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RESUME

Cette recherche-création examine l'influence de l'intégration de la méditation de la
pleine conscience, issue de la tradition bouddhiste Theravada, dans un processus de
création en danse contemporaine. Elle tente également de discerner quelles facettes
du soi ont émergé au cours de ce processus, a savoir ce qui a surgi dans le corps et le
cceur/esprit de la chorégraphe/interpréte/chercheuse, grace & un processus d'auto-
observation rigoureux. Enfin, I'étude cherche a €lucider si (et comment) l'intégration
de la méditation de la pleine conscience dans le processus de création a contribué a un
plus grand sens de l’expérience pour la chorégraphe/interpréte/chercheuse tout au
long du processus.

Méthodologiquement, la recherche a été inspirée par la méthode heuristique,
1’autopoiesis et la pleine conscience. Le processus de création a eu lieu pendant neuf
semaines et a €té soutenu par trois yeux extérieurs distincts. Le travail final, un solo
de 30 minutes ayant pour titre « Being with the unknown » a été présenté devant un
public quatre soirs de suite en septembre 2015 & Montréal. La collecte de données
s’est composée du journal de bord de la chercheuse, complétée par un entretien
d'explicitation et des enregistrements vidéo des répétitions et des représentations.
Pour l'analyse des données, la chercheuse a employ€ 1'analyse thématique et 1’analyse
en mode écriture.

Les résultats de 1'étude ont montré que l'intégration de la méditation de la pleine
conscience a influencé quatre composantes du processus de création: 1)
’interprétation pendant les répétitions et les spectacles; 2) l'esthétique de la piéce
finale; 3) les méthodes de création en studio; et 4) la relation de la chorégraphe a la
matiére. En outre, la chercheuse a trouvé que tous les aspects du soi qui ont émergé,
les différents états du corps et du coeur/esprit, parfois agréables et parfois
désagréables, se sont révélés étre impersonnels. Autrement dit, analysés a la lumiére
de la méditation de la pleine conscience, la chercheuse a pu voir qu’ils étaient dus a
des causes et des conditions, sujets au changement et principalement hors du contrdle
volontaire de la chorégraphe. Pour la chercheuse, cela mettait en évidence un concept
central dans le bouddhisme Theravada, celui de anatta ou du non-soi, c'est-a-dire une
compréhension du soi comme processuel, dynamique et multiple, une vue qui est
partagé par de nombreux penseurs postmodernes, féministes et queer. En ce qui
concerne la question du «sens», la chercheuse a constaté que, en devenant plus
consciente de ce qui se passait au niveau de son corps et de son cceur/esprit, la
relation a la matiere dans chaque moment a été clarifiée. Cette clarté de relation a
rendu ’expérience plus «significative» indépendamment du fait que cette relation
¢tait principalement kinesthésique, émotionnelle ou cognitive. Enfin, 1'étude conclut
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avec l'espoir que d'autres études seront menées sur les apports possibles de la
méditation de la pleine conscience dans le processus de formation et de création des
artistes, méme s’ils ne souscrivent pas nécessairement a la pens€e bouddhiste
Theravada. En effet, la chercheuse a constaté que l'utilisation de la méditation de la
pleine conscience a eu de nombreuses influences positives sur la qualité du processus
de création, ainsi que sur l'expérience de l'interpréte. En outre, le chercheur estime
que développer des qualités tels que la conscience de soi et la bienveillance est
universellement bénéfique indépendamment des affiliations personnelles.

Mots clés: Méditation de la pleine conscience, mindfulness, méditation vipassana, la
méditation bouddhiste, Bouddhisme Theravada, les quatre fondations de la pleine
conscience, anatta, le non-soi, la conscience du soi, Metta, danse contemporaine, le
processus de création, la chorégraphie, la performance



ABSTRACT

This research-creation study sought to examine the influence of integrating
mindfulness meditation in a creative process in contemporary dance. It also attempted
to discern what facets of the self emerged during this process, that is to say, what
arose in the body and heart/mind of the choreographer/dancer/researcher, in accord
with the process of rigorous self-observation that is integral to mindfulness
meditation in the Buddhist Theravada tradition. Finally, the study also seeks to
elucidate whether or not integrating mindfulness meditation in the creative process
contributed to a greater sense of “meaning” for the choreographer/dancer/researcher
throughout the process.

The primary data consisted of the researcher’s creative journal, supplemented by an
explicitation interview and video recordings of the rehearsals and performances. The
research was inspired by heuristic inquiry, autopoieses, and mindfulness in its
methods and by thematic analysis and “writing as an analytical praxis” for the data
analysis. The creative process took place over nine weeks and was supported by three
distinct outside eyes. The final dance work was presented in front of an audience four
evenings in a row in September 2015 in Montreal, QC.

The results of the study showed that the integration of mindfulness meditation in the
creative process influenced four aspects of the creative process and the final work: 1)
on the dancer while rehearsing and performing; 2) on the aesthetics of the final piece;
3) on the methods for creating and working in the studio; and 4) on the
choreographer’s relationship to the material. In addition, it was seen that all of the
aspects of the self that emerged, the different states of body and heart/mind, at times
pleasant and at other times unpleasant, revealed themselves to be impersonal. That 1s
to say, analyzed in the light of mindfulness meditation, they were due to causes and
conditions, subject to change and mainly out of the control of the creator. For the
researcher, this pointed to a central concept in Theravada Buddhism, that of anatta or
selflessness, that is to say an understanding of the self as processual, dynamic and
multifaceted, a view that is also shared by many postmodern, feminist and queer
thinkers. With regards to the question of “meaning,” the researcher found that by
becoming more aware of what was happening at the level of the body and heart/mind,
the relationship to the material in each moment was clarified, and that this was what
made it “meaningful” regardless of whether that relationship was primarily
kinesthetic, emotional, or cognitive. Finally, the study concludes with the hope that
more studies be conducted integrating mindfulness meditation in the training and
creative process of performing artists, even if they do not necessarily subscribe to a
Theravada Buddhist framework. This is because the researcher has found that using
mindfulness meditation had numerous positive influences on the quality of the
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creative process as well as on the experience of the performer. In addition, the
researcher considers that developing qualities such as self-awareness and kindness are
skills and tools that are universally beneficial regardless of personal affiliations.

Key words: Mindfulness, mindfulness meditation, vipassana meditation, insight
meditation, Buddhist meditation, Theravada Buddhism, the Four Foundations of
mindfulness, anatta, selflessness, non-self, awareness, Metta, contemporary dance,
creative process, choreography, performance



CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Origins of the Study: Personal Trajectory in Light of My Artistic Practice

[ am an independent dance artist based in Montreal, Canada. My creative practice
consists of dance, performance and relational art, video and installation. I began
dancing as a young child, all the while pursuing my intellectual appetite and curiosity
for learning more about the world I lived in. In university, I was passionate about
cultural studies, feminist and queer theory, and performance studies. Although I loved
the exciting realm of theoretical investigation, after completing a B.A. in Cultural
Anthropology at Wesleyan University (U.S.A.) in 2002, I felt that I reached the limits
of a logocentric approach to epistemology. [ had learned how to become skilled at
analytically deconstructing systems of oppression and injustice, but had learned little
in the way of generating alternatives or solutions. It seemed to me that creativity and
the arts had much to offer in this regard and decided to dedicate myself more
seriously to dance. I believed that artistic practice could offer tools for engendering
change, both personal and social, namely by developing creativity and imagining
other ways of being and doing in the world. In addition, I was interested in being less
cerebral and deepening my connection to the body, exploring more embodied ways of
knowing. Dance, which had been my passion since I was a child, was the obvious
choice for me since it is centered on the body and artistic expression. Since flamenco
was my favorite dance form that I had encountered so far, I decided to plunge myself

wholeheartedly in the study of this traditional dance.



I therefore moved to Seville, Spain, where 1 spent five years training intensively in
flamenco dance. Although I greatly appreciated many elements of my training, by the
end of my stay, I realized that I felt increasingly disconnected from my inner
experience. Instead, I often felt like I was trying to fit myself into an exterior model
that I could only rarely embody authentically. Rather than feeling more connected to
my body, I was becoming increasingly disembodied, not feeling at home in myself
while dancing. Fortuitously, towards the end of my stay in Seville, I participated in a
residency that gathered artists of various disciplines. I began creating performances,
videos and installations, both solo and in collaboration with others. This experience
opened my horizons to contemporary creation and made me hungry for more. I knew
I needed to leave Seville and find a place where I could grow as an artist and develop
my own language. I did not know exactly what my next step would be but I knew that
it would involve the body, creativity and a more inwardly connected approach to

movement.

Moving back to North America, I discovered the Somatic Education program at
UQAM in Montreal, Canada. Although I was not very familiar with the Feldenkrais
Method before starting my training, its emphasis on inner experience, listening to the
body, and developing autonomy was very appealing to me. I obtained a DESS in
Somatic Education from the Dance Department at UQAM in 2010 specializing in the
Feldenkrais Method. Since then, I have continued to study several other somatic
approaches to movement such as Continuum, Body-Mind Centering, Chi Kung,
Contact Improvisation and Hatha Yoga (Joly, 1999, p. 1). I am a certified teacher of

Hatha Yoga and have been teaching this movement practice since 2011.

In addition to exploring these somatic approaches to movement, I immersed myself in
improvisation and instant composition in contemporary dance. This was a huge relief
for me as I finally felt at home, in my body and in my self. I realized that in these

approaches to dance, I was no longer trying to live up to some external ideal but,



rather, that unexpected facets of my being were allowed to emerge. | felt like I was
able to take risks, make discoveries and surrender to the unknown. For the first time, [
was invited to use my voice while moving which felt totally natural and liberating for
me. After some time training in these practices, it was clear that I wanted to harness

them in the service of creating artistic works to be shared with a public.

Therefore, in order to further my artistic training and develop my skills as a creator, |
enrolled in the Contemporary Dance program at Concordia University. During those
three years, [ was able to train rigorously in contemporary dance technique and create
solos, duets and group choreographies. I completed a B.F.A. in Contemporary Dance

with an emphasis on choreography in 2012.

1.2 Motivation for Research, Research Issues and Questions

Although 1 greatly appreciated the freedom of expression that I found while at
Concordia, I realized that a sense of dissatisfaction continued to persist in my creative
work. My sense was that [ was so concentrated on creating a final product that would
be artistically interesting that I missed out on the potential depth and richness of the
creative process itself. As a result of the stress of expectations, I often experienced
difficult heart/mind states during the creative process, making it often unpleasant and
challenging. In addition, I felt that the creative process was not as meaningful for me
as I would have liked, that I did not investigate or clarify the themes I was working
on as much as I could have and that this, in my opinion, was reflected in the overall
quality of the work. Therefore, my global motivation in carrying out this research-
creation was to find ways to make my creative process more enjoyable and
meaningful for myself as both the creator and performer. My intuition was that
integrating Buddhist meditation during the creative process could help achieve this

goal since that was the impact it had had on my life in general.



At this point, it seems important to explain the role that Buddhist meditation had
taken in my personal life. In fact, the need for meaning that had been clamoring in my
artistic practice had also been manifesting in other facets of my life. Over the past
years, I had been feeling an increasingly strong sense of dissatisfaction in general.
Even though I was doing all that I most cared about and had a privileged life, by all
objective standards, I did not feel truly content or satisfied. It was only when I
encountered Buddhist meditation in 2008 that I realized that what I had been
experiencing is universal to all humans (according to Buddhism). Indeed, the primary
goal of Buddhism is to help beings understand suffering (dukkha, a Pali word that can
be translated as discontent or unease), the causes of suffering and its remedy. The
Buddha is said to have said: “I teach one thing and one thing only: suffering and the
end of suffering” (The Four Noble Truths, n.d.). For the first time in my life, after
years of intellectual and artistic training, I felt like somebody was finally speaking
directly to my heart and to the existential issues that it cradled. Thus, I began going
on intensive ten-day silent meditation retreats and practicing meditation more
regularly on my own. After I finished my B.F.A at Concordia, I committed to
plunging deeply into meditation practice and went on a series of long retreats, three
months in the Fall of 2011 and eight months in 2012-2013. These retreats were
deeply transformative and precious to me, and nourished a great yearning for silence,

healing and understanding.

Interestingly enough, by the end of this time of intensive meditation retreats, it was
also clear to me that I missed artistic practice and creative expression. I realized that I
wished to integrate my spiritual and creative practices so that there would not be such
a sense of separation between them. Meditation practice without creative expression
felt incomplete to me, as did artistic practice that was not deeply connected to inner
experience. Thus, part of my goal for this research-creation was trying ways of

integrating these two practices both theoretically and practically. Specifically, for this



project, my primary research question was: How did integrating mindfulness
meditation influence my creative process and performance practice in dance? In
addition to this central question, two sub-questions also accompanied my research
process: What facets of myself (in the body and heart/mind) emerged during the
creative process? How did using mindfulness meditation help to make the

creative process and the final work more meaningful for me, if at all?

1.3 Situating my Artistic Practice

My artistic practice in dance combines elements from somatic approaches to
movement, performance art and relational aesthetics. My work is often site-specific,
integrates voice and movement, and uses improvisation to varying degrees. I situate
myself in the post-Judson Church lineage and am grateful to my predecessors. I look
to Anna Halprin (1995) for her focus on awareness (kinesthetic, emotional and
mental); exploring principles of movement rather than copying stylized vocabulary;
using scores as ways of creating work that is alive in the moment; involving the
audience and community in creating events that are potentially meaningful for
everyone; and, in her later years, tapping into the healing and transformative power of
dance and creativity both on an individual and collective level. I bow down to
Simone Forti (1974) for her use of games as a way of generating “work” and her
rejection of formal dance technique in favor of movement inspired from children and
animals. Deborah Hay’s use of cellular awareness to stimulate other ways of moving
and being in space is of great interest to me. Her famous phrase, “Imagine all your
fifty-three trillion cells (and more) perceiving” (2000, p. 18), offers a concrete tool
for generating movement with a somatic sensibility. In the vein of working with
perception and, especially, vision, I am indebted to Lisa Nelson (2008) for her legacy.
Daniel Lepkoff is another source of inspiration for me, especially in his emphasis on

tracking the movement of awareness while performing (Forti, 2005).



I am also influenced by local dance artists in Montreal who anchor their work in
somatic awareness, such as Benoit Lachambre, and who also use improvised voice

and movement, such as Lin Snelling and Andrew Harwood.

What links all of these dance artists is that none of them use codified vocabulary from
dance techniques. Instead, they search for other ways of generating movement that is
unique to them. This has been the case for me in my own creative work. I realize that
when I use codified vocabulary, I often feel a sense of estrangement from myself, it is
more difficult for me to feel at home in my body or in the movement. In many
traditional dance styles, such as ballet, modern and flamenco, the emphasis is on
learning from the outside in. The teacher models a sequence of movements and the
students do their best to imitate it and make it their own. Here, students are learning
to use their bodies in ways that are perhaps unfamiliar with the goal of increasing
their repertoire and inscribing themselves in a stylistic heritage. In improvisation and
somatic approaches to movement, the movement is generated from the dancer; there
1s less emphasis on the outer form of the movement and more on the inner life of the
movement. Personally, I appreciate studying traditional techniques and forms, as they
train my body and expand my palette of possibilities. However, it has been essential
for me to move beyond trying to master these techniques and develop my own artistic

language and sensibility.

1.4 Situating my Meditation Practice

The style of meditation that I practice comes from the Buddhist Theravada tradition,
also known as insight meditation or vipassana meditation. The Pali word vipassana
(Pali was the language in India at the time of the Buddha) can be translated as “seeing

clearly,” gaining insight, into the true nature of all phenomena (Goenka, n.d.). The



main tool in this style of practice involves maintaining an open awareness of what is
happening in the present moment by paying attention to the senses. The theoretical
framework underpinning Buddhist philosophy is that by observing experience
directly through the lens of the Buddhist teachings, the meditator will realize
liberating understandings that will end suffering both for themselves and for others.

Thus, the practice of meditation is meant to be deeply transformative (Goenka, n.d.).

Vipassana meditation is a way of self-transformation through self-
observation. It focuses on the deep interconnection between mind and body,
which can be experienced directly by disciplined attention to the physical
sensations that form the life of the body, and that continuously interconnect
and condition the life of the mind. (Goenka, n.d.)

This self-transformation is understood as coming about from the wisdom gained in
observing experience through the Buddhist theoretical framework and understanding

these teachings for oneself in a directly embodied, experiential manner.

According to Buddhist philosophy, human suffering is caused by ignorance of the
fundamental characteristics of phenomena and liberation comes as a result of having
understood them deeply on an embodied and experiential level (Luangpor, n.d.). In
the Buddhist worldview, all conditioned phenomena share three fundamental
characteristics. They are: 1) ephemeral and impermanent; 2) ultimately dissatisfying
and cannot provide lasting happiness; 3) devoid of substance, a fixed essence or self
(Goldstein, 2013, p. 57-59). This third characteristic (no self, emptiness or anatta in

Pali), is of particular interest to me in relation to this research project.

The understanding of the self as a delusion is one of the central teachings of Buddhist

philosophy.

The last hallucination of perception is taking what is non-self to be self...
Notice how often we identify with sensations in the body or thoughts or



emotions as being “L,” as being “self.” Or we identify with the knowing of all
these experiences, creating the sense of self as the observer (Goldstein, 2013,
p- 219).

This is one of the most difficult aspects of Buddhism to grasp since it runs so counter
to the common perception of our self as a solid, fixed and separate entity. I find it
fascinating that although in daily life this might seem to be a baffling concept, it is
possible to access with relative ease in somatic movement practice. In somatic
explorations, I have experienced the body as permeable, the boundaries between outer
and inner began to dissolve, and [ could sense a deep interconnection with all that
surrounded me. In dance improvisation, I have had the impression of incarnating
many selves emerging in rapid succession. In some performance contexts, I have
experienced a sense of intimacy and mutuality with total strangers, the audience.
Therefore, if my overarching research question looked at how integrating meditation
practice influenced my creative process and performance practice in dance, my sub-
question for research was examining what facets of myself (in the body and
heart/mind) emerged during the creative process and how they contributed to my
suffering or well-being. In addition, I was curious to see how integrating mindfulness
meditation helped to make the creative process and the final work more meaningful

for me, if at all.

1.5 State of the Question: In the Artistic Milieu

1.5.1 Buddhist influences in Western Modern and Contemporary Art

It is beyond the scope of this research to detail the historical aesthetic influence of
Buddhism on Western modern and contemporary art, but, suffice to say, there have
been several waves of influence since the mid-1800s. According to Berlin (2016),

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau were inspired by Buddhism and, in



turn, their writings had an impact on Walt Whitman and others. Early Theosophy,
founded by Helena Blavatsky, also drew from Buddhism, and had an impact on the
work of Kandinsky, Klee, Mondrian, Gauguin and other artists. Brancusi was
apparently very much influenced by Milarepa, the 11™ century Tibetan meditation
master. Marcel Duchamp is also said to have been exposed to Buddhist ideas, as can
be seen by his emphasis on art residing in the eye of the viewer. The Japanese Zen
master D.T. Sukuzi had a great influence on many artists such as Allan Watts and
John Cage, whom I will talk more about later on. The Beat writers also avowedly
were inspired by Buddhist concepts and many even became practitioners. Some such
writers were Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac and Gary Snyder. Of course, not all of the
above mentioned artists were committed Buddhist practitioners, some merely used

Buddhism as one of many, multiple influences as Chin (2007) points out.

The Fluxus movement, conceptual art, performance and relational art all have
homage to pay to Cage and his interest in Buddhism. Many leading artists of Fluxus
attended Cage’s classes in Experimental Composition from 1957 to 1959 at the New
School for Social Research in NYC, exploring notions such as chance and
indeterminacy in art, and the use of scores as the basis for performances. Some such
key Fluxus artists were Yoko Ono, Nam June Paik, Joseph Beuys, and La Monte.
One notable performance artist that has avowed ties with Buddhism is Marina
Abramovic who has stated in interviews that she is very interested in Tibetan
Buddhism and that she meditates (Mogutin, 2010). In her piece, “The Artist is
Present,” at the MoMA in New York, 2010, Abramovic used her presence in the
moment to activate the audience’s presence and awareness. Another such artist is
Laurie Anderson, who talks about her practice of Tibetan Buddhism with her late
husband, Lou Reed (Thompson, 2013). In Montreal, Sylvie Cotton, interweaves
Buddhist meditation into her artistic practice based on performance and relational art.
From what I know of her work (2009), Cotton is very much interested in the

encounter between self and other and often addresses this theme specifically from a
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Buddhist perspective. However, her work is not dance based nor does she speak of
using specific embodied awareness practices while performing. In sum, many aspects
of performance art, conceptual art and relational art reflect elements of Buddhism.
For example, Lieberman (2007) describes how Zen artists try to suggest the essence
of something using the simplest means possible. As he states, “Technique, though
important is useless without it; and the actual execution of the work may be
startlingly spontaneous, once the artist has comprehended the essence of his subject”
(2002, p. 2). This is very reminiscent of the spirit of performance art, Fluxus and
Happenings.

1.5.2 Buddhist Influences in Postmodern and Contemporary Dance

John Cage was a student of D.T. Suzuki and attended his lectures at Columbia
University in the 1950s (Larson, 2010). Many sources attest to his interest and
commitment to Buddhist theory and practice (Larson, 2010; Lieberman 2007; Purser
n.d.). Cage taught at Black Mountain College in North Carolina in the summers of
1948 and 1952 and organized the first “happening” in the U.S. in which Merce
Cunningham, Rauschenberg, and David Tudor, among others, participated. Robert
Dunn, who had studied with Cage and wished to apply his ideas to dance, gave
composition classes in Cunningham’s studio in NYC. Many visual artists, composers
and dancers attended these classes that deconstructed dance as it had been known
until then. The collective of students began performing at the Judson Memorial
Church in NYC from 1962 to 1964. This became the beginning of what is known as
postmodern dance and included Steve Paxton, David Gordon, Deborah Hay, Yvonne
Rainer, Simone Forti, Trisha Brown, and Lucinda Childs among others (Banes,
1993). These dancers set the stage for generations of dancers after and their influence

is still strongly felt today.
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One dance/movement artist from this time who explicitly comments on the
connections between Buddhist meditation and dance/theater improvisation is Ruth
Zaporah, the founder of Action Theater, in her most recent book: Improvisation on
the Edge: Notes From On and Off Stage (2014). She notes that both practices require
a full attention to the present moment, a capacity to be still internally and listen to
what is emerging. Zaporah describes how, in contrast to meditation, in improvisation
one actively engages with all of the passing arisings, the images, sensations, thoughts
and feelings that traverse the body and mind. Deborah Hay, in her book My Body,
The Buddhist (2000), speaks of noticing parallels in her work with Buddhist thought
although she does not consider herself a practicing Buddhist. However, her approach
to the body as a changing field of perception is indeed quite resonant with how the
body and self are understood in Buddhism. Barbara Dilley, a former member of
Cunningham’s company as well as Grand Union (a group of dancers working and
experimenting with Trisha Brown in the 1970s), went to Naropa Univeristy, founded
by Tibetan meditation master Chégyam Trungpa, and became deeply involved with
Buddhist meditation practice. She founded the Naropa Dance Movement Studies
Program and developed a practice she named “Contemplative Dance.” This practice
consists of practitioners sitting in vipassana meditation together, doing a personal
warm-up and then improvising in a shared space (Cohen, 2013). There is little
published, however, about more specific working methods or using this in a creative
process. According to Lalitaraja (2012, p. 145), several key dance artists in the
Contact Improvisation community, such as Nancy Stark Smith, Steve Paxton, Lisa
Nelson and Daniel Lepkoff among others, also practice Buddhist meditation but to
date, I cannot find many writings that document this explicitly. Meredith Monk, who
also participated in the Judson Church performances and is a very well-known
choreographer, film director, composer and musician, is a committed Buddhist
practitioner and speaks about the influence of meditation on her creative practice in
several interviews (2012). She speaks of the need to cultivate courage, faith, and

curiosity in both meditation and artistic practice.
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1.5.3 The Relationship of Buddhism to the Arts

There is a long tradition of Buddhist-influenced art that began after the death of
Siddhartha Gautama Buddha in the fifth century B.C. It began on the Indian
subcontinent and then spread to other parts of the world following the rise of
Buddhism. This includes paintings depicting Buddhist legends, sculptures and statues
of the Buddha', and the making of objects related to Buddhist practice such as bells
and stupas. Some traditional Buddhist artistic forms can be seen as integral parts of
spiritual practice, such as chanting (though one could argue that it is not art), the
making of mandalas in Tibetan Buddhism, as well as a wide range of Zen-inspired
practices such as Haiku poetry, calligraphy, the tea ceremony, flower arranging and
gardening. Indeed, according to Loori (2005) “Zen arts, creativity and realized
spirituality were seen as inseparable... Many of the great Zen masters, such as
Genko, Tesshu, Hakuin, and Bunsho, were also renowned calligraphers, poets,
painters and musicians” (p. 5). In modern times, Chogyam Trungpa, a recognized
meditation master and the founder of Shambhala Buddhism, was a great advocate for
the arts. He was also a visual artist and writer and coined the term “Dharma Art”
(1996). The term “Dharma” refers to the teachings of the Buddha, so this can be
considered to refer to Buddhist-inspired art. Nonetheless, he does not detail what
happens internally during this process nor does he focus on performance or dance as

artistic practices.

11t is said that the Buddha prescribed against the direct representation of his figure in order to
prevent idol worship and promote the potential for self-realization. This would explain the
relatively few anthropomorphic depictions of him in the first centuries after his passing (Lopez,
2013, p. 37-8).
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However, in Theravada Buddhism, which is the branch of Buddhism from which
mindfulness meditation stems, there is little mention of creativity or the arts. In fact,
often, these are regarded with suspicion as being sources of distraction from the
practice of meditation. One of the basic rules that monks and nuns undertake while
ordained is to “refrain from dancing or singing, music, going to see entertainments,
wearing garments...or beautifying” (Thanissaro, 2013). Indeed, there seem to be
varying attitudes towards the practice of art in Buddhism, depending on the school of
Buddhism and the time period. In one of Thanissaro Bhikkhu’s commentaries on the
Buddha’s teachings (2010), he recounts how the Buddha is said to have told an actor
that there was a hell for actors who incite their audiences to greed, anger, and
delusion. From this, one can gather, that perhaps artistic practice would be considered
beneficial if it incited audiences to the opposite of these unskillful mind states,

namely, generosity, peace and wisdom.

1.6 State of the Question: In Academic Literature

When I began working on this project, I could find little documentation regarding
contemporary dance artists today who explicitly claim to integrate Buddhist
meditation in their work. However, thanks to the rise in popularity of mindfulness in
U.S. culture (Walton, 2014), mindfulness in dance seems to be a burgeoning field.
The recently published anthology, Dancing With Dharma: Essays on Movement and
Dance in Western Buddhism, edited by Harrison Blum (2016) gathers a wide range of
essays on the intersections between contemporary movement and dance practices and
Buddhism. Of particular relevance to my research-creation project is Karen Nelson’s
essay on the connections between Tibetan Buddhism and postmodern improvisation
in which she details her internal experience during a contact improvisation jam. In
addition, she does so in light of the Buddhist Paramis (2016, location 1218), qualities

considered essential for spiritual progress that I will also discuss in Chapter IV.
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Another essay of interest in this anthology is Lalitaraja’s “Dance as Dharma
Practice,” in which he reflects upon his wish to integrate his practices of dance and
Buddhism and thereby “engage [his] ethical and artistic sensibilities in a creative path

that could support and express [his] Dharma practice” (2016, location 1692).

In the journal Dance, Movement & Spiritualities, there is a very pertinent article by
Kittikong (2015) in which she reflects upon experiencing the body through a
Buddhist framework while choreographing and performing. Similar to my research-
creation project, Kittikong finds that the practice of mindfulness in movement “offers
an experiential access route to a ‘direct experience’ of being; a state beyond
attachments to body and notions of self” (p. 1). I would add that what my research-
creation project offers, in addition to considering the body, is a detailed exploration
of what arises in all dimensions of the self during the creative process and
performance, including the heart/mind. Whatley and Lefebvre Sell (2015) describe a
choreographic process with four dancers that integrated Zen meditation and principles
from the very beginning. Each rehearsal began with a period of formal meditation,
followed by a Dharma talk (teachings of the Buddha) and a mindful movement warm
up. The authors paid special attention to seeing if the practice of meditation could
contribute to a “deeper awareness of embodiment” (Ibid., p. 439) and how this study
could “extend understanding of spiritual experiences in dance” (Ibid., p. 437). Some
of the themes that emerge in this study are similar to my own, such as “just being”
(Ibid., p. 447), the experience of judgment as a challenge (Ibid., p. 450) and an
overall sense of heightened awareness during the performances (Ibid., p. 453).
However, the authors do not detail what happened in the body and heart/mind
systematically as I have done, nor do they explore their causal relationships. In

addition, none of the four dancers had previously practiced meditation.

As can be seen, the most relevant research is from practicing artists who write about

their own work. For example, Lalitaraja, a contemporary British choreographer,
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shares his efforts at making choreography a Buddhist spiritual practice in his writing
(2012). He describes his journey as a dancer, choreographer and Buddhist practitioner
and the various ways he has attempted to integrate Buddhist practice in his work.
Shaw (2012), a choreographer working on a master’s project, integrated mindfulness
in the creative process and speaks of how it helped to counteract the stress of
anticipating the future final work. Souzis (1996) writes about the relationship
between vipassana meditation and Authentic Movement. Authentic Movement,
originated by Mary Whitehouse, a dancer and Jungian analyst, is a form of inner-
directed movement in which the mover moves with their eyes closed in the presence
of a witness. Similar to a moving meditation, the mover is keenly aware of their
movement and inner states. However, Souzis (Ibid.) does not relate these forms to the
creative process but rather to the therapeutic one. Pelchat (1999) documents the
integration of Authentic Movement in his creative process but does not mention
meditation. He speaks of the struggle between remaining true to his inner impulses

while performing in front of an audience.

In her study on spirituality and contemporary dance in Montreal, Tremblay (2004)
examines the elements of spirituality in dance but she does not focus on a Buddhist
perspective. Greenstein (1990), analyzes three innovators in American contemporary
dance, Emily Conrad, Barbara Dilley and Hawkins, and finds that all three highlight
“the power of dance/movement to facilitate a shift in locus of personal identity [...]
from a place of self-centeredness to [self-transcendence]” (p. 334). This is very much
in line with my research interest although it does not speak to the creative process
specifically. Greenstein’s doctoral thesis details the way in which these three dance
artists pay attention to intentional awareness practices, Dilley being the only one

practicing Buddhist meditation.

More generally in contemporary art, Bass and Jacob (2004) gather a collection of

essays by and about Buddhist inspired artists working with the notion of emptiness or
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selflessness. However, none of them give specific tools for achieving this in the

context of dance or performance.

1.7 Methods: Research-Creation

The experiential nature of this research asked for continual movement between
practice and reflection and was therefore perfectly suited for a research-creation
project. This consisted of qualitative, experiential research that fits within a post-
positivist paradigm. The practice-based, creative research component consisted of
developing a solo, anchored in listening to the present moment (open awareness, the
basis of mindfulness meditation), and witnessing what manifestations of self
emerged, according to a Buddhist conceptual framework. This solo Being With the
Unknown, which I choreographed and performed, was performed for an audience four
evenings in a row. The theoretical research component was based on heuristic
inquiry, an approach to qualitative research developed by Clark Moustakas. Heuristic
inquiry is used to “describe the process of an inner search for knowledge, [in which]
the transformative effect of the inquiry on the researcher's own experience becomes

the main focus of the research” (Hiles, 2001).

The primary data collected and analyzed consisted of a personal journal in which I
documented the creative process, describing what had happened during each work
session. I included in the journal my interactions with the outside eyes who came and
observed rehearsals during the course of the creative process and offered me
feedback. Towards the end of the creative process, I underwent an explicitation
interview to help me better understand a specific moment of the work. Finally, I
filmed my rehearsals and performances in order to document the process and serve as
a reference to go back to in case of need. I then analyzed my data using thematic

analysis as well as writing as analysis, as explained by Paillé and Muchielli (2012).
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1.8 Limits and Hopes for the Study

Since I am both the researcher and the object of research, this study is, of course,
subjective. I am able to share my experience and insights but without any pretense of
universality or exhaustiveness. In addition, the study will take place during a specific
time in a specific context, factors that colored my experience, and made it unique.
Although the results will not be able to be generalized, I do hope that through my
data analysis and discussion, the questions and results that I present will resonate in
the experience of other artists interested in the intersections between Buddhist
practice and dance and performance. It is also my aspiration that this research will
help my own creative process and artistic practice to become clearer, more well
defined, historically and aesthetically contextualized and able to integrate elements of

Buddhist meditation practice more fully.



CHAPTER Il

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The aim of this research-creation is to study the impact of my practice of mindfulness
meditation on the creation and performance of a solo dance work, “Being With the
Unknown.” In order to do so, it is necessary to identify and flesh out the key concepts
that I will be using both during the creative process as well as during the data
analysis. Many of these concepts stem from the theoretical foundation of the
Theravada Buddhist teachings upon which mindfulness meditation is based.
Theravada Buddhism offers a detailed and comprehensive theoretical and experiential
framework for investigating and understanding experience. Since my research-
creation project focuses on the integration of Buddhist theory and practice in my
creative process in dance, it is logical that I would use this system both
methodologically (for the creative process) as well as theoretically (for the research
component). In Buddhist understanding, theory and practice are deeply intertwined
since, in this framework, knowing is an embodied experience and cannot be limited
to the discursive, conceptual realm. In fact, Buddhism “gives primacy to direct
experience, inviting each individual to test its principles in the crucible of his or her
own experience” (Bodhi, 2005, p. 83). In this chapter, I will outline the main
Buddhist concepts and terms that directly relate to my research-creation such as
mindfulness, mindfulness meditation, the Four Foundations of Mindfulness, the
skillful and unskillful roots of mind, the Brahma Viharas, anatta (non-self) and the

five aggregates that make up the illusion of self. Then, I will briefly make links with

2 The main bibliographic reference [ will use in this chapter is Bhikku Bodhi’s In the Buddha’s Words:
An Anthology of Discourses from the Pali Canon (2005), a translation of selected discourses of the
Buddha, as well as Analayo’s translation and commentary of Satipatthana: The Direct Path to
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certain post-modern, queer and feminist authors’ understandings of the self that
resonate with the Buddhist concept of anatta, not-self. It is my view that these
seemingly different currents of thought are all, in their own way, seeking to
contribute to personal and collective liberation and in this case, by lifting the
stronghold of identification with various facets of the socially constructed self. As a
North American scholar, my academic training was strongly influenced by these
authors and it is important for me politically and intellectually to align myself in this
tradition since it is my heritage. Finally, I will discuss several key dancers who have

written about their experiences of self while dancing.

2.1 Mindfulness

The term mindfulness, which has become quite popular in the last few years (Walton,
2014), is defined by the Merriam-Webster Dictionary as “the practice of maintaining
a nonjudgmental state of heightened or complete awareness of one's thoughts,
emotions, or experiences on a moment-to-moment basis.” In Pali, the language in
Northern India at the time of the Buddha, the term for mindfulness is sazi, which is
often translated as moment-to-moment awareness of present events (Goldstein, 2013,
p. 13). This paying attention to bare experience is at the heart of all Buddhist schools
and is at the basis of meditation practice in the Buddhist Theravada tradition as well.
This was key in my research as I did my best to be mindful throughout the process of
what was happening in the body, the feeling tone and the heart/mind.

2.2 Mindfulness Meditation: Theravada Buddhist Meditation Based on the
Satipatthana Sutta

Realization (2003). These offer the closest possible source in English of what the Buddha said. I will
also refer to Goldstein (2013) as he is one of the key references in American Theravada Buddhism.
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In this study, I am using the term “mindfulness meditation” in order to refer to
Theravadan Buddhist meditation based on the Satipatthana Sutta as shorthand. I am
aware of the issues that surround the use of this term, as it could imply mindfulness
as a secular movement and not rooted in the Theravada Buddhist tradition. However,
due to the increasing popularity and recognition of the term and practice of
mindfulness (Goldstein, 2013, p. xiii), I believe that it is more beneficial to highlight
this connection than to obfuscate it, as would have happened from choosing the lesser
known terms vipassana meditation or insight meditation. My hope is that readers can
understand and perhaps integrate elements of this practice in their own lives and

work, without necessarily having to adopt Buddhism as a way of life.

The Satipatthana Sutta, the Discourse on the Foundations of Mindfulness, is
considered to be the foundational Buddhist text with the most complete instructions
on how to meditate as taught by the Buddha (Bodhi in Thera, 1998, p. 1). In this
discourse, part of the oldest surviving collection of Buddhist suttas (scriptures)
known as the Pali Canon, the Buddha explains that meditation practice consists of
placing and maintaining one’s attention on one of the four foundations of
mindfulness. These four pastures for attention are: 1) the body; 2) vedana, the
pleasant, unpleasant or neutral affective tone of contact with an experience; 3) the
heart/mind; and 4) dhammas, the teachings of the Buddha. In this study, I focus on
the first three categories of experience, paying attention to body, vedana and the
heart/mind while rehearsing and performing. As Analayo explains in his translation
and commentary of the sutta, this division into categories provides an analytical
approach for investigating all aspects of one’s subjective experience (2003, p. 24).
Indeed, the Buddha states that being mindful of these four categories of experience
constitutes the direct path to liberation and freedom from suffering which is the

ultimate goal of Buddhist meditation practice (Goldstein, 2013, p. xv).
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It is important to note that being aware of these four aspects of subjective experience
does not just happen during formal meditation practice, during which practitioners sit,
walk, lie or stand for a limited period of time. With practice, meditators integrate this
kind of awareness during all aspects of daily life, such as while speaking, driving,
reading and so on. This was why it seemed fitting to apply this specific kind of
paying attention to the creative process and thus integrate Buddhist meditation both

formally, at the beginning of each rehearsal, and informally, throughout its entirety.

2.3 The Four Foundations of Mindfulness

2.3.1 The Body

The body is the first site proposed for anchoring our attention in the Satipatthana
Sutta. This includes mindfulness of breathing, postures, movements and actions, as
well as what are known as the thirty-two parts of the body, material elements and
cemetery contemplations which I will not elaborate on here. In this dance research-
creation project, I mainly focused on mindfulness of postures and the body in
movement as they were the most pertinent. The Buddha exhorts practitioners to
clearly know whatever activity they may be doing: “Again, monks, when going
forward and returning one acts clearly knowing; when looking ahead and looking
away one acts clearly knowing; when flexing and extending one’s limbs one acts

clearly knowing” (cited in Goldstein, 2013, p. 61).

In this category, the focus is on noticing concrete physical sensations such as heat,
cold, heaviness, lightness, spaciousness or density, to name a few. By paying close
attention, one notices through practice that these sensations are always changing,

arising and disappearing of their own accord. This realization of the ephemeral,
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changing nature of sensory phenomena is considered to be one of the primary
characteristics of experience in Buddhism. Through this practice of paying close
attention to physical sensations, one is in direct contact with experience less and less
mediated by concepts. For example, what might have been previously considered a

“leg” reveals itself to be a constellation of ephemeral sensations, a construction.

In my research, [ found that paying attention to this category of experience was the
most useful in anchoring attention in the present moment, helping to stabilize

attention and maintaining a sensorial, embodied connection to what was happening.

2.3.2 Vedana

The second area for mindfulness, vedana, often translated as “feeling” does not mean
emotion but, rather, refers to “the ‘affective tone’ of experience- either pleasant,
unpleasant or neutral” (Bodhi, 2005, p. 304). It is proposed that when consciousness
comes into contact with any sense object (a sound, sight, smell, taste, bodily
sensation, mental object), there is automatically a reaction towards it. As
practitioners, we are encouraged to pay attention to this reaction in the mind so as to
not identify with it. This risk, otherwise, 1s that pleasant contact can lead to clinging,
unpleasant contact can lead to aversion, and neutral contact can lead to delusion. All
three of these mind states are considered unskillful and leading to suffering. This
moment of reactivity can slip by unnoticed if we do not pay close attention to it.
During the process of self-observation, I would note the quality of my experience as

pleasant, unpleasant or neutral.

2.3.3 The Heart/Mind
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The third pasture for mindfulness is the mind and all of its activities. In Pali, the term
is citta, which can also be translated as heart/mind (Goldstein, 2013, p. 316). This is
because in the Pali language and in Buddhism, there was no distinction made between
the heart and the mind in the way the terms in English imply. It is for this reason that
in this study I refer to what is commonly designated as “mind” in English translations
or discussions of Buddhist texts as “heart/mind.” My motivation is to remind the
reader of the presence of all of the dimensions of this category, including emotions,
moods, states, as well as thoughts, images, memories, dreams, and more. In this
category we are encouraged to be aware of the presence or absence of specific mind
states and thus notice their ephemeral nature. “Mind states are focused on so that we
may see how they color perception, rather than identifying with them as reality”
(Tingstad, 2003). This is a crucial area to be aware of and one that we often get
caught up in. Without this training, we tend to believe our thoughts and be ruled by
our emotions with little room for maneuver. With practice, we see mental activity as
passing clouds in the sky, no need to latch on to any of it or push it away, simply

watch it come and go.

This category is the one responsible for most of the suffering or wellbeing that we
experience. During my research I could clearly see how certain thoughts, judgments,
expectations as well as moods and emotions influenced me and my creative process,

often creating suffering.

2.3.4 Dhamma

As Goldstein recounts, the term dhamma can be interpreted as categories of

experience or the Buddhist teachings. In this fourth and last category of the Four
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Foundations of Mindfulness, practitioners are encouraged to explore phenomena
through the lens of Buddhist teachings. As I have alluded to previously, Buddhism is
made up of a vast and precise array of teachings, much too extensive to cover here.
Some of the main components of the Dhamma category are: the Three
Characteristics, the Five Hindrances, the Five Aggregates, the Six Senses, the Seven
Factors of Enlightment, the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path. For those
interested in knowing more, please see Goldstein (2013), Bodhi (2005) and Analayo
(2003). In this research-creation, I will mainly be referring to the Four Foundations of
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