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Open Sourcing If/Then

by Richard Siegal

Publishing one’s methodology is an unconventional
step to make as a choreographer. This gesture, aimed
squarely at the issue of authorship in collaborative efforts, is
germane to much of contemporary dance making. It is
aligned with the values of contact improvisation and of its
communication hub, Contact Quarterly. And it was the prime
concern motivating me to choreograph If/Then.

In March of 2005, I premiered If/Then, a duet of linked
choreographic systems for Janis Brenner and Jeanine Durn-
ing. The piece was made in three short rehearsal periods
beginning in August 2004. My journal entries follow:

November 2004

SYSTEM-STRUCTURES

I have started creating tiny games between two dancers
based on the syntactical system: If-Then. The games are
composed of simple gestures and rules, very binary: If you
do x, then I doy. If I do y, you can do z or n, etc. The games
are, therefore, extremely dialogic in that one dancers
response depends on the other dancers preceding gesture.

[above] Richard Siegal in IF, Danspace Project, New York City,
March 4, 2005.
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Each game is differentiated by content; some contain only
movement, others include only text, while still others have
both movement and text.

Each game shares a common configuration that links
it to another game (a spatial relationship, a repetition of
elements, etc.). I call these common configurations “hubs.”
They are akin to hyperlinks in web design or branching
mechanisms of non-linear narrative. In this fashion, the
dancers can progress from one game to another. So
although in performance the attitudes of the dancers seem
to be competitive, they are in fact cooperating. There is an
imperative for them to achieve these “hub” configurations;
its the only way they can enter into a new game.

The structure, therefore, unfolds in real time, as deter-
mined by the dancers themselves. There is only one “hub”
per game and, unlike hyperlinks, I have made a rule that
once the dancers pass into a new game, they may not return
to an old one. The dance progresses linearly. I am also con-
sidering the possibility of including multiple “hubs,” each
leading to a different game. This would create a network of
game play in which the performance could have multiple
structural itineraries with multiple conclusions.

METHODOLOGY

The rapid proliferation of rules demands a careful docu-
mentation. Because the structure is composed of choices, a
flow chart is the model of transcription which best
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Janis Brenner and Jeanine Durning in Richard Siegal’s If/Then
at Silo Artist Residency, [NYC?], December 2004.
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describes for me the nature of the dance. In turn, documen-
tation has become an important aspect of the dance’s devel-
opment, enabling me to record the rules and visualize the
relationships between the elements of the games and the
games themselves.

CONTENT

The subjects of choice, control, and autonomy that moti-
vated the dance’s creation give way, in performance, to their
corollaries: cooperation, coordination, and interdepen-
dence. Perhaps the best frame by which to understand the
piece is political, a dyadic politic which shares much in
common with conjugal and filial relationships.

The subject of virtuosity is largely transmuted from
the physical to the mnemonic. The cause and effect rela-
tionships, which set the vocabulary into motion, are a feat
of extraordinary memory for which dancers are especially
qualified.

After some days spent establishing the method of
working (how to make and how to play the games), I began
to introduce text culled from the journals of a friend. She
generously sent me a selection of entries after I had
described to her what I was interested in investigating with
the dancers. Her journal is a faithful documentation of her
relationship with her then dying mother. Her mother was
suffering from side effects of radiation treatments for
meningioma, or benign brain tumors, which resulted in
dementia. The entries are written as dialogues. Aspects of
her mothers behavior and their changing relationship
appeared to correspond to questions I wanted to explore
about autonomy, filial relationships, identity, the absurd,
cause and effect, and pathology. Particularly striking were
fragments of conversation in which her mother used the
very syntactical system that was motivating the methodol-
ogy, If-Then.

3 July 2004

“Push me out of this hole. I can’t find my way out of

Contact Quarterly
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here...!!! Turn the container upright and take off the
top so I can see. If you do that, then I can get out...”

Fragments of text are integrated into some of the games
and work in precisely the same way as the movement.
They are data whose meaning, for the performet; is pri-
marily as a code by which she knows how she may
respond. And although the text data is limited such that
the performance never devolves into extended dialogue,
the text also possesses the property of framing the action
for the spectator. The music, too, underscores the tragic
nature of the text, serving to counteract a brittleness in
the structure by impregnating the repetitive, enigmatic
action with emotion.

From the [onset/outset], my intention in working with sys-
tems-based choreography was principally to give form in
performance to the determining role the dancers play in the
creation of a work. Although in If/Then the vocabulary and
relationships between the vocabularies are defined, ideally
the piece should share with improvisation a high degree of
autonomy for the performers.

In the spirit of engaging the politics of creative
endeavor, I would like to encourage If/Then’s development
by inviting others to modify it. This is based on the belief
that the beauty of systemic complexity resides in relinquish-
ing individual control to the infinitely more qualified orga-
nizational abilities of communities. In notating If/Then, I saw
that it could be read as a code: instructions potentially
understood by others who might read it. I guide the reader
to the following website, www.thebakery.org/ifthen, made
in collaboration with Hillary Goidell, where explicit docu-
mentation of the duet can be found. I hope that others will
be intrigued by the system and moved to contribute their
artistic sense to it while advancing the intentions inherent in
the game play and themes.

Inasmuch as this method of developing the work
reaches toward what could be called an open source
approach, we/the participants will collaboratively contribute



to the work’s performance.

+

To contact the author: Richard Siegal, richard@thebakery.org;
www.thebakery.org.
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