Haitian Vodou in George 

Balanchine’s Agon 

Jehbreal Muhammad Jackson 

 

This dissertation restores symmetrical historiographic balance to the dances of Haiti and 

the African diaspora with those of Europe and the West by offering “critical enfleshment” and 

“Black kin-aesthesis” as theoretical tools to help fill the voids in Western dance historiographies. 

Most Western historiographies of Western dance forms, like ballet, tell a story that not only 

omits the substantial influences of non-Western cultures on ballet, but they also discredit the 

tools that those cultures use to tell their own histories. Critical enfleshment, like Saidiya 

Hartman’s “critical fabulation,” fills these voids in Western archives by following how people of 

African descent used Black kin-aesthesis to transcend their flesh and their oppressive conditions 

through a hyper engagement with their flesh. This process accesses higher forms of knowing and 

subsequently transmits this wisdom and historical information to others through the flesh. I place 

George Balanchine’s ballet, Agon (1957), in dialogue with the enfleshed archives of the Rada, 

Gede, and Petwo Rites of Haitian Vodou captured in Maya Deren’s archival footage in her 

documentary Divine Horsemen (1951) to explore how Balanchine uses Haitian ritual dance steps 

to evoke the early modern French court. I re-historicize both Agon and early modern dances like 



 

 

the Sarabande by centering Afro- diasporic cosmologies and perspectives and detailing how the 

shared landscape of the transatlantic slave trade and colonial practices made the consumption of 

Afro-diasporic practices into those of Europe inevitable. Each chapter places the literary and 

danced traditions of the West in dialogue with those of the African diaspora and shows how they 

meet in Agon. Black enfleshment through the hands, spine, and hips are archives that house the 

cosmological, compositional, and philosophical themes I explore throughout this dissertation and 

organize each chapter. 

To open the investigation, I focus on the Western cultural landscape surrounding Haiti 

that fostered the racial anxieties central to Agon and Agon’s twentieth century literary sources by 

comparing these sources cosmologically, compositionally, and philosophically to the Rada and 

Gede Rites in chapter 1. The Petwo Rites that fueled the cultural anxieties, love, and resistance 

movements that are central to the “black hand touch(ing) white skin” in Agon’s “Pas-de-Deux” 

and it’s under researched connection to Emmett Till are explored in chapter 2. Chapter 3 

explores the vertical spine, spirals, and ritual geometries as an essential quality in the salutes and 

trio configurations of the Rada Rites and Balanchine’s trios in his inner movements. The 

concluding chapter explores the Gede Rite’s Banda dance and grieving mothers in Geoffrey 

Holder’s “Banda” that connects the network of modern and early modern exchanges between the 

African continent, the Caribbean, North America, and Europe to reveal diasporic kinship ties 

between the Haitian Banda and other dance forms like the Sarabanda in Cuba, Zarabanda in 

Spain, and appropriated as Sarabande in France before becoming Agon’s “Saraband-Step.” 

Taken together, this dissertation reveals Agon to be a ballet that dances an historical restoration, 

with Africanist practices at its center. Not in the way of restorative dance practice that looks only 

to “restore” or “preserve” an idealized White narcissistic history of European court culture 



 

 

devoid of the presence of other cultures, but a demonstration of how several cultures contributed 

to ballet’s history.  
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Introduction: The Void 

 …the vacuum is never really empty…there are always things percolating in the vacuum 

even if we tend to think of the vacuum as empty. So that’s one way of thinking about it and then, 

the other thing is that you know there are structures in the universe, there are galaxies and then 

there is a lot of space between the galaxies, and so in astrophysics we often refer to these as 

voids, right? 

 So, there are two ways of mapping the universe. You can say “here’s where all the galaxies are” 

or you can say “here’s where all the voids are” and actually, people have been realizing recently 

that figuring out mapping the voids and understanding the structure of the voids can be just as 

informative as mapping the galaxies and understanding the structures of the galaxies- 

 (Chanda Prescod-Weinstein 14:05-14:53) 

 

In an interview with author Kiese Laymon, Chanda Prescod -Weinstein did more than fill 

a void in my understanding about how scientists think about voids in the cosmos, she filled a 

void within my soul and gave me language to articulate how I was instinctually approaching my 

own research. Working as a theoretical physicist at the intersection of particle physics, 

cosmology, and astrophysics she also critiques the Whitewashed structures of the field of science 

as a politically empowered and self-identified, capital “B,” Black queer feminist scientist. In case 

you were wondering, I have “White” italicized and capitalized here to specifically point to what 

is most commonly referred to as White ‘supremacist,’ but is more accurately analyzed by Lewis 

R. Gordon as narcissistic ideologies (i.e. not to skin color or a “race”) but more on that soon (19-

25). Anyway, I found this explanation of how scientists are shifting their thinking around voids 

in the cosmos as applicable to how historians, archivists, and artists are shifting their thinking (or 

in the case of many dance practitioners and theorists have always thought) about Western 

methods of historical documentation. I see the mapping of the galaxies that we can see as 

analogous to the Western literary archives, and the voids as analogous to the gaps in those 

archives. Understanding the structures of the voids in Western literary archives is critical to 
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better understanding the structures of the Western literary archives, and much of that structural 

understanding is built on and around human flesh, specifically flesh that is racialized and 

subjugated into a lowercased “b” “black body.” The flesh is critical to this study as it is within 

my own flesh that I feel the agonizing void of my own ancestral and cultural history being 

repeatedly torn from me and others who share my cultural history and values. It is also through 

my own dancing, thinking, and feeling flesh that this research came to me, and it continues to 

guide my methodology as I engage with the dancing, thinking, and feeling flesh of others. It is 

through the archives of the flesh that I was able to begin the process of filling, or putting flesh 

on, that void within my own flesh, and I hope that I can do the same for others. 

Enfleshing the Void: Archiving the Black Kin-Aesthesis of Haitian Vodou in George 

Balanchine’s Agon examines the void in the historiography of Agon that overlooks the 

significant influence that ritual Haitian dance forms and philosophies exert over Balanchine’s 

choreographic approach to this ballet. I argue that dance forms and philosophies from Haitian 

Vodou are visible in Agon’s composition. For this study, I focus on practices coming from three 

branches of Haitian Vodou and their correlations to specific body parts like the hot, fiery, and 

aggressive Petwo Rites of New World resistance that initiated the Haitian Revolution through 

their hands, the vertical spine in the healing, cool, protective, sweet, and benevolent Rada Rites’s 

salutes and spiraling trios, and the Gede Rites’s danced meditations on the cycles of life, death, 

and rebirth that focus on the hips and pelvis. Not only are specific dances identifiable across 

Haitian ritual dance forms and Agon, philosophies that are seen in the construction of Haitian 

cosmologies and ceremonies are also present in Agon’s compositional structure. This void in 

Agon’s history mirrors the void in the early modern history of the art form of ballet and its 
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relationship to the African continent and diaspora. Filling this void re-historicizes Agon and its 

role in shaping the canon of ballet as a genre.  

Agon is a plotless and minimalist “black and white” ballet that is representative of 

Balanchine’s New York City Ballet (NYCB) company and his overall artistic contributions to 

the art of choreographing. It has been canonized as a “masterpiece of matched artistic intent and 

purity of vision” (qtd. in Banes, Dancing Women 194),1 and praised for its masterful 

“assembling” of modernist aesthetics that Brenda Dixon Gottschild and Sally Banes have linked 

to “Africanist aesthetics,” or qualities that are associated with the aesthetic values of the African 

continent and diaspora. It is famously known to be inspired by both twentieth century modernism 

and early modern source material (Joseph, Stravinsky’s Ballets 169). For these reasons, Agon 

serves as a rich portal to the past while also serving as a dynamic example of the flexibility, 

complexity, and richness of Afro-diasporic art and culture that is more capacious than what 

Western accounts of history would have us to believe. Agon serves as a helpful model for seeing 

how earlier moments of cultural exchange between Africa, the Caribbean, the Americas, and 

Europe may have occurred over centuries of colonization. In fact, analyzing Agon deeply within 

this larger global context forces us to reconsider what we may believe about how ballet as an art 

form evolved across generations and geographies. 

People have understood Agon to be a vessel through which we can watch European 

performance history unfold, albeit in idiosyncratic ways to Balanchine. It has been seen as a 

dance that follows in a lineage that pays homage to ancient Greece and neo- classicism, conjured 

through the early modern French court, but reframed through a modernist lens (which juxtaposed 

some asymmetrical Africanisms with European courtly bows and curtsies). This study extends 

and complicates the work of Gottschild who, in her seminal work, Digging the Africanist 



4 

 

Presence in American Performance: Dance and Other Contexts (1996), follows Toni Morrison 

and Melville Herskovits in powerfully challenging the Eurocentric historiography of American 

dance and culture. She reveals continuities from African diasporic practices (“Africanisms”) that 

were woven or “dreadlocked” into American culture. Basing her work on that of Robert Farris 

Thompson’s anthropological study of various cultures on the African continent, Gottschild builds 

her case for how these principles of composition that share continuities across the specific 

regions studied by Thompson as well as the African diaspora apply to American ballet. She 

conducts her study specifically through the choreography of George Balanchine.2 Sally Banes, in 

like manner reveals just how entrenched Africanisms are in Balanchine’s work in her essay 

“Balanchine and Black Dance” (1993). She, unlike Gottschild, does not argue for the primacy of 

Africanisms in his work (though her study certainly seems to demonstrate it as a matter of fact), 

and that the lack of credit given to the performers or collaborators of other kinds doesn’t come 

with “malicious intent,” but rather could be chalked up to a free- for- all grabbing of the exciting 

material emerging from American soil, African or otherwise (Banes, “Balanchine and Black 

Dance” 61).  

Banes also relies on Farris Thompson’s model, and anticipates this study, when 

describing the moment that the male coded dancer in the “Phlegmatic” section of Balanchine’s 

The Four Temperaments has his, “left hand on his hip and other held out.” She states that it can 

be traced “through African American and Haitian usage to Kongo origins…” (“Balanchine and 

Black Dance” 74). However, Balanchine has an even deeper reliance on the diaspora than what 

they both reveal. I argue that we can see in Balanchine’s choreography not just his reliance on 

Africanisms for his work, but also the unavoidable multicultural foundations of ballet as a genre. 

Gottschild and Banes maintain a binary that sets Afrodiasporic dances on the opposite end of a 



5 

 

spectrum from ballet. This study destabilizes the binary they espouse by revealing ballet’s own 

Afro- diasporic foundations and asking, are the aesthetics of the African continent and diaspora 

limited to the “Africanist aesthetics” as they are outlined by Gottschild and Banes in their 

discussions of Agon?  

I agree with much of Gottschild’s and Banes’ assessment of these principles and how they 

apply to both American culture and Balanchine’s work specifically and therefore don’t seek to 

undo the very important foundational work they’ve done in relation to Balanchine and ballet. I 

intervene by moving beyond the American context to center Haitian ritual dances that enflesh, or 

make tangible through the flesh, the principles that Gottschild attributes to European court 

dances and aesthetics. Gottschild and Banes have described the Africanisms that Balanchine 

includes in his ballets as “getting down” to the earth, (Gottschild, Digging 14),“multi-unit 

torso[s], thrusting hips, flexed feet, crouches, shuffles” (Banes, “Balanchine and Black Dance” 

71), and “angular arms, turned in legs, [and] bent knees” (Gottschild, Digging 67). But what if 

the descriptions and qualities that Gottschild and Banes have outlined have now become shackles 

that limit what we can imagine as an “Africanist” or Black dance form? Their descriptions 

certainly apply to many dance forms from the African continent and diaspora, but as this 

research shows, there are others that defy these categories that, I argue, are inherited from 

limiting colonial and nationalistic theories around Africans and people of African descent.  

The vertical spine that “moves as a single unit with a sense of evenness and smooth sense 

of rhythm” for example is attributed exclusively to “Europeanist” aesthetics” by Gottschild 

(Digging 14). But what if Balanchine’s ballet uses Africanist dances that utilize a vertical spine 

that “moves as a single unit with a sense of evenness and a smooth sense of rhythm?” What if he 

includes underexplored Africanist dances, not just to diversify his balletic material, but rather 
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uses the “courtly” bows and curtsies, or salutes, of the Rada Rites of Haitian Vodou to evoke the 

bows and curtsies of the early modern French court? What if the racialized hands of his iconic 

“Pas-de-Deux” resist more than miscegenation laws, but also our understanding of ballet 

historiography? What if the “Pas” instead helps us to see how ballet and White narcissism are 

built upon the foundation of racialized and subjugated black bodies? Maybe the “Pas” shows us 

the dance of Whiteness responding to the culture, aesthetics, and force of empowered Black love 

and resistance movements like the Haitian Revolution and the Civil Rights movement that were 

initiated by tragedies like the massacres of Haitian Vodou ceremonies and the lynching of 

Emmett Till.  What if the hips in dances, like Balanchine’s “Saraband-step,” that have the most 

direct ties to the early modern dance treatises like the Francois de Lauze 1623 dance treatise 

Apologie de la danse have more immediate ties to the hips in the Haitian Banda? What if Agon’s 

literary sources were based on depicting the black flesh of Haitians and Haitian Vodou like T.S. 

Eliot’s “Sweeney Agonistes” (1932), Truman Capote’s essay “Haiti” (1948), and Capote’s 

musical House of Flowers (Flowers) (1954).  How would our conceptions of White and Black art 

forms and their histories need to shift, especially if the Afro-diasporic dances being examined 

contain qualities that are generally, if not exclusively, attributed to Europe?  

What fresh insights about Agon emerge if we unpack the form and function of 

Balanchine’s choreography through the perspective of the Rada Rites, Petwo Rites, and Gede 

Rites? What might happen if we apply their Afro-diasporic concepts like the cosmic mirror that 

simultaneously reflects across past, present, and future and the crossroads principle that depicts 

the intersection of the physical and metaphysical realms as theoretical lenses (Deren 35)? If we 

accept that there are deeper connections between the identifiable dance forms contained in Agon 

and the ritual dances of Haiti, then what might this mean for Agon and for ballet’s formation as a 
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genre? Consequently, we must also reconsider the “deconstructed” term often used in relation to 

Balanchine’s choreographic relationship to codified ballet steps as well as the “assembling” that 

Mathilde Butkas discusses in his creative process.3 I propose that Balanchine’s “deconstruction” 

of ballet technique and choreography works in tandem with drawing inspiration from and 

“assembling” these deconstructed ballet steps with Africanist dance and movement forms. His 

process and product, rather, reveals the kinship between dance forms from the African continent 

and diaspora as well as pre-existing Africanisms at the core of ballet. Traditional scholarship 

traces this core of ballet to the early modern French and Italian courts, and most often, falsely 

characterizes these periods as being devoid of their own inherited Africanisms and multicultural 

influences by omitting them whether intentionally or unintentionally. This study and this ballet, 

uncovers the relationship between Western classical dance forms and ritual Haitian dance forms 

and fills the void in Western classical dance historiography by bringing these forms back into 

active dialogue with each other through Agon and the Rada, Petwo, and Gede Rites. 

 

The Lore Around George Balanchine, His Place in Dance History, His Process, and 

the African Diaspora 

Like Agon, Balanchine is often linked to early modernity and is viewed as a 

choreographer that carries with him the entire complex of ballet history. Toni Bentley, a former 

dancer of Balanchine’s stated that, “[Balanchine] carried in him the court of Louis XIV where 

ballet was first codified, the art of Renaissance Europe, the splendor of Czarist Russia, the 

classicism of Marius Petipa and his cornerstone classic ballets, the music of Tchaikovsky and the 

avant garde of early 20th-century modernism. And he brought it all here” (qtd. in Magada-Ward 

184). Butkas introduces George Balanchine’s reputation as being “likened to Mozart and 
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Shakespeare for his universal appeal and prolific creative output and to Picasso and Matisse for 

his contributions to twentieth century art.” She reveals his contributions to the art form of not 

only “hundreds of ballets over the course of his life,” but also aesthetic and technical 

contributions through his school, “a streamlined version of classical ballet notable for its speed, 

energy, clarity, restylings of some of the original dance positions and emphasis on music as the 

heart of ballet” (224). She also illuminates that this prolific output was a quality that made him 

such an extraordinary artist,  

First, he approached choreography as a craft akin to cooking or carpentry. He 

worked easily with what was available, adjusting his choreography to dancer’s strengths 

and was never fazed by the notion that a ballet might disappear forever after its 

performance. Moreover, Balanchine made ballets quickly and was, as a result, 

prolific…He needed, most of all, to be in the studio working directly with his dancers and 

he found joy in the process of, as he liked to say, “assembling.”  (224) 

 

Balanchine's concept of dance making was rooted in what he called "assembling" rather 

than creating, which he saw as something only God could do (Magada-Ward, 186), and which, I 

suggest, was a determining factor for his prolific output, among other important factors like 

financial and infrastructural security. This process of "assembling" which implies not "inventing" 

or letting something emerge over time, but rather collecting, arranging, and rearranging fully 

realized, pre-existing dances opens the door for us to examine even more overtly what he was 

assembling. His “assembling” also allows us a clearer view into his process of “deconstructing” 

as they function symbiotically in his works like Agon. Balanchine “deconstructs” or pulls apart 

the standard architectural elements of ballet, rearranges them, and re-“assembles” them to give 
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his ballets a fresh appearance that is yet rooted in the histories they came from. I suggest that 

through this process of deconstruction and assembling of ballet and Haitian dance steps in Agon, 

Balanchine reveals that Haiti and the African diaspora are included in these histories of ballet. 

Anthea Kraut and others have noted the unwritten exchanges and erasures (intentional and 

unintentional) that occurred between mainstream and marginalized dancers and dance makers 

that was a common method for dance making for both ballet and modern dance.4 Therefore, this 

study is not an attack on Balanchine’s skill as a dance maker, nor does this study attempt to 

reduce his prolific output with accusations of plagiarism, per se, but it is rather an opening or 

redirection of our gaze to include more participants in the formation of Agon as a ballet and of 

ballet as a dance genre.  

The plotless Agon is grouped with several other plotless ballets called Balanchine’s 

“black and white” ballets that “defined the style and soul of the company he created” (Trucco, 

Playbill.com). These ballets are performed in simple black or white leotards and tights that are 

black or pink (to match the “skin tone” of White female identifying dancers). These ballets are 

considered “abstract” as they don’t have a plot or story line, costumes, or sets, which had been 

the dominant tradition of ballet composition in the generations preceding Balanchine. The bare 

stage and nearly bare bodies lead to a very stripped-down minimalist and modernist aesthetic that 

supports the same qualities in the music and choreography. Stephanie Jordan states that, “Agon 

has often been cited as a key composer/choreographer collaboration” (1). Therefore, much of the 

focus on Agon has been trained on these modernist formal structures of the ballet and the 

collaboration between Balanchine and Stravinsky (Banes, Dancing Women 194).  Lincoln 

Kirstein and Balanchine himself likened the ballet to a machine (194). Some critics and scholars 

have focused on how it reflected the hustle and bustle polyphony of New York/American speed 
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and urban life, while others liken it to a series of circus acts (194-5). Edwin Denby noted the 

jazzy coolness of the dancers in Agon as he also pointed to the program notes which stated 

“…the only subject’ of the ballet is an interpretation of some French seventeenth-century 

dances” (269). He laments that they also tell the viewer to “disregard the classic Greek title 

(Agon) in favor of the French subtitles” as,   

The title and the subtitles are words that refer to civilized rituals, the former to 

athletics, the latter to dancing. Athletic dancing is what Agon does. On the other hand, 

you won’t catch anyone onstage looking either French or Greek. Or hear musically any 

reason they should. French Baroque manners and sentiments are not being interpreted; 

elements or energies of forms are… The steps and the patterns recall those of baroque 

dancing as much as the music recalls its baroque antecedents- that is, as absurdly as a 

current Harvard student recalls a Baroque one. Of course, one recognizes the relation. 

(269-70) 

 

The idea that “elements or energies” of forms are being interpreted in Agon more so than 

“French Baroque manners and sentiments,” and that “the titles and subtitles refer to civilized 

rituals” are compelling provocations to further think about Agon’s use of Haitian ritual dances. 

This provocation is especially compelling when thinking of how dances from Haiti and Africa 

were regularly classified as “primitive” (generally and often pejoratively referring to a time 

before Western civilization), which I cover in chapter 1. It is also compelling to consider these 

complexities alongside Denby’s assertion that “Balanchine has been classicizing movements 

from our Negro and show steps” (240) especially if those “Negro” steps could have already been 

classified as classical and were used to evoke the French court by Balanchine. Even through its 
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apparent absurdity, “one sees the relation” between these seemingly polarized dances. These 

Haitian ritual dances must not be as “primitive” as initially thought by White western writers like 

Denby as they are indeed cultural rituals of a sophisticated “civilized” society, even if they were 

not recognized as such by White narcissist standards. 

Jordan summarizes those like Denby that cherish Agon’s “music visualization” (2), 

particularly in relation to “rhythmic style” stating “Our perceptions are constantly challenged, in 

Agon, the dance virtually begins to sound and music to move” (11). In a separate chapter on 

Agon, Sally Banes responds to Arlene Croce and Doris Hering by focusing on the 

“representations of women in the ballet, as well as its depictions of love and sexuality” arguing,  

Thus, even though apparently anonymous men and women dance together (or 

apart) in Agon, headed toward no particular denouement, we can still glean meanings 

regarding gender and socio-sexual partnering from the ballet’s structures. (Dancing 

Women 195) 

 

Charles Joseph has written extensively on Agon particularly documenting and exploring the 

various literary and musical sources for the ballet, its relationship to early modern court dances 

and modernism, and the compositional dynamic between Balanchine and Stravinsky. Mary 

Magada-Ward focuses on how Agon’s racial and social constructions were Balanchine’s vision 

of “what was going to happen in the world.” She pays particular attention to Balanchine’s own 

“outsider” status as a Russian immigrant and Arthur Mitchell’s socially marginal status in 

America as a man racialized as black. Foregrounding Mitchell’s integral role in the ballet’s 

composition, specifically in the “Pas-de-deux” situated at Agon’s core that symbolically broke 

the laws against miscegenation (178-9), Magada-Ward argues that, 



12 

 

…it was nonetheless [Balanchine’s] status as an “outsider” that enabled him to 

discover and enhance-or assemble- those aspects of American life that most 

native-born [White] Americans were incapable of recognizing. This is made 

manifest both in his making America the home of classical ballet and in his 

celebration of the nobility, self-possession, and unself-conscious grace of young 

Americans (particularly young American men of color). Agon… exemplif[ies] the 

role that art can play in the always-in-the-making character of American lives. 

(179) 5 

 

In addition to these scholars, there is a tradition that links Balanchine’s black and white 

ballets and modernist style to the African Diaspora while others link it exclusively to Russia, 

Europe, and an America that doesn’t mention the presence or influence of African descended 

people in either location. Brenda Dixon Gottschild, Sally Banes, Mathilde Butkas, Beth Genné 

and Tim Scholl focus on Balanchine’s self-proclaimed turning point to modernism in 1928 with 

Apollon Musagete (known today as Apollo, his first black and white ballet (Trucco 

Playbill.com)). Tim Scholl is representative of the scholars who overlook the influence of the 

African diaspora on Balanchine by focusing exclusively on European contexts. Because of his 

exclusive focus on Russia and the centrality of ballet during Russia’s shift to modernism from 

Petipa through Serge Diaghilev, we don’t get the full significance and context of Balanchine’s 

rejection of Diaghilev’s “formula” that “synthesiz[ed] dance, music, and visual art, and 

narrative” to focus on “music and space [which] marked a return to a more basic definition of 

dance: movement in space and time” (Scholl ix).6 This “basic definition of dance” aligns 

powerfully with the theologies, forms, and functions of the Rada, Gede, and Petwo rites. Though, 
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one could argue that both Diaghilev and Balanchine’s philosophies apply to the Rites when we 

also consider the drawn veve (geometric ritual visual designs), music, dances, and narrative 

cosmologies that are integral to and inseparable from each other in each ceremony. Scholl, 

rather, focuses his study on Balanchine’s development of Russian Modernist modes from 

Russian architecture, literature, and his time working with Diaghilev.  

Gottschild, Banes, Butkas, and Genné reveal that Balanchine’s legacy emerging from the 

same point with Apollo is particularly indebted to the African diaspora on multiple levels as his 

aesthetic approaches, especially those that are singular to his modernist “black and white” ballets 

and his ballet technique, are directly tied to his collaborations with artists like Josephine Baker 

(another artist with a complicated engagement with the concept of diaspora).7 Butkas even makes 

the case for considering Baker to be “the first Balanchine ballerina” as Baker possessed physical 

and movement aesthetics such as “long legs, grace and athleticism, qualities that Balanchine 

would cherish in such dancers as Suzanne Farrell” and that would become synonymous with his 

work (227).8 Beyond his foundational collaboration with Baker, Balanchine is known to have 

worked with several other influential Black dancers, which has been effectively revealed by 

Gottschild and Banes. Gottschild comments on his creative process,  

We are told in his biography that, in making dances for the opera “Aida,” 

Balanchine created routines for white dancers that were based on black dance 

movements…. Inversely, he worked with an all-black cast for ‘Cabin in the Sky.’ In this 

instance, he stated, 

 

What is the use of inventing a series of movements which are a white 

man’s idea of a Negro’s walk or stance or slouch? I only need to indicate a 

disposition of the dancers on the stage. The rest almost improvised itself. I was 

careful to give the dancers steps which they could do better than anyone else…. 

   

But Balanchine was not the sole choreographer of the musical; Katherine Dunham 

collaborated with him. The reason that he did not need to invent movements (apart from 

the creativity of the dancers themselves) was that he had a seasoned, talented African 

American colleague to work with. (69)  
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Arthur Mitchell states that, Balanchine cited Katherine Dunham in his teachings and 

continued to send dancers to study with her, revealing a dependence on the enfleshed knowledge 

that came from engaging with her, her philosophies, and those she brought from her studies in 

Haiti that were foundational to her methodology. Mitchell himself, “discovered ballet at the 

Katherine Dunham School” (Garafola Columbia University Libraries) and continued working 

with her in performance and teaching capacities.  

Truman Capote’s House of Flowers (Flowers), a musical based on Haiti and its cultural 

practices, to be discussed in chapters 1 and 4, was also an all-Black cast that put Balanchine in 

collaboration with prominent Black artists well versed in several techniques including 

Dunham’s, like Arthur Mitchell and Geoffrey Holder. Balanchine, as he did before and 

subsequently, relied on the danced and cultural knowledge of his collaborators. As it relates to 

Balanchine’s engagement with Black artists centering Haitian and Caribbean culture in their 

dances, both Gottschild and Banes analyze Balanchine’s collaboration with Katherine Dunham, 

who was a pioneer of dance anthropology in Haiti.9 Banes, however, specifically mentions 

Balanchine and Mitchell’s collaboration with Geoffrey Holder on Flowers, stating that in his 

own choreography in the musical and in several other productions, “Balanchine borrowed 

heavily from black tap and jazz dancing, the reigning styles of both white and black Broadway 

musicals since the smash all black musicals of the early 1920’s” which does not give as much 

attention to the ritual dances that can be seen in Agon. She states that “…he learned the nuances 

of these dance styles directly from African Americans…” (“Balanchine and Black Dance” 68).10 

Her mention of African and Afro-Caribbean ritual and folk dances and aesthetics in relation to 

Dunham, Holder and his other Black collaborators is only the tip of the iceberg. The presence of 
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Haitian ritual dances in Agon are seamlessly interwoven with the court, modern, and balletic 

material which also reveals a debt to Geoffrey Holder’s equally seamless blend of these same 

styles as well as his awareness of their continuities across cultures. Holder’s craft, as we will see 

in the final chapter, clearly served as a bridge for Balanchine to reach his definitive and 

distinctive style in Agon and of his black and white ballets in general. The web of diasporic 

influence in Balanchine’s process, specifically as it relates to Holder, Dunham, Baker, and 

Mitchell is inextricably tied to his creative process for the Haitian inspired Agon. Building on the 

work of these scholars, I assert that we can't really know Agon as a ballet or fully understand its 

sophistication and significance in dance history, nor how it dances dance history unless we also 

know that it is dancing an erased history that includes the ritual dances and philosophies of the 

Rada, Petwo, and Gede Rites and how these systems and their earlier diasporic iterations 

permeated the West.  

Ballet has been racialized as a White European art form, fashioned in “contrast” to the 

dances of Africa and other constructed groupings, from its earliest practices recognized by 

Western histories. These historiographic practices root ballet’s origins primarily in relation to a 

Whitewashed understanding of Greek philosophy, mythology, and classicism from scholars’ 

evaluations of the earliest extant European dance treatises.11 These practices continue through 

the production decisions of subsequent ballet creations that linked ballet ideals to a “pure” 

Christian whiteness and evil/immorality to blackness/foreignness in choreographic, costuming, 

and casting choices that systematically excluded dancers of the global majority unless they 

performed dances of nations outside of Europe.12 These ideologies were reinforced, inherited, 

and perpetuated by foundational and influential dance critics that shaped the dance canon across 

history,13 educational institutions,14 and even game changing scholars like Gottschild and Banes 
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who place much of their focus on Balanchine’s appropriation of the Africanist “aesthetic of the 

cool.”  

I include the Rada Rites in this evaluation of “the cool” as even the “detached dedication” 

of the devotee during a Rada ritual directly compliments and informs the “cool,” “abstract,” and 

formal modernist atmosphere of Agon. According to Maya Deren, in these ritual dances, 

 …the form is the total statement; and its distinctive quality is that reverent 

dedication which man brings only to divinity. The sense of the dedicated act is to serve 

not oneself, but the object of one’s dedication, and it is therefore characterized by a 

quality of selflessness, discipline and even of depersonalization. The performer becomes 

as if anonymous. It is from this that one derives a sense of the abstract. [original 

emphasis] (228) 

 

 The sensibilities of the ritual dances analyzed in this study are “contrary to the common idea 

that primitive dance is ‘spontaneous, uninhibited, self-expression’” (Deren 228). The “coolness” 

that Gottschild and Banes foreground as an Africanism that Balanchine adopts is a primary 

characteristic of the Rada Rites that connects to pre-colonial philosophies rooted in the spiritual 

practices from the Bight of Benin. The fact that these ritual dances and qualities appear in Agon 

unmarked and unbeknownst to most scholars and performers of this dance allows us to see a 

truly integrated world beyond ours that values both forms equally. Agon has the movements of 

Haiti dance with those of ballet and the European court without prejudice, and therefore receive 

equal respect. Agon doesn’t box the histories of these dance forms into colonized categories but 

allows them to dovetail each other in mutual respect at eye level, revealing a closer and more 

delicately balanced partnered relationship between them than what may have been previously 
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believed. I maintain a similar balance in my study and fill the void in Western historiographies 

that omit West African, Western Central African, and Afro-diasporic practices from early 

modernity. I highlight Haitian Vodou’s lineage to early modern Africa and its diaspora in the 

following section. 

 

The Rada and Gede Rites of Haitian Vodou, Their Early Modern African Vodun 

Antecedents, Their Cosmologies, and Dance as Enfleshed Archive 

“Vodun means ‘spirit’ in Fon, one of the main languages of the Aja-Fon ethnic group” 

(Hebblethwaite 16). This group is one of the primary ethnic groups that populated the West 

African regions of Allada or Arada (Rada Rites), Hueda, and Tado another being the Gedevi-

Yoruba (Gede Rites) people who were subjugated by and intermarried with the Aja. These 

regions, their populations, and their cultural/cosmological practices were conquered and adopted 

by the nascent Kingdom of Dahomey that was established by a specific family of the Aja, the 

royal Aja Agasuvi family in the early years of the seventeenth century (67). The Agasuvi 

family’s reign that becomes the Kingdom of Dahomey in 1625 enslaved and traded the 

conquered populations first within an inter-African trading market and then subsequently began 

unilaterally exporting the enslaved out of the African continent with the newly arrived French for 

imported weapons, commodities, and luxury goods (51).  

European intervention in the trade followed an established inter-African trade, however, 

their interventions fundamentally altered and escalated the prior trading practices to more 

extreme and inhumane conditions. These escalations eventually influenced the social interactions 

and cosmologies of the enslaved populations (7). The Aja-Fon and Gedevi-Yoruba people 

brought their cosmologies to Haiti in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries by way 
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of the French slave trade. During this period Haiti was known as Saint- Domingue which 

occupied the western sector of the island that Christopher Columbus named “Hispaniola,” while 

the east is the modern-day Dominican Republic (Lila Rosa 152). The Taino name for the entire 

island prior to colonization was “Ayiti” meaning “the land of high mountains” (Dunham, Divine 

Drumbeats 11:00-12:00). Margarita Lila Rosa explains that “Present-day ‘Haiti’ is the derivative 

spelling of “Ayiti” or “Hayti” (161). Many of the indigenous communities that lived on the 

island prior to its colonization were violently removed through genocide or exile (Divine 

Drumbeats 11:00-12:00). While those that remained formed coalitions with free and self- 

liberated Africans in “maroon” communities, communities existing beyond the bounds of 

colonization often in (but not limited to) the mountains and wooded areas (Boisvert 68). It was in 

these communities where the shared oppression and spiritual commonalities between the 

indigenous populations of Ayiti and self-liberated Africans who practiced Vodun met and 

exchanged knowledge for survival. These exchanges included the birth of the Petwo Rites that I 

discuss more in chapter 2. 

Vodun is the West African cosmological predecessor to Haitian Vodou which is “the 

family of spirits in Haiti and Dahomey” (Hebblethwaite 16). Haitian Vodou is a cosmology that 

is believed to have emerged in Saint-Domingue in the mid to late 1700’s (Deren 63). “The 

founders of the Rada Rite were among the earlier enslaved people taken to Saint-Domingue 

(circa 1680-1730)” and “The word ‘Rada’ comes from the name of the town of Allada or Arada, 

as it was once known in the colony of Saint -Domingue” (Hebblethwaite 137). It is a synthesis of 

kindred traditions, “primarily African in origin” (Deren 15), with elements from several regions 

including Benin, Togo, Kongo, Nigeria, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone and the 

Indigenous American populations of Haiti namely the Taino, Arawak, and Carib populations.15 
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The system evolved on the African continent over several centuries before its Haitian iteration 

across groups that “speak languages that share a degree of mutual intelligibility and cultural 

commonalities” (Hebblethwaite 16), which some scholars attribute to shared origins in and prior 

to antiquity (Luyaluka 166).  

The specific groups that are linked to the “sources of the Vodun religion… include the 

Aja, Mina, Fon, Gedevi, Yoruba, Mahi, Gen, and Ewe peoples” (Hebblethwaite 16). As 

Hebblethwaite’s study narrows the focus of transmission of the people and their practices from 

the African continent to Saint- Domingue to the dominant strains of the Aja-Fon for the Rada 

Rite and Gedevi-Yoruba for the Gede Rite, and as this focus allows me to keep a manageable 

scope for this study, I follow this focus, acknowledging that this exclusionary practice risks 

reinforcing the very restrictive colonial categorization practices and ties to “lineage” that this 

project seeks to avoid.  

The specific ritual principles relied on for this study were observed by Maya Deren,  

Katherine Dunham, and Truman Capote in Port-au-Prince between 1936 and 1954, which is 

worth noting as Vodou, “Is not a centralized religion” and therefore “ritualistic detail may differ 

enormously from region to region” (Deren 18). I follow Deren’s caveat that “The ceremonies, 

incidents, and interpretations here included have been selected not because they indicate 

universal practices but, because they seem to be particularly expressive of universal principles in 

Voudoun [sic]” [emphasis in original] (19). Benjamin Hebblethwaite’s study supports the 

findings of Dunham and Deren and helpfully traces the ritual practices of Haitian Vodou through 

the transatlantic slave trade to the specific regions and groups on the African continent in early 

modernity where these practices emerged focusing on the Bight of Benin. Hebblethwaite 

clarifies that in his tracing the connections between Haitian Vodou and its earlier West African 
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Vodun iterations that he focuses more on the “Aja-Fon religious and cultural heritage of Haitian 

Vodou” to investigate the “primary African sources that shaped the Rada and the Gede rite” 

(133). He informs us that the Aja- Fon’s Rada connection is more well documented and 

preserved than the Gedevi- Yoruba and Gede Rite, 

 …since the latter’s sources are less well known, given that there are few records 

of the Dahomian conquest of their lands. Conquest enslavement, and intermarriage 

changed and even erased Gedevi history. Their remoteness from the coast also prevented 

European travelers from visiting and writing about them. However…in numerous places, 

traces of Gede culture are detectable in the Aja- Fon region, where Gedevi migrants and 

refugees settled after [the] Agasuvi [family] and coastal migrants seized their lands and 

established Dahomey. (133) 

 

I also follow Hebblethwaite’s provocation to further examine the relationships between 

European and African kingdoms in the field of dance studies as, “An examination of the 

European slave trade with African kingdoms is critical if we hope to understand the historical 

and cultural roots of Haitian Vodou” (3). He illuminates that “Royal power, royal Vodun, and 

slave trading were interlocked systems like royal power, royal Catholicism and slave trading in 

Europe. Of course, the slave trading in the United States, Jamaica, and other English colonies 

reflected Protestantism” (5). The Dahomean kingdom’s Vodun religion that conquered and 

absorbed the traditions of the Aja-Fon and Gedevi- Yoruba people, and the Vodou practice of 

Haiti that descends from it, is considered to be a royal tradition that “sanctified the kingdom’s 

militarism and slave raiding.” According to Hebblethwaite,  
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Dahomian armies captured and sold the Gedevi founders of the Gede Rite and the 

Alladan and Huedan [Aja-Fon] founders of the Rada Rite to French slave traders bound 

for Saint-Domingue…The Rada Rite, the Gede Rite, the Nago Rite, the Dahomian Rite, 

and others that survive in Haiti today are lineages to that History. (133) 

 

These various kindred traditions shared many traits prior to being sent to Saint-Domingue during 

the slave trade, therefore once they arrived, they merged under one umbrella with some traditions 

like the Rada and Gede Rites emerging as more dominant. Hebblethwaite states that in the 

French colony of Saint- Domingue, 

[L]ike-minded Africans and creoles regrouped under a new Vodou to resist slavery, forge 

Haitian independence, and keep traditions on the scale of continents. While the French 

colonists undermined the biological family with slavery, Vodouists advanced a spiritual 

family, produced education through initiation, prepared medicine and poison, and 

constructed a strong culture of resistance in apocalyptic conditions. (3) 

 

My study builds on this work by Hebblethwaite as I consider practices of early modern West and 

West Central African populations and their Haitian descendants in dialogue with early modern 

Europe and ballet history. The various modes of resistance to total subjection and the retention of 

cultural practices, that included dance and enfleshment, prove fruitful counterparts to our reading 

of Agon in chapters 2-4. The cultural capital of ballet and the tradition of connecting its history to 

the early modern courts of Italy and France are inextricably built on the interpolation of African 

subjects through movement while also extracting the cultural practices of the Africanist modes, 

claiming them as European and redefining and codifying their aesthetics and function. The 
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courtly bows of Agon, for example, and the qualities of the erect spines, and gliding foot to floor 

relationships have been assigned to the European court to reflect dominance of the body and the 

dominance over other, subjugated, bodies. These qualities were placed in contrast with 

demonized jagged, earthbound, contrapuntal movements and qualities to reinforce this 

assignment of the dominance of Europe over its subjects like locations in Africa, the Caribbean, 

and the Americas. The self- fashioning of the French court relies directly on its relationship to 

the African diaspora and, specifically to Haiti. The spiritual information is maintained in the 

extracted dances even if it is not foregrounded in the subsequent European iterations of the 

dances as the spiritual dimensions of them were inextricable from Haitian daily life. 

Katherine Dunham explains the inextricable, pervasive, and subterranean reach of Vodou 

across the various facets of Haitian daily life that retains a continuity from early modernity, and 

how the dances physicalize the principles of Vodou.16 She argues that one cannot understand the 

dances without an understanding of the spiritual tradition they enflesh,  

To know the dances of Haiti, the life surrounding the dances must be known, and the 

focus of this life is the vodun…It may seem that this book devotes much preliminary time 

exclusively to the sacred category of the dance. In Haiti this is inevitable, Because the 

bloodstream of Haitian peasant psychology is the vodun, and the complex surrounding 

the vodun reaches well into the economic, social, and political life of Haiti. The external 

representation of the vodun is in dance. (5-6) 

 

These Vodou philosophies permeate the culture of Haiti down to the way people move through 

space and interact with each other in verbal and non-verbal ways, and many of these cultural 

practices made their way to North America and share continuities and ancestry with other sites of 
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the Black Atlantic like Cuba and Brazil. These diasporic continuities can be seen in shared 

cultural concepts, materials, and enfleshment in pedestrian and danced contexts.  

Hebblethwaite confirms Dunham’s earlier assertion that many current practices in Haitian 

Vodou, including its dances, have remained consistent over the two centuries since they were 

recorded by early witnesses like enslaver Médéric Louis Moreau de Saint -Méry during the 

1780’s (Hebblethwaite 21). Compellingly, though Haitian culture and Vodou by extension are 

recognized as a syncretic culture (Dunham xvii), and though there are some traceable changes in 

the practices of Vodou in relation to the number and characteristic spirit of the deities, likely 

resulting from their operating under oppressed conditions (xi), Dunham maintains that 

“[e]xcepting differences of name and perhaps for slight alterations in ritual significance, the 

dances of peasant Haiti today might well be those of slave Haiti in the seventeenth century” 

(xix).  Using early travelers accounts from historians like Jean- Baptiste (Le Père) Labat, Pierre 

de Vaissière, Lucien Pierre Peytraud, and Moreau de St. Méry as her references, as well as her 

inherited knowledge as an initiated manbo [Vodou priestess], Dunham explains the benefits and 

difficulties of her sources, 

Accounts of early voyagers contain quantities of useful descriptive material from 

which it may be concluded that both the form and function of these dances have remained 

relatively constant during the two centuries since the earliest records… The value of 

these early accounts rests chiefly in their descriptive material and in their furnishing of a 

set of names with which to begin investigation. The names, indeed, have changed very 

little in the past two centuries, and in some cases the actual choreography as reported can 

be observed today. In function and in psychological and sociological import, however, 

there is change even within one generation as acculturation takes place. Herein lies the 

real problem of the field analyst, not in the mere record of form… Thus far the dance 

complex has fortunately resisted strongly the impact of European culture, and today the 

same dance forms and patterns of rhythm recorded more than two centuries ago can be 

observed in the islands of the Caribbean. (xix-xx) 
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Dunham and Hebblethwaite understand these dances of the Rada and Gede Rites to have 

maintained a level of core continuity that persisted across the centuries of enslavement. This 

detail provides us with very compelling insight into the likely mode of transmission from Haitian 

and Afro- diasporic dance culture into that of the early modern West, especially when we 

observe the cosmological philosophies of the systems, their lineages to the African continent to 

times predating the early modern period, their journey throughout the diaspora into Western 

courts and stages, and the rise in popularity of certain fashions in European dance culture that 

coincide with contact with these African cultures and their dances. To be clear, the point of this 

study is not to focus on proving these retentions as pure and exact replications of earlier 

practices, nor do I intend to reduce my argument to thinking through how practices were only 

transmitted by physical means. 

I consider the work of LeRhonda S. Manigault-Bryant that examines the “lived religious” 

experiences of Gullah/Geechee women and argues that it is nearly impossible to trace any “item 

of culture” exclusively to the African continent or to specific groups of people because of several 

factors, including the complexities of the slave trade and the challenges of conveying 

abstractions like experience and memory (6). According to her, only identifying and tracing 

Africanisms reduces the items of culture to examples that either racialize and demonize them, as 

is the case with many documents of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that she studied, or 

conversely supports arguments against the inferiority of Africans and people of African descent, 

redirecting our attention away from the meaning of the practices for the people that practice them 

in contemporary settings (7). She also critiques how the role that black women play in the 

practice of Gullah/Geechee religion has been obscured by the scholarly tradition she engages. 

My approach centers contemporary understandings and experiences of Haitian Vodou, Black 



25 

 

women and femme practitioners as theorists (excluding Deren), and ritual dances as archives 

(which she references more peripherally) in dialogue with what has been illuminated in and by 

Western documents while also illuminating, whenever possible, their ancestral traditions through 

the African diaspora and continent. We both agree that these various archives must be studied 

together. In my mission of comparison and repair it is important to me to fill the gaps in 

historical timelines that have been erased by Western colonialism while also centering and 

operating in the more expansive ways of existing beyond the confines of colonialism that non-

Western cultures exampled (23). If no on tries to connect these histories entire generations of 

people won’t have access to them, and White narcissism succeeds in centering itself in historical 

discourses. Her skepticism around transmission does not take into account the findings of 

Dunham, Hebblethwaite, myself and others who identify clear continuities between dance forms 

across time and geographies. However, like Manigault-Bryant, I also foreground what emerges 

as new births in Black Atlantic traditions and how they are in ongoing active dialogue with the 

past through the flesh, through the spirit, and through “talking to the dead.” 

 Manigault-Bryant offers “talking to the dead” as a critical strategy that is its own mode 

of accessing histories that defies the standard reliance on written Western archives. She explains 

that “Talking to the dead is a perceived ongoing exchange between living and deceased members 

of these communities” that can take place “during traditionally ‘religious’ customs, such as 

prayer and the singing of Christian sacred songs, but is also facilitated by sociocultural activities, 

such as storytelling and sweetgrass basketry” (2). She mentions dance customs as being included 

in these practices during her discussion of the ring shout, but dance isn’t central to her study as it 

is for mine. However, the experiences she documents of each of the encounters with the dead and 

the transmission of cultural memory are perceived, experienced, and transmitted through the 
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flesh. “Talking to the dead” is applicable to this study as the dancing flesh in the Rada, Gede, 

and Petwo Rites is a primary medium through which practitioners speak to the dead and the 

divinities and allow the dead and the divinities to speak through them; transmitting the stories 

across realms, time, geographies, and between each other’s flesh. Therefore, I utilize the archive 

of the flesh and its articulation of cosmological philosophy through the movements of, 

particularly, the Rada and Gede Rite dances as its own text to compare with the Western 

literatures of Capote and Eliot.  

 

The Dances Analyzed 

The versions I chose of Agon to analyze are the earliest and clearest known recording of 

the original New York City Ballet (NYCB) cast from 1960, a version performed by Dance 

Theater of Harlem (DTH) from 1974, and another NYCB performance from 1982. These 

versions were chosen for several reasons.17 For starters, they were chosen for their clarity of the 

choreography and video quality. Each of these performances were staged and performed within 

Balanchine’s lifetime, where the dancers could have received instruction and coaching from 

Balanchine and/or Mitchell. They were also chosen for the way they illuminate the legacy and 

transfer of enfleshed knowledge from Mitchell and Balanchine’s collaboration at NYCB, to the 

transfer of that knowledge to DTH, to a return and synthesizing, of that knowledge to NYCB and 

the initiation of the tradition of male coded dancers who are racialized as black inheriting 

Mitchell’s role. Stephanie Jordan illuminates that between its premiere and 1987 “the work has 

changed very little…much less, in fact than many other Balanchine works...[it is a] work with an 

unusually persistent identity” (1).18 Lastly, the two NYCB performances I have chosen are 

considered definitive commercial recordings and are therefore available to the public for viewing 
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and comparison. Unfortunately, I am unable to include the recordings of DTH here due to 

copyright restrictions. 

To compare Agon’s choreography with the dances and principles of the Rada and Gede 

Rite, I will engage the anthropological field work of both Katherine Dunham and Maya Deren. 

The work of these two women stands out as individual contributions to the fields of dance, film, 

and anthropology and as a pair because they both transform “ritual into modern dance and film 

without exoticizing them” (Platón Lázaro 8). Lydia Platón Lázaro studies them together and 

argues that they used their bodies as an ethnographic tool for “theory making from a different 

perspective- not only being in the field but also literally taking the field with them in the 

performances enacted by the body” (15). Her work anticipates this study in how she focuses on 

Dunham and Deren’s understanding of the dancing flesh of the devotees as a repository for 

transmitted historical memory and reinvention, particularly that of violence and displacement, 

that “come[s] alive in ritual form in order to access healing or at least as a rewriting of future 

possibilities” (8). Her assertion that “the Caribbean” becomes an “aesthetic sensibility that 

travels poetically into experimental forms of dance and film in the context of the United States” 

(11) also anticipates my using the work of Dunham and Deren in conversation with Balanchine’s 

own experimentation with Caribbean dance forms in Agon.  

Dunham documented her findings in written text and video beginning in 1936, and Deren 

(inspired by Dunham while acting as her personal tour secretary in 1941) also documented her 

findings in written text and video just a decade after Dunham’s between 1947 and 1954 (De 

León Olivares 102). Both women produced books from this research. Dunham’s Dances of Haiti 

was first published in Mexico in 1947 and later in Los Angeles in 1983.19 Deren’s Divine 

Horsemen: The Living Gods of Haiti was initially published in 1953 and then reissued in 1970.20 
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I will compare the dances, symbols, and ritual practices in these studies to those staged in Agon. 

Similarly, to my reasoning for choosing to use commercial recordings for Agon, I include clips 

from Deren’s footage that is included in the Divine Horsemen (1951) documentary as it is 

available for the public to view and compare for themselves.21 In chapter 4, to demonstrate the 

continuity and flexibility of the Gede Rite dances, and the continuity they share with the solos of 

Agon, I also include excerpts from Geoffrey Holder’s “Banda” (1960) that was expanded from 

his solo in Flowers into a duet, a small group dance, and a full ballet for DTH, as well as twenty 

first century YouTube videos of dancers dancing various iterations of the Banda. 

 

Black Kin-Aesthesis and Anteaesthetics: My Theorizing Terms and Methodology 

As conversations around systemic racism are integral to this study as it both informs the 

cultural eyes that will read this dissertation and as it also shaped the artistic and cultural content 

that is examined in this study, I will briefly outline the terms and methods that I employ. I follow 

the very helpful definitions and distinctions provided by Sarah Derbew, such as the term “Black 

people” referring to “a modern, socially constructed categorization that denotes people with 

varying shades of melanin” (xiv) and are socially racialized as black. I add that in this study 

these people are most often native to or descended from ancestors from the African continent and 

diaspora. I follow the orthographic practices of Noémie Ndiaye and others, by distinguishing the 

modern usage of a capitalized “B” in “Black” that is utilized as an empowering politico-cultural 

category of self-identification from the lower cased “b” in “black” that was a tool employed for 

racial subjugation beginning in early modern contexts (Ndiaye 28-29).   

I use the term “Black” to include artistic, intellectual, spiritual, and cultural practices and 

states of consciousness that are “effective and always active” and that emerge from cultures and 
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ethnic groups that are racialized as black or identify as Black (Gordon 16). I will also use it to 

refer to the reclamation of this term by African American and other Afro-diasporic communities, 

as described by Jasmine Johnson, Lori L. Tharps, and Oyin Adedoyin. As a color that includes 

all colors in visual art, I also use it to include the colors associated with the lwa (deities) I 

explore in this study including the black of Gede and Bawon Samdi, the pink of Ezili Freyda, the 

red of Ezili Danto, and the white of Legba, Dambala, and Aida Wedo (Daniel 78). The “Black” 

in my conception of Black kin-aesthesis speaks to but is not limited to racial thinking, culture, 

ethnicity, geography, nation, or skin tone. In the cases when I use the phrase Black kin-aesthesis, 

I am primarily using it to refer to the enfleshed mysteries of the cosmos and how they manifest 

physically in Black Atlantic cosmologies and movement practices of the Petwo, Rada, and Gede 

Rites. I also use it to apply to the similar processes of transcending the flesh through a hyper 

engagement with the flesh across several Black dance traditions beyond religious contexts, as 

within Afro-diasporic cultures as on the African continent there is a continuity of dance serving 

similarly transcendent purposes without the necessity of a religious ceremony. The spiritual and 

transcendent processes of transcending the flesh through a hyper engagement with the flesh in 

Black kin-aesthesis that I examine in this study are not exclusive to Black people. Many cultures 

transcend their flesh through dances, particularly in ritual contexts. However, Black kin-aesthesis 

manifests uniquely in the contexts generated and experienced by Black people and I use the 

precise contexts of Haitian Vodou to illustrate those processes. My coining of Black kin-

aesthesis relies on Rizvana Bradley’s Black aesthesis. 

Black aesthesis, for Bradley, “is precisely what emerges in the cut between the violent 

dissimulation of the ‘black body’ and black enfleshment that has always been both more and less 

than the phenomenological body” (92). It “emerges in the abyssal cut between black existence 
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and black nonbeing…” (122). It exists within a void as the racialized ‘black body’ that is the 

“absent center of the corporeal division of the world” (106). Reading her concepts through Black 

Atlantic cosmology, I coin Black kin-aesthesis as a cosmic process of transcending the 

restrictions of and on black flesh (imposed or otherwise) through a heightened attention to and 

engagement with the flesh, particularly through movement and dance to access higher forms of 

knowing. The wisdom attained through this process aids in surviving the violence of White 

narcissism and colonialism by using ancient and adapted tools that render Whiteness as irrelevant 

as it was before colonization. Bradley’s concepts of Black aesthesis and anteaesthetics are a 

development of Hortense Spiller’s theories around Black flesh.  

Spillers’s theories around Black flesh, and the hieroglyphics of the flesh, considers Black 

existence simultaneously before the period of colonization and before the White gaze racializes 

Black flesh into the “black body.” Bradley’s concept of anteaesthetics refers to practices, forms, 

and sensibilities that are anterior to or exist before the enslavement of African people and their 

descendants (1). It also refers to how the practices that emerge from the African continent and 

the African diaspora manifest before, or in front of, the racializing White gaze during the slave 

trade and after abolition. For Bradley and Spillers, the term “body” is racialized as White by 

default and is set up as a counter to Black flesh and the racialized “black body” during 

colonization. For Bradley this binary is codified by the co-emergence of Western science and 

aesthetic traditions during the enlightenment and its inextricable ties to the slave trade and the 

subjugation of black flesh, making the very notion of Western aesthetics “foundational to an 

antiblack world” (16). She argues that aesthetics as they are understood in the West are a product 

of the hierarchical racial logics of black confinement and subjugation that emerged in tandem 

with the projects of European self- fashioning, domination, and the establishment of modernity 
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through the transatlantic slave trade. These theories inform my use of the term “flesh” as a 

“temporal,” “spatial,” and “conceptual” way to think about Black existence within and beyond 

the White gaze (85). I use the verb form of “enflesh” to describe the specific action of inviting 

and enacting the lwa and their principles into the flesh through dance in Haitian Vodou and also 

apply it to Black dancers and Black people who enflesh similar principles, energies, and histories 

in their movements and actions, like Mamie Till Mobley’s enfleshment of love, grief, and 

resistance that are characteristic of the Petwo lwa (spirit) Ezili Danto that I analyze in chapter 2. 

The anteaesthetic principles and techniques to achieve this transcendence in the Petwo, Rada, 

and Gede Rites existed before slavery and were adapted to meet the needs of enslavement when 

the “black body” was placed before the racializing White gaze. I repeat, the transcendence of the 

flesh through a heightened engagement with the flesh is a transferrable phenomenon and occurs 

across contexts and mediums that are not exclusive to African populations and their descendants. 

But there is a unique approach and quality to Black enfleshment because of the unique 

conditions of Black life so I reserve the various iterations of the terms “Black kin-aesthesis” and 

“flesh” specifically for people of African descent, people racialized as black, and people who 

identify as Black.  

The racialized black dancing “body” performing Haitian ritual dances is a specific and 

particularly rich way to explore these concepts, as is the black American “body.” My work of 

thinking through the racialized “Black Dancing Body” is also in dialogue with and is indebted to 

another work by Brenda Dixon Gottschild of the same name. Like she does in this book I also 

focus on the significance of body parts. However, my approach looks at how the lwa of the Rada, 

Gede, and Petwo Rites are enfleshed through those parts and how their philosophies transcend 

the limiting racializing oppressive views of how she and her interviewees processed the trauma 
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related to those parts. In the cases of Agon, Flowers, and the literary texts I analyze, it is my 

position that these works seek to capture the Black kin-aesthesis of Black enfleshment. The end 

results of their appropriations and misappropriations of Black enfleshment are very different than 

the case studies of Black kin-aesthesis I analyze, where engaging the flesh to transcend the flesh 

is necessary for survival in the context of antiblack violence within and beyond the antiblack 

world.  

The “kin” in Black kin-aesthesis speaks to the kindred nature of not just Black Atlantic 

cosmologies and their shared roots on the African continent but also to how practitioners of 

Black Atlantic cosmologies saw Western cosmologies like Catholicism as kindred to their own, 

mapping Catholic saints onto Yoruba and Kongo divinities through shared cosmic principles 

(Castellanos l). This kinship across religious, ethnic, and geographic borders also points us to the 

concept of a shared identity or “spiritual ethnicity” that transcends colonial categories of 

difference that N. Fadeke Castor explores in their study of the unifying properties of Yoruba 

ritual practices (71). “Kin” also relates to “kinesis” that is the process of movement. My word 

play of “black kin-aesthesis” yokes Bradley’s “black aesthesis” to my study and plays on the 

process of “kinesthesis” which Susan Foster defines as “ …a designated way of experiencing 

physicality and movement that, in turn, summons other bodies into a specific way of feeling 

towards it” (2). As my study deals with spiritual physicality and energetic movement, I include 

the perception of spirit and energy in my use of Black kin-aesthesis. As Gottschild states “First, 

spirit and soul are embodied, meaning that their location and means of expression for all human 

beings are in the flesh; secondly, through soul power, the body manifests spirit” (Black Dancing 

Body 222).  
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As a caveat, though I focus on the ritual dances of Haitian Vodou, and though there are 

dances that I analyze that are reserved for specific lwa (Daniel 77), or are only possible to 

execute through the added spiritual power of the lwa having arrived (Deren 229-230), I follow 

scholars like Gottschild who note that there is no strict division between “sacred” and “secular” 

in terms of transcending the flesh through the flesh to access spirit. The divine is seen as being 

infused through all things and though there are specific dances reserved for worshipping and 

summoning the lwa (Dunham 9), generally, the transcendent quality and function of dance 

beyond the flesh persists across ritual and non-ritual contexts (Gottschild, Black 225). Gottschild 

quotes ethnomusicologist Reverend Dr. Wyatt T. Walker who illuminates that, “There are over 

eleven hundred languages in Africa…Not one of them has a word for ‘secular’ which is a 

Western concept…[a]ll music is prompted by the Creator” (225) and Gottschild extends this to 

dance. She states that “Social, folk, and concert dance forms are all potential conduits of spirit, 

since spirit in an Africanist sense is not confined to a sacred box” (225). This transcendence 

through dance across these various contexts is especially necessary for people of African descent 

to survive the oppressive colonial and capitalistic oppression wrought against us then and now 

worldwide (223-5). A perfect example of Black kin-aesthesis manifesting beyond ritual dance 

spaces in social, folk, and concert settings is Leiomy Maldonado’s vogue performances and how 

she describes her transcendent experiences of them. 22 

In a 2013 interview around her performances at the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

Maldonado describes and enfleshes the process of Black kin-aesthesis perfectly in what she 

terms “clicking out.” She uses her consecutive battles with the members of the House of Evisu as 

her point of reference as she details the process of dancing out her emotions that result from her 

struggles as a Black trans woman in a society that seeks to dehumanize her, which often has 
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lethal ramifications.23 She clarifies that in her cathartic performances she must get her sense of 

self out of the way in order to truly recognize her performances as good when she looks back at 

them, otherwise she is full of critiques. She describes her process of “clicking out” in ways that 

are analogous to mounting in Haitian Vodou, specifically in relation to the cosmic rage, love, and 

resistance of the Petwo Rites. When she kills the self that is Leiomy and transcends the 

oppression and restrictions of her flesh through her hyper engagement with her flesh while 

voguing she becomes “Wonder Woman.” If Wonder Woman and Leiomy are there at the same 

time “[she] might have an off night.” In her now legendary solo battle against three opponents 

from the House of Evisu, she utilizes her love for the voguing form and her community, her grief 

of surviving transphobia and antiblackness, and the rage that accompanies that grief on the dance 

floor. She describes the cosmic process of removing herself to allow room for the force of 

cosmic rage to take the driver’s seat, much like it does in Petwo, and her doing so produces super 

human, and imitable results (Maldonado 4:30-10:54).24 I clarify this point to state that this 

framework of Black kin-aesthesis is applicable to contexts within the Black and Brown 

community beyond that of Haitian Vodou, for these communities mysteriously, transcendently, 

and regularly find the kinship across dance forms and rhythms, as this dissertation demonstrates.  

Along these lines, I place the contexts and cultures of Haiti and North America in 

dialogue throughout this study as this dialogue speaks to a much larger network of very 

important “black internationalist initiatives” that are important in the formation of the concept 

and conditions of the African diaspora (Edwards 10). In addition to intercultural dialogues 

between West and West Central African regions and ethnic groups, these internationalist 

initiatives shared a common oppressor in the Western project of empire and colonization, despite 

having particularities that were specific to each distinct European country and their colonies.  In 
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my use of the term “diaspora” I consider the continuities and kinships across cultural and 

spiritual practices throughout the Black Atlantic that Paul Gilroy outlines that existed before 

Black Africans were captured and enslaved that took new forms under the pressures of 

enslavement (280). I hold this concept in a balance with Brent Hayes Edward’s use of the flesh 

to illustrate the importance of unity through difference across the distinct diasporic contexts 

throughout the Black Atlantic. Building on Stuart Hall’s theorization around the term 

“articulation” and its two facets relating to “both ‘joining up’ (as in the limbs of the body, or an 

anatomical structure) and ‘giving expression to’” (Edwards 14) and “décalage” which he breaks 

down as the removal of a gap that has been artificially added “to rectify some imbalance” (14). 

Edwards’s assertion welcomes my enfleshed and danced intervention when he argues, 

My contention, finally, is that articulations of diaspora demand to be approached 

this way, through their décalage. For paradoxically, it is exactly such a haunting gap or 

discrepancy that allows the African diaspora to “step” and “move” in various 

articulations. Articulation is always a strange and ambivalent gesture, because finally, in 

the body it is only difference- the separation between bones or members- that allows 

movement. (15) 

 

I hold these concepts together not just through bones that provide structure, but muscles that 

provide further connection and movement to the flesh. Though, for example, the Haitian 

Revolution’s bicep is a different muscle than the North American Civil Rights movement’s 

tricep, both functioned together as movements to move the hands of resistance that I explore in 

chapter 2 and spoke to each other across the gaps of diaspora. Both are a part of the same arm, 

the same flesh. This resistance pushes against the insidious force of White narcissism. I also 
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carefully consider my orthography of the term White to dislodge its centrality and default. I flag 

the term and its philosophies as “Other” orthographically as a practice in destabilizing its roots in 

establishing and maintaining systemic oppressions worldwide. This is not a racializing tactic that 

attaches to people who are racialized or who racialize themselves as White, but to signal the 

concept of Whiteness as a constructed concept of domination and superiority that can be adopted 

by or imposed upon anyone. 

 I use the controversial capitalized ‘W’ for things referring to “Whiteness” building on 

Derbew’s definition of “A modern, socially constructed group that exists in contradistinction to 

Black people” (xv), but even more pointedly to evoke not an ethnic group or “a shared culture or 

history in the [same] way [that] ‘Black’ does” (Adedoyin Chronicle), but a hegemonic ideology 

of White narcissism that has itself become a shared culture and historical through line marked by 

tyranny, desire, fear, force and oppression, and that is, therefore, capitalized in this way by White 

narcissist groups. I italicize the word to further distinguish it from the way races and ethnicities 

appear orthographically and to emphasize the point that it is not a race but a title, like a book, 

that has been authored and enacted in the real world. Defined more culturally and broadly by 

Tema Okun, White supremacy/narcissism consists of several principles that were developed, 

employed, and codified in early modernity and have persisted to our present day. Following Toni 

Morrison’s provocation to see White supremacy as a “profound neurosis” (Rose 37:50 - 40:20), I 

replace the word “supremacy” with “narcissism” by employing Lewis R. Gordon’s analysis that 

illuminates how White supremacy and the Mayo Clinic’s definition for narcissistic personality 

disorder share the same list of pathologies (20).25 There is nothing “supreme” about Whiteness. I 

use White as an organized and organizing ideology (or an “attitude” as comedian Dick Gregory 

calls it) that is adopted and employed by people who have racialized themselves and others as 
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White, and I use it to bring attention to the ideology first and then the people who espouse it 

secondarily. It is a goal of this study to complicate, call into question, and ultimately obliterate 

the false hierarchical binary established in relation to artistic and intellectual practices racialized 

as black, Black, and White through examining the digestion of Black art forms by White culture. 

To continue to destabilize the centrality of Whiteness in my study I rely on Afro-diasporic 

principles like the cosmic mirror and the crossroads to support a more circular and dynamic 

temporal movement across time periods that aligns with Afro-diasporic theories of time that 

resist episodic and linear theories of time espoused by the West. 

 

The Cosmic Mirror and the Crossroads 

I apply the diasporic concepts of the cosmic mirror and the crossroads principle as 

theoretical models to disrupt the Eurocentric understandings of time and separation of spiritual 

and physical worlds. I foreground the effectiveness and sophistication of these models, 

particularly as they illuminate and enact the very processes and methods that this dissertation 

will take and the thematic and compositional forms of the dances I analyze. The cosmic mirror is 

a pervasive concept across the African diaspora. According to Vodou initiate Maya Deren,  

For the Haitian, the metaphysical world of les Invisibles is not a vague, mystical 

notion; it is as a world within a cosmic mirror, peopled by immortal reflections of all 

those who had ever confronted it. The mirror is the metaphor for the cosmography of 

Haitian myth. The loa [sic] are addressed as mirror images and summoned by references 

to a mirrored surface… the ververs [sic]- the sacred symbols drawn during ceremonies- 

are frequently designed in mirror symmetry on both sides of an horizon…They [the loa] 

are served in inverted mirror terms [served food with the left hand instead of the right]. 

They are greeted in mirror terms… They are saluted in mirror terms: the houngan and the 

loa, face to face, turning and curtseying in mirrored symmetry.26 (34) 

 

The cosmic mirror is omni directional, connecting the natural world to the spirit world, 

and is used to even work across time to reveal mirroring lives and occurrences in different time 
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periods, which is particularly applicable to this study (35). I focus on the “turning and curtseying 

in mirrored symmetry” in chapter 3 by analyzing the salutes and partnered trios of Agon, where 

the prelude and interlude of both trios open and the “Bransle Double” closes with such 

configurations that are identifiable in the Haitian Vodou Rada ritual. The crossroads principle as 

it relates to the cosmic mirror is explained as, “The metaphor for the mirror’s depth…”  (35). 

…the symbol is the cross. For the Haitian this figure is not only symbolic of the 

totality of the earth’s surface as comprehended in the extension of the cardinal points on a 

horizontal plane. It is, above all, a figure for the intersection of the horizontal plane, 

which is the mortal world, by the vertical plane, the metaphysical axis, which plunges 

into the mirror. The cross-roads [sic], then, is the point of access of the world of les 

Invisibles, which is the soul of the cosmos the source of life force, the cosmic memory, 

and the cosmic wisdom. As the daily life of a man depends upon his constant 

communication with his own gros-bon-ange-, his own memory, intelligence, 

imagination, and invention- so the Haitian, individually and collectively, would 

communicate and draw upon the world of les Invisibles. For this reason, the cross-roads 

[sic] is the most important of all ritual figures. Where other cultures might conceive of 

the physical and the metaphysical as, at best, as parallelism, a necessarily irreconcilable 

dualism, the Haitian peasant resolves the relationship in the figure of right angles.  (35)   

 

The Africanist concept of the cosmic mirror is also found in relation to the spirit Agwe 

Tawoyo “the admiral, minister, and supreme master of the sea and all islands…Waves and tides, 

islands, navigation, and safe harbor are the signs of this oceanic spirit” (Marcelin qtd. in 

Hebblethwaite 170). Agwe Tawoyo is one of several iterations of Agwe who is described as the 

“mirror of the Vodou spirits” (172). Connecting the term “miwa” to Agwe, Hebblethwaite states, 

  The term miwa includes the French sense of a reflecting “mirror,” like the 

surface of a sea or basin (Welele Doubout, personal correspondence, 2016). As Welele 

Doubout explains, miwa is also a reflection of the people, the ancestors, and the 

community that raised a person. The shimmering surface produces a mirror connecting 

the living with the ancestors. The spirit’s symbolic link to the mystical aspect of 
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reflections on water is confirmed in a song Beauvoir collects: ‘Agwe, Vodou spirit 

mirroring power’ (2008b, 94). (172) 

 

I discuss Agwe more in chapter 1 as Truman Capote features Agwe in his scene titled 

“Voudou” that depicts a Vodou ceremony in Flowers. Balanchine was responsible for 

choreographing this scene dedicated to Agwe.  Such mirroring processes are also utilized in 

Agon’s music and choreography that I analyze along with the mirrored partnering inversions of 

Arthur Mitchell and Diana Adams in chapter 2. The salutes I analyze in chapter 3 mirror “the 

inversion that exists between the spiritual and material worlds” (Daniel 115). The symbol of the 

cross that links the mirrored world of the dead to the world of the living is assigned to Gede and 

his avatar Bawon Samdi that I analyze in chapter 4. The macro structure of Agon has a mirroring 

structure with the opening and closing positions of the male coded dancers facing upstage with 

their backs turned to the audience resolving the tensions that are explored in and reflected across 

the central “Pas-de-Deux.” The 2:1 ratios in the trios also show two individuals reflected across a 

third centralized individual. Agon is itself also thematically reflecting on an idea of the early 

modern past through a modernist lens. For these reasons I use the concepts of the cosmic mirror 

and the crossroads principles as theoretical lenses for this study. 

By using the unconventional theoretical frameworks of the cosmic mirror and crossroads 

principles in tandem with the philosophies and cosmologies of the Rada, Gede, and Petwo Rites, 

I follow the practices of Cassander L. Smith, Nicholas R. Jones, and Miles P. Grier who in their 

anthology Early Modern Black Diaspora Studies: A Critical Anthology interrogate the barriers 

that have kept the fields of Black Studies and Early Modern Studies separate, and in doing so 

foreclose important avenues of illumination across the respective fields. I employ these 
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frameworks as they are integral to the composition of the dances and visual designs I am 

analyzing as well as to the very structure of this dissertation. I center, and therefore elevate these 

frames as important to studying “Western” archives and their relationship to the “other” which,  

…disrupts current Eurocentric epistemologies that are rooted in material 

experience, the sensory. How does what we know about the early modern period [and our 

own for that matter] change if we view that epoch from the perspective of black Africans 

and with a different epistemological sensibility, one that allows us to acknowledge and 

accept, as one example, the realms of the spiritual and the paranormal as archives of 

knowledge? What new insights emerge, as another example, when we privilege orality 

alongside the written word or consider the histories of ancient Africa when demarcating 

time periods, like medieval, early modern and modern? In short, what would a field of 

study look like that accounts for the agentive energies of black Africans who were, to 

borrow Maulana Karenga’s definition for agency, “Thinking, acting, producing, creating, 

building, speaking, and problem-solving in their own unique way” in the early modern 

world. (Smith et. al. 3) 

 

As Dunham stated previously, in many Afro-diasporic cultures, spiritual practices and 

philosophies permeate the culture down to the way people move through space and interact with 

each other in verbal and non-verbal ways, and many of these cultural practices made their way to 

North America and share continuities and common ancestry.  

These diasporic continuities can be seen in shared cultural concepts, materials, and 

enfleshment in pedestrian and danced contexts. Therefore, I employ the rationale of Jasmine 

Johnson who studies movement in the senses of migration, motion, and enfleshment and who, 

similarly to Smith, Jones, and Grier, questions how we might view transmission and contact 

zones beyond the archives of Europe and written literary texts from a Eurocentric perspective. 

She, rather, amplifies the site of transmission within and across bodies through enfleshed inquiry 

as she tracks the exchanges across bodies of water through the movement of diaspora. Using the 

context of an African dance class, Johnson powerfully reveals that a wealth of knowledge is 

transferred between bodies without any words being spoken, completely destabilizing the utter 
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reliance on the written and even the spoken word. With this intervention in mind, how might we 

re-encounter these moments of physical encounter? Using the flesh as an archive poses its own 

difficulties as these moments of encounter and transmission are ephemeral. However, the 

vestiges of enfleshed memory through inheritance, ritual, repetition, and the deliberate act of 

resistance through the maintenance of cultural practices that confound Eurocentric 

understandings prove quite fruitful when we privilege the paradigms and cultural archives of the 

African diaspora (like enfleshment, material culture, visual culture, and sonic culture) alongside 

or even over the equally limited and often racializing written archives of Europe. These various 

aspects of culture in many ways build a sense of familiarity, home, belonging or alienation, and 

identity through enfleshed experiences. The complexity of comparing Western literary archives 

and what I coin as enfleshed archives has been undertaken by many and I contribute my 

intervention in the next section. 

 

Enfleshed Archives and Critical Enfleshment 

I utilize several scholarly interventions when comparing Western archival and literary 

accounts of enfleshed African diasporic practices, specifically dance forms, with the original 

sources of those practices. Many of the scholars I engage have insider’s knowledge of Black 

Atlantic traditions and are custodians from and scholars of the African diaspora from early 

modernity through to the texts of the twentieth century including Katherine Dunham, Maya 

Deren, Yvonne Daniel, Toni Morrison, Saidiya Hartman, Margarita Lila Rosa, and Nicholas R. 

Jones. These scholars and practitioners reveal how the omission of the Afro-diasporic 

perspective of Afro-diasporic practices leaves a grossly incomplete, biased, and often inaccurate 
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historical narrative of the West and the African Diaspora. Their studies and methodologies 

provided the inspiration and support for my own. 

As stated earlier, Dunham illuminates how early modern traveler’s accounts provide 

names and descriptions of dances that are still observable today. These dances that have survived 

generations can be examined in relation to what those early travelers said about the dances and 

compared with what practitioners have passed down intergenerationally. This custodial 

information was often not recorded in the colonizers’ language or given the same infrastructural 

and academic attention as the Western texts (xix-xx). Morrison, in her seminal works Playing in 

the Dark and “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” analyzes the texts of foundational American 

authors racialized as White to reveal that the subject of Blackness and the presence and absence 

of people racialized as black in their texts substantially shaped the craft and content of these 

writers, and the American literary canon by extension. Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection provides 

a critical analysis of the intentional violence of Western archives in relation to the daily lived and 

enfleshed experiences of enslaved Africans. She provides the language that outlines the 

methodological lineage that I continue in this dissertation. 

In Scenes, I first wrestled with the questions of the archive-what it enabled and 

what it prevented us from knowing or discerning. Could I use its statements, yet destroy 

the master’s tools? It was in these pages that I initially used the term “fabulation,” but the 

term was latent, not yet emergent. Even then, I wanted to use the archive to create 

another order of statements, to produce a different account of what happened and what 

might be possible. Here the work of novelists and poets provided a model. I sought to 

create a method that acknowledged and comprehended the violence of the archive and the 

forms of silence and oblivion it produced, and yet endeavored to use the archive for 

contrary purposes. It was an engagement that reckoned with the power of the archive but 

dared attempt to exceed the limits imposed and render a radically different account of 

black existence. (Scenes xxxvii-xxxviii) 

 

I also follow Hartman’s strategy of “recombinant narrative” that she outlines in “Venus 

in Two Acts” that seeks to fill the gaps lost or removed from Western archives. With this method 
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she “’loops the strands’ of incommensurate accounts and…weaves present, past, and future 

in…narrating the time of slavery [and early modernity] as our present” (12).  I share her 

intention of the process which, 

…isn’t anything as miraculous as recovering the lives of the enslaved or 

redeeming the dead, but rather laboring to paint as full a picture of the lives of the 

captives as possible. This double gesture can be described as straining against the limits 

of the archive to write a cultural history of the captive, and, at the same time, enacting the 

impossibility of representing the lives of the captives precisely through the process of 

narration…It is a history of an unrecoverable past; it is a narrative of what might have 

been or could have been; it is a history written with and against the archive. (“Venus” 11-

12) 

 

I would argue, though, that recovering the fullness of the lives of the enslaved or those 

whose histories are not documented under traditional Western archival standards are no more 

impossible to represent than those that are written in colonial languages and by colonial methods. 

The processes of verification, plausibility, and reliability are comparably shady at best, 

especially when we consider the ignorance and hegemonic intention of many of the Western 

sources in relation to the African diasporic people as well as the intentional Whitewashing and 

erasure of those sources by equally ignorant and racializing scholarship about those sources. 

Instead of using poetry and novels for critical fabulation, as Hartman inaugurates, I critically 

enflesh the voids in Western literary archives by relying on Black enfleshment through dance, 

movement, music, and oral histories.  
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Building on Hartman’s game changing intervention Margarita Lila Rosa employs the 

term “archive of the body” that encourages the historian to bring their own bodies and instincts 

to their research that responds directly to the “fabulatory capacity already opened by existing 

historiographical tradition that give context to the early colonial years” (154). Together with 

Hartman’s search of “subjectivities, desires, aspirations, and beliefs” Lila Rosa’s archive of the 

body “forms a historiography that accounts for the plurality of knowledge forms and traditions 

within a racialized community” (154). I prefer to use “flesh” and avoid the term “body” 

remembering Spiller’s and Bradley’s arguments around the “body’ being racialized as White by 

default, that Black flesh is racialized into the subjugated “black body,” and Black enfleshment 

exists both within and beyond this subjugation. 

In Staging Habla de Negros, Jones also takes up the charge put forth by Hartman by 

acknowledging the violence of the Western archive, particularly that of early modern Spain and 

Portugal, while also digging deeper into the racializing stereotypes contained in the texts he 

examines to see what can be learned about the African descended populations that were present 

during the time that the Iberian texts were being composed. Jones powerfully reveals diasporic 

continuities from the Iberian texts to specific African descended groups (centering the Africanist 

practices in his study) that work doubly to show the limits of the racializing texts as well as 

revealing the complex ways that early modern Afro- Iberians produced meaning, existence, and 

resistance in early modern Iberia. The close readings I perform of the literary texts and dances in 

this study will reveal similar results as the ideologies, the literary tradition, dance forms, and 

anxieties of the authors, choreographers, and composers I examine were inherited from those that 

Jones examined. My close readings demonstrate that even through the racializing, stereotyping, 

and primitivizing depictions of the Rada, Petwo, and Gede Rites by artists racialized as White, 
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that structural, cosmological, cultural, and philosophical influences from the Rites are not only 

legible but critical to the composition of the literary texts, the construction of Western identity, 

and the evolution of the ballet dance genre.  

These interventions in Black Feminist and Indigenous studies (Lila Rosa 153) and 

Holocaust studies (Baum 669) have prompted shifts in archival studies that are now turning to 

the flesh, material culture, and cultural practices as valid and necessary repositories of 

knowledge (Regal 206). Several of these studies highlight that the body is an archive for 

intergenerational trauma that is passed down through epigenetics, social interactions, and 

cultures rooted in traumatic power structures. This argument is also made by Zuleka Henderson, 

Tricia Stevens, Anna Ortega-Williams, and Quenette Walton whose model for Black 

Intergenerational Health and Well Being makes this case for enslaved Africans and the enduring 

traumas wrought on their descendants for generations after abolition. However, Henderson et al. 

move beyond the intergenerational trauma to focus on the intergenerational healing strategies 

that were imperative to the survival of enslaved Africans and their descendants on plantations 

(1171). These strategies promoted well-being beyond resilience and were also transmitted across 

generations of oppression. Among these strategies are spiritual practices brought from the 

African continent that were adapted by the enslaved populations to survive the inhumane 

conditions on plantations. The healing practices they outline in their study organize the chapters 

in this dissertation. These spiritual practices include the various iterations of Black Atlantic 

religious practices like the Petwo Rites of resistance that I focus on in chapter 2, the healing 

Rada Rites that I focus on in chapter 3, and the Gede Rites’s danced meditations on the cycles of 

life, death, and rebirth that I focus on in chapter 4.  
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  I particularly depend on Yvonne Daniel’s assertions regarding “body knowledge” in 

Black Atlantic traditions that transmit their wisdom through danced forms of knowing. She 

argues that dances are “repositor[ies], of complimentary legends, beliefs, and attitudes with 

contrasting and alternative resolutions for temporal problems” (51). These dances don’t simply 

transmit “physical information about the human body in dance mode but also theoretical, 

emotional, aesthetic and spiritual information” (64). Such traditions and ritual choreographies 

were guarded by custodial ritual families (called fanmi’s in Haiti) even through the catastrophic 

conditions of the Middle Passage (64). These reiterated movements are codified and passed 

down intergenerationally as their own archive of enfleshed wisdom. As ballet is 

historiographically tied to European court dances, I compare this description of the repository of 

Black flesh in the Rites with Gottschild’s contrasting use of ballet in her comparing “Africanist 

aesthetics” with “Europeanist aesthetics.” She explains, 

Ballet, the academic dance form of Europe, offers the most dramatic contrast to 

Africanist dance aesthetics. It has been regarded as the repository of European values and 

is characterized by aesthetician Rayner Heppenstall as a reflection of ‘what is thought 

most significant in the culture of the West…one epitome of the total history of the West’ 

… For these reasons, I use ballet as the quintessential European referent in elucidating  

the five principles [of Africanist aesthetics] that follow. (12-13) 

Scholars and practitioners of the Rites and ballet maintain that these dance practices are 

repositories for their respective histories and philosophies. Agon overtly unites these histories 

and philosophies as its own repository containing both traditions, though I maintain that the 

repository of Agon is not an archive of the flesh but one of the Western “body” as it is 
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predominantly bodies that are racialized as White that dance Agon most often which shifts the 

focus and function of the dances from their contexts of Black enfleshment.  

This dissertation’s focus on the West’s obsession with Haiti and Haitian practices 

benefits from Nathan Gorelick’s argument that positions Haiti at the heart of the Western 

subconscious even amid historical erasures and White narcissist historicizing practices.27 He 

reveals how the intentional erasure and perversion of Haitian culture unearths a deep Haitian 

core at the center of self- fashioned ideas of a Western White narcissistic identity that contrasts 

an inferior and self- destructive Haitian primitivity (121-130). Gorelick introduces Lacan’s 

concept of extimacy [extimité], or the “’intimate exteriority’ of the unconscious” (132).28 He 

argues that the central contradiction (among others) of the Western reliance on Haiti for its 

commercial resources and its fearful aversion of Haiti’s potential rebellions and spiritual 

practices reveals an even deeper psychological intimacy with Haiti and the African diaspora than 

what it would like to admit.29 This psychological intimacy is related to that explored by Saidiya 

Hartman’s analysis of the strange blend of “terror and enjoyment” (32) that haunts the American 

psyche, which is foundational to the cultural tensions that are so present in the literature of Eliot 

and Capote, and which provide the core tensions for Agon’s central “Pas-de-deux” and the ballet 

as a whole. 

To conclude the list of scholars that are foundational to my theoretical basis, I 

acknowledge that the ethos of this dissertation emerges during a time where the label of 

Blackness, its associations, and other such labels have been revealed to serve more as colonial 

cages than as simple descriptors of existence or experience. My aim in this study is to be as 

culturally precise as possible while destabilizing what are the culturally fixed binaries of 

Blackness and Whiteness that lock people of African descent (in particular) into social, artistic, 
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and psychological cages as they also block access to social, artistic, and psychological freedom. 

This precision is designed to avoid as much conflation and distortion between cultural practices 

as possible while also displaying the diversity of the communities I examine as well as the 

continuities between them, liberating the limitless possibilities of what we can imagine as Black.  

Kevin Quashie’s Black Aliveness, and Marquis Bey’s Black Trans Feminism are pivotal 

theoretical foundations for how I envision the slipperiness, forcefulness, and capaciousness of 

Blackness. The limits imposed onto Black possibility by colonial categories miss some of the 

most spectacular and inexplicable aspects of the Black experience and strategies of resistance 

which can be witnessed but are incapable of capture. 30 

Quashie’s theories around Black aliveness contributes to my thinking around the freedom 

found within and beyond the violence of White narcissism on Black flesh, which usually 

dominates the archives and scholarship on those archives. His approach embraces while 

challenging Black pessimism’s centering of antiblackness and black death. His centering of 

Black life invites us to imagine a Black world that, 

... hosts pain and love and life…In a black world, the racist thing is not the 

beginning or the end of being, and what matters is not what is done to the subject but how 

the subject is. Antiblackness is part of blackness but not all of how or what blackness is. 

Antiblackness is total in the world, but it is not total in the black world. (5) 

 

Lastly, I utilize the Black trans feminist lens of Bey to further dislodge the fixed hierarchies of 

what Blackness is and can be. Bey interrogates the hegemonic impositions of identities that 

emerge from colonial epistemologies such as the so called “abstract” concepts of “pure reason,” 

as they are not only reliant upon “social, material, and cultural meanings” (64), but are also 
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steeped in White narcissism and have constructed the very notion of the “subject.” Each term 

“Black,” “Trans,” and “Black Feminist,” individually and as a unit abolish the carceral logics of 

White heteronormative patriarchal categories of domination and subjugation (60-65). Ultimately, 

with this Black Trans Feminist approach that centers Black aliveness, I abolish the colonial 

binary categories of Blackness and Whiteness by limitlessly expanding what can be included in 

our conceptions of Blackness. Despite the European efforts to obscure the contributions of 

African descendants to Western culture, “black expression and black sensibilities emerge 

whether black bodies are present or not” (Jones 7). The many forms that these expressions and 

sensibilities can take may be surprising to us who have been fashioned in and fitted with colonial 

lenses about what Blackness is or is not. Or what Black dances are or are not. This work is 

difficult and, possibly, even terrifying work to do as it destabilizes everything that we have been 

taught to believe about what is Black, White, African, and European. These labels have come to 

constitute aspects of our identity and the world we live in. But such work must be done to truly 

reevaluate and appreciate our differences and our similarities, and to reveal much fuller historical 

accounts of our shared past.  

 

Antiquity in Agon 

Thinking about Agon’s Greek title, the critical and scholarly traditions linking the ballet 

to Greek antiquity, and the Western obsession to connecting ballet and Western history to 

Ancient Greece, I compare the historiography of ballet to Greek antiquity to ancient Kemet and 

Nubia’s use of pyramids that I see as the geometrical ancestor to the crossroads symbol. Though 

the historiography of Western classical dance initiates and foregrounds its relationship to and 

obsession with Greek philosophy, mythology, and classicism since the fourteenth century dance 
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treatises, 31 the Greek obsession continues (though uniquely in each era) through the court dances 

and ballets of the fifteenth through the seventeenth centuries.32 This obsession modifies slightly 

to accommodate a revolutionary shift that rejected the court culture of the Ancien Régime when 

ballet emerges as a stand-alone art form, the technique codifies, the dancers are professionalized, 

and exported to further international locations from the seventeenth century through the 

nineteenth century (both in where ballets are performed and the locations that the ballets 

depict).33  It continues to develop as ‘romantic’ aesthetics associate ballet with women through  

the more mystical and metaphysical aesthetics of sylphs, swans, and subjects rooted in exoticism 

and orientalism34 which was facilitated by modern industrialism from the nineteenth through to 

the twentieth century.35  

One thing the West has not been obsessed with historiographically is how African people 

and their descendants have always “looked up to the sky and wondered” (7) as Chanda Prescod-

Weinstein makes clear. These cosmic wonderings manifested in countless ways including 

geometries that were enfleshed as ritual dances and constructed in architectures like pyramids 

where the deceased were strategically placed beneath its point and oriented towards specific 

constellations. Now imagine that the crossroads symbol mentioned earlier is the bottom of the 

four corners of a pyramid, and that we can see through the base of the pyramid like glass to its 

point that is the intersection of the crossroads. This illustration provides an example of how the 

different perspectives work in the geometries of these traditions in antiquity.  

In the crossroads symbol the intersection corresponds to the tip of a pyramid which is 

oriented to the heavens/ the metaphysical world and extends far beyond the human’s tangible 

reach. However, it is through the submission of the human body, or death even while living, that 

this transcendence is achieved, and the intangible becomes enfleshed. In the French court, the 
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meeting point between the divine and the human terminates on the monarch, as it did with the 

three-point perspective technique that was introduced to the early modern French court’s set 

designs. This three-point perspective reorients the tip of the pyramid (the center of the 

crossroads) towards the political function of social caste and the vanity of the human. In the 

Rada, Petwo, and Gede Rites, the gaze of the viewer is directed towards the cosmic order and the 

metaphysical through the vanishing point of the body as the participants’ identity vanishes as 

well through the process of the dance. The closest that the French courts came to such 

transcendent phenomena was for Louis XIV to portray the Greek sun god Apollo as a display of 

royal power and divine political authority. However, this narcissistic spectacle was for 

propaganda purposes and the goal was for the attention to be oriented towards the political power 

of Louis through his virtuosity, not the divinity he portrayed. According to Deren, indeed, 

“…virtuosity is the province of divinity”, however, “Only the loa [sic] are virtuosi” (230). In the 

various forms of the ritual dances the presence of the lwa endows the devotee with exceptional 

capabilities which are a signal to the congregation that the lwa has manifested in the space. The 

steps of ritual movement are designed for simplicity, collective accessibility, duration, and 

eventual openness for the lwa. For the individual to desire to be a virtuoso “is to assert the self” 

and would “contradict the sense of dedication” and specified focus that separates ritual and non-

ritual dance contexts, removing the devotee from the context of ritual (229). “To understand that 

the self must leave if the loa is to enter, is to understand that one cannot be god and man at 

once” [original emphasis] (249). Just as Maldonado could not be both Wonder Woman and 

Leiomy at once. 

Agon blurs these lines as though there are moments of virtuosity, the focus is the 

collective and the tension between them, balancing the salutes and partnered spirals with the 
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show stopping partnered balancing moment between Mitchell and Adams, which still 

emphasizes their mutual dependence on each other. Agon, therefore, functions more similarly to 

the Black Atlantic ritual dances in that it reaches across time and makes a complex invisible 

history visible in performance through the submission of the self to a larger goal. It reaches to a 

time ungraspable by written Western documents alone as they were either destroyed, ill 

informed, or never existed. This history is kept, deconstructed, and reassembled in the submitted 

devotees of the Rada, Gede, and Petwo Rites and the dancers in Agon. 

As I close this introduction, I continue to think of architecture and the flesh alongside the 

themes I explore in each chapter of how Haiti and Haitian culture is foundational to Agon’s 

construction. This is particularly enfleshed by Arthur Mitchell holding up Diana Adams from the 

floor in the iconic moment of geometric mirrored inversion from the “Pas-de-deux” that I 

explore in chapter 2. However, instead of the divine architectures of the pyramids I bring our 

attention to the architecture of empire as this moment in the “Pas” reflects the principles 

governing the construction of modernity and capitalism which is also seen in the architectural 

dynamics of Wall Street, where I found the Afro-diasporic crossroads symbols that are included 

in this study.36 The veve of the lwa Legba (guardian of the crossroads) of Haitian Vodou and the 

N’kisi Sarabanda  firma cosmogram of the Afro-Cuban Palo Monte Mayombe religion are in 

company with other such symbols from the African diaspora at the African Burial Grounds in 

lower Manhattan. On 290 Broadway, the towering money churning skyscrapers are, quite 

literally, built upon the flesh of Africans and African descendants that were buried in the only 

burial ground designated for them outside of the limits of the city dating from the 1630’s to 

1795. Here “upward of 15,000 intact skeletal remains of enslaved and free Africans who lived 

and worked in colonial New York” were found, excavated, and examined.37 Without the 
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violently enforced unpaid labor provided by these human beings this center of the country’s 

economy would not be possible, and the buildings would not stand as they do. The excavation of 

their remains from early modernity to the building and rebuilding of Western capitalist 

expansion through modernity to the present moment reveal the subjugated subterranean support 

of African descended flesh and the knowledge they carried and produced that is vital to the 

fueling of the Western empire, of Wall Street, of ballet, of Agon. These deeper foundational 

contributions have mostly gone unacknowledged, unexamined, or are under- appreciated because 

our cultural eye has been guided to the glisten of the empire, the skyscraper, the sun king, the 

White ballerina and away from the various cultures that became their subjects through 

domination. This dissertation enfleshes the void generated by these constructions by focusing on 

those skeletons, as those skeletons once sang, danced, philosophized, and had flesh. 

 

Chapter Organization 

In chapter 1, “The Archive Agon,” I examine how “Sweeney Agonistes” by T.S. Eliot, 

and Truman Capote’s essay “Haiti” and script for his Broadway musical House of Flowers 

uniquely depict the cosmologies of the Rada and Gede Rites while being fueled by the anxieties 

generated by the success of the Haitian Revolution that was initiated by the Petwo Rites. They 

each attempt to capture the Black kin-aesthesis of the process of mounting in their language. 

Eliot’s “Sweeney,” “primitivizes” depictions of the Gede Rites’ values of “birth, copulation, and 

death.” In his essay “Haiti,” Capote initially disparages influential queer Haitian painter and 

Gede affiliated oungan Héctor Hyppolyte and the “excessively stylized” wakes of Haiti before 

revealing his admiration for the painter and his spiritual approach to his work. Capote charts his 

own evolution towards respecting Haitian Vodou as he culminates his anthropological essay by 
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exultantly describing what is likely a Rada ceremony in Port-au-Prince. Capote depicts both 

Rada and Gede cosmologies in Flowers and commercially restages the Black kin-aesthesis of 

mounting theatrically in his stage directions. These texts reveal varying degrees of knowledge 

regarding the Rada and Gede cosmologies. I chart the anteaesthetics of these cosmologies in 

each context, i.e. how they manifest before colonization occurs or beyond the racializing White 

gaze, how they manifest when placed before the racializing White gaze in each text, and how 

these Western literary depictions of Haitian cosmology set the stage for Agon.  

In chapter 2, “…black Hand Touch White Skin…” I focus on the enfleshment of the 

Petwo Rite principles of love and resistance in Ezili Freyda and Danto, lwa associated with the 

hands, by examining the racialized hands of Arthur Mitchell and Diana Adams in Agon’s “Pas-

de-Deux, Emmett Till’s hand touching Carolyn Bryant’s which lead to his lynching, and the 

work of Mamie Till Mobley’s hands that publicized her own love and grief for her son to the 

world by commissioning and disseminating photos of her son’s open casket funeral. I explore the 

Black kin-aesthetic strategies of resistance in the resistance of Mitchell’s hand supporting 

Adam’s from the floor repeatedly in the “Pas.” I argue that though Mitchell is placed in a 

position of subjugation, he is paradoxically the one with the most power as without his 

subterranean support the elevated structure of Adams, and White narcissism, would collapse. 

Mitchell’s position on the floor places him in the lower hemisphere of the crossroads where the 

ancestors like Emmett Till and the massacred Vodou devotees in Haiti dwell. Scholars have 

discussed how the “Pas” symbolically resisted miscegenation laws, but none have analyzed the 

connection between the “Pas” and the deadly lynching of Emmett Till just two years before, 

which resulted from those laws. I connect the complex Black kin-aesthesis of love and resistance 

in the “Pas” and Till’s lynching that initiated the Civil Rights Movement to the Petwo ceremony 
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that venerated Ezili Danto and ignited the Haitian Revolution. The anteaesthetics of the amorous 

Ezili Freyda whose associations with divine and romantic love pre-date colonization take new 

forms in the New World in the loving but protective Ezili Danto who protects marginalized and 

oppressed groups. 

Chapter 3 examines how the vertical spine functions in the walking curtsies and partnered 

spirals in the inner trios of Agon, and compares them to the salutes and trio configurations in 

Maya Deren’s field recordings of the Rada Rites. I explore the importance of the vertical spine in 

the Rada Rites through the spine’s healing associations with the lwa Legba, Dambala, and Aida 

Wedo whose significance pre-date colonization and adapt to address the conditions of 

enslavement. These lwa enflesh healing through the spine as the intersection of the crossroads 

which collapses spacetime, brings awareness to the most fundamental aspects of our creation like 

our DNA, our ancestral ties, and connects the invisible realm to the material world, healing 

across time, space, and generations. Highlighting the centrality of the vertical spine in the Rada 

Rites challenges Gottschild’s assignment of the vertical spine exclusively to Europeanist 

aesthetics. I argue that just as the salutes and spiraling trios open and close the doors to conjure 

the lwa and transition between each section of a Rada ceremony, the same steps and movements 

conjure the spirit of the French court and open and close the doors of each section of Agon. I 

assert that Balanchine attempts to capture the Black kin-aesthesis of transcending or collapsing 

spacetime to dance the past, present, and future simultaneously in Agon’s merging of the early 

modern, modern, and post-modern. 

In chapter 4, I place Balanchine’s solos in Agon in dialogue with Geoffrey Holder’s 

“Banda” to re-historicize the journey of the early modern Sarabande. Most scholars and critics 

have misattributed Balanchine’s “Saraband-step” and “Bransle Gay” solos, like the salutes and 
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spiraling trios, exclusively to French court dances like the Sarabande. I argue that the Sarabande 

is one court dance of several that also have broader histories and links to the African continent 

and diaspora. I use Balanchine’s collaboration with Holder on Flowers as my point of departure, 

and assert that Holder’s understanding of the kindred continuities across dance forms of different 

cultures and his ability to synthesize these various dances through these continuities not only 

makes him an under researched forerunner for the kinds of innovations Balanchine would later 

be given credit for, but his “Banda” is also a powerful portal to the past that allows me to 

critically enflesh how early modern populations, particularly enslaved mothers of African 

descent, enfleshed the Black kin-aesthesis of Black aliveness and the complex philosophies of 

death and rebirth of Gede in their hips while dancing the Sarabanda. 
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Chapter 1: The Archive Agon: The Western Literary Archive vs. 

The Hieroglyphics of Enfleshed Archives and How Western 

Depictions of Haitian Vodou Set the Stage for Agon 

 

Figure 1.1: Arthur Mitchell (center) in “Voudou” scene in House of Flowers. Photo by 

Zinn Arthur-#11. Arthur Mitchell Collection. Box 39 Folder 2 “Appearances” 1952-54. Front. 

Columbia University Rare Books and Manuscript Library. Columbia University Library. 

 

This chapter stages the agon, or contest, between Agon’s archives that it draws from 

before becoming an archive itself. Agon is directly inspired by Western literary archives that 

include T.S. Eliot’s modernist poem “Sweeney Agonistes” (1932) as well as early modern music 
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and dance treatises that will be explored in chapters 3 and 4. Agon also benefits from George 

Balanchine’s collaborations with Truman Capote, whose essay titled “Haiti” (1948) inspired a 

short story (“The House of Flowers” (1950)), and musical (House of Flowers (Flowers) (1954)). 

Balanchine and Arthur Mitchell co-created Flowers with Capote and other collaborators like 

Geoffery Holder. I contend that Agon also draws from enfleshed archives (i.e. the repository of 

recursive actions, philosophies, and cosmologies enacted in, stored in, and transmitted through 

African descended flesh both within and beyond its colonization and racialization as the “black 

body”). Enfleshed archives are included in these Western literary sources as well. Each of the 

literary sources above, whether in caricature or description, allude to or are centered around Haiti 

and Haitian ritual dances and practices. To this point much of the scholarship around Agon’s 

source material has focused on Western literary and musical archives. I assert that when the 

archives of the flesh, especially those of the African diaspora, are included in the study of this 

ballet then more clarity about their histories as well as more questions emerge. 

Building on the work of Katherine Dunham, Maya Deren, Yvonne Daniel, Toni 

Morrison, Matthew D. Morrison, Saidiya Hartman, and Nicholas R. Jones I challenge the 

practice of exclusively utilizing Western archives to analyze texts that depict practices from the 

African continent and diaspora. Excluding or invalidating enfleshed archives from the study of 

the African diaspora and its depictions overlooks a rich resource that helps to contextualize the 

contents and contexts of their depictions in Western literary texts. The implications of which 

extends to the study of ballet history. The limits of Western texts are evident when considering 

the motives behind the creation of the documents as they are often hegemonically and/or 

commercially motivated within a White narcissist society like early twentieth century Jim Crow 

America. I apply Jones’s assertion of early modern Iberian literature to modernist American and 



59 

 

English literature that argues, “Regardless of the [racializing] ideologies espoused by these 

authors, I argue that their texts do, in fact render legible the voices and experiences of black 

Africans in fundamental ways that demand our attention” (5). The close readings I perform of the 

selected texts here reveal similar results as the ideologies, the literary tradition, and anxieties of 

the authors I examine were inherited from those that Jones examined. My close readings 

demonstrate that even through the racializing, stereotyping, and primitivizing depictions of the 

Rada and Gede Rites in these texts structural, cosmological, cultural, and philosophical 

influences from the Rites are not only legible but critical to the composition of these texts and 

their construction of Western identity. These authors reveal some working knowledge of the 

Haitian cultures they depicted, even if in derogatory ways. These Caribbean influences then 

make their way from the page to the stage in Agon, having set the cultural palette that would 

receive this ballet. 

Following Saidiya Hartman, I use texts from the Western archive “for contrary 

purposes,” not so much to reify its power but to expose both its obsession with Afro-diasporic 

societies and what it fails to understand about them. By analyzing these literary and theatrical 

source texts for Agon alongside the enfleshed Black Atlantic cosmologies of the Rada and the 

Gede Rites they try to depict, I reveal the benefits and limits of these Western texts in their 

effectiveness for research, their obsession with Haitian culture that reflects the broader White 

narcissistic North American perspectives about Haiti and the African continent, and the ultimate 

centrality of Blackness in the construction of Whiteness. I resist the limitations of Western 

archives by centering the Afro-diasporic practices and philosophies and comparing them with 

their limited literary renderings in American literature and performance. I uncover the 

anteaesthetics (i.e. that which comes before colonization and after colonization when the 
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racialized “black body” is placed before the White gaze) of the Rada and Gede Rite’s 

cosmologies. I detail the wisdom of the cosmologies and their lineage to the Bight of Benin and 

how that wisdom is manipulated in the works of Eliot and Capote.  

Each work by these two authors attempts to capture in their writing the Black kin-

aesthesis present in the enfleshed archives of the Rada and Gede Rites by “absorb[ing], 

adapt[ing],… adopt[ing], [and] manipulat[ing] aspects of black performance” (M. Morrison 36). 

By counterbalancing these archives, I reveal that we can’t really know Agon or the texts that 

inspired its composition unless we know how Haiti and Haitian cosmology were at the center of 

not just Agon’s composition but the composition of its source texts and the Western cultures they 

were written in. To do so, I first look at what we know of the history and practices of the Rada 

and Gede Rites from contemporary scholars, artists, and practitioners. I compare the information 

gleaned from these sources with the literary depictions of the Rada and Gede Rites by Eliot and 

Capote that “primitivize” the Rites for Western audiences. I work through how each literary 

work manipulates the Rites in its own way and ultimately how Agon either follows in their wake 

or forges a new path. 

Though there are several documented inspirations for Agon’s composition, of particular 

importance to this study is T. S. Eliot’s “Sweeney Agonistes.” I follow the prompting of Charles 

Joseph who asserts that the composer of Agon’s music, Igor Stravinsky’s, “reliance upon literary 

models [even if], the influence was oblique” (226) was possibly more of a dominant influence 

than “his interest in musical ones” (224-5). Observing the themes, content, and musical 

structures of “Sweeney” as a source text for Stravinsky and Balanchine reveals surprising 

intertextualities between “Sweeney,” Agon, and Haitian dance forms like the Gede Rite’s Banda 

dance. Joseph reveals that “Sweeney’s” linguistic forms influenced Stravinsky’s musical choices 
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(226-7), how the reading of Eliot’s poetry inspired Agon’s title (225), and that Stravinsky’s 

reading “Sweeney Agonistes,” a work fraught with its own modes inspired by Afro-diasporic 

practices, racializing language, and subject matter, provided a compelling psychological and 

atmospheric template of racial, cultural, and compositional tension for Agon. I further his claims 

by bridging Agon’s “Saraband-step” with the Haitian Gede Rite’s Banda through “Sweeney’s” 

various allusions to the principles attributed to the veneration of the deity Gede. By focusing our 

attention on the Haitian Gede Rite as it is depicted in “Sweeney” we can more clearly see how 

those same elements are at work in the construction of Agon. A key difference, however, is a 

difference in the approach to including those elements in each Western work, as “Sweeney” 

racializes, demonizes, and sensationalizes the Afro-diasporic elements in caricatured ways that 

are contrary to Agon. Agon includes the elements of the Gede Rite’s Banda subtly and in ways 

unmarked by difference in relation to codified balletic steps, as it also highlights contrast 

between the black and white costumes, piano keys, and skin tones.  

Eliot’s “Sweeney” eroticizes cannibalism and points to the central themes of the Gede Rites 

with its repeated lines of “Birth, copulation, and death,” evoking the deity Gede who’s “patronage 

covers birth, childhood, sex, and death” (Hebblethwaite 43). Eliot adopts the anteaesthetic 

philosophies of Gede only to reduce and misrepresent its principles when placed withing the 

context of the White narcissist myth of modernism’s progress from “primitivism.” Eliot’s 

incorporation of minstrel tunes, songs authored by musicians racialized as black, and common 

minstrel themes of “terror and enjoyment” in association with the philosophies of the Gede Rite 

attempts to capture and conflate the Black kin- aesthesis of Black performance traditions from 

across the diaspora while terrorizing his assumed readership who would likely racialize themselves 

as White with fears of miscegenation and murder of the idealized White Christian damsel. As this 
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study progresses, the “primitivizing” views and depictions of Haiti and Haitian ritual practices 

evolves and becomes less disparaging in the work of Truman Capote. 

Capote is also important in this web of influence, source material, and North American 

obsession with Haiti and the African diaspora. Capote traveled to Haiti in 1948 and documents 

his travels in an essay commissioned by Harper’s Bazaar titled “Haiti.” In this essay Capote 

details his various encounters with artists, sex workers, and his own experience of the Rada and 

Gede Rites. His trip to Haiti and the resulting essay would serve as the inspiration for his short 

story “The House of Flowers” and his Broadway musical, Flowers, where George Balanchine, 

Arthur Mitchell, and Geoffrey Holder would collaborate on creating dances and atmospheres that 

evoked and reproduced Haitian folklore and ritual practices, principally those of the Rada Rite 

and the Gede Rite’s Banda dance. The interest in Haiti surrounded Balanchine in the years 

preceding Agon. Balanchine’s direct participation in the construction of this musical based on 

Haitian culture allowed him to collaborate with and learn from dancers like Geoffrey Holder who 

were trained in or familiar with ritual Haitian practices. These collaborations, like his earlier 

collaborations with anthropologist and manbo (Vodou priestess) Katherine Dunham, would 

provide him the movement material to respond to the Haitian themes of “Sweeney” and 

Stravinsky’s music for Agon. Much of the complexity found in the cultural commentary 

Balanchine was making through Agon is found in Capote’s anthropological essay. 

After a complex racializing, sexualizing, and primitivizing opening about world 

renowned Haitian painter and oungan, Hector Hyppolite, Capote’s essay “Haiti” contrasts 

Hyppolite with his observations of another unnamed oungan at a Rada ceremony. Hyppolite was 

associated with Gede (Strongman 56), Gede avatar Bawon Samdi (58), Lisirén, Ezili Freyda of 

the Rada Rites, and Ezili Danto of the Petwo Rites that I examine in chapter 2 (81). Capote’s 



63 

 

Flowers musical engages both rites overtly with its scene titled “Voudou” and Geoffery Holder’s 

“Banda” dance that features Holder as Bawon Samdi. Capote absorbs the anteaesthetic Rada and 

Gede Rite philosophies but rather than simply counter them with those of the West, I argue that 

Capote develops a respect for them in his essay and uses them as inspiration and compositional 

tools in his musical. This does not make his approach any less extractive, but it does open up 

room for more performance and interpretive possibilities beyond the disparaging racialization 

that was common in minstrelsy.  

Capote attempts to capture the Black kin-aesthesis of Rada and Gede dances during 

ceremonies by staging the enfleshment of the lwa, or mounting, in his stage directions for 

“Voudou.” He describes the dancers flesh functioning in a way that theatricalizes the process of 

being mounted by lwa, but still seeks to use the flesh to transcend the flesh. This section is 

originally choreographed by Balanchine, danced by Mitchell, and incorporates many lwa from 

the Rada cosmology that reveals a working knowledge of the religion. These Western texts 

function like a soliloquy that reveals the inner anxieties around and relationship to Haiti and 

Africa. They reveal a complicated drama between the centralized Western protagonist and their 

African descended antagonist, that also happens to be the drama’s comic relief and object of 

desire. I place these enfleshed Haitian archives against those of North America and the West to 

reveal the foundational and cultural agon of historical documentation and transmission that Agon 

would be a direct product of, as it unifies both traditions choreographically. Following a shift in 

archival studies, I argue that both enfleshed and literary archives must be consulted together 

(Regal 209). By consulting these archives together, I build on the existing historiographic 

tradition in the West that privileges written text over enfleshed archives, while also revealing 

how the written texts are insufficient in telling the full story of these relationships between the 
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West and the African Diaspora. The gaps in the literary archives that are revealed in this chapter 

are filled by the enfleshed archives I engage in chapters 2 through 4. Reflecting on this context 

also reveals how Agon embodies these tensions and bridges them to form a new path toward 

conceptualizing a future where “Africanisms” function doubly as “Europeanist” aesthetics, 

confusing and erasing the colonial boundaries and hierarchy between them. This hierarchy 

maintains a social order of White intellectual culture over the “primitive” and racialized “black 

body.” To balance this hierarchy, I examine traditional Rada and Gede Rite dances and the songs 

that accompany them that detail the cosmologies and philosophies of the Rada and Gede Rites.  

According to Benjamin Hebblethwaite “The Rada Rite philosophy emphasizes the 

axioms of life, order, and rootedness, whereas the Gede Rite…focuses on death, healing and 

sexuality” (183). These and other principles are maintained across generations in their ritual 

songs and dances.38 The movements executed in each respective dance physically foregrounds 

the qualities of the deities and their respective principles to enact them in the ceremony 

(Gottschild, Body 224). When contemplating the deities and their function in Haitian Vodou 

cosmology Deren informs us, “To worship the loa [sic] is to celebrate the principle, not the 

matter in which it may be momentarily or permanently manifest” (89). Vodou music is 

considered by practitioners to be a kind of scripture and is quoted as such to recall the stories of 

Vodou cosmology. “When asked about spirits Voduists cite songs for evidence, ‘suggesting that 

they are the ‘holy word’ of vodun theology and an important device in stabilizing the details of 

belief” (Herskovits qtd. in Hebblethwaite 43). These songs contain a “symmetrical or ring 

structure… that include lines that mirror each other” (38). Hebblethwaite cites formal analyses 

on the exegetical approaches to the Qur’an as comparable and useful for “the discernment of 

similar structures in Vodou songs” that “looks at how tensions at the center of a passage are 
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resolved with affirmations that ‘ring in’ conflict at the beginning or ending edges of a passage” 

(38). As music and dance are inextricable in Black Atlantic traditions and must be thought of 

together (M. Morrison 53), I yoke my study to Yvonne Daniel’s description of “body 

knowledge” as a repository for these cosmologies that are oriented through an “African Diaspora 

Dance Perspective” (51).39  

Daniel’s approach centers dance movement and music and how they are housed in the 

flesh. Daniel’s concept of body knowledge as it specifically relates to Haitian Vodou, and its 

kindred Black Atlantic Religions like Cuban Yoruba and Brazilian Candomblé, outlines how the 

dancing flesh is a “repository of complementary legends, beliefs, and attitudes with contrasting 

and alternative resolutions for temporal problems,” and doesn’t just contain “physical 

information about the human body in dance mode but also theoretical, emotional, aesthetic and 

spiritual information” for daily life (64). I rely on Daniel’s “body knowledge” in my 

understanding and coining of enfleshed archives and Black kin-aesthesis (the transcending the 

flesh through a hyper engagement with the flesh). I refer to the philosophies pulled from 

Hebblethwaite’s English translations and readings of the Rada Rite and Gede Rite songs as 

references from within the Vodou cosmological system to fill out the details of the enfleshed 

archives of the ritual dances and compare them with the depictions of Vodou in the works of 

Eliot and Capote. This decision resists centuries of valuing Western literary archives over Afro-

diasporic enfleshed archives. 

As I discuss in chapter 2, Western ideologies have followed a Cartesian separation of the 

mind and body for centuries and have privileged a concept that disembodies the mind in a 

hierarchy over the body (associating the elevated intellect with White superiority and the sensual 

and working body with black inferiority (Dee Das 3)). Because of this hierarchy, the archives 
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that live within the flesh are usually dismissed by favoring written archives of text that exist 

outside of the flesh (Johnson 5:36-5:56). Additionally, because memory is subjective and 

because dance seems to only occur in the moment of its performance it is regarded as transient 

and therefore unreliable. Furthermore, as Africa, its diaspora, and particularly African Americans 

were seen as having no history or no history worth studying until the twentieth century (Dee Das 

3) and as dances from the African continent and its diaspora were racialized by colonizers, seen 

as sinful, and prohibited by law (Rennert and Castro 124), the permanence of the written 

document (or disembodied knowledge as Daniel calls it) maintained and continues to maintain 

dominance in Western historical accounts of embodied knowledge or enfleshed archives. This is 

true even if the written documents are also subjective and unreliable (Daniel 57). These Western 

texts and their engagement with the African diaspora, like Agon, are classified under 

“modernism” that cites the aesthetics of the modernist art and the diasporic work it draws from 

as “primitive” by scholars and critics. As I engage the term and concept of primitivism in this 

chapter, I briefly define my thinking around its use as intimately yoked with White narcissism.  

I assert that the very emergence of the word “primitive” in its usage across several periods, 

especially from early modernity to the present day, participates in forming and maintaining the 

hierarchies of Whiteness over the racialized “Other” whether it be culturally, intellectually, or 

temporally. Nathan Gorelick’s assertion that “…the West's sustained effort to dehistoricize the 

contemporary Haitian condition and to bind it to a kind of premodern primitivity” reveals a 

subtextual derisive understanding of this word. The OED provides definitions and the time periods 

they were in popular usage for the term “primitive,” including those that are now considered 

obsolete, like “A firstborn child or animal (c1400-50)”, “An ancestor or progenitor; a predecessor. 
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(1486-1676),” and “An early Christian; a member of the Primitive Church…(1602-1788)” 

(“Primitive” I.1.a.-I.2.a.).  

Starting in 1779, when Western colonization is in full swing, there are new meanings of 

the term that persist through subsequent modifications of its general use and specifically pertain 

to “An original inhabitant, an Indigenous person; a person belonging to a preliterate, non-industrial 

society” (I.2.b). Preliteracy here ignores and devalues the graphic inscriptions and legibility of the 

flesh that were both kinds of archives for cultures labeled “primitive.” As the cultural uses of the 

term is shaped there is an identifiable marginalizing and reductive trend, “With the. That which is 

primitive or recalls an early or ancient period; (with plural agreement) simple, unsophisticated, or 

crude things or people as a class. (1822-)” (I.2.c.). One of the citations for this usage pertains to 

this study’s focus on dance and modernism and comes from Roger Copeland and Marshall Cohen’s 

anthology What is Dance published in 1983 “Abstract expressionism can be thought of as the 

culminating phase of modern art’s love affair with the primitive (1979)” (I.2.c). Relating to art, 

the Renaissance is the pivot point as people who employ painting styles that imitate pre-

Renaissance styles or that existed before the Renaissance (or when Europe began its colonizing 

missions) are considered “primitive or naive” (II.8.a). Eventually, many of the remaining entries 

that persists to this day in their usage (1967-) say the quiet part out loud and are characterized by 

this entry “derogatory. And uncivilized, unintelligent, or uncouth person” (I.2.d). The coupling of 

the self-fashioning of European White narcissism with the evolution of this word as a relational 

term that is weaponized against non-Western cultures is clearly defined in this timeline that 

directly corresponds to that of colonization, imperialism, and Western Enlightenment thought. 

These definitions code a specific kind of literacy as superior to those who don’t speak, read, or 

write the language of the colonizer and dictates that the mode of recording and communication, 
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like graphic signs and enfleshed archives, used by those that are colonized doesn’t exist, or matter. 

This devaluation also labels non-Western cultures, and as we will see specifically Haitian and 

African cultures, and their modes of communication and knowledge transmission as 

unsophisticated and needing the help of Western White narcissist ideologies.  

During the period that Eliot, Capote, and Balanchine were creating, prominent dance critic 

Edwin Denby defined “primitive” when talking about Pearl Primus’s choreography.40 According 

to Denby, “The program, elucidated by a speaker, begins with “primitives”- that is, dances derived 

from African or Haitian origins” (131) exclusively and inextricably linking “primitivity” with 

Africa and Haiti. Dances from Haiti and Africa were regularly classified as “primitive.” Contrarily, 

another one of Balanchine’s collaborators, Katherine Dunham, saw the term “primitive” in a way 

that didn’t imply inferiority and lacking intelligence. She used the term as a kind of stand in for 

the concept of the “African diaspora” which had been practiced and developed by people of 

African descent for several years, though the term “African diaspora” didn’t come into use until 

the late 1950’s (Dee Das 2). She, adopting the logic of her mentors from the University of Chicago, 

saw it as a way of living that resisted the restrictions of modern civilization and brought people 

closer to nature (5), while also resisting the, “’…inherently masculinist and nationalist 

constructions of the Black subject’ created by W.E.B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, Aimé Césaire, 

and the litany of other men typically invoked in the lineage of the black intellectual tradition” 

(Wright qtd. in Dee Das 3). Dunham’s conception of the “primitive” was one of sophistication and 

nuance that wasn’t boxed in by capitalist ideals and saw the diasporic aspects of “primitivity” as 

the optimal tool for attaining Black liberation (3). She refused to see how the term could still be 

demeaning when referring to groups of people, their culture, and their history. In many ways her 
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interventions in relation to this term were pivotal in helping to define and direct the Black liberation 

movement through movement. 

Taking all of this into consideration, I personally find it difficult to divorce the word from 

its diminishing hegemonic associations as its persistent usage to the present day, evidenced by the 

OED, yields consistent results wrought with implications of unsophistication and inferiority. I’m 

currently at a loss to think of a suitable alternative as even “ancient civilizations” or “ancient 

cultural practices,” though anchored more in temporality, implies a kind of static and linear 

relationship to the past that reflects White narcissistic ideas of inferior ancient African cultures and 

that are contrary to more circular and fluid notions to temporality like those contained in the Rada 

and Gede cosmologies. Despite attempts to see “primitive” cultures as simply returning to a 

simpler pre-industrial time that is untainted by the hustle and bustle of fast paced North American 

capitalism that people like Dunham have taken, I use the term in the way that it has been primarily 

understood by the colonizers and the colonized as a diminishing tool that, frankly, should be done 

away with altogether. That it has been used uncritically reveals just how absent the perspectives 

of those deemed “primitive” has been from the discourse, or monologue rather, of the West. Such 

a presence of the “Other” in these discourses, I suspect, would greatly destabilize the common 

understanding of Western identity and its relationship to the “primitive.” This chapter amplifies 

these instabilities that are characterized and archived by Eliot and Capote. Let us look at these 

literary sources that set the stage for Agon to dance upon as T.S. Eliot and Truman Capote’s texts 

are representative of the cultural landscape that was wrestling with its relationship to Haiti and 

planted the seeds for Agon’s composition. 
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1.1 “Sweeney Agonistes” and the Gede Rites 

In his survey of Agon’s literary and musical source texts, Charles Joseph highlights an 

ongoing correspondence between Stravinsky and T.S. Eliot. He reveals Eliot’s desire to 

collaborate with Stravinsky on a ballet “based upon the two fragments of his poem ‘Sweeney 

Agonistes’” (Joseph 223). Though the official collaboration on this ballet never came to pass 

between Eliot and Stravinsky, upon further investigation, Joseph’s prompting to explore the 

deeper connections between the two works proves to be fruitful. Like Agon, “Sweeney” relies on 

sensationalized ideas around Haitian ritual practices, bodies racialized as black as counters to 

bodies racialized as White, and has been linked to conceptions of a “pure” White European 

history. But unlike “Sweeney,” Agon is not limited to sensational racializing tropes, as Agon’s 

use of Haitian materials to evoke the European court confuses, or rather, reveals the constructed 

boundaries of the long-held binary between African/Black and European/White art forms. 

Though both works allude to Haiti, they do so very differently.  

“Sweeney” employs the belittling stereotypes it inherited from the early modern period 

and that were popular during the time of “Sweeney’s” composition by racializing, demonizing, 

and sensationalizing Haitian cosmology in caricatured ways that are contrary to Agon. 

“Sweeney” creates a fearful and tense atmosphere from a sexually suggestive and cannibalistic 

exchange between a woman racialized as White and a man racialized as White who impersonates 

a man racialized as a black Haitian. The section “Fragments of an Agon,” from which Joseph 

claims Stravinsky chose the title of the ballet, works through the reconciliation of “humanness, 

animalism, and spirituality” in relation to concepts of primitivity. This material provides 

inspiration for Agon’s atmosphere of racial tension, sexual tension, and anxieties around 

miscegenation, particularly for the “Pas-de-deux” that I analyze in chapter 2. Arthur Mitchell 
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states that the “Pas -de -Deux” between himself and Adams was created first, and that it provided 

the overall lifeforce that the rest of the ballet would be built around (Mitchell 9:45-12:08). This 

information provides an avenue to see how the spark of inspiration from “Sweeney” was 

explored in the dance studio from the first moments of its creation. “Sweeney” also contains 

allusions to Haitian Vodou and more specifically the Haitian Banda of the Gede Rite.  

Rachel Blau DuPlessis places “Sweeney” within a lineage of two other works of poetry 

that, like “Sweeney” utilize the keyword “Hoo,” Vachel Lindsay’s “The Congo: The Study of the 

Negro Race” (1914) and Wallace Stevens’s “Bantams in Pine Woods” (1922). The texts are 

representative of a cultural moment in the West that was wrestling with its relationship to the 

African diaspora, and even more specifically to places like Haiti, collectively revealing an 

underlying substructure of anxiety surrounding the maintenance of the constructed illusion of 

Whiteness. She unpacks the “black and white dualities” of “Sweeney,” that are pervasive in Agon 

and across Balanchine’s black and white ballets, with two characters named Swarts (black) and 

Snow[ball] (a name for the “Jim Crow” figure in minstrel shows). Other stock character names 

from minstrel shows in the text are, Tambo and Bones, that Swarts and Snow take on. The titular 

character, Sweeney, racializes himself as a black “Pacific Islander or African” that serenades and 

seduces the White Doris through a “coon song” about a “nice little, white little missionary stew” 

(Blau DuPlessis 686-7).  

 

[191] SWEENEY:                    I'll carry you off 

[192]  To a cannibal isle. 

[193]  DORIS: You'll be the cannibal! 

[194]  SWEENEY: You'll be the missionary! 

[195]  You'll be my little seven stone missionary! 

[196]  I'll gobble you up. I'll be the cannibal. 

[197]  DORIS: You'll carry me off? To a cannibal isle? 

[198]  SWEENEY: I'll be the cannibal. 

[199]  DORIS:    I'll be the missionary. 
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[200]  I'll convert you! 

[201] SWEENEY:    I'll convert you! 

[202]  Into a stew. 

[203]  A nice little, white little, missionary stew. 

[204]  DORIS: You wouldn't eat me! 

[205]  SWEENEY: Yes I'd eat you! 

[206]  In a nice little, white little, soft little, tender little, 

[207]  Juicy little, right little, missionary stew. (“Sweeney Agonistes” lines 191-207) 

 

In addition to this cannibalizing “coon song” sung by Sweeney to Doris that was based 

on racializing narratives about Haitians, indigenous populations of Haiti (particularly the Carib 

peoples), and Vodou practitioners, Blau DuPlessis also clarifies that Eliot even includes 

fragments of both minstrel songs and songs authored by Black composers (677), to complicate 

the caricatures of blackness with cultural products from within the Black community. Inclusions 

such as these are complex as they, very overtly, put on display the constructions of blackness and 

Whiteness, from “real and imagined” contexts, while simultaneously confounding any 

subsequent boundaries around notions of “authentic black aesthetics” (M. Morrison 36). 

Matthew Morrison discusses foundational Jim Crow performer, T.D. Rice, arguing that his 

minstrel performances and their legacy that are retained in works like “Sweeney,” “absorb, 

adapt, and adopt-as [their] own- various performance practices that manipulate aspects of black 

performance” (46). He asserts that these performances of blackness allowed for White 

performers and audiences to experience themselves as the racialized other and construct and 

reinforce an identity of White narcissism over the other (37). His study anticipates my own as he 

claims that “White actors were possessed by (via embodiment) and possessors of blackness and 

black people (via slavery) as sources of aesthetic and physical property through the making of 

Blacksound” (36).41 I apply this conclusion to this moment in “Sweeney” and Balanchine’s 

choreographic practices in Agon. 
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These racial, sexual, gendered, and cultural tensions are clearly staged and enfleshed in 

Agon’s “Pas” as the nucleus of the ballet and are suffused through the casting choices of Mitchell 

and Adams, the early modern, modernist, and jazz influenced composition of the music, the use 

of ritual dances from the Rada and Gede Rites to evoke early modern French court dances, all the 

way down to the black and white costuming choice for Agon. This foundational connection 

between “Sweeney” and Agon reveals much more about both works and the cultural context in 

which they were created when we include a broader diasporic focus than American Africanisms.  

These tensions between Sweeney and Doris share riveting intertextual resonances with 

the Western narratives that were constructed about Haiti after the success of the Haitian 

Revolution. Haiti established itself as the first independent Black republic to liberate itself from 

under Western colonial rule because of the Haitian Revolution (1792-1804). As I explore in 

chapter 2, the revolution’s success was attributed to a Petwo Haitian Vodou ritual held on August 

14, 1791 (Deren 63), that is suggested to be a possible cosmological descendant of the Gede Rite 

(Hebblethwaite 193). The Haitian Revolution served as a model for people of color (especially 

those of African descent) worldwide to liberate themselves from their colonial oppressors. For 

this reason, Haiti and its cultural practices were seen as threatening to the stability of colonial 

empires everywhere. The practices of Haiti were, literally, demonized. T.S. Eliot participates in 

this cultural demonization and marginalization while still profiting from its exploitation. Such 

primitivizing, demonizing, and reductive appropriations of the philosophies of the Gede Rite are 

observable in the following exchange between Sweeney and Doris. Reductivism is essential to 

the act of primitivizing cultures and is a key pillar of White narcissistic ideologies. Sweeney 

reduces life on the “cannibal isle” to nothing but three things. 

 

[221] DORIS:     What things? 
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[222]  SWEENEY: Birth, and copulation, and death. 

[223]  That's all, that's all, that's all, that's all, 

[224]  Birth, and copulation, and death. 

[225]  DORIS: I'd be bored. 

[226] SWEENEY:   You'd be bored. 

[227]  Birth, and copulation, and death. 

[228]  DORIS: I'd be bored. 

[229] SWEENEY:   You'd be bored. 

[230]  Birth, and copulation, and death. 

[231]  That's all the facts when you come to brass tacks: 

[232]  Birth, and copulation, and death. 

[233]  I've been born, and once is enough. 

[234]  You don’t remember, but I remember, 

[235]  Once is enough.   (“Sweeney Agonistes” 220-235) 

 

 “Birth, copulation, and death” evokes the deity Gede who’s “patronage covers birth, 

childhood, sex, and death” (Hebblethwaite 43). The enfleshed connections of these principles are 

discussed in the chapter on the Haitian Banda dance, Geofferry Holder’s “Banda” for House of 

Flowers, the “Saraband-step” in Agon, the Spanish Zarabanda and the French Sarabande. For 

now, let’s look at the historical and cosmological dimensions of Gede spirits to compare them 

with how concepts related to Gede are rendered in “Sweeney.” Doris’ outright rejection of the 

ideas of rebirth, healing, and a deeper understanding of life beyond death antagonizes what Gede 

offers as she asserts that being born one time “is enough.” I suggest that her statements are 

representative of the Western reductive readings of the Gede and Rada Rites. 

 

1.2 The Gede Rites 

The Gede spirits are historically connected to the Gedevi (Igede) people who were known 

to be,  

…skilled magicians, morticians, and gravediggers before the Dahomian period… 

After the Dahomian conquest, they were obliged to provide burial services, placing them 

at the bottom of Dahomian society ... The Gedevi religion was focused on the Gede 

spirits, the ancestors of the Gedevi nation. It is not known how closely the ancient Gedevi 
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religion resembled Haiti’s Gede Rite, but children, healing, death, and the cemetery seem 

to be original emphasis. As was the practice among the conquering Aja people, they 

incorporated aspects of the Gedevi mythology into their culture…Just as the Dahomians 

fused elements of the Gedevi-Yoruba traditions into their religion, so, too, in Haiti are the 

Gedevi traditions a part of Sèvis Ginen [officially recognized ritual practices] in which 

the Aja Rada Rite enjoys prominence.42 (Hebblethwaite 186) 

 

 The cycles of “conception, birth, childhood, senescence, and death” (184) represent more 

than just a cycle of life but also the moments and symbols of natural and spiritual transformation 

within each cycle of life (184). Gede “is that eternal figure in black, posted at the timeless cross-

roads [sic] at which all men and even the sun one day arrive. The cross upon a tomb is his 

symbol…both tomb and womb” (Deren 102). The Gede spirits transformative functions heal and 

take people through death and rebirth into new life beyond death as “’death is a source of power’ 

that the living can harness through ritual” (Hebblethwaite 184). Simultaneously representing 

death and rebirth (Daniel 152), Gede spirits are enfleshed in the genitals, pelvis, buttocks, hands, 

and heart (78). His ceremonial colors are black, white, and sometimes purple (152). Gede 

functions as both an overarching singular identity of a spirit and one that is diffused prism like 

through several other iterations like Bawon Samdi, who is known as the father of the Gede spirits 

(Hebblethwaite 192). Geoffrey Holder portrayed Bawon Samdi in Flowers and throughout his 

performance and choreographic career. During a ceremony the Gede spirits are greeted last “just 

as death comes at the end of life” (184) and when they manifest they drastically transform the 

solemn worship sequence,  

…disruptively snubbing social conventions by comically stealing objects… 

[Gede’s] raw humor, satire, and concern with sex and death shed light on our 

humanity…transforming solemn ritual into laughter…dissolve[ving] tensions and 

remind[ing] people to live authentically. (Hebblethwaite 184) 
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These processes are often performed at cemeteries during Fèt Gede (the Festival of Gede) 

in Haiti beginning on All Saints’ Eve (Halloween), continuing through November 2nd on All 

Saints’ Days. The celebrations and ceremonies are used to process grief and pay respects to the 

lost ancestors (185). The principles of the Gede Rites are physically manifested through the 

movements of the hips (gouyad), a site which holds grief, to process grief out of the flesh and to 

foreground the processes of sex and procreation to create more life beyond death. The Banda 

dance that I analyze in chapter 4 is a dance of the Gede spirits that is also performed at funerals 

and enfleshes these qualities. The characteristic hip movements of this dance are documented 

throughout the African diaspora in Western archives housed in Mexico, the Caribbean, and the 

Iberian peninsula in its kindred Cuban iteration the Sarabanda and the Spanish Zarabanda. The 

pre-colonial history, theology, and hip movements are demonized, banned by pious Catholic 

authorities, and stripped in its European Sarabande iteration. Balanchine reincludes the 

displacement of the hips in his “Saraband-step” in Agon. Several early modern documents depict 

the Catholic and Protestant adversarial relationship to these types of dances that confront 

Western piety and self-righteousness.43 Deren states,  

[Gede’s] great delight is to discover someone who pretends to piously heroic or 

refined immunity. He will confront such a one and expose him savagely, imposing upon 

him the most lascivious gestures and most extreme obscenities. Thus, he introduces men 

to their own devil, for whoever would consider sex as a sin creates and confronts, in 

Ghede [sic], his own guilt. Such incidents amuse him, but they represent no real 

challenge, for he knows that no one can elude him, who is master of both life and death. 

(103) 
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Deren’s observation provides an insider’s perspective that makes a mockery of the 

Western Catholic and Puritanical perceptions of this dance. The perceptions of the West have 

been central to much scholarly understanding of the significance of the Banda, excluding the 

perspective of those who knew the dance best. So, what must we make of Western knowledge of 

this dance and the culture surrounding it if Western knowledge is based on centuries of 

ignorance? In the section of “Sweeney” where Doris diminishes the principles of Gede, she 

follows the ignorant tradition of early modern texts that reduce the principles of the Banda and 

its diasporic cousins Sarabanda and Zarabanda to their hip movements and the sexual gestures 

that they enact, while completely neglecting the deeper cosmological, spiritual, psychological, 

and physiological significances and benefits of the dances. As with the early modern documents, 

by ignoring and demonizing the layers of complexity in the danced philosophies of Gede, upon 

closer inspection, what really emerges is the author’s own evasion from and tension with “their 

own devil” rather than construing the “other” as the devil.44 

Towards the end of the poem, however, Sweeney seems to have a moment of what 

appears to be philosophical transcendence when landing on two lines that appear to align with 

the porous, confounding, and nearly interchangeable ontologies of life and death that Gede 

spirits encourage (Deren 112). Sweeney announces, “Death or life or life or death, Death is life 

and life is death” (lines 349-350) as a response to Doris’ continuing to diminish a primitivized 

and oversimplified view of life on an island with “That’s not life, that’s no life, Why I’d Just as 

soon be dead” (lines 286-287). One may be tempted to see Sweeney’s desire for this life aligned 

with a particular view of primitivism that values a simpler pre-industrial life. However, the 

menacing coda of “Sweeney” conjures the fears of miscegenation, that I examine in chapter 2, 
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with deadly consequences that take on supernatural powers as Sweeney recounts, “I knew a man 

once did a girl in” (line 302). The story of murder that goes unpunished becomes nonsensical 

when “He didn’t know if he was alive and the girl was dead, He didn’t know if the girl was alive 

and he was dead, He didn’t know if they both were alive or both were dead” (lines 334-339). The 

story becomes a nightmare that the entire cast speaks spell like in unison that repeats the lines 

“Hoo, hoo, hoo” evoking hoodoo/voodoo/Vodou which leaves a spooky racialized haze in its 

wake (Blau DuPlessis 670). 

[361]  When you're alone in the middle of the night and you wake in a sweat and a hell of 

a fright 

[362]  When you're alone in the middle of the bed and you wake like someone hit you on 

the head 

[363]  You've had a cream of a nightmare dream and you've got the hoo-ha's coming to 

you. 

[364]  Hoo hoo hoo 

[365]  You dreamt you waked up at seven o'clock and it's foggy and it's damp and it's 

dawn and it's dark 

[366]  And you wait for a knock and the turning of a 

lock for you know the hangman's waiting for you. 

[367]  And perhaps you're alive 

[368]  And perhaps you're dead 

[369]  Hoo ha ha 

[370]  Hoo ha ha 

[371]  Hoo 

[372]  Hoo 

[373]  Hoo   (“Sweeney Agonistes” 361-373) 

 

Eliot’s inclusion of an arbiter of death like Gede (the hangman), the evocation of a 

demonized Vodou with “Hoo, hoo, hoo” that is contained within a nightmare emerging from the 

subconscious confirms the deep and inextricable relationship between Haiti and Eliot’s poem. 

The poem reifies the Western fear that Haiti will not only cannibalize and take the idealized 

White woman sexually, it will also kill the idealized woman and the ideals of White narcissism 

with her. What’s worse and most frightening is that Haiti will go unpunished. Agon has a very 

different approach to these concepts as it challenges and complicates this demonizing practice. 
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Balanchine’s choreographic approach is compelling, as though he benefitted from the 

sensational aspects of Mitchell’s racialized flesh, he intentionally avoided being overly sensual 

and/or sexual in his choreography, which speaks to the “cool” aesthetic deployed throughout the 

ballet, and that characterizes the Rada system referenced in the ballet, but also allows for any 

digested materials from the African diaspora to be included in a “cool” manner as well, and 

without demonization. In other words, he seemed to know which buttons to press, and which to 

leave untouched. It was not made widely known that Haitian practices were included in this 

ballet most likely because they were demonized. Though Mitchell acknowledges Balanchine’s 

debt to Dunham, he does not mention Haitian, Gede, or Rada dances being incorporated in Agon, 

nor do other dancers from New York City Ballet or Dance Theater of Harlem.45 This omission is 

understandable as claiming such an influence could have damaged Balanchine’s reputation as a 

choreographer and that of the ballet even more than the potential backlash of paring Mitchell 

with Adams. The rest of the choreography in Agon also departs from “Sweeney” in how 

Balanchine incorporates the Rada and Gede Rite dances into Agon’s structure.  

 Agon, unlike “Sweeney,” includes the elements of the Rada and Gede Rites subtly and in 

ways unmarked by difference in relation to codified balletic steps, as it also highlights contrast. It 

interrogates the kind of divisive, distrustful, and endangering racial and religious relationships 

depicted in “Sweeney” and enacted in French/Haitian legal codes like the Code Noir of 1685, 

Code Penál of 1835, the North American “rural codes” of 1916, and North American Jim Crow 

laws. These laws restricted and severely punished religious and social freedoms, that included 

dancing, as even the dances were seen as a threat to the social order of White narcissism. The 

punishments inflicted on Haitians by French officials and the United States military alone 

resulted in several massacres of Vodou ceremonies across the centuries of its colonization and 
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occupation (Hebblethwaite 28). For example, “The laws of the ‘rural code’ state that dances that 

‘foster in the people a spirit of fetishism and superstition, will be considered sorceries” (28). 

Perhaps there were other stories of Haitian resistance and desire that fueled the anxieties of 

Eliot’s “Sweeney.” As this poem ends in a nightmare, I reference Nathan Gorelick’s use of the 

term “extimacy” that comes from an examination of Freud’s reading of the Wests’ crimes against 

colonies like Haiti and Lacan’s concept of the “Other” that is in fact central to the Western 

identity. The ending of “Sweeney” ends with the strange blend of “terror and pleasure” that 

haunts the American psyche and cultural production of the early modern texts through to those of 

the twentieth century. This haunting highlights how Haiti and the African diaspora are at the 

center of the Western subconscious and identity. Contrarily, Agon allows its dancers and viewers 

to dwell in these inherited religious, racial, cultural, and gendered tensions and see beyond them 

through the trust enacted between Mitchell and Adams as well as the harmonious and unmarked 

interweaving of Rada and Gede ritual dances in his choreography. 46 

The keys to the harmony within these dances are the mirroring techniques and themes in 

Agon that function like the cosmic mirror of Haitian Vodou that link the past, present, and future 

in both. These links between styles and epochs in Balanchine’s Agon received some of their 

nurturing from his collaboration with Geoffrey Holder on House of Flowers that was based on 

the experiences of another major literary figure of their time, Truman Capote. His experiences of 

Haitian Vodou would lead to the creation of an essay, a short story, and Broadway play that 

would be the context for these artists to co-create the choreography for this production centered 

around Haitian culture. This context would provide the movement necessary for Agon’s 

innovation in ballet choreography and renovation of ballet history. 
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1.3 Truman Capote’s Essay “Haiti,” Hector Hyppolite, the Unnamed Oungan, and 

the Origins of House of Flowers 

Like Elliot’s “Sweeney Agonistes” before it that served as a seed text for Agon’s 

atmosphere and subject matter, Truman Capote’s House of Flowers (Flowers)(1954) serves as a 

seed text that inspired Agon’s seamless blend of movement styles and inclusion of ritual Haitian 

dance forms. Flowers also took advantage of the booming interest in Haitian culture and, 

specifically, the sensationalizing of Haitian Vodou as Capote attempted to capture the Black kin-

aesthesis of devotees being mounted by lwa in his script. Capote witnessed this Black kin-

aesthesis and developed his own admiration for Haitian artists, culture, and ritual practices 

during his trip there in 1948, which he details in his essay titled “Haiti.” Donají Morales Pérez 

provides more context for the importance of this trip, its effect on Capote’s career, and even the 

importance of the style that Capote employs for the essay. The decade in which Capote’s trip 

took place (1940-50) was a kind of “golden age” for Haiti in the eyes of the West that saw an 

open flow of traffic from North America and other colonizers to Haiti in the realm of business 

and art (81). It was during this decade that the practice of Vodou was decriminalized in Haiti 

which resulted in a massive influx in Vodou inspired art (Poupeye qtd. in Strongman 94). 

Morales Pérez informs us that Capote was commissioned by Harper’s Bazaar to write the 

piece (78) and that the essay was written in the style that he would later become a forerunner in 

establishing, “the non-fiction novel, non-narrative literature or literary journalism” (80). This 

commission and his style are significant in that, taken together, they provide a clue for how he 

may have wanted us to receive his works as “imaginative impressions of possible realities” 

(House of Flowers Souvenir Book). The “realities” he used to write his essay became the 

material for his theatrical rearrangements of those realities for the page and, later, for the stage. 
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Over the ten pages of his essay Capote first introduces queer Haitian painter and oungan Héctor 

Hyppolite, then he depicts a wake scene where dances for Gede by figures like Bawon Samdi are 

usually performed. He then reminisces on his found community of lady friends who were sex 

workers at Haitian brothels, and he culminates the essay by detailing a Vodou ceremony he 

attends, which leaves an indelible mark on him. A clear arc is observable in his perspective on 

his subjects as despite his opening racializing language and disparaging remarks he seems to 

develop a great admiration for Haitian artists like Hyppolite, Haitian culture, and Haitian Vodou.  

Héctor Hyppolite is an acquaintance of Capote’s prior to his trip to Haiti (Morales Pérez 

81). In the essay, Capote opens with a description of Hyppolite that launches the reader into the 

familiar racializing, marginalizing, sexualizing, and animalizing language that conjures the 

atmospheric tensions of “terror and enjoyment” captured in “Sweeney” and later in Agon. 

Nicholas R. Jones, Noémie Ndiaye, and Robert Hornback trace these linguistic tropes to early 

modern Europe.  

To look at, Hyppolite is perhaps an ugly man: monkey-thin, gaunt faced, quite 

dark, he looks (through silver schoolmarm spectacles), listens with the steadiest, most 

gracious precision, his eyes echoing a subtle and basic understanding. (Capote 58) 

 

With this opening move, Capote aligns himself with early modern literary traditions that, 

as Ndiaye explains, “were obsessed with the materiality of Afro-diasporic bodies, comparing 

them to animal parts, cooking utensils, and gemstones” (72).47 The early modern traditions, that 

Ndiaye calls scripts of blackness, often coupled such descriptions with literary and theatrical 

impersonations of Africans and Afro-diasporic people in cosmetic, sonic, and kinetic modes (3). 

These traditions are initiated in the Iberian peninsula in the fifteenth century (Jones 27), travel 
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through France, and England in the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries and are 

subsequently inherited by nineteenth and twentieth century North American minstrelsy 

(Hornback 25). The “ugliness” of the African descended person that is coupled with animals in 

appearance, “was one strategy within overarching trans-European patterns of comedic 

representation that associated Afro-diasporic people with the stunted intellect of natural fools 

from the mid-fifteenth century onwards” (Ndiaye 74). Hornback states “these figures promoting 

blackface comic traditions popularized the belief that black people were less human, and thereby 

rendered especially suited to inhumane servitude” (25). The strategy was deployed to place 

African descendants on the same level with non-human animals for the purposes of 

domesticating them as chattel, and therefore property, even going so far as to list enslaved 

Africans with non-human animals for sale (Ndiaye 75); a practice seen from the early modern 

period through the transatlantic slave trade to Eliot’s use of minstrel tropes and stock characters 

in “Sweeney.” In the case of Capote and Hyppolite, the reader is immediately given a hierarchal 

template that is all too familiar to a culture of North American readers bred in the atmosphere of 

Jim Crow White narcissism that was particularly volatile as they explored their relationship with 

Haiti and the African diaspora. 

The language that opens this essay immediately establishes a hierarchy that places the 

renowned Haitian artist, “the most popular of Haiti’s primitive painters” (Capote 59), below 

Capote in a reductive proximity with monkeys, rendered inferior to humans, and possessing a 

“basic understanding.” Capote’s petty critique of Hyppolite’s physical appearance could be 

debated by observing a photo of Hyppolite and considering his reputation of not having an issue 

getting the attention of women, which Capote himself details in Hyppolite’s several alleged 

marriages (58). It can also be debated by the many other contemporaneous anatomizing 
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descriptions of Hyppolite’s beauty, femininity, androgyny, divinity, and grace (Strongman 55-

56). Roberto Strongman’s analysis of the fetishization of Black queer artists, like Hyppolite, by 

White queer ethnographers is applicable to Capote. 

Strongman focuses on Hyppolite’s queer self-presentation and self-portraiture as 

feminine lwa like Lasirén and Ezili as resistance to and transcending of the fetishizing gaze of 

White ethnographers using Pierre Verger and Hubert Fichte as his case studies. Using the 

spiraling, sexual, and life-giving double helix coils of the twin serpent divinities Dambala and 

Aida Wedo as a theoretical lens, Strongman inverts the usually generative embrace of the 

circling serpents to “explore the fracturing, and asphyxiating qualities of the snake embrace” 

(50). He argues, 

that the Vodou divinities of Dambala and Aida Wedo emblematize the uneasy 

rapport and engagement between queer Vodou practitioners and the white queer 

ethnographers who have traditionally dominated the discursive representation of Vodou 

and its adherents. More particularly, I want to demonstrate how this stranglehold of love 

is a dominant emotive structure in the interaction between a queer Haitian artist, Hector 

Hyppolite, and two white queer ethnographers, the French Pierre Verger and the German 

Hubert Fichte. (50-51) 

 

Strongman reveals a trend in the homoerotic desire and queer fetishization of queer Caribbean 

artists from these White ethnographers that he claims is “a strategy of co-optation to understand 

their own marginality via the bodies of subordinate, ultramarine queer artists of color” (66). As I 

do in more detail with Gottschild and Eric Lott in chapter 2 following Matthew Morrison’s 

critique, I challenge the framework of “love” to characterize this “fracturing and asphyxiating 
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embrace.” To me the framework of “love” seems to dull the violence of the fetishizing gaze that 

has its roots in the bondage of enslaved Africans and the abuse of their flesh. Speaking of 

bondage, Strongman links this fetish for queer dark skin to fetishes for leather which became 

synonymously tethered in Western imaginations that fantasized about servile black bodies. The 

linking of the S/M leather kink and black skin was and remains popular in “Western, 

predominantly white countries” (86), with earlier iterations in Victorian England as a sexual tool 

for racial and queer fetishism that is directly tied to fantasies around White enslavers and 

enslaved black Africans (McClintock 142). Leather was also used as a costuming tool in early 

modern France (Ndiaye 48) and England (Smith 9-11) to represent people of African descent and 

racialized others in metaphorical, theatrical, and court settings. This pattern of racialization is 

swiftly and efficiently launched in Capote’s first lines about Hyppolite. Though Capote’s 

attraction towards Hyppolite seems complex sexually compared to the very overt language of 

attraction from Verger and Fichte, Capote’s admiration for Hyppolite’s resolve as an artist and 

his spiritual approach to his work seems to shift his tone. 

  This opening establishes an arc that begins with a racializing gesture, but ultimately 

builds upon this gesture a structure that ends with admiration and praise for the artist and the 

culture that inspires the artist’s work stating, “It is for this reason that I find Hyppolite admirable, 

for there is nothing in his art that has been slyly transposed, he is using what lives within himself, 

and that is his country’s spiritual history, its singings and worships” (Capote 59). Hyppolite 

claimed to do his work while being mounted by the lwa (Strongman 51). Hyppolite’s artistry, his 

association with the Gede lwa Bawon Samdi, the complexity of his work and the Vodou system 

that the work is based on seem to inspire and astonish Capote into the realm of the sublime, 

evidenced in his later description of the Vodou ceremony he attends. And much like the socio-
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choreographic structure that Balanchine builds atop of Arthur Mitchell with Diana Adams in 

Agon, to be explored in the next chapter, Capote builds his literary structure upon Hyppolite, 

literally in the placement of his appearance in the opening of the essay and figuratively in 

Capote’s experiences in Haiti that eventually create a successful Broadway musical based on 

them. 

Just a few lines after this opening, Capote shares the vulnerable information of the death 

of Hyppolite’s daughter, which is a jarring shift in tone, but is soon followed by what Capote 

describes as an equally jarring introduction to the “extravagant” and “excessively stylized” 

wakes of Haiti (58-59). In the description of these wakes, Capote deploys more animalizing 

scripts of blackness as he describes the mourners who “claw air, drum their heads on the ground, 

[and] in unison moan a low doglike grief” (59). Capote is very clearly an outsider with very 

strong perceptions and prejudices about what is happening in Haiti that seem to manifest from an 

ignorance of the wake’s significance. However, he is surprisingly and complicatingly aware and 

yet unaware of his prejudices. In his preface to his collected writings, The Dogs Bark, (in which 

the “Haiti” essay is included) he states, “It seems to me that I’ve spent a great bit of time taming 

or eluding natives and dogs, and the contents of this book prove this,” later qualifying his own 

writing, 

Everything herein is factual, which doesn’t mean that it is the truth, but it is as 

nearly so as I can make it. Journalism, however, can never be altogether pure- nor can the 

camera, for after all, art is not distilled water: personal perceptions, prejudices, one’s 

sense of selectivity pollute the purity of the germless truth. (Capote x)  
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He makes his subjective position clear and relays how it may influence his writing in his 

preface and in the opening of “Haiti.” This disclaimer is not common for the era, but it also does 

not seem to buffer the racializing language and perspective that is apparent in Capote’s writing. 

Possibly, the racializing and animalizing language was a kind of bait and switch for the audience 

to journey with Capote in his own arc of realization and awe for Haitian culture. Or what’s more 

likely, is that the racializing and animalizing perspective appears to lie just beyond the reach of 

the Capote’s self-awareness. As even at what appears to be the pinnacle of respect for Haitian 

culture the animalizing associations simply move from earth bound animals to animals that 

aren’t bound to the earth. 

Capote begins his account of a Vodou ceremony after mentioning the weeks preceding 

carnival and the carnival itself. Here his language becomes more colorful and onomatopoetic as 

he describes, 

…all [the] action that seems to stem from [the drums’] sound: doom die doom, 

over there, look: light quivers in the water jar, a crystal bubble, set in motion, rolls across 

a table, shatters on the floor wind catching curtains, curling Bible leaves, tells doom die 

doom. By dusk the island takes the expanding shape of a sound of drums...everybody 

laughs, and some couples join together, dancing with their heads thrown back, their lips 

ajar, doom die doom, the rhythm rotates their haunches, their eyes are rich moons, doom 

die doom. (65-66) 

 

The sounds and movements of the island make their way into Capote’s prose which seem 

to reflect a shift in his perspective on the place and its people aside from a few lingering 

animalizing comparisons of the band leaders of varying groups that “grind [their] hips, [and] 
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cock [their] head[s] from side to side like an evil parrot” (66). This rapturous effect only 

amplifies once the ceremony proper begins. He and Richard Hunter (referred to as R in his text) 

attend what seems to be a Rada ceremony for a particular young unnamed oungan who Capote 

describes as “an extraordinary boy” (66), deploying the infantilizing script of blackness. They 

arrived at the ceremony that was outside of the town and already in progress. The attention from 

this point of the essay to its completion becomes fixed on this oungan, even in his absence, as 

there are repeated mentions of the oungan having “not yet appeared” and where the oungan 

would enter once he does (67). Other details describe the thatched roof architecture, the altar 

rooms, the apparatuses for the ceremony, the onlookers and the ceremony participants who were 

“all dressed in white with white bandannas wrapped around their heads” (67). Much of these 

details made their way into the production design pictured in Figure 1.1 where we see Mitchell 

among others participating in what is clearly a representation of a Rada ceremony. 

In another unexpected moment of reverence for this demonized culture, Capote then 

mentions a moment in the ceremony when R. asks for a cigarette to which he begins a catechism 

of his own about the sophistication of the Vodou system, 

R. asked for a cigarette, but I would not give it to him: who smokes in church? 

And Voodou [sic] after all is a real, very complex religion, one which is nevertheless 

frowned on by the Haitian bourgeoisie, who, when they are anything are Catholics, and 

that is why, as a compromise you might think, so much Catholicism has seeped into 

Voodou: a picture of the Virgin Mary, for example, and an image of the Infant Jesus, who 

is represented sometimes by a homemade doll, will be found adorning the altar of almost 

any houngan [sic]. And the primary functions of Voodou do not seem to me basically 

different from those of other religions: appeals to certain gods, symbols, appease the 

pressures of evil, man is weak, but God protects him, there is magic abroad, the gods own 

it, they can provide a man’s wife with child or allow the sun to burn his crops, steal the 

breath from his body but reward him with a soul. In Voodou, however, there is no 

boundary between the countries of the living and the dead; the dead rise and walk among 

the living. (67) 
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Capote has clearly gotten some insider’s information about the Vodou cosmology and its 

intricacies which he later describes as artful and academic, particularly in reference to the veve 

(ritual visual designs) that are drawn by the oungan, and compares them to “surrealist designs” 

and the skill required to execute them with a concert pianist playing an evening of Bach. He had 

to have known that such a comparison would have held a great deal of social currency with 

Western and particularly North American readers. With great anticipation and climactic build, 

Capote exultantly describes the oungan’s entrance with language that links the oungan to, in the 

usual fashion that has been established by Capote, animals. But these animals, a hummingbird, a 

spider, a moth, are of a different sort as neither of which are bound to the earth. Capote deploys 

this unique use of animalizing language to describe this other-worldly human whose gliding 

entrance seemed to not have touched the ground, according to Capote (68). The oungan literally 

entrances Capote and the other spectators with his presence, with spectacles like holding a 

burning iron ball without his own hands being burned and without an explanation of how the ball 

caught fire in the first place, and with the specters, “unsexed” and “unidentifiable,” that “opened 

like a seed and flowered in his flesh” (69). Capote recounts the mystery of the whirling dances 

the oungan enacts (likely the partnered spiraling turns to be explored in the third chapter) with 

the spectators that sent the partner “into infinity” (69). The clothes and accoutrements worn by 

the oungan are also described in great detail, beauty, and admiration. 

The “ugly” face of the first oungan, Hyppolite, is contrasted with the “amazing, 

androgynous face,” of the second oungan that to Capote was “beautiful, really, a troubling 

combination of blue-black skin and Caucasian features…” (68) and the essay closes poignantly 

and curiously. The oungan has begun to beat the,  
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…farthest, unopened door: singing, crying, he beat his hands upon it until they 

left blood prints. It was as if he were a moth, the door the bright enormity of an electric 

bulb, for beyond this obstacle, immediately beyond it, there was magic: truth’s secret, 

pure peace. And if the door had opened, as it never will, would he have found it, this 

unobtainable? That he believed so is all that matters. (69) 

 

I go into this essay by Capote at length to unpack just how deeply Haiti and Haitian Vodou had 

possessed yet another one of Balanchine’s collaborators. But Capote was not just any 

collaborator, he was foundational to the production of Flowers, as the entire musical that 

Balanchine, Mitchell, and Holder were hired to bring to life sprung from these vivid experiences 

in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. The plot of Capote’s short story and musical that are drawn from his 

experiences contained in this essay are centered around sex workers in Port-au-Prince, though a 

difference between their plot points has to do with whether there is a competition between 

brothels (the musical) or fighting within the ranks of a single brothel community that focuses on 

the love interest of the protagonist Ottilie (short story). His relationship with the oungan 

Hyppolite who was associated with Gede and the Gede spirit Bawon Samdi certainly influenced 

his incorporation of the “Houngan” and “Baron Samedi” characters in Flowers. The account of 

the Vodou ceremony in his essay becomes theatricalized as a scene called “Voudou” that takes 

place in a “Houngan’s Hut” in Flowers (Flowers Program 21 25). The “Vodou” scene in Act II 

Scene 4 on Arthur Mitchell’s script (listed as Scene 5 in the program) depicts a Rada ritual and is 

the focus for the remainder of my analysis for this chapter. 
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1.4 The House of Flowers Musical and the Cosmology of the Rada Rites 

The scene where Capote’s experiences in Haiti seem most explicitly re-enacted in 

Flowers is the scene titled “Voudou” in Act Two. In this scene Ottilie (played by Diahann 

Carroll) approaches a Houngan (played by Frederick O’Neal) to help her find her love interest, 

Royal (Rawn Spearman), who has been captured and cast out to sea to live on a neighboring 

island away from her. They have been separated by Madame Fleur (Pearl Bailey) so as to not 

interfere with her plans of marrying Ottilie to a rich customer of the brothel, Monsieur Jamison 

(Dino Diluca) to save it from financial hardship and stiff competition with Madame Tango’s 

(Juanita Hall) neighboring brothel. The stage directions indicate at the very opening of the scene 

that a Vodou ceremony is already taking place when Ottilie arrives (much like Capote’s late 

arrival in his own visiting of the ceremony in his essay). 

As OTTILIE and M. JAMISON separate, exit, we hear the chanting of the 

HOUNGAN, and his DISCIPLES, then see the Houngan’s hut, the HOUNGAN and his 

DISCIPLES, a group of not less than ten, where a voudou [sic] dance ceremony is in full 

progress. The dance ends in a posture, all looking toward the sky. (Flowers 2.4.13) 

 

As Geoffrey Holder is only credited with choreographing the “Banda” dance in the following 

scene, Balanchine is presumably responsible for this moment where the dances of a Vodou 

ceremony are being performed or evoked. However, because of an observable fidelity to and 

deployment of Rada and Gede principles even in theatricalized form in this scene, because of 

Balanchine’s reliance on and deferring to his Black collaborators across his choreographic career 

(Gottschild, Digging 69), and due to other innovations and cultural details that Holder brought to 

the Flowers production beyond his role as a performer within the show, that I discuss more in 
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chapter 4, I assert that Holder was likely consulted for the development of this scene and likely 

contributed creatively as well.  

The stage directions that follow attempt to capture the Black kin- aesthesis, or 

transcending the flesh through a heightened engagement with the flesh, of possession/mounting 

by employing a theatricalized version of the Rada and Gede Rites use of dance and the flesh to 

summon the lwa. It is clear that Capote’s experience of witnessing people being mounted in Haiti 

was considered by the writers and creative team of Flowers, even if obliquely. The stage 

directions describe Black flesh functioning in the way that the center of the crossroads function 

in the Rada and Gede Rites where the natural and supernatural worlds merge. The flesh becomes 

the vessel through which the lwa interact with the natural world. There are many ways that the 

creative team could have decided to depict the lwa and associated animal spirits being 

summoned. A peculiar complexity here is that Capote repeatedly animalized the Haitians he 

encountered in his essay which complicates the Western perspective on how the racialized 

“black body” perpetually resides near the position of a sub-human animal and the spirit. 

However, there are compelling continuities between the actions of the scene and the cosmology 

of the Rada and Gede Rites that move the action of the scene beyond caricatured animalization 

of racialized “black bodies” towards a more respectful theatricalized interpretation of Rada and 

Gede cosmological principles, rendering legible the logics of the Rites.  

I point to Holder as responsible for this level of integrity to Haitian cosmology as 

according to Holder Balanchine knew little to nothing about figures like Bawon Samdi despite 

having a working relationship with Dunham (Carmen and Geoffery 17:50). And though Capote 

seemed to gain more respect for Haitians over the course of his essay he repeatedly racialized 

and animalized them in reductive ways. Even the director Peter Brook is on record of overtly 
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offending the cast of Flowers with his own inherited stereotypical racializing views from London 

stating, 

Before I left London, someone told me that all you blacks were a lazy, shiftless lot and 

that it was going to be a lot of trouble working with you…if you don’t all snap to it, get it 

together and start living it your best, I think you should just all be sent back to the islands, 

or wherever you came from! (Brook qtd. in Morales Pérez 95) 

 

Despite these words from the man responsible for mounting a musical about such an island that 

he would have his cast sent back to, Holder seems to have brought a more sophisticated approach 

and knowledge base to the creative team which chose to morph the human bodies into creative 

shapes and allow the principles of the lwa and the enfleshed concepts of these creatures to 

inhabit the cast members in ways that did not degrade them like their world renowned appointed 

director did in this moment. It is not possible to tell how far the degradation went, if Brook felt 

this comfortable to say such things, and if there weren’t other aspects of the collaboration and 

performances onstage and off that the performers simply had to suffer through that weren’t 

recorded. 

There is also no visual recording of the musical with Balanchine’s choreography to my 

knowledge, but we can clearly see the walking curtsies that salute the four corners of the 

universe and spiraling partnered rotations under the arms of the oungan that induce possession in 

both Agon and Deren’s archival footage of the Rada Rites. We can also see the continuities 

between the videos and the events that are described in Capote’s essay which speaks to the 

features that are common, important, and repeated in standard Rada ceremonies. One can infer 

that these features were deployed at some point in this scene or possibly referenced in the 
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development process for the musical. Such an inference can be made as specific cosmological 

features of the Rada and Gede Rites were included in the script of Flowers. 

The “Voudou” scene contains call and response motifs that are typical of African 

diasporic musical traditions and spiritual ceremonies including those that exist in the music of 

the Rada Rites. In Flowers, specific lwa of the Rada cosmology are named and summoned like 

“Dambolla” (2.4.13) or Dambala, a python deity (Deren 115), while the “Duchess of the Sea” 

character specifically named “Aqué” or Agwe, “the spirit of the sea” (Deren 89) is called to help 

them find Ottilie’s lost love, Royal (2.4.15). Reflecting the traditions of spirit “possession” in 

Haitian Vodou, the Disciples’s flesh in Flowers serve as the central axis of the crossroads 

between the physical and metaphysical worlds and are thus “mounted” by particular spirits that 

ride the Disciples like “Divine Horsemen” and guide both the person that is mounted and the 

surrounding observers through life. This benevolent guidance from the spirits and the ancestors 

characterizes the fundamental ethos of the Rada Rites. 

 

1.5 The Rada Rites 

The Rada rites are an originating branch of a family of Black Atlantic religions that 

moved through the African diaspora during the transatlantic slave trade, associated with 

benevolence, sweetness, and coolness (Deren 61). The spirits of the Rada Rite are “’sweet-

tempered,’ ‘dependable,’ and imbued with ‘wisdom,’” (Hebblethwaite 142). There are several 

lwa, “deity or deities of Haiti” (Deren 332). In the Rada Rite there are 102 spirits that are listed 

that are categorized into nineteen families (Hebblethwaite 142). I focus on the lwa and principles 

that are prominent in the “Voudou” scene in Flowers, Legba the guardian of the crossroads, 

Dambala of the Dangbesi family that is a family of serpent spirits, and Agwe who governs the 
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sea. Remembering as we continue that, “To worship the loa [sic] is to celebrate the principle, not 

the matter in which it may be momentarily or permanently manifest” (Deren 89). 

 

1.6 Papa Legba 

Though Legba is not named overtly in Flowers, likely because Legba is engaged first in 

ceremonies and both Capote and Ottilie were late to theirs therefore having missed his 

invocation, his function in the Rada Rites as the guardian of the gates that separate the spirit from 

the human world is central to the scene. The way that the flesh has access to and can be the 

vessel of the lwa is only possible through Legba who resides at the center of the crossroads and 

is enfleshed as the first light of creation through the penis, spine, and shoulders (Daniel 78). In 

other words, there is no manifestation of the lwa in a ceremony without Legba being 

acknowledged and allowing it to happen. Legba is a deity that is recognized as primary across 

the diaspora as in the Dahomean Vodun precursor to Haitian Vodou, “…this fire of life in which 

divine creative power was made manifest, was Legba” (Deren 96). Legba’s origin sees Legba as 

both man and woman, as both “father” and “womb” of creation and procreation (96).  In the 

Dahomean context Legba is most associated with the “cosmic phallus” and is therefore most 

often gendered male and most often depicted as an old limping man in the inherited Haitian 

context (Hebblethwaite 153). As such, Legba is the vehicle through which communication with 

the spirit world is possible. As a primary figure and mediator between the natural and spirit 

worlds Legba is referred to as Papa Legba, Atibon Legba, or Alegba and is the,  

…keeper of the crossroads, the master of roads, and the guardian of 

entries…Legba is likened to an underlying force of nature…As gatekeeper, Legba is 

associated with the potomitan in temples, since it is a gate for spirits. Legba is the first 

spirit greeted in the Rada Rite… In contemporary Fon society, Legba is the spirit of order 

and disorder and the messenger of other deities… In the Nigerian context, Legba is 

remembered as a king who was deified, a memory kept in Haiti …The primacy, 
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intercession, intimacy, and royalty of Legba are shared tropes in Aja-Yoruba and Haitian 

thought. (Hebblethwaite 152) 

 

The crossroads principle and four- pointed symbol of the crossroads encapsulate his function of 

connecting the cosmos to humanity, the spirit world to the natural world, as the “divinity of the 

cardinal points” (Deren 101). Legba opens the gates to opportunities and wisdom in the present 

as well, and as the representative of the arc of the sun and cosmic destiny, Legba also has access 

to the future (Deren 97). Agon attempts to function under these principles of opening the gates of 

temporality and space to help us see the past of early modern transatlantic absorptions of Afro-

diasporic culture, the present absorptions of its own modernist era and a future where the 

synthesis of these absorptions are harmonized. But returning to Flowers, the stage directions are 

based on the logic of mounting as the lwa appear onstage though the submission of the actors’s 

and dancers’s flesh; whether it be through one person, as with Agwe’s manifestation, or with 

several people coming together to become a single entity like the other sea creatures. 

 

1.7 Dambala Wedo 

The first lines “Come down” are uttered in call and response by the Houngan and the 

Disciples as all the ceremony participants look to the sky. A few lines later the Disciples sway 

and chant a line that names the lwa Dambala Wedo but in a way that renders the name of the lwa 

as a kind of nonsensical rendering of a primitivized foreign language “Day Dambolla Ay, Ay 

dambolla day” (2.4.13). This combination of actions, looking to the sky while evoking Dambala 

Wedo, could be easily passed off as a way to render any kind of practice that summons deities. 

However, in the Rada Rites and the Vodun system that Haitian Vodou springs from, Dambala is 

associated with the sky (Hebblethwaite 165). 
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 [Dambala’s] traditions in Haiti and those of his counterpart, Dangbe, at the 

Temple of Pythons in Hueda, Benin, resonate in communities around the world …In 

Haitian Vodou, Danbala Wèdo [sic] and Ayida Wèdo [sic], husband and wife…are 

associated with fecundity, force, nature, rainbows, purity, the cause of initiation, good 

fortune, and goodness... Danbala and Ayida are worshipped as Sky spirits in Haiti and 

Dahomey. Physical snakes do not usually represent Danbala Wèdo in Haitian temples; 

instead, white eggs, flour, and an iron serpent statue on the altar are used. (Hebblethwaite 

164-5) 

 

One of Dambala’s representative colors is white which can be seen in Figure 1. The color 

white is also a standard color to wear for the Rada Rite which “stand[s] for the purity of Dambala 

Wèdo and the Rada Rite…[and] the moral strength of the ancestry” (Hebblethwaite 168). 

Dambala represents ancient and profound primordial wisdom as one of the first lwa created by 

God along with his wife (or sister depending on region and conext) Aida (Deren 115). Pythons 

are creatures that “master the elements as they climb, glide, and swim in a natural temple of 

water, springs, caves, roots and trees. The snake’s natural qualities of adaptability and 

omnipresence reflect Rada values of nature and ecology” (Hebblethwaite 165). Dambala has a 

basin of water that is associated with him and out of that basin he travels with the water dripping 

from his body through all of the various terrains of the planet (Deren 115). He and Aida Wedo 

also support the earth omni presently and sub aquatically with their bodies intertwined 

(Hebblethwaite 165). Dambala and Aida together unite the waters of the heavens and the waters 

of the earth, creating a rainbow, and “encompass the cosmos as a serpent coiled about the world” 

(Deren 116). Dambala, Aida Wedo, and Legba are all enfleshed through the spine, which I 

explore in detail in chapter 2 (Daniel 78). They are all also associated with the color white (78). 

In one of the Rada Rite songs sung by Rasin Figuier that Hebblethwaite analyzes called 

“Nou tout blan” (We Are All in White), Hebblethwaite explains a warning contained in the song 
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that is also significant to the plot of the play. The song compares Dambala’s basin, that has 

positive connotations, with a dangerous “basin of sharks”, 

Yvrose and Jerry Gilles…suggest that song 3.c [“Nou tout blan”] shows that the ancestral 

heritage provides servants of the spirits with a moral compass to navigate through the 

basin of sharks, which is the world of predation where greed and ferocity drive the 

powerful to devour the vulnerable. The shark basin is a place where small fish, like 

members of Rasin Figuier [and the young lovers in Flowers], would fall prey to the 

sharks, were they not to embody the virtues and moral strength of Danbala [sic] and 

Ayida [sic]. In adherence to their path, the members of Rasin Figuier explain the moral 

and spiritual preparations needed to survive the wickedness of this world. (Hebblethwaite 

168) 

 

The vulnerable lovers in Flowers must navigate their own basin of sharks with the various 

characters imposing their wills on the lover’s lives. Sharks are also depicted overtly in the same 

“Voudou” scene analyzed here as the lwa Agwe is summoned by the Houngan and asks various 

sea creatures about Royal’s whereabouts. 

1.8 Agwe 

The Duchess of the Sea/ “Aqué” (Miriam Burton) was likely a possessed disciple (2.4.17) 

who takes on Agwe’s powers to command the disciple’s transformations. Agwe is associated 

with “waves, islands, navigation, and safe harbor” so his services are conducted on the sea where 

a small wooden raft is sent out with offerings to feed him, while ritual trees are the chosen 

location for land locked worshipers (Hebblethwaite 170-171). A traditional ceremony for Agwe 

“is…perhaps one of the most elaborate of all ritual undertakings” (Deren 123). The little raft is 

meticulously built, packed with several specific food and drink offerings that are placed in 

precise arrangement (119-125), and decorated with ritual patterns and symbols, like the veve for 

Agwe that “displays his boat” and “takes the form of a wooden chair and oar” (Hebblethwaite 

170), as well as other associated lwa of the Rada pantheon. When a devotee or “horse” is 

possessed or “mounted” by Agwe, “the horse sits in his wooden chair, rows with his ritual oar, 
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makes the mouth of a fish, and bulges his eyes” (170).  “Agwe’s color is light blue, although his 

worshippers remain clad in white for his services” (170) as seen in the Flowers costuming 

choices in Figure 1.1. Other lwa included in the ceremony are Agwe’s wife Lasirèn a mermaid 

lwa (170) and sea-aspect of Erzulie/Ezili the lwa of love (Deren 120), Agwe’s rival Ogun/Ogou 

(lwa of war and fire and land lover to Erzulie/Ezili), and “the Wedos” (Dambala and Aida) 

discussed previously (120-121). The relationship between Agwe, Lasirèn, Erzuli/Èzili (who are 

unified yet separated by the elements they reside over) and Ogun is a romantic drama from 

which many stories and wisdom tales are generated. 

The romantic drama established in the love triangle between Agwe, Lasirèn/Erzulie, and 

Ogun is reflected in the drama of Flowers.  Aside from the love triangle that Ottilie is forced into 

by Madame Fleur, the ideal of enduring love shared between Ottilie and Royal is emblematic of 

the aquatic principles of Agwe and reflects what Deren observes as a general perspective shared 

among devotees that Agwe, like Royal, is the ideal lover and husband “being, as the sea is, both 

immediate, and enduring, both a ready strength and a deep peace” (125). An Agwe ceremony can 

double as a nuptial ceremony for Agwe and Erzulie as a nuptial bed for the two lwa is 

constructed before an altar and a white wedding cake is one of the food offerings placed on the 

bark (124-5). Also, as a deity of navigation, Agwe is often engaged to help with protection from 

the dangers of the sea (Hebblethwaite 172). It is therefore fitting that Agwe is the chosen lwa for 

Ottilie to consult through the fictional Houngan to find and protect her lover, Royal, at sea. As 

she does, the stage directions indicate that the performers who are the disciples shape their 

bodies into animal spirits, enacting a theatricalized mounting of the spirits for the Broadway 

audience. 
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The disciples transform into/allow the spirit of  sea creatures to speak through their flesh 

as the stage directions indicate “Two Disciples form an Octopus” when the Duchess of the Sea, 

“Pointing a sudden fierce, hypnotizing finger” locks in on them and asks them as the Octopus of 

Royal’s whereabouts who informs the audience that it has seen Royal speaking between two 

heads of the Disciples, “1st Head: I lured him to my cave…2nd Head: Showed him all my 

charms…1st Head: But along came a wave…Both Heads: And swept him from my arms” 

(2.4.15-16). The Duchess repeats this format of pointing, commanding possession, and asking 

the Disciples who, individually this time, conjure three Sharks (2.4.16), then “several of them 

form a turtle” big enough to “weigh at least a thousand pound” and “big enough to be a floatin’ 

island where that boy could sit safe n’sound” (2.4.16-17). The group of “not less than ten” 

arrange and rearrange themselves to become the vessels for these sea creatures under the 

powerful command of Agwe that was summoned by the Houngan. 

After a frustrating final encounter with an unhelpful Turtle who, according to Ottilie, is 

obliged to help Royal who shelters turtles and has “always been their friend” (2.4.17), the stage 

directions indicate that “On her last line, the Duchess either becomes again a plain Disciple or 

‘disappears’” (2.4.17). The remaining two pages are devoted to a desperate Ottilie begging for 

more divine assistance from the Houngan who “Reluctantly, and with a sense of fear” (2.4.18) 

suggests consulting Baron Samedi (Bawon Samdi), the character Holder was recruited to play. 

This figure is the “Baron of the cemetery” and is a deity that is a true embodiment of the 

crossroads principle as the “Sealer of our fates” and “Keeper of the keys at the cemetery gates” 

(2.4.18), to be discussed in chapter 4.  

The ritual dances that are described in the script of this Vodou ceremony depicted in 

Flowers appear to make their way into Agon. These details illuminate a likely avenue of 
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transmission of Haitian ritual practices, to the Broadway stage, to the concert ballet stage. The 

creativity to evoke these spiritual moments via the flesh facilitating them reflects the function of 

the flesh as the crossroads in Haitian Vodou. I propose that the courtly salutes, and spiraling trio 

configurations in Agon that I examine in chapter 3, and his choreography for his “Saraband-step” 

and “Bransle Gay” solos I explore in chapter 4, likely drew from Balanchine’s time spent with 

Capote, Holder, and Dunham. He likely referenced Haitian practices to construct the 

choreography for this scene, to represent the Black kin-aesthesis of mounting and had several 

collaborators that he could consult to do so. Balanchine leaves the production before its New 

York premiere and Herbert Ross takes over. His incorporation of Haitian dances into Agon did 

not exoticize the dances. However, the publicity of the musical had its own exoticizing goals that 

reflect the dangerous erasure that is so common within Western Literary archives. 

The summaries and descriptions of the goals of the musical that are in Mitchell’s 

souvenir book (1954), (where Balanchine is credited as choreographer) and Mitchell’s copy of 

the original cast LP recording (where Herbert Ross is credited as choreographer) each in their 

own way state their collective mission. The souvenir book claims, “The various creative people 

connected with ‘House of Flowers’ have endeavored to capture the spirit, the atmosphere and the 

excitement of the French West Indies without being realistic or specific” despite the very clear 

listing of a Vodou ceremony that takes place in the “Houngan’s Hut” and a Banda being danced. 

These are details that are specific to Haitian Vodou (Weiss Bambara 185). In a brilliant move of 

colonization and erasure that obscures the specifics and respect of a culture and its people and 

gives full credit to the White patriarchal creatives, the souvenir book continues, “No such islands 

ever existed except in the magic of Truman Capote’s pen, Harold Arlen’s piano, Oliver Messel’s 

drafting board, Peter Brooks Directorial chart, and George Balanchine’s dance patterns”…This is 
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why I needed to write this dissertation to show that such islands did and do exist, not only in the 

musical but in the artistic creations that came as a result of working on it, and that Haiti is central 

to those creations. 

By the time these influences make their way into Agon only three years later they have 

been completely obscured and interwoven into Balanchine’s aesthetic. Granted, such a 

disclaimer is to free up creative license, protect fraud and potential defamation as in “The 

characters in this film are fictitious. No real persons were depicted in this film” etc. However, 

what it really does is extract the cultural practices from a people and claim ownership of them in 

the hands of the creative team, especially when there is evidence of there being a source of 

inspiration as is the case with Capote and Haiti. The LP has even more cunning language, 

 For the Caribbean is where House of Flowers works its ancient magic, on an 

island where voodoo and French culture have settled down in amiable unity, and which 

might or might not be Haiti; Haiti was the locale of Mr. Capote’s original short story. (LP 

Back Jacket) 

 

Such is the work of obscuring and erasing the integrity of a cultural history for a public that may 

or may not be familiar with the customs of that culture, and specifically for a North American 

public that is actively demonizing Haitian culture, and specifically Vodou, while benefitting 

commercially from this Broadway musical based on Haiti and a growing tourism industry to 

Haiti. This tourism industry under the violent leadership of the U. S. government and enforced 

by U.S. Marines strategically prohibited the practice of Vodou to “’uplift’ Haiti’s ‘reputation” by 

destroying ritual objects, and massacring practitioners (Hebblethwaite 28). The poverty of the 

island is fabled to have been a product of Haiti’s internal corruption and was also hidden from 
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tourists. However, to this day, the devastating conditions on the island of Haiti are born of 

repeated colonial missions, occupations, violent repression and intimidation from France, 

England, Spain, and North America (Gorelick 130) and internal political upheaval that results 

from the struggles with these imperial forces over several centuries (Morales Pérez 86). Artist 

and scholar Akala articulates these dynamics very helpfully while answering a question about 

appropriation and perversion as they relate to culture at the end of a lecture he gave at Oxford 

Union,  

I think someone enjoying another group of people’s culture, there’s nothing perverse 

about that, unless they have perverse opinions about the same group of people whose 

culture they’re claiming to enjoy. So, for example if I don’t respect your culture but I 

enjoy your music, if I don’t respect your struggle but I enjoy your music, that’s a little 

perverse. (1:06:12-1:07:09) 

 

Using this outline, one may question how it may apply to Eliot, Capote, Brook, and 

Balanchine. Capote himself was aware of this tactic of erasure and even seemed empathetic with 

the plight of oppressed Haitians in his essay; 48 which begs the question of how he may have 

participated or resisted what was happening culturally in the production process and in the 

depiction of the Rada Rites, Gede Rites, and carnival celebrations? Carnivals are pervasive 

across the Caribbean, and though there are continuities across the Afro-diasporic practices, 

especially between those of Haiti and Cuba, the terminology of each spiritual system emerges 

from each respective location. Holder’s “Banda” in Flowers, according to Celia Weiss-Bambara 

identifies it specifically with Haiti (185). Therefore, the marketing language for Flowers serves 
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more to obscure audience perception than to credit anyone other than its White authors, while 

fully appropriating the cultural and spiritual practices of Haiti. 

To conclude, the Western literary culture that Agon emerges from and was responding to 

was grappling with a deep subconscious anxiety around Haiti and its enfleshed archives. A great 

effort was made to suppress the enfleshed archives while Western literary archives maintain 

dominance to this day. There were many complexities around fear, desire, guilt, and White 

narcissism that were made manifest in the literature and lives of two of the West’s most 

prominent literary figures T.S. Eliot and Truman Capote. Their anxieties were rooted in the 

success of the Haitian Revolution that is tied to the Petwo Rites. Each writer had their own 

complex relationship to Haitian culture, each was somehow shaped artistically by Haitian 

cosmologies, and each attempted to capture the enfleshed anteaesthetics and Black kin-aesthesis 

of the Rada and Gede Rites in their literature. Though Eliot’s “Sweeney Agonistes” was a 

commercial failure and seemed to signal the end of Eliot’s career as a poet (Joseph 225), 

Capote’s career benefitted from his essay “Haiti,” his short story, and his musical House of 

Flowers. The “extimate” relationship of Haiti to Western identity (where Haiti is at the core of 

Western identity even if construed as the “Other”) across cultural, commercial, and specifically 

artistic streams is underexamined, especially as it relates to ballets like Agon. Without these 

cultural contexts, seed texts, enfleshed archives, and artistic contexts for Balanchine to 

collaborate on and learn from Haitian culture, Agon would not be the ballet that would change 

the trajectory of ballet choreography. Because of this agon over how history is told through 

archives, we must consider both Western literary archives and Afro-diasporic enfleshed archives 

together.  Agon is its own archive to help in bridging the gap between literary and enfleshed 

archives. And, as Agon and its literary models reflect earlier European transmissions, 
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absorptions, and appropriations of Afro-diasporic culture into European culture in early 

modernity, I assert that the same must be done with early modern documents. It is my position 

that not only would there be no Agon without Haiti, but there would also be no ballet without 

Africa. 
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Chapter 2: “…black Hand Touch White Skin…”: Enfleshing Love 

and Resistance Through the Hands of Agon’s “Pas-de-Deux,” 

Emmett Till and Mamie Till Mobley, and the Petwo Rites 

 

Figure 2.1: Arthur Mitchell partnering Diana Adams in Agon 1960. See clip here.  

Do you know that the grass in the sea is always green and moving? And there’s dark 

velvet alleys in between snow caps? You can look at the sun as an equal and then you feel sorry 

for it because it only has one world. Just one! Tomatoes scream when you cut them and there 

never was a beginning. There never was a nothing. And there never will be a nothing. It’s not 

empty. It’s not. It’s, it’s-loaded! You dream it! I have to get out of here. I have to go! 

- Emmett Till monologue from Toni Morrison’s Dreaming Emmett (qtd. in Crawford 82) 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/10gR_fjo1nJ9FLnc4ir7XKIM4BOCx6qEo/view?usp=sharing
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Two years, from the abyss of the grave, Emmett Till speaks. His voice conjures a cosmos 

out of the void of the air, which is never empty. The air is still, as tense as their hand grip. Two 

hands touching, still. Two years prior, Till touched a hand. So they said… and in a 

wink…Till…Two years. And in a wink, Arthur Mitchell plummets to his back from a sturdy 

supportive stance. His hand is still touching and supporting Diana Adams’s. She balances, tip 

toe, on one leg with the other leg aloft and still. Her right-hand presses, tremoring, into his as 

they both rotate slowly counterclockwise, dialing time backwards. Mitchell, subterranean still, 

skitters in the abyssal sea of the ancestors around her supporting leg while Adams’ other leg 

reaches for the snowcapped heavens behind her, standing time still. Two years. Till. 

This iconic moment from the “Pas-de-Deux” of George Balanchine’s Agon (1957) 

enfleshes the theory of this study by dancing how love and resistance (both within a loving 

context and against an oppressive force) are often inseparable especially in contexts related to 

Black life, where “Negrophilia and Negrophobia are of the same psychic mix” (qtd. in Bradley 

125). The “Pas” is the womb-like epicenter that births the construction of the rest of the ballet as 

it was the first section of Agon that was created (Mitchell 9:45-12:08). It premiered two years in 

the wake of the brutal lynching of Emmett Till, to which his mother Mamie Till Mobley resisted 

the oppressive system that encouraged her son’s lynching by nationally publicizing her grief, 

rage, and love for her son at his open casket funeral. Agon’s creation, atmosphere, and title were 

inspired by T.S. Eliot’s “Sweeney Agonistes,” explored in chapter 1 (Joseph, Stravinsky and 

Balanchine 226). “Sweeney” perpetuates the cultural anxieties of the time by depicting a 

reductive and primitivist idea of Haitian Vodou through cannibalistic racism, fears of 

miscegenation, and religious barbarism. This pattern of racializing tropes found in “Sweeney” 

were fostered through centuries of Western legislative and performance practices that 
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barbarically persecuted people of African descent in the Americas for their so-called 

barbarisms.49 Narratives like that depicted in “Sweeney,” constrictive and fear based legislative 

practices, and lynching’s like Emmett Till’s cycled through perpetual feedback loops. 

Balanchine uses the tense anxieties generated from this cycle to conceive the atmosphere and 

compositional themes of Agon.  

My reading of the “Pas” critically enfleshes the voids in these histories of love and 

resistance through Balanchine’s partnering and hand grip choices. His choreographic choices 

utilize mirroring and inversion techniques that also appear in the dances, music, and cosmology 

of the Rada and Petwo Rites. According to Yvonne Daniel, the Rada salutes that I analyze in 

chapter 3 “are understood by ritual officials as mirroring the inversion that exists between the 

spiritual and material worlds” (115). The Afro-diasporic crossroads principle diagrams this 

balance between the spiritual and the material. The moment of mirrored inversion in the “Pas” 

pictured in Figure 2.1 enfleshes this Afro-diasporic crossroads principle that symbolizes the 

embracing of conflict (Gottschild 13) and dances the cosmic balance “below and above the 

earth…the abyss as well as the sky; the abyss, of underworld, [that] is the domicile of the 

ancestors” (Deren 84). The Rada Rites, generally, must canonically precede the Petwo Rites in 

ceremonial order before they can be performed and operate as inverted and contrapuntal spiritual 

counters to each other, so I speak of both together here (Hebblethwaite 147). I find this 

ceremonial tradition and canonical order especially compelling when thinking through the 

tensions of love and resistance that guide this chapter in the figure of the lwa Ezili/Erzulie who 

inhabits both traditions of Rada and Petwo, migrating from one to the other, and is enfleshed in 

the hands, eyes, shoulders, and hips (Daniel 78). For this study I focus on how Ezili Freyda of 

the Rada Rites and Ezili Danto of the Petwo Rites work through the hands of Arthur Mitchell 
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and Diana Adams in the partnering in Agon’s “Pas,” the work of George Balanchine’s hands that 

choreographed the “Pas,” Emmett Till and Carolyn Bryant’s hands, and the work of Mamie Till 

Mobley’s hands orchestrating the photography of her son’s funeral and publicly disseminating 

the images. I briefly explain the Petwo Rites to provide context for how I think through love and 

resistance in this chapter. 

 

2.1 The Petwo Rites 

The Petwo/Petro branch is a different but related branch of Haitian Vodou from the Rada 

Rites that I explore in chapter 3 and the Gede Rites that I explore in chapter 4. The Petwo Rites 

drew from earlier African and Indigenous American traditions, but emerged as a unique practice 

in the Americas in response to the catastrophe of the Middle Passage to address the needs of and 

eventually liberate the enslaved. Petwo is linked by Moreau de Saint-Méry in 1797 to a historical 

figure Don Pèdre, Dom Pedro, or Don Petwo who may have been born in the Kongo 

(Hebblethwaite 24). According to Benjamin Hebblethwaite, a 1769 letter from judge Ferrand de 

Baudière states that “Don Pèdre and his ‘accomplices’ ‘Incited’ enslaved people to ‘rebellion’ 

and to be ‘independent of their masters’ and was therefore ‘killed in a hunt’” (24). The Petwo 

Rite “also originates in the Petwo region of the Kongo” (24) and was also the “surname of a line 

of Kongo kings” (44). Katherine Dunham states that the Don Pedro is also the name of the 

signature dance of the Petwo Rite (xx). The Petwo practices are characterized as hot, fiery, and 

aggressive while the Rada Rites are characterized as cool and sweet. Dunham describes the 

contrasting features of Rada and Petwo in moralistic terms “The former was more beneficent, 

positive in intention, and protective; the latter, negative, dedicated to destructive or evil practice, 

and malevolent (5). Maya Deren speaks of this contrast in more contrapuntal terms as the deities 
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of Petwo are often counterparts of Rada, dancing off beat (Petwo) instead of on (Rada), or 

embody the ordinal directions between the cardinal points of the crossroads symbol (61-2). She 

states,  

The difference between Rada and Petro [sic] is not to be understood on a moral plane, as 

an opposition between good and evil, although its violence and its closeness to magic has 

given Petro a reputation for malevolence…Petro was born out of [cosmic] rage. It is not 

evil; it is the rage against the evil fate which the African suffered, the brutality of 

enslavement. It is the violence that rose out of this rage, to protest against it. (61-2) 

 

Deren also connects some Petwo features to Indigenous Taino and Arawak practices that should 

encourage people to see Petwo on its own terms (67). Ezili Danto is a primary lwa that is 

venerated in the Petwo Rites and Ezili Freyda of the Rada Rites is her counterpart. 

Specifically for this chapter the sweet, beautiful, and loving Ezili Freyda of the Rada 

Rites is the other side of the coin to the fiery, protective, and loving Ezili Danto (or Ge-Rouge 

when pushed to her extreme) of the Petwo Rites. Yvonne Daniel explains that the overarching 

lwa Ezili, “…gives unconditional love for each and every human being” and the specific Rada 

manifestation of Ezili Freyda “guides as a sensuous lover” (278). Conversely but still rooted in 

love, the Petwo Rites’ Ezili Danto is a female warrior who “teaches courage in the face of 

disaster and strength and endurance until triumph is attained... [She] separates the ordinary from 

the extraordinary, blasts her fiery percolating energy, and fights to protect her godchildren; she 

gives us the courage to be who we are in the face of seemingly overwhelming odds” (278). Ezili 

Freyda is often depicted as a light skinned, alluring, and sensuous feminine figure while Ezili 

Danto is often depicted as a dark skinned black maternal figure, “a mimicry of the sexualization 
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and excess of mixed-race women and the maternalization and violation of Black women in Saint-

Domingue” (Hebblethwaite 169). Roberto Strongman clarifies that “In order for Freda [sic] to 

remain sexually available she must remain childless” so “…she hands over her little girl, Anaïs,  

to her maternal sister Dantor [sic] who cares for her child as if she were her own” (43). This 

inclusive, protective, and maternally adoptive quality of Danto makes her the lwa over 

marginalized groups and vulnerable populations like sex workers, queer people, and virgins in 

addition to being the figure venerated for the initiation of the Haitian Revolution and the 

liberation of enslaved Haitians (Hebblethwaite 169). Strongman argues that the two sides of Ezili 

“remain separate in the Vodou worldview, perhaps not to uphold but instead to grapple with the 

patriarchal expectations of women in Haitian popular culture” (43).    

When Ezili Danto is pushed to her extreme rage to protect her adopted children she 

becomes Ezili Ge-Rouge. Deren further explains the distinct qualities of Ezili Freyda and Ge-

Rouge in a way that foregrounds a supernaturally emotional and deeply enfleshed experience, 

…[W]hereas Erzulie [sic], the Rada Goddess of Love, who is the epitome of the feminine 

principle, is concerned with love, beauty, flowers, jewelry, femininities, and coquetries, 

liking to dance and to be dressed in fine clothes, weeping in a most feminine fashion for 

not being loved enough, Erzulie Ge- Rouge, on the Petro [sic] side, is awesome in her 

poignancy. When she possesses a person, her entire body contracts into the terrible 

paralysis of frustration; every muscle is tense, the knees are drawn up, the fists are 

clenched so tightly that the fingernails draw blood from the palms. The neck is rigid and 

tears stream from tightly shut eyes, while through the locked jaw and the grinding teeth, 

there issues a sound that is half groan, half scream, the inarticulate song of in-turned 

cosmic rage. (62) 

  

The excruciating pain and intergenerational trauma from centuries of enslavement and the 

healing catharsis needed to press beyond the trauma of enslavement are manifested through the 

Black kin-aesthesis of a heightened engagement with the flesh (particularly the hands) through 

the dances and movements of Ezili Freyda and Danto that enflesh the combined complex of love 
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and resistance. Through this heightened engagement with the flesh the devotees transcend their 

immediate oppression and access divine ancestral knowledge that can advise them for the future, 

as it did for the Haitian Revolution. Through this process the flesh thinks, and the mind feels as 

inextricable systems. The divine knowledge that inhabited the devotees during that legendary 

ceremony brought a unified vision of liberation that gave them success. 50 Black kin-aesthesis for 

this chapter focuses on the unifying properties of love and resistance that emerge from the 

intercultural continuities between West, West Central African, and Indigenous American cultures 

and cosmologies before colonization and enslavement through their shared philosophies under 

different names. These cultural cosmologies synthesize during enslavement under the umbrella 

of Haitian Vodou and unify through the spirit of revolution that led to the abolition of slavery in 

Haiti.  

 I argue that the liberatory ethos of the Petwo Rites and the dual natures of Ezili Freyda 

and Danto exemplify this unifying and transcendent Black kin-aesthesis that was conjured when 

dancing Vodouists transcended their physical limits and unified in concept and mission through 

adapted ancient techniques contained within the revolutionary Petwo ceremony. I read the “Pas” 

through the lens of the Petwo Rite’s Ezili Freyda and Danto as I see them as representative of the 

Black kin-aesthetic forces of love and resistance that are enfleshed in the embracing and resisting 

hands of Arthur Mitchell’s partnering of Diana Adams. Mitchell and Adams’s contact enacts the 

racial tensions that fueled the story of Emmett Till allegedly touching the hand of Carolyn 

Bryant. The complex power dynamics contained within the “Pas” transcends the immediacy of 

the flesh and the concept of the racialized “body” through a hyperawareness of and engagements 

between Black flesh, the racialized “black body,” and the racialized White “body.” As a 

reminder, I am working from the position that the modern concept of the term “body” is a “racial 
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apparatus” that is racialized as White by default, according to Rizvanna Bradley, as it was 

constructed against the racialized “black body” that was seen as improper and inhuman (75-87). 

And, like Bradley and Spillers before her, I see Black flesh as existing both within and outside of 

this racial apparatus of “captive and liberated subject positions” (85). By reading how 

Balanchine manipulates the configurations of racialized bodies, I argue that we can read Agon’s 

“Pas” not only as a means to theorize racial relations, as most scholars discuss, but also to 

enflesh the voided histories of the construction of racial categories, colonization, and ballet 

history. Black kin-aesthesis occurs in a different yet related way with Mamie Till Mobley’s 

expression of grief and dissemination of the juxtaposed photographed images of Till’s face 

before his murder and in his open casket.  

Mamie Till Mobley, decided against keeping the mourning within her immediate circle 

and transcended the confinement of her personal grief through a deeper engagement with and 

attention to the pain within her own flesh. She transcended this grief and engaged the world to 

protect children that were not her own. With the captured movement of grief through her flesh 

and the memory of violent movement enacted on Emmett’s brutalized flesh also captured in the 

photos, Mamie Till Mobley activates and circulates the kind of sacrificial supplication common 

to the communal nature of Black Atlantic religious traditions and their traditions of mourning. I 

cross reference Balanchine’s choreographic choice of placing Mitchell in an inverted position on 

the floor with the abyss in the lower hemisphere of the crossroads symbol (placing him among 

ancestors like Emmett Till) and the contrapuntal inversions and ordinal directions that are 

characterized by the Petwo Rites. The mirroring and inversion concept is also evident in 

Balanchine’s decision for the opposing racial and gendered binary casting which resisted the 
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miscegenation laws at the time. These choices and compositional techniques are suffused 

throughout Agon. 

 For example, the retrograde inversions of Stravinsky’s tone rows were initially explored 

and enfleshed in moments like the one depicted in Figure 2.1 before manifesting in the mirrored 

symmetry in the rest of the choreography and Agon’s black and white costumes (Joseph, 

Stravinsky and Balanchine 245 & 259). The creation of the “Pas” was followed by that of the 

two trios, to be examined in chapter 3 and the solos I examine in chapter 4. The opening and 

finale sections were created last (Mitchell 9:45-12:08). Agon pulls its power from this dynamic 

duet and allows its dancers and viewers to dwell in these inherited tensions by placing them in 

fleshly action through the shifting power dynamics enacted between Mitchell and Adams’s 

resisting and embracing hands, where resistance is required for the embraces and balances 

between the dancers to work. Using this “Pas,” especially the moment in Figure 2.1, to analyze 

the full ballet and its cultural significance is an undervalued tool for filling compositional, 

societal, and historiographic voids in North American and Haitian contexts.  

Reading the “Pas” alongside the lynching of Emmett Till through the lens of the Petwo 

Rites critically enfleshes a void that has been long overlooked in Balanchine scholarship and 

illuminates the themes I explore in later chapters. Despite the differences in cultural contexts, I 

see the tragedy of Till’s lynching as a synecdochic microcosm for the excessive deliberate 

violence that North American and European colonial forces enacted on African descendants 

throughout the African diaspora. The racially gendered and sexual tensions contained in 

Mitchell’s pairing with Diana Adams rely on the violent societal structures that made Till’s 

lynching possible. Therefore, the “Pas” isn’t just a microcosm of North American race relations 

(as most scholars focus on) but of the centuries long oppression of the West over that of the 



115 

 

African diaspora. I also connect the “Pas” and the reverberating political effects of Till’s 

lynching in initiating the Civil Rights movement to events like the repeated massacres of Haitian 

Vodouists, including those done by U.S. Marines, and the Haitian Revolution. The cultural and 

political influences of each event affected the lived experiences of African descendants 

internationally. These international reverberating effects across the Black Atlantic aren’t always 

included in the scholarship on this ballet. 

Scholars, like those listed in the introduction, who include the racial dynamics of this 

ballet in their analyses generally point out the importance of the “Pas” for breaking racial and 

gendered taboos, particularly that of the “black male and white female” pairing in North 

American contexts (Gottschild 64). None of them, except Theresa Ruth Howard, make this 

connection between Agon’s “Pas-de-deux” and Emmett Till. Howard makes this connection 

while being interviewed by Erika Lantz in a 2023 podcast titled “American Ballet.” This chapter 

is the first scholarly contribution on Agon to examine this line of thinking. I also have not 

encountered any scholar who has read the “Pas” through the philosophies of love and resistance 

found in the Petwo Rites of Haitian cosmlology. Gottschild and Banes only make brief mention 

of the diaspora networks involved in relation to Balanchine’s work and his collaborations with 

Katherine Dunham and Geoffrey Holder who both, in unique ways, included Haitian Vodou 

cosmology and dances into their choreographic works. Therefore, there is much more to examine 

in relation to Haitian cosmology and its relationship to what Mitchell’s Black flesh is doing in 

the ballet, what it reveals about the work that Agon does as a ballet in relation to Black 

enfleshment, Black love, Black liberation, and the genre of ballet’s general connection to Black 

flesh, the African diaspora, and the plantation.  
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For starters, the persistent value systems that were constructed around the racialized 

“black body” and reproduction on early modern plantations throughout the Atlantic are integral 

to the powerful impact of the risky interracial pairing of Mitchell and Adams in this modernist 

ballet. It wouldn’t be risky, if there weren’t risks both in the partnering and in the reception of 

the ballet. As Bradly asserts, “race and reproduction [are] inextricably bound within and to the 

modern episteme in ways that are neither apart from nor formally reducible to the biopolitical 

imperatives of the plantation” (67). Gottschild comes closest to making this connection in her 

focus on minstrelsy’s effects on North American and, by extension global art and culture, 

including ballet. Her study is an invaluable foundation to my own.  

I agree with Gottschild’s assertion that minstrelsy can be seen as an indebted “kissing 

cousin” to slavery (81). I mostly affirm her claims that the “love/hate contestation” and 

“self/other dichotomy[ies] implicit in the white male gaze on the black object” (81) and the black 

subversion of that gaze find earlier lived roots in the daily performances of the plantation and 

colonial antiblack culture (88). Gottschild is in dialogue with Eric Lott’s Love and Theft in these 

claims, whose lens of “love” for blackness in the context of racial impersonation I challenge 

along with Matthew D. Morrison. Morrison’s critique of Lott is clarifying when he states that  

The idea that the construction of white, working-class maleness was buttressed by 

a fascination with (or “love” of) blackness and the theft of “authentic” black aesthetics 

has been helpful in resuscitating the impact of blackface performance in literary theory 

developments of the 1990s. However, Lott’s formulation also suggests that white desire 

and an assumed black (racial) authenticity are at the root of minstrelsy’s meaning and 

impact. It also allows one to elide the inherent violence (e.g. the making of antiblackness) 

embedded into blackface performance when “love” is the lens through which the white 

consumption of blackness (real or imagined) is understood. (24)  

 

When I speak of “love” I’m referring specifically to mutually consenting parties that reciprocate 

“care, affection, recognition, respect, commitment, and trust, as well as honest and open 
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communication,” as they are outlined by bell hooks (4-14). I apply hooks’ definition to the case 

studies in this chapter that foregrounds the love shared between families like Emmett and Mamie 

Till Mobley, friends like Arthur Mitchell and George Balanchine, and lovers like Richard and 

Mildred Loving, whose love resisted and ended state laws prohibiting interracial marriage in the 

landmark Loving v. Virginia Supreme Court case. Hooks’ definition of love does not apply to the 

perverse practices of minstrelsy. Rather, I follow Morrison’s inclination to center “[Saidiya] 

Hartman’s formulation of terror and enjoyment” as the optimal way to read these performances 

of racial impersonation and subjugation. Building on Morrison’s intervention, I extend 

Gottschild’s work by claiming that the performances of minstrelsy that fostered the tropes and 

social context for Agon’s source texts, as I explored in chapter 1, is incomplete without including 

the violent structures that produced the coerced performances of the auction block, the coffle, 

and their afterlives as detailed by Saidiya Hartman and Christina Sharpe.  

The black subservient attitude and strained effort to “fake mirth” during their coerced 

performances of “blackness” for the enslavers on the plantation (Hartman 31) may have 

inadvertently influenced the grotesque formations of minstrel stereotypes for White minstrels 

(Gottschild 127), but was certainly the blueprint for the black minstrel performers that had no 

other options but to “imitate the imitation” of blackness (Gottschild 83). These interlocking 

performance and societal structures shaped modernity as we know it and crafted the enduring 

conditions for catastrophes like what happened to Emmett Till to be commonplace. Such 

pervasive cultural conditions consequently charged racial performance and racialized performers, 

like Mitchell, with devastating stakes of life and death during their careers. Mitchell’s resilient 

performances and Mamie Till Mobley’s curation of, dissemination of, and expression of grief in 
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the tragic photos of Till serve as examples of a revolutionary and unifying Black kin-aesthesis 

that will aid in further enfleshing the voids in this ballet historiography. 

As a ballet about embodying ballet history, we can use Mitchell’s enfleshed experience 

and performance in Agon, and Agon’s use of blackness “as a tool” to reveal the complex 

relationship of power between the African diaspora and Western empires beyond the 

Africanisms that Gottschild and Banes speak of. Agon’s “Pas” demonstrates modernity in flesh 

by complexly demonstrating a hegemonic past while simultaneously hypothesizing a future with 

more balanced distributions of power through Mitchell and Adams’s hands. The “Pas” enacts 

modernity’s continuous consumptions of and reliance on Black flesh. The moment of Mitchell’s 

collapse in Agon’s “Pas” also collapses traditional, temporal, aesthetic, cultural, and geographic 

understandings of ballet history. Mitchell’s position on the floor reveals, in literal physical form, 

the underlying Black kin-aesthesis at the foundation of ballet history that was consumed into 

ballet’s core from its beginning.  

The architectural dynamics of this moment, Mitchell falling from equal footing with 

Adams to operating as a support from beneath her, can bring many thoughts to mind. Of key 

interest here are the complexities between the formal and racial dynamics in the creation of 

Agon. Formally, as has been argued by Gottschild and Banes, Balanchine consumes Black 

dances as an important tool for conceiving his ballets, which was a common practice in dance 

and other forms of Western popular entertainment (Morrison 9). According to them, he 

juxtaposes Africanist aesthetics with Europeanist aesthetics, placing them next to each other on 

equal footing. Much like how Mitchell initially stands eye to eye while partnering with Adams. 

My departure from Gottschild and Banes is enfleshed by the following move of Mitchell 

supporting Adams from the ground, a position he assumes several times in the “Pas.” Rather than 



119 

 

only juxtaposing two separate aesthetic traditions, which I believe is also happening, my reading 

of this moment removes the binary that Gottschild and Banes propose by placing Blackness 

(Mitchell) at the foundation of Whiteness and ballet (Adams). 

 The Rada and Gede Rite movements that I analyze in chapters 3 and 4 are examples of 

forms that contain Black kin-aesthesis and anteaesthetics (aesthetic traditions that exist both 

before European colonization and find unique iterations when placed before the White gaze). 

Many Rada and Gede movements, like Black flesh, existed prior to the foundation of the 

colonized modern world, its racial aesthetic regime, and the racialized “black body” (Bradley 

87).51 Like Adams, the foundations of modernity, modernism, Agon, and ballet are built on the 

subterranean structures of Mitchell’s anteaesthetic Black enfleshment and Black kin-aesthesis. 

The continued performance of these Haitian dances before the White gaze and under the scrutiny 

of these racial aesthetics produces Black kin-aesthesis that undermines the colonial barriers of 

those aesthetics while still being subject to them. Black kin-aesthesis manifests in Mitchell’s 

performance in Agon with his hyperawareness of his unique position as a Black man in a 

predominantly White ballet company and his recognition of racial categories as not just 

phenotypical but as a performance (Croft 82). 

 

2.2 Enfleshing Love and Resistance: The Hands of Arthur Mitchell 

Mitchell joins New York City Ballet as its first Black principal dancer in November of 

1955, three months after Till’s lynching (Mitchell 11:11). These catastrophic conditions make 

Mitchell’s presence on the New York City Ballet stage and partnering a woman racialized as 

White an act of bravery, resistance, revolution, and love for his community and the art of ballet. 

The bravery needed for the “Pas” had to have weighed more on Mitchell than on Balanchine, as 
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Theresa Ruth Howard argues (Lantz 9).  The way that Balanchine choreographed Mitchell’s 

powerful hands to support, resist, lead, follow, push, and pull Adams re-historicizes the power 

balance of Blackness and Whiteness and of Negrophilia and Negrophobia in a way that is 

uncommon for dance creators racialized as White at the time. Allies racialized as White that 

showed open support for people racialized as black also faced grave consequences. This is true. 

But it is also true that Mitchell’s, “gotta exit the stage door…[and] walk down the street as a 

Black man” (9). The institutionalized systems of violence of the early twentieth century made 

Mitchell a more vulnerable target than Balanchine. In her 2023 interview, nearly 70 years after 

Till’s lynching, Howard states, 

Emmett Till was lynched in 1955. “Agon” is choreographed in 1957…Balanchine has a 

Black male body, on stage, next to a white woman. They both are scantily clad as dancers 

are, right? The body is fully exposed. And, now when you think about the movements of 

“Agon,” you tell me what you would see, how you would feel. Especially as a Black 

person. It's easy to just say, “Oh, it's a wonderful piece. It was so courageous.” 

Courageous for whom? Who really needed the courage? To choreograph it? What 

courage was necessary to actually perform it as a Black man? That's where my mind goes 

as I think about him choreographing and using blackness, again, as a tool. (Lantz 9) 

 

In her reading of the “Pas” Howard centers Mitchell’s emotional and psychological well-being 

which is also not given nearly enough attention considering the circumstances he was performing 

under. Like Deren’s description of Ezili Ge-Rouge, Mitchell’s justified rage and resistance was 

turned inward, but unlike Ge-Rouge it was not visible to his colleagues and many subsequent 

scholars that have analyzed his role in the “Pas.” Even with a calm outward appearance there 

were centuries of anguish contained within Mitchell’s flesh. 

Mitchell’s cool demeanor convinced his colleagues that he wasn’t afraid or even nervous 

to perform the “Pas.” Allegra Kent recalled the opening night of performing Agon with Mitchell 

during their 1962 tour to the Soviet Union and stated, “Balanchine was nervous. The cast was 
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nervous. But not Arthur. (Arthur was never nervous)” (“My Surprising Duet”). Mitchell even 

calmed Kent’s nerves stating, “This is just a small-town Allegra” (“My Surprising Duet”). 

However, Mitchell’s words and assured outward demeanor concealed his inner world. He was 

burdened and he was nervous. So nervous that he was noticeably losing his hair when he 

returned from the tour and was told by a doctor that he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown 

(Croft 77). The tour conditions were hard on everyone, and many fell ill during the tour, but 

Mitchell had an added layer of complexity to navigate that the others didn’t (77). Mitchell was 

on a mission and was apparently unaware of the signs his body was giving him as he was hyper 

aware of his role “as a representative of the United States, of Balanchine, and of African 

American culture” (77). He knew of the dangers and danced through them, even at the expense 

of his own flesh, truly embodying the spirit of resistance of Ezili Danto and the Petwo Rites. 

Mitchell leaned into a unique performance of Black resistance within the framework of 

ballet. He strove for hypervisibility within a Whitewashed context to not simply be another 

dancer who happened to be Black, but as an undeniable force and inextricable element integral to 

both Balanchine’s work and his country at large. In doing so he made “ballet’s structures, 

[voids], and demographics more visible” (Croft 83). The Black kin- aesthesis of Mitchell’s 

danced politics mirrors those of Haitian Ritual dances. The transcendence of the flesh through 

the flesh in Haitian Vodou ceremonies for peace and healing (Rada Rites), funereal services 

(Gede Rites), or revolution (Petwo) are key to understanding how Haitian dance history is 

intimately connected to its political history (Daniel 105). Similarly, Till’s lynching activating the 

Civil Rights movement and Mitchell’s Black enfleshed performance in ballet exemplify the 

history of how Black flesh and its myriad engagements are intimately connected to the 

development of the West from early modernity to the present moment. Therefore, the partnered 
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moment of retrograde inversion in the “Pas” also enfleshes the political resistance and resilience 

of Black kin-aesthesis that is particularly related to the revolutionary spirit of the Petwo Rites. 

Despite Mitchells’ position of subjugation, he enfleshes a Black kin-aesthesis that pushes back 

against and ultimately controls the development of Whiteness, embodied by Adams, as a 

hierarchical racial formation. Without the presence, power, and consumption of Blackness as a 

foundation, the elevated status of Whiteness would collapse.  

Using the lens of Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, the constructed binary categories of White 

and black could be considered “absolutist conceptions of cultural difference” (15) that initially 

emerged from an obsession with defining European nationalism and identity. These distinctions 

are intentionally designed by deceptive Western historiographic practices and through the 

legislation of “restrictive bonds of ethnicity, national identification, and… ‘race’ itself” (19). 

Each confining method was in service of specific nationalist and imperialist ways of thinking 

that divided the world hierarchically. The hierarchy placed European forms linked with the mind 

and written text (like Adams) above forms associated with the African diaspora linked with the 

racialized “black body” and improvisation (like Mitchell). The diasporic forms were racialized, 

reduced, stripped of their conceptual complexity, codified, and reiterated into performative 

structures labeled “primitive” and “barbaric.” Bradley quotes Huey Copeland’s argument that, 

“racialized barbarity and aesthetic discrimination go together…” (10-11). This hierarchy of 

White over black is complicated in the partnering moment seen above in Agon’s “Pas” as, though 

it shows Adams in an elevated position above Mitchell, her elevated position is entirely 

dependent upon Mitchell’s strength, support, and subjugation. The racial regime of aesthetics 

subjugates Black enfleshment while it also conceals its reliance on Black flesh (Bradley 8). As 

the “Pas’” configuration demonstrates, Balanchine’s consumption of Rada and Gede movements 
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undermines the “racial regime of aesthetics” (8). The “Pas” dances the relationship of these ritual 

dances to those of Western classical dance forms in Agon, being both “conscript[ed] and 

conceal[ed]” (8) by Balanchine. The agon between the antiblack aesthetic regime and the Black 

kin-aesthesis contained in the Petwo, Rada, and Gede Rites is demonstrated by the racial 

“contrast” of Balanchine’s casting Mitchell’s “black hand” to touch Adams’ “white skin.” 

 

2.3 “black Hand Touch White Skin”  

Balanchine racialized his casting intentionally (Croft 79). According to Charles Joseph 

and several of Balanchine’s dancers, “Balanchine was acutely aware of the contrast and 

inevitable controversy [of partnering a Black man with a White woman] but rather than shrink 

away he exploited it fully” (Stravinsky’s Ballets 187). Joseph quotes Melissa Hayden, a former 

principal dancer with Balanchine, stating “The first time you saw Diana Adams and Arthur 

Mitchell doing the pas de deux it was really awesome to see a black hand touch white skin. 

That’s where we were coming from in the fifties” (187). But, as Joseph and others have asserted,  

Balanchine had no desire to use dance as a public soap box. Rather he delighted in 

creating jarring visual impacts. More than anyone, he realized that such a stark contrast 

would viscerally intensify the visual polarity that Agon often sought. It was just one 

further aspect of the ‘contest’ that was at Agon’s core. As Mitchell himself recalls ‘There 

was a definite use of the skin tones in terms of Diana being so pale and me being so dark, 

so that even the placing of the hands or the arms provided a color structure integrated into 

the choreographic one.’...Balanchine seemed more anxious about the audience’s reaction 

to the work’s choreographic challenges than about any perceived racial overtones. (187) 

 

But why was it so “awesome” to see “a black hand touch white skin?” How was Balanchine so 

interested in “exploiting” “fully” the “jarring” “contrasts” projected onto these racialized bodies, 

when the penalty for such a paring in this decade preceding the civil rights movement was death 

in social, legal, and/or literal senses? It was a dangerous decision to have Mitchell star alongside 
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and partner women racialized as White, especially in a “Pas” like Agon’s with intimate romantic 

and sexual overtones. It was dangerous because the implications of the pairing conferred upon 

Mitchell the elevated social status of White men who, for centuries, were the only ones legally 

and socially allowed to have sexual relations with, procreate with, and marry White women. 

Colonial legislative practices and social relations between racialized White narcissist enslavers 

and racialized enslaved black people were re-imagined, reinvented, and reinscribed repeatedly 

after abolition. These holdovers of slavery kept White narcissistic men in violent control “over 

women and children (and [black] slaves)” (Hartman 336). Mitchell’s exceptional presence in 

NYCB and the “controversy” of the “Pas,” illuminates the ways in which post emancipation 

America is simply a “reorganization of the plantation system” (16). 

For example, in most states before Virginia v. Loving legalized interracial marriage in 

1967, it was considered a felony for a man racialized as black to marry, have sexual relations 

with, or even look at a woman racialized as White, the penalty being life in state prison or worse 

(Hartman 323-337). Legal bans on intermarriage lasted until the year 2000 in North American 

state laws (Wilkerson 111).52 In the plantation system, White women were seen as the exclusive 

property and extension of White men. White blood lineages and the inheritance of property were 

to be “pure” and unsullied by blackness. Interracial sexual and romantic relations, specifically 

between black men and White women, severely threatened the hierarchical social order that was 

codified and normalized during centuries of slavery which made “’black’ virtually synonymous 

with ‘slave’ and ‘white’ with ‘free’ and had created a master race and a subject race” (Hartman 

330). Balanchine taps into this hierarchical “slave” association choreographically with Mitchell 

supporting Adams repeatedly from the floor, evoking canonical nineteenth century Russian 

ballets like Les Corsaire. Corsaire features similar partnering configurations between a 
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racialized orientalist enslaved male and an idealized woman who is racialized as unattainably 

White (Howard “Is Ballet ‘Brown Bagging’ It”). Hartman asserts that, “This fixation on 

imagined sexual trespasses revealed the degree to which the integrity and security of whiteness 

depended upon black subordination” (328). Additionally, these boundaries repressed and 

amplified the already convoluted desires between races and transgressing them particularly 

enraged and aroused people who racialized themselves as White (Howard “Is ‘Ballet Brown’ 

Bagging It”). Contrarily, the common practice of concubinage, sexual relations, and sexual 

assault of black women by White men was decriminalized (Hartman 335) as black women were 

considered as not just property (141), but lascivious sites of sexual enjoyment, and were 

important for the plantation economy to enslave more humans from childhood (171-4).  

The racialized womb was its own agon for men who racialized themselves as White and 

who wanted to maintain the social power they enjoyed during slavery. The threat of losing this 

power to men racialized as black was a sustained source of terror for White men as evidenced by 

the miscegenation and segregation laws. This is the terror that we explored in Agon’s source text 

“Sweeney.” This terror was then weaponized to terrorize people racialized as an abstract, still 

enslaved, “black body” long after slavery was legally abolished. These extreme conditions are 

what set the stage for Till’s lynching.  
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2.4 Enfleshing Love and Resistance: The Hands of Emmett Till and Mamie Till  

Mobley 

 

Figure 2.2: Emmett Till and Mamie Till Mobley ca. 1953-1955. Collection of the 

Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture, Gift of the Mamie 

Till Mobley family 

 

On August 28, 1955, 14-year-old Emmett Till’s hand allegedly touched 21-year-old 

Carolyn Bryant’s hand during a financial exchange for gum. Till was brutally murdered by her 

husband Roy Bryant, brother-in-law J.W. Milam, and other members of their family for 

allegedly making several physical, aural, and verbal sexual advances at Carolyn. This case made 

national headlines as the murderers were acquitted of the lynching despite later admitting to the 
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crime and Carolyn admitting that she lied about the details of her encounter with Till (Tyson 

3:00-6:00).  Till’s Black flesh was racialized into an abstract “black body” that was still viewed 

as animalistic property. His “black body,” therefore, did not belong to him (Bradley 87). The 

murderers, like the enslavers before them, inherited the cultural understanding that Till’s body 

also did not belong to his mother Mamie.  

When I think of the unimaginable grief, rage, and love for Emmett that Mamie Till 

Mobley must have felt in response to this violation of her son’s life, my mind goes to Maya 

Deren’s description of the maternal Ezili Ge-Rouge above which pictures a grief, rage, and love 

so unfathomable so as to begin to tear open the very flesh that houses it. But, somehow, it is 

through the heightened attunement to this state manifested through the flesh that the 

transcendence over the flesh and the conditions that caused the pain is achieved. This cosmic 

transcendence through the moving flesh is Black kin-aesthesis. Through the work of Mamie’s 

hands to organize the open casket funeral and commission the photographer, David Jackson, who 

would capture the enfleshed movement of Mamie’s maternal grief, rage, and love she resisted the 

structures of her oppression and unified a national movement that would have international 

impact. The Black kin-aesthesis that is captured in the photo of Mamie’s enfleshed movement 

and the movement of the spirit of Ezili Ge-Rouge through the collection of the photos of her and 

Emmett, transmitted physical, cosmic, and social movement to empathetic viewers of the photos. 

This Black kin-aesthesis is particular to the conditions of living life racialized as a black person 

and the rage that comes with a life rife with injustice. Much like the righteous rage of the Petwo 

ceremony that ignited the Haitian Revolution, the force of this Black kin-aesthesis ignited the 

fire to fuel the Civil Rights Movement and uncovered the brutal antiblack violence beneath the 

sanitized and idealized image of U.S. society. All because “a black hand touch[ed] White skin.”  
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Figure 2.3: Mamie Till Mobley at her son’s funeral. Photo by David Jackson. 

Building on Hortense Spillers, Bradley asserts that… 

Touch cuts two ways; it might be understood as the gateway to the most intimate 

experience and exchange of mutuality between subjects, or taken as the fundamental 

element of the absence of self-ownership…which demarcates the enslaved. What is more, 

these two forms of touch are constitutively bound, for it is precisely the violent reduction 

of the captive body “to being for the captor” that negatively secures the ontological 

verity, stability, and immutability of the captor’s being… (Bradley 96 emphasis in 

source) 

 

This quote is certainly enfleshed by the Till family tragedy and Mitchell supporting Adams from 

the ground as the intimacy and danger of this moment of touch between these racialized subjects 

is inextricably charged with centuries of murder, oppression, intimate love, and powerful 

resistance. Throughout the “Pas” there is a complex oscillation of intimacy, servitude, mutuality, 
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and bondage that places the “Pas” in muddy waters as it relates to the power dynamics between 

Mitchell and Adams.  

Was this risk and complexity what made Mitchell and Adams’s hand touching so 

“awesome?” Did Balanchine even feel the stakes of such a decision himself if he were, truly, 

more concerned with how the audience perceived his choreography than the racial overtones? Or 

was there a sense of triumphant accomplishment at symbolically demolishing such a barrier? 

These codified understandings of race and gender relations no doubt generated the conditions for 

this duet’s intellectual and emotional effectiveness. They bring into clearer focus the importance 

and complexity of Balanchine’s decision to pair Mitchell with Adams and other women 

racialized as White in Agon and other ballets. But was Balanchine keeping all this complexity 

and danger in mind as he created? 

2.5 Embodying Love and Resistance: The Hands of George Balanchine 

Though Balanchine’s true intentions cannot be known, nor are they important as we can 

only observe what is before us, compellingly, Mitchell claims that Balanchine confessed, “This 

is the hardest thing I’ve ever done…everything has to be right” (Amy Brandt “Arthur Mitchell 

on ‘Agon’). Mitchell also understood his role as presenting the woman as a male dancer onstage 

as “no male can take the show away from a woman” (Mitchell 1:20-1:35), especially one likened 

by Balanchine to an “alabaster princess” (Magada-Ward 177). Clare Croft interviewed Mitchell 

and he told her that, “…in initial rehearsals Balanchine spoke openly about using Mitchell’s 

brown skin to contrast with Adams’ white skin” (79). Balanchine wanted the contrast, which was 

integral to the ballet, but also the symmetries (Mitchell 10:30-10:50), which could be read as an 

attempt to restore a kind of symmetrical social balance between Mitchell and Adams.  
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Figure 2.4: Arthur Mitchell partnering Allegra Kent 1973. See clip here. 

Balanchine visually and kinetically provides the viewer a complex interplay of mirrored 

inversion and subversion of power dynamics in this choreographic decision. It is important to 

consider that Balanchine and Mitchell developed a mutual trust, friendship, and intimacy as they 

bonded in contexts beyond rehearsal which found its way into the choreography of Agon, later 

given as a gift to Mitchell and Dance Theater of Harlem (DTH) to perform free of charge 

(Mitchell 12:00-12:45). The learning between them was mutual as Mitchell admired and 

respected Balanchine and appears to have felt admired and respected by Balanchine as he 

narrates his memories with him. These complexities are also particularly important to analyze as 

his dancing was often the model for others to follow in the rehearsal process. 

 Mitchell recalls that Balanchine would often indicate directions to his dancers and give 

them a “certain sense” or “the concept of the movement” but wouldn’t necessarily “do the 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Df3TATyYAWoNX0_G2-xBqoKlCFC5dgTb/view?usp=sharing
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contraction or the knee drop” being asked for. The moment he is referring to in Agon, where the 

male coded figure drops to his knees in contraction shows up in several modern dance forms 

including Katherine Dunham’s and Geoffrey Holder’s work. Mitchell clarifies that “having 

studied all the different sciences of dance, modern dance, jazz, tap, I knew not to stick my 

backside out, I knew to do a contraction” (3:30-4:00). As Gottschild revealed, much of 

Balanchine’s creative process relied on the consumption of the information already within his 

dancers’ bodies to co-conceive his ballets, rather than dictating or demonstrating the steps 

himself alone for them to copy or interpret. This is especially true of the dancers that were 

racialized as black (69), particularly in a context like the musical House of Flowers where 

Balanchine knew little (if anything) in comparison to his colleagues like Holder and Dunham 

about the particulars of the cultural and ritual dances of Haiti. There seems to have been trust, 

care, mutual respect, and even love between Balanchine and Mitchell, however, despite 

Balanchine openly advocating for Mitchell, he could not always shield Mitchell from the 

antiblack racial regime of aesthetics when it came to Mitchell dancing in Balanchine’s company.  

Though New York was a more integrated city than most of the country it still had its 

share of racializing violence. Parents who racialized themselves and their children as White 

called Balanchine when Mitchell joined NYCB in 1955 to protest their White daughters dancing 

with a black man. Balanchine advised them, “Well, take your daughter out” (qtd. in Lantz 8). 

Mitchell also heard yelling and racial slurs from the audience while performing (8). Television 

producers even tried to keep Mitchell from performing one of Balanchine’s most overt tributes to 

Americana “Stars and Stripes.” Balanchine’s stance remained consistent stating, “If Mitchell 

doesn’t dance, New York City Ballet doesn’t dance” (8). From these anecdotes it is clear that 
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Balanchine stood in solidarity with Mitchell against the racialized thinking behind these 

anecdotes, that are all retentions from plantation social structures.  

Though Balanchine didn’t want to use the stage as a “political soap box,” and though he 

didn’t break completely free from the force of racialized thinking himself, his decisions in many 

ways resisted these oppressive structures. His allied resistance against racial oppression is 

especially clear when we consider that Agon was premiered the same year as the Little Rock 

Crisis (Mitchell 10:56-11:11), which was also the first year “the State Department’s partner in 

cultural diplomacy, the USIA,” surveyed foreign nations and “confirmed worldwide knowledge 

and disapproval of the United States for its racial politics” (Croft 67).53 Balanchine’s allyship 

had its limits though. Despite his original intention for the company to be completely integrated 

with an equal number of dancers racialized as black and White, this vision has only recently 

begun to take shape on the New York City Ballet stage, forty years after his death in 1983. This 

absence of racial diversity is apparently due to persistent resistance from the financial backers of 

the company (DeFrantz 159) and Balanchine’s own resistance to “breaking the line” by hiring 

more people of color (especially dark-skinned Black women) (Lantz 13).54 As they did with 

miscegenation laws, different rules applied for males and females racialized as black in the ballet 

world. Howard asserts that Mitchell’s position was possible because of the longstanding tropes 

around the servile black male and the fact that they don’t typically have to dance in uniformed 

masses like “swans, wilis or sylphs” (Howard “Is Ballet ‘Brown Bagging’ It”). Ultimately, 

despite backlash to Mitchell’s presence in the company, the New York reception of Agon was 

successful. How was this ballet received abroad? 
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2.6 Love and Resistance During a Cold War: An International Agon 

In an interview with Mitchell, Anna Kisselgoff asks about Agon’s reception on tour, 

which appears to me to be a prompt to get Mitchell to speak about their State Department-

sponsored tour to the Soviet Union in 1962 (recounted earlier by Allegra Kent) where they were 

met with “constant and overwhelming acclaim” (Magada-Ward 183).55 However, they weren’t 

always sure if the chants from the audiences were respectful due to the language barrier. Words 

like chernyi were shouted which means “black” but is often pejorative (Croft 81). Regardless, 

Croft argues that “Mitchell, in particular, should receive more credit for the company’s Soviet 

success” (qtd. in Searcy 22:29-22:39). However, instead of talking about the tour to the Soviet 

Union, Mitchell instead recalls one striking moment that centers around a performance where 

Balanchine changed the choreography of the Nutcracker so that Mitchell won the hand of the 

Sugarplum fairy and said to Mitchell, “I hope Governor Faubus is watching” and that 

Balanchine’s “mind was always involved with those things, but he was just never overt about it” 

(Mitchell 10:59-12:08). Government officials watching Mitchell in NYCB and the tour to the 

Soviet Union in 1962 also points to very important international networks at play regarding race 

and imperialism during the height of the Cold War. The U.S. sent NYCB, particularly with 

Mitchell, to the Soviet Union in part to show that domestic race relations were good (Croft 81).  

 Mary Magada-Ward illuminates the importance of Agon having been made in North 

America during the Cold War, and how it reflects the national and international tensions the 

company experienced at home and while on tour. She discusses the agon over the legacy of 

ballet that happened as soon as the company touched down overseas. She states that Balanchine, 

“contradicted his Russian hosts’ claim of being the home of classical ballet by retorting, ‘Thank 

you, but America is now the home of the classical ballet. Russia is home of the old romantic 
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ballet” (183).56 She also contextualizes the agon between the propagandist images generated by 

the U.S. that opposed its “innocence and goodness of heart” with the “fantasy of ‘the Russian 

antagonists on the totalitarian steppe” (183). This propaganda was aided by American dance 

critics who censured the reviews of Soviet critics from entering North America. Some American 

critics, like John Martin (who travelled with the company to cover the tour), only focused on 

Balanchine’s “genius” (Croft 81) and exaggerated the conflict between American and Soviet 

dance establishments, elevating the American style and downplaying any readings into race and 

thus contributing to the void of Blackness in ballet historiography (Searcy 22:40-24:40). To them 

the modernist abstraction rendered the ballet raceless. It allowed the U.S. to paradoxically “strive 

for universality” while “avoiding marking any element as from a particular culture” (Croft 66). 

In other words, as it did with slavery, America reaped the benefit from Afro-diasporic cultures 

and histories while erasing them into a void (66). But no matter how hard the U.S. tries to hide 

its history and bury it like Mitchell under Adams, it always comes to the surface. 

Most Soviet critics didn’t say much about the racialized pairing, but one critic read the 

pairing as a mistress enslaver in a romantic relationship with a person she enslaved (Searcy 

43:43-47:34). Russian Premier, Nikita Khrushchev, was in the audience according to Allegra 

Kent, who danced Agon with Mitchell on opening night, (Kent “My Surprising Duet”).57 

Khrushchev called for an end to global colonialism at the United Nations just two years before 

the tour (Grimonprez 2:24:09). His political stance specifically included condemning the 

hypocritical segregation and lynching of African Americans in a “democratic” and “civilized” 

North America (42:40-43:00).58 What was once a “domestic” problem was now on the world 

stage, publicized by the Soviet Union in a global publication (Croft 67). Their publication 

targeted newly decolonized countries that shared histories of slave trading within Africa, Asia, 
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and Latin America (67). This network returns me to the concept of diaspora and the unifying 

spiritual and cultural networks established between African ethnic groups before the Middle 

Passage in shared principles under different names and mutually intelligible languages and that 

were amplified and reconfigured during the Middle passage in Black Atlantic traditions. The 

particular identity of the Black Atlantic was forged in opposition to White narcissism and took its 

shape in early modernity.  

Magada-Ward yokes Balanchine’s danced vision of a racially harmonious future trans- 

temporally with Agon’s creative team’s interest in the early modern past, where the particular 

brand of racial dissonance in modernity is rooted. 

Balanchine and Stravinsky’s admiration for America’s youthfulness and energy 

can also be detected in their enthusiasm for, and elaboration of, the originating idea for 

this ballet. This was Lincoln Kirstein’s suggestion that they create a work in which the 

dancers revivify the gods, who are understood to be “tired and old,” through a series of 

dances that are rooted in sixteenth-century French court dances. In Kirstein’s description, 

“It is as if time called the tune, and the dances which began quite simply in the sixteenth 

century took fire in the twentieth and exploded”… That Balanchine and Stravinsky (as 

well as Kirstein) were convinced that this “explosion” could only take place in America 

is also a reflection of its historical context, in particular, that of taking place during the 

Cold War. As Goldner points out, Agon “so brims with tension [that] it truly does 

embody the age in which it was created…”(Magada- Ward 182) 

 

Agon’s yoking of early modern period French court dances to those of the twentieth century 

connects modernity and its racialized thinking to the period where these racial tensions were 

shaped. The true explosion of tension that ignites and fuels this ballet was launched with the 

race-based slave trade that is inseparable from Europe’s and America’s racial identity formation. 

Benjamin Hebblethwaite urges scholars to examine the complexities and conflicts between early 

modern Europe, African kingdoms, and European colonies. Hebblethwaite states, “The 

transatlantic conflicts between France and the colony, and the racism and merciless exploitation 

of the enslaved inside the colony, created a powder keg” (8). This fire fueling Agon, was initiated 
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by the development of Europe’s “self-fashioning,” “constructing,” and “assembling” its identity 

as White as a counter to the captured West and Western Central African communities that they 

racialized as black. This inadvertently placed the otherized black populations at the foundation of 

White identity (Gorelick 132), much in the way that Mitchell supports Adams from the floor. 

Early modern European empires, like France, worked through their racial identity 

formation through performance practices like court spectacles. The court dances that are 

conjured in Agon were first performed in these contexts. These early court dances, as we will see 

in chapters 3 and 4, are inextricably tied to the West African and Western Central African dances 

of the same period that become Haiti’s Rada and Gede Rites. These dances are connected in 

early modernity and Agon in real and imagined ways. In early modern performances Europe’s 

Whiteness was contrasted with the racialized and caricatured blackness of enslaved African 

populations and other cultures (Ndiaye 3). North American minstrelsy and racial ideologies are 

inheritors of these early modern practices and built its own racial ideologies from these earlier 

models (Hornback 25). Matthew D. Morrison states that “blackface in theater and the press 

became a key technology in which to organize racial logics” (27). These racializing 

performances pulled inspiration from real and imagined encounters with people racialized as 

black and occurred before concepts of authenticity surrounding blackness and Whiteness in 

performance were codified into hierarchies (12). These hierarchies came from and further 

developed the racializing templates for other cultures. 

In ballet, character dances and the divertissement tradition constructed and perpetuated 

stereotypes of racialized others for centuries while also drawing inspiration from those cultures. 

Like the trend in literature and music, ballet also participated in orientalism,59 which launched 

the Romantic era and which has been a subject of critical discussion.60 However, I would add to 
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these claims by asserting that Agon also hypothesizes a future where the social and racial 

hierarchies established in early modernity and codified through modernity are removed. 

Balanchine’s process of “deconstruction” and re-“assembling” in this delicate balancing moment 

in the “Pas”, I suggest, can be used to critically enflesh these inherited colonial processes, as it 

shows them to us clearly through Mitchell repeatedly holding up Adams from the floor. The 

racial hybridity and raw volatility of North America provided the ripe source material for 

Balanchine to craft Agon and unlock the contentious shared cultural histories of ballet’s 

hegemonic past. Agon also allows us to witness a future where, as Edwin Denby states, race and 

cultural practices are neither “stressed nor hidden” (268), but balanced. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Mel Tomlinson partnering Heather Watts 1982. Tomlinson is chosen by 

Balanchine to inherit Mitchell’s role. He leaves Dance Theater of Harlem to perform with 

New York City Ballet. See clip here. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mwhBhbPo05oQ42y8Jnf7SqWQg4VTgTCI/view?usp=sharing
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2.7 Balancing Love and Resistance   

With these complexities in mind and this choreography before us, what do our eyes focus 

on in the mirrored moments in Figure 2.1? Does our attention fall with Mitchell, New York City 

Ballet’s first African American principal dancer? Or does it gravitate to the pull of Adams’ 

rotating orbit? Where has our eye been instructed to go by Balanchine? Where have our eyes 

been trained to go by society? Who is in control or has power in this balance? Is it Mitchell, 

Adams, Balanchine, or his audiences?  Do we choose one figure on which to focus, or can we 

see the full image of what the structure illuminates in this moment of modernism? Sally Banes 

argues that, “[T]o interpret their duet as a metaphor for the man’s servility seems as reductive as 

seeing her as always manipulated. For each takes turns leading, pushing and pulling” (“Modern 

Ballet” 206). When Allegra Kent and Bart Cook (another former principal dancer with 

Balanchine) were asked about their final thoughts on the singularity of the “Pas,” “Who’s in 

control if anybody, what’s the state of their equality?” They didn’t agree on whether it is about 

atmosphere, things, or human beings, but they did agree on it being a dialogue based on a 

sensitive and dynamic conversation based on physics (24:38- 26:31). 

I suggest that this show stopping moment of Mitchell collapsing to the floor and 

simultaneously embracing and resisting Adams stages a complex choreography of love and 

resistance that can be used to critically enflesh the stories of resistance movements like the Civil 

Rights Movement, the Haitian Revolution, and the colonial systems they opposed. The past, 

present, and hypothesized future are enfleshed and made visible in Mitchell and Adams’s hands 

during a time of devastating racial subjugation in the wake of centuries of ongoing oppressive 

laws and living conditions. The central mirroring and inversion theme of Agon’s “Pas” opens a 

portal through the cosmic mirror and exposes the moment of subjugation and, as Christina 
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Sharpe declares, “a past that is with us still” (62). A past like the needless murder of Emmett Till 

and the recurrence of similar lynchings, mass murders, and genocides that are unfolding on 

North American soil, funded by North American tax dollars, and executed with North American 

weapons around the world even as I write this chapter on July 4, 2025. The irony of writing this 

chapter while such violence is being reinvigorated in newly atrocious ways by the American 

government on “Independence Day” is not lost on me. Through a physical conversation on 

physics, Agon reveals much about the literal gravity and societal pressures that facilitated the 

emergence and construction of this ballet, Balanchine’s aesthetic, and the art form of ballet itself. 

Upon Mitchell’s racially charged body, Balanchine constructs his “most perfect work” 

(Balanchine qtd. in Banes 194). Without Mitchell’s subterranean support, the art form of ballet 

(embodied by Adams) that has been racialized as White would not stand as it does. Nor would 

Agon have had the “visceral” effect it had upon its premiere resulting from the “awesomeness” 

of Mitchell’s “black hand touching white skin” that made Agon an “instant, unqualified success” 

(Joseph, Stravinsky and Balanchine 256).  

Agon uniquely, and in many ways more accurately, historicizes the early modern period 

through its danced deconstruction and reassembling of ballet historiography. The volatile context 

of North American racial tension that led to Till’s lynching contributed to Agon’s success. It is 

easy to imagine how the racialized visceral intensity diminishes if we replace Mitchell with a 

dancer racialized as White in his role. The “Pas” has been performed with two racialized White 

dancers very often in companies around the world including NYCB, though NYCB maintains a 

tradition of pairing men racialized as black and brown with women racialized as White 

consistently in this ballet.61 In my viewing of such performances the charge is significantly 
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diminished. What remains relies entirely on the dancers’ chemistry and their ability to illuminate 

the choreographed physical tensions between gendered bodies and their unique personalities.  

However, there is also a shift in focus when the cast is comprised entirely of people of 

African descent as is the case with most of DTH’s performances of Agon. A completely different 

cosmic order is at play between Lydia Abarca and Mel Tomlinson in their 1974 Sadler’s Wells 

performance while under the artistic directorship of Mitchell. The “sameness” of their 

racialization does not diminish the atmospheric tension of love and resistance in the “Pas.” On 

the contrary, the tension is amplified in a different way as such pairings are still rare to see on 

ballet stages unless you are watching a company like DTH or attending a specialized event like a 

gala where Black dancers come together for those specific contexts. The novelty of their pairing 

is not the only thing that sets them apart. The historical charge that has been inscribed onto their 

flesh doubles the stakes of risk and takes the significance of this performance to another level.  

Black couples were a fight to maintain for centuries under slavery and through Jim Crow. 

Enslaved Africans of any gender and age were routinely bred and sold individually to separate 

plantations which made any attempt to establish and maintain ties to lovers, friends, and familial 

relations nearly impossible. Following abolition, ritual lynchings like Emmett Till’s continued to 

separate families racialized as black. These tragedies in conjunction with the previous laws and 

social structures that I outlined makes the very presence of Abarca and Tomlinson in unity 

onstage a triumph. As they dance, their incredible technical proficiency marvels as much as their 

enfleshing the Black kin-aesthesis that Balanchine admired so much in Mitchell. Let us 

remember that Black aesthesis “emerges in the abyssal cut between black existence and black 

nonbeing…” (122). I add that Black kin-aesthesis emerges as a transcendence of the flesh 

through a heightened engagement with and attention to the flesh. Despite the various sustained 
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violences inflicted on their “black bodies,” Abarca and Tomlinson’s Black kin-aesthesis emerges 

through an amplified engagement with the materiality of their flesh before the racializing gaze of 

critics and audiences around the world. They transcended the shackling ideas that “black bodies” 

were not able to do ballet or that Black ballet dancers didn’t exist by simply existing and 

excelling as ballet dancers with all their humanity and complex artistry (Mattingly and Harrison 

8-9).  

Their authority, austerity, and severity of geometric line was matched by their 

confounding torsions, funky idiosyncrasies, and swagged out style. Their sophisticated artistic 

choices uniquely shape and recontextualize the choreography that Balanchine created with and 

for Mitchell. These qualities were coached by and inherited from Mitchell, but they were also 

honed by living their Black lives both onstage and off. I have seen numerous performances of 

Agon on the NYCB stage, in my own performances of Agon with DTH, online, and during 

archival research. I have never had my breath taken away during the moment in Figure 2.1 like I 

have while watching Abarca and Tomlinson. Their hands held the most tension, the most trust, 

the most care, the most risk, the most virtuosity, the most resistance, and the most love. I’ve 

never seen the balance held so long and rotated so slowly. It is a time altering performance to say 

the least. The nuanced power dynamics of this “Pas” receive new life and a new home as they 

are not often explored in this way or at all between Black flesh on ballet stages. Abarca and 

Tomlinson inherited Mitchell’s mission and amplified it in their joint execution of it in this 

“Pas.” This vision is a future that ballet has yet to normalize. 

 Both Abarca and Tomlinson were invited by Balanchine to join NYCB. Tomlinson 

accepted the position to inherit Mitchell’s legacy in the company, but Abarca declined his offer 

(Macaulay “Lydia Abarca”). It took Arthur Mitchell starting DTH for the pairing to happen, as 
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even to this day there has yet to be a Black femme principle at NYCB and for a Black principal 

couple to perform the “Pas.” Even the vision of racial equality in the choreography for the “Pas” 

only goes so far. Despite being pulled up from the floor by Adams at the end of the balance in 

Figure 2.1, the “Pas’” closing image has Mitchell on his knee wrapped around the waist of 

Adams, like a slave. But as this is a dance made by humans it has to end and the dancers have to 

return to their lives. They return to life off stage with the structures and voids they both must 

navigate. However, these systems they live in also are made by humans, and therefore like the 

dance they too must end. Neither the balancing in Figure 2.1 nor the dance of Blackness and 

Whiteness or Negrophilia and Negrophobia can last. So, like the balance, at some point 

Whiteness has to come down, and Blackness has to stand up.  

In summation, Agon’s “Pas-de-Deux” imagines a dissonantly harmonious future across 

cultures that is built on a past full of tyranny and oppression. The “Pas” shows us mutually 

reliant human beings, “tak[ing] turns leading, pushing and pulling” (Banes, “Modern Ballet” 

206). The moment of inversion in the “Pas” embodies the crossroads principle that dances the 

cosmic balance “below and above the earth…the abyss as well as the sky; the abyss, of 

underworld, [that] is the domicile of the ancestors” (Deren 84). Mitchell’s position in the abyss 

places him among ancestors like Emmett Till. Mitchell’s blackness is also placed in contrapuntal 

distinction to Diana Adams’s Whiteness like the counterpoint between the Rada and Petwo Rites. 

The lwa of Ezili Freyda and Danto and their associations with the concepts of love and resistance 

are enfleshed through the hands of Mitchell’s and Till’s “black hand touching white skin,” 

Mamie Till-Mobley’s hands orchestrating revolution through her choice to disseminate her grief, 

rage, and love over the loss of her child, and Balanchine constructing the revolutionary “Pas-de-

deux” for Mitchell and Adams. Agon’s “Pas-de-deux” exposes the visible construction of 
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Whiteness’s relationship to and reliance upon the voided invisible subterranean foundation of 

Blackness. It also performs how ballet’s history is told through a process of our historical focus 

being guided through a process of historiographic negation or, in Balanchine’s case, a delicately 

balanced inclusion. This “Pas” emerged within a system of dominance and brutality that is far 

from being fully explored in how it affected the art of the time and the lived experiences of the 

artists. The Western avoidance of the horrors of its recent and distant histories gloss over the full 

significance of engaging with, drawing creativity from, brutalizing, consuming, digesting, and 

voiding the cultural riches of the communities it marginalizes. The West then goes on to, 

literally, build upon the sensationalized flesh of the communities by assembling those riches in 

other ways, and subsequently erases the sources of those riches. My reading of the “Pas” with 

Emmett Till’s lynching, Mamie Till- Mobley’s grief, rage, and love, and the Petwo Rite 

cosmology critically enfleshes these voids in history through the embracing and resisting hands 

of Mitchell and Adams. 

 I will now hold up the cosmic mirror to the formal qualities that are physicalized in the 

Rada rites and Agon’s inner movements to show how the dynamics explored in the “Pas” 

function through the rest of the ballet. I focus on the importance of the vertical spine in the Rada 

Rites, its connection to the lwa Legba, Dambala, and Aida Wedo and how like the spine they all 

connect the invisible heavenly realm to the visible physical realm. I examine the vertical spine in 

the salutes, opening trio prelude, first interlude, and the “Bransle Double” that, like the function 

of the Rada movements Agon adopts, serve as doors that open and close for each inner section to 

take place, and that also serve as doors to the past. The vertical spine is classified as an aesthetic 

that is exclusive to Europeanist aesthetics according to Gottschild, but I argue that it is as 

significant to the cosmology of the Rada Rites and stands outside the limits of European 
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intervention. Conversely, I contend that Europe rather built its conception of verticality upon its 

idea of blackness. Let us observe how the elements of the Rada Rites, particularly, the salutes, 

and spiraling partnered trios, are deconstructed, assembled, and reassembled to become dances 

of the early modern French court in Agon. 

 

Figure 2.6: Mel Tomlinson partnering Lydia Abarca ca. 1974. Photo by Jack Vartoogan. 
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Chapter 3: Enfleshing Healing Through the Vertical Spine of the 

Rada Rites and the Inner Trios of Agon 

 

Figure 3.1: Eight women perform the salutes from the Rada Rite in the “Double Pas-

de-Quatre” from Agon 1960. See clip here. 

While participating in a workshop in the spring of 2024, I was asked to demonstrate 

ballet steps, early modern French court dances, “African” dances, and their connection to each 

other. The facilitator of the workshop was made aware of my research into the Afro-diasporic 

roots of ballet and after a brief conversation about my findings wanted to see them in action. This 

opportunity was a timely incentive to put my theory into my flesh and fill a historiographic void 

in dance history by dancing the research in real time. However, at this point of my research, the 

explicit enfleshed connection between these genres was still a bit obscure to me. How could I 

make clear to onlookers in a dance what had been plaguing me for the last few years? 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PXiVcOXkm7TazI92biJYZqlvEiFOsCM1/view?usp=sharing
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Figure 3.2: Oungan, laplas, and flagbearers perform the salutes during a Rada 

ceremony. From Maya Deren’s Divine Horsemen. See clip here. 

We stood at the ballet barre performing movements that are traditionally associated with 

classical ballet. The facilitator came to me and whispered something along the lines of “Now 

show us the links to the court and to Africa!” I began performing the geometric walking curtsies, 

called saloué or salutes, seen above in the clips of George Balanchine’s Agon (1957) that also 

appear in what I perceive as linked to the Rada Rites of Haitian Vodou, seen above in the footage 

from Maya Deren’s Divine Horsemen (1951). 

Like the dancers in both clips, I maintained a vertical spine as I performed these salutes, 

gliding along strict linear geometric pathways. I punctuated the end of each cardinal pathway 

with a curtsying, elevator -like, descent by bending subtly at the knees and ankles while keeping 

my spine erect. The facilitator and their assistant continued to urge me to “now do ‘African’ 

dance,” assuming that I was still only doing European court dances. I continued to perform the 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CyWS93DTlCibE_90fT6_cOx9VBmB8mhd/view?usp=sharing
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salutes as described above with a look on my face indicating “This IS ‘African.’” They insisted 

that it wasn’t through their continuing to tell me to do “African” dance. For the sake of time, and 

to not hijack a workshop that was not about my research, I performed the codified steps from 

more recognizable dances that align more squarely with what Western imaginations envision 

when thinking of West African dance styles. I deployed several of the characteristic “Africanist 

aesthetics” outlined by Brenda Dixon Gottschild and taken up by others like Sally Banes in their 

discussions of Balanchine’s choreography. Some of those characteristics I demonstrated included 

“getting down” to the earth, (Gottschild 14),“multi-unit torso[s], thrusting hips, flexed feet, 

crouches, shuffles” (Banes, “Balanchine and Black Dance”71), and “angular arms, turned in 

legs, [and] bent knees” (Gottschild 67) while dancing the codified dance steps from West 

African social dances like Mendiani which comes from the Malinke people of Guinea and Mali 

(Campbell Oberlin.edu). It was only after I “got down” and demonstrated the qualities listed 

above that the dance steps I did qualify as “African” to the workshop facilitator and their 

assistant. 

I was aware of the contrast that Gottschild and others have identified between the 

“Africanist aesthetics” described above and the “Europeanist aesthetics” that Gottschild 

describes as associated with a kind of smooth and even sense of rhythm, a vertical torso that 

moves as a single unit and that has a general preoccupation with verticality (Gottschild 14), as 

well as an “attitude [that] suggests centeredness, control, linearity, [and] directness” (17). But 

this moment stuck with me because these descriptions also apply to the salutes of the Rada Rites. 

Is it therefore not an “Africanist” dance? This experience and these questions amplified my acute 

awareness of how Western imaginations and aesthetics have been shaped by limiting systems of 

domination (whether those imaginations emerge from people who are racialized as White or 
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black). Why couldn’t the salutes be seen as dances from the African continent or diaspora that 

are performed with the kinds of vertical elegance and grace as we understand them in the West?  

I argue that these aesthetic descriptions are helpful in describing some consistent 

characteristics of some dances from the African continent and diaspora, but are ultimately rooted 

in an aesthetic regime that emerges from antiblackness. I say this not to discount the important 

work of scholars like Gottschild but to rather point to a larger system of domination and control 

that Western societies have inherited that has worked very hard to limit the infinite possibilities 

of how Blackness can manifest. I say this because of how rigid and fixed scholarly and popular 

understandings of Black dances are, evidenced by the resistant response to my performing the 

salutes as a dance from the African diaspora. I would wager that, like the highly educated 

facilitators of the workshop and even like myself upon first viewing, most dance scholars and 

critics that aren’t familiar with Haitian ritual dance forms would see the salutes and say that they 

were European court dances. Even if these dances were traced to Haiti, these scholars and critics 

might wonder (as I did) if the presence of these movements in Haiti emerged from Haiti’s 

subjugated relationship to France in early modernity. But why couldn’t African descendants in 

Haiti have danced aesthetics that center a vertical spine, geometric line, and gliding foot to floor 

relationships as well as an “attitude [that] suggests centeredness, control, linearity, [and] 

directness” (17) like those contained in the salutes without having to pull from the European 

court? Could the opposite be true? Unbiased histories of Western colonization have shown the 

repeated moments of European empires consuming indigenous lands, customs, foods, textiles, 

spices etc. commoditizing them, and claiming them as their own. Could the salutes be another 

instance of colonial consumption? Are the aesthetics of the African continent and diaspora 
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limited to the “Africanist aesthetics” as they are outlined by Gottschild and Sally Banes in their 

discussions of Agon?  

I suggest that the element of geometric verticality in the Rada movements and Agon 

didn’t have to come from Europe as the philosophies surrounding the spine contained within the 

Rada Rite pre-date European colonial intervention. The functions of the anteaesthetic lwa Legba, 

Dambala and Aida Wedo within the Rites have antecedents in the Bight of Benin. These lwa 

collapse space time and enflesh healing through the spine by connecting past ancestral wisdom to 

the present moment to advise the participants for future actions, which I examine as Black kin-

aesthesis (transcending the flesh through a hyper engagement with the flesh) for this chapter. I 

assert that Balanchine’s use of the salutes and spiraling trios in Agon attempts to reproduce this 

Black kin-aesthesis to conjure the spirit of the early modern French court through modernism 

while also envisioning a future that has these dance forms coexist unmarked by difference. The 

differences Balanchine is resisting in his choreographic choices were not simply due to cultural 

differences but were made more pronounced through colonial strategies of domination. What if 

European courts, like the French court of Louis XIII and XIV, consumed these dances and 

principles from the African diaspora and other cultures and claimed them as their own? What if 

after consuming these dances and principles, European empires fashioned their own 

understanding of how to embody them in relation to, and in distinction from other dances of the 

African diaspora?  

Following Nicholas R. Jones, Saidiya Hartman, Gottschild, Rizvana Bradley, and 

Matthew Morrison’s analysis of the performances of blackness during early modernity, slavery, 

the enlightenment, and minstrelsy respectively, I assert that early modern European colonizers 

chose characteristics to foreground and exaggerate as emblematic of a reductive “African 
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culture,” which created a binary and aesthetic hierarchies between the cultural practices of the 

African Diaspora and those of the West. The hierarchies closed off the possibilities of 

appreciating the cultural differences as distinct autonomous forms and obscured any continuities 

between the cultures that might unify them. These reductive practices resulted in caricatures of 

black identity drawn from real and imagined performances of blackness in courts and on stages 

that shaped how people of African descent were seen out in the real world (Morrison 12-13). 

These characteristics influenced and limited the aesthetic range that could be included in 

descriptions of dances and other practices emerging from the African continent and the African 

diaspora. 

The process of the self-fashioning of European and White identity corresponded with the 

“othering” of African and black identity from a Euro-centric perspective and took root during the 

early modern period; the era that initiated and fuels Agon’s composition. The performance tropes 

that were developed in stage performances corresponded to and influenced legislative decisions 

in the world (Hartman 31). These corresponding performances and laws were developed in early 

modernity, codified during the Enlightenment, and greatly restricted the vision of what blackness 

could be and create; supporting a White narcissistic world order that persists to this day. I 

contend that we still, in the year 2026, must wrestle with these limiting White narcissist 

impositions on Black identity and aesthesis to truly see the limitless capaciousness of Blackness. 

Following Marquis Bey, I contend that these colonial categories of Whiteness and blackness 

themselves must be abolished as they do more to confine people in manageable cages than 

describe cultural practices. It is possible to appreciate and describe the specific practices of 

specific groups in specific places in ways that are precise, respectful, and without carceral 

aesthetic valuations. At the same time as the shaping and suppression of Black identity and 
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aesthesis was being enforced, European empires often absorbed, adapted, and commoditized 

African and Afro-diasporic practices for their own use, moving them from social localized 

spheres to mainstream popular ones (Morrison 6). For example, the European Catholic Church 

policed and prohibited dances of the African diaspora, like the Sarabanda that I examine in 

chapter 4, and marked them as sinful before these same dances became popular European court 

dances across Spain, France, and England.62 This absorption often suppressed or erased the 

philosophical and cosmological complexity that accompanied these dances. 

The moving flesh in Haitian Vodou on the other hand is a form of meditation (Deren 240-

1) and is an enfleshment of spirit which counters restrictive Catholic ideologies (Daniel 102). 

The spine, whether it is held vertical and still while traveling through space as in the salutes or 

bowing in undulating supplication as in the Yanvolou (8), is important in enfleshing the 

philosophy of the Rada cosmology. For the Rada devotee, the moving flesh is not simply a 

contemplative way to observe cosmic movement through geometries and linking it with moral 

behavior as was the case in European court culture.63  Rather, the flesh is a repository for many 

kinds of knowledge and is the physical manifestation of cosmic principles, memory, history, 

philosophies, forces, and divinities (93).  As I mentioned in the introduction, ballet is 

historiographically tied to European court dances as a “repository of European values” which 

Gottschild contrasts as a binary against “Africanist aesthetics.” Scholars and practitioners of the 

Rada Rites and ballet both maintain that these dance practices are repositories for their respective 

histories and philosophies. Agon overtly unites these histories and philosophies as its own 

repository containing both traditions which, I argue, reveals a kinship between the traditions. For 

this chapter I focus on how we can use the vertical spine as it is seen in the Rada Rites and Agon 

in the geometric salutes and spiraling partnered trios to critically enflesh the void in scholarship 
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that currently exists between the traditions of ballet and the Rada Rites, their philosophies, and 

their histories. Connecting the Rada Rite’s philosophies around the spine to Rizvana Bradley’s 

theory of anteaesthetics clarifies my argument for this chapter. For Bradley, the very notion of 

“aesthetics” as we know them is “foundational to the antiblack world” (16) and “are a matter of 

life and death” (15). She argues that aesthetics as they are understood in the West are a product 

of the hierarchical racial logics of black confinement and subjugation that emerged in tandem 

with the projects of European self-fashioning, domination, and the establishment of modernity 

through the transatlantic slave trade. 

Bradley’s concept of anteaesthetics refers to practices, forms, and sensibilities that are 

anterior to or exist before the enslavement of African people and their descendants (1). It also 

refers to how the practices that emerge from the African continent and diaspora manifest before 

the White gaze during the slave trade and after abolition which most often results in denigrating 

depictions of and distorted understandings around African and Afro-diasporic culture. For this 

chapter, I consider the Rada Rites an anteaesthetic tradition due to the Rada’s pre-colonial 

lineage to the Bight of Benin where the philosophical importance of the lwa and their enfleshed 

connection to the vertical spine is rooted (Hebblethwaite 114).64 The lwa connected to the spine 

are Legba (the guardian of the crossroads between the visible physical and invisible spiritual 

worlds), and the python deities Dambala and Aida Wedo that are also intermediaries between 

earthly and heavenly realms (Daniel 78).  

The vertical line of the crossroads symbol that Legba governs represents this link 

between the invisible, intangible, heavenly realms and the visible, tangible, physical realm and 

corresponds to the vertical spine. The vertical spine and the production of Black kin-aesthesis for 

this chapter corresponds to the point of intersection of the crossroads principle. Gottschild also 
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discusses the crossroads principle as a vital concept in the cosmologies and philosophies that 

emerge from the African continent and continue throughout the diaspora. The intersecting 

vertical and horizontal lines illustrate the meeting point of the vertical invisible realm with the 

horizontal physical realm. The crossroads principle aligns with Bradley’s definition of Black 

aesthesis that “emerges in the abyssal cut between black existence and black nonbeing” (Bradley 

122). The erect spine in the Rada Rites positions the devotee’s Black flesh at the intersection of 

the crossroads, between life and death, where the divinities meet the devotees. Through a 

heightened engagement with their flesh, the Rada devotee transcends the flesh to commune with 

spirit, philosophy, and all that the crossroads encompass, including healing. The perceptual 

awareness in the practice of the Rada Rites therefore includes supernatural forces. 

 Just as Legba connects the divine and natural realms, the python deities (Dambala and 

Aida Wedo) link the natural earth to the divine as they can be found crawling on the earth, 

swimming in rivers (connecting to the ancestral realms beneath the water), and dwelling in trees 

(connecting to the divine spirits in the cosmos) (Hebblethwaite 115). The two also connect the 

earth to the sky through Dambala’s masculine association with the earth and Aida’s feminine 

association with the sky and rainbows (115). Dambala derives from the divine python Dan of the 

Fon Vodun tradition (Strongman 50). Dambala and Aida Wedo are both derived from the West 

African MawuLisa twin serpents, “of the archetypal feminine (Mawu) and masculine (Lisa) 

principles (50). The spiraling of the two serpents around each other and around an axis like the 

spine, or the potomitan (center- post within a ceremony) points to an ancient understanding of all 

of life being sustained by twinned, spiraling coils like the double helix of our DNA that is found 

around the world in several cultures (50). Therefore, the erect spine is a very important element 
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in the performance of these ritual Rada dances and this importance predates Haiti being 

subjugated by France.  

The other meaning of anteaesthetics that I link to the erect spine and the racialized “black 

body” points to how the “black body” was seen as subhuman before (i.e. in front of) the White 

gaze and therefore could not have “normal” human characteristics like an erect spine during 

enslavement and after abolition. Joel Michael Reynolds builds on scholars and activists working 

at the intersection of race and disability like Sylvia Wynter, Tommy Curry, Fiona Kumari 

Campbell, and Talila A. Lewis to explain how the inextricable processes of ableism and racism 

were and are born(e) together (57), and in these contexts are unable to see the “black body” 

achieving the human status that was associated with “normal” human features like an erect spine 

(52). They argue that the function of White supremacy (or narcissism in this study) “…is a 

process and apparatus of making abled and disabled” [emphasis in source] (50), and places value 

on one’s ability to be “normal” (56), which is to be White, or to produce capital (53). Such 

processes inherently characterize any and all difference from Whiteness and being “able bodied” 

as lack rather than simply being another way to exist in the world. To clarify, my preoccupation 

with the vertical spine is not limited to a physical position or orientation but an energetic and 

philosophical action connecting the earth to the sky, linking the visible to the invisible realms, 

regardless of the literal anatomical orientation of the spine for people with varying abilities.  

Bradley examines how Western science (particularly anatomy and biology), racialized 

thinking, and aesthetics developed in tandem from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries around 

the racialized and pathologized “black body” from lethal and dehumanizing “experiments” by 

White “scientists” (186-7). But, of course, such “scientific” and aesthetic evaluations of “black 

bodies” are lies, and yet Western culture only associates vertical spines with Europeanist 
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aesthetics. Not to mention the connotations of confidence and strength associated with standing 

“upright” that infuriated White narcissists to fits of violence like that of Emmett Till that I 

explored in chapter 2. This consideration is also critical to my argument for expanding the 

understanding of Black kin-aesthesis as these developments in Western thought include 

significant shifts in aesthetics that correspond to the Haitian Revolution (Bradley177-212), the 

impacts of which I also explore more in chapter 2. Therefore, I use the vertical spine of the 

salutes that show up first in the Rada Rites and then in Agon as an enfleshed archive that expand 

the constructed limits of Western literary archives that have successfully limited our 

understanding of Black possibility across Western science and art.  

I link the role of the vertical spine in the Rada Rites as an important archive of healing 

during the Middle Passage to the studies conducted by Henderson et al. Their studies examine 

the intergenerational trauma that enslaved populations and their descendants experience(d) as 

well as the inherited healing strategies that promoted healing and well-being beyond resilience 

across generations of oppression. These strategies include spiritual practices brought from the 

African continent that were adapted by the enslaved populations to survive the inhumane 

conditions on plantations. These spiritual practices include the various iterations of Black 

Atlantic religions like the Rada Rites that foreground healing, coolness, protection, sweetness, 

and benevolence, that I focus on for this chapter. The vertical spine and its association with 

Legba, Dambala, and Aida Wedo is central to this healing. These healing movements were 

passed through generations in the Rada Rites eventually appearing in Agon, and later in the 

workshop I participated in 2024 before the White gaze of Western audiences. This White gaze is 

not limited to people racialized as White because I and both facilitators identify as Black or 

would be racialized as black. At one point or another, we all assumed that the salutes of the Rada 
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Rites were possibly influenced by or came from European court dances. This is because our 

understanding of aesthetics has been molded under the racial regime of aesthetics as discussed 

earlier by Bradley. Aesthetics as we know them are foundational to an antiblack world, so I shift 

our understanding of them in this chapter through a Black Studies reading of the salutes and 

partnered spirals seen in both the Rada Rite and Agon.  

The experience I had at the workshop is a prime example of why this research is 

important as it reveals how Agon not only serves as an enfleshed archive or danced history of 

ballet, but that it also enfleshes danced histories of the African diaspora in underexplored ways. 

As an enfleshed archive, Agon reveals that the early modern French European court dances that 

Agon evokes are also influenced by dances from the African continent and its diaspora. 

Comparing the continuities shared between the vertical spine in Agon and the Rada Rites of 

Haitian Vodou enfleshes a gaping void between Western and West African dance traditions. 

 

3.1 Continuities Between Agon and the Rada Rites 

There are many continuities between Agon and the Rada Rites. Like Agon’s title 

(meaning “contest” in Greek), the Rada Rites are also described as a ceremonial “contest” or 

“competition,” “re-enacted, to be sure, between the power of the loa [sic] and the société,65  

together, against that of the houngan [sic]” (Deren 177). Like Agon and the historiography of 

ballet, the Rada Rite also has continuous choreographic traits that are traceable from the 

seventeenth century through early modern documents. The salutes, spiraling partnered steps, and 

trio configurations are found in both Agon and the Rada Rite. This shared movement will be the 

“cross of the cross” (the center point of the crossroads) where both traditions meet. The center of 

the crossroads in the Rada Rites is where the metaphysical is enfleshed, and where the past and 
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present meet the future. I assert that the ritual dances of the Rada Rites in Agon have been 

ubiquitously misidentified as representing court dances from the early modern French court by 

scholars and dance critics alike.  

 Balanchine utilizes dance steps that are identical to the Rada Rite’s salutes and partnered 

trios. By comparing these and other choreographic, intellectual, and cosmological structures of 

the Rada Rites and Agon, I expose and enflesh the voids in how Western historiographies have 

told the story of these dances and their connection. Comparing the continuities between the 

superficial and subterranean structures of these dances, reveals compelling patterns of 

development across each dance tradition.  In the Rada Rite the salutes invite the lwa into the 

ceremonial dance space with the devotees and are performed several times to mark transitions in 

the ceremony. In Agon, the salutes show up several times as well and in many iterations 

including a deconstructed version of the step that opens the first section of Agon, and later in a 

way that is identical to the way the salutes are danced in Deren’s footage that signals the 

transition between the “Double Pas-de-Quatre” section and the “Triple Pas-de-Quatre.” 

Additionally, the spiraling partnered sequences and two-to-one male to female ratios that open 

and close the doors for devotees to encounter the lwa are replicated in the trios of Agon, opening 

and closing the doors to the inner movements of the ballet.66 In their own ways, both Agon and 

the Rada Rite reinvent or seek to maintain enfleshed knowledge systems from early modernity. 

By examining Agon and the Rada Rite together we will see how these dances and cultures may 

have earlier meeting points of influence in early modernity that have not been accounted for in 

Western accounts of dance history. These shared patterns of development open the possibilities 

for new interpretations of Agon to come forth, while also bringing new understandings of and 
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connections between the dance traditions of Europe and Africa. Agon is just one moment of 

several across ballet history where Afro-diasporic systems have been foundational to its creation.  

These ritual dances, and the way they appear in Agon, destabilizes Gottschild’s and 

Banes’ inherited binary colonial categories of “Africanist” and “Europeanist” aesthetics as well 

as the traditional, temporal, aesthetic, cultural, and geographic understanding of ballet and West 

African histories that emerge from antiblackness. These Rada dances performed with erect 

spines demonstrate a healing Black kin-aesthesis that preceded the invention of reductive 

antiblack categories. These categories encourage the belief that dances of African descent could 

never be performed with an erect spine. It is my assertion that the anteaesthetics and Black kin-

aesthesis associated with the vertical spine that is retained in the Rada dances have been 

overlooked in ballet historiography while being hidden in plain sight in ballets like Agon. I also 

suggest that this oversight leads us to more questions around ballet’s “origins” in early modernity 

and Europe’s extractive and occlusive relationship with the African continent, where African and 

Afro-diasporic practices were excluded from ballet history while simultaneously being absorbed 

and retained by the form. This occlusion creates a void in the histories of dances from both the 

African diaspora and the West. Basing my claims on Maya Deren’s archival footage of the Rada 

Rites, early modern descriptions of Africanist dances being consumed and digested by Europe, 

and enfleshed/oral histories of the Afro-diasporic enfleshment of cosmologies, I argue that Agon 

demonstrates how early modern ballet masters consumed dances like the salutes, digested them 

to become a part of European identity, and voided their Afro-diasporic connections as waste 

from its history. The next section examines the cultural context of the salutes and the vertical 

spine in the current scholarly understanding around consumption, exchange, syncretism, and 

transmission between Haitian and French dance forms and religions.  
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3.2 Consumption, Exchange, Extraction, Syncretism, and Transmission Between 

Haitian and French Dances and Religions: Where Do the Salutes Fall? 

I previously mentioned in my assessment of my own ignorance and the oversight of the 

Western scholarly tradition around the dances of the Rada Rites, that one may wonder if the 

vertical spine and floating quality contained in the salutes, that Gottschild and others attribute 

exclusively to Europe’s racial regime of aesthetics, could be traced to Haiti’s subjugated 

relationship to the French court? Looking at what is understood today to be religious and 

spiritual syncretism across Black Atlantic Religions and Catholicism helps to contextualize the 

importance of why the salutes stand out to me as an important and overlooked dance form for 

Western dance scholars. Though there are continuities and influences from the Catholic 

occupation and domination of Haiti, Katherine Dunham claims that the, 

 Catholicism with which the African vodu [sic] merged is still superficial, being 

principally adopted as an expedient to satisfy the moral demands of visiting priests and 

government officials, and as a source of Saintly effigies to replace those representations 

of deities lost in the process of transculturation. (Dunham 5) 

 

Expanding Dunham’s claims, Deren and Miguel Valerio explain that these continuities between 

religious traditions are a result of the Afro-diasporic perspective that traditions like Haitian 

Vodou and Catholicism shared cosmological parallels. Practitioners of Black Atlantic religions 

like Haitian Vodou, Cuban Santería, and Brazilian Candomblé saw the function of saints and 

deities in Catholicism as analogous to their own (Deren 55). They saw no problems with 

practicing both traditions and mapped the Afro-diasporic divinities and Catholic saints onto each 

other across them. My understanding of how Deren, Dunham, and Daniel specifically describe 
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these systems, however, points back to a deeper belief in the different spiritual figures within the 

differing cosmologies pointing to the same cosmic principles. Therefore, rather than the 

superficial mapping of the saints onto the lwa being an additive process, what is revealed is the 

underlying oneness, or kinship, of the divine across the traditions which points to the precolonial 

understanding of divinity and shared principles across many West and Western Central African 

cosmologies. What is unique about practicing Black Atlantic religions in the colonial context, 

however, are the violent pressures of colonization and the resistance against those pressures. The 

need to survive the lethal repercussions of practicing and retaining the integrity of Black Atlantic 

religions under colonial oppression forced African descendants to adapt to the religious 

impositions that were legislated and brutally enforced while also retaining as much of their 

indigenous traditions as possible.67  

Keeping this complexity of coercion, oppression, exchange, and retention in mind, I 

argue that Agon, like the historic practitioners of the Rada Rite, also rejects a rigid notion of 

“superficial sectarian distinctions” between the dances of the African diaspora and the early 

modern French court (Deren 56). Agon dances its own dynamic merging of “conceptual 

principles common to ostensibly disparate practices” into an “integrated structure” (56), which 

consequently reveals even deeper anteaesthetic continuities across them in overlooked places, 

like the salutes and partnered spirals. Agon’s fusions, deconstructions, and reassembled elements 

reveal just how kindred these sister dance practices may be, as sacred geometric dances of the 

African diaspora predate their entry into the European courts (as I will demonstrate in the closing 

chapter with the Haitian Banda, Geoffrey Holder’s “Banda”, the Gede Rite, and Balanchine’s 

“Saraband-step”).  
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My argument also considers the instances of Haitian dances that were derived from 

observing French courtiers. The Haitian carabinien or contredanse is a result of enslaved 

Africans watching and mocking the French enslavers through their windows.68 Here, floor 

patterns are also important as well as four corners of a space. However, these dances are social 

dances, and though there is speculation of some of the folk dances, particularly those in 

Katherine Dunham’s seasonal category, descending from cult fertility dances, the two do not 

intersect as the context and functions of the dances are integral to their performance. Dunham 

categorized the dances of Haiti into three categories with very distinct contexts and functions, 

ritual dances that are exclusive to Vodou ceremonies, seasonal crowd dances done collectively at 

festivals, and social “small-crowd dances” called bamboches. Though there may appear to be 

similarities between them it is taboo to perform them in the wrong context (Dunham 9). There 

are, however, examples of unique dances that serve both a ritual and non-ritual function such as 

the Gede Rite’s Banda, to be discussed in the next chapter, as well as dances that blurred the line 

of cross-cultural contexts that shifted from religious festivals to carnivals and from European to 

African (Daniel 118). Hip circles are a common thread with these dances as are walking and 

gliding steps. Each are found in the affranchi dances. 

Daniel illuminates a clear two-way influence between African and European cultures in 

another dance category mentioned in the 1797 Moreau de St. Méry text, an important written 

archival document that Daniel, Dunham, and other scholars of Vodou reference, called the 

affranchi dances. Like the two-to one relationships and compositional configurations of Agon 

and the Rada Rites, to be discussed shortly, these affranchi dances have as a common feature one 

male coded figure flanked by two female coded figures and gliding foot to floor relationships. 

Daniel describes affranchi performances she witnessed in the 1970’s where “Inevitably one man 
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with a least two women would dance virtuoso foot patterns while turning his female partners on 

either side of him or while passing the women alternately in front of him and from side to side” 

(109). These “creole dances” were performed and developed by both Europeans and, 

particularly, freed African or creole dancers. Only freed African and creole dancers were allowed 

to perform these dances in public settings (109). Daniel states that these dances, “were 

improvised and developed most in sectors populated by freed Africans” and that they were 

“where African creativity was applied to European music and dance structure” (109). Hip 

movements were added to European court designs and drums either replaced violins and wind 

instruments or “were added to the musical ensemble when in African settings” (109).  

Daniel explains that “in descriptions and performances through the twentieth century, 

affranchi dances also suggest vestiges of African royalty within the assumed European 

configurations and upright body orientation of performers” (109). She argues that they may have 

“borrowed” the courtly mannerisms to reference their own historical African Kings and Queens 

(109). Many of the enslaved Africans did after all come from kingdoms like Dahomey. However, 

she speaks of the salutes as one of the ritual dances that was performed “Away from watchful 

colonial eyes” and “developed clandestinely” (110). This is the consensus shared between 

scholars and practitioners of this dance, that the salutes are outside of the kind of colonial 

syntheses seen in other dances of Haiti. It is interesting to me that the salutes have gone under 

the radar for so long with so much discussion of exchange and syncretism between Africa and 

Europe in relation to cultural practices. Though the salutes’ erect spines and feet movements 

resemble those of the French court, according to scholars of Haitian ritual and folk-dance forms, 

they were not influenced by the French court. The salutes open many new questions when we 

consider the deep cosmological function of these movements that are rooted in Black Atlantic 
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cosmology, and the fact that scholars and practitioners don’t have a problem acknowledging the 

intercultural exchanges elsewhere. 

 Maxine Montillus clarifies that ritual dances, like the salutes, were protected and kept 

distinct from outside influences as a form of survival for the oppressed enslaved communities. 

The devotees strategically fought to preserve their traditions as a form of resistance that could 

not be understood or thwarted by colonizing efforts. She aligns with Daniel, Dunham, and Deren 

when clarifying that the exchanges and syntheses in the ritual dance forms occur primarily 

between the diasporic communities before and during enslavement.69 She explains, 

Though there are regional differences in the ritual ceremonies, the bowing that 

happens among practitioners to the four corners of the universe and honoring the priests/ 

priestesses leading the ceremonies, which can happen several times throughout a 

ceremony, they are not descended or influenced by European court traditions. The 

manifestations of how African spiritual practices throughout the diaspora differ as a result 

of who was dropped off where and who was the colonizer, but they all have the same root 

which existed long before European intervention. They are not the inventors of grace, we 

have graceful movements too. (Maxine Montillus Direct Correspondence) 

 

The salutes are an example of enfleshed memory reverberating from ancient ritual 

practices from the African continent. The salutes as we see them in the Deren clips may or may 

not be exact replications of the ancient practices. They are, however, a “repository of knowledge 

from the collective memory of a variety of African ethnic groups [and are] also the sensitized 

reactor of modern transnational culture” (Daniel 3:48-4:00). The salutes of the Rada Rites are an 

enfleshed archive and by analyzing how Agon utilizes the salutes and spiraling partnered trios I 

critically enflesh a void that has ignored these forms in the intersecting dance histories of the 

African diaspora and the West. The dances of the Rada Rites that appear in Agon contain the 

kind of verticality, elegance, and cosmic geometric pre-occupations that have been made the sole 

aesthetic property of European court dances and do so without having to be influenced by 
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European dances.70 These principals exist around the world. I simply illuminate the least likely 

location where Western ideologies would have us look for them, such as in Haiti and the African 

diaspora. Rather, I assert that it is more likely that the salutes were somehow consumed into 

France’s colonial system. The inner movements of Agon contain the patterns of cultural 

consumption in modernity which follow similar occurrences that initiated those modern practices 

of cultural consumption in early modernity. The texts explored in chapter 1 that lead to Agon’s 

composition demonstrate this tradition of cultural consumption, while also posing as a contrast to 

how Agon consumes the practices of other cultures. 

As I argued in chapter 1’s analysis of Agon’s source texts, “Sweeney Agonistes” by T.S. 

Eliot and “Haiti” and House of Flowers by Truman Capote, Balanchine engages with dances 

from the Rada and Gede Rites during a time when Western art and culture was obsessed with 

depicting and primitivizing Haiti and its religious practices. I referenced David Gorelick’s 

analysis of how the West’s relationship with Haiti in the early part of the twentieth century 

placed Haiti at the center of the Western subconscious, maintaining a simultaneous aversion of 

and obsession with Haiti as a racialized “Other” (132). Balanchine encounters Haitian ritual 

dances and culture through choreographic collaborations with Katherine Dunham and Geoffrey 

Holder. Balanchine lived with Dunham while working on Cabin in the Sky (Lantz 3).71 He 

collaborated with Geoffrey Holder on House of Flowers, based on Capote’s own trip to Haiti and 

experience of the Rada Rite. Agon, unlike the work of Eliot and Capote, includes the elements of 

the Rada Rites subtly and in ways unmarked by difference in relation to codified balletic steps.  

I analyze the two trios, specifically the “Prelude” and “Interlude” sections of both trios 

and the “Bransle Double,” as they are the dances that are most directly tied to Stravinsky and 

Balanchine’s interest in and study of early modern court dances in the Francois de Lauze 1623 
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dance treatise Apologie de la danse (Joseph, Stravinsky’s Ballets 190). The movements in these 

trios are unanimously interpreted by critics and scholars as evoking the French court. I compare 

Balanchine’s choreography with the “turning and curtseying in mirrored symmetry” (34) that 

Maya Deren, Katherine Dunham, and Yvonne Daniel observe in their research on the ritual 

dances of the Rada Rite. I explore where they overlap and differ in structure. These inner 

movements of Balanchine’s Agon confuse and erase the binaries of “Africanist” dances and 

“Europeanist” dances that Gottschild and Banes outline with their descriptions of Africanist and 

Europeanist aesthetics by using ritual dances from the Rada Rite to evoke the dances of the early 

modern French court. 

By linking Agon to the Rada Rite I do not mean to suggest that Balanchine fully adopted 

the spiritual significances of the Rites. Rather, like the “black hand touching white skin,” 

(Joseph, Stravinsky’s Ballets 187) that Balanchine and others found so compelling about the “Pas 

-de-Deux” between Arthur Mitchell and Diana Adams that I explore in chapter 2, I believe that 

Balanchine saw fascinating formal configurations in the Rada Rites and drew compositional 

inspiration from their ceremonial functions. The turning and curtsying salute patterns that are 

depicted in the clips of Deren’s footage and are included in this chapter move along geometric 

lines that inscribe the crossroads symbol in space, on the ground, and in the flesh to honor the 

four winds of the universe and priests of the ceremony. The trio partnering configurations that 

spiral the body into new states of being are also observable. These movements of this spiritual 

ceremony have processional qualities embedded in their enactment that mirror the ceremony and 

atmosphere of the early modern French court and function as such in Agon. The gliding foot to 

floor relationships in Rada movements produce a supernatural physicality that also occurs in 

Agon and early modern court dances.  These movements of the Rada rites open and close the 
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doors between the natural, historical, and spiritual worlds of the womb/source of creation, while 

Balanchine uses these same steps to open and close the central sections of Agon that conjure the 

spirit of the historical early modern court, the reputed source of ballet’s origins. In both cases the 

flesh is the wombed vessel where the invisible, historical, present, future, and spiritual worlds are 

enfleshed through the vertical spine and made visible in the present moment at the intersection of 

the crossroads. Space time is collapsed and past, present, and future occur simultaneously 

(Castor 78). They are reflected across time and cultural boundaries through the cosmic mirror of 

Haitian cosmography (Deren 34). Reflecting these moments in Agon with those of the Rada Rite 

across the lens of the cosmic mirror places the peculiarity of these configurations in Agon in a 

larger global context beyond Europe and North America, linking the various traditions in ways 

that illuminates the riches of each.  
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3.3 The Dances of the Rada Rites 

 

Figure 3.3: Oungan, laplas, and flagbearers create spiraling trios. From Maya Deren’s 

Divine Horsemen. See clip here. 

In the opening section of the documentary of Divine Horsemen (Figure 3.2 and 3.3) the 

narrator explains the importance of Legba, the lwa of the crossroads who links the invisible to 

the physical worlds explored in chapter 1, and we see the veve, or “artistic drawing of lwas” 

(Daniel 323), for the divinity onscreen. It is drawn on materials, on the ground, and in the air. It 

is immediately striking to see how the geometric veve design that the oungan inscribes resemble 

early modern notation symbols like Feuillet notation, or that they serve a similar function as 

maps across the space, time, and spiritual continuum. The geometries of the veve are enacted 

across several scales in relation to the flesh of the devotees. The flesh becomes an instrument to 

inscribe the geometries of the veve as an image outside of the flesh. The geometries move within 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1D0ul1FcGL5PuCMKHwzMR-BDtIGr39LxS/view?usp=sharing
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the flesh to connect with the divinities as the flesh serves as the intersection of the crossroads 

where the divinities and the human meet. The movement of the dancing flesh through space 

along the cardinal directions enflesh the geometries through the space. In this way, the devotees 

flesh becomes a wombed vessel and meeting place for the lwa to manifest or be mounted like a 

rider to a horse. Through these ritual dances, the human enfleshes the invisible realms of the 

cosmos. 

Yvonne Daniel informs us about the importance of circles, spirals, and sacred geometries 

in accessing the ancestral and divine realms. According to Daniel there are three realms of 

existence “…the human, animal and plant realm; the ancestral realm; and the cosmic realm” 

(Daniel 54). She illustrates these realms with concentric circles. Humans, animals, and plants are 

in the center circle, ancestors are in the ring surrounding the center, and divinities are on the 

outer ring (82). They operate as a fluid, rotating, three-dimensional crossroads and become 

intersecting planes as they are not static positions, but dynamic (82). Each plane intersects the 

human into quadrants that correspond to one of the three realms of existence. These realms are 

always present but the movement between the planes occurs through spiritual spirals that cut 

through them. When mounting happens, the gwo bonaj “’literally big good angel’ of an 

individual, i.e. the soul psyche, or character essence energy” (Daniel 83) travels along this spiral 

and is replaced by lwa during the ritual dances (83). Daniel explains, “The spiral cuts through 

multiple planes of existence: the horizontal plane of living things-humans, animals and plants; 

the sagittal plane of the ancestors… and the coronal plane of eternal essences…” (82). The spiral 

travels through the vertical axis of the spine via the guardian of the crossroads, Legba, to 

“mount” the flesh of the devotee. Through these sacred geometries and physical mappings, the 
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devotee enfleshes the divinities and their wisdom through dance regardless of age, sex, or 

gender. 72 

Building on Daniel’s work, Roberto Strongman surveys the ethnographic research of 

several women including Deren and Dunham, and each of them chose “the horse and rider 

metaphor as a foundational mode for understanding embodiment and possession” (45). He 

argues that this renders the devotee as a distinctly feminine entity regardless of their perceived 

gender. The devotee, as wombed receptacle, receives information from the past, present, and 

future and becomes an enfleshed archive in motion. The geometries of the crossroads are also 

pathways in space for the participants to traverse through the ounfò, or temple. This ceremonial 

space of the ounfó also operates in a circular manner around the vertical center post, or 

potomitan, that the Rada Rites are performed around (81). The potomitan represents the center of 

the cosmos and the lwa travel down into the ceremonial space through this vertical point of 

connection between the metaphysical and the physical realm, like the vertical spine. The 

geometric spatial pathways depicted in Figure 3.2 are enacted through the salutes that glide 

forwards, backwards, and sideways along right angles from a central point in space. Another 

compelling detail in the clip is the specific use of trios, their gender configurations, and their 

cosmic spiraling partnered sequences within the dances that can be seen as replicated and 

reassembled in Agon. 

 Specifically depicted in the documentary is a male coded figure in the center of two 

female coded figures to his left and his right. We are told, “the laplas,73 who is an apprentice and 

assistant of the priest, carries a sword representing the guardian god of the temple. He is flanked 

by two flagbearers who represent the congregation” (Divine Horsemen Documentary 4:05-4:20). 

They move elegantly as a unit backward, forward, and laterally along right angles saluting the 
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four corners of creation along cardinal directions as the laplas circles a divine sword before him. 

These physical facings are done to give reverence to each participant in the Rada ceremony as 

well as to the divinities they engage. In this sequence, the flagbearers are traded between the 

oungan and laplas, and are turned under their respective right and left arms simultaneously. They 

spiral and wind under in one direction and then unwind in the reverse direction which cuts 

through the three planes of existence and opens the physical doors to the spiritual world to 

induce an encounter with the divinities. This pattern repeats throughout the ceremony and is also 

done between the multiple oungans present. The configuration of the laplas and the flagbearers 

is that of Dambala and Aida Wedo around a central axis as well as both trios in the inner 

movements of Agon. The trios in Agon enact the two-to-one ratio that is pervasive throughout the 

composition of the ballet and the music. Hebblethwaite explains “Two flags representing the 

founding spirits of the temple are displayed: …The representation of the flags takes place before 

the sequence dedicated to Ogou, spirit of defense and war” (167), or in other words a spirit that 

governs the very nature of contest in Agon. The importance of this two-to-one ratio to both the 

Rada Rite and Agon, like the sacred geometries, has been neglected by scholars and critics who 

only focus their attention on the philosophical traditions of the West. 

  Scholars like Charles Joseph do not ascribe this philosophical ratio in Agon to any 

philosophies from the African continent or diaspora, but only to the canonized Western 

intellectual lineage pointing to Descartes, the French Renaissance’s belle danse, and Ancient 

Greece (Stravinsky and Balanchine 229). However, the prominence of the two-to-one ratio and 

enfleshed mathematics are as integral to the Rada Rite and other Haitian dance forms like the 

affranchi dances, discussed earlier, as they are to Agon and its Western referents (Daniel 86). 

Much is revealed about Agon when we include the particulars of the Rada Rite cosmologies and 
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philosophies to its analysis. For example, in Agon’s trio configurations, we can read the central 

figure as the oungan. Both the male and female coded ballet dancers can be seen as priests, as 

females are also priests, called manbos, in the Rada Rite.74 Reading the central male and female 

coded figures as oungan and manbo clarifies an internal logic from the Rada Rites that can be 

mapped across Agon’s evocation of court ceremonies and their procession from one stage of 

ceremony to the next. The Rada cosmological system makes Agon’s compositional system more 

legible, as the points of movement initiation are oriented around these central figures in identical 

ways.  

 

3.4 Agon’s Trios 

 

Figure 3.4: Jillana, Francia Russell, and Todd Bolender in “Prelude” 1960.  See clip 

here.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1re2G0vazgrt53Cmp13qNy6ckPuMjRLOd/view?usp=sharing
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In the first trio of Agon, in each version, there is a male coded dancer that is flanked by 

two female coded dancers. The dancers begin the movement with an initial allegro opening, 

darting and spinning around the stage. Though the specific choreography varies in different eras 

and iterations of Agon’s performances, the formula of the brisk opening followed by a slow 

reverential closing remains consistent in the music and general framing of these inner 

movements of the ballet. It is worth noting that in both adagio sections, even with choreographic 

variables across different versions, the trios perform identical choreographic framings to those of 

the oungan, manbo, laplas, and flag bearers; with the central figure guiding, or rooting the outer 

two figures through the spiraling processes of winding and unwinding, opening and closing. 

These Black kin-aesthetic configurations serve as gateways through each progression of the Rada 

Rite and as physicalized portals between the spiritual and natural worlds collapsing the past, 

present, and future into a single moment of dance. In Agon they serve a similar function that 

bookend the trio sections and solo/duo sections that they contain, summoning the spirit of the 

early modern French court.  

In the 1960 version of the first trio performed by Jillana, Francia Russell, and Todd 

Bolender, the dancers offer their hands in succession that are soon interwoven, lattice- like, 

above their heads. Bolender, in the position of the oungan, begins to wind and unwind Jillana 

and Russell as the flag bearers. He walks around the dancers clockwise moving from upstage of 

them to downstage as they lift their legs, bent, behind their mirrored bodies. Once he arrives 

downstage in front of them, the dancers unfurl their legs long behind them, like flags, along the 

diagonals upstage (forming a 90-degree angle in the space and in their legs). Bolender continues 

winding and unwinding their arms while continuing to encircle them clockwise. Upon returning 

to the upstage position Jillana and Russell box in Bolender between their mirrored bodies, 
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extending their legs along the same diagonal this time with one dancer’s leg reaching along the 

upstage right diagonal and the other’s leg reaching along the downstage left diagonal. They 

move contrapuntally, one after the other. Bolender, remaining stationary unwinds the dancers 

one final time so that they now face each other with mirrored flag-like legs evoking the way that 

the flag bearers flank the priests and bow to give reverence before leaving the stage. The various 

ways of bowing in this ballet and in the Rada deserves specific explanation as the curtsies and 

bows are performed in different ways throughout the ballet. 

 The bowing in this choreographic moment manifests as the révérance (bow or curtsy) as 

they are typically seen in replications of early modern European court practices and classical 

ballet classes. To this point, I have focused on the salutes depicted in the opening women’s 

section (the “Double Pas-de-Quatre”) and in the Rada Rites that advance, retreat, and that don’t 

bend at the waist but only hover, rise, and descend elevator-like along the coronal plane. At the 

end of the “Prelude” of the first trio, the dancers perform a bow to each other that bends forward 

at the waist, present their arms, and point their feet forward in a way that we do not see in the 

Rada Rite but is more practiced in balletic and court contexts following the early modern period. 

This distinction complicates Gottschild’s assertion of the body getting down to the earth being a 

property of Africanist movements and verticality being that of Europe as in this instance the 

enactment of these distinctions are reversed. 

In the 1960 version, each of the rotations under the arms are only done by the figures in 

the flag bearer position, but later in the 1974 DTH version and 1982 NYCB version the person in 

the position of the priest rotates under their arms as well while the flag bearers have their legs 

stretched behind them which reflects most closely the sequences of the Rada Rite. The flag 

bearers remain mirrored as they switch their flag legs from the downstage leg to the upstage leg. 
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They drop the raised latticed arms sequentially before performing the révérence to each other 

and exit, leaving the male soloist alone onstage. 

 

Figure 3.5: Violette Verdy, Richard Rapp, and Roy Tobias in “Interlude” 1960. See clip 

here.  

In the same 1960 version of the second trio, again following a brisk allegro entrance the 

female coded dancer, Violette Verdy, as manbo offers her hands to her two male coded 

counterparts, Richard Rapp, and Roy Tobias, and they walk to the center of the stage together. 

This time the two males mirror each other advancing forward and rising on the balls of their feet 

in relevé before retreating backwards, bowing to each other (much like the salutes of the Rada 

rites) and proceeding to perform a very similar spiraling process of winding and unwinding with 

Verdy. However, it is the central figure that unfurls her leg along geometric lines like a flag 

(each time along the upstage line at 90 degrees), though her physical configuration differs in 

relation to whether her leg reaches in front of her, en avant, or behind her in arabesque. Rapp 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/16qeRRl2T8MAMO2Bs-QT883ZFUkHhqSpu/view?usp=sharing


175 

 

and Tobias counter each other in their motions around her upstage, one moving clockwise, the 

other counterclockwise.  

She first winds up rotating counterclockwise in her promenade before extending her leg 

and then unwinds reversing her direction as both male coded dancers move clockwise around her 

to where they all end facing front again. The two outer figures release the hands and circle 

clockwise around the center woman who now becomes the potomitan (center-post). The outer 

figures quickly catch the opposite arms that they were holding and lower their arms from above 

their heads in front of them as Verdy extends her leg behind her. Both men then spin around 

themselves quickly (one clockwise and the other counterclockwise) before kneeling and dipping 

Verdy with her back leg reaching to the sky and her body pitched forward. This moment serves 

as a révérence to the audience before she leaves the stage and the two male coded dancers 

proceed to their contest. 
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Figure 3.6: Ronald Perry, Stephanie Dabney, and Susan Lovelle in “Coda” ca. 1974. 

Photo by Keith Saunders.  

In the first trio of DTH’s Agon the general frame of the choreography is the same as the 

1960 version where the dancers, Ronald Perry, Stephanie Dabney, and Laura Brown offer their 

hands sequentially and raise their arms. This time the dancers immediately extend their flag legs 

behind them rather than have the legs bend as they do in the 1960’s version before the oungan 

figure promenades around them. They also move in contrapuntal succession; however, the 

succession is much tighter, bleeding into the semblance of unison. Perry as the oungan figure 

rotates around the flagbearers clockwise from upstage as Dabney and Brown mirror each other 

with their downstage legs stretched long behind them before both rotate simultaneously upstage, 

like the fractal gears of a clock within the larger orbit of the clockwise rotation of the oungan 
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figure. They complete their rotations together and return to their initial positions of Perry being 

upstage and the flagbearers with their downstage legs extended. They return to the 1960 

choreography by switching their legs to the upstage leg being extended behind them and pitch 

their bodies forward to reach their pointed feet upwards to pierce the clouds. Perry rotates under 

their arms like the oungan (not done at this moment in the 1960 version). They lower their arms 

in succession, révérance as they release their grip, and Perry is left alone. In the second trio the 

sequence is identical to that of the 1960 version with the slightest differences of timing. 

 

Figure 3.7: Daniel Duell, Wilhelmina Frankfurt, and Renée Estópinal in “Prelude” 

1982. See clip here. 

The 1982 version of Agon (Figure 3.7 and 3.8) stages a reunification of the legacy of 

Balanchine and Mitchell after Mitchell successfully launches DTH. In this cast Mel Tomlinson is 

recruited from Mitchell’s DTH by Balanchine to serve this purpose specifically (Howard 

Mobballet.org). The first trio of this performance is performed by Daniel Duell in the oungan 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZSErC2EEoHzPkWN_Ln2o7-w3tZunTiJI/view?usp=sharing
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position while Wilhelmina Frankfurt and Renée Estópinal are in the flagbearer positions. In this 

iteration, the winding complexity seen in the 1960 version is simplified like in the 1974 DTH 

version and is essentially the same as the ’74 version. Like the DTH version, Duell rotates under 

their arms in the fashion of the oungan, they lower their arms in succession, révérance as they 

release their grip and Duell is left alone as Frankfurt and Estópinal exit the stage. The second trio 

of the ’82 version is identical to that of the ’74 and ’60 versions as it relates to Maria Calegari’s 

sequence, but Victor Castelli, and Peter Frame don’t cross each other upstage of Calegari as they 

do in the earlier iteration. They simply rotate her counterclockwise and then clockwise, orbiting 

her along the same path. 

 

Figure 3.8: Maria Calegari, Victor Castelli, and Peter Frame in “Interlude” 1982. See 

clip here.  

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ufVc-dZfeVe1ResJ7gQXSilUpheck3_d/view?usp=sharing
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I place these sections next to each other in close succession to illustrate the “unusually 

persistent identity” and consistency of design principles across the decades of Agon’s 

performances that Stephanie Jordan analyzes in her study (1). This consistency allows us to see a 

clear connection between Agon and the cosmological and compositional logic of the Rada Rite’s 

dances. It provides us a visual example of how enfleshed archives are inescapable in dance 

traditions and are passed down with remarkable consistency through generations. Not just in 

Agon but in the Rada Rite as well. These trios also link us to the early modern European treatises 

that are documented inspirations for the ballet, like the de Lauze treatise. There appears to be an 

even closer choreographic connection between Agon and the Rada Rites than to the early modern 

documents in some ways as many movements that Balanchine uses to evoke the court, despite 

some being described in words in the manuals, are not seen in the European source material but 

are clearly seen in the Rada Rite. Balanchine uses physical descriptions of dances in the early 

texts to build his choreography (Joseph, Stravinsky’s Ballets 190). Compellingly, several 

descriptions of dances in the early texts containing European court dances correspond to the 

Rada movements that are observable in Agon. The success of evoking the early modern 

European court through these Rada dances opens the possibilities to track the continuities 

between them and interrogate their shared history in time and space. 

 The importance of the Bransle, for example, in Agon is worth noting and could well take 

its own chapter in relation to the earlier manuals. However, it must be mentioned here that the 

succession of bransles in Agon, “Bransle Simple,” “Bransle Gay,” “and “Bransle Double” take 

their titles and musical forms from the early manuals. But even more striking is the function of 

these dances being recognized as cult dances that are performed in a circle around an object such 
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as a “tree” (Wildeblood qtd. in Stravinsky’s Ballets 234), that Stravinsky highlights in his copy 

of the manual.  

The world-wide use of this form of the dance is well known…It may be of 

interest to record that this salient feature of pagan festivals was preserved in the 

clandestine rituals of the dying religion in Western Europe for many 

centuries…essentially a witch dance. (Stravinsky’s Ballets 234-5) 

 

Though the Rada Rite is not a pagan ritual it was recognized as such by the West and therefore 

demonized as witchcraft by Western society (Montillus). The Rada Rites are done around the 

potomitan which is often made from the trunks of trees (Deren 335). The ritual function of trees 

housing spirits and connecting the cosmic realms to the earth in Vodou cosmology could have 

contributed to this categorization (Hebblethwaite 199). The recognition of the “world-wide use 

of this form” should also be noted and considered in this study as there is some type of continuity 

or exchange that is unaccounted for in their connection to court dances, ballet, and Rada ritual 

practices. The way circles and geometries play integral roles across each will continue to be our 

path to follow in this study. Both traditions from the African diasporic context and that of Europe 

employ these sacred geometries, which Agon allows us to see clearly. Therefore, limiting the 

salutes, spirals, and circles to the European context is missing the very important links to the 

African continent and its diasporic histories that Agon draws on. These continuities also point us 

to the “kin” in my coining of Black kin-aesthesis. This “kin” in part stands for kinship that 

foregrounds the concept of a “spiritual ethnicity” that transcends colonial categories of difference 

that N. Fadeke Castor explores in their study of the unifying properties of Yoruba ritual practices 

(71).75 From the Rada through each performance of Agon, the dancers move along tight 
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geometric pathways, inscribing them in space with the flesh and forming them within the flesh. 

The geometric salutes occur identically in both contexts. The spiraling winding and unwinding 

motions under the arms of the dancers that open and close the doors to each inner movement of 

Agon are the same motions that open and close the spiritual doors for the Rada Rites and 

progress the devotees through each section of the ceremony. In these dances from the Rada that 

are used in Agon the spine maintains a vertical axis. The other salutes that punctuate each 

sequence of advancing, retreating, or rotating are also performed with the spine as erect as the 

vertical axis of the crossroad symbols they inscribe. 

In a practical sense, the question of tracing who influenced whom in this case of French 

court dances influencing Haiti, or vice versa might be like asking which came first the chicken or 

the egg, especially if we limit ourselves to Western archives and strategies. But the solo 

movements at the center of each trio in Agon provide us an interesting pathway through the 

cosmic mirror to see if we can come closer to an answer, which we will explore in the next 

chapter focusing on Balanchine’s “Saraband-step”, “Bransle Gay,” Geofferey Holder’s “Banda” 

and the journey of the Gede Rite’s Banda. 

To conclude, I extend, complicate, and challenge Brenda Dixon Gottschild and Sally 

Banes’ previous assessment of George Balanchine’s Agon that distinguishes ballet’s 

“Europeanist aesthetics” from the “Africanist aesthetics” that he consumes for Agon’s 

construction. I argue that the vertical spine in the salutes and partnered trios is the primary 

destabilizing factor of these categories. The attributes that are generally associated with 

Gottschild’s “Europeanist aesthetics” are also visible in the Rada Rites and did not have to come 

from Europe to influence the dances of the Rada Rites. Contrarily, I contend that Agon and ballet 

itself are both consumers of anteaesthetic dances and philosophies from the African continent 
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and diaspora as a part of their centuries long history of colonizing and enslaving African people, 

their descendants, their land, their materials, and their customs. The dances and philosophies of 

the Rada Rites existed long before the construction of the modern aesthetic categories that 

Gottschild and Banes utilize in their analyses. These categories are a product of modernity’s 

racial regime of aesthetics that is constructed from the racializing logics of the slave trade. My 

reading of Balanchine’s choreography in Agon and how he likely used these dances of the Rada 

Rites to evoke the court dances of the early modern French court critically enfleshes how earlier 

moments of exchange and extraction could have occurred within those same courts and their 

colonies. Using these dance forms to evoke the court culture of the past in a way that does not 

mark them as culturally different hypothesizes a future where the colonial categories of 

difference no longer exist. In this way Balanchine attempts to capture the Black kin-aesthesis of 

the salutes and spirals of the Rada Rites that collapse space time and unite the ancestral past to 

the present of the devotee to advise them for the future. My reading of Balanchine’s 

choreographic decisions to use the salutes and spiraling trios to evoke the early modern French 

court demolishes the binary categories of “Europeanist” and “Africanist” aesthetics by revealing 

how the salutes and partnered trios in Agon are more legible when compared with the 

cosmologies and function of the salutes and partnered trios of the Rada Rites. Rather than simply 

juxtaposing separate traditions, I assert that Agon reinforces and re-engages a pre-existing Afro-

diasporic presence in early modern French court dances. Agon reveals the Afro-diasporic forms 

within ballet’s core.  

I have argued that the principles of verticality, linearity, circularity, spirals, geometry, 

mirrored symmetry, and mathematical proportion in relation to cosmic order that establishes the 

fundamentals of ballet technique are also present in the Rada Rite. Even though Gottschild and 
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Banes reveal other Africanist aesthetics in Balanchine’s compositional style and underlying 

philosophy regarding his approach to ballet technique this particular connection was not made. 

One may be inclined to argue that Haitian engagement with Catholic traditions introduced such 

danced aesthetics to the Haitian community, or that their imitations of White elites is the reason 

for this continuity, as was the case with the Haitian contredanse or the syncretic affranchi 

dances. This is, however, a damaging impediment to a more comprehensive understanding of all 

that the dances from the African continent and diaspora can encompass and implies that the 

“African” could never of themselves understand or produce such principles. This kind of 

reductive thinking is a product of the Western hegemonic project of subjugation and othering. 

Verticality, balance, and the laws of physics that are so integral to ballet are not lost on West 

African, West Central African, and Afro-diasporic communities. These principles of opposing 

forces operate on a deep cosmic and structural level that the European colonial project has 

successfully made its exclusive quality and divorced from other cultures.  

 The vertical spine in the salutes and partnered trios of the Rada Rites and Agon 

encourage a reevaluation of ballet history and provoke more questions that will likely reveal the 

involvement of more cultures in this history, particularly at its historiographic “beginning.” 

Luckily for us we have first-hand footage of these Rada dances that poke holes in our hegemonic 

categories and allow a glimpse through time to see what has been made invisible by a 

historiographic sleight of hand. This reevaluation may allow us to see these historical exchanges 

across cultures in a fresh way. Whenever I tell people racialized as or who identify as Black, 

especially Black femmes, about this research I can visibly see their own spine grow taller with 

pride, strength, and inspiration. This effect has only become more pronounced as this research 

has developed since the workshop I participated in in 2024. It is my prayer that this chapter and 
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this dissertation does the healing work that I intend for it to do so that they, so that you can walk 

with your own spine just a little more vertical. 
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Chapter 4: “La madre Zarabanda”: Enfleshing Black Aliveness 

Through the Hips of the Gede Rites in Geoffrey Holder’s “Banda,” 

the Spanish Zarabanda, the French Sarabande and George 

Balanchine’s “Saraband-step” 

Haitians acknowledge this quality of memory more directly. Whereas we are 

anxious that our history not be false, their anxiety centers on the possibility that their 

history might become lifeless or be forgotten. Whereas in our eyes, truthfulness is the 

paramount virtue of any historical account, in theirs what matters most is relevance and 

liveliness. We write history books to remember our ancestors, and the Haitians call on 

Gédé [sic], the playful trickster who is the spirit of the dead [to dance]. Mercurial Gédé 

appears in many forms and speaks through many voices. His special talent lies in viewing 

the facts of life from new perspectives. (Karen McCarthy Brown qtd. in Daniel 104) 

 

This closing chapter engages Gede, the keeper of histories and who closes ritual 

ceremonies, to re-historicize Balanchine’s solos in Agon in relation to Geoffrey Holder’s 

“Banda.” Balanchine’s “Saraband-step” and “Bransle Gay” solos, like the salutes and spiraling 

trios, have been generally linked to French court dances like the Sarabande. These dances are 

said to be juxtaposed to Africanist dance forms. I argue that several court dances, like the 

Sarabande, also have broader histories and links to the African continent and diaspora. Using 

Balanchine’s collaboration with Holder on Flowers as my point of departure, I assert that 

Holder’s understanding of the kindred continuities across dance forms of different cultures and 

his ability to synthesize these various dances through these continuities not only makes him an 

under researched forerunner for the kinds of innovations Balanchine would later be given credit 

for, but his “Banda” is also a powerful portal to critically enflesh how early modern populations, 

particularly enslaved mothers of African descent, enfleshed the Black kin-aesthesis of Black 

aliveness in their hips while dancing the Banda and Sarabanda. In relation to Black aliveness, 
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Kevin Quashie argues that “… a black world [is] one which hosts pain and love and life” (5) and 

the Black women I foreground in this chapter enflesh these principles by engaging Gede spirits 

like Bawon Samdi, protector of children and the lwa of cemeteries, birth, childhood, senescence, 

death, and rebirth in different ways.  

Bawon Samdi is often depicted in a top hat, a tailed coat, dark glasses with a missing 

lens, a cigar, and white rum (Hebblethwaite 193). In this performance he carries with him a rope 

that serves the fluid functions of jump rope, whip, and noose which reflect his trickster nature 

and blurs the line of play and threat. Carmen de Lavellade portrays a grieving mother and 

confronts Bawon Samdi in Holder’s “Banda” as her child has just died.  Despite his invitation to 

do so, she does not move her hips but strikes her womb instead and circles her head around 

Bawon Samdi’s rope in grief, authoring her life’s journey in a way that reflects the practices of 

resistance of many grieving mothers in early modern Spain and in St. Domingue leading up to 

the Haitian Revolution in 1791. In another context, an unnamed woman in Deren’s Divine 

Horsemen documentary enfleshes Black aliveness in the thrusting and circling of her hips 

reflecting a different relationship to the spirit of death and life. 

I theorize how the grieving mothers, like the one de Lavellade depicts in Holder’s 

“Banda,” either resisted the atrocities of the slave trade and antiblackness by inviting their death, 

or resisted through endurance and pushed through their catastrophic conditions by moving their 

hips and engaging Bawon Samdi in the Gede Rites to process their cycles of life and to envision 

a life beyond the deaths they were experiencing. The gouyad, or hip circles, are “indicative of the 

changing paths of communication between the ancestors and the living…[and] represent the 

circulations of experiences and stories” (Weiss Bambara 183). I imagine that those who 

continued to live had this dance as a tool for survival and in this way re-membered the enfleshed 
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wisdom of Gede in their own flesh to envision life beyond death. In so doing, these women laid 

the foundation for intergenerational health and well-being, as outlined by Henderson et al. This 

dance traveled throughout the African diaspora in differing but kindred iterations. It shows up in 

Haiti as the Banda, in Cuba as Sarabanda, in Spain as Zarabanda, in France as Sarabande and in 

England as Saraband before it becomes George Balanchine’s “Saraband-Step.”  

In the previous chapter I examine how we can identify dances from the African diaspora 

as foundational to Europeanist aesthetics like the erect spine of the salutes and partnered trios. 

This chapter examines how Gottschild’s Africanist aesthetics like “high affect juxtaposition,” 

where contrasting elements on the extreme ends of a spectrum are placed side by side without a 

transition (14), are seen overtly in Balanchine’s “Saraband-step” as well as in some early modern 

accounts of the French Sarabande, English Saraband, and Spanish Zarabanda. I critically 

enflesh the void that exists between the scholarship on the early modern dances and the two solos 

in Agon to extend the history of the Sarabande court dance beyond the temporal borders of the 

early modern period and the geographical boarders of Europe.  

The origin and lineage of the zarabanda has vexed scholars, critics, and literary figures 

for centuries (Locke 126). Most of the scholars conducted their research from Eurocentric 

archives and perspectives to tell its story which fails to account for the rich history and nuance of 

the song and dance form. Musicologists, anthropologists, and scholars specializing in early 

modern Iberia, Latin America, and the Caribbean have identified the Zarabanda as a dance from 

the African diaspora (Jones 53-55), but this lineage and research has not made it to ballet and 

Western classical dance history.  

Jennifer Nevile, for example, places the Sarabande among popular French dances 

beginning around 1650 as one of the dances that functioned in both theatrical and social settings 
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but does not indicate where it comes from (Dance 33). Similarly, Ken Pierce omits an origin for 

the dance but cites a description of an un-notated sarabande from Pomey’s 1671 French and 

Latin dictionary that contains “high affect juxtaposition.” In the description of this sarabande 

performance the dancer violates, “an important aspect of baroque choreographic structure” where 

“the steps and the music move along more or less at the same pace” (185); which aligns with 

Gottschild’s Europeanist aesthetics that maintain “a sense of evenness and smooth sense of 

rhythm” (Digging 14). But the dancer in this sarabande “…let a whole rhythmic unit go by, 

moving no more than a statue and then, setting off like an arrow, he would be at the other end of 

the room before anyone had time to realize he had departed” (Dance 185 emphasis in source). 

This dancer also “would elaborate upon the basic choreography by executing sudden rapid steps” 

(Locke 127). Pierce keeps his orientation to the conventions of notated sarabandes in his reading 

of his account and hypothesizes that the shift in the dancer’s pacing “was likely no more than a 

measure” and the distance travelled “perhaps only a couple of yards” (185). But what if this 

fidelity to convention limits the affective range of what the spectator of that sarabande 

observed?  

Sarabande speeds varied across time and context and the arc of the dance’s development 

split as the dance moved from Spain into France. The Spanish version maintained a range that 

could be brisk, slow, or both (like the description above) while the French and later English and 

German versions veered towards slowing down as time progressed (Locke 126). Could this 

dancer have been simply performing the Spanish or Afro-diasporic Zarabanda? Jennifer Thorp’s 

account of an English theatrical saraband from 1716 performed by John Topham flows along this 

continuum as Topham’s performance was done to music marked “very slow” with his 

movements being “very controlled” and “langorous” (Dance 143). According to Thorp his steps 
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were “interspersed with crisp entrechats six, pirouettes with multiple beats at the ankle, and tours 

en l’air incorporating yet more entrechats six” (143). Though the Africanist aesthetic of high 

affect juxtaposition seems to have followed the zarabanda across time and geographies with 

some early performers, the hip movements appear to have been sanitized from the form as it 

crossed from Spain to France in the early 1600’s. Mentions of “lascivious,” 

“wagging/wiggling/swaying” (“meneo” in Spanish) in texts like Juan de Mariana’s 1598 

complaint about the dance (432-424) and Sebastián de Covarrubias’s 1611 Tesoro de la lengua 

Catellana o Española don’t appear in the descriptions of the French or English accounts of the 

Sarabande.76 However, applying the cosmologies of the African diaspora as a theoretical lens to 

this dance and considering the perspectives of enslaved peoples not only enfleshes the void in 

dance historiography, it also adds layers of complexity and richness to the early modern texts 

that mention the zarabanda. An example would be Lope de Vega’s Las ferias de Madrid (hereon 

referred to as Ferias) (1589). 

This early text in Lope’s body of work contains three compelling passages that mention 

the zarabanda that, when read through the lens of Gede and the perspective of enslaved 

Africans, brings new insights to each passage. This play which follows the picaresque tradition 

centers thieves and other kinds of controversial figures and tropes. Previous scholars like 

Courtney Bruerton and Donald McGrady have focused on how the play inherits comedic tropes 

from Giovanni Francesco Straparola’s Italian novella tradition where a gallant is cuckholded by 

the stranger he confides in.77 McGrady builds on Bruerton by arguing that Ferias is a burlesque 

of earlier codes that governed comedias and that, “much of its artistry derives from the fact that it 

offers a comic solution to a serious conflict” (42). Bruerton an McGrady maintain a strict 

reliance on Western literary traditions including those of Greek origins. However, tricksters 
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bringing comic solutions to serious conflicts also happens with Gede spirits albeit in a way that 

holds more severity in the lives of those that engage Gede in ritual contexts. Gede spirits invite 

dynamic reflections on life cycles that include gravity, severity, comedy, and levity. As Ferias 

and other early modern Spanish sources make clear, the zarabanda contains sensual and sexual 

hip motions, and the dances of Gede center pelvic motions as well. Maxine Montillus explains 

that “Gede mocks the living, but also reminds us of what to remember, the celebration of life and 

to not take it for granted. Since life begins in the pelvis, they foreground it” (Montillus Direct 

Correspondence). When these passages of Lope are read through the lens of Gede and the 

perspective of enslaved Africans, new insights can be gleaned from each passage. 

 In the first instance in Act Two, Lucrecio speaks to the transformative healing power of 

the dance as he tries to cheer up his friend Leandro when he states “No te melancolices, que esta 

noche/ ha de haber zarabanda hasta la cinta,” [Don’t be sad, tonight/ is going to be a sarabande 

that we’ll dance unto the hips] (Act Two l. 1126-7). Many texts of this period, like Ferias, refer 

to the waistline (cintura) rather than the hips themselves (caderas). But as even modern 

Caribbean colloquialisms say “wine ya waistline” (wind your waistline) to refer to intricate hip 

movements, it is my position that these texts speak of the waist and hips interchangeably as they 

are inseparable to produce movement. Lope himself speaks of the waist when referring to sex in 

another passage to be discussed shortly. Other ways to translate the second line potentially point 

to the amount of physical exertion the dance elicits in those that perform it, adding to its cathartic 

qualities. Such translations could be “until we drop dead” or “until we can’t any longer.” It is 

possible that part of the healing properties of the dance is to fully release all of one’s stress 

through physical exertion until there’s nothing left which was beyond the bounds of social 
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decorum for respectable Spaniards of the time, evidenced by how the danced was racialized and 

criminalized.  

Lucrecio also alludes to the dance’s racialized connotations, its movement qualities, and 

the dangers of dancing the zarabanda in public as it was banned just a few years before in 1583 

by Phillipe II who, like Mariana and Covarrubias, called it and the associated song lyrics 

“lascivious”(Rennert and Castro 124). He tells Leandro “Es bravo zarabando al 

descubierto./ Dobla muy bien el cuerpo y los pies zambos;/ con buen compás y con mejor 

donaire” [It’s gutsy to sarabande in the open./ Bending the body and mixing the feet;/ In good 

rhythm and with better grace] (Act Two l. 134-6). In “Ballet as Artistic, Scientific, and 

Existential Inquiry,” I previously examined the complexities of “Zambo” (or “sambo”) feet, 

which refers to a “bandied” or “bowed legs” position, mixed African, Indigenous and Spanish 

ancestry, and a type of yellow monkey, which doubled as a racialized depiction of African and 

Indigenous Americans.78 My study relies most specifically on the OED definition, etymology, 

and clear outlining of it being a racial slur in Spanish and English contexts as well as the 

particular “bandied” and “bowed” description of “zambo” legs. Though some sources state that 

zambo legs are turned in, early modern descriptions of the zarabanda’s characteristic 

“lascivious” hip movements are most easily facilitated with the femurs and feet rotated outwards, 

not inwards. It also implies a disability that is linked to race that I discuss more in chapter 3. At 

best the movement included moving the knees in and out. Moving the hips when the knees are 

kept inwardly rotated and pressing together is particularly difficult to do anatomically. The 

outward rotation of the legs and feet would also link more closely to the mathematical/geometric 

compass characteristics evoked by Lope with his use of the word “compás,” which was defined 

in Covarrubias as a tool “used by geometers and all craftsmen; also architects like farmers and 
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carpenters” (229). To this day it is a tool used to draw circles, “right angles,” “the square,” “the 

line,” and “all kinds of figures.” Covarrubias links the tool to dance stating “… it has two legs: 

one points to the center; the other turning around it forms the circle” (229) functioning as the 

legs and feet do in ballet, (for which the zarabanda becomes a foundational element as the 

French sarabande) which also draw and physicalize lines, circles, and angles. In a first position 

stance of ballet, the knees are also together while the legs face outward. Upon bending the knees 

in this position, a ‘bowed’ effect occurs. I also point to the OED as it gives the diasporic use of 

this word in France, the Americas, and Spain that reveals its potency across transnational 

colonial contexts (Jackson 152). This international valence is important in understanding how 

dance and terminology worked across imperial contexts and geographies as well as how dances 

that were racialized as black were yoked together. 

Nicholas R. Jones illuminates how another term, Guineo, that denotes both a dance form 

from the African diaspora as well as codified stereotypes of Africanized Castillian speech 

patterns, was often yoked to the zarabanda as it is in Act Three in Ferias (5). “Discreta ha sido./ 

Guineo se ha de hablar y hablar tudesco,/ como dice la madre zarabanda,/ y todo por coger 

dinero fresco.” [She has been discrete./ Guineo should speak and speak tudesco,/ As Mother 

Sarabande says,/ All for fresh money] (Act Three l. 2544-7). In this instance the zarabanda is 

allegorized as a mother giving advice through Lucrecio on how to be discreet, cunning, and 

successful in life, following not just the early modern Spanish picaresque trickster convention 

but also Gede who is a trickster himself. This line could also reflect the oppressive conditions 

enslaved people of African descent had to navigate and the strategies they may have used to 

survive like changing one’s speech pattern according to the context, or code meshing,79 which 
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illuminates a complex dynamic of how people of African descent were and are stereotyped as 

criminals (Young 114).  

Lastly and most compellingly, a long passage by another character, Claudio, uses the 

zarabanda as a seductive song form that tries to lure a grieving Catholic widow into sin. She is 

said to resist the world, the flesh, and the devil [y al mundo y carne y diablo se resiste] (Act 

Three l. 2619), all of which are associated with the zarabanda in early modern Spanish literature. 

In response to the song being played at midnight while she is in bed, she crosses her hands and 

remains dead. And in that bed, good fear commands us to imagine that it is the grave, “las manos 

cruza y se queda muerta./ Y que en la cama el buen temor nos manda/ que imaginemos que la 

sepultura…” (Act Three l. 2622-4). Gede and his avatar Bawon Samdi are guardians of 

cemeteries and their veve symbols (geometric ritual visual designs) are crosses. She crosses 

herself a thousand times so that the racialized “bellaco” (scoundrel) could not ever reach her 

waist and have sex with her “Y si el otro bellaco se apresura/ en el son cosquilloso, hace mil 

cruces,/ y con ninguna llega a la cintura”(Act Three l. 2626-8).80 This Catholic widow serves as 

a foil to Gede’s embracing of sex and sexuality to produce life after death, and is an example of 

how European empires built their identities in contrast to stereotypes of racialized others. The 

experience of the world and the flesh is yoked to the devil in the Catholic understanding of the 

zarabanda as opposed to being yoked to life in the Black Atlantic. Lope’s use of these moralistic 

terms in relation to the zarabanda reveals some working knowledge of the Black Atlantic 

philosophies around the song and dance form, however because of the racializing perspective 

and hegemonic context the nuances of the philosophies are lost. I assert that the clear attempt to 

separate the spiritual practices on the part of Western writers bars them from the idea of kinship 

and cosmic unity that is present in the Black Atlantic understanding of spirituality. This 
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hierarchical separation also has Western writers miss the main points of the philosophies. 

Despite this attempt of separation, the philosophies of Gede are subtextually strung through the 

negative spaces of this text eluding capture like the trickster he is. There has been a substantial 

gap in reading these traditions together then and now, especially as it relates to ballet history. My 

intervention bridges this gap and enfleshes this void by using Balanchine’s ballet and his 

collaboration with Holder to shine a light on how early modern dancers of African descent may 

have viewed the Zarabanda and its related iterations before it became “the dance of Europe” and 

a foundational Western classical dance form that fueled the creation of ballet.   

4.1 The Haitian Banda 

Haiti’s funeral dance, the Banda, is still performed to this day as a dance that serves a 

unique ritual and non-ritual function for the people who dance it. It appears to be an iteration of 

the Afro-Cuban Sarabanda and comparing early modern descriptions with what is observable 

today reveals that both are related to the early modern Spanish Zarabanda.81 These dances share 

a common ancestor that traveled throughout the African diaspora and fall under the umbrella of 

dances that are usually done for Gede the lwa of cemeteries. Katherine Dunham illuminates the 

regular exchanges that happened between Haiti and Cuba as well as the Dominican Republic and 

Santo Domingo, particularly those of musical instruments and the music forms themselves (9-

17). These exchanges underscore how the present-day performances of the Banda not only 

contain the physical descriptions that are consistent across early modern accounts of its kindred 

dances, la Zarabanda (Spain) and la Sarabanda (Cuba), but also how it retains the anteaesthetic 

spiritual significances from its pre- colonial times.  

In the other way of thinking about the anteaesthetics of the Banda (i.e. when it is placed 

before the racializing White gaze) the early modern Spanish texts that contain accounts of the 
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Zarabanda iteration of this dance like prohibitions, plays, interludes, dictionaries, and other 

literary works reduce the Zarabanda to a sinful sex dance when they speak of this dance as 

having lascivious hip movements.82 The significance of the hip movements eluded the European 

writers of the time, who were only concerned with how they would incite lust in the viewers, 

violating the Catholic standards of moral and sexual purity. However, Dunham, Deren, 

Montillus, Yvonne Daniel, and Mara Lioba Juan Carvajal each reveal a much richer and complex 

cosmological theology related to the hip movements. Generally speaking, these scholars and 

practitioners clarify how in addition to the hips being the site of procreation they are also viewed 

as an epicenter for grief and how moving the hips flushes the grief from the flesh. The intentional 

flushing of the grief from the flesh with these hip movements foregrounds the cosmological 

concept of the continuance of life beyond death through birth and fertility.83  The lwa of life and 

death that resides under the umbrella of Gede is Bawon Samdi.  

Bawon Samdi, as all lwa are, is mapped onto specific regions of the body and those 

regions are the genitals, pelvis, and the heart (Daniel 78). Geoffrey Holder choreographs and 

depicts Bawon Samdi in Flowers and uses Vodou cosmology to create the story of a grieving 

mother wrestling with Bawon Samdi in his “Banda.” The crossroads symbol and philosophy 

clarify the philosophy behind these principles in Haitian Vodou cosmology and its kindred Afro-

Cuban Palo Monte Mayombe iteration. 

The kindred inscribed crossroad symbol to the veve for Gede and Bawon Samdi is the 

Afro- Cuban N’kisi Sarabanda. Like the veve for Gede and Bawon Samdi it means death and is a 

spiritual signature that depicts the crossroads concept in the form of a cross-like pattern with 

arrows, that also represent the four winds of creation, the spiral galaxy, and the intersection of 

the material and spiritual worlds that meet and communicate at its center. This symbol represents 
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the potency of lives that travel seamlessly across death, birth, time, and space. The Cuban Orisha 

Sarabanda, like Legba, controls the doors to the spirit and natural worlds but is most directly 

correlated to the Cuban Ogún (Juan Carvajal 177). This trans-temporal and trans- national 

significance also applies in very important ways to the spread of West and West Central African 

culture across the diaspora, as such symbols served as non-verbal communication to the various 

enslaved groups (Jones Direct correspondence).84 This symbol promoted the continuance of life 

through the most grief-stricken situations, especially death, and would therefore serve as 

catalysts for inspiration, perseverance, and a well spring of life to provide relief for the grief 

experienced during the slave trade.  

My approach to the Banda/Zarabanda/Sarabanda/ Sarabande in this dissertation aligns 

most closely with Juan Carvajal’s comprehensive study that exhaustively synthesizes centuries 

of theories and arguments by revealing influences from Africa, Islam, and the Indigenous 

populations of the Americas. She argues that the diasporic Zarabanda genre retains sub-Saharan 

African, Islamic, and Indigenous American influences and potentially has roots as far back as the 

tenth century meeting of Islam and Bakôngo traditions, possibly as a dance of fertility and 

regeneration, and subsequently took two parallel paths. One traveled northward into the 

Mediterranean. The other traveled south of the Sahara, through the Americas, and returned to 

meet the first branch in Spain (224).85 From here the dance serves as a sensational inclusion in 

theatrical productions, court spectacles, and music suites which is where Western imperial 

accounts of its cultural history, like that of ballet, usually begins. Even well into its absorption 

and digestion into Europe’s culture after it was no longer associated with the African diaspora 

and lasciviousness, it maintained its relationship to metaphysical conceptions of life and death in 

the works of philosophers like Nietzche and classical composers like Wagner (302). I assert that, 
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despite being a plotless ballet, Agon follows its source poem “Sweeney Agonistes” overt 

inclusion of Gede cosmology and places images of death in places like the “Pas-de-Deux” 

explored in chapter 2. Balanchine and Stravinsky’s compositional choices, Agon’s inherited 

lineage of this complex history around the Sarabande, as well as Balanchine’s encounter with 

Holder’s “Banda” allow me to give new life to this ballet and the various iterations of this 

funeral dance that crossed geographical and cultural boundaries.  

Deren illuminates that continuities of the crossroads symbol appear in Indigenous 

American traditions as well, and that exchanges certainly happened between enslaved and free 

people of African descent and the remaining Indigenous Taino, Arawak, and Carib populations 

(Montillus Direct correspondence).86 I suggest that these cross-cultural continuities, exchanges, 

and their shared colonial oppression would contribute to the explosive popularity of the 

Zarabanda/ Sarabanda/ Banda among African, Islamic, and Indigenous American descendants 

in the Iberian Peninsula that would spread across Europe, particularly in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries (Locke 101–136). It would also help clarify the confusion of where this 

dance originated from as each of these groups were cited as performing these dances in public 

settings, secret gatherings, or were depicted in literature and plays doing them. I would imagine 

that the shared grief and oppression built some degree of solidarity between these marginalized 

groups and was strengthened through sharing these dances. Such an intercultural solidarity was 

antithetical to the strict national and colonial divisions, like Whiteness and blackness, that the 

striving European empires were/are so pressed to enforce. Danced continuities across cultures, 

such as these, were of great interest and sources of inspiration to Holder before his collaboration 

with Balanchine. 
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Figure 4.1: Geoffrey Holder on the continuities across international dance steps. See 

clip here.  

 

In an interview with Martha Meyers, Geoffrey Holder illuminates continuities between 

Haitian, Hindu, and European dances in Figure 4.1. He used these continuities to fuse various 

genres together. Celia Weiss Bambara argues that “By creating fusional work that combined 

modern dance and Caribbean dance, Holder effectively challenged unnamed and insidiously 

racialized national boundaries that attributed whiteness to modern dance and ballet…” (181). 

This chapter moves beyond the continuities and fusions that Holder illuminates to examine the 

cultural exchanges and extractions that could have possibly facilitated similar continuities and 

fusions in early modernity and would establish ballet. The collaboration between Balanchine, 

Mitchell, and Holder is important as the Sarabande is featured, albeit in differing forms, in 

Agon’s “Saraband -step” and Holder’s “Banda” that he choreographed for Flowers. Flowers is 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DtXW0wMQSWdOVNNi-eX76-fbbdCEulId/view?usp=sharing
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the site where Vodou cosmology, the Banda, George Balanchine, Arthur Mitchell and Geoffery 

Holder meet.  

I enflesh the void between these kindred dances by applying the cosmic mirror to 

Balanchine’s “Saraband-Step” that the male soloist performs and the “Bransle Gay” that the 

female soloist performs and compare them with Geoffrey Holder’s grieving mother in his 

“Banda.” This comparison enfleshes the way that early modern European spectacles and 

spectators abstracted, distorted, or stripped the meaning of the early modern iteration of the 

Zarabanda, as the plotless Agon solos are removed thematically from Holder’s narrative 

depicting a grieving mother, which maintains the core function of the Banda, but still replicate 

the Haitian Banda’s dance steps. I compare these dances with France’s 1626 Grand Bal de la 

Douairière de Billebahaut, and Spain’s 1602 popular interlude Los Negros by Simon Aguado to 

show mirrored processes of absorption, composition, and digestion that all include some form of 

the Zarabanda. The Sarabanda enters early modern European courts and provides the source 

material for the “Saraband-Step” used in Agon and the prominent use of castanets in the early 

modern descriptions of the dance also align with Stravinsky’s use of them in his instrumentation 

for the “Bransle Gay.” Even the solo movements of the “Saraband-Step” and “Bransle Gay” 

with their toe tapping, hip swaying, leg weaving dance sequences both embrace Gottschild’s and 

Banes’ assessment of Balanchine’s reliance on Africanisms while also creating a bridge to a 

much more complex weaving of historical transmission and consumption of Afro-diasporic 

culture into that of Europe. 

The “Saraband-Step” and the “Bransle Gay” in Agon provide very compelling bridges to 

linking Balanchine’s modernist ballet, the early modern period, Geoffrey Holder’s “Banda,” and 

the Haitian Banda. There are several continuities in their musical construction, as well as certain 
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steps that are seen across each. Agon’s compositional structure is based on that of both the early 

modern dance suite as well as modernist twelve tone serial music. I focus more on Agon’s 

modernism in chapters 1 and 2. This chapter, like chapter 3, will focus on Agon’s early modern 

ties. Though Balanchine was not focused on faithfully reconstructing early modern or “baroque” 

dances, a practice that didn’t really take hold until the mid-late twentieth century and which was 

primarily “the domain of dancers specializing in period style” (Franko 42), he was a part of a 

trend of modernist dance makers showing interest in and including ‘baroquisms’ into their work. 

In his analysis of the trend, Mark Franko discusses Agon, stating that it was, 

…inspired by Francois De Lauze’s 1623 dance treatise Apologie de la danse; I 

have seen performances of Agon where the early seventeenth-century influence is 

indicated explicitly by period bows in intervals to the main dances. But for the most part, 

the baroque body is not visible in Agon, although doubtless still present by virtue of 

musical reference. (Franko 42) 

 

I demonstrated how those bows that Franko suggest explicitly indicate “the early seventeenth-

century influence,” are more kindred to and show immediate links to the salutes of the Rada 

Rites and its spiraling trios in chapter 3. Here I address his argument that baroque dance can 

easily “seem the domain” of both ballet and modern dance forms, thus blurring the lines between 

them “while remaining a historical style in its own right” (43). Historiographic lines have been 

drawn connecting classical ballet and early modern court dances, seeking to establish a direct 

link from ballet to the royalty of the court that “legitimate [ballet] as the highest form of dance” 

(Nordera 28). Such a direct line is difficult to trace and may not actually exist. Franko rejects this 

line of inheritance as he argues that the “seventeenth century composite form [of ballet de cour] 
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has more in common with performance art of the twentieth century [and modernist dance making 

practices] than with the evolution of the ballerina in the tutu” (qtd. in Nordera 30). For our 

purposes here, however, my attention will continue to focus on the preoccupations with 

enfleshed geometries that can be traced from early modern court dances to ballet technique and 

how specific steps appear and reappear across the various iterations.87 As Franko analyzes this 

trajectory through the lens of the “baroque body,” I will briefly address how that term is “folded” 

into this chapter. 

4.2 The Term “Baroque” 

The periodization of the use of the word ‘baroque’ is often conflicting across various art 

forms, countries, and historiographic processes.88 But this study aligns with Noémie Ndiaye’s 

compelling approach to the use of this term that orients it around the presence of and 

representations of Africans and ethnic “others.” She states that it, 

It is a moment of stylistic departure from renaissance classicism…the term 

denotes an aesthetic based on beautiful irregularity and characterized by 

complexity, surprise, dizzying folds, metamorphoses and illusions, perpetual 

movement self-referentiality and a lavish profusion of carefully contrived 

ornaments. While, as a cultural project, the baroque is usually associated in 

scholarly discourse with Counter-Reformation efforts in Catholic 

countries…baroque aesthetics actually operated across early modern Western 

Europe. Black dramatic characters are native to those aesthetics, and it is those 

characters’ development, their continuities, and their transformations that 

ultimately drive my periodizing choices in delineating a long baroque arc. 

(Ndiaye 28) 

 

In her reading of these aesthetics across England, France, and Spain, Ndiaye frames them as 

resulting from engagements with bodies descended from the African continent that were 

racialized as black, especially through mediums that presented, and represented black bodies in 

performance. In her analysis of these performances, “prescriptive” rather than “descriptive” 

constructions of black “identities” were created in early modern entertainments between the 
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sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (28). These “identities” could map onto other characters 

from other regions of the world. Because of the correlation between and overlapping phenomena 

of the centrality of blackness in the formation of Baroque entertainments and culture, the 

establishment of European identity through such entertainments, contemporaneous colonization 

missions, the continued enslavement of Africans and their descendants, the development of the 

enlightenment’s “scientific” racial taxonomies, and the baroque’s placement in history as the 

connective tissue between early modernity and modernity this chapter also places Blackness as 

the “absent center” of baroque aesthetics (Bradley 177-80). The evolving sensibilities of early 

modernity through the baroque to the modern each in their own way are reflective of the West’s 

evolving relationship of domination with the African diaspora and the formations of racial 

categories that emerge from de-facto color-based slavery.  

As “dizzying folds” are a distinctive feature of the Baroque aesthetics, I fold this term 

and its slippery complexities into my more focused analysis of the links between Agon, the 

modern, and the early modern. Agon as a ballet complexly traverses these overly determined, and 

frankly quite arbitrary, period distinctions that vary across scholarly traditions. I, therefore, focus 

on what was a consistent through line through these periods which was the domination and 

trafficking of enslaved Africans and the continued subjugation of African descended people from 

the late fifteenth century to the present day. The ideas and categories developed and moved 

throughout the Atlantic during the slave trade, as did the movement of and obsession with 

philosophies surrounding geometries and how they were physicalized across the African 

diaspora and through Western dance history. To explore these connections, I will analyze Agon’s 

“Saraband-step” and “Bransle Gay” and their ties to early modern treatises as the portal and 

center of the crossroads in this chapter. 
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4.3 Agon’s Early Modern Sources 

Charles Joseph illuminates that the inspiration for Agon’s score emerges from early 

modern and modernist sources. He discusses modern serialist composers Arnold Schoenberg and 

Anton Webern, whom both Balanchine and Igor Stravinsky admired (Stravinsky’s Ballets 168-

9).  For the early modern sources, he lists “a section of Gesualdo’s “Illumina nos” from 1603 

(169), a detailed commentary by Joan Wildeblood from 1952 that contained both François de 

Lauze’s Apologie de la danse from 1623 (Stravinsky and Balanchine 228) and sections from 

Marin Mersenne’s Harmonie universelle from 1636 (Stravinsky’s Ballets 176), as well as 

Thoinot Arbeau’s Orchesographie from 1589 (Stravinsky and Balanchine 238) that was also 

distilled through this work among other influences. In addition to viewing several concerts that 

paired early modern and modernist music, Stravinsky derived compositional fuel from the 

continuities that were shared between the early modern and modern compositional traditions, 

The melding of his interests in serialism and the sixteenth century proved pivotal. Both 

literatures imposed strict limits, an economy of materials, and a rigorous contrapuntal 

discipline. Stravinsky himself embraced these principles explicitly: “The rules and 

restrictions of serial writing differ little from the rigidity of the great contrapuntal schools 

of old. At the same time, they widen and enrich harmonic scope; one starts to hear more 

things, and differently than before.” The composer’s extant library includes an impressive 

collection of scores and scholarly books ranging over several Renaissance topics. 

Without question, Agon’s deepest roots stem from the composer’s immersion in these 

studies. (Stravinsky’s Ballets 169) 

 

The compositional bridge that links these sources and inspires Agon’s composition, also 

provides a helpful bridge for this study to comparing the choreography and character of the 

“Saraband-Step” and “Bransle Gay” solos to the Haitian Banda. Though Joseph argues that “the 

‘Saraband-Step’ retains many of the characteristics normally associated with its sixteenth century 

model, though it is nigh impossible to detect any historical connection upon first viewing,” 
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(Stravinsky and Balanchine 263), this comparison reveals fascinating parallels that link these 

movements in Agon as closely (if not more closely) to the Haitian “Banda” as it does to the court 

dance. Or could it be possible that Balanchine is subtly giving us both? Particularly revealing are 

the composer’s own highlighting, foregrounding, and relaying to Balanchine the choreographic 

notes that accompany the Sarabande in Mersenne (though not mentioned in Arbeau or de Lauze 

(Stravinsky and Balanchine 239)). He quotes Mersenne and explains, 

‘A Sarabande is danced to the sound of the guitar and castanets- its steps are 

composed of tirades and glissades.’ Both instruments appear prominently in Agon, with 

the distinctive clacking of the castanettes in the Bransle Gay and the ‘mandolino’ in both 

the Galliard and the coda of the first Pas de trois… Mersenne had also written of a 

sarabande, ‘All the little bones-or knuckle bones- and little sticks of wood, or other 

matter, …are held in the fingers… Stravinsky’s desire to bring a measure of 

choreographic authenticity to Agon’s Saraband-Step is further demonstrated by several 

markings written directly into his compositional sketches, including, ‘Sarabande Step 

(male dancer)—Five Steps forwards and Three Steps backwards.” And if any further 

evidence of his borrowing is needed, under the explanation of the sarabande in the 

Apologie, Stravinsky underlined, “sometimes forwards, sometimes backwards.” 

(Stravinsky and Balanchine 239) 

 

Balanchine took the forward and backward cue from Mersenne and strung it through his ballet as 

a choreographic device. Just as there are many different renditions and iterations of sarabands 

within the Sarabande genre across Europe, so is the case across the African diaspora, and even 

within Haitian contexts. Even in the salutes we see this “forward and backward” motion clearly 

in the walks and curtsy’s that honor the four corners of the universe in the Rada Rites and in the 

walks of the “Double Pas-de-Quatre” in chapter 3. But we also see the forward and back 

pathway still foregrounded in the Haitian Banda of today. Here I have chosen some recent 

twenty- first century Bandas to compare with Agon’s “Saraband-Step” as much is revealed in the 

comparison of these renditions. 
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Figure 4.2: Todd Bolender in “Saraband-step” 1960. See clip here.  

Each of the versions of Agon’s “Saraband-step” share essentially the same choreography 

which, though there are clear allusions to the court dances of France, the general character and 

approach to the steps are much closer to those of the Haitian Banda. From the anticipatory 

buoyant springing from the floor the precedes the first note (which accents the downbeat of the 

silent one count), to the multiple hip twists in mid-air and on the ground like that seen in Figure 

4.4, to the prickly toe heel tapping of Figure 4.5, all of which are seen in descriptions of the early 

modern Spanish Zarabanda and in the Haitian Banda to this day. The “Saraband-step” solo 

appears to owe more to the Haitian Banda than the early modern French Sarabande. The buoyant 

playfulness of the 1974 DTH version’s toe heel tapping comes very close to completely 

replicating the Haitian Banda. 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fNDSrnokPwKCHGOn2GesWpeSdP9t28dY/view?usp=sharing
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Figure 4.3: Daniel Duell in “Saraband-step” 1982. See clip here. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wcZGY3-XIRtRRoO6x1QmJS2OagWtSS8q/view?usp=sharing
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Figure 4.4: Twenty-first century Banda in a ritual context. From “Banda Banda Belle 

Kilti Haiti Mw La Toujou.” See clip here.  

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CntX2lCmqKW9cHzj_c1bQJ3TpYg6c-MR/view?usp=sharing
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Figure 4.5: Twenty-first century Banda in a ritual context. From “Banda Banda Belle 

Kilti Haiti Mw La Toujou.” See clip here.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1cY3o0YaGeUOxqkmyHHoU9nBe3WQD-ZCn/view?usp=sharing
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Figure 4.6: Violette Verdy in “Bransle Gay” 1960. See clip here.  

 

The “Bransle Gay”solos are also very consistent across the various versions, though the 

1960 version has more variations in choreography than the latter two. Again, there are plenty 

shoulder and hip movements, toe tapping, and bowing of the legs, all of which are seen in early 

modern descriptions of the Spanish Zarabanda and today in its Haitian Banda iteration. One 

sequence performed in each solo is of particular interest here. The pattern (though varied) shares 

the formal frame of the modern-day Haitian Banda. In each version there is a sequence where the 

soloist moves backwards upstage, passing and weaving her legs behind her. In the ’60’s version 

she passes one leg behind her in passé flat (with the knee lifted to the side with the pointed toes 

still connected to the standing knee, standing heel on the floor), then passes the other leg en 

pointe in alternating fashion. She taps her toes, then jumps switching her legs quickly in 

entrechat before bowing her legs in first position en pointe forced arch (with knees neither fully 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eDDq3xKDy57JW8iuHRq6XaM6_lMgUOpc/view?usp=sharing
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bent nor fully straight) in a position and manner most uncharacteristic to ballet but seen clearly in 

various versions of the Banda. The heel pop of the Haitian Banda that corresponds to the forced 

arch in the “Bransle Gay” is seen most clearly in the excerpt of Holder as he dances his solo 

upon entering the space in Roundtrip to Trinidad (21:14-25) in Figure 4.7. The drum pops loudly 

on the same accent as the hips thrust and the heels pop up off the ground at 49 seconds. 

 

Figure 4.7: Geoffrey Holder in “Banda” 1960. See clip here.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CrzDWPp4aN3IKOcSQ7AQJ_JhW5ZAoEPQ/view?usp=sharing
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Figure 4.8: Maria Calegari in “Bransle Gay” 1982. See clip here.  

In the version from ’82, the alternating passés are instead jumps to one leg while the 

other leg weaves behind the other in passé after tapping the floor in front of her. The bow of her 

legs is expanded by an echappé (where the legs “escape” from being together to being apart 

simultaneously) to a wider position in her legs in second position. Compellingly, the DTH 

version is very similar to the ’82 version in this moment. However, instead of tapping the floor in 

front of her before travelling backwards Virginia Johnson rocks forward onto the point of the 

front foot (a weight shift that occurs most closely to the way it shifts in the Banda) and then 

passes the leg behind her in attitude (with the working knee high and the foot disconnected from 

the standing knee) which is, essentially, a “balleticized” version of the Haitian Banda. Whether 

the leg passes behind in passé or in attitude, as shown in both of the twenty-first century Banda 

videos, the Haitian Banda sequence of steps is clearly identifiable in Balanchine’s choreography. 

Balanchine has been known to place recognizable steps in his ballets from African and African 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aPNV-cPeWxqIVJ5YdG81DmiPe4F4SuUG/view?usp=sharing
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American vernacular dance forms, so such a claim is not a stretch to make (Banes, “Balanchine 

and Black Dance” 13). This claim is also supported by taking into consideration that when 

Balanchine was commissioned to choreograph for the musical Flowers, he “seemed to be at 

something of a loss with the kind of indigenous West Indian choreography the show required” 

(Dunning 50). His collaborator, multidisciplinary artist Geoffrey Holder, choreographed and 

danced his “Banda” solo for Balanchine who “watched quietly, nodding approvingly as Geoffrey 

danced a body-shaking, pants-splitting solo that turned out to be a show-stopper, to squeaks of 

‘Oh my!’ from the shrill-voiced [Truman] Capote” (53). Though I analyze the expanded 

televised versions of Holder’s “Banda” where he has several dancers cast, it is compelling that 

Holder’s “Banda” was originally a solo like Balanchine’s “Saraband-step” and “Bransle Gay.” 
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Figure 4.9: Virginia Johnson in “Bransle Gay” 1971. Photo by Marbeth.  
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4.4 Geoffrey Holder’s “Banda” and House of Flowers 

 

Figure 4.10: Arthur Mitchell and Geoffrey Holder from left in rehearsal for House of 

Flowers. Photo by Zinn Arthur-#9. Arthur Mitchell Collection. Box 39 Folder 2 

“Appearances” 1952-54. Front. Columbia University Rare Books and Manuscript Library. 

Columbia University Library 

As stated in the introduction, both Gottschild and Banes analyze Balanchine’s 

collaboration with Katherine Dunham. Theresa Ruth Howard mentions Dunham and Balanchine 

living together while collaborating on Cabin in the Sky. She critically enfleshes the likely 

conversations that occurred in their down time, “What are they talking about in the kitchen? 

They’re probably talking about ballet, and they’re also probably talking about African dance and 

Caribbean-Haitian dance. You know, great artistic conversations about, how do you blend the 

two?” (Lantz 4). In direct correspondence with Howard, she fills out that anecdote by giving me 

a knowing look and asks, “Look, we’re dancers… What do we do when we get together with 
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other dancers? We dance!”. This provocation allowed me to critically enflesh their time together 

with my own memories of summer intensives, company tours, galas, and residencies 

(particularly in contexts with dancers I didn’t know from other backgrounds and traditions). 

Without fail we would be intrigued by each other’s skills and experiences, sharing dances and 

creating new hybrids at parties, in the street during lunch breaks, and while cooking shared meals 

in the kitchen for dinner. Banes, however, specifically mentions Balanchine and Mitchell’s 

collaboration with Geoffrey Holder on Flowers, though she does not give as much attention to 

the Haitian ritual practices as what can be seen in Agon. She states that “…he learned the 

nuances of these dance styles directly from African Americans…” (“Balanchine and Black 

Dance” 68). Her mention of Afro-Caribbean ritual and folk dance in relation to Dunham is only 

the tip of the iceberg as their presence in Agon, seamlessly interwoven with the early modern, 

modern, and balletic material, reveal a debt to both Dunham’s and Geoffrey Holder’s equally 

seamless blend of these same styles as well as Holder’s awareness of their continuities across 

cultures. Holder’s craft clearly served as a bridge for Balanchine to reach his definitive and 

distinctive style in Agon and of his black and white ballets in general.  

Holder first experiences the Haitian Banda in Puerto Rico at the first Caribbean Festival 

of the Arts while watching Jean Leon-Destiné’s Haitian Dance Company in 1952, the year 

before he moves to New York (Weiss Bambara 180). As a young dancer, he was immediately 

taken by the character that performed the dance, Bawon Samdi, who according to Holder is 

representative of the god of life and death and was “raunchy” (Carmen and Geoffrey 16:30). 

Holder acknowledges his own unlearning of colonial associations with hip movements and spine 

undulations seen in the ritual dances of Haiti, Trinidad, and Cuba in a movement referred to as 

“yanvalou,”(in which the body is possessed by the python deity Dambala explored in chapters 1 
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and 3). He mentions later hearing people describe this dance as a “sexy dance” on “Broadway 

and in night clubs” but that it is not about sex (Holder 10:45-13:47). He similarly contextualizes 

the “Banda” as a dance that is more nuanced than it may first appear. 

 

Figure 4.11: Geoffrey Holder as Bawon Samdi and Carmen de Lavellade as the 

grieving Mother in “Banda.” She performs a solo in this clip. See clip here.  

Carmen de Lavallade performs the role of a grieving mother in Holder’s “Banda” scene 

developed from Flowers.89 Holder initially choreographed and performed the role of Bawon 

Samdi as a solo during the time that Balanchine was involved with the musical. After Balanchine 

quit the production and Herbert Ross was brought on, Holder restaged the choreography to 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CqxvmZaNWG1B_meoAWuA1O-wPPln57Zr/view?usp=sharing
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include de Lavallade who came with Ross. Holder used the Haitian Banda’s cosmology to create 

a mini ballet within the larger Flowers musical that centers the grief and mourning rituals of the 

Black Atlantic and their iteration in Haiti. This creation is Holder’s nod to traditional balletic 

tragedies like Giselle while centering Black Atlantic themes, stories, and characters (Carmen and 

Geoffrey 22:20-23:33). In relation to his reliance on Vodou cosmology for the source material 

for his dances, he expressed his frustration with the colonial “banishment of folklore” and the 

replacement of the “Yoruba religion of Shango” with the “religion of Catholicism” in the 

Caribbean and United States, 

I didn’t know where to get material to create dances from. I just didn’t want to do 

dances, I wanted to do a dance with a story. And I wanted to link the story to a piece of 

folklore that we [people of the Black Atlantic] have. I wanted to do my Giselle or my 

Swan Lake and all those incredible myths you know, people turning into swans. I wanted 

to find that, but again my culture. (Carmen and Geoffrey 22:20-23:33) 

 

I argue that, with this choice to use his culture as the subject for his ballet’s like “Banda,” Holder 

collapses space time like the Rada, the salutes, and spiraling trios, in Agon, while he also brings 

our attention to the specific lived conditions of grieving enslaved mothers in early modernity. 

Though de Lavellade’s character meets a tragic end, many of the grieving mothers she enfleshes 

survived. De Lavellade does not move her hips in either of the recorded versions of her I 

analyze. Instead, she strikes her womb repeatedly. Conversely, Holder as Bawon Samdi does 

move his hips. Is he encouraging her to do so as well? Or is his trickster nature simply mocking 

her to the death that he also offers her? 



218 

 

The consistent frame of the choreography across each of the extant “Banda” iterations 

begins with a funeral procession. In the duet version the Mother enters the space on her own, 

slowly, and gravely toward a very small casket already set in place. In the small group version, a 

handful of cast members bring the small casket out as she follows. In the large DTH iteration a 

large and very elaborate procession opens the work as its own section. The DTH version isolates 

the duet between the mother and Bawon Samdi as an independent section and it is identical to 

the two versions I look at with de Lavellade. As the core of this examination is around the 

Mother’s engagement with Bawon Samdi I will focus on that from this point.  

The Mother spends the first few minutes of her dance demonstrating a gradual build in 

her expression of her grief. The movements lament in increasingly sharp and percussive phrases 

that strike her womb, press the earth, launch her from the ground into a star jump, and land her 

into a swoon like circling of the torso and head that swing the Mother’s hair like a long cloth of 

mourning. She repeats this motif, striking and circling, striking and circling, in a way that evokes 

a trance like state that is primed for Bawon Samdi to engage. He watches her from a distance. 

She pleads repeatedly towards the sky between percussive rotating rocking motions on the 

ground. Rising and wrapping herself in her arms she fatigues and caresses her waist, even as she 

strikes herself a few more times before resting. 

Bawon Samdi enters limping with a cane and draws a cross on the ground as he begins to 

sing a song for Gede Nibo who loves children. According to the Flowers script and Benjamin 

Hebblethwaite, Bawon Samdi tries to make people laugh. Hebblethwaite states that because he is 

a trickster, he tries to stop them if they do laugh. Arthur Mitchell’s Flowers script has a different 

plot and outcome for the woman that laughs at Bawon Samdi than the “Banda” I analyze here. In 

the Flowers script, Ottilie is not a mother and seeks Bawon Samdi in desperation to find her 
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lover Royal, rather than the grieving Mother in the stand-alone version being found in her grief 

by Bawon Samdi.  In Mitchell’s script the Houngan can no longer help Ottilie and reluctantly 

tells her that Bawon Samdi is the only one with the power to help her know if Royal is alive or 

dead. The Disciples fearfully advise her not to go to Bawon Samdi, while Ottilie insists that she 

is not afraid. They tell her that Bawon Samdi “likes to dance” and that if she laughs “Among his 

funeral tombs another flower blooms” (Flowers 2.4.18).  She assures them that she won’t laugh 

as it will allow her to save Royal. However, she laughs at the end of the scene. In the restaging of 

this musical for Encores in 2003, despite Ottilie laughing she and Royal still find each other and 

engage. This renders Bawon Samdi ultimately powerless in the musical. In the stand- alone 

version the ending is not so happy, which endows Bawon Samdi with power. 

As Bawon Samdi completes his song the Mother presents the casket to him, bitterly 

ignoring him. As she does the drums pick up briskly and he begins his Banda. She initially 

stands cold with her arms folded gazing down at her child’s casket. He comes to her wiggling his 

lips to make her laugh, but she turns her head. He uses his cane to press into her heart, forcing 

her to engage him. They dance a battle, whirling and wrestling. She is exhausted. Holder 

performs the signature hip and heel pops of the Haitian Banda on the drum breaks that are seen 

in Deren’s footage. He pulls out a long white silk or chiffon scarf that can be interpreted as a life. 

Perhaps it is her child’s. Perhaps it is hers. She tries to take it from him, but he keeps it just out 

of her reach as he makes a mockery of it by wiping his armpits with it, stomping it into the 

ground, and offering it to her with his foot. She takes it and dances with the scarf, appearing to 

fight him off with it but their movements are mirrored in a way that blurs the line of who is in 

control. Ultimately it becomes clear that it is Bawon Samdi. She places the scarf over her face 
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and rears back in despair. He comes behind her and snatches it from her face before throwing it 

behind him and arresting the music. 

 He begins his song again in silence as she folds over forwards weary and wilted. He 

removes the rope from his waist that was initially a belt, but it has now become a whip. He 

demonstrates for her how to tie it around her neck. She reaches out for the rope and snatches one 

end from him, desiring that end. She takes it from him, circles her head and achieves her goal. 

Bawon Samdi grimly applauds and leaves the stage with his signature one leg straight while the 

other is bent on the ball of the foot that necessitates his cane, and that also happens to be featured 

throughout Agon as well. Mitchell claims that Balanchine was injured during the process of 

creating Agon and came in from limping on the street saying that that was his inspiration 

(Mitchell 4:19- 4:31). Though I wonder if Holder’s Bawon Samdi also influenced it? I also 

wonder if the Mother had circled her hips as the Bawon did, instead of her head, if it would’ve 

affected the outcome of her dance. Rather than embracing and enduring Bawon Samdi and his 

complex dance of life cycles she fought him viciously. He is, after all, a Gede spirit and is 

responsible for healing and protecting children (Hebblethwaite 191). Why didn’t he protect hers? 

Her anger at the loss of her child made Bawon Samdi her opponent and so Bawon Samdi offered 

her death…but he offered to make her laugh first, and then to dance. His offerings are all 

complex as each somehow has death tied to it, but how does one dance with death? That decision 

is up to each person. We don’t know the circumstances surrounding the child’s death.  

Perhaps de Lavellade had nothing but torture to return to if she was an enslaved woman 

as Jayne Boisvert outlines in her study on the hellish conditions and the resistance of enslaved 

women in St. Domingue. We don’t know if she took the life of the child herself to keep it from 

enduring the hardships she suffered as many mothers did in St. Domingue and across the 



221 

 

diaspora since life expectancy was only 7 years (Boisvert 64). Boisvert explains, “Many slaves, 

however, seized diverse forms of resistance: from suicide, non-cooperation, abortion, and 

infanticide to marronage, poisoning, and revolt” (64). Like de Lavellade’s Mother, hanging was 

very common in the colony (65).  But dancing was also a form of resistance, especially in Vodou 

ceremonies (70).  

 

Figure 4.12: Woman dances the Banda in a ritual setting from Maya Deren’s Divine 

Horsemen. See clip here.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DAxRNCO6LY89gXDKShlaV5zqRvurm9_x/view?usp=sharing
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In Deren’s footage of the Haitian Banda the woman performs the heel pops as well as hip 

circles that we see in Holder’s “Banda” and that are described in early modern documents. Her 

movement quality and abandon indicate that she has be mounted by Gede and has therefore 

embraced his presence. The circles are smooth as she also carries a white cloth, like de 

Lavellade. She enfleshes Black aliveness through her hips with her community while de 

Lavellade’s Mother faces Bawon Samdi in isolation. Remembering that this dance is a funeral 

dance and that it represents the continuance of life beyond death, then we must reconsider early 

modern descriptions alongside the deadly conditions of the slave trade. The infant mortality rates 

were extremely high and the fertility rates were very low across the diaspora from St. Domingue 

(Boisvert 65) to Seville, Spain (Corona Pérez pars. 21-24) throughout the slave trade. The 

conditions and punishments of the trade alone were lethal, but the lingering trauma also accounts 

for these rates (Boisvert 65). These conditions coincide with the growing population of West and 

West Central African descendants in Seville and the increased trafficking of enslaved Africans 

into the ports of the region. The Zarabanda booms in popularity around this same time in 

Seville. Like Holder’s grieving mother in his “Banda,” these tortured people, I assert, had to 

engage the kindred Zarabanda dance to grieve their lost loved ones and to envision a life beyond 

the deaths they were experiencing on a daily basis (Boisvert 69). These critically enfleshed 

narratives allow us to gain new insights into the complexity of this dance, its complex 

philosophies, and the significance it had for the people that brought it with them throughout the 

Black Atlantic to the Iberian Peninsula. Holder gives us a rich reading of intergenerational 

trauma, intergenerational healing, and the complexities of life across the African diaspora 

through a single woman grieving her child and deeply engaging the philosophies of Gede in his 

choreography. 
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Holder’s “Banda” makes several appearances in various iterations after its premiere in 

Flowers. The theme of the ceremonial dance is extrapolated into the entire atmosphere and plot 

of a short story ballet that appears in televised excerpts and is later developed into a much larger 

work on DTH in 1982 with a stage full of dancers. The central tragedy of a mother who loses her 

child and grapples with the Gede spirit Bawon Samdi remains consistent through each, as does 

the “fusional” choreography that he employs to tell the story and merge the traditions of Haitian 

Vodou and European story ballets. 

Celia Weiss Bambara argues that Geoffrey Holder’s “fusional works were performed in 

the United States and abroad between the 1950’s and the 1980’s and were perhaps important 

precursors of the types of fusion that occur in contemporary and post-modern notions of dance” 

(190). I assert that this influence also extends to Balanchine and ballet. This assertion expands 

Holder’s importance beyond even the dance genres of modern and diasporic dance forms that he 

is generally associated with. Weiss Bambara also notes that, “While many of Holder’s theatrical 

presentations have received great acclaim, his choreographic work has not often been analyzed 

as an expression of contemporary Caribbean or diasporic identity” (180). Holder’s “Banda” 

powerfully displays a deeply enfleshed understanding of complex philosophies on life and death 

and have not been given nearly enough scholarly and critical attention for their profundity. This 

link is important as, I argue, the collaboration between Holder and Balanchine on Flowers in 

particular, provides an important link of transmission between his “expression of contemporary 

Caribbean or diasporic identity,” Haitian Vodou, and Agon as inseparable and allows us a way to 

view early modern Black life and the transmission of dance forms between the African continent, 

diaspora, and Europe.  
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The Trinidadian- American choreographer was invited to collaborate on Flowers to play 

the role of Bawon Samdi and to lend the musical an “authentic” Caribbean and diasporic identity 

(Flowers Program 35), and Holder did just that. He brought along with him several of his 

dancers that also performed in the show (Dunning 56). His transporting the Caribbean to the 

Broadway stage was not limited to his performances and choreography, but also included 

bringing an overarching and “authenticating” Caribbean atmosphere to the production. He 

influenced Oliver Messel’s costume designs for his Bawon Samdi character as well as other 

characters like Pearl Bailey’s (53). He is also responsible for the unprecedented cultural moment 

of bringing his own Steel Drum and Steel Drum musicians from his company (Michael 

Alexander, Roderick Clavery, and Alfonso Marshall) from Trinidad and Tobago to Broadway 

(Flowers Program 35-36). According to Morales Pérez, the band “received the best part of 

Flowers reviews” with their own fusion of “blues and calypso” musical styles that provided the 

soundscape for the musical (95). 

Holder moved to New York in 1953 at the age of 23 by invitation of Agnes Demille for 

another production where he entered an already very dynamic creative atmosphere that was 

experimenting, exchanging, and enhancing various dance forms across the colonially constructed 

technical, aesthetic, cultural, and racial boundaries of dance that had been developing centuries 

before (Weiss Bambara 180).90 He arrived with previous dance experiences that blended various 

mediums and styles having studied, emulated, and performed with his brother, interdisciplinary 

artist Boscoe Holder and His Caribbean Dancers (180). Geoffrey formed his own company from 

the materials and dancers his brother left in Trinidad after moving to London, England. 91 The 

international stage on North American soil had been set by previous choreographers of the 

diaspora including Asadata Dafora, Pearl Primus, and Katherine Dunham who were already 
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experimenting with their own creations that utilized identifiable dance techniques including, but 

not limited to, Modern, Ballet, and dances of the African diaspora (with their varying 

perspectives on “authenticity”).92 For Holder that question of a fidelity to performing and 

choreographing the dances of various cultures was less important than the impact of the work he 

created from them. When asked by Martha Meyers if she “would see these same dances if she 

went to Trinidad?” Holder states that  

The dances of Trinidad are imbued with sauces from all over from Africa to Great 

Britain. My own dances come from this confused background. They are authentic in a 

sense, but I’ve had to make changes. For instance, a Vodou ceremony, which takes seven 

days to perform on the island, you cannot do that on the American stage you have to cut 

it, edit it, slice it. It would take you a good five minutes to do it on a Broadway stage or 

fifteen minutes for a concert, TV a minute and a half. (Holder 3:00-6:00) 

 

Meyers adds that Holder keeps the basic steps, movements, and subject matter of Trinidad and in 

this case Haiti as well as the other cultures Holder engages. Like Dunham and Primus before 

him, despite not officially being recognized as an anthropologist, Holder studied and cited the 

cultures that served as his inspiration overtly, rather than simply extracting, or “borrowing” from 

the cultures. Not limiting himself to replicating steps allowed Holder to create artistic worlds 

based on the cosmologies of the cultures, their dance steps, and his unique artistic vision. We see 

such a creation in Holder’s “Banda” for Flowers. Holder recalls his invitation to audition for 

Flowers and the producer Arnold Saint Subber telling him that the role was called the “Duke of 

Darkness” and that George Balanchine was the choreographer. In this section of the documentary 

interview, Holder scrunches his face perplexed stating that “[Balanchine] knew nothing about 
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Bawon Samdi” and that Holder’s involvement with the production was contingent on him being 

credited as the choreographer for the section that would become his “Banda”.  

Balanchine’s relationship (knowledgeable or not) to the Haitian dances that would be the 

source material for the musical, Holder’s familiarity with the systems, his recruitment for this 

familiarity, his choreographing his own section of the musical, his influence on the Bawon’s 

costume, his contribution of bringing the Steel Drum band from Trinidad, the musical’s souvenir 

book’s own omission of mentioning any expertise that Balanchine may have had in Haitian or 

Caribbean dances (placing the weight of his involvement in his ability to draw a crowd), along 

with Banes’ and Gottschild’s assessments of Balanchine’s collaborative practices in relation to 

Black dancers allows us to reasonably deduce Holder’s function within this production as more 

significant that what may have been previously acknowledged. The Flowers production team 

likely relied heavily on Holder’s fusion of Haitian and other dances, his knowledge of Haitian 

Vodou, and his choreographic skills.  

 

4.5 The Dances of Gede and Black Aliveness in the Early Modern Period 

I make this link between Balanchine’s “Saraband-step,” “Bransle Gay,” and the Banda as 

the specific choreographic and score choices in instrumentation and rhythm all evoke 

descriptions of and connections to the Spanish Zarabanda, principally the use of castanets (seen 

in both early modern sources below) and hand clapping (that follows the branch of the 

Zarabanda that doesn’t enter the French court but manifests in Flamenco).93  Granted, I do not 

mean to suggest that these dances are exact replicas, particularly since Balanchine and Holder 

took  artistic license while creating their ballets that are full of several influences, so they are not 

simply taken off  “the street” and placed onstage. But when placed side by side the roots, the 
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continuities, and the lineage are clear. This modernist transmission of the Haitian Banda and the 

circulation of these dances throughout the Caribbean and the African diaspora, reflects the earlier 

trade and traffic of culture and commodities during early modernity. 

Stravinsky, Schoenberg, and other modernist artists are linked to Africanity through their 

proximity to Jazz and “primitivist” aesthetics through their incorporation of “syncopation, 

dissonance, and use of chromatic scales” and their works were thus included in the Third Reich’s 

list of degenerate art, Entartete Kunst, which racialized these works as black and/or Jewish in 

construction (Gottschild 35). The Sarabande court dance that Stravinsky includes in Agon for the 

male solo and transports qualities into the “Bransle Gay” female solo, and that has become a 

central movement and oft used genre of European court dances is also racialized and prohibited 

in its earliest iterations in Spain, as mentioned in the opening of this chapter, and is linked to 

Africa and Islam in the 1626 French ballet Grand Bal de la Douairière de Billebahaut (The 

Dowager of Bilbao). 
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Figure 4.13: Photo credit: RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, Ny Artist; Rabel, Daniel 

(1578-1637) Description: Dancers performing a sarabande, four figures. Album Rabel Daniel-

Folio 46.A Collection of drawings related to the Ballet de la Douairiére de Billebahaut 

danced by Louis XIII in February 1616 in the hall of the Louvre. Ink and watercolor, 28.5 x 44 

cm. 

The libretto of Douairière by René Bordier states that the Morisco inhabitants of Granada 

that are descended from the exiled “Mahommettans” or Islamic Moors of al-Andalus in Spain are 

the dancers of the Sarabande.94 In the ballet, they are depicted as vagabonds that are roaming 

around France after their expulsion from Spain seeking refuge with the host and hostess of 

Clamart. They tell the story of their struggles in exile as they sing and dance the Sarabande (the 

dance of their creation) where the “fullness of their bodies and vitality of their feet astonished the 

viewers” (dont la souplesse du corps, & la vistesse des pieds estonne les regardans) (Bordier 49-

50). In the early modern period, the Sarabande genre was unanimously associated with Spain 

across Europe, and in Spain it was associated with Africa, Islam, and the Americas.  
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Nicholas R. Jones and Noémie Ndiaye reveal that White theater practitioners in Spain 

learned Afro-diasporic dances like the Zarabanda from Afro-diasporic professional dancers and 

dance masters. Jones particularly argues for White performers seeking accuracy and authenticity 

as they represented African descended communities for the large African descended populations 

in their audiences in Spain (61). He also argues that though these “Golden Age” Spanish works 

harmfully racialize characters of African descent, that there are works that allow us to see the 

agency and resistance of these characters through literary habla de negros (or Africanized 

Castilian speech patterns).  

While Ndiaye is unable to make a compelling case for a “hypothetical retention of 

Africanness in early modern black dances” (233), nor does she agree with Jones that (as it relates 

to  “the dynamics of racial impersonation that are central to” impersonating speech patterns) that 

African descendants and White Europeans were able to stage resistance (145), she does note that 

black dances were used by Afro-Spaniards as tools of subversion and agency, citing an earlier 

occurrence of “Granadine negros dancing a saraband,” in Simon Aguado’s popular interlude 

Los Negros (1602). In this interlude, the stage directions ask for “all the blacks available onstage 

to fall in formation to dance the zarabanda with tambourines and rattles (‘Ven entrandon todos 

los negros que pueden en orden, danzando la zarabanda, con tamoriles y sonajas’)” (Jones 73). 

Jones argues that this interlude, in fact “stages the agentive voices of Dominga and Gaspar 

(protagonists of African descent), who challenge their white masters by interrogating the 

institution of slavery and its infringement on the marrying of black slaves” (5). In other words, 

the dance was initially a dance of Black aliveness and resistance to White enslavers. In the text, 

the characters are from the “Kingdom of Mali-‘Tumbucutu,’-but were born in the Kingdom of 

Kongo and later baptized in Seville,” (71) and though there was a practice of blackening up to 
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portray such characters, scholars agree that the performance of this interlude likely included 

performers of African descent to perform the dance (Ndiaye 204). 95 

Along these lines, Jones’s argument reveals very compelling and important details that 

are particularly pertinent to this dissertation, as he traces the racialized speech patterns to dialects 

and accents from the languages indigenous to the African continent that were present in Spain 

during the time of the production of these entertainments. Moving beyond the racialization that 

these texts impose onto Afro-Iberians, he also links and verifies the cultural customs, food 

culture, material cultures, music, and cultural dances depicted in “Golden Age” Spanish 

literature to those of the African continent that were retained by the African descended 

populations in Spain as they did in Haiti. He asserts that “Golden Age” Spanish texts, 

… do, in fact, render legible the voices and experiences of black Africans in 

fundamental ways that demand our attention...And even more fascinating are the ways in 

which practitioners of habla de negros link the language to African dances and music, 

which I do not treat entirely as a mockery nor an attempt to hypersexualize and denigrate 

blacks. Rather, when Spanish dramaturgs incorporate black dances and musical 

traditions- the guineo, gurumbé, zarabanda, and zarambeque, to name a few-into their 

plays, a new aesthetic and exploration of African diasporic culture comes alive. (Jones 5) 

 

Jones’ unique approach that studies both the representations of African descendants and, as much 

as possible, their lived experiences throughout the diaspora places his study in an outlying 

though cutting-edge position that holds African, Afro-diasporic, and Black studies at eye level 

with those of Europe, as the discourse up to the point of his publication in 2019 kept the study of 

these texts squarely within a Eurocentric perspective. His ethnographic study in Cuba “on Afro-

Cuban folklore and the spiritual-religious systems of the Congo and Lukumí peoples” reveals, 

like Dunham before him,  

 …an uncanny overlap between colonial Afro-Cuban folkloric performances and 

those portrayed in early modern Spanish habla de negros texts. Musicologists such as 

Rogério Budasz, Peter Fryer, and Gerhard Kubik have shown that during the seventeenth 
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and eighteenth centuries, many dances of African influence appeared almost 

simultaneously at different points of the so-called Atlantic triangle, a region that 

comprised coastal cities of the Congo-Angola, Iberian Peninsula, and Latin America. As 

these contacts took place across the sea, sailors and dockworkers played an important role 

in this cross-fertilization between the sounds and rhythms of these three continents. 

(Jones 50) 

 

In other words, these early modern European texts, though racializing and mostly hegemonic, 

may reveal much more to us if we apply different lenses that emerge from marginalized 

perspectives that can see through the hegemonic veil. We also would benefit from centering 

archives that aren’t valued as much in western methodologies, including enfleshment and 

spiritual practices as they unite the diaspora and illuminate their continuities in very important 

ways. The continuities across the distinct practices of the diaspora are very telling in relation to 

how these traditions traveled between the continents. Despite unique conditions depending on 

the location, and even though there are changes that occurred over time to the performances of 

the songs and dances, as they inevitably will, the project of preserving the core of these traditions 

that source the stolen and displaced human to a concept of “home” or a “lost mother,” in the 

words of Saidiya Hartman serve a unique and urgent purpose. 

 As the cultural custodians of these diasporic traditions were operating from the losing 

end of the catastrophic trans-Atlantic slave trade, they would have a very different sense of 

urgency and preservation that differs greatly from the preservationist project of early modern 

European period cultural revivals. Building on Jones’ intervention for Cuba along with the 

contributions of Dunham, Benjamin Hebblethwaite, Geoffrey Holder, and Yvonne Daniels I 

argue for the importance of utilizing the enfleshed archives of diasporic practitioners to shine 

light on occurrences in early modernity. Comparing Balanchine’s “Saraband-step,” “Bransle 

Gay,” Geoffrey Holder’s “Banda” and the Haitian Banda sheds new insight on one of the court 
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dances that serves as the basis for ballet technique. Therefore, we must use the archive of the 

flesh and its articulation of Afro-diasporic philosophies in movements as its own spiritual text to 

compare with the literatures of the West. 

To conclude, I offer Black kin-aesthesis and critical enfleshment as tools that can help 

enflesh the voids that exist in the Western literary archives. As we face a contemporary moment 

of erasure, we can consciously archive our cultural memories in our flesh through dances, songs, 

and oral traditions as our ancestors did. Social media has expanded this capacity for sharing 

information like dances while also demonstrating in the twenty-first century how these social 

dances from within the Black community become commodified, commercialized, miscredited, 

and disseminated beyond the control of those who originally produced the dances; revealing the 

“murky relationship between appreciation and appropriation” (Johnson 37:51-40:41). In her 

example of how Tiktok challenges can invite community, resilience, and optimism in difficult 

times, Jasmine Johnson speaks of the “Optimistic Challenge” as a way that people within the 

Black community used simple dances that anyone could do to transcend the oppressive 

conditions on Black flesh. If I were to articulate this in Black kin- aesthesis terms, these 

choreographers and dancers invited a hyper engagement with their flesh to transcend their flesh 

and unite their struggles across borders and form kinship bonds. This transcendence allowed 

them to access higher forms of knowing that reached beyond their immediate situations and 

helped them to endure. Because these dances are designed for anyone to be able to do, like the 

ritual dances of Haitian Vodou, they become vulnerable to being co-opted. But as I’ve 

demonstrated, tracing the purpose and context of the dances reveals its source and helps to 

critically enflesh the story of their movement even in contemporary settings. But now as even 

technology is subject to perversion and manipulation through such phenomena as deep fakes and 
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the abuse of AI, the intelligence and archive of the flesh is in a critical position of redefinition 

and reengagement. 

The Western literary archives are helpful but they’re not enough in a society that relies on 

written histories that are constantly being erased and rewritten to bend toward oppressive ends. It 

is imperative that we return to more non- Western forms of knowing in order to not become 

locked into the literal and metaphorical cages that such erasures produce. As this dissertation 

demonstrates, the hips, the spine, the hands, the flesh contain centuries of information that is 

waiting to be accessed for our collective liberation. The flesh can be used to understand and 

preserve marginalized and erased histories, while also providing us strategies to resist our current 

oppression right now. 
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Coda 

 

If I’m honest, I see this dissertation as an over corrective for the number that the West has 

done on the people of African descent and the global majority at large. So much violence. So 

much pain. So much self-hatred fed to the masses. So much joy stripped. So much trust betrayed. 

So many hearts shattered. So much flesh destroyed. It is a wonder that anyone survives this 

onslaught of excessive abuse. So much of that abuse has been wrought on the psyche through the 

violence on Black flesh. So many years have been spent justifying Black existence, Black 

thought, the Black soul, and Black flesh. For centuries the flesh of Africans and their 

descendants was assigned “value” through profit. The “worth” of the human corresponded to 

how rich they could make their enslaver in profit or quality of life. Their intellectual and spiritual 

lives were disregarded as they were considered subhuman and incapable of rational thought 

according to the “enlightenment.” The Cartesian separation of mind and body still holds social 

currency to this day. So, people of African descent have by force of coercion and habit 

reinforced this valuation of the racialized “black body” in popular culture and academic spaces to 

justify Black existence to people racialized as White or who aspire to Whiteness. I also fell into 

this trap after initially wanting to fill the voids in people hurting from the violence of Whiteness 

like I was. But as I continued to write, read, listen, and dance, my position and my audience 

came back into clearer focus. 

I am no longer, and was never truly, invested in convincing White people of anything. I 

am writing for myself and for my people, those racialized as black, who identify as Black, and 
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those who identify with and support the Black radical tradition of liberation for all people, mind, 

body, flesh, soul, and spirit. As a Black Trans Femme spirit enfleshed as a human being that is a 

scholar and an artist, I follow Toni Morrison’s lead who “Stood at the border, stood at the edge, 

and claimed it as central and let the rest of the world move over to where [she] was” (Wendt 

25:33-25:47). I write this work for the young Black child no matter their age, gender, or spiritual 

affiliation who is fighting through the lies of White narcissism that the mind is not embodied, not 

enfleshed, not in their flesh. Science is catching up to this understanding that is central to Black 

Atlantic philosophies and other cultures of the global majority. The body, the flesh carries many 

centers of intelligence that work together in feedback loops with the environment to produce 

thought. All thought. People of African descent have always known this and have always been 

philosophers and transcendent dancers at the same time. The practices were and are also a 

feedback loop. So yes, child, trust yourself. Trust your dance of life to fill your voids in 

understanding. Trust in your enfleshed mind. Trust that freedom, love, and resistance always has 

been and always will be in your hands. You can always refuse the fake freedom and love offered 

to you when they are in the hands of your oppressor. When you refuse their terms, you refuse 

their power. They can’t offer to give you something you already have, that you already are. Trust 

that your vertical spine is a healing posture that can collapse space time and connect you to your 

past ancestors, your present self, and your limitless future. Death is never the end. Trust that your 

hips can and will bring you life beyond death in joy, in love, in new life, in movement. Trust in 

your soul and the spirit to tell you what you need. You already have all of the information. This 

is just a gentle reminder, to trust the wisdom of your own archive in your own flesh.  

Love, 

Jehbreal a.k.a. Dr. Angel 
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Appendix 

 

 
1 Charles Joseph is of a camp of scholars and critics that use the term “abstract” to describe Balanchine’s plotless or 

storyless black and white ballets. However, Banes quotes Balanchine’s own assertion that “Storyless is not abstract. 

Two dancers on the stage are enough material for a story; for me, they are already a story in themselves” (Dancing 

Women 195). 

 
2 African Indigenous Religions often share principles under different names. This is believed to be due to a shared 

cosmological ancestry across the dominant traditions to ancient Kemetic (Egyptian), Nubian, and Sumerian 

cosmologies. For more, see Luyaluka 165–89. 

 
3 In Stravinsky and Balanchine, Charles Joseph also relies on the word “assembling” for the title of his chapter 

“Choreography or Carpentry? Assembling a Visual Compliment to the Music of Agon” (255-276). 

 
4 Kraut places her work in conversation with Susan Manning, Brenda Dixon Gottschild, Julia Foulkes, John 

Perpener, and Mark Franko “all of whom help expose the racial hybridity of American dance and the mutually 

constitutive nature of various dance genres in the first half of the twentieth century” (13). 

 
5 Magada-Ward’s lack of specificity when referring to “native-born” Americans who could racialize themselves as 

White is very dangerous and is indicative of the kind of thinking that allows for the recent challenges to laws 

protecting people who were born within North American borders.  These challenges want to restrict the birthright 

citizenship afforded to the children of immigrants not racialized as White in class, finances, education, or skin color. 

Conversely the restrictions protect people racialized in either of these ways as White whose parents and anscestors 

were also immigrants. It cherry picks and elides the fact that people of European descent and other groups who can 

be racialized as White are also not “native-born” to North America. The marginalized groups of the fifties and sixties 

were well aware of their marginal status. It was those people who were not marginalized, White people, who were 

most often incapable of recognizing the aspects of American life Magada-Ward refers to. For more see Lapointe. 

 
6 For more on Diaghilev’s influence on Balanchine, see Magada-Ward 184; Scholl ix-x; Joseph, Stravinsky and 

Balanchine; and Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes. 

 
7 According to Mae G. Henderson and Charlene B. Regester, Baker is another artist that engaged with diaspora 

though not in an anthropological way like Dunham, or as source material for a story ballet like Holder, nor in a way 

that sought “accuracy” or “authenticity” to a particular culture, but rather as a form of satire designed for the 

subversion of the White gaze by “recuperating” “primitivity” and the empowering of people of African descent 

through a liberated body that could not be captured by category (4). Laurence E. Prescott and Rosalia Cornejo-

Parriego unpack the paradox and liminality of Baker’s powerful influence on Spanish and European modernity, and 

how her performances played into and profited from stereotypes of black people while also complicating them. 

According to them, “…while blamed for the decline of white European civilization, [Baker] has become the symbol 

of European modernity” (88). 

 
8 For more on Baker’s influence on Balanchine’s signature style and other exchanges between them, see Butkas 227. 

  
9 Dunham brought her enfleshed research from Haiti back with her to New York and used it as a foundation for her 

choreographic process during the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920’s and 30’s. This time coincided with a growing 

interest in Haiti. This interest was supported infrastructurally by the U.S. occupation of Haiti from 1915-1934 which 

included scholarships for people to study Haitian culture, increased tourism, and a general desire that African 

Americans had to connect to their Afro-diasporic roots. De León Olivares clarifies that African Americans also 
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desired to connect their struggles across boarders which established much of the North American understanding of 

Haiti and its cultural practices, for better or for worse; as even the best efforts by well-meaning figures of the 

Harlem Renaissance, like Zora Neale Hurston’s Tell My Horse (1938), also contributed to reinforcing the typical 

colonial stereotypes of African descendants by demonizing Haitian Vodou (105-106). Dunham collaborated with 

Balanchine on the Broadway production Cabin in the Sky (1940) and the two maintained ties for several years well 

beyond the Broadway production. Dunham met Deren on the film production Cabin in the Sky the following year. 

De León Olivares claims that Deren’s study of Haitian danced and ritual practices in her documentary and book was 

initially inspired by her connection to Dunham’s research (105-106). 

 
10 In “Balanchine and Black Dance” Banes notes, “The show [House of Flowers] premiered in Philadelphia; 

Balanchine quit the production team before the New York opening, and Herbert Ross rechoreographed some of the 

dances, while others were cut” (68). 

 
11 For more on the imposition of twentieth century racism and earlier iterations of White narcissistic ideologies on 

the teaching of Greek antiquity, see Derbew, Untangling Blackness in Greek Antiquity. 

 
12 For a comprehensive yet concise account of the primary historical threads followed through ballet history and 

thematic trends in various ballets in history see Kant, The Cambridge Companion to Ballet. For more on systematic 

exclusions in ballet, see Mattingly and Harrison, Antiracism in Ballet Teaching. 

 
13 For more, see Mattingly’s claims in Shaping Dance Canon on how “dance criticism has shaped- and continues to 

shape -dance histories, artists careers, and dance curricula” (2). Also see Part III “Romantic ballet: Ballet is Woman” 

in Kant. 

 
14 For more on White narcissism in ballet pedagogy see Mattingly, et al. “Ballet Pedagogy and a ‘Hard Re-Set.’” 

 
15 For more see Hebblethwaite 16; Deren 61-70 and Appendix B; and Dunham 1. 

 
16 This study is admittedly Dunham and Deren centric as they are the figures who are most directly tied to 

Balanchine and are among the most well documented in literature and visual media. However, Lavinia Williams 

(former dancer with the Negro Ballet and Dunham) has also been a major figure in the training of generations of 

dancers in Western and Haitian folkloric dance forms. However, there is unfortunately very little documentation of 

this work, while the things that are suspected to be available are very difficult to access or lost. Zora Neale 

Hurston’s field work in Tell My Horse was also influential to this period preceding Agon’s construction. However, 

as this work, unfortunately, contributed to the sensationalizing, dehumanizing, and primitivizing views of Haitians 

in North America, and as I have not found ties between her and Balanchine it lies beyond the scope of this study. 

 
17 Unfortunately, most of the dancers in this series of recordings from the DTH tour to Sadler’s’ Wells are unlisted 

in the documented footage contained at the New York Performing Arts Library. I would like to thank Theara Ward, 

Judy Tyrus, and Homer Bryant for their assistance in identifying the dancers. 

 
18 Jordan also analyzed the same 1960 version and a separate 1982 performance as well as versions from 1973, 

1983, and a final Laban notation score she analyzed documented from a 1985 staging. 

 
19 Unlike Platón Lazáro’s choice to focus on Dunham’s Island Possessed which was published in 1969, I chose to 

focus on her book Dances of Haiti based on her thesis research conducted prior to its publication in 1947. I chose 

this text as it pre-dates and coincides with her time spent collaborating with Balanchine before Agon’s composition 

and pre-dates Balanchine’s work on House of Flowers with Geoffrey Holder in 1954. 

 
20 I supplemented these texts with additional archival footage from Katherine Dunham’s Dance in America:“Divine 

Drumbeats” special (1980), and Vaudun Ceremonies Haiti (1975).  

 
21 Dunham’s archival footage prior to Agon’s composition that I was able to access at the New York Performing 

Arts Library and the Library of Congress digital archives exist in short fragments that often don’t have sound, and 

don’t contain as much context and information for comparison as Deren’s footage. For an example, see Dunham’s 

Haiti Fieldwork, 1936 on the Library of Congress website. 
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22 I classify voguing as a social dance form as it is performed in various social dance contexts, a folk-dance form as 

it emerges specifically from the Black and Brown LGBTQIA+ community in the 1970’s and 80’s and has traditional 

codified and identifiable steps, and now it has become a concert dance style as it has begun to be performed in 

theatrical settings. 

 
23 In the Ballroom scene that emerges from the Black and Brown LGBTQIA+ community, houses are familial 

communities that are created as sanctuaries for Black and Brown queer people who are often exiled from their 

biological families for being queer. These houses also function like teams that battle against each other at balls in 

various categories that include voguing and its many subcategories like, vogue femme, dramatic, and old way. 

 
24 Maldonado’s legendary battle against the Evisus is available on YouTube and can be found at this link. 

www.youtu.be/NfaYNaKgrl4?si=iCchqpi4dr1qTqO3.  

 
25 “According to the Mayo Clinic, malignant narcissists have ‘an exaggerated sense of self-importance,’ a ‘sense of 

entitlement’ requiring ‘constant, excessive admiration,’ an expectation of having ‘to be recognized as superior even 

without achievements that warrant it,’ an inflated sense of their achievements and talents, a preoccupation with 

‘fantasies about success, power, brilliance, beauty or the perfect mate,’ a belief that they ‘can only associate with 

equally special people,’ and a penchant for monopolizing conversations and belittling people they claim to be 

inferior. The clinic adds that people with narcissistic disorder expect ‘special favors and unquestioning compliance 

with their expectations’; often take advantage of others to secure their goals; ignore or are unwilling to recognize the 

needs and feelings of others; envy others and are convinced others envy them; are arrogant, boastful, conceited, and 

pretentious; and insist on having the best of everything such as ‘the best car or office.’ Despite postures of self-

importance, such people cannot handle receiving criticism. They become ‘impatient or angry when they don’t 

receive special treatment.’ They’re oversensitive, and they react with rage and contempt and try to belittle others ‘to 

make themselves appear superior.’ They suffer emotional difficulty and stress from a constant sense of their 

imperfection—in spite of insisting they are better than others—which reveal ‘secret feelings of insecurity, shame, 

vulnerability and humiliation’” (Gordon 20). 
 
26 Deren defines “Les Invisibles” as a “Generic term comprising all the invisible spirits including the loa, the souls 

of the deceased” (331), and “Houngan/ Oungan” as a “Voudoun priest. Literally chief, gan, of the spirits, houn, from 

the language of the Fon people” (330). 

 
27 To contextualize his position, Gorelick powerfully illuminates Western hypocrisy and corruption in this regard 

when he states, “Given the immense energies that were harnessed to defend the colonial order of things against the 

disorder that the slaves introduced to Saint Domingue and, later, in the founding of the first black republic, that the 

Haitian Revolution at least partially resides in the register of historical truth (albeit in a more limited sense than the 

prehistoric patricide that inaugurated the West)? That it haunts the legacy of the Enlightenment, from scientific 

rationalism to liberal democracy, like a specter that must be exorcised from the historical narrative of Western 

reason for its contemporary self-fashioned moral legitimacy, and moral exceptionalism, to sustain its coherence? 

And is this not entirely consistent with the recent humanitarian outcry that positions Haiti as an abject victim of 

natural and self-wrought catastrophe, an outpost of premodernity in need of salvation by foreign aid, ‘democracy 

promotion,’ and their inevitable compliment, neoliberal economic rationalization? In this light, the West's sustained 

effort to dehistoricize the contemporary Haitian condition and to bind it to a kind of premodern primitivity, like the 

overtly aggressive foreign intervention of the last 200 years, should be read as a resistance against what was opened 

there at the end of the eighteenth century, against what happened when the repressed found in mesmerism a conduit 

for its explosive return, against the consequences of this return, which, if admitted, to the world community, would 

have entirely reconfigured the symbolic order of white Western privilege” (130-1). 

 
28 Citing Lacan, Gorelick states, “…what is most intimate, most singular, to an individual is at the same time 

inassimilable by the ego that structures its reality and relation to the social link… Extimacy thus defines an 

interiority that is yet exterior, or an exteriority that resides at the very core of the interior, an Other at the heart of the 

self…This same logic enables us to discern that creole mesmerism and the ethics of psychoanalysis are extimately 

related, just as the profound realization of certain Enlightenment principles places the Haitian Revolution in an 

extimate relation to its European counterparts… [Creole mesmerism’s] relative absence from the historical record 

thus discloses an intimacy more extreme than any that could be secured by genealogy or historiography, a 

http://www.youtu.be/NfaYNaKgrl4?si=iCchqpi4dr1qTqO3
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connection that calls into question the whole apparatus of knowledge by which this history is structured and which 

therefore must remain unwritten for the structure to maintain its (rational, Eurocentric) coherence” (132). 

 
29 I include this psychoanalytic lens acknowledging its own complexities and immersion in Western Imperialism. As 

Gorelick explains, “…psychoanalysis itself is not outside of history, and so, like any other theory or practice, 

deserves to be held accountable within this racialized and racist world order. Freud’s militant secularism, for 

example, was an Enlightenment attitude that he and Mesmer shared, which would seem to place the unconscious at 

odds with what Farmer calls the ‘magico-religious’ motivations behind the slave revolt… But despite 

psychoanalysis’ occasional complicity with, or even contribution to, the imperialism of Western reason, the notion 

that its ethics nonetheless repeats creole mesmerism in Saint Domingue is far from paradoxical” (131-2). 

 
30 For more on this concept of impossibility of capture see Fred Moten’s theories around Black fugitivity and refusal. 

Moten yokes flight and fight together under the umbrella of Black movement against, within, and beyond 

enslavement which is a kind of “complicated spatial and temporal anomal[y] that fugitivity points to” (Moten 0:00-

5:09). The complex position of Moten’s Black femme aids me in thinking through the creative capacities and 

resilience of Black enfleshment as Black femmes are simultaneously within and outside of the “house” of the 

American capitalist system and are both “radically excluded” from its benefits while simultaneously being “radically 

included” in the meticulous labor that makes the “house” function as a “home.” As a byproduct of this paradoxical 

inside/outsideness, Black femmes receive the fullest intensity of the violence of the system which positions them to 

be its most acute critics and powerful combatants (49:20-54:00). Much like the process of mounting in Vodou 

ceremonies, and Maldonado’s “clicking out,” Moten sums up his theories by quoting Amiri Baraka’s claims about 

the “New Black Music” stating, that fugitivity is “the practice of finding the self and then killing it” (23:52- 24:18). 

He argues that refusing the freedom that had been refused to the captive unseats the power of the captor which is 

exactly what I do with ballet in this study (12:17-15:55). 

 
31  For more, see Nevile, The Eloquent Body, and Dance, Spectacle and the Body Politick, 1250-1750. 

 
32 For more, see part one of Kant. 

 
33 See part two of Kant. 

 
34 Kant notes the unresolved confusion of terminology surrounding the terms and epochal categorizations of 

romantic and classical (193). 

 
35 See part three of Kant. 

 
36 In his course “Race and Modernity” that surveyed the foundational and influential literary contributions of W. E. 

B. Du Bois, Lorraine Hansberry, and Toni Morrison, Cornel West examined how the Western intellectual tradition 

and the phenomenon of Modernity itself is reliant upon the physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual presence 

of marginalized communities. He particularly focused on the importance of the presence of African descendants to 

the American empire, beginning in the early modern period with the initiation of racialized slavery. For more see 

Stuart Hall and Bram Gieben’s Formations of Modernity where they illuminate this dynamic of the Western reliance 

on the “other” for its development, whether derived from Afro-diasporic cultural practices and objects or the 

technological and commercial advancements facilitated by the pre-industrial production and commoditization of 

African descended flesh and minds. Deren defines Veve/vévé/ververs as “Symbollic, caballa-like designs drawn on 

the ground to invoke the loa at ceremonies, made of wheat or maize flour or ashes” (337). The African Burial 

Ground website defines N’kisi as a spiritual signature. In this case the signature of the mpungo (natural force or 

ancestor) Sarabanda.  

 
37 The African Burial Ground website states that it is “…the oldest and largest known excavated burial ground in 

North America for both free and enslaved Africans. It protects the historic role slavery played in building New 

York.” Even after the discovery of human skeletal remains in 1991 during a construction project of yet another 

skyscraper, this location was also at risk of being made into a Duane Reade had it not been for scholars, activists, 

and allied communities fighting for it to be a protected site that honored the history of the location for enslaved 

peoples.  
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38 Thomas F. De Frantz and Anita Gonzalez quote Robert Farris Thompson who notes that “West African dances are 

key documents of aesthetic history; they are nonverbal formulations of philosophies of beauty and ethics; and they 

furnish a means of comprehending a pervasive strand of contemporary American culture” (3). 

 
39 Matthew Morrison cites Ashon Crawley’s “choreosonic” here as “a portmanteau underscoring that choreography 

and sonicity, movement and sound, are inextricably linked and have to be thought together” (53). 

 
40 Pearl Primus was a contemporary of Balanchine and Dunham’s and another pioneer in dance anthropology in the 

African diaspora. 

 
41 Morrison defines “Blacksound” as the sonic compliment to Blackface minstrelsy that pulls from real and 

imagined performances of people racialized as black and serves as the foundation for American popular music (7). 

 
42 Hebblethwaite explains, “The Rada and Gede Rites are building blocks of the Sèvis Ginen (Ginen Service) 

system, which incorporates twenty-one rites, each the expression of unique African religious traditions. The Sèvis 

Ginen traditions are a kind of Vodou “school” where the oungan ason and manbo ason (male or female priests of the 

shaker) teach, initiate, guide, and worship. Sèvis Ginen is one of several streams in Vodou, but it is the most studied, 

offering significant sources for this project” (4). 

 
43 For more on this see, Juan Caraval, La Zarabanda; Goldberg, Sonidos Negros; Locke, “Songs and Dance-Types;” 

Reynolds, The Musical Heritage of Al- Andalus, esp. 231. 

 
44 Deren explains the role of sexuality in death and trickster figures, “Ghede’s [sic] unfailing discernment of 

attitudes toward sexuality accounts, I believe, for the sexual emphasis, which visitors have found in Voudoun [sic], 

for nothing will more quickly provoke Ghede’s appearance and his defiant, overt obscenities than the presence of 

white visitors, particularly those of Puritan tradition. Sexual obscenity and the breaking of taboos is characteristic of 

the death figure in many mythologies, including that of the American Indians” (103). 

 
45 I have asked former DTH dancers, scholars, and custodians of Mitchell’s legacy Theara Ward, Judy Tyrus, and 

Homer Bryant about Agon’s possible inclusion of Haitian dances and none of them had been made aware of it 

though all of them knew about Balanchine’s collaborations with Dunham. 

 
46 The exploration of gender and sexuality in Agon is explored more in depth by Banes in “Modern Ballet.”  

 
47 Animal parts, cooking utensils, and gemstones are all examples of various sub-scripts of broader “scripts of 

blackness” that establish the bases of many of our twentieth and twenty-first century stereotypes of Afro-diasporic 

people, including but not limited to commoditizing, diabolical, exclusionary, and infantilizing scripts of blackness 

that Ndiaye compiles in her comprehensive study. For more, see Scripts of Blackness. 

 
48 Capote seems to empathize with the plight of oppressed Haitians in this passage, “The Estimé government has 

passed a law which forbids promenading in the streets sans shoes: this is a hard, uneconomical ruling, and an 

uncomfortable one as well, especially for those peasants who must bring their produce to market afoot. But the 

government, now anxious to make the country more of a tourist attraction, feels that shoeless Haitians might depress 

this potential trade, that the poorness of the people should not be overt. By and large, however, Haitians are poor, 

but about this poverty there is none of that vicious, mean atmosphere which surrounds the poverty that demands a 

keeping- up of appearances. It always makes me rather wretched when some popular platitude proves true; still, it is 

a fact, I suppose that the most generous of us are those that have the lease to be generous with. Almost any Haitian 

who comes to call will conclude his visit by presenting you with a small, usually odd gift: a can of sardines, a spool 

of thread; but these gifts are given with such dignity and tenderness that, ah!  the sardines have swallowed pearls, 

the thread is purest silver” (62). 

 
49 Examples include the Code Noir of 1685, the Code Penál of 1835, the “rural codes” of 1916 (enforced by the U.S. 

Marines during America’s occupation of Haiti), the antebellum social relations between enslavers and the enslaved, 

and North American Jim Crow laws. For more, see Hartman’s “Seduction and Ruses of Power” and “Instinct and 

Injury” in Scenes of Subjection. For specifics on these kinds of laws in the Haitian context, see Hebblethwaite 28, 

and Gorelick 115–38. 
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50 For more on the Petwo ceremony that ignited the Haitian Revolution, see Deren 63, Joshua M. Hall 161, and 

Hebblethwaite 24-25. 

 
51 Bradley explains, “This is because black people do not properly have bodies, insofar as such ‘having’ is in fact a 

linguistic concealment of a terrible claim: both to the presumptive ontic status of normative personhood and to the 

regimes of property and propriety to which the metaphysics of individuation are inextricably bound. Rather, black 

people are no-bodies, given to an enfleshed existence which the body as racial apparatus can neither escape nor 

completely subsume, as flesh constitutes the body's very condition of (im)possibility. To speak of black embodiment 

is thus to approach the limits of phenomenology for which the 'black body' can only appear as a dissimulation. These 

dissimulations are the face of the continued expropriative and projective displacements of the body as racial 

apparatus” (87). 

 
52 Isabel Wilkerson informs us of the states that retained miscegenation laws within the twenty first century and how 

even they were won by a narrow margin, “Still, some states were slow to officially repeal their endogamy laws. 

Alabama, the last state to do so, did not throw out its law against intermarriage until the year 2000. Even then, 40 

percent of the electorate in that referendum voted in favor of keeping the marriage ban on the books” (111). 

 
53 “On May 17, 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education that segregated 

schools are ‘inherently unequal.’ In September 1957, as a result of that ruling, nine African-American students 

enrolled at Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. The ensuing struggle between segregationists and 

integrationists, the State of Arkansas and the federal government, President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Arkansas 

Governor Orval Faubus, has become known in modern American history as the ‘Little Rock Crisis.’ The crisis 

gained world-wide attention. When Governor Faubus ordered the Arkansas National Guard to surround Central 

High School to keep the nine students from entering the school, President Eisenhower ordered the 101st Airborne 

Division into Little Rock to ensure the safety of the ‘Little Rock Nine’ and that the rulings of the Supreme Court 

were upheld” (“Civil Rights: The Little Rock School Integration Crisis”). 

 
54 The racializing concept of “breaking the line” is beyond the scope of this study. But Howard helpfully explains it, 

“There has been much ado about the concept of ‘breaking the line’ of the corps de ballet with brown bodies, which 

are argued to distract from the uniformity of the corps in works like Swan Lake and Giselle. Often, for such ballets, 

white dancers are asked to “whiten” themselves even further. Hence, the browner the body, the bigger the break. It 

stands to reason that light-brown ballerinas would be aesthetically preferable. The function of the classical corps de 

ballet explains why black men do not fall prey to the color barrier: Men never stand in lines as swans, wilis or 

sylphs, so the depth of their brownness is never an issue in regards to the aesthetic of ‘classicism.’” (“Is Ballet 

‘Brown Bagging’ It”). In her interview with Lantz, Howard tells the story of former student of Balanchine’s School 

of American Ballet and DTH dancer, Llanchie Stevenson, “She's training, she's seeing her white colleagues get 

contracts, and her teacher asked, ‘Well, do you want me to ask Mr. Balanchine what he wants to do with you?’ And 

the teacher came back and said, ‘Well, you know, he's just not ready to break the line’” (Lantz 12-13). 

 
55 During this tour, Adams was injured so her understudy Allegra Kent performed with Mitchell (Kent et al., 

“Balanchine Foundation Interview” 15:00-19:00). 

 
56 The U.S. had several programs to send artists abroad as ambassadors for the country. NYCB’s tour of the Soviet 

Union “was part of the Soviet-American cultural exchange, arranged by the governments of the US and USSR as 

part of their Cold War strategies.” Anne Searcy helpfully reframes the North American understanding of this tour 

and the Soviet reception of NYCB by shifting the lens from North American perspectives that come from “the U.S.’ 

triumph in the Cold War” or “Balanchine’s development as a choreographer” (2:40-2:54). She states “American 

dance historians have taken Soviet praise of Balanchine as a repudiation of both the government and the arts of the 

USSR. But the tours’ reception is better understood as an exploration of Soviet sources and in the context of Soviet 

aesthetics.” These aesthetics were undergoing a major shift where people debated over “old and new styles of ballet” 

which Balanchine plays into with this quote (2:55-3:33). 

 
57 Clare Croft confirms Khrushchev’s attendance on opening night (65). 
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58 Similarly, Khrushchev also openly and controversially supported the prime minister of the newly independent 

Congo, Patrice Lumumba, who fought for the liberation of Congo from Belgian colonization. 

 
59 For more on ballet and orientalism see McCarren, One Dead at the Paris Opera Ballet; Chan and Chase, 

Banishing Orientalism; and Fisher, Nutcracker Nation. 

 
60 For more on orientalism, see Said, Orientalism; and al-Musawi, The Arabian Nights in Contemporary World 

Cultures. 

 
61 Here I include a brief lineage of NYCB’s casting men racialized as black and brown in Mitchell’s role: Mel 

Tomlinson (the first Black dancer chosen by Balanchine to inherit the role after Mitchell) (1981-87), Jock Soto 

(1981-2005), Albert Evans (1988-2010), Amar Ramasar (2000-22), and though not officially members of NYCB 

Donald Williams (DTH) guested with NYCB and performed the role in 2000 with Wendy Whelan, and Calvin 

Royal iii (American Ballet Theater) performed the role in Mitchell’s honor with Unity Phelan in 2017. Brenda 

Dixon Gottschild specifically mentions the tradition of casting Black men in Mitchell’s role in Black Dancing Body 

(200). There are many companies of many different ethnic and racial demographics that also perform this ballet that 

deserve their own study to see how these tensions play out in those contexts. 

 
62  For more, see Daniel 102, Goldberg 103-136, Hartman 112, and Juan Carvajal.  

 
63 For more on European court culture and the importance of the cosmos, geometry, and morality in the construction 

of dances and dance treatises see Jennifer Nevile’s chapter, “The early dance manuals and the structure of ballet” 

especially 14-17; her book, Eloquent Dancing Body, and her edited collection, Dance, Spectacle and the Body 

Politick, 1250-1750. 

 
64 Lwa/Loa- “Deity or deities of Haiti” (Deren 332). 

 
65 Deren defines a Société ss “An organization; the communal organization underlying a hounfor [sic]” (336). 

Hebblethwaite states that an ounfò/hounfor is “The temple” (18). According to Deren the ounfò  is a temple of a 

“Voudoun [sic] priest, including the paraphernalia of the service and understood to include the persons who serve 

there. When used in juxtaposition to peristyle, it means the actual altar chamber” (330). 

 
66 Deren states, “It is toward the achievement of this-toward the forcing open of the door to the source- that the 

entire structure of Voudoun [sic] is directed” (249). 

 
67 Miguel Valerio explains that this dialogue across religious systems happens across the African diaspora and 

argues that it was a result of the need to resist and survive colonial oppression through the retention of their 

indigenous customs while adapting to new ones. He asserts, “wherever there are slaves there is resistance,” and that 

this resistance came about simply by living and surviving under oppressive systems. He focuses particularly on the 

religious dialogues and fusions in Mexico, Brazil, and Cuba (15:20-36:00). 

 
68 For more see Dunham, “Dances of Haiti” 59 & 69; Divine Drumbeats, 11:00-12:00; and Daniel 108. 

 
69 Some of the naming practices of the dances and traditions serve as citations for where the various traditions come 

from. As we have seen the Rada comes from the Allada/Arada people and Gede from the Gedevi people etc. This 

also shines more light on the naming of the contredanse/carabinien as a dance from Europe that traveled to the 

Caribbean. 

 
70 I want to flag that when I use the word “elegant” and other such descriptors that are usually reserved for 

“Europeanist” aesthetics, I do not mean to imply that the typical associations that come to mind when one may think 

of “Africanist” dance forms are not elegant as well. My aim is to unlink a particular kind of elegance from a 

particular kind of restrictive hegemonic ideology. 

 
71 Gottschild explores Balanchine’s relationship to Dunham and its impact on his choreographic output in Digging 

the Africanist Presence in American Performance. 
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72 Strongman explains that the manifestation of the lwa in the devotee is not gender specific. Lwa of any gender can 

mount people of any gender. This manifestation is presented as “…a form of human sacramental copulation with the 

divine [and] renders them non-heteronormative…” (44). Yvonne Daniel seamlessly changes the gendered pronouns 

she uses when speaking of an oungan’s manifestation from the “male” identified lwa “Kuzen (Zaka)” to the 

“female” identified lwa Ezili. “He was now she, an Ezili with rosewater to share with everyone” (178). 

 
73 In Hebblethwaite, the laplas is described as a “master of ceremonies” (133). Deren defines the laplas as “An 

apprentice and assistant to the houngan” (331). 

 
74 Deren explains that, “In some regions a mambo [sic] is considered of lower rank than a houngan [sic] but when 

referred to in this book, it is as his equal. The word houngan is often used alone, for convenience in referring to 

priestly activities, but it should be understood that a mambo might also fulfill such ritual functions” (46). 

 
75 Castor argues, “that during the multiday international Ifá conference, this ancestral ritual laid the groundwork for 

a shared identity or spiritual ethnicity that in the moment privileged a shared imagined Yorùbá identity over other 

markers of difference” (71). 

 
76 See Covarrubias for entries on “compass” 228, “çambo” (zambo) 262, and çarabanda (zarabanda) 265. 
 
77 For more, see McGrady 39. 

 
78 For more, see “zambo” in the Diccionario de la lengua Española.  

 
79 Vershawn Ashanti Young coins “code meshing” as an alternative to “code switching” and states, “Code 

switching, from a linguistics perspective, is not translatin [sic] one dialect into another one. It’s blendin [sic] two or 

mo [sic] dialects, languages, or rhetorical forms into one sentence, one utterance, one paper.” He states that the 

pressure of Western racialized education has Black students and students who speak languages other than English 

“speak [the ‘standard’] way at school and a different way at home” (113-4). 
 
80 In her course on archival research that investigates the stories of Afro descendants and Indigenous communities 

across the Atlantic in early modernity, Margarita Lila Rosa explained that “Bellaco/ca/queo” means “scoundrel,” 

“rebellious,” “bellicose,” and “horny” and that it was particularly applied to people racialized as black and 

indigenous communities. I would like to thank Phillip Lorenz and Miguel Angel Blanco Martinez for their 

translation assistance. 

 
81 As they are named slightly differently in each cultural context and in different epochs the spellings in this 

dissertation will reflect those specific contexts. The French Sarabande refers to the seventeenth century context, the 

Spanish Zarabanda refers to the sixteenth century context that ties to sub-Saharan African, Muslim, and Indigenous 

American populations in early modern Spanish documents, and the Afro-Cuban Sarabanda refers to the diasporic 

dance that predates the sixteenth century Spanish documentation of the dance that continues to be done today by 

practitioners of the Palo Monte Mayombe religion, and the name Sarabanda refers to the sacred entity for which the 

Sarabanda song and dance are performed. The Banda dance and ritual that Holder bases his “Banda” choreography 

on is the Haitian iteration of the Afro-Cuban Sarabanda. 

 
82 For more see Juan Carvajal, La Zarabanda; K. Goldberg, Sonidos Negros; Locke 101–36; and Reynolds 231 on 

the Zarabanda’s diasporic, Moorish, and Morisco associations as well as the prohibitions that contain them. 

 
83 For more see Dunham 10, 55 & 59.  

 
84 For more see Bettelheim 37; Gundaker 175; and MacGaffey 254–255. 

 
85 For more see Juan Carvajal; Goldberg; Locke. 101–136; Reynolds 231. 

 
86 For more see Deren 61-70 esp 65; and Dunham 1. 
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87 To trace this thread of the Western pre-occupation with embodied geometries, see Kant. 

 
88 The use of the term “Baroque” in this study does not fully engage the complexity of this word, as it is beyond the 

scope of this research. I employ this term specifically in relation to the research of Helen Hills that analyzes the 

Baroque as a complex mode of artmaking that has bases in specific periods, but cannot be confined to 

periodization. Monika Kaup’s assertion that the Baroque could be viewed with the same critical lens as that of New 

World Baroque, and Neobaroque scholarship that highlights the practices of appropriation, absorption, and 

colonizing/anti-colonial resistance in each is also of principal concern in this analysis. Hills and Kaup both rely on 

the research of Walter Benjamin’s use of Baroque allegory as a tool that criticizes modern notions of progress, and 

Gilles Deleuze’s view of the Baroque as a creative principle that is a timeless mode of engaging a complex world 

with his view of “The Fold.” 

 
89 De Lavallade, most often associated with modern dance as a pioneer of the form, is significant to this study as 

well, as during her singular career as a soloist that was highly trained in various techniques (Modern, Ballet, Afro- 

diasporic dances and others) and performed across various genres and media (Broadway, film, and concert stages) 

de Lavallade was placed in a unique position as a highly sought-after performer and collaborator. She was invited to 

dance in Flowers after Balanchine’s departure from the production by Herbert Ross. Though she wasn’t included in 

the musical during the time Balanchine was involved she happened to possess the physical proportions and 

aesthetics that would become synonymous with Balanchine’s works that scholars like Mathilde Butkas and others 

trace to Balanchine’s early career collaborations with Josephine Baker, a collaborator and mentor of de Lavallade 

and Holder. 

 
90 For more on the dynamic and inextricable exchanges between mainstream and marginalized/racialized 

choreographers and the various styles that were exchanged see Kraut, Choreographing Copywright; Manning, 

Modern Dance Negro Dance, and Perpener, African-American Concert Dance. 

 
91 For more on the influence of Boscoe Holder’s work on that of his younger brother Geoffrey Holder see Carmen 

and Geoffrey, and Dunning. 

 
92 The scope of this chapter does not permit me to fully unpack the complexities around this term “authenticity” and 

its application to the various choreographers listed above. 

 
93 For more see Goldberg. 

 
94 I explore the Islamic branch of this dance in my chapter “Ballet as Artistic and Scientific Inquiry.” For an 

extensive study of the Islamic connection to the Zarabanda see Juan Carvajal. 

 
95 For more see Jones 61; and Cohen 2977-2987. 
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