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Abstract

This paper is a personal case study of the choreographic process, a
subjective investigation of the creative process and the work produced. In
addition, an attempt is made to relate the creative work of choreography to
qualitative research, likening the art’s struggle for acceptance within the academic
system and the effort by researchers to legitimize interpretive and other more
qualitative modes of inquiry. In this effort, the author explores such issues as
the essence of knowledge, the purpose of art, and how the two relate.

Before accepting an academic job in 1989, | spent nearly 20 years as a
freelance choreographer, for awhile working as a solo artist, and then, for a long
time, directing a company. Throughout those years, | made many dances,
motivated largely by a need to express my ideas, develop new skills, and leam
about time and space and the ways in which design communicates meaning. At
the end of this long period, | entered graduate school, where | began writing. As
I worked toward a doctorate, | found myself drawn to interpretive kinds of research.
Qualitative or interpretive research—I will use these terms interchangeably—
can be defined, for the purposes of this paper, as those methodologies that
study persons and the lived experience and which acknowledge the multiplicity
of reality. Perhaps | was attracted because | found many of the values and skills
I had acquired as an artist helpful in this sort of work. | was especially drawn to
the idea that instead of trying to fitinto a preconceived form, in qualitative research
the investigator’s task is to create a form that fits the research problem. My
sense of individuality is affirmed by this work, as is my belief that perception is
inéxtricably linked to interpretation.

Historically, interpretive inquiry has not been readily accepted within the
academic world. Today, the situation is beginning to change, though slowly, within
certain disciplines. From the vantage of my present position as a professor, | can
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But it is in the kind of knowledge produced that | think the two realms are
most notably comparable: Both deal in truth or meaning that emerges from a specific
perspective and is thus subjective. In other words, both acknowledge the validity
of more than one perception of truth.

In all my work, | am guided by the belief that meaning is primarily personal,
and that despite commonalities, each of us has a point of view uniquely our own. .
With its plurality of techniques and philosophies, modern dance lends itself
especially well to this belief system. It tends to be an adaptive form, shaped, as is
qualitative inquiry, by the participants and the audience.

As an artist, my inspirations tend to come from an image or from music.
When starting a new dance, often | do not have a clear idea. Normally, | spend
hours alone in the studio considering the concept, working out movement and
listening to the music. Quite soon, however, often before | know where the dance
is going, | have to begin rehearsals. Seeing my movement on dancers helps to
flesh out the ideas and shape .the phrases into coherent structures. For me,
choreography is like a dialogue, a process of bringing ideas to the dancers who
can make them visible. Their work then gives me new ideas that | try to integrate
into the concept, and so the work progresses.

In the summer of 1994 | created a dance called “Night Between Two Days.”
As | worked, | kept a journal, hoping to bring aspects of my process into
consciousness. | have made use of the journal entries for this paper, mining them
for data on the creative process, reflecting on them much as | would the writing of
any choreographer. In a real sense, this paper is an illustration of just how related
the process of interpretive research is to the creative process. Here, my own words
have become a resource for my research on creativity. As | write this paper,
comparing the creative process to interpretive inquiry, | am also using the creative
process as a research tool.

The journal entry after the first rehearsal illustrates my uncertainty and lack
of direction at the beginning of the process:

July ll-After 5-6 sessions in the studio by myself last week, and endless
replays of the music, | was glad to finally see the movement, to be able to watch
how it blends and flows, to check the rhythmic interplay, and see how each dancer
works with the phrases, who is able to give it style and nuance so | can see where
I might be going.

I've chosen the music and composed three phrases: one for arms, one for
legs, and one for full body. | have a vague sort of costume idea but no clear direction
yet-a warm, inclusive mood, active yet open, rhythmic, perhaps ritualistic-but no
sense of the form is visible yet.

To my way of thinking, the ambiguity present at the beginning of much creative
work seems directly related to the mind-set necessary to effective qualitative inquiry.
Principles or deep structures of choreography guide the unfolding of the dance,
allowing the artist freedom to apply ideas based on individual circumstance. In the
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studied. Working with the actual words of subjects can illuminate and guide
interpretation. In hopes of revealing unique and personal perspectives, researchers
often make use of long, in-depth interviews to allow for reflection on the issues.
Just as with movement and structural ideas, language itself is neither true nor
false, but it has the capacity to influence perception, to affect what is seen and
how it is regarded. To allow expansion of vocabulary is to allow expansion of vision,
and perhaps to allow communication of unfamiliar ideas. According to a study |
participated in with Sue Stinson and Donald Blumenfeld-Jones, this is especially
helpful in understanding the construction of meaning:

To alter our language is to bring into view new perspectives on a situation,
thing, or experience. Thus, different investigations will develop differentlanguages,
all of which can account for differing experiences in the world and enhance the
possibility of understanding the stories and experiences of others. (Stinson et al.,
1990, p. 15) ‘

In other words, just as with art, this kind of restructuring can help us expand
the cognitive patterns that filter our perceptions of the world. An expanded
vocabulary may allow us to see and comprehend a different universe.

More often than not, | begin new work without a clear idea of the dance | am
starting to make. Although I trust my own process and know that | will come to
understand what needs to be done as | work, there is always the moment of doubt
that says | should already know. | try not to countenance these feelings. Although
working blindly can be torturous, it is also what draws me to create. Overall, |
prefer the not knowing, and | relish the interaction with the material, trusting that
the trial and error will lead me to a place | have not known. The best times are
when | have a new structural idea and the accompanying questions about what it
communicates. With or without the idea, however, for me the choreographic process
is always a search for clarity of meaning as much as anything else — a search for
the form that satisfies both emotion and intellect and offers up a key to its own
significance. The analogy with qualitative research is apparent in the following
passage from the study by Stinson et al.:

It should be understood that form and content are related in interpretive .
research similarly to the way they are related in choreography. In both situations,
form and content evolve together. There are no pre-existing rules which determine
this relationship. (Stinson et al., 1990, p. 14)

| find this aspect of the creative process particularly agonizing. My journal
goes on:

July 22-End of second week. | finished the first section, though part of it still

looks too much like my last dance. I've tried to just get something out there so |
can have material to work with or work from. Today, alone in the studio, | mapped
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To me, this process feels a bit like groping, the trial and error, postulation
and refutation, trying to find my way, seeking the thread of meaning. As | said
earlier, | view the process as a dialogue between myself and the dance, where | try
to grasp what is being said, to see clearly what is there and understand where it
wants to go, what the natural, inevitable outcome will be if | can allow the thus-far
intuitive process to complete itself. This process seems analogous to the process
in interpretive research, recently described by Stinson as “facing a large number
of puzzle pieces, trying to figure out how the puzzle fits together even before we
know what picture we are making” (1995). To make dances in this way, | have to
trust that once begun, the dance knows what needs to happen. At this point, then,
my job is merely to be sensitive to the work’s direction and enable it to unfold
without forcing any particular conclusion. More from my journal:

August 2-1 spent an hour with the video on Saturday, watching and re- thinking
the first section. | took out the symmetry, which seemed too formal for the sensuality
ofthe movement, and constructed some group pathways and partnering that seems
to work. Yesterday and today in rehearsal | found myself really pleased with the
first section. It's as though my process involves a necessary growth. The first
ideas | come up with sometimes are those most recently successful in previous
choreography, and I have to try them out, realize they do not work, and go beyond
them into something new.

Today we began with changes to Section 2 and still it felt kind of hokey- not
an idea that Paul Taylor would ever have gone ahead with. So | went back and sat
in the theater with my music after rehearsal and tried to image the whole section.
| realized the group should not rise by themselves but need the one to get them up
again. Then | found ways to repeat the thematic material, and | came up with an
idea for the end.

What a great feeling now, to know the ending is right, that it makes the
dance okay after all, that the third section now has a reason for being. The piece
turns out to be about transformation instead of a nightmare. ...

That feeling of Aha! is one of the major rewards of any discovery, and when
it comes, | know the dance has determined its course and found a completion that
satisfies the structural problem set up at the beginning of the process. Here, the
“Ahal” is an intuitive knowing, a sense of completion and satisfaction, and a rev-
elation of meaning within the dance. As Tharp said, “Art is about finding things out”
(1995). The process leads to a “knowledge,” that is both subjective and true: a
view of reality expressed through choreography, a metaphor that offers an
interpretation of the familiar. As subjective truth, the goal of art is to influence
perception, illuminate and reveal complex issues, and expand vision.

Just like science, interpretive inquiry and art both hold innovation and
originality as key values. All of these forms develop through an expansion of
knowledge, increasing understanding among those involved. However, unlike hard
science, both qualitative research and art emphasize the role of subjectivity and
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