








Fig. 25. Ms. Janice parading with The Undefeated Divas in 2020
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7. THE THEME AND THE COLORS

The colors of the Undefeated Divas are chosen each year by the board members. The
Mardi Gras Indians celebrate their festivities around St Joseph’s Day. They put on their crowns
and suits and take the streets of New Orleans to meet other gangs. The rich array of colors and
beads are the starting point for Henri Devezin’s color combination choice for The Undefeated
Divas annual parade. In the interview, which took place in his house, Henri told me: “It is a
traditional thing, pretty much every Saint Joseph night, when the Mardi Gras Indians come out in
the nighttime, me and my family, we go out and we kind of choose the color that night. Like, we
take a look at all the different colors that the Indians come out with, then we put it together, pretty
much that night we come up with the colors. So that is how we come up with all the color theme,
Saint Joseph night.” (Devezin, Henri) He also explained: “l mean, it is a conversation, but we do
a lot of colors and they have a lot of pretty, pretty colors and different combinations that we
wouldn’t think that would actually go together, when you look at the Mardi Grass Indians, like
this is, a real unique thing, that they have as put all this color that just don’t blend, and somehow
make it work.” (Devezin, Henri) Despite the origin of Mardi Gras Indian costumes and the
differences between uptown Indian costumes and downtown New Orleans, the Indians are known
for the colorful feathers in their costumes and the sophisticated bead work inspired by Native
Americans. In the book House of Dance and Feathers Ronald Lewis says “Coming out of slavery,
being African American wasn’t socially acceptable. By masking like Native Americans, it created
an identity of strength.” (Breunlin, Lewis, Regis, 65) The combination of ostrich plumes and the
beaded patches make the Mardi Gras Indian suits with completely decorated e starting point for

Henri Devezin and his family’s choice of colors. (e.g., see Fig.26, Fig. 27, Fig.28, Fig.29.)
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Fig. 26. A.L. Davis Park Super Sunday New Orleans, 2018 Mardi Gras Indian
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8. THE SUIT AND THE TRADITIONS

Henri considers second line his life. He sees the group as his family, and they work
together to be undefeated every year on the streets. The second line has been part of his family
since he was a kid, but his decision to become part of parades came after his uncle Kevin Devezin’s
first parade in 2006, after hurricane Katrina. Henri joined the Undefeated Divas & Gents after
many attempts when he heard from his uncle that he was not ready yet to be part of the group.
Watching his uncle holding the fan for four hours at the parades and receiving instructions to never
put the fan down, was how he got prepared by Kevin to put on his outfit on and join the Undefeated
Divas. For Henri, his uncle’s respect for the second line was an inspiration and parading with the
Divas would bring Henri closer to the family tradition, which taught him the importance of the
accessories and that to be a good member and a good dancer, your fan should always be held high.

Before Henri became the group’s designer, he wore what The Divas, Gents, and the Kids
costume designer, his aunt, created. In the meantime, Henri found his passion for designing and
started helping his aunt creating the accessories and denim for his first parade as an assistant. After
gaining his aunt’s trust as a designer, he started designing for the group’s gents and kids. In the
interview Henri gave to the radio station WWOZ New Orleans 90.7 FM in 2019, he hesitates to
call himself the designer of the group. In a sign of respect to the traditions, he said that he should
ask the elders what his title would be. In my interview with Henri in 2021, | called him the costume
designer of The Undefeated Divas, and I noticed that he accepted the title and was very proud of
the work that he has being doing with the group.

For Henri Devezin, the suit in the parade is a representation of the “Sunday’s best”, which
is used to define the best clothes that someone wears to attend church services. As Henri states in

his interview: “To present their best self to his community.” (Devezin, Henri) In the paper Dress
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and ldentity written by Mari Ellen Roach-Higgins and Joanne B Eicher, the authors define the self
as a “composite of an individual’s identities communicated by dress, bodily aspects of appearance,
and discourse, as well as the material and social objects (other people) that contribute meaning to
situations for interaction.” (Roach and Eicher, 5). In this case, the costume contributes to the
configuration of the self, where the member wearing his costume in the parade separates himself
from others in a performance of identity as an Undefeated Divas’ member. In the same paper,
Roach and Eicher present the dress and identity idea written by Stone G.P. In the paper Appearance
and the Self, from 1962, Stone states: “Dress contributes to the acquisition of identities and the
development of a sense of self.” (Roach and Eicher, 5) Roach and Eicher completes Stone thought
about self-stating “that self acquires identities when “situated- that is cast in the shape of a social
object by the acknowledgement of his participation or membership in social relations” (Roach and
Eicher, 5) During the interview | asked Henri where he keeps his past parade costumes and to my
surprise, he answered that every five years, as a tradition, his family burns their costumes. When
| asked why, he explained that it is mostly to make room in his house. The tradition to burn
costumes is also part of the past of the Mardi Gras Indians. In the journal New Orleans Mardi Gras
Indians: Mediating Racial Politics from the Backstreets to Main Street Cynthia Becker brings an
interview made with big chief Daryl Montana, where he explains that in the past, the Indians used
to burn their suits because they have no room in their houses to keep them. The author also reveals
that after burning their suits, the Indians would reuse the decorative material in other suits since
beads at that time were made of glass, making the material too expensive not to be reused. In my
interview with Henri, | could notice that he did not relate his action of burning the suit to the
Indians past, but it is possible that a connection of cultures in New Orleans brought to his family

the burning suit tradition as a contribution in the acquisition of identity.
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Fig. 27. Henri in the 2019 parade. Second line suit
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Fig. 28. Mardi Gras Indian suit, Big Chief Demond, Mardi Gras day 2018
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9. MY DESIGN

In the development of this work, the idea of designing a costume for Henri Devezin came
as something inevitable, after my involvement with The Undefeated Divas. Using my project class
at LSU and with the mentorship of my advisor Kyla Kazuschyk, I decided to build the full garment,
with pants, vest and jacket. The suit shall be made from scratch, following the traditional process
of making a suit.

First, | designed the suit based on design research. The following step is scheduling a
meeting with Henri Devezin to take his measurements. With this in hand | can start my pattern
process, which consists of using a template used to create the parts of the garment which are traced
on paper, following the model measurements. After I finish the pattern, | trace it in a cotton fabric,
cut the fabric and assemble the pieces together to create a mockup of the suit. That means a suit
made of relatively inexpensive cotton for the model fitting and to make alterations, if necessary.
With the mockup in hand, I can make a second appointment with Henri and try the mockup on
him. My next step shall be making the necessary alterations, using the mockup as base and after
that, tracing the pattern and cutting the fashion fabric. In this case, the fabric chosen by me is going
to be 100% wool. After sewing the pants, the vest and the jacket, I shall have Henri try it on once
again, and if necessary, make more alterations. Then, | am going to work on the finishing of the
garment, as the hem and the stitching of buttons.

My main idea with this suit is to have a photo shoot with Henri in New Orleans to show

our collaboration through the process of this research.
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10.THECNICAL DRAWING

Fig. 29. Technical Drawing
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10.1 RENDERING
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Fig. 30. Rendering
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CONCLUSION

On January 17", 2021, | did my last interview in New Orleans. It was supposed to be the
The Undefeated Divas’ parade day. | was there, siting in the living room with the two persons with
whom | prepared myself during the previous year to meet, the owners of the group, Antoinette and
Kevin Devezin. The sadness because they could not hit the streets this year did not prevent the
family and some members of the group from celebrating. They had a small brass band at their door
that day. Since | started this research, | prepared myself to take pictures of the costumes in the
2021 parade, which did not happen. But | could not prepare myself for the amount of kindness that
| received through this process. | could not prepare myself for the emotional attachment with the
Divas during my interviews. More than spending an afternoon with the members, we did a
collaborating work where my passion for second line was fed by their desire to talk about the group
and their beautiful costumes.

In this research, | collected interviews with members of the second line group The
Undefeated Divas, and through them | created codes to reach important themes to understand the
construction of identity through costume in this group. The answers to my questionnaire were
important to understand how the members of the groups see themselves, how they create their
identity through peculiarities in the costume construction and if it comes from the costume
designer, or from wearing the costumes, or from a member.

For me, this research was not just a necessity to finish my MFA at LSU, but it was also
the beginning of a learning process in a field that means a lot to me, on the root that comes before
dress, before we present ourselves and on how we perform our identity through costume. This
research is the opening for further research. | know that the brass band just started for me, and |

still have the whole route to parade.
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APENDIX 1. QUESTIONNAIRE

QUESTIONNAIRE / INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR MEMBERS
When was your first experience with the second line parade?
What are your perceptions about second line parades?
When did you start to parade with The Undefeated Divas?
How important is the costume for the annual parade?
Do you wear your costume after the annual parade?
How do you feel when you are wearing your costume for the annual parade?
Do you get together with other members to get ready for the parade?
Do you think that wearing your costume in the parade communicates a message to others?

What is the significance of The Undefeated Divas for you?

10. Does your family support you being a member of The Undefeated Divas?

1.

2.

3.

QUESTIONNAIRE / INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR THE COSTUME DESIGNER

How does The Undefeated Divas choose the colors for the annual parade?
What is the symbolism of the sash?

Why do the members have a dove on their shoulders?

What is the symbolism of the fan in the parade?

What is the symbolism of the canes?

What is the symbolism of the yoke?

Do you take measurements of each member?

How do you present the design for the annual parade to the group?
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