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To imagine is everything, to know is nothing at all. 
-Anatole France 

 
 
 

 Our imagination, and our dreams are forever invading our memories; and since 
we are all apt to believe in the reality of our fantasies, we end up transforming our 
lies into truths. Of course, fantasy and reality are equally personal, and equally 
felt, so their confusion is a matter of only relative importance. 

-Luis Buñuel 
 
 
 

When it is genuine, when it is born of the need to speak, no one can stop the 
human voice. When denied a mouth, it speaks with the hands or the eyes, or the 
pores, or anything at all. Because every single one of us has something to say to 
the others, something that deserves to be celebrated or forgiven by others. 

-Eduardo Galeano 
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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

 

 

Live in the Wake 

 

 

 

by 

 

 

 

Jonathan Kyle Sorensen 

 

Master of Fine Arts in Theatre and Dance (Dance Theatre) 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2012 

 

Professor Yolande Snaith, Chair 

 

 

 

 

 

 Live in the Wake is an evening-length dance theatre performance that took 

place at the Mandell Weiss Theatre on February 29-March 3, 2012. Utilizing 

movement, spoken text, video projections, and sound, scenic, and light design, 

the work examines the intersection of memory, imagination, and the human body. 

Live in the Wake creates an immersive world populated with the performer!s real 

memories that are transformed and revealed by their imaginative blurring of the 

border between fact and fiction. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 As one half of the second graduating class from the University of 

California, San Diego!s newly established Dance Theatre graduate program, I 

have been deeply devoted to investigating and developing this new field of 

endeavor known as American Dance Theatre. Not “theatre dance.” Not “musical 

theatre.” I have spent two and a half years studying how dance and theatre 

methodologies can inform one another, provide new forms of creative 

expression, and allow me the freedom and flexibility to define myself as an “artist” 

or “choreographer” or “director” or whatever I want, depending on how I define 

my role in each new project I encounter. I have taken cues from German 

tanztheater (Pina Bausch), avant-garde theater (Augusto Boal), contemporary 

dance (Tere O!Connor), plus other personal interests that define my individual 

voice. I have incorporated and been deeply inspired by Israeli contemporary 

dance (Batsheva Company, Hofesh Schecter, and Emmanuel Gat), Hip Hop 

dance, and improvisationally-based, body-mindful choreographers (Bebe Miller, 

KJ Holmes, and Julyen Hamilton).  

 In a choreography class I took at UCSD, I was exposed to a definition of 

an artist that I may use for the rest of my life: An artist is someone who does their 

very best. Perhaps it can be that simple. My wife walked into a deli about a year 

ago, and the girl behind the counter was so excited and enthusiastic about 

making sandwiches that, to this day, my wife and I genuinely refer to her as the 

“Sandwich Artist.” I have “done my very best” in the fields of choreography, 

dance, and performance, and will continue to do so far into the future. 

 In the course of my tenure, my fellow graduate students (in the fields of 

both dance theatre and theatre) and I have shared processes, butted heads, 

challenged each other!s assumptions, and ultimately championed one another to 

keep moving forward. During my final year, it has been my pleasure to work on 

my thesis project. Live in the Wake is an evening-length dance theatre 
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performance utilizing movement, spoken text, video projections, and sound, 

scenic, and light design, that examines the intersection of memory, imagination, 

and the human body. This document chronicles the history, process, trajectory, 

failures, successes, and learning that occurred throughout the creation of this 

brand new dance theatre work. Much like memory, this document is made up of 

fragments, important pieces that exist in relation to each other but not always 

chronologically. I took many rehearsal notes throughout the devising process. 

What I didn!t record, I stored in my memory. What I can!t fully remember, I have 

supplemented with my imagination.  
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THE PERSISTENCE OF MEMORY 

 

 Memory has long held a fascination for me. It is information stored in the 

brain to which we have frequently attached large amounts of emotional and 

psychological baggage. Our memories help us to make sense of the course of 

our lives. It defines who we think we are. It gives us a sense of connection to our 

roots and our communities. And yet, it is incredibly dubious, illusory, and 

mutable. In November of 2010, I attended a lecture titled “Lest We Forget - 

Memory: Conversations with Professor Elizabeth Loftus and Artist Deborah 

Aschheim.” Loftus (Professor of Law, and Cognitive Science at the University of 

California, Irvine) spoke about memory distortion. In an experiment she 

conducted, she contacted the parents of the participants and received pictures of 

the participants when they were children. After checking to make sure that the 

participants had never been in a hot air balloon, one of the photographs was 

doctored to look like the participant was in one. Not only did 50% believe that 

they had taken the hot air balloon ride when they were children, but some of 

them even went into elaborate detail about the fictional experience. What does it 

mean for us as humans to believe so strongly in, and base our sense of self on 

an inconstant thing such as memory? What would happen if we released the 

need to claim our memories as fact, as some type of ultimate truth? I wanted to 

utilize a creative practice to attempt to study and experience memory in a variety 

of ways. The following questions were instrumental in beginning to uncover the 

different facets I might later develop into a dance theatre work: 

  

How do we record memories both internally and externally? 

Does memory assume time must travel in one direction? 

How do we influence or change one!s memory? 

How and why do symbols take on memories? 

What do our senses provide in the act of experiencing and then remembering?
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DECONSTRUCTING THE FINISHED WORK 

 

 The structure of the work was based on the original idea that I wanted to 

have a single fifteen-minute chunk of choreography that would be repeated 4 

times, each time allowing for shifts and distortions of the original version. As we 

were developing the work, I discovered that we had 25 minutes of material that I 

was intrigued by, so I decided to limit the repeated version to a single instance. 

There was to be an “Act One” and an “Act Two” joined together by a bridge of 

experimental video projection that was 5 minutes long. Act One and Two were to 

reflect each other in some way. I am still delightfully unsure if Act Two is a 

reflection of Act One, or if it is the other way around. After much experimenting, I 

decided upon the following structure: 

 

Pre-show E.t.F. (Fifteen minutes) 

 Five minutes “Places” / Five Minutes Improv / Five Minutes “Fact/Fiction” 

 

Act One: 

1) Improv / “Fact/Fiction” 

2) Future Memories Trio 

3) Planted Duet (Rachel and Gina) 

4) Legend Solo (Dina) 

5) Projections 

 

Act Two: 

1) Crossing the Line / Improv 

2) Future Memories Trio 

3) DJ Memories Duet (Gina and Dina) 

4) Legend Solo (Rachel) 

5) Coda: Just My Imagination 
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 As the spectators enter the theater, they see the wall. It is off-white, but 

tinged at the edges with charcoal coloring. It looks like the lone standing panel of 

a house that has burned down, the remaining wall smoke-tinged and aging. The 

edges of the wall disintegrate into the air, looking more like a digital picture 

depixelating rather than an ancient building decaying. In this way, we are 

watching the degradation of both an analog and digital world. Along the ground, a 

one-inch metal pipe runs starkly outlined against the black rubberized dance 

floor. It looks like the floor plan of a house. In my private notes, I refer to it as 

either the “houseframe” or “the line.”  It has breaks in its continuity in two places, 

and at one point shoots upward to form a door frame, the very archetype of the 

threshold, the transitional space between “here” and “there”, between “fact” and 

“fiction.” Already moving about the space, the three dancers are traversing back 

and forth across the boundary of the houseframe, engaged in the execution of 

some task, perhaps trivial, perhaps significant. They are in the middle of an E.t.F. 

 

E.t.F. 

 Exhausting the Firsts. When I was preparing to begin rehearsals 

approximately six months before the performance date, I realized that with the 

amount of flux, defamiliarization, and deconstruction of personal memories that I 

was planning on undertaking with the dancers, that it would be beneficial to have 

an anchor, something we could do every time we met that would invoke the work 

we had done in the previous rehearsals in order to inspire us to greater ends. We 

needed a template that would support us in marshalling the energy from our lives 

to be focused towards the purpose of creativity.  I wanted to develop a ritual. 

Something that, if we ever felt lost or overwhelmed, could ground us, could help 

us find our way.  

 Around that time, I read that the choreographer Akram Khan often sets his 

dancers to work on a task for hours, and feels strongly that only the best material 

comes from his collaborations with his dancers after that time, once they tire out 
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their pre-conceived notions of choreography. This reminded me of a creative tool 

I had read about when I was a teenager called “Finding the Second Right 

Answer.”  

  

 Much of our educational system has taught us to look for the 

one right answer. This approach is fine for some situations, but 

many of us have a tendency to stop looking for alternative right 

answers after the first right answer has been found. This is 

unfortunate because often it!s the second, or third, or tenth right 

answer which is what we need to solve a problem in an innovative 

way. 

Roger Von Oech, author of A Whack on the Side of the Head 

  

 I decided to try out my own version of Akram Khan!s process. At the first 

rehearsal I asked the dancers to move and speak continuously for 30 minutes 

with no breaks. Originally we were trying to “exhaust the filter,” the part of the 

mind that judges our actions and our words and inhibits spontaneous choice-

making, unless it is deemed both “coherent” and “appropriate” to the current 

situation. Through constant action and speaking we outran and overwhelmed the 

filter, never allowing it to get a word in edgewise. We frequently found ourselves 

in fits of guttural grunts and glorious glossolalia, and after only a few times we 

were already starting to feel more free to speak and move in ways that we 

agreed felt very different from our usual modes of speaking and moving. We 

were “priming the pump” of movement and text, and releasing the need to be 

“precious”, or restrictively cautious, about our creative choices. I desired for the 

performers to take risks, to push past the limits of what was “acceptable” in 

search of new possibilities. 

 Over the six months, the E.t.F. frequently became a laboratory not only for 

discovering new possibilities, but also for discovering old habits and patterns of 

moving and speaking that had become unconscious “defaults” for the performers. 

This is where the exercise developed its name: Exhausting the Firsts. We 
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attempted to exhaust the easy answers, the first things that came to mind or 

body, the pre-conceived (and frequently unconscious) notions that held us back 

from experiencing the full potential of our creative selves. In one rehearsal, I 

compared us to a dedicated archeologist who, while everyone else just sees a 

field of dirt, sees the inklings of some great treasure lurking just beneath the 

surface of things. The guise of the unremarkable that camouflages the truly 

extraordinary could be brushed aside if only we were devoted to excavating what 

lay beneath the surface.  

 As we entered into the final stages of the work, the performers hit a major 

obstacle. They noted that, with the addition of the audience, they felt burdened 

about how to enter the space in a way that felt natural. They felt uncomfortable 

with many of the ways that we had devised to help them acclimate to an 

audience!s presence. So, I suggested that they begin a fifteen-minute E.t.F. that 

would begin the moment the doors to the theater opened to allow the audience 

into the space. In this way, they would already be working in the space and could 

gradually acclimate to the slowly increasing audience. The fifteen-minute E.t.F. 

was broken into three chunks, each five minutes long. Each performer explained 

to me what they felt they needed in order to immerse themselves in the context 

and content of the work. Rachel suggested the “Finding Your Place” exercise 

(see the chapter titled Practical Exercises, page 24), which would feature two 

different places each night chosen by me. Dina suggested an open improvisation. 

Gina suggested a nonstop moving/talking sequence based around the score of 

“Fact/Fiction.” Having an active E.t.F. occurring while the audience entered and 

found their seats helped the dancers to dig deeper into the world. At some point 

during the performances, I noticed the dancers beginning to treat the E.t.F. in an 

outwardly performative manner. I reminded them that the E.t.F. was for 

themselves, not for the audience. It was beautiful to see them remember this and 

begin researching/re-searching their own bodies, associations, and words once 

again in an earnest fashion. 
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FUTURE MEMORY TRIO 

 When I was first thinking about creating a work based on the idea of 

memories, I immediately thought about strange questions that seem better suited 

for a science fiction novel.  

 

When we remember something, isn!t that a form of time travel? The thing that 

happened in the past, is now existing in this present moment. What if you are 

talking to a friend five years from now and this current moment will be 

remembered and brought back to exist in that future moment? What if we could 

travel through time to witness the future moments where this memory will exist?  

 

 Around this time, a friend of mine, a cognitive neuroscientist, told me that 

when you think of a memory and when you imagine something in the future, the 

exact same area of the brain lights up. He explained that in the brain, past and 

future are both equally illusory, but that we as humans tend to think of our lived 

experiences in the past as more “real” than our imagined futures. We tend to 

think of the past as “fact” and the future as “fiction,” but really both are highly 

subjective. What if we inverted the values we place on the past and the future? 

What if we thought of the future as “fact” and the past as “fiction”? 

 I asked the dancers to imagine what would be in their lives in five years 

time. The three things we latched onto were “children,” “animals,” and 

“Germany.” I asked them to improvise for a little bit on those three words, and 

then set a short phrase for each. Afterwards I asked them to create short poetic 

renderings of their three phrases. (These poems can be found in Appendix Two.) 

They traded poems and then using the new poems as a choreographic 

inspiration they created three more short movement phrases based on another!s 

writing. Now they had their “original” phrases, and their phrases based on 

someone else!s connection to the words. They taught their new phrases to the 

person whose writing they had used to create the phrases, so that by the end of 
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the process, everyone had three sets of material: the original phrase, the phrase 

they taught to the person whose writing inspired them, and the phrase that their 

writing had inspired in another. Everyone had at least some common movement 

vocabulary with everyone else, but no one had exactly the same combination. 

This restriction of physical vocabulary and possibility for a variety of unison 

movements led me to an idea. 

 How can set material look improvised, and improvised material look set? 

This question ended up becoming a giant part of my choreographic research. 

Through limiting the number of possible movement choices that the dancers 

could use to just the three phrases they had learned, could we improvise this 

entire section and make it look like it was intricately designed and set 

choreography? The easy answer is, yes we could. The longer answer is, yes we 

could, but that didn!t always happen. So the next question was: How can we 

make this improvisation look more “set” to an audience!s perspective? I created a 

set fifteen-second trio that stitched together their phrases as a springboard into 

the improvisation. In the beginning, the clarity of that first fifteen seconds 

manifested itself throughout the other three minutes of improvisation. The 

dancers were performing their material with integrity. They were watching the 

other dancers for opportunities to join with another in unison. They were making 

committed decisions about their pathways in space. It was difficult to tell what 

was improvised and what was set. We were blurring the lines between the two, 

which is exactly what we had set out to do. 

 Over the course of time, I sensed the dancers becoming more and more 

restless with staying true to their original phrases. They began to improvise 

phrases that no one else recognized, and therefore could not join. Accordingly, 

they began to stop listening intimately to each other, and instead just followed 

their own impulses regardless of what the other two performers or the dance was 

needing at that moment. It began to look like three solos that sometimes made 

contact with each other done in close proximity to one another. I tried to allow 
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them the freedom to follow their intuition, but worked with them on seeing and 

sensing the group dynamics and encouraged them to find moments of unison 

inside of the Future Memory trio. This went on for two months, and it never 

looked as clear as it first did. So I tried something different. There are two “acts” 

in Live in the Wake that are loosely based on the same structure. What happens 

in Act One also happens in Act Two with a few small, and a few large changes. I 

wanted to find a compromise between my desires and my dancer!s impulses. I 

asked them to treat the Act One Future Memory Trio as sacred. “Use only the 

original material. Watch for and engage in unison. Make clear directional 

choices.” In Act Two, I allowed them to range a bit further from the original 

material, but still encouraged them to see and sense the group so that they were 

always in unison, even if that unison was solely a “unison of intention.” 

 

DJ MEMORY DUET 

 Do you have memories that you don!t actually remember, but have been 

told the “story” so many times that you feel like you do? This duet with Gina and 

Dina began with a list of these types of memories. I asked them to create 

“gestures,” very short movement fragments, which connected to each of these 

memories. We ended up with ten gestures. (For a list of the names of the ten 

gestures, see Appendix Two.) From here we began creating a duet based on a 

question we improvised upon during an E.t.F.: How close can we come to the 

truth by using fiction? We decided to use “redirection” and “slight twists of 

trajectory/intention” as two of our building principles. We improvised until one of 

us saw or sensed a movement pattern that appealed to us. We set that material 

and then used it as the springboard for the next improvisation. Throughout, we 

were all looking for moments where the ten gestures could be incorporated. 

 At one point in the building off the duet, I asked Gina and Dina to perform 

two moments of unison followed by one moment of individual movement followed 

by two more moments of unison. After seeing so much partnering in the first half 
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of the duet, I felt refreshed visually by seeing more strictly unison dancing. On 

this occasion, I decided to really dive into my intuition. I wanted to create an 

extended section of movement that had strict unison of the dancer!s lower 

bodies, but a freedom from that unison in their upper bodies. The three of us 

each created a few phrases of lower body movement, and I stitched them 

together. Due to the focus on just choreographing the lower body, it seems as 

though all three of us became much more articulate and creative with the usage 

of our lower halves since we could only “express” with such a limited part of our 

body. The unique sequences we developed for the second half of the DJ Memory 

Duet felt novel and fresh. To this day it is still one of my favorite parts of Live in 

the Wake. 

 

PLANTED DUET 

 Similar to the DJ Memory duet, I asked Gina and Rachel to think of a 

memory that they don!t physically remember, but of which they have 

photographic evidence. They each decided on a single photograph that featured 

them, and from it extracted words and phrases that evoked some spatial or 

architectural detail, or a quality found in the photo. Examples include “Vertical 

String/Round Balloon” and “Whispy Soft Hair.” We used these words as seeds for 

scored improvisations. From these improvisations, we created set material. 

Occasionally throughout their duet we inserted gestures from the DJ Memories 

duet in an effort to develop a kinship between the two duets. 

 When we finally were allowed to work with the scenic design, another 

section of the Planted duet emerged. There are two floating shelves on the wall 

that hold a variety of books, empty picture frames, and glass bottles filled with 

collections of monochrome objects: white pencils, cream colored buttons, 

shredded paper, bleached white mosses, and many more. I knew before we ever 

entered the theater that I was deeply interested in having the scenic design be 

integrated and utilized by the dancers so that it felt like an organic part of their 
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world, not an afterthought. After playing around with the scenic elements for a 

while, I decided that I wanted Gina and Rachel to have a movement 

“conversation” with each other through the use of object placement. They were to 

metaphorically listen, speak, interrupt, and talk over each other by placing 

various objects into different configurations on the wall. This became a delight to 

witness. Sometimes funny, sometimes tragic, their intention to communicate 

through the use of objects became a poignant backdrop to Dina!s simple but 

elegant Legend Solo. In the end, Rachel discovered a desire to want to build a 

city made of books in the location where one of the chairs had just vacated. 

Something about seeing her playing, but still intently focusing, on building a city 

out of these quotidian objects underneath a surreal backwards-running clock that 

hung over her like a full moon really satisfied my hunger for something that was 

obviously symbolic, but not symbolically obvious. 

 

LEGEND SOLO 

 In the middle of the process of developing this piece, I realized that the 

dancers and I had become quite serious, almost dour, about how we were 

approaching the work. None of us are dour people though. Most of our memories 

were a balance of both happy and sad memories. I wanted to make sure that we 

remained balanced as we evoked memory in performance. I found a song that 

the dancers and I all agreed brought us a sense of joy, a song that made us want 

to dance. It was “P.D.A.” by John Legend, hence the title of the solo. I took my 

cue for this solo from an exercise I read in Daniel Nagrin!s book, “Choreography 

and the Specific Image” called the Cliché Rondo (See next chapter, Practical 

Exercises). I asked the dancers to dance like they do at home, when no one is 

around, when they are listening to a song they really enjoy. After allowing them to 

sink into that state of being for a few minutes, I asked them to notice the various 

kinds of movements they were unconsciously employing in their joyful grooving. I 

asked them to set a repeatable phrase of choreography that was exactly 16-
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counts long. It was so endearing to see them with so much of their guard down, 

dancing silly and free. At the time though, I felt like it was too simple, too one-

dimensional. I asked them to use their phrase but to extremely distort and 

reshape its size, energy, dynamics, and timing. Perhaps by taking it to its 

extremes and complicating it, we could more fully understand and appreciate its 

quiet and simple joy. I was interested in the unique movement choices that the 

performers engaged in, but immediately the joy of the dance became replaced 

with solemn rigor. I encouraged them to find the pleasure, the joy in every 

movement, and to allow it to manifest in their bodies and faces.  

 Over the course of developing the work, one of the most frequent 

reminders was to “find the joy, and let it out” in the Legend solo. It seemed 

incongruous that three performers who were naturally quite bubbly, joyful people 

would have such a difficult time experiencing, and inviting being seen in the 

experiencing of “contagious joy.”  

 

CROSSING THE LINE 

 As details of the scenic design were revealed to me, I knew that the 

houseframe was going to need to be reckoned with by the dancers. If unattended 

to, it could easily become a trip hazard. Instead of saying, “Watch out for the 

metal piping,” I thought, “Let!s reckon with this thing directly.” I asked the dancers 

keep the frame in mind while improvising on the cue: Build a barrier, then either 

break it down or cross through it. I watched and wrote down poetic renderings of 

what I saw, like: “Toe-ing the line/Footbreak,” “Pacing/Through the furniture 

warehouse,” and “Swarm of bees/Corridor of peace.” From these renderings we 

created the choreography for Crossing the Line in an effort to activate the space 

of the houseframe, but also undermine the clarity of what the houseframe stood 

for. As I mentioned before, it appeared like the floorplan to a house, which meant 

the white outlines could be seen as “walls.” By alternately bringing attention to 

the borders that these imagined walls created, and then frequently crossing back 
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and forth across those borders, we created a physical dance that was a 

complement to the verbal score of “Fact/Fiction”. We set a clear boundary up, 

and then we consciously blurred it. This was one of the last parts of the score to 

be created, and it was thrown together very quickly. It definitely felt like “the first 

right answer” for the section, but that is all we had time for before we began 

staging the work in the theater. I see rich potential in this process. I feel like the 

ideas of boundaries, doorways, and thresholds have always held a fascination for 

me, and I would have liked more time to dig into the exploration of this idea.  

 

FACT / FICTION 

 During the development of the DJ Memory duet, I asked the question: How 

close can we come to the truth by using fiction? One of the improvisations 

between Gina and Dina on this topic included text that started with Gina saying, 

“Fact: The ground is black. Fact: The sky is blue. Fact: I was blue when I came 

out of my mother.” For a fraction of a second, I believed that Gina was just trying 

to be surreal, but then I started thinking, “What if she is telling all the truth, but 

telling it slant,” as Emily Dickinson might phrase it. Perhaps when she was born 

she was cyanotic, a bluish discoloration of the skin due to lack of oxygen in the 

blood. Her text made me second-guess my original assumptions, and this was 

extremely valuable to me. This was something I wanted to deliver to an audience. 

How can we present something that appears factual, but then is shown to be 

fiction? How can we present something fictional, but then is shown to be fact? 

Can we induce a state in the minds of the audience where they modulate 

between a strong belief in what they hold to be true and utter questioning of 

those same beliefs? I fully believe that dance can be an excellent vehicle for this. 

Unlike words, which we tend to believe have a clear and set meaning, dance is 

more ambiguous, opening up the possibility for multiple interpretations of a single 

movement, phrase, or even an entire work. This multiplicity of meanings would 

allow an audience to bring their own associations, memories, and interpretations 
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to the work without feeling like they needed to “get it.” Often this means “get 

exactly what the choreographer is trying to tell me,” as if I were only trying to get 

a single message across to the audience. 

 Because we believe that we all interpret words in the same way, 

performative text can be tricky. Used poorly, it can stifle an audience!s ability to 

find their own unique connection to work, or just simply not add anything useful to 

the perception of the work. Used wisely, it can provide a framework for the 

audience to delve deeper. It can provide a doorway for the audience to enter into 

the core ideas, emotions, and physical states of the work.  This was our 

challenge. How can we create a “contract” with our audience that provides a way 

into the work, even if we later choose to consciously break or support that 

contract? We created the Fact/Fiction verbal score.  

 It started simple. Say “Fact,” and then say something you observe right 

now in the room. Say “Fact,” and then say something that isn!t an observation of 

the current place but is something you truly feel is factual. Say “Fiction,” and then 

say any fictional, random, surreal, messy thing that pops into your head. From 

here we complicated things. Say either “Fact” or “Fiction,” but then say something 

that could be both fact and fiction. Say either “Fact” or “Fiction, but purposely 

confuse the two. Say either “Fact” or “Fiction,” but then don!t make a declarative 

statement. Say either, but don!t plan whether what you say after is one or the 

other. Don!t say either “Fact” or “Fiction.” Just say anything. Just say nothing. 

 After exploring various possibilities for the score, I considered trying to set 

or script the words. In attempting to do this, it felt like the dancers began to “act” 

as opposed to just “be.” They began to “deliver lines,” as opposed to just “saying 

the words.” I asked them to try and discover what was fresh, what could be new 

with each repetition of the scripted words, but to no avail. Neither they nor I had 

the appropriate tools available to us to begin investigating this possibility 

properly. So, I released the need to script. I asked them to improvise each time. 

This alternately opened the doors to incredible failures and awesome successes. 
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Certain failures that I can recall included: saying something that brought too 

much attention to the current physical reality, saying something that lingered too 

long in either obvious fact or fiction, and saying something that they preplanned 

and thought would be clever, or as I called it in rehearsals, “s.f.i.o.g.” (smart for 

its own good). I wanted the current physical reality to be addressed, but then just 

as quickly problematized or forgotten. If they stayed too long in either fact or 

fiction, I lost focus as an audience member and started to feel like they were just 

reciting a rambling list. As for their s.f.i.o.g. choices, I could tell they were very 

pleased with themselves, but frequently did not understand why they thought it 

was so clever. I felt confused, they looked pleased, and this made me doubly 

confused. To preplan was to purposely ignore what was happening now, right 

here in front of them. I was, and still am, interested in them digging so earnestly 

into the work that gems of profound insight and humor are unearthed 

inadvertently. This is exactly what they were able to do during their best 

moments. 

 A final note worth mentioning: sometimes the most beautiful moments 

occurred when they failed while in deep pursuit of the score. I called this “noble 

failure.” At one point I could see Gina pre-thinking everything that came out of her 

mouth. Like our E.t.F., I asked her to outrun and overwhelm her filter. Say 

everything that comes to mind, even if it comes out garbled, even if it surprises 

you, even if your brain shuts off and no words come out at all. As soon as you 

can, say something else. Just keep going. Deep down this rabbit hole, we found 

rich, profound, ridiculous, absurd, and ultimately beautiful discoveries that 

surprised us all at moments. 
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CHOREOGRAPHIC INSIGHTS 

 

 There are many disparate insights that came to me over the course of 

creating Live in the Wake. I have included a smattering of them here. Instead of 

trying to create the illusion of a linear narrative, the following chapter will be 

fragmented, jumping from topic to topic without much external sense, much like 

our memories. 

 

- When correcting or encouraging a deeper investigation of a performer, find 

metaphors, images, and sensations that can serve as guiding lights. Instead of 

saying, “You need to move your feet faster there,” which is an externalized, 

shape-oriented correction, try an evocation, an invocation of an image or 

sensation. Perhaps “Imagine sprinting using only your ankles, but not your legs,” 

or “Hot potato for the soles of the feet,” or “Imagine your feet are PopRocks! and 

the floor is a giant tongue.” This will provide them with something to 

explore/provide a richer inner life to the movement. 

 

- The E.t.F. was image driven for Dina. I asked, “What would happen if you 

channeled the onslaught of images into the mouth first (regardless of logicality) 

and then into the body?” The opposite question is equally fascinating. What 

would happen if you channeled the onslaught of images into the body first and 

then into the mouth (both regardless of “logicality”)? 

 

- I gave Gina two adjectives to improvise upon that felt distant from one another, 

nearly impossible to rectify, and accordingly her solo felt energetically alive to 

me. There is something about the high level of embodied processing/struggling/ 

discovering that involves me as a witness. She is not showing/presenting a 

clean, neat package of something she already knows. She is right here, right now 

examining this thing, and allowing me to take the journey of discovery with her in 
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this moment. I really desire this, particularly now when it seems like everything 

(even journeys of discovery) are being commodified and pre-packaged for “your 

utmost pleasure and enjoyment.” 

 

-What do we mean when we say “unison”? Or more exciting to me, what can we 

mean when we say “unison”? What if we used a word I took from William 

Forsythe: unisono, which can be defined as unison that includes but also 

supersedes unison of external shape and line. Unisono can include unison of 

direction, facing, instrumentation (body part used), intention, energy, dynamic, 

level, speed, duration, ad infinitum. How else can we define unison? 

 

- Steve Paxton, in a video called “Fall After Newton” says, “Beyond Newton!s 

Third Law, we discovered that for every action several equal and opposite 

reactions are possible. Therein lies an opportunity for  improvisation.” What other 

opposite reactions are possible? 

 

- There are millions of impulses happening every second. Do we try to listen and 

oppose all of them? Why not? It is a recipe for failure, but it can be delicious, 

fruitful failure. Can we seriously engage with the task, but also treat it with a 

healthy amount of deference, so as to not burn ourselves out? Deborah Hay says 

it well: Hold on tightly, let go lightly.” 

 

-How can we invite the audience into the performance without feeling like we 

need to take them on a guided tour of it? Then again, what are the benefits of a 

“guided tour”? 

 

- In terms of duration, there exists an awkward time. When the larger score 

started, it was interesting at first to see the dancers moving slowly into the space 

in the hands-on-knees position. But they really took their time in coming onto the 
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stage and I found myself getting bored. I thought “If they go onto the next part 

now, it is going to feel like this part was not tightened up. It is just a flabby, loose 

end. But they kept going with the slow movement, and the tangents. A moment 

came where I could literally feel myself settling in to watch the movement. “Well, 

if this is what they!re going to be doing, I!d better get used to it.” At that exact 

moment, the associations began to flood my brain…”they look like old, hunched 

women, moving towards a far off goal, remembering their pasts when they had 

full capacity of movement...or a runner who has just run a marathon...or a child 

who loves the ocean looking in the tidepools at dawn”. They stuck with the 

movement long enough for my discomfort with duration, my judgment, and my 

initial viewing of them strictly as young beautiful women dancers to wear off. It 

freed me to “see again”.  

 

-We do the score, only this time I tell them, “When you start, there is no wrong. If 

you feel like immediately breaking away from the score, good. If you feel like 

breaking away and coming back 10 times in a row, good. If you feel like breaking 

once and never coming back, good. If you feel like never breaking at all, good. 

Go with your impulse, your desire. Forget thinking "choreographically!. Go with 

your gut.” Even this is still quite choreographic.  
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PRACTICAL EXERCISES 

 

 In this section, I will provide scores, creative processes, and exercises that 

were used in the development of Live in the Wake. Some of these processes 

made it into the final piece, but most of them rather served as a weekly practice 

of developing listening skills amongst the dancers and creating physical and 

emotional memories with each other and with me that could serve to underscore 

and support the entire work. I feel it is imperative to gather these resources 

together in a single place in a coherent manner. As I have done so, I have 

become increasingly aware of the vast amount of possible seeds that could have 

developed into entirely different dances. Found within the following chapter are 

the beginnings of myriad works. I will definitely use this list as a resource for my 

research for years to come, and it is my hope that perhaps someday it will 

provide other choreographers with some new tools to play with as well. Where I 

can remember, I have given credit to the source of the exercise.  

 

EXHAUSTING THE FILTER – KYLE SORENSEN 

(Inspired by Akram Khan and Liam Clancy) 

 

-Speak and move non-stop for 30 minutes. 

 

The intention behind the exercise is to outrun and overwhelm the filter in our 

mind that only allows “coherent” things to come out of our mouths and bodies. 

Don!t think, just speak and move. If you feel yourself thinking, or judging, or 

stopping, go faster. Feel free to be messy, to allow nonsense to flow freely out of 

your mouth and body. Throw caution to the wind. Whisper, yell, sing, speak 

gibberish, but what ever you do, don!t stop. 
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 This was always a very useful tool at the beginning of our rehearsals to 

drain away all the tension that had built up over the course of the day. This 

exercise was a place where the dancers could rant and rave if they were feeling 

angry, jump and shout about exciting news, and challenge themselves to come 

out of their shells if they were feeling introspective. It created an active 

atmosphere where we all felt safe to speak our minds about anything, since that 

was exactly what we had just been doing for the last half hour. 

 

ECONOMY SCORE (ALLEYWAYS) – NINA MARTIN 

 

-Designate three “Alleyways,” or strips of floor space that are lined up next to 

each other.  

-The task: There must always be two dancers in one of the alleys, one dancer in 

a second alley, and no dancer in the third alley.  

 

Any of the dancers may shift to a different alley at any time, so long as the above 

mentioned conditions are being met. At first, this is the only score. No dancing is 

required. Simply pay attention to how the space is being altered and then walk to 

the new space if you need to in order to complete the task. This is the intention 

behind calling it an “economy” score.  Be decisive in your choices. If you start to 

move to another space, complete the action. Do not hesitate. If you get to a new 

alley but the other dancers have shifted in the meantime, then you can choose 

from that point to shift again. This exercise is very simple for a reason. As 

Melinda Buckwalter states in Composing While Dancing, Nina martin!s work is 

“designed to help improvisers read what is going on in the dance space and to 

make choices based on that read.” After the dancers begin to feel more adept at 

accomplishing the task, they can begin to “camouflage” the task. By this, Martin 

means they can introduce slight deviations from the task which begin to hide the 

clarity of the task from an outside observer.  
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 Most frequently during our rehearsals, we “camouflaged” the task by 

introducing personal movement vocabulary, and allowing wider intervals of time 

to pass before someone executed the task in its entirety. For example, the solo 

dancer would move into the alley with the duet, and instead of one of the dancers 

immediately moving out of that alley, they allowed fifteen seconds to pass before 

someone chose to leave, thereby completing the task. 

 As part of the process for Live in the Wake, we largely used this score as 

a way to “read” spatial relationships between the bodies in the space, and 

between the bodies and the space, but many more possibilities exist. All of the 

following will bring a different focus but a similar awareness to the constantly 

shifting dynamics of the group as an ensemble.  

 

-Two dancers must always be facing the same direction, while the third dancer 

must face a different direction. 

-Two dancers must always be standing, while the third performs a floor phrase. 

-Two dancers must always be moving energetically, while the third moves 

sluggishly. 

 

 

CLICHÉ RONDO – DANIEL NAGRIN  

(Excerpted and paraphrased from Choreography and the Specific Image) 

 

The task is never to flee from the cliché but to plunge deeply into it in all of its 

ramifications, associations and history – conscious and unconscious. If the prime 

responsibility of the artist is to make contact with what is deeply vital on a 

personal level, then the cliché is a door that must be pried open to reveal what is 

behind it. 
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-Working with a group, a leader will use music that hopefully most of the group 

will find compelling. Something contagiously rhythmic and short is best. 

-First, find all the joy and pleasure you can in what you will now hear. (The song 

is played.) 

-This second time around, pretend that you are not in a room full of other 

dancers, but rather alone, and do what you usually do when you!re listening to 

music that makes you dance. Disregard how you look or how “good” the 

movement is. You are not interested in choreography, interesting moves or 

virtuosity, only what you always do when dancing for the fun of it and when no 

one is looking. (The song is played a second time.) 

-This third time, make a phrase of movement that will resemble a string of beads. 

In any order, string together two, three, or four moves and phrases you just did in 

one phrase of sixteen beats or counts. To repeat: we are not interested in 

choreography, interesting moves or virtuosity, only what you always do when 

dancing for the fun of it and when no one else is looking. Link your moves into a 

sixteen count phrase. When you know it well enough to repeat it three times 

without stopping, leave the floor. (The song plays until everyone has left the 

floor.) 

-You are now going to dance a rondo. For those of you who are unfamiliar with 

that musical form, a theme is stated and then developed only to return to the 

same theme and then developed in a different direction and so on. If the theme is 

A and the developments are B, C, D, E, etc., the structure would be AB, AC, AD, 

AE, etc. “Development” will be whatever you improvise. When you run out of 

steam or at any time you have the inclination, you can return to A, dancing it 

once through and then going off to a new improvisation and so on until the music 

runs out. (The song is played.) 

-Use the Cliché Rondo to play with your original phrase!s shapes and rhythms: 

bending, stretching, elevating, turning, pounding, caressing them to find out all 



 24 

that they contain. The surprise of all this is how much gold lies hidden in our 

despised clichés. 

 

 This was the exercise used to develop the Legend Solos for both Dina and 

Rachel. Similar to the Economy score by Nina Martin, this exercise begins with 

very specific rules and then gradually allows for more personal choices on the 

part of the dancer. 

 

FINDING YOUR PLACE – YOLANDE SNAITH / AUGUSTO BOAL 

 

-Find the place in this room where you personally feel the strongest. Take time to 

explore facings, levels, body position, and spatial relationships.  

-Once you feel like you have found your place, stand there just soaking up the 

feeling for minute.  

-Now, begin experimenting with movement with the intention to discover 

movements that either support or increase your feeling of strength.  

-Repeat this whole process with the purpose of finding the place in the room 

where you feel the weakest. Soak up the feeling, and then experiment with 

movement that supports or increases your feeling of weakness. 

- Discuss with the other participants your choices, their choices, and anything 

that surprised you in how you were sensing your own strength and weakness. 

 

 This exercise was a giant turning point in our process. Yolande Snaith, 

who was serving as an advisor to me on my thesis, watched a rehearsal and 

noted that the dancers were “dancing in a bubble.” They were not exploring the 

periphery of the space or the possible range of spatial dynamics. She suggested 

this exercise to help them search for places that supported them, that were not 

so dependent on proximity to the group. Immediately I saw willingness in the 

dancers to explore both the external space and their internal space. They tried 
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movement patterns that I had not seen previously, and made choices that 

contradicted what I thought I knew about them as people. This exercise also 

served to help me influence in a subtle way the performer!s state. If I felt like the 

energy was slow, I could ask them to find the place where they felt the fastest. 

 Eventually this exercise became the first five minute chunk of the pre-

show E.t.F. The performers would ask me, “What are our places today?” 

excitedly waiting for the answer. As an example I have included the list of places 

they researched during the four days of performance. You will notice that there 

are two places given each night. With only five minutes to experiment, two places 

already felt like they might not have enough time to really dig into the experience. 

 

Wednesday: 

-Find the place you feel most elegant. 

-Find the place you feel most exposed. 

 

Thursday: 

-Find the place you feel most mischievous. 

-Find the place you feel most kind. 

 

Friday: 

 -Find the place you feel the strongest. 

-Find the place you feel the strangest. 

 

Saturday: 

-Find the place you feel most vulnerable. 

-Find the place you feel most free. 
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CHANGE – MEG STUART 

(Excerpted and paraphrased from the book Are We Here Yet?) 

 

-Begin by noticing the physical or emotional state you are currently in 

-When the leader says “Change” immediately shift into another state. Embrace 

whatever comes up, whether it is physical or emotional, pedestrian or dramatic, 

fictional, noisy, exaggerated, subtle or a strange combination. Don!t overthink, 

just go. 

-Don!t plan ahead, develop, transform, or mix the state with something else. 

Instead stay in the particular state you are currently inhabiting and make it 

brighter, more visible. 

-Continue like this, with the leader altering the duration between shifts. 

-Push your physical and emotional habits, your boundaries, your range. There 

are no limits to the states you can explore. 

-Eventually change on your own while the leader observes. 

 

 This exercise is incredibly simple, and incredibly complex at the same 

time. At first, the performers stuck to what they know, their “defaults” or habitual 

modes of shifting. Over time, the performers began to tire their notions out, and I 

could see them getting nervous about the approaching edge of their “known” and 

“comfortable” arena of knowledge. I encouraged them to “embrace what ever 

comes up.” They reported feeling “muddy” and “unclear” about many of the states 

they encountered after that point, and felt timid about “making the "muddy! state 

brighter.” I saw them risking the image of themselves as virtuosic performers and 

discovering new physical and emotional possibilities for themselves. It was 

amazing, and totally in line with my desire to have them expand their range of 

interests and possibilities as performers. 
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APPENDIX ONE: ORIGINAL PROPOSAL 

 
 

Kyle Sorensen, MFA Dance Theatre 
 

Thesis Proposal 
 

 !If the theatre were a verb, it would be "to remember#…The act of expressing what is 
remembered is actually…an act of redescription. In redescribing something, new truths are 
created…there is no objective reality, no Platonic ideal…Our task, and the task of every artist and 
scientist, is to redescribe our inherited assumptions and invented fictions in order to create new 
paradigms for the future.$ 
         %Anne Bogart 
 
Vapor Trail is an examination of memory, imagination, and the things that haunt us. 
It explores our !inherited assumptions and invented fictions$ in order to 
!redescribe$, or creatively reimagine them. Through transforming the perception of 
our past, we hope to consequently transform ourselves. Through movement, text, 
and design, it seeks to answer: 
 
%How can movement approach reconciliation when one is !haunted$ by the past? 
 
%How can memory &our perception of the past' affect and influence both our present 
state and the development/execution of movement material? 
 
%How can the movement material alternately affect and influence how we perceive 
those memories? 
 
 
 
Proposal for the space 
I am interested in an extreme exploration of intimacy and distance. I propose to flip 
the traditional audience seating in the Weiss. The audience will encounter intimacy 
by being seated around the stage with the dancers. The audience will face out 
towards the house, inviting them to see the wall of blackness that we as performers 
often confront. Far out in the darkness, I am interested in having a platform built in 
the house that will serve as a distant stage and possible site for projections. 
 
Proposed number of dancers  
I am interested in a small cast of 5%7 dancers. 
 
Proposed Collaborators 
Sound Design: Clint Davis or Nick Drashner 
Scenic Design: Gaeun Kim or Kathryn Lieber 
Lighting Design: Rebecca Bonebrake or Kristin Hayes 
Costume Design: Megan Ong &Undergraduate' 
Projection Design: TBD 
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Working with collaborators 
 
I have no clue what my thesis will eventually end up looking like, because I am 
counting on everything to change when we get in the room together &performers and 
designers'. !The model of dance as people interpreting the unifying technique of a 
charismatic leader &modern dance', or a stable system of expression reinterpreted for 
each succeeding generation &ballet', is unsettled in favor of a highly collaborative 
effort, where all contribute their own experience toward the metaphoric 
construction of the whole.$ This is what I want. Alicia Peterson Baskel said that it is 
!our job to do the actions that set up situations for creativity/magic to occur.$ I couldn#t agree 
more. 
 
Working with dancers  
 
During the first part of this process, I am interested in meeting one%on%one to 
explore and explode certain ideas &more on this in a bit'. I am deeply invested in 
creating work that draws its strength from the transparency of the performers, and 
their honest connection to each other, the space, and the audience. I want to get to 
know your strengths, weaknesses, beauty and ugliness. In my opinion, all four of 
those words are highly suspect and variable depending upon your perspective. I use 
them here to exemplify the wide range of experience I want to invite into the 
rehearsal process. Through the process of digging into each performer#s personal 
history, I hope to find the universal human connection that exists beneath our 
specific individual experiences and stories.  
 
After the first 3 weeks of rehearsing &mid%July through the first week in August' I 
travel to New York, Boston, and Maine to study, be inspired, see some new work, 
and process. We#ll start meeting as a group the first week in September. Currently, I 
am considering 6%8pm on Tuesdays and Thursdays all the way through February. 
This will give us time to excavate the rich material that exists deep inside our 
bodies/minds.  
 
Ideas for the work 
 
1' The relationship/dynamic interplay between improvised and set choreography. 
How can we blur the lines between these two? In a cognitive science article I read 
recently, they were discussing how people who were !in tune$ or !in phase$ with each 
other emotionally or mentally, would begin walking with the same gait and pace as 
well as start mimicking each other#s gestures. Part of the power of set material comes 
from its perceived unification of intention, line, etc. I want to explore how 
improvisation can do the same or even better. How can improvised material truly 
engender a rich quality of togetherness/unison/community? The converse of this 
being: How can !set$ material be freshly encountered, perhaps raw and ragged each 
and every time? 
 
2' Unison. Problematic for me? You bet. I want to examine its purpose and place in 
the structure of the work. I want to explore different possibilities of defining 
!unison$. In this regard, I am highly influenced by William Forsythe#s notion of 
!unisono$, which includes widening the definition of unison to include unison of 
intention, unison of energy, unison of direction, unison of instrumentation &which 
body part is being used', and more. I want to digest these ideas in an effort to 
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understand their value &high, low, or whatever' in the work. I think only then can we 
make wise and alive decisions regarding its inclusion. 
 
3' Experiencing the opposite of the thing we want intrigues me. I#m curious about 
how experiencing the !not%ness$ of our desire informs our perception and eventual 
choices regarding that desire. What does fear teach us about love? What does pain 
teach us about pleasure? What does stillness teach us about mobility? What does 
falling teach us about flying? These are general questions at this point. Through our 
rehearsal process they will be expanded upon and then distilled to find multiple 
specific moments that may serve as a foundation for further material. 
 
4' Memory. Our bodies contain !sense memories$; echoes of sensations and 
emotional residues that we harbor in different parts of our anatomy. As part of a 
choreography class I took recently, we were mapping different places in the body 
that held specific memories. I want to continue to dig deeper into this research. 
How can the internal sensations of the body be a catalyst for movement exploration? 
How can the physical distillation/investigation/creative re%imagining of our memories 
contradict, interact, and sublimate the verbal recalling of them. As our bodies shift 
and we find new relationships and connections physically, do our memories shift, and 
can we find new relationships and connections in our memories? How can we 
integrate our senses more fully as a mode of remembering? 
 
 
Last notes: 
 
The theater is !a place for the ongoing process of comprehending reality and creating 
self, rather than one where set meanings are given to an audience.$ I am interested in 
providing a place for the audience and performers to explore their own visceral 
connections to the work without the tyranny of trying to !understand what the 
choreographer was trying to say.$  I am interested in creating work that is !felt more 
than perceived.$ 
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APPENDIX TWO: POETIC RENDERINGS 

  

 This block of poetic renderings (Children, Germany, Animals) which were 

written by the dancers served as the inspiration for the Future Memory Trio. 

 

CHILDREN 

 

Dark cocoon away from eyes 

Soft unworn safety, 18.99 

Inside a winged queen is born 

The others never knew 

   -Rachel 

 

She knew that a nickname was more than swirly letter on a fresh piece of cotton-

linen smelling paper. A nickname was love, CarDad the Shoe. Now let!s drive. 

         -Gina 

 

our new toy 

please the crowd 

NERF 

make them laugh 

let me take off my glasses 

HOLD ON – go. 

I wanna try, let me have a turn 

purple circle suction mark 

“What will your co-workers think?” 

“Ah Man” 

  -Dina 
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GERMANY 

 

Macaroni & Cheese heaven 

he speaks she speaks say say 

larger than life questions about sausages 

   -Rachel 

 

The good girl punk refused to eat her beets. 

In the corner, the alien goggles were laughable, but it was that bowl full of jelly 

under her belt that brought me the most joy. 

         -Gina 

 

10 days no driving 

bike to get there, bike to roam 

guided, sourdough 

wine fields, beauty, glory 

HIVES 

  -Dina 
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ANIMALS 

 

Rise + fall 

Fur 

and tender, empty 

   -Rachel 

 

Flat ironed, ironed flat. Flat except the poof of hair under the chin. Sad to be 

welcomed home by the carrion two blocks over. And yet more shocked by the 

story than the event. 

         -Gina 

 

Putting Snoop out 

Jen shrieks, face red running into the Ponderosa 

“Jimmy is gonna kill me!” 

waiting...waiting...the wrath 

  -Dina 
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DJ MEMORY GESTURES 

 

1. Naked as a jaybird – ostrich in furniture 

2. Pirates for Halloween 

3. Superbaby 

4.Hitting head on floor falling off bed 

5. Birthday party glee 

6. Conversing in Chinese to a stranger (I) 

7. Little bit 

8. You are my sunshine 

9. Conversing in Chinese to a stranger (II) 

10. Pink jumper 

 

 

 

PLANTED DUET CUES 

 

Mid-step / Mid-song 

Vertical String / Round Balloon 

Open hatch back right 

Sequin trim 

Bald, blob 

Enclosed 

Pudgy Hands 

Whispy, Soft Hair 

Smooth, porcelain 

  




