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One

Signs of the New World

On December 26, 1492, during his fi rst voyage to the 
“New World,” Christopher Columbus encountered a 
cacique (Indian “chief ”) named Guacanagari, whom 
he invited, along with other Indians, aboard his ship 
the Niña. Th e Indians allegedly brought pieces of 
gold to exchange for hawks’ bells; they immediately 
hung the bells on their bodies and began to dance to 
the chiming sounds they made.¹

And so we see that one of the fi rst encoun-
ters between Europeans and natives in the New 
World precipitated a dance. In his journal, Colum-
bus mentioned his surprise at learning that Indians 
had such a fondness for dancing. It may seem curi-
ous that such a relatively insignifi cant detail would 
have made its way into the admiral’s journal and by 
extension nearly every history attributed to Colum-
bus about his “discovery.” But to Columbus, danc-
ing was a sign that the Indians could be easily ma-
nipulated, excited as they were to exchange precious 
gold for bells. Moreover, for Columbus, this dance 
might have served as a sign that he had reached the 
Far East. Columbus took with him on his travels a 
heavily annotated copy of Marco Polo’s chronicle Il 
Milione (ca. 1295), which describes the rituals and 
traditions of cultures that Marco Polo had encoun-
tered on his travels to and around Asia during the 
late thirteenth century. Th ese included several ritual 

and court dances, such as a shamanic dance of pos-
session in a Chinese province and a performance by 
temple dancers in the Indian province of Malabar. 
Marco Polo also recorded the tales about the king 
of Ceylon, who fi lled his palace with dancing maid-
ens. No doubt Marco Polo’s references to these ex-
otic dances fi gured into Columbus’s expectations of 
how the Indies would reveal itself to him.

Th e impromptu dance aboard his ship appar-
ently left an enduring impression on Columbus, for 
years later, during another of his many encounters, 
he recalled the Indians’ passion for dancing and at-
tempted to use it to his advantage. During his third 
expedition to the West Indies, in 1498—a journey to 
explore lands beyond those that he allegedly discov-
ered and mistook for India—he attempted to land 
his ship along the shores of Trinidad, whereupon he 
encountered several armed Indians who ventured to-
ward his boat via canoe. He explains how the lan-
guage barrier forced him to attempt communicat-
ing with the natives through signs: “I made signs to 
them, however, to come nearer to us, and more than 
two hours were spent in this manner—but if by any 
chance they moved a little nearer, they soon pushed 
off  again.”² When the signs failed, he tried to lure 
them closer with “mirrors, clear and shiny bronze 
vases, bells and similar objects unknown to them.” 
When he failed to charm them with trinkets, Co-
lumbus commanded his sailors to make music and 
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dance, hoping to attract the attention of the Indians, 
whom he recalled were passionate about dancing. In-
stead, the Indians mistook the spectacle as a sign of 
aggression and began to shoot arrows at Columbus 
and his men. Amidst that barrage of arrows, Colum-
bus made the shocking realization that dancing can 
mean diff erent things to diff erent cultures.

Dance fi gures prominently in these two accounts 
of Columbus’s discoveries. In the former, Columbus 
expresses a sense of wonder and curiosity. He mar-
vels that the Indians were “very graceful in form” and 
is astounded that they were “tall, and lithe in their 
movements.”³ However, in the latter account, Co-
lumbus stages a “deceptive dance” in an attempt to 
capture the Indians’ attention, the same way one 
might tame a wild animal. In so doing, he conveys 
his perception of the Indian as inferior, bestial, sav-
age—the mythical “wild man” of the ancient world.⁴ 
Considered against and alongside one another, these 
accounts invoke dancing as a sign of both peace and 
violence, alliance and annihilation, pleasure and fear, 
humanity and savagery—the constellation of para-
doxes associated with the theme of the “noble savage” 
that runs through early modern writings and images 
of natives in the New World, wherein Indians are 
ambivalently portrayed as noble by nature yet seem-
ingly always and already poised to incite danger and 
violence.

Th e fi gure of the dancing noble savage appears in 
other early references to dance in the discourse of ex-
ploration, discovery, and encounter, including writ-
ings attributed to Amerigo Vespucci (ca. 1454– 1512), 
one of the most important European explorers and 
cartographers. Between 1497 and 1504 Vespucci 
made several expeditions from Spain and Portugal 
to the South American continent, which now bears 
his name. In May 1487, Vespucci wrote a letter to his 
patron and former schoolmate, the powerful Flo-
rentine merchant Pietro Soderini, to request fi nanc-
ing for his trans-Atlantic expeditions. In his appeal, 
Vespucci makes two passing yet relevant references 
to dance in describing his fi rst encounter with Indi-
ans, who were walking naked along the coast of Paria 
(modern-day Venezuela). Like Columbus, Vespucci 
tried to open pathways for communication by mak-
ing “signs of peace” and by off erings objects such as 
bells, looking glasses, and trifl es. Like Columbus, 

Vespucci describes the physical characteristics of the 
people he encounters as a sign of their moral compo-
sure. He notes that they have skins as red as “a lion’s” 
but observes that if properly clothed, “they would be 
white like ourselves.”⁵ He takes note of their physical 
strength and beauty, especially their agility in walk-
ing, running, and swimming, which gives them “a 
very great advantage over us Christians.” He assures 
Soderini that, like Christians, they behaved mod-
estly, such as when they sought privacy to defecate.

In addition to the description of Indians Vespucci 
had actually encountered, he includes accounts of In-
dians in “some other places” that perform “barbarous 
and inhuman” rituals involving dance. He reports:

Some bury their dead with water and food, thinking 
they will want it. Th ey have no ceremonies of lights, 
nor of weeping. In some other places they practice a 
most barbarous and inhuman kind of internment. 
Th is is when a sick or infi rm person is almost in the 
throes of death, his relations carry him into a great 
wood, and fasten one of those nets in which they sleep 
to two trees. Th ey put their dying relation into it and 
dance around him the whole of one day. When night 
comes on they put water and food enough for four or 
six days at his head, and then leave him alone, return-
ing to the village.⁶

Although this passage is relatively unremark-
able in terms of information about dance, it exempli-
fi es the impulse to link savagery, dance, and death in 
early reports about the Indians. In this instance, Ves-
pucci qualifi es that this “barbarous and inhuman” 
burial dance was performed not by those whom he 
had actually encountered, but by Indians “in some 
other places,” out in “the great wood.” Here Vespucci 
conjures the “wild man,” the mythical and ancient 
construct that was “associated with the idea of the 
wilderness—the desert, forest, jungle, and moun-
tains—those parts of the physical world that had not 
been domesticated or marked out for domestication 
in any signifi cant way.”⁷ It is well documented that 
the Europeans wrote terrifying accounts about “na-
tive” societies they themselves had never seen, but 
had only learned of through those native groups they 
actually had encountered. In many instances, the ac-
counts that Europeans heard from Indians about 
“other Indians” are infused with long-standing inter-
ethnic tensions, fears, and stereotypes. Th ese sto-
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2 6  d a n c i n g  t h e  n e w  w o r l d

ries about the “other’s other” often involve descrip-
tions of behaviors and rites, including cannibalism, 
human sacrifi ce, and other barbaric rituals, such 
as this burial dance. Explorers’ accounts, including 
Ves pucci’s, fueled the European construction of an 
America fi lled with the “noble savages” they encoun-
tered and “wild men” they heard about, persuading 
readers, especially would-be investors, about both 
the value and the danger of their expeditions.

Th e distinction between the “noble savages” Ves-
pucci “discovers” and the “wild men” he hears about 
is crystallized in an engraving that accompanied the 
1619 publication of Vespucci’s letter (fi g. 1.1). Th e en-

graving and the letter appear beside one another in 
one of the most extensive and popular series of travel 
books of the colonial era, aptly named America, pub-
lished by Dutch engraver Th eodor de Bry. In the 
foreground a Carib cacique off ers Vespucci and the 
Christians his modest and beautiful Indian wives, 
whom Vespucci tells us he could not refuse.⁸ How-
ever, in the background there are two related “scenes” 
that illustrate the burial rite reported by Vespucci. 
On the right, seven fi gures hold hands and dance 
around a body resting in a hammock. Th is circle of 
dancing Indians is situated in the untamed world de-
picted in the engraving’s background. Th e dancers 

Fig. 1.1  Vespucci in Paria. Theodor de Bry, America, part 10 (1619). Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library at Brown 
University.
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are indistinguishable from the wilderness itself—in 
fact, their limbs merge with the roots and branches 
of the trees to form one monolithic entity. On the 
left, there are six fi gures lowering a corpse into a 
grave. Th ese scenes of a barbaric and dangerous rit-
ual serve as a literal and fi gurative background for 
the fi nancial, sexual, and political exchanges trans-
piring in the engraving’s foreground.

While dancing represents threats of death and vi-
olence in the early descriptions of the New World, 
it also symbolizes promises of fertility and wealth. 
Another early reference to dancing in the early en-
counters comes from a book based upon letters 
that author Niccolò Scillacio received from Gu-
glielmo Coma, a Spanish noble who reported the 
stories about Columbus’s travels that were fl ow-
ing into court. Scillacio—known as “the Moor” for 
his dark complexion—slightly augmented these let-
ters with information he gleaned from independent 
sources, and published them in De insulis meridiani 
atque Indici maris nuper inventis (ca. 1494). His let-
ters read like early travel brochures, boasting that the 
colonial settlement of Isabella would “vie with any 
of the Spanish cities,” and asserting, “Many illustri-
ous Spaniards have migrated to this place to become 
inhabitants of the new city.”⁹ He falsely promises 
that gold is readily available in the streams, report-
ing that one Spaniard struck a mountain with a club 
and large particles of gold came bursting forth, cre-
ating an “indescribable brightness [that] glittered all 
around like sparks.”¹⁰

Scillacio also describes a dance among women of 
Cibao, a native province of Hispaniola (now Haiti 
and the Dominican Republic)—suggesting that 
women were a readily available natural wonder of the 
New World, just like the gold bursting forth from 
the mountains.

Th eir manner of dancing is nearly as follows: Several 
women at once, having hair confi ned under wreaths 
and turbans, start off  from the same line sometimes 
with an ambling, sometimes with a slower movement. 
Th e plates of metal which they wear attached to their 
fi ngers are mutually struck against one another, not 
merely in sport but for the purpose of producing a tin-
kling sound. Th ey accompany this sound with a voice 
not defi cient in modulation, and singing that is not 
wanting in sweetness; and in a gracefully voluptuous 

manner, through winding mazes execute a languid 
dance in beautiful order, with multiform involutions, 
while no one claims a conspicuity above her compan-
ions; the whole performance eliciting the admiration 
of the spectators. Being at last both excited and fa-
tigued by the sport, they hurry forward with equally 
accelerated steps, and in a more petulant and frolic-
some mood, and with voices raised to a higher pitch, 
fi nish their dance.¹¹

Every detail in this passage participates in conjuring 
the image of women who are “excited and fatigued” 
by dancing, and suffi  ciently disoriented to allow 
would-be suitors, hunters, or colonizers to possess 
them.

Vespucci’s account of unseen yet threatening sav-
ages dancing in the wilderness and Scillacio’s ac-
count of unseen yet inviting dancing girls may seem 
to proff er contradictory perceptions of dancing—
emphasizing its association with death and violence 
on the one hand and with fertility and possession 
on the other. What these writings share, however, 
is an attempt to capture the reader’s “exalted atten-
tion” through the discourse of wonder.¹² In his de-
constructionist reading of travel accounts written 
by Europeans in the New World, Stephen Green-
blatt refl ects on the operation of “wonder” in writing 
the other. He argues that “wonder eff ects the crucial 
break with an other that can only be described, only 
witnessed, in the language and images of sameness. 
It erects an obstacle that is at the same time an agent 
of arousal. For the blockage that constitutes a recog-
nition of distance excites a desire to cross the thresh-
old, break through the barrier, enter the space of 
the alien.”¹³ For Columbus, Vespucci, and Scillacio, 
dancing Indians inspired wonder that either alien-
ated or seduced them into “the space of the alien.”

References to dance in the early accounts of dis-
covery and encounter reveal that for Indians and 
Christians alike, bodily behaviors, gestures, and 
stances were paramount to their interpretation of 
each other and to their coexistence in absence of a 
common language. Accounts of dancing and its po-
tential for deception intensifi ed in the early histories 
written by the fi rst royal and missionary historians, 
especially when they concern struggles for territory, 
gold, and human survival. Many of these accounts 
reveal that Indians and Christian manipulated 

Scolieri-final.indb   27Scolieri-final.indb   27 12/19/12   2:17 PM12/19/12   2:17 PM

7= EC? C 5 NE / 1 =C A ? 4?P : E , /S ?= 7I C ? 0 ? A I 0 N? C ? C 8?Q 5 ? 5 6N? 2 D 0? E
I, ? D=? E I N? = EC NEC  ? D ? CE = C . =31-

0 ? ? NEC  ? D   , ,

0
I

CA
T

C
?

C
8?

Q
5

?
/

EE
CA

?
?

?



2 8  d a n c i n g  t h e  n e w  w o r l d

each other’s trust by dissimulating their intentions 
through performance. In fact, one chronicler went so 
far as to say that music and dance rituals were tools 
of deception intended “to conceal treason.”

Th roughout these accounts, the early chroniclers 
ubiquitously refer to native performances of music 
and dance by the Taíno word areíto.¹⁴ Chroniclers 
used this term in a fl exible manner to describe in-
digenous chants, songs, or poems. Sometimes they 
used it to describe “dances” or “sung dances” (bailar 
cantando) or “poem-songs.” In other instances they 
used the term to refer to the event at which such per-
formances took place, in a way analogous to the us-
age of “ritual.” Cuban ethnomusicologist Fernando 
Ortiz examined the early chronicles and developed 
the following defi nition based on these formative 
uses: “Th e greatest musical artistic expression and 
poetic of the Antilles Indians was the areíto, which 
was like a conjunto (gathering) of music, song, dance 
and pantomime, applied to religious liturgies, magi-
cal rites, and the epic narrations of the tribal histo-
ries and the great expressions of the collective will.”¹⁵

In the pages that follow I will argue that the early 
chroniclers “invented” the term areíto to represent an 
evolving early modern concept of performance as an 
embodied way of knowing and transmitting knowl-
edge that is distinct from writing. In the meantime, 
however, I will briefl y describe several examples of in-
famous encounters between Christians and Indians 
that draw upon the “religious,” “magical,” and “epic” 
dimensions of the areíto. As Donald Th ompson has 
written, “European writers welcomed the Antillean 
areíto as a ready-made set piece useful as a device for 
plot development and for also characterizing a tragi-
cally doomed people.”¹⁶ Th rough its emphasis on the 
theatrical nature of these narratives, Th ompson’s “set 
piece” recalls Michel de Certeau’s description of his-
torical representation as a type of “literary staging.”¹⁷ 
It also summons Diana Taylor’s use of the term “sce-
nario” as an alternative to “narrative” in describing 
schemas of social action (“discovery,” “encounter,” 
and “conquest,” for example) that connect history, lit-
erature, and performance. By thinking about “sce-
narios” instead of narratives, she argues, we attend 
more closely to the traces of embodied experience 
and material conditions that are not always reducible 
to narrative.¹⁸ Th ese evocative terms—“set piece,” 

“literary staging,” and “scenario”—invite us to con-
sider the ways that indigenous performance served as 
a model for writing history.

One of the most popular “literary stagings” of 
an areíto in Caribbean music and literature is the 
“Areíto de Anacaona,” a nineteenth-century “song-
poem” about and attributed to Anacaona (“Golden 
Flower”) (ca. 1474– 1503), the legendary Taína chief 
(cacica) of Hispaniola at the time of Columbus’s 
landfall. Anacaona was royal both by birth and by 
marriage. She was born in Xaragua, one of the fi ve 
kingdoms of Hispaniola—the “heart and core of 
the whole island,” according to Bartolomé de las Ca-
sas—where today stands the Haitian capital Port-
au-Prince. She was married to Caonabo, the cacique 
of Maguana, a neighboring kingdom. Xaragua was 
ruled by her brother, the cacique Behechio, until his 
death, at which point Anacaona seized power and 
led native revolts against the Christians with whom 
she had previously established trade agreements. For 
her resistance, she was ultimately hanged in 1503 at 
the behest of Nicolás de Ovando (ca. 1460– 1511), the 
fi rst governor in the New World. Th e “Ariéto of Ana-
caona” honors her place as a leader of native resis-
tance. Fittingly, the chroniclers tell us that Anacaona 
“was a very remarkable woman, very prudent, very 
gracious” and was “reputed to be talented in the com-
position of areítos, that is to say poems.”¹⁹

Anacaona became a symbol of Caribbean iden-
tity in the nineteenth century when Cuban com-
poser Antonio Bachiller y Morales wrote a popular-
ized song called “Areíto Antillano.” Th e song spurred 
decades’ worth of debate regarding its lyrics, espe-
cially whether some of its seemingly incomprehensi-
ble verses were actually fragments of “original” Taíno 
war songs. Some even held the areíto was a vestige 
of Taíno culture, regarding it as the fi rst Caribbean 
“poem-song” and thus the source of all Caribbean 
literature and drama. Ortiz put to rest the debates 
surrounding the song’s authenticity as an areíto, per-
suasively arguing that its lyrics, with their seemingly 
incomprehensible verses, were in fact Congolese 
phrases used in Afro-Haitian Voudun ceremonies: 
“It is neither by Anacaona, nor is it even an areíto,” 
wrote Ortiz. “It is a couplet creolized by the black 
practitioners of Voudou in Haiti, which they sum-
moned in their wars against whites.”²⁰
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Th e debate surrounding the authenticity of this 
areíto has somewhat overshadowed discussions re-
garding the relevance of the event it purportedly 
memorializes, which, as told by some of the early 
chroniclers, is remarkable not only for the story of 
Anacaona’s resistance, but also because it demon-
strates that performance was wielded as a political 
weapon in early American encounters. Moreover, 
the debate over lyrics has also eclipsed exploration 
into the role of dance in the broader scenario of Ana-
caona’s encounter with Europeans.

Th e story is told in related yet slightly diff er-
ing accounts (see selections in app. A). In 1496 Bar-
tholomew Columbus, Christopher’s brother, was 
left in charge of Hispaniola and set out on an expe-
dition across the island. In the course of his travels, 
he encountered Anacaona’s brother, cacique Behe-
chio, who also was on a conquering expedition. Bar-
tholomew unsuccessfully tried to extract gold from 
the cacique, but Behechio convinced him to accept 
tributes of cotton and hemp instead. Upon negotiat-
ing the trade agreement, Behechio ordered his peo-
ple to welcome the Christians with “the full panoply 
of their traditional celebrations” (Las Casas, app. A). 
One of these traditional celebrations was a dance 
performed by Behechio’s thirty wives. Descriptions 
of the ceremony linger on the near-nakedness of his 
dancing wives, their cotton skirts, and loosely bound 
hair. Th eir dancing and singing recalled the “splen-
did naiads or nymphs of the fountains, so much cel-
ebrated by the ancients” (Martyr, app. A). By all ac-
counts the women knelt before the Christians, in 
order to place palm fronds on the ground in front of 
them in a gesture of submissiveness.

One version of the event insists that the danc-
ers were virgins assembled by Anacaona herself, 
who directed the young women to perform for the 
Christians, for she “did not wish that either a man 
or a married woman, or one who had known a man, 
should enter into that dance or areíto” (Oviedo, 
app.  B). Th e dance of the virgins took place before 
Behechio and Bartholomew had made their trade 
agreement, suggesting that Anacaona leveraged In-
dian sexuality in her economic negotiations with the 
Christians.

Following this performance, the Christians were 
treated to a feast of exotic foods and then off ered ac-

commodations in the king’s caney (great house). Th e 
following day the Indians entertained Don Bar-
tholomew and the Christians with more dances and 
a mock-battle tournament called juego de cañas that 
was “like the wooden-sword fi ghts in Spain” (Las Ca-
sas, app. A). As Las Casas describes how the fi ghting 
intensifi ed—“as if they were battling their worst ene-
mies”—until four Indians died, so Behechio brought 
the match to a halt. Bartholomew’s men thus were 
made painfully aware that seemingly innocent diplo-
matic displays could devolve into violence and never 
forgot the lethal fury that this particular juego de 
caña aroused.

In 1503, fi ve years after the initial encounter be-
tween the Christians and the peoples of Xaragua, 
Behechio died, leaving Anacaona as their chief cacica. 
Governor Ovando suspected that she had been plot-
ting revolt among the Indians across Hispaniola. 
To suppress the threat posed by her rule, Ovando 
sent hundreds of soldiers—seventy on horseback, 
two hundred on foot—with the intent of murdering 
her and her elite chiefs and developed a plan involv-
ing performance. Allegedly, Anacaona had master-
minded a similar strategy. Ovando and Anacaona 
made a series of amiable yet disingenuous over-
tures to one another. Anacaona, for example, asked 
Ovando if the Indians could watch the Christians 
play a game of juego de cañas against the Indians. 
No doubt Anacaona intended to physically position 
the Christians before her armed warriors. However, 
Ovando saw through Anacaona’s thinly veiled trap 
and declined her invitation. Instead, he pretended to 
be absorbed in a game of hierro (horseshoes) with the 
Christians. Ovando ordered one of his men to sound 
the trumpet at a predetermined time, as a signal for 
the Christians to gather the caciques into a caney and 
to burn them alive. Anacaona was spared the humili-
ation of death by fi re. As Las Casas laments, “In def-
erence to her rank, Queen Anacaona was hanged.”²¹

Just as Anacaona’s areíto demonstrates the natives’ 
capacity for deception and violence, the following 
“literary staging” of an areíto can be said to drama-
tize the natives’ capacity for peace and submission. 
Th e account concerns Hatuey, a Taíno cacique who 
led his people from the island of Hispaniola to Cuba 
in order to escape the threat of Spanish cruelty. Ac-
cording to Las Casas, in 1511 Hatuey heard that the 
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3 0  d a n c i n g  t h e  n e w  w o r l d

Spaniards had followed them to Cuba to broaden 
their search for land and gold. With nowhere left 
to escape, the cacique gathered his people to explain 
why the Spaniards were infi ltrating their lands:

He had beside him, as he spoke, a basket fi lled with 
gold jewelry and he said: “Here is the god of the 
Christians. If you agree, we will do areítos (which is 
their word for certain kinds of traditional dance) in 
honour of this God and it may be that we shall please 
Him and He will order the Christians to leave us un-
harmed.” Th ey all shouted: “So be it, so be it.” And af-
ter they had danced before this god until they were 
dropping from exhaustion . . .²²

In an astounding set of displacements and resignifi -
cations, Hatuey’s subjects allegedly performed Taíno 
dances on foreign soil in order to honor golden trin-
kets they understood to be the Christian god. In this 
instance, dancing was not a premeditated lure—as 
with Anacaona’s dancing virgins or the juego de ca-
ñas— but a last resort of passive resistance. Indeed, 
Las Casas was sure to tell us that the areíto drained 
their bodies of physical agency and by extension, po-
litical will. Th e story is almost too bizarre to be true, 
and in all likelihood was signifi cantly embellished by 
Las Casas, one of the most vocal defenders of the In-
dians, in order to sympathetically demonstrate the 
lengths to which Indians went to escape confronta-
tion with the Spaniards while simultaneously con-
veying the traumatic aff ects of Spanish imperialism. 
(Interestingly, Las Casas did not miss this opportu-
nity to highlight the willingness and ease with which 
the Indians transformed their dance from a means 
of worshiping their pagan gods into a means of wor-
shiping the Christian god.) Dancing, however, could 
not save them. Th us, Hatuey instructed his subjects 
to throw all the gold in the river, knowing that the 
Spaniards would have killed them for it. He also led 
them in a guerilla resistance once the Spanish ar-
rived, a resistance that ended with Hatuey’s capture 
and death by fi re. Before he was engulfed in fl ames, 
a Franciscan missionary tried to convince Hatuey to 
convert to Christianity. Hatuey refused, explaining 
that he would prefer to go to hell than see Spaniards 
in heaven.

In another “scenario,” the areíto serves as a turn-
ing point in a narrative that results in the violent 
death of Indians. Th e account takes place on the is-

land of Boriquén (later Saint John, now Puerto Rico) 
and concerns an Indian uprising of 1511 against Don 
Cristóbal de Sotomayor, a Spanish offi  cer under the 
command of Governor Juan Ponce de León. Soto-
mayor and his men invaded and inhabited a Bori-
quén village. Th ere he met Guanina, a native prin-
cess, and the two became instantly enamored with 
each other. What kept them apart, however, was 
Guanina’s brother Guaybana, who had vowed to kill 
Sotomayor and his Christian soldiers. In an eff ort 
to protect Sotomayor, Guanina warned him of her 
brother’s determination to kill him, yet Sotomayor 
paid no attention. Sotomayor was warned again, 
this time by his translator—la lengua—Juan Gonza-
les, who not only spoke the indigenous language, but 
also, we are told, could pass as an Indian when prop-
erly disguised. One evening Gonzales masked him-
self in war paint and then infi ltrated an areíto where 
Indians were singing songs, one of which involved a 
plot to rebel against Sotomayor. Gonzales was able 
to decode Guaybana’s plans and in turn warned So-
tomayor, but could not convince him to escape. In-
stead, Sotomayor gathered his Indian servants and 
set out on an expedition to meet Ponce de León. En 
route, Guaybana and his fellow Indians executed 
their plan and killed Sotomayor. Th ey also tried to 
attack Juan Gonzales, but he escaped. As for Gua-
nina, it was determined that she should be sacrifi ced, 
but she had committed suicide and was found dead 
on Sotomayor’s body before they could exact revenge 
on her for her betrayal.²³

One of the striking facets of this “scenario” is that 
it involves the performance of a Spaniard in an areíto, 
albeit a Spaniard disguised as an Indian. Gonzales 
seamlessly moves between languages and cultures, 
and between the worlds of the areíto and the battle-
fi eld, manipulating the world of Indian signs, as did 
Columbus’s dancing sailors. Indeed, throughout 
these “scenarios” of choreographic encounter, danc-
ing—whether spontaneous or rehearsed—holds the 
promise of contact and reconciliation, yet routinely 
results in violence and death. Columbus’s decep-
tive dance, Vespucci’s “wild man” funeral, Scillacio’s 
golden dancers, Anacaona’s dancing virgins, Ha-
tuey’s dance of defeat, and Gonzales’s performance 
of passing form a constellation of scenarios wherein 
the act of dancing comes to represent the inherent 
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and dangerous ambiguity of crossing the threshold 
into the space of the alien.

Of course, there is no reliable way to confi rm 
whether these “scenarios” are social facts or histor-
ical fi ctions, though we can calibrate them against 
early chroniclers’ non-narrative refl ections, polemics, 
and fi eld notes about areítos. Th ese sources off er de-
scriptions of actual indigenous dance and music per-
formances, and give some elucidation as to why the 
chroniclers were fascinated by the areíto in political, 
theological, and historiographic terms. Below I focus 
on the writings of Peter Martyr d’Anghera (Italian 
humanist, courtier, royal chronicler, and translator), 
Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés (royal court 
historian and natural historian), and Bartolomé de 
las Casas (the controversial “Defender of the Indi-
ans”). Although their writings about the areíto have 
been studied in terms of colonial discourse, mu-
sic history, and literature, the choreographic aspects 
of their writings have escaped critical scrutiny.²⁴ To 
rectify that oversight, the following analysis focuses 
on the ways in which dance fi gured into these writ-
ers’ evolving defi nitions and interpretations of the 
areíto—all of which, as I will argue, stand on the 
threshold of recognizing dance as an embodied epis-
temology, a mode of memorializing history, and a 
form of political resistance.

“Inventing” the Areíto
In 1498, the same year Columbus staged a dance 
aboard his vessel to attract the attention of the In-
dians, he received a copy of “the fi rst book written 
on American soil in a European language,” the Ac-
count of the Antiquities of the Indians by Friar Ramón 
Pané.²⁵ Ramón Pané was a missionary of the or-
der of Saint Jerome who arrived in the New World 
in 1494 as a member of Columbus’s second expedi-
tion. For four years he lived among diff erent native 
populations on the island of Hispaniola. His rela-
ción documents his eyewitness experiences of the 
fi rst conquests, conversions, and native rebellions in 
the Americas. It also preserves aspects of native lan-
guage, myth, and ritual, including one of the fi rst de-
scriptions of an indigenous musical performance. In 
outlining the rites performed by a behique (a “physi-
cian” or “healer”) Pané briefl y describes an instru-

ment called a mayohabao—a hollow wooden per-
cussion instrument “in the shape of a blacksmith’s 
tongs” that was hit with an item that “looks like a 
long-necked squash”—which the Taíno played when 
they sang their songs, which “they learn by heart.”²⁶ 
In so doing, he writes the following sentences, which 
foretell a whole tradition of writing about perfor-
mance in the Americas: “Indeed, I have seen it in part 
with my own eyes, although of other matters I have 
told only what I heard from many people, particu-
larly from the leaders, with whom I have had more 
contact than with others. In fact, just as the Moors, 
they have their laws gathered in ancient songs, by 
which they govern themselves, as do the Moors by 
their scripture.”²⁷

Pané’s passing reference to this singular musical 
event presages several enduring preoccupations with 
indigenous performance in the Americas within the 
writings of subsequent chroniclers. First, he refer-
ences the epistemological gap between knowledge 
that is based on eyewitness experience and knowl-
edge that is derived from native informants. Even 
though Pané ambiguously qualifi es that his own 
knowledge about the areíto is based “in part with 
[his] own eyes,” he establishes a burden of proof for 
subsequent chroniclers who write about performance 
in the New World—witnessing was the sine qua non 
of the reliable chronicle. Second, his description 
makes an explicit reference to the Moors, the Mus-
lims of mixed Arab, Spanish, and Berber origin who 
in 1498 had only recently been expelled from south-
ern Spain. As such, the passage blueprints a whole 
discourse on indigenous performance that projects 
European perceptions, attitudes, and histories con-
cerning the Moors onto the bodies and behaviors of 
Indians. Indeed, one of the most striking and shared 
rhetorical impulses among the early chroniclers was 
to make comparisons between indigenous cultures in 
the Americas, as well as to compare the Indians with 
the Moors, the ancient Romans and Greeks, and es-
pecially themselves, the Christians. Finally, Pané 
articulates the idea that performance was some-
how linked to history, recognizing that music func-
tioned as a mnemonic device that codifi ed “laws.” 
Although later chroniclers proposed alternative ex-
planations for the relationship between performance 
and history, their writings manifest a preoccupation 
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3 2  d a n c i n g  t h e  n e w  w o r l d

with the notion that performance could memorial-
ize or otherwise represent the past. For the chroni-
clers, men who dedicated their lives to the practice 
of representing the past, this prospect was both pro-
foundly familiar and terrifyingly foreign. Th at ten-
sion animates their writings about Indian dances.

As a courtier, diplomat, chronicler, translator, and 
royal tutor to the children of Ferdinand and Isabella, 
Peter Martyr d’Anghera held positions that gave 
him unique access to discoverers, travelers, and ex-
plorers in the New World. He was appointed to the 
Council of the Indies in 1518 and as royal chronicler 
in 1520. Even though he held these important posts 
regarding the New World, Martyr himself never 
visited the lands about which he wrote, which cre-
ated suspicion and resentment among his contem-
porary chroniclers. His most notable writings about 
the New World were published in the Decades of the 
New World (De orbe novo) between 1493 and 1525.

Martyr gives one of the earliest provisional def-
initions of the areíto based on a report he included 
in his “Th ird Decade,” which he composed between 
1514 and 1516. Th is report was informed by talks he 
had with Andreas Morales, a Spanish sailor who 
had conducted an expedition to Hispaniola. Mar-
tyr describes his discussion of the areíto as a “digres-
sion” from the more pressing issues contained in his 
report, conveying his sense of “astonishment” that 
“such uncivilized men, destitute of any knowledge 
of letters” were able to preserve “for such a long time 
the tradition of their origin.” As a historian, Martyr 
was fascinated by the historiographic potential of the 
areíto and thus describes it as a kind of history with-
out writing:

Th is has been possible because from the earliest times, 
and chiefl y in the houses of the caciques, the bovites, 
that is to say the wise men, have trained the sons of 
the caciques, teaching them of their past history by 
heart. In imparting their teaching they carefully dis-
tinguish two classes of studies; the fi rst is of a general 
interest, having to do with the succession of events; 
the second is of a particular interest, treating of the 
notable deeds accomplished in time of peace or time of 
war by their fathers, grandfathers, great- grandfathers, 
and all their ancestors. Each one of these exploits is 
commemorated in poems written in their language. 
Th ese poems are called arreytos [areítos]. As with us 

the guitar player, so with them the drummers accom-
pany these arreytos and lead singing choirs. Th e drums 
are called maguay. Some of the arreytos are love songs, 
others are elegies, and others are war songs; and each 
is sung to an appropriate air. Th ey also love to dance, 
but they are more agile than we are; fi rst, because 
nothing pleases them better than dancing and, sec-
ondly, because they are naked, and untrammeled by 
clothing.²⁸

For Martyr, the areíto was a type of poem “written in 
their language” that was performed by choirs to re-
call a vision of the past. By making an explicit link 
between Spanish guitarists and Indian drummers, 
he emphasized that the areíto was similar to Spanish 
poems, songs, and elegies. However, Martyr could 
not fathom how dancing fi gured into the areíto per-
formance and stops short of making an explicit claim 
concerning the relationship between its musical 
and choreographic aspects. He mentions dance, but 
only as an incidental aspect of areíto performance. 
In fact, whereas Martyr identifi es a similarity be-
tween Christians and Indians with respect to using 
language to recall the past, his remarks about dance 
point to physical and kinesthetic diff erence, which he 
couches in patronizing comments about their nature 
(“they are more agile than we”) and custom (“because 
they are naked, and untrammeled by clothing”). Ul-
timately, for Martyr, dancing was a pleasurable yet 
meaningless aspect of the areíto.

He explains that songs were composed by “their 
ancestors” and as such were part of a tradition of 
transmitting knowledge from wise men to caciques 
and nobles. Elsewhere he stresses the importance 
of this tradition with an anecdote concerning a na-
tive rebellion. He tells us that the Christians threat-
ened the kingdom of a cacique named Maiobanex 
lest he release to them the cacique Guarionex, whom 
Maiobanex had been protecting from the Christians. 
Maiobanex refused, explaining that he was obliged 
to protect his fellow cacique, who “had taught the ca-
cique himself and his wife to sing and dance, a thing 
not to be held in mediocre consideration.”²⁹ If true, 
then Maiobanex was risking his own kingdom to 
protect his dancing master and the sanctity of the 
areíto tradition. Martyr relates this episode to estab-
lish the signifi cance of music and dance to the indig-
enous world.
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Martyr also suspected that the areíto had divina-
tory properties. In a digression about the areíto, he 
puts forth the staggering allegation that Indian an-
cestors had predicted the European arrival and con-
quest through their areítos: “Some of the arreytos 
composed by their ancestors predicted our arrival, 
and these poems resembling elegies lament their 
ruin.  .  .  . I really am not very much astonished that 
their ancestors predicted the slavery of their descen-
dants, if everything told concerning their familiar re-
lations with devils is true.”³⁰ As such, for Martyr, the 
areíto was signifi cant for its capacity to reveal the In-
dian past and future.

Francisco López de Gómara (1511– ca. 1566), who 
was the secretary to conquistador Hernán Cortés, re-
peated and expanded Martyr’s claim about the areíto 
as a divinatory rite. He included an account concern-
ing native ancestors who spoke through an elder to 
warn about the arrival of bearded and clothed men 
who would devastate the native world. In deference 
to the power of this prophecy, the Taíno purportedly 
danced and sang to the elder’s words as a rehearsal 
for conquest.³¹

After Cortés’s death in 1547, Gómara wrote a his-
tory of the conquest and a general history of the In-
dies, both published in 1552. Like Martyr, Gómara 
never traveled to the Americas. His writings were 
based on secondhand reports, including those he 
had collected from Cortés. He also relied heavily 
on other chroniclers, such as Martyr. In fact, it ap-
pears that he extracted information about the areíto 
from one of Martyr’s lengthier chapters about music 
and dance in Venezuela, yet Gómara makes a more 
defi nitive claim about the role of dance in the areíto 
than Martyr ever did. He reports that dancing was a 
central part of the areítos of Hispaniola and—just as 
Pané did—likens them to ceremonies of the Moors. 
Unlike Martyr, Gómara equates the areíto to a dance 
rather than a song, especially the Moorish zambra: 
“Areítos are like the Moorish zambra, a dance per-
formed to the sound of bagpipes and fl utes.”³² In-
terestingly, Gómara compares the dancing aspect 
of the indigenous areíto to the Moorish zambra but 
its verbal aspect to Spanish romances (ballads): “Th e 
Indians dance while singing romances in praise of 
their idols and their kings and in memory of victo-
ries and notable events of the past, for they have no 

other historical accounts. Many dance and often in 
these areítos and sometimes all day into the night.”³³ 
Like Martyr, Gómara equated singing with Span-
ish forms, whereas he associated dancing with the 
Moors and the Indians.

Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés (1478– 
1557) was appointed offi  cial royal chronicler of the In-
dies in 1532 by king of Spain and Holy Roman em-
peror Charles V.³⁴ In 1514 he traveled to the New 
World for the fi rst of eleven visits, and thus, unlike 
Martyr and Gómara, Oviedo had actual eyewit-
ness experience with the phenomena about which 
he wrote. His experiences of the New World and 
its wonders are chronicled in his fi fty-volume Gen-
eral and Natural History of the Indies (Historia general 
y natural de las Indias). His History is perhaps best 
known for introducing Europe to the exotic archi-
tecture, fl ora, fauna, and people of the New World; 
the work included the fi rst representations of the 
canoe, hammock, pineapple, tobacco, and prickly 
pear, as well the most extensive and earliest descrip-
tions of areítos. In some instances, Oviedo even pro-
vides dates for specifi c areítos he witnessed through-
out the Caribbean and Tierra Firme (the Mainland). 
For example, in 1548 Oviedo wrote a chapter about 
the dances, songs, and games of the Tierra Firme. In 
this chapter he mentions that he also had seen areítos 
performed on the island of Hispaniola in 1515. Even 
though Oviedo quickly dismisses the Caribbean areí-
tos as insuffi  ciently noteworthy compared to those he 
saw along the mainland coast, where he traveled ex-
tensively, he believed that dance was a pervasive com-
ponent in indigenous social organization and made 
the following generalization: “Th eir manner of dance 
and song are common in all the Indies, except in di-
verse languages.”³⁵

Despite the qualitative diff erences Oviedo per-
ceived between the areítos of Hispaniola and the per-
formances on the Tierra Firme, he referred to all 
music and dance performance in the New World by 
the Taíno word areíto. Th is was in spite of the fact 
that Oviedo not only acknowledged that the term 
was specifi c to the Taínos, but even conceded that 
the people of the Tierra Firme called their dances mi-
totes, a Nahuatl term for “dance” used primarily in 
the region of Mesoamerica and a cognate among the 
Chorotega-speaking peoples about whom he writes. 
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Oviedo learned of the term mitote no later than 1544, 
which is when he interviewed Juan Cano, a Spanish 
conquistador who had participated in the conquest 
of Mexico in 1519– 1520. Cano described to Oviedo a 
mitote performed at his wedding to a descendant of 
the slain Aztec ruler Montezuma. Oviedo used the 
areíto as a category for classifying a broad range of 
performances throughout the Indies (such as games, 
dances, or formal ceremonies) despite his apparent 
recognition that the term was linguistically specifi c. 
In fact, Oviedo explicitly acknowledged that there 
were diff erences among the indigenous cultures he 
studied with respect to language, customs, and per-
formance: “As these people diff er in their languages 
and customs, so do they vary in their songs, and 
dances, and many other things.”³⁶ Th is statement, of 
course, contradicts his earlier opinion: “Th eir man-
ner of dance and song are common in all the Indies.”

In terms of content and reliability, Oviedo’s writ-
ings about areítos far surpass those of other chron-
iclers who wrote from Spain based on secondary 
sources, but that is not to say that Oviedo’s areíto is 
by any means defi nitive. He went to lengths to test 
his observations about the performances he saw 
against the testimony he solicited from local chiefs 
and elders and tirelessly sought ways of redefi ning 
and representing it.

In book 5 (chapter 1) of the History (see app. B) 
Oviedo implicitly qualifi ed Pané and Martyr’s de-
scriptions of the areíto by suggesting that danc-
ing was an essential component of its performance, 
at least among the examples he had seen. In so do-
ing he revised Martyr’s defi nition of the areíto from a 
“poem” to a bailar cantando (a “sung dance”). By com-
pounding the Spanish words for dancing and sing-
ing (bailar and cantar) Oviedo presumably meant to 
express the meaningful integration of the musical 
and choreographic aspects of the areíto. However, 
he never convincingly explains the relation between 
music and dance, apart from making the observation 
that the dance steps and verses were “coordinated.”

In some passages he distinguishes between sing-
ing and dancing as discrete forms of expression, us-
ing areíto to denote the singing component and con-
trapás to denote the dance component: “Other areítos 
and songs, together with dancing and the contrapás, 
are customary with the Indians, and are of frequent 

occurrence” (see app. C). Th e contrapás is a “measured 
and coordinated” step or fi gure in European dances, 
such as the contradanzas of Spain, which Oviedo 
points out he previously had seen Spanish farmers 
perform. Th e contrapás also reminded him of a clog 
dance called the panadero that he had seen in Flan-
ders. Elsewhere he elaborates what he means by con-
trapás by describing a walking pattern that does not 
go “more than a pace or two one side or the other” or 
an established and stylized step pattern that moves 
along a specifi c pathway, such as a line or a circle, 
with dancers joined by the hands or linked arms (see 
app. C). In his description of the bailar cantando we 
also learn that performers are led by either a male or 
a female “guide” or “dance master” (guías o maestro de 
la danza) in a call-and-response pattern of song and 
steps. In a prototype for the Historia published in 
1526, Oviedo identifi es the dance leader by the term 
tequina.³⁷ Th e leader establishes not only the steps, 
words, and rhythm, but also the qualitative energy, 
tone, and pitch. Oviedo also indicates that the com-
posers of the songs and dances were “held among the 
Indians as discriminating and with great talent in 
this art” (app. B). Although he off ers no additional 
details about the “composers,” we at least learn that 
the dances were “choreographed” and that there were 
continual adaptations and additions to the repertoire 
of dances, presumably to accommodate newly com-
posed songs about ongoing historical events.

Oviedo distinguishes between two diff erent types 
of the areíto: an interpretative, expressive form of 
performance that commemorated historical or so-
cial events and an imitative type of performance that 
functioned as pastime or diversion. He bases this 
classifi cation on his knowledge of the ancient world. 
Citing Livy’s History of Rome (book 7.2), Oviedo 
compares the areíto to the dance style brought to 
ancient Rome by the Etruscans in the fourth cen-
tury B.C. Livy tells us that between 366 and 341 B.C. 
the Romans were suff ering from a plague, so Etrus-
can dancers (saltantes) were sent for to provide diver-
sion with a style of dancing that involved “no words, 
no mimetic action; they danced to the measures of 
the fl ute and practiced graceful movements in Tus-
can fashion.³⁸ Livy compares these mimetic Etrus-
can dances to the contemporary dances he observed 
(sometime between 30 and 25 B.C.), which were in-
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terpretive in nature and responded meaningfully to 
the lyrics of the songs that accompanied them. More-
over, Livy explains that Etruscan dancers gained 
wide appeal, especially among young men, and cata-
lyzed the development of professional performers in 
Rome.³⁹ Oviedo takes this information to mean that 
the areíto functions not only as a tool for remember-
ing but also a means of active forgetting: “Livy says 
that the Etruscans were the fi rst dancers to come to 
Rome and they organized that their voices and their 
movements go together. Th is was done to forget the 
work and the pestilence and death, the year Camil-
lus died; and this I say must be like the areítos or cho-
ruses of these Indians” (app. B). Remarkably, Oviedo 
infers that both forms of dancing in the areíto re-
sponded to forces of colonization, slavery, and dis-
ease wrought by Spanish landfall by dint of their ex-
pressive and diversionary functions, similar to the 
roles that dancing played in the wake of the disinte-
gration of the Camillan state.

Oviedo’s writings about the areíto exhibit his pre-
occupation with its capacity to produce, contain, and 
express knowledge, particularly historical knowl-
edge. He comes to understand that one of the func-
tions of the areítos was to take the “place of books” 
(app. B). Like Pané and Martyr before him, Oviedo 
describes the areíto as a means of recording history 
as well as a “good and pretty way of recalling past and 
ancient things,” as if to assure his reader that there 
was nothing savage about his Indian subjects. His 
reasoning, however, is based on the similarities he 
perceived between the areítos and European forms of 
performance. Curiously, Oviedo provides not a sin-
gle example of an areíto that “recall[s] past and an-
cient things,” yet makes the assumption about its 
function on the basis of its resemblance to Spanish 
romances (ballads). Th e similarity leads him to pose 
the following rhetorical question, as if encountering 
the areíto surprisingly forced him to consider the sig-
nifi cance of Spanish discursive forms: “What else 
are the romances or the songs which are founded on 
truth, but part and agreement of the past histories?” 
(app. B). Oviedo ultimately arrives at the conclusion 
that the romance functioned as a form of history for 
the illiterate people of Spain. He calls the areíto an 
“effi  gy of history” (una efi gie de historia), which sig-
nals his perception of the discursive dimension of 

areíto performance. Interestingly, Oviedo empha-
sizes that performance resembles writing by liken-
ing the areíto to a type of inscription that leaves ideas 
“carved in memory,” evoking the image of the engrav-
er’s burin against parchment.

Oviedo’s understanding of the areíto as a bailar 
cantando, an Etruscan dance, and an “effi  gy of his-
tory” was rooted in his personal experience see-
ing dances in Europe, his knowledge of the classi-
cal world, and his refl ection on Spanish expressive 
forms. As Galen Brokaw puts it: “Europeans ap-
proached the New World from an established, rigid 
Old World perspective attempting to fi t the round 
peg of America into the square hole of Western Eu-
ropean knowledge.”⁴⁰ Indeed, there is a meaningful 
disparity between Oviedo’s learned analysis of the 
areíto and his descriptions of the areítos he actually 
witnessed.

In part 3, book 4, chapter 11 (app. C), Oviedo com-
piles his fi eld notes on several areítos he observed in 
Nicaragua and Costa Rica during his time there be-
tween 1527 and 1529, as well as those he had seen in 
Hispaniola years prior. Th e chapter is roughly di-
vided into two parts: the fi rst half positively describes 
areítos performed in the region of Tecoatega; the lat-
ter half deals with the “common” and dangerous areí-
tos in the region of Nicoya. Th e implicit compari-
son between the areítos in these regions both clarifi es 
and convolutes Oviedo’s thinking about the areíto. 
He begins the report with one of the fi rst European 
descriptions of voladores. Th e volador ceremony (a 
“fl ying pole dance”) is a Mesoamerican ritual that 
simulates fl ight. It involves young boys (voladores, or 
“fl yers”) who climb a tall pole to a platform that is 
perched on top. Connected to the pole by cords fas-
tened to their waists, they dive off  the platform and 
masterfully cycle and glide around it and each other 
as they descend toward the ground. Oviedo notes 
that dancers in elaborate dress, feathers, and masks 
(including men dressed as women) circle in silence 
on the ground around the volador pole as the boys 
make their descent. He describes the ceremony with 
an acute attention to the quantifi able details. For ex-
ample, he notes the number of and distance between 
dancers, the duration of the festival, the height of the 
pole, the number and age of participants, etc. Curi-
ously, Oviedo does not mention the number of rev-
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3 6  d a n c i n g  t h e  n e w  w o r l d

olutions the voladores make around the pole. No 
doubt he would have been intrigued by the specula-
tion famously made by Franciscan missionary Ber-
nardino de Sahagún that the voladores metered out 
fi fty-two revolutions, one for each cycle of the Meso-
american solar calendar.⁴¹ Oviedo also has an eye for 
the physical mechanics involved in the ritual, not-
ing that the voladores must make carefully coordi-
nated fl exions and extensions in order to seamlessly 
land on the ground. Oviedo paid careful attention to 
the quantifi able details of this performance, yet ul-
timately it was the qualitative aspect that most im-
pressed him. He was most pleased by the costumes, 
feathers, and array, which he emphasizes over the 
physicality of the fl ight itself. Indeed, Oviedo was 
so overcome by a sense of wonder that he was in-
spired to illustrate the voladores (fi g. 1.2). His illus-
tration captures the voladores somewhat awkwardly 
suspended midair so as to clearly depict each vola-
dor, one with a bundle of arrows in one hand and the 
other with his mirror and fan of feathers. Remark-
ably, the ceremony also inspired Oviedo to imagine 
the voladores in Europe “or indeed in any part of the 
world,” where he predicted they would have been re-
ceived well for their beauty.

Following his description of the voladores, Oviedo 
mentions a ceremony that was performed following 
the death of a cacique. He decisively refers to this cer-
emony as a “dance” and to its performers as “danc-
ers,” although it clearly seems to have incorporated 
elements of a hunting game or a gladiatorial tourna-
ment. Th e ceremony involved the newly installed ca-
cique shooting rods at four dancing warriors. One 
by one, the warriors entered the plaza dancing and 
walking while intermittently twisting and contort-
ing their bodies so as to both avoid and recover from 
rods slung at them by the cacique from close range 
(never “more than a pace or two one side or the 
other”). Th ree other dancers remain motionless as 
they wait their turn to become moving targets.

Oviedo asked the cacique about the “mysteri-
ous signifi cance” of the ceremony. Th e cacique de-
nied that was any, and instead explained that the 
ceremony was performed to provide an opportunity 
for young men to prove they were “strong and capa-
ble warriors” and thus worthy of a lot of cacao beans, 
which they received for their performance. Oviedo 

was not entirely satisfi ed by the cacique’s explana-
tion. Apparently, Oviedo suspected that the dance 
was a type of religious “feast,” hunting ritual, or mil-
itary ceremony, especially since it involved shooting 
arrows, a technique for sacrifi cing victims in Meso-
american societies. Nonetheless, Oviedo leaves the 
topic with the suggestion that the areíto was intended 
to symbolically establish the power of the new caci-
que in the wake of his father’s death.

Th e latter half of the chapter is dedicated to a de-
scription of what Oviedo calls “common” areítos, by 
which he meant fi estas that involved heavy drink-
ing and smoking: “It is not so much to dance as to 
drink that they come together” (see app. C). Oviedo 
notes that these common areítos were performed 
among “the vulgar and plebian people” in the region 
of Nicoya, as opposed to the nobles, warriors, and ca-
cique he saw perform in Tecoatega. Nambi, the ca-
cique of the Nicoya, was baptized Don Alonso, but 
Oviedo did not trust him, and twice reminds us that 
in his native language his name fi ttingly means “dog.” 
Oviedo observed an areíto performed in the plaza of 
Nicoya on August 29, 1528. In one part of a plaza, ple-
beians gathered to perform a rite. In another part of 
the plaza, Nambi and his nobles started to smoke to-
bacco and drink a maize wine called chichi. Th e gath-
ering soon devolved into a drunken revelry (borra-
cheras or beoderas). Watching the Indians enter into 
states of inebriation and immobility, Oviedo and his 
fellow Spaniards began to feel physically threatened. 
Oviedo describes becoming cognizant of the Indians’ 
animosity toward the Spaniards (“they take no joy in 
the Christians”), yet also understood the source of 
their animosity, admitting that the Spaniards had 
reduced the Indians to slaves and “restrained them in 
their rites and ceremonies.” Oviedo tells us that he 
and his fellow Spaniards took up weapons to protect 
themselves from a potential Indian attack, for based 
on the accounts of the deceptive areítos that the fi rst 
settlers had described, he knew that areítos could de-
volve into violence or be performed “to conceal trea-
son.” In fact, Oviedo even reminds us about the en-
tanglement between Sotomayor and Guaybana in 
Puerto Rico to make his point. However, the ter-
rorizing areíto Oviedo encountered tested the lim-
its of classical history to explain the dances of the 
New World. Th ese dances had nothing to do with 
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the Etruscan dances described by Livy, for there 
was no dance suffi  ciently distracting for the Indi-
ans to forget the perils of disease and slavery. At the 
areíto in Nicoya, Oviedo dramatically experienced 
the impending threat of resistance to the Chris-

tian presence, albeit dissimulated by dancing and 
singing.

Oviedo’s confl icting experiences with the areí-
tos of the Tecoatega and Nicoya allow him to reach 
the conclusion that the areíto was both a “good and 

Fig. 1.2  Voladores. Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, Historia general y natural de las Indias 
(Palacio Real II/3042), fol. 84v. © PATRIMONIO NACIONAL.

Scolieri-final.indb   37Scolieri-final.indb   37 12/19/12   2:17 PM12/19/12   2:17 PM

7= EC? C 5 NE / 1 =C A ? 4?P : E , /S ?= 7I C ? 0 ? A I 0 N? C ? C 8?Q 5 ? 5 6N? 2 D 0? E
I, ? D=? E I N? = EC NEC  ? D ? CE = C . =31-

0 ? ? NEC  ? D   , ,

0
I

CA
T

C
?

C
8?

Q
5

?
/

EE
CA

?
?

?



3 8  d a n c i n g  t h e  n e w  w o r l d

pretty way of recalling past and ancient things” as 
well a form of “debauchery” and “treason.” One con-
jures Oviedo’s fantasy of beautiful Indians perform-
ing for European gentility, and the other compels 
him to take up arms in defense. Given the radical 
diff erences in the performances he encounters, why 
use the term areíto at all?

As a scientist of the natural world, Oviedo expe-
rienced “nomenclatorial pressure” to classify his dis-
coveries with great specifi city.⁴² Yet in some measure, 
it may be more correct to say that Oviedo “invented” 
rather than “discovered” the areíto. In Th e Invention 
of America, Edmundo O’Gorman famously argued 
that the New World was not “discovered” as much as 
it was “invented” through discourse.⁴³ Galen Brokaw 
draws upon this powerful idea to examine the “inven-
tion” of the areíto in the writings of Oviedo. Brokaw 
identifi es intricate patterns of displacement, substi-
tution, and “ambivalent slippages” amid Oviedo’s use 
of the Taíno areíto and various Spanish equivalents, 
such as bailar cantando, contrapás, and romance. He 
argues that Oviedo “established a relationship of re-
semblance or analogy between indigenous and Euro-
pean cultural phenomena based on a perceived com-
mon denominator” and deployed “Spanish referents 
that then displace the unique cultural signifi cance 
of the indigenous sign.”⁴⁴ Oviedo’s discursive move, 
Brokaw adds, conveys a type of “ambivalence” that 
undergirds what Homi Bhabha calls “colonial mim-
icry”: “the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, 
as a subject of diff erence that is almost the same but not 
quite.”⁴⁵ Th at is to say, Oviedo readily sought to iden-
tify the continuities between Spanish and indige-
nous performance, yet needed a term that would si-
multaneously mark a diff erence between Europeans 
and Indians.

Oviedo’s ambivalent use of the term areíto is re-
fl ected in the way he names certain dance perfor-
mances. If we look closely at Oviedo’s texts, we see 
other Spanish words that approximate his idea of an 
areíto yet are not entirely reducible to it. Th ese in-
clude “festival” (fi esta), “rite” (rito), “vice” (vicio), and 
“ceremony” (ceremonia). In three instances when 
Oviedo uses these terms in context of writing about 
areítos, he imposes a distinction between sacred and 
secular performance. For example, when Oviedo 
asked the cacique in Tecoatega about the “mysterious 

signifi cance” of the rod-slinging “dance,” he inquired 
whether it was performed on a “feast day” (si era aquel 
dia fi esta), as if to ask whether there was religious sig-
nifi cance to the dance. Th e cacique responded that 
the dance was simply a display of strength, as if to 
deny that there was any sacred meaning to it. Sec-
ond, Oviedo speculates that the areíto that he ob-
served in Nicoya had replaced their “rites, ceremo-
nies, and vices” (ritos é çeremonias é viçios), once again 
distinguishing between the secular areítos and the sa-
cred rites that they were prohibited from perform-
ing. And third, Oviedo concludes his fi eld notes with 
a description of a human sacrifi ce ceremony among 
the Nicoya. Here he describes preparatory dances 
wherein men and women performed concentric cir-
cles around a temple for over four hours, all the while 
consuming alcohol. He reports that the dance was 
followed by a human sacrifi ce and the consumption 
of the victim’s blood and body.⁴⁶ He initially intro-
duces the ceremony as an areíto then qualifi es it as an 
areíto or rite (areíto o rito).

In each of these instances, Oviedo uses terms 
such as fi esta, rito, vicios, or ceremonia to reference 
ceremonies with sacred signifi cance—rituals of 
praise, purifi cation, or divination—whereas he uses 
the term areíto to reference the songs and dances he 
thought demonstrated governance, ingenuity, nobil-
ity, and power—such as the dances he encountered 
in Tecoatega. Th us, in the world of Oviedo’s Historia, 
areíto denotes performances that are concerned with 
commemorating history, whereas fi estas, ritos, vicios, 
or ceremonias connote a “mysterious” sphere of sacred 
idolatry.

For as much linguistic, descriptive, interpretive, 
and historical specifi city Oviedo brings to his inven-
tion of the areíto, he brings an equal amount of con-
tradiction, generalization, and disregard for the very 
critical category he himself was so central to “invent-
ing.” Oviedo never harnessed the word into a consis-
tent use. Instead, he employed it along with a num-
ber of appositives, qualifi cations, supplements, and 
disclaimers. For Oviedo, the areíto was a song that 
accompanied a dance, a poem, and an event. It could 
have meant a choreographed dance just as easily as 
it could have referred to a martial game, a drinking 
party, and an acrobatic display. An areíto was a mode 
of faithfully memorializing the past as well as a de-
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ceptive tool for enacting violence. It refers specifi cally 
to the music and dances of Hispaniola, but was used, 
however problematically, to index the ceremonies 
performed both in Tierra Firme and Europe.

Th e one common denominator to Oviedo’s many 
applications of the term is that in the world of his 
writings, areíto always refers to a live, physical, or 
other wise performed act. Th us, although Oviedo’s 
use of the areíto to describe phenomena across lin-
guistic, temporal, and spatial barriers elides dif-
ferences between indigenous cultures, it also re-
veals a shared mode of embodying history that takes 
the “place of books.” In that sense, we may say that 
Oviedo was on the verge of articulating an early 
modern notion of “performance” as embodied mean-
ing. He implies there is a hierarchy within that cate-
gory—from the “good and pretty” to the “common” 
and from the “solemn” to the “debaucherous.”

Whereas Oviedo was ambivalent about the areíto 
and its signifi cance to Indian identity and the suc-
cess of Christian conversion, Bartolomé de las Ca-
sas (ca. 1474– 1566), the self-proclaimed “Defender of 
the Indians,” illustrated Indian humanity through 
his writings about the areíto. Las Casas remains one 
of the most controversial fi gures in Latin Ameri-
can colonial history for his persistent defense of In-
dian rights and his theological and legal arguments 
against Spanish colonialism, slavery, and torture.

Las Casas was not always a defender of the Indi-
ans. Quite the contrary, in 1502 he traveled to His-
paniola alongside other Spanish merchants in pur-
suit of riches and soon became an encomendero. 
However, in 1514 Las Casas experienced a well- 
documented conversion from Spanish colonist and 
encomendero to Dominican priest and advocate. Las 
Casas renounced his wealth and began to tirelessly 
advocate for Indians’ rights. Las Casas drew upon 
his fi rsthand experiences traveling throughout the 
Indies, as well as his extensive theological and le-
gal knowledge, to rehabilitate the pervasive image 
of the “Indian” as a “barbarian” into a studied por-
trait of human rationality and nobility, qualities he 
believed made them worthy of Christian salvation. 
Th is meant familiarizing rather than exoticizing the 
Indian to European readers, which he achieved by 
identifying a myriad of similarities between native 
and Christian worlds. In fact, Las Casas held that to 

denigrate Indians customs was tantamount to “spit-
ting in the wind,” for pre-Christian European beliefs 
and behaviors were more similar to those of the In-
dians than other chroniclers would admit. Writing 
about the areíto, Las Casas even argued that the In-
dian was equal if not superior to the Spaniard.

Las Casas wrote against an overwhelming tide of 
reports from the New World that depicted the In-
dians as barbarians. Th is includes the writings of 
Oviedo, whom Las Casas called a “looter” for amass-
ing wealth at the expense of the Spanish exploita-
tion of the Indians. Moreover, Las Casas argued, al-
beit unconvincingly, that Oviedo had never set foot 
on Hispaniola (or if so, “only at a very late date”) 
and that his information about the island was based 
on reports from a corrupt sailor named Fernand 
Pérez.⁴⁷ As we will see, Las Casas’s writings about 
the areíto are a direct response to Oviedo’s writings 
on the subject. He directly refutes several of  Oviedo’s 
statement, including his claims that Indians prac-
ticed human sacrifi ce, cannibalism, and sodomy. He 
also expresses his indignation with a series of ad-
monitions, including the fastidious remark that one 
should pronounce areíto by accenting the “long i”—
la i letra lengua—ostensibly correcting Oviedo’s own 
spelling of the word as arreyto.⁴⁸ (Friar Motolinía 
later insulted Las Casas regarding his own particular 
use and abuse of the term.)

Despite the meticulousness Las Casas exhib-
ited regarding the term’s pronunciation, his writ-
ings about the areíto convey a strategic vagueness. In 
his Historia he dedicates a chapter to the dances and 
songs “widespread throughout the Indies” but sur-
prisingly provides little substance about how they 
were performed (app. D). He generalizes about the 
areíto, often eliding distinctions between areítos per-
formed for diff erent ceremonies (coronations, funer-
als, weddings) and in diff erent locations within the 
Indies and the Tierra Firme. In this chapter he of-
fers a generic description of a ceremony as it was per-
formed in Venezuela, yet presents it as an example of 
the songs and dances performed not only throughout 
the Indies, but also, he adds “in the same way that 
they existed in the ancient nations of both Jews and 
gentiles.”

Las Casas was noticeably less concerned with 
structural and formal performance elements of mu-
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sic and dance. While he acknowledges, pace Oviedo, 
that the Indians perform music and dance “ just like 
our people often do in Spain” (app. D) and that their 
songs and dances are tied to history, he was more in-
terested in the broader signifi cance of performance 
to indigenous social life. Las Casas took a more com-
prehensive view of the indigenous areíto as a com-
plex event involving drinking, feasting, pantomimes, 
and alleged sacrifi ces, and paid less attention than 
Oviedo to its constitutive choreographic elements. 
Even when Las Casas actually describes musical and 
dance aspects of the areíto, as he briefl y does in an-
other chapter, it is to render a portrait of a disci-
plined yet lighthearted performance:

Th ey like their dances. To the sound of the songs and 
harsh drums made of wood, made without skin nor 
with any other attached thing. It was something to 
behold their coordination in the voices as well as the 
steps because there were three or four hundred, all 
with their arms on each others shoulders, and their 
feet were so perfectly aligned, never off  by more than a 
head of a pin. And this was for all of them. Women by 
themselves danced with the same rhythm tone and or-
der by themselves. Th e lyrics of their songs made ref-
erence to the old things and sometimes childish things 
like “that little fi sh was captured in this way and es-
caped.” And others like that, as far as I was able to un-
derstand from them in those times.⁴⁹

For reasons I develop in the following chapter, I am 
confi dent that Las Casas plagiarized this meager de-
scription of an actual performance, most likely from 
writings about Aztec dances by Franciscan mission-
ary Friar Toribio de Motolinía. Were Las Casas so 
attentive as to appreciate the alignment and preci-
sion of the Indians’ footwork, he would have likely 
provided more compelling description of the music 
and choreography. Arguably, Las Casas was never 
very interested in the areíto as a performance prac-
tice per say, but rather in what the areíto allowed him 
to express about the devastating aff ects of Spanish 
colonialism.

In his Apologetic History (Apologética historia su-
maria), Las Casas dedicates a series of chapters to 
an extended comparison between the areítos of the 
New World and the bacanales of ancient Greece and 
Rome, the mythical ancient festivals dedicated to Di-
onysius and Bacchus, the gods of wine. By comparing 

areítos to the bacanales, Las Casas uses performance 
as evidence to substantiate his broader theological 
argument against the conquest and slavery. In par-
ticular, Las Casas persistently argued that the In-
dians could be successfully converted into Chris-
tians, an argument that ran contrary to popular 
belief. Oviedo, for example, was an outspoken pro-
ponent of the view that the Indians were incapable 
of becoming Christians—an opinion he shared with 
the Council of the Indies, which readily adopted his 
formal recommendation to keep the Indians under 
Spanish subjugation.⁵⁰ Las Casas, however, argued 
otherwise, basing his statements partially on the ob-
servation that the Indians, whose rituals resembled 
those of ancient culture, could be converted just as 
the ancient Greeks and Romans had been. He sup-
ports this argument by declaring that the areítos were 
less “unpleasant and dishonest” than the bacanales—
or “orgies,” as he often refers to them. Citing Aris-
totle and Saint Augustine, he disparages the ancient 
bacanales as “most vile, ugly, dirty, lascivious, dishon-
est and shameless and with the greatest violation of 
natural reason and of human diffi  dence.”⁵¹ He notes 
that the Christian forebears once existed in a state 
of chaos, naked but for some animal skins, and that 
“Roman matrons, maids, widows, married and sin-
gle women” went about, covering only their privates 
with grape vines, while jumping, making gestures 
and faces, singing and falling atop of one another 
as if drunk. He especially points out “the most dis-
honest dances and representations before all of the 
town” for the Roman goddess Flora.⁵² He empha-
sizes Livy’s claim that Roman women would go so far 
as to murder their husbands in order to gain freedom 
to experience the ecstasy aroused by bacanalia. Th us, 
Las Casas’s “apology” for Spanish cruelty comes in 
the form of a confession that the ceremonies of an-
tiquity were themselves once more barbarous than 
those of the Indies.

To argue that the areítos were relatively less cor-
rupt than the bacanales, Las Casas had to dispel the 
notion that the areítos necessarily led to cannibal-
ism, sacrifi ce, and sodomy—a claim made by Oviedo 
in his writings about the areítos of Nicaragua. To 
that end, Las Casas cites the testimony of a Span-
ish writer he identifi ed as Diego de la “Tobilla.” Ac-
cording to Tobilla, cannibalism and sacrifi ce were 

Scolieri-final.indb   40Scolieri-final.indb   40 12/19/12   2:17 PM12/19/12   2:17 PM

7= EC? C 5 NE / 1 =C A ? 4?P : E , /S ?= 7I C ? 0 ? A I 0 N? C ? C 8?Q 5 ? 5 6N? 2 D 0? E
I, ? D=? E I N? = EC NEC  ? D ? CE = C . =31-

0 ? ? NEC  ? D   , ,

0
I

CA
T

C
?

C
8?

Q
5

?
/

EE
CA

?
?

?



d i s c o v e r i n g  d a n c e  i n  t h e  n e w  w o r l d  4 1

myths, as were the reports about cross-dressing sod-
omites. Las Casas dismisses the association between 
cross-dressing and sodomy by speculating that if 
there were cross-dressed men at an areíto, they were 
likely to have been performing the domestic duties 
of women and thus were not necessarily sodomites. 
Las Casas emphasizes Tobilla’s claim that Spaniards 
unleashed dogs to destroy and eat the cross-dressers. 
As if to convey that the Indians had their own disci-
plinary practices, Las Casas assures his reader that 
if there had been sodomites, Indian women would 
surely have killed them.⁵³

Las Casas’s “defense” was based not only on In-
dian behaviors, but also on Indian “nature.” In the 
Apologetic History he says that their appreciation of 
the arts and their capacity to improvise demonstrate 
their inherent reason and “sanguinity”: “Indians are 
sanguine. All of these people are very happy, from 
childhood on; they are friends of music-making, 
dancing, and singing unaccompanied when they lack 
instruments. Th ey did have certain instruments with 
which they made sounds for dancing and stirred 
themselves to joy and gaiety.”⁵⁴ In a related chapter 
about the beauty of the Indians, he makes a similar 
claim about the mirroring relationship between In-
dian physiology and temperament, noting that their 
physical movement was a sign of their noble nature: 
“As for the bodily disposition and beauty and for 
the modesty, constraint, purity, maturity, composi-
tion, mortifi cation, sanity, and the other acts and ex-
terior movements that they show in themselves and 
of themselves even from childhood, which are innate 
and natural, it is clear that nature has provided them 
and their Creator has endowed them naturally with 
aptitude and capacity for good reason and good un-
derstanding.”⁵⁵ With these statements, Las Casas ar-
gues that the beauty, grace, and sanguinity of Indian 
movement and physicality are expressions of a God-
given nature.

Ironically, for Las Casas, it was precisely the Indi-
ans’ sanguine nature that rendered them vulnerable 
to conquest. He states that “the magnitude of cru-
elty, injuries, affl  ictions, labors, and continuing per-
secutions” precipitated by the Spanish overwhelmed 
the Indians’ capacity to reason and created condi-
tions for disease.⁵⁶ Moreover, he claimed that their 
vulnerability was both physiological and emotional, 

noting that the Indians experienced sadness more 
acutely than other vanquished peoples “because of 
the delicacy of their bodies and limbs, and because of 
their noble temperament, which causes anything in-
jurious to be more painful to them than to others.”⁵⁷ 
Las Casas intensifi ed Oviedo’s observation that the 
areítos performed in the wake of Spanish conquest 
refl ected the Indians’ experience of the dehumaniza-
tion, injustice, and pain they endured at the hand of 
the Spanish. In fact, Las Casas says that the areítos 
were performed by Indian bodies weakened by con-
quest, exploitation, and disease. Th eir songs of mis-
ery even referenced the terrifying sounds of the dogs 
and horses that were commonly unleashed on them. 
Th ey performed songs of lament until they reached a 
state of exhaustion, for the areíto was the only means 
the Indians had to memorialize the violence they had 
suff ered at the hands of the Spaniards.

Las Casas repeated this provocative statement 
about the power of the areíto in his description of a 
major massacre during the conquest of Mexico, the 
Massacre at the Festival of Toxcatl. About the survi-
vors of this massacre, Las Casas wrote: “As long as a 
few of these people survive, they will not cease to tell 
and re-tell, in their areítos and dances, just as we do 
at home in Spain with our ballads, this sad story of 
a massacre which wiped out their entire nobility, be-
loved and respected by them for generations and gen-
erations.”⁵⁸ For Las Casas, the areíto was both a spec-
tacle of domination and a threat of retaliation.

How are we to understand Las Casas’s persistent 
eff orts to demonstrate that the areíto and dancing in 
particular were expressions of Indian humanity, es-
pecially given his disinterest in or unfamiliarity with 
its actual content and form? One possible answer to 
this question is that for Las Casas, upholding the 
areíto as a form of history counterbalanced his ratio-
nal estimation that the Indians were in fact “natural 
slaves.” Las Casas defended the Indians’ humanity at 
almost every turn of phrase, yet he also accepted Ar-
istotle’s claim that men without a written language 
were “barbarians” and thus “natural slaves.” Las Ca-
sas made this concession in his most public and im-
passioned defense of the Indians during his appear-
ance before a junta organized by King Charles V at 
the debates of Valladolid of 1550– 1551. In this pivotal 
debate, Las Casas argued against Dominican Juan 
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Ginés de Sepúlveda, a staunch defender of Span-
ish colonialization and of the idea that Indians were 
“natural slaves.” In part, Sepúl veda’s claim that the 
Indians were “natural slaves” was based on the per-
ception among missionaries and colonial adminis-
trators alike that the Indians “lacked” a written lan-
guage. Th is perception was famously expressed in 
a 1558 letter to Philip II from missionary Pedro de 
Gante, which called Indians “people without writing, 
without letters, without written characters and with-
out any kind of enlightenment.”⁵⁹ Of course, it was 
self-serving for missionaries to disregard the indig-
enous painted histories, divinatory manuals, horo-
scopes, ritual calendars, and auguries as forms of 
“writing,” for acknowledging such would have under-
mined their justifi cation to evangelize and to teach 
Spanish and Latin to indigenous nobles. In some 
measure, Las Casas’s characterization of the areíto 
as a form of performed history (“they will not cease 
to tell and re-tell, in their areítos and dances”) was 
meant to compensate for the perception that the In-
dians lacked a written history—the chink in Las Ca-
sas’s defensive armor against the arguments about 
Indian barbarianism. For Las Casas, the areíto was 
proof of the Indians’ humanity. Not only did the 
areíto guarantee that the Indians had a past, but it 
also evidenced the likelihood that they could have a 
Christian future.

One would think, given the importance that Las 
Casas assigns to these dances, that he would have 
been moved to describe them, to record them, or at 
least to explain the important histories they purport-
edly told. Yet it seems unlikely that Las Casas had 
any direct experiences with the dances he so passion-
ately discussed. He wrote virtually nothing about 
the choreography, movement, or physicality of the 
areíto, though he provided ample description of the 
bacanales. In fact, the Indian dancing body is entirely 
absented by his attention to the rituals of antiquity 
and by his own polemics. Ultimately, for Las Casas, 
the indigenous areíto was a means to express his own 
theological arguments. Th e Indian dances emerge 
only as reason, apology, and explanation—not nec-
essarily for what they could prove about the indig-
enous world, but instead for what they could reveal 
about the Christian world: its own barbarous past, 

its cruel eff ects on the natives, and its prospects for 
taking hold in the New World.

Conclusion: Embodying History

From Columbus’s landfall in the Indies in 1492 to 
Las Casas’s “defense” of the Indies at the debates of 
Valladolid in 1550– 1551, dancing played a signifi cant 
role in the accounts of the fi rst encounters between 
Europeans and Indians in the New World. Far from 
dismissing dance as an insignifi cant pastime, the 
early chroniclers attempted to understand it as a 
sphere of knowledge production, a mode of political 
resistance, and an expression of the sacred. In so do-
ing, they legitimized dance as a locus of investigation 
for subsequent chroniclers, missionaries, and travel-
ers. Th ese representations of their encounters con-
vey contradictory perceptions of dance as a source 
of both wonder and terror, a threshold for fertility 
and death, and an act of humanity and barbarianism. 
In the fi fty years of writing following the “discovery” 
of the Indies, these contradictory perceptions in-
tensifi ed to such a degree that by the mid-1550s, the 
areíto was both a sign that the Indians were worthy 
of Christian salvation and freedom from Spanish en-
slavement, and proof that Indians were incapable of 
transcending their savagery.

Each of the early chroniclers placed his unique 
stamp on the evolving defi nition of the areíto as a site 
of both identifi cation and diff erence. Th ey diff er-
ently “invented” the areíto in the likeness of Spanish 
expressive forms and reconciled its alterity by refer-
encing a litany of other Spanish “others.” For Pané 
and Martyr, the areíto recalled the ceremonies of the 
persecuted Moors; for Oviedo, the pagan Germans 
and devastated Romans; and for Las Casas, the bar-
baric ancient Greeks and Romans. It should not sur-
prise us that these early chroniclers were concerned 
with the areíto as a form of historical knowledge. As 
both historians and students of history, they defi ned 
the areíto in light of their own historiographic prac-
tices, though they recognized the crucial distinc-
tion that the areíto was a means of embodying and 
not writing the past. For Pané, the areíto was a mne-
monic device for memorializing laws; for Martyr, a 
means to recall the past and to divine the future; for 
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Oviedo, an “effi  gy of history”; and for Las Casas, an 
embodied form of history that would recall Spanish 
atrocities.

Moreover, their preoccupation with the areíto as 
a form of historiography partially eclipsed their dis-
cussion of the diff erent functions of the areíto, such 
as its role in rites of passage, healing ceremonies, and 
divinatory rituals. Th e few exceptions include Pané’s 
brief reference to a song that formed part of a sha-
man’s ritual, Oviedo’s account of a dance in a hu-
man sacrifi ce, and Las Casas’s dubious account of 
Hatuey’s dance for gold in Cuba. It is as if the sa-

cred aspects of the areíto escaped their notice alto-
gether, or that the areíto was “invented” as a historio-
graphic and political phenomenon so as to disavow 
the deeper sense of diff erence that indigenous cos-
mologies inspired among the fi rst Christian chroni-
clers. It should be no surprise that the sacred signif-
icance of the areíto became an ardent interest among 
the Spanish missionaries who wrote in the decades 
following the early chroniclers. Th eir attempt to un-
derstand the signifi cance of New World dances is 
the subject of the chapters that follow.
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