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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

BODYSCRIPTS:
Mami Wata, Diaspora, and Circum-Atlantic Performanc
by

Elyan Jeanine Hill

Master of Arts in Culture and Performance
University of California, Los Angeles, 2013
Professor Allen Fraleigh Roberts, Co-Chair
Professor Mary Nooter Roberts, Co-Chair
By examining the uses to which the pan-Africanexgobddess Mami Wata is put in Eve
Sandler’s art installation entitled “Mami Wata Csogy” (2008), Kimberly Mullen’s dance
Yemanja, Mother of the De¢p012) and Chris Abani’s noveébraceLand(2004), | present these
mediums as important but overlooked means of histmaking and expressions of diaspora that
are often excluded from written histories. Throagtention to three specific works, this thesis
attends to the roles that the iconography of Mamta\and her Caribbean sister Yemanja play in
framing “artistic genealogies.” | employ oral inteaws with textual and performance analysis to
explore Mami Wata as a sign for intercultural exaea This thesis begins with an examination
of how worship practices honoring Mami Wata intereeén current scholarship on the black
Atlantic. In chapter two | consider Mami Wata asoaplex, shifting deity through which
traumatic histories can be reexamined. In my tbirdpter | focus on the ways that artists

continue to negotiate racial and cultural ideniyyintegrating images of African and Afro-



Caribbean water deities into embodied performarnoasy last chapter | use a fictional text to
reveal ways that artists combine and transforml lacd foreign images as a means of exploring
gender, genealogy, and globalization in an Africantext. My work convenes a dialogue across
artistic mediums and between the disciplines ofd@d®tudies, Black Atlantic Literature, and
Cultural Studies by demonstrating ways contempaoaatigts are imagining and inscribing

themselves into specific canons through embodiedaasthetic practices.
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Introduction:

A Nigerian Elvis impersonator...An altar commemorgtine passage of enslaved blacks
over the Atlantic Ocean...A woman dancing the maags®f a New World orisha onstage in
Venice, CaliforniaThough peripheral to mainstream culture, eaclhede practices—the
Nigerian boy trying to dance like Elvis, the syraraltar in a museum, and the performer
mixing Afro-Brazilian and Afro-Cuban traditionalegts with other improvised movements in the
urban context of Los Angeles—reshape and challenderstandings of the transatlantic
diaspora. The artistic works to which these deeeptisimple snapshot moments are linked by
the presence and influence, in a variety of walth®pan-African water deity Mami Wata. By
closely examining the uses to which Mami Wata isipuKimberly Miguel Mullen’s improvised
danceYemanja, Mother of the De€p012) Eve Sandler’s art installation entitled “Mami Wata
Crossing”(2008), and the nové&racelLand(2004) by Nigerian author Chris Abani, | positshe
mediums to be important means of history-makingexytessions of diaspora that are often

excluded from written histories and archival record

Mami Wata manifests as a mermaid deity, and heotdeg recognize her dominion over
both ocean and river. She is worshipped throughmarty West African nations and ethnic
groups, and in urban centers and rural village&astly different manifestations. Mami Wata is
part of a vast pantheon of water spirits who appearany different forms. Whether she appears
as a mermaid, snake charmer, or Hindu goddess awigi tail, mirror, light or white skin or
with long, wavy or straight hair, her iconograpmgdappearance identify her. The name Mami
Wata (spelled in a variation of ways dependinghantype of pidgin English spoken in specific
nations) comes from the pidgin versions of the wdrdother” and “water.” Significantly, such

pidgin languages with reduced grammars and lexiasnally arose from contact between
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Europeans and Africans with no language in comnwintg and Price 1992: 20). Such trade
languages combine words from many different tongadsecoming théngua francaof people

of many different backgrounds, much as Mami Wada globalized figure, has become a
unifying and mutually understood hybrid symbol far devotees scattered all over the circum-
Atlantic world. She serves not only as an interragdbetween African traders and European
and Indian others, but as a way of bringing anciectl beliefs about water spirits into dialogue
with ideas of capitalism, globalization and thedsgand desires of individuals navigating

contemporary urban spaces and economic conditioresval 1988, Egonwa 2008, Meyer 2008).

Through attention to three specific contemporarykspl investigate the roles that the
iconography of Mami Wata and her Caribbean sisenanja play in framing artistic
genealogies. “Mami Wata Crossing;eémanja, Mother of the DeeggndGraceLandeach
illustrate ways that Mami Wata and her Caribbeatess provide a better understanding of the
networks through which West African practices aspeérsed, reinvented, and perpetuated. In
this study, | develop a theory of performed higsrihat are perpetuated through networks of
performance, or “genealogies of performance” (RAE96). | do so through examining specific
choreographies of collective memory, or stylizedcamseof constructing memory and creating
mnemonics through the (sometimes) ritualized movesef the body. Here | employ Janet
O’Shea’s definition of choreography as all decisiomade about performance, training, and the
presentation of a dance to discuss the performaheé$ examine in this study (O’Shea 2007:
11)! Like O’Shea, | frame choreography as the act gaging in discursive articulations of
histories through physical practices that are céisefocalized and often re-envisioned and re-

localized by practitioners in order to cultivatedasreate new belongings (O’'Shea 2007: 12, 24).

! O’Shea’s definition of choreography is drawn franmd extends the work of Susan Foster and Cynthiado

2



| also explore the uses and significance of theAf@ican water goddess Mami Wata as a

metaphor and sign for diasporic, intercultural exules.

The works of Abani, Sandler, and Mullen each dertratesthe interconnectedness of
different regions and afford me an opportunity tegent practices with ties to West Africa, the
African Americas, and the Caribbean in my theororabf diaspora. In order to complicate
seemingly simple regional identifications, | hav®sen artists who identify themselves in
ostensibly contradictory ways. Each mobilizes idefagenealogy, inscription, and performed
memory in ways that expose the limitations, or iligbof the archive to maintain living
histories. The chief research methods for thisqmtanclude in-person and telephone interviews
with these artists and textual and archival analysianswer questions including: How are these
works contributing to, transforming, and extendspgcific traditions? How do these works stage
the dynamics of traditional religious practices2\Hipes the “repertoire” remake and reframe
the “archive”? How do these works expand ideas of diaspora ambustrate transatlantic

interactions? How do these artists present the bsdysignificant historical document?

Instead of constructing an ethnography of blacla®tit religions, | analyze diaspora as
articulated through the aesthetic use of blackmitaritual practices. In order to focus on the
ways that artists frame diaspora, | engage withattists who focus on practices associated with
black Atlantic religions, or African derived rel@ns, often framed as “traditional.” These artists
employ so-called “traditional” forms as means gbiog with and re-imagining creolized
communities and forming their own, seemingly caoditory, interstitial identities. | hope that

by including choreographic analysis and intervi@ivartists with close readings of texts, this

2 In theArchive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural iery in the Americag2003) Taylor explores the rift
between the archive of materials which are seemdaring, stableand unmediated and the repertoire of body
knowledge, live performances, or lived experierafésn dismissed or devalued as inferior ways okgating and
preserving knowledge.
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work will reveal ways that performances and ritpigctices invade and transform
understandings of the archive. In this study | addiways three contemporary artists are framing
and understanding diaspora and how their workaslyeced through the use of black diasporic
networks of transnational exchange. Though thidyseeks to investigate the ways that
performance and the presence of bodies in spegfces destabilize the archive, | conduct
archival research through many texts, videos, dudggraphs of performances and focus on

ways that artists mobilize performances to interarpeinterpret the work of the archive.

| seek new ways of accessing and understandingpilbbes of subordinated, colonized
and enslaved peoples, who historically have beelud&d from or misrepresented in many
archival accounts. Such accounts rely primarilywitten documentation of events in regions
where writing has not been the primary means ohtaaiing and preserving knowledge of the
past. | address these issues by presenting threensporary forms of history-making that are
improvised, in-process, or fragmented, and whig@se@nt various significant historical time
periods. Through attention to the branching gerggesoof the artists and the many influences
present in the works themselves, | examine theiptigity and diversity of the histories of
dispersed people in order to demonstrate the diaslptks that can be traced through the
enigmatic figure of Mami Wata. While the term “di@sa” has long been used to denote racial
or cultural fraternity and affinity, | frame dised of African peoples and cultural forms through
attention to artistic practice and the pathwaysvhich such practices are conveyed across

generations, racial categories, and national attdralilboundaries.

In this thesis, | extend work by Henry John Drewhb has theorized Mami Wata as a
figure through which Africans have translated andarstood the foreigners. My exploration

delves into the tension between Mami Wata as aokagsymbolizing and transforming the
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European image of the mermaid and the West Afngaw of the goddess as a part of distinctly
African beliefs in water spirits that predate coédrencounters. | will also put scholarship on
Mami Wata in conversation with the discussionsiagpora rallied by Cultural Studies scholars
such as Brent Hayes Edwards and Paul Gilroy, wive hderpreted diaspora as a way of
thinking outside of nationalistic biases. | arghattMami Wata worship sometimes functions
similarly by allowing her devotees to theorize saational connections through Black Atlantic
religious repertoires that emphasize hybridity. Udfo beliefs in water spirits predate colonial
encounters, the cross-cultural aspects of Mami Watahip arose from the mixing of many
groups and the need for a deity through which nagois of cultural difference could be

mediated.

Though the term “diaspora” remains laden with psasiof eventual return to a
culturally static African motherland, | wish to mibpe this term in the context of the circum-
Atlantic movements that Mami Wata has made hisadlsicas well as the artistic expressions
that are the result of such movements. Althougho@idnd Edwards mention the arts as an
important means of constructing diaspora, theyddbeir analysis on the music of the African
diaspora. | argue that these Cultural Studies tea¢sl to be extended through a closer
consideration of the significance of corporealityconstructing diaspora and in maintaining and
creating histories, because such histories and mesnare physically transferred from one
generation to another through dance as well asantisroughout, this study attends to the
significance of corporeality in an investigationsiifting diasporic identities, the ways in which
those identities have been reconstructed and stiylend the complex networks through which
they are reimagined. My work will facilitate dialog across mediums and between the

disciplines of Dance Studies, Black Atlantic Liteen&, and Cultural Studies. | also present ways



that contemporary artists of the diaspora are imagj constructing, and inscribing themselves

into specific archives and canons.

In the first chapter of this study, | review sigo#nt literature on the African diaspora,
the archive, creolization, genealogy and Mami Wia pertains to my work. By tracing Mami
Wata as an urban, savvy deity with links to Europaad Indian traders and indigenous West
African beliefs, | contextualize the goddess witttie framework of circulating trade networks. |
also show how Mami Wata is linked to ideas of d#fece within unity, racial hybridity, and
cultural syncretism, which often characterize thesoof diaspora and creolization. Such
investigations will clarify the ways that contemauoyr artists have resisted the categories of the
archive and created work that illustrates transnati networks in action, in part, through the

peripheral, hybrid status of Mami Wata.

In my second chapter, | explore how African Amemiegsual artist Eve Sandler’'s
complex, multimedia installation, “Mami Wata Crosgi’ brings Mami Wata into dialogue with
the ruptures of the Middle Passage journey and @ysphe goddess as a means of remembering
and reframing histories of loss. Sandler mobilaehival images of her ancestors and familial
paraphernalia to reinterpret and reexamine traunhéiories and present difficulties. In her
work, Mami Wata becomes a conduit for certain meesoof disorientation. Guest curator
Henry Drewal and Fowler Museum staff aid Sandlezanstructing a new archive and inscribing
the unwritten histories of her family through a fhntree, an altar made from inherited
household objects, and a video image of her owry bethg both drowned and cleansed. Her
body becomes the canvas through which she claichseanontextualizes histories lost to the
Atlantic passage. | investigate how this Americarksmight engage in a transatlantic discourse

with African practices honoring Mami Wata.
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In chapter three, | analyze specific genealogigzeoformance and artistic heritage.
Where Sandler constructs an altar through rituattoce, Kimberly Miguel Mullen actually
choreographs the movements of her body into anialtaotion. Mullen’s work presents the
body as an altar at the crossroads between sacdeskaular, thus extending and complicating
the Afro-Cuban and Afro-Brazilian dance traditionsvhich she has apprenticed. Her work also
demonstrates the many possibilities for culturddridity of a goddess as enigmatic as Yemanja
and the connections between this goddess and thg Wiast African “roads” of which she is
composed. | have taken classes with Kimberly Muiltearder to better understand the dance
traditions that she teaches and to analyze hewatimms upon those traditions. Mullen, located
on the cultural interstices between many cultunegotiates her relationship to Afro-Caribbean
communities through dance. In the process of exaignithese dance practices, this study will
also scrutinize mechanisms of creolization andatags that cultural hybridity has developed

and continues to function in Africa, as well agshe Americas.

In chapter four, | show how Abani explores Westiégn dialogues with and translations
of certain aspects of U.S. visual culture in higel@bout a Nigerian Elvis impersonator. Abani
creates a character who constructs his transgeegiantity through dances based on the
movements of foreign film stars. Abani illustratbe types of alternate literacies required to
interpret West African material culture and the wé#yat such indigenous images can become
melded with and reinvent classic Hollywood formulesGraceLand Abani emphasizes ways
that African nations have been influenced by “trext®nal flows,” a concept defined by Arjun
Appadurai through the term “mediascapes” in whiatividuals construct their own complex
global identities through the fusion of multiplerits and imported images (Appadurai 1996:

33). The narrative that Abani constructs demoresrabw traditions are made and remade



without any clear, “authentic” original. He callertain West African gendered identities and
traditions into question by presenting the novpfstagonist, Elvis Oke, as a post-gender
character who decides to follow the artistic triaais of his mother rather than his father. Abani
also complicates ideas of Nigerian identity by gdime iconography of Mami Wata to construct
Elvis as a placeless, hybrid, and globalized figuo®ntextualize Abani’s illustration of this type
of West African creolization within the frameworktbe wider diaspora and the transnational
networks inherent to the Black Atlantic world. mg thesis about performed memories and
diaspora, these artists are linked by shifting ustd@dings and recurring and reorganized
iconographies of Mami Wata. Mami herself slips ma @ut of view as a sign of transatlantic
contact and serves as a way for individuals to bmathy elements together without blending or

flattening the differences between them.



Chapter 1:

Mami Wata and the Roads of Dispersal

The phrase “transatlantic diaspora” evokes idedsroéd migration, cultural circulation,
and the ways that descendants of the enslaveddoges with the cultural ruptures and social
transformations of European colonization and tHarkic slave-trade. Though scholars
originally used the term to refer to dispersed 3bwuopulations, the term “diaspora” has
undergone many transmutations in black populauceiltfrom its association with pan-
Africanism to its political clout during the Amean Civil Rights Movement (Edwards 2001).
The term, used in popular culture to designateétbkgical descendants of enslaved blacks who
were forcefully transported to the New World, ofarokes the romanticized possibility of a
“return” to Africa. Yet, diaspora, in addition t@signating specific populations, represents many
minoritized, transnational identities. For the pges of this study, diaspora functions as a
marker of identity and cultural hybridity ratheathas a denotation of a direct biological or
cultural link to Africa. Through my three case sasdl demonstrate ways that networks of
diasporic exchange are often constructed across eaw cultural difference. Communities
within the transatlantic diaspora construct sudiwoeks through the circulation of knowledge

about practices that perpetuate, extend, intereggaid reinscribe African legacies.

The archive, often understood as stabld unmediated in the West has long functioned
as a way of categorizing, controlling, and silegcsubjugated groups (Taylor 2003: 5). Since
the archive, as materials including written docutae@md significant cultural objects that are
often seen as enduring or permanent, has ofteidunec as a tool of subjugation and erasure, |
take the ways that artists have interrupted ara@brestructed the archive as an important point of

departure in my examination of diasporic netwoN¢any pan-Africanist thinkers have
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employed concepts such as biological purity anddg to invoke the force of genealogy as a
tool of tracing neat, linear, legitimating histariand origin myths that can be charted through
family trees and written records. As a genealobjaaiplaceable hybrid being who is neither
fish nor human, neither completely African nor Eagan, the goddess Mami Wata links
concepts of creolization and genealogy togetheragpears in a variety of racial manifestations
from East Indian, European, to African or raciambiguous (Drewal 1988, Meyer 2008, Rush
2008). Mami Wata, praised through her circulatc@nography and local festivals and spirit
possessions, shows how elements of history-matihgther in the archive or the repertoire, are
intertwined. The ways that she has been differanthgined and performed within Africa and in
the New World demonstrates the importance of casoafracial and cultural differeneéthin

the provisional unity of the diaspora.

Who is Mami Wata? : Historical Background

Scholars often link Mami Wata to colonial contaetveeen European traders and coastal
West Africans because of her pidgin name and hsarcestion with the European mermaid. In
his ground-breaking article on Mami Wata worshipetforming the Other: Mami Wata
Worship in Africa,” art historian Henry John Drevaafjues that West Africans adopted Mami
Wata’s iconography from the mermaids on the figassls of trading ships, linking local African
beliefs in water spirits to the European imagesi@ns (Drewal 1988). Mami Wata, born of
creolization and inter-cultural exchange, has &ligontested genealogy, since she is
associated with traditional African beliefs andwitnported Indian and European philosophies
and mythologies. Drewal frames Mami Wata as a mavkbybridity and as a means through
which Africans have historically understood Eurapead Indian racial others with whom they

have traded since the"18entury. Drewal shows ways that the practice ofif&/ata worship
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produces a plastic identity that West Africans esgb contend with foreign control and the

global economy (Drewal 1988: 181).

Far from passively accepting cultural impositiokismi Wata devotees appropriated
European images in order to understand outsidefsissert their right to reinterpret and reinvent
foreign customs. By presenting Mami worship asethriographic” practice by which devotees
study, analyze and perform European and Indianrgtigewal argues against the belief that
such worship is merely an imitation of Europeartuwal practices. Such observations are
important to my examination of AbaniGraceLandsince the protagonist, Elvis Oke,
reconstructs and reinvents Western images andiagiactices. Though Elvis Oke’s
impersonations of Elvis Presley could be dismissetherely derivative, these performances
enact a similar type of repurposing as that empldyeMami Wata devotees in remaking the
figure of the mermaid. In his own way, Abani's @gonist also uses ritual and performance to
understand Western others.GnaceLand Abani reframes transatlantic exchange by depiaing
Nigerian artist imitating a white American celepntho is himself imitating black American

artistic practices and styles.

Through diasporic networks of exchange and thbajloirculation of popular and sacred
images, practitioners continue to shape worshiptjges and iconographies of Mami Wata. For
example, the artist Eve Sandler describes her woiidami Wata Crossingas a ritual altar that
pays homage to her ancestors. Thus, Sandler, &maAfAmerican devotee, contributes to
practices honoring Mami Wata, a foreign African desls, developing her own artistic practice
as a form of Mami Wata worship. Through such irgeting and multidirectional pathways of

information and cultural exchange, diasporic pragido not move in one direction but rather, as
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indicated by Joseph Roach’s discussiononfcim-Atlantic” performance, such practices

circulateand turn back upon themselves.

Significantly, many African scholars, including O8aEgonwa, argue vehemently
against Drewal’s claims that Mami Wata is a wayiofierstanding Eurasian others, asserting the
goddess is a continuation and modern translati@wairiety of ancient African practices that
predate colonial contact. In “The Mami-Wata Phenoome ‘Old Wine in New Skin,” Egonwa
argues that the ideas constituting the figure ofrii/é/ata have been in existence in African
cultures and religions since long before colonaitact. He takes offense at “Euro-American”
accounts which consider Mami Wata to be an impadded, which Africans subsequently
claimed as their own (Egonwa 2008: 217). He inglsts Mami Wata is not merely, if at all,
about white others, but about mediating among taeynifferent language groups and cultures
presentvithin West African contexts. Anthropologist Joseph Nevasky also argues in “Mami
Wata, Inc” that Drewal’s work often glosses over #yency of West Africans who use Mami
Wata worship as a means of examinkfgcan rather than European others. For Nevadomsky,
Mami functions as a way of processing differenagtsvben ethnic groups or national colonial
contexts. Mami Wata’s primary efficacy, he arguies, not in her foreign identity but in her
ability to facilitate negotiation among many diiat African understandings of water spirits.
She operates on many levels, as a catch-all foyrddiierent pantheons of African water spirits
and as a means of understanding and claiming thepEan and Indian others who brought

dangerous wealth to the West African coast fronoscthe water (Nevadomsky 2008: 357).

Yet, Mami Wata worship has been adapted by devateliscontemporary needs and
continues to operate as an important means of staheling and negotiating globalization,
capitalism, and hybridity in much of West Africahdugh Mami Wata functions as a means of

12



reading, analyzing, and incorporating foreign insamgedaily life, she is not primarily about
Europeans but, rather, encodes contact betweepgend serves as an interface between West
African practitioners and foreigners and even sethes purpose among different African ethnic
groups. In this way, Mami Wata becomes a meansitiiravhich devotees mediate, analyze, and
integrate racial, cultural, and economic differeniceo ritual practice and popular culture. The
deity is also an interface between past and preagalimpsest that is constantly being

reinscribed by her followers.

Mami Wata also functions as a vehicle through wiany devotees express
ambivalence about integration into a modern glpioditical economy. Birgit Meyer’s work on
West African Pentecostal views of the devil, udgfakplores the types of agency that
Ghanaians express through Mami Wata as an emisé#rg devil, and the ways that the
mermaid spirit has been employed as a means obexglgender and sexuality (Meyer 1999).
She makes a case for viewing Mami Wata as a cllifaecepted image that communicates
desires for sex and money or money through sex €M&999: 202). As such, Mami Wata has
come to represent the desires of young peopledoatgon a global scale and participate in a
global market through funds obtained through paidial encounters (Meyer 1999: 203). Meyer
captures how encounters with Mami Wata often retrealatent desires of subjugated
individuals to move beyond local limitations anceogte on a global scale through prostitution
(Meyer 1999: 203). In light of Meyer’s theories abthe ways that Mami Wata worship
expresses modern desires at odds with certain, loaaimunal practices and beliefs. Devotional
practices honoring Mami Wata function as a powddn$ through which to examine Abani’'s
GraceLandand his young protagonist’s dreams of economicpeddence, his negotiations of

gender, and his abortive schemes to operate gjotatiugh illegal trade and prostitution.
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Mami Wata and Yemanja

In turning to Mami Wata’'s New World sister, Yemarijds easy to resort to direct
comparisons; yet, for the purposes of this papés,more important to examine the mechanisms
of creolization and or diasporic exchange at watneen the two deities. In “Celebrating Salt
and Sweet Waters: Yemanja and Oxum in Bahia, Btdaziewal discusses Yemanja’'s
connections to Mami Wata, to Yemoja from Nigeriad & the goddess Oshun. He describes
Mami Wata practices as commuting back and fortbsscthe Atlantic as blacks moved between
Bahia and the Bight of Benin between th& &nd 19' centuries (Drewal 2008a: 167).
Choreographer and dance ethnologist Kimberly Migdellen and musician Mia Doi Todd,
who wrote the spoken word fdfemanja, Mother of the Deegiso link certain roads of Yemanja
to Mami Wata and credit Mami Wata as an influeneeh®ir understandings of Yemanja.
Though, Yemanja manifests in very different waysrfrMami Wata and often serves very
different functions in the lives of practitioneMemanja is seen as a “universal” mother, as
gueen of the ocean; she reigns over maternitywsd#r, and the sea. Yemanja represents
healing and nurture (though she can also be fieatbgr than the harsh and communally
divisive power of Mami Wata, who also heals, butydor a price (Frank 1995, Olmos and
Gebert 2003: 86). Yemanja worship shows how Wesgt#h practices assumed new meanings
in the Americas and were remade into new ritualsek® Mami Wata is associated with the
immense wealth of the slave trade and the feaol$@quences, worshippers of Yemanja
developed religious practices that combined mafigrént African practices with European
images and beliefs. Through Yemanja the enslawthel, and their descendants continue to

claim, the Atlantic Ocean as a space of healingrandwal.
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Mullen joins this legacy through her artistic preet remaking and reframing Yemanja.
Though not culturally Afro-Cuban or Afro-Braziliaar even an initiated practitioner ofisha
worship, Mullen has become inducted into traditiohdancing for therishasthrough
apprenticeships with Brazilian dance pioneer Roskngylvestre and with Afro-Cuban dancers
Juan Carlos Blanco, Juan deDios Ramos Morejon anesita Domé Perez. This complex non-
biological genealogy links Mullen to the enslavefdidans who broughorishaworship and
dances to the New World. Through such convoluteesliof descent, the dances for dnishas
“survive,” change and take on a variety of meaniiogsrtists in different communities. Mullen
was given the dance of Yemanja during an appresttipavhen she was deemed ready by her
mentors and she has performed the traditional damae/er a decade. Memanja, Mother of
the DeepMullen expands the traditional dance for Yemanjaritter to express herself, and to
explore her own story and the cultural elementsgha brings to the black Atlantic dance forms
she practices. Closer examinations of such prosdssehich black Atlantic traditional
religious dances continue to be creolized and renaael important means of putting local

practices solidly in the context of the global netks by which they are produced.

Constructing and Re-constructing Diaspora:

The distinctions between the terms “creolizationd &diaspora” are critically important
to this study. While both imply hybridity, culturakchange and mixture, creolization is localized
to specific spaces or regions, such as the Newd)Vathere many different groups meet and
practices and beliefs become blended and re-madé&éother hand, diaspora is defined
through themovemenand dispersal of specific groups and the exchatiggsccur as a direct
result of the forced migration of groups from oaedtion to another. Diaspora is tied to a

different type of mobility and circulation than ofization that has become conceptually linked
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to certain locations in scholarly discourses. Eorfe the ways that Africans have historically
hybridized “traditional” practices through tradaites or pidgin languages, colonization and
religious conversions and ways that hybridity ayacsetism continue to function in West
African nations, | employ the term creolization (W4 and Price 1992, Apter and Derby 2010). |
will focus on the efficacy of the terdiasporain order to address the direct circulation of
information and people that has occurred betweest\Wiica, the Americas and Europe and
which has constructed an awareness of collectiaeklihternational movementsbuild upon
George Shepperson’s 1965 definition of the diaspserany and all instances of “the African
abroad” and build upon that conceptual frameworttafel and migration by taking racial
mixing, cultural and artistic exchange into accoamimportant constitutive elements of
diaspora, the functioning, mobile and conceptuslilypery presence of Africans and African

cultural elements throughout the world (Sheppef6b).

The instability of the term “diaspora” has beenotiieed in detail by Brent Hayes
Edwards, who traces it from its original use teerdb dispersed Jewish populations through its
many transmutations in black popular culture, ap&aul Gilroy, who renames and reinterprets
diaspora as a way of thinking outside of nationialisiases. Though the term often signifies the
scattered biological descendants of enslaved bloc#as become laden with promises of
eventual return to a culturally static African mextland, diaspora, in addition to designating
specific populations, represents many differentaniized, transnational identities. For the
purposes of this study, “diaspora” functions asaak@r of identity and what Charles Johnson
describes as “cultural dizziness,” rather than deretation of a direct biological or cultural link
to Africa (Johnson 1998: 142). | use the term djmediy to discuss the cultural collisions that

took place over the course of the Middle Passagéf éind the ways these encounters
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transformed and creolized the cultural identitiebath the enslaved Africans and the Western

participants in the slave trade.

Through analysis of the black Atlantic as a unayFGilroy challenges black American
political and cultural histories that have beenttern along nationalist lines. Tfhe Black
Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousng&dlroy calls for a rhizomorphic and fractal view
of the development of intellectual histories amdarnigse peoples of the black Atlantic (Gilroy
1993). He also argues that modernity and traddimmot have to be understood as polar
opposites and redefines the word “tradition” awiad) experience of the changing same, a
crossroads through which cross-fertilization cacuocrather than a signifier for a lost African
past (Gilroy 1993: 188, 189, 199). He recognizes #my cultural phenomena that could be
understood as survivals “have been severed froginats” and have taken on new meanings and
significance in new contexts (Gilroy 1993: 223). &lgo defines tradition as a repertoire in
constant flux through which hybridity can be undeosl and interpreted. Such redefinitions of
“traditional” practice allow me to read Mullen’s@teography as an interpretation of traditions
which foregrounds the ways in which “traditionalirttes have taken on new meanings for
different groups. The movement practices functiamimportant expression of a hybrid
identity for Mullen herself, who does not pract@andombléand is not of Brazilian, Cuban, or
African descent. She employs these dance fornprit) as a way of performing her adoption
into a genealogy that arises from t@dombléradition by way of her dance instructors and

mentors from both Brazil and Cuba.

Art historian Robert Farris Thompson theorizes plma through specific continuities in
artistic practice, arguing that cultures throughtbiet African Americas have retained visual and

movement practices that resemblassembleand reconceive the African religious and artistic
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practices of the Kongo, Fon and Yoruba peoples (@nabhers). Though Thompson traces these
practices along paths that move linearly from Afrio the New World, | wish to focus on global
networksoperating in multiple directions, which will enabtee to develop a dynamic diasporic
framework for evaluating practices within the contef the black Atlantic. IfFlash of the

Spirit, Thompson argues thabdunand other black Atlantic religious practices regrged

“Africa reblended (emphasis his, Thompson 1984: 164), such thdnke specific practices
directly back to what he judges to be their Africaunterparts and precedents. My work
acknowledges the significance of the relationstiips Thompson presents without relying on
directconnections to West or Central African originsoddis on the ways that these practices are
evidence of the many exchanges of knowledge andrigpamong artists and across
communities, nations, and continents, which allommunities and individual artists to fulfill

specific needs.

Those enslaved African dancers and dance-makerdomnd themselves in the New
World had different needs and existed in very défe cultural, social, and economic contexts
from those Africans who remained on the Africantomnt. As such, any rituals connected to
West African water deities, including those for Maiata, have taken on new meanings in New
World contexts. These practices have been rebleimdiegd according to the circumstances of
the practitioners themselves. The choreographispetific rituals, such as ceremonies honoring
Yemanja, have been adjusted accordingly to inctudry different influences. Thus, the
diaspora that | trace in this study does not ctutstia linear genealogy but, rather, seeks to
attend to the many discrepancies and disjunctuitbévthe black diaspora that makes it difficult
to frame as a unified whole; where Thompson tracemre or less linear genealogy, | trace a

layered and interrupted genealogy of artistic ergea
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Borrowing from Edwards’ theories of translatioxamine both Mami Wata and
Yemanija as continually in translation and transi{igdwards 2003). Through Edwards’s work,
which frames diaspora through difference and asaré&tof discourseacrossdifference, |
discuss ways that Mami Wata and Yemanja are diksmimnd yet inextricably linked in Mullen’s
dance about the former. | do so in order to acctarrthe ways that the identities of these water
spirits are constantly in flux and as a way of prég disputes without resorting to the
language of “authenticity” or “origin.” Edwards args that internationalist discourses travel in
ways that require translation and reformation. Symerative discourses enable debate and
conflicts that often manifest themselves in the svegrtain words or philosophies are translated
(Edwards 2003: 7). Edwards reads such translaierasticulations of particular struggles and
competing ideologies within the diaspora (Edwar@@3 11). In this way, Mami Wata and
Yemanja each serve as important translations tdiceaspects of the other and devotees often

use these water deities to stage debates abotitydenltural heritage, and mobility.

Performance and the Archive:

Following models that attend to performance whirigaging with specific archives, |
examine the ways that the archive has been co-dyptedtists in order to inscribe African
cultural practices within Eurocentric spaces, dpEadly within the frameworks of the novel, the
proscenium stage, and the museum. InAtehive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural
Memory in the America3aylor explores the rift between the archive of enials that are seen
as enduring, stabland unmediated, and the repertoire of body knovdedglived experience,
which is often dismissed or devalued as an infexay of generating and preserving knowledge
(Taylor 2003: 5). In order to acknowledge thatdhehive, far from replacing performance or

embodiment, is, rather, in constant dialogue widgse complex forms of representation, |
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explore elements of the archisadthe repertoire that incorporate the images or igoaghy of

Mami Wata as a thematic inspiration.

Through her iconography and the scholarship inddigeher, Mami Wata is clearly
represented in the archive. She also has a signiffresence in the repertoire through the dance,
processional, and storytelling practices througictviher followers remake her with each new
performance. Her presence in the repertoire istaatly in dialogue with her presence in the
archive since many devotees incorporate and reirgeher iconography and reframe scholarly
perspectives in performances and rituals. Whileortgmt to acknowledge that embodied
performances generate, record, and transmit kn@elethylor asserts the importance of not
banishing physical practices to the past or igrgptive fact that such enactments are constantly
remade and re-appropriated (Taylor 2003: 21). Tolkeie is an important means of
understanding embodied practices that must beallitianalyzed in dialogue with embodied
performances. Though the archives are often seandmnging and impervious to modification,
each of the archival mediums within which Sandiéu)len, and Abani create—the museum, the
proscenium stage, and the novel—are destabilizshréstructed and remade by these
performances occurring within them. Such scenallisstrate the ways that black Atlantic artists
repurpose and/or deconstruct the rigid institutidrzaneworks within which they improvise as a
form of resistance and identity formation. Arguegainst Joseph Roach’s view that cultural
transmission occurs primarily through processesaofowing and substituting that he calls
“surrogation,” Taylor demonstrates that culturagiices are also perpetuated through
multiplicity and proliferation (Roach 1996: 7, Tayl2003: 49). The enigmatic figure of Mami

Wata, who exists as part of a broad, sweeping aedexpanding pantheon, is a good example
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of this type of multiplicity. The goddess cannotdbearly or completely defined because she is

always being remade and is constantly in flux duané dynamics of the repertoire.

Creolization in Africa and Abroad:

In the process of exploring “Mami Wata Crossin@yaceLand andYemanja, Mother of
the Deepthis study will also investigate certain mechargssficreolization and the ways that
cultural hybridity has historically occurred anchtioues to function in Africa, as well as in the
Americas. InCentral Africans, Atlantic Creoles, and the Foutida of the Americad,inda
Heywood and John Thornton focus on continuous @sEROf creolization experienced by
Central Africans both in Africa and, once enslavadhe Americas (Heywood and Thornton
2007). Though Heywood and Thornton focus on thett@eAfrican origins of a specific type of
Portuguese, Christianized creolization, their vadwereolization in Africa as a continuous
project between Westerners and Africans—in whidfedint parties maintain varying levels of
power—reveals room for further study of the wayat thtlantic creolization, which began with
the European trade in goods and slaves, contimu&Bica through the proliferation and
dissemination of Western media and artistic imagése performances of power, clear cultural
surrogations, and obvious creolization throughitiieences of Western media make Abani’'s
GraceLandan excellent novel for examining the ways that Widgtan creolization allows
artists in the diaspora (both Abani and his protégi® to imagine and create alternatives to
restrictive traditional and exclusionary Eurocenframeworks. Since the word “creole” first
designated native born persons of European andestng New World, the term “creolization”
is often associated either with indigeneity or wiitxed race identities (Olmos and Paravisini-

Gebert 2003: 55uch markers of creole identity develop throughidig discourses of
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authenticity and ideas of genealogy. To re-exaraieelization within a West African context,

the significance of theories of genealogy withia &frican diaspora must also be reinterpreted.

Genealogy:

Literary historian Johnathan Arac defines “critigahealogy” as a process of finding out
where you have come from in order to determinaradiéves to present circumstances (Arac
1987: 2). | employ his theories in relation to Jus®oach’s “genealogy of performande’link
both concepts to my own theory of “artistic gengae.” In “Mardi Gras Indians and Others:
Genealogies of American Performance,” Roach artprean expanded definition of
performance that includes non-literate, non-textudtural performances (Roach 1992). He
defines his “genealogies of performance” as that¢mission and dissemination of cultural
practices through collective representations” (RoBE292: 462). | am interested in applying this
concise definition of “genealogies of performante$pecific cultural practices, such as the
piecemeal coming of age ritual arranged and choapbgd by Sunday, the father of Abani’s
protagonist inGraceLandln response to such theories, which base diasponnections on the
tenuous link provided by racial identification (wHor example, determines which people are
African enough to be a part of the African dias@raiasporic genealogies can be envisioned as
webs of artistic heritage rather than direct linedescent. Inspired by Roach’s performance
genealogies, | employ my theory of “artistic geogas:” the choices made by individual artists
about which legacies to modify and which heritagelaim. | argue that such artists are linked to
the African diasporaythe artistic choices through which they lay claovAfrica and to
subjugated, liminal, circum-Atlantic identities. MaWata and Yemanja, as deities who travel
between and across cultures, provide a framewar&xfamining cultural, racial, economic, and
gender differences within the provisional unitydidspora and emphasizing the significance of
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artistic practice in shaping and reshaping writtecounts of the histories that forged the

transatlantic diaspora.
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Chapter 2:
Palimpsest Memories and Diasporic Identities in Eve

Sandler’s “Mami Wata Crossing”

African American artist Eve Sandler’s multimediatallation “Mami Wata Crossing”
specifically addressed links between Mami Wataggéorgy, and the middle passage journeys
taken by enslaved Africans across the Atlantih@New World. The installation was part of the
Fowler Museum’s exhibitionylami Wata: Arts for Water Spirits in Africa and Dsasporas
(2008), guest-curated by Henry John Drewal. Satsdilestallation reveals the emerging
possibilities of staging interactive histories, tidyered interpretations, and ongoing practices
within museums. Exhibitions includiri§acred Arts of Haitian Vodgd995) A Saint in the
City: Sufi Arts of Urban Senegé003); andWrapped in Pride: Ghanaian Kente and African
American Identitf{1999)have paved the way for the inclusion of an instialfalike “Mami
Wata Crossing” by presenting interactive instadiasi that frame the museum as an important
zone of contact, rather than merely a place oticalliconservation. Throughout the exhibition of
Mami Watathe deity was presented as a continually shiftiragysnational, and contemporary
goddess. Themes of Mami Wata’s ongoing dominiom avers and oceans organized the
movement of bodies within and outside of the exldhispace in areas like the restrooms and
water fountains where signs stating: “This is ManWata, Please use it wisely,” were on
display. Such curating touches allowed museum-gogparticipate in ongoing shifts and
adaptations of Mami Wata’s multiple and complex niegs and uses in the lives of
practitioners around the world.

In “Mami Wata Crossing,” Sandler linked the merchdeity to the difficulty of tracing a

genealogy in the face of historical exclusions gr&importance of reframing histories through
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embodied practicdn a personal interview, Sandler described healiited practice and

observed that her work has always dealt with saitreshes to which she was introduced through
her maternal grandmother (Sandler 2012). She aéltami Wata Crossing,” in part, to

address and unveil histories in order to reckom wiem. Her installation was the final display in
the exhibition, the last encounter that viewers Wwall Mami Wata before exiting. In this

chapter, | argue that Sandler’s installation ceiies to an exhibition that subverts specific
archival colonial legacies of museum spaces blinsg a black female archive in the form of

an altar. She uses the figure of Mami Wata to natghistories of enslavement and memories
of trauma that arise from her family history. Ithexamine how memories, as the raw materials
of histories, are encoded on bodies and materjattito create new archives (Le Goff 1996:
xi). I argue that, through her installation, Sandéexamines and challenges dominant narratives
and represents voices that have often been exclugiedwritten histories. Next, | emphasize the
importance of Sandler’s African American altar agas to meet her devotional and personal
need to heal and cleanse past and present wouwvdkallso consider resonances between Eve
Sandler’s practice and that of West African MamitsMdevotees. In conclusion, | argue that
Sandler maps palimpsest memoryscapes that lay@iptaeutarratives in the contours of the
installation. Through this work, | seek to conttidto Cultural Studies and Dance Studies by
illustrating ways that Sandler’s installation depes dominant narratives through stylized
embodied practices.

Colonial Legacies and Museum Practice

In collaboration with curator Henry Drewal and th@wler Museum, Sandler subverts
particular colonial legacies of the institutiontbé museum by including the unwritten histories

of her family within the museum context. In “Minitige Museum: Artists Look at Museums,
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Museums Look at Themselves,” Lisa Corrin discu$sed Wilson’s well-known work in his
exhibitionMining the Museunto argue that “to speak of the ideological apperainderlying
museum practices is to speak of the relations arpomgr, representation, and cultural identity;
of how history is written and communicated; of wadsstory is voiced and whose is silenced”
(Corrin 1994: 9). European art and natural histanseums arose, in part, from a desire to
categorize and control colonized others and tolaysihe trophies of conquests. Corrin asserts
that “museums are places where sacrosanct bestdrag are confirmed on the basis of
hierarchies valuing one culture over another” (€01994: 1). By pointing out such legacies,
Corrin emphasizes the status of museums as ingtitdtsystems that have historically devalued
the perspectives of cultural others. Yet, currénftsin critical curatorial practice illustrate y&
that many museum professionals resist the colanigins of the museum space. Museums like
the Fowler, and many others, in conjunction withators including Mary Nooter Roberts, Allen
F. Roberts, Henry Drewal, Donald Cosentino, anddroBarris Thompson, seek to challenge
hegemonic approaches to museum practice by craatergctive and performed exhibitions in
which they present the many, sometimes contradictamices and perspectives of the artists and
peoples represented. In such exhibitions, cura@iecsurage viewers to experience museum
spaces through the sense of touch, smell, and saamwgell as vision. In such ways, many
curators continue to challenge preconceived notdmsuseum as static spaces. Sandler’s
artistic approach participates in this type of pcac She worked with Drewal and Fowler
museum staff to bring new voices into the spadd®@imuseum by inscribing her own narrative
on the walls of the museum.

Like many other artists in the exhibition, Sandlenstructs an archive of her own by

including items that evoke specific histories. Yt featuring fragments from cash crops
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(peanut, cotton, and tobacco) that were histosicaibwn through slave labor, she effectively
conjures up the voices of the enslaved and incltlteesse narratives within the institutional
spaces available to her. Though such importantgn@hs have become the norm in innovative
museum practice, Sandler’s installation depictsvational practice at work in rewriting family
histories. Through work like Sandler’s in conjuonctiwith innovative curatorial practice,
museums, as institutions where such histories aveiled and displayed, function as hubs where
members of the general public can engage with abdcbelittled, or misapprehended

perspectives.

Rewriting Traumatic Histories

Through her own material archive, Sandler brifgspast into the present, demonstrating
how the ghosts of the past haunt and inform thegurealways. Sandler incorporated “sound,
video and still projections to evoke the sea ateao$ crossings, loss and continuity” (Drewal
2008b: 193) and positioned a video image of her baay being ritually baptized by clear water
within the roots of the family tree she painteddpresent her known ancestry. By presenting
images of her moving body as an aspect of her fatn@e, Sandler constructs an installation that
goes beyond static representation to illustrate historical events leave lingering traces in the
present. I'Wizards and Scientists: Explorations in Afro-Cubddodernity and TraditionAfro-
Cuban historian Stephen Palmié relates how he hegamestion Western historical processes
that systematically exclude certain types of infation from the archive, after being told by an
Afro-Cuban acquaintance that he was being hauntedeéoghost of an enslaved African who

wanted to have his story told and remembered (Ba2®02: 6). Palmié argues that

27



the idea of the existence of “something” like Torftae ghost] (whatever ontological
status we may accord him) indicate[s] that tredse exists a history that largely
escapes—perhaps cannot be inscribed at all—intoalratives that we construct from
the logs of slave ships, plantation account bookshe diaries of slaveholders” (Palmié

2002: 8).

Sandler’s installation addresses memories of sjdverecreating the space of the past in the
present and delving into histories that have eludetien historical accounts. By re-writing
dominant narratives within the space of the musesangdler takes up a tradition of African
American artists, especially novelists, who useftihe of the novel, despite their “ambivalent
negotiation” of the form, in order to give voicetteir understandings of suppressed histories

and to present voices that cannot be found iniafffastorical records (Gilroy 1999: 218).

By integrating histories of New World enslavemantl West African Mami Wata
traditions into a single lineage archive, Sandfegatively disrupts homogenous narratives of
“America.” She specifically addresses the gapgsiohical accounts of American slavery and in
her knowledge of her family. She includes voicex tlave been lost to historical record by
placing an empty frame memorializing “all thoseigdin ancestors whose names are unknown,
and whose faces we can only imagine and conjuia apr thoughts of a distant, yet ever
present past,” between the precious photos of teat-great grandparents Luke and Ludy Wade
(Drewal 2008b: 195)Contributing to the overall aim of thdami Wataexhibition and
following the theoretical ground paved by two ofator and artist Fred Wilson’s major
exhibitions dealing with the histories of enslavddcans and their descendants in the Americas,
Sandler brings the repressed voices of the ensiat@the realm of representatidn.Mining

the Museun1992) andAn Account of a Voyage to the Island Jamaica viiéhin-Natural
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History of that Plac€2007) Wilson does not pretend to provide his viewers witmediated
access to the realities of slave-life. Rather, lvadhks are grounded by an effort to re-tell and re-
stage the past and foreground what Huey Copelathdasta Thompson call “the inordinate
difficulty of gleaning the histories of the enslawhrough the objects and material traces left
within the archives of the governing classes,hieit article “Perpetual Returns: New World
Slavery and the Matter of the Visual” (Copeland dahdmpson 2011: 35imilarly, instead of
attempting to present slave life directly, Sandl@ssembled archive displaces dominant

narratives by providing alternatives that supplenagrd subvert official histories.

Black Matriarchal Archive

Sandler encodes the histories of her maternalstmrseand effectively constructs a
matrilineal archive through the use of metonymigeots, items closely associated with specific
individuals, events, and spaces. In this altar,istledes items that are important reminders of
the lives and perspectives of her maternal relatitre“Creating Mami Wata,” Drewal remarks
that the sounds of water filled the space, wargiegatmosphere of the installation into a

physical and aural, as well as a visual, experieDoewal details how Sandler

painted the wall blue with a “family river” as opgexl to a “family tree.” In its sources
and tributaries, rivers, streams, and creeks,rsfwribed the names of her ancestors from
Africa to the Americas. In the center, below thislmural, was a video of the artist
being bathed/baptized under flowing water. The lguo§ water filled the space. Below
this was an antique table filled with souvenirdef family’s history—cotton balls,

beads, rings, shells, coins, et cetera. In theecaitthis lineage memorabilia was a live

29



goldfish in a bowl with coral and a ring of cowskells (a museum’s nightmare, a

visitor’'s delight!) (Drewal 2012: 54-55).

When describing how understandings of genealogg ir&#luenced her installation, Sandler
recounts that “the materials in... the altar areghithat belonged to my grandmother or
belonged to my mother, or the perfume bottle... thatmother gave to my grandmother that she
kept,...and actual soil from North Carolina, [and} throken watch was my grandmothers”
(Sandler 2012). Sandler layers many sites and pienieds in her work through the use of
specific objects. She integrates elements fromfédalCounty, North Carolina, where her
mother’s family is from, including the soil and theanut, tobacco, and cotton plants. Through
the antique table, broken watch, and perfume Imttiee also refers to the domesticity of her
grandmother’s home. | view the broken watch asnabgy that encodes and emphasizes
Sandler’s understanding of the haunting of thegareby unresolved past events. The fact that
the watch can no longer move forward, that tim&apped, may serve as an allusion to ways
that time can be experienced as agglomerated,aitdd) around traumatic past events that have
left unhealed wounds. | argue that this black Attaaltar also functions asli@u de memoirepr

site of memory, meant to stop the work of forgettamd materialize memories through which
specific histories can be rewritten (Nora 1989: Bndler identifies the impetus for her
inquiries into her family history and genealogytlas death of her grandmother, an important
source of family knowledge. In “Between Memory atlidtory: Les Lieux de MémoitdPierre

Nora claims that “the moment béux de mémoireccurs at the same time that an immense and
intimate fund of memory disappears, surviving ceya reconstituted object [,]...a heritage
consolidated” (Nora 1989: 11-12). The loss of apontant “fund” of memory in her

grandmother led Sandler to discover more aboutameily and, eventually, to create the
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installation, which | view as an important, if tearpry, site of memory. Through metonymic

objects Sandler fixes her memories spatially, angatn altar that functions as a site of memory.

By constructing a black matriarchal archive, refiiag discourses of agency, and
referencing the significance of the labor and slafi women, Sandler decentralizes patriarchal
narratives of enslavement as representative hestorfi African American women. Sandler’s
great-great-great grandmother was an African wieiged the middle passage to become a
slave on a plantation in Halifax County, North Ger@. She evokes the Atlantic and her
grandmother’s middle passage journey in the iregiah by filling the space with the sound of
water. In “Mami Wata Crossing” Sandler presentstpgmphs of Luke Wade, the son of this
unnamed African woman, and his wife Ludy, who weoéh born into slavery (Williams).
Elements of the installation evoke personal mernsprdnich Sandler places within the context of
larger historical events. She argues that “by ecting personal histories, or stories, in my
family to these historical events, [we can]... lookhangs that are happening in my family...that
happened in many families. You know, [enslavemkafpened here and it happened in Africa,
and it happened in North Carolina” (Sandler 208he uses metonymic objects to put her
ancestors in dialogue with past and present hesoB8andler also articulates the histories of her
African great-great-great grandmother and her ggesdt grandmother Ludy Wade in the form
of a poem. The poem accompanying the installatahe exhibition catalogue is both lyrical, as
if Sandler is piecing together sparse oral hisgréend stilted, as if imitating the matter of fact
descriptions of the female Africans in slave skeigggers and antebellum plantation account
books. Sandler focuses the poem on her anonymaoisAfancestor and on Ludy Wade,

supplanting the story of the white slave mastereth@ole in her retelling:
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African woman
name unknown
bound to cross over
with a shell

Cole got land

got maps

got her

at Jamestown

African mother
Woman

name unknown
Cole got her

with child

African woman

with baby

Luke born in tides
bound to cross over

Ludy

swim

siren song

embrace arrowheads

African/Indian

Medicines

names unknown (Sandler 1999: 33-56).
Even Luke Wade'’s story is included as an aspettiefives of the obscured women. The refrain
of “name unknown” laments the gaps in archival arad accounts and asserts the importance of
remembering even those ancestors whose names ramwaiitten. She also gestures toward the
silence in her family record concerning Native Aroan relatives and further disturbs
compartmentalized and exclusive narratives thattistiseparate African American and Native
American histories.

By claiming her African ancestors in “Mami Watao8sing” and representing fraught

histories of multiracial, multicultural families the early 1800s, Sandler embeds many layered
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counter-histories, through which she understandswa connection to a creole transatlantic
diasporaSandler identifies herself as the descendantiokaolf spiritual healers that includes
Ludy Wade. Through Ludy she inherited “medicines,healing practices and domestic rituals,
which she had always supposed were African. Stleedascribes the difficulty of finding
information about her Native American ancestorsabee of a dearth of older people who knew
the stories and because of traditions of silencarat Native American relatives, which, she
reasons, may have been to protect these relatmesthe repercussions of the Indian Removal
Act of 1830. During her research into her familgtbry, she found that many of the cultural
elements and domestic practices that she had rarstak African were actually Native
American (Sandler 2012). She found that she wagintigup stories that many of her relatives
did not want to remember. Many of her southerntireda were conspicuously silent about their
Native American and enslaved relatives but quitealand very proud of having white ancestry
(Sandler 2012). Sandler returned to North Cardiomahe Wade Family Reunion after not
visiting since childhoodn her interview, she chuckled about the fact thahy such reunions
were inspired by the release of the television seinesRoots(1977) It was only through the
images of Luke and Ludy that she was able to g#s$ patheir story out of family members,
when she found “these very old photographs of Larke Ludy [who] are as far back as our
family tree goes. [Relatives] said...Luke was the gba slaveholder and an African mother”
(Sandler 2012). She was more shocked by the wayttedVade family felt about these histories
than about the crime that started off her famietas she knows it. When she returned to the

South expecting Rootslike journey into her family history she quicklgalized that

what | thought was going to be about pride wasalstwery mangled and weird. Then

there were many relatives who were really, reaég)ly proud of being, umm...being
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descended from the slave master. It was very distgiwhen | realized that what |
thought was going on with my generation. What waisgon in the South was really,

really different. They were very caught up withrgglight-skinned (Sandler 2012).

Sandler synthesizes such varied elements into@etymaltar for Mami Wata in order to address
the crossings, maternal legacies, racial and @lltaixtures, journeys, and historical events on

both sides of the Atlantic, all of which have shéper personal identity.

Healing the Past

The installation that Sandler constructs functiagsn ongoing ritual practice whereby
she faces and negotiates traumatic family legatmsamine the installation as a means through
which Sandler re-members her maternal legacigiiy by honoring the domestic work and
survival of her ancestors. Sandler remembers hénenand her mother’'s mothers by creating a
ritual altar paying homage to the significancehait domestic and agricultural labor. By
reliving memories through embodied practices, Samalttually pays homage to the domestic
work and the intellectual labor of her mother, ghawother and earlier women in her family.
Sandler creates a type of intimate, and eerily iagnsemi-domestic space by including the
antique table, thimbles that stand in for the walrknending and repairing, and the live goldfish.
The fish in particular evokes Mami Wata and remivigsvers that the altar is a space requiring
maintenance. In a personal interview, Sandler keg¢ahat her grandmother also maintained and
cared for altars of her own and she feels thaahtestic work carries on “the work of women in
[her] family in that...[she works] with things thateasacred, things that [women] carry around
that can make us ill” (Sandler 2012). In such way® recognizes a maternal legacy in the

rituals she practices and through which she remesrthe women lost to historical amnesia. For

34



Sandler, the journey and the practice of creatwegaitar and searching through histories of loss
and recovery are more significant than the finadpict. She included ancestors whose names
are unknown to her in her archive by choosing aiomedhat does not require words to
commemorate. Sandler tended and cared for theaatsine built it and found it extremely
difficult to allow others to care for the instalt@t during the exhibition (Sandler 2012). In such
ways, Sandler’s installation works as a type o€iipgion that eschews words in favor of practice
and process, and pays homage to her maternal arcbgtcelebrating and focusing on healing,

cleansing, and nurturing, often considered to beergs work.

Sandler created this African American Mami Wataralo meet her devotional and
personal need to address traumatic historical sv&iite has felt deeply connected to water
deities from India, the Caribbean and West Afrimarhany years and distinguishes Lakshmi,
Oshun, and, later, Yemaya and Mami Wata as defisshave captured her imagination. A
traumatic near-drowning experience as a child Edd explore her interest in water spirits
more fully. She recalls how her work started tmmporate more water as she began using and
creating cleansing rituals in the work (Sandler20For Sandler, as for many devotees of Mami
Wata, Oshun and Yemanja worldwide, the water daitgtions as a way to address the full
spectrum of illnesses, including historical maladi@ssed down through generations. When

asked about the purpose of the installation anfiitstion in her own life, Sandler answers that

we are all a little haunted by these historicalexignces. We are all a little traumatized
and [1] really need[ed] to work with [my past artdpse [historical experiences] and put
them in the light...you can’t look at [these histsiig you don’t know [them] and you

can’t cleanse [them] if you don’t know [them]; yaoaedto know [them]. For me | guess
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Mami Wata has given me a way to do that: to loolglaim, to understand and then to

cleanse (Sandler 2012).

In this way, her devotion to Mami Wata actuallyv&sr a therapeutic purpose in her life. Sandler
periodically carries out ritual cleansings andviteo images in “Mami Wata Crossing”
document one such cleansing (Sandler 2012). In Badgnthal’s text omoduin Togo, she
asserts thagorovodupractices, including devotion to Mami Wata, seixvéreat the full life text

of the individual: mental, physical, and spiritudbsenthal illustrates ways that gorovodu treats
such ailments without “teasing apart...the body ftbemind or from the numerous souls that
make up an individual in all his or her overlappimigh totemic plants, animals, deities and
ancestors” (Rosenthal 1998: 42). Similarly, Sandgsls with her own need for healing by first
addressing historical traumas that have affecte@ieestors. As she began to learn more about
Mami Wata, she describes a driving need to gdigéaaot of her family histories, which
propelled her artistic work “to involve more and madnealing and more and more cleansing,
more and more ritual, and more and more examirimg$ from my own life, to understand
things that were passed down to me, that | doréhawnderstand, that | am still dealing with”
(Sandler 2012). Through her own devotion to Mamitdy&andler addresses issues of conjuring

up past histories and cleansing and healing thissertes through practice and ritual.

Mami Wata Altar

Many practitioners of African religions, includiddami Wata devotees, recognize the
importance of treating the past as well as thegmtei; order to develop relevant, adaptable
histories to address contemporary difficulties. Tristallation generates and mobilizes

memories, the stuff from which histories are cangtd, while also functioning as a way to
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reframe past histories and confront present cirtanegs. In her poem, Sandler speculates on

Mami Wata'’s role in her family history:

Mami Wata/Olokun/Yemeja/Oshun
African Mermaids converge

swim with fish women

sing to you

Wooden carvings

On the bows of tall ships

Bound to cross over

Mami Wata

wash your trouble

swim

siren song

embrace wood

and flesh

the water (Sandler 1999, 7-20).
She illustrates links between her grandmother'sgge across the Atlantic to American
enslavement and expresses her own need to workgihtbe past, to “embrace wood/and
flesh/the water,” by bringing difficult family histies to light and accepting them as aspects of
her identity (Sandler 1999, 18-20). Yet, her rafieesto Mami Wata on the bows of slave ships
also incriminates Mami. Since Mami Wata has beekeld to trade, including the trade in slaves,
and dangerous consumption, she is sometimes dedaha “cargo cult goddess” whom
devotees consult in the hopes of acquiring findriessings (Cosentino 2010, 87). Much of
Mami Wata’s iconography, including her mirror aret bong hair, developed from the mermaid
figureheads of slaving vessels and trading shipsnaay have served as a way of understanding
the wealth, illicit opportunities, and shamefuh@drade that put European wealth in African
hands (Drewal 1988, 161). Through Mami Wata, maeyotees encode African perspectives of

the slave trade using material culture and perfoceaSandler employs Mami to bridge gaps

between West African and African American experesncf the triangle trade. Rosenthal argues
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that "statues and paintings associated with MantiaWaeem to be repositories of [a]...recurring
uncanny impression 'left by particular encountevgll a more distant north, including the ships
of the first European traders to reach the WestAfr coast" (Rosenthal 1998, 117). As such,
Sandler re-contextualizes West African impressmislonial encounters by analyzing and
approaching her family histories through knowledg®ami Wata. She incorporates findings
gained from Mami Wata devotional practices intoinggrpretation of past and present
circumstances.

Using the framework that knowledge of Mami Watayides, Sandler places her
installation in dialogue with West African Mami VWgpractices. The phenomenon of Mami
Wata arises, in part, from the circulation of imag@®m Europe and India to West Africa
combined with indigenous African practices. Devetperpetuate knowledge of Mami through
the circulation of such images, in print and onwled,andthe migration and movement of
individuals between nations, cultures, and ethmwpgs. In this way, religious devotion to Mami
Wata constructs transnational, virtual, and imadjwerlds, like the textured, multi-layered
world of “Mami Wata Crossing.” Sandler describes faenily as very heavily politically
involved with the newly independent West Africarioas in the 50s and characterizes herself as
well-informed about what was going on in Africaifiohlly from a very early age. She has also
visited West Africa numerous times to learn abouaal cultures (Sandler 2012). She claims that
it was natural for her “to understand that Mami Weduld be [her] vehicle for understanding the
Middle Passage,” a way that she could grapple thghhistorical traumas by serving the deity in
order to be released from affliction (Sandler 20T2)e installation of the altar in the museum
does not nullify the effectiveness of the altanasongoing ritual process, as well as an aesthetic

practice. Sandler notes that including the liva fisthe altar reassured her that the altar would
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be cared for. As such, she insisted on includirgfigh as assurance that the altar would be
appropriately maintained, and as a signifier ofghesence of Mami Wata. For Sandler, the fish
represents Mami Wata and nurturing the fish was ¢$&rving Mami in order to give and receive
a blessing through the altar. Through the pradfa@eating and maintaining this Mami Wata
altar, Sandler repossesses and reclaims hiddemiastthrough ritualized forms of
embodiment” (Apter and Derby 2010: xvi). Attivating the Past: History and Memory in the
Black Atlantic World Andrew Apter and Robin Derby present the diag@asa “zone of
historical conjunctures characterized by ethnicing»and hybrid forms from the very beginning
of the triangle trade,” acknowledging long-standmsories of creolization on the African
continent. Sandler combines understandings of Wiestan practices with limited knowledge of
her African heritage, acknowledges her Native Agariancestry, and unveils and reassembles

important African American archives, demonstratimg complexity of diasporic identities.

Palimpsest Memories

Through her poetic invocations and her recognitibthe complexity of her genealogy,
Sandler depicts a palimpsest history in the forra ofuseum installation. By placing fragments
from the lives of her mother and grandmother, tiseal records of her family tree, and
photographs of Luke and Ludy, while also acknowied@nd mourning the gaps in historical
records, she creates a stratified history, whitdwa the many narrative threads to converge in
one place. Zimbabwean artist Berry Bickle speaksenfown artistic work of re-writing using
fragments of archival written records and her foons

what happeng the re-writes—how a contemporary space is evdikeplacing a

fragment [or fragments] from history or the pastha present, the distortions of time or
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editing, creating a distillations of the past. Thiscess does not add to the facts; instead,

it subjectively brings chosen layers to a surf&iekle 2007: 227).

Sandler uses her non-textual archives in muchdheesvay, to “re-write” histories in order to
create a space for mourning and remembering. AuigDerby advance the concept of
palimpsest memories, which explains how repressaadanies, like those represented in “Mami
Wata Crossing” and encoded in other rituals peréatior Mami, can recur in the present (Apter
and Derby 2010: xvii, xx). Through her staging amahipulations of the space, Sandler allows
chosen layers to surface and creates a palimpsesbrgscape, in which certain histories
surface for a time only to rejoin the swirling mplicity of histories with which each memory is
interwoven (Basu 2007). This ongoing ritual pragtivhich overthrows Western notions of time
and encodes specific memories linked to broadenteothistories, performs Sandler’s layered
memories through objects and images, which coalesce conglomeration of troubled
histories, the significance of female legacies, iafarmation obtained through diasporic
networks. She also projects a video of a cleangingl that she performs as an important aspect
of the installation.

The very presence of images of her body assextsrthortance of reading the body and
understanding the histories she presents in coqumwith an embodied performance. Though
Sandler creates an archive through the altar,rttewe is flexible and does not petrify or
crystallize the histories she presents since thisqular archive can be rearranged in many
different ways based on personal memories. Theovides been interpreted in a variety of ways:
it has been described as depicting baptism, weednogvning, and cleansing from a variety of
different sources (Drewal 2008 and 2012, WilliarB89, Sandler 2012). This space for

interpretation allows viewers to reframe and retwcs historical events in the present based on
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their own experiences of the evocative objecthefditar superimposed on the images of the
performance of a cleansing ritual within the veayng space.

Conclusion

The Fowler Museum participates with Sandler irsprging an interactive installation
and mobilizing archival materials to create compgtiistories. Through close examination of
Sandler’s complex presentation of a sacred aliataposed against her performance of a
cleansing ritual and her construction of a femabhiae, | trace many diverse cultural influences
on her artistic work and emphasize a branching@egg of practice that reaches across
temporal, national, and cultural boundaries. Tistailhation also functions as a memorialized
past, or site of memory, through the links thatdd@nmakes to the past using metonymic
objects. Yet, “Mami Wata Crossing” functions likgpalimpsest in which stratified histories
collide, revealing new meanings and connectionaéetn disparate events and time periods.
Paul Basu argues that the palimpsest memoryscapmélium in which the accretion of
information “occurs in an uneven manner and...is oy being excavated and reburied,
mixing up the layers, exposing unexpected juxtapmss, and generating unanticipated
interactions” (Basu 2007: 254). Sandler’s instalaiexposes such unanticipated interactions
between Native American heritage, African Ameribastories, and African practices that have
been curated to address the contemporary ideriitygs involved in selecting a heritage upon
which to build artistic work. Much as Sandler delweto the past to formulate and express her
identity, dancer and choreographer Kimberly Mullecuses on restructuring and restaging
dynamic, contemporary black Atlantic practices tigio the memories and histories encoded in
the Afro-Caribbeamrishadances that she performs. By virtue of such perémces that

reshuffle and reorganize archival material to nspetcific needs, the “archive is always in
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process, subject to additions, subtractions anohfegurations—interventions conditioned by
new experiences and reconfigurations” (Fisher 2Q08;205). As a foreign deity, Mami Wata
affords alternatives to established modes of rgmtasion and identity formation (Drewal 1988:
161). Where Sandler’s work demonstrates the usedslof Mami Wata in restructuring histories
of loss that overlap national boundaries, in the ohapter | focus on Mullen’s choreography as
a demonstration of ways that those located onrthgds of black Atlantic communities continue

to influence and expand these cultural practices.
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Chapter 3:
Dancing Altars, Inscribing Bodies and Dynamic Tradtions in Kimberly

Miguel Mullen’s Yemanja, Mother of the Deep

Choreographer and dancer Kimberly Miguel Mullertiggrates in an artistic genealogy
of dancers and religious practitioners from Cuba Brazil; the dance piecéemanja, Mother of
the Deeps the product of these transnational, transcultaréistic genealogies. Building upon
Joseph Roach’s performance genealogi&sities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performante,
employ my theory oértistic genealogiesthe choices made by individual artists about Wwhic
traditional practices to transform and remakeguarthat such artists are linked to the African
diasporaby the artistic choices through which they lay claomAfrica and to circum-Atlantic
identities. Through such genealogies, | addressweat a non-black American like Mullen,
who is not a practitioner of black Atlantic religi®, can be included in the African diaspora and |
posit diasporic genealogies as important netwoflstestic heritage. While Sandler structures a
matrilineal genealogy by linking images and icoragdry of Mami Wata to African American
histories in the form of a stationary altar, Mullemgages with genealogies outside of her family
history, choreographing her body as an altar inonadnd negotiating her relationship to

Yemanja and Afro-Caribbean communities through danc

Yemanja, Mother of the Deepnstitutes a complex, contemporary statementen th
framing of diaspora. Contributing to dance stuawesk by scholars including Janet O’'Shea and
Susan Foster, | explore how Mullen’s body functiassa point of convergence for many
histories and cultural forms within the framewofktlte dance (O’'Shea 2007, Foster 2012). |

frame diaspora in terms of the movement of theucaltforms that have developed through the
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dispersal of Africans around the world, which ird#s Mullen’s improvised tribute to the
goddess Yemanja and to the Afro-Caribbean and Bfazilian dance forms that she practices.
In this chapter | reframe understandings of thega#lantic diaspora through attention to
practices linked to the international, transculiusad migratory goddess Mami Wata since her
devotees continue to employ imported and exotieabjand dance practices to reinterpret
foreigners and to influence understandings of waggties throughout the black Atlantic.
Though thinkers including Alexander Crummell and&VB. Du Bois have often framed the
African diaspora as a collective that only has rdonblacks, | argue against such foreclosures
since they exclude artists like Mullen, who praesid\fro-Brazilian and Afro-Cuban dance
forms, from participation in the transatlantic giesa. Such narrow definitions of the
transatlantic diaspora cannot account for the wbwtists like Mullen, a Hawaiian of
Portuguese and Filipino decent, who exist betwedtnres and practices. Through attention to
choreography, | exploneays that many black Atlantic communities have eyetl alternate
forms of literacy to encode their histories or gdogies through dances and how so-called
“traditional” practices become transformed throtgd process of transfer from one body to

another.

In this chapter, | build on Edwards’s theoried finame diaspora through difference and
as networks of discoursasrossracial and cultural difference (Edwards 2003: T3)ough
such redefinitions of diasporic affiliations, | edthe the reach and influence of the transatlantic
diaspora based on practice rather than birth ol ialgestigate the ways that Mullen has been
influenced by Mami Wata traditions in her creatafra contemporary dance work. Mullen’s
choreography iryemanjas based on traditional dances but incorporatgsomsed movements

and is influenced by many traditions, especiallypABrazilian and Afro-Cubanrishaworship.
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| examine the artistic genealogies in which Mulpemticipates as diasporic discourses across
national boundaries and cultural differences. Ydg so without ignoring the fact that many
non-blacks have appropriated and exploited thettoagd and histories of black members of the
transatlantic African diaspora. From blackface mrgishows to Elvis Presley, the art forms of
black peoples have long been misrepresented ancheasially exploited by dominant groups.
Such difficulties and troubled histories often leatholars to rigidly exclude non-white
practitioners of black Atlantic forms and to labieém as “inauthentic,” derivative or otherwise
unacceptable. Rather than lampooning or excludiegté/n artists who apprentice within
African forms, | propose acknowledging the nuareres unresolvable complications involved in
the status of such cultural outsiders and the fogmce of their work to the traditions of the

transatlantic diaspora and to notions of ethicdlical exchange.

Through the process of apprenticeship, Mullenrbasived permission from respected
dance masters within Afro-Caribbean communitiegedorm and adapt specific dances. She has
been adopted into Afro-Cuban and Afro-Brazilian coumities as a dancer but still identifies
herself to as a cultural outsider. Though she waskan Afro-Caribbean dance instructor,
choreographer, and performer, she must constaaggtrate her position within the communities
in which she has apprenticed by demonstrating wtaleding of cultural values through
movement practices. She performs as an expertrm@aribbean dances but acknowledges and
confronts her status as an outsider to many offaligious and cultural practices with which the
dances are associated. Her ongoing negotiatiotiesé communities and her work in bridging
the gaps among different Afro-Caribbean dance faromstitutes an important example of a
relationship to Africa and to the transatlanticsghara based primarily on artistic choices and

ongoing practice. Mullen’s relationship with botlerianja and Mami Wata arise, like Sandler’s,
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out of the transnational circulation of sacred iemgnd knowledge. Yet, Mullen’s links to an
artistic genealogy are based, not in her matriliteggacies but in her extension of traditional

forms that she applies to her own hybrid identity.

In her performance piece, Mullen demonstrateptwveer of the body as a type of
document which can carry and reinterpret imporiafiormation even across cultural, linguistic
and national boundaries. In this chapter, | witfunveil the ways Mullen challenges the
traditional framing devices associated with thespemium stage. Next, | present my own
experience of the show and exam¥femanja, Mother of the Deémrough choreographic
analysis. Through such analysis, | frame Mullem a@ancing altar and investigate how her body
operates within both sacred and secular practicesglthe dance due to the influences of her
training. | will then argue that Mullen participata an important artistic genealogy which links
her to the African diaspora through artistic praetand oral tradition rather than through cultural
inheritance. | will conclude by examining how thew® demonstrates ways Mami Wata and
Yemanja are engaged in a continuous transatlaidiogiie that is mobilized through ritual and

artistic practice and performance.

Yemanja, Mother of the Deegs performed for two weekends only between Mafth 3
and April 8" 2012 in the intimate setting of the eco-friendlgdric Lodge in Venice,
California. The performance featured live musicsinger/songwriter Mia Doi Todd and
composer and Afro-Cuban religious practitioner Albé_6pez. Mullen combines the influences
of her training in Silvestre technique, a contenappidance technique based on Afro-Brazilian
symbols developed by Rosangela Silvestre, withttoal Afro-Cuban and Afro-Brazilian
dance styles in which she has apprenticed withelamsters including Teresita Domé Perez,

Juan Carlos, and Juan Dedios for the past sevepsaes. Mullen’s choreography Yemanja
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operates in dialogue with her 2010 performanceéssiensibilitya duet undertaken with
colleague Rosangela Silvestre and with the seventamsolo of Yemanya's dance given to
Mullen by her Afro-Cuban dance mentor Teresita Déteéez. InYemanjaMullen determines
the syntax of the choreography based on the madsr@rcaminospf Yemanja so that the
dance moves from the aspects of the deity assdanth the depths of the ocean to those linked
to shallow water, reversing the customary order.

| decided to attend the April*&showing of the piece on a whim as a way of learnin
more about Yemanja, whom | had often heard refeoes one of Mami Wata’'s New World
sisters (Drewal 2008: 167). Before entering thelblaox theater | passed by a small altar with a
doll in tribute to Yemanja. The doll was dressedlirgquoise and surrounded by candles. She
also donned the beaded Yoruba-style crown meatgdimgnate its wearer as the queen of the
ocean. As the musicians began to play and Mia ddTbegan to sing lyrics that added
narrative poetry to Mullen’s embodiments of Yemahjanderstood Todd’s function as a guide
through each transformation that Mullen, as Yemaayaerienced. The dance begins with the
road of Yemanja Olokun and ends with Yemanja Mayal&Hauntingly, Mullen, dressed all in
white with her arms held behind her back, comesagesas Yemanja Olokun. Caught in the
center-stage glare of a bright white light, sheagts against invisible bindings, the tension
apparent in her chest and shoulders. Her shoultieesre and her undulating back expresses the
frustration of imprisonment yet, despite her effphter arms remain firmly clasped behind her
back. Her struggles culminate in the violent frgeai her arms. Her newly freed arms wave and
gracefully unfurl, complementing the celebratorglang of her back and the joyful movements

of her knees, legs and feet which stir her frothytevskirt into a frenzy...

% The dance moves from Yemanja Olokun, through Aw@\ssessu, Mayalewo, Ogunte and ends with Akwara. |
have fractured the movement descriptions and ircitlem in my argument in a different order to destiate
thematic developments and to convey transformatdémdullen’s character during the piece.
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Choreographing Black Atlantic Literacies

Mullen’s performance applies black Atlantic epmstdogies of the altar to the
Westernized space of the proscenium stage. Shetgde legacy of the proscenium stage,
which uproots dances by confining them to a forpealitheatrical space, and, instead, integrates
the audience in the process of constructing thg.bémiReading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects
in Contemporary American Dancagance scholar Susan Foster argues that the prosten
theater separates audience members from the wiottheé performance and necessitates specific
forms of literacy to decode the dance (Foster 1888:Mullen positions the musicians, an 8-
person live band and singer Mia Doi Todd, on stagesemicircle surrounding the space in
which she dances. The audience is thus positioa#oeanecessary completion of the circle in
which the dance takes place. Mullen also inclulesaudience in the labor of constructing the
character, since observers watch each costume ehahgh introduces a new facet and road of
Yemanja. Thus, Mullen presents her body to theema#i as a point of convergence upon which
objects accumulate to represent aspects of the deit

Throughout the dance Mullen assembles the elenoéiemanja’s iconography needed
to portray and reimagine the deity on her own bdajrovising, Mullen choreographs as she
goes, much as histories are worked and reworkeaddrthrough successive telling and
presentations. I€@horeographing Empathy: Kinesthesia in Performarkaester defines
choreography as the implementation of specific @d®in movement and demonstrates that
performances derive meaning from specific histoaied cultural moments (Foster 2012: 4).
Composer Alberto Lopez was inspired by traditiatgthms to create original music and
Mullen describes the importance of dancing thesitaoms between different drum rhythms. She

notes the high value placed on improvisation iicttyrestablished patterns of movement within
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orishadance communities and emphasizes the fact thakathee, though improvised, is never
freeform. Thus, improvised dances inspired by blattantic religions can be examined
choreographically, as intentionally organized mogata with specific social and cultural
meanings (Mullen, Personal Communication, May Z,3). Mullen also asserts that learning to
go into trance was an important part of her trggrand that, even when she goes into trance, as a
performer she never allows herself to be completegrwhelmed by the deity or the trance
because, if she allowed such a thing, “there wbeldio show” (Mullen, Personal
Communication, May 22, 2013). Even though such dsaiace improvised based on the whims of
the deity (in possession) or the character and mewng patterns that best representdhsha
(when performed), they constitute an important fofrfiteracy and a means of presenting,
conveying, and reimagining histories. Such systehisscription function not only as ways
communicating but as ways of knowing and understanthe world (Roberts et al 2007).

Mullen moves to a trunk onstage and pulls outue liress and a blue skirt. As she
covers the white dress of Olokun with these nawsit¢he frenzy of Olokun begins to fade and
her movements take on a sparkly and rolling quadisyone movement melts into the next. As
Yemanja Awoyo, the movements of Mullen’s arms ebekehimmering waves of the ocean. Her
feet sidle gracefully and her body sways gentligexsskirts flare about her legs, demonstrating
the lazy shifts of the sea. Mullen speeds into ragggessive movements and her face expresses
the intensity of a trance-like state. Her hair $limbscuring her face, as she begins to revolve. As
she spins faster, circling in one direction andrtfamother, her arms trace their own opposing

circles in the air above her head. She finally axdta herself and drops to the ground in a heap.

49



The Body as Altar

Mullen’s body functions as a type of altar, or mege place, in the dance and encodes
specific, improvised alternate literacies. Thropgbps including the beaded Yoruba crown, the
full layers of blue and white skirts, the machébe, shawl and the mirror, which illustrate
different facets of Yemanja, Mullen fulfills one thfe basic purposes of the altar, to define the
face of the divinity (Thompson 1993: 30). In thiaysMullen creates an overlapping surfeit of
imagery on the surface of her own body.Fate of the Gods: Art and Altars of Africa and the
African AmericasRobert Farris Thompson characterizes the blacknéidaltar as a stylized
bricolage of meaning and point of convergence.r8ltamme in many forms and can be
stationary, drawn in chalk or sand, or inscribedtigh the movements of the body. Though
Thompson focuses on altars as assemblages of hjedtartistic processes with specific
meanings within different cultural contexts, heoadsldresses the ways stylized movements can
endow spaces with meaning. | extend such thedrresigh my exploration of how Mullen’s
body functions as an altar in motion in the contE#xhe dance as she choreographs new ways of
understanding and reading Yemanja.

Since Yemanja Assessu manifests in turbid ortegitaaters, Mullen reaches out her
arms, searching, as if through the dark and cloudeters as the lights fade in. Her arms begin
to move as if she is collecting and splashing wateoss her face and body. She moves
laboriously, with a swaying gait, displaying her ody nature as she mimes taking a message
from vocalist Mia Doi Todd to Olokun, into the depbf the ocean.

The performing body that Mullen constructs funeti@s a specific type of black Atlantic
altar in motion. IrSacred Arts of Haitian Vodoionald Cosentino describes the aesthetic of the

altar as “constantly reworked and reactivated” @wisio 1999: 28). Thompson also emphasizes
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the importance of invention, innovation and memarthe construction of altars. Though
Thompson shows that most altars are improvisethteses on the fact that they are intentional,
whether formed in a home, on a riverbank, in adrer on stage (Thompson 1993: 60). Mullen
overthrows national and cultural boundaries byding together Brazilian and Cuban dance
forms in her body and refusing to discriminate wthe two within the context of the dance.
Mullen is very clear about being inspired by maiffedent cultural elements, chief amongst
these influences being her Cuban and Brazilian oneritut not remaining tied to the traditional
mores or perspectives of these practices. By matidiinating between Cuban elements and
Brazilian elements in her improvisation of the gegthe physically bridges entrenched cultural
barriers and extends Yemamashadance traditions. In this way she also buildsde&l

between different ways of understanding the body@erceiving the deity.

Throughout the piece Mullen shuttles between gterovements of the Cubanisha
dance, which was given to her by Perez, and heriomovations, which weave the roads of
Yemanja together differently than in traditionahgtice. Mullen’s body functions as the point
where these different cultural practices in horfahe same deity meet and manifest.
Thompson’s understandings of the black Atlantiaradiso allow me to read Mullen’s body as a
transatlantic altar capable of crossing nationatucal, or metaphysical boundaries. Though
Mullen’s choreography does not constitute a possesgual, she does embody the deity and, in
doing so, she reinterprets the deity and affordsabdience the opportunity to do the same.
Aligning himself with a quote from visual artist Bert Motherwell, Thompson indicates that the
job of the artist is to make the spiritual actualisat it can be possessed (Thompson 1993: 109).
Mullen performs this work through her body, allogispiritual elements to be experienced by

observers. These movements, like the altar, beeowsual prayer.
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Through the murky waters we come to the fiergaidrdrum rhythms of Ogunte. From a
chest onstage Mullen pulls a grass skirt and mactetepresent Ogunte’s warrior nature. As
she adds Yemanja Ogunte’s iconography to her erleeMhllen’s physical energy changes
drastically from Assessu’s ponderous, careful m@remto the predatory coiling and uncoiling
movements of Ogunte. Her shoulders shake as iftinipation of a fight and she springs,
hacking at the air with her machete. She danceliat with the lead drummer who has a center
stage solo before Ogunte begins to dance and asggito interact with Mullen throughout this
road of Yemanja. Mullen moves across the spadenastas if challenging the drummer and
other times as if delimiting her territory.

Afro-Caribbean Artistic Genealogies

Through her choreography, Mullen demonstrateslyimamics of traditional practices
and how they are transferred from place to placdylto body, and one cultural context to
another. Mullen’s status as an American of mixex naho does not practice Black Atlantic
religions and who is deeply dedicated to the daboes of Afro-Cuban and Afro-Brazilian
religious practices, brings up questions of howidsiin diasporas are constituted and the ways
that non-blacks play an important part in the pergigon of the artistic practices and traditions
of the transatlantic diaspora. Mullen identifiesd®df as of Filipino descent on her mother’s side
and Portuguese through her father. She has alveengsdered herself to be the product of
colonization since her parents met through hissosfeEuropean colonization in the Philippines
and were forced to elope since their families fdebthem to marry outside of their race. Mullen
credits her mixed race identity as an importantdiathat drew her to study the Caribbean. She
felt linked to the island nations where mixed rpeeple seemed to be the norm. As an

undergraduate Mullen wanted to learn more abowrntzédtion in the Philippines but had more
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ready access to black studies and Caribbean stealigses through which she learned to apply
knowledge about European colonization to undersatgscof Filipino culture. As she travelled to
the Caribbean and learned more about the cultadateligious practices, she found dance to be
the best way to connect with local cultures. Hadsts of Afro-Caribbean dance forms continue
to inform and mold her amalgamated identity.

Through her apprenticeships with Afro-Caribbeancgamasters, Mullen’s teachers
include her in specific genealogies.Memanjashe has chosen to pursue Afro-Caribbean dance
in ways that contribute to these creole dancetioadi. Mullen participates in an artistic
genealogy through which she is linked to the caltpractices of the African diaspora. In
interviews and personal communication, Mullen was/\clear about the fact that her dance
masters, who include black Atlantic religious piamers and professional dancers, initially
retained the right to decide when she was reatgatm and to perform the dances of Yemanja.
These dance masters have also taught Mullen &datt doth the sacred and artistic aspects of
the dances in cultural context. Mullen worked watack Atlantic religious practitioner and
professional dancer, Juan Carlos Blanco who maisistrict boundaries between sacred and
secular dance events and holds that performancs the same as religious practice (Mullen
2005: 30)* Dance master Juan deDios Ramos Morejon, like Blaagues that religion is not
present in secular performances of Afro-Cuban danoe that choreographers make artistic
rather than devotional choices when choreograpthieatrical performancesMullen also
apprenticed with Teresita Domé Perez who was bumAfricancabildotraditions and taught
and approached Afro-Cuban dance through her fltllién 2005: 22). Perez’'s grandmother

was a daughter of Yemaya and she practices whatatlsean “African” style obrishadance

* Blanco is a professional Afro-Cuban dance perforamel practicing Babalawo, or priest, in the ifaimition
system. For the full interview see Mullen 2005.
®> Morejon worked as founder and performer in thej@ato Folklorico National de Cuba (Mullen 2005: )45
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that preserves African traditions. She feels thairesha can never be excluded from dances
done in tribute to them and that performing sad®&uces serves to extend religious traditions
(Mullen 2005: 57).

Choreographing New Legacies

Through these legacies, Mullen performs traditial@ences in a secular context while
maintaining respect for the religious aspects efrttovements. In her unpublished Master’s
thesis,Dancing for the Orichas: Performing AfroCuban Falkt Ritual DancesMullen
acknowledges that, while Afro-Cuban dances haweiBbed in schools and theatres nationally
and abroad, the religious traditions and rituadd thspire the dances arise from histories of
oppression. The Cuban government attempted to ssp@anteria through legislation until the
late 50s. After the Cuban Revolution, Brazilian @@and music associated with black Atlantic
religions gained popularity through tourist intéregnich started to swell in the early 60s
(Mullen 2005: v, 55). Yet, Mullen defines her cabtition to these legacies as that of an
educator and scholar who exposes audiences thénaater of therishas Through Perez,
Mullen participates in a genealogy linking her tepecifically African heritage, through which
the dance maintains and perpetuates memories wlAftraditional practices (Mullen 2005:
56). Through such artistic choices, Mullen taked pea subjugated, liminal, circum-Atlantic
identity by “opening [herself] up to uncharted gesgghic territories and sacred dimensions of
the unknown” (Mullen 2005: 75).

Mullen’s snake-like motions evoke the winding patha river. As Yemanja Akwara, she
oscillates on stage, moving from one side to therp@s if to indicate that she is neither sweet
nor salty water, but the mixing of both, the coefice of river and ocean. She remains adorned

in the crown, mirror and shawl of Mayalewo.
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Mullen operates in the interstice between theeshand the secular because she blurs
these boundaries in her own work as a result ofitrg from teachers with different
perspectives. Though Morejon and Blanco claim pleatormances are always separate from
religious practice, Perez insisted that the formh @ontent of the dance are already set by the
orisha Perez also taught Mullen to dance Yemanja byetielg that she actually becomes the
deity (Mullen 2005: 11). Perez also taught Mullkeatttheorishasdo not discriminate and can
manifest anywhere and “mount” a non-initiate ashasglan initiate. Though Mullen carefully
presents Afro-Caribbean dances artistically rathan religiously, she is able to project the
energy of Yemanja onstage because she understand® lembody and internalize the
character of the deity and appreciates the relggggnificance of the movements, blurring the
lines between sacred and secular perspectiveseMhllilds upon her teachers’ differing
perspectives to determine how best to adapt pedioces of Yemanja in order to extend the
artistic genealogies with which she engage3.hHa Archive and the Repertoif@iana Taylor
theorizes that embodied performances structure witysnking and of knowing in more
dynamic ways than theories like Bourdiebabitus,in which behaviors are replicated
generationally, would indicate. Taylor also argtiest transmission of embodied knowledge
sometimes works through doubling, replication araiferation rather than a direct substitution
(Taylor 2003: 49). Mullen does not attempt to repleeligious forms of the dances with a new
definitive version of the dance of Yemanja. Shedad seeks to contribute additional

perspectives on Yemanja and new ways of approathendances of therishas

Mami Wata in the New World

In order to contribute to traditional practiceslMn and her collaborators draw upon

various influences including that of Mami Wata. Maiata continues to influence
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understandings of Yemanja in the transatlanticpdiess through her visual representations and
iconography. When asked if the figure of Mami Waftuenced her understanding of Yemanja
as she prepared the music and lyrics for the show/Angeles based singer-songwriter Mia Dol
Todd answered that
there was a traveling visual art exhibit on Mamit#/and it got the cover of the New
York Times. It was a painting by Moyo Ogundipe, igétian artist who lives in the
United States, and | was captivated by this imdgmut it out and it lived on my
refrigerator..l did not know very much about Mami Wata at thatdiand | did not know
when | cut it out that this was connected to Yermdhpugh...l had recorded ‘Canto de
lemanja’... There were images in that show that wemmfall over the world. [It] was
inspiring that we could contribute to the ongoimgation of Mami Wata (Mullen and
Todd 2012
Todd, who commissioned Mullen to choreograph ferrusic video of her track of “Canto De
lemanja,’illustrates the power of what Appadurai might ¢alkediascapes,” through which
images travel across nations and result in trahs@llamalgamations (Appadurai 1996: 35).
Todd’ s experience also demonstrates how, throogltitculation of visual culture, artists
continually construct new visions and understanslioigthe circum-Atlantic world, such that
Todd and Mullen were able to integrate images antbrstandings of Mami Wata into their
portrayal of Yemanja. In this way, Mami Wata conts to place artists from very different
backgrounds, geographical locations, artistic gleggss, and varying levels of artistic authority

in an ongoing dialogue, just as the lyrics of s Angeles show were shaped in part by a

® The exhibition waslami Wata: Arts for Water Spirits in Africa and Bsasporas(2008)organized by the Fowler
Museum at UCLAand the painting walglami Wata(1999), Acrylic on canvas, by Moyo Ogundipe.
"“Canto De lemanja” was originally performed by Wins de Moraes and Baden Powell in 2011.
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painting of Mami Wata that was displayed in the saxhibition as Sandler’s installation and
created by a Nigerian-born artist who lives in Demv

When watching the show, | was shocked to hear Toeldtion Mami Wata in a
performance completely devoted to Yemanja. Todohied “Yemanja Awoyo, Ancient One,
Mami Wata, Mermaid Queen, in your womb the univeeselves, all of life emerges from you”
(Yemanja2012). In the piece, as Mullen dances Awoyo, Teplelks adoringly, as if to Yemanja
herself, stating that “your prizma colored crowrhe rainbow serpent Oshumare,/ Unites earth
and sky,/Yours is the ocean” (Mullen and Todd 2012}his same way Mami Wata devotees
associate the deity with snakes and rainbows beazfube Indian-made chromolithograph print
that circulated in West Africa starting in the 18§0rewal 1988: 169). Rather than framing
Yemanja as derivative, | argue, as does Judy RogkintPossession, Ecstasy, and Law in Ewe
Voodoq thatvodupractices, which | would extend to include New Widalack Atlantic
religious traditions in honor of tr@rishas are characterized by change and fluidity as altre$
the rapid inclusion of new ideas into traditiongdtems (Rosenthal 1998: 46). As such, though
difficult to determine the paths along which infation has been transferred, Mami Wata and
Yemanja continue to change and shift based on populture, migration, and the ways their
images and iconographies circulate. Yemanja ismeokly influenced by past understandings of
Mami Wata, but by current practices and contempaadrthat honors the deity. This exchange
of ideas and images reveals a transatlantic diagpat moves in both directions and is linked
through artistic practice and production, both cliseand indirectly.

Yemanija is linked to Mami Wata through a constart ongoing dialogue between
practitioners on both sides of the Atlantic. In f€lwating Salt and Sweet Waters: Yemanja and

Oxum in Bahia, Brazil,” Henry Drewal discusses Y@fa& connections to Mami Wata, Yemoja
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from Nigeria, and the goddess Oshun. Using Pieamg®f’s argument ifirade Relations
between the Bight of Benin and Bahia, Seventeemi®énth CenturyDrewal describes Mami
Wata practices as commuting back and forth acresgtlantic as blacks moved between Bahia
and the Bight of Benin between théMand 18 centuries (Verger 1968). Drewal makes a case
for influences in both directions, to and from A&fj on the formation of Yemanja: “she returned
to Africa with Afro-Brazilians only to become coated with Mami Wata—because both are
often represented as mermaids and are seen asadhthe sea” (Drewal 2008b: 167). Yet,
these Afro-Brazilians in West Africa must also h&wveught their own creolized practices to
bear on Mami Wata traditions, and those who traddtlack to Brazil must also have taken with
them new understandings of both versions of themgaddess. Mullen choreographs Yemanja
Mayalewo based on the trope “of the vain and pdimtkite woman with hand mirror and
perfume,” which devotees combine with knowledgamdient water spirits in the worship of
Mami Wata (Rosenthal 1998: 117). Rosenthal linksttbpe of the vain white woman to the
Yoruba Yemoja, Cuban Yemaya, Brazilian YemanjatidaiEzili Freda, and Ezili Lasiren,
claiming that in each of these places the lanéénsas a place of order, while the ocean is
acknowledged as a hub of wildness and, she suggestdematic femaleness.

As Yemanja Mayalewo, sometimes known as a forest,Wilullen carefully and
coquettishly wraps herself in a white, lacy shamd &egins a hip swaying dance as she mimes
collecting items from the forest to create healmgdicines. She moves sensually, adorning
herself in the beaded crown and carrying a decemathirror in which she admires her own
beauty, preening girlishly.

The practices associated with these pantheonstegifinction as repositories for the

impressions left by historical encounters, inclgdoolonial encounters between European and
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Indian traders and West Africans, histories of éarenigration and of more recent and ongoing
exchanges between West Africa and the New Worldldiiuecognizes that such shifts and
changes in traditional practice and interpretaliame become “a point of contention amongst
people inside of the culture and people viewirfgoiin outside [which stems from] this constant
conversation about how to preserve the culturehandto evolve it with the current trends”
while preserving the authenticity that gives treglitions their depth (Mullen and Todd 2012).
Mami Wata devotees and Yemanja initiates activaltivate processes of remembering in their
bodies through the stylized mnemonics of perforreaardd ritual practice. Similarly, in
YemanjaMullen and Todd demonstrate ways that Mami Wath¥a@manja are engaged in a
continuous transatlantic dialogue that is mobilig@dugh ritual, artistic practice and
performance.

Diaspora Beyond Race

Through her Afro-Caribbean artistic genealogy, lulengages with the African
diaspora through practice rather than racial sotgdn Yemanjashe uses her training as
inspiration to tell her own story so that she cdyldur back into the traditions” from which she
has learned so much (Mullen, personal communicafione 11, 2012). Mullen holds that, after
years of training, Afro-Caribbean dances have becarpart of her body; she felt that it was
important to merge different dances in non-traddiovays to represent her own experience of
the traditions (Mullen and Todd 2012). Much like idfiaVata devotees assembling foreign
objects ranging from Muslim prayer mats and chratihographs of Hindu deities, to imported
perfumes and white dolls, Mullen and Todd synthessinany different belief systems and

mythologies in the performance.
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Both Todd, who is of Japanese American and Europeaerican descent, and Mullen
describe themselves as New World people whosei&sb not practice African traditions. Yet,
they brought the elements ¥eémanjaogether with the utmost care and respect, ta&itigtic
license but also consulting their collaborator, &t Lopez, who kept them in touch with an
insider cultural perspective of Yemanja. Yet, Malle particular felt that the Afro-Caribbean
dances she has learned have now become an expretsier own identity, not merely an
abstracted tradition, and that these dance pradtiaee become an important part of her personal
understanding of self (Mullen and Todd 2012). Faidlsh and Todd, | argue that the
choreography and lyrics of the show function ategnas “metaphoric self-portraiture.” In Moyo
Okediji's “Inbetweeners: Mami Wata and the Hybiydif Contemporary African Art,” he
examines Mami Wata as a helpful metaphor for undedsng contemporary artists who exist
between cultures. He presents ways Mami Wata'sog@phy has interested artists like Valente
Malangatana and Moyo Ogundipe as a means of sdlfagare (Okediji 2008: 479). Okediji
also argues that, despite the image of the vaitewioman, Mami Wata is not, in fact, about
being white but about transcending race becauseeddbbrates self and translates the self into
the space of the other (Okediji 2008: 491). In thas/, Okediji’'s argument about Nigerian artists
who exist in the interstices between West Africd t#re West applies to Mullen and Todd’s
position, to varying degrees, as cultural outsi@dle to transcend race through the stylized
embodiment and the artistic interpretation of Yejaamd the connections between Yemanja

and Mami Wata that they have made.

Interpreting Tradition

Yemanja, Mother of the Deelemonstrates the dynamics of traditional practackgpted

to fit contemporary needs. Mullen grappled with biadance of evolving the traditional format
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while remaining true to the form (Mullen and Todall2). Mullen expands the roads of Yemanja
into a full length work to claim the deity as a msaf self-expression and to respectfully push
the boundaries of the dance traditions in whichlsdsebeen trained (Mullen, personal
communication, June 11, 2012). Todd, who desctileeself as a complete outsider to the
religious traditions, engages with the project aompletely artistic level and notes the richness
in pulling from and improvising upon traditionalgatices. She realized that, as an outsider, she
had an innovative perspective that cultural ingdedued. For instance, one of the guitar players
in the show was overjoyed to have a new song feegsu. She found that she was able to
contribute to the rich traditional practices asaarst working within the mythologies of

Yemanja (Mullen and Todd 2012). West African deestemploy worship of Mami Wata as a
means of comprehending, navigating and negotiatiogl and cultural hybridity. In this same
way, Yemanja, Mother of the Deepacts a type of cultural hybridity that moves be/the
conventions of the creole practices from which tliegw their cultural influences, a hybridity
which figures Yemanja and Mami Wata as globaliZmges. Much as Mami Wata devotees
have adapted traditional water spirit practiceaftect contemporary difficulties, Mullen
contributes to the rich and multilayered traditibd@nces that she has been taught in order to
give “people who are, like [herself], outside o tinadition...permission to interpret the material
in a way that will help the tradition to maintatretintegrity of it in a way that will do good ingh
tradition” (Mullen and Todd 2012). Mullen and Todx cultural “in-betweeners,” extend
traditional practices by continuing to adapt thenthie needs of the present, including the
construction of non-exploitative global identitigsd the repurposing of traditional images as a

means of building bridges between cultures. Mulleatistic revisions of Yemanja cultivate and
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construct new belongings for herself and othersraakle a space for different types of hybridity

and identities within black Atlantic practices.

Conclusion

In effect, | interpret the transatlantic diaspasaa network through which individuals on
both sides of the Atlantic, claiming many differeatial, cultural, spiritual, and religious
identities, participate in creolized African praes. | have demonstrated ways that Mullen and
Todd use the iconography of Mami Wata and Yem#mg@onstruct a place for themselves
within the African diaspora and to express theindwbrid identities through the characteristics
of a Yorubaorisha | have framed Mullen as a dancing altar to show Bhe reinvents Yemanja
through improvisation, process and practice. Mtdl@moreography demonstrates ways of
participating in black Atlantic traditions that ehgsize the dynamics and relevance of traditional
practices in contemporary settings. Although | pigsicloser examination of artistic genealogies
as a means of better understanding the cohesiodigparity within the transatlantic diaspora, |
do not mean to dismiss the significance of cultgpacificity. Significantly, Mullen does not
present or discuss Afro-Caribbean practices aseused or homogenous, but rather points out
disagreements within and outside of Cuban and Baiazieligious communities. In fact, she
makes an important contribution to the studgw$hadances by physically combining different
understandings of thaishasthrough her movement vocabularyMemanjaand putting these
varying and different approaches to the deity alajue with one anotheviullen, Todd, and
Lopez demonstrate how artists have employed Yemanghunderstandings of Mami Wata, to
transcend national boundaries, bridge cultures cantfibute to vibrant traditional practices.

| have pointed out the ways that Mullen and Todeehzeen influenced by the

international circulation of Mami Wata’s iconogrgpio demonstrate how Mami offers a
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framework for discussing movement between and aaokures without ignoring important
local practices. In this chapter, | have unveilaed example of the contemporary and continual
influence of West African Mami Wata practices oa firoduction of knowledge about Yemanja
and demonstrated how bodies caught on the frinDa<olture may sometimes create new ways
of understanding important embodied traditionatpecas. InYemanja, Mother of the Deep
Mullen and Todd include and integrate Mami in thprtrayal of Yemanja and explorations of
cultural identity. In the coming pages | will expdgchow Chris Abani creates a protagonist who
combines a heritage that is, like Mullen’s artigfenealogy, geographically, racially, and
culturally removed from the place that he calls kobani’s protagonist extends and
reinscribes foreign ideas through his movementtmes: Where Sandler combined a matrilineal
archive with a continued ritual practice and Multiafines her relationship to her inherited
culture and chosen legacies through dance, indvslGraceLand Abani brings together

creolized choreographies, an African mermaid, afedreale archive.
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Chapter 4:
Genealogy, Gender and the Circum-Atlantic figure oMami Wata in Chris

Abani’s GraceLand

In his novelGraceLand Chris Abaniexplores the ways that his young protagonist, Elvis
Oke, caught on the cultural fringes of the busyaarbenter of Lagos, Nigeria, reactivates and
reenacts notions of cultural identity through heglp. Abani reworks the genre of the
bildungsromanpr coming-of-age novein the story of an Igbo boy growing up in the shads
his dead mother, Beatrice, and his demanding asapgdointed father, Sunday. Abani, born in
1966 in Afikpo, Nigeria to an Igbo father and atBh mother, describgSraceLandas a
manifesto that integrates an Igbo cosmology interg modern 21st-century novel. He wanted
to talk about gender, sexuality and the performariceasculinity through violence and upon the

bodies of women within a Nigerian context (Aban0g)D

The novel shuttles between the years of 1974 aB8 a8d moves from Afikpo (where
Elvis lives from his birth to 1980) to Lagos whéikris and his father move after his mother’s
death. The present of the story largely takes platiee booming city of Lagos where Elvis
subsists as an impoverished outsider. Elvis Okesheatain resemblances to Abani as he also
hails from rural Afikpo, endures torture while héhda Nigerian prison, and ends the novel by
immigrating to the United States. Elvis survivesuee, rape, and extreme poverty, and becomes
involved in criminal activity including drug deatinprostitution and human trafficking. Through
the alternate literacies enabled by the present&aafi Wata's iconography in the novel, | read
the deity into Abani’s narrative as a means of ustd@ding Elvis Oke’s complex negotiations of
gender, globalization and his hybrid artistic pi@ets an unrecognizable, Nigerian Elvis

impersonator. By constructir@raceLand a an assemblage of different texts and alternate
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literacies, including performance, Abani challenged interrogates the form of the novel and its
particular colonial history. Abani demonstrates gle@erative subversion that is possible within
embodied practices by showing how Elvis uses peréoice to navigate genealogical legacies
and various cultural influences in order to fashgown identity within restrictive social

systems.

Abani's Mermaid

In GraceLandAbani foregrounds African systems of knowledgelniscribing Meaning:
Writing and Graphic Systems in African Adffricanist visual culture scholar Mary Nooter
Roberts et al challenge assertions that Africabtsarpart of the literate world by presenting a
history of literacy in Africa and examining the wad aspects of these textual forms. They argue
for scholarly recognition of alternative literaciesAfrica and its diasporas (Roberts et al., 2007:
13). Roberts et al emphasize the importance oérstanding African forms of literacy from
African perspectives, since literacies are cultyrdétermined. They indicate that alternate
literacies often involve processes of translating eterpreting visual images (Roberts et al.,
2007: 20, 23). Such systems of inscription functiohonly as “technologies of
communication,” but as “ways of knowing and affegtthe world” (Roberts et al., 2007: 14). As
such, the image of a blue-skinned mermaid thatsEDke observes in the peripheral space of a
fetid communal toilet takes on new meanings andtfans as a way of understanding the world,
for those able to decipher the iconographies oplays Mami Wata makes her ambiguous
appearance in the novel through such alternaradiies. Elvis observes a faded and defaced

mural depicting a river scene as he squats inditeg;the notes that
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On one wall of the toilet, the landlord, in an atf# to clean things up years ago, had
painted a mural. Faded now from years of grimelseat, the river scene, with a
mermaid holding a baby in one hand and a stafbefgu in the other and a python
draped around her neck, was still discernible. @wer hovered over her black hair, and
stars gleamed in the air around her blue body fates, however, was scratched out. He
wondered who had done that, and how they could badared the stench long enough

to do it (Abani 2004: 79).

Though Mami Wata’'s name is never mentioned in tiheeh Abani troubles ideas of Nigerian

identity by using the iconography of Mami Wata tmstruct Elvis as a hybrid, globalized figure.

Through the presence of a mermaid, Abani makesiuseolized West African visual
literaciesto frame Elvis’s creolized artistic practice. lertarticle entitled “Mami Wata and the
Occluded Feminine in Anglophone Nigerian-lgbo Laterre,” Madhu Krishnan argues that the
image Elvis encounters in the reeking bathroonore“of a pantheon of sea and river goddesses
called Mami Wata, a general name used for the sl river and sea goddesses popularized
across Africa and the African diaspora in the reeath century” (Krishnan 2012: 2). Through
the literacy enabled by Igbo cosmology, the mwaasily read and interpreted without the
benefit of words or text. Krishnan relates thatigho cosmology, a water deity name Idemili
created the world and contends that Anglophone iglvelists have addressed the effacement of
the feminine aspects of Igbo religious practicepigh the return of the hybrid figure of Mami
Wata as a contemporary translation of Indemili ¢knan 2012: 4). Krishnan references Sabine
Jell-Bahsen’s assertion that Mami Wata represermdseacompasses many elements of
womanhood in pre-colonial Igbo culture (Krishnari204). Though Krishnan identifies the

mermaid as Idemili, the image could be represemati many different aspects or
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manifestations of the Mami Wata pantheon. Her bbtlye like the Hindu god Krishna, may
reference Hindu pantheons as Mami Wata iconografteyn does, or encode her exoticism,
since Mami Wata'’s skin color can vary in her icoragany from white to black as she represents

both foreignness and indigeneity.

As a hybrid being herself, born out of creolizataad encounters among different ethnic
and racial groups, Mami Wata represents an impbnans of reading Elvis’s impersonations
of “the king.” Many Mami Wata devotees use spedditistic practices to understand the
increasing globalization and hybridity of their conmnities and to link themselves to
transnational flows in meaningful ways, much as€@ke does. Caught in this way, culturally
and physically between worlds, devotees know thatW ata is neither blaakor white, fish
nor woman, but an entirely new creature. Moyo Ofkadgues that the identity of the
contemporary African artist is similarly ambiguotie asserts that, much like Elvis, the
contemporary African artist exists between Westdafand the West, a state which Africanist
art historian Ulli Beier has described as the pasiof the Caucasian Negro (Okediji 2008: 479).

Beier borrows the term Caucasian Negropyinbo dudufrom the Yoruba

who apply the phrase to African artists who areosepl to Western aesthetics, artists
consequently regarded as somewhat different frawekt of the population. Somewhere
located between two [or more] worlds, the conterapoAfrican artist lives a hybrid
experience...S/he is a being from two or more worldsstltural mulatto, a social freak
of international proportions, with a streak of ah¢ion: an in-betweener (Okediji 2008:

479).
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Elvis, exposed to foreign aesthetics through filmanipulates these foreign images much as
many devotees repurpose exotic, European-madetsligegersonal gain. Elvis, like these
Caucasian Negroes, finds himself alienated frono Igtsmologies and many traditional

practices (including a coming of age ritual that faither arranges for him) and beyond the direct
reach of Western culture (Okediji 2008: 479). Heoahs just such a Caucasian Negro, stranded
between multiple cultures, inhabits a diasporidioape that is analogous to the bodyscape of a
goddess who is neither fish nor woman but a hybiridoth (Okediji 2008: 479). Elvis lives in

Legos as a Caucasian Negro, his impersonatiomghiléeto both Nigerians and Western tourists.

Elvis's Liminal Identity

Rather than portraying Elvis’s identity as a disathage, Abani emphasizes the
possibilities of subversion and the ways that rerebgraphing Elvis Presley allows Elvis to
understand himself. This use of foreign imagersettefine complex contemporary West African
identities mirrors the ways that Mami Wata’s staeasa foreign goddess allows devotees to
participate in the global marketplace on their derms by repurposing foreign objects and
images. Abani emphasizes this form of hybridity antdrstitial identity not only through Mami
Wata's presence in the novel, but also throughweinbvel during Elvis’s many applications of
whiteface make-up in preparation for his perfornesndhough Elvis only knows America
through photographs, films and music, his exposulestern aesthetics and culture alienate
him from many aspects of Igbo traditional practidés does not even recognize Mami Wata
when faced with her on the wall of the bathroomaose he cannot interpret the particular

combinations of visual literacies with which theteraspirit is associated.

68



By attempting to wear the skin of the white, Westether, Elvis comes to understand his
position between cultures. His inability to dirgotixperience the benefits of Western culture are
emphasized by his wistful desire to be “born whiteeven just American” (Abani 2004: 78). As
he smiles through the white powder covering hig féit spread across his face in fine tendrils
that grew wider as he laughed until his skin shotiredugh. | look like a hairless panda, he
thought. Without understanding why, he began taturgugh the cracked face powder” (Abani
2004: 78). Thus, he comes to understand himselfsaxial oddity. Though all of the Lagosians
in the novel are exposed to influences from aratedvorld through imported visual culture,
Elvis, as an artist caught between two worlds,qrert these influences in ways which are
completely illegible to Nigerians and foreignerdal(Abani 2004: 12-13). In this way, Elvis’s
placeless and partial identity defines the aestbeti his artistic work. He patrticipates in the
global exchange of images (the economic flows Ithialg Western images to Nigeria) by putting
on whiteface to imitate a white musician [whose adma shares] who spent his life imitating
black artists. Though his dance practice locatesdwkwardly between cultures, Elvis’s
practice enables him to participate in capitalistichange on a small scale as a creative
consumer by transforming the Hollywood images leeikees and repurposing these images

through the uses he makes of them.

Dancing African Creolization

Through Elvis Oke’s dances, Abani illustrates treysvthat many Nigerians have found
alternative means of understanding, contributingial controlling the aspects of capitalistic
modernity that affect their daily lives. By repusging imported objects for their own personal
and devotional needs, Mami Wata devotees lay daikmowledge of Western cultures and seek
financial blessings to match the wealth of foremg@archants (Drewal 1988, 173). Since Mami
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Wata functions as a very pointed way of dealindi\Witestern capitalism and understanding
wealth brought to West Africa from Western and Eastultures, she is associated with
Hinduism, imported white dolls, long hair, whitegpée, light-skinned women and excessive
beauty. She thus affords an excellent means ofrdt¢ieting Elvis’s performances of whiteness
and his consumption of imported images. She algpuseto understand the ways that he
repurposes, resymbolizes, and transforms Hollywowtes, actual choreographies, and the
movements that he observes in the films from whielborrows. He uses dance steps learned
from Elvis films and Bollywood films to imitate areimbody a white pop star famous for his
appropriation of African American musical styleslatance moves. The image of Mami Wata in
the narrative helps link the novel to syncretic WAsfsican practices and addresses the

malleability of some of the cultural elements thgbwvhich Elvis reevaluates Western images.

Elvis puts on whiteness through whiteface and fasthoreography in order to claim
an identity through which he can reject the gemdems, violence, and cultural mores which
have been forced on him by his Igbo fatherfTianslating the Devil: Religion and Modernity
Among the Ewe in GhanBjrgit Meyer shows how Mami Wata represents therdeof young
people to operate on a global scale and participadeglobal market using funds obtained
through paid sexual encounters and captures ho@hiistianized contexts, encounters with
Mami Wata in dreams and rituals often reveal thenfadesires of subjugated individuals to
move beyond local limitations and operate on aalgbale (Meyer 1999, 203). Meyer observes
that in the West African media, specifically in Bigan popular films, Mami Wata comes to
represent transgressive sexuality. Meyer furthes 8¢ami Wata as a vehicle for expressing
ambivalence about integration into a global pditeconomy. She makes a case for viewing

Mami Wata as a culturally accepted image that comoates desires for sex and money, or

70



money through sex (Meyer 1999, 202). The predatapjtalism that Abani depicts in the novel
leads Elvis into many dangerous business schemaading prostitution and human trafficking.
Thus, Mami Wata worship functions as a powerfusléiwough which to examine Elvis’s
negotiations of sexuality and his abortive schetoegperate on a global level through illegal
trade and prostitution. Elvis sees his dancingwasato avoid the limitations and violence of a
capitalist economy in which he must sell his bodyhe bodies of others to survive. Much as
Mami Wata devotees use specific ritual practicasegotiate their ambivalence about capitalist
modernity, Elvis uses dance as a mediating fonmutih which he examines and evades the
harsh realities of capitalism. Elvis’s artistic ndi¢y allows him to challenge Nigerian
masculinity and to combine aspects of feminine Ighditions, which Abani links to the
presence and resurgence of the figure of Mami Wath,the Western genres through which he

expresses himself.

Female Leqgacies and Competing Voices

Elvis Oke’s mother’s writings function as an ali@ime legacy in the novel, and form an
integral part of his artistic genealogy. Elvis'stimer Beatriceenacts the type of feminist agency
by writing her journal as an archive of Igbo won®ehistories. Abani presents alternatives to the
exclusion of women from significant social positsainat can be explored through an
examination of Igbo interpretations of Mami Wataiskinan argues that Abani questions the
fossilization of gender discourses along the limied/estern colonial norms by presenting Mami
Wata as a representation of the feminine aspedtbofand West African culture, which have
been overwritten through colonial practices. Krehicontends that Igbo novelists, including
Buchi Emecheta and Flora Nwapa, often addressftheemnent of the feminine aspects of Igho

religious practice by incorporating the hybrid figof Mami Wata.

71



Krishnan notes the ways that Mami leaves traceslami’s text through the legacies and
significant roles of the female characters in theat, including Elvis’s cousin Efua, his
grandmother and, most importantly, his mother BeatKrishnan insists that the feminine
becomes a secret tongue that weaves throughooottet and takes up a marginalized,
peripheral and essential position in the narraseethat women'’s histories become inscribed in
the text (Krishnan 2012: 11). The effaced femirdeeodes the novel through the figure of Mami
Wata, who functions as a discursive space whereguobs relations can be played out and
fractured experiences of modernity can be assenarlddnobilized. Krishnan’s work captures
the significance of the feminine in the novel ahe ways that the feminine becomes linked to
Mami Wata and to literacy. Krishnan shows how Ahases the mysterious figure of Mami
Wata to present alternatives to the exclusion ahew from significant social positions. Abani
challenges the colonial legacies of the novel fand supplies Elvis with an alternative to
patriarchal violence through the legacy that Beatleaves him in the form of a disorganized
archival record.

Abani’'s novel is composed of three different voidée central narrative of Elvis’s
experiences, Beatrice’s seemingly randomly arramli@y of recipes and home remedies, and
the voice of an outsider ethnographer observing lghture. The ethnographic voice represents
Abani’s rejection of performing and explaining Igbaiture from an insider perspective, in the
way that Chinua Achebe doesTihings Fall Apartl view these many voices as a critique of the
Eurocentric, patriarchal baggage of the novel fdmfWord Play: Text and Image in
Contemporary African Arts,” Art Historian Elizabettarney argues that, in Africa, the book is
already marked by histories of European conquashaasionary endeavor. She traces ways that

African artists often reveal their distrust of fieem by incorporating deliberate fragmentation,
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with “pages, excerpts, and snippets of larger worksparated out for interrogation, floating free
and unbound by convention” (Harney 2007: 222). Akarovel binds narrative voices in ways
that allow them to interrupt and frame one anotiveh each voice speaking into the silences
and pauses of the other. He assembles the fragmiesgemingly-disparate texts, constructing
undercurrents of implied meanings. Abani includes-narrative recipes from Beatrice’'s book
and moves between temporalities within the strectiithe novel. He repurposes and vexes the
form of the novel through the performances of tharacters’ bodies within the narrative and

through the interactions and juxtapositions ofatiéht narrative fragments.

Inscribing lgbho Womanhood

The novel enacts the invasion of the archive, aiemel records of events, by the
repertoire of performed or lived experiences thiotige ways that Beatrice’s archive of cooking
and the anonymous ethnographic record of the kalaitmal are continually interpreted against
Elvis’'s performances, his developing repertoirexgberiences. By structuring the novel in this
way, Abani prompts readers to reinterpret the aechnd reveals the pliability of archival
materials. He scatters these archival elementsigihiaut the narrative to frame Beatrice’s
African archive, which records the forgotten peniances of Igbo women as they cook
countless meals and prepare healing potions. Thesiovel frames the archive as valid
primarily in relation to the performances and livageriences that they attempt to record.
Abani’'s construction o6GraceLandmplies that the archive must be interpreted thioaigd

against performance.

In the journal she leaves Elvis as his only matanieritance, Beatrice employs the

genre of the recipe to record her memories androgates histories of subjugation. Elvis
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acknowledges the strangeness of his mother’s clobiagecipe book, acknowledging that
“nobody he knew cooked from recipes. That was sbimgtactors did on television and in the
movies: white women with stiff clothes and crisphong aprons and perfect hair” (Abani 2004:
146). Through this choice, Beatrice adds these etggyf rural women’s wisdom to the multiple,
multicultural influences in her son’s life. In coast to the pristine presentations of white women
in the films Elvis associates with recipes, Beatgonstructs a lasting archive that exposes the
labor and sweat required to prepare Nigerian méebdsjournal functions as a type of grimoire, a
book of spells, which advocates women’s wisdom wayof healing the body through its own
movements: “cooking is always a good time for hglso you must wash your pain, rinse and
wash again until you have washed out your bitteymeshe green bile” (Abani 2004: 16).
Beatrice proposes that, through the body, throegktitive movements, the bitterness of the past
can be erased. Beatrice uses the foreign genheaétipe as a way to inscribe a black female

presence in the archive and as a means of healioggh hybridity.

Through her own version @friture feminineBeatrice writes women into Igbo histories;
she overwrites male supremacy in many aspectshofdgcred life by presenting a legacy that
can balance the destruction caused by masculinreeptsof honoin her famous workhe
Laugh of the Medus#&jélene Cixous asserts that “woman must write hienselst write about
women and bring women to writing, from which theyha been driven away as violently as
from their bodies...Woman must put herself into #ad-+as into the world and into history—by
her own movement” (Cixous 1994: 78). Beatrice vgriadout the food that women, excluded
from the hospitality of the kola nut ceremony, asea result of a patriarchal system in which
they were subordinates: “the simple fare is consui¢he food of the poor, or those serving an

intentional penance. The latter group comprisesti;mammen who have been unfaithful to their
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polygamous husbands. In these cases, the punisimneamt that they had to cook mouth-
watering dishes daily for their husband and fanblyt themselves eat only roast yam and palm
oil” (Abani 2004: 81). Beatrice thus highlights tfegnale artistry and labor required to cook
complex, mouth-watering dishes daily. She also s&pdhe contradictions of the patriarchal
system by describing women being punished for sgetkie same kind of pleasure in multiple
partners that their husbands already have, chod¢simglude even transgressive female
identities. By focusing on practices in which wonpay central roles, she defies the kola-nut
ceremony in which “women take no part” (Abani 20042). Her journal, comprised of a
“collection of cooking and apothecary recipes amtha other unrelated bits, like letters and
notes about things that seemed as arbitrary asathdwriting” (Abani 2004: 11), is intentionally
disjointed. She follows in the footsteps of femirssholars such as Julia Kristeva and Cixous
who advocate woman’s writing, écriture feminineas a type of writing through which women

challenge male control over the written word.

Elvis describes the journal as “unrelated” and itaaby.” Yet, through this seemingly
disorganized collection of information, Beatricaiols a legitimate female Igbo history and
tradition capable of accepting and embracing tegidcture and discontinuities inherent to
performances of memory. Beatrice presents a coumgenory, which takes into account the
difference between how history is transmitted aow It is publically (and privately) performed
by “the bodies that bear its consequences” (Ro866:126). Though the public enactments of
Igbo histories and traditions are often male domeiiaBeatrice’s journal records the quotidian
histories of domestic chores and cures. SigniflgaBeatrice allows Elvis to draw an image of

his own—a wobbly child’s drawing—in her journal, kirdg space for his contribution to her
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feminist archive (Abani 2004: 44). Thus, her higsrdo not constrain her son, but make space

for his own attempts at inscription, and for mu#igisions and histories as well.

Performed Genealogies

Conversely, Sunday, Elvis’s father, performs memonyays that leave no room for
dissonance. Sunday stages a piecemeal coming oitagjeby which he unsuccessfully attempts
to gloss over historical disjuncture and perpetpateiarchal lines of descent. This ritual
includes Elvis in a “genealogy of performance.’dities of the DeadRoach defines genealogies
of performance as the interactions whereby menwtansmitted from one generation to the
next. Employing Michel Foucault's theories, Roacgugs that these genealogies demonstrate

how

discontinuities rudely interrupt the successioswfogates, who are themselves the
scions of a dubious bloodline that leads the geggstl back to the moment of apparent
origin in order to discover what is and is not “imehthings”: not a timeless and essential
secret, but the secret that they have no essernhatdheir essence was fabricated in a

piecemeal fashion (Roach 1996: 25).

Sunday’s coming-of-age ceremony suffers from tisasee discontinuities that Elvis refuses to
ignore. By claiming that a chick skewered on anwris an eagle newly shot by a new initiate,
Sunday tries to gloss over the discontinuities thatlenge his claims to a pure history or an
unbroken line of succession. When Elvis is handedley chick and told that he has just shot an
eagle in order to become a man, he questions fpeigahe fabric of the ceremony. These
discontinuities literally disrupt the ritual as Ehstruggles to grasp the fact that the physical

practice of the ritual does not match its verbakpntation by his male relatives. Yet, as he
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probes, he discovers that this performance “ope@teoth quotation and invention, an
improvisation on borrowed themes, with claims oafilture as well as the past” (Roach 1996:
33). His interaction with Elvis reveals the illtfiig, make-shift parts with which Sunday has

invented an entirely new ritual out of his memoésormer rituals.

Abani repeatedly frames Elvis’s patriarchal legasya violent one that extends beyond
his family to reflect the types of patriarchal stiwres inherited from British colonization of
Nigeria. Elvis grasps the futility of defining hielé based on his capacity for violence or his
ability to take from the weak like his Uncle Josgwho sexually exploits both his nephew and
his own daughter. Abani sets Elvis’s violent endeumith his Uncle in the Protestant church,
suggesting close kinship between the exploitatich®weak, missionization, and the colonial
project through which the British introduced thieinguage, religion, and patriarchal institutions
to Nigerians. Abani also illustrates how patriaighower is maintained through tenuous lines of
exclusion, which are often reaffirmed by the silagmf outcasts who blur the lines, such as the
homosexual prostitutes who are commonly beaterobgegp(Abani 2004: 77).

Even during Elvis’s imprisonment, his beating amdure betray the sexual anxieties of
his captors and their desire to reestablish their manhood through violence. Ironically, the
distinction between the powerful and the powerldss masculine and the emasculated, is based
on a homosexual rape. Elvis is rubbed down in denpeste, reminiscent of his whiteface drag
make-up, and then, “[his jailor] laughed and maseddglvis’s penis faster and faster” until Elvis
“shot semen all over his torturer’'s hand” and isldeed to be “a homo” (Abani 2004: 295). In
“Becoming Black and Elvis: Transnational and Perfative Identity in the Novels of Chris
Abani,” Amanda Aycock observes that “conformitygender roles weaves throughout the novel

as a force destructive to both men and women, dgnyomen access to full personhood”
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(Aycock 2009: 13) and robbing men of confidencéngir own social roles. From the dead chick
in Sunday’s ritual, to police beatings of homoséxuastitutes and Elvis’'s sexual exploitation
by his own Uncle and by corrupted law enforcemAbgni drives home the violence of

Nigerian patriarchal institutions. He also frame®ead for alternate genealogies and new
formulations of Nigerian masculinity, by presentfdgnday’s aggressive, ineffective, and
untenable legacy.

The performances Elvis’s parents produce aregédgenealogies of performance”
because they contend with the disjointedness tdi@lltransmission and are presented as
substitutes for earlier, communal enactments of orgnSunday’s ceremony and Beatrice’s
writing both demonstrate Roach’s assertion thajeiaealogy of performance for the circum-
Atlantic world is...an intricate unraveling of thetptive seamlessness of origins. It is at once a
map of diasporic diffusions in space and a speiamain the synthesis and mutation of traditions
through time” (Roach 1996: 30). Elvis’s navigatminreach performance produces changes in his
behavior and choices, which are an important proadusuch genealogies. Through his
performances of tradition and masculinity, Sundasks to proscribe and contain Elvis’s identity
within the disciplining, patriarchal structurestb& nation, while Beatrice’s writing affords him

the space to construct a transgressive identity.

Elvis Oke choreographs himself as a problematigate for Elvis Presley by
inhabiting, reinventing, and claiming the skin bétwhite, Western Other. Elvis’s experiences
with and methods of repurposing the images and mews associated with Elvis Presley
become important aspects of his construction oftaith identity. Elvis rejects both feminized
and hyper-masculine identities as an artistic @thcough which he transforms the legacies of

his parents. Through his dance practice, Elvis@pétes in the global economy, laying claim to
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and repurposing imported images, much as Mami \kewatees resymbolize and adapt foreign
objects to their own devotional and personal nekeis. these devotees, Elvis enacts a type of

tactical agency allowing him to “make-do” withinstective systems.

Framing ldentity, Filming the Self

Like his mother, Elvis analyzes and reframes kgedences of Nigerian culture through
concepts borrowed from Western genres. As a fraquerie-goer and film enthusiast, he allies
himself with the white gaze by assuming the diréstpoint of view in his own understandings
of self. He often wonders how he would frame Hes &s a film ifthewere the filmmaker and
compares it with the John Wayne Westerns he waigizmi 2004: 29). Unlike Beatrice’s
writing, he attempts to “sculpt” time, demonstrgtinhat Roach calls the “pronounced desire for
the telos of perfect closure” (Roach 1996: 33)i€tvimagined filmic scenarios are the means
through which he questions patriarchal conceptaadculinity. Though Abani seems to
acknowledge the slippage between shooting a pietodethe violence of a gun to expose the
brutality of Elvis’s filmic gaze, he demonstratbait Elvis practices these conventions with a

difference. InVisual and Other Pleasurefeminist film scholar Laura Mulvey argues that:

[iln a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasaideoking has been split between
active/male and passive/female. The determininig gr@ze projects its fantasy onto the
female figure, which is styled accordingly. Inititeaditional exhibitionist role women
are simultaneously looked at and displayed wiéirtAppearance coded for strong visual

and erotic impact (Mulvey 2009: 19).

In Elvis’s fantasies he alternately identifies witie active male gaze of the filmmaker and the

passive female subject coded for visual and enofjpact. During his moments in drag, as he
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strives to embody Hollywood portrayals of whitendss scrutinizes his own body as if through
the lens of a camera. Elvis’s imagined forays dsextor reveal his split sexual identification
with the male power structures, which impose thecstired gaze upon the filmic subject and
with the passive display of the traditional Hollymebactress. Yet, he is continually frustrated by

the burdens and anxieties of traditional gendessiol

Displaced Choreographies

Elvis uses dance adactic through which to trouble th&rategyof traditional gender
roles. Through dance, he choreographs alternativitse performances of Igbo identity available
to him. Elvis reinvents his identity through the ity available to him through foreign dance
styles, particularly the dances of Elvis Presleg.ddes not bind himself to a specific place but,
rather, transcends place.The Practice of Everyday Lifdichel de Certeau juxtaposes the
abstract concepts of tis¢rategyand thetactic. The intentional visibility of thetrategyand its
division of space allows for the practice of pamgpin, in which foreign Others can be observed
and scrutinized in the interest of controlling théada Certeau 1984: 36). Thategydelimits its
proper place, whiléacticis forced to “pull tricks” and seize opportuniti@ke Certeau 1984: 37).
Thetacticthat Elvis chooses is to transcend place throutitiarpractice. Elvis claims elements
of Western power structures that he experiences &far through films and the types of
economic control exerted by foreign&my putting on white-face, Elvis wields an objett o
power and analyzes whiteness through mimesis, #sedglami Wata devotees when they
incorporate European dolls, imported perfumes anglivh prayer mats into altars and ritual

performances. These rituals transform these erbjicts of power into forms of critique and

8 Abani depicts foreigners from Middle Eastern nasipaying for sex in clubs and funding human, orgad drug
trafficking to supply wealthy patrons in Europe ahd US.
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commentary on the communities and political systémsugh which they arrive in Nigeria and
the histories of exploitation and mercantile exg@ethat inform contemporary inequities. Thus,
Elvis uses dance as the means through which tceesad resist patriarchal domination and

capitalist exploitation.

Despite his fascination with Elvis Presley, El@ike’s obsession with the pop icon is not
based on an obsession with any particular places Het even sure that he likes the idea of
America (Abani 2004: 56). Elvis’s obsession wittlnda and film is connected to his desire for
literal and social mobility in contrast to the wdfat the global economy has trapped his father
(Abani 2004: 187). IWorlding DanceSusan Foster advocates that dance scholars “examine
dance, not as a reflection of individual or cultw@ues, but siculture. As culture, dance is
in(sinew)ated with power relations...And this cultiea of the corporeal takes place within and
as a part of the power relations that operate titrout the body politic” (Foster 2009: 7).

Elvis's adaptations of American dances constitatenaeritance that can be attained and
maintained without resorting to violence or setyilHis dances function as a means of
negotiating power relations. After the levelingtioé slums, when he works as a guardian for the
little beggar children, “he often thought aboutct@ag these children how to dance. He didn’t
expect it to save them, but it would give them stbrimg) in their lives that they did not have to
beg, fight for or steal” (Abani 2004: 310). Elvik®©evades rigid power structures and limiting
binaries by choreographing an alternative: a czedliform, which borrows from Western culture
without sacrificing its connection to local undarstings and traditions. Through performance,
Elvis mobilizes his own perspective on the cultanel economic structures of Lagos while also
participating in global flows of information andiatic exchange. Through the genealogies of

performance he inherits from his parents, Elvis &sges a path toward a post-gender identity.
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Choosing (Post) Gender

Like Mami Wata, Elvis is of ambiguous sexual otaion, not completely identifiable as
heterosexual, homosexual or bisexual. Elvis defs#sgorization as a result of his post-gender
identity while Mami Wata is not even always femsilece she exists in pantheons of both
genders; she is alternately hyper-sexualized,dumen through sexual promises, and asexual,
demanding complete abstinence from her devoteesdnange for financial blessings, she is
linked to both lesbianism and transgressive hetsnality (Hindrew 2008, Meyer 2008, Shaw
2008). Though not bound to or by specific locatjdflsis is as affected by local culture as
Mami Wata is understood through her local manitesta, such as the river goddess Idemili. In
her article, Krishnan shows how the water goddessinetimes “re-appropriated as a means of
insisting on the heterogeneity and dynamism ofguoegal traditions that, though irrevocably
altered by the passage of time and the impositi@molonial cultural context, remains retrievable
and itself fertile” (Krishnan 2012: 15). Despitl/i8’s rejection of his father’s version of Igbo
tradition, he is heavily influenced by his mothgrtesentation of traditional Igbo women'’s
wisdom. Okediji claims that, in addition to “penfoing the other” (as Drewal argues), Mami
Wata erases the conventional boundaries betweesethand the Other. She reiterates “the
Lacanian impossibility of imagining self withoutetlother” (Okediji 2008: 491). Creolization
functions in Africa as a continuous project betw®eéesterners and Africans, in which different
players maintain varying levels of power. For ex@mRglvis is a problematic and inauthentic
substitute for Presley because he operates oukidstitutional frameworks. Elvis Oke
defiantly brings together many different cultutalegads into new practices and adapted
traditions, participating in the creolization oblgcultural practices, to imagine and create

alternatives to restrictive traditional and exolungiry Eurocentric frameworks.
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Elvis seeks a dramatic alternative to gender baésatnstead of taking the place of the
rapist, when twelve year old Blessing offers hérsehim, Elvis seeks a revision of masculine
sexuality that is not enacted upon the bodiesloérst or performed through the subjugation of
others (Abani 2004: 311). Abani puts Elvis's sexexblorations aside somewhat
problematically: Elvis never asserts a sexual ithiebut seems content to efface his own
sexuality in favor of his vision of a generativesiration, which could protest the destruction
caused by the violent masculinity of men like hisclé. Though Krishnan argues that Elvis
strives, throughout the novel, toward a more fer@dimasculinity that could connect him to his
mother and to Presley, | assert that he stilvesughthe vehicle of the occluded feminine
toward a post-gender identity (Krishnan 2012: B2) he waits for his flight to the U.S., Elvis is
inspired by a scene from James Baldwid@ng to Meet the Maim which a white man

castrates a lynched black character. He imagirees th

kind of scar that would leave. It would be a thaliye that reached up to the sky in
supplication, descending to root itself ion the éstvchakra, our basest nature. Until the
dead man became the sky, the tree, the earth arfditimmeasurable sorrow of it all.

He knew that scar, that pain, that shame, thatadiagjion that no metaphor could contain,
inscribing it on his body. And yet beyond that s that scar, carved by hate and

smallness and fear onto the world’s face (Abanid2@20).

In this vision, the phallus becomes a sacrifice theates rather than destroys. Through his
sexuality, or his asexuality, Elvis seeks idengifions allowing him to incorporate his maternal
heritage and reverse the damage from the legatieslence that are his only paternal
inheritance. The castration he envisions healdrasutibes like his mother’s journal and mirrors

the rough scar of his mother’s mastectomy. Elvigkto escape definitions of his identity based
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on his sexual orientation. He imagines a produatigeence, which would repurpose his
masculinity as a source of communal life-givindheatthan a weapon. Both paternal and
maternal “genealogies of performance,” the perfarcesof ritualized violence and that of
healing inscription respectively, allow for intetians through which Elvis is able to shape an
identity that rejects gender in favor of more flemhcepts of identity. Through his artistic
genealogy with his mother, Elvis chooses to idgntith a form of history-making which
includes female voices and locates itself betwedtuies and outside of limiting gender
identities. Mami Wata devotees critique patriarcatems by creating a counterculture that
recuperates the power of these structures for tvairends through mimesis, dance, and ritual
practice. In a similar way, Elvis also creates anter culture to the patriarchal control exerted
by his father, his uncle and the corrupt law ergament that he encounters while in prison. He

does so through dance and through the adaptatibis ofiatriarchal legacy into effective rituals.

Conclusion

The figure of Mami Wata, though not a structurammcept in Abani’s novel, clarifies the
types of agency that Elvis accesses through hisedpractice and his artistic genealogy.
Through attention to Mami Wata’s fleeting preseincthe novel, | have demonstrated the
significance of Elvis’s contributions to a femalkengalogy and his rejection of his male lineage.
Yet, more importantly, by connecting the practioeMami Wata devotees to the obviously
hybrid and multicultural performances that Elvistfeons by restaging foreign choreographies, |
illustrate the significance of West African crealiion in understanding circum-Atlantic
networks. InGraceLand Abani frames transatlantic cultural exchangeiafidence as complex
and multidirectional; he notes that “once dialogmtroduced, the subversive element comes

in...America exports itself to Nigeria in this way)daNigeria digests it and then exports itself
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back to America in a completely different way” (Abh&006). Abani creates an African
protagonist whose cultural identity and artistiagiice develop through influences from
Bollywood dances and Hollywood glamor as well asrfrigbo traditions. Through Mami Wata,

a goddess and name born out of transnational csn@svotees channel foreign images, objects
and philosophies, using African belief systemsrtmpce new art forms and reconstruct African
identities based on contemporary needs. By regctiany elements of Sunday’s violent, sexist,
and exclusive version of traditionalism and extagdBeatrice’s creole, feminine legacy, Elvis,
like many Mami Wata devotees, discovers a prattiaecan accommodate his transcultural
identity. Like Mami Wata’'s devotees, Elvis findsrself able to synthesize many different
cultural influences into new forms and practiceg sBaging Elvis Oke as a surrogate for Elvis
Presley, Abani foregrounds West African participatin contemporary transnational networks
of cultural production. Elvis’s performances dentosite the power of embodied performances
to remake and define culture by intentionally fatige and omitting certain performances while
pointedly remembering and restoring others. Thrauglthoices and choreographies, through
specific omissions and revisions, Elvis performsrhemories of his dead parents along with the
dances of Elvis Presley. The non-textual histaatgslay through the presence of Mami Wata’s
iconography in the novel, also serve as an impokey by which to understand Elvis Oke’s
complex negotiations of gender, sexuality, anditgsin. Abani illustrates the subversive power
of embodied practices by showing how Elvis usefop@ance to navigate genealogical legacies

in order to imagine and create alternatives taiatiste traditional and exclusionary frameworks.
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Conclusion: Mami Wata and Circum-Atlantic Performance

Mami Wata’s renown throughout Africa and incregsmopularity in the Americas
exemplifies ways that cultural practices move astbe constructed boundaries of race, nation,
and ethnic difference. Eve Sandler, Kimberly Mujland Chris Abani rebuild and remake ideas
of Mami Wata through three important mediums ofregpion: art installation, dance, and
fictional literature. In all three works, | attetmithe conscious choices involved in constructing
identities and reconstructing histories that aemttliisplayed through the movements of the body.
From Sandler’s cleansing ritual with her arms aadds moving across her body under a flow of
clear water to heal traumatic histories that arareeritance from her predecessors, to Mullen’s
accumulation of signs in the form of an iconograpmsemble through which she functions as a
dancing altar, through movement and ritual theistaredefine the boundaries of diaspora by
encoding and projecting the energy of these flaid shifting water deities. Abani’s novel does a
different type of work by combining an archive wétperformance practice, showing the work
of performance in contextualizing and remaking aahsources. Abani also takes foreign
images and remakes them, exemplifying the aestartiqprocess of West African Mami Wata
worship, which continues to develop and change thighneeds of devotees. This triad is only
the beginning of the important work that remainbécdone to connect artistic practices of the
transatlantic diaspora to ways communities insadeatity and pass on cultural values and
aesthetic practices through their bodies. Thisgatag about reframing the ways that scholars
think about the circulation of information and tsamssion within the diaspora through
performance as well as the archive. Abani, Mullerd Sandler put archives in motion, showing

how these seemingly stable sources, found in theeoma, situated in the space of the
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proscenium stage, and in written histories, gaiammegg in relation to the ways they are

performed, adapted, and reinvented.
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