
It was unexpectedly and on foreign land that Byb Bibene 
encountered a nkisi nkondi for the first time. During a visit at 
the Musée du quai Branly in Paris, where he was on tour in 
2006, the Bay Area-based choreographer was taken by the 
power of a wooden sacred statue, which he learned was a 
nkisi nkondi (nkisi is loosely translated as ‘medicine’, nkondi as 
‘hunter’) and originated from his native land, the Congo. He 
had never seen nor heard about it back home.

Carved in wood, minkisi (plural of nkisi) were found in the 
kingdom of Kongo, which was located in West central Africa, 
in what is now known as northern Angola, Cabinda, the 
Republic of the Congo, the western portion of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo and the southern part of Gabon. The 
kingdom was mostly an independent state from the 14th 
to the 19th century, until it was broken apart by colonial 
Portugal, France, and Belgium. 

Independence was reinstated in the 1960s, although by that 
time, years of foreign domination had caused devastating 
damages throughout the Congolese culture, politics, and 
economics.

In pre-colonial time, minkisi were power figures activated by 
a nganga or healer at the request of an individual, a family 
or a community to help with public or private matters such 
as sealing a contract, resolving a conflict, curing a disease, 
or casting off evil spirits. The nganga would activate the 
nkisi by placing spiritually charged substances inside its 
hollows, thereby calling the divine spirits to inhabit it and 
offer their guidance. Minkisi came in various shapes, mainly 
anthropomorphic or zoomorphic figures, but also vessels 
or shells. The nkisi nkondi stands out among other minkisi, 
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as one in which the nganga would insert and leave a sharp 
object — nail, blade, shard  – for each request made to the 
spirits.

Deemed as superstitious ‘fetishes’ by Christian missionaries, 
minkisi were for the most part destroyed during colonial times. 
Those that were spared were looted and later reappeared in 
private collections and museums, primarily in Western Europe 
and the United States. In addition, by imposing their language 
and education onto the native populations, colonists 
systematically eradicated traces of indigenous practices. This 
is why Bibene, although born and raised in the Republic of the 
Congo, never knew about minkisi.

An economist by trade — he holds a BA in finance — Bibene 
only started to pursue dance as a formal study in college: “In 
Congo dance and music are part of everyday life. I grew up 
surrounded by traditional ethnic dances, social dances like 
rumba or ndombolo, as well as American hip-hop. But it was 
not until I went to college that dance and acting became a 
big part of my life,” Bibene shared. He started a company in 
Brazzaville, the country’s capital, and in 2005 it was selected 
to compete in a dance competition in Paris. He won two 
prizes and began to travel frequently, mostly in Europe and 
the United States, where he relocated in 2009.

Encountering the nkisi nkondi in Paris fostered Bibene’s 
insatiable curiosity and planted the seed for his new work 
Nkisi Nkondi: Sacred Kongo Sculpture [1], presented at 
ODC Theater during the Walking Distance Dance Festival 
in May, followed by performances at the Museum of the 
African Diaspora in June: “I became obsessed and started 
researching. It took me to revisiting the history and spirituality 
of my country before colonization.” Bibene began developing 
the piece two years ago, as part of his thesis for his MFA 
in Dance at Saint Mary’s College. It started as a duet with 
Congolese dancer Chris Babingui, before morphing into a 
quintet. The piece now includes twelve dancers, and live 
music by Colombian flutist Adriana Rueda as well as music 
by Bayaka Pygmies and composers Henry Torgue and Serge 
Houpin.
 
Featuring text and videos about the creative process and the 
history of minkisi, the piece recreates some of the dances 
that might have been used in the process of calling for the 
divine spirits to inhabit the body of the nkisi nkondi. “I don’t 
know if there was a specific dance used by the nganga when 
performing the ritual, but I deducted so because ceremonies 
always involve dance, music, chanting or clapping. I don’t 
think that a small matter such as two people sealing a 
contract with the help of a nganga included dancing, but a 
larger matter involving the whole community might certainly 
have,” Bibene commented.

In Nkisi Nkondi, Bibene is not only drawing from the ethnic 
dances of his country but also from the photos of the minkisi 
that he came across during his research: “I’m creating from 

what the minkisi are telling us, from the power emanating 
from them. In the studio I may ask dancers to choose two of 
the minkisi’s positions and activate them.” For Bibene this 
work is an excavation into a cultural heritage that was taken 
away by colonial powers. “We are remembering history and 
honoring the spirit of the minkisi. With this piece I’m creating 
something that is my own internal ritual, connecting with my 
people’s history, which I didn’t know growing up. There are 
still a lot of things that I need to learn.”

This process of excavation raises ongoing questions: “What 
would have happened if people had held on to their beliefs 
and their healing practices? What if people didn’t embrace 
Christianity? The people whose heritage minkisi are a part 
of don’t even know about their existence. Considering 
that I had to pay a museum entrance fee in Paris to see a 
nkisi for the first time in my life, what is the economy of this 
cultural heritage? Do we bring back the statues to where 
they belong or do we ask for compensation?” Bibene asks. 
A firm believer that the key to Africa’s advancement rests in 
the acknowledgment of its indigenous knowledge, author 
Chika Ezeanya-Esiobu advocates for the return of stolen 
art to Africa, as a first step in restoring a sense of identity to 
communities whose traditional practices and history have 
been partly erased: “It is very important to understand that 
while Africa’s artwork resident in museums across Europe 
and America hold mostly aesthetic value in the hands of their 
current owners, the value it holds for Africans are completely 
the opposite. Africa’s artifacts hold the collective history and 
memory of several communities that make up the continent. 
It represents Africa’s pride in her past, the absence of which 
has robbed the continent of a clear understanding of its 
present situation and the will to chart a veritable path to her 
future,” she stated in an interview with the Danish newspaper 
Kristeligt Dagblad.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 Je
n 

Ph
ili

p



This is the work. It’s different in each moment.

I’m writing about a work that has yet to be done, that is 
lingering in the future.

The website describes An Improvisation as an opportunity 
to “set aside your devices and plans and witness what it’s 
like to free yourself of control.” It will be devised together by 
Phillip Greenlief, Shoko Hikage, Claudia La Rocco, Rashaun 
Mitchell, and Silas Riener and presented at ODC Theater for 
two nights in May. And I have a hunch that it is much more (or 
perhaps even much less) than being out of control. Dipping 
into these five individuals’ work I sent each of them different 
questions about improvisation, desire, power, submission, 
balance, and collaboration. As I wound through their 
responses another piece has emerged, what might be seen 
as a prelude to these performances.

You are drawn to a sound or a word or a movement, and you 
feel compelled to add something to it or blend in with it or 
oppose it — the mystery of improvisation is what happens once 
you do that — do you stay there and continue to extend the 
sequence, or does what you contribute throw the whole thing 
into a new relief? That all depends on the nature of what you 
will contribute — what you might add may be akin to a shadow 
or a cloud that floats above the landscape. It may be more akin 
to an earthquake …

I see this writing more as a shadow, something that might 
color your conception, but not shade it fully. Just as each 
viewer’s perception will be colored by their own history, my 
own understanding of these artists is shaped by my personal 
relationships with them as friends, employers, teachers, 
confidants, and collaborators.
 
I love these three individuals intensely and trust them 
entirely, and so that is a big part of the “material” any time I 
do something with any of them. Everything seems possible. 
Shoko I do not know, and that’s another form of excitement 
and trust — in the unknown, in discovery….

Their lives have been braided together: Rashaun and Silas 

A Premiere
by Katy Dammers 

Bibene hopes that his piece encourages audiences to delve 
into their own history: “I want the audience to realize how 
important it is to know one’s history. A lot of issues we face in 
our society come from the fact that people have abandoned 
practices that were demonized by settlers — different forms of 
healing or documenting history, for example. I am also hoping 
to encourage my brothers and sisters in the African American 
community to connect with their roots.” My conversation with 
Bibene about Nkisi Nkondi inevitably brings me to consider 
the colonial history of my own native country. As a white 
woman originally from France, whose ancestors, and the 
generations following, if not directly responsible for colonizing 
Bibene’s land, undisputedly benefited from it, I am confronted 
with these implications and my own position in regards to the 
aftermaths of France’s colonial past.

After a two-year hiatus from his bi-annual trips home to 
complete his MFA, Bibene will return to the Republic of 
the Congo this summer. He is building a cultural center on 
the coast, in Pointe-Noire, and continues to oversee the 
Rue Dance street festival that he co-created in Brazzaville, 
which is held every two years with international guest artists 
who come teach and perform. While bridging cultural 
dialogue through artistic exchange, Bibene hopes to keep 
on unearthing parts of his people’s heritage and returning 
them to his community. “For me encountering the nkisi nkondi 
was the start of a personal revolution, similar to a rebirth. My 
research and this work have taken me closer to my culture 
in a way I couldn’t imagine. I started questioning everything, 
each aspect of my life. It is hard to trace our history, I am only 
discovering components of it little by little. It will certainly be a 
lifelong project.”

[1] Supported in part by Dancers’ Group CA$H Grant program.

This article first appeared in the May 2018 issue of In Dance, 
published by Dancers’ Group.



meeting in the Merce Cunningham Dance Company, Claudia 
interviewing them as the company disbanded and in the 
process becoming fast friends, Claudia meeting Phillip 
on a residency and introducing him to Rashaun and Silas, 
us all hearing of Shoko fondly from Phillip. These strands 
accumulate in different ways: Rashaun, Silas, and Claudia 
created Taste and Way In together; Rashaun and Phillip 
were both part of Claudia’s petit cadeau; Claudia and Phillip 
released an album of improvisations together; and Phillip 
and Shoko have performed together many times. These 
histories can’t be elided or set aside; their relationships with 
each other — abiding, growing, changing, fumbling — serve as 
foundations for their improvisation.

What I keep in mind by improvisation is “feel, listen deeply.”

Rashaun, Silas, and Philip first improvised together last spring 
in Marfa, crafting a piece together in the rough, windswept 
landscape of Texas. I wasn’t there, but video documentation 
and striking photographs show them forging dramatic 
encounters with the stark and open landscape. Exploring the 
terrain their bodies newly illuminate the scrub as wide steps 
and a twirling disco ball pull forward resonances previously 
hidden.

Since we will be working in a performance space we have 
never before occupied as a unit, I want to discover what 
is possible in the space with its acoustics, size, light, and 
audiences. The smaller the space the more conscious of one 
another we become. Confined spaces affect performances in 
the same ways that they can affect societies — as we become 
more conscious of one another, the more our behaviors 
address a mode of adaptation and can reflect how people 
share space.

I’m curious about how these five artists will share space 

together, carving it out within the theatrical container. In Marfa 
the audience was mobile, encouraged to bundle up and move 
through the landscape as Rashaun, Silas, and Phillip ventured 
forth. At ODC Theater, a room with 170 seats and a traditional, 
frontal arrangement, their improvisation will arise within a 
preconditioned space, coded by modes of arrangement 
and rules of engagement. In what ways might they seek to 
trespass those, and how might that seeming disobedience 
reveal the flimsy construction and underlying anxieties that 
first prompted those regulations?
 
I like to think of the exploring of the boundaries and the 
perimeter of “what is included” as part of the work itself. I do 
think that the practice pushes against whatever conventional 
experience of space might include and exclude. For me part of 
all of this is pushing into that space of comfort and discomfort.

That prodding can be alternatively uncomfortable and 
exciting. It can be painful to push apart that which has stood 
for so long, but what might it reveal? What might it cede space 
for? Perhaps this difference could be even better. And yet 
when dealing with structures — systems undergirded by time 
and the weight of accumulated effort — change isn’t often 
something that can happen immediately, and it isn’t usually 
the work of an individual. What is the alchemy that drives a 
group to push together, or does pushing in different directions 
produce an energy that splits apart a foundation?

Improvisation can be viewed by those who do not practice it as 
formless. I instruct my students to explore ways that the form 
changes throughout an improvisation, and one way that it can 
bring change is when a player(s) enters and departs from the 
activity. Sometimes the thing you add to what’s happening can 
be so slight that it may go unnoticed, or it could be the kind of 
thing you would notice if it were not there. There are countless 
ways you can contribute — to lead or follow or be completely 
independent of the existing activity.

Each artist will be bringing their respective practices, 
histories, modes of being, and sensitivities to the space. And 
while it is tempting to clearly delineate each of their offerings 
(Claudia — writing, Phillip — saxophone, Rashaun — dance, 
Silas — dance, Shoko — koto), it ultimately feels reductive. 
Not only will they intercede these supposedly disciplinary 
boundaries — Claudia’s writing may echo in the space as 
loudly as Phillip’s saxophone, Shoko’s playing may have 
a bodily resonance as affecting as Silas’s — they will also 
actively resist them — in exploring at each turn what it is to 
dance, to write, to play music.

I think my relationship with Phillip as an improviser is really 
easy, it is such a clear thing to have music and dance. With 
Claudia it’s a little more complex — she’s going to be working 
with words and words have a certain stickiness and so the 
expectations around it are more weighted. I don’t know the 
other musician and that is sort of a wild card that I’m excited 
to experiment with. We’ll be responding to what each person 
contributes to time and space.
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This push and pull will be a negotiation throughout the piece 
as the artists navigate their own desires while considering 
the mix of the overall group. Rashaun and Silas have 
been exploring the concept of desire lines — alternate, 
unofficial routes or social trails in nature and landscape 
architecture — as a means of investigating the individual and 
collective action of improvisation. Working with them at a 
residency recently Claudia read and wrote in a public sharing 
of their ongoing collaboration, charting how the attention of 
the artist becomes the choreographic material in this practice 
that maps impulses and intuition amid a group.

The practice is also the creation of a kind of second self that 
is composed of my awareness of my own awareness, or my 
attention to my attention. Which, I guess, is a sort of meditative 
state, but with the focus on action, impulse, and impulse 
control.

When I first improvised in college I imagined this second 
self as a ghost on the ceiling, an out-of-body experience 
allowing me to telescope back and forth as I moved through 
the space. The nerve endings of my body seemed to become 
more sensitive as I continually mapped myself in relation 
to others, and increasingly defined my own actions as 
movements against, with, around, over, or through others. 
These prepositional phrases positioned me in relationship to 
others, a comparison that can lead to anxiety — a measuring or 
reaction against.

Often it’s best to do very little when you feel afraid — of doing 
the “wrong” thing, of having nothing to say, of not being as 
“good” as the others, that no one is interested, all that tedious 
narcissistic crap. If you can be still, if you can be silent, if you 
can listen to what’s happening inside of you while also listening 
to what is happening around you, then you can reenter the 
conversation. You can remember you are among others, and 
take your cues from them, let that communion help you find 
your way back out of your head and into an active and live 
exchange.

Claudia described this place of fear as a 
“swimming” — suggesting that it might be a body of water to 
move inside, feeling its weight and yet buoyed by its pliancy 
and cool waves. In improvisation the performers create a 
thickness, a state that can hold you up. Trusting in that state 
can be a good reminder of the strength of what has been 
created, what can be made together.

Nothing is needed at all.

Improvisation can be a reminder that while, yes, it takes 
training and priming of the mind and the muscles, you have 
everything you need. There is a sincere pleasure in coming as 
you, trusting yourself, and knowing that you are enough — that 
you have the strength to make decisions and respond, even if 
that response is to be still, to watch.

In this way I believe improvisation can represent or inspire 
others to create societies of groups that are able to get 
things done without a plan — without a leader — without 
predetermined structures.

I said to Claudia once before I took a great leap, “I’ll try it, and 
if it doesn’t work out I’ll know and then decide something 
else.” This trying is all you have to do. Inevitably it will yield in 
unexpected ways, both gratifying and confusing. This building 
up and taking apart enables an opportunity to explore and 
create utopias — dreaming and scheming a future through 
improvisation in the present.

A premiere.

Katy Dammers is the Assistant Curator and Archive Manager 
at The Kitchen. She also works as the General Manager for 
Rashaun Mitchell + Silas Riener and is part of the inaugural 
Dance Writing Laboratory at the National Center for 
Choreography in Akron, Ohio.

Yara Travieso, opening the 2018 Walking Distance Dance Festival 
with her work La Medea, and Belinda McGuire, closing the festival 
with Solo Works, first met in the early 2000s during their dance 
training at the Juilliard School in New York. On May 11, ODC 
Theater reconnected the two artists in conversation to reflect on 
their divergent creative paths since then and the works that will be 
performed in the festival at ODC Theater this week.

Yara Travieso (Y): I have been really intrigued by your interest in solo 
work. When we were in school, I sensed your understanding of work, 
material, and story from a deeper focus and mining. Is your interest in 
solo material an extension of wanting to understand something in a 
textured deep way?

Belinda McGuire (B): When I embark on a project I want to do it 
fully and complete it. I don’t like the feeling that I left something 
unexplored or that I have to jump ship before I reach my destination. 

I think solo work started as a logistical thing. There were some 

Yara Travieso & 
Belinda McGuire 
in Conversation



teachers I was pursuing. My solo works started as ensemble works. 
Somewhere along the way I needed to get deeper into them and the 
only way I could do that was in solitude. Being in the role of dancer, 
choreographer, and director, I could be nimble. In order to keep a 
consistent practice and fully grasp what I’m excavating, I needed to 
do some of that work quietly. That’s harder to do with other dancers.

Y: It reminds me of the way a visual artist or sculptor works - toward 
a mastery. It’s harder to do with a group. I’ve seen you in your 
process this discipline like a painter or sculptor in the studio. I seems 
different than the way many other choreographers approach work. 
There’s a meditative quality to the discipline. Do you think that has 
something to do with it?

B: If you look at the body as your material, as well as the other 
technical elements of your design, even the things you think are 
consistent, the paint, the lighting units, your body - these elements, 
which you are intensely crafting ongoing - these are all still 
changing. Working solo keeps these changes and shifts closer to 
me. I am more attuned to the volatility. If you can figure out how to 
generate your own volatility, these unstable elements, it feeds the 
work in some way.

Y: I think that is the attempt of mastery. Someone challenging 
themselves, working in environments they try to control with 
extreme discipline is a very internal process that extends to an 
external space.

Belinda, is there a significance of doing the two solos now and 
bringing them back?

B: I’ve never stopped doing them. Working with them and keeping 
them a part of my life is part of my overall practice.

Y: If we were to compare them performed today versus 2011, what 
would be different now?

B: Now there’s more space in the work. I’ve bypassed the point of it 
being too familiar. My feeling is to burrow in so deep to get beyond 
that over time. Understanding so deeply and fully that it becomes 
new again.

Y: So we met at Juilliard but our work is incredibly different visually 
and in process. We came from the same training institution. What 
has your path been like since then? How has the training we both 
had manifested in your work?

B: We had the same teachers and peers and were influenced by 
those individuals. They shaped me tremendously. I’ve continued 
to work that way outside those walls. In addition to making my 
own work and performing that work, I commission other artists 
to make work for me to perform. One of the roots of working as 
a solo artist was that here was work in the world I wanted to be 
a part of; that I wanted to see more of and help other people see 
more of. So I figured that it would be more difficult to spend like, a 
few years with the companies I wanted to dance with, than if I were 
a free agent doing this creation and commissioning thing. Also, 
creatively, I wouldn’t only be able to make my own work. I want other 
provocations. I would otherwise die of artistic thirst.

Y: I feel similar in the way that the sameness could feel suffocating. 
Like I would never have a company and have the work always be the 
same people. We have complexities drawn out by various individuals 
and environments and I want to explore all of them.

B: For you, how did your Juilliard experience either set you in the 
direction you’ve gone or give you something to respond to?

Y: For me the latter. I was more reacting and pushing against 
the information. I was really inspired by the student body and 
the environment, which propelled me to great things, especially 
collaboratively, and I had never really looked a dance the way my 
peers looked a dance. That was eye opening for me: understanding 
certain histories and legacies I was a part of by being on a stage 
and moving. I didn’t previously have an appreciation of that cultural 
legacy. I got some of that through the school but more through the 
students. 

Being in the rehearsal room with Esme, with Charlotte, with Laura 
Careless, and taking notes, getting and giving feedback. That was 
the best part of my training. And the focus of the artists was really 
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inspiring and helped me understand how to ask questions about 
movement. 

For me, movement had been a responsive thing to a story, so this 
exposure brought me another way of seeing the form. I loved Martha 
Graham growing up and the narratives. Students and dancers in 
school helped me to consider more conceptual approaches to 
dances like Cunningham. Blended conceptual dance and narrative 
storytelling was big for me, maybe even more than the physical 
training. 

I’ve also pushed against the infrastructure of an institution and 
classicism. It became clear that I wasn’t going to do something in a 
classical tradition. So the training opened my artistic mind of how 
to combine story and concept and dismantling. How do I dismantle 
Western tradition and the culture of classicism built around dance 
and story. My peers were instrumental in helping me see in that way 
too.

B: How did you start working with your collaborators?

Y: I never work with exactly the same team, but I have orbits of 
collaborators. Sam Crawford and I have worked together for 7 years 
now. When we were conceptualizing La Medea, I told him I wanted 
this third world: wild, bombastic, Latin television special; telenovella 
meets something much more grounded in classic myth. So he took 
that and ran, and I gave him the names of two of my favorite bands… 

Sam’s music was a major part of writing the script and creating the 
movement. His libretto came first. He wrote it quickly and let that 
inspire the story, so I wrote the script based on the songs. The way 
we perform is that the band is live and they score the cinematic 
thing we created. The dancers live in the film. The whole world was 
made for camera, shot live. 

This version of the show is my favorite, more than the live 
performance, because you see an integrated frame of the world that 
develops through the film.

There were so many layers that the live audience couldn’t absorb. It 
was immersive. The film lets you see the layers. The live feeds, the 
people watching worldwide, live in studio. The characters being 
repeated in mirrors, film screens, computer screens, projection 
screens. People interacting with tweets and their questions 
becoming part of the story.

It’s really about transmitting the multiplicity embedded in his one 
mythical figure, and making her as infinite as I could. I’m always 
trying to bridge the gap between theater and cinema, cinema and 
theater. Having the band live does that. It’s important in making the 
film feel we are live with it.

B: I can’t wait to see your show this Wednesday. Really looking 
forward to reconnecting at ODC.
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