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Christopher Floyd Danowski 

The Medium and the Message:  
Afro-Cuban Trance and Western Theatrical Performance 

Abstract 

The Medium and the Message investigates the incorporation of Afro-Cuban 
trance techniques in Western theatrical performance. Through art practice and 
research, I am asking two questions: how do performers, trained in Western 
theatrical contexts, articulate their experience with Afro-Cuban trance 
techniques? And how can my research methodologies illuminate the inherent 
intercultural tensions in ways that are productive for performance practitioners 
and theorists? To answer these questions, I created four new works of theatrical 
performance where I developed a method for performers, utilizing Afro-Cuban 
rituals adapted for non-practitioners. Working toward a phenomenological 
understanding of what is happening when a performer incorporates a 
character, I drew on the ritual knowledge of trance possession in Lukumí and 
Palo Monte in order to examine how ontologies might speak to each other in 
artistic practice. I also served as advisor for the creation of a fifth work in order 
to test the method outside of my studio. I constructed a studio practice 
methodology, called kanga (from the Bantu for tying and untying), using three 
methods based on aspects of Afro-Cuban ritual, and modified for performance 
contexts: spell, charm, and trance. This methodology enacts and complicates 
distinctions between performance and ritual, serving as a contribution to 
respectful and responsible intercultural performance practices. My research-led 
practice includes autobiographical writing and auto-ethnography under a 
phenomenological research methodology that uses three methods for data 
collection: formal recorded interviews, video footage of the studio work, and 
regular rehearsal debriefings. The overall methodology, bridging theory and 
practice, is bricoleur, drawing from ethnography, psychoanalytic theory, and 
phenomenology. Both research and studio work led to the articulation of a 
state of consciousness in performance that I call hauntological. This borrows 
from Derrida (1994: 10) but is redefined to refer to a state of being where 
reality is co-constituted by the living and the dead, where ancestral spirits are 
invoked to do the work once reserved for characters. Finally, this led to the 
construction of a creative artifact called The Ghost Lounge, an art work that 
evokes a hauntological state of consciousness in the viewer. 
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Introduction: 
____________________________________________________ 

Performance on the Kalunga Line 

Origins 

 A theatre which, abandoning psychology, recounts the extraordinary, puts on  
 the stage natural conflicts, natural and subtle forces, and which presents itself  
 first of all as an exceptional force of redirection. A theatre which produces  
 trances. (Sontag, 1976: 259) 

 This ‘mysterious power which everyone senses and no philosopher explains’ is,  
 in sum, the spirit of the earth. (Lorca, 1998: 49) 

 For The Medium and the Message, I tested performance in altered states 

of consciousness, drawing on techniques from the Afro-Cuban systems Lukumí 

and Palo Monte (of which I am an initiate), and modifying them for performers 

who have training in Western theatrical traditions. At its roots, this investigation 

concerns ontological differences, and how these differences might generate 

something out of conversation and collision. Through such conversations and 

collisions, I found ways of making intercultural work.  

 I began with a concept: that the character inhabits the performer, in a way 

that is similar to how an ancestor or spirit inhabits the medium. I created four 

new works of live performance, where I wrote the text and acted as the ritual 

guide. I also served as director for two of these works, and performed in two. 

This led to the development of Kanga, a performance methodology where the 

performer is accessing character through ritual processes derived  
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from Lukumí and Palo Monte. There was also a fifth work, for which I served as  

a ritual consultant, in order to test the methodology in contexts where there 

might not be an initiate present.  

 The thesis title alludes to McLuhan’s The Medium is the Message (1996), 

and his notion that ‘all media are extensions of some human faculty—psychic 

or physical’ (1996: 26). In this case, there is a play on words, where medium 

signifies the intervening substance, the tool that translates a form from one 

state to another, and the spiritual medium as the intervening subject that 

translates the words of the dead to the living (and vice versa). Further, I am 

pointing out in the title that the act of mediumship is a message, but it is not 

the message. There is a tendency to get caught up in the formalities of 

mediumship (Is this real? Are there invisible strings?) rather than pay attention 

to the message (What are the spirits telling us?).  

 The origins of this project came from a number of different threads. I had 

been acting for a few years when I was fourteen, and was becoming fascinated 

with Jungian psychology. My mom thought I would get something out of 

taking a workshop with her. This workshop was given by Robert Johnson, a 

psychotherapist, who had written a couple of books, He and She (1977) and 

was teaching on Active Imagination. This was a method Johnson had 

developed through Jungian concepts for accessing one’s active archetypes 

through meditation and spontaneous writing. I started to write, thoughts and 

energies taking the form of characters. Through high school and into my 

sophomore year in college, I started spending less time on stage, and more 

 2
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time in my room, writing in notebooks. When I was on stage I saw things, and 

when I was writing I heard voices. 

 A couple of years later my friend Todd Hetherington was teaching me 

past-life regression hypnosis. When he hypnotized me for the first time, I felt 

like I was simultaneously completely relaxed and performing. I was seeing 

things and talking about them, and I was also observing myself talking about 

them, criticizing my own performance as if I were playing a role. I was in two 

places at once. Later, Todd taught me how to hypnotize others. I would 

sometimes practice on my friends at parties, and I seemed to have a knack for 

it. I decided to try these hypnotic techniques on myself when I was acting. I 

was playing the role of Danforth in Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, his critique of 

the McCarthy hearings through the metaphor of the Salem witch trials. The role 

seemed to come effortlessly and the world of the play had a peculiar clarity, 

which, frankly, scared me.  

 There was a confluence of events in 2008. I had just been initiated as an 

Olorisha of Obatala in the Lukumí tradition. The year following the ceremony is 

called the yaboraje, when you are considered to be a newborn. You have to 

dress in white from head to foot for the year. There are a number of other 

prohibitions including no going out at night, no exposure to wind or rain, 

eating all meals seated on the floor with a spoon, and no looking into mirrors. 

The mirrors were interesting to me, because I was starting to read Jacques 

Lacan’s theories of the mirror in relation to the birth of self-consciousness 

(Lacan, 1991b: 223–224), and saw that despite different cultural contexts, there 
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were parallels in conception. I was experiencing what Lacan was describing, 

and I was not sure if anyone had ever made the connection before. 

 I was not the first, however. I was on the phone one morning, having 

called Folk Cuba, an online botánica run by David Brown, PhD. His book 

Santeria Enthroned was recently published, and I was intimidated by his 

knowledge of the tradition. I was ordering things that are not easy to find in 

Phoenix, and we started to chat. When I told him I was in my yaboraje, he 

made the casual comment that I was in a Lacanian pre-mirror phase. I was not 

sure I had heard correctly, so I asked him to clarify. He talked about how he and 

a friend of his in the religion were theorizing about Lacan’s mirror, as a 

metaphor for the birth of consciousness, and how yawos (the title given to 

initiates in their first year) are considered to be in the early stages of a new 

consciousness. 

 I hung up feeling dizzy. So it wasn’t just me. These are ontologies that 

seem entirely disconnected, but something about the mirror speaks to both in 

a similar way. That began a journey that has taken a few twists and turns since 

then. The ontologies do not necessarily fit together comfortably, but they do 

have something to say to each other. 

 This written document, The Ghost Lounge (the video that accompanies 

this thesis, serving as both demonstration of documentation and art object), 

and the studio works are all part of an artistic research agenda whose subject is 

consciousness. Consciousnesses, like ideas, seem to run on parallel train tracks, 

and occasionally they intersect in (to me) surprising ways. I don’t think the 

 4



 Introduction: Performance on the Kalunga Line

intersections would be surprising to African gods, who have already seen it all 

anyway, and have already had an eternity to meditate on the texts that the 

mirror produces, reflects, distorts, and hides. When texts like these intersect, 

I’m prone to following the point of intersection as if it were a flashing light, 

trying to get my attention, and this one still hasn’t stopped flashing. 

Methodology 

 The Medium and the Message analyzes the subjective experience of  

Afro-Cuban trance in theatrical performance. Through art practice and 

research, I am asking two questions: how do performers, trained in Western 

theatrical contexts, articulate their experience with Afro-Cuban trance 

techniques? And how can my research methodologies illuminate the inherent 

intercultural tensions in ways that are productive for performance practitioners 

and theorists? The first question relates to different cultural perspectives, 

modes of being in the world, or ontology. The second relates to these 

ontologies in dialogue, focusing on the inherent intercultural tension 

embedded and enacted in performance practice. In some ways, the first relates 

to art practice and the second relates to research findings, but the relations are 

not simple. They do not stay in their own places for very long. There is, then, a 

methodology for the studio practice, and a methodology for my research 

findings, and a methodology that guides both of these.  

 5
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 The overall methodology, bridging theory and practice, is bricoleur. 

Following Lévi-Strauss, magic and science are ‘two parallel modes of acquiring 

knowledge’ (1966: 13), and the bricoleur’s methods serve for examining 

phenomena that leave their traces in structures of consciousness. The bricoleur  

draws from a variety of methods with the guiding philosophy to use ‘whatever 

is at hand’ (1966: 17). Within this, there are three methods: ethnography 

(drawing on rituals and beliefs of the practitioners of Lukumí and Palo Monte), 

psychoanalysis (drawing on Lacanian theories of Freud’s conscious and 

unconscious), and phenomenology (drawing on the subjective experience of 

the participants in terms of how they relate to their worlds). Again following 

Lévi-Strauss, these methods are in the social and collective consciousness, 

‘sub-sets of the culture’ (1966: 19) used to ‘enrich the stock or to maintain it 

with the remains of previous constructions or deconstructions’ (1966: 17). 

These are methods already at hand with which to study phenomena related to 

consciousness.  

 Part of my impulse for this work is to chase, or at least track, ghosts in 

some way. At first, I thought I might capture a ghost on video, in the moment 

before or after inhabiting the performer. After some reflection, I realized that I 

was not actually looking for a feather of proof, to determine whether a 

haunting was objectively verifiable, but instead determining if there is 

something in the experience of being inhabited that is articulable, and 

repeatable. I still wanted to track ghosts, but to track them through the traces 

in the structures of consciousness when a performer is perceiving ghosts. 

 6
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Tracking the structures of consciousness is the stuff of phenomenology, which 

has served to guide my research. A phenomenological approach allows for the 

expression of the performer’s subjective experience as a means of 

communicating an image of the world. In this case, the world under 

examination is not singular, but is, like the train station, a place of intersecting 

ontologies. I use three methods for data collection: formal recorded interviews 

(where I interview the participants who performed in my studio work, as well as 

ritual practitioners of African diasporic religion), video footage (from studio 

practice, in rehearsal and performance), and debriefings (through formal 

sessions with the performers after meditations). Questions about 

phenomenology and performance are woven throughout the chapters, 

beginning with a phenomenology of character, and finally leading to a 

mapping of interiority based in Lacanian concepts.  

 In the studio, the performer participants had Western performance 

training, and would be working with ritual techniques whose origins are in a 

traditional earth religion. This led to the studio practice methodology, called 

Kanga, which is of my own construction. I used three methods—spell, charm, 

and trance—based on aspects of Afro-Cuban ritual, and modified for 

performance contexts. Spell, charm, and trance worked together to help 

performers with Western training enter a space that was ontologically 

unfamiliar. It also had to be safe and appropriate for outsiders to these ritual 

traditions (and importantly, outsiders who were not interested in becoming 

insiders). There were other methods in use throughout the studio work, with 
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autobiographical writing to serve as a map for my own inner territory (since I 

understood that by putting performers under a spell, I would also be under its 

influence), a practice-led approach (to appropriately construct performance 

works based on the individuals’ and group’s needs throughout the evolution of 

the five studio projects) and auto-ethnography (drawing on my ritual 

knowledge and consultations with my ritual elders in order to construct a 

performance methodology that was both appropriate for the performer and 

respectful to the secrecy of the ritual practices).  

 Research and studio work led to the articulation of a state of 

consciousness in performance that I call hauntological. This term’s roots come 

from Derrida’s Spectres of Marx, to refer to an ontological state where ‘one can 

never distinguish between the future-to-come and the coming back of a 

spectre’ (1994: 35). Here, the spectre is Marx’s influence on European thought, 

invoking a state of being on the dividing line between ghost and actual, where 

the ghost is that which has not been, or is no longer realized. This dividing line 

‘ought to be crossed, like utopia itself, by a realization, that is, by a 

revolution’ (Derrida, 1994: 35). In Martin Hagglund’s reading, the spectre is not 

exactly present, but exists between spaces of no longer and not yet (2008: 82). 

Mark Fisher follows this line, writing that the no longer exists in the present as a 

repetition, and the not yet is present as an anticipation (Fisher, 2012: 19). For 

Andrew Gallix, hauntology, ‘itself haunted by a nostalgia for all our lost futures’, 

extends naturally into art, where ‘works of art are haunted, not only by the 

ideal forms of which they are imperfect instantiations, but also by what escapes 
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representation’ (Gallix, 2011). The performer is in a present moment that is 

haunted by the ghosts of the no longer (who come back to occupy the 

performer’s consciousness), and the not yet (who come with news from the past 

to be used in the present for the future). In many cases the messages are 

personal, carried in the moment in private communication between the 

performer and the haunting spirit, and in this way they resist and refuse 

representation. I am redefining hauntology to include ghosts in a more literal 

sense, referring to a state of being where reality is co-constituted by the living 

and the dead. My thinking through this concept resulted in the construction of 

a creative artifact called The Ghost Lounge, an artwork that evokes a way of 

being centered in hauntology. This artwork is included in my thesis, and there 

will be further instructions for viewing in later chapters. 

Selection and Safeguards 

 The performer participants were nineteen individuals performing over the 

course of the five studio works (called, collectively, Monsters of the Sea, or 

MOTS). They were, for MOTS 1–4: Liana O’Boyle, Julio Cesar-Saucedo, 

Jonathan Hernandez, Jamie Hendricks, Osiris Cuen, Grace Daniels, Kerin 

Ashley Martinez, Heather Lee Harper, Joseph Von Frechen, Seth Scott, 

Stephen Kass, Beth May, and Bethanne Abramovich; and, for MOTS5: Zach 

Ragatz, Shannon Phelps, Kevin Wathey, Evan Carson, Nikko Thomas, and 

Adam Mendez, Jr. The common denominator for all of them was their 
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connection to university theatrical performance training in the southwestern 

United States. For MOTS5, the performers were cast by the director, Jake Jack 

Hylton, and for MOTS1–4, I selected the performers based on either previous 

experience, or professional recommendations as artists who had Western 

training and interest in non-Western practices. 

 For the practitioners, I chose Robert Johnson (not to be confused with the 

psychotherapist of the same name), my godfather in Lukumí, because of his 

background in theater and theology, and his initiatory knowledge of Lukumí (he 

was initiated, or crowned, in Cuba and has been practicing for more than 

twenty years), and Isis Costa McElroy, professor of Brazilian literature at Ohio 

State University, because of her background knowledge of Candomblé (the 

sister religion to Lukumí in Brazil), and her initiatory knowledge of Lukumí as an 

initiate in the United States. I also included Gavin Russom, because of his 

knowledge as an artist-practitioner. He is a child of Oshun, and an 

experimental electronic musician, whose knowledge helped me to negotiate 

the territory where art and spirituality intersect. I also interviewed my colleague 

Carla Melo, a performance artist and professor currently living in Canada, who 

grew up in Brazil within the Umbanda tradition (with spiritist practices that 

include ancestor possession).  

 There were safeguards in place, designed in conjunction with the Ethical 

Standards committee at Plymouth University. Confidentiality and disclosure 

standards applied to both groups, and safeguards for performance practices 

applied only to the performers. They were informed at the outset that there 
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was a possibility that they might enter a deeper state of trance. There were two 

safety precautions in place: there were always two performers not participating, 

and I checked in at every level of the encounter, to receive confirmation that 

they wished to continue. Other ethical standards in place included informed 

consent, openness and honesty in regard to my research findings, the right to 

withdraw at any stage, protection from physical and psychological harm, 

debriefings, and confidentiality standards following the protocols of the Data 

Protection Act.  

Audience and Contribution 

 This thesis contains methods and methodologies for practitioners and 

scholars of theater and performance whose work is primarily intercultural. The 

thesis is also a contribution to the ongoing dialogue in performance studies 

concerning ritual and performance, especially in relation to ritual practices in 

non-Western cultures, or in situations of cultural collision. There are aspects of 

auto-ethnographic practice, psychoanalytic theory, and phenomenology of the 

performer’s experience, but its primary contribution is toward filling a need in 

university performer training for its innovative conception and methods for 

understanding and creating character.  
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Organization 

 The first chapter, ‘A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror’, gives the 

reader background and context for Lukumí (more commonly known as 

Santería) and Palo Monte, the Afro-Cuban systems from which the ritual 

methods are drawn. I provide historical context for these African diasporic 

traditions, as they have moved from western and central Africa into the 

Americas and beyond. There is discussion of their belief systems, and details of 

my own involvement and position within these traditions. I give background on 

the rituals, centered around a discussion of ritual (vs. performance). There is a 

conceit to this chapter in the form of a play, introducing a multiplicity of voices 

that will occur throughout.  

 Chapter Two, ‘Of Methods and Mediums’, gives background on theater 

and performance training in universities in the United States, with some 

discussion of the distinctions peculiar to the Southwest. I continue the 

discussion of performance and ritual, centered on the performance side of the 

equation. I discuss performer training in relation to the phenomenology of 

character, and move to the application of ritual techniques to performers with 

Western training. This necessitates a discussion of ethics and interculturality in 

the application of ritual practices to performance.  

 In Chapter Three, ‘The Monster Contexts’, I give background on my 

studio work. I discuss the history and contexts for my work, including my 
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practice lineage in relation to experimental theater and performance practices, 

with a history of my education and experience with intercultural work. This 

leads to a discussion of the studio practice for this study, focusing on 

performance styles, presentation modes, and a discussion of the enchanted 

relationship between text and performance in my practice. 

 Chapter Four, ‘The Monsters’, offers detailed information on each of the 

five studio works. It is, like the first chapter, based on a conceit. This conceit is 

the theater program, where the director and dramaturg offer background 

information on the performances. In this case, the directors are the Rehearsal 

Director, Dramaturg, Director and/or Writer, Ritual Director, Sacred Technician, 

and Artistic Director.  

 The results chapter, ‘The Archive in Trance-Lation’, begins with a fuller 

discussion of the research methodology. This is followed by my findings, 

arranged according to categories (ancestors, seeing things, hearing things, 

mirror, trance, and character). From this, I develop a description of the 

performers’ common experience in working under the Kanga method. This 

leads to a return to research questions, which results in a model for performer 

training using the Kanga method.  

 In Chapter Six, ‘Through the Looking Glass’, I guide the reader through 

The Ghost Lounge, the video documentation that serves as the final art object 

(included on a thumb drive with this document). I organize this guide using the 

Kanga method, to demonstrate how I used Kanga to create documentation 

that also serves as an artifact and art object. Then I offer my final analysis of the 
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practice and theory in this project. Finally, there is discussion of hauntology, a 

concept that serves as the culmination of the discussion of the phenomenology 

of character, as applied to ritual practices in performance contexts, drawing on 

the psychoanalytic theories of Jacques Lacan to point toward a performance 

state that occupies two ontologies at once. This is followed by a conclusion 

discussing flaws, original contribution to knowledge, and areas of future 

research. 

 The appendices include transcripts of performer and practitioner 

interviews, interview questions, the Sorcerer’s Notebook (my field notes and 

auto-ethnographic writings that were formalized as the Kanga method), 

performance texts, the transcript of the spoken word text in The Ghost 

Lounge, and the bibliography. There are further details and explanations within 

the text when the reader is referred to these appendices.  

 Now that the reader has some background on the studio work, the nature 

of the research, and something about the research questions, I start with  

Afro-Cuban ritual practice, and the tension between ritual and performance. 

My favorite metaphor for intercultural work is the train station, where multiple 

tracks cross and converge. This thesis begins there, in a place in between 

ontologies, where ritual and performance intersect, run parallel, always 

affecting each other and sometimes crashing into each other, as a conversation 

between the medium and the message.  
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Chapter One: 
____________________________________________________ 

A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror 

 My work is largely centered in intercultural concerns and involves some 

migration between one worldview and another (often through religious 

systems that shape these worldviews). I occupy different subject positions at 

different times. I come from an ethnic background that migrated to the United 

States from Europe, and my research and spiritual interests are in  

African-derived Caribbean religions as practiced in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the 

U.S. I am initiated into two of these (Lukumí and Palo Monte). I am, ritually 

speaking, an insider, and culturally speaking, an outsider (what C. Lynn Carr, 

sociology professor and Lukumí scholar, terms a cultural newcomer; Carr, 2015: 

27). This sometimes creates confusion on the part of outsiders to these 

traditions. This is particularly acute in ritual situations, when I sometimes have 

more ritual knowledge and less cultural knowledge than others. Like most 

people I know, I am often playing multiple roles at once, and often in ritual 

situations. 

 In my research and practice for this project, I have played many roles. In 

the playing, I found that the discordances as well as the correspondences in 

the roles have produced questions and tensions that have served to further the 

work. I explain these questions and tensions throughout this thesis in the form  

15 



Chapter One: A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror

of a dramatic text. In this text, I inhabit the roles that I find myself playing most 

frequently, enabling me to establish my subject positions, as they emerge in 

different contexts, and allow the sometimes-contradictory positions to exist 

simultaneously. I am giving names to these subject positions, taking on their 

points of view as if they were individual characters, and allowing them speak to 

each other. This chapter is a conversation between these subject positions, as I 

now explain. 

 In the name of establishing a central authority through which the reader 

can enter this world, it is the Ritual Director who speaks for me in the voice I 

am using now. This Ritual Director serves three purposes: it is a narrative 

strategy (assuming one central voice that does not claim to be objective), a 

philosophical position (maintaining that there are contradictions and 

correspondences within any subjectivity, but also claiming a space from which 

to speak), and a reinforcement of a theme (persona, character, spirits of the 

dead are subject positions that can be consciously inhabited). In any place in 

the text where I do not designate the speaker by character name, the reader 

should assume that it is my persona as Ritual Director who is speaking. 

 Besides the Ritual Director, there are three other prominent voices: the 

Artistic Director, the Dramaturg, and the Director of the Psyche. Each of these 

represents a particular way of knowing. The Artistic Director experiences the 

world through a subjective, and at times even narcissistic, lens. This voice 

knows through autobiographical reflection, understands through metaphor, 

and has tendencies to come to conclusions prematurely. There is something 
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naive about the persona, to be sure, but in the naïveté there is an ability to 

make important leaps. The Dramaturg represents knowing through archival 

documentation. This persona appears to assume elitist and Eurocentric cultural 

positions, but is actually desperately seeking to develop a system of applying 

academic rigor to contexts that consistently escape the traditional methods of 

capture. The Director of the Psyche sees the field of human interaction as 

various distortions of consciousness, and sees Western psychoanalytic tradition 

as another distortion. The Director of the Psyche was born from an 

experimental tradition of performance engaged in questions of representation, 

presence, and projection, and sees things through a Lacanian lens.  

 This chapter introduces the reader to the nuances of the argument, 

through distinct voices before they become subsequently more tangled. Each 

persona represents different frameworks and concerns; occasionally they 

overlap nicely, and often they clash uncomfortably. 

 One of the productive tensions throughout this thesis is between ritual 

and performance, and this has proven to be a creative and generative space. 

The field of performance studies has, from the beginning, interrogated this 

tension (Schechner, 1988: 152), as the tension itself is often balanced on 

assumptions that pose performance as a Western mode, and ritual as  

non-Western. These assumptions stem, arguably, from colonial binarisation 

(Abimbola and Hallen, 1993: 213), but there are productive questions 

embedded in the tension: how do cultural assumptions limit the experience for 

spectator and participant? Do such binary frameworks limit the ability to 
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observe how the modes might be speaking to each other? Who determines 

what is Western, non-Western, ritual, and performance? I am exploring the 

tension in the first two chapters in terms of weight and emphasis, so Chapter 

One has an emphasis on ritual, and Chapter Two emphasizes performance, 

with the understanding that the distinction between the two may be more 

acute in theory than in practice. By allowing for the possibility of multiple 

subject positions at once, the question of distinction and the possibility of 

resolution fade into the background, and there emerges a space that is 

potentially haunted. 
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(PROLOGUE: There are sounds of 
dogs circling outside, howling a little, 
whining a little, and they continue to 
gather throughout the conversation:)

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Let’s start by introducing ourselves, very briefly, I hope. I am the Ritual 
Director. In the art practice, in the documentation, and in the thesis writing, I 
am speaking as an initiate in Lukumí and Palo Monte.

DRAMATURG
I am the Dramaturg, and I am in charge of citations and clarity of argument. In 
lieu of footnotes, you have me.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
How very Harvard.

DRAMATURG
My task, as I see it, is to keep everyone in line. To make sure you don’t start 
relying on hearsay, I am always checking for substantiation. I am the unpopular 
kid here.

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
I live in metaphor. Artistic Director. This is me. I am a dog, waking up, 
wondering why I am surrounded by cats, and how we will never understand 
each other’s language.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
I am the Director of the Psyche. Ever since I was a little kid, I’ve been curious 
about what happens to people when they pretend to be someone else. Like the 
Ritual Director, I have been inside ritual spaces. Unlike the Ritual Director, I do 
not still live in ritual spaces. I think it is impossible to live in them, and I also 
think the need for ritual cannot be satisfied by ritual, and this lack is what 
makes Western performance so interesting to me.

DRAMATURG
I’m going to need sources here.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Can you all give the Dramaturg all your books on Lacan now? It gives him 
something to do while I talk about Afro-Cuban religion.
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DRAMATURG
I love books. 

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
(to RITUAL DIRECTOR.)

You’re tricky.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
I want to mention something before we begin, concerning citation specifically. 
What we’re talking about here, in relation to these traditions but particularly to 
trance, is a reflection of research through printed material, and also reflects 
what I’ve learned in conversations with elders and practitioners. Some of these 
conversations were conducted during formal interviews for this research, but 
many of these conversations came from relationships formed during ritual 
practices over years of experience. These are initiatory traditions, and also 
primarily oral traditions. Some of the things I know, and perhaps even most of 
them, ritually speaking, resist academic citation, and I imagine this is for 
obvious reasons. Elders pass along information from their elders. This is part of 
a worldview where we live in a continuum of the living, the dead, the 
not-yet-born. We know things because the dead have passed them along. We 
share the knowledge in ceremonial practice to enrich the lives of the living, in 
order to preserve this knowledge for the next generations. Knowledge is passed 
along in ritual contexts, and these things are recorded or documented in their 
own ways, according to particular epistemological traditions. 

For five years I studied and read books and articles on these traditions, 
practicing in a Lukumí house where the community was far apart, and so much 
of my initial learning was through books and electronic conversations. I left the 
house eventually and continued to practice on my own for a few years. I 
discovered that one does not get very far without a community in this tradition. 
A few years later I met Robert Johnson, who became my godfather. He was 
academically trained in world religion, but he taught me that in these 
traditions, the learning happens through ritual experience. It was when I 
started to work with my hands, in communities of other practitioners, that I 
experienced magic, and this magic turned out to be knowledge. This suggests 
that a great deal of what I have to share comes from these experiences, and 
there should be a way of citing this. This is a lack in academic tradition. This 
ritual knowledge comes from a long line of ancestors, and in a sense, every 
practitioner has a bibliography of ancestors they carry with them in their 
initiatory line. This is a list of names, called the moyuba, and although I 
wouldn’t be comfortable with that list in print, I need to mention that I am 
speaking because of them, whenever I am speaking about ritual things. When I 
am citing the living, from formal interviews, as well as references in print, these 
follow the usual academic standards and conventions. 

 20



Chapter One: A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
In other words, there are ghosts here.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Um, duh. 

(SCENE 1: LUKUMÍ.)

RITUAL DIRECTOR
’Performance is ritual, and ritual is performance’ (Abimbola, 1998). I begin with 
this quote, because it helps to center my thoughts in a particular context. This 
was in 1998, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, when I was receiving Ori from Dr. 
Wande Abimbola, the Awise for the Yoruba. The title Awise means that he is a 
high Babalawo who serves as an intermediary between Yoruba religion in 
Nigeria and Yoruba-descended practices outside Nigeria. In Yoruba religious 
structure he is the final authority on Ifa in Africa and the New World. 

DRAMATURG
There is some unpacking to be done with all of this.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
There are many knots to untie, yes. I will explain them all, but first, the context 
of the quote. Dr. Abimbola was reciting from the odu Ifa, a body of knowledge 
that is passed down orally among high priests. It is composed of 256 primary 
verses (and countless secondary verses, as it is always expanding), and this 
makes up the traditional cosmological knowledge of the Yoruba people, and 
those who follow their principles in the diaspora. 

When he said, ‘Performance is ritual, and ritual is performance’, he had just 
finished a long recitation of the odu that came up for me on that occasion. The 
recitation took some time, as he recalled and recited many secondary verses. 
The experience was one where I felt otherworldly, and at the same time 
seduced by the power of his oratory. This ritual was a performance, opening up 
the present to traditional knowledge. 

When I am talking about these ritual, cosmological, and religious systems, I am 
using the word traditional to refer to the ritual practices, and not the systems 
themselves. ‘Traditional’, when used to describe these systems, has negative 
connotations because it necessarily implies an opposition to modern, even 
though it replaces the more negative ‘primitive’ (Hallen and Sodipo, 1986: 6). 
Instead, I am specifying the system as either Yoruba, or Yoruba-descended or !
-derived. To complicated matters, there is a system in the United States that 
calls itself ATR, for African Traditional Religion, a term they use to describe 
themselves. For the record, I am not ATR, but Lukumí. 
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I am a priest of Obatala in the Lukumí tradition. Lukumí, or Santería, comes 
from the West African Yoruba religion, ‘a religious tradition with millions of 
adherents in Africa and the Americas’ (Brandon, 1997: 1). It is also known as la 
Regla de la Ocha, or Ocha, among other terms. Santería is the most popular. 
Lucumí is a term that many practitioners use to describe themselves, although 
more recently there is a return to the orthography of the late 19th century, 
spelling it Lukumí. Using this word instead of Santería means that the 
practitioner is separating himself from the association Santería has with 
Catholic saints, signifying a practice that is more African, but still retaining 
Cuban variants and innovations. So the term itself is a philosophical alignment 
with African origins as well as with the ancestors in Cuba. The word itself has 
ancestors embedded in it (Palmié, 2013: 271, n. 7).

Santería is referred to as a syncretic religion, where the pantheon of African 
spirits was syncretized with the pantheon of Catholic saints, because of 
perceived shared attributes (Brandon, 1997: 76). But Santería is not simply a mix 
of African and Catholic beliefs. Early on in its development, it mixed with local 
indigenous beliefs, borrowed and shared with other African nations in Cuba, 
and later incorporated elements of spiritism, as brought to the New World by 
the French esotericist Allan Kardec (Brandon, 1997: 1–2).

The conflation of Orishas (Yoruba deities) with Catholic saints was not simply 
an exchange of metaphors. The metaphorical similarities signify an ongoing 
cultural conversation. David Brown uses the term ‘callaloo culture (a Caribbean 
culinary metaphor for mixture)’ (Brown, 2003: 5) to refer to this system as one 
that is in process rather than one that is already complete. Stephan Palmié uses 
similar culinary metaphors in describing it as a recipe that is continually 
changing. He points out that one of the most vital elements of Lukumí is its 
ability to adapt, by incorporating aspects of the traditions that might try to 
envelop it. In fact, he argues that Santería, as an objective field of study, is as 
easy to pin down as subatomic particles:

 If what we are studying were to be ‘a religion’, then what about all the statues of  
 Catholic saints, Buddhas, Indians, Dr. Gregorio Hernándezes, porcelain tigers,  
 K-Mart plastic dolls, or Masonic implements on the shrines of our interlocutors?  
 What of Allan Kardec’s Oraciones escogidas, flowers, and water on a shelf in  
 their living room, the nganga power-objects they keep hidden in a shed in the  
 backyard, the Spanish translations of the Egyptian Book of the Dead,  
 Nostradamus’s prophecies, Reiki-manuals, or indeed ethnographies of  
 Afro-Cuban religion that we might find on their bookshelves? Is all of this  
 ‘Santería’? And if yes, where does it begin or end? (Palmié, 2013: 3–4) 

Anyone who studies Santería ultimately influences the recipe in some way.

The Orisha, or Orishas (both can be considered plural) are spirits of nature, 
representing aspects of natural phenomena. Orisha is sometimes translated as 

 22



Chapter One: A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror

‘God’, but it’s not like the Judeo-Christian notion of God. They don’t operate 
the same way. Orishas are energies of nature, and there are multiple bridges to 
communicate with them. One can worship with images and candles, but one 
can also worship by bathing in a river, dancing, becoming possessed, or visiting 
a godparent. These things are not only outside us, or transcendent, but inside 
and immanent. One could see the pantheon of Orishas as an 
anthropomorphization of the natural world, a way of explaining the origin of 
things using deities in place of natural principles or laws. 

People are initiated as priestesses and priests into cults of specific Orishas. As 
such, they are specialists in the kinds of energies that Orisha represents. With 
training and time, they can become adept at manipulating this energy to 
produce positive or negative changes in the world.

I am initiated to Obatala (associated with the mountain, whose attributes are 
creation, creativity, and patience), and my mother is Yewa (associated with the 
bottom of the grave, and related to death, destruction, and the decomposition 
of the body). My initiation was ten years after I met Abimbola in 1998, when I 
received Ori (the metaphysical head, discussed below). I had received the elekes 
(the five necklaces, or collares, whose ceremonial reception is the first formal 
entry into the tradition) a few years before. This is important here because that 
ceremony marks me as Lukumí. The way I received Ori is ATR. This reflects my 
godparents’ perspective during those years, which was shifting between 
different practices. As I suggested, I am not in their house anymore, and since 
2005 I have been working with the same Lukumí godfather.

There are three parts to a person, the ara (the body), the emi (the soul, or the 
divine breath that is present throughout the life of the body), and the ori. The 
ori is individual and unique, applying to only one lifetime. The emi ‘returns to 
the world an indefinite number of times’ (Hallen and Sodipo, 1986: 105). Ori 
itself is an object, a god, and an idea. ’It is the ancestral guardian soul, having 
its physical symbolization as the physical head’ (Balogun, 2007: 119).

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Is it the personality?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Robert Farris Thompson refers to it as the ‘essence of personality’ (1993: 9/1). 
It’s not the same idea of personality as in Western psychoanalytic theory. The 
personality in Yoruba cosmology is related to character and destiny, where who 
you are is tied to what you are born to do (Abimbola, 1976: 113). Further, the 
Ori is divine, and is an Orisha itself.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Everyone is an Orisha, then?
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RITUAL DIRECTOR
No, there is an aspect to your consciousness that is Ori, that is connected to an 
original agreement that you made before you came down to earth. When you 
are born, you forget. You are reminded of the original agreement through 
rituals, and these rituals align you with that original agreement. By taking part 
in a ritual, you remember. Ori represents consciousness, in a sense, but then all 
the Orishas that one carries in the head become part of that consciousness. It is 
difficult to be precisely clear about this, because this touches on certain secrets, 
and I am not going to reveal those here. But I want to be clear that I am not 
intentionally obfuscating. What you might call psychological manifestations or 
projections are different things in the Yoruba and Yoruba-descended 
worldviews. There are physical objects in the physical world that have energetic 
counterparts, one could say, in the spiritual world. I received Ori from Dr. 
Abimbola. This Ori is a physical object, one that was created and ritually 
birthed in Nigeria. He carried it across the ocean and presented it to me. It is a 
representation of my head, and it also is my head. 

There is no central authority in Lukumí. Every house practices independently. 
There are no formal churches. Ceremonies happen in various spaces, often 
hidden, just as they had to be hidden in Cuba at various stages of its history. I 
have attended ceremonies in garages in Phoenix and Las Vegas, living rooms 
and outdoor patios in Los Angeles, in basements in New York City, and flats in 
Berlin. There is no formal doctrine each house must adhere to, but they are each 
tied to a common history. In one sense, all Lukumí practitioners are connected 
to a history that traces back to Africa. More essentially, however, they are 
connected by lineages. This tradition is, I suppose, like yoga, one based on 
lineage that is initiatory rather than through bloodline. If my house begins to 
make innovations in the traditions, then we are ultimately going to have to 
answer to the ancestors in our line. The concept of iwa pele, or good character 
(Abimbola, 1975: 390), makes us accountable, not only to the members of the 
Lukumí community in the world at large, but also to the ancestors, as well as to 
the generations not yet born. 

The ancestors I mention, by the way, the ones who connect our lineages back to 
Africa, are not ghosts who can haunt us from without, but from within, because 
we carry them in the aché that we receive when we are initiated. 

DRAMATURG
What is aché?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
It is translated as ‘the power to do things’ or ‘the force to make all things 
happen and multiply’ (Thompson, 1984: 18). It is the life force, that thing that 
turns potentiality into material reality. In initiation ceremonies, santeras and 
santeros are channeling their aché to the new initiate. As the initiate moves 
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through her life, she learns how to manifest her own aché. Aché does not exist 
solely in initiatory contexts. It is present in all things. All things, animate and 
inanimate, have potential power. 

DRAMATURG
I just want to make sure I’m clear on this. When someone is a practitioner of 
Lukumí in the United States, they are connected to lineages that originate in 
Cuba, and those lineages are connected to Africa? 

RITUAL DIRECTOR
That is correct.

DRAMATURG
And you are connected to a particular lineage, one with its own rituals and 
traditions?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
The rituals and traditions are shared. There are some minor differences in the 
way houses may do things. These are, generally speaking, ritual variations, the 
details of which aren’t going to illuminate anything to an outsider. I am from a 
rama, or line, known as La Pimienta. The name comes from the founder, Oba 
Tola, who ran a house of ill repute in Havana. She initiated many people, and 
this included prostitutes, and that was how the rama was nicknamed pimienta, 
or ‘hot pepper’ (Brown, 2003: 102).

DRAMATURG
Initiation confers Orisha energy to you directly, is that correct?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Correct. And it allows one access. 

DRAMATURG
Access to what?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
To certain secrets and certain rituals. It also means that I’m part of that line of 
ancestors, that their energy is part of me, and I carry that to the next part of the 
ancestral line. One thing that is difficult for outsiders to understand is that these 
lines are initiatory, so that there can be santeras and santeros from other 
cultures and ethnic backgrounds. I do not have African ancestors in my family 
tree, but speaking as an insider to these traditions, I certainly have African 
ancestors now. That doesn’t mean that I can speak of what it means to be 
Cuban, however, or Puerto Rican, or that I understand what it is to be black or 
Latino in Cuba, Puerto Rico, the United States, or anywhere. But I can talk 
about what it is like to be in the Lukumí tradition. 
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Who knows why the Orishas pick who they pick to be priestesses and priests? 
But it is what it is. I am a santero, initiated in 2008, and I have practiced this 
tradition for more than half my life. I am also an artist, and an educator who 
has been working in academia for over a decade. So there is some 
schizophrenia in my position, and I imagine it is like that for many who are 
integrating ritual practices in an academic environment. I can take a jar with 
honey and cinnamon and turn it into a love potion, and I am also stuck with 
this guy 

(Indicates the DIRECTOR OF THE 
PSYCHE.)

following me around.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
I don’t like being followed myself.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
We don’t always agree, you see. But being a ritual insider, I can also speak to 
the experience of inhabiting several ontological systems simultaneously, and 
talk of it in terms of embodied knowledge and theoretical practice. It will help 
when we start to get specific about this work, of inhabiting characters and being 
inhabited, because I have been there too. 

DRAMATURG
You are also initiated in Palo. Is that unusual to be initiated in two Afro-Cuban 
systems?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Not at all. In many cases, when it is ritually determined that one is claimed by 
both, he is initiated into Palo first, and then into Lukumí. There are reasons for 
this order of events that are consigned to secrecy, but suffice it to say one can be 
in both traditions and develop in both.

DRAMATURG
Are there significant differences between Lukumí and Palo?

 RITUAL DIRECTOR
Oh, dear. That’s a very complicated question. 

(SCENE 2: PALO MONTE.)

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Before I answer that, I’ll talk a bit about the origins, although origin is a 
problematic term for these things.

 26



Chapter One: A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
For anything, really. Origin suggests an originary wholeness, and origins are 
messy and multiple (Foucault, 1972: 13).

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Roots is a better word, and very apt for anyone who practices Palo. Palo Monte 
in Cuba has its roots during the slave trade (1511–1868). In this case, the origin 
is in the people of Central Africa, ‘in the vicinity of the Cross River Valley, an 
area covered by present-day Chad and Sudan’ (Martínez-Ruiz, 2013: 15). As 
with the Yoruba, there is a colonial designation accorded to the people, based 
on linguistics, designating them as Bantu and Bakongo (or Ki-Kongo, or 
sometimes even referred to as simply Kongo). There is a pantheon of deities 
who are all under one central God, Nsambi, or Nzambi. This is where the word 
zombie comes from. In Yoruba culture, there is also a central deity, Olodumare, 
who created the world and then went to sleep. In Kongo culture, Nzambi is not 
sleeping, but an active part of the human cosmos. While Olodumare is invoked 
only on specific occasions, Nzambi is referred to frequently. 

In terms of how ceremonies and rituals are performed, Palo is different than 
Lukumí in that there is less agreement among practitioners as to the practices. 
What is formalized and somewhat uniform among Lukumí houses is not as 
firmly in place in Palo houses. Generally speaking, one can move from house to 
house and navigate most ceremonial differences, and lack of local knowledge is 
not typically perceived as a lack of etiquette. I was in a situation once where, 
fairly newly initiated in Palo, I walked into an apartment while a mounting 
(possession) was happening. The woman who was mounted (by a spirit named 
Siete Rayos) demanded that I salute her in traditional ceremonial fashion. I had 
been taught this once, and couldn’t remember the complicated order of 
gestures. I thought this would have been a problem, but the spirit understood, 
and with the help of an initiated friend, I was walked through the gestural 
greeting. She didn’t know me, but her possessing spirit recognized my spirit, 
and this seemed to override any concerns about protocol. She, or rather he, at 
the time, was more concerned with a physical malady he saw in me. He lifted 
me up backwards, so that my back was on his back, and spun me around in 
order to perform a spiritual cleaning on me. As this older and somewhat 
compact woman, possessed by a Palo spirit, spun me around, I realized that 
healing is more important than protocol in these cases. 

There are also differences, based in misperception, that Palo is related to dark 
magic, and Lukumí is related to white magic. This is beyond the scope of this 
study, but there is a substantial history of demonization of these traditions in 
general: for example, the Hollywood stereotypes in relation to Vodou 
(popularly known as Voodoo). A recent report in San Antonio, Texas, linked the 
reasons behind a child murder to the mother’s involvement in Santería (FOX 
San Antonio, 2014). The stereotypes are not confined to popular culture, but 
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extend into ‘the social, cultural, and historical sciences’ (Brandon, 1997: 182), 
where European models are presented as superior to African models. The 
stereotyping is also present within the religious communities, where there is 
often a cultural chauvinism at play, posing Palo as somehow inferior to 
Lukumí. 

In my studies and experiences, I have come across two lines of thought in terms 
of stereotypes toward Palo. Along one line, there is a concerted effort to remove 
the negative stigmas related to Palo by emphasizing the profound link to its 
African origins. Along the other line, Palo is always seen in relation to Lukumí, 
where its pantheon is seen as a version of the Yoruba pantheon. Raul Canizares, 
a revered priest of Palo (and now an ancestor), writes that Orishas are 
interchangeable with Nkisis (2002: 10). It is questionable to make such an 
equivalence; it is more accurate to say that Orisha and Nkisi are similar. There 
are some overlaps, but they are different cosmological systems. The systems 
have their own deities, and those deities have their own guiding principles.

Palo lineages do harmonize on some basic cosmological principles, particularly 
the relationship between the human and spirit world. To explain this, I return to 
the word ‘Nkisi’. The word ‘comes from the root verb kinsa, which means “to 
take care, or is what takes care of life”’ (Martínez-Ruiz, 2013: 149). Practitioners 
also refer to them as Muertos (the dead), which can be confusing to outsiders, 
because when someone is mounted in Espiritismo (the practice of mediumship), 
they also use the term muerto. Muerto also translates to Egun in Lukumí, which 
specifically refers to those ancestors that one inherits through the bloodline. 
When someone is initiated in Lukumí, one becomes part of the bloodline of 
those who were initiated before them. The worlds do tend to mix. For example, 
when someone is talking about their muerto, they could be speaking of an 
ancestor spirit that is always following them, inherited from a Lukumí or Palo 
line; an elevated spirit that is not related by lineage; or this muerto could be one 
received in a formal Palo ceremony. The distinctions vary from house to house, 
because, as my godfather says, every Palo is different. 

Further, Nkisi can refer to different things. Nkisi is a general term that can refer 
to a charm, a container for an ancestor spirit, or to the spirit itself. An Nkisi, 
when referring to a charm, is a packet wrapped in cloth and tied in ritual ways. 
It can also be a statue, one representing an anthropomorphized deity, which is 
packed and wrapped in cloth and tied ritually. These packets contain herbs, 
bones, stones, mirrors, or a wide array of sacred ingredients that represent the 
cosmos in miniature. When they are packed together, they have greater power, 
and over time and use, they accumulate more power. The ingredients in the 
charm are what make up the essence of the Nkisi—that is to say, the heart. So it 
is an object that has heart.

 28



Chapter One: A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror

The Palo pantheon of Goddesses and Gods is also collectively referred to as 
Muertos, spirits of the dead. 

DRAMATURG
The Muertos and the Orishas possess, right? 

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Yes. The possessions are different, but it seems that all spirit possession, in 
either tradition, has an element of ancestor possession. There are elders who say 
this explicitly, as seen in this quote from Lydia Cabrera, an ethnographer of 
Afro-Cuban religion in the 20th century (Rodríguez-Mangual, 2004). Here, she 
is quoting an elder possessed by a Palo spirit called Mamá Caché: 

 Ocha o palo…¿qué, no viene a ser lo mismo? ¡Espiritu na más! ¿No se cae igual  
 con santo que con muerto’? ‘En religión todo es cosa de los muertos. Los ikús se  
 volvieron santos’. Santos y espíritus son visitas diarias en las casas del pueblo  
 cubano. — ‘El espiritismo…¡Bah! En Africa, lo mismo hablaban los muertos.  
 Eso no es nuevo’. (Cabrera, 1982: 30) 

My English translation:

 Ocha or palo…what, it doesn’t come to the same thing? A spirit and nothing  
 more! Don’t you fall [into trance] the same, whether it’s a saint or an ancestor  
 spirit’? ‘In religion everything is a thing of the dead. The ancestors taken by  
 death turn into saints.’ Saints and spirits are daily visitors in the houses of the  
 Cuban people. —‘Spiritism…Bah! In Africa, it’s the same, the dead spoke. This  
 is nothing new’.

DRAMATURG
What is the difference in ritual practice?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Practically speaking, it is trickier to work with a Muerto in Palo than with an 
Orisha in Lukumí. The Palo Muertos can become demanding of time and 
attention, and a practitioner who is not well trained in how to work with these 
spirits of the dead can find themselves caught in a trap where they become 
servants to their pots. The bad magician in Disney’s The Princess and the Frog 
(Ineffable-Hufflepuff, 2013), although a horrible stereotype, does resemble a 
palero whose Muerto has gotten out of control. However, for the purposes of 
this conversation, leading into a discussion of the art practice in relation to 
methods and research methodologies, the performers aren’t privy to these 
practices, which are initiatory and hierarchical in structure. Instead, I am 
drawing on ideas and methods from these practices to induce states of trance.
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DRAMATURG
This is a good time to move from a discussion of the ritual practices in general, 
and talk about trance in particular. 

(SCENE 3: TRANCE.)

      RITUAL DIRECTOR 
Trance is an altered state, but not all altered states are trance (those induced by 
intoxicants, for example). The best measure for testing whether or not someone 
has experienced a trance state is to ask them. When trance stops happening, the 
performer recognizes that she has been in a state of nonordinary consciousness. 
By ordinary I mean that she has an idea of what is her usual state of 
consciousness. I do not decide whether or not they are in a state of trance, but if 
they tell me they are, then I believe them. I am looking at subjective accounts of 
trance experience, and I am looking at the performers’ experiences in the studio 
practice.

DRAMATURG
There are other subjective accounts of trance experiences. Outside of these 
cosmological systems, there is Bateson and Mead’s work in Bali, and Jane Belo 
also worked in Bali in the 1930s collecting first-person accounts. Then there is 
Larry Peters working in Nepal. Looking at studies specific to the area, the first 
to mention is Lydia Cabrera, whose life work was collecting interviews from 
religious practitioners in Cuba in the early part of the twentieth century. Natalia 
Bolivar Aróstegui, one of Cabrera’s students, continues to follow in those 
footsteps. Then there is Diana DeGroat Brown’s Umbanda (1986) which contains, 
like the work of Maya Deren, first-person accounts of possession. Maya Deren’s 
work is still among the most cited, because it is so visceral and poetic. This is 
from her anthropology thesis, where she describes being possessed by Erzulie 
Freda, the Vodou Goddess of Love: 

 Slowly still, borne on its lightless beam, as one might rise up from the bottom  
 of the sea, so I rise up, the body growing lighter with each second, am  
 up-borne stronger, drawn up faster, uprising swifter, mounting still higher,   
 higher still, faster, the sound grown still stronger, its draw tighter, still swifter,  
 become loud, loud and louder, the thundering rattle, clangoring bell,  
 unbearable, then suddenly: surface; suddenly: air; suddenly; sound is light,  
 dazzling white. (Deren, 1983: 261) 

She was writing about Vodou and not Lukumí or Palo, although there are some 
shared roots. 

RITUAL DIRECTOR
My own definition of trance derives from Afro-Cuban ritual systems. That 
means these trance states are related to possession. James T. Houk discusses the 
phenomenon of possession, in relation to the Orisha tradition in Trinidad. He 
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writes, ‘Spirit possession is one specific type of the broader category commonly 
referred to as “altered states of consciousness”. These occur universally, but the 
forms that specific manifestations take are culture-bound’ (1995: 116). 

This is not necessarily in opposition to, but definitely as a contrast against 
Western notions of trance: 

Trance may be what people experience when both the frontal lobes of the 
brain are highly stimulated at the same time. The left lobe, the seat of logical 
thought and speech, controls the ‘ergotropic’ (energy) system. Stimulating the 
ergotropic system increases heart rate, blood pressure, and sweat. The pupils 
of the eyes dilate. Brainwaves are desynchronized; muscles become tense or 
even rigid. Hormones such as epinephrine, norepinephrine, cortisone, and 
thyroxine are pumped into the blood. One feels energized, aroused, and alert. 
The right lobe, the seat of spatial and tonal perceptions, controls the 
‘trophotropic’ (relaxation) system. Stimulating the trophotropic system  
decreases heart rate, lowers blood pressure, and lessens sweating. The pupils 
constrict, brainwaves are synchronized, muscle tone relaxes, and secretions of 
insulin, estrogen, and androgen increase. (Schechner, 2002: 193–194)  

This description is based on measurable physiological phenomena. It is similar 
to descriptions that are common to other studies in consciousness in the 1970s 
(Fisher: 1971). It still appears that this is the authorizing discourse for 
contemporary studies of altered states. However, one of my hopes is to 
contribute to the body of knowledge of trance that is based in subjective direct 
experience. There are plenty of examples of cultures with long histories of these 
kinds of knowledge. The trick is to avoid applying Western measurements to 
these systems.

DRAMATURG
By looking at how breathing and thought exercises slow the mind down to 
alpha state (Peters, 1983: 11), for example, we can see that Western methods of 
studying trance can legitimize these practices.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
These practices don’t need legitimization. The use of physiological data to 
verify a trance state seems to miss the point entirely, suggesting that studying 
African-derived trance needs objective verification from other epistemologies.

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
That’s true, but I think what’s important is that we have these conversations. 
There is something elemental and essential about sharing information in order 
to find correspondences, acknowledging that we have particular cultural 
frames for these correspondences. There is something curious about the 
ontological experience of music, for example, where, as performer Heather 
Harper notes that ‘you go to any rave and the DJ can put people under a trance by 
the rhythms of the music’ (Harper, 2 December, 2015).

 31



Chapter One: A Way in to the Other Side of the Mirror

And compare this to a quote by practitioner Gavin Russom, an experimental 
electronic musician and a Lukumí initiate to the Orisha Oshun, who has a 
definition of ritual trance that is similar to Heather’s (for the reader’s ease, I am 
using first names when I refer to the participants—performers and practitioners
—outside of parentheses, and last names within citational parentheses):   

Ninety-nine percent of the time it’s like you go to a club and just enact a ritual 
that everybody knows…I want to weave that intention of, like, just blowing all of  

 those things out of the water into the music that I do…in the hopes that people  
 can have an experience where they feel like some larger force moves through  
 them in a way that’s hopefully like healing or productive. (Russom, 20 January  
 2015)  

Then there is my godfather Robert likewise discussing music, this time in group 
settings as containing the potential to induce altered states. Trance is part of 
Lukumí and Palo culture, but it is also part of the ecumenical cultural milieu 
because of its ubiquity in club settings. If one considers the African roots of 
popular music in the U.S., trance through music is transcultural. 

DRAMATURG
Are you saying then what I think you’re saying?

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
Yes, the rhythm is gonna get you. Exactly. Even studying Western forms of 
altered states using Western methods is insufficient: 

 These states, like dreams, are fundamentally non-linear, non-discursive,  
 non-linguistic…The ‘oh wow’ descriptions of these states are not simply  
 self-indulgence or cultural protection, then. How are we to describe them if this  
 is the case? New techniques, perhaps drawing or performing them, as is often  
 done with dreams, may be required to study them. (Meyerho!, 1990: 249) 

I am looking at ancestor possession, and ultimately performers performing 
their roles, from inside this experience. 

DRAMATURG
From inside a ritual experience.

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
Correct.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE 
Returning to the quote that opened this discussion, whether or not performance 
is distinguishable from ritual depends entirely on our definitions of it. Mine is 
surely different from yours. I even suspect that mine will be different from mine 
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in another moment, depending on the context. In this context, however, can you 
explain what exactly you mean when you talk about ritual?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
I think of both ritual and performance as potential vehicles to take you outside 
of yourself. Ecstasy, I suppose. It’s interesting to note what happens on your 
way out of yourself, but just as interesting as what happens when you come 
back. If a ritual is done correctly, I come back seeing more detail, smelling more 
keenly, and generally speaking, more aware of the bones in my body. 
Performance does the same thing. I approach these things intuitively.

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
Me, too, absolutely.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
It is a good thing I am here, then.

DRAMATURG
Me, too, absolutely.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Because that, sir, is shoddy thinking. One of the central concerns that runs 
through the studio work, as I see it, is that there is a slippage between 
performance and ritual. It is so central that it is almost epistemic, in Foucault’s 
sense in The Order of Things, where it ‘defines the conditions of possibility of all 
knowledge’ (Foucault, 1973: 168). So I want to articulate the distinction between 
performance and ritual, as I see them. In Richard Schechner’s conception, there 
are four spheres of performance: ’entertainment, healing, education, and 
ritualizing’ (Schechner, 1995: 20). So performance also includes those events 
that happen in ritual contexts outside of the formal performance/theatrical 
presentation, performance of gender and cultural identity, and various kinds of 
performance of self, among other possibilities. There is an elision between 
performance and ritual at work here, where the distinctions are slight. Theater 
and ritual, when they elide, are ‘the same dream dreaming within itself the 
encircled wound of representation’ (Blau, 1991: xv). However, in terms of cultural 
contexts, the distinction is not slight. 

RITUAL DIRECTOR
It is not slight, that is true. The weight of context was made clear to me one 
night on a motorcycle in the desert. I was on my way to work an initiation 
ceremony in Las Vegas. I passed through the Strip, a simulacrum saturated in 
performativity.
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DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
I’m going to interrupt you here and ask that you clarify what you mean by 
performative and performativity, as distinguished from performance.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
For performance, I borrow from Schechner’s ‘twice–behaved behavior’ or  
‘ritualized behavior conditioned and/or permeated by play’ (2002: 52).  I 
borrow the concept of performativity from Butler, where it is a doing, a 
constituting of identity, socially constructed and producing social effects (1990: 
25). So in this case, the Las Vegas strip is performative in that it is, in a sense, 
performing itself. I drove through the Strip, and twenty minutes later, I was 
inside a garage, in the midst of the ritual. Because of the proximity in time and 
space, I found myself reflecting on public performance and private ritual. In 
public performance, the contexts depend on the performers and the spectators, 
in a state of constant negotiation. They’re not fixed. In private rituals, the 
contexts are fixed.

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Aha, then you are doing private rituals with the performers, yes?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
What are you asking?

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
What are you doing, exactly, with the performers?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
That is going to be explained more thoroughly in the chapters to follow, but, in 
brief: I am taking the performers through certain rituals in order to facilitate a 
change in consciousness when they are performing, but we are not performing 
these rituals publicly. They are not for public consumption. They are for the 
performer’s own practice. The public performances we are creating together are 
plays, not rituals, although they have ritual elements that are entirely within the 
world of the play. For me, the distinction is not between performance and 
ritual, but between public and private. 

Doubling back to Schechner: 

 Performances consist of twice-behaved, coded, transmittable behaviors. This  
 twice-behaved behavior is generated by interactions between ritual and play. In  
 fact, one definition of performance is: Ritualized behavior conditioned and/or  
 permeated by play. (Schechner, 2002: 52) 

The repetition here is important; however, this is, for me, based in a positivist 
impulse to create taxonomies, and misses something absolutely vital in terms of 
knowledge. I have noticed a tendency to look at the structures of rituals as if 
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they were generated by human consciousness, but anyone who is inside a ritual 
understands there is something else happening. Knowledge is co-constituted by 
human and deity in ritual. That is the primary epistemological difference. In 
making that leap into the fire, say, we have a situation where 

 ritual provides the deities and the faith in the deities (the religious ideology, so  
 to speak); whereas the setting seems to blend the real with the unreal to such an  
 extent that indeed communication between the two worlds seems most  
 appropriate. (Maya Deren in Clark, et al., 1985: 490)

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
Why can’t we perform the rituals? Let’s celebrate difference and diversity. We 
are the world. In my art practice, everything from culture is available for artistic 
production.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
I understand that, and one of my roles is to stop you.

New methods of study are required, methods that are amenable to a nonlinear, 
nondiscursive, and nonlinguistic experience. This also applies to new methods 
of practice. James Wafer, studying Candomblé in Brazil, articulates the difficult 
position of anyone writing along the threshold between objective and 
nonobjective discourse. The writer is expected to maintain a distinction 
between the two discourses, and ‘this convention forces on the scholar whose 
interests exceed the boundaries of objectivism a certain schizophrenia, since 
s/he is obliged to act as though s/he were two different people’ (Wafer, 1991: 
94). 

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
But we are different people, or rather, four. We are at least four.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
No, we are one person, one person writing this, ultimately, and we are each 
subject positions within a single identity. But you touch on something elemental 
here. We are each separate subject positions, but even within our own 
subjectivity, we may have views that are contradictory, or naive, or simply 
multiple. One subject position can have multiple ways of looking at something. 
There is a kind of dual consciousness at work when I am aware of what I am 
looking at but at the same time I am aware that I am looking at it through a 
specific lens. This dual consciousness is necessary for the performer in doing 
this work. It is certainly part of the medium’s experience, at least the mediums I 
have spoken to. My godfather’s description of possession affirms that one can 
indeed be aware of being in a threshold between states, without losing 
consciousness of himself, but also without interrupting his job as a medium to 
bring a spirit from one plane to another: 
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 People say, ‘Well, I don’t remember anything’; well, I do, I remember. I don’t  
 understand the not remembering part. But I mean, I do. I, you know, all, all I  
 remember is, it just happening, I felt compelled to do these movements and to  
 do these things, and then something kind of took over me from doing these  
 movements and doing these things that I felt compelled to do. And then, and   
 then I was, like an old-fashioned TV set, and you’re in, say you’re inside the box,  
 the TV box. Remember when TVs were in, like, boxes? Like furniture? They  
 were furniture. You know? And I’m inside of there and here’s the TV screen and  
 I’m looking out, into the living room or the kitchen or whatever. I literally  
 remember that, that’s all I remember. That’s the only way I know how to  
 describe it. And not really having control over, and not caring about having  
 control over what I’m doing, but it’s not me, it’s just, just doing, whatever. You  

know, I’m just kind of observing, I’m observing as, you know, this is taking place.  
 That’s what it felt like. (Johnson, 4 February 2015)  

This kind of phenomenological experience is what Michael Atwood Mason 
refers to as reflective flow (Mason, 2004: 102). Although he coins the term to 
refer more specifically to the experience of consciousness in other Lukumí ritual 
contexts, it is useful to me here for several reasons: it sets the groundwork to 
substantiate the experience of dual consciousness, it covers a broader swath of 
ritual experience, and it is peculiar to these traditions. 

A definition of trance is entirely dependent on the contexts. To return to Wafter, 
he maintains that he is looking at trance ‘from the perspective of “ordinary 
knowledge”’ (1991: 94). In other words, it is an everyday occurrence in these 
contexts. This is a useful leap for me, and I take this leap in the studio work, 
because it reminds me that it is important to avoid getting caught up in the 
question of whether or not this is real. Most of us do not spend much time 
examining whether ordinary and everyday experience is real. It is much more 
fruitful to talk about it in terms of what it is, rather than whether or not it is. 

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Is it at all troubling to you that you’re taking a cultural phenomenon and 
applying it to another culture, with entirely different contexts?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
As the Ritual Director, I want to know if performers can access an ancestral 
realm, one where they might communicate with spirits, and whether or not 
those spirits can work with and through the performers. So what you are 
asking is a big question: is there a cultural arrogance at the core of this? I am a 
cultural outsider, who comes from racial privilege in my current political 
environment, and so the answer is yes, there is arrogance. I am also initiated in 
this system, and it is an initiatory system, so, by the rules and structures of that 
system, I also have the right to speak and write about it. Because I see links 
between the performer’s work and that of the medium, my intention is to create 
the conditions under which these connections can be practiced responsibly and 
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respectfully. I also intend to speak and write about these connections 
responsibly and respectfully. 

One of the ethical concerns is to ensure that the performer’s experience of 
trance is not overwhelming, where they are in an altered state that they can 
navigate. This means approaching something closer to ancestor possession than 
spirit possession. I am using descriptions from ethnographic and 
anthropological literature, as well as what my elders and fellow ritual 
practitioners understand about the phenomenon of trance. Houk distinguishes 
between two categorizations of trance, which are general but accurate to my 
own experiences and observations: lighter forms of trance, such as speaking 
slightly differently, small shifts in mannerisms, can suggest possession by 
ancestors. Heavier trances, where one might suddenly start dancing in circles, 
moving heavy objects without effort, drinking massive amounts of rum without 
showing signs of drunkenness, suggest a deity (Houk, 1995: 117). 

DRAMATURG
Is it spirit possession, then, rather than trance?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
It’s trance. My godfather is explicit about this: 

 So the definition of trance versus possession…you’re in control of trance, you  
 can move in and out of trance, you can accept or not accept going into trance… 
 Whereas possession, even though you may have a choice, and may create that  
 choice to let another aspect, another personality, another energy that is not  
 normally you come in, once it happens, then the choice is taken away from  
 you…you have to just go with it to its completion, whatever that completion is,  
 of a possession, trance you can come out of. (Johnson, 8 February, 2015)

Although there are similarities with possession, I use the term trance to indicate 
that there is still volition for the performer. Spirit possession is a formal trance 
experience in both Afro-Cuban traditions. This is also called being mounted 
(Daniel, 2005: 9), being ridden (like a horse), recibir una inspiración (get an 
inspiration), caer en trance (fall into trance) (Cabrera, 1986: 2), being touched, hit, 
etcetera. This happens when an Orisha or a Muerto takes over the 
consciousness of the devotee. The spirits can come down or rise up to the head 
of the initiate, signifying the cosmic realms above (Orun, like heaven) or from 
the bottom of the ocean below (Daniel, 2005: 22). There is, also, spirit possession 
of the living by the dead. These muerto possessions are not as intense as full 
spirit possession, and do not require the same kinds of formal training. There 
are ceremonies called misas (masses), which are similar to séances, where these 
kinds of possessions are invited and invoked. However, this kind of possession 
is more casual and can happen anywhere. In ritual terms, then, these are both 
called possession, with varying degrees of intensity, and I use the term trance to 
suggest the one of lesser intensity. 
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DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Performance and ritual are distinguished by context. In a ritual, the behavior is 
spontaneous, and performance is something where there is training.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
This is slippery, because, although it’s not widely discussed, the spontaneous 
behavior is not entirely spontaneous. Lukumí culture seems to valorize the 
spontaneous display of ritual knowledge in possession. This is how it presents 
in social contexts, but behind closed doors there is probably some guidance and 
teaching. My godfather explains it like this:

 Traditionally kind of sometime the way it is with Orisha, too, you just kind of,  
 you might just not do anything, or you might just like say nothing or you might  
 say stupid shit or you might, I don’t know what, but there’s somebody there to  
 guide you through it. See, I think we have less of that in our community, partly  
 because of a stigma. (Johnson, 4 February 2015) 

Robert goes on to explain that the formal possession training that is lacking in 
Lukumí is said to be present in its Brazilian sister religion, Candomblé: 

 I think in Candomblé I think they do tell them how, there are elders that tell  
 them, ‘Okay, this is the way you move, this is the way you dance, you know, this  
 is the way the Orisha dance’…the Orisha is supposed to be taught. They’re  
 supposed to be taught. There’s some houses that believe that you just don’t   
 come down knowing. You have to be taught. (Johnson, 4 February 2015) 

Isis, also an elder of mine, can speak to both Brazilian Candomblé and Cuban 
Lukumí, as she is familiar with Candomblé practices in her native Brazil and 
also initiated into Lukumí in the U.S. She confirms what Robert poses: 

 As part of initiation, one is taught, uh, or when they first bring down the Orisha,  
 like how to tame it…for each person who is bringing down an Orisha there is a  
 jubonna, back in Brazil, like a person taking care of, uh that, that person and, uh  
 taking care of the process of trance. We don’t have that. (Costa McElroy, 24  
 December 2014) 

Here she is referring to the function of the jubonna, as Lukumí practice has an 
ayubona, who guide the initiate through the ceremony, but whose duties do not 
include formal trance training. 

Music scholar Katherine Hagedorn discusses trance training in terms of body 
memory as a means of both spontaneous knowledge and learning: 

Learning how to become possessed is a process that usually takes years of 
practice…(for example, seeing oricha possessions as a child, and thus 
considering them one of the many possibilities of everyday life) makes the 
possession process easier to imagine, and thus easier to embody. (Hagedorn, 
2001: 109) 
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Even with training, it is often difficult to tell the difference between Orisha and 
Egun, however. Theoretically, ancestor and Orisha are entirely different, and 
every practitioner understands this. Ancestors are the ghostly or celestial 
versions of human beings who have died. Lukumí practitioners contend that in 
Africa, these were usually ancestors related by blood, but with the slave trade 
and the African diaspora in the new world, this is not the case any longer. 
Lineages were separated and severed, and new ties were made, and are still 
being made, according to new definitions of the spiritual family. Orishas are 
elemental spirits who have been around since the beginning of the universe. 
Theoretically, the possessions are different; ritually, there are ceremonies and 
particular ritual contexts for each kind of possession, and to the observers, they 
look and feel different. In practice, however, Orisha possession often contains 
an ancestral component. I have heard practitioners say that no one could 
actually mount the Orisha, in its full articulation, because that level of energy 
would explode the medium. 

In Umbanda, a spiritist religious practice, the devotees are possessed by 
Ancestors, elevated souls, and Orixas from Candomblé, Lukumí’s sister 
religion.

DRAMATURG
For clarity, let me interject that Candomblé is a diasporic, Yoruba-descended 
religion that developed in Brazil with a similar history to Lukumí. There are 
many similarities between the cosmological views, and many ritual variations.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
In Umbanda trance, the ancestral component of Orisha possession is part of the 
explicit discourse: 

 In Brazil, we have this tradition that emerged in the ’30s, Umbanda, right? And  
 in Umbanda, like the spirits are organized according to the Orishas but you  
 don’t bring an Orisha down. You bring spirits down.…And then there are the  
 Egunguns that you know about, the Egunguns, like Geledés and Egunguns, like  
 ancestral, uh, like with a connection to the Orisha but ancestral. (Costa McElroy,  
 24 December, 2014) 

Moreover, Carla Melo suggests that in Umbanda there is a kind of tradition of 
channeling ancestors outside the bloodline is even more explicit:

 There is kind of, this uh, you know this, almost invented ancestry that is so    
 much about, you know, kind of, embracing those that have been completely, you  
 know, oppressed through history, so it’s a, it’s a weird way, we’re like white   
 people and we have, you know, these Ancestors, that, you, if you look from U.S.  

identity politics it’s very problematic, but whatever, it is what it is. (Melo, 13 April 
2015) 
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The practices of channeling the dead from outside the bloodline are also 
common in misas and Palo Monte. It would be valuable to examine how the 
racial politics play out from region to region, and in the different traditions, but 
such a study is outside the scope of this work. I am taking the time to mention 
the practices here to suggest something about the spirit world. Whereas I am in 
the realm of the living and want to ask questions about the subtle or gross 
distinctions between Ancestor and Orisha, and ask questions about the racial 
politics of spirit possession, the spirit world does not seem to care about these 
questions. That which wants to manifest will find a way to manifest, despite 
context, training, or political correctness. 

It does matter to humans, however. The experience for the possessed is more 
strenuous for elemental spirits than spirits of the dead. The distinction is also 
experienced differently for worshippers. For Isis, the difference comes down to 
something where you can just tell: 

 In trance you can, you can tell the di!erence between an Orisha and a spirit, it  
 depends, it’s like women who fake orgasms, no? If they never had one, how  
 would they know?…Oh, okay, like an Orisha is com–coming down a much  
 stronger energy and, or a spirit is coming down, a lighter energy or not so over-  
 overwhelming like. (Costa McElroy, 24 December 2014) 

      DRAMATURG
Is this part of the methodology, then? ‘You can just tell’? Is this one of those 
ineffable or ephemeral things?

RITUAL DIRECTOR
No, this is not theorizing an abstract, but discussing a lived experience. The 
authorizing agent is lived experience, lived through the bodies of practitioners. 
This is essential for understanding ritual experience. This is still an oral 
tradition, and even that experience which is beyond words is passed down 
from the generations that came before. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
It also serves well for the experience of the performer, and this is what we need 
to discuss next.

DRAMATURG
I don’t think we’re done with this discussion of Afro-Cuban practices.

RITUAL DIRECTOR
Of course not. There is more to say. But in terms of laying out the groundwork, 
and emphasizing the central lens through which this is being presented, this is 
sufficient to move into a discussion of performance and performer training.
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DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
That necessarily includes some discussion of character, and this means you’ll be 
hearing more from me, because that is directly related to contextual 
understandings of identity derived from psychoanalytic theory.

DRAMATURG
Performer preparation and character, then, is the focus of the first part of the 
next chapter, after which we will discuss how ritual practices feed into the 
performance practices, including a discussion of the ethical considerations in 
working with this particular kind of intercultural work. "

(A note to the reader. There is 
now a shift in tone toward a more 
singular authorial voice. However, in 
order to maintain the clarity of 
perspective when there are shifts, we 
continue to interject throughout 
the text in the guise of these 
characters. The Dramaturg, the 
Director of the Psyche, the Artistic 
Director, and the Ritual Director will 
recur. They do not always agree, and 
these tensions are meaningful for the 
argument. The conversation will
continue,.)

DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHE
Wonderful, because I hate long good-byes. 

(Dogs are barking. End of scene.)
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Conclusion 

 Through the persona of the Ritual Director, I am centering my position 

from within particular frameworks. First, this is a point of view that speaks from 

inside a Lukumí and Palo Monte cosmological perspective. It is also from the 

perspective of a European-descended initiate in an African-derived religion. I 

am also speaking from a particular perspective toward ritual and performance, 

emphasizing ritual. From these perspectival points, I have introduced some of 

the background and contexts for these Afro-Cuban traditions, as well as 

introducing my background and experiences in these traditions. I have also 

begun discussing some of the practices in terms of their relevance to this 

thesis, especially trance, and how it operates within these ritual practices. Next 

I discuss actor/performer training as a means to furthering the discussion of 

ritual and performance, but more toward an articulation of an intercultural 

approach toward ritual forms in studio practice.  
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Of Methods and Mediums 

 In this chapter, I establish the ground rules for an art practice where the 

performers engage with Afro-Cuban rituals as a means of accessing character. I 

discuss the various strains of performer training in the United States, with 

attention to what is unique about the Southwest, to illustrate the training 

backgrounds for the performers in my studio work. I am developing a 

correspondence between the work of the performer and that of the trance 

medium, and toward that end, I next consider the phenomenological nature of 

character (in particular through the writings of Peggy Phelan, Philip Auslander, 

Rebecca Schneider, Herbert Blau, and Diana Taylor). This includes 

correspondences between conceptions of character in Western theatrical 

practice and conceptions of ancestor and spirit entities in Afro-Cuban ritual 

practice. This sets the groundwork for correspondences between the character 

a performer portrays, and the entity that possesses the medium. A more 

thorough phenomenology of character is developed further in Chapters Five 

and Six. To further establish correspondences, I introduce one of this work’s 

more complicated knots, translating one worldview to another, which leads to a  

discussion of interculturality. Through this, I develop an ethos of translation that  
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serves to underlie the studio work and its reflective practices. Finally, I 

introduce the specific Afro-Cuban ritual practices that I am applying to the 

performance process. 

 To continue with the distinction, I reiterate that this is not ritual as 

performance, but ritual for performance. As I work with the concepts, the 

primary distinction between performance and ritual is that the former is 

directed toward the human, and the latter is directed toward the not-human (in 

an animistic ontology, everything has the potential for holding spirits, so I will 

refer to this as the spirit world). In ritual the knowledge is co-constituted 

between a mortal human and other realm (sometimes divine, sometimes the 

world of the dead, sometimes nature). In performance, the knowledge is  

co-constituted between the performer and the spectator. Expanding on 

Schechner’s notion of ritual and play as ‘twice-behaved behavior’ (2002: 52), 

my notion of performance is as twice-behaved behavior for human spectators, 

and ritual is twice-behaved behavior for the spirit world. The latter part of this 

chapter includes the spirit world. Now I turn to performance, and performance 

training, with the human spectator in mind. 

Performer Training Today: A Method for the Medium 

 The performers in my studio work have in common a connection to 

Arizona State University (ASU), located in Tempe, a city in the greater Phoenix 

area. Phoenix, in the state of Arizona in the southwestern United States, is the 
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sixth-largest city in the country, and has one of the ten largest metropolitan 

Latina/Latino populations. Phoenix has two equity theaters, a number of small 

theaters, and two or three that call themselves experimental. The majority of 

theatrical performance in Phoenix is in the style of contemporary American 

(modified) realism. Acting for the stage as a profession in the United States 

almost invariably necessitates membership in the Actors’ Equity Association. 

The rules for the union make it difficult for an actor in Phoenix to work outside 

of equity houses, and cuts in arts funding in recent years have led to the 

closing down of three equity theaters. Smaller nonequity theaters tend toward 

work that is established and recognizable to a broad palette, competing with 

the equity theaters by offering similar fare on a smaller scale, and a cheaper 

ticket price. As a result, experimental performance is sparse, so people who 

are drawn to it can find each other pretty easily.  

 When I began seeking performers for this project, I was drawing from a 

specific population: local performance practitioners who have shown interest 

and aptitude for experimental performance practice, and who have expressed 

an interest in exploring ritual and working in altered states of consciousness. As 

we started working, we discovered that we had a further common frame of 

reference in that we all had university training from Arizona State University.  

 ASU’s Herberger Institute for Design and the Arts (ASU Herberger 

Institute, 2016) has a reputation for experimental performance work and a 

strong emphasis on digital media in live performance, having recently been 

named the most innovative university in the United States (Faller, 2015). There 
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are strong intercultural currents, attested to by a unique doctoral program in 

Theatre and Performance of the Americas, which specializes in a hemispheric 

approach to performance, focusing on issues of globalization and the border 

(ASU Herberger Institute, 2016a). Performance undergraduates leave the 

institution having seen and participated in a number of experimental theatre 

works, as well as work that consciously engages with Southwestern identity (a 

mix of Native American, Latina/o, Euro-American and Asian-American cultures 

and histories). There is some innovation in terms of new performance 

methodologies, but performer training is by and large based in Stanislavsky’s 

method, or its variations (going forward, when I refer to the method, I am 

referring to its variations, and when am specifically referring to Stanislavsky, I 

will state this as Stanislavsky’s method).  

 The method is a primary source for performer training inside and outside 

the university system. Among all the acting theorists, Stanislavsky is ‘the one 

with the broadest influence in the United States’ (Enelow, 2015: 7). This is not 

to say that Stanislavsky’s method is the subject of study, but Stanislavsky’s 

method as filtered through a number of lenses. Anne Bogart and Tina Landau, 

the founders of Viewpoints, write, ‘Our misunderstanding, misappropriation 

and miniaturization of the Stanislavsky system remains the bible for most 

practitioners’ (2005: 15–16). 

 There is a lineage of followers who have translated Stanislavsky’s method. 

The lineage in the U.S. began with his students, Boleslavsky and Ouspenskaya, 

who started the American Laboratory Theatre in New York City. They taught 
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Strasberg, Adler, Meisner, and Uta Hagen, who each branched out and taught 

their own versions of the method, each with their own emphases (Hull, 1985: 

2). Strasberg and Adler have had the most influence on the method as 

practiced by the performers with whom I worked, so my focus is on these 

versions of the method, looking particularly at how character is perceived and 

constructed. A note here on my use of terms: I use the term performer rather 

than actor. This is because of an interdisciplinary liberty that the term 

performer offers, outside of theater contexts. In this section, however, I am 

working with some scholars and practitioners who are primarily concerned with 

actors in formal theater, and so the term actor will also appear in conjunction 

with their writings. 

 Strasberg’s exercises in relaxation, concentration, and sense memory, 

along with Stanislavsky-derived concepts such as spine, inner action, objection, 

intention, and choices (Hull, 1985: 148), are part of the university-trained 

performer’s knowledge base. Of the variations of Stanislavsky, Strasberg’s is 

perhaps the most controversial. His liberal interpretation of emotional memory 

and his reliance on a popular and watered-down version of contemporary 

psychology (Hull, 1985: 18) contribute to a general mistrust of Strasberg’s 

techniques (or rather, to an adherence of a purist notion regarding his 

techniques). Perhaps most questionable is Strasberg’s perceived stress on the 

conflation of self and character. This was a radical departure from orthodox 

Stanislavsky, but not original, and followed a path set by Vakhtangov. Where 

Stanislavsky would have the actor ask, ‘What would I do if I were the 
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character?’ Vakhtangov asks, ‘How would I motivate myself if I were the 

character?’ (Hull, 1985: 161). This signifies a shift, where, instead of the actor 

imagining herself as the character, she looks for aspects of the character within 

herself.  

 This is a sticking point that Adler uses as the crux of her variation of the 

method. She insists that the actor needs to return to imagining herself as the 

character, rather than finding herself in the character. ‘Hamlet was not “a guy 

like you”’ (Adler, 2000: 19). This variation came after she had been following 

Strasberg, and was growing disenchanted with the art form. She met 

Stanislavsky in Paris, her story goes, and they discussed the state of acting. 

When he learned of her disenchantment, he insisted she study with him. Over 

the next few months, he taught her his own version of his own method, after 

some years of reflection and revision. This meant a departure from the 

conflation of self and character, and a return to a consideration of the 

character’s given circumstances, as well as the actor’s capacity to imagine 

herself as the character (Adler, 2000: 36). In Adler’s method, Strasberg’s 

emphasis on emotional memory is likewise overturned. According to Adler, 

Strasberg’s emphasis on emotional or affective memory was based on 

Stanislavsky’s earlier thoughts. He later subordinated emotional memory to 

intellect and imagination, performing actions over conjuring emotions (Adler, 

2000: 265).  

 Whether the actor is becoming the character or making imaginary 

associations, there is still a conflation of self and character at the heart of the 
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method. Phillip Zarrilli (b. 1947), a practitioner-theorist of intercultural theater 

from the United States, based in the United Kingdom since 2000, points out 

one of the more common conceptions of method actors, both from within the 

discipline, and as they are perceived in popular culture: ‘Actors trained in the 

American method often approach characterization by “living the role,” that is, 

erasing distinctions between “self”/“the real” and the fictional role’ (1995: 19). 

Bert O. States (1929–2003), United States-based playwright and theorist, 

whose life work was toward a phenomenology of character, makes the link 

between performer and spectator when he says, ‘All of the actor’s artistic 

energies now seem to be bent toward “becoming” his character and, for the 

audience, they cease to be artistic energies and become the facts of his 

character’s nature’ (1995: 35). States implies that the conflation of self and 

character is not the sole prerogative of the performer, but necessarily depends 

upon the spectator as well. David Mamet (b. 1947), Chicago-based playwright 

and sometime theorist, on the other hand, disregards the value of any system 

that considers the inner life, or psychological investment, on the part of the 

performer: 

 The actor does not need to ‘become’ the character. The phrase, in fact, has no  
 meaning. There is no character. There are only lines upon a page. They are  
 lines of dialogue meant to be said by the actor. When he or she says them   
 simply, in an attempt to achieve an object more or less like that suggested by  
 the author, the audience sees an illusion of a character upon a stage. (1997: 9) 

 Zarrilli, States, and Mamet represent, in a general way, three threads of 

thought surrounding the method, from an entirely performer-centered 

orientation to a negotiation between performer and audience, and finally 
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toward an audience-centered approach toward belief in the reality of the 

character. For Zarrilli, the performer himself must believe he is the character. 

For States, both the actor and the audience believe in the actor’s becoming the 

character. The audience is an integral part of his phenomenology because the 

actor ‘on the audience side…makes theatre occur’ (States, 1987: 14). For 

Mamet, the actor’s belief is irrelevant, and what is necessary is proper 

technique to construct an illusion, one that only matters to the audience. In 

fact, for Mamet, the actor’s belief in the conflation of self and character is 

entirely useless and time-consuming. What these have in common is the 

conception of character that is something that relies on faith or belief (the 

performer believes the character will incarnate, as it were). In fact, David 

Krasner sees this belief or faith as central to the method itself, where ‘method 

acting is not so much a merging of character and self as it is an act of faith the 

actor imposes on the role. The actor builds on interpretation and inspiration; 

inspiration, or faith, is what gives the performance its definition’ (Krasner, 2000: 

15). The moment of theater is when this faith allows the character to inhabit a 

(temporary) reality.  

 Perhaps not distinct from belief is a tendency to see a character as 

psychologically consistent, and this depends on cultural constructions 

regarding the psyche. In the United States, there is a link between the method 

and Freud, although the link is one based in misinterpretation as well. In the 

United States, actors are ‘conditioned by a Freudian-based, individually 

oriented ethos (Carnicke, 1998: 1) and this has been the source of some 
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erroneous conflation between Stanislavsky’s conception of the unconscious and 

Freud’s: ‘Stanislavsky inherited and appropriated pre-Freudian concepts of the 

unconscious. Although there is evidence of the Freudian paradigm in Russia, it 

came later and had a far lesser impact than in European countries’ (Whyman, 

2008: 4). Stanislavsky’s idea of the unconscious was not so much that it is 

irrational, as in Freud, but rather, uncontrolled. It is mystical but rational, 

following earlier psychology and investigations into yoga (Whyman, 2008: 245). 

These earlier psychologies centered less on the internal experience of the 

subject, and more on observable behaviors, so that ‘while the method may 

borrow from Freudian psychology, it is fundamentally not Freudian but 

Pavlovian’ (Krasner, 2000: 13). Krasner here is writing about Strasberg’s 

interpretations, and Strasberg denied the connection between his method and 

Freudian psychology.  

 Although the evidence suggests that there is no link between Freudian 

psychoanalytic theory and Stanislavsky’s method, there is certainly a link in how 

the method has translated in the United States. Performer training includes 

some discussion of Freud because it is foundational to modern understanding 

of human behavior. While Strasberg denied the connection, it is true that ‘for 

Strasberg, as for Freud, all action referred back to psychic life; physical 

manifestations were secondary…his method used the tropes of psychoanalytic 

discovery’ (Enelow, 2015: 41). What this implies, then, is that the method as 

taught in the United States carries some resonance to the cultural milieu of the 
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1950s, when it came into prominence, and that milieu was immersed in Freud 

(Burnham, 2012).  

 In each variation of the method, the performer has a relationship with the 

unconscious, whether it is irrational or mystical. Like the psyche itself, the 

relationship between performer and character is ethereal in nature, and one of 

the performer’s elemental tools. It is only fitting that performance, an ethereal 

phenomenon, uses ethereal tools. What do phenomenologists say about 

character? I am most concerned with the phenomenological experience of the 

performer, but I need to understand something of the phenomenology of 

performance as a whole in order to contextualize the place of character within 

it. I now turn toward some of the more prominent theories of performance 

phenomenology. This is only the beginning of a theoretical discussion, to 

articulate what is happening when a performer is inhabiting a character. Later, 

in Chapter Five, I return to the theorists mentioned here for an analysis of the 

performer’s experience in ritual contexts (and in Chapter Six for an application 

of the theory in relation to trance performance), but for now I ask: what 

happens to the performer in a performance context? What is happening when 

a performer is inhabiting a character? 

Toward a Phenomenology of Performing 

 Herbert Blau, whose work as a theater practitioner (it was his troupe who 

presented the famed performance of Godot at San Quentin in 1957) would 
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inform his theoretical writing, wrote about theater as existing at a vanishing 

point (1982: 28), because of the mortality of the performer’s body. Peggy 

Phelan, a performance studies and feminist scholar working first at New York 

University and then at Stanford, conceived of performance as something that 

‘becomes itself through disappearance’ (1993: 146), and is always 

unrepeatable. Philip Auslander, Georgia Tech professor and theorist of 

performance and digital culture, on the other hand, conceived of performance 

in terms of liveness, and for him, liveness always exists ‘within an economy of 

reproduction’ (1999: 16). Rebecca Schneider, performance theorist at Brown 

University, moving in a more ghostly direction, sees performance as the 

‘recomposition of remains’ (2011: 98); performance does not disappear, but on 

the contrary, is what is left. For Diana Taylor, Mexican-born and based at NYU, 

and the founding director of the Hemispheric Institute of Performance and 

Politics, performances are ‘vital acts of transfer’ (2003: 2–3), where moments 

from the cultural archive are embodied in the performer in order to become 

part of the repertoire. Each of these phenomenological perspectives points 

toward performance as an engagement with ephemerality. Becoming, dying, 

and cultural memory are the hidden subjects of every performance, where the 

spectator engages with what it is to be here in a mortal body right now.  

 For the performer, this begins with the body. States’ phenomenology is 

grounded in the sensory experience of performance. This is where the 

experience of performance happens, in ‘our sensory engagement with its 

empirical objects. This site is the point at which art is no longer only 
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language’ (States, 1987: 7). It is a site of ‘phenomenal renewal’ (States, 1987: 

13), and in theater this depends on the experience of character. ‘The inevitable 

starting point of any discussion of the actor’s presence on stage is the fact that 

we see him as both character and performer’ (States, 1987: 119). The pleasure 

of the spectator in performance consists of watching individuals consent ‘to 

become the embodiment of this thing’ (States, 1987: 157). The actor is a 

storyteller, ‘whose specialty is that he is the story he is telling’ (States, 1987: 

123).  

 Storytelling includes the possibility of different types of stories and 

different ways of telling these stories. States establishes three modes of being 

for a performer in performance, and these take into account approaches based 

on the method, but allow for other approaches that are not necessarily based 

in psychological realism. They each offer different possibilities for embodiment 

of a character. They are: 

 I (actor)   = Self-expressive mode 
 You (audience)  =  Collaborative mode 
 He (character)  =  Representational mode 
 (States, 1995: 23)  

In the first, the self-expressive mode, the performer is speaking her inner 

thoughts and feelings. The performer carries the weight of representation as 

the character, while also losing the pretense of being lost in this representation. 

In this mode, the performer and the spectator are aware of the double affect, 

where she is both artist and character at once:  
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 It is our awareness of the artist in the actor…there ought to be a word, or a way  
 of isolating, something as powerful as the pleasure we take when artistry  
 becomes the object of our attention. (States, 1995: 26)  

In the second, collaborative, mode, there is a similar doubling, where the 

performer is stepping outside the time (and sometimes place) of the story, in 

order to comment on the action. Here, ‘the audience has the status of a 

confidant character in neo-classical tragedy, unlike the real audience that 

modern participation theatre tries to involve quite literally in the play’ (States, 

1995: 29). The dramatic pretense is still at work, where the spectator and 

performer are still within the confines of the theatrical world, but the 

collaborative mode allows for an intellectual and emotional distance. Brecht’s 

actors work ‘primarily in the collaborative mode’ (States, 1995: 31), because 

they are commenting on the action (as performers, consciously not getting lost 

in representation), taking the spectator into the world in order to elicit 

reflection between the world of the play and the current political situation. 

Brecht’s actors are always outside of the third mode, the representational. In 

this mode, there is slippage between performer and character, and the 

pleasure of the performance is based on the completeness of this slippage. On 

Eleanora Duse, States comments that ‘nightly she performed only the miracle 

of her own disappearance’ (1995: 27–28).  

 The limit of these modes is that they do not include the breaking down of 

the barrier between art and life that is characteristic of some of the more 

radical theatrical experiments. For States, the authenticity of the performance 

is still based on the premise that the performer is firmly inside the story she is 
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telling. There are, to be sure, plenty of performance techniques and strategies 

that fall outside this spectrum (I am thinking primarily of Grotowski’s via 

negativa [1969: 133], which could be seen as the performer before the first 

mode, where the self in self-expression is stripped away). However, there are 

obvious links between this phenomenology of performance and a 

phenomenology of trance performance.  

 Further, to return to the presence of the performer in relation to the 

method, there is the notion of authenticity. This is the last concept I am 

considering in relation to performance phenomenology, because of the 

persistence of the notion of authenticity in the United States, and also for its 

applicability in how my elders talk and think about trance. In terms of actor 

training, the method is linked with authenticity in performance (of course, in 

certain kinds of experimental theater, performance art, and variations, there is a 

prolonged contestation of this very notion of authenticity). According to 

Krasner, Stanislavsky’s method allowed his actors to perform with a believability 

that has become a cornerstone of the method: ‘Authenticity presupposes 

honesty and sincerity rather than deception. It holds that one can exhibit a true 

self based on self-conscious awareness of identity’ (Krasner, 2000: 25). Further, 

this self-consciousness is based in merging the conscious and the unconscious 

in order to present a true self. This was already present, or emerging, as part of 

the sense of self-identity in the United States in the 1920s, so that ‘by the time 

of Stanislavsky’s tour of the United States in 1923, the nation was responsive to 

his ideas of authentic behavior’ (Krasner, 2000: 26). 
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 The spectator sees the actor as both performer and character, and this is 

also operative in the performer’s experience. Being both a self and an other 

simultaneously is the experience of the performer and, as I suggest, the 

medium. Authenticity is based on the congruence of the conscious and 

unconscious (sometimes referred to as the subconscious). This is an embodied 

experience that carries some weight from popular psychology as to the notion 

of what a subject is. When I turn to discussing how the performer’s 

phenomenological experience (filtered through a particular kind of training) 

enters into a ritual context, there are some radical shifts. Identity, or sense of 

self, is based on cultural constructions, and in cultural ritual contexts this sense 

of self has to shift to be reconstructed in a new ontology. It then becomes an 

artistic as well as an ethical question. I now turn to this ethical question. 

Toward a Responsible Interculturality

 An attitude of respect was one of my primary considerations for 

establishing an ethical performance process in terms of the participants and 

cultural practices represented. I approached the ritual aspects of the work with 

respect for the traditions, and I approached the performers with respect for 

their cultural frames of reference. I had to recognize that every performer 

carries her own integrity of experience, where the terms for that experience are 

based within its own logic and framework. By entering the conversation 

knowing that there are different logics and frameworks at play, there is a 
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mutual understanding that this is boundary work. Working within distinct 

ontological traditions is boundary work, both in terms of the disciplinary 

boundaries of artistic practice and research (Borgdorff and Schwab, 2012: 117), 

and in terms of cultural politics. In the United States, we seem to be living 

through another period of breakdown of structures from within, caused by the 

inherent racism within these same structures, and it is increasingly difficult to 

have conversations about culture. Victor Turner writes about Eleggua, the 

Orisha of the crossroads, and His willingness to disrupt boundaries (1986: 55), 

suggesting that disruption is sometimes the only path forward. 

 Lukumí practices tend to absorb and integrate other cultural practices, as 

Stephan Palmié, anthropologist and Santería scholar at the University of 

Chicago, suggests (Palmié, 2013: 3–4). This is true both historically, and 

currently. Lukumí is at once global in practice and local in origin, with hybridity 

embedded in its very nature. Based in Yoruba cosmology, it incorporates ritual 

procedures from Spiritism, saints from Catholicism, and a host of other variants. 

It is an adaptable ontology with a history of being misunderstood. Just as ‘it is 

conceited to assume that one has solutions for people whose lives one does 

not share and whose problems one does not know’ (Feyerabend,1989: 266), it 

would be conceited to assume that the transmission of a way of knowing would 

be a flawless translation.  

 Part of my criteria for selecting the performers was that they had an 

interest in intercultural work. None of the performers were practitioners of 

Lukumí or Palo. I was a ritual insider, and they were ritual outsiders. In order to 
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create a practice based in mutual respect between the cultural practices and 

the cultural statuses of the participants, I adopted an approach that was 

primarily intercultural. The discussions of interculturality in cultural discourse in 

the eighties and nineties have moved from identity politics toward a focus on 

globalism (Dalmia, 2006: 282). Although the conversation has shifted, 

questions of identity politics still haunt the discourse, suggesting that they still 

carry weight, that there are questions that remain unanswered. I do not assume 

that my work answers the questions, but it contributes to the conversation. 

Before I discuss the specific ethical practice in my studio work, I offer 

definitions of the terms multicultural, intercultural, and transcultural. 

 I borrow from Vince Marotta’s work in the social sciences, because his 

definitions are both appropriate and elegantly simple. He writes, ‘To be 

multicultural, intercultural or transcultural may refer to a process of mobility, 

distancing and transcendence’ (2014: 100), respectively. Multicultural refers to 

the experience of the privileged when traveling through the world, intercultural 

is where there are encounters between cultures and a respectful distance is 

maintained, and transcultural refers to those things that transcend cultural 

barriers.  

 The ‘respectful distance’ inherent to intercultural practice is part of an 

ethical equation in performance work where cultural complexity is at play. On 

the one hand, there is the respectful distance for cultural forms that have a 

history of being maligned in popular culture. On the other hand, the spiritual 

nature of the practices mandates attention to guiding the participants toward 
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respect rather than belief. To believe implies being immersed, and to respect 

implies distancing. Zarrilli, who offers one of the more positive models for 

creating performance work of multiple cultural complexity, consciously invokes 

the term intercultural, drawing on non-Western philosophies to (re)consider 

Western approaches (2000: 8). This suggests a dialogue based on mutual 

interdependence. For him, interculturality allows for a conversation that does 

not attempt universality, where ‘codes and conventions easily read by those 

within one culture may be opaque to the outside’ (Zarrilli, 2000: 187).  

 Toward an ethical practice that is true to the terms of the cultural 

practices, I also invoke transculturality, but in a very specific sense. Fernando 

Ortíz, one of the more foundational (and problematic) ethnographers and 

anthropologists writing on Cuban culture in the early half of the twentieth 

century, defines transculturation thusly: ‘Hemos escogido el vocabulo 

transculturación para expresar los variadísimos fenómenos que se originan en 

Cuba por las complejísimas transmutaciones que aquí se verifican’ (Ortíz, 1973: 

129). Or: ‘Here we have chosen the term transculturation to express the various 

phenomena that originate in Cuba through the complex transmutations that 

support them here’ (my translation). In his sense, trans– refers not to 

universality, but to travel and origins. These are forms that began in other 

countries, and, once in Cuba, attain a new origin. It is the act of transmutation 

that gives them a new birth, as it were, but one that is based in a history of 

violence and oppression.  
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 It is ethical practice in this case to maintain something of interculturalism 

and transculturalism at once, in order to maintain the respectful distance while 

still being mindful of the history of violence (and the ghosts of colonization that 

accompany this violence). Transculturality carries trauma, but it also carries a 

tone of cultural reclamation. Palmié describes Ortíz’s transculturalism as ‘a 

proposal for a self-consciously “modernist” New World nationalism 

transcending the radical and cultural prescriptions imposed upon Latin 

American nations by European and North American intellectuals’ (Palmié, 

2013: 97), and thus, ‘to be Cuban was to be in flux; to share in a condition of 

instability; to be always on one’s way to a novel predication’ (2013, 97). An 

ethical approach toward the translation of cultural practices, in this case, 

depends upon a respect for the roots. Marotta’s definition of intercultural, 

along with Ortíz’s conception of transcultural, allow access that is respectful to 

the traditions and the histories of those traditions.  

Precedents/Problems 

 At this point I look at approaches toward cultural translation that have 

proven problematic, in order to understand further some of the pitfalls inherent 

in cross-cultural work.  

 There are threads of an anti-colonialist mission in the historical  

avant-garde. The dadaists and surrealists looked to cultures outside  
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Europe—they were looking for methods for breaking the stronghold of 

European centrism. These impulses often contained elements of universalism 

and racism, where movements like primitivism (Melzer, 1994: 43) inadvertently 

reinscribed the colonial impulses they were trying to cast off. Artaud’s theories, 

it could be argued, center around certain mistranslations (or rather, a refusal to 

translate). His essay The Theatre and Its Double is based on an erroneous 

understanding of Balinese shadow theater (Dalmia, 2006: 285). Likewise Peter 

Brook’s Mahabharata (Brook: 2013) and Schechner’s rasaboxes (Schechner: 

2008) have  been vilified in different circles for their shortcomings in cultural 

translation, Brook for eurocentrism and Schechner for universalism (Dalmia, 

2006: 288–9). The particular pattern they follow is one where the work is, 

ultimately, cross-cultural in its conception and uni-cultural in its execution. It 

speaks to a Western spectator by virtue of removing what is untranslatable as 

excess, and lifting rituals out of their historical and cultural context without 

considering the new contexts that necessarily arise in new situations (Dalmia, 

2006: 286).  

 I aim for the respectful distance of interculturality, but with the 

understanding that I expect my best intentions to be considered shortsighted 

by the next generation. Within that limitation, I construct work according to an 

intercultural impulse where multiple cultural universes exist in complexity, 

allowing for mistranslations and indecipherability as an integral part of the 

work, avoiding the tendency to reconcile the differences in the name of a facile 
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multiculturalism. A problematic translation can fuel an inquiry rather than delay 

it: 

 Performance carries the possibility of challenge, even self-challenge, within it.  
 As a term simultaneously connoting a process, a praxis, an episteme, a mode of  
 transmission, an accomplishment, and a means of intervening in the world, it  
 far exceeds the possibilities of these other words o!ered in its place. Moreover,   
 the problem of untranslatability, as I see it, is actually a positive one, a necessary  
 stumbling block that reminds us that ‘we’—whether in our various disciplines,  
 or languages, or geographic locations throughout the Americas—do not simply  
 or unproblematically understand each other. (Taylor, 2003: 15)

Precedents/Models 

 There are models which seek to consciously avoid essentialist, 

universalist, or colonizing patterns. Zarrilli’s Psychophysical Acting is a method 

for the ‘embodiment and shaping of energy’ (2009: 42). The approach is for the 

actor’s development, rather than the spectator’s consumption. This calls for a 

conscious avoidance of an aesthetic of otherness, in which the exotic is 

captured for its power and its essence squeezed out to fit into an alien context 

(Fusco, 2000: 7).  

 Feliciano Sánchez Chan, a Yucatecan Maya theater practitioner, presented 

intercultural festivals under the auspices of his organization, Teatro Comunitario 

(Underiner, 2004: 104), in the mid-nineties. He organized and presented 

diverse theater works from Mayan groups around the Yucatán, for a primarily 

Mayan audience. Rather than understating cultural differences to present an 

illusion of unity among all Mayan people, cultural difference within Mayan 

communities was central to the performances. By presenting Mayan works for 
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Mayan communities, rather than for an outsider audience, the community 

could see itself reflected with nuances that are not possible in work presented 

for wider cultural understanding. 

 Jodorowsky’s Psicomagia (Jodorowsky, 2004: 155) is a technique for 

spiritual healing that is part of the ongoing performance of his own life. Its 

roots are in theater, but it functions in a spiritual realm where the line between 

art and life is thin. In public salons, Jodorowsky conducts tarot readings, 

performing the role of trickster/magician. He leads his audience through 

personal rituals, which are often prescriptions for conducting performative 

actions to heal psychic wounds. Maya Deren, who proclaimed her own roots in 

surrealism, developed a surrealist vocabulary for cinema (Clark, 1988: 142) that 

was simultaneously psychoanalytical and based in ritual, drawing on her 

background as an initiate in Haitian Vodou. Ana Mendieta’s earth art (Ruido, 

2002; 21) connected (or better, reconnected) the body to nature through an 

aesthetic that was grounded in Santería, and was influential to the body-art 

practices of the 1970s and beyond. These three examples are particularly 

noteworthy because they draw on ritual from particular cultural systems and 

traditions, and apply them in new contexts. The charges of universalism or 

essentialism do not seem to apply here, as they place themselves in service to 

the ritual systems they explore, rather than acting as if the systems serve them. 

The artists also allow a certain esotericism into their work; in fact, it could be 

argued that the esoteric is absolutely central, where symbols and actions are 
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left untranslated or unexplained. The work communicates, in part, the 

impossibility of an absolute representational communication. 

 Drawing on some of the attributes from the examples above, there are 

criteria for existing models for ethical practice: first, drawing frameworks from 

the cultural system itself (i.e., from Lukumí and/or Palo, rather than a European 

ritual framework); second, maintaining the respectful distance necessary for 

ethical intercultural practice, with attention to the tradition’s transcultural 

nature; third, taking a position of radical subjectivity from within the ritual 

system (vs. the position of a performance practitioner borrowing from world 

ritual culture as though it were a palette). These were my guidelines. There 

were also more practical, and less philosophical, considerations at stake, 

regarding the psychic and spiritual safety of the performers. 

 With this safety and comfort in mind, I set a process for the studio work. 

First, before beginning ritual or rehearsal work, there was a thorough 

discussion of the ritual techniques in terms of their context in Lukumí and Palo 

practices. In order to keep the respectful distance, the performers understood 

that they were presented with ritual techniques that were modified for non-

initiates. Next, during the meditation and trance work, there were always two 

participants who would not go under, in order to be available for helping 

someone out of an unwanted state of consciousness, should there be a need. 

Third, there was a consensual approach to the practices themselves, with safety 

points within the ritual process, where the performers could choose to go 

further, or stop if they were uncomfortable. Further, there was a safeguard 
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based in the cosmology we were exploring: the performers were given mirrors, 

mirrors that were charged with spiritual energy, so that they could control the 

flow of energy themselves, with volition to stop the flow if they chose. Having 

discussed the ethical questions regarding the translation of Lukumí and Palo 

practices for non-initiates, I now look at the practices themselves, focusing on 

how they were modified for the performers.  

Toward an Ethical Ritual and Performance Practice

 For me, like one of the most powerful, perhaps the most powerful spell that  
 there is, is the gaze. Um. Which has a name in Candomblé, it's arara. It was  
 explained to me by Mae Stella, who is a very well-known Yaborisha priestess in  
 Brazil, I was visiting her in Bahia, and I was, uh, she is a daughter of Ochosi as  
 well—by now she must be in her nineties—and she explained to me using  

Disney. She asked me, ‘Do you know Donald Duck?’ and I thought, ‘Okay, 
where is she going with this?’ and she was saying, like, ‘You know, like, in the 
cartoons, when you see the character and, uh, arrows coming out of the, uh,  

 eyes, uh, of that character. This is arara. This is what you have to be careful  
 with.’ It's also significant because everybody does that, every–everybody is a  
 witch, everybody is performing witchcraft whether they know it or not. (Costa  
 McElroy, 24 December 2014) 

 Before I discuss the specifics, there are some lingering general 

considerations regarding performance and ritual as they are applied to 

performance practice that would be appropriately discussed here. The radical 

theatrical experiments in the United States in the 1950s and ’60s set a certain 

precedent for ritual in contemporary performance. Open Theater, Bread and 

Puppet Theater, the Performance Group, and the Living Theatre are some of 

the more well-known groups who experimented with the idea of performance 

as a ritual between the performer and spectator (Heddon and Milling, 2006: 

49). At times this led to unexpected vulnerability, where the  
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performer-participants found themselves elevated to a new state of 

consciousness, but without any guidance on how to negotiate with the  

non-elevated world afterwards. Although my studio work does involve some 

ritual aspects for the spectator, my focus is on ritual for the performer, in 

community with other performers. Ritual vulnerability happens in the rehearsal 

space, not when spectators are present. Following the frameworks from Lukumí 

and Palo Monte, most ritual is not, generally speaking, ritual for the public, but 

open only to practitioners. I set out to create the conditions for a ritual 

experience that might include altered states of consciousness, and this needed 

to take place in a closed, safe environment. Further, I wanted to put safeguards 

in place so that they could negotiate with the world afterwards without 

experiencing unexpected emotional transitions that often accompany such 

work.  

 The rituals with the performers were private, with fixed contexts. Duration 

was set, and there was very little improvisation. The rituals were drawn from 

Afro-Cuban spiritual systems and modified to fit performance contexts. They 

were not authentic Afro-Cuban rituals, nor were they ever presented as such. 

The performers understood they were part of a new, exploratory method. They 

would occasionally be exposed to some ceremonial ritual elements (for 

example, hearing the prayers and witnessing processes for certain divination 

techniques), but not as practitioners. Further, whatever repetitions would 

accumulate would be through their mutual participation, and in this way there 

was more of a secular ritual experience in place. There were techniques for 
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bringing them back from the elevated spaces, so that the world afterwards 

would not require a complex negotiation. They understood that the contexts 

were based in Afro-Cuban cosmologies, but they were not required to enter 

into the spirituality inherent in those cosmologies, although they could pursue 

this on their own if they wished.  

 These are the distinctions between ritual and performance, but there are 

some elements about Afro-Cuban ritual, particularly concerning the possession 

experience, that complicate the distinctions. These complications also make it 

appropriate for application in performance. The Orishas are both material and 

ethereal. They have their forms in material objects (not to be confused with the 

Western notion of the fetish, where the object is a representation; in Yoruba 

cosmology, the object is not a representation but is in fact the actual Orisha). In 

the case of spirit possession, the Orisha takes form in the body of the medium 

in ethereal form. Spirit possession is unlike other rituals, where the outcome is 

less fixed, and the enactment is performative toward a human spectator. The 

point of possession is so that the deity can come in contact with the living. I 

have observed this phenomena multiple times, noticing the performativity of 

the medium being possessed, and the performativity of the Orisha in 

possession of the medium. This led to certain questions: is the medium’s 

experience of possession similar to the performer’s experience of performing 

as a character? Is the ethereality of the Orisha like the ethereality of a character 

in a performance? And finally, how could these techniques work for performers 

trained in Western theatrical contexts? The techniques would have to be 
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modified to fit an entirely different context, still respectful and accurate to the 

traditions, but also metaphorically consistent with the universe of the 

performer. It would be best to lead the performers into this ontological 

universe slowly, using metaphors that were familiar. This led to the devising of 

the use of spells, charms, and trance. 

 Before I speak of them individually, spell, charm, and trance are loaded 

terms, having associations with brujería, or sorcery. Brujería has pejorative 

associations, and is often translated as ‘witchcraft’. Some Lukumí and Palo 

practitioners refer to themselves as brujas or brujos, taking the negative 

associations as a means of demonstrating power, or more ironically, as a 

recuperation of a term that has historically been used to oppress people. On 

the other hand, brujería can simply signify the skillful manipulation of natural 

forces in order to effect a change (Cabrera, 1983: 20). The change can be in 

another individual, a situation, or oneself. Brujería is a technology, and by 

invoking these terms, I am introducing the performers to the idea of learning a 

technology, one that also manipulates natural forces in order to affect a 

change. At this point, the Artistic Director’s authorial voice starts to weave its 

way in, describing the processes and making some poetic interventions.  

Spell

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
The process of the spell is like this: the performers gather in the altar room, 
where the Orishas live in pots. They are led individually to a specific Orisha, to 
whom they are instructed to whisper a wish. It is important that no one else 
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knows. The performer is asking an Orisha for a favor, and it is a secret between 
them. This starts the spell. The Orisha is in control. Something larger than us. 
Something older, not human. When you want an energetic shift, and you ask 
the energy to help you shift, something happens. The spell is where it begins 
because the spell covers everything, and includes everything that follows.

 Lukumí and Palo rituals are designed to open communication between 

the human and the spirit worlds. The more complex forms of communication 

(divination, possession, ritual sacrifice) are not available to outsiders. However, 

there are prayers within these rituals, and one does not need to be an insider 

in order to speak to the spirits. The simple act of asking a spirit for help in 

some challenging life situation begins an energy exchange, and sets in motion 

the spell.  

 For my purposes, the definition of spell closely aligns with the Bantu word 

kanga, for which the literal translation is ‘knotting’ (Martinez-Ruiz, 2013: 168), 

with implications for the process of coding and decoding. To be under a spell 

is to be tied to a metaphorical universe for a time, and this universe is a 

construction that can be approached through discovering and using its own 

codes. I chose a spell as the central part of this method because of its apparent 

associations with worlds already familiar to performers. Being in a play, or 

being inside a performance, is very much like being under the influence of a 

spell, an alternate universe with its own rules and codes. To tell performers that 

they are being placed under a spell is, in a sense, removing a metaphorical 

pretense. A spell is best understood through the mechanisms which support it, 

so I now turn to charm.  
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Charm 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
Without entering into the spell, one is not susceptible to the power of the 
charm, which gives spiritual reinforcement for the trance. After the performers 
enter the spell, the Ritual Director instructs them to focus on a secret desire. 
Together, they discuss the general nature of this desire (to attract or to repel). 
He instructs them to bring ingredients, usually something personal, from their 
body. These are then supplemented with ritual ingredients, ones that are known 
for attracting the Orisha’s favor (such as spices or fruit or incense). The Ritual 
Director puts the ingredients in a bundle—every performer gets a personal 
bundle. He ties them in ritual ways, and leaves them on one of his altars for a 
certain amount of time, one that varies with each charm. Because there are two 
religious traditions, Lukumí and Palo, there are two distinctive altars. The ones 
for the Orishas are generally kept inside the house. The ones for the Palo spirits, 
called prendas, are kept outside, usually in a locked shed.

The Ritual Director acts as a facilitator between the human and spirit world. 
Through the charm, the performers have a connection to a world of spirits. 
They know something about their personal charm, but they don’t know 
everything. There has to be a tension between the hidden and the revealed. A 
gesture is put forth into the spirit world, an attempt to start a conversation.

 There is a possibility for communication, but never an aim for total 

understanding. Respect for something which cannot be translated is a primary 

element in intercultural work. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
Like the use of a theatrical prop, the charm is one of the most simple and 
effective tools toward shifting from the world of the performer to the world of 
the character. The charm is the object that shows up once the spell is under way. 
It says this world is real, and it says that you have not left all of yourself behind. 
Generally speaking, a charm works on the principle of like attracts like. It 
contains the essence, or energy, of something that you want more of. A charm is 
like a mirror, reflecting something you want so that you can draw it toward 
you.

DRAMATURG
In ritual contexts, charms are constructed more or less in the following way: 
sacred objects, selected with the idea of placing a spell on someone in mind, are 
placed in a cloth, ritually tied, and folded (or futika, from Thompson, 1984: 131). 
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The tying and folding are the actions that set the object in motion. In fact, the 
action is a pun on what the spell does. When you are tying a charm, you are 
tying that person to you. ‘The original charm was “made up of a mixture of 
earth from a grave plus palm wine and is believed to bring good 
luck”’ (Thompson, 1984; 105). This comes from the southern United States, 
where slave culture brought the charm into popular culture. Its roots (no pun 
intended) are from the Kongo: ‘Kongo-Cuban priests activated old, important 
charms by singing and drawing a sacred point’ (Thompson, 1984: 110). Drawing 
refers to the firma (literally translated as ‘signature’), another Kongo invention, 
where a sign is drawn (usually with white chalk) on the bottom of a pot that 
holds an ancestral spirit, or on the ground, or on a human body. Firmas are 
iconographic representations of ancestral spirits (the Muertos in Palo Monte), 
and can become literal doorways through which those spirits may enter. 

 I use charms because they have metaphorical familiarity to the 

performers, from popular culture, and because of their resemblance to the 

actor’s prop. There is another charm that they carry with them, a mirror. Charms 

are like mirrors, reflecting desires, and mirrors have a string of associations 

from both European and African culture. Arnaud Maillet discusses the 

European history of the mirror as a tool for divination, contemplation, and 

hypnotism in The Claude Glass. He focuses on the black mirror, because of its 

particular use in necromancy. In Kongo belief, mirrors serve the same function, 

as communication devices between worlds: ‘The mirror reflects only shadows, 

because only the dead can be seen in it’ (Maillet, 2004: 67). 

 DRAMATURG
In Kongo religion, apart from its means to access the world of the dead, the 
mirror is used for mystical vision in a broader sense. Wyatt MacGaffey, in a 
discussion of Kongo art objects, describes a certain ‘nkisi for divination, a 
function for which the conspicuous mirror on this piece is appropriate’ (1991: 
14). Robert Farris Thompson mentions a piece of mirror as an ingredient in a 
charm, ‘again for mystic vision’ (1984: 25). Mirrors are not only for visionary 
purposes. They also serve as a visual reminder of the object’s power:

 Spirit-embodying materials are usually wrapped or concealed in a charm,  
 but such objects as mirrors or pieces of porcelain attached to the exterior of  
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 the nkisi may also signify power—the flash and arrest of the spirit.  
 (Thompson, 1984: 117–118) 

Fu-Kiau Bunseki, scholar and native practitioner of Kongo religion (who went 
across the Kalunga line in 2014, that is, crossing the watery boundary between 
the living and the dead), writes about the mirror’s uses in revealing the hidden 
in the present: ‘Mirrors are symbols of written words to tell you what the 
nganga [priest or priestess] does—that he is trained to see what goes on in the 
actual society’ (Fu-Kiau: n.d.). It also serves as protection: ‘Mirrors also of 
course deflect negative energies that are coming towards the Nkisi or towards 
the individual that the Nkisi is helping or who the Nkisi watches 
over’ (Tutukenda, n.d.).

 I introduced the performers to these general concepts of the mirror 

before giving them their own personal mirror, which would serve as the 

communication between themselves and the character. Further, it was an 

access point that they could control, opening or closing it of their own volition 

outside of the rehearsal room. While there were charms that were constructed 

with individual qualities, the mirror was uniform. All the performers were given 

the same mirror. Through the mirror I could introduce another aspect of Kongo 

cosmology, the world of the Dogs.  

 Dogs can live in the village or in the forest, where we find, respectively, 

the societies of the living and the dead. Dogs are considered to be emissaries 

in between realms, inhabiting one or both simultaneously. Further, dogs are 

connected to mirrors, both having the ability to communicate with the living 

and the dead simultaneously. ‘“Mirror (talatala) and dog (mbwa) symbolize the 

same thing among the Bakongo.” Thus a dog or doglike nkisi is often used by 

Kongo mystics to see beyond our world’ (Thompson, quoting Fu-Kiau, 1984: 

121). For the performers living in the Southwest, they were already familiar with 

 73



 Chapter Two: Of Methods and Mediums

spirit animals from the iconography found in pop culture shamanism (Garber, 

2014). The dog is also a recurring motif within the play texts, as well as an 

element of the rehearsal/ritual process.  

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
There is a physical dog in the room, the dog that lives with me. There is the idea 
of the spirit dog. In this way, there is a connection between worlds, where 
something familiar (a dog) can be, unexpectedly, a different kind of familiar. It 
opens up the idea that things are not necessarily what they seem. It opens up 
the possibility that not everything will be translated, that the animal world may 
not speak to the human world with an entirely accurate translation.

 They are under the spell, and these charms open up the other worlds. 

Once the performer has the charm, there is a personal connection to the spirit 

world, and a link to their own sense of self, and in this way, the charm serves as 

a safety cord between one world and the next. It gives them the spiritual 

reinforcement to enter into the trance. 

Trance

 The way I am working with trance is designed to invoke a similar state of 

possession by an ancestor. In Houk’s two categories of trance (Houk, 1995: 

117), where heavy trance suggests a deity, and light trance suggests the 

presence of an ancestor, this is the latter category, closer to ancestor 

possession than possession by an Orisha or a Muerto.  

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
The performer, having entered into a spell that is prescribed to last for the 
duration of the preparation and performance of the studio work, and having a 
personal charm that gives her a personal connection to the spirit world, has the 
preparation and protection necessary to enter an altered state of consciousness. 
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There are guided meditations, led by the Ritual Director, designed to move the 
performer to a state of light receptivity, one that is conducive to light possession 
by an ancestor spirit (this can be seen as a literal ancestor spirit, or a feeling of 
calm, or an aspect of their own personality). They are instructed to let that enter 
into their consciousness, and they come back to a waking awareness with that 
still in their consciousness. Then we begin. We rehearse. At the end of the 
rehearsal, we gather in a circle, around the candle, and the Ritual Director 
circles behind them, sprinkling cascarilla, white chalk made from eggshell that 
is sacred to Obatala, and known for its powers in healing and sealing, over their 
heads. In this way, the communication is stopped, or closed for the evening, 
and we disperse. 

 The knowledge of trance is embodied knowledge. In Lukumí and Palo the 

state of trance is primarily achieved through dance. In Haiti, Cuba, and Brazil, 

‘these worshippers have looked to the dancing body as an embodiment of 

philosophy for centuries’ (Daniel, 2005: 85). The dancer’s body is on a 

confluence of planes that intersect and connect. This is a version of trance, 

translated for performers who do not have access to the same embodied 

experience. Such a temporary embodiment, no matter how complete, does 

not allow one the same access to the repertoire as one who was born into the 

culture. What is embodied in this work is something in between cultures. Its 

purpose is not toward merging with the divine (although that may be part of 

the performer’s experience). It is for connecting the performer to their 

character. The method works toward some degree of merging the performer’s 

internal world with that of the character. Spell, charm, and trance offer a way 

into another merging of self and other.  

 Further, there is already a history of associating acting with trance 

possession. The association is, in part, from legends and apocryphal stories 
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(David Mamet suggesting that in the Middle Ages actors used to be buried 

with a stake through the heart; 1997: 6). There are real examples, such as Peter 

Sellers, the film actor most famous for his portrayal of Inspector Clouseau. His 

performance practice included and even depended upon contact with invisible 

forces: ‘I’ve had a strange thing that has followed me all my life, some special 

person in the other world who takes an interest in me and guards over 

me’ (Sellars qtd. in Evans, 1968: 226). 

 Compare a statement from my godfather, Robert, about entering into a 

state of possession:  

 I know that I remember saying to myself, and I think it was because I’d  
 had that experience with channeling that, ‘I’m gonna let this happen,  
 you know, I want, I want this to happen and I’m gonna let it happen, 'cause  
 I’m not scared of it’. (Johnson, 4 February 2015) 

to this statement from Sellers:  

It’s rather like being a medium...and laying yourself wide open and saying, ‘I 
want a character to inhabit my body’ or ‘I want a spirit to take charge of me so 
that I can produce what I hope to produce’. (Evans, 1968: 234) 

Spell, charm, and trance have counterparts in the world of performer training 

(the world of the play, the props, the character work). There is a profound 

ontological difference, but there is also a structural familiarity so that we could 

always return to a familiar place. These were the building blocks (spell, charm, 

and trance) for moving a performer from a Western theatrical background 

toward working in an African-derived ritual context. These were the methods 

for the studio work. For collecting data, I took video documentation of the 

rehearsal and performance process, kept a log of autobiographical writing that 

served as a journal of my own subjective process, filmed video interviews with 
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the performers after each of the five studio works were completed, and held 

regular rehearsal debriefings. These methods were conducted with the 

intention of collecting information about the phenomenological experience of 

being in a trance. These constituted the practical activities designed to bring 

ritual into performance. The studio work is also informed by a number of other 

contexts outside of the method, which also contribute to its being conducive 

to intercultural work in general, informed by Afro-Cuban ritual specifically. I will 

next discuss in detail the contexts for the studio work, leading to a discussion 

of the construction of the performance texts. This will prepare the reader for a 

discussion of each of the five studio works."
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The Monsters Contexts 

 Continuing from the tension between ritual and performance, and looking 

at actor training in relation to ritual practice and the intercultural issues that 

arise, I now turn to a discussion of the studio work. In order to go into detail 

about the studio work next in Chapter Four, where I discuss each of the 

Monsters of the Sea (MOTS) performance pieces, I will here provide the reader 

with contexts for the work. In this way, the reader can be aware of the 

performance traditions informing my work, along with a sense of the work’s 

trajectories.  

 First, I give a short history of my work with two theater groups for whom I 

serve/d as a founding member: Theater in My Basement (TIMB) and Howl 

Theatre Project. This will reveal some of my roots. Then I follow the lineage of 

the experimental performance work that has inspired and provided context for 

my work. Next, I discuss these contexts as I have applied them, focusing on 

performance styles, presentation modes, and the relationship between written 

text and performance. This will lead to a discussion of the specific studio works 

in turn in the next chapter, and subsequently to the articulation of one of the 

studio research outcomes, the Kanga method (a performance method for  
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intercultural work where ritual forms serve to guide performers in non-ritual  

contexts). 

History of TIMB and Howl  

 In 1996, I spent five months living in southern Mexico, where my  

then-partner was working on her doctoral dissertation on Mayan theater. This 

was early in the Zapatista rebellion, and there was a resurgence in intellectual, 

artistic, and political discourse on Mayan identity in particular and 

interculturality in general. From these experiences, I created a solo 

performance work, Mexotica, and performed it in my living room in Seattle for 

invited spectators. These performances sparked an interest for theater in small, 

informal spaces. We moved to Minneapolis in 1997, and when we bought a 

house with a basement in 1999, I started TIMB, a company devoted to 

presenting alternative performance works in (usually) small spaces. In 2001, we 

moved to Phoenix, and in 2002, I began a new version of TIMB. This was a 

nonprofit theater group that specialized in intercultural performance work. 

TIMB presented approximately fifty events over the next eleven years, until 

2013. For nine of these years, I produced and curated a festival of 

experimental intercultural performance work called Teatro Caliente, presenting 

three-day festivals showcasing twenty to thirty works of theater and 

performance art centered on cultural identity that was representative of 

Phoenix, focusing on Latin and Native American identity, with some European-
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rooted work. The idea was to create a space where marginalized groups could 

make performances and determine the modes of representation within the 

context of an artistic conversation with the local community.  

 It would be difficult to mention every collaborator with TIMB, but there 

are a few whose influences are especially profound: Cherri Macht, Matt 

Wagner, Sara Sanabia, Brandon Chase Goldsmith, Jonathan Hernandez, and 

Ilana Lydia. It was particularly my work with Natalia Jaeger that contributed to 

the development of our signature aesthetic. With Jamie Haas Hendricks and 

Jake Jack Hylton, I began Howl Theatre Project in 2014, and we are 

developing our own body of work with its own aesthetic. I mention these 

collaborators because, when I use the word ‘we’ in this chapter, I am referring 

to them.  

 Under the auspices of TIMB (in its last days) and Howl (in its first days), I 

developed and presented the works that constitute the MOTS cycle, which is 

the studio work that comprises the data for this study. The first MOTS was a 

prototype, setting the conditions for a way of working that was amenable to 

methods combining contemporary performance training and ritual traditions. 

The next three MOTS works were where I tested the methods of spell, charm, 

and trance, and these works comprise the majority of the data for this study. 

The last MOTS work is a university theater production that I did not write or 

direct, and would serve to test the method in other conditions. This cycle of 

work is the result of years of collaborations with individuals with different 

approaches and sensibilities, although we shared some common roots. 
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Roots and Contexts 

 Because of the common university background for me and my 

collaborators, our shared sources of inspiration came from knowledge of the 

European avant-garde, and experimental theater and performance 

contemporaries in the United States. However, it was Latin American artists, 

working within surrealism or under its influence, who provided alternate routes 

toward ways of seeing that made our work unique. These artists included 

Guatemalan playwright and novelist Miguel Ángel Asturias, Frida Kahlo, and 

playwright Tomás Espinosa (particularly his play La noche de los nictalopes). 

Wifredo Lam, the Cuban artist who joined the surrealist movement in Paris in 

1940 (Egger: 2012), served as a transitional figure. He was working with an 

animistic dream logic based in Santería, creating evocative images that had 

double meanings for the viewers with a connection to Afro-Cuban religion. 

Further, his work was often an act of reappropriation, where ‘African art motifs 

mediated by Cubist and Surrealist “primitivism” are redeployed and combined 

with references to Afro-Cuban culture’ (Barson, 2010: 14). His movement 

between European avant-garde circles and Latin American roots was an initial 

source of inspiration as a template for intercultural conversation through art.  

 The radical theater experiments in New York City are predecessors to 

experimental forms that have come after, serving as another kind of bridge, 

this one more temporal than geographical. Sam Shepard’s scriptwriting, taking 
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cues from both surrealism and his contemporary, Lanford Wilson, whose 

dramaturgy would embody the standard for American (United States) realism, 

broke open the possibilities for multiple perspectives and realities. This was in 

a milieu when mainstream power structures were being questioned by a 

growing subculture, and off-off Broadway theater began to privilege the 

position of the actor over the director or the playwright. This was especially 

true with the work of the Open Theater and the Living Theatre (Heddon and 

Milling, 2006: 47). Performers were guided by strong central figures (Joseph 

Chaikin, Richard Schechner, Julian Beck and Judith Malina), all of whom 

eschewed an absolutist authoritative position. These central figures were 

developing performance practices through humanistic rituals, connecting to 

the cultural moment. These practices characterize some of the experimental 

theater work in the ’50s and ’60s in New York, but it was not exclusive to New 

York. As one example among many, Ken Dewey, writing about his happening 

experiments in Europe in the early 1960s, expresses a similar approach to 

practice: ‘Performances were composed from available materials, or 

environments, and according to a particular situation’ (1977: 8). Further, this 

approach is itself a kind of trance. Chaikin’s notion of presence is similar to 

what Dewey was finding, where ‘as in a trance there is this thing that you can 

reach out and touch, that is there and everybody recognizes is there’ (Dewey, 

1977: 9). 

 Through studying the performance and theoretical work of Tadeusz 

Kantor, I found a connection to historical movements as well as another kind of 
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blueprint for radical contemporary practice. This theoretical work, usually in the 

form of manifestos, from the Theatre of Death (Kobialka, 1993: 124) onward, 

are propositions for allowing the theater space to have its autonomous ritual 

functions, one that is a living embodiment of memory, of cultural trauma, and a 

place where the dead speak. Further, Kantor’s presence on stage with the 

performers during the performances signaled an artistic vision that was entirely 

subjective. The spectator is seeing Kantor's theater through Kantor’s memory, 

framing the notion that subjectivity can point toward the presence of multiple 

points of view. 

 Embedded at the University of Iowa in a visual art culture that was at the 

forefront of new conceptions of the body in performance, Ana Mendieta, 

exiled from her native Cuba, found the means with which to merge Santería 

cosmology and symbology into sculptural works she called earth art. Although 

some critics find her work to be essentialist (Viso, 2004a: 73), this misses the 

point of the radical subjectivity in her work, as well as the uneasy tension it 

often establishes between the universal and the particular.  

 Both Mendieta and Kantor are part of the mis-en-scène they create. 

Mendieta’s body is indelibly burned or otherwise imprinted in many of her 

more famous works, like a ghost. Kantor is present, sitting to the side of the 

playing area, serving to remind the spectator that the performance one is 

seeing is through Kantor’s point of view. This radical subjectivity interwoven 

into their work makes the ritual nature of their work likewise entirely subjective. 

The viewer, or the spectator, is not an active participant, or witness to an 
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authentic rite, but is instead watching someone else go through an elaborate 

rite. There is a spiritual dimension here, but it is just out of reach. This creates a 

tension where the viewer or the spectator or the audience is left to resolve 

their own subjective experience.  

My Generation: Woosters and RATs and Zapatistas 

 In the early ’90s, in New York City, I had my first live experience of the 

Wooster Group. I had read about the transformational acting of the Open 

Theater, but, like others of my generation and coming of age under Reagan, I 

was more cynical than my parents. So when I was exposed to the ‘absence of 

transformation’ and a performance style that traded ‘illusionism for a more 

profound ambiguity’ (Auslander, 1995a: 307), this ironic performance of one’s 

own iconicity struck me as uncanny. To feed my curiosity, I saw Willem Dafoe 

perform live, ran into him at one point on the street (it was not quite stalking), 

and watched Kate Valk perform live and simultaneously from a projection on a 

television screen. Less than a month before, I had seen a workshop production 

of Paula Vogel’s Hot ’n’ Throbbing at Circle Repertory Theatre, where I was an 

intern. This production was presented in rough form in a basement space, 

through the techniques that Anne Bogart was setting forth and which would 

emerge as viewpoints.  

 The viewpoints are points of awareness the performer makes use of while 

working (Bogart and Landau, 2005: 8). The physical viewpoints are tempo, 
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duration, kinesthetic response, repetition, shape, gesture, architecture, spatial 

relationship, and topography (Bogart and Landau, 2005: 8–11) and the vocal 

viewpoints are tempo, duration, repetition, kinesthetic response, shape, 

gesture, architecture, pitch, dynamic, acceleration and deceleration, timbre, 

and silence (Bogart and Landau, 2005: 106). I do not use the techniques to the 

degree my collaborators do, although I use the concept of soft focus (Bogart 

and Landau, 2005: 32–33) as a means of taking in the whole without 

concentration on a single exterior point.  

 Erik Ehn’s writings on RAT (Mondello, 2005) in the ’90s were gospel to a 

number of practitioners who called themselves ‘alternative’. RAT is an acronym, 

and it can stand for Regional Alternative Theatre or Raggedy Ass Theatre, 

depending on whom you ask. Historically, it is a continuation of the sensibilities 

that led to the creation of off-off-Broadway theater in the middle of the 

twentieth century, taking the charge to further radicalize the regional theater 

system in the United States. Although Ehn is linked to RAT from its inception, 

he denies authority or leadership, taking on an attitude similar to the Diggers 

in the late ’60s in San Francisco. RAT is a loosely affiliated organization based 

on voluntary membership, where ‘you are if you say you are’ (Ehn, 1999). 

Combining the humanistic impulses of experimental theater in the ’60s with a 

postmodern sensibility that was finding its sea legs in the ’90s, RAT was an 

experiment in sharing resources and sensibilities. I was present at the 1999 

conference in Iowa City, and this inspired me to write my first theater manifesto 

for TIMB (Danowski, 2003). 
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 One of the most relevant and radical models for my intercultural work is 

the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, or EZLN. On 1 January, 1994, the 

EZLN took over the main square of San Cristóbal de las Casas, in Chiapas, 

Mexico (Marcos, 1999: 47). Thousands of Mayan farmers, wearing traditional 

indigenous clothing, their faces covered in ski masks, carrying rifles (many of 

them, it turned out, made out of wood) occupied the small city. San Cristóbal 

was strategically chosen because of the large presence of expatriates and 

global tourists who are interested in the ancient Maya. This is not an 

insignificant demographic. La Ruta Maya is a term that refers to a trajectory of 

popular tourist destinations in Mayan areas, spanning several states in México, 

Guatemala, and Belize. These are areas of great ecological, archaeological, 

astronomical, and spiritual interest, because of the Mayan presence; ironically, 

the presence is often thought to be a thing of the past, despite the millions of 

living Maya. This is not simply a misconception on the part of the travelers, as 

many of the tourist destinations, particularly in the great pyramid sites, present 

the Maya as human artifact, even though the guides themselves might very 

well be descendants of the ancient Maya.  

 To announce themselves to the world, the Zapatistas sent out manifestos 

and statements to the press and the internet, authored by an anonymous 

figure who called himself El Subcomandante Marcos. ‘Mandar obedeciendo’, 

or ‘lead by obeying’ (Sursiendo, 2014), would become one of his catchphrases, 

foregrounding a political strategy where he, as spokesperson for the 

Zapatistas, is not in charge, but is in fact serving under them. This turned out 
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not to be empty rhetoric. Marcos was a theater student in Mexico City. Inspired 

by Marxist thought and México’s revolutionary history, he and other students 

went to the highlands in Chiapas in the ’80s, with the intention of liberating the 

Mayan peasants. Instead, they found the Mayans already had their own 

systems of governance in place, along with ontological and cosmological 

frameworks that could account for ritual, cultural myth, and the historical and 

current political situation. Instead of imposing Marxism from without, the 

revolutionary students spent ten years learning a cosmology from within, and 

this culminated in the actions in 1994 (Galeano, 2000: 12), a revolution which is 

still unfolding today. I was in San Cristóbal for five months in 1996, and 

returned a few times between 1996 and 2003, traveling with Tamara Underiner, 

who was researching indigenous theater, working with Sna J’tzibajom (Cultura 

de los Indios Mayas, n.d.) and La FOMMA (Fortaleza de la Mujer Maya, or 

‘Strength of the Mayan Woman’; Hemispheric Institute, n.d.), two Mayan 

theater troupes centered in San Cristóbal. Although the Wooster Group’s 

practice is absolutely modern, and the RATs offered ways of thinking and 

acting locally and globally, the Zapatistas encapsulated a hemispheric 

sensibility that was intensely immersed in geography and culture, using 

popular Western perceptions of the ‘vanished Indian’ to recontextualize 

contemporary notions of modernity and postmodernity.  
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Current Contexts 

 With both TIMB and Howl, I utilized structural approaches borrowed from 

theater devising techniques, with an aesthetic agenda that places my work 

within a postdramatic context. Devising is a problematic term in the United 

States, where similar strategies might be labeled ‘collaborative 

creations’ (Govan, 2007: 4). Our work does not generally read as devised or 

collaborative. I compose most of our texts, often direct, and sometimes 

perform. I do work with a team of artistic directors, however, and our shared 

approaches fit two primary devising criteria: the work is economically driven 

(working outside mainstream theater systems), and opposed to an aesthetic 

approach based in naturalism (Govan, 2007: 5). Our texts are created for a 

specific group of performers, based on shared and immediate concerns 

(Govan, 2007: 6). There is a particular relationship to space (Oddey, 1994: 17), 

where the piece is usually conceived for a specific and intimate location (a 

living room, a gallery, rarely but sometimes a theater), and an equally organic 

relationship to technology (Oddey, 1994: 18). Media design is part of the initial 

conversations for a project’s development, and media has played a major role 

in the work since its inception in 1999.  

 My aesthetic approach toward the text is in alliance with the postdramatic 

(Lehmann, 2006), where the dramatic text is no longer the central aspect of a 

performance. The text is certainly one of the primary elements, but it is 
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sometimes eclipsed by the presence of the actor, the specific intimacies and 

contexts of the staging, and to the relationship between the live performer and 

the virtual media. Further, there are emotional and ritual structures which are 

central aspects of the performance, and these do not translate to written text. 

Performance Style 

 In the work preceding MOTS, we were developing a signature 

performance style that is based in part on Kantor’s ideas of non-acting 

(Kobialka, 1993: 64), where the performer was an empty slate, a screen for the 

spectator’s gaze. This was developed with a fairly regular and devoted 

spectator base. As we worked with spectator expectations, the performances 

would sometime morph into performance of persona, rather than character. 

This borrowed from the early work of the Wooster Group, where ‘persona, 

distance, audience perception of the performer, the performer’s perception of 

himself — are always part of performance, but are usually sublimated, at least 

in conventional work, to emphases on character and psychology’ (Auslander, 

1995a: 310). In this work, ‘instead of trying to fill the moment with emotions 

analogous to the character’s (Stanislavsky), the performer is left to explore his 

own relationship to the task he is carrying out’ (Auslander, 1995a: 308). When 

the performer speaks, it is often in rapid bursts, and movements are carried out 

with slowness and extreme precision. As in the Wooster Group, ‘the possibility 

of meditativeness leads to a kind of catharsis’ (Auslander, 1995a: 309). The 
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work of this period was characterized by a conscious shift away from character, 

and the Monsters work afterward signifies a return to character from within 

another ontology.  

 The present performance style is peculiar to postdramatic theater, but not 

derivative of one particular group. The performance texts serve as a scaffold 

upon which to create an autonomous theatrical reality. This is through 

language that is poetic and evocative, rather than discursive. Interior 

monologue is presented as everyday speech, and there is little to distinguish 

waking reality from dream realities (Lehmann, 2006: 83). Dramatic form is 

subverted in order to privilege a structure that is instead spiritual and 

emotional, and ‘synthesis is sacrificed in order to gain, in its place, the density 

of intensive moments’ (Lehmann, 2006: 83). The performance style informs the 

modes of presentation, but it is through the presentation modes that the 

influence of Lukumí and Palo ritual becomes visible.  

Presentation Modes 

 The performances are often held in my living room, which also serves as 

the rehearsal space. There is always a connection between the spectator and 

the space, with some familiarity with one or more performers involved in the 

production. The spectators usually have some awareness, then, of our personal 

lives, and might understand the connections between the events in our lives 

and the performance worlds we are creating. I do not try to create an illusion of 
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real space. The performance space is abstract rather than representational, 

with the subjectivity of a dream. The characters inhabit personal spaces, trying 

to communicate from within various levels of a dream. There are references to 

a reality that are sometimes threatening, and sometimes a ridiculous 

construction. This reality is not accessible to the characters for any significant 

length of time. The playing space, as in Kantor, ‘exhibits the temporal structure 

of memory, repetition and the confrontation with loss and death’ (Lehmann, 

2006: 71). The plays are structured in scenes and monologues that sometimes 

seem disconnected, borrowing collage techniques from the Wooster Group 

(Heddon and Milling, 2006: 196). Like the Wooster Group and Goat Island, 

there are subtle and overt repetitions of themes, objects, and symbols from 

performance to performance (the dog, mirrors, the moon). The individual 

performances can stand on their own, but repeat spectators find connections 

among the play texts, so that ‘the accretion of various texts produces a 

richness that prompts infinite connections’ (Heddon and Milling, 2006: 205).  

 There are influences from the European and American avant-gardes (here 

I use the term American hemispherically), but the primary distinction of this 

work is that its primary presentation mode is that of an nkisi being unwrapped 

and rewrapped. One of the definitions of nkisi is charm. The performances are 

charms. The live performance contains multiple texts—the trance work is a 

text, media is a text, sometimes there is literal text in the media, the lines of 

text, and everything else in between the lines—small movements with the 

muscles of the eye, gestures, grunts, all these are part of the nkisi. The 
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performance is an object that contains all of the parts. The parts are laid out 

and made visible before the spectator, who is responsible for creating their 

own version of wholeness. As in the oral traditions that inform the work, words 

are one part of the text to be decoded, but this is in conjunction with actions 

and symbols. 

The Texts 

 The performance texts are constructed toward effects that are common to 

postdramatic work: ‘More presence than representation, more shared than 

communicated experience, more process than product, more manifestation 

than signification, more energetic impulse than information’ (Lehmann, 2006: 

85). There is an excess of language, suggesting that instead of trying to 

communicate something through words, the excess of words is communicating 

a need to communicate something. The characters often speak in subtext. The 

usually hidden psychological motivations, impulses, and memories are on the 

surface. The character lives in a dream or alternate reality. Often the challenge 

for the performer is to construct a conscious reality for the character, rather 

than constructing their inner life.  

 At the beginning of each project, I meet individually and collectively with 

the performers in order to discuss initial ideas. There is usually no preexisting 

script (Heddon and Milling, 2006: 3), with the understanding that the 

performance text will be created for this particular group of performers (Govan, 
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2007: 6). It is not written in solitude, but in communication, and it is presented 

to the group in stages, with discussion at each stage.  

 The performance text does determine the beginning and the end of the 

performance, so it does take a more central position than most devised work 

(Oddey, 1994: 7–8). In the same vein, the text often serves as the 

documentation of the performance (Oddey, 1994: 21), although it does not 

represent the event. At best, it serves as an incomplete translation. The 

performance texts included in appendix E are to be considered as the 

remnants, like sheets of music for instruments that have not yet been invented.  

 For MOTS, these performance texts were performed for the first time, 

and the performers were aware that the text was created for them. It is 

possible that the same text might be restaged in other circumstances (which 

happened with romeo & juliet/VOID), in which case the MOTS performances 

would serve as the originary performance, what ‘remains afterward, as a record 

of the text set in play’ (Schneider, 2011: 90).  

 A final distinguishing feature of the text is its function as a spell. When I 

meet with the performers to discuss our concerns, I am listening for rhythms 

and repetitions over content, using an ‘evenly suspended attention’ (Freud, 

1923: 239) so that my unconscious might come into dialogue with theirs. The 

play texts are written as a spell for and on the performers. They speak a spell 

that is constructed for them, like meeting inside a private and favorite recurring 

dream. Language works in these plays as a means of temporary incantation, 
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sometimes holding meaning and sometimes narrating the experience of 

meaning slipping away.  

 One of the unexpected outcomes of the studio work, as it progressed 

with this theoretical writing, is my approach to writing for performance. While 

practicing performance as a spell, considering the frameworks according to 

ritual structures, I started to write the texts in order to test the methods. 

Repetitions of words and sounds could induce a sense of being under a spell, 

objects could become charms, and the structures of guided meditations that 

induce trance could also guide the narrative of the performance text. This is 

one of the reasons I include the performance texts in the appendix E: they 

become a repository for my thinking, and serve as an artifact. When Lukumí 

and Palo ritual come into dialogue with performance whose lineage is in 

Western forms, there are different kinds of knowledge being produced, and 

these play texts serve as one kind. I discuss these texts in more detail in the 

next chapter, but having clarified what the studio work is, I move to a 

discussion of the work according to several registers: ritual, artistic, 

dramaturgical, psychoanalytical, and digital. 

 94



Chapter Four: 
____________________________________________________ 

The Monsters 

 This chapter sees the reintroduction of multiple authorial voices. Chapter 

One, with a focus on ritual, was told primarily through the voice of the Ritual 

Director, with occasional interruptions from the other voices. Chapter Two 

focused on performance, with more dialogue throughout. In Chapter Three 

there was only one voice, focused on my history and contexts. I am using these 

voices to speak to each other when there are tensions. This chapter, where I 

write about each of the works, mirrors my experience in the studio, which can 

be simplified as an experience of multiple tensions. To illustrate these tensions, 

and work toward resolution, I use polyphony. Polyphony incorporates the 

multiple voices, reflecting my own way of writing in the studio (text for 

performance with multiple characters and multiple subjective perspectives), 

and allows the tension between ritual and performance established in chapters 

one and two to continue in a conversational tone.  

 The conceit for this chapter is a theatrical program, presenting 

information on each of the studio works with brief descriptions for each of the 

following:  

 1. Rehearsal Director’s notes: basic information, including characters, a  

 plot outline, and a description of the spectators selected for each  
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 work. 

 2. Dramaturg’s notes: a description of the rehearsal process. 

 3. Director and/or Writer’s notes: particulars of the construction of the  

 text and the directing process, if different from what is described above.  

 4. Ritual Director’s notes: specifics on charm, spell, and trance.  

 5. Technician of the Sacred’s notes: notes on the media. 

 6. Artistic Director’s notes: subjective and poetic impressions from the  

 time of the rehearsal/performance. This section is stylistically different  

 from the others, as it is in the voice of the Artistic Director. It is also an  

 artifact of the autobiographical writing that is part of my studio practice  

 methodology. It serves as a map of metaphor. It also plays a central role  

 in the final research artifact, The Ghost Lounge, where it becomes a script 

 for my live narration over the video documentation.  

These are the six characters speaking through this thesis, and, in this chapter, 

they are not speaking in the form of a dialogue or conversation. Through 

multiple perspectives on each of the five MOTS works, the reader may infer a 

clearer understanding of the works than if they were presented from a singular 

authorial voice.  
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Monsters of the Sea I: How I Lost Your Mother in the Underworld 

1. Rehearsal Director’s Notes 

CAST/CHARACTERS: 
LIANA O’BOYLE—NARRATOR 
JULIO CESAR-SAUCEDO—MARSHALL 
JONATHAN HERNANDEZ—LILY 
JAMIE HENDRICKS—BARNEY 
OSIRIS CUEN—ROBIN/EURYDICE 
CHRIS DANOWSKI—TED/ORPHEUS 
GRACE DANIELS—PSYCH/DOCTOR VODKA 
ASHLEY KERIN MARTINEZ—MEDICINE WOMAN/INTERVIEWER/ 
 WITCHAY WOMAN 
DIRECTED AND WRITTEN BY CHRIS DANOWSKI 

 Performed over two weekends in June 2013, the inaugural production of 

the MOTS cycle was held in a private living room space in downtown Phoenix. 

How I Lost Your Mother in the Underworld was a mash-up of the Orpheus and 

Eurydice story and the TV show How I Met Your Mother.  
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 The play takes place in several realms. First, the spectator is watching 

performers who are enacting a slightly surreal version of the TV show. At 

certain moments, these characters are watching a TV show, or a film, projected 

into their playing space. This projected world eventually becomes a dream 

world, commenting on, and sometimes invading, their own performance 

space. Occasionally, the confluence of TV world and dream world sends the 

performers into a state of karaoke-induced trance.  

 There was a conscious experiment with the application of Lacan’s orders 

(‘the symbolic, the imaginary, and the real’; Lacan, 1992: 3) as a performance/

staging strategy. The TV show How I Met Your Mother, as represented by live 

performance, took the place of the Symbolic order. The realm of myth, 

represented by the Orpheus and Eurydice story as it unfolded on video, held 

the place of the Imaginary. The realm of ritual, represented through movement 

and sound in near-darkness, was the Real. The spectators for this were invited, 
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close acquaintances. In part, this was because of the location, being a 

downtown apartment where public performances would violate city codes. 

Also, this was to further serve the inherent intimacy in a small, closed setting. 

2. Dramaturg’s Notes 

This work was to be a prototype for the MOTS cycle as well as the testing 

grounds for the subsequent works that would constitute the research material 

for the thesis. In terms of research material, there were no formal interviews, 

but there were debriefings during rehearsals. The methods were discussed but 

not implemented. The uses of spell, charm, and trance would not be formally 

introduced until MOTS2. There were some experiments toward the 

development of physical vocabularies of trance, applying movement to 

metronome patterns in extended improvisations.

3. Director/Writer’s Notes 

 I became obsessed with How I Met Your Mother (http://www.imdb.com/

title/tt0460649/), a situation comedy about a group of friends in New York City 

told through a series of flashbacks. The central love interest is between Ted and 

Robin, who are in an on-again, off-again relationship throughout the show’s 

nine-year run. I had been obsessed with the story of Orpheus and Eurydice for 

most of my adult life. The myth speaks to me about obsessive love, art, and the 
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relationship between this world and the underworld. Through discussions with 

the performers, I decided that a mash-up between the TV show and the myth 

would be fertile ground for a preliminary exploration.

4. Ritual Director’s Notes 

 In order to begin, I understood that in order to place spells, I would also 

have to be under one. In the next project, I would be putting the performers 

under a spell, so I put myself under a spell with this one, so I could know what 

it felt like. I spoke to Oshun and Yemaya through obi (a divination method 

using coconut), and constructed a charm for myself by following their 

prescriptions from the divination.

Oshun and Yemaya are divine mothers, watery spirits at home in the river 

and the ocean. They can take the form of the mermaid. This is why I call this 

entire cycle Monsters of the Sea. This is boundary work (Borgdorff and Schwab, 
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2012: 117), and there might be sea monsters at the edge of the world. Mermaids 

know their way around.

A ghost story: 

A week or two into the process, I was meditating downstairs. I heard 

something moving around downstairs with me, something like chains against a 

wooden trunk. I got up to investigate, but nothing was there.

The performers came over, and we rehearsed upstairs for a couple of 

hours, and then we took a break. Three of us were looking at a large scratch on 

one of the upstairs doors, wondering what happened to make the mark. At that 

moment, we all heard a sound, like chains against a wooden trunk. I ran 

downstairs and looked everywhere and could not find a source for the sound.

The following day, one of the performers told us he’d had an interesting 

night after he left. His significant other had come to my apartment to pick him 

up, and was waiting in the car outside. This significant other was going to come 

in, but started seeing ghosts outside, and was too frightened to get out of the 

car. He saw a ghost walking in the street, then he saw it appear again on the 

other side of the street, and then he looked into the rearview mirror and saw a 

face staring back at him. The couple realized that the events had been 

happening at roughly the same time: that while we were upstairs hearing 

ghosts, he was in his car outside, seeing ghosts. 

Another ghost story: Sunny, my dog, was hit and killed by a car during 

this work. It’s important to mention. Dogs play an important part in this, 
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especially in the spirit world. Ghosts are the traces of the dead, and there are 

always going to be more ghosts.

 

5. Technician of the Sacred’s Notes 

The media for this work took up more of the playing time than in any of 

the subsequent MOTS works. Using video, I constructed scenes that told a 

version of the story of Orpheus and Eurydice, filmed from Orpheus’s vantage 

point so we never see his face. There were also scenes of mock interviews 

between me in the persona of the narcissistic artist creating the work, and a 

woman (Kerin) in the persona of an imaginary and adoring interviewer. There 

were projections for three karaoke scenes, with song lyrics and images from 

music videos. Finally, there were several two-person scenes, constructed in the 
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style of Godard’s Masculin/Féminin. Two people talk about love and loss in 

black and white, simple and pretentious. In order to film these pre-scripted 

scenes, and make them seem as though they were spontaneous interviews, I 

used a Godardian approach: two performers stand in front of the camera, and 

two performers sit behind the camera. The performers off camera read lines out 

loud, and the performers in front of the camera repeat the lines. The off camera 

performers are instructed to read without inflection, and the performers on 

camera are instructed to respond, but mutedly. The repetitions are kept and the 

off-camera readings are edited out. The performers on camera become like 

echoes or empty vessels with a limited means of expression. 

6. Artistic Director’s Notes 

When I met her! it turned me inside out! like light was being pulled from 
shadow! only they could never be separated! and I understood! but couldn't put 
it into words then! that rebirth is not unusual! but something that happens 
every day! whenever elementals meet! that rebirth is the rule and not the 
exception"

Dubek explained! ‘So! that feeling you get when you're lost watching waves! or 
feeling the rhythms of the breath of someone sleeping next to you! that 
feeling! the things that escape through the cracks that hold reality together"""to 
me! art can never capture this" And bad art thinks it has captured this" And 
good art tries to capture this and fails" And my favorite! my very favorite! is 
when art captures that sense of the impossibility of the capture"’

Getting ready to go far away" The dog! spirited! inspired! a spirit dog! grabs 
broken things! things dotted with blood! and puts them into my pack" ‘I don't 
need these things’! I say" ‘Haha haha’! says the dog! ‘when you travel to 
homelands the first thing you pack are those things of grieving’" ‘But they're 
broken’! I say" ‘They're not broken! they work’! she says! ‘they work like a charm’"

That song of the sea that sings to me: you will go into the world and you fall 
through holes in the world and you will die" And so will everyone you love" You 
will lose your father and you will be the father or the mother or the lover that 
someone will lose" And it will happen again and again and again" This makes 
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most of you nervous! so you try to get numb or acquire things" But" If all you 
acquire is attention to your breath" You will start to see and feel the 
orchestration under it all" And you will come to know the things that mermaids 
know"

I showed my daughter pictures of the moon before she could even speak" 
When she saw it for real! for the first time! she was riding on my shoulders! 
wiggling like crazy! and she said the word! over and over" Moon" That’s how I 
felt when I first got to New York" This thing that existed in so many versions! it 
wasn’t just a word! and it means something di#erent to everyone! and I get to 
have it mean something to me" This thing is not a dream! this thing is real! and 
that’s the mystery" We are waking up and falling asleep in that mystery! as if 
every place on earth is the fruition of a dream our ancestors had for us"

Note to self: release new Afro$Cuban exercise video! Pilates of the Caribbean"

Someone once told you something and it wasn't true but you believed them" 
You can't believe the living! like you! they are always confused by all the 
mirrors" But when you remember the dead! you hear things! and when you 
listen the dead tell us who and where we were! are! and will be"

You slipped through the cracks between one year and the next! feeling as 
though they couldn't find you when they were filming your academy$award 
winning scenes" The things that once made you so melancholic now remind 
you that things are unfinished! but still whole! themes are resolved but still 
likely to recur! and salt on skin from tears or from sweat is what this life tastes 
like" Although you may not recognize how gracious this year has been to you! 
you can't deny that when you move with your breath that you are as graceful 
as anyone who ever danced on the surface of the world! and your best 
moments happened o# camera"
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Wake up in warm rain! on a day when you are made of clay! just so% enough to 
be formed into the thing you have been becoming! almost ready to be put to 
the fire"

The dead came singing! just outside the window by my head! and I could not 
sleep at all! but I feel like I slept by the sea and there is salt on my skin" We 
passed through the summer" We made it through the fire" We misplaced parts 
of ourselves that we didn't want to be" They come singing" You always look so 
sad in photographs! but here in this moment your eyes are bright and you are 
free! you escaped capture! and your mouth is a cave! and when you sing we 
hear the dead and the living echoing against your grateful fiery bones" 

There were lots of stars and I tried to follow them all! and I liked the sudden 
ones and the chaotic ones or the twinkling ones the best! and I was always 
trying to write my name and our stories on them in some secret place! but 
when I stopped following anything! I started to notice that they had been 
writing on me! writing a story on me! and it didn't burn me! but set me on fire! 
not a sudden fire! nor chaotic! nor twinkling! but a so% and steady white light; 
wild in the eyes! so% in the heart! we get born to tell each other stories"
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Monsters of the Sea II: romeo&juliet/VOID 

1. Rehearsal Director's Notes 

CAST/CHARACTERS: 
HEATHER LEE HARPER—SUSAN 
CHRIS DANOWSKI—NURSE 
LIANA O’BOYLE—JULIET 
JOSEPH VON FRECHEN—ROMEO 
JAMIE HENDRICKS—ROSLYN 
SETH SCOTT—MERCUTIO 
DIRECTED AND WRITTEN BY CHRIS DANOWSKI 
MEDIA DESIGN BY BOYD BRANCH 

 Performed in my living room in North Central Phoenix in November–

December, 2013, this was the work that first implemented and then established 

the methods for charm, spell, and trance. The performance text was a version 

of Romeo and Juliet set in the underworld, taking place in a ritual present, 

where the long-dead characters are trapped.  
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 The text is postdramatic in that it is not driven by events that form a 

traditional plot. Instead, it is composed of ritual events that point toward a 

circularity of emotional truths that lead toward spiritual evolution. Susan, the 

daughter of the Nurse, who died when she was a toddler, is ready to leave this 

space in the underworld in order to be born in a human body again, and live in 

linear time on the earth’s surface. Through the cyclical pain of the other 

characters, we see Susan’s desires and anxieties. Juliet, having recognized that 

Romeo is now an empty shell, having been eaten from the inside out by having 

to perform the persona of the iconic lover, makes a clandestine trip to the 

surface of the earth to the site where they were buried four hundred years ago.  

This paves the way for Susan’s exit back into the world. 

 The spectators watch the six characters perform scenes and monologues 

from their discrete spaces in a small room. In between the scenes, there are 

video projections of the performers speaking as themselves, talking about love 

and desire. There are two dance breaks. It opens with a ritual untying, and 

ends with a ritual tying, and in between the recorded media and the 

performers’ recitation of the text, they carry out ritual actions like spraying rum 

and cigar, wrapping each other with cloth, and tying themselves to each other.  

 This was in a private house instead of an apartment. Although the zoning 

laws do not permit public performance in houses either, the laws are not 

policed to the same degree. This meant we could invite from a wider spectator 

base, with private invitations and announcements on social media. These 

announcements were not widely distributed, however, so that in order to find 
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out about the performances, you had to know someone who knew someone. 

This maintained a sense of intimacy, where every spectator had to have a close 

personal connection, if not with a performer, then with another spectator. 

2. Dramaturg’s Notes 

Performers and director met at the house for rehearsals, four times a week. 

The evenings began outside, in the backyard. The performers drank coffee, 

smoked cigarettes, and caught up on each other’s lives. After ten or fifteen 

minutes, the director would interrupt, going over logistical issues, including a 

plan for that evening’s rehearsal. Everyone went inside, and sat in a circle on 

the floor. The director lit a candle, put on some music, and started the 

meditation work. After this, there was a short voice and body warm-up. For the 

next two hours they blocked and worked scenes. This was followed by a short 

debriefing. The last step of every rehearsal, and after every performance, was 

when the director sprinkled the performers’ heads with cascarilla. This closes 

the doors on the spaces between worlds. This schedule was consistent for the 

rehearsal process for the next two MOTS projects as well. 

The blocking was simple. There were six distinct spaces in the 

performance area set for each performer: up right, right center, down right, 

down left, left center, and up left. Video was projected on the upstage center 

wall, and the center stage area was used only for ritual moments, notably the 

two that open and close the performance. The performers were seated in their 
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respective playing areas. Each one had a handheld light, and they implemented 

their own light cues on themselves. 

3. Director/Writer’s Notes  

I began writing the performance text in Berlin in August 2013. My father 

was dying, and I had just met Heather (who would play Susan), and fell in love 

with her. I mention this because death and love are the subject matter of the 

text. My father died in early September 2013, and sometime in the following 

week or so I finished the first draft. I met with the performers for a read-

through, and then we broke for two weeks, when I wrote a revision. During the 

revision phase, my hard drive crashed, and I lost everything. Heather 

suggested I write the whole thing again. So I did, in four days, on an iPad mini. 
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My fingers are not small, so there were lots of mistakes, including some 

interesting suggestions from autocorrect. Following a surrealist impulse to 

accept chance events as part of the art, I incorporated the suggestions into the 

work. Then the Apple store called, and they told me they had saved the hard 

drive after all. So now I had two versions. I wove these together, and we started 

working from this new text.

4. Ritual Director’s Notes 

Death and love are what rituals are for, so this work began in a magical 

place. I am forever chasing ghosts, but this work already had a ghost connected 

to it. 

We began formally by initiating the spell together. On the first evening of 

rehearsals, we met outside as usual, and then gathered inside my altar room. 

The performers were instructed to whisper something to Oshun, asking her for 

a favor. Belief does not matter. The action of asking is what opens the door 

between the material realm and the spirit realm. In fact, belief would get in the 

way, because then the performers would be there for other reasons than making 

art together. They are different impulses. 

After the spell, we began to work on charms. I put six small circular 

mirrors (one for each of us) inside my cauldron to Sarabanda (the Palo Monte 

god of iron). I left these inside the cauldron for four days, charging them with 
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cigar smoke and rum. I gave these to the performers as the charms they would 

carry with them throughout the process. 

Mirrors are portals between worlds. These were portals between worlds of 

the self: the usual sense of self, and an ancestor version of the self. I instructed 

them that if one wanted to speak with his character outside of rehearsals, he 

should blow into the mirror to make a cloud of breath. When he wanted to 

close the conversation, he should wipe the mirror clean. In this way the 

performers had control over the communication. It was important that they had 

control, to see me not as someone who could control their fate, but someone 

who could initiate conversation between them and the spirit world. Bridge is a 

word that is used in new age circles, and it is a suspicious term, but I was a 

bridge nonetheless. I told them that these were charms for communicating 

between planes, but that they could also use them as charms in the more 
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