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into the light after watching the performance the audience was given the sense of
beating death, yet it was clear that not everyone was as lucky as they were. The
image of Goode writhing in the casket represented the slow deaths that many had
died in the past 10 years, while their friends, lovers and family were forced to stand

by and watch.

Goode’s “The Recondition Room”, Courtesy of the California College of the Arts Vault

Goode relied heavily on imagery and symbolism to force a change within his
audience members. The symbolism of the casket and his soon-to-be corpse linked
the piece to the queer activist movement, as the dead body appeared frequently as a
motif in protests and performances. In 1996, a few years after Goode’s performance,
David Rousseve debuted Whispers of Angels, a dance piece about a gay African

American man dying before his time. This piece featured “conventional” modern
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dances, including group numbers and energetic pas de deux.1?* The unique part of
this performance was that it featured a script written by Rousseve that told the tale
of a young black man, dying of AIDs, who had an abusive father. While the piece may
be emotionally charged from beginning to end, it reaches its climax during a solo at
the end of the piece, where the protagonist stands naked on stage. He alternates
between muttering to himself and making gurgling sounds, reminiscent of the last
sounds the body makes, before life passes from it. His body undulates with each
breath and he reaches his shaky had up towards the sky, then collapses to the floor,

as he mutters “hold my hand.”

Y :
The Final Moments of “Whispers of Angels”- Courtesy of David Rousseve

Thus Rousseve also uses death as a theme to ignite action within his audience
members, but instead of summoning the grotesque, he uses vulnerability to confront
the audience with the reality of a young vibrant male dying before his time, while

also tapping into a universal sense of humanity and loss.
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Fear of Contamination

AIDS profoundly affected the course of every artistic sector in the U.S,,
including the fashion industry, theatre, dance, and visual arts. While the effects of
the AIDS epidemic were profoundly felt in all of these areas, each sector dealt with
the epidemic in vastly different ways. While the fashion and theatre worlds were
rocked with the loss of iconic figures, the dance world stayed largely silent on the
issue of AIDS in large metropolitan areas, most notably New York.125 [t seems
paradoxical to discuss this silence after examining some of the ways that dancers
and choreographers drew attention to the AIDS crisis through their work, but it
must be noted that these previous examples were the exception, not the rule. Most
of the dance world was petrified by the loss of friends and company members, this
intense fear lead to a culture of silence. During the outbreak of the epidemic, dance
companies fought to break the association between homosexuality and dance, and
minimize the impact of the disease within dance communities.

This policy of silence was put in place by two driving factors, fear (largely
due to lack of information about AIDS transmission) and money. It is fairly simple to
trace the effect of money on the attitude of the dance community towards AIDS.
Many dance companies, back then and today, heavily relied on funding from a
variety of city, state, and federal sources. This monetary reliance gives organizations
like the National Foundation of the Arts the ability to influence the content produced
by dance companies they support. Richard Philip, the editor of Dance Magazine
during the 1980s stated “one of the reasons AIDS seems to have had a lower profile

in dance is that in this era of federal budget cuts in the arts, dance companies want
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to project a more conservative image.”126 Not surprisingly, this “conservative image”
that many dance companies sought to adhere to did not include content about
sexuality or AIDS. Thus the fear of losing funding made it impossible for any of the
leading dance companies in major American cities, especially New York, to create
any compelling or thought-provoking work, which drew attention to the AIDS crisis.
Government funding handicapped many major dance companies which lead many
new artists and smaller companies to take on the burden of AIDS activism. This
framework helps to explain the rise of artists discussed above, such as Joe Goode or
the High Risk Group in San Francisco. While they may have had meager beginnings,
the content they were creating broke the silence and gave gay dancers an avenue of
more genuine expression. In fact, the very reason that Joe Goode decided to break
from the Merce Cunningham dance company in New York, was to create a space
where he could freely express his effeminacy, strength, and sexuality without being
censored by the mainstream, federally funded dance community.12”

While funding did have a profound effect on the content created by the dance
community, the conservative appearance projected by many dance troupes was
fueled by a fear within these troupes as well as from the audience perspective.
During the first years of the epidemic there was a severe lack of knowledge about
the ways that AIDS affected those infected, and the way the virus was transmitted.
Many believed it could be transferred through saliva, sweat, or being in close
proximity with someone who was infected.?8 The homophobic climate of the U.S.
served as an incubator for rumors and fears about the LGBTQ community that were

augmented by the rampant spread of AIDS within these communities. The lack of
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knowledge about the disease dealt two major blows to the dance community. The
first detrimental effect was the fear of AIDS transmission within dance troupes.
Dancers are often in close quarters with each other, and it is not unusual for blood,
sweat and tears to be shed in dance studios every once and while. The idea of
sweaty bodies rubbing against each other during dance rehearsals was alarming for
many members of the dance community as well as the general public. This alarm
was compounded when it was taken into account that many dancers were members
of the queer community. Thus, many believed that dance studios would be the
perfect incubators for this disease, which led many dancers, gay and straight alike to
become increasingly concerned about their own safety, as well as the safety of their
peers. When recalling what it was like to live during this period, Joe Goode recalls
that he felt as if he “was walking around with a death sentence”12° for over a decade.
Through all the research conducted for this Thesis I have come to the conclusion
that the omnipresent fear of contracting AIDS pushed most dancers (distinctly those
within the queer community) in one of two directions: they either used their bodies
as a vehicle for expression of the anger, fear and loss that they felt, or they worked
exceedingly hard to try and distance themselves from the disease by distancing
themselves from the label of queer, which was often facilitated by showing off their
masculinity.

Understandably, these fears of transmission also spread into the general
public, as most audiences did not want to spend their night at the theater being
confronted with the threat of contracting AIDS, or being forced to look death

squarely in the eye. The fears of audience members had a large impact on many of
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the largest dance troupes, such as the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre and
Joffrey Ballet, who's directors both ironically died of AIDS. These companies, along
with many others, fought to keep up the facade of youth and vitality in the dance
field, which they accomplished by avoiding the topic of AIDS all together. The
differences between the mainstream dance companies and grassroots dancers and
organizations can clearly be seen in the ways in which these groups fought the
epidemic. In New York City, at the height of the AIDS epidemic, there were two
notable fundraisers put into motion by members of the dance community. The first
benefit, entitled Dancing for Our Lives! was conceived by Jason Childers, a
choreographer based in New York. The event took place in 1986 at P.S. 122, a small
performance space in downtown New York.130 All proceeds from the event were
donated to the Gay Men’s Health Crisis, and the evening was full of dances that
embraced gayness and used rage to demand action from the government and the
audience. While the event was successful, it operated on a small scale and was not
backed by any major names within the dance industry, as it was both conceived and
received by active members of the gay and lesbian community. In contrast, Lar
Lubovitch planned a large-scale AIDS fundraiser entitled Dancing for Life, at Lincoln
Center’s New York State Theatre in 1987.131 This benefit pulled together some of the
biggest names in the dance community. However, there were serious reservations
by many companies, most notably the Paul Taylor Dance company, as to how
participating in the benefit would affect the reputation of their companies. While the
event came to fruition and raised over 200 times as much money as the previous

downtown fundraiser, the word AIDS was never spoken during the course of the
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entire benefit, and the topic of queerness was never broached.!3? These two benefits
perfectly encapsulate the way that fear divided the dance community, leading the
renowned dance companies to distance themselves from the epidemic at the cost of
their own dancers and choreographers, while openly queer dancers with no
reputation to ruin, created compelling works that were often only seen by those

who already understood the urgency and tragedy of the situation.

The Ailey Effect

As the AIDS epidemic progressed, and dance companies continued to project
conservative images of their dancers to try and escape the stigma of AIDS, members
of the dance community rapidly started dying of a variety of rare diseases. As the
epidemic progressed an alarming number of mysterious diseases claimed important
figures within the dance community, including Robert Joffrey, the renowned
choreographer and creator of the Joffrey ballet, who died at the age of 57. The cause
of death, as cited by the associated press, was “ a liver ailment caused by medication
he was receiving for asthma and a muscle condition.”133 In 1989 the dance
community suffered another crippling loss with the death of Alvin Ailey at the age of
58. His doctor attributed his death to “terminal blood dyscrasia, a rare disorder that
affects the bone marrow and red blood cells.”134

As dancers continued to die, it became increasingly difficult not to suspect
that AIDS played a major role in these losses. However the stigma against AIDS was
so strong that dancers asked their friends and doctors to cite other reasons for their
death to spare their family members the pain and embarrassment of knowing that

their son or brother was engaged in homosexual activity, leading to what I refer to
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as the “Ailey Effect.” While Alvin Ailey was not the first or last dancer to die of AIDS
but chose to publically label it a rare disease instead, his life and death offers an
interesting case study to examine the effect that family and race played in
confronting sexuality and AIDS.

A few years after the death of Ailey’s mother, his close friends revealed that
AIDS was the real culprit for his death. Before his death, his friends and doctor had
promised to keep his disease a secret, as he did not want his mother or brother to
know that he engaged in sexual activity with men throughout his life.13>Coming to
terms with being queer was extremely difficult during this time, as the stigma
against homosexuality was compounded and magnified by that of AIDS. Ailey was
born in rural Texas in 1931, which further complicated his situation, as he grew up
in a time of intense racism, including Jim Crow legislation. The topic of race becomes
increasingly important as the topic of this discussion shifts from the AIDS epidemic
to discussion of sexual expression and effeminacy in dance.

Ailey was an iconic, extremely well respected figure, which makes his choice
to take his AIDS diagnosis to the grave with him all the more fascinating. Ailey was a
revolutionary figure in many ways. Out of the civil rights movement he became the
father of black modern dance, and created the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater,
which became one of the most popular touring dance companies in the world.
Through dances such as Revelations, he encapsulated themes and motifs of African
American culture, allowing his dancers to celebrate their blackness in ways that
would have been impossible 20 years earlier. When comparing his circumstance to

that of other notable choreographers, such as Arnie Zane, who used his AIDS
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diagnosis to spread awareness, it is important to include social, economic and racial
background the discussion in order to place these figures on an even playing field.

As seen in Chapter 1, many racial and ethnic communities have different
norms and expectations surrounding the concept of masculinity and queerness. As
previously discussed, homophobia and heterosexism appear to be much more
divisive forces within the African American community than other communities in
the U.S., leading many African American men exhibiting queer behavior to not
identify on the queer spectrum at all’3¢. The authors of this study believe this is due
to the hyper masculinized view of African American males, leading to a staunch
standard of masculinity within the African American community (for a better
understanding of African American masculinity please see this additional
resource’37). Operating under these rigid and hyper masculinized standards, the
reasons why members of the African American community, including Ailey,
responded covertly to their AIDS diagnoses becomes clear. Thus when examining
the ways that the AIDS epidemic shaped communities within the U.S. it is necessary
to factor race into the equation, as many communities were affected by the epidemic
in different ways.

While a discussion of race may seem out of place in this examination of queer
theory and dance during the AIDS epidemic, it would be both inaccurate and
insensitive to say that all queer communities struggled equally with the AIDS
epidemic. While white voices were the predominant voices of discontent and rage
within the artistic community, the epidemic often hit communities of color the

hardest. By 1991, 176,694 African Americans were infected with AIDS. This number



90

accounted for 23% of the AIDS diagnoses in the U.S,, even though African Americans
only accounted for 6% of the population.!38 Despite these shockingly high numbers
of infection, many members of the black community, such as Alvin Ailey, stayed
relatively silent on the issue compared to their white counterparts in the theatre
and dance community. The attitude of the black community towards AIDS can be
partially explained in the context of the ways in which these communities view
masculinity, as was briefly discussed in the pervious chapter. However, a quick
survey of the years leading up to the AIDS epidemic reveals a social and political
history that placed white and black AIDS activists in very different situations.

Even after the civil rights movement, the African American community had to
fight to gain access to social and economic opportunities, especially those in artistic
sectors. Gay African American males were not part of the image that would help
African Americans be granted equality in mainstream American culture, thus the
gay communities were often dislocated from larger African American communities,
especially during the 1980s.13% From this lens it is not difficult to spot the hardship
queer black artists, especially dancers, faced during this era, as they were
continually looking for work in companies that discriminated against their skin
color, while also being cut off from black communities for being queer. One can
imagine how the fear of a disease like AIDS would be greatly magnified in this
context, placing African Americans in extremely difficult positions. In a culture that
preyed off their supposedly hypersexual nature, they become much more
threatening if their sexuality was not oriented in the “correct” direction, which led

to intense secrecy and silence in African American communities.
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The AIDS prevention effort was crippled in these communities and the risks
that accompanied speaking out in defense of queer communities and AIDS policy
change increased. This is not to say that black men and other men of color did not
play pivotal roles in the ending the AIDS epidemic, as there a distinct examples
mobilized efforts to fight the AIDS epidemic within these communities. Two of the
most prominent examples include Howard Brown Health in Chicago, which was
founded in 1974 and has now become one of the nations largest healthcare
providers to members of the LGBTQ+ community!40. Another organization worth
note is The Gay and Lesbian Latino AIDS Education Initiative (GALAEI), which was
founded in 1989, responding to the lack of resources and support for the Latino
community during the AIDS epidemic!4l. This discussion simply serves to widen the
horizons of the conversation and to clarify how the far-reaching effects of the AIDS
epidemic affected different communities in different ways. Many chose to remain

silent, as their silence was warranted, rewarded and/or a necessity for survival.

Fear the Queer- Concluding the

Inconclusive

Through the tragedy of AIDS, artistic communities were forced to come
together to mourn the loss of friends, colleagues and lovers. Along with loss, these
communities expressed their rage via their queerness, forcing the American
government and people to take notice of them. Without the money raised through
dance fundraisers, the protests against the FDA and federal government, and the

ways the dance community put their souls into their art to humanize the gay
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community, the AIDS epidemic would have continued for many more years. The
ferocity of the dance community, in conjunction with other theatre and visual artists,
made it impossible for the government to ignore the plight of the gay and lesbian
communities, and spurred politicians and the American people to action. If not for
the bravery of dancers and choreographers across the country, many more people
would have lost their lives and the rift between gay communities and the American
public would be much wider than it is today.

Being born after the end of the worst part of the epidemic, it is easy for me to
look back on these dance performances and see them as cathartic expressions of
artists during that time. It is easy to forget the pain, courage and guts that went into
creating each piece discussed thus far, as well as many other dances not broached
here. As Joe Goode mentioned in a personal interview, he did not choose to create
pieces about AIDS and loss, he was forced to, due to the way that AIDS and grief
enveloped his entire life. When considering dance and art during this time it is also
crucial to remember that creating work about AIDS was not routine, it was
revolutionary. Using queer and infected bodies to scare spectators and policemen
alike was an act of revolt.

Any performance that included queer elements and proclamation of queer
identity was powerfully subversive and shocking for many Americans. This queer
expression served to inspire many queer community members and allies of the AIDS
revolution. In the words of the feminist scholar Peggy Phelan, song and dance are
“quintessentially queer acts,”14? and the ability of the queer community to claim

these acts gave them ammunition to resist pressure from mainstream society to
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suffer quietly. Dancers and artists alike continued to rail against the system in the
ways that they lived and died. Often elaborately staged funerals served as the final
performance for many members of the queer community.

Funeral processions tapped into aesthetics of gay celebration serving to
expose others to queer culture, and publicize the travesty of AIDS. Funeral
processions featured open caskets, reviving the corpse motif present in many dance
pieces centered on AIDS. The processions of the bodies often turned into protests, as
caskets were brought to the White House, or paraded around major urban
thoroughfares.143 On his deathbed, the AIDS activist Jon Greenberg told his friends

and family his last wish was: “I want you to burn me in the street and eat my flesh.”

"l don’t want an angry political funeral.
I just want you to burn me in the street
and eat my flesh.”

~Jon M. Greenberg

Announced to all of his friends on many occasions,
especially in crowded elevators

and in the presence of small children.

born: February 22, 1956
died of AIDS: July 12, 1993

Jon Greenberg’s funeral flyer- July 16, 1993- Courtesy of Collections of Joy Episalla, Barbara Hughes,
James Baggett and Risa Dennenberg.
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His funeral, largely facilitated by his younger brother and choreographer, Neil
Greenberg, featured a procession along First Avenue into East Village in New York
Cityl44. The whole affair was broadcast on television and Greenberg’s corpse was
the star of the show. In the words of historian David Gere “the funeral is a site
where insurgency festers and where the tactical resistance of the marginalized
other is brought into direct conflict with the strategic response of government
power and societal status quo.”1#> Thus dancers, artists and activists alike used
every medium possible to get their message across. What makes these dances,
processions acts revolutionary, however are the ways in which queer culture was
intertwined with powerful political messages. This intersection allowed the artists
to celebrate their identity while stoking a revolutionary fire that would burn well
into the Twenty-First century.

Many of the elements of dances during the AIDS epidemic are specifically
related to the horrific sickness of AIDS. The main motifs during this period include
the use of corpses or corpse poses, as well as the use of coffins, body fluids (most
notably blood, saliva, and spit), elements of queer culture (specifically elements that
arose from the queer clubbing subculture) and the uninhibited use of the body to
express rage, grief and desire. While these elements were extremely effective during
the period they were initially used in, the specific motifs do not entirely translate to
developing innovative choreography to fit the sociopolitical climate of the Twenty-
First century.

As a budding choreographer the most useful concept I learned from my

research thus far, is how to properly and effectively craft socially relevant and
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subversive messages using dance. This idea ties into the general concept of
choreopolitcs, the foundation on which this Thesis rests. As discussed in the
introduction, choreopolitics is simply the relation between movements and politics.
Studying dances produced during the AIDS epidemic led me to two major
realizations; artists are the fist line of defense protecting the public against social
injustice, and that in order to make a strong, compelling and impactful statement,
the artists have to be willing to risk their lives in the process.

The AIDS epidemic is unique in that many members of the artistic
community were directly affected by the epidemic, thus they were placed on the
front lines of the movement, whether they wanted to be there or not. However
history shows that artists are often at the forefront of every civil rights movement,
from Irish dancing as a means of rebellion against the British, to anti-apartheid
dances around the world, artists commonly serve as catalysts for social change.

Moving forward as a choreographer and artist I now see that there is no line
between art and activism. True artists bear the responsibility to be vigilant and
create work that heals the core of humanity, whether that takes the form of
providing comfort or a safe space, or pointing out flaws that must be mended in
order for society to progress. Art and activism are not mutually exclusive, but
inexorably joined. Thus creating art must not be taken lightly, as truly progressive
work, such as that seen during the 1980s, involves lots of risk without the promise
of reward. The messages that society needs to hear the most are never the ones that
people want to learn about; often the issues that are swept under the rug or secretly

felt but never stated are the ones that must be brought to light through art.
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The risks of dance are numerous, as each performer’s body is scrutinized and
their physicality must speak directly to the heart of each audience member. The
most necessary pieces are those that require the performers to turn their bodies
inside out and leave their guts, brains, heart and shit on the stage and make the
audience look at them. These revolutionary pieces require the creators and
performers to risk everything, as their reputations, careers and lives could be
decimated under the juggernaut of social change that they pushed into motion.
These artists may be trampled, ostracized or all together forgotten; but that is the

price of revolution.
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Making Connections: A Final
Touch with the Choreography

When setting out to choreograph portions of Urinetown, | had no
expectations of what the movement should look like. Through early collaborations I
learned what gestures the director Giovanni Ortega wanted to be repeated
throughout the entire play, but aside from that we did not overtly establish any
larger themes that we would actively incorporate in the choreography. The way that
the songs in Urinetown are nestled between scenes and filled with different types of
music and very overt lyrics allowed us to deal with each song individually in
determining what types of movement would best advance the plot and overall
aesthetic of the piece. While a full overview of our choreographic processes is too
lengthy to include in this discussion, [ do wish to highlight a few interesting
realizations I had through out the choreographic process.

The first facet of the choreography that surprised me was how much more
effeminate [ was making the gestures of the rich compared to the movements I gave
the poor. I had consciously intended to create distinct movement vocabularies
between the two groups to visually enhance the disparity, however I had not meant
to specifically place more effeminate gestures on the rich. In reflection on this choice,
[ realized that [ associate wealth with decadence, and decadence with effeminacy.
While there is something urgent and grimy about the direct and heavy movement,

which was often given to the poor, effeminate movement has an air of aristocracy to
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it, especially on the stage. This link between wealth and effeminate movements has
been robustly established throughout dance history, but I was surprised to find that
my subconscious mind still believed it to be true. The song “Mr. Cladwell” featured a
wide array of effeminate gestures that helped establish the status of those on stage.
While some of the gestures appeared effeminate in nature when carried out by male
actors, most of the motions were meant to be light, lifted and delicate in nature.
Thus in deconstructing this process [ must now try to decipher the ways that

effeminacy and delicacy interact and dissociate, if they do at all.

Mr. Cladwell- Courtesy of Giovanni Ortega

One of the more thought-provoking dance combinations in the piece for me
was Officer Lockstock’s small solo in “What is Urinetown”. In creating this solo I

tried to bridge the gap between the light-hearted character of Lockstock the
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narrator, and the vicious ferocity of Lockstock the policeman. Through creating this
solo with Ortega I had the realization that physical emotions and characteristics,
notably effeminacy, are relative. I had this realization when the Director instructed
me to dance the solo in a way that highlighted the conflict between the effeminate
and masculine sides of the character.

After first creating this solo, [ had not placed any effeminate gestures inside
of it (as Ortega had not yet revealed his vision for this moment), yet Ortega pointed
out several places where I pointed my toes or lifted my hands in a more balletic way,
stating that those elements introduced the topic of effeminacy to the piece. In this
moment [ realized that both in performance and life there are no set standards we
must abide by, rather expectations placed upon us determine the way we are
categorized. Officer Lockstock is a rather masculine character that displays his
virility through the subjugation of others. In the confines of a character like
Lockstock it is rather shocking to see a pointed toe or extended leg. The
expectations placed upon him make these moments stand out and force the
audience to reexamine their notions of a character and the ways in which they
categorize others. This experience helped me to realize that as choreographer I must
always consider the context of my movements in order to fully examine the impact
that they will have. In art, as in life, context is everything.

This moment also made the months of research that went into this project
feel much more tangible and real. In the fusion of this character with myself [ am
reminded of men such as Joe Goode who had to weigh the difference between

personal movement style and tendencies with the confines of masculinity in
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creating dance pieces. Growing up [ was conditioned to avoid any gesture that could
be at all construed as effeminate. As a result | have continued to fight all physical
effeminate tendencies I have in order to project myself as a strong young man,
something I have always strived to be. While this examination of dances delving into
the realm of effeminate gestures and behavior has been fascinating, and deeply
moving, it felt much more personal and daunting to actually try and apply these
thoughts and explorations within the confines of a performance piece, as they are
contrary to everything [ have been conditioned to perform over the past 21 years.

In the moment of creating this piece, and reflecting on the ways in which I
could show conflict between masculine and effeminate tendencies I felt afraid. This
fear stemmed from the fact that [ was afraid of what my friends and family would
say when confronted with me performing gestures that could be categorized as
effeminate. After creating this small solo I knew that it fit within the canon of
modern dance, and fit within the confines our the world we had created. It did not
push boundaries or delve into many of the issues discussed throughout this Thesis.
However in creating it, the small moment of fear that I felt helped me to understand
the huge risks that many of the artists discussed above were taking when
developing and performing work that challenged conceptions of gender and
sexuality. It is hard to image the amount of strength and courage it would have
taken for artists to face audiences in the 1970s or 80s and perform pieces that
would push those watching way beyond their comfort zone. This experience made
the fear and strength that these artists had tangible, and gave me a deepened

perspective of how these pieces were so pivotal in advancing dance and theatre over
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the past 30 years. [ was also struck with how I have not been using my full power as
an artist, as that fear is a necessary hurdle in creating necessary art. This experience
has inspired me to push my own personal boundaries by creating art that scares me.
By embracing the fear of the unknown and summoning the fortitude to push

through it [ hope to create art that is urgent and necessary.

Oﬂflcer Lockstock s Solo; Courtesy of Janelle Asti

“Cop Song” was perhaps the most enjoyable and rewarding number to
perform, as it fit perfectly within my comfort zone of creation and performance.
This piece is the epitome of everything dance teachers have praised me for in the
past. [t uses sharp and strong movement to convey a sense of brut force and fear.
Within these sharp elements there are softer stylized movements, which keep the
performance from becoming one-dimensional. While the style of this piece was not a

challenge for me, [ was challenged by the thematic content of the piece, as | had
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never created a dance that followed a coherent plot line. In many ways this dance
was a manifestation of the words spoken in the song, which has been something I
have always tried to avoid to do as dance teachers have often stressed the
importance of dance being able to stand alone without relying on the music for
emotional content or support. However in this piece [ was able to fuse movement
with words, which proved to be a worthwhile exploration. While there are times
that music and dance should be able to stand alone, I certainly believe that melding

the two forms of expression can create something powerful.

Cop Song- Courtesy of Giovanni Ortega



FINE.

The impetus for taking on this project was to analyze the annals of
choreographic history in order to determine the ways in which dance has been
effectively utilized in revolutionary ways. By understanding past choreographic
strategies [ hoped to gain insight into how to make more progressive,
revolutionary and impactful work in my future endeavors as a choreographer.
The last component of this project was to work as a Choreographer on Pomona
College’s production of Urinetown; The musical, which opened April 5th, 2016. I
originally planned to conduct just enough research to allow me to pull from a
variety of sources when choreographing this musical. However [ soon found
that issues of revolutionary dance are much more complex as well as socially
and politically involved that I previously thought, which led me to delve deeper
into the topics of what it means to be revolutionary and what constitutes dance.
Through this exploration of dance throughout the AIDS epidemic and the ways
that the stigma against effeminacy has shaped the course of dance history, |
have reaffirmed the power of dance to propagate cycles of oppression as well as
break them. This research has also shown the unique ways in which dance can

speak to the humanity in everyone regardless of social or political differences.

Ultimately, as a choreographer and art creator | have learned that it is
my responsibility to challenge what is socially acceptable, and create art in a
manner that allows every participant to express themselves in a way that is

truthful, without imposing preconceived notions of what they should look or act
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like. The challenge that I take away from this research is simple: listen. When
artists listen, they can clearly hear those hurting around them, and speak
directly to the root of injustice and pain without worrying about convention or

social acceptability.

In investigating the ways effeminate tendencies have largely been
banished from performance, I realized the ways in which I have trained myself
to appear more “masculine” on stage. I readily acknowledge that most dances I
create use incredible amounts of strength, which is largely due to the fact that
dance teachers have always celebrated the strength of my dancing. Being
lauded for my physical abilities has led me to realize how vulnerable I feel when
[ am asked to express genuine emotion on stage. My physical tendencies are not
always the epitome of masculinity and strength, but I have noticed the ways in
which I sterilize my dance pieces so that they reaffirm my image as a strong
male, instead of calling my masculinity into question. This research has shown
me that as a choreographer it is imperative to keep my own artistic tendencies
in mind and not enforce the norms and expectations that have been placed on
me onto others. The opportunity to work on college musical is unique because I
am able to work with many people who have never danced before, so I have the
gift of being able to help them to develop a vocabulary of expressive motions.
Throughout this process I strived to give each performer time to explore their
own movement style in order to see what feels good to them before placing my
movement on their bodies. | believe that a collaborative approach to

choreography will yield the most impactful dancing and result in a
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transformative process. While free movement exploration is important, I realize
the power in challenging performers to find the ways their bodies and motions

have been colonized by society norms.

Through pinpointing the ways that performers incorporate cultural
expectations into their movements we are be able to subvert these expectations
within our art in order to create pieces that will feel both unexpected and
liberating for the performers. The audience may not notice many of the ways in
which each performer is rebelling against personal molds that have been
created for them, however the liberating effect of these motions within each
performer will create a distinct atmosphere that will be palpable anyone in the
theater. Thus in every production I am a part of from this point on, I plan to
propagate forms of revolutionary dance by giving each performer the
confidence to tap into parts of themselves that society has repeatedly shut
down. These individual rebellions have the ability to forge a strong ensemble
and provide the fuel to maintain the spirit of revolution throughout the

rehearsal process and performances.

Examination of dance during the AIDS epidemic revealed the power of
necessity, as dance becomes something larger than art when it is created because
the artist had no other choice. This pure art formed as an act of desperation shows
that artists are the first line of defense against injustice. As the artists during this
time showed, there is no line between art and activism. As discussed in chapter 1,

we are now in a new era, where art and activism have become separate activities for
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many mainstream artists. While steps towards equity in the arts have been made
over the past 20 years, there is still a long way to go. While many white queer artists
are now capable of seamlessly integrating into artistic society, we owe it to our
community and the communities that came before us to continue to rail against
systems that limit the mobility of women, people of color and artists of different
gender identities. There will always be a new frontier of injustice, and as artists it is
our job to be vigilant and use art to combat new and old cycles of oppression,
regardless of whether they directly affect us or not. By being open and receptive to

the communities around us, and continually listening, we can do precisely that.
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