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Your very flesh shall be a great poem and have the richest fluency not only in its words but in the silent lines of its lips and face and between the lashes of your eyes and in every motion and joint of your body . . .

Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (1855)
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 Introduction

In October 2017, four internationally influential practitioners of immersive experiences gathered at the Snug Harbor Cultural Center on Staten Island in New York for a panel discussion on the creation of immersive productions. The panel, entitled “All the World Is a Stage,” was part of the Future of Storytelling Festival 2017 (FoST FEST), advertised as “the world’s leading immersive storytelling event.”1 During this discussion, each of the four panelists described examples of their work. Hector Harkness, Associate Director of Punchdrunk International, explained how the company created productions that “rip up the rules for the audience” so they can “go beyond the boundaries of closed environments.”2 Food technologist, experience designer, and multimedia artist Emilie Baltz described inviting audiences to step up to a microphone and use their tongues, teeth, and lips to play musical popsicles in an installation called PopStars. Jon Sands, founder of Poets in Unexpected Places, revealed how his strategic placement of poets on subway cars across New York City turned commutes into impromptu poetry slams for unsuspecting riders, some of whom joined in by improvising their own poetic works. Justin “JB” Bolognino, CEO (Chief Experience Officer) of META, an experience production company, described his commissioning of Jon Morris, artistic director of the Brooklyn-based Windmill Factory, to design a music-festival queue into an experiential artwork.3 Entitled Right Passage, the work was a “room-scale sound and light performance installation” involving moving walls that guided festival participants efficiently into the concert venue (Windmill Factory 2017).4 Through their detailed descriptions of how their productions organized the bodies of performers and spectators in space and time, the panelists hinted at the presence of choreography in their productions.

And yet, none of these practitioners’ responses explicitly referenced dance or choreography as disciplines, practices, or methods for setting the conditions for participation. I was an audience member at this panel, and the omission of choreography from the discussion piqued my curiosity. During the Q&A, I addressed the panelists: “I heard you each describe in different ways how you manage the movement of performers and audiences. Does dance play a role in your work, and if so, how?” My question was met with a prolonged, thoughtful silence. Finally, Baltz, who had studied and performed modern dance earlier in her career, broke the silence to note that choreographic concepts did inform the design of her projects. The panelists then quickly moved on to the next audience member’s question.

Later on, I had an opportunity to speak to Harkness and Bolognino, who both affirmed the criticality of choreography in the immersive works they create.5 What the FoST Fest anecdote left me with was a general impression of how dance tends to be occluded from the discourse surrounding immersive performance. If we consider choreography to be the organization of bodies in space and time—or, as dance scholar Susan Leigh Foster has stated, “a plan or orchestration of bodies in motion”—then any orchestration of any bodies in space and time, whether to be realized in dance or some other form of action, involves choreography (2009:98). With this definition in mind, my experience at FoST Fest raises a puzzling question. Why, in discussions about immersive performance, is dance referenced only obliquely or perfunctorily, if mentioned at all?6 The FoST Fest anecdote points to a larger lack of acknowledgment, in the discourses attending to immersive works, of the central role played by choreography within immersive performance. Remedying this omission is essential if we are to understand the mechanisms by which these productions enable practitioners to shape the movements and actions of not just performers but also of audiences as participants.

Tandem Dances: Choreographing Immersive Performance proposes dance and choreography as frames through which to examine immersive theater. The idea of tandemness—suggesting motion that is achieved by two bodies working together and acting in conjunction with one another—is critical throughout the book. I argue that choreography is essential to the creation and reception of immersive productions, for two distinct yet entwined reasons. First, in the creation of these productions, choreography is deployed as a primary means of non-verbal and physical expression. As practitioners of immersive works devise and structure performance content intended to immerse audiences, dance is often prioritized over other communicative media due to its potential for kinesthetic dynamism, the different kinds of perception it invites, and the varieties of interpretive analyses it affords. Second, choreography is critical to immersive productions in that it serves as a crucial mechanism by which the spectator’s role is transformed into that of an active, immersed participant within the production, namely, a subject of choreography enacting an improvisational score. In articulating these two applications of choreography, I suggest that it is fruitful to understand immersive productions as tandem dances, meaning they function as choreographic events requiring the bodies of both performers and spectators to enact parallel movement scores. Tandem Dances foregrounds the choreographic in order to examine its specific impact on the evolution of immersive theater, investigating choreography as a discursive problem that is fundamentally related to creative practice, to agendas of power and control, and to concomitant issues of freedom and agency. I adopt the idea of tandemness as a way to explore the relationships between various interdependent concepts and disciplines that are relevant to immersive productions, and to do so without defaulting to reductive binaries. One such binary is the culturally constructed division between dance and theater in Western societies. While acknowledging such binaries, the idea of tandemness enables us to untangle immersive productions’ generative interplay between dance and theater, between choreography and dramaturgy, between freedom and control, between agency and embodiment, and between performers and spectators. In analyzing these generative interplays, and foregrounding the role of choreography in immersive productions, two challenges must be kept in mind: first, the longstanding separation of dance and theater, and second, the thorny questions of agency that are raised by the suggestion that spectators of immersive productions are being choreographed.

First, in seeking to uncover choreography’s role in immersive productions, we must grapple with the ways that dance and theater have long been maintained as separate academic disciplines and continue to be disconnected in the research surrounding contemporary performance, including participatory forms such as immersive theater. To challenge this view, I draw on recent scholars who have taken up the work of bringing the discourses of these disciplines closer together. These include Nadine George-Graves and Kate Elswit, who possess significant backgrounds in each of these fields and self-describe their research and careers as straddling, not always comfortably, both disciplines. George-Graves, as editor of the Oxford Handbook of Dance & Theatre (2015), and Elswit, in her work Theatre & Dance (2018), advance compelling arguments for dissolving binary distinctions between the disciplines, citing how their confluence is engendering new forms and insights. Throughout this book, I return to George-Graves and Elswit’s call to bridge the schism between dance and theater, specifically building on Elswit’s use of the term interdependency to supplement my idea of tandemness when theorizing the role of dance in immersive works.

A second challenge in foregrounding choreography’s role in immersive productions is the question of spectators’ agency. Choreography is defined in this book as the designing and planning of movement in ways that are to be realized in dance as well as other forms of action. As such, the idea that choreography could be applied to spectators raises uncomfortable questions about the power and control that may be deployed in designing immersive experiences in ways that include audience participation. Even though choreography may yield ways of immersing (or appearing to immerse) audiences so they can perceive themselves as having agency and contributing in different ways to the event itself, the very notion of being choreographed connotes a lack of agency as an autonomous being in the world. As theater scholar Gareth White notes, “few things in the theatre [are] more despised than audience participation” (2013:1). We can surmise from such a statement that what audiences might despise are potential feelings of embarrassment or uncertainty about what will be asked of them during live performance contexts. This aversion to being compelled into the production is precisely a resistance to having one’s agency revoked. White’s remark, while not specific to immersive works, highlights the very real fears audiences have regarding the possibility of being manipulated during live, participatory performance situations, whether covertly or overtly. On the other hand, some audience members are surely impelled to participate because they desire and appreciate the effects of being controlled; for example, some people may have a penchant for escapism or fantasy, or an interest in role-playing situations where agency is relinquished. A certain ambiguity, then, must be recognized in immersive productions’ use of choreography to structure spectators’ participation. By recognizing the generative interplays within immersive productions—tensions between agency and control, between performer and spectator, between scriptedness and improvisation—we are able to understand choreography’s nuanced role as a primary mechanism for shaping audience participation to effectively engender immersion as an affective outcome.

Locating Dance in Immersive Scholarship

To date, most of the literature on immersive performance comes from the discipline of theater. This scholarship defines what is distinct and exciting about immersive productions, establishes the foundations of a critical inquiry into the subject, and points to important precedents of the form. For example, scholars have identified parades and pageantry, circuses and carnivals, spontaneous and orchestrated “happenings” by 1960s artists, as well as promenade and site-specific performance as historical precedents of immersive performance.7 However, the theater-based literature on immersive performance omits any rigorous engagement with the discipline of dance. Countering this omission, I argue that theater scholars’ treatment of immersive performance as interdisciplinary, and their emphasis on how these productions’ organizational design prioritizes the experiential embodiment and physical engagement of audiences, actually implies the centrality of choreography in immersive productions. Here, by situating choreography as central to these productions, I investigate the emergence of immersive theater through the frame of not only theater but also dance, and thereby address the latter’s absence from the discourses surrounding immersive performance.

In her introduction to the anthology Audience Participation: Essays on Inclusion in Performance (2003), theater scholar and editor Susan Kattwinkel introduces the reader to productions that she describes as having been made by “artists who account for their audiences in every step of the creation and performance process” (x). While Kattwinkel herself does not use the word immersive—the term appears only once in the book in reference to technologies and online role-playing games, and not to live performance—her descriptions of the specific kinds of audience participation such productions might require can be readily understood in the context of immersive works:


Either the performance is structured to include audience members, or the performance was created with the help of potential audience members, in concert with the artists, or greatly altered following audience response. Others of these performances were created with a very specific audience in mind and have no purpose for existence without the spiritual and vocal presence of that specific audience. (2003, x)8



Through Kattwinkel’s emphasis on the ways in which artists conceptualize audiences in order to include them within performances, she laid the groundwork for other theater scholars to address questions of audience participation and immersion over the next decade.9 Among the most prominent scholars to take up these questions are Gareth White (2013), Adam Alston (2016), James Frieze (2016), Rose Biggin (2017), and Josephine Machon (2009, 2013, 2016). A survey of these scholars’ works reveals that they describe immersive theater as involving “embodiment” and “physical engagement,” both of which are core concepts in choreography. Here, by reading these theater-based works from a dance perspective, I situate immersive works as tandem productions, materialized through a productive interaction between theater and dance.

Gareth White’s work on immersive theater frames this genre in light of the larger discourse around audience participation, asserting that while all audiences are participatory in some respect—otherwise “performance would be nothing but action happening in the presence of other people” (2013:3)—the audience participation occurring in participatory performance, including works labeled as immersive, is unique. In Audience Participation in Theatre: An Aesthetics of the Invitation, White defines audience participation in these productions as “the participation of an audience or audience member in the action of a performance” (2013:3, emphasis added). White posits that through an audience member’s “actions and experiences,” that individual “becomes the artist’s medium, and so the work’s aesthetic material” (10).10 In other words, spectators participate by actually becoming one of the materials that makes up the production. Like White, I am concerned with “identifying what it is that practitioners of audience participation work with,” and for me, the aesthetic material includes the bodies of performers and audiences, as well as the dances realized through their bodies as they each enact choreography in tandem (14). If we accept that the aesthetic material White discusses can be the bodies of both performers and spectators, then we can understand his descriptions of the experiential nature of immersive as implying aspects and properties associated with dance and choreography.

Adam Alston, in his book Beyond Immersive Theatre: Aesthetics, Politics and Productive Participation, is, like White, concerned with how audiences are resourced to serve as aesthetic materials in productions, or as he puts it, are “expected to put their psychological and physiological capacities to work” during performances (2016:212). Alston’s characterization of immersive theater draws on the neoliberal political philosopher Robert Nozick’s notion of the “experience machine” (2), defined as “the pursuit of hedonism and subservience to a system that rewards subjects with desirable experiences at the expense of independence” (2). While Nozick coined the term to refer to political structures, Alston applies the concept to immersive theater in order to frame this type of production as a kind of proxy experience machine in which spectators enter “enclosed and other-worldly spaces [that] . . . coalesce around a central aim: to place the audience members in a thematically cohesive environment that resources their sensuous, imaginative and explorative capabilities as productive” (2, emphasis added). Alston describes the tendency of immersive productions to make demands upon audiences—“demands to make more, do more, feel more, and to feel more intensely”—as a form of “productive participation,” and suggests that the expectation of such participation is a “feature that recurs in neoliberalism’s political and economic structures” (4). Alston’s use of the term productive participation is meant to critique immersive theater’s aesthetic inclination toward “a romanticism, modification and enhancement of the audience’s productivity” (4). The resourcing of audiences as aesthetic materials in order that they might productively pursue experiences affords what Alston has called the “objectification of experience as art” (7). In immersive theater, Alston claims, “audience attention is diverted from a more typical art object—be it a sculpture in an installation or a performer on a stage—to the experiences that arise from audience immersion and participation” (8). Building on Alston’s claim, I assert that one primary mechanism through which the attention of audiences is diverted toward their participation, such that their experiences can yield immersion, is choreography. What Alston identifies as productive participation is, I argue, the resourcing of the spectator as a material of performance, that is, the spectator’s transformation into a subject of choreography. Through the spectator’s choreographed labor, the “objectification of experience as art” that he speaks of can be ensured (7).

But how is the spectator engaged as an aesthetic material within the production? James Frieze’s answer to this question, in his introduction as volume editor to Reframing Immersive Theatre: The Politics and Pragmatics of Participatory Performance, is that the production hinges on the management of the spectator’s attention. Frieze asserts that “the crux of participatory performance lies not in the object of our attention, what might normally be called ‘the content’, but in the ways that our attention is managed, the ways in which our engagement is co-opted with and as content” (2016:23, emphasis original). Probing the implications of this management of spectator attention, Frieze questions the assumption that audiences have greater agency in immersive productions than in traditional ones. For him, such binary placements oversimplify immersive works as “positively valanced” with agency and traditional productions as “negatively valanced” with passivity, at least in participatory performance contexts (2). Frieze’s explanation of why participatory, immersive works are valorized as agentive is that these works “offer the chance to do more than ‘just’ observe or study; they offer the chance to interact with, even to become, the object of attention” (1).11 As Frieze notes, immersive theater “reflects an imperative to have (what used to be called) a ‘3D’ experience, the sense of not just observing a spectacle but, literally and metaphorically, walking around it” (24). Here, Frieze reiterates White’s idea of the spectator being “inside of the work,” and echoes Alston’s emphasis on the productive, entrepreneurial participation of audiences. And yet, the thrust of Frieze’s argument is to suggest the ways in which spectators’ experiences are shaped and managed by the creators and performers of the immersive production: “The entrepreneurial, embodied, empirical verification of the haptic-cinematic spectacle [of an immersive production] depends on the withholding of some secrets as much as on the revealing of others” (24). In other words, the productions depend to a certain extent upon spectators’ unwittingness, their engagement with designed production elements that are invisible to them. I argue that one of those crucial elements, both operational and invisible in these productions, is choreography. Frieze thus indirectly reinforces my argument for how choreography is working to facilitate immersion. When situated as subjects of choreography, spectators become the object of their own attention; following Alston, their attention is diverted toward the “doing” of their own experiences and actions, through which they have opportunities to perceive immersion.

Choreography is also an invisible thread throughout Rose Biggin’s Immersive Theatre and Audience Experience: Space, Game and Story in the Work of Punchdrunk, the first monographic study of the work of the UK-based company often cited as pioneers of immersive theater.12 Biggin was embedded in the company as a research scholar for four years, with unprecedented access to choreographer and associate artistic director Maxine Doyle, and yet Biggin makes only one brief comment on Doyle’s contribution to the production: “Doyle’s distinctive choreography has appeared in many Punchdrunk shows and is a valuable part of the company’s aesthetic” (17). Despite the brevity of this acknowledgment, Biggin’s discussions of spectator experiences consistently refer to them, using terms that suggest the presence of choreography. For example, her descriptions of Punchdrunk’s The Drowned Man (UK, 2013–2014) suggest spectators are impacted by the “energy of the choreography” (92), as well as by their individual navigation of the “wider layout of the space and the looping structure of the choreographed scenes” (91). In one passage that underscores my argument that both performers and spectators are choreographed, Biggin notes that “this layout is not influenced by an audience member’s choice, although they have a certain amount of agency over where they go within that layout” (91). Stating, “the player/participant faces designed choices and procedures,” Biggin goes on to describe how “the structure of the building implied a series of choices available regarding where an audience member might go” (92). Later, she explains that “an audience member’s story, when considered as a linear journey with its own events and structure, is formed in the meeting place between their decisions (what door to go through, etc.) and the production’s own choreography, direction and layout” (171). My notion of the tandemness of immersive productions is implied in this explanation by Biggin, in that she suggests audiences engage in journeys of their own within the context of the production’s choreography. Based on these and other similar passages in Biggin’s work, I suggest that even though she does not explicitly acknowledge or discuss the central role of choreography, she is, intentionally or not, implying its operational and affective impact in Punchdrunk’s productions.

Finally, another theater scholar whose recent treatment of immersive performance implies the central, though under-discussed, role of choreography in these productions is Josephine Machon, who focuses her investigations on the sensorium of the spectator’s body. In her 2009 book (Syn)aesthetics: Redefining Visceral Performance, Machon theorizes immersive theater as “quintessentially (syn)aesthetic,” a term she uses to refer to how the form “encompasses both a fused sensory perceptual experience and a fused and sensate approach to artistic practice and analysis” (14). Building upon neurocognitive research on synesthesia, a condition understood as the production of a sense in one part of the body, such as hearing, that is experienced as a sensorial impression in another, such as color, Machon proposes her theory of “(syn)aesthetics” to analyze performance styles such as immersive theater as “an experiential audience event via the recreation of visceral experience” (1). In other words, Machon offers (syn)aesthetics as a means for understanding the ways practitioners emphasize the body’s sensorial, affective, and cognitive capacities during the design and production of such events. For Machon, (syn)aesthetics explains how immersion affords audience participants “fused corporeal and cerebral experiences” during works that enable “shifts between sensual and intellectual, the somatic . . . and the semantic (the ‘mental reading’ of signs)” (4). Machon is distinct among immersive theater scholars in that she discusses choreography explicitly, particularly when describing the “very clearly choreographed” washing she received as a participant in the one-to-one performance of Adrian Howells’s The Pleasure of Being: Washing, Feeding, Holding (2016:37).13 However, Machon does not thoroughly investigate choreography’s utility as a mechanism of audience participation, or as a means by which immersion manifests as an affect. Over the course of this book, I make explicit connections between dance and kinesthesia, broadly understood as the sensing of movement or “the first-person experiences of movement” as per dance philosopher Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, and what I believe to be the specialized role of choreography in the creation, presentation, and enactment of immersive performance ([1966] 2015:xvi). I return to Machon’s ideas of (syn)aesthetics in Chapter 2, when exploring how kinesthesia impacts the ways audiences are participating choreographically.

Overall, the theater-based scholarship on immersive productions to date implies the presence of choreography in these works, but it stops short of fully explicating its role in these productions. White characterizes audiences as one of the “aesthetic materials” that makes up a participatory performance, which I understand as occurring through practitioners’ resourcing of them as subjects of choreography. Alston builds on this view of audiences as aesthetic materials to frame immersive theater as an “experience machine” requiring the productive participation of audiences. His argument supports my claim that spectator enactment of choreography is what makes possible the objectification of experience as art. Frieze asserts that the means by which spectators participate in these productions is through the management of their attention, which raises questions about their agency; I argue that we can understand spectators’ agency or lack thereof in terms of choreography’s operational capacity to manage bodies. Finally, I note Biggin’s repeated references to choreography in her explication of Punchdrunk’s work, arguing that these references suggest an opportunity to investigate more fully the creative contributions of choreographer Maxine Doyle and other immersive company choreographers in order to better understand how these productions are informed by dance. Similarly, Machon’s descriptions of the sensory aspects of choreography in several immersive productions provide a basis for these investigations. None of the theater-based immersive scholarship discussed in this section overtly denies that dance exists outside of academic theater discourse, including in immersive productions. What needs to be recognized, I argue, is that dance is actually critical to the functioning of these interdisciplinary works. As such, we need to surface and understand the central role of choreography in immersive productions. The notion of immersion is not without precedents and foundations within the world of dance scholarship, which has made scattered references to the term over the past several decades.

Locating Immersive in Dance Scholarship

Recognizing the under-theorization of dance’s role in immersive theatre, we turn now to an exploration of how the concept of immersion has been present in dance practices and scholarship, if not named as such, over the past several decades.14 Indeed, strategies now perceived as immersive—strategies that acknowledge and account for the audience as active participants during performance—have been integral to the experiments of both theater and dance artists since the mid-twentieth century, and it can be argued, long before that. Although the canon of dance scholarship contains few direct references to the concept of “immersion” as it is being examined in this book, we can find traces of intentional audience engagement as far back as the earliest recorded formal choreography. Chapter 1 will trace the lineage of the Western conceptualization of choreography as it related to audience engagement from the early days of the Renaissance. Here, though, a brief survey of dance scholarship suggests the emergence of immersion as a concept within dance as beginning with postmodernist dance artists in the 1960s and ’70s and continuing through the increased use of immersive tactics in site-specific dance productions from the 1990s to the present. Most recently, dance scholars have begun to advocate for dance-based analysis of immersive theater, using dance as a counterpoint when discussing the connection of immersive works to cultural and socio-political structures rooted in Western forms of theater, a project that intersects with my interest in tandemizing the discourses.

One of the few uses of the term “immersive” in dance scholarship, and perhaps the first, occurs in Susan Leigh Foster’s 1986 book Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in Contemporary American Dance, specifically in her description of American artists who emerged from the Judson Church–era of dance experimentation in the 1960s and ’70s. Foster’s overall aim in this foundational work of dance scholarship is to elucidate choreographic methods and propose new ways to critically analyze dance-making and dance-viewing. In her discussion of the experimental dance emerging from the artists associated with the Judson Church, such as Meredith Monk, Foster uses the term “immersive” to describe the effects created by the fluid interactions of choreographer, dancer, and viewer. For example, describing the improvisational and interdisciplinary compositional strategies of Monk, Foster asserts that audiences of Monk’s works “become involved in the choreography itself, helping determine the response they make, so that they become immersed along with the choreography and dancers in a playful yet critical interpretive practice” (227, emphasis added). Foster goes on to articulate the ways in which Monk’s work “do not qualify as dance, that they occur, instead, at the interstices of existing mediums” (225).15 Here, I suggest, Foster identifies the lexical gap around these productions; no term yet existed for naming for these works. It is this gap that has seemingly been filled in the twenty-first century by the contemporary use of immersive. I engage with Foster’s analyses of Monk to suggest her as one example among several artists undertaking such experimentation in the twentieth century, and to make the larger assertion of dance’s place in the history of these types of productions. Foster’s writings illustrate how Monk’s productions could have been understood at that time, as well as now, as engendering immersive experience. In this way, they can be situated among other works in the dance canon as precedents for current immersive productions. According to Foster, Monk’s choices of how and where to stage her choreography in “parking lots, churches, or lofts” allowed her as a choreographer to “frame the audience as part of the action so that they see themselves as a defined group participating in an event” (223). Elsewhere in the book, I return to the work of postmodernist dance artists to discuss how practices that were developed during the postmodern period now operate in immersive productions.

A second precedent for immersive productions that we find in dance scholarship is the use of immersive tactics in site-specific performances. While site-specificity was present conceptually in Foster’s writing in 1986, it is not named as such, and thus I look to more recent literature in contextualizing site-specific works in relation to immersive performance. The term immersive does not appear in Site Dance: Choreographers and the Lure of Alternative Spaces (2009), an anthology edited by Melanie Kloetzel and Carolyn Pavlik, although several chapters include explicit descriptions of practices that mirror today’s immersive tactics and align with current attempts to define the genre.16 Concepts such as interactivity and involvement, alongside the practical challenges of repositioning and moving spectators, as well as audience responses, are pervasive throughout the interviews and essays that comprise the book. For example, Los Angeles–based choreographer Heidi Druckler recounts to Pavlik how the presence of the audience, specifically their interactivity with her as well as the dancers during rehearsals, ultimately shaped her first site-specific project, entitled Laundromatinee (1988). Druckler secured permission to use an operational laundromat as the site for the production and held rehearsals during daily working hours, drawing the attention of individuals who watched while waiting for their laundry. Some of these onlookers offered unsolicited feedback while others returned to attend the performances.17 In another work, Most Wanted (1997), set in a Los Angeles prison, Druckler explains that audiences “became characters in the work” when they were loaded into a sheriff’s van, fingerprinted, and divided into groups to travel to different locations to watch dancers perform in prison cells (Druckler interview with Pavlik 2009:87).18 These creative strategies deployed by Druckler in the late 1990s will be familiar to today’s practitioners and spectators of immersive works. Indeed, through Druckler’s performances, as well as the work of such artists as Eiko Otake, Stephen Koplowitz, and others who account for audiences in site-specific choreography, we can locate current tactics of immersive creation within these historical precedents of immersive dance practices.

One final puzzle piece that we can draw from dance scholarship to build a context for the use of choreography in immersive productions is the work of Royona Mitra, a scholar of dance and theater whose article “Decolonizing Immersion” proposes a broadening of the socio-political and disciplinary frameworks used to understand immersive productions. Mitra refers to the concept of rasa, a Sanskrit aesthetic theory of reception, to propose that immersion be considered as any work which “transpires interstitially between any audience, any artist and any art that is primarily premised on gestural dimensions of communication, and regardless of interactivity” (2016:89). My aim fundamentally differs from Mitra’s in that I am investigating works that specifically focus on choreography as a mechanism through which spectators enact participation through physical movements as part of the performance event. Where I find Mitra’s arguments productive for the present project, though, are her calls to expand the socio-cultural and disciplinary frameworks for understanding the term immersive, and the voices involved in the conversation, by asking who defines it—a question I examine further later in this chapter when discussing the ethical-political issues of participation, agency, and authorship. In acknowledging Mitra’s call to decolonize immersive theater, I suggest that the lack of diversity she perceives stems in part from its emphasis on storytelling that has thus far prioritized literary narratives from the Western European canon that tend to represent and prioritize white male experiences.

Dance scholarship offers us several precedents and foundations for investigating dance’s role in immersive performance. The few examples cited here suggest how choreographers have long understood and grappled with issues and contingencies that now concern practitioners of immersive theater but that have thus far been marginalized within the larger discourses surrounding the form. Further investigation of the work of postmodernist dance artists, as well as the experiments of subsequent generations of artists with site-specific productions, would no doubt reveal innumerable instances of choreographers prioritizing and foregrounding the audience experience when conceptualizing their works. In recognizing the overlapping ways dance and theater have been concerned with and address involvement of the audience, I focus on identifying the tandemness of concepts and practices distinct to immersive performance.

New (and Newer) Dramaturgies

Exploring tandemness as the generative interplay between theater and dance opens up possibilities for expanding our understanding of how practices utilized within the creative processes of both disciplines, such as dramaturgy, are operating within immersive performance. Historically, dramaturgy has been understood as the theory and practice of dramatic composition within the context of the theater. The dramaturg’s role encompasses researching various aspects of content and context, serving as a sort of proxy spectator during the development process, and assisting artists from the inception through the creation of a production that audiences will (hopefully) find compelling. Conventional conceptions of dramaturgy can construe the spectator as a static recipient of a work, and as such, the dramaturg’s role as a proxy for the spectator is often considered complete once the content of a production has been sufficiently contextualized, that is, the realm of the play has been established. In immersive productions, however, we can see that this approach to dramaturgy can no longer be sufficient. With the spectator now constituting a component of the production, the dramaturgical thinking surrounding their inclusion must be much more comprehensive. If immersive practitioners intentionally resource spectators as physically responsive subjects—as “materials,” following White and Alston—within a performance, then the dramaturgy of such a production must account for them as mobile and agentive. Only by innovative approaches to dramaturgy can the spectator be situated as a subject who participates in the action with the potential of being immersed.

Alternative approaches to conventional dramaturgy first emerged in the 1990s, as dramaturgs began to increasingly emphasize process and collaboration. The phrase “new dramaturgy” was coined by Flemish dramaturg Marianne Van Kerkhoven in 1994 to refer to an emergent, iterative dramaturgy in which performances were created through open-ended and collaborative processes, shaped by an awareness of the audience as diverse, multiple, and eager consumers of new cultural experiences (18). Van Kerkhoven, who worked with Belgian choreographer Anne Teresa de Keersmaeker in the 1980s, declared that this new dramaturgy was “looking for a new relationship with its audience,” a statement that proved prescient over the next two decades as practitioners increasingly focused on dramaturgical processes that connect spectators to productions at differing levels of participation (22). Van Kerkhoven’s notion has since become pluralized, with the term “new dramaturgies” now deployed to reference the continual surfacing of experimental dramaturgical practices.19

In the realm of dance, dramaturgs have been working with choreographers since the 1980s, with two notable early dramaturg–choreographer partnerships being Raimund Hoghe and Pina Bausch at Tanztheatre Wupperthal in Germany, and later, Heidi Gilpin and William Forsythe at Ballet Frankfurt. However, only within the past fifteen years has dance dramaturgy become recognized as a distinct discipline. Gilpin is credited as the first to delineate dance dramaturgy as a discipline, in her identification of “the dramaturgy of movement in performance” (2015:10).20 Today, the ontology and function of dramaturgy in dance remains less defined than in theater; the relationship between dramaturgical and choreographic practices continue to be debated, and questions remain regarding the distribution of labor within dance dramaturgy.21 On one hand, Van Kerkhoven claimed in 1994 that “there is no essential difference between theatre and dance dramaturgy,” citing that even though each form is composed historically of different materials, they maintain the same concerns of “mastering of structures; the achievement of a global view; the gaining of insight into how to deal with the material, whatever its origin may be” (146, emphasis original). On the other hand, dance dramaturgs, such as Gilpin and Katherine Profeta, present contemporary movement performance as more dramaturgically complex than performances that prioritize text. This is because movement performances are inherently multidisciplinary, drawing on dance, music, theater, visual arts, film, and other forms. Gilpin and Profeta argue that this multidisciplinarity, and in some cases, interdisciplinarity, requires its practitioners to engage in broader consideration of the particular ways in which different audiences make meaning of productions. As audience members receive such densely crafted movement-based performances, they must interpret diverse performance languages and codes. For instance, Gilpin claims that audiences of movement performances “are not equally well versed” in the “many differing vocabularies (text, image, movement, sound) and disciplinary perspectives—none of which play a hierarchical central role” within the productions (1997:85). If Gilpin’s assertation is true, at least in regard to some audience members, then the dramaturgical process for such productions requires consideration of the ways in which audiences may engage in a kind of code-switching between artistic disciplines.22 This code-switching would be, then, the synthesis of aesthetic information with which they are less familiar with the knowledge they bring to the performances in order to make meaning from the totality of the event.

The concept of the spectator as a central concern in the dramaturgical process is a focus of the scholarship of both Gilpin and Profeta. Gilpin suggests that in movement-based productions, more is expected of spectators, as these productions involve levels of information that are layered, overlapping, and transmitted through many disciplinary modes. Because of these layers of complexity, Gilpin maintains that the audience’s ability to interpret these varied disciplinary languages is a key dramaturgical concern. Following Gilpin, yet focusing on the work of the dramaturg specifically, Profeta declares that “anyone participating in dramaturgical thinking cannot not think about audience and still be engaged in the task of constructing a performance” (2015:100).23 While taking this stance, Profeta is also highly attuned to the ineffability of the spectator’s experience of the performance. On one hand, she suggests that “it is certainly possible, and often quite useful, to defer or transmute this type of [audience-centric] thinking” (100). Profeta cautions that positioning a dramaturg as an “advocate” for the audience is problematic since “one cannot advocate for an unknown, irreducibly diverse, impromptu future collective” (88). But on the other hand, Profeta also acknowledges that to abandon the notion of dramaturg as advocate “risks ignoring the sheer amount of time I nevertheless spend trying to conjure the perceptions and thoughts of imaginary spectators” (15). Both Gilpin and Profeta emphasize the essentiality of the spectator to dramaturgical thinking, while also expressing the numerous complications that arise when accounting for and accommodating them. Building upon Gilpin and Profeta, I propose that a newer form of new dramaturgical thinking has emerged in immersive performance, one that is primarily concerned with how to resource spectators as aesthetic materials (to cite White and Alston) when creating and implementing productions. In Chapter 3, I return to these analyses of new dramaturgies when proposing elicitive dramaturgy as a way of conceiving of and composing the spectator as a subject of choreography. As I show, this new, new dramaturgy has been developed as a way of conceptualizing and designing audience participation in immersive performance.

Agency, Audience Participation, and Authorship

The promise of “immersion into a world” is commonly used to advertise immersive productions. Notably, however, among the hundreds of immersive theater promotional materials I have reviewed, I have never seen a promise that spectators would be “choreographed into a world.” The choice to emphasize immersion rather than choreography in marketing immersive productions makes a certain intuitive sense. Whereas the language of immersion may evoke an expectation of a pleasurable experience, an invocation of choreography might raise a suspicion that attending the production will involve being manipulated, coerced, or simply made to work too hard. This trend in marketing messaging suggests that, for many audiences of participatory performance, the prospect of being immersed is vastly more appealing than the prospect of being choreographed. The term “immersion,” as used in this context, suggests the sublime, while the possibility of being choreographed may sound contrived, even oppressive. Beneath audiences’ concern about being choreographed might exist a deeper aversion to surrendering one’s agency, or even acknowledging delimitations on that agency. In a neoliberal age of entrepreneurial initiative and individual productivity, such a relinquishment of agency could read more as a deterrent than an enticing invitation.

And yet, for all the resistance to acknowledging choreography’s prevalence in many situations, it is, as cultural theorist and philosopher Erin Manning has stated, “happen[ing] everywhere, all the time” (2012:91). By this, Manning is suggesting that we choreograph the social, cultural, and economic interactions of our lives and are also choreographed by them. More precisely, we are inevitably choreographed by the behavioral norms shaping the societies we inhabit; we are choreographed whenever we acquiesce to prescribed standards of conduct, whether that means waiting patiently in a check-out line at a store or stepping to the left side of an escalator so we can climb up past those riding on the escalator’s right side. As Manning notes, referencing choreographer William Forsythe’s assertion that “you don’t need a choreographer to dance” (Forsythe quoted in Forsythe and Sigmund 2001), all that is needed for dancing to occur is “a choreographic proposition” (2012:97). That choreographic proposition can take such mundane forms as someone holding a door open for you or a restaurant displaying a no smoking sign. Indeed, in almost every circumstance of our lives, we encounter choreographic propositions that guide our actions. Even when attending traditional theater productions where we enact what White has called “conventionally constructed signals” such as sitting in our assigned seats, applauding, or laughing, we are embedded in choreographic structures that organize our bodies (2013:129).

Characterizing the structuring power of choreography, performance studies scholar André Lepecki asserts that choreography can be understood as an apparatus of capture, that is, it “captures” the bodies of dancers, orienting and defining their movements over the course of the dance. Lepecki’s use of the term “apparatus of capture” in relation to choreography draws upon the work of philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Pierre-Félix Guattari, who were expanding on philosopher Michel Foucault’s conceptualization of apparatus as any structure that exercises power in societies. By framing choreography as an apparatus of capture, Lepecki distinguishes it as the precise mechanism through which a dancer enacts the exact movements as prescribed by a choreographer. Lepecki, explaining this concept in a joint essay with theater scholar Ric Allsopp, states, “[c]horeography was invented in order to structure a system of command to which bodies have to subject themselves (freely, as Althusser would say!) into the system’s wills and whims” (2008:3). Following Foucault, Allsopp and Lepecki understand bodies as “docile,” or compliant, particularly when subjected to regulatory powers, and choreography as commanding (3). The proposal of choreography as an apparatus of capture, useful as it is for understanding how dancers’ bodies are captured by the structures composed by choreographers, is perhaps even more compelling as an explanation of how choreography works in immersive productions. Specifically, in immersive performance, choreography can be understood as capturing the bodies of not only dancers but also spectators.

This capture is not absolute or guaranteed, however. Allsopp and Lepecki identify a means for spectators captured by choreography to “slip out” of the apparatus of capture: namely, improvisation, defined as speaking and acting in a manner that is not planned or scripted within a production. Choreographers have long used improvisation as a tool to invent movement and support the creation of choreography; improvisation is also used as a form of performance itself. Today, it is generally accepted that choreography and improvisation are distinct modes of performance and that they can also coexist within a single work of performance. In previous writings, I have identified how spectators’ movements and speech are organized by instructional movement scores provided by practitioners.24 Such scores have long been utilized within the discipline of dance as a means by which choreographers and dancers generate movement for performance. In immersive performance, instructional scores are encountered by audiences and function as the mechanism for their participation within the production.25 I have argued that the scores performed by the audience constitute choreography in immersive performance when developing my idea of tandem dances, building upon Foster’s assertion that that choreography can “interpreted as a score or a set of principles that guide spontaneous invention” (2011:3). But implicit within the use of scores, given that they are improvisational to begin with, is the possibility of deviating from them through improvisation. This recognition of improvisational deviation from (or “slipping out” of) the pre-assigned instructional, choreographic structure of a score provides a frame for understanding how dance shapes audiences’ participation in immersive productions without fully controlling that participation. Audiences’ slippage from out of the instructional score may be either intentional or unintentional, a distinction I take up in Chapter 3.

As I have suggested, the nature and extent of spectator agency within immersive productions remains an open question. Previous scholarship on audience participation and authorship, particularly with regard to the body as a site of agency, helps us consider the ways in which audiences simultaneously have and do not have agency through dance within immersive productions. The body itself presents a paradox, as articulated by philosopher Drew Leder in The Absent Body, in that one’s body is the “most abiding and inescapable presence” in one’s life and yet “is rarely the thematic object of experience” (1990:1). In other words, while the body is inescapably the means through which we experience the world, it is not typically the center of our attention, and is often even ignored. Dance is a way to overcome this paradox, as pointed out by George-Graves, referencing Leder. The practice of dance brings the body into acute focus, prioritizing embodied experience while bringing sensations to the center of one’s attention (2015:6). The body thus becomes both a site and a facilitator of the perception of agency. In immersive performance, spectators experience the production first and foremost as kinesthetic activity; through enactment of instructional, improvisational movement scores, practitioners are affording spectators access to intensified levels of kinesthesia, as understood by Sheets-Johnstone as “the first-person experiences of movement” (2015:xvi). This intensified embodiment is then inextricable from perceptions of agency, following interdisciplinary scholar Carrie Noland’s theorizing of agency through kinesthesia. Agency is defined by Noland as “the power to alter those acquired behaviors and beliefs for purposes that may be reactive (resistant) or collaborative (innovative) in kind” (2009:9). Kinesthetic sensations, she claims, are a “particular kind of affect belonging to both to the body that precedes our subjectivity (narrowly construed) and the contingent, cumulative subjectivity our body allows us to build over time” (4). Kinesthesia affords us opportunities to “experiment with practices we have learned” and, following this, “knowledge obtained through kinesthesia is constitutive of—not tangential to—the process of individuation” (4, emphasis original). In other words, spectators’ embodied, physicalized participation in choreographic structures, which affords them access to intensified levels of kinesthesia, can contribute to perceptions of agency and authorship—both of which, I argue, are critical to the efficacy of these productions as immersive experiences. Immersion depends upon perceiving the self as agentive, and it is immersion that serves to facilitate that perception of agency.

If spectators are or perceive themselves to be agentive within immersive productions, what implications does this have for authorship? What does it mean for practitioners to design structures for spectators to act and speak within, and in what sense are those spectators then co-authoring the production? These questions relate to broader debates about authorship in the twenty-first century, which has been constantly redefined over the past century. Since the mid-twentieth century, authorial control over the performative experience has been questioned by major artists across the disciplines of visual arts, theater, and dance, including Antonin Artaud, Bertolt Brecht, Andy Warhol, Yoko Ono, Marina Abramović, Merce Cunningham, and Yvonne Rainer, as well as many other postmodernist dance artists. In dance, authorship has long been understood in terms of co-authorship, meaning the works arise from collaborations and interactions among choreographers and dancers. The creative process of choreography resources dancers as innovators and generators of material, and in the moment of the performance, the dancer’s interpretation of the choreography may be considered another mode of co-authorship. In immersive works, we may consider how spectators, too, are contributing as co-generators of choreography and co-authors of the experience of the production. Immersive performance as an emergent cultural product is designed to both invite and require the participation and contributions of the audience. Importantly, this co-authorship may not be conscious or intentional for the audience member. We must resist generalizing audience experience by suggesting that all spectators perceive themselves as dancing per se, or by assuming that everyone experiences immersion in the same way or at all, or perceives themselves as generating or performing content. Nevertheless, in practice, spectators can be choreographed even without their perceiving their participation as dance or dancing, and even without realizing that they are contributors to the performance. Dances, as Foster notes, “evince or articulate a choreography” (2011:3). Dance is a realization of choreography. While spectators will always have their own individual perceptions of their experience, it is through their enactment, that is, performance, of choreographic structures designed to guide their participation that they, alongside the performers, realize choreography as tandem dances. This participation can occur at an almost instinctual level, reflecting the kind of responsiveness we have to the kinds of choreographic propositions that occur throughout our daily lives, as mentioned earlier.

This discussion of audience participation and agency in immersive productions has raised a number of questions.
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