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ABSTRACT

The senior choreographic project Isolated Together focuses on the way in which
creating a safe space to share individuals’ authentic selves allows for the growth and
development of the entire community. Within the live performance of this work, all
individuals are essential to the unified whole; therefore, once visible to the audience, no
dancer leaves the stage. Along with the choreographic intentions, the choreographer
develops a unique understanding of queer dance based on Clare Croft’s ideas to frame a
proposal for how dance practices can be inclusive of all individuals. This paper explores
how the project allowed the choreographer to expand her practice of queer dance by
relying on reflection, collaboration, and intuition to ensure that each dancer is seen,

heard, and valued throughout the process.

Keywords: authenticity, community, choreography, collaboration, inclusivity,

individuality, safe space, queer dance
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CHAPTER I: CONTEXTUAL RESEARCH

To remain authentic to myself and my values, I make every effort to foster an
inclusive way of considering how dance may serve as a means to bring individuals with
different cultural backgrounds and life experiences together. In “To Dance is To
Connect,” dance scholar and philosopher Kimerer LaMothe works to define dancing, “as
an activity that provides humans with the knowledge we need in order to connect with
other humans in mutually life-enabling ways” (LaMothe 110). As society and technology
continue to evolve, humans have unfortunately begun to “connect” with other humans in
life-squandering ways such as through comparison, consumption, and criticism. This
deceptive connection unfortunately has the tendency to leave individuals feeling less like
themselves and less than others (Lee and Whitaker 1). Rather than relying on external
technologies to forge such ideal images of oneself and superficial relationships with
others, my research explores how humans can use their bodies to form enduring
connections with themselves and others. In this way, acts of dancing can be ethical
necessities that encourage humans to move in ways that hold a balance of individual and
social bodily becoming. LaMothe states, “to be human, we are, and must be, always
becoming both” (LaMothe 135).! Specifically, my research will examine how dancing
queerly is beneficial to fostering the dualism of both individuality and community
through analyzing the linkages between space, authenticity, and inclusivity.

The word “queer” is most commonly known as a categorization for individuals

who do not identify as heterosexual or cisgender. In the acronym, “LGBTQIA+,” queer

! Individual and social beings



serves as an umbrella term that encompasses all sexualities and gender identities that defy
heteronormative standards. In a sense, this definition of “queer” alludes to its inclusivity
of all members within the community who would rather not place distinct labels on
themselves (Dilley 457-8). For the purpose of this research, the term “queer” is defined as
a mode of being and doing that works to include individuals who feel rejected or out of
place by society. I find it important to note that I identify as queer by both definitions,
and it is not my intention to erase the identities of individuals who define themselves as
queer because of their sexuality or gender.

Dancing queerly, therefore, refers to dancing in both the sense of movement and
creative process to be inclusive and give a voice to those who are often marginalized by a
larger society. According to dance scholar and historian Clare Croft, there are five key
sentiments within what queer dance should and might embody:

(1) that women and feminism are central to any queer project; (2) that social

dance and concert dance hold equal import; (3) that through anti-racist and anti-

colonial labor, queerness must always work to challenge white privilege; (4) that
queerness has challenged the entrenchment of the gender binary; and (5) that
queer dance happens across an expansive map, both global and regional.

(“Meanings and Makings” 3)

By following these principles, queer dance converges with several fields of study and is
innately opposed to discrimination, misogyny, racism, transphobia, and homophobia.
Queer dance is political and shaped through activism and scholarship in which the
concept of queerness challenges all members of society to move towards a more

accepting future (Queer Horizons 57). Through her investigation of what it means to
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dance queerly, Croft recognizes that the act of dancing is capable of revealing all
possibilities of how bodies can experience life and love together.
Navigating Space

In order to practice dancing queerly, spaces must be developed that allow all
individuals to reveal their most authentic selves. Because queer dance has the power to
make people with a multitude of life experiences visible, it is of utmost importance to
create a safe space so that all participants feel secure. For the purpose of this research, the
term “safe space” refers to a time and place that values equity, inclusivity, and diversity
in which an individual is able to thrive with no shame or fear that they will experience
discrimination, harassment, or harm. Additionally, it is important to note that safe spaces,
which evoke a feeling of safety, may not always be harmless for those who enter. For
example, the gay nightclub Pulse in Orlando, Florida was once deemed a safe space for
members of the LGBTQIA+ community; however, in the summer of 2016, a mass
shooting occurred due to an invasion of this space by an intolerant individual. Because of
this and other breaches of safety, members of the LGBTQIA+ community may struggle
to feel safe in any space regardless of their acceptance by the other people present. All
humans deserve easy access to safe spaces; however, navigating space to find a
welcoming place of inclusivity is often easier said than done for many marginalized
individuals.

A queer dance space should be a safe space of acceptance, discovery, and growth
for all people. A queer dance space, both on and off stage, should not be one of
judgment, exclusion, or disapproval. Unfortunately, Clare Croft did not experience an

offstage queer dance space during her time researching at the New York Public Library’s
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Dance Collection Archives. She was targeted for entering the Dance Collection’s
women’s restroom in 2016 by a male police officer assuming Croft did not belong in the
women’s restroom based on her presentation. As a white self-identified cisgender butch
lesbian, Croft felt threatened and fearful in the women’s restroom after an invasion of this
space by the male officer as well as intimidated by the questioning of her own right to be
in that restroom. Croft states that offstage spaces, such as the restroom, may be used as
sights to “work to ‘navigate’ and ‘undo’ patriarchal codes” (“Locating Lesbian Identities”
45-6). These lesbian feminist spaces, which strive to be free of patriarchal standards, have
been known to offer a place of security and escape for many women through gender
solidarity; however, these spaces are historically not fully accepting of women of color or
trans women. Nevertheless, it is necessary for queer dance spaces to provide a place of
security for all regardless of their sexuality, gender, race, ethnicity, religion, or ability.
Marginalized individuals rarely have the ability to navigate space in society to be seen
and valued because of patriarchal standards, so queer dance spaces must work to abolish
these codes of living so that all feel welcome. Everyone’s identity is valid, and dance
should be a means to express and grow into our true selves rather than a place that rejects
part of ourselves.
Awakening Authenticity

Although dance does have the incredible ability to reveal myriad possibilities of
how bodies can experience life and love together, it is imperative to have a queer dance
space in order to awaken true authenticity within all participants. For the purpose of this
research, the term “authenticity” refers to people being true to themselves without fear of

being who they are; owning one’s identity is key to being authentic. Truthfully, being
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completely authentic is nearly impossible without having an established safe space. For
example, lesbian feminist activist Jill Johnston urged women in the 1970s to share their
lesbian identity in a safe way that makes that aspect of their identity only visible in
certain public spaces and to certain individuals but not fully legible to all members of
society (“Locating Lesbian Identities” 47). In these more covert ways, women were able
to claim their identity and be visible in public spaces. This authentic visibility is powerful
because it sheds light on non-stereotypical aspects of life that marginalized individuals
experience. It is imperative to be authentically oneself to feel fulfilled and accepted, and
dancing queerly is capable of providing a safe space to fuel this authenticity. Performing
in front of audiences makes dancers’ bodies and identities visible in an incredibly
intimate way. In unsafe dance spaces, dancers may shy away from their authentic selves;
however, in safe queer dance spaces, dancers are more empowered to genuinely perform
and uninhibitedly create while making their authentic selves visible for all participants to
connect with and witness.

Unfortunately, not all choreographers and performers have been afforded the
opportunity to perform in ways that reflected their personal lives and histories. As an
African American gay man in the 1950s, Alvin Ailey worked to make masculine African
American dancers visible on the concert stage. Under Lester Horton, American dancer
and choreographer, Ailey formulated a hyper-masculine performance persona that greatly
differed from his authentic self. He established the Alvin Ailey American Dance Center
to promote the arts and preserve African American culture, and his contributions remain
in New York City today (“Alvin Ailey” 1-2). In 1958 he created Blues Suite which was
inspired by his childhood in the segregated South. In this dance, he avoids any
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movements that could possibly portray homosexuality. In the United States during the
1950s, homosexuality was commonly looked down upon and even considered to be a
mental disorder by the American Psychiatric Association (Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual: Mental Disorders 38-9). Nevertheless, Ailey may have chosen to present
dancers in an overtly masculine way due to fear of the perception of homosexuality.
Because of his historical context, Ailey's choreography accentuated masculine
stereotypes of African American men instead of reflecting his own lived experiences
(DeFrantz 347-8). In terms of my research, Blues Suite simultaneously does and does not
fit my definition of dancing queerly. Blues Suite does work to include individuals rejected
from society, as Ailey makes space for the African American male dancer to be seen on
the concert dance stage. However, his dance fails to meet my understanding of queer
dance, as it does not shed a positive light on the true nature of what it means to be an
African American gay dancer in the twentieth century (DeFrantz 347-8). Ailey is not at
fault for his avoidance of homosexual desire on stage, as he was not in a safe time or
space to present such works because of the intersectionality of his marginalized
identities.

By contrast, self-trained hip-hop dancer Mourad Merzouki shares his
intersectional identity through his choreography. In France, he works with many dancers
in genres ranging from contemporary to breakdance and uses their individual strengths to
cultivate a unique movement vocabulary. In 2015 Merzouki choreographed the dance,
Pixel, which uses projections to situate the dance in a way that blurs the lines between
reality and illusory space. This dance and other hip-hop dances in France work to make

the humanness of minority individuals visible because their dancing does not subscribe to
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stereotypes. French urban dance gives minorities a space to be seen by the public eye
through performance and outreach by providing dance experiences to members of the
community. This engagement increases the visibility of dancers with diverse identities
and shows individuals of the same minority groups what is possible through dance. By
having a diverse collective of individuals, French hip-hop dance serves as proof that it is
possible to integrate people with many different identities within one community
(McCarren 364). Rather than refusing to acknowledge difference, French hip-hop dance
acknowledges and celebrates diversity. By making marginalized individuals visible
through dance, queer dance occurs by working to include those who are often kept hidden
by society.

Because many queer artists are often marginalized members of their communities,
they may create work in support of their community or as a means to build community
with others. Croft states, “to be queer is perhaps always to be looking for partners and
allies, making space with others in a world that would ask you to be alone and quiet”
(“Meanings and Makings” 24). Through this statement, Croft positions queer artists in a
manner that suggests they live in search of finding and maintaining community in which
they are able to make their authentic selves visible. She upholds this idea by stating,
“dancing queerly is never done alone” even in solo works (“Meanings and Makings” 26).
Queer dance is always bigger than oneself; therefore, it can never be done fully alone.
Moving Inclusively

While researching how queer dance shapes individual identities and communal
bonds, I have come to realize that the particular movements people dance are truly what

can bring them together in community. Dancing queerly provides a safe space for
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authenticity and vulnerability, which allow dancers to create emotional bonds with one
another. These bonds aid in the development of both the self and the collective.
Additionally, dancing queerly aims to be inclusive of all identities, which further
promotes the ability for individuals to be their authentic selves.

To include both community-based and professional dancers in the conversation of
how dance functions in communities, I have considered ways in which Contact
Improvisation may serve as a means to dance queerly in order to build community.
Contact Improvisation, founded by Steve Paxton, is a dance practice that allows
individuals to explore movements of their own body in relation to others through a form
of physical touch (Paxton 40). Contact Improvisation’s emphasis on exploration and
discovery allows individuals to be their authentic selves by not enforcing an ideal to
strive for or movement to master. When considering Contact Improvisation as a means to
build community, it is important to consider the limitations it presents when expecting a
form of touch from participants. As performance studies scholar Royona Mitra states in
her discussion of British-Bangladeshi Muslim artist, Akram Khan, many cultures have
different understandings and relationships to touch. Dancers from these cultures may feel
that they must relinquish part of their cultural values to participate in Contact
Improvisation. In his interview with Mitra, Khan acknowledges the challenge of
participating in Contact Improvisation as he states that he just “melted into the group”
and “found his way to hide” (Mitra 391). One may argue that Contact Improvisation is
not queer dance if it does not pay careful attention to cultural differences surrounding
touch; however, I consider Contact Improvisation to be queer dance when expanding the

concept of “contact.” Contact Improvisation can be queer dance because of its focus on
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establishing relationships between dancers. Considering “contact” as a mode of relating
to another human more broadly than sharing weight or touching another body allows
Contact Improvisation to be more culturally inclusive in a way that allows individuals to
remain true to their authentic selves and values.

After considering the politics surrounding touch, a more nuanced definition of
Contact Improvisation that relies on human connections, not solely through physical
contact, is necessary for Contact Improvisation to be more inclusive of individuals who
do not feel comfortable touching regardless of their reason. Innately, Contact
Improvisation is a form of dance that can never be done fully alone because it always
relies on a connection with at least one other human. From her experience as a dancer and
scholar, Ann Cooper Albright suggests that this dance practice exists as a duet form as
she describes a common exercise that begins many Contact Improvisation classes: “Two
people stand facing one another, eyes closed” (Albright 39). While remaining present
and open, contact improvisers listen and respond to their partner’s movements with
careful attention. This reactionary practice yields inventive movement made possible
only by the combined efforts of the dancers involved. Through its ever-changing nature,
Contact Improvisation allows dancers to be their authentic selves in each and every
movement. Nothing is expected. Nothing is planned. There are no gender roles. All
abilities are welcome. Everything is exploratory and requires both trust and willingness to
learn about oneself and others.

Dancing queerly, especially through Contact Improvisation, requires great
vulnerability with oneself, other dancers, and audience members. By embracing this

vulnerability, dancers are able to experience the connectivity and community that dance
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brings. While equating dance to “social cement,” LaMothe comments that this binding
agent “is thought to function as a result of physiological changes induced by the
experience of communal bodily movement, resulting in an ‘expanded emotional
solidarity’” (LaMothe 115). Nevertheless, dancing enables community bonds to build
because movement encourages empathy and emotional awareness. According to
LaMothe, there is a profound reciprocity between individuality and community that
occurs through dancing:

Individuals are individuals first before entering into social relations. Once they

dance, individuals become bound to one another by their own personal

experiences of pleasure. They feel loyalty to the group, even love for the group,
for granting them this experience of themselves. In pursuit of their own pleasure
and power, they thus align their actions with those of the rest so as to help the

group endure. (LaMothe 115)

When individuals come to love the act of dancing, they do not want to spoil it for
themselves or others; therefore, they can become more attuned to the needs and feelings
of the people with whom they move. Community bonds built through Contact
Improvisation remain incredibly strong, as this way of moving requires more exploration
and self-discovery which leads to individual development.

All bodies experience life in vastly different ways, and dance is capable of
heightening these individual identities and experiences while fueling the growth of the
community as a whole. The act of dancing provides an outlet for community participants
to explore their creativity, and this creative action yields silent benefits to each

participant—whether that be a greater sense of purpose, self-worth, self-respect, or
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agency. For example, The Water Project is a community art project coordinated by Laura
Woods that works to provide a dance experience for unhoused persons in the United
Kingdom. They were never labeled as “homeless” during the project and were treated
with dignity. Participants in the project were encouraged to create movement, and a
participant named Shauna is described as thoroughly enjoying the process of creating
(Houston 245). Shauna’s experience in The Water Project allowed her to “explore parts
of herself” and develop a greater sense of self-respect. In reflecting on her creative
participation, Shauna mentions that she would, “come home buzzing on a high doing
something creative with herself, not buzzing on a drug” (Houston 245). Dancing can
bring dignity to excluded members of society by providing them with a voice and control
over their movements. Nevertheless, it is important for choreographers to enter
communities of excluded individuals with the intention of providing a creative outlet, not
of creating social inclusion. By setting the intention to provide individuals with a creative
outlet, choreographers are best able to actively engage community members in a way that
honors their individual expression rather than promote the choreographer’s agenda. In
doing so, they may spur a chain reaction that initiates social inclusion; however, this
result should never be the initial intention of action.

By allowing individuals to “present themselves in the way they choose, not as
others choose to see them,” choreographers may provide participants with permission to
take away the masks they place on themselves when around others (Houston 241). This
concept is at the heart of queer dance because all individuals are given a voice and
included in the conversation. By creating queer dance experiences, choreographers are

able to create a safe space for dancers to divulge their authentic selves to a group.
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Through this careful approach, choreographers can provide rich artistic experiences that
allow participants to gain valuable personal and social benefits that encourage them to
meet themselves where they are, not where others believe they should be.

A dance collective cannot have a cast of dancers with identical identities and
experiences; therefore, choreographers should work to maintain and support each
dancer’s individual identity. Visible and non-visible differences between individuals can
be accentuated or concealed through dance. Unison movement often accentuates
similarities among dancers and creates a visible representation of a mass community in
which individual bodies merely add to a number. Unfortunately, unison movement often
requires complete relinquishment of self to the choreographer’s movement experiences
and preferences. In this sense, unison dancing may not allow all bodies to participate.
However, unison movement can also highlight important individual identities. While
commenting on Arnie Zane’s and Bill T. Jones’ Rotary Action, dance scholar Susan
Leigh Foster notes, “their unison celebrates the discrepancies in their height, mass, and
style of motion” (Foster 431). Zane and Jones were a bi-racial gay couple who
choreographed dances that valued physicality, commented on identity, and explored the
visibility of the dancing body. By approaching unison dancing together, Zane and Jones
are able to remain true to their authentic selves and movement tendencies. Unison does
not have to mask the identities of the dancers performing; rather, it can be used to show
how the differences of each individual come together to create a diverse collection of
beings who bond themselves in community through dance.

Inclusive unison dance is not an easy or quick task; however, it allows for all

dancers to have an equitable experience that “does not lead to a lowering of standards”
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(Shibata 446). Choreographer Lucy Bennet explores these ideas through her
specialization in creating inclusive dance for both physically and mentally disabled
dancers. After dancing with Stopgap Dance Company, an inclusive company in the
United Kingdom, Bennett became their Artistic Director and was able to use her passion
for working with dancers who have a range of abilities to formulate her approach to
choreographing inclusive unison material. When choreographing, Bennett uses a series of
compositional strategies to find a middle ground among all dancers that reflect several
aesthetic threads of an initial base phrase. Each collective of dancers she works with
collaborates to establish a unique movement vocabulary that “harnesses the creative
advantages that diversity offers. It proves that ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its

299

parts’” (Shibata 452). Bennett’s choreography and choreographic approach perfectly
exemplify queer dance, as she challenges her society to move towards a more accepting
future by making disabled bodies visible on the concert dance stage. Additionally,
Bennett actively seeks ways to include marginalized individuals of society and does so in
a way that fuels growth both within each individual and the community as a whole.

Individual growth can inspire community growth because stronger individuals
make for a stronger collective. Dancing queerly removes the boundaries set in place by
society and gives freedom to choreographers, dancers, and audience members to position
their personal narratives and identities into any movement situation. Doing so may allow
them to be more seen, valued, heard, and understood by individuals who are different
from them. Simply moving together in an uncontrolled manner, such as in Contact

Improvisation, strengthens group bonds and ensures a collective trust and emotional

understanding of all dancers involved. Queer dancers and choreographers must work to
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ensure that differences remain highlighted, never diminished. The unique life experiences
of each individual are important, and they should remain present and visible in queer

dance.
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CHAPTER II: CREATIVE PROCESS

Research in the School of Performing and Visual Arts can take many forms and
utilize a variety of perspectives. Students may approach their research from aesthetic,
anthropological, historical, philosophical, cultural, pedagogical, and creative
perspectives, as well as a combination of these methodologies. Qualitative data collected
in students' research may include information obtained from written texts, movement
observation, film analysis, participant observation, and from their own creative
processes. When the written component of a thesis emerges primarily from the artist's
creative project, we expect that the writing both reflects and expands upon the work
carried out by the choreographic or performance portion of the thesis project. Following
the work of the Practice as Research in Performance initiative, which originated in 2001
at the University of Bristol, we regard artistic processes to be significant in and of
themselves as well as vital approaches to learning and theorizing.’ As Dr. Vida
Midgelow, long-term chair of the Conference of Dance in Higher Education in the UK,
proposes, "practice as a mode of research acknowledges that there are fundamental
epistemological issues that can only be addressed in and through practice” (Bacon and
Midgelow 6).

Below is documentation of the dance “Isolated Together.” The Dance Program
regards the choreographic and performance process as half of the thesis project. This
written document reflects on the dance itself and fulfills the other half of the thesis

requirement. Note: Viewing this recorded documentation is not the same as witnessing

2 Salyers, Candice, et al. School of Performing and Visual Arts Honors Research Statement, 2019.
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the live performance; however, it is essential that the reader of this thesis witnesses the
recording as it is referred to throughout the entirety of this paper.

Recorded Documentation of “Isolated Together”: https.//voutu.be/Og0Ozjqg CbQU

Each puzzle piece is unique and essential to the creation of a whole image.
Without one piece, a puzzle cannot be complete. Similarly, each person in society is
unique and has something to offer the whole. As a genderqueer lesbian, I consider myself
different from many people; however, being different is nothing to be ashamed of.
Luckily, my differences allow me to offer unique contributions and ways of considering
many different topics and situations, such as dancing queerly, that may not be widely
considered. As a society, it is important to celebrate what makes us different and use
those differences to come together for the benefit of all. Similarly, as I was preparing to
create my senior choreographic project, I imagined a dance that would showcase the
power of different individuals coming together in community. I wanted my dancers and
audience to feel connected to the work no matter their personal and cultural differences;
however, I still wanted an important aspect of my life to be present through this piece. As
a queer individual, I have felt isolated and out of place in various spaces, and I wanted
my dance to reflect this experience. After talking with my cast, I began to realize that this
feeling of isolation due to difference is a common human experience since no two people
are the same. My choreographic work, titled Isolated Together, surpassed my hopes for
creating queer dance because it not only considered an experience that my dancers and I

had in common, but it also allowed me to feel more accepted despite my differences.
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Isolated, > Caulondra enters stage left. Feeling alone and unseen, she struggles to
keep her head held high. Natalie, Francie, and Jayme finally notice Caulondra
and point towards her from the wings. Knowing she is finally being seen,
Caulondra breaks out of her languid, stuck gestures into full-bodied, airy
movement. She is a different person and mover with the support of others.
Together, they paint the stage with their individuality shining through. Four
distinct people with different lived experiences come together for a beautifully
diverse collection of qualities and movement. Although isolated in space, the
dancers move as though they are connected by some commonality. The dancers
are “Isolated Together.”

Isolated Together became different than I originally imagined my choreographic
work would be; however, I am incredibly grateful for the happy accidents that occurred
along the way to shape it into its performance state. Many of my initial ideas did remain
constant throughout my process as I had a clear message I wanted to communicate
through careful consideration of movement invention,* staging,® focus,® qualitative

differences,’” and costuming. When conceptualizing the beginning of my piece, I intended

to have gestural movement,? inward focus, and separation in space. As my creative

® This chapter intersperses discussion of my creative process with movement description from the
performance itself.

4 Act of creating unique movements and phrases to later be used and arranged in the context of a larger
work

5 Position of dancers on stage relative to one another and the audience

® Where a dancer is looking for specific movements

7 Movement qualities that change the effect and appearance of a movement without changing the actual
movement

8 Smaller movement that does not expand beyond the dancer’s kinesphere; often a single body part
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process progressed, I saw my dancers establish relationships with one another through an
increase in focus on each other and closer relation in space. These seedling ideas from the
beginning of my process bloomed into the finished product for performance.

Positioned in a square not noticing one another, the dancers travel along the

edges of the shape. Grounded, continuous, reactive movements line the square. As

one dancer circles her arm, the next releases into the phrase by exhaling to
initiate the collapse of her torso, foot, and arms. This pattern continues until

Caulondra finishes rocking on the ground to meet up with the others. They

finally move in unison. They see each other for the first time.

No two people are the same, and they should not be forced to fit into a mold
prescribed by someone else — even a choreographer. I wanted each of my dancers to
decide on a movement quality to embody during the dance in order to show their
individuality and reflect their preferred way of moving. In allowing my dancers to choose
how they moved throughout Isolated Together, I hoped they would find ease and comfort

in the movements I provided them. The movement qualities that each of my dancers

29 ¢¢ 99 ¢¢

chose included “hard hitting,” “successive,” “airy,” and “indulging” (See Appendix A). I
hoped for these qualities to remain visible throughout the entirety of the piece to show
that each dancer is unique even when performing the same movement. These qualities
were ever-present in the initial solos of the dancers; however, they faded away
throughout the piece. Rather than having my dancers plan how they would perform these
qualities, I simply instructed them to rely on the feeling of their bodies while moving

through the set choreography. Having more time to coach these qualities may have

resulted in greater clarity; however, their natural blending of qualities showed me just
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how much we, as individuals, shape and are shaped by our community. Even though each
of my dancers were firm in their qualities, it was nearly impossible for them to move
without being affected by everyone else on stage. This phenomenon resulted in a
beautiful harmony of group qualities influenced by each individual dancer.

In order to create Isolated Together, 1 relied on reflection, collaboration, and
chance. While creating initial phrase work, I began by journaling and choosing several
words on which to base my movement phrase. This practice of translating words into
movement became a common method used in my rehearsal process, as I found that it best
allowed my dancers to infuse their voices into their movements. Based on the original
phrasing that my dancers or I created, I worked to combine their movements and
transform them to better mesh together. During our third rehearsal, I provided my dancers
with the prompt: “Reflect on a time in your life that made you feel isolated/alone. What
made you feel that way? Describe the emotions you felt” (See Appendix A). My dancers
and I spent time writing in response to this prompt, chose five words from our writing,
and created a phrase of gestural movement from their chosen words. In the days between
our rehearsals, I watched the recorded documentation of their created movements, chose
one movement from each dancer, and found ways to string these movements into one
single phrase. Each dancer created their own thought through movement; however, I
wanted one thought, not six. By breaking down each dancer’s phrase into singular
movements, [ was able to find places to smoothly transition into and out of our six
different phrases.

One of my favorite and most successful moments in rehearsal occurred because

my dancers and I collaborated in creating a “social phrase” to embody common social
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dance forms we grew up dancing. This phrase occurred towards the end of my dance as
my dancer’s began to sense their community and connection to one another. Rather than
remaining isolated, they began to move in support of one another. To create this social
phrase, we each stated our favorite social dance, came up with one movement for each,
and strung the movements together into one phrase. This phrase consisted of Caulondra’s
favorite Jamaica Funk, Francie’s favorite Footloose, Natalie’s favorite Bunny Hop,
Jayme’s favorite Dice Roll, Rodarius’s favorite Milly Rock, and my favorite WAP. This
rehearsal was the most fun and allowed everyone to equally contribute to the creation of a
unique social dance by sharing something from our lives and families. Through that
experience, | learned the value of establishing trust, connections, and friendships with my
cast. When these aspects of relationship are built, feedback is more freely given and
understanding is always present. Rather than placing movement on bodies, I used
collaboration that was made possible because of the openness and support of my dancers.
This method of creation allowed me to trust the process more and relinquish some
control. Working with my dancers allowed me to create material I never would have
conceived alone, and it was reassuring to know that I could always turn to group practice
to get out of a creative block. Because of what I learned through this process, I always
want to have an open, collaborative, trusting environment that ensures that all dancers
feel comfortable expressing their feelings about the work or movement phrase. In this
way, [ will create an environment that makes queer dance possible.

Additionally, I heavily relied on chance to structure my piece, as I did not want to
micromanage all of the details. The chance method, developed by Merce Cunningham in

1953, allows choreographers to surprise themselves and allow for the dance to develop
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without forcing it to happen (Brown 106). Through chance, my dance came to life as it
was intended to. One of the clearest uses of chance in my choreographic process included
using UNO cards to scramble, or rearrange, movement. My dancers each created one
movement based on the word “strange” then I numbered each movement based on the
order in which my dancers were standing in the room (See Appendix A). Next, I gave
each of my dancers UNO cards numbered one through seven and instructed them to
shuffle the cards and lay the numbers out in front of them. The order of the cards on the
floor became the new order for each of my dancer’s “strange solos” in the beginning of
my piece (See Appendix B). After the numbered cards decided the new order of
movement, | randomly gave my dancers three additional cards, which were a
combination of reverse and wild cards, that would signal them to repeat a movement or
remain in stillness. By using this method, I hoped every dancer would have a different
placement of the number “four” because it included a slap and look that opposed the
qualities of the other numbered movements; however, all of my dancers laid out their
cards with the number four placed last. This occurrence was the first happy accident of
many in my process, as I listened to the cards instead of changing them to fit my vision.
Because of using this method of chance and taking my preconceived ideas out of the
process, I developed a new love for creating based on something outside of myself. I
usually base my choreographic structure and individual movements on the musical score
that will accompany the dance. However, I took a very different approach in this
choreographic process which led to aesthetic discoveries that I would not have made on
my own. Without these tools, the aforementioned canon in the square would not have

occurred (see movement description on p 16). Smooth transitions into and out of different
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sections would not have occurred. By thoughtfully designing and implementing
structures that allow me to break free of my preconceived ideas about movement and
choreography, my dance manifested as it was intended. These happy accidents made my
dance what it was, and in the future I will continue to put structures into place that allow
for happy accidents to occur because of this process.

The most difficult and stressful section of my dance was the very end, as I was
trying to force the appearance of connections and stage images within Contact
Improvisation so that it would have some similarity for each performance. Within my
creative process, | instructed my dancers to improvise through negative space, and I
recorded this improvisational play. After watching this recording on my phone, I
identified six images that I believed were interesting. Then I had my dancers move
through each of these images on specific counts while improvising in between. After
practicing this section for multiple rehearsals, I could not make the sequence look like
what I wanted because the movement was too truncated for my aesthetic preferences.
Therefore, I had to make the hardest decision of changing this section during our final
rehearsal. When I guided my dancers to remove the idea of the goal images and timing,
they moved continuously together, and I finally became happy with the ending of my
dance. The end was different every night, and that was both scary and exciting for me as
a choreographer. Unfortunately, I do not have video recording of each performance night
to fully describe the nuances of each improvisation. However, moments of connection
and separation continuously shifted as dancers came in and out of reach of one another.

After being isolated, the dancers finally join forces and improvise to create

movement that would not be possible without the unique gifts and ideas that each
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one of them brings. Intertwined. Continuous. Responsive. The dancers continue to

move in support of one another to the very end of the piece. No one leaves the

stage. All are essential to the whole.

Next, I have learned the importance, and sometimes lack thereof, of having a
vision for what comes next. From my perspective as a choreographer, it is not acceptable
to force something to happen because of a vision you want to see come to life. The
framing section (in which Natalie and Francie share the first moment of physical contact
in my piece while Caulondra and Jayme frame the stage with a repetitive pli¢ and torso
undulation) taught me this important lesson because although I knew what I wanted, after
watching the performance, I realized that what I wanted was not what the dance needed
(See Appendix B). I was so focused on the position of dancers in space being satisfying
that I failed to recognize that it was not necessary. After trying to force that section to fit
my idea for multiple rehearsals I should have let it go or approached it from a different
angle. Creating this section and the ending were two of the most vivid moments in
rehearsal when my piece did not seem as if it would come together. I was stuck and
wanted to force the dance to happen. Thankfully, I have learned not to force anything and
to allow my next choreographic project to simply happen.

After watching Isolated Together, I now notice that the piece is confrontational in
nature. Not only do the dancers seem to confront themselves and experience change
throughout the piece, but they also confront the audience. Natalie's direct pointing
towards the audience and the collective’s eye contact with audience members are two of
the most aggressive moments in the piece (See Appendix B). When first deciding to use

finger pointing as a motif, I drew inspiration from the finger pointing children often do to
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ostracize others who may be different from them. Although meant to signify intentional
exclusion, the finger pointing in Isolated Together became much more significant. While
viewing my work, I noticed that the point towards the audience grabs my attention and
ensures that I am a part of the dance’s world. These movements encourage audience
members to reflect and take a look inside of themselves. I hope Isolated Together caused
audience members to evaluate how they value individuals who are different from them,
how they benefit their own community, and what unique gifts they offer.

Through this choreographic process, I have learned invaluable lessons that I will
cherish in future choreographic works. First, I have learned that collaboration is essential
in my process because I always want my dancers to have a voice in their movements.
Rather than being compliant and accepting everything that is given to them, I hope my
dancers stand up for what they desire and for what they believe to be just and true. By
taking control over their bodily movements, they may grow in confidence and find a new
inner strength that opens the door for them to approach the seemingly impossible. These
qualities are also innate desires I have for myself, and I recognize that taking control over
how I move my own body is the first physical manifestation of such empowerment.
Additionally, I have learned to trust the process and relinquish some control to chance.
Oftentimes, the dance will tell me what needs to happen if I just let it. When something
does not feel satisfying or successful, I have permission to change it.

Through the creative process of Isolated Together, 1 have learned that dancing
queerly and creating queer dance performance work is not an easy undertaking. As
discussed in my Contextual Research chapter (see page 2), queer dance considers

multiple lived experiences while recognizing that each person offers something unique to
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the world. In order to even begin conceiving of all of the life experiences different from
one’s own life, an individual must be dedicated to learning and remain responsive when
applying their new-found knowledge. Without actively seeking out new information and
having conversations with a diverse range of individuals, it is nearly impossible to grow
in your acceptance and understanding of those around you. Creating a safe space is a
necessary component of queer dance because it is the foundation from which all growth
comes. Taking time to cultivate the space I desire for myself and for my dancers is one
aspect of my creative process I will continue to refine. I always come to rehearsal with a
plan, and most of the time I spend planning involves the creation of the choreographic
components of the performance piece. In the future, I want to be even more focused on
the process over the product; however, I do believe that the creative process of Isolated
Together was my first step in the right direction. After re-evaluating and shifting my
priorities, I will dedicate more time to developing actionable ways to foster a space and
community of support that encourages my dancers to be authentically themselves. The
individual growth and subsequent collective growth of my dancers is more important than
the finished performance piece. A live performance exists in finite space and time;
however, the process that yielded such creation has the power to foster immeasurable
growth.

As I close the process of Isolated Together, 1 look forward to the creation of my
next piece, although I am uncertain when or where it will occur. I am excited to
choreograph on a new collective, gain insight from their experiences, and use the

knowledge I have gathered this year to enhance my future work. Isolated Together has
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taught me that [ always deserve a safe space to be my authentic self and that my work as

a queer dance artist is not complete.
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CHAPTER III: PERFORMANCE ELEMENTS

Figure 1. Individual "strange" solos; Photo by Kelly Dunn

Live dance performance is important in the world because it provides an
opportunity for people, process, and production elements to come together. It allows
audience members to truly connect with the dancers and environment of the piece.
Certain aspects of live performance do not translate the same when watching the recorded
version of the same dance. The feeling one might experience after watching a live
performance is more intense and visceral than that of a video recording because the
breath, emotion, energy, and essence uniquely manifest for each single viewing of live
performance. By being in the same space as the performers, audience members contribute
to the energy in the room and are able to open the space for dancers to be their authentic
selves. Audience members who give their full attention to the performers and actively
encourage their performance through conscious engagement and response become an
additional source of inspiration for the dancers. Knowing that the people in the space are

there to support and encourage, dancers are able to intimately reveal more of themselves
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on the stage. Conversely, recorded performances do not provide dancers or audiences
with this same energy, thus taking away some of the true performative nature of the
dance.

Isolated Together needed to be a live performance because the intention of the
work was to find ways in which dance can help bring individuals with different
backgrounds and life experiences together to form a welcoming community.
Additionally, each run of the dance is locked in time and space as a unique gift to the
audience, dancers, and me as the choreographer. Each live performance only exists until
the dancers leave the stage together; however, the experience of each performance can
remain with all participants in their imaginations beyond this time and space. Artwork
can offer each participant a unique piece of information that is directly related to their
lives. Although all audience members saw the same movement, each individual
experienced a nuanced meaning.

The improvisation at the end of the performance causes the dance to change each
time it is performed, and this variation provides life and newness. If recorded, Isolated
Together would live as one stagnant, never-changing performance, which is the opposite
of its nature. Like all individuals and communities, Isolated Together is dynamic and
ever-changing. By occurring as a live performance, the piece had the opportunity to
evolve, grow, and become more comfortable in its own skin. Re-introduction into the
same space each performance night allowed the dance and dancers to feel safer and ready
to be visible to new audiences.

Although I did not avidly search for the “right” song to accompany the dancing, I
found the perfect piece of music while listening to a study playlist. As discussed in my
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Creative Process Chapter (see page 20), another happy accident occurred in my process
because the music that strongly inspired my piece just happened to be playing on one of
my study playlists. Once hearing “I Will Find You” by Audiomachine for the first time, I
was brought to tears by the emotions it caused me to feel (See Appendix A). Because this
piece of music had such a visceral emotional impact on me, I was confident it would
evoke similar emotions in the audience while they witnessed my piece. While designing
the production of Isolated Together, 1 consciously considered the audience because |
wanted to condition them to receive the meaning I intended while also making space for
their own unique connections to the work. As mentioned in the Contextual Research
Chapter, queer dance must be political and shaped by activism. Isolated Together
comments on the ways in which individuals exclude others and themselves from people
who experience life differently, and I wanted my audience to recognize that change in
this behavior pattern is necessary. By using an emotionally engaging piece of music, I
provided audience members with auditory stimuli to further connect them to the
movement and emotional state of the dancers.

The costumes my dancers wore included different colored cutoff shirts with mesh
black joggers. The similarity of the costumes helped to show that all of my dancers
belonged to the same community; however, the variation in color allowed for distinction
and individuality to be present. The diaphanous nature of the pant legs further accentuates
the nature of live performance being incredibly intimate and vulnerable. Isolated
Together made my dancers visible, and no piece of fabric could serve as a mask to shield
them from the audience. Just as queer dance strives to increase the visibility of

marginalized individuals, live performance provides the outlet for this visibility to occur.
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In the production process of Isolated Together, I carefully considered choices in
all production elements so that each component would reflect the larger context and
purpose of the dance.” Additionally, notable connections arose between the staging and
lighting choices. The dancers begin separate from one another and grow closer together
in space. Similarly, the lighting transitions from cool to warm tones to show the growing
comfort dancers experience with one another and the audience. The cold, lonely
atmosphere of the cool lighting parallels the feelings of my dancers as they recognize that
they are different from one another. The neutral shade similar to direct sunlight which
occurs near the middle of my piece represents the moment of hard reality that often
strikes as one takes an inner look to discover ways to more deeply connect with others. In
this moment, a person is ready to proactively change their circumstances by working on
themselves without seeking the external validation from others. In a sense, they finally
see the sunlight shining at the end of the “tunnel” and are ready to take the path to get to
the warmth it will provide. This section of the dance signifies a breaking of boundaries
put up in attempt to protect oneself. It is the moment of realization that vulnerability is
exactly what is needed to help oneself by helping others.

Following this moment, the dancers grow closer together in space, and the
lighting shifts to more inviting warm tones. As the dancers grow to accept the differences
of others, the warm lighting provides an atmosphere of comfort and acceptance. The
warmest shade of lighting and closest proximity in space, to both the audience and one
another, occurs at the very end of the piece as the dancers move together through Contact

Improvisation. The physical connection of the dancers reflects the growing connectivity

® Queer dance that encourages the authenticity of individuals to fuel community growth
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they share after cultivating themselves to grow their community. Their individual gifts
finally join forces to create movement that would never exist without this sharing of self.
This final culmination of gifts each dancer offers one another allows them to grow into
their most authentic selves as they realize that as a community, we are all Isolated
Together.
Empty, dark, cold, and feeling blue, the stage space is the tundra of isolation. The
pulled-back curtains accentuate the expansiveness of the dancer’s lives;
however, there is something missing. No longer empty, the stage holds four
individual dancers striving to find the balance between their individuality and
collective selves. The sun appears to brighten the stage and the lives of the
dancers. Still alone, but on the same journey, each dancer works to grow
themselves as the sun grows a flower. The warmth and newfound comfort of
connection flood the space as the dancers claim their authentic selves and fuel

one another with their unique gifts. The stage is this collective’s home.

Figure 2. Dancers connected, pointing outwards, Photo by Kelly Dunn
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CHAPTER IV: POST-PRODUCTION

As a choreographer, I approach dance as if it is capable of speaking to all human
beings by unlocking quintessential truths about life. Rather than merely thinking of dance
as a means of expression and creativity, I have learned that dance truly is research that
helps one to understand the world. Recently, I have been reading books and listening to
podcasts outside of the field of dance, and everything I have encountered in these other
fields, I first figured out through the creation of and research behind Isolated Together.
Through dance, I have discovered how my life fits into the world and how I want to live
my life with an everlasting desire to learn more. There will always be something I don’t
know, but dance has the power to provide me with all the answers and foundational
knowledge I need.

Through my past year of research, I have discovered invaluable ways to approach
my creative process and artistic endeavors in a more inclusive and holistic manner. I have
also challenged my own prior practices and ways of thinking that make me a more well-
rounded scholar, artist, and human. Growing up, I experienced dance in a competitive
studio and dance team environment, in which the goal was for the team to move in the
exact same time and way as each other. By being in complete unison, having every angle
of our wrists and heads exactly the same, I learned to believe that unison and precision
are what made a dance “good and worthy.” I learned that every single body in the dance
must be exactly the same, and this ideal is not only harmful to dancers whose bodies are
being pushed in ways that exceed their anatomical abilities, but it also compromises
individual identity. Through approaching the creative process by emphasizing the unison

of the finished product, the movement and individuality of each dancer is stripped away
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as they become merely a number in a visual spectacle. That previous description is what I
thought I wanted to contribute my vision, artistry, and energy to. Luckily, the research I
have done has opened my eyes to the harmful practices within the competitive and dance
team environments. Rather than complying with what I know to be true in these areas of
dance, I am ready to transform the tradition and approach these settings in an inclusive
manner that allows for all dancers to be open and responsive to the process. Correction: I
want to be ready to transform the tradition in these environments; however, I know that I
must first become firm in my actions and confident in my abilities. In order to do this, I
will continue to learn, journal, read, listen to understand, have hard conversations, and
most importantly, put myself first. Without working on myself prior to entering these
exclusionary settings, I am afraid that I would resort back to what was engrained in me
for over ten years: perfection over progress, competition over compassion, mass over
individual. By gaining consciousness and clarity in knowing myself, my intentions, and
my actions, I am capable of making waves as an individual in the traditional way of
approaching any situation.

As my collegiate experience comes to a close, I am grateful for the ways in which
it has impacted me both in the present and future. As a choreographer and teacher, I will
hold this research at the forefront of each and every creative process or class setting. By
choreographing Isolated Together while conducting my contextual research, I was able to
put into practice some of the ways I hope to hold rehearsals in the future. First, it will
always be my goal to harbor a safe and brave space for my dancers, students, audience
members, and myself. I always want participants to feel safe enough to be vulnerable

with one another, reactionary to the art, and authentically themselves. In such a space,
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judgement and hierarchy does not rule; everyone’s voice is heard, and creativity is the
priority. In order to create such a space, it is essential to act transparently and with
integrity. By remaining open, honest, and reflective with everyone involved, including
myself, [ will be better able to serve those around me. Lately, I have noticed myself
criticizing others for professing one thing while practicing another, and that realization is
a cue for me to turn inward and analyze my actions to see if [ am truly doing as I say.
Throughout my life I will strive to act with integrity while respecting myself and others
in all circumstances.

In the creative process of Isolated Together, I learned that discussion, play, and
collaboration fuel my artistry; therefore, I will continue to allow these approaches to be
present in my future processes. My artistry is closely tied with who I am as a person.
Therefore, making discoveries through exploration while talking with and learning from
others will lead me to become a more fulfilled and fuller version of myself. Through
these processes, I will then be ready to help others grow through my artistry. Because of
my research, I have learned that life truly is a reciprocal process in which all people and
parts are essential to the unified whole. Without the support of my community, I would
not be in the place to help support others. Because of this communal giving and
receiving, I would also like to implement more community bonding time for dancers with
whom I work. Being able to experience life together, not only in the studio, fosters a
greater sense of trust amongst the collective. In the future, I hope to one day open a non-
profit dance company that is comprised of individuals who share similar values,

including that all human beings are deserving of being, seen, heard, valued, and loved. As
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a choreographer and/or artistic director, I believe that it is important to start with a small
collective and use our strengths and passions to help grow our larger community.

This research has empowered me to use my strengths and creativity to work
towards social change through queer dance. I want to make an impact, and I want my
voice to be heard. Just as [ hope my dancers take and make space for themselves and one
another, I will be pushed outside of my comfort zone to take my space in the world while
making space for others’ voices to be heard. To be transparent, I do not know the exact
details of how this work will take shape in my life, but I know that I will not be fulfilled
without trying. I am scared to try to make change, but I am even more scared to stay
silent and compliant. I might start this feat isolated, but I know others will come together

and join in the effort. In a sense, our world is always and forever Isolated Together.
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APPENDIX A: CREATIVE PROCESS

1. Link to “I Will Find You” by Audiomachine:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x6FYFLdWdiY

2. Movement description of each numbered movement for the UNO chance

choreographic process:

1-

2-

Torso collapses as knees bend and hands touch the floor

Hands touch shoulders as both elbows circle before rolling through the
body to place hands on the floor

Body curves to one side as the right leg lifts

Hands slap thighs as head sharply turns to the right

Knees buckle in as upper body collapses over

Shoulders and right leg lifts as fists clinch

Right leg crosses over left; hands and focus release to the right
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APPENDIX B: CREATIVE PRODUCT

Figure 8. Caulondra Davison, Jayme Carroll, Katie Milligan (choreographer), Natalie Sunseri, and
Francie Davis in costume prior to performance

Figure 9. Caulondra Davison alone on stage; Photo by Kelly Dunn
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Figure 10. Dancers performing "strange" solos; Photo by Kelly Dunn

Figure 11. Natalie pointing to the audience; Photo by Kelly Dunn
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Figure 12. Canon in the square phrase; Photo by Kelly Dunn

Figure 13. Dancers see each other for the first time; Photo by Kelly Dunn
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Figure 14. Francie and Natalie during the framing section, Photo by Kelly Dunn

Figure 15. Dancers in square facing one another, Photo by Kelly Dunn
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Figure 16. Dancers jumping in square, Photo by Kelly Dunn

Figure 17. Dancers look towards the audience; Photo by Kelly Dunn
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Figure 18. Social dance phrase; Photo by Kelly Dunn

Figure 19. Francie carries Caulondra,; Photo by Kelly Dunn
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Figure 20. Dancers unite hands,; Photo by Kelly Dunn

Figure 21. Dancers point from various levels; Photo by Kelly Dunn
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Figure 22. Dancers rest on one another, Photo by Kelly Dunn

Figure 23. Front of RDC concert program
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Figure 25. Program information for RDC concert
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