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REVIEW ESSAY

Dance Dramaturgy in Theory and Practice

Ariel Nereson

BANDONEON: WORKING WITH PINA BAUSCH. By Raimund Hoghe. London: Oberon Books 
Ltd, 2016; pp. 262.

DANCE DRAMATURGY: MODES OF AGENCY, AWARENESS AND ENGAGEMENT. Edited by 
Pil Hansen and Darcey Callison. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015; pp. 202.

DRAMATURGY IN MOTION: AT WORK ON DANCE AND MOVEMENT PERFORMANCE. 
By Katherine Profeta. Studies in Dance History. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2015; 
pp. 284.

Distinctions among theatre, performance, and dance studies are a matter of perennial 
debate. These distinctions are determined in part by the disciplinary structure of academia, 
as well as by the attendant, perpetual need to justify the individual training systems of the 
performing arts; at the same time, an ever-evolving field of performance-making is largely 
uninterested in upholding these distinctions. Dramaturgy has emerged as one site through 
which we might study and deepen the intradisciplinarity of our field. As contemporary 
creative practices erode divisions among artists working primarily in text and those work-
ing primarily in movement, a critical engagement with dance dramaturgy becomes increas-
ingly relevant. The 2011 annual meeting of the Society of Dance History Scholars (SDHS) 
was dedicated to “Dance Dramaturgy: Catalyst, Perspective, and Memory,” and degree 
programs in dance and devised dramaturgy are being introduced by institutions around 
the world, evidence of the necessity of understanding the history, theory, and practices 
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of this growing field inside and outside of the academy.1 New histories and theorizations 
of dance dramaturgy provide scholars, educators, and artists with sharply focused lenses 
through which to understand the meaning-making that happens in movement-based prac-
tice and performance. The new crop of dance dramaturgy publications has much to offer, 
primarily in its vast yet precise toolkit of language for describing the body in motion, itself 
a critical element of performance regardless of genre and one that can often receive cursory 
treatment outside of dance studies. Operating in an overlap among theatre, performance, 
and dance studies, dance dramaturgs theorize rigorous models for understanding move-
ment—models that are not necessarily bound to vocabularies specific to dance studies that 
could otherwise inhibit interdisciplinary thought about movement. The three volumes re-
viewed here share an aim of exploring the what of dance dramaturgy, often indistinct from 
the how, consistently asking what the dance dramaturg does and how the dance dramaturg 
does their work, who might do dance dramaturgy, and, engaging with a perennial concern 
regarding the role of the dramaturg, what the dance dramaturg’s status, power, or author-
ity might be on a given project. In reviewing these texts, two additional questions arise: 
Why does dance dramaturgy matter, and what tools can it offer us as those engaged with 
performance’s many meanings?

In this review essay I will consider three significant contributions to dance dramaturgy: 
Pil Hansen and Darcey Callison’s Dance Dramaturgy: Modes of Agency, Awareness and En-
gagement, Katherine Profeta’s Dramaturgy in Motion: At Work on Dance and Movement Per-
formance, and Raimund Hoghe’s Bandoneon: Working with Pina Bausch. Hansen and Cal-
lison organized the landmark 2011 SDHS event, and their Dance Dramaturgy anthology 
developed out of the conference’s conversations. The collection includes nine compelling 
essays and an overview from Hansen that serves to outline the (fuzzy, porous, kinetic) 
contours of dance dramaturgy in the twenty-first century. The essays describe the dance 
dramaturg using various theoretical and practical models practiced by the authors. Dance 
Dramaturgy, like most essay collections, necessarily offers breadth, touching down rather 
than diving deep into its subject, as Profeta does in her remarkable Dramaturgy in Motion, 
which recounts her career as dramaturg for the choreographer Ralph Lemon. This study 
offers much to consider for scholars, practitioners, and educators alike. I found myself fre-
quently earmarking, underlining, and scribbling in the margins throughout the volume, 
inspired by Profeta’s rigorous theorization of dance dramaturgy in, as, and through prac-
tice. Where she offers intense self-reflection on practices developed through years of col-
laboration, Hoghe’s Bandoneon provides an archive of a single work that tells us as much, 
if not more, about Bausch as it does about Hoghe, whose role—the earliest official dance 
dramaturg on record—retains an aura of mystery despite it being the supposed focus of 
the volume. In fact, Hoghe’s Bandoneon diary takes up relatively few pages of the book, 
which also includes a robust introduction by dramaturg Katalin Trencsényi, Ulli Weiss’s 
arresting photographs, program material, Trencsényi’s interview with Hoghe, and a note 
from translator Penny Black. The modest presence of the diary is no accident; its very jux-

1 Programs with an explicit engagement with dance dramaturgy practice include: MA in contemporary 
theatre, dance, and dramaturgy at Utrecht University; MA in dramaturgy at the University of Melbourne; 
MFA in dance at York University; and MFA in generative dramaturgy at the University of Arizona. This is by 
no means an exhaustive list. I also point the reader to Montclair State University’s “Danceaturgy Archive,” 
a unique project combining dramaturgy and digital humanities. “Danceaturgy” courses are also offered as 
part of the BFA and MFA in dance curricula at Montclair State.
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taposition with these other elements as equal contributors to the text’s meaning reveals the 
collaged interplay of materials that defined Hoghe and Bausch’s collaborations. 

Importantly, these volumes do not so much focus on what dance dramaturgy is than 
what dance dramaturgs do in rehearsal and performance, defining the field through a range 
of examples. In her introduction Hansen introduces dramaturgy as sets of actions and/
or relations. She summarizes the collection’s chapters through “modes of engagement,” 
including mediation, mentorship, critique, errancy, friendship, distribution reflection and 
tracking, facilitation of awareness, and analysis of principles.2 Profeta condenses many of 
these actions into two dominant “verbs” of dramaturgy: asking questions and building 
structure. She presses the dramaturg for further self-reflection and criticality when consid-
ering these verbs, asking: “Does the action of dramaturgy build or dissect? . . . Or rather, 
when should we think of it in which manner? If it is both, how is it both?” (9). Hoghe’s 
diary provides one such template for working across these actions, and establishes early 
practices in the field that emerged from sweeping trends in performance.

Both Profeta and Hansen review dance dramaturgy’s history and current trends in dance-
making, concluding that the postdramatic turn in performance encouraged the dance dra-
maturg to emerge as a named role. Within this turn, the dramatic theatre debated textual 
authority and increasingly incorporated movement, while dance companies experimented 
with integrating text into choreography. Pina Bausch’s Tanztheater Wuppertal is a prime 
example of this phenomenon, and, in retrospect, it is unsurprising that the “first” dance 
dramaturg should be found working within this company. Hoghe’s diary presents sev-
eral possible options for the dance dramaturg’s activity. He began working as dramaturg 
with Bausch’s Tanztheater in 1979; Trencsényi’s introduction delineates how both the com-
pany’s identity as Tanztheater, as well as its Wuppertal location, created a fertile ground for 
Hoghe’s contributions. She also introduces one of Bausch’s signature generative tactics, the 
“mobilising questions” that she would prepare for the rehearsal room to prompt her danc-
ers’ responses in language and movement (13). Hoghe’s diary tracks the questions specific 
to the Bandoneon process, and his record reveals a dual dramaturgy between himself and 
Bausch. In her introduction Trencsényi provides vital background on the company’s tour of 
Latin America in July/August 1980, a tour that established the springboard question that 
shaped much of the creative process. Trencsényi isolates presence and witnessing as two of 
Hoghe’s key actions, likening them to Guy Cools’s later notion of decentered dramaturgy. As 
he appears in the diary, Hoghe rarely interjects in rehearsal, his silence instead serving to 
ground a charged room. He understands his dramaturgical role as a personal one simul-
taneously of friendship and deep formal concern; his task is “[t]o build a clear structure. It 
is how time, space and rhythm come together in a piece. The ‘empty’ space that connects 
two points. That charged space that holds the work together” (229). The interview makes 
clear the dual dramaturgy between Bausch and Hoghe, one focused on asking questions 
and the other on building structure—the two functions of dramaturgy identified by Pro-
feta, with both artists invested in the energetic conversation between them.

Hoghe’s diary provides evidence of specific practices shaped to the needs of Bausch’s 
Tanztheater, and as such is an excellent example of what Hansen understands as the funda-
mentally situated nature of dance dramaturgy. In Hansen’s introduction to Dance Dramaturgy 

2 See Trencsényi’s introduction to Dramaturgy in the Making: A User’s Guide for Theatre Practitioners (London: 
Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2015) for a lengthy list of the dramaturg’s “verbs.”
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she contends that dance dramaturgy cannot be productively defined without the reduction 
and exclusion of actual practices. She offers instead the notion of situated differentiation, a 
relational skill through which the dramaturg develops a responsiveness to various kinds 
of processes. Importantly, this skill “[i]s learned through training and with experience but 
[it] does not add up to expert knowledge; it only comes into existence in response and 
relation to a collaborative process” (7). Although the dance dramaturg as conceived by 
Hansen is defined by a kind of indefinability and is firmly committed to the present pro-
cess, the dramaturg is not a figure without history. Her “contemporary dramaturg” has the 
capacity to work among and with established and emerging methods; this person “works 
to remain aware of such models in order to recognise, counter, or strategically utilise their 
influence, even in their most implicit or naturalised forms” (12). Profeta understands the 
dance dramaturg’s indefinability another way: “In a culture full of specialists, dramaturgy 
offers one of the last refuges for the obstinate generalist,” who approaches a project “from 
as many different angles, as many different knowledge bases, as are possibly relevant. . . . 
A renewable curiosity is the dramaturg’s main stock-in-trade” (xii). 

Alongside Hansen’s notion of the situated dramaturg develops a partnered impulse toward 
flexibility. In their coauthored Dance Dramaturgy essay, both Profeta and Thomas DeFrantz 
understand flexibility to be critical in the dance dramaturg’s work: Profeta offers the term 
oscillation, and DeFrantz proposes split focus—the quality of being “simultaneously inside 
and outside the work” (147). Profeta concludes her monograph’s preface by defining the 
dance dramaturg’s action as “a quality of motion, which oscillates, claiming an indeter-
minate zone between theory and practice, inside and outside, word and movement, ques-
tion and answer” (xvii).

Profeta’s oscillation answers Hansen’s call for the dance dramaturg to develop a height-
ened responsiveness that allows her to remain flexible to multiple modes of working. Build-
ing on this foundation, Profeta introduces “deskilling” and “reskilling” of the dramaturg’s 
perceptual skills so as to see a work in its specificity and move it forward. It strikes me that 
approaching performance (in the archive, onstage, in the rehearsal room) as an opportu-
nity to deskill and then reskill our scholarly abilities is a productive approach to engaging 
performance on its own terms. Where these three texts prove exceptionally useful is in 
their provision of toolkits for understanding the generation, performance, and perception 
of staged movement. One cogent articulation of such a toolkit can be found in Profeta’s 
“Movement” section, a beautifully clear, sophisticated exploration of “the art of attending 
to movement” (139). She includes vocabularies of anatomy and of Laban and Bartenieff 
principles to describe what she perceives in the motion of the rehearsal room, always aware 
that “[t]he usefulness of the vocabulary is in how it generates initiating questions” (142). 
Profeta acknowledges the limits of these vocabularies; while they provide an abundance 
of terminology for understanding the how of movement, they cannot answer the why. For 
this she turns to the concept of kinesthetic empathy, or our ability to understand the motiva-
tions and aims of particular movements based on our own embodied experiences.3 These 
experiences have both physical (anatomical) and cultural dimensions, and it is the cultural 
dimensions that most strongly affect the meaning-making that arises from perception. Profeta 
foregrounds process over product in her insistence on “not asking what the dance means, 
but rather asking how. The ‘how’ is what the dramaturg attends to by observing, imagin-

3 See Susan Leigh Foster’s Choreographing Empathy: Kinesthesia in Performance (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 
2011) for a thorough overview and analysis of this concept.
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ing, and conjuring the various articulated structures, contrasts, references and modes of 
performance that might come to the fore as the viewer perceives bodies in motion” (149). 
Many of the authors reviewed here share Profeta’s resolute commitment to the value of 
process, although this process can appear remarkably different for each dramaturg.

Both Profeta and Hoghe participate in processes where the dance dramaturg’s role is 
consolidated in an individual rather than distributed among several collaborators, and re-
mains, for the most part, steadfastly in the rehearsal room. The Dance Dramaturgy collection 
provides two additional frames through which we might understand the dramaturg’s role 
when the dramaturg is an individual, both taken from other positions in the performance 
matrix: dramaturg as/for audience, and dramaturg as performer. As theorized in this col-
lection, these perhaps more public roles engage directly with reception and message, tak-
ing up interculturalism as a point of interest for the dramaturg. The dramaturg as cultural 
interlocutor appears in Bonnie Brooks’s valuable essay “Dance Presenting and Dramaturgy.” 
Brooks, in the discussion of her experiences as an “embedded scholar” (182) with the Merce 
Cunningham Dance Company during its 2011 residency in Jerusalem, describes practices 
of “audience dramaturgy” which “ai[m] . . . to stimulate and facilitate the making of mean-
ing for spectators of artistic works, and to encourage audience engagement with and re-
sponse to artists’ ideas” (180). Her unique perspective as a dance presenter intersects with 
the notion of dramaturgy as curation, and is a welcome addition to the collection. Through 
her description of these activities, Brooks theorizes a “socio-dramaturgical web through 
which the presence of artists and their unmediated and mediated ideas can affect, inform, 
and provoke the societies and communities where these activities and presentations oc-
cur” (185). I found Brooks’s essay particularly illuminating in regards to the current arts 
funding (and presenting) climate, so reliant upon granting agencies, and how we might 
advocate for artists by considering these “socio-dramaturgical” angles. 

The socio-dramaturgical web encompasses the dynamic between performers and audi-
ence, as well as the various cultural locations of collaborators in the rehearsal room. In her 
monograph Profeta does not ignore or minimize the complicated dynamic of race (Profeta 
is white, Lemon is black) at work in her collaboration. This dynamic begins her discussion 
of “Audience,” wherein she parses the notion of the dramaturg as an audience surrogate 
when this might also mean “first white audience” (89). Profeta’s and Lemon’s racially dif-
ferentiated cultural locations generate an ambivalence about audience that intersects with 
a formal skepticism found in Lemon’s postmodernist lineage: audience reception becomes 
a political, as well as formalist, concern. Sympathetic to Brooks’s notion of audience drama-
turgy, Profeta advocates for “an audience’s discovery of novel forms and modes of percep-
tion, of nonnormative viewing experiences” (93). Addressing models of audience from Alva 
Noë (perception as always based on prior knowledge), Jacques Rancière (the emancipated 
spectator), and André Lepecki (audience as ghost in the rehearsal room), Profeta thinks 
through Lemon’s tendency to either strongly resist or sharply comment on the element of 
public display. A section on the tension between her and Lemon over her program notes 
for the 2004 work Come home Charley Patton—an attempt to “satisfy both the imperative 
to share with an audience and the imperative not to fall into the easy categorization of 
familiar terms”—is particularly compelling (125).

Where Profeta “performed” both audience member and dramaturg, DeFrantz offers a 
vivid example of dramaturg as performer in his shared chapter with her about his work 
with the choreographer Donald Byrd. His account of his performance in Byrd’s 2005 Sleeping 
Beauty Notebook project, described as “staging the dramaturg,” is a persuasive, self-reflexive 
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study into what he calls the dramaturg’s intellectual and unalienated labor (147). DeFrantz 
also foregrounds the dramaturg as a theorist or educator who “adds to the creation,” but 
is “also responsible for remembering what has been contributed or removed. This is what 
good educators do as well . . . make choices that allow others to navigate an ever-expanding 
raft of information” (148). In another Dance Dramaturgy essay, Nanako Nakajima’s work 
as dance dramaturg for the media-performer koosil-ja is similarly concerned with navi-
gation, in her case of intercultural performance. Through her analysis of the creation and 
performance of koosil-ja’s 2007 work mech[a]OUTPUT, a media performance that engaged 
Noh theatre for an audience not generally knowledgeable about this very specific form, 
Nakajima describes including the “perspective of the dramaturg onstage,” representing 
this perspective alongside the performer’s “in juxtaposition to each other within the cho-
reography” (167). Nakajima brings her “internalised sensory knowledge” of Noh to the 
creative process (173), wherein her “task is to provide a means of access for people outside 
the community” (171). She summarizes these activities under the role of a “negotiator”—
moving between dramaturg as performer and dramaturg as audience—whose critical eye 
is particularly necessary in performances that include cultural reproduction.

Several Dance Dramaturgy essays investigate distributed dramaturgy models, wherein 
the dramaturg’s “verbs” are undertaken by many collaborators in a process, rather than 
being designated to any one person. Many authors frame their investigations into this ac-
tivity through various strains of cognitivism that relate to perception. Maaike Bleeker’s 
essay assigns to the dramaturg the task of “thinking no-one’s thought . . . a process that 
takes place in and through material practice” (69). Bleeker clarifies that the performance 
generates its own thoughts that do not belong to any particular individual, but result from 
collaboration and are the purview of the dramaturg. Bleeker’s attention to the audience’s 
essential responsiveness as productive of meaning is important in a collection that tends 
to focus on artists. Many Dance Dramaturgy authors use frames from cognitive science 
and phenomenology to understand the audience’s meaning-making. Bleeker’s essay uses 
cognitive philosopher Noë’s insistence on prior experience shaping the perceptual frames 
through which new experiences are understood. Vida Midgelow also draws on Noë’s for-
mation of perception as action in her essay on “Improvisation Practices and Dramaturgical 
Consciousness” to argue that “a dramaturgical view” of improvisation “holds that there 
can be no tabula rasa, insisting instead on the importance of memory and perception as an 
ongoing process of knowing” (112). Grounded in phenomenological notions of embodied 
knowledge, Midgelow focuses on the dancer as dramaturg to develop “a dramaturgically 
aware improviser [with] an interior reflexive sensibility [who is] able to attain presence 
and be attuned to the potential for unplanned material to emerge through the heightened 
cognisance of her past—her own embodied memories” (111). Midgelow helpfully pro-
vides a road map for this “improvised dramaturgy of the flesh” by structuring her essay 
as a workshop with movement activities that take the ideas from the page into moving 
experience (109). Like Bleeker, she conceives of the audience as “co-participant[s]” in the 
performance (122).

Freya Vass-Rhee’s account of her work as dramaturg with choreographer William For-
sythe adopts the language of a particular branch of cognitivism, 4E (embodied, embedded, 
enacted, extended) cognition, to describe a distributed dramaturgy wherein “dramaturgies 
. . . are distributed in a broad plurality of senses: among participants, across individual and 
shared dramaturgical practices, and across different spaces and times” (89). She offers the 
useful concept of boundary objects as a way of structuring this particular devised process, 
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understanding these objects as dramaturgical in that they help participants navigate the 
collaboration. These boundary objects/concepts are commonly understood, but differently 
used by participants as they devise the work. Vass-Rhee describes one such object as the 
random “making fake finger nails and lips out of red floor-marking tape” that ended up 
anchoring the work The Returns in its themes of “art, inspiration, money, prestige, and dec-
adence” (96). Hoghe’s diary provides several salient examples of these boundary objects, 
although he does not refer to them as such. Hansen’s essay on “performance generating 
systems” expands her introductory framing of dramaturgy as a set of actions performed 
by an agent rather than as a defined role (125). She differentiates these systems from re-
lated practices of task-based choreography, claiming that the former “add precise rules and 
parameters to task-based creation that focus the dancer’s attention on specific aspects of 
the work and attract patterns of response over time” (126). In an analysis of her research 
project and performance Acts of Memory, Hansen comes to focus, as does Midgelow, on the 
effects of this dramaturgical system on the performers, arguing that these systems must 
be “designed and practiced with awareness of their potential impact . . . awareness that 
gives the performers co-ownership” (140).

Notions of dramaturgy as distributed rather than consolidated in a single role dominate 
these essays, although Hoghe and Profeta serve as persuasive case studies in having at 
least some of the dramaturg’s tasks allocated to an unusually perceptive individual. While 
many authors see this distribution/consolidation dyad as oppositional, Profeta synthesizes 
the two approaches in a mutually beneficial formula for the field. Responding to the no-
tion of the dramaturg as a singular role, Profeta writes in her Dance Dramaturgy essay that 
“the democratisation of the dramaturgical just causes more dramaturgy, and where there 
is more, it is valued, and there is a hospitable environment for those who have no other 
agenda but to take on dramaturgical tasks, do them well, and keep doing them” (146). 
Regardless of whether these tasks are consolidated or distributed among contributors, who 
these dramaturgs are as individuals matters, and a turn from the dramaturg’s tasks to the 
dramaturg’s subjectivity occurs in each of the three volumes. Bojana Bauer’s Dance Dra-
maturgy essay posits a unique “subjectivity of the dramaturg” that hinges on a proposed 
“shift in orientation that locates the dramaturg as a subject in the creative process rather 
than a mediator at the centre of the tired theory/practice dichotomy” (31). What Hansen 
refers to as a “postdramatic” turn in performance, Bauer identifies as an “analytical ap-
proach [that] transformed the discipline into one of focused experimentation with the very 
concept of dance within the conditions of performance” (36). Bauer argues that dance dra-
maturgy functions as more than a bridge between practice and theory because of its focus 
on project-specific problem-solving. 

Advocating for calibrating one’s dramaturgical approach to the demands of specific 
projects holds in the inverse as well: processes adjust and reflect the specificities of the 
dramaturg as subject. Accordingly, Dramaturgy in Motion includes a vital and often unac-
knowledged element of dramaturgical practice—gender. Crediting Brecht with populariz-
ing “the dynamic of male creator and female helpmate” as it specifically pertains to dra-
maturgy (20), Profeta examines her own practice and finds moments “where a maternal 
image has dovetailed with my understanding of my role,” to her disappointment (21). 
It strikes me that issues of gender and labor also creep into processes that work from a 
distributed dramaturgy model, in the sense that when the labor of dramaturgy becomes 
distributed, recognition of individual contributors and their labor may evaporate. In her 
self-reflection, Profeta advocates for a “more sophisticated conceptual toolkit for under-
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standing existing collaborative systems, so all such creative relationships do not snap im-
mediately to a two-dimensional grid, in either a vertical relationship of served and servile, 
or a horizontal relationship of fifty-fifty authorship” (ibid.). While dramaturgy is not the 
exclusive province of one gender, nor does it appear equally populated between genders; 
of Dance Dramaturgy’s nine essays, only two are by men.

Profeta writes with similar sensitivity to various dynamics that emerge among indi-
viduals working on intercultural projects. A nuanced portrait of one such project, her fi-
nal chapter focuses primarily on the Geography Trilogy, which included performers from 
several regions in Asia and Africa.4 Engaging several theorists, Profeta synthesizes an 
awareness of “the ethics of dramaturgical collaboration across unequal sites of power” 
(178). She adopts Dwight Conquergood’s concept of dialogic performance to describe the 
desired outcome of an intercultural process. This dialogic ideal relates to her analysis of 
Ric Knowles’s formulation of dramaturgy as translation, which Profeta puts in conversation 
with Walter Benjamin’s understanding of translation as not what a particular word means, 
but how it means. This theoretical discussion is supported by evocative examples from the 
Geography Trilogy process and leads Profeta to identify eight “points of focus” that the dra-
maturg involved with intercultural collaboration might think about as they approach the 
work: disclosure and consent, motives, time, advocacy, risk, intercorporeal work, process 
into product, and surprise. 

The politics in play with these collaborations make for a potentially thorny process not 
only between Lemon and the guest artists, but also between Profeta and Lemon. Her read-
ing of Lemon’s motives for creating intercultural work is one of many sections that pre-
vent her text from becoming a hagiography. The close collaboration between Profeta and 
Lemon seems to have generated a critical generosity from both artists that does not shy 
away from acknowledging shortcomings and problematic approaches in their processes. 
Profeta identifies a complex web of motives wherein the aesthetic and the ethical often 
clash, and one of her strengths is her ability to discern how, within these collisions, certain 
practices encourage or undercut colonial models of interculturalism. This line of analysis 
circles back to her discussion of Conquergood, with Profeta concluding that “the only way 
a dialogic performance product can come into being is through a dialogic process” (195). All 
eight points of focus are worthwhile—one standout is intercorporeal work. As an example, 
she notes that in the Geography Trilogy, participants did not share a common language or 
movement practice; however, all were committed to the bodily mastery of their physical 
technique. By attempting to learn the techniques of other collaborators, intercultural be-
came intercorporeal, becoming “the best antidote to the synthesizing ahistorical, apolitical, 
or universalist illusions that intercultural work can sometimes foster” (204). As previously 
noted, Bandoneon was inspired by intercultural exchanges in Latin America, and several 
projects described in these volumes have intercultural elements, although nearly all were 
generated and premiered in the United States, Canada, or Europe. Profeta’s understand-
ing of intercultural as intercorporeal made me eager for more publications on intercorpo-
real practices, especially those that originate and circulate in and among the global South, 
which is notably absent in these texts.

4 Lemon’s Geography Trilogy included three works—Geography; Tree; Come home Charley Patton—developed 
over a ten-year period, from 1995 to 2005.
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Discussions attentive to power relationships among individuals in a process, and to 
how the dance dramaturg’s fundamental motion of oscillation might undo some of these 
relationships, relate to broader conversations about authority. Ideas about who/what has 
authority in performance abound across the volumes: Hoghe develops the site of author-
ity as the work itself, and similar concerns arise in Lepecki’s de-figuring of authority and 
Profeta’s discussion of the authority of the archive. Hoghe’s diary presents a study of a 
relationship shaped as much by friendship as by any sense of hierarchical authority. What 
emerges from his diary is a finely written portrait of his friendship with Bausch; there is a 
carefulness, a generosity, and an emotional register to the writing that reflects the invest-
ment of a close friend. In Trencsényi’s interview, Hoghe speaks about the company’s chilly 
reception in Wuppertal, a fairly isolated place for the arts, but whose isolation productively 
encouraged close bonds among Tanztheater collaborators. These intimate relationships in-
fluenced much of the repertory, including Bandoneon. 

Bandoneon’s aesthetic motifs—the use of text, pedestrian setting, theatricality, risky roman-
tic relationships, social mask, procession, task-based movement, presentation of characters, 
and so on—would seem to fix the piece in a lineage of what many believe is Bausch’s most 
significant period, the 1970s. Bandoneon was created soon after Bausch’s 1978 masterpiece 
Kontakthof, but refracts the works’ shared themes through the overarching question—”what 
is the point of tango?”—and the relationships, particularly of heterosexual romance, that the 
tango form presents. Tango is never danced in the work, but many tangos form the sound-
scape, interposed with the dancers’ text. While much may seem familiar about Bandoneon, 
Hoghe’s diary, by paradoxically providing further details about the process, actually makes 
the work strange and alluring. He writes, as they are beginning the process, that “Pina 
Bausch’s questions are . . . attempts to discover something and yet not betray anything, to 
gain insights yet keep secrets” (76). As regards the gestures developed from the answers 
to these questions, “what becomes visible is the ambiguity, the different readings possible 
for apparently unambiguous movements, stances, situations. As one continues to watch 
them, they become much clearer and yet at the same time more impenetrable” (90–91). 
Hoghe describes a dramaturgical process akin to what Lepecki develops as “errancy”—a 
“going without knowing” that allows a work to develop its own authority.

Lepecki’s “Errancy as Work: Seven Strewn Notes for Dance Dramaturgy” is a provoca-
tive exploration that reframes the “fundamental tension” of dance dramaturgy as “not one 
between action and writing,” addressing the common belief that text and movement exist 
as often conflicting modes of communication, but rather “between knowing and owning” 
(53). Lepecki’s essay turns on his proposal that the traditional position of the dramaturg 
is, after Lacan, a “subject who is supposed to know,” a figure who consolidates the anxiety 
of compensation by troubling the work’s authorship when authorship implies one who 
knows (52). He offers instead a “going without knowing” found in practices of errancy, 
wherein we understand “to err as to drift, to get lost, to go astray,” practices that ultimately 
value doing, not simply knowing (54). Lepecki suggests that “[t]he dramaturg is simulta-
neously a rehearsal’s cartographer and one of its catalysts” (61), and the work of errancy 
seeks a coherence “not so much [of] a text but a texture” (62). He elegantly weaves theory 
(Deleuze and Guattari pop up, as do the Situationists) with apt examples of his own prac-
tices as dramaturg and teacher.

The role of the dramaturg as “one who knows” often relates to the role of the dramaturg 
as researcher. Profeta’s nuanced interpretation of the dramaturg’s relationship to research 
yields several insights into what can often be perceived as the authority, even tyranny, of 
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the archive. She advances two registers of research as an activity: the compilation of exist-
ing ideas, materials, and methods; and the creation of new ones. Profeta deconstructs the 
traditional production casebook, attentive to its benefits though also wary of its tendency 
to create the impression that “the dramaturg already has all the answers,” prompting “the 
genuine conversations, and thus the heart of the dramaturgical function . . . [to] migrate 
elsewhere” (69). She introduces the fragment of information as a way to move between 
compilation and creation, and frames research as a “tool for defamiliarization,” where 
“what is brought in should be material that can trigger more work, more play, and even 
more research” (70). In keeping with her focus on dramaturgy as asking questions, Profeta 
proposes that research is at its most effective when instead of simply answering questions 
or instructing, it helps us to ask better questions. 

In one example she analyzes the use of the historical buck dance in the Come home Charley 
Patton process through the cast’s individual embodiments of the dance, the formation of an 
“embodied archive.” The historical archival material of the buck dance became secondary to 
its various manifestations by cast members, and Profeta’s research process became “how to 
watch, name, and reflect back . . . the material that was emerging from their dancing bod-
ies” (79). Embodied archives and traditional research material might both be put to use in 
the formation of her “active archive.” Such an archive is composed of many participants’ 
research fragments, materials that become “active tools to potentially fold and refold back 
into the current process” (80). The curation of this archive becomes one of the dramaturg’s 
critical tasks. Engaging with both Lepecki’s and Rebecca Schneider’s work on embodiment, 
performance, and the archive, Profeta argues that the performing body does not simply 
reflect or index material; rather, by its very performance, it generates material for the ac-
tive archive. She adds an important corollary: “The archival authority . . . is tempered by 
the fact that the performing bodies in the room can take them [archival fragments] up or 
discard them at will. . . . this use of the active archive [is] not as authority as much as trig-
ger” (86–87). Profeta’s cogent articulation of the many meanings and methods of research 
at play in dance dramaturgy is one that I think dance and movement-based performance 
artists will find inviting and inclusive, perhaps assuaging some of the anxieties articulated 
in Lepecki’s essay. Similarly, reading Bandoneon with Profeta’s Dramaturgy in Motion is il-
luminating: Hoghe’s diary becomes the record of Bandoneon’s active archive. 

A last tension around authority is perhaps the most definitional for dance dramaturgy: 
text and movement. Now fairly out of fashion, dramaturgs used to be the defenders of 
textual authority. New models of dramaturgy necessarily emerge when textual authority 
is replaced by a kind of authority of motion. Profeta isolates several possible modes of 
operation for text in movement-based performance. One is “of words as evidence of the 
work process and the performers’ cultural specificity” (34); another, commonly practiced 
though expressed with uncommon effectiveness by Profeta, is of words as a “field for 
movement [wherein] movement engage[s] wordlessly the reverberations left behind by 
words,” but also might work in reverse, “where movement first establishe[s] an event . . .  
and the language then offer[s] a description of that field of play” (35). Yet another mode 
is of text as itself moving, recognizing the critical truth that language in its signification 
is not fixed, although it often occupies the “fixed” location in a text/movement relation-
ship, and thus text and movement may be less oppositional than traditionally assumed in 
dance. Furthermore, words may create a negative space through their omission. This was 
the case for a section of Come home Charley Patton that dealt with lynching—a word whose 
use onstage both Lemon and Profeta felt would prevent hearing anything else. Profeta 
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remarks that “we never put the word ‘lynching’ into the show, but its absence was made 
more conspicuous, the outlines of its negative space were felt. . . . The listeners had to 
confront the gaps and complete the missing information themselves” (49). She ends this 
section with a brief discussion of narrative, noting that as a dramaturg she is not inter-
ested in narrative as a necessity, but rather, because narrative is inevitable as a property 
of human perception, her job is to remain aware of potential developments, and to offer 
that awareness to the collaboration. 

In her introduction to Bandoneon, Trencsényi’s own rich career in dramaturgy allows for a 
deep understanding of Bausch and Hoghe’s process, and she has a poetic way of identify-
ing the text and movement relations of Tanztheater Wuppertal. Anticipating Profeta’s notion 
of “words as a field for movement,” Trencsényi notes that “the words that are uttered in 
a Wuppertal Tanztheater performance don’t add up to a coherent textual body; they serve 
rather as the debris of a civilization” (22). The Bandoneon diary concludes with an interview 
between Hoghe and Trencsényi that addresses not only the former’s work with Bausch, 
but also his own choreographic development through text to movement, which deserves 
further scholarly consideration. Hoghe, who after ten years with Bausch departed to cre-
ate his own dances, came to the company first through text, not movement, as a journalist 
for Theater heute assigned to write a profile of Bausch. His training as a journalist comes 
through in his keen observation of the rehearsal dynamic between Bausch and the Bando-
neon dancers and designers, and the diary’s text as a whole exemplifies Profeta’s “words 
as evidence.” Moving from journalist to choreographer through dramaturg becomes a 
seemingly inevitable progression for Hoghe, one that “wasn’t a substantial change, only 
formal: from writing words on paper I switched to writing with bodies on the stage” (225). 

Where Dance Dramaturgy and Dramaturgy in Motion describe emerging practices, the 
Bandoneon diary vitally preserves dance dramaturgy’s history, and I hope to see more 
projects emerge from this archival impulse. Returning to Hansen’s understanding of the 
field’s movement away from “codifiable structures” (with which Bausch’s revolutionary 
work might now be associated), I want to note that the vast majority of new writing about 
dance dramaturgy, including all the work reviewed here, addresses primarily collabora-
tive, devised ways of creating new works. This is certainly not the only mode in which a 
dance dramaturg might work, and other modes, such as those of restaging and reconstruc-
tion, are also possible. Jeanmarie Higgins’s and Kim Jones’s work on Martha Graham’s 
Imperial Gesture (1935) comes to mind, as does Ruth Little’s work with Akram Khan on a 
new Giselle for English National Ballet.5 While Hansen and Callison’s collection, Profeta’s 
monograph, and Hoghe’s diary provide critical insights into the production dramaturgy 
of new works, questions of how dance dramaturgy might move into more established 
choreographic spaces—talkbacks at the ballet, program notes, and digital platforms, for 
example—or even if it should, remain largely unaddressed. Yet, I think it is precisely in 
these more established companies, spaces, and traditions that the work of dance drama-
turgy might perform the most needed disruption and revivification of tired production 
content and methods. I would welcome further consideration by dance dramaturgs of how 
their methods, many of which spring from devised processes and new dance dramaturgy, 

5 Both Higgins and Jones have published accounts of their work reconstructing Graham’s Imperial Ges-
ture: Higgins, “Iconicity and the Archive: Martha Graham’s Imperial Gesture 1935/2013,” Review: Journal of 
Dramaturgy 24, no. 1 (2015): 8–18; and Jones, “American Modernism: Reimagining Martha Graham’s Lost 
Imperial Gesture (1935),” Dance Research Journal 47, no. 3 (2015): 51–69.



114 / Ariel Nereson

might productively apply to these more traditional contexts and thus contribute to less 
silo-ing and stratification of the field.

Despite this gap, these texts are strong advocates for the relevance of dance dramaturgy 
to sharpening and reskilling the perception of movement. Yet, a question remains: If the 
functions of dance dramaturgy are often distributed among many collaborators or, even 
when consolidated in a single figure overlap with other roles (critic, audience-outreach 
coordinator, director, and so on), then does dance in fact need dramaturgs? Might they be 
redundant? In our current neoliberal condition I found Profeta’s brave answer that maybe 
we do not need dance dramaturgs to be distinctly motivating. She argues that not only 
might this role be redundant, but moreover its redundancy is precisely what is of value 
to the process in its reflection of dispersal and fluidity, even though “redundancy implies 
waste within a putative Taylorist system for efficient artistic labor. But is that the kind of 
system that contemporary dance and theater are trying to build?” (12). As artists, scholars, 
and educators advocate for the performing arts’ right to exist in public and institutional 
spaces, an argument against necessity, against a use-value approach to our work, feels 
fresh and urgent. What is clear from the recent flurry of dramaturgy studies is that think-
ing about performance through and with dance dramaturgy offers a welcome expansion 
of both fields of action, dance and dramaturgy. I look forward to more publications at this 
intersection, particularly those that expand our understanding of dance dramaturgy prac-
tices in other global sites.


