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Complexity scares me. All my life I have been searching for simplification: Simplicity fed 

my childhood ego. There was a right, and a wrong, and more importantly, there was a reward 

for right.  (I liked to be rewarded.) It was in part this desire for straightforwardness that led me 

to dance, specifically ballet.  In ballet, there were right ways and wrong ways to perform the 

positions, steps, and other elements of technique. If I worked hard, I could perform these 

elements successfully, for which I was rewarded by teachers.  I learned to love the affirmation I 

received for being “right”, and began to seek it in other areas of my life.   

Walking home from one of our first sessions in Women’s Studies 601, I found myself 

processing and shifting through the layers of the experience: multiple texts digested in 

preparation for the meeting, new terminology Google searched and definitions recorded, the 

in-class presentation, the discussions, the questions still lingering inside me, the new ones 

arising still, the slow deterioration of my ego.  I searched for myself within the assemblage: the 

clashing of new ideas, new information, many approaches, many arguments, all inhabiting the 

same space in the room, and now in my brain.  And I thought: Give me the simple line of a 

dancer in arabesque on stage any day.  I luxuriated in the uncomplicatedness of the image in 

my mind for about a half of a second before the problematizing began anew.  Questions 

sneakily arose, surrounding and ultimately suffocating the lovely mental picture.  Is it so simple, 

Shannon? It seems so now, after years of dancing and hours of attempting to perfect that one 

step.  When I really think about it, however, simple is probably the last way to describe this, or 

any, dance phenomenon. 

A dancer in arabesque  

First, there is the anatomical level.  In an arabesque, the dancer balances on one foot, 

with the other leg extending up and back in space.  The supporting leg is straight and rotated 
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outward, with the center of gravity perched precariously over the toes; while “working leg” 

stretches behind, lifted, long, ankle and toes pointed. Abs lifted, gluts squeezed, rotators 

accessed; shoulders back, in, down; long neck, long back, long legs; pull up, pull in, don’t let 

anything hang out.  As Katie King purports in Networked Reenactments, we can “scale in” past 

the dancer’s active use of her anatomy to the materials of it. Muscles support the alignment of 

bones, ligaments attach bones to one another, tendons keep bones and muscles together, skin 

(thin skin, most likely) keep the entire package contained, preventing guts and blood from 

spilling onto the stage floor.  Then, scaling further in on physiological level there is connective 

tissue, nerves, blood, cells, chemical responses pulsing through it all. The food you didn’t eat, 

the food you ate and regretted, the enzymes and bacteria and lipids working for you, even if 

you are working against yourself at times. 

Shifting gears, we can scale and scope our way through the psychological: inherently 

complex for most folks, infinitely more so for those who chose (or are chosen by) ballet. The 

years of blood, sweat, tears, bile, lost toenails, lost (and sometimes gained) weight, lost years of 

youth, freedom, life.  These exist in what Katie King, borrowing from Donna Haraway, calls the 

pastpresent, a “pastiche of timeframes” in which “duration, political meanings, and myriad 

embodiments and materialities are at stake.” (King, page 6) The pastpresent voices of teachers, 

coaches, mentors: conflicting voices, heard over a dozen or more years – do this, do that, not 

this, not that.   Then there is every arabesque you’ve done, every arabesque you’ve seen, every 

hope and dream and fear confluencing here, at this moment. “Stick it, stick it … leg higher …. 

Stomach in … There! You’ve got it, you’re gorgeous, you’re terrible, you’re nothing.” 

There are also the external things, the things that make the arabesque shiny and bright, 

aesthetically pleasing to modern audiences used to constant multi-sensory overload.  Costumes 

– tights, tutus, tiaras, or more simple - leotard, legwarmers. (Impossible to hide behind it, no 

matter which one you are wearing.)  Stage lighting – warm from the house to light the face; 

strong from the shins to extend the line of the leg; side light, shadow, highlight.  Sets – 

extravagant, when the money is good; simple, when it’s not.   A good floor, hopefully, sprung 
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and covered with non-slip marley to keep the dancer, literally, on her toes.  The audience 

themselves  – the energy created by their reaction.    

Finally, there are the “others”, those things barely noticed by the dancer or audience, 

with their all-consuming focus and attention on form, style, appearance, the external.  The 

quality of the air in the theatre – cool and fresh in the house for the audience, hopefully, but 

most likely musty and sweat-laden on-stage.  People – designers, stage management, theatre 

management, box office, wardrobe, stagehands, directors, teachers and coaches, understudies, 

shoe makers.  Materials – the glue, cardboard, and satin that make up the pointe shoes on your 

feet, the cotton blend of the tights, tulle and sequence on the tutu, hairspray, the marley dance 

floor, heavy velvet curtains, thin colored gels on the lights.  Money – tremendous amounts of it, 

changing hands that night, nights past, days past, years past (most of which you’ll never see).  

The history of the theatre, alive in its walls, on its stage, in the ghosts that are warded off 

nightly with a solitary bulb lit on-stage.  The history of the art form, alive in your body – in those 

pastpresent teachers who helped her (mostly) on her way, in the dancers who performed those 

arabesques witnessed in the days and years leading up to this moment, in the legacy you tried 

to fulfill, nightly, by living up to that history, always present, always past, always slightly out of 

grasp.   

 It was this unpacking of the apparent simplicity of basic dance steps – seeing them as 

“assemblages” in the manner of Jane Bennett rather than singular, individual human feats - that 

helped me to feel more at ease with complexity.  Complexity was a part of my life, though I did 

not often acknowledge it.  I was able to use this personal experience of complexity, specifically 

as a hidden phenomenon, to help me better engage with Eva Hayward’s fingeryeyes.  As a 

dancer, I know what it is like to sense with my body, to engage with the tactile, the kinesthetic, 

the proprioceptive in addition to the auditory and visual.  Therefore, Hayward’s description of 

fingeryeyes resonated with me:   

“Attending to the interplay of vision and touch, I invoke fingeryeyes to articulate the in-

between of encounter, a space of movement, of potential: this haptic-optic defines the 

overlay of sensoriums and the inter- and intrachange of sensations. Fingeryeyes, in this 
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instance, is the transfer of intensity, of expressivity in the simultaneity of touching and 

feeling.” – Hayward 2010, page 580 

As dancers, particularly modern dancers, we use our fingeryeyes to connect to the world 

around us.  We connect to one another in contact and partnering work, we connect to the floor 

with feet, toes, hands and heads, we connect to walls, to props, and to the “empty” space 

around us. Like Hayward’s coral, we “navigate by constantly accessing the medium of the 

meeting and the accompanying beings and things” (Hayward 2012, 580).  Most dancers, I would 

argue, are not actively aware of this phenomenon.  After reading fingeryeyes, I actively tapped 

into my haptic-optic sense as I danced, trying to make sense of the world through my 

fingeryeyes in movement, touch, feeling, and proprioception in addition to sight and sound.  

Making this direct connection between the text for this course and my own practice as a dancer 

led me to search for other ways to further integrate my bodily, creative, and theoretical 

research.   

Actually, in many ways the integration process had begun in September 2011, when I 

started working on a dance-theatre piece inspired by the writing of Anne Morrow Lindbergh, a 

twentieth century American poet and author.  Lindbergh is the author of Gift from the Sea, 

which is widely acclaimed as an important mid-century feminist text.  I decided that in order to 

do justice to this work, I needed to learn more about feminism and women’s studies in general.  

To that end, in January 2012 I enrolled in an independent study with University of Maryland 

Professor Katie King in which I participated in an undergraduate course that examined women, 

art, and culture.  Examining the intersections of these three topics led me to begin 

incorporating feminist-based choreographic methods in my creative process.  The dance 

became a collaborative undertaking, in which we used consciousness-raising group free-writes 

and discussions along with solo and group movement improvisation to create dance phrases 

and text for performance.  For the first several months, the rehearsal process became less 

about the actual dance making and more about the creation of a healthy group dynamic among 

the cast and fostering an environment of growth for the dancers as individuals. As my cast was 

made up of relatively young women, I suspected that the themes in Lindbergh’s writing had the 
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potential to deeply affect and perhaps even change the dancers, and that they could be even 

more powerful if presented in a way that would promote empowerment and self-discovery. 

As I saw the impact of feminist-based practices on my creative process, I found myself 

becoming interested in feminism and women’s studies as its own discipline(s).  I enrolled in this 

Approaches to Women’s Studies course to deepen my understanding of the field and as a 

challenge to myself.  How would I interact with more advanced texts, technical language, and 

scholarly discourse on the topic?  How would my approach to dance making, performance, and 

writing change as a result?  How would my still-sometimes-fragile ego, still sensitive to failure 

and desirous of simple answers, react to it all?  What would a truly transdisciplinary 

choreographic process, one that combines movement and theoretical research across dance, 

theatre, design, history, literature, and women’s studies, look like?     

While I am still living the answers to these questions, I have found my relationship to 

complexity changing. At first, I was hesitant and uncertain in the class, feeling more than 

slightly unqualified for tasks at hand.  Reading Allison Bechdel’s Are You My Mother? put some 

of these initial reservations to rest.  Though the graphic format was relatively new to me, the 

familiarity of memoir as a genre allowed me to let go of my fear of the unknown.  I was able to 

understand some of the deeper transdisciplinary issues within the text through the use of 

narrative as a framework.  The presentation of theory through story appealed to me greatly as 

an artist.  After reading Bechdel’s text, I began to think of ways to play with theory in creative 

ways.  How could I present what I was learning through the content of the artwork itself?  This 

varied slightly from my previous approach (described above), in which I used methodologies 

derived from theory in the process of creation.  Now, I felt charged to use the theory itself to 

inform the work. Following Bechdel’s model of adding theory to narrative, I began to play with 

Eva Hayward’s Spider City Sex and the ways it could be woven into the performance experience.   

Perhaps this is a silly coincidence, but around the time we read Spider City Sex I began to 

notice spiders everywhere – large brown spiders with thick legs spinning delicate webs on my 

front porch and window sill; smaller and brighter red spiders hanging from doorways in my 

office; tiny, delicate spiders with dark bodies and thin legs fluttering across floors; references to 
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spiders in television, movies, and books.  I followed Donna Haraway’s lead in seeing these 

spiders as companion species, co-existing and cohabitating in what I once considered to be 

“my” space. Inspired by Haraway, though, I saw these spiders not as intrusive, but rather a 

significant other, a “partner in the crime of human evolution” (Haraway, page 5). What could I 

learn from this companion species, these spiders spinning messages to me with silky white 

webs? As these webs crisscrossed throughout my personal and academic life, I began to see 

them in the dance, as well.  I had been struggling to characterize the four female supporting 

dancers in the piece.  From the inception, they had been not-quite-human – spirits, ghosts, or 

memories, perhaps – the spirit of Anne Morrow Lindbergh, ghosts of the women in the lineage 

between Anne and I, my memories intertwining with those Anne shared in her journals and 

other writing.  This characterization did little for the dancers’ performance, however.  Thinking 

of themselves as spirits, ghosts, and memories left the dancers disembodied.  Dance is physical, 

dance is of the body, and asking them to portray intangible beings caused the dancers to detach 

from their physicality.  Early audiences did not read their disembodied performance as an 

expression of the spiritual and ethereal; rather, they saw the dancers as subjugated human 

characters lacking agency.  As spirits, ghosts, or memories, the dancers were passive, subject to 

my will as the active character within the piece. This was not my intention.    

During a free-writing session about the piece and my process, I wrote that the dancers 

might actually be spiders, or some sort of spider-woman hybrid.  They cast webs which served 

as both home and trap, webs that were “an extension of the surface affects of the spider” webs 

with which, as Eva Hayward suggests, they could feel (Hayward 2011, page 231).  At first, I 

hesitated to explain this revelation to the dancers, fearing they would think me somewhat crazy 

– the movement didn’t look “spidery”, there was no reference to spiders in the Lindbergh text, 

and at no point in our process had we mentioned or even alluded to any animal species besides 

the one to which we belonged.  How would they react to my sudden insistence that they were 

no longer some essence of humanity, but a completely different species?  

As it turns out, I had little to fear.  The dancers found agency in this characterization – 

they had a body, a very specific body, not human but still corporal, to inhabit in their 
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performance.  This body was powerful, perhaps venomous, feared by some, but also fragile – 

capable of being stepped on or stripped of its fear-inducing quality in comic portrayals at 

Halloween, for example.  The dancers saw the spider as a metaphor for woman, her power 

taken from her by a male-dominated society suffering from something resembling vagina-envy 

(a phenomenon about which Lindbergh wrote in one of her journals).  They recognized their 

own agency and fragility in this portrayal.  They related to the space differently, feeling it with 

web and multiple legs, spinning webs through it to serve as homes or traps for themselves, 

each other, and me.              

 Reading Spider City Sex, I was also excited by Hayward’s rich description of the body 

(specifically, the transbody) and its potential for revitalizing the performance of my dancers.   

Hayward discusses Alphonso Lingis’s theory of the body and its relationship to environment, 

stating: “bodies are not only respiring and digesting collectives, but are incitements, creative 

reactions …. bodies are also always bindings of excitations, affections, and sensations.” 

(Hayward 2011, page 226).  Hayward goes on to discuss the process of physical transitioning for 

male-female transsexuals.  I was particularly intrigued by her discussion of the role of animals in 

the history and technology of the trans-process on page 228-229: “Animal experimentation and 

instrumentalization are enmeshed in the genealogies of becoming transsexual.”  In many ways, 

that history is alive in the body-collectivity of the transperson, both in the hormones used in the 

sex-change process and, I would argue with Hayward, in the genealogy they embodied. 

 I began to wonder, what histories are contained in my body-collectivity? Perhaps this 

capacity for embodied memory is what has drawn me to dance for so many years.  Because 

movement is universal, primal, and pre-dates language, in movement stories can be told more 

authentically  – in ways that go above, beyond, and still deeper into the history of human 

experience than words.  Through movement, I can connect to the histories of a range of 

subjects.  As Jane Bennett discusses in Chapter 4 of Vibrant Matter, I connect to the 

“impersonal vitality” (Bennett, page 53) that imbues all people, all subjects, all stories 

throughout history.  I connect my life – my vitality, my “matter-movement” and “matter-

energy” (Bennett, page 54) – to that of the subjects before, behind, and around me.  That 
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vitality – quivering, vibratory, evanescent – extends beyond my body, linking me to Anne 

Morrow Lindbergh, to her history within me, to her words on the page, through the assemblage 

of wood pulp, ink, publishers, language, cognition, material and cognitive processes of turning 

pulp into paper and symbols on a page into meaningful words, bookstores and websites and 

postal delivery personnel.  This vitality is felt in the body – understood through the body.  In 

Like A Unicorn in Captivity, I became one piece of the assemblage, understanding and 

translating Anne and her writing through our shared vitality, the history stored in my body-

collectivity.  

At the earliest stages of development, the things of this piece – sets, costumes, lights, 

projections – were all intended to create environment, to provide a space for the human action 

to take place. They were to be decorative and aesthetically pleasing, and set up a sense of 

space, time, and character by nature of their design, but their function would largely end there.    

After reading chapter two of Bennet’s Vibrant Matter, however, I began to see the elements of 

the design as part of an assemblage with a vitality of its own.   I have long been interested in 

the concept of tanztheatre, a German performance movement originating in the 1920s by 

modern dance practitioners in an effort to unite expressive, reality-based movement with 

theatrical and media elements, all of which bore equal importance.  Tanztheatre, or total 

theatre as it is sometimes referred to, is an artistic assemblage incorporating human elements 

of movement, speech, creative design, and physical construction with material elements like 

the fabrics, wood, metal of scenery, props, and costumes.   I have always felt a special kind of 

energy and vitality present in a work of total theatre; Bennett’s argument for the agency of 

assemblages did much to explain this sensation.  While many would argue that the 

dancer/performers are the sole actant in a dance piece, Bennett states that “an actant never 

really acts alone.  It’s efficacy or agency always depends on the collaboration, cooperation, or 

interactive interference of many bodies and forces” (Bennett, page 21).  Because total theatre 

allows for all stage elements (human and material) to share the stage in a relatively equal 

fashion, the collaboration, cooperation, and interactive interference between performer and 

spectacle is made possible.  The agency of the cooperative is recognized over that of the 

individual.   
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From this entry point, I began to recognize the actant power of each individual part of 

the assemblage.  Specifically, the projected text, drawn from sources by Anne Morrow 

Lindbergh, began to take on a special agency of its own.  I began to see these projections of text 

as characters, with the ability to affect me differently each night.  I argue that it was not my 

interpretation of the projected text that changed; it was the actual vitality they exhibited.  The 

projections, many of which were designed to “erase” (fade away in small but meaningful 

chunks throughout course of the dance) seemed to possess a special power, something almost 

resembling agency, over me as a performer each night.  I should note here that these 

projections, part of the larger assemblage of the set design, were actually a microcosm of an 

assemblage themselves: made up of Anne’s writing and all the wood pulp, ink, experiences, 

emotions and publishing agents involved in it; of my thoughtful choosing of which text to 

project and which sections to “erase” from it; of PowerPoint, iPhoto, iMovie, Isadora and the 

other computer programs that made it possible; of the projectionist, the stage manager, and 

the board op.  All of those elements combined to create the actant power of the projection 

assemblage, giving this inorganic, material element of the performance and vitality and 

character all its own.   

Bennett later goes on to discuss efficacy, agency, and causality in the context of 

assemblages.  I found her explanation on causality to be the most troubling.  As I wrote in the 

margin of the text, “But I LIKE causality!”  It seems to me the opposite of complexity, the 

dreaded nemesis.  In fact, I had assumed that my piece was about causality – in the danced --

memoir format of the dance I tried to look back and draw what seemed to be clear and straight 

trajectories from my current life position back in time to the events which brought me here.  

Bennett troubled these clear trajectories for me, however, by raising Jacques Derrida’s notion 

of messianicity.  Messianicity, as Bennett explains, is “the open-ended promissory quality of a 

claim, image, or entity.”  It is because of this promissory quality that assemblages could be said 

to have a trajectory of their own: it is because they hold us in suspense, because they act over 

us and therefore exert a degree of agency or power over us.  In the final moments of the dance, 

I bourree in tiny wispy tiptoe steps on a diagonal upstage left, the stage lighting growing to 

illuminate my path, heading into the unknown, the “unspecified promise of the future” 
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(Bennett, page 32) – the great messianicty.  At first, I had assumed that this uncharted territory 

marked the end – the result of the causality. Having figured out the trajectories and pathways 

leading me to the present, I was freed from them and able to venture into the future.  

However, after reanalyzing the piece with Bennett’s theories in mind, I realized that the piece 

was about acceptance of the unknown – accepting that I am not in as much control as I had 

thought, finding my agency within the assemblages (of the performance, of my life), but also 

willing to let go and submit to the forces that exert agency over me.    

That last diagonal, I might argue, is a good metaphor for where I am at in class now as 

well: accepting the unknown, accepting the lack of control, accepting the complexity and even 

coming to enjoy it.  
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