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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
 
 

The Fantasy Project 

by 

Anya Elizabeth Cloud 

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

University of California, San Diego, 2013 

Professor Liam Clancy, Chair 

 

 

 The Fantasy Project consists of extensive embodied, performative, written, 

video, and photographic research. It connects with concepts of longing, humanness, 

taxidermy, space, anatomy, imagination, spectatorship, authorship, and much more. 

This written document, in relationship with the choreography and design, aims to 

provoke questions about who we are and how we perceive. The research is ongoing. 

Whose fantasy is this? 
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The Fantasy Project  

Section 1 

Making The Kill: Research, Influences, and Trajectory 

In a sense, collections are choreographed performances, and each collected item emboldens the fantasy.  
       -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo 

A ten-minute free write, from 09:09pm-09:19pm, while looking at photo #1: 

Plastic womb. Bubble boy. Glass container. Fishbowl. Shower curtains. Place of 
preservation. Morning. Who is being kept where? Those are women on the inside, 
women in camel clothing. There was an exhibit that consisted of fake wolves constructed 
out of real sheep-they were tumbling into the glass wall.  

This is the gesture phrase. An obscene sexual offering is offered, which is not threatening 
in the slightest.  The underside is prominent- of both breast and plastic. What happens 
between the feet and the thighs stays between the feet and the thighs. Furry tongue is 
next. The difficulty of subtle unison can be seen. This has to happen together. The white 
light comes on and brings human gesture. Glass moths batter at the glass doors. That 
phrase is stolen. 

It is a time-released drug. Try not to make it happen. The body is round and that score 
was used many times. It covertly came into the rocking: heels, pelvis, rib cage, skull. 
Laughing is permitted here. This membrane is permeable. It passes through and 
contaminates. We all breathe it in.  Something gets expelled and time is passing.  

Human gesture. Tempest. Birth. Fool-touching-his-nose. Stripper. Person working. 
Damsel in distress. Zip it up and offer it up. 

 I have a fantasy that this writing can be a furthering of my thesis research as 

opposed to a regurgitation of it. The performance of The Fantasy Project as my thesis 

feels like a mid-point in my inquiry and the path to the next phase is not clear; it is 

simultaneously happening and disorienting. The weight of my desire for this writing to 

function actively, both artistically and scholarly, is immobilizing because I haven’t been 

willing to commit to approach or form. I keep writing snippets and segments. I avoid 

reading what I’ve written. I desire time and space for this writing to be my sole activity. 

Ideas, memories, and questions accumulate in my head/body, as the pages stay relatively 

blank. I’m stalling. I am afraid that once I write about The Fantasy Project I might loose 
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it. And I can’t bear that loss right now. This could be a fantasy, or an anti-fantasy, as a 

way of avoidance and gestation, which I imagine make for strange bedfellows. Whatever 

the case may be, the language doesn’t want to come and yet I force it to. I wonder what 

that facilitates? How does this force influence the content? I am ready. Longing and body 

are pivotal for me as I write.  

 Locating my body within the imagined and the real is central to who I am. Before 

I knew the meaning of the word research, my life was full immersion into the lively 

interplay between the material and immaterial. Raised in rural Alaska, I distinctly recall 

how the container of the wilderness provoked wild tangents of embodied fantasy relating 

to animals, landscapes, and personas; the intense reality of the environment was an ever-

present canvass of possibility. This seemed like a normal way of being and grappling 

with how vast amounts of space met my imagination was ongoing. Accompanied by 

cohorts, I melded into, re-designed, embodied, traversed, and fought against the 

undeveloped landscape. We turned mounds of moss into kitchens and bathrooms for 

domestic duties, held funeral processions and Catholic masses (despite the fact that I was 

not from a religious family) for dead shrews in the heavily wooded forest, and took epic 

adventures into the canyon dressed as knights, princesses, unicorns, and dragons. We 

found ourselves in the branches of trees, in mud puddles, on horseback, in an outhouse, in 

the crawl space, in costumes, with naked bodies-you name it, we tried it.  We found that 

sticks could be swords, spoons, leashes, tails, tongues, and rivers because, collectively, 

we believed that they could be.    
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 I am careful not to overly romanticize my own childhood. Many aspects of this 

reality were difficult, dangerous, or uncomfortable. Yet despite the inherent risk and 

awkwardness, I note that my memory frames it as almost exclusively positive. An 

essential aspect of these formative experiences was being with others; anything felt 

possible because of the love and trust between those involved. Now, as an adult, I do not 

suggest that I am still playing this sort of ‘make believe’, but I do suggest that my early 

training in visioning, persistence, and collaboration works in my favor as a dance artist. I 

find that these memories/qualities often inspire me and offer me a grounded trust in 

creative process. I am reminded of the value of boldness and flux in the face of the 

unknown. I trust that it is possible to find magic in the mundane even when I do not know 

how. I do know that I once knew how to find magic without even trying. This sense of 

discovery, play, endurance, and availability, this way of being in multiple ways of 

perceiving at once, is often forgotten as an adult.   

 I started graduate school hungry for, and open to, new experiences, information, 

risks, and perspectives and was optimistic that everything I imagined and more could 

happen over the course of three years. One aspect of the UCSD MFA Dance Theatre 

program that immediately compelled me was that the faculty seemed to interact with me 

primarily as a person and an artist, and secondarily as a graduate student. Having lived in 

the world for five years between undergraduate and graduate school, I found this exciting 

and refreshing. There were multiple contexts where graduate students and faculty danced 

together in improvisational practice and in choreography. I believed that this program 
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was not enmeshed in archaic perspectives of hierarchy and power. I wanted to believe 

that this was possible.  

 Now, I feel as though I played the part of a foolish dreamer. Maybe I am the fool 

touching his nose. I feel old. I feel ready for space. Many institutional aspects of my time 

here have been difficult. During my second year I seriously considered leaving the 

program. Among other difficulties, my invitation for Eric to perform in my thesis work 

sparked an institutional wildfire within the dance department. I spent four months 

embroiled in negotiations around what kind of creative work I could do, who I could 

work with, where the work would happen, and when it would happen. I used my body 

and my voice to resolutely stand up to and question the dysfunction and corruption within 

the department- a choice that generally did not go over well with those in power. I was 

disillusioned and exhausted by the way that people wielded power without regard for, and 

at the expense of, those with less or no power. I had everything to loose in this situation. I 

questioned the whole concept that university systems exist as places of learning and 

discovery. I find value in what I did and I’m also sure that I was not perfect in my 

approach to grappling with all of this. I did learn a lot about the ways that institutions can 

function, how I can function within an institution, and about how to negotiate. I bring this 

topic into my paper, because these events came to greatly inform and define the trajectory 

of my thesis work and my graduate experience as a whole.   

As such, taxidermy always tells us stories about particular cultural moments, about the spectacles of nature 
we desire to see, about our assumptions of superiority, our yearning for hidden truths, and the loneliness 

and longing that haunt our strange existence of being both within and apart from the animal kingdom. 

       -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo 
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A ten-minute free write, from 09:49pm-09:59pm, while looking at photo #2: 

Messy. Problematic. Hysterical. Molting. Incomplete. Sloughing. Magnificent. This is a 
private isle. Trailing crumbs that were stuffed in as an afterthought. This surface is taken. 
Move over. There will never be enough space for those who want to sit, let alone for 
those who want to lie down and tell stories. She is the chosen one. The rest of us are 
voyeurs.  

Her dress belongs to a baby doll. They ironed it, but wouldn’t give her a new one. 
Nothing that was bought was flattering, so she wore her own. There is a seam in her 
vagina. Or where her vagina would be. Everything has a vagina if we look hard enough. 

Plastic on plastic is not conducive to telling secrets like an ordinary acrobat. It is hot in 
here and we see her in a pool of waiting nothing-ness. Ugh.  

How does a species survive?  The skin is all we have left. The breast of the beast is on 
sale today. The line is forming. Don’t forget to wear your apron. 

 I recognize that many artists and mentors have influenced my work and I am 

forever grateful to them. In the past three years I have been particularly informed by 

seeing the live choreography of Faustin Linyekula, Ralph Lemon, Miguel Gutierrez, Jess 

Curtis, Ishmael Huston Jones, and Punch Drunk. Being in creative process with Leslie 

Seiters and practicing with LIVE has opened my perspective on sustainability and how I 

want to be in relationship with collaborators.  

 From my studies at UCSD a few courses stand out for offering me enormous 

growth and range of inquiry including several quarters of Choreography Seminar taught 

by Eric Geiger and Liam Clancy individually, Collective Creations (into a Directed 

Studies) co-taught by Lisa Porter, Scenic Design taught by Andrei Both, and Directed 

Studies co-mentored by Yvonne Rainer, Eric Geiger and Liam Clancy. I cannot imagine 

the path of my graduate experience as a whole without these courses.  These courses 

offered me a grounding of space and support from which to generate possibilities for my 

thesis work. 
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 My initial thesis proposal to the Department of Theatre and Dance was titled The 

Fancy Fillies: A Rock and a Bow. This is my concept description from February 2012: 

This original evening length dance theatre work will create a cross-disciplinary world of 
both the real and imagined. It will tackle and question values and priorities relating to 
order, chaos, humor, negotiating, transitions, otherness, generosity, virtuosity, the 
mundane, seeing/being seen, endurance, realness, range, and risk. Through physical and 
visual landscapes of truth and illusion, it will consider the relationship between action 
and perception from micro and macro perspectives. I am interested in explicitly 
exposing layers of rehearsal/process relative to performance/product.  This work will 
invite both the audience and the performers into a topography of visceral/embodied 
experience and wild imagination. Drawing on contemporary dance, somatics, 
technology, popular culture, politics, fantasy, and things unknown, it will seek threads 
of relevance and context that provoke questions more than finding answers. Through 
weaving together both set and improvised choreography, I aim to create an intensely 
physical and provocatively visual evening of dance theatre.  

This proposal was broad and striving; I wasn’t ready to eliminate possibilities. I was 

intentionally vague regarding about-ness as I was, and continue to be, more interested in 

how meaning can evolve through the making and performing of choreography, than I am 

in arbitrarily or preemptively assigning it. I strongly felt that this proposal would allow 

space for whomever I would be working with, in terms of both performers and designers, 

to collaboratively shape the work. Meanings would inevitably arise. The choreographer 

Tere O’Conner’s concept of ‘everything-ness’, which relates to “...seeing what the dances 

can become through a process of witnessing as opposed to employing choreographic 

technique of any sort”1 comes into play here. How can I know and articulate what the 

work will be before I make it? How can I know what questions are relevant before I 

feel/see my body and other bodies at work in process? How can I vision without reducing 

possibilities? Can I get myself out of the way enough to find the work that wants to be 

made? O’Conner also suggests the idea of moving away from the topic that we think we 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 O’Conner, Tere http://tereoconnordance.org/blog/2010/06/18/unviable-structures/ 
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are making a dance about. Moving away from something can offer the space for 

relevance to come alive. 

 If a creature becomes extinct, no matter how much video footage and photographic images may 
have been amassed, nothing can ever compare to the physical presence of the animal, admittedly dead and 
stuffed, but a physical presence nonetheless.                                                                                                      
       -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo 

A ten-minute free write, from 09:21pm-09:31pm, while looking at photo #3: 

I taught my sister how to give a blowjob on an unpeeled banana. We all have to transcend 
technique. This is the world we live in. Balanced just so, before it tips. Counter balance. 
Eyes closed. Cloven hooves. I’m triple skinned in this post-Bambi legs, post-Barbie 
moment. The plastic is re-configured, piled, and waiting to cushion the fall. This is a 
close-up. There is no escaping the camel reference, so ride it. New findings show that 
ancient camels were nine-feet tall and lived in almost arctic conditions. My assumptions 
about humps were wrong. Humps are survival tools during long, dark winters. I’ve been 
there. I was that, once. This part of the structure was hard to find. Minefield, the beauty, 
was thrown out. BANG; empty shells in every corner of the space. Flat tire and pantry 
fantasy could not find a roosting place. I’m holding this together. Karen is in ‘baby bird’ 
like the cover of The Queer Art Of Failure. Bra glasses. Mary disappeared here in 
anticipation of her moment as the abominable snowman. And it all starts again.  

 I met Mary Reich at the Seattle Festival of Dance Improvisation (SFDI) in 2004, 

at which point I was twenty-three and she was forty-six. I found her to be generous, 

mysterious, and grounded. Even though she hardly knew me she was also immensely 

supportive and encouraging of my artistry. Mary told me, “You have it all. You don’t 

need to try so hard.” I saw her again at the same festival in 2008. Mary possesses an acute 

capacity to pay attention and tell the truth. We didn’t stay in contact. 

The Fantasy Project Program Biography: 
Mary Reich is into improvisation, Feldenkrais™ method, expressive arts therapy and education, and travel. 
She has choreographed over 30 pieces, performed internationally, and taught at universities, institutes and 
festivals on the west coast. www.maryreichmovement.com	  
 

 Karen Schaffman is twenty years older than I am. In 2009 I saw Karen perform at 

SFDI in an improvised duet with Rosemary Hannon. The piece included black 
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underwear, chickens, microphones, and music stands.  I noticed Karen’s humor, her 

contagious energy, her legs, and her sense of timing. We might have danced together at a 

contact improvisation jam during that festival, but we never met. 

The Fantasy Project Program Biography:	  
Karen Schaffman is a life-long dancer. Her research explores sensorial perception, memory, and the politics 
of transgression. She pursues paradox and the agency of vulnerability as means to disrupt cultural norms of 
performativity. Karen earned her Ph.D. from UC Riverside (Dance History and Theory), is a Professor at 
CSU San Marcos, and has taught at institutions and festivals internationally. Her writing appears in Taken 
by Surprise (Wesleyan Press) and Contact Quarterly. Karen’s recent projects include BARK (which 
premiered at REDCAT) and FIRE (a solo adaption of choreography by Deborah Hay which she performs 
in a program with Eric Geiger), and LIVE dancetheatre. Alongside Eric Geiger, she co-directs PADL West, 
a non-profit organization that curates international artists, offers laboratories, and promotes dialogue about 
dance and performance. 
 

 It surprises me that I found them both again when I moved to San Diego for 

graduate school. Karen and Mary have been friends and collaborators for twenty-five 

years. They were both members of Lower Left, a professional experimental dance 

collective based in San Diego, for many years. They are exquisitely accomplished people, 

artists, and teachers. Mary and Karen are not affiliated with UCSD. Out of an extensive 

conversation with Karen, sparked by my winter 2012 choreographic work You May Be 

Tempted to Cancel and mutual admiration, we discovered shared interests relating to pop-

glam, risk, imagination, composition, states of performance, and more. This conversation 

created a fantasy of working together and we agreed to start a new collaborative project. 

Karen suggested that Mary join. Mary said yes, as long as she could be a 

collaborator/seer/shaper, but not a performer. I felt lucky.  

 In January 2012 we had our first rehearsal over dinner at a Greek restaurant in La 

Jolla and fantasized about what this collaboration could be. We developed the idea of 

making choreography that could be performed in any location including, but not limited 
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to, an insane asylum, a school, an empty swimming pool, a castle, a theatre, a retirement 

home, a park, and an airplane. We also imagined that it could be available for any 

population. We were ambitious: What if one choreographic work could serve every 

context? We began practicing/rehearsing together weekly for three hours, as a way to 

patiently dive into the unknown with no concept of when, where, or how this seed of an 

idea might find fruition. I felt grateful to be in a regular practice with two mature, 

thoughtful, and compelling artists and didn’t need, or necessarily want, to know more 

about the outcome at this point. Several of our ideas for scores from that initial 

dinner/rehearsal/conversation persisted and found their way into the final choreography 

of The Fantasy Project: bones fucking tissues and tissues fucking bones, solos, being in 

the anatomy vs. fully loading, sexuality, fantasy, anti-fantasy, and considering the gaze 

on the body.  

 Over the course of our rehearsal process we worked in multiple unconventional 

locations including Nordstroms, outside, and in Karen’s tiny office at Cal State San 

Marcos. Our process included a lot of dancing, Mary leading us through Feldenkrais™ 

Awareness Through Movement lessons, and talking. And we talked and talked and 

talked. We talked a lot about finding longevity as art makers, sex, attraction, taboos, 

boundaries, desire, pleasure, bodies, age, gender, physical limitations, emotions, 

aesthetics, and belief systems. These conversations were deeply personal and revealing. 

We agreed to keep this material confidential in order to facilitate honoring/trusting one 

another. The work was not about this personal sharing, but through it we were willing to 
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be with one another more transparently-to take risks and to allow for physical and 

emotional range. 

In a sense, longing is a mechanism for both pacifying and cultivating various lusts and hungers by creating 
objects capable of generating significance.                                                                                                         
       -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo 

A ten-minute free write, from 03:28pm-03:38pm, while looking at photo #4: 

These are women in the female body as never seen before. What is happening here? 
Facing opposite directions.  

Topless, short hair, background, large doors, small breasts, could be male. Never tried 
being male. Men are watching. 

Curly hair, cigarette, large breasts, bottom teeth, slits for eyes, head tilted back. Has to be 
female. Post sex cigarette? Open that loading dock door, boy. Let some fresh air in here.   

Bras were assessed, bought, returned, attempted, rejected and then covered. This one is 
barely seen. This is the moment before the moment. The bottom half is invisible. From 
the other side bare breasts could be seen. Male/Female. This pink hue came from 
‘POOF’. The She in the front is starting to be another She. The She in the back is 
becoming a He/She in a coveralls.  

What was the framing for all of this? Another day at work. Another 6:30pm call time. 
Another last round and sing halleluiah before the fluorescents come on.  It is in the 
stance. Wide legs, cocked head. She insinuates that She is buying this round. 
‘WARDROBE!’ ‘MAKE-UP!’  

The camels watch silently from the sidelines. They have been through this routine before. 
They were on set for Priscilla Queen of the Desert. They were born ready. Dehydrated 
camels never tell lies.  

Right ass cheek in the glow.  This could be naughty or embarrassing. As much for the 
people sitting, as for the people doing. Who does this sort of thing?  

It will never be a bowling alley.  

 The Fantasy Project was not supposed to be my thesis; it was intended to be an 

outside of school, professional collaboration. I was sure that my thesis would be 

something else. In the spring of 2011 I asked Eric to perform in my thesis work and he 

said yes. Despite this mutual interest a very convoluted and confusing sequence of events 

took place resulting in a new dance department policy, which strictly prohibited dance 
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faculty from performing in the creative work of graduate students. During this time, Eric 

asked me to articulate why I wanted him to perform in my thesis. I wrote this email in 

Spring 2012: 

Hi Eric, 

I will gladly tell you why I want to work with you. Primarily, it is because I 
love and trust you.  

I am interested in my thesis work being a project where I can gather a few 
individuals whom I really trust and respect, as artists and individuals in their 
own right, in order to discover the possibility of our bodies/voices/mediums in 
relationship. You are one of those people. I have a few others in mind, but I've 
not made any other decisions yet. I currently feel that 'choreography' cannot be 
owned and in light of supporting that, I am hoping to create an environment 
where shared authorship (whatever that comes to mean) might be possible. 

I am interested in working with you because I believe that you can push me 
artistically and I also believe that I can push you. Push, meaning growth and 
discovery, rigor and risk. 

I feel that you have always treated me as an artist and a human being first, 
despite shifting roles, and I value and respect that in a way that I trust that we 
can work together and my voice will not get lost.  

I am interested in your dancing relative to virtuosity, permeability, range, 
and performance quality. I am curious to play with tackling difficult 
propositions, with both improvisation and set work, in way that your movement 
history and present movement research both feel relevant. I feel as though we 
can communicate honestly, meaning you can take responsibility for yourself. 
And, given my tendency to take on more responsibility than often serves me, I 
imagine that this will be a positive element of our working together.  

In general, I also feel inspired by Leslie's work in terms of working across a 
broad spectrum of ages. In that I have not often had the experience of 
'choreographing' for people who are older/more experienced than I am. I think 
it will be valuable to me.  

I am happy to give you more, but that is what comes to mind first.  

It took me a long time to come to terms with the fact that I had no control over whom I 

could work with for my thesis production.  Who I work with matters a great deal to me, 

as my creative work is generated in relationship to the people I am in the room with. How 
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we intersect and agree/disagree with, question, contrast, and inspire one another is a 

fundamental part of the choreography. It had never occurred to me that this choice would 

be taken away from me.  

 As I look back at the email I sent to Eric, I see that it also speak to many of the 

reasons I wanted to collaborate with Karen and Mary. Four months into The Fantasy 

Project, I approached Karen and Mary with the proposition of putting our work into the 

frame of my thesis concert. I was resolutely attached to maintaining our shared 

choreographic authorship, with the idea that I would take the lead, for this version of the 

work, particularly relating to broader production logistics and design collaborations. 

Karen and Mary said yes. At this point authorship became central to my research. I knew 

that it could be a difficult task to simultaneously lead this project within the institution 

and commit to shared choreographic authorship. I felt excited by the challenge and 

potential. What is authorship? Is it relevant or arbitrary? Are we authored by experience 

or can we author experience? How can I be an author inside of an institution? How does 

institutional policy inadvertently author artistry? .  

 As I referenced in my email to Eric, I specifically wanted to work with people 

more experienced than I (in terms of life and art) for my thesis. In the past most of my 

dance collaborators have been approximately my age or younger, which fits the standard 

dance model of the facilitator or choreographer being the oldest and most experienced 

person in the room. This tradition of power belonging to age and experience extends 

throughout the majority of western dance history. I was curious to know how working 
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outside of this age/experience/power norm might influence my choice making and 

artistry.   

Yet nature is its own abundance and exists beyond “meaning,” which is forever a human urge and 
imposition. More often than not, what we choose to say about nature reveals more about human beliefs, 

desires, and fears than it does about the natural world. 

       -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo 

A ten-minute free write, from 09:53pm-10:03pm, while looking at photo #5: 

Worms change gender at different temperatures. Climate control, then, is key. Prayer, the 
rabbit, has commentary on this. He raises his fist at the pulpit, thanks the congregation, 
and continues.  

Where were we? Slapstick. Slapsick.  

If we were starving who would you eat first? It is not at all personal. This is a solo. Move 
away from the moving target and find the view you want. Popcorn and diet-Pepsi will be 
sold at half time. This opera company doesn’t believe in respite, so prepare for mundane 
continuity. Who knows the lines to this? Scene 12, Take 34, Give it all away. Again. It is 
bulging.  

Put yourself in this position. Right arm forward in line with the head (fingers softly 
folded), left leg forward rotated lunge, eyes scanning the horizon. Left arm flying back. 
This was made for you.   

 The design collaborations for The Fantasy Project started in June. I am at a loss 

for how to articulate the risk, work, and trust that went into these partnerships. I am 

astounded by the complexity of the interface between choreography and design that 

happened for this project. I will not write about it very much, partly due to space, and 

also because I believe that production itself speaks to the quality of the collaboration. 

 I asked the designers to bring their own interests and questions to the work (links 

to design and dramaturgical research: http://pinterest.com/parkerpie/the-fantasy-project/  

http://thefantasyproject.tumblr.com/ ). I wanted their fantasies to be part of the collective 

fantasy. I worked with Kristin Hayes (lights), Orli (projections), Halei Parker (costumes), 
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Andy Muehlhausen (sound), and Rob Tintoc (scenic). My collaboration with Halei was in 

many ways the most extensive and difficult. We were both mature and intentional about 

having ongoing and thorough discussions of concepts, imagery, and design, but I realize 

now that we have different aesthetics. There were multiple moments of intense costume 

struggle and miscommunication, relative to design and function. Ultimately I was 

appreciative of the costumes and felt that the work as whole was stimulated and well 

supported by them. Collaborating with both Kristin and Orli was easy and inspiring. 

Kristin introduced practical lights into the process quite early and was very present 

throughout months of rehearsal. Orli enthusiastically developed content for projections 

and took beautiful risks in the interface between elements. Andy was brilliant in the last 

three weeks of rehearsal and I was thrilled with the end result, but he was non-committal 

and mostly absent in the months prior. Rob, the only non-student on the design team, did 

the bare minimum of what was needed and I ended up working quite extensively with the 

shops to determine the scenic design.  

 In addition to the designers, I collaborated for the first time quite closely with 

Sonia Fernandez as a dramaturg. She became our outside eyes and brain in the final 

weeks of rehearsal. She was incredibly patient, perceptive, intelligent, and committed to 

this work. From the second intensive onward Laura (stage manager) joined the team in 

rehearsal. With grounded acuity, she found a way to support and guide the piece through 

to production. Through the combined efforts of these remarkable individuals The Fantasy 

Project was conceived and brought to life. 
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Section 2 

Preparing The Body To Be Stuffed: Material, Structure, and Authorship 

 Authorship can be a slippery topic in any context. It is a particularly complicated 

and relevant area of discussion within the field of contemporary dance. The traditional 

model of authorship in dance is that of the choreographer as the generator and dispenser 

of all ideas and artistry, while the dancer is the technician who brings the choreographer’s 

vision to life. In current times this approach is quite antiquated, as most contemporary 

dance makers have moved away from an autocracy. A shift started to take root with the 

development of post-modern dance in the 1960’s. This brought about a more humanistic 

perspective of valuing dancers as unique, living, thinking, individuals who could move 

and participate inside of choreographic works. In the 21st century, many contemporary 

dancers generate movement material and contribute to the conceptual development of 

choreography that is not their own. In addition, artistic crafting through performing is 

often valued as part of, and sometimes is inseparable from, the choreography. Despite 

this shift in contribution and roles, there has not been a lot of evolution in the thinking 

about authorship and crediting. Dancers are still widely credited as performers and 

nothing else. Sometimes they are credited as collaborators, but are rarely given any real 

choreographic authorship. I consider this to be problematic. 

 I am interested in honestly naming and crediting what is happening in my dance 

making. I make art with people and believe that it should credited as such. I do not 

devalue my own artistic input by valuing and crediting the input of my collaborators; in 

fact I believe that the value of the work itself is increased through shared generosity and 

acknowledgement. That said, a choreographer regularly devotes far more time and energy 
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to the dance making process as a whole for which she/he deserves credit. There is not an 

easy fix, but I suggest that dance is in need of new methods/approaches for honoring and 

crediting those who contribute. There needs to be increased awareness and dialogue 

around the topic of authorship; perhaps there is more of an authorship gray zone than is 

generally accounted for. 

 Through this research I have come to believe that sole authorship doesn’t really 

exist. In my solo body, dancing my own choreography, I may still not be able to claim 

sole authorship. The skills, textures, vocabulary, patterning, risk taking, choice making, 

and range that reside in my physicality are partly authored by my teachers, colleagues, 

and students. I believe that the authorship of my movement is a shared between others 

and myself. I’m curious about how shared authorship might reveal lineage, and further 

movement invention and discovery. Inquiry into authorship connects to questions around 

ownership and I want to continue to research the possibility of full ownership within 

shared authorship.  

 Like many aspects of my research, this proposition challenged the norm of the 

system that I am part of. I was told by the chair of Theatre and Dance that ‘shared 

authorship is a problematic concept in the academic world...the university will expect 

your thesis to be exclusively your own work’. I was encouraged to ‘highlight my own 

piece’. I consider all dance and theatre to be products of shared authorship. How could 

performance work be made without one another? In order for my work to be of value, do 

I need to claim something as ‘mine’? Why is shared authorship threatening to the 
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institution? Is it possible that not acknowledging shared authorship promotes artistic 

plagiarism? 

 There are several parts of The Fantasy Project that feel integrally tied to the topic 

of authorship, which I discuss in the following writing and journal entries. 

Rehearsal notes 1: 
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You” Solos: 

 On the night of September 2nd I dreamed of performing The Fantasy Project. I 

vividly saw Karen, Mary and myself in different choreographic tasks-which were not 

directly linked to anything we had been rehearsing. Karen was moving diagonally from 

upstage right to downstage left frantically putting on and taking off layers of camel 

colored clothing. Mary was still in the space as she spoke into the microphone about all 

of things she could not or would not do. I was in full-bodied set dancing that was not my 

own movement material. I could feel that my movement was borrowed from multiple 

people. I woke up briefly and scribbled down what I could recall. First thing the next 

morning, I compiled a list of artists whom I love and respect. Included were artists whom 

I have known for over ten years, teachers and mentors, colleagues and friends, and people 

whom I barely know and immensely admire. These artists are from across the United 

States, as well as from Europe. I have collaborated or long to collaborate with all of the 

people on the list. I didn’t want to give myself too much time to second guess my instinct 

or loose my courage. Here is my email invitation: 

Hello All, 

I know some of you more than I know others, but you are all getting this 
email because I am specifically compelled by you and your artistry. I also 
have some level of fantasy that I could work with you again or work with 
you at all. 

Many of you know I am deep into my MFA thesis research, which will 
culminate in performance in January 2013. Research into shared-
authorship, concepts of ownership, and fantasy are central to the work so 
far-I am excited and perplexed by what might evolve as my co-authors, 
Karen Schaffman and Mary Reich, and I continue.  

A few nights ago, sleepless and thinking about the work, I was struck by 
my desire/fantasy to have fragments of your movement that I could weave 
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into one phrase of longer movement material. Meaning, if you are 
interested and willing, I am asking if you might gift/lend/contribute a 
fragment of movement that feels like it is you/yours. You can also channel 
a little of Deborah Hay's 'What if?' frame if the idea of 'your' movement is 
confusing or paralyzing (as it often is for me). As we know, people tend to 
have drastically perceptions about ownership/authorship relative to the 
moving body- so, whatever your persuasion might be, I'm interested to see 
it/work with it. 

If you are interested:            

Make it a solo                                                                                                          
Make it less than 1 minute in length                                                                                
It can be set, scored, or improvised 

Know that you will be credited and that you are also giving me/us 
permission to integrate it into the work as whole. 

If you have questions, concerns or want more info please email me. 

If you want to participate, please email me and I will give you the specifics 
in terms of uploading your footage. 

I hope you are willing. If you are not, I'm still a big fan of you and your 
work.          

 xo,                    
anya 

 I invited twenty-one people to participate in this experiment of shared authorship: 

Nicole Bradley Browning, Aoife Courtney, Angela Dony, Faye Driscoll, Eric Geiger, 

Brian Gerke, Miguel Gutierrez, Rosemary Hannon, Hazel Humphrey, Jess Humphrey, 

Jennifer Keller, Jes Mullette, Blake Nellis, Karen Nelson, Hanna Piko, Kitty Sailer, 

Leslie Seiters, Nancy Stark Smith, Alia Swersky, Tyler Wardell, Antonietta Vicario. 

Several months after my initial invitation, I invited my student Kristianne Salcines, to 

contribute a solo. Out of those invited fifteen people said they would like to contribute 

solos, and of those fifteen twelve actually did: Nicole Bradley Browning, Eric Geiger, 
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Rosemary Hannon, Hazel Humphrey, Jess Humphrey, Jes Mullette, Blake Nellis, Karen 

Nelson, Hanna Piko, Kitty Sailer, Kristianne Salcines, Leslie Seiters.  

 I set up a vimeo account where the contributing artists could upload their solos 

(link to solos: http://vimeo.com/user13311701/videos). In addition, one person taught me 

a solo in person and one person sent written instructions for a solo. As I received the 

footage I started to realize the enormity of this task. I often find learning movement from 

video to be difficult and unpleasant in its removal from the flesh, and perception of 

intention and initiation can be maddeningly elusive. It can also be very time consuming 

and labor intensive. I have never particularly enjoyed nor considered myself very skilled 

at learning movement this way, however I found this process to be rewarding. There was 

a ritual in this method of being with the mediatized version of each person and I liked the 

quality of attention that was required in order to take on/learn so many different ways of 

moving. I found that working for small segments of time was the best way for me to 

learn, digest, and retain the material. I decided that I would string all of these set solos 

together in an improvised order to create one long solo for myself. 

 Starting in November and continuing through until the performances, I asked 

Mary to watch me do the solos and help me flesh out what they could be. She encouraged 

me to execute them with more physical risk and less knowing. What did I know about 

each person who had contributed a solo? How could I allow for elements of the 

people/personalities to be present in my dancing? What didn’t I know about these people 

that the movement might reveal to me? How could the set movement vocabulary find me 

in present time? This work shopping offered me an entirely new perspective. I suddenly 
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felt as though the people who had contributed material were in conversation with each 

other through my body. Mary continued to offer me valuable outside perspective on 

bringing the ‘you solos’ to life. Eric also insightfully advised me that doing the solos 

could be easy and feel good; that the gentleness might provoke new range and discovery. 

I used a sub-score that I had given to Mary, relating to a different section, about ‘self-

caressing from the inside’. The combination of these approaches allowed me to continue 

to be challenged and surprised by the way that my physicality and emotions met the 

choreography. I am extremely grateful to all of the artists who so generously gifted me, 

and trusted me with, their work. Rehearsal notes 2: 
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Solo/Replay: 

 Our work together started with present state improvised solos. This became an 

ongoing and fundamental aspect of our practice. We did solos in almost every rehearsal. 

For the first six-months the explorations that came out of these solos were often the 

entirety of our rehearsals. This was our general structure: one person does a present state 

solo while two people witness. Time serves as the frame. Each person takes a turn in the 

solo role. Each person will witness at least twice. One of the witnesses replays one of the 

solos she saw. Replaying the solo of another could include dancing what was absent or 

what was longed for in the original. It would be the same as, and different from, the 

original solo. Continue the solo and witnessing loop. Two witnesses could replay a solo 

simultaneously. The original soloist could replay in response to the replay. Keep looping. 

Three-minutes. Ten-minutes. One-minute. Thirty-minutes. The amount of time is variable 

for this practice and the length of the frame engenders different kinds of material.  We 

explored bringing in clothes and objects to inform these solos including high heels, 

jumpsuits, newspaper clippings, water bottles, books, dresses, mops, computer cords, 

chairs, food, etc.  

 We started to trust being seen by one another. Individually, we have all worked a 

lot with ways of seeing and being seen, but who is in the role of seeing during process 

can drastically influence the work that emerges. We were interested in creating a 

container, where we could trust one another and ourselves with anything that might arise 

or show up no matter how sensitive, strange, or personal it might be. I started to trust 

Karen and Mary with my history, my body, and my emotions. How can I stay true to an 
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original and take liberties? What if everything is available and sacred? Can I see someone 

in any/every state? Can I be seen in those states? What does witnessing another in a 

present state of being do to/for me? Can I allow myself to be seen in solo body? What 

makes me uncomfortable? Where do I source from when I am all that there is? How does 

collapsing the frame of time influence the speed of the dancing? 

Dictionary.com definition of So-lo:  

1. a person who performs or accomplishes something without the usual 
equipment, tools, etc. 

2. any performance, as a dance, by one person. 

I imagine that we were tackling both of these definitions through this practice of dancing 

and witnessing. I love the proposal of performing without the usual equipment. How 

might we be made resourceful and transparent through this? We performed for each other 

in solo body, allowing for the inevitable range and redundancy of our humanness. I didn’t 

initially realize how much this solo practice would expose the oddly mundane. It is a 

practice that requires practice. Many of our early solos did not include touching each 

other very much. This solo practice facilitated a spaciousness of one body in ownership of 

experience that we rarely interrupted. All three of us were equally available for any role. 

Mary’s body was in, as much as Karen’s and mine. It was not until many months later 

that Mary realized that she was actually needed as a performer in the work. She told me 

that she kept trying to find a way to get out of performing. She was all in, with one foot 

out. As soon as we started working together I knew that I wanted Mary to perform.  

 Taking on my solo body with this practice of being seen so intimately and 

thoroughly scares and compels me. It creates a vulnerability that can be unnerving. I 
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realize that I am much less nervous about this now, than I was a year ago. I generally find 

it easier to witness than to be witnessed, even as I recognize the value of both roles. My 

embodied research with authentic movement, which has been sporadic over the past ten 

years, but regular with my friend/colleague Jess Humphrey for the last two years, is vital 

for me. I trust that something will arrive out of nothing. Something always does. I am not 

a solo artist, but this aspect of The Fantasy Project required a lot of attending to solo 

body. Many of the scores that were part of the final production started from one of these 

solos or replays including Karen as Phyllis Diller, Cat and Mouse, Sweat in 3 Minutes, 

What Anya Can’t Do, Minefield, Bra Glasses, Clit as Center, Confession/Story Telling, 

and Tenderizing.  Rehearsal notes 3: 
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   Rehearsal  notes 4: 
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Rocking: 

 I’ve heard all kinds rumors about rocking since it became part of The Fantasy 

Project. I like blurring what might be fact and fiction with this. Rocking can be 

disturbing, it can be exciting, and it can be meditative. Elephants and large wild cats often 

cope with being in captivity through rocking. Parents rock babies to sleep. Sex involves 

the rocking of the pelvis. Rocking is often associated with mental instability, autism, 

anxiety, or obsessive-compulsive disorder. Rocking offers soothing vestibular 

stimulation. I’ve been told that rocking can have a positive impact on chronic fatigue, 

varicose veins, circulation, motion sickness, knee-surgery, c-section recovery, knee-

surgery rehabilitation, and stress. It is a pedestrian motion that all demographics of 

people have participated in, whether they realize it or not. I’m interested in the possibility 

that rocking is shared and familiar.  

 In June, I took a Feldenkrais™ class in Hillcrest that was entirely grounded in 

rocking. The movement patterning required sustaining the trajectory and connectivity of 

the rocking through changing orientations and shapes. I was smitten by the simplicity and 

difficulty of this task. During our next rehearsal I showed Karen the rocking that I had 

learned and she thought it was beautiful. The compositional and artistic potential of the 

rocking had not previously occurred to me. We started to integrate rocking into our 

rehearsals. Through the rocking we started to talk about ‘being in the anatomy vs. loading 

it’, which means ‘staying with the function and sensation of the movement itself vs. 

looking for and attaching content and meaning within the physicality’. This was the work 

of multiple authors. 
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Rehearsal notes 5: 

 

Camels and Taxidermy: 

Camels became part of the work after Karen and Mary took a trip to Zion via Las Vegas. 

They came back with Cammi and Tammi; dog sized stuffed camels that were 

immediately integrated into The Fantasy Project. We considered the potential 

implications/associations of camels: animal, color, desert, cigarettes, water, fantasy, 
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spitting, awkward, endurance. These references were compelling. We started to think of 

‘camel’ as representative of a baseline, upon which anything could take root. 

 Out of camel came taxidermy. I started to think about states of aliveness and 

deadness. This peaked my curiosity about taxidermy, which spiraled into a massive 

amount of visual and written research on types of taxidermy and reasons why taxidermy 

happened. It turns out that taxidermy is very hot topic in contemporary culture and 

fashion. One of the most influential aspects of this was a book I discovered by 

happenstance The Breathless Zoo: Taxidermy and Cultures of Human Longing by Rachel 

Poliquin. I bought copies of the book for Karen and Mary and we regularly 

referenced/sourced it in rehearsal.  

 When taxidermy joined our research, I imagined having a taxidermy head in the 

space under which there could be projected bodies. This started as a visual image 

connecting to my interest in the relationship between reality and fantasy. I was curious to 

see a three-dimensional head with two-dimensional bodies. Through discussion with Orli 

I realized how clearly this connected to themes and questions around gaze, 

objectification, identity, human/animal, and more. Stewart, the taxidermy rams’s head in 

the work, was loaned to us from a man in Texas. Prayer, the stuffed rabbit, was a 

discovery I made while scouring the prop shop with Kristin for objects that could be 

made into practical lights. Our team, of animal and humans, real and imagined, alive and 

dead, started to gather. 

 On a whirlwind road trip to Phoenix in December, I was unexpectedly invited to 

participate in the killing and skinning of a meat rabbit. Given the nature of my current 
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research, I had to say yes. I am very conflicted about this experience; it as hard and 

important for me at the same time. Certain remnants always remain. Part of this process 

was documented on film (link to video: https://vimeo.com/57350739) and I drove back to 

San Diego with the scraped and salted skin/fur nailed to a piece of plywood. This rabbit 

skin also became part of The Fantasy Project. Rehearsal notes 6: 
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One creature’s individuality is transfigured into another creature’s indulgent desire for tangible 
remembrance. Refusing to be bodily parted by death, this longing is the ultimate proof of ownership                
       -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo 

A ten-minute free write, from 02:45pm-02:55pm, while looking at photo #6: 

I am the carcass version of Rosemary. Or, I suppose that I am holding, through my 
center, you as the carcass while doing The Rosemary. I notice pockets of anatomy as our 
bodies blur together-under my breast, the inside of your elbow, underneath your butt 
cheek, my neck below the jaw line, the curve of your breast, our clavicles. I wonder what 
I am looking at? I wonder who was seeing me in this moment?  

We decided that Karen would take on the quality of carcass and I can feel the deadness of 
her weight through my spine. My nipples are visible in this moment. There is a lot of 
flesh available for the taking. I’m taking us somewhere- on these forced arch hooves 
turned feet, exhausted legs that stumble towards and away from you, who are seeing, and 
Mary who is speaking.  

I told Karen I would not drop her. What is it like to witness someone who refuses to drop 
someone? I know you paid money for this and it might look tragic, but it doesn’t feel that 
way. Not yet. The tragedy is coming later. Right now you just get to see our bodies-piled 
as bodies rarely are. The immobile made mobile. I wonder about the version where Karen 
is holding me in carcass? What would that feel like to look at?  

In this moment we are almost as wide as we are tall. We are tilting and lilting and listing. 
I notice gravity. Gravity in my kinesthetic memory and gravity in the still image that I see 
now. The imprint of my hand on Karen’s thigh. Karen as treasure.  

 The bones of the structure for The Fantasy Project emerged through our intensive 

rehearsal periods during a week in mid-December and for four days in early January. 

Schedules were cleared and we planned on working for eight hours a day to facilitate full 

immersion. I imagined these intensive periods as a kind of creative nexus where all of the 

collaborators and all of the elements could be together in the theatre. I was sure that 

structure would find us during this time. At several points earlier in the process, I longed 

for a clearer concept of structure and it always felt illusive. There was no shortage of 

conceptual and movement material, but what should be done with it? 
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 I am reminded of a rehearsal where I was really struggling with my ideas about 

choreographic structure. It was November. I was standing in the middle of the empty 

theatre, Mary sitting on the risers, with papers spread all over the floor. Karen was out of 

the state that day. In an attempt to make sense and find logic for myself, I had named and 

written out all of our embodied and conceptual material/research from the last ten months 

on 8 ½ x 11 pieces of paper. I kept shuffling them and mapping them in relationship, all 

the while thinking that the words on the paper could be miraculously become the 

choreography and reveal something to me the whole work. I wanted to know what I 

should do with the pieces. These are the scores that were laid out on the floor, each one 

written a single piece of paper: 

Simultaneous Solos: I Am Someone Else and You Are Me    Age 

Mary Flesh and Stool (What Anya Can’t Do)   Clit As Center 

Fantasy Humor Emotion Camels Bra Glasses    Animal 

Preparing The Body to Be Stuffed  What Is At Risk? Hanged 

 You Solos (Borrowed Phrases)   Making The Kill 

Bones Fucking Tissues and Tissues Fucking Bones    Taxidermy 

 This Is The Rosemary  Mounting Lunging (Push, Pull, Intercept) 

Sweat In 3 Minutes and Check to Collect The Data  Present State Solos 

Replays  Human as Object and Object as Human  Transformation  

 Mary Speaking-Do I Eat You or Do I Fuck You?  Anatomy vs. Loaded   

Anya Phrase (Set) and Out Of Control/Sensation     Image  

Love   Rocking   The Section That We Cannot Do 

Longing and Loss  Female Human Body    Anti-Fantasy 

Control/Out Of Control  Set Rocking Phrase  Karen As Phyllis Diller 
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Mary very patiently humored me and participated in this mostly futile exercise. We didn’t 

dance that day.  

 Liam arrived (I had invited him to give us feedback/see where we were in the 

process) and the three of us had a long conversation. I was in a structural panic. He 

suggested that finding an order/structure/logic was none of my business. He suggested 

that I should get out of the way and keep being in the work, without trying to know more 

than I could. Yep. Get out of the way. I had no idea what that meant. And then my mind 

told me that if I didn’t work to find the logic, then it might never arrive. And I knew that 

time was passing. Something had to be performed in the middle of January, whether I was 

ready or not. I went back to the papers, resolved to work harder to consider structure. I 

notice that I often believe that if I work harder I can solve/fix anything. I know that this 

is rarely true, yet the impulse for it persists. Out of this process I am curious about 

working with more ease and to notice the impact of a soft touch.  

 I am enamored of choreographer Tere O’Conner’s concept that dance is supported 

by unviable structures- that it does not have to subscribe to a prescribed logic, 

relationship, or evolution. In a lecture I recall him saying that structure in dance is not 

like structure in architecture. He said that the foundation of a dance could be made out of 

water, followed by a wooden frame and then a steel beam-a toothpick covered by a 

balloon could be balanced on the beam with a 2 x 4 extending away from the whole 

structure. Then a skyscraper could be balanced on the 2x4. He said a dance could hang on 

that structure. And that, in fact, this unviable structure could support a very viable dance. 

He proposes that dance is made less viable if it subscribes to the notion that there is a 
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certain arbitrary or known structural logic to follow. I love this proposition. The tricky 

thing is that an unviable structure still has structure; it can just be more elusive than the 

structures that are known.  

 My curiosity was peaked about how narrative and structure tend to function 

within film. Film is the most participated with medium in our culture and I was interested 

to consider what I might learn about structure and narrative in dance through this lens. I 

had extensive conversations with my partner, Ken, who is a screenwriter and a poet. He 

drew me this structure. 

Rehearsal notes 7: 
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I am not very interested in linear narrative relative to dance, but was challenged and 

excited by the idea of looking at segments of time in relationship to one another.  Some 

type of narrative always happens whether I intend for it or not; there is always a 

beginning, a middle and an end of a performance.  I was also interested in the filmic idea 

of certain aspects balancing/counter balancing other aspects. 

 Questions surrounding structure were acutely present for me going into this 

process. As I critically considered my two previous pieces of choreography at UCSD, I 

felt as though my choreographic strength had been more in the process and development 

of material and less in the shaping of the whole (link to an excerpt of The Cartographer’s 

Scythe: http://vimeo.com/56570736 and link to an excerpt of You May Be Tempted to 

Cancel: http://vimeo.com/56572658). These projects happened with limited time for 

process, which meant that my attention to overall structure was sacrificed. By the time 

they were in performance the structural gaps were very apparent to me, which didn’t 

allow for the kind of transformation I had hoped for. I am interested in noticing 

choreographic patterns from my work over time. I want to be able to evolve, develop, 

deconstruct, and expand my choreographic range. 

 Tracing back to rehearsal with Mary and Liam, I still didn’t know how to find 

structure and I was feeling impatient with the idea of allowing the structure to find us. So 

I wrote out an attempt at a structure to which Mary and I proceeded to match each aspect 

of our research: 

Three Part Structure (with an addendum) 

1. Making The Kill 
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2. Preparing The Body to Be Stuffed 
3. Mounting 
*Addendum Part: Everything that doesn’t fit into parts 1, 2 or 3 

This was a valuable exercise for me. It didn’t solve anything or gave me answers, but I 

started to see how component parts of this research could exist inside of a whole. It 

wasn’t how the parts needed to, or even would, fit in the whole, but simply that it was 

possible. I recognize that I was longing to know more than I could at that point in the 

process. It illuminated a strange creation moment-when the what is clear and the how is 

blurry. These stages of constructing and deconstructing structure feel important, but I’m 

not sure why.  I am humbled to know that ultimately the bodies in time and space reveal 

the rightness or wrongness of structure. This requires having enough time to try multiple 

versions, change ordering, add and subtract elements/sections after a majority of the 

material has been made. It also requires honest and rigorous ongoing dialogue as it is all 

happening. 

Rehearsal notes 8: 

 

 The first intensive week was not at all what I had imagined. Karen had a serious 

family emergency out of state and was absent for the entire intensive. Andy, the sound 
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designer, was mostly absent for less justifiable reasons. Much of the lighting and media 

technology was still not available. Most of the costumes were not built. In short, my 

fantasy for this week stayed as a fantasy and reality hit. It was harder, colder, less 

inspired, and more stressful than I had imagined. And yet, we persisted. I am aware that 

this sounds somewhat dramatic, but it is precisely how it felt. One month away from 

performance we were faced with completely re-negotiating the place. Mary, Sonia, and I 

showed up in the theatre space all day, every day that week. We spent a lot of time being 

confused and determined together. We made new movement material. We made lists, 

charts, and maps on big pieces of construction paper and hung them on the wall. We 

forced a structure for the material, knowing that it might fail. We considered that solo, 

duet, and trio tracks might be possible inside this work. I felt that we desperately needed 

to start to see what our chunks of material would look/feel like in relationship to one 

another. The only way to start to know was to try something.  

 So, we tried using the structure for solo versions of the whole work, hoping to 

gain internal and external perspective. We took this task seriously, performing for one 

another with a hundred percent of whatever percent we were. Mary went first. She was 

brilliantly moving and humorous with impeccable timing. Sonia and I both said that we 

would have gladly paid for her performance. We took a long break, worked on some 

other details, and then I performed this solo version of the whole piece: 

The Fantasy Project: Anya Solo Version                                                                               

7 minutes of rocking                                                      
3 minutes of next section                    
Duet of support and caressing with the imaginary Mary who is in the Eric phrase             
Support Karen as Phyllis                                
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Cat and Mouse duet with imaginary Karen                            
This is the Rosemary                            
‘You solos’                                             
Unison Eric phrase                                                                                   
Minefield                      
Chat time 

Mary, Sonia, Kristin, Andy, Halei, Orli, and Eric all watched me. It took me an hour. It 

was the most difficult and humbling rehearsal/performance experiences of my life. I felt 

myself in complete failure as I desperately and stubbornly moved through the sections of 

the structure. I immediately noticed that I couldn’t orient myself (body/energy) in the 

work and I thought I could find it if I just kept going. I never considered stopping. I 

wanted to be funny. I longed for it. And the more wanted humor, the more it escaped me. 

I was tumbling into a dark and complicated state-I could feel it happening and just kept 

hoping that something would shift. I thought that I could work harder and pull myself out 

of the hole. I felt performatively exposed in a visceral desperation that I’ve never felt 

before. It was brutal. It was also important. There was a breakthrough moment where, 

exhausted and defeated, I was tackling the ‘You Solos’ with predatorial ferocity and I 

was overcome by the weight, responsibility, and honor of the task I had taken on in 

acquiring, learning, and performing these solos. This weight felt almost unbearable and I 

started to cry. And I forced myself to keep dancing, continuing to long for something or 

someone to allow for a moment of humor to come through. Nothing. At the end of the 

solos, I kneeled in front of the small audience with tears streaming down my face and I 

said, “I’m not funny. I’m the kind of person who does that” and I pointed to the rabbit 

skin nailed to the board. Then I proceeded to go through the minefield.  

 That same night, through Eric’s immeasurable generosity and courage, we ran a 

trio version of this same structure with Eric standing in for Karen. The impossible started 

to feel possible. This was a defining moment of the process for me. I realized that despite 

the difficulty and not knowing, that something true was happening in this work- it felt 

real, alive, and relevant. Many aspects changed after this first intensive, but it resonates 

as a vitally challenging and affirming part of the process. 
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 At the end of the first intensive Karen, Mary, and I had a long email exchange 

about order and structure. These are excerpts of emails I sent that week: 

Excerpt 1:  

hi, 

thanks for sticking it out last night. i feel confused...not that that is bad, just 
wondering what this work wants to be. i am wondering about new drafts of the 
score. what if we each write one or two? our fantasy version. maybe the 
ordering is not the same every night...multiple versions of the same piece-choose 
your own adventure? 

i also just remembered my fleeting impulse to work with 3 sections: 

making the kill               
preparing the body to be stuffed             
mounting 

it could also be three solos and the trio rocking...but i really like dancing with 
you both...so. 

i'm going to play with that might mean as an adaptation of the score we have. 

let me know if you have thoughts. 

Excerpt 2: 

i agree about sticking to an order-trying to listen to the beast. also, i agree-we 
choose and stick to it and it will be something with practice. 

karen, i love your thoughts so far.  

i like the loaded/unloaded idea, which might work to go with my 3 part idea (not 
exactly sure how 2 parts go into 3 parts). this is a sequencing that i came up 
with based on your emails and my guts.  

i'm thinking: 

1-loaded                                      
2-anatomy (unloaded) 

with 

1-mounting                                     
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2-preparing the body to be stuffed                                    
3-making the kill 

something about the reverse order feels right-we end up alive and start in 
taxidermy.  

Here is one way that could happen: 

loaded: 

mounting: 

a: all of this happening at the same time 

mary in loaded fantasy fish bowl diorama 
(dexter/mad/men/animal/anya/karen/tempest/child/phyllis/mary-image making, 
some still some moving)  

karen in rocking on hump or attempting to get the bait of the jacket 

anya in minefield along one side of space (either upstage/downstage or 
right/left) 

b: overlapping mundane fantasy story telling into microphones (pantry/tire 
changing/taxes/filing/?) maybe ends in simultaneous version of the structure of 
killing and skinning a rabbit without ever saying it is a rabbit 

preparing the body to be stuffed: 

a: unison eric's phrase straight into sweat in 3 minutes and check for sweat  

b:alternating karen and mary solos-replay/respond/counter/all that has 
happened (basically what you wrote, karen) while anya gathers all of the stuff 

c:i'm you while you are someone else/caressing/trio version of cat and mouse (i 
would love to try it-maybe draws on the contact skill of feeling/directing through 
one body to impact another body)/tenderize 

d:this is the rosemary with mary in text (birth/tampon-something about 
functional intimacy and preservation-longing, pick some text from somewhere 
else? or the drug list?) 

e: set gesture phrase in unison with variation and play 

f: clear the space, line up all of the objects, and have a chat 
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unloaded: 

making the kill: 

a: anya in 'you solos' with karen and mary in revealing flesh against the back 
door (bare backs/images/?-mary, you and i were kind of in this while karen was 
in phyllis last time) 

b: set rocking phrase into 7 minutes of rocking 

end 

a few extra thoughts: 

what if we each start in full absurd fantasy attire (fully loaded)-mary in feathers, 
karen in dress, anya in blue metallic skin suit- the 'mounted' versions of 
ourselves. then find ways to reverse and unload and undermine during the 
opening 3 ring circus? 

we haven't tried text in the way i am proposing, so we can scrap if it feels like 
too much to take on at this point. 

ok. off to sleep. 

love,         
 anya 

Although the search for the right structure was difficult, the negotiating required to get 

there was beautiful. Once we committed to the structure, I could breath. Through fine-

tuning and repetition in relationship to the whole each section began to emerge into its 

fullness.  
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Section 3 

 Mounting: Performances, Post-Performances, and Feedback 

 Last August we performed The Fantasy Project (in construction) as part of the 

Faculty Concert at SFDI. With this opportunity to perform mid-way through our creative 

process, we had to make decisions about what we wanted to be seen. Through extensive 

conversations and a process of elimination we decided on a two part score and agreed 

that we would all wear shades of camel colored clothes: 

Part 1 

8 minutes of rocking while staying in the anatomy of movement. 

At some point during the 8 minutes, stay in the rocking and find 30 seconds of 
fully loaded. 

Be in solo body with awareness of ways to be with the others in terms of 
composition. 

Follow an upstage to downstage trajectory. 

Choose whether to interact with a prop or not (red high heel, sun glasses, camel 
colored overcoat), but let the rocking direct any interaction. 

Part 2 

30 seconds of the next section (whatever that might be that is different than 
rocking). 

We prepared for performing by being in a rocking practice together, in the basement 

green room, for almost two hours. Julyen Hamilton, a renowned improvisational 

performer/teacher who was also performing in this concert, openly mocked us during this 

preparatory period with unsolicited statements about how our piece was entirely sexual 

and only contained humping, at which point he proceeded to mimic having sex with 

multiple objects around the space. I was offended and thrown off by this shallow display 
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of machismo. This was the first time that I questioned how gender and sexual orientation 

might influence perception of this work. Was this misdirected discomfort about our 

work? Why was he not able/willing to see past his first association with the rocking 

movement? This was a strange enough experience that it was worth paying attention to. 

Despite the oddity, we were highly tuned into one another and energetically humming by 

the time performance started. This was a delightful and illuminating performing 

experience for me. The proportion of time in the rocking relative to everything else was 

structurally and kinesthetically new for me. I felt as though there were endless 

possibilities with the rocking and I was curious to further research how one task could 

contain so much. It was easier to stay with the anatomy than I had expected. The piece 

was quite different from the tech rehearsal to the dress rehearsal to the performance. 

Where the tech rehearsal felt compositional and emotional with a strong connection 

between the three of us, the quality of the dress rehearsal was soft and subtle, and the 

performance was more individual, bold, contagious, and humorous. I wonder how much 

influence the audience had on the way that the performance took shape. This was first 

time we had shown anyone our research, so it felt vulnerable and untouched. Nine 

months into the process we were finally revealing the rocking, which simultaneously 

contained everything and nothing. Choosing perform this score, in this context, was a risk 

and I felt proud that the three of us were willing to honestly be in our research without 

knowing how it would resonate with an audience. 
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 We were quite fortunate in the quality and quantity of feedback we received from 

this single performance. Victoria Jacobs reviewed our work for SeattleDances. She 

wrote: 

A standout of the evening was The Fantasy Project (in construction), a first 
showing by San Diego's Anya Cloud, Mary Reich, and Karen Schaffman. It was 
built on a simple premise—three women in varying shades of taupe lying on the 
floor and rocking their bodies back and forth…for a long, long time. They 
moved into standing rocking positions or thrusted their way across the floor, and 
Cloud eventually managed to get a red stiletto on one foot, but they stayed true 
to the rhythm of it as the image changed from sexual to anatomical to abstract 
and back again; most of the audience was sympathetically nodding along. It 
pointed out a strength for either choreography or improvisation: make a strong, 
simple choice and stick with it, and then whatever is revealed later will make 
itself evident and earned through the long passage of transformation. 

 

A live post-performance feedback session was also set up through the festival. These are 

the notes that I took on what people said/felt, associations they had, and questions that 

were raised relating to our work: 

“If you want to conquer a people you have to conquer their dreams.”              
What are the political implications of this work related to being a woman?    
Why use red high heels?                                         
The resonance of fantasy stayed long after the performance ended.               
The work seemed to appear/make visible.                                   
Karen Nelson was reminded of technique and survival via Steve Paxton: What 
can a body do to survive? How to survive the dance of a busy street?                  
An association with the book The Wind Up Bird.                                      
Questions about what performing is: Does performing help us believe in 
ourselves? Does it impress? Does it inspire?                                                  
Noticing the freedom or lack of freedom that performers have to take 
responsibility or not take responsibility for their work.                                          
The lightness of taking what we do seriously.                                                
Through seeing the initial response is that this work is full of habit, while deeper 
reading reveals that it is full of stories.                                                              
Shows how we live seriously everywhere including on the bus and in the 
grocery store.  
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The rocking takes vision out of the horizontal.                                                    
Fully loaded imagery vs. anatomical subtlety.                                                    
There is power in the ambiguity – too much specificity doesn’t always allow for 
more experience.                                                                                                   
An association with Arrows: The Bittersweet by Anne Carson.                             
The gap between the reach and the grasp is where the fantasy lies.                     
The desire is in the absence.                                    
Sitting at the top of the auditorium and seeing a sea of bobbing heads - the visual 
landscape of rocking to arrive at the rocking on the stage.                               
Experiencing a sympathetic kinesthetic response and a visceral response to the 
rocking.                                                                                      
The ratio of rocking to everything else: 8-1.                           
The multiplicity of what rocking can be. What associations/life experiences 
connect to rocking?                                        
Feeling refreshed in seeing one thing fully played out (rocking).                         
This work is contemporary – on the edge of what is happening right now. 
                     
Improvisation does not always equal contemporary. It is refreshing to see the 
work that comes before the finished performance.              
Seeing the work as casual: can it transcend comedy or humor?              
Being in the anatomical experience vs. making commentary on the anatomy. 
Commentary can be less open to receiving, because it cuts off the feedback loop 
between audience and performer.                                                
Visually related to contemporary fashion – one day you are in and the next day 
you are out.                                                   
Pop culture, red shoes, camel color, three women, rocking.                    
Seeing Karen’s breasts revealed that way (cleavage spilling from an animal print 
bra underneath a low cut cardigan).                 
Mary – older face and body in a baby doll dress.                                
The contrast between Karen’s and Mary’s costuming: sexy and innocent with 
maturity. 

 The Seattle performance was a critical point in the research that opened new 

portals of inquiry. I was grateful for my own kinesthetic experience in that performance 

and for the depth and range of verbal/written feedback that we received. I came away 

from it trusting Karen and Mary more than I had before. I also trusted the rocking more-it 

felt clear that the rocking would be part of the evening length version. Many people were 

compelled by a sense of ample space (physical and energetic) in the rocking that allowed 

them to create/experience their own fantasies through which they could connect back to 
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the physicality. This created a multiplicity of about-ness, which I liked. Some questions 

rose to the surface for me related to our continuing research. Did each of us have an 

instinctual state/role that became heightened during performance? I came up with the idea 

that maybe Mary tended to be internal/sensing/solo, Karen tended to be 

external/searching/solo, and that I tended to be external/sensing/ensemble. How could we 

find more range and possibly take on each other’s roles? Could we push into our 

proclivities so far that we could transform? How much are we tending to one another or 

not? What are the proportions of rocking to everything else? Can everything be in the 

rocking? Can each person experience his/her own fantasy by witnessing the rocking? 

At work is an unexpected tension between viewers’ visceral and imaginative reactions. Ultimately, viewers 
are left to make meaning of the pieces from their own reservoir of images. The meaning is there. 

      -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo  

A ten-minute free write, from 03:05pm-03:15pm, while looking at photo #7: 

Stewart is illuminated. He is a taxidermy ram, which is obvious. I am not, which is 
obvious. He has been watching all of this emerge. Bones. Tissues. Skin. We hung him 
there. He is hanged. Growing up I had a pet goat named Stewart. I also knew a 
Feldenkrais practitioner named Stewart, who took a picture of me in my underwear at age 
13. These Stewarts of my childhood would not find themselves in this circumstance. 
Karen is out of frame in this moment, passive and witnessing from the floor.  There is a 
bookend of witnessing.  

Mary is 23 years older than I am. I wonder what she is like as a mother. I wonder what I 
will be like as a mother. She talked about her twins and then prepares my body to be 
stuffed. My eyes are closed. I take it. Don’t be so careful, Mary. Why are you being so 
careful, Mary. I remember the version in rehearsal where Mary was thirsty and I wouldn’t 
let her drink. I poured water over her head and cruelly watched as she attempted to suck 
moisture out of my clothing and skin. She was parched and I let her be. So thirsty. 
Nobody ever asks Stewart if he is thirsty.  

This section includes blind learning. Blind learning belongs to Lisa Nelson and we got it 
from Karen Nelson. We can’t talk or see and yet we get the choreography. We need 
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plenty of time. This is also where I am You While You Are Someone Else. These scores 
are overlapping. This is where Mary tenderizes me.  

It doesn’t hurt when she hits me. I like to feel to the way that the pressure travels through 
the layers of my anatomy and bounces back. This is not the superhero version of myself.  
And then I spring into a moment of set material that I know because I made it. I made it 
for nine 20 year-old women in Montana. 

 After Seattle I knew both more and less about The Fantasy Project. I was daunted 

by the reality that the work could evolve in a hundred different directions. The right 

structure for the evening length version (my thesis) was as elusive as ever. We considered 

a version that would expand on a similar ratio, to the Seattle performance, to be 50 

minutes of rocking and 10 minutes of everything else. We considered making it a 4-hour 

durational piece that would have a performance within the performance, like nesting 

dolls. I felt that there was a lot of material besides the rocking that I wanted to be able to 

bring to fruition, so ultimately we kept building raw material and waited to make 

structural decisions. I believe that the course of our timing over process, including our 

mid-process performance, enlivened the production. Multiple versions (both real and 

imagined) existed in our histories, which allowed us to really choose, in real time, the 

version that we were in. 
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Rehearsal notes 9: 
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Rehearsal notes 10:   
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 In October I spent four days working as a guest artist with undergraduate dance 

students at The University of Montana to make an adaptation/version of this research 

with them. We worked together eight hours a day. I struggled to perspective and gestation 

in this short and condensed amount of time.  Because the work needed to arrive somehow 

it did. Out of process immersion, I decided on a sequence of scores, some set and some 

improvised, with a chance method of deciding who would be in which sections each time. 

This meant that the dancers would find out which sections they would perform in 

moments before the performance began. Structurally, I imagined that each section was 

actually ‘the piece’ and at the same time all of the sections together were ‘the piece’ to 

create simultaneously existing versions of the same choreography. I’m interested in this 

concept and I also feel the reality that the work was only partially successful. I wish I had 

had more time with them. They performed the work in early December. Here is my artist 

statement for this version: 

The Breathless Zoo 

by Anya Cloud in collaboration with the performers 

Through construction and deconstruction this work explores the real and 
imagined, the desirable and repulsive. Images and questions of liveness, 
immediacy, longing, endurance, taxidermy, femininity and much more have 
informed and continue to inform what the performers do. 

I worked with the dancers for four consecutive days to arrive at ‘the piece’, 
which I see as multiple versions of the same choreography contained within the 
overall choreography. This concept is part fantasy, part reality.  My interest was 
in making something that feels, looks and is alive. It is different every time it is 
performed. I chose not to lock it down, in favor of letting it breathe. 

I am in ongoing embodied research about practice and performance and the 
practice of performance. What does it mean to behold and to be beheld? Is it 
possible for the performers to be generous? What if the performers can see you 
seeing them and not owe you anything? The Breathless Zoo is one iteration of 
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continued research into what I mention above. It is specifically made for the 
eight women who are in it. It requires an enormous leap of faith. 

Dance artists Karen Schaffman and Mary Reich are instrumental to this 
research. In addition, the title comes from an astounding book by Anna Poliquin 
called The Breathless Zoo: Taxidermy and The Cultures of Longing. 

Shared choreographic authorship interests me. This work is not mine. It belongs 
to all who participate, so in your viewing, you too become an author. It is yours 
to shape, question, and reveal.  I encourage you to notice what it is for you. 
What if we can hit the nerve of what is and then let it go? 

 

...the longing to immortalize animal beauty is perhaps the most pervasive. It is the desire to perpetuate the 
looking, to look lingeringly and closely. But humans can rarely look on nature without imposing meaning, 
and, as we have seen, raw nature is endlessly enhanced or distorted by imaginative interpretation and 
cultural infatuation.                    
       -Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo 

A ten-minute free write, from 02:14am-02:24am, while looking at photo #8: 

I’m thirsty. We all are.  

And so much gratitude for not being in this alone. This is where flight could happen. 
Close the eyes and trace it back. It hasn’t been very long. What do you remember? 
Can you touch it? What does it whisper to you? It might be like forever.  

Ok. Here I am. 

 I am finding it difficult to write about my experience performing in January. I 

know that the ritual of being seen in this work each night, with Karen and Mary, was an 

honor; I felt vulnerable and capable. The final structure of the work was quite set-I knew 

which section would come after the next, but I was surprised at how alive I felt traversing 

this set trajectory. The surprise was in the discovery. I was in full physical, mental, and 

emotional attention as I performed. The process of finding the right structure felt like 

building a body and the experience of performing felt like climbing into the body to feel, 

from the inside, how it is possible to sense and move. It was an intimate performing 

experience for me. I was moved to tears through my physical experience during every 

performance, usually after the ‘You solos.’ This was new for me. Something in the 



	  

 

 

51 

relationship between physical body and emotional body fused and was made available.  I 

do not know how this happened. I was able to allow the tears to come and not abandon 

the physicality; I found it possible to loop my emotions back into the physicality.  

 I really saw and felt Karen and Mary in present time while I was performing. I 

trust them completely and realize now how easy performing was made through that trust. 

I could feel the closeness of the audience, I could see people seeing me, and I felt ready 

to invite the audience into our experience. The Fantasy Project was exactly what I 

wanted my thesis to be without knowing it.  

 I’ve been thinking about what The Fantasy Project might be about. I appreciate 

that I have heard many people give articulate, perceptive, and honest feedback about their 

experiences in seeing. Many people saw a piece about women and femaleness. Many 

people saw struggle and endurance. I heard readings of the work that were about animals 

and wildness, time and sensation, extremes and clichés. I agree with most of these, yet I 

still hesitate to define what the work is about.  I like that the audience found many ways 

of seeing. That speaks to the program notes: 

Some of the questions we stated, statements we questioned as we worked: 

Whose fantasy is this? 
Is anatomical movement a portal into fantasy? 
Rocking has everything in it. 
Who authors the body? 
I am you and you are someone else. 
I am the predator; I am the prey. 
Loss and longing placed in fantasy bodies. 
Are we animal and object? 
Why the impulse to preserve a kill? 
We know this world through our flesh. 
What if performance happens in us (fantasy) instead of for us? 
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How can we disrupt how we usually see? 
It (performance/taxidermy) simultaneously fascinates, looms, provokes, defies, 
attracts, and repels us. You? 

Maybe about-ness is not necessary. There is something in the word fantasy that I 

continue to come back to, which feels connected to fully committing and surrendering to 

an experience with the possibility of arriving somewhere other than the imagined 

destination. What if I say yes before I know? So, for today, I think that The Fantasy 

Project is about multiplicity. And at the same time, for me, it will always speak to 

longing and love. 

 The Fantasy Project is not finished. Inspired by Ralph Lemon and the longevity 

of his creative research for single projects, I am allowing myself to stay with this. I am 

also very compelled by adaptation and am curious to find further ways of manifesting this 

work. Karen and I are presenting a performative paper based on this research at the 

Congress for Research on Dance in Los Angeles in April and I have submitted the ‘You 

solos’ section to be performed as an excerpt in part of a curated series in Los Angeles. I 

also have an idea for a film version to be made in the desert landscape. Everything is 

possible. 
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