
  

 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

 
Title of Thesis: ‘s (apostrophe s) 
  
 Shawn Truman Stone, Master of Fine Arts, 2019 
  
Thesis directed by: Associate Professor, Sara Pearson, School of 

Theatre, Dance, and Performance Studies 
 
 
Through the writing of this thesis I define and explain ‘s (apostrophe s) as a 

contemplative dance engaging in a multi-disciplinary approach.  In order to better 

understand what defines dance and art as contemplative, I will use comparative 

literature regarding the work of other dance artists whose work can or has been 

described as such.  I will also utilize the research and knowledge of scholars and 

practitioners of contemplative practice to refine and demonstrate this definition.  

Next, I will unpack ‘s (apostrophe s) as a richly layered contemplative movement 

artwork based in the practice of embodied navigation integrating with the discipline 

of visual art.  Finally, in utilizing ‘s (apostrophe s) as the research, I will demonstrate 

how the use of multi-disciplinary creative work can also be understood as inner-

disciplinary work and that creative process can be realized as transformative practice. 
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Preface 
 

Finding the Title Through Ownership 

No, the title of this thesis, ‘s (apostrophe s) has nothing to do with my name, 

even though much of it is inspired from my inner existence, identity, and experiences.  

The title of this dance work deals with ownership.  An apostrophe is “a mark used to 

indicate the omission of letters or figures, the possessive case... or the plural of letters 

or figures.”1  I was sitting in a coffee shop during the summer and was in research and 

contemplative mode with the thesis work.  I glanced at another table and noticed the 

person had a to-go paper cup, yet they were staying in the coffee shop to drink their 

beverage.  I wondered why the person wouldn’t have just gotten an in-house ceramic 

coffee mug.  Anger arose at the idea of waste and lack of thought.  I then questioned 

whose responsibility is this?  Who takes ownership of these choices, the customer or 

the provider?  And then I realized all I could visually see (due to the position of this 

cup) was the ‘s at the end of the logo, staring at me, and asking the same questions of 

ownership.  Because we put an ‘s on something, this means that we own it, or 

someone else does.  In reality this is just a perception, the agreed upon delusion.  The 

omission here seems to be a lack of ownership of our immediate choices that affect 

the land, oceans, and each other; the choices affecting the quality and sustainability of 

the planet, and the future of little duckies.  This concern, as well as taking ownership 

and responsibility of my own voice, choices, and identity is what my thesis research 

was all about!  I had my title. 

                                                
1 Merriam Webster.  Apostrophe.  https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/apostrophe.  Date accessed:  
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Dedication 
 

This thesis is dedicated to all the birds.  Who are what they are and do not question 

their wings.  It is dedicated to all the trees.  Who are the roots, giving life to the sky, 

and breath.  It is dedicated to all swimming, flying, sliding, and four legged beings 

and creatures of this world.  Existing … 

And, it is dedicated to my nieces and nephews.  So every time I look at them with all 

the love I have, there is still hope in my eyes.  That they know I am fighting for their 

world, so that they can dance all the colors of their dreams.   It is a prayer for all the 

children, and ones who call themselves adults, to exist as they are in a healthy planet.  

This research and paper is a devotion to passing this world into the hands of the next 

generations with honor, respect, and healing.  And Love.  It is a great responsibility.  

And it is urgent. 

 

This research is dedicated to remembering the potential of what it means.  To be.  The 

potential.  Of being.  Human. 
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Introduction 

It is important to mention straight away that process in this work is given 

much more importance than product.  Process itself is a crucial element and area of 

research in this thesis that focused on keeping it alive through the rehearsals, into the 

performance, and in turn, into this writing.  I do not believe in any way this paper will 

conclude in a product of sorts.  Product in this research relates to materialism, and the 

assumption of an end result of the materials’ life after our possession.  The product in 

this sense is not over, even if we have abandoned responsibility of its afterlife in our 

backyards.  In this vein, I understand this paper as a continual unfolding of creative 

process in my own yard.   

When I paint, in the majority of my works, I consciously leave blank canvas 

revealed in the ‘final’ painting.  When I choreograph, I leave open spaces of 

improvisation and no direction.  Finally, when I write, I attempt to bring attention to 

the very moment of writing the words.  These are symbols and practices in presence.  

This writing furthers the evolution of the dance and art making into a non-linear sense 

of time and integration.  Italics in this text will guide the reader into present centered 

thoughts of past experience and journey.   

 

This creative journey truly begins 13 years ago in the summer of 2006.  The 

post undergraduate year had been spent sober of alcohol and cable TV, finally 

naming my long bouts of sitting or laying down as meditation, and 

studying/mimicking the still images from a thrift store dance book.  It was an intended 

year to prepare for a life as a performing artist/acrobat.  I had just left my first ‘real’ 



 

 2 
 

job as an assistant manager for a gymnastics training facility in Coralville, IA.  

Before leaving this position, I choreographed and wrote a dance/gymnastics 

narrative performance for the youth.  Complete with costumes as cut-up t-shirts and 

utilizing the scraps for head and wrist-bands, the young gymnasts acted out the acro-

dance drama that began with the narration, “A long, long, long, long, long time ago 

a single tribe separated into two – a few longs after that, they forgot they were once 

one.”  At the top of my first draft of the narration (all written horizontally in a 

vertically lined notebook) there is a note that states, “these days the only way to raise 

awareness is to raise money.” 

 So raise money I did.  I charged $10 at the door for parents and community 

members to come witness the dance and the incredible feats of the young gymnast 

warriors.  I had a plan.  It was a little less than a year after hurricane Katrina hit 

New Orleans, the struggle was still real, and I wanted to serve the best way I knew 

how - with creative problem solving.  The performance was a success.  I had raised a 

few hundred dollars, shaved my semi-long red hair into a mohawk, and hopped into 

my ‘92 Buick Park Avenue to head South.   

I had no idea what I would do when I got there.  A video camera that my 

cousin had given me would serve as my inspiration to make some kind of video art 

documentary, and I planned to interview the people in this experience.  The Park Ave. 

was complete in being packed with a tent, my guitar, and my uncle, who accompanied 

me on the route down, where he would meet up with a friend and I would journey on 

solo.  My family had legitimate concerns.  It was the first time I would venture out of 

my nest in Iowa alone.  I was so green, so naïve, and so hopeful.   
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Upon arrival in the outskirts of New Orleans, I spent the first night with my 

uncle and his friend.  The next day, we said our goodbyes and I went deeper into the 

city to witness.  It was devastating.  It broke me and turned me inside out.  It felt like 

no one was there to help.  The few that showed up were incredible beings, but it 

wasn’t enough, not even close.  I donated most of the little money raised to those 

relief camps.  I then tied up some of the money in the wristbands from the children’s 

performance and threw it into the ocean.  “Money does not help people.  People help 

people,” is what I wrote in my vertically challenging notebook.  The rest of the 

dollars met similar fates wrapped in the hope of some scrappy left over costume.   

I headed back North.  Camping solo and taking my time, I interviewed more 

people, many of them had been forced to move into northern territories.  Many were 

living in schools and campgrounds.  The final straw for my fragile heart and sanity 

on this journey was when the mess of the uncared for land didn’t stop.  It followed me 

North.  There was litter everywhere.  No one was helping anywhere it seemed.  I grew 

up very connected to the land, and very protective of her.  I began getting out of my 

car and picking up the trash myself as I continued to drive back home to Iowa.  

During this, somehow all of my confusions, knowings, questions, delusions, prayers, 

deep joys, and deep sorrows were jolted from their secure hiding places in me and 

tried to make sense of something, anything.  The pain of the world was unbearable 

and it met my own.  I saw the outside of me from in and inside of me from out- I still 

don’t exactly know what this thought means.  I thought I saw it in other people too.   

I returned home to Iowa.  I was not the same.  I was living in prayer and a 

form of consciousness that was difficult to translate.  My friends and family were 
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quite scared and did not know what to do.  Upon their request, I went into a 

psychiatric hospital for a short time, and they didn’t know what to do either.  I could 

speak with articulation, yet much was abstract.  I attempted to explain with art, but I 

was too broken.  After a couple of months at home, I had to do something with all 

these prayers.  I had to get back out there, and out of my nest of Iowa.  With my 

mother crying in the rearview mirror, I packed up the Park Ave., now attached with a 

hitch carrying a small u-haul, and I drove to Las Vegas with my Alaskan malamute, 

Aero.  Not knowing a single person, having very little money and with the plan of 

living with a friend of a friend, I made it work.  Three jobs, including an acro-dancer 

role in the world famous Folies Bergere topless showgirl extravaganza, was just the 

shock I needed.  Somehow, with this jolt to my system, and with time, I was able to 

smear myself back into an acceptable, less abstracted form.  I flipped myself back 

inside and put the show back outside.   

 

Through the research of this thesis I now understand this time as my initial 

understandings of our broken minds, broken hearts, and the broken land as one and 

the same, reflections of each other.  The journey that pursued after my initial living in 

Las Vegas led me to discover studies in transpersonal psychology, art therapy, and 

Vipassana Mediation, which helped me to better understand my experience.  

Moreover, it gave me the tools to cope with a world that can be too painful and 

overwhelming at times.   

The process of creating this MFA dance thesis has allowed me more than 

words can provide.  It has given time, space, and my body a place for the many 
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disciplines I practice to express as one.  It has given voice to an inner story only 

comprehendible through the rich language of art.  The opportunity of executing this 

work of art is more than an incredible honor for me, it is sacred.  It has allowed me to 

see a vision come to life.  And finally, it has allowed me to share my practices, 

ridiculousness, disciplined skillsets, and love of life with a group of incredible dance 

artists whom I now consider family. 

Through the writing of this thesis I define and explain ‘s (apostrophe s) as my 

own process of transformation through the work of MFA studies in dance.  I will also 

explain my process of understanding contemplative practice in the creative process 

through multi-disciplinary forms of art that lead me to understand this as inner-

disciplinary.  Further, I will relate this to my understandings and experience of this 

work in a social and global context of relating the problem of the detrimental trash of 

our earth to the trash within our minds.   
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Chapter 1: Contemplative Dance:  All Dance? 

 
A young man enters the dim lit stage from the left with a spotlight on him.  The 

music has calmed after a raging scream explosion and the other performers are 

sitting on the ground in a circle, slowly rocking back and forth to the sound.  The 

young man is carrying a cardboard cutout of a car window while shaking the last 

Combo pretzel treat into his mouth from the bag.  He throws the package to the 

ground where a single plastic bag is being pulled from a string that is attached to the 

car door as he continues to walk slowly across the stage.  Suddenly, he mischievously 

glances at the audience, crouches down, stands back up, and finds his own beat to 

head-bob off the stage in his window.  A yellow rubber duckie is left behind in its own 

tight spotlight. 

 

 This is a description from a moment in ‘s (apostrophe s).  If someone were to 

read this explanation of a dance, I doubt they would think, “yes, absolutely 

contemplative dance.”  However, I specifically describe and set out to create this 

work as a contemplative dance.  Furthermore, my research challenges what this 

practice looks like in terms of outcome within my dance work.  Contemplative 

practice is not just sitting calmly or suspended in time and movement.  The exercise 

of meditation can be likened to riding a wild horse; therefore, the reality of chaos, 

confusion, and quirky happenings are invited into this dance.  My research seeks to 

reveal that this invitation can create structure, understanding, and acceptance through 

visual art and our bodies in motion.  Before delivering insight into my own creative 
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process, embodied research, and practice, I will mold a container for contemplative 

dance and practice to be understood as context for this thesis research. 

 
A Container for Contemplative Dance:  Body, Space, and Time 
 

“They are barely moving.  It is still dance.  And this still and beautiful mess is 

moving something like a tectonic plate inside of me,” I felt as I witnessed Eiko and 

Koma’s work, Land, for the first time on YouTube some time back.2  I understood 

something in this dance without words.  It touched me as an artist and felt familiar, 

deep, and important to my own work.  I saw a contemplative and/or meditative state 

in the movement that was not trying to do anything.  It connected my practice as a 

meditator and artist in dance to a larger feeling of community, of possibility.  In 

considering my own work as an artist contemplative, I began asking, what exactly is 

contemplative dance and how does it show up in performance?  In this section I will 

share research into artists whose work could be considered in this category and what 

threads them together as contemplative.  Through this research I begin to question if 

all dance is contemplative.  

In researching the choreographers/teachers/dancers Barbara Dilley, Deborah 

Hay, Eiko & Koma and Meredith Monk, I began to glean common uses and 

explanations of time, space, and the body.  Considering that all dance and movement 

very much deal with these elements, it effortlessly became my structure for figuring 

out what contemplative dance could be.  Are there common techniques used in these 

vital ingredients that relate to both each other and ideas of contemplative practice and 

                                                
2 “Eiko & Koma:  Medley of Walker Art Center performances, 1981-2010,” YouTube Video, 10:29,  posted by 

“Walker Art Center,” October 25, 2010,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDthedy-
LzM&t=317s.   
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study?  Another important element that revealed itself in this research is how these 

artists were working with consciousness on and off the dance floor.  I will be using 

interviews, lectures and literature from and about these artists to culminate an 

understanding that is evoked mainly from these artists’ own rhetoric.  Some use of 

research by dance scholars, writers and journalists will supplement the voice of these 

artists as well.  First, it is important to establish an understanding and use of the term 

“contemplative.” 

So what exactly is a contemplative practice or study?  Author, associate 

professor at University of San Diego and founding Co-chair of the Contemplative 

Studies Group of the American Academy of Religion, Louis Komjathy explains this 

in his book Introducing Contemplative Studies.  Komjathy states, “Contemplative 

Studies is an emerging interdisciplinary field dedicated to research and education on 

contemplative practice and contemplative-experience, including the possible 

relevance and application to a wide variety of undertakings.  It may employ first‐

person, second‐person, and third‐person approaches, although “critical first‐person 

discourse” is a defining characteristic.”3 

Komjathy claims, “Contemplative Studies tends to understand ‘contemplative 

practice’ in terms of a specific approach, an approach that may be applied to and 

expressed in almost any activity.”4  Komjathy further claims, “Contemplative practice 

refers to various approaches, disciplines, and methods for developing attentiveness, 

awareness, compassion, concentration, presence, wisdom, and the like.”5  Further still 

he explains that “’contemplative practice’ is a larger umbrella category; it 
                                                
3 Louis Komjathy, Introducing Contemplative Studies. (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2018), 13. 
4Ibid.,  13. 
5 Ibid., 14.  (emphasis added) 
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encompasses approaches and practices more commonly referred to as ‘meditation’ 

and cognate disciplines.”6 

 My own contemplative practice and instruction in Vipassana Meditation and 

mindfulness began at Naropa University in 2009 during a year of studies in the 

Transpersonal Art Therapy masters program.  This introduction to meditation and 

mindfulness has remained an important practice in my artistic and personal life 

thereafter.  Naropa University, based in “contemplative education,”7 was founded in 

1974 by Chögyam Trungpa, “which became the first and only accredited Buddhist-

inspired university in North America.”8  Chögyam Trungpa states that the “sitting 

practice of meditation is the basic ground” in regards to a specific approach of 

contemplative practice.9  While acknowledging that this specific tradition and 

contemplative practice is just one of many approaches, it becomes a crucial identifier 

in discovering contemplative dance for the purposes of this paper.   

Trungpa is not only a key player in the field of contemplative studies, his 

tradition of Buddhist philosophy and practice, of the Tibetan Kagyu Lineage, has 

been directly influential to three of the artists presented in this paper.  Barbara Dilley 

founded the contemplative dance program at Naropa University under the guide of 

Trungpa and “Dharma Art.”10  In 1984, Dilley, with roots of dancing with Merce 

Cunningham, John Cage, The Judson Church, The Grand Union and the like, became 

                                                
6 Ibid., 51. 
7 “Contemplative education,” Naropa University, accessed May 12, 2018.  http://www.naropa.edu/the-naropa-
experience/contemplative-education/index.php.				
8 Chogyam Trungpa.  True Perception:  The Path of Dharma Art.  (Edited by Judith L. Lief.  Boston:  Shambhala 
Publications, 2008), 194. 
9 Ibid., 20.  Chogyam Trungpa.  True Perception:  The Path of Dharma Art.  (Edited by Judith L. Lief.  Boston:  

Shambhala Publications, 2008), 20. 
 
10 Barbara Dilley.  “This Very Moment: teaching thinking dancing,” (Boulder, CO:  Naropa University Press, 
2015), 9. 
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president of Naropa University.11  This “someone from the arts” would remain 

president of the contemplative university for ten years.12   

Meredith Monk, who was introduced to Trungpa’s writings from a friend in 

the 1970’s, took her Buddhist vows in the “Tibetan tradition of the Kagyu lineage” in 

the late 1990’s.13  Finally, Deborah Hay, states in her book, My Body The Buddhist, “I 

am not a Buddhist.”14  In her book, Hay quotes Chögyam Trungpa stating, “There has 

to be a certain discipline so that we are neither lost in daydream nor missing the 

freshness and openness that come from not holding our attention too tightly.”15  Hay 

uses Trungpa as a literary form to help her “unravel a piece of the plot between 

movement and perception.”16  In this way she helps us see how contemplative 

practice and traditions can also be used out of the context of religious affiliation.  

Eiko & Koma, on the other hand seemed to have created their own contemplative 

discipline and practice through their dance itself.  Art critic and historian, Suzanne 

Carbonneau, says their form is “designed for the contemplation of the most profound 

existential question.”17  Eiko & Koma’s work, Be With, is described in their book, 

Time is Not Even, Space is Not Empty, as “a meditation on caring, nurturing, aging 

and friendship,” further suggesting a practice in developing awareness.18 

The significance of the contemplative movement in the United States can be 

seen in the April 2017 special edition of Time magazine entitled, Mindfulness:  The 

                                                
11 Ibid., 159. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Meredith Monk.  “Meredith Monk:  Pioneering Performance,”  (YouTube video, 1:29:03.  Posted by “UM 
Stamps,” February 7, 2017),  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qg7iUvllpHY.	
14 Deborah Hay.  My Body, The Buddhist, (Hanover:  University Press of New England, 2000), xxv. 
15 Ibid., xxiv. 
16 Ibid., xxv. 
17 Joan Rothfuss and Walker Art Center. Eiko & Koma: Time Is Not Even, Space Is Not Empty, (1st Ed. ed. 
Minneapolis, MN: Walker Art Center, 2011), 209.   
18 Ibid., 20. 
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New Science of Health and Happiness.  Mindfulness author and instructor, Jon Kabat-

Zinn, is quoted in this edition as saying that mindfulness is about “paying attention in 

a particular way:  on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgmentally.”19  In 

regards to larger socio-political concerns, Trungpa’s work can once again support 

contemplative practice.   “For Trungpa, ‘we can work with the rest of the world, on 

the basis of the goodness we discover in ourselves.  Therefore, meditation practice is 

regarded as a good and in fact excellent way to overcome warfare in the world:  our 

own warfare as well as greater warfare.’”20 

In connecting the significance of contemplative practice back to the body, Zen 

master and author of the book The Miracle of Mindfulness, Thich Nhat Hanh, points 

us in this direction.  Hanh (another key player in bringing mindfulness to the West), 

demonstrates this bridge between the specific approach, meditation, and activity by 

saying, “Breath is the bridge that connects life to consciousness, which unites your 

body to your thoughts.”21  Master Hanh further states, “if one clings merely to 

concepts, one only becomes stuck.”22  He continues, saying the contemplative 

practice of meditation “is to help one penetrate reality in order to be one with it, not to 

become caught up in philosophical opinion or meditation methods.”23  Hanh suggests 

the importance of movement (either in mind or body) when he mentions becoming 

stuck by clinging.  Contemplative practice, therefore cannot remain only in the mind 

and must acknowledge the body. 
                                                
19Mary Elizabeth Williams.  “Why Every Mind Needs Mindfulness,” Time Magazine, Special Edition:  
Mindfulness, The New Science of Health and Happiness, April 2017, (10).	
20James K Rowe.  “Georges Bataille, Chögyam Trungpa, and Radical Transformation:  Theorizing the Political 
Value of Mindfulness.  The Arrow:  A Journal of Wakeful Society, Culture & Politics, Volume 4, Issue 2 (April 
2017):  58. 
21 Thich Nhat Hanh, The Miracle of Mindfulness:  An introduction to the Practice of Meditation, Translated by 
Mobi Ho, (Boston:  Beacon Press, 1987) 15. 
22 Ibid., 56. 
23 Ibid., 56.	
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Komjathy directs this consideration of dance as a contemplative practice by 

“recognizing but even going beyond modern movement awareness practices, [and 

stating] members of Contemplative Studies tend to understand ‘contemplative prac-

tice’ in terms of a specific approach, an approach that may be applied to and 

expressed in almost any activity. This includes art, dance, writing, photography, 

research, teaching, theatre, walking, and so forth.”24  Following this statement, is the 

study of dance (as a specific approach of awareness, concentration, and presence in 

the body) applicable to almost any activity?  Can all dance be contemplative and 

considered a meditation.  Or, what is applied and expressed within dance that makes 

it contemplative?  Using the universal themes of time, space, and the body I will now 

use the specific approaches of the artists mentioned earlier to develop a structure that 

could more clearly define contemplative dance. 

In my research of each of these artists, (Barbra Dilley, Meredith Monk, 

Deborah Hay and Eiko & Koma) I came across a strongly confluent subject matter.  

While each artist talks specifically to the themes of time, space, and the body, they 

each seem to work with one of these three themes as their dominant reference point.  

In this dominant reference point each artist goes deeper into this theme in both 

thought and body as dance makers.  Yet, when taking the richness and understanding 

of a singular dominant theme, this single motif tends to fit in all three themes as well.  

An idea of a single reference point begins to emerge as contemplative.   

In regards to time each of these artists emphasizes a sense of being present, 

being here, now.  In talking about her work Deborah Hay states, “I must be here, I 

have to notice all that is happening right here in order for me to see you, to include 
                                                
24 Komjathy, “Introducing,” 51. 
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you in my scene.” 25  Hay goes on to explain, “so my practice is really about being 

here and being in relation at the same; it’s a juggling act and I don’t know how to 

juggle.”26  Hay is consistent with her use of paradox and in this explanation she 

understands time through as dominant theme through her body. 

For Barbara Dilley, one must only look at the title of her book, This Very 

Moment: teaching thinking dancing, and understand her sense and use of time.  “Each 

teaching score has a Beginning Middle End.  It’s a way to shape time,” says 

contemplative dance education pioneer Dilley.27  “Coach Delay,” the expert 

improviser also suggests, “delay imitating a gesture for several beats.  Notice that arm 

gesture, wait, then do it.”28   Finally, Dilley claims, “this is when we meet this very 

moment.  The practice is about attention to the structure and openness to the 

moment.”29   

Working with vocals, music, dance, theatre and visual art, multi-disciplinary 

artist Meredith Monk says, “I begin wherever I am,” when asked how one starts to 

work with all these disciplines at once.30  In the “Zen tradition they call it beginners 

mind” states Monk in regards to her practice of being present.31  She goes on to 

explain it as a “sense of pinpoint focus at the same time open to anything that is 

coming towards you.”32  Within the many layers of her work Monk states, “art gives 

                                                
25 Deborah Hay.  “Deborah Hay, not as Deborah Hay:  A documentary by Ellen Bromerg,”  Vimeo Video, 28:30,  

Posted by “dance-tech.TV,” February 9, 2012.  https://vimeo.com/36519099.  
26 Ibid. 
27 Barbara Dilley.  “This Very Moment,”  56. 
28 Ibid., 57. 
29 Ibid., 98. 
30 Meredith Monk.  “Meredith Monk:  Pioneering Performance,” YouTube video, 1:29:03,  Posted by “UM 
Stamps,” February 7, 2017.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qg7iUvllpHY. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid.	



 

 14 
 

you a direct experience away from the discursive thinking, to allow you to be there, 

present.”33 

Eiko & Koma’s dominant theme of practice is time.  In their book (Time is 

Not Even Space is Not Empty), Philip Bither says their “indelible body of work has 

always held a special relationship with time.”34  In fact, Eiko & Koma are time.  Eiko 

says, “What we do through artistic expression is to share with people our desire to 

affirm life in the context of the flow of time.”35  Eiko goes on to say, “in the collapsed 

time, we have lingered as much as we have aged,” in talking about the consistency of 

their work.36  She and Koma ask viewers to “stay here with your eyes, live, and 

kinetically observe how our bodies move toward the unknown.”37  With their bodies 

as present time itself, their work indicates, “everything is subject to age, wear, and 

decay.”38  Finally, Bither claims “Long Now- the recognition that the precise moment 

you are in now grows out of the past and is a seed for the future,” as Eiko & Koma’s 

core philosophy.39 

Eiko & Koma present their present bodies as space itself as well in what 

Koma says is “fragility, nature.”40  Eiko speaks of her presentation as a “fragile, silent 

body that is also a landscape.”41  Their work with space relates directly to 

contemplative studies as Komjathy says “it may be that egalitarianism and anti‐

                                                
33 Ibid. 
34 Joan Rothfuss, and Walker Art Center. “Eiko & Koma,” 73. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 74. 
37 Ibid.  (emphasis added) 
38 Ibid., 19. 
39 Ibid., 73. 
40 “Post Performance Discussion with Robert Mirabal and Margaret Leng Tan,”  Vimeo video, 21:58,  Posted by 
“Eiko and Koma,” January 16, 2011.  https://vimeo.com/18840112 
41 Joan Rothfuss, and Walker Art Center. “Eiko & Koma,” 19.	
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authoritarianism are implicit values” in contemplative studies.42  In their book (“Time 

is Not Even”) André Lepecki speaks to their work as “on the ground” and “an 

embrace of the horizontal” as the bodies are constantly “becoming space.”43  He goes 

on to explain their representation and alliance to the horizontal (versus vertical) 

establishes them “as just another thing amidst the many things of the earth.”44  This is 

a method in which they “establish fundamentally non-hierarchical relations between 

objects, images, sounds, bodies” among other uses of space and objects to accomplish 

this.45 

In her work, Meredith Monk also works with many layers in space and 

questions the traditions of vertical and up/down.  In her work Ascension, Monk asks 

“why is the sky for worship and the earth not,” as bodies and sound seek to answer 

this question.46  As an interdisciplinary artist she also tends to work with space “in a 

very painterly way, very visual.”47  She has many modes of thinking, each “like a 

vocabulary that can shift in different spaces.”48   

Deborah Hay had her spatial aha moment when walking into a studio space 

many years ago and choosing her ‘front.’  “Why do I do that,” she asked.49  Why do I 

make the “arbitrary decision of picking a front” that “comes from dances made in 

proscenium stage?”50  She then turned her perception of space and dance making to 

                                                
42 Komjathy, “Introducing,” 16. 
43 Ibid., 50.   
44 Ibid., 51. 
45 Ibid., 49. 
46  Meredith Monk: Inner Voice.  Directed by Babeth M Vanloo, Meredith Monk, MeredithMonk & Vocal 
Ensemble, Boeddhistische Omroep Stichting, and First-Run Features (Firm), First Run Features, 2010,  DVD. 
47 Meredith Monk.  “Walker Stage:  Meredith Monk in Conversatin with Philip Bither,” YouTube video, 1:20:44, 
Posted by “Walker Art Center,” August 10, 2016.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PamZUQ9k5uQ. 
48 Meredith Monk, and Bonnie Marranca.  Conversations with Meredith Monk.  (First Edition. ed. The 
Performance Ideas Series.  New York: PAJ Publications, 2014), 68. 
49 Deborah Hay.  “Deborah Hay, not as Deborah Hay,” https://vimeo.com/36519099.  
	
50 Ibid 
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the round and her “front was infinite.”51  Ultimately, Hay says this allowed her to 

“enlarge the area in which I can exercise my perceptions.”52  From this realization she 

found her guiding dominant theme in the body, her cellular body. 

A commonality has emerged with the work of space as consciously provoking 

traditional senses of spatial perception both in practice and performance.  In what 

ways can artists/students work with a more flexible, non-hierarchal and open space 

that still provides structure for multiple bodies with multiple perceptions to exist and 

to create?  This question is answered by the work of Barbara Dilley in her many years 

of teaching contemplative dance at Naropa University.   

Dilley’s dominant perceptive theme of space can even be seen in the 

dictionary definition of contemplation when she says, “my eye catches the phrase 

‘open space for observation.’”53  For each class Dilley teaches, she uses her “Maps of 

Space – Circle, Grid, Parallel, Corridors, Four Quadrants.”54  These all happen as 

perception, revealing our true relation to boundaries in space.  For example Dilley 

states, “In the mind’s eye, see parallel corridors going from one wall to the other.”55  

She creates scores upon scores within these maps saying, “every time I do this, it is 

different.”56  Within the contemplative dance space she focuses on extending 

“awareness out using the Eye Practice of Seeing Between,” amongst other visual 

ways to perceive the space.57  “Notice how we are different from one another yet 

                                                
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Barbara Dilley.  “This Very Moment,” 137. 
54Ibid., 55. 
55 Ibid., 60. 
56 Ibid., 55.	
57 Ibid., 57. 
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something is between us,” writes Dilley in her book, “space is at the center and we 

are all around it.”58   

Within these Maps of Space, Dilley creates scores for the body.  In her book 

“designed to lie open in the studio,” she suggests to “coach this movement 

vocabulary: Standing, Walking, Turning, Arm Gestures, Crawling.”59  She also uses 

the four postures of meditation as body variations for many scores.  At the center of 

her teaching the body is the phrase, “Find your kinesthetic delight.”60  She says this is 

“the focus for all this research and invites body and mind awareness together.  It takes 

practice.”61  Finally, she quotes Trungpa in saying, “delight is ‘not pleasure-oriented 

but simply because when you exist as what you are, you thrive on being alive.’”62 

Existing as you are in the body is more than familiar in the works of Eiko & 

Koma.  “Nakedness indicates a raw aesthetic, and Eiko & Koma’s dances leave the 

impression that nothing is too polished.”63  In turning the raw body horizontal instead 

of a “species of conquerors” and thereby “siding with animals and plants and things 

to a point of (con)fusion,” Eiko says, “It is a relief for us not to be confined with 

humanity.”64  In this wish to “not be human all the time,” Eiko says this “is not to say 

I deny humanity, but to strengthen our sense of being.”65  Eiko & Koma utilize their 

bodies in their art and dance in “installations that are movements, and movements that 

                                                
58 Ibid., 75. 
59 Ibid., 9, 58. 
60 Ibid., 59. 
61 Ibid.   
62 Ibid. 
63 Joan Rothfuss, and Walker Art Center.  “Eiko & Koma,” 19. 
64 Ibid., 51. 
65 Ibid.	
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are installations,” to demonstrate the notion of humanity as no more than a mental 

construct itself.66 

We are cells.  Put together in this form of body and in the capacity of mind, 

being human.  “What if every cell in my body (84 trillion) at once has the potential to 

surrender the pattern of facing a single direction,” proclaims Deborah Hay as she 

finds the dominate theme of her artistic career within her body and through the lesson 

of space.67  “Hay has cultivated this body,” says renowned dance scholar Susan Leigh 

Foster in Hay’s book, My Body The Buddhist.68  Foster continues saying that Hay has 

“discovered and rediscovered it over many years of dancing.”69  “This body, it is 

proposed, practices a religion renowned for its skeptical stance toward religion,” 

states Foster.70  Hay, like Barbara Dilley, is also from the Cunningham lineage and 

the Judson Church choreographers that “all pushed at the boundaries of acceptable 

dance movement.”71  “Where I am is what I need, cellularly,” claims Hay as she 

focuses on the “experiential realm” of the body while utilizing Buddhist philosophy, 

yet remaining autonomous and unreligious.72  

The body can be the symbol, the tool, the practice and still exist as what it is.  

The many layers of Meredith Monk’s work is woven together in time, space and seen 

on her shoulders as the trademark braids of her hair.  In fact Monk sees her life “as a 

braid to weave these pieces together,” in regards to her many artistic disciplines.  

Monk’s body has been her defining creative characteristic since youth.  She was born 

                                                
66 Ibid. 
67 Deborah Hay.  “Not as Deborah Hay,” https://vimeo.com/36519099.  
68 Deborah Hay.  “My Body,” ix. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid., x. 
72 Ibid., xiii, xxv. 
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with strabismus, an eye disorder that gives her “no fused image” and her “eyes work 

separately of one another.”73  Monk, who comes from a musical family, says “singing 

was as natural as breathing,” and “I sang before I talked.”74  Because of her eye 

disorder her perception of her body in space was difficult and uncoordinated.  Her 

mother sent her to a eurhythmics75 school where she  “learned her body through 

music, while others were learning the music through their bodies.”76 

Monks breakthrough with her body as the catalyst of her artistic career came 

from realizing the potential of the voice itself which could be “male and female, all 

different ages – it can delineate landscape,” and that it is a “primordial instrument” 

without words.77  She explores the notion that there is “no difference between the 

voice and the body, they are one thing.”78  Monk states that in the “performance part” 

of her work, her body “is about as close to a meditation process as [she] can think of 

because the performance is really when you are one with the material.”79 

Finally, one last oneness within the work of these artists finds its way beyond 

time, space, and the body that could be a definitive theme of contemplative dance.  

The use of consciousness not only as a question of research and mind, but as sense 

itself in the creative practice and product seems to exist strongly for these artists.  

Dilley asks, “What is the pattern of my thoughts?  Can I dance this pattern?”80   Monk 

responds by asking, “How can I spend the rest of my life making pieces about 

                                                
73 Meredith Monk.  “Meredith Monk: Pioneering,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qg7iUvllpHY. 
74 Ibid. 
75 “Eurythmics, also spelled eurhythmics, French rythmique, harmonious bodily movement as a form of artistic 
expression—specifically, the Dalcroze system of musical education in which bodily movements are used to 
represent musical rhythms.”  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica.  Eurythmics.  Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc.  October 09, 2017.  http://www.britannica.come/art/eurythmics.   
76 Meredith Monk.  “Meredith Monk:  Pioneering,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qg7iUvllpHY. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid.			
80 Barbara Dilley.  “This Very Moment,” 139. 
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something you can’t make pieces about?”81  With over 30 years of her cellular 

questions that began in 1970 at “5 million cells” in the latest scientific tallies, 

Deborah Hay is now up to “84 trillion cells” of question as of 2016.82 83  Ultimately, 

Eiko & Koma’s works “are never truly finished but continue to evolve over time and 

space” as a “continuous act of becoming.”84 

In conclusion, this research finds contemplative dance to be a sense of time 

that is here, present, and now in both practice and performance.  Space is found as 

consciously provoking traditional senses of spatial perception.  And this research 

finds the body in contemplative dance as existing as what it is.  So, is all dance 

contemplative dance?  No, this research finds that contemplative dance is in fact the 

isness of these factors at play in both body and (importantly) mind.  As Meredith 

Monk says, “Perception itself is the content.”85  Further, it could be said an 

acknowledged contemplative practice, such as meditation, is present in contemplative 

dance.  It is not just thinking about the dance work, it is attention to how the thinking 

is taking place, the choices themselves. 

Louis Komjathy helps this definition in saying, “these areas of inquiry 

investigate the nature, characteristics, and potentiality of ‘mind.’”86  Chögyam 

Trungpa claims that from the basic ground of meditation “the sense of being, 

openness, or isness begins to develop” and leads to a state of “no separation between 

                                                
81 Meredith Monk.  “Meredith Monk: Pioneering,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qg7iUvllpHY. 
82 Deborah Hay.  “My Body,” xii.   
83 Hay, Deborah.  “Deborah Hay in Conversation with Neil Baldwin on Figure a Sea and other works,”  YouTube 
video, 34:23,  Posted by Neil Baldwin, November 3 2016,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c3J8x7Jn6Rs. 
84 Joan Rothfuss, and Walker Art Center.  “Eiko & Koma,” 19, 83. 
85 Meredith Monk.  “Meredith Monk:  Pioneering,”  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qg7iUvllpHY. 
86 Louis Komjath.  “Introducing,” 215. 
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the medium and you.”87  This research finds that the thing that is, is also question 

itself, without attachment to answer.  As Koma states, “we do not know where we are 

going.”88  Deborah Hay agrees, saying, “I don’t know where I am going, but I trust 

my process so much that I welcome each new question to teach me more about what 

is possible in being awake in relationship to not just audience, but the rest of the 

world”.”89  Finally, Dilley brings honesty to the ephemerality of dance saying, “at the 

end of class as I turn and lock the door, I see that great open room, the magnificent 

round window above the dais, now empty of our practice, no trace of the time there.  

No trace.”90  Perhaps, all dance is contemplative.   

                                                
87 Chogyam Trungpa.  True Perception:  The Path of Dharma Art.  (Edited by Judith L. Lief.  Boston:  Shambhala 

Publications, 2008), 20. 
 
88 “Post Performance Discussion with Robert Mirabal and Margaret Leng Tan.”  Vimeo video, 21:58, Posted by 
“Eiko and Koma,” January 16, 2011.  https://vimeo.com/18840112. 
89 Deborah Hay.  “Not as Deborah Hay,” https://vimeo.com/36519099. 
90 Barbara Dilley.  “This Very Moment,” 194.	
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Chapter 2: Layering the Dance:  Contemplative Progressions 

 

My first work of performed solo dance choreography occurred during my first 

semester of the MFA program at the University of Maryland in 2016.  “Land,” 

involved filling a room with random pieces of trash-litter.  A slow and relinquished 

tilted-pelvis walk all the way across the ‘down stage’ over bubble wrap began the 

dance, and then spouts of improvisation from a score I call ‘landscape improvisation’ 

was integrated with set choreography.  A symbolic balancing position on one leg is 

found in the body, and called ‘The Buffalo.’  This position becomes a symbol of 

strength and connection, and holds a meaningful link through a series of 

choreographies to come.  (see below) 
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The method of discovering the creative process of ‘s (apostrophe s) began 

fully in the history of my body.  As I began deeply concentrating on the research of 

my voice in movement, it became clear that the connection of my body to the land 

was in need of significant discovery.  I did not expect to spend three years (and will 

more than likely continue) dancing in and with trash.  Within this research, my body 

once again felt a familiar suffocation, oppression, and degradation from familiar 

sensations experienced 13 years ago.  When I embarked on this movement 

investigation, I did not initially make this connection.  Once my visual inspirations 

began creating a world for my embodied vocalization, I slowly began to realize where 

my body was unconsciously directing me. 

 I now realize these expressions are more than just my connection to the land.  

These expressions are realizations of my queer-gender-fluid being as one and the 

same with the earth.  When my own suffocating pain met the plastic wrapped breath 

of the ditches of our country, I was not alone in my suffering.  The harm I 

experienced in not being seen and being able to express my own authentic beauty was 

met with the trees covered in plastic bags, also being suffocated of their own beauty 

and life giving force.  I am realizing this now, as I write the pieces of this long 

journey. 

During the Fall of semester of 2017 in my own sitting practice of meditation, 

a powerful visual inspiration came to me.  From this inspiration, I continued to build, 

let go, build again, and eventually develop a series of themes that would become the 

thesis itself.  These contemplative threads were mostly realized through inner 

perception.  For the purposes of this thesis process, I paid special attention in keeping 
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the movement separate from my visual instincts.  In honoring the initiation of this 

work from the body to image, I continued to research the embodiment of the thesis 

from the inside-out.  I wanted the movement to have its own authenticity within the 

point, line, and plane theories of abstract painter Wassily Kandinksy.  These theories 

became a pivotal element and foundation in integrating the meditative, embodied, and 

visual disciplines of the work. 

 The following sections describe the inspirations, research, and developmental 

layers of conceiving ‘s (apostrophe s).  They are a continued journey of creative 

process for the thesis and set up the rhetoric for understanding the performance.  

Sometimes this process involved simultaneous inspirations from the body, space, 

sound, visual, and conceptual contemplations.  Other times, a single aspect would 

become the concentration of focus and awareness.  Most of the time, the process 

involved a merging through the oscillation of macro and micro in discovering choice, 

balance, and autonomy.   

The Proposal:  Thinking Back to Think Ahead 

A sculpture of marshmallows connected by toothpicks sits on top of a flattened 

music stand while a man wearing a cobalt blue tracksuit points with a wooden stick 

at drawings in sharpie on poster-boards held by another man wearing the same 

cobalt blue tracksuit.  He is explaining the drawings.  At one point, a small wooden 

board is handed to the man pointing the stick and he demonstrates how he would sink 

his teeth into the windowsill of his childhood home and stare out the window for 

lengthy amounts of time.  He now understands this as meditation. 
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This description is an anecdote from my thesis proposal to the dance faculty 

of University of Maryland.  It was performed in the late Fall of 2017, and 

demonstrated the early investigations of a multi-disciplinary approach to 

choreography through contemplative practice.  The section that follows is taken from 

my written document, Thesis Proposal:  Point and Line To Plane, written November 

20, 2017.  It is a medium of the creative process, a building block of understanding 

for the reader, and a demonstration of research that ensued in this work from 

inception to fruition: 

 

This thesis exploration began in a meditative practice of impermanence.  

Inspired from what is known a Buddha Board.  Lines created from a brush of water 

onto slate.  The lines evaporated, changed form in the process and eventually 

disappeared.  This process creates a practice that begins again, and again.  The 

exploration continued to grow into a larger and multiplied version of this simple idea, 

and then, a powerful image emerged (see figure 1).  Three bodies sitting in a 

meditative posture with their backs to the witnesses, each facing an oversized “slate.”  

This image and meditation practice is central to the life and process of this thesis 

research.  It is the container in which I will explore other questions through and 

within.  As John Welwood, a leading figure in mindfulness meditation explains, “in 

meditation, the posture itself is a mudra (symbolic gesture) expressing our connection 

with the earth and a willingness to slow down and face our experience directly.”91  

                                                
91 John Welwood, Awakening The Heart:  East/West Approaches to Psychotherapy and the Healing Relationship.  
Shambhala Publications, 1983. 
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 A practice of mindfulness meditation will begin immediately in the 

choreographic process. 92  This practice will continue throughout the creation, 

rehearsal, and performance phase of the work on stage.  It is my hope that this 

process can bring a mindfulness perspective and awareness to the performers as well 

as the work itself.  Emphasizing the importance of process in creative work is another 

important objective of this continued exercise.  One way process will be maintained is 

by keeping this practice ongoing during the performance phase of the thesis within 

the dancers’ bodies, minds, and use of space.   This leads me to my first 

choreographic question:  How can the practice of mindfulness meditation, which is 

non-goal oriented, embed itself into the action of choreographed movement?   

 

 I now realize that this goal in question can become nothing more than the 

question itself within group choreography.  This is an inquisition that can only be 

answered by each individual dancing artist separately, and would not be a static 

answer with each differing execution of the choreography.  As a choreographer, I can 

ask the dancers to execute the choreography and witness a visual demonstration of 

this.  In asking the artists to engage in mindfulness meditation (practiced in our 

rehearsals), I would not know if the practice made it into the performance or what 

                                                
92 An example of a mediation process can be understood by John Welwood in Awakening the Heart:  East/West 
Approaches to Psychotherapy and the Healing Relationship, as he describes mindfulness meditation: 
 “…involves sitting straight, following the breath, and letting thoughts come and go, without trying to 
control them or direct them in more pleasant directions.  As soon as we give up control and let ourselves be in this 
way, the confusion of churning thoughts and feelings may become more noticeable.  In observing our thoughts, 
which graphically portray what is driving us, we get a very intimate sense of the areas of our life where we are 
afraid, fixated, or grasping too tightly.  Meditation provides an opportunity to let this confusion arise and be 
there…  Gently bringing our attention back to the breath helps keep us from getting lost in the chaos of thoughts 
and feelings, so that we can let the confusion arise without identifying with it, and eventually go to its root.  We 
begin to learn how to ‘keep our seat,’ how not to get thrown or carried away by the wild horse of the mind, but 
rather to stay alert and keep riding no matter where the mind may go.  In so doing, the mind begins to slow down 
(the horse gets tired!), and we get glimpses of another way of being.  Instead of being driven and carried away by 
our thoughts, we can begin to tap into a deeper, wider awareness, which is quite refreshing”  (Welwood 46).	
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their interpretation of the practice was in each different embodiment of the 

experience.  I now realize I can only create space for the practice.  The answer of this 

embedment into the action is beyond this research.   

 

Following the initial image of the oversized “slates,” a visual composition 

began to form through the contemplation of Wassily Kandinsky’s theories on point, 

line and plane (see figure 2).  From this composition a choreographic structure 

began to give way.  I am also inspired and struck by his rhetoric and theories that 

connect and further establish the importance of clearing the mind during the process 

and enactment of art itself.93   

 The point according to Kandinsky is “silence,” “zero,” and “in the flow of 

speech, the point symbolizes interruption.”94  He goes on to claim that internally, the 

point “forms a bridge from one existence to another.”95  In my own choreographic 

process, meditation will serve as the point.  It is the essence to return to again and 

again, a bridge from process (the moment) to product (the performance).  

Kandinsky’s concepts of the point will guide the meditative practice into the visual 

and choreographic process.96 

The depth of the visual composition continued in my mind as I explored 

Kandinsky’s concepts of line.  The line, he claims, is “the greatest antitheses to the 

                                                
93 In Concerning the Spiritual in Art, Wassily Kandinsky claims, “the artist must be blind to the distinction 
between “recognized” or “unrecognized” conventions of form, deaf to the transitory teaching and demands of his 
particular age.  He must watch only the trend of the inner need, and hearken to its words alone” (35).  He then 
goes on to say, “in real[ity,] art theory does not precede practice, but follows her.”  See Wassily Kandinksy, 
Concerning the Spiritual in Art. Translated by M.T.H. Sadler.  (Champaign, Ill., Dover Publications, 1977), 35.   
94 Wassily Kandinsky, Point and Line to Plane (New York:  Dover Publications, 1979), 25. 
95 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 25. 
96 “Release- As we gradually tear the point out of its restricted sphere of customary influence, its inner attributes-
which were silent until now-make themselves heard more and more” (Kandinsky, “Point,” 28). 
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pictorial proto-element- the point.”97  Here Kandinsky gets into the application of 

force which creates movement, or “tension” as he deems it, and hence the line.98  

This now brings me back to the lines painted in water on the slate in the practice of 

impermanence.  The force of practicing breath will take the dancers off their seats 

once they have found the “zero” in silence, the essence.  This tension to the point will 

be demonstrated as the making of the line with a brush onto the oversized slate (wall) 

in front of the performer, and then in line with her fellow dancers.  This now presents 

another choreographic question and challenge:  What is the plane that this dance 

exists on and how do I get the line there? 

 

In hindsight I am thinking of the plane differently now after the dance has 

been presented.  Though I was thinking in terms of visual, somatic, and anatomical 

senses in order to find points in creating lines onto planes, I was not thinking about 

our group plane as a cast.  By this I mean our collected trust, respect, and safety as a 

unified group of artists.  Perhaps this could be called the relational plane.  This plane 

is the practice of dancing, meditating, and finding points within ourselves 

individually while together.  This plane is the bond that we all existed within.  In this 

plane, further meanings of why this work is so important began to reveal itself.  

 

According to Kandinsky, “the term ‘basic plane’ is understood to mean the 

material plane which is called upon to receive the content of the work of art.”99  

                                                
97 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 57. 
98 “Tension is the force living within the element and represents only one part of the creative “movement.”  The 
second part is the “direction,” which is also determined by the “movement.” (Kandinsky, “Point,” 57, 58).	
99 Kandinsky theorizes that “The three basic planes – triangle, square, circle – are of course, products of the 
systematically moving point” (Kandinsky, “Point,” 115, 142). 
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Inspired by his theorization, I conclude that my ultimate plane becomes the human 

body and the movements become my colors, textures, sounds, and language.  In 

contemplating other theories of Kandinsky’s theories on plane such as distance, 

above/below, and right/left a full composition of moving parts was visually formed in 

my mind100 (See Figure 3).  With my choreographic concentration on the plane of the 

human body, I conclude to use the planes of the square, triangle and circle as my 

moving structures for movement on the plane of the stage as a visual composition. 

And then I had my other big “AHA” to tie it all together for the 

choreographic process.  I stumbled upon my affinity for filmmaker Wes Anderson’s 

work and specifically the soundtrack for his film,’ The Life Aquatic With Steve 

Zissou.’  It began to play and the composition found its vibrant color!  The contrast I 

was seeking was inspired in a light and playful manner.  After listening again and 

again, sections were formed for the circle, square, triangle, and more. The sections 

are felt as mini dramas resembling the unpredictable (and often humorous) state of 

the mind when in meditation.  The dramas simultaneously resemble ideas and 

happenings within a larger, more societal context.  I feel that people can have a very 

serious or even heavy perception of meditation.  In contrast, the music inspiring the 

choreography for the movement is fun, quirky, and unpredictable with an edge.  

Within this context, I believe I have found structure for building the visual 

composition back up on a blank canvas with bodies in movement.   

Throughout the creative process thus far during my MFA research, I have 

found my ‘trash dances’ to be evolving and guiding my research.  The ‘trash’ 

continues into this thesis as a metaphor of the human mind/perception as being 
                                                
100 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 117-119.	
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directly related to the physical state of the world.  The alarmingly polluted world will 

not clean itself up.  We must alter our perceptions, connections, and relationships to 

ourselves, then each other and our planet.  Here, I find my final question in the 

proposal before further research.  What is the movement? 

 

With a world to work with set in motion from this proposal, I focused my 

attention back on the body and researching my integrations of acrobatics/gymnastics, 

modern dance, and contemplative movement.  It was important for me to have this 

clear structure of environment and context for the movement research to eventually 

find its way into choreography.  During the year leading up to the performances, the 

setting of the thesis continued to live in my creative contemplations while finding 

questions, inspirations, and transformations. 

 

The Movement:  Finding the Ground 

Karen Bradley, head of the UMD Dance Department during my first year of 

MFA studies in dance, turned to me one day at the end of class and said, “You are 

such a visionary, but you have no ground.”  It was towards the end of a semester in 

learning the foundations of Laban/Bartenieff movement analysis and techniques, and 

surprise, I was resistant (the work met with my not-so-secret dislike of 

quantifications).  She was right.  I had spent my 20+ year movement career resisting 

the ground, clamping to balance, and always in flight.  After contemplation, I realized 

this factor was much deeper than movement alone.  It powerfully dealt with the 
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insecurity, pain, and resistance I have experienced in being who I am.  My body took 

to flight while my mind put up the fight.   

 

During the year leading up to thesis rehearsals (as well as a semester of 

somatic work with UMD Professor Crystal Davis), I spent hours upon hours in 

somatic-meditative movement studies unraveling resistance and re-learning how to 

trust my body and the ground in new ways.  I combined these somatic investigations 

with my studies in painting under Professor William Richardson (Chair of UMD Art 

Department).  I created choreography from my somatic/meditative experiences and 

danced this choreography with paint directly onto the canvas.  I found injuries and 

resistance embodied, imagined, and emotional that I did not know were there and I 

began to heal them.  It changed my dancing, my mind, and my painting.  From this, I 

now understand the process of this thesis to be further integration of my imaginal 

mind with the reality of the ground, and how I move in between.  Thank you Karen 

for these simple and profound words (we graduate students sometimes refer to her as 

Yoda).  

Fast forward into a day in the life of an ‘s (apostrophe s) rehearsal.  For three 

months we had four-hour rehearsals twice a week and adhered to the same structural 

flow of the time: 

 

  We are in the studio.  The cast of twelve dance artists (undergraduate and 

graduate students also studying dance at the University of Maryland) and I have 

completed the hour-long meditation practice for the day.  Our bodies are warm from 
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the contemplative movement scores that transition right into a 10-15 minute ‘turbo 

tax’ of amping up the body, energy, and connection with each other.  The music 

during this rehearsal transition has also morphed the mood of the space.  From 

ambient and calm sound, a playlist of about 100 eclectic songs now guides us on 

shuffle, at random.  The songs came to represent the celebration of us as meditating 

rock stars and our courage to be open in our bodies and with each other. 

 

Next, it was time for across the floor (training time).  Over a year of research 

(initiated prior to the three-walled vision of the work) and with the impressive help of 

undergraduate dancer, Joe Gipson, I had developed a series of rolls, crawls, and 

isolated movement phrases that traveled across the floor for the work.  They were 

created out of a necessity to feel gravity, traverse on all fours, and live in the reality 

of the human body’s relationship to the ground.  Standing phrases were then made 

from the floor work as well, uniquely complicated from their roots on the ground.  A 

mixture of gymnastics, acrobatics, modern dance, and inspirations of animal 

movements developed phrases from which the entire choreography of ‘s (apostrophe 

s) was based upon.  These movements were foreign and challenging to the dancers.  I 

was able to call upon my many years of coaching and teaching to help train the artists 

in the movement techniques and abstractly surrendered rolls and crawls.  The artists 

were absolutely incredible, hardworking, and up for the challenge.   

After an hour of meditation and another hour of intense training, we would 

practice the repetitive choreography for the section Circle as a meditation (often to 

whatever song the playlist had arrived at).  Then, we were ready to discover what the 
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movement could do in the creation of the choreography.  More often that not, I would 

come in with a visual and visceral sense of what I wanted the choreography to look 

like, feel like, and how I wanted to specifically shape the space.  The feeling of The 

Life Aquatic musical score would often integrate with the movement in my embodied 

visual mind and create a moving composition (though it was never playing in these 

rehearsals).  Sometimes I only knew the direction of the bodies to move to achieve 

the visual desire in compositional space.  Other times I would already have a seed of 

choreography from my own contemplative movement practice.  I would then teach 

the choreography or spatial direction and then continue its build to completion within 

our learned movement language/techniques.   

Though I knew the song selections for most of the dance, I did not use the 

actual sound score of The Life Aquatic for any of the sections in order to choreograph 

the dances.  Instead we would use our playlist, giving the movement different states 

of time and quality.  I believe this method also kept the movement and choreography 

constantly present and alert in the dancers.  There are two small moments, and one 

entire section of the work that follow counts.  The remainder of the choreography, 

once fully embodied by the artists, was then integrated with the musical score and 

found its sense of time and tandem organically.  This was an incredible feat to witness 

in regards to the dancing artists, and did not come without hours in the rehearsal 

studio knowing each other and the movement.  The virtuosic count-free unison 

dancing was not planned and came as a surprise during the process.  I honestly 

thought at some point counts would need to be added, however, the dancers truly 
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became one with each other, the space, and the sound.  It still astonishes me to this 

very moment. 

 

Sharing the Concept:  Meeting with the Team 

 My heart is racing, my palms are sweaty.  I didn’t expect so many people at 

this meeting.  And I don’t know many of them very well.  I have never had to explain a 

concept like this before.  Shit, they are going to need real words.  My brain thinks 

about this in colors, feelings, and sounds that are expressed in motions… here we go, 

breath, feel your seat. 

 

In the Fall of 2017, we had our first concept meeting, which included a team 

of designers and facilitators for lighting, costume, set, projections, and stage/facility 

management.  As director/choreographer, costume designer and set designer for the 

work, I was quite anxious once I got in the room with this team of knowledgeable 

artists and facilitators.  I bring attention to my nerves around the presentation, 

because it is directly connected to the process of the vulnerable work in the dance 

studio, practicing the ability to be present, and allowing all of oneself to be welcome.   

It relates to the desire (and fear) of being seen and heard as both artist and human 

being; a strong facet of this work.  Finally, it bridges the practice of meditation 

utilized in this process to meet me at that table, and find my breath.  

I presented ‘s (apostrophe s) as a visual diagram of its layers and how I was 

thinking about the work.  The presentation then expanded into visual explanations of 

costumes, set design, and the overall aesthetics of the work.  I felt everyone was able 
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to understand the general concept, tasks at hand, and get on board with the vision.  In 

a series of meetings to come, engaged in practical questions of design and logistics 

regarding costumes, props, and set, these ideas were turned into realities with the 

gracious help of many people at UMD.  Through this collaborative process, I 

acquired innumerable lessons of communication, articulation, and the practical 

thinking necessary in getting a vulnerable and personal vision out of my head and 

onto the ground.   

 

  
Visual diagram 

used for the 
concept meeting 

in introducing 
‘s (apostrophe s) 
to collaborators 
and facilitators. 
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Katie Sullivan (MFA scenic designer, UMD 2018) was brought on board to 

facilitate my set and prop designs to the official requirements needed in order for the 

departments to build and procure the elements.  Jennifer Daszczyszak (Costume Shop 

Manager at The Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center) worked closely with me in 

ironing out the details of getting the envisioned look for the tracksuits, balaclavas, 

and glitter lips.  With her attentive expertise and the welcoming team of the costume 

department, the creation of the athletic-meditating-posh-glitter-lipped-rock-stars look 

for the dance artists was achieved with joyful success.  I also worked closely with 

Timothy Jones (Props Shop Manager at the Clarice) and Ann Chismar (Scenic Charge 

Coordinator at the the Clarice) to achieve all the quirky details of the work.  Tying a 

thousand plastic bags to ropes, creating specialized boxes for said bags to weep out 

of, gluing massive amounts of trash onto cardboard, painting said trash in white wash, 

and testing paint samples to find the perfect colors and grit for the walls are just a few 

examples of the enormous help and impact of their departments. 

 

“Mmm, I think it’s more like schloamp-schvew, glllllllooo, ping-ping,” is 

something you would hear coming out of my mouth while talking with Peter Leibold.  

“Got it,” he would reply, “and what about the mood?”   

 

Peter Leibold was the lighting designer for ‘s (apostrophe s).  We began 

collaborating two years previous to this work when he created the lighting for my first 

staged dance involving trash.  He then designed the lighting for the dance, Prognosis, 

involving the trash dress sculpture to be used in ‘s (apostrophe s).  We had developed 
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a working relationship and friendship that allowed us to smoothly translate our 

differing art forms, and establish trust.  Peter also has a lot of experience in lighting 

dance works, adding to his skilled and creative repertoire of illuminating space and 

bodies.  After the initial concept meeting, he was inspired by the theories and artwork 

of Wassily Kandinksy, and shared his developments through a series of meetings 

regarding his take on point and line to plane.   

When it came time to light the show in technical rehearsals, it felt almost like 

cheating.  It was incredibly easy and fun.  Peter’s lighting designs truly brought the 

work to life and integrated the silly, artful, dynamic, and meditative feeling of the 

work.  He brought a powerful dimension to the idea of the plane with a specific light 

angled and utilizing fog to give the light itself a voice in the theories of Kandinsky.  

Also, line was incredibly exercised as the tension (of light) to point (as still bodies), 

revealing a deep aesthetic and feeling to Kandinsky’s theories.  This demonstrated 

Peter’s capacities to not only create a world with light, but to make light a philosophy 

itself on stage.  To say it was an honor and joy to work with this artist would be an 

understatement.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Peter Leibold’s 
experimentation with 

the light as a plane 
during a technical 

rehearsal. 
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“First I would like 1950’s advertisements.  Then I want trash.  And lots of it, 

projected all over the walls.  Like spilling from the ceilings and puking out of peoples 

mouths, trash.  And then images of trashed oceans, and lands, and skies.  You know, 

like GAH-dah-ta-ta-SHFLEW-woosh-HAH,” I said to Jeremy while flinging my arms, 

lifting my legs, and rolling through my spine. 

  

  For collaboration with MFA projection design I worked with designer 

Jeremy Bennett.  Upon just meeting one another, our initial meetings together were 

located around finding a common language as artists and people.  It was Jeremy’s 

first time in working with a dance piece from conception, and I understood how 

daunting this could seem.  In a meeting only a week before technical rehearsals we 

Tension revealing light as the line and bodies as the point during performance. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
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had a breakthrough.  He showed me some ideas he was working on that involved the 

rubber duckie.  Yes!  He got one of the reasons behind this silly prop!  We were 

dealing with such a heavy and daunting topic, that it needed relief, humor, and 

ridiculousness.  I was so excited and told him to just go to town with it.  “Give that 

rubber duckie a red mohawk and rock-n-roll the shit of this trash,” I cried! 

And rock-n-roll he did (including the mohawk).  During technical rehearsals 

Jeremy really found his aesthetic and let his creativity fly.  Though I wanted the 

whole back wall overwhelmed and rocked with trash, he kept a focus on the front 

billboards, which is exactly what it needed.  On the entire back wall of the theatre 

there were projected factories spewing greenhouse gases, as tootsie rolls blinked on 

and off.  On the front billboard rolling walls was a raging journey through animations 

and the reality of our polluted and trashed world that escalated in tandem with the 

music.  It was silly, creative, and daunting.  Jeremy’s more subtle work of a projected 

and blinking moon, as well as the advertisement projections during the pre-show 

meshed the collaborative work together seamlessly. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Scene from the 
section Technology 

during the 
performance 

showing Jeremy’s 
projection design. 

Photo Credit:  Thai 
Nguyen 
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The Walls:  The Vision of the Work 
 

 

“Whoa!  They are so big,” I thought when seeing the walls for the first time in 

our rehearsal dance studio.  I had gotten so used to projecting them into the space 

from the vision in my head.  I was surprised by my own bewilderment to their size.  

They were real, demanding the room with their presence, and the process just shifted 

in an instant.  Our free flowing and sacred practices in rehearsal were met with a 

new form of structure.  An imaginary world, now introduced to the tangible images.  

And the reality of showing it dawned on us. 

 

Scene from the section Technology during the performance showing Jeremy’s projection design. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
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Before diving into the experience of the performance, it is important to 

explain the role of the walls inspired from the practice of the Buddha board.  This 

practice is ongoing throughout the performance of ‘s (apostrophe s).  As mentioned, 

the visual inspiration of the three 10’ walls is the container for this work and the point 

of departure for the multi-disciplinary performance.  After the visual inspiration of 

the walls, they easily found compatibility and further resolution with Kandinsky’s 

visual stimulus of Point and Line to Plane.  It is the action of the body that I am 

curious about in my interpretation of his visual theories.  The point of silence in the 

body, is sitting meditation.  The line actually begins in the body standing from sitting.  

Then from the point of standing, an action is derived from the body to the chalk pastel 

and in turn a line is created.  The plane in which the action proceeds to live on is 

simultaneously the Buddha board for the chalk pastel, the stage of the dance for the 

body, and the body itself for the dancer. 

 The walls gave space for meditation to have a clear place and expand its 

presence in the work.  It was a place to connect to the sitting ground, to the land, and 

to the feeling of silence.  A cut out section at the bottom of each wall provided a 

glow, and was intended to bring a warming lightness to the heavy and cold vertically 

blank slates. 
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From my visual perspective these walls are three oversized and unmoving 

vertical lines contrasting and balancing the unceasing, and at times, chaotic 

movement in the foreground of the composition.  The function within the visual 

landscape is meant to bring stillness to the work and a place of focus, even if it is 

unconscious to the viewer.  The dichotomy of impermanence, as well as the sitting 

practice of meditation itself, is realized through the meditator at the middle wall, 

Marissa (my cousin and best friend).  She did not enter the choreography.  She 

continued to stay at her wall throughout the entire piece, holding space.  Her choice 

was revealed through the making of her marks.  Of her own accord, she gently stood 

and approached the wall to make lines inspired from her sitting body.  These lines 

Scene from the initial use of the chalk pastels on the walls during the performance. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
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were created using a paintbrush dipped in water to distinguish her contrasting 

presence in the work and the ephemeral quality of all marks.  Further polarity was 

demonstrated in witnessing her watermarks fade as the chalk pastel marks made on 

the walls to the sides, stay.   

The two walls to the sides of Marissa had the ensemble of ten dancers coming 

and going.  The dancers would take choreographed turns to sit on the cushions, find 

their point (breath), and then make a colorful chalk pastel line on the wall before 

returning to the dance.  The authenticity of the lines created was practiced during our 

rehearsals, and meant to derive from a single inner point found in the body and 

sequentially delivered to the hand.  Upon returning to the dance they would ‘tag’ out 

a fellow dancing artist to then go take their seat and find their breath.   

Originally my instincts were to make this ‘tagging out’ an organic and 

improvisational characteristic of the work.  This choice would have required each 

performer to know every position of the dance.  Ultimately, I choreographed the 

sittings, which was a puzzle within itself considering all the moving pieces and 

bodies.  The artists were given autonomy in their choices of how they entered and 

exited the dance to tag out their “teammates.”  This is one of many aspects of how the 

dancers began to find who they were in the dance, and what brought ‘s (apostrophe s) 

to life.  

 

Choosing the Artists:  The Life of The Work 

In selecting the 12 dance artists for this work (students of dance at UMD), it 

was a mixture of dancers that I had previously worked with, auditioned dancers, as 
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well as a few gathered from hallway encounters in the dance wing of UMD.  Having 

dancers familiar with my work was a quintessential factor in establishing trust, 

respect, and a sense of culture in our creation of ‘s (apostrophe s).  In the assemblage 

of artists for this work (and previous work), the personality of the dancers was of 

great interest to me.  Respect, willingness to be open, hard work ethic, authenticity, 

and a sense of humor are integral to my process.  The performers engaged in this 

thesis possessed these qualities, along with unique skill sets and dynamic characters 

that became the life of the work.   

 The cast worked together, laughed together, and was willing to be vulnerable 

with each other in finding their individual potential, and in turn, the potential of the 

group.  Beginning each rehearsal with meditations allowed the artists to sit with each 

other’s energies without anything to prove, solve, or change.  I believe this added 

greatly to the cohesion and trust within the cast.  From here they were not only able to 

build a world for the work to exist in, but a cohesion that we could feel support, 

expression, and love. 

 Guiding this large cast towards the vision of ‘s (apostrophe s) did not come 

without its challenges.  I was in the land of many firsts.  The scope of the project 

itself was a lot to juggle, and I must admit I was still more comfortable working with 

my creative process alone in the paint studio.  I think the work with this cast changed 

that for me.  They accepted my crazy, and I accepted theirs.  One the most fruitful 

elements to come out of this work was our process as a cast, and working through 

many personal fears showing up all along the way.  I hope they feel the same.  They 

supported me in the process as much as I supported them.  And again, at this very 
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moment I am struck at the incredible feeling and opportunity to have had this 

experience of others living out a vision I felt and saw.  It is humbling.   Further, the 

development of the uniquely embodied relationships through the creative process of 

dance making is something truly special to this art form. 

The following chapter will provide a rhetorical journey of ‘s (apostrophe s) by 

clarifying meanings, intentions, and descriptions of each section.  The inspirations 

behind the sections come from meditations, inner minglings of contemplations, and 

visual/auditory stimulus from daily life.  The initial sections, and the meat of the 

work, are based upon the three compositional planes of the square, circle, and 

triangle, as inspired from Wassily Kandinsky.  Each plane was contemplated upon as 

a spatial aspect, as well as an embodiment of the plane.  All of the sections, including 

props, set, and costume began with initial sketches in my journal.  These sketches 

then met with bodies, space, feeling, sound, and other images to find their unique 

autonomies.  From the point, through the line of resistance, we arrive at the plane, the 

performance. 
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Chapter 3: Experiencing the Performance: From the Inside Out 

The Hallways to the Billboards 

I have spent a significant time in my life driving on the highway, and many of 

these miles were across the country.  In order to arrive at my gym to practice 

gymnastics as a youth, I (with my parents for the first many years) had to drive 100 

miles from our small town in Iowa three times week.  I spent hours of my life just 

looking out the window, including a living room window from younger childhood that 

still bares the marks of my teeth resting on the sill (what I now understand as 

contemplation/meditation).  In the car, I would watch and be a part of the land, 

places, and things that passed by (many times belting Backstreet Boys back in those 

days).  When I neared the ‘big city’ of Council Bluffs, Iowa on the Missouri River I 

would see a few billboards, but not many in hindsight.  My drive and connection to 

the landscape was peaceful and full of farmland and small towns.  When I left Iowa 

and began living in larger metropolis areas, my drives were much different.  I was 

overwhelmed with advertisements and distractions and...  

 

 A walk for the audience through two soft-lit hallways leading into the Kogod 

Theatre of The Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center was meant to be a drive of 

sorts, a journey.  In the first hallway there are three, 3’ x 4’ canvas’ of cardboard box 

paintings.  Using what was already there, savvy light designer Peter Leibold affixed 

mirrors to the overhead lights in the hallways to give the paintings the ‘art gallery’ 

feel I desired.  These paintings have no explanation to their presence in the hallway.  

They are abstract paintings, each with a unique figurative quality.  They were made 
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from the trash dress sculpture during my choreographic work Prognosis, performed in 

the Spring of 2018 in the Shared Graduate Concert at The Clarice.  Each of the three 

performances of Prognosis utilized an individual cardboard canvas.  This resulted in 

three drawings made from the dress by dancing charcoal onto its surface.  I then 

brought the cardboard boxes to my paint studio and utilized acrylic paint to pull out 

form, texture, and color.  They are meant to resemble unconscious marks, filled in 

with conscious choice.  
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Ephemeral I, II & III – paintings 
created from Prognosis 

Charcoal and acrylic on cardboard box 
3’ X 4’ each 
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Continuing on and turning right into the next hallway, the ‘driver’ was met with a 

hallway of trash sculptures.  The first three pieces were on the left side of the soft lit 

and carpet walled hallway.  They were Triscuit boxes, roughly painted over to 

highlight the words “real food” marketed on the box.  Jetting out of the top of each 

box were multiple unsolicited junk mail ads rolled up into long hollow tubes, mostly 

food coupon ads and advertisements.  Continuing down the hallway to the entrance of 

the theatre, there was a myriad of trash affixed to the wall on each side and above the 

doorway.  The trash was uniformly washed in white paint and each piece was 

stenciled with ‘s.  The apostrophe s was meant to ‘advertise’ the show and 

simultaneously ask, who’s is it?  It was a sculptural piece, complete with specifically 

placed lighting, in collaboration with Peter Leibold, which highlights the texture of 

the sculpture and integrates/introduces the concept of line.  The collected trash came 

from the community of the School of Theatre Dance and Performance Studies at 

UMD.  As part of the ‘s (apostrophe s) process, this collection was meant to bring 

awareness and presence within our immediate community around environmental 

concerns and responsibilities.   

 Ideally, this hallway installation would have still been intact when the 

audience left the performance.  I would have liked them to trek the same ‘highway’ 

on the way out of the performance and feel their relationship to the installation post-

experience.  However, due to the efficiency of preparing for the following dance 

thesis performance, it was taken down and the hallway-highway was clear for the 

audience’s retreat.   
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I Got You This:  It’s Love 

This portion of the work began on the dance floor in a gay club in Washington 

DC in the Fall of 2016.  It was created by my cousin, Marissa (my closest being and 

long-time comrade), who sat at the center wall during the performance, not 

performing.  Marissa and I have always been inclined to create very strange dances, 

and also get the people around us into our bizarre happenings.  I now understand this 

as audience participation.  This particular night, Marissa decided to give her love 

away, literally.  She began dancing up to everyone in the club and saying with her 

sparkling eyes and gentle voice, “Here, I got you this.  It’s love.  You can do what you 

want with it.”  Most people would sprinkle it, share it, or hold it close to them.  It was 

Prototype for the hallway trash sculpture that 
was used by the props and set department as a 
guide for facilitation. 
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truly beautiful to witness.  However, a few people were not so accepting.  One person 

actually took the love, threw it on the ground, stepped on it, and with attitude turned 

their back on her.  Marissa came back to me in tears, real tears.  It was real love.   

I knew I wanted to use this method ‘giving love away’ in a dance at some 

point. During the process of ‘s (apostrophe s) I realized it perfect for the pre-show.  I 

had been wanting an aspect of the “fourth wall” broken in this work, and it dawned 

on me to break it with love.  With Marissa sitting at her center wall holding the space, 

the 12 track-suited performers were handing out love to the audience as they arrived, 

allowing them to do what they wanted with it.  It was the performances first 

introduction to conscious choice. 

 

The Pre-Show:  Taking the Process Into the Performance 

…We are in a rehearsal.  ‘Deep breath in, exhale, warrior two, extend and breathe, 

feel your weight in your legs,’ I am saying during our ritual yoga flow stretch.  In the 

background (quite loud actually, and not so back), ‘come here kitty, kitty and skin this 

cat’ are the lyrics of a sultry club song by the Scissor Sisters.  Not your typical yoga 

music, …and a few extra attitude movements and eye squints were definitely at play 

in this warrior pose for each dancer.  Typical was not our interested  for this work.   

 

Upon making ones way through the visual experience of the hallway, the 

audience entered into a world of performers inhabiting the space with no apologies.  

1950’s advertisements were projected and overlapped each other onto a surface in the 

middle of the space.  The performers were wearing matching blue-green tracksuits 
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with a curious scarf-like collar, fanny packs, and disco-ball glitter lips.  As previously 

stated, integral to the work of ‘s (apostrophe s) was to keep the contemplative 

practice fluidly alive into the performance.  I was not interested in the work feeling 

like a final product in the bodies of the performers.  Instead an extension of the 

creative process and our unified presence was the objective of the performance.  One 

of the ways I feel we set this up and achieved the evolving life of ‘s (apostrophe s), 

was during the pre-show.   

The dancers brought our rehearsal practices directly into the space as the 

audience arrived (with our eclectic playlist, again on shuffle).  We did not know 

which songs would play, and this harnessed the edge of the unexpected into the 

energy of the theatre.  A ‘meditation of the space’ (explained in more detail in the 

appendix) was combined with sitting, yoga stretches, nerve releasing 

jiggles/gyrations, breath, and whatever elements the dancers needed.  Between their 

moving contemplations and acclimations, the dancers handed out love to the audience 

members in peculiar and creative ways.  The contemplative world we created 

continued to breathe.  In the middle of all the quirky happenings, a pile of trash lied 

still on the floor.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 53 
 

 
 
 

 

The Trash Sculpture  

…two years ago:  a young woman enters stage right in a slow and 

relinquished tilted-pelvis walk.  She is wearing a dazzling sequin top and ragged 

bottoms.  As she continues to walk, it is realized that strings are attached to her mid-

section.  The walk continues, slowly, to reveal these strings attached to a long trash 

sculpture train that eventually consumes the length of the far downstage.  The trash 

sculpture remains in front of the audience the remainder of the dance, and eventually 

the young woman falls from a long standing stillness to lying motionless on the 

ground.   

 

Anna LIddle, Joe Gipson, and Jemma Lehner moving in the space during Pre-Show 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
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 This was a scene from *#1 (Asterisks No. 1), a staged multi-disciplinary dance 

work (Shared Graduate Concert, Spring 2017) in my long history of working with 

trash.  The dance to follow this in creative research was Prognosis, which involved 

gathering my own personal objects of trash and sculpting a dress.  The difference of 

this trash, is that it had internal meaning to me.  Most of the sculpture that formed 

into a danceable dress sculpture involved literal scraps of my past that I was holding 

onto within the art bins of my home studio.  Some of these objects were moved to 

Maryland from Las Vegas, that were moved from Boulder, CO and San Diego, CA, 

that were moved from Iowa.  Though I have been working with my savored objects in 

different forms of art making over the years, I had never worn and danced in them. 

 Thin galvanized steel was used to sew a base of plastic, chicken wire, and 

cardboard together onto my rehearsal wetsuit from my previous life as performing 

artist in an aerial-acrobatic-aquatic show in Las Vegas.  Pieces of my holding past 

and present were then sewn, glued, and tied onto the structure to create a whimsically 

abstract and danceable trash dress.  Before the sculpture’s inception, my inspiration 

was to create a wearable sculpture that would create marks onto a canvas from the 

dance of my body.  This concept stems from an exploration of dancing my own 

choreographies with paint onto canvas and was also a contemplation of putting my 

choreography on other bodies, and the responsibility this held.  The creation of this 

dress was inner, outer, and contemplative research for developing my choreography 

to be put on other bodies for my thesis, while simultaneously owning my own trash. 
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The process of sewing the internal meanings my own “trash,” to be exposed to 

my external was a cathartic and sometimes painful meditation.  It was about taking 

responsibility and ownership for my own shit that I hold onto, and that is no longer 

serving me.  The physical objects of the dress are symbolically saturated with the 

stories of my mind that have created resistance to the self-acceptance I was projecting 

onto the world around me.  The trash-dress-sculpture was then used for my solo 

opening of ‘s (apostrophe s). 

I amplified the trash dress’ capability to make more impactful marks by 

affixing wadded and wired rags onto the back of the dress that were removable in 

An initial drawing of the trash dress from my sketchbook. 
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order to be dipped into thick black tempera paint.  Initially, I wanted the audience to 

feel the wave of the trash and idealized a giant 10’ fan of sorts coming out the top of 

the dress to push air created from plastic bags.  In the creative process I found a 

method of attaching the giant plastic bags to tent poles that jutted out of my aerial 

gators (laced leather leggings from said aerial-aquatic show).  The end sculptural 

travesty dress resulted in what has been described as a “trash butterfly.” 

 

…a dancer, wearing the tracksuit bottoms and a tank-top, runs into the space. 

He grabs a string of trash sitting in the middle of the stage, whirls both his body and 

the trash around, and leaps over a remaining trash pile to exit the stage.  The 

surviving trash comes alive with arms and subtle flutters of plastic.  A gasping 

audience realizes it is a human body, and they were there all along the shenanigans 

of the opening pre-show.  A faint sound is heard and travels deeper into the ears of 

the audience until it is the recognizable song, ‘When Doves Cry,’ by Prince and sung 

by the young angelic voice of Quindon Tarver.  A dancing- trash-queen-rock-star is 

slowly revealed, black tempera paint marks are made on two 5’ x 6’ billboards, and a 

cry is heard.  This cry is the synthesis of an artist meeting her own painful hard-truth-

trash, with that of the world’s.  Exposed.  A table is set.  With glitter.  
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Shawn Stone in the trash-dress making black tempera paint marks during the opening solo. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
 

Shawn Stone dancing in the trash-dress-sculpture during the opening solo. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
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The Table:  The History as Plastic Bags 

…the walls are marked from the dress, a young woman in a tracksuit enters 

house left, glances curiously at the trash creature, and then claps at the walls.  A clap 

is heard in response from the background, and the walls roll to the sides of the 

theatre.  Two rows of chairs set facing each hold the slumping bodies of seven other 

tracksuit team members. 

 

‘The Table’ was conceived out of a vivid visual image all at once.  A prior 

seed had been planted from a desire to bring attention to the lessons, power, and 

history we are given at tables in our lives.  Hundreds of compressed plastic bags were 

tied to ropes and hidden in eight black boxes on the sides of the black box theatre.  

The bags begin to appear out of nowhere from the walls.  They are pulled slowly over 

a minute and half to the song ‘The Way I Feel Inside’ by The Zombies and seem to be 

endless until they fill the stage.  The music changes to the very aristocratic version of 

composer, Mark Mothersbaugh’s rendition of the cantata, Wachet auf, ruft uns die 

Stimme (Cantata 140) by Johann Sebastian Bach.  The title of this song translates to 

‘Awake, The Watchman’s Voice Commands Us,’ also widely known as Sleepers 

Awake.101  

The section continues with the dancers facing each other in their chairs while 

dancing their own choreographies to personal experiences from sitting at a table.  

There is hand raising, standing on chairs, turning bodies, and frantic feet.  From time 

to time a performer removes themselves from the table, walks aside to the plastic bag 

                                                
101 Julian Mincham.  The Cantatas of Johann Sebastian Bach:  A listener and student guide by Julian Mincham, 
Chapter 55 BWV 140 Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme.  J Mincham, 2017.  
http://www.jsbachcantatas.com/documents/chapter-55-bwv-140/ 
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filled stage, and unzips their fanny pack to vivaciously shake out a line of plastic 

bags.  The performer then stuffs their plastic bags back in their fanny pack, zips, and 

returns to their place in the choreography.  Essentially, they leave the table to lose 

their shit, pack their shit back in, and return to the rules of the table.   

In The Table, the trash bags were simultaneously what they were, as well as 

representing a long history of messy situations that we are handed and learn to repeat 

at the tables of our lives.  It is inspired from experiencing one’s own shit (and being) 

as often not being allowed at the table.  Often, a person must take their own 

individual reality away from the pedestal of decisions.  The creative process and 

writing of this thesis has further helped me understand that sometimes we must give 

ourselves our own permission at the table. 

Within this choreography there were fingers pointing towards a projected 

moon and at each other.  This represents the seeking of answers, looking to the sky, 

and the pointed fingers as to whose mess this was, whose responsibility.  And 

ultimately, we furiously pack up the trash that is too much to handle, push it to the 

sides, and continue the dance.  This inspiration comes from much frustration and 

confusing navigations of power in my life, as well as continually witnessing it in 

others.  In the process it was important to make this section simultaneously daunting, 

humorous, and somewhat confusing.  Though it was one of the first sections to be 

created and rehearsed, it was one of the last to be completed so as to leave it open and 

not become over rehearsed. 
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Scene from the section The Table during the performance revealing the stage filled with plastic bags. 

Photo Credit:  David Andrews 
 

Sandra Bazubwabo packs her plastic bags into her fanny pack as Angad Kalsi leaves The Table to lose his. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
 



 

 61 
 

The Box:  Square Plane 

…the plastic bag lines have been feverishly packed away, the metal chairs 

clankingly removed from the space, and the track-suited-meditating-rock-stars stand 

still in the corner...  Except for their heads, which bob precisely and perceptively to 

the quick rhythm of the beat.  Three powerful black women enter the stage from the 

left carrying boxes around their waists.  (The moment is a prelude to a shared 

evening with Ama Law, featuring 13 women of color, whose dance was to follow).  

They put the boxes down, step out of them, sharply glance at the audience, and then 

leave with a sassy, hip-swaying walk. 

 

The Box section derived movement qualities from the initial research of 

standing inside of an actual cardboard box.  This section was meant to be metaphor 

regarding square-like thinking and the “boxes” we put others and ourselves within.  It 

is also revealing the spatial plane of the square, and the literal restriction of 

movements capable from the body within it.  This was the first piece of choreography 

created for the work and a portion of it had also been used in my previous research 

piece, Prognosis, involving the trash dress.   

Originally, I had drawn idea maps for the direction of bodies moving in 

concepts of the square spatial plane.  However, during rehearsal when I witnessed the 

wildness and visually stimulating movement of the dancers at different timings and 

positions in space, I found it to be much more interesting.  It felt more realistic to the 

internal struggle of being stuck in box.  The matching and articulated choreography at 
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different intervals created a kind of organized chaos in the space to complement the 

rigidity of the square.   

The movements created were specific to isolating multiple points in the body 

that reached as lines escaping from the box.  The movements were simultaneously 

melted and rigidly/sharply placed, and followed patterns of shifting weight between 

upper and lower body.  Three of the performers danced in actual cardboard boxes 

(placed by the cast of Ama Law).  One of the performers, Brianna Nelson 

(undergraduate dance major and also an accomplished vocalist), remained standing in 

her box and repeated a beginning portion of the choreography while belting notes that 

were purposefully off key.  This was intended to further distort and abstract the 

section, while also giving literal voice to the internal cry of being trapped in a box. 

The square plane is theorized to be the basic plane according to Wassily 

Kandinsky, containing four 90 degree angles.  According to Kandinsky, the 90 degree 

angle is the coldest of angles.102  The rigid and stiff qualities of the choreography in 

the box were meant to demonstrate this angular coldness.  Once the artists “broke 

free” from the box, their movements shifted to looser and more free flowing energies 

of the body.  The piece ends with a duet repeating a choreographic phrase that stays 

in place and looks like walking around oneself.  A few moments after they syncopate, 

the music begins to distort.  Nearly unbearable screeching guitars and harsh beats of 

the music are met with the other bodies reentering and jamming messily into the 

space.  The tension increases until it irrupts in a chaotic scream and a leap of dancing 

bodies like blowing leaves.  The dancers settle to the ground and form a circle. 

                                                
102 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 71. 
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The Circle:  The Center Point 

…“so also in your fanny packs with the pink hat will be your rubber duckie,” 

I say to the cast during a rehearsal early in the process in trying to explain both the 

vision and the choreographic choices.  …another day in rehearsal, the artists were 

set and swaying for the beginning of Circle to the melancholy song of Joan Baez, 

‘Here’s To You.’  Dancer, Chayce Wong, moves on his cue to place what was 

suppose to be a meditative singing bowl (which I forgot to retrieve for him) as the 

center point for the dance to create a circle plane.  Instead, he places down one of 

our little rubber duckies, which happened to be in his reach before embarking on his 

cue.  Brilliant!  Not only is this exactly what the section needed, but the work as a 

whole.   

Scene from Box showing rigid angles in the bodies and the use of square lighting by Peter Leibold. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
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The accidental duckie moment described from rehearsal got its own special 

tiny focus light during for the performance.  The tension created from the previous 

section was further released in this playful moment.  The humor brought another 

element of contrast to the experience as well, as this section is peaceful and 

melancholy.  Further yet, it was a prelude to the duckies showing up in the next 

section, as well in the projections section later.   

Circle was created out of inspiration from Kandinsky’s ideas on the circle 

plane as creating atmosphere from “condensation.”103  He further explains this as a 

“special characteristic of the line - its power to create a plane.”104  This form of the 

plane is created from a single point.  The point lies at the center from which 

condensed lines extend outward.105  Instead of thinking as the line as the parameter, 

this circle was coming from the inside out!  After much experimentation, I created 

two eight counts of traveling choreography that would lead in a line to the point, and 

then a line away from the point.  The same two eight counts were repeated throughout 

the section, and the dancers rotated each line slightly to the left in order to create a 

clockwise rotation of the piece as a whole.  While four artists danced the lines in, the 

other four danced the lines out.  The star like breath of the choreography ensured that 

the dancers traversed the entire plane.   

It was the very first dance we began rehearsing as cast, and it was thought of 

as a meditation of getting into the choreographic portion of rehearsals.  I am realizing 

now that this moment happened directly in the middle of our rehearsal time, and also 

                                                
103 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 60. 
104 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 61. 
105 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 60.	
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occurred as the middle section of the work as a whole.  It was really a pivoting 

practice of space, time, and the body.  It was the balancing point.  It was complete 

with a rubber duckie in the middle, which to me was a symbol of the youth we are 

responsible in handing the world to. 

I wanted the choreography for Circle to be very subtle and an act of present 

consciousness itself through movement.  The movements were simple, yet articulate 

with a specific sensation like taffy warmed in the sun.  I thought if they chewed it 

enough, it would find that texture and a oneness in their bodies.  I knew that what I 

was after is very difficult to achieve.  They danced it beautifully, however, I feel it 

was never fully realized.  While I am satisfied with the section and think it was 

alluring (it was actually our sound designer, Veronica Lancaster’s, favorite piece), it 

didn’t reach the poetry that I was feeling and seeing in my creative desire.  In the 

future I would break this choreography down even more in the teaching and directly 

connect each movement to breath in hopes that building it back up would maintain 

the subtle articulations and ease. 

 

he Triangle:  The Tension Increases 

he Triangle:  The Tension Increases 

he Triangle:  The Tension Increases 

he Triangle:  The Tension Increases 

 

 

 

Scene from Circle 
revealing the 

rubber duckie as 
the center. 

Photo Credit:  Thai 
Nguyen 

. 
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The Triangle:  The Tension Increases 

…the music changes sharply to a low cinematic rumble, the lights dim, and 

the bodies drop to the ground squatting and crawling.  When they stand, the music 

picks up, and the dance begins, and out of nowhere, the dancers are all wearing pink 

stocking hats.  …ahh they were tucked away in the fanny packs. 

“The acuter the angle the closer it approaches sharp warmth” and tension 

increases, says Kandinksy of the lines creating angles and into the plane of the 

triangle.106  The section, Triangle, was meant to be just that, increased tension and 

opposing forces.  The artists’ bodies took the form of a triangle in space and the 

movement intended to capture the shape and sharpness as well.  The use of six 

performers against two was meant to reveal the tension and game-like quality of the 

majority versus minority realities we face as a country.  In the end of the section the 

majority group uses one of the minorities as a human telescope to locate and 

assimilate the remaining minority. This reality is also related to our consumer choices 

that are controlled by a majority power, hence a broader lack of choices in trash/waste 

consciousness.  My hope was that the humor embedded in this choreography could 

bring awareness to this issue in a new way.   

Through the creation of this section I challenged myself to the edge of my 

choreographic capabilities.  I was in constant state of visual/spatial form making 

while staying in immediate contact with the articulation of the triangle plane within 

the body.  All whilst keeping the energy of the musical track alive in my body and 

mind as well (as it was never choreographed to the actual score).  It was the 

negotiation of my artistic inquiries - a culmination and integration of all my learning 
                                                
106 Wassily Kandinsky, “Point,” 73.  



 

 67 
 

coming together - discipline, structure, wildness, freedom, embodiment, vision, and 

six-dimensional spatial creation.  It had so many moving parts and only three eight 

counts utilized in the whole thing.  The rest was the magical connection of the 

dancers to the movement, my eccentric direction, and each other. 

 

 …“What!?  I don’t know.  What did I just do!?  Can anyone show me?” …or 

perhaps as spoken from the fly on the wall:  ‘all the dancers are sitting silently on the 

side of the studio.  The choreographer seems to be making some sort of noises to 

make movement, or, oh wait… was that a word?  No, absolutely not, I think he is 

speaking in nonsense.  Also, he keeps repeating the same movement over and over, 

and then pace-dancing like he’s lost with all those hand motions… oh okay, there is 

something new, what the hell was that?  And over and over…  …20 minutes later, the 

now drench sweaty choreographer says, “Alright here we go.”’ 

 

 To be honest, I don’t know how I pulled this section out of my body, down 

from my head, and into the space and dancers, but it worked.  The dancing is complex 

in both body and space.  It is fast paced.  The choreographies of a duet and sextet 

were created simultaneously-separate and complimentary (I would go back and forth 

at times like a tennis ball).  As a cast our favorite part in the work was when all eight 

dancers form a line with their backs to the audience all the way upstage and hold 

stillness. They then turn slowly to the rhythm held subtlety in their hips and reveal a 

rubber duckie pulled out from their fanny packs.  Silence.  The rubber duckies are 

thrown at the back wall.  The dancers look straight forward at the audience.  Then the 
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music thrusts the whirling dance into its second half.  Sneaky crawls, piggy-back-

rides, and cat hisses are included in the piece culminating in a mob pile on the floor. 

 

 

Technology:  A Defiant Reality 

“Shawn!  Please get down from there, those walls were not meant to climb 

on,” begs my gracious and patient stage manager, Sydney Ziegler.  She is asking me 

for the umpteenth time not to hang on the rolling projection walls.  I am reminded of 

how familiar the request not to hang or climb on things has been in my life, except 

when I was getting paid to do it. 

…the punk rock song, Search and Destroy, by Iggy and the Stooges blares 

through the theatre as the mob pile of bodies on the floor begin to ooze and spread.  

The cast surrounds Angad Kalsi to make a human telescope in the section Triangle. 

Photo Credit:  David Andrews 
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The dancers create a horizontal line across the downstage, while the pink stocking 

caps have been pulled down into ski masks.  Now sitting on the ground, the dancers 

head bob heavily to the beat of the music.  During this transition the billboards have 

been slowly returning to their place in center stage as projections of multi-colored 

factories spilling out greenhouse gases encompass the entire back wall.  The pink-ski-

masked performer pushing in the rolling wall from house right proceeds to climb on 

the rolling wall and hang by his feet, while his unzipped track jacket drapes over his 

head.  He stands up and exits the stage. 

 

The section continued with nine dancers rolling slowly (canon style) on the 

ground in Bartenieff-inspired fundamentals.  The billboard projections of Jeremy 

Bennett returned with a vengeance to the space in tandem with the factories and 

tootsie rolls on the entire back wall.  Scenes of a rubber duckie with a red mohawk (at 

some point caught in plastic six-pack rings), trash landfills, polluted oceans, an 

animated man puking trash, and much more overloaded the eyes of the audience.  The 

dancers eventually stood from their slow rolling and sloppily jerked their bodies to 

the beat like wasted punk rock stars.  The music has crept up to an almost unbearable 

noise.  A single performer murder-scene screams and another begins to break from 

the line, seemingly possessed by the music.  Still on the rolling projection walls, the 

black paint marks made from the trash-dress during the opening created interruption 

on the projected images and animations, and connect the trash to the making marks 

on the earth.  It was all a bit terrifying and strange.   
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This section was very clear to me, and once I found the sound score for ‘s 

(apostrophe s), it came to fruition almost exactly as I originally imagined it.  I went 

through so many different scenarios with this section to arrive back where I began (at 

one point, I wanted to be in the background with my own guitar doing the screaming).  

This section is the accumulated reality of our trash, and the pain of this.  It is the rage, 

nerve-clenching-gonna-lose-it, and fuck-it-all moment, and my experience of how 

that feels.  I think that’s why this section was so clear to me.  I now understand even 

more how it was the expression of my own loss of self, reality, and hope – 

intertwined with an external replica of destructive absence.  Perhaps I needed to get 

close to it again to both remember and share this boundary?  Perhaps I needed to let it 

flood in a new way in order to restructure it?  It was choreographed and created from 

an intention of handing it back to the audience as a wake-up cry to the trash that is 

ruining ourselves and the planet.  I also realize I was handing it back to myself. 

My whole life, I wanted to be a rock star.  It’s interesting that during the drive 

back North from New Orleans, is when realized this was not a good path for me, it 

would destroy me.  I put the dream away, however she would come out to play for a 

good Saturday night every now and then.  When I began to teach meditation and 

mindfulness through movement a few years ago, I realized that ‘rock star’ is state of 

mind.  It doesn’t have to be a lifestyle of destructive behaviors; it can be mindfully 

breaking the rules in order to reveal they exist.  Perhaps, this is why this section 

needed to be a fake ending to the concert, a fake destiny and a breaking. 
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The Finale 

…I am walking on the trail in the Kenilworth Botanical Garden.  The path 

brings me to a fork of two options in order to continue my walk.  Standing in both of 

these paths are two groups of a separated family of Canadian geese, and I am in the 

middle.  I decide to gently stand, observe, and allow the geese to make the decision.  

After some time, a goose on the right trail (facing away from me) lifts her giant 

graceful left wing straight out, wow.  She then lifts her left leg and stands in balance 

on it for a long moment, double wow.  Finally, she rotates her head clockwise two or 

three times (like a neck roll) and then gently puts her wing and leg back down, uhhh.  

Silence and stillness.  The other two geese on the right with her then lift their left 

Scene from Technology showing the line of the performers, projections, and the lines made from the 
trash dress.  In this photo you can also see the connection to the lines on the back Buddha wall. 

Photo Credit:  Thai Nguyen 
. 
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wings and legs, and put them gently back down… the three geese then calmly walk to 

the left path to meet their family and I am to take the path on the right (with every 

hair, goose pimple, and nerve standing at attention on my body). 

 

 The geese were communicating.  With such grace and articulation.  It was 

stunning and powerful to say the least.  I used this as a piece of choreography to begin 

the dance in the finale section of ‘s (apostrophe s).  It is an act of family, 

communication, and unity as we lift our left arm, lift our left leg, and then swing that 

leg through an attitude rond de jambe that lands in a head roll.  After being absent in 

the ensemble through out the piece, I joined the dance for the Finale to rock it out 

with the cast.  There were never any counts used for this section, we all just got on the 

ride and held each other close.  It was meant to be fun, virtuosic, and daring.  And I 

believe the Finale achieved this.   

Stripped of our tracksuits jackets and in t-shirts of each artists choosing, we 

danced like there was no tomorrow to relieve the tension in the room and in our own 

bodies.  It was the most physically challenging section in the work (after the cast had 

been dancing for over 30 minutes!), and the dancers never once complained, they 

were rock stars.  A breather in the middle-end of the section involved three short 

solos of dancers pulling a single plastic bag out of their pocket.  It was meant to be 

subtle reminder of what the work entailed.  A final surge of bombastic choreography 

closed the piece into one last line directly in front of the audience.  We slowly raised 

our closed hands, then opened them to give it all away.  I hope they realized it was 

love. 
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Scene from Finale and one last reminder of the trash/plastic. 

Photo Credit:  David Andrews 

Scene from Finale, walking to the final line to hand it all back. 

Photo Credit:  David Andrews 
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Chapter 4:  Integration 

Creative Process as Transformative Practice 

…I am sneaking a cigarette behind the dance studios of UMD.  …in my mind I 

am back in the Park Avenue with my red mohawk, thinking about how I chain smoked 

cigarettes from one glowing amber to the next all the way back home from New 

Orleans… if the trees smoked in gases, I would too.  …I have wondered if I should 

tell my students and dancers about my dark side.  …and I am squatted, staring at the 

polluted marsh while listening to the gentle call of the birds.  I want to stop what I am 

doing and clean it up.  

 

Just as this journey began with hopping into my Buick Park Avenue and not 

knowing what I would do when I got there, this thesis began the same way.  I began 

with a single image, a body of history, and years of learning and unlearning.  I had no 

idea what I would do on the way to this image, this hope, this prayer.  Every creative 

process for me has involved a massive amount of faith, trust, and the courage to just 

show up.   

From the practice of the art making and now to the writing, I have been using 

the creative process of this work as a form of understanding transformative practice.  

This practice is informed by ‘s (apostrophe s) as a study of my artistic and personal 

transformation in movement, mind, and inner relationships to external impetus.  I 

began much of this work thinking about the physical waste and trash of the earth as a 

reflection of the human state of mind.  I understood it as a very personal endeavor in 

the beginning; however, I was unprepared for just how personal it all really was.  I 
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believe my own personal landscape and process of seeking change can be put into a 

macro context of our current global relationship with the physical earth as well.  As a 

part of the earth and the current zeitgeist of this time, I am an embodiment of the 

cultural methods and philosophies causing a lack of responsibility for the movement 

and waste of our earth’s resources.  The inner personal not yet aware is the external 

impersonal.   

My process with ‘s (apostrophe s) has been paying homage, respect, and 

honor to my own shit.  It has been a practice of letting go of un-serving patterns of 

body and mind as definitive matter, with the support of contemplative practice in 

meditation.  In using the capacity of creativity, I am dancing my shitty trash into 

something new.  The practice of meditation and contemplative awareness also helps 

me to have tools within the practice of accepting the fear, the ugly, the mistakes, and 

the unpredictable.  Practice is the key word.   

The number of pieces I was chewing on in this dance work could have easily 

become overwhelming had I chosen to hold too tightly onto any one thing (and at 

times I did).  However, I called upon Buddhist meditation master, Chögyam 

Trungpa’s words, “Gentleness, based on a balance of taut and loose, creates 

equilibrium.”107  The creative process itself is a gathering of energies.  Much like 

balancing on one leg is a gathering of the body that can also not be too lose or too 

tight for the best results.  Physical, emotional, tangible, relationship, and psychic 

energies flow together, apart, and disintegrate into new creations of existence, 

                                                
107 Barbara Dilley.  “This Very Moment,” 153. 
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perception, and understanding when we are present in the creative process.  “Being in 

the present, we can reshape the whole future.”108 

In carefully choosing specific verbal phrases to help guide this creative 

process, I was reminded again and again what the work was seeking to be.  “The 

finger is not the moon,” (inspired from Thich Nhat Hanh) and “here” were used as 

reminding guides for myself, and the collaborating artists in the work.  These mantras 

brought us back to being in the present and maintaining an open definition of the 

work.  The experience itself is the definition of this work, and this cannot be 

recreated.  Within the context of this dance thesis process, the concept of 

environmental awareness is immediate, and an observance of and from our bodies in 

space and place.  It has no billboard to bring awareness, it is awareness. 

Most creative processes I have engaged in have been a form of fluid prayer as 

an intention of hope, discovery, and communication.  And at the same time, the 

perfect storm of all my experiences, resilience, and biology show up with a structure 

of familiarity.  It is through the use of contemplative practice that I have come to 

understand the potential of transformation.  In honest listening to my body, mind, and 

spirit I learn to sit with my experiences as a guiding conversation in order to better 

understand the experiences themselves, trying not to tell the experiences what they 

are.  I now better comprehend this as same way of understanding creative process 

itself.  Much of the time, I am in unknowing of the complexity of experiences and 

choices that are involved in leading to a creative undertaking.  

In my own process, I become a still point of conversation with the elements, 

environment, thoughts, and experiences through my body.  Even now in writing this, 
                                                
108Chogyam Trungpa.  “True Perception,” 138. 
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I continue to ask questions, not in words, but in movement, sound, and image.  This is 

what text and language is – the articulation of shapes, sounds, and phrases to express 

meaning.  This can also be what dance is.  Through the writing of my creative process 

with ‘s (apostrophe s) I am better understanding my own fluidity, identity, and 

redefining how I understand structure in this.  I understand this in the re-structuring of 

own body through the art of dance.  It was necessary for me to let go of so many 

physically held patterns in my body in order find the efficiency and access to new 

movement, lying dormant in potential.  In order to achieve this, I had to remain 

internally still and be in witness to the point of habitual tensions in order to create a 

line through them.  In turn, I feel I have become in healthier relationships to my old 

patterns of moving.  They did not disappear, I simply understand them more clearly 

and have choice around them.  

My creative process is the act of going through, and not around understanding.  

At times it can be very challenging.  However, it is how I titrate my awareness of 

internal and external.  Again, it is the act of releasing how I want to think about the 

world and being human, and into a space where I am the world being human.  I did 

not realize until writing about the process of ‘s (apostrophe s) that my own pain was 

the pain shared with the world at large so literally.  In deepening the truths of myself, 

I allow the world to manifest as this truth as well.  This is not grandiose thinking of 

self-importance.  This is a hope for each individual sentient being to manifest their 

potential of existence. 

An important factor in my creative process regarding this particular work, is 

the process in relationship to the collaborating artists who were dancing, feeling, and 
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bringing presence to the work.  I understand it can be very challenging to enter a 

studio work-space with much to be accomplished, moved, and learned and then be 

asked to sit and do nothing.  It is even more challenging in the fast pace and demands 

of the academic environment of progress and pressure.  We truly had to create a space 

of trust and vulnerability in this practice with ourselves and with each other.  In 

slowly building the energy of the space together from this place of sitting, we were 

able to be present with the group and ourselves simultaneously.  This was an 

important objective for both my own needs within the process as well as research in 

developing methods for contemplative creative process within group work.  I truly 

hoped that the dance artists in ‘s (apostrophe s) would garner tools in the further 

becoming of themselves from this approach as well.  Insights from the cast on this 

experience can be found in the appendix. 

On the other side of this process and research, I am now understanding 

creative process and thinking as a form of contemplative practice all on its own.  

While I do feel the engagement with meditation and the philosophies of mindfulness 

in particular, compliment and aid the creative process, I also understanding them as 

one and the same pursuit.  In this vein, I do not think that it is necessary to define 

creative process as a contemplative practice.  This thesis research has taught me in a 

new way that creative practice is its own journey of knowing and practicing 

transformation.  Dancing is transformative practice. 

Through the embodiment of our creative intricacies we are allowed to feel our 

experience, express it, and understand it in a method unique to the function of the 

discipline.  In dance, the body is able to move experience through tensions, 
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sensations, and patterns without gripping to definitions of what they are.  Real things 

are felt and found in the body.  They are then relieved, changed, and give way to 

further exploration, knowing, and research in relationship to the environment, each 

other, and time.  Visual art demonstrates a similar function through the 

manipulations, choices, and transformations of colors, textures, shape, space, etc.   

In both contemplative and creative practices, it is a process of attentive 

awareness to the present moment as well as the potential to change it - to accept what 

it is, sit in it, and be open to its transformation moment by moment.  Both of these 

practices allow us to understand the complexity of our experiences without the boxes 

and restrictions of words; they are their own languages for understanding and 

expressing.  I am finding that both of these practices directly allow us to redefine our 

relationship, attachments, uses, and meanings of words.  This is transformation.  The 

creative process allows to us change how we feel inside so that we can define 

ourselves differently outside.  ‘s (apostrophe s) asked who’s responsibility is this?  It 

is ours, individually and together. 

 

Multi-Disciplinary as Inner-Disciplinary 

Through the creative process we learn to trust our embodied knowledge, 

intuition, and choice making.  We are able to let go of the moments so they can 

continually turn into something else, meet, and be in relationship with the other 

pieces in the work of process.  Ultimately we let go of the process all together and 

allow it to become the work.  This creative work is then released and allowed to 

become a sentence in the stream of an ongoing creative novel of life. 
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This relates back to the initial idea of point.  Whether it is on the canvas or in 

the body, the point of departure is energized with inspiration and momentum.  Many 

times the ‘end’ point results in having nothing to do with the initial, and yet 

everything, as this would not have been put into motion without all the points (held or 

let go) that brought the work to fruition.  When beginning, sometimes an artist knows 

the direction.  Other times one only knows the starting point.  In keeping with the 

practice of presence, for example, I have written part of this conclusion as a point, 

before I have finished much of the written text for this thesis.  At the same time, my 

initial point of departure for this particular work began with a single vision, three 

walls and three sitting bodies.  I didn’t know where this would lead me or if it had 

anything to do with my previous choreographic and visual works.  I had to let go 

completely of my past work so this vision could grow into the truth of her wisdom.  It 

turns out, it became a place for all my work to exist in one place, all of me.  And this 

has become one the most powerful lessons of the work:  permission to be all of me.   

Through this creative process I have realized in giving myself this permission, 

it gives others their own permission, choice, and inspirational starting point.  It is still 

difficult for me.  I would often feel self-conscious of the Shawn-world I was creating 

in the process and my collaborating dancers would remind me (many times without 

words) that it is okay.  I was reminded that the only problem was my own self-doubt 

in being fully present as me in the process.  These points of self-question and doubt 

were also important nutrition for the process.  They allowed me to step back and see 

the methodology from outside and make a clear choice of how to re-enter.  This 

within itself taught me how to use question and self-doubt as a tool when worked 
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with mindful-creative awareness.  If it consumes you, it consumes the work.  At the 

same time, if denied, the process can easily become harmful, egotistical, and 

wasteful. 

I have gone through so many points in my life of how I am knowing myself, 

the beings around me, and the world herself.  Who am I wanting to be, who am I 

suppose to be, what am I actually?  In creating art that involved the well-being and 

growth of others as well, it put a new kind of direction on this research for myself.  It 

put accountability and responsibility for my own partaking in this art, in this life 

happening.  This process affirms my believe that it is the work of ourselves, of each 

individual, that must be at the core of our showing up in the world and with each 

other.  If this is not tended to, we, as communities leave out the unique and special 

gifts each individual has to offer…  Am I doing this right?  I have no idea!  And I am 

willing to sit in the unknowingness, doubt, and fear that come with that.  My truth at 

the bottom of this seat is that I wish no harm upon others and am working to create 

less upon myself.  From this inner work and reference point, I seek to better 

communicate my experience and listen to that of others.    

 I am interested in dance as communication in the movement, expression and 

exchange of energy.  I have learned more than I can comprehend at this moment 

through the entry point of dance as a method of study and research.  And, I 

understand dance/movement as a method of exchange from and to myself as a point of 

energy.  As an artist I am interested in multiple forms of creative discipline to express 

my inner being of expression and understanding.  Through the engagement of using a 

multi-disciplinary method in ‘s (apostrophe s), I engaged in all of me.   
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From this process and research, I have come to define this approach as inner-

disciplinary.  I understand this as employing a single inner point (for me breath) that 

is met with inspiration, feeling, desire, or question - and exploring this facet of energy 

through multiple disciplines.  The goal of this approach is to continually be in contact 

with the inner point while the disciplines at hand become unique expressions and 

understandings of the same point.  As I understand it, the expressions become 

creative bi or tri-lingual communications of the same inner sensation or inquiry.  As I 

understand this now, I am the inner single point of acceptance, listening, and 

translation.  And the outer process and expressions of my creative/contemplative 

practices are my relationship with the world at large.  Perhaps this 13-year research 

project of relating trash to my gender fluidity, queerness, lack of understanding, fear, 

egotistical tendencies… was in fact a slow process of autonomy that just needed to be 

danced out and shared.     

 

Conclusion:  Practicing Change 

…we are in rehearsal and I am attempting to work out my Achilles heel 

transition.  “No, no,” I say, “it’s about using the movement language we have 

created and trained to have a conversation!  Don’t dance it, communicate it!” 

 

It has become clear to me through this process that at the core of my 

curiosities are indeed a collaboration of embodied movement and visual stimulus 

often both sensed with sound and rhythm.  I understand movement as my first 

discipline and teacher.  I will never forget the sensation of the first no-handed 
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cartwheel I chucked in my basement living room, my first flight.  Or the first round-

off back handspring on beach sand into the first foot of Black Hawk Lake, Iowa.  It 

was just me, possibility, and the laws of motion.  

 In recalling my first instincts to draw and play with color, I began making 

scribble drawings full of movement and energetic release in the first grade.  I would 

then stare at the scribbles, following the lines and shapes with my mind until a form 

was found. The next step was to use color to bring out this form.  The first one was a 

duck.  It is the only one I visually remember.  I now understand this as a way I was 

expressing the movement of my mind and bringing my thoughts closer to stillness 

and structure by finding form.  

 Fast forward to a post-undergraduate era of discovering movement in the 

professional realm.  I also discovered painting.  It was not an area of focus for me in 

my undergraduate work in studio art by any means, I had only taken one introductory 

course.  I do not know exactly what drew me to painting.  I had been working with 

chalk pastel for quite a few years, however, paint offered so much more sensory 

dimension in its use of color.  I now understand how my love of movement was very 

much involved in developing a relationship with paint.  I could create movement on 

canvas.  Paint is fluid, wet, and easily moved and mixed.  Figures would more often 

than not come out of my paintings over the years.  I could feel movement in my body 

and mind, and translate that into combinations color, line, texture and form.  I could 

find structure.  

 And then I found the drip.  Upon my return to the professional acrobatic world 

and a year after studying art therapy/meditation, I began to see tightness in my 
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paintings that I no longer wanted to see.  I had a strong desire to soften the direct and 

often bound images of abstract color and form that emerged in my paintings.  My 

figures looked locked in place, stuck, and unable to keep the momentum of energy 

going past their form the way I could feel it.  I realized I had to let the paint speak.  I 

had to let the paint teach me how to surrender, loosen, and flow.  So I began dripping 

massive amounts paint and turpentine onto my canvas.’  I had returned to my teacher 

through the paint.  My teacher of movement.  I would watch the paint drip, over itself, 

over globs of color, and splash onto the floor.  I learned to walk away and let the drip 

sustain longer in order to achieve an honest representation of the movement in the 

paint.  I became aware that the tightness in my body was the tightness in the 

paintings.  I became more aware of my inner knowing. 

 I now realize that I paint from a perspective of movement.  In turn, these 

disciplines have become so unanimous in growing together, that much of my 

movement (and certainly my perspective of space as visual canvas) is derived from 

painting.  The further development of this way of thinking and being with my creative 

process has been articulated and further brought to my awareness during my studies 

of an MFA in dance.  As I have mentioned, during this time I have been in deep 

practice of learning and re-patterning the movements of my body.  The method of 

thinking in my body through dance classes has garnered new pathways for my mind, 

which further my understanding and acceptance within my fluid identity.  Finally, in 

continuing a practice of painting throughout these studies, I have a visual record of 

this transformation.   
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 Through the research of creating a trash sculpture from my own physical 

objects to become the paintbrush of my body, I have even further broken through a 

desire to put tight restricted lines on the canvas.  Or better yet, I have given myself 

choices in this.  In creating the very simple structure of putting lines in chalk pastels 

onto walls, I discovered a ground to further develop the relationship between 

movement and visual art for further research.  I was not interested in the outcome of 

these marks, instead the process leading up to how they came to be, the inner tension.  

In doing this I hoped that I could reveal a philosophy behind this thesis engaged in the 

importance of conscious release as a pathway to marks made in awareness.  This 

work believes that we must set free what we think the world is, what should happen 

and shouldn’t happen, in order to be present for what is actually happening.  This in 

no way means the disregard of knowledge, goals, and histories, the opposite in fact, 

so that the expression of our humanity reflects the practice of our lives.  

As I think about creative process as transformative practice and inner-

disciplinary expression, I did not realize it would bring me back to my childhood.  I 

find it interesting that my current series of paintings in process look similar my 

childhood scribbles as well in both method and outcome.  The creative process of ‘s 

(apostrophe s) is the culmination of an ongoing transformation.  The expression of 

this work has broken through my concept of time.  It was not in increments.  It is 

uninterrupted journey.  And the connections I was not thinking about in the process 

are in fact the same instincts from my youth.  These instincts are understanding the 

world around me through movement, sound, and visual thinking and choices.  I now 

also realize that sharing the creative process with other brilliant and compassionate 
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artists was a necessary ingredient for the transformative qualities.  Finally, having it 

shared with unknown and known witnesses turned the vulnerability of this art making 

into an inner strength and power.  My transformation does not feel like a vertical or 

outward growth at all.  Instead it feels like an inward channel closer to my authentic 

being, access to something that has always been there, the inner-disciplinary work.  

I am that “tribe that separated into two… a long, long, long, many longs ago,” 

and have been connecting to every other separation, except my own, in trying to heal 

it.  I didn’t fully realize why I chose that quote from 13 years ago until re-reading this 

written thesis.  We are not separate from the nature around us.  We are nature.  We do 

not have to change who we innately are in order to fit a plane of existence.  We are 

the plane of existence.  I am the plane of existence.  Trying to remember a point that 

is already inside me.  The point that is me. 
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APPENDIX 
 
 

 
Contemplative PRACTICE of ‘s (apostrophe s): 
 

As I have created the multi-disciplinary work of ‘s (apostrophe s), I have also 

created these words by living in the wholeness of it visualized, embodied, and 

contemplated through text.  I arrive at the term inner-disciplinary work through this 

experience as a way to best define the process.  While the inner contemplations 

remained the same, they were met through different disciples and concepts of 

movement, visual art, sound, and practice.   

With each moving piece, both literally and figuratively, of ‘s (apostrophe s) I 

sat in contemplation to feel out my choice making.  Coming to a place of stillness 

with each factor of movement, artist, set, costume and prop allowed for me to engage 

in what I call multi-dimensional mono thinking.  Along with meditation, this way of 

creative process and focus is also inspired by the concepts of point and line to plane.  

While engaged with stillness and focused on a single factor, I was able to envision 

multiple choices while coming back to the seed of this contemplation again and again.  

More than just the visual and moving choices of color, direction, shape, form, etc., I 

was able to contemplate my choices from a place of deep meaning making as well.  

Symbolic and metaphorical language met with physical, audible and visual stimulus 

to create the appropriate actions for the work.  Each micro contemplation was then 

able to zoom out and be in a macro context with the work at large, creating the web of 

intersections.   
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 The most meaningful part of this work, through all my own personal musings 

and contemplations, was the contemplative practice with my collaborating dance 

artists.  Personally, more than just a healthy meditation practice, it allowed me to be 

with all the things I was holding in the work without having to explain much of it 

verbally.  It helped me fully embody what I was practicing to creatively research.  For 

the first few months of rehearsals our mediation practice would last over an hour each 

session. 

What Does That Look Like? 

In this section I will explain our methods of contemplative practice, unpack what each 

practice entailed and demonstrate how they flowed into one another.  The following 

guide below is set up in order of how the meditations were often structured into one 

another.  Other moving meditations were researched and practiced as well, however, 

this is a list of our primary practices.   

 

Guided Sitting meditation:  Each rehearsal would begin with sitting meditation, 

returning to the breath and the idea to take ‘two eyes in.’ Simply put:  the practitioner 

becomes aware of their own felt sensations, emotions and thoughts without judgment 

– when thoughts and stories occur, the meditator simply returns to the breath as their 

point of reference while letting go of thoughts, tensions and judgment.  This practice 

of returning to the breath without judgment remains an active practice throughout the 

remainder of the meditations, and in fact is what makes them meditations.  From 

sitting, we would practice allowing our breath to take us to standing or to laying on 

the ground, depending on the direction of the next phase of meditation.   
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Breath Support:  This meditation is used as a transitional meditation from sitting 

practice.  It is very simply a method of allowing the fullness of an out breath, waiting 

for the inhale to arrive, and then only moving the exhales.  This patience on the inhale 

and sensing the fullness of the exhale is gentle establishing ground for continuing to 

come back to the breath in the more vigorous movements to come. 

Walking Meditation:  Often a simple walking meditation comes next.  This consists 

of very simply feeling the fullness of each step from the heel, through the arch, to the 

ball of the foot, and through the toes.  Repeating this awareness with each step, 

returning to the breath, and allowing a sense of walking with nowhere to be is the 

beautiful simplicity of this meditation. 

Points in Space Meditation:  This meditation is a segue into bringing awareness 

outside of one’s own experience and into the space.  Physical points in space are 

tracked with one’s vision and an easy walk takes the dancer to the point.  They reach 

the point and then let it go to find the next point.  This meditation is also meant to be 

a tangible version of the sitting practice where one notices their thoughts (like points) 

and practices present centered awareness by letting them go and returning to the 

breath.   

 Into Nowhere to be:  . 

Full Stop/Standing Meditation:  This was conceived out of cultivating a necessary 

mindful practice for the work to return to a neutral-present-centered-space when in 

the momentum of a score or dance.  One eye in-one-eye-out perceptive 

improvisational movement would be interrupted by calling out ‘Full Stop.’  During a 

standing meditation of returning to the breath, an embodied initiation, derived from a 
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single point in the body, while utilizing ‘first thought, best thought’ would be 

expressed in a movement.  The movement would then take the artist back into the 

dance of improvisation score of the moment.  This practice was also a forethought 

preparation and embodied memory set for the performers to create the lines on the 

Buddha walls with chalk pastel, to then return to the choreographed dance of the 

work. 

Landscape, Two Eyes Out:  This specific meditation was actually created from my 

own personal work at the beginnings of my studies in dance and present in my first 

solo, Land.  It is a practice of coming in close connection and embodied metaphor 

with the surroundings and landscape immediately present.  It involves the whole 

attention and awareness of movement directly initiated by the visual sensation of the 

room.  These inspirations can then be expressed and explored through the other 

senses as well such as touch, consciousness, and sound.  It often starts with simply 

tracing the shapes and forms of the space with the arms and legs.  This then begins to 

find more depth in the relationships to color, texture, material property, and utilizing 

the whole body in direct kinesthetic contemplation of the space. 

Add Borrow:  Once a flow of movement and balanced energy is establish in 

the space during the Landscape meditation, barrow is added.  The dancers 

begin to barrow movements from each other, take them across the room, and 

then re-enter their own interpretation of the spatial meditation.  This is both to 

begin relating and connecting to each other, as well as recognizing that bodies 

are also a part of the landscape. 
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Point, Line, Plane Meditation:  Contemplated quite a while before incorporating its 

practice into rehearsals, this meditation was created as a place to developmentally and 

honestly arrive in the body and space.  From an inward awareness to an outward 

awareness and contact with points in space, this meditation bridges the reciprocity of 

inward and outward contemplative practice.  A full stop is used to stand in the space, 

find the breath, and then find a point in the body using the practitioners first instinct.  

Action (line) from this point in the body is delayed and once the breath is honestly 

meeting the point, the dancer moves sequentially from this point through the body 

and into the space (plane).  This meditation is deep research in practicing the 

awareness of the lines we create with our bodies, where points initiate from and hence 

through the differing planes of the spaces we are present in.  Mindfulness meditation, 

Kandinsky’s visual theories, and dance through the body come together in this 

meditation as the culmination of the embodied research through contemplative 

practice.  The methods of the body, space, and time are practiced as just what they 

are, in their isness. 

Tag Meditation:  Conceived as a method to practice being present in choice-

making/holding the space in solo walking as a preparation to enter and exit the 

meditative sate of the sitting practice in the work…. 

Walking Duets:  This meditation was conceived as a method of being near another 

body, in relationship, and not changing the dynamic of ones presence:  essentially 

remaining fully present at ease in ones own body while in relationship to another 

body.  Spatially, this is a practice in letting go and allowing what is.  The duets are 
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invited to form and dissipate naturally, without looking for them as a goal, and with 

moments of solo walking equally as granted.  

 And Backwards:  A further complexity of the walking duets, is then 

allowing them to happen while walking backwards.  The body 

naturally tenses and nerves enter the space about not knowing where 

one is headed or the fear of bumping into someone.  In returning to the 

breath, this tension and dis-ease become the practice in navigating solo 

and duet work in trusting each other and oneself.  Once trust is 

established, another layer of choice is added to this meditation in 

choosing the direction of walking forwards or backwards.  Many times 

in our rehearsals this is the point in our meditations where things 

would become very interesting, fulfilling, and the most authentically 

present dance in the thesis work and process.  It would very often turn 

into an improvisational dance with an unspoken score that was slowly 

built through previous meditative dance scores.  As a group we got to 

the point in ourselves and with each other of allowing things to let go, 

finding deep trust, and rich creative thinking and problem solving. 

Meditation of the Space- ‘s (apostrophe s):  Once the structure of body and mind 

were established in contemplative work through months of rehearsals, the practice 

was able to transform.  In simultaneous learning of the choreography and use of the 

space in the work, a specific spatial and embodied life was created individually and 

collectively.  The meditative warm-ups were allowed to take on their own autonomy 

with each artist while consciously being in the same use of the space with the other 
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artists.  When the Meditation of the Space practice was introduced we began with our 

staple sitting practice.  All of the meditative scores were let go of in structure and 

allowed to find new form within our group and individual dynamics.  The sitting 

practice eased into a contemplative exploration of our use of initiating space and body 

into the momentum and life that ‘s (apostrophe s) had evolved to become.  The artists 

were prompted to use all of the meditations learned to develop their own relationship 

to the points of initiation in their body and space, whilst listening to the personal 

needs of warming up their body-mind to the needs of the work.  They were also 

encouraged to borrow momentum, influence, and inspiration from their cast family.  

This phase was intended to allow a line that drew straight into the plane of putting the 

work on the stage.  This meditation was then used to begin our on stage rehearsals in 

the Kogod Theatre, bringing with it the familiar texture of the contemplative practice.  

Finally, this meditation took on a life of its own in the pre-show of each performance 

of the work. 

 

Anecdotes of Contemplative Practice From the Cast of ‘s (apostrophe s): 

Chayce Wong:  I never thought about meditating rockstars. The contemplative 

mindset and sense of presentness that we garnered throughout the entire process have 

greatly improved my approach to movement. The time we took at the beginning of 

rehearsals to become attuned with ourselves helped me clear my mind and be in my 

body.  

Perhaps the most helpful thing I learned was to not fake or force anything. I 

used to overthink things way too much, mainly focusing on copying the image in my 
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head. My approach now is much more grounded, feeling as if my body knows how to 

support and be in harmony with itself better. Whether being in my hips or scapula, 

my intentions are much more genuine now. I suppose rather than trying to mirror 

motion, I am learning how to embody it as my own from my core to my furthest 

extensions. 

Not only has this impacted dance, but movement in general. For instance, 

corks used to be the most mind-bending thing ever. I used to get so nervous that I’d 

just be chucking them and hoping for the best. However, over winter break when I 

returned to my home gym, I kept calm and with my breath. All sense of urgency was 

gone - and it showed. For the first time ever, within the first 20 minutes, I was 

comfortably landing rudy’s and eventually corks. I believe this was possible because I 

realized that the “scary labels” that I put onto these tricks were nothing special; in the 

end, a movement is just a movement. Maybe that’s why monkeys are so good at 

jumping across trees. I don’t think they hesitate or stop to think. 

In terms of performing, contemplative practice helped a lot. Just like how a 

movement is a movement in the studio, it’s the same thing on stage. Being reminded 

that we are performing for ourselves and not an audience removed so much of the 

pressure. Believing that I’d have to try 100x harder because I was being watched is 

nonsense if the movement is already there. Just by recasting and removing labels 

from things, things that feel as constraints or intense are nothing too big depending on 

how you view them. 

I also use these practices in everyday life. When I wake up early in the 

morning, I sit up in my bed count to five and then do a salutation. I was amazed by 
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how less shitty I felt, even after three days straight of four hours of sleep per night. I 

think I felt this way because instead of feeling that I had to get up for a class I chose 

to get up. Furthermore, I find myself sitting to clear my mind whenever feeling 

overwhelmed. It allows me to let go of any harboring thoughts and do a mini restart 

fresh minded. 

In conclusion, a small shift in mindset reaps major benefits. Even if nothing in 

the world has technically changed, one’s perception of it allows them to better 

navigate a confusing and often imposing space. 

 

Sandra Bazubwabo:  Using meditation and contemplative movement really helped 

me to connect how I think outside of dance and inside. I've understood them as 

different avenues for a while but inviting those other aspects into the space on makes 

it more full. At first, the movement was overwhelming but knowing I had the ability 

to tailor it to my body and understanding allowed me to find a cool balance of effort 

and ease. By the end of thesis, I felt that I could really think and be and question 

while moving which kind of blows me away. 

 

Daria Mozolina:  Here are some of my reflections on contemplative practice within 

our process: 

Contemplative practice - meditation - the practice of just being here - 

accepting where you are at this point in time and space and being in the 

moment...  you are here and there is nowhere else to be... 
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Contemplative practice is grounding in oneself first, then in space and then 

within the community, the family, of the people around.  

First is the point: an event or a subject. 

Second is the line: setting the intention or directions towards or away from the 

point. 

Third is the plane: moving with intention through space and time to the next 

point.  

Towards the end of the process, I started to realize things that go "wrong" are 

not actually wrong. They are just events that happen, and it is up to us how we label 

them, and in what direction we decide to go form that point. Such events, happy or 

not so happy accidents, take us outside of the box that we subconsciously created for 

ourselves and opened new opportunities for exploration. 

 

Atlas:  Where do I even start?  How do I even begin?  First thought, best thought. 

The entire experience was a meditation, the way that while meditating, hours 

turn to moments, seconds to days.  But you don’t realize it until you’re out of it.  My 

points of reference:  my ducky, Waduck Hek.  My ski mask that always cyclops’d 

me, my fanny pack with my unattached trash, my track suit I had washed every night, 

and my family, a group cleaning up our shit with triangles, circles and squares in the 

mix.  But that’s the point. To line. To plane. 

P.S. Glitter lips were everything/stars on my life/the cosmos in my kiss.  (mwah!) 
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Joe Gipson:  Even at the end of the piece when our heaving fills the room, we are 

still likely deaf to our own breathing.  

The work, in all its careful coordination and athletic demands, also demands 

our attention. The space itself is constantly trying to take our attention away from 

ourselves and our one-eye-in-one-eye-out practice.  

The practice is giving that attention to the piece while being able to demand it 

back at the snap of your fingers.  

The characters we created encourage story and spontaneity. It’s easy to lose 

focus. It’s hard to go into the studio on Friday’s 5-9pm and sit and breathe and think 

to yourself, “my focus is mine.” It’s even harder to bring that to the stage.  
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