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Abstract 
 

This project is a kind of doingmovingthinking: a close study of iconic American 

dancer/choreographer Deborah Hay’s choreography and practice through my particular dancing 

experience of her solo At Once. The resulting experiential poetics illuminates both the implicit 

critique of an instrumental/rational paradigm and also the ethical implications of the particular 

relationality enacted in Hay’s work. I characterize Hay’s work as a radical communication 

practice, one that moves language through the body in a dynamic torqueing process that both 

gathers toward and unravels from the edges of meaningfulness in a process of perception. I work 

at the interdisciplinary intersection of dance, performance, somatics and cultural studies, and my 

thinking draws substantially on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological philosophy and 

language. Aspiring to a balanced integration of moving and writing, of practice and theory, I 

follow a performance studies approach, attempting, as characterized by performance scholar 

Dwight Conquergood: “to live betwixt and between theory and theatricality, paradigms and 

practices, critical reflection and creative accomplishment” (318).  

Through personal daily practice and performance of Hay’s work allied with close 

description, I apply my devised method of emergent choreographic analysis to Hay’s 

choreography and practice. This analysis, conducted from inside the practice of the work, reveals 

how Hay’s complex and distinctly linguistic choreography operates as a constructed situation for 

the practice of perception and that, in performance, this practice moves language through the 

body in a dynamic torqueing process that engenders a unique lived experience of paradoxical 

simultaneity. I coin the term somatic anacrusis to articulate this underlying processual 

phenomenon. Reconsidering the dimension of relationality in Hay’s work, I re-frame somatic 
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anacrusis as a pre-relational pre-disposing, a kind of suspended or “unconsummated 

relationality”. Feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray’s thinking helps illuminate the ethical 

implications of Hay’s work as a practice of perception that opens a new way toward the other. I 

conclude by appropriating Hay’s own rhetorical interrogative strategy “what if…?” What if 

somatic anacrusis offers a possible answer to Irigaray’s call for a new way to approach the other 

that respects fundamental difference and yet allows encounter? 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

 

But our tradition is not dedicated to the cultivation of sensible perception. We are 

accustomed to living thought as a night of the senses, as a transmission of language and 

its truth, without putting either of these to the test of everyday perception. (Irigaray, To 

Be Two 22) 

 

Since 1970, my practice and resources as a dancer and choreographer have shifted from 

physical to perceptual challenges. (Hay, “Remaining Positionless” 22)  

 

… I wonder how to sustain a relationship between us, between two facts of body and 

language, between two intentions constituting an incarnate relationship which is realized 

by flesh and words. (Irigaray, To Be Two 28) 

 

What if dance is how I practice my relationship with my whole body at once in 

relationship to the space where I am dancing in relationship to each passing moment in 

relationship to my audience? (Hay, At Once 1) 

 

Such a cultivation of perception would modify our loving relationships, whether intimate 

or communal. In fact, there is no rupture between intersubjectivity in the strict sense and 

the intersubjectivity of a collectivity, and the desired changes in the relations between 

man and woman, men and women, form part of a transformation which is helpful to all of 
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our social relationships. (Irigaray, To Be Two 23) 

As the above quotes imply, this dissertation ultimately makes legible American 

postmodern dance artist Deborah Hay’s distinctly linguistic approach to choreography and 

performance practice through feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray’s call for a culture of 

perception and a new relationality. Through practice-based research, phenomenological 

description and my devised method of emergent choreographic analysis I develop an experiential 

poetics of Hay’s choreography and practice that illuminates both the implicit critique of an 

instrumental/rational paradigm and also the ethical implications of a particular relationality that 

are enacted in Hay’s work. I characterize Hay’s work as a radical communication practice1, one 

that moves language through the body in a dynamic torqueing process that both gathers toward 

and unravels from the edges of meaningfulness in a process of perception. Hay’s distinctly 

linguistic choreography and practice generates a counter-twisting force, engendering a lived 

experience of paradoxical simultaneity and sustained suspension of logical coherence for which I 

coin the term somatic anacrusis. I draw out the ethical implications of Hay’s work, ultimately 

understood as a response to Irigaray’s call, by articulating how somatic anacrusis functions as a 

pre-relational pre-disposing that offers a new way to approach the other that respects the 

fundamental irreducibility and dynamic porosity of subjectivity and otherness. What if …? 

This introductory chapter provides the context for my research and outlines the structure 

of the dissertation as a whole. In what follows here, I situate my inquiry within an extended 

critique of modernity and in relation to relevant contemporary debates in the fields of dance and 

performance. I then present my research questions and objectives with respect to Hay’s artistic 

practice, provide the reader with a general sense of her work, and establish the basis of my 
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primary research in her Solo Performance Commissioning Project (Hay, SPCP2). In a chapter 

outline, I provide a brief overview of my experiential approach to research and analysis, 

summarize my main arguments and highlight some of the key theoretical reference points for my 

analysis. After addressing the limitations and delimitations of this study, I position this 

dissertation overall as a textual “adaptation” of Hay’s work, which therefore places it within a 

performative paradigm as a process of “doingmovingthinking” versus within an 

instrumentalizing paradigm as a product of knowledge. I begin by outlining my project and 

situating my dance-specific research within a broader critique of modernity that, in fact, Hay 

explicitly addresses in her own discourse about her work.  

 

Context 

My analysis of Hay’s work – as a radical communication practice – gains traction in the context 

of an extended critique of modernity that considers the force, play and capacity of the body, 

movement and perception in relation to the powers, influences and structures of language and 

socio-cultural prescription. Today we face increasingly complex and concentrated encounters 

with differences and otherness in both live socio-cultural and digital interactions via devices and 

virtual networks. As urban cosmopolitan centres become more densely packed with highly 

diverse populations, and as new technologies, devices and digital media proliferate and challenge 

the human capacity for attention in an attention economy, movement becomes a contemporary 

imperative in order to keep up and perception becomes an essential skill in adapting to change. 

Every day we face a new “global village” and technologies “extend” our senses, perhaps even 

beyond McLuhan’s imaginary. This hyper-futured tone of daily living tends to override an ability 
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to truly acknowledge and appreciate other individuals in their uniqueness. It is so very easy to 

move toward the other as “already known”, to allow oneself to be propelled into a kind of 

functional relationship based on preconceived notions and driven by a means-ends agenda: 

assumptions, needs, expectations and goals bound up in objects, environments and others.  

 I find philosopher Martin Heidegger’s concept of enframing helpful in thinking this 

through. Elaborated in his essay “The Question Concerning Technology”, enframing – I will 

gesture very briefly – is a revealing or calling forth of something that already entails a kind of 

pre-structuring force – Heidegger calls it a “challenging claim” – to order things, to assemble 

them specifically “for use” (19 and 19n17). He defines the essence of technology as the bringing 

forth of something through man’s demand that it stand ready for a purpose. This something that 

comes into being then is not present in itself but only and always already to serve as means to 

another end. It is instrumentalized. And without properly noticing, we live this instrumentalizing 

paradigm, which is quietly determining not only our practical functional interactions but also our 

expressive social, cultural and ecological relations. “We are choreographed up the wazoo in our 

daily lives,” said Hay in January 2009 during a post-show chat following the presentation of her 

group work Up Until Now … commissioned by Christopher House for his company Toronto 

Dance Theatre. With this statement, Hay gestured toward what she considers to be the quotidian 

state of affairs in contemporary western society related to the influences of media, technology 

and socio-cultural programmation of various kinds. Indeed western culture tends to live in a 

hectic, agenda-driven, hyper-productive mode. Somehow we accept an implicit obligation to 

account for the so-called gain, outcome, objective or take-away from any given experience or 

interaction.   
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Though Heidegger’s thought is not germinal to my study, his notion of enframing is 

useful in setting up a basic tension traversing this study between socio-cultural forces and 

structures on the one hand and bodily movements and practices on the other. Certainly this 

thematic pervades critical and cultural theory, having been specifically articulated in many 

different contexts, including among them significant work on bodily techniques (Mauss), 

discipline (Foucault), habits and practices (Bourdieu; de Certeau), aesthetics (Shusterman), and 

dance (Foster, “Dancing Bodies”). I have drawn on the concept of enframing here to illustrate a 

limit situation for the purpose of my study, recognizing that I do so in isolation from Heidegger’s 

thought overall. By contrast, Merleau-Ponty’s conception of primordial contact, or what I refer to 

as primordiality throughout  – “the original bond between the body and world” (Mallin 56) – is 

useful in setting up a theoretical counter-limit to Heidegger’s enframing, one that, in its 

implications of body-world fluidity, opposes the constraining imperatives of instrumental-

rational structuring.  

Here, I use the term “limit” specifically in relation to mathematics in which a limit is the 

value a function approaches as the variables change but at which, importantly, the function never 

properly or fully arrives. It is only possible to come infinitely close to a given limit. This is an 

important point that returns throughout this study and one that I wish to emphasize: it is 

theoretically impossible to arrive at either limit. I’m not positing the body as an unstructured 

primordiality (and in fact, Judith Butler points out that Merleau-Ponty himself considers the body 

“an historical idea” (156)); however, neither am I suggesting that language and socio-cultural 

structures are all there is. My thinking is more along the lines of the pull and play of one within 

the other within the other, and is somewhat analogous to Julia Kristeva’s in her theory of poetic 
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language when she notes that her non-thetic dimension of semiotic bodily pulsations and drives 

can only be theorized from within the thetic, symbolic dimension (24).3 Some readers may be 

wary of my use of terms such as “primordiality”, “pre-reflective”, “pre-relational” and “pre-

disposing”; however, they have critical purpose and relevance in the context of this study, which 

will become clear through my analysis. When I use the term primordiality, it always occurs 

along with a reference to the “impossible”, except when in direct connection to Merleau-Ponty’s 

own use. When I introduce the terms pre-relational and pre-disposing specifically in chapter 6, I 

elaborate their use more fully as “before” that is not before but within. 

Through his commitment to a deeply embodied approach to phenomenology, Merleau-

Ponty’s study of bodily perception and innovative concept of the écart – the bodily capacity to 

always be pulling or spreading away from structured experience (which I take up in more detail 

in chapter 3) – articulates the possibility for change, for creative difference, for malleability and 

corrigibility (Mallin 14). This notion is immensely useful in considering the complex process 

engendered as language and the body interact dynamically in Hay’s work. Therefore, it is to 

Merleau-Ponty that I turn most significantly in this study, both for his decidedly body-centered 

approach to phenomenology, which is particularly aligned with the study of dance, and for some 

key concepts that his philosophy offers, which help me to articulate the lived experience in Hay’s 

work. To be clear, my intent is neither to superimpose Merleau-Ponty’s thought onto Hay’s 

dance, nor to illustrate Merleau-Ponty’s thought in a case study of Hay’s work. Rather than 

pasting theory onto practice or using practice to reinforce theory, my aim is to derive theory 

through practice: to describe my experience of Hay’s work and to think through (the) dancing,4 

bringing the experiences into language by employing useful and available words and ideas that 
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productively lend themselves to the task. In this case, Merleau-Ponty’s ideas and language help 

me to articulate and think through the experiential poetics of Hay’s work – both 

methodologically and conceptually.  

 Having done so, I am then able to return to Irigaray’s call for a practice of perception, in 

order to draw out the ethical implications of Hay’s choreography and practice. Irigaray’s work 

arises in the context of French feminism,5 and was influenced by psychoanalysis, 

phenomenology – she takes up and critiques Merleau-Ponty, among others – poststructuralism 

and Derridean deconstruction (Whtiford). Irigaray’s influences and concerns align to various 

degrees with theorists Hélène Cixous and Julia Kristeva in particular, insofar as they were each 

concerned in different ways with the role of the body in relation to writing and language. 

Irigaray’s early project was grounded in an acknowledgement and valuation of the sexual 

difference between woman and man, women and men. She argues for a new understanding of 

this sexual difference as a way toward a new ethical relation between two that respects the 

fundamental irreducibility of each – as two – over the historical reduction of the two to an 

abstract, universal one, particularly in/through language and discourse. Her work continually 

develops this project of thinking two, the possibilities of two, and the ethical implications of this 

thinking, always starting from sexual difference and a concern with the subjectivity and 

becoming of woman in a Western phallogocentric order, which she persistently critiques. In 

working with Irigaray here, I take her “thinking two” as a baseline, upon which fundamental 

difference may be considered. In fact, Irigaray’s own writing in “To Conceive Silence” suggests 

this possibility: “The limit of irreducibility would safeguard the singularity of each person: ‘you 

who are not and will never be me or mine’ would remain you as I would remain me, thanks to 
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the work of the negative [silence versus the word], which entails respect for our difference” (To 

Be Two 66). 

 Having briefly highlighted the importance of both Merleau-Ponty and Irigaray for my 

study, I return to Hay, whose work is the focus of my research and who, as my analysis reveals, 

is a theorist in her own right. Hay’s thinking, however, manifests in and through the moving 

body, as dance, though her choreography and practice are distinctly linguistic. Hay is a critically 

acclaimed and internationally renowned choreographer with career beginnings in the 1960s New 

York avant-garde. Over her prolific career as a dancer and choreographer, she has created and 

performed numerous solo and group works that have garnered significant critical acclaim from 

early on. In his 1969 book The Art of Time: Essays on the Avant-Garde theatre critic Michael 

Kirby chose Hay’s Group One (1967) to exemplify the dance of the 1960s avant-garde period, 

devoting a full chapter entitled “Objective Dance” to a discussion of this particular Hay work 

(103). Since that time, Hay has worked consistently in dance, developing her unique approach to 

choreography and movement practice through distinct career phases that have focused alternately 

on solo and large group contexts.6 Hay’s work echoes with the values of the 1960s dance avant-

garde: a tendency toward neutral presentation and a matter-of-fact attitude in performance, the 

equal inclusion of trained dancers and non-trained movers, a refutation of artifice and technical 

virtuosity by embracing pedestrian tasks and activities, the use of scores and game structures as 

compositional strategies to subvert acquired and ingrained habits and patterns, and the blurring 

of art/life boundaries and audience/performer boundaries. Hay’s current approach shares 

common ground with that of other contemporary experimental dance practices generally in that it 

explicitly plays with presence, meaningfulness, habit/spontaneity, relationality and flux/change. 
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Hay’s work prioritizes a commitment to somatic attention, the intelligence of the body, and 

perception, challenges pre-inscribed, embodied techniques and patterns of movement, dance-

specific and otherwise. 

 Hay’s work has garnered her critical acclaim and she has been the recipient of several 

grants and fellowships. She is regularly invited to teach and lecture internationally and she 

maintains contact with the dance studies academy. The roster of artists with whom Hay has 

worked reads as a veritable who’s who of contemporary dance: early training and performance 

with the companies of José Limón, James Waring and Merce Cunningham; a concentrated period 

of participation – as noted above – with Judson Dance Theater and affiliated artists including 

Yvonne Rainer, Trisha Brown, Simone Forti, Steve Paxton, Lucinda Childs; inclusion in Russian 

ballet superstar Mikhail Baryshnikov’s 2000 PASTForward project focussed on the Judson-era 

dance artists, for which he commissioned a new duet from Hay, Single Duet, performed by the 

two of them;7 and the 2008 commission of the group work, If I Sing To You, by the critically 

acclaimed German-based contemporary ballet choreographer and dance innovator William 

Forsythe, followed by subsequent inaugural involvement in his Motion Bank scoring project, 

through which Hay’s score for the solo No Time to Fly (2010) was documented through multiple 

methods and made available online (The Forsythe Company).  

 Attendant to her body of choreographic and performance work, Hay has developed a 

corpus of writing that, as described by scholar Susan Foster, forms a “chronicle of an artist’s 

work” (Foster, “Foreword” xii). This corpus includes three books, multiple published articles, 

documents and transcripts of several lectures and talks, numerous performance scores and libretti, 

and a series of notes on her work accessible via her website. Her lengthy career and her 
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commitment to her practice – through choreography, performance and writing – have established 

Hay as an artist of international repute. Having worked steadily for over 50 years, Hay continues 

to question the practice and performance of dance and to evolve her approach, which uniquely 

deploys language to explore a deeply somatic practice that values bodily perception and 

relational context. Despite her occasional critical comments about the constraining influences, 

agendas and forces in contemporary society, Hay does not present a consistent or overt political 

agenda around her work. In fact she has explicitly deflected such implications (Goldman; 

Burton). Although Hay’s enigmatic work has attracted increased attention in the last ten to 

fifteen years, it remains under-theorized in the dance studies literature. However, her persistent 

engagement in dance movement practice and public performance, and her own writing about 

these experiences, enact implicit critique by performing provocative alternatives with ethical 

implications, as I argue in the chapters that follow.  

Dance’s import for and relevance to political-aesthetic projects of contemporaneity is 

productively addressed by dance/performance scholar André Lepecki in his introduction to the 

anthology DANCE. Lepecki articulates dance’s five main “constitutive qualities: ephemerality 

[that dance leaves no object behind], corporeality [its labour of “embodying otherwise” and 

“proposing improbable subjectivities”], precariousness [related to both its practical-physical play 

with forces and its low social position among the arts], scoring [choreography as a “system of 

command” that disciplines bodies] and performativity [that dance “does” or actualizes what it 

plans to do] as the basis on which “dance appears as an energizing and catalyzing element in 

contemporary art and critical thought” (“Dance as a Practice” 15-16). He identifies two forces in 

the 1980s – the AIDS pandemic as it raised issues of corporeality and mortality and the rise of 
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hip hop (and thus social dancing) in popular social consciousness as a rearticulation of bodies 

and identities – that highlighted dance’s political-aesthetic efficacy in the 1980s. Writing in 

2012, Lepecki concludes:  

The pressing issues of our times may be different: precarization, lawful torture in the 

United States, endless energy wars, fundamentalisms everywhere, ecological catastrophes 

… But the choreo-political questions remains [sic], of identifying what forces and 

apparatuses, non-metaphorically and daily, choreograph subjection, mobilization, 

subjugation and arrest; of figuring out how to move in this contemporaneity; and of 

understanding how, by moving (even if still) one may create a new choreography for the 

social. As long as these questions remain relevant, dance will remain a crucial practice 

and system of critical thought within the aesthetic regime of contemporary art. (“Dance 

as a Practice” 21) 

With humanity facing many complex challenges in these early decades of the twenty-first 

century, it is essential that we find the capacity to open up to possibility, to the unknown, to each 

other in new ways. We are perhaps becoming overly habituated to an instrumental/rational 

modality, which tends to eclipse the possibility for such experiences. How might we shift out of 

this overly premeditated, instrumental modality? How might we enter into an experience of 

openness, the unknown, difference? How might we allow for new possibilities, new encounters, 

new relationalities?  How might we create Lepecki’s proposed “new choreography for the 

social”? I find one possible answer in Hay’s choreography and practice. With its roots in 1960s 

avant-garde, Hay’s work has sustained and developed a critical-poetic impulse, creating a 

complex performance-generating system8 with an embodied ethic at its core. 
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 In chapter 1 of her book Social Works, performance theorist Shannon Jackson reflects on 

the activist or social impulse in twentieth and twenty-first century art, noting the “anti-

authoritarian critique of the 1960s” (23) and the often-asked questions: “‘What happened?’ 

Where is the activism now?’” that imply its loss in the art of subsequent decades (22). She 

presents a more complex consideration of the genealogy of this impulse in art-making: “Rather 

than vilifying or celebrating the espoused values of any particular generation, however, the 

analysis of art-making in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries might best be 

understood as a warning, reaction, compensation, and questioning of changing historical contexts 

that were developing very specific ambivalences toward concepts such as institution, system, or 

governance” (23). Given that Hay’s artistic practice traverses the intervening decades from the 

1960s through to today, Jackson’s lens helps to situate my analysis of Hay’s current work and its 

embodied ethic as implicit, rather than explicit, critique.   

 Where Jackson’s concern in Social Works is to articulate the multiple and interwoven 

aesthetic and political trajectories and mutual “supports” within the “social turn” in 

contemporary art practice (Jackson), artist and writer Walead Beshty takes up the question of 

ethics with respect to social or relational art, asking: “how do ethical relations create aesthetic 

form?” (19). Beshty suggests that “A turn to ethics is a turn to the affirmative question of art, not 

art as negation, allegory or critique, but the description of an art that operates directly upon the 

world it is situated in; it is a definition of art that is not at all premised on representation” (19). In 

turning thus, Beshty returns to the art work, assuming that in the contemporary art context it is 

always already a “social work”, in order to examine the “aesthetics of ethics” (15). By 

identifying an embodied ethic in Hay’s choreography and practice, I raise the possibility of 
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analysing her work for its particular “aesthetics of ethics”. While such an analysis proper 

remains for a future undertaking, Beshty’s proposal frames my project from a different angle: 

refracting my work here as a kind of inverse effort in analysing what could be considered a 

“poetics of (the aesthetics of) ethics” through my practice-based (versus reception-based) 

approach to Hay’s dance.  

 

Hay’s Dances 

Before I outline the analysis presented in the following chapters, it will be helpful for the reader 

to gain some sense of what Hay’s work looks like, generally speaking. It is important to note that 

the textual-visual descriptions of Hay’s dances, to which I now briefly turn, is highly inadequate 

in conveying the impact of their live performance. Nevertheless, I hope that these cues will 

function as a mnemonic for the reader in the journey through my subsequent discussion.  

 Hay’s dances look nothing like conventional pieces of dance choreography per se and are 

likely to leave many audience members wondering whether they are choreography at all. 

Reviews of Hay’s work since the 1990s, of her solo performances and of group performances of 

her dances by others, are consistent in their descriptions, regardless of their positive or critical 

evaluations, and effectively capture the gist of what one might see in a Hay work today. 

Descriptions from writers including Oritz, Russo, Morris, Jowitt, Anderson and Asantewaa 

describe a choreographic vocabulary that sounds more like the confusing (to an outsider) and 

seemingly random activity of young child’s play – jumping from one incomplete possibility to 

the next with no logical flow, clear context or world – than like a cohesive, purposeful and 

mature artistic work.9 
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 In these descriptions of Hay’s work I recognize my own experience performing it and 

seeing it performed by others including Toronto Dance Theatre, Christopher House and Joe 

Moran. The movement ranges from a barely perceptible twitch or sustained, attentive stillness, to 

ordinary pedestrian-like movements, to theatrically exaggerated, raucous or aggressive stomping, 

flailing, gyrating. It can appear awkward and spastic or graceful and fluid, shifting abruptly 

among very distinct tonal qualities and movements, eschewing conventional dance logic, motif, 

phrasing, sequencing, rhythmic order and consistent, recognizable form. Hay and performers of 

her work commonly vocalize, emitting growls, squawks, whistles and gibberish and often sing 

familiar or unfamiliar songs or fragments thereof.  

In his May 2004 Dance Magazine review of Hay’s The Match, a group work performed 

by the Deborah Hay Dance Company, Gus Solomons Jr. provides a typical description of her 

work and hints at the linguistic operations at play: “Her dancers grunt and crawl around on hands 

and knees, gesticulate madly, talk in nonsense language, and twist their faces into grimaces. But 

describing what the dancers do tells nothing of what they’re doing. Hay is a wizard at finding 

cues – word instructions, stories, images – that allow her performers to discover unexpected 

kinetic depths in themselves” (71). As Solomons Jr. notes, the movements themselves are not the 

primary concern in Hay’s work and yet, as I will discuss in chapter 4, they are fundamental to it 

because they underpin the perceptual practice in which the performers are engaged. Importantly 

here, Solomons Jr. also points to the key role words and language play in Hay’s work.  

Where Solomons Jr. identifies some of the underlying concerns in Hay’s work and 

embraces it as compelling, others have equally dismissed it as confounding or ineffective in 

performance. Writes Gay Morris in introduction to her review of Hay’s 2010 presentation at 
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Baryshnikov Arts Center in New York City: “Deborah Hay’s If I Sing to You engendered 

laughter here and there, but I thought it extremely painful” (23). Camille Hardy introduces her 

review of Hay’s 1997 performances of Voila as follows: “Sometimes the idea for a dance is 

much more interesting than the actual experience in the theater” and she goes on to indicate that 

“audiences today expect the material to be as interesting as the motivating concept” (108, both). 

 Hay’s choreography, her process and her own discussion thereof are indeed enigmatic 

and don’t easily map onto received notions of dance. This is not surprising given her background 

as a member of the renegade Judson Dance Theater, whose experiments in dance and movement 

performance fundamentally questioned the art form and recalibrated its trajectory therefrom. 

Throughout her career, Hay has taken the body, perception, attention and relationality as 

fundamental concerns. Her work has received critical acclaim for its distinct approach to and 

manifestation of these dimensions. 

 

Basis of the Research  

My first encounter with Deborah Hay and her work, outside of dance history classes as an 

undergraduate dance student, was at a December 2006 performance of her solo News by 

Christopher House, dance artist and artistic director of the longstanding Canadian contemporary 

dance company Toronto Dance Theatre. Subsequent to this, I saw House perform the solo again 

in June 2008, and then I attended an open rehearsal in January 2009 of Hay’s group work Up 

Until Now, commissioned by House for his company, Toronto Dance Theatre. Following the 

rehearsal, a small group gathered to chat with Hay about her work and writing practice, after 

which a number of us joined Hay for dinner at a nearby restaurant. Other than this short 
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interaction, I made my primary acquaintance with Hay and her work through experiential 

engagement.  

 After witnessing the rehearsal and performance of Up Until Now and hearing Hay speak, 

I was intrigued. Engaged with my own set of questions about presence, attention, the relation 

between movement and language, and performer-audience relationality in contemporary dance 

practice, I recognized in Hay’s work a unique and enigmatic manifestation of these concerns. I 

was also aware that her work is grounded in a decades-long career of committed movement 

practice and choreographic inquiry, and surrounded by a body of her own writing about her 

practice. When I learned of her unique choreographic workshop/residency the Solo Performance 

Commissioning Project (SPCP),10 I instantly knew it would provide an ideal opportunity and 

structure through which to engage my own questions. I applied to the 2009 SPCP and was 

accepted. In August 2009, I travelled to Findhorn, Scotland, to study with Hay as one of twenty 

participants in that year’s SPCP. Over a ten-day intensive workshop, we spent all day every day 

in the studio together learning Hay’s solo score At Once and practicing her specific approach to 

performing. At the end of the ten-day process, each participant signed a contract with Hay 

outlining the rehearsal commitment and parameters under which the solo could be performed. A 

key element in the relationship was a commitment to daily practice, at least 5 days per week, for 

three months prior to the first public performance of the work.11 For the 2009 SPCP, Hay also 

added a new and explicit element to the commitment, requiring the performer to develop an 

adaptation of the solo, thus situating the choreography within the individual artist’s aesthetic. 

During the workshop period, the 2009 group engaged in a lengthy discussion about Hay’s 

intended meaning and specificity of the term “adaptation” with respect to the practice and the 
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work. I will take up this term with respect to my project later in this chapter. The 2009 Solo 

Performance Commissioning Project, the requisite daily practice of Hay’s solo At Once and my 

performances of this work on two evenings in December 2009 formed the basis of this research 

study.  

 In my own research and practice as a dance artist/scholar and movement theorist/educator, 

I am compelled by the complexity of lived experience in dance practice and performance, 

specifically within approaches that tend away from established aesthetics and techniques, set 

choreography, and codified movement forms and phrases, as Hay’s work does.12 As a writer and 

editor, I am also very concerned with the relation between dancing and writing. I ask questions 

like: How can we draw complex, dancing experiences into language without simply reducing 

them to or eclipsing them by a set of analytical concepts? How do we understand and articulate 

the experiential poetics of such work? By poetics I mean the underlying functions or operations 

taking place; by experiential, I mean to address the active embodied experience of these poetics, 

versus analytic observation and reflection thereof. What can we learn from these experiences 

about embodiment, subjectivity, meaning-making, relationality? 

Within this broader scope of inquiry, I undertook a close experiential study of Hay’s 

choreography and practice through her solo At Once, in order to articulate and theorize the 

experience. I focus in this specific study on the following research questions: How can I 

articulate and understand my experience practicing performing Hay’s solo At Once? What is the 

nature of this experience and how is it distinct within contemporary dance practice from 

conventional choreography and dance improvisation? How does Hay’s choreography and 

practice function to engender this experience? What are the implications of Hay’s choreography 
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and practice beyond the dance field per se?  

While I identify this project as a case study because I engage with a single solo by Hay, I 

can ask these broader questions of the work because this is not a solo in the conventional dance 

sense. It is not a discrete creative work substantially different from surrounding works in an 

artist’s oeuvre. Rather, this solo is part of an overlapping series of solos and group works created 

by the artist over the course of approximately 14 years. This series of works explores 

significantly similar choreographic material through scores and linguistic prompts and engages a 

specific performance practice that transcends the individual projects. Through my analysis, I 

develop an understanding not of this specific solo “At Once” but of Hay’s choreography and 

practice through this solo, as one of any number of possible cases through which to study Hay’s 

more overarching approach to dance and performance. Many other performers have experienced 

Hay’s same approach through different works in this series. 

 

Chapter Outline 

As this is first a case study analysis of a relatively under-theorized artist, my work belongs 

primarily within the relatively small scholarly literature on Hay, which I present in chapter 2. 

Therein I consider, in particular, relevant thinking by Susan Leigh Foster, Ann Daly, Lesley 

Satin, John Joseph Dolan, Jim Drobnick and Megan Nicely, among others. This relatively in-

depth review also draws out various themes in the literature, contributing a synthesis that has not 

been articulated elsewhere. 

In order to address my research questions, I developed a multi-method approach to 

experiential research and description drawing from Laban Movement Analysis, phenomenology 
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and auto-ethnography. This is a relatively typical combination of approaches: “Loosely defined, 

embodied research is a blend of phenomenology, anthropology (with its long tradition of field 

studies and participant/observer dynamic), ethnography, and cultural studies” (Albright, 

Engaging Bodies 12). For this study, however, I devised a more specific set of processes and 

procedures that come together in my method of emergent choreographic analysis. In the first part 

of chapter 3, I detail this method, which involves an iterative moving-writing practice that distils 

and reveals key phenomena in the lived dancing experience through somatic awareness and 

several different modes of writing. I also derived my theoretical framework – a triumvirate 

dynamic relation of intentionality/intention, attention and action – first through experience. I 

further define my terms and the shape of this framework in the second part of chapter 3 with 

reference to various movement improvisation, dance and somatics theorists. Phenomenological 

philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s “ontology of situations” (Mallin 7) and his important 

conceptualization of lived experience through intentionality and the écart underpins my thinking.  

In chapters 4 and 5, I deploy my method of emergent choreographic analysis and present 

a reflective and then a descriptive analysis respectively. In my reflective analysis of Hay’s 

choreography and practice itself presented in chapter 4, I first address Hay’s distinctive use of 

language and then work through an analysis of her choreography and practice, pointing out 

resonances between my work and that of others in the literature on Hay. Through the theoretical 

framework of intentionality/intention, attention and action and with reference to Merleau-Ponty’s 

situational ontology, I show how Hay’s work can be understood as a constructed situation in 

which her distinctly linguistic choreography and practice functions as a destructuring structure. 

Through linguistic torques and semantic strategies, Hay’s destructuring structure operates on 
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processes of intentionality/intention, attention and action in ways that push the performer away 

from processes of structuring and meaningfulness, throwing the performer into a necessary 

practice of perception and toward an impossible glance at primordiality.  

In chapter 5, I present a descriptive analysis of my experience practicing performing 

Hay’s work, drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s language to illuminate the phenomena of my 

experience. It is here that I then articulate the experiential concept of somatic anacrusis that the 

work engenders. In order to distinguish this concept, I reference similar conceptualizations by 

several dance improvisation, somatic and movement theorists including Ann Cooper Albright, 

Nancy Stark Smith, Kent De Spain, Hubert Godard and Erin Manning. Clarifying somatic 

anacrusis with respect to related concepts allows me to show how Hay’s work is neither 

improvisation, nor choreography in the conventional sense, and therefore how her work is 

arguably at the cutting edge of choreography.  

In chapter 6, I address the unique relationality generated by Hay’s work. Many scholars 

and writers have commented on this very important distinguishing aspect of her dances. I will go 

further, however, and propose that in Hay’s most recent choreography and practice, she actually 

comes to question relationality per se, enacting a participatory-performative suspension thereof, 

in the processual experience of somatic anacrusis. In the context of certain debates in 

performance and dance studies around training, performance, presence, repetition and 

representation via Richard Schechner, Mark Franko, André Lepecki and Laurence Louppe, 

among others, I understand Hay’s practicing performing as a “training” in “doing” and thereby 

re-articulate somatic anacrusis as a pre-relational pre-disposing. With reference to the debate on 

relational aesthetics in contemporary art via Nicolas Bourriaud and Claire Bishop, I consider 



	   	   	   	  

©	  P.	  Megan	  Andrews,	  2016	  

21	  

Hay’s work to be presumptively relational; however, the dimension of relationality in her work is 

“unconsummated”. In practicing performing Hay’s work, the performer practices a destructuring 

structure that pushes away from structuring and meaningfulness, incites a practice of perception 

that moves impossibly toward primordiality, and enacts an unconsummated relationality that 

does not seek to orient, stabilize or impose but instead remains fundamentally mobile and 

porous.  

Finally then, in this chapter I return to Irigaray’s work to illuminate the implicit critique 

and embodied ethic in Hay’s work. I ask: what if Hay’s choreography and practice could offer an 

answer to Irigaray’s call? What if practicing performing somatic anacrusis could open a new way 

toward the other through perception that, through the destructuring function, respects both 

subjectivity and otherness as fundamentally irreducible yet mutable and contingent, mobile and 

changeable, and therefore always new and unknown. What if we moved into encounter, into 

proximity with the other through this process of pre-relational pre-disposing? 

 

Thinking (through) Dancing  

 

…embodied research (to my mind, at least) requires that one engage seriously with the 

ambiguity that results from trying to conceptualize bodily experiences that can be quite 

elusive. It requires patience with the partiality of physical knowing, as well as a curiosity 

about how theoretical paradigms will shift in the midst of that bodily experience. 

(Albright, Engaging Bodies 12) 
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I write at the intersection of dance, performance, somatics and cultural studies, and, 

broadly speaking, I take a practice-as-research approach to this work. My aims in this project are 

the following: first, to bring my dancing experience into language in a manner that allows it a 

presence alongside theoretical discourse as a way of knowing in its own right; second, to 

understand something of the poetics of Hay’s dance practice and, by extension, why it has been 

received as both enigmatic and compelling, both for audiences and for a roster of international 

performers of significant calibre; third – in accomplishing the first two aims – to contribute a 

unique case study and new perspectives on Hay’s work to the scholarly literature on this 

significant but under-theorized artist; and finally, in expanding the context in which we consider 

Hay’s work, to enhance the appreciation and understanding of her work and certain other 

contemporary dance/performance practices more generally, on the part of both performers and 

audiences.  

My research contributes to the small scholarly literature on Hay, providing a close and in-

depth experiential study of Hay’s solo choreography and practice, articulating a poetics of her 

distinctly linguistic choreography and its unique relationality, and considering the implications 

thereof in a broader context. My work also contributes generally to practice-as-research methods 

for the experiential study of dance practice and choreography through my devised method of 

emergent choreographic analysis. This approach seeks to understand the workings of 

choreography from within the performer’s experience, through an iterative process of moving 

and writing.13 In combination with this method, I offer a theoretical framework, based on the 

triumvirate dynamic relation of intention, attention and action, for analyzing the relation between 

the performer’s experience and the choreography in experimental dance practice. My articulation 
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and conceptualization of what is happening in and through Hay’s work prompts reconsideration 

of the relationship between movement and language through the intermediary of the (dancing) 

body. It also provides a lens through which to differently illuminate and refract other 

experimental contemporary dance and performance practices that are similarly working with 

choreographic functions and through perceptive practices. The concept of somatic anacrusis, 

which I develop through this research, allows a reflection – through dance – on the role of the 

body and perception in fostering openness to difference and more ethical communicative 

relations with others.  

My particular expertise in undertaking this project, I submit, lies in my training and 

experience as a dance artist, movement analyst and writer. Through my own experience as an 

interpreter for others and creator/performer of solo work, as a faculty member teaching 

studio/studies courses in the Dance Department at York University and as Certified Laban 

Movement Analyst, I have been engaged in questioning movement experience “from the inside”, 

seeking to better understand and strive to articulate the lived, fluid multidimensionality of such 

somatic experiences, specifically in performance. My performance experiences range over a 

twenty-year career from the prescribed, highly technical and athletic, to theatrical and character-

based (dance-theatre), to more experimental modalities, involving extended vocalization, 

improvisation and somatically informed practices. In parallel with my interpretive career arc, I 

have also created and performed a number of self-solos deriving from improvisational modalities 

and often including extended vocalization. My teaching, primarily in the dance department at 

York University, is based in a somatic approach and is informed by the diversity of my 

professional experience. Through my practice, I have been spiralling ever more deeply into 
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embodied inquiry, always turning on and returning to a similar set of questions about dance 

performance experience. I have found myself most engaged, generally, by work that embraces 

somatic and/or improvisational paradigms.  

 

Dancing and Writing Alongside Hay 

Given my background in dance, somatic practice and writing, and my declared interest in and 

pursuit of work that derives from improvisatory and somatic modes, it becomes clear that my 

interests are quite aligned with the world of Hay’s practice. In fact I sought out an opportunity to 

study with Hay because of these aligned interests. However, I would describe my initial position 

with respect to Hay’s work as that of a sympathetic skeptic. I had only seen two of her works 

performed live and had only heard she and Christopher House speak about the practice in a 

January 2009 interview with choreographer and dance writer Carol Anderson. Hay’s language 

was very enigmatic and seemed purposefully cryptic and obscure. I admit I was critical of this 

relatively impenetrable discourse and the way it both mysticized and obfuscated the work. I was 

also critical of the structure of the Solo Performance Commissioning Project, which seemed from 

one perspective to be very much a strategic format through which to generate resources and 

disseminate work. However, I was also curious because there was something about the work in 

performance that captured my interest and was unique from the majority of dance and 

performance work I had seen. So, from this skeptical standpoint, I proceeded to undertake this 

study, perhaps in part to determine whether I could find substantive ground.  

Though it sits within an interdisciplinary context and speaks back to larger debates noted 

above, this experiential case study analysis necessarily imposes a tight focus and therefore this 



	   	   	   	  

©	  P.	  Megan	  Andrews,	  2016	  

25	  

document leaves many avenues for future exploration and consideration. My primary intent was 

to study Hay’s work through practice in order to develop a theoretical understanding of Hay’s 

work. This decidedly experiential approach foregrounds my lived experience of her 

choreography and practice, and values the “thinking” that occurs in dancing, in choreography. 

Tacking back and forth between moving and writing, I strove to write from inside the experience 

as directly as possible during my primary research and avoiding, to the extent I could, from being 

influenced by Hay’s own or other writers’ language or perspectives. Video recordings exist of 

both of my performances from December 2009 and I also have audio recordings of the post-

performance discussions with the audience on each evening. I have not watched my 

performances nor listened to these interviews to date so as to limit my writing to experience 

versus observation. Furthermore, it is important to note that in the chronology of my research, it 

was only after both the experiential and descriptive phases of my research that I engaged more 

specifically with the existing discourse on her work.  

This bracketing aligns with a phenomenological approach to research, which I pursue 

through the work of Merleau-Ponty. As an effort that is provisional at best, it aims to bring 

bodily, lived experience to the foreground during engagement with the phenomenon, over 

cognitive reflective and analytical processes. Nevertheless, though I attempted to proceed 

through experiential practice and phenomenological description first, I acknowledge that of 

course I’m informed by discourses and theory and by my past experiences, tacit knowledge and 

disciplinary movement training. However, my approach was purposeful – to study a bodily 

practice as closely as possible through bodily practice. My analysis, deriving primarily from 

phenomenological description of my own experience – versus the received language of the 
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choreographer or others who have written about her work – provides an alternative perspective 

on Hay’s choreography and practice. As much as possible, I have attempted to return to my own 

first-person experiential writing as the primary source for my thinking – my “thinking (through) 

dancing”.  

As noted above, Hay maintains a writing practice that has accompanied her creating and 

performing activity since at least the 1970s. Author of three books and numerous articles, Hay 

has developed a textual field around her work that offers a certain level of insight into her 

concerns and practice, from the first-person experiential and reflective perspective of a practicing 

artist. She has been at times explicitly concerned with developing a language through which to 

communicate her practice. In 1982, she wrote about her then-current project The Grand Dance: 

“The Grand Dance represents the rebirth of my choreographic career in terms of fashioning a 

language to support my aesthetic” (Hay, “The Grand Dance” 40). Her articles and books seem to 

be part of this effort. Two of her three books actually interweave various textual voices, 

including experiential description, choreographic or performance directives, and reflective, 

sometimes autobiographical, material. Hay also writes scores or libretti for her dances – often 

after a first performance of a work – that derive from close experiential writing alongside 

practice and in turn become the “score” for that work, used in subsequent remounts of the 

particular dance.14  

In certain ways, this dissertation project has paralleled Hay’s own writing practice. I too 

have written closely alongside practice, developing experiential writing that traces the residues 

and echoes of the dancing experience. I too aim to interweave experiential and reflective writing 

throughout this dissertation as a way to move toward communicating the substance of the 
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dancing experience in Hay’s work. I too am concerned with illuminating the practice itself in 

order to develop shared understanding of its specificity and potential. Particularly in light of 

these parallels, it is important for me to re-state that I am writing as one individual practitioner 

about my experience of Hay’s approach to choreography and practice through a single solo work 

by Hay and my perspectives are therefore limited as such. While I have conducted eleven 

interviews with other practitioners from the same SPCP that I attended, these interviews have not 

been transcribed or referenced and do not figure in this particular project. Here, I am specifically 

working through first-person experience toward phenomenological description in order to 

discern an experiential poetics of Hay’s practice and consider its potentially broader socio-

cultural implications.  

I will note here that I coin a number of neologisms in my analysis in order to more 

effectively articulate lived experiences of paradoxical simultaneity that are difficult to render in 

given language. Throughout my discussion, these neologisms also function secondarily as 

performatives that emphasize the somatic experiential dimension of my work and sustain a 

connection to the dancing process at its core. I use these terms judiciously and in the spirit of the 

French feminist school of écriture feminine, feminine writing – a term and theory coined by 

Hélène Cixous in her critique of Western metaphysics and the symbolic economy: “to describe 

that which has been erased through the privileging of the (masculine/speech [and here also 

mind]) one over the (feminine/writing [and here also body]) other” (Alphonso 254). 

As may be apparent to readers familiar with Jacques Derrida’s paradigm-shifting 

theory/method of deconstruction, this study resonates with his influences and ideas while not 

directly taking them up – save in chapter 6, in which I briefly address the impact of his thought 
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on the development of performance studies. Of course this could be said of many studies, as 

Derrida himself demonstrated, wherein appear the traces of various influences that have not been 

explicitly included. Certainly French feminism owes a debt to Derrida’s complex move in 

deconstructing inherited binary thinking and the implicit hierarchies embedded within. Irigaray’s 

critiques of Western phallogocentrism developed in part via Derrida’s insights, as indicated 

above. Further, as noted, Derrida’s thinking has had important significance for performance 

studies.  

Some of what might be read as Derridean resonances in this study more likely arise first 

through Hay’s own movement “theorizing” which takes priority here and in which some might 

find certain “deconstructive” semblances, and second, through my use of Merleau-Ponty’s ideas, 

which, as several writers have suggested anticipate Derrida’s in certain ways (Grosz 38; Moran 

432; Reynolds; Franko, “Mimique” 212n29). For these writers, Merleau-Ponty’s effort to move 

beyond the dualism of mind/body in his work and the way that he presents the intertwining of 

body-subject and world, in which the aspects are necessarily co-constituted but never directly 

coincident, foreshadow Derrida’s own challenges to a binary system of thought.  

Also in my description and discussion of Hay’s work to come, readers familiar with 

Buddhism may note resonances between Hay’s approach, my discussion thereof and Buddhist 

philosophical ideas. This is no surprise. Hay’s work has been influenced by Zen Buddhist ideas 

particularly through her association with the 1960s avant-garde and explorations of various 

Eastern philosophies, particularly through the influence of John Cage (Banes, Terpsichore). 

Megan Nicely’s study of Hay’s solo Art and Life (2010), which I discuss in chapter 2, 

productively explores this angle. I have chosen to work with Merleau-Ponty’s thought for three 
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main reasons: 1) because his phenomenology usefully addresses and navigates the challenging 

body/mind dualism – and is particularly relevant for dance research; 2) because his language and 

ideas productively assist me in articulating the experience of dancing Hay’s work; and 3) 

because, in drawing Hay’s work into dialogue with Merleau-Ponty and Irigaray (whose thinking, 

as Elizabeth Grosz has elaborated, was also influenced by Merleau-Ponty (39)), I am able to 

extend this close study of a dance practice through a much broader cultural discourse. 

 

Practicing, Performing, Writing: Iteration, Adaptation, Perpetuation 

Not only has this dissertation paralleled Hay’s own writing practice specifically, it also parallels 

the creative and performance process of adaptation that she expects of those who acquire her 

dances for their own repertoire, as I did. I consider this document itself to be an adaptation of the 

solo At Once insofar as it involves iteration of the work through practicing, performing and 

writing. In positioning my dissertation in this way, I hope to pre-emptively address objections 

that this study instrumentalizes Hay’s work in service to theory. This is important to me for two 

reasons: because I am wary when dance practices are too readily used to explicate or exemplify 

pre-existing theory or when they are taken de facto as critique, rather than being respected and 

approached as “theory” in their own right; and because there is yet a hierarchy in dance and 

dance studies that places “dancing” below “thinking about dancing” and which I believe must 

continue to be challenged. 

 Below I consider the way that Hay’s work is iterative at many levels, and I specifically 

address the way that a performer of her work develops an adaptation through iterative process. I 

note that for Hay, this adaptation derives from the performer’s fidelity to the iterative daily 
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practice. Then I consider an alternate definition of adaptation offered by postmodern theorist 

Linda Hutcheon. With these two ideas of adaptation in hand, I understand my dissertation 

research as an iterative process of daily practicing, performing and writing, and position this 

document itself as an adaptation of Hay’s solo At Once. 

 As I’ve discussed above, writing about her practice is an important outlet for Hay’s 

pedagogical impulse, an impulse that is generally evident from her ongoing interest in sharing 

her practice with others in workshop contexts throughout her career. This drive to share her work 

– and to perpetuate her ideas broadly – is fulfilled to a degree by the distribution of her articles 

and books, and the availability of various notes and scores on her website. It is realized 

exponentially, however, in the SPCP structure. Via this structure, which I have explained above, 

Hay has generated a global network of individuals who iterate and perpetuate her work and ideas 

internationally – through practice and performance, and sometimes also through writing.15 (That 

she requires participants’ funds to be generated from their communities extends this network and 

roots it at the local level.) SPCP participants mount both solo and group shows of Hay’s work, 

and regularly engage other artists as collaborators on their own performances of the solos. Artists 

who encounter her work locally via another performer, may become participants in the SPCP, as 

did I; and the network grows, iterating and perpetuating Hay’s work.  

 Iteration, then, is a fractal thematic in the practicing, performing and writing of Hay’s 

work, appearing at many levels and in many contexts, from the interweaving of her solo and 

group processes, to her re-circulating of choreographic elements from previous works in new 

ones, to the very specific kind of iteration that she requires of her SPCP participants in their 

commitment to daily practice. Part of the explicit commitment of the performer is to develop a 
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personal adaptation of the work through this daily process of practicing the score, tools and 

questions regularly and consistently. Hay’s solos are to be developed and presented by SPCP 

participants as adaptations, credited with choreography by Deborah Hay and adaptation by the 

individual.  

 An adaptation, for Hay, must include fidelity to the practice, which is what in effect 

produces the adaptation, as the individual performer negotiates the complexity of her 

choreography and manifests a specific rendering of the work:  

The performer who adapts one of my solo works calls into action 3 parallel roles: the 

dancer, choreographer, and the executant. Executant means ‘putting into effect the exact 

demands’ which underlie the practice of performance of my movement material. Each 

dancer must be a conscious executant. At the same time the virtues of ‘fidelity and 

sympathy’ with my choreographic preferences has to be felt. I run a risk every time my 

dances are performed because a competent practice of the work depends on the 

unforeseeable and imponderable factors that make up the performer’s virtues of fidelity, 

sympathy, and streaming perceptual challenges. Every adaptation includes the execution 

of the specific, non-specific, yet easily discernible material within the written dance score 

that I provide. No matter how detailed or broad the language, between the written score 

and the performance are hidden elements that cannot be defined because my ‘verbal 

dialectic’ is deliberately powerless to define the performer’s movement dialectic. (“More 

About the Adaptation”) 

In my practicing performing, I strove for fidelity and sympathy with Hay’s work. I attempted to 

be a conscious executant, while embracing what I understand to be the roles of dancer and 
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choreographer16 within the work as well, in terms of developing an adaptation. Hay’s 

instructions to participants at the SPCP allowed for a range of creative developments, including 

the addition of music, collaborators, costume and set. She was willing to accept the omission of 

parts of the score, but not the addition of anything new. My performances of At Once included a 

simple costume and two set elements (a tree and the crumbling remains of a brick wall), and 

involved a minimal change to one section of the score (where Hay used the setting of a mall in 

her text, I adapted this to the setting of a city). In my performances then, I held an autonomous 

contextual responsibility for the framing of the choreographic material, which I was under 

obligation to perform according to the “exact demands” of the practice. For Hay, this constitutes 

an adaptation of her work, realized through iterative daily practice. 

 In the book A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon offers her own definition of 

adaptation:  

In short, adaptation can be described as the following: An acknowledged transposition of 

a recognizable other work or works; A creative and interpretive act of 

appropriating/salvaging; An extended intertextual engagement with the adapted work. 

Therefore, an adaptation is a derivation that is not derivative – a work that is second 

without being secondary. It is its own palimpsestic thing. (8)  

It is interesting to consider Hutcheon’s notion of adaptation alongside Hay’s and specifically 

with respect to the contractual requirement for three months’ of daily practice prior to the 

individual’s first performance of the work. For Hay:  

Three months is not an estimate. It is based on my experience with new material. In order 

to recognize all the ways I hold onto ideas, images, suppositions, beliefs, the ways my 
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body attaches to what I think the material ‘is’, or should feel like, or look, I need to be 

alone in a studio, noticing the infinitely momentary feedback that arises from my daily 

performance of a reliable sequence of movement directions, influenced by the immediacy 

arising from the same questions day after day after day. (Hay, “How do I recognize my 

choreography?”)  

It is important to note that daily practice does not entail “rehearsal” or “repetition” in advance of 

and preparation for a finished and final presentation. Daily practice, for Hay, is performing –

practicing performing.17 The individual is to perform the work in its entirety; sections are not to 

be practiced discretely, in isolation from the whole. For Hay, this daily iteration of the work is 

central to the process of developing an adaptation. Further, per Hutcheon, each day’s iterative 

practice can be construed as yet another adaptation of the work.18  

 Where Hay emphasizes the importance of fidelity, Hutcheon problematizes this notion in 

the process of adaptation, allowing for much more freedom in the process by noting that 

“adaptation is an act of appropriating or salvaging, and this is always a double process of 

interpreting and then creating something new” (20). In light of Hutcheon’s points here about the 

process of “interpreting and then creating something new”, we can consider this dissertation 

project – and specifically my description and analysis in chapters 4 and 5 – as yet another 

adaptation of Hay’s work, a new contextual framing of the choreography and practice, arrived at 

through an iterative process of practicing and writing. In chapters 4 and 5, I focus specifically on 

my experiences within the work itself, as I embrace the choreography and practice performing it. 

Therein, I draw from both my experiential journal entries – which trace in writing my daily 

practice of the score in its self-same sequence – and from extrapolated phenomenological 
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descriptions of experiences in the work that I developed from the journal entries. Each piece of 

writing in itself can be considered, per Hutcheson, to be an adaptation – as can this dissertation 

as a whole.  

 Working directly with Hutcheon’s definition of adaptation, we can understand this 

dissertation as 1) “an acknowledged transposition of a recognizable work”: my 

phenomenological descriptions are of Hay’s practice and choreography of At Once; 2) “a 

creative and interpretive act of appropriating/salvaging”: my writing in the dissertation draws 

from Hay’s work and proposes my own thoughts and ideas in extension from it, with inevitable 

choices made about what to include and focus on; and 3) “an extended intertextual engagement 

with the adapted work”: my process for this writing included three months of daily practice and 

two formal performances, all of which I wrote about on a daily basis; four months of time spent 

in exclusive transcription of those daily writings; a process of review and selection from those 

daily writings; a second phase of writing extrapolations from the selections; and an “extended 

intertextual” period of analysis and interpretation in writing this document, in which I also 

reference the discursive texts surrounding Hay and her work.  

 As noted above, in Hay’s definition of adaptation, maintaining fidelity to the practice is 

essential. However, in writing a dissertation Hay’s mandate poses a challenge because in writing 

a theoretical analysis I am working reflectively in another medium. Hutcheon’s definition, 

however, liberates me from Hay’s requirement of fidelity in writing this dissertation, allowing 

for the process of “interpretation and the creation of something new”. Thus rather than being a 

standard critical analysis of an object of study, and independent therefrom, conducted from a 

more aloof and ostensibly objective theoretical standpoint, I position this document as an 
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adaptation – a descriptive analysis of a lived experience, dependent thereon, conducted from an 

engaged, participatory and subjective experiential standpoint that retains ties to the lived 

phenomenon itself: “a derivation that is not derivative”, “a work that is second without being 

secondary”. As Hutcheon would say, this document “is its own palimpsestic thing”, which 

participates in the iterating and intertextual field of Hay’s work and adaptations thereof – 

perpetuating through processes of practicing, performing and writing.  

 

Return to/of the Avant-Garde 

During the 1960s avant-garde period, choreographers and performers of the Judson Dance 

Theater community, of which Hay was a part, undertook a serious questioning of then 

conventional dance practice and performance, pushing boundaries, overturning assumptions and 

developing innovative and interdisciplinary approaches to choreography and performance.19 In 

more recent years, there has been a resurgence of interest in artists of the Judson Dance Theater20 

– many of whom have continued to practice, create and perform – as new generations of dance 

creators and performers re-engage with fundamental questions around their art and practice: 

What is dance? What is movement? What is performance? How is the audience-performer 

relation imagined, constituted? The resurgence of interest in the Judson-era artists was likely 

bolstered by Mikhail Baryshnikov’s interest in this group and the large, high-profile 

PASTForward tour of his White Oak Dance Project in 2000, which included remounts and new 

works by a number of Judson-era choreographers, including Hay, and which followed twenty 

years after Perron’s Bennington College Judson Project.21 Framed from within a contemporary 

cultural moment, these questions nonetheless resonate with the avant-garde ethos of the 1960s, 
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tied as they are not only to issues of aesthetics but also to issues of relationality, politics and 

ethics.  

Hay was among those at the heart of this experimental group and, as I will discuss in the 

following chapters, she has continued to question the art and practice of dance over subsequent 

decades of her career. Hay has become an internationally renowned and critically acclaimed 

figure in contemporary dance and performance practice and her work remains relevant today. 
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Notes 
	  

1. To clarify and orient the reader with respect to my use of this phrase throughout, what I 
mean by a radical communication practice here is distinct from the more conventional 
understanding of communication as a semiotic, representational system of signs and meanings – 
through which dance and movement have been considered. In my work here, I use this phrase in 
the broad context of performance praxis, placing emphasis on the embodied, affective, energetic 
aspects of enactment and intersubjective exchange. 

2. I first encountered many of Hay’s distinct turns of phrase, questions and tools during the 
2009 Solo Performance Commissioning Project residency in Scotland. Henceforth in this 
document, all quotations cited in this manner refer to statements Hay made during the course of 
that workshop. 

3. Interestingly, in his essay “Mimique”, Mark Franko also refers to Kristeva’s theory as one 
that “dodges metaphysical fixity because its ‘originary metaphysics’ is motility itself, without 
spatial coordinates” (Franko, “Mimique” 215 n23). 

4. I use this phrase “think through (the) dancing” in two senses. To “think through” 
something commonly connotes a reflective analytic engagement with the experience. However, 
the phrase also suggests using dancing as a kind of method or tool for thinking. This second 
meaning is pertinent to understanding my approach to this research.  

5. French feminism is by no means a unified school of thought, as Kelly Oliver points out in 
her preface to the French Feminism Reader (Oliver vii-x). In fact, theorists considered to belong 
to this heterogeneous group, including Hélène Cixous, have refused the categorization altogether 
(Oliver 254). 

6. In my Chapter 2 discussion of the surrounding literature on Hay and her work, I address 
relevant aspects of her career and influences more fully. 

7. Baryshnikov conceived of this project for his White Oak Dance Project as a way to 
honour and reconnect to the artists of the 1960s avant-garde in dance. He commissioned 
remounts or new works from a handful of key figures from the period including David Gordon 
(co-organizer of PASTForward), Trisha Brown, Lucinda Childs, Simone Forti, Hay, Steve 
Paxton and Yvonne Rainer. Hay created the group work Whizz (2001) for White Oak and also a 
new duet for she and Baryshnikov entitled Single Duet (2001). (See Perron, Judson Dance 
Theater). 

8. I first encountered this phrase “performance generating system” in reference to dance 
through the work of performance dramaturg and scholar Pil Hansen who, in 2014, published an 
essay entitled “Dancing Performance Generating Systems”. In Hansen’s terms, “Performance 
generating systems add precise rules, parameters, and sources to task-based creation that focus 
the dancers’ attention on specific aspects of the work and limit their possible responses. The 
resulting coordinates are not typically used to create material that then is set as choreography, but 
they and the movements they attract become the very dramaturgy of a composition.” Hansen 
briefly cites Deborah Hay’s work as an example of a performance generating system: “Her 
[Hay’s] performance generating ‘scores’ indicate a series of paired tasks, emotions, directions in 
space, perceptual orientations, rules, challenges, and memories that the dancer is moved through 
and responding within over time (for example, No Time to Fly)” (Hansen 256-257, both). 
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9. It would be interesting to consider this perspective with respect to psychoanalyst Donald 

Winnicott’s thinking in Playing and Reality. I do not take up this direction here. 
10. Deborah Hay’s Solo Performance Commissioning Project: In 1998, after a period 

focussed primarily on making solo dances for herself, Hay launched the Solo Performance 
Commissioning Project (SPCP), in which a group of participants commissioned the same solo 
from Hay. The annual ten-day residency ran from 1998 through 2012 in various locations 
internationally. During the SPCP, participants studied Hay’s specific performance practice and 
received individual coaching from her over the course of the residency.  For participants, the 
SPCP provided the opportunity to acquire a solo work from Hay that then became part of the 
individual performer’s repertoire. The SPCP invited experienced performers from dance, 
performance art and theatre to participate in the program. In August 2009, when I attended, 
international participants came from countries including Canada, the United States, Australia, 
Portugal, Venezuela, the United Kingdom, France and the Netherlands. Most participants came 
with a strong dance background and many had quite highly developed technical training in 
western contemporary dance modalities. A handful had less technical movement training, 
coming to performance via physical and dramatic theatre.  

The SPCP was partly a way for Hay to explore and develop her choreographic method and 
performance practice, and to engage in questions around the documentation and transmission of 
choreography as much as it was a choreographic commission structure. Interested individuals 
applied to the program and were required to raise the commissioning fee from their community 
via individual, corporate and/or government sources. Over the course of its existence, the 
program inevitably evolved, forming a cyclical and iterative part of Hay’s annual choreographic 
and performance practice. Solo scores commissioned by participants through the SPCP 
developed from Hay’s prior work and also evolved into subsequent solos or group works by Hay, 
for herself or others. For example the solo At Once commissioned through the SPCP 2009, which 
I attended, was informed by the previous solo Market (2009) and linked forward to Hay’s 
subsequent solo work No Time to Fly (2010). 

11. For each subsequent performance run, the contract stipulates that the performer must 
complete a three-week process to engage with the tools of the practice and to bring the work 
back to performance readiness. 

12. I am concerned here with dance practices that prioritize process over product, and 
experience over form. In the latter category, we might include classical dance forms such as 
ballet, bharatanatyam and Graham, in which a strong aesthetic and technical specificity underlie 
the practice, compositions are most frequently set in advance and draw on an established 
movement vocabulary. Though improvisation can be understood to be at play in all live dance 
performance (Albright and Gere xv), it is not the primary modality in these cases. In the former 
category, we might include contemporary practices such as contact improvisation, structured and 
open improvisation, along with conceptual and task-based performance that may be informed by 
or appear in performance art contexts. In these practices, we find a low degree of specificity in 
aesthetic and technique, composition often occurs during performance or is derived from 
parameters set in advance that do not prescribe the movement vocabulary for the performance. 

13. An interesting study that seeks to understand the dancer’s artistic process in a particular 
choreography was conducted by Cecilia Roos and Anna Petronella Foultier and documented in 
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an anthology that includes theoretical and practice-based research and writing in which the 
moving body is very present in the text. 

14. Hay makes a distinction between a score and a libretto: “The scores of the ’60s were 
simply from the point of view of the dancer who was dancing it, whereas with the libretto, which 
I also think of as a score, you get the view of how the observer sees it. You have more than one 
perspective into the dancing of the dance” (Daly, “Horse Rider” 51). This passage in Daly’s 
interview with Hay provides some useful insight from the time into Hay’s thinking about, 
writing and use of scores or libretti in her work. In my work here, I use the term score, but allow 
for the fact that the score for At Once is more like a libretto, as defined by Hay here. 

15. For example, beyond performing Hay’s solos, various practitioners have begun to share 
her approach to practice. Australian solo dance artist Ros Warby has worked extensively with 
Hay and has begun to teach in a workshop-based structure sharing her own approach to practice, 
which draws on what she has learned from Hay (Gardner and Dempster 1). Toronto-based 
Christopher House, who has also developed an extended working relationship with Hay, taught a 
workshop in January 2013 through the Toronto Dance Community Love-In that was described to 
be focussed on sharing his understanding of Hay’s practice. 

16. In chapter 5, I discuss the level of choreographic responsibility that the performer holds 
in Hay’s work and make a distinction between choreographic responsibility and contextual 
responsibility. Here, I use the term choreographer with direct reference to its usage in Hay’s 
quote above. Below I use the term contextual responsibility to refer to the framing the 
performance of the work. I thus distinguish this from choreographic responsibility, which I use to 
refer to dealing with the actual material of the work itself. 

17. I address this understanding of daily practice as performing more specifically in my final 
chapter. 

18. Considering that there are approximately twenty people involved in each SPCP (though 
some people return year over year), and considering the fact that at least a good portion of this 
group enters into the requisite three months of practice immediately following the SPCP 
residency, we can begin to visualize network of iterating processes, extended across space and 
time: Hay’s work in multiplicity, pulsing through bodies around the world. 

19. Sally Banes, eminent scholar of the Judson-era and post-modern turn in dance, provides 
a distilled summary and examples of work from this period in her essay “Earthly Bodies: Judson 
Dance Theatre” included in the Bennington College Judson Project book (Banes “Earthly 
Bodies”). Other books by Banes examine the context, concerns and artists of this period in more 
detail. 

20. Most recently, I’m thinking here of American dance artist Sara Wookey’s engagement 
with Yvonne Rainer and the transmission of Rainer’s Trio A, for example, an incarnation of 
which took place at the Art Gallery of Ontario in spring 2015 (“Transmitting Trio A”), and the 
July 2014 symposium entitled “The Live Legacy Project: Correspondences between German 
Contemporary Dance and Judson Dance Theater Movement” mounted by Tanzfonds Erbe 
(Guerreiro). Some of the interest and connection between new generation and the 1960s avant-
garde artists relates to questions and concerns on the part of both groups around legacy and 
transmission of live performance practice. Such concerns have also been a motivating factor for 
Hay (Daly, “Horse Rider” 53). 
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21. Perron herself notes this connection (“Through the Eyes” 157). 


