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We Are Different and the Differences Matter:
Reflections on Contemporary Dance Practices
from a Dramaturg’s Point of View

Lai Sim-fong

What kind of role does a dramaturg play in the
choreographic process! What could she/he offer to

choreographers?

In 2016, | started working with two choreographers,
Rebecca Wong and Terry Tsang, as dramaturg for
their dance productions Nook and Trinity respectively.
| could not help but worry that my training in theatre
might not be useful in the choreographic process.
It happened that the 2016 Taipei Arts Festival was
organising a dance dramaturgy workshop which
was to take place in October 2016. My application
was accepted, and | was fortunate to have the
opportunity to work with the guest speaker; Gregor
Runge, the dramaturg of Germany’s Bremen Theatre.
There were 20 participants: Half of them were
dancers, and the others were critics and dramaturgs.
Even though the workshop was about dance, we
spent a great deal of time on discussion based on
the exercises given by Runge. Over the course of
three days, we discussed a wide range of topics from
the application of dramaturgical thinking in dance
to the difficulties it presents, as there were both
dancers and critics who contributed their insights

from different perspectives.

Apart from production, Runge's work for Bremen
Theatre includes curation, audience building and

educational outreach. In- Germany, dramaturg is a
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regular position in a theatre company. In theatres in
Taiwan and Hong Kong, the presence of a dramaturg
is not common at all, and it is contingent on the
choreographer's need while she/he is producing a
show. For the sake of comparison, this article focuses
on Runge’s dramaturgical work in the creative and
production process which is often process-led,
instead of his work at the institutional level. In this
article | will refer to some of the key points that
were discussed during the workshop, and offer my
response to them in the context of my collaboration

with the two aforementioned choreographers.

The importance of differences

Why does a choreographer need a dramaturg!
Runge offered us an example: Pina Bausch’s
dramaturg, Raimund Hoghe, had been a cultural
journalist, and the two met during an interview.
Pina needed Hoghe because he was different from
her, and he was able to instill different elements
into her work. With a background in criticism
or literature, dramaturgs pay greater attention
to language, narrative and interpretation. Runge
pinpointed the word “texture” and remarked
that a dramaturg’s job is to deepen the work by
creating different layers of meaning. Runge once
worked with a choreographer who wanted to use

magic in the work; however, he believed that would




make the piece too straightforward. In the initial

stage of conceptualisation and movement creation,
Runge searched for the right context and offered
suggestions about possible directions for the work.
In the end, magic was used in the work to explore
the issues of refugees and migration in Europe.
Experienced dramaturg Katherine Profeta shared
similar insights, where “for the choreographer,
working with a dramaturg could open up new
possibilities; it gives the choreographers the chance
to create a dialogue, to be influenced and last but

not least, to deepen the materials.”

Further, the cross-disciplinary approach is a popular
trend in contemporary performing arts: The collision
between dance, moving images, theatre, music and
literature leads to a complex creative process and
creates multiple layers of meaning in a single work.
This kind of process-driven creative collaboration
will be increasingly popular in the future. Runge
believes that "“the more voices/ideas the work
contains, the easier it will be to connect with the
audience. Contemporaneity is distilled and found
easily in this kind of process-driven, but not product-

driven work."" Artists have to work effectively within

a group, and with people who are very different
from themselves.Yet effective collaboration does not
mean conformity. Runge thinks that if the artists find
the right ways to disagree, it would ignite greater
creative sparks. Artists from different backgrounds
speak differently; they have to understand one
another's language to build a strong basis for

communication.

The importance of communication

From Runge's workshop design, we know that
the most important skill for choreographers and
dramaturgs is communication. While dance is about
movement, choreographers rely on language heavily
during rehearsals, such as referring to different parts
of the body and the use of metaphor in movement
creation. Every exercise we did during the three-
day workshop helped us to “unlearn and relearn”
communication. Runge compared the dramaturg
to the archaeologist: “You know very well where to
dig, you don't know what you will find, and not to
mention to define what it is”. Questioning skills are
akin to the digging tools of the archaeologist; they

are used to narrow down the focus, leading one

|. Chen Tai-yueh."The Skills of a Advisor:'Companionship in motion — a workshop on dance dramaturgy’”, Performing Arts

Review, 25 November 201 6. http://pareviews.ncafroc.orgtw/!p=22205

Hong Kong Theatre Yearbook 2016 (Dance, Xiqu, Drama)




to the heart of the work. It comes down to what

questions the dramaturg asks and the manners in

which they are asked.

When | look back on the creative processes of Nook
and Trinity, | see that the questions | asked changed
according to the needs of the choreographers.
There are a few phases in this process.

During  the

conceptualisation  phase,  the

choreographer is researching and collecting
materials. Most of the questions | ask are open-
ended questions; the goal is to understand her/him,
and to discern what is the creative direction we
looking at. The questions range from “What do you
feel?’,"Why you are interested in this?”’,“"What is it
that you are envisaging/seeing/hearing?”’ to “Where
do these idea come from?". Instead of defining the
concept, | outline all the possible directions we
could take, and write down all the details of our
conversation. In such moments, mind mapping
comes in handy. Based on the content we have

discussed, | suggest different social and historical

contexts for further discussion and research.

During the second phase, when the concept has
been defined, the choreographer shifts her/his focus
to creating movement and choreography. My focus

also shifts to interpretation, symbolism and meaning.
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| try to clarify what | see and compare it with what
she/he is thinking. The questions | ask are more
specific, and | use vocabulary like direction, texture,
speed, and parts of the body. For example, | may ask
the choreographer: “There is a lot of spinning on
the same spot, as if the dancer is trying to break free
from something. Is this a response to an idea you
had earlier?” At this stage, | might suggest several
possible modes of narration and sequences of

movement for the choreography.

The third and the final phase is the most sensitive:
The choreographer has invested a great deal of time
in the work, and her/his conception and feelings
about the choreography may have crystalised. They
may also be under stress as the opening draws near.
It is not quite possible for the dramaturg to suggest
major changes to the work at this stage. Most of
my questions centre around elements that could be
refined, and the goal is to accentuate the strengths of
the work. For instance, | may ask the choreographer:
“This solo between the two duets is very evocative,
but the lighting changes are too fast. Could we slow

them down a bit?”

If I had the chance to start all over again, | would have
spent more time learning about the choreographers’
aesthetics, taste and choreographic language. In

each case, the choreographer and | misunderstood




Companionship in motion — a workshop on dance dramaturgy
Photo courtesy:Taipei Arts Festival

Nook (2016)
Photo: Chan Lap-yee



each other's language frequently throughout the

collaboration; sometimes | elaborated on my own
ideas or the choreographer's with the aid of other
media (such as images, videos or photographs). For
instance, both choreographers believe that dance
can tell a story, and coincidentally both works take
literary texts as their point of departure. However,
| discovered that the choreographers had a very
different conception of “story” than | did; they were
not concerned about characterisation, relationship
or plot. | shifted my focus to discussing the narrative
or the through-line of the work, which could be
psychological, chronological, temporal, spatial, or
musical. | thought the non-linear narrative structure
would be closer to what they had in mind; on the
contrary, both choreographers were reluctant to
explore these concepts, probably because they
were worried that it might result in dramatisation
of the choreography. Guy Cools, the dramaturg of
Akram Khan and Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui, once said
that “every work has its own language, and it tries
to establish certain kind of communication with the
audience. In that sense, the connection with our
language is still crucial.” Throughout the rehearsals,
what | emphasised was dramaturgy, which concerns
the construction of a logical narrative and structure,
and associations that embody meaning for the
audience. The choreographers and | had very

different views on how meaning is created, and we
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spent a great deal of time on clarifying concepts like

story, narrative, logic and dramaturgy.

The importance of cooperation

A workshop participant raised an interesting
question: How to sustain a good and trusting work
relationship between the choreographer and the
dramaturg! For Runge, the dramaturg's work is
people-oriented and there is no one-size-fits-all
approach. Every encounter is unique, and so is every
working relationship. He mentioned an extreme
example. There is a Hungarian choreographer who
has been working with his dramaturg for over ten
years, and they argue in almost every rehearsal. Such
an intense way of communication is not common,
and vyet it works for them. Runge believes his
job is not to please the choreographer, since the
choreographer and the dramaturg are equals. He
challenges and questions the choreographer without
undermining her/his confidence. On the one hand,
artists need to share their feelings and ideas through
their works; on the other; they are always anxious
about venturing into the unknown. The dramaturg
should empathise with the choreographer but not
shy away from confrontation. Profeta sees her role
as a guide who helps choreographers to find their
unique voice. For Khan, he expects the dramaturg to

uncover potential in him that he is not even aware




of. On the second day of the workshop, Runge got

us to pair up, where each group was to conceive a
concept together. There was a pair that stood out
among the rest: Once the choreographer started
sharing her idea, she became so emotional that
she could not stop crying. The choreographer said
the concept was about her daughter; and there
was no room for questioning it. Her partner, who
was a critic, did not have a single chance to ask any
questions. | looked at them and wondered: If | had to
work with this choreographer, what would | do as a
dramaturg to gain her trust! How could | assure her

that | was not her enemy?

It seems that the basis for a trusting relationship is,
again, good communication skills: To ask the right
question at the right time. Apart from selecting the
right questions, a dramaturg has to be careful about
what to say and when to give a comment, how often
they may go to the rehearsal or even where to sit in
the room. While | had worked out a schedule with
the two choreographers, we cut down the number
of visits and switched to phone conversation and
review of rehearsal recordings on some occasions,
for instance, after the choreographer had had a
stressful technical rehearsal. | had to constantly
grasp the changing dynamic and look for the right

moment to discuss things with the choreographers.

Turning challenges into opportunities

There were certainly frustrating moments for
me throughout the process. These two dance
works were not only my first encounter with
contemporary dance, but also my first collaboration
with these two choreographers. | was well aware
of our differences in terms of taste, aesthetics
and thinking process. Conflicts were unavoidable.
Sometimes | wondered if we were still on the same
track. Raimund Hoghe, arguably the first dance
dramaturg, began working with Pina Bausch in
1979. The development of dance dramaturgy may
have been less than 40 years in the making, yet the
discussion of dramaturgy in dance analysis has a much
longer history. From pantomime dancing, ballet de
cour, modern dance to contemporary dance, there
have been in every era numerous choreographers,
writers and ballet coaches writing about the
dramaturgical aspects of dance such as composition,
structure, expression and the relationship between
the work and the audience, as Katalin Trencsényi
pinpoints in her book Dramaturgy in the Making:
A Users Guide for Theatre Practitioners. One main
reason for that is that dance is an abstract art form
which warrants extensive analysis on its aesthetics
and structure. Besides, choreographers are making
conscious efforts to free dance from its function as

entertainment and revolutionise it, in orderto elevate
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the status of dance. Dramaturgs are concerned about

structure or; as scholar Lawrence Switzky puts it, the
architectonic of a building. From this point of view,
the choreographer and the dramaturg have the same

concerns and pursuits.

| reflected a lot on my own personality and working
methods as well as the role of a dramaturg, after
my participation in Runge’s workshop and my
collaboration with Rebecca Wong and Terry Tsang,
Differences present both obstacles and opportunities.
Choreographer Jonathan Burrows suggests there
is a skill that every choreographer should develop,
which is “the skill to observe something too familiar;
objectively”. This is useful to any artist, not just the
dramaturg. Being able to shift between the subjective
and objective perspectives, the artists give themselves
space to listen to different opinions. Differences are
no longer obstacles, but the momentum that inspires

breakthrough in ourselves and our work.
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Lai Sim-fong graduated with a MA in Theatre Practice
from the University of Exeter, UK. She currently works
as a freelance dramaturg, and she was the literary
researcher for Hong Kong Repertory Theatre's
productions Red and Attempts on her Life. In recent
times she has worked as dramaturg for Rooftop
Productions's Not The Maids and the inaugural
Documentary Theatre Festival.
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