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ABSTRACT 

	  
The geologic theory of plate tectonics, sometimes referred to as “the dance of the 

continents,” proposes a vision of Earth as dynamic body in motion that is constantly 

shifting and altering its form.  Geophysical research during the 1950s and 1960s, 

especially in relation to Harry Hess’s seafloor spreading hypothesis, Fred Vine and D. H. 

Matthews’ geomagnetic reversal hypothesis, and J. Tuzo Wilson’s classification of new 

faults in Earth’s crust, established enough scientific evidence to suggest a viable model of 

this dance of the continents.  This led to the geoscientific community widely accepting 

the theory of plate tectonics by the end of the 1960s.  The purpose of this dissertation is 

to investigate how the idea of Earth as a dynamic body in motion can be connected to the 

experience of one’s own body in motion and in movement practice.  Emerging from my 

work as an artist and an educator, this research analyzes the creative processes and the 

phenomenological essences of two geologically inspired dances, and develops a 

pedagogical application of geosomatic movement practices in an undergraduate course 

entitled Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.   

I use a phenomenological method of analysis informed by Max van Manen and 

Clark Moustakas to examine what it means to embody terrestrial forces, entities, and 

landscapes, and how geologic structures and scientific ideas can be translated into 

anthropomorphic movement.  In chapter 4, “Sediments of Meaning: Phenomenological 

Analysis of Pieces of Pele,” I devise a theoretical structure for critical reflection upon and 

development of the choreographer’s creativity, which I call a meta-choreographic 

process.  This essentially hermeneutic method of reflection allows choreographers to 

more deeply understand their creative process and aesthetic criteria, and how they 
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construct meaning through movement.  The analysis in chapter 5, “Continental Shift: 

Phenomenological Analysis of Tectonic Suite,” illuminates the profound role of metaphor 

in both the creative process and the viewing experience in relation to this particular dance 

from my GeoDance repertoire.  Using the framework of George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson’s analysis in Metaphors We Live By, I demonstrate how dance can function to 

create coherent metaphors.  

In chapter 6, “Dancing Earth, Dancing Body: Experiential Learning of Geologic 

Concepts,” I use an ethnographic framework to examine student perspectives of Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body.  This analysis reveals that, as the instructor of the course, I 

fostered, and students applied, three distinct modes of creative inquiry in the classroom: 

imagistic, language-based, and collaborative.  Embedded within these three modes of 

creative inquiry were a variety of somatic experiences and refocused dance-based 

exercises that amounted to a technique of sorts, with the specific goal of awakening and 

fostering the development of our body-mind-environment connection.  I theorize this 

collection of experiences and exercises as a geosomatic movement practice.   

Illuminated throughout this dissertation are key sources from the fields of dance, 

geology, somatics, ecology, phenomenology, eco-phenomenology, and ethnography—

evincing the interdisciplinary nature of this study.  At the heart of this interdisciplinary 

inquiry lies a fundamental awareness that our experience of our bodies is integrated with 

our experience of atmosphere, terrain, and gravitation.  Therefore, by deepening our 

understanding of how we can cope with these physical aspects of our environment, we 

can deepen our understanding of Earth and its processes.  
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For Rex. 

“The earth and myself are of one mind. 

The measure of the land the measure of our bodies are the same.” 

Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce Nation 
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CHAPTER 1 

A MOUNTAIN RISING: AN INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction  

This journey begins with an account from my first travels across the western 

United States in the summer of 2002, where I experienced a seismic shift in my 

understanding of Earth.  I was enjoying the long drive across South Dakota with my 

husband-to-be, gazing out the window at herds of buffalo stretched across the prairie, 

when I was suddenly struck by an abrupt change in the landscape.  The rolling prairie had 

given way to something else, an otherworldly place known as the Badlands National 

Park.  Pinnacles, buttes, and spires carved out of sand appeared to be painted in layers of 

pink, coral, and brown.  These mysterious formations looked like the ruins of an ancient 

sand castle.  We entered the park, got out of the car, and proceeded to follow a narrow 

sandy trail.  I soon found myself standing at the precipice of a sharply eroded butte and 

looking upon an expansive landscape that overwhelmed my senses.  I recall feeling a 

trembling energy surge through my muscles and noticing that my breath was caught in 

my chest—it was a breathtaking experience.  I was compelled to continue walking deeper 

into this landscape; before I knew it my companion and the car were tiny dots on the 

horizon behind me.  There was a spirit to this land that I had never encountered before; it 

was magnetic, energizing, and awe-inspiring.  In the presence of this landscape, my 

vision of an animate Earth began to materialize.  

My companion and I wanted to know more about this landscape and the people 

who inhabited it.  I was drawn to investigate its geologic history, while he was drawn to 
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investigate its social and cultural history.  At night in our tent he would read aloud stories 

about the way of life of the Lakota people and their encounters with the United States 

military and, in turn, I would read aloud stories of an ancient sea that stretched across this 

region sixty-nine million years ago and lengthy processes of sediment deposition and 

erosion that shaped the landscape.  As our trip progressed into Wyoming we discovered 

the breath of Earth as embodied in the geysers and hot springs of Yellowstone National 

Park.  Here the ground moved in bizarre and unexpected ways.  The primordial sound of 

mud pots percolating, coupled with the sight of Earth’s breath releasing from the mouth 

of fumaroles, gave new meaning to the geologic forces that I had been reading about.  

Suddenly, Earth’s dynamic body was vividly present.   

Journeying westward into Idaho, we visited a dormant volcanic landscape known 

as Craters of the Moon National Monument.  We learned that the geology of this region 

was shaped by the presence of the caldera that currently resides beneath the ground in 

Yellowstone and that this is evidence of the western migration of the North American 

tectonic plate.  Lastly, we traveled through the Salmon River wilderness into Montana, 

where the vast stretches of sky gave me a feeling of weightlessness and vertigo.  Each 

landscape we encountered inspired a steadily growing vision of Earth as an active and 

changing body. 

Upon our return to New York City, the Martha Graham Dance Company invited 

me to join its company of dancers as a new member.  This was an important time in the 

history of the Martha Graham Dance Company as it symbolized a phoenix rising from the 

ashes of the Graham vs Graham court case.  I had been studying at the Martha Graham 

School of Contemporary Dance intermittently over a period of five years and deeply 
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admired the work.   Needless to say, I was elated by the news!  When my artistic 

directors, Christine Dakin and Terese Capucilli, held a meeting to inform me of which 

roles I would be working on for the upcoming season, I was thrilled to learn that they cast 

me in Graham’s solo Frontier.  This dance is about a young woman channeling a vast 

landscape for the first time.  My debut in Frontier on January 25, 2003 received the 

following press from Jack Anderson of the New York Times (dated January 30, 2003): 

As the pioneer woman in Frontier, Jennifer Conley stood imposingly tall as she 
stretched her arms outward across the plains and upward into the skies.  Such 
actions revealed this woman’s fortitude.  And although a few pensive, less 
forceful moments suggested that even the bravest pioneer can be troubled, Miss 
Conley’s fundamental assurance as a dancer made it clear that the pioneering 
spirit would prevail.   

 
Embodying this work allowed me to draw upon my recent experience in the West and 

provided a fertile ground for me to explore the connections between dance, geologic 

imagery, and lived experience. 

Two years later, I crossed the United States by airplane for a tour of the West 

Coast with the Graham Company.  From the window of the airplane I was able to sense a 

holistic perspective of Earth’s body.  I recognized the rivers, tributaries, and oceans to be 

Earth’s interconnected system of arteries and veins that circulate its water.   The uplifted 

and folded rock of mountain ranges appeared as deep set wrinkles in Earth’s crust.  From 

this vantage point it appeared that each feature of Earth’s surface flows into the next, 

creating a continuous and singular body.  This vision began to emerge in my teachings at 

the Graham School, where I was exploring Graham’s concept of an internal landscape 

with new purpose.  I found a space for Earth-based imagery in Graham technique and 

began to apply a geologic understanding to her movement principles of contraction and 

release.  Through the process, I was awakening a deeper physical connection with Earth.  
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It became clear that the power of these Earth-based ideas resonated in the bodies of my 

students as well.  I observed them embodying the same movement vocabulary but in 

more weighted and dynamic ways.  It was at this time that I felt ready to explore my own 

creative process. 

In the fourteen years since our first journey across the country, my husband and I 

have visited a vast array of landscapes, including mineral-rich deserts, canyon lands, 

glacier-carved valleys, caverns, meteor craters, and a variety of dormant and active 

volcanoes.  These distinct experiences have given way to new choreographic visions and 

pedagogical approaches.  It is out of these personal and creative journeys that this 

research emerges.  

Coming into Focus: Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

Understanding Earth as a dynamic body in motion is a paradigm-shifting 

experience that affected my creative vision and pedagogical focus.  Over the past few 

years, I have been working to discover new ways of bringing this knowledge into my 

work as a dancer, dance educator, and choreographer.  I began with the simple notion that 

movements of our bodies mirror the movements of Earth.  I employed a 

microcosmic/macrocosmic model in order to relate the dynamic processes of both the 

human body and the Earth body through analogy.  This analogous approach led me to 

pair respiration with geyser activity, the muscular system with properties of molten rock, 

and the articulation of joints with movements along tectonic plate boundaries.  These 

analogous relationships work in both directions to enlighten new understandings of the 

human body as well as Earth.  As I got further into this process, I began to focus upon the 

qualitative descriptions of Earth’s dynamic systems found in geologic literature.  I 
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brought theories, models and imagery from Earth science into the dance studio to explore 

the intersections of geology as a way of knowing with dance as a way of knowing.  This 

new way of working yielded the production of eleven geologic dances as well as the 

development of an undergraduate course called Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.1  While 

this research is interdisciplinary in nature, I fully recognize that I am a dancer and not a 

scientist by profession; therefore, I come to this work with an understanding of terrestrial 

elements, as they are experienced in our bodies.2  In working with geologic materials, I 

use my imagination and choreographic vision to create work that evokes images of Earth.  

The theoretical foundation of my understanding of Earth as a dynamic body in 

motion is based upon the theory of plate tectonics3.  Plate tectonic theory encompasses an 

idea of Earth as a dynamic system that functions as an integrated body (from its surface 

to its core), explaining that Earth’s outer crust is broken into interconnecting segments 

called plates and that these plates are in constant motion in relation to one another.  At the 

boundary of two or more plates are distinct relationships or articulations of one of three  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Dancing Earth, Dancing Body is an undergraduate course that I taught at Franklin and 

Marshall College in the Spring of 2010, and again in 2013.  
	  
2 The three terrestrial elements that I identify our experience of movement closely with 

are atmosphere, terrain, and gravity. 
 
3	  The theory of plate tectonics builds upon the research of many scientists spanning 

decades from the 1900s to the present day.  The primary origin for this revolutionary vision is 
most often credited to Alfred Wegener’s hypothesis of continental drift published in 1915.  In 
1928, Arthur Holmes book, Physical Geology, presented a plausible driving mechanism for 
Wegener’s continental drift hypothesis, and Alexander du Toit’s 1937 publication, Our 
Wandering Continents, “eliminated some of Wegener’s weaker arguments and added a wealth of 
new evidence in support of this revolutionary idea” (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 42).  In 1960, Harry 
Hess presented the seafloor spreading hypothesis in what he called “an essay in geopoetry” 
(Tarbuck and Lutgens, 46). Five years later, J. Tuzo Wilson’s paper identified the existence of 
large faults creating “rigid plates” in Earth’s outer shell, which would later be called tectonic 
plates (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 49).    
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basic types—divergent, convergent, or transformative.4  Generally speaking, tectonic  

plates move between “six and twenty centimeters a year, no faster than the speed at 

which a human fingernail grows” (Gamlin, 15).  It is this tectonic activity that makes 

Earth a dynamic planet.  As the giant bones of Earth’s exoskeleton, these tectonic plates 

dance to the deep time rhythms of the muscular mantle that flows beneath its surface.  It 

is not surprising to hear geologists sometimes refer to the theory of plate tectonics as the 

dance of the continents; in fact, I have come across this exact metaphor on the United 

States Geological Survey (USGS) website as well as in geologic articles that bear titles 

such as “Tectonics: Arabia’s Slow Dance with India,” “The Unending Global Dance,” 

and “The Dance that Makes Mountains.”  The idea that geologists see dance as a 

metaphor for their inquiry excites me!  

The more geologic I become in my approach to creating movement, the more 

aware I am of how intimately entwined my sense of body is with our terrestrial 

environment.  Upon the realization that experience of body is integrated with experience 

of atmosphere (breath), terrain (support), and gravitation (weight), the distinction 

between an internal physical reality and an external physical reality begins to blur.  David 

Abram eloquently describes this phenomenon in this following passage:  

…the boundaries of the body are open and indeterminate; more like membranes 
than barriers, they define a surface of metamorphosis and exchange.  The 
breathing, sensing body draws its sustenance and its very substance from the soils, 
plants, and elements that surround it; it continually contributes itself, in turn, to 
the air, to the composting earth…so that it is very difficult to discern, at any 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 “Plates are bounded by three distinct types of boundaries, which are differentiated by 

the type of movement they exhibit…Divergent boundaries are where two plates move apart, 
resulting in upwelling of material from the mantle to create new seafloor.  Convergent boundaries 
are where two plates move together, resulting in oceanic lithosphere descending beneath an 
overriding plate, eventually to be reabsorbed into the mantle, or possibly in the collision of two 
continental blocks to create a mountain system.  Transform boundaries are where two plates grind 
past each other without the production or destruction of lithosphere” (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 54).  
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moment, precisely where this living body begins and where it ends.  (Abram, 46-
47)     
 

Abram suggests that our bodies are integrated with elements of Earth’s atmosphere, 

biosphere, and geosphere through a dynamic system of exchange that is both ecological 

and geological.  In doing so, he effectively blurs the boundary between our body and our 

environment.  He opens a space for understanding of the boundaries of body as an 

interface that allows for an intermingling with our local terrestrial environment.  If we are 

able to expand our vision of body to include aspects of our local terrestrial environment, 

then our understanding of environment becomes more personal and perhaps more 

meaningful.  To develop this kind of relationship with our terrestrial environment is one 

way to heal our inherited rupture with nature.  Imagine the possibilities if we are able to 

intuitively sense the quality of ambient air or soil in a way similar to how we intuitively 

sense the quality of our health at any given moment.  Just as we would attempt to heal 

ailments in our body we would also begin to heal our environment.      

Expanding upon Abram’s vision that the human body is engaged in a system of 

exchange with the environment, imagine this immediate environment as a body engaged 

in a system of exchange with a larger body known as a regional ecosystem.  Picture this 

regional ecosystem engaged in a system of exchange with multiple regional ecosystems, 

all of which constitute yet a larger body known as Earth’s biosphere.  From this 

ecological standpoint, we begin to recognize the important role that our intimate 

environment plays in the well-being and stabilization of Earth’s biosphere.  Further, the 

biosphere is integrated with the atmosphere as well as the geosphere in a unique system 

of chemical exchange that assists Earth in its ability to maintain a stable state; as a result 

of this stability, life is able to thrive on Earth.   
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In 1988, scientist and visionary James Lovelock proposed the Gaia theory, which 

explains how the evolution of a species is integrated with the evolution of its 

environment.  “Just as the shell is part of a snail, so the rocks, the air, and the oceans are 

part of Gaia” (Lovelock 1988, 19).  Lovelock perceived Earth’s surface as the soil for 

life, with the temperature of the rocks and their mineral-rich nature yielding a fertile 

foundation in which life could thrive.  In turn, the chemical excrements of organisms alter 

the state of the atmosphere, making it possible for new species to emerge.  Not only does 

our body participate in a system of exchange with our environment, but in doing so it 

contributes to the overall stabilization (or destabilization) of Gaia.  Our experience of 

body, movement, and dance occurs within this ecological context.  This is why I believe 

it is imperative for dancers and dance educators to explore Earth-based approaches to 

understanding body and movement.   

Defining Purpose and Readership 

Martha Graham once stated, “no artist is ahead of his time, he is his time” 

(Armitage, 107).  Historically speaking, the mark of the modern or contemporary dance 

artist is that they create work that responds to the present social and cultural climate in 

which they live.  I perceive our present time as marked by a growing geologic and 

ecologic awareness that is prompted by the social implications of global climate change, 

such as forced migration due to dwindling natural resources.  Eco-phenomenologist, 

Nigel Stewart, notes,   

Faced with the possibility of irreversible environmental catastrophe, the need for 
new environmental values has never been greater, but this must involve a re-
evaluation of humanity’s most basic assumptions about its relationship with the 
other-than-human world.  (Stewart, 32) 
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In the Western World, we have inherited a rupture of humanity from nature that is deeply 

rooted in our European history.  It is not the purpose of this research to untangle the many 

ideologies that influenced this rupture; however, it is my hope that this work will 

contribute to ongoing efforts by artists, scientists, philosophers, and educators to restore 

the idea that we are nature.  When we are able to perceive our bodies and Earth as inter-

related, our connection with the environment becomes more personal and thus more 

meaningful.   

I engage in this research with the desire to inspire readers to think differently 

about their bodies, Earth, and the relationship between them.  Specifically, I want dancers 

to recognize that their kinesthetic sensitivity enables them to establish meaningful 

connections with Earth.  I am also speaking to dance educators about the relevance of the 

planetary context in our experience of body and offer them an approach for exploring 

Earth science.  Additionally, I hope to alert environmentalists and Earth scientists of the 

potential for dance to deepen our understanding of Earth and the relevance of embodied 

experience for understanding science.  Lastly, I speak to fellow artist-scholars to illustrate 

possible pathways for integrating research with artistry. 

Before moving on, it is important to clarify the use of a few terms frequently 

encountered in the body of this text.  Following Abramian logic of extending our bodies 

toward the reaches of Lovelock’s Gaia, it makes sense to speak of Earth as a subject of 

study rather than an object of study (the earth).  It is not my intent to resurrect 

anthropomorphic or mythic perceptions of Earth as a sacred subject; but by the same 

token I wish to avoid a reductionist perception of Earth as a dead, mechanistic object.  

Instead, I embrace a view of Earth as a dynamic system that is something other than an 
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organism as defined by biologists and something other than a machine as defined by 

physicists.  Hence for the purposes of this study Earth means the whole dynamic body of 

our planet, which includes the atmosphere, biosphere, and geosphere. Similarly, 

terrestrial environment means the integration of terrain and atmosphere, as well as the 

presence of gravitation.  Ecology refers to the dynamic system of chemical exchange that 

occurs between our species and our habitat.  I steer away from terms like nature and 

natural because they pose a philosophical problem, assuming that nature is something 

other than what we are and what we create.  

The following chapter details two main strands of this research: choreographic 

and pedagogical.  Chapter 2 will also identify selected data from these two pools of 

research and articulate my rationale and process for engaging in phenomenological and 

ethnographic methods to examine this data.  My critical review of literature in chapter 3 

will illuminate key sources from the fields of dance, somatics, geology, ecology, 

phenomenology, eco-phenomenology, and ethnography—evincing the interdisciplinary 

nature of this study.  Chapters 4 and 5 are each a phenomenological analysis of a single 

geologically inspired dance from my GeoDance repertoire, where I’ve been working to 

evoke geologic forms through anthropomorphic bodies.  Chapter 6 is an ethnographic 

account of the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body experience through the voices of the 

undergraduate students that were a part of the Spring 2010 version of this course at 

Franklin and Marshall College in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.  In chapter 7, I conclude this 

research with a summary and suggestions for further investigation and application of this 

study.  
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CHAPTER 2 

TOPOGRAPHIC SURVEY: A RESEARCH PLAN 

 

Embodying Ideas of Earth 

 Imagine two continental plates shifting their weight into one another—bracing, 

sliding, contracting, folding, and arching upward from the horizon.  Convection currents 

of molten rock circulating deep beneath Earth’s crust are driving the actions of these 

plates.  Could we perceive this geologic event, known as mountain building, as the 

muscular action of Earth’s body?  Picture a prairie landscape wisped by the breath of 

fumaroles and accompanied by the rhythmic sound of percolating hot springs and 

eruptive geysers.  Minerals from these events paint the ground in hues of pink, yellow, 

and orange.  Could the effects of geothermal activity become the source of inspiration for 

choreography?  How might geologic events like these be useful to a dancer’s daily 

practice or creative process?  

Accepting a vision of Earth as a dynamic body in motion, I have set out to 

investigate a kinesthetic understanding of Earth through the embodiment of geologic 

knowledge and imagery. Geologists understand the kinetics of Earth: for example, how 

Earth moves, what causes its motion, and the types of motion that it produces.  As a 

dancer, I seek to translate this knowledge through the dynamic and imaginative human 

body with the purpose of creating new approaches to choreography and pedagogy—the 

two branches of dance knowledge where I have applied this research.  If the experience 

of our bodies is integrated with our experience of atmosphere, terrain, and gravitation, we 

must already possess (however conscious of it we are) an intuitive understanding of the 
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elements of Earth.  How might the integration of dance with geologic ways of knowing 

develop a deeper awareness of our personal connection to the terrestrial environment?  

How might embodiment become a tool for exploring a geologic understanding of Earth?  

How might geologic explorations help us to develop greater sensitivity and understanding 

to our own bodies in motion?  Is it possible to “theorize” the relationship between Earth 

and body?   

In this dissertation, I investigate these queries through two main branches of 

exploration—dance choreography and dance pedagogy.  This research process emerged 

organically from my own practice as an artist and an educator.  Over the past few years, I 

have created eleven geologically-inspired dances, which I refer to as my GeoDance 

repertoire.  My creative process in these dances has been inspired by geologic imagery 

and theories from Earth science that describe Earth’s kinetic processes.  Each dance 

focuses on a specific geologic topic, such as plate tectonic theory, Hawaiian lava flows, 

the concept of deep time, anatomy of geysers and hot springs, characteristics of caverns, 

and Gaia theory.  I have collaborated with composers, dancers, costume designers, and 

lighting designers to develop each piece into a theatrical dance work.   

From these choreographic explorations I have distilled techniques and methods 

for working with geologic materials for the purposes of exploring dancers’ physical 

relationship with Earth in the studio classroom.  I developed an undergraduate course 

entitled, Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, which I piloted at Franklin and Marshall College 

in the Spring of 2010, then again in the Spring of 2013.  The course content of Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body explores how our bodies reflect geologic processes, how we can 

embody theories and models from Earth science, and how we can reflect upon our 
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relationship with Earth through the study of dance.  My goal as an educator is to discover 

how knowledge from Earth science could be made relevant to dance students from a wide 

variety of backgrounds in a studio-based course.        

My collection of GeoDances and the course I created, Dancing Earth, Dancing 

Body, are two distinct bodies of my research.  To analyze each of these different bodies, I 

employed two separate processes of analysis.  First, I worked with a phenomenological 

process to examine the essence of two selected GeoDances; in chapter 4, “Sediments of 

Meaning: Phenomenological Analysis of Pieces of Pele,” I examine a solo that I created 

and performed in 2010, and in chapter 5, “Continental Shift: Phenomenological Analysis 

of Tectonic Suite” I examine a large group piece from 2008.  Second, I worked with an 

ethnographic process to examine data collected from my students in Dancing Earth, 

Dancing Body (2010).  Though both processes provided rigorous methods for analysis, 

each one allowed a space for emergent theory.  In particular, phenomenology allowed me 

to remain creative as I engaged in a deep study of my GeoDance repertoire, while 

ethnography allowed space for student voices to be highlighted in the study of Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body. 

Method of Analysis: Phenomenology in Relation to Two GeoDances     

Founder of phenomenology Edmund Husserl, states the fundamental premise of 

phenomenological research in his maxim, “to the things themselves.”  Abram explains 

that Husserl believed phenomenology should “not seek to explain the world, but to 

describe as closely as possible the way the world makes itself evident to awareness, the 

way things first arise in our direct, sensorial experience” (Abram, 35).  Some believe that 

this approach “enables a return to the primal unity” between the thing being observed and 
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the person (or people) doing the observing (Stewart, 33).  I believe that this 

understanding of phenomenology is salient to my creative process.  By exploring 

embodied methods to understand how Earth moves, my work engenders an intimate 

connection between the thing being observed (Earth) and the person (myself) or people 

(dancers) doing the observing.  The movement vocabulary for each GeoDance developed 

from initial sensorial impressions of geologic imagery or direct experiences with 

landscape.  In retrospect, it appears that my choreographic process was fundamentally 

phenomenological.  It makes sense then, to employ phenomenological methods as the 

means to closely observe and analyze two GeoDances.   

Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes the focus of phenomenology as, “the study of 

essences; and according to it (phenomenology), all problems amount to finding 

definitions of essences” (Merleau-Ponty, vii).  Max van Manen reiterates this notion 

when he says, “The purpose of phenomenological reflection is to try to grasp the essential 

meaning of something” (van Manen, 77).  But what do phenomenologists mean by 

essence or essential meaning of a phenomenon? Van Manen articulates that “in Husserl’s 

writings (1913/82) ‘essence’ often refers to the whatness of things as opposed to their 

thatness (i.e., their existence)” (van Manen, 172).  He elaborates,   

the essence of a phenomenon is a universal which can be described through a 
study of the structure that governs the instances or particular manifestations of the 
essence of that phenomenon…(and) phenomenology is the systematic attempt to 
uncover and describe the structures, the internal meaning structures of lived 
experience.  (van Manen, 10) 

 

As I understand it, phenomenological analysis is not a process of evaluation, but rather a 

process of illumination that allows me to uncover the meaning(s) of Pieces of Pele and 

Tectonic Suite.   
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The process of phenomenological analysis that I describe in this section is both 

heuristic and hermeneutic.  Clark Moustakas defines heuristic research as, “a process of 

internal search through which one discovers the nature and meaning of experience and 

develops methods and procedures for further investigation and analysis” (Moustakas 

1994, 17).  About hermeneutics he says, “hermeneutic science involves the art of reading 

a text so that the intention and meaning behind appearances are fully understood” 

(Moustakas 1994, 9).  By working with methods such as reflective analysis and close 

description, I explore the textural essences and internal meanings of each GeoDance that 

yield new found meaning(s) of each phenomenon.  The materials that I work with include 

videotapes that feature both rehearsal and performance footage, photographs that 

document the performances, recordings of music composed for each piece, costumes 

designed for each piece, and my choreographer’s notebooks detailing aspects of the 

creative process for each work.   

In effort to grasp the essential meaning(s) of each dance, I engage a process of 

phenomenological reflection that blends the conceptualizations of Moustakas with those 

of van Manen.  From Moustakas we learn the importance of Husserl’s concept of Epoche 

as “the first step in coming to know things, in being inclined toward seeing things as they 

appear, in returning to things themselves, free of prejudgements and preconceptions” 

(Moustakas 1994, 90).  Moustakas quotes Husserl to emphasize the value of the Epoche: 

“Nothing is determined in advance.  Everything that appears is marked ‘with a horizon of 

undetermined determinability’ by the possibility of being seen and known in its essential 

nature and meaning” (Moustakas 1994, 87).  As choreographer of the phenomenon in 

question, there are many presupposed ideas and critical responses that I carry for each 
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phenomenon; therefore, I engaged in the process of Epoche before I began my 

observations.  According to van Manen,   

Husserl…used the term ‘bracketing’ to describe how one must take hold of the 
phenomenon and then place outside of it one’s knowledge about the phenomenon. 
But how does one put out of play everything one knows about an experience that 
one has selected for study?  If we simply try to forget or ignore what we already 
“know,” we may find that the presuppositions persistently creep back into our 
reflections.  It is better to make explicit our understandings, beliefs, biases…to 
come to terms with our assumptions, not in order to forget them again, but rather 
to hold them deliberately at bay.   (van Manen, 47)   
 

The practice of bracketing as suggested by van Manen allows me to acknowledge 

presuppositions and critical responses as they emerge.  I acknowledged these ideas by 

writing them down in a bracketing column to the left of my descriptive texts, and 

sometimes upon a separate page reserved for critical responses.  Allowing myself to 

acknowledge and express these critical responses in written form, aided in my ability to 

place them aside so that I could immerse myself in the process of generating descriptive 

responses.        

According to Moustakas, each phenomenon carries within it both textural and 

structural essences (Moustakas 1994, 36).  We must first uncover the textural essences 

(descriptive texts) before we can see any structural essences (thematic ideas).  To search 

for textural essences, I engaged in a process of phenomenological reduction as defined by 

Moustakas.  He explains, 

…the task is that of describing in textural language just what one sees, not only in 
terms of the external object but also the internal act of consciousness, the 
experience as such, the rhythm and relationship between phenomenon and 
self…The task requires that I look and describe; look again and describe; look 
again and describe; always with reference to textural qualities…descriptions that 
present varying intensities; ranges of shapes, sizes, and spatial qualities; time 
references; and colors all within an experiential context.  So, “to the things 
themselves,” an open field, where everything and anything is available as given in 
experience.  (Moustakas 1994, 91) 
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The descriptive texts resulting from Moustakas’ reiterative process of close textural 

observation detail the textural essences of the phenomenon in question.  Working with a 

videotaped performance of each dance, I generated multiple descriptive texts that 

emerged from close viewings of each dance.  In this stage of close viewing (and 

listening), I described exactly what I saw (or heard) as descriptively as possible without 

over-engaging in the process of interpretation (though, I recognize that the selection of 

language is always going to be somewhat interpretive).  I reiterated this process as many 

times as was necessary until I reach a stopping point for each piece (producing nine 

descriptive texts in my analysis of Tectonic Suite and eighteen descriptive texts in my 

analysis of Pieces of Pele).  

With descriptive texts of textural essences in hand, I began the process of 

imaginative variation as defined by Moustakas or thematic analysis as defined by van 

Manen.  In this stage of analysis, I examined texts for emerging structural essences or 

themes.  About imaginative variation, Moustakas says,  

The aim is to arrive at structural descriptions of an experience, the underlying and 
precipitating factors that account for what is being experienced; in other words the 
“how” that speaks to the conditions that illuminate the “what” of the 
experience…these are the conditions that must exist for something to appear. 
(Moustakas 1994, 98) 

 
In similar meaning but with different language, van Manen says that thematic analysis 

refers “to the process of recovering the theme or themes that are embodied and 

dramatized in the evolving meanings and imagery of the work” (van Manen, 79).  In both 

cases, the ideas emerging are structural units of support that carry or guide internal 

meanings of the phenomenon.  In this stage of analysis, a multitude of structural essences 

or themes emerged for each phenomenon.  For example in my analysis of Tectonic Suite, 



 18	  

eight thematic ideas emerged, but upon closer study, they integrated in ways that revealed 

only three distinct structural essences.  The emergent ideas from this stage of analysis 

became the structural parameters that guided the remaining steps for each study.  In the 

case of Tectonic Suite, I returned to the textural essence process and produced an 

additional descriptive text based on the newly emergent structural essences, which lead to 

a cross-comparison study of emergent imagery with the actual creative process as noted 

in my choreographer notebook.  

There is another strand of descriptive writing that emerged only in my analysis of 

Pieces of Pele—that is, my personal account of performing the piece in the form of a 

lived experience description or narrative.  About lived experience descriptions, van 

Manen states: “Lived experiences gather hermeneutic significance as we (reflectively) 

gather them by giving memory to them.  Through meditations, conversations, day 

dreams, inspirations and other interpretive acts we assign meaning to the phenomena of 

lived life” (van Manen, 37).  The goal in writing lived experience descriptions is to give 

the most direct description of an experience as possible without “offering causal 

explanations or interpretive generalizations” (van Manen, 54).  By including this lived-

experience account in my analysis of Pieces of Pele, I acknowledge the role of the dance 

experience as valuable data to be similarly processed and studied for its structural 

essences.  

I concluded this phenomenological process of analysis by creatively imagining 

and constructing a language-based synthesis for Tectonic Suite and a choreographic 

synthesis for Pieces of Pele.  The goal here was to bring together all the textural 

meanings and essences that emerged during each analysis.  Moustakas describes this step  
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Figure 1. Phenomenological process of analysis. 

as, “the intuitive integration of the fundamental textural and structural descriptions into a 

unified statement of the essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole” 

(Moustakas, 100).  Van Manen likens this stage of analysis to a creative process stating, 

…the phenomenological inquiry is not unlike an artistic endeavor, a creative 
attempt to somehow capture a certain phenomenon of life in a linguistic 
description that is both holistic and analytical, evocative and precise, unique and 
universal, powerful and sensitive. (van Manen, 39) 

1)	  Epoche/bracketing:	  approach	  phenomenon	  from	  
a	  fresh	  perspective	  

2)	  Phenomenonlogical	  reduction:	  	  generate	  multiple	  
descriptive	  texts	  through	  close	  observation	  of	  

phenomenon	  

3)	  Examine	  textural	  essences	  of	  phenomenon	  

4)	  Imaginative	  variation/thematic	  analysis:	  
uncover	  basic	  themes	  and	  structural	  essences	  of	  

phenomenon	  

5)	  Reiterate	  process	  of	  phenomenological	  
reduction	  using	  basic	  themes	  and	  structural	  

essences	  as	  guidelines	  	  

6)	  Examine	  all	  textural	  and	  structural	  essences	  

7)	  Creative	  synthesis:	  integrate	  all	  meanings	  and	  
essences	  uncovered	  into	  a	  dynamic	  language-‐

based	  or	  choreographed	  form	  
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In chapter 4, I describe how this stage of the process feels more like a beginning than an 

ending because the creation of the new form suggests new queries and perspectives on  

the phenomenon.  The phenomenological process outlined above, above appears linear in 

this flowchart, but it could easily be seen as cyclical, like the meta-choreographic process 

that I define at the end of chapter 4.  In this sense, the phenomenological analysis of a 

work of art is a never-ending process of discovery.   

Sample Phenomenological Analysis of “Planetary Body” 

 This sample analysis investigates the essential meaning(s) of a GeoDance solo 

entitled, Planetary Body, which I performed in February 2009 at Conwell Theatre, 

Temple University.  I began this analysis by writing descriptive texts that emerged from 

close viewings of a videotaped performance of the dance.  This stage of the process 

unfolded in three parts to thoroughly describe the movement, the lighting, and the 

costuming.  The following is a brief excerpt from a descriptive text of the movement: 

Her shoulders thrust her body around in space, first one way, then the other—
again and again until she spins around and around with her body crouching over 
from the waist.  She stops suddenly and smoothly hinges her weight backward off 
of her legs.  Suddenly she thrusts her body forward and in sharp staccato beats her 
movement breaks her arms free for the first time.  Her arms reach outward and 
then break into sharp angles. 
 

In this process of close observation, I focused my mind on generating only descriptive 

responses to the phenomenon rather than critical, evaluative, interpretive, or overly-

poetic responses.   As a result, the embodied phenomenon of the dance is partially 

transformed into a linguistic text that describes the movement as objectively as possible.   

In addition to this descriptive text, I drafted a lived experience description of the 

Planetary Body that recollected my personal account of embodying the phenomenon.  
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With a similar emphasis on generating a descriptive response, I sat down and described 

my embodied experience of performing this dance while similarly bracketing any critical, 

evaluative, interpretive, or overly-poetic responses.  Here is an excerpt from my lived 

experience text that details the same section of Planetary Body as the text above: 

I feel my shoulder blades spiral me one way, then the next; my movement and 
direction is completely at the mercy of those bones.  I fly around in tight spins, the 
colors of my environment all swirl together as I try to spot the front of the house, 
but it is difficult without affecting the quality of my movement.  I stop suddenly 
and resonate, shake my back and slowly rise to vertical and transform my shaking 
to a smooth sustained motion as I hinge backward.  I feel the pressure of my full 
weight in my legs and I pass through my weak zone and feel confident that I can 
go further.  I think of contrast as I slash through the space by extending my arms 
and sweeping my legs from side to side in staccato rhythms. 
 

In comparison, the lived experience description provides a more intimate and subjective 

textural account of the phenomenon than the thick description text.  As a result, the 

qualitative language that emerges from the lived experience description provides a more 

dynamic text to work with for imaginative variation and thematic analysis.   

With these descriptive accounts in hand, I searched the texts for structural 

essences and themes.  This process revealed four substantial themes: qualitative 

descriptions of energy in the body, Earth-based imagery, seeing statements, and feeling 

statements.  Starting with the two most personal of these themes, I extracted all 

statements from the lived-experience text that began with “I see” or “I feel.”  From each 

list of statements, I created poetic renderings as excerpted below: 

	   (From I feel…)     (From I see…) 
 Body rising upward    My shadow on the cyc 
 Levitating     Mirrors my movement 
 Cold, stark, and sterile space   Metallic specks of dust fly through      
              space 
  In orbit.     Catching sparks of light 
       Colors swirling. 
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Next, I set these poetic renderings aside in order to work with the two remaining themes: 

qualitative descriptions of energy in the body and Earth-based imagery.  Each of these 

two themes set the parameters for me to revisit the videotape and engage in close 

viewings of the phenomenon with these specific themes in mind.  I immersed myself in 

five close viewings of the videotape for each of the two themes and generated a list of 

descriptive language that surfaced during each viewing.  As a result, I ended up with ten 

columns of descriptive text—five for each theme.    

 With these new descriptive texts in hand, I engaged in another round of thematic 

analysis.  In my analysis of qualitative descriptions of energy in the body, the following 

sub-themes emerged: expanding energy, contracting energy, percussive energy, violent 

energy, and passive energy.  Using these five sub-themes as structural parameters, I 

sorted the descriptive language from the close viewings of qualitative descriptions of 

energy in the body into these five categories.  Once this was completed, I combined one 

term from each category to create a total of thirteen groupings of five distinctly different 

qualitative terms.  Here are four examples from that list: 

	   Expanding Energy:          Spread           Rise         Broaden     Lengthen 
 Contracting Energy:     Pull             Squeeze       Hinge     Twist 
 Percussive Energy:       Vibrate Staccato       Percolate     Pulse 
 Violent Energy:            Thrust Push         Control     Grind 
     Passive Energy:            Sustain Flow            Drift     Balance  

These clusters of qualitative terms seem like a great leaping point for further 

choreographic exploration.   

In my analysis of the second theme, Earth-based imagery, one sub-theme 

emerged: dynamic geologic imagery.  I highlighted all the dynamic geologic imagery 
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passages from this descriptive text and put them together as a poetic rendering.  Here is 

an excerpt from this poem: 

 Moonlight on Earth’s Body 
 Veins of Mineral 
 Glow Silver and Blue 
  

Infrared Vision 
Molten Limbs Rise from the Ground 
Forged by Atmospheric Pressure 
 
A Twisted Body 
Pushes, Pulls, Folds, Bends, Thrusts,	  
Rock Vibrating with Elasticity. 

With two poetic renderings in hand as well as an extensive clustering of qualitative 

language, I integrated all of these descriptions of essences into a creative project that 

added the element of photography.  Using one hundred-three still images (mostly from 

Planetary Body), I combined the poetic and qualitative texts from each pathway of 

analysis with images from the dance and geologic landscapes.  This last step in my 

analysis of Planetary Body provided an especially creative aspect to the research process.  

Ideas from each pathway flowed into one another as if I were weaving a tapestry.  This 

language-based and imagistic representation of the essential meaning(s) of Planetary 

Body is a re-presentation of the dance through still images and fragments of language that 

evolved through this phenomenological analysis.   

Method of Analysis: Ethnography of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

In the spring of 2010, while on faculty at Franklin and Marshall College, I had the 

opportunity to teach a course that developed out of my GeoDance choreography entitled 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  The population of this course included twenty-three 

undergraduate students from diverse academic majors ranging from philosophy to 
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anthropology, theatre, biology, and psychology.  The dance experience that students 

brought to this course was equally varied: some had years of previous training and others 

had none but, because of its unique Earth-based approach to movement, I soon 

discovered everyone was new to the dance experience that Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

offered.   

This course began with a series of conceptual movement studies that explored our 

bodies as elements of Earth.  For example, we explored our gaseous body through the 

study of our respiratory exchange with atmosphere, our mineral body through the study 

of our skeletal structure, our molten body through the study of our muscular system, and 

our fluid body through the study of our circulatory system.  We explored a metaphorical 

connection between our bodies and Earth by working with visual imagery, improvisation, 

and modern dance techniques.  With a metaphorical awareness of body is Earth firmly 

rooted in our mind and body, we broadened our focus to engage with the terrestrial 

environment around us.  We studied specific works of dance artists whose creative 

processes involve immersion in landscape, such as Anna Halprin and butoh artists Eiko 

and Koma, and engaged in movement experiences guided by our sensory awareness of 

specific environmental features.   

In the next phase of the course we worked with geologic theory, models, and 

imagery as source material for shaping compositional studies.  Weekly readings from 

geology sources covered a different geologic topic each week: deep time, plate tectonics, 

pyroclastic volcanoes, properties of lava flows, anatomy of geysers and hot springs, 

characteristics of caves and caverns, and seismic activity.  For each of these topics, we 

developed collections of qualitative words to describe the geologic event and then 
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translated these concepts into movement ideas.  These studies culminated in a final 

project where groups of five to six students developed collective Earth/body poetry that 

they translated into choreography.  Over the course of the semester we had two guest 

lecturers: Mika Cox, a traditional Hawaiian hula dancer who focused on the connections 

between hula and the Hawaiian landscape and, Dr. Dorothy Merritts, a geomorphologist 

from Franklin and Marshall’s department of Earth and Environment, who led students 

through a sensory exploration of rock samples and demonstrated how geologists read the 

static motion embodied in these samples. 

Students of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body were asked to think of themselves as 

researchers investigating their personal and creative relationship between their bodies and 

Earth.  To document this research, they were required to maintain a reflective journal 

detailing in-class work and any noteworthy resonant experiences that occurred outside of 

class time.  I encouraged them to make in-class jottings in their journals and welcomed 

any drawings or poetry to accompany each entry.  Additionally, students were required to 

write a series of three reflective papers on the following questions: (1) what is dance? (2) 

what is body? and (3) what is the relationship between your body and Earth?  I collected 

all of these materials at the end of the semester.   

I perceive Dancing Earth, Dancing Body as not just a course, but a cultural setting 

where a community of undergraduate liberal arts students immersed themselves in an 

investigation of how their bodies reflect geologic processes and how theories and models 

of Earth science could be embodied through dance practice.  In other words, the student 

population of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body is a community that developed a shared 

sense of knowledge over the course of the semester.  Through experiences of creating and 
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performing together, members of the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body community 

participated in its life-world.  Additionally, they observed the experience of fellow 

community members.  This is evident in journal entries where they document 

observations of other community members’ experiences as well as their own personal 

experiences.  I did not specifically ask them to reflect on their peers’ performances or 

experiences as observed in class; rather, it appears that this was an organic outcome of 

their reflective accounts of the class as a whole.   

Participant observation is a primary research method of ethnography (Fraleigh 

and Hanstein, 258).  In this study, student journals serve as ethnographic fieldnotes 

describing students’ experiences as participant-observers in the Dancing Earth, Dancing 

Body community.  In Participant Observation, James P. Spradley notes, “Ethnography is 

a tool with great promise: it offers the educator a way of seeing schools through the eyes 

of students” (Spradley, vii).  Spradley’s perspective on ethnography articulates precisely 

what I wanted to do in this portion of my dissertation: examine the relevance of Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body through the eyes of its twenty-three member community.  In 

chapter 6, “Dancing Earth, Dancing Body: Experiential Learning of Geologic Concepts,” 

I integrate student voices, experiences, and descriptions of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

into a narrative ethnographic form.   

The key to developing this ethnography was working with student fieldnotes.5  In 

order to create a student-based ethnographic narrative, I needed to analyze each student’s 

fieldnotes through ethnographic techniques.  The fieldnotes carry knowledge about the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 In order to establish legitimate access to these materials, I sought approval from the IRB 

committees of both Franklin and Marshall College and Temple University.  Please see the IRB 
protocol and consent forms attached to this document in Appendix D.  I received consent forms 
from seventeen of the twenty-three students in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body. 
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processes through which they were produced as well as “evoke memories and 

imaginations of the research” itself (Pink, 121).  To examine this knowledge, I engage in 

a reiterative and systematic process that is based upon the methodology described in 

Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes by Ralph Emerson, Rachel Fretz, and Linda Shaw. The 

first step involved reading through the entire set of fieldnotes for one student at a time in 

order to familiarize myself with their text as a whole.  Next comes a line-by-line process 

of open coding.  During this stage of open coding, I jotted down “words or phrases that 

identify and name specific analytic dimensions and categories” as they emerge from each 

line in the fieldnotes (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 150).  This process opened my study to 

many possible inquiries inspired by student perspectives.  I wrote down any noteworthy 

ideas or patterns revealed in the form of memos on the back of these fieldnotes.6  This 

process was repeated up to seventeen times, to properly analyze the total number of 

students who consented to participate in this research.   

Next I began the process of discovering recurrent themes which then acted as 

magnets for theory building.  A wide variety of thematic material emerged from the study 

and comparison of the open-coding analysis of each set of fieldnotes, but I was searching 

for the ideas that resonated throughout the majority of student fieldnotes.  Four core 

themes emerged from this round in my ethnographic analysis, which then defined the 

parameters for a more refined process of line-by-line analysis called focused coding.   In 

focused coding, I jotted down words or phrases that identified how each of these four 

themes played out in each student’s experience.  Any noteworthy observations or patterns 

that surfaced during this process were documented in the form of integrative memos 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  
6 These ideas served as preliminary impressions and involved a certain level of 

interpretation and intuition; hence the term initial memos.  	  
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typed up as a separate document.7  From this stage of the analysis, three sub-themes 

emerged from each of the four general themes, providing a total of twelve thematic ideas. 

From this point, the process of theory building began.  I closely examined distinct 

details about the voices and stories that surrounded each theme, and began to notice 

significant overlap of student experiences.  As I immersed myself in all of these data, a 

new theoretical structure began to emerge, one that revealed the integrative nature of the 

student learning experience in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  With this new theory in 

focus, I was able to structure clusters of student perspectives, experiences, and stories 

around each core idea.  From these clusters combining theory and student experiences, I 

began to construct a narrative that wove together all the voices of the Dancing Earth, 

Dancing Body community.  

Rather than obscure my own perspective of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, I 

included my own voice in the ethnography as well.  In doing so, I am able to offer a 

unique perspective on the meanings and intentions of the course activities as well as 

clarify the stance of my authorship.  According to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, “The more 

the field researcher acknowledges those factors influencing his fundamental stance 

toward people in the setting, the more he can examine and use the insights and 

appreciations opened up by this stance” (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 43).  By referencing 

my own teaching notebook, which is full of plans and reflections on course material, I 

bring an added dimension to this study that is capable of examining the effectiveness (or 

lack of effectiveness) of certain activities.  I am also able to speak to the overall dynamic 

of particular topics as only an instructor might witness.  As an aside, it is interesting to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Integrative memos differ from initial memos in that they are more comprehensive and 

focused upon a specific idea or theme.  	  
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Figure 2.  Ethnographic process of analysis. 

note that, through my participation in this ethnographic study, my role shifts from one of 

teacher to one of student of the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body community, where my 

former students become my teachers (Spradley, 4).     

There is, however, a lot to negotiate with my presence in this ethnographic study.  

As author of this dissertation and instructor/creator of the course, I essentially remain an 

outsider to the student world of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  As stated in Writing 

Ethnographic Fieldnotes, “The ethnographer, stays at least a partial stranger to the worlds 

of the studied, despite sharing in many aspects of their daily lives” (Emerson, Fretz, and 
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4)	  Line-‐by-‐line	  process	  of	  focused	  coding	  analysis	  and	  write-‐up	  of	  integrative	  memos	  

5)	  Examine	  all	  coding	  and	  memos	  

6)	  Build	  theory	  and	  cluster	  data	  

7)	  Construct	  ethnography	  
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Shaw, 35).  There are two very obvious facts that define me an outsider to the Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body community.  First, I was a temporary member of the Franklin and 

Marshall community when I taught the course in 2010, while my students had been 

immersed in the student community there for two years or more.  Second, I have a 

lifetime of experience in dance that includes more than a decade of professional 

experience as a performer, director, and educator.  These undergraduate students are 

younger and in the process of preparing themselves for a variety of possible career paths.  

While I am an outsider to this community, I do have vested areas of interest in this study.  

In general, I wish to understand how Dancing Earth, Dancing Body may have 

contributed to a greater awareness of each student’s physical and creative relationship 

with Earth.  Moreover, I am intrigued by what role dance may have played in shaping the 

student’s understanding of geology and what role geology may have played in shaping 

their understanding of dance.   

Sample Ethnographic Analysis of Student Fieldnotes 

 Included here is an example of how I applied the ethnographic analysis described 

above to one journal entry from a student in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  After 

reading through this student’s entire journal, I began the process of open coding and 

writing initial memos for each single entry.  Below is an example of from one of these 

entries: 

Open Coding     Student Journal  

Begin with a warm up   Today’s class started with a limbering  
warm-up. We focused a lot on stretching the  
pelvic region and the  

Emphasis on legs  legs.  This definitely got the blood flowing 
                                                                        to my  
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Focus on individual wind study   extremities.  The rest of the class focused 
primarily our wind studies and composition.   
We grouped together and performed our 

Worked in groups             individual studies as a collective. 
dancing individual studies together              

I found it interesting how the similar  
Similar elements of movement bonded them  elements of the individual studies became a 
together                unifying factor during the collective  

performance.  It became almost     
choreographed.   
 
Even as I performed my study with my 
group I almost instinctively knew when to 
slow down or speed up my movements 

Experienced resonance with other members to be in tune with my group members.  This 
was something I thought   

Expected difficulty, not good at group  would be more difficult because I have  
choreography never been good at choreographing group 

dancing.   
I now feel it’s more of an awareness rather 

New perspective, less a skill and more an than a skill to do so I feel like I am acquiring 
awareness, body awareness this awareness as I get to be in more 

alignment with my body and what I can  
Feels that she is acquiring body awareness do physically. 
 
Viewed E&K’s “Wind Dance” We also watched a clip of Eiko and Koma’s 

“Wind Dance.”  This clip really had me 
thinking of interpretation.   

Impacted her to think about interpretation Their movements were so different 
versus literalness, mimicry, imitation from most of the class.  Most people, like 

myself did a literal imitation.   
 I feel like it is important to  
Can see how the class can develop its  transcend this level of imitation to a level of  
vision inspiration.  Rather than just mimicking the 

environment I should start to think what 
emotions it can evoke.  This is something 

Thinking more meaningfully about  I would consider for my end-of- semester 
environment, on an emotional level  project! 
 
Memos:  
 Coursework is helping this student to establish body awareness, which is in turn 

enabling her to connect in more meaningful ways with her peers. 
 
 Student is beginning to think differently about the environment and is now 

wondering what her emotional relationship is to wind.   
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 Student brings up profound point about moving through developmental stages in 
creative process by mentioning need to progress from imitation and mimicry 
toward a level of interpretation.     

 
This single example has already produced a few potential avenues for inquiry.   For 

example, as Dancing Earth, Dancing Body fosters the student’s body awareness, how 

does this development shift the ways students think about and engage with the 

environment?  Before settling on specific queries in this initial stage, I analyzed this 

student’s entire set of fieldnotes through this process of open-ended coding and reflective 

memo writing.  As detailed in the previous section, I repeated this process for each 

consenting student.  Next, I studied and compared the coded analysis for each set of 

fieldnotes to uncover a set of core themes that resonated through a majority of student 

fieldnotes.  Four core themes emerged which defined the parameters for a more refined 

line-by-line process of focused coding and integrative memo writing.  Once the entire 

recursive process was complete, I examined distinct details about student voices and 

stories that surrounded each theme through a synthesized study of all coding and 

memoing.  This led me to use the emergent ideas and student theorization of the creative 

process to begin clustering data and structuring a framework for the ethnography.  In my 

last step, I constructed an ethnographic narrative of the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

where I integrated the voice of its student community with my voice as the teacher and 

designer of the course. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SEISMIC ECHOES: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

 To develop this research I have worked with applied and theoretical sources from 

a myriad of academic fields that include geology, ecology, environmental philosophy, 

dance, somatics, kinesiology, cognitive science, ethnography, and phenomenology.  This 

section presents key sources that have informed five main areas of my research.  In the 

first instance, “Arriving at a Dynamic View of Earth,” I explore the historic lineage of 

our changing perceptions of Earth and align this research with James Lovelock’s Gaia 

theory.  Secondly, in “Developing a Somatic Approach to Earth,” I examine Earth’s 

anatomy through the theory of plate tectonics and apply a somatic model to this system.  

In the third part, “Shaping an Ecological Approach to the Human Body,” I investigate the 

planetary context that informs our experience of the body as well as a couple of dance 

artists that engage the environment in their work.  In the fourth section, “Analysis of 

GeoDance Repertoire: Chapter 4 and Chapter 5,” I explore key sources from 

phenomenology that shaped my methodology as well as key sources that illuminate the 

findings in each analysis.  Lastly, in “Analysis of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body: Chapter 

6,” I explore key sources from ethnography that shaped my proposed process of 

ethnographic analysis as well as key sources that connect with the emergent theory.   

Arriving at a Dynamic View of Earth 

One of the earliest references to Earth as an organism is found in Plato’s dialogue 

Timaeus, circa 360 B.C.  Plato describes Earth as a living creature fashioned by the hands 
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of a God, the Demiurge (Ruse, 1).  Timaeus was tremendously influential through the 

first three centuries of the last millennia, when most philosophers agreed that Earth was 

an organism of some kind (Ruse, 1).   But an ecological analysis of Timaeus by Dr. David 

Mark Macauley reveals that Plato’s reduction of the complexity of the physical world 

into four lesser status elements (earth, air, fire, and water) ultimately provided a model 

for the mathematization of nature (Macauley, 6).  Macauley’s critique of Timaeus speaks 

with a sense of urgency to our current environmental crisis.  He proposes restoring a 

qualitative and holistic view of Earth that can be found in the writings of Aristotle rather 

than Plato. 

Aristotle was the first to present observations and theory on the cyclical nature of 

Earth’s processes.  His treatise Meteorlogica, circa 350 B.C., describes the cyclical nature 

of meterological phenomena (Oldroyd, 12).  David Oldroyd explains the contributions of 

Aristotle’s ideas to the lineage of modern geologic thought in Earth Cycles: A Historical 

Perspective: 

Aristotle undoubtedly envisaged cyclical interchanges of areas between land and 
sea…dry land could be inundated or seas filled-in by sediments…such changes 
were so slow that they were forgotten over many generations.  But they occurred 
in an “orderly cycle”…Aristotle distinguished between Earth’s dry and moist 
exhalations.  The latter were involved in the formation of rain in the hydrological 
cycle, while the former were supposedly involved in the Earth’s internal winds. 
(Oldroyd, 13).    
 

Aristotle’s observations and theories about the cyclical nature of Earth’s processes 

influenced many generations of natural philosophers and scientists including his pupil 

Theophrastus (circa 372-285 B.C.), the Roman poet Ovid (43 B.C.-A.D.17/18), the 

Roman philosopher Lucius Seneca (4 B.C.-A.D.65), and the logician Jean Buridan (1297-

1358) (Oldroyd, 13-17).  In turn, Buridan’s theory of Earth influenced the vision of 
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Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) who embraced the idea of Earth as an organism. 

According to Oldroyd, “he believed that there were scientifically or philosophically 

significant analogies between ‘Man’, the Earth, and the cosmos as a whole” (Oldroyd, 

19).  Da Vinci’s beliefs in this regard were quite common to the Renaissance ideology of 

perceiving man as a microcosm of the cosmos, perhaps signaling an early form of 

ecological understanding.  Da Vinci possessed a broad perspective of Earth as a subject, 

which he referred to as Nature.  Biographer Jean Mathe explains Da Vinci’s conception 

of Nature: “For him Nature was a living giant: just like man, it has breathing (the winds), 

circulation (the tides of the oceans) and motion (earth-quakes and natural disasters)” 

(Mathe, 14).  Da Vinci’s holistic vision of Earth as a living giant was echoed nearly 250 

years later by Scottish scientist James Hutton.   

James Hutton is often thought of as the founder of modern geology.  Initially a 

student of medicine, Hutton’s 1749 thesis on the circulation of blood drew an analogy 

between the processes of circulation in the body and the geologic processes of erosion 

and the redistribution of soils (Oldroyd, 42).  In 1785, Hutton delivered a paper 

explaining his geologic theory to the Royal Society of Edinburg, later published as 

Theory of the Earth (1795).   In his address to the Royal Society, Hutton proposed 

physiology as the proper branch of science for geologic inquiry (Lovelock, 10).  Hutton 

brought forward his earlier analogy comparing “the cycling of the nutritious elements in 

the soil, and the movement of water from the oceans to the land, with the circulation of 

the blood” (Lovelock, 10).  While Hutton’s Theory of Earth was monumental in the 

foundation of modern geologic inquiry, his proposal to study geology under the science 

of physiology was not well accepted.  The apparent reason for this is that he rejected a 
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contemporary reductionist view of Earth as a machine, in favor of the older view of Earth 

as an organism (Ruse, 3).  In “Gaia in the Light of Modern Science,” Michael Ruse 

states, “The machine metaphor triumphed because it led to a science that more readily 

exhibited the values that scientists hold dear—Newtonian physics was more productively 

fertile, more consistent, more unifying, more everything than Aristotelian physics” (Ruse, 

3).   

Nearly two hundred years after Hutton’s proposal, the U.K. scientist James 

Lovelock echoed Hutton’s view in his Gaia hypothesis (Lovelock, 10).    Lovelock’s 

hypothesis explains how the geosphere, biosphere, and atmosphere are dynamically 

integrated as a singular self-regulating system called Gaia (named after the Greek 

goddess of Earth).  Lovelock recognized that initially his idea was “at the outer bounds of 

scientific credibility,” and he faced heavy criticism from his peers that his work was 

“unscientific” and “telescopic” (Lovelock, 3).  In response to the criticism, Lovelock 

worked with internationally acclaimed biologist Lynn Margulis to evolve his Gaia 

hypothesis into the Gaia theory (Lovelock, 19).  As mentioned earlier, the Gaia theory 

states that the evolution of a species is integrated with the evolution of its environment. 

Lovelock also speaks of Gaia as a self-regulating system where the atmosphere, 

biosphere, and geosphere function as an integrated system to maintain a sort of planetary 

homeostasis.  He explains that Gaia maintains the same “climate and chemical 

composition…for long periods until some internal contradiction or external force causes 

a jump to a new stable state” (Lovelock, 19).  Biologists describe the human body this 

way as well: “the body’s constant readjustments are intended to support living processes 

by maintaining internal equilibrium—a state of well-ordered steadiness which biologists 
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like to call homeostasis, from two Greek words meaning ‘to keep things the same’” 

(Nuland, 30).  Not only do our bodies reflect Earth’s process of maintaining a stable state, 

but perhaps it is because of Earth’s stability that we are able to thrive at all.  Just as our 

bodies maintain “internal equilibrium” to support living processes, Gaia maintains a 

stable state to support living processes in the biosphere.    

James Lovelock’s Gaia theory is one of the most influential ideas that I have 

encountered.  His proposal to understand Earth as dynamic system creates a synthesis in 

which Earth can be understood as something more than solely an organism (as defined by 

biologists) and something more than solely a machine (as defined by physicists).  

Although I refer to three Lovelock texts throughout the course of this research, The Ages 

of Gaia is particularly relevant to the premise of this dissertation that Earth, like the 

dancer, is a dynamic body in motion.  

Developing a Somatic Approach to Earth 

It might be surprising to hear geologists describe rocks as stretching, uplifting, 

arching, and folding (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 380).  But, in fact, rock is not a static entity. 

In Earth: An Introduction to Physical Geology, geologists Edward Tarbuck and Frederick 

Lutgens use these qualitative terms to describe Earth’s process of mountain building.  

Similar to our bodies, the rocks that constitute the Earth’s surface are constantly 

responding to the stresses and strains of their environment.  In the case of rocks, these 

environmental forces include erosion from wind and water, deposition from lakes and 

rivers, and tectonic activity from deep internal movements of Earth.  In Meditations at 

10,000 Feet: A Scientist in the Mountain, James Trefil says that,  

Rocks may be formed in the melting or sedimentation process, but they can also 
change their form slowly in response to their environment.  Thus rocks are not 
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static, lifeless things they are often imagined to be, but are just like living 
things—constantly changing with time.  What we see in a particular location at a 
particular moment depends not only on how the rocks originated but also on what 
has happened to them over the last few hundred million years. (Trefil, 77)      

 
Like the bones of earth, rocks form and deform in ways that may alter their chemical  
 
structure and they do so in response to their environment.  

 
This sort of geologic activity occurs at the outermost layer of Earth’s spherical 

anatomy, known as the crust.  The crust is the thinnest layer of Earth’s body and so it is 

sometimes referred to as Earth’s “rocky outer skin” (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 19).  The crust 

is composed of two types, oceanic (including all of the ocean floor) and continental.  

Oceanic crust is roughly five miles thick whereas continental crust is roughly twenty-five 

to forty miles thick (being the thickest in mountainous regions) (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 

19).  The layer directly beneath Earth’s crust is referred to as the mantle.  Earth’s mantle 

makes up about eighty-two percent of the volume of our planet.  Like the crust the mantle 

is mostly solid, however, the deeper into the mantle the hotter the material and thus the 

more capacity it has for very gradual flow (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 20).  The innermost 

sphere of Earth is referred to as its core and is defined by two regions: the inner core, 

which is immensely hot but solid due to pressures in this region, and the liquid outer core 

where the movement of metallic iron gives Earth its magnetic field.  Geologists are able 

to remotely image Earth’s anatomy by reading seismic waves in a process similar to how 

x-rays visualize the interior structure of the human body (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 21).    

Nothing describes the impulses and pathways for movement through Earth’s body 

quite as well as the theory of plate tectonics.  Plate tectonic theory is a grand, unifying 

theory that explains vast geologic phenomena such as mountain building, volcanic 

activity, earthquakes, faults, and the shaping and reshaping of landmasses.  As mentioned 
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earlier, geologists have discovered that Earth’s outer crust is broken into interconnecting 

segments called plates, which are constantly in motion with respect to one another.  The 

joints between plates are referred to as plate boundaries, of which there are three different 

types: divergent, convergent, and transform.  Divergent plate boundaries occur where two 

plates are moving apart from one another like the skeletal-muscular process of abduction.  

A good example of this action is the Mid Atlantic Ridge, where two oceanic plates are 

slowly and constantly moving apart from each other, resulting in the expansion of the 

Atlantic seafloor.  Convergent plate boundaries occur when two plates collide; this is 

similar to the skeletal-muscular process of adduction.  Convergent boundaries result in 

one of two situations: either one plate is heavier than the other and the heavier one 

subducts beneath the lighter one, or they are of the same density and their collision results 

in the uplifting of plates and the potential formation of new mountain ranges.  Lastly, 

there are transform boundaries that occur where two plates slowly grind past one another.  

The San Andreas Fault is an example of a transform boundary; here the city of Los 

Angeles is slowly migrating North toward the city of San Francisco.     

If we envision Earth’s crust as its exo-skeleton, then tectonic plates become the 

bones of Earth articulating at the joints of plate boundaries.  The gradual flow of the 

mantle beneath Earth’s crust becomes the muscular action that causes Earth’s bones to 

flex and extend, to bend and fold, to rise and rupture, and also grow anew.  In Human 

Movement Potential: Its Ideokinetic Facilitation, Lulu Sweigard says, “Whereas the 

source of motion lies in the muscle, the cause lies in the nervous system” (Sweigard, 22).  

Similarly, it is Earth’s core, or internal sun, that supplies the electricity for its motion.  In 

this somatic view of Earth, the core supplies the cause for Earth’s motion, the mantle is 
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the muscular powerhouse of Earth’s motion, and the crust is its skeletal form that moves 

in space. 

A collection of geologic texts have contributed to this evolving somatic 

perspective of Earth, but I consistently refer to two key sources throughout this 

dissertation: Edward Keller and Robert Blodgett’s Natural Hazards: Earth’s Processes 

as Hazards, Disasters, and Catastrophes, and Tarbuck and Lutgens’ Earth: an 

Introduction to Physical Geology.  Both of these texts are written by geology professors 

as a way to guide undergraduates through their geology coursework; therefore, the 

manner in which they explain geologic phenomena is both clear and accessible.  The 

descriptions make no assumptions about prior knowledge and each chapter is full of 

visual illustrations.  These two texts have been tremendous references throughout my 

creative process of working with geologic events such as plate tectonic theory, deep time, 

geysers, hot springs, lava flows, caves, and caverns. Additionally, both texts supplied 

important course materials for Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, furnishing images and 

concrete references for daily class preparations as well as reading assignments for 

students.  Further, the qualitative language used in both of these texts is compatible with 

the movement explorations and creative projects of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body as 

well as my creative processes for generating original choreography. 

Shaping an Ecological Approach to Body 

Throughout the course of my dissertation research, it has become increasingly 

clear to me that Earth provides a planetary context for our experience of the body.  I 

would even go so far as to say that my experience of body is fully integrated with my 

experience of atmosphere (the gaseous medium that becomes our breath), terrain (the 
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solid support that allows for our locomotion), and gravitation (the force that gives us our 

sense of weight).  Who would deny that Earth has a profound influence on the behavior 

of human movement—both in the brief span of a dancer’s life and the long trajectory of 

human evolution?  It seems clear that our structure and locomotion evolved in direct 

relation to the atmosphere and terrain that we inhabited for hundreds of thousands of 

years.  In her influential text The Thinking Body, Mabel Todd explains the relevance of 

terrestrial context to the evolution of our human form:  

As the animal leaves the water for land, two adjustments must be made 
simultaneously: to meet gravity through a hard instead of a liquid medium and to 
take oxygen from a gas instead of a liquid.  As gravity acts perpendicularly upon 
the body, vertical appendages must develop if the body-weight is to be moved 
about speedily and freely…The land animal displaces less than his own weight in 
air, so that he must depend on the surface of the ground to hold him up against 
gravity, which would otherwise bear him swiftly into the earth. (Todd, 8-9) 
 

Todd situates the story of human evolution within the context of our terrestrial 

environment by emphasizing the role that terrain, atmosphere, and gravitation play in the 

development of our bodily form and structure.  Cognitive scientist James Gibson also 

attributes primary importance to the terrestrial environment in The Senses Considered as 

Perceptual Systems, arguing that 

…the solid environment is a “support” for behavior.  It is rigid.  Unlike the 
viscous or liquid environment of mud, lava, slough, or water, it permits the animal 
to stand and walk on legs, and find his way from place to place…Rigidity gives 
geometrical permanence to places and constancy of shape and size to things.  It 
therefore “supports” not only the upright stance but also locomotion, orientation, 
and manipulation.  (Gibson, 9) 

 
Gibson assigns a supportive quality to our geologic terrain: it provides us with the 

counterthrust necessary to rise up against the Earth’s gravitation and to move about with 

freedom.  He also suggests the idea that terrain offers us a way of knowing and the ability 

to distinguish our orientation in the world, so that we are able to manipulate our bodies 
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through our environment.  Both Todd and Gibson describe three elemental aspects of 

Earth that govern our development and locomotion: terrain, which gives us a sense of 

surface, support, and orientation; atmosphere, a gaseous medium which gives us a sense 

of space as well as pressure; and Earth’s gravitation, which gives us a sense of weight 

and shapes our skeletal-muscular system.   

Acknowledging the presence of these elements in the experience of body may 

open a greater awareness that we are “nature.”  Environmental philosopher Paul Veatch 

Moriarty, challenges conventional approaches to “nature” in his article, “Nature 

Naturalized: a Darwinian Defense of the Nature/Culture Distinction.”  Moriarty questions 

the notion of nature as that which is “unmodified by human activity.”  Instead he 

proposes, “the works of man, however precocious are as natural as those of beavers, or 

termites or any other species that dramatically modify their habitats” (Moriarty, 228).  To 

think that our activity exists apart from nature is to deny our animal origins and the 

planetary context in which we thrive.  Moriarty argues that humans are a part of nature 

and human culture is a product of nature; therefore, everything we do is natural.  He asks 

why we privilege only humans with the attribute of culture when “elephants, wolves, 

monkeys, and many other animals pass on information to their offspring non-genetically” 

(Moriarty, 239).  Moriarty’s effort to dissolve this nature/culture distinction could be an 

important step in moving beyond our anthropocentric tendencies.  If we can shift beyond 

our human-centric consciousness in this regard, then perhaps we can begin to recognize a 

planetary consciousness. 

Dance artist Anna Halprin fully embraces the idea that we are “nature.”  For over 

twenty-five years she has led outdoor movement workshops in Northern California in 
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effort to “search for the reflections of ourselves that can be found in trees, clouds, and 

water” (Halprin, 218).  In Moving Toward Life: Five Decades of Transformational Dance 

she states: 

Our bodies are composed of the same elements as the earth.  For example: we are  
70% salt water; the earth is 70% salt water…The elements that make up our bones 
also make up stones.  Our heart works the way rivers, streams, brooks or 
tributaries return water to the ocean…Our breathing mirrors the winds of the 
world;  our metabolism is akin to fire…Our skin continually renews or sheds, like 
the leaves falling in the autumn.  And our body moves and changes in a cyclic 
way, just as the earth does.  We cycle between darkness and light, sleep and 
waking.  We experience seasons just as the earth does, and the seasons are 
comparable to the cycle of human life itself, with the spring being the time of 
beginnings and children, and winter, the time of endings and death.  (Halprin, 
215-216) 
 

Halprin inverts a somatic model of Earth by creating an ecologic model of our human 

body.  If we are able to accept her vision of the human body as a microcosom of Earth, 

then we may be able to perceive our bodies as reflecting the same basic elemental 

composition as Earth as well as mirroring ecologic cycles and geologic processes.  About 

her creative process she says, “I do not seek to represent nature inside myself.  Rather, 

the work is reflective; I seek to understand the natural world as a reflection of my human 

experience” (Halprin, 216).  Halprin does not separate out personal psychology, life 

stories, or communal images in her work.  In contrast, realms of the social and the 

psychological are not primary aspects guiding my creative process.   However, I 

appreciate how Halprin integrates the emotional realm with her embodiments of 

environment and offers healing opportunities through her Earth dances.   

Another dance artist, Eiko Otake, has explored the connection between body and 

landscape through the Japanese dance form known as butoh.  Working over a lifetime 

with her partner Koma, she explores the connections of body and Earth by decentralizing 
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the human form through meditative, transcendental embodiments.  During a span of three 

years, they created three distinctly different environmental works—Land (1994), River 

(1995), and Wind (1996).  In an interview in Joyce Morgenroth’s Speaking of Dance: 

Twelve Contemporary Choreographers on Their Craft, Otake describes the experience of 

creating River by working every day in a small stream in the Catskill Mountains of New 

York: “I dance with the river, its water, its flow, its reflection, and its sound…The 

surroundings become less particular and soon I am dancing in the black mass of water, 

the most ancient river, the ancestor of all rivers” (Morgenroth, 127).  Otake’s poetic 

expression not only articulates the profoundly sensuous experience that site-specific 

explorations of landscape provide, but also reflects a cultural perspective that recognizes 

ancestral spirits embodied in natural phenomena.   

In Sondra Fraleigh’s book Butoh: Metamorphic Dance and Global Alchemy, 

chapter 2, “The Morphology of Butoh” opens with a vivid geologic passage that 

describes the difference between three basic types of rock: igneous, sedimentary, and 

metamorphic.  Fraleigh goes on to explain that in butoh “everyone has a different rock 

quality, and that it comes to each of us as a different task and transformational gift” 

(Fraleigh 2010, 37).  Fraleigh’s writing deepening my understanding of the ecological 

awareness of the butoh dancer, especially in the following passage:   

Dancers embody images and elements, compress, expand, and morph through 
changing states in relation to others and the earth within a global community.  
Kasai, who has been dancing through the evolution of butoh as one of the 
founders with Hijikata and Ohno, says that if we are not dancing with a 
consciousness of community, we are not dancing at all.  And the community he 
envisions extends toward nature” (Fraleigh 2010, 41).   
 

In an interview with Fraleigh, Kasai states, “So far we have taken power from the earth, 

now it is time to return it…This is an important new Butoh concept”  (Ibid). 
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 As I dove deeper into the analysis of Pieces of Pele, I connected this work with 

another cultural understanding of Earth as seen and experienced in traditional Hawaiian 

mele (chant) and hula (dance).  Three articles helped me to understand the important role 

of the volcanic fire goddess, Pele, to the Hawaiian people: 1) Arlo Nimmo’s “Pele, 

Ancient Goddess of Contemporary Hawaii,” found in the Journal of Pacific Studies, 2) 

Noenoe Silva’s “Pele, Hi’iaka, and Huamea: Women and Power in Two Hawaiian 

Mo’olelo,” also featured in the Journal of Pacific Studies, and 3) Donald Swanson’s 

article “Hawaiian Oral Tradition Describes 400 Years of Volcanic Activity at Kilauea,” 

in the Journal of Volcanology and Geothermal Research.  Together these three sources 

illuminated the complexity of Pele and her presence as experienced and embodied in and 

around Hawaii’s active volcano, Kilauea.     

Analysis of GeoDance Repertoire in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5  

In Illuminating Dance: Philosophical Explorations, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone 

compares the experience of performing to the practice of phenomenology stating, 

…as in a fine dance performance, wherein as dancer you are not simply moving 
through a form but the form is moving through you, so with the practice of 
phenomenology: “it,” in a sense, is doing you.  Reflecting back upon the 
experience, unfettered by preconceptions and prejudgments, you discover that the 
experience opens up before you.  Your work consists in listening acutely to it, 
being there with it, in the same way that you are not merely doing a movement in 
the dance but are opening yourself to its dynamics.  (Sheets-Johnstone, 131) 

Sheets-Johnstone describes phenomenology as a process of illumination, whereby a 

phenomenon reveals itself to an open and attentive researcher.  Rather than entering a 

phenomenological analysis with a set of specific questions in mind, the researcher 

employs a descriptive-analytical process to describe the essence of the phenomenon, and 

in doing so this opens a space for governing structures to emerge.   
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In addition to offering researchers an experiential mode of inquiry, 

phenomenology places value upon lived experience accounts of performance and creative 

process.  In his comprehensive text, Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for 

an Action Sensitive Pedagogy, Max van Manen focuses his research methodology on 

investigating lived-experience as a way of discovering meaning:  

Lived experience is the starting point and end point of phenomenological 
research.  The aim of phenomenology is to transform lived experience into a 
textual expression of its essence—in such a way that the effect of the text is at 
once a reflexive re-living and a reflective appropriation of something meaningful: 
a notion by which a reader is powerfully animated in his or her own lived 
experience.  (van Manen, 36)  
   

In phenomenological inquiry, my own lived experience of the choreographic process 

becomes relevant data.  Journals and video logs of rehearsals can be used to recall 

memories of the creative process, which contribute to the creation of descriptive lived 

experience texts.  These descriptions should not be confused with phenomenological 

descriptions; rather they are one step in the process of illuminating essential meanings of 

each dance.  Van Manen states that gaining “insight into the essence of a phenomenon 

involves a process of reflecting, of clarifying, and of making explicit the structure of 

meaning of the lived experience” (van Manen, 77).  

Clark Moustakas’ Phenomenological Research Methods, presents a methodology 

that blends a heuristic approach with a transcendental one, effectively balancing intuition 

with logical reasoning.  In particular, he states six heuristic phases of the basic research 

design: “the initial engagement, immersion into the topic and question, incubation, 

illumination, explication, and culmination of the research in a creative synthesis” 

(Moustakas 1994, 18).  He integrates these concepts with three core processes that guide 

Husserl-based transcendental phenomenology: Epoche, phenomenological reduction, and 
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imaginative variation (Moustakas 1994, 33).  His integration of these qualitative modes 

of inquiry into a methodology that is both imaginative and logical resonates with my own 

struggle to maintain a balance between being an artist and a scholar.  For these reasons, 

my phenomenological process of analysis is modeled closely upon Moustakas’ idea of 

phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and creative synthesis.   

As mention earlier, van Manen describes phenomenological inquiry as an “artistic 

endeavor, a creative attempt to somehow capture a certain phenomenon of life” (van 

Manen, 39).  Moustakas also recognizes the creative potential in phenomenological 

investigation in the following passage:  

The challenge facing the human science researcher is to describe things in 
themselves, to permit what is before one to enter consciousness and be understood 
in its meanings and essences in the light of intuition and self-reflection.  The 
process involves a blending of what is really present with what is imagined as 
present from the vantage point of possible meanings; thus a unity of the real and 
the ideal.  (Moustakas 1994, 27) 
 

In this phenomenological paradigm of analysis there exists a space for implicit meanings 

to exist alongside explicit meanings, and there does not seem to be a valuing of one over 

the other—all meanings are relevant.  This reminds me of a famous dancer who taught 

me the value of accepting someone reading unintended meanings in your choreography.  

As this analysis revealed unintended meanings in my dances, I saw this as an opportunity 

to continue the creative process.  At the end of chapter 4, I present a meta-choreographic 

process model as a way for choreographers to reflect upon and develop their work.  This 

brings into focus Moustakas’ idea that “The essences of any experience are never totally 

exhausted” (Moustakas 1994, 100).  

The process of phenomenological analysis that I employed to closely examine the 

content, meaning, and internal structures of Pieces of Pele and Tectonic Suite is adapted 
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from models proposed by Max van Manen and Clark Moustakas.  Through a rigorous and 

systematic process of phenomenological reduction I produced multiple textual essences, 

which I examined more deeply to uncover the structural essences (or themes) that 

appeared to govern each dance.  Lush and poetic language emerged from these stages of 

the analysis, which led me to develop to brief poetic renderings for each dance, and in the 

case of Tectonic Suite, I wrote a lengthy poem synthesizing all the dynamic language that 

emerged in the analysis.  In the article, “That Rare Feeling: Re-presenting Research 

Through Poetic Transcription,” Corrine Glesne explains an experimental form of poetic 

writing, which she calls “poetic transcription” (Glesne, 202).  Glesne’s systematic model 

of poetic transcription opens a space for the researcher to engage with data in an 

imagistic and poetic way.  As a result Glesne believes, “Readers are invited to join in, not 

only with critique, but also with their feelings and personal reflections” (Glesne, 218).  It 

is my hope that the presence of poetry in this dissertation similarly encourages readers to 

experience and reflect upon the images and ideas embedded in these poetic texts.  

In chapter 5, I closely examine the role of the group dynamic in Tectonic Suite to 

elucidate how it evokes ideas and images of a geologic landscape.  The study of this 

collective body intersects with Alwin Nikolais’ idea called “decentralization,” where he 

sought to minimize the importance of the star or solo dancer in exchange for a collective 

body or ensemble of dancers that are capable of transcending their anthropomorphic 

form.  Nikolais’ imaginative vision utilized costuming, lighting design, sound, and 

movement equally, and assumed that all of his dancers are also equal players in his 

evocative form of the choreography.  This resonates with the creative process in Tectonic 

Suite.  In a television interview with Alwin Nikolais called Day at Night, he states, “I 
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think we’ve come into a period of ecology of the environment where let’s say we have to 

learn to live with grace, not only with each other, but with nature...I like the idea of man 

behaving in grace with his environment and fellow man and not being the constant star” 

(Day at Night, 2013).  To better understand Nikolais’ vision for how to embody this idea, 

I studied his ensemble work Pond from 1982.  Here each dancer is a part of a larger 

collective body that evokes an aquatic landscape.  Though I was not directly influenced 

by Nikolais in my creative process, I find profound resonance with his philosophical 

stance on the role of dance and the dancer in contemporary society.  In addition to 

viewing his work on The World of Alwin Nikolais: Program Three, I also drew 

impressions from Anna Kisselgoff’s New York Times review of the debut of Pond, as 

well as Claudia Gitelman and Randy Martins edited book of Nikolais’ philosophy and 

practice entitled The Returns of Alwin Nikolais: Bodies, Boundaries, and the Dance 

Canon.    

The analysis in chapter 4 and chapter 5 reveal a prominent role of metaphor in the 

creative process for Pieces of Pele and Tectonic Suite.  To investigate the role of 

metaphor in these works, I referenced linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark 

Johnson’s collaborative book, Metaphors We Live By.  In an uncomplicated fashion, they 

explain the complex role of metaphors in our daily life and how they function to 

illuminate new meaning; chapter 21, “New Meaning,” in particular, provided the greatest 

insight on how unconventional metaphors are capable of altering cultural perception and 

understanding.  Lakoff and Johnson’s ideas on how new meaning emerges from 

unconventional metaphors resonates throughout this dissertation; after all, the premise of 

my work is based on the metaphorical notion that Earth is a dynamic body in motion.  



 50	  

This idea is at the heart of every GeoDance and the coursework in Dancing Earth, 

Dancing Body. 

Analysis of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body in Chapter 6 

In Participant Observation, James P. Spradley identifies ethnography as “the 

work of describing a culture;” he goes on to say, “rather than studying people, 

ethnography means learning from people” (Spradley, 3).  The complexity of my study is 

revealed when I attempt to identify who is learning from whom.  On one hand, I am 

learning about the cultural meanings of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body through its 

community of student-participants, while on the other hand, I am studying how students 

learned cultural meaning from their engagement with Earth.  Spradley notes, “Culture, 

the knowledge that people have learned as members of a group, cannot be observed 

directly…If we want to find out what people know, we must get inside their heads” 

(Spradley, 10).  In the article, “‘I Feel Like I’m Going to Take Off!’: Young People’s 

Experiences of the Superordinary in Dance,” Karen Bond and Susan Stinson 

acknowledge the difficult task in gaining access to the inner workings of a person’s mind.  

They state, “Because no technology has been invented that can view the workings of a 

person’s mind, we are always limited to evidence that is external and observable (Bond 

and Stinson, 53).”   The journal entries that I collected from Dancing Earth, Dancing 

Body students allowed me to gain partial access to the inner workings of my students.  By 

studying each student’s reflective account, recollection, and poetic rendering of their 

class experience, I am privy to their innermost realities.  At the same time, I recognize 

that these student materials are incomplete and only represent partial truths.  Bond and 

Stinson say, “we also know that words cannot always express them [experiences and 
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meanings]…Multimodal approaches to incorporating different forms of data can provide 

a range of perspectives on the same phenomenon or event” (Ibid).  I worked primarily 

with student journals for the ethnographic narrative in chapter 6, but to broaden my 

perspective on the student experience in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body I studied videos 

and photographs of in-class exercises as well as student poetry and drawings. 

“Instead of coming into the field with specific questions, the ethnographer 

analyzes the field data compiled from participant observation to discover questions” 

(Spradley, 33).  Allowing research questions to emerge through a process of ethnographic 

analysis is a bit similar to allowing meaning to emerge through phenomenological 

inquiry, but since the key materials that I worked with for this study are quite different 

from the visual materials of my GeoDance analysis, I employed a different 

methodological treatment.  The main source for this ethnographic analysis is Writing 

Ethnographic Fieldnotes by Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz and Linda Shaw.  Here, the 

authors illuminate a “key issue in the making of ethnographies—understanding how an 

observer/research sits down and turns a piece of her lived experience into a bit of written 

text” (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, vii).  They detail multiple stages of ethnographic 

research including “transferring direct experience and observation into fieldnotes,” 

analyzing fieldnotes as data, and drafting a complete ethnographic document (Emerson, 

Fretz, and Shaw, 211).   

I modeled my process of ethnographic analysis on the inductive processes that 

they outline in chapter six, “Processing Fieldnotes: Coding and Memoing,” where they 

articulate the process of abstraction of constructs or conceptual threads and themes.  They 

state: “From close, systematic attention to the fieldnotes as data, the ethnographer seeks 



 52	  

to generate as many ideas, issues, topics, and themes as possible” (Emerson, Fretz, and 

Shaw, 166).  They propose a systematic approach to analyzing data that involves a 

rigorous process of open coding, initial memoing, selecting themes, focused coding, and 

integrative memoing, while at the same time emphasizing the need for researchers to 

embrace an open-ended manner as they search for meaning and theory in their data.   

When I reached the stage of ethnographic writing, I worked to make sense of the 

cultural patterns that I observed through my study and then to communicate these cultural 

meanings of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body to an audience that is unfamiliar with this 

cultural scene (Spradley, 161).  As I engaged in this last stage of the research process, I 

was guided by both texts, Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes and Participant Observation.  

Other ethnographic texts that have shaped my understanding of ethnography but are not 

directly related to my process of analysis include, Sarah Pink’s Doing Sensory 

Ethnography and Margaret Thompson Drewal’s Yoruba Ritual: Performers, Play, 

Agency.    

My analysis of student fieldnotes revealed a few distinctive strands of creative 

process that are embodied in the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body coursework.  To connect 

these student experiences of creativity (as well as my guiding principles for creativity) 

with other practices in dance composition, I worked closely with two books by the 

lifelong dance educator and pedagogue Alma Hawkins: Creating Through Dance (1998) 

and Moving From Within (1991).  Hawkins’ understanding of the role of dance 

composition within the higher education setting places a clear emphasis upon the creative 

process, rather than the creative product.  She also speaks to the importance of 

encouraging young people to create rather than re-produce in their artistic process 
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(Hawkins 1998, 7-8).  These principles resonate strongly with the Dancing Earth, 

Dancing Body philosophy.   

I also investigated ideas from the modern dance canon that relate to the Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body approach to creativity.  In particular, I worked with Mary Anne 

Santos Newhall’s thorough analysis of the teachings and philosophy of German 

Expressionist dancer Mary Wigman in Mary Wigman (2007).  According to Newhall, the 

Wigman Training Hour or Ubungstunde focused on fundamental concepts of motion such 

as gleiten (sliding), schwingen (swinging), huepfen (skipping), or stampfen (rhythm in 

feet) (Newhall, 137).  Similar to the dance practice in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, 

Wigman’s technique allows students creative authorship by focusing on student 

experiences of movement concepts rather than a rigid aesthetic-driven systemized 

technique.  Wigman technik is based on experiential learning of movement concepts, 

whereas Dancing Earth, Dancing Body is based on experiential learning of geologic 

concepts. 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body students engaged with numerous visual and 

language-based materials from dance, somatics, ecology, geology, and visual art during 

the course of the semester.  These works are all included in the bibliography that follows 

the conclusion in chapter 7.  Some of these materials have been mentioned already in this 

review of literature, but two key sources have not yet been addressed.  First, somatic 

practitioner Irene Dowd’s book Taking Root to Fly: Articles on Functional Anatomy is 

full of short essays on fundamental somatic concepts like alignment, breathing, and 

imagery.  Dowd writes from a place of deep experience that leads the reader through each 

study as though she were personally guiding you.  The chapter on imagery articulates the 
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potency for visual or imagined metaphors to exact real change in the body.  This 

resonates with Lakoff and Johnson’s study of unconventional metaphors.   

Second is the dancer, environmentalist, and educator Andrea Olsen’s book Body 

and Earth: An Experiential Guide, which is both scientific and poetic.  Olsen is a 

professor at Middlebury College in Vermont where she teaches a course on dance and the 

environment.  This text emerges out of her teaching experiences and reads like a 

workbook to lead the reader through exercises.  Her chapters on the body read like 

elements of Earth, “Bones,” “Muscles,” “Fluids.”  At the end of each chapter are 

suggestions for dance improvisation exercises, which often served as a springboard to 

adapt and develop my own movement exercises.  Like Halprin, Olsen’s work connects 

the whole person with a greater sense of place.	  

Lastly, the branch of phenomenology known as eco-phenomenology helped to 

illuminate some of the philosophical underpinnings of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  

Eco-phenomenology is a field where ecologically minded philosophers and scientists 

employ Husserl and his successors’ ideas as a way to re-evaluate the human relationship 

with the other-than-human world.  In the article, “Dancing the Face of Place: 

Environmental Dance and Eco-Phenomenology,” author Nigel Stewart explains how 

Husserl’s fundamental premise ‘to the things themselves’ effectively “pushes aside 

Descartes’ abstraction of the world as res cogitans, that is, the world grasped as a 

subjective or interior reality in which human meaning, value, thought and feeling are 

fundamentally independent of non-human nature” (Stewart, 33).  By questioning the 

boundary between the “interior reality” of human observer and the phenomenon being 

observed, Stewart suggests that phenomenological inquiry is at its heart an ecological 
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practice.  Additional eco-phenomenological texts that have influenced the development 

of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body include David Abram’s The Spell of the Sensuous and 

Charles Brown and Ted Toadvine’s edited collection of articles in Eco-Phenomenology: 

Back to the Earth Itself.  Both of these texts explore connections between ecological and 

phenomenological ways of thinking and urge readers to evaluate their relationship with 

Earth.  They also subtly, and at times not so subtly, advocate for humanity to act in 

ecologically sustainable ways. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SEDIMENTS OF MEANING: PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF PIECES OF 

PELE 

 

Pieces of Pele 

 Pieces of Pele is a solo dance inspired by the lava fields of Hawaii’s Volcanoes 

National Park.  In our travels through the Big Island of Hawaii, my husband and I visited 

a fresh lava flow that had halted one week prior to our arrival.  This flow was composed 

of layer upon layer of hardened lava that towered nearly eight feet high.  Its smooth 

rounded edges looked like liquid rock had been carefully poured over the landscape.  

Although this particular lava flow was no longer active, its source lava pool could be seen 

glowing against the night sky on a nearby horizon.  As we stood there gazing at the 

horizon, we witnessed a few flashes of fire as the pool of lava spilled forth and set 

neighboring grasses and bushes ablaze.  Locals informed us that the supply of this lava 

pool was fed through underground channels connecting it to the massive volcano 

Kilauea, which is in the center of the national park.  It was remarkable to think that 

Kilauea’s crater floor is roughly 8 miles away from the site of this lava flow.  

 Visitors to Kilauea often miss the opportunity to witness lava flowing because 

much of its activity happens below ground.  As lava flows underground it creates a 

branching system of subterranean lava tubes, functioning much like arteries, which allow 

fluid to advance great distances from its source (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 133).  Above 

ground, a tall and wide column of gases continuously exhales from the mouth of 

Kilauea’s crater floor.  In the evening you can see the red-hot glow of its lava pool 
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reflected in the escaping gases and low-lying clouds.  To walk upon the crater floor that 

surrounds the mouth of Kilauea is to feel Earth’s volcanic power.  Imagine standing 

amidst a static ocean of shimmering blackness with the sounds of fresh lava crunching 

beneath your feet and the sensation of humid gases mingling with your breath.  It was 

after this experience that I had the idea to create a piece about the lava flows of Kilauea. 

          I choreographed Pieces of Pele on myself and debuted it October 15, 2010 in 

Conwell Dance Theatre at Temple University, Philadelphia.8  My primary materials in 

the creative process included personal memories of the lava fields of Kilauea, geologic 

texts explaining the composition of these types of lava, a piano score created by my 

husband, Pat Daugherty, and pieces of fabric that became integral parts of the dance.   I 

structured Pieces of Pele in two distinct sections that reference the textures and 

formations of Kilauea’s two main types of lava: pahoehoe lava and 'a'a lava.  Pahoehoe, 

meaning “on which one can walk,” has smooth and flat surfaces that are inviting to the 

foot (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 132).  'A'a lava, on the other hand, will tear your boots apart 

with its rough jagged edges.  Pahoehoe lava flows at very high temperatures that allow 

the lava to move with great fluidity; as the lava cools, its folds, twists, and turns harden 

into surfaces that resemble smoothly braided hair (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 132).  'A'a lava 

flows at much cooler temperatures which promote bubble formation.  As these gases 

escape, they rupture the congealing lava producing sharp, disjointed edges throughout the 

surfaces of the flow (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 132).  While hiking through Volcanoes 

National Park, I witnessed both of these types of lava flow in their static form.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 You can see the premiere of Pieces of Pele online at the following address: 

<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1frzRaZKAxE>. 
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 Each of the two sections in Pieces of Pele embodies its own quality of movement, 

piano accompaniment, costume, and lighting.  The first section is danced using smooth, 

fluid qualities and phrase-work that builds against a piano score full of sustained chords 

and lush melodic lines.9 The second section is danced with fragmented, staccato 

movement qualities to a composition of prepared piano that plucks the strings in erratic 

and dissonant ways.  In the first section, I dance with a long metallic black piece of nylon 

that flows with great fluidity, yet is dense enough to form rounded piles of ripples when 

laid upon the floor.  In the second section, I dance with a piece of thick black tulle that 

looks like a scratchy mess as it holds crumbled peaks and angular shapes that appear to 

rise up out of the floor.  The lighting design created by Caitlin Quinn also emphasizes 

these contrasting qualities, albeit in a subtler manner.  The first section focuses warm 

tones softly on the dancer, while the second section focuses bright and cool tones in a 

sharper way.  

Arriving at Sediments of Analysis 

 In an effort to gain a fresh perspective on Pieces of Pele for analysis, I distanced 

myself from the experience of creating and performing in the dance.   When I began this 

analysis, it had been over a year since I watched the film of Pieces of Pele.  To initiate 

the analysis, I engaged in six viewings of a film documenting the premiere of Pieces of 

Pele.  Each viewing consisted of three back-to-back studies of the video in which I 

produced a descriptive text each time.  For the purposes of each study, I allowed for time 

to write subjective responses and/or memories of my creative experience as they 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Pat Daugherty laid down the tracks for this piece in one studio session.  Although I was 

present at the session, I gave minimal input on the compositions.  I asked him to create something 
from his experience of the lava fields and requested only that he create two tracks with 
contrasting qualities.	  
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emerged.  I also used this time to write down emergent notions and creative ideas that 

might prove useful later in the analysis.  In total, this stage of analysis produced eighteen 

descriptive texts to be studied for their thematic content.   

    Multiple rounds of thematic analysis produced a large quantity of ideas, but only 

seven of these seemed to be reiterated throughout the texts:   

	   1) A presence of dynamic language describing motion and action; 

 2) A presence of language referencing specific body parts in action; 

 3) A presence of metaphor in all four theatrical elements to the piece: fabric as a  

    metaphor for lava, body as a metaphor for lava, light as a metaphor for lava,    

    and sound as a metaphor for lava; 

 4) A sharp contrast between the two sections in Pieces of Pele in all aspects of the  

                piece: movement qualities, sound qualities, fabric textures, and lighting  

                textures; 

5) The presence of figure/self is powerful, almost mythical; 

6) The presence of a relationship between the figure dancing and the fabric  

     suggests an emotional or narrative element; and 

7) A presence of geologic imagery and theory. 

While a list makes these themes appear to be isolated from one another, they actually 

intertwine and overlap with one another in interesting ways.  For example, descriptions of 

specific body parts as well as descriptions of the fabric most often include the use of 

dynamic language in ways that imply the metaphorical presence of geologic imagery.   I 

discovered upon further study that these seven themes are supported by four basic 

structures, which I am calling “sediments,” as they are the foundational layers of meaning 



 60	  

unearthed through this phenomenological analysis.  Phenomenologist Clark Moustakas 

highlights the importance of this step noting, “In this phase of the process the structures 

of the experience are revealed; these are the conditions that must exist for something to 

appear” (Moustakas 1994, 98).  This chapter examines in detail four sediments of Pieces 

of Pele: geologic sediment, poetic sediment, metaphoric sediment, and mythic sediment.  

Geologic Sediment and the Creative Process 

In the creative phase, my goal was to embody the essential characteristics of 

pahoehoe and ‘a‘a lava in Pieces of Pele.  I worked with visual images of these lava 

flows from geologic texts, videos, and personal memory to guide my thinking during the 

creation of Pieces of Pele.  The language of geologic theory explaining how these types 

of lava flows form and why they appear the way they do was also influential.  As I made 

choices about how to manipulate time, to shape space, and to move my body, I 

intentionally referenced both geologic theory and imagery.  I was curious, in the 

phenomenological phase, to find out how much of this intended geologic influence was 

present in the work, as well as if there were any unintended geologic influences present in 

the work.   

As a choreographer, I find descriptive writing by geologists to be full of 

choreographic ideas.  For example, consider the potential movement ideas embedded in 

the following text about pahoehoe lava: 

…pahoehoe flows exhibit smooth surfaces that often resemble the twisted braids  
of ropes…pahoehoe flows have higher temperatures than ‘a‘a flows.  
Consequently, pahoehoe flows are more fluid than lavas that form ‘a‘a  
flows…Pahoehoe flows have also been known to move at agonizingly slow  
rates…villagers had to watch for weeks as a pahoehoe flow crept toward their  
homes at only a few meters per hour. (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 132) 
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This brief excerpt from a geologic text is like a collage of choreographic ideas to explore!   

For example, I worked with time in a way that exposed the “agonizingly slow rates” with 

which pahoehoe lava often flows.  The dance opened with slow sustained motions of 

pulling and gathering fabric into a pile, while sparse and spacious notes resonate through 

the first two minutes of the piece.  However, rapid progressions are also possible when a 

pahoehoe flow approaches a steep slope; these flows can reach speeds of nineteen miles 

per hour when flowing downhill (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 132).  As the dance unfolds, the 

tempo of both the dance and music fluidly accelerates and decelerates in smooth 

transitions.  Moreover, while developing movement, I was continually fed by an 

understanding that “pahoehoe flows have higher temperatures than ‘a‘a flows” and are 

therefore “more fluid than lavas that form ‘a‘a flows.”  In direct response to this idea, I 

chose to move in ways that generated warmth in the body and allowed for maximum 

fluidity.  This became an essential concept in the development of movement for the 

pahoehoe section of Pieces of Pele.   

   In my choreographer’s notebook, I noted after one of my early rehearsals that I 

envisioned “movements of waves, flow, and swirl.”  Consider how evocative of 

movement are these words in this excerpt from a descriptive text that emerged from a 

close viewing of Pieces of Pele: 

 soothing, sliding, draping, swelling, lengthening, melting, widening, undulating,  
            curving, folding, rippling, reaching, sweeping, ascending, wrapping, circling,  
            bending, flowing, rising and falling, glistening, swirling, expanding, spreading 
 
These verbs resonate with the original geologic source material presented above—could 

they be applied to describe the movement of an active pahoehoe flow?  These descriptive 

terms emerged in my analysis of the dancing body in Pieces of Pele, which is logical 
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since I intended to choreographically describe pahoehoe lava through the movement 

language.  This creates an interesting exchange of meaning: a geologic body in-process 

suggests motion of the human body for the performative process, and then the human 

body evokes a geologic body.  I will explore this idea further in the following sections, 

“Poetic Sediment” and “Metaphoric Sediment.”  

 The second section of the dance, where I embodied characteristics of ‘a‘a lava, 

was similarly inspired by descriptive geologic texts.  In particular, I worked with the 

following ideas,  

 …‘a‘a flows have surfaces of rough jagged blocks with dangerously sharp edges    
            and spiny projections.  Crossing an ‘a‘a flow can be a trying and miserable 
 experience…Cooling promotes bubble formation which as stated previously,  
            increase viscosity.  Escaping gas bubbles produce numerous voids and sharp  
            spines in the surface of the congealing lava.  As the molten interior advances, the  
            outer crust is broken further, transforming a rather smooth surface into an  
            advancing mass of rough clinker rubble. (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 132) 
 
The collage of images presented in this geologic text inspired a movement vocabulary 

that was fragmented, angular, and staccato.  In my choreographer’s notebook I notated an 

early version of this section, describing how my body moved “with percussive triangular 

motions in the knees and hips…rhythmically break(ing) open.”  For this section I worked 

with time in a less direct way than in the previous section, where I followed the timing 

cues of pahoehoe flows.  Here, I found a sense of time in the jagged irregularity of ‘a’a 

lava formations, described above as “dangerously sharp edges and spiny 

projections…outer crust is broken…advancing mass of rough clinkery rubble.”  I worked 

with erratic rhythms and disjointed phrasing that abruptly shifted from slow staccato 

motion to quick skittering motions.  The idea that the molten interior of ‘a‘a lava 
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advances and breaks open the outer crust of congealing lava yielded the development of 

stuttering movement qualities that broke open in forceful ways.   

  When I consider these choreographic ideas in relation to the descriptive texts that 

emerged from the analysis, I see a pattern similar to the one for the first section of Pieces 

of Pele.  Scientific descriptions of a geologic body inspired the movement of the human 

body, and in turn, choreographic depictions of the dancing body in Pieces of Pele, when 

translated into descriptive texts, appear to accurately describe a geologic body.  Here is 

an excerpt from the descriptive text that emerged from close viewings of the second 

section of Pieces of Pele: 

 angular, dissonant, twisted, jagged, skittering, tearing, throwing sharp, thrusting,  
            quick, jerky, staccato, grasping, violent, shaking, vibrating, cracking, breaking,   
            whipping, collapsing, rustling, scratching, binding, distorting, skittering, pivoting,  
            rattling, caught 
 
These descriptive terms appear to resonate with the original geologic source material and 

present interesting poetic ideas when attributed to the movement of ‘a‘a lava flows. 

 This descriptive study of Pieces of Pele reveals a direct connection between the 

dance and its geologic source material.  It was my original choreographic intent to depict 

characteristics of lava; however, I was uncertain to what meanings might emerge in this 

phenomenological analysis.  Through rigorous efforts to bracket my memories of creating 

Pieces of Pele, I was able to solely focus upon describing the dance rather than recalling 

my specific choreographic intentions. Dancer and dance educator, Larry Lavender, 

addresses a similar process but calls it “the reflective stage of critical evaluation” 

(Lavender, 77).  He states, “The reflective stage of critical evaluation involves 

concentrating on describing and analyzing the intrinsic features of a work while setting 

aside all the knowledge and speculation about such extrinsic elements as the motives of 
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the choreographer or other facts about the origins of the work” (Lavender, 77).  

Essentially, Lavender is suggesting that we bracket10 our interpretations of the meaning 

of a dance in order to see and describe the dance for what it is.  He goes on to articulate 

the value of this process as a meaningful way to become more autonomous viewers of 

dance.  From a choreographic perspective, this process has produced a language-based 

interpretation of Pieces of Pele that offers new material to explore in the studio.  

   In two instances unintended reflections of geologic theory emerged in the 

analytical phase. The first instance concerns the order of presentation of sections of the 

dance, where the pahoehoe section precedes the ‘a‘a section.  Interestingly, this 

sequencing underscores the idea that “pahoehoe lavas sometimes transform into ‘a‘a 

flows (note, however, that ‘a‘a flows cannot revert to pahoehoe)” (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 

132).  The dance unfolds in this way, with the hotter-temperature pahoehoe portion of the 

dance flowing into the cooler-temperature ‘a‘a portion.  The second instance has to do 

with the role that escaping gas bubbles play in the formation of the jagged and spiny 

surfaces of ‘a‘a lava.  One emergent observation during the analysis notes that I am  

“Constantly thinking about bubbles in this section, maybe boiling?”  I do not recall 

working with this concept in my creative process, but somehow it came across through 

the analysis of the dance.  In both of these instances, I had read about these geologic 

theories in passing but did not consciously choose to work with either idea in my creative 

process.   

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  This connects Lavender’s observations with the phenomenological use of term bracket 

and its philosophical tenet regarding the need to return “to the things themselves.” 
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Poetic Sediment 

 Dynamic language is an essential component of the descriptive texts produced in 

this analysis.  Active verbs like “swirling,” “curving,” “thrusting” and “skittering” are 

present in every description of the dance.  I also used dynamic phrases to describe 

specific body parts in action.  For example, “long bones reaching, curving and pulling,” 

“expanding chest and circling shoulders,” and “whipping and cracking elbows.” These 

phrases not only evoke images of a body in motion, but also are ambiguous enough to be 

provocative in other ways.  Early on in my analysis, I began to wonder whether or not the 

descriptions of the dancing body in Pieces of Pele could be applied to images of 

pahoehoe and ‘a‘a lava.  To experiment with this idea, I sifted through all the descriptive 

texts to collect phrases describing the dancing body in motion.  I then put together two 

poetic renderings—one for each distinct section of the dance.  

  Pahoehoe 

 Soft glowing skin shimmers in blackness 
 Wide palms with flowing fingers 
 An open chest spreading wide and melting into the floor 
 Warm arms slowly undulate and sweep into shadow 
 Circling shoulders, floating waist, shifting hips 
 Long bones curve and pull 
 Solid black legs wrap and fold into a pile 
 Spiraling into ripples that push forward 
 Grounded feet and dark hair  
 Standing, rooted in a dark ocean. 
   

                       ‘A‘a  

 Crooked hands and crooked fingers tear and claw 
 Stuck arms break free 
 A suspended body fights 
 Erratic twisting, whipping 
 Sharp ribs rattle, thrusting hips crack 
 Feet cut quickly with skittering ankles  
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 A white hot body inhales space 
 Jagged fingers covering ears  
 A buried head  
 Broken lines of a pulsing body 
 
 To someone who has stood in the presence of Kilauea’s lava fields, these dynamic bodily 

notions evoke images of pahoehoe and ‘a‘a lava.  Describing lava in this 

anthropomorphic way creates a basis for a metaphorical understanding of lava in motion 

as a body in motion.  It also creates a space where dancers can think of the body in 

motion as analogous to lava in motion.  Referencing ‘a‘a lava as “a white hot body 

inhaling space” while “crooked hands and crooked fingers tear and claw” gives poetic 

breath to these volcanic phenomena that resonates with traditional Hawaiian views that 

lava has a sentient quality (Silva, 164).   

 I worked with the descriptive texts again to generate poetic renderings about the 

two types of fabric that I used in the dance.  Again I created two poems, one for each 

section of the dance.  Specific references to fabric are fewer than those to the body; 

therefore, these renderings are shorter than the previous ones:   

  Pahoehoe  

 Shimmering liquid black drapes over her body 
 Flowing piles of ripples, melting plastic 
 Metallic folds glisten 
 A burning white flame in dark terrain 
 
  ‘A‘a  

 A jagged terrain stretches 
 Peaks and angles wrestle, torn apart 
 Stiff, scratchy, sharp 
 
Such poems about the fabric in motion are ambiguous; they might also refer 

metaphorically to lava in motion.  These two poetic renderings evoke images of a 
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volcanic landscape and its isolated details with phrases like “peaks and angles wrestle” 

and “metallic folds glisten.”   

 This metaphorical connection between the body and fabric in Pieces of Pele and 

qualities of pahoehoe and ‘a‘a lava, led me to integrate these four poetic renderings into a 

single poem entitled “Pieces of Pele.”  To compose this poem, I wove together edited 

phrases from the four renderings.  Part of the editing process included adding the element 

of gender to signify the presence of the Hawaiian goddess of fire, Pele.  I intentionally 

referenced Pele when I chose a title for the dance, but I didn’t work with any aspect of 

Pele’s mythology in my creative process.  By placing the poetic phrases in the context of 

“her” or “she,” the poem becomes about the female performance of Pieces of Pele, while 

at the same time acknowledging the presence of Pele.  

  Pieces of Pele 

 Her soft glowing skin shimmers, 
  liquid black drapes over her body.  
  
 Standing firm with feet rooted in a dark ocean, 
  her warm arms undulate and sweep into shadow. 
 
 Circling shoulders 
  floating waist 
   shifting hips 
    black legs melting into piles of glistening ripples. 
 
 Her long metallic bones curve and pull. 
 
 A white hot body  
  a burning flame in dark jagged terrain 
   inhaling space. 
  
 Her suspended body fights,  
  ribs rattle 
   hips crack  
    angles wrestle and tear apart. 
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 Crooked hands and crooked fingers tear and claw  
  for stuck arms break free. 
  
 Long spiny fingers cover her ears, 
  she buries her head in the broken lines of this pulsing body. 
 
The presence of character in this poem goes beyond the simple suggestion of Pele in the 

title of the dance.  This poem suggests a strong sense of character, while hinting at a 

complex and dynamic narrative.  I find this emergent meaning interesting given my 

intentional avoidance of character and narrative during the creative process of 

choreographing Pieces of Pele.  As stated previously, I worked solely with geologic 

materials, imagery, and personal memory to embody the characteristics of pahoehoe and 

‘a‘a lava.  This presence of character and narrative will be explored further in the section 

“Mythic Sediment.”   

Sediment of Imagery for Transformation 

 In many regards, the creative process for Pieces of Pele was first sparked when I 

found a bolt of fabric that perfectly captured the qualities of pahoehoe lava.  It was a 

fluid, black spandex that shimmered with metallic threads.  A patterning of burnt little 

holes throughout gave an appearance of melting lava.  In my choreographer’s notebook, 

the first thing I recorded about the dance was, “Lava piece—dripping of fabric into 

animate piles.”  From the beginning, I intended to use this fabric to mimic pahoehoe lava 

flows in a metaphorical way.  Working with this fabric became a major influence on my 

development of movement.  

   Early in the creative process, I decided to cut the pahoehoe fabric to cover my 

wrists, hands and lower legs with long sleeves that would extend two or three feet beyond 

my body.  I planned to work with the melting and folding characteristics of pahoehoe 
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lava by using these fabric extensions to aid in my embodiment.  Ultimately, I chose to 

work with the fabric as more of a prop I manipulated through the dance rather than as a 

literal costume attachment. Nevertheless, the concept that the fabric is at times an 

extension of my body remains present throughout the dance.   

 In response to this emergent theme, I engaged in a second round of viewing 

Pieces of Pele in which I focused on describing the body and fabric as a singular, 

integrated lava flow.  From this study, the following premise emerged:  

 Once the viewer accepts the premise that the anthropomorphic figure of the  
            dancer is not a human body but rather a geologic body, and that the fabric is an  
            extension of this geologic body, the beauty of the dance opens in new ways to  
            allow experience of a volcanic landscape that shifts fluidly from isolated features  
            to an overview of the topography.   
 
For example, one descriptive text captured impressions like “lava flowing into the folds 

of a valley” and “layers cooling and building rippled layers upon layers.”  This shift from 

a dynamic process to its structural residue within a larger landscape is something a 

geologist is capable of balancing in their scientific inquiries.  When geologists conduct a 

field study, they often collect samples to be observed in their laboratory.  From the 

microcosmic features and characteristics of that sample, geologists infer the story of the 

macrocosmic landscape and how it was formed.  The choreographic process requires a 

similar sense of the relationship between the piece experienced as a structural whole and 

the intricate details of the movement, space, and timing inherent in the choreographic 

process.   

  Intrigued by this concept, I engaged in an additional viewing in which I focused 

specifically on how the dance embodies or suggests isolated features of lava and/or broad 

images of the volcanic landscape.  Below is a sampling of descriptions that emerged from 
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this viewing.  In addition to untangling microcosmic and macrocosmic features, this chart 

refers to dynamic processes as well as structural residue found in volcanic landscapes. 

  
Microcosmic Features Macrocosmic Features 

  
Dragging ripples Swirling pool of lava rises from the 

crater floor  
Cracking open Black river of lava flows into the fold of 

a rock or opening of a cave 
Little piles of melted rock Chunky wall of rock 
Twisting and snapping in pieces Large cavernous opening is formed and 

stretches to maximum until a large piece 
tears off  

Small white flame ignites and floats upon 
lava flow 

A slow moving current surrounds a rock 
and gently carries it forward before 
engulfing it 

Tiny cracks and crevices Mile-long fissure extending deep and 
wide 

A triangular rock bursts with little bubbles 
making jagged cusps 

Undercurrents of lava flow carry jagged 
pieces of rock 

 
Figure 3.  Microcosmic and macrocosmic imagery evoked in Pieces of Pele. 
 
Shifting back and forth between microcosmic and macrocosmic modes of observation 

provides a good perspective of the volcanic landscape that Pieces of Pele evokes.  At 

times, the dance reveals the view from inside of a lava flow, while other times it 

emphasizes the vastness of a lava field.  From the small details to the large ideas, these 

images reflect a balance in the overall creative vision.  This realization surfaced as a 

result of studying the dancing body and the dancing fabric as a singular, integrated lava 

flow; only then did every little motion suggest a detail about this volcanic landscape.   

This last point speaks to the important role of costume to the metamorphosis of 

the human form in Pieces of Pele.  For nearly a century, Western choreographers have 

been exploring ways to go beyond our anthropomorphic form by utilizing inventive, and 

at times outlandish, costume design.  Loie Fuller’s solo dances of the early twentieth 
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century are good examples of inventiveness in costume design.  Fuller utilized extended 

swaths of fabric and hand-held devices (which she patented) to extend her arms beyond 

the ordinary reach of her body in an effort to transform herself into visions of a butterfly, 

a flame, or a lily (Jowitt, 345).  Bauhaus designer Oscar Schlemmer applied his ideas for 

designing living space to designing the body in Triadic Ballet (ca. 1921-1923).  A 

reconstruction of this piece left Jack Anderson of the New York Times asking, “Where 

else can one behold a woman emerging from a spiral or a man whose arms resemble 

Christmas tree ornaments” (Anderson, 1985).   

Numerous choreographers have collaborated with visual artists to explore the 

impact of exaggerating and distorting the boundaries of the human body.  Leonide 

Massine’s collaboration with Picasso in Parade (1917) brought cubist imagery to life, 

whereas Ruth Page’s collaborations with Isamu Noguchi (during the early 1930s) 

explored new possibilities for perceiving how our bodies interface with space (Meglin, 

2013).  Alwin Nikolas masterfully served as choreographer and costumer (as well as 

composer, lighting designer, and set designer) for his company and created new 

perspectives on the dancing body:   

Watching a Nikolais dance, you can imagine that you’re peering through a       
microscope into a world of tiny organisms, gaily anthropomorphized; or perhaps 
it’s a kaleidoscope you’ve glued your eye to; at other times the images might be 
inside a dreaming mind.  (Jowitt, 365) 

Coming out of Japanese culture, butoh artists, too, employ the metamorphic power of 

costuming.  In Butoh: Metamorphic Dance and Global Alchemy Sondra Fraleigh 

comments, “costumes are metamorphic.  They change along with the dance; often they 

assume fantasy shapes and collage appearance…wrapping, draping, and folding to extend 

the lines of the body, to complement or hide them” (Fraleigh 2010, 56).  While there are 
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many examples of choreographers working with costume to go beyond the 

anthropomorphic form, it is the ones who do so with an eye toward ecology that bear 

most relevance to this work:  Alwin Nikolais, Anna Halprin, and butoh artists like Eiko 

and Koma. 

This stage of analysis also revealed many ways in which the human body must 

work abstractly to embody the concept of lava flow.  Once again, I had to attend to 

bracketing a critical perspective when I found myself thinking that the dancer appeared 

too human.  For example, I noticed that movement in the dancer’s body was most often 

channeled through a single pathway, but in actuality, lava flows in multiple pathways of 

motion as it advances forward.  Another issue that I noticed was that too much of the 

dancing occurred on the vertical axis.  I found that the most effective moments for 

imagining this figure as a geologic body occurred when the dancing tilted way from the 

vertical axis.  This was especially true when the dancer’s body was outstretched 

horizontally along the stage floor.  This observation led me to acknowledge that the 

vertical axis is the realm of human activity, human narrative, and human drama, while 

reinforcing the notion that pahoehoe and ‘a‘a lava exist on the horizontal axis. 

The dancer’s connection with the first piece of fabric seemed to transform her into 

something beyond her human form.  Cloaked in metallic black fabric, the dancer often 

appeared as a glowing lava flow.  However, the size and manipulation of the second 

piece of fabric did not seem right.  Purported to represent the slow, dense, and fractured 

ways that ‘a‘a lava moves, the fabric, instead, appeared small and billowy, and when the 

dancer threw it into the air, the action emphasized the lightness of the fabric.    
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This sediment of analysis revealed choreographic areas in which I could explore a 

greater potential for transformation from the anthropomorphic to the geologic.  In 

summary, I could avoid using the vertical axis, explore multiple pathways of motion 

through the body simultaneously, and rethink the scale and manipulation of the second 

piece of fabric.  In addition to choreographic approaches, I see the potential for the use of 

costume to transform the human form into a geologic form.  Costuming is an important 

design element in this regard; however, I don’t want to rely on this element of production 

alone because I want to fully explore movement potential.  All of these emergent 

choreographic and design ideas are applicable in my quest to move away from 

anthropomorphic forms and toward geologic forms in dance.  

Mythic Sediment 

  As the title suggests, Pieces of Pele recognizes that the choreographic impressions 

of pahoehoe and ‘a‘a lava are pieces of a much larger landscape.  Like samples from a 

volcanic field, they embody the distinct characteristics of that landscape.  Prior to 

commencing my creative process, I knew that Kilauea is thought by many Hawaiians to 

be the home of the ancient goddess of fire, Pele.  While hiking through Kilauea’s lava 

fields, my husband and I frequently came across offerings of plumeria blossom leis, 

coconuts, or flowers graciously placed upon piles of lava rocks.  The awe-inspiring 

magnitude that I felt when standing on the crater floor of Kilauea was enough to bring me 

to my knees.  Contemporary belief in Pele is “widely held by a broad stratum of 

(Hawaiian) society” who agree that she presently resides in the volcanic fires of Kilauea 

(Nimmo, 170).  
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  In Hawaiian folklore, Pele is most often embodied as a woman (young or old) 

living in the volcanic flames, eruptions, and lava flows of Kilauea.  Many chants tell of 

Pele’s journey through the islands of Kauai, Oahu and Maui until she “finally reached the 

island of Hawai’i and, at the summit of Kilauea, found a home in a crater at the top of the 

volcano.  The crater became known as Kalua o Pele (the pit of Pele)” (Swanson, 428).  

Pele’s association with the volcanic phenomena of Kilauea is still acknowledged today by 

a vast cross-section of the Hawaiian population.  One contemporary story tells of Pele 

wrapping herself in pahoehoe lava to fall sleep and in so doing creating Pu’u pahoehoe or 

Pahoehoe Hill (Silva, 164).  This story exemplifies a perception that this volcanic 

landscape has a living or sentient quality (Ibid).  Christian missionaries (and some 

Christianized Hawaiian leaders) denied the existence of Pele for centuries, but belief in 

this Goddess has survived all attempts to extinguish her spirit and Pele “lives today as an 

important figure in the worldview of contemporary Hawaii”  (Nimmo,122).     

 Pele’s personification is not always benevolent; she is often thought to be 

consumed by jealousy and rage, causing her to throw rocks, set forests afire, and destroy 

homes.   

 Many believers say she will not take human lives, but only warns them of their  
            affront to her through eruptions.  This was not the case of Pele in the past.  Many    
            traditional stories tell of her destroying persons by pouring lava over them or  
            turning them into pillars of lava rock.  (Nimmo, 159) 
 
Hawaiians revere Pele’s power and go to great lengths to appease her through offerings 

of awa root, leis, silver dollars and ohelo berries, which they throw into her fire pits or 

leave ceremoniously upon piles of lava rocks or at the mouth of steam vents (Nimmo, 

140).  Chanting is also a tool for appeasement: “E hoi e Pele i ke Kusiwi I na ko lili Ko i 



 75	  

nana” asks the goddess to “Go back to your mountains O Pele and there appease your 

jealousy and wrath” (Ibid).   

 Historic accounts of volcanic activity are embedded in the many stories and 

chants about Pele.  Geologist Dr. Donald A. Swanson acknowledges that Hawaiian oral 

tradition describes nearly “400 years of eruptive activity at Kilauea that, until very 

recently, were poorly understood by modern scientists” (Swanson, 427).  He explains,  

 This tradition has been little used by modern scientists, however, because it is  
            couched in thick poetic metaphor and is incompletely translated.  The oral  
            tradition contains unique descriptions of past events and attitudes about those  
            events that deserve modern interpretation…In the past few years, volcanologists  
            have started to decipher this period of time (1400-1800 C.E.) at Kilauea and have  
            found remarkable correspondence between the oral record and the results of the  
            modern research. (Swanson, 427) 
 
The phenomenon of oral traditions—such as storytelling, song and dance—carrying 

meaning about geologic events exists in cultures throughout the world.  Keen geologic 

and geographic observation has been woven into traditional legends and mythology, as 

people have sought to explain the state of their world.  Swanson’s perspective points to 

how traditional Hawaiian culture is already embedded in the geologic vernacular.  For 

example, the two main types of Kilauea’s lava flow are referred to scientifically by their 

Hawaiian names: pahoehoe and ‘a‘a.  Local inhabitants extend the metaphor/myth of 

Pele when speaking of the two rare types of lava formations: Pele’s tears and Pele’s hair.  

Pele’s tears, as the name suggests, are droplets of lava hurled into the air from volcanic 

eruptions that cooled on their way back to the ground.  Shaped through a similar process, 

Pele’s hair formed as droplets of lava are hurled into the air and then spun by the wind to 

form long glassy filaments of lava (National Park Service brochure).   
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 Toward the end of my creative process in choreographing Pieces of Pele, it 

occurred to me to refer to Pele in the title of the dance in recognition of the fact that both 

lava formations I had been researching are a part of her vast bodyscape.  However, it was 

surprising to me that a female presence was so heavily documented in the descriptive-

analytical phase of the project, because I had not worked with Pele’s mythology in any 

direct way.  As noted earlier, the entire creative process had been one of abstraction of 

form and translation of geologic knowledge rather than being driven by character or 

narrative.  Aside from the title, this female presence may have been an unintended 

consequence of my female body performing the subject matter of the piece.  As noted 

with regard to poetic sediment, the identification of gender themes brings forth a sense of 

character and narrative that are similarly unintended elements of the piece.  Moreover, 

throughout the process of describing and analyzing, I noticed a strong relationship 

between the dancer and the fabric emerging in ways that at times took on almost 

psychological aspects.   

  Intrigued by these unintended presences, I examined all the descriptive texts I had 

written once again, highlighting these themes of gender, character, and narrative. I then 

wove these passages together to create a narrative for Pieces of Pele.  Lastly, I replaced 

the word “fabric” with “lava” to transform the perspective from one of looking purely at 

the action of the dancer and the fabric, to one of deciphering a relationship between a 

female figure and lava that takes on a mythic quality:  

   A praying figure gathers lava into a pile of ripples.  With reverence she  
      carefully contains the lava in her lap.  Shaping and forming it, she brings the lava  
    to life.  She pushes it forward and bows her head to it, then slowly begins to  
  command the lava to rise from each hand.  Bending it vertically until her  
            ascending body is dripping with lava, she stands in its presence, surrounded in  
  lava.  Slowly, she drifts away and releases the lava to stand by itself.   
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  Detached now from the lava, she begins to remember it.  Feeling it,  
  sensing it, she  mirrors its motions in her body.  Dancing toward it, she comes  
  back to the lava, sweeps it up, and melts with it.  Slowly lowering it while folding  
  upon herself, she releases the lava into a pile. With increasing intensity she  
  begins to brew the lava into a twisted braid.  With a violent grip on the lava she  
   whips it around over her head and swirls it into the air around her, reaching a   
   frenzied pitch.  She comes to a stop and observes the lava unwind, sway, and then  
   settle to stillness.  She carefully lays it back to the earth, at her feet.  She releases  
    it and slowly turns away. 
  A light rises on another piece of lava, calling her toward it.  Her body  
   grows possessed by a neurotic attachment to this piece of lava, and she begins to   
  tear and claw her way toward it.  Grasping it at last, she rubs it together, as if to  
   start a fire, and throws it forcefully upward and downward.  Like a violent  
  attachment, she wrestles with it as though it calls her against her will.  She  
   stutters and frantically passes the lava through her body from end to end.  Who’s  
   trying to dominate whom?  The lava bends around her ankles, wrapping tightly  
   and binding her.  She fights against it until she is stuck.  Consumed by the lava  
   she plunges her head into it.  Blinded and overcome by the lava she exits into  
   darkness. 
 
The character presented herein is first seen as a reverent and powerful female figure; she 

is able to command the lava at her will as though it were a part of her body.  This 

resonates with the Hawaiian beliefs that Pele commands the volcanic phenomena of 

Kilauea at her will and that she is often embodied in its lava flows.   

As the narrative of the dance unfolds, the neurotic frenzy that ensues suggests a 

character who, rather than being in total control, is victim to the powers of Kilauea: one 

who has had the misfortune of being consumed by Pele’s wrath as the lava engulfs her.  

This narrative presents a female subject who transforms from one who is powerful and 

commanding of the lava to one who is powerless and ultimately consumed by the lava.  

When this synopsis is juxtaposed with the structure of Pieces of Pele, one can see how 

the contrasting characters resonate in an interesting way with the characteristics of 

pahoehoe and ‘a‘a lava.  Pele as pahoehoe is powerful and commanding as this lava 
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flows generously, while Pele as ‘a‘a is vulnerable, falling victim to the inevitable inertia 

when the cooling temperatures of this lava ultimately bring it to a halt.  

 This sediment of analysis has revealed a powerful presence of character and 

narrative.  I am amused that such rich intention emerged from this analysis, given that it 

was completely absent from the start of the creative process.  What does this say about 

the humanness of dance performance?  There are cultural meanings inscribed in the 

bodies of dancers that are carried into choreography whether you choose for them to be 

there or not.  Meanings that read into gender, race, age, body shape and size may be 

unavoidable.  

Creative Synthesis 

 In order to take this process of analysis one step further, I choreographed a re-

envisioned version of Pieces of Pele that synthesizes many of the original concepts of the 

dance with the new thematic ideas presented in this chapter. The title of this re-

envisioned dance was Pieces of Pele II, and it debuted November 30, 2012 in Schnader 

Theatre of Franklin and Marshall College.11 Pieces of Pele II was set on a female 

ensemble of ten undergraduate dancers at Franklin and Marshall College.  Reworking this 

solo dance as an ensemble piece offered a lot of new choreographic options.  For one 

thing, I was able to stage a collective body of dancers that often moved together as one 

body to embody the qualities of pahoehoe or ‘a‘a lava.  At other times, the dancers were 

staged in a kaleidoscopic-like projection of the original solo choreography.         

   I staged Pieces of Pele II to the same piano score that Pat Daugherty composed 

for the original Pieces of Pele.   I did not want to change the soundtrack for this dance 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 You can see the premiere of Pieces of Pele II online at the following address: 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pz7qAMcCj24>.	  



 79	  

because his score so accurately expressed the shape, weight, and motion of these lava 

flows.  Following the musical structure of the score, Pieces of Pele II begins with a dance 

in reference to pahoehoe lava, followed by a dance in reference to ‘a‘a lava.  I chose to 

extend the silence between these two sections of the music, so that the dancers could 

perform portions of the poetic text that emerged in this analysis.  Each dancer recited a 

single line from the emergent poem, “Pieces of Pele,” and reiterated this line three times 

while walking slowly through the stage with their pahoehoe fabric draped around the 

waist and trailing on the floor behind them.  Once she finished the last recitation, each 

dancer unfurled the fabric into a slow pouring pile of ripples at her feet.  Upon releasing 

the fabric, each began a transition into the subtle staccato movements of ‘a‘a lava to the 

accompaniment Daugherty’s prepared piano section of the score.    

          The costumes for Pieces of Pele II were modeled on the original tunic that I wore 

in Pieces of Pele.  As described earlier, the original fabric was a shimmery metallic black 

nylon with small burnt holes creating the illusion of something melting or smoldering.  

Our costumer, Virginia West, found the exact same fabric with a hint of gold shimmer 

(instead of silver), which she used to construct these tunics.  Each tunic had a slightly 

different neckline to accentuate the different body shapes of the dancers (some were 

draped over one shoulder, some were crew-cut, and still others were pleated), but all were 

tailored to a length above the knee and tied with a wide sash of the same fabric.  The 

dancers’ legs, arms, neck (and in some cases, shoulders) were bare.  In the original 

production, I used three yards of the same fabric for the hand-held piece that I 

manipulated in the pahoehoe section.  Owing to a limited production budget, it was too 

costly to purchase thirty yards of this fabric for the entire cast, so we found a suitable 
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alternative.  This alternative fabric was slightly lighter weight and lacked the burnt look 

of the old fabric, but when folded or draped, the effect of creating piles of animate ripples 

was similar.   

            The original‘a‘a fabric was a rough, wide-gauge black tulle.   We were able to 

purchase many yards of a similar type of tulle for Pieces of Pele II.   In the beginning of 

this process, I was thinking that I would like the dancers to work with large asymmetrical 

tutus that could stand on their own as mounds of jagged lava.  In the end, the tutus turned 

out to be rather symmetrical and flat.  However, when piled on top of one another they 

collectively create a jagged landscape that suggested the ‘a‘a lava landscape I was 

picturing, and when the dancers moved with these jagged tutus, they created the 

asymmetry I had envisioned.   

Lighting designer, John Whiting, put the finishing touches on Pieces of Pele II.   

He created a palette of warm tones that animated the fabric and illuminated the dancer’s 

skin.  As a result of the analysis in this research, I was able to communicate to Whiting a 

rich variety of landscapes encompassing small details and larger structures.  Ultimately, 

Whiting’s design helped to create both a macrocosmic setting of a lava field and a 

microcosmic ambience of being inside of a lava flow.   

The dance opens in a cool and dark moonlight realm, where deep indigo reveals 

the shadowy contour of a landscape.  As the dancing begins, low warm light from stage 

right slowly builds to highlight the metallic strands in the costumes and props.  Tones of 

burnt orange and crimson build gradually until the entire stage and cyclorama is washed 

in warmth.  As the first section comes to an end and the poetry begins, the stage fades 

into cool blue tones reminiscent of the opening.  Once the second section of music 
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begins, deeper reds build, suggesting incandescent trails of light like those that glow in 

lava fields at night.    

My goal in recreating Pieces of Pele was to explore the original material with 

fresh eyes.   Therefore, rather than begin the rehearsal period for Pieces of Pele II by 

showing my cast of dancers the original solo or teaching them movement from it, I 

decided to focus instead on pictures of lava fields and introduce them to the two types of 

fabric we would be working with.  I explained that each fabric was a metaphor for ‘a‘a 

and pahoehoe lava and that we would be exploring the possibilities of working with the 

fabric as an extension of our bodies.  In the first week of rehearsals, I directed my cast to 

experiment with the fabric in a sensuous manner: to feel its texture, play with its weight 

and elasticity, and notice if it made any sound.  From this exploration, we generated a list 

of words to describe the two types of fabric.  The ‘a‘a fabric exploration produced words 

like scratchy, stiff, jagged, rough, crunchy, gritty, coarse, and tangled, while the 

pahoehoe study generated words like fluid, slippery, serpentine, glistening, formless, 

rippling, and free-flowing.  These ideas became concepts that we explored through 

movement improvisations in the following weeks of rehearsal.  

As mentioned above, we worked closely with the poem, “Pieces of Pele.”  In the 

beginning, I asked the dancers to pick a phrase or line to work with and to say over and 

over again, while developing a phrase of movement that resonated with their chosen text.  

From this exploration we developed an interesting tableau in which all these phrases 

overlapped simultaneously; while this structure did not make it into the final piece, it was 

a very useful tool, as it began to foster a sense of intention that would sustain the creative 
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process.  After exploring a few different uses of the poetic text, I determined that it 

worked best as an interlude between the two sections.   

During this rehearsal period, I worked to develop the original choreography in 

ways that would disguise the human body and support a greater transformation from the 

human form into a geologic form.  As suggested by my phenomenological analysis, 

greater geologic metamorphosis could be achieved by asking the dancers to work off-

center and away from the vertical axis.  Whenever they were upright and standing on two 

feet, I choreographed their movement so that their weight would shift far forward, 

backward, or to their left or right.  I also choreographed more falling, sliding, and 

dragging phrase work, where the dancers were horizontal to the stage floor.  At times, I 

worked with the fabric in ways that fully engulfed the dancers bodies.  There was one 

entrance in particular, toward the end of the first section, where dancers were completely 

wrapped up in the fabric, looking like compact lava rocks; as partners pulled on one end 

of the fabric, these “rocks” were slowly dragged across the floor.  The effect was 

mesmerizing and elegant.  Dancers were dragged from stage right to stage left, like large 

rocks being carried upon the back of a lava flow. 

 At the conclusion of this creative synthesis, I recognized that there are limits to 

transcending human elements when choreographing on human beings.  While pleased 

with the production of Pieces of Pele II, I again notice shortcomings in my desire to 

evoke and create the presence of a geologic body through an anthropomorphic body.  

This leads me to ask, what are the possibilities for choreography that does not involve 

human embodiment?  Are there dance artists who have explored this concept?  If the 

human body were absent from the creative process, what would be the artist’s materials?  
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I was intending to work in a way that transformed the body into lava through movement 

explorations, but I now realize that the human presence is difficult to transcend, and I am 

not convinced that I want to transcend it.  The human body and all of its cultural 

markings are beautiful, rich and complex.  Even if a performer were able to reach beyond 

this realm of humanness, the audience may not be able to, without the aid of significant 

costuming, set design, or makeup that modifies the dancer’s body.  In the larger scope of 

this research, I am seeking to demonstrate how human beings are deeply and essentially 

entwined with our terrestrial environment.  Perhaps, continuing to place my creative 

focus on geologic ideas while at the same time engaging anthropomorphic and 

humanistic aspects in my work, will further my investigation of this premise.   

For years, Pina Bausch has worked with elements such as water, rock, dirt, leaves, 

grain, and flowers as interactive and dynamic settings for her dramatic scenerios (Pina: 

Dance, Dance, 2012).  While her work penetrates the world of human relations, the 

presence of these terrestrial elements, along with the way her dancers interface with 

them, draws significant parallels between humanity and environment.  As I move forward 

in this analysis, I will keep these questions in mind and continue to explore ways to 

reconcile this creative conflict.  

A Meta-Choreographic Process  
 
 The choreographic process for Pieces of Pele II reveals a model for examining, 

envisioning, and reworking an already constructed piece of choreography.  I call this the 

meta-choreographic process model.  This process is intended for choreographers who 

wish to further examine a piece of their work and transform it into something that goes 

beyond its original form.  (In the case of Pieces of Pele, Pieces of Pele II emerged as a 
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group piece incorporating text and new guidelines for movement.)  The meta-

choreographic process begins with an experience, a vision, or a concept that serves as the 

driving impetus to create.  (In the case of Pieces of Pele, inspiration began with a 

meaningful experience of hiking through Volcanoes National Park in Hawaii.)  Once 

choreography is complete, the choreographer can engage in a descriptive analysis similar 

to the one I describe in this chapter.  Descriptive texts are examined for thematic content 

and “sediments of meaning.”  Then, all of this new language-based descriptive-analytical,   

Figure 4.  Meta-choreographic process. 

and sometimes poetic material is reflected upon and critically evaluated by the 

choreographer.  With a deeper insight into the essence of the work, the choreographer 

Creative	  synthesis	  of	  choroegraphy	  I,	  phenomenological	  description	  and	  analysis,	  
reHlection	  and	  critique	  yielding	  choreography	  II	  

ReHlection	  and	  critical	  evaluation	  of	  choreography	  I	  through	  descriptive	  analysis	  

Analysis	  of	  descriptive	  texts	  yeilding	  layers	  or	  "sediments"	  of	  meaning	  

Descriptive	  analysis	  of	  choreography	  I	  

Creative	  process	  yielding	  choreography	  I	  

Inspiration	  	  
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then examines how to creatively synthesize these new layers of emergent meaning into a 

new work or a re-envisioned version of the original.   

The purpose of this meta-choreographic process will vary depending on who 

engages with it.  Larry Lavender notes that it can be meaningful for choreographers “to 

reconsider their process of conceiving and developing the dance…and what parts of the 

dance they think still present questions or problems” (Lavender, 76).  This model allows 

choreographers to closely examine these two points, and then go one step beyond to re-

envision the original choreography utilizing all the emergent ideas from the analysis.  In 

my experience with this process, I discovered that it deepened my understanding of 

meaning within my own work.  It allowed me to examine my work outside of the studio 

or theatre, and outside of my choreographic intentions.  This process offers fresh 

perspectives on a piece that I thought I had completely understood.  In the end, Pieces of 

Pele II could be a new beginning, in which case, this meta-choreographic process could 

become cyclical.  While some artists may wince at the notion of over-analyzing their own 

work, or may wish to move onto the next idea, I enjoy finding unfamiliar ideas in familiar 

work.  As Moustakas eloquently acknowledges,  

We can never exhaust completely our experience of things no matter how many 
times we reconsider them or view them.  A new horizon arises each time that one 
recedes.  It is a never ending process and, though we may reach a stopping point 
and discontinue our perception of something, the possibility for discovery is 
unlimited.  (Moustakas 1994, 95) 
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CHAPTER  5 

CONTINENTAL SHIFT: PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF “TECTONIC 

SUITE” 

 

Tectonic Suite 

Tectonic Suite is a large ensemble dance that premiered December 5, 2008 in 

Schnader Theatre at Franklin and Marshall College.12  This is the first geologic dance that 

I choreographed.  During the rehearsal period, I read avidly about plate tectonic theory as 

well as the historic lineage of how scientists came to accept this view of Earth as a 

dynamic body.  This geologic material inspired new choreographic ideas daily, which led 

me to create four small dances within one, hence the title Tectonic Suite.  The original 

program note read: 

 This work is informed by the geologic theory of plate tectonics, which provides a 
 comprehensive view of Earth’s dynamic processes.  Plate tectonic theory 
 recognizes that Earth’s outer shell, the lithosphere, is broken into plates that are 
 constantly shifting location and changing in shape and size.  Some geologists 
 refer to plate tectonic theory as “the dance of the continents.” 
 
Plate tectonic theory was fundamental in developing my creative vision of Earth as a 

dynamic body in motion.  It is therefore fitting that this theory was the subject of the first 

installment of the GeoDance repertoire.   

Tectonic Suite was set on an ensemble of seventeen undergraduate dancers from 

Franklin and Marshall College.  The dance was choreographed in four distinct sections, 

each one exploring a different aspect of plate tectonic theory.  The choreographic 

distinctions between each section were also reflected in Pat Daugherty’s original piano 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 You can view the February 2009 performance of Tectonic Suite online at the following 

address: <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BjbaCk6z6U&feature=em-upload_owner>. 



 87	  

score and John Whiting’s lighting design.  With no entrances or exits, the entire cast 

remained onstage for the duration of the piece.   

Tectonic Suite opens with a choreographic depiction of the slow dragging motion 

of Earth’s tectonic plates set to the drone of heavy bass notes striking the piano.  Shards 

of light highlight the pathway of this collective body as it breaks through the darkness.  

Gradually, this massive body breaks into small groupings of four and six dancers.  These 

smaller collective bodies collide into one another, drift apart from one another, and shift 

alongside one another.  Meanwhile, expanding down-light and side-light gradually 

reveals the stage floor.  As dynamic relationships continue to unfold through the 

choreography, the music develops to show these complexities through rhythmic layering 

and syncopation.  This entire first section of Tectonic Suite takes place along the 

horizontal plane of the stage with only a few dancers reaching above the ground to stand 

momentarily upon their knees or roll over their shoulders.   

The second section of the dance embodies the idea of supercontinents and the 

ways in which tectonic plates move around one another to create new configurations of 

land.  This section begins with all the dancers gathered around center stage in a massive 

clump on the floor, each dancer curled up into a ball and resting upon one shoulder.  A 

combination of shadow and light play on the dancers bodies, at times hiding their human 

form.   In groups of three, they strike their legs forward and mechanically pivot around 

one shoulder.  As each trio steps, they accentuate a different beat to Daugherty’s prepared 

piano.  The plucking of the piano strings resonates with the staccato steps of the dancers 

in a way that yields the image of gears grinding within a clock.  The dancers pivot around 

and around until coming to a sudden halt.  They tighten up into compact balls of energy 
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and then percussively arch their backs in segmented motion.  They roll back and forth 

from shoulder to shoulder, building momentum to rise to their feet and form a tight clump 

at center stage.  The reiterative phrases of choreography in this section suggest the 

reiterative nature of these geologic processes.  

The third section of Tectonic Suite explores what are known as “transform fault 

boundaries.”  Here bodies slide past one another, at times getting stuck and abruptly 

snapping forward.  As a result, the movement emphasizes density and weight in the 

dancers’ bodies and creates the most dynamic tension in the entire dance.  Cohesive 

groups of dancers fold and thrust their bodies percussively and shift past one another in 

forceful ways.  Hammering sounds of the piano accompany these deliberate and plodding 

motions in the dancers’ bodies.  Dancing occurs within the vertical realm for the first 

time in the piece.   Slowly rising with the dancers’ motions, the stage lighting washes the 

entire cyclorama in deep warm tones.  

The fourth and final section of Tectonic Suite travels into the core of Earth to 

explore the dynamic activity that drives tectonic plate motions.  In this realm, movements 

are quick, light, and rapidly shift through space.  The lighting grows bright and hot 

throughout this section, reaching golden hues reminiscent of the sun—in this case Earth’s 

internal sun.  The music possesses dense but quick rhythmic melodies that loop over and 

over again while progressively ascending the scale.  Music, movement, and lighting reach 

an apex when the ensemble of dancers carry two bodies toward one another until they 

collide.  This collision results in the appearance of these two dancers rising upward like a 

mountain. The piano reaches its top keys as the dancers reach the peak of their ascension, 

and the lighting abruptly folds them into blackness and an accompanied silence.  
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Gregory Powell constructed costumes that brilliantly enhance this geologic 

transformation.  The dancers’ bodies are clothed in Earth-toned unitards that cover their 

skin from neck to ankle.  En mass, these colors blend together like different colors of 

sediments layered upon one another.  Individually, asymmetrical white stripes highlight a 

thigh, a rib, or an arm, while collectively these stripes suggest fractures and fissures in a 

larger geologic body.  

Process of Analysis 

To begin the analysis of Tectonic Suite, I engaged in a study of the film 

documenting its premiere.  It was three years since I had viewed this film of Tectonic 

Suite, a time lapse that allowed me to approach this analysis with fresh eyes.  Similar to 

the structure of my analysis for Pieces of Pele, this study entailed three consecutive 

viewings of the film and the creation of a corresponding descriptive text for each one.  At 

the bottom of each text, I created a space for writing subjective responses or memories of 

my creative experience as they emerged during the viewing.  I also used this space to 

write down emergent thematic ideas or theoretical ideas that might prove useful later on 

in the analysis.  After repeating this process for three days, I produced nine descriptive 

texts, which I then analyzed for thematic content.   

Immediately, I noticed less thematic information emerging from this analysis 

compared with my analysis of Pieces of Pele.  However, when I compared the emergent 

themes of Tectonic Suite to those of Pieces of Pele, I observed some interesting 

omissions.   For example, there were no terms addressing the humanity of the dancers.  In 

other words, there were no references to gender, emotion, or expressivity.  Similarly, 

there was an absence of a human narrative or story.  I found these absences to be striking 
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because, as I had discovered in the analysis of Pieces of Pele, the human narrative that 

emerged created significant obstacles to achieving a “pure” sense of a geologic body.  I 

was also struck by the lack of qualitative language used to describe the movement of 

individual dancers’ bodies.  Instead, these texts primarily described the interactions of a 

collective body with its surrounding environment.    

In total, eight thematic ideas emerged from the analysis:  

1. There is a strong emphasis on describing group formations and how dancers are 

spatially connected in ways that generate the appearance of a single, collective 

body. 

2. The collective body created in Tectonic Suite takes on metaphorical meaning in 

ways that transcends the humanity of the individual dancers.  In other words, the 

humanness of the dancing bodies in the work does not create an obstacle to seeing 

them as something other than human—more specifically, as a geologic body.   

3. There is no suggestion of a human narrative component to this dance; instead, a 

geologic narrative emerges because the dance leads the viewer to focus solely on 

the collective body of the dance.  This narrative tells the story of a changing 

landscape rather than the story of a human drama. 

4. In terms of movement description, an abundance of action terms are used to 

describe the dance.  These descriptive terms offer direct connections to geologic 

literature regarding the actions of tectonic plates. 

5. Correspondingly, a small number of qualitative terms are used to describe the 

dance. 
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6. The abundant presence of action terminology in the descriptive texts overshadows 

the miniscule presence of qualitative terminology. 

7. There is a strong presence of terminology describing spatial relationships among 

dancers, between dancers and theatre space, and also between dancers and the 

terrestrial horizon.  These descriptions offer direct connections to geologic 

literature regarding plate tectonics. 

8. Few terms might be characterized as emotive, expressive, or psychological in the 

description of the choreography or the performance qualities of the dancers. 

These eight themes combine in different ways to offer insight into the integration of 

geologic theory in the creative process for Tectonic Suite.  As a result, three clear levels 

of meanings emerge:  1) a collective body metaphorically represents a geologic body or 

the processes that form geologic bodies, 2) a geologic narrative emerges in the sequence 

of movement events, and 3) geologic theory is translated metaphorically into dance 

movement or kinesthetic experience.   

A Collective Body Emerges  

During the early stages of the analysis, I began to notice that the descriptive texts 

focused on the actions of group formations rather than the actions of individual dancers.  

A footnote reflection from this first round of viewing observes: “Totally different focus 

than Pieces of Pele, which is really on the body—this (Tectonic Suite) is more about the 

collection of bodies and the formations they create.”  As the analysis continued, it 

became even clearer that the descriptions of the movement and space were in reference to 

a collective body in motion.  For example, phrases like “a pivoting block of bodies in 

motion,” “squeezing together into a dense clump,” “two distinct clusters jump toward one 
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another, merging into a cohesive group,” clearly describe the ensemble in motion rather 

than the individual dancers that make up this ensemble.   

As this idea became more apparent, I realized that this resonated with my 

choreographic intent to metaphorically represent the motions of Earth’s tectonic plates on 

the concert stage.  To do this, Tectonic Suite focuses on the formations and re-formations 

of an ensemble of closely knit dancing bodies.  As a result, each dancer is an integral part 

of a larger body in motion and each dancer’s movement is part of a larger sense of 

movement.  It is as though they share a common impulse to move.  This is similar to the 

way in which Earth’s tectonic plates work as an integrated system of motion.  For 

example, movement occurring along plate boundaries affects movement throughout the 

entire system.  In the analysis of Tectonic Suite, the dancers appeared to move in 

conjoined ways that metaphorically suggest tectonic impulses traveling through Earth’s 

collective body. 

Thinking retrospectively about the choreographic process, I remember that to 

further underscore this sense of unity, I thought of the seventeen dancers who made up 

the ensemble in Tectonic Suite as part of a community where everybody’s movement was 

equal.  No soloists were to stand out from the group or compete for the audience’s 

attention.  By fostering a communal sense among the cast, I was able to transform this 

ensemble into tectonic plates dragging across Earth’s surface, a supercontinent coming 

into being, or mountains crumbling into the sea. To further this sense of transformation, I 

purposefully avoided working with virtuosic movement.  I worked with a fairly simple 

choreographic vocabulary that included dragging, sliding, rolling, shaking, bending, 

thrusting, running, and jumping.  Many of these choreographic ideas came directly from 
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geologist’s descriptions of the mechanisms that drive tectonic plates, which I explore 

later in this chapter.   Additionally, most of the dance takes place on the horizontal plane 

with the dancers essentially supporting their weight on their stomachs, backs, or 

shoulders.  Working away from the vertical plane, and thus the realm of human narrative 

as explored in the previous analysis, aided in this metaphorical transformation of dancers 

into tectonic plates. 

These choreographic approaches resonate with Alwin Nikolais’ concept of 

decentralization.  Nikolais saw a need to work in ways that would break down the 

dominant presence of the solo dancer, which had taken over the American modern dance 

concert stage by the 1950s.  He deliberately avoided creating soloists in his company or 

using recognizable virtuosity in his choreography.  Dance historian Claudia Gitelman 

notes that Nikolais, quoting Marshall McLuhan, would often say to his dancers, “The 

medium is the message,” believing that the aesthetic elements of the dance—time, shape, 

space and motion—were enough to communicate.  He would say, “Motion predicates 

itself,” and used various pedagogical approaches to get his dancers to “transcend personal 

fixations in order to let motion explain itself” (Gitelman, 29).  In a television interview 

with James Day from 1973, Nikolais explains the anti-star philosophy embraced by his 

work ethos: 

I don’t feel we need necessarily the glamour boy or girl up there to identify 
with…I think we’ve come into a period of ecology of environment where let’s say 
we have to learn to live with grace, not only with each other, but with nature; and 
therefore, to be the stellar one, who steps on the roses and throws tins cans around 
is not my cup of tea.  I like the idea of man behaving in grace with his 
environment and fellow man and not being the constant star.  (Day at Night, 
2013) 
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Here, Nikolais points to an interesting disconnection between the star mentality and 

environmental awareness.  Given that this interview occurred during a time when the 

environmental movement was gaining in popularity and making political strides, Nikolais 

might well be considered an environmental artist.  His choice to avoid developing soloists 

in his company was not just an aesthetic or creative choice, but a political one as well.  

He seems to be saying that it no longer serves us to think of ourselves as the center of the 

universe, instead suggesting that we need to “learn to live with grace, not only with each 

other, but with nature.”  In doing so, Nikolais asks us to realize that we are each a part of 

a collective community that is part of an even greater collective body.   

Nikolais’ 1982 ensemble work, Pond, is one example of this ideology in motion.  

When reviewing the New York premiere of the dance, Anna Kisselgoff said, “Pond is 

keeping with Mr. Nikolais’ basic philosophy that man is inseparable from his 

environment…the dancers are not only inseparable from the environment, but they also 

are the environment—its human scenery” (Kisselgoff, 1982).  Indeed, when viewing 

Pond, I have the impression that the dancers are part of a collective body, like 

interconnected ripples and whirls of a vast body of water (The World of Alwin Nikolais).  

As is typical in Nikolais’ work, all the design elements of production work together in a 

synthesized way to create a total theatre experience.  In the case of Pond, this experience 

is elemental.  Like dipping your toes in a cool fresh stream, this dance is clear, 

invigorating, and when it is gone, you want more. 

 Although I am of an entirely different generation, I am drawn to Nikolais’ work 

and philosophy.  In some ways I feel cloistered in the period of modern dance of the 

1930s and 1940s because of my years of training at the Martha Graham School under the 
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tutelage of Pearl Lang.  Coming out of the Graham Company and developing my own 

artistic vision, I find I am rejecting to a certain extent the personal, psychological, and 

character-driven work of the early modernists.  I enjoyed delving into this type of 

motivation while working with the Graham Company; however, presently this type of 

motivation does not serve my vision as a choreographer.  At the same time, I am still 

enthusiastic about the aesthetic principals of early modern dance, including: abstraction, 

form, contrast, and discovering “natural movement.”  I am also influenced by the current 

environmental or green movement of the twenty-first century.  This awareness has 

captured my attention and my sincere concern for future generations.  All of this 

supported and informed my creative vision for Tectonic Suite. 

To further examine the collective body in Tectonic Suite, I reiterated the first 

stage of this analysis with a new focus on describing the collective body in the dance.  By 

the end of this round of viewing, four distinct visions of terrestrial landscape emerged 

that correspond with the four sections of Tectonic Suite.  First appears a horizontal 

migration of a collective body, which evolves into the fracturing of this body into four 

separate parts that rise and eventually crumble back into the horizon.  Second, a 

horizontal body twists and turns around itself, and then accumulates pressure until it 

builds upward and rises into the vertical realm.  Third, a strong vertical body thrusts and 

pulls into two bodies that collide and eventually fold into one body.  Lastly, a floating 

body migrates, jumps, runs and expands upward.  Viewing Tectonic Suite with this 

specific focus allowed the presence of a narrative element to emerge from this study.  

This narrative is not of a human drama, but rather of a geologic event or process—a tale 

of a changing landscape.   
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A Geologic Narrative Emerges 

A collective body of dancers migrates slowly across the horizon.  Inching forward 

on their stomachs, this crowded ensemble moves in parallel like layers of sediments. 

Together they slide, roll and contract.  They break apart into four distinct collective 

bodies, each one pulling along its own trajectory in space and time.  Two of these bodies 

stop suddenly and begin to vibrate.  Their vibrating continues to build until they widen 

abruptly and begin shaking vociferously.  Rattling and quaking along the horizon, they 

eventually settle to a point of rest.  As though sighing, their exhausted bodies curve 

upward for a moment and then slowly descend back into the horizon.  Meanwhile, the 

other two bodies pull away from one anther until a single roll places them head on.  

Slowly they drag their weight toward each other and collide.  Pressure mounts between 

them as they brace their weight against one another and begin to curve and arch upward.  

Reaching along the vertical axis, these dancers create an upward peak in an otherwise 

horizontal terrain.  Slowly they crumble back down to the horizon. 

A collective body of dancers rests horizontally on the Earth.  Gathering in a round 

form, its core suddenly and sharply begins to rotate around itself.  Spiraling around and 

around, the outer portions begin to pivot and rotate until the entire body is moving like 

gears inside of a clock.  Tensions mount as parts of this body continue to revolve more 

and more tightly around the center.  In a burst of unison movement, each dancer thrusts 

their pelvis forward and arches upward to the sky.  They collapse rhythmically back 

down to the horizon and then thrust upward again.  Pushing and pumping against the 

horizon to rise and ascend, each body within this collective body accumulates energy.  
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Tightly compressed, this body contracts around its center, building pressure until a 

powerful release thrusts the entire collective body upward.   

The newly vertical body of dancers bends sharply backward as a result of an 

imagined tectonic force pressing downward from the upward diagonal.  The collective 

body folds toward the horizon until a sudden burst of elasticity bounces it vertically—

until it is folded backward again by another tectonic force striking from the same upward 

diagonal.  Multiple forces appear to surround this collective body, causing it to migrate as 

a whole from side to side, forward and backward in sudden abrupt motions.  Now being 

driven downward, this body finds quickened motions and begins to vibrate and shift with 

agility.  It compresses, condenses, and sinks until the entire body lays flat upon the 

horizon.  Rolling along the horizon like cubes, the sides of each dancer hit the floor 

abruptly.  Two layers of activity begin to develop: one collective body rolls horizontally, 

while another one arches and bends into a horizontal layer above it.  The ascending group 

forms a dense clump that grows more dynamic with each motion.  It skitters, hops, and 

bounces frantically, while the rolling body continues to migrate towards it.  These two 

bodies collide and form a newly energized body that slowly ascends.   

A floating body vibrates quickly and migrates across the horizon.  It rotates and 

drifts with ease, as though the environment has grown warmer.  The vibrations of this 

collective body accelerate and expand into jumping.  An expansive energy stretches this 

body wider and wider, until it pulls apart into multiple pieces that wiggle and jump in 

quickly.  All the dancers begin circular motions until everyone gathers back together as 

one collective body.  This geologic body begins to circle around itself in an accelerated 

rhythm, rotating and swirling like a vortex.  Settling down to gentle vibrations, this 
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massive body stretches apart once more and forms two bodies of mass.  These two 

collective bodies shuffle through the space, each one carrying a single dancer at waist 

level whose body is parallel to the floor.  They draw toward each other until the two 

dancers being carried collide and press their weight into one another.  The supporting 

bodies shuffle closer and closer, until the two dancers arch upward, reaching into the 

vertical axis. 

Metaphors for Geologic Theory  

 When reading this narrative, I envision images of geologic events such as 

mountain building, earthquakes, and the forming of supercontinents.  During the creative 

process for Tectonic Suite, I was not able to draw upon the sensuous realm of lived 

experience, as I did in Pieces of Pele; one cannot really experience Earth’s tectonic 

processes as they occur over millions of years and, in many cases, miles beneath Earth’s 

surface.  However, I was able to creatively engage with geologic descriptions of 

processes like mountain building, seafloor expansion, or the creation of supercontinents 

by imagining these phenomena and metaphorically translating them into movement.  By 

cross-referencing the geologic narrative that emerged in this analysis with my process in 

creating Tectonic Suite, below I elucidate how movement can function as metaphor for 

geologic processes.  

In Metaphors We Live By, linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson 

combine their ways of knowing to systematically explain the role of metaphor in our 

everyday existence.  Lakoff and Johnson make a clear distinction between conventional 

metaphors “that structure the ordinary conceptual system of our culture” and imaginative 

or creative metaphors “that are outside our conventional conceptual system…[and] are 
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capable of giving us a new understanding of our experience” (Lakoff and Johnson, 139).  

They explain how conventional metaphors are part of our cultural system of 

understanding, while creative metaphors are marginal in this system.  For example,  

…well-known expressions like the foot of a mountain, a head of cabbage, the leg 
of a table,…are isolated instances of metaphorical concepts, where there is only 
one instance of a used part…Thus the foot of the mountain is the only used part of 
the metaphor A MOUNTAIN IS A PERSON.  In normal discourse we do not 
speak of the head, shoulders, or trunk of a mountain, though in special contexts it 
is possible to construct novel metaphorical expressions based on these unused 
parts.  (Lakoff and Johnson, 54) 
 

Lakoff and Johnson observe that creative metaphors are “marginal in our culture and 

language; their used part may consist of only one conventionally fixed expression of the 

language” (Ibid).  In saying this, they are identifying a place in our culture (albeit a 

marginal one) where creative and imaginative metaphors can evoke new meaning.   

For example, the premise of Tectonic Suite embraces the metaphor Earth is a 

dynamic body in motion.  Lakoff and Johnson explain that every metaphor carries 

additional meanings along with it called entailments.  Some of the entailments to the 

metaphor Earth is a dynamic body in motion include, Earth is dynamic, Earth is moving, 

Earth is dancing, Earth is a body, Earth is animate, Earth possesses a pulse, etc.  Lakoff 

and Johnson explain how entailments create a web or network of meaning that allows 

metaphors to function:   

…each of these entailments may itself have further entailments.  The result is a 
large and coherent network of entailments, which may, on the whole, either fit or 
not fit our experiences…When the network does fit, the experiences form a 
coherent whole as instances of metaphor.  What we experience with such a 
metaphor is a kind of reverberation down through the network of entailments that 
awakens and connects our memories of our past experiences and serves as a 
possible guide for future ones.  (Lakoff and Johnson, 140).  
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During the reflective, theory-building stage of analysis, I became aware that Tectonic 

Suite is based on the Earth is a dynamic body in motion metaphor.  Each section of the 

dance embodies a different entailment (or entailments) of this metaphor, which all 

resonate with one another to create an overarching picture that Earth is a dynamic body 

in motion.   

Tectonic theory fundamentally evinces this metaphorical claim by explaining how 

Earth’s body moves and why it moves.  I was able to interpret geologic descriptions of 

tectonic theory into choreographic ideas that both visually and kinesthetically represented 

the dynamic motions of Earth’s crust.  For example, I worked with a geologist’s 

description of two continental plates colliding to form a mountain range by squeezing my 

shoulder blades together to create a vertical ridge down my back.13 I then translated this 

experience for my group of dancers by placing them in duets, in which they laid face 

down upon the floor, head-to-head, and steadily pressed their weight into each other, until 

their bodies slowly peeled off the floor.  They gradually rose to their knees and formed 

peaks across the stage floor that looked like a topographic survey of the Rocky Mountain 

range.  This example is typical of my creative process for Tectonic Suite, in that I began 

by exploring an idea first in my body, and then later applied this idea to the group.   

The signature movement in Tectonic Suite is a unison dragging motion where the 

dancers lay flat on their stomachs and stretch their arms forward of their bodies.  Placing 

their palms in contact with the floor, they slowly slide their bodies forward past their 

hands with heavy deliberation.  This simple movement was surprisingly effective.  Using 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 One evening, while watching a program called Geologic Journey: Evolution of the 

Rocky Mountains on the Science Channel, I was struck by their reference to mountain building as 
the “violent muscular actions of the Earth’s body.”  This gave me additional insight on the 
potential for our muscular body to embody these tectonic processes. 
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it as part of an audition phrase and seeing it on a massive group of forty dancers I wrote 

in my notebook: “Seeing this en masse was amazing!! Perhaps the whole piece could be 

this sort of shifting—or at least develop the drag to rotate or retrograde—the shifting of 

Earth.”  This dragging motion elicits the first line in the geologic narrative: “A collective 

body slowly migrates horizontally through space.”   

Such words resonate with one geologist’s description that “scientists have come 

to realize that Earth’s outer shell is mobile and that continents gradually migrate across 

the globe” (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 36).  Translating the idea of continental migration into 

the dragging motion of a collective body of dancers establishes a metaphorical 

relationship between the geologic process and dynamic physical interaction among 

human bodies.  The dancers move with the same qualities used to describe tectonic plate 

motion, i.e., slow, grinding, heavy, and sustained.  Some entailments of this metaphorical 

relationship include Earth activates slowly migrating bodies, Earth is composed of many 

dynamic parts, and Earth’s body rises and falls as a crustal tide.  

As the geologic narrative of Tectonic Suite unfolds, descriptive words like “tight,” 

“dense,” “sustained,” and “weighted” emerge, aligning with the geologists’ descriptions 

about the forces that drive these plate motions.  Tarbuck and Lutgens vividly describe the 

scientific knowledge here: “There is general agreement that the subduction of cold, dense 

slabs of oceanic lithosphere is the main driving force of plate motion. As these slabs sink 

into the asthenosphere, they pull the trailing plate along” (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 65).  As 

the dance unfolds, a range of different, shifting qualities describe bodies sliding into each 

other, colliding, and vibrating.  The narrative describes bodies that, “slowly they drag 

their weight toward each other and collide.  Pressure mounts between them as they brace 
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their weight and begin to curve.  Their curve arches them toward a vertical ascent.”  

Continental collisions such as the one portrayed in Tectonic Suite occur when two plates 

made up of similar material and therefore having similar density push into one another.  

With neither one sinking beneath the other because of their matching density, they brace 

into each other and pressure mounts.  They begin to fold and crack (or “fault”) and 

through a reiterative process of folding and faulting called “crustal thickening” they begin 

to bend and arch upward (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 386).  Here the dancers are representing 

the complex movements that occur along plate boundaries.  Again, they do so by 

embodying qualities similar to those used in describing movements between tectonic 

plates, and also by portraying some of the larger dynamic systems that occur at these 

plate boundaries, such as mountain building.  Some emergent entailments may include 

Earth is always changing shape, Earth is creating and recreating itself, and Earth builds 

mountainous bones. 

 “Start everyone on the floor in a globe-like shape, tightly packed together around 

center, standing on one shoulder…slow stretching, pulling apart as a unit, rifting and 

dispersal of this supercontinent…referencing Pangea, Rodinia, and Gondwana.” This 

note from my choreographer’s notebook points to the geologic inspiration for the second 

section of Tectonic Suite.  I can recall reading the following excerpt from Earth as 

preparation for work on this section of the dance, 

Pangea was the most recent but certainly not the only supercontinent to exist in 
the geologic past…Between 800 and 600 million years ago, Rodinia gradually 
split apart and the pieces dispersed.  By the close of the Precambrian, many of the 
fragments had reassembled to produce a large landmass located in the Southern 
Hemisphere called Gondwana (Tarbuck and Lutgens, 606). 
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To embody these ideas, I worked with the dancers as bodies of land fitting together like 

three-dimensional pieces of a puzzle.  It was choreographed in a way that allowed each 

dancer to slide around each other and eventually pull apart to form a new land mass.  One 

description from the analytical phase of the research conveys a sense of the theatrical 

space in this section: “movement from the center of the group turns the gears, 

compressing and squeezing together into a tight clump, thrusting upward, rumbling 

tightly into a new formation that nestles into the floor.”    

In the geologic narrative, I note that the collective body, “revolve[s] more and 

more tightly around the center.  In a burst of unison movement, each dancer thrusts their 

pelvis forward and arches upward to the sky.  They collapse rhythmically down to the 

horizon and then thrust upward again.”  This reiterative action embodies the 

supercontinent cycle, in which landmasses disperse from one supercontinent and then 

“gradually reassemble into a new supercontinent having a different configuration” 

(Tarbuck and Lutgens, 607).  In fact, this entire section of Tectonic Suite embodies the 

supercontinent cycle.  Beginning with the collective body in one cohesive formation, 

component parts grind and rift apart until all the pieces disperse.  These pieces rotate 

around the space and then reconfigure into another cohesive formation by the end of this 

section.  With each dancer representing a tectonic component, they collectively portray 

the dynamics of the supercontinent cycle.14  This section of the dance yields a wide 

variety of entailments, such Earth’s body moves as gears in a clock, Earth’s pieces fit 

together like a puzzle, and Earth has a center point.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  This experience prompted one dancer to affectionately refer to this section of the dance 

as “Pangeamonium.”  
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 “The newly vertical body of dancers bends sharply backward as a result of an 

imagined force pressing down from the upward diagonal.  This body presses and folds 

toward the horizon until a sudden burst of elasticity bounces it vertical—only to be folded 

backward again by another imagined force striking from the same upward diagonal.” 

This excerpt from the narrative references the third section of Tectonic Suite and could 

easily be describing the effects of compressional stress upon a body of rock. Geologists 

describe the type of deformation that occurs when stresses are applied here:  

When rocks are subjected to stresses greater than their own strength, they begin to 
deform, usually by folding, flowing, or fracturing…Geologists discovered that 
when stress is gradually applied, rocks first respond by deforming elastically 
(elastic deformation)…Once the elastic limit (strength) of a rock is surpassed, it 
either flows (ductile deformation) or fractures (brittle deformation).  (Tarbuck and 
Lutgens, 276) 
 

In this section of Tectonic Suite, the collective body appears to be under great forces of 

stress as revealed in my descriptive analysis with words like “pushing,” “bending,” 

“folding,” and “contorting.” At one point, I describe “a pivoting block of bodies that 

tremble and tighten together, sliding upward and downward past one another, forging 

pressures that cause a mass of bodies to hinge backwards and retreat.” My original 

choreographic intent was to use this section of Tectonic Suite to explore what are known 

as “transform fault boundaries.”  These boundaries are places “where plates slide 

horizontally past one another without the production or destruction of lithosphere” 

(Tarbuck and Lutgens, 58).  However, the resulting choreographic image has more to do 

with the destruction and deformation of rock bodies than this conservative type of fault 

boundary.   

The unintentional surfacing of metaphors from other domains of geologic theory 

evinces the difficulty in attempting to evoke specific geologic concepts through dance. In 
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the process of creating this dance, my own subjectivity and experiences guided the 

choreography in such a way that the choreography cannot be separated from the 

choreographer.  This is quite different than my understanding of scientific processes of 

investigation where the goal is to remain objective in your study, and accuracy is both 

attainable and quantifiably measurable.   

While distinct qualities of fault boundaries were emphasized in this section of the 

dance, I suppose there are always going to be ambiguities when representing Earth in a 

human body.  Susan Foster’s analysis of modes of representation in Reading Dance, 

acknowledges that “viewers can easily make mistakes in identifying what the movements 

resemble, but this seldom matters…the precise nature of what is represented becomes 

clear as the dance continues” (Foster, 65).  This resonates with Lakoff and Johnson’s 

ideas about the entailments of a particular metaphor reverberating through a matrix-like 

network “that forms a coherent whole” (Lakoff and Johnson, 140).  The entailments 

suggested by this section of the dance include:  Earth is an elastic body, Earth ruptures 

and deforms, Earth jumps and skitters, and Earth is a metamorphic body.  As with all of 

the entailments mentioned so far, these ideas resonate with the original metaphor of Earth 

as a dynamic body in motion. 

In complete contrast, the last section of the geologic narrative for Tectonic Suite 

describes, “a floating body (that) vibrates quickly and migrates across the horizon.  It 

rotates and drifts with ease, as though the environment has grown warmer.” This final 

section of the dance references the inner workings of Earth.  Earth’s core is made of two 

realms, an inner solid core and an outer liquid core.  Like an internal Sun, Earth’s core 

produces immense heat, which radiates outward toward the surface of the planet to 
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become the driving force behind tectonic plate movement.  Just as materials flow and 

swirl in Earth’s outer core, the collective body in Tectonic Suite represents this by 

flowing and swirling across the stage.  The dancers leap, run, and jump, while their 

collective formations expand and shift with swift buoyancy.  This exploration of Earth’s 

interior works its way back to the surface of Earth to end the dance with an image of 

convergent plates riding the waves of Earth’s molten mantle.  They eventually collide and 

arch upward, ascending to form the vertical peak of a mountain suggesting new 

entailments like Earth as a buoyant, floating body. 

 The collective body in Tectonic Suite embodies aspects of plate tectonic theory 

through metaphorical processes of representation and portrayal. I choreographed the 

dance to visually and kinesthetically express specific qualities of movement from 

geologic descriptions and detailed aspects of tectonic systems.  While not always 

precisely rendered, there is a consistent presence of geologic imagery that is sustained 

throughout the course of the dance.  Consider the collection of entailments that emerged 

from this analysis: 

 Earth is a slowly migrating body. 
 Earth is composed of many distinct parts. 
 Earth’s body rises and falls as a crustal tide. 
 Earth is always changing shape. 
 Earth is creating and recreating itself. 
 Earth builds mountainous bones. 
 Earth’s pieces fit together like a puzzle. 
 Earth has a center point. 
 Earth is an elastic body. 
 Earth ruptures and deforms. 
 Earth jumps and skitters. 
 Earth is metamorphic. 
 
Lakoff and Johnson explain that while some “entailments are metaphorical; others are 

not…(but) when the network does fit, the experiences form a coherent whole” (Lakoff 
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and Johnson, 140).  In the case of the original metaphor, Earth is a dynamic body in 

motion, these entailments reveal the complexity of this idea.  This metaphor highlights 

certain features of Earth while suppressing others.  For example, it highlights dynamic 

and metamorphic processes of Earth and suppresses stagnant or fixed notions of Earth.  It 

also reveals a very specific aspect of Earth as an integrated system or body in motion 

rather than focusing upon individual parts in motion.  In this way, it frees us from the 

reductionist view of Earth as a machine.   Because the metaphor Earth as a body in 

motion highlights dynamic aspects of Earth and reveals it to be an integrated system, it 

supports new meanings or conceptions of Earth.  If this notion can be accepted as 

truthful, then “the metaphor can have a feedback effect, guiding our future actions in 

accordance with the metaphor” (Lakoff and Johnson, 142).  In this sense, the 

reverberations of this metaphor of Earth as a living, organic, animate body will continue 

to shape our experiences with Earth.  When this metaphor is embodied in choreography, 

as it is in Tectonic Suite, it has the potential to suggest new experiences of Earth to the 

audience and perhaps alter the way that people look at their relationship to our terrestrial 

environment.  

Creative Synthesis 

To conclude the study of Tectonic Suite, I constructed a poem.  This poem 

integrates material from each of the levels of meaning explored in this chapter along with 

descriptive texts that were produced early in the analysis.  It is structured in four parts to 

reference the four sequential parts of Tectonic Suite.  The subtitles for the poem were 

drawn from the respective geologic theory applied to each section.  The poetic text 

weaves together aspects of the emergent narrative, images from geologic theory and 
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descriptive terminology from initial viewings of the film.  As evidenced by the study of 

Tectonic Suite, dynamic language is a key element in understanding our body as Earth 

and Earth as our body; as such, dynamic language is the emphasis in this poetic 

interpretation. The graphic form of the poem takes its cue from this element. 

Tectonic Suite: A Poetic Interpretation 

I. Tectonic Plates 
Migrating  
     slowly 
          Inching forward 

                            Earth’s  
                                      outer  
                                                 surface  
                                                                       drifts    along  

                               in  
                      syncopated  

                   layers. 
 
 

R
E

ACH 
 
 

Rattling 
                     and 
      Quaking       
                     to the 
             Strike  
                     of  

         Heavy  

               bass  
                   notes,       
 

a driving force b r  e   a    k     s      i       t        a         p          a           r            t. 
 
 

PULL 
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A slow descent. 
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        and c 
                  
                 u 
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                                    v             
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                                                      Arch and t e a r— 

Crustal thickening . 
 
 
SLIDE 
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b
ling  

              into the horizon,  
 
 

Sediments  
                                                                    layer  

upon  
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________

sediments.  
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II. Supercontinent cycle 
 

Resting upon the ground 
Where shadow and light play, 

 

SQUEEZE 
 
 

Sudden and sharp rotations begin 
With the percussive p’l’u’c’k’i’n’g of piano strings. 

 
 

THRUST 
 

S 
                                  P 

        
 

                                                        I  
 

            
              
               R 
 
 
    ALing around and around 

 

  
at work. 

 

Tension mounts a 
burst

 of movement and pieces disperse: 
 

Thrusting forward 
 

sky 
                                                  the 

                            to 

 Arching 
 

And rhythmically collapse. 
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Push and pump against the horizon, 
accumulate energy— 

 
 

reaSS
EmbLE 

Rise  
Ascend. 

 
 
III. Rock deformation 

Sharply b   E 
      N 
      T  

Backward/drawkcaB 
 
Elasticity retains its form  
 
 
FOLD 
 
 

Sud den move ment 

               Flooooow, 
  Quickened movement 
            Frac/ture, 

     Driven movement. 
 
 
PiVOT! 

 
 
H/a/m/m/e/r/i/n/g sounds: deliberate and plodding. 
Layers  
of activity  
vi

b
r
a

te and  
shift,  
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A dense clump  
skitters and  

h  
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FORGE 
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       ____________________e 

                     coLLide, 
                                        
Ascend. 

 
IV. Earth’s interior 
 

Bright  
Hot 

Internal  
Sun. 

MIGRATE 
 

 
                    ating 
          Flo    

                                                     
 

 convergent plates ride 
across waves of Earth’s  

molten mantle. 
 
 

RUN 
 
 

Drift with e a s e 
 

Accelerate and 
E    x      p                           a      n    d. 
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Pieces wiggle and  

jUmP 
Rotate and swirl, 

 
Dense and quick rhythmic melodies 

 
 
 

LEAP 

 
Gentle vibrations shuffle, 

coLLide and PReSS. 
 

Arching  
upward  
reaching  
vertical 

A 
T  I  

N    N 
                                                                U            

O                     P 
                                                    M                                  E 

                                             A  

A                                                                K 
 
 
 
 

 
blackout,  silence. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DANCING EARTH, DANCING BODY: EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING OF 

GEOLOGIC CONCEPTS 

 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

How do our bodies reflect geologic processes?  How does Earth influence and 
shape the ways we move?  How can we embody theories and models of Earth 
science through dance practice?  Dancing Earth, Dancing Body is a studio-based 
course that explores these questions through multiple readings, films, discussions, 
and guest lectures.  Theories and models that describe Earth’s dynamic systems 
of motion are embodied in the practice of dance technique, visual imagery, and 
creative improvisation.  There are no pre-requisites for this course and no 
previous dance training required.     

--Course description from Dancing Earth, Dancing Body syllabus 
 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body is an undergraduate course that I first piloted at 

Franklin and Marshall College in the Spring of 2010, and then taught again in the Spring 

of 2013.  This course developed as a way to transform the creative processes from my 

GeoDance repertoire into meaningful dance pedagogy.  As a result, Dancing Earth, 

Dancing Body is essentially a creative process class in which students learn to explore 

their creative movement potential by developing a kinesthetic connection with our 

terrestrial environment. 

 I structured this course to begin by drawing awareness to our most intimate (and 

perhaps most taken for granted) dance partners—gravity, atmosphere, and solid terrestrial 

support.  With heightened sensitivity to these terrestrial elements, I engaged students in 

Earth-based improvisation exercises in which we explored geologic ideas through 

movement.  For example, on the day we studied geyser activity I led students through a 

guided imagery improvisation that explored the cyclical nature of this geologic feature.   
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The following passage from my teaching notebook details an excerpt of the visual 

imagery that I prepared for the class and then read aloud for this exercise: 

Feel the coolness of your skin as you flow through cracks and fissures in Earth’s 
crust.  Seeping through these underground channels, you feel the water-carved 
and torn surfaces of rock envelop you, and give your liquid body shape and 
form…Feel the warmth of rock pressing against your cool liquid body and sense 
your surfaces slowly begin to warm…Feel your body expand and swell as you 
grow warmer and warmer.  
 

The exercise took around twenty minutes to complete because in-between directions I 

offered long pauses for students to take the time to resonate with each idea.  Immediately 

following this exercise, we talked about the movement qualities that they experienced 

and from this we created a vocabulary list that included words like misty, sizzling, 

pressure, fissure, seeping, expanding, percolating, and gushing.  Next, I asked students to 

work in small groups to develop these concepts into short compositional studies, which 

they performed for one another.  This particular exercise exemplifies how we creatively 

engaged with geologic imagery and geologic descriptions of Earth’s dynamic processes 

within the dance studio.  On days when the weather permitted us to work outside, we 

took our movement activities outdoors where students were able to engage directly with 

the terrestrial environment.  As the course progressed, we moved from metaphorical 

understandings of the relationship between Earth and body toward intimate 

understandings of how we kinesthetically resonated with Earth.   

 Given the very specific focus of this course, I was concerned that enrollment 

numbers would be slim.  As it turned out, both years it was offered, the course reached 

maximum enrollment and had a waiting list of students.  Perhaps the current global 

environmental movement made this course broadly appealing.  Both sessions of Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body represented a diverse body of students with varied academic 
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backgrounds, interests, and dance experiences.  Some had no dance experience while 

others were dance majors, and some had no science background while others were Earth 

and Environment majors.  Ordinarily, this broad range of experience might present an 

obstacle in a dance technique class, but I welcomed the presence of diversity for this 

creative process class.  Our class environment was open to collaborative learning, and 

became a place where the students shared their different ways of knowing with one 

another.  

The Analysis 

The ethnographic account presented in this chapter documents the experiences of 

the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body student community of Franklin and Marshall College 

in the Spring of 2010.  Using an ethnographic method of analysis, I examined student 

journal entries that documented their experiences in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  In 

these journal entries, students reflected on their experience of being part of a creative 

community in which they learned by both doing and observing.  In recognition that the 

students of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body were part of a community—that is, a distinct 

social world, their journals become the written record of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body’s 

community members.  In this sense, their journals serve as fieldnotes for the Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body experience.   

While I place the emphasis of this analysis on student perceptions of Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body, my role as the teacher-ethnographer of Dancing Earth, Dancing 

Body was one of active engagement.  I prepared the classroom exercises, selected the 

assigned readings and in-class audio visual materials, verbally responded to student 

compositions in-class, and gave written feedback in student journals.  For these reasons, I 



 117	  

incorporated personal reflections from my teaching notebook as field notes, as well.  

These reflections include course planning, poetic ideas that emerged in process, 

contemplations, and assessment of progress in the form of specific class topics, sketches 

of class plans, student responses to class material, my personal responses to student work, 

and ideas for further pedagogical development.  

By the time I began this analysis, it had been three years since I had worked with 

student field notes or my teaching notebook.  With these materials in hand and a fresh 

perspective in mind, I sat down to begin my analysis.  As detailed in Writing 

Ethnographic Fieldnotes, 

the fieldworker begins to sift systematically through the many pages of fieldnote 
accounts of discrete and often loosely related incidents and happenings, looking to 
identify threads that can be woven together to tell a story (or number of stories) about 
the observed social world,” (Emerson, 142).   
 

After multiple rounds of reading through fieldnotes and engaging in processes of open 

and focused coding, four thematic realms emerged: representation of Earth through the 

body, the creative process of embodying Earth through dance, the power of breath, and 

collaborative learning.  Each of these four themes is detailed in a variety of student 

experiences.  Closer examination of these experiences led to the development of three 

sub-themes under each theme.  In total, twelve sub-themes emerged in this analysis: 

1. Representing Earth through the body 

a. Students articulated a desire to go beyond mimicry and imitation in their 

studies in order to really embody, experience, and sense Earth through 

their dancing.15 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 15 This relates directly to one of the course learning objectives stated in the syllabus: 
“Students will develop a fundamental connection with Earth through awareness of the body’s 
internal relationship with gravity, atmosphere, and terrestrial support.” 
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b.  Students experienced a sense of freedom when they used their bodies to  

represent Earth-based forms and geologic processes.  They articulated that 

this allowed them to embrace a less personal and more global perspective. 

b. Students applied many of the geologic phenomena studied to their  

personal life and social world.16 

2.  Creative process of embodying Earth through dance  

a. Students valued visual imagery as a way of learning, embodying, and 

knowing geologic processes.   

b. Students valued a linguistic process in which readings inspired qualitative 

concepts to work with in their creative processes of embodying geologic 

phenomena.  

c. Students valued the option of personal choice in their creative process. 

3. The power of breath 

b. Students expressed beliefs in a universal flow of breath into motion—one 

that is innate and intuitive.17   

c. Students articulated the idea that movement follows breath and breath 

rhythm guides motion. 

d. Students perceived breath as means to transcend humanness and connect 

with geologic phenomena in a direct way. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16  For example, one student gained perspective on a recent break up with her boyfriend 

by allowing a wind study to carry her heartache away and clear a space for growth.  
 
17 In response to an exercise in which students were asked to work separately on a breath 

rhythm study and then dance these together in small groups, one student observed: Although we 
had to work separately and then came together, the movements of people seemed rehearsed.  This 
definitely highlights the fact that our bodies seem to automatically know how to interpret breath.  
We intrinsically know how certain breathing patterns should be translated into movement.  
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4. Collaborative learning through group studies 

a.   Students recognized that group studies and collective performance yielded  

                  transformational power to both feel geologic phenomena and to witness or 

observe it embodied in others. 

b.   Students articulated that working in groups allowed for more complex and      

      dynamic explorations of geologic phenomena. 

c. Students articulated that working on their own before coming together in a  

group project demonstrated the unifying potential of everyone being 

focused on same topic. 

As I began clustering field note data around this thematic structure, it felt counter-

intuitive to examine the field note data in this framework due to significant overlap.  For 

example, one field note excerpt referenced three subthemes, each one under a different 

theme. The emergence of this thematic framework provides a clarity that would not have 

been found otherwise; however, re-examining field notes through this framework clearly 

demonstrates the integrative essence of student learning experiences in Dancing Earth, 

Dancing Body.   

I continued to analyze these clusters of data in an effort to reflect the integrative 

nature of student learning experiences.  I created a theoretical model at the intersection of 

creative process and pedagogy, while weaving together multiple thematic and sub-

thematic strands that emerged from the field note analysis.  In this theoretical model of 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, I postulate that students desire to make meaningful 

connections with Earth through movement.  They articulated an awareness of when they 

were imitating or mimicking Earth versus when they felt that they were fully embodying 
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or becoming Earth.  Moreover, students highlighted three modes of creative inquiry that 

helped them to achieve a goal of developing meaningful embodied connections with 

Earth:   

1. Language-based modes of creative inquiry in which students engage 

kinesthetically with reading assignments, descriptive qualities of movement, and 

poetry; 

2. Imagistic modes of creative inquiry in which students engage kinesthetically with 

visual imagery such as photographs, video, or guided imagery improvisations;   

3. Collaborative modes of creative inquiry where students work together in 

collective formations to embody Earth as well as to witness transformational 

processes in each other. 

Experiencing Earth through Dance 

Body as medium to interact with environment, 
Body as sensing, feeling, thinking organism, 
Body as matrix of exchange, 
Body as part of Earth matrix of exchange, 
Earth as part of Universal matrix of exchange. 

  --Jennifer Conley, from personal teaching notebook 
 
 This excerpt comes from my Dancing Earth, Dancing Body teaching notebook  
 
where I was exploring metaphorical relationships of the body to Earth.  A significant part 

of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body was geared toward breaking down barriers between our 

experience of the body and our experience of Earth’s terrestrial environment.  In Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body we utilized creative metaphors as a daily practice to bridge the 

connection between our bodies and Earth’s body.  In Metaphors We Live By, George 

Lakoff and Mark Johnson devote an entire chapter to examining how creative metaphors 

can offer new meaning:  “New metaphors have the power to create a new reality.  This 
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can begin to happen when we start to comprehend our experience in terms of a metaphor, 

and it becomes a deeper reality when we begin to act in terms of it” (Lakoff and Johnson, 

145).  For example, in class we studied geyser activity as Earth’s breath system.  By 

focusing on varying rhythmic sounds and timing of geyser eruptions, we then explored 

the potential for our breath to act as a geyser by punctuating periods of rest with eruptive 

moments. This exploration led to the development of a larger breath-rhythm study.  

Learning to conceive of geyser activity as Earth’s breath was the first part of engaging 

with this metaphor.  Second, by physicalizing the process in student’s bodies, this 

concept became an embodied experience yielding the potential for new understandings of 

breath, geysers, and Earth.  

To apply metaphor in the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, I utilized multiple dance 

and somatic practices and asked students to imagine, envision, and absorb aspects of 

Earth’s body into their own.  The role of metaphor grew increasingly important when 

dealing with subjects like geysers, volcanoes, and tectonic plates because we had to 

engage remotely with these aspects of Earth.  Metaphor became a vehicle for bringing 

these subjects closer to us.  For example, thinking of tectonic plates as Earth’s 

exoskeleton, brought the tectonic plate boundaries right into our bones.  With aspects of 

Earth like trees, rocks, streams, rivers, and wind, we were able to directly experience 

these elements in the context of our class exercises.  Going outdoors, we became an 

extension of our terrestrial environment and operated in an ecological mode.  In this 

sense, our dancing body interfaced with the environment in a way that resonated with the 

surfaces, textures, and forms of that specific environment.  
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Early in the course of the semester, student field notes reflected an awareness of 

when they were mimicking or imitating Earth in their studies, and often expressed a 

desire for something deeper and more meaningful.  For one student, this became clear 

after seeing the class perform their wind assignments.   The assignment was for students 

to spend time observing their experience with wind as it travels through the environment, 

interfaces with their body, and mingles with their breath.   Once having learned this 

ecological mode of relating to wind, students were instructed to create a short study to 

bring with them into our next class.  One by one, each student stood up and danced her or 

his wind study.  At the conclusion of each performance, students articulated how their 

personal experience with wind shaped their movement study.  To conclude the class we 

viewed an excerpt of Eiko and Koma’s sixty-five-minute piece, Wind (1993).  In 

response to Wind, one student observed the following, 

Their movements were so different from those of most of the class.  Most people, 
like myself did a literal imitation.  I feel that it is important to transcend this level 
of imitation to a level of inspiration.  Rather than just mimicking the environment, 
I should start to think what emotions it can evoke.  This is something I would 
consider for my end-of-the-semester project. 

 
This student recognizes a different level of artistry in Eiko and Koma’s interpretation of 

wind, referencing the creative choices that they made.  When I showed Wind to the class, 

I did not preface it with an explanation of Eiko and Koma’s intention, which they 

describe as the following: “Wind imagines a dying child, a common event until recently 

and still so in many parts of the world today…The floor was painted to look like a galaxy 

and white feathers fell from the ceiling, making a sense of wind visible” (Eiko and Koma: 

The Environmental Trilogy, 2004).  Even without this introduction to the dance, this 
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student picked up on a clear emotional intent in the dance and then translated this into a 

personal goal to develop a clear sense of intention behind her own dances.   

In Alma Hawkin’s book on creative process from 1988, Creating Through Dance, 

she highlights a distinction between mimicry and deeper, more meaningful experiences: 

Even though we know that the human being must have a sense of adequacy and 
uniqueness to function effectively, our current cultural values are such that the 
individual is encouraged to conform rather than transform.  He is urged to reflect 
and re-produce rather than to create…It is in this area of human experience that 
dance and the other creative arts make a significant contribution.  The basic urge 
to create is ever present.  (Hawkins 1988, 7-8) 
 

I agree with Hawkin’s premise here, but at the same time I recognize that there is a place 

for conforming, reflecting, and re-producing in the path toward creativity.  Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body encourages students to reflect their terrestrial environment in ways 

that are at times imitative of the qualities, textures, and forms of the topic being 

examined.  Just as a student learns by watching and imitating a dance instructor’s 

technique in the studio, the terrestrial environment is also a teacher to watch, observe, 

and reflect.  However, in the second case, mimicking, imitating, or “conforming,” when it 

involves processes of abstraction and imagination, can serve as a useful part of the 

learning process.  Like metaphor, recreating tangible aspects of the physical world in 

movement can serve as a bridge between what is known and what is unknown.   

For example, in one improvisation exercise we embodied the history of Earth 

through guided imagery.  Students expressed how strange it was to be asked to move like 

primordial Earth.  One student noted mimicry as a way to assist her embodiments through 

this abstract exploration: Interesting study today, that is mimic the transformation from 

cells to fish, and to monkeys and then to human…It was an interesting experience to 

mimic the process of evolution: the process from chaotic to ordered, from ocean to land. 
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Clearly, this student found mimicry to be a useful tool to connect with such an abstract 

concept and implies that it carried some meaning when she describes it as an “interesting 

experience.”  During one of our outdoor assignments, another student detailed mimicry as 

a fundamental part of her creative process.  In her journal she lists three aspects of the 

environment that she focused on for this assignment, describing how she embodied each 

one: 

1) a chunk of ice in a pristine snow bank: How did it get there?  When they clear 
the sidewalks, snow blowers shoot out chunks of ice, which have been compacted 
under the three feet of snow.  This one landed here.  Like the chunk of ice, I flew 
into the air, and landed in snow. 

 
2) a very straight snow bank edge (like the binding of a book): the machine that 
created this shape moved slowly.  With my leg, I mimicked the movement of the 
machine while standing on the bank. 

 
3) a ball of snow (seemingly the start of a snowman—or a very large snowball): 
thinking of the process of compacting snow, I moved the ball around, watching it 
pick up more snow as I did and wondering why this happens.  Now, I wish I had 
rolled around in the snow, becoming that process instead of observing it. 
 

This student demonstrated a reflective element in her creative process as well as the use 

of mimicry and simile.  The machine that she refers to is an imagined presence that left 

tracks and traces in the environment where she works.  She chose to recreate the 

malleable, imprintable aspect of snow, describing her action as “mimicking the 

movement of the machine while standing on the bank.”  This was a direct way to embody 

an aspect of the environment that she connected with and that proved to be meaningful to 

her.  In my teaching journal for Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, I noted the place for 

imitation in the creative and pedagogical process: “Imitation as a way to engage with 

environment—but only as the means toward embodying the essence of that 

environment.”  For this last student, it appears that mimicry was a valuable part of her 
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creative process because it helped her to explore and embody the environment in an 

imaginative and meaningful way.  By her third movement idea, she is expressing value 

for the idea of becoming a natural process.    

Over the course of the semester, many students referenced mimicry as a valuable 

stage in their learning process, while also expressing a desire to move beyond it toward 

something more transformational.  The following three sections explore how Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body students engaged in meaningful movement explorations.  Each 

section examines one of three modes of creative inquiry that students highlighted as 

valuable in achieving this experience: 1) working with text or words, 2) working with 

visual and sense imagery, and 3) working within or observing groups.    

Language-Based Modes of Creative Inquiry 

…the kind of shapes and forms our bodies create really represent natural 
landscapes, and when watching movements across the floor you are able to tell 
what word or adjective they are embodying. 

 
--Dancing Earth, Dancing Body Student 

 
 
My analyses of Pieces of Pele and Tectonic Suite have shown the creative 

potential for the choreographer to use geologic descriptions of Earth’s dynamic events 

and to translate them into choreographic events.  Dancing Earth, Dancing Body continues 

and expands this process of exploring and sifting through geologic text for choreographic 

ideas.  Students frequently translated ideas, direct phrases, or imagistic suggestions from 

our assigned readings into movement explorations.  Three students described their 

experience working with the readings in evocative ways: 

Student A: One of the ideas that I embodied was dripping.  I pointed my hands 
and feet and moved with a staccato quality.  I thought of myself as dripping to 
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form stalactites and stalagmites.  Sometimes I moved and dripped slowly and 
other times I moved and dripped quickly. 

 
Student B: Olson states in her chapter on “Air” that the air moves faster or 
slower than the ground regarding the rotation of the earth. This caused me to 
think of the air as a free-moving organism.  How does it move from point to 
point? Reading this passage also created a vision of air entering and exiting the 
human body through breath.  These ideas were the basis for my composition, 
which was performed in class today.  Using audible breath as part of the piece, I 
focused on an imaginary “horizon” and reached from point “A” to point “B” 
with every breath, trying to represent the movement of air on earth. 

 
Student C: We began this week’s theme with a discussion of plate tectonics.  After 
talking about the reading, we picked out words that described the qualities of 
plate tectonics.  Some of the qualities we came up with included pushing, pulling, 
breaking, sliding, fragmenting, ease, glide and fracturing.  Some of the words 
were very contrasting because images of moving plates can have resistance or 
may more easily slide past each other.  Some of the plates we read about gave a 
gliding image, but others were described as breaking down and crumbling when 
coming into contact with other plates. 

 
Each one of these students articulated a distinctly different process of working with the 

assigned readings for their creative process.  Student A connected with “dripping” as a 

movement concept that was discussed in the reading I assigned on caves and caverns.  

Through her creative process, she became the dripping water that flows through rock to 

eventually form cave features such as stalactites and stalagmites.  Student B described 

how an excerpt from a reading about our respiratory connection with atmosphere inspired 

her to think differently about air and she based her movement ideas upon this new vision.  

Student C described the beginning stage of an in-class process frequently used to 

translate the readings into rich qualitative material for movement studies.   

Each of these student accounts describes specific qualities of movement that were 

either directly referenced in or imagined from assigned readings.  In every case, the 

adjective modifier or action verb of the language becomes the driving intention behind 

the movement study.  This speaks more broadly about the creative process in Dancing 
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Earth, Dancing Body, in which we worked directly with qualitative descriptions of 

motion based in scientific studies or textbooks as our frequent source of inspiration.  We 

worked in this way to understand Earth in terms of its kinetic energy and dynamics, 

rather than projecting human qualities such as emotional or psychological states upon 

Earth.  In an effort to build a relationship with Earth through motion rather than emotion, 

we worked with the geologic readings in this distinct way, which became a structured 

process over the course of the term. 

This process ordinarily began with an improvisational group warm-up, which I 

called the sound and movement circle.  In this exercise, one person leads the group in a 

simultaneous exploration of sound and movement.  The only rule for the leader is that 

they must create an accompanying sound for every movement.  When the leader feels 

satisfied with their improvisation, they use a simple gesture to pass the leadership role on 

to the next person in the circle.  This is repeated until everyone in the group has had a 

moment to lead the class.  The only rule for the group is that they must mirror every 

sound and movement in time with the leader, rather than in a delayed call-and-response 

sense of timing.  Executing the sound and movement in this simultaneous manner, builds 

group sensitivity and support from the very first minute of class because one has to be 

open and receptive to her or his peers in order to achieve this goal.  Being in this open 

and attentive frame of mind toward your peers is a form of accepting their creativity and 

provides the kind of affirmation that Hawkins is speaking about when she says, 

“Individuals need to feel that their creative work is accepted by peers and teacher.  This 

kind of affirmation assists them in developing a trust in their own ability,” (Hawkins 

1991, 114).  I focused each sound and movement circle on the topic of the day.  For 
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example, when we studied geysers and hotsprings, I opened the class by showing 

students a video of geysers erupting and hotsprings bubbling.  In discussion, I asked them 

to articulate what they noticed about these features.  Students spoke about a variety of 

sounds that they heard, the presence of heat that was evidenced in the steam and boiling 

waters, and different levels of force that they noticed with each eruption.  With all of 

these textural, qualitative, and rhythmic ideas in mind, we began our sound and 

movement circle.   

I usually followed this exercise with a discussion that focused on the qualities of 

motion that students just experienced in their movement choices as well as those of their 

peers.  From here we began to articulate a descriptive vocabulary.  In turn, we would 

discuss how these energetic qualities related to the geologic descriptions in the assigned 

reading, and then created a collective list of qualitative vocabulary unique to the geologic 

phenomenon of our study.  This list became the launching point for movement studies of 

the day.   Some days I switched the order of this process, beginning with a discussion of 

the reading first and then creating a vocabulary list that would guide the sound and 

movement circle.  On other days, I would begin with a discussion, as in the geyser 

account, and then follow up with another discussion to dig deeper into the material.  In 

any case, this process proved to be effective at inspiring students to connect with Earth’s 

dynamic qualities of movement.   

In one student’s words,  

We had a sound/movement circle where we used words we had come up with to 
describe the above event, and essentially act out the process.  I was surprised by 
how many different words we could come up with that could be used in a dance 
interpretation.  Also, how many variations and interpretations of those concepts 
there could be simply from one article…  
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I share this student’s feeling of being impressed by the vast array of qualitative 

vocabulary that our class generated from reading assignments as well as the members’ 

creative potential for translating these ideas into movement.  Each day produced a 

completely different list of vocabulary for our movement studies, and I documented these 

lists daily.  On the day we studied plate tectonics and supercontinents, the collective 

vocabulary list included words like expanding, pushing, folding, grinding, rifting, 

shaking, fragmenting, pulling, uplift, splitting, drifting, stretching, swelling, tearing, 

breaking, cutting, compressing, contracting, pressing, sliding, crunching—just to name a 

few.  The majority of words listed above suggest dynamic actions—each one evoking 

enough movement potential to fill an entire class!   

Following the creation of a list of movement qualities, students used these words 

to guide their movement studies, and I used them to shape movement improvisations.  

For example, I might ask students to select one quality and develop a short solo study, or 

perhaps to pick two contrasting qualities with which to develop two movement phrases.  

Likewise, I might lead students through an improvisation in which I selected six words 

from the list they created and ask them to respond freely and physically to those words.   

German expressionist dancer Mary Wigman was well known for working with 

energetic concepts of movement in her teachings.  In her analysis of Wigman’s 

pedagogy, Mary Anne Santos Newhall describes her Training Hour, in which a particular 

movement quality, such as walking, swinging, or jumping would be the focus of her 

class: 

The movement quality was introduced in a simple form.  The movements were 
taken traveling across the floor, with the most advanced dancers in the lead.  Line 
after line would cross the floor to return and begin again…As the class 
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progressed, levels of complexity were added to the basic movement quality.  
(Newhall, 137) 

 
The big difference between Wigman’s pedagogical use of qualities and that of Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body is that Wigman selected specific qualities of movement that she 

“deemed the most important elements of the dance,” while Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

students selected the qualities of movement that they deemed key elements of our 

geologic topic (Newhall, 137).  This student-centered example is an important part of the 

overarching pedagogy of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, in which I encouraged students 

to be in control of their creative process.  

To detail this process a little further, I consider the collective vocabulary list that 

students created on the day we studied the theory of plate tectonics.  I asked students to 

pick two contrasting qualities from this list and to create two four-count phrases labeled 

an A phrase and a B phrase.  Three students described this process as follows: 

Student D:  The two terms that I chose to express were “crumbing” and 
“expanding.”  I chose to start with the crumble.  I imagined kind of an avalanche, 
where smaller pieces of snow/ice fall and crumble first.  Then the whole mass 
collapses to the base.  I started standing with my feet together arms curled in, 
hands fisted below my chin, and as I started to slowly shake, and “break apart,” I 
somehow adhered to a cyclical spiraling motion as I crumbled to my knees.  For 
expansion, I flattened myself to the ground, and in counts of 4’s, I spread my right 
leg out at an angle, while bending my left leg back so my ankle was near my hips, 
and expanding the bent limb outwards, then I spread my two arms away from 
each other on a diagonal axis. 
 
Student E: I chose “sliding” and “grinding”…My phrase A was inspired by 
sliding.  I spread my legs and let my arms slide and flow from one side of my body 
to the other.  My phrase B was inspired by grinding.  I went back the other way 
over my body—but with a sense of friction.  My motion was not smooth—it was 
more jerky.  I ended bent over with my arms curled up.   

 
Student F: With this exercise, I chose “struggle” and “flow,” and my sequence 
was one that involved resistance at first on the floor, almost frustrated with the 
pressure I was trying to overcome; then, I rolled across the floor to push against 
the pressure but at the same time exhibiting the quality of a fluid motion.  I rolled 
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up into a standing position and then played with the area around me to balance 
these two ideas, the whole time focusing on the image of plates and connections 
between plates.   

 

Each of these descriptions vividly captures the creative process of translating 

qualitative terms into movement studies.  While each student was guided by the same 

compositional structure, the distinction between each study details the uniqueness of the 

creative process both in the students’ choices of words and how they planned and 

implemented their studies.  Student D makes an imaginative leap from tectonic plates to 

avalanches in an effort to embody her idea of “crumbling.”  This student also highlights a 

few sub-thematic movement ideas such as shaking and breaking apart that further 

enhance her embodiment of crumbling.  Both Student E and F zoom in on an engagement 

with surfaces in their work.  Student E works across the surface of her body with 

different intentions, while Student F dances against the resistance of the floor and then 

with the space surrounding her when she rises to stand. 

Once this step was completed, I asked students to structure a study with their A 

and B phrases, using the following variations, 

 On the floor, in one spot: A, B, A, B 
 Repeat, but this time travelling low across the floor: A, B, A, B 
 Rising off the floor to stand: A, B, A, B 
 Fast travelling variation: A, B, A, B 
 Jumping variation to exit: A, B, A, B 
 
Keeping in mind that many of my students had never composed a dance before, I felt that 

offering some kind of formal structure would be useful to their creative process.  During 

their A-and-B-phrase assignment, I noticed that some students worked primarily in the 

vertical realm, while others worked in the horizontal.  Similarly, some stayed in one place 

while others travelled through the space.  I felt that the above structure would open some 
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new ways for students to look at how they used space, level, and tempo.  Here are the 

continuing remarks from the same three students as they adhered to the compositional 

form that I gave them: 

Student D:  I really had a hard time traveling and expressing crumbling on the 
ground, I felt like I was contracting more than actually slowly breaking apart and 
crumbling…next time, I want to really focus on my terms during each 
modification so as to always project the concept I’m working with. 
 
Student E: We then put our phrases together into a pattern: on the floor, on the 
floor traveling, rising up, fast traveling, and exiting…fast travelling was the most 
challenging for me.  The phrases morphed when I travelled, but I tried to stay true 
to the qualities of sliding and grinding 

 
Student F: These sequences that we constructed were then played with, and we 
experimented with the speed, quality, and order of the movement to construct 
really interesting sequences.  Then, after this, we used all our different sequences 
and split into groups, creating different formations and playing with the 
movement.   

 
Both student D and E expressed a sense of challenge with an aspect of this structure and, 

similarly, they both articulated a desire to stay focused on, or “true to,” the qualities of 

their study.  Clearly, this compositional form was like a choreographic puzzle they had to 

solve, and in the process they noticed evolutions of their original material.  Student F, 

expressed an appreciation for the experimentation and noted that it helped her to develop 

interesting phrase work.  She went on to describe the last step in this process—breaking 

into smaller groups—which gave everyone a chance to both perform and observe these 

studies. 

This is an example of a class in which we used language-based modes for our 

creative explorations.  In some classes, the distinction between language-based and 

imagistic modes was not as easy to make.  On many days we worked with a combination 

of the readings and photographs or video excerpts that documented geologic phenomena 
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in action.  In some cases, the vocabulary lists suggested rich Earth-based imagery as well 

as qualities of movement.  For example, in our class on Hawaiian lava flows, students 

articulated dynamic actions like bubbling, bursting, oozing, and crackling as well as 

imagery like thin broad sheets, stream-like ribbons, lava tubes, and lava pillows.  When I 

asked students to create poetic texts about these same types of lava flows, they referenced 

their readings as well as video or photographic images that we had viewed in class.  As a 

result, some wonderful poetic texts emerged from this practice:  

Student G: 
Gurgling below, unsure, destructive 
She seems static, but calculating 
Gas swirling, fusion, heat 
On the brink, the erratic nature almost exposed 
And then at once, rapid, ejecting outward she expands, propelling ash,  

shards, particles 
Weapons of her beauty and treachery  
a vicious flow, coming towards you  
no escape from the atmosphere of fear  
all she leaves behind, cold crater  
she is woman 

 
Student H: 

a collection of ebony embers,  
still burning… 
ashy seduction 
ash that used to live, breath 
a glowing fiery red 
I path—and repetition 
an angry atmosphere full of silent communication 
rising, rising, rising, frustration,  
trapped emotion, 
trapped air…a struggle, yearning for release 
hissing, bubbling emotion 
as it tries to find its path to a climax of freshness  

 
Student I: 

Bubbling pressure coming up from underneath 
Hot magma—oozing, gathering, flowing. 
It collects and rises from within, 
Boiling and rippling along the way. 
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the pressure forces it up. 
Fired upward and flowing down. 

 

Students G and H evoke powerful human presence in their poetic texts, while 

Student I resorts to a purely descriptive language.  Each one conjures the intense dynamic 

motion of volcanic processes.  Following the creation of these poems, students received 

someone else’s poem to interpret as a dance.  In addition, I asked them to reference the 

style of Hula that we had embodied a week earlier with Hawaiian dancer, Mika Cox.  

This meant they were to develop a dance full of gestures to accompany their poem much 

in the same way that ancient Hula accompanies the Mele, or chants.18  One student noted 

that this assignment, helped us to better articulate what we envision magma/lava to be, 

and therefore it facilitated the process of being able to physically express our images as 

well. This student points to the dual aspect of linguistic and imagistic processes.  Like yin 

and yang, these two modes of creative inquiry are deeply integrated.  The study of 

descriptive language often yields vivid imagery just as the study of imagery yields rich 

descriptive language.   

For example, consider the following student account: 

We started investigating volcanoes today…We watched video clips of the different 
types of (lava) flow.  I felt a stronger connection with the video compared to the 
readings.  In this case, I think visual cues helped to stimulate ideas on how to 
translate the natural phenomenon to my physical movement.  The reading, on the 
other hand, provided the vocabulary to help categorize and distinguish the 
movements we listed.   

 
This student describes the balance that language-based and imagistic modes of inquiry 

might provide when used in conjunction.  While this section examines linguistic modes 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 In hula kahiko or “ancient hula,” the dance served to illustrate the poetry of the 

traditional chants or mele.  “It was primarily the words of chant, even when accompanied by hula 
that were central to its meaning: ‘Dance without poetry did not exist” (Buck, 107). 
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of creative inquiry and the following section examines imagistic modes of creative 

inquiry, I do not mean to suggest that these modes of inquiry are mutually exclusive of 

one another.  In fact, Dancing Earth, Dancing Body integrates these two modes of 

creative inquiry in nearly every class.  However, these are two distinct modes of inquiry  

that students recognized and noted as enabling deeper and more meaningful embodiments 

of Earth. 

Imagistic Modes of Creative Inquiry 

It is so interesting to see how exactly our bodies respond to things and how this 
line of response converts to embodiment— for example, in the class where we 
were given an image of a waterfall, some people were completely still and let this 
image fill them internally, while others said their creative process was more 
about the physical image or a particular memory with the image. 

 
--Dancing Earth, Dancing Body Student 

Working with imagery is a large part of the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

experience.  Engaging with the right image at the right time can be a meaningful way for 

students to unlock their imaginations and deepen their understanding of new concepts 

Images and imagination play a critical role in the choreographic process.  In fact, 
the creative thought process is dependent on a free flow of imagery…Movement 
experiences motivated by images provide an effective means of gaining access to 
the imaginative thought process.  Through guided experiences, students expand 
their ability not only to imagine, but also to let the unfolding images provide the 
stimulus for externalized movement.  (Hawkins 1991, 57-8) 
 

Here, Alma Hawkins comments on the critical role of imagery in the creative thought 

process, and she specifically highlights the potential for guided imagery experiences to 

unfold student imagination and inspire movement.   

I frequently incorporated guided imagery exercises into the daily class plan of 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, often as a warm-up in place of sound and movement 

circles.  For these exercises, I constructed guided imagery texts from Earth-based 
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illustrations and descriptions of geologic processes in the assigned readings.  Nearly 

every guided imagery session began with students lying upon their backs in a 

comfortable position with their attention drawn inward and focused upon their breath.  

We often began with developing fundamental body awareness before shifting to specific 

Earth-based imagery.  For example, at the start of our study of Hawaiian types of lava 

flow, including pahoehoe and ‘a ‘a lava, I began the class with a guided imagery 

exercise, which one student described as, get[ting] us in a volcano mindset.  This warm-

up began as follows, 

Focus on your internal space. 
 Tune into areas of tension, areas of relaxation. 
 Notice your body temperature, which parts of your body are warm and  

which parts are cooler. 
  Breath and rest your bones against the support of the Earth. 
 

Locate a hotspot somewhere in your body—it can be anywhere in your body. 
 Focus on this hotspot; 

feel the depth of the spring of magma that resides here;  
sense this as a portal to a deeper layer of your body. 

 
 Feel magma gathering, accumulating in this hot spot and beginning to rise to the  

surface of this part of your body.  
Feel its warmth radiate, and connect with its buoyancy as it continues to  

rise. 
  

Trace a slow, gentle flow of magma as it spills outward, feel it flow over the  
surfaces of your internal landscape. 

   Feel your muscle body roll, flow, and ripple with this magma. 
  Feel your muscles warm into streams of magma, ribbons of flow that  

stretch, pull, push, churn and carve the inner hollows of your body. 
 
 
As this warm-up continued, it evolved to tracing streams of magma as they flowed 

through the joints in the body and to exploring temperature fluctuations from hotter, more 

rapidly flowing movement to cooler, slower motion that eventually congealed into stone.   
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The following student describes her experience with this warm-up,  

We started on the floor with a visualization exercise.  In this exercise, we focused 
on lava and the qualities we discussed on Tuesday.  We were told to find a “hot 
spot” on our bodies and to feel the lava collect, warm up and spread out from 
that point.  I picked the back of my shoulders/upper back.  I realized that I was 
envisioning lava boiling up and flowing there so much that I was clenching those 
muscles and causing tension in my body.  When we visualized the lava pouring 
out from there and to the rest of my body, I relaxed much more and my muscles 
seemed more at ease.  I also connected to the hardening of our bodies at the end 
of the exercise.  I did not feel my muscles tense up, but rather cool down after they 
had felt hot and fluid…This helped me to get a strong visual image in my head 
that I could later use to embody flowing lava. 

 
This student responded to the guided imagery with a tangible kinesthetic response in her 

body.  This speaks to the power of imagery to effect real change in the body, which 

aligns with Dr. Lulu Sweigard’s theory of ideokinesis.  In Taking Root to Fly: Articles on 

Functional Anatomy, Sweigard’s student and assistant, Irene Dowd describes one of the 

founding principles of her mentor’s work:   

The first is that all postural alignment patterns, all muscle use and development, 
all human body movement is directed and coordinated by the activity of our 
nervous system, in other words, our thinking.  Therefore, in order to change our 
body shape or our movement patterns we must change our neurological activity. 
(Dowd, 1) 

 

In offering visual imagery to the class, my goal was for students to discover new 

movement potential by imagining their bodies relate to, resonate and empathize with 

specific geologic phenomena.  In the account above, the student describes how the image 

of boiling lava led her to experience a tight clenching of muscles in her back.  This points 

to the phenomena of imagery stimulating unintended interpretations or qualities in a 

student’s experience of the image.  I chose specific words and images for this warm-up 

with the intention of focusing on slow, undulating, flowing, and warm qualities.  This 

student’s response is so interesting to me because it goes in the opposite direction of 
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relaxation.  Hence, a particular image may take on a complex life of its own in the inner 

realm of a student’s mind.  In discussions following the practice of guided imagery, a few 

students frequently spoke about how a single imagistic stimulus would take flight in their 

mind’s eye and quickly evolve into something else.  As the course progressed, I 

encouraged students to maintain a fluid relationship with imagery rather than attempting 

to force an image to be a fixed or static entity.  Hawkins comments on this awareness: 

“Images come together, coalesce, break apart, and find new relationships.  During this 

kaleidoscopic activity, new images come into being and they too can shift, change, and 

recombine in a variety of ways,” (Hawkins 1991, 42).   

In addition to these types of guided imagery exercises, we also worked closely 

with audio-visual materials.  For example, for the study of pa hoe hoe and ‘a‘a lava flows 

we viewed a DVD that I had purchased on my visit to Hawai’i called Following Kilauea 

Volcano: From Mountain to Sea.  To really engage with the features of caves and 

caverns, we watched an excerpt of the NOVA production Mysterious Life of Caves. Upon 

the study of James Lovelock’s Gaia theory, we viewed Philip and Phyllis Morrison’s 

classic film Powers of Ten: About the Relative Size of Things in the Universe.  Lastly, 

when trying to envision earthquakes and tectonic shifts, we listened to John T. Bullitt’s 

audio recording Earth Sound, which is an actual recording of Earth’s slow vibrations that 

were captured by a network of digital seismographs.  Direct interaction with these audio 

and visual materials was a terrific way for us to engage with these phenomena—albeit in 

a remote way.  

In her study of creativity and its relationship to choreography, Hawkins states, 

“Getting the student to think about and feel the new concept (the movement pattern or the 
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choreographic principles) is probably one of the greatest challenges of teaching.  

Sometimes this goal is achieved by stimulating the learner to create some kind of an 

image that causes him to perceive more fully and experience more deeply,” (Hawkins 

1988, 140).   As mentioned earlier, the right image presented at the right time can 

facilitate deeper understandings of new material.  For many students, offering these forms 

of imagery helped them to focus their minds as they explored movement or worked on 

movement studies.  One student noted, We watched a short video showing three geologic 

sites; this definitely helped put images and sounds, and the essence of each site in my 

mind.  Another student explained how a video helped her to see a dynamic metaphorical 

relationship between lava and her body: we watched a video about volcano; it was really 

magnificent and I felt like it really looked like the blood system in the human body: the 

magma is red and it carries a large amount of heat and energy.  When I was watching the 

eruption of volcano, I could feel the energy of life inside it.  This student’s experience 

demonstrates the power of a video image to resonate kinesthetically in the viewer.  

Students also noted that videos helped them to better understand geologic phenomena as 

dynamic processes:  

We watched part of a video about caves and looked at pictures of caves and 
caverns.  Water seeps into the ground and hollows out large areas underground.  
As time passes, water drips and forms stalactites and stalagmites from mineral 
deposits.  When the hole becomes large and unstable the earth above it collapses.  

 
The process that this student describes is one that takes tens of thousands of years, which  
 
can be quite an abstract amount of time to comprehend, but with the help of a video she is  
 
able to focus on the dynamic nature of this process—no matter how slowly we perceive it  
 
to occur.  
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On some days we worked with a combination of video viewing and guided 

imagery exercises.  One such day was our unit on geysers, hotsprings, and fumeroles.  

These are extremely dynamic geologic phenomena, and I wanted students to see actual 

geysers erupting, hotsprings bubbling, and fumeroles steaming.  One student noted the 

difference between the guided imagery and the video viewing: 

This was interesting to watch because everyone seemed a lot more comfortable 
with their movements and sounds when they had a specific image in mind…We 
began class by watching some short video clips and looking at pictures so that we 
could gain a stronger visual image of these geological processes.  We discussed 
how hot springs have images of bubbling, popping, and staccato rhythms.  
Fumeroles or air vents, have a more airy quality and give off images of steam, 
suspended release and a continuous flow…with these qualities in mind, we 
worked through a visualization exercise where we started as ground water that 
moved through rocks, collected into a pool, bubbled and boiled, exerted pressure 
and finally exploded.  

 
This student first references the practice of a sound and movement circle that was 

orchestrated after viewing a video of geysers, hotsprings, and fumeroles.  After that, I led 

students through a guided improvisation of the dynamic cycle of ground water as it seeps 

into Earth’s cracks and fissures, then gathers and pools into underground chambers, 

where it is heated and builds steam to eventually rush upward, erupt and then fall back to 

the ground again.  In the second half of the exercise, students acted as ground water 

again, rushing back into earth, back to the cavern we came from. Winding our liquid 

bones through the cracks in earth’s crust.   We repeated this guided imagery exercise 

three times in effort to hone in on the cyclical nature of this process.  In the end, students 

noted a sense of satisfaction, saying that they felt as though they had become this process.  

One student stated, I felt as though I were water on the ground after a huge rainstorm.    
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In some instances, students created their own imagery in response to class 

experiences of reading assignments.  One student in particular, who drew the image 

below, filled her field notes with artful expression. 

                          

Figure 5.  Student rendering of an imagined experience with Earth’s geothermal cycle. 

Here is another sample of imagery from the same student and the accompanying text 

from her field notes: 

 

Figure 6.  Student rendering of our evolutionary primitive fish body.   
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“The notochord in primitive fish became the skeletal backbone common to our 
phylum, Chordata. (Olsen, 96)”…We explored our bones in class today, trying to 
isolate them individually and then working them all together, expanding and 
contracting our bodies and becoming more familiar with our adult frame.  
Moving that way made me realize exactly where those undulations came from—
the spine.  It originated long ago (on our life timeline) in the notochord of a 
primitive fish.  

 
This wonderful example of artistry ties together inspirations from class exercises with an  
 
excerpt from Andrea Olsen’s book Body and Earth: An Experiential Guide.  Although 

this student cited only a brief excerpt of Olsen’s text, there is little doubt that Olsen’s 

writing style and use of imagery influenced this student’s writing and drawing style and 

the structure of her field notes. 

The use of imagery, whether from assigned readings, guided imagery exercises, or 

the viewing of photographs and videos in class, is evidenced here as having a profound 

effect on the creative process of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body students.  In recognition 

of this, I created assigned imagery searches for the second time that I taught Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body in the spring of 2013.  For example, on the class topic of “Mineral 

body, bones/sediments,” I assigned as reading the chapter “Bones” from Olsen’s book; 

meanwhile I asked students to conduct a companion imagery search for “sandstone, 

grand canyon, and granite.”  The following class we talked about the relationships that 

students built between the reading and the imagery they found, and out of this experience 

of connecting text and image, each student created a poem to interpret into movement.  

My goal here was to feed student imaginations as well as their logical reasoning, thus 

further integrating linguistic and imagistic modes of inquiry. 

Collaborative Modes of Creative Inquiry  
 

Our body represents the earth 
Many bodies move in unison 
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Representing more earth 
We are the wind 
We are the ocean 
We are the mountain 
We are the cliffs 
We are the air 
We are the water 
We are solid 
We are shaped 
We are earth    

--Dancing Earth, Dancing Body student 
 

A collaborative approach to learning is the third and final part of the Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body experience that students highlight as helpful in achieving 

meaningful embodiments of Earth.  By working with partners or in small groups, students 

learned how to collaborate on the choreographic process as well as to experience 

movement ideas through a group of bodies in motion.  Students noted that when they 

moved as a group they found greater complexity in what they could express and convey 

about Earth’s geologic processes.  They also noted an awareness of being part of the 

collective body and found inspiration in the exchange process of creating and performing 

with their group.  Lastly, they noted an ability to witness a geologic transformation of the 

collective body when they observed other groups performing.   

The collaborative movement exercises of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body were 

most often structured into last part of the class, so that students were already warmed-up 

(both creatively and physically) and most likely possessed some original movement ideas 

that they had developed earlier in the class period.  For example, during our focus on 

seismic activity, one student reflected on the way she was able to reference her solo 

movement explorations while at the same time experiencing the group dynamic:  

…our class embodied the Earth’s crust undergoing an earthquake. As I responded 
to the vibrations “cracks” of others movements, I used my own fault lines and 



 144	  

tectonic plates within my internal landscape to project my earthquake movement 
outwards, into the periphery that is the group entity.   
 

This passage evidences how solo movement explorations can translate into meaningful 

group movement experiences.  The student speaks of a feedback cycle from an internal 

movement awareness of her solo study toward a peripheral movement awareness of the 

group.  This signals a new complexity in the creative process that was not available for 

her when she was working alone.  Other students note this new complexity through an 

awareness of greater creative choices, 

Student J: I think that I like working with a partner or group better than alone 
because I think the more people there are, the more potential there is for the piece 
to be dynamic and aesthetically pleasing.  I also think that working with other 
people allows you, the individual, to explore more movements and flexibility 
because you can rely on the density, support, and structure of others in your 
group…again, I like working in groups because you are able to work off one 
another and transform your movement to fit together with the rest of the group. 
 
Student K: …I found working in a larger group somewhat better, as there were 
more people with more creative ideas to represent the words. 
 
Student L: All in all, I understand a group piece presents so many more creative 
options. 
 

With all these new choices, there comes a greater level of sophistication in the process of 

composing and editing movement studies.  But rather than combating these new 

possibilities with an exclusionary set of aesthetic criteria, students of Dancing Earth, 

Dancing Body appear to relish the plethora of possibilities before them.  Students inspired 

one another to think in new ways about their movement ideas and learned to value the 

collaborative process. 

  A majority of students recognized the newly found complexity of group work as 

being akin to Earth’s geologic processes as well.  One student notes, When we were all 

dancing together, I could feel the chaos and diversity of the wind.  Through a group 
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exercise in which students integrated their solo wind studies, this student gained an 

awareness that her study was contributing to a larger body in motion: a dynamic process 

(self) within a greater dynamic process (group).  This notion is fundamental to 

understanding Earth as an integrated dynamic system.  Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

focused on group studies as a way to experience the collective body in motion, and as 

explored in the previous chapter, the collective body provides a unique potential both to 

experience and to observe transformation.    

Student journals show that students experienced the process of becoming Earth 

through a variety of group exercises.  For example, one student notes that the 

choreographed piece we did as a group really represented the movements and sense of 

time of caves and caverns. I felt synchronized with the group, especially when we added 

the noises, “drip” and “drop.”  I felt myself hollowing to these noises, imagining that 

drips of water were wearing away from my molten stone body.  This last image suggests 

that this student went well beyond an experience of mimicry in this exercise.  She also 

articulates how an aspect of this exercise amplified the movement of the group in a way 

that gave her instant and spontaneous kinesthetic and imagistic feedback.  Other student 

reflections evince how moving within the group amplified their sense of space,  

When we moved very slowly, I tended to think about what I was going to do later 
and deliberately made some motions.  But I noticed that when we were speeding 
up, I tended to do motions without even thinking about it.  It’s more like sensing 
the space around you and it just filled up the space by your body.  Actually, after 
we were done, I heard some people comment that they could actually see the 
space that we were going to fill up when we were moving.  It was really 
interesting to do this group project, and it was interesting to feel myself follow 
others’ rhythms and try to fill up the empty space that others left behind. 

 
For this student, dancing in a group movement study increased her awareness of her 

peripheral space, which then became a primary focus in her creative process.  In both of 
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these student reflections, students articulate how it feels to be part of a group dynamic 

from within the group.  They offer us an insider perspective on the collective body 

experience.   

Students also articulate an outsider perspective on the collective body experience.  

Drawing on reflections from watching other groups perform their movement studies in 

class, students articulate the effectiveness in building their imaginations of watching the 

collective body become the Earth.  Students note the transformational power of the 

collective body in their fieldnotes: 

The group then moved to an exercise in which they became a cave.  They began 
hunched over in a clump, representing the formation of the cave with heel 
rhythms.  The cave grew as the dancers carved out their bodies and raised 
themselves up, while vocalizing the “drips” and “drops” of stalactite and 
stalagmite formations.  Finally, they collapsed together from front to back, 
vocalizing as well.  Watching this was a great experience because I could see how 
they all worked together to create such a strong visual image of a cave formation. 

 
Clearly aware of the human beings who danced before her, this student references 

individual bodies that carve the space and vocalize throughout the exercise; however, she 

ultimately points out, that in the end, it is the synchronized movement of all these bodies 

that together creates an effective geologic image.  It is as though she had witnessed the 

transformation of a group of her peers into the kinetic image of a cave.  Our unit of study 

on Hawaiian types of lava flow provoked similar responses from the students.  

Embodying characteristics of pa hoe hoe and ‘a ‘a lava, groups of students exhibited the 

transformation of the collective body.  Student observers commented:  

Student M: This was once again, an intense group dynamic and with one of the 
groups, while I was watching I could see a picture in my head of the lava forming 
these different layers as it collected, person by person, eruption by eruption. 

  
Student N: …very clearly saw pa hoe hoe in one group when they were a mass of 
overlapping rounded backs. 
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Student O: As we sped up and moved across the room the groups took on the 
appearance of one large mass of flowing lava. 

 
Each of these passages evidences the power of the collective body to transform into  
 
something other than anthropomorphic—into something geologic.  In Dancing the Face 

of Place: Environmental Dance and Eco-phenomenology, Nigel Stewart eloquently states 

a goal for the viewer, “Instead of witnessing the dance of another human being, the 

Witness witnesses the dance of the environment itself” (Stewart, 36).  Students of 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body are both participants and observers to in-class events of 

transformation that occur without theatrical lighting or the aid of elaborate costuming.   

Conclusion 
 

…picture my bones as stone, my muscles as molten rock, my veins as rivers or 
streams, and my breath as wind.  I think it connects me more with the Earth’s 
body and really places me in the circle of life.  I can better see myself as a part of 
a larger whole, rather than the focal point or pedestal. 
     ~Dancing Earth, Dancing Body student 
       
At the end of this ethnographic analysis, it has become clear that Dancing  

 
Earth, Dancing Body provides an experiential dance practice where students investigate 

the relationship between body and Earth.  The core emphasis of learning experience was 

always on the creative process of exploring this relationship rather than the creation of an 

aesthetically driven product.  While elements of technique may have been explored 

within the course, they were meant to serve students in their understanding of the 

terrestrial nature of their bodies and not to be used simply to display students’ technical 

prowess.  Alma Hawkins states, “a learning situation in which the emphasis is on the 

process rather than the product would be more effective in fostering students’ creative 

growth” (Hawkins 1991, 109).  Students of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body highlight three 
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modes of creative inquiry as enhancing their artistic growth—the linguistic, the imagistic, 

and the collaborative—and they measure their growth in these practices by evaluating 

their level of transformation and connection with Earth in both mind and body.  To 

become Earth, even if only for a brief moment, within a group or solo study or to witness 

peers become Earth is their measure of success.  Through this studio practice of 

becoming Earth, students raise awareness that they are part of a larger collective body in 

motion.  Perhaps this idea manifests a desire to be a more sensitive citizen of humanity 

by deepening their bond to other human beings.  Or perhaps, by deepening their physical 

connection to their immediate terrestrial environment, they become awakened as 

ecological advocates.  In the end, it appears that students developed a greater appreciation 

for the rich diversity of Earth and all of its life cycles, and recognize that they are very 

much a part of it all.   
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION:  GEOSOMATIC MOVEMENT PRACTICES AND ECOLOGICAL 

PERSPECTIVES 

 
 
Earth Tones  
 

By balance I do not mean just the ability to hold one’s balance, but rather your 
relationship to the space around you.  The most important thing for you as a 
dancer is your posture.  Grace in dancers is not just a decorative thing.  Grace is 
your relationship to the world...   

     --Martha Graham, 1934 (Armitage, 101) 
 

            As is typical in the pursuit of new knowledge, this research opens up more 

questions than it actually resolves.  In this final chapter, as I weigh the significance of the 

study, I also articulate some implications for further research that the study suggests.  

Like the branching system of a tree, this research extends in multiple directions that reach 

beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

When I was student attending the Martha Graham School for Contemporary 

Dance in New York City during the 1990s, I was deeply affected by the power and 

confidence that this work instilled in my body and mind.  The strong but flexible spine of 

the Graham floor work coupled with the sharp edges, urgency, and weightiness to her 

movement style invited me to dance with a new sense of clarity and strength.  It 

awakened boldness in my body and mind that forever changed the course of my artistry.   

            Through continuous rigorous practice, I slowly matured to embody the Graham 

aesthetic with gravitas and dimension.  I discovered that the codified system of Graham 

technique was hinged upon primary investigations of our body in relation to the terrestrial 
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environment.19  In Graham’s statement above, which was a comment to the press from 

1934, she refers to the idea of balance as a dynamic concept that involves a dual 

awareness of self and environment.  She speaks of posture as the key to revealing this 

dynamic balance, and introduces the idea of grace as the ideal embodiment of the balance 

between self and the world.  In those early years, Graham worked with realistic 

embodiments of gravity as may be seen in her fall sequences and floor work.  I have 

always been drawn to Graham’s dances of the 1930s because performing them makes me 

feel as though I am viscerally embodying the terrestrial environment.  Consider, for 

example, the collective drop of weight that strikes the stage floor like an earthquake in 

Heretic (1929), the horizontal expansion and breadth in the body that connects the solo 

figure to a vast landscape in Frontier (1930), the walking entrances and exits that evoke a 

Southwestern landscape in Primitive Mysteries (1931), the Earthbound jumps that pound 

the stage throughout Celebration (1934), and the wrought-iron tensions as bodies carve 

canyons through the space in Chronicle (1936).  These experiences are ripe with Earth!  

In dancing this work, I explored how to integrate the use of breath with a deeper sense of 

weight and the use of the terrestrial support of the dance floor to find greater opposition 

in my torso articulations.  These fundamental elements of embodiment were not 

articulated in words during my daily practice, but I discovered them within the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	  Graham was not alone in this investigation during the 1930s.  Her contemporaries 

Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, and Hanya Holm (via the Wigman technik) were also 
developing systems of training that explored the relationship of the body to gravity, and how 
humans inhabited space and terrain.  While distinctly different personalities, these artists could 
not help but share a common aesthetic sense.  After all, they created work within the same social 
and historical climate of New York City in the 1930s, worked alongside one another every 
summer at Bennington College, and even shared a bill from time to time (as in the short-lived 
Repertory Dance Theatre project).   
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movement. Graham’s poetic concept of an inner landscape became a way for me to 

physically engage with our terrestrial environment from within my own body.   

            Now that I have branched out to develop my own Earth-based choreographic and 

pedagogical vision, I would like to revisit to the Graham work to more closely examine 

the presence of Earth in her technique and repertory.  Such a study, which is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation, might include an investigation into the Earth-based imagery in 

Graham’s teachings and writings, as well as the physical investigations of weight and 

breath embodied in her dances and technique of the 1930s. Graham’s metaphorical 

references to landscape in psychological dances, such as Cave of the Heart and Deep 

Meadow, are also germane here.  Was Martha Graham an ecologically mindful artist?  

Did her understanding of the relationship between the dancer and the land go beyond 

romantic-poetic notions?   

Evoking Geologic Forms 

When I set course in 2007 to further my study of our relationship to the terrestrial 

environment, my purpose was to investigate how to embody geologic ideas in an effort to 

evoke images of Earth in performance.  My creative process began by drawing analogies 

and parallels between Earth’s body and my own.  For example, I looked at my breath as 

wind, my muscles as molten lava, and my bones as sediments.  With an awareness of 

Earth’s metaphorical presence in my body, I was able to kinesthetically resonate with 

geologic imagery and literature.  In particular, I experimented with movement qualities 

used by geologists to describe the activity of geologic phenomena such as lava flows, 

geyser eruptions, and tectonic plate boundaries.  I also worked closely with imagery in 

films and photographs of geologic phenomena, as well as personal memories of places 



 152	  

like Mount Kilauea, Yellowstone National Park, and Death Valley National Park.  With 

an array of geologic impressions to draw from, I was able to engage with Earth from 

kinesthetic, spatial, and temporal ways of knowing.   

This multi-dimensional experience of Earth yielded the creation of eleven 

geologically inspired dances that make up my GeoDance repertoire.  Through the 

creative process that I engaged in to create each of these dances I developed specific 

movement practices for bridging Earth and body.  These practices were then applied to 

the construction of an undergraduate course, Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  The 

choreographic research of my GeoDance repertoire combined with my pedagogical 

research in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, constitutes the data that is analyzed in this 

dissertation. 

In chapter 4 “Sediments of Meaning: Phenomenological Analysis of Pieces of 

Pele” and chapter 5, “Continental Shift: Phenomenological Analysis of Tectonic Suite,” I 

analyzed the meaning in each of two GeoDances through a rigorous process of 

phenomenological reflection.  This analysis began with bracketing my preconceptions 

and critical responses to each section of the dance before engaging in descriptive 

analysis, through which I examined the textual essences of the dance as a whole.  

Descriptive analysis, in turn, incorporated the imaginative leeway and variation (as 

defined by Moustakas) to explore the particularities of each dance by itself and concluded 

with a creative synthesis, in which I integrated the textural and structural essences that 

emerged from each dance.   

Early in chapter 4 and 5, I articulated my choreographic intention to utilize the 

human body in ways that responded to and even evoked geologic forms.  My analysis of 
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Pieces of Pele yielded poetic interpretations of the dancing body as lava, as well as lava 

as a dancing body.  It became clear that the metamorphosis of the human body into 

figurative images that exceeded anthropomorphic form in Pieces of Pele was intertwined 

with certain uses of costume.  The moments when the dancer worked with the fabric as 

extensions of her body, or as an entity that surrounded her, suggested microcosmic details 

of lava flows as well as macrocosmic images of lava field landscapes.  There was also a 

strong presence of a female self (at times mythic) and elements of narrative that 

connected this abstract dance composition with Hawaiian lore on the volcanic fire 

goddess, Pele.  This presence led me to ask questions about the possibility and difficulty 

of transcending our humanness in performance.   For example, what does it mean to 

embody terrestrial forces, entities, and landscapes, and how can geologic structures and 

scientific ideas translate into anthropomorphic movement?  

I discovered that this last point was especially challenging my solo work as 

opposed to group work because, as a result of narrative-dramatic conventions, the female 

presence emerged as paramount.  However, in my analysis of group dance Tectonic Suite 

I did not encounter a strong presence of self or narrative.  Instead, I observed the 

possibility for a collective ensemble of dancing bodies to evoke abstract images of Earth.  

In Tectonic Suite the dancers worked mostly in unison movement in which everyone was 

equal.  With the absence of soloists, overtly virtuosic movement, and expressive human 

relationships, there were no elements of human drama or narrative.  However, as this 

collective body of dancers rolled, dragged, and pushed their way across the stage, a 

geologic narrative began to emerge: the dancers were metaphorically embodying a 

shifting terrestrial landscape.  The role of metaphor is the key to understanding the 
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relationship between this emergent narrative and the creative process.  Tectonic Suite 

refers to the geologic theory of plate tectonics, which articulates a dynamic and integrated 

vision of Earth’s body by explaining how Earth is constantly shifting and changing its 

form.20  During the creative process of Tectonic Suite, I employ the scientific postulate 

that Earth is a dynamic body in motion as a metaphor that informs all the overall vision 

of the piece.  The analysis of Tectonic Suite in chapter 5 reveals how each section of the 

dance illuminates different aspects of meaning in this metaphor, or creates what Lakoff 

and Johnson call “metaphorical entailments.”  In studying how these meanings resonate 

with each other, my analysis demonstrates how dance functions to create coherent 

metaphors.   

In both chapter 4 and chapter 5, I have connected my work to that of 

choreographers who also have created dances that evoke images of Earth and the 

environment.  This dissertation suggests that a more in-depth study of the practices and 

processes of ecologically minded choreographers is warranted.  For example, I have 

never studied butoh, but I feel a kinship with the butoh practice of becoming as the means 

to transcend our humanness in performance.  Butoh dancers also appear to possess a 

profound connection with their terrestrial environment.  In the documentary, Butoh: 

Piercing the Mask, Japanese filmmaker and photographer, Hosoe Eikoh, comments, 

“Butoh dancers look for the energies down toward the Earth, as if you have a god in 

heaven, and a god in earth.  All the energies go downward” (1991).  Does this mean that 

a butoh dancer’s relationship with Earth shapes their identity as a performer and an 

artist?  Are there particular ideas or images of Earth that play an important role in their 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 This elegant theory provides a unifying foundation for many specific fields of geologic 

inquiry, such as seismology, volcanology, and geomorphology.  	  
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training and/or creative process?  In Mark Franco’s article, “The Dancing Gaze Across 

Cultures: Kazuo Ohno’s Admiring La Argentina,” he mentions Ohno’s use of Ashibyoshi, 

which are stamping foot rhythms used by traditional Japanese Noh performers to “invoke 

the spirits of the ground” (Franco, 110).  Do butoh artists seek to invoke the spirits of 

Earth in the same way as traditional Noh performers?  Is a butoh dancer’s connection 

with Earth a spiritual practice? 

I recognize that my research is rooted within a Western European and 

American cultural context—both in terms of my dance experience and the geological and 

geomorphological premises upon which this research is based, but I also acknowledge 

that there are many cultures whose dance traditions embody Earth in unique ways that 

reflect their cultural practices, beliefs, and geographic locations.  In the future, I would 

like to further my study of nonwestern dance forms that embrace Earth through imagery, 

iconography, and texts.  For example, I would like to delve into ancient Hawaiian mele 

and hula—key words that emerged in chapter 4—to examine how the hula dancer uses 

movement to connect with the volcanic landscape of Hawaii.  Such a study is currently 

beyond the scope of this dissertation, because it would require an entirely different, 

anthropological framework.  However, it is certainly a direction for future research.  Do 

hula dancers merely attempt to reflect or to symbolize the land through their movement, 

in an effort to further communicate a story being chanted, or do the dancers use their 

movement to interact with the landscape in more dynamic ways?   

I would also like to investigate the cultural practices of dancing near, or in close 

proximity to, Earth, as in traditional Native American dance and African dance.  For 

example, in African Art in Motion, Robert Farris Thompson highlights the “get-down 
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quality” that is structurally inherent in African song, dance and sculpture (Thompson, 

13).  He goes on to explain that the “get-down sequences are…virtuosic.  They seem to 

be frequently correlated in Africa with showing honor and respect” (Thompson, 14).  Are 

there Earth energies and powers that these dancers are drawing upon?  If so, what visions 

or ideas of Earth directly inform their practice and performance?   

Also of interest are the connections among Earthworks visual artists, who create 

work that emerges directly from the terrestrial environment, and dance artists who 

employ similar methods.  For example, what are the similarities and differences between 

Andy Goldsworthy’s ways of listening and responding to the environment and Anna 

Halprin’s?  Are their creative processes and aesthetic criteria predetermined or do they 

emerge ecologically from the experience of a particular place?    

Through these extended analyses of Pieces of Pele and Tectonic Suite, it seems 

that the arc of my choreographic intention may be shifting.  Throughout this dissertation, 

I have consistently articulated a choreographic desire to evoke geologic structures, 

processes, and dynamics through movement of the human body.  However, these 

analyses frequently challenged the notion of “the choreography of Earth” by highlighting 

the humanness in each performance (this was especially so in Pieces of Pele).  I am 

beginning to wonder if it is even necessary to concern myself with distinguishing the 

human body as being distinctly different from Earth as a geologic body.  In other words, 

if we embrace the ecological premise that we are a part of our terrestrial environment and 

not somehow separate from it, then our human body is intertwined with our planetary 

context.  As the terrestrial elements of atmosphere, terrain, and gravity flow within our 
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body, we are simultaneously experiencing Earth and our body as one.  In this sense, what 

happens to Earth also happens to us.  

Emergent Processes for Critical and Reflective Evaluation of Choreography 

The creative synthesis stage for each of these analyses reveals exciting methods 

for the critical analysis and creative development of choreography.  For example, the 

meta-choreographic process that emerged at the end of chapter 4 presents a method of 

phenomenological analysis and reflection on the meaning(s) of a completed dance.  This 

process can help a choreographer to understand more deeply her/his creative process, 

aesthetic criteria, and how s/he constructs meaning through movement.  I theorized the 

meta-choreographic process as a result of phenomenological exploration of Pieces of 

Pele and Tectonic Suite.  As theorized, the meta-choreographic process is essentially a 

hermeneutic one allowing choreographers to examine the textual and structural essences 

of their work, and from there to pursue new ideas and even to re-envision the dance.  In 

the descriptive analysis of and reflection upon one’s own work, one learns to appreciate a 

never-ending process of discovery.  Moustakas refers to this phenomenon as 

“horizonalization,” where he suggests that there is a limitless horizon to our experience of 

things.  Similarly, the meta-choreographic process recognizes that we cannot possibly 

know all there is to know about our own work.  As artists, engaging with our 

choreographic work in this way helps to open our imaginations to the myriad of imagery 

and ideas that exist within our work.  

My theory of the meta-choreographic process opens up new directions for future 

research.  For example, what are the ramifications of engaging in the meta-choreographic 

process while still in the act of creating the first installment of a work, rather than merely 
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applying it to a completed work?  I am especially curious to experiment in this way with 

new material that is still in a nebulous state—for example, works-in-progress exploring 

abstract or seemingly intangible ideas.  Moreover, after experimenting with this cycle of 

analysis in close proximity to my creative process, I would like to pursue the 

development of pedagogical tools that might be applicable to guiding students’ creative 

processes or leading a dance composition course.  I presume that using these tools in the 

classroom would provide students with a deep and rigorous experience of examining the 

meanings of their work from a place of internal reflection.  I imagine such tools could 

yield young artists who are more self-aware and articulate about their creative processes, 

and who feel more confident about delving into their internal, reflective selves for critical 

evaluation of their choreographies.  

I would also like to investigate whether or not this process helps to establish an 

ecological relationship between a choreographer and their work.  For example, is there 

something ecologically sustainable about examining your own work in an effort to 

become more productive and diverse in your creative process?  While this may be a 

liberal application of the biological concept of ecological sustainability, it is noteworthy 

that this systems-based model of understanding is frequently applied to fields outside of 

biology.  A good example of this is Paul Hawkin’s book, The Ecology of Commerce: A 

Declaration of Sustainability, where he articulates a rationale for an ecologically 

sustainable business model.  He goes on to advocate for the idea in more general terms: 

Society must recognize that ecological principles apply absolutely to human 
survival, and that if we are to long endure as a world culture, or as a groups of 
local cultures, we will have to incorporate ecological thinking into every aspect of 
our mores, patterns of living, and most particularly, our economic institutions. 
(Hawkins, 202) 
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In addition to applying an ecological model to the critical evaluation of one’s 

choreographic work, I am interested in exploring ways that choreographers might act in 

more ecologically sustainable ways regarding production.  From making choices for 

performance venues21 to the costume materials and make-up that we consume, it seems 

that choreographers have the potential to advocate for ecologically sustainable 

productions. 

Aside from the meta-choreographic process, the creative synthesis in chapter 5 

reveals the potential for poetic structures to articulate the images and kinetic ideas of 

dance in a language-based form.  The relationship between dancing and poetry has been 

long-standing, but for those of us who do not think of ourselves as poets, working with a 

descriptive analytical process such as phenomenology can be instrumental in finding new 

ways to articulate the sentience and signification of our works.  In the case of my 

choreographic practice, it happened that a poetic structure was the best possible way to 

articulate the emergent textural essences and meanings, but this poetic practice might 

serve as an applicable method for the study of works by other choreographers with social-

environmental statements to make, such as Alwin Nikolais, Eiko and Komo, and Anna 

Halprin.  In fact, I would be curious to search through their published materials for poetry 

that may have emerged from their creative processes.  The phenomenological analyses of 

chapters 4 and 5 provided poetic elements like metaphor, personification, and graphic 

poetry that enabled me to express in words the kinesthetic, spatial, temporal, aural, and 

visual aspects of my choreography.    

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

21 A great example of an ecologically minded performance venue is the Solar One Green 
Energy, Arts and Education Center in New York City.  Each summer season they host solar 
powered events that include film showings and dance concerts.	  
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 “GeoSomatic” Movement Practices 
 

I can still recall the sinking and twisted sensation in my stomach as I sat in the 

theatre watching Al Gore’s documentary An Inconvenient Truth.  For the first time, my 

eyes were opened to the rapid course of climate change on our planet.  In the foreword to 

a terrific book, World Changing: A User’s Guide for the 21st Century, Gore asserts: “We 

find ourselves in a climate change of great magnitude.  Mankind is literally changing the 

balance between ourselves and the atmosphere, leading to an unprecedented warming of 

the earth” (Steffen, 11).  In May 2011, The Geological Society of the United Kingdom 

held a one-day meeting to discuss the human impact on Earth titled, “Anthropocene: A 

New Epoch of Geological Time?”  The conference description stated, “In the blink of a 

geological eye, through our need for energy, food, water, minerals, for space in which to 

live and play, we have wrought changes to Earth’s environment and life that are as 

significant as any known in the geological record” (The Geological Society, 2014).  The 

implications of this statement, coming from such a highly esteemed international 

scientific institution, are profound.   

In response to this global issue, I have been acting on a local level in my position 

as an artist and dance educator to provide a place where students can develop intimate 

and meaningful connections with our terrestrial environment.  Dancing Earth, Dancing 

Body is a course in which students are able to develop an awareness of the body and mind 

and reflect on their creative process, while exploring their connection with our terrestrial 

environment.  With an emphasis on the creative process rather than the end product, the 

course encourages students to discover new and integrated ways of multi-sensory 

learning and to use multiple intelligences (kinesthetic, visual, spatial, and scientific).  The 
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ethnographic analysis of the Dancing Earth, Dancing Body experience reveals that, as the 

instructor of the course, I fostered, and students applied, three distinct modes of creative 

inquiry in the classroom: imagistic, language-based, and collaborative.  Each of these 

modes of creative inquiry can be traced back to my personal creative process in 

choreographing various GeoDances.  In a sense, this work, and the theory I have built 

from the analysis of my creative process, choreographic exploration, personal pedagogy, 

serve as models for artists interested in mining their own creative process for pedagogical 

tools.   

The variety of somatic experiences and refocused dance-based exercises that I 

applied to movement practice in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body amounts to a technique of 

sorts, with the specific goal of awakening and fostering the development of our body-

mind-environment connection.  I have theorized this collection of experiences and 

exercises as a geosomatic movement practice.  Through visual imagery and guided 

movement exploration, this work integrates our sense of breath, weight (gravity), 

alignment, and terrestrial support.  For example, when working with specific images, like 

a volcano, the idea is not simply to imitate a volcano, but rather to dig deeply into one’s 

experience of movement within the body and to search for a deeper urge to move.  By 

attuning to one’s sense of weight, alignment, breath, and floor, one can plant an image of 

the volcano within the body.  As this image takes root, a volcanic urge to move may 

begin to vibrate in the muscle body and translate into action.  With a freedom to choose 

the form the action ultimately takes, students will manifest this image in unique 

embodied ways.  Through these geosomatic movement practices, our goal is to attune to 

the forces, surfaces, and presences of Earth in deeply physical ways.  We are attempting 
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to experience Earth as an extension of our bodies and our bodies as an extension of Earth.  

While I constructed these exercises with a specific population of undergraduate college 

students in mind, they could easily be altered to be appropriate for K-12 classrooms, and 

may also be useful for dance therapists and somatic-therapeutic practitioners. 

It is interesting to note how much these geosomatic movement practices 

developed in the interval between 2010 and 2013—the two years that I taught Dancing 

Earth, Dancing Body at Franklin and Marshall College.  (Please see the course syllabi in 

Appendices B and C.)  A major addition to the 2013 version of this course is imagery 

search assignments:  here, I asked students to come to class having already explored 

imagery related to upcoming course topics.  On days when students came to class with 

selected imagery rooted in their mind’s eye, it clearly enhanced the development of class 

improvisations, sound-and-movement circles, class discussions, and group movement 

assignments.  In the second version of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body I also included a 

collaborative workshop with Dr. Roger Thomas’ environmental science course, Shapes of 

Nature.  Dr. Thomas and I co-selected a topic that we could explore from each of our 

respective fields:  the cochlea spiral of the inner ear.  We then devised lesson plans to 

introduce his students to dance as a way of knowing and my students to environmental 

science as a way of knowing.  In his laboratory classroom, students from both classes 

collaborated to graph proportions of the cochlea spiral and to investigate the respective 

scale of the cochlea within different mammals.  Meanwhile in the studio, students attuned 

to moving with their eyes closed in an effort to sense how the inner ear functions to 

facilitate awareness of balance.  We also explored spirals as design concepts, both 

internally within the body’s architectural design and externally through movement 
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practice in the studio environment.  In future versions of Dancing Earth, Dancing Body, I 

would like to continue to explore the profound integration of imagery and movement 

experience, as well as to continue to develop collaborative connections with Earth 

science faculty.  

Embedded within the creative process and geosomatic movement practices in 

Dancing Earth, Dancing Body are some larger philosophical questions such as, what is 

the relationship of the individual to the universe?  One student noted in her course journal 

that these embodied experiences provided me [with] the chance to really know the idea 

from Zen that “we see one from all, and all from one.”  This student articulates the idea 

that the microcosmic exists in the macrocosmic and vice versa, thus forging a bridge 

between the vastly different scales of our human bodies and Earth’s planetary body.  

Another student addressed a similar awareness but in a different way:  this course has 

transformed the ordinary into the extraordinary, and it has enabled me to discover my 

bodily connection with Earth.  This newfound connection stems from both the realization 

that we are intrinsically unified with Earth, and the manner in which our bodies 

resemble, and often reflect, the landscapes and functions of Earth.  Her sentiment was 

echoed by many students who at first were unsure and perhaps skeptical about the 

premise of perceiving Earth as a dynamic body in motion.   In particular, one Earth 

science major stated:  Now having had my last class, I have difficulty perceiving Earth as 

anything other than a body in motion—Earth is a moving being, always spinning, always 

shifting, always breaking.  Earth is always dancing.  These metaphors are powerful and 

may even stimulate real change in the way this generation of future scientists, 

anthropologists, and artists choose to pursue their studies.  It is apparent that combining 
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dance as a way of knowing with scientific ways of knowing expands human potential to 

open the mind and to see the world in a different manner—a more engaged, connected, 

responsive, and responsible one.  

Earth as Body, Body as Earth 

“If you want to change the world, you have to change the metaphor” (Campbell, 

1988).  This famous quote by Jungian scholar Joseph Campbell speaks to the power of 

new metaphors to incite changes in cultural perception.  In the wake of scientific 

reductionism, the cultural perception of Earth as an organism was replaced by a new 

metaphor:  Earth as a machine (Ruse, 3).22  In 1785, James Hutton’s proposal to the 

Royal Society of Edinburgh, stating that the “Earth was a superorganism and that its  

proper study should be physiology,” fell upon deaf ears (Lovelock, 10).23 Emerging from 

Newtonian physics, the machine metaphor provided scientists with more latitude for 

explaining the world through “unbroken, unbending laws” (Ruse, 3).  By the end of the 

twentieth century, the machine metaphor had been extended as far as computer- 

simulation models of the human brain, which were conceived as “the hard drives behind 

our thoughts” (Ruse, 3).  However, philosophers like “Immanuel Kant notoriously 

declared that there would never be a Newtonian blade of grass, meaning that a machine-

based picture could never fully capture the organic world” (Ruse, 3).   In the 1940s–50s, 

a systems theory and model began to emerge.  It presented a more holistic approach to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22	  While the Western world was swept with mechanistic thinking, many indigenous 

cultures continued to view Earth as an organism, but, unfortunately, their view of Earth was not 
the one printed in our textbooks.     
	  

23	  As Isadora Duncan is thought of as the mother of modern dance, James Hutton is 
thought of as the father of geology.  See chapter 3, the section entitled “Arriving at a Dynamic 
View of Earth,” for further context regarding his contribution to our current conceptions of Earth. 
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understanding our planetary environment by suggesting that, as a system, Earth is 

essentially more than the sum of its parts.  James Lovelock’s Gaia Theory of the 1980s 

applies a systems model to Earth, explaining that the atmosphere, biosphere, and 

geosphere work together in an integrated way to maintain a sort of planetary homeostasis 

(Lovelock, 13).  Lovelock sees Earth as a living planet, but he recognizes that “The idea 

that the Earth is alive is at the outer bounds of scientific credibility” (Lovelock, 3).  He 

and others knew that it would take “a view from outside to glimpse the possibility that 

this combination might consist of a single giant living system” (Ruse, 2).  One hundred 

and eighty-four years after Hutton’s statement to the Royal Society of Edinburgh, 

NASA’s Apollo program introduced Americans to the astonishing view of Earth as seen 

from Earth’s moon.  In the decades that followed this significant event, scientists like 

Lovelock devoted their research to developing a more holistic understanding of Earth.  

While Lovelock’s Gaia theory had no intention of recasting Earth in anthropomorphic 

terms, it does attempt to see Earth as a living system.  

Over the course of the past seven years, my teaching, artistic work, and 

scholarship have been devoted to advocating for a contemporary view of Earth as a 

dynamic system, specifically Earth as a dynamic body in motion.  My research has 

integrated geology and dance as two distinct, but relatable, ways of knowing in an effort 

to deepen our personal and physical relationship with Earth and our terrestrial 

environment.  In the process, I have hoped to inspire dancers, scientists, educators, 

students, and audiences to think about our fundamental connection with the terrestrial 

environment—to see ourselves as an extension of this environment and vice versa.  

Possessing a greater terrestrial awareness acknowledges that we cannot experience 
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movement in our bodies without simultaneously engaging with atmosphere, gravity, and 

terrestrial support.   One of my original research questions was, could dance be used to 

develop a sensuous, palpable understanding of Earth?  I believe that this dissertation has 

shown that dance can do just that.  Furthermore, the question might be enlarged as 

follows:  can dance be a medium through which we can develop concerned, committed, 

and responsible attitudes toward the planet?  I think that the answer to this question is one 

of the very important implications of this study.  In the words of a student who 

participated in Dancing Earth, Dancing Body: 

I have become more aware of my affect on the environment.  Our encounters, our 
interactions with Earth do have a significant influence on the natural world, as 
global warming and pollution have demonstrated.  I don’t think that simply 
reading and hearing about the way that our decisions affect the Earth is enough 
to change our habits and our behavior.  I think this class was special for me 
because I embodied Earth, and through it I innately sensed my connection with it.  
I think if more people could have the same experience I had, their appreciation 
for Earth would be revived, and that could potentially alter the choices we make 
and ultimately save our Earth from deteriorating entirely. 
 

Hearing this opinion from a Dancing Earth, Dancing Body student is both encouraging 

and reaffirming.  As I carry my GeoDance repertory and geosomatic movement practices 

forward, I intend to continue to use my platform as an artist and educator to foster a 

greater sensitivity of our terrestrial environment in the hopes of influencing real positive 

change in the state of our planet. 
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APPENDIX A:  
LIST OF COMPLETE GEODANCE REPERTOIRE 

 

Tectonic Suite 
Debuted December 5, 2008 at Roschell Performing Arts Center, Franklin  
and Marshall College (Commissioned by Franklin and Marshall College)  
Music: Pat Daugherty 
Costume Design: Gregory Powell 
Lighting Design: John Whiting 
Dancers: 17 undergraduate students at Franklin and Marshall College 
Program note:  

This work is informed by the geologic theory of plate tectonics, which 
provides a comprehensive view of Earth’s dynamic processes.  Plate 
tectonic theory recognizes that Earth’s outer shell, the lithosphere, is 
broken into plates that are constantly shifting location and changing in 
shape and size.  Some geologists refer to plate tectonic theory as “the 
dance of the continents.” 

  
Earthling: a Dance on Film 

Debuted February 13, 2009 at Conwell Dance Theatre, Temple University  
(Supported by a grant from Temple University’s Provost’s Commission on the  
Arts) 
Music and Cinematography: Pat Daugherty 
Dancer: Jennifer Conley 
Program notes:  

All footage was filmed inside of Death Valley National Park, Ca and Red  
Rocks State Park, Ca.  

 
Of Geysers and Hotsprings 

Debuted February 13, 2009 at Conwell Dance Theatre, Temple University  
(Supported by a grant from Temple University’s Provost’s Commission on the 
Arts) 
Music: Pat Daugherty 
Costume Design: Gregory Powell 
Lighting Design: Leigh Mumford 
Dancers: Erin Cairns, Carolina del Hierro, Jessica Warchal  
  

Deep Time Waltz 
Debuted February 13, 2009 at Conwell Dance Theatre, Temple University  
(Supported by a grant from Temple University’s Provost’s Commission on the 
Arts) 
Music: Pat Daugherty 
Costume Design: Gregory Powell 
Lighting Design: Leigh Mumford 
Dancer: Jamie R. Laughlin 
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Program note:  
Geologists look into the abyss of deep time.  By examining physical 
evidence in the present they are able to construct the evolutionary history 
of Earth.  As James Hutton, the father of modern geology once stated, “the 
present is the key to the past.” 

 
Planetary Body 

Debuted February 13, 2009 at Conwell Dance Theatre, Temple University  
(Supported by a grant from Temple University’s Provost’s Commission on the 
Arts) 
Music: Pat Daugherty 
Costume Design: Gregory Powell 
Lighting Design: Leigh Mumford 
Dancer: Jennifer Conley 

 Program note:  
In the 1970’s, James Lovelock proposed the Gaia hypothesis, perceiving 
Earth as a living organism that is both self-organizing and self-regulating.  
He has since refined this hypothesis into the Gaia theory, “which predicts 
that the climate and chemical composition of Earth are kept in 
homeostasis for long periods until some internal contradiction or external 
force causes a jump to a new stable state.”   

 
Subterranean Stream 

Debuted December 4, 2009 at Roschel Performing Arts Center, Franklin  
and Marshall College 
Music: Pat Daugherty 
Costume Design: Virginia West 
Lighting Design: John Whiting 
Dancers: 14 undergraduate students at Franklin and Marshall College 
 

Pieces of Pele 
Debuted October 15, 2010 at Conwell Dance Theatre, Temple University 

 Music: Pat Daugherty 
 Costume Design: Jennifer Conley 
 Lighting Design: Caitlin Quinn 
 Dancer: Jennifer Conley 
 
Terrestrial Rhythms 

Debuted December 2010 at Talented Unlimited High School, New York  
City (Commissioned by the Martha Graham School of Contemporary Dance) 
Music: “Take Five” and “Unsquare Dance,” by Dave Brubeck 
Costume Design: Gregory Powell 
Lighting Design: Judith Daitsman 
Dancers: 16 seniors from Talented Unlimited High School for the Performing 
Arts 
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Geomorphic Odyssey 
Debuted June 24, 2011 at Stephens College (Commissioned by Stephens  
College dance department)  
Music: “Bolero,” by Maurice Ravel 
Costume Design: Nicole Beasley 
Lighting Design: Jennifer Kilgore 
Dancers: 16 undergraduate students at Stephens College 

 
Pieces of Pele II 
 Debuted November 29, 2012 at Franklin and Marshall College 
 Music: Pat Daugherty 
 Costume Design: Virginia West 
 Lighting Design: John Whiting 
 Dancers: 10 undergraduate students at Franklin and Marshall College 
 
Symbols in Rock 
 Debuted November 21, 2013 at Franklin and Marshall College 
 Music: Pat Daugherty 
 Costume Design: Virginia West 
 Lighting Design: John Whiting 
 Dancers: 23 undergraduate students at Franklin and Marshall College 
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APPENDIX B:  
DANCING EARTH, DANCING BODY SYLLABUS, SPRING 2010 

 
TDF 272, Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 
TR 10-11:20, Holmberg-Eichman Studio 

 
Course Description 

How do our bodies reflect geologic processes?  How does Earth influence and 
shape the ways we move?  How can we embody theories and models of Earth science 
through dance practice?  Dancing Earth, Dancing Body is a studio-based course that 
explores these questions through multiple dance practices, readings, films, discussions, 
and guest lectures.  Theories and models that describe Earth’s dynamic systems of motion 
are embodied in the practice of dance technique, visual imagery, and creative 
improvisation.  There are no pre-requisites for this course and no previous dance training 
is required.  
 
Learning Goals 
Students will: 

• Understand a fundamental connection with Earth by developing awareness of the 
body’s internal environment, skeletal alignment, relationship with gravity, 
interaction with atmosphere, and support from the floor. 

• Learn a sensual approach for understanding Earth science that involves visual 
imagery, movement explorations, dance improvisation and composition.  

• Explore movement potential through multiple movement explorations, group 
studies, and the creation of a series of solo Earth-based dance studies.  

• Develop and assess an awareness of Earth as an ever changing body that is 
animate in its own unique way. 

• Develop and assess an awareness of bodily connections with Earth and articulate 
this perspective linguistically in a final paper and kinesthetically through a final 
project.  

• Learn cultural perspectives on the relationship between body/Earth and 
culture/nature. 

• Understand a vital connection between the sciences and arts.  
 
Requirements and Policies 

1. There are no texts required for this course.  All reading materials will be posted 
on Edisk.  Readings include: 

Dowd, Irene.  Taking Root to Fly: Articles on Functional Anatomy.  New  
York: Irene Dowd, 2001. 

Foster, Susan Leigh.  “Twice the Earth Shaken Wonderfully.”  Studies in  
the Theatre and Performance 21 (2007): 151-170. 

Hamilakis, Yamilis and Mark Pluciennik, Sarah Truelow, eds.  Thinking  
Through the Body: Archaeologies of Corporeality.  New York: 
Klumer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2002.   

Keller, Edward A., and Robert Blodgett.  Natural Hazards: Earth’s  
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Processes as Hazards, Disasters and Catastophes.  New Jersey: 
Pearson Prentice Hall, 2008. 

Locklove, James.  The Ages of Gaia.  New York: W.W. Norton and Co.,  
1988. 

Morgenroth, Joyce.  Speaking of Dance: Twelve Contemporary  
Choreographers on Their Craft.  New York: Routledge, 2004. 

Olsen, Andrea.  Body and Earth: an Experiential Guide.  Hanover:  
Middlebury College Press, 2002. 

Stodelle, Ernestine.  The Dance Technique of Doris Humphrey and its  
Creative Potential.  New Jersey: Princeton Book Company  
Publishers, 1978.  

Tarbuck, Edward J. and Frederick K. Lutgens. Earth: an Introduction to  
Physical Geology.  New Jersey: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2008. 

Todd, Mabel E.  The Thinking Body: A Study of the Balancing Forces of  
Dynamic Man.  New York: Paul B. Hoeber Inc, 1937.  

2. Attendance Policy: 
This course requires your presence, your embodiment, in order for you to learn; for this 
reason, only two absences (excused or unexcused) are permitted without affecting your 
attendance grade.  Beginning with the third absence, your attendance grade will drop a 
full increment (from an A to A-, A- to B+, and so on).  When you miss class, you are 
responsible for the work missed. 

3. Lateness policy: 
 You will be considered late when you arrive after the start of class and if you arrive  
 more than 15 minutes late you will be counted absent.  Consistent lateness will affect  
 your final grade. 

4. Observing class: 
Students are allowed to observe no more than two classes for reasons of injury or illness.  
If you are observing class you are expected to stay engaged with the subject matter and to 
take notes that critically evaluate the class activities, which are to be handed in at the end 
of class. 

5. Studio etiquette: 
No food, drinks or street shoes are allowed on the studio floor.  All wireless devices 
(excluding the use of laptops for note-taking) must be turned off at the top of class.   

6. Appearance: 
Students need to wear footless tights/leggings and leotards/tight fitting tops with their 
hair pulled back and off their neck.  No baggy tops or baggy bottoms are allowed because 
it is essential for the instructor to be able to see your alignment and muscular activity.  
Minimal jewelry. 

7. Always bring pen and paper (or laptop) to class. 
 
Assignments and Evaluation 

1. 10% Attendance: 
Following two absences, attendance percentage will drop a full letter grade per 
additional absence. 

2. 30% Participation: 
You will receive a daily participation grade based on the following rubric: 
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 0; student did not participate in any way 
 1; student did not participate in movement exercises but did participate in  

class discussions 
2; student did participate in movement exercises but did not participate in  

class discussions 
  3; student participated in movement exercises and contributed to class  

discussions 
3. 20% Journals: 

You will be asked to maintain a journal that is reflective of your class 
experiences.  Journal entries should address your understanding of topics and 
concepts presented in class, what worked for you and why, what didn’t work for 
you and why not, what you connected with and why, anything that was 
challenging and why, and any “Aha!” moments.  Additionally, you may use your 
journal to write poetry, create imagery, and document your compositional studies.  
Journals will be collected periodically to check the completion of daily journal 
entries.  

4. 10% Reflective Papers: 
There will be three, two-page reflective writing assignments due over the course 
of the semester.  One will explore your understanding of dance, another will 
explore your understanding of body, and the third will address a topic from the 
first two units that you connected with the most.  

5. 10% Final Paper: 
At the end of the semester, you will be asked to write a six-page paper that 
addresses your understanding of the Earth/body connection.  

6. 20% Final Project: 
The final project has two aspects, a group study and a solo study.  First you will 
be assigned to a small group of four to five students and will be asked to create a 
group composition or structured improvisation based on one or more of the topics 
covered in class.  You will need to have a specific understanding of what you are 
dancing and be able to talk about the creative process involved.  Each piece 
should be between three and five minutes long, incorporate a sound score and 
simple costuming.  In addition to these group studies, students will be given the 
choice of presenting their short repertoire of Earth-based micro studies as either a 
solo or group performance.   

 
 
 
 

Daily Class Plan 
 
Tuesday, January 19: Introductions, review syllabus  

 
Thursday, January 21: What is dance?  Introducing movement and improvisation 

Assignment Due:  Write a two-page double spaced reflection paper that addresses  
the following: what is dance and what are some universal elements of 
dance?    
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Part I: Elements of our Internal Landscape 
 

Tuesday, January 26: Gaseous Body/breath 
Assignment Due:  Write a two-page double spaced reflection paper that addresses  

the following: what is body?  
Read: Andrea Olsen’s Chapter 16: “Breath and Voice”, pp112-117 

 
Thursday, January 28: Mineral Body/bones  
 Read: Olsen’s Chapter 14: “Bones”, pp95-102 
 
Tuesday, February 2: Molten Body/muscles  

Read: Olsen’s Chapter 18: “Muscle”, pp127-132 
 

Thursday, February 4:  Fluid Body/inner ocean 
 Read: Olsen’s Chapter 24: “Fluids”, pp171-175 
 

Part II: Connecting with Environment 
 
Tuesday, February 9: Gravitation, counterthrust, and center of gravity  
 Read: Irene Dowd’s Chapter 3: “Finding your Center”, pp19-29  
 
Thursday, February 11: Weight and shift of weight  
 Read: Doris Humphrey’s The Art of Making Dances, pp105-109 
 
Tuesday, February 16: Body as Landscape  
 Read: Paul Rainbird’s “Marking the Body Marking the Land”, pp233-244 
  
Thursday, February 18: Body as Landscape 
 Read: Morgenroth’s Speaking of Dance Chapter 8, “Eiko Otake”, pp117-136   
 
Tuesday, February 23:  Body as Climate 
 Read:  Olsen’s Chapter 17: “Air”, pp120-124 
 
Thursday, February 25:  Master class in traditional Hawaiian dance with Mika Cox 

Read: TBA 
 

Part III. Earth/body Connection 
 

Tuesday, March 2: Earth as superorganism; dancer/geologist connection  
 Read: James Lovelock’s Chapter 1: “Introductory” from, pp3-14 
 
Thursday, March 4: Guest lecturer from geology department 

Read: TBA 
 

Tuesday, March 9:  Introduction to deep time 
Read: Olsen’s Chapter 5: “Underlying Patterns: Earth”, pp23-27 
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Thursday, March 11:  Deep time as evidenced in caves and caverns 
Read: Excerpt from Earth Chapter 17: “Ground water”, pp458-59 and 475-478 

 
March 12-March 21 Spring Break  
 
Tuesday, March 23: Introduce “the dance of the continents” 

Read: Excerpt from Earth Chapter 2: “Plate Tectonics a Scientific Revolution”,  
pp36-43 
 

Thursday, March 25: Properties of boundaries of plate tectonics 
 Read: Excerpt from Earth Chapter 2: “Plate Tectonics a Scientific Revolution”,  

pp54-60 
 
Tuesday, March 30: Embodying systems of geysers and hotsprings 
 Read: Dowd’s Chapter 2: “On Breathing”, pp13-18 
 
Thursday, April 1: Embodying geysers and hotsprings 

Read: Excerpt from Earth Chapter 17: “Ground water”, pp466-469 and excerpt  
from Natural Hazards Chapter 4: “Volcanoes”, pp104-106 

 
Tuesday, April 6: Embodying volcanic systems: lava flows 

Read: Excerpt from Earth Chapter 5: “Volcanoes and Other Igneous Activity”,  
pp126-133 

 
Thursday, April 8: Embodying volcanic systems: pyroclastic eruptions/introduce final  

paper* 
Read: Excerpt from Earth Chapter 5: “Volcanoes and Other Igneous Activity”,  

pp134-140 
  

Tuesday, April 13:  Embodying Earthquakes: faultlines and fissures 
Read: Natural Hazards Chapter 2: “Earthquakes”, pp38-48 

 
Thursday, April 15:  Embodying Earthquakes/introduce final project* 

Read: Susan Leigh Foster’s “The Earth Twice Shaken Wonderfully”, pp151-163 
  
Tuesday, April 20:  Work on Final Projects 
 
Thursday, April 22: Work on Final Projects 
 
Tuesday, April 27:  Work on Final Projects; SPOT evaluations 
 
Thursday, April 29: Final Project Presentation; wrap-up discussion  
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APPENDIX C: 
 DANCING EARTH, DANCING BODY SYLLABUS, SPRING 2013 

 
TDF 271: Dancing Earth, Dancing Body 

Spring 2013, Franklin and Marshall College  
 
How do we physically resonate with our terrestrial environment? In what ways does 
Earth shape and influence the way we move?  How can theories and models from Earth 
science be explored through dance practice? How can the study of dance reveal a deeper 
understanding of Earth? Dancing Earth, Dancing Body is a studio-based dance course 
that explores these queries through dance practice, reading and writing.  Through 
improvisation, visual imagery, technique and composition we will explore various 
models and theories from Earth science.  We will study a variety of creative approaches 
to working with the environment and perhaps develop our own unique approach in the 
process.   
  
In addition to the questions mentioned above, students will also consider the following as 
the semester progresses:   

1. How has culture influenced and shaped our relationship to Earth? 
2. How can I continue to expand my environmental awareness through greater body 

awareness? 
3. What is the value of learning a sensuous approach to science? 

 
As our course learning objectives, students will: 

1. examine the relationship of our experience of body with the terrestrial 
environment; 

2. increase body awareness with specific focus on how structure and alignment is 
supported by our relationship with gravity, atmosphere, and terrain; 

3. study various Earth-based approaches to dance improvisation and composition; 
4. create a unique Earth-based approach to dance composition for a final project; 
5. study the metaphorical relationship between our dynamic physiological system 

and Earth’s dynamic geosystem; 
6. learn creative approaches to working with scientific ways of knowing; 
7. study the work of various choreographers and cultures whose dance traditions 

resonate with the environment; 
8. practice self-assessment skills; 
9. articulate both verbally and in writing understanding of course concepts. 

 
Requirements and policies: 

1. All readings will be posted on eDisk.  A bibliography of our course readings 
include: 

Dowd, Irene.  Taking Root to Fly: Articles on Functional Anatomy.  New  
York: Irene Dowd, 2001. 

Keller, Edward A., and Robert Blodgett.  Natural Hazards: Earth’s  
Processes as Hazards, Disasters and Catastrophes.  New Jersey:  
Pearson Prentice Hall, 2008. 
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Lovelock, James.  The Ages of Gaia. New York: W.W. Norton and Co.,  
1988. 

Morgenroth, Joyce.  Speaking of Dance: Twelve Contemporary  
Choreographers on Their Craft.  New York: Routledge, 2004. 

Olsen, Andrea.  Body and Earth: an Experiential Guide.  Hanover:  
Middlebury College Press, 2002. 

Tarbuck, Edward J. and Frederick K. Lutgens.  Earth: an Introduction to  
Physical Geology.  New Jersey: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2008. 

Todd, Mabel E.  The Thinking Body: a Study of the Balancing Forces of  
Dynamic of Man.  New York: Paul B. Hoeber Inc, 1937. 
 

2. Earth-based imagery plays in important role in the creative processes of DEDB. 
As part of your preparations for class, you will often be asked to search for 
imagery related to our weekly topic.  To conduct imagery searches, you are free to 
use any online media databases, video footage, or textbooks.  Some recommended 
sites include: www.usgs.gov (under heading of “maps, imagery, and publications” 
then click on USGS photographic library), www.nps.gov, our library’s visual 
resources have a direct link to Earth Science World Image Back 
www.earthscienceworld.org, yahoo image, and numerous college and university 
Earth-science departments.  When you find an image (or images) you really 
connect with study the textures, shapes, forms, qualities, and ideas of motion that 
this image suggests.  The more you engage in this type of research, the richer your 
in-class experience will be. 
 

3. In lieu of purchasing a textbook, you are required to purchase two tickets to attend 
the following two live dance performances: 

February 27th at 7:30 PM at the Ware center (42 N. Prince Street) for The  
Rite of Spring 

April 18-20 at 7:30 at Schnader Theatre of Franklin and Marshall College,  
       Spring Dance Concert OR April 20 at 2pm at Schnader Theatre,  
       Spring Choreography Showcase  

 
4. Attendance policy: because this is a studio course, your attendance is required for 

progress to take place; therefore, only two absences will be permitted without 
affecting your final grade.  Students final letter grade will drop by 1/3 for every 
absence over two; students with more than six absences should withdraw from the 
course to avoid receiving a failing grade.  When you miss class, you are 
responsible for the work missed.  
 

5. Observing class is a way for you receive some credit for class participation if you 
are well enough to attend class but unable to dance.  You are allowed two 
observances of class for reason of injury or illness, use these wisely!  When you 
observe class, you are expected to take detailed notes on whatever activities are 
taking place and to hand those into your professor at the end of class.    
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6. Lateness policy: you will be considered late when you arrive after the start of class 
and if you arrive more than fifteen minutes late you will be counted absent.  Three 
late arrivals equal one absence. 
 

7. Absolutely no food, drinks, or street shoes are allowed on the studio floor. All cell 
phones and laptops should remain stowed away for the duration of the class.  
Always bring a pen and paper to class.  Dress in clothing that is comfortable for 
dancing, and be able to do so with bare feet.  No extreme jewelry and hair should 
be pulled back. 

 
Grading: 

1. Studio work (35% of final grade) is the largest component of your final grade. 
This takes into consideration your presence, attitude, level of focus and 
commitment to in-class material as well as your willingness to take creative risk.  
You will be given a daily numerical grade based on the following rubric:  

             0 points=student did not participate in anyway;  
   1 point=student participated and engaged with material in a minimal way  
  expressing little to no effort;  
  2 points=student participated with the material in a consistent and  
  committed way and took some creative risk;  
     3 points=student fully participated with the material in a dynamic way and  
  excelled in taking creative risk 
 

2. Weekly reflective writing assignments (15% of final grade) will be collected three 
times a semester (February 5, March 5, and April 9).  Each week you are required 
to write a two-page, double-spaced paper that reflects upon your class experiences 
and documents your growth through the course of the semester.  Consider the 
following guidelines for these entries: 

focus on an aspect or idea from the week that you resonated with the most  
and describe your connection with it (you might instead choose to 
write about something that you clearly did not connect with and 
explore the possible reasons why);   

describe any new developments in your body awareness, environmental  
awareness, or the Earth/body relationship;   

describe the imagery that you researched and how that imagery enhanced  
your understanding of the exploration on that class topic; 

in addition to these two pages, feel free to write poetry, create a drawing  
or collage, or simply document your dance compositions. 

these entries should be reflective of your experience in class rather than  
simply list what you did in class.  
 

3. You are required to write a two-page, double-spaced goal statement (5% of final 
grade) at the start of the semester and a two-page self-evaluation statement (5% of 
final grade) at the end of the semester.  Guidelines for both of these papers will be 
addressed in class.  Late papers will drop 1/3 of a letter grade for everyday 
beyond the due date. 
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4. You and a partner will be required to give a presentation (10% of final grade) on 
an Earth-based choreographer/artist that explores how they work with the 
environment in their creative process. Guidelines for this project will follow.  
 

5. You are required to attend the Ware Center’s Rite of Spring Concert and the 
Franklin and Marshall College Dance Company Spring Concert.  You are also 
required to attend two common hour workshops with Dr. Roger Thomas’ Shapes 
of Nature course. The first workshop will be Tuesday, February 26 (location 
TBA) and the second will be Tuesday, March 5 (Roschel 112).  Both will meet 
from 11:30-12:30.  We may schedule an additional class field trip to the Millport 
Conservancy in Lititz, TBA.  For each of these events, you will be asked to write 
a descriptive review (15% of final grade) of the experience, details to follow.  
 

6. You and a small group of dancers will be required to create a final group dance 
composition (15% of final grade) that explores your own Earth-based approach to 
dance.  Each group will perform their piece in an open-house showing during our 
last day of class. Guidelines on this project will follow soon after spring break.    

 
 35% Studio work and participation in class discussions 
 15% Weekly reflective writing assignments 

10% Presentation  
15%  Attendance at reviews of three (possibly four) special events  

 10% Statement papers  
 15% Final project 
 
If you have physical limitations including recent, chronic injuries or any other physical 
concerns please inform the instructor on the first day of class. 
 

 
 

Daily Class Plan  
(Calendar is subject to change—you will be promptly notified of any  

amendments to the following schedule) 
Please note: readings are listed on the day that they are due 

 
Tuesday, January 15:  Introduction to course 
 Goal statement: Write a two-page statement addressing your personal goals for  

this course.  Mention at least three specific goals that you  
expect this course will help you to achieve.  Be as detailed as possible 
because this statement will become a self-evaluation tool at the end of the 
semester.  This paper is due Thursday, January 17. 

 
Thursday, January 17:  Embracing gravity 
 eDisk: Dowd, “Finding Your Center,” pp 19-29 
 Reflection paper due 
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Tuesday, January 22:  Gaseous body, atmosphere and breath 
eDisk: Olsen, “Breath and Voice,” pp112-117 and “Air,” pp120-124 

 
Thursday, January 24:  Gaseous body, geysers and hotsprings 
 eDisk: Earth, “Groundwater, ” pp466-469; excerpt from Natural  

Hazards, “Volcanoes,” pp104-106 
 Imagery search: geysers, hotsprings, paint pots  
 
Tuesday, January 29:  Mineral body, bones/sediments 
 eDisk: Olsen, “Bones,” pp95-102 
 Imagery search: sandstone, granite, the grand canyon 
 
Thursday, January 31:  Library session TBA 
 
Tuesday, February 5: Fluid body, our inner ocean 

eDisk: Olsen, “Fluids,” pp171-175 
  Journals due  
 
Thursday, February 7:  Fluid body, Earth’s water cycles 
 eDisk: Earth, “Running Water,” pp424-434 
 Imagery search: flowing water, water falls, aerial view of rivers/streams 
 
Tuesday, February 12:  Molten body, muscles 
 eDisk: Olsen, “Muscles,” pp127-132 
 
Thursday, February 14:  Molten body, lava flows 

eDisk: Earth “Vocanoes and Other Igneous Activity,”  pp126-133 (special  
attention to pp132-133) 

 Imagery search: Aa and pahoehoe lava flows 
 
Tuesday, February 19:  Earth as integrated system 
 eDisk: Lovelock, “Introductory,” pp3-14 
 Imagery search: Earth from space (www.nasa.gov) 
 
Thursday, February 21:  Native American dances and ideas 
 eDisk: Waters, 186-189; 264-273 
 Imagery search: Native American animal dances (deer dance, buffalo dance) 
 
Tuesday, February 26:  La Sacre du Printempe (Rite of Spring) 

Listen to Part I of Stravinsky’s La Sacre du Printempe (Rite of Spring) on the  
Classical Music Database accessible through Library database links (Part I  
is known as “Adoration of the Earth” and run time is approximately 16 
minutes) 

 
*Tuesday, February 26: Common Hour Collaboration with Rodger Thomas’ FND 107:  

The Shapes of Nature, from 11:30-12:30, location TBA 
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*Ware Center Concert Wednesday, February 27 at 7:30 
 
Thursday, February 28:  La Sacre du Printempe 
 eDisk: Berg, “A Song of the Earth,” pp33-41 
 
Tuesday, March 5:  Presentations 
 Journals due 
 
*Tuesday, March 5: Common Hour Collaboration with Rodger Thomas’ FND 107: The  

Shapes of Nature, from 11:30-12:30, ROS 112 
 
Thursday, March 7: Presentations 
 
SPRING BREAK 
 
Tuesday, March 19:  Plate tectonics 
 eDisk: Excerpt from Earth “Plate Tectonics a Scientific Revolution,” pp36-43 
 
Thursday, March 21:  Plate tectonics 
 eDisk: Excerpt from Earth “Plate Tectonics a Scientific Revolution,” pp54-60 
 
Tuesday, March 26: Deep time 
 eDisk: Olsen, “Underlying Patterns: Earth,” pp23-27 
 
Thursday, March 28:  Deep time as evidenced in caves and caverns 
 eDisk: Excerpt from Earth, “Ground Water,” pp458-59 and 475-478 
 Imagery search: stalactites, stalagmites, caverns  
 
Tuesday, April 2:  Body as landscape 
 eDisk: Gibson, “The Environment as a Source of Stimulation,” pp7-11 and  

Halprin, “Earth Dances: The Body Responds to Nature’s Rhythms,” 
pp212-225 

 Imagery search: landscape/environment of your choice 
 
Thursday, April 4: Body as landscape 
 eDisk: Morgenroth, “Eiko Otake,” pp117-136 
 Imagery search: landscape/environment of your choice 
 
Tuesday, April 9:  Body as landscape (Fieldtrip to Millport Conservancy) 
 eDisk: Westley, “Why systems of People and Nature are not just Social and  

Ecological Systems,” pp103-119 
Journals due 

 
Thursday, April 11:  Body as landscape  
 eDisk: Barrere, “The Hula in Retrospect,” pp58-66  
 Imagery search: Hawaiian islands, traditional Hula 
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Tuesday, April 16:  Final Projects  
 
Thursday, April 18:  Final Projects 
 
*Thursday 18-Saturday 20 at 7:30, Spring Dance Concert, OR April 20 at 2pm, Spring  

Choreography Showing   
 
Tuesday, April 23:  Final Projects 
 
Thursday, April 25:  Final Projects Showings 
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APPENDIX D:  
IRB PROPOSAL AND CONSENT FORMS 

 
 
I. CHARACTERISTICS OF POTENTIAL SUBJECTS 
 
A. About how many subjects will you need?                                                                         

I will be studying existing data so I do not need subjects at this point, however; 
my existing data consists of materials collected from a population of students that 
I taught in a course I created at Franklin and Marshall College for Spring of 2010 
entitled, Dancing Earth, Dancing Body (DEDB).  There were twenty-three 
students in this course and I hope to work with materials from as many of these 
students as possible.  

  
B. Describe the potential subjects in terms of gender, age range, ethnic group,   
     economic status, and any other significant descriptors.   

At the time of their participation in my course, DEDB, the population of 
students/subjects was college sophomores, juniors, and seniors between the ages 
of 19-22.  This population embodies a variety of ethnicities--all are United States 
citizens with the exception of one international student.  The majority of the class 
is female with 5 male students and all are able-bodied students.  I did not work 
with any of the vulnerable populations as defined by the IRB.  

 
C. Indicate any special subject characteristics, such as persons with mental  
     handicaps, prisoners, pregnant women, etc.                                                                                     

I did not work with any students/subjects who have special subject characteristics. 
                              

D. What is the general state of health of the subjects?                                                        
The students/subjects who participated in DEDB are all healthy and able-bodied 
individuals. 

 
E. Describe how you will gain access to these potential subjects?                                     

I gained access to these potential subjects through my course, DEDB, which I 
taught last spring (2010) at Franklin and Marshall College.  Students freely 
enrolled in the course based on their own interest in the topics that DEDB offered.  
Throughout the semester we engaged in a sensual approach to Earth science by 
exploring a variety of movement research based on geologic theory. Now that the 
course is over and grades have been administered, I intend to ask each student for 
their informed consent to reference the materials that I collected from the course.  
These materials include excerpts of journal entries, reflective and final papers, 
written portions of the final project, and photographs and video footage of in-class 
movement explorations and the final project. 

 
F. How will subjects be selected or excluded from the study?   

All subjects/students that engaged with DEDB and are willing to participate in 
this study will be included.  I will make no effort to exclude anyone.      
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G. If subjects are from an institution other than Temple University, please indicate  
     the name of the office responsible for granting access to the subjects. 

This population of students is from Franklin and Marshall College.  I will contact 
each student/subject individually through email to administer informed consent 
forms and video/photography release forms.  In order to establish my legitimate 
access to these materials, I am in contact with Associate Dean of the Faculty, 
Dick Fluck at Franklin and Marshall College.  His phone number is (717)358-
4517 and email, dick.fluck@fandm.edu. 

 
H. If the subjects are children, anyone suffering from a known psychiatric  
     condition, or legally restricted, please explain why it is necessary to use these  
     persons as subjects. 

The subjects are not children, anyone suffering from a known psychiatric 
condition, or anyone from a legally restricted population. 

 
 
II. EXPERIMENTAL OR RESEARCH PROCEDURE 
 
A. Please describe the intended experimental or research procedure.   

My research procedure will consist of reviewing data that has already been 
collected from my course DEDB, as well as my own in-process reflections as 
recorded in my personal course notebook.  Student materials may include 
reflective essays, journal entries, final projects, and photographs and video 
footage of in class movement explorations and final projects.   I will use 
qualitative methodologies, including those of phenomenology and ethnography, to 
analyze the data collected from both my own perspective and those of my 
students.  I value student voices on the relevance of the materials taught in DEDB 
and will be searching for emergent themes and attempting to build theory based 
upon the articulation of their voices in these materials.  

 
B. Will the subjects be deceived in any way? 

No, I do not intend for subjects to be deceived in anyway.  I was transparent and 
straightforward with the students about my goals in taping in-class portions of 
movement explorations for assessment purposes and eventual research purposes. 
In addition, I will be transparent and straightforward with them about their rights 
as human subjects to refuse consent or withdraw it at any time as well as what 
measures will be taken to protect their privacy.  

 
C. To what extent will routine activities of the subject be interrupted during the  
     course of the study?   

Subjects routine activities will not be interrupted in any way, except to take the 
time to review and respond to my e-mail request for their consent. 
 

D. Indicate any compensation for the subjects.   
There will be no compensation for the subjects who participate in this study.  
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III. DATA CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
A. What procedure will you use to insure confidentiality of the data.  How will you  
     preserve subject anonymity?  

I will safe guard the confidentiality of the data by removing direct identifiers from 
all written materials and substituting coded tags.  I will keep the data files and 
code lists in separate and secure storage locations.  When referring to subjects in 
my research, I will preserve subject anonymity by referencing their code and not 
their name.   

 
IV. CONSENT PROCEDURES 
 
A. Please see my attached consent form. 
 
B. Describe how you will handle consent procedure for minors, mentally challenged  
     persons, and persons with significant emotional disturbances. 

There are no minors, mentally challenged persons, or persons with significant 
emotional disturbances in the population I am working with. 

 
V. BENEFITS OF THE STUDY 
 
A. How will any one subject benefit from participation in this study?   

Subjects might benefit from knowing that they participated in and contributed to 
the creation of new knowledge.  If they were to read the final dissertation, 
subjects might benefit from reading how an Earth/body integration theory can 
emerge from a broad spectrum of dance practices.  Subjects might also benefit 
from reading the themes and theory that emerged from their peer group. 
 

B. How will society, in general benefit from the conduct of this study?   
It is my hope that this study will contribute a greater awareness to the role that 
dance can play in fostering environmental awareness.  I hope that dance educators 
and students will recognize the relevance of terrestrial awareness in their dance 
training and uncover personal connections with Earth that will resonant with them 
throughout their lives.  Outside of the population of dance artists, I aim to 
encourage an understanding amongst all populations that our experience of body 
cannot be separated from our experience of atmosphere, terrain, and gravitation.  
In a sense, we are the terrestrial environment that we inhabit and with this 
knowledge comes a responsibility to care for and protect the well-being of our 
Earthly environment. 

  
VI. RISKS/DISCOMFORTS TO SUBJECTS 
 
A. Describe any aspect of the research project that might cause discomfort,  
     inconvenience, or physical danger to the subjects.   

I can foresee no aspects in which this study would cause discomfort, 
inconvenience or physical danger to the subjects. 
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B. Describe any long range risks to the subjects.   

It is always possible, no matter how carefully I code the data and attempt to 
protect the anonymity of subjects and the confidentiality of information, that 
someone participating in the study, if they were to read the dissertation, would 
recognize their own voice or the voice of one of their classmates in direct or 
indirect quotations incorporated into the final  document.  I do not believe there is 
anything sensitive in the subject matter under study; moreover, I will do 
everything I can to present data in the aggregate, dissociating it from particular 
identities. 

 
C. What is the rationale for exposing the subjects to these risks? 

The risk to subjects in this study is minimal and will not cause any physical harm, 
discomfort, or inconvenience.  In the event that a subject reads the dissertation 
and recognizes their voice or that of the peers in direct or indirect quotations, I do 
not believe that there is anything personally sensitive regarding the subject matter 
that would warrant psychological discomfort or harm.  The greater purpose of this 
study is to bring to light the relevance of our terrestrial environment in our 
experience of body/mind and to support this idea with theory that emerges from 
student/subjects’ materials from DEDB. By agreeing to contribute their voices to 
my research, student/subjects’ could benefit readers by fostering an awareness 
that our terrestrial environment is fundamental to our experiential understanding 
of self, body, and world.   
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Consent Form 
(To be posted on Temple University Letterhead) 

 
Participant’s Name: 
Date: 
 
Title of Research:  Terrestrial Resonance: Integrating Earth and Body through 
Movement 
 
Investigators: 
Principal Investigator, Dr. Joellen Meglin, Department of Dance, (215) 204-6284  
Student Investigator, Jennifer L. Conley, Department of Dance (410) 294-0911 
 
Purpose of Research:  The purpose of this study is to explore how our terrestrial 
environment might be made an integral component of our experience of body/mind.  The 
basic premise of this work is that our experience of body/mind is integrated into our 
experience of atmosphere, terrain, and gravitation in a meaningful and functional way.  
This interdisciplinary study integrates dance practice with geologic theory in effort to 
explore sensuous/experiential approaches to Earth science while simultaneously 
developing meaningul connections with Earth.  I have collected data for this study 
through extensive engagement in the choreographic process as well as pedagogical 
explorations in the classroom.  To help me gain further insight into the pedagogical area 
of this study, I am asking you for permission to use some of the materials that I collected 
in the course that you completed last spring at Franklin and Marshall College entitled 
Dancing Earth, Dancing Body.  The materials may include excerpts of journal entries, 
reflective essays, final papers, collective poetry, photographs, and videotaping of your 
final project and movement explorations in-class.  I intend to analyze these materials 
through qualitative methods from the fields of ethnography and phenomenology in order 
to discover emergent themes and ultimately build theories about our body/mind 
connection with Earth.  Please be assured that appropriate steps will be taken to maintain 
your confidentiality and anonymity in this study.  Direct identifiers connecting you to 
your work will be replaced with coded signifiers and the lists matching identifiers and 
codes will be kept in separate files and stored in separate and secure locations.      
 
Consent:  I understand that I am being asked to participate in this study because of my 
studies with the doctoral student investigator, Jennifer L. Conley, who taught a course 
that I completed last spring (2010) at Franklin and Marshall College entitled Dancing 
Earth, Dancing Body (DEDB).  I understand that I am being asked to allow this doctoral 
student investigator to reference my materials from DEDB for her dissertation study, 
Terrestrial Resonance: Integrating Earth and Body through Movement.  These materials 
may include excerpts of journal entries, reflective essays, final papers, collective poetry, 
photographs, and videotapes of my final project and movement explorations in class.  I 
understand that these materials will be analyzed through qualitative methods from the 
fields of ethnography and phenomenology in order to discover emergent themes and 
meanings from our work.  I understand that fragments of my writing may be directly 
quoted or indirectly referenced in this study.   
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I understand that steps will be taken to assure my confidentiality in this study by 
removing all direct identifiers from my data and replacing them with coded signifiers.  
The lists of identifiers and codes will be kept as separate files and stored in separate and 
secure locations.  I understand that there exists a possibility that these lists may be 
reviewed by university or college personnel at Temple University and/or Franklin and 
Marshall College but no other agency or organization will have access to these files.   
 
I understand that my participation in this research is completely voluntary and I am free 
to decide whether or not I agree to permit my DEDB materials to be included in this 
study.  Non-participation in this study would not prejudice future interactions with the 
doctoral student investigator or Temple University.  I understand further that I may refuse 
consent or withdraw from this study at any time. 
 
I understand that my participation in this study is retroactive and that I am not being 
asked to currently offer any more time or energy than is required of me to read, ask any 
questions I may have,  and decide whether or not to participate in this study. 
 
I understand that I will not receive any fees or compensation for my participation in this 
investigation. 
 
I understand that any questions about my rights as a research subject should be directed 
to Mr. Richard Throm, Office of the Vice President for Research, Institutional Review 
Board, Temple University, 3400 N. Broad Street, Philadelphia, Pa 19140, (215) 707-
8757.   
 
Signing your name below indicates that you have read and understand the contents of this 
Consent Form and that you agree to take part in this study. 
 
 
Participant’s Signature:      Date: 
 
________________________________________________ ____/____/2011 
 
 
Investigator’s Signature:      Date: 
 
________________________________________________            ____/____/2011 
Jennifer L. Conley, (410)294-0911, jlctree@yahoo.com 
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Permission to Use Photography 
(To be posted on Temple University letterhead) 

 
Investigator’s Name:  Jennifer L. Conley 
Department: Dance 
Project Title: Terrestrial Resonance: Integrating Earth and Body through Movement 
 
 
Subject:__________________________ Date:_______/____/2011 
 
I give doctoral student investigator, Jennifer L. Conley permission to use photographs of 
me that were taken during my participation in the course entitled Dancing Earth, 
Dancing Body (DEDB).  These photographs are all group images featuring four or more 
dancers at work in the creation of final projects for DEDB and will be used only as a part 
of a research project at Temple University.  I have already given written consent for my 
participation in this research project.  At no time will my name by used. 
 
I give permission for these photographs to be used during the duration of this study from 
Spring 2011-Spring 2013.  Data will be stored for three years after completion of this 
study. 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request, the 
photographs will no longer be used.  This will not affect my care or relationship with the 
doctoral student investigator in any way. 
 
I understand that I will not be paid for being photographed or for the use of 
photograph(s). 
 
If I want more information about the photograph(s), or if I have questions or concerns at 
any time, I can contact:  
 
Jennifer L. Conley 
Department of Dance 
Temple University 
jlctree@yahoo.com 
(410) 294-0911 
 
This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be kept by the person(s) named 
above.  
 
Please print 
Subject’s Name: 
Date: 
Address: 
Phone: 
Subject’s Signature: 
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Permission to Use Videotape(s) 
(To be posted on Temple University letterhead) 

 
Investigator’s Name:  Jennifer L. Conley 
Department: Dance 
Project Title: Terrestrial Resonance: Integrating Earth and Body through Movement 
 
 
Subject:__________________________ Date:_______/____/2011 
 
I give doctoral student investigator, Jennifer L. Conley permission to use videotape(s) of 
me that were taken during my participation in the course entitled Dancing Earth, 
Dancing Body (DEDB).  This footage is of final project presentations and movement 
exercises in class.  This videotape(s) will be used only as a part of a research project at 
Temple University.  I have already given written consent for my participation in this 
research project.  At no time will my name by used. 
 
I give permission for these videotape(s) to be used during the duration of this study from 
Spring 2011-Spring 2013.  Data will be stored for three years after completion of this 
study. 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request, the 
videotape(s) will no longer be used.  This will not affect my care or relationship with the 
doctoral student investigator in any way. 
 
I understand that I will not be paid for being videotaped or for the use of these 
videotapes. 
 
If I want more information about the videotape(s), or if I have questions or concerns at 
any time, I can contact:  
 
Jennifer L. Conley 
Department of Dance 
Temple University 
jlctree@yahoo.com 
(410) 294-0911 
 
This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be kept by the person(s) named 
above.  
 
Please print 
Subject’s Name: 
Date: 
Address: 
Phone: 
Subject’s Signature: 


