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ABSTRACT 

TARA MUNJEE 

PROCESSUAL PLACE: INTERSECTIONS IN DANCE PERFORMANCE, 

GEOGRAPHICAL DISCOURSE, AND EVERYDAY LIFE 

 

MAY 2013 

Places as locales can be understood as physical locations that are meaningful, 

multiply interpreted, and subjectively understood.  My research explores comparative 

understandings of place derived from dance performance appreciation, geographical 

discourse, and experiences of everyday life.  The intersections of these three distinct 

arenas I find most evocative in the experience of the phenomenon I label as “performance 

place.”  A spatial-temporal event, performance place represents a melding together of 

personal, historic, relational, political, social, aesthetic, artistic, and asynchronic factors 

that contribute to an individual’s apprehension of physical spatiality as featured in 

contemporary dance performance. 

A hybrid methodology including heuristic narrative analysis, interview data 

coding, phenomenological methods, and a survey of geographical literature is used to 

assist me in unpacking the experience of performance place.  The salient experiences 

evoked and embedded for me in the performances discussed connect to selected 

postmodern and feminist human geographical constructs of “place.”  Further, as dance 
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performance appreciation is subjectively-perceived but also fluidly interpreted over time, 

personal understandings of a dance may change, as may interpretations of a place.  In 

contemporary discourse, place is fluid, multiply-perceived, and dynamic, and the 

processes that occur in place are arguably most important in imbuing a locale with a 

specific affect or read for any individual.  Just as dance performance emphasizes 

movement and motility so, too, contemporary understandings of place embrace ongoing 

shifts and changes in definition, and place’s “processual” nature is viewed as a most 

significant feature. 

For the purposes of analyzing and discussing performance places, in the last 

chapter I offer the reader a method of analyzing the phenomenon of performance place as 

it connects to understandings and experiences of everyday life, as well as to theories from 

contemporary human geographical discourse.  Using postmodern and critical geographer 

Edward W. Soja’s theoretical construct of ThirdSpace as a departure point, I create a 

model for identifying, problematizing, and exploring the myriad aspects of lived 

spatiality that may emerge in the valuing of dance performance.  This model is reflexive 

in nature, for as geographical theories and experiences of everyday life may inform the 

dance appreciation process, dance appreciation may well inculcate newly-discovered and 

critical understandings of geographical discourse and lived life.  As a result of these 

reflexive understandings, a viewer may then seek to change places or create new places 

to inhabit in the social-spatial world. 
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CHAPTER I 

MEMORIES OF DANCE WORLDS 

Introduction to Memoried Narratives 

 From a young age through adulthood, I have been enraptured with dance 

performance.  I have a deep-seated love for dance expression, for its artistry conveys to 

me some extravagant possibilities of being fully human.  The embodied action of dancers 

performing skillfully arranged choreography resonates with me as complete engagements 

of being present in the physical world.  There is a mystery as to how exactly dance 

speaks, for the “speaking,” that is, the communication, is non-verbal and non-linear.  

Dance performance for me creates physical understandings that transcend words, for 

words fall short in delineating all that is involved in the appreciation of the embodied 

expression of dance.  Perhaps twentieth century modern dance artist Isadora Duncan best 

summed up the human imperative to dance and to appreciate dance when she notes that 

“If I could say it -- I wouldn’t have to dance it!” (“Isadora Duncan”).  Duncan thus offers 

a synopsis of how dance operates at a level of meaning that transcends verbalization. 

 As a dance performer, choreographer, and educator, I have found an artistic home 

in contemporary dance (for which Isadora Duncan was one of the earliest proponents).  

Through continual study and work in this field for over thirty years, I have honed my 

professional skills.  Artist/educator and qualitative theorist Elliot Eisner speaks of 

“connoisseurship” as a possession of sensitivity to inherent qualities of phenomena or 
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practices (6-7, 63-4).  I consider myself a connoisseur of contemporary dance and can 

speak of its artistic properties in both the creative process of choreographing and 

performing dance, as well as in the valuing and appreciating process of viewing dance 

performance. 

 Within contemporary dance, spatiality has always intrigued me as a favorite 

artistic element of dance, but also for how it seems to connect dance expression to 

content and ideas that are part of larger social and cultural life.  Both the cultural and 

artistic uses of physical space entreat me to explore a variety of notions of space, and 

understand myself in relation to spatiality.  Further, spatiality as a cultural and artistic 

topic seems not only to help define dance as an artistic product, but also to reveal and 

highlight social hierarchies or organizations commonly at play. 

 My interest in spatiality started as part of my practice, both in my life and in my 

contemporary dance engagements.  I enjoy organizing physical space so that its 

properties are congruent with my day-to-day needs.  I also delight in thinking about and 

visualizing space, and have a long-standing interest in cartography and analytic 

geometry.  In my nascent voyages as a young choreographer, my instructors noted that I 

had a highly developed facility using the artistic element of space in composition. 

 In my choreographic and life explorations, I have found that physical space can be 

abstract, but it also can be very real and experiential.  Perhaps because I have a special 

affinity for spatiality—through my personal proclivities, my explorations in dance 

composition and choreography, my studies of Space Harmony as part of a Movement 
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Analyst certification program—I am alert to its presence and power in various aspects of 

art and life.  It is, however, the felt quality in the experience of spatiality that most 

engages me, for it is the affective dimensions of how people respond to spatial 

expressions or events that I find intriguing.  Over time, I have concluded that in its impact 

in both artistic expression and everyday life, space is anything but abstract. 

 Percolations for research on felt spatiality appeared throughout my earlier dance 

practice and research. I found in the choreographic process that, at times, something 

would move me to concurrently explore spatial topics related to architecture, economics, 

geography, politics, history, sports strategy, or environmental science, for example.  I 

would compare my dance-based engagement in spatiality with newly acquired theoretical 

knowledge, and I was often surprised by serendipitous connections.  At times, I felt 

connections between what I learned about contemporary architecture’s notions of a 

building’s shell and skin, or a soccer team’s successful strategy of passing the ball to the 

space (as opposed to the player), for example, and what I sensed in watching and making 

dances.  These connections often seemed to be singular trajectories and quite non-linear, 

and yet they alerted me to look further into dance to see what additional aspects of 

spatiality manifest and perhaps connect to other aspects of life.  It is not unusual to 

explore and come to know larger life phenomena through artistic engagement or arts-

based research, for as Patricia Leavy notes, in artistic practice, analysis and interpretation 

occur in tandem and are holistic (10-11).  Arguably, in both creating and viewing 

contemporary dance, I was perhaps inherently attuned to spatiality, so by default that is 
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what I read and applied to life in general.  Be that as it may, for me, contemporary dance 

performance’s spatiality seems too often reference and connect to bigger facets of life, 

but I have been unable to easily summarize exactly what these connections are and how 

they are made.  

 To initiate my dissertation research, I could have chosen to explore spatiality as 

part of the creative process of choreography.  I was more interested, however, in 

evaluating a final product, that is, a dance performance, to see how I personally read and 

experience the event in regards to spatial understandings.  I feared that if I explored 

choreography I had created or had performed in, I would conflate various creative 

inspirations that occurred during the rehearsal process, and then would be unable to speak 

to the bracketed experience of the performance.  Thus, I decided to explore my 

experiences as an audience member at live, contemporary dance events where I sensed 

the physical spatiality of the dance spoke to something greater than just deft artistic 

expression.  These instances represent occasions for me where the dance occurred and in 

response, something quickened or changed within me.  I discovered satisfying and 

holistic understandings of life, as referenced by Leavy above.   Art valuing can have this 

sort of profound effect on a viewer.  In describing the artistic valuing of sculpture, 

phenomenological philosopher Andrew Mitchell suggests that sculpture alerts the viewer 

to not just artistic use of space, but to a deeper understanding of the importance of space 

as part of the larger world.  I find the following passage from Mitchell applicable to 

dance if one substitutes “dance performance” for “sculpture” in the reading: 
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Sculpture appears in the world and bears the marks of that appearance.  But it also 

places its mark on the world, lays its claim on it.  Sculpture changes the space 

around it.  Its entrances and invitations change the density and thickness of things.  

Sculpture changes the texture of the space around it as each work eddies forth 

turbulences into the smoothness of the world.  Sculptures push at the space that 

runs through us.  Sculptures touch us for this reason, they pull us out of ourselves 

as well. (56) 

 

While sculpture in the above passage, “places its mark on the world, lays its claim 

on it,” I find certain contemporary dance performances, as embodied-spatial-temporal 

artistic expressions, create artistic worlds for me.  I use the word “worlds” to indicate that 

something quite complex and nuanced is involved in my appreciation of the performance. 

It seems that during the performance, I value the artistic merits of the choreography, but I 

also witness some bigger epistemological phenomenon occurring, and this phenomenon I 

identify as an artistic performance world.  These artistic worlds reflect or reference for 

me the larger world of everyday life, and through a holistic apprehension of the two 

worlds together, I am able to make connections that ring true for me between dance 

performance and the larger world.  These connections work reflexively, so I better 

understand the dance in connection with the world around me, but I also better 

understand the world around me in its connection to the dance. 

I am trying then to explain my reading and experience of felt spatiality in dance, 

where, as Duncan maintained, if words sufficed, there would be no need for the dance.  

To reproduce canvases of dances that suggested holistic understandings of life and art 

using words is not easy for me.  The understandings gleaned are subjective, non-linear, 

non-discrete, and do not translate facilely into literary iterations of observations.  I feel in 



6 

 

order to communicate some of the meanings I gathered from various dances, the 

construction of memoried narratives is the best way to communicate my experiences 

regarding the creation of dance performance worlds.   

Narrative descriptions of phenomena are used at times by qualitative researchers 

seeking to communicate the multi-layered nature of lived experiences (Leavy 30-7). 

Narratives not only offer the reader a holistic depiction of the phenomena studied, but 

they also seek to depict the nexus of factors operating that compose the sum total of the 

experience.  This approach then suits my purposes well, for I am interested in how the 

artistic elements of a live dance performance interact with other social, historical, and 

personal factors to elicit my perception of a bigger occurrence than just a skillful dance 

performance.  The nexus of factors that the narratives speak to is not merely the artistic 

elements of the dance, nor only the aesthetic—those elements which are expressive and 

sensorial (Dewey 2-6), nor singularly the social context of the performance, nor solely 

the background knowledge or experience that is consciously summoned from the viewer 

through watching the performance, but rather, the interplay of all of these elements 

together.  In some of the narratives, one or two of these elements is clearly privileged, in 

others, there is a confluence of factors so that the artistic, aesthetic, social, personal, 

contextual experience of viewing the performance contribute to my perception of not just 

the occurrence of a performance, but rather the construction of a world. 

The memoried narratives that follow this section are based upon four 

contemporary dance performances performed in different locales in the United States. 
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Two dances were set on a proscenium stage and the other two would be characterized as 

site-specific choreography.  Each of the narratives addresses physical spatiality in some 

form since the dances were live performance events performed in specific spaces or sites.  

The artistic strand of space is discussed in all of these narratives (not to the exclusion of 

other artistic or aesthetic elements), but in these descriptions, spatiality is not viewed as 

merely a compositional tool.  I speak to my perceptions of spatiality in artistic terms, but 

also as they connect to some other knowledge or ways of comprehending the world at 

large. 

My description of these dances is not meant to be an evaluative critique of their 

relative artistic merit.  All of the dances were skillfully choreographed, masterfully 

performed, and I admire them as artistic products.  The artistic valuing of dance is the 

departure point for my research; however, beyond this departure point I seek to learn how 

these artistic products, in conjunction with other factors, created expanded worlds for me. 

It is important to acknowledge that the following narratives truly represent my 

subjective impressions and readings.  It is entirely possible that the selected performances 

would offer no examples of performance world construction for other viewers.  It is also 

plausible that were I to view these performances today (given that I am located in a 

different space in my life than I was two, five, or twenty years ago), that I would perceive 

the construction of totally different worlds, or perhaps an absence of a performance 

world. 
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 My recollections of dance performances connected to artistic world creation are 

partial and imperfect at best.  I remember these performances as I am now situated in the 

present, trying to revisit a sense or feeling from the past.  There often is a transmutation 

of the past in the arms of the present, but in this investigation I am not after an objective 

state or truth that is by definition unalterable.  Instead, I am exploring the following 

questions: What was the nature of these specific performance worlds?  What salient 

aspects arose when viewing the performances, and how do they still vividly speak to me 

years later? Are there some commonalities that emerge as themes worthy of 

investigation? In a later chapter, I will return to these narratives to examine them for 

recurring, emergent themes that bespeak the salient qualities of performance worlds.  For 

now, I offer these memoried narratives—retrospective, imperfect, and partial as they 

are—to the reader as examples of events where I witnessed the creation of dance 

performance worlds. 

Memoried Dance One: Branches of Eternity 

Kay Clark was rumored to be a gifted and prolific San Francisco/East Bay 

choreographer, and for this reason I decided to see a performance featuring her work at 

the Cubberley Theater in Palo Alto, California in 1993.  Clark, a former member of the 

Utah Repertory Dance Theater and professor of dance at Mills College in Oakland, was 

reputed to be very skilled at creating quirky, entertainingly humorous, and unusual 

dances.  Her rampant wit was evident in her juxtaposition of costumes, props, movement, 

and music creating a proverbial toy box dance performance that was part slapstick, part 
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circus, and part adolescent subversion.  While watching this particular showcase of her 

dances, I admired her compositional skill, but this was not the type of work that I 

personally found compelling. 

However, one of the last dances on the program, entitled “Branches,” I did find 

captivating as it spoke to me of an eternal world of poetic, naturalist reality.  It was 

performed by three women, all clothed in loose fitting, white, gauzy skirt and blouse 

separates that were layered, resulting in very soft and flowing forms.  In this way, the 

dancers appeared to be wearing highly stylized nightgowns which reinforced a dream-

like state or aura for the dance. The taped accompaniment featured music by Somei Satoh 

for string orchestra; I perceived the music to create a qualitative state of tension that I 

sense in late-twentieth century chamber music for strings by composers such as Terry 

Riley and Stefano Scodanibbio. However, the music also had a formal, classical quality 

that evoked for me a sense of emotional reserve or remoteness.  The combined effect of 

the music, costumes, and lighting created an ebb and flow of extended time, but also 

harmony, tension, and balance. 

The stage was without a set. The far upstage cyclorama I recall as being a soft 

blue or grey-blue color scheme.  I remember the dance was lit using an overall dim 

lighting plot featuring mostly sidelights and thus, the dancers’ bodies appeared quite 

sculptural.  In stillnesses or in slower moving passages, their bodies appeared to be 

gnarled and twisting tree trunks, but not heavy with massive bulk.  Instead, the dancers’ 

bodies had a taut elastic quality; they seemed to gather and enfold the space into 
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themselves with both flow and a continuous level of tension. The eleven or twelve minute 

dance unfolded slowly, beginning with the dancers set onstage in three different areas of 

the stage, seemingly unrelated, yet all part of a bigger scene playing into a larger whole.   

Throughout the course of the dance, each of the performers would cycle through 

individual movement sequences, occasionally falling into unison or canon movement 

with the other two dancers. Moving primarily slowly, the dancers seemed to draw out 

time in a way that reminded me of classical Tai Chi phrasing.  Yet, the dancers would 

suddenly transition into spurts of rapid-fire movement that would propel them onto a new 

movement phrase. The overall dance style felt restrained with an emphasis on lightness, 

but I did notice moments of abandon in which the dancers released into gravity and then 

freely swooped around the stage, ending in an active stillness.  In these moments I found 

myself imagining owls poised on the top of tree branches, fully attuned to perceiving the 

world around them.   

The movement phrases appeared at times softly flowing and yet at other times, the 

movement was wrought with an inner tension.  This sense of inner tension I believe 

heightened my outward attention to the unfolding of the dance: I conjured the owl poised 

on the tree top attentive to the surrounding forest while searching for food, for the 

environment is filled with both predator and prey.  At a moment’s notice the owl must 

react to the changing environment with clear intent, disrupting the moment of alert 

stillness.  For the most part, the movement design was sparse and without ornamentation; 

I recall an overall directness in movement quality throughout the piece.  As I watched the 
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dance, I also began to feel as if I had entered a Japanese rock garden.  The overall 

atmosphere of beauty, harmony, and symmetry appeared restful and serene at first glance.  

After dwelling in the dance, however, I was perceived the inner tensions and dynamics at 

play in this world: I had developed something akin to the owl’s heightened avian 

perception. 

I do not recall the dancers having physical contact with each other; instead, they 

seemed to connect with each other through eye-to-eye contact or through sensing 

movement impulses and spatial location change occurring on the stage (they often had 

different facings, and thus may have been out of view of one another).  The dancers in 

their movements and identities seemed interrelated even though they rarely shared the 

same close kinesphere and were individually independent in their movement expression.  

Their interrelation was one that was felt rather than visually composed, for the dancers 

were woven into an ensemble in which they seemed highly aware of the space and each 

other, but maintained a strong sense of individual purpose.  They were not three separate 

soloists operating in separate spheres.  Instead, they seemed to be different species of 

flora or fauna that somehow were co-dependent while inhabiting the same eco-system.  

There were some moments when the dancers drew close to one another, and at these 

times they seemed energetically connected almost as water, sand, and wind reside 

together, creating the experience of the beach.  As elemental aspects of a seemingly 

naturalist environment, they possessed their own identities and qualities, but their 

individual importance was linked to their relation to the whole system of the dance.  As 
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the experience of a beach needs expressions of water, sand, and wind to varying degrees, 

the dance needed the expressions of each of the individual dancers in relation to the 

whole. 

One specific sequence of choreography caught my eye and stays with me vividly 

nearly twenty years later: a solo dancer moves intently across the far upstage lane from 

stage right to stage left, almost in the style of an ancient Egyptian frieze.  Her traverse of 

the stage is simple, strong, and unadorned.  Her upper body in contrast to her lower body 

continuously twists and undulates as she traverses the stage, and her arms—seeming to 

grow out of her back—unfurl into strong yet responsive and pliant appendages.  While 

the soloist continued on her purposeful journey, the two other dancers, entering and 

exiting from the mid and down-stage wings, darted on and off stage as though they were 

birds occupying different zones of trees in a forest.  They would rush on stage, 

momentarily pause, and then leave the stage along the same latitude, never traversing 

each other’s pathways or zones.  This ensemble of choreographed movement embodied 

an image of a mature oak or elm tree branches (also evoked by the dance’s title) in which 

fluttering song birds took refuge. The image of branches reaching out of a rooted tree (the 

arms unfurling from the stolid support of the upstage dancer’s back) seemed to speak of a 

connection to the experience of duration (even a conception of eternity) while the 

alighting birds (the two dancers, quickly entering and exiting the stage) seemed to evoke 

a sense of suddenness and temporariness. I felt in watching this movement sequence that 

the passage of time was infinitely drawn out, yet also instantaneous and unpredictable.  
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This juxtaposition was congruent with my impressions throughout the dance, for in some 

passages, the dance seemed to track millennia and then, in other instances, there was a 

heightened sense of immediacy, a pointed awareness of a quickly-evaporating present.  

 The different experienced dimensions of time also opened a space for me to 

attribute an anthropomorphic quality to the dance: the dancers were unmistakably 

sentient and human, yet through their often serene but gnarled body shaping, I was able 

to imagine them as stones, whirlpools and of course, birds, trees, and branches.  The 

performance of this piece created for me a naturalist world where I saw and experienced 

rock-ness, bird-ness, branch-ness through my imagistic ruminations cued by the dance’s 

phrasing and body shaping.  I also experienced how these qualities evolve over time.  In 

this world, both time and space were not demarcated, but instead experienced deeply 

through my response to the dancers’ performance qualities, and the continual shifting and 

shaping of their bodies to subtle yet profound changes over time. 

Memoried Dance Two: Journey and Transformation 

Harsh overhead fluorescent lighting fully exposes the dust, dirt, candy wrappers, 

and forsaken chewing gum left on the seats.  The trolley car’s momentary and erratic 

lurches and bumps, stops and starts, correlate with a light’s-on, light’s-off/power-on, 

power-off schema.  The omnipresent Southern California sunshine streams through 

greasy and grafittied car windows as the trolley slowly forges through the light industrial 

sector of La Mesa, just beyond eastern San Diego city limits.  The posted transit map 

indicates that we are approaching a stop close to the terminus of service: the end of the 
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line.  I am at the end of my proverbial rope.  Coastal ocean breezes abandoned us on the 

other side of the San Ysidro Mountains and we are immersed instead in stock-still green 

house heat. Sweaty and unknown bodies exude into my personal seating space, and to 

retain my separateness from the contiguous trolley riders with whom I have inadvertent 

physical contact, I focus beyond the confines of the car to the area surrounding the 

approaching station.  The sloping mesa on each side of the tracks is littered with scrubby 

cacti and low-lying desert vegetation.  No gently swaying palm trees here; instead, the 

tallest features in the landscape are metallic Quonset huts housing some sort of 

machinery for manufacturing.  

 As the trolley enters the station, I see a bustling commercial street below the 

elevated tracks.  A number of small stores and commercial services located on the street 

service the workers and inhabitants of the area: sandwich and fast food places, gas 

stations, oil change and windshield repair shops, a few discount pharmacies, and 

bodegas.  As the trolley slows to a stop, I realize that as confined and uncomfortable as I 

am, I have no desire to leave the car and venture into this liminal mesa-becoming-desert, 

retail-and-residential-becoming industrial zone.  I petulantly wonder: Why did I ever 

forsake the privacy of car travel on Coastal Highway Five where I have custom climate 

control choices of ocean breezes or reliable air conditioning?  What possible benefit is 

there to trolley travel in intemperate and forlorn zoned-for-manufacturing outposts in 

East County San Diego? 
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 The public address system crackles and hisses as the conductor announces the 

impending station stop.  I need not decipher the garbled verbiage since as an obedient 

audience member, I dutifully follow volunteer tour guides armed with yellow pep-rally-

like flags curating this leg of “Trolley Dances, October, 2001.”  The site-specific dance 

event, directed by Jean Isaacs, is a yearly dance festival featuring choreographic projects 

that are sited near trolley line stations throughout San Diego County.  The vast majority 

of the car’s riders—fifty or more—on cue make their way to the car doors as our 

seemingly Anglo, middle-aged, female leader self-consciously wags the flag in a style 

reminiscent of Queen Elizabeth’s wave.  The “locals,” those who I assume are the regular 

riders commuting back and forth from work to inexpensive housing, are seemingly of 

Chicano, Pilipino, Samoan, Hawaiian, or African descent, among other nationalities.  

They seem to note our infiltration of the trolley; I sense they are snickering in amusement 

at our seemingly juvenile organized field trip.  Examining myself through the mirror of 

their slightly bemused and scornful gaze, I feel that I do not belong here; these are not the 

foraging grounds of my Anglo-Asian, dual-income-and-property-owning, community-

college-instructor-inhabiting-the-affluent-North-San Diego-suburbs life.  Feeling no 

particular imperative to quickly get to their work shift on this warm Saturday afternoon, 

or too tired from their employment in the city to rush home, they patiently accede the exit 

to us, as we follow our appointed tour guide in a Make-Way-for-Ducklings march-step 

manner. 
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 We dance-seekers alight from the trolley and follow the leader down a brick-and-

mortar staircase to the commercial street.  Less than a block later, we turn right and begin 

a steep ascent up a street that leads away from the commercial sector.  There is palpably 

less commercial activity here: more graffiti is scrawled across the two-story buildings, 

more corrugated metal doors shielding and protecting closed storefronts, more broken 

glass is strewn across the sidewalks.  An occasional car is parked haphazardly at a broken 

parking meter; I am not certain as to whether or not the vehicle’s owner actually intends 

to return to this street to retrieve the car.   This Saturday afternoon, the ambience on this 

street is desolate, anonymous, and lifeless.  It is a far cry from my expectations of an 

ideal spot for site-specific dance performance in the beachy, fun-in-the-sun playground of 

San Diego County. 

 We continue walking up the inclined street coming to a spot on our left where we 

see a break in the monotone of buildings through which sunlight pours at once irradiating 

the asphalt street. Perhaps it is the site of a parking lot or arson-razed building remains.  

Upon approach, we detect recorded music playing through professional-caliber speakers 

and surmise that this open area is the site for the next performance.  (Perhaps the site 

stage manager miscalculated how long it would take the group to arrive at the site from 

the trolley station, and cued the music and dancers to start before we arrived.  Or, perhaps 

we were meant to arrive while the dancers engaged in performance process, injecting 

vitality in the prevailing lifeless atmosphere of the street.)   
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Our dance tour group distributes itself along a twenty-five foot span of sidewalk 

fronting an empty lot.  I note first the thin-soled dance slippers the dancers wear, and 

reflexively scan the sloped staging ground looking for shards of glass, rusted metal, and 

other debris that proliferate in this neighborhood.  It occurs to me that some volunteers 

(most likely) have cleared the performing area of litter, and I momentarily imagine 

dancers and audience uniting after the piece in an altruistic volunteer area clean-up 

initiative, pirouetting to create sails from empty trash bags and partnering litter picks in 

snippets of tangos.   I realize this is a most unlikely scenario. I think instead we visitors 

will retreat from the performance leaving the area detritus-ridden, just as we found it. 

 The dozen or so mostly female dancers are clothed in white flowing skirts and 

scoop neck sleeveless blouses; the men wear what appear to be loosely-fitted white yoga 

pants and tops similar to those of the women.  The dancers are evenly spaced throughout 

the performing area which consists of uneven, dry clay ground raked, or sloped, away 

from the audience with occasional patches of grass, weeds, or other scrubby vegetation 

distributed throughout the lot. The unison movement quality of the dancers is sweeping 

and curvilinear; their movements create arcing pathways around their bodies, and they 

inhabit specific bubbles of space—perhaps seven feet in diameter.  They dance in relation 

to their unmarked space on the uneven, cracked ground: they are swirling white cacti 

blooms, all the more beautifully fantastic since they emerge from the desert of the 

abandoned lot.  The accompanying acappella musical score features what sound like 

early-American folk hymns sung in an understated style.  The stylistically simple music 
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combined with the casually flowing costumes and the spiraling movement motifs might 

appear hackneyed in a studio setting.  At this particular site, however, the net effect for 

me is exotic—evoking a sense that germination, growth, productivity, and beauty are 

possible in this abandoned city lot.  These attributes, in concert with the simple folk 

hymns used as accompaniment for the dance, convey a sense of hope, a faith that this 

location can be transformed from an abandoned lot into a generative place.  Yet, who 

determines what this regeneration should look like or who it benefits after being re-made 

does niggle at the image of my positive feelings. 

  The piece draws to a close with the dancers remaining in a sculptural pose; then, 

in the musical silence the dancers clear the space.  Formal bows are rarely set in the 

trolley dance venue, but members of the audience spontaneously begin to clap, and well-

wishers and friends of specific performers call out as the dancers begin to collect their 

personal belongings stacked against a building bordering the lot on the audience’s right.   

The audience members talk among themselves and some, in turn, approach and engage 

with the dancers as the tour guide begins to slowly walk backwards down the street, 

waving her yellow flag.   

The spectacle of the dance is over, I am supposed to return to the trolley stop and 

get on with the rest of the tour.  However, I cannot help but linger for a moment at the 

site; I sense that the lot has been the dancers’ grazing ground, nourishing them in the 

artistic event.  Through the interaction between dancers and site, the area has not been 

depleted, but instead, in some small way, it has been baptized, energized, and 
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replenished.  In my vision I see the physical site as somewhat barren, but in recollection I 

feel the dancers have transformed the lot from its bereft state of today to a canvas of 

potential.  However, I am also aware that I cannot fully imagine what shape this potential 

should take.  As the group of audience and performers migrate down the street towards 

the main thoroughfare, I abandon my daydream and stride away from the site, not without 

taking one last look over my shoulder at the lot.  It is quiet ground now, but it seems to 

hum with remains of the dancers’ embodied energy.  As it recedes over my shoulder, the 

danced site appears to me to be designated fertile ground for transformation, one that 

could affect the energetic balance of the entire street.  The potential for transformation 

may be there, may have been, and always will be there.  I leave wondering who knows 

what will happen in and with this site over time, and who will benefit from this pending 

change. 

Memoried Dance Three: On the Way to Becoming an Angel 

 I have enjoyed following Bill T. Jones’s career since I first saw him perform with 

Arnie Zane at the Dance Theater Workshop in New York City during the 1980’s.  I 

appreciate his innovative approach to contemporary dance vocabulary, employing what I 

might call stylized, highly athletic renditions of quotidian movement. Most particularly, 

however, I value his ability to create my sense of abstracted images of contemporary 

human life. One example of this abstraction of life is a recollection of a performance I 

attended at Dance Theater Workshop in 1983.  Here, I found Jones riding a stationary 

bicycle in different functional positions while speaking text.  (This artistic appropriation 



20 

 

of a stationary bicycle occurred before the advent of popular spin and cycle classes in the 

fitness industry.)  His material, movement, and choreographic design for me suggested an 

artistic investigation of the daily-ness of life’s “spinningly” routine business.  Jones’s 

choice to integrate spoken text as part of the performance process never appeared to me 

as an attempt to elucidate meaning that the movement could not convey alone.  Rather, 

the text and movement phrases seemed to be in dialogic conversation: they spoke to one 

another other in a new language suggesting further meanings, meanings that remained 

ambiguous to the viewer/listener and, thus, complexly full of possible interpretations. 

 With this memory of viewing Jones’s choreography, I had both anticipation and 

trepidation when deciding to later view the Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Dance Company’s 

performance of Still/Here in February 2004, at the McFarlin Auditorium at Southern 

Methodist University in University Park, Texas.  I was nervous; I had heard tangentially 

of critic Arlene Croce’s lambasting the work as “victim art.”  With the foreknowledge 

that this piece was based on movement and text derived from Jones’s regional workshops 

with people living with fatal illnesses, I was worried that I might find the work both too 

immediate and too graphic.  As Jones was living with HIV/AIDS and had lost his partner, 

Zane, to the disease, I presumed that he would explore this territory intimately.  As 

someone who has also lost loved ones to the disease, I was concerned that the material in 

the dance would somehow re-awaken and re-activate my grieving process and sense of 

loss. 
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 As I entered the auditorium, I noticed a big-screen monitor had been placed at the 

back of the stage.  This concerned me as I had apprehensions about viewing films 

depicting dissipated people with terminal illnesses.  I don’t recall how the dance started, 

but I do remember that sporadic film footage throughout the dance featured seemingly 

non-dancers exploring and performing simple gestural movement. Additionally, the film 

clips did not feature histrionics and gut-wrenching pleas for disease cures; rather, 

voiceovers featured interviewees discussing how they managed to cope with their 

conditions both emotionally and physically in the day-to-day, their views of their 

immediate future, and their hopes for the shape of a future in which they were no longer 

alive.  I assumed that the voiceovers incorporated interview text from the non-dancers 

featured in the films.  In any event, the tone of the voiceovers, as well as the appearance 

of the movement performance in the film did not seem overwrought and emotionally-

charged.  In contrast, the overall feeling I took away from the performance left me 

reflective about the temporality of life, but also in awe of the strength of the human spirit.   

 I recall that recorded music (both vocal and instrumental) as well as spoken and 

recorded text was interspersed with Kenneth Frazelle’s score for String Quartet and 

voice.  The interwoven scores featured both moments of legato flow that seemed to 

support an on-goingness of life processes, as well as crescendos that resembled to me 

swells of emotion one may experience while confronting the difficult material of 

mortality.  I noted that the movement phrases, however, often operated strangely apart 

from the ebbs and swells of the musical score: it was as if the dance movement was the 
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emotional/psychic/spiritual life of a person or persons in this difficult setting, and the 

music acted as the course of the disease gradually—but consistently—overtaking a body.  

The separateness of the scores of the music and dance seemed to indicate to me that there 

were two intertwined but distinct realities that Jones was exploring.  The progression of 

the disease was interrogated, but so too was the process and practice of living with 

disease.  The choreography presented the importance of connecting meaningfully with 

friends and family, making choices about the kind of legacy to leave behind, voicing and 

sharing lived knowledge about disease, and modeling for others how life may be lived 

while confronting mortality.  Within the context of this dance, the simple gesture of a 

hand placed on a fellow dancer’s shoulder spoke volumes to me about the significance of 

daily contact between individuals.  This recurring motif occurs casually in life as it did in 

the dance, and while it can be a momentary and sometimes unfocused action, it can also 

impart deep senses of compassion, comfort, and care. 

 The trained dancers from the Bill T. Jones’s company (none of whom were 

featured in the film footage) as a collective moving body responded to and expanded 

upon ideas and emotions elucidated by the text, film, and music. It was an unusual 

juxtaposition: a presentation of strong and honed bodies of professional dancers 

alongside footage of non-dance trained people living with various degrees of illness. The 

dancers, clothed in white for most of the dance, seemed to use their considerable 

technical skills to portray not virtuosity but, instead, vulnerability.  There were moments I 

recall where a dancer would step away from the ensemble to explore a movement theme 
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that seemed to me in this context to portray a private and individual journey coming to 

terms with the approaching life/death divide.  The dancer’s solo movement often began 

as a gestural motif that was simultaneously or recently expressed by the larger company, 

or presented by the non-dancers in the film footage.  Towards the end of the soloist’s 

phrase, he/she would often burst into whole-body slashing about the stage, or frenetic 

jumping or quivering in one particular spot, as if the dancer was privately confronting 

emotional storms.  The soloist’s isolation never lasted for long; the other dancers 

somehow always reincorporated the soloist, enfolding the individual back into the group 

in a metaphoric consoling group hug.  The dancers were frequently organized into a 

loosely-formed huddle, intermingling with one another, and at times weight sharing and 

partnering.  However, as they moved from spot to spot onstage, they appeared to be 

conjoined by fate (or a diagnosis), frequently changing the roles of leader and follower, 

weakened one and caretaker. 

Even though the dancers as soloists executed frantic dives to the floor or full-

weight and abandoned body hurls into the group, I cannot recall feeling as though the 

company was careening out of control.  Just when chaos might erupt, there were 

stillnesses and pauses in the movement; in these moments the dancers seemed to 

interrogate their own internal, private acceptance of their illness.  These stillnesses were 

in many ways more powerful than the strong, frenzied movements. In each momentary 

pause, I felt the dancers fully confronting the vulnerability of being mortal rather than 

fighting against the inevitable.  It was in these moments that I also felt I could 
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figuratively go on stage and wrap my arm across the shoulders of a dancer and say to her 

or him, “I will stay here with you while you grapple with this. I will be here with you, 

and where you now tread, someday I will go, too.”  Now, as I think back, it is in this 

moment that the powerful connection between dance as an abstract art and dance as a 

place for real life to happen between dancers and viewers began to rumble in my mind. 

Towards the end of the dance, I recall one dancer dressed in red entering the stage 

and then performing an expansive, free-flowing, full-body solo consisting of large 

sweeping movements, punctuated with strong, almost brutal, falls to the floor.  My 

recollection is that the dancer rose again, continued to dance, and then again fell, 

repeating this pattern a number of times. While this motif reoccurred, the dancer was lit 

in a diagonal swath of golden light, and at one point what appeared to be feathers were 

released and trickled down en masse from the proscenium booms to the stage.  This 

represented the most powerful moment in the dance for me, for it felt like a 

crystallization of the turmoil, rejection, subsequent acceptance, and examination of how 

to live with the imminent and intimate knowledge of life’s end.  I watched the gentle 

descent of the feathers coupled with the solo dancer’s sometimes facile, sometimes 

violent falls, and for a few moments I bodily felt as if I were there, onstage, in that 

moment of time, in that space, performing a living and dying duet with the dancer.   

I sensed that the motif performed onstage was related to my own life processes.  I, 

too, while attending to monumental difficulties, sometimes concurrently realize that 

whatever I am feeling and experiencing is a momentary part of my life’s arc; that is, I 
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revert to the biblical adage of “this too shall pass.”  In this performance of Still/Here I 

was simultaneously there on the stage, in the dancer’s body, while also remembering 

instances of travail spiraling through my own life’s journey.  This asynchronic experience 

was haunting and tangible, something frightening and yet comforting, something I had 

known and would know again.  Yet, knowing how the story of life always ends for all, I 

realized I did not yet fully know what endings feel like.  However, Bill T. Jones’s 

choreography created for me a world in which I could explore end of life possibilities as 

enlivening and a shared moment between humans. 

Memoried Dance Four: Interactions with Humans and Other-Thans 

It reminds me of parking accommodations at the County Fair: many cars 

temporarily imposing their metal mass on an outlying pasture not designed to be a 

parking lot.  Friends and family of the performers and, from what I surmise, horse 

owners, are strategically placed at the far edge of the field to transition and usher the 

audience from the parking area pasture to the performing site.  It is at least a five-minute 

hike for which I am glad I wore sneakers, but wish I had worn long pants as the tall 

summer grasses scratch my naked shins.  As I bushwhack through the prairie grass 

towards a gravel road, I am on the lookout for spiders.  Fortunately, it is too hot a day for 

snakes to be slithering along the ground of this overgrown field cum parking lot.   

Upon reaching the gravel road, golf carts and drivers are at the ready to take those 

who cannot or do not want to walk the rest of the way to the site.  I volunteer to walk, 

realizing in hindsight that I neglected to get directions.  I set off up a slightly inclined dirt 
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road towards a grove of trees about fifty yards away.  Through the trees I can see the 

outline of a house roof and additional cars parked at the end of the road.   If the 

performance is not taking place near the grove, someone there assuredly can tell me 

where to go.  After all, everyone visiting and working on this horse farm must know 

about the dance.  How often do New York-based choreographers come out to Aubrey, 

Texas to set pieces for contemporary dancers and horses?  “The Equus Projects,” 

choreographed and directed by JoAnna Mendl Shaw, must be a noteworthy event in its 

2010. 

As I approach the grove, I see what appears to be the main house situated in the 

center of the trees surrounded by a circular driveway.  Part of the paved driveway segues 

off towards a free-standing large garage, and seated at a card table next to the garage 

appears to be a ticket taker.  As I happen upon the makeshift ticket sales booth, I notice a 

dirt pathway behind the garage that leads down a gentle hill ending at a pond outfitted 

with a dock.  Next to the dock is a seating area containing approximately sixty metal 

folding chairs distributed horizontally along the lake frontage in two neat rows.  The 

pond is narrow across—only about twenty-five feet.  Across the pond is a glen featuring 

massive old weeping willow trees at water’s edge and intermittent cottonwood trees 

scattered among the prairie grasses.   The seating plan reminds me of a home-spun 

staging for a lakeside wedding ceremony: the beautiful bucolic view no doubt is intended 

to frame a memorable event.  I make my way down to the seating area hoping that it is 
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cooler by the water and that the late afternoon heat from the sun’s rays will mitigate by 

performance time. 

The folding chairs are placed closely together to afford more people good sight 

lines.  The chairs in the shade are going fast.  I recognize some dance people I work with 

and sidle into a centered seat in the second row.  Because of the setting, we are informal 

in our pre-concert conduct: we reach across aisles and tap each other’s shoulders, make 

paper fans from programs, and occasionally weave daisy chains as we re-position 

ourselves in the grass by the weeping willows and dangle our bare feet in the water.  The 

performance’s start has been delayed and we wait patiently for what might be a half-hour.  

We are more attuned to the sun’s descent over a far grove of trees and the changes in the 

sun’s illumination on the water than we are of “clock time.”  The performance will start 

when it’s time.  Already, there have been small events—the house collie going for a 

swim and then drying and shaking himself off on the audience, a pack of no’see-ums 

alternately surrounding each audience member—that have been interesting and worth our 

attention. 

At some point, the performers casually saunter across the other side of the pond 

and find a spot to warm up their bodies in preparation for performance.  They 

individually move through dance-like stretches, conversing with one another, but because 

of the distance across the water, the wind direction, and the continued music (a random 

selection of “house music” to include light jazz, contemporary pop, country and western, 

with smatterings of contemporary classical) we, the audience, cannot hear them.  At a 



28 

 

certain moment, their postural tone noticeably changes as a message seems to be 

conveyed from one dancer to another down the line.  There is a shift; the audience begins 

to anticipate that something different will happen soon.  In response to this anticipation, 

we also shift.  We re-take our seats, the focus of our attention uniformly on the dancers 

across the pond, and we momentarily stop our fanning.  The random music also stops, 

and there is a moment of almost audible silence. 

The accompanying soundtrack begins again, but now it features folk guitar music.  

Two of the dancers positioned closely together (on either side of the trunk of a 

cottonwood tree) begin a motif of listing their torsos from one side to the other, 

incorporating slow arcing arm movements that sweep presentationally across the front of 

their bodies and then out to the sides. They take this movement into a 360 turn around 

themselves, but they do not move to another position in space.  Other dancers join in 

performing this movement, with slight variations on the motif.  Through their listing, I 

become more aware of the ground of the glen; there are bumps and apertures making it a 

far cry from the flat, uniform surface of a stage. 

 The dancers change their focus and orientation away from lake and audience and 

turn to face a hillock; a horse and rider appear on the top of the hillock and then begin a 

cantering descent down towards the lake.  One by one more horses and riders appear, and 

as they descend the hillock (their runway), they meet their pageant escorts, the individual 

dancers.  Upon their individual descent, the audience murmurs like proud parents of 

competition contestants, “Oh, how beautiful,” and “Look, so graceful!”  I agree, but I am 
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not sure if we are discussing the horses, the horses and their riders, or the trio of horse, 

rider, and dancer.  I’m actually not sure that the act of distinguishing between all of the 

interestingly juxtaposed elements of the performance is really what matters. 

 Throughout the next forty-five minutes, we watch the dancers’ choreographed 

movements, and their engagement with the horses and the riders.  The dancers at times 

mimic the horses’ movement motifs; it appears they have spent time with the horses and 

the riders getting to know the animals, their dispositions, and their horse/human 

vocabulary.  The dancers not engaging with the horses largely provide movement 

counterpoint to the horse-rider-dancer trios.  Towards the end of the piece, we are drawn 

into the physical space between the dancer, rider, and horse as one of the dancers comes 

very close to a horse and performs large, sweeping, off-balance movement close to the 

horse’s head.  The audience members collectively draw their breath in and hold it—this 

could be risky behavior.  My focus goes away from the capacious and free movement of 

the dancer as I try to gauge the reaction of the horse: Will it become skittish and 

frightened?  Is the dancer in danger?  I breathe a sigh of relief when horse-and-rider and 

dancer amicably depart from one another’s company.  The audience, too, bursts into a 

spontaneous relieved applause.  Horse and human choreography have co-existed 

successfully and because we’ve witnessed their co-existence and conjoining, we see the 

future potential of them to partner again. 

 As the performance comes to an end, the company of dancers comes forward 

toward the lake for a bow, and together they gesture the horses and their riders out for 
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audience appreciation.  One by one horses and riders appear: the names of the horses with 

their identifying breed and characteristics are listed in the program, as are the names of 

the riders and dancers.  (However, I must note that when flipping through my program 

during the curtail call, I see biographies listed for the horses, riders and the 

choreographers, but not the dancers.)  As the performers exit over the glen, the audience 

remains seated for a few moments in an effort to ascertain what happens next.  We turn to 

each other and ask: Do we leave the performing site?  Is there a meet-and-greet reception 

somewhere?  We decide collectively to follow some audience members in the direction 

of the main house. 

As we walk towards the house, I am struck by the new sense of intimacy among 

audience members: the group feels in a sense familial.  It is true that many of us knew 

one another from work or as mutual friends of dancers or riders.  (The equestrians also 

seemed to enjoy the conviviality engendered through this performance event, but they 

clustered together in the seating arrangement much in the same way as the dance people 

did.)  Overall, the audience now seems better acquainted and more comfortable with each 

other, as though we shared a unique insight into performance possibilities.  I ponder how 

this experiential bond was created.  Perhaps the hike to the performance site and the 

protracted wait in the warm afternoon sun activated our physicality in such a way that we 

feel a connection to each other: we together participated in the act of being audience at 

this rare event between dancers and horses in Aubrey, Texas.  Possibly the close 

proximity of seating and the natural lighting created a sense of neighborliness: one could 
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always sense and see exactly what the people around oneself were doing and saying.  

Then again, the setting and circumstances may have impacted our perceptions of being a 

cohesive group: we were all dually paying patrons and invited guests to a special event or 

ceremony that occurred on a designated spot at this particular horse farm.  Lastly, there 

was the shared sense of alertness as the dancers increasingly engaged and interacted 

spatially with the horses, culminating with the final choreographed dancer-horse-rider 

encounter that caused many of us to reflexively hold our breath and become very 

attentive to the interaction. (I know this was true as I felt the audience move forward in 

their seats and become very quiet and attentive to the actions across the pond.)  

The shared observation of potential risky behavior created a bond so that in the 

end, we all relaxed our bodies and our breath murmuring and applauding gratefully as 

there were no resulting mishaps in the performance.  I am not sure I can dissect and 

understand this feeling, and I am equally not sure that it is important to do so.  It does 

seem significant that we leave this place feeling connected to one another and to this 

particular locale through the experience of viewing the unique partnering and pairing of 

horses and dancers in this site-specific choreography. 

Interpretations of Dance Worlds 

 In the above four narratives, I try to present the reader with examples of dance 

performances in which something greater was enacted for me than just the artistic valuing 

of choreography.  In the creation of the narratives I provided interpretations of the dances 

that reveal my own assumptions, biases, and points of view.  These interpretations are not 
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ones that I have cross-referenced with the choreographers, dancers, critics or other 

audience members.  Instead, they represent my own sifting and sorting process, and it is 

important to momentarily consider the significance of this process.  

 As mentioned previously, I consider these four dances to be examples of adept 

choreography and performance, but that is not the point of their significance in this 

inquiry.  The personal relevance of the performances could be said to commence at the 

point of noting the choreographic deftness, for through my appreciation of the 

choreographic skill, I was able to connect my own associations and thoughts to the 

process of valuing.  That is, the mastery in craft opened the door and provided a space for 

the integration of my own personal associations in the valuing process.  The 

compositional elements when expertly melded together allowed me to attend to the 

performance, but to also explore my own fascination with different aspects of spatiality.  

There was then room for me to enjoy both the artistic merits of the performances and 

bring my own interests and perspectives to the appreciation process.  

To return to the opening introduction of this chapter, I have been attuned to 

physical spatiality in many forms, and through my past eclectic research process, I have 

learned that spatiality carries different meanings and understandings in different 

discourses.  I am thus both stimulated and troubled while using the term “worlds” to 

describe what I experienced through the performance of these dances.  A physical world, 

while spatial, seems a little too discrete, too pat, and too finished to use in reference to the 

physical enactment of dance performance in space.  Due to their medium, dance 
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performances are temporary enactments in space and time, embodied, subjectively 

understood, and variously performed.  Further, while a performance world entreats the 

viewer to repeatedly take stock of its workings, a world, in my estimation, may become a 

closed system, a system where the aesthetic qualities only refer back to themselves. 

These memoried worlds of my narratives were not fixed for a number of factors such as: 

dimensions of stage space, weather at the site performance spaces, different or substitute 

cast members, speed of the taped or accompanied music, among others, and these factors 

could impact the performance, and thus the nature of the world.  The dynamic openness I 

experienced through the appreciation of the performance allowed me to connect my 

subjective reading of the work with associations I had of everyday social and physical 

spatiality.  These connections forged for me during the event of the performance created 

a temporary meeting place of everyday as well as artistic understandings. 

 In my varied dissertation research to date, I have happened upon postmodern and 

feminist geographical discourse, and have been very attracted to the concept of “place” as 

discussed in these fields.  A notion of place, or the creation of dance performance place, 

seems to align well with the experience of seeing, digesting, and valuing these dance 

performances.  Place as an everyday concept in western culture is often understood as 

physical space, discrete, and possessing a quality of being already-known and already-

understood.  However, I have discovered that within contemporary feminist and 

postmodern geographical discourse place is anything but fixed, established, and inert.  I 

thus have inklings that various contemporary geographical constructs of place align well 
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with my experiences featured in the narratives of “something more” than enacted than 

skillful dance performance.  That is, in addition to experiencing masterful dance 

performance, I also experienced the creation of artistic place through my valuing of the 

performances.  Thus, in Chapter III, I will introduce and explore some material on place 

from feminist and postmodern geographical discourse that seems relevant to dance 

making and valuing processes.  This material will also be helpful for “finding a place” for 

the salient material that arose for me in the preceding narratives.  However, I will first 

discuss in Chapter II my methodology for collecting, analyzing, and interpreting these 

materials. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction to Shaping the Research  

 

“Like dance making, research is a purposeful, creative, interpretive, and intuitive 

process that is often circuitous and improvisational” (Hanstein 23). 

 

 Qualitative research theorist Sharan Merriam notes that intelligent hunches often 

guide the qualitative research process (169).  As mentioned in the introduction to the 

Chapter I narratives, as a “connoisseur” of contemporary dance (Eisner 63-4) while 

viewing of certain contemporary dance performances, I had a hunch that “something 

more” was occurring for me than just an appreciation of skillful choreographic 

performance.  I could not easily articulate what comprised that “something more,” but I 

had a hunch that I was responding both to the artistry of the dance, and the enactment of 

humanistic understandings about how people could inhabit and perceive the world.  

 My desire to better understand this “something more” began with trying to further 

understand the experience of an audience member (that is, myself) witnessing the 

creation of this phenomenon.  I initially privileged my own perceptions and hunches to 

both examine this phenomenon and direct me in the research process.  From the onset of 

my research, I knew that the experience of “something more” somehow tapped into my 

own understandings about spatiality as an artistic, aesthetic, as well as lived element of 

human life.  My perceptions of this spatial-artistic world however were not measurable, 
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quantifiable, or easily bounded.  I thus decided to initiate the structure of my dissertation 

with narratives based on memoried performances that evoked the creation of artistic 

dance worlds for me.  In this manner, I could share with the reader my experiences of the 

phenomenon through holistic—as opposed to linear—description that offered cognitive, 

affective, and sensorial information (Leavy 30-7).  As, “description provides the 

foundation upon which qualitative inquiry rests” (Wolcott 26), the narrative strategy was 

an attempt to provide the reader with as much lived description as possible of a yet-to-be-

defined experience of artistic-spatial dance performance worlds.  To then explore the 

narratives for composite information on the experience of performance worlds, I used 

heuristic and phenomenological methodological practices. 

Phenomenological and Heuristic Practices 

The creation of the narratives was based on certain phenomenological guidelines 

such as the use of recollected experience, the sensory attributes of the experiences, and an 

exploration of the meaning(s) I attributed to the experiences (Van Manen 71-3).  

However, the narratives dually focus on the structure of those experiences—that is, the 

creation of the artistic dance performance worlds—as well as my interactive 

understandings of myself in relation to the artistic worlds.  The incorporation of my own 

perceptual process in the narratives speaks more to a heuristic methodological practice 

than to orthodox phenomenological practices in which, for example, I would devise 

structural as opposed to personal understandings of performance worlds (Moustakas 18- 
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9). Clark Moustakas, a pioneer in heuristic methodology, defines heuristic inquiry in the 

following manner: 

Heuristic inquiry is a process that begins with a question or problem which the 

researcher seeks to illuminate or answer.  The question is one that has been a 

personal challenge and puzzlement in the search to understand one’s self and the 

world in which one lives.  The heuristic process is autobiographic, yet in virtually 

every question that matters there is also a social—and perhaps universal—

significance.  (17) 

 

The integration of my autobiographic understandings in performance worlds was 

key, not only because I was guided by my own personal, intelligent hunches, but also due 

to the fact that I was interested in my implication as a dance audience member in their 

creation.  That is, I sensed that as a viewer, something about the performances activated 

prior understandings and experiences. These prior understandings and knowledge spoke 

to my understandings of myself, but on certain levels, they also spoke to my experiences 

and understandings in regards to the larger world I lived in.  In any event, the creation of 

the narratives reveals my perceptions, but they are also framed by my prior knowledge 

filtered in from other discourses and which then combine to shape my artistic valuing.  

Therefore, it is important at this point to introduce the theoretical material I was 

exploring concurrently while creating the narratives.  In writing the narratives, I did not 

seek to appropriate the posited theories found within the literature discourses, but they 

did provide ideas that appealed to me, and may well have influenced my thinking and 

presentation of the retrospective accounts of these performances. 
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Situated in Dance and Human Geography 

 A noted dance scholar advised students regarding the research process, “start 

where you are” (Candelario 13 Feb. 2012); meaning one should start the research process 

from where one is situated in life and personal interests.  My primary personal and 

professional research interest has been dance, but over the years I have also been 

captivated by discourse in the social sciences. Most recently I have launched into a 

survey of human geography.  I found that discussions of spatiality in contemporary 

human geography, particularly theorizing in regards to “place,” spoke to my hunches 

regarding the “something more” phenomenon of dance performance.  After extensive 

exploration in feminist and postmodernist human geography, I realized that a construct of 

dance performance “place” was more accurately representative of the “something more” 

created in dance performance than my previous sense of “worlds created.”  (I maintained 

the construct of worlds while introducing the Chapter I narratives because the notion of 

worlds reflected my own first inkling on how to frame the phenomenon.  I also felt that 

“worlds” connotes something that is more complex, subjective, and dynamic than the 

concept of “place” for readers who are not familiar with contemporary human geography 

theorizing in which the discourse of place clearly is complex.)  

 My initial foray into human geographical discourse on place occurred before the 

construction of the narratives.  During the process of preparing my prospectus for 

dissertation, I intuitively presumed that somehow both human geographical discourse and 

dance performance could speak to my felt experiences of spatiality, but I had few ideas 
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on how to introduce that conversation.  Yet, I felt a conversation between these fields 

would speak most directly to the spatialized “something more” I noted, since neither 

dance nor human geography discourse in isolation spoke to it in the manner I was 

conceiving.  I thus embarked on an interdisciplinary inquiry on the experience of place as 

not only a researcher situated in dance, but one who was also actively growing and 

learning from geographical discourse. 

 While I was committed to starting the research process from where I was situated, 

I realized that I had neither cognitive nor theoretical schema to discuss the parameters for 

a proposed dance performance place.  The lived experience of this place was paramount 

to me, but discussions in the dance and geographical literature did not reference this 

hybrid place in the way I was thinking/experiencing it.  It occurred to me to then 

interview practitioners in dance and geography to learn if their subjective experiences of 

place related or in any way illuminated the construct of dance performance place as I was 

sensing it.  I also believed that the interview process would help me to de-center my 

perceptions in the theorizing process by offering more data with which I could work.   

I knew I was traversing a slippery slope of research practices: I wanted to 

centralize my perceptions and experiences in order to unpack them, but also wanted to 

see if in my construct of dance performance place there were some generalizable 

connections to larger social practices (Moustakas 17).  To cautiously continue down this 

slippery slope, I decided to incorporate both my own experienced and researched notions 

(as represented heuristically by the narratives), in relation to a survey of geographical 
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literature in which specific theorizations spoke distinctly to my own developing notions. 

Next, I hoped to put these emerging connections between literature and lived experience 

in relation to data collected from geographical and dance practitioners about their insight 

into place.  In this way I hoped to be alert to salient and important data that my sweep of 

the narratives and the literature had missed. 

Parameters of the Research 

In starting from where I was situated, I clearly was privileging my own 

perceptions and experiences in the inquiry process.  The point of my research, however, 

was to move beyond my own experiences and hunches to see if there could be a basis for 

interdisciplinary conversations on place between dance and contemporary geography.  To 

this end, my purpose statement from my prospectus reads: 

The purpose of this research is to derive possible understandings of “place” and 

“place creation” based upon the discourses of contemporary dance performance, 

and postmodern and feminist geographies.  To this end, conceptions of place 

derived from geographic and dance literature, interviews with practitioners, and 

my own experiential recollections of place creation will be explored for 

connections and disconnections.  This research is important in order to develop 

multiple understandings of place, and to learn how different and diverse practices 

can co-create illuminating understandings of spatial being-in-the-world that are 

immediate, embodied, and communicable to others.  

 

To explore the construct of dance performance place, the questions that guided my 

inquiry included: 

 What are some of the salient characteristics of place described in postmodern and 

feminist geographical literature, and how do I connect these definitions to my 

ideas and experiences of place creation in contemporary dance performance? 
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 How do geographers and choreographers discuss their praxis in relation to the 

experience of place and how do these discussions connect to my reflections on 

performance place? 

 

 How does bodily knowledge and experience of spatiality contribute to constructs 

of place?  How does a sense of place impact bodily knowledge? 

 

 How do geographers, dance performers, and choreographers discuss 

historical/social/political factors as contributing to the construct of place? 

 

 What differing nuances of understanding are revealed through this multi-modal 

exploration of place?  What connections/disconnections arise in the different 

collected accounts of place? 

 

The above questions reference the geographical and dance literature, but also suggest 

that there would be conversations between myself, choreographers, and geographers on 

the nature of a performance place. This research process would, hopefully, broaden my 

thinking beyond what a heuristic analysis of the narratives revealed.  I would then bring 

forward the data from the interviews as well as the material from the narratives to context 

my understandings of the geographical literature to the reader.  I also thought given the 

research process schedule I had drawn up, I would complete my interviews shortly after 

completing the narratives, so there would be a linear movement from first person to third 

person experiences.  But as Hanstein mentions in the epigraph to this chapter, research is 

often circuitous and improvisational, and my linear plans for completing the interviews 

became knotted and circuitous. 

Framing the Interviews 

 While still formulating my prospectus in 2010, I decided that interviewing 

geographers and choreographers/performers on place creation would be a useful 
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methodology to triangulate my data.  I thus made application to conduct interviews with 

the Texas Woman’s University Institutional Review Board as part of my dissertation 

research.  I received expedited approval on 29 April 2011 and thought that I would, in 

turn, expeditiously gather my interview data.  I planned a semi-structured interview 

protocol that included open-ended questions to be addressed by all participants in any 

way they saw fit (Merriam 89-90).  Interview participants were welcome to ask me 

questions, refuse to answer questions, and talk about issues that were tangential to the 

posed questions.  I reasoned that I would ask the identical questions to both geographers 

and dancers so that I could discuss discovered interdisciplinary connections resulting in 

the data.  The list of questions included: 

 How and when do you believe “place creation” occurs within your praxis? 

 

 Can you provide me with a detailed example of: a) your perception of a given place, 

and b) an instance when you were instrumental in place creation? 

 

 Please provide me with details regarding your experience of some constructed or 

created place. 

 

 How would you describe the potentiality of place? 

 

 How and to what extent do you perceive the human body to be implicated in place 

creation? 

 

 How and to what degree do you sense human movement is implicated in place 

creation? 

 

 Is there anything else you would like to share regarding your ideas and experiences 

of place? 
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 In the interview consent form that I sent to all of the participants, I indicated that I 

was interested in exploring connections between theorizing on the experience of place and 

place creation in dance and geographical discourse.  I neglected to say that I was operating 

from an assumption that place had a physical spatial component as well as other features.  

Most participants—but not all—spoke to place as it relates to physical space.  Additionally, 

as the interview process timeframe became greatly attenuated for reasons discussed in the 

next section, I began a contemporaneous theoretical investigation of the literature on place 

in geographical and dance performance discourse.  Had I realized that I would be finishing 

the interview process in tandem with my theoretical investigations in the literature, I most 

likely would have chosen to re-phrase the questions to include my newly-found theoretical 

discoveries on constructs of place. 

Chasing Interviews 

 I indicated on my IRB application that I would begin the recruitment of participants 

on 15 May 2011 and I imagined that I would conduct and complete all of my interviews by 

31 August 2011.   For both dancers and geographers, it was important for my research 

conception to include participants with different cultural and gender identities, experiences, 

locations, and preferred aesthetic styles representing varying points of view.  With this 

sense of diversity in mind, it was relatively easy for me to assemble choreographers 

matching these criteria due to my past history and social/professional access to 

contemporary choreographers in the field.  Not one of the choreographers I approached 

refused to participate (although I did note in the consent letter that they were free to do so, 
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and our personal/professional relationship would not be jeopardized).  My attempt to 

recruit geographers could not have been more diametrically opposed.   Not one of the six 

geographers I initially contacted responded to my initial queries over the summer.   

 As an autodidact in geography, I came into this study with little professional contacts 

in geography.  By May 2011, however, I authored an article accepted for publication in an 

online geographical journal, Spaces and Flows.  The article was based on a presentation I 

gave at “The Spaces and Flows Conference” at the University of California-Los Angeles in 

December, 2010.  My presentation, “Creation of Fluctuating Place in Contemporary 

American Modern Dance” was well attended and I received positive feedback.  At the end 

of my presentation, I passed around a contact sheet asking for e-mail addresses for those 

who might be willing to be interviewed for my future research.  This was the contact list I 

used to attempt to recruit geographers for my study.  However, realizing in hindsight that 

summer was not the most opportune time to initiate contact with academics, but also not 

wanting to appear as though I was harassing these scholars with a second contact e-mail, I 

decided to pursue different avenues for recruiting geographers for my study. 

 In fall semester 2011, I decided on a three-pronged campaign for recruiting 

geographer response: 1) my advisor, Dr. Linda Caldwell, actively inquired with colleagues 

who professed an interest in feminist geography as to whether they would be interested in 

being an interviewee for my research, 2) I perused the websites of all of the local 

universities in North Texas and identified and contacted faculty who had published on the 

subject of human geography, or taught classes related to human geography, and 3) I 



45 

 

contacted other presenters at the “The Spaces and Flows Conference” whose research I 

admired, and who I felt might have some interest in my work.  This three-pronged strategy 

yielded success; I found geographers (or those who, at minimum, identified geographical 

thinking as a major contribution to their present work).  In the end, I completed five 

interviews with geographers and five with choreographers; thus, I was able to complete my 

interview protocol six months past my self-generated work schedule.  To use this time lag 

productively, I decided to embark on a review of geographical and performance discourse 

for my next methodological data gathering strategy. 

Explorations and Discoveries in the Literature 

 Throughout my research process I explored human geographical and contemporary 

dance literature for ideas on place.  I soon found, however, that the dance literature did not 

offer much on the theorization of place as I was conceiving of it based upon the material 

emerging from the chapter one narratives.  Further, investigations in the dance literature 

removed me from the phenomenon I wanted to explore: Instead of exploring my triad of 

interests, the dance literature concentrated on the choreographer’s creative process for 

developing place rather than the audience’s experience of place.  These discussions in the 

dance literature were evocative and interesting, but for the most part they spoke to choices 

in choreographic process and not to the characteristics of dance performance place as I was 

exploring it. 

 None of the material I encountered in geographical literature spoke to dance 

performance place, but aspects seemed to relate to the experiencing of dance performance 
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place as I described in the narratives.  However, I did not want to appropriate ideas from 

geography and twist them into supports and buttresses for my construction of performance 

place, so I decided to present material from geography that seemed related or connected to 

hunches I had about the nature of performance place.  In Chapter III, I will present the 

reader with some ideas from feminist and postmodern geography that seem to have 

resonance with the material that emerged from the Chapter I narratives.  My selection of 

material to feature in this chapter was based on my acquaintance with the field, but it was 

also based on my intuitions regarding what might be most helpful to carry forward as I 

attempted to develop a complex and nuanced understanding of performance place. 

 My trust of my intuition as to which ideas to include in Chapter III functioned as a 

sorting or filtering device, but also arguably, as a cognitive blinder.  Arts educator and 

theorist Elliot Eisner reminds arts and educational researchers, “but a way of seeing is also 

a way of not seeing. . . .  What we see is frequently influenced by what we know” (67).  No 

doubt my background experiences in contemporary dance attracted me to explore particular 

ideas from geographical discourse (such as embodiment, movement and flows, and the 

multiply–experienced and fluid nature of place, for example).  Further, these ideas are 

framed from a dancer’s reading of the literature: I was drawn to connotative language that 

speaks both to geographers and dancers.  

  If I started this inquiry from a base that included years of study and professional 

engagement in architecture for example, as opposed to dance, I would be alert to different 

aspects of place highlighted in the geographical literature and I would use different 
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language to discuss these ideas.  But in starting my research process from where I was 

situated, I used my background experience to sensitize me to geographical notions that 

seemed to me relevant to dance.  I also used language as a connector; that is, I used 

language that spoke slightly differently but had currency in both fields.  In this way, I was 

hoping to make a space for interdisciplinary connections and bridges between these two 

fields to arrive at humanistic understandings of place that were built on foundations of 

artistic and geographic expression. 

Hybrid Methodology 

 Within qualitative research, a hybrid methodology is not necessarily the most 

expedient way to conduct research, but it is not an unusual strategy (J. Cresswell 21).  In 

starting from where I was situated, the material in the narratives helped me articulate my 

own holistic conception of the phenomenon of performance place.  The interview material 

allowed me to be in conversation with contemporary practitioners so that I could compare 

my own sensibilities to those of others—individuals who approached these ideas from 

perhaps related but different perspectives.  The investigations and distillations of 

geographical literature sensitized me to theoretical ideas that did not speak exactly to my 

experiences, but, instead, spoke in relation to my experiences.  Using these first, second, 

and then literature as third person utterances and points of view, I discovered a method of 

triangulation for my data gathering. 

My methodological, three-pronged superstructure of triangulation includes data 

derived from examination and coding of the narratives, coding and analyses of emergent 
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themes from the interview material, and a presentation of salient notions derived from 

feminist and postmodern discourse.  I put these three separate pools of data in conversation 

with one another in Chapter V to see if there are commonalities of understandings that 

speak to the notion of a dance performance place as discussed thus far.  This way of 

exploring my data sparked connections for developing the overarching and theoretical 

themes that speak to constructs of performance place as explored in Chapter VI.  Of course, 

to reiterate Eisner’s notion, a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing, and thus it is 

important to discuss my process of delimiting material for my research. 

Delimitations 

 My delimitations to the data gathering and research processes were partially 

established at the onset of study, and partially determined through my own increased 

clarity concerning the phenomenon of dance performance place creation.  As I developed 

more insight into this phenomenon, I made some intentional choices regarding which 

research stones I would turn over and examine in detail, and those that I would leave 

unturned. 

 As the aesthetic aspects of physical spatiality (those aspects representative of 

sensory and expressive qualities of an object or artistic expression) have always been 

important to me, I decided at the onset to delimit my study to dances that were performed 

as a live event, as opposed to dances that were prerecorded and viewed later.  Similarly, I 

looked for dance events that took place in a given physical location, as opposed to those 

that may be filmed live, but viewed over the Internet or through other media.  This 
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condition was important to me as I was interested in knowing if dance performance 

informed the viewer’s experience or perception of the physical space or place in which 

the performance occurred.  I considered both site-specific choreography and 

choreography that may be termed “concert stage performance” appropriate for inclusion 

in the data gathering as they are both connected (albeit differently) to a viewer’s 

perspective of the physical performance space. 

 While I focused exclusively on the experience of place for an audience member in 

the Chapter I narratives, I did not create this stipulation in my interview process with the 

choreographers; in fact, most choreographers, but not all (most distinctly, Lela Jones), 

spoke of the experience of creating place as part of their performance and rehearsal 

praxis.  The interviewed choreographers all touched upon what they hoped the audience 

would take away from the performance in regards to place.  Some also spoke of non-

spatial constructs of place (most distinctly Mary Forrest) as they were free to do given the 

open-ended and semi-structured nature of the interview. 

 While I try to honor the interview participants’ voices in the analysis of the 

material they share in Chapter IV, as the research process involves finding discussion and 

connections between interview, heuristic, and theoretical/philosophical data, their points 

of view are not manifested as fully as they would be if I was conducting case study or 

ethnographic methodology.  In contrast, my voice is loud and unflagging not only in the 

narratives, but also throughout the dissertation chapters.  I attribute this to the fact that I 

am introducing different discourses into conversation, and as an interlocutor, I fill the 
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role of creating connections, moving the metaphorical conversation between the 

discourses along, and heightening the focus and attention of the reader. 

  Perhaps the most significant delimitation that I have not yet mentioned is my 

subjective selection of the dances for the basis of investigation.  My selection process 

was a personal one of testing for adherence; that is, I picked dances that provoked me 

into experiencing place in response or as part of the viewing process.  I picked 

choreography that moved me affectively in some way and chose dances that have been 

lodged in my memory over time.  Presumptive in this selection process is the question of 

artistic valuing and taste: I subjectively chose dances that aligned with my tastes.  This 

selection process reveals my biases, so I will next explore researcher bias in this 

particular inquiry. 

Researcher Bias 

 As I generated the opening narratives from recollections of meaningful dance 

performances, some discussion is warranted on my selection process of the dances as well 

as what made these events meaningful to me.  In regards to “meaningful,” I theorized in 

Chapter I that some aspect or aspects of the performance related to my background 

experiences, thus providing an entry point for me to connect my consciousness to the 

choreography in performance.  Upon arrival at this entry point, I could envision a created 

performance world.  The performance of the choreography in space does not have to elicit 

pleasant associations from the past; it can trigger difficult memories or issues that relate to 

my life’s experiences.  But a connection to my life’s experience is key, thus the pool of 
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choreography may be limited due to the fact that my background experience and personal 

consciousness is limited.  Perhaps viewing performances for which I cannot find a personal 

connection can be a transcendent experience, and may coax me beyond my limits of 

experience and perception.  However, were I to explore the phenomenon of personal 

transcendence through artistic valuing, the structure and content of my dissertation would 

be different in scope and design. 

 In discussing personal connection or resonance with a performance, there is also the 

factor of artistic taste.  I do have certain biases, or prejudices, in regards to what I value 

most in dance performance: I look for choreography using dance vocabulary that would not 

seem to cause harm to the dancer, dances that feature performers’ deep engagement with 

the choreography as opposed to being vehicles for demonstrations of technical prowess, 

and choreography that falls under the rather large and inclusive umbrella of contemporary 

dance.  Also, I am more alert and responsive to work that demonstrates a working and 

skillful knowledge of basic compositional skills (a conscious manipulation of time, space, 

and dynamics of movement). 

 In regards to artistic valuing, as the adage goes, “one person’s meat is another one’s 

poison.”  Artistic valuing is subjective and, thus, my artistic biases certainly effected my 

selection of dances analyzed through the narratives.  The key criterion for the dances 

selected was that they offered me glimmerings of artistic and human understandings of 

place creation.  The reader will note in this statement, as well as throughout the entire 
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dissertation, that there is a strong anthropocentric tilt to my research, and I will present my 

rational for this orientation in the next section. 

Anthropocentric Place 

 Spatiality is a key component in the construct of place I am exploring in my research 

process.  However, the feeling, history, identity, among other factors that one brings to the 

perception of space impacts to some degree the cognitive construction of place from 

physical space.  Chapter III offers applications of geographer Yi-Fu Tuan’s theory that 

place is a physical space with meaning and/or significance for someone or some people (6). 

To explore this idea more in context, a natural or topographic feature, say Mount McKinley 

in Alaska or Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania, may be said to have special, meaningful, and 

significant qualities due to inherent uniqueness (inclusive of such factors as height, 

geologic composition, and distinctiveness of the terrain, for example).  For me, however, it 

is the human perception of these locations that is key, and it is the human process of 

deciding and awarding significance to a physical space that is of most interest.  

  A locale without connection to human consciousness, then, by default is not a place 

for the purposes of my study.  Thus, in my research, I am listening most attentively to 

human apprehensions regarding place, but not totally discounting the earth’s response to 

humans.   In Chapter III, I discuss this relationality between humans and their environment 

as a salient notion from feminist geography and provide examples of how changing the 

earth’s topographic conditions shape people’s perceptions of themselves in specific 

locations.  Material from the introductory narratives also explores naturalist imageries 
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evoked for me in “Branches” and human-horse interactions detected in “The Equus 

Projects.”  Therefore, human perspective is central throughout the narratives and continues 

to be central throughout the dissertation chapters: my bias is embedded in the heuristic 

narratives, the interview analysis and coding, and the exploration of human geographical 

ideas on place.   All data in this dissertation centrally involve human perceptions and 

understanding. 

Chapter Overviews 

 While thusly anthropocentric, each chapter has a different focus.  Chapter I provides 

the reader with background information to the process of creating memoried narratives on 

performance place.  I then present four distinct narratives speaking to the qualities and the 

experience of dance performance place.  I return to data emerging from the narratives in 

Chapter V in an attempt to reveal overarching, recurring themes that are supported by the 

four narratives, but are larger in scope than any one particular narrative. 

 Chapter III offers a cartography of my journey through human geographical 

discourse as part of a search for theoretical material that spoke to my experience of dance 

performance place creation.  While based on my intuitive hunches regarding their 

applicability to dance performance, the six notions selected—three from feminist 

geography, and three from postmodern geography—seem flexible, yet relevant, to the 

phenomenon of place creation.   

 Chapter IV features an analysis of interview data culled from the ten interviews with 

participants, five choreographers/performers and five geographers.  Open-ended, semi-
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structured interview protocol relying on phenomenological approaches to inform the 

interview process resulted in diverse yet salient reflections on place creation. 

 Chapter V features a consolidation of material and a conversation with and between 

emergent ideas culled from the three data gathering processes: the recurring themes of the 

narratives, the salient notions derived from geographical literature, and emergent data from 

the interviews.  The data in dialogue provides connections, refinements, and extensions of 

theorizing on dance performance place creation.  As mentioned earlier, qualitative research 

strives to be descriptive, and the conversation and interchange between these different data 

sources offers the reader both a depth and multiplicity of ideas on performance place 

creation, while also offering different perspectives on this experience.  Also included in this 

chapter are theoretical models adapted from other sources to bridge and consolidate 

connections discovered among these fields. 

 Chapter VI serves as both a beginning and an end.  While it is the ending chapter in 

my dissertation, and it attempts to tie together both the research process and findings, it also 

serves as a beginning for what I hope will be an impetus for future research and further 

discussions.  The interdisciplinary nature of performance place as I have theorized it is 

underscored through a suggested model of ThirdSpace as applied to performance place.  

The interdisciplinary character of performance place also aligns with its reflexive nature, so 

as one discovers new geographical understandings of performance place one also 

apprehends new dance-related aspects of it, and vice versa.  In this way, I hope to 

encourage conversation between contemporary dance and geographical discourse on 
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performance place as an ongoing and ever-changing construct that bridges and connects 

sociality, artistry, and physical spatiality. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

FINDING PLACES IN WORLDS 

Finding Ideas on Places/Finding Places in Ideas 

The performance worlds spoken of in Chapter I were salient and special 

expressions to me as a dance performance audience member.  The fullness I sensed in the 

performance expression went beyond appreciating an enjoyable artistic event; I felt as 

though I was ushered into the creation of a special world or place.  Further, I felt that the 

holistic depiction of witnessing the memoried narratives would help me identify 

characteristics of these performance worlds.  I additionally felt a need to connect my 

subjective impressions with discussions in dance as well as other fields in which the 

notion of place is highlighted.  I hoped that broad, overarching ideas on the creation of 

worlds and artistic places through the appreciation of dance performance might emerge 

through this research process.  With this course of action in mind, I proceeded to review 

literature that would expose me to ideas connected to my narratives; that is, I searched for 

sources in fields within and outside of dance to further describe or analyze aspects of the 

artistic phenomenon that I did not articulate in the narratives. 

As contemporary dance is the primary field in which I research, I undertook an 

extensive exploration of literature on dance and performance, searching for clues 

regarding the enactment of creation of places for audience members.  I understood that 

the phenomenon I was looking at had spatial and temporal dimensions, and that, for me 
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in some ways, the spatial aspects were more foundational than the experience of time. In 

my readings, I discovered a wealth of information on how performers and choreographers 

address creative process in regards to space, and the creation of aesthetic space as part of 

choreography.  While this reading was piquant and informative, it did not speak directly 

to my experience of the “more than performance” phenomenon in the Chapter I 

narratives.  In the narratives, the focus is not solely on the artistic elements of 

performance, but, instead, on the interaction of the choreography, performance location, 

and my own subjective experiences and history brought to the performance appreciation 

as an audience member.   

Additionally, much of the literature I encountered in dance investigated space as 

related to creative process in choreography, not audience perception of space during and 

after a performance.  I felt then a need to explore other discourses that spoke not 

primarily to the crafting of space in artistic terms, but to ideas on how humans may 

experience space in social, subjective, historical, as well as aesthetic ways, and how 

people make sense of physical space from these perspectives.  In other words, the notion 

of compositional aspects of dance performance triggering the experience of performance 

worlds was for me in some ways the entrance into the phenomenon.  However, I wanted 

to understand what else was included in experiencing these worlds once I traveled 

beyond the threshold of the choreographic process. 

As mentioned in the last section of Chapter I, I discovered some resonance 

between my personal impressions and recollections of performance worlds represented in 
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the narratives to ideas I encountered in human geographical discussions. Due to my 

previous inquiry on human experiences of physical space, I find particular resonance with 

this geographical epistemology: geographical discourse was the area that alerted me to 

the construct of “place.”  While exploring this information about how place might be 

considered, I began to discover connections between how place was “placed” within the 

geographical literature and how I developed the notion of worlds created within the 

performances narratives; I sensed that the words might be interchangeable. Therefore, I 

devote much of this chapter to an examination of ideas regarding place that seem to 

connect to the experiential phenomenon described in the worlds of the narratives or what 

I now think of as dance performance place. 

I realize that a reflexive pairing of dance and geographical discourse in the 

discussion of dance performance place may seem counter-intuitive to the reader.  

However, for me, the movement from the one discourse to another and back again feels 

like a natural trajectory, given where I have ventured in my research and where I may go 

next.  What follows is a brief cartography of my journey into geographical discourses as I 

discovered insights into my experiences of “something more” within certain dance 

performances. 

Journey into a Personal Cartography of Geography, Space, and Place 

As mentioned in Chapter I, I have a longstanding penchant for exploring 

spatiality—theoretically as well as physically—as part of my artistic practice as well as 

my life.  At the completion of my doctoral coursework, I decided that I was interested in 
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problematizing the experience of spatiality in my research.  In 2010 for my Qualifying 

Exams, I explored both the aesthetics and experiential aspects of space in contemporary 

American architecture and dance.  I was interested in comparing discussions on the use of 

physical space as a medium in these forms.  In terms of my familiarity with these content 

areas, I felt at home in dance, much less so in architecture, so as part of my research and 

preparation, I made a point to physically visit and note my personal experiences of 

postmodern buildings discussed within architectural critiques. While monuments and 

civic buildings perhaps demonstrate an architect’s style to a heightened degree given their 

community prominence and large construction budgets, I was interested in examining 

examples of architecture that both encased and shaped a human’s day-to-day living.  One 

of the architects I focused on for my Qualifying Exams was Michael Graves, a 

postmodern architect and member of the “New York Five,” a group of architects who 

embraced postmodernist style in the New York area.  I decided to visit an apartment 

building he and his associates designed for a firsthand look at the outside, and hopefully 

inside, of the building.   I was fortunate that a sympathetic doorman offered me a mini-

tour of the inside of the apartment building designed by Graves at 425 Fifth Avenue in 

New York City.  The building was erected in 2003 and has not undergone significant 

renovations in the ensuing years. 

The building exemplifies many hallmarks of postmodern American architecture: 

it features a mix of materials (stone, glass, wood, and metal, among others), a mix of 

styles (a combination of modern minimalism treatment of windows and doors with 
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almost an Arts and Crafts ornamentation in cornices and wainscoting), and a floor plan 

that offers multiple centers for lingering or reception.  The building is marketed as an 

upscale residence in Midtown Manhattan, and I certainly detected a stylish elegance and 

sleekness in its expression.  But during my visit I noted that parts of the building seemed 

to radiate a warm, embracing feeling to me; this building could be, in my worldview, 

“homey.”  Large windows opened out to small but nicely landscaped areas; the ornate yet 

softly sculpted wainscoting and cornices gave the public areas a sense of whimsy, and 

beckoned one to stay and relax in the space for a moment.  Thus, in my real-time 

explorations of architecture, I took note not only of the aesthetic design techniques and 

their treatment of space, but also the creation of a feeling for me through my read of the 

space.  I felt that Graves created a living environment as well as designing a building, and 

I attributed certain sensory and affective qualities to this living environment.   

I realize that my read into and experiences of this building may be very different 

than those of another person.  However, by taking stock of my experiences and 

impressions of the building, I gained an important understanding (one that is perhaps 

commonsensical to architects and others): the composite experience of a physical space is 

certainly related to, but can also be discussed as distinct from, the mechanics and 

aesthetic principles used to design the space.   

My above realization regarding experiential spatiality harkened back to a 

compelling but unarticulated question from my earlier considerations: How is physical 

space managed and crafted to impact personal experience, and how might personal 
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experience shape the perception of space?  A more foundational question underpinning 

the trajectory of this inquiry (although I did not realize it at the time) is: How is the 

subjective or personal experience connected to the experience of physical space?  That is, 

what do people bring of themselves to the perception of space?  To first pose (and then 

subsequently address) these important questions, I chose to next explore outside the 

realm of dance and architectural aesthetics.   

My adventure into researching notions on the experience of spatiality led me to 

human geographer Yi-Fu Tuan’s Space and Place: the Perspective of Experience.  Tuan 

notes that “space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value” (6).  

From this notion, I inferred two germane attributes of place: 1) place is known space, and 

from a phenomenological perspective, something that is known fully is that which is 

experienced; and 2) place is something “with value” and that it holds meaning or 

significance for some persons or person.  From the articulation of these attributes, I 

developed an operative definition of place as an experienced physical space that has some 

meaning or significance for some people. 

I carried forward these notions on dance aesthetics, space, and place percolating 

in my research process to the writing of a paper I presented at the National Dance 

Educators Association Conference in 2010.  The paper, “Spatial Utilization in 

Contemporary American Immigrant Dance and Culture,” focused on the dance practices 

of Cumbia and Bhangra, two distinct popular world dance forms, and compared 

researcher experience, observations, and first-hand accounts of the performance and 
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practice of these dance forms in their originating countries (Colombia and Mexico, 

Pakistan and India) to their performance in the United States and Canada.  This was not 

intended as an exhaustive study inclusive of all performance practices of these dances.  

Instead, my study focused on the similarities and differences of the dance styles as 

performed in the country of origin to their performances in the United States and Canada 

as a result of cultural diaspora. 

Somewhat to my chagrin, I learned that changes in the style of these dances as 

they migrated with their practitioners from one region to another were most significantly 

expressed in timing and dynamics, less so in the aesthetic use of space.  The physical and 

cultural locale where these dances were situated impacted the overall style of the dance 

(Bhangra practiced in North America tends to have more of an ongoing jumping quality 

and sharpness to it, and moves faster than one might see in the Punjab; Cumbia as 

practiced in the US involves more postural movement and more lateral articulation 

through the hips than is commonly found in the dance in rural Colombia). For me, it was 

important to note that the style and practice of the dances changed in response to where 

the dance was situated.  I think it is not solely the latitudinal and longitudinal coordinates 

of the performance site (the purview of physical geography) in Dallas versus those of 

Lahore that impact the dance practice and style, but also (and perhaps most greatly), the 

social, historical, and cultural factors operative in Dallas versus Lahore (the purview of 

human geography) that result in the differences evident in the dance expressions.  
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Thus, the place of the dance can be said to impact the dance expression, but I also 

wonder:  Can the expression of the dance impact a place?  Further, and of great interest to 

me, is the question: Can a sense of place be created through and in dance expression, and 

if so, how?  What might be the experience of the creation of a dance place? As human 

geographer Tuan’s notions propelled me into this trajectory of questioning, I decided to 

explore geographical discourse for more notions on the experience and creation of 

distinct “places.”  What follows in the next section is a compilation of ideas I found in 

geographical discourse on place that seem to relate in some manner to my experiences of 

dance performance place.  After presenting some overarching ideas on place from 

geographical discourse, I developed six key themes that seem related in some way to 

aspects of the Chapter I dance performance narratives.  In Chapter V, I will set emergent 

themes detected from the compilation of the narratives in conversation with these 

geographical themes on place to see if new understandings on dance performance place 

emerge. 

Whose and Which Place? A Discussion of Terms 

“The word “place” hides many differences.  One confusing aspect of the 

genealogy of place is that place stands for both an object . . . and a way of 

looking.” (T. Cresswell 15) 

  

In Western geographical discourse of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

the construct of “place” was largely conceived of and discussed from a topographical or 

physical perspective (T. Cresswell 16).  A place within this ontology was constituted by a 

location on a map, a set of longitudinal and latitudinal coordinates, the stretch of land 
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situated between two rivers.  Inhabitants of a place, and their experiences within a place, 

were considered ancillary to the physical existence of place. 

Places are still described and marked in geographical discourse by their physical 

properties: average monthly temperature, average annual rainfall, elevation, among other 

factors.  The composite of these attributes certainly contributes to the qualitative features 

of a place: the experience of a desert locale in Siberia will be different than that of one in 

the Sahara.  But it is the human experience of these factors that are of prime interest to 

me, not the topographical and climatic factors of and in themselves.  As mentioned in the 

previous section, human geography as a field draws accounts of the experiences and 

existences of people within the frame of physical and topographical features.  The 

physical features, for the purposes of this inquiry are considered to be pre-existing 

conditions of the spatiality of places: the plane, the ground, or even perhaps most apropos 

in context with this larger discussion, the stage upon which the action of place creation is 

set.  Never to be ignored, but seldom singularly deterministic, the topographical features 

of a place certainly contribute to, but do not dictate the experience of place. 

In its incipient stages, the Western discipline of human geography approached the 

human experience of place largely from a universal perspective.  Within geographical 

circles and societies, place, as represented by the interaction of physical topography and 

human behavior, was described in the literature largely through the eyes and perceptions 

of white, European, affluent, males (Bell, Butline, and Heffernan 8).  Further, with the 

rise of the Social Darwinist movement in the late nineteenth century, the essence and 
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experience of place was supposedly explained “scientifically” through geographers’ 

affining human behavior to the degree of overall social “fitness” of the various people 

inhabiting an area (Bell, Butline, and Heffernan 14).   Maintaining the view from their 

white, European, affluent lenses, many nineteenth and early twentieth-century 

geographers promulgated a singular perspective on a place by essentializing the 

experience and behavior of area inhabitants (Said 246-54).  Thus, human behavior as well 

as experience of place from the early modern period into the early twentieth century was 

often times conceived and spoken of as universal, fixed, and readily known. 

Many Spaces within a Place 

“Place itself is no fixed thing: it has no steadfast essence.” (Casey 285) 

The tendency to attribute a universal essence and experience to a locale for the 

purposes of describing the overarching quality of a place diminished in geographical 

discourse throughout the course of the twentieth century.  The increased influence of 

subaltern studies, critical theory, and neo-Marxism on the fields of social sciences and 

cultural studies propelled human geographers to investigate the widely and wildly 

different realities lived by people in any one geographic place (Dear and Flusty 7).  

Within any place, for instance the city of Dallas, the experience of that place will differ 

from individual to individual.  A contemporary understanding of place then is necessarily 

multi-faceted, as any individual’s experience of place will depend upon how and where 

she is situated within the larger culture of that place.  That is, factors such as social class, 

employment, economic standing, gender, race, among others, impact one’s sense of a 
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place.  As feminist geographer Linda McDowell notes, “Social distance does not imply 

geographical distance, and occupants of the same Cartesian spaces may live in very 

different ‘places’” (Gender 5). 

Further, particular and specific attributes related to one’s physical and bodily 

identity can certainly impact one’s experience of place.  For instance, race, ethnicity, 

gender, dis/differing ability, age, among other factors, can positively or adversely impact 

one’s opportunities and empowerment within a geographical place.  The compounding of 

socially perceived disadvantageous attributes can result in an experience of oppression in 

place, as noted, for example, by poet Gloria Anzaldúa when discussing the combination 

of ethnicity and gender (94-5) and filmmaker and theorist Vivian Sobchack when writing 

about ableness and gender (179-80).  The experience of place and identity in place can be 

a result of socially imposed regulations impacting personal empowerment.  Thus, from a 

human and social standpoint, the experience of the same physical place can be positive or 

negative, uplifting and devastating, oppressing or personally liberating, or a fluctuating 

combination of these qualities.  Clearly, some of the vagaries built into a construct of 

place are based on who is experiencing the place as well as who is telling the story of the 

place and when and why the chronicle was written.    

The notion that a geographic and social place is endowed with innumerable 

possible experiences and reads interpreted differently by diverse people is expounded 

upon most eloquently in the writings of feminist geographers.  While contemporary 

human geographers acknowledge the multiplicity of experiences inherent in place, I have 
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appreciated the endeavors feminist geographers make to discuss the marginalized 

accounts of place that can be easily overlooked.  Revealing these hidden spaces opens the 

discussion to the impact of gender on the experience of place, and how the gendering of 

the experienced place (which bespeaks the centrality of one’s body in the experience of 

place) is an additional aspect of feminist geographical discourse. The experience of place 

as understood in reference to one’s body arguably relates directly to the apprehension of 

constructed dance worlds in dance expression.   

In the next section of this chapter, I will examine some of the theories developed 

by feminist geographers concerning place, especially those that seem applicable and 

related to the creation of an embodied performance world, or place.  An exploration of 

feminist geographical thinking, however, also necessitates a discussion of limits to 

personal freedom set by institutional power hierarchies.  Thus, before launching into a 

survey of feminist geographical discourse, a consideration of destiny as opposed to 

choice in place creation as conceived in geographical discourse and choreography is 

warranted. 

Power and Choice in Place 

“Feminist geography helps us see . . . power concretely, and by so doing, gives us 

an important entry point for challenging it.” (Domosh and Seager xxiii) 

 

In my research, I explore the creation and audience experience of performance 

places through the event of live, contemporary dance performance.  I see dance 

performance and dance attendance as largely volitional acts: there are elements of choice 

in choreographic process (thematic material, movement vocabulary, dancers 
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participating, performance site, accompaniment, etc.) and selection of viewing (which 

performance one attends, on what date, which cast will be performing, etc.).  Of course, 

there are also many choices that can be eliminated from this formula; for instance, 

options related to lack of funds (both for the performing artists to create and perform the 

work as well as the audience member’s budget to purchase tickets), site availability, 

public transportation to performance site and other issues of mobility, identity (in terms 

of “who’s allowed” socially to participate in and view the performance), among other 

factors.  The net result is that practical options are necessarily foreclosed in art making 

and art viewing.  I consider these factors to be inherent in the art making process, and 

while a choreographer may have some artistic and production choices foreclosed, there 

are still many choices open to her as part of the creative process.   I submit, then, that art 

making and valuing are largely dictated by personal choices, while in contemporary 

geographical thinking, many aspects regarding place are hardly considered volitional. 

Creation and experience of place in art making and art valuing can be largely 

fueled (although not completely) by existential agency; in stark contrast, the experience 

of place according to some critical and feminist geographers can be the result of the 

tragic imposition of power.  In my research process, while reading site-specific 

choreographer’s accounts on how the experience of place offered creative inspiration and 

a panoply of artistic choices, I concurrently encountered geographer Harm de Blij’s 

account of how place could be conceived as destiny.  He notes: 

The power of place manifests itself in a continua of opportunity and risk, 

advantage and privation.  On the global map it is revealed in patterns of health 
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and sickness, wealth and poverty.  On the ground it is demarcated by barriers and 

barricades, patrols and controls.  Reflecting the impress of place on the fortunes 

and misfortunes of the planets nearly seven billion human inhabitants, it is worth 

noting that, for all their vaunted mobility, only about 200 million live outside the 

country of their birth, or less than 3 percent of the total.  Some academics as well 

as politicians refer to the present as ‘the age of migration.’  The figures indicate 

otherwise.  The overwhelming majority of us die under the governmental, 

linguistic, religious, medical, environmental, and other circumstances into which 

we were born . . . .  Place, most emphatically place of birth but also the 

constricted space in which the majority of lives are lived, remains the most potent 

factor shaping the destinies of billions. (136) 

 

The quantitative data de Blij uses to illustrate the power of place in people’s lives 

statistically demonstrates that many are subject to an oppressive power of place, 

seemingly without recourse. 

Feminist geographers, both male and female, are highly aware of and attuned to 

the potentially oppressive power of place.  The field of feminist geography developed in 

the 1970’s as female geographers detected, and subsequently resisted, a gender-based 

essentializing tendency in the larger field of human geography to prescribe, and in some 

cases, romanticize, western woman’s “place” within the larger society.  The experience 

of this gendered place was also noticed as being theorized largely from a masculinist 

perspective.  Theorist Gillian Rose noted in her text Feminism and Geography that, “the 

authority of humanist geography is masculinist because it falsely assumes that the 

experience of men can represent all experiences” (53).  Feminist geographers then 

exposed a gender-based essentializing of experience and knowledge within the field as 

well as the realities that power is exerted in places in response to gender.  Basically, one’s 

body, and the performance possibilities allowed for one’s body may impact the 
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experience of place.   Social regulations may impose sanctions on which bodies are 

privileged and normalized in certain places, and people may feel either welcome, 

tolerated, or contested and resisted in these constructed places.  There are then multiple 

experiences of place associated with any site, and many of these experiences are not 

voiced within the literature of the larger culture (Moss and Falconer Al-Hindi 3). 

From the perspectives of some feminist geographers, as well some critical 

geographers—who focus on economic development and its impact on geographical 

epistemologies (Gregory 97)—in order to experience existential freedom, an individual 

may well want to escape a particular place, not create it anew.  With this sense of place as 

defined, I return, however, to Tim Cresswell’s idea that place is both an object and a way 

of seeing, or understanding, and Edward Casey’s notion that place is not fixed.  That is, in 

contrast with notions of place as fixed, place as an artistic experience may also serve as a 

place for transgression, where one might escape an imposed destiny.   However, the 

realization that place does not provide some choices to certain individuals is important to 

keep in mind when considering place as created experientially. 

In the following discussion, I focus on a few recurrent notions that are salient 

from my reading of contemporary geographers.   In invoking the theorization of feminist 

geographers first and then postmodern geographers next, I am selecting from a vast body 

of work the geographical ideas that seem most applicable to the creation of volitional 

artistic products and their valuing by the viewer/experiencer.  I realize that I offer neither 

a complete nor thorough survey of the discourse of geography.  For the purposes of this 



71 

 

inquiry, however, I have tried to address, present, and reference ideas that seem to speak 

to both my subjective experiences of dance performance and research on the creation of 

dance performance places. 

A Survey of Feminist Geographical Ideas on Place 

Embodied Place 

“It is the body and the multidimensionality of embodied experience(s) that 

continue to anchor feminist geography.” (Nelson and Seager 1) 

 

The body is central to the experience of place in feminist geographical discourse.  

One’s body and performed gender impacts not only the overall experience of a place, but 

also which places an individual can access.  The question of access is complex since 

government legislation seemingly grants equal access to individuals regardless of gender 

for purposes of employment, education, housing, among other life’s activities and 

pursuits.  Compounding factors such as traditionally feminine affiliated obligations of 

taking care of young children or the elderly may inhibit a woman from pursuing 

education in order to qualify for a particular job category, or those same obligations may 

infringe on her available hours for employment.  Thus, a place of highly remunerated 

employment may not be available to a woman who performs the role of the caretaker for 

others. 

Additionally, there are norms set for when, where, and in what manner a woman 

presents herself bodily in physical space, thus impacting her overall experience of place.  

These norms are often tacit, but they serve as operative codes for gendered behavior 

based on physical presentation and ideation of gendered bodies.  Feminist geographer 
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Glenda Laws notes that, “Both the conceptualization and material construction of bodies 

make a difference to our experience of places” (49, emphasis in original). Additionally, in 

her seminal essay, “Towards an Understanding of the Gender Division of Urban Space,” 

Linda McDowell illustrates how women’s dress, mobility, and concepts of identity 

dictate the places and spaces they may occupy in urban settings (120-21).  She notes also 

that to deny, or thwart, these norms can result in real physical violence or the threat of 

violence, which further serves to restricts access (121).   

While access to places can be limited due to socially constructed norms and 

behavior, one’s body and gender can inform the experience of place, and conversely, a 

place can inform one’s experience of gender and body.  In the chapter “In and Out of 

Place: Bodies and Embodiment,” Linda McDowell offers case studies on the norms of 

performing a gendered body in different social settings (Gender 34-70). Invoking 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s notions and descriptions of habitus—that is, deeply 

engrained habitual practices of manifesting a social body (Swartz 43)—McDowell seeks 

to demonstrate that understandings and experiences of one’s body and place can be 

reflexive.  From this perspective then, the body is implicated in an experience of place. 

Gillian Rose, in the chapter “A Politics of Paradoxical Space” (137-60), further 

unpacks reflexive understandings of body and place to include more nuances.  In her 

accounts of sensing place/sensing body, the body is often sensed in opposition to the 

vision of a dominant or ideal body particular to a given place.  Awareness of one’s body 

in reference to what Rose identifies as “the politics of location” implies that, “Any 
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subject can be located within particular discursive and material matrices of power, 

resistance and subjectivity” (139).  Rose further suggests that the sensing and awareness 

of the politics of location and its reference to the body can engender resistance to 

hegemonic power as well as an understanding of one’s bodily experience and expression 

in the state or consciousness she refers to as “paradoxical space.” 

Thus, attention to the body and to the experience of the body in place is a central 

tenet in feminist geographical discourse.  The creative construction of the body can resist 

societal constructs of place as suggested by critical feminist geographers such as Rose, as 

well as subvert these constructs.  But the body marks/is marked in place.  The 

performance of the body then can contribute to the creation, reading, and experience of 

place. 

Relationality of Place 

“What gives a place its specificity is not some long internalized history, but the 

fact that it is constructed out of a particular constellation of social relations, 

meeting and weaving together at a particular locus.” (Massey, Space 154) 

 

As noted in the quote above, social and power relations tangibly contribute to the 

creation and experience of place in feminist geographical discourse.  Feminist and critical 

geographer Isabel Dyck enjoins geographic researchers to examine place in light of, 

“institutional practices and relations of power” (238).  Implicit in this injunction is the 

notion that social relations both circumscribe and reinforce power dynamics in place. 

Social relations (as well as other relations) then inform the experience of place.  The 

notion of place as relational is further highlighted in feminist geographical discourse, 
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particularly in the work of Doreen Massey.  In Space, Place, and Gender, Massey notes, 

“Social relations constitute social phenomena themselves.  Thinking of places in this way 

implies that they are not so much bounded areas as open and porous networks of social 

relations”  (121).  Implicit in this notion is the idea that social relations are hugely 

significant in the experience of place, but also, that these relations can change.  

 In conjunction with Massey’s ideas then it seems that human relations are posited 

as dynamic and mutable since human existence is ever ongoing and ever-changing.  

However, Massey further discusses how relations that are named may have an element of 

consistency: there are affixed aspects in the relations of mother/child or sibling/sibling 

(one person gave birth to another, two people have a genetic connection to at least one 

parent).  The dynamics at play within these fixed relationships may be ever changing, 

however, and thus, the perception of the place hosting these relations may change.   For 

example, a family home may be perceived differently as siblings come into adulthood 

and create identities and relationships outside the nuclear family, and as a parent who was 

once a caretaker becomes elderly and requires caretaking.  Further, just as dynamic social 

relations define and are defined by place, a shifting sense of identity is informed by place 

creation.  Feminist geographers Karen Falconer Al-Hindi and Hope Kawabata note, 

“Social and spatial relations are dialectical and ever-becoming.  Women and men 

transform places through their interactions in and with them; simultaneously these 

gendered beings are defined and perhaps altered by the places themselves” (111). 
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 In For Space, Massey further suggests that in terms of relationality it is not just 

social relations that are in play and mutable, but that there are ongoing and changing 

relations between people and topographic features (139-54).  The topic of relationality 

between physical geography and social processes, and physical geography and natural 

processes is also extensively theorized in the field of environmental geography.  That is, 

relationality can be thought of as involving humans in connection with other humans, 

humans in connections with non-human elements, and non-human elements in 

connection with each other, such as the movement of celestial bodies and the resulting 

impact on ocean tides, and in turn, the impact of the changing tides on people and their 

experience of place.  In summation, the notion of relationality as operative in place 

influences a fundamental feminist geographical tenet that experiences of place are 

subjective, and there are numerous changing experiences inherent in the sensing and 

creations of place. 

Multiple, Open, and Fluid Place 

 

“Geographers now argue that places are contested, fluid and uncertain.  It is 

socio-spatial practices that define places and these practices result in overlapping 

and intersecting places with multiple and changing boundaries.”(McDowell, 

Gender 4) 

 

As mentioned earlier, in the context of contemporary human geography, “Place itself is 

no steadfast thing: it has no fixed essence” (Casey 285).  As discussed in the previous 

section, place is mutable and as human behavior and relations change, place as well as 

the perception of place, changes.  For instance, in “Stuffed if I Know!,” J. K. Gibson-

Graham describes the multiple identities as well as the multiple places women inhabit in 
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small-to-mid-size Australian mining towns in an effort to deconstruct the essentialized 

identity of “mining woman” and “miner’s wife” (208-20).  Gibson-Graham’s feminist 

action research reaffirms for me Linda McDowell’s notion that, “occupants of the same 

Cartesian spaces may live in very different ‘places’” (Gender 5).  

 Places may change in reaction to overt topological and physical geographic 

phenomena such as rising water levels, temperature change, drought, earthquakes, etc.  

Human practices such as building and road construction which may result in factors such 

as population migrations, deforestation, and increased carbon emissions, among other 

factors explored by environmental geography, all have tangible effects on place creation 

and experience.  Human behavior as represented by social interactions and relations also 

impacts place creation and experience.  All of these factors are dynamic and ongoing, 

thus, there is no fixity of place from these geographical standpoints.   

The openness and multiplicity of place I attribute to these social and 

environmental factors, but also to the differences in perspective and interpretation of 

place by different individuals.  One’s awareness, beliefs, and history impact the 

experience of place and as this constellation of personal factors shift, so does the 

experience of place.  My interpretation of the place where I live (Plano, Texas) may be 

radically different one day to the next depending upon my awareness, experience, and 

attention.  Similarly, my next-door neighbor in the subdivision of houses where I live 

may have a different interpretation of the place of our neighborhood.  I think this 

multiple, fluid, and open sense of place based on an individual’s continual re-defining, re-
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experiencing, and re-imagining of locale is a notion that Doreen Massey refers to in her 

chapter “The Elusiveness of Place” in For Space.  She notes, “This is place as open and 

as internally multiple.  Not capturable as a slice through time in the sense of an essential 

section.  Not intrinsically coherent” (141).  To a certain degree, then, places are defined 

and subsequently understood based on an individual’s shifting conceptions of them.  As 

shifts occur in places, be they shifts in social relations, in environmental features, or other 

changes, one’s conceptions of a place is subject to change.  (A large housing 

development is being constructed next to my current neighborhood place in what once 

was working corn fields.  Thus, I now don’t conceive of my neighborhood place in 

relation to Texas’s agricultural production.)  Additionally, as people change during their 

life’s course, their attention is captivated by different aspects of a place.  For example, the 

place of New York City had for me a certain gestalt when I was in my twenties starting 

my dance performing career.  This New York gestalt is notably different now when I am 

in my fifties and am winding down my performing career.  (My changing perception of 

the place of New York City also reflects a pre/post 9/11 divide, among other social 

factors too.)  Thus, one’s impressions and experiences of place can be subject to change. 

These three above-mentioned tenets of feminist geography, that is, the centrality 

of the body; the relational aspect of place; and the multiplicity, openness, and fluidity in 

the experience of place also seem to connect to aspects I have noted regarding the 

phenomenon of dance place creation through performance.  Therefore, I now turn to a 

discussion of postmodern geography to explore ideas that seem to have further relevance 



78 

 

to the narratives I developed in Chapter I.  It is important at this juncture to note, 

however, that the discourses of feminist and postmodern geography are not mutually 

exclusive; that is, there are some constructs that weave and overlap from one discourse to 

the other.  My presentation of threads attributable to each of these tapestries of ideas is 

not meant to suggest that one particular thread does not belong in the design of the other.  

Rather, I present these concepts, or threads, on place as I encountered and engaged with 

them within the course of my research process.   It is entirely possible that had I curtailed 

my readings so that I formulated my research solely in connection with one discourse at a 

time, my presentation of salient threads and concepts would be shaped differently.  My 

encounter and engagement with these discourses was immersive, but also somewhat 

messy, eclectic, and improvisational, much like dance making.  My discussion of these 

threads of ideas, therefore, is not meant to be linear, hierarchical, or exclusive, but 

instead, holistically meaningful and relevant to the material of the narratives presented in 

Chapter I. 

A Survey of Places in Postmodernist Geographical Thought 

“Instead of universal theory, the emphasis now (in postmodern geography) is on 

what Dear (1988) called the contemporaneity of social process over time and 

space, so that geography, like history, is pre-eminently a contextual discipline, 

engaged in the time-space reconstruction of social life.” (Dikshit 277) 

 

The postmodern movement in geography arose in the 1970’s in conjunction with 

postmodernist fields of inquiry in the arts and social sciences.  In addition to the rejection 

of a “master narrative” on place and space, postmodernist geography (influenced by post-

Marxist theory) explored the flows of goods, services, and capital through and between 
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regions and the resultant impact of these flows and processes. Attention to these 

phenomena germinated a notion of place as not bounded to a region and space; instead, 

place is imagined as open or “porous,” as previously stated by feminist and critical 

geographer Doreen Massey.  Indeed, postmodern geographers highlight numerous 

relations, activities, and processes that intersect within a porous concept of place, and 

they thus lend credence to the notion that place is interactive or relational. 

Place in a postmodern view then is open-ended, interactive, as well as open to 

interpretation.  Postmodern geographers further distance themselves from earlier 

geographers’ tendency to locate and define place solely by spatial coordinates and 

topography, which can lead to a “fixed” understanding of place.   In a postmodern 

geographical view, shaping factors of place are far less physically spatial and topographic 

and much more human process-oriented.  Geographer Ramesh Dikshit notes that in 

postmodern human geographical thinking, “people not only make history but also 

geography—that is to say that time-space relations are intrinsic to the constitution of 

societies” (278, emphasis in original).  Human processes in space and time thus are 

fundamental to place creation in postmodern geographical constructs. 

The convergence, and also compression, of space and time to which Dikshit 

alludes is discussed frequently in postmodern geographic discourse.  In contemporary 

societies, more events can be compressed into shorter time segments: work tasks, travel, 

meal preparation, among other aspects of life, are accomplished more quickly due to 

technology.   Further, the experience of time and space in different locales can relate to 
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the infrastructure and the technology generally available in the locale.  For instance, 

global positioning systems, Internet access, cell phones, and transport systems all allow 

goods and people to move through locations more expeditiously than in the past, and 

impact human expectations on how long it takes to travel from one end of the city to 

another, or even how frequently one can access locally out-of-season produce.  Space-

time compression then creates a certain density in the experience of one’s life in the 

present.  Also impacting one’s sense of place in postmodern human geographical thought 

is the notion of the past operating or at least informing the present.  Indeed, some 

postmodern geographers talk of the past “haunting” the present in place.  Thus, the 

experience of time in place can contain active and living vestiges of the past.   The 

experience of time and space in which past, present, and future time is bundled together 

and affiliated with a given space thus gives place an asynchronic character in postmodern 

discourse. 

 These three salient factors: an asynchronic sense of time, the ongoing impact of 

social processes, and movements and flows through space are the aspects of postmodern 

geographical notions of place that I will examine next. As noted in the discussion on 

feminist geography, these three factors are not the only hallmarks of postmodern 

theorizing on place, but for my research they have resonance with my experience of 

dance performance worlds as discussed in the Chapter I narratives, and thus are worthy of 

further attention for the purposes of this research. 
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Past/Present/Future Intertwined in Place 

“A layered location replete with human histories and memories, place has width 

as well as depth.” (Lippard 7) 

 

In the above quote, visual artist and geographical writer Lucy Lippard refers to 

the inherence of history and memory in the experience of place.  Lippard’s photographic 

renderings combined with her literary musings present place as an experience in which 

the past always walks with the present, both in terms of the visual presentation of a 

location, but also through individual and collective memories of different activities that 

have occurred in any given location.  Lippard’s reference to the embeddness of history in 

place perception evokes philosopher Michel Foucault’s acknowledgement of history as 

embedded in contemporary understandings of geography.  In the essay, “Questions on 

Geography,” Foucault discusses how historical knowledge operates and motivates 

political notions of cartography and conceptions of world space and the exercise of 

political power (70-7).  While processes of history and memory appear to be active 

agents in the constitution of worldly spatiality, and thusly, in postmodern geographical 

concepts of place, an overall experience of time—including a perceived future—is often 

enfolded into the experience of place. 

Postmodern theorists such Anne Butimer, Edward Casey, Tim Cresswell, Lucy 

Lippard, Edward Soja, and Nigel Thrift, among others, explore both individual 

memory/history and collective, or social, memory/history as involved in the apprehension 

of place.  In terms of individual memory/history, Lucy Lippard throughout her chapter 

“In Mothballs,” addresses the function of personal and family memories on the 
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experience of place (84-105).  Ghost towns, abandoned homesteads, overgrown and 

untended graveyards all can impact the read and experiences of place to those who live 

nearby, particularly to those who have an intergenerational family history connected to 

the locale. 

In a discussion of history embedded in a social perception of place, Tim Cresswell 

deconstructs the place of Tompkins Square Park in the Lower East Side of New York 

City as one containing a bricolage of social, political, and historical layers.  He notes that 

the site, named after American Vice-President Daniel Tompkins, was initially designed to 

be a recreational and social space for residents in the Lower East Side, a primarily 

immigrant area during the nineteenth century.  It became later renown as a venue for 

temperance preaching, pro-union activism and organization, late nineteenth-century 

anarchist forums, and in the mid-to-late twentieth century, avant-garde artistic endeavors, 

as well as squatter and homeless encampments (3-7).  Cresswell concludes that the 

occurrence of these disparate social and historical events in the park space contribute to 

the overall character of the place of Tompkins Square Park.  In other words, these social 

and historical events in some way resonate or are active in a contemporary perception of 

Tompkins Square Park. 

Postmodern theorist Nigel Thrift further maintains places are palpably fraught 

with and thus understood through their relation to sociality and history of the past, noting: 

Nearly all spaces (used interchangeably with “places”) bear the freight of their 

past.  As Calvino (1979: 13) puts it in his description of the City of Zaira, “The 

city does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the 
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corners of the streets, the antennae of the lightning rods, the places of the flags, 

every segment marked in turn scratches, indentations, and scrolls.” (120-21) 

 

Thrift further speaks of “phantoms” (121) and “ghosts” (110) not as mythical creatures, 

but rather as social energies from the past that infect perception of the present and 

possible future place.   

In a similar vein, geographer Tim Edensor explores the manifestation of what he 

terms as “mundane hauntings” in working class neighborhoods in the place of 

Manchester, England (313).  Edensor is not concerned with specters or ghosts; instead, he 

discusses the workings of historical artifacts and energies that remain perceptible in the 

contemporary city.  He maintains, “haunted places are the only ones people can live in” 

(314).  Edensor concludes by confirming that, “haunting is part of dwelling and being in 

place” (314, emphasis added).  

While human processes over time create resonant histories that manifest in 

contemporary readings of place, the expression of natural or environmental processes as 

explored in earth sciences such as geology also weave a sense of the past into the present.   

Doreen Massey has been both prolific in problematizing the varied temporalities of place. 

To this end, she discusses human and environmental temporalities actively shaping place 

perceptions in the Lake District of Northwest England in the following segment from For 

Space: 

It would be easy to write of Keswick, the town where I was staying with my 

sister, as a bundling of different social stories with different spatial reaches and 

differing temporalities.  Longstanding farmers, the grey-stone country houses of 

the aristocratic incomers of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, poets and 

Romanticism, ancient mining, middle-class cottage owners, Roman remains, an 
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international tourist trade, a focus of a discourse of the sublime, but just outside 

the town looms Skiddaw, a massive block of mountain, over 3,000 feet high, grey 

and stony; not pretty, but impressive, immovable, timeless.  It was impossible not 

to consider its relationship to this place.  Through all that history, it seemed, it had 

presided. (131) 

 

Throughout the chapter, “The Elusiveness of Place,” (130-42) Massey suggests 

that natural formations such as Skiddaw mark time, but also serve as containers of time, 

imbuing historical time with contemporary relevance.  Massey’s manifestation of past-in-

the-present further points to, or creates awareness of, the future.  Place creation in this 

view is an event that incorporates different temporalities and processes bundled into a 

locale.  Massey notes: 

This is the event of place.  It is not just that old industries will die, that new ones 

may take their place.  Not just the hill farmers round here may one day abandon 

their long struggle, nor that the lovely old greengrocers is now all turned into a 

boutique selling tourist bric-a-brac.  Nor, evidently, that my sister and I and a 

hundred other tourists soon must leave.  It is also the hills are rising; the landscape 

is being eroded and deposited; the climate is shifting; the very rocks themselves 

continue to move on.  The elements of this ‘place’ will be, at different times and 

speeds, again dispersed. (140-1) 

 

Massey in the above segment discusses the past, but can imagine a future in this  

place; she sees how the event of time in place incorporates a sensed past, present, as well 

as future. Similarly in Non-Representational Theory, Nigel Thrift extensively discusses 

how attention to future actively shapes the present in economic globalization strategic 

planning.  That is, businesses can imagine, and to some degree shape, consumer demands 

for products by creating a perceived need for products or services, and a perceived need 

for experiences and spaces.  For instance, Howard Schultz, chairman and Chief Executive 

Officer of Starbucks Coffee, attributes his company’s unqualified economic success in 
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part to the company’s insightful creation of a “third place,” that is, a place that is neither 

home nor work, where people go when they desire a pause in their routine and day-to-day 

responsibilities.  He notes, “Once they (consumers) tasted ours (coffee) and experience 

what we call ‘the third ‘place’ . . . a gathering place between home and work where they 

were treated with respect . . . they found we were filling a need they didn’t know they 

had”  (Howard Schultz Quotes-Starbucks).  Schultz and his business team then conceived 

and planned a potential future consumerist place to insure financial success.  To thus 

envision the future while in the present can create temporal linkages as well as tangible 

material outcomes in a postmodern understanding of place.  

According to many postmodern geographers then, an awareness and experience of 

place may presume a consciousness of past, present, and future as present and operative 

in the space.  To return to the example of Tompkins Square Park, its diverse character is 

shaped not only by historical placards, but by past processes of social protest that 

occurred in the space, and its future character is impacted by the community gardens and 

bicycle racks that have been installed there.  The gardens and bicycle racks may be 

considered as fixtures, but the processes associated with these (bicycle riding as a form of 

encouraging “green” recreation and commuting, community gardening as a movement 

towards healthful and green land use and community building) are not only key in 

transforming the more desolate strand of the park’s present character to one of 

community bonding but also, perhaps, future gentrification.  The processes then, or the 
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repetitive human activities that occur in a place, contribute to its ever-shifting definition 

and understandings of its past, present and future possibilities. 

Processes and Practices in Place 

“Places are more often the product of everyday practices.  Places are never 

finished but produced through the reiteration of practices—the repetition of 

seemingly mundane activities on a daily basis.” (T. Cresswell 82) 

 

  Much mention has already been made in this chapter about the different social 

processes that contribute to a read or experience of place.  Varied and sometimes 

conflicting social processes occur in a space or locale contemporaneously, and the social 

processes that shape place perception will depend upon the subjectivity of the observer.  

For example, my sense of the place of Denton, Texas as a doctoral candidate at Texas 

Woman’s University is very much colored by my experience and the processes involved 

in my education at TWU and at the University of North Texas.  I make mental notes on 

where I can find parking close to the University libraries, inexpensive meals, low-cost or 

free photocopying—all factors directly impacting the process of my education.  Were I a 

parent of young children (as I have been in other places), I would note the locations in 

Denton of shady playgrounds, fast food restaurants with child-friendly restrooms, and 

children’s second-hand clothing stores, and these factors, central to my process of child 

rearing, would shape my sense of the place of Denton.  (Postmodern cartographies map 

out subjective social processes and experiences of locations through the creation of 

illustrative mappings.  For more on postmodern cartographies, see Katherine Harman’s 

You are Here: Personal Geographies and Other Maps of the Imagination.) 
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In the example above of my individual perception of the place Denton, much 

credence is given to my “mundane activities on a daily basis” to which Cresswell 

suggests impact the making and shaping of place.  On a larger scale, social, political, and 

economic processes—many of which could be characterized by Cresswell as “the 

repetition of seemingly mundane activities on a daily basis”—impact perceptions and 

experiences of place.  The processes, and/or activities that occur in place—some 

mundane, others extraordinary, some imposed, others voluntary—contribute to both the 

experience and characterization of place. 

As human geography took a critical turn in the 1960’s, more attention within the 

field became focused on quotidian processes and activities of everyday life and the 

resultant shaping of space and place.  Geographers of the Los Angeles School of Urban 

Studies such as Michael Dear, Mike Davis, Edward Soja, and others, have called for a re-

examination of urban space and place analysis in postmodern discourse based on the 

economic processes that occur in space (McNeill 135-6).  Edward Soja in particular has 

written extensively on processes that shape urban space and place, and openly 

acknowledges political philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s influence as key in the development 

of his theorizing (Soja Postmodern 43-60).  A neo-Marxist, existentialist philosopher, 

Lefebvre analyzed and deconstructed the practices of urban everyday life to reveal tacit 

expressions of political and economic power.   The economic and political impact of 

continuous and regular processes undoubtedly shapes the character of a place.  I would 

momentarily like to consider, however, how temporally-related and cyclical processes 
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help define place, as discussed in Lefebvre’s seminal text, Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time 

and Everyday Life. 

Lefebvre noted that many activities are regularly re-occurring and cyclical (for 

instance, the days and times the streets are swept, the routine police patrol of the city, the 

cavalcade of office workers arriving to and leaving from office buildings in specific 

windows of time), and these processes are major factors in human construction and 

perception of place.  Further, recurring processes and activities can be natural phenomena 

or humanly created, but both may impact human understandings of a place.  Lefebvre 

differentiates between cyclical and linear practices or rhythms as recurring phenomena 

and while defining these in reference to each other, he notes: 

The cyclical originates in the cosmic, in nature: days, nights, seasons, the waves 

and tides of the sea, monthly cycles, etc.  The linear would come from social 

practice, therefore human activity: the monotony of actions and of movements, 

imposed structures. . . .  The antagonistic unity of relations between the cyclical 

and the linear sometimes gives rise to compromises, sometimes disturbances. (8) 

 

Lefebvre further notes that the intersections of different linear and cyclical rhythms in 

contemporary life contribute to a place’s “multiplicity of sensorial and significant 

meanings” (32).  These rhythms of recurring processes can co-exist with one another, 

sometimes creating disturbance or discord, but these ongoing activities may inform one’s 

experience of a place. 

Lefebvre’s ideas can be extended and applied to specific, well-known sites to 

illustrate how a locale can have a different constitution, or expression through the 

manifestation of various social rhythms and processes occurring at different times.  For 
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instance, witness an urban commuter train station such as Pennsylvania Station in New 

York City where, on a random Thursday morning, at 8:30 AM, the experience of the 

station may be frenetic and purposeful as commuters bustle to their workplace 

destinations.  Supporting and affiliated activities such as coffee stands, newspaper 

vendors, and take-out restaurants help define the character of this commuter place.  At 

8:00 PM on a Saturday evening, the experience of Pennsylvania Station may be different, 

many are traveling through the site en route to leisure and recreational activities; the 

merchants and purveyors open also support a different ambience in the place of this site.  

At 3:00 AM on a Monday morning, most businesses are closed, and there is a palpable 

police presence.  The station then may seem like a site of pervasive despondency that 

features people who are stranded or forlorn in a forgotten space/time convergence.  Thus, 

the temporal and cyclical activities and processes contribute to the construction of 

different places within the singular site of Pennsylvania Station. These ongoing, often 

mundane, sometimes contradictory social processes (the shop owner of luxury goods tries 

to usher in affluently dressed commuters to browse at her store while, at the same time, 

an apparent homeless person asks these commuters for spare change; college-age tourists 

with large camping backpacks compete for space on the escalators to the street level with 

urban office workers carrying large briefcases) exemplify the general postmodern notion 

of multi-centeredness, and feminist notions of multiply-experienced and multiply-sensed 

characteristics of place.  Thus, in postmodern geographical discourse, the various 

processes that occur at a site—some natural, some humanly designed, some 
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complementary, some contradictory, and some that are recurring and cyclical—contribute 

to multiple invocations of place.  One may choose to focus on singular or recurring 

processes, but the processes or activities one notes shape an overall personal 

understanding of place. 

Movement through, to, and in Place 

“Motion allows a certain mental freedom that translates a place to a person 

kinesthetically.” (Lippard 17) 

 

Movement is implicit in the previous section on the processes of place.  Different 

types of movement are implicated in social and natural processes since processes, by 

definition, are neither stagnant nor fixed.  In highlighting the import of movement to 

postmodern place, I will focus on two aspects: the movement—or flows—of goods and 

services through places, and human movement—both the migrations through and to, and 

the imperative to create a moving knowledge of place (as referenced by Lippard in the 

above quotation).  “Movement” undoubtedly is a broad topic, as broad as the notion of 

“place.”  It is difficult then to offer a succinct synopsis that speaks to every aspect of 

movement related to a postmodern notion of place.  I will try then to distinguish the 

notion of movement as a factor related to ongoing processes of place, but worthy of 

consideration in its own right. 

Further, while human movement certainly relates to embodiment and the feminist 

geographical notion of the centrality of the body, I believe there are different aspects of 

human movement that are highlighted in a postmodern construct.  Specifically, the 

moving through a place, be it for purposes of transport, migration, recreation and leisure, 
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or for other reasons, offers a sensorial, kinesthetic, and multi-centered experience of 

place.  The topic of “mobilities” is theorized extensively by some postmodern human 

geographers who note that a hallmark of contemporary societies are the ongoing flows of 

materials, but also people, in and out of places.  People then can be said to experience 

mobile places, and mobile aspects of place.  I will start my examination of movements 

through and in place with the topic of the movement of goods and services, and then 

discuss the human acquisition of “moving knowledge” in regards to place. 

Sociologist Manuel Castells is frequently cited by postmodern geographers as one 

of the original devisers of the notion of spaces and flows applied to postmodern 

geography (Hubbard 99-101).  Castells explores the impact of globalization in terms of 

the flow of capital production, information, durable goods and services, but also 

population migration from different world regions.  Postmodern human geographers such 

as Michael Dear, Steven Flusty, Saskia Sassens, and John Urry, among others, note that 

ever-changing flows and mobilities of all kinds continually re-choreograph spaces and 

places (Hubbard and Kitchin 495).  To explore this idea just in terms of flows of 

transport, an iconic example of this would be the changes in composition of cities along 

the old US Route 66 corridor with the advent of the Eisenhower Interstate Highway 

System in the 1950’s-1960’s.  The development of the new interstate highway system 

resulted in diminished tourist trade for many municipalities along Route 66, and thus 

these cities needed to re-tool their economic bases. 
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Additionally, travel through places does not just impact those who live in in the 

areas traversed.  Postmodern geographers, such as Nigel Thrift and Doreen Massey, 

discuss how traveling in the form of contemporary commuting practices has become part 

of an individual’s idealization of their places of habitation.  In other words, automobiles 

as well as mass transport allow people to reference their place of residence to surrounding 

places.  They then understand their home place as it is in relation to other places, and 

“coming home” becomes a journey in through and out of “not-home” places. Whether it 

be for the purposes of commuting, work, or recreation, postmodern geographers note that 

travelling through places gives one a variety of vantage points, reinforcing the notion that 

place is not fixed and it is multiply-fashioned. It follows then that a means for knowing a 

place may involve travelling, or moving, through it.  However, it should be kept in mind 

that moving in vehicles provides different understandings of places than that gleaned 

through the physical and kinesthetic practice of walking. 

Postmodern sociologist and anthropologist Michel de Certeau in The Practice of 

Everyday Life offers in part a walking analysis of space and place.  Part II in his book, 

“Spatial Practices,” opens with Chapter Seven, “Walking in the City” (91-110), in which 

de Certeau examines the spatial order and language of people walking through the city as 

part of their activities of living.  He explores how this habitual walking and daily 

journeying provides the framework for a spatial story of contemporary life, and the 

differentiation between “here and there” (99) allows individuals to form a sense of their 

particular place as well as an understanding of a larger social order. 
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Regarding individual research experience, Tim Cresswell discusses walking as the 

“best field work” (124) for students of human geography when trying to develop 

understandings of various places.  Lucy Lippard in The Lure of the Local repeatedly 

stresses the value of walking through different places to gain different perspectives and to 

become more aware of the multiplicity of place.  For Lippard, walking activates the 

kinesthesia of place, and connects directly to other sensorial information on places: the 

aromas, the soundscapes, the tastes of the food and drink.  Nigel Thrift in Non-

Representational Theory discusses walking as providing an essential “embodied 

unconscious” (think preconscious) awareness of space and place (67-8).  Place then for 

postmodern geographers who value human movement is a sensible construct, as places 

are understood less as abstract spatial coordinates; more as sensuous experiences. 

Indeed, for many postmodern geographers, a fully developed understanding of 

place implicates the senses, including the moving body.  Influenced by the work of 

phenomenologist philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, postmodern theorists such as 

Nigel Thrift, Edward Casey, and David Morris all cite and discuss The Phenomenology of 

Perception as it relates to awareness of place. Extending Merleau-Ponty’s notions of 

perception and awareness of the world being shaped by dynamic body processes, these 

theorists all discuss bodily movement as a primary means to know and interact with 

place.  Casey in his discussion of walking and moving re-invokes de Certeau’s ideas of 

moving as a way to differentiate “here” and “there,” “self” and “world,” and importantly 

for de Certeau, “space” and “place.”  Casey notes: 
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In walking, we move into a near-sphere of our own choosing, if not our own 

makings.  In this sphere, we encounter places as much as enliven them.  The result 

is a place world that is the correlate of the ambulatory body—a world constituted 

by the very same body that depends on it for its own ongoing localization . . .  I 

walk in a world I am not: a world that I, absolutely here, discover as already there.  

The here and the there, body and space, realism and transcendentalism all meet 

finally—or rather, to begin with—in place.  (228) 

 

Bodily Movement is primary for knowing place in postmodern philosopher David 

Morris’s construct as well.  He suggests that movement provides individuals with sentient 

encounters with place.  Similarly, place can provide a context for one’s movements (or, 

harkening back to feminist geographical thinking, place can inform one’s movements).  

Morris explains: 

When we move through place, we encounter a space sensed by our movement that 

is, given sense by our articulating movement.  When we do not merely move 

through place, but move in it, dwell in it, perhaps place senses our movement, that 

is, place gives our movement a sense, direction, in the way that a partially 

completed puzzle gives pieces a sense that helps us fit them into place…. Our 

sense of geometric space abstracts from place, whereas our senses of lived, 

dwelling, habitual and growing space all involve movement in place and thus go 

back to place. (181 emphasis in original) 

 

Thus, bodily movement, flows, migrations, and various mobilities are features of a 

postmodern geographical construct of place.   Just as there is always movement in the 

human body—though at times perhaps nearly undetectable such as in a dancer’s body 

while she is performing stillness—there is movement connected with place in a 

postmodern sense of the word. 

Recapitulation of Place Themes 

While not an exhaustive list of attributes, certain qualities discussed in feminist 

and postmodern geographical discourse (which are by no means mutually exclusive 
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fields) seem to me to be related to the experience of a dance performance world as 

recounted in chapter one.  A reiteration of the place attributes just previously explored in 

this chapter includes: embodiment, relationality, and multiplicity and fluidity 

(extrapolated from feminist discourse), as well as asynchronous time, processes and 

practices, and movements and flows (extrapolated from postmodern discourse). 

Certainly contemporary human geographical concepts of “place” speak of far 

more than these six attributes, just as the experience of a dance performance embraces 

more than the material in the narratives in Chapter I.  However, in both my experience of 

viewing dances and my research in geographical discourse, the notions highlighted in this 

chapter seem most relevant to me as I begin to theorize on the creation of dance 

performance places.  In Chapter V of this dissertation, I will put these ideas in 

conversation with data derived from interviews with practicing choreographers and 

geographers on the topic of place creation.  What follows in Chapter IV are the emergent 

themes from choreographic and geographical practitioners regarding their individual 

ideas and experiences regarding place. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

CONVERSATIONS IN PLACE WITH PRACTITIONERS 

Whose Place and Which Place?  An Introduction to the Interviews 

“Hindsight is always twenty/twenty.” (popular adage) 

 I strategized to collect interview data early on in my research process in order to 

carry forward newly-discovered ideas on place to my theorizing.  I further reasoned that 

early analysis of the interview data would allow me to engage with my findings freshly—

almost from a Zen Buddhist “Beginners’ Mind.”  From this perspective, it would be 

beneficial to complete the interview process before I had completed both my analysis of 

emergent themes from the narratives and the selection of key notions from human 

geographical discourse. 

I thus began the interviews shortly after my prospectus for dissertation research 

was approved.  What I had not realized at the time, however, was that some contours of 

place as a multiply-understood, dynamic, and changing entity were already present in my 

mind.  I gravitated then to practitioners—particularly choreographers—whose work 

reflected the qualities of subjectively-perceived and mutable place.  That is, once again I 

was guided in the shaping of my research by Merriam’s “intelligent hunches” (169).  I 

believe now in retrospect that I targeted choreographers who I sensed worked to create 

dance environments sympathetic to my own emerging sense of place.  This being said, I 

did not in advance of the interviews do overt preliminary screenings to see which 
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choreographers were most aligned with place notions that I was ruminating on.  For one 

thing, I had not identified and articulated to myself the aspects of place I enumerate in 

Chapters III and V.  Instead, I believe I was intuitively attracted to choreographers whose 

work reflected some of my hunches about performance place. 

 While my intuitive connection to the choreographers was significant, the utmost 

relevance of the geographers’ discussion to my own lived experiences I also found 

significant, and perhaps a bit surprising.  After combing through the interview data, I 

realized that it is the geographers’ discussions that speak most directly to the theorizing 

presented in Chapter III, as well as the emerging themes from the narratives to be 

presented in Chapter V.  This retrospective discovery makes sense since the geographers 

most likely were exposed to the notions I encountered in the geographical literature as 

part of their training and preparation in the field. Separate from this, however, was the 

fact that each of the geographers referenced vivid descriptions from their day-to-day lives 

which illustrated place and place creation.   On an empathetic level, I felt as though the 

examples of place they offered were not unusually extraordinary or unique, but instead 

related on a human level to my personal felt experiences as recounted in the Chapter I 

narratives.  Nearly all the choreographers (the notable exception being Lela Jones), in 

contrast, did not leave the purview of the art making process in their discussions.  

Place exists as a fecund concept in human geography.   While there is no 

universal agreement on the nature of place, a professional in this field will consider it a 

construct worthy of at least a modicum of attention.  (In this manner, place may be 
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similar to contemporary dancers’ engagement with concepts such as “grounding,” or 

“dynamic alignment.”  Professionals in this field may have varying and subjective 

notions on what these concepts mean, but they almost certainly have encountered them 

and acknowledge their importance to contemporary dance style.)  However, in contrast to 

human geography, within contemporary dance there is not yet a wide and deep discussion 

of place creation as an aspect of dance viewing.  Additionally, I did not screen for 

choreographers who articulated any interest or background in defining the experience of 

“place.”  (One choreographer, Candice Salyers, professed to have cursory familiarity with 

this topic as explored in contemporary human geography.)   

 As a result of the dearth of material on place creation and experience in 

contemporary dance, the choreographers interviewed had to mine their own subjective 

experiences and imaginations regarding the meaning of place.  I sensed that some were 

theorizing on the spot as we moved through the interview; that is, they had not previously 

considered this material in the way I was framing it in my questions. Some of the 

choreographers referenced the audience, such as audience response to their work in post-

curtain question and answer sessions (notably Mary Forrest and Candice Salyers).  Some 

occasionally referenced their experience dancing in other choreographers’ work in 

contrast to what they experienced in making their own work.  But none referenced their 

experience of work as an audience member actively engaged in perceiving place.   

The choreographers then most articulately walked me through their process of 

defining the concept of “place” in regards to their artistic praxis.  In discussion, the 
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choreographers worked from ideas on place as it seemed relevant to their particular 

praxis.  Two choreographers, Hari Krishnan and Jordan Fuchs, frequently interchanged 

place and space in their discussions, and one choreographer, Mary Forrest, discussed 

place as largely a non-spatial construct.  In their ruminations on place creation, however, 

the choreographers mostly referenced their own creative process, but did not dwell on the 

audience’s perceptual experience.  In retrospect, this led me to wonder how I might 

correlate the data on place between the choreographers and geographers, as they were 

speaking to different iterations of place: the choreographers discussing their experiences 

of making a place to be experienced by another, and the geographers discussing place as 

made and experienced by themselves.  In some ways, I feel this is a logical schism given 

that art making is ostensibly created for an audience’s appreciation.  At this juncture, it is 

then worthwhile to further examine the dichotomous experience of place from the artists’ 

and audiences’ perspectives. 

The Performance of Place, or Performance Place? 

 A choreographer’s experience of making place in rehearsal and performance can 

be quite different than the audience’s experience of place in response to performance.  To 

further explain this idea, consider renowned performance studies theorist Richard 

Schechner’s designations of different aspects of performance, in life and in art.   

Influenced by sociologist Erving Goffman and his seminal work, The Presentation of Self 

in Everyday Life, as well as critical philosophers and performance practitioners, 

Schechner applies the notion of performance widely and broadly, noting: 
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In business, sports, and sex, “to perform” is to do something up to a standard—to 

succeed, to excel.  In the arts, “to perform” is to put on a show, a play, a dance, a 

concert.  In everyday life, “to perform” is to show off, go to extremes, to 

underline an action for those who are watching.  In the twenty-first century, 

people live as never before by means of performance. (28) 

 

For Schechner then, performance can be integrated into the schema of everyday life, but 

he further suggests that performance can be analyzed and problematized within the 

categories of “Being,” “Doing,” “Showing Doing,” and “Explaining ‘Showing Doing.’”   

He describes these categories of performance in the following manner: 

“Being” is existence itself.  “Doing” is the activity of all that exists, from quarks 

to sentient beings to supergalatic strings. “Showing Doing’ is performing: 

pointing to, underlining, and displaying doing. “Explaining ‘showing doing’” is 

performance studies. (28) 

 

Although stepping temporarily outside the purview of my dissertation research, I 

find it useful to momentarily consider these above categories of performance in regards 

to different experiences of place creation.  Moving along the continuum of performance 

suggested by Schechner, it seems that audience experience of place creation as aligned 

with the Chapter I narratives would largely fall under the categories of “Being” and 

“Doing.” Arguably, choreography and theatrical performance also incorporate these 

categories, but they often also encompass Schechner’s theorizing of, “Showing Doing.”  

Not to be overly fixated on an analysis of performance practices, it is, however, useful to 

note that the rehearsed, staged, and performed performance of place creation is often a 

different variation of place than that experienced by an audience.  That is, a “Showing 

Doing” of place is not necessarily the same as “Doing” place.  To return to the subject of 

the interviews, I would propose that most of the choreographers focused on the “Showing 
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Doing” of place creation, while the geographers spoke more to place experience as 

encompassing “Being” and “Doing.”  I believe then that the geographers’ discussion 

offers the closest resonance to the material and themes derived from the Chapter I 

narratives, where I was a receptive audience member, experiencing place, and not a 

performer or choreographer. 

Be that as it may, the data emerging from the interviews with the choreographers 

is quite interesting in that it reveals how they both consider and experience place in 

making dance.  A future, logical step to explore the topic of audience place experience 

may be to examine how audiences perceive place in response to specific dances in 

tandem with choreographers’ reflections on place creation.  This may be a research 

trajectory I take after the completion of this dissertation. I believe, however, at this point 

the data culled from these interviews can serve as stirrings to a later, larger conversation 

on how audiences perceive place in response to choreography.    

The Interview Process 

 To begin the data collection process, I spoke with five contemporary dance 

performers and choreographers, some prefer to perform site work, some prefer to work 

with “stage spaces” (as discussed in Chapter I), some enjoy the presentation of 

choreography in both venues.  I also interviewed five scholars affiliated with different 

universities who would either self-identify as human geographers or, at minimum, 

attribute aspects of human geography to be foundational to their thinking and/or research.  

While I revealed in my initial contact with the interviewees that I was exploring “place” 
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in dance and human geography, I did not share my baseline conception of place as a 

physical space that holds meaning (a notion directly adapted from Yi-Fu Tuan’s 

theorizing, as mentioned in Chapter III.)  Due to the open-ended nature of the interview 

questions, some participants spoke of place as an artistic or conceptual imagining, an 

emotional state, a state of being human in relation to another, a channeling of attention 

and intention, a socially-permitted and permissible space, or a combination of these, and 

other, possibilities. 

Participants would, on occasion, request clarification or additional prompts from 

me before addressing the open-ended questions.  In response, I would try to offer 

alternate wordings of the questions, but not define or frame ideas from the question by 

speaking about my personal beliefs or ideas.  (For example, I side-stepped questions such 

as: Is human movement necessarily theatrical dance movement or is it activities of daily 

living?  Does “instrumental” mean I was in charge of a situation or that I had any degree 

of agency?)  I tried to follow digressions and tangents (of which there were many) to their 

completion, and then move back to the script of questions.  I also attempted to reassure 

participants that I was not looking for “right,” and “wrong” answers, but rather, I was 

casting my nets to collect a rich cornucopia of responses.  In essence, I asked them to 

speak from their experiences and beliefs regarding what was both real and true for them 

regarding place experience and creation. 
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Interview Participants 

 The participants in addition to being drawn from two different fields were vastly 

heterogeneous in terms of age, ethnicity, and location. I will first introduce to the reader 

the dance practitioners and then the scholars who draw upon geographical discourse.  

 Mary Forrest was formerly an assistant professor of dance at San Jose City 

College in San Jose, California where she taught dance technique and performance.  She 

has had her choreography featured in numerous adjudicated showcase performance 

events throughout the San Francisco Bay Area.  Generally creating choreography for her 

own solo performance, she has also been commissioned to create ensemble 

choreography, most notably for the Bay Area Arts Project. 

Jordan Fuchs, an assistant professor of dance at Texas Woman’s University, 

“makes dances that extend the expressive possibilities of live performance through 

explorations of form and formlessness, physical relationships at close-quarters and 

experiments in staging and technology” (twu.edu/dance/j-fuchs).  He has presented his 

choreography at venues in San Diego, San Francisco, Seattle, Houston, Dallas, Austin, 

Columbus, and Providence.  He draws on contact improvisational practices as well as 

contemporary dance technique in the creation of his works. 

 Lela Jones, “specializes in the conversation between evolving traditional and 

contemporary movement and music cultures in the Black Diaspora” (Young 

Audiences/Artist’s Profiles/Lela Jones).  She is a faculty member at the University of the 

Arts in Philadelphia teaching dance composition, and she has additionally facilitated 
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dance residencies and workshops at Bennington College, VT; California State University, 

Santa Barbara; Texas Woman’s University, Denton, Texas; Pinelands Creative Workshop 

Barbados; Sankofa Center for African Dance and Culture, Ghana; and L’Ecole Des 

Sables, Senegal. 

 Hari Krishnan is the artistic director of inDance where he creates, “cutting edge 

contemporary works that break with convention, . . . [and] showcase reconstructions, and  

re-presentations of vintage [18th and 19th century] dance and music repertoires that are 

absent from the vocabulary and ethos of today's Bharatanatyam” (inDance.ca/home-

company). He and his company have been commissioned to perform in a variety of 

venues in Canada, the United States, Singapore, and India.  He is currently the World 

Dance Artist in Residence in the department of dance at Wesleyan University in 

Middletown, CT. 

Candice Salyers,“is a choreographer and performer who creates intimate 

interactions with audiences, landscapes, and architectural spaces. Her work welcomes 

viewers to explore the moving body as a site and process for outgrowing limiting 

perceptions of human nature” (candicesalyers.com-bio).  She has performed her solo 

choreography at New England Foundation for the Arts, Bates Dance Festival, Ko Festival 

of Performance, Vermont Performance Lab, and has conducted workshops nationally and 

in Estonia.  She is on the faculty of Smith College, Northampton, MA and Keene State 

College, Keene, NH. 
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Those expressing an interest in geography as foundational to their research 

include the two following faculty in university women’s studies departments. Agatha 

Beins, assistant professor of women’s studies at Texas Woman’s University, Denton, TX, 

“is interested in asking questions about how politics of place and space shape our 

everyday lives” (twu.edu/women’s studies/a-beins).   

Joanna Regulska is a professor of women’s and gender studies, and geography at 

Rutgers University in New Brunswick, NJ.  Her current research and teaching focuses on 

women’s agency, political activism, grassroots mobilization, and the construction of 

women’s political spaces (womens-studies.rutgers.edu). Her research and policy work 

has been generously funded by private and public foundations, including: the National 

Science Foundation, the Ford Foundation, the German Marshall Fund, the Rockefeller 

Fund, the Mellon Foundation, and the Pew Charitable Trusts, among others. 

The other three interviewees include academics whose research is situated in 

varying aspects of human geography.  Matthew Fry focuses on the intersection of human 

and environmental geography with his past research examining, “rural-urban 

relationships, cultural and political ecology, livelihoods, human-modified landscapes, 

land use change, and everyday geography” (geography.unt.edu/~mfry/).  As an assistant 

professor in geography at the University of North Texas, Denton, TX, he routinely 

teaches the human geography undergraduate survey course, “Culture, Environment, and 

Society.” 
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Nikita Kharlamov is a psychogeographer and historian of science whose current 

research is on “the culturally-guided microgenesis of environment-related meaning in 

urban settings” (clarku.edu/~nkharlamov/).  His research approach is one that “bridges 

semiotically oriented cultural psychology and phenomenological humanistic geography” 

(clarku.edu/~nkharlamov/).  He is a graduate teaching assistant in psychology at Clark 

University, Worcester, MA.  

Irina Vakulenko, has focused her past research on the field of migration and urban 

population redistribution as well as on geography pedagogy (utdallas.edu/~ivakulenko/).  

Reared, educated, and having a professional academic career in the former Soviet Union, 

she additionally worked as an aide and interpreter to a resident representative 

(ambassador) of the International Finance Corporation, an arm of the World Bank.  She 

immigrated to the US in 1995 and is a senior lecturer of geospatial science at the 

University of Texas-Dallas. 

Data Analysis Process 

 After completing all of the interview transcriptions, I combed through the 

interview data noting how each of the participants spoke individually of their personal 

experiences and ideas on place.  I then compared individual accounts to derive 

interdisciplinary emergent themes on place creation and experience, given that the 

choreographers were largely speaking about experiencing place as part of the creative 

process, and the geographers were speaking about experiencing place in day-to day life.   

Throughout the analysis I was not looking for the “best” ideas on place; instead I was 
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searching for a variety of ideas on place that I had missed due to the limitations of my 

own frame of reference.  I was also searching for what might emerge on place in a 

conversational as opposed to a scholarly context, since place is a concept that is 

constructed in formal and rigorous scholarly discourse, but also importantly, it is a lived 

and compelling part of day-to-day life. 

 While I refer to and discuss the interview data, it must be acknowledged that in 

framing the interview questions, I partially shaped the outcome of the interviews.  

Participants were given some cursory information about my research interests in an 

introductory letter on “processual place,” and more than one participant from geography 

inquired during the course of the interviews as to when we were going to discuss dance 

(dance was not a topic of inquiry in my script of questions).  Also, as mentioned in the 

chapter introduction, as I perused the interview data for new and different understandings 

on place, my prior assembled research knowledge seeped in and colored (or perhaps one 

would say contaminated) my findings.  Despite these cited limitations to purely objective 

encounters with the interview data, the emerging material reveals new directions to 

pursue in compiling understandings of place. 

The Challenges of Place/Place of Challenge 

 In the Chapter I narratives, I discussed my experiences of performance place in 

response to dance performance.  While I was an audience member actively engaged in 

both valuing the performance and incorporating my own background experiences in 

perceiving the dances, I did not fully take into account the amount of effort it takes to 



108 

 

make a place.  The choreographers and geographers then both reminded me that place 

making can be laborious, and the experience of place can be related to one’s efforts. 

 In terms of art making, the experience and creation of a place offers challenges to 

both artists and audience on different fronts.  Jordan Fuchs and Hari Krishnan present 

their choreography in site-specific as well as in more traditional stage venues.  In 

discussions on their work for traditional stages, they both spoke of the rigor and 

challenge involved in creating the “conceptual space” (used interchangeably by both with 

the word “place”) on stage.  For Fuchs, who incorporates improvisational dance material 

in his choreography, the performers’ artistic access to material that seems “right” for the 

dance is an acquired skill.  There are embodied practices and tireless efforts involved in 

finding and expressing this material.  In speaking to the journey of finding “rightness” for 

the dance he was working on at the time of the interview, Strange Planet, Fuchs notes:  

It’s called Strange Planet and basically we [Fuchs and dancers] created this place, 

Strange Planet, to indicate a realm where a set of improvisational movement and 

emotional, dramatic relationships were possible between the performers.  So we 

would use different processes and tuning scores and techniques in order to get us 

to this place where we could feel more available to non-linear possibilities.  There 

was a whole training process to getting us to this planet: that’s why we called it 

Strange Planet.  We would need to do things to get us to that place, and that place 

was where we wanted to be performing in when we performed the piece. 

(interview, 21 June 2011) 

 

Ostensibly, Fuchs wanted the performers to “get to that place” so they could present and 

share it with the audience. (He was, as mentioned, using the working title of Strange 

Planet to perhaps alert the audience that the dance would incorporate a different place of 
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“non-linear possibilities.”)  Accordingly, there is a necessary preparation process, 

required for the performers to get to, or inhabit, that place.   

Krishnan, like Fuchs, also strives for a conceptual space of non-linear possibilities 

in his choreography.  He draws from both the western postmodern and Bharatanatyam 

dance forms in which he has trained to create a conceptual space, one that features the 

asynchronic intersections of western and Indian dance.  He notes that in the process of 

creating choreography, “I’m not interested in space where I reconstruct movements and 

themes, but I’m interested in taking all my dancer training, my research, my own ideas 

about subversion, and creating alternative spaces, and (thus) using all of that to create a 

conceptual hybrid space for myself” (interview, 21 Sept. 2011).  One aspect of research 

for Krishnan is a labor-intensive and extensive exploration into the history of 

Bharatanatyam as artistic practice as well as a social and political subaltern discourse.  

Krishnan has learned the dance form from master teachers, conducted numerous 

interviews with revered artists, and extensively studied iconic films and photographic 

images featuring the dance (personal communication, 24 June 2010).  While Krishnan is 

grounded in Bharatanatyam, he also self-identifies as a contemporary artist.  As one “who 

loves contemporary art,” he seeks to present the audience with a Bharatanatyam-

postmodern “hybrid space,” one that encourages the audience to “situate my work in the 

idea of subversion and subverting clichés, subverting stereotypes, subverting popular 

notions of culture” (interview, 21 Sept. 2011).  The creation of this hybrid space is an 

intentional yet painstaking process; one that he notes is both ideological and conceptual 
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but additionally, quite spatial and locational.  Speaking of creating stage dances, 

Krishnan notes: 

So, for me, when I come into the studio and I start to craft work, the first foray I 

go into is spatial choreography, spatially distributing the work.  And I make 

decisions, sometimes myself, sometimes in collaboration with my dancers, 

sometimes influenced by the music, the lighting design, the costuming, but the 

first, most important decision I make is space.  Spatially where am I going to 

situate the human body and where am I going to situate my choreography. 

(interview, 21 Sept. 2011) 

 

The conceptual space that Krishnan speaks of presenting in his choreography is 

one that is founded on preset movement phrases and a specific use or, as he discusses, the 

“geography” of spatial utilization.  One surmises that not much is left up to chance in 

crafting the choreography.  Tremendous labor and preparation, both in and out of the 

studio, is necessary to create the hybrid conceptual space, or place, that Krishnan seeks to 

create.  Fuchs in his discussions about choreographing Strange Planet also refers to 

extensive labor and preparation, but the efforts seem to be geared towards the dancers’ 

state of attunement to the improvisational and creative possibilities that coalesce within 

the dance.  Both of these choreographers then discuss addressing a variety of challenges 

in creating work and developing the conceptual space they seek to present to an audience. 

Meeting these challenges is a process that requires significant investments of preparation, 

energy, and skill from themselves and the dancers. Even though the respective training 

and choreographic processes are very different for these choreographers, they both 

engage in ongoing efforts to meet the challenges of the creative place of the 

choreography they envision. 
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The challenges of creating an artistic performance place or conceptual space may 

be numerous, and choreographers determine the best manner of meeting these challenges 

that arise in the creation of their work.  While choreography can offer challenges that 

require creative problem-solving, everyday life too may offer challenges best addressed 

through creative problem solving.  However, some of the challenges found in day-to-day 

life have a different tenor: they may feel overwhelming, emotionally draining, and more 

akin to a scramble for survival than creative engagement.  During her interview, 

geographer Irina Vakulenko recounted personal experiences in addition to broad 

discourse-related theorizing on the challenges of negotiating place in daily life. 

Vakulenko spoke poignantly of the re-settlement of her family from Moscow to 

the Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex, and the challenges she encountered in settling in her 

new location.  Differences in dress, climate, housing, transport, among many others, 

between Vakulenko’s previous home and her new one loomed large, and the negotiation 

of these differences were presented as all-consuming by Vakulenko.  The emotional and 

psychological charge of negotiating differences in place is evident in her following 

anecdote: 

I was looking for a job, and I had my first interview scheduled, and that was in 

downtown Dallas, and I had to go there by myself.  So in the middle of the night, 

my husband, me, and our four-year-old son at that time, first we drove there – my 

husband drove by highway because I’ve never been on a highway, leave alone 

anything else – so we drove there and back, where to change lanes and stuff.  

Then we got home, and then I drove there and back.  And then in the morning, he 

pleaded with me, “Please, maybe you’ll reconsider and don’t go.  And I said, “If I 

don’t go today, I will never drive a highway.”  So there are a lot of challenges a 

new space has created, unwittingly, leave alone the language, or any other, when 

you move. (interview, 3 Nov. 2011) 
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While Vakulenko successfully addressed and met the challenges of her new 

location and created a comfortable “place” for herself, she is most aware (perhaps due to 

personal experience) of the challenges and stress people often feel in encountering new, 

unknown places.  During the interview, she spoke at length of the migrations and flows 

of people into and through different locales spurred by economic globalization.  Citing 

Thomas Friedman’s book, The World is Flat, she suggested that perhaps it is currently 

easier for people to create places in new locations than when she and her family 

immigrated to the United States.   

Yet, almost as an aside, Vakulenko noted that this purported “flattening” is not 

synonymous with a simplification of finding one’s new “place.”  She notes, “The 

flattening of the world changes the perception of space.  There is less surprise, but it’s 

getting more complex and difficult to navigate, both your own space and the space you 

can be transferred into through migratory processes or other intentional or unintentional 

flows” (interview, 3 Nov. 2011).  So while there is likely to be more people redefining, 

newly inhabiting, and thus creating different geographic places in the world, there is a 

palpable degree of stress involved in this process.   In regards to what she terms, “the 

social effect” of globalization’s results, that is, the economically-spurred flows of people 

into new locations and their subsequent attempts to create a place in the adopted locale, 

Vakulenko further notes: 

People moving from place to place experience additional stress, especially 

coming into a new environment, and the whole scope of mental health issues, 

which had never been addressed in depth, globally getting into the picture because 
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people just can’t survive the stressful situation that a new place brings, and the 

challenges that a new place brings. (interview, 3 Nov. 2011) 

 

The “stress” of re-placement may be related to experiential differences between 

oneself and one’s past experiences, desires, and the inherent qualities perceived in a new 

locale.  Further, an individual may feel a sense of tension in perceiving that there is 

something “not right” about a particular environment, whether it is newly inhabited or 

recently changed.  In response to inquiry about her perception of a given place, Agatha 

Beins responded, “the first thing that I thought of when you were saying that is that I tend 

to think about space, I think, when I’m either uncomfortable in it or when I want to 

change it” (interview, 29 Sept. 2011).  Referring back to this question at the end of the 

interview when asked if there was anything further she would like to mention, she noted: 

I know in an earlier question I brought up, kind of, comfort and discomfort and 

when I’m comfortable in a space it’s, kind of, an absence of a perception of it, or I 

don’t have to actively think about it, but it’s a kind of discomfort when a place 

isn’t what I expect it so, then I’m more actively thinking about it as a place, . . .  I 

guess I think that space for me is very much an emotional experience. (interview, 

29 Sept. 2011) 

 

Beins clearly designates spaces and places of comfort and discomfort throughout the 

interview, and describes how she makes both her classroom and her new home place 

more comfortable for herself and others.  She defines a “place” as something that is 

humanly produced, but throughout the interview, she deeply affines emotion with place 

perception, both positive and negative emotions.  As it turns out, other practitioners 

interviewed also spoke at length on the emotional or affective attribute they have come to 

associate with place as part of their work.   
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Affect in Place 

 Mary Forrest was the choreographer most adamant about the role of emotion in 

the creation of place in dance performance.  While she notes that her stage dances use 

spatial compositional techniques to create a sense of place, she believes it is primarily the 

emotion conveyed through the performance of the choreography sensed by the audience 

that creates a semblance of performance place.  Further, the emotional qualities Forrest 

attributes to specific memoried or imagined places from her own bank of experiences is 

what she taps into in creating an emotional “place,” or state, in performance.  The 

physical and social aspects of memoried places do, however, impact her design of the 

choreography.  In the interview, she mentions her process of connecting to a place of 

imprisonment to elicit the appropriate emotional quality for the dance: 

It was a piece about a mother and they (the performers) sit on a sawhorse.  The 

music and the lyrics were about a mother during the Holocaust and she was 

imprisoned in an area.  She longed to see her son.  So I did try to set that scene up.   

 

First of all, the words weren’t in English.  So unless you knew the language, you 

didn’t really know what was being said.  So for the emotionality I was trying to 

set up, what I did choreographically to help with that was to do a lot of things in a 

confined space and a lot of back and forth.  Like I was thinking, “Okay, well what 

would you do if you were in jail in a confined space?  You’d do a lot of pacing, a 

lot of back and forth.”   I did that in sections; I was visualizing that place that 

person would be in, and that helped me create the movement. (interview, 5 Aug. 

2011) 

 

The place of a prison cell has specific physical parameters, but also aligned social and 

emotional qualities.  So in this instance Forrest sourced the social, emotional, and 

physical attributes of the prison cell to create the highly-charged emotional place she 

sought to depict in her work for the audience.  Her preparations to create the authentic, 
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emotional place of the prison cell encompassed creative experiments in finding the 

“right” movement qualities that would elicit for the audience an identifiable place. 

 While Forrest references the emotional qualities of memoried places in the 

creation of her choreography, psychogeographer Nikita Kharlamov supports the notion 

that the attribution of affective import to environmental, social, or physical space creates 

a sense of “place” for a person.  He further notes that while negative, threatening, or 

physically dangerous places are ones a person seeks to avoid, disengage with, or exit 

from, places which are positively compelling and personally relevant are those which 

elicit a pause of some duration in the ongoing flow of one’s attention.  For Kharlamov, 

engaged in the research field of environmental psychology, the human endeavor of place 

creation begins with:  

minimal pauses in movement through [a location].  This could be the 

metaphorical end too, so it’s not that your body is stationary necessarily, but as 

you move through something you kind of make this little pause in the flow of the 

experience.  You focus on something in that flow of the experience and that 

something gives rise to place. (interview, 11 Nov. 2011). 

 

During the interview, Kharlamov shared with me a number of personal instances of how 

the commitment of attention to a location created a “place” in accordance with his 

schema, and how, as a result, the created place was imbued with affect.  In these 

instances of pause that lead to the recognition of place creation, the observer perceives a 

holistic gestalt of place that is personally meaningful, but also complex.  Kharlamov’s 

following account of learning to drive on an old freeway on the outskirts of Worcester, 

Massachusetts illustrates this multi-layered instance, and experience of place: 
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One night I was driving the car there with my friend in the passenger seat.  And I 

noticed two things actually.  The first thing I noticed was a beautiful sunset. . . .  

When I noticed that it was a beautiful sunset it was the precise moment in which I 

was able to go beyond the practical moderating task of keeping the car on the 

road.  Before this moment it was all, you know, I was all anxious to keep the car 

in the lane, to keep the speed perfect, to make sure I’m doing all the correct 

things. 

 

I didn’t have kind of enough attention span left to think of where the hell I am. . . .  

And then, in the very same moment, I also noticed that it was a stretch of road 

right next to Worcester Airport . . . . That is when this freeway, this concrete road 

essentially—which up to this moment for me was just some place where I was 

going through in a car, guided by my friend and concentrating on keeping the car 

on the road rather than on the surroundings (laughter).  That is when that stretch 

started to differentiate for me and become something that I can think of not just as 

an abstract place, which is potentially situated in nowhere.  But rather, something 

which had a specific marker.  Not only a landmark marker, the Worcester 

Regional Airport, but also a marker in terms of aesthetic experience, a beautiful 

sunset.  

 

And I kind of cherish that place a lot since then.  So, it kind of also had this 

emotional importance for me on the sense that I associate a whole host of 

different things with that particular place.  So, there’s learning to drive, but there’s 

friendship and there’s the ability—it’s kind of—succeeding in learning to drive if 

your wish, and it’s also the beauty of a nice sunset, and probably a few other 

things together. (interview, 11 Nov. 2011) 

 

In the above account, Kharlamov’s attention was drawn to acquiring the skill of driving, a 

beautiful sunset, his friendship, and a physical setting simultaneously, resulting in a 

tapestry in which all of these factors were woven, and continue to remain woven together 

for him in this place.  The attributes of place then for Kharlamov are redolent with that 

which engages his attention.  Each of these factors may be meaningful for him, but in the 

sum total of a retrospective account of his experience their meaning is further reinforced 

by virtue of the bundling together of these factors. 
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 It must be noted that factors which engage one’s attention can shift and vary 

widely from person-to-person, situation-to-situation.   Joanna Regulska similarly talks 

about the multiple nature and interpretations possible of place, given that there are 

numerous aspects of place to captivate one’s attention.  In response to being asked for a  

description of a given place, she responds: 

You can describe the place in terms of the physical surroundings.  You can 

describe the place in terms of material culture, but you can also describe the place 

in terms of the symbolic, in terms of the power relations, in terms of who are the 

participants and depths of emotion.  So you have many descriptions of the place 

depending, again, what is in the particular moment important for you, or why you 

are in the particular place, what is the purpose of being in the place, or why are 

you accidentally in a particular place. 

 

So it will very much depend on what you want to see.  I think this is something 

important: we see what we want to see and don’t see what we don’t want to see.  

We interact with what is important for us or what we are able to see, and we 

obviously ignore other things.  So it’s not only about what it is, but what it is not 

for us and might be for somebody else.  If you have two different people present 

in the same place, they will be describing the place completely differently because 

their perception of what it is will be very different. (interview, 4 Nov. 2011) 

 

In the passage above, Regulska refers to myriad aspects of place.  There is a key 

difference, however, in her description of place perception and creation from the one 

recounted by Kharlamov.  Regulska seems to advocate a subjectively, multiply-perceived 

and experienced construct of place.  That is, as she states, different people will perceive a 

given, particular place differently.  Kharlamov too allows for different perceptions of a 

given place, but I sense that for him place is an individual’s construction.  That is, an 

individual necessarily has an affective relationship with a setting, situation, or location, 

and the personal affect combined with the setting is what creates place.  Without the 
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attention, and resulting pause in one’s attention due to affective attributes, place is not 

created in Kharlamov’s schema.  Undoubtedly Kharlamov would accede that specific 

locales can offer varying experiences of place for different individuals, but in his view 

place is largely an individually-constructed phenomenon. For Regulska, place is an 

individual response to a socially-constructed phenomenon.  Socially constructed places 

also activate individual’s attention, but the experience of them is qualitatively shaped by 

extrinsic as well as intrinsic properties of the individual  What follows in the next section 

is an exploration of encounters with the extrinsic properties of place. 

Access to Place 

 In the section above, Regulska notes that the nature of place is, “not only about 

what it is, but what it is not for us and might be for somebody else.”   What comes to my 

mind in response to this are the presence of abilities, accessibilities, availabilities and 

permissions that may color one’s experiences, ideas, and, importantly, access to place.  

Indeed, during the course of the interview, Regulska mentioned a number of scenarios 

where individuals’ access to place is regulated by both socially-mediated as well as 

intrinsic factors to the individual.   

 One question I asked all of the interviewees was, “Can you describe the 

potentiality of place?”  The choreographers tended to interpret this question as the 

process of mining the creative potential inherent in a dance set in a particular time and 

space.  Through this interpretation, the choreographers felt that  in the creative process 

the choreographers are, “creating awareness and creating possibilities” for the audience 
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of imaginative possibilities for physical and conceptual spaces (Krishnan interview, 21 

Sept. 2011).  Some of the geographers were puzzled by this question and passed on it.  

Others spoke to potential changes—structural as well as economic—in the physical 

location of place.  Yet it was Regulska who constructed “the potentiality of place” as a 

moniker for the means of accessing places and individual empowerment in place.  In 

regards to the potentiality of place, she notes: 

Clearly, different places offer different opportunities and different challenges.  

They will be marked by the physical, material presence, but also by the human 

beings and those human beings may obviously represent different class, ethnicity, 

race, age, etc. . . . 

 

Some of those bodies will have a greater potential in a particular place and others 

will have less possibilities depending on who they are and what the individual 

place has to offer them.  For example, depending on their age, if they cannot 

climb the stairs, well, the potential of that place is going to be limited for that 

group of people.  If they cannot do something because of their race, the potential 

of that space is going to have a different meaning for them. 

 

If you are a political subject and you want to vote but you are not allowed to vote, 

the potentiality of that place will be limited and thus will have very different 

meaning for different people.  The issue of accessibility, physical accessibility, is 

another good example or how class intervenes in this process.  If you don’t have 

money and you’re in a mall with expensive stores and you cannot buy anything, 

you will be marginalized right away. (interview, 4 Nov. 2011)  

 

Regulska’s reflections on the potential of place remind the reader that in the 

multiplicity of bodily structures and conditions of being embodied, not everyone has 

equal access to places.  Her musings also reveal how social-cultural-material constructs 

of place can either reinforce or institute limitations on people.  Her delineations of how 

places may in fact limit human potential offers a very different—yet insightful—view of 

the potential of place that stands in strong contrast to how I, as a young choreographer, 
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operated from a premise that places were imbued with both aesthetic and affective 

potential begging to be revealed, released, and shared.  In the past, I created site-specific 

works for parking lots, playgrounds, and even church sanctuaries, and I most often chose 

to explore the physical as opposed to the social parameters of places.  I believed the 

aesthetic and artistic potentials of places to be infinite, and in the choreographic process I 

felt at times almost giddy with the innumerable possibilities afforded to me in the 

choreographic explorations of places.  Now that I am more alert to the potential social 

and political aspects of places, I would probably choose to reference these aspects as part 

of my choreographic process. 

In Regulska’s theorizing discussed in the previous section, she delineates a 

number of issues regarding access.  Indeed, a perception and experience of place may be 

centered on who is allowed access and who is not, and why.  Returning to Regulska’s 

earlier-mentioned notion about the characteristics of place, she suggests, “It’s not only 

about what it is, but what it is not for us and might be for somebody else” (interview, 4 

Nov. 2011).  Physical access to a place is central, but so is social and cultural access.  In 

my own past site-specific choreographic experiences, if I did not have the civic or 

otherwise authoritative permission to choreograph in a space (that is, if I was not granted 

real-time access for the purposes of art making), I would not have the opportunity to 

explore the creative and physical potential of these places.  Hence, there appear to be 

some gate-keepers, authorities, or social forces that regulate access and the experience of 
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place for people.  That is, there are invitations but also limitations extended that shape the 

experience of place. 

Permissions and Limitations in Place 

 Speaking both specifically to her experiences as a member of the West African 

Dance Community in Philadelphia and as a woman of color in contemporary urban 

America, Lela Jones succinctly noted the following in regards to the experience of place:  

“I think that place is really important in terms of location, but I think it’s also important 

in terms of who’s in the room” (interview, 31 Oct. 2011).  Throughout our discussion, 

Jones returned numerous times to the notion that place is a construct of a community, and 

in some ways the community influences the nature of place more than the location.  Also 

supporting this notion of place being a community of people, psychogeographer Nikita 

Kharlamov noted, “What is a church? Church is a material building, sometimes at least.  

But then also a church even in Christian theology – it’s a body of believers” (interview, 

11 Nov. 2011).  Given this, the culture within a community determines codes of behavior 

within a place, as well as limitations and restrictions imposed within the community of 

the place.  Jones spoke at length regarding one of her students who sensed the opposing 

rules of different community places: 

I think the potential of place has to do with the culture of the place.  For example, 

I was speaking to my composition students, and one of them started talking about 

how they were in the mall with their family. 

 

Her family dances everywhere.  They could be walking down the street, or be in 

the mall.  They have a very comfortable social experience, with dance being a 

nomadic process of being in different places.  Then I talked to her about if that 

transfers at all into her practice of being a formal dance student.  Immediately, it 
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was “No.  No it doesn’t at all.  It’s very strict, it’s very formal.  My first year, I 

felt like I was walking on eggshells because of the culture.” 

 

She didn’t say this; I’m going to say it: the culture of the program she’s in is 

conservatory.  So the freedom that she feels to just dance in several places and 

locations, that makes her family the safe place, space, because it doesn’t matter 

where they are.  They dance and they do what they want to do.  That’s her place 

of dancing that way.  But coming into the university, a conservatory university 

dance program, she did not feel the freedom to do that. 

 

She feels there is a different culture.  Of course, depending where you are, there is 

a culture of what that space is.  Is that a free space where children can run across 

the floor, and it will be all right that they did that?  In the middle of class?  Is that 

a place where you dare bring your children, because you know it’s not accepted? 

 

So the potential of a space is based on the culture of the location and the people in 

it.  It can only go, to me, as far as the people in it. (interview, 31 Oct. 2011) 

 

In the above segment, Jones appears to use “place” to indicate a given community 

in location, and “space” as a location which may support a community’s activities. 

Regardless of this distinction, within the social structure of people in places and 

community activities in spaces, Jones recognizes that there is no “place” without rules of 

engagement.  She muses: “There is no place of complete freedom.  You’re always 

negotiating something, whether it be how big the room is, how many people are there, the 

attire that’s required.  There’s a long list and you can try to break out of that, but then you 

are just placed into another (conceptual) space with other kinds of limitations” (interview, 

31 Oct. 2011). Jones thusly acknowledges that there are codes operative in nearly all 

places.   

While speaking largely of her dance performing and teaching community praxis, 

Jones alludes to the voluntary nature of participation in place, that is: if you don’t like the 
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rules in this place, go find another!  Sensitive to the intricate factors of race and gender in 

contemporary American society, perhaps if she were prompted to talk about rules in the 

social place of American culture at large, she most likely would not suggest that  

adherence to the codes of place can be a largely voluntary decision.  That is, to find an 

alternative artistic community in which different rules are “in place” is perhaps an easier 

personal adjustment than to find a new family or social place. 

Recreation and Reiterations in Place 

 To reiterate some key notions explored in this chapter thus far, place can contain 

affective associations, both positive and negative, and these associations are multiply-

perceived and interpreted, dynamic, and can change over time.  Also of interest is the 

notion that people in their effort to create a new place at times recreate aspects of a 

formerly-experienced place, an idea discussed in different ways by some of the 

participants.  

 Inherent in this notion of the ability to recreate a place within another space is the 

assumption that human actions and practices contribute to a crafting of place.  For 

instance, consider Kharlamov’s experience of religious faith and practice as an Eastern 

Orthodox Christian in Moscow, Russia and in Worcester, MA; Krishnan’s praxis of 

Bharatanatyam in South India as well as in North America; and Jones’s engagement in 

traditional West African Dance as practiced in Philadelphia, PA.   These people currently 

situated in North America bring cultural aspects of a different place into their 

contemporary day-to-day lives.  The place they make in their current lives incorporates 
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cultural practices from other places, and through these practices they forge connections to 

past, and perhaps comforting places. Thus, the process of creating place may involve a 

sense, state, and/or location that is dynamic and created anew, but may also contain 

reiterations or imprints of previous locations, states, and practices. 

The notion of reiterations or imprints from a past place bundled into the creation 

and experience of current place was discussed especially by geographer Regulska and 

fellow geographer Matthew Fry.  In her theorizing on place creation, Regulska (as well as 

Kharlamov) noted that personal history is brought forward into one’s current place 

through both individual and social practices.  Yet, Regulska further suggests that in the 

very act of creating place in the present, one is always to some degree invoking and 

reconstituting the past.  In the interview process, she notes this sense of history in place 

creation: 

It [place creation] obviously involves individual histories and experiences and 

emotions, physical conditions and past histories, and so forth.  So all these 

dimensions are involved in place making process.  It is a complex process, but it 

is also flexible, dynamic, and ever changing.  Places are not static.  They change 

as circumstances change, as we change. 

 

Our initial place, when we began this conversation was different, and now already 

we have a different place.  So we have to keep them in mind, this flexibility and 

dynamism of the construction process and at the same time, of reconstruction of 

the place, because as we create new place, we are reconstructing the old one. 

(interview, 4 Nov. 2011) 

 

From this perspective, then, the individual’s conception of the past is perhaps not 

just available in the present place, but can also offer the foundation for the present place.  

People, and as Kharlamov notes, cities, are an accumulation of past events, and in this 
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way the past is witnessed in the present (interview, 11 Nov. 2011).  Krishnan’s desire to 

reveal the historicity of Bharatanatyam as part of a contemporary artistic expression, and 

Lela Jones’ notion that “we always carry our culture with us” also seem to support the 

notion of a connection of past places and practices to a present place. 

 The above might be construed as a deterministic process: the connection of past 

places shapes—and in some way, determines—one’s experience of current or future 

places.  Recall, however, that Regulska also advocated that an experience and sense of 

place is highly subjective and dynamic, so that the aspect of the past one attends to may 

change as a person changes.  While geographical theorists may hold a variety of views on 

the effect of the past on the present place, it seems they would acknowledge that in the 

creation of place, there are often connections to a past place, sensed either directly or 

obliquely, consciously or subconsciously. 

 For some, practices, experiences, and objects of past places can serve as 

touchstones and sources of comfort.  In reflecting on how place creation occurs in his 

experience, Fry noted that it, “just develops with social processes and attachments to 

these places that comes over time.  I mean we all have that idea of the importance of 

place when we think about our home, that we long for it, right?  And . . . somehow we 

imbue our homes with something that we desire and want to get back to” (interview, 18 

Nov. 2011).  

 In affining “home” with the concept of comfort, Fry aligns his theorizing with that 

of Yi-Fu Tuan’s expository constructs of place in Space and Place: the Perspective of 
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Experience.  The problematic nature of universally applying this idea of “home” with 

“comfort” or even identity was discussed extensively in the work of feminist geographers 

who sought to reveal that homes could, in fact, be sites of oppression and tyranny for 

some.  Nevertheless, for Fry his physical home is a place of renewal and sustenance.  In 

an attempt to create a comforting home place, he shared the following anecdote on how 

his current home contains iterations or imprints of past home places he and his partner 

have created: 

In terms of me feeling like creating a place, I think it goes back to even just when 

you move to a new spot and begin to work in that spot.  And when we moved here 

to Denton, it was getting into the house, you know, at first it was looking at it and 

imagining living in it.  And, then when we moved into the house it was a little bit 

of getting our stuff in there and at the point I think where it was organized it 

became our place.  And then we began to feel like we were making an imprint on 

it like the interior of the house, even though we’re just renting it, the interior of 

the house changed because of the way we organized it and set things up. 

 

But even the outside and how we viewed it in terms of where we put plants and 

planted plants and put a picnic table and things like that, affected how we viewed 

that place.  Then I also think when our friends came over how they viewed it.  

And it was interesting, friends form the past and visited us here, they’d be like, 

“Oh, this look exactly like that other house you had.” 

 

So we’d be like, “No it’s just our stuff is the same.” But they’re like, “No, it’s the 

feel in the house and everything about it.”  So that was kind of interesting in how 

that place was created. (interview, 18 Nov. 2011) 

 

Thus, inherent in the creation of Fry’s new place in Denton were observable connections 

to former places or ways of creating places.  Tim Endensor, among other postmodern 

geographers, refers to places being “haunted” (313), perhaps meaning that places contain 

historical and social attributes that may either whisper or cry out, and influence 

contemporary experiences of place. Fry’s musings however, reveal another variation of 
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how individuals reconnect or recreate aspects of place, linking the past into the present, 

and creating a continuity of experiences that shape their lives. 

Bodies Moving Through Place  

 All of the participants unanimously agreed that bodies and human movement are 

central to the experience of place.  While the choreographers’ unflagging support for this 

notion was hardly surprising due to the medium in which they work, I found the 

unqualified support from geographers interesting.  Initially, I thought the geographers’ 

adherence to bodies and movement as central to place making was representative of 

“telling the interviewer what she wants to hear,” since all of the interviewees knew of my 

long-standing engagement with dance. When I considered the geographers ideas more 

carefully, however, I realized that they did indeed have a genuine interest in the 

experiences and actions of the human body in place making.  Yet they talked about and 

considered the body’s role in place making in ways that I had not encountered in dance 

discourse.  The geographers’ discussion of the implication of sentient and moving bodies 

in making a place then offers welcome additions to notions in dance on how bodies are 

involved in making and experiencing place. 

 Sensory involvement, which inherently incorporates and references the body, is a 

factor implicated in experiencing place.  The temperature, odors and aromas, the real or 

imagined hardness or softness of the surface under one’s feet, as well as overall visual 

effects impact one’s read of a place.  Yet, from this array of sensory stimulus, one 

decides which sensory information to privilege, or ignore, in constructing an individual 
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feel of place.   During the interviews, the geographers discussed many sensory aspects of 

creating and experiencing place: Beins discusses the “fresh paint” smell of her new home 

in Denton (interview, 29 Sept 2011 ), Kharlamov describes the visual attributes of a 

beautiful sunset (interview, 11 Nov 2011 ), Vakulenko reflects on the warmer 

temperature and prolific sunshine in her current residential place of Dallas (interview,     

3 Nov. 2011), and Fry describes the sensory differences of being seated inside on  a 

couch versus outside in a hammock in his home place (interview, 18 Nov. 2011 ). 

Choreographer Fuchs seeks to both incorporate and highlight sensory information 

in creating place for an audience.  He speaks of the performers’ training or “multi-

directional attunement to the environment,” ostensibly for the purposes of projecting a 

non-linear artistic world to the audience (interview, 21 June 2011).  In discussing the 

potentiality of “place making” through dance performance, he notes that sensory factors 

such as the proximity of the audience to the performers and the performing space, the 

resilience of the dance floor, the slickness or slipperiness of the floor surface (impacting 

the dancers’ abilities to have traction), the amount of natural light seeping into the space, 

among others, are constantly being both negotiated and incorporated into the performance 

expression (interview, 21 June 2011).  Additionally, for a recent dance, Thicket, he 

provided the aural stimulation of headphones for the audience in which a score of nature 

sounds temporally accompanies the dancers, but the headphones also amplify the 

dancers’ breathing as they move through the dance.  In this instance, he offers the 
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audience a sound score that departs from traditional choices that choreographers often 

employ. 

 In life at large, people are captivated and choose to pay attention to sensory 

information for a host of reasons.  In the following segment, geographer Kharlamov 

speaks to the centrality of the sensing body, and also the body’s capacity to filter and 

focus on sensory input: 

It’s the bodily presence which is instrumental in the creation of places.  Going 

back to my examples, I could not create that place on this highway next to 

Worcester Regional Airport, not only without my bodily presence there, but also 

without any change in the pattern of my movement through that place.  Because it 

was not the first time I drove through there when I realized that it was Worcester 

Airport and it was a beautiful sunset.  But, it was the first time when the way in 

which my body moved through that place was as the body of a car driver who was 

acquiring driving skill.   

 

Only when I got enough skill to be able to give attention not only to the car and 

the road itself, but also to the surrounding . . . could [I] create this place for 

myself as a memorable place.  And I would say even in completely imaginary if 

you wish virtual places: places that we create in our imagination, dreams, novels, 

and memories . . . the body is really central. (interview, 11 Nov. 2011). 

 

The above quote was taken from Kharlamov’s response to my question regarding the 

body’s implication in experiencing place.   Clearly, his example speaks to a skillful body 

having the capacity to sense place.  Yet he further theorizes that bodily perceptions 

commonly provide the framework for the conceptualization of place: 

Because of the way we think and talk about places, it’s completely contingent on 

our body, think of how our whole language is built on the experiences of the 

human body—what Lakoff and Johnson proposed in their Theory of Metaphor.  I 

mean the neural field of language, that languages grow out of our experience of 

the world.   
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So we have ups and downs.  We have distances.  We have orientations in space, 

which all boils down to how our bodies move about in space.  So yeah, it’s (the 

body is) absolutely central. (interview, 11 Nov. 2011). 

 

The above examples from the interviews seem to support the notion that a sensing body 

is actively involved in the perception of place to these interviewees. 

Bodily Movement Making Place 

Sensory impact can serve to focus one’s attention to place. Feminist geographer 

Beins discusses how the “fresh paint” odor of her new apartment reminds her that she is 

not completely comfortable, or “at home” in her new place.  She counteracts the slightly 

anonymous feeling of her apartment through her engagements, movements and processes 

in the space (interview, 29 Sept. 2011).  For Beins, a functional kitchen and cooking 

activities make her feel more comfortable in her new home, along the same lines that 

geographer Fry discusses his process of arranging and re-arranging furniture in his house 

in Denton.  These various home and place making activities involve bodily actions and 

bodily movement, and an expressed physical intention towards the physical space.  

Geographer Regulska speaks about general and specific practices following activities of 

place making, all of which involve bodily movement: 

I create places all the time by being, by walking in.  I change the place by talking 

and by engaging.  Again, I can change the place by physically moving the 

furniture or engaging with repainting the building. In other words, I can engage 

with the material culture and physical surroundings in many ways.  We do it all 

the time in different ways. (interview, 4 Nov. 2011) 

 

Geographer Vakulenko further discusses human movement as an integral part of how  

people “occupy” and create places in daily life.  She states: 
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Places are created through environment, cultural input and everyday life, how 

people see themselves when they occupy the place, and that occupation of place 

implies both how they make their living and how they go around their daily 

activities.  In my sense, this is what forms the definition of “place” for someone. 

(interview, 3 Nov. 2011) 

 

Migrations across political borders (which inherently involve human movement) 

are of great interest to both Regulska and Vakulenko.  While Regulska discusses 

mobilities in global terms, Vakulenko offered the following in regards to specific 

individual movement involved in immigrating to a new locality and creating a new home 

place: 

You go to a new environment; it’s physical exertion.  And you come from longer 

distances, or you feel a need to do something which you haven’t done before.  Or 

you move to a new place, you take some jobs that will start you or “put you in the 

game,” and it may be, physically—in terms of movement—exerting.  (interview, 

3 Nov. 2011) 

 

Thus, place creation, or at least material place creation, involves physical exertions, and 

bodily movement is implicated in this process. Yet, in terms of dance performance place, 

there is a material, but also an affective and/or conceptual component to the meaning of 

the moving bodies exertions.  What follows is an exploration into the affective or artistic 

aspects of bodies moving through and in place 

Qualitative Body Movement in Place  

 Chapter III offers a discussion of the feminist geographers’ notion that bodies are 

marked in place.  In this framework place and bodies are somewhat reflexive, for bodies 

(and their movements) can be said to denote the place, and place circumscribes what 

bodies can do and which bodies are privileged in a particular place.  In regards to bodies 
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responding to place, feminist geographer Regulska discusses how bodies “perform” a 

place: 

How do we as individuals move and how do we, in a certain way, perform the 

place by engaging with the place?  We do perform and we engage in that 

performance repeatedly in different ways throughout the day. 

 

We adjust.  No question—consciously or unconsciously—but we do adjust to 

particular places as we enter them.  We adjust our posture.  We adjust our 

movement.  We adjust our speech. 

 

We adjust all kinds of things because we walk into the place and we – not 

everyone and not to the same extent, of course, and I’m by no means trying to 

universalize anything, but we survey the place; we gaze.  We look and we judge 

and then we adjust.  Maybe not in such a linear way because we might be doing 

all of these things simultaneously.  (interview, 4 Nov. 2011).  

 

In Regulska’s musing, she notes, “We look and we judge and then we adjust.”  There is 

an evaluative process then occurring in terms of how one responds with one’s body to 

place that harkens back to Fuchs’s discussions of the spontaneous and various decisions 

he and his dancers make in the choreographic process.   

In Fuchs’s choreographic process, there are different movement sequences that he 

and the dancers may choose, but there is also the issue that Regulska refers to above 

regarding “how” dancers—as well as all people—move.  Regulska addresses, for 

instance, how individuals might adjust their posture in response to their perceptions of 

place.  These adjustments do not necessarily involve gross changes, but instead may 

involve relatively small, but expressive movements.  For instance, upon entering a 

courtroom, jury observers most likely will not prostrate themselves on the floor, but 

instead, they may attempt to adjust their posture to appear as “upright citizens.”  These 
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expressive changes, or these adjustments that Regulska refers to in prescribed movement 

(think entering a courtroom), are representative of what might be called the movement 

quality of an action.  In the case of Fuchs and his dancers, their training and preparation 

allows them to make intelligent, responsive, and artistic movement decisions both in the 

choice of movement action and in regards to overall movement quality in choreographic 

situations.  In any event, to make appropriate decisions regarding movement choice and 

quality in both Fuchs’s rehearsals and in Regulska’s discussion of place, awareness, on 

some level, of one’s bodily movement is essential. 

Regulska also makes mention of “performance” of place.  This language harkens 

back to some of Goffman’s ideas discussed earlier in this chapter as featured in The 

Performance of Everyday Life.  That is, one comports oneself bodily in a way that seems 

to fit best with the place one wants to inhabit.  If one’s movements are not aligned with 

nature of the place, one “adjusts.”  While speaking with Dr. Regulska, I recalled 

choreographer Forrest’s theorizing on how she recalls places to inspire her movement 

invention.  I found myself musing on these two ends of a continuum on qualitative 

movement and place: Regulska discusses how one performs—or, qualitatively moves—in 

response to feeling place, while Forrest describes the creative process of conjuring up  

place to fuel qualitative movement (interview, 5 Aug. 2011).  With this continuum in 

mind, I asked Regulska if she thought bodily movement could create place.  She 

responded: 

Absolutely.  I don’t think that there’s a hierarchy of who produces the place.  You 

can have a dancer walking into the place or dancing into the place and recreating 
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the place [which Forrest seeks to do in choreography] and creating the place.  So 

absolutely. 

 

You can have radical performances.  You have feminist groups who will take over 

the place and recreate the place.  There are numerous such instances.  You have 

authoritarian leaders walking in and doing and creating places through their body 

movements.  So absolutely.  There is no question about it.  That’s present there 

too. (interview, 4 Nov. 2011) 

 

Thus, there seems to be a relation in some practitioners’ views between 

qualitative movement and the nature of created place.  To further unpack the qualitative 

aspect of place creation in dance performance, choreographer Jones analyzed how bodies 

racially identified or marked were viewed differently in terms of qualitative movement 

performance: 

As a choreographer, when I make these places of people on stage, I think a lot 

about using other dancers besides black dancers.  But then I also think to myself, 

“Okay, but there’s a whole other question when I put one white or Caucasian 

dancer on stage in the midst of five other dancers.”  It’s already a question.  It’s a 

question of technique.  It’s a question of cultural experience.  It’s a question of 

things like, “oh my goodness, look at how good that Caucasian woman is getting 

the movement.  It’s not even her own culture.  And that’s the other question of 

like, “what if she doesn’t get it well?” [Laughter.] Then that’s a whole other 

question of why is she there amongst all these other people?  Why would you do 

that to somebody? 

 

When I do put black women on stage all alone, then that brings the question … of 

culture.  Because if the work and the movement look relevant to the black body, 

in that place, there are no questions of why there’s not a Caucasian on stage 

unless someone is just looking at the human body in that place and feels offended 

that there’s an all black company, which happens often, which is interesting to 

me, because there’s all white companies and all Chinese companies.  It irritates 

some people that there are no white people in the company. (interview 31 Oct. 

2011) 

 

Thus, bodies are marked in place and also mark place through their movements. 

While human movement is inherent to place creation and experience, qualitative aspects 
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regarding who is moving and the kind of movement that is performed alerts the viewer—

consciously or unconsciously—to the nature of the place.  Perhaps it is better said that 

movement can communicate underlying and perhaps previously unnoticed aspects of a 

place, and can summon forth the viewer’s embodied but unnoticed relationship to place. 

Noting the Interior/Exterior Movement in Place 

While speaking with choreographer Candice Salyers regarding her site 

performances, she noted that, “what I am doing is trying to listen to the movement that is 

already there” (interview, 14 July 2011).  Salyers seeks to reveal the movement and flows 

she senses in the environment, and align her expressed movement with the qualities she 

perceives as resounding in the place.  This process compels her to attend on many levels 

to both the environment in which she is performing and also her own state of being in 

connection with the place. 

Further, while seeking connection to her own interiority as well as the nature of 

the place she is performing, Salyers also desires to sensitize viewers to their own 

movement as well as their relationships to/in place.   She perceives a perambulating 

audience experience as a way to trigger these experiences.  To these ends, she recounts 

the following experience of performing and coordinating site work: 

It recently occurred to me that part of my interest in not only site adaptive work 

but also site specific work is that when it’s installed in a particular site, it moves 

through that place. . . .  It’s about the particulars of that place, but also, it’s about 

the movement potential of that place and how it forces the different proximity or 

encourages the different proximity, but also the kind of movement that adheres to 

that space. 
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So it would be that you’re going uphill and then coming downhill.  It might be 

that it’s a certain path—you have to go through a narrow space and then a wide 

space.  So you go into a wide open space and then a narrow corridor that opens 

into something else that takes you downhill.  It’s a good kind of combination of 

architecture and terrain.   

 

I was recently talking to someone about my interest in that and I happened to say, 

“Oh, it occurred to me when I was rehearsing at this one particular site that I want 

to be a guide.” 

 

When I said that, I was actually being interviewed in public.  Then so the 

audience—some people in the audience said, “Oh you mean like you’re—leading 

us through the site to learn about the site?” Which is not really what I meant at all. 

 

In performance I consider myself not everything that’s happening, but a hinting at 

what could be happening inside you as you experience it, as you leave it and as 

you come back to that place, or you go to another place, or as you have the 

embodied experience of walking up the hill, or down a circuit, or in a narrow 

corridor.  But I’m just a way into your experience and potential experiences of 

those movements or physical spaces and all the things that open in your 

imagination, but I also think beyond your imagination in something else, in your 

soul potentially.  I don’t know, but in the interior role of the viewer. (interview, 

14 July 2011) 

 

Thus, Salyers seems to delve into an intimacy of sorts in her creative explorations of 

places: she is looking to inculcate sensitive engagements with place, but also sensitive 

engagements with the interiority of oneself in reference to place.  For Salyers, the 

understandings of self and place are reflexive and dynamic: as the audience moves 

though different permutations of understanding a place, they also move into new 

understandings of themselves, and their relation to place. 

 The relationship of one’s interior experiences to the experience of place recalls 

the feminist geographical notion of relationality discussed in Chapter III.  Indeed, there 

appear to be numerous overlaps among the concepts highlighted in the interviews, the 
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key ideas selected from geographical discourse, and thematic material emerging from the 

narratives in Chapter I.  What follows then in Chapter V is a conversation among these 

three data pools to find and examine related conceptual notions on place.  From this 

conversation, I hope to introduce some interdisciplinary notions on place making and the 

experience of place. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONVERSATIONS IN PLACE AMONG DATA POOLS 

Within postmodern discourse, “ruptures, surfaces, contextuality, and a host of 

other happenings create gaps that make space for oppositional practices which 

no longer require intellectuals to be confined to narrow separate spheres with no 

meaningful connection to the world of the everyday. . . .” (hooks 31) 

 

 In respect to the above quote from bell hooks, geographical and contemporary 

dance praxis, while not narrow fields, are often addressed as separate and unrelated 

discourses.   My “intelligent hunches” (Merriam 169) regarding the experience of 

performance place guided my search for an interstitial space where these separate spheres 

could meet and talk with one another.  This interdisciplinary discussion, I believed, 

would create more of a “connection to the world of the everyday” that hooks speaks of in 

terms of subjective experiences of place.  That is, through interdisciplinary conversation, 

an aesthetic and artistic experience of place (one that also relies heavily on the material 

an individual brings to place perception) connects to the world of the everyday through a 

demonstrated application of postmodern and feminist geographical theorizing.  Fullness 

of dance performance valuing then in this context takes on a new and more complex 

meaning since it is not ghettoized and isolated into the realm of arts appreciation.  

Through an awareness of connections between experiences of place in geographical as 

well as dance appreciation constructs, place is both problematized and vivified as a living 

and dynamic phenomenon that carries beyond realms of words and symbols. 
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 What follows in this chapter is a conversation among the data pools of emergent 

themes from the narratives in Chapter I, the six salient notions from feminist and 

postmodern geographical discourse presented in Chapter III, and the overarching 

commonalities of ideas resounding from the interview data presented in Chapter IV.  As 

the writer of the narratives, the selector of the notions, and the interviewer, I undoubtedly 

am a heavy-handed facilitator of the conversation.  In exploring the connections between 

these disparate data pools, I have been, and will continue to be, guided by the intelligent 

hunches that both launched and shaped this inquiry from the beginning.  While I am not 

presenting this data to prove a definitive interdisciplinary theory of place experience, I 

am offering the reader the possibility of an interstitial space where the territories of these 

two separate discourses can momentarily merge.  It is in this merger, I believe, that these 

seemingly separate discourses can effectively illuminate the “meaningful connection to 

the world of the everyday” that hooks yearns for from postmodern discourse. 

 To facilitate this conversation from the three separate data pools spoken of above, 

I will introduce or re-introduce this material to the reader as it is represented in Chapters 

I, III, and IV.  I will start with the emergent themes derived from a compilation of the 

Chapter I narratives since this was the bedrock material upon which I began construction 

of performance places. 

Emergent Themes from the Narratives 

 My research journey exploring an interdisciplinary experience of performance 

place has covered much terrain, and I realize that the reader does not have an immediate 
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connection to the four narratives presented in Chapter I.  The reader may recall that I 

created two memoried accounts of viewing site-specific dance performances, as well as 

two memoried scenarios of choreography presented on traditional stage venues, all 

performed in different locales in the United States, spanning a period of nearly twenty 

years.  (The narratives are presented in chronological order of the performances dating 

from 1992 to 2011.)  Each of the narratives is constructed from my point of view as an 

engaged audience member.  The subjective nature of recounting the performances can not 

be underscored enough, for my interpretation of the dances was not only a response to the 

performed choreography, but also importantly, generated from my own viewpoints given 

who I was, how I saw myself, and where I was situated in life at that particular time. 

 Although the performances selected for exploration are products of disparate 

choreographers working in varying locales, and presenting their work within different 

timeframes, there seems to be some common themes emerging from a coding of the data.  

As mentioned in Chapter II, the process of analyzing the narratives was heuristic in 

nature, so I firstly noted recurring themes emerging in the appreciation of the dances. I 

next examined these themes in conjunction with retrospective reflection, thus allowing 

me to unpack the themes in relation to my own understandings and beliefs.   While the 

process of detecting the major themes was undoubtedly individual and personal, this 

strategy was congruent with being guided by intelligent hunches that has marked my 

research process from the beginning. 
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 As a result of analyzing and coding the narratives, I noted the following recurring 

themes as salient in the creation of performance places: complexity, tensions, personal 

history, asynchronic time, relationality, migration and movement, sensorial information, 

and stillnesses and pauses.  (Additionally, the reader may want to recall that the baseline 

definition of place that I am working with is one adapted from Yi-Fu Tuan: place is a 

physical space of significance for someone. Thus, physical spatiality and personal 

significance, while inherent in these live dance performances, are also recurring themes 

in all of the performances, as well as in much of the data from Chapters III and IV.)  I 

will next briefly explore these themes in relation to the narratives, and then contextualize 

them in relation to notions derived from geographical discourse (as featured in Chapter 

III), as well as in connection to the overarching ideas spoken of by the interviewed 

practitioners (as featured in Chapter IV). 

Complexity 

 

 The dance performance places I perceived were complex and multi-layered in my 

view as an audience member.  To some extent, the noted complexity could be attributed 

to the disparate elements integrated together in the dance compositions and performances. 

For example, in Still/Here Jones employed film footage, text, and music as well as 

dancers and non-dancers, and both the site dances necessarily incorporated a number of 

varying topographic and geographic features that were part of the site.  “Branches,” 

however, featured no stage sets, additional technological elements, or text, and it was 

performed on a relatively bare proscenium stage.  Yet, within this perhaps abstract-
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expressionist dance, there was, for me, a palpable sense of complexity. The subtle 

differentiation in the movement vocabulary expressed by the individual dancers seemed 

to render the performers with nuanced and different—yet related—identities.  I perceived 

in the performance of this dance a layering of content, relationships, as well as imagery.  

I may have noted this multi-layered effect due to the restrained orderliness of the 

choreographic presentation.  Nevertheless, it was through the stylistic restraint of the 

dance that I sensed that the creation of a complex ecosystem in which each movement 

was dependent on the dance environment surrounding it.   

 A layering of content resulted in a holistic experience of complexity for me in 

each of the performances.  In “The Equus Projects” I noted site, horses, riders, and 

dancers as distinct, purposeful elements that when combined together created a unique 

equine-human place for me.  In Still/Here the layering of film, text, non-dancers, dancers, 

and instrumental as well as vocal music gave voice to a complex, sometimes dissident, 

emotional palette.  In “Trolley Dances,” the transport and traveling, site, and 

choreography, offered distinct and discrete impressions, but when conflated together the 

whole had much more impact for me than the sum of the parts (perhaps because I would 

never conflate these particular parts left to my own devices). 

 The complexity of the performance places I noted in the four narratives seems to 

be correlated with the last feminist geographical notion presented in Chapter III: place is 

multiply-perceived (as well as open and fluid).  In reference to the discussion of this idea 

in Chapter III, the multiply-perceived nature of place seems to underscore the notion that 
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place is complex; it is not simple, already-known, or inert.  “Place itself is no steadfast 

thing: it has no fixed essence,” Edward Casey notes (285).  Further, place as a spatial 

locale offers a wide variety of conditions and experiences, for as Linda McDowell notes, 

“occupants of the same Cartesian spaces may live in very different ‘places’” (Gender, 5).    

Feminist geographers then draw attention to the multiple and dynamic nature of place in 

contemporary life to counteract simplistic renderings of life-as-lived. Choreography as an 

artistic product embraces complexity of experience for that is what the arts do best: speak 

to the richness of human experience in ways that transcend linear, simplistic exposition. 

Complexity in the portrayal of dance place then imbues the work with perhaps more 

value for an audience, more believability, but it also relates to the quotidian experience of 

complexity in finding one’s place. 

 The interview data from Chapter IV revealed complexity and multiplicity of place 

to be both an artistic goal and a fact of life that needs daily negotiation.  Choreographer 

Fuchs embraces complexity through the attunement he speaks of in the “dailiness” of 

preparing his dancers for improvisations in an ever-shifting, always-dynamic place, or 

state, of performance.  He also seeks to present the audience with multiple sources of 

information to select from and attend to in the artistic experience of appreciating his work 

(interview, 21 June 2011).  Choreographer Krishnan speaks of an imbricated use of 

classical and traditional Bharatanatyam vocabulary with postmodern movement and 

sensibilities in some of his choreography (interview, 21 Sept. 2011).  The multitude of 
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influences evident in these choreographers’ presentations to the audience reinforces the 

complex nature of performance place. 

 Complexity of place, however, can sometimes be a draining and dispiriting fact of 

life.  Geographer Vakulenko noted that while the world is “flattening,” this flattening is 

not akin to simplification.  Recall that in Chapter IV she noted, “The flattening of the 

world changes the perception of space.  There is less surprise, but it’s getting more 

complex and difficult to navigate . . .” (interview, 3 Nov. 2011).  This is not to say that 

for Vakulenko the complexity of changing and dynamic place is insurmountable, but it 

can cause a toll.  In the interview Vakulenko related that she feels the quantifiable and 

experiential health costs related to stresses of ever-changing and dynamic places have 

been under-researched in geographical and health literature (interview, 3 Nov. 2011).  

Geographer Regulska also noted that implicit in complexity of place is the notion of 

exclusions inherent to place.  She notes in the interview data that the nature of place is, 

“not only about what it is, but what it is not for us and might be for someone else” 

(interview, 4 Nov. 2011).  Place then, is complicated by restrictions, permissions, access, 

and power. 

 Perhaps there are activist dances that strive to explore these more problematic 

aspects of complexity of place that geographers Regulska and Vakulenko allude to in the 

material noted above.  Additionally, perhaps the hints of discomfort I felt in my travel 

experience as part of “Trolley Dances” evokes a sense of class/race/economic complexity 

inherit in the experience of place.  In any event, the complex, multiple, and ever-changing 
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nature of place appears to be a factor in the appreciation of some postmodern 

contemporary dance, as well as a condition of postmodern life itself.  This complexity of 

“many spaces within a place” can lead to tensions, and this will be the next salient theme 

explored. 

Tensions  

 The use of dramatic tension in western dance performance is a time-honored 

tradition that seems to keep the viewer engaged with the unfolding performance, as well 

as indicating a comprehensive and nuanced artistic creation.  I believe that often in 

western art as well as in day-to-day living, where there is complexity some degree of 

tension can be detected as well. 

 On a kinesthetic as well as a compositional level, a fundamental way tension can 

be empathetically perceived by an audience member is through the use of bound flow in 

choreographic vocabulary.  “Bound flow” is a construct adapted from Laban Movement 

Analysis, but it also has common currency in contemporary dance training.  The term 

essentially means an isometric co-contraction of agonist and antagonist muscle groups so 

that the resulting performed movement looks, and often feels, very effortful, laborious, 

and “tense.”  In perusing the narratives, I found the discussion of the marked use of 

bound flow in “Branches” striking.  It seemed that the bound flow helped disrupt the 

illusion of a restrained, yet calm, harmonious canvas the dance was depicting.  Indeed, it 

took me a while in the viewing process to perceive that within the metaphoric naturalist 

place of this dance, there were existing tensions and polarities that I detected through the 
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differences in the movement quality.  In my viewing of the dance, I seemed at times to 

discover a hybrid place where free and bound flow, attenuated and darting movement, 

and predator and prey imagery existed together, creating a more complex palette of dance 

for me due to the conflation of these artistic polarities. 

 Polarities can speak to the creation of artistic tension, but they can also be used to 

flag content-related tensions.  I noted many polarities while watching Still/Here: the 

simplicity of gestural movement juxtaposed against deeply-moving narration concerning 

fear of death, the wild and flailing choreography of a soloist compared to the gentle and 

seemingly comforting movement of the ensemble, the simplicity and stillnesses in the 

movement design for the dancers juxtaposed to emotional swells in the vocal music, 

among others.  These polarities conveyed to me an inherent tension of living one’s 

everyday life while navigating emotional storms, and yet not allowing oneself to get 

swept away.  The hybrid place of content-related polarities that co-existed for me in this 

dance assisted me in moving through emotionally difficult material addressing life, 

illness, and death. 

 While the concert stage dances “Branches” and Still/Here communicated tension 

to me as an audience member, the site-dances I viewed also were imbued with tension, 

but of differing types.  The tension I noted while watching “The Equus Projects” largely 

seemed connected to my concerns for safety in horse/human interactions.  While I had an 

empathetic concern for a dancer with whom I was personally acquainted, the tension I 

felt was not one that represented a struggle with personal beliefs or constructed identity.  
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The experience of tension in the process of attending to “Trolley Dances,” however, was 

a different matter entirely. 

 In my viewing of “Trolley Dances,” I noted feelings of discomfort, unfamiliarity, 

and challenge as representing what I would consider subsets of the larger theme of 

tension. In the travel to the performance, I was definitely taken out of my familiar social 

and cultural “comfort zone.”   While my discomfort certainly related to the warm 

temperatures, grimy seats and windows of the car, and lack of air circulation, it seems 

that my identity as an Anglo-Asian woman residing in the coastal suburbs impacted my 

feeling of being in foreign, and perhaps unwelcome, environs. I think my various 

discomforts preconditioned me to find solace in the white-garbed, flowing movement of 

the dancers in the performance.  This observation caused me to wonder about my read of 

the dance performance: Was I attempting to impose familiar signs and codes to an 

unfamiliar context?  The metaphor of the dancers being “white” cactus blooms in a 

“desert” reveals to me a certain degree of blindness to perceiving the environs as having 

its own particular history, potential, and beauty.  In the narrative, it was as though I was 

trying to attribute familiar signification to unfamiliar territory, and imposing my artistic 

as well as personal values on a different “place.”  There was a thus a tension between 

what was known and unknown, and a discomfort in seeing myself as “other than” in a 

different environment.  This sense of discomfort caused me to question my demarcations 

of identity and locale; through the performance viewing journey I encountered myself 

and some of my pre-judgments.  The hybrid place of complexity in this instance was 
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activated through my awareness of polarities in urban development, but the place of 

complexity and tension also activated through my notions of social relationality—the 

next emergent theme I will explore. 

Tensions and Social Relationality 

Questions regarding identity and difference, looming large and creating a sense of 

tension in the viewing of “Trolley Dances” seem connected to ideas on relationality as 

discussed in Chapter III.  Relationality in the context of this viewing experience was 

explored and discussed largely through proximities.  The memoried experience of this 

dance offered curious juxtapositions: the traveling to the dance placed me in close (and at 

times uncomfortable) proximities with others; yet, in the dance site of the razed lot, the 

dancers were almost geometric in their compositional spacing.  The lack of expressed 

social relationality among the dancers (who kept within their own kinesphere, or personal 

space, through this arrangement) and the lack of audience-performers interaction during 

the performance of the dance stood in stark contrast to my experience of somewhat 

forced social relationality with others. 

Relationality as a salient notion detected in feminist geography is often predicated 

on social, political, or interpersonal relations, although human and other-than-human 

relationality is a topic worthy of consideration.  In the experience of place, however, 

human relationality is foundational, for as Doreen Massey notes: “what gives a place its 

specificity is not some long internalized history, but the fact that it is constructed out of a 

particular constellation of social relations, meeting and weaving together at a particular 
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locus” (Space, 154).  Tension, I believe, is endemic to social relationality when practices 

that are unequal and unjust occur as a condition of place.  Indeed, tension may be 

inherent in the social construction of western place as hierarchies are almost impossible 

to avoid in daily life.  Perhaps choreographer Lela Jones is alluding to this aspect of 

relationality when she notes, “I think place is really important in terms of location, but I 

think it’s also important in terms of who’s in the room” (interview, 31 Oct. 2011).  Jones 

offers a number of first-and-second hand accounts of social rules and hierarchies that 

determined the affective qualities of different dance places she has participated in 

(interview, 31 Oct. 2011).  Indeed, for Jones, social relationality and concomitant 

tensions determine the potential of a place: “So the potential of a space [place] is based 

on the culture of the location and the people in it.  It can only go, to me, as far as the 

people in it” (interview, 31 Oct. 2011). 

Tensions related to social relationality in place were frequently referred to by 

geographer Regulska in the interview.  As mentioned in the preceding section, Regulska 

noted in regards to place that, “it is not only about what it is, but what it is not for us and 

might be for someone else” (interview, 4 Nov. 2011).  Regulska enumerates numerous 

examples of factors such as income, age, race, ableness, gender, political sympathies, 

among others, that register in terms of social hierarchies, and thus can impact experience 

and access in place (interview, 4 Nov. 2011).  No doubt, social inequalities governing the 

experience of place create both discomfort and tensions that are palpable to many, as they 

were to me in my experience of “Trolley Dances.” 
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Personal History 

 Some of the tensions I noted feeling in the performances spoken of in the above 

section I personally attributed to the integration of my personal experience, memory, and 

lived history to the viewing and valuing of the dances.  That is, certain historical aspects 

of my past seemed to be reactivated through the current viewing of the dances selected 

for the narratives.  Interestingly enough, it seems that the dances offering me the most 

volatile or perhaps contentious content are ones that also activated feelings of discomfort 

from my personal history. 

 In the four narratives, experiences from my personal history seemed to be most 

vividly evoked when viewing and experiencing “Trolley Dances” and Still/Here.  My 

past personal history in confluence with watching “Trolley Dances” was problematized in 

the discussion in the preceding section.  In terms of my appreciation of  Still/Here, from 

the onset (and even in anticipation of viewing the dance), the performance offered an 

emotionally-charged experience for me due to my past history and experiences of losing 

loved ones to disease.  I brought to the viewing personal memories and associations I had 

with mortal illness and, thus, I may have infused the viewing of the dance with 

associations from my own history.  And yet, the dance also offered me alternate versions 

of facing mortality: I found there were moments of group solace and tender simplicity 

that were actually life affirming.  In viewing the dance, Bill T. Jones’s complex palette of 

content created a bridge I could journey across to get beyond my own personal 
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experience.  However, while on that bridge I could see how space was opening on either 

side for my personal reactions to relived history.  

The notion of personal relived history seems to touch upon the postmodern, 

human geographical, asynchronic concept of place (to be further discussed in the 

following section), and further opens insights into the interview data on reiterations of 

place.  Recall that both geographers Regulska and Kharlamov maintain that one’s 

personal history informs the experience of place through its impact on both individual 

and social practices (interview, 4 Nov. 2011; interview, 11 Nov. 2011).  Additionally, 

geographer Fry discussed the recreation or reiteration of a home place involving the 

physical trappings of past homes, but also including something more: an essential “feel” 

or “character” that one recreates time and again in one’s personal space (interview, 18 

Nov. 2011).  In Fry’s image of place, the carrying forward of aspects of personal history 

is a volitional and assumedly pleasurable act; this may not be the case for some.  For 

example, according to geographer Regulska’s theorizing, personal history can be an 

internally and/or externally perceived factor that impinges personal agency and freedom 

in place (interview, 4 Nov. 2011).  

Asynchronic Time 

  While the narratives focus on the immediacy of my performance viewing 

experience, they also reveal imbrications of past, present, and future as part of a 

performance viewing process.  For example, in the case of “Branches,” I experienced a 

distended sense of time as part of the viewing process.  The non-linear and asynchronic 
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quality of time in these instances evoked a performance place where experienced time is 

more central than conventionally measured and quantifiable time. 

“Branches” seemed to elicit from me the least amount of personal history or 

memory of the four dances and, yet, I imagistically perceived a sense of eternity or 

infinity while viewing the dance.  There was, I felt, an overall timeless quality to the 

dance, but that is not synonymous with an absence of time; rather, it represented for me 

an extension of time.  Curiously enough, the encapsulation of infinity was affined for me 

with an overall remote, perhaps anonymous feeling: the dance felt removed from me as 

the viewing of it did not tap into much of my personal history or memory. 

Still/Here on the other hand, evoked a bounded sense of time—one that was 

shaped by a heightened awareness of mortality.  I could imagine (and, going into the 

performance, I feared) that the dance would read as a fatalistic countdown of the 

remaining days of a life.  Instead, the dance dwelled in both the confrontation of one’s 

mortality as well as in the musings on a projected future beyond one’s life—inclusive of 

both a spiritual afterlife and an earthly afterlife for those still living.  The content and 

composition of the dance integrated intimate accounts of confronting disease and 

mortality along with wistful recollections of the past and curious inquiries into the future.  

The boundedness of one’s mortal time frame in some way evoked for me a philosophical 

and open inquiry into a personal experience of past, present, and future bundled together. 

While Still/Here evoked aspects of personal time, “Trolley Dances” deconstructed 

architectural and site time showing how historical and social pasts coexist with the 
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present in an audience member’s interpretation of this site-specific dance.  The 

performance place created—one in which beautiful “cactus blossoms” grew and 

flourished in a light industrial area of San Diego—was framed by my prejudgments of the 

area (based on my personal history and a large dose of blatant ignorance) as a liminal and 

depleted urban outpost.  In this transitional area a hard-scrabble past and struggling 

present prefigured my expectations of what I might find there and, thus, the performance 

seemed all the more magical and beautiful since it defied my expectations of solely 

finding a site of dissipation.  (It would be interesting for me to compare my outsider 

perceptions of the dance event to those of an insider community member.  Perhaps the 

contrast between choreography and locale would not be so vast, or, conversely, beauty or 

potentiality would be affined with the locale, and not with the choreography.) 

In addition to blending aspects of the past and present, all of the dances offered 

me new ways to conceive of the future: “Branches” showed me that eternity co-exists 

within the flurry of an ongoing present, “The Equus Projects” alerted me to new and 

perhaps more compassionate ways that humans and those other-than could co-exist with 

one another, Still/Here alerted me to the altruistic concern that terminally ill individuals 

may have for the future of their loved ones, and “Trolley Dances” perhaps offered me a 

retrospective gift of understanding (despite my preconceptions) that an isolated urban 

area of mixed use has its own distinct trajectory of development.  The immediacy and 

vividness of these performance experiences offered me a multitude of different 

perspectives on the unfolding of time as part of the constructed performance place.  
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Asynchronous time is a hallmark notion of postmodern place as noted in Chapter 

III.  Recall Tim Edensor’s account of place as “haunted” (313), meaning that the past 

may retain a presence in a current place.  Also, Tim Cresswell discusses numerous public 

urban places as being shaped by oppositional or contrasting social-historical aspects of 

place (3-7).  Additionally, the notion of a perceived future actively impacting and shaping 

the present place is discussed extensively by postmodern geographers such as Nigel 

Thrift (106-15, “Social Action”). 

While geographers Regulska and Fry along with choreographer Lela Jones waxed 

extensively on personal history as impacting the experience of space, in my analysis it 

was geographer Kharlamov who presented the most vivid, immediate, and detailed lived 

examples of the asynchronic experience of place (interview, 11 Nov. 2011).  As a 

psychogeographer, Kharlamov is highly attuned to attribution of affect in place making.  

His accounts of learning to drive outside of Worcester, Massachusetts featured emotional 

manifestations that were associated with distant as well as recent past, present, and 

perceived futures.  It was almost as though the layers of time were embedded in the 

layers of affect, and the resulting experience of place was thus multiply-layered, 

complex, and asynchronic.  The relation of asynchronic experiences of time to place then 

seems to be a central aspect in the complex experience of place. 

Other Relationalities 

The notion of relationality, as it was applied to my reading of feminist 

geographical discourse, was explored in part in the preceding section on tension.  The 



155 

 

focus in that particular section was on social relationality; there are other relationalities 

that also seem important in my examination of the data.   

The experience of the site dances was very much shaped by their respective 

relations to the sites.  I perceived the relation of these contemporary dance choreographic 

expressions to the settings in which they were presented as a collision of sorts: I did not 

expect to find contemporary dance in the particular settings of horse pastures and razed 

city lots.  The conflation of these two factors (choreography and settings) I believe 

perceptually unsettled me to the extent that I was alerted to see more given that I was in 

unaccustomed settings for viewing dances.  Social relationality was no doubt a part of the 

viewing experience, but the relation of dance appreciation to unaccustomed settings 

caused me to look at the dance, as well as the settings, in deeper and perhaps more 

meaningful ways.   

Two geographical theorists who not only probe relationality from the perspective 

of social experience, but also from the perspective of physical and locational relationality 

are Lucy Lippard and Doreen Massey.  Lippard notes that place in contemporary 

American society is often framed as a binary experience of being in relation to urban or 

rural locations and lifestyles (10).  Massey, while ever-attuned to “social relations in 

place,” also notes that while living in Keswick, Northwest England, a most significant 

experience of relationality was her proximity to the geological formation of Skiddaw.  

She mentions that, “it was impossible not to consider its [Sliddaw’s] relationship to this 

place.  Through all that history, it seemed, it had presided” (Space, 131). 
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Undoubtedly Lippard, Massey, and I observe relationality in the above instances 

as working in tandem with sociality.  Yet, there seems to be many aspects to relationality, 

with sociality, for the purposes of my research perhaps, the most prominent feature.  

While spatiality is mentioned many times as foundational for my construct of place, it 

seems important to also make note of relationality to location and space as a significant 

attribute of the experience of place. 

Migration and Movement 

 Movement, travel, and migration are recurring factors for me in the creation of 

performance place in the narratives.  Bodily movement, of course, is inherent in the 

medium of dance, but movement in relation to other elements of composition often 

signifies to me that any state of being is subject to change. While mobility and movement 

were necessarily part of these artistic expressions, each of these dances explored content 

on different levels regarding movement, migration, change, and motility. 

 Migration to and through locales in order to view the site dances was an evident 

and necessary condition.  The theme of movement (as representative of change) was, 

however, an important content feature of the proscenium stage dances for me.  In 

“Branches,” a sense of movement and change seemed to be subtly wedded to the 

experience of marking movement through time.  The upstage solo dancer metaphorically 

journeyed, most effortfully, through time, while the other two dancers made fleeting 

appearances over the duration of the soloist’s journey.  Interestingly enough, the 

metaphor of flying birds was evoked for me from the downstage dancers’ movement 
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qualities.  (This makes me consider the attribute of bird migrations, as few birds—if 

any—stay in one geographic region permanently.)  Throughout the entire dance, the 

detection of subtle changes in the choreography seemed to parallel shifts or movements 

in my consciousness as a viewer.  The lack of fixity I noted in this dance was somewhat 

paradoxical: there were no cataclysmic changes, and yet everything was always 

changing.  

 The dancers in Still/Here also at times appeared to move as a flock of birds, 

changing direction and leadership spontaneously while maintaining group integrity.  

Their continual movements or migrations seemed to represent a movement through 

emotional states affined with living with terminal disease.  For me, the process of 

watching this dance allowed for a mental migration of sorts: I was able to move through 

some old vestiges of grief and gain comforting perspectives on the fullness of embracing 

mortality through Jones’s presented choreography.  This movement was an emotional, 

cognitive, as well as an artistic-valuing process, and served to remind me that human 

understandings are often based on the experience of processes, as opposed to factual 

information. 

 Movement and migrations, along with social and natural processes are inherent in 

a postmodern construct of place.  As mentioned in Chapter III, place in postmodern 

geographical discourse is dynamic and ever-changing, and its always-evolving character 

is shaped by the movements, mobilities, and processes that occur there.  Coincidentally, 

the character, or style, of a dance is shaped in part by the types of body movements 
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occurring in the choreography.  Embodiment and the centrality of bodily movement in 

place will be explored in greater detail in the following section on sensorial information. 

It is worth noting here, however, that the medium of dance, which is apprehended 

through expressive bodily movement, seems inherently synchronistic with a postmodern 

notion of processual and moving place. 

 Mention was made in Chapter III about the theorizing of sociologists Manuel 

Castells and Henri Lefebvre regarding the various processes and movements to and 

through places.  The movements and processes these theorists discuss are not necessarily 

artistic in nature, but rather revolve around social and economic factors affined with 

place, such as: commuting patterns, transport of goods through a locale, and industrial 

and manufacturing processes, to name a few.  Additionally, Lefebvre discusses the 

temporal rhythms and intersections between natural and human-made processes, as well 

as the potential clashing of different interests’ processes.  Postmodern geographers 

particularly interested in urban and ex-urban research such as Michael Dear, Steven 

Flusty, and Edward Soja, among others, continue to research processes and movements 

as related to place, and propose new theoretical models that incorporate these factors.  In 

other words, charting and noting movements through place is very relevant and topical to 

postmodern human geographical discourse. 

 For this reason, it was surprising to me that more discussion of processes and 

movements did not arise in my interview with geographical practitioners.  Perhaps this 

was due in part to the fact that the interview questions were framed to be answered as 
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first-person, experiential accounts.  Some mention was made, however, in regards to 

flows and migrations: geographer Vakulenko discussed immigration and its related 

stresses a number of times (interview, 3 Nov. 2011) and geographer Regulska touched 

upon her research into human trafficking for body organs and the sex trade across 

political borders (interview, 4 Nov. 2011).  Of the choreographic practitioners, Candice 

Salyers discussed moving audiences through a performance site as part of the artistic 

experience of viewing choreography, in hopes that the audience would find connections 

between interior bodily places and exterior site places (interview, 14 July 2011).   

 In summation, the experience of processes, flows, and movements (embodied 

dance movements aside), may be an overlooked aspect of performance place waiting to 

be further explored.  Perhaps the bounded timeframe that is often affiliated with 

performance events inhibits the audience from making connections between the processes 

and flows that seem to be integral and embedded in postmodern place.  Perhaps the 

processes and movements of the dance serve as a metaphor and, therefore, a substitute for 

awareness of processes inherent in place.  Whatever the reasons, this is an area to which 

seems worthy of further attention. 

Sensorial Information 

Appreciating the dances discussed in the narratives was for me an embodied 

experience replete with sensorial information.  Harkening back to the feminist 

geographical tenet mentioned in Chapter III, that is, the centrality of the body, I do not 

think I could have apprehended the dances without an empathetic bodily response to the 
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performances.  Additionally, in the case of the site dances, the sensory aspects that were 

present at the performance events received much mention in the narratives.  Dance 

performance, of course, is an embodied artistic expression, but the appreciation of dance, 

and the perception of a performance place, is predicated on the audience’s registration of 

bodily, felt information.  

In terms of my audience member’s somatic connection to the performed 

movement, mention of my read of muscular tension in “Branches” and its contribution to 

the content and style of the dance has been noted previously.  I also had a visceral 

response to the final image discussed in the narrative of Still/Here in which a dancer 

performing abrupt and jarring falling motifs is juxtaposed to the simultaneous rain of 

white feathers softly falling down on him.  Further, my perception of the flowing 

movement performed by the dancers in “Trolley Dances” seemed to have a palliative 

effect on my sense of discomfort with the location of the dance.  

Other sensorial information connected with the performance of the dances was 

featured particularly in the narratives of the site dances.  The sensorial aspects of the 

setting (temperature, sun, shade, grade, vegetation, insects, etc.) seemed in some ways 

more salient to me as an audience member than the actual composition of the dances. My 

bodily senses were thus highly involved in the viewing experience of the dances.  

(Further, one could argue that my body as a relatively healthy, Anglo-Asian woman was 

implicated in my perceiving the content of Still/Here as well as the journey to see 

“Trolley Dances.”  I was, through the course of viewing these works, presented with 
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bodies of different experiences and identities, and this called the experience, or marking, 

of my body into focus and question.) 

As mentioned, the centrality of the body and experiences linked to the body is 

paramount in an understanding of feminist geographical place.  Additionally, postmodern 

geographers attribute sensorial information as a major attribute of the experience of 

place.  Perhaps spurred by developments in the late twentieth-century field of 

anthropology, postmodern geographers write extensively on how the sensorial aspects 

such as odors, aromas, density, visual images, etc. help to characterize the experience of 

place.   Examples of postmodern geographical theorizing hinging on sensorial 

information can be found in the work of Sara Cohen in “Sounding Out the City: Music 

and the Sensuous Production of Place” and in Steven Feld’s essay “Places Sensed, 

Sensed Place: Towards a Sensuous Epistemology of Environments,” among others.  

Indeed, even Yi-Fu Tuan’s theorizing of the 1970’s includes attention to sensorial aspects 

of place (51-66). 

Sensorial information, embodiment, and bodily movement as discussed by the 

practitioners interviewed were explored extensively in the Chapter IV sections of “Bodies 

Moving Through Place” and “Bodily Movements Making Place.”  Essentially, the 

experience of place for all practitioners was based on different degrees and varying sorts 

of bodily knowledge and sensorial information.  (Indeed, geographer Kharlamov 

discussed how bodily referencing and sensing as discussed in the work of theorists 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson provides a linguistic and conceptual frame for 
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understanding of place.) Place then as an immediate, real, and first-person experience 

certainly involves embodiment, sensorial information, and bodily movement as 

corroborated by an examination of the narratives, human geographical literature, and the 

interview data as featured in Chapter IV. 

Stillnesses and Pauses 

While movement may be the central medium of dance, stillnesses and pauses as 

noted in the narratives offered me as an audience member the opportunity to regroup 

from a kaleidoscope of constantly moving images and to allow a particular image to 

register more deeply.  The stillnesses incorporated into the dance afforded me the psychic 

room to imagistically enter into the dance.  Once inside, evocative movement images to 

washed over me, and I was prompted to consider these images in relation to my own 

background and experiences.  The stillnesses also provided me with the time and space to 

take in the panoramic features of the constructed artistic dance place.  The moments of 

stillnesses or pauses in this way seemed to relate to experiences I have had while 

traveling.  That is, once I finally reach my lodging accommodations, unlock the dorm or 

hotel room with the temporary key, I enter the room and while quietly surveying my 

surroundings, I ask myself: What is the nature of this place I find myself temporarily 

inhabiting? 

 I found stillnesses and pauses to be most effectively used in the construction of 

the proscenium stage dances.  Perhaps, this is because the site-dances are situated so that 

there is always observable movement, or flow, in the site and a choreographer cannot 
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control the total environment to create site stillness.  (It might be an interesting device to 

present choreographic stillnesses within the context of a site dance so that the audience 

can focus on the flows constantly moving through the site, but this was not a choice 

either choreographer made.)  On the other hand, the migration to the respective sites was 

a prominent factor relayed in the site narratives, and arguably, in the case of “The Equus 

Projects” the audience’s wait before the dance commenced was an afforded stillness to 

observe the site.   

In the staged choreography of “Branches,” I observed a stylistic device for 

arresting movement and creating pauses: the dancers at times would create very 

sculptural body shapes with oppositional spirals in different body parts, and after a 

moment, activate more muscular tension in their body shape.  In this way the movement 

flow was arrested, but for me this signaled an increase in emotional and dramatic tension.  

The net effect of this was to alert me to the inherent tension of the dance, as discussed in 

the earlier section on tensions.  The arresting of a dancer’s physical flow in the context of 

this dance allowed the complexity of the piece to come to the forefront.  From this, the 

choreographer highlighted dynamic changes that otherwise may have been subsumed and 

unnoticed in the seemingly harmonious, ongoing flow of the dance. 

 Still/Here used the construct of stillness in the work’s title, evoking not only 

notions of temporality, but also quiet, introspection reflection on the nature of mortality.  

During the dance, the ensemble at times would remain in stillness observing a dancer’s 

thrashing solo; then at other times, the dancer’s explosively physical solo would resolve 
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into stillness.  However, this stillness was not a fatigued recuperation, but instead, a 

moment in which a deeper understanding could be registered.  Stillnesses and pauses 

were also used in counterpoint to dynamic musical swells and emotionally-charged 

material revealed in the text or film clips.  The pauses in the dancers’ movement seemed 

to say: this is too much for me to comprehend right now; I am overwhelmed with the 

power of the material, and it will take some time for this to register.  (This is also true for 

me at times as an audience member witnessing dance performances.) 

In summation, stillnesses and pauses offered me a threshold through which to 

imagistically enter into the reality of the performance places.  The pauses and stillnesses 

allowed me to register the complexity of the performance and gave me the time and space 

to consider how my own experiences and history related to these performance places.   

Perhaps then the stillnesses and pauses are not oppositional to migration and movement 

as discussed in a previous section, but instead, part of the flow of the work and lived life.  

They may serve to frame the activities of daily life or danced movement and allow for 

moments of registry where the viewer can more deeply comprehend aspects of the 

ongoing flow. 

Pauses and stillnesses were not problematized extensively in my survey of 

feminist and postmodern geographical discourse.  I believe this is due to the fact that the 

experience of place is theorized as an experience of “Being” and “Doing” (to return to 

Richard Schechner’s  broad  discussion of performance, as featured in Chapter IV), and 

not “Showing Doing.”  From this, it is important to note that in many ways, moments of 
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stillness in absorbing and evaluating one’s experience of place may be a cognitive and 

affective process that is explored more extensively from a psychological standpoint.  

Geographical interview participant Beins discussed a moment of “taking stock,” that is, 

focusing her attention to take a mental inventory of a classroom she was to teach in to 

determine the source of her displeasure with the setting.  Realizing after some reflection 

that the audio-visual technology was bolted into the floor, and in this manner dictated a 

“hierarchical” teacher-to-student presentation, she was thusly disappointed with this 

impediment to creating a space of mutuality for learning (interview, 29 Sept.2011).  

Acknowledging the value of the reflective time devoted to problematizing her source of 

discomfort with the physical teaching environment, Beins’s reflections touch upon the 

power of pauses in creating place.  It was, however, psychogeographer Kharlamov who, 

given his research interests and predilections, theorized most directly on the function of 

pauses and stillnesses in apprehending and creating place. 

From his work and research in psychology, Kharlamov maintains that, “the 

minimal thing that you need to create place is some sort of differentiation . . . , and that 

starts with the attention that a person gives to some space” (interview, 11 Nov. 2011).  

For one’s attention to be focused enough to make a differentiation, Kharlamov believes it 

requires:  

minimal pauses in movement through [a location].  This could be metaphorical 

too, so it’s not that your body is stationery necessarily, but as you move through 

something you kind of make this little pause in the flow of the experience.  You 

focus on something in that flow of experience, and that something gives rise to 

place. (interview, 11 Nov. 2011) 

 



166 

 

The differentiation of attention that leads to pauses in the flow of experience as 

described in Kharlamov’s schema seems very highly correlated to aspects of the process 

of artistic appreciation as discussed in the narratives.  Indeed, Kharlamov’s notion 

directly speaks to earlier ruminations where I noted that the pauses and stillnesses in the 

dances allowed me to both distill the imagery, and bring personal aspects of myself into 

the viewing.  Beins alludes to this as well: at times, to problematize a place one needs 

some time and space!  In summation, place perception involves a registry of internal and 

external information, and the process of attending to place often correlates to a quieting, 

or pausing, of the swirl of material that constantly churns within and without oneself in 

postmodern discourse and life. 

Going From Here to There 

 In the sections above, I have tried to assemble the various threads that weave 

among these data pools, and speak to a textured tapestry of place experience and creation.  

No doubt, another analysis done using different data pools would reveal different 

interweaving threads.  Also important to note, as place is multiply-understood, ever-

changing, and dynamic, not all of these characteristics would appear to be salient in a 

discussion of any one particular place at a given time.  

In the preceding interweaving of ideas together, certain notions move more to the 

foreground and others to the background when the three data pools are considered in 

concert.  For instance, personal and human difficulties and struggles that are sometimes 

inherent in daily place and place making was a theme that resounded from some of the 
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geographers interviewed (most particularly Irene Vakulenko and Joanna Regulska) as 

well as in the survey of the literature (most notably from Harm de Blij and various 

feminist geographers).  The choreographers interviewed spoke of the challenges of 

artistic place making, and the narratives at times revealed how my personal beliefs were 

sometimes challenged while perceiving an artistic place. Still, the geographical 

practitioners and literature addressed struggles on a survival level, which are of a 

different magnitude than artistic or belief struggles. Likewise, the processual nature of 

place—that is, how the perception and experience of place is framed by the ongoing 

human processes that occur/have occurred there—as spoken of in postmodern geography, 

and referenced somewhat on a personal level by the geographical practitioners, was noted 

by neither myself nor the choreographic practitioners (with the exception of Candice 

Salyers).  Perhaps, as noted earlier in this chapter, the medium of ever-changing 

movement in dance performance serves as an artistic metaphor for the ongoing processes 

that are evidenced in everyday life.  Still, the very nature of place as changing, dynamic, 

and comprised of movements and flows might be an interesting topic for further 

choreographic exploration. 

To comprehend the morass of everyday streams and flows of place, I find the tool 

of pauses and stillnesses mentioned in the narratives helpful.  Like tension, stillnesses and 

pauses are often used for dramatic effect in western art; they offer the viewer a moment 

to assimilate and make personal sense of the sensory stimuli and conceptual trajectories 

that comprise the artistic product.  As Kharlamov and Beins mentioned, moments of 
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pause and perhaps psychic stillness allow them to understand themselves in relation to 

place.  The moments of, “pause in the movement through” which Kharlamov (interview, 

11 Nov. 2011) notes as an attention attribute relates to choreographer Salyers’s desire to 

coax the audience to, “listen deeply” to their interior selves to find connections to exterior 

locales (interview, 14 July 2011).  In essence, the artistic value of encouraging audiences 

to “listen deeply” or note stillnesses and pauses in choreography relates to an 

acknowledgement of complexity in art, and in place.  Indeed, the tactic of taking a pause 

to note the complexity of life may allow people to come to increased understandings of 

everyday place. 

For it is the connections between art, theoretical discourse, and everyday place 

that hooks speaks of in the beginning chapter epigraph that I believe is the value of this 

interdisciplinary inquiry.  Yes, geographical and choreographic discourse as separate 

fields can offer each other new ideas to consider, but from my perspective, they are 

already interconnected.  They speak to understandings of place that are theoretical, 

artistic, but also lived as part of contemporary social, western life.  The construct of 

performance place is an interdisciplinary one, but its value is not only derived from the 

connection of two separate discourses, but from the possible development of heightened 

understandings of the experience of everyday place. 

As a result of the synthesis of the data derived from separate expositions on place 

in geographical and dance appreciation arenas, it is now possible to move forward and 

construct a theoretical model that speaks to this data, but which can also be of relevance 
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to understanding place as lived in everyday life. What follows in Chapter VI then is a 

model adapted from geographical discourse that helps me analyze the intricate and 

nuanced aspects of performance place not only as individual strands, but also, as to how 

these strands work together in concert to create a sensibility of place.  This model, based 

on Edward Soja’s notion (after Henri Lefebvre) of ThirdSpace, speaks broadly and 

philosophically to special places perceived through particular consciousnesses, but is also 

inclusive of social and lived perspectives.  Having explored and inhabited the minute 

particulars of the data pools in this section, it is now time to go and visit broader 

theoretical and overarching places. 
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CHAPTER VI 

 

CONCLUSION: SOCIAL-SPATIAL DANCE AND EVERYDAY PLACES 

“These days, communications are plunging human contacts into monitored areas 

that divide the social bond up into (quite) different products.  Artistic activity, for 

its part, strives to achieve modest connections, open up (One or two) obstructed 

passages, and connect levels of reality kept apart from one another.” (Bourriaud 

8) 

 

Postmodern artistic theorist and philosopher Nicholas Bourriaud in Relational 

Aesthetics describes artistic activity as a means to illuminate connections and realities 

that are often obfuscated in the course of everyday life.  That is, Bourriaud perceives 

artistic production as a possible means to vivify aspects of lived life that may be 

submerged in the daily tide of life activities, as well as being an artistic medium to 

suggest alternative ways of seeing and perceiving lived life.  He maintains that artists are 

particularly attuned to the situational complexity of contemporary life and, in fact, an 

important aspect of their role in the twenty-first century is to reveal the complex, 

processual, and dynamic nature of life.  He notes: 

The role of artworks is no longer to form imaginary and utopian realities, but to 

actually be ways of living and models of action within the existing real, whatever 

the scale chosen by the artist.  [Louis] Althusser said that one always catches the 

world’s train on the move; [Gilles] Deleuze, that “grass grows from the middle” 

and not from the bottom to the top.  The artist dwells in the circumstances the 

present offers him, so as to turn the setting of his life (his links with the physical 

and conceptual world) into a lasting world.  He catches the world on the move: he 

is a tenant of culture to borrow Michel de Certeau’s expression.  (13-4) 

 

With Bourriaud’s above injunction for artists to turn the setting of life “into a 

lasting world,” I return to the introduction of Chapter I where I discussed my hunch that 
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artistic worlds were created for me through my appreciation of particular dance 

performances.  Granted, I have focused on the perception of a performance world from an 

audience member’s point of view; however, I believe that through the creation of the 

narratives and my subsequent research and interview analysis, Bourriaud’s tenets were 

achieved:  I was alerted to some new intersections of social, spatial, and artistic realties 

through my valuing of the dances.  Further, to borrow from Bourriaud, I became aware of 

“the world on the move”; I sensed relational and processual aspects of life that were 

constantly shifting and changing as I myself, a living entity, constantly shift and change.  

The world that Bourriaud maintains artists should strive to create then seems in alignment 

with the discussion of a performance place derived from a combination of selected 

theories in feminist and postmodern discourse in connection to artistic valuing of dance 

performance. 

The intersections of the social, day-to-day and artistic realms through the valuing 

of dance performance as discussed above seem to “connect levels of reality kept apart 

from one another” (Bourriaud 8).   Further, these connections and points of intersection 

harken back to bell hooks’s notion that meaningful postmodern discourse integrates 

seemingly separate arenas, as well as the lived and theoretical realms (31).  For hooks, 

conversations between postmodern discourse and popular artistic culture are highly 

desirable, for she notes, “Most postmodern engagement with culture emerges from the 

yearning to do intellectual work that connects with habits of being, forms of artistic 

expression, and aesthetics that inform the daily life of writers and scholars as well as a 
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mass population” (31).  Here again, from hooks’s observation, the reader may note the 

possibilities of artistic activity connecting to both theoretical discourse, as well as life as 

lived. 

My initial impulse to investigate the phenomenon of dance performance worlds 

(to be later construed as dance performance places) was based on “intelligent hunches” 

(Merriam 169) that “something more” was occurring in these performances.  The 

something more sensed, I discovered after much reflection, was not isolated to artistic or 

aesthetic sensing.  Instead, it was the connection and incorporation of knowledge of lived 

social life meeting with a way of artistic valuing.  More specifically, the performances 

activated a trialectic of understanding that included spatial, social, and artistic aspects.  

(In using the broad category of “social aspects” I am including all of the emergent themes 

and notions of dance performance place discussed in Chapter V.)  This trialectic of 

understanding is not represented by a fixed, established, “answer” or “result,” but instead, 

it has a mutable, dynamic, and subjective nature (as does postmodern and feminist human 

geographical place).  Further, the understanding is not purely verbal and cognitive: it is 

lived, experienced, and to no small degree, non-verbal. 

 To further analyze this trialectic of understanding, and to apply and suggest its 

working to both the memoried narratives and other potential instances of dance 

performance, it is useful to have a theoretical model that explains its functioning.  I 

propose to have found such a model in the adaptation of critical and postmodern 

geographer Edward W. Soja’s theorization of ThirdSpace.  It must be stated on the onset 



173 

 

of introducing this model that performance places as theorized thus far in this dissertation 

are not equivalents to ThirdSpace.  As a construct ThirdSpace is much more sweeping in 

scope than performance place.  However, Soja’s construction of ThirdSpace illuminates 

the workings of performance place in my estimation.  Further, a model for activating or 

analyzing performance place may be adapted from an examination of ThirdSpace as I am 

considering it.   

 What follows next is an introduction and discussion of Soja’s construct of 

ThirdSpace to familiarize the reader with its conceptual underpinnings.   I will then 

suggest how the application of ThirdSpace to performance place helps to identify and 

organize aspects of the dance-geographical interdisciplinary construct of performance 

place.  Further, this application of ThirdSpace to the construct of performance place 

creates a space for dialogue between the “separate spheres” (hooks 31) of dance and 

human geographical discourse in the larger effort to “achieve modest connections” 

(Bourriaud 8) between lived life and artistic expression. 

The Trialectic of Thirdspace 

“Trialectical thinking is difficult, for it challenges all conventional modes of 

thought and taken for granted epistemologies.  It is disorderly, unruly, constantly 

evolving, unfixed, never presentable in permanent constructions.” (Soja, 

Thirdspace 70)  

 

 In Thirdspace, Edward Soja furthers theories introduced in his earlier book, 

Postmodern Geographies: the Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory.  Within 

these two texts, Soja is not concerned with a congruent construct of “place” as explored 

throughout this dissertation.  He does, however, consider the postmodern era as “the 



174 

 

epoch of the spatial” (Postmodern 11), and thus focuses a great amount of attention on 

the social production of space.   From Soja’s point of view, it is in fact social, political, 

and historical interactions that seem to color the experience of physical spatiality in urban 

western locations.  In this way, his consideration of the import of social relations to the 

creation of space is reminiscent of both feminist and postmodern geographical theorists’ 

concern with social relations and processes that are embedded within the experience of 

place. 

To emphasize the importance of socially-produced spatiality, throughout the 

course of Postmodern Geographies Soja seeks both to develop a framework and alert 

readers of the need of a social-spatial ontology that offers, “the possibility of a balanced 

interpretation of space, time, and being” (136). In the chapter “Reassertions: Towards a 

Spatialized Ontology” (118-37), Soja discusses at length the social production of space, 

citing philosophers and historians such as: Henri Bergson, Michel Foucault, Anthony 

Giddens, Martin Heidegger, Immanuel Kant, Henri Lefebvre, and Karl Marx, among 

others.  He uses his extensive survey of philosophical, political, and geographical 

literature to support his view that the social and experiential importance of space has been 

previously under-theorized in contemporary critical studies.   

In ThirdSpace, Soja continues his attempt to develop a balanced ontology of 

space, time, and being.  Yet, this book represents a shift in perspective, for he 

incorporates subjective experience and recollections, with artistic appreciation, and then 
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weaves in his insightful knowledge arsenal of philosophical and political western 

discourse.   

Early on in ThirdSpace, Soja reinforces the notion carried forward from 

Postmodern Geographies that spatiality and sociality are consistently and necessarily 

intertwined:  

Social reality is not just coincidentally spatial, existing “in” space, it is 

presuppositionally and ontologically spatial.  There is no unspatialized social 

reality. There are no aspatial social processes.  Even in the realm of pure 

abstraction, ideology and representation, there is a pervasive and pertinent, if 

often hidden, spatial dimension (46, emphasis in original). 

 

Soja further notes that, “Space is simultaneously objective and subjective, material and 

metaphorical, a medium and outcome of social life; actively both an immediate milieu 

and an originating presupposition, empirical and theorizable, instrumental, strategic, 

essential” (45).  ThirdSpace then provides a conceptual model for analyzing and 

understanding the complexity of processes and relations that shape the experience of 

physical spatiality for different individuals.  Within this model, Soja gives credence to 

material and immaterial, historical and asynchronic, individual and collective, divergent 

interpretations and experiences of contemporary spatiality.  Thus, I note from Soja’s 

perspective, space may be fluid, subjectively-perceived, and dynamic: it is nuanced and 

complex.  In Soja’s construct space is living and changing, much in the same way that for 

Edward Casey, “Place itself is no fixed thing: it has no steadfast essence” (285). 

 A complex, trialectical conception of spatiality is constantly at play within Soja’s 

broad ontological construct of Thirdspace.  This overarching construct includes the 



176 

 

elements of Spatiality, Historicality, and Sociality (70).  Soja further parses the strand of 

Spatiality from this ontological “Trialectic of Being” (71) in his “Trialectic of Spatiality” 

to include Lived, Perceived, and Conceived Spatiality (74) as well as acknowledging the 

constant interplay of social processes in spatiality as mentioned earlier.  It is this 

Trialectic of Spatiality that seems most fecund and related to my inquiry into a 

contemporary dance–human geography interdisciplinary theorization of performance 

place, so I will next address the different aspects of this trialectic in more detail. 

Trialectical Spatiality  

In his ongoing theorizing of spatiality, Soja acknowledges sociologist Henri 

Lefebvre’s substantive influence on his thinking.  The categories of Perceived, Lived, and 

Conceived Spaces are ones that Soja credits Lefebvre for initially developing.  Regarding 

Perceived Spaces, Soja notes that it can be best described as:  

. . . a material and materialized ‘physical’ spatiality that is directly comprehended 

in empirically measurable configurations: in the absolute and relative locations of 

things and activities, sites and situations . . . in the concrete and mappable 

geographies of our lifeworlds. . . . (74-5)   

 

 He also refers to Perceived Space as being, “empirical. . . directly sensible and open, 

within limits, to accurate measurement and description” (66).  While Perceived Space is 

more encompassing than Mercator’s longitudinal and latitudinal coordinates that locate a 

site, measurable information is the purview of Perceived Spaces.   The measurable and 

quantifiable nature of Perceived Space has its limits in describing the totality of 

experienced and social spatiality, but as a construct, it also has value.   
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Conceived Spaces refer to “conceptualized spaces,” and as such, they are often 

the auspices of “scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers . . .” (66-7).  Yet, 

Soja also notes that these are “the primary space of utopian thought and vision of the 

semiotician or decoder, and of the purely creative imagination of some artists and poets” 

(67).  These spaces also have “epistemological power” according to Soja, and he refers to 

them as “representations of space” (65).  Conceived Spaces may seem to be a cognitive 

realm of spaces and not those that are “felt on a gut level,” but they have epistemological 

power (and therefore political power): they are spaces in which codes of socially-

accepted behavior are developed and imposed.  That is, they name and frame socially 

accepted understandings of spaces. 

In regards to Lived Space, Soja notes, “Here then is space as directly lived, with 

all of its intractability intact, a space that stretches across the images and symbols that 

accompany it, a space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’” (67, emphasis in original).  In his 

descriptions of Lived Space, Soja enumerates a number of times that this construct is 

aligned with the non-verbal, and, therefore, it is not understood well through symbol 

systems (67-8).  He also notes his spatial construct is the province of subjectively and 

experientially understood lived life.  Noting Lefebvre’s description of Lived Space, or 

Spaces of Representation, it is “inhabited and used by artists, writers and philosophers—

to which he [Lefebvre] would later add ethnologists, anthropologists, and other ‘students 

of representational spaces’- those who seek only to describe rather than decipher and 
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actively transform the worlds we live in” (67).  This is the space of daily living; the 

everyday infused with one’s activities and felt experiences. 

The Trialectic of Spatiality and its Applications to Choreographic Practice and 

Valuing 

All three of these above-mentioned strands of the Spatial Trialectic are, in my 

estimation, important aspects of the dance making and valuing process.  Perceived Space 

may be one of the factors choreographers note first when they are asked to consider 

creating site-specific work or staging a dance in a stage space.  A choreographer may 

initially take note of the spatial measurements and boundaries of a performance site in her 

consideration of the Perceived Space of the dance.  There are then other aspects of 

Perceived Space that will impact her artistic decisions in the formulation or staging of a 

dance, for instance: the number of dancers to include, the largess of the movement 

vocabulary, how to group the dancers in relation to each other, whether or not the space is 

conducive to the inclusion of floor or aerial movement, among other factors.  These 

largely physical factors may appear at first glance to be merely staging or compositional 

issues; nevertheless, they may impact the audience’s read of a dance.  Indeed, as an 

audience member in the narratives, I discuss my concerns with the Perceived Space of 

“Trolley Dances.”  I mention concern with the rake (slope) of the performance site and 

the clay, cracked, uneven ground of the lot where the performance took place as part of 

perhaps larger “safety issues.”  In my viewing of “Branches,” the salient metaphor of the 

bird-like dancers fluttering and darting on and off stage juxtaposed against the dancer 
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moving slowly and deliberately upstage may have been heightened by the fact that the 

stage space was relatively wide, but shallow; that is, there was more room in the 

horizontal quadrant to allow this metaphor to extend and play out.  (In the narrative, I 

experienced this stage as a viewer, but at a later date I experienced it as a performer. I 

well remember the accommodations made in the movement design for the dance in which 

I was performing for this stage that weights the horizontal dimension.) 

While Perceived Spaces are undoubtedly an important factor underlying the 

creation of dance performance places, it is, however, Soja’s notions of Lived and 

Conceived Spaces—and their relation to one another—that resonates most with my 

understandings of the inherent complexity of performance place.  Citing Lefebvre’s 

theorizing as the inspiration for these terms and their dialectical workings, Soja explains: 

This was the relation between the “conceived” (conçu) and the “lived” (vécu), or 

as he would late describe it, between the “representations of space” and the 

“spaces of representation. “ For Lefebvre, lived spaces were passionate, “hot” and 

teeming with sensual intimacies. Conceived spaces were intellectual, abstract, 

“cool,” distancing.  They too inflamed passions, but they were centered more in 

the mind than in the body. (ThirdSpace 30)  

 

The above quote seems to speak to a notion of mind and body as separated strands in an 

understanding of various aspects of space.  While within the writing of ThirdSpace Soja 

begins to privilege bodily knowing and shaping of spatiality (a topic to be discussed in a 

later section), I find his identifying the powerful relationship between Lived and 

Conceived Spaces very apropos of some choreographic and dance valuing processes I 

have experienced.  While viewing choreography, I often sense the dynamic connection 

between Lived and Conceived Spaces as resulting in somatically shaped artistic spatial 
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expression.  That is, the embodied and artistically shaped movement of the dancers is 

formed with intent and attention towards creating an artistic product, or enacting an 

artistic concept, as conceived by a choreographer.  There is then for me a conceptual 

structure created through the choreography, and this structure unfolds through the 

dancers’ actions in space.  That is, the conceptual structure is presented to the audience 

through the embodied and physically-heightened expression of the performers engaging 

in space.  To return to Richard Schechner’s theorizing on performance featured in 

Chapter IV, the dancers then in performance are “Doing,” and creating, artistic Lived 

Spaces that also reflect the choreographic Conceived Spaces. 

 Recall also from Chapter IV that choreographers Fuchs and Krishnan discuss the 

“conceptual space” and “place” created in their artistic work as interchangeable.  In 

Fuchs’s discussion of his practice of improvisational attunement as a performance 

practice, I detect some adherence to the Perceived, Lived, and Conceived Spaces that 

formulate Soja’s model of the Spatial Trialectic.  For example, in finding the artistically 

“right” movements for the improvisational score of the dance, Fuchs and his dancers 

consider the dimensions of the space, the proximity of the audience (Perceived Space); 

the theme or central feeling of the piece (Conceived Space); as well as the dancers 

physical relationship to one another in their weight-sharing-and-bearing (Lived Space), 

among other factors.  Krishnan as well in describing his choreographic process seems to 

engage with the material of dance creation in ways that relate to this Trialectic of 

Spatiality.  For instance, he discusses historicity as a shaping element for many of his 
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choreographic ventures (Conceived Space), the dancers’ demonstrated physical and 

technical prowess in postmodern dance and Bharatanatyam techniques (Lived Space), as 

well as innovative ways of using the stage space, such as setting a dance’s opening in the 

far upstage, back part of the stage, with the dancer facing away from the audience—

practices he seldom encounters in classical Bharatanatyam (Perceived Space).  Clearly in 

these two examples, Fuchs and Krishnan are engaging in more than conceptual spatiality: 

they appear to me to be expressing an artistic rendition of the Spatial Trialectic of 

ThirdSpace. 

 It is possible then to explore the interview data from the choreographers or the 

memoried narratives from Chapter I to further problematize this Spatial Trialectic.  I find 

this Trialectic of Spatiality provides an exciting and accessible rubric of sorts that helps 

me identify the components of the “something more” of performance place.  

It is, however, important to note again that performance place and ThirdSpace are 

not equivalents, lest one only notes the specific correlations between the two, and thus 

ignores the fullness of Soja’s theoretical construct.  Soja’s conceptual ideas are far-

reaching, and I will explore three more aspects of ThirdSpace as they apply to the notion 

of performance place.  In delving into Soja’s theorizing further, I will next discuss his 

embrace of the body as truly representative of the experience and the apprehension of 

ThirdSpace. 
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The Body of ThirdSpace 

As a critical postmodern geographer, Soja is particularly interested in the social 

production of space.  In ThirdSpace, however, he writes about the role of the body in 

apprehending spatiality in greater detail than is evident in his previous work.  That is, it is 

in ThirdSpace that I note Soja’s embrace of the body and bodily experience as integral to 

the ontology of the social production of space.  To this end, citing Henri Lefebvre’s The 

Production of Space, Soja declares, “The whole of (social space) space proceeds from the 

body” (405 in Thirdspace, 51).  He draws focus at other times and in other ways 

throughout the book to the body as a departure point for understanding geographical 

social-spatial contexts.  For instance, he quotes poet Adrienne Rich’s notion of the body 

as, “the geography closest in” (qtd. in ThirdSpace 36).  Using the core-periphery 

connections model often cited by human geographers to explain paths of economic and 

urban development, he metaphorically correlates the body to this model, suggesting that 

the body contains “nested layering of ‘regional’ scales and differences” (36).   

This attention to the body and the privileging of its epistemological function in 

understanding spatiality I find to be an interesting development in Soja’s current 

theorizing.  I also sense that this attention to the body in theory aligns Soja with both 

feminist geographers and contemporary dancers in acknowledging the body’s critical role 

in creating and framing spatiality.  That is, through the theorization he proffers in 

ThirdSpace, Soja moves closer to the interdisciplinary territory in which a hybrid 

geographical-dance performance place is situated. 
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Throughout the text of ThirdSpace, Soja repeatedly pays homage to feminist 

geographical discourse as providing essential understandings of spatiality that allow for 

difference and subjectivity.  Nearly all of the feminist geographers cited in Chapter III of 

this dissertation are acknowledged throughout Soja’s book, and he includes a subchapter 

detailing feminist geographical contributions to his theorizing entitled, “The Spatial 

Feminist Critique” (107-25).  Within this subchapter, Soja notes that, in particular, 

postmodern spatial feminist critique: 

. . . relocates us not in the past or in the tacitly built environment of the city, but in 

the marginality and overlapping psychological, social, and cultural borderlands of 

contemporary lived spaces, and particularly in those chosen spaces of radical 

openness where difference is critically disordered in a deconstruction and 

reconstruction of both modernist binary oppositions and the universalist principles 

of liberal democracy.  (111, emphasis in original) 

 

The “overlapping psychological, social and cultural borderlands of contemporary lived 

spaces” that Soja refers to above are largely spaces of bodily understanding and bodily 

identification.  That is, in lived spaces the body contributes to the naming and framing of 

the spatial experience.  While Soja does not especially dwell on the body as the medium 

of art making, he does corroborate the feminist geographic notion mentioned in Chapter 

III that the body is both marked by and marks space (112-9).  Further, in his schema, he 

discusses the primary residence of the body, the Lived Spaces, as: 

. . . the “dominated spaces,” the spaces of the peripheries, the margins and the 

marginalized, the “Third Worlds” that can be found at all scales, in the corpo-

reality of the body and mind, in sexuality and subjectivity, in individual and 

collective identities from the most local to the most global.  They are the chosen 

spaces for struggle, liberation and emancipation. (68) 
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As a critical postmodern geographer, Soja focuses on political and social issues 

regarding the body in space.  In this way, I find he aligns most with the theorizing of 

choreographer Jones and geographer Regulska on the “potential of place” and how that 

potential may be limited due to social and political factors.  Recall Jones’s succinct 

statement that: 

The potential of a place is based on the culture of the location and the space where 

it’s occurring and the people in it [the space].  It can only go, for me, as far as the 

people in it.  They [the people] create certain limitations, certain restrictions, and 

for me, every situation has limitations.  There is no place of complete freedom. 

(interview, 31 Oct. 2011) 

 

While choreographer Jones in the above statement focuses on social and cultural limits to 

the potential of place, geographer Regulska notes the bodily as well as social limits 

imposed on Lived Spaces through her musings on place: 

Some bodies will have greater potential in a particular place and others will have 

fewer possibilities depending on who they are and what the individual place has 

to offer them.  For example, depending upon their age, if they cannot climb the 

stairs, well the potential of that place is going to be limited for that group of 

people.  If they cannot do something because of their race, the potentiality of that 

space is going to have different meaning for them.  If because they are women 

and cannot do something [due to gender restrictions], they will be limited in their 

ability to fully exercise their power and claim their identity.  So the gender, age, 

ethnicity, race, all of these things—construct place in such a way that my 

opportunities—my potentials—might be limited and restricted. (interview,  4 

Nov. 2011) 

 

These limits extended to choices in Lived Space are essential to note, and Soja 

credits feminist geographical discourse for alerting the larger field of human geographical 

discourse to limits imposed on individuals in social spaces.  His discussion perhaps 

harkens back to Harm de Blij’s theorizing in Chapter III that place may not be freely 
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constructed or chosen by all; instead, it may be the experience of a culturally-imposed 

destiny.   

ThirdSpace, however, is a construct that is meant to oversee both places—or 

spaces—of limitation as well as open up places—or spaces—of resistance and freedom.  

(While developing this construct, Soja speaks “with admiration and respect” of feminist 

geographer Gillian Rose’s formulation of Paradoxical Space as influential on the 

development of ThirdSpace [122-3]).  ThirdSpace is meant to be a theoretical construct 

all-encompassing of human practices of spatiality and of being-in-the world.  In this way, 

ThirdSpace is meant to be an emancipatory concept, for in revealing the limitations of 

places and spaces, Soja maintains that it, “gives special attention and particular 

contemporary relevance to the spaces of representation, to lived space as a strategic 

location from which to encompass, understand, and potentially transform all spaces 

simultaneously” (68, emphasis in original). 

Interestingly enough, Soja suggests that artistic endeavors are often conduits for 

developing understandings of ThirdSpace.  He peppers his text with accounts from 

literature, architecture, poetry, film, and sculpture that demonstrate the apprehension of 

ThirdSpace, and he credits artistic appreciation as a way to break away from the linear 

thought to comprehend the holistic nature of ThirdSpace (8-9).  Thus, in the next section, 

I will explore Soja’s discussion of artistic renderings of ThirdSpace, and its potential 

application to dance performance practice and valuing. 
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Artistic Understandings of ThirdSpace 

Throughout the text of ThirdSpace, Soja widely acknowledges contemporary 

artists and theorists who draw attention to bodies as texts of spatial and social lived 

experience.  This can be seen in the following passage: 

Moving circuitously outward from the body without ever losing touch with it, the 

alternative spaces of the visual, kinetic, and aesthetic imagination – in films, 

photography, advertising, fashion, museum exhibitions, murals, poems, novels but 

also in shopping malls and beaches, factories and streets, motels and theme parks 

– are being creatively evoked by other spatial feminists as ways of seeing, 

hearing, feeling, interpreting and changing the city. (115) 

 

In regards to Soja’s discussion of the “alternative spaces of visual, kinetic, and aesthetic 

imagination” that fuel the creation of artistic and activist statements, dance performance 

contains these three attributes, but it is noticeably absent from Soja’s list.  In truth, Soja 

does discuss how literature, sculpture, painting, poetry, architecture, photography, among 

other art forms can illuminate the experiences and realities of Perceived, Lived, and 

Conceived Space.  He does not choose to speak much to the performance arts, and offers 

no discussion of dance.  Yet, it seems Soja’s constructs are easily applicable to dance 

performance in the manner I have explored in my research.   

I believe the omission of dance does not indicate that he believes dance is 

inapplicable to these constructs; rather, that he has not considered dance as having the 

interdisciplinary connections thus far discussed. Whatever the reasons for Soja’s marked 

omission of dance performance in his discussions of the arts as entry points to 

ThirdSpace, I believe the Spatial Trialectic and the strands of Lived, Perceived, and 

Conceived Space have application to certain dance performances.  Additionally, the 
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weighting of Lived Spaces as “emancipatory spaces” combined with the critical attention 

to the body found in Soja’s theorizing on ThirdSpace correspond to aspects of 

performance place.  Perhaps upon further consideration, Soja might see dance 

performance then as an opportunity to “open up the obstructed passages . . . and connect 

levels of reality kept apart from one another”(Bourriaud 8), and thus ignite new 

understandings of the artistic body’s performed involvement in creating new social 

spaces. Also, just as the construct of ThirdSpace is best understood as a holistic 

imbrication of spaces, dance, too, is often valued holistically. Thus, in the next section, I 

will explore the holistic nature of apprehending both ThirdSpace and interdisciplinary 

performance place. 

Holistic Apprehension of ThirdSpace and Performance Place 

Returning to the attributes of performance place, it was noted at the end of 

Chapter V that in any performance event, some themes will move more to the 

foreground, others to the background, depending upon the vantage point of the viewer.  

The experience of performance place for a viewer does not necessarily engender a 

conscious inventory of all of the attributes listed in Chapter V, but some of the attributes 

are vivified through the artistic experience of the dance.  For instance, in my viewing of 

“The Equus Projects,” relationality was definitely a key attribute; asynchroncity was less 

a part of the viewing experience for me.  On the other hand, in my viewing of the dance 

“Branches,” tension and complexity were very pronounced in my experience; 

relationality was embedded in the dance, but it was not as salient to my eyes.  While 



188 

 

identifying and analyzing the attributes of the performance viewing experience was and 

continues to be an important exercise in configuring the phenomenon of performance 

place, it is essential to remember that in valuing artistic products, the whole is often 

greater than the sum of the parts.  That is, the experience of performance place is perhaps 

best understood as a holistic experience, as is the apprehension of ThirdSpace. 

 Indeed, Soja emphasizes that the construct of ThirdSpace is best understood as a 

holistic combined understanding of contemporary sociality, spatiality, and being-in-the 

world.  In the text introduction, Soja notes that he conceives of ThirdSpace as a 

conceptual term that speaks to, “the simultaneity and interwoven complexity of the 

social, the historical, and the spatial, their inseparability and interdependence” (3).  This 

inseparability of the processes of the Trialectic seems key for Soja, as he later notes, 

“Anything which fragments ThirdSpace into separate specialized knowledges or 

exclusive domains – even on the pretext of handling its infinite complexity - destroys its 

meaning and openness” (57). 

 Soja, as a critical postmodern geographer, I assume is speaking in the above 

quotes not only to the field of geography, but also to various fields engaged in critical 

examination of spatiality.  In respect to the relevance of his theorizing in the early 

twenty-first century, Soja notes in his introduction that it is now, “more urgent than ever 

to keep our contemporary consciousness of spatiality – our creative geographical 

imagination – creatively open to redefinition and expansion in new directions; and to 

resist any attempt to narrow or confine its scope” (2).  The retention of the holistic 
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Trialectical conception of ThirdSpace, in Soja’s mind, allows for, “recasting Proust, a 

madeleine for a recherche des espaces perdus, a remembrance-rethinking-recovery of 

spaces lost . . . or never sighted at all” (81). 

If in fact Soja aligns the unlocking of Thirdspace with the asynchronic experience 

of the Proustian narrator of Remembrance of Things Past, it is no wonder that he draws 

on many artistic examples to illuminate the experience and depiction of Thirdspace.  

Artistic appreciation often is a holistic experience, and, as previously mentioned, the 

understanding of an artistic expression is often gleaned through the total as opposed to 

the sum of its parts.  As a professional working in the field of dance, I accept this as a 

truth.  

Yet, as a professional in the field of dance—as opposed to the field of 

geography—I find that I am able to analyze the interlocking and interplay of the artistic 

elements at play in dance performance while also keeping track of the holistic experience.  

I have this facility in dance appreciation after years of practice, but I do not yet have this 

analytical ability to evaluate performance place experience in an interdisciplinary 

construct.  The phenomenon of performance place is still a nascent concept for me, and in 

my research, I am still figuring out how to use it.  I am not as yet facile in my theorizing, 

and thus, for my processes of analysis and understanding, I need to separate out the 

aspects of Lived, Perceived, and Conceived Spaces in order to take stock of all that is 

potentially happening in performance place.  Through this analytical process, I can then 

reconfigure the Spatial Trialectic and review it in motion.  In this way, I appreciate the 
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fullness of the dance expression, and become aware of the parts that I as a spectator 

missed, given where I am situated.  It is my hope that Soja would then forgive me for 

countering his advice.  My tendency to tease out the parts of the Thirdspace Trialectic is 

fueled by an earnest desire to see a new whole; to see the fullness of human social and 

artistic aspects of spatial life as lived in ways that I had not previously encountered. 

From Here to New Places 

 As mentioned in the above section, there may be value to separating out the 

strands of Lived, Conceived, and Perceived spaces delineated in Soja’s theorizing as a 

means to explore and unpack piquant and provocative dance performance.  Further, I 

imagine that exciting pedagogical explorations might result through the mining of each of 

these constructs for students learning about the choreographic process.  (This tactic could 

also be used in dance appreciation classes as a means to alert students to social relevance 

in dance expressions.)  Firstly, however, in the valuing/evaluating process, it may be 

important to consider whether or not a dance evokes the experience of performance place. 

(Or in the instance of choreographic process, it may be suggested that the choreographer 

considers whether or not the creation of performance place is a desired outcome.)  If a 

semblance of performance place manifesting some of the qualities or themes mentioned 

previously (such as complexity, tensions, asynchroncity, etc.) arises, one may want to 

explore the workings of this performance place using the Spatial Trialectical aspects of 

Thirdspace.  While Thirdspace is a holistic experience, one may want to analyze a dance 

for the appearance of the realms of Lived, Perceived, and Conceived Spaces connected to 
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the physical spatiality of the dance.  Perhaps a theoretical exploration of these respective 

realms may in turn alert choreographers, audiences, or students to new connections in 

lived and experienced spatiality.  Or, conversely, perhaps the holistic artistic valuing of 

the dance may offer insights into how spatialized dance problematizes and shapes the 

theoretical realms as well as offering new insights on day-to-day lived spatiality.  A 

trialectic consideration of dance performance, aspects of geographical discourse, and 

every day, lived spatiality then can be reflexive. 

 This artistic-geographical-social reflexivity returns the focus to this chapter’s 

epigraph.  In Relational Aesthetics, Bourriaud advocates for artistic activity, “to achieve 

modest connections, open up (One or two) obstructed passages, and connect levels of 

reality kept apart from one another” (8).  A reflexive dialogue between dance 

performance place and critical, postmodern, and feminist geographical discourse indeed 

achieves connections, opens up obstructed passages and connects levels of reality—as 

well as discourse—often kept apart from one another.   Further, the experience of dance 

performance place elicits and connects not only artistic and social understandings that 

encompass spatiality, but one that also embraces the self-knowledge and experiences that 

the viewer brings to the appreciation of the performance.  In this way, another trialectic 

of understanding is created, one that connects artistic appreciation, personal experience, 

knowledge and identity, and geographical theorizing all together.  Performance place 

then is not something that is purely cognitive or removed from self, but instead, is related 
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to oneself, artistic expression, and geographical theorizing.  It represents new iterations of 

understanding and being-in-the-world. 

Revisiting Beginning Places 

 In coming to a place of closure, I return to my Chapter III adaptation of Tuan’s 

definition of physical place: a space of meaning or significance for someone(s).  

Significance and meaning (which may carry a positive or negative affect for someone, for 

as geographer Fry’s home place was a source of comfort, feminist geographers note that 

home can be a place of oppression) are multiply-construed.  There is no universal reading 

of place, as there is no universal appreciation and evaluation of choreography.  As 

geographer Kharlamov noted, place is personally constructed, meaning that one brings 

one’s own associations and beliefs into play in understanding place.   

 The process of creating or experiencing place depends on ever-changing human 

sensibilities and social relations.  As Casey notes, “place is no fixed thing” (285); neither 

is a dance, nor a person.  The salient aspects of place, persons, and dances may change 

over time or be viewed differently from alternate perspectives.  What seems productive in 

this inquiry into performance place is the manner in which it anchors us to being-in-the-

physical-world while also problematizing our shifting identities and social relations.  To 

comprehend performance place not only involves artistic and aesthetic valuing, human 

geographical and critical spatial discourse, but perhaps most importantly, reflective 

inquiry into ourselves and our ongoing social relations within the world. 



193 

 

 Apprehending performance place then is an ongoing inquiry—not only into 

shifting and multiply-perceived spaces—but also into oneself and one’s notions of social 

relations.  Efforts to comprehend place may serve to guide or teach us not only about the 

social-spatial parameters of “place,” but also about our internal viewpoints of our 

individual being-in-the-world.  Choreographer Salyers likens the audience connection to 

place she seeks to develop through performance to a personal, mutual relationship.  She 

notes that the audience’s experience of place is a multiplicitous experience of a 

relationship, and thus: 

. . . in any relationship, a friendship, or a love relationship, or a student/teacher 

relationship, anything like that, I feel like we often learn more about ourselves 

through our interactions with that person [or object or place].  It doesn’t mean we 

couldn’t exist without each other and that we didn’t have a whole history before 

we met.  It’s just that in meeting, neither one of us is ever the same again. 

(interview, 14 July 2011) 

 

 In our encounters with dance performance place then, we are learning both about 

ourselves and place through ever-shifting relationships.  As we shift, the experience of 

place shifts, and similarly as place shifts, we shift.  Understanding place then takes us 

both back to ourselves and beyond ourselves.  Attention and exploration of performance 

place is not treading water in place; rather, an active awareness and experience of place 

offers us the potential of moving beyond a past, sometimes assumed “place” to a 

multiply-understood place of connections and possibilities.  That is, apprehending 

performance place as a complex social-spatial experience may alert us to complexities (or 

problems) in our own social-spatial experiences of everyday life. Through newly-

acquired awareness created by understandings of an interdisciplinary construct of 
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performance place, we may see ourselves and our social-spatial “places” differently and, 

thus, be moved to enact change in our lives. 

 In closing, I return to Bourriaud’s theorizing on the function of postmodern art 

production introduced at the beginning of this chapter. Like Soja, Bourriaud casts a 

critical eye on twenty-first century sociality and believes that artistic production and 

valuing can offer antidotes to the tide of commodification that unwittingly drives the 

larger culture.  Again, he notes, “the role of artworks is no longer to form imaginary and 

utopian realities, but to actually be ways of living and models of action within the 

existing real, whatever the scale chosen by the artist” (13).  I believe both ThirdSpace and 

performance place address “ways of living and models of action within the existing real”: 

ThirdSpace is a theoretical model to understand social, spatial, and being interactions, 

while performance place artistically presents to the viewer the Spatial Trialectic of Lived, 

Perceived, and Conceived Spaces.  An audience may then be alerted to social-spatial-

being “models of action within the existing real” through the apprehension of 

performance place.  In turn, and in response, an audience member or members may then 

choose to go off and discover or create new places in the world. 
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