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Abstract 
 
 

 
 
This thesis explores the cultural geographies of contemporary dance in Quito, the capital of 
Ecuador. Engaging with practice through concerns of the historical, the institutional, the 
corporeal, and the politics of diverse and shifting identities, the thesis examines the multiple and 
intersecting relations of dance's making. This is achieved through an in-depth ethnographic 
methodology that works across the independent and institutional dance sectors in Quito. This 
thesis brings together fields of research that have largely remained separate in the study of dance 
practice; namely, geography, critical dance studies, and (dance) anthropology. In doing so, it 
adopts an integrated approach that examines both the politics and the poetics of dance practice. It 
therefore engages with dance as a creative bodily practice, a social form of meaning-making, and a 
networked professional field of work. Through an empirical focus on Latin America, the thesis 
also diversifies the histories, geographies, and artistic work through which contemporary dance is 
understood. In these foci, this thesis develops an 'expanded geography' of contemporary dance. 
 
The thesis develops this geography through the exploration of the layered relations that produce 
and are produced by contemporary dance in Quito. It considers the historical relations between 
practices, between the institutional and the independent, and of transnational connection, that 
resonate in dance's creative production (Chapter 4). The thesis also looks to dance's dialogues 
with its contemporary institutional geographies in the city, focusing in particular on concerns of 
funding, spaces, and audiences (Chapter 5). It examines the active presence of both international 
and local dance canons in the making of practice (Chapter 6), before considering how dance 
negotiates wider politics of 'difference', identity and 'belonging' in the city, shaped by a particular 
politics of decolonisation (Chapter 7). The thesis then looks to complexify these dance(d) 
identities by turning to the multiple and diverse ways artists make and understand their practice in 
Quito (Chapter 8). It moves on to explore these concerns as part of a negotiated intercultural 
dialogue through practice (Chapter 9). By engaging with dance through these intersecting 
geographical spaces, this thesis contributes to the conceptualisation of contemporary dance from a 
postcolonial perspective. It lays out the particular implications of this and the arguments threaded 
through the text for conceptions of contemporaneity, and the particular ways this might be 
understood when working in and through dancing bodies (Chapter 10).  
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Prologue 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Quito, April 2015. I return to the city where I had lived and danced for two years during 
fieldwork. I've been away for nine months and encounter a-new places that, on living there, had 
disappeared into the background hum of my everyday. I find myself scribbling in my notebook 
again, reabsorbing the textures and surfaces of the city. In class I feel quiet rhythms and pathways 
awakening, unfolding within me, as I begin to move. Revisiting familiar people and spaces in the 
city's dance scene, continuities and shifts come into sharp relief. I feel a strong sense of resonance 
with what I've been writing these last months, alongside a tugging, on-going motion that means 
things continue to shift, joyfully, just out of reach.   
 
 
8 April: Returning to the Sala de Artes Escénicas Mariana de Jesús 
 
Walking through a windowless space over a cold tiled floor. Break-dancers spin and strut on its 
surface. A black iron grate with a quiet light behind, which screeches as I pull it back. A curved 
glowing partition lies opposite a wall, its blue plaster bedecked with posters - Ensayar, ser obreros de 
la danza. Sobrepasar el cansancio. Hablar con el cuerpo. A performance on the roof of the Queen 
Elizabeth Hall on the Southbank. Historias Frágiles. País Remiso. The Makings of Love and Rage. I feel 
the quiet but palpable power of the space, its air quietly electric. The dark space beyond, painted 
surfaces layered in varying shades of black. Past thick curtains: a carpeted floor, an armchair, 
costumes carefully stored in plastic crammed onto high metal rails. I remember Wilson sitting on 
the carpet watching a friend perform - she is sat in a wooden chair, head draped in black cloth, 
finger raised in telling, torso rocking. I remember the candle, lit before performance, flame quietly 
pulsing on its low ledge in the backstage darkness. People breathing, bodies crouched and 
stretched, a face to the wall, torsos jiggling, low hums and calls sounding in the stillness. White 
greasy makeup on our faces, hair twisted. Nervous energy. Peering through the curtain to see how 
many people had made it. The dark edges and the warm light.  
 
 
4-10 April: Transnational dialogues   
 
A showing of the video-dance work Here After by Belgian artist Wim Vandekeybus and his 
company Ultima Vez. Screening at the Teatro Variedades Ernesto Albán in Quito's old town, it 
forms part of the project RUTA (conocimiento y arte en movimiento) organised by independent 
collective Movimiento Centrífuga. I spot many of the dance artists I know from fieldwork as I 
find a place; the film opens to a full theatre. White bodies fill the screen, clashing, crashing, a 
violent energy. Spoken words, English, punctuate movement.    
 
A five-day workshop with Spanish artists Laura Aris (past member of Ultima Vez) and Álvaro 
Esteban focuses on 'Partnering and contemporary dance technique'. The publicity on social 
networking describes their visit: Laura Aris and Álvaro Esteban are visiting South America 
for the first time. Their arrival in Ecuador is an opportunity for dancers of the region to 
access contemporary information of a first-class order in a direct and experimental way 
(author's translation).   
 
Performances over the next two nights continue to fill the Teatro Variedades. I enter the lobby 
and Aris is sliding across the tiled floor, red wool entwined around her ankles, her wrists. It trails 
behind her, making tangled rivulets across the dark expanse. On stage Esteban's bare torso, 
backlit, comes alive. Skin pulses between shadowed ribs, muscles ripple and gurn. Flesh morphs. 
Quito artist Fausto Espinosa ricochets between blackened walls. Movement makes line makes 
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space. El Pez Dorado, Ecuador. La Macana, Cuba, Spain. Hands hook necks, fingers tug hair, feet 
pick delicately across a torso, bodies pull and wrap around one other in unceasing motion.  
 
 
15 April: Dancing spaces 
 
Tumbling 
Energy with an urgent edge 
A confidence with another's body 
Flying, diving, sliding, ceding 
Pause. Breath.  
Hip to hip, armpit to shoulder, mid-spine to soft middle, skull to skull 
Hooks, pivots, points that bite 
Playful nudges, hops, rises 
Touch and the air between 
 
The gallery space where we often danced looks different. A notice on the glass door reads 'Sala de 
Artes Vivas' (Performing Arts Space), and a noticeboard and row of chairs make a changing room 
from the small adjoining space. A sprung rubber floor lies across the end portion of the gallery. 
The dance floor is permanent now, Sofi tells me, and they've put in new, bright lights. The gallery, 
Pabellón 1, has been taken over, slowly but surely. Danza Aerea on Saturdays, dance for non-
conventional spaces, body workshops, jams, classes. Space. Space.   
 
 
14 April: Independent-institutional relations 
 
The emerging Red de Espacios Escénicos Independientes meets at the Casa de la Cultura 
Ecuatoriana in the centre of the city - a network of forty-five independently managed spaces, 
'where the classical, the alternative and the new converge' (Fieldnotes from 
presentation, CCE, 14 April 2015). They talk of their aim to open access to performing arts 
spaces in the city and their intentions to work with a municipal government that is just beginning, 
they tell us, to recognise independent spaces. They discuss issues of access, exchange, difusión 
(publicity), circulation of audiences, the generation of employment. They talk of the need to 
represent independent artists' interests, to build new independent-institutional relations. Amongst 
their 'strategic objectives' the network lists: active participation in the state's planning for culture 
(representividad); systematised contributions to the emerging Ley de Cultura (políticas culturales); and 
the visibilisation of independent artistic production in public institutions (sostenibilidad) - 
representation, cultural policies, sustainability.  
 
 
20 April: Cultural institutions in (de)construction 
 
There is a new Minister for Culture, the fourth since I began research in Quito. I speak to Mariana 
Andrade, a leading figure in theatre, cinema and cultural management in the city, who left her post 
as Culture Secretary in Quito's municipal government in January after less than a year. 
 
She talks about the emerging state structures of cultural management in Ecuador - the Ministerio 
de Cultura, created in 2007, the municipal Secretaria de Cultura in 2009. A will exists on the part of 
the state to build culture as a fundamental axis, as a strategic sector, in the country's plans. However, there's no 
evidence of that in practice. She notes the frequent changes in ministers and talks of instability, a lack 
of continuity in planning for culture. I'm not just complaining - rather, the fact that these changes are 
happening scares me and it concerns me and it disturbs me. She tells me about an absence of cultural 
policies, the dominance of particular state institutions, and the increasing politicisation of arts 
production. Her words echo those of many other artists during fieldwork; an image of a state 
increasing its presence through its politics and a cultural institutionalisation in continual flux. My 
discourse has always been that culture has to be external to politics. (Mariana Andrade, personal interview, 20 
April 2015, author's translation).  
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28 April: Narrating mestizaje  
 
Paco Salvador, a long-standing figure in dance practice and research, speaks on a panel organised 
for UNESCO's Día Internacional de Danza (International Day of Dance) at the Casa de la 
Cultura Ecuatoriana's Teatro Prometeo.  
 
'Let's remember that the majority of the Ecuadorian population, nowadays, is mestiza. And that 
mestizaje, through Kichwa, African, or Montubia ancestry, is a great receptacle, a great deposit of 
memory, a black box, a hard disk, that contains the true sense and basic character, the 
fundamental principles, of what it is we are. [...] We're in a process of constructing ways of 
recognising what we are as a collective, and following that, what we are as individuals. We know that 
we are all mestizos, but there's still a formative process to be developed for an awareness of this 
sense of being Ecuadorian, this sense of nation.' 

(Author's translation, author's recording, interviewee's own emphasis) 
 
 
29 April: Making contemporary dance  
 
Events for the Día Internacional de la Danza continue, and dance artists participate in a panel on 
'classical and contemporary dance'. 
 
A contemporary dancer describes practice as made from the borders, in the margins, in the limits of what is 
established. It's a dance that doesn't have a school, a dance that doesn't have a past, that doesn't have memory.  
 
Another talks of making a distinct dance language. Art for a long time hasn't been the art of beauty. We 
passed through the art of ugliness, the art  of indigeneity... but now we want to find what we want to say, and how 
we say it, with what tools we might say it, and for that we need to find different ways, different techniques... to 
explore what our dance is - our dance, you know?  In reference to classical ballet, another describes 
Europeanising, Cubanising structures, bodily frameworks that don't correspond to us. We have to get to know our 
bodies and our possibilities, she tells us. Based on our bodily reality, on our idiosyncrasy, we have to make a 
technique that is ours.  
 
The conversation turns to traditional practice. I think the academic part of ballet and contemporary dance 
and the rest should also engage with traditional dance. Why? Because if you don't have that basis, you actually 
don't know what you're doing. [...] You want to have an Ecuadorian technique, so what do you have to do? Study, 
first, the folklor of the country. Panellists debate the confluences of classical, contemporary and 
traditional dance. They talk about indigenous symbolism and 'millennial traditions'. One artist 
objects to the turn in conversation. Another defends the place of folklor in ideas of the 
contemporary. That's the characteristic of the contemporary, the ability to unite all artistic expressions in order to 
say what you want to say. 
 
We're here, an official says, to construct things together from difference.  
 
 
18 April: The experience of being          
 
Quito artist Esteban Donoso stages a well known work from his repertoire, Natalia 
Granja/Nathalie Granger (2010) at the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo gallery. In fragmented 
scenes, two dancers in jogging bottoms and t-shirts move in and out of the space. They walk in 
silence, gestures echoing one another. One pushes an empty pram, bends face down into its seat 
as a wailing fills the space. They shift, together, separately, bodies loose, full of a restless energy. 
Arms swing around torsos, hair flies. One falls to the floor. I can hear her breathing. Setting a pair 
of chairs side by side, they sit and talk. How was that bit for you? - Yeah, it was ok, I think I pulled my 
arm a bit (author's translation). They talk about the news, about the neighbours, inspecting their 
hands or picking at their tops, fingers combing the ends of their hair. Movement and talk is 
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punctuated by gaps and silences. The work, its publicity tells me, seeks to minimise theatrical 
representation and in its place explore the experience of being, the performativity of 
the spoken word, memory, and the imagination of its performers. (El Apuntador 
cartelera, 14 April 2015). An exploration of the everyday and domestic space.  
 
 
20 April: Ongoing motion  
 
Walking towards the Casa de la Cultura for a class, I bump into an artist I had taken classes with 
during fieldwork. We talk about the project RUTA involving workshops, performances, and 
video-dance, organised by his collective earlier this month. He tells me too of a newly inaugurated 
dance space, Espacio Vacío, and upcoming daily workshops of a Colombian artist organised by 
another independent group, Colectivo Zeta. He relates full schedules of training, teaching, 
performance. Things are really happening, he tells me, now it's really exploded!  
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Chapter 1:  
Introducing  

 
 

 

This thesis is about the cultural geographies of contemporary dance in Quito, the capital of 

Ecuador. Based on four years' research into the independent and institutional sectors of the city, 

the study comprises an in-depth ethnography of the city's contemporary dance scene. While 

creative practice and performance has become increasingly prominent in geography in recent years 

as part of wider moves towards interdisciplinary research, perspectives from dance practice have 

been somewhat sidelined in these discussions. Geographical work that has dealt with dance has 

tended to focus on singular aspects of its practice in ways that comprise a limited engagement 

with the geographies that constitute it. This thesis aims to multiply these approaches by working 

across intersecting spaces of the historical, institutional, ideological and corporeal to explore the 

diverse geographies that matter in contemporary dance's production. In this, the thesis engages 

with dance as a conscious creative bodily practice, a social form of meaning-making, and a 

networked professional field of work. It thus argues for an integrated approach to dance that 

considers both its politics and its poetics. In developing understandings from, through and around 

practice, it also seeks to place dance and the experiences of dance artists at the centre of this 

geographical approach.  

 

Contemporary dance in Ecuador has been little studied by scholars in the country and those from 

elsewhere, studies generally focusing on (neo)traditional and social or popular dance worlds 

(notable examples including Coba Andrade 1994; Pico and Pico 2011; Fine-Dare 2013; 

Wibbelsman 2005). This reflects wider patterns in dance scholarship that have seen studies of 'art 

dance' primarily focused on 'Western' worlds of practice and those of traditional and 

social/popular practice on the 'non-West'1. By bringing attention to contemporary dance in 

Ecuador, then, I seek to expand both the empirical focus of studies related to dance in Ecuador 

(and Latin America more widely), and the geographical focus of research on contemporary dance. 

This enables a diversification of the histories, geographies, and artistic work through which 

contemporary dance is understood. There has also been a tendency in scholarship for a division in 

focus that has seen traditional and popular dance practices typically studied in social or 

																																																								
1 In my use of the binarised terms of 'West' and 'non-West' here, I deploy them in the sense that Chatterjea (2004a: 3) 
notes, whereby the 'West' 'has come to signify, for "others", less a location and more a set of relationships woven 
through unequally positioned histories'. As she argues, while the notion of the 'non-West' in Eurocentric politics 
homogenises diversity and relegates 'all that is "different" into one general category, [...] it has also come to signify a 
practice of marking one's difference from what is "the West", a strategy of resistive identifications'. I use such 
categorisations, then, along with that of 'Euro-US', as categories that are common in popular imaginaries of artistic 
production and difference in Quito, and that remain important in the experience and negotiation of power relations, 
while also acknowledging their heterogeneity and internal hierarchies.  
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anthropological terms and 'arts dance'2 from the perspective of form and aesthetics. In this, 

contemporary dance is conceived as emerging from a process 'in which choreographers have 

progressively eliminated representation and "external reference" in order to create an increasingly 

abstract "pure dance"' (Burt 2004: n.p.). This can lead to its positioning as 'universal' and 

'ahistorical' rather than a socially embedded process and practice. Following the seminal work of 

anthropologist Joann Kealiinohomoku (1970)3, this perspective has begun to shift in recent years 

in relation to modern dance (e.g. Manning 1993, Manning 2004, Franko 1995, Burt 1998; 

Purkayastha 2014) and postmodern and contemporary practice (e.g. Novack 1990, Davida 2011, 

Katrak 2011, Brazzale 2014, Kedhar 2014). This thesis seeks to contribute to such work, 

recognising contemporary dance as a broad, globally circulating, inherently transnational 

phenomenon that also produces and is produced through particular geographies of place.  

 

This thesis adopts an explicitly postcolonial approach to the study of contemporary dance. In this, 

it attempts 'to loosen the power of western knowledges and reassert the value of alternative 

experiences and ways of knowing' (Blunt and McEwan 2002: 6; see also Loomba 1998) specifically 

in relation to contemporary dance practice. It seeks to problematise, then, the ways in which 

contemporary dance worlds have typically been known and understood in scholarly work. It 

considers dance as a practice and process of 'worlding' through which geographies of difference 

and distinction are produced, negotiated and remade (see Spivak 1990). In focusing on 

contemporary dance production in Ecuador, the thesis also seeks to foreground dance(d) 

knowledges that, while emerging in dialogue with a multiplicity of dance practices, are also shaped 

by distinctive histories and geographies. Some of these, in particular, relate to Quito as a 

postcolonial city. While some have rightly pointed to the dangers of postcolonial perspectives in 

reifying binary concepts of self/other, east/west, north/south, own/foreign (Fischer-Lichte 

2014), I here seek to interrogate and complicate such divisions, whilst also recognising their 

continuing role as imaginaries (and experiences) of and in transnational dance worlds. Analysis 

thus focuses on the complex creative processes involved when negotiating 'multiple ways of 

inhabiting the world' through dance practice (Mbembe in Fischer-Lichte 2014: 13). In my 

foregrounding of the postcolonial as a framing for the thesis, I intend for this to characterise part 

of the thesis' contribution to the study of contemporary dance, and not necessarily to characterise 

the theorising that dance artists are doing in their work. While relations of coloniality were a point 

of discussion during fieldwork with numerous artists, many of the dance practices dealt with in 

these pages do not consider themselves 'postcolonial' in orientation or concern. Rather, it is 

																																																								
2 I here use 'arts dance' (sometimes also referred to as 'theatre dance' or 'concert dance') as a general term to refer to 
dance forms that include ballet, modern, and contemporary dance. 
3 Joann Kealiinohomoku's famous article 'An anthropologist looks at ballet as a form of ethnic dance' (1970) questioned 
the hegemonic positioning of ballet as an 'a-cultural' and 'neutral' form in relation to other forms of practice. Widely 
influential in the fields of (dance) anthropology and dance studies, this perspective has since explicitly been taken up by 
Davida (2011) in relation to postmodern and contemporary dance.  
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through a geography of dance here defined as postcolonial that the particular relations of their 

production in Quito might be understood.   

 

This thesis seeks an integrated approach to contemporary dance by engaging with its practice 

from a range of perspectives and in a range of spaces. This was achieved through two years' 

ethnographic fieldwork in Quito, which included extended participant observation, interviews, 

and autoethnographic study. During this period I was privileged to gain access, whether as 

observer, student, and/or performer, to the work of a variety of artists, collectives and companies 

in the city. My consideration of the scene here thus works across diverse lines of practice, through 

which I engage with dance in spaces of class, rehearsal, and performance. Such engagement 

enables me to combine a consideration of the broader geographies and dynamics that shape dance 

in Quito with a close focus on the micro-geographies of individual practices. It also enables an 

understanding of the different ways artists negotiate dance's production in the city, the productive 

tensions and relations between practices, and how these dynamics manifest themselves across 

different spaces4 . In these perspectives, the study contributes to the diversification of the 

geographies of contemporary dance at both the macro and micro scales. Before outlining the 

thesis structure more explicitly, I give some contextual information about contemporary dance as 

a practice, about the geographies of dance in Ecuador and Quito as the setting for research, and 

some of the broader relations between culture and identity politics relevant to dance practice in 

the city. 

 

Defining 'contemporary dance' 
 

'Contemporary dance' is not an easily defined practice or phenomenon. Indeed, it is more often 

defined in terms of its supposed ability to encompass diverse and disparate forms of practice than 

in terms of a particular vocabulary, style or approach. As a loose categorisation for dance, the term 

overlaps with those of the 'modern' and the 'postmodern'. In this, particularly since the 1990s, it 

has become the favoured term for dance taken to be characterised by 'innovation' and 'originality' 

(Franco and Nordera 2007); a definition that has seen modern and postmodern come to describe, 

in contrast, historically specific styles of movement5 (Burt 2004; see also Smith 2009). Such 

																																																								
4 In these processes, the thesis often does not distinguish explicitly between 'dancer' and 'choreographer' to approach 
dance works as co-produced - this is particularly relevant in the independent sector, where there is a proliferation of 
solo work or the use of processes of collective co-creation. As such it works against a certain tendency to look to 
choreographers or directors as the sole sources of knowledge about practice (see Roche 2015; Gardner 2007).  
5 This dynamic leads to certain characterisations of 'modern' and 'postmodern' practice, typically situated in European 
and US dance worlds. From this perspective, modern dance is characterised as a form that rejected the normative codes, 
conventions and ideals of classical ballet in favour of dance that emphasised individual expression (Fraleigh 1987; Banes 
1987). Its emergence as a recognisable dance genre in the United States and Europe is dated to the early 1950s (Banes 
1987) and commonly studied through figures such as Loie Fuller, Isadora Duncan, Ruth St Denis, Ted Shawn, Doris 
Humphrey and Martha Graham in the US and Rudolf Laban and Mary Wigman in Europe. Postmodern dance, in turn, 
is typically seen as proposing a 'new physicality' in which 'the body itself became the subject of the dance, rather than 
serving as an instrument for expressive metaphors' (Banes 1987: xviii). It is often attached to particular aesthetics, such 
as pedestrian movement and an apparent disregard for form, linked explicitly to the work of particular practitioners 
such as the Judson Church group in the US, and seen as emerging as a consolidated genre by the mid-1970s (see Banes 
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categorisations set up a linear chronological progression in which each is pictured as rupturing 

with previous forms of practice in a 'dialectic of exhaustion and reaction' in which artists are in a 

constant search for the 'new' (Burt 2004)6. In this way, contemporary dance is seen as marked by 

an 'obsession with the present' (Burt 2004: 1), becoming a categorisation of validation attributed 

only to dance deemed 'cutting-edge' or 'avant-garde'. While constantly defined in relation to one 

other as part of the on-going construction of distinct genres of dance practice, however, the 

'modern', 'postmodern' and 'contemporary' also overlap and feed one another. In this, the modern 

and postmodern become active strands within contemporary practice. Thus, in Quito as 

elsewhere, these terms are also contemporaneous with each other, their definitions often 

ambiguous, flexible and contested (see Burt 2004; Manning 1988; Daly 1992)7. It is in this sense 

that I approach contemporary dance here, understanding it as 'a direct result of the cultural modes 

it both engages with and rejects' but never an absolute or straightforward break from the 

conventions it challenges (Gale and Deeney 2010: 685-6). It is instead a 'phenomenon of 

relationality' that involves complex processes of recycling, resonance, innovation and invention 

(see Chatterjea 2004a: 108 for a similar argument on postmodern dance) 8 . A focus on 

contemporaneity here, then, enables me to work outside the singular linear chronology implied by 

the 'modern' and the 'post-modern' and instead think about multiple and diverse approaches, 

identified in different ways by those producing them, as parallel, contemporaneous practices. 

 

While conceptions of the 'avant-garde' or 'contemporary' have different manifestations across 

dance worlds, in practice this categorisation is frequently attached to particular parameters that 

work to fix practice temporally, geographically and aesthetically. In this, as Chatterjea (2004a: 118) 

suggests, tensions of West and non-West, centre and periphery, continue to matter in how 

practice is conceived. Ecuador is typically considered a country where artists are really on the margins 

(Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013) in relation to wider contemporary dance 

worlds. In this dynamic, the idea of the contemporary in a 'centre' tends to solidify - "the contemporary is what 

																																																																																																																																																																
1987 and 1993; Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008). In other accounts, the postmodern is more about an approach to dance 
practice, one that shows 'focus on experimentation to de-essentialize concepts of artistic validity, to stretch the given 
limits of dance' (Chatterjea 2004a: 111). These narratives of postmodern dance understand a number of practices as 
important influences for 'contemporary' dance, including the rise of somatic techniques in the last few decades of the 
twentieth century such as Alexander Technique, Release Technique, Body-mind Centering, martial arts (such as Aikido 
and Tai Chi), Contact Improvisation, and Feldenkrais, all of which made a sensory mode of attention and an awareness 
of anatomy and physiology a central basis for movement.   
6 Relations of hierarchisation through claiming of the 'new' have happened everywhere in the history of dance, including 
between the US and Europe (see Burt 2004). In this way it is important to note that references to 'Euro-US canons' in 
this thesis (as narrated by artists in Quito) also conflate differences and tensions between European and US dance 
traditions in which Europe has been associated with ballet, representation and the past, and the US positioned as 
modern, abstract, and future oriented (Burt 2004).  
7  Burt (2004), for example, has noted characterisations in dance scholarship that confuse definitions of the 
'postmodern', which in Euro-US contexts is often variously attached to two historical periods: to the work of Judson 
Church in the 1960s and 1970s (see Banes 1987 and 1993; Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008); and to practice in the 1980s and 
early 1990s that adopted particular artistic strategies that challenged values of originality, authenticity and authorship 
(Burt 2004; Banes 1987). Similarly blurred conceptions have been observed in Quito where, in reference to a 2012 
investigation, artist Esteban Donoso states: We interviewed choreographers and we asked them that question: what is your idea of 
modern dance and contemporary dance? What is the difference? And in very few cases did someone tell us clearly this is this and that is that... 
(Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013). 
8 As such, where I refer to contemporary dance in this thesis, 'contemporary' is meant not as an adjective but as part of 
a term that describes a particular genre of dance practice.  
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is done here" - so other things remain as exotic or stuck in time, or like they're behind... (Esteban Donoso, personal 

interview, 12 September 2013). While the discourses of contemporary dance frequently celebrate 

eclecticism, 'diversity' and 'freedom' in creation, then, there remain boundaries in its definition that 

are constantly negotiated in relation to both local and international dance worlds. Through a 

postcolonial approach, this thesis aims to unsettle such geographical distinctions in narratives of 

value around dance practice by positioning Euro-US contemporaneity 9  as 'a situated, not 

universal, category' (Chatterjea 2004a: 108), and the 'contemporary' (and related notions of the 

radical and the avant-garde) as a relational term that finds itself in constant negotiation and (de-

/re-)construction. In considering dance beyond its perceived 'centres', then, it is perhaps necessary 

to 'tweak [the] boundaries and definitions' Chatterjea (2004a: 107) of certain terms as they have 

been defined and circulated in dominant ('Western') worlds of practice.  

 

Dance terms 
 

Perhaps we don't need those classifications [that circulate in wider dance worlds], I mean, our world doesn't 
allow us those classifications. [...] One of the reasons for creating the magazine [Quito performing arts 
magazine El Apuntador] was because you can't measure yourself as people have always measured you, with 
foreign parameters that don't correspond to you. I mean, [for example,] is it appropriate to talk of 'trends' 
in a country where the dance population must be, I'm guessing, five hundred people, if that, at a professional 
level? [...] It's very limited and it's hard to discuss and categorise [these things] using the criteria of larger 
worlds. So I think we have to start looking for our own categories, even our own language, to speak about 
these things. And it's difficult to talk [in those terms] today because it needs research. 

(Genoveva Mora, founder of El Apuntador, personal interview, 19 June 2014, author's translation) 
 

There is a certain vocabulary and conceptual framework with which discussion about (modern, 

postmodern and) contemporary dance commonly takes place. Movement is thus frequently talked 

about in terms of 'genres', 'trends' and 'schools'; globally circulating techniques - Graham, 

Cunningham, Dunham, Limón, Alexander, Feldenkrais - known by the names of their 

(European/US) 'creators'; and certain practices characterised as 'technique' to the exclusion of 

others. In their circulation such terms come to constitute a vocabulary that, while mobilised in 

different ways in practice, is also assumed as a certain shared language through which to 

conceptualise and talk about contemporary dance. Their use can also, implicitly and continuously, 

act to define what is commonly recognised as contemporary dance practice. However, the 

meanings and relevances of such terms can shift depending on context. In Quito, contemporary 

dance is a small, closely connected scene with few formal institutions. This and the important 

resonance of local figures makes it more useful to talk of individual artists and their practice rather 

than 'schools' or 'trends' as they might be understood in larger dance worlds. Similarly, to talk of 

artistic 'generations' in Quito, particularly in contemporary dance's early history in the city, is to 

refer to small numbers of people. Contemporary dance practitioners in Quito variously self-

																																																								
9 I use this here as a concept that is present in Quito while recognising that it conflates differences between Europe and 
the US. I use 'Euro-US' rather than 'Euro-American' to specify to which 'America' I refer.  
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identified as dancers (bailarines), dance practitioners (hacedores), but perhaps most commonly as 

artists (artistas). The last is a wider term that allows for engagement with multiple disciplines 

(including theatre, performance10, video, song) and emphasises a role as creator as well as interpreter. 

I principally use the term 'artist' throughout the thesis for this reason11. As in most places, 

contemporary dance in Quito is also characterised by a broad spectrum of practices that includes 

elements such as theatre, voice, everyday action, and stillness.  

 

Ecuador dancing 
 

Dance in Ecuador is at once central to social forms of meaning making and subject to certain 

attitudes that see it given little societal recognition as a profession, whether by the public, media, 

or, frequently, governmental structures. In a context where conceptions of dance as a social 

practice are strong, its practice is often attached to concerns of lo popular (related to the working- 

classes) in its presence in festivals and, in Quito, in free arts education and public fitness 

programmes (e.g. bailoterapia12). In contrast, the world of theatre dance largely continues to be 

considered as part of an elite culture. Dance's diverse forms are, then, imagined and approached in 

ways that generate different narratives of their practice, purpose, and value. In imaginaries of 

dance for the stage, contemporary dance has often been positioned in relation to folkloric practice 

and classical ballet. In this, danza folklórica13 is typically associated with the (re)claiming, visibilising, 

and (re)inventing of ethnic-racialised and regionalised identities (e.g. Fine-Dare 2013; Weismantel 

2003) and with official representations of nation. Classical ballet, in turn, is regarded as the prime 

instance of 'arts dance' for the theatre stage and, in the presence of a national company, a marker 

of national status.  

 

These distinctions also articulate essentialised notions of regionalised, classed and racialised 

difference that typically see folkloric dance positioned as rural, popular and marked by ethnic 

difference, and classical ballet and arts dance in general as essentially urban, elite, and white(ned). 

While imagined, practiced, and engaged with in distinct ways and forming separate worlds of 

practice, in a country in which traditional practices form a key part of the contemporary moment 

they are also frequently entangled in both corporeal and symbolic terms. Contemporary dance 

occupies an ambivalent position in discourses of value around dance practice, at once considered 

																																																								
10 Term used (in English) in Ecuador to refer to performance art as a genre and practice. 
11 The ways practitioners are defined or define themselves also speaks to narrated distinctions between dance practices. 
The identification of 'artist' here is indicative of contemporary dance's categorisation as an 'art dance'; something that 
becomes part of a certain vocabulary for characterising practice, particularly in relation, for example, to folkloric or 
traditional dance.  
12 The literal translation of bailoterapia is 'dance therapy'. These are municipal government-sponsored dance-aerobics 
classes that take place in public plazas and parks.  
13 For our purposes here, danza folklórica refers to choreographed, staged versions of traditional dances (and is also what 
I mean by 'folkloric practice' or 'folkloric dance' in the text). This is taken to contrast to baile, which in Ecuador generally 
connotes dance practiced socially, whether popular forms like salsa, merengue, bachata, cumbia, or dances forming part 
of social and festive traditions. In Ecuador these distinctions are complexified in scholarship (see Proaño 2012) and 
often blurred and complicated in practice.  
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part of an elite 'art dance' that includes ballet, and as a practice that is somewhat secondary to 

ballet in terms of skill and spectacle. I feel that labels serve to identify yourself and that one runs a risk not 

being a ballet dancer in places where that is still strong as it is here (Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 9 

September 2013). While these perspectives are perhaps changing gradually, particularly with 

contemporary dance projects that seek to work in outer barrios or neighbourhoods of Quito and 

beyond the capital, there remains an idea of contemporary dance as secondary to the primary 

theatre dance art of classical ballet on the one hand and, in state concerns and popular experiences 

of practice, folkloric dance on the other.  

 

In relation to other dance forms, then, contemporary dance is often considered to be a marginal 

practice in Ecuador, an activity 'that is still, at times, little understood.' (María Luisa 

González, International Day of Dance address, Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana, 28 April 

2013, author's translation). Emerging since the 1960s, with ballet itself established as a practice 

not many years earlier, arts dance in general in the country is seen as 'a relatively recent 

phenomenon if one compares it to more Western histories' (Donoso 2013, author's translation). 

In this way, it is frequently characterised as a field of practice in the process of emerging, a field 

that 'to become something that might circulate culturally...still needs to consolidate itself, as I see 

it.' (Donoso 2013, author's translation). As an inherently transnational practice with a strong local 

history, this emergence comes into being between international and local contemporary dance 

worlds, dance intersecting with globally circulating currents of practice while also being produced 

through its particular geographies in Ecuador and, for this study, in the capital, Quito.  

 

Quito dancing 
 

Ecuador's capital city lies in the Guayllabamba River basin surrounded by volcanoes on the 

eastern flank of the Andean mountains at an altitude of over 2,800 metres. Located in Pichincha 

province, it has a population of approximately 2,239,191 inhabitants (2010 census in PNBV 2013: 

408) and measures nearly 25 miles long and just 3 miles wide (Fine-Dare 2013). It is a city often 

imagined as fragmented geographically (Quito is constructed on seventy filled-in quebradas or 

ravines) and socially (between 'north' and 'south', and 'centre' and 'periphery', although these 

distinctions are of course complex in reality). For some it is also a city that 'lives in two times' 

(Aguirre et al. 2005: 32), bearing significant markers of its colonial history while existing in 

constant expansion and reconstruction. White-washed tile-roofed colonial houses climbing up 

steep streets give way to glass towers and wide palm-lined boulevards in places and to miles of 

low-rise concrete houses in others. The city invades surrounding agrarian zones that continue to 

mark it at its edges, cows and goats wandering the streets or maíz being grown on bare patches of 

land squeezed between houses. In popular discourse Quito is 'the face of God... city of clouds... 
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city of vertical sun... city of the Virgin, of four seasons in one day, the Heritage city14, the city of 

the Middle of the World and the Equator Line... city of the volcano... city of narrow and 

laberynthine streets, of melancholy and the pasillo...' (Aguirre et al. 2005: 30-31, author's 

translation). One artist I interviewed talked to me about Quito's vastness in geographical and 

cultural terms: Quito is a city of cities. In Quito there live many cities alongside one another. (Mariana Andrade, 

personal interview, 20 April 2015, author's translation). In regionalised imaginaries that divide Ecuador's 

diverse geographies into a simplified trinity - Sierra, Costa, Oriente (Andes, Coast, Amazon 

region) - however, Quito is known through essentialised imaginaries of the Andean. In this 

relational characterisation it is considered conservative, religious, marked by its history as the 

centre for white colonial power but also by its position as a centre of large-scale rural-urban 

migration15. While this has seen people from diverse parts of the country settle in Quito, the city 

continues to be imagined principally through images of Andean indigeneity as part of a mestizo 

identity. Quito is often considered the 'head, heart, and soul' of the Ecuadorian nation (see 

Whitten and Whitten 2008: 220) and exists as the embodiment of state, ecclesiatical, economic, 

and social power in the country (Fine-Dare 2013: 146).  

 

Quito is also the centre for contemporary dance production in Ecuador and many of 

contemporary dance's major proponents have concentrated in the city. It is home to the country's 

primary institutions for contemporary dance, including the two state companies - the Ballet 

Nacional del Ecuador (BNE) and the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE) - and 

an independent scene that is considered fundamental to the emergence of contemporary dance in 

the city and in the country as a whole16. A small, close-knit scene, artists share long histories of 

training, collaboration, teaching, and performance; a dynamic generating tensions and productive 

relations at turns. The dance scene in Quito, while transnational in its production and engagement, 

is relatively self-contained in the city, with limited interaction with groups in other cities. 'The 

major problem is that there's no flow of information. Groups don't travel between cities, there 

aren't collaborations or joint works' (Viera 2014, author's translation). When they do travel, groups 

from Quito tend to circulate between urban centres of the Sierra (performing in cities such as 

Cuenca, Riobamba, Ambato, Ibarra) and rarely tour to the coast. Some have widened this 

circulation in their work - Quito-based artists Tamia Guayasamin and Gabriela López, for 

example, have worked in Esmeraldas (a coastal city) and the Valle de Chota (a rural area of the 

northern Sierra) respectively, and the state companies - the Compañía Nacional de Danza del 

Ecuador (CNDE) and Ballet Nacional del Ecuador - also undertake provincial tours for 

performances and workshops. However, contemporary dance practice, performance and, 

																																																								
14 In 1978 Quito was declared Patrimonio de la Humanidad  ('Heritage of Humanity') by UNESCO. 
15 Quito, as any capital, has a long history of in-migration from diverse parts of the country (see Lane 2002). In recent 
times, agrarian reform in the 1960s, industrialisation associated with the petroleum boom of the 1970s, and later shifts 
in agricultural production have brought particularly significant waves of in-migration to the city.  
16 Obviously there have been and continue to be important contributions and developments from outside Quito but 
these lamentably lie outside the scope of the current study. For information see Mora 2015 and the online archives of 
Ecuadorian performing arts magazine El Apuntador.  
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particularly, the resources enabling its production, remain largely concentrated in the capital17. 

Dance in this way reflects wider geographical divisions in the country between Andes and coast, 

and between Quito and the rest of the country. Within Quito, contemporary dance is generally 

concentrated in the centre and centre-north of the city18, which is home to its key institutions and 

organisations. There are thus certain geographical divisions in its practice within the capital where, 

one artist suggests, The south is virgin territory. I think now it's even bigger than the centre and the north put 

together, it's another city. [...] In the south there's mostly danza folklórica. That's the main idea that people have of 

dance there. When I started CEDEX19 it was in the south. People saw [contemporary dance] and said 'what's 

this?!' (Fernando Cruz, personal interview, 13 December 2013, author's translation). In this way, dance's 

practice and production frequently maps on to wider geographies of social and cultural difference 

in Quito and Ecuador, becoming a practice through which these distinctions, divisions and 

tensions are constructed, negotiated, contested and, sometimes, reconfigured.  

 

In a scene that has a strong history of independent practice and has been shaped by a general 

absence of institutionality, many dancers self-identify as autodidacto/a or self-taught. This has 

meant a certain conceptualisation of practice in Quito based on a strong sense of the experimental 

and the eclectic. Contemporary dance in the city is also often considered a scene formed around 

the work of key figures, where certain actors have formed important corporeal, artistic, and 

structural legacies for dance's practice in the city. Recent shifts that see artists increasingly travel 

abroad for training and employment have also brought other dynamics to the scene. In broad 

terms, such factors see contemporary dance produced through important tensions between the 

independent and the institutional, between artistic generations, between the national and the 

international; tensions that I seek to draw out over the course of the thesis. The independent 

dance sector has been particularly important in these processes and forms a significant part of the 

research presented here.  

 

Ecuadorian identity politics and culture 
 

Culture has been significant in the on-going construction and reconstruction of identities in 

Ecuador. In a nation often characterised by its cultural diversity (Tinajero 2011), its heterogenous 

population has been considered an element, at turns, to be managed and celebrated in state and 

popular discourses of nation. Like many postcolonial countries, Ecuador, since its establishment 

																																																								
17 For example, of 63 theatres in Ecuador, almost half are in Quito (Proaño 2012).  
18 It is acknowledged that Quito, particularly due to its geography, does not in practice have just one 'centre' (Aguirre et 
al 2005). However, for our purposes here, the 'centre' and 'centre-north' constitutes the areas within Manuela Saenz and 
Eugenio Espejo districts that house many of the city's principal administrative and cultural institutions.  
19 CNDE cast member Fernando Cruz founded the Centro de Danza Experimental: CEDEX (Centre for Experimental 
Dance) in Quito in 2006.   
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as a Republic in 183020, 'has been engaged in a constant struggle to produce a national imaginative 

geography' (Radcliffe 1996: 24). Collective imaginaries of nation have typically been seen as 

problematic in a diverse and heterogeneous society that continues to be starkly divided by colonial 

structures of difference. Scholars in the country have asked: 'Does unity, in the form of an 

including and shared sense of the national, actually exist in Ecuador?' (Walsh 2009: 69). In this, 

some characterise the country's identity politics in terms of 'the enduring tension between being 

Ecuadorian and being one of its diverse peoples' (Whitten and Whitten 2011: 2). This tension has 

been approached in different ways in official constructions of the nation, processes in which 

notions of culture have frequently taken a central role. I here focus on two ideologies/discourses 

highlighted as key to ongoing imaginaries of the Ecuadorian nation and their particular 

implications for discourses of culture. I first focus on well-established discourses of mestizaje and, 

second, more recent narratives of interculturalism and plurinationalism.  

 

Mestizaje21 is an ideology of racial, ethnic, and/or cultural 'mixture' that in Ecuador, as in many 

parts of Latin America, has formed a foundational imaginary of the postcolonial nation. Emerging 

from the beginning of the 20th century, mestizaje became the basis for an ideology of 'national 

culture'22 (see Tinajero 2011) that worked to homogenise Ecuador's diverse population through 

the idea of one people and one culture based on a shared Indigenous and colonial heritage. In this, 

hybridity became the defining basis for nation. Mestizaje here constituted the 'natural' foundation 

for an Ecuadorian collectivity, a national ideology that appealed to essentialist narratives of 'blood 

ties' to affirm 'the existence of one nation whose culture was considered the fundamental core of 

one unmistakable identity' (Tinajero 2011: 30, author's translation, original emphasis). Discourses 

that embedded the mestizo as emerging through centuries of history drew connections between the 

contemporary Republic and an (essentialised) Indigenous past, working to position mestizaje as the 

only possible basis for national identity (Tinajero 2011: 30). These ideologies reached their height 

in the mid-twentieth century when, following a significant loss of national territory to Peru, 

culture became central to the reimagination and revalidation of nation23. State discourse promoted 

culture as the medium through which the newly reduced 'pequeña gran patria' ('small great 

homeland') would be unified and recognised, both to itself and internationally, a goal expressed 

particularly in the establishment in 1944 of Quito's Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana ('House of 

																																																								
20 Ecuador was part of Gran Colombia when it gained independence from Spain in 1822, an entity made up of present-
day Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Panamá, and numerous other territories. In 1830 it separated from Gran Colombia 
and was officially established as the Republic of Ecuador.  
21 See Stutzman 1981; Miller 2004; Hooker 2005; Whitten and Whitten 2011; Wade 2005; De la Cadena 2005; Roitman 
2009. 
22 Tinajero (2011: 30), following the periodisation of Ecuador's history into 'national projects' detailed in Ayala Mora 
(2008), uses 'ideology of national culture' to describe the ideological foundation of the so-called 'project of the mestizo 
nation' considered to have been most active between 1895 and 1964 in Ecuador. 
23 In 1942, after a three-week war, Ecuador ceded a third of its national territory to Peru in the Rio de Janeiro Protocol 
(see Radcliffe and Westwood 1996). This was understood as a devastating blow for the nation and led to a turn to 
culture as the medium through which the new, smaller nation would be (re)imagined. 
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Ecuadorian Culture') (Handelsman 2007: 82-3)24. These ideologies of 'national culture' are in 

practice, however, considered to have been chiefly concerned with the promotion of 'high culture 

with predominantly European roots' (Ibarra 2010: 46, author's translation). In this way, they 

reflected the dynamics of an ideology of mestizaje that 'tied political and aesthetic self-definition 

and assertion to a racial discourse at both the national and the regional levels' (Miller 2004: 27); 

one that continued to operate around colonial constructions that placed whiteness at the pinnacle 

of a socially constructed racial order. Thus, while discourses of mestizaje meant the incorporation 

of Indigenous 'roots' into ideas of national culture and identity, these were still essentially 

'approached from whiteness' (Camacho and Ordóñez 2011: 77, author's translation). In an identity 

based on hybridity, then, some have argued that mestizaje carries a subtext of blanqueamiento or 

'whitening' that excludes those that identify as Indigenous or Afro-Ecuadorian, for example, 

producing the idea that subjects must shed ethnic identity to become part of nation (see Whitten 

and Whitten 2011). This ideology was clear in Ecuadorian military dictator General Rodríguez 

Lara's now infamous statement that: 'we all become white when we accept the goals of national 

culture' (Stutzman 1981: 45). As a basis for nation, then, mestizaje is considered to constitute 'an 

all-inclusive ideology of exclusion' (Stutzman 1981: 45-94)25.  

 

The latter decades of the twentieth century saw significant shifts in Ecuador - including the rise of 

social movements, economic crisis culminating in dollarisation, and massive out-migration of the 

population - that saw the nation, and conceptions of culture, reimagined26. Ecuador's 1998 

Constitution officially recognised the rights of Indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorian pueblos (peoples) 

and declared the country a pluricultural and multiethnic state whose duty was to fortalecer la unidad 

nacional en la diversidad  (strengthen national unity in diversity) (República del Ecuador 1998, 

art.3.1). In this, ideas of plurality came to gain purchase in official imaginations of the Ecuadorian 

nation. Following the coming to power of Rafael Correa and his populist party Alianza PAIS 

(Alianza por una Patria Altiva i Soberana - Alliance for a Proud and Sovereign Homeland) in 2007, 

																																																								
24 The Casa de la Cultura is a state-owned cultural institution with a large headquarters comprising several theatres, a 
library, museum, cinema and other buildings in central Quito. It forms part of a network of 23 other smaller núcleos 
around the country. As Ecuadorian scholar Tinajero (2011: 30, author's translation, original emphasis) has stated: 'The 
Casa de la Cultura was, on its establishment, the most complete institutional expression of the most influential ideology 
that Ecuador has known in recent history. I'm talking about the ideology of national culture, whose presence accompanied 
the processes of state modernisation and high crises that developed over the course of the first half of the twentieth 
century, and reached its peak between the 1940s and 60s, and has lasted long afterwards, although faintly, until the 
present day, when the proclamation of new constitutional principles have expressed, at the legal-political level, the 
decline of such an ideology in the general Ecuadorian consciousness - some of whom, nevertheless, remain resistant to 
the changes and continue to feel a certain nostalgia for the old splendour of this declining ideology.'   
25 Tinajero (2011: 30) has noted essential contradictions in official articulations of mestizaje in Ecuador as part of 
ideologies of 'national culture' whose effects continue in the present day, including the positioning of the nation's people 
as direct descendants of a united, homogenous ancestor (referred to as 'Incas') whilst also celebrating colonial 
eclecticism; promoting the revalorisation of indigenous cultures whilst also generating paternalistic discourses of 
education/'civilisation'; and placing mestizaje as an ideal whilst also promoting a fierce anti-hispanism that denied the 
Spanish element within mestizo culture. 
26 In the 1980s and 1990s, Ecuador saw large-scale uprisings of Indigenous (and Afro-Ecuadorian) social movements 
that brought about the overturning of several presidents, the occupation of the national senate, and the coming of 
Indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorian leaders to positions of political power for the first time in the Republic. These shifts 
led to fundamental changes in the politics of identity and nation in Ecuador (see Meisch 1992; Whitten 2003; Clark and 
Becker 2007).  
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such rhetoric became central to a heralded process of 'refounding the state' (Conaghan 2011). In a 

nationalistic discourse that depicted the Ecuadorian nation as having lost sovereignty, dignity, and 

(through out-migration) population, Correa's presidential campaign promised the recovery and 

rejuvenation of the nation, playing on Carrión's famous phrase to declare that, under his 

government: 'La Patria Vuelve' (The Homeland Returns) (Conaghan 2011). Culture was, once 

again, positioned as central to this process as 'something that makes it more ours, more sovereign' 

(Pérez Torres 2012, author's translation). Rather than a singular conception of a 'national culture', 

however, this time state discourses emphasised concepts of interculturality and plurinationalism in 

which, it was claimed, 'we choose to be equal in diversity' (Noriega 2010). A critical element in this 

'refounding' was the establishment of the new Constitution in 2008 that declared Ecuador a 

plurinational state27. As concerns of plurinationalism and interculturalism become more visible in 

debates over nation (see Walsh 2009; Becker 2011), and as society becomes increasingly 

globalised, mobile, and transnational, old homogenising discourses of belonging are being joined 

by concerns of plurality, multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue (see Whitten 2003; Whitten 

and Whitten 2011; Cervone 2010). Some suggest that, within these discourses, the idea of one 

nation integral to mestizaje remains, the two discourses struggling alongside each other in 

constructions and imaginations of the Ecuadorian nation (see Whitten and Whitten 2011; Tinajero 

2011; Rahier 2014).  

 

Dance has frequently been mobilised within these complex negotiations of cultural and national 

identity in Ecuador, for example in official representations (in narrating a mythologised 

Indigenous past, a mestizo heritage, and/or a celebratory multiculturalism); in social movements (as 

the reiteration and lived construction of collective identities); and in tourism (most often in the 

form of spectacularised folklor, where essentialist historical and regional imaginaries dominate). 

The negotiated politics of identity have also formed an important part of contemporary dance 

practice in the country; a dynamic which has thus far been little studied in investigations of its 

practice and a perspective to which I aim to contribute in this thesis. 

 

Thesis aims and outline  
 
This thesis has three key objectives. Firstly, and most generally, it aims to bring geography into 

closer dialogue with scholarship from dance studies and (dance) anthropology in order to expand 

geographical approaches to dance practice. Here it seeks to contribute to a move beyond singular 

conceptualisations of dance to a more integrated approach that recognises the diverse geographies 

active in its continuous, negotiated emergence. In this it aims to expand work beyond the 

nonrepresentational approaches often dominant in geographical discussions of dance, which have 

																																																								
27 Despite these important shifts in legislation and in rhetoric, as Tinajero (2011) notes, these discourses do not always 
correspond to concrete changes in reality. For information on the dynamics of interculturality and plurinationalism in 
Ecuador see Walsh 2012; Ayala Mora 2013; Becker 2011.  
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tended to conceptualise practice as 'pure', unarticulated, unreflected action (Revill 2004; see 

Dewsbury 2011; Thrift 1997).  The thesis is thus concerned with the 'slippage between the lived 

body and its cultural representation', between a somatic identity (the experience of one's 

physicality) and a cultural one (how one's body renders meaning in society) (Albright 1997: 4). 

Geographical considerations of dance have for too long, then, been confined to accounts that 

look only to very particular aspects of its practice that have seen the multiple politics involved in 

its production sidelined; this thesis is part of emerging work that contributes to the expansion of 

this focus. Secondly, in investigating contemporary dance practice in Quito, the thesis aims to 

expand the geographical focus of contemporary dance research, which continues in large part to 

be dominated by work on European and US dance worlds. In this, it aims to explore 

contemporary dance's production through multiple intersecting heritages, relations, structures and 

contexts. As such it is at the forefront of developing much needed postcolonial approaches to 

contemporary dance, thus far developed in relation to African (Kringelbach 2013; Sörgel 2011) 

and Indian (Chatterjea 2004a and 2013; Katrak 2011) dance worlds. This thesis brings perspectives 

from Latin America to these debates. Lastly, the thesis also contributes to the expansion of 

scholarly studies of dance in Latin America, bringing perspectives from contemporary dance to 

important debates on the politics and poetics of practice that have generally emerged from 

traditional/folkloric and popular/social dance. This places dance production in Latin America 

firmly within the contemporary and the avant-garde, then, and advances considerations of the 

multiple relationships between culture, identity politics, cultural policy, and dance practice.  

 

The thesis develops these contributions across nine subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 situates the 

thesis within wider academic contexts, engaging with relevant work from geography, anthropology 

and dance studies to propose an 'expanded geography' of dance. This constitutes the framework 

that organises the thesis. The chapter also highlights the particular contributions the thesis makes 

to geographical studies of dance practice. Chapter 3 reflects on the dialogues between theory and 

practice that shaped the methodological processes of research. It discusses the emergence of 

research relations, the details of my ethnographic practice, and the implications of long-term 

fieldwork. It also considers the different roles I occupied during research and reflects on my own 

identity and positionality within the research process28. Chapter 4 considers historical relations of 

dance-making as a key element in an expanded geography of dance. It considers the historical 

geographies of contemporary dance in Quito, outlining particular relations between different 

kinds of practice, the institutional and the independent, and of transnational connection, that 

continue to shape the ways the scene is narrated and understood. In doing so, the chapter forms 

an important part of the postcolonial approach to dance put forward in the thesis, unsettling 

conceptions of a singular 'universal' history of contemporary dance to recognise multiple heritages 
																																																								
28 The chapter also explains some aspects of textual presentation, namely that: all fieldnotes are presented in this 
font, and all ethnographic interview material in italics. Questions of space have unfortunately not allowed me to quote 
interviews and other materials in their original Spanish. All translations are my own, and I indicate this in citations in 
order to make clear their status as a translation.   
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in practice. The chapter brings focus on figures, relations, and institutions that resonate in 

practice's contemporary moment in Quito, orientating discussions within the particular 

cartographies of dance-making in the city. In this, the intention is not merely contextual but, 

rather, to identify particular geographies of corporeality, creativity, and identity-making that are 

elaborated upon in later chapters. A focus on Quiteñan histories here positions practice as 

emerging through simultaneously distinct and shared dance heritages that variously diverge and 

overlap in their relations with wider dance worlds.  

 

Chapter 5 turns to questions of the institutional as another key factor in an expanded geography 

of dance practice. It outlines some of the institutional geographies through which practice is 

produced in Quito, focusing in particular on concerns of funding, spaces, and audiences. In these 

discussions, it seeks to understand dance's institutional geographies beyond simple binaries of 

inside/outside, complicity/resistance, to explore institutional relations as dynamic and complex. 

The chapter takes a dual approach to the institutional: as institutions or organisations that form 

part of dance's infrastructure in the city, and as instituting processes that visibilise, legitimise, and 

transform dance in particular ways; it thus works to emphasise both the fixity and fluidity of 

institutiona relations in the city. The chapter pays particular attention to how the institutional is 

experienced, negotiated and transformed by dance artists in ways that work to shape dance's 

possibilities and identities in the city. In this, it sees the institutional as dialectically related to both 

the logistical and the creative, corporeal processes of dance's production. It considers these 

dynamics both through state policy and through particular independent-institutional collaborative 

relations. Chapter 6 builds on the dance histories set out in Chapter 4, and the institutional 

geographies explored in Chapter 5, to consider how these relations shape, and are shaped by, 

bodily practice. It does this through a focus on the place of dance canons in contemporary dance 

in Quito. Drawing on the work of dance scholars Vida Midgelow (2007) and Sheryl Dodds (2011), 

the chapter considers dance canons not simply as image or aesthetic but as forms of corporeal 

rhetoric with a particular 'persuasive force' (Sklar 2007 in Albright 2015: 5). A focus on canonicity 

thus enables an interrogation of the ways particular ideologies, values, and relations of power 

become part of the imagination, construction, and evaluation of dancing bodies and their practice 

in Quito. The multiple productions, contestations and remakings of these canons, it is argued, 

constitute embodied theorisations of the power dynamics at play in contemporary dance-making 

in the city. Building on the thesis' postcolonial approach to practice, the chapter brings attention 

to the active presence of both 'international' and 'local' dance canons in order to unsettle simplistic 

ideas of opposition and resistance frequently narrated through binaries of global/local, 

centre/periphery, and instead think about these relationships in more complex, multi-layered, 

terms.  
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Chapter 7 develops these discussions around 'local' and 'international' dance canons by turning 

explicitly to the politics of identity and difference in dance-making in Quito, foregrounding, in 

particular, how these relations are experienced and understood through the socio-political 

landscape of Quito as a postcolonial city. Where in Chapter 6 focus falls on the politics of 

relations within and between particular modes of dance practice, here the focus broadens to 

consider how these relations are inflected with concerns around individual and collective dance(d) 

identities produced in dialogue with wider social worlds. The chapter considers these dynamics 

through a discourse common during fieldwork in Quito: the making of 'Ecuadorian contemporary 

dance'. By tracing multiple and varied articulations of this imaginary, the chapter seeks to multiply 

and complicate conceptions of identity in dance practice, showing its construction through 

questions of aesthetic, of dancing bodies, of method or 'ways of doing', and of cultural economy 

in Quito. It also shows dance as a key site for understanding, contesting, and remaking relations of 

coloniality in the city. Here, the making of 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' is explored through 

two main concerns: mestizaje and conceptions of racialised difference; and the collective 

construction of alternative ways of thinking, approaching and 'doing' contemporary dance. Both 

are considered key for the decolonisation of practice; a process in which dance(d) identities as 

danced enunciations of difference have an important role to play. I look at multiple 

conceptualisations of these dance(d) identities through conversations with individual artists, and 

through a particular instance of state-led dance production. In Chapter 8, discussion turns most 

explicitly to the micro-geographies of dancing bodies. Through detailed consideration of diverse 

modes of dance-making, the chapter aims to foreground contemporary dance's multiplicity in 

Quito. It thus builds on and complexifies the 'international' and 'local' canons discussed in 

Chapter 6, and the particular politics of dance(d) identities outlined in Chapter 7, to explore 

dancing bodies as variously emerging through and extending far beyond such relations in the 

diverse and multiple ways artists think, produce, and understand their practice. The chapter 

focuses on six 'dancing bodies' that describe particular key approaches. By detailing the conscious 

construction and negotiation of particular bodily knowledges, and their emergence in intimate 

conversation with diverse social, political, and cultural worlds, the chapter makes particularly clear 

the diverse relations involved in practice's production in the city. Thus, while common discourses 

of dance are ordered by temporal and spatial hierarchy, the chapter argues, attention to the body 

makes evident its temporal and spatial multiplicity. Such arguments resonate in calls later in the 

thesis for the multiplying of conceptions of contemporaneity in dance practice.  

 

Chapter 9 looks to explore further some of the key elements in earlier discussions around 

contemporary dance practice - historical resonance, dance canons, bodily knowledges, dance(d) 

identities and their politics - by considering its practice in dialogue with a form of practice that 

articulates notably distinct geographies in Quito: traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance. Through 

consideration of two dance exchanges organised in collaboration with research participants in 
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November 2013 and May-June 2014, the chapter explores the ways particular imaginaries and 

dance(d) enunciations of 'difference' and of 'self' and 'other' are (re)produced, negotiated, and 

challenged through conversations in and around practice. Considering both their tensions and 

their negotiated translations in the cultivation of particular bodily knowledges, the chapter 

examines the potential of such dance(d) dialogues to produce an intercultural politics of dance 

practice. Finally, Chapter 10 outlines the contributions of the thesis to the wider academic field, 

particularly in relation to dance studies, geography, and research focused on Latin America. It 

argues for an understanding of the contemporary as negotiated and multiple, and notes the 

significance of such an approach for the future development of dance research. It also considers 

the key concepts, outlined over the course of the thesis, that constitute the basis for an 'expanded 

geography' of contemporary dance. This is an approach that recognises the multiple factors active 

in contemporary dance's production and the diverse and shifting ways these might be experienced, 

negotiated and reconfigured through practice. In doing so, the thesis sets out a framework for 

expanded interdisciplinary engagements between geography and dance practice.  
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Chapter 2:  
Expanding the cultural  

geographies of dance 
 

 

 

This chapter explores and expands upon the cultural geographies of dance. Working across scales, 

it approaches practice through the bodies, spaces, institutions, and networks of its making, 

considering the ways these dance together in the dynamic emergence of dance practice. Arguing 

against discourses that foreground singular aspects of dance as affect, as socio-cultural identity, or 

as a reflection of processes of (neo)colonialism, commercialisation, or globalisation, I instead look 

to the ways dance 'sits between' things (Dils and Albright 2001: 235). The surge of work around 

the nonrepresentational in geography in recent years has done much to further attention to dance 

and dancing bodies within the discipline. However, with its place as a focal point in the 

non/representational debate, there is a danger that dance is more narrowly approached than it 

might be, becoming a vehicle for theory rather than a subject matter in its own right. In this, the 

diverse relations that make up its practice, including important questions of how, why, where, by 

and for whom dance is produced, tend to be sidelined. In order to expand these approaches, then, 

I here engage with work from dance studies, (dance) anthropology, and cultural studies in 

conversation with geographical work. In this I aim to expand the geographies of dance in a way 

that will facilitate understanding of the diverse intersecting dimensions of its practice. This 

objective also informs my methodology, which puts practice at the centre of research (see Chapter 

3). Both within geography and more widely, scholarly studies of contemporary dance have, despite 

a few exceptions29, also engaged with practice in relation to a limited range of cultural contexts, 

with focus principally falling on the US and Europe. In turning attention to the geographies of 

contemporary dance in Quito, then, I seek to expand this geographical focus and complicate 

ongoing divisions in dance research that continue to see art dance chiefly studied in the 'West' and 

traditional or social practices in the 'non-West'. I also further expand research on dance in Latin 

America, which has predominantly centred on traditional and social/popular dance forms30. I here 

argue, therefore, for an expanded notion of the geographies of dance in the theoretical, 

methodological, and geographical focus of research.  

																																																								
29 For example, Saldanha 2005 in geography and, in dance studies, Castaldi 2006, Sörgel 2007, Katrak 2011, Chatterjea 
2004a. 
30 For example, Savigliano 1995; Daniel 1995; Browning 1995; Delgado and Muñoz 1997; Mendoza 2000; Chasteen 
2004; Feldman 2006. More specifically, contemporary dance has also been the subject of limited scholarly research in 
Ecuador - for many years Mariño 1994 and Salguero [1993]2002 were the only publications, which were, during the 
period of my research, joined by Ignatova 2013, López 2015, Mora 2015. Work by scholars from elsewhere has also 
generally focused on traditional or neo-traditional dance worlds (Fine-Dare 2013; Ritter 1999; Walmsley 2005; 
Wibbelsman 2005; Whitten and Aurdio Fuentes 1966).  
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This chapter, then, sets out a framework for an expanded cultural geography of dance. This 

framework structures the thesis, which considers dance's historical, institutional, ideological, and 

bodily geographies and its identity politics in ways that are understood to overlap and inform one 

another. A key underlying notion to this framework is dance as process and production. This is 

informed by recent work in dance research, of which I here focus on three key moments. Firstly, 

work has brought increased focus on how dance is produced, attention turning to the construction 

and conditioning of dancing bodies and their practice outside the (traditionally favoured) moment 

of performance in processes of training, choreography and improvisation. Such work considers 

the complex relations between the vital, immediate, emergent, and the historical and cultivated; 

relationships that are not oppositional but rather inform each other in the processual emergence 

of dance practice. Secondly, research has prompted greater recognition of the situatedness of 

dance practice, in which a focus on form has widened to consider the complexities of the whole 

'dance event'. Here, factors such as audience and dance-space are understood as integral, active 

components in the dance. And thirdly, recent work has foregrounded the particular logics and 

power relations that shape and are shaped by production through the workings of dance 

institutions, cultural governance, and transnational networks of training and performance. Across 

this work, research has also foregrounded artistic agency in the production of dance practice. 

Through these perspectives, then, dance is considered not simply as an ephemeral, spontaneous 

'event' but also as a practice that is consciously produced and cultivated, a social practice 

intimately connected to local and transnational geographies of production, and as a professional 

field of work. It is both 'a dynamic social and political space' understood as 'the sets of 

relationships that it cultivates in all directions - before, during, and after performance' (Daly 2002: 

9) and a matter of vibrant, fleshy materiality.  

 

As a starting point to an expanded geography of dance, the first section lays out some of the ways 

dance has been dealt with in geographical work and its mobilisation within debates over the 

non/representational. The chapter then goes on to set out an expanded geography of dance 

through four main points of focus: bodies; spaces and sites; ideology and identity; and 

transnational networks. While dealing with each in turn, I also aim to show how each is actively 

implicated in the other in practice. The first of these sections lays out some of the terrain of 

dance's bodily geographies and its constitution through both material and socio-historical 

concerns. The second brings focus on spatiality and sites of practice to think about the ways 

dance occupies, produces and (re)imagines space and site. The third turns attention to meaning in 

motion, considering how the productive relations between dancing bodies and spaces articulate 

and negotiate particular ideologies and geographies of identity; relations that also operate through 

dance's institutions. The final section explores dance's transnational networks and questions of 

contemporaneity, difference, and intimacy as they are produced and reworked through cross-

border dialogue. In considering the hierarchies and power relations that persist within these 
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networks, I argue for an approach to dance that, informed by postcolonial thinking, might move 

beyond ideas of core/periphery, traditional/modern, to instead foreground a more progressive 

conception of contemporaneity. Over the following pages I set out some of the areas through 

which this expanded geography might emerge. 

 

Dance and nonrepresentational theory  
 

In recent years, geographical engagement with dance has frequently centred around one particular 

theoretical nexus: that of nonrepresentational theory (NRT) (see Thrift 1997; 2000; 2008; 

Anderson and Harrison 2010). Principally associated with the work of Nigel Thrift, this body of 

work has been part of a wider turn in geographical enquiry, evident since the mid-1990s, from text 

to practice. While the growth of NRT has prompted the development of geographical work along 

multiple and diverse paths, the emergence of this 'theory of practices' (Thrift 1997: 126) was 

grounded in the argument that a focus on representation and discourse in approaches to the body 

had served to marginalise lived experience: 'Within discourse, the lived body is rendered knowable 

only through the constructions that are its multiple realities but its existence as a lived entity is 

effectively denied' (Radley 1995: 7, in Thrift 1997: 137). In response, nonrepresentational theory 

was developed as 'not, then, a project concerned with representation and meaning, but with the 

performative 'presentations', 'showings' and 'manifestations' of everyday life' (Thrift 1997: 127). It 

thus aimed to bring attention to the 'living and lived' relations (Shotter 1993: 12) through which 

bodies constitute and are constituted by a world perpetually in process, suggesting that the 'sense' 

of bodily practices 'always emerges as much from visceral, affective and pre-discursive processes 

as it does from the materializing force of discursively embedded representations' (McCormack 

2003: 489-90). Nonrepresentational theory is thus an approach to the body 'that both precedes 

and exceeds representation' (Detamore 2010). In this its proponents are keen to note that NRT is 

not 'anti-representational', and seeks to 'reconfigure' the representational rather than deny it. 

Rather than a 'code to be broken or as an illusion to be dispelled', then, representations are 

understood 'as performative in themselves; as doings' in an approach that seeks to turn attention 

from meaning to 'the material composition and conduct' of representation (Dewsbury et al. 2002: 

438). Some thus talk of 'more-than-representational' geographies (Lorimer 2005). Positioned by 

some as rupture, a move away from or rejection of a discursive cultural politics of identity and 

representation in favour of 'a less-overtly politicised phenomenology of body, sense and world', 

for others it is rather a continuation of certain modes of post-structuralist thinking borne of 

geography's crisis of representation (Wylie 2010: 103). Drawing from Deleuze and Guattari, 

Massumi, Spinoza and others, it has led to a new vocabulary of affect, the event, potentiality, and 

assemblages, which has been mobilised in geographical conceptualisations of bodily practices, 

including, and not least, dance.  

 



	 24	

Approaches grounded in the nonrepresentational have developed geographical work on dance 

practice in a number of valuable ways. Attention to the affective, the fleeting, and the ephemeral 

and the foregrounding of a 'processual register of experience' (Dewsbury et al. 2002: 437) has put 

emphasis on the ways dance is experienced in excess of its discursive meanings, underlining the 

irreducibility of practice to textual understandings. This emphasis on process has also seen 

conceptions of the body move 'from noun to verb' (Manning 2014: 165) - dancers 'bodying' 

movement - in an argument that aims to recognise the emergent nature of the body in motion. 

Focus on the material relatedness of body and world, each constantly emerging through the other, 

has also brought attention to the 'liveliness' of body and (affective) space in dance practice, 

investigations seeking to understand the generative relations between the two through concepts of 

rhythm, atmosphere, and refrain (see McCormack 2013). Through ideas of the 'event' 

nonrepresentational work has also highlighted the body as processual, contingent and continually 

changing, drawing attention to the ways it might exist at 'the escaping edge' of systemisation and 

order (Anderson and Harrison 2010: 20). This has continued the work of unsettling any ideas of a 

fixed or singular identity: through a body composed of a multiplicity of diverse and shifting 

relations, dance thus comes to be not only about 'bodying' a plural sense of identity, but about 

'actively reworking, albeit on a micro-scale, the tangible corporeality of that identity' (McCormack 

2008: 1826). Such work has, together, been important in generating recognition within geography 

of dancing bodies as relational, generative, emergent and continually in process; perspectives that 

have enhanced geographical understandings of previously under-acknowledged dimensions of 

bodily practice.   

 

Nonrepresentational approaches have also, however, come under critique for their tendency 

towards individualism (Nash 2000), universalism (Revill 2004, Tolia-Kelly 2006), abstraction 

(Nash 2000), lack of historical sensitivity (Tolia-Kelly 2006), implications of authenticity (Revill 

2004), and, not least, frequent absence of a differentiated subject (Nash 2000; Cresswell 2006; 

Glass and Rose-Redwood 2014). Such tendencies can prove problematic for thinking about dance 

experience and practice. Set forth as a 'concentrated example of the expressive nature of 

embodiment' and a form concerned with 'using the body to conjure up "virtual", "as-if" worlds', 

dance has been conceptualised within nonrepresentational approaches as a form able to 'articulate 

complexes of thought - with - feeling that words cannot name, let alone set forth' (Radley 1995: 13 cited 

in Thrift 1997: 147, Thrift emphasis added). Through this idea of dance as pre-verbal and 

ineffable it has frequently become 'a metaphor for unreflected, unarticulated, practical action' 

(Revill 2004: 201) and, in this, has been taken by some to elude power (see Thrift 1997). This sees 

its conceptualisation as a 'pure' instance of bodily expression in some (elusive/indefinable) 

unconditioned moment of its emergence through the 'organic body' (Dewsbury 2011: 57):  

 

Dance is that which becomes coded but is not itself code in its point of incessant 
emergence. Dancers are coded, genres are coded, dance choreography is coded, but the 
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dance itself, like all art forms when considered in their pure state, manifests the power of the 
present to disrupt, disclose, and expose these codifications. Herein, whilst the body may be 
the marker and the container of these codes of representation with all their politics the 
body is not itself representational. 

 (Dewsbury 2011: 52, original emphasis) 
 

In such lines of argument, dance (and the dancing body) is pictured as innocent, free, playful, and 

perpetually inventive:   

 

Dance is innocence, because it is a body before the body. It is forgetting, because it is a 
body that forgets its fetters, its weight. It is a new beginning, because the dancing gesture 
must always be something like the invention of its own beginning. And it is also play, of 
course, because dance freed the body from all social mimicry, from all gravity and 
conformity. 

(Badiou 2005: 58, cited in Dewsbury 2011) 
 

While nonrepresentational theory lays claim to a relational, contextualised understanding of the 

body, then, such statements seem to unhelpfully (and impossibly) separate 'the dance' from the 

corporeal, social, and creative materials and relations of its production, thus privileging practice 

over context. As Nash (2000: 658), drawing on Wolff (1995: 81), points out: 'Only by considering 

dance outside any social realm, by imagining dance as a free-floating realm of the experiential 

above the social and cultural world and by ignoring the relational nature of dancing can dance be 

thought of as a prelinguistic and presocial bodily experience'. In referring to a world 'which is 

practical rather than cognitive' (Thrift 1997: 126), nonrepresentational approaches have also at 

times served to reify divisions between mind and body, thought and action, and the discursive and 

the expressive in dance practice. While some have sought to foreground ideas of thinking 'with' 

and 'through' moving bodies in their work (McCormack 2008), a tendency to division can still at 

times lead to accounts of dance that fail to reflect the thought-filled, talk-filled processes that 

cultivate the affective states and spaces of its practice. An image of dance as 'beyond the reach of 

words and power' is, then, problematic, particularly when discussions 'lose the sense of the ways 

in which different material bodies are expected to do gender, class, race or ethnicity differently' 

(Nash 2000: 657)31. Other geographers have echoed Nash's (2000) concerns, pointing to the 

limitations of nonrepresentational approaches for thinking about the persistence of social 

difference in affective/bodily experience and argue for the intimate and inextricable relation of 

such experience with cultural, social, and political worlds at multiple levels and scales (Revill 2004; 

Saldanha 2005; Tolia-Kelly 2006; Cresswell 2006). For geographers concerned with matters of the 

body, then, in its abstraction and scant attention to power relations a nonrepresentational 

approach 'ultimately leaves the body behind' (Detamore 2010).  

 

In the context of dance, seeing its practice as symbol or affect are two extremes that are clearly 

reductive of the complexity of its practice. Numerous geographers have thus called for greater 

																																																								
31 Indeed, Erin Manning's (2014) account of dance advocates the 'absolute rejection' of the subject.  



	 26	

attention to the 'interface' between the representational and the nonrepresentational (Cresswell 

2006: 73) and the ways such concerns are 'held together' (Lorimer 2008: 544) in order to move 

beyond what can at times appear divisive debates (see Wylie 2010). While NRT has generally been 

associated with a turn away from the critical identity politics and politics of representation that 

have dominated geographical enquiry in recent years, some geographers have considered how 

nonrepresentational approaches might be extended with concerns of the social, political and 

historical. Here scholars have sought to develop approaches that might enable dialogue with 

certain tenets of NRT thinking whilst remaining committed to researching with differentiated 

subjects (see Colls 2012; and, for dance, Kulke and Pine 2013). Those more closely linked with 

NRT have also argued for its potential, in 'making the invisible visible', to produce 'a suppler form 

of politics' (Lorimer 2007: 91; see also McCormack 2003, 2008, 2013). There have also been some 

attempts to consider the politics of otherness and social difference through nonrepresentational 

concerns of materiality, embodiment and encounter in recent geographical work that 

acknowledges that difference involves both 'the fleshy and the aggregate', the 'molecular and the 

molar' (Saldanha 2010: 284; see also Simonsen 2010). Such work offers potential for expanding 

the scope of geographical accounts of bodily practice.  

 

Dancing bodies  
 

Central to the cultural geographies of dance are geographies of the body. Scholarship across 

geography, dance studies, anthropology and sociology has long taken on the project of unsettling 

'the body' as a stable, bounded category, looking instead to conceive of bodies and their 

differences as coming about ‘through their interactions with the world: past, present, and 

anticipated’ (Macpherson 2010: 4). The body in this way is ‘never a totality’ (Detamore 2010: 247) 

but rather in a continuous process of emergence with and through other bodies and spaces. Thus, 

'The body is...not an object, but a process, and not just a receiving and recording one, but...one 

that organises as it apprehends, and becomes what it organises' (Sklar 1996: 1, 13, cited in Kisliuk 

1998: 13). The body thus 'initiates as well as responds' (Foster 1995: 15). These interrelations have 

led some to argue against the use of 'the body' as a primary category of analysis in studies of dance 

practice (see Novack 1995), some scholars instead favouring talk of 'bodiliness' and 'productive 

activity' (Turner 1995: 150). I would suggest, however, that there are ways to recognise the 

multiple, processual, contingent nature of dancing bodies without having to abandon the body as 

a category of analysis altogether. A holistic notion of the dancing body might understand its 

practice through questions of materiality, energy (Reynolds 2007), rhythm (Cancienne and 

Snowber 2003), (kinesthetic) sensation (Potter 2008), and the living, vibrating spaces it generates.  

 

One line of work that has been important in exploring the body in dance practice has been a focus 

on material production. This brings attention to how the geographies of dancing bodies are 
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dialogically negotiated through flesh, bone, muscle and joint, body and practice producing and 

transforming one other. One area of research in this vein has focused on bodies' emergence 

through training and performance. Strength, flexibility, agility, fluidity, alignment, balance; the 

quality and rhythm of movement and the ways bodies use tension, momentum, and gravity to 

produce it: all are corporeal traits cultivated through practice. Ness (2008: 6) experiments with the 

idea of inscription to explore the ways danced gestures, through years of repetition, ‘penetrate 

beneath a dancer’s skin to fix enduring marks into their hardest, most durable connective tissues’. 

Through practice, then, there is an internalisation of movement vocabulary that renders the 

dancing body meaningful in accordance with the logic of a particular dance form (for example, 

verticality, precision and balance in classical ballet). Focusing particularly on the training regimes 

of various classical forms, Ness (2008: 22) shows how the dancer’s body becomes 'something very 

much like a living monument to a given technical "discourse", if it is not exactly that’, the body 

acting as a 'durable host, an organism whose "final form" preserves in its very bones the 

understanding of a certain tradition of intelligent, methodical practice'. Dance here shapes the 

material body, resulting in 'structural deformations' (for example, the ballerina's arched feet) that 

reflect 'the most deeply held convictions' of a particular tradition (Ness 2008: 16). For Ness and 

other dance scholars, the 'conditioning' of the body thus reflects particular values and ideologies 

as dancers learn to assume particular 'movement terms' (e.g. motion, posture, balance), and 

relations between them, into their bodies. Understanding these, it is argued, requires attention to 

the particular thought processes through which these relations acquire, produce and sustain 

meaning in practice. Foster (1997: 241), for example, has noted how the metaphors used in dance 

teaching 'integrate the training of the body with aesthetic, social and moral beliefs about dance' 

and thus function to define not only the material body but also particular ways of thinking about 

and through its practice. Here the embodiment of a corporeal ideal works to cultivate particular 

relationships both among parts of the body – in classical ballet the floating head, the closed ribs, 

the tucked pelvis – and among dancing bodies (Foster 1997)32. These 'rule-governed, highly 

regularised relationships' aim at producing continuity of movement style through the 

(re)production of movement habits and become the conventions that constitute a dance 

"technique" (Ness 2008: 10). In the institutional adoption of these techniques, inscription also 

extends 'beyond the life span of a single performer', thus becoming 'an ongoing, perpetually 

unfinished process' whilst having permanent consequences for individual bodies (Ness 2008: 23).  

 

The dancing body, then, is historical, bearing the marks of cultivated patterns and habits 

connected, importantly, to the body's particular socio-spatial context. As Lepecki (2006: 15) 

describes: ‘…historical forces penetrate deep into the inner layers of the body: dust sedimenting 

the body, operating to rigidify the smooth rotation of joints and articulations, fixing the subject 

within overly prescribed pathways and steps, fixating movement within a certain politics of time 

																																																								
32 Where Foster (1997) describes this process principally in terms of an 'internalisation of image into the dancer's 
consciousness', this process also goes beyond image and the visual to also be about kinesthesia (see Noland 2009).  
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and of place’. This corporeal historicity accumulates and endures through the body as ways of 

knowing; it is in this light that Taylor (2003: xvii) asks: ‘Is performance that which disappears or 

that which persists?’. Understood as processual rather than finite, the logics and 'techniques' of the 

body are also contingent and perpetually open to change. The feet of a classical ballerina, for 

example, are seen as 'intensifying and extending, and continuing to bring into or within grasp of 

consciousness an immense and always changing wealth of recognition gained over the course of a 

performative history of attempting understanding(s)' (Ness 2008: 25, original emphasis). 

Techniques and logics might also be disrupted or challenged through practices such as 

experimental choreography that refuse ‘the sedimentation of history into neat layers’ (Lepecki 

2006: 15), or through the 'unlearning' of certain modes of practice in what Ness calls 'strategic 

gestural migration' (Ness 2008: 275). Seen in this way, dancing bodies are ‘simultaneously fixed 

and mutable. We are who we are, but we are also agents and mediums for change’ (Gottschild 

2003: 143). As Ness (2008: 22; 5-6) notes, such arguments for dance's 'inward forms of 

symbolism' work in tension with narratives of the form's ephemerality and 'claims of extreme, 

absolute impermanence' in which gestures are seen to 'move out of the dancer's body onto thin 

air'. They also undermine common ideas of the dancing body as a container for unconscious or 

non-conscious thought to instead show the 'commemorative capability' of dancers’ bodies in 

which they serve 'not as a tomb for the darker sides of consciousness but as a constant reminder 

of the thoughtful practices and principles of conduct that have endowed them with their technical 

intelligence' (Ness 2008: 24-25). Rather than being conceived in terms of abstraction then (see 

McCormack 2012), in these materialist approaches the experience of the lived body instead 'takes 

precise, if multiple, forms' (Noland 2009: 12) through which particular geographies might come 

into view. In these arguments there is a danger, as Merriman (2010) has noted, of aligning 

choreography with code, text, regulation, constraint, and structure, and in opposition to 

precognitive action, unstructured play, and improvisation. Indeed, as Franko (2007) has noted, 

conceptions of immediacy of practice and the historical/contextual conditions of its possibility 

could be better integrated in many accounts of dance practice. In this thesis, questions of 

choreography, inscription, and the coding and conditioning of the body are considered as currents 

that interact with many others in the creative production of dance practice in ways that facilitate as 

well as structure improvised movement. In this I recognise the place of the disciplining and 

historical sedimentation of the body while also acknowledging the importance of mistakes, 

chance, failure, and unpredictability in the creation, negotiation and innovation of movement.  

 

The generative interrelations between the body's materiality and the techniques and logics shaping 

its practice, then, are just one example of how the individual, sensational and material is also 

social, historical, and political. In this dance does not represent the particular socio-cultural relations 

of its making, but rather is (the tangible embodiment of) these relations, both constitutive of and 

constituted by their particularities in time and place (see Acocella 2001; Desmond 1997a). This is a 
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'composite body', understood as a 'principle of association that refuses the neat divide of self and 

society, of the personal and the mediated, of presence and absence' (Martin 1998: 110). While 

maintaining a sense of the creative, emergent nature of danced experience (see Ness 2011), then, 

such an approach also proposes attention to a corporeal specificity that gives due weight to which 

body is doing the dancing and ensures 'the presence of dancing subjects themselves in their 

gendered, cultural, and political distinctiveness' (Franko 2008: 245). Attention to movement (or 

'gesture' Ness and Noland 2008) thus 'requires not only association with movement's kinetic 

qualities of vitality but also an accounting of the way the sensations of kinetic vitality are socially 

structured, transformed and mediated'; far from proposing a universal kinetic sense, then, such an 

approach 'calls out for contextual analysis and amplification' (Sklar 2008: 104) and a recognition of 

the intertwining somatic, kinetic and linguistic dimensions of dance practice as culturally specific 

(Grau 2011).  

 

Dance scholars have long been concerned with the generation of approaches that allow 

simultaneous attention to the material, the affective and the socio-cultural in understandings of 

dance practice. Much of this has centred on debates around what Reed (1998: 521) has called the 

'paradox of agency in dance' whereby the form is considered to be 'simultaneously productive and 

reproductive', or to simultaneously 'reflect and resist cultural values' (Novack 1995: 181, original 

emphasis). Here dance scholars have sought ways of navigating between constructivist concerns 

that privilege the inscribing force of the social and cultural, and phenomenological concerns of 

individual creative and expressive agency in practice. Expanding on her work with Ness and 

others on the migrations of gesture, Noland (2009: 9; 11, original emphasis), for example, has 

foregrounded kinesthesia, a sense largely neglected in accounts of bodily practice, as 'a point of 

intersection between cultural, biological, and personal imperatives' in the production of movement 

that allows us to 'explore how the body might speak to us - not beyond but through cultural 

frames'. The social production of the body and the body's production of the social is thus 

'inextricably intertwined'; a processual interrelation in which 'culture both asserts and loses its grip 

on individual subjects' (Noland 2009: 21; 3). In this recognition of the ways in which 'the 

kinesthesic agency of gesture supports, complicates, and exceeds in individual experience the 

cultural inscriptions that gesture also always reiterates' (Ness 2012: 111), then, dance is seen as a 

matter of both individual bodily knowledge and technical and culturally determined codes of 

movement. As a way of conceptualising this, Roche (2015: 16) proposes 'a fluid, dancing 

embodiment, a body-in-flux (or as-flux)', one that is both consciously cultivated and subject to 

change through encounter with another - what she calls a 'dancing body-as-process'. This body is 

at once a lived archive, a 'host to the haunting power of choreographic traces', and a site of 

potentiality (Roche 2015: 116). 

 

Such arguments echo recent work on the body in geography that has brought renewed attention 
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to materiality through concepts of viscerality (Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2010) and 

carnality (Detamore 2010) as potential ways of thinking about the complex interrelation of the 

affective, political, and material in bodily practice. They propose a body ‘that can neither escape its 

materiality nor the discourses that constitute it as a social entity, but that likewise is reducible to 

neither’ (Detamore 2010: 248). For these geographers, an exploration of the body as both 

're/presentation and... fleshy reality' (Detamore 2010: 248) or 'meaning and molecule' (Hayes-

Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2010: 1280) means paying attention to 'how our consciousness of 

meaning and representation infuse our visceral experiences of our bodies-in-space' (Hayes-Conroy 

and Hayes-Conroy 2010: 1281). And, I would add, how those 'visceral experiences' are in turn 

variously implicated in the reiterating, reconfiguring, and disrupting of those meanings. In 

thinking about these relations, Albright (1997) and other dance scholars have noted the 'slippage' 

between somatic identity (the experience of one's physicality) and cultural identity (how one's 

body renders meaning in society) in the production of difference through dance practice. Biology, 

training and practice also bring the accumulation of cultural and physical capital in dancing bodies 

(Turner et al. 2006; Saldanha 2005). Simultaneously individual and relational, creative and 

regulated, historical and emergent, dancing bodies are complex entities both constituted by and 

constitutive of the spaces through which they move. I now turn in more detail to these relations 

between dancing bodies, spaces, and sites. 

 

Dancing spaces: spatiality and sites of practice  
 

Fundamental to dance are questions of space, both in terms of the spaces produced through 

movement and the actual sites in which practice takes place. In a relational understanding, dancing 

bodies do not move in space but are in fact generative of that space through their movement. Gil 

(2006: 23) has conceived of this process as ‘a kind of secretion or reversal…of the inner space of 

the body toward the exterior’, a transformative ‘corporification of space’ in which the moving 

body emerges through a continuous process of turning the inside out and the outside in. The 

body thus extends beyond its visible boundaries to generate an intensified, lived space that Gil 

(2006) has called ‘the space of the body’. In geography, one way this process has been considered 

is in terms of rhythm, work exploring the distinct affective spaces that the multiple and shifting 

relations between moving bodies, spectators, music, and environment produce in dance practice 

and performance (see McCormack 2008 and 2013). For Franko (2008: 251), dance, through this 

lived space, also 'calls social space into being'. Taking the intimate, productive interrelation of the 

body and space as our starting point, we can think about how the imagination of space also has an 

important role in the constitution of dance practice. The spatialities active in any particular dance 

form are often intimately bound up with the context of its creation (Grau 2005) and work to 

produce movement in distinct ways in practice. For example in classical ballet conceptions of 

verticality dominate in the logic of suspensions, balances, and techniques such as pointe work that 
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seek a visual aesthetic based on the precise placing of the body in space (Ness 2008). Movement 

here is performed to a ‘front’ as in a conventional theatre setting, a conceptualisation of space 

which becomes manifest in which leg is raised, in which way the torso is inclined and in a focus 

on suspensions and lifts rather than less easily visible floor work. The form thus imagines and 

performs corporeal space in very particular ways.  

 

This particularity becomes even more apparent if we contrast classical ballet with other 

contemporary dance forms. Contact Improvisation, for example, is a ‘dance of relations’ based on 

the spontaneous interaction of participants with other moving bodies and spaces through visual, 

tactual or sonoric communication. In this practice, careful observation of the sensing body and its 

surrounding environment enables a corporeal ‘opening up’ to space. The body is allowed to 

become (yet more) conscious of and affected by the rhythms generated in the playful meeting of 

bodies and spaces in motion, as participants lean, fall, balance and roll in conjunction with floor, 

walls, and other bodies. Here improvised movement emerges in dialogue with a technique 

grounded in a particular relationship between body and space. Based on the form’s roots in the 

Japanese martial art Aikido, this revolves around a spherical spatial imagination where, rather than 

seeking particular lines in space, the body spirals through it. This spiralling focuses on forces of 

weight, momentum and gravity in the production of movement. It is developed through training 

that raises participants’ consciousness of the movement of the spine as they walk, run, roll and 

bend. Here, falling and tumbling are embraced as actions that do not disrupt but rather enable the 

dance. With heightened attention to the tiniest corporeal impulses to movement, practice emerges 

through the multiple and simultaneous possibilities of movement through space. The spatial 

disorientation and confusion generated by chance encounter thus becomes a way of knowing space; 

indeed, such a state is often purposely sought in practice in order to explore further the 

possibilities of spontaneous movement. For Albright (2013: 6), this intimacy with and aliveness to 

space in Contact Improvisation is ‘a physical metaphor for the way Merleau-Ponty describes the 

interconnected relationship of self and the environment he calls “being-in-the-world”’. In this way 

we can see how dance forms construct particular relations between body and space, and might 

also, as Merriman (2010) suggests in the case of Contact Improvisation's emergence, challenge 

existing assumptions about the spatialities of both performance and performance-spaces.  

 

Alongside these questions of spatiality, the varied sites of dance also form an integral part of its 

practice. In a conventional dance studio setting, for example, the presence of a mirror encourages 

practice to follow a visual logic in which the look of dancing bodies is prioritised over other 

sensations (such as touch or sound) in the production and evaluation of movement. In such 

environments dance is thus produced with a full awareness of ‘being seen’, dancers adjusting on a 

micro-scale the position and extension of their moving bodies against their own or another’s 

image (see Wulff 1998). In contrast, in a case such as Contact Improvisation its typical practice in 
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more informal, mirror-less spaces (or in public spaces) facilitates the sensory and interactive focus 

of the form (see Novack 1990). These relationships have also been thought about in relation to 

sites of dance in the city. For example, in her study of concert dance in Chinese diasporic sites, 

Kwan (2013: 67) has suggested that ‘dance and city space vibrate with each other’, creating ‘a 

collective kinaesthesia’ through which dance practice variously reflects, resists and reshapes the 

urban spaces of its production. When dance is produced in interaction with the material and 

affective spaces of the city’s streets, this relationship becomes even more evident. Here, rather 

than being practised in the French dancer Feuillet’s ideal dance space - ‘an empty white square 

whose presence precedes that of the body and whose flat, smooth, blank surface is irrecoverably 

detached from the bumpy, mucky social terrain’ (Lepecki 2006: 69) - dance is realised with and 

through a multiplicity of urban surfaces and rhythms, (re)writing the city through playful 

engagement with its thoroughfares, residential streets, commercial sites, and forgotten, marginal 

spaces.  

 

The relation of dance to site operates through various 'senses of fit' and the degree to which each 

actively informs the other varies greatly in practice (Hunter 2015). Whatever the creative 

relationship, locating dance in non-theatre settings frequently presents different possibilities for 

the generation of kinesthetic, affective and political spaces through dance movement and for 

different modes of engagement with audiences. One line of work foregrounds spontaneous 

encounter. Here, the material textures of the city - a gust of wind, the passing of a bus, the slope 

of a brick embankment or the spray of a fountain - enter into dialogue with an artist's presence in 

the reimagination of city space (Somdahl-Sands 2011). While this emphasises improvisation, such 

spaces might also become manifest through a process of repetitive practice. This is the case in 

parkour, where practitioners often spend a long time practising in one place to build embodied 

knowledge of its surfaces and the body’s movement in relation to them (Saville 2008). Such body-

space conversations are thus partly enabled by training, the body moulding itself to a strength, 

agility and familiarity with the structural feel of railings, steps, and ledges that allows the desired 

flowing interaction with the city’s built environment. Here dance presents a rediscovering and 

embracing of the city (Mould 2009), becoming an alternative way to engage with its affective 

rhythms and material structures of concrete, metal, wood and glass. At times actively challenging 

and disrupting the movement conventions within these spaces, such practice is also often 

implicated in the spatial politics of the city, exposing the regulation of space (Ameel and Tani 

2012) and actively transforming space and its imaginaries (Somdahl-Sands 2011). They might also 

work to challenge established ideas of choreography, performance, and audience in line with 

particular political and social objectives (Merriman 2010).    

 

Recent scholarship has also paid attention to the relations of power operating in the construction 

and organisation of danced spaces. Notably, the geographer Arun Saldanha (2005) explored the 
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emergence of racial differentiation through the spacing of bodies in the Goa rave scene. Here, the 

distinct ways in which dance and music are experienced by different subjects leads to the spatial 

and temporal division of bodies according to distinct social and racial categorisations; 

'white'/'brown', 'insider'/'outsider', 'cool'/'square', are constructed through dancing space. He 

explores the layering of phenotype, bodily adornment, racial stereotype and social relations in the 

reproduction of difference and belonging; notions through which space is organised and its 

divisions collectively monitored. While Saldanha focuses on a visual economy, other work brings 

focus on the role of bodily movement in the negotiation of dance space. In her work on salsa 

clubs, for example, Johnson (2009: 3) shows how a particular politics of movement 'differentiates 

and segregates bodies' on the dance floor. Here the construction and display of desirable salsa 

bodies leads to the territorialisation of dance space, forming zones of privilege and marginality 

that, whilst marked by distinctions of race/ethnicity and class, are principally regulated, and 

trangressed, through bodily concerns of technique and style. Such dynamics shape the possibilities 

of engagement with and in dancing spaces. In this way, then, it becomes clear that both the spatial 

imaginaries and sites of dancing are generated through the politics of moving bodies. 

 

Meaning in motion: dance, identity, ideology  
 

Dance does 'ideological work' (Desmond 1997b: 37), producing and produced by particular values 

and moral geographies that are reiterated, contested or transformed through practice as it migrates 

across different geographical and temporal moments (see Alderson 1997). Social relations are thus 

'both enacted and produced through the body, and not merely inscribed upon it' (Desmond 

1997b: 38). In this, questions of who might dance, where and with whom, and what is deemed 

'appropriate', 'authentic', 'beautiful', 'correct' or even 'safe' in movement, are bound up with socio-

cultural relations that may be invisibilised or 'naturalised' in practice. Considering these 

negotiations also means recognising 'the power of dance to make and unmake identities' (Franko 

2007: 16) in ways that are multiple, overlapping and contingent (Albright 1997). The perpetual 

(re)construction and transformation of identities can here be considered not only through notions 

of fluidity but also as part of a much more viscous, conscious process 'of slogging-through, 

breaking down, and reconstructing the sense-making boxes of the world' (Hayes-Conroy and 

Hayes-Conroy 2010: 1280).  

 

From the ballerina's gravity-defying pointe to the articulated pelvic motion of twerking, the 

relationships between ideology and dance has often been analysed through parts of the body. I 

here focus on the hips. Frequently racialised in discourses around dance practice, the hips have 

commonly been an area of focus for moral and ideological framings of movement. Holmes (2014: 

59) has studied how the immobile hips of Pilates, for example, embody a particular ideology of 

whiteness that emerged through early twentieth century German discourses of white male health 
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and the construction of a 'morally and socially superior political and social body' (tied to a new 

German national identity), as well as through its subsequent engagement by professional ballet 

dancers and wealthy white elites in the United States. Pilates, Holmes argues, colonises the body 

through the cultivation and disciplining of particular body parts - an elongated spine, lifted torso, 

and, when mentioned at all, stilled, muted hips - as part of an emphasis on a lean, muscular body, 

with controlled flow of movement, vertical posture, and strong core. The aesthetic values, 

anatomical principles, and pedagogical practices of Pilates thus work to produce a body imbued 

with particular relations of power and morality associated with whiteness. This 'racialised 

kinesthetic embodiment' is, further, naturalised and invisibilised in its practice through emphasis 

on biomechanical and scientific discourses of 'health', which see it depoliticised (and, particularly, 

deracialised) and positioned as a universal movement system (Holmes 2014: 59). Similarly, in 

classical ballet, widely regarded as 'the academic dance of Europe' and the 'repository of European 

values' (Gottschild 2001: 332), the body's relation with space through verticality (resistance to 

gravity, alignment through the vertical axis) is also seen as reflecting supreme moral perfection 

(Rabinow 1996), absolute monarchical power (Thomas 2003), and the values of the elite classes 

(Adair 1992: 82-90). In its associations with higher orders and both bodily and political control, 

verticality is also seen as linked to western hegemony (Grau 2011: 10).  

 

The ideologies that shape the Pilates and ballet bodies, both of which function through a stilled 

pelvis, stand in contrast to the negative racial stereotypes commonly associated with the 

movement of the 'African' and 'Latino' hips. Gottschild (1997) has noted how, in 'Africanist' 

dances, the percussive and articulated movement of the hips, as well as a flexible torso, grounded 

motion of the feet, polycentric movement, and use of improvisation, have frequently been cited in 

the positioning of dance as 'primitive', 'uncivilised', 'barbaric', 'improper', and as lacking technique 

(see Astante 2001; Malnig 2009; Daniel 2009). This is contrasted to the focus of 'Europeanist' 

dance practice on 'the noble upper centre aligned with the torso, well above the pelvis' (Gottschild 

2001: 333). The association of particular bodies with particular forms of movement can also serve 

to position dance practice, and dance practitioners, in particular ways. African-descendant dances 

and dancing bodies have, for example, frequently been positioned as incompatible with Western 

ballet and concert dance traditions. Desmond (1997b: 53) has noted that African-American 

dancers were frequently excluded from US ballet companies due to 'racialist assumptions that their 

body configurations were incompatible with the aesthetic of line for European form', and 

Gottschild (1997) has noted the use of the criteria and language of European ballet aesthetics to 

discredit African-American concert dance companies working with a different aesthetic. Such 

relations can also operate in the narration of authenticity in dance practice. Scott (1997: 264), for 

example, has shown how her blackness positioned her as a 'spectacle of authenticity' in a New 

York bloco afro class in which she was one of the few African-American dancers: 'A dancing black 

body, moving to African riddims cites the belief of racial blood memory, reiterates it as cultural 
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norm and sediments it as a law of racial capability - a funky threat to trespassers and transgressors 

alike: "this is how it should be done"'. Here a dancing black body functions 'as a measure or 

indicator or even regulator of "authentic", "real", "proper" - not "knowledge", "skill", 

"technique".' (Scott 1997: 266). Thus, as DeFrantz (2007: 223) notes, 'it may be argued that race 

no longer constructs an essentialised, totalising or singular identity, but its contingencies emerge at 

particular moments with particular consequences for many'; a process that is often played out 

through dance practice.  

 

As well as operating through the cultivation and articulation of particular body parts, ideology also 

operates through bodily technique. In her work on US and European-based Latin ballroom and 

salsa dancing, McMains (2009) has outlined how factors such as movement technique, the feel of 

the dance, and its spaces of training and practice become grounds for the narration of raced and 

classed difference. These differences, she suggests, are partly rooted in 'raced movement practices' 

in which salsa emphasises 'black West African dance practices' that foreground multiple points of 

articulation and spontaneous improvisation, and ballroom Latin the 'white Western concert 

traditions' that privilege bodily cohesion and control (McMains 2009: 314). In these distinctions 

salsa is seen as embracing Latin dance's African heritage and ballroom Latin as 'white-washed' and 

'Western', leading to their polarisation on the international scene. This 'unspoken racial difference' 

is commonly articulated through the less politically charged language of dance movement, 

ballroom Latin dancers narrated as having 'technique' (training and corporeal discipline) and salsa 

dancers, in contrast, as having 'sabor' ("flavour", "fire", "feeling" or "soul") (McMains 2009: 311-

12). This difference, McMains argues, is also reflected in distinctions between the 'studio' and the 

'street', which collapse racial, class, moral, and intellectual difference: those trained in ballroom 

Latin in a studio thus appear 'not only to have the money to pay for lessons but also the moral 

restraint to appreciate strict codes of bodily control and emotional expression and the intellectual 

ability to understand its syntactic structures', whereas salsa is associated with dancers who not only 

cannot afford structured lessons but 'whose emotional and sexual impulses cannot be contained 

by discipline and whose intellectual capacities are not sufficiently developed to grasp rules dictated 

by a dancing teacher' (McMains 2009: 312). Thus in the failure to recognise improvisation as 

technique, McMains (2009) argues, salsa and ballroom Latin continue to be produced through 

dichotomies of natural/trained, authentic/performed, free/disciplined, that also get mapped onto 

ideas of class and racial difference.  

 

Scholars have pointed to the way ideologies can be manipulated as well as embodied through 

corporeality. For example, Blanco Borelli (2016) notes how the hip movement of the Cuban 

mulata becomes part of an aesthetic agency through which she reconfigures, as well as performs, 

the socio-historical discourses written through her body. Here, the mulata's 'shaking, rotating, 

revolving hips' act to 'carve out, occupy, and mark her space' in an act of enunciation that contests 
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the fixity of the signs attached to her body and mobilises their meanings in the construction of her 

own subjectivity (Blanco Borelli 2016: 11, 8). This understands the body as an 'intelligent, 

powerful materiality' that questions and rewrites the values and discourses brought to bear on its 

identity (Blanco Borelli 2016: 14). This dynamic comes into play when considering the shifting 

and contingent relations between ideology, power, and bodily movement as practice migrates - 

across performances of a work (Midgelow 2007), across social boundaries (Cresswell 2006; Malnig 

2009), across national borders (Savigliano 1995) - and the ways these relations are variously made 

explicit or invisibilised in dance's production. Here movement is refracted through ideas of 

authenticity, propriety, desirability, and the allure of the illicit, dance becoming a productive 

medium for processes of eliticisation, popularisation, commoditisation; processes that involve the 

continual negotiation of 'difference'33. In these dynamics, bodily movements exist as consumable 

and commodifiable forms to be learnt and practised; thus in her work on the popularisation of 

rumba Blanco Borelli (2010: 126) asks: 'What happens when differently privileged bodies learn, 

use and wield hips, and what does it mean for the flows of/between corporeal knowledges?'. The 

borrowing or adoption of dances associated with an 'other' can also constitute ways to 'try on new 

identities' or to 'push the boundaries of the self' (Bosse 2008: 58). While at times conceived as the 

discovery of the 'new' (in what Bosse calls the 'internalisation of the foreign'), then, dance can also 

be perceived as an externalisation of an already-existing identity, practice thus enabling an 

'imagined, primordial ethnic self' to emerge (Bosse 2008: 58). In this way identities are made and 

remade through engagement with the 'other' or the 'other self' in dance practice; processes often 

intimately related, as Bosse suggests, with particular politics of practice. Dance, therefore, while 

certainly being about the construction of difference, is also about complex and nuanced processes 

in which sameness and 'other selves' are constructed and tested out through practice.  

 

Dancing institutions 
 

A key actor in the ideological (re)production of dancing bodies is dance's institutions. Comprising 

training schools, performance companies, regulatory bodies, funding structures, and performance 

platforms, among other entities, they are an integral part of the material and discursive production 

of dance practice. Through policies of recruitment and access, the techniques and movement 

vocabularies prioritised in training, the choreographing of dancing bodies for performance, and 

the framing of dances (and dancers) for audiences, institutions can become important centres for 

the legitimisation of certain dancing bodies, forms, and approaches to movement and their 

production in terms of particular ideologies and identities. They can also be important centres for 

innovation and exchange. In these negotiations, they are important points through which to 

																																																								
33 This has been studied, for example, in tracing the historical emergence of Latin American national dances (Chasteen 
2004); ballroom dancing (Malnig 2009); and US concert dance (Gottschild 2001). All point to 'the complex nature of 
aesthetic formation as a dynamic process of “borrowings, receivings, and exchanges”' (Gottschild 1996: 78).  
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understand the production and transformation of power relations in dance practice and 

performance (Thomas 2002).  

 

Institutional dynamics in various forms have been the focus of work studying the relation between 

dance and ideology through articulations of national identity. Many of these studies take the state 

as a key actor in these processes34. Here dance and ideology are shown to relate not through 

simple appropriation but through a processual co-emergence. Specifically in postcolonial contexts, 

numerous works have detailed dance’s creative production in and through the continuities and 

fractures between a country’s colonial history and its present as an emerging independent nation-

state. In her study of the state-sponsored Ballet Philippines and their work Igorot, Sally Ann Ness 

(1997: 76-77) explores how ‘the classical ballet vocabulary is readjusted, modified, and 

“acculturated” so as to support a Philippine cultural agenda’. The company’s dancers adopt 

particular gestures and move with a weight and force more typical of indigenous dance forms. In 

this ‘Filipinisation’ of ballet, ethnic identification emerges as a choreographic creation articulated 

by dancing bodies that ‘can be continually retrained, renegotiated, or unlearned according to 

choreographic design’ (Ness 1997: 78). While such productions can form an important part of a 

state’s construction of a postcolonial national identity through their revalorisation of indigenous 

cultures and heritage, Ness (1997: 68) notes that Ballet Philippines constructs ‘within its aesthetic 

domain a Filipino-hood that is something more than a tactic of transnational politics or 

economics, and something more than the strategy of a developing country’s agenda for nation-

building’. Its dancing bodies instead emerge through a complex convergence of multiple instances 

of institutional and non-institutional practice (see also Sörgel 2007). For Castaldi (2006), such 

dialogues create a third reality in postcolonial institutional production, an improvised intervention 

on colonial experience and national culture characterised by a heterogeneity that contrasts to 

homogenous narratives of colonialism and nation-state.  

 

However, while such discussions often orient around the resistance to and modification of dance 

conventions and ideals, their assimilation might also prove grounds for the construction of 

national identity. This is shown in Kowal's (2013) study of North American ballerina Maria 

Tallchief, a dancer of mixed Anglo-European and indigenous heritage, and her domination of 

Euro-Russian classical ballet technique, conceived of as 'the paragon of Western cultural 

sophistication'. Here, the physical cultivation of Tallchief's ballet body and her development of a 

particular approach to ballet practice became tied to ideas of a uniquely 'American' form of ballet 

and, concurrently, to political discourses of Native American assimilation and the consolidation of 

a unified 'American' national identity. This also showed a material and discursive reciprocity 

between individual and institutional habitus (see Wainwright et al. 2006). While frequently 

																																																								
34 For example, in the work of state dance companies (Shay 2002; Schauert 2015), dance's export or import as part of 
government policy (Desmond 1997a; Prevots 1998), and dance's transformation through concerns of state ideology 
(Reed 2010; Manning 1993; Karina and Kant 2003).  
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prominent in danced articulations of identity, then, the legitimacy of state representations can also 

be called into question. In the Jamaican context, for example, Thomas (2002) notes how a 

generational shift to the prioritisation of blackness in discourses of national identity worked to 

challenge the Africanist discourses established by the national dance theatre company. Institutions 

can be considered, then, not as stable and all-encompassing entities but rather as creative, 

adaptable, and transformative actors whose relationship to particular ideologies and identities 

emerges in dialogue with changing social and political contexts. 

 

Non-state groups also produce and negotiate particular ideologies and identities through their 

practice. In her study of artistic production in early 1960s Greenwich Village, Sally Banes (1993: 2) 

has thought about the ways the emerging avant-garde set out to challenge certain images of the 

North American nation, 'gently loosening the social and cultural fabric by merging private and 

public life, work and play, art and ordinary experience'. While driven by an ideology of democracy, 

she argues, dance work also embodied certain contradictions of the emerging superpower and its 

search for cultural identity. Such negotiations are also evident in Thomas DeFrantz's (2004) work 

on the Alvin Ailey Dance Company. In his consideration of the work Revelations, DeFrantz (2004: 

16) notes how Ailey’s adherence to certain choreographic concert dance conventions (such as 

traditional male/female roles), his ‘smoothed out’ narratives of freedom from physical slavery, and 

his ‘unflagging willingness to work within existing exclusionist and racist structures of American 

concert dance practice’ facilitated the company’s appeal to a mass (mostly white) audience. 

Particular strategies of display and articulation of black bodies, histories, and identities thus 

enabled the company to ‘expand the possibilities for patronage and audience loyalty that black 

concert dance artists deserved’, while also perpetuating certain limiting stereotypes that formed a 

fixed idea of African American concert dance for generations to come (DeFrantz 2004: 37). In 

this we can see the importance of the ideological not only in the micro-geographies of dance 

practice but also in the wider dynamics that guide its production. In exploring these negotiated 

relations between dance, institutions and ideology, we might go beyond simplistic notions of 

resistance and complicity and rather think of a ‘sliding scale’ (Albright 2013) along which dance is 

constantly negotiated in all its complexity.   

 

After identity? 
 

While concerns of identity, otherness and difference continue to be key concepts in the study of 

dance practice, there are those who have argued, since the turn of the 21st century, for the 

existence of a 'post-identitarian' era. Burt (2000: 127) argues that it is necessary to move beyond 

identity as a concept in order to 'avoid reductiveness' in analysis and interpretation and to 'see the 

aesthetic as an excess that cannot be pinned down or quantified'. A focus on identity, he argues, 

can act to fix and limit the meanings of a work and lead to a separatism that denies the more 
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complex and fluid relations at work in its production and reception (Burt 2000). While certain 

work on identity can tend towards a limited focus on binaries and dynamics of discrimination and 

resistance, I do not think that a focus on identity necessarily forecloses a fluid and open approach 

to dance practice and the relations that constitute it. I would suggest such a focus can in fact serve 

to interrogate, rather than close as Burt suggests, the 'awkward cracks in ideologies' (2000: 129). A 

less reductive conceptualisation, then, might see identity not as speaking uniquely to ideological 

social categorisations (ethnicity, race, gender, sexuality, etc), but rather as made up of 'different, 

often contradictory, predispositions' where 'its edges must be seen as part of the whole' (Grau 

2007: 201). Identity here is multiple, processual, ambivalent, and fluid. Simultaneously it must be 

recognised, as Grau (2007) argues, that conflicting relations between individuals, groups, societies, 

continue to exist and boundaries of difference continue to exert their presence. Concerns of 

identity remain significant in the shaping of dance movement, its spaces and funding, identity 

perhaps proving 'important not so much on an ideational level but for the pragmatic responses 

that ensue' (Grau 2007: 201). As Cohen suggests, 'It is clear that identity (however inexplicit), 

boundary (however elusive and nebulous) and authenticity (however contested and contestable) 

are matters in which people invest huge value' (Cohen 2000: 5 in Grau 2007); issues of identity, 

and difference, continue, therefore, to demand our attention in seeking to understand the 

production and imagination of dance practice. 

 

How can one make sense of the different genres and techniques of dance, if not in terms of 
the dancers that characterize them? And how can they be differentiated from each other if 
not by gestural movement, the use of energy and space or, in a word, by their movement 
identity? [...] By wanting to be intellectually postmodern, negating the compartmentalization 
of everyday life, and for ever "deconstructing" the world of dance, "Dance Studies" end up 
creating another sort of intellectual imperialism, divorced from dancers' lives and their daily 
experiences. Rather than rejecting concepts of gender, race, or identity, and repudiating all 
notion of empiricism because it is linked to positivism and all its problems, I would argue 
that it is crucial to carry out more empirical research and listen to what dancers have to say 
about their experiences so as to better understand, through rigorous documentation and 
analysis, how they find their place in the world and how their experiences of gender, race, 
identity, or other, are, or are not, invoked in their artistic practices.  

(Grau 2007: 203) 
 

I here engage with identity as a concept of analysis. In doing this I also, however, want to engage 

with recent materialist concerns in geography, illustrated through the work of Arun Saldanha 

(2005) on the Goa rave scene. Orienting his analysis around ideas of corporeal difference, 

Saldanha (2005) proposes thinking about music not as form, language or ideology, but as a force 

that organises and politicises social formations. In his related work on race, Saldanha (2006: 22) 

has thus spoken against what he refers to as 'classical notions of identity' which, he argues, in 

seeing race as a social construction position it as 'purely ideological', to argue instead for 

approaching race through a 'viscous geography which cannot be signified away'. For Saldanha 

(2006), then, a materialist approach to race is one that might give attention to both biology and 

culture, and privilege neither, while also seeing corporeality as open to transformation and 
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contestation. This involves approaching race as an embodied, material event. While not focusing 

exclusively on race as a lens of analysis in this study, I engage with Saldanha's arguments here as 

an approach that takes seriously the materiality of bodies and the ways this is implicated in social 

positioning not through representation but more directly as a force that acts and organises 

through relations of power. Dance is well placed to develop this idea. While thinking about the 

dialogic production of ideology and dance practice, then, I also investigate this as an inherently 

material process, grounded and lived, tested and challenged, through moving bodies.  

 

Dancing networks: dance, the transnational and the 
'contemporary'  
 

The relations that make dance practice are mobile, shifting and extend across multiple 

interconnected spaces. A focus on the 'trans' - on 'moving through space or across lines, as well as 

the changing nature of something' (Ong 1999: 4) - here brings focus on the trans-border and 

transformative nature of the relations through which dance comes into being. Much work on 

creative practice has focused on these relations in terms of transnational networks (Featherstone 

et al. 2007; Rogers 2015; Kiwan and Meinhof 2011; Joseph 2008). Here networks can be 

understood as 'physical or imaginative flows that cross national borders, being driven by - and 

producing - geographies of connection and exchange' (Rogers 2015: 23). Multidirectional and 

multicentred, they involve relations that frequently defy national boundaries while also connecting 

in very particular ways with place. This sees a tension emerge between 'identities as multiply 

located and collectively grounded' (Rogers 2015: 24). Shifting and contested, networks are also 

frequently marked by uneven power relations in which (im)mobility must be negotiated, contested 

and (re)configured (see Kiwan and Meinhof 2011; Rogers 2015). In these negotiations, networks 

have been approached in terms of individual trajectories, in which each person generates and 

moves within distinct but overlapping sets of relations; dynamics in which individual and 

collective senses of identity and belonging might variously overlap and pull apart in practice's 

production through multiple relations and sites of connection (see Rogers 2015).  

 

Cross-border artistic production and its transformative creative processes have been the subject of 

considerable attention in dance research (see, for example, Chen 2009; Srinivasan 2007; Savigliano 

1995). Such work has shown how practice is transformed not simply through form but through 

the use of space and energy, kinetic texture and expressive tone, in ways that transform the very 

'genes' of practice (Chen 2009: 321). While these dynamics of hybridity and intercultural exchange 

have at times been conceived through easy notions of borderless exploration and experimentation 

in studies of performance, many have also noted the uneven power relations that might constrain 

or negate possibilities for exchange and dialogue (see Born and Hesmondalgh 2000). These 

relations have often been conceived in terms of (neo)colonial domination and West/Rest 
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inequalities (see Pavis 1996 and Bharucha 1993). Latrell (2000: 49) has argued, however, that the 

act of intercultural borrowing is 'as much an artistic as a political strategy'.  As such, he argues, 

individual artistic motivations should not be overshadowed by discourses of power relations 

linked to colonisation and globalisation that serve to simplify complex dialogic relations and keep 

the lens firmly on the 'West' as the primary axis of intercultural production. Rather than 

foregrounding appropriation and assimilation, then, we might conceive of intercultural production 

as 'bricolage' - a reciprocal, creative relationship in which cultural forms and techniques are 

employed and transformed in dialogue with 'local' as much as 'global' concerns and impulses 

(Latrell 2000). Emphasis on division and difference in cross-border artistic production has also 

been complicated by consideration of what Bigenho (2012) calls 'intimate distance'. Here, focus 

falls on the notions of closeness and commonality active alongside particular national and cultural 

identifications in transnational artistic exchange. Such considerations might, Bigenho suggests, 

allow us to leave behind the 'value-laden' language of appropriation and binaries of 

domination/resistance, West/Rest, and instead offer possibilities for a more nuanced account of 

the complexities involved when practices, and identities, are constituted through cross-border 

dialogue. In this complex traversing and blurring of borders, then, some scholars have turned 

from 'nation' to 'relation' in the conceptualisation of networked artistic production and argue for 

the 'transborder' (Bigenho 2012, drawing on Stephen 2007) as a concept that goes beyond the 

'transnational' to enable consideration of the multiple migrations and crossings involved in cultural 

production. Indeed, these relations produce multiple and diverse alliances and identifications in 

which the geographical and the theatrical (ideological and aesthetic) realities of an artistic work 

might be 'profoundly dissociated' (Féral 1996: 53). However, as Rogers (2015: 23, original 

emphasis) argues, 'cross-border activities are always located, they are situated somewhere'. 

Particularities of place thus continue to matter in the dialogic production of practice, becoming 

part of the diverse and multiple relations through which it emerges.  

 

In dance, networks of training, performance, and collaboration cultivate and rework dancing 

bodies, which in turn shape these spaces and relations through their practice. Understanding these 

relations involves thinking of dance not just as creative and cultural expression but also as 

transnational labour. In this, transformation and exchange is not about 'mindless eclecticism' 

(Butterworth and Wildschut 2009: 252) or 'random interculturalism' (Féral 1996: 55) but rather 

about intentional networks and the purposeful production of bodies and practice. In this, 

questions of artistic capital, marketability and funding and sponsorship come to the fore in ways 

that are also connected to how dance, and dancing bodies, are categorised in professional fields 

(see Meduri 2008). In ways that join the material and the immaterial (Savigliano 1995, Srinivasan 

2011), practice is here shaped by particular logics of production. Concerns of cultural and 

economic capital come to be bound up with the material and affective cultivation of stretching, 

sweating, aching, moving bodies. In contemporary dance, such considerations have focused on 
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the logics of late capitalism that work to produce dancers as highly mobile, flexible, transnational 

subjects, and bodies, for the globalised dance market. In her work on European contemporary 

dance training, for instance, Brazzale (2014: 108) has shown how 'the refrain to "cover 

ground"...often extended beyond the kinetic proficiency of the dancing body to symbolically urge 

for transnational movements that would expand a dancer’s artistic and social mobility'. 

Transnational mobility here constitutes a means to learn particular techniques in their 'centres' or 

with recognised figures and to thus accumulate cultural capital; a drive to nomadism that Brazzale 

(2014: 115) argues embodies a  'neoliberal logic organised around the production of global flow, 

speed and self-sufficient mobile subjects'.  

 

Kedhar (2014) in turn has focused on the increasing flexibility demanded of dancers - physically in 

the suppleness of their bodies, bureaucratically in their ability to negotiate immigration regulations 

and cross national borders, and artistically in their ability to assume, and strategically employ, 

multiple movement vocabularies - in negotiating the global dance market35. Focusing specifically 

on South-Asian dance in the UK, she notes that such flexibility is necessary for dancers to occupy 

a particular place in British dance production, and a particular idea of British South-Asian identity, 

in which they must retain the cultural capital attached to their claims to 'difference', while also 

showing sufficient signs of 'sameness' to be considered as 'contemporary dance' and thus meet the 

requirements of British state funding and audience targets. Flexible practices here operate not only 

to negotiate issues of race and citizenship but also to rework identities and redefine senses of 

South Asianness and Britishness. Flexibility is, thus, 'not just a political strategy to negotiate 

capital; it is an embodied response to the contradictions and unevenness of globalization and a 

bodily tactic that allows racialized bodies to accumulate power and capital' (Kedhar 2014: 24). In 

immigration restrictions, technique history, and physical injury there are, however, also important 

limits to this flexibility that restrict dancers' transnational mobility (Kedhar 2014). In thinking 

about transnational networks in contemporary dance, then, it is important to think about the 

particular logics driving production and how uneven geographies of practice and access might be 

negotiated and reworked both by individual dance artists and institutions. Here, ideas of 

transformation, dynamism and empowerment need to be held in tension with a consideration of 

the gaps and sticking points present in ongoing structures of opportunity and possibility.  

 

Issues of power in cross-border artistic relations often become evident through issues of 

contemporaneity. In dance, these narratives often see practice imagined in terms of a teleological 

development from traditional to 'folkloric' to Western concert dance and these temporal 

categorisations mapped onto place. In these divisions, techniques and languages associated with 

																																																								
35 Demands for flexibility have been observed in relation to the increasing diversity and eclecticism in contemporary 
dance more generally. Particular flexibility is demanded of dancers in order to move between dance pieces and 
choreographers that require them to work to a high degree of specificity in disparate and highly individual forms of 
practice. This dynamic has been linked to constantly shifting artistic identities (Roche 2015) and the increasing 
fragmentation and individualisation of artistic training and production (Laermans and Meulders 2009).  
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the West become the 'universal' by which dance practice is to be evaluated. This is seen in classical 

ballet's common positioning as a transnational form 'with a somewhat neutral ethnicity', despite its 

European origins (Grau 2007; see also Kealiinohomoku 1970). Here, a certain homogeneity in 

basic steps, terminology, and training is perceived as producing a transnational consensus whereby 

'A "first class" dancer is "first-class" everywhere (even if local politics may try to hide it)' (Wulff 

1998: 37). This travelling of a frame for 'seeing' dance can lead to the positioning of dance from 

elsewhere as 'out-dated' or 'old-fashioned' (see de Ligniere 2009) and a somewhat singular 

association of 'contemporaneity' with a particular aesthetic in movement, technique, staging and 

dress in what Chatterjea (2004a: xiii) has called 'the tyranny of the West, its aesthetic imperative'. 

A 'Western universal' might persist as an ideal or oppositional counterpart in creative process 

(Chen 2009), a limited framework of evaluation that structures dance's possibilities in a global 

market (Coates 2010), or a guiding presence in impulses to accumulate cultural capital through 

particular artistic collaboration (Kedhar 2014), training or performance. Within these frames, 

'contemporaneity' can become an exclusive/exclusionary and geographically located phenomenon 

that might be experienced as closing down as well as opening up possibilities in movement. It can 

also be negotiated, challenged and reworked in important ways in practice.  

 

In contemporary dance, ideas of a universal 'contemporaneity' have served to negate its 'internal 

diversity' (Martin 2008), produced through a long history of cross-border relations. This has often 

seen contemporaneity attached to the (self-contained) innovations of 'genius' Europe/US-based 

creators. In this, the 'contemporary' is defined and differentiated through an oppositional relation 

to the 'other'. Chatterjea (2004a: 2) states: 'Here the double erasure: though influences from the 

"other" might be at the very core of these "newly" formulated genres - modern, postmodern - 

these former must be distanced from the latter and in fact be marked as their very antithesis'36. In 

this way, then, concepts of the modern, postmodern and contemporary, and their related notions 

of progress and 'radical inventiveness', primarily operate, Chatterjea (2004a: 2) argues, 'to reify 

"difference" and fix ideas of what is radical, avant-garde, cutting-edge as the prerogative of the 

white West'37. This in turn, she notes, means that avant-garde productions from 'other' cultural 

contexts can barely be acknowledged as such, discourses working instead to question non-white, 

non-Western artists' designations of their work as 'contemporary' or 'radical' (Chatterjea 2004a: 2). 

What's more, if such a categorisation is granted, it is commonly positioned as exclusively down to 

a 'modernisation' brought about through Western influence (Chatterjea 2004a).  

 

																																																								
36 This is a relation that has been the subject of increasing attention in dance scholarship, particularly regarding the 
relationship of practices associated with Asian and African regions with modern, postmodern, and contemporary dance 
(see Srinivasan 2004, 2007; Gottschild 1996; Manning 2004).  
37 This is clear, for example, in the categorisation of performance as 'world' or 'ethnic' dance (Foster 2009) on the global 
stage, or in instances where support for production is focused on that foregrounding relations with 'tradition' or what 
Desmond (1997:55) has called a 'primitive' aesthetic. Canclini (1995) has talked about this dynamic specifically for 
cultural production in Latin America.   
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Concepts of contemporaneity are in fact relational and multiple (see Md Nor 2009). We can thus 

think of concurrent contemporaneities that are at once distinct and intricately intertwined. In the 

diverse relations across time and space that produce artistic practice, some suggest that this 

multiplicity can be applied to practice not only across dance scenes but also across artists (see 

Munsi 2008). Despite its frequent Western connotations, the term 'contemporary', Munsi (2008: 

93) argues, 'provides a certain sense of freedom to the dancer - for, their very lack of specificity 

and element of indefiniteness allows immense space for the performer to be creative'. However, 

these ideas of inclusiveness in which contemporary dance is apparently 'able to contain all 

difference' can also mask a slow, gradual, erasure of difference in the reproduction of particular 

Western aesthetics as the neutral universal (Chatterjea 2013). In this, Chatterjea (2013: 2) suggests, 

'the rhetoric and practice of the global stage are deliberately contradictory to each other'. 

Numerous scholars have noted the 'slippery task', then, of continually negotiating 'between the 

strategies and/or necessities of emulating western models, self discovery of cultural roots and 

identity construction through artistic creation in this era of (post)colonial globalisation' (Chen 

2009: 316).  

 

In an expanded geography of dance rendered from a postcolonial perspective, then, must take a 

critical approach to established ideas of core and periphery, contemporary/less contemporary, and 

adopt a more progressive and radical contemporaneity (see Massey 2005). This involves 

approaching dance through its particular cultural and historical specificities. As Chatterjea (2013: 

9) has noted, dance has an ability to signify on many levels, its practice embodying an 'irreducible 

plurality in meaning-making' concurrent with an insistence on 'incredible specificity' in ways that 

allow it to communicate on both local and global planes. This intersection of multiplicity and 

locality is, however, complex and contested, dancing bodies variously deterritorialised and 

reterritorialised as they negotiate their production and framing through ideas of sameness and 

difference, universality and distinction. While (Western) 'universal' models of 'contemporary' 

practice are reconfigured in their cross-border migrations, they also persist in a particular 

structuring and framing of opportunity and possibility for dance on the global stage. Chatterjea 

(2013: 15) thus asks: 'If the global is indeed about the realignment of power, is it not time to undo 

“the disproportionate influence of the West as cultural forum, in all three senses of that word: as 

place of public exhibition and discussion, as place of judgement, and as marketplace,” which 

Homi Bhabha lamented over two decades ago (1996: 31)?'. It is, therefore, time to consider 

alternative perspectives. In this we might turn attention to the 'mistranslations' and 'non-

alignments' that occur when 'cultural processes and representations emerging from different 

contexts collide with each other, cleave away, and refuse to fall into a neat and convenient 

pattern', focusing on the productive frictions and tensions that result in ways that might 

complicate and multiply, rather than consolidate, our notions of the global stage (Chatterjea 2013: 

19). This involves giving attention to more local dynamics of power alongside those structuring 
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global relations.  

 

This chapter has set out a framework for an expanded cultural geography of dance. Building on 

existing geographical work on dance, the chapter has sought to bring this into conversation with 

work from dance studies, anthropology, and cultural studies to explore how this approach might 

be expanded upon through attention to four principal areas: dancing bodies; spaces and sites; 

ideologies and identities; and transnational networks. In this I have interrogated some of the 

power relations present in the production of dance practice and the ways these are articulated, 

negotiated and reworked through dancing bodies. In so doing I have explored the intricate 

dis/connections between the micro- and macro-geographies of dance practice and the ways dance 

'sits between things' (Dils and Albright 2001: 235) - dynamic, creative, constantly negotiating and 

(re)producing diverse politics and poetics in its practice.  
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Chapter 3:  
Ethnographies for expanding  

the cultural geographies  
of dance  

 

 

 

This chapter sets out to reflect on the methodological processes that shaped this ethnography of 

dance practice. The overall aim of research was to explore the relations through which 

contemporary dance comes into being in Quito and how these are produced and negotiated 

through dance practice. In order to consider the multiple geographies involved in these processes, 

research adopted an ethnographic approach. Where studies of dance have traditionally taken a 

text-based approach to movement focused on the analysis of form (dance as 'product'), more 

recent work has sought to consider dance as process, bringing focus on how dance is produced and 

practiced. Attention to performance has thus widened to the politics and poetics of training, 

choreography, and improvisation, as well as issues of institutions, networks, and cultural 

governance. In this, ethnography has turned attention to both the sociopolitical and the 

kinaesthetic (Sklar 2000) to explore somatic understandings and the political and historical 

dynamics in which they are embedded in ways that, further, have sought to blur and complicate 

artificial boundaries between the two. It has also recognised dance practice and dancing bodies as 

constantly under construction. As part of these shifts, bodily knowledge and experience has come 

to be recognised as integral to, rather than separate from, other parts of the research process, 

particularly as social science approaches are brought into closer dialogue with practice-based 

concepts and ways of knowing.  

 

For this study, I aimed to develop an ethnographic approach that would enable me to engage with 

the diverse relations producing and produced by contemporary dance in Quito, and one in which 

understanding would emerge fundamentally through practice. In this I follow many dance 

ethnographers in foregrounding bodily experience as a primary site of communication, knowledge, 

and meaning (Longley 2013; see Ness 2008 and Sklar 2000, 2001, 2008). While such approaches 

have been criticised, as Thomas (2003: 69) notes, for embodying the 'displacement of politics with 

poetics', others have argued for the self as a key resource in dance research, suggesting that 'it is 

vital that the writer dances and shares the experience of the dance, joins in with the dancers and 

embodies the dance' (Skinner 2010: 111). Such experiences have been key to the understandings 

that inform this thesis. In order to consider the diverse geographies through which practice 

emerges, I approached dance through multiple spaces of practice (class, rehearsal, performance), 
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as well as those of its management and debate. In doing this I sought to pay detailed attention to 

individual artists' languages while also considering their productive interrelations with the wider 

dynamics of dance's production in Quito.  

 

My ethnographic approach, then, aimed to produce an expanded geography of dance practice that 

considers the complex intersections of dancing bodies, spaces, institutions and networks involved 

in dance's production. In what follows I consider the emergence of these layers through fieldwork. 

I first consider the emergence of research relations and the study's empirical focus, before 

considering my ethnographic approach through practice-based and talk-based methods. I then 

explore fieldwork relations and reflect on my own positionality within the research process in my 

engagement as student, performer, researcher and collaborator. 

 

An emergent focus: finding my feet and building relations  
 

While informed by theoretical work, the particular ways I ended up focusing the ethnography 

emerged as fieldwork developed (see Barrett and Bolt 2007). I had previously worked in Ecuador 

for a short period38, so had a small base of contacts in Quito and a couple of other cities. This 

said, however, my experience with dance in the country had been limited, initially confined to the 

few touristic performances of danza folklórica I'd seen in the capital, social dancing in the 

communities I'd stayed with, and what I'd experienced through masters research with a folkloric 

Ecuadorian dance group in London. My experience of contemporary dance and Afro-Ecuadorian 

dance was limited to what I'd found in a few months of preliminary internet searches from the 

UK. Developing an empirical base for research, then, had three broad stages: a pilot study, a 

period of developing relations, and one of delimiting a focus.  

 

I undertook a pilot study from September to December 2012. At this time I was broad in my 

focus, shuttling between the centre of Quito and barrios to the south (Villaflora), north 

(Carapungo) and a rural parish (La Merced), the coastal city of Esmeraldas and the central lowland 

city of Santo Domingo. During these three months I made contact with the leader of an 

indigenous Andean dance group in the rural outskirts of Quito; reconnected with Tsa'chila 

communities I had previously been involved with; made contact through friends with Luzmila 

Bolaños, a teacher of Afro-Ecuadorian dance with whom I attended related cultural and political 

events; and made contact with Adison Guizamano and his traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance 

group Presencia Negra in Esmeraldas, attending rehearsals, learning steps, and conducting 

preliminary interviews. While there I also participated with members in a municipal parade and a 

three-day contemporary dance course 'Esmeraldas en Movimiento' (Esmeraldas in Movement) 

																																																								
38 From January to July 2010 I worked for sustainable development organisation Fundación Yanapuma leading groups 
of volunteers in community projects in different parts of Ecuador.   
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run by the Quito-based artist Tamia Guayasamin. In Quito I began classes with artist Fausto 

Espinosa of independent collective Movimiento Centrífuga in the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo 

and began to acquaint myself with the 'official' side of Quito's dance life through attending 

performances in the Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana, including a tourist show by resident folkloric 

group Jacchigua and a collaboration between the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador and Grupo 

Quimera for the fiestas de Quito (the city's foundation celebrations). I also had regular one-to-one 

Spanish lessons to build my proficiency and confidence for interviews, and made contact with 

faculty members at FLACSO-Ecuador (Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales, Ecuador). 

Through these initial interactions I began to familiarise myself with key groups and figures in 

dance practice in Quito, as well as the principal cultural and political discourses that framed 

various forms of dance across different kinds of spaces. These findings went on to shape the 

focus of research in the following stage of fieldwork.  

 

Having spent time splitting myself between groups and cities during the pilot study, the need to 

narrow down the project for my return to Quito in February 2013 was evident. In a context where 

folkloric indigenous Andean dance dominated in imaginaries of city and nation, contemporary 

dance and Afro-Ecuadorian dance presented other ways to approach these issues. I decided to 

focus on contemporary dance in the first instance, with an intention to move to traditional Afro-

Ecuadorian dance in Quito and Esmeraldas in the following months. This was principally due to 

the ready availability of particular contemporary dance classes at the time and their occurrence 

during the week, enabling me to place practice at the centre of research and gain experience of the 

work of several artists at once39. I also had a gathering sense of momentum with the emerging 

contacts from initial contemporary dance classes during the pilot study, in which practice, familiar 

but different from my own experiences in the UK, had also raised a personal creative curiosity 

that I was keen to pursue.  

 

As conversations with dancers and scholars brought my attention to a network of artists and 

collectives working in different spaces and languages in Quito's independent scene, I was 

interested in pursuing multiple strands of practice that would enable an exploration across 

generations and approaches to dance-making. Many relationships began through attendance at 

classes, where I would generally turn up, introduce myself and the project, and often observe a 

class before participating the following session. Initial recommendations, as well as practical 

considerations of availability, accessibility and scheduling, led me to begin with the classes of 

Wilson Pico (one and a half hours, three times a week), recognised as one of the 'pioneers' of 

contemporary dance in Ecuador, Fausto Espinosa of Movimiento Centrífuga (two hours, twice a 

week), a recently-formed collective focused on dance in unconventional spaces, and Sofía Barriga, 

also of Movimiento Centrífuga (two-three hours, twice a week), whose classes and jams centred 

																																																								
39 Afro-Ecuadorian dance classes and rehearsals generally took place on the weekends around practitioners' work or 
study commitments. There was therefore also a certain social politics to this scheduling.    



	 49	

on the practice of Contact Improvisation 40 . This focus enabled engagement with distinct 

generations of artists, exploring a form of practice that was considered part of the founding 

movement for contemporary dance in Ecuador and work considered part of emerging paths for 

movement. These sessions were to become the main body of my initial research through practice. 

Later I also attended the morning class of another pioneer of contemporary dance in Ecuador, 

Kléver Viera (two hours, twice a week for two months).  

 

Where at first my attendance at events and performances was often serendipitous, classes played 

an important role in connecting me with these networks and became a form of reliable and 

constant immersion in Quito's contemporary dance and wider performing arts scenes. I began to 

regularly attend performances, talks, and symposiums alongside classes. With most dance spaces 

and institutions located towards the centre of the city, I was able to move between classes, 

rehearsals and performances on a daily basis. With the dance scene comprising a relatively small 

circle of artists and practitioners, many contacts and conversations also came about through 

happenstance during this routine engagement with dance events (see Van Maanen 2011). Real-

world relations were also echoed online as I gradually connected with artists on social networking 

sites, which, in the absence of a formalised system of publicity for the arts, became invaluable for 

finding out about events, furthering contacts for interview, sharing information, and being 'in the 

loop' as artists shared opinions on local developments41.  

 

By the end of eighteen months of fieldwork a wide range of artists, students, collectives, and 

companies had become involved in my research. From the independent scene this involved 

several generations of artists, including those considered 'pioneers' of the form in Ecuador and 

artists more recently emerging in the city42. From the institutional sector, research was carried out 

with the two national companies, the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador and the Ballet 

Nacional del Ecuador. In this way, mine became a study focused across generations and across 

independent and institutional sectors (see Appendix for biographies of artists and groups involved 

in research). In following movement across multiple actors, spaces and instances of practice, I did 

not seek to produce a comprehensive account of Quito's dance scene, but rather to explore the 

																																																								
40 The initial points of contact in research were partly shaped by the visibility of particular artists in the city, but also by 
the fact that some artists or groups were more active in teaching and performing than others during the particular 
research period. These later diversified through my gradual development of contacts in the scene.   
41 Such information has informed the thesis more broadly but is not cited as these constitute relatively private platforms 
for discussion and debate.   
42Artistic generations of are only loosely definable, but could roughly be grouped as: the first proponents of 
contemporary dance in the city such as Wilson Pico, Kléver Viera, Susana Reyes, Rubén Guarderas, Marcelo Ordóñez 
and María Luisa González, who began working in the early 1970s; the students of these in the Frente de Danza (FDI), 
made up of artists such as Carolina Váscones, Josie Cáceres, Cecilia Andrade, Rosa Amelia Poveda, and Terry Araujo; 
and several subsequent generations (many of whom are alumni of the Frente de Danza) who are now active in 
independent collectives and/or the national companies in the city, including Tamia Guayasamin, Xavier Delgado, Sofía 
Barriga, Esteban Donoso, Denise Neira, Cristina Baquerizo, Fausto Espinosa, Mercedes Balarezo, Karina Cárdenas, 
Fernando Cruz, Sebastian Salvador, Anna Jácome, and many others. Another generation that includes dancers in Kléver 
Viera's Taller Permanente de Experimentación Escénica and others involved in the Frente de Danza and Escuela 
Futuro Sí is also producing work in the city. Fieldwork was also informed by encounters with visiting foreign artists, 
although focus centres on dance produced in Quito by artists closely involved in the city's scene.  
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dialogic emergence of the different approaches and practices of contemporary dance that became 

evident in fieldwork.  

 

Marcus (1998) suggests ‘thick and thin ethnography’ as a way of managing multiple sites of 

research. While all taking place in Quito, the depth, duration, and type of engagement did vary 

across the groups and individuals involved in research, some constituting an eighteen-month 

engagement over the entire course of fieldwork, while other encounters were more sporadic and 

irregular. This depended to a large extent on teaching, performance and touring schedules, as well 

as the rhythm and focus of my own research. I engaged with some artists through practice, others 

through informal talk or interview, and others through watching performances or rehearsals; many 

through a combination of these. In a few cases I got to know work only through articles and 

video. I followed the creative process of a number of works from improvisation through rehearsal 

to performance (including Colectivo Zeta's Anónimo Ser, Wilson Pico's Después de la Sequía, and 

work developed from Fausto Espinosa's Planta Mandarina); others I just saw at one stage or the 

other. In this way I adapted research to the possibilities of each relationship, and to the rhythms 

of the independent scene in which artists are involved in multiple projects simultaneously and 

collectives work together only at intervals. This approach also meant that I considered practice 

produced through both choreography and improvisation, in classes, rehearsals, performances and, 

in the case of contact improvisation, open participatory sessions or 'jams'. My understandings of 

artists' work came about through the dialogue between these distinct approaches and spaces of 

practice; this is reflected in the thesis text, which draws together multiple instances in discussion. 

Fieldwork began with the independent scene, and it is these relations that make up the bulk of 

research. Relations with institutions and matters of cultural governance developed later, partly due 

to the contacts that emerged through my direct involvement with the independent scene, and 

partly due to my own confidence in the scene, which developed over the course of fieldwork.   

 

As research progressed, my explorations in contemporary dance in Quito developed to the extent 

that it eventually became my principal focus. This allowed for a depth of engagement that would 

not have otherwise been possible. The weekend scheduling of classes in Carapungo, however, also 

enabled me to continue engaging with Afro-Ecuadorian practice. Through my association with 

Luzmila Bolaños, a leading figure in Afro-Ecuadorian traditional dance in Quito, research initially 

consisted of observations of rehearsals and performances, attendance at cultural events, and 

meetings with key organisation leaders (including Rosa Mosquera of Casa Ochún and Rocío 

Villalba of Fundación Azúcar)43. This culminated in the organisation of an initial dance exchange 

between Afro-Ecuadorian and contemporary dance practice in Carapungo in November 2013 as a 

form of participatory action research (Reason 1994). My engagement with Afro-Ecuadorian dance 
																																																								
43 Casa Ochún: Palenque Cultural Afro and Fundación de Desarrollo Social y Cultural Afroecuatoriana Azúcar are two 
of the main Afro-Ecuadorian cultural organisations in Quito, both based in Carapungo. Luzmila, a recognised expert in 
her field and community figure, was an important gatekeeper during research, with all the advantages and complications 
that come with that (see Giurchescu 1999).   
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intensified from January 2014, when I began to regularly participate in classes and performances in 

Carapungo through open classes given by Luzmila Bolaños at the municipal Centro de Desarrollo 

Comunitario (CDC), visited the Valle del Chota 44 , and organised a longer exchange in 

collaboration with dance artists in May and June 201445. I now turn to the detail of the methods 

that produced research. While presented separately, these overlapped and informed each other in 

practice.  

 

Dancing: exploring and understanding through practice  
 

Dancing was central to my engagement with contemporary dance in Quito. In turning attention to 

my own practice, I follow shifts in studies of movement that have seen practice recognised as a 

means, and not just the object of, investigation and increasing significance given to performance 

and creative process as a form of knowledge-making (see Vincs 2007). This also relates to wider 

shifts to heightened reflexivity and a subjective, relational understanding of knowledge (Barrett 

2007; Ellis et al. 2011). In the case of dance research, Sklar (2000: 71) has suggested that 'While it 

has been traditional practice to erase the researcher's body from the ethnographic text, 

"subjective" bodily engagement is tacit in the process of trying to make sense of another's somatic 

knowledge. There is no other way to approach the felt dimensions of movement experience than 

through the researcher's own body'. I thus seek to pay attention to the kinesthetic sense that is so 

central to dance's significance (see Foster 2008) while also recognising that this will necessarily be 

filtered through my own corporeal and cultural histories and perspectives (see Farnell 1999). 

Practice here forms part of a multi-stranded ethnography that seeks to employ 'multiple 

intelligences' in research (Barrett and Bolt 2007: 2).  

 

I employed auto-ethnography as part of my focus on practice, an approach that 'seeks to describe 

and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural 

experience (ethno)' (Ellis et al. 2011: 1). In this, 'the auto-ethnographer's understandings, both as a 

member and as a researcher, emerge not from detached discovery but from engaged dialogue' 

(Anderson 2006: 382). This is self-reflection that seeks to 'take us somewhere we couldn't 

otherwise go' (Behar 1996: 14). There has been debate in recent years about the definition, value, 

and validity of the ways ethnographers have turned to the self (see Anderson 2006; Atkinson 

2006; Delamont 2009; Ellis et al. 2011). I here aim to produce an 'experiential, body-centred 

ethnography' (Potter 2008: 462) that might allow my experiences to become explicitly visible in 

the text as a way of not only evoking more vividly a world or experience for the reader, but also of 

offering a reflexive rendering of that world (see Ellis et al. 2011; Anderson 2006). In this 'analytical 

reflexivity' (Downey et al. 2015: 195, original emphasis), I intend my practice to be present as a 

																																																								
44 The area in the northern Andes recognised as the 'birthplace' of the traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance form I was 
learning in Carapungo, la bomba.  
45 See Chapter 9 for detailed discussion of the exchanges and accompaying methodological considerations.  



	 52	

mode of understanding rather than the object of research. During fieldwork, becoming an 

'apprentice' or student of several artists enabled me to put practice at the centre of research in this 

way (see, for example, Bizas 2014; Hughes-Freeland 2008; Potter 2008); a kind of sustained 

engagement that, I argue, could be drawn upon more in geographical studies of dance.  

 

Engaging with practice through apprenticeship 
 

Apprenticeship has long been a part of ethnographic enquiry in anthropology (see Van Maanen 

and Kolb 1985) and has in recent years become the subject of a growing literature in research on 

embodied practice (Bizas 2014; Potter 2008; Stephens and Delamont 2006; Downey 2005; 

Wacquant 2004; Woodward 2008). Defined as 'the process of developing from novice to 

proficiency under the guidance of a skilled expert' (Downey et al. 2015: 183), becoming an 

'apprentice' in contemporary dance in Quito involved learning specific ways of thinking and 

approaching practice for my own improvisation, as well as learning particular codes, sequences, 

and styles of movement. The idea of reaching 'expertise' or 'mastery' through apprenticeship, then, 

applied only in some instances and was present more commonly in learning techniques for 

individual improvisation. Indeed, emphasis was much more often on exploration and 

experimentation than 'mastery' of a particular style. Apprenticeship became both my point of 

ethnographic 'entry' into the Quito contemporary dance scene and a key part of the production of 

knowledge during fieldwork. I here refer to classes and performances with Wilson Pico (February 

2013-August 2014), Fausto Espinosa (October 2012- April 2013), Sofía Barriga (April 2013-June 

2014), and Kléver Viera (June-July 2013), as constituting my apprenticeship method.  

 

In the initial stages of research, I would generally find out the timetable of a class from a friend or 

local publicity, approach the teacher, introducing myself (as a researcher with dance experience) 

and the research, before asking their permission to observe the class. I had attended ballet classes 

throughout my childhood and had close to ten years' experience in contemporary dance, but at the 

time of research I was a couple of years out of practice and these were distinctive and unfamiliar 

languages. Observing first, then, and following discussion with the teacher about my experience, 

the level, and scheduled development of the class, I often participated the second time around. 

Most often this resulted in an open-ended agreement to 'see how things went', and I would 

continue attending for a period of weeks (or in some cases, months)46. Through this 'bodily 

apprenticeship' (Potter 2008: 461) I became the object of artists' techniques, movement languages, 

and pedagogies - a process that involved a simultaneous shaping or moulding of my movement 

(and, over time, my body) and a shedding of certain ideas and bodily habits I carried with me. It 
																																																								
46 Many classes were 'drop-in' in nature, which facilitated my open participation in this way and negated the need to 
specify a defined 'research period' on entering. Some, however, were defined courses with closed participation and a set 
progression over a period of months. While I at times managed to negotiate a short period of participation in these 
classes, opportunities for prolonged engagement in these were limited due to my multiple research commitments. I here 
chose to maintain a breadth of engagement across different practices to enable a dialogue of varying perspectives and 
modes of dance-making in research.  
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also meant engaging with other concepts and ways of thinking about 'dance'. This process was, of 

course, far from straightforward. Most immediately, classes often involved negotiating my own 

corporeal or dancerly limitations.  

 

I feel out of my depth, unable to catch the phrases, which are given quickly and 
without repetition. It becomes clear that the others already know many of them, 
remembering sequences, reminding the teacher of their order, or picking them 
up from their classmates. The other new girl and I are lost at the back; I feel 
shaken from my comfort zone. The movements go through the dancers' bodies 
like waves, weight changing fluidly from one foot to the next, hips swooping and 
circling. As the teacher watches, I feel an air of scrutiny and an urgent need to do 
it 'well', intensified by the presence of the mirrored wall that we face. Dancers 
watch themselves, correcting the positions of their arms, the bending of their 
backs, and I find myself doing the same. It turns out that most have been training 
in these classes for two to four hours daily for at least six months, some years, and 
many aim to become professional practitioners. The teacher talks to me and the 
other new girl after class: 'I've been working with this group since September', he 
says, 'and now we've reached a climax. You’re not at the same level yet - you’re my 
guests. You can keep coming for now – I need to see you dance a bit more'.  

(fieldnotes, Kléver Viera class, Ballet Nacional del Ecuador, 12 June 2013) 
 

In developing a timetable of classes I tried to find a balance between following different lines of 

inquiry that had the potential to open up new languages, contacts and useful experiences in 'being 

there' (Borneman and Hammoudi 2009)47, including if that meant challenging myself in practice, 

and pursuing the depth of understanding that can only come from a certain sustained engagement 

with a particular practice. The dynamics of loyalty and dedication involved in apprenticeship 

relationships had a bearing here, as well as my own status as a non-professional dancer; while 

some dancers could come in and out of such classes with ease, I felt I would have needed to 

dedicate myself full-time in order to keep up with the development of the classes, particularly 

when being judged (quite rightly) as a 'dancer' and not as a researcher dancing.  

 

In what Downey et al. (2015: 191) describe as 'the ethnographic opportunity of ineptness', 

apprenticeship did, however, enable me to adopt a position 'where being inept is appropriate, as is 

striving for greater understanding', thus allowing me to become a 'well-defined local problem 

rather than a potentially unprecedented interrogatory challenge'. Indeed, participation was often 

the preferred mode of engagement for teachers, allowing me to take on a familiar, more easily 

assimilated role in class. In these languages that differed in important ways in kinaesthetic and 

bodily knowledge from my previous dance experiences, my ineptness gave rise to the (often 

intangible) specifics of practice 48  as my teachers communicated the unique and particular 

subtleties of the dance; knowledge most commonly (and most openly) articulated in dialogue with 

movement. Tips are whispered as I move with one of my mentors in practice: 'When you're in a  

																																																								
47 Alongside experience in a key artist's work, this class, for example, also gave me an excuse to hang out at the Ballet 
Nacional del Ecuador, talk to dancers and, one day, to attend an open company rehearsal of a new work.  
48 Ness (1996) has noted that bodies are most alive to these moments of failure and incomprehension in dance research, 
their documentation facilitating understandings of practice.  
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Figure 3.1: An apprentice dancing. The author with Sofía Barriga in a Contact Improvisation jam at Museo 
Yaku, Quito.   
 

 

lift or when you feel like you’re falling, always get your feet ready for the floor. Think 

feet feet feet!'; 'When you feel a downward pressure from someone, focus your energy 

upwards, don't sink to the floor!' (fieldnotes, Contact jam with Sofía Barriga, 28 May 

2013). I am gradually introduced to codes of movement, as well as how to disrupt and play with 

them; a process in which ineptitude is crystallised in danced moments: During a jam my 

mentor approaches me face on and positions her body against mine, arm raised straight 

into the air. I look at her, puzzled. ‘No? Not yet? Ok!', she laughs. I ask what she’d wanted 

me to do – 'Go down of course! she says, explaining that from if I had removed the 

support of my body, hers would slump forwards and it would turn into a lift. (fieldnotes, 

Contact jam, 26 May 2014).  

 

Apprenticeship involved building not only physical understandings, but also particular approaches 

to character and improvisation. For me, this became especially apparent in rehearsing work for 

performance as part of a group choreographed and directed by the artist Wilson Pico.  

 

Wilson talks to us in a break in rehearsal: 'Someone [referring to me] asked me the 
other day, and as interpreters you have all the right to do it, "Wilson, what do I do 
here?". That’s valid. But if you are in it, if you are living it, you don’t need to ask 
what to do here or there. You are people who have come to your village to find 
your friends and family dead or ill from drought. The earth too is damaged, the 
plants, the trees, the animals, everything. At the same time, there is a desire for 
recovery.' I have come to understand this more and more in these weeks working 
with Wilson - living the character, inhabiting it, which gives you the security to 
improvise within choreography, to let movement come out differently each time.  

 (Fieldnotes, rehearsals for the work Después de la sequía, 14 May 2014) 
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Such experiences gave me an understanding of the particular ways movement was produced and 

the particular philosophies or approaches that informed individual artists' work. Group discussion 

at the end of classes was also important in building this knowledge, an element that was present in  

all the classes I attended. This too became an important part of my engagement with practice in a 

way that rendered it not 'pre-textual' or 'unspeakable' (Kuhlke and Pine 2015: viii) but rather a 

practice in which the spoken word was often central to how it was explored and produced. In 

apprenticeship, then, practice enabled attention to the dialogues between explicit and implicit 

knowledge; to the spoken vocabularies, images and narrations that produced practice, as well as 

meaning that 'might be felt, rather than explained, [that] may manifest itself in what is not said, as 

well as what is' (Longley 2013: 76).  

 

Scribing - inscribing - reinscribing  
 

In practice I became an 'observing participant' (Daniel 1995: 21). This involved close observation 

of artists' practice - the careful softening of knees and elbows into a concrete floor, the connection 

of coronilla to coccyx to support another's weight, the deep circling of the hips to take the body 

through space - and attempts to focus my own bodily attention accordingly. In this, immediate 

concerns of placing my limbs in the right order and catching the quality and flow of a phrase were 

combined with an (auto)ethnographer's concerns of memorising my own sensations in motion, 

the spoken dialogues producing movement, and comments from after-class discussion. While at 

first the task of 'getting' the language often proved all-consuming, with time I found I could 

attend both 'to' and 'with' the body (see Csordas 1993). I adopted my own practices of (in)scribing 

dance both into my body and onto the page; a process in which fieldnotes played a key role.  

 

Apprentice-based research, Downey et al. (2015: 190) suggest, 'demands its own sorts of rigorous, 

systematic, conscientious inscription practices'; ones which are often 'retrospective, sporadic, or 

otherwise opportunistic'. My participation meant that the majority of fieldnotes were taken as 

streams of consciousness as soon as possible after practice. Memory in this way was key, and I 

generally made 'headnotes' (Ottenberg 1990: 5) during practice to be expanded upon later. In 

some cases, conversations with classmates immediately after class were also helpful in filling in any 

gaps in memory or understanding, particularly relating to cultural references used in class. 

Corporeal knowledge was also key to my inscriptions of practice as I re-enacted movements from 

class or rehearsal, pushing back my chair to swing a leg or bend a torso, in order to write (see 

Malnig et al. 2009). In this use of 'bodynotes' - 'a muscle memory, stored and then acted out as 

immanent motility and memory made manifest' (Skinner 2010: 121) - writing emerged in dialogue 

with corporeal understanding. While participation restricted my ability to record practice, in 

general I felt that 'what was learned by participating was more important and elusive than anything 

that could be recorded passively' (Downey et al. 2015: 190). I did, however, use sound and video 
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recording on occasion (placed in the corner of the dance space during class) as a way to focus on 

particular vocabulary and narratives used to produce movement (parts of which were then 

transcribed as part of research). This also provided an important way to re-immerse myself in 

practice when writing fieldnotes after class and later from the UK. I generally limited my use of 

the video camera to performances as I often felt it presented an intrusive, and temporarily 

distancing, presence in the intimate shared explorations of class. Notes of practice thus emerged 

between bodily experience, conversation, memory, and re-encounter; a rendering that will always 

be incomplete and subjective. Fieldnotes 'are not my memories intact. They are keeping my memories 

from dying.' (Ness 1996: 129, original emphasis). 

 

As Anderson (2006: 380) suggests, in this kind of deep engagement, 'the necessity of mentally and 

physically documenting one's activities creates additional tasks and, at times, diverts the 

researcher's attention from the embodied phenomenological experience'. It was due to this 

tension that I found it necessary at times to step outside my 'researcher' role in class and give 

myself over more fully to the rhythms of practice. Practically, attending some classes twice or 

three times a week and each class often taking an hour or two to write up meant that, after a 

while, I stopped making detailed notes after every one as certain ways of thinking or doing 

became accepted parts of my everyday (see Emerson et al. 2011). Classes, jams, rehearsals and 

performances also blurred as spaces of 'researcher' work, of 'dancer' work, and of release - while at 

times I went along with a specific purpose of recording or paying attention to a particular 

dimension of practice, at others I would give myself over to a creative process, and at others it 

constituted a release from research-related 'desk work'. I developed different 'modes' in this way, 

which often constituted different ways of experiencing the flow and pulse of practice. Letting 

myself dance outside an analytical frame at times gave significant insights that came from being 

fully present in the tasks at hand. It also helped me to sustain fieldwork long-term. My notebooks, 

then, also came to reflect my merging researcher/dancer roles, scribblings on choreography and 

points from rehearsals standing next to notes from event planning meetings and more analytical 

'research-based' thoughts and questions. 

 

The 'corporeal sensibility' I developed through practice served as the fundamental basis from 

which to evaluate what I heard, read, and observed, both during research and writing (Downey et 

al. 2015: 196). While providing crucial information and analytical insight, however, my own 

experience constituted an 'ethnographic tool' in, rather than the subject of, research (Downey et 

al. 2015: 195). Thus, while my own practice formed an essential and constant part of fieldwork, in 

writing I generally foreground others' practice over my own. Knowledge in the flesh is, by nature, 

partial and personal (Skinner 2010: 123), and the particular processes through which this develops 

in practice in apprenticeship are multiple, shifting and complex (Downey et al. 2015: 185). In 

considering my own practice, then, I do not aim for representative accounts of artists' practice or  
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Figure 3.2: Image of a research notebook, showing detailed recordings of practice from class alongside 
notes from ethnographic talk about independent collectives and their dynamics from a bus journey between 
classes.  
 

 

the experiences of other students but rather aim to make present some of the ways my particular 

understandings of practice developed. As Wacquant (2005: 459) suggests, 'any single intensive 

apprenticeship is a particular case of the possible'. A consideration of dance does, of course, 

involve more than grounded experiences of moving bodies (Dankworth and David 2014: 8) and 

here my own practice forms part of a 'layered account' (Ellis et al. 2011) in which other modes of 

engagement come into play.  

 

Observing practice 
 

Where practice wasn't appropriate or possible, I took the role of observer. Understandably, 

rehearsals were not always open to my presence. Thus, some works I saw develop over the course 

of weeks or months of rehearsal from improvisation to performance and others as more isolated 

instances. Some works were newly created, some re-montajes (re-stagings), and others I came to 

know only through video recordings49. Malnig et al. (2009: 95) have suggested that 'when we 

																																																								
49 While archival research did not form a significant part of fieldwork, I did seek out recordings of some works in order 
to get a more rounded idea of a particular group or artist's body of work. Recordings in Quito can be hard to come by; I 
did, however, benefit from those kindly provided by individual artists, the Frente de Danza Independiente, the 
Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador, and the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador.  
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watch dance we both feel and know something in our bodies'; I tried to cultivate this kinesthetic 

awareness in the way I observed dance practice, as well as making it present in my writing. In 

certain instances, the particular kinds of bodily attention I had developed in class resonated with 

what I observed on stage or in rehearsal. In dark performance auditoriums or intimate rehearsal 

spaces I generally took only brief notes to enable fuller attention to the dance, writing them later 

as remembered images or moments50. Performances were occasionally followed by open forums 

with the audience as ways of engaging in dialogue about a work, dance discussed in a wide seated 

circle on a gallery floor, from a red sofa on a busy Ecovía platform, and from rising butacas in 

brightly lit auditoriums. These also formed part of observation, and were often recorded and 

transcribed.  

 

In observing, I sought not to isolate dance practice as a 'text to be read', but rather to approach it 

as 'a field in which rhizomic structures of knowledge are produced' (Vincs 2007: 109). Here works 

gather together 'elements of subjectivity such as specific bodies, dance techniques, choreographic 

genre, texts, histories, dance conventions, and events, to produce new coalitions between different 

elements and between different frameworks of meaning'. (Vincs 2007: 105). This recognises dance 

works as coming into being through a rich multiplicity of relations that extend far beyond the 

moment of performance. Here the particularities of dance become 'a means of insisting on 

something' (Sontag 2009: 35) in ways that are also shifting and contingent. My observations of 

dance practice occurred in dialogue with conversations with artists about their own and others' 

work. However, it must also be recognised that 'The task of interpretation is virtually one of 

translation' (Sontag 2009: 5); a process in which the interpreter, or ethnographer, renders the 

dance in her own language. In this thesis, works appear only partially, in line with how I 

experienced them in a particular space and moment of performance or rehearsal; my engagement 

with them here is but one interpretation amongst many possibilities.  

 

Talking: interviews and informal conversation 
 

While understanding dance as a practitioner and/or an observer is important in an ethnographic 

approach, alone it is not sufficient (Thomas 2003). I here turn to the role of talk in research. 

Fieldwork involved many different kinds of talk: the instructions, bodily descriptions and 

narratives that accompanied the guidance of movement in class; thoughts shared on process in 

class or rehearsal; regular informal conversations; and, not least, recorded in-depth interviews, 

which form the basis of discussion here.  

 

Across thirty-two formal interviews, I talked with people involved in the production and 

management of dance and the arts from a range of generations and across the independent and 

																																																								
50 This is reflected in fieldnote extracts, which often relate my impression of a performance through momentary images.  
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institutional sectors in Quito. Participants included those working in dance production, in 

governance and institutional management, in dance criticism, and in training. The vast majority, 

while occasionally occupying other roles, had extensive experience of the scene as practitioners. 

All interviews were conducted in person in studios, offices or cafes in Quito; one took place on 

Skype. Most lasted between forty-five and ninety minutes; a few were shorter, time snatched 

before or after a rehearsal or performance. While the majority were on a one-to-one basis to 

facilitate the sharing of personal experiences of practice, a few people were interviewed in pairs 

due to scheduling issues, which also enabled a different kind of debate. One group interview was 

conducted with students of Escuela Futuro Sí. I had wanted to expand on this methodology of 

group discussion in organising a symposium amongst dance practitioners in the city but, from 

personal experience and conversations with dancers, I had the sense that, due to long-established 

tensions between certain actors, this would be problematic.  

 

Interviews were spread over a relatively long period as relationships developed and contacts 

emerged, the first taking place in March 2013 and the last in July 2014, as well as a couple of 

additional ones during a brief visit in April 2015. The position of each interview along this 

timeline affected the subject matter, some centering around a recent performance, rehearsal 

process or workshop, and others focused on more general questions about the scene. Research 

questions, and thus the direction of interviews, changed as the research and my understandings 

evolved. This also meant that, on analysis, it was at times difficult to draw different voices into 

dialogue. However, ongoing informal conversations with contacts in Quito ameliorated this. The 

subject matter for interview questions included: background and professional history, collective 

histories of dance in Quito and Ecuador, personal creative process, teaching practice, experiences 

of performance, cultural governance, independent-institutional and transnational relations, 

amongst other things. Interviews were semi-structured and I generally let subjects emerge in 

conversation alongside my own questions. I found that giving this space made it more likely that 

respondents would go into detail about their practice, often telling stories from rehearsal or the 

creative process. I was able to use this circling out and back again from my question sheet more as 

fieldwork went on and my confidence in both Spanish and dance vocabulary grew, increasingly 

working as 'opportunist' in responding to the twists and turns of conversation (Skinner 2010: 115). 

Interview in this way became both 'choreographed and improvised' (Fisher 2011: 53). In practical 

terms, I also adopted an 'opportunist' approach in the realisation of interviews, which were at 

times difficult to bring to concretion between busy schedules and participants cancelling, 

forgetting, or not turning up. It was also not uncommon for me to set out for an interview and 

find myself in a rather different situation: Turned up for an interview today and ended up at 

a four hour rehearsal until midnight at a local house-turned-theatre, shifting furniture 

around, chatting to the venue manager about his new venture, joining the group in 

their warm-up and observing rehearsals, watching a dancer, bare chest in towering 

heels and long taffeta skirt, pick his way nimbly around the space while others adjusted 
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the set, the sound, discussed budget, the acquiring of costume, and their plans for 

publicity (fieldnotes, 2 May 2013). These privileged back-stage encounters were, of course, 

equally useful for research. In order to pursue interview material where possible, I kept a list of 

questions for particular people and a bank of general questions that could be used spontaneously. 

I also memorised certain questions that could be used in informal conversation and took to 

carrying my tape recorder around with me to classes, rehearsals, performances. In this way I tried 

to adapt my talking methods to the shifting and unpredictable nature of fieldwork. 

 

Interviews most often took place once some kind of relationship - through classes, workshops, or 

observation - had already been established, allowing me to build on understandings already gained 

from experience of interviewees' practice. This allowed me to refer to, or follow their references 

to, specific (local and international) works and figures, as well as to speak from my own bodily 

experience of practice where appropriate51. Many dance scholars have referred to the difficulties 

of getting participants to articulate embodied knowledge and experience in speech (Thomas 2003; 

Buckland 1999), some suggesting that the class is where the 'real' knowledge of practice lies 

(Downey et al. 2015: 193). While I often did find that bodily knowledge was more vividly and 

effectively discussed in the immediacy of a class or rehearsal, interview enabled in-depth 

conversation on particular aspects of practice or creative process and, increasingly as research 

went on, their bringing into dialogue with wider geographical questions not possible in other 

settings. In interview, then, understandings from practice combined with ideas from documentary 

research and perspectives from informal conversation in a way that made them increasingly 

intertextual (see Fisher 2011). In a scene for which historical and analytical commentary is 

relatively thin on the ground, this kind of discussion also offered important opportunity to fact-

find, analyse works and practices in conversation, and sound out emerging research ideas.  

 

Rapport in interview, often facilitated through shared experiences of the dance scene, was 

sometimes countered by the presence of the voice recorder. All participants gave their permission 

to record the interviews and I was keen to use it as a tool for listening back to conversation, 

particularly as it was not in my first language. While some were seemingly unbothered by its 

presence, for others it tended to prompt an 'official response' mode in which the intimacy and 

vibrancy I felt in class or rehearsal would be lost, participants instead repeating quotes I'd read in 

articles or books or re-running a potted history of the scene with which I was, by then, very 

familiar. Conservation also, on a few occasions, had to be negotiated. Meeting with someone 

who'd recently left a government post in friction-filled circumstances, for instance, was not 

conducive to talking about the government's cultural management. Some interviewees' comments 

were also palpably mediated by their own institutional or personal affiliations within the dance 

																																																								
51 I particularly found that having first-hand experience of the practice of certain key practitioners prominent in many 
people's training in contemporary dance in the city, such as Wilson Pico and Kléver Viera, facilitated discussion about 
certain aspects of dance in Quito.  
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scene. For example, participants were occasionally reticent to talk against the institutions for 

which they worked or had worked, or against the government funding structures on which their 

work depended. Due to this and the limited access to government officials, my research on state 

management was realised mainly through official statements and policy documents, press articles, 

attendance at public debates and meetings, and perspectives in interview from independent and 

institutional dance artists.  Different affiliations also occasionally led to conflicts in information in 

interview about the details of funding, their criteria, and cultural management.  

 

Ethnographic conversation in 'deep hanging out' (Wogan 2004), written up in fieldnotes later, also 

had a crucial role in understanding practice through conversation. Research was conducted almost 

exclusively through this method in relation to Afro-Ecuadorian dance in Carapungo, where 

fieldwork unfolded through an extended series of informal conversations in and around dance 

practice. For the dance exchanges organised in Carapungo, most research was also conducted 

through non-recorded conversation in one-on-one or joint meetings with collaborators. A few 

group discussions with participants and two in-depth interviews with the principal collaborators in 

the second exchange, Luzmila Bolaños and Tamia Guayasamin, were recorded and transcribed as 

part of research.  While interview material, like many of my fieldnotes, can be considered a co-

production (see Briggs 1986), the edition and selection of these voices is my own.  

 

Language 
 

Many researchers have recognised the 'remarkable silence' that has surrounded issues of language 

in social research undertaken in cross-language settings (Temple 1997: 607; Regmi et al. 2010; 

Phipps 2010; Birbili 2000) and emphasise the need for researchers to be explicit in describing the 

choices and decisions made in processes of communciation and translation (Birbili 2000). Such 

processes were central to this research and I was always aware, in constructing and reconstructing 

worlds through language, of its role as a powerful mediator. In the particular cultural, social and 

political meanings articulated through language, working across languages adds another layer to 

the already political process of ethnographic research.  

 

While I had a relatively good level of proficiency in Spanish before beginning fieldwork, having 

studied the language for several years, on beginning the pilot study in October 2012 I was out of 

practice. I took regular one-to-one classes throughout fieldwork, which helped me to build more 

specific cultural understanding, prepare for interviews, and develop field-specific vocabulary. 

Friends also provided constant introductions to terms and discussions of their usage. Language 

was both a constant reminder of my difference and an element that became part of my belonging, 

with the phrases, expressions and intonations that I found sticking to my speech. Working in 

another language brought particular challenges. On being challenged in a rehearsal or queried in 
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an interview, expressing deep bodily experiences in class or being asked to comment on a dance 

work, I often found myself without the subtlety of expression to respond in the way I would have 

wished. It also resulted in a certain lack of confidence that, particularly at the beginning, I had to 

work hard to overcome. Language classes helped greatly with this, particularly in preparing for in-

depth interviews. Listening back to recordings in transcription, I was at times frustrated that I 

didn't follow up on one point or another, occupied as I often was with taking in all that 

respondents had said, maintaining the flow of conversation, and articulating my next emerging 

question. This ability to hold comments in my head in order to circle back to them later, to probe 

a bit, or to ask for expansion, improved as research went on. Always conscious of 

misunderstandings (see Filep 2009), I tried to ensure clarification and specification in conversation 

by offering a reworded version of what I perceived respondents to have said where necessary in 

order to check meaning and allow them to correct or expand on my interpretation52. This also 

went for participants, who would occasionally check their understanding of questions by 

rewording them back to me in interview.  

 

During fieldwork, language was an important element in shaping my experiences of corporeal, as 

well as verbal, communication. Particular words and phrases - especially in anatomy (coronilla-coxis, 

isquiones, esternón) and action (desarmar, chorrear, deslizar, fletar, amortiguar, soltar) - became wrapped up 

with the building of knowledge through practice. Certain vocabulary also became part of the social 

and political positioning of dance53. In this, language invokes bodily sensation and understanding. 

It also frequently acts to construct and ascribe identities (Filep 2009) and, I would add, value. 

Translation, then, is a complex process in which meaning must be interpreted and translated not 

only in terms of language but also of 'culture' (Filep 2009: 60; Torop 2002); this makes it a creative 

(Overing 1987) and highly geographical (Filep 2009) process in which the researcher's 

positionality, cultural experience, knowledge and understanding, as well as power relationships 

with collaborators and participants, are implicated. Material has gone through several processes of 

translation in the course of research as the embodied, spoken, documented, remembered and half-

remembered, has been transferred onto the page. As the 'first stage in interpretation' (Coffey and 

Atkinson 1996: 33), transcription - of class recordings, of performance forums, of symposiums 

and meetings, of video interviews, as well as my own interview recordings - has been important in 

this process. I transcribed most recordings before they were checked and corrected by native 

Spanish-speakers, many in Ecuador. I also adopted a similar strategy in translation, always aware 

of the potential for misinterpretation and loss of information. I translated all texts myself to 

facilitate consistency in approach, often discussing them with bilingual friends and, where 

possible, with those familiar with the Ecuadorian context. I have here opted for 'free' translation 

in order to make quotations better comprehensible in English (see Birbili 2000). While meaning at 

																																																								
52 In what Skinner (2010: 116) identifies as the Barrett-Lennard empathy cycle model.  
53 For example, the terms afroecuatorianidad, altivez, ancestros, and distinctions between bailadores and bailarines in learning 
the bomba, as well as terms such as contemporánea, moderna, gringa in contemporary dance. 
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times emerged in discussion, responsibility for the final version lies only with me.  

 

I have 'integrated' or 'borrowed' (Filep 2009) some Spanish words in both fieldwork extracts and 

analytical text, either because they are, for me, particularly evocative of place and practice, or 

because I consider them to carry particular culturally embedded meanings that are not adequately 

translatable. Dance practice in Quito also involved learning certain terms in indigenous Kichwa 

that were used as references or images shaping movement, as well as English words that took on 

certain meanings in their usage54. In the text these words appear in italics to indicate their context-

specific meanings. The names of groups and institutions, and some words in common parlance, 

are also presented in Spanish. My interpretations of these words are explained in footnotes where 

appropriate and presented in a glossary in the Appendix. 

 

Negotiating relationships and selves in the long-term field   
 
By the end of eighteen months' fieldwork I had participated in hundreds of hours of classes and 

jams, attended over fifty performances and danced in over twenty, observed over thirty hours of 

rehearsal, organised twenty-four hours of workshops, realised thirty-three formal interviews, and 

had countless other conversations about and around dance in Quito. My relationship to practice, 

and sense of identity in practice and research, changed through this intense engagement, my role 

as researcher blurring with those of dancer, performer, friend, and collaborator, and my own goals 

and desires entangling with those of my participants (see Hall 1999). For me, this was particularly 

the case in long-term fieldwork, where 'total immersion of both our academic and personal selves 

can foster multifaceted bonds' in which 'conceptions of self and other are formed, reinforced, and 

altered in the context of ongoing relationships' (Tillman-Healy 2003: 736, 731). I here consider the 

implications of these various negotiations of 'self' for the research process, as practice, research, 

and everyday life blurred into one other in ways that were often productive, sometimes 

challenging, and always transformative. In this I seek to reflect on the play of power, values, and 

ethics in field relations. I consider these in terms of apprenticeship and encounter; both of which 

depended, to different extents, on becoming a 'dancer'.  

 

Becoming a 'dancer' 
 

Buck et al. (2006: 88) suggest that 'There is an index implicit in the term dancer, a force that 

examines, divides, and defines bodies engaged in the act of dancing'. This was evident in Quito, 

where the category of 'dancer' was mobilised in different ways. For some it constituted a marker 

of legitimacy and belonging, particularly in a context where there are few possibilities for 

																																																								
54In Ecuador, 'performance', for example, refers to a particular genre of (socially and politically orientated) performance or 
'action' art (see De Gracia 2007).  
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formalised qualifications - on discussing my research, for example, one dancer emphasises: 'But 

make sure you talk to the real dancers. Lots of people say "Oh I'm a dancer, I'm a dancer", 

without actually having a clue' (fieldnotes, 10 April 2013). For others, the term's perceived 

associations with work limited to interpretation or with particular 'academic' styles of dance meant 

that they tended to identify with other terms. While my age at the time of research (mid-twenties) 

and previous contemporary dance experience enabled me to 'fit in' without too much trouble on 

some occasions, in others my lack of experience in particular kinds of practice (including 

improvisation, theatre, and Afro-Ecuadorian dance) made me a novice and 'outsider'. Through 

apprenticeship, dance practice gradually became an increasingly central part of my sense of self 

and the relations I was part of in the city. I begin to stretch out my muscles regularly; I practice a 

fragment of choreography in the hallway of my flat; I scour the city's markets for bits of costume, 

for knee pads, for muscle rub; I find myself climbing into a white dress in Wilson Pico's lounge 

for a fitting; I study a video of a dying bird to explore movement for a work; a spare room at 

home becomes a shared ad-hoc dance space. In the most intense period of practice, I am dancing 

five hours a day; I feel my body changing, my stamina, fitness, flexibility growing, and find myself 

eating platefuls of food, my toes and feet covered in burn marks from their friction with the floor. 

In becoming the object of 'pedagogical work' I became subject to the 'mechanisms brought to 

bear on the novice, the rigours of practice, and the exhilaration of self-transformation' (Downey et 

al. 2015: 195). I thus gradually became an 'amateur insider' (Harris Walsh 2011: 87) in the Quito 

dance scene. Performance, and payment on a couple of occasions, also gave me a (very partial) 

insight into the realities of independent dance work in Quito55. 

 

In striving for this 'dancer' position I also opened my body and movement to scrutiny. A teacher 

comments in a class that I have 'good thighs'; a fellow student tells me encouragingly that my 

body is 'obviously trained'; a fellow performer tells me in a rehearsal that I'm 'throwing the 

moment away' and I need to work on it. I feel sized up, placed along a scale of novice to 

professional on which my acceptance (as a dancer and not a researcher) I felt, at times, relied. 

Ness (1996: 139) has noted the intimate relationships that can emerge from this kind of self-

exposure and bodily engagement with others as they observe your body, your way of moving, 

your strengths and your weaknesses, and as you share challenges and discoveries, suggesting that it 

can accelerate 'a certain kind of body-based intimacy' in the forming of ethnographic relationships. 

She points to the immediacy and mutuality of such engagement established through practice. As 

people got to know me in this way, and frequently introduced me as a dancer to others, I 

increasingly adopted a 'dancer' identity. It also became evident in the ways I was treated: a teacher 

suggests I give dance classes; I am given a solo in a work; I am paid for a performance; an artist 

encourages me to 'come back to create. We need people, new blood, creating here in Quito' 

(fieldnotes, 4 July 2014); I get involved with distributing publicity for performances and 

																																																								
55 For example, in getting paid $22 by a municipal government project for a few performances that had taken many 
hours of rehearsal time over the course of a month.  
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classes; I am asked to give comments on a new work. I felt under-qualified for many of these 

developments. This kind of reciprocal relation was key to research, however, and, coupled with 

my own interest in gaining knowledge through practice, made me inclined to follow a 'dancer' 

role, meaning that in relationships I was often a dancer first and researcher second.  

 

This 'insider' status was, however, ambiguous and easily unsettled. On one occasion, distributing 

leaflets for a performance in a dance school at the request of a group, a teacher asks me whether 

the leader knew about it:  'Does he know you're putting them here? I don't think he'd like 

you leaving them here' (fieldnotes, 5 June 2013). Unaware of this marking of space 

(stemming, as it turns out, from a longstanding rift between artists), I was suddenly an outsider 

who didn't know the boundaries. In class, I felt that the time and effort I was able to dedicate to 

dance training alongside my research, and my intentions and background that were other than 

professional training, also affected this insider 'dancer' status, both in my own perception and 

occasionally explicitly in not being able to participate in classes, quite rightly, unless I took them 

on full-time. Outsider status was, however, also useful at times. As a foreigner with no personal 

connection with the scene many participants, for example, seemed to feel the freedom to talk 

about other dancers' work in ways they might not have if I was permanently involved in the scene. 

This position also perhaps enabled me to move between groups more than was common amongst 

other students. My academic status might also have helped in gaining access to certain figures. For 

most participants, however, this 'status' was of no consequence, one teacher reminding us all in 

class one day that, while valuable, academic study could not replace what was learnt through 

practice (fieldnotes, 18 April 2013).  

 

Apprenticeship relations 
 

Apprenticeship gave me the opportunity to develop understanding over time with particular 

teachers and explore their practice in depth. This could, however, only be achieved through a 

particular kind of dedication. Although I feel that my 'outsider' status gave me a certain license to 

work with numerous different artists, through attendance at class and participation in 

performance or jam sessions I nevertheless implicitly established affiliations to certain 

practitioners that are likely to have affected the extent to which work was developed with others. 

Through apprenticeship, typical research relationships were reconfigured from researcher-subject 

to a shared status as students or to that of teacher-student in a 'reversal' of the typically conceived 

power relations of research encounters (Downey et al. 2015). These relationships were reciprocal, 

productive collaborations that also worked to shape research in particular ways. Much of this 

revolved around loyalty. Ellis (2007) has spoken of the loyalty - during and beyond the research 

period - implied in developing relations in the field. Although unspoken, this loyalty was evident 

in the students I spoke to (who often moved from one class to another, rarely attending both at 
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the same time, and often showed a particular reverence in the maestro/a - student relationship) and 

I felt it in my own relationships with some artists56. Here, a certain dedication means regular 

participation in classes, attendance at events, and taking on rehearsal and performance schedules. 

Such committed relationships were, of course, great personal opportunities, enabling a deepening 

of creative exploration and a closeness of human relations that would not otherwise have been 

possible. Parts of my research thus also came to reflect the processes of building and sustaining 

friendship, including conversation, everyday involvement, giving and vulnerability (see Tillman-

Healy 2003). These 'deep inter-subjective entanglements' complicate what one is willing to say and 

write (Downey et al. 2015: 189); a dynamic that I have sought to negotiate in writing57. Both 

presence and distance have an important role to play here (Borneman and Hammoudi 2009). 

While engaged in long-term apprentice-style relations with certain independent artists, I did also 

seek to go beyond this kind of engagement in order to ensure a diversity of approach to dance 

practice in Quito.  

 

Researching through encounter 
 

While apprentice-style relations developed with a few participants, with others encounters were 

more sporadic and involved attending a couple of months of classes or rehearsals before the 

course ended or the collective paused its work for a period58. 'Being there' in Quito long-term 

enabled me to move with these rhythms of the dance scene, picking up on the work of numerous 

artists, collectives and companies, at times at a distance, at others 'nearby' at rehearsals or in 

classes. Following Borneman and Hammoudi (2009: 270) I conceive of these as 'encounters' or 

'episodes': relations that, through a combination of planning and serendipity, emerged, intensified, 

faded, and multiplied over the course of fieldwork and resulted in the kind of incremental 

development of knowledge that, they suggest, comes with the 'uneven accumulation of insights' 

such encounters provide. This process also required a constant revision of what was being learnt.  

 

...to experience and live through many episodes introduces complexity within description 
and interpretation. Therefore, episodes never merely confirm interpretations; they also 
usher in situations that give rise to doubt and further questions. While previous situations 
may make certain structures visible, new situations may dissolve these insights. Moreover, 
episodes engulf the anthropologist [or researcher] in occasions and practices outside her 

																																																								
56 Due to the gradual development of such relations (Tillman-Healy 2003) and logistics of participating regularly in 
classes, such committed relationships were only developed with a few of the artists involved in research, and their traits 
were present to varying degrees across my relationships with artists in Quito. 
57 The ethics of representing others, particularly when conducted through long-term relations of friendship and 
collaboration in which I was very often not explicitly 'doing research', are far from straightforward. In a small scene 
where most know each other well, it is also likely that participants would recognise one another even if anonymised. 
Where quotes could be potentially harmful to participants, I have anonymised and paraphrased their comments. Where 
possible, however, I have kept the names intact to detail the position and perspective of the person speaking. I have also 
contextualised the quotes as much as possible.  
58 Between the demands of the creative process and other commitments, many groups would produce a new work once 
every few months. A number also performed from established repertoire, meaning that I had the chance to see works 
live that had been produced in previous years. 
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control, forcing her into a deeper and more quixotic relation to knowledge. Encounter-
based fieldwork opens to a level of experiential depth that eludes other approaches. 

(Borneman and Hammoudi 2009: 270) 
 

While over time, then, repeated encounters might allow a sense of what matters to participants,  

this is also a process in which 'many things are likely to remain outside of view' and where many 

interpretations might 'resist modification unless challenged by new meanings that other episodes 

bring' (Borneman and Hammoudi 2009: 271). Some of my initial impressions and interpretations 

were challenged in the course of research; others have endured. Either way, encounter-based 

fieldwork proved an important way to consider multiple voices, histories and trajectories in 

research and thus diversify its perspective. Over time it enabled me to observe, even if partially 

and sporadically, the developing work of numerous artists, groups and companies and the 

changing dynamics as they shifted spaces, as dancers left and returned to perform, teach or train, 

as relations with local organisations emerged and faltered, as projects developed through local, 

national or international alliances. This gave a certain familiarity with a number of artists' work 

that, for me, constituted a 'deep acquaintance' (Hammoudi 2009: 25). Through encounter I also 

observed the particular dynamics of the dance scene - works in theatres full to bursting and others 

with audiences of five, classes of two and classes of forty - that comprise the wax and wane that 

shapes practice in the city. It also enabled an appreciation of the wider rhythms of the cultural 

field - changes in culture minister and municipal government, shifts in cultural institutions and 

artist unions, debates over the long-awaited Ley de Cultura (Culture Law) - all of which informed 

my understanding of the cultural scene and my deep interest in its continuing development.  

 

Practice was revelatory in many ways and I underwent my own creative and artistic discoveries 

during my time with artists in Quito, which have had a great and lasting effect on the way I think, 

approach, and 'do' dance. Brought up chiefly on ballet and community contemporary dance, 

engaging with dance practice in the city brought me up against my own, hitherto unacknowledged 

(and, I now realise, rather limited) preconceptions of what 'dance' was. Numerous scholars have 

commented on these dynamics in critical engagement with dance across cultural boundaries (de 

Ligniere 2009: 278; Gottschild 1997). In this, I feel that the fact I wasn't a 'trained' dancer and my 

limited experience with the references and practices of the UK contemporary dance scene before 

fieldwork helped me to develop frames of reference according to my specific experiences in 

Quito. Over time I was also able to make sense of encounters with dance that, on first impression, 

I found difficult to understand. Lines of police stand outside the full theatre, blocking the 

entrance against crowds of people. Streaming through the doors after a long wait, we 

perch on steps and balconies, filling all available space. A band occupies the stage - 

several guitars, a grand piano - the lead singing a bolero while bare-chested dancers 

dressed in bright trousers and holding what look like wooden ice-hockey sticks move 

behind them in balletic swoops and turns around a man swirling a poncho. A series of 

duets and trios follow, a male dancer in one holding the singer in a romantic embrace. A 
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band member recites poetic verse. The audience sings along. There is a standing 

ovation and I leave confused as to what I have seen. (Grupo Quimera and Ballet Nacional 

del Ecuador, CCE, 15 November 2012). In such instances, my perspective changed as I came 

to understand more of the motivations and objectives of each company and collective in the city's 

dance scene.  

 

Turning to writing 
 

Cazemajou (2011) has noted the restrictive effects of being 'too inside', 'too involved' and 'too 

deep' as a dance student to critically study the processes going on in class. Immersed as I became 

in the dance world in Quito, I felt the need for distance to process the large amounts of material 

that fieldwork had produced. In the UK, the city and its dance continued to resonate through 

continuing contact and a steady stream of events on my computer screen – a workshop with a 

visiting Spanish artist, a performance of Wilson Pico’s seminal solo Mujer, the Compañía 

Nacional’s premiere of the work La Ilusion, the opening of a new independent dance space. It also 

resonated through practice, the danced landscapes encountered and bodily explorations begun 

during fieldwork informing a new direction for my explorations in dance in London. In turning to 

write, I continued to travel between kinesthetic knowledge and written language as I had in my 

fieldnotes; an at times 'uncomfortable, if not painful, ride' (Longley 2013: 70; see Sklar 2000)59. 

For Ness (1996: 140) this 'final' writing 'entails a loss of life (gained at field sites), the 

choreography of which can be better understood once it is recognised as precisely that, as a 

"corpo-reality" in which lived experience is transformed into expression written out through acts 

of disembodiment'. Text thus constitutes 'a new trajectory' (Vincs 2007: 111), dance on the page 

emerging through a creative process involving countless choices, constructions, omissions, 

additions (Van Maanen 2011; Longley 2013). These multiple 'acts of "sense-making"' (Thomas 

2003: 75) are always partial and subjective, the gaps between dates announcing 'the limits of the 

view, the turnings of the gaze' (Ness 1996: 144).  By giving dancers' voices and my fieldnotes on 

practice a central role in the text, however, I aim to make dance present60. Specifically, passages of 

in-depth ethnographic description aim not just to describe the dance but to show the theoretical 

work of dance in practice. Description immerses the reader in the immediacy of the dance as I 

experienced it in class, performance, rehearsal, fieldnotes acting as descriptive interludes (see, for 

example, Hughes-Freeland 2008). Movement, indicated in fieldnote font, resonates through the 

																																																								
59 Scholars have used Labanotation or Laban Movement Analysis (Ness 1992; Kaeppler 1993; Van Zile 2003), 
semiological models (Foster 1986; Franko 1986), or, more recently, experimental techniques such as Longley's (2013: 
70) 'movement-initiated writing' in their efforts to negotiate this translation.  
60 My multi-stranded research in Quito generated a large amount of ethnographic material around my own and others' 
practice, from ethnographic conversation, and from engagement with policy and union debates. While this immersion in 
the scene was fundamental to the geographies outlined in this thesis, much of this material does not feature in these 
pages. Although present in places, particularly absent perhaps is material from my own processes of bodily training, 
rehearsal, and performance. This reflects the focus of this particular study, which falls not on my own bodily relations 
with dance practice in Quito, or on the relations of dancing bodies to space, but rather on the diverse cultural 
geographies of the contemporary dance scene in the city. Material not featured here will be developed for publication 
elsewhere, offering as it does other ways to cut across the multiple fields that make contemporary dance in Quito.    
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text that follows in order to draw out more explicitly their theorising actions. Dance is also 

present in the analytical framework that structures writing, my focus across dance's histories, 

institutions, ideologies, bodies and identity politics emerging directly from the experiences and 

conversations I had with artists in Quito in and around practice.  
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Chapter 4:  
Historical geographies of 

contemporary dance in Quito 
 
 

 
Histories resonate in dance's contemporary production. Their presence gives us 'inspiring legacies, 

helps us to clarify our own choreographic visions, gives us a sense of continuity and belonging, 

and allows us to see our field with a tempered, critical eye' (Dils and Albright 2001: xiv). Dance's 

histories also produce certain corporeal, institutional, generational, and transnational relations that 

become part of the inheritances shaping contemporary practice. This chapter turns to 

contemporary dance's histories in Quito as a key part of what makes its practice in the city. They 

are histories that are constantly being constructed and reconstructed through written, oral, and 

bodily narrations, becoming part of how practice is approached, experienced, and understood in 

the contemporary moment. This chapter maps some of dance's historical relations and their 

resonances in dancing bodies, institutions, and networks in Quito as a way to orientate and situate 

discussion within the particular cartographies of dance-making in the city. In this, the intention is 

not merely contextual but, rather, to take a first step towards particular geographies of 

corporeality, creativity, and identity-making that are elaborated upon in later chapters. 

Foregrounding Quiteñan histories of contemporary dance here also forms part of the postcolonial 

approach that frames this thesis.  

 

In dance scholarship, the multiple histories of contemporary dance have often been told through a 

singular narrative that privileges particular figures and dance worlds, positioned in a linear 

chronology firmly located in Europe and the United States. As with many other knowledges and 

practices (see Chakrabarty 2000), this version from contemporary dance's supposed 'centre' is 

often presented as its universal history. In this, contemporary dance has commonly been 

mythologised as a 'white' form, and one emerging almost exclusively from the 'individual genius' 

of European-US creators (see, for example, Foster 1986; Banes 1987; Jowitt 1988). Such 

narratives make invisible other figures and histories that have also contributed to the diverse lives 

of contemporary dance practice. Dance scholars have worked to challenge dance's dominant 

'universal' historiography in recent years in the form of studies that have sought to visibilise 'other' 

figures and bodies, primarily within the United States (see Manning 2004, DeFrantz 2005a, 

Gottschild 1996, Wong 2009), and to bring attention to the long-standing role of cultural 

exchange and 'borrowing' from 'other' cultural forms (Srinivasan 2004, 2007). Such work has been 

important in unsettling conceptions of cultural 'purity' in contemporary dance's development and 
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also in recognising how the terms and values of dance-making from hegemonic worlds have been 

complicated, unsettled, challenged and reworked in diverse ways. While representations of 

contemporary dance histories within Europe and the US might be gradually diversifying, however, 

geographically the scope of scholarship often remains limited. The emerging expansion of this 

geographical focus (see Chatterjea 2004a; Sörgel 2007, Davida 2012, Katrak 2011, Kedhar 2014, 

Kringelbach 2013, Purkayastha 2014) is important, allowing understanding to move beyond the 

partial, specific, (hi)stories widely adopted as 'universal' and to build a better sense of practice's 

multiple contemporary identities and modes of meaning-making. It brings attention to the dancing 

bodies that 'fell through the cracks' in the making and narration of contemporary dance's history 

(Chatterjea 2004b: 144). Such moves, then, are key for the rethinking of contemporary dance 

histories from a postcolonial perspective. In attending to Quito's contemporary dance histories 

here, I seek not to position them as 'other' to a western universal (Chakrabarty 1992), but rather to 

bring attention to the complex and intersecting relations of dance-making that see practice emerge 

through simultaneously distinctive and shared dance histories (Sörgel 2007).  

 

An important concept in such postcolonial approaches is the idea of multiple historical 

genealogies of practice. The Ecuadorian dance artist Fabian Barba describes a sense of this 

historical multiplicity in his experience of moving his training from Quito to Brussels: 'the conflict 

emerged because I was in contact with at least two histories of dance, when in school [in Brussels] 

they talked to us about just one, as if it was a universal history that applied to the whole world. 

And my experience indicated that there doesn't exist just one history of dance but rather different 

histories with very specific local characteristics. That plurality of history that I experienced 

through my body didn't align with the rhetoric of universal history.' (Barba 2014, author's 

translation). As such, he argues, 'There's a lack of balance in how history is written, where it is 

written, for whom it is written and what kind of history is being written.' (Barba 2014, author's 

translation). Some of this unevenness is a question of the ways dance history has emerged - in 

Quito, as Chatterjea (2004a: 138) has noted for elsewhere, the significance of oral tradition and 

direct transmission of practice means that emphasis has perhaps been on practice itself and not so 

much on its documentation. In a certain absence of validating 'texts', then, dance's histories can 

come to be narrated through 'an ahistorical "lack"' (Chatterjea 2004a: 139). In Quito, dance's 

memory has even been considered to have been 'mutilated, neglected and erased, destroying the 

possibilities of connection between generations, taking away much of its validity' (Salguero 

[1993]2002: 11, author's translation) 61 . Personal archives, press archives and those of the 

performing arts magazine El Apuntador (est. 2004), alongside a handful of published and 

unpublished pieces, constitute the main historical documentation of the city's contemporary dance 

																																																								
61 This issue is partly considered to relate to limited institutional support for the archiving and documentation of dance. 
Some institutions, such as the Instituto Superior de Danza, the CCE, and the Teatro Sucre, hold dance archives, but 
these are often considered incomplete and/or as covering only recent history (see Salguero [1993]2002). The state 
companies have some archives, but only relating to their own work. A dance archive was proposed by Quito critic 
Genoveva Mora for government funding but rejected. (Genoveva Mora, personal communication).  
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scene. Publications are produced by a small number of writers, artists and critics, are largely 

orientated around the national companies or key figures, and often privilege press articles or 

transcripts of oral presentations. Like all histories, they are also marked by debate and change62. 

Documentation and theorisation has been seen as important for dance's legitimisation and 

continued development: 

 

Beginning to recover the memory of our cultural work is absolutely necessary, precisely so 
that new generations of artists might know where what they have now comes from, on the 
one hand, and on the other, so that they know it well in order to be able to take qualitative 
and quantitative steps forward in their creation. The forgetfulness to which we are 
subjected means that, at each stage, we are "reinventing the wheel", when new creators 
could progress further and take fuller and more conscious steps from what previous 
generations have already achieved, locating themselves with greater clarity in their own 
work. Spaces, languages, ideas, advances, already exist. But they can be widened, deepened, 
and surpassed.  

(Salguero [1993] 2002: 14-15, author's translation) 
 

Recent years have seen the emergence of several significant publications by artists and scholars in 

Quito that seek to contribute to this memory (see López and Morocho 2015, Mora 2015, Ignatova 

2013, Salguero 2007; adding to the established publications Salguero [1993] 2002 and Mariño and 

Aguirre 1994). Beyond concerns of documentation, however, there is a strong living presence of 

dance's histories in Quito, not least because its foremost 'pioneers' are still very much practicing, 

teaching, performing, and directing dance in the city. Dance's histories are, in this way, passed 

down perhaps primarily through direct encounter, dialogue, and bodily experience in ways that are 

vibrant and constantly evolving. In this context, there is a sense of histories that blur and recycle 

in ways that find a contentious position alongside ideas of a 'chronologically developmental 

history' (Chatterjea 2004a: 138)63. In dance scholarship, Burt (2004: 7, 2) encourages a conception 

of dance history that is less about linearity and rupture in what he calls an 'illusory dialectic of 

exhaustion and reaction' and more about the overlapping and recycling of approaches and 

philosophies of practice in ways that acknowledge 'the continuing existence of the past in the 

present'. Such processes are, as he notes, tied to the specificity of the context in which dance 

emerges. They are here taken as a critical part of dance's creative process.  

 

These conceptualisations of time, and particularly notions of 'recycling' and 'return', of course 

have certain implications in a study situated in a postcolonial context and they should be made 

clear here. In dance, as Chatterjea (2004b: 143) observes more broadly, the institutionalisation of a 

'universal' history in accordance with the concerns of European modernity 'has meant that those 

who do not, or perhaps cannot, produce such narratives often get petrified in some notion of 

																																																								
62 During fieldwork I was told by several participants how certain books 'contain errors' and how one writer was now of 
a different opinion to the arguments set out in a previous publication (something perhaps particularly at issue in a 
context where there are often delays of many years between writing and publication).  
63  This dynamic has been suggested in discussions of the broader relationships between history/tradition and 
contemporary cultural production in Latin America (Rowe and Schelling 1991) and in Ecuador, where Whitten (2003) 
has argued that the 'modern' and the 'millennial' are intimately intertwined.  
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ahistoricity and timelessness'. In areas designated as the 'margins', then, 'time...is supposedly 

stationary' and progress deemed uncommon, destined, when it does occur, to be characterised 

only by disorder and chaos (Mbembe 2001: 4). Dominant contemporary dance histories have 

often implicitly perpetuated such notions in their denial of histories elsewhere. They have typically 

embodied Chakrabarty's (2000: 7) 'first in the West, then elsewhere' structure of time (what Fabian 

[1983]2014 has called 'the denial of coevalness'); a model in which historical time is posited as a 

measure of the cultural distance assumed to exist between the 'West' and the 'non-West'. In my 

talk of 'resonance', 'recycling' and 'return' in this and later chapters, I seek to approach dance's 

historical relations not as signifying static and staid modes of dance-making but rather as critical 

creative practices that might contest such discourses. Sketching out some of dance's historical 

lines in Quito here, then, is intended to enunciate the 'contemporary' in contemporary dance 

practice in the city. Laying out this history also forms the ground for arguments in later chapters 

that suggest that these dance(d) pasts not only constitute alternative institutional and artistic 

relations of dance production but also shape the ways dance makes sense in and of the 

contemporary moment. It thus seeks to unsettle a situation in which Europe (together, in this 

case, with the US) works as 'a silent referent in historical knowledge', acting as the 'theoretical 

skeleton' by which other histories are known (Chakrabarty 2000: 28-29), seeking instead to draw 

distinctive theoretical lines through which contemporary dance practice in Quito might be 

engaged with.  

 

In this chapter, then, I aim to outline some historical traces of contemporary dance in Quito in 

order to build an understanding of practice's own particular historical geographies in the city. 

These are histories distinct to those often taken as dance's singular and 'universal' past, comprising 

alternative trajectories that intersect with, but are also distinct from, the histories of wider worlds 

of practice. Bringing attention to the particularities of these relations as they have emerged in 

Quito is a way of 'localizing the terms and conditions of Eurocentric historiography by 

reinterpreting them as they are deployed in other contexts' (Chatterjea 2004a: 140). Such histories 

are also significant as part of processes for the decolonisation of practice in Quito (see Chapter 7) 

and as the grounds for the conceptualisation of multiple alternative contemporaneities (see 

Chapter 10). They are thus essential for the rendering of an expanded, postcolonial geography of 

contemporary dance practice. Some suggest that a sense of history in contemporary dance in 

Quito is so diffuse, but at the same time it's like a grand reference. (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 

September 2013, author's translation). Dance's historical geographies in Quito emerge with a strong 

sense of the resonance of past work, whilst at the same time recognizing the processes of 

invention, forgetting, disconnection and rupture that are commonly seen as an integral part of this 

heritage.  
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This chapter seeks to draw out some of these particular tensions and relations in Quito. Working 

from previous investigations, press articles and field conversations - the documented and 

undocumented, the partial and incomplete, the lived and mythologised - I seek to sketch some of 

the instances that contributed to contemporary dance's emergence in the city 64 . Following 

Chatterjea (2004a: 138, drawing on Skaria 1999), I want to approach these multiple sources as 

'contrapuntal narratives' that coalesce and layer, necessarily inconsistently and incompletely, in the 

construction of dance's histories. In so doing, I suggest some ways in which the historical 

geographies of the city's scene have been important in its formation and in the ways the scene 

continues to be experienced, narrated and understood. I do this through three lines of focus. The 

first outlines the productive intersections of ballet, folkloric and 'modern' dance that have formed 

a significant part of how practice has been approached in the city. I go on to consider the 

emergence of distinct institutional and independent sectors and, through focusing on particular 

organisations, outline some of the ways their relations have shaped production and artistic 

identities in the scene. In the last section I explore dance's particular histories of transnational 

(dis)connection. Through these explorations I build on my argument in Chapter 2 that a historical 

approach matters in understanding dance, histories becoming part of the ways contemporary 

practice is experienced, framed and understood, and its futures debated. By considering these 

historical particularities in Quito I also seek to contribute to the multiplication of wider historical 

narratives of contemporary dance.  

 
Ballet, the folkloric, and the 'modern'   
 

Contemporary dance has been forged in Quito through particular confluences between different 

kinds of practice. While multiple and various, Mora (2015: 25) argues that the 'art dance' that 

emerged in the city in the 1970s 'had two sources: ballet and folkloric dance'. In this section I 

consider these intersections and their particular historical geographies in the city.  

 

According to Mariño and Aguirre (1994), ballet became established in Quito during the 1930s and 

40s through a Eurocentric elite that had experience of the form on trips to Europe (mostly 

France) and intermittently brought performances to Quito's Teatro Sucre65. Narrated through 

ideas of 'purity' and artistry, of technical supremacy and aesthetic beauty, it became part of the 

exclusionary construction of elite, whitened, cosmopolitan identities. Performances were 

expensive66 and often realised by foreign companies, and, in a context of little government 

support and societal restrictions on both male and female participation, its initial development as a 

																																																								
64  Fieldwork was principally focused on current production and did not involve in-depth archival research. 
Conversations, however, frequently took me to dance's histories as an integral part of understanding practice.  
65 The Teatro Nacional Sucre in Quito is a prestigious concert hall in the city's old town. Inaugurated in 1886, it is one 
of the oldest in South America.  
66 In 1932 entry to a performance at the Teatro Sucre cost an average worker's day salary; in 1950 a month's (Mariño 
and Aguirre 1994).  
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practice in the city was limited (Mariño and Aguirre 1994). Ballet's principal centre in Ecuador 

emerged in the coastal capital of Guayaquil, where the Escuela de Ballet de Guayaquil was 

founded in 1948 and its teaching largely realised through foreign directors (who in its early days 

were from Yugoslavia, Russia, Argentina, all with experience in Europe with Russian teachers) 

(Mariño and Aguirre 1994). Initially remaining non-professional in Quito, the Escuela de Ballet 

Experimental was established in 1955 in the Casa de la Cultura (CCE)67 and its performance 

company, Noralma Vera's Compañía Experimental de Danza, in 1969. These institutions 

constituted the preliminary training grounds for a number of the artists who would become 

significant on the independent contemporary scene years later. Ballet here emerged without a 

strong classical tradition and, it seems, quickly became part of explorations for a 'modernised' 

dance practice (see also Reynoso 2014). As Mariño and Aguirre (1994: 220, author's translation) 

note, however, ballet and its imaginaries - of dance, of form, of the body - have also frequently 

been positioned in Ecuador as practice that does not 'have anything to do with our culture, our 

idiosyncrasy, or our physical constitution'. Ballet's unfolding has thus been framed by narratives 

that position it both as an idealised form that takes prime position in public imaginaries of 'art 

dance', and as what many see as a neocolonial form that does not speak to its artistic or social 

context in Ecuador. In this it has simultaneously been framed as an international technical and 

aesthetic 'ideal', a productive point of departure for 'modernising' experimentation, and a 

(neo)colonialist practice to be actively rejected. While ballet has emerged primarily as an 

institutional practice in Quito, its realisation has, as in other forms of dance, not generally been 

systematised in matters of training, professionalisation and choreographic production. It is today 

sustained in Quito through training at the Instituto Superior de Danza (est. 1974 from the basis of 

the CCE school) and the Ballet Nacional's school Metrodanza (est. 2004) (also housed in the 

CCE), and through performance in the work of the country's national company, the Ballet 

Nacional del Ecuador.  

 

Ballet's position as an elite dance ideal has been in constant dialogue with that of danza folklórica68 

in Quito, a relationship in which tensions between nationalist and universalist cosmopolitan 

ideologies/concerns have historically played out (see Reynoso 2014). Danza folklórica has typically 

been the dance with the most official support and that most present in popular imaginaries of 

dance practice in Ecuador. As one commentator argues in reference to Latin America more 

widely, 'As we are countries that are fundamentally producers of primary materials, and 

fundamentally importers of manufactured products, in the artistic field we are considered and we 

consider ourselves - internal colonialism - folkloric countries' (Boaventura in Salguero 2007: 161, 

author's translation). As an image strong in both internal and external imaginaries of the 

Ecuadorian nation, then, the folkloric has been considered the dominant (some suggest 'only',  
																																																								
67 The Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana (CCE) or 'Ecuadorian House of Culture' is a state-owned cultural institution 
founded in 1944 as part of an influential ideology of 'national culture' (see Tinajero 2011; Handelsman 2007). It has 
historically been autonomous in management and administration.  
68 Traditional dance rearticulated for the stage. 
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Figures 4.1: Members of Patricia Aulestia's Ballet Nacional Ecuatoriano (left) in the work Acuarela cero and 
(right) in Niño Agua. Source: Aulestia 2004.  
 

 

Ignatova 2013: 180) source of identity in dance practice. Ballets folklóricos or 'folkloric ballets'69 were 

an important part of state-led representations of national cohesion and identity in the 1960s and 

also became key to the tourism industry. Political goals of cultural nationalism and popularisation 

have also seen engagement with 'folklore' become a significant part of 'art dance' creation. In one 

of the first ensembles to produce such explorations, Patricia Aulestia's Ballet Nacional 

Ecuatoriano, established in Quito in 1967, engaged with the folkloric to produce a 'more 

meaningful' dance, 'a Latin American creation that would be original, revolutionary, that might 

make our people conscious of our unequalled cultural heritage through which we could liberate 

ourselves from injustice, inequality, and imperialist domination' (Aulestia 2004: 37, author's 

translation). In dialogue with classical ballet, then, such work was understood as a path for an 

'authentic' dance language 'that might speak of our idiosyncrasy, of our way of being and of our 

national values' (Aulestia 2004: 26, author's translation). Early productions were carried out with 

state funding and anthropological research, works bringing together elements of the folkloric 

('intense rhythms, clear movements across space, meaning in each movement') with classical 

'European' practice ('turns, formal leaps and leg work') (Aulestia 2004: 38, 47, author's translation). 

																																																								
69 'Ballet folklórico' connotes a group performing folkloric dance stylised and spectacularised for the stage, often in receipt 
of government support and at times associated with folklore research institutes.  
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Such explorations were considered a way to produce dance with 'national' character – for example 

through concern with 'historic characters' and 'indigenous roots' - that also had a certain 

universality that would facilitate interaction with international audiences: 'Ecuadorian dance wasn't 

just the folkloric anymore. Rather, to that particularity was added another kind, taken from 

academic dance70, which gave it a universal character' (Aulestia 2004: 49, 54) (see Figure 4.1). As 

Reynoso (2014: 87) has noted in the case of Mexico, this process of constructing 'a sophisticated, 

yet paradoxical, local identity - national in character and “universal” in appeal' often constituted a 

racialised and classed process in which popular arts became the 'raw material' for elite artistic 

creation. In Quito, folkloric and popular practice has not just been engaged with as choreographic 

theme or content but in method and training. Institutions more focused on classical practice, such 

as the Instituto Superior de Danza, have, for example, included folkloric practice in their 

curriculum, where it was considered to 'allow the future dancer or choreographer to have a solid 

basis in national culture, which would give another tone to his [sic] artistic creations in ballet' 

(Mariño and Aguirre 2004: 247). In this way such dialogue was also understood as part of a 

process of distinction and legitimisation on the international stage (see also Reynoso 2014). 

Dialogues with the folkloric continue as part of dance's geographies in Quito. Numerous 

choreographers and directors (such as Marcelo Ordóñez and Rubén Guarderas 71 ) had 

international success with folkloric dance companies before turning to modern/contemporary 

dance, and many dance artists have trained in danza folklórica (in groups such as Humanizarte72) 

before entering the contemporary dance scene. Research and creative investigation into traditional 

practices, whether as part of exploration of individual or collective 'roots' or of methodology, 

continues to be significant in a number of artists' work in Quito (such as Wilson Pico, Kléver 

Viera, Rosa Amelia Poveda, and Tamia Guayasamin) (see Pico and Pico 2011; López and 

Morocho 2015; Mora 2015).  
 

Modern dance emerged through, but also as a reaction to, these intersecting practices: 'The 

appearance of this "other" dance without [ballet] shoes or tutus, without bordados (embroidered 

blouses) or hats, was born from the necessity of an expression of our own, in which the 

fundamental concern wasn't to please the passive gaze nor to delight with form, but to translate 

the subjectivity of the performer to the body' (Mora 2015: 25, author's translation). This was 

dance that, in relation to the perceived foreign and elitist practice of ballet and nationalistic, 

touristic representations of folklorised performance, was concerned with 'individual freedom' and 

'the free expression of the subconscious' (Pérez in Salguero [1993] 2002: 56, author's translation). 

																																																								
70 Classical ballet or related techniques are often referred to as 'danza académica'. 
71  Marcelo Ordóñez toured internationally with his folkloric dance company Ballet Nacional Marcelo Ordóñez 
(est.1962) before becoming the director of the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE) on its creation in 
1976. Rubén Guarderas was a founder member of the Ballet Popular Chileno (in Chile) before becoming director of the 
Ecuadorian Instituto Superior de Danza (1979) and, in 1980, co-founder and director of the Ballet Ecuatoriano de 
Cámara (now Ballet Nacional del Ecuador).   
72 Ballet Andino Humanizarte is a group performing Andean folkloric and contemporary 'fusion' dance in Quito, 
directed by Nelson Díaz.  



	 78	

Important too was a sense of collective 'social justice' (Mora 2015: 25, author's translation)73. In 

this it was seen 'as a way of expressing both the social and subjective realities of its creators; where 

the content of the works is much more important than their formal aspects.' (CartóNPiedra, 17 

March 2013, author's translation). Modern dance's emergence in Quito is frequently attributed to 

practice's transnational relations, whether in the teaching of parts of the Graham and Limón 

schools in the early years (Mariño 1992), or in the close connection that some dancers, from the 

1970s, had with Mexico (Mora 2011, author's translation). While seen as overlapping with 

European and North American modern dance in practice and heritage, modern dance in Quito is 

often positioned as having 'arrived with a chronological delay' (Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 29, 

author's translation). This I think, is to misunderstand; rather 'modern dance' was something that 

did not 'arrive' fully packaged from elsewhere but rather emerged through multiple and diverse 

confluences of practice that were accessed, produced and engaged with in particular ways in 

Quito. These productive interrelations constitute a particular heritage for contemporary dance in 

the city.   

 

The emergence of institutional and independent sectors  

 

Contemporary dance in Quito has also been defined by certain distinctions between the 

independent and the institutional; relations that have shaped both dance's structural and creative 

development and senses of artistic identity in the city. The dynamics between and across sectors - 

distinct realities in terms of funding, spaces, resources, training, networks, audiences and, 

frequently, approaches to movement - have seen them continuously produce and define 

themselves in relation to one another. I think they're two ways of life, the official and the independent. There 

are occasions where officialdom invites someone to dance or create a choreography, and that's how it continues, as it 

was born. They're two positions, two different realities. (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 September 2013, 

author's translation). I here consider the dialogic emergence of these sectors through the histories of 

particular key organisations, working in chronological order. I focus first on the independent 

Ballet Experimental Moderno (BEM) (est. 1972), one of the first groups to develop work outside 

dance's institutions and one that signalled the emergence of the independent scene. I then 

consider dance's professionalisation in the establishment of Ecuador's two state companies, the 

Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE) (est. 1976), and the Ballet Ecuatoriano de 

Cámara (now Ballet Nacional del Ecuador, BNE) (est. 1980). I then turn back to the independent 

sector and the emergence of the Frente de Danza Independiente (est. 1984) as a major 

independent collective, and the establishment of its programme Proyecto Futuro Sí (est. 2003).    

Working within the limits of documentation and field research, these partial accounts do not seek 

a comprehensive outline of Quito's contemporary dance histories but rather aim to illustrate, 

																																																								
73 This was in line with wider currents within Latin America at a time when the Nueva Canción and Nuevo Teatro 
movements sought to raise political and social consciousness and instigate social change through artistic production.   
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through particular instances, the distinctive independent-institutional dynamics that continue to 

shape dance production in the city.   

 

Going independent: the Ballet Experimental Moderno      
 

In 1972, Wilson Pico, Diego Pérez and Julio Pico left the predominantly classical dance of the 

Compañía Experimental de Danza in Quito's Casa de la Cultura and formed the Ballet 

Experimental Moderno (BEM): 'We left the security of a dance space, of a teacher, of an 

institution, to seek a new way of dancing' (Pico in Salguero [1993] 2002: 52, author's translation). 

In Ecuador, it was a time of political upheaval with a military coup that saw the rise of the 

dictatorship of General Guillermo Rodríguez Lara. Groups such as the tzantzicos appeared in 

reaction to the engrained elitism in cultural production, forming a movement that aimed to 

'combat all types of officialism' and avoid connection with state institutions in their art-making 

(Salguero [1993] 2002: 72, author's translation). The Ballet Experimental Moderno (BEM) too 

launched itself in explicit opposition to 'official culture', becoming the first concert-dance group in 

Quito to step outside dance's official institutions. The group thus set out to abandon 'each and 

every one of the essentially bourgeois prejudices of the classical ballet company' by focusing their 

collective creative processes instead on dance drawn from the 'social body' of the country (BEM 

manifesto in Salguero [1993] 2002: 61, author's translation). They also sought to raise popular 

awareness of the arts beyond the elite theatre-going public by exploring new spaces of 

performance, dancing in prisons, hospitals, markets, streets and plazas and encouraging the 

abandonment of 'the places corrupted by artistic manifestations alien to our social reality' (BEM 

manifesto in Salguero [1993] 2002: 61, author's translation). This was dance as popular social and 

political consciousness (Figure 4.2).  

 

As Ecuador, a primarily agrarian economy, underwent the strong commercialisation and 

industrialisation brought by the 1970s petroleum boom, its cities, and particularly the capital, saw 

marked rural-urban migration and the rapid growth of a marginalised underclass of rural poor 

(Mariño and Aguirre 1994). The BEM's choreographies embodied everyday characters that sought 

to speak for, and to, this polarised urban context, their dancing bodies bringing workers, street 

sweepers, the oppressed and marginalised to the stage in a dance that sought to engage with 'the 

problems of a society in decomposition' (Pazos in Salguero [1993] 2002: 77, author's translation). 

The group's choreographic process, which they conceived as creating a 'Ballet of Hunger' (Ballet 

del Hambre), produced works whose names reflected a strong social consciousness: Obreros; 

Mendigos y Cargadores; Manifiesto; La Huelga; Liberación 74 . They worked from principles of 

'unblocking' and decodifying the body, a stripping down of movement and aesthetic that saw the  

																																																								
74 Workers; Beggars and Loaders; Manifesto; Strike; Liberation.  
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Figure 4.2: Poster for the Ballet Experimental Moderno, Quito, 1972. "From each one, according to their 

strengths; to each one, according to their needs". Source: Salguero [1993] 2002. 
 

 

emergence of a dance based on character, gesture, and the importance of expression and content 

over form. These were works the group characterised as 'ugly, grotesque dances', an 'anti-dance' 

that articulated an alternative vision of nation to that popularised by official entities considered to 

be interested 'only in the colourful creations of folklore (or, at most, in the romantic, frequently 

innocuous, beauty of classical ballet)' and the publicising of  'a "beautiful", picturesque country 

without contradictions' (Salguero [1993] 2002: 64-5, author's translation).  

 

While working from bases in classical training and certain engagements with European-US 

modern dance through Ecuadorian figures such as Noralma Vera and visiting figures such as 

Pascal Monod (France) and Jermán Silva (Chile), the BEM is generally considered to have worked 

outside the modern dance traditions of wider worlds of practice: '[Apart from Martha Graham] we 

hardly knew the others [Mary Wigman, Isadora Duncan, Doris Humphrey], if not for a pair of 

books that we literally devoured whole.' (Pérez 1992: 18, author's translation)75. In this way the 

																																																								
75 Iconic figures of European and North American modern dance. Martha Graham (1894-1991) is considered one of 
the leading figures of US modern dance whose expressionistic practice and movement technique based on 'contraction 
and release' became internationally influential. Mary Wigman (1886-1973) was a pioneer of German expressionist dance. 
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inception of modern and contemporary dance in Quito has been narrated as one emerging from 

ambivalent ground, from invention, without a tradition or 'school' preceding it: 

 

[The group] was desperately looking for Ecuadorian references to guide its work. We would 
have been able to work more certainly from the grounds of something already formed, but 
there wasn't a single visible sign of the contemporary (apart from the brave apparitions of 
the [Cuban-] Cuencan dancer Osmara de León, who they called 'the barefoot dancer'). But 
beyond that we didn't know of any significant work within contemporary dance. [...] We 
had to invent a lot of things, through audacity, because we didn't have anything else [to 
work with]. Our references were the magazines that arrived or that we managed to get hold 
of, and the news about the German Mary Wigman, or Martha Graham from the States. 
Obviously there was Patricia Aulestia and Noralma Vera76, respectable figures, but it wasn't 
what we were looking for.  

(Pico in Mora 2008, author's translation) 
 

Emerging in close dialogue, then, with the particularities of its artistic and socio-political context 

in Quito, the BEM's practice was seen as distinct from the 'modern dance' of international dance 

worlds:  

 

Modern Dance [sic] didn't prosper in us. We invented our dance. Saturated with the 
underclass that innundated the petroleum city, we made a dance with their gestures, their 
limps, their crooked expressions, their sarcasm, their famine, their magic and misery. We 
described, without realising it, the gesturality of the subproletariat. And the result was our 
dance. We made the music with broken strings, with clashing spoons, with groans, with the 
recorded sounds of buses, of dog's barks, of jukeboxes. We made our costumes with rags, 
with ripped trousers, with sacks, with women's housecoats, with brooms. The result isn't 
modern dance. It's an ugly dance. An ugliness that pierced us and obsessed us. A New 
Dance... 

 (Pérez in Salguero [1993] 2002: 70-71, author's translation) 
 

This 'New Dance' was conceived as breaking not only with dominant technique and form but 

with certain ways of producing and thinking dance practice, its purpose, and its relationships to 

the public. The explicitly political stance that the BEM adopted in relation to Ecuadorian and 

wider Latin American society in this 'new art of denunciation' (Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 346) 

meant that their dance was generally produced without sponsorship and thus adequate space, 

materials and resources; a factor that also became an important part of practice (Salguero [1993] 

2002). It was considered at once intimately Ecuadorian, 'Latin Americanist' and 'universal' 

(Salguero [1993] 2002: 81; 77) in its concerns. The Ballet Experimental Moderno lasted only two 

																																																																																																																																																																
Isadora Duncan (1877-1927) is considered a founding figure of US-European modern dance, whose practice eschewed 
the rigidity of ballet and championed ideas of free-spiritedness alongside the high ideals of ancient Greece. Doris 
Humphrey (1895-1958) is another pioneer of North American modern dance.    
76 Ecuadorian dance figures active in the scene in the 1960s and 70s. Patricia Aulestia was a dancer trained in classical 
and modern dance in Chile and New York. She was the founder of the classical/folkloric performance company Ballet 
Nacional Ecuatoriano (est. 1967) and is recognised as an important figure in the performance, investigation and 
development of classical, folkloric and the beginnings of modern dance in Quito. Noralma Vera was a Guayaquileñan 
artist who trained and performed with companies in the UK, France, Cuba. She directed the escuela de Ballet de la Casa 
de la Cultura de Quito. She founded and directed the Compañía Experimental de Danza y Ballet in 1969, whose 
members included future proponents of contemporary dance in Quito (Diego Pérez, Wilson Pico). She was also 
director of the Instituto Nacional de Danza (est.1974). She is considered 'the first figure of Ecuadorian dance' (Carrión 
in Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 191).  
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years (1972-74), but this socially and politically conscious, theatre-influenced, stripped-down 

dance, intimately linked to both the social and professional independent artistic realities of the 

city, laid key foundations for a path later developed by the Frente de Danza Independiente. It 

came to embody a particular philosophy and mode of dance-making that became an important 

part of independent practice's identity as risk-taking, experimental, and resistant in relation to both 

local institutional and international dance worlds.  

 

Establishing the state companies: the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador 
and the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador   
 

It was in this period of industrialisation, state nationalism, and official discourses of the 

'democratisation of culture' (Salguero [1993] 2002: 102), that dance first became institutionalised 

in Quito. In 1974 the military government established Ecuador's first major public dance 

institution, the Instituto Nacional de Danza, and shortly afterwards in 1976 Ecuador's first state 

dance company, the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE)77. Led by Marcelo 

Ordóñez, Noralma Vera, and Rubén Guarderas, the company was the first instance of dance's 

professionalisation in the country, becoming the first institution in which the state sponsored not 

only the physical space but staff, staging and production (Salguero [1993] 2002). It aimed to 'create  

 

 
Figure 4.3: Members of the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador for one of its early works,  

El Danzante by Marcelo Ordóñez (premiered 1979), created with anthropological research  
into local traditions. Dancers wear traditional Diablo Huma masks (literally, Devil Head, in a name that mixes 

Spanish and indigenous Kichwa), a character thought to embody the spirit and power of nature that is 
considered a leader and guiding figure of community. Source: CNDE 1979.  

																																																								
77 The official name of the CNDE is the 'Conjunto Nacional de Danza del Ecuador', but they are known as, and refer to 
themselves as, the Compañía Nacional de Danza so that is the name used throughout this thesis. 
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Figure 4.4: Members of the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador in  

El Danzante, performing here in the scene Huarenu o Danza de la Fecundación (Fertilisation Dance), connected 
to the work's embedding in notions of indigenous cosmovision. Source: CNDE 1979. 

 

 

and promote an Ecuadorian cultural movement by recovering the essential substance of our 

history, and in this context, to find authentic languages and forms of expression in clear 

opposition to the systems of acculturation that deform and degrade the values of our nationality' 

(Salguero [1993] 2002: 107, author's translation). In a medium largely dominated at the time by 

European forms of classical ballet, then, the company aimed to develop a dance that would, in 

contrast, be 'integrated with the cultural context of the country' and engage with 'the tradition and 

richness of vernacular and popular culture' in order to produce a 'national dance language' 

(Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 271, author's translation). To this end, alongside dance specialists and 

musicians the initial institution included a research department comprised of anthropologists and 

sociologists whose task it was to investigate Ecuador's traditional practices as creative resources 

for the company's choreographies. Many early works were concerned with imaginaries of 

Indigeneity rooted in nature, agriculture, ritual, and myth, as well as with matters of colonial 

history and mestizaje (Mariño 2003; see also Mariño and Aguirre 1994, Salguero [1993] 2002, and 

CNDE 1979) (Figures 4.3 and 4.4). 

 

As well as working to embed itself in national themes and concerns, the Compañía was also from 

its beginnings distinctly transnational. On its creation, director Ordóñez visited numerous dance 

'centres' (including Moscow, Leningrad, Paris) to encourage teachers and choreographers to work 
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with the newly-forming company in Quito (Mariño 2004). The cohort's early years also saw 

collaborations with the French Contemporary Ballet, the San Francisco Ballet, and the 

Contemporary Ballet of Buenos Aires and training agreements that brought teachers from the 

USSR, France, Romania, the United States, and Cuba (Mariño and Aguirre 1994). The Compañía's 

initial cast was also primarily made up of foreign dancers from Europe and other parts of Latin 

America (Mariño and Aguirre 1994). For Salguero ([1993] 2002: 104, author's translation), the 

frequent and varied contributions of artists from outside Ecuador to the company's early work 

'didn't allow a truly consistent artistic line, an aesthetic proposal of their own, to be generated'. 

Choreographers came and went, leading to a wax and wane that, some suggest, affected the 

possibilities of establishing a sustained and coherent dance training and production within the 

company: '[The Compañía] has wanted to create a national language, and it's wanted to be 

contemporary, but it hasn't had the tools, it hasn't had a maestro of contemporary dance. Modern 

dance training was improvised.' (Viera in Salguero [1993] 2002: 105, author's translation). 

Attempts at the institutionalisation and systematisation of training in the company, while 

producing some important works, did not last to allow the establishment of a dance centre. The 

company's objectives were always, however, focused primarily not on training but on the 

dissemination and promotion of dance in Ecuador through performance. This was also the case 

for the other state dance company established a few years later.  

 

The Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE) was founded as the Ballet Ecuatoriano de Cámara 

(Ecuadorian Chamber Ballet) in Quito in 1980, directed by the dancer and choreographer Rubén 

Guarderas. Quito's first state ballet company, the BNE was managed through the government-  

 

 
Figure 4.5:  Members of the Ballet Ecuatoriano de Cámara in Amor 1800 by Cuban choreographer Gustavo 

Herrera. Source: Mariño and Aguirre 1994. 
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supported contracts that had brought Cuban dancers and choreographers to the Instituto 

Nacional de Danza in preceding years, deemed to have been 'of vital importance' in its 

development (Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 227). Such arrangements brought figures from the 

Escuela Cubana de Ballet and the Ballet Nacional de Cuba to work as artistic-technical advisors, 

choreographers, teachers and, often, principal dancers. Their work was considered by some to 

represent 'the greatest technical perfection' (Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 250, author's translation). It 

was a dynamic that saw Cuba - a country that had 'conquered spaces previously confined to 

dance's world centres' (Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 256, author's translation) - continuously present, 

in imaginary and in practice, as a model of dance production. While some of the BNE's early 

repertoire is identified by Mariño and Aguirre (1994: 249) as generating a 'Latin Americanist 

dance' based on constructions of shared Indigenous and colonial histories, the company also 

produced 'universal' classical works such as Coppelia and Don Quijote, often performed, due to 

resource constraints, as shorter versions of the complete works. In contrast to the overwhelmingly 

social and political concerns of the independent sector, then, the BNE became associated with a 

more globalised dance aesthetic; one that led to its characterisation by some, as Mariño and 

Aguirre (1994: 250, author's translation) note, as being 'isolated from our reality' and focused only 

on 'academic virtuosity'. Others argued, however, that 'ballet cannot be condemned to become a 

vehicle of politics, pedagogy, or social duty' (Mariño and Aguirre 1994: 251, author's translation). 

In these dynamics it is possible to see the different ways in which the ideologies and purposes of 

dance practice were imagined in the emerging independent and institutional sectors in Quito and 

how these came to characterise distinct but interrelated identities in practice. These distinctions 

became even more evident in the emergence of the Frente de Danza Independiente.  

 

Consolidating the independent: the Frente de Danza Independiente  

 

After the initial work of the Ballet Experimental Moderno, independent contemporary dance in 

Quito continued to evolve in the 1970s through various groups that formed and disbanded, and 

artists' solo work. In 1984, the Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI) emerged as a key alternative 

space for the cooperative production of contemporary dance in a city that continued to be 

dominated by classical, neo-classical and folkloric practice. According to one of its founders, 

Wilson Pico, the Frente presented an opportunity to create a more powerful collective language that would 

be more representative of the country, with all the difficulties that entails. (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 

September 2013, author's translation). In its beginnings the FDI comprised eleven members (including 

Wilson Pico, Kléver Viera, Marcela Correa, Carlos Cornejo, Susana Reyes, María Luisa Gonzalez, 

Luis Mueckay, and Arturo Garrido), many of whom continue as important figures in 

contemporary dance production, direction and training in Quito. Drawing on work such as 

Grotowski's 'Poor Theatre', Boal's 'Theatre of the Oppressed', and Eugenio Barba's 'Third  
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Figure 4.6: Wilson Pico, co-founder of the Frente de Danza Independiente, in Boca-ira  

(premiered 1985).  Photograph by Ricardo Centeno. Source: Mora 2015.  
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Theatre', the FDI worked with ideas of the decodification of the body and the shedding of 

technique, turning attention from technical virtuosity and stage spectacle to explore through 

improvisation. Like the BEM before them, the FDI's work foregrounded local everyday realities 

and focused on 'the small, the insignificant, the unusual, the marginal'; considered as working 

against 'Western' conceptions of beauty in movement, their dance was dubbed 'la danza de la 

fealdad' ('the dance of ugliness') (Ignatova 2011: 31). Besides occasional small grants, the 

Frentewas largely funded through the proceeds of classes and performances and through personal 

mecenas (patrons), meaning that works were produced through minimal investment in costume, 

scenography and performance spaces, artists often relying on voluntary contributions after a 

performance (Ignatova 2011). The FDI had strong social objectives with its artistic work, 

engaging, for example, with the violent dictatorships in Argentina and Chile, the rising indigenous 

movements in Ecuador, and the violence in Colombia that grew from the 1980s (Ignatova 2013). 

It also aimed to reach audiences outside the enclosed and elitist spaces of the city's theatres 

through performance in parks, bus stations and plazas (Figure 4.8). In its grounding in the popular 

and the marginal, dance was, once again, conceived as 'invented' through engagement with the 

everyday: 'We began to search in the bodies of our neighbours, the bodies that inhabit the city of 

Quito: farmers, indigenous people, workers. We dared to bring these characters to the stage and 

we found other possibilities. Going on stage and developing our characters was the beginning of 

what would be an authentic dance.' (Pico 2007, author's translation).  

 

 
Figure 4.7: Frente de Danza Independiente members in Wilson Pico's Contravías (1990), in the central plaza 

of Quito's Terminal Terrestre Cumandá in the historic centre.  Source: Ignatova 2013. 
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The FDI has, on the one hand, frequently been considered as producing 'dance from the margins', 

both creatively/aesthetically and structurally: in relation to international dance worlds, to 

institutionalised dance within Ecuador, and to the parts of society it often engaged with in its 

works. On the other hand, however, the height of the FDI's activity through the 1980s and 90s is 

often viewed as a period in which Ecuador, and particularly Quito, was at the forefront of 

modern/contemporary dance production in Latin America. 'Ecuadorian dance had great 

importance, including at the international level, until the year 2000. [...] Ecuador was avant-garde 

in the 70s, 80s, and 90s.' (Viera 2014). The Frente became an important centre for contemporary 

dance in Quito through its regular programme of classes and performances, festivals and 

seminars, and managed a continuous laboratory for choreographic experimentation and workshop 

for stage production. From the early 1990s a further FDI generation - including Terry Araujo, 

Josie Cáceres, Carolina Váscones, Irina Pontón, Cecilia Andrade, among others - began to emerge, 

contributing with different interests and techniques in the group's collaborative research process: 

We studied, for example, Limón. We read, we researched, we watched videos, and afterwards we gave classes. Or of 

Doris Humphrey for example, or Matthias Alexander. (Carolina Váscones, personal interview, 14 July 2014, 

author's translation). Artists also studied with foreign dancers that passed through on invitation or 

tour. With this new generation, Ignatova (2013) suggests that dance focused primarily on social 

concerns of class and the everyday began to give way to more individual concerns: 'I wasn't 

interested in expressing that reality (of Wilson [Pico] and Kléver [Viera]); I expressed the everyday 

without a political intention' (Terry Araujo in Ignatova 2013: 80, author's translation). With this 

generation also came the increasing prominence of female choreographers such as Carolina 

Váscones, Josie Cáceres, Irina Pontón, Marcela Correa, and Cecilia Andrade, many of whom had 

previously been interpreters for male directors within the FDI. Dance in Ecuador has been constructed 

through masculine pillars. For a long time it was fundamentally a dance conceived by men. I belonged to all that, 

I'm part of that inheritance of training and conceptualisation of dance as an opportunity...for developing more as an  

interpreter than as a creator. (Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation). The 

beginnings of change are considered to have come with the festival No Más Luna en el Agua or 

'No More Moon on the Water' (first edition 1997), which in its initial form was produced by and 

featured performances solely of female artists.78  

 

Since 1998, the FDI have had a permanent space in Quito's Casa de la Cultura. Obtained through 

an agreement with the institution to occupy a number of its abandoned spaces, the Sala Mariana 

de Jesús (est. 1998) and the Escuela Exploradores de la Danza (est. 2000) were restored with the  

       
 

 

																																																								
78 Gender is an important, if somewhat hidden, part of the geographies of contemporary dance in Quito, particularly 
historically, where creation and direction have typically been male-dominated. The extent of these dynamics came to the 
fore late in fieldwork through conversations with particular dance artists and thus the amount of research material 
gathered on this topic was limited. Fuller consideration of these relations is regretfully, therefore, for another project. 
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Figures 4.8: (left) Invitation to a 1994 public performance of the work Charco de Gansos or 'Goose Puddle' by 
Terry Araujo of the Frente de Danza Independiente, performed in a public fountain. Source: Ignatova 2013; 
(right) Sillón Rojo by Terry Araujo (premiered 1995), with Irina Pontón and Carolina Váscones. Source: Mora 

2015. 
 

 

help of financial support from the Dutch foundation Hivos79. Joined by other performing arts 

groups, the Casa de la Cultura became a centre for independent arts production in the city. In 

2003 the FDI established Proyecto Futuro Sí! (the 'Yes Future!' Project) with a further Hivos 

grant. The initiative embodied the social objectives of the FDI's work and their approach to dance 

production as a non-elitist practice, seeking 'to create a "school" that wouldn't have its sole 

emphasis on technical perfection' but on 'soul, spirit, and consciousness' (Pico in Salguero 2009, 

unpaginated, author's translation). It approached dance as a 'tool of social recuperation' (Hivos 

leaflet in Salguero 2009), directing its three-year programme (which ran for five years, free for the 

first three years and for a small charge in its last two due to reduced funding) at students of scarce 

																																																								
79  Hivos is a Dutch international development organisation. Run mainly through autogestión or the independent 
management of funds, the FDI has also been supported by occasional funding from the Cooperación Belga. 
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economic resources with the view to opening access to contemporary dance as a profession. No 

previous experience was required for entry and many of the 120 initial students (aged between 

thirteen and twenty-five) began from 'zero'. A flexible curriculum aimed to use the perceived 

possibilities of contemporary dance as an eclectic practice to enable students to create from their 

diverse realities, seeking to 'dignify and legitimise the languages and forms of expression and 

representation belonging to such social sectors' (Pico in Salguero 2009, author's translation). 

Approaches to movement focused, in this way, on the recuperation and recording of individual 

and collective everydays, and foregrounded experimentation and the 'recycling' (Pico in Salguero 

2009) of existing methods and practices with an emphasis on the strengthening of identity and 

self-esteem. The project responded to the assertion that, in dance in Quito, '...there's no lack of 

creativity: there's a lack of opportunities and knowledge, a lack of access' (Pico in Salguero 2009, 

author's translation).  

 

There were certain challenges in establishing the programme in Quito, a city in which 

'contemporary dance was still not sufficiently positioned in the collective imaginary as an artistic  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figures 4.9: (left) Students of Proyecto Futuro Sí in a performance of Wilson Pico's Torbellino (2008) at the 
Sala de Artes Escénicas Mariana de Jesús; (right) Publicity for the project, which was distributed in colleges 

in popular areas of the city, with the tag line 'dance as a tool for social recuperation'. 
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alternative, let alone as a trade or a profession, above all within the popular classes' (Pico in 

Salguero 2009, author's translation). However, the project was a significant point of introduction 

and development for numerous artists who continue to create, perform, teach and research in 

Quito, and has been an important influence on projects that echo its objective of widening 

accessibility to dance in the city's peripheries, including Grupo Itinerante de Artes 'Guandul' 

(Gabriela López) and CEDEX (Fernando Cruz). After funding for the project ended in 2008, 

Escuela Futuro Sí was established as a centre for paid classes and performances, working from a 

philosophy of 'danza para todos los cuerpos' ('dance for all bodies') that sought to resist the 

exaggerated selection of people for dance practice and aimed to create a space where [people] can come to learn 

dance without the restrictions that there are above all in the ballet institutions. (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 

September 2013, author's translation). In this it is concerned not only with dance training but also with 

creating audiences for contemporary dance in the city; people that might be sensitive to dance work, so 

that they can access it as spectators (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 September 2013, author's translation). 

This philosophy of valuing diversity and eclecticism in bodies, movement and training is 

considered an inherent part of the wider work of the FDI in Quito: 'The FDI is itself an 

alternative aesthetic and social project. [...] As Latin American-Ecuadorian beings they see in the 

"limited" body an opportunity with a wide horizon of possibilities.' (Ignatova 2013: 186, author's 

translation). This idea of 'alternative', 'other' bodies, and accompanying discourses of authenticity, 

has become an important basis for doing and thinking contemporary dance in Quito.  

 

The FDI and their work produced many enduring legacies in the contemporary dance scene in 

Quito. Its work resonates as a key foundation for contemporary dance in the city, considered at its 

peak a 'national aesthetic pillar' of dance creation (Ignatova 2011: 103). While still operating in its 

spaces in the Casa de la Cultura, the organisation has in recent years suffered a loss of strength 

(with the departure of Kléver Viera and later Carolina Váscones, Irina Pontón, and Josie Cáceres), 

and no longer holds the position it once did at the forefront of contemporary dance production in 

the city. That group was very powerful [...] [and] suddenly, on opening up, all that strength dissolved. (Carolina 

Váscones, personal interview, 14 July 2014, author's translation). Terry Araujo today continues as the 

director of the Escuela Exploradores and Wilson Pico as the director of Escuela Futuro Sí. 

Another generation of artists trained in the FDI (Sebastian Salvador, Fernando Cruz, Tamia 

Guayasamin, Anna Jácome, Esteban Donoso, Fausto Espinosa, Mercedes Balarezo, Karina 

Cárdenas, among others) has emerged in more recent times, becoming an active part of the scene 

as independent artists and/or in the national companies. Across this range, the FDI has had a 

significant role in the production of Quito's dancers, creators and cultural gestores/as80, in particular 

philosophies and approaches to dancing bodies, and in the consolidation of independent dance's 

identity as a risk-taking, experimental, 'resistant' art (Ignatova 2013). The idea of practice as 'a 

contemporary dance of conscience' (Viera 2013, author's translation) remains strong in its 

																																																								
80 Cultural 'managers' or 'organisers'.  
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identifications in Quito, while also becoming part of debates over 'contemporaneity' between 

different generations of artists in the city. 

 

The institutional and independent sectors in Quito continue to constitute distinct realities in 

resources, in spaces, in possibilities (Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation). 

Distinctions play out in debates over state management of dance production; the identities of 

dance practice; the development of dance training; the cultivation of dance audiences; engagement 

in transnational networks; and in conceptions of 'contemporaneity'. The historical geographies 

detailed here, however, also show the sectors as intricately intertwined. There is also blurring 

between the two in the contemporary scene, many artists seeking work in the institutional and 

producing in the independent81, and artists generally associated with the independent sector 

working as choreographers with the national companies82. At the same time these sectors 

continue, as they emerged, to be defined against each other: There's not a relationship that allows, let's 

say, each to nourish the other. But that's how it was born. It was always that way in Ecuador. There was always...I 

don't know if I would say rivalry... but there were many years of tension with the independent sector. That's been 

our history. (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 September 2013, author's translation). These relations 

become important in thinking about the structural characteristics of dance production in Quito, 

which I turn to in Chapter 5.  

 

Histories of transnational (dis)connection and institutionality  
 
The historical geographies considered so far have shown transnational relations as significant since 

contemporary dance's inception in Quito. Artists have, since the first generations, travelled 

internationally to train, teach and perform, and also became significant figures in dance scenes 

elsewhere (including in Mexico, Colombia, Chile). Transnational relations have, however, been 

inflected in particular ways through dance's emergence in the city. These are commonly viewed in 

terms of isolation from wider dance networks of exchange and production: Very little information 

has arrived here. We've always been on our own, so we've always, at the same time, been trying to explore [practice] 

from one place and another. It's always been like this, since dance has existed here, since Kléver [Viera] or Wilson 

[Pico]'s first groups. There's always been an inventiveness. (Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's 

translation). Perceived isolation from transnational networks is frequently, as we have seen in this 

chapter, related to ideas that emphasise dance as invented, as emerging from an eclecticism and 

autodidactism inherently related to Ecuador's marginalised position in wider dance worlds. 

Conversations with artists of different generations in Quito often told dance histories of 

transnational dialogue with a sense of fleeting, missed or lost interaction: the time the Russian 
																																																								
81 For example, the independent group Colectivo Zeta originally formed from eight artists, including their director, 
working as dancers in the Ballet Nacional. Other artists producing independently (including Fernando Cruz, Christian 
Masabanda, Cristina Baquerizo) have done so whilst working in the national companies.  
82 Kléver Viera, Wilson Pico, Rosa Amelia Poveda, and Sofía Barriga are just some of the independent artists that have 
choreographed works for the BNE and/or the CNDE in Quito. 
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artist Ana Pavlova came to Guayaquil but not to Quito; when the famous Ballets Russes star Vaslav 

Nijinksy83 or, later, Kurt Jooss, a disciple of Rudolf Laban, toured South America and visited Peru 

and Colombia but skipped Ecuador; the forgotten, unrecorded visit of North American post-

modern dancer Twyla Tharp84. Established European/US lines of practice are, in this way, often 

seen as having been present through indirect or 'inventive' dialogues with local creative 

processes.85 

 

From the middle of the twentieth century until its end we were still living in the paradigm of an island. So 
information from the rest of the world, above all that which has to do with methods and teaching in dance, 
sidestepped Ecuador. [...] So there's a situation of isolation in Ecuador in the twentieth century, which is 
what promotes this need to generate our own methods.  

(Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, author's translation) 
 

In Quito this sense of eclecticism in training and inspiration has, particularly in the independent 

sector, led to an emphasis on dance as 'experimental' that has generally implied a certain 

detachment from international 'schools' of modern and contemporary practice. ...it's difficult to 

associate yourself with a grand school [of dance], with a dominant aesthetic, so perhaps [identifying as 

'experimental'] has to do with that idea that 'what I'm doing is experimental because it doesn't associate itself with 

[just] one thing'. (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation). This 

emphasis on multiplicity and a detachment from formalised 'schools' of movement has been an 

explicit part of dance's identity in the city since its beginnings. This is related also to particular 

histories of institutionality that some see as not having supported either transnational connection 

or creative process that might facilitate the consolidation of Ecuador's own 'school' of movement. 

More than whether [foreign artists and groups] come or not, it's the fact that there's no institution that says 'look 

here, there's this great thing', even if it's in order to question it, but noone says 'this is something'. (Esteban 

Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation). Contemporary dance's process in 

Quito is thus differentiated from the imaginaries of linear progression associated with its 

emergence elsewhere: 

 

[Contemporary dance] hasn't had a clear trajectory, we've taken from lots of styles, which 
are those that have developed in one way or another, very sporadically. There's not been 
the necessary process which is from ballet and folklore to contemporary dance. What we've  
 

																																																								
83 Vaslav Nijinsky (1890-1953) was a legendary Russian ballet dancer and choreographer and the star of the Ballets 
Russes in the early twentieth century.  
84 Anna Pavolva (1881-1931) was a famous Russian prima ballerina and star of the Ballets Russes in the early 20th 
century. Kurt Jooss (1901-1979) was an important figure in the emergence of German Tanztheater, an expressive practice 
combining movement, text and theatre. He studied under Rudolf Laban (1879-1958), a pioneer of European modern 
dance and dance notation. Twyla Tharp (1941-) is an important figure in North American modern and postmodern 
dance, and one-time member of the collective Judson Dance Theater.  
85 For example, in relation to the German expressionist school that is often considered to be an important influence in 
contemporary dance practice in Quito (see Barba 2011), and of which the artist Mary Wigman was a lead figure in the 
1920s and 30s, the Quito artist Esteban Donoso suggests: When you ask people from that [older] generation what relation they had 
with Mary Wigman, they had some kind of relation, but it's not that it was a disciple relation or a direct thing, so it's more or less like one 
senses the influence or the influence is invented. (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation). 
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done is create periods and import different styles. It's happened with the journeys of 
Kléver, Wilson, María Luisa, Susana, Terry and the people of the FDI, they travel, come 
back and elaborate [on what they've learnt], without a school, without a methodology.  

(Rubén Guarderas in Mora 2008, author's translation) 
 
Since the seventies Ecuadorian dance has shaped itself alone because it hasn't had a 
classical school behind it that turns into modern and later into contemporary. That's 
valuable because it has found in the great representatives its own languages and definitions 
and, of course, its limitations and deficiencies. 

(Ernesto Ortiz in Mora 2008, author's translation) 
 

As can be seen from the comments above, Quito's dance histories have frequently been framed 

through narratives of 'lack' - lack of institutionality, of transnational connection, of a consolidated 

school or tradition, of a systemised 'methodology'; of funding, spaces, and audiences; of access. In 

response to such narratives, the postcolonial theorist Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000: 35) encourages a 

critical 'gesture of inversion' that might 'read "plenitude" and "creativity" where these narratives 

have made us read "lack" and "inadequacy"'. While recognising the particular historical conditions 

of contemporary dance-making in Quito, we might emphasise the voracious creativity that has 

produced practice in the city. Such historical particularities are, as seen above, also valued by many 

of Quito's artists as part of dance's distinctiveness in the city. While some narratives do articulate 

an idea of contemporary dance as being necessarily produced through transnational connection, 

they also assert ownership over the particularities of its production in Quito as part of a unique 

heritage that shapes dance practice.  

 

Conclusions  
 

The current contemporary dance scene in Quito is frequently characterised through the lens of its 

historical geographies. Some contemporary conceptions see continuity in this relation (for 

example, in characterisations of dance production as experimental, autodidactic, eclectic), while 

others emphasise contrast in characterising the contemporary scene as fragmented and dispersed 

rather than consolidated; as focused more on individual rather than collective work; and as one 

that is more mobile and globally interconnected but at the same time is rebuilding itself and its 

international prominence in relation to past decades. Where contemporary dance in the time of 

the FDI was conceived as a 'movement', it is today considered almost impossible to talk in such 

terms (Genoveva Mora, personal interview, 19 June 2014; see also Proaño 2012). Dance in Quito is 

instead seen as a precarious field that 'expands and contracts' (Mora 2013) in line with its 

contemporary context and production.  

 

The very processes of contemporary production are more fragmented. It's a different thing. I mean, we can't 
compare the processes of the 1970s, 1980s, which moreover come from a whole notion, and quite a political 
one, of collective work, to the way of doing politics today, which is not so collective but rather more 'micro'. 
That gives other dynamics. I think...it's perhaps less visible, what's being done now. I mean, thirty years ago 
the Frente appeared, the Compañía de Danza appeared, the Ballet de Cámara appeared, all with their 
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spaces and in some way with budgets, the Frente generating its own funds. [...] Today those very strong 
[independent] institutions [like the FDI] don't exist because of the very logic of the present moment, which 
doesn't allow a group to get together and to make a space, you know? They're more mobile processes...which 
equally generate things, but it's also a limitation because once you don't have continuity in your work you 
can't go beyond your immediate possibilities. 

(Valeria Andrade, personal interview, 5 July 2014, author's translation) 
 

Fragmentation here is considered to be related both to wider logics of contemporary production 

that encourage (or necessitate) individuality and mobility (Brazzale 2014, see Chapter 2) and to the 

particular geographies that structure dance's practice in Quito. It sees production conceived 

through ideas of precarity, dispersion and marked by a kind of chaos (Fausto Espinosa, personal 

interview, 27 June 2013, author's translation). For many in Quito, the increased travelling of artists 

abroad for formal training in recent years86 has led to notable shifts in the scene, dance seen as 

seeking a new identity (Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, author's translation) and as 

characterised by more exchange, more mobility, more flexibility, bringing what some consider as its 

radicalisation (Laura Corral, personal interview, 17 July 2013, author's translation). Alongside what some 

see as a diversification and 'opening up' of practice, however, are also concerns for systemisation 

and consolidation. In these processes, dance's histories form a constant presence to be revisited, 

contested, and re-made as an active and dynamic part of Quito's contemporary practice. This 

chapter has attempted to 'write over given and privileged narratives' (Chakrabarty 2000: 46) of 

contemporary dance history by paying attention to the particular relations through which 

contemporary dance has emerged in Quito. In doing so, it has shown dance's historical relations 

and their contemporary narrations in the city to be at once distinct from but entangled and 

overlapping with 'centre'-oriented histories. Through these tensions between distinctive but shared 

dance histories and narratives, the chapter has shown the question of the contemporary in dance 

practice to be 'inevitably contested' (Chakrabarty 2000: 46); a question that is built upon in the 

coming chapters.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
																																																								
86 Artists have trained and worked in countries including Cuba, Venezuela, Argentina, Mexico, Europe and the United 
States. Artists who have returned to produce in Quito since 2009 and become significant actors in the scene include: 
Sofía Barriga, Esteban Donoso, Fausto Espinosa, Tamia Guayasamin, Xavier Delgado, Mercedes Balarezo, Christian 
Masabanda, Laura Corral, Cristina Baquerizo, among others.  
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Chapter 5: 
Institutional geographies  

of dance in Quito  
       
 

 

Contemporary dance in Quito has, as we have seen, emerged through a strong history of 

independent practice and it is a sector that continues to be central to its identity and development. 

Such processes do not occur in isolation, however, but in ongoing dialogue with institutional 

forces that can act to shape the structural context, the relations of production, and the ideological 

and corporeal 87  concerns through which dance emerges. In this chapter I turn to these 

institutional geographies and their role in contemporary dance practice. To consider these 

geographies is 'to look at dance not as a performance (event), but as a plethora of mechanisms 

that make it possible' (Njaradi 2014: 263), thinking about the structures, spaces, and relations that 

variously facilitate, and present certain challenges for, dance work. In this, dance is considered not 

only as practice or performance but also as labour (see Srinivasan 2011).  

 

More specifically, I want to approach the institutional here in two ways: as institutions or 

organisations that form part of dance's infrastructure in the city, and as instituting processes that 

visibilise, legitimise, and transform dance in particular ways, processes that are in continual 

negotiation and (re)construction in dance's dialectical emergence (see Fleury 2014). As noted in 

Chapter 2, such an approach seeks to understand dance's institutional geographies beyond simple 

tensions of complicity and resistance to explore the complex dynamics through which the 

independent and the institutional relate in dance's production. In this I follow Argyropoulou and 

Vourloumis (2015: 1) in refusing 'an easy binary between the "inside" and "outside" of 

institutional frameworks' and aim to explore instead the ways dance's institutional dynamics are 

experienced, negotiated and transformed by artists in Quito (see also Fraser 2005). These relations 

range from the symbolic/ideological to the economic (Expósito 2009). I thus see dance as a 

process coming into being through a network of relations with the institutional that involve 

important considerations of state policy but also those of strategic alliance, collaborative relation, 

and of mutual transformation.  

 

Institutionality in Ecuador is currently in a moment of flux. As the government of populist leader 

Rafael Correa and his party Alianza PAIS88 seeks to increase the presence of the state within 

Ecuadorian society, it has named institutional reform as a 'silent revolution' that aims to 

																																																								
87 See Wainwright et al. 2006.  
88 Alianza PAIS: Alianza por una Patria Altiva I Soberana (Alliance for a Proud and Sovereign Homeland).  
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strengthen what it sees as the 'weak and fragmented' institutions overseen by the 'minimal state' of 

Ecuador's neoliberal era (PNBV 2013: 17, author's translation)89. Such objectives aim to combat 

what the government considers as an ambiguity in their public or private status; a wide margin of 

autonomy; and duplicity in their roles, functions and resources, and to increase state capacity for 

their regulation and control (PNBV 2013: 91). For the arts, this has manifested itself in the 

centralisation of administration and management through the creation of a Ministerio de Cultura 

(Ministry of Culture)90 (est. 2007). Institutionalisation is justified through state discourses that 

emphasise a cultural sector whose management and administration has been marked by an 

absence of policy, institutional dispersion, and clientelism in the distribution of resources (see 

Sylva 2011). 

 

The truth is that the cultural sector is in chaos. Less chaotic now with the Ministry of 
Culture but it is still in chaos. […] We’re talking about institutional issues existing from 
decades back. […] We must have a sufficient institutionality. If we don’t, we waste a lot of 
money with very few results. 

(Rafael Correa, enlace ciudadano 338, 7 September 2013, author's translation)91 
 

The government thus seeks the construction of a 'new cultural institutionality' (Noriega 2010) 

that, in line with their wider political rhetorics, articulates objectives to strengthen national 

identity, revitalise cultural heritage and memory, and widen access to cultural production and 

circulation 92 , amongst other aims (Plan Nacional de Cultura 2007; see also Sylva 2011). 

Institutionality thus forms an important part of the government's so-called 'cultural revolution'93 

aimed at the democratisation of culture as part of the transformation from a 'bourgeois' to 

'popular' state (Pérez Torres 2012: 8). Public policy is seen as key to this issue, one minister 

suggesting that 'Without public cultural policies, national creative production has been invisibilised 

and the bridges of knowledge between cultures weakened' (Sylva 2011: 10, author's translation)94. 

																																																								
89 Populist action in Ecuador has, as in other parts of Latin America, prioritised national production, popular 
accessibility, and state regulation among other factors (see Sosa 2012; Roberts 2012). 'Building a vigorous, proactive 
central government [...]', Conaghan (2011: 275) suggests, 'became the defining policy objective of the Correa presidency', 
which proposed a radical project of 'bringing the state back in'. In a so-called 'refounding of the state', political discourse 
claimed the building of a new identity and a new beginning based around participatory democracy in what Correa called 
a 'Citizen's Revolution' (Sosa 2012).  
90 In 2013 the Ministerio de Cultura became the Ministerio de Cultura y Patrimonio (Ministry of Culture and Heritage). I 
here refer to it as the Ministerio de Cultura in accordance with how it was known during fieldwork. 
91 The enlace ciudadano is a televised broadcast given by president Correa every Saturday that forms part of government 
propaganda. Correa's criticism of past state institutional management in this particular enlace echoes a message that has 
been important to his political rhetoric since his presidential campaign. Focusing on the degeneration of state 
institutions and the disintegration of the patria through the control of morally bankrupt elites, it promises recovery and 
rejuvenation in a 'refounding' of the state in the idea that la patria vuelve - 'the homeland returns' (see Conaghan 2011). 
92 During his time in office, the culture minister Ramiro Noriega (2010), for example, talked of creating a space in which 
'culture isn't an area for a privileged few [but] a citizen matter' (author's translation).  
93 The Revolución Cultural proposes the recuperation, strengthening and reinterpretation of the Ecuadorian nation 
through new imaginaries borne of the country's own histories and cultures; a process in which the state is positioned as 
taking a central role. It aims to develop cultural policy for the construction of hegemony and national cohesion, as well 
as systematic organisation aimed at 'overcoming its historic dispersion' (see Sylva 2011: 11). 	
94 While often articulated by both politicians and cultural actors as an 'absence' of policy, this is in reality perhaps more 
often to do with the lack of a formalised, coherent state approach to culture in policy and in practice. In his survey of 
cultural politics in Ecuador, Tinajero (2011: 37), for example, notes that there have been cultural policies in Ecuador 
since 1944, often without being recognised as such, which have seen state ideologies mediated through public cultural 
institutions such as the Casa de la Cultura. This, he argues, saw culture subject to strong government presence from 
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As part of the emergence of cultural policy, there has been an attempted process of formalisation 

of state relationships with the cultural field, for example in the rendering of a Plan Nacional de 

Cultura (Ministerio de Cultura 2007) and other initiatives that seek the restructuring of approaches 

to culture in line with the country's new national constitution (República del Ecuador 2008; see 

articles 21, 22, 23 and 25). Specifically in the performing arts, this process of formalisation has 

involved the first official systematised attempts at mapping and evaluating the sector in initiatives 

such as the Primer Censo Nacional de las Artes Escénicas (First National Census of the 

Performing Arts, undertaken in 2011) and the Diagnóstico Situacional Participativo de las Artes 

Escénicas en el Ecuador (Situational Participatory Assessment of the Performing Arts in Ecuador) 

(Proaño 2012). In relation to issues of culture more widely, the largest project has been the 

construction of the Ley Orgánica de Cultura (Organic Culture Law, hereafter Ley de Cultura)95, 

which has been ongoing since 2009 (as of April 2016, it continues to be debated in the national 

assembly). While still to be formally established, the Ley de Cultura has taken prime position in 

debates in the cultural field in recent years96 in matters including: the relationship between the 

state, cultural institutions, and independent artists; the conceptualisation of culture as universal 

right and/or professional practice; and the role of cultural practice in social and economic 

development 97 . State-led processes of institutionalisation, particularly those related to the 

emerging Ley de Cultura, have also brought renewed efforts for organisation and unionisation on 

the part of the performing arts sector, including, for example, the establishment of the Federación 

Nacional de Artes Escénicas (National Federation of the Performing Arts) in 201398.  

 

Attempts at state institutionalisation in Ecuador have, however, also been marked by uncertainty. 

Frequent changes of ministers (as of April 2016, the Ministry of Culture has had eight ministers in 

nine years) and the appointment of figures not considered 'expert' in matters of cultural 

production, mean that for many there is little continuity and confidence in the development of 

																																																																																																																																																																
1944 to the 1970s, related to concerns with national identity and 'modernisation' (Tinajero 2011). The 1980s saw the 
emergence of state entities marked by clientelism that, he argues, catered to a small elite (such as the Consejo Nacional 
de Cultura est. 1984) and the gradual withdrawal of the state, which eventually 'abandoned culture to the laws of the 
market' (Tinajero 2011: 38, author's translation).  
95 The Culture Law has gone through various names since its inception - Ley de Cultura, Ley de Culturas, Ley Orgánica 
de Culturas, Código Orgánico de Culturas - all of which circulate to varying degrees. The pluralisation of culture 
(culturas) is now evident in many government programmes in Ecuador, aligning with official rhetorics of pluriculturalism.  
96 Points evident from field conversations with artists and debates over the Ley de Cultura in the Primer Encuentro 
Nacional de Trabajadores de las Artes Escenicas Vivas (Quito, 17-19 July 2014) and in various other forums. They were 
also reflected in formal comments on a draft of the Ley de Cultura accessed through personal contacts in October 2013.  
97 The performing arts, as forms typically considered to lend themselves less to industrialisation/commercialisation, 
have been marginalised in the concerns with cultural industries laid out in government documents. Rather, they are 
more often valued in social terms. In the treatment of contemporary dance this has often been manifest in discourses of 
health and well-being, as part of rhetorics of Buen Vivir. During fieldwork, for example, classes with Sofía Barriga and 
Wilson Pico were filmed for the television programme 'Ama la vida, Buen Vivir: soñar con los pies' (2014), presented by 
the Minister for Buen Vivir, Freddy Ehlers. This emphasis on the social has been common in Ecuador - before the 
creation of the Ministry of Culture, arts production was administered through the Ministry of Education, for example, 
and the objectives of the national dance companies stress dissemination.  
98 In an official evaluation of the sector, the absence of a national unionised body is recognised as a significant issue in 
the vulnerability of independent groups (Proaño 2012: 17). Besides the Federación, there have also been other instances 
of organisation in recent years, and numerous dance artists have played a key role in the critical construction and 
evaluation of the Ley de Cultura project. The participation of dance artists in this most recent process of unionisation is, 
however, minimal.  
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cultural policy and marked gaps between its formulation and implementation, making for an 

institutionality that is often characterised as precarious and, at times, ineffective. 

 

Right now I don’t think the government is trying to institutionalise anything. They did attempt it with the 
creation of the Ministry of Culture. [...] [But] in the present moment, the formulation of public policies from 
the Ministry of Culture is non-existent. Culture is living a moment...what can I say?...in which nothing is 
being mobilised [...] With the minister that is there, with what is happening politically, and the attention 
that they give or don’t give to culture, nothing is viable. 

 (Valeria Andrade99, personal interview, 5 July 2014, author's translation)  
 

Those on the dance scene in Quito thus continue to call for the consolidation and implementation 

of government policy as an element critical for dance's continued development: What the country 

needs is to have a vision of dance policy, of policy for the performing arts scene, of policy for culture, of investment in 

culture. (María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation, interviewee's own 

emphasis). They also stress 'the absence of policies constructed by and for the sector' (Proaño 2012: 

37, author's translation). With formalised cultural management still in consolidation in the arts 

sector, then, flux, fragility and precarity continue to mark its emerging and contested 

institutionality.  

 

There are, however, some key ways in which state policy shapes dance practice in Quito. The state 

- both in its action and its inertia towards dance practice - constitutes an important actor alongside 

international and more local formations (see McGuigan 2004; Expósito 2009). In this chapter I 

want to look at particular instances, both long-term and more recent, through which state policy 

shapes dance production in Quito and how these are experienced, negotiated and transformed by 

dance artists in the city100. While focus is primarily on the state in discussion of Quito's 

institutional geographies, other important actors interweave to make up dance's institutional 

geographies, including the municipal government, the national dance companies, independent 

institutions, and foreign non-governmental organisations. In outlining some of their dialogues and 

tensions I follow Miller and Yúdice (2002) in understanding institutionality as a 'field of force' 

made up of a multiplicity of relations; relations that are active between regulation and 

emancipation, replication and transformation. Issues of institutionality emerge through tensions 

of: access/participation, dis-/enabling, force/empowerment, in-/exclusion (Huseman 2015)101. In 

what follows I outline some of these tensions in contemporary dance through three particular 

concerns: funding, spaces and audiences.         

 

 

																																																								
99 Independent dance artist, Director of Performing Arts at the Ministry of Culture 2012-13, and Subsecretary of Arts 
and Creativity at the Ministry of Culture 2013-2014.  
100 The chapter mainly focuses on the ways state cultural management has been experienced by institutional and 
independent artists. I had limited access to government or those directly involved in cultural governance in Quito but 
have been able to access this perspective through the use of government documents.  
101 Taken from Husemann's (2015) proposed 'glossary of institutionality'.		
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Funding 

 
Funding has been one of the central issues in debates over the institutional geographies of dance 

in Quito. It is considered one of the defining factors of differentiation between the independent 

and institutional sectors, one that has characterised both the possibilities and identities of practice 

in each. Issues of funding are multilayered and involve numerous actors; I here focus on the 

funding relationships between dance and the state, whose programmes launched in recent years 

have brought certain shifts in the dance sector. While dance funding is often narrated through 

discourses of 'lack' in Quito, many argue that, in questions of the state, it is rather a matter of 

distribution: 'Don't believe that there isn't funding for dance, there is! I think for a long time 

dance has received more funding than theatre. What happens is that the funding is badly 

distributed [...] [and] no authority does anything to change the enormous inequality that exists. So 

for the state there only exists the BEC [BNE], the Compañía [CNDE]; and the rest, the whole 

collective group of independent artists? Where are we left?' (Wilson Pico in Ignatova 2011:40, 

author's translation). The state-owned Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE), a 

company of between sixteen and eighteen dancers, manages a budget of approximately $775,000 

(CNDE 2014) and the part-state, part-privately financed Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE), its 

four casts totalling around eighty dancers, receives a reported $1.5 million102. While not without its 

challenges103, this institutional state funding thus lies in stark contrast to support for independent 

dance which has been minimal and sporadic across concerns of training, creation and 

dissemination (see González 1992)104. In terms of dance labour, the national companies also 

continue to constitute the only options for a steady wage as a professional dancer in Ecuador. 

Such issues become a point of contention in discussions of state cultural management and the 

building of dance's futures in Quito. Support for the institutional is considered to have increased 

in recent years: 'They've strengthened the institutional, the state entities [...], but they've destroyed 

the independent movement because there's no support - rather, they fragmented it.' (Kléver Viera 

in Ignatova 2011: 40, author's translation). I here think about these funding relations to the 

independent sector by focusing on the emergence of competitive project-based funds in the 

government's Fondos Concursables programme.  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
102 Figure as quoted by Kléver Viera (in Igantova 2011: 40) and Fausto Jijón, personal communication.  
103 The CNDE's director noted that budget limitations affected the company's scope in hiring choreographers, touring, 
and participating in international festivals (María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014). To cope with 
administrative delays and variations in state funding, the company also relies on extra income from strategies such as 
renting studio space, dance courses, alliances with other institutions, and, occasionally, selling company performances to 
private institutions (Carmen Urquizo, personal interview, 28 March 2014).  
104 There have been occasional instances of state support over the years, such as the recognised presence in the cultural 
field of the Banco Central del Ecuador  (Wilson Pico, personal communication; see also Tinajero 2011).  
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Independent dance and the Fondos Concursables   

 
[After] a long period, twenty years, of abandonment, the establishment of a Ministry [of Culture] obviously 
built many expectations. [...] [But] let's also recognise that it's been an experiment because there wasn't an 
exact guide for how to construct that Ministry, so they've been experimenting with it in accordance with the 
ideology and politics of this government, which is to give. And money has been given from the Ministry. [...] 
But what I question is that, above all in the initial years, a lot of money was given without knowing, 
without understanding, why it was being given, which is damaging. [...] For a group to go from knowing 
that they won't get help in anything to being given 10,000 dollars to change costume and do a presentation, 
well, there's a whole theme to be developed. I say once again, we need policies. 

(Genoveva Mora, personal interview, 19 June 2014, author's translation, interviewee's own emphasis)  
 

In 2009, the Ministerio de Cultura launched the Fondos Concursables, a programme of 

competitive funding for independent arts projects that became one of the government’s flagship 

schemes for cultural production. In the 2013-14 competition the funds available amounted to 

$598,080105, distributed over forty projects in the categories of performing arts, visual arts, musical 

and sound art, literature, and 'narrative arts'106. The total amount made available specifically for 

dance totalled $116,000 (Ministerio de Cultura y Patrimonio 2013). As public spending increased 

as part of Correa's 'citizen's revolution' in the first years of his presidency (with the financial 

backing of rising oil prices107), the Fondos Concursables and other funds such as the Fondos de 

Festivales (also launched in 2009) became part of a new programme of public investment for 

cultural production108. For many independent artists, such funding seemed to present new 

possibilities and constituted a marked shift in state presence. 

 

There was a boom. In the beginning the first calls gave [funding] to everyone and there was no limit. 
100,000 [dollars], they gave you 70,000 [dollars]…everything you asked for! It was really mad! But it 
was very hasty and without planning. […] They’ve restricted them a lot now. 

 (Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation) 
 

In its first years the funding enabled existing projects to widen their scale and new projects to 

emerge: existing festivals such as the Frente de Danza Independiente's No Más Luna en el Agua, 

for example, became a week-long programme of seminars, performances, and technique 

workshops by national and international artists; investigations such as Wilson Pico's Cuerpo 

																																																								
105 All amounts shown are in US dollars (a currency adopted in Ecuador in 2000).  
106 The performing arts category itself was divided into dance and theatre. Within each of these, the programme offered 
funds for two projects in research and writing, four in production and staging (two for individual and two for collective 
productions), and two projects in circulation and dissemination (Ministerio de Cultura y Patrimonio 2013).  
107As Correa assumed power in 2007, the price of petroleum, which accounted for over 35% of government income, 
rose to around $100 per barrel and revenues increased by more than 200%. It was because of this, Conaghan (2011: 
275) suggests, that 'At least initially, Correa could unleash his revolution with a measure of fiscal freedom'.  
108 The Fondos Concursables are not, of course, the only funding available. The Iberescena programme, an inter-
governmental fund for arts production across its twelve Iberamerican member nations, has supported numerous 
independent projects such as Movimiento Centrífuga's Quito Concreto, as well as part-public part-privately funded 
initiatives such as Arte en el Trole. Foreign foundations and, occasionally, foreign embassies have also been significant 
actors (see Chapter 4). These all articulate their own concerns and interests in funding dance work that present 
particular possibilities and challenges for independent artists in Quito. The state has emerged as an important actor in 
recent years - in the first four years of governance (2007-2011), the Ministry of Culture is reported to have financed, 
through its programmes of competitive funds, 342 projects in the performing arts equivalent to $4,380.991.02, an 
amount noted as corresponding to 23% of the total Ministry budget in the same period (Proaño 2012: 35).  
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Festivo (Pico and Pico 2011) were realised and published; and new international dance exchanges 

were organised. Some suggest that the funding, together with the return of dancers from training 

abroad, also had a part in generating a particular kind of dance production in Quito, encouraging 

the emergence of new independent dance collectives as a way to more easily apply for these 

project-based funds. While having a hand in the emergence of such groups, however, the funds 

are also considered to be related to their rapid dispersion, short term grants meaning that groups 

typically come to constitute loose working networks that tend to disperse as quickly as they form, 

or come together momentarily for particular projects. In the long term this transcience can create 

certain challenges for artistic development, as the Slovenian artist Matjaž Farič suggests: 'In the 

long run, it's important to create a collective, because if a core isn't constituted, you simply have 

nothing to attach the development to' (Matjaž Farič in Kopač and Kraigher 2014: 32). In the time-

scales given to develop works under the funds (typically between one and three months), artists 

suggest that product is emphasised over process: 

 

[The funds] are geared towards monumentality, so you produce a work but afterwards groups don't 
consolidate. You can't consolidate into associations, or groups can't survive, even for a year. It's only a 
minimum period that you survive with that [funding] and then you have to look for something else. But to 
produce you invest more in the performance, in the premiere, than in the process. So I think we still need to 
think about questions like what's going to happen to dancers afterwards. 
(Rosa Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's translation, interviewee's own emphasis) 

 

This state approach to culture is taken as characteristic of the Quito arts sector as a whole:  

 

With the generation that I’m part of, processes have been substantially replaced by projects. 
[...] Research or creative process isn’t considered anymore. The very dynamic of the state 
suggests that you have to have a project to be part of the artistic scene. So people find 
themselves bouncing from project to project. 

(Quito 2013, author's translation) 
 

Such funding is thus seen as generating precarious and transitory relations of production; a 

dynamic that matters particularly in a context where there are few alternative sources of 

funding109. With the ministry taking ownership of works produced with the funds and with 

contracts stipulating exclusively free performances, the programme is also considered to fall short 

of recognising artists' need to generate income from their work. The funding thus does not do 

much to improve the economic viability of dance as a field of labour. In this way artists argue that 

there is a need for a more integrated vision of dance production that recognises all the elements of 

the production process, which in the context of Quito includes securing audience, spaces, and 

platforms for the promotion and diffusion of the works:  

 

 

																																																								
109 There is, for example, little private sponsorship of the performing arts in Quito; a dynamic that some artists suggest 
only increases with an augmented state presence. 
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In the case of dance, they should secure your project an audience, that should be their vision. Not just to 
secure you the dance work. Because with that [money], you did your piece – who came to see you? It’s a 
whole network that needs to come together, with planning. I think that it’s very superficial, to quickly fulfil 
certain requirements to please people, so that they think that a cultural policy, justice, all of that that they 
tell you, is actually being done. But they don’t guarantee you anything.  

(Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation) 
 

While presenting certain possibilities in dance production, then, the Fondos are considered to be 

based on political rather than artistic objectives. Numerous artists note how the programme seeks 

projects with a particular ideological scope that aligns with government discourses of nationalism, 

interculturalism, and popularisation. It’s difficult because now they ask you for things that are socially 

orientated or that are linked to the government’s philosophy. So your proposal has to be social and something to do 

with the state, a philosophy of Alianza PAIS. (Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's 

translation). Artists describe the prioritising of projects dealing with questions of ethnic-cultural 

diversity, colonial history, and national identity, including work constructed around the recognition of 

being Ecuadorian (Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation) or work along 

indigenist lines110 (Carolina Váscones, personal interview, 14 July 2014, author's translation) 111 (these are 

dynamics more generally common in postcolonial nations; see for example Sörgel 2007). In line 

with the government's populist politics, artists also note an emphasis in the Fondos on work for 

young or family audiences, a concept, in its 'mass' appeal, often taken not to align with the 

concerns of contemporary dance as an 'experimental', 'underground', 'avant-garde' art. Thus dance 

has to be something relaxed, something not so questioning... [something] that aesthetically is the most "beautiful" 

too so that it doesn't offend family audiences. (Rosa Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's 

translation). The question of audience numbers too, which in Quito are consistently low for 

contemporary dance, becomes a way of justifying funding: 

 

[The government] want [the work] to reach a mass level of people, because if I ask for $10,000 they divide 
the numbers of the audience and calculate how many dollars for the number of people that will attend the 
event. [...] So if I put ‘twenty people’, which is the actual number that are going to attend, it’s ridiculous the 
amount that I can ask for. [...] A lot of the programmes have to do with where they want to get votes. […] 
And for votes they want música chichera112. It’s sad, it’s wearing. [With the funds,] you can make your 
contribution to society with what you do, but you know that you are in a game where the interests are 
political. So I say thank you, they give me work, I can do things, I can expand [what I do], but I know 
there could be better conditions where the margin of action of contemporary dance is respected.  

(Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 9 September 2013, author's translation)  
 

																																																								
110 Indigenista ('indigenist') refers to work that engages with indigeneity as a core part of national identity. Indigenismo 
was an important part of artistic avant-garde production and political movements in the 20th century in Ecuador and 
has remained prominent in state approaches to culture.     
111 These concerns also make themselves manifest in discourses in the wider arts field in which some claim a privileging 
of ethnic-minority groups in recent state arts funding (Quito 2013; fieldnotes, USFQ conference Cuerpos y 
Corporalidades, 21-22 November 2013). In this, independent groups are seen as not only competing with the 
national companies and other independents for state funding, but also with groups practising other dance forms. 
Although not the focus of research, my own experiences in Afro-Ecuadorian dance in Quito and conversations with 
others involved in its practice do not support this idea.  
112 Música chichera, used here as a general reference to cultural forms with 'mass' appeal, is a popular musical genre in 
Ecuador associated particularly with indigenous and mestizo working-classes (Wong 2012), and typically related to 
drinking (chichera comes from chicha, a fermented corn beer typical of the Andes).  
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In this, the Fondos are taken to articulate particular objectives that can work against artists' own 

creative interests and agendas (see Pakes 2004; Lee and Byrne 2011). Here these articulate 

politicised distinctions between perceived 'popular' and 'high' culture that act to shape dance 

practice in particular ways. Such dynamics are seen by some as inhibiting, rather than supporting, 

dance's creative development.  

 

At the beginning I was very very happy because I felt that it was a space in which things could develop. But 
later I realized that it was becoming increasingly politicized. That it stopped being a purely artistic project 
and that it was going down a very…political path. You had to fulfil requirements that went further than 
artistic concerns. So the important thing was to know: what audience would there be?; how does your work 
align with government-directed frameworks?; that your work has to deal with colonial issues... […] But I 
can’t construct a work that doesn’t engage with those things, it’s going to engage with them, just not in the 
way the Fondos Concursables stipulate. [...] [The funds] became structured in a very political way and the 
artistic concerns and subtleties got lost. So in that sense the possibility to make of the Fondos Concursables 
an interesting creative possibility was lost. […] I’ve kind of stopped believing in them.  

(Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation) 
 

Through funding mechanisms of application, approval and distribution, then, the state and dance 

become mutually constituting influences (D'Amelio 2008). In Quito this is seen as a politicised 

process that often sees dance valued chiefly in social and ideological terms; a dynamic that sees   

some artists reject the state as a source of funding altogether (see McGuigan 2004; see also Sörgel 

2007). Funding relations can act to shape subject matter, aesthetic, creative process, and modes of 

production.  

 

Numerous artists also suggest that the severe bureaucratisation involved in state administration of 

funds has had implications for the social/emotional relations through which dance is produced, 

affecting artistic networks in ways that have implications for the strength and vibrancy of the 

dance scene as a whole. 

 

The cultural administration pay with such delay that it's impossible to sustain a process. So independent 
dance is, practically, made up of very very few people, it's...what can I tell you? It's not permanent. [...] 
What they don't realise is that with that administrative malfunctioning they've stood in the way of our 
interactions with our own colleagues and we haven't been able to develop key projects for the profession. For 
example, for the time we've been working here [in Ecuador], we should have statutes, an association, dance 
spaces, have greater collaboration between artists, but we're very separated due to those experiences.  

(Rosa Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's translation) 
 

Artists also noted experiences of fracture due to the competition generated by the Fondos113. In 

this way, funding that is experienced - whether through its distribution, administration, or 

																																																								
113 For example, one artist signalled the role of the funds in the breaking up of the FDI: Do you know what? [The 
introduction of the Fondos Concursables] was terrible [laughs]! It was because of that too that the FDI broke up, because when the funding 
started Irina, Josie and I applied with [the festival] No Más Luna en el Agua and we won everything. And the other compañeros in the 
FDI didn't, so that was a rupture for example. We won $45,000 more or less to do No Más Luna en el Agua - just imagine! (Carolina 
Váscones, personal interview, 14 July 2014, author's translation).  
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(dis)continuity - as precarious, impermanent and shifting114, is also considered to produce similar 

characteristics in artistic relations that in turn shape dance's production.   

 

The emergence of the Fondos Concursables is thus associated simultaneously by a certain rigidity 

(in criteria) and precarity (in the relations they produce). Recent scholarly discussions of precarity 

(related to European contemporary dance worlds) have noted the emergence of 'projects' - what 

Lorey (in Puar 2012: 164) argues constitute 'short-term, insecure, and low-wage jobs' - as part of a 

wider process of precaritisation marking contemporary dance labour in the neoliberal era (see 

Njaradi 2014). These discussions relate to a shift in modes of production in which the dissolution 

of fixed companies has seen stable, salaried structures replaced with 'temporary local coalitions, 

individuals handling their own artistic careers in an autonomous way, gathering around a defined 

project' (Poulliaude 2007: 131)115. In the case of the Fondos Concursables in Quito, however, it is 

independent structures of collective collaboration and production that are seen as affected by the 

precarity of these project-based funds. For Expósito (2009: 143), such institutional project-based 

funding can constitute 'a system of flexible exploitation' in which independent work is valued 

'exclusively at the moment that they materialize as objects or events that are profitable in 

economic, political and/or symbolic terms'. In relation to Ecuador, Tinajero (2011: 41, author's 

translation) is equally negative, arguing that 'Far from constituting an agent of stimulation of 

cultural work, the state has assumed the role of rector [a guiding/directing power] of culture, its 

institutions and expressions'; a role it occupies, he suggests, alongside discourses that extoll 

individual autonomy.  

 

Various alternative relations between the state and contemporary dance institutionalization were 

discussed during fieldwork conversations. Artists cited examples from other nations, such as the 

salas concertadas in Colombia116, which help to promote independent artistic activity without relying 

on blanket state institutionalisation. For others, a key factor is a better linking of institutional 

dance in Quito to structures of support for other groups:  

 

If there is a budget for a dance company, that doesn't mean to say that that diminishes the budget for others. 
Rather, the company's budget allows it to integrate itself with other activities [to the benefit of those wider 
groups]. [...] That's how I understand public politics for dance. Not ideas like "As I've already given, I'm  
 
 

																																																								
114 The funding available through the Fondos Concursables in the period 2009-2014 ranged from a high of 2.53 million 
in 2010 to a low of 0.24 million in 2011. The Fondos de Festivales has been steadily reduced since 2009 from 1.76 
million to 0.87 million in 2012. (Proaño 2012 and Ministerio de Cultura 2014).   
115 There are debates over the extent to which such changes (precaritisation) also reflect artists' own desires for 
flexibility and mobility in their work: 'the regime of intermittence is not a compensation for an ideal salary-earning 
situation that everyone should strive to reach; rather it simply accompanies, at a social level and in an absolutely essential 
way, a liberation fully assumed by the actors' (Pouillaude 2007: 131) (see also Expósito 2009).  
116 The salas concertadas scheme, along with the Pontos da Cultura (Bridges of Culture) in Brazil, were also cited as 
important examples to follow in arts funding in an official evaluation of the performing arts sector in Ecuador as 
initiatives whereby independent spaces 'receive annual economic support from the state in return for concrete 
commitments to training, dissemination, maintenance and the growing of new audiences' (Proaño 2012:33, author's 
translation). Artists also cited state initiatives to encourage partnerships with local businesses.  
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not going to give any more", no! Rather - "How am I going to ensure that all those processes develop over 
time? And with all the liberty to create and do what one wants?"  

(María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation)  
 

Connecting independent dance with institutions has been an important part of sustainable 

development dance funding programmes elsewhere (e.g. Tanzplan Deutschland, see Furlan 2013); 

in Quito, however, many artists suggest that such interaction is insufficient and sporadic117. 

Rather, connections primarily come from the economic logics that keep dancers moving between 

the two sectors: There comes a time when the way out is to work in the Compañía because you have your wage, 

it's a security. It's not the best of the best, but you have an economic stability that will allow you to do your own 

things. (Alejandra Delgado, personal interview, 13 December 2013, author's translation). Economic logics 

thus can commit artists to a 'double work' (Reyes in Mora 2008, author's translation) that also has 

particular implications for the pressures both on dancer's bodies and on creative processes (see 

also Njaradi 2014). Such pressures are also present given how artists in Quito, as elsewhere, are 

obligated to diversify to cope with economic precarity118.  

 

In summary, then, the management and direction of funding has a significant role to play in the 

construction (or hindrance) of productive and sustainable relationships between the independent 

and institutional dance sectors in Quito. The state, in increasing its power through 

institutionalisation and its programmes of funding, has in recent years become a significant force 

in independent dance production. Many, however, hold reservations about its apparent attempts 

to shape performance to political ends. While some argue that the Fondos Concursables 

constitute a marked improvement in state support for culture, others consider that their 

structuring, and the environment into which the funds are directed, should be approached more 

profoundly in order to enable funding to support sustained artistic process and development119. 

The shape this should take as part of the institutional geographies of dance in Quito - including 

the precise role of the Ministerio de Cultura, the national dance companies, and 'autonomous' 

state-funded institutions such as the Casa de la Cultura120 - continues to be debated.  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
117 One example of such interaction is the CNDE's organisation of occasional subsidised dance courses with cast 
members or company choreographers. However, regular collaboration in matters of resources remains minimal (see also 
Proaño 2012).  
118In the end all of us do other things to survive in order to be able to do this, so production is always traversed by all the other tasks and 
occupations people have. (Denise Neira, personal interview, 21 June 2013, author's translation). This is a dynamic symptomatic of 
the contemporary dance field more generally (see, for example, Kopač and Kraigher 2014). 	
119 Indeed, an official assessment of the contemporary dance scene noted the reformulation of the criteria of the Fondos 
Concursables as an action that would strengthen the performing arts sector (see Proaño 2012:27) 
120  The Casa de la Cultura (CCE) is a state-funded organisation but is autonomous in its administration and 
management. Recent years have brought proposals of its absorption into the Ministry of Culture as part of ongoing 
debates around the Ley de Cultura and processes of state institutionalisation (see Molina 2013; Pérez Torres 2013; El 
Universo 2013; Tinajero 2016).   
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Spaces 
 

Funding is, of course, not the only issue shaping the institutional geographies of contemporary 

dance production in Quito. Space is also critical. It is significant not only in terms of the physical 

spaces in which dance is created, rehearsed and performed, but also in terms of the processes of 

training, investigation, dialogue and exchange that these spaces facilitate. Space also becomes a 

question of visibility, legitimacy and recognition, considered as having important implications for 

the development and sustainability of practice (Hadjievska and Zaloznik 2015). In a context where 

there are few adequate designated dance spaces121, space is also an issue of power. These dynamics 

involve various actors - the state, national companies, public cultural institutions, independent 

artists, foreign organisations. I here focus on the ways the management and use of dance-space is 

experienced and negotiated by independent artists in Quito. The issue of dance-space is, as we 

have seen for funding, marked by both stark contrasts between the independent and the 

institutional, and relations that blur and complicate these in practice. I here look at these relations 

through two lines of focus: spaces of work, where exploration, experimentation, rehearsal, 

creation, takes place; and spaces of performance, where dance comes into contact with its 

audiences. In Quito these are at times one and the same, spaces oscillating between various 

functions. They each, however, involve distinct logics and politics in their use and so are dealt 

with separately here.  

 

Work spaces: concrete, wood, carpet and grass 
 

We don't have anywhere to work. And we're really tired too of working in spaces where there isn't even a 
bathroom. For example, it's really difficult to work in a forest. Maintaining a group and doing group 
choreographies in those conditions is very difficult. [...] I know that we have to improve a lot of things and 
I'm optimistic that we can do it, you know? But we need a space. If we don't have a space we're never going 
to be able to. It's very difficult to work in conditions that are practically non-existent. 

 (Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation,  
emphasis interviewee's own)  

 

Work-space is an ongoing point of contention for independent dance artists. During fieldwork 

artists talked to me of creating and rehearsing in parks, in living rooms, in the corridor of an aunt's 

house, experiences that also mirrored my own during my involvement with contemporary dance 

practice in the city. Issues of space in this way have significant implications for continuity in 

artistic process, often affecting the extent to which artists are able to develop their work. It can 

also complicate the consolidation of dance collectives and the creation of group works, questions 

of restricted or ad hoc space meaning that it is often simpler to work alone. As discussed above, 

while government funding has become available in recent years for some independent projects, 

																																																								
121 A report on the performing arts sector in Ecuador states: 'The physical space and equipment found in the majority of 
state institutions does not respond to the necessities of performing arts practice, which puts the quality of artistic 
production at risk.' (Proaño 2012: 16, author's translation).  
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these programmes do not extend to the provision of dance space. According to some artists such 

funding can, however, affect informal systems for the lending and borrowing of work-space, 

which in the past played an important part in facilitating independent production:   

 

Now that all that [state support] exists, people don't give [support] anymore. They say 'ask for money from 
the Ministry [of Culture] so that they pay for a space'. But the state doesn't participate [in that way] and 
neither is the Ministry interested in alternative [dance] proposals, it's not interested. [...] There are very 
distinct worlds, those that have spaces and those that don't. That division still exists. And those that have 
spaces want to be in control.  

(Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation)  
 

In this contrast, the lending and hiring of space becomes an important tension. The national 

dance companies both have large headquarters towards the centre-north of the capital, with 

studios that can be used for rehearsal and converted for performance. While there have been 

certain attempts from these institutions to open up their spaces to independent production (for 

rehearsals, classes, performances), many note that, in practice, these largely remain reliant on 

personal relations. This also goes for independent institutions with established spaces: 'if you don't 

belong to a specific institution, like the Ballet Ecuatoriano de Cámara [BNE] or the Frente de 

Danza [FDI], you can't access their spaces that allow the creation, rehearsal and production of 

new independent dance works.' (Mora 2013b, author's translation). Artists often talk about the 

need to get themselves known to those with spaces. While there is undoubtedly a certain absence 

of dedicated dance spaces outside the institutional sector, then, the major issue is one of access; an 

issue that plays out through the blurred intersections of independent-institutional relations.  

 

Some independent artists have formed relationships with state institutions that have enabled them 

to negotiate their need for dance space. Two of Ecuador's leading figures in independent 

contemporary dance, for example, currently occupy institutional spaces - Kléver Viera in the 

Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE), and Wilson Pico in the Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana 

(CCE). The CCE, an institution that is state-funded but (as of April 2016) autonomous in its 

artistic and administrative management, has become the home of various independent arts groups, 

which occupy a number of its spaces122. Amongst these is the Sala de Artes Escénicas Mariana de 

Jesús. Taken over by the independent collective the Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI) in an 

abandoned state in the 1990s, the small windowless space, sitting in a second floor corner of the 

concrete maze that is the Casa de la Cultura, has, through the efforts of the independent dancers 

that have inhabited it, been built into a theatre of substantial trajectory. Its ninety seats, rickety and 

upholstered with red velvet, were salvaged from a theatre knocked down in Quito's historic 

centre; its lights each have to be positioned by hand; its curtain often snags. Its floor, of large 

																																																								
122 The CCE's own relationship with the state is a complex one and has been under debate (threatened with absorption 
into the Ministerio de Cultura) in recent years - it is a publicly funded institution that has always maintained a nationalist 
discourse (CCE: Sembrando la buena semilla de la patria/Planting the good seed of the homeland) (see Tinajero 2011), but 
identifies as autonomous in terms of its administration and management. It was occupied by numerous groups from the 
1990s, who took ownership of the spaces and are generally autonomous in their activities within it.	
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Figure 5.1: (top) The Frente de Danza Independiente in the Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana. Photograph 
author's own; (centre) Rehearsals at the Sala de Artes Escénicas Mariana de Jesús. Photograph by Anna 
Odelik; (bottom) The Taller Permanente de Experimentación Escénica rehearses a work at the Ballet 

Nacional del Ecuador. Photograph courtesy of Taller Permanente. 
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sprung wooden boards painted black like its walls and ceiling, sags slightly with your weight at 

various points along its shining expanse. This single room doubles as both studio and stage. In 

addition there are a couple of offices, a small light box, changing rooms. Used as a rehearsal, 

teaching and performance space since its opening in 1998, it is now the home of the 

contemporary dance school Escuela Futuro Sí, directed by Wilson Pico. The Sala Mariana de Jesús 

is lent out to some collectives, for rehearsals and festivals, often to known contacts or past 

students. The Frente de Danza has also, since the early 2000s, occupied dedicated dance spaces on 

the fourth floor of the CCE, where their Escuela Exploradores de la Danza now resides. For his 

part, Kléver Viera runs his Taller Permanente de Experimentación Escénica, involving classes, 

choreographic workshops and rehearsals for performance, from within the spaces of the Ballet 

Nacional. Established in the late 1990s, it is a tall building whose corridors and stairs open onto 

studio after studio across several stories, each with a mirrored expanse on one wall, dark vinyl 

floors, and barres fixed around its edges. Kléver's presence there also gives a certain access to the 

spaces for some independent dancers that participate in his workshops.  

 

The relationships that have arisen between the independent and the institutional sectors around 

the use of dance spaces involve a certain level of ambiguity. In the case of the Escuela 

Exploradores and Escuela Futuro Sí, the CCE pays the main utility bills (electricity and water) for 

the spaces, and the independent organisation is responsible for everything else including the 

space's maintenance. Meanwhile the CCE claims the groups as part of their cultural production in 

its publicity. Space can be one of the main costs for an independent artist in hiring rooms to give 

classes, to rehearse, to perform, and as such these arrangements have been an important way to 

facilitate independent production. In such relations, however, space also becomes a point of 

contention through which some artists question the independence of certain artists or groups:  

 

I always thought that 'independent' meant not working with the state. But afterwards I realised that that's 
not it. I mean, the Frente [FDI] isn't independent, because they have that whole infrastructure that's from 
the state. In the Frente you don't pay the electricity, you don't pay the water, you don't pay for the spaces, 
you only pay the telephone bill. And you have students and you charge them. So afterwards I 
realised...because you become part of the system too. I realised that when I left the Frente. I said: Now I 
really am independent. Because I'm just here. If I want to rehearse I have to pay to rehearse, if I want to 
give a class I have to pay to give that class, if I want to perform I have to pay to perform. So I realised that 
being truly independent is to be outside the system, which has positive and negative things to it, you know, 
because you don't have space anymore, you don't have anything, but you have freedom. 

 (Carolina Váscones, personal interview, 14 July 2014, author's translation) 
 

The question of work-space is thus understood as an integral part of an 'independent' mode of 

production and identification, generating a notion of 'difference' that becomes an issue when 

working within, or becoming characterised as, an 'institutional' space (see Argyropoulou and 

Vourloumis 2015)123. In Quito this becomes an issue particularly seen through the lens of artistic 

																																																								
123 This perhaps articulates a tension, also evident in issues of funding, between the desire to practice and identify as 
'independent' and to engage with state structures that might facilitate a constancy and continuity in that practice.  
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generations, space frequently seen as a question of power and point of generational tension. 

Debates over space and its use thus emerge in dialogue with wider distinctions made between 

artistic generations in the city that position the older generation as characterised by consolidation 

and collectivity and younger generations as fragmented and dispersed (see Chapter 4). 

Generational distinctions are, in this way, seen as made tangible through the issue of dance space.   

 

Beyond the national companies and the Casa de la Cultura, other newer institutions have also 

become important for independent artists in the formation of strategic alliances in recent years. 

One of these is the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo (CAC). Sitting on a hill in a residential area of 

Quito's old town, the imposing white building of stone floors and pillared courtyards was once a 

military hospital and, later, occupied by numerous families, before being restored by the municipal 

government's Fondo de Salvamento del Patrimonio Historico (FONSAL, now the Instituto 

Metropolitano de Patrimonio). It was opened as the city's foremost official centre for 

contemporary art in 2008, and since 2011 has been managed and directed under the municipally 

funded body Fundación Museos de la Ciudad. While the CAC's rooms are gallery spaces dedicated 

exclusively to the visual arts, the stone courtyards, polished wood corridors and open hallways 

have become an important space for independent contemporary dance. Much of this has been 

through the work of the independent collective Movimiento Centrifuga (formed 2011), which has  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.2: The front entrance to the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo in a residential barrio of Quito's old 
town. Photograph author's own. 
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in recent years built an alliance with the CAC. Beginning in 2012 as part of their project 'Quito 

Concreto: formación-creación-difusión', the collective have used the building's distinctive 

infrastructure of brick, stone, glass, iron and wood as a base for their creative work that explores 

the relations between body, movement and environment124. The space is home to the group's own 

explorations, rehearsals and performances, but also to open classes that explore such themes in 

the work of member Fausto Espinosa, whose contemporary dance classes build movement in 

sensory response to the building's floors, courtyards and archways, and that of member Sofía 

Barriga, whose weekly Contact Improvisation classes and jams occupy the CAC's corridors or 

galleries after closing hours.  

 

Through the collective, the CAC's spaces have also been opened to other artists working in Quito 

- the CNDE choreographer Jorge Alcolea, for example, has given courses for intermediate and 

advanced dancers at the centre, independent artist Josie Cáceres, among numerous others - and 

visiting artists through workshops or residencies. The centre has also been important for 

generating networks between distinct fields of practice, for example through independent events 

such as 'El Fuego del Juego' (The Fire of the Game) managed by dance artist Cecilia Andrade, 

which aims to form a space of interdisciplinary exploration and experimentation through closed 

jam sessions at the CAC125. While strategic alliance with such spaces produces particular relations 

between artists, then, they also produce particular relations between dance and the wider public. 

In my own experience of participating in classes with Fausto Espinosa in the CAC's open 

courtyards or entrance hall, for example, dance in these spaces would often prompt spontaneous 

passing encounter, people stopping to watch on their way to the galleries or exhibitions or on 

occasion joining the class126. Spaces and their dynamics also feed into the visceral and creative 

dimensions of dance practice itself. Dance artist and Movimiento Centrífuga member Fausto 

Espinosa, on producing his work Entre líneas de acero y mármol comments: The primary material of that 

work was constructed in me with all the experience of the classes in non-conventional spaces. The foundation came 

from those classes - not just the concrete tools, but the personal foundation was constructed there. [It] is an intuitive 

composition and that sense of intuition was something that developed in the spaces of the CAC giving classes. 

(Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, author's translation). In the platform it offers, the 

processes it enables and the relations it produces, then, the CAC became, through independent- 

																																																								
124 The sustaining of the relationship has also been facilitated by a group connection with the CAC - at the time of 
fieldwork, Movimiento Centrífuga member Sofía Barriga worked at the CAC as coordinator of the municipal project 
Quito Cultura Viva: arte en los barrios, which promoted and managed community performing arts programmes in 
neighbourhoods across Quito and its peripheries.   
125 The CAC has also become a significant independent performance venue. The programme Miercoles de Artes Escenicas 
en el CAC (Performing Arts Wednesdays at the CAC) in August 2013, for example, generated performances and 
residencies involving artists from Quito, Brazil, Portugal, the United States, and Mexico. Works such as Esteban 
Donoso and Fabian Barba's 'Slug's Garden' (2013) explored participatory work, and a series of performances of 'Las 
Horas Florecen', a work by the French choreographer Herve Koubi, directed and reproduced in Quito in 2013 by 
Ecuadorian David Guasgua, also gave space to different bodies and extended its reach into the local area through 
performance in surrounding streets. 
126 During fieldwork numerous dance classes accessible to the local community took place in these open spaces in the 
CAC, including contemporary dance and break dance. This reflects its position too as a centre for the management of 
city-wide municipal community arts programmes, such as the (now decommissioned) Culturas Vivas.  
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Figure 5.3: (left) A session of the interdisciplinary jam El Fuego del Juego in the CAC's inner brick 
courtyard. Photograph author's own; (right) Dancing on steps and stone in one  

of the CAC's many patio spaces. Photograph Carlos Serrano, courtesy of Sofía Barriga. 
 

 

institutional alliance, a significant emergent space for the practice of both community and 

professional dance in Quito. It also became a centre for dialogue and exchange within and 

between dance and other arts practices.  

 

This place, the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo, it was an abandoned place, FONSAL renovated it, and 
today it's full of artists. [...] I think if one day they take this away from us, all of us artists are going to 
scream [laughs]! I hope that after this everything grows and develops because a great door has been opened, 
but it's still short-term and people don't talk about processes nor education. 

(Sofía Barriga, personal interview, 13 June 2013, author's translation)  
 

With dance inhabiting the hallways, courtyards and galleries of the CAC, fitting in around arts 

exhibitions, receptions, and conference events, the situation at the time of fieldwork remained 

provisional, access to the building's spaces offering particular creative possibilities but also a 

certain instability and precariousness that continued to shape dance's production. Movimiento 

Centrífuga's relationship with the CAC was characterised, necessarily, by both transience and 

fixity. This was particularly evident through questions of space, which involved constant 

adjustment and flexibility on one hand in fitting around events and shifting spaces (sometimes not 

knowing until arriving where, and on what surfaces, the class would take place), and a certain 

permanence on the other - for example, Fausto, when organising rehearsals with cast members, 

emphasised the importance of maintaining his class schedule in order to maintain a presence 

within the institution (and thus access to its spaces) (fieldnotes from conversation, 18 April 

2013). This sense of building a certain permanence within transience is considered key to 
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building a base of students, developing possibilities of training, and building the future vibrancy of 

the scene127; processes in which spaces, by facilitating that 'permanence', have an important role to 

play.  

 

In turn, these spatial relations of independent-institutional alliance are transformative (Expósito 

2009: 151). In their relation with the CAC, characterised at once by flexibility/adaptability and 

persistence/permanence, independent artists played an important part in transforming its spaces 

and encouraging particular modes of artistic production, and valorisation, from within it, while 

also continuing to practice, teach, and rehearse elsewhere. Their negotiated presence in the CAC's 

spaces, then, engaged with the CAC as an institution without making it the central or unique 

objective, their activities in its spaces producing particular kinds of relations and networks that 

extended beyond the institution itself (see Expósito 2009). Through the question of work-space 

then, dance and institution here became mutually constitutive, shaping and being shaped by each 

other128.  

 

Spaces of performance 

 
Existing alongside, and at times intersecting with dance work-spaces, are spaces of performance. 

While, importantly, not all contemporary dance in the city is produced to be seen, a large 

proportion is created for an audience and it is these spaces that facilitate the communication and 

dialogue with audiences that, many artists would argue, completes the works. The ad hoc nature of 

many independent work-spaces continues into contemporary dance's spaces of performance, 

which not infrequently take place in public spaces such as parks and plazas, basketball courts, car 

parks, bus stations. There is an important tradition of this kind of street performance in Ecuador, 

which has partly grown out of the necessity of independent artists to seek out performance 

spaces, and audiences, beyond the restrictive and frequently inaccessible theatre spaces of the city. 

Such modes of performance are also considered to form part of contemporary dance's artistic 

identity in Quito and Ecuador more widely. In the work of certain new collectives the use of 

																																																								
127 Many artists cite the building of a certain fixity and permanence as key to building awareness and engagement with 
contemporary dance in Quito. During fieldwork, for example, the Contact Improvisation sessions I attended varied 
from one to twenty participants, artist Sofía Barriga emphasising the importance of being there week after week for 
whoever came. This variation in attendance applies to many of the classes I participated in during fieldwork. 
128 An epilogue to the story of this relationship is, unfortunately, an example of the precarity of dance-space in Quito. In 
April 2015, on a short trip to Quito, I returned to the CAC to find the gallery space (Pabellón 1) where we had often 
danced notably transformed. A sprung rubber floor had been installed across a section of the gallery, its edges taped to 
the hard concrete; chairs stood in a small adjoining space as a changing room, a noticeboard with information about 
new classes on the wall; lights for performance had been hung from a metal frame attached to the gallery ceiling. A 
paper notice on the door announced its designation as the Sala de Artes Vivas (Performing Arts Space). Through formal 
agreement with the CAC, the space had been established as a space of auto-gestión (independent management, with no 
financial support) to be used by artists for a voluntary contribution, and one permanently open to the public to view its 
activities. Shortly after I left, however, the municipal body governing the CAC, the Fundación Museos de la Ciudad, 
announced the withdrawal of the spaces from the collective and their opening to a competitive call for proposals. With 
the body also confirming that no financial support would be provided and that the body could reclaim the spaces at any 
point, the alliance broke down and, after a three years of intense activity and the emergence of the CAC as an important 
centre for independent dance in the city, the collective's presence, and with it contemporary dance, in the CAC came to 
an end (Movimiento Centrífuga 2015).  
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public spaces has also become part of an artistic agenda of interaction with the urban 

environment. Indeed, today certain independent funding programmes, such as Arte en el Trole, 

specifically seek to take contemporary dance (and other arts) into public spaces; in this case, into 

the stations and platforms of Quito's public bus system. However, this can also travel into the 

logic of commissions, including those of the municipal government and the Ministry of Culture, 

sometimes belying a particular attitude to contemporary dance that sees dancers being expected to 

perform in any available space without the necessary facilities. Space, then, is a manifestation of 

particular ways of positioning dance practice. This is not confined to independent artists: in the 

work of the national companies it has also become part of government strategies to reach new 

audiences. The national companies commonly perform in school gymnasiums, open coliseos, public 

plazas and other non-dedicated dance spaces as part of their national tours; spaces with minimal 

staging and on pavement or concrete where dancers have to learn to protect their knees and 

joints.  

 

Alongside these public spaces, there are various institutions that have become active in providing 

space for contemporary dance performance. I have already mentioned spaces in the Centro de 

Arte Contemporáneo. In the independent sector, foreign foundations and organisations such as 

the Casa Humboldt, Alianza Francesa, and Conservatorio Franz Liszt have also been important in 

providing performance space, as have certain municipal museums. There are also a variety of 

independent spaces that have been open to alternative performance, many of which are non-

dedicated dance spaces. These include the arts gallery No Lugar, the cinema Ocho y Medio, the 

Casa de la Danza, numerous clubs and bars, and the few small independent theatres in the city 

such as Malayerba, La Butaca, and the aforementioned Sala Mariana de Jesús. These spaces are 

independent, often under-funded, and dedicated to supporting independent contemporary 

production. However, depending on the arrangement, such spaces are often hired rather than lent 

for performance, and artists have to factor this into their production costs. Cost and accessibility 

also means that seasons of performance are often restricted to between one and three nights129. 

Like for work-spaces, securing a space for performance often relies on personal connection, an 

artist saying of one space: If there's no relation you don't get in there and that's it. (Tamia Guayasamin, 

personal interview, 9 September 2013, author's translation). 

 

Beyond these small performance spaces, there are the large established theatres in Quito, which 

for contemporary dance are principally the Teatro Nacional of the Casa de la Cultura in the 

central north of the city, and sister theatres the Teatro Nacional Sucre and Teatro Variedades  

 
 

 

																																																								
129 An official assessment of the performing arts sector notes the excessively high costs of renting both public and 
private venues (Proaño 2012). Issues of accessibility also affect the national companies, who rarely perform a work more 
than twice in any single period in the same venue.  



	 116	

 
 

  
 

Figure 5.4: (top) The facade and inner stalls of the Teatro Variedades in Quito's historic centre. Source:  
Teatro Sucre; (bottom) Across the plaza, the inner auditorium and grand outer facade of the Teatro 

Nacional Sucre. Source: El Comercio and Creative Commons. 
 

 

Ernesto Albán in the historic centre 130 . These theatres, particularly the Teatro Sucre, are 

considered to follow a particular aesthetic line with the performances they host; a dynamic 

considered to make accessibility particularly difficult for independent artists and position them, 

alongside others with performance space in the city, as actors with a certain power in dance 

production.  

 

I feel that the values of those in power [in the matter of dance performance space] still haven't...haven't 
moved at all. Not at all. Nor in the theatres. The theatres still seek that type of representation. A 
representation more bound to the stage, to performance, to the virtuosic, to that line of work, you know? 
Any other productions that belong to more informal worlds are questioned. [...] In the Fundación Teatro 
Sucre there's a very tenacious power. There's a question of outlook. It's also that. No, we independents, 
we're just not given a place there. A place [for us] just doesn't exist there. I'm not going to fight anymore for 
them to give me a space. I simply don't go there and that's it.  

(Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation)131   

																																																								
130 The Teatro Nacional Sucre and Teatro Variedades, along with a third theatre Teatro México (used but to a lesser 
extent for contemporary dance performance), belong to the Fundación Teatro Nacional Sucre, a public institution that 
forms part of the municipal government of the Distrito Metropolitano de Quito (DMQ) (Quito Cultura 2015).  
131 While access to dedicated performance space is difficult for independent artists, for the national companies it is also 
at times not straightforward. As one member of staff at the CNDE told me: As an institution we don't have a suitable place to 
do a season of presentations either. We just don't have that. It's difficult to access the Teatro Sucre. They only give you [the space] if you have 
a premiere of a work. The Casa de la Cultura is easier, it's more accessible. However, it's still difficult. In other parts of the world they do 
seasons [of performances] but here we perform one day, two days exaggerating, in the CCE theatre. So we're aware of those limitations of the 
dance sector, and the arts sector in general. (Carmen Urquizo, personal interview, 28 March 2014, author's translation).   
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This restricted access to theatre spaces makes other performance platforms particularly important 

for independent artists. Festivals such as Mínimas Residencias, Quito Concreto, De Mi También, 

Alas de la Danza, No Más Luna en el Agua and Mujeres en la Danza, as well as collaborative 

performance events such as Diálogos Dos, are irregular or one-off events that have taken place in 

non-conventional spaces (domestic spaces, public spaces) or independent theatres in Quito132. 

These also often become important spaces of dialogue, reflection and exchange. Spaces regularly 

pop up in the city, in response to the need for space, becoming points of encounter for alternative 

arts production. At times these have explicitly political objectives, as in Pacha Queer, an ad hoc 

alternative theatre space focused particularly on queer performance established in a residential 

house in Quito and founded by Eduardo Fajardo: The spaces are all institutional, he says, 

and come with certain expectations, to do something pretty that the public like. I'm not 

interested in whether people like it or not - he tells me - here, if they don't like it, they 

can leave. (fieldnotes from conversation with Eduardo Fajardo, Pacha Queer, 2 May 

2013). Dance emerges through the particular characteristics of these spaces, evident here in a 

rehearsal of the independent group Colectivo Zeta at Pacha Queer: 

 

Eduardo has put some small theatre lights around the living room, some hanging 
from the ceiling, others stood on the wooden floor. He said he’d talked to Xavier 
[Delgado, director] about changing them but that he'd wanted them as they were, 
so that it still looked like a house. During the rehearsal as Eduardo and I cleared 
the rooms, they discussed other back-spaces that could be used for performance - 
a small box room, a long corridor. I join the group's warm up, aware of the 
extension of my limbs in the low-ceilinged space that quickly feels crowded with a 
few moving bodies. Later I sit in the dark by the tech-table, loaded with sound and 
lighting controls, watching Carlos deliver his monologue in towering heels, his 
bare torso picked out in the light, while a friend unpacks her shopping in the 
kitchen beyond.    

 (fieldnotes from a rehearsal of Nacimiento de Lilith: Día 1, conceived and 
performed by Carlos López of Colectivo Zeta, Pacha Queer, 2 May 2013) 

 

Such spaces are often transitory, seeing peaks and troughs in their activity as performance venues. 

Old ones fade, new ones emerge, artists constantly moving between these spaces and/or 

themselves generating them as nodes of performance on the Quito scene. These dynamics of 

performance frequently involve non-conventional spaces, both as a matter of necessity and of 

creative exploration, and acts to shape dance's practice in particular ways. 

 

In summary, then, space and the opportunities for process, exploration, dialogue, and encounter it 

offers, is a key issue for dance production. In Quito there are calls for the democratisation and 

systematisation of access to existing spaces, many of which stand unused or in disrepair, as well as  

																																																								
132 Institutional festivals such as the CNDE's Vivamos la Danza, organised by cast member Christian Masabanda, also 
present a performance platform, within the installations of the company, for emerging independent work. The festival, 
whose first edition was in 2014, has grown to a week-long event involving performance, classes with national and 
international artists, and forums for discussion. These instances of opening institutional spaces to independent dance 
are, however, generally limited to special events.  
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Figure 5.5: Performances in the festival Mínimas Residencias in 2012, organised by Gatos en la Barriga, 
where artists developed work over several days' residence in different domestic and small-scale alternative 

spaces in residential areas of the city. (Left) Ernesto Ortíz in his work Tres Veces No; (Right) Sofía Calderon 
and Viviana Sánchez of Gatos en la Barriga in Ocupaciones Intrascendentes. Source: Mora 2015.  

 

 

for increased access to national company installations133. The question of access to performance 

space also comes to be about the visibility of particular kinds of dance, which, with state focus 

seen to fall primarily on institutional production, is considered to build and promote certain 

imaginaries of dance practice on the city's stages. However, these issues are negotiated through 

particular ways of working that seek to open up dance-space in Quito. Through particular kinds of 

institutional alliance, and the creation and use of ad hoc and informal spaces, artists 'move in and 

out of institutions' (Expósito 2009: 142-3) in relations that often see both institutions and artistic 

work (and, at times, identities134) transformed in the process.  

 

Audiences  

 
Audiences are another significant factor in the institutional geographies of dance. Audiences 

matter as both witnesses to and, increasingly, participants in dance performance, forming an 

important part of the dialogue through which work emerges. In Quito, the question of audiences 

is an enduring issue for contemporary dance and has particular dynamics across the institutional 

																																																								
133 Another issue in the apparent absence of space in Quito is perhaps also to do with the absence of a dedicated 
contemporary dance institution (university or conservatoire), which can often act as key sources of work- and 
performance-space.  
134 In independent actors becoming considered 'part of' the institutional, or independent organisations (such as the FDI) 
becoming considered 'institutions' in their own right.  
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and independent sectors. Audiences at the events I attended during fieldwork varied widely - a 

classical ballet gala performance of the Ballet Nacional played to a full theatre, and for one over-

attended performance we were kept away with a police line, eventually bursting through the doors 

of the CCE's Teatro Nacional to crowd onto steps and balconies around the auditorium135 

(fieldnotes, 15 November 2012); other performances by the BNE or CNDE were less well-

attended, with rows of empty seats. In independent dance performances, audiences varied from 

full theatres to a handful of spectators, and were often made up of dance artists, students and 

supporters of the performers (a dynamic not exclusive to Quito, see Van Dyke 2010): The important 

issue is audience. We don't have one. [...] Lots of those who go are your friends who already know everything from 

memory! [...] People don't even go to the institutional performances, let alone to something more experimental. 

(Denise Neira, personal interview, 21 June 2013, author's translation). In this, there are, on one hand, 

challenges considered to be shared by both institutional and independent sectors - including the 

scarcity of dance criticism136, the popular familiarity with other dance forms, and conceptions of 

contemporary dance as elitist - and strategies shared across sectors to combat them, such as 

performance in public spaces137. On the other, however, there are also factors experienced as 

markedly distinct. Visibility, for example, varies greatly, performances of the national companies 

benefiting from large-scale publicity (including national press, television slots, and a large banner 

on the CCE's busy junction) and independent dance, with lower budgets and typically lesser-

known spaces, more frequently relying on fly-posting and informal online networks. Access to 

performance spaces is also considered a factor in the audiences that dance is able to attract138.  

 

Perhaps the foremost concern is one of accessibility, a factor that manifests itself in discussions 

both of price and of aesthetics. As a practice typically regarded in terms of its abstraction or 

ambiguity, contemporary dance and its 'meaning' is, in many places, often perceived as 

inaccessible and difficult to understand; a perception that can lead to concerns for 'letting 

audiences into the work' in the ways dance is produced and the aesthetics it articulates (Van Dyke 

2010:212-3). In Quito this is often considered a particular concern due to the relatively young 

history of arts dance139 in the country and audiences that are typically more familiar with particular 

																																																								
135 This was a collaborative performance between the Ballet Nacional and the popular música nacional group Grupo 
Quimera.  
136 Dance criticism, considered important for awareness of and engagement with dance performance, is limited to a 
handful of regular contributors and one prominent performing arts publication (El Apuntador, now only online) in 
Quito.  
137 Although the reason people don't go to the theatre is much more complex, including issues of social and class 
imaginaries around theatre dance. As evident from the 'spaces' section, performance in public spaces also involves other 
motivations, occurring at times (particularly in the independent sector) more as a creative exploration and/or due to lack 
of access to other spaces. It has, however, often also constituted a response to the issue of audience and is adopted by 
the national companies. BNE casts, for example, perform in public plazas to advertise theatre performances in an action 
known as propaganda viviente ('living propaganda') (Emilio Cuello, personal interview, 28 June 2013, author's translation).  
138 As one independent dancer expressed: [People] don't go to a small studio, they go to the Casa de la Cultura, to the [Teatro] 
Nacional. With that type of thing it's not fair that not everyone can access all the spaces. For example, Ecuadorian artists, we don't present 
in the [Teatro] Sucre, only the Compañía [CNDE] - for everyone else there's the [Teatro] Variedades. So that also creates other types of 
hierarchies. (Denise Neira, personal interview, 21 June 2013, author's translation). 
139 I here use 'arts dance' to refer to ballet, modern and contemporary dance.  
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approaches and aesthetics in arts dance performance. One artist tells me about overhearing 

audience comments while watching a performance of a 'more introspective work' (Ocupaciones  

 

Intrascendentes, 2012) of her independent collective Gatos en la Barriga: There were a lot of people 

who said that it wasn't dance. And they left. [...] People [in the audience] and even people from the dance field said 

'This is very conceptual for Quito'. And they could be right, you know? [...] We're accustomed to the work of the 

Ballet [Nacional] or the Compañía [CNDE], who have other focuses and other ways of telling things to ours. 

(Denise Neira, personal interview, 21 June 2013, author's translation). Concerns of accessibility in this way 

are considered to enter into a tension with the desires and imperatives of contemporary dance to 

be 'avant-garde', 'experimental', 'risk-taking'; namely, to challenge, as well as to engage with, its 

audience (see Pakes 2004). While both sectors in Quito negotiate this tension, their relations to 

audience and accompanying identities are frequently constructed in opposition. Although dance in 

Quito often shows great concern for communication with its audiences (and has been built on a 

strong tradition of narrative and theatre-influenced practice that does just that), some 

independents question the extent and/or shape of this relationship, citing a certain disinterest in 

audience due to the elitism of some work (Fausto Epinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, author's 

translation), and others suggesting that fears of audience reaction and 'preparedness' can inhibit 

risk-taking in creation (Christian Masabanda, 11 December 2013)140. Institutional dance on the other 

hand, guided by government policy, is more often seen as driven by questions of audience appeal. 

The tension between audience accessibility and extending dance creation beyond what is typically 

familiar or accepted141 comes to figure in questions about dance's relationship with society as a 

whole and is frequently debated as part of dance's futures in Quito. It is one in which dance's 

institutional geographies have a strong role to play, influencing in significant ways how 

contemporary dance is made visible, accessed and understood.  

 

Both institutional and independent sectors in Quito share concerns for reaching, engaging, and 

multiplying contemporary dance audiences in the city. While this forms an important part of the 

work of independent artists, I here focus primarily on how dance's relationship with its audiences 

is constructed through the state. In this relationship accessibility is the primary factor, which I 

explore in its articulation first as an economic, and then as a social, process (the latter through a 

focus on the CNDE programme 'Fortalecimiento de Nuevos Públicos para la Danza' 

(Strengthening of New Audiences for Dance)).  

 

 

																																																								
140 Artists did this while also recognising the audience as a key element in dance work. A certain perceived disregard for 
audience is seen both as positive, in pushing creative boundaries, and negative in contributing to the maintenance of a 
certain elitism in contemporary dance's practice. 
141 What might be accepted by audiences is a particular factor in Quito where certain aspects commonly used in 
contemporary dance performance (such as partial or total exposure of the naked body) are not typically seen and can 
cause reactions from audiences and, occasionally, participants. (Yansi Méndez, personal interview, 11 September 2013).     
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Institutional dance and the issue of free access 

 
Mercedes: The thing is how to compete with the BEC [BNE], their Cuban dancers with legs up to here 
[their waist] and they spin and dance for you in the Teatro Nacional for free. How are you going to compete 
with that in a tiny theatre in the [historic] centre that costs $8? He has to be your mate to go and see you.  
Karina: And him with a gun to his head!  

(Karina Cárdenas and Mercedes Balarezo, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation)  
 

Audience in Quito is experienced as an intertwining issue of space, aesthetics, and economics. The 

latter has, however, long been a particular point of contention in Quito's dance scene, with state 

sponsorship dictating exclusively free performances by the city's two national companies, the 

Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE) and the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE). 

Free of charge for over twenty-five years, and based mostly out of the over two thousand-seat 

capacity Teatro Nacional in the Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana (CCE), the administration of 

institutional dance has existed in this way as an expression of the state ideologies of popular 

accessibility to the arts that were key to the national companies from their beginnings (CNDE 

1976; Mariño 1994142) and to the founding of the Casa de la Cultura itself (see Handelsman 2007). 

With more recent government ideologies of Buen Vivir and a national constitution that places it as 

the responsibility of the state to ensure the mass dissemination of and public access to cultural 

productions (Ministerio de Cultura 2008, see art.380, points 3 and 7), these free performances 

have also in recent years expanded in their geographical scope and government targets for 

performance and audience. Such policies (which, as noted earlier, also apply to independent 

projects developed with state funding) are considered by many to create a problematic culture of 

free entry to dance performance, causing particular tensions with the independent sector where 

artists are obliged to charge in order to earn a living143. We had five [people attend our performance], 

because they had to pay [...] [Audiences] keep waiting for it to come for free or for it to come from other types of 

more institutionalised spaces. (Denise Neira, personal interview, 21 June 2013, author's translation). These 

issues are particularly felt in a sector where ticket sales are an important source of income and 

audience numbers have concrete implications for sponsorship or external funding.  

																																																								
142 While forming a central role in the contemporary work of both companies, these goals are not as explicit in the 
history of the BNE as in that of the CNDE. Mariño (1994:251), however, has suggested that, on becoming a public 
institution under local government (Consejo Provincial de Pichincha) in 1984 (four years after its initial creation), the 
BNE became engaged in policies that sought the dissemination of ballet in 'the least favoured barrios' and in working-
class sectors in Quito (author's translation).     
143 Performances by independent artists typically cost between five and ten dollars, a price well within the reach of a 
large number of Quiteñans, albeit those of a certain demographic. It is perhaps pertinent to note here also that the state 
approach of free access, based on a discourse of cultural rights, has also been evident in initiatives emanating from the 
Quito municipal government, such as the establishment of the Centros de Desarrollo Comunitario (CDCs) or 'Centres 
for Community Development'. Consisting of 43 centres distributed across the Distrito Metropolitano de Quito (DMQ) 
and its outer zones, the CDCs, which have been emerging since 2010, provide free classes in dance and many other 
activities for local people through the municipal programme Cultura Viva. Such approaches on the part of national and 
municipal governments have not been without their complications for independent artists in Quito, the provision of 
free arts education seen by some as a challenge to artists obligated to charge for their classes: They've simply done it without 
taking artists into account. That is: 'What will happen to artists if we do this? What effect is it going to have for artists, those that were there 
before we arrived, before this existed?' [...] On doing those centres, where there's a completely free education, which actually appears to be a 
strategy for votes, politics, [...] the question is: And what about the artists of the city? Because you are taking work away from artists that 
need to live from classes. [...] How do we resolve this? Something's missing. It's there, unresolved. (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 
September 2013, author's translation). 
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Many also recognise, however, that the issue goes beyond factors of ticket prices and performance 

spaces, into questions of identity, class, and the continuing dominance of certain imaginaries of 

dance performance. There is much talk of the need to build a wider contemporary dance 'culture' 

by promoting dance spectatorship as a social practice: Sometimes there's no audience even when it's free! 

So I think we're talking too about creating social habits in Ecuador and those habits of consuming dance [...] In 

Ecuador that still doesn't exist, you know? (María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's 

translation). In this way, accessibility is considered not just as a matter of dissemination but of 

education. Some artists thus dispute whether state policies of free entry actually result in an 

opening of access to contemporary dance: Access isn't guaranteed with free entry. Because access isn't just 

about distribution but also has to do with the possibilities to access the content [of the works], and the interpretation 

too. And as there's no training like that of audiences from the schools, the colleges, that access - however free it is, 

however 'mass' it's desired to be - is limited. (Valeria Andrade, personal interview, 5 July 2014, author's 

translation).  

 

The Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador and the Fortalecimiento project 
 

Issues of audience have formed a specific focus of state approaches to valorising, evaluating and 

managing contemporary dance in recent years and have been especially visible in one particular 

initiative. The 'Fortalecimiento de Nuevos Públicos para la Danza' (Strengthening New Audiences 

For Dance) project, funded by the Ministry of Culture and realised by the Compañía Nacional de 

Danza del Ecuador (CNDE), has been a key state programme for the promotion and 

development of audiences for contemporary dance in Ecuador in recent years. The dissemination 

of dance has formed the central objective of the CNDE since its foundation in 1976 and this 

annual programme, launched in 2010, has sought to widen the company's reach to new audiences 

within and outside the capital. This has involved free performances in schools, colleges and a 

variety of public spaces both within the capital and in the provinces, through which the company 

has sought to expand both the demographic and geographic scope of its performances. It makes 

for a relentless touring schedule144 through which, under government targets, the CNDE aim to 

increase their audience by between 10 and 15% each year (depending on budget and other factors) 

(Carmen Urquizo, personal interview, 28 March 2014). In this bid to widen accessibility, state policies 

have implications not only for the practical administration of dance performance but also for the 

'aesthetic fabric' of the company's work (Pakes 2004: 41; see also Kolb 2011).   

 

 
 
 
 

																																																								
144 In 2013, the Compañía realised 92 performances and reached audiences of an estimated 58,688 in 15 provinces of 
the country (CNDE 2014).   
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Figure 5.6: The Fortalecimiento project - (top) Publicity for a CNDE performance  

of El Carnaval de los Animales in the central Andean city of Riobamba;  
(bottom) A CNDE school performance of the work on their touring stage. Source: CNDE. 

 

 

As we're a state institution, we have to attach ourselves to a policy and to a vision of how we would like to 
reach more audiences, you know? So in order to be able to capture these different audiences and encourage 
them to fall in love with [contemporary] dance, audiences which perhaps have never seen a performance, we 
have found that it's important to have a repertoire that is at once very professional but also that can be for 
all the family.  

(María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation) 
 

In this, the CNDE seeks to encourage an idea of contemporary dance as 'a dance open to 

everyone and not only to those who understand and intellectuals [...] and for that reason we do a 

dance that isn't complex, that isn't difficult' (González 2014, author's translation). One company 

artist cited the use of multimedia and practices such as aerial dance (evident in works such as Una 

Puerta, Del Humo y del Espejo, and La Condición by Jorge Alcolea) as elements in the company's 
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production that make it attractive and novel for the country (Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 

December 2013, author's translation). Large-scale works also often make great use of the visual and the 

symbolic, and frequently show a concern for narrative and character (such as one of their most 

widely performed works during fieldwork, El Carnaval de los Animales) in ways that lend themselves 

to communication with wide, and particularly family, audiences145. These factors are particularly 

considered on the company's school and provincial tours, where the aesthetics of works selected 

are also guided by the ad hoc performance spaces that often limit staging possibilities - here dance 

that can capture attention through movement, and through character, is prioritised.  

 

While the initiative is primarily focused on dissemination through performance and audience 

evaluated in terms of numbers, the programme also seeks to approach accessibility as a process of 

audience education: We want to have an influence on the development of their awareness, in their consciousness 

of work in the arts (María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation). In this, 

attention turns from a focus simply on performance to one that includes practice and dialogue.  

 

In order to travel to places where people don't know contemporary dance, we do a 'pre-gira' ['pre-tour']. We 
get in touch with local groups - there are always local groups, generally of folkloric dance. We do preliminary 
work where we motivate and incentivise people, we talk about what contemporary dance is. [...] There's an 
awful lot to construct because people don't know what it's about.  

(Carmen Urquizo146, personal interview, 28 March 2014, author's translation)  
 
We also have a line of work specifically for colleges, schools - sort of didactic, you know? [...] We change the 
format - first we do an explanation for the children, we ask them if they've seen contemporary dance before, 
and after the performance we ask them how they found it, ask what they want to say, and sometimes we ask 
if they want to move, feel their body, if they want to participate through reflection but also through practice. 

(María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation)  
 

This focus on practice as well as performance is seen as key by many artists in the issue of 

building dance audiences. For some, however, this line of work within the programme doesn't go 

far enough, which they see as generally continuing, in practice, to rely on a logic of dissemination 

through performance147. [The project] seems to me to be something that isn't having an effect really, something 

political, short-term, but let's hope that it turns into something bigger. The issue is not to give art to everybody, but 

rather to train those people, to educate them. (Sofía Barriga, personal interview, 13 June 2013, author's 

translation).  

 

																																																								
145 By this I do not suggest that other, more 'abstract' forms of contemporary dance do not communicate with wide, 
young and/or family audiences, simply that some are perhaps considered to typically lend themselves to such 
communication more than others (see Van Dyke 2010). Jorge Alcolea, choreographer at the CNDE, has talked of the 
power of image in the company's work in relation to audience: Far beyond wanting to impress with that vertiginous, really 
dynamic dance, with lots of movement and things, it's great to see how people with very little are moved by an image, not by what you do. Of 
course, the two are connected, right? But it's approached with a certain delicacy, not wanting to tip the balance and say 'Right, now watch how 
I move and come and tell us how good we are', but rather [communicate] through images. (Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, 
author's translation).  
146 Directora de Talento Humano (Director of Human Talent) at the CNDE.  
147 The CNDE (2014) states that it undertook four 'Talleres de sensibilización del espectador' (Workshops of audience 
education), directed at students, in 2013 in three provinces of the country and with 175 beneficiaries.  



	 125	

In its concern for reaching and engaging with audiences in diverse parts of the country, the 

Fortalecimiento project has done significant work in raising awareness of contemporary dance and 

making efforts to transform its image from a practice associated exclusively with elite circles to 

one of popular accessibility148. It has, however, been characterised by some as widening audiences 

only for a particular kind of dance; one marked, some argue, by the political and economic 

objectives of government frameworks. Institutionalism means spectacle, means free entry, means distraction, 

that is, cultural industry, even though [the government] don't want to recognise that. (Genoveva Mora, personal 

interview, 19 June 2014, author's translation). Such concerns are taken as having implications for 

dance's 'contemporaneity' in ways that become part of distinctions between institutional dance 

(often described as 'modern' or, in the case of the BNE, 'neoclassical') and independent practice 

(which, in its willingness to challenge audiences, is often articulated as the sole domain of the 

'contemporary'): The Compañía... perhaps [does] a bit [of contemporary dance] but not much. So [the 

Fortalecimiento project] is the strengthening of audiences for that type of dance, right? But not for a dance that 

perhaps might be more investigative or propositive, which is contemporary dance. (Carolina Váscones, interview with 

author, 14 July 2014). In this and accompanying concerns around the 'banalisation' and 'emptying 

out' of dance performance, matters of audience are also understood as shaping dance's identity 

and future development. While it could be argued that such institutional performances might have 

a role in raising audience awareness and engagement, many independent artists feel that, by 

emphasising accessibility and aesthetic appeal in dance performance (in ways that also prioritise 

dance's consumption over production149), such an approach creates certain audience expectations 

that makes it increasingly difficult to attract audiences to independent productions not following 

similar logics. Institutional dynamics are thus experienced as affecting dance reception as well as 

its production (Pakes 2004: 40). We might also question what is meant by accessibility in these 

institutional approaches to contemporary dance; a practice whose performances have perhaps 

widened their scope but whose production - in its creators and performers - continues to be 

dominated by a (white-mestizo) transnational elite with few initiatives for change150.  

 

																																																								
148 While I have focused here on the Compañía, similar dynamics are also evident in the work of the Ballet Nacional, 
who have produced works focusing on young audiences (such as Rosa Amelia Poveda's Cuando cuentes cuentos cuenta 
cuantos cuentos cuentes 2013) and also incorporate elements such as música nacional, for example in their collaborations with 
popular music group Grupo Quimera, with whole audiences singing along during performances (fieldnotes, 
performance of BNE and Grupo Quimera at the Teatro Nacional, CCE, 15 November 2012).  
149 The government's attention to matters of consumption (related, some argue, to concerns with votes and the 
development of a culture industry) have been noted by some artists as particularly damaging, meaning inadequate 
attention and support to issues of production (Andrade 2013; Proaño 2012).    
150 McGuigan (2004: 40) notes the different ways 'access' can be understood in relation to cultural policy, whether 
simply in terms of a widened consumption of a particular art form or as popular control over the means of its 
production. These distinctions between access to performance and access to production are perhaps illustrated in the 
state's Fortalecimiento project on one hand and the aims of other projects, such as Proyecto Futuro Sí, on the other (see 
Chapter 4). Braden, in the context of UK Arts council policies of access and community arts in the 1970s, argued that 
dissemination was based on mistaken assumptions that saw lack of appreciation for particular art forms as an 
educational failure and thus a matter to be rectified through education, and mass-popular culture as inherently inferior 
to other art forms. 'It is not that these cultural forms are "above people's heads" but that it is a bourgeois culture and 
therefore only immediately meaningful to that group.' (Braden 1978: 153-4, in McGuigan 2004: 40-41). 
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For many artists in Quito, building audiences for contemporary dance in the city (and Ecuador 

more widely) is not just about increasing their numbers but also about developing critical 

approaches to dance performance. This involves an engagement beyond the logic of 

entertainment considered to dominate in institutional approaches to audience. It also involves 

ideas of the performance-audience relationship as being one of duty as well as pleasure - a 

relationship of active engagement taken to involve particular kinds of behaviour and participation 

(see D'Amelio 2008) that some artists, particularly in the case of institutional dance, suggest could 

be strengthened in Quito151. Concerns of attendance, then, are seen as also requiring those of 

engagement. The thing is how to form a critical spectator independently, who can be as critical of an institutional 

work as of an experimental work, and make it so that people have curiosity to go and see what's happening. How 

to create that incentive and desire to go [to dance performances] is anyone's guess. (Denise Neira, personal interview, 

21 June 2013, author's translation). Fleury (2014) has noted the role of institutions in creating spaces 

of dialogue that might produce audience as critical spectators.  

 

In summary, then, audiences are an important part of what feeds and facilitates contemporary 

dance production, whether in witnessing (and participating in) performance, shaping its practice 

and production, or often, both in demographic and number, serving to justify its funding. In this, 

artists actively negotiate the tensions between audience imaginaries of dance and their own 

concerns in practice; tensions that are also often mediated through the concerns of government 

policy. Such dynamics see audience become another part of the institutional geographies that 

shape and are shaped by dance practice in Quito152.  

 
Conclusions 
 

We have seen over the course of this chapter how contemporary dance's institutional geographies 

emerge in dialogue with its practice and performance in Quito; a relationship considered here 

through particular concerns of funding, spaces, and audiences. Through this exploration it has 

become evident how institutional forces (both in their action and inertia) are experienced, 

negotiated, and actively transformed by artists in the city. Institutionalisation here becomes 

understood as a process involving both state and independent actors, and one realised in multiple 

ways that variously act to accentuate and complicate distinctions between the 'independent' and 

the 'institutional'. In this, the relations that dance's institutional geographies produce and facilitate 

in Quito are both vertical (in state funding and national company programmes) and horizontal (in 

																																																								
151 Talking of audience attitudes in Quito, artists expressed: People go just to pass the time. Society has become accustomed to going 
to these spectacles, just to see them, 'how nice!', to smile and that's it. (Jamel Maldonado, personal interview, 8 August 2013, author's 
translation). I think very few people actually go [to performances] to see dance, you know? Because there's not even that spirit of respecting the 
stage, of respecting the theatre - half the audience are eating, they're shouting, there's a total, total disrespect. (Yansi Méndez, personal 
interview, 11 September 2013, author's translation).  
152 I have here focused on the CNDE's relationship with national audiences. Their work is also projected to 
international audiences, with other dynamics involved. This is a topic for another place, although some discussion does 
feature in Chapter 8.		
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relations of alliance). While the precise shape and role of dance's institutionalisation, and 

government policy within it, is constantly debated, in some matters it is considered key to dance's 

development. In that light, I here want to end with a brief consideration of an issue that, in 

addition to funding, spaces and audiences, is always prominent in these discussions in Quito and is 

considered pivotal to both the practice and identities of contemporary dance in the city: that of 

dance training.  

 

The first thing I saw when I arrived was that there was a certain unevenness in process - some people came 
from ballet, others came from the really independent sector with the classes of Kléver Viera or the FDI - and 
the first thing you realise is that things are very sort of uneven and that's something that's very recurrent 
here, every time you give a class or open a course. For example, for International Dance Day [in April 
2014] we organised a workshop that said 'for advanced beginners' or something, asking for something a bit 
more, but you realise that when you organise a workshop that's not how things are. You realise that there's 
a process that hasn't been fulfilled, that the country doesn't have the policies that might allow the sector - as 
happens in Mexico, in the US, in Cuba - to be such that you organise a callout for a particular level [of 
dancer] and they come. Here that doesn't happen. Here you realise that there's a pretty strange mix that 
tends towards the self-taught, [that] tends to reflect a.... truncated process that hasn't been able to develop. 
That was my first experience of the Ecuadorian dance sector - that unevenness.  

(Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, author's translation) 
 

The absence of formalised contemporary dance training in Ecuador 153  often sees practice 

rendered  in terms of auto-didactism and eclecticism. Many artists talk about the long-running 

need for insitutionalisation and 'professionalisation'; shifts seen as enabling continuity in corporeal 

and creative process, as well as greater valorisation, recognition and representation of 

contemporary dance as a professional practice (in what has been called 'a transition from presence 

to representation': Vevar in Kopač and Kraigher 2014: 32). The absence of formalised training is 

considered to have certain implications for employment practices in the city: 'After forty years of 

institutionality in dance there aren't any results. It's been easier to bring a handful of dancers made 

in Cuba, but the problem of training hasn't had any solution.' (Viera 2014, author's translation). It 

is also an important factor in long-term stays of artists abroad, which have their own implications 

for the ongoing construction of Quito's dance scene both in their departure and, when chosen, in 

their return. For many artists training is thus another way in which dance's institutional dynamics 

produce a certain precarity seen as presenting both challenges and possibilities:  

 

There aren't any training institutions that allow dancers generation after generation to keep acquiring tools 
for their own research and exploration. The medium's very precarious in that sense, which...well, it's been a 
weakness but also a strength. Because the moment that you don't have a very strong institution, as an artist, 
on not having that institution to direct [production] so strongly, you also have a freedom. A freedom of 
action, of creating methodologies of work, forms of transmission, of knowledge. And I think that is one of 
the strengths of dance here. [...] Obviously, what you see that people manage to do is through a great effort 

																																																								
153 As noted in Chapter 4, education has been and continues to be in the independent sector where long-term courses 
are not possible. As for the national companies, the CNDE doesn't have a dance school and has focused on 
dissemination rather than education. The BNE established their school Metrodanza in 2004 but its focus is on classical 
ballet. A recent official assessment of the scene argues that: 'Training and education are weak and short-term in relation 
to the requirements of artistic training. Programmes are not sustainable', and also notes a particular lack of specialised 
training and training in dance pedagogy. (Proaño 2012:17, author's translation).  
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from the artists who put everything into it: their ideas, their body, their organisation... 'plata y persona' 
['money and person', like 'body and soul'] as they say. But I think that also gives dance an... an identity, if 
you like. Because, as they're processes that are lived so intensely in order to be able to bring them to fruition, 
there's a great sense of vocation in those that do it. 

(Valeria Andrade, personal interview, 5 July 2014, author's translation)   
 

In training, as in issues of funding, spaces and audience, a certain historical absence and selective 

contemporary presence of institutionality is seen both as part of dance's challenges and limitations 

but also its strength and identity in Quito. These become factors debated in the ongoing 

(re)construction of dance's institutional geographies in the city. Artists and cultural actors debate 

the extent and shape of state support, of independent-institutional alliance, of independent 

collaboration, in relations that are often politicised across independent, institutional, and state 

actors, between artistic generations, and between individuals.  

 

In these negotiations, the institutional can be understood not only as a 'field of force' that acts in 

the replication and transformation, regulation and emancipation of the existing relations of 

cultural production (Miller and Yúdice 2002; Yúdice 2003), but also as one that is actively acted 

upon as it is constructed, questioned, and reimagined by artists' negotiations with it (Woolf 2015). 

Alongside and in constant dialogue with dance's institutional geographies, then, must come 

consideration of the independent networks and relations that make contemporary dance happen 

in Quito. These frequently foreground other logics (cooperation, collaboration) 154 and objectives 

(creative exploration, exchange of skills) in their approaches to dance, and present a critical way of 

sustaining its production in often challenging circumstances. It is often more through these 

approaches and ways of working than through any official initiative that institutional spaces in 

Quito have become part not only of dance's precarity and fragmentation but also, in moments or 

more enduringly, of its collaborative and vibrant production. In debating the future of the cultural 

field in Quito and Ecuador more widely in recent years, artists have demanded a diversification in 

state policy that might recognise contemporary dance in its multiple modes of production and 

thus engage with - and look to foster and sustain - the strategic alliances, blurred relations, and 

flexible networks of collaboration that are so important to the ways dance emerges in the city. 

 

Issues of institutionality create real challenges for dance and cultural production more widely in 

Quito, and its ongoing critical evaluation is crucial for the development of the field155. In 

considering these dynamics, however, it is perhaps important that talk of 'lack' and 'absence' must 

not obscure a profound recognition of what is present - a strong history and ongoing practice of 

artists, through the highest levels of skill, talent, and energy, producing innovative, challenging, 
																																																								
154 While often pivoting on collaboration and cooperation, independent relations are also of course at times marked by 
fracture.  
155 An open letter circulated in December 2015 to Quito mayor Mauricio Rodas from diverse artists and cultural actors 
in Quito, led by Daniela Chacón (vice-mayor of the municipal government [DMQ]), Pablo Corral Vega (Secretary of 
Culture, DMQ), and María Elena Machuca (Executive Director of Fundación Museos de la Ciudad), cited strong 
concern for the public administration of culture and, consequently, the future of public cultural institutions in Quito, 
particularly in relation to the contemporary arts.  
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spectacular work in often difficult conditions. With a dance scene marked by an increasing 

institutional presence, even as this continues to be characterised as fragile and in constant flux, 

and with an independent sector that many see as having suffered its own setbacks/crises in recent 

years, one artist suggested that Now, in 2013, I feel that the independent sector is trying to be reborn. (Fausto 

Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, author's translation). The role institutionality will take in that 

process, and how its dynamics will be actively shaped and negotiated by independent artists in the 

city, remains to be seen.  
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Chapter 6:  
Dancing canons  

 

 

 

This chapter is about the place of dance canons in the practice of contemporary dance in Quito. It 

builds on the dance histories set out in Chapter 4, and the institutional geographies considered in 

Chapter 5, to consider how these relations shape, and are shaped by, bodily practice. A focus on 

canons here enables the interrogation of the ways power, in Quito's postcolonial context, is 

produced, negotiated, and remade through dancing bodies in processes of training and 

performance. Through the idea of the dance canon, the chapter seeks to identify particular 

notions of 'sameness' and 'difference' in creative bodily practice and map their negotiation as part 

of understanding how dance in Quito is theorised in practice. It considers the production, 

contestation and remaking of dance canons as embodied theorisations of the power dynamics at 

play in contemporary dance production in Quito and Ecuador more widely; a dynamic built on 

further in the coming chapters. 

 

Canons are an important part of the aesthetic and technical codes and conventions that structure 

dance practice. They produce ideas both of what a particular kind of dance 'has been' and also act 

as 'standards' or markers of quality and legitimacy in defining what it 'should be' (Midgelow 2007).  

They thus constitute the histories from which contemporary practitioners train, learn and create, 

and, often, the parameters by which their creations might be situated and evaluated. The canon is, 

in this way, implicated in the generation of 'ideals' - in aesthetics, in technique, in objective - that 

make themselves present in various ways in how practice is approached, produced, and 

performed. In this, ideas of a dance canon are an important part of discourses of value and 

belonging that constantly act to order, categorise and validate movement, modes of production, 

and indeed, dancers themselves. Canons thus exert a certain kind of power and authority that 

works to reinforce particular approaches to dance-making and, with it, particular ideologies and 

representations, to the exclusion of others (Midgelow 2007); a power embodied and perpetuated 

through practice. While canons are often universalised and naturalised through imaginaries of a 

singular unified aesthetic and framework of value, they are also (re)produced in distinct ways as 

they travel across different historical and geographical moments. In this way, the ideas of value 

that frame dance practice are 'responsive to networks of social, economic, political and aesthetic 

value already in circulation', but are also (re)produced, contested, and reworked in important ways 

in the dialectic emergence of dancing bodies (Dodds 2011: 201). In this dialogue, the canon might 

be experienced both as a resource and as a limitation in individual or collective creative processes. 

The circulation and articulation of these values is refracted through the particular context of 
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dance's production; in Quito this includes dance's fractured connections with transnational dance 

networks, institutionalised training contracts with particular schools of dance, and the ways 

Ecuador's colonial legacies are written through the body. In these dynamics, dance canons 

constitute a material and ideological presence that proves at turns to be fluid and mobile, sticky 

and persistent.   

 

In order to interrogate the work done by dance canons in Quito, then, this chapter thinks about 

dancing bodies - how they are imagined, performed, and cultivated through practice - within the 

wider social, historical, and political relations in which they move. I thus consider 'what 

frameworks the body was already implicated in, or where the body is located, beyond the specific 

experience of the dance' (Chatterjea 2004a: 83). In taking this approach I aim to explore the 

complex ways canons are present in the imagination, construction, and evaluation of dancing 

bodies and their practice in Quito and the dialogic relationships through which practice and 

broader socio-historical context constitute each other. In so doing, I aim to trace the active 

presence of dance canons in producing, and drawing connections between, the bodily, 

institutional, and transnational geographies of dance practice in the city. I explore canons not just 

as image or aesthetic but as approaches to movement that articulate particular historical, social, 

and political meaning and, thus, produce particular geographies. Manipulations of kinetic energy, 

rhythm, tension, focus, have a 'persuasive force' in this 'corporeal rhetoric', the somatic and the 

ideological appearing in constant interplay in the transmission of movement practice (Sklar 2007, 

cited in Albright 2015: 5). Given this, my explorations of dance canons frequently focus on the 

cultivation of bodies in training, a domain of practice 'where dance both preserves and discovers 

its language' (Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008: viii). Dancing bodies here are at once corporeal archives 

and living, constantly emerging projects in their ongoing relations with dancing canons. The 

canon is, however, both practiced and performed, brought into being on stage in particular ways 

that have important resonances for the thinking and forming of dance practice. I thus also 

consider moments of performance.  

 

More specifically, I argue that contemporary dance in Quito is produced through both 

'international' and 'local' canons. These are not separate or bounded entities but rather emerge in 

dialogue; a dialogue that is, nevertheless, uneven and imbued with power relations. Putting 

emphasis on one and then the other allows consideration of the different perspectives through 

which 'the canonical' is present in the city and the various ways they inform dance practice. 

Thinking about both the 'local' and the 'international' in canonical terms also enables the 

unsettling of simplistic ideas of opposition and resistance often narrated through binaries of 

global/local, centre/periphery, to instead think about these relationships in more complex, multi-

layered, terms. In the first half of the chapter, I think about the 'international' contemporary dance 

canon. I explore how particular imaginaries of this canon are (re)produced through local dynamics 
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of difference and how these contribute to the construction of contemporary dance in Quito as 

'other'. I also think about their perpetuation through institutional forces of employment, training, 

and the organisation of performance, and how they might shape the conditions of possibility for 

dance's development in Quito in particular ways. This is realised through discussion of two main 

case studies: the hiring practices of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador; and a performance of 'Velox' 

by the Brazilian Companhia de Dança Deborah Colker at the main international contemporary 

dance festival in the city. Overall, I argue for the importance of the international canon as an 

(exclusionary) ideal, a norm to be resisted, and a source for creativity in Quito. In the second half 

of the chapter, I turn to the formation of 'local' canons and their presence in dance production. In 

this I consider how established lines of practice resonate in dancing bodies in Quito and how 

these are articulated through performance. For this I focus on the work 63 mañanas by Esteban 

Donso, Fabian Patinho, and the collective Gatos en la Barriga.  

 

Across both sections, dance canons emerge as multiple, constituting presences that dance with 

and through artistic creative processes as they are adopted, negotiated, and reworked in different 

ways. They also come to be involved in the creation of distinctions between institutional and 

independent, and 'national' and 'international', practice. In their dialogic emergence, dance canons 

become refracted through concerns of identity, originality, and, not least, contemporaneity, as 

productions seek to engage with transnational networks, and markets, of dance practice. In 

considering these relationships, and artists' agency within them, I think about a 'ghostly mobility' 

(Suleri 1995 in Midgelow 2007: 165) through which dance is produced not on one single axis of 

power but through 'a discursive network of ghostly relations'. While debate over the dance canon 

has generally been limited (Franko 2007), important work has emerged in recent years that 

questions and unsettles its narrative through attention to the popular (Dodds 2011) and the post-

colonial (Chatterjea 2004a, 2013). This chapter seeks to contribute to these lines of enquiry.  

 

The international dance canon 

 

'[If] the body is what gives credibility in dance, [then] what is the body that's been sold to us, 
imposed on us?' 

  (Mora 2013a, author's translation) 
 

Dancing bodies form an important part of any discussion of dance canons, the body constituting 

a highly contested site through which these models and ideals are cultivated, negotiated, 

challenged and reworked. It also frequently forms an important basis upon which practice is 

evaluated by both artists and audiences. In Quito, bodily ideals are predominantly oriented around 

models emerging from what Quito artist Valeria Andrade (2013: 4) identifies as a 'hegemonic 

Eurocentric modernity' that has 'denied the knowledge of the peripheries'. In this light, she argues, 

'It is pertinent to look again at the technical training of bodies and the corporealities constructed 
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through that process; thinking about what bodies are produced and reproduced, and about bodies 

unsuitable for exhibition, necessarily relegated, invisibilised, undervalued, by a model that today 

continues to be exclusive and excluding' (Andrade 2013: 4, author's translation). Described by 

artists during fieldwork variously as 'Western', 'Euro-American', 'European', or simply 'foreign', 

these dominant models typically conjured a body imagined as tall, white, slim, with long limbs and 

long neck, narrow hips and torso, highly flexible, that is controlled, precise and virtuosic in its 

classical technique - a common image, then, of the 'ideal ballet body'156 (see Green 1999; 

Ritenberg 2010). The ideals active in contemporary dance are multiple, and many seek alternatives 

to this particular body. In Quito, however, this is the ideal that commonly defined ideas of the 

'international canon'. This particular canon is one that, through processes of mythification, 

repetition, and institutionalisation, often comes to be imagined as universal, transcendent and 

unchanging rather than specific, shifting and contextualised (Midgelow 2007). Thus despite ideas 

that 'there is no ideal image for the modern dancer and no ideal body' in modern  dance (Fraleigh 

1987: xxxiv) - where classical ballet is tied to narratives of fixity and tradition and 

modern/contemporary dance to those of creativity and innovation - there are particular 

homogenising ideals that also had a persistent presence in contemporary dance practice in Quito. 

While ballet often acts as a defining 'outside' to contemporary dance, then, and in Quito was 

explicitly dismissed by some as 'an instrument of globalisation [that acts] to sell us aesthetic frameworks that 

don't belong to us, to admire things that aren't ours, and to assume... aesthetic ideals that don't have anything to do 

with us' (Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, author's translation), the same sentiment was 

often expressed of particular kinds of 'international' contemporary dance practice. This is perhaps 

particularly evident in Quito's institutions. 

 

[They need to stop saying] your body isn't a particular way [or] "you don't have a neck from here up to 
here". Because I'm not going to have that. I'm from here, I'm Andean, this is what I have. [Dealing with] 
that [kind of attitude] is very hard here. They want a line that I don't think even exists in Europe 
anymore. They seek those rigid things of weight, the body...  

(Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation)  
 

Relationships with such ideals are articulated in different ways through practice in the city. In 

certain institutions the affirmation of such an ideal can be severe, weighing and measuring the 

dancers and excluding those that do not conform; others might seek ways to navigate and reshape 

such ideals in their practice; and still others reject such narratives altogether as an empty imaginary 

to be actively deconstructed in conceptions of what it is to dance and what it is to be a 'dancer'. 

Even in its rejection, however, the 'international' dance canon often remained an important 

presence in creating, understanding and defining practice. The common construction of these 

bodily ideals as 'Western' also invests them with a certain significance in Quito, where established 

structures and discourses already privilege the foreign. Certain forms, aesthetics, and modes of 

																																																								
156 There are obviously gender dynamics to this 'ideal body' which go beyond the scope of this thesis (see Foster 1996 
and Novack 1993 for discussion of ballet and gender). The views presented here comprise those of both male and 
female dance artists.  
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dance production have thus been associated with continued cultural imperialism, idealisation of 

'the West', and, at times, also involved in narratives of compromised authenticity, vitality, and 

cultural identity. Such ideals, prevalent in most dance scenes, are seen by some as particularly 

engrained in Ecuador, where, it is argued, there are certain things that are really solid and that have 

remained entrenched, like this idea of sacrifice, or that the dancer has to be slim, or that pain is good, those type of 

things that for me are really violent to the body [...] The training [in Quito] is eclectic, but there are certain ideals, 

certain archetypal ideas about what being a dancer might be, or what it might be to dance, that are nevertheless 

present (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation). These ideals are 

implicated in both a material and wider ideological violence in dance practice:  

 

Karina: Here we still have that colonial mentality of thinking that one has to aspire to be that 
[ideal] and deny oneself. It's that we're different here. There are obviously people that do fulfil those 
canons - tall, thin, even blonde, you know? But there's that stigma. I think about it as a stigma 
that says you have to be beautiful from that colonising point of view. But in an independent group if 
you start making those demands, you can forget it [laughs]! [...] Mercedes: But even as independents 
I think a European would be the preferred option. Not because they're European particularly but 
because of their physicality [Karina: Of course, for the aesthetic]. If you could choose between a short 
person, small and dark-skinned, and someone tall, white, blonde, really beautiful, you're going to 
choose them. Because you're not choosing those [other] bodies because of a political decision, saying 'I 
want to dance with people with different bodies', but rather because they come to you and there's 
nothing more to do.  

(Karina Cárdenas and Mercedes Balarezo, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation) 
 

This is the '"tyranny of the ideal"' (Gottschild 2003:11). By dictating ideas of 'beauty' (and 'skill', 

'virtuosity', the 'spectacular') in this way, imaginations of an international canon impose particular 

frameworks of value and belonging on bodies and their practice. In Ecuador, González (2006:178-

9, author's translation) suggests that 'As much as people might talk of the search for identity and 

of "national cultures", colonised mentalities that claim greater brilliance the more they adhere to 

the current artistic canons of developed countries still have supremacy over those who question 

whether it is possible for those theoretical frameworks to work in other cultural circumstances'. 

Such ideals are, as shown here, partly narrated through discourses of racialised difference. In her 

study of US contemporary dance Gottschild (2003:56) found that 'white is the norm and normal 

defies categorisation'. In the narrating of its practice in Quito, however, white is typically seen as 

'other', a keenly-felt marker of an international ideal considered not to align with local realities. 

While focused on the physical body in the above quote, ideals were also articulated through 

particular ways of using the body, energy and space in movement (e.g. in verticality, flow, or 

athleticism); in other words, technique. As Gottschild (2003) notes, many of the differences that 

are attached to physical bodies are, in fact, to do with training; a concern in which bodies are seen 

not as fixed but as mutable and shifting. This was an issue frequently cited in conversations about 

the international dance canon, here in relation to classical practice: I think if they were taught well, 

Ecuadorian bodies could have access to dancing classical dance. But they're not taught well, so there's always going 

to be that distinction that Ecuadorian bodies are no use. And that's a pretty fascist discourse. (Rosa Amelia 
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Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's translation, interviewee's own emphasis). Thus the 

prevalence of certain kinds of training over others in Quito constructs dancing bodies and their 

movement in particular ways that, often, get narrated through essentialised bodily difference. In 

Quito, the perception that dancing bodies in the city typically fall outside dominant international 

canons have been key in the narration of contemporary dance. These are particularly present in 

the defining of the independent scene, in which projects such as Futuro Sí (with its slogan of 

'dance for all bodies'), and the Frente de Danza (FDI) tradition from which it comes, are narrated as 

a 'resistant art' (Ignatova 2013) that seeks to unsettle dominant, homogenising international 

canons.  

 

I have so far dealt with the most common way the international canon was articulated in Quito; 

that is, through an image based largely on Western classical ballet. This image of the canon can be 

complicated, however, by others with which it blurs and overlaps to articulate bodily and 

movement ideals in ways that are at once 'entrenched' and 'vague' (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 

September 2013, author's translation). In Quito these include the ideals of a muscular, athletic, 

acrobatic body that have become more prevalent in contemporary dance generally (Green 1999); 

ideals of strength and technical virtuosity associated with a Cuban (often, mulato/a) body; and the 

fluidity and flow associated with particular kinds of Release-based practice, often associated with 

Mexico. Here, emphasis is on highly physically trained bodies, dancers in one company described 

as machines! They're all perfect! (Mercedes Balarezo, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation) in 

their lean, cultivated physiques; on the technical skill, the 'legs up to here' [long legs] and 'a 

hundred pirouettes' (composite notes from field conversations, April-July 2013) of 

externally trained Cuban dancers working for Quito's BNE; and on dance produced through 

Release-based methods considered 'more expert techniques' (Freddy Taipe, fieldnotes from 

conversation, 23 October 2013, author's translation) of dance-making, bodies swooping and 

sliding in dialogue with the floor in that ¡chuc!, ¡pac!, ¡acá!, ¡piso!, ¡salto! (chuc! pac! here! floor! jump!) 

(Yansi Méndez, personal interview, 11 September 2013, author's translation) that in Quito is frequently 

associated with a Mexican training considered demanding, rigorous, and characterised by technique and 

tremendous schools (Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation)157.   

 

The (re)production of international canons in Quito’s contemporary dance thus includes, but also 

goes beyond, a dynamic of power and resistance between the 'West' and 'the Rest'. The result is an  

international canon that is constructed simultaneously both as a hegemonic, homogenising 

'universal' and as multiple, with more specific geographies of connection and circulation. I now 

relate three case studies by way of demonstration. The first focuses on the employment practices 

																																																								
157 This Release-based contemporary dance ideal is particularly associated with Mexico partly due to the many 
Ecuadorian dance artists that have trained in the country and as such have made these currents, ideas, and training 
practices, as well as particular ideals, particularly present in dance in the city (fieldnotes; Mercedes Balarezo, personal 
interview, 5 July 2013).   
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of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE), and in particular the preponderance of dancers and 

choreographers from outside Ecuador, to explore how the body-in-training becomes an 

‘embattled territory’ that variously internalises, negotiates and challenges these canonical corporeal 

ideals (Gottschild 2003: 155). The second considers the staging of the international canon at the 

third Encuentro Internacional de Danza Contemporánea in 2013 to highlight how international 

canons are (re)produced in dialogue with audience imaginaries and expectations of dance 

performance. In the third and final case study section I focus on dance class engagements with 

specific international techniques, arguing that these suggest an active engagement with 

international canons as part of the creation of dance locally.  

 

Hiring and cultivating ballet bodies in the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador 

 

Karina: ...Other people come from outside and say 'How great! How wonderful!', when people from here are 
denying themselves because they are always idealising the foreign. [...] 
Mercedes: It's this idea of the collective subconscious again. I think it's like a social trauma. [...] In the 
companies I think it's even more clear. Because in the companies, as they have the budget to bring people 
from abroad, it's like 'Do whatever you want but bring someone who's from far away and who's not going to 
do anything like what people do here for God's sake!'. And people go to see things like that from the 
BNE158 and they absolutely love it. People that don't do dance, who don't typically go to dance functions. 
They love it, they're captivated, of course. Why? Because to start off with, [the dancers] aren't even 
Ecuadorians, well, the majority. And so it's like 'Wow, just like in Europe!'. 

(Mercedes Balarezo and Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation) 
 
[Other countries] have well-trained dancers that give [the BNE] what they need. Well-trained in terms of... 
capabilities I think. For example they can do lots of pirouettes, they extend in their movement, they know 
the classical dance works, all that - elements beyond that no. But in order to be visible, [and] for the 
productions that the BNE require, it's easy. You get someone with that training, you put them on stage and 
it's ready, you know? But an Ecuadorian would need more work, more attention, for the same reason that 
the teachers haven't been trained. [...] [Dancers] are more influenced or valued from another perspective, in 
quantitative rather than qualitative terms. So the eight pirouettes win out over the one pirouette, the 
extended movements win out. [...] But these aren't artistic criteria, to do with interpretation, but rather 
they're just about execution. And it's going to be difficult to change that because the public obligate them [to 
produce dance like that] too. There's that image that the dancer has to be beautiful, as if dance were still a 
beauty accessory.  

(Rosa Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's translation) 
 

During fieldwork, the operation of international canons was particularly crystallised in references 

to the presence of foreign dancers, teachers and choreographers in the Ballet Nacional del 

Ecuador (BNE). The BNE has a particular relationship with Cuba, a recognised world 'centre' for 

ballet production (see John 2012; Tomé 2011). Formalised through long-standing inter-

governmental agreements since the company's inception (Mariño 1994), Ecuador's relationship 

with Cuba has brought many teachers to train dancers in the BNE, particular approaches to the 

body and ways of moving, and identifiably 'Cuban' forms of classical technique. All its life the BNE 

																																																								
158 The Ballet Nacional del Ecuador changed its name from the Ballet Ecuatoriano de Cámara in 2013. While most 
interviewees referred to the company by its old acronym ('BEC'), I have changed it to 'BNE' within the quotes 
presented here for the sake of consistency and clarity.  



	 137	

has been Cuban. [...] All the teachers are Cuban, there are [currently] five Cuban teachers and they just keep 

arriving. (Emilio Cuello, BNE dancer, personal interview, 28 June 2013, author's translation).  

 

Dancers state that in the BNE the Cuban [influence] is very direct because the Cuban [teacher] comes, he talks 

to you in Cuban and he gives you class in Cuban - it's Danza Cubana. (Mercedes Balarezo, personal interview, 5 

July 2013, author's translation). Moreover, numerous BNE dancers expressed to me how they found 

that these techniques 'jarred' or 'didn't fit' with their bodies and/or ways of moving: for example, 

in how the weight and ribcage was to be held forwards (Alejandra Delgado, personal interview, 13 

September 2013, author's translation); or the energy and tone to movement that some experienced as 

'violent' in their bodies, with one dancer suggesting that 'We Ecuadorian dancers are calmer, 

quieter, a bit shyer maybe. Cubans are very effusive in their movement' (fieldnotes from 

conversation, BNE, 3 July 2013, author's translation). The BNE is perceived to articulate a 

‘foreign’ aesthetic and technical canon, part of internationally circulating ideals of practice that 

exclude local bodies and ways of moving159. Despite the BNE training contracts, the cultivation 

and technique-ing of dancing bodies in Quito is frequently perceived as failing to produce bodies 

that align with this foreign aesthetic. This translates, in the BNE, into a preference for dancers 

from countries such as Cuba, Chile, and Mexico, where training is more institutionalised, 

particularly in the classical cast: The classical ballet cast is [comprised of] forty dancers. [...] Almost everyone is 

Cuban, Chilean and... well, Cuban. In my time we [the classical cast] were four male Ecuadorian dancers and 

eight female Ecuadorian dancers. Everyone else was foreign. In the Ballet Contemporáneo [cast] too over half are 

foreigners. (Fausto Jijón, ex-BNE dancer, personal interview, 13 April 2013, author's translation). In turn, this 

hiring practice enables the company to produce classical and neo-classical works relatively quickly 

(including at times working through videos rather than with a choreographer) and to conform to a 

particular globalised ballet aesthetic that might afford the company a certain visibility on the global 

stage.  

 

However, while this importing of dancers allows ‘success’ with regards to the kinds of 

performances that the BNE is able to produce, such employment practices also have problematic 

implications for the running of the company and the wider organisation of dance training in 

Quito. Through the hiring of foreign dancers, Ecuador becomes more a country of transit rather than a 

country of reception (Rose Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's translation), dancers 

using the BNE as a 'stepping stone' (Alejandra Delgado, personal interview, 13 December 2013, author's 

translation) on their way to other companies in the United States or Europe. I'd never actually thought 

of coming to Ecuador, never, on the contrary my expectations are Spain, Belgium... (Yansi Méndez160, personal 

interview, 11 September 2013, author's translation). The BNE’s connection into transnational networks 
																																																								
159 For one dancer, for example, this was a factor in her decision to move from the BNE to focus more on 
contemporary dance as part of the cast of the CNDE: 'I knew that in ballet, however much I like it and however much I know 
more about ballet practice [than contemporary], I wasn't going to have a lot of opportunity to move forwards and develop [in the company]. I 
mean, I'm aware that my body has a certain form in comparison to the majority of Cubans and foreigners here [in the company]. (Alejandra 
Delgado, personal interview, 13 December 2013, author's translation). 	
160 A Mexican dancer who was on a one year contract with the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador.  
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that facilitate particular kinds of (desired/'ideal') performances, in turn negatively impacts on the 

ability of the company to develop sustained creative processes that would impact upon the 

intetnational canon. The situation where ballet training is 'irregular and non-systematised' and 

foreign dancers continually favoured, it is suggested, 'doesn't allow for a serious process of 

appropriation and development at the local level. Thus it [ballet] is always constructed according 

to ubiquitous ideal physicalities and body-types that respond to stereotypes of slimness and 

flexibility [...] and that makes serious technical work impossible' (CartóNPiedra 2013: 17, author's 

translation). In turn, the perceived shortcomings in local training and the lack of attractive career 

opportunities also means that Ecuadorian dancers trained in-country (often in private academies) 

frequently leave the country to seek employment elsewhere (Alejandra Delgado, personal interview, 13 

December 2013). The BNE is thus illustrative of how international canons are perpetuated through 

particular institutional structures that both support their idealisation and limit the local 

contribution to them. Broadening out to consider institutional dance in Quito more generally, 

such dynamics are often cited as part of the limited opportunities in the sector for artistic 

development beyond the role of interpreter: 

 

Neither [national companies] use Ecuadorian choreographers161. So it's like a facade, something artificial 
that's presented... I'd prefer for us to present ourselves just as we are, you know, with dancers still in 
training, with choreographers still in training - as we are. I don't want to speak badly of my foreign 
colleagues but I do feel that there's a certain preference for the foreign within Ecuadorian society that means 
they [the national companies] prefer to go for a foreign choreographer because they're not going to make a 
mistake, whereas with an Ecuadorian they will. And what Ecuadorian dance has to do is make mistakes 
in order to be itself. So I think there's a lot of monumentality that weighs very heavily, [and is heeded in 
creation] more than the process. 

(Rosa Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's translation) 
 

Artists from abroad, it is suggested, are typically considered the 'safe option' for companies desiring 

a certain 'fame' and 'prestige' (Carolina Váscones, personal interview, 14 July 2014, author's translation). The 

international canon as a presence in dance production is thus considered to limit institutional (and, 

perhaps, wider public) support for the risk-taking and experimentation needed for continued 

artistic development in the city. This picture must, however, be complicated somewhat. The BNE 

has in recent years diversified its repertoire and, to a certain extent, its casts. It is also home to the 

choreographic workshops of artist Klever Viera and his Taller Permanente de Experimentación 

Escénica, a significant force in independent contemporary dance and the exploration of alternative 

modes of dance-making. The CNDE in recent years has also given more space to national artists 

and cast members to develop particular works of company repertoire alongside those of resident 

Cuban choreographer, Jorge Alcolea. However, as Klever Viera himself commented, the reliance 

on dancers and choreographers from outside Ecuador continues to have implications for the 

development of dance training and artists in Quito: 'The problem is that to date it hasn't been 
																																																								
161 The central repertoires of the BNE and the CNDE have in large part been created by choreographers hailing from 
outside Ecuador. It is, however, important to note that both companies have realised numerous collaborations with 
national independent artists, including Rosa Amelia Poveda, Pablo Cornejo, Kléver Viera, Sofía Barriga, Wilson Pico 
and others. 	
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possible to create a school, whether of classical ballet or contemporary dance. After forty years of 

institutionality in dance there aren't any results. It's been easier to bring a handful of dancers made 

in Cuba, but the problem of training hasn't had any solution.' (Viera 2014, author's translation). 

The dominance of an international canon in institutional training and employment practices is, 

then, both a symptom and a continuing cause of the weak institutionalisation of dance production 

in Quito.  

 

Staging the international canon at the Encuentro Internacional de Danza 
Contemporánea   
 

It is the opening performance of the third Encuentro Internacional de Danza 
Contemporánea in Quito, this year performed by the Deborah Colker Company 
from Brazil. I arrive at the Teatro Sucre in the city's historic centre. The theatre's 
grand facade occupies an entire side of the Plaza del Teatro, its towering white 
pillars, finely moulded archways and classical golden figures lit dramatically 
against the darkening sky. A crowd gathers at the ticket office, while a doorman in 
full tux, top hat and white gloves shows others through the glinting glass doors. 
As I make my way through the rows of red velvet seats, I hear exchanges in 
Portuguese between well-dressed families. Sitting down, I busy myself with the 
programme, which tells of the countries the company has toured to, the Laurence 
Olivier prize won in London, and the work's restaging in celebration of the 
company’s 20th anniversary. A woman dressed all in black and wearing a 
microphone headset walks on to the stage ten minutes after the show is meant to 
have started. She tells us that, due to the dangerous nature of the performance, 
there is a delay in preparing the stage set - dancer safety must come first. I feel 
excitement lift the chattering of the crowd. Ten or fifteen minutes later, and to an 
almost-full theatre now, the curtain opens. In an exploration of mechanical 
movement, dancers move in rigid machine-like phrases below three white 
rotating fan blades. A man catches a woman by the back of her neck as she falls, 
knees bent, feet planted on the floor, her body straight and rigid. Others cross the 
stage testing the mechanics of their leg movement. Performers hold head stands 
in the background, or are thrown into the air as rigid planks and caught again. 
The movements highlight the workings of the body: the articulations of joints, the 
work of tensed muscles, the flexibility of the spine. 
 
We come to the acclaimed ‘alpinismo’ section, where dancers perform on a vertical 
stage. As the curtain rises the wall appears, stretching almost to the ceiling, a 
large red sun emerging on its surface. Its intense light silhouettes the dancers 
lined up in front of it, standing in readiness. With an escalating drumming the 
dancers, in tight black leotards, run athletically to the wall and throw themselves 
onto the bouldering hand-holds that cover its surface, shifting upwards in 
seemingly effortless hops and swings. They enter and leave the wall at different 
levels, slipping round from the back or pulling their bodies up from the floor. The 
choreography is visually spectacular, a show of physical strength and acrobatics; 
dancers push the limits of their movement, every sinew of their muscles visible as 
they hang upside down, skip sideways, leap large gaps between handholds, or 
swing each other from one section to another. As I watch I think that every second 
could be a promotional photograph - the dancers' tightly-clothed bodies beautifully 
suspended, muscles taut, transitions slick, their forms strikingly lit against the 
burning sun motif. Every so often the dancers inspire amazed gasps from the 
audience. Their movements pulse to a relentless driving beat, their acrobatic leaps 
and jumps forming non-stop routines that keep them coming and going from the 
stage. The company receives an enthusiastic standing ovation, the cast giving at 
least five bows hand in hand with Colker their director. 
 

(Fieldnotes, Companhia de Dança Deborah Colker performance of Velox,  
Quito, 2 June 2013)  
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This was dance as technical, dynamic spectacle; a visual, visceral show of athleticism that I 

encountered in Quito in June 2013 as part of the Tercer Encuentro Internacional de Danza 

Contemporánea, or Third International Festival of Contemporary Dance (hereafter EIDC). 

Produced by the Fundación Teatro Nacional Sucre, the week-long event brought together artists 

from Ecuador, Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, and Colombia. It presented an opportunity for the 

boosting of contemporary dance's public profile and, potentially, the generation of international 

networks of exchange in the city. The festival was headlined by the Companhia de Dança 

Deborah Colker from Brazil, founded in 1993 and funded by the Brazilian oil company Petrobras. 

Described as a company established 'in the world of international dance' (EIDC programme 

2013), their performance was framed by discourses of prestige, technical expertise, artistic 

authority and innovation. Colker, whose work has included direction of the Cirque du Soleil, has 

been noted for her athletic and highly photogenic productions. Her work Velox opened the Quito 

festival. Originally created in 1995, the festival programme emphasised the work's ('centre'-

oriented) credentials in having won 'one of the most important performing arts prizes in Europe', 

the London-based Lawrence Olivier award, in 2001 (EIDC press bulletin 2013, author's 

translation). In the Quito press, Velox was promoted as a work that 'challenges the limits of the 

body', a work 'full of vigor, precision and technique', in which the dancers defy gravity as they 

scale the vertical wall without ropes or safety equipment - they are 'fish in water' that move with 

'an advanced level of technique', 'astounding mastery', and 'extraordinary synchrony' (El Telégrafo 

2013a; Nadia Rosero 2013; author's translations). Shifting, in seemingly effortless hops 

through vertical space, every sinew visible as they hang, leap, skip, swing. One article 

quoted Colker on her artistic vision: 'What we need is more people that specialise in the 

impossible' (El Telégrafo 2013b, author's translation). The work was, thus, presented as a model 

instance of 'international dance' on a Quito stage.  

 

Such a positioning, and the discourses of skill, contemporaneity and, thus, value that it generated, 

was conceived and reproduced in different ways in Quito artists' own narratives of the 

performance, narratives that had important implications for the relational positioning of the city's 

own dance scene.  

 
Mercedes: When groups come from abroad that have a very good level, you get a shock and you realise that 
there are a lot of things lacking in training, techniques, concepts, spectacle, choreography. You realise. You 
realise that we're a bit behind in those things. Not a bit, a lot. So there are lots of things that have to 
improve, that have to be driven forward. So I think it's good, you know, that they come.  
[Sofie (interviewer): For you it's a positive thing then?]  
Karina: Yes, of course! Obviously! Otherwise we'd be living in a fool's paradise! Sometimes it does happen 
that you see a performance and you say 'Wow!', you know, they have an incredible technique. Not even 
counting questions of production, because they're really good productions. But it often happens to me, that 
you say 'Bloody hell, we're in nappies at the level of training'. A rigour like that... that's when you get 
disheartened... well, you know [the score], but when it's so clear, demonstrated so directly... 
Mercedes: Yeah, it's the pits.   

(Mercedes Balarezo and Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation) 
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Figure 6.1: Programme from the performance of Velox by the Companhia de Dança Deborah 
Colker as part of Quito's EIDC in June 2013, showing an image from the alpinismo section 
performed on a vertical wall. Image author's own.   
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Forms tightly-clothed, beautifully suspended, muscles taut, transitions slick, strikingly 

lit against the burning sun. The performance was thus implicated, for some, in reinforcing 

existing perceptions of difference between the Ecuadorian and 'international' dance worlds. In 

these perceptions, differences largely emerging from institutional realities of dance production in 

Quito become narrated through ideas of technical skill, training, and artistic process. The spatial 

organisation of dance in the EIDC perhaps also accentuated this hierarchisation of practice (see 

Coates 2010). Where the Colker Company opened the festival with two nights of performance in 

the prestigious Teatro Sucre (and each scheduled for one performance in the less grand Teatro 

Variedades across the square (entry costing $5), where Ecuadorian and international performances 

alternated each night of the programme. The conceptual distance between dance works (see 

Rogers 2014) - between the institutional and the independent, and, between works produced in 

Ecuador and the 'international canon' – was physically manifest in the locating of the EIDC 

programme. In its brand of technical acrobatics and visual spectacle, the Companhia de Dança 

Deborah Colker represents just one particular kind of practice present on international circuits, 

but one with an alignment to widely held imaginaries of international canons in Quito - in 

physicality, in technical training, in the perception of dance as spectacle and entertainment.  

 

While Velox was clearly positioned as taking physical risks, for many it did not do so in its 

aesthetic and its approach to movement. More generally, the third edition of the EIDC had aimed 

to promote experimental contemporary dance and thus oriented itself mainly around independent 

production: They looked amongst independent artists because the experimental really doesn't come from the 

institutional [sector], they can't run the risk of losing audience. But as we [independent artists] have nothing to lose, 

we can run whatever risks we like (Denise Neira, personal interview, 21 June 2013, author's translation). Given 

the EIDC had previously opted almost exclusively for international productions this was a 

significant development, involving the scheduling of an equal number of international and 

Ecuadorian performances (Esteban Donoso and Tamia Guayasamin, personal communications). In that 

context, for many local dance artists to position Velox as the festival's opening act was particularly 

out of place. It was so spectacular and then afterwards the other works, well... [laughs]...a total contrast, a totally 

different aesthetic, and what's more, it's a different mode of production. (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 

September 2013, author's translation). This disjuncture between the opening act and those that 

followed was undoubtedly unintentional, but it nevertheless served to accentuate a disconnection 

between the intention to support experimental production and local creativity and the 

perpetuation of dominant institutionalised canons from abroad.  

 

It tends to happen quite a lot, that they send works here that have already been seen in lots of places. And 
in its time I imagine that Velox was a great work but for today's reality, here, that kind of thing doesn't 
have a place. They should present something more contemporary here, and if you read the comments on 
Facebook about that work people voice very similar thoughts. We perhaps hoped for more, not that they'd 
send us works recycled from other festivals and present them here as if they were the best thing out. 

(Jamel Maldonado, personal interview, 8 August 2013, author's translation) 



	 143	

For some, Velox’s positioning thus echoed existing neo-colonial discourses by which dance 

production and audiences in Ecuador are narrated as 'behind' international scenes. For others, it 

also served to shape and perpetuate particular expectations and imaginaries of dance practice 

amongst local audiences that have little to do with much current dance production in the city: 

'Perhaps our medium and, more precisely, the general public above all, have stuck with the idea 

that dance is ballet or modern dance: virtuosic, theatrical, spectacular; a grand moment of 

entertainment' (Mora 2013a, author's translation). Overall, the Companhia de Dança Deborah 

Colker's performance at the EIDC, I would argue, illustrates wider dynamics in Quito in which 

performances of particular kinds of virtuosic, highly technical practice by international groups, 

supported and promoted in particular ways by the city's arts institutions, serve to uphold 

imaginaries of international canons already prevalent in the city.  

 

Canons, fracture and creativity   
 

So far, we have seen how the international canon is implicated in the structuring of institutional 

training and employment practices and in the representation of contemporary dance in Quito 

(through the case of a major contemporary dance festival). We have also seen how the importing 

of international ideals is a matter of concern for many contemporary dance practitioners within 

the city. However, an overemphasis on importation and its critique could 'obscure the more 

complex dialectics of cultural transmission' (Desmond 1997b: 49) to be found in Quito’s 

contemporary dance spaces. These often have a more fractured and ad hoc character. Notes from 

my attendance at Wilson Pico’s dance classes provide a suitable entry point.   

 

Unfolding his leg precisely to the side of his body, toe pointed, Wilson pauses. 
'There are things you see if you go to a dance school in Europe or the States that 
they will expect you to know already, and people from here might arrive and think 
- "Well, I don't know, no-one told me". You can at least know the vocabulary, so that 
when someone does this -' with his feet in fourth position and front knee bent, he 
lifts his arms in a soft curve above his head, tilting his torso backwards - 'you 
know it's a tombé'. 

 (Wilson Pico class, Escuela Futuro Sí, Quito, 27 May 2013, author's translation) 
 

This instance of practice shows the international canon as a form of communication, perhaps 

particularly significant in a city where those pursuing dance are highly likely to go abroad for 

training at some point. Such communication often goes hand in hand with the creative adaptation 

and fracturing of movement forms. In my ethnographic dance class notes, practised gestures often 

'enter[ed] the canon from discordant directions' (Midgelow 2007: 5) - a low battement développé, for 

example, ending in a rigorous shake of a loose foot, or turning leaps in arabesque practiced with a 

shoe in the hand to feel a weight and momentum more akin to indigenous forms (fieldnotes, 

Wilson Pico and Klever Viera classes, 2013). Such moves could be seen, through the lens of 

postcolonial theory, as fracturing the coherence of internationally canonical forms and, thus, 

dispersing their power (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996: 100); a brisk shake of the foot breaking the 
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sure, smooth arch of a low battement développé. However, as Ashcroft (2001: 123) observes, the 

ultimate goal of such 'counter-discursive interpolation is not simply to fracture a discourse but to 

exceed its boundaries'. Here, then, canonical forms are engaged with not to directly embody or 

resist an ideal but, rather, used 'in a more deconstructive way' (Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008: 7) as 

part of techniques driving at the production of other forms. Both the communication and the 

fracturing of these canons formed an important part of dance training in Quito, where canonical 

movement formed part of techniques layering a wide range of ballet, modern and contemporary 

dance, and theatre practices.     

 

Such techniques bear the mark of the particular histories and geographies of transnational 

dis/connection, dance education, and institutionality that have shaped practice in Quito since its 

emergence (see CartóNPiedra 2013). Fragmented encounters with international forms - via 

occasional workshops of visiting teachers, second-hand by returning dancers, or through internet 

videos – are frequently considered characteristic of Quito’s contemporary dance scene. Whilst this 

kind of engagement is highly valued by some, allowing a flexible relationship to international 

canons rather than their wholesale adoption, for others it produces problematic partiality and lack 

of depth. Dance also has technique, a rigorousness, a body. There's a body, you know? For good or for bad [...] 

there's a technique and that has to be accepted, even if it's for you to leave it behind later. [...] [We had] barre 

classes once. We held the barre and we shook [she shakes her body free, head waggling] - "let yourselves go, let 

yourselves go!" [...] Sometimes that's the philosophy isn't it? They never said put this here, this there, lower this, 

raise that. [...] [So] I arrived [in Japan on an exchange] and there, seeing those beasts of dancers, I [thought] 

'Sweet Jesus!' - they hadn't told me anything! (Mercedes Balarezo, personal interview, 5 July 2013, , author's 

translation, interviewee's own emphasis). Similarly, many of those I spoke to lamented the absence of 

permanent specialists in particular practices in the city, such as those in Release-based techniques, 

arguing that this would facilitate the production of a more globalised bodily training.  

 

In sum, the fragmented encounter with the international canon was understood to be double-

edged. On one hand, for some it is a dynamic that generates opportunity for the emergence of a 

'different' dance with its own distinct vocabularies and methods; on the other, limited sustained 

engagement with such canons means, for some, narrower opportunities to develop critical 

alternatives and the persistence of particular conventions as recognisable touchstones in practice: 

'Due to the situation in the country, we access the dance world in a very fragmented 

way, which means that the process gets cut short. For that reason we often go to form 

and image as the easiest way to enter into movement.' (Fieldnotes from Jorge Alcolea 

class, Día de la Danza, CNDE, 26 April 2014, author's translation). What for some enables 

creative production for others leads to a perceived lack of innovation. In both cases, however, it is 

recognised that the ‘international’ is practised through the local Quito context and its relationships 

to canonicity, and it is to that issue that I now turn more directly.   
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The local dance canon 

 

I have suggested that the international canon is engaged with in varied ways through dance in 

Quito. Experienced as a performed ideal, a force of spatial and economic organisation, a mode of 

communication, and a resource for creation, it is also permanently in dialogue with other work, 

ideas, and philosophies structuring movement: those of the local canon. We can return to Wilson 

Pico’s class for an initial sense of this: 

 

In a pause, Wilson talks to us about a recent performance he'd witnessed. He 
describes the principal dancer, telling us how, seeing him on stage, he thought he 
must be Cuban - his highly trained body, his immaculate technique, his muscular 
thighs, his athletic physique; his mulatto skin. 'He didn't get his leg up to here', he 
says, his hand held at shoulder level, 'not here', his hand by his ear - 'it was here!' 
He stretches his hand to its greatest reach from the floor. He describes the tough 
selection process and rigorous training the dancer would have gone through. 'For 
the Ecuadorian choreographer, this Cuban dancer's virtuosity was a problem! He 
didn't know what to do with his technique, with his capabilities!' Wilson tells of how 
the eyes of the audience were on this single dancer, while the three Ecuadorian 
dancers shuffled around behind him. 'It's good to see technical skill like that', he 
says, 'because it's not normal!' The class laughs. 'It's not, it's not normal, in this 
city, in this country'. Having built this image of the dancer moving with physical 
and technical perfection across the stage, he turns: 'Seeing him is a good example 
of what not to do. 'There is lots of technique', he tells us, 'but it says nothing, it's 
empty. Technique is wonderful in any discipline, and it does enable certain things, 
but there's something else, something much more important - expression. That's 
something that belongs to each one of you, something unique... It only belongs to 
you - don't lose it'.  

 (Fieldnotes, Wilson Pico class, 17 June 2013, author's translation) 
 
In this section, I'd like to pick up on a dynamic that resonates strongly through this description of 

Wilson's dance class; namely, the relation by which particular qualities in movement are located as 

external to the histories and contemporary creative processes of certain local forms of practice in 

Quito. There's something else, something much more important... Here, conceptions of 

technical skill, physicality, and creativity, become the grounds upon which distinctions between 

the 'local' and dance elsewhere are made and through which particular danced values are 

enunciated. I want to argue here that contemporary dance comes into being with, through, and 

between these practices; a dynamic in which they are constituted as local canons. These canons 

join and overlap with the international canons considered in the previous section to resonate in 

dance production in Quito.  

 

Their naming as 'local' canons perhaps demands clarification. These are, as already touched upon, 

inherently transnational practices in the ways they are created, taught, and performed, existing as 

part of wider transnational circulations of contemporary dance. These practices have emerged in 

active engagement with, as well as constituting important 'sites of resistance' (Burt 2003: 34) to, 

the regimes of movement associated with international canons. However, they are also more than 

‘localised’ versions of the international canons discussed above. In speaking of local canons, I 



	 146	

highlight their status as unique, distinct languages that draw on a multiplicity of practices in their 

continuing emergence. They are 'local' in terms of being produced by artists working, creating, 

teaching, and performing in Quito and in their presence as continuing references for younger 

generations of artists in the city162. In this they are practices that have been, and continue to be, 

particularly significant in shaping both ideas of contemporary dance and, through teaching, 

approaches to dancing bodies and their materialities. Relationships with these local canons, and 

the extent to which they are significant in practice, vary greatly between artists. However, during 

fieldwork many referred to their resonance and it was clear that they are studied, assumed, 

adapted, rejected and parodied through practice. While present in any dance scene, in Quito these 

dialogic processes are perhaps particularly magnified due to the scene's small size, local 

interconnectedness, relatively marginal position in transnational networks, and relatively short 

history, which means a few key figures have been responsible, at least in part, for the training of 

the large majority of dancers in the city since contemporary dance’s beginnings in the 1970s. 

There are resonances across generations of artists in the city that are both embodied (through 

training) and institutionalised (particularly through questions of space). While still very much in 

active emergence, I here think about these resonances in terms of 'ghostly' traces in order to 

explore some of the ways they might haunt practice in the complex transmission of bodily 

knowledge in Quito (Coates 2010), thus forming part of the 'historical layers' (Lepecki 2006) 

active in dance's creative production. These practices, then, constitute a living contemporary 

heritage that resonates, consciously or subconsciously, through dancing bodies as habit, approach 

or tendency in movement163. As well as ways of moving, this is also identifiable in particular 

priorities and values that in Quito include, for example, a valuing of the everyday, of bodily work 

over questions of set and staging, of 'honesty' and 'authenticity' of expression, and of the social 

potential of dance. In this, local canons have formed, and continue to form for many, an 

important part of corporeal contestations to international canons and the theorising of dance 

practice 'otherwise'. They are also, however, lines of practice that bear their own complex relations 

to contemporary production in the city.  

 

Burt (2003: 41) has suggested that 'dancers’ embodied memories constitute the most important 

resource in maintaining and developing theatre dance, one that is shared among the community of 
																																																								
162 As previously mentioned, generations of artists are only loosely definable, but could roughly be grouped as: the first 
proponents of contemporary dance in the city such as Wilson Pico, Kléver Viera, Susana Reyes, Rubén Guarderas, 
Marcelo Ordóñez and María Luisa González, who began working in the early 1970s; the students of these in the Frente 
de Danza (FDI), made up of artists such as Carolina Váscones, Josie Cáceres, Cecilia Andrade, Rosa Amelia Poveda, 
and Terry Araujo; and several subsequent generations (many of whom are alumni of the Frente) who are now active in 
independent collectives and/or the national companies in the city, including Tamia Guayasamin, Xavier Delgado, Sofía 
Barriga, Esteban Donoso, Denise Neira, Cristina Baquerizo, Fausto Espinosa, Mercedes Balarezo, Karina Cárdenas, 
Fernando Cruz, Sebastian Salvador, Anna Jácome, and many others. Another generation includes dancers in Kléver 
Viera's Taller Permanente de Experimentación Escénica and others involved in the Frente de Danza and Escuela 
Futuro Sí.  
163 Roche (2015:113) has talked about this embodiment of the particularities of practice as a process of configuring a 
'corporeal map' that she describes as 'a kind of internalised score of instructions, embodied memories and sensations'. 
This is a process, she suggests, that 'could be characterised as a type of "possession"' in which practice permeates her 
physicality and becomes part, along with a multiplicity of other encounters, of her 'moving identity' in ways that are 
variable and constantly shifting (Roche 2015:113). See also Schneider 2001 and Nachbar 2012.  
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performers and passed on between generations'. Local canons are part of these embodied 

memories. Understood as processual rather than finite, however, these canonical logics as they are 

lived in the body are contingent and perpetually open to change. Local canons in Quito represent 

a central resource in the production of dance practice. It is not, however, a relationship free of 

tension or ambivalence. Many artists described both a deep respect and gratitude and a strategic 

dis/engagement from/with these canons, aware of their formative presence in their bodies. 

Others have re-engaged through investigation in movement or text. By way of illustration, I want 

to focus on one piece, 63 mañanas (63 mornings), that (like Velox) I saw performed at the third 

EIDC and which explicitly engages with ideas of the local dance canon. 

  

Dancing with bodily resonance: 63 mañanas/63 mornings  

 
Created by Quito artists Esteban Donoso and Fabian Patinho as part of the collective Gatos en la 

Barriga, 63 mañanas is a work that critically engages with the idea of corporeal resonance, of things 

that have solidified in the body and that normally go unquestioned (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 

September 2013, author's translation), specifically in the context of Quito. Formed in 2012, Gatos en 

la Barriga are a collective that seek 'to explore the body as an intersection between culture, 

subjectivity, and aesthetics' and take particular interest in interdisciplinary work (63 mañanas, EIDC 

programme, author's translation). For this piece, the collective comprised six dance artists (Sofía 

Calderón, Nataly Loza, Denise Neira, Paulina Peñaherrera, Viviana Sánchez and Irina Pontón), 

most of whom had trained through the Quito scene, with direction by Quito choreographer 

Esteban Donoso and visual artist Fabian Patinho 164 . 63 mañanas, premiered in the Teatro 

Variedades in the city's historic centre as part of the EIDC in  June 2013165, was a collaboration 

that sought to explore practice across these distinct fields and methods of work. While seeking to 

play with the diversity of dance histories embodied in its performers, the piece also explores their 

common ground through personal stories of dance practiced in the city's plazas and studios. It 

engages the particularities of practice in the city and how these things were lived in people's bodies (Esteban 

Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation). More specifically, in 63 mañanas, this 

is attempted through a conjunction of spoken and movement-oriented narrations. Dancers tell 

their stories through a microphone facing the audience, objects and bodies on stage echoing their 

words. Bodies also work alone in narrating these personal histories, made present through gesture, 

energy, or qualities in movement.    

 

One of the particularities with which the piece engages is the local dominance of dance-theatre, its 

expressionist premises and concerns with character or personaje, which forms a significant part of 

																																																								
164 A number of collective members are alumni of Proyecto Futuro Sí and/or the Frente de Danza Independiente 
(FDI). Director Esteban Donoso initially trained in the Frente (FDI), before continuing his training in the USA. Fabian 
Patinho is a visual artist who has produced comics, film and theatre works in Quito.  
165 The work was independently produced, and supported by space from the Conservatorio de Música Franz Liszt.  
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contemporary dance's inheritance and on-going practice in the city (I shall say more about this in 

Chapter 8).  

 

My dance has a lot to do with listening, listening to what's there. So, as a lot of what I do is done with 
material that comes from the dancers themselves, sometimes it's like these things filter into a work of mine 
[laughs]. [...] In general [in Quito], and I think this is something a bit more historical, there are a load of 
expressionist premises. So there's always a thing of characters, there's always a thing of stories, and there's 
always a thing of wanting to express. And that's very sort of engrained and it's never questioned. [...] The 
way I see it, if something of that [line of practice] filters into a work there's no reason to get rid of it. But 
neither should it be assumed like something that has to be done. [...] For example, Irina's solo, the super 
dramatic one with the bra, is something that ended up coming out differently but in the beginning it was like 
an exaggeration of that really expressionistic and character-based work.  

(Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation) 
 

My notes from live performance and video footage of the solo to which Esteban refers make 

evident how this relation is made manifest through the sonic, visceral, and material aspects of 

Gatos member Irina Pontón's performance:  

 

A lone woman stands centre-stage in dim blue light. As her body begins to tense, 
someone launches into broken but enthusiastic song from the side-lines. 'If I could 
for a minute...succumb to the disaster of every day...'166. The woman's movements 
intensify, her hands clutching and grasping at her chest. As her body continues to 
warp and fit to her colleague's heartfelt wailing, she drives her struggling hands 
inside her shirt. Her torso twists and contracts, her jutting elbows fly, her eyes 
screw tight with effort. She grunts, pants. Eventually, she triumphantly pulls out a 
piece of white material and pauses, stunned, to hold it in front of her, arms 
outstretched. A bra. She holds it up to examine, her eyes searching, body tense, 
chest heaving, as she turns it over slowly in her hands.  

(Field and video notes on performance of '63 mañanas', EIDC,  
Teatro Variedades, 5 June 2013) 

 

This particular moment is a parody of the Medea solo from 'Cave of the Heart' by Martha 

Graham, one of the leading figures in the US-based modern expressionist dance that has had an 

enduring significance in the development of Quito's dance scene167. Dramatic, expressive, it 

functioned here as a danced symbol of a shared dance heritage, told through an international 

dance reference but, in its performance, relating to the life of a local dance canon. Hands clutch, 

chest heaves, fists clench. In this reworking, dance (re)inscribes the body with a particular logic 

to narrate a corporeal relationship to a particular regime of practice. Embodying this practice 

means cultivating a particular corporeality - a way of holding tension, of centring the movement of 

the limbs, of controlling the breath, of suspending impulses to movement; codes that also 

produce particular aesthetics (see Barba 2011). She looks at the bra searchingly, face charged 

with emotion, scrunching it quietly between her fingers. In engaging with such regimes 

through parody, however, such instances might also allow artists a certain freedom from their grip 

																																																								
166 Lyrics are from The Guilt by Migala and were sung in English.   
167 The European expressionist tradition (German Ausdruckstanz) is also thought to have strong relations to dance 
production in Quito; see Barba 2011.  
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(Burt 2003). In sound, body, and central prop, Irina’s solo is 'other' both to the original work168 

and to the ways the local canon would produce it. In its re-rendering of one of the iconic pieces of 

danced expressionism, then, the solo narrates discord and disjuncture across both local and 

transnational space, while making clear the intricate interrelation between them and, importantly, 

its creative presence in its own practice. Repeated simultaneously by two others while Pontón lies 

in final exhaustion, the language is also shown as multiple, brought into dialogue with different 

individual corporeal archives.  

 

In this struggle over corporeal memory and resonance, other moments in 63 mañanas are even 

more clearly positioned in relation to local canons. Its opening, with the dancers looking 

searchingly to the ceiling, resonates with a gesture that has perhaps become a recognised symbol 

of the expressionist practice associated with a particular artistic generation in the city. 

 

A white space. Six women, looking searchingly at the ceiling. One approaches the 
microphone at the front of the stage. Pauses. 'I'm thinking that it's much more 
important and interesting to look for something... than to look intensely at the 
ceiling which is a point where, simply, I don't see anything.' 

(Notes on performance of '63 mañanas', EIDC, Teatro Variedades,  
5 June 2013, author's translation) 

 

The enacting of a particular movement motif here, and its narrated critique, marks 63 mañanas as 

an active intervention into local forms of dance-making in Quito. Further, the young female 

dancers, the white space, and the dancer's voiced misgivings place the gesture on a different plane, 

unsettling its meaning by resituating its performance in other kinds of bodies, spaces, and 

perspectives. As they begin to move, the gesture appears as a danced citation in moments, heads 

turning to the ceiling only to fall into the roll and swing of their chosen movement. This 

deconstruction of a local canon was further narrated through a dancer's story:     

 

'I'm going to tell you about the time when my shirt fell down in the Plaza Grande. 
A long time ago we used to dance in the plazas of the city - this was a Sunday 
morning. It was sunny, and we danced just at the bottom of the steps to the 
cathedral. We began together, and we looked the public in the eyes.' She turns to 
look over her shoulder as a dancer enters and begins to walk across the space 
behind her. 'We walked elegantly.' She pauses, the dancer looking intensely out at 
the audience, walking slowly, spine erect, toes pointed. 'I don't remember very well 
how it all went. But we did some long steps and we changed our gaze from the 
audience to the floor, from the audience to the floor.' The dancer obliges. 
 
'Afterwards, we did a section on our knees, with gestures that were very strong 
and dramatic.' The dancer waits in position. 'We beat ourselves on the chest, on the 
back.' The dancer drags herself forward on her knees, flinging her head back, her 
torso twisting, as her arms swing side to side in dramatic blows around her body. 
The speaker's tone intensifies. 'We beat ourselves on the chest, on the back.' The 
blows continue. 'We rolled backwards, touched the floor with our feet, and 

																																																								
168 Graham's original version of Medea's solo was performed with a red thread as the central object, which she pulls 
from her bodice, representing the bloodied entrails of her murdered children. I was told that Irina Pontón, the dancer in 
63 mañanas, had not undertaken training in Graham technique and did not seek to faithfully emulate the style in her solo 
(Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation). 
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returned with an imploring gesture.' The dancer rolls to sit with her knees bent, 
lowering her arm in front of her with a downward tilt of the head. 'No, no, no. More 
imploring. You need to look at your hand'. The dancer repeats the gesture, this 
time her arm moving in a larger arc, an intensity in her eyes, fixed on a hand 
tense with emotion as it moves towards her chest. 

(Notes on performance of '63 mañanas', EIDC, Teatro Variedades,  
5 June 2013, author's translation) 

 

This extract shows how a slow, elegant walk, a switching of the gaze, the lowering of an arm, 

simultaneously evokes and unpicks a local body of practice in the work, a process narrated by the 

dancer's words. Dance acts to identify and actively interrogate particular traces in movement as 

part of the negotiation of dance's intergenerational dynamics in Quito. It's like you see the traces of 

that in everything; I mean, since the Frente [de Danza Independiente] and all its works, everyone has something of 

that in their dance. (Denise Neira, personal interview, 21 June 2013, author's translation). The 

critical/satirical approach towards local practice that shapes this particular scene is perhaps also 

turned towards a particular mode of dance production in Quito, the dynamic between the speaker 

and her interpreter here echoing the powerful choreographer/interpreter relationships that many 

cited during fieldwork. In narrating the story, the speaker's instructions to her interpreter become 

like choreographer's notes. On its performance in Quito to what are typically dancer-heavy 

audiences, these references and memories would have had further resonance still, echoing 

elements of commonly lived dance histories. Instructions to look at the audience, change the 

direction of the gaze and to draw out emotion, for example, would be familiar to many 

experienced in local training practices. Within this logic of reflection, (re)working, and parody, 

however, the work does not intend to position local canons in the past in order to mark its own 

status as distinct and 'contemporary' (Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's 

translation). Rather, in their critical incorporation and symbolic deconstruction, it also reproduces 

something of these local canons on stage. Such moments, as Midgelow (2007: 10) suggests in her 

writings on danced reworkings, 'evoke a particularly bidirectional gaze, as they exist within a 

double frame, simultaneously evoking and questioning their sources'. Such instances could 

perhaps be considered as 'critical analysis in practice'; this is dance revealing complex relationships 

to the inheritances it cites, such that 'the canon is not surpassed but continues to reverberate' 

(Midgelow 2007: 68; 5). While through parody the dancers seek critically to deconstruct a local 

canon, seeking a different corporeality and aesthetic in their own movement, in its performance 

they at the same time acknowledge, and make evident on stage, their debt to this training that has 

given them the particular tools to produce that parody.  

 

Relating to the local canon: rupture, continuity, heritage 
 

The canon emerges, and is sustained, then, through dancing bodies. Particular ways of moving 

become ambivalent ghostly presences in individual and collective creation. These processes are 

also tied to wider geographies of production that include the documentation of work and its  
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Figure 6.2: Gatos en la Barriga and the work 63 mañanas in promotional and stage shots for 
Quito's EIDC. Top photo left to right: Paulina Peñaherrera, Sofía Calderón, Nataly Loza, Irina 
Pontón, Denise Neira, Viviana Sanchez. Photographs courtesy of Gatos en la Barriga.  
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repetition through remounting, both of which have a vital role in the production of a canon 

(Franko 2007). Such processes become a vital part of the fabric of training in dance production 

and performance in Quito, as well as crucial for the active recognition and engagement with its 

histories. They come to constitute a certain common ground to which many artists in the city bear 

relation. This became evident in reactions to the news that I was performing in Wilson Pico's No 

Quiero Perdonar - 'Oh yeah, I danced in that. I think everyone's danced in that at some point' 

(Fieldnotes, conversation with dance artist, 19 March 2014) - and the subsequent photos 

of many familiar faces in different performances, standing in long coats just like mine, holding 

haunting images of The Disappeared169. In this kind of resonance, it is apparent how local canons 

are active in both the corporeal and institutional dynamics of dance production in Quito.  

 

Their place in dance production is, however, a point of tension for younger generations of artists 

in the city. On the one hand, some experience such canons as part of a logic of eternal return in which 

there's always a return to previous things and no-one realises that they're from before (Esteban Donoso, personal 

interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation). Practice is thus considered to have been settled for a 

long time in one particular style of contemporary dance with a certain repertoire of movements, like certain scores 

that get repeated and repeated in every dancer. [It's] very frustrating in a way, you know? (Laura Corral, personal 

interview, 17 July 2013, author's translation). In this, some artists suggest that the difficulty of 

sustained artistic process seen as produced by the particular geographies of Quito's scene 

complicate critical engagement not only with international canons but also with local ones. On the 

other hand, however, local canons are also considered by many as integral in producing dance's 

contemporaneity in Quito. This recognises dance as emerging not only through ceaseless onward 

motion but also through (conscious, critical) dynamics of resonance, recycling and return (see Burt 

2003; Barba 2011).  

 

In Quito, then, 'innovation' is conceived at turns as a process undertaken through local canons, and 

at others in spite of them. Frequently imagined throughout its history in terms of rupture and 

resistance (see Chapter 4; Ignatova 2013), independent dance and the relationships of artists with 

its local canons is once again being narrated in this way. This has been especially evident since the 

return of a generation of artists from training abroad, artists (like those before them, it should be 

said) gaining 'critical and creative distance' through transnational movement (Rogers 2014: 157). 

More mobile and less tightly connected, these generations have promoted a certain diversification 

in techniques and languages in the city; a dynamic that frequently sees local canons being 

positioned as external to the conceptualisation and production of Quito's contemporaneity. 

Others argue that concerns for 'originality' among younger artists mean a certain lack of 

recognition of local founding figures and their practices that actively limits the possibilities for 

																																																								
169 Created in 2002 in commemoration of the widespread 'disappearance' of Argentinian citizens during the country's 
brutal military dictatorship, Wilson Pico's No Quiero Perdonar forms an important part of a collective repertoire in Quito. 
I had the honour of performing the work with colleagues in the spring of 2014.    
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developing dance in the city.  

 
Here people don't value the legacies, the bases. There are many Ecuadorians that have made a huge 
contribution [to dance]. What we have today we owe to them, but here we don't realise that [...], there's that 
rejection. [...] That's very sad because independently of whether you like what they do or not, it's a legacy; 
it's an important inheritance for the country.  

(Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 December 2013, author's translation)  
 
Such attitudes are mediated through relations to international canons: Wilson Pico himself has more 

recognition abroad than in his own country. [...] People come from outside and say 'How great! How wonderful!', 

when people here are denying themselves because they are always idealising the foreign. (Karina Cárdenas, personal 

interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation). Some artists suggest that it becomes more difficult to 

consolidate personal discourses in practice, and to engage with themes they consider necessary for 

a meaningful dialogue with contemporary society, when the languages or knowledges that have 

been part of that discourse's development are denied or rejected (Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 

27 June 2013, author's translation). Here local canons are seen as central to dance's contemporary 

production.   

 

In reconciling these divergent views, dancers emphasise the need to recognise (and value) the 

active place of local canons in their personal, living corporeal archive while maintaining a critical 

approach to its embodiment in their practice. During fieldwork, this was conceived as a process to 

be realised through both deeper investigation into contemporary dance's particular histories in 

Quito (and Ecuador), and a certain process of self-recognition,  one artist arguing that: [It seems] 

that what the pioneers of contemporary dance created was so strong that afterwards there are young generations that 

don't appropriate themselves, don't acknowledge themselves, outside of very small circles. (Tamia Guayasamin, 

personal interview, 9 September 2013, author's translation) 170. This process is one supported by noone 

more than the 'pioneer' generation of artists themselves, encouraging younger generations to go 

beyond local canons and create their own languages. With many dancers training in the 

independent sector before going on to other things, including participation in the national 

companies, these local canons come to resonate across independent and institutional sectors. 

Considering that a vocabulary of motion 'fits differently on each body it trains' (DeFrantz 2005a: 

675), these canons are also lived differently, their resonance variously utilised, reworked, undone, 

in conversation with diverse and disparate other practices. The 'body as archive' (Taylor 2003; 

Lepecki 2010) is thus experienced and actively engaged with in practice in multiple ways. Local 

canons are an important and active part of the continuing emergence of dancing bodies in Quito. 

As living practices, and rich creative resources, they resonate in a continuing conversation across 

artistic generations to form a contested but integral part of the contemporaneity of contemporary 

dance. In turn, the delineation of a local dance 'canon' has become part of a wider conversation 

																																																								
170 Dialogos con la Danza, an event organised by Tamia Guayasamin, Josie Cáceres and Genoveva Mora in Quito in 2009 
and 2010, sought to respond to this perceived dynamic. It aimed to bring young Ecuadorian choreographers together in 
a space of reflection and exchange about creative process through theory and practice, and provide a platform for 
performance.	
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around the identity of contemporary dance in Ecuador and the creation of a distinct 'school' of 

movement with its own method, technique and, importantly, a recognised and documented 

history. I take up this conversation again in Chapter 7 in considering the identity politics involved 

in processes of decolonisation in contemporary dance in Quito. 

 

Conclusions 
 

This chapter has developed a distinctive, postcolonial take on the idea of a dance canon. While 

arguing for the continued importance of imaginaries of a 'Western art canon' (Dodds 2013: 4) in 

the relations that produce dance practice, I have sought to complicate any account of a singular 

canon through attention to multiple 'international' imaginaries and to the significant presence of 

local canons. I have also considered the complex ways these canons resonate to be reproduced, 

negotiated, and reworked in practice. In so doing, I have aimed to unsettle the simplistic ideas of 

opposition and resistance and binaries of global/local, centre/periphery, that often frame 

discussions of power and value in dance production to instead render these relationships more 

complex and multi-layered. In this, I contribute to work that emphasises the importance of 

'flipping' the perspectives through which contemporary dance practice is conceived and that 

brings attention to the multi-directional and multi-located relations of its production (see 

Chatterjea 2004a, 2013). Further, the chapter has sought to consider the making and remaking of 

these relations through the creative, corporeal negotiations of dancing bodies. In this, it has 

proposed dance as an enunciative act.  

 

To conclude, I come back to 63 mañanas. In telling stories of dance practice in Quito the piece not 

only evokes local canons but also those more frequently narrated as 'international', seen as having 

taken on a particular life in dance training, performance, and spectatorship in the city. A dancer 

approaches the microphone to deliver the opening line of the piece: 'I'm thinking...that you're 

thinking...that I have to do something impressive. And, as that's not the case, that you're 

bound to leave disappointed.' (video notes, author's translation). Words here, like the 

movement that follows them, seek to play on local audiences' expectations. Dancers tell their 

stories: the tyranny of classical training whereby pas de chat171 were drilled with the throwing of 

tennis balls, and one day, a chair; of rejection from a dance institution for not conforming to its 

bodily ideals; of a work with a prestigious Quito company performed in tight costumes on hot 

lineolum floors in a city-centre plaza. Many of these stories are tinged with violence (Esteban Donoso, 

personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation); the violence of an international canon that, 

in Quito, perhaps takes on a particular significance in its echoes of colonial power, a 'historical 

dust' (Lepecki 2003: 47) kicked up by dancing bodies. This is the international canon experienced 

																																																								
171 Literally, 'cat's step' - a ballet leap from one foot to the other in which the feet are drawn up and the knees are bent 
so that the legs form a diamond.  
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and critiqued as a form of ongoing epistemic violence. In the telling of such violence here, dance 

talks back to its presence. In its reference to multiple languages and modes of practice, 63 mañanas 

also narrates a specifically Quiteñan corporeal inheritance. Through their words and bodies the 

dancers make present multiple resonances across the independent and the institutional, the 'local' 

and the 'international', narrating the emergence of their dancing bodies with, through and between 

the hauntings of multiple dance canons; canons that, further, blur and overlap. In this multiplicity, 

dance can be seen to fracture particular local and international forms of practice, a move that sees 

63 mañanas explicitly engage with the relations of power that I have been talking about in this 

chapter.  

 

My memory of 63 mañanas is, principally, one of fractured scenes: flashes of images and sound 

that emerge only to be subsumed by something different. Bodies thrashing the air in white space, 

tensing to a tight ball, posing in statuesque stillness, shuffling and sliding with blank faces, or 

whispering playfully in the shadows. 63 mañanas shows the marks of a choreographic process that 

drew on the individual corporeal memories of its six dancers and split direction, two weeks at a 

time, between Donoso (a dance artist) and Patinho (a visual artist) as it sought to privilege risk and 

chance in its structure172. The result is a piece where performance, both between and within 

scenes, is produced through different logics - the figurative, the expressive, the pedestrian - and 

where multiple scenes occupy the stage simultaneously, overlapping and blurring into each other - 

a tennis ball bounces inexplicably across the space as dancers' bodies shift in connected chains of 

stillness and motion, before being scooped up in a story on classical technique; a chair, a marker 

of the violence of institutional training, lies abandoned on its side as an expressionist solo begins; 

a pair of dancers chat and jostle on the side-lines as the others slide, push and roll, their bodies in 

contact. In this the piece perhaps resonates with wider discourses of fracture and fragmentation in 

Quito’s contemporary dance scene: modes of working whereby dance is increasingly experienced 

as developing along disparate, individual paths; the multiplicity of languages that result; the 

prevalence of short-term, project-based funding; the ad-hoc access to dance-space; the splintered 

and periodic nature of much dance training in the city. It also, perhaps, reflects the eclectic, 

fractured processes considered to produce dancing bodies in Quito - processes that partly relate to 

developing logics of eclecticism (Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008) and flexibility (Kedhar 2014) in wider 

dance worlds but also to specifically Quiteñan histories and geographies. Dance here announces 

'multiply identified bodies' (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996: 232) that, through processes of creative 

re-rendering, negotiate multiple ways of being in the world (Mbembe in Fischer-Lichte 2014: 13). 

Gilbert and Tompkins (1996: 204) have suggested that 'The body's ability to move, cover up, 

reveal itself, and even "fracture" on stage provides it with many possible sites for decolonisation'. 

																																																								
172 This drew on the choreographic method 'Destroy the dance' developed by the North American choreographer Susan 
Redhorst whereby a work is constructed through a series of 'relays' between artists. Here, each artist develops distinct 
sections of the work, taking up choreography where the other left off in a manner that might develop it, radically 
modify it, or start again from scratch. In this intermittent mode of creation, the method seeks to questions traditional 
conventions of authorship, collaboration and choreography (63 mañanas, EIDC programme, 5 June 2013).   
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As bodies in 63 mañanas emerge explicitly through 'a network of ghostly relationships' (Midgelow 

2007: 165) in their creative engagements with dance canons, their acts of fracturing might be seen 

as building a 'transformative relationship' with dance pasts (Mbembe in Fischer-Lichte 2014: 13) 

as part of looking to possible futures. As multiple resonances overlap, jostle, blur and fade in this 

constant negotiation, they serve to complicate singular notions of movement, identity, or 

contemporaneity.   
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Chapter 7: 
Decolonisation, Quiteñan 

imaginaries and the making of 
'Ecuadorian contemporary 

dance' 
 

 

This chapter is about the negotiation of identity and difference through contemporary dance 

practice, processes thought about here in terms of the making of 'Ecuadorian contemporary 

dance'. I have, until this point, purposely referred to my subject matter as 'contemporary dance in 

Ecuador' rather than 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' in order to emphasise practices as open, 

on-going projects that do not necessarily claim geographical location as their principal point of 

reference or orientation in the world. In what follows, however, I want to interrogate how ideas of 

dance as 'belonging to' its context are present in Quito, and how this shapes the ways in which 

dance practice is thought, 'done', and understood173. In so doing, I build on my previous 

discussions of practice as emerging through particular histories (Chapter 4) and institutional 

relations (Chapter 5) in Quito, and as negotiating 'local' and 'international' dance canons (Chapter 

6), to think about these relations specifically in terms of a politics of identity and difference. The 

particular ways individual and collective dance(d) identities are experienced and understood, made 

and remade, are here particularly explored through processes of decolonisation that become 

significant in dance-making in Quito as a postcolonial city.   

 

Dance is bound up with the continuous negotiation of socio-cultural boundaries and imaginaries; 

its practice is produced through, and productive of, difference in ways that variously reiterate, 

disrupt, negotiate and rework individual and collective identities (see Albright 1997). In fieldwork 

in Quito, ecuatorianidad or 'Ecuadorian-ness' emerged as a common imaginary in articulations of 

danced difference, an imaginary against which practice was evaluated and debated: 'Would you 

say that there exists an Ecuadorian contemporary dance?' (Ivonne Guzmán question to 

Esteban Donoso, El Comercio, 3 June 2013). Across the duration of my fieldwork, then, I 

encountered instances where ecuatorianidad was being sought, debated, re-worked, resisted, and 

made through contemporary dance in the city. 

 

																																																								
173 Discussions of searching for 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' here focus solely on practice's articulations in the 
capital. As discussed in Chapter 1, I am aware of reiterating here the 'Quitocentrismo' (Donoso 1998) that frequently 
sees discussions of nation, particularly in relation to arts production, focused on the capital to the exclusion of other 
places (see Mora 2015 for considerations of dance outside Quito). I hope to rectify this in future work.  
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The form this ecuatorianidad took was, of course, plural and diverse, in both the imaginations 

articulated and the practices through which it was made. Given Quito’s place as the primary centre 

for contemporary dance in the country, there was also a particular slippage between 'Quiteñan' 

and  'Ecuadorian' imaginaries of dance practice. Artists typically foregrounded an idea of identity 

that is flexible, vibrant, shifting, creative, in constructing practice that might relate and contribute 

to local dance processes as well as to the artistic dialogues of wider dance worlds. The 

contemporary perhaps particularly lends itself to an ambivalence around the national and the 

international, essentialism and openness, fixity and fluidity, in the articulation of identities174. In 

Quito, as elsewhere, these become productive tensions in artistic creation that sees dance emerge 

through and between their particularities in the city. While often publicly debated in terms of the 

'Ecuadorian', then, dance was also conceived in fieldwork conversation through intersecting 

Quiteñan, serrano or Andean, latino and mestizo identifications. Practice thus articulates difference 

and belonging at multiple scales and through various collectivities positioned along intersecting 

racial-ethnic, urban/rural, regional, national, and/or continental lines in ways that are plural, 

ambivalent, contradictory, and shifting (Hall 1992). These discourses also often emerge as part of 

a transnational, cosmopolitan self-hood associated with the contemporary both as art genre and 

temporal moment (see Kiwan and Meinhof 2011). Dance thus becomes the ground for the on-

going (re)definition, multiplication, and questioning of identities.  

 

In previous chapters I have explored how contemporary dance in Quito carves its space(s) in 

urban, national and international worlds. This is a space through which contemporary dance in 

Quito chafes against and unsettles established geographies of belonging. Its practice often bears 

indirect and/or challenging relation with dominant international canons, common local 

conceptions of 'art dance', and folkloric imaginaries of nation. In Chapter 4, I mapped out the 

distinctive historical geographies that have shaped the contemporary dance scene in the city. In 

Chapter 5 I considered the relations between contemporary dance and state cultural institutions 

and policy. In Chapter 6, through the lens of canonicity, I explored how contemporary dance in 

Quito emerges through concerns for both contending the hegemony and apparent universality of 

exclusionary international dance canons and consolidating (and sometimes resisting) local dance 

heritages. Now, I want to draw out those politics of identity more directly, by analysing how 

identities were variously articulated, in my fieldwork conversations with artists, through questions 

of aesthetic, modes of production, and the corporealities of dancing bodies. Through these 

conversations, I interrogate dance as a practice for the active rendering and re-rendering of 

individual and collective identities in Quito. 

 

More specifically, my focus is on the ways danced enunciations of difference are considered to 

																																																								
174 I am not suggesting that this is exclusive to contemporary dance. Much scholarly work has also detailed such 
dynamics in traditional/folkloric (e.g. Mendoza 2000; Guss 2000; Hellier-Tinoco 2011) and 'national' or social dances 
(e.g. Savigliano 1995; Hughes-Freeland 2008; Reed 2010; Schauert 2015).  
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form part of the decolonisation of dancing bodies and their practice in Quito. In Ecuador, 

contemporary dance practice and its identity politics are marked by postcolonial nationhood and 

postcolonial global relations. Drawing from Catherine Walsh's (2007; 2009; 2012) work on the 

(de)colonisation of knowledge in Ecuador, I want to consider how explorations in dance practice 

aim not to reproduce the metanarratives of the West - a process that imposes 'a provincialism as 

universalism' (Quijano 2007: 177) - but rather to engage with thinking that 'finds its roots in other 

logics, concerns, and realities that depart not from modernity alone but also from the long 

horizon of coloniality' (Walsh 2007: 224). I explore contemporary dance, then, as a contested 

ground for the de-/re-construction and multiplication of symbolic, discursive and kinesthetic 

worlds of meaning. In this, I draw on Walter Mignolo's work on decoloniality to approach dance 

as an active agent in 'a world that is constantly invented in the enunciation' (Mignolo in 

Gaztambide-Fernández 2014). Here, then, dance is understood as an enunciation that does not 

(only) act to "represent" the world but 'to confront or support previous existing enunciations' 

(Mignolo in Gaztambide-Fernández 2014). In Ecuador, as in many parts of Latin America (see 

Mignolo 2007), ethnicity and race take a central role in these negotiations. Identity and, 

particularly, ethnicity, thus becomes a site through which the coloniality of power, knowledge, and 

being is made manifest (see Mignolo 2007). I am interested here in how dance constitutes a way of 

variously reiterating and rethinking this coloniality. Such processes see dance 'constructed, enacted 

and rhetorically defended' with one eye turned towards the local and one towards the wider world 

(Stokes 2004: 50 in Kringelbach 2013: 148), meaning diverse power relations to be negotiated in 

practice.  

In this chapter, I explore these dynamics through two points of focus. The first looks at narratives 

of decolonisation in the independent sector. Here, difference or 'otherness' is constructed through 

ideas about dancing bodies and 'ways of doing' seen as intimately tied to their context in 

Quito/Ecuador in which multiplicity and specificity intertwine in intersections of lo mestizo, lo 

andino, lo latino and the contemporary, each seen as cosmopolitan yet particular modes of 

identification. Dance is thus conceptualised as emerging through both local and globalised forms 

of identification that are at turns seen through ideas of fixity and fluidity. I explore how, through 

these relations, 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' becomes a construction that aims to challenge 

what is meant by 'Ecuadorian' and what is meant by 'contemporary dance' in the expansion of 

both fields of meaning. Processes of decolonisation here are seen as involving both the 

consolidation and reaffirmation of local dance histories and heritages and the constant 

problematisation and conscious unfolding of practice beyond these particular modes of dance-

making. In the second shorter section, I turn to an institutional articulation of 'Quiteñan' identity 

through one particular work, the Compañía Nacional de Danza (CNDE)'s 50(La Mitad), 

premiered in Quito during fieldwork in 2013. As an explicit attempt to see what 'Ecuadorian 

contemporary dance' might look, sound, and feel like on stage, its consideration here enables the 

tracing of the production and narration of particular imaginaries of difference. I embed my 
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interpretation of this piece in wider debates around the production of racialised difference, 

mestizaje and multiculturalism in Ecuador.  

 

The two main parts of the chapter, then, interrogate the search for 'Ecuadorian contemporary 

dance' through different foci, both empirically - one focused on the independent sector, one on 

the institutional - and thematically - one considering the decolonisation of Ecuadorian dance and 

the other focusing on the racialised politics of Ecuadorian-ness. Throughout, we will see how the 

making of 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' is a process defined by multiplicity. In dance's on-

going creative emergence, artists seek to expand its practice within Quito and Ecuador more 

widely while also expanding the values, definitions and dialogues of contemporary dance as an 

international field of practice. International and Ecuadorian dance worlds often articulate different 

realities of production and distinct interests and agendas in creation, but intersect 'at the desire on 

both sides to create something new' (Kringelbach 2013: 149). In this chapter, I am interested in 

how this 'something new' is being explored in Quito through complex negotiations of the 

universal and the particular, multiplicity and specificity, the collective and the individual, in ways 

that also critically engage with the terms on which dance comes into being.  

 

The 'expanded field' of Ecuadorian contemporary dance 
 
Decolonising contemporary dance 
 

Decolonisation of and through cultural production has formed an important part of artistic work, 

social movements, and state rhetoric in Ecuador. It is certainly a concern in contemporary dance, 

where relations that work to categorise and valorise practice according to hegemonic Eurocentric 

criteria have seen practice from Ecuador frequently narrated as 'obsolete' and 'an out-moded language' 

(Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation). In working to place certain practice as 

part of 'an overcome past', the Ecuadorian dance artist and scholar Fabian Barba (2013) argues 

that contemporary dance all too often 'colonizes the "now"', paradoxically acting to deny dance's 

contemporaneity as well as artists' distinctiveness and capacity to define their own artistic project. 

Dominant narratives deny contemporary dance's existence as a field of multiple traditions, he 

suggests, in which each instils different ways of approaching and thinking the body in practice 

(Barba 2013). It is in recognition of this multiplicity that Quito dance artist Valeria Andrade (2013) 

proposes the making of an 'expanded field' of contemporary dance in which such categories might 

be unsettled and its concurrent rather than linear development in diverse ways be recognised.  

 

To think about the expanded field of dance in our context is [...] to think about the colonial 
processes still present in artistic practice. It is [...] to stretch the limits of theory with our 
own tools and voices, without that meaning closing off dialogues with the global. On the 
contrary, it means opening such dialogues further in order to construct a project of our 
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own, with the necessary mechanisms of validation, legitimisation and creation that come 
from our own processes of constructing [dance] languages and opening up our knowledges. 

 (Andrade 2013: 6, author's translation) 
 

Decolonising practice through an 'expanded field' is, then, a multi-faceted process. On the one 

hand it involves the recognition and appropriation of historical and contemporary specificity. On 

the other, it also implies a 'freedom to choose' (Quijano 2007: 178) between diverse cultural and 

artistic orientations, and with respect to the terms upon which dance is understood. It is also a 

process focused on increasing and facilitating dialogue within and between contemporary dance 

worlds175. Within these dialogues, artistic choice is thus seen as part of a conscious, creative 

process of dance-making that is concerned with both reaffirming and expanding identities through 

practice. In this, decolonisation is a 'deconstructive and transformative task' (Escobar 2008: 

249)176. In building and shedding, learning and unlearning layers of practice, this is dance that aims 

to question, explore and create according to interests and values structured not by hegemonic 

Euro-US dance worlds but by Quiteñan, and Ecuadorian, realities.  

 

The [question] of 'Ecuadorian dance'177 emerges because they're doing a comparison with dance from where? 
[...] We have to accept ourselves and say 'This is what we are - we have these possibilities, these difficulties, 
as well as these talents', with our own history, our own body, aesthetics, symbols, everything that we carry as 
a culture. It's that acceptance of oneself, accepting what we do, and recognising it, really recognising it. Being 
able to have an open mind in order to say [that] it's not what groups from the States or from Mexico do, 
and that's ok.  

(Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation, interviewee's own emphasis) 
 

It's important to realise that we're never going to...I mean, it's not our interest to be or do what you're doing. 
[Sofie (interviewer): You mean, Europeans?] Europeans or North Americans. I mean, independently of 
whether we do things that might look similar, you know? Because we're within a language now that's a bit 
more open - there's a transculturation that no longer permits us to say this is yours and this is mine... but it 
is being questioned, you know?   

(Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation)  
 

Decolonisation also involves recognising hegemonic worlds as part of dance's own corporeal and 

creative heritages. Thus these are processes that are 'not anticolonial, but moving away from the 

colonial', as they attempt to 'orient the acts of delinking (at the same time being constituted by 

them) from the rhetoric of modernity and the logic of coloniality' (Tlostanova and Mignolo 2012: 

17, 23). The focus is not on outright rejection but rather reconfiguration of how contemporary 

dance is conceived, imagined and practised. Dancers seek to expand on limited and limiting 

																																																								
175 Some artists in Quito fear that dynamics of coloniality in contemporary dance production fundamentally disable 
dialogue between dance worlds: 'In PARTS [a leading contemporary dance school] in Brussels, for example, the 
dialogue that's possible with someone that's doing something in Ecuador is very limited because the constructed ideal of 
what dance is, of what a dancer is, is pretty unbalanced in the sense that it's located over there [in Europe]. So what 
worries us is precisely that impossibility of dialogue because those ideals are worked in a central place and we're in the 
periphery. [...] Evidently a negotiation and detachment, and a work that does not follow those ideals to the letter, is 
hugely necessary to construct something of our own but, as I say, what concerns us are those negotiations more at a 
global level.' (Esteban Donoso, ‘Entrenamiento, corporalidades, colonialidad’ Q+A, Simposio Cuerpos y 
Corporalidades, 21 November 2013, author's translation, author's recording).  
176 This is thus a process that resonates with the processes of deconstruction and bricolage through which dancing 
bodies emerge in much contemporary production, as discussed in Chapter 7 (see also Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008). 
177 Where respondents refer to 'Ecuadorian dance' this should be read as 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance'. 
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notions of what may be perceived as 'beauty', 'skill', 'technique', 'virtuosity', 'the spectacular', as 

well as the logic that determines who may name such qualities (Defrantz 2005b: 94). This is a 

'productive critical strategy' (DeFrantz 2005b: 93) that conceives practice otherwise: Many of Wilson 

Pico's solos are spectacular. His intimacy is spectacular (Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, 

author's translation).  

 

In this, dance emerges as a key site for understanding, contesting, and remaking relations of 

coloniality, understood as a 'matrix of knowledge, power, and being' (Maldonado-Torres 2012; see 

Quijano 2000, Mignolo 2007). Thus, for many artists in Quito, attention must first turn to 

questions of dance(d) knowledge and thought as the basis for decolonising practice:  

 

I think the first way that it's being approached is through thought. At least we realise that we want other 
things [...] When we're talking about it being necessary to produce the body through other formulas, from 
other possibilities, with other perspectives that traverse different territories...I think that has already made 
dance begin to change. It's precisely because we sit down to talk and discuss other possibilities in the 
construction of dance. I think we're still in the process of discovering so many things - there's a lot that 
remains to be done in the country. But I think we're working from dance to position it through other 
frameworks.  

(Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation) 
 

Decolonising dance practice, then, means the collective construction, through dialogue, of other 

ways of thinking, approaching and 'doing' contemporary dance. For Quito artist Josie Cáceres and 

others, it is also a question of facilitating particular emotional/social relations in production: I want 

to make mistakes and for young choreographers to be able to make mistakes without being condemned as bad, 

inept, failures...no! I think dance needs to base itself in those kind of emotional relations too, of believing in the 

other. (Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation). In this, decolonisation and the 

construction of alternative modes of dance-making is positioned not only as a matter of 

transnational but also of local inter-generational and institutional relations. Self-affirmation, 

investigation, and dance's simultaneous unfolding along a multiplicity of trajectories - with all the 

experiments and mistakes of any creative process - are considered processes that require support 

both locally and internationally. A decolonising, expanding field of contemporary dance requires 

not only individual creativity, then, but collective sustenance. 

 

More broadly, the creative processes that produce an 'expanded field' of contemporary dance are 

conceived at once both in terms of individuality and collectivity. With a strong sense of individual 

(transnational, cosmopolitan) creative emergence, they certainly relate to discourses of the 

'emancipation of the self' common in the globalised contemporary dance world, in which the 

(ultimately unachievable) utopian ideal is to free oneself totally from a grounding in a particular 

cultural context (Kringelbach 2013: 170). And yet, in Quito this individualism entangles with 

senses of collectivity in cultural and corporeal heritage, in a (postcolonial) cultural context where 

symbols of 'belonging' circulate and where spaces of production generate senses of shared and 
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localised endeavour (see Kringelbach 2013). Thus, while for some the 'contemporary' is associated 

with deterritorisalisation, hybridity, and a freedom to experiment that lend dance 'a kind of 

universal expressivity and accessibility' (Katrak 2011: 8), in Quito matters are more complex: 

constructions of particularity are vital in the making of a contemporary dance that contests 

relations of coloniality through practice. One artist thus described her dance-making as prompting 

a whole process of re-learning my body and getting to know it from its limitations in order to, from there, strengthen 

my dance. Practice, for her, was seen as produced, in relation to dominant canons, through a constant 

self-affirmation [...] It's a process that's very much a search for your own possibilities and in the wake of that comes 

the creation of your own language (Valeria Andrade, personal interview, 5 July 2014, author's translation). In 

this, the appropriation and reaffirmation of the particularities of practice are understood as 

fundamentally opening (rather than hindering) the 'freedom' of contemporary dance production. 

While local particularities are narrated in part as 'limitations' they are also framed in terms of 

particular possibilities.  

 

Generally, then, we need to theorise beyond simplistic binaries that position the 'contemporary' as 

a deterritorialising and universalising force in contrast to ‘traditional’ dance’s preoccupations with 

locality and particularity. Rather, contemporary dance production is concerned with the 

production of contextual relations that are just as specific, and just as open and evolving, as those 

of any other dance practice. Furthermore, in the materials that follow we will see how 

contemporary dance’s located particularities require conceptualisation that goes beyond some 

familiar devices for their rendering. For example, Quito’s contemporary dance cannot simply be 

understood as being a 'fusion' or 'hybrid' form in which the global/universal aesthetics of 

contemporary dance are localised and indigenised by contextual particularities. Nor can it be 

understood in terms of singular difference that takes aesthetic form, such that practitioners seek to 

present an ‘Ecuadorian’ feel to their dance178. In Quito, dance's identification with the city was 

understood in multiple ways that went far beyond, and often had nothing to do with, concerns for 

lending a 'flavour' of 'Ecuadorian-ness' to dance work. It was rather articulated in terms of 

particular conceptualisations of dancing bodies, particular approaches to performance and practice 

(method, objective) (i.e. ‘ways of doing’ contemporary dance), and particular cultural economies 

that shape dance production and training. It is to these particularities that I now turn. 

 

The particularities of bodies, approaches and cultural economies in Quito 
 

Dancing bodies in Quito were frequently conceptualised in terms of very particular physical, 

kinaesthetic, and affective characteristics in their practice. They were narrated in 'parts' (see 

Gottschild 2003), each compared to the image of a particular hegemonic ideal. In conversation 

																																																								
178 Here my findings contrast with those of Katrak in her work on 'contemporary Indian dance', where she argues, for 
example (2011: 7), that such production 'indicates a desire to retain and communicate an aura and flavor of "Indianness" 
via movement as in use of mudras, costumes, music, and the overall affect of an Indian aesthetic world'.  
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with artists in the city, then, such narratives saw bodies in Quito described variously as shorter in 

stature, with larger hips, a short neck, a wide back, bodies that are 'wide-boned' (de hueso ancho) and that 

don't have great flexibility in the groin; and, more positively, with a movement characterised by a certain 

expressivity, sensuality, passion, emotion and/or sincerity179 (composite personal interviews and 

fieldnotes, 2013-2015). These are also bodies conceived as emerging through a particular history, 

as bodies that are in some way very... pure and layered, full of a dormant and well-guarded memory. I think that 

we're a source of other possibilities, of things that are different, because for a long time we've had a dominated body. 

The mestizo body hasn't had places to develop and unfold. I think it's been very domesticated. So it's important to 

listen to what is behind the layers. (Laura Corral, personal interview, 17 July 2013, author's translation). Here 

mestizo bodies are seen as carrying the weight of Ecuador's colonial past and, in particular, 

indigenous experiences of that history.  

 

Zoomers and Salman (2003) have noted how, in ideas of 'Andean-ness', fragments of what was 

originally associated only with indigenous identities have also been adopted in the construction of 

(white)-mestizo identities180. Central here is a change in ideas of indigeneity from the 1960s and 

1970s onwards: from traditional associations with backwardness to more romantic, exoticised, 

positive views of lo andino. Here, Zoomers and Salman argue, 'the "otherness" of Andean life came 

to be celebrated for its moral and ecological qualities in relation to negative aspects of Western 

life' (2003: 5), perceived in terms of collective traditions, spiritual qualities and a closeness to the 

land. Thus, 'the Andean' came to be viewed as a particular 'style' and practice present in 

conceptions of artistic production. These more positive constructions of 'purity' and ancestral 

memory associated with ‘the Andean’ and indigeneity also invoke a degree of mysticism (see 

Espinosa 1994). One artist describes how the rhythm of wooden pipes resounds in his core: the 

rhythm [of my practice] is composed by the heart and that heartbeat must, necessarily, be affected by my Andean 

self. In itself, I could like the beat of the drum very much but my heart and my core don't beat with the touch of the 

drum as they would for a black person. For me, wooden pipes are going to resound in me in a deeper way than they 

would for a European or for an Afro-descendant from Esmeraldas. So [the Andean] must be present, I don't 

know in what way but it must be present (Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, author's 

translation). Another talks of a certain dejo melancólico or 'melancholic flavour' to his work181. Such 

imaginaries are also made present more explicitly through visual and corporeal symbol - achiote182 

falls onto white bodies dancing in a pool of light; an artist kicks up clouds of chalk dust as he 

																																																								
179 Or, in other words, authenticity - see Chapter 7. It is important to note that such discourses in which certain qualities 
or abilities are so frequently narrated exclusively as 'innate' are also, of course, a product of training and, as such, 
culturally specific. For example, Donoso and Barba (2013) note, with specific relation to contemporary dance in 
Ecuador, how a dancer from one dancistic culture might be recognised for having a strong stage presence and in 
another might be seen as too dramatic, or a dancer acknowledged as a 'good dancer' in one context might be perceived 
as 'technical but cold' in another.  
180 In this, wider narratives of oppression and disempowerment in popular imaginaries of indigeneity in Ecuador, and 
imaginaries that particularly foreground characteristics of 'introversion, timidness, muteness' (Espinosa 1995:57, author's 
translation) in ideas of 'the Andean', come to be articulated as part of (white)mestizo corporeal identities.  
181 Comments from conversation with artist Esteban Donoso. Melancholy is frequently associated with Indigeneity and 
Andean-ness in popular discourse, particularly in relation to music and other artistic production (see Donoso 1998).  
182 Red powder made from the crushed seeds of the achiote fruit, traditionally used as hair or body paint and in cooking. 
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stamps and spins, feet bare, limbs resolute; the Huaco, the Mama Negra, the Ashanguero are 

embodied in all their festive vitality on stage183. In Quiteñan imaginaries, then, indigeneity comes 

to be an embodiment of a collective corporeal heritage. In the process, conceptions of bodily 

difference through regional identification (lo andino) blur and overlap with those articulated in 

ethnic-cultural terms (lo mestizo). In Quito, contemporary dance is partly forged through these dual 

identifications. 

  

While constructed as highly distinct in this way, bodies in Quito are also seen as being 

characterised by a certain ambivalence through their heritage. This is often understood in terms of 

a particular state of being 'in-between'184:  

 

I think the mestizo body is a body where many nuances and roots converge that still aren't clearly identified, 
you know? It's in that in-between place of not appropriating itself, the mestizo body doesn't take possession 
of itself, it doesn't know what ground it's on. I think we're in that search. Equally, self-definition is 
dangerous and I don't know if I'm interested in defining myself as a mestizo body, because that closes things 
down too. But I do think it's important to empower oneself from the body and from that awareness that 
we're shaped and made by many forms and textures and visions of the world. The Andean is very present, 
but so is the Western, you know? So how do we make it so that all those forces can live and multiply and 
expand? 

(Laura Corral, personal interview, 17 July 2013, author's translation) 
 

These multiple 'forces' – Andean, Western, and others -- were also frequently seen as engendering 

a particular 'way of doing' dance, characterised by a productive eclecticism and 'disorder' described 

as barroco185. This is variously identified in collective terms as latino, andino, and/or criollo/mestizo. 

For one artist, We Latinos are 'baroque'. We talk in a 'baroque' way, we live in a 'baroque' way. (Josie 

Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation). For others: Perhaps it's our way of doing things. 

It's sort of criollo186; I don't know. [...] People have to understand that it's not pure, that's a colonial inheritance 

[...] We're really barrocos, we're very disordered. [Mercedes: It's like a collective conscience]. (Karina Cárdenas and 

Mercedes Balarezo, personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation). Such narratives are also applied in 

																																																								
183 I here reference the following dance works: Firstly, Mándalas by independent collective Laboratorio Coreográfico 
Emergente (performed at the EIDC, Quito, 3 June 2013), where the use of achiote ('a material indigenous to our Andean 
cultures') sought to create a story without words exploring the potential of contemporary dance 'to dialogue with other 
contemporary aesthetic worlds' - thus, the work aimed to create a 'point of departure that might act from another time 
for another time, from other geographies for other landscapes; that is, from other perspectives for other ways of seeing' 
(EDIC programme, author's translation). Secondly, Kléver Viera's El cuerpo que escribe (performed at the CAC, Quito, 21 
November 2013), parts of which draw on traditional indigenous Andean dance language. El Huaco, La Mama Negra, and 
El Ashanguero are the three Andean festive characters presented in Wilson Pico's solo series Fervorosos Pasos (performed 
at the Sala Mariana de Jesús, Quito, 15-17 May 2014) (see also Chapter 7).        
184 This is a common idea in popular discourses of mestizaje, see Miller 2004.  
185 Lo barroco, 'the baroque', has particular connotations in Latin America. In the Ecuadorian volume 'Modernidad, 
mestizaje cultural, ethos barroco', Espinosa (1994: 163, author's translation) suggests that 'In Latin America, the baroque 
figures in the dispute over modernity as a heterodox variation of modernity or alternatively as a postmodernism avant la 
lettre. The Latin American baroque appears as an antithetical modernity parallel to Anglo-Saxon modernity or as an 
entity that, as in its medieval meaning, signals the end of history.' Both signal, he suggests, 'the relation of complicity and 
difference between the baroque and canonical modernity.' For Kaup too 'the baroque constitutes Latin America's 
alternative modernity' (2012: 8). It is a concept that, Espinosa (1994: 164) suggests, relates 'Latin American cultural logic' 
primarily to colonial history. In its emphasis on hereogeneity, lo barroco has important resonances with discourses of the 
eclectic.  
186 Criollo is a term originally used to designate people of Spanish descent born in the Americas. It has become a term of 
varied and ambiguous meaning (which is sometimes particularly contested in terms of its relation with the designation 
'mestizo'; see Donoso 1998: 139) that is often used to connote the urban elite.  
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discourses of difference around particular artists' work in Quito; Wilson Pico's dance, for example, 

is described as 'inescapably Andean, that is: barroca and fragmented' (Roldós 2007: 92, author's 

translation). This 'ethos barroco' is understood as part of a distinctive collective identity at various 

scales, including the Ecuadorian (see Tinajero 2011). Here, the ideas of 'purity' present in 

imaginaries of indigenous ancestry come into tension with those of 'impurity' and 'contamination' 

also common in constructions of mestizo, andino, and latino identities (see Miller 2004; Poupeney-

Hart 2000; de la Cadena 2005)187. Both, however, frame narrations of a distinctively Ecuadorian 

contemporary dance. 

 

Contemporary dance in Quito is also considered as distinct through the particular cultural 

economies that structure the scene in the city. Here, ideas of eclecticism are once again prominent, 

particularly in conceptions of the independent sector, where training is largely non-formalised and 

possessed of a strong auto-didactic tradition. In fieldwork, dominant dance practices were 

considered to drive towards homogeneity while practice in Quito was seen as placing greater value 

on individual idiosyncrasy and diversity in dance-making. I think that desire to homogenise bodies [in 

dance] is a bad habit, I think it's a habit that's quite removed from what goes on here. We're a lot healthier in 

those terms, as a dancistic society in Quito. Traces of it are probably in the BNE. The CNDE doesn't do it. And 

as for other creators, I don't think it's a great concern. (Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 2013, 

author's translation). Dance practice and performance is sometimes explicitly framed through these 

discourses of bodily diversity - for example, in Escuela Futuro Sí's slogan of danza para todos los 

cuerpos ('dance for all bodies') and the institutional festival Diálogos Corporales taking the tag-line 

La diversidad de los cuerpos ('The diversity of bodies')188. Such approaches are often considered to 

align with the contemporary realities of dance in the city in a way that characterises practice as 

distinct: I went to see a work that David Guasgua did in the CAC, and there were lots of people of all types in 

the cast, and I said 'That's it! There are fat ones, skinny ones, small ones, tall ones' So, all the stereotypes take 

second place, and you're simply seeing an artistic work, an idea, and [one] that's in accordance with the time and 

reality you're living in. (Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 December 2013, author's translation). The 

work to which Christian refers is Las horas florecen (or Les heures florissantes - 'The flourishing hours') by 

the French choreographer Hervé Koubi, reproduced in Quito in 2013 by Ecuadorian artist David 

Guasgua and performed in and around the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo (CAC). The work 

specifically sought to use bodies diverse in physicality and in training, participants including both 

those with little dance experience and professional practitioners. The valuing of diverse and 'non- 

  

 

 

																																																								
187 For Carpentier (1995: 100 in Kaup 2012: 5), Latin America is 'the chosen territory of the Baroque', which, he 
suggests, implies 'the awareness of being Other, of being new, of being symbiotic'.  
188 This was a festival organised for the International Day of Dance in April 2013 at the Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana 
as part of the CNDE's Fortalecimiento de nuevos públicos para la danza ('Strengthening new audiences for dance') 
project.  
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Figure 7.1: A performance of Hervé Koubi's Las horas florecen, re-staged by David Guasgua at Quito's Centro 
de Arte Contemporáneo in 2013. Photograph by Carlos Quito.  
 

 

dancerly' corporealities is, of course, not unusual in contemporary dance (see Bales and Nettl-Fiol 

2008; Banes 1980; Foster 1986; Albright 1997). It is, however, a narrative that, in Quito, takes on 

particular significance where contemporary dance is seen by some as still having to fight locally 

dominant and colonialist dance imaginaries.  

 

Ideas of diversity and eclecticism - in bodies, in training - take on a somewhat contentious 

position in definitions and characterisations of contemporary dance in Quito. On the one hand, it 

is seen as part of a distinct identity for dance that speaks from and to its particular context and an 

important socio-political and artistic philosophy for dance production in the city. It is also seen as 

characterising work with a particular personal authenticity: 'The wonderful thing about 

Ecuadorian dance is that they're very personal explorations of each artist, and they also reflect the 

conditions of their making. Perhaps it's a collective search or perhaps it's a solitary one...but it's 

more to do with something very authentic of each person.' (Guayasamin 2013, author's 

translation). On the other hand, however, diversity and eclecticism are also connected to 

problematic ideas of 'amateurism' and 'second-rate-ness' that work to position contemporary 

dance as a second option (Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 December 2013, author's translation) in 

dominant imaginaries of 'art dance' in the city. Diversity is also sometimes related to 

fragmentation, which in research conversations was often contrasted with the perceived strong 

collective production of the Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI) era. This was seen as both a 

strength (in its heterogeneity and individual authenticity) and weakness (in artistic and relational 
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dispersion and fragmentation) for the production of 'a sense of identity' for contemporary dance 

in Quito: ...the very processes of contemporary production are more fragmented [now]. It's a different thing. I mean, 

we can't compare the processes of the 1970s, 1980s, which moreover come from a whole notion, and quite a political 

one, of collective work, to the way of doing politics today, which is not so collective but rather more 'micro'. That 

gives other dynamics. (Valeria Andrade, personal interview, 5 July 2014, author's translation). 

 

These particularities of the Quito scene also overlap and entangle with narratives of diversity, 

multiplicity and 'creative freedom' seen as inherent to contemporary dance as a genre (see Roche 

2015). Contemporary dance is here defined as that great space that's open to meditation, to reflection, where 

an artist can draw on so many different things. [...] It's the only space open in that way, contemporary art. (Jorge 

Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, author's translation). Thus, the ideas of eclecticism present in 

distinct geographical identifications in Quito intersect with conceptions of cosmopolitan artistic 

identities. ‘Eclecticism’ is seen as both an inherent and a cultivated part of contemporary dance 

production in the city. It characterises contemporary dance both as a specifically latino, 

mestizo/criollo, and/or Andean creation, forged through the city’s histories of identity, and as 

feature of a transnational, cosmopolitan contemporary art aesthetic. In this union 'the eclectic' is 

understood to facilitate the constant (re)invention of both individual and collective identities (see 

Sanjines 2007). In this conscious, purposeful process of bricolage, pasts, presents and futures 

intimately interlace with inspirations from wider contemporary dance worlds. The appropriation 

of multiple heritages and the matter of artistic choice is seen as vital for the production of 

'Ecuadorian contemporary dance': 

 

You don't have to go and ask for the permission of any authority to declare yourself heir to the music of 
Beethoven, heir to the rituals of Telembí189. [...] They say 'This dance of Pina Bausch is my heritage - Café 
Müller is a great example to follow, there's a lot to learn there. The Dead Class by Tadeusz Kantor, that's 
my heritage190.' It's too general to [speak against] 'Western culture', because within Western culture there 
are absolutely beautiful things that should not overwhelm, for example, what can be generated in the 
[Ecuadorian] village of Pelileo, right? [...] But it is important when a light of what we can do surges, some 
authentic inspiration, without having to close oneself off to what we can learn from Western culture or 
Millennial cultures, right? What Buddhists do, what the Aztecs did, you know, could be essential clues in 
order to find what is ours.  

(Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 September 2013, author's translation, interviewee's own emphasis) 
 

 

(Trans)national imaginaries of 'belonging' 
 

In the discourses of independent practitioners discussed above, a sense of 'belonging', of 

'Ecuadorian-ness', in the making of contemporary dance in Quito is, for some, inherent to its 

																																																								
189 A community in the province of Esmeraldas, Ecuador. 
190 Pina Bausch was a foremost proponent of German neo-expressionist dance-theatre (known as Tanztheater) and Café 
Müller (1978) - a melancholic piece mixing the everyday and the poetic, largely performed with eyes closed – is one of 
her most famous works. Tadeusz Kantor was a renowned Polish artist and theatre director and The Dead Class (1975) is 
his famous work related to his 'Theatre of Death' that proposes the expression of life through an appeal to death, 
absence, or emptiness. 
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production: If people try to do Swan Lake it's going to be a criollo Swan Lake because they can't deny that. We 

can't deny what we are. [Mercedes: Even though you hide it]. Yes, it's going to come out criollo because you're from 

here [...], it's absolutely going to be Ecuadorian. (Karina Cárdenas and Mercedes Balarezo, personal interview, 5 

July 2013, author's translation, interviewee's own emphasis). It is simultaneously, however, considered a 

matter of on-going cultivation and construction, involving the negotiation of diverse imaginaries 

of 'belonging'. For many in Quito, resisting any fixed definition of 'Ecuadorian contemporary 

dance' in this process is vital: I think a sense of identity, and finding an identity or identities, is very important. 

[...] [But] aesthetically we can't talk about an Ecuadorian dance that has a beginning and an end. That would be 

the biggest mistake that we could make, it would kill the dance. (Fausto Espinosa, personal interview, 27 June 

2013, author's translation). This is an importantly nuanced position. While fixed notions of identity 

are considered antithetical to dance's production as a multiple and continually evolving 

contemporary practice, a 'sense of self' is simultaneously considered important in the negotiation 

of power in transnational relations of practice. In these relations, the artist Wilson Pico suggests, 

identity can be lost and an attitude of inferiority assumed, consciously or subconsciously, or [artists can] think that 

there's no way to do anything original from here. Thus, in the cross-border production of practice, he 

argues, you mustn't forget where you're from, so that [practice] becomes a contribution. A contribution, so that in 

the future we might talk of an Ecuadorian dance, an Ecuadorian style, an Ecuadorian agenda. (Wilson Pico, 

personal interview, 2 September 2013, author's translation, interviewee's own emphasis). Maintaining a certain 

'sense of self' in the cross-border production of contemporary dance practice here comes to be 

understood, then, as part of a wider collective making of 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' that 

might avoid reproducing 'the West' as the sole source of originality and contemporaneity (see 

Douglas et al. 2006; Kringelbach 2013)191.  

 

A key aspect of these debates concerns dance technique. Central to the evaluation of practice as 

'professional', 'technique' here refers to particular recognised, globalised, modes of movement. 

Dance in Quito was often framed in terms of its relations to these modes. 

 

I think technique is the only thing that shows a dancer to be a dancer, it demonstrates that 
you're a dancer if you know how to dance cleanly, it demonstrates that you're a lawyer if 
you know how to manage the laws. Perhaps you can't say 'Right, let's make another kind of 
practice in order to seek another kind of aesthetic and forget about technique'. But I think 
we do have to decolonise our thought and decolonise our feeling, we have to look for our 
own path through certain concepts [...] but never disregard the technical elements that are, 
supposedly, what make us professionals. 

(C.Donoso 2012, author's translation) 
 
I think you need something to push against, you know? Something to start off with. [...] There are tried and 
tested things that have their function. In the case of dance, it needs a systematisation, a rigorous training, of 
something very formative to start with, because there's noone in this country who has created a technique that 
could be called 'Ecuadorian'. So the first thing you're going to do is look for a technique abroad that's 

																																																								
191 Chatterjea (2013: 11-12) has noted how the rhetoric of contemporary dance as a practice able to 'contain all 
difference' can mask the potential erasure of difference in the reproduction of particular Euro-US aesthetics as the 
'neutral universal' to be emulated in other countries' constructions of their own dance voices.  
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formative, which principally comes from the States or Europe, and incorporate it into your teaching. [...] We 
talked about influences earlier - Release [Technique]: the States; David Zambrano192: he's Venezuelan but 
has lived all his life in Belgium or France or some country like that. You see? They have to go to other 
sources. Go, see who did it, how they did it and the results of that, and say 'right, let me take this on'.  

(Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, author's translation) 
 

In such discourses, however, there is perhaps the danger of suggesting that contemporary dance in 

Ecuador might be produced only through its engagement with Western worlds of practice (see 

Chatterjea 2004a). In response, some artists emphasise the reaffirmation of possibilities within 

Ecuador alongside and in dialogue with the continued deepening of transnational relations. 

'Wilson always used to tell us', Freddy says, 'that all you need is here [he casts his hands 

down to his body], you don't need anything else' (fieldnotes, conversation with Freddy 

Taipe, 12 April 2013). There are particular lines of investigation in Quito that seek to produce 

practice in relation to explicitly Ecuadorian dancistic worlds, discussed further in Chapter 8. One 

of these is 'turning the body festive', which sees dance emerge in conversation with local popular 

practices and festival characters. This question of continuing to explore and investigate the festive, that's where 

we had the possibility of being really authentic. [...] What those characters bring is important [and] doesn't exist in 

other places. (Rosa Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014, author's translation). Here, Ecuadorian 

forms inspire what Foster (2010a: 27) calls a 'regrooving' of bodies, renewing traditions in ways 

that 'claim vital relations among region, ethnicity, and individuality'193. In practice, then, there are 

diverse lines of Quiteñan dance-making that draw inspirations from within and beyond 

Ecuadorian national borders.  

 

Debates over the relation between contemporary dance and national and transnational 

geographies can be particularly fraught in the question of practice's perceived relations to 

European-US dance worlds. During fieldwork this became evident, for example, in the Quito 

critic and dramatist Leon Sierra's response to the work 63 mañanas, by artists Esteban Donoso, 

Fabian Patinho and the collective Gatos en la Barriga, following its premiere in June 2013. Sierra’s 

critique positioned the work as 'gringo'194. For Sierra, the work's use of 'postmodern mechanisms of 

representation' and 'an attempted "casual naturalism"' made it 'ultra contemporary' but reflected 

dance seen on the 'gringo pages' of Youtube (Sierra 2013: n.p.). The work was judged to constitute 

'a language which, through mimesis, may not (re)construct the discourse of a particular school but 

																																																								
192 Recognised as founder of globalised contemporary dance technique 'Flying Low'. 
193 Foster (2010a: 27) goes on to describe this as a 'magnificent resistance' to the globalising 'ballet', 'industry' and 
'released' bodies. In so doing, she reiterates a common discourse in which engagement with 'traditional dance' is equated 
with identity and heritage, and ballet or other forms typically associated with the 'West' equated with homogenisation, 
'sanitisation' and commoditisation. While such narratives are, as I have shown (see Chapter Six), deployed in Quito as 
part of discourses of resistance to those canons circulating in international dance worlds (see Kringelbach 2013), and are 
part of government support for contemporary dance, they over-simplify matters. Notions of belonging are more flexible 
in the transnational emergence of dance practice. Such assertions also risk positioning a turn to tradition as the only 
possibility in resisting hegemonic dance discourse - a process that, as we have seen, is in fact produced through more 
diverse lines of practice in Quito.	
194 Gringo is a term used widely in Latin America to refer to people of US origin or, at times, from the West more 
generally. The subtleties of its meaning depend on the context in which it is used - frequently non-derogatory, it can also 
be used as a way to deride things that don't 'belong' or that are viewed as having 'succumbed' to hegemonic US culture. 



	 171	

rather be inferior to it. Gringo school, gringo bodies, gringo poetics.' (Sierra 2013: n.p.). Donoso, who 

trained in both Quito and the States, reflected on this characterisation of the work, which for him 

was about troubling fixed visions of what 'belongs' in each context: 

 

I think [the work's characterisation as 'gringo'] was maybe due to the fact that I do works that aren't 
narrative or that say 'It's this' - a logic of multiplicity versus 'Follow me this way'. And it could be the 
music too, a lot was in English. [...] I think it has to do with that way of being on stage that isn't affected, 
because here, and in Mexico too, I think there's an intensity in the interpretation that, for example, when I 
see something in the States just isn't there. So I feel that a Mexican dancer would be like [poses with his 
head tilted to the sky, eyes in intense anguish, hands pleadingly upturned at his chest] [laughs] - I'm 
exaggerating, but it's that emotional weight that we tend to give [performance], I don't know if it's Latin 
American... So I think it's that in my works someone enters and it's more or less like they're in the street - 
'This is what I'm going to do and that's it'. So maybe that's perceived as something that isn't from here. 
[...] I think, [in] that question of how in one context something is considered in one way... the risk is that 
what is [categorised as] dance becomes hegemonised, so for me it's also a political thing to do this [to make 
dance that explicitly troubles fixed visions of 'belonging'], because it means that neither one side nor the 
other settles into that comfortable position [of 'this is dance'] - because, in the end, it's a position [emerging] 
from both sides.  

(Esteban Donoso, personal interview, 12 September 2013, author's translation, 
 interviewee's own emphasis) 

 

Lepecki (2006: 1-2) has suggested that 'Any accusation of betrayal...' - which the naming of the 

work as 'gringo' essentially is - '...necessarily implies the reification and reaffirmation of certainties 

in regard to what constitutes the rules of the game, the right path, the correct posture, or the 

appropriate form of action. That is, any accusation of betrayal implies an ontological certainty 

charged with choreographic characteristics'. Thus Sierra’s response to 63 mañanas was 

underpinned by a particular construction of what was considered to 'belong', or rather, not to 

'belong', in 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance'; for Donoso, however, the piece was an attempt to 

trouble such dualistic imaginations195.  

 

In summary, then, I have been arguing that while a sense of identity is experienced as important 

for many artists in Quito as part of a wider process of appropriation and self-affirmation aiming, 

ultimately, at the decolonisation of practice, contesting fixed imaginaries of identity is considered 

as equally vital. Here, typical ideas of what characterises 'Ecuadorian' practice as 'distinct' against a 

Western 'universal' are contested as the exclusive domain of ecuatorianidad: I'm not going to talk about 

myths, I'm not going to talk about colonisation, I'm not going to talk about a particular social problem - that's not 

a dance from Ecuador either, talking about certain social problematics that define the country. (Karina Cárdenas, 

personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation). Karina was not alone in having some resistance to 

those common discourses that position contemporary dance practice from postcolonial contexts 

as marked by a concern for the social, as 'burdened by their history', and as resistant to 

abstraction; narratives that work to situate such dance as culturally particular and opposed to a 

Western 'universal' (see Kodesh 2006: 43). I have also argued that 'Ecuadorian contemporary 

																																																								
195 In the case of 63 mañanas, the complexity that such a binary determination overlooks can perhaps be further 
appreciated when we consider that it was also spoken about in Chapter 6 in terms of its relations to local dance canons. 
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dance' should not be conceived as a collective particularity that homogenises diverse histories, 

interests and objectives in practice. Thus, concurrent with a process of self-affirmation through 

the recognition and consolidation of histories, bodies, modes and contexts of production 

experienced as Ecuadorian, is the constant complication, expansion and refusal of these 

distinctions. The decolonisation of contemporary dance practice, then, comes to be about 

recognising 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' as a constantly shifting field or constellation made 

up of diverse individual trajectories that might overlap with but can never be limited to 

constructions of collective identification. Ecuadorian dance is as vast as all of its productions. (Fernando 

Cruz, personal interview, 13 December 2013, author's translation). The complex nature of dynamics of 

coloniality in dance practice mean that, as Donoso and Barba (2013) note, practice can rarely be 

seen in terms of a total subjection to, or total detachment from, such logics. The decolonisation of 

dance practice and the making of 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' is, rather, about recognising 

the diversity of ways that dance might embody both specificity and multiplicity in its practice, and 

the diverse possibilities that lie before it in its ongoing creative unfolding. For more in-depth 

investigation of one such unfolding, I turn now to one particular dance work, premiered in Quito 

during fieldwork, that specifically sought to construct 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' on stage: 

the Compañía Nacional de Danza's 50(La Mitad).  

 

Quiteñan imaginaries and staging 'Ecuadorian contemporary 
dance': the Compañía Nacional de Danza's 50(La Mitad)  
 

12 April, 2013. The premiere of a new work by the Compañía Nacional de Danza 
and the grand auditorium of the Teatro Sucre is almost full. A man plays a grand 
piano in front of the closed red curtain. His sound is discordant and disjointed, the 
notes at turns flighty and crashing. Every so often he reaches in to pluck a string. 
With these unsettling sounds, the lights dim as he repeats a deep, rattling note. // 
A woman in brightly coloured layered skirts stands with her foot in a metal 
bucket. We hear bustling city streets, the melodic chatter of children's voices, the 
rumbling hum of traffic. She turns the bucket on its head to shelter from the rain 
whose persistent pattering has begun to fill the space. // Low echoing voices 
sound over a background metal clanking as dancers fill the stage, walking, 
shoulders slumped, heads bowed. They throw themselves at intervals to lie face 
down, bodies rigid. They rise again. A man, chest draped in a poncho-like cloth, 
slams the bucket against the floor. Whap! Some fall, arms crossed in death at their 
chests. Whap! They rise or fall. Whap!  
 
In the almost-darkness, a dancer moves uncertainly on a quivering sea of red silk 
whipped up into continuous movement. She grips her foot to stand precariously 
on one leg, voices murmuring above a low whine that rises, voices overlapping, 
whispering. 'Me quedo quieto, esperando. Esperando lo que...va a salir...' I stay 
quiet, waiting. Waiting for what will come... // A dancer plays with three upturned 
buckets. He mixes them up, sliding them along the floor, before lifting one to look 
underneath. He places it back down, swaps them. Lifts another. Shifts them 
around. Lifts one. Searching. Dancers line up at the bright, lopsided doorway. Each 
body steps through in turn only to be violently pushed aside by the dancer behind, 
each sent, one by one, running into the darkness. 

 (Field and video note extracts from performance of 50(La Mitad),  
Teatro Sucre, Quito, 12 April 2013)  

 



	 173	

In this section, I want to pick up on some of the corporeal and aesthetic relations that resonate 

through this description of the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador's work 50(La Mitad), or 

50(The Middle), to think about dance as an enunciative act for the making and remaking of identity 

in Quito. I am particularly interested here in thinking about state-led articulations of this process 

and the ways they relate to geographies of decolonisation. While concerns of identity are often 

articulated in terms of the national, dance here shows how these articulations are, in practice, 

written through with concerns of ethnicity, race, and social class. Mignolo (2007) has highlighted 

ethnicity in Latin America as 'the site of a struggle, the site of the coloniality of power, of 

knowledge and of being'. While this situation, as he argues, is in the process of rapid 

transformation in many places, with movements that are gradually 'shifting the geography of 

knowledge' (Mignolo 2007), dynamics of coloniality persist in various ways at multiple scales. I 

interrogate these processes here through the lens of 'official' worlds of dance-making in Quito 

and, specifically, a reading of the CNDE's work 50(La Mitad).           

 

 Created by the Ecuadorian choreographer Talía Falconí and featuring original sound work by the 

Argentinian artist Federico Valdez, 50(la Mitad) was premiered in April 2013 at Quito's prestigious 

Teatro Sucre. The work formed part of the government project Fortalecimiento de Nuevos 

Públicos para la Danza (Strengthening New Audiences for Dance) and had the specific aim to 

explore 'the nature of our identity through the symbolic world of movement' using everyday 

images and characters that might reflect 'part of this land we call Quito, our sense of self, and our 

contemporary Ecuadorian society' (CCE 2013, author's translation)196. While the Company's work 

commonly focuses on what respondents described as 'more universal themes', this was a major 

work in which the staging of identity constituted the primary focus for the creative process197. The 

identities being staged were explicitly Quiteñan but also related to national imaginaries: this was a 

performance by a national company, and as part of the Fortalecimiento programme it was toured 

to audiences around the country198. As well as concerns for dance that would narrate a distinct 

geographical identity on stage, the commission also sought a particular artistic identity in a work 

that would foreground 'state-of-the-art contemporary dance' (González 2013: n.p.).  

 

																																																								
196 As mentioned in Chapter 5, the strengthening of national identity forms one of the CNDE's official objectives in its 
work. Its mission is also stated as 'preserving the symbolic values of society' (CNDE 2014). This is evident in other 
recent works such as Pacha (2013) and La Alfarada (2014), which construct their official imaginaries of nation through 
the familiar touchstones of a mystical Indigenous Andean ancestry and revolutionary Ecuadorian political figures. Here, 
institutionalised policies put emphasis on pronounced symbolic reference and, one CNDE dancer suggested, on 'fusion' 
between the 'traditional' and the 'contemporary' as the basis for the staging of identity.   
197 The Company chose to commission a choreographer of Ecuadorian origin for the undertaking. This was in contrast 
to the majority of the CNDE's recent large-scale works, which have been created chiefly by choreographers Jorge 
Alcolea (Cuba) or Hervé Maigret (France). This connects to dynamics in which, as discussed in Chapter 6, ideas of 
belonging and identity in contemporary dance in Quito are partly debated in terms of who's doing the dancing and 
who's doing the creating. The choreographer of 50(La Mitad), Talía Falconí, is an Ecuadorian choreographer trained in 
Venezuela and the USA and resident in Mexico.  
198 This also goes for the title, which references both Quito’s position on the equator and Ecuador being known as the 
'country in the middle of the world'.  



	 174	

The idea is to explore, you know? To seek out a style that in contemporary dance might say, well, 'Here we 
are - this Quiteño imaginary and, perhaps, this corporeality, and also, this symbolism' [...] So that's 
something we're proposing, a search that can be open-ended, to see how things go. [...] Contemporary dance 
always involves practice that risks something. That searches, that explores, that might be irreverent, that 
might be different... that's what defines us as contemporary, you know? [Contemporary dance means] 
seeking an aesthetic that might be distinct and outside established aesthetics - that's why we arrived at 
50(La Mitad).  

 (María Luisa González, director of the CNDE, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's 
translation)  

 

In a political moment when discourses of decolonisation are strong in official rhetoric around 

cultural production199, I want to think about 50(La Mitad) as an explicit attempt to produce 

'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' on stage. In focusing on a specifically Quiteñan imaginary, the 

work also connects in particular ways to current discourses of identity in Ecuador that have seen 

both shifts and continuities between established ideologies of mestizaje that emphasise a singular, 

homogenising 'mixture', and more recent rhetorics of multiculturalism that emphasise multiplicity 

and diversity (see Tinajero 2011; Whitten and Whitten 2011; Rahier 2014). I here consider how 

the work negotiates the power relations traversing these discourses, interpreting the ways this  

 

 

  
Figure 7.2: Poster for the premiere of the Compañía Nacional de Danza's 50(La Mitad) by Talía Falconí, 
performed at the Teatro Nacional Sucre in April 2013. Source: CNDE.   
 

 

																																																								
199 Official discourses have consistently framed arts production in terms of 'our culture', of 'sovereignty', and the 
strengthening of cultural identities in Ecuador (Rafael Correa and then cultural minister Guillermo Long, speeches at 
the inauguration of the Universidad de las Artes, Guayaquil, 11 February 2014). Such discourses have sat within wider 
rhetorics of a so-called 'Cultural Revolution' as part of Correa's 'Citizen's Revolution' (see Sylva 2011).   
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Figure 7.3: Members of the CNDE (left-right: Pedro Hurtado and Oscar Santana) move around a titled 
wooden platform in 50(La Mitad). Source: Cuatro Pies.   
 

 

particular danced imaginary both disrupts existing relations of power/coloniality on one level and 

reifies them on another. 

 

In its performance of a Quiteñan imaginary on stage, 50(La Mitad) seeks a distinct identity that 

might unsettle both the conventions of institutional art dance in Quito and the ways the city is 

typically imagined. In this it seeks to respond to a context in which, the work's composer suggests, 

'we are tired of superficial readings and empty cultural clichés about what people suppose we are 

[and what they suppose] of our identity.' (Valdez 2014: n.p., author's translation, original 

emphasis)200. Quito, then, is made present through layered sonic, material and corporeal symbol 

connected to the popular geographies of life in the city201 that, according to its choreographer, aim 

to contest images typically represented in the city's 'postcard for exportation' (Falconí 2013: n.p., 

author's translation). The title itself, with its reference to 'the middle', indicates the city's defining 

geographical location on the equator line and within Ecuador's central Andean belt. In 

performance, street recordings introduce the city's soundscapes, which are interlaced with the 

sounds of dancing bodies and experimental clashings of metal, wood, and glass. A foot in a metal  

 

 

 

																																																								
200 Valdez speaks in reference to South American countries in general.  
201 Sarah Radcliffe (1996: 25) has noted the 'interdependent and mutually influential' nature of official and popular 
geographies of identity in her work on imaginaries of nation in Ecuador. 	
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bucket. A brightly-coloured layered skirt. Sounds of bustling city streets, the chatter of 

children's voices, the rumbling hum of traffic. A bucket turned on its head as shelter 

from the rain. Bodies speak through everyday gesture, swift hands narrating day-to-day life; in 

costume, coloured pleated layered skirts echo the polleras symbolic of rural migrants to the city; 

dancers work with the buckets prolific in the many construction sites in the capital; dancers shout 

ecuatorianismos, everyday words and phrases associated with Ecuadorian, and specifically Quiteñan, 

speech. The piece also seeks to unsettle this familiar everyday: jarring sounds, abrupt pauses and 

interruptions, and jerky changes of direction or stiffenings of the body together hinting at 

dislocation and disruption, an everyday taken into a world of fantasy and the surreal. A red curtain 

and bright lights, the mechanised smiling and unnatural movements, all build a dysfunctional 

world of performance which, alongside the abrupt shifts and contrasts of collaged sound and 

movement, lie in contrast to Quito’s dominant institutional dance conventions of harmonious 

sound and motion. The work, it is argued, 'proposes a rupture' (González 2013: n.p., author's 

translation). In producing contemporary dance in this way, the company's director suggests, We 

want to talk of identities that don't get dispersed, to talk of a person who knows where they come from and where 

they're going. [...] That multiplicity of ways there are of being 'Ecuadorian' can be something that feeds creativity, 

you know? (María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation). While 

proposing a distinct identity in its contemporary dance production, then, the work also seeks to 

render this identity multiple and flexible.  

 

Exploration of a Quiteñan imaginary in 50 (La Mitad) was, however, articulated through a familiar 

frame, namely that of mestizaje. As discussed in Chapter One, this is a discourse of racial and 

cultural mixture that has been prominent in conceptions of identity and nation in Ecuador. It is an 

ideology that forms the basis of a plethora of racialised identifications that act as ways of 

positioning oneself or others in social and 'racial-ethnic' terms. Such terms often also carry classed, 

regionalised and moralistic implications in suggesting the mixture of 'civilisation' with 'savagery', 

an identification with the urban over the rural, and in linking ideas of racial-ethnic identification 

with those of social mobility (see Whitten and Whitten 2011; Mendoza 2000; Roitman 2009). Here 

the identification of mestizo is situated in a concept of 'being in the middle sector... a space of 

blending or hybridity' that is also often perceived as a process of cultural and biological 

blanqueamiento or 'whitening' (Whitten and Whitten 2011: 71). In this way mestizaje is often 

conceived as an elite construction, 'a projection of mixture "downward" from those who stand 

atop the class and ethnic pyramid' (Whitten and Whitten 2011: 70). The conceptions and 

connotations of terms associated with mestizaje can also change depending on the perspective from 

which it is articulated202. The production of difference through mestizaje creates boundaries that are 

																																																								
202 Whitten and Whitten (2011: 32) suggest for the identification mestizo in Ecuador: 'From the standpoint or perspective 
of elites or those who are upwardly mobile with aspirations to adopt elite values, mestizos are those on the middle to 
lower rungs of a social ladder who have shed indigenous or African-descended cultural orientations, values, dress, 
speech, or physical features. For those in the middle, however, who choose to move upwards, blanqueamiento is their 
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both persistent and in constant (re)construction. Their connotations and meanings are, then, often 

shifting and contradictory 203 , just as their boundaries are, simultaneously, policed in the 

construction and maintaining of difference. While mestizaje continues to be a salient discourse in 

ideas of belonging in Ecuador (Whitten and Whitten 2011: 86), Cervone (2010) has suggested 

that, since the politicisation of ethnic identity and difference in the country, a revalorisation of 

mestizo identity from both popular and official sectors has seen mestizaje become less an ideology of 

national assimilation and more 'a tool to construct an alternative identity' as part of the 

fragmented identity politics of multiculturalism. It is through this lens that I want to consider 

50(La Mitad).  

 

The Quiteñan imaginary put forward in 50(La Mitad) takes the form of a specifically mestizo 

identity through spoken, material and kinesthetic symbol, and through the histories it narrates in a 

way that articulates both fixity and fluidity (see Whitten and Whitten 2011). The 'fixing' of 

boundaries of difference is perhaps particularly evident in the work's use of words: 

 

The group gather under the red silk canopy, suspended now above their heads. As 

one, their bodies tilt this way and that, before turning their faces upwards. One by 

one they begin to shout, responding with a collective 'ya!' to each phrase as they 

move in long gestures, a unified body in the light: mojigata! - ya! - qué bestia! - ya! 
- mijín zoquete! - ya! - qué karishina! - ya! - taita! - ya! - focazo! - ya! - me voy a 
volver! - ya! - de una! - ya! - curuchupa mudo! - ya! -  atatay qué asco! - ya! - 
matita de aji, solo los chagras se visten asi! - ya! - chucha madre! - ya! - indio de 
mierda! - ya! - asomaráste ve! - ya! - dáme pasando la sal! - ya! - no seas vendida! 
- ya! - dos por shunsho! - ya! - darasme haciendo ese favorcito! - ya! - llucho! - ya! 
- la yoni! - ya! - acolitarásme con esa movida! - ya! - no serás bruto! - ya! - 
chagra! - ya!...204 Their bodies roll into an inversion as their words roll on. 

(Field and video note extracts from performance of 50(La Mitad),  
Teatro Sucre, Quito, 12 April 2013) 

 

Here, Kichwismos - phrases adopted from indigenous Kichwa into Spanish parlance in Quito - seek 

to bring the particularities of everyday speech in the city into the dance205. Some of these also 

articulate particular imaginaries of Quiteñan society - for instance, curuchupa mudo connotes a 

certain religious conservatism and reservedness typically associated in popular discourse with the  

																																																																																																																																																																
aspiration and mestizaje is their stigma. To those self-identifying as indigenous or black, mestizos are those who have shed 
their cultural orientation for a position to which they aspire but which they cannot attain.'  
203	Tinajero (2011) has noted these contradictions for official articulations of mestizaje in the conception of an ideology 
of national culture in Ecuador. These articulated the Ecuadorian pueblo as direct descendants of a united, homogenous 
ancestor (referred to as 'Incas') whilst also celebrating colonial eclecticism; promoted the revalorisation of indigenous 
cultures whilst also generating paternalistic discourses of education (civilisation); and placed mestizaje as an ideal whilst 
also promoting a fierce anti-hispanism that denied the Spanish element within mestizo culture. See also Roitman 2009. 
204 Phrases commonly heard in everyday life in Quito. For translations see text discussion.  
205 These include grammatical constructions such as darásme haciendo ese favorcito, acolitarásme con esa movida, 
dáme pasando la sal, and vocabulary: karishina (a girl who 'acts like a boy'), taita (father), llucho (naked), 
shunsho (stupid). 	



	 178	

  
 

 
 

 
Figure 7.4: (top) CNDE dancers line up at the wooden doorway. Source: El Apuntador; (centre) crowding 

around the wooden platform. Source: Teatro Sucre; (bottom) Dancers in their layered pollera-style skirts, one 
raising a builder's bucket while another holds a white hat reminiscent of those identified with certain 

indigenous communities in the Sierra. Source: El Apuntador. 
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Andean region and, perhaps particularly, the capital. Chucha madre, focazo, qué bestia, 

mijín206 zoquete are also common phrases, some especially associated with younger generations. 

Dancers speak these words moving as one, legs lunging, arms reaching upwards, bodies inverting; 

sound and movement here affirms the presence of a unified body. While articulating a particular 

recognisable Quiteñan imaginary on stage, some of these words also invoke the colonial structures 

of power that continue to structure contemporary society in Ecuador and in Quito, where they 

also reflect the deep and multi-faceted distinctions/divisions born of a long history of rural-urban 

migration207. This is perhaps most forcefully present in the use of words such as chagra and 

indio de mierda (shitty Indian). Such pejorative and racist phrases work to mark 'others' on 

racial-ethnic grounds, echoing the workings of mestizaje as an elite white-mestizo construction208. The 

work thus reflects in its Quiteñan imaginary what Cervone (2010: 99-100) has observed in 

constructions of Ecuadorian national identity as a whole, whereby figures 'considered too 

backward and unrefined to be used as positive referents...suffer from a paradoxical game of 

inclusion and exclusion within the model of society considered legitimate by the dominant white 

sectors'. The Quiteñan imaginary constructed in 50(La Mitad), then, emerges from a white-mestizo 

perspective.  

 

Alongside elements that work to 'fix' a specifically 'Quiteñan' white-mestizo identity are notions of 

fluidity. Ideas of 'doubleness', inversion, and fragmentation are central to the performance. Faces 

and bodies switch repeatedly; dancers' bodies invert and are inverted, feet in the air, heads to the 

ground - a world and its subjects turned upside down; the piece creates a sound world that is 

discordant and fragmented. Such motifs, together with danced narrations of threat, death and 

miscegenation, can be seen as a making present of violent colonial histories: A bucket slams 

against the floor. Whap! Arms crossed in death. Whap! Bodies rise to fall. Whap! A 

quivering red sea. 50(La Mitad) invokes the ideas of ambiguity and ambivalence common in 

conceptions of mestizaje (see Cervone 2010; Weismantel 2003; Roitman 2009; Whitten and 

Whitten 2011), as well as the 'internal contradictions' (Radcliffe 1996: 26) and 'profound 

fragmentation' (Cervone 2010: 97) taken to characterise imaginaries of nation in Ecuador (see also 

Donoso 1998; Benavides 2004; Silva 1995). Important here too are ideas of transformation: A 

man stands in the shadows, a woman joined to him, back to back, by poncho cloth. As the 

others move in unison around a broad tilted platform - step, step, lean, step, step - he  

																																																								
206 Thought to be a mutation of the common endearment 'mi hijo' (m'hijo).  
207 Chagra, for example, connotes a rural migrant to the city and frequently, the Ecuadorian scholar Miguel Donoso 
(1998) suggests, anyone who comes from outside the capital (thus placing Quito as the sole domain of urban [read 
civilised] culture): '...los ambateños, riobambeños, cuencanos, en pocas palabras, todos los demas serranos somos "chagras".' (Donoso 
1998: 48). He positions Quito as 'the chagra capital' both for the city's history of rural-urban migration and for the 
ideology of mestizaje that means 'the chagra, devoured by the city, becomes quiteño' (Donoso 1998: 97).   
208 Whitten and Whitten (2011: 83), for example, have noted that the phrase [rojo con verde] matita de aji, solo las 
chagras se visten asi, a popular rhyme alluded to in the work, translates figuratively as 'red and green hotly blended, 
only the chagras dress this way' and is commonly used, they suggest, in white-mestizo families to imply bad dress sense in a 
mixing of bright colours that 'only rural women' wear (and, in this, to apply certain moral sanctions based on racial-
ethnic grounds). They argue that in such language 'we find mini-representations of the macro system of Ecuadorian 
racialized or ethnicized tropes, all of which, ironically, fall into the general elite category of mestizaje' (Whitten and 
Whitten 2011: 83). 
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Figure 7.5: Poster for the CNDE event Diálogos interculturales de la danza, showing 

50(La Mitad). Source: CNDE. 
 

 

turns at intervals, back, front, back, front. The face we see is switched, switched, 

switched. The platform turns, round and round, a figure balanced in its centre, inverted, 

in a pool of light. Particular movement motifs, repeated throughout the work, thus position 

inversion and transformation as central elements to the identities produced on stage. In his 

reflections, Quito critic Rivadeneira (2013, author's translation) suggests that a flexible notion of 

identity in the work presents the city as a place of anonymity in which citizens might 'represent 

one role or another, become something else, camouflage themselves, in order to not always live 

marked by the stigma of origin'. Dance brings such assertions into being on stage: Dancers pick 

over a man holding a bucket and wearing a poncho over his shoulders. They remove it, 

dressing him in a suit jacket and tie, before returning the bucket, left swinging, 'out of 

place', on his arm. These assertions reflect common discourses in mestizaje in which 'origin' is 

located in the rural, contrasted to the city as a space of contemporaneity ('civilisation'), flexibility, 

and transformation; imaginaries that also render the city, through mestizaje's implicit logic, a space 

of blanqueamiento or 'whitening'.  

 

In 50(La Mitad), however, mestizaje is presented not as an all-encompassing imaginary of nation, 

but rather as a specifically (regional, ethnic-cultural) Quiteñan identity. The work can thus be 

interpreted as reflecting political shifts in Ecuador that have seen singular discourses of nation 

pluralised through notions of multiculturalism to instead see ecuatorianidad or 'Ecuadorian-ness' 

rendered in multiple, specifically ethnic-cultural, terms (see Rahier 2014). Here, then, invocations 

of particular indigenous and urban worlds seek an 'Ecuadorian-ness' on the international stage, 
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but a more particular Andean, Quiteñan, mestizo imaginary on the national level that might 

recognise the existence of other identifications in that multiplicity of ways there are of being 'Ecuadorian' 

(María Luisa González, personal interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation). In its engagement with 

popular and indigenous symbology, the work also seeks an identity that might emerge in dialogue 

with this multiplicity 209 . While seeking to recognise and legitimise the diversity seen as 

characteristic of Ecuadorian society, however, in practice 50(La Mitad)'s rendering of a Quiteñan 

imaginary for the stage also reiterates the long-standing racialised prejudices and subordinations 

that, Cervone (2010) argues, multiculturalism in Ecuador has not yet overcome. The logics of 

blanqueamiento or 'whitening' associated with mestizaje persist in voiced utterances (chagra, indio) that 

reiterate racialised difference, and in danced representations that emphasise the city as a place of 

transformation (and, implicitly, whiteness). This is a clearly white-mestizo imaginary that engages 

with, but also explicitly separates itself from, 'other' ethnic-cultural worlds that constitute the 

city210. Explicit invocations of mestizaje here become a way of producing dance that articulates 

ethnic-cultural difference (through 'non-whiteness') on the international stage in the production of 

a distinctively 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance'. At the same time, however, these performances 

of mestizaje at the local level become 'a means of laying claim to one's whiteness' (Stolle-McAllister 

2013: 241-2). While embedded in discourses of multiplicity and dialogue, then, the articulation of 

mestizaje in 50(La Mitad) is underpinned by a colonial racial-spatial order that remains present in 

this particular instance of 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance'211. In this, the work reflects the 

ongoing tensions between multiculturalism and mestizaje in the official construction of both 

Quiteñan and Ecuadorian identities (Whitten and Whitten 2011; Rahier 2014; Tinajero 2011). As 

racial-ethnic, classed, and rural-urban difference intersects with concerns of the danced 

'contemporary', we also get a sense of the complex negotiated production of both socio-cultural 

and artistic identities in the institutional making of 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance'.  

 

Conclusions  
 

In this chapter I have considered the negotiation of ‘identity’ and 'difference' in Quito’s 

contemporary dance production. More specifically, my concern has been with practitioners’ 

accounts of how distinctively 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' is experienced, made and 

contested. In other words, my interest has been in how 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' is not 

only contemporary dance practised in Ecuador but also shaped by imaginaries of ecuatorianidad or 

‘Ecuadorian-ness’. The chapter has sought to interrogate how dance, as an act of enunciation, 

																																																								
209 Intercultural dialogue features as a prominent concern in the CNDE's work (in line with government rhetorics). See 
Figure 8.5, where an image of 50(La Mitad) advertises the international symposium 'Diálogos Interculturales de la 
Danza' organised in June 2015. 
210 This describes the work's relation with indigenous cultural worlds in Quito. Afro-Ecuadorian worlds remain absent 
in this imaginary of the city.  
211 Thus, the work also perhaps reflects the geographies of contemporary dance production and consumption in Quito 
and Ecuador more generally, in which it is considered, particularly in the institutional sector, to be a very whitened dance 
(Rosa Amelia Poveda, personal interview, 13 June 2014).  
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works to make and remake individual and collective identities across independent and institutional 

dance worlds in Quito. Here, experiences and imaginaries of 'Ecuadorian-ness' do not act as any 

kind of essential determinant of dance practice, though on occasions some may frame them as 

inherent, embodied dispositions. Rather, I have argued, ecuatorianidad is experienced and imagined 

in multiple and shifting ways that engage diverse transnational and more local relations in its 

making. It emerges in and through dance practice in ways that go beyond questions of aesthetics 

and symbol to involve the enunciative acts of dancing bodies and particular ways of 'doing' dance, 

as well as the cultural economies of dance's production and reception. In this, dance is active in 

the (re)making of a politics of difference at multiple scales. My interpretation primarily focused on 

two aspects of these politics of difference.  

 

First, I argued that Ecuadorian contemporary dance is shaped by a politics of decolonisation. 

Generally, practice in Quito challenges claims sometimes made for contemporary dance’s 

universal expressivity and accessibility (Katrak 2011). It highlights the need for a more complex 

rendering of contemporary dance’s relations to individual bodies and their collective positionings 

and identifications. On the one hand, I suggested, this decolonisation of contemporary dance in 

Quito involves recognising difference, and the particularities of Ecuadorian histories, identities 

and positionalities, as important resources for resisting a Eurocentric universalism in 

contemporary dance worlds. On the other hand, however, it also involves resisting the fixing of 

Ecuadorian identities, and emphasises the role of difference in expanding the field of dance 

(Andrade 2013) and increasing the potential for artistic freedom for practitioners. 'Ecuadorian 

contemporary dance', then, is not so much a fixed form as a questioning of all its constituent 

terms, exploring what dance, the contemporary and the Ecuadorian can be. Notions of the 

eclectic and the 'barroco' frequently present in artists' narrations of contemporary dance in Quito 

reflect this decolonising dynamic and provoke ambivalent feelings and judgements about the 

Quito scene. This ambivalence in turn tends to forge an affective register to the scene marked 

both by pride in, and concern around 'difference', and one where risk-taking is both commonplace 

and requires particular support. Second, I turned to the particular place of mestizo identity and 

discourses of mestizaje in one institutional instance of 'Ecuadorian contemporary dance' in Quito 

and some of the complex negotiations involved in its articulation. Dance here was shown to 

negotiate identity and, particularly, ethnicity, as a site written through with a particular coloniality 

of power in Quito. Coloniality, variously reiterated and remade at different scales here, was shown 

to form an active presence in wider debates around the production of racialised difference, 

mestizaje and multiculturalism in Ecuador. In the following chapter, I look to complexify these 

considerations of dance(d) identities by turning to the multiple and diverse ways artists make and 

understand their practice in Quito. To do this I turn more explicitly to the micro-geographies of 

dancing bodies in the city.  
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Chapter 8: 

Dancing bodies 
 

 

This chapter draws out some key strands of practice present in the contemporary dance scene in 

Quito. In doing so, I aim to show contemporary dance's multiplicity in the city and the distinct 

ways artists approach dancing bodies in their practice. This chapter thus builds on and 

complexifies the 'international' and 'local' canons discussed in Chapter 6, and the particular 

identity politics of dancing bodies outlined in Chapter 7, to explore in depth how dancing bodies 

in Quito speak to and from their own forms of corporeality (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996); 

corporealities that overlap and converse with many others in their transnational and local 

becomings.  For this exploration I have deliberately taken a range of material from fieldwork. I 

was embedded deeply in some of the practices I discuss for many months; others I encountered as 

events and performances. Some have a long history of exploration in Quito, while others have 

emerged more recently. Although the strands of practice that I identify extend across the 

independent and institutional sectors, in order to show the detailed processes that construct 

dancing bodies my focus is chiefly on the former. While occasionally referring to works 

encountered through video or text, discussion is principally shaped by practices encountered first 

hand during the fieldwork period. This means that some significant lines of practice are not 

present or dealt with in detail. The chapter, therefore, does not seek to be a comprehensive 

cartography of the Quito scene (see Mora 2015 for this), but rather to illustrate key ways dancing 

bodies are produced in the city through particular attention to the micro-geographies of practice.  

 

To do this I create a taxonomy of dancing bodies. This strategy has been previously employed in 

studies of dance as a way of identifying and organising different tendencies or approaches, both 

within one artist's practice (see Daly 1995) and across contemporary dance more broadly (see 

Foster 2009). As I argued in Chapter 2, dancing bodies are processual and multiple, emerging in 

constant dialogue with both the material and the social. In this chapter, I seek to take this 

argument forward by showing some of the principal ways dancing bodies are approached and 

cultivated in the production of contemporary dance in Quito. Following Franko (2007), in this 

exploration I aim to integrate considerations of the immediacy of practice with the particular 

historical/contextual conditions of its possibility in the city. I thus also seek to expand 

geographical approaches to dance by exploring dancing bodies as both 're/presentation and... 

fleshy reality' (Detamore 2010: 248), or 'meaning and molecule' (Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 

2010: 1280), paying attention to the intimate and dynamic dialogue between bodily practice and 

the particular ways it is understood in Quito. I thus consider how practice is involved 
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simultaneously in the (re)production, negotiation and reconfiguring of particular corporealities, 

values, and relations to local and international dance worlds.  

 

While analysis focuses on dancing bodies, I have categorised the lines of practice dealt with here 

not as distinct 'bodies' per se but rather as corporeal actions - 'narrating', 'sensing', 'siting', and so 

on. Following Kloetzel and Pavlik (2009), I use these '-ing' terms to emphasise both that practices 

are on-going processes rather than finite products, and the fluid and shifting boundaries between 

them that see them overlap, merge and diverge. None of these practices produce bodies that 

comprise 'a permanent or irreversible state' (Bales and Nettl- Fiol 2008: 36). While sometimes 

narrated in tension, the dancing bodies I analyse also overlap and slide into each other in 

important ways. While some articulate distinct heritages and concerns in artistic production, they 

are not mutually exclusive; they are, rather, recurring thematics that I observed across a range of 

artists' practices during fieldwork. As such, while illustrated here through the work of particular 

artists, they do not define the work of that artist, nor are the artists here their sole practitioners. 

They are actions explored at different times by artists in Quito through a dialogue of shared 

histories and presents, encounters through performance, and participation in each other's projects. 

Approaches to the thematics identified also vary greatly across practices; I give only a small 

indication of this variation here.  

 

In their emergence, the strands of practice illustrated here often construct and define themselves 

in relation to established dance canons. In particular, many of the practices discussed seek 

alternatives to conventional ideas of beauty and form as defined by an international canon, 

privileging instead expression, functionality, roots, visceral immediacy, presence in the moment 

and the concrete. Notably, through such narratives of practice, each seeks a certain form of 

authenticity. For Lindholm (2008: 1), authenticity is the 'leading member of a set of values that 

includes sincere, essential, natural, original, and real'. In work on dance, talk of authenticity 

typically focuses on traditional or 'folkloric' practice (Mendoza 2000; Revill 2004; Lindholm 2008), 

including when such dances are categorised as part of 'contemporary dance' performance (e.g. 

Hardt 2011). Authenticity in dance is also discussed through a focus on fusion and hybridity 

(Kuhlke and Pine 2014), and tourism and commodification (Desmond 1999; Hellier-Tinoco 

2011), emphases that are particularly prevalent in studies of dance in Latin America. However, 

authenticity also stands for creativity, for rejecting the status quo, and for 'being true to oneself' 

(Vannini and Williams 2009; see Auslander 2006). In this, it is something that is experienced by an 

individual, and also something shaped by the dominant conventions of a particular social world. 

Authenticity is not an inherent property, then, but rather produced through individual and 

collective practice (Vannini and Williams 2009) in multiple ways. 'Poised between feeling and 

rhetoric' (Haselstein et al. 2010 in Straub 2012: 13), authenticity is both something felt through the 

body in practice and a discourse that defines practice to others. In this chapter I seek to extend 
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dance debates on authenticity beyond common foci on traditional practice and the historical 

(re)construction of past works, heterogenising 'the authentic' by considering the various ways it is 

produced and narrated in contemporary practice in Quito. In this, contemporary dance negotiates 

relations with the various dance traditions - modern dance, traditional dance, classical ballet - that 

also constitute it; the contemporary, in this way, multiplies the authentic.  

 

Across the practices featured here, authenticity is constructed as something that is both inherent 

to the body and cultivated through practice. Processes of ‘shedding’ aim to rid bodies of particular 

layers of training to facilitate 'free', 'original' expression, to encourage clean, efficient movement, 

or to expose a 'true self'. They also cultivate bodies and their movement in particular ways through 

attention to sense and touch, to bodily structure and anatomy, to space and site, to inner 

emotional worlds. In this constant shedding and layering of practice, bodies are engaged in 

processes of 'deconstruction' - understood as a 'repatterning, stripping down, getting back to 

basics, debriefing of the body of unwanted habits of movement' - and 'bricolage' - or 'the layering 

of disparate practices upon one another within the dancer-body' (Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008: 2, 

drawing on Dempster 1995). In their discussion of dance training in the US context, Bales and 

Nettl-Fiol (2008) have highlighted these processes of deconstruction and bricolage as defining an 

eclectic postmodern or 'post-Judson'212 dancing body. I argue that these processes also speak to 

the postcolonial setting of Quito. In developing this interpretation, I echo Bales and Nettl-Fiol's  

(2008) suggestion that postmodern/post-Judson practice demands the complicating of persistent 

divisions between codified technique and improvised movement. In so doing, I seek to challenge 

the frequent associations of 'technique' with highly codified hegemonic practices (in contemporary 

dance, often those coming from Western dance worlds) to the neglect of many others. Those 

elements taken to define 'technique' - mastery, virtuosity, expertise - take multiple and diverse 

forms in Quito. From that location, I therefore argue for the need to expand conceptions of 

contemporary dance and the criteria by which it is valued and understood. 

 

Van Leeuwen (2001) has suggested that authenticity is about validity. In that light, the 

construction of the authentic in both practice and discourse is about defining particular values that 

shape dance's production. As bodies emerge through on-going processes of deconstruction and 

bricolage, such values are bound not only to their materiality and movement but also to the 

negotiation of individual artistic and social identities. Here what is considered contemporary, 

different, original, or to belong, becomes part of producing dancing bodies. In the main part of 

the chapter I tease out six thematics to illustrate the multiple and diverse values performed in 

contemporary dancing bodies in Quito. I label these: narrating the everyday; laying bare; sensing; siting; 

expanding; and turning bodies festive. This is not an exhaustive list: for reasons of space, there are 
																																																								
212 Judson Dance Theater was a dance movement that grew up in the 1960s United States and gave rise to a particular 
kind of dance concerned with pedestrian movement and the negation of form (see Banes 1987:43), including Contact 
Improvisation, that became internationally influential in many parts of contemporary dance. In the term 'post-Judson', 
Bales and Nettl-Fiol seek to define a particular era of dance practice emerging from the proposals of that movement.  
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other dancing bodies not featured in the taxonomy outlined here, including, in my own analysis, 

corporeal investigations of the absurd, the lyrical, the 'mystical', and the 'matter-of-fact'. However, 

together the six strands of practice presented here provide both empirical range and a clear sense 

of the diverse values developed through processes of deconstruction and bricolage.  

 

Narrating the everyday...  
 

A key thread of contemporary dance in Quito comes into being in close and intricate relation with 

narratives of everyday life in the city. In practice that blurs distinctions between dance and theatre, 

artists inhabit other bodies - their gaits, gestures, expressions - to produce, and rework, personajes 

or characters tied to particular social worlds. This engagement with the everyday is here 

considered in two forms. Firstly, there is the critical performance of the mundane everyday on the 

theatre stage; for this I consider the work of artist Wilson Pico, one of the 'pioneers' of dance-

theatre in Quito. Secondly, there is performance that seeks to unsettle and transform the familiar 

through intervention in everyday public spaces. This is illustrated below through the work of the 

independent group Colectivo Zeta and their work En mi cuerpo existirás.      

 

The everyday on stage: Wilson Pico's 'theatre of the body'   
 

Scene: 'The path of the cooking pot'. The seven of us prepare to enter the stage 
walking, criss-crossing the space, passing an empty cooking pot between us. 
Wilson tells us: We have money problems and are thinking about whether to leave 
the city, how we’re going to pay our debts. 'You might pause in walking', he says, 
'sometimes at the end, sometimes in the middle, doubting, worried. It could be 
night, it could be early morning. You could be in a hurry or you could have time on 
your hands. You could be anxious or, despite your problems, you could feel calm, 
at peace. At times the others are your neighbours, your compañeros; other times 
they’re your enemies, people you can’t trust'. As we turn to approach the bare 
table at the centre of the space, we are encouraged to move as if trying to see 
something written on its surface, or as if we could smell the traces of a meal that 
once stood there. 
 
Scene: 'Stealing a table'. Two women approach a wooden table centre-stage, 
looking hurriedly over their shoulders, giggling, mischievous. They crouch, eyes 
sparkling, and, turning it on its side as they stand, break into a run.  
 
Scene: 'Two plates'. Caro and I watch Miguel and Sophie intently as they sit circling 
their empty plates on the table-top, at turns playfully, pensively. Wilson tells us: 
'You are desire turned corporeal.' He gives us a circular stamping movement with 
quick shifts of the feet, arms held strongly upward, head lowered. 'Move with the 
force that comes from wanting something you can't have'. We stop, contemplating 
the pair at the bare table. A quiet twist of the hand back and forth from the wrist, 
the gesture for 'no hay'  - there's none. 
 
Scene: 'Ironing trousers'. I stand at a wooden table and begin to fold a white cloth, 
catching its corners in my fingers. I lower my cheek, brush it against the soft 
cotton. Absorbed, I fold and fold, slowly, methodically, pausing each time to run my 
hands along its length.  

(Composite fieldnotes from rehearsals and performance of Juegos para espantar 
el hambre/Games to scare away the hunger by Wilson Pico and his group 

Hilo de Plata: teatro del cuerpo, Escuela Futuro Sí, April 2014) 
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Figure 8.1: Sophie places the empty cooking pot on the table in the work Juegos para espantar el hambre by 
Wilson Pico and Hilo de Plata. Left to right: The author, Sophie Cisneros, Tamia Naranjo, Carolina 
Atencio, Anna Jácome, Miguel Jara. Photograph by Diana Montoya.  
 

 

 
Figure 8.2: Miguel and Sophie circle their empty plates. Juegos para espantar el hambre. Photograph by Diana 
Montoya.  
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In narrating the everyday through dance, the objects, gestures, relations and emotional worlds of 

day-to-day life are made present on stage. In the work of the artist Wilson Pico, this everyday 

frequently becomes manifest through characters that draw from the mundane and the domestic, 

and his own memories of growing up in a Catholic working class barrio of Quito. Observation and 

corporeal memory in this way becomes the basis for character - the swinging hips of a security 

guard laden with keys, the lively movements of a great-grandmother on her hundredth birthday, 

the stinging memory of a slap across the cheek are just some of the inspirations I encountered in 

his classes (fieldnotes, Wilson Pico classes, 2014). For Wilson, 'In everyday life there is a great 

school [of movement] that is and always has been there as basic material for observation.' (Pico in 

Satizábal [2001] 2007: 75, author's translation). Wilson’s dancing bodies are expressive, movement 

emerging through an intimate turning of the inside out, a process guided both in improvisation 

and in choreography by a particular story narrated by this 'theatre of the body'213. At times 

meaning might be worked down to each movement in a choreographed phrase214, each turn of the 

head, closing of the eyes, or tensing of the shoulders justified in a narrative. In turn, that narrative 

ensures the body is not fixed but rather switches roles to explore different possibilities, moving 

between, for example, witness, perpetrator, and victim, or friend and enemy. In these explorations 

'It's the emotional part, the character, the expression, that matters, filling your 

movements with meaning' (Miguel Jara215, fieldnotes, rehearsal of Después de la 

sequía, April 2014). This is dance that 'translates the rhythm of speech to the body' (El 

Apuntador blog, Juegos para espantar el hambre, 4 July 2013, author's translation); it is storytelling in 

motion.  

 

One of the most prominent ways the everyday is brought into being in Wilson Pico's work is 

through gesture. In Juegos para espantar el hambre (Games to scare away the hunger) (2013), fifteen scenes 

tell of poverty, hunger, and want through the subtleties of mundane gesture - hands folding cloth, 

eyes cast across a cooking pot, a familiar twist of the wrist (Figures 7.1 - 7.2). Hands scrub, rinse 

and wring; backs bend under their heavy load; heads bow in reverence; feet shift in quiet but 

constant motion. Gesture here announces the arrival of everyday figures; a frequent presence in 

Wilson’s own solo works, which have become known by their characters: Mujer, La beata, La novia, 

El boxeador, El torero, El coshco / Woman, The Beata216, The bride, The boxer, The bullfighter, The 

conscript217. These kinds of 'everyday' bodies embed Pico's work in the social and political context 

																																																								
213 This is the tag-line of Pico's group Hilo de Plata, comprised (at the time of fieldwork) by Wilson Pico, Ana Jácome, 
Miguel Jara, Sophia Cisneros, and Alba Catucuago.   
214 This is part of the method of Stanislavski; see Stanislavski (1949).   
215 Member of Hilo de Plata. 
216 La beata signifies a devoutly religious woman, often one who begs for charity on behalf of her community.  
217 For detailed information on the works of Wilson Pico, see Salguero (2007 and [1993]2002). 	
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Figure 8.3: Wilson Pico in a performance of his work La Mujer. Photograph by Ricardo Centeno. 

Source: Mora 2015. 
 

 

of the country; their gestures articulate, critique, satirise the power relations that structure familiar 

social realities. At the same time, in this 'aesthetic of oppression and marginality' (Pico 2012, 

author's translation) such characters are also often considered to have universal qualities. Thus, 

Wilson’s work Mujer, for example, is positioned as narrating the invisibilised everyday labour of a 

working-class woman in 'Quito, Guayaquil, or Vietnam' (Salguero [1993] 2002) (Figure 8.3) 218. In 

drawing from these everyday, popular worlds, such practice also becomes imbued with discourses 

of authenticity: 'There was the intention for something authentic from the moment we began to 

dance characters from our reality, from our country.' (Pico in Satizábal [2001] 2007: 75, original 

emphasis, author's translation). In this, 'It's not about reconciling foreign gestures with local 

issues, [but rather] it's about expressing human character through gestures of our own, gestures 

from our worlds of meaning.' (Pazos [1979] 2007: 155, author's translation). The everyday here 

produces characters that are 'grotesquely beautiful', their movement and aesthetic conceived as 

emerging 'from experience itself' (Cardona [1977] 2007: 140). This is claimed to be 'an everyday, 

common poetics, without artifice or lies' that creates a dance that is 'profoundly truthful and ours' 

(Revista Cleta [1977] 2007: 138, author's translation). Dance, through the everyday, becomes 

testimony. 

																																																								
218 Mujer, originally performed in 1975, has been an enduring work of Wilson's and he occasionally re-stages the solo in 
Quito and elsewhere. He performs in a plain pinafore dress, washing strung across the stage; the woman washes clothes, 
cooks, cleans, buys and sells, makes up her face, nurses a child, submits reluctantly to sex with her husband.  
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Focus on the everyday has also been seen as a way to 'de-codify' bodies that are generally 'full of 

prejudices and ways of seeing' (Kléver Viera, notes from EIDC video of Patria de 

enMedio, June 2013). The everyday here becomes a basis from which to negotiate and 

challenge the canons that typically structure imaginations and practices of 'dance' and dancing 

bodies. A roll of a shoulder in Wilson's class one day made present these tensions as focus was 

encouraged to shift form the spectacular and virtuosic to more 'everyday' movement:   

 

As we prepare for an exercise, Wilson talks to us. 'I had a ballet teacher once who 
told us that we had to move like this, more artistically' - he rolls a shoulder deeply, 
expressively. A pause. [As confused members of an audience] 'Two women moving 
a table - is that contemporary dance? That's what they're saying, that's what 
they've put here [in the programme]..!'...'It's difficult this thing of contemporary 
dance, because on one hand we want to be experimental, and there's a right to be 
experimental, but on the other hand, people want certain indications that this is 
dance. So raise your leg, do a turn, but do it from that side, from the everyday, not 
thinking of "dance" and how one's body behaves when it's "dancing".'  

(Fieldnotes, Wilson Pico class, Escuela Futuro Sí, 13 March 2014) 
 

Everyday movement thus becomes part of processes of shedding the perceived strictures of 

international dance canons. Indeed, for some the narrating of the everyday constitutes 'a return to 

dance's grado cero [ground zero] in order to begin along a path of an authentically Andean and 

American contemporary dance, free of the conditionings of imposed aesthetic categories' 

(Colombres [2003] 2007: 206, author's translation). It is also conceived as part of the 

popularisation of dance practice, attention to the everyday challenging ideas of dance as an 'elitist, 

frivolous or abstract, culturally colonised' form (Salguero 2007, author's translation) and instead 

producing practice concerned with local, popular realities. This narration of the everyday has, in 

Wilson's and others' work, then, become an important part of techniques that seek to explore 

bodies and ways of moving seen as lying outside international dance canons219. It has also become 

a way to facilitate communication with audiences and enable participation by those inexperienced 

in dance220. With an integral place in the development and continued concerns of contemporary 

dance in Ecuador, narrating the everyday has come to form a crucial part of the artistic and social 

identity of (independent) contemporary dance in Quito.  

 

Other everydays: Colectivo Zeta and En mi cuerpo existirás   
 

A large crowd is gathered on the wide concrete platform, standing listening to a 
bearded man in a long dark coat and heavily shadowed eyes. He screams at a 
young woman in a green silk dress: ‘Cocina!’ ‘Limpia la casa!’ ‘Cuida a los 
guaguas!’ ‘Reza!’ ('Cook! Clean the house! Look after the children! Pray!'). She 
drags her body around the space in a frenzy; feet hurried, shoulders slumped, 
eyes wide. She falls, manipulated puppet-like by another who violently turns her 
head this way and that before pushing her to the floor. A bus-full of new audience 

																																																								
219 For the considerations of another influential figure, Kléver Viera, on his use of the everyday as part of developing 
the dance techniques El Rabo de Vaca, La Danza de la Cotidianidad, and Las Acciones Vaciadas, see Viera 2015.  
220 For example, in the work Oxígeno (2010) by artist Carolina Váscones, which worked with staff of the Hospital 
Metropolitano in Quito to create a staged performance exploring everyday working lives in the hospital.   
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spills onto the platform every five minutes, many lingering for a while to watch. 
The performers command the space, at times pushing through the crowd or 
walking away without any indication to follow, at others leading people slowly 
along the concourse. Their presence is immediate and unapologetic, catching 
people in their gaze or moving around their forms as they stand and lean on 
pillars and rails. They mix with their audience, jumping into movement from the 
edges. Hands and feet brush passing bodies. This is performance at close 
proximity. The narrator leaps to a pale, slim man in tight denim shorts, ripped 
fishnet stockings and towering heels, his eyelashes thick and feathery, his painted 
lips full, wearing a corset with fillets visible at his chest. The narrator shouts 
passionately – ‘Y esto? Es chico o chica?’ (And this? Is it a boy or a girl?), running  
his hands along the figure's long dark wig. He jumps from one audience member 
to another - 'Chico o chica? Chico o chica? Chico o chica?' ('Boy or girl?'), becoming 
increasingly agitated, the air filling with a low rumbling that builds until he is 
screaming in a corner, clutching his head in despair.  
 (Fieldnotes, performance of En mi cuerpo existirás: solos sin cuerpos que habitan 

la Casa Trans by Colectivo Zeta, Río Coca trole station, 14 March 2013) 
 

In this section I would like to pick up on something that resonates throughout this passage: the 

active work of dance not in evoking the familiar everyday, but rather, here, in expanding it. In the 

work of independent group Colectivo Zeta, the familiar everyday is actively expanded through a 

dramaturgy of the body (Xavier Delgado, director Colectivo Zeta, notes from public post-

performance discussion, 13 March 2013, author's translation) that engages with the 

grotesque and the kitsch. These are bodies that, in their theatre and vivacity, seek to problematise  

 

 
Figure 8.4: Members of Colectivo Zeta performing En mi cuerpo existirás in domestic space. 
Photograph by Silvia Echevarria. Source: El Apuntador.  
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and challenge conceptions of what constitutes 'everyday' social worlds. As shown in the above 

passage, these relations resonate throughout Zeta's work En mi cuerpo existirás: solos sin cuerpos que 

habitan la Casa Trans. Created in 2012 for the inauguration of Casa Trans (Trans House), a 

transgender rights organisation in Quito, the work seeks to explore gender and sexual identities 

and was originally performed in the house's domestic spaces: 'The other comes closer in the form 

of our hosts of masculinities and femininities in re-signification. They are transgender, transexual, 

transvestite men and women that open the doors of their houses, their bedrooms, their 

bathrooms, to us. Directly, without reserve, they present themselves to us and we are witnesses to 

their intimate moments; moments that we appropriate and/or judge, and/or that we make our 

own, and/or identify with, and/or censure. In most cases we do all of these things. The 

'heterosexual' or the 'norm' has been cast into doubt.' (performance programme, En mi cuerpo 

existirás, author's translation). This is a work about gender, sexuality, and the social violence 

confronted by minority groups, relations in which the body takes a central role. Bodies here 

emerge through everyday gesture but are also uncompromisingly 'other', altered and amplified 

with heels, silicone, and layers of paint, their hair wild, skin exposed in silk and fishnets, voices 

carried through microphone headsets. They are direct in their revealing of other social worlds, 

becoming characters 'that press and question us' (Mora 2012a).  

 

While firm and loud in their difference, the outlines of these characters are not fixed but blurred 

and shifting in performance. This unsettling and disrupting of gender roles began with the 

exploration of everyday imaginaries and actions, as a member of the collective explained to me: 

...[we were asked to] imagine yourself as a man, or, do something typical, that is, look for stereotypes of a man or 

stereotypes of a woman, [exploring] a lot in that difference. From there things began to emerge. (Mercedes Balarezo, 

personal interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation). The work explores characters through an 

exaggeration that aims to complicate their easy construction through existing social 

frameworks/imaginaries. At times this exaggeration leads characters to 'split in two', causing a 

rupture that leaves them bare - a nakedness that enables them to enter other gender roles.  The 

work's director, Xavier Delgado, explains: 'At moments we take it to extremes. At times it's like 

raising and lowering the volume of the characters, that's what I asked Meche [Balarezo, member 

of the collective, to do]; you are a super woman. [...] And, later, you're not a woman anymore but a  

man.' (Delgado 2012). Through this flipping and blurring of gender roles, he suggests, the work 

seeks to play with and problematise gender distinctions and the relations they (re)produce, seeking 

to disorientate the spectator so that s/he 'realises that these shifts in gender are imperceptible lines 

and that it is we who aggravate [the differences].' (Delgado 2013). ‘Y esto? Es chico o chica? 

Chico o chica? Chico o chica?'.  While differences switch and blur, the work also plays with the 

starkness generated by set social relations by juxtaposing intensified, amplified everydays with the 

mundane. This juxtaposition is epitomised by a recurring motif in the work consisting of the  
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Figure 8.5: ¿Amor o pollo frito?. Members of Colectivo Zeta (left to right: Karina Cárdenas, Alejandra 
Delgado, Carlos López and Mercedes Balarezo) in a performance of En mi cuerpo existirás: solos sin cuerpos que 
habitan la Casa Trans at Río Coca bus station, Quito. Photography by Arte en el Trole.  
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words - spoken, shouted, screamed - '¿Amor o pollo frito?' ('Love or fried chicken?'). This is 'an 

analogy between love and nothing. Between love and cutting oneself off because of the 

prejudices of the body; letting ourselves be guided by our feelings and not by prejudice 

or our preconceived ideas. [...] It's an apparently ridiculous question: love or fried 

chicken? But for us it's the unifying thread of the work’. (Xavier Delgado, public post-

performance discussion, 13 March 2013, author's recording, author's translation). By 

contrasting love with fried chicken as the mundane everyday, this enunciation works to re-present 

the commonly known everyday from another perspective. Characterised as 'pollo frito', the familiar 

everyday becomes stark and ridiculous, positioned as the giving in to social prejudice and the 

denial of a 'true self'.  Dance thus brings into being worlds in which familiar everydays, and related 

perspectives and priorities, might be turned on their head.  

 

The work does not just seek to disrupt imaginaries of the everyday through the presentation of 

other realities but also by intervening with these realities in everyday spaces. It seeks to 'go beyond 

the conventional stage and burst into a space of performance in the appropriation of everyday 

spaces' (performance programme, En mi cuerpo existirás, author's translation). Hands push 

through the crowd, eyes catch them in their gaze, limbs brush passing bodies as more 

people spill from the buses. While this everyday space in its original performance comprised the 

domestic spaces of a Quiteñan house, my own first encounter with the work was on its 

performance in a major Ecovía (bus) terminal to the north of the city221 (Figure 8.5). Set up on a 

central platform, with buses constantly coming and going either side, the space of performance 

was fluid and transient. This mobility was also constructed as part of the work: 'apart from an 

aesthetic exploration, it's also an analogy of what it is to leave behind one's prejudices as a human 

being. It's uncomfortable to leave behind everyday ideas or that stasis' (Delgado 2012). In 

intervening in people's everyday space, a character with painted face and leaf headress playing a 

flute leading the audience along the platform from scene to scene, the work sought to transform 

both the everyday moment and everyday attitudes/social relations. 

 

In this work we don't only speak of femininities and masculinities; we speak about 
power, we talk of how a system greatly superior to us dominates us and 
sometimes shapes our beliefs in what is good, what is bad. So for me it's been 
incredible to see how people have paused for a moment in their lives to witness 
another reality. Sometimes prejudice is born from a lack of awareness. And in 
some way, seeing an image while you walk to catch the Ecovía might leave a mark 
in your mind and pose some kind of question. So I think at that level the objective 
of this collective is to go into unconventional spaces, to show discourses that are 
necessary for this age and for what is happening now. We want to talk about 
powerful things - in this work we talk about gender, about migration. I think it's 
really important that public spaces are opened to artists, to intervene in those 
spaces, to pose questions to the everyday spectator that perhaps never goes to the 
theatre - perhaps some question stayed with them from this work.  

																																																								
221 The performance was supported by the project Arte en el Trole that funds performances in Quito's public transport 
system.  
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(Xavier Delgado, public post-performance discussion, 13 March 2013, author's 
recording, author's translation) 

 

For companies like Colectivo Zeta, intervention in the everyday is seen as facilitating a broad 

communication of a challenge to social structures. In a religious and conservative society, taking 

these issues forthrightly into the public domain was, in its performance and discussion, presented 

as risky, highly sensitive and conflictual222. It's been great to do it with such a controversial work [...] 

Sometimes, man, sometimes that character is so different to how I am, that to take it out to the street and to be that 

way with people all around me is challenging, but it's great too, like coming out of oneself and becoming other - in 

the street, not on the stage where you know that... there's a certain protection. (Mercedes Balarezo, personal 

interview, 5 July 2013, author's translation). 

 

In its critical play with the everyday in the mundane spaces of the city, En mi cuerpo existirás... 

continues a well-established practice within contemporary dance in Quito. This is dance 

concerned with a more social theme, something that's happening - [something that] makes you think, that 

provokes... something not so "light", not such a beautiful dance' (Karina Cárdenas, personal interview, 5 July 

2013, author's translation). A man screaming, eyes heavily shadowed. A woman circling in a 

frenzy, feet dragging, shoulders slumped, eyes wide. In questioning gender identities and 

relations through movement, the collective also seek to interrogate the conventions that structure 

dance practice. With the director and numerous members comprising past or current members of 

the Ballet Contemporáneo cast of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador, in this the group also contest 

binaries that have ordered their own corporeal experiences. 'We arrived at a point where we 

questioned the binarism, the ideas about love that dance always laid before us and the Hellenic 

concept of the beauty of the dancer, the beauty of the dance, of movement for movement's sake.' 

(Delgado 2012, author's translation). Bringing together dancers, actors, writers in their 

productions, the collective purposely seek to work with different corporealities and bodily 

histories that might produce other things in movement. In this way they seek a language focused 

on communication that, in its momentary intervention in city spaces, is concerned with both 

creating and narrating 'other' everydays. 

 
Laying bare...   

Two figures are just visible in the dim light: male, in jeans, t-shirts, trainers. They 
stumble in the bare black space. Their heads are covered in clear plastic, their 
features distorted. They are suffocating, choking, the plastic stretching across 
their mouths as they gasp for breath, hands struggling at the folds gathered at 
their necks. Ripping themselves free, they begin to throw themselves violently at 
each other. They grab, embrace, struggle, kick, punch, step on arms, legs, torsos. 

																																																								
222 Same-sex relations were criminalised in Ecuador until 1997, when anti-discrimination laws were also introduced. 
Fundamental rights to gender identity and sexual orientation were declared in the 2008 constitution. There remain 
widespread social challenges on the basis of gender and sexuality.  
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They pace the stage, chests pounding, their steps punctuated by high kicks and 
barrel spins, unlikely balances and rapid sweeps of the body rising and falling 
from the floor. A man is swung around the stage by a cord at his neck. Two men 
beat his bare torso with cloth bags heavy with chalk as he stands, their strikes 
getting harder, faster, as he stumbles with the force, dust rising in swirling clouds 
around his silhouette. A strobe light slices across the darkened stage, a naked 
figure leaping and rolling in and out of its hard flashing light. As he disappears 
into the darkness, two men fall towards each other, hand pushing shoulder, feet 
slowly sliding, until they lie, desolate, on the dust-covered floor.  

 
 (Fieldnotes, performance of Christian Masabanda's Sin aliento/Without breath,  

Sala Mariana de Jesús, Quito, 25 October 2013) 
 

The raw physicality of the body resonates in this dance. Violent, suffocating and claustrophobic, 

these are bodies that clash, push, heave, choke and rage. A work of Christian Masabanda and his 

group Callejón Vacio: Arte en Movimiento, Sin Aliento (Without Breath) explores the body's relation 

to restricted space - the squeezing of the lungs when starved of oxygen, the sweaty heat of breath 

on plastic – together with the sense of physical and mental exhaustion and catharsis that comes at 

a cycle's end. Through the building of violent energy and its steady, struggling depletion, in 

gasping intakes of breath and thudding clashes of skin, muscle and bone, bodies in Sin Aliento 

make, contract, and play with space in order to lay themselves bare. Callejón Vacío formed in 

2013 following an investigative workshop led by Christian in which fifteen participants set out to  

 

 

 
 
Figure 8.6: Bodies starved of breath. Sin Aliento, performed at the Sala Mariana de Jesús, Quito. Photograph 
courtesy of Christian Masabanda.  
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explore the dialogic relations of moving bodies to space through Release-based practice223. 

Christian continued investigations with actor Darwin Alarcón and Ballet Nacional dancer Luis 

Cifuentes in the creation of Sin Aliento, which here was performed in the small black theatre space 

of the Sala Mariana de Jesús in Quito's Casa de la Cultura, where performers walked with theatre 

lights in-hand, cables trailing, illuminating themselves, the audience, in the darkness, before casting 

light low across the stage floor.  

 

Choreographic explorations for the piece began with material experiences of the body: We began to 

construct things from the physical. We told ourselves: let's produce vertigo [in the body] and see what happens. What 

does vertigo provoke in you and what readings does it give from the outside? Or a jump? Or the simple fact of not 

being able to walk and having to stay still? (Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 December 2013, 

author's translation). In order to explore the corporealities that emerge when the body is working at 

its limits, on occasion the group trained for hours to bring their bodies to a state of exhaustion 

before beginning to choreograph and rehearse. Bodies depleted, announcing a space of risk, of 

disequilibrium. Bodies depleted, destabilising form. Questions of risk and disequilibrium came to 

the fore. In an approach that sought alternatives to a focus on line and form, Masabanda also set 

out to explore different corporealities in working with both actors and dancers: Dancers' bodies are 

often too pre-conditioned for the kind of exploration I want to do (Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 

December 2013, author's translation). Moving in progressively smaller spaces until they began to 

encase their bodies in plastic, the dancers' focus was on immediate, emergent, individual sensation 

and the changes this produced in their bodies at first in motion and, later, at the minute, 

physiological level. Depending on the space you have, your body changes - corporeality, rhythm, sequence, time. 

They might not be huge changes, but there's a change in energy and in intention. [...] So one factor was the space. 

The other was the physiological part - how the absence of oxygen affected your body, the heat generated in the bag - 

all that changes your corporeality (Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 December 2013, author's 

translation). Dance, then, creates a visceral space of transformation and revelation. Moments of 

struggling breath, weight pounding on exposed skin, limbs gripping a body's core, 

announce a process of reducing, of stripping away; the laying bare of the self. In his 

privileging of bodies' bare materiality, Masabanda sought to arrive at 'a more honest movement' 

(Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 December 2013, author's translation):  

 
We are covered by many layers in life, Christian tells me, layers that we 
accumulate and hide behind, layers we use to become someone else or to hide who 
we are. The idea of the work was to remove all these layers one by one to arrive at 
a state where we were not trying to ‘be’ anyone, just being who we really are. This 
is why in the original staging of the work we shaved our heads, to arrive at this 
‘self laid bare’.' Christian tells me that the chalk dust used in the production was  

																																																								
223 The workshop followed Christian's return from a period of training and working in Mexico and Release techniques 
form an important part of his practice. In Quito he has performed with Ballet Andino Humanizarte, the classical and 
Metropolitano casts of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE), and currently forms part of the Compañía Nacional de 
Danza del Ecuador (CNDE).  
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Figure 8.7: Pounded bodies reel as the chalk dust settles. Sin Aliento. Photograph courtesy of Christian 
Masabanda.  
 
 
 

also like the layers that we accumulate, visibly being shed, shaken or beaten off as 
performers crash, slide, and dive.  

(Notes from personal interview with Christian Masabanda,  
11 December 2013, author's translations) 

 
 
By creating situations where a sense of the body's physicality is intensified - space restricted, heads 

shaven, skin exposed, bodies pounded, suffocated, exhausted - such an approach seeks not only to 

shed technical training and convention but also the social. This is a 'laying bare' of an 'essential 

self' through the raw physicality of the body as the chalk dust flies. Exhaustion here is also an 

emptying out (Satin 2015), dance emerging through acts that test the physical (and psychological)  

limits of the body in order to 'express an idea with direct experience' (Stelarc in Atzori and 

Woolford 1995). Two men fall towards each other, hand pushing shoulder, feet slowly 

sliding, until they lie, desolate, on the dust-covered floor. Thus, for Masabanda, the work had 

many different readings, theatrically and emotionally, in itself, without the need for a choreographic line and 

narrative. The stories were already there. (Christian Masabanda, personal interview, 11 December 2013, author's 

translation). Narrative and emotion was thus seen as arising from, rather than structuring, 

movement. In Sin Aliento, these emotional registers came to be articulated as detachment, 'brute 

despair', 'the constant fight for survival in a world of memories' and the confronting of 

'suffocation as a way out of the chaos' (performance programme, Sin Aliento, October 2013, 

author's translation). In a heightened sense of physicality, the work also sought a particular 

directness in its relationship with audiences in which emotional, visceral response - an audience 
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member crying, a doctor wanting to administer first aid - was considered to complete the work.  

Bodies depleted, announcing a space of risk, of disequilibrium. A focus on raw physicality, then, seeks to 'lay 

bodies bare' for both performers and audiences. Play with the exercising, compressing, and 

exhausting of breath, energy, and flesh here acts to expose, both in intense moments and gradual 

process, an essential self.  

 

A focus on physicality takes a different turn in the work danzadensa by artist Tamia Guayasamin224. 

A solo work premiered in 2010, danzadensa proposes a body on a journey through varying states  

of being. It was performed during fieldwork in Quito's Teatro Variedades as part of the city's 

international contemporary dance festival (the Encuentro Internacional de Danza Contemporánea or 

EIDC). While Sin Aliento looks to expose an essential self, in danzadensa a focus on physicality 

seeks to unsettle and multiply singular conceptions of the body, showing it instead as plural and 

shifting. Here the visualisation of concrete things (Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 9 September 

2013, author's translation) - squeezing walls, roof and floor, a body compressed in space - 

foregrounds the physical density of the body, generating an 'other' corporeality, another body (Tamia 

Guayasamin, personal interview, 9 September 2013, author's translation), that emerges in a subtle, dense 

dance. This 'other' corporeality resonates powerfully throughout my fieldnotes from a 

performance of the work, in which body, sound and video are integrated into an immersive event 

on stage: 

 

A single spotlight illuminates a glass of water that holds what looks like a bone or 
ancient piece of wood. A figure can just be seen crouching in the surrounding 
shadows. The figure moves slowly, barely perceptibly at first, crawling on her 
knees until her face gradually reaches the light. She stoops down, animal-like, and 
picks up the wood in her mouth, biting it tightly between her teeth. In the half-
darkness, her body begins to move in stops and starts, straining against some 
invisible weight, some restricting force against which her movements have to 
fight. Hands on knees, she bends her elbows forwards in heavy, difficult jerks, her 
head gradually tilting to one side, distorting her form. She moves like this for a 
long time in the shadows, her body pulsing with small unquiet movements.  
 
A deep rumbling rolls through the theatre, heavy, dark, drawing us in. As the 
figure continues her heavy movements, images of droplets falling into a deep dark 
body of water begin to cascade across the space, picking out parts of her body 
intermittently in grey and white before casting them into shadow again. In the 
half-light I find myself focusing in on the figure's movements, her minute bodily 
struggles, as she pushes and pulls on her limbs, head twitching. In a pool of light 
she picks up the glass of water and with one swift movement throws its contents 
to her face, letting out a gasp as the lights go out.  
 

(Fieldnotes, performance of danzadensa: con luz de luna y fuerza de piedra/ 
densedance: with the light of the moon and the strength of stone,  

EIDC, Quito, June 2013) 
 

																																																								
224 Tamia Guayasamin is a dance artist and cultural gestora whose work centres on concerns of 'vertical presence', a 'total 
"here and now"' (Guayasamin, stillmóvil.com, author's translation) and creating according to the personal logics of 
individual dancing bodies. Her training has included Quito's Frente de Danza (FDI) and periods in Argentina and 
Brazil.  
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Figure 8.8: Multiplying the body in danzadensa. Photograph by Gonzalo Guaña, courtesy of Tamia 
Guayasamin. 
 
 
 
Restless, struggling movements in the half-darkness here emerge through a corporeality that is 

concerned not with the body's form in space, but with force, weight, and pressure; the physical, 

the concrete. Through this focus on the material, the visceral, and its resonance through sound 

and light, the work danzadensa seeks the transformation of an ordinary body into thousands of other bodies 

only to return to the same body - the same or other - from the beginning. (Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 9 

September 2013, author's translation). The body 'passes through distinct forms and states, 

transforming itself, generating images of other bodies within it' (danzadensa, EIDC programme, 7 

June 2013, author's translation). Through weighted jerks and tilts, stops and starts, the body 

multiplies. In the micro-spaces of its struggles, other selves come into being. In the dim half-light, 

deep immersive surges of sound and the passing shapes that fall across the stage, the body appears 

not as a definite shape or line but rather as ambiguous, shifting possibilities. Stripping the body of 

its definition - in form, line, movement - attention is drawn to the slightest distortion, submission 

or resistance to force or pressure.   

 

Acts of 'laying bare' seek a body of bare materiality whose meaning is laid open to the perceptions 

and responses of its witnesses. For Masabanda, this produces an essential self, exposed through 

extreme states of violence, nakedness and exhaustion. For Guayasamin, a plural, ambiguous, 

shifting materiality defies definition both in form and in meaning, subtle micro-movements 

blurring and transforming the edges of the self. In each, the artists, in different ways, seek the total 
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deconstruction of the body on stage until it is revealed in a 'self laid bare' or multiplied into a 

thousand possibilities. 

 

Sensing...   

We stand, knees relaxed, eyes shut. We listen to the ebb and flow of our breath. 
'Feel the contact of the soles of your feet with the floor... how your weight falls 
through your feet and into the ground...' Gradually I realise that I am not standing 
stock still as I had thought. Rather my weight is shifting from one side to the 
other, backwards and forwards. A barely perceptible movement that, suddenly, 
feels impossibly large. I wonder how the body can keep itself vertical with so much 
inner motion. We stay for a long time observing this dance, '...the smallest dance 
you have ever done'. Silent, deep inside our bodies, listening in stillness.  

(Fieldnotes, Sofía Barriga Contact Improvisation class, Centro de  
Arte Contemporáneo, Quito, 22 April 2013) 

   

Sensing bodies are porous, spontaneous, responsive, and constantly listening, listening, listening. 

They form a key part of the dance proposed by the independent artist Sofía Barriga in her 

engagement with the practice of Contact Improvisation (hereafter Contact), whose classes and 

jams, during the time of research, took place weekly in the corridors and gallery spaces of the 

Centro de Arte Contemporáneo in the city's historic centre. Contact is a relatively young practice 

in Quito, emerging since the early 2000s following Sofía's return from work and training abroad225. 

The regular classes and jams she runs in the city have been central to its practice in Quito and 

other cities, and in the training of dancers who now teach elsewhere in the country. While its 

practice is generally small-scale in the city, many artists have engaged with it as part of their 

training and it is particularly central to Barriga's solo work and that of the collective she belongs 

to, Movimiento Centrífuga. In its ethos of participation and collaboration, the practice has also 

created important spaces for interdisciplinary conversation in Quito226.  

 

A ‘dance of relations’, Contact seeks spontaneous, improvised movement through intimate 

connection with the body's own inner rhythms and those of surrounding bodies and spaces. In 

the building of these relations, focus initially turns inwards. We are encouraged to feel our 

bodies' points of contact with the floor, with the air, with our clothes; whether the 

connection is direct or indirect, tight or loose, warm or cold; the calm weight of our 

limbs resting against the floor; the positions and sensations of our bones; the blood 

running through our veins. (fieldnotes, Sofía Barriga class, CAC, 22 April 2013). Here 

practice produces a heightened state of alive and receptive presence through quiet observation of 

the body. It is a corporeal 'opening up' to space, the body allowed to become (yet more) conscious 

of and affected by the rhythms generated, later, in the playful spontaneous meeting of bodies and  

																																																								
225 Sofía Barriga performed with companies in Europe, Japan and Cuba (Compañía Danza-Teatro Retazos) and trained 
formally in Argentina. Her practice engages particularly with Contact Improvisation and work that centres on the 
sensory relations between body and environment. She forms part of independent collective Movimiento Centrífuga with 
Fausto Espinosa and Cristina Baquerizo, and group El Pez Dorado with Cristina Baquerizo and Juliana Zúñiga under 
the direction of CNDE choreographer Jorge Alcolea.  
226 For example, through Contact jams involving live music, drawing, photography, or technological interventions.		
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Figure 8.9: Sensing bodies in a Contact Improvisation jam, Centro de Arte Contemporáneo. Photograph by 
Giancarlo Páez.  
 

 

spaces in motion. In class we imagine the body's internal spaces - muscle, ligament, bone, pulsing 

organs, tiny gaps between our spinal vertebrae that we empty and fill with our breath. We explore 

bodily mechanics, in movement feeling the relation between skull, vertebrae, and coccyx as we lie, 

walk, and turn, and the deep spiralling of the spine as we roll across the floor pushing from the 

hand, foot, or belly. Exercises heighten the senses, particularly touch, hearing, and escucha corporal 

or bodily consciousness. This was often done through shutting out the visual. In an exercise 

named 'authentic movement', bodies move with eyes shut, spotted by 'seeing dancers' from the 

edges: Space becomes instances of texture, temperature, sound. (Fieldnotes, Contact 

class, CAC, 14 May 2013). On occasion, this play with sensory states made itself present in a 

gathering of focus on the sonic:  

 
Sounds surge and die down. Rhythms are beaten on the floor, bodies, walls. 
Screeches, low hums, fill the air as voices call to each other. A phone rings, 
prompting a cacophony of eccentric voices – 'Who is it?' 'Where are you?' 'Who are 
you with?' [laughter] 'Your call has been transferred to voicemail...' Sometimes I 
find points of quiet with someone and stay there for a long time, listening – distant 
calls, the scraping of furniture, moving bodies, breath, a heart beating beneath my 
ear.  

(Fieldnotes, Contact jam, CAC, 23 June 2013)  
 

As resonates through this extract, on opening themselves to listening, bodies create other 

possibilities for dialogues with space and with one another. The opening of this sensory 

consciousness can also produce the distortion of corporeal, spatial, and temporal perception as 
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bodies, space, and time expand and contract: the pelvis and head felt as separate but connected 

points floating in space, simultaneously mouldable and moving in their own structural relation; a 

coccyx experienced as sticking out, external to the body; limbs felt as double their size, movement 

leaving tangible traces and echoes in the air; walls tilting, their surface stretching and falling away 

from a point of contact; space turning grey and walls and doors passing unseen, awareness 

focused entirely on the immediacy of another body; a fall lasting minutes and a four-hour jam 

passing in a breath (composite fieldnotes, classes and jams, CAC, 2013-2014). In shifting the 

consciousness of dancing bodies - where awareness is awakened in the body, how it is perceived, 

what the body does with that information - Contact also produces disorientation. With eyes shut, 

partners, body parts, and which way is up or down, become confused. And with eyes open again, 

bodies and their movement are often experienced from a different perspective.  

 

Lying on the floor, observing, passing forms appear only partially in my sphere of 
vision - a stomach, a nose, a hand. I notice the intimacies of interaction as people 
pass over me - how hands interlock or foreheads meet - movements normally 
hidden between two moving bodies.  

(fieldnotes, Contact jam, CAC, July 2013) 
 

 

In actively producing, experimenting and playing with shifted and shifting perspectives, the visible 

and the invisible, in this way, bodies in Contact generate a space of sense and 'non-sense' as they 

 

 

 
Figure 8.10: Contact jam in a gallery space of the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo. Photograph by Giancarlo 
Páez.  
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listen, receive, propose, and respond. Stilled ears, fingers sensitised to touch, and skewings of the 

view announce other possibilities and conversations, an opening of dancing space. 

Sensing, a certain awakeness in movement, is also vital in Contact's play with forces of motion. 

Gravity, momentum, inertia, centrifugal - the sensing body enabling the dynamic encounter 

between two (or more) moving centres, movement spiralling outwards to lift, fall, roll or 'fly'. It is 

a dance in spherical space, bodies spiralling through it (a concept Contact owes to the Japanese 

martial art Aikido, from which it draws). Sensing here enables risk between dancers, the joint 

exploration of falling, tumbling, disequilibrium and disorientation generated by chance encounter 

becoming a way of knowing space. Indeed, such disorientation is often purposely sought in 

practice in order to explore further the possibilities of spontaneous movement. While there are 

definite techniques to this spiralling movement, then, in improvisation it is the sensing that 

matters. With heightened attention to the tiniest corporeal impulses to movement, the micro-

dialogues between bodies, practice is encouraged to emerge through the multiple and 

simultaneous possibilities of movement through space. Through this consciousness the aim is 

thus, to a large extent, to simply ‘let the dance happen’ (Novack 1990: 182). In this, participants 

are encouraged to 'replace ambition with curiosity' (Stark-Smith 2008), to listen rather than strive 

in the production of movement. In this process, where the idea is to dance (or allow yourself to 

dance) what you do not expect, previously learned movement techniques can hamper the dance's 

emergence (Paxton [1993] 2003). Thus, sensing also becomes a form of self-awareness, a 

consciousness of bodily habit or planning that, sensed in the moment, can seek to actively counter 

or disrupt fixed patterns of movement: 'when you're about to do something, do something 

else!' (fieldnotes, Contact class with Sofía Barriga, 19 June 2013). A shift of the foot, a 

bend of the knee, a hop into the air reaffirms, through the dance, this ongoing play with pattern. 

This attitude includes habits that might form within the practice itself, countered by an active 

openness to - or sensing of - impulses to movement from body, partner or space. There is thus a 

discipline to the freedom of improvisation in Contact (Stark-Smith 2003), bodies choosing 

spontaneity over the expected. Sensing and the breaking of patterns that it facilitates is also 

constructed as authenticity in movement, enabling participants 'to leave behind everything that's 

going on outside and enter into something that's.... a bit truer to what you are too. And it doesn't 

matter if you're fat or skinny or if you've done dance before or not. It's just a question of feeling 

your presence - with yourself, with the space, with the people that are there. You could say that, 

primarily, it's a meditation in movement.' (Barriga 2014, author's translation).  

The sensing body has many resonances in Quito outside the practice of Contact Improvisation 

itself. It has formed the basis of investigation for works such as Cultivo de babosas (Slug's Garden) 

2013) by artists Esteban Donoso and Fabian Barba, where participants lie, roll and slide along an 

(open floor, their eyes firmly shut, moving in a sensory exploration of the space and other bodies 

based on touch (Figure 8.11). Realised without music and lasting several hours, the piece 
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encourages participation, people invited to move in and out of the space over the duration of the 

work. This attention to the sensing body has for some offered an alternative conception of dance 

practice and performance, as well as its relationship with audiences. Such works actively seek to  

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 8.11: Bodies moving through texture and touch. Cultivo de Babosas by Esteban Donoso and Fabian 
Barba. Photograph by Silvia Echevarria, courtesy of El Apuntador.  
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explore dance beyond the visual both in terms of bodily production (in exploring movement with 

eyes shut) and of performance (where participation is emphasised over spectatorship, and the 

sensory over the spectacular). Here audiences sit on the edges of the space 'watching, thinking that 

something is bound to happen...[with] the expectation of an ending...that never comes.' (Mora 

2013c, author's translation). Attention to the sensory is also conceived in relation to narrative 

practices: It's a body, it works from and with the body, it doesn't seek to tell a story or to represent' (Josie Cáceres, 

personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation). Moving in the darkness, guided by breath's 

immediacy, distant chatter, warm bodies and the cool floor. In this, sensing bodies are 

considered to disrupt the story-telling logics seen as common in Quito's dance production. On 

being taken to the theatre stage, the sensing body has diverse articulations. In works such as 

Latidos (2010)227 by Cristina Baquerizo and Sofía Barriga, sensing becomes a central part of a 

relational logic in motion that enables bodies to bounce, push and slide off each other in a 

dynamic, energetic corporeal conversation, acrobatic and spectacular. In Sofía Barriga's En Quietud 

(2009)228, however, sensing is about stillness. A dance of Barriga's internal organs, this is 'an 

imperceptible dance' (Andrade 2013, author's translation), a work that explores silence, gaps, 

absence (Mora 2009); a staged exploration, then, of the minutiae of the body's inner movement, 

it's 'smallest dance' (fieldnotes, Sofía Barriga class, 22 April 2013) (Figure 8.12). In this, 

sensing is perceived as one of the practices 'expanding the field' of dance in Quito by tracking back 

and forth 'between what is presented and represented and what as spectators we perceive and 

recognise as dance or art' (Andrade 2013, author's translation). As Franko (1995: xiii) suggests, we 

might question  'how much of dance practice materializes as visible, or should be understood in 

visual terms alone'.  

 

In her practice in Quito, Sofía Barriga forms part of a global network of Contact Improvisation 

practitioners. This is a practice that is decidely transnational. In 2013, Ecuador participated for the 

first time in the Global Underscore, a four-hour jam that took place simultaneously in 54 

countries worldwide. Words produced from this session (see overleaf) show the complex 

intersections through which sensing bodies are experienced - their everyday physicality, their 

physical interaction, the ways they are imagined, their occupation of physical space, the relations 

through which they encounter or seek encounter with others. In this vocabulary we see sensing 

bodies as visceral, social, affective, porous, in dialogue with space and other bodies. During 

fieldwork Contact was a practice realised in many adhoc spaces - bars, living rooms, parks, a 

museum - each presenting new textures and surfaces to explore through the sensing body. It was 

the spaces of the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo, however, that were ever present as the sensory 

ground for my shared explorations. This relationship to space becomes even more explicit in 

another, interrelated strand of practice in the city: siting. 

																																																								
227 I encountered this work as a re-staging during fieldwork as part of the festival Diálogos Corporales at the CCE in 
April 2013.  
228 Work engaged with through press articles and video documentation.  
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equilibrio/balance 
trompo/spin 
peso/weight 

placer/pleasure 
invisible/invisible 

cabezasos/headbutts 
cabellos rotos/broken hairs 

construir/constructing 
confianza/trust 
profundo/deep 

respiración/breath 
fluir/flowing 

atención/attention 
soñando/dreaming 

soltar/letting go 
caer/falling 

oler/smelling 
sentir/feeling 

tocar/touching 
jugar/playing 

sutileza/subtelty 
sincronía/synchrony 

complicidad/complicity  
piel/skin 

sonidos/sounds 
aire/air 

ritmo/rhythm 
instante/an instant 

pasiones/passion 
solo ser/just being 

silencio/silence 
quietud/stillness 

pedos/farts 
animales/animals 

conversar/conversing 
escucha/listening 
correr/running 

piso/the floor 
potencias/forces 
energía/energy 

experimentar/experimenting, experiencing 
aliviar/relief 
cuerpo/body 

calor/warmth 
fundir/merging 
crear/creating 
reír/laughing 

sudar/sweating 
alerta/awake 

sí/yes 
seguridad/feeling safe 

movilizar/moving 
espacio/space 

acurrucar/curling up 
arriesgarte a proponer/taking the risk to propose 

 
 

 (Words shared between participants after a four-hour Contact jam as part of a Global 
Underscore, Centro de Arte Contemporáneo, Quito, 23 June 2013,  

author's translations) 
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Figure 8.12: An imperceptible dance. Sofía Barriga in En Quietud. Photograph courtesy of Sofía Barriga.  
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Siting...  

A wide, light, echoing space. Walking, silently, observing its surfaces, its contours, 
the distances between things, the ways bodies relate to its edges, corners, and 
alcoves. Hands run along pillars and walls, shoulders glance their weight against 
their surfaces, fingertips hook on to their edges in a swing. Concentration turns to 
breath and texture: cool smooth paint; rough exposed iron; expanses of crumbling 
brick. Rolling, we explore where to place our weight and how to use our hands, 
elbows, hips, feet, to move across its expanse. Movement is repeated and repeated, 
bodies curling and expanding, the movement of joints and limbs studied carefully 
in their intimate conversation with the floor. Sideways curls become rolls, rolls 
become rises, in this dynamic exploration of body and site in motion. Rising, 
falling, rising, falling. 'Feel the floor, let it become part of your movement'. 
Building speed, I find ways to slip my arm underneath my body or to put my 
weight on my toes to aid the flow. Pushing and sliding, the floor a partner in our 
dance now, we are encouraged to feel the swing and fall of our bodies through 
space.  

(Fieldnotes from Fausto Espinosa class, CAC, November 2012) 
 

Resonating throughout this passage is the way that siting bodies emerge in active dialogue with 

surfaces and structures of concrete, metal, wood, glass, and stone. In these micro-relations of 

hooking fingertips, sliding arms, and subtle shifts of weight, dancing bodies use, play with and 

adjust to site. Dance and environment actively produce each other. Practice informs and is 

informed by, transforms and is transformed by, site. This relationship between body and site is the 

primary focus of the work of artist Fausto Espinosa and the collective he formed in 2011 with 

artists Sofía Barriga and Cristina Baquerizo, Movimiento Centrífuga. The collective's investigations 

of dialogues between dance and environment have been particularly focused on non-conventional 

spaces, and in 2012 gave rise to the festival Quito Concreto: formación-creación-difusión, which 

comprised a series of workshops, seminars and performances that sought to explore and visibilise 

the spaces of the city as creative dancistic space, arguing that the performing arts 'are very cautious 

and very glued to the conventional stage' (Baquerizo 2012, author's translation). The festival also 

aimed to generate a closer relation between citizens and their everyday spaces in the city, 

encouraging its conception as 'live cultural heritage' (Baquerizo 2012, author's translation). More 

recently, Fausto Espinosa's Proyecto Sol (2014) was also an important manifestation of this 

proposal229. During fieldwork, the collective's creative, performance and teaching work was largely 

based in the courtyards, corridors and gallery spaces of Quito's Centro de Arte Contemporáneo 

(CAC). I here focus on classes I attended between October 2012 and April 2013 with Fausto 

Espinosa, as well as some of the collective's performances at the CAC.  

 

																																																								
229 Proyecto Sol was conceived as a political intervention, an 'empowerment of public space' (Proyecto Sol publicity, 
April 2014, author's translation). Taking place in Quito's El Ejido park, the work was developed through the 
improvisations of its dancers on regularly inhabiting the space, and in performance interacted with passing spectators. 
Through an emphasis on active participation, it sought to encourage 'the use of public space as a mode of dialogue' 
and its viewing 'from a new perspective' (Proyecto Sol publicity, April 2014, author's translation). There is a 
dialogue between these initiatives and work such as Ocupaciones Intranscendentes (2012) and the festival Mínimas Residencias 
(2012) generated by artist Esteban Donoso and Colectivo Gatos en la Barriga in Quito, which have sought to explore 
relations between dance and site in domestic or inside spaces and encourage their conceptualisation and exploration as 
creative space.  
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Figure 8.13: Movimiento Centrífuga (left to right: Sofía Barriga, Fausto Espinosa, Cristina Baquerizo) in the 
internal stone and brick courtyard of the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo. Photograph courtesy of 
Movimiento Centrífuga.  
 

 

In Fausto's classes the principles of corporeal attentiveness, openness and spontaneity considered 

in sensing are applied to both improvised and learned phrases that seek to produce practice in 

direct relation with the places it inhabits. Bodies come prepared for this conversation, skin 

wrapped in layers of material, feet hidden in rubber and canvas. Individual bodies come to be 

understood in terms of their relations to concrete space, the reach of an arm or bend of a knee 

presenting different possibilities in their focused dialogue with site. Corporeality is also shaped 

through this conversation as the particularities of site make us reflect on how we use our body to approach 

the space (Fausto Espinosa, post-performance discussion, Entre líneas de acero y mármol, CAC, 28 March 2013, 

author's recording). Practice built, for example, an understanding of resistance and accommodation - 

of when to use your strength to propel yourself off surfaces and when to give your body to them, 

softening into their support. In this relational process, where the physical demands of site and 

creative possibilities of practice are in constant conversation, techniques learnt in the studio also 

gradually become altered in accordance with site; a roll, for example, realised with the head lifted 

out of contact with the stone floor. Such micro-adjustments formed part of the way dance - its 

movement, rhythm, direction - sought to move in accordance with what felt natural for the 

body in its position and momentum, what followed naturally (fieldnotes, Fausto 

Espinosa class, November 2012). In this play between corporeality and site, movement is thus 

conceived as '...organic and spontaneous, it rises from the space.' (fieldnotes, Fausto 

Espinosa class, 14 February 2013). An easy dialogue with site, however, must be cultivated. 

Close observation of the moving body and its relationship to surrounding surfaces aims to 
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facilitate this - toes tucking, elbows bending, spines curving, to find a smooth transition of weight 

across, down to and up from the floor, working with momentum and the precise placement of the 

body in a way that enables a flowing softness with its surface. This is movement, then, that strives 

to follow bodies' lines of least resistance but that also seeks alignment and precision in its dialogue 

with unforgiving surfaces. Flow, fluidity, continuity. 'Movement should be a single 

unbroken line.' (fieldnotes, Fausto Espinosa class, 14 March 2013).  

 

Here alignment, structure, and precision facilitate a flowing dialogue with site. Explored and 

gradually internalised through repetition, these bodily microgeographies become a vocabulary for 

dynamic dialogue with floors, walls, and pillars. Bodies become accustomed to feeling movement's 

production in conversation with site through an emphasis on swing, release, momentum and flow 

in motion. Siting is also about cultivating a particular relationship between body and imaginary; 

one in which imaginaries are recognised as emerging through or as a consequence of movement, as 

well as being used to produce movement in particular ways. 'For example', Fausto says, 'if I do 

this -' his gaze moves downwards, fists clench, his lungs squeezed of air with an exhale, 

spine curves, stomach, arms, neck, thighs tense, describing each movement as he goes - 

'and these are purely physical movements - it is very hard for me to feel happiness. In 

this way the body produces an imaginary, more like rage in this case. So we need to 

have an awareness that there is a journey from inside to out but also from outside to in' 

(fieldnotes, Fausto Espinosa class, CAC, 28 February 2013). Practice and the imaginaries it 

generates are thus seen as produced through the corporeality of siting bodies that emerges in 

somewhat direct relation to the physicality of site. This directness of relation becomes a marker of  

authenticity and sincerity in movement: 

 
In this proposal, you don't imagine anything. When you touch something, it's concrete. If I touch the wall, in 
this case, the word 'concrete' takes two meanings. It's concrete because it's hard, and it's concrete because it's 
direct action. This determines and changes me as a dancer and it makes me do things that are real and 
precise. I have something here that gives me something to respond to, it's something that I can live. It becomes 
concrete. So in this process I have realised that it's not necessary to imagine, that I don't have to do things 
'as if' anything, rather, I simply am. And that is a great opportunity to be sincere [in movement]. 

(Fausto Espinosa, post-performance discussion, Entre líneas de acero y mármol,  
CAC, 28 March 2013, author's recording, author's translation) 

 
 
The concrete, then, refers both to site and to the relation of immediacy through which site is 

considered to produce dancing bodies. Here it is seen as a line of exploration counter to practices 

in which movement is produced through image or memory, dance performing an 'as if'. In its 

perceived uniqueness, singularity, and immediacy, then, siting is constructed as an 'authentic' 

practice (see Kwon 1997).  

 

Relations built through practice were also in dialogue with the geographies of the Centro de Arte 

Contemporáneo as an institution. At the time of fieldwork, the particular spaces used for classes  

 



	 212	

 
 
Figure 8.14: Performance of Entre líneas de acero y mármol by Fausto Espinosa, in the entrance hall of the 
Centro de Arte Contemporáneo. Photograph author's own.  
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changed from session to session, a dynamic that emerged at turns out of artistic interests in 

diversity of exploration and logistical necessity in adapting to the concerts, conferences, exhibition 

launches and beauty queen competitions that temporarily occupied the building. Classes thus 

explored a range of surfaces - hanging from rusted iron pillars, running across wide stone 

courtyards, sliding on polished linoleum floors, leaning on low plaster arches and rolling along 

long wooden corridors. In this way movement would adapt to the space in which we found 

ourselves, Fausto often improvising phrases on the spot in relation to the space before teaching 

them. Relations between body and site were dynamic and shifting. Another factor in this was 

audience. Undertaken in public areas of the CAC - the entrance hall, inner courtyard, corridors - 

classes would be subject to passing, spontaneous audiences, visitors and staff often stopping to 

watch from the surrounding balconies or stairs. In these pauses there was a certain curiosity and, 

often, uncertainty around our movement that ran in contrast to its 'concrete' relations with the 

building's physical structures. In presenting possibilities for both disruption and participation (as 

happened numerous times), siting here unsettled certain dance class conventions in ways that were 

also felt in practice. Such dynamics were also frequently present in performative explorations of 

siting bodies, the fixed positions of audience and performance space unsettled and shifting in 

processes that play with the visibility of the dance through light, sound, shadow, reflection, bodies 

appearing and disappearing between pillars, alcoves and archways.  

 
A form leans over the balcony in the semi-darkness, appearing and disappearing, 
the reflection visible at turns in the glinting glass surfaces opposite. Running 
footsteps drum along an upper floor, out of view, their presence felt only in 
reverberations of feet on wooden boards and the occasional flickering shadow. 
Necks crane to see, heads switching this way and that. Forms slip suddenly in and 
out of alcoves, walking straight, fast, as if coming from a much longer trajectory 
than the spot in the wall.  

(Fieldnotes, performance of Entre líneas de acero y mármol  
by Fausto Espinosa, CAC, 26 June 2013).  

 

In their appearance and disappearance, in their echoing sound or flickering form, siting bodies 

morph the possibilities of a particular space, which is temporarily re-rendered and lent a new 

dimension. Site and work thus exist in a 'becoming-ness' in which the readings of one and the 

other are unsettled through practice (Hunter 2015: 36); a relation clear in this description of a 

Movimiento Centrífuga performance at the CAC:  

 
'See if you can feel the floor move.' Silhouetted forms picked out on paper - legs, 
torso, head, stark shapes - appear only to be snatched from view. Sound surges, 
deep grungy rumblings and growls. Shapes emerge on a screen, suspended, 
floating. A pair of legs, walking forwards, backwards. A body stretches and bends, 
its movement extended in lines on a computer screen, producing lines, spirals 
that fill the space. Two pillars are picked out in light. An arm appears suddenly, 
bent at the elbow. It disappears. Another arm, stretched straight. It disappears. A 
dialogue develops, an arm appearing, a leg, a head, a torso, Fausto and Sofía 
hanging, hiding, leaning, with their respective pillars.  
 
Cristina throws herself across the floor from the sidelines as the rumbling 
intensifies, and the three begin pulling themselves and each other across the 
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floor, slippery, flowing, using their feet and hands to bounce off the walls, the 
steps, grasping at each other to catch momentum as they move across the space. 
Someone from the audience asked when the floor had moved – ‘Didn’t you feel it?’ 
Sofía asks. 

 (Fieldnotes, performance of untitled piece by Movimiento Centrífuga,  
CAC, 7 August 2013) 

 

This passage shows the sonic, visual, and, most importantly, corporeal manipulation of space 

through siting bodies. Hands pulling, feet pushing, and torsos sliding across the wide floor, 

gathering momentum, announce the play of forces in the space while also questioning our 

perceptions of up and down, floor, ceiling and wall. 

 

Siting, in practice and performance, becomes a mode of reclaiming and reimagining Quito's public 

institutional spaces. In this it also has social and political intentions. In 'attending to place' dance 

seeks to develop witnesses' attention to place, expanding public awareness of the possibilities of 

everyday places, and also encourage its 'tending' or an active interaction with place (Kloetzel and 

Pavlik 2009: 6). The trole stop that I pass every day, the plaza - it's a home. A passing home but a space, 

nevertheless, that belongs to me and to which I belong. What we're looking for with this kind of work is, firstly, to 

realise where we are, to feel it, to live it. [...] It's not only important, it's vital and necessary... to inhabit and live 

these spaces. (Fausto Espinosa, post-performance discussion, Entre líneas de acero y mármol, CAC, 28 March 

2013, author's recording). Siting bodies, then, are also about promoting an understanding of the body 

beyond the stage as a way of relating to the everyday spaces of the city, dance aiming at 'the 

revelation of new-found realities in familiar/unfamiliar places' (Hunter 2012: 259). While dance 

performances in public spaces have a long history in Quito, and several municipal and 

independent arts programmes currently support their occurrence230, here exploration specifically 

seeks to 'locate and relocate' witnesses' relations with city sites through these conversations 

between the concrete and the corporeal. As such, it seeks to go beyond performance in public 

spaces and rather initiate investigative creative processes through which practices of 'siting' might 

become part of a wider civic politics focused on re-imagining and re-engaging with the city. 

 

Expanding...  
 

'Let go.  
Feel a sense of horizontality, a sense of space.  
A point of tranquility in balance. There's a moment when you arrive and you feel a 
sense of calm, a waaaaah! Chase that tranquility in movement.  
 
It's not relaxing - it's expanding. 
 

																																																								
230 These include Noches Patrimoniales, a municipal programme of free public open-air performances in Quito's historic 
centre that aims to encourage evening visits to the area, and Arte en el Trole, a project established in 2006 between 
Quito's public Trolebus system and independent organisation Centro Cultural del Sur that takes arts performance into the 
spaces of the city's public transport network. With this work it aims to 'strengthen the creation, production, 
dissemination and circulation' of cultural work and promote 'the democratisation of culture' through public 
performance (arteeneltrole.org, author's translation).  
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You're conscious of everything that's happening inside you.  
Not for one second do you lose control.  
Oxygenate the gluteus muscles, the back, so they loosen.  
Projecting outwards. 
 
Go beyond form, don't conform!  
 
Breath, opposition, economy of energy. 
Continuity.  
The centre becomes line.  
 
Position doesn't exist. 
Pose doesn't exist.  
Look for an escape point.  
Without fear, let go.' 

 
 (Composite fieldnotes of Jorge Alcolea's spoken guidance to dancers during classes  

at the Palacio de Cristal, Parque Itchimbia, March 2014)231 
 
 

As this passage shows, expanding bodies are conscious, connected, projecting, loose but 

disciplined down to the line of a wrist or a moment of breath. In this cultivated corporeality, they 

embody a particular logic and politics of expansion that relates in particular ways to Quito's dance 

worlds. In this section I want to interrogate these relationships and their production through the 

corporeal.  

 

Expanding bodies form a key part of the practice of Cuban artist Jorge Alcolea, whose work has a 

significant presence in Quito particularly through his role as maestro ensayador and principal 

choreographer at the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE)232. Alongside training 

the national company, he gives occasional public courses and workshops; my notes here are taken 

from attendance as an observer at one of these courses. My use of the term 'expanding' to 

describe his practice comes from the vocabulary used in these sessions, instructions to expandirse 

(to expand), to dance hacía afuera (projecting outwards) and to use todo el espacio (all the space) 

central to the ways bodies and their practice were cultivated. In these classes, then, expanding 

bodies are largely constructed through words that aim at assuming a particular corporeal quality 

based on flow, continuity, and efficiency in the channelling of energy in movement. Dancers 

actively seek to occupy space in their use of weight and momentum as they build a relationship 

with the floor, aiming to glide across its surface with minimum effort. Alcolea generates images 

wherein students are taught to confuse their bodies with a ray of light, [using] mental stimuli that encourage 

them to create more space, to confuse its limits, to give in rather than resist (Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 

May 2014, author's translation). Seeking consciously to use instability and disequilibrium in the 

																																																								
231 While having participated in a couple of Jorge Alcolea's open classes, most of my fieldwork in this case was 
conducted through observation. This has enabled the transcription of many of the instructions given to dancers during 
class, presented here as fieldnotes.  
232 Jorge Alcolea trained at the Escuela Nacional de Artes in Habana, Cuba, where he was also dancer, teacher and 
choreographer with the Compañía Danza-Teatro Retazos (directed by Ecuadorian artist Isabel Bustos) before beginning 
work with the CNDE in Quito in 2005. He has since become the company's principal trainer and choreographer. Since 
2014 he has also produced in the independent scene as choreographer and director of group El Pez Dorado with Sofía 
Barriga, Cristina Baquerizo and Juliana Zúñiga.  
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production of movement, there are also points of alignment through which dancers strive to 

seamlessly pass, each one connected to the next in an integrated flow of continuous motion. 

'Throw yourself along a channel; you're skating; become part of the movement' 

(fieldnotes, Jorge Alcolea class, March 2014). These are bodies at the complex intersection of 

letting go and not losing control, of shedding tension and resistance while keeping discipline and a 

detailed consciousness of their relations in space constantly present. The practice works from a 

heightened bodily consciousness - of internal structure, of breath, of the body-in-space - that 

might enable 'complete control of your energy, of the force you use' (Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 

2014, author's translation)233. In breaths synchronised with movement, in bones aligned and energy 

channelled, expanding bodies enunicate a logic of control and economy in motion.   

 

While all practices in this chapter emerge through geographies of transnational relation, the 

practice of expanding bodies in Quito is perhaps particularly associated with the transnational due 

to its connections to dance worlds in Cuba and the United States, and what have become 

internationally dominant contemporary dance trends. With roots in Alcolea's original training in 

Técnica Cubana 234  (see Johns 2012), the practice is also marked by engagement with the 

internationally prominent technique Flying Low235, which, for Alcolea, was encountered as a 

distinct practice in which movement was guided by something sensorial. And it didn't have that... that burden. 

It shed it, it rid movement of any adornment. It was something very functional in that way - it wasn't rooted in 

aesthetics. [...] I had certain codes, principally from the technique I'd trained in, and at one point all of that went, 

fell away, and my dance opened up - running, sliding, being still, falling - my movement started to shed things. (Jorge 

Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, author's translation). Emerging through techniques that 

emphasise functionality and sensation over the aesthetic, including Release, Contact 

Improvisation, and Alexander Technique, some of the principal characteristics of expanding - its 

focus on flow and continuity, on floor work, on instability and moving outside the body's centre, 

on sensory awareness - are narrated as moving beyond the 'adornment' and 'poses' considered to 

characterise modernist dance practice. In Quito, expanding thus frequently comes to be regarded as 

a marker of contemporaneity in movement, a practice that offers: 'a new organic way of 

moving, which isn't driven by aesthetic concerns but by concerns of functionality and 

																																																								
233 In this, the approach to practice that I here term expanding has particular resonances with the practices of sensing and 
siting discussed earlier, a relation that has become manifest in the emergence of recent independent collaboration El Pez 
Dorado with artists Sofía Barriga and Cristina Baquerizo (of Movimiento Centrífuga) together with dancer J.Zúñiga 
under the direction of Jorge Alcolea.  
234 Técnica Cubana is a Cuban school of contemporary/modern dance that draws on the country's Africanist inheritance 
in the Santería traditions, classical ballet, and the modern dance techniques such as Graham, Limón, and Cunningham. 
Practiced to Cuban syncopations, these techniques take on a 'sensuousness' and 'embellishment in the head, pelvis and 
torso', together with rib and head isolations (John 2012: 102). It is known for being technically spectacular and for 
producing dancers with 'technical range and expressive versatility' (John 2012: 99). The technique has been developed 
since the Cuban Revolution as a form that would reflect Cuba's diverse population and speak to Cuban audiences. It is 
the principal technique for training dancers at the country's free state-funded arts institutions and is promoted as part of 
Cuban national identity (John 2012).  
235 Flying Low is a contemporary dance technique created by the Venezuelan David Zambrano that focuses on the 
dancer's relationship with the floor. Through attention to breath, to the release of energy throughout the body, and to 
skeletal structure, the technique seeks a centred bodily state that enables dancers to move in and out of the floor with 
high levels of efficiency. Movement orientates around the principles of cohesion and expansion.	
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sensation' (online advertisement for Jorge Alcolea's Itchimbía class, February 2014). 

Breath, opposition, economy of energy. Position doesn't exist. The centre becomes line. 

Like Foster's description of the 'released body', the expanding body is understood as 'deeply 

experiencing its physicality as truth' (Foster 2010a: 27).  

 

The act of expanding has become an important part of the language of the Compañía Nacional de 

Danza del Ecuador, which Alcolea joined as choreographer in 2005. Here expanding bodies give 

rise to rapid, restless sequences of rolls, lifts, and wrestled duos with a dynamic, at times almost 

aggressive, energy. While the company does work with other choreographers, in Alcolea's 

principal role expanding has become part of developing the company's language and unifying a cast  

with diverse backgrounds through training (Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, author's 

translation). In this, expanding bodies are also understood as part of processes of 

professionalisation, becoming an important focus in the development of a way of training, a way of 

moving [...] so that members start to develop a method and confront their work not as people who want to learn but 

as professionals. To obtain certain principles that are not only useful for what I do but for when other choreographers 

come from elsewhere. (Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, author's translation). Expanding is thus 

understood not so much as a movement 'form' but an approach to the body and a tool in 

movement production that facilitates engagement with transnational networks of performance 

and collaboration; bodies expanding in space to expand their (and the company's) international 

reach. Like Foster's (2010a) 'released body', then, as bodies are encouraged to occupy and expand  

 

 

 
Figure 8.15: Members of the Compañía Nacional de Danza slide in and out of the floor in rehearsal for a re-
staging of Alcolea's work La Gran Nostalgia. Photograph author's own.  
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in(to) space - to 'Break with the space!' (fieldnotes, rehearsal of Estudio 2, CNDE, 21 

March 2014) - they perhaps aim to function 'as a nearly transparent cipher for a variety of 

choreographic projects', producing a certain neutrality in execution in which they are seemingly 

open but remain, in their continuity of effort, discrete and self-contained (Foster 2010a: 26-27). 

Projecting outwards. Continuity. Economy. Not for one second do you lose control. The 

drive to 'cover ground' sees bodily micro-geographies echoing the wider logics of flow, mobility, 

speed, self-sufficiency, and flexible labour that structure international contemporary dance 

markets (Brazzale 2014; Kedhar 2014), bodies aligning with the logic of 'unstoppable motility' 

characterising modernity (Lepecki 2006: 3). Practice's 'organic' connection to the structures of the 

body is also taken as enabling it to endure not only across geography but also across time: '...form 

comes and goes, it might be totally different in ten years, so what remains? A form of 

managing the body - expansion, sensation that stretches from the skeleton and not just 

from the muscles...' (fieldnotes, Jorge Alcolea public class, Día de la Danza, CNDE, 26 

April 2014). 

 

The slick, efficient, dynamic movement of expanding bodies has become an important presence in 

Quito in recent years. For Alcolea, his work with the CNDE has reflected the importance of unity in the 

group when confronting work. And I think that's had repercussions in the dance world, at least here in Ecuador. In 

one way a space has been created that certain people have as a reference, you know? The Compañía [CNDE] is 

making that happen. (Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, author's translation). Acts of expanding 

are here seen as part of negotiating the eclecticism of training that typically produces dancing 

bodies in Quito, contributing towards a more unified aesthetic, language and approach to practice 

in the CNDE that, through institutional support, has notable resonances in the independent dance 

world. However, while focused on functionality and efficiency, in the performances of the CNDE 

these bodies are also expressive, and their dance highly visual. In one way, that's a shedding too, it sheds 

that ornamental dance that I think most people doing dance are doing, particularly, let's say, more 'official' dance. 

[...] [In my dance] emotions and the interior world matter a lot. (Jorge Alcolea, personal interview, 2 May 2014, 

author's translation). While frequently constructed as a 'universal' tool of a certain corporeal 

'neutrality' for engagement with the mobility of international dance worlds, expanding is, in Quito, 

also frequently framed as a language marked by its particular Cuban inheritances. It's cool and 

everything but it's not a language that belongs to those dancers. I mean, it comes from Cuba, it comes from Isabel 

Bustos, from everything that's going on in Cuba, right? (Carolina Váscones, personal interview, 14 July 2014, 

author's translation). In this, it holds a complex place in the city's dance geographies. On one hand, it 

is taken as not belonging, as another example of an imposed language interpreted, and not created, 

by Ecuadorian dancers. On the other, in the case of the CNDE, it is seen as a line of practice that 

expands training in important, internationally-conscious directions and enables dancers' 

engagement and distinction as 'expressive, passionate' performers (María Luisa González, personal 

interview, 25 April 2014, author's translation) on international stages. 
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Turning the body festive...  

The darkness turns to a dimly lit red. It picks out a figure, large in layers of 
material, moving, her back to the audience, bare feet stamping back and forth, to a 
small, decorated altar. With her torso tilted forward, her movement is fitful, 
agitated, her steps punctuated by quick turns that send her brightly coloured 
skirts and shawl swirling around her body. She is a mass of material in motion. As 
she steps, back and forth, back and forth, she hides her face in the crook of her 
arm, before lifting it to shake a fist angrily at the heavens. Suddenly the driving 
drums that have been accompanying her movement stop and the figure halts.  
 
Coming out of her feverish state, she stands erect and turns slowly to look at the 
audience. The light, a cold white now, picks out her face for the first time – a mask 
in shiny hard patent black framed with black fur and trimmed with gold. She 
clutches her skirts in gloved hands, clasped tightly in front of her body. Her head 
makes minute disarticulated movements, tilting curiously from one side to the 
other as she fixes the audience in her gaze. In a moment of stillness, she starts, 
letting the skirts fall abruptly from her fingers.  

 (Fieldnotes from a performance of Mama Negra by Wilson Pico as part of his  
work Fervorosos Pasos, Sala Mariana de Jesús, 15 May 2014) 

 

The dance described here demonstrates a process that here I will call 'turning the body festive'; a 

process of two dimensions. On one hand, festive bodies are deeply rooted in investigations of 

place, seeking dialogue through symbol, gesture, and character with the traditional practices that 

are experienced as part of individual and collective memory. On the other, they are concerned 

with a particular corporeal state, a 'festive' state, in which movement is marked by a certain 

irreverence to rules and convention, becoming an act of freedom, play, and celebration. I here 

return to the work of artist Wilson Pico to demonstrate this dual process through which 'the 

festive' becomes part of contemporary dance practice. Wilson's solo Mama Negra forms part of the 

work Fervorosos Pasos (Impassioned Steps) in which the artist embodies a series of characters from 

popular festivals on stage (Figure 7.16). Performance emerged from the project Cuerpo Festivo 

(Festive Body), a two-year investigation that the artist undertook with his daughter, the 

anthropologist Amaranta Pico, into twelve indigenous, Afro-Ecuadorian and mestizo festivals with 

a particular focus on dancing bodies236. The imaginaries, histories, and practices of these popular 

traditions became the basis for the detailed corporeal investigation of movement and character. 

While recognising the complex contemporary articulations of the festivals, the investigation was 

also conceived as 'a pilgrimage towards source and origin' (A. Pico in Pico and Pico 2011: 18, 

author's translation). The body is turned festive, then, in the search for a sense of individual and 

collective identity; here articulated as a Quiteñan mestizo identity that includes indigenous and 

Afro-Ecuadorian 'roots' located outside the capital:  

 

																																																								
236 Cuerpo Festivo also gave rise to the work Secretas Escencia (Secret Essences) (2012), a series of solos that engaged with 
three other popular festive characters: Ultimo aliento (representing the character that accompanies the dead in Caldera in 
the Valle del Chota); Diabólico (the 'Wiki', demon of Christmas in indigenous Saraguro communities); and Selva tiniebla 
(representing a character from Semana Santa or Holy Week in coastal city Esmeraldas). The project also produced a book 
and two documentary films.  
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I'm looking for... I was going to say my roots, but on thinking about it, I was born in Quito. In that sense 
I'm not from the countryside, I'm not indigenous, I'm an Ecuadorian mestizo, and those are my roots. 
However they are roots that don't stay in the city but rather extend to the rest of the country. And on 
extending in this way I come into contact with my indigenous roots [and] what corresponds to me from the 
Afro[-Ecuadorian], right? So in that sense one of my objectives in going there is to investigate more deeply, 
to feel my roots more, to the deepest level, and as I've been born in this part of the world, the better I know 
this place the better I can represent it, and the better I will know myself too. 

 (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 September 2013, author's translation)   
 

For Wilson, then, 'the journey towards ourselves entails a movement towards the other' - a 

journey understood to entail both geographical and corporeal migrations that enable exploration 

of the 'ties of relation and difference between us [that] produce our identities' (A. Pico in Pico and 

Pico 2011: 19-20, author's translation). Feet stamping back and forth, steps punctuated by 

quick turns that send brightly coloured skirts swirling around her body. More specifically, 

for Wilson the process of understanding mestizo Ecuadorian identities is articulated as a journey 

outside the capital city and, simultaneously, towards indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorian traditions. 

Turning bodies festive thus articulates a particular dynamic in Ecuador (as in much of Latin 

America) where traditional forms, while narrated as 'roots' and 'origin', are simultaneously 

recognised as a vital, dynamic element in contemporary identities (Rowe and Schelling 1991; 

Bueno and Caesar 1998).  

 

Wilson Pico's solo Mama Negra depicts the lead figure from a festival of the same name held in the 

central Andean city of Latacunga in celebration of the Virgen de las Mercedes. Processing through 

the streets on horseback surrounded by footmen, the Mama Negra is a larger-than-life mother 

figure, a symbol of fertility that nurses baby Jesus and sprays donkey's milk at the crowd. 

Traditionally emblematic of the Latacungueñan market women who lead the festival, the Mama 

Negra is a figure that articulates the complexities of classed, raced and gendered power relations in 

Ecuador: this big, black mother figure is, in fact, mestizo and male, her breasts and buttocks water  

balloons and face a shiny black mask. Black in a nation that values whiteness, and powerfully 

masculine in her femininity, the Mama Negra 'offers a working-class version of the mestiza nation',  

an uncompromising symbol of market women's ability to succour the nation but only on their 

own terms (Weismantel 2003: 339). Conceived variously as Jesus' wet nurse, a vengeful figure 

appearing to neglectful devotees, and as a commemoration of liberation from slavery, she is a 

complex and heavily debated figure. In recent years she has undergone further transformations, 

appropriated as the central figure in a second secular, touristic, Mama Negra procession organised 

by the town's elites as part of the region's carefully marketed 'modern folk culture'; a process that 

has seen the 'whitening' and 'cleaning up' of the festival in which Mama Negra is embodied not by 

an anonymous 'Everyman' but by a powerful local politician or business leader (Weismantel 2003: 

342-3). In a country where the festive is significant as practice and symbolic of ethnic identity, 

nation, and commercialisation, her embodiment comes loaded with conflicting articulations of 

nation, ethnicity, and power.  
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The body of Mama Negra, then, holds 'potent symbolic status' (Hellier-Tinoco 2011: 28) as both 

authentic ethnic emblem and national folklorised/commercialised icon. In Wilson's work this 

body is at once unmistakable and transformed. While clothed and masked in her symbolic layers, 

gone are the bouncing breasts, the overblown buttocks, and the rambunctious paraphernalia of 

the festival procession. She dances solo on stage to a small, brightly lit altar, once again a figure of 

religion. Focus is no longer on the gaudy caricature but on the histories that haunt the character, 

an exploration realised through the corporeal. In Wilson's work, this exploration of character is in 

one way conceived as embodying a certain (innate) corporeal knowledge through which people in 

traditional festive acts 'appear "dressed" in tradition; as if their bones and muscles already knew 

how they must interpret, preserve, change, or improvise [these characters]' (W. Pico in Pico and 

Pico 2011: 31-2, author's translation). Dance is thus like lending my bones so that a character can express 

itself (Wilson Pico, personal interview, 2 September 2013, author's translation). Festive bodies are seen as 

produced through a certain amount of cultivated intuition. In this corporeal investigation, 

however, the path between festive tradition and contemporary dance performance 'seems to be 

indirect, purposely slippery and difficult to grasp' (W. Pico in Pico and Pico 2011: 32, author's 

translation); a creative process, then, in which characters might be entered into and reworked 

from alternative, perhaps discordant, directions. In this the corporeal becomes the mode for the 

Mama Negra's transformation. Through movement inspired by the grotesque, Wilson seeks the 

emergence of the character a-new, turning a familiar figure strange (fieldnotes, conversation 

with Wilson Pico, 17 May 2014) - the movement of the hand that greets the public is broken 

and disjointed, the head cocked, the shoulders restless. She trots unstably on raised heels, bare feet 

bent in a faint reference to her absent parade horse, her body gliding jauntily along the floor. Her 

head makes minute disarticulated movements, tilting curiously from one side to the 

other as she fixes the audience in her gaze. She stamps and spins, at turns in devotion and 

irreverence, to sounds that rise and fall through the festival's familiar banda de pueblo, soaring violin, 

or the earthy drone of a didgeridoo. She shakes a fist at the heavens in protest at the violent 

histories that made blackness part of nation, and bows in deep devotion to her Roman Catholic 

saint.   

 

These layered, disjointed gestures and sound worlds articulate 'the festive' as a place where 

'subjects of multiple belongings converge' (A. Pico in Pico and Pico 2011: 21, author's translation), 

a place of many, and sometimes contradictory, logics. This, for many, is what makes the festive 

such an important part of contemporary articulations of Ecuadorian nationhood. In this creative 

(re)invention, turning the body festive becomes a way to explore these multiple belongings 

beyond daily realities and, simultaneously, to tap into a collective significance (and thus 

authenticity): 'Every fiesta, procession, parade, vía crucis237, carnival, toma (occupation) of church or 

																																																								
237 The Roman Catholic Way of the Cross or Stations of the Cross procession.   
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Figure 8.16: Lending my bones. Wilson Pico in Mama Negra, part of his solo series Fervorosos Pasos. 
Photograph by Andrea Cuesta.   
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plaza is a reality that overcomes the other dimension, the everyday. It is what we practitioners of 

the performing arts look for in the world: that capacity to realise an act loaded with individual and 

collective meaning' (W. Pico in Pico and Pico 2011: 28, author's translation). In its re-rendering of 

a figure that has already undergone significant reincarnations, Picos' Mama Negra articulates a 

multivocality - of multiple and evolving relations of class, race, gender, religion - that continues to 

be produced and reproduced as part of Ecuador's contemporaneity. In ideas of the festive, 

multiple bodies in celebration become one, people moving 'as a single festive body' (W. Pico in 

Pico and Pico 2011: 30, author's translation); thus, in turning festive, the single body on stage 

dances with a wider collective. Weismantel (2003: 332) has suggested that in the emergence of the 

pluralistic nation such festive figures may become newly meaningful. For Wilson, its rendering in 

contemporary dance performance, where festive symbol is simultaneously evoked and unsettled 

through corporeal work, constitutes one way of exploring and narrating the multivocality of 

mestizo identities and the relation of this to the plurality of nation.  

 

Turning the body festive, however, is not solely a question of engaging with place, character, and 

traditional practice. It also seeks a particular corporeal state considered to manifest itself in 

popular festivals. 

 
In the experience of moving, of dancing, people can learn certain phrases, certain steps, but 
when they're at their most passionate, in their maximum enjoyment of the fiesta [...] they 
start to improvise. And that is the moment, at least for me, that is the most interesting. 
Because the body has liberated itself from norms and, finally, it enters into a moment that 
the body needs, which is the ludic part, the letting go of responsibilities - it becomes a 
festive body, it becomes a free body, it leaves the everyday behind, it leaves the rules 
behind. 

(Pico 2013, author's translation) 
 

Bodies are also turned festive, then, by embodying the festive spirit of characters that 'exalt or 

mock, worship or parody and, above all, break the moulds of routine and convention', feeding 

from the ludic to creatively move 'beyond the limits of the dogmatic and the established' (W. Pico 

in Pico and Pico 2011: 29, author's translation). Becoming a festive body involves a heightened 

attention 'to the perception of the ephemeral, to risk, to pleasure, to laughter and to the playful 

act' (Poveda 2015: 113, author's translation). This involves a process of shedding layers of 

unwanted corporeal conditioning while connecting with deep memories and impulses considered 

to reside in the body, through which intuitive, personal movement is encouraged to emerge. In 

Wilson’s classes this is realised through a practice of improvisation based on Grotowski's 'plastic 

exercises' or plastiques238 (Figure 8.17):  

																																																								
238 Jerzy Grotowski was a Polish theatre director and theorist whose work with the Polish Laboratory Theatre in the 
1960s and 70s made him a principal figure in the development of experimental theatre and actor training techniques. He 
conceived performance as a 'total act' (giving oneself in totality), an act of intimacy, and as testimony that draws on deep 
personal experiences (Wolford 2010). His plastiques were a sequence of exercises in which actors learnt precise, codified 
movements (a particular rotation of the wrist or movement of the spine) before exploring these further in spontaneous 
improvisation. For Grotowski, the plastiques formed part of a training he saw as 'a process of elimination' where the 
primary goal was 'not muscular development or physical perfectionism, but a process of research leading to the 
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Figure 8.17: Turning the body festive in class: the ciclo plástico in Wilson Pico's class at the FDI. Photograph 
author's own.  

 
 
 
'I'm going to explore what I can find from the simple task of lifting the feet from 
the floor. While I do that I blow, sigh, breathe. Explore your memories, your 
emotions, your energy, whatever pains you might have, physical pains, pains of 
the soul. Everything I'm going to say are arguments that enrich this proposal. For 
example, knowing that I can do big, medium, or small steps. Knowing that I can 
have my knees straight, half-bent, or fully bent. Another argument is the 
direction of the knees and the feet. I can keep the knees and feet parallel. But I can 
also have my knees really open with my heels facing forwards. Or my knees 
towards my toes.  
 
Another argument: I can change the muscle tone of my body. From my everyday 
body I can change to a heavy body, other times a light body, or a purposely rigid, 
hard body, or a soft, delicate body. An intentionally closed body. But there's also an 
open body. Another important argument is to change your gaze to the floor, the 
ceiling, the right or left side, including the torso and the head to look behind. 
Looking far away, looking very close up.  
 
Speed: how does the body move around the space? Sometimes in slow motion, 
sometimes only slightly slow, other times quickly. You can incorporate pauses, as 
if the body and the head were asking: what am I doing here? Another argument: I 
can change sex. Men can become old men, tiny babies, adults, girls, healthy or ill 
women, happy or sad women, abandoned, violated women, fulfilled, content 
women. And women can do the same and become men...' 
 

(Wilson Pico's spoken guidance during class, Escuela Futuro Sí,  
13 March 2013, author's recording, author's translation) 

 
 

Here, feet or knees switching direction, muscle tone hardening or softening, bodies speeding or 

slowing their trajectories through space, look to unsettle corporeal patterns by inhabiting the 

imagined patterns of others, creating intuitive, playful bodies. In this exploration improvisation is 

key, understood as a disciplined but spontaneous practice in which bodies are encouraged to 

																																																																																																																																																																
annihilation of one's bodily resistances' (Wolford 2010:207). This aimed to 'unblock the body-memory' and create a 
particular state that sought a direct and organic connection between living impulse and physical action (Grotowski 
1979:13; Wolford 2010). Wilson Pico's ciclo plástico or 'plastic cycle' is a ditinct method that draws from these principles.  
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emerge through 'a dialectic between the known and the unknown' (Taviani 1984: 4 cited in Pico 

and Pico 2011: 31, author's translation). As well as a mode of engaging with gesture, symbol, 

character and identity, then, the festive also becomes part of a methodological approach to dance 

practice that encourages its production through individual, emergent, ever-transforming concerns.  

 

Explorations of the festive are not limited to Wilson Pico's work. They take diverse forms, which 

see the festive mobilised in corporeal gesture, in the symbolic, in character, and in the articulation 

of 'Andean' identities. It can be seen in the stamping and spinning of Kléver Viera's El cuerpo que 

escribe, in the symbolism of Susana Reyes' 'Andean Butoh'239, among many other examples (see 

Mora 2015 for others). During fieldwork, the festive also formed the basis for particular 

explorations of practice in the classes of both Wilson Pico and Kléver Viera - we learn to toss our 

heads back and leap with abandon, to stamp our feet, and move with bent knees, our bodies low 

to the floor. Here bodies are turned festive in movements that emerge through a combination of 

personal experience and memory, investigative encounter, and creative (re)imaginings of 

traditional practice. It is also an approach that engages with transnational practice, for example, 

techniques such as Dunham that have also emerged from African-descendant practice240. In this 

way turning the body festive involves reference to multiple local and foreign forms of festive 

practice. While many manifestations of the festive in performance draw on personal memory and 

are performed in the articulation of individual identity (for example, Kléver Viera's evocations of 

the indigenous dancing he observed as a child in his mother's cantina or bar in Cotopaxi), they are 

also frequently embedded in a narrative of collective roots embodied in a mestizo identity. In this 

they are seen as a source of authenticity and resource for the creation of an 'own' dance (see Mora 

2015: 34). In Quito, turning the body festive thus also forms part of a wider postcolonial 

geography that seeks to contest the canons frequently privileged in national and international ideas 

of contemporary dance practice: 

 
So much teaching is wasted because, as it doesn't come from an official entity, it tends not 
to be valued as it should be. As a result of cultural colonialism, particular techniques in 
dance and theatre are imitated as if they were the only possible options and people copy 
productions that the international media extol as the canon of validity, leaving to one side 
our own resources, ideas and approaches. Popular festivals are a rich source that, with 
respect and great care, should be better known and recognised by the performing arts of 
the country. 

(W. Pico in Pico and Pico 2011: 32, author's translation) 
 

Attention to popular festival thus becomes one way of reclaiming and decolonising dancing 

bodies and of articulating an authentic, 'other', corporeality both in form (in drawing on 

																																																								
239 Susana Reyes formed part of the original generation of the Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI) and in more recent 
years has developed a distinctive form of the meditative Japanese practice Butoh which she names 'Butoh Andino' or 
Andean Butoh. See Mora 2015.   
240 Katherine Dunham was a North American dancer, choreographer and anthropologist who became an important 
influence in modern dance in the 1930s in her work that integrated ballet and modern dance techniques with Caribbean 
and African-based movement vocabularies. She is considered a pioneer in the anthropological dance movement. See 
Aschenbrenner 2002.        
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Ecuadorian traditions) and approach to movement (irreverent, celebratory, ludic). The festive has 

typically occupied a contradictory place in articulations of modernity in Ecuador - at once 

comprising practices associated with a (non-white) past that threaten a (whitened) modernity, and 

symbols that, in their appropriation, are valued as distinctive, collective icons of nation. With the 

emergence of the pluralistic state, turning the body festive has also become part of discourses of 

interculturalism in Ecuador241, a dynamic that is perhaps particularly evident in recent institutional 

productions by the CNDE and BNE. Dancing festive bodies is a process entangled with the wider 

cultural politics of identity in Ecuador in ways that see it become part of ongoing debates around 

the methodological, theoretical and aesthetic development of contemporary dance practice in 

Quito, particularly in relation to the production of dance that might communicate on both local 

and 'global' planes. 

 

Conclusions 
 

I set out in this chapter to explore some of the principal strands of practice present within 

contemporary dance in Quito. Through this exploration I have diversified the ‘international’ and 

‘local’ canons outlined in Chapter 6, showing how the priorities and values that guide approaches 

to practice both emerge and diverge from them. More specifically, I have also illustrated the 

multiple ways authenticity is constructed in this practice, serving as a key discourse in the 

distinction, identification, and justification/validation of diverse approaches to dance-making. The 

authentic is explored and played with through the micro-geographies of dancing bodies that 

expand into space, encase themselves in plastic and struggle against imagined walls, bodies that 

gesture to un/familiar everyday worlds, bodies that clothe themselves in symbols only to unsettle 

their meaning. In these creative processes, I have argued, the social and the corporeal are in 

constant, intimate conversation. 

 
 
Deploying ideas of deconstruction and bricolage (Dempster 1995; Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008), I 

have suggested that corporeal practice in contemporary dance in Quito involves 'physically 

sift[ing] through techniques and practices in complex processes of inclusion and exclusion', a 

creative process in which things 'forgotten, dormant, peeled off, or not yet born' meet with 'the 

newly created, arrived at, discovered, or reconsidered', with 'the initial step of rejecting… followed 

by a phase of selective choice' (Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008: 36). I have outlined some of the shapes 

these choices have taken in recent production in Quito, whether in individual works or in broader 

approaches to practice. Shaped by the particular context of dance's production in Quito, the 

'eclecticism' and 'self-styling' of dance practice has come about through geographies that are 

distinct from, while overlapping with, those Bales and Nettl-Fiol (2008) have described as 

																																																								
241 Cuerpo Festivo itself was an investigation funded by the 2007-2009 Fondos Concursables of the Ministerio de Cultura del 
Ecuador.  
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constituting the postmodern ('post-Judson') dancer in the United States. Here, the particularities 

of Quito's geographies resonate in dance's subjects, its methods, its creative processes, practice 

also often constituting a conscious intervention within these geographies as it seeks to both be 

informed by and actively transform the city it inhabits. It is in this dialogue, and the intentions of 

practice within it, that it becomes important to think about these geographies as postcolonial as 

well as postmodern/contemporary and as relating to local as well as globalised concerns of artistic 

production. Here, diverse and multiple ways of producing 'authenticity' in practice become part of 

producing dance as an alternative (kinesthetically, methodologically, aesthetically) to the concerns 

of beauty, spectacle and form that are experienced as dominant in both international and local 

institutional worlds of practice. For some, producing 'authenticity' in practice also involves a 

particular process of 'unlearning' (as a key, postcolonial, element in Bales and Nettl-Fiol's 

'deconstruction'), in which particular approaches to, and ways of thinking in, practice are actively 

shed and others produced and explored as part of the process of creative bricolage. For Mignolo 

(2007), such 'unlearning' is key for the decolonising process and the production of alternative 

knowledges; a concern that, in these dancing bodies, is layered with many others in their ongoing 

creative emergence.  

 

By showing a detailed multiplicity of approaches that merge, diverge and overlap in different ways 

in Quito, this chapter has also argued for a conception of dance in which practices are not placed 

in a linear progression but rather understood as contemporary with each other (Martin 2012). 

Through a focus on the micro-geographies of practice, this becomes particularly clear; as Martin 

(2012: 71) notes, 'If epistemes suggest some sort of progressive succession, kinesthemes demand a 

body to be many things at once'. While common discourses of dance are ordered by temporal and 

spatial hierarchy, then, attention to the body makes evident its temporal and spatial multiplicity. In 

Quito, the blurring between the 'bodies' described here can be illustrated by a quick look to the 

trajectories and collaborations of some of the artists involved: for example, Xavier Delgado of 

Colectivo Zeta danced for many years in the BNE and has performed in a Fausto Espinosa piece; 

Sofía Barriga forms part of the collective El Pez Dorado with Jorge Alcolea; Christian Masabanda 

has danced in both the BNE and CNDE. In the flexible and shifting relations of production in 

Quito, bodies move around practices in performance and training, emerging through different 

threads that seek their cultivation in different - sometimes complementary, sometimes divergent - 

ways. In all of these practices authenticity, however conceived, becomes an important part of 

dance's production in relation to dance canons felt as exclusive and excluding. It becomes part of 

diverse danced enunciations of identity, difference, and belonging that frequently seek to expand 

and multiply conceptions of the 'contemporary' and 'dance' in contemporary dance practice.   

 

As I argued earlier, an expanded field of contemporary dance means self-affirmation, re-discovery 

and re-learning in dialogue with others. For some, the decolonisation of Ecuadorian 
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contemporary dance can be furthered through extending these dialogues, and engaging with other 

spaces, identities and dancing bodies beyond the mestizo worlds discussed in Chapter 7, and 

beyond the contemporary dance worlds discussed in this chapter: For example, that Tamia 

[Guayasamin] worked with you [in an exchange with Afro-Ecuadorian dance in Carapungo], right? [...] 

Contemporary dance in a different context, contemporary dance in a different environment, not just contemporary 

dance only in the dance world... (Josie Cáceres, personal interview, 1 July 2014, author's translation). 

Intercultural dialogues, then, might be seen as part of the process of producing dance practice 

through 'other' frameworks, knowledges, and approaches in Quito. In the next chapter, I turn to 

an initial attempt at such dialogues in the city and the particular exchanges and tensions evident in 

their making. These comprised two exchanges or sets of meetings between contemporary dance 

practitioners based in central Quito and traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance artists in the northern 

barrio (neighbourhood) of Carapungo in the urban periphery. 
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Chapter 9:  
Contemporary dance meets  

Afro-Ecuadorian dance: spaces 
of exchange and intercultural 

negotiation 
 
 

 

This chapter is about the ways contemporary dance might be imagined and practised in dialogue 

with bodies, movement and spaces defined as 'other'. We have seen previously how contemporary 

dance in Quito defines itself against classical ballet. I here explore it in relation to another form, 

Afro-Ecuadorian traditional dance. This perspective is designed to extend the analysis beyond the 

overwhelmingly white-mestizo spaces of contemporary dance’s common practice in Quito and, in 

so doing, to deepen analysis of contemporary dance’s processes of identity-making and their 

particular politics in the city. More specifically, the chapter examines how these negotiations take 

place in and through the micro-geographies of dancing bodies, both in the practising of familiar 

movement patterns, and in the translating of dance(d) knowledges across spatial, racial-ethnic, and 

dancistic lines. Dance here enunciates 'sameness' and 'difference', practice proving a powerful 

grounds for the making, understanding, and reconfiguring of 'self' and 'other'. It also creates a 

space where such imaginaries might begin to be complicated and deconstructed, and particular 

dance(d) dialogues produced.  

 

In foregrounding these concerns, this chapter builds on preceding chapters in a number of ways. 

In Chapter 6, I considered the multiple resonances of dance canons in the production of 

contemporary dance in Quito. This chapter develops these discussions by considering how the 

significance of these canons, and the lives they take on in dance production, shifts across dance 

spaces in the city. In this, it shows such dance(d) imaginaries as active not only in the ways local 

and international dance worlds relate but also in the relations between distinct local worlds of 

dance-making. In Chapter 7, attention turned to the particular politics of identity-making in 

independent and institutional contemporary dance practice in Quito. There, I argued that practice 

is shaped by a politics of decolonisation that involves, on the one hand, the production of 

difference as a way to resist Eurocentric universalisms and, on the other, a conscious fluidity in 

these conceptions and their constant questioning as part of the process of 'expanding the field' of 

contemporary dance. We also saw how contemporary dance often tends to navigate the terrain of 

identity and difference, and associated dynamics of coloniality, from a mestizo perspective. This 
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chapter puts these perspectives into dialogue with alternative constructions of identity and 

difference that articulate other kinds of politics, and where dynamics of coloniality matter in rather 

different ways. By paying attention to these dialogues, the chapter seeks to interrogate the 

identities of contemporary dance from multiple perspectives. In Chapter 8, I looked to complexify 

considerations of dance(d) identities by turning more explicitly to the corporeal and the multiple 

and diverse ways artists make and understand their practice. In this chapter, as well as considering 

the particularities of dance artists' practice, focus importantly turns to spoken and bodily 

conversations between them. Here dance is approached, as in Chapter 8, through the particular 

methods and philosophies that produce it, but also through the negotiated processes of translation 

involved in the transposing of these dance(d) knowledges. This brings focus on narrated and 

embodied enunciations of 'difference', their tensions and negotiated translations, and enables the 

critical consideration of particular imaginaries, and their possible remaking, both within and 

beyond dance worlds.   

 

The principal empirical foci for discussions here are two exchanges between contemporary dance 

and traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance, organised in collaboration with dance artists as part of 

fieldwork, the first a one-day meeting in November 2013 and the second involving five half-day 

sessions in May-June 2014. Chatterjea (2013: 18) notes 'the incredible possibility of dance to create 

an encounter with difference on multiple levels' and in these meetings we worked across concerns 

of the corporeal, the creative, and the social. On the one hand, I interpret these meetings as 

showing contemporary dance's construction in Quito through essentialised discourses of dancing 

bodies and their movement, in which difference serves to 'sharpen the definitive edge of the other 

by inhabiting the space of its lack' (Chatterjea 2004a: 107, see also Hall 1996: 5). On the other 

hand, I also bring focus on relations of dialogue, exchange and translation. In exploring the 

dialogic relations between these two contemporary, evolving forms, I aim to challenge tendencies 

in dance research to a certain division in approaches to contemporary and traditional practice and 

to investigate the kinds of work necessary for the production of an intercultural politics in dance 

practice.  

 

Thus the research instigated, and interprets, dance exchange as an intercultural negotiation 

(Ranganathan and Loquet 2009). Dance research has primarily framed relations between different 

dance practices either in terms of hybridity and the 'blurring of aesthetic boundaries' (Prickett 

2012: 177; e.g. Smith 2008; Katrak 2011) or in terms of choreographed dialogues in performance 

(e.g. Chatterjea 2013; Hardt 2011). There has been less attention to the dialogues involved in the 

transposition and translation of different bodily knowledges. This chapter centres on those 

negotiated processes of exchange. Here, the shaping of dancing bodies, teaching techniques, 

processes of creation, and the building of cultural knowledge is the ground on which dialogue 

happens. Such dialogue is central to an intercultural politics in dance, I argue, requiring 
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consideration of issues including perceptions of 'race'/ethnicity and identity, conceptions of 

'authenticity' and 'creativity', and the perceived objectives of dance production (Grau 1992). 

Different dance forms come with their own disciplinary structures and traditions of knowledge, 

their own ways of approaching the body and the production of movement. Exchange thus creates 

what Ranganathan and Loquet (2009: 69-70) have called a 'milieu' or 'an interdisciplinary space 

where two disciplinary regimes collide and interact', demanding 'interdisciplinary adjustments'. 

This conception of exchange sees teaching practices as dynamic and not just focused on 

'transmission'. It also recognises dance exchange as a process that involves cultural as well as 

practical understanding.  

 

Substantively, through these exchanges focus shifts from the studios, theatres and ad hoc dance 

spaces of central Quito to the northern barrio (neighbourhood) of Carapungo in the urban 

periphery. Established through growing in-migration to the city in the 1960s, Carapungo, like 

many outlying parts of the capital, was first developed as an informal settlement and in the 1980s 

became the focus of state social housing projects (Caicedo 2006). Afro-Ecuadorian migration 

constitutes a significant part of Carapungo's history, particularly from the provinces of Imbabura, 

Carchi and Esmeraldas (field conversations; see also Rapoport 2009), leading some to 

characterise the barrio as a 'space of negritud' in the city (Caicedo 2006: 91, author's translation)242. 

The area has grown to be an important centre for Afro-Ecuadorian social movements, cultural 

organisations, and a wide range of performance groups whose work ranges from traditional and 

'national' dances to salsa and Afro-Latin styles, danzas africanas243, hip-hop, and break dance. My 

relationship with dance in Carapungo unfolded over a period of eighteen months, during which 

time I observed and participated in classes, rehearsals and performances, principally of traditional 

Afro-Ecuadorian practice. As I moved between this research and my other work on contemporary 

dance, it became evident that each occupied distinct spaces and imaginaries, both in terms of their 

location in Quito - where practitioners generally rehearse, create and perform - and in the wider 

geographies that shape and are shaped by their practice in the city. The idea for exchange emerged 

from conversations with dance artists in both places. My experiences related to Afro-Ecuadorian 

dance in Quito variously involved long-term conversations and more isolated encounters. These 

included: nine months of Saturday bomba classes with teacher Luzmila Bolaños in Carapungo's 

Centro de Desarrollo Comunitario (Centre for Community Development) and several 

performances at local community events; observations of rehearsals and workshops of Casa 

Ochún and Fundación Azúcar244; political and community events organised by Afro-Ecuadorian 

																																																								
242 The breaking up of land through agricultural reform (1964 and 1973) and, more recently, shifts in agricultural 
production, as well as the damaging effects of Plan Colombia, have been important causes of this migration (fieldwork 
testimony; see Rapoport 2009, Medina and Castro 2006). 
243 Term used to nominate dances seen to articulate essential 'African roots' in performance (represented through a 
particular imaginary that includes stamping and spinning; loincloths and leopard skin; spears and drums).  
244 Casa Ochún: Palenque Cultural Afro and Fundación de Desarrollo Social y Cultural Afroecuatoriana Azúcar are two 
of the main Afro-Ecuadorian cultural organisations in Quito, both based in Carapungo. Their principal focus is on 
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organisations and by the municipal government in Carapungo and other barrios; and theatre-based 

performances in the city centre. While I criss-cross between these materials throughout the 

chapter, focus is particularly on the exchange events and the particular perspectives of the 

practitioners involved245.  

 

Compositionally, I begin by providing some context on the geographies of afroecuatorianidad ('Afro-

Ecuadorianness'). I also provide some background to the traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance 

practice, la bomba, which was one of the dance forms central to the exchanges. Focus then turns 

to empirical analysis of the dance exchanges themselves. In this I deal first with the binary 

discourses through which each practice – the contemporary and the Afro-Ecuadorian -- 

constructs the other, considering material from the shorter, initial November meeting. I then turn 

to discussion of the second exchange series to move beyond these 'othering' dynamics to explore 

the meeting of contemporary and Afro-Ecuadorian dance as a relational space in which 

imaginaries might be deconstructed, negotiated, and re-configured through practice. 

 

The geographies of afroecuatorianidad  
 

As in many countries in Latin America, people of African descent in Ecuador have lived a long 

history of symbolic, epistemic, and structural violence enacted through colonial structures of 

exploitation and subjugation that privilege 'whiteness'; many of which continue to see the denial of 

Afro-Ecuadorian agency, subjectivity and knowledge in the present day (Walsh and Garcia 2002; 

Antón Sánchez 2007a and 2007b, 2013; Rahier 2012, 2014). Official imaginations of nation have, 

through discourses of mestizaje that exclude blackness, 'invisibilised' Afro-Ecuadorians and 

constructed them as the 'ultimate others' in what Rahier (2014) has called 'the ideological biology 

of national identity'. For some, rather than a total invisibilisation, this exclusion has been 

constructed through stereotypes that lead to severely limited imaginaries of blackness: 'Afro-

Ecuadorians are at once present and absent, but always through racist visions that brutalise them 

[and] present them as "a problem" that will be solved only when the elites use their power and 

moral authority to guide and educate them' (De la Torre 2002: 22, author's translation). In 

Ecuador these frequently reproduced imaginaries have seen blackness associated with criminality, 

laziness, hypersexuality, athleticism, and 'innate' musicality; representations of Afro-Ecuadorians 

in the nation are typically restricted to sports and folkloric cultural expression (see De la Torre 

2002; Vallejo Vivero 2011; Medina and Castro 2006; Rahier 1999 and 2009). Such societal 

stereotypes also, at times, become part of individual and collective self-identifications of blackness 

																																																																																																																																																																
traditional practice, but their performances also involve other forms such as Afro-Latin and the bringing of these into 
conversation with Afro-Ecuadorian traditional practices. 
245 This has meant approaching Afroecuadorian dance in Quito largely through experiences with, and the practice of, 
my teacher and principal point of contact throughout my time in Carapungo, Luzmila Bolaños. Luzmila is a teacher and 
community figure with decades of experience in the investigation, performance and teaching of Afro-Ecuadorian and 
other dances.  
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(De la Torre 2002; Rahier 2014). Bodies, and especially dancing bodies, constitute particular focal 

points for these narratives. Here racial and spatial imaginaries intersect to see practice narrated 

through essentialised ideas of heat, an essential joy and happiness, sabor or 'flavour', and a 'natural 

rhythm' carried 'in the blood'246. 

 
More specifically, a shift from what Rahier (2014) calls 'monocultural mestizaje' to multiculturalism 

has been gradually unfolding in Ecuador since the early 1990s and has had particular implications 

for the ways blackness is constructed in official and popular discourses. In a period that saw 

increasing mobilisation of black and indigenous social organisations247, multiculturalism was 

formally adopted as the basis for the Ecuadorian nation in the 1998 national constitution, which 

was the first to recognise Afro-Ecuadorians as a people (pueblo) with collective territorial, cultural 

and social rights (Antón Sánchez 2007a, 2007b)248. This multicultural imaginary gained renewed 

vigour in 2008 with the establishment of a new national constitution that declared Ecuador a 

plurinational and intercultural state as part of President Correa's 'Citizen's Revolution'. However, 

as Rahier (2014: 92-95) notes, rights in both constitutions have been granted first to Indigenous 

populations and, in a separate article, to Afroecuadorian people (see arts. 83-85 in 1998 

constitution and arts. 57-58 in 2008 constitution). This reflects a context in which Indigenous 

populations have typically been positioned as ethnic-cultural subjects (and rights thus focusing on 

cultural rights as a pueblo) and Afro-Ecuadorians in terms of 'race' (with focus falling mainly on 

anti-racism measures) (Rahier 2014).  

 

In this context, the construction of an Afro-Ecuadorian identity or afroecuatorianidad has been an 

important part of recognising the ethnic and cultural dimensions of black identity in Ecuador and 

for establishing an 'ethnic group' recognisable under state frameworks structured around 

indigeneity. As part of this, Ecuadorian multiculturalism has prompted, Rahier (2014: 34) argues, 

'a necessary reification of Afro-Ecuadorians' linkages to Africa'. This has formed a key focus in 

the work of Afro-Ecuadorian social organisations in recent years (see Walsh 2002; Antón Sánchez 

2007a; Rahier 2012 and 2014). Identifications of afro-quiteño, afro-ecuatoriano, afro-latino, and afro-

descendiente have increased in use, a claiming and reaffirming of community as part of an 

international African diaspora as well as being a vocabulary to challenge terms still used 

perjoratively to refer to people of African descent: 'We are not "negros" or "morenos" but 

"Afroecuatorianos" because we are Africans in Ecuador' (Luzmila Bolaños, bomba class, 

																																																								
246 For example, Luzmila states: The drum is our spirit, our soul. That's why we're always happy, despite 
everything. (Luzmila, dance exchange Carapungo, 16 November 2013). The Afro-Ecuadorian scholar Iván Pabón 
also states that: 'We carry rhythm in our blood' (Pabón 2011, talk in Reflexiones a través del movimiento, Quito). See Basante 
2005; Walmsley 2005; Rahier 2011 on the inherently gendered nature of stereotyped narratives of blackness in Ecuador, 
and De la Torre 2002; Rahier 1999, 2014; Roitman 2009 in relation to Quito and Ecuador more generally.  
247Afro-Ecuadorian social organisations have been growing since the 1960s and consolidated their national presence 
through the 1990s and early 2000s.  For more information see Medina and Castro 2006; Antón Sánchez 2007a and 
2007b; Vallejos Vivero 2011; Walsh and García 2002.  
248 The 2001 census was also the first to feature 'Afro-Ecuadorian' as a category of identification. Racial categories were 
absent from the census in Ecuador for many years due to a national mestizaje ideology (De la Torre 2002:107).  
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8 February 2014, author's translation). In these processes of what Pinho (2006) has called 

're-Africanization', there has been a strong movement for the reconstruction and reaffirmation of 

cultural references based on African ancestry, involving investigations into aspects including 

language, name lineage, clothing, religion and ritual, and artistic practices (see also Pinho 2010). 

These have formed part of an investigative process of ethno-education focused on the 

'transmission' of collective memory and knowledge (Walsh and Garcia 2002) both within Afro-

Ecuadorian communities and in relation to wider society and state structures that have typically 

invisibilised Afro-descendant histories and knowledges (see Antón Sánchez 2007a; Chalá Cruz 

2010; FECONIC 2005). Such moves seek to appropriate public discourses on afroecuatorianidad 'to 

combat a colonialist and homogenising structure of power' (Chalá Cruz 2010: 28, author's 

translation) 249 . While increasingly dominant in narratives of identity, constructions of 

afroecuatorianidad co-exist with reappropriated discourses of blackness or lo negro in Afro-

Ecuadorian communities.  

 

While the process of ethnoeducation and construction of afroecuatorianidad focuses in large part on 

local knowledges and practices, it also connects with what Hintzen and Rahier (2010: xxiv) have 

called a 'black diasporic consciousness'. Here groups situate narratives of 'roots', an 'authentic' 

African homeland and cultural citizenship within wider international movements for freedom and 

equality in ways that create ambiguous regimes of membership and stretch boundaries of 

belonging (Hintzen and Rahier 2010: xxv)250. In a diasporic context that also involves the 

indigenous and the mestizo, belongings emerge through 'a cultural model based on multiple 

identities, hybridisations and syncretisms' (Antón Sánchez 2007a: 63, author's translation; see also 

Rocca Torres 2007; Rahier 2014). Afroecuatorianidad thus emerges as a complex mix of 

appropriations, adopted and re-articulated stereotypes, and reconstructed heritages, in which the 

investigation of personal and collective histories, funding of international organisations, long-

standing missionary work251, and international activist networks are present (see Walsh and Garcia 

2002). In this, essentialist discourses around intersecting local and diasporic belongings co-exist 

with ideas of their fluidity, contingency and ongoing transformation.  

 

In Ecuador, imaginations of blackness have typically been orientated around a particular 

'racial/spatial order' (Rahier 1999: 75). This has seen Afro-Ecuadorian populations associated 

chiefly with coastal areas and excluded in imaginaries of lo andino (the Andean) oriented around 

																																																								
249 This forms part of a larger project to decolonise thought through a pensamiento cimarrón or 'cimarrón philosophy' and 
the construction of an 'Afro-epistemology' (see Walsh and León 2007; Chalá Cruz 2013). (Cimarrón or 'maroon' 
connotes African people who escaped slavery and lived in free communities commonly known as palenques).  
250For example, during fieldwork such instances included an artistic event in Carapungo held in homage to Nelson 
Mandela (April 2014), workshops with a visiting Yoruba priest on related religious practices, and study of the Bantu 
language Lingala (May 2014). Parades of 'African fashion' were also a common part of cultural events. In one event held 
in the CCE, this took the form of a 'parade of deities of the body with African outfits recovered here in Ecuador for you and for us with 
Afro-Ecuadorian pride', showing outfits 'from Angola, South Africa, Nigeria, Tunisia, Congo, Zambia, and other countries.' (V 
Diaspora entre mascaras y más caras dedicado a la mujer migrante, CCE, 26 October 2012, author's recording and translation).  
251 The Comboni missionaries have been an important presence in Afro-Ecuadorian social movements in the country 
(see De la Torre 2002). 
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indigenous and mestizo cultures. Thus, Walsh (2004: 92, author's translation) argues, 'To be Afro in 

the Andean region means continuing to occupy last place in the racial hierarchy'. Blackness is also 

imagined through an urban/rural divide in which 'urban centres are associated with modernity and 

white and white-mestizo populations, whereas rural areas are seen as places characterised by a racial 

inferiority, violence, backwardness of all kinds, savagery, etc.' (Rahier 1999: 75, author's 

translation; see also Rahier 1998; Radcliffe and Westwood 1996). While Afro-descendant 

populations in Ecuador are highest in the cities252, then, popular imaginaries in Quito continue to 

associate blackness almost exclusively with the historical asentamientos or settlements of Esmeraldas 

(north coast province) and the Chota-Mira region (northern Andes) (see Palacios Mateos 2013; De 

la Torre 2002; Medina and Castro 2006). These ideas of rurality, together with other marginalising 

discourses, can lead to a lack of recognition of Afro-Ecuadorians' place in the city or of those 

Afro-Ecuadorian identities, experiences and concerns that are distinctly urban (Chalá Cruz 2013). 

In Quito, De la Torre (2002: 32) suggests, such discourses have commonly manifested themselves 

in the construction of afroquiteños as 'invaders' or 'temporary migrants' with their 'places of origin' 

elsewhere. As Walsh (2004: 91, author's translation) has argued, the issue here is not simply Afro-

Ecuadorian exclusion from constructions of lo andino (and the urban) but also, more importantly, 

'the impact that exclusion has had in relation to subjectivity, identity and thought and, thus, in 

maintaining the coloniality of power'. 

 

In this context, then, the reaffirmation of afroecuatorianidad in Quito is a significant, decolonising, 

cultural manouevre: constructing identifications as distinct in their local and diasporic associations 

but also as integral to the city, Andean region, and nation253. Questions of land and territory 

become important in these constructions of belonging. In a context where relations to the land 

have been key to indigenous claims to rights, the perceived lack of this 'traditional relationship' 

amongst black communities both in the city and outside historical asentamientos or areas of 

settlement has meant a lack of recognition as comunidades or pueblos254 (Rahier 2014: 91). Urban 

residents’ links to historical rural asentamientos thus have an important role in constructing and 

performing what Ecuadorian scholar Catherine Walsh (2004: 93) has called la relación conocimiento-

identidad-territorio or the 'knowledge-identity-territory relation'. As a leading Afro-Ecuadorian 

																																																								
252 The 2010 national census registered 1,041,559 people (7.2% of the total population) self-identifying as Afro-
Ecuadorian or Afro-descendant in Ecuador and 74.4% of this population as living in urban areas, particularly Guayaquil 
and Quito (INEC 2010). 
253 In Quito, Afro-Ecuadorian political consciousness has been growing since the 1990s, when many organisations 
emerged at barrio level in areas such as La Roldós, Carcelén and, particularly, Carapungo (Medina and Castro 2006; see 
also De la Torre 2002). The Afro-Ecuadorian movement in the capital has since 1997 been spearheaded by the umbrella 
organisation Federación de Organizaciones y Grupos Negros de Pichincha (FOGNEP). The organisational process in Quito is 
also linked to wider national and international networks including the Red Andina de Organizaciones Afroamericanas, Red 
Continental Afroamericana, and Red de Mujeres Afrolatinoamericanos, Afrocaribeños, y de la Diaspora. See Medina and Castro 
2006, and Antón Sánchez 2007a and 2007b.  
254 Rahier (2014:92) argues that Afro-Ecuadorians are seen as not fitting with what Shane Greene (2007:345) calls the 
'holy trinity' in which 'culture + language + territory = pueblo'.  See also Ng'weno 2007; Walsh and García 2002; Antón 
Sánchez 2007a and 2007b.  
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activist states, 'The land255 is the witness to what you know, what you have, what you are. The land 

is something more than oral tradition, it is testimony that tradition lives' (Juan García in Walsh 

2004: 93, author's translation). While constantly evolving through the artistic productions of 

multiple generations in the city, then, connection to what are considered as traditional 'homelands' 

in Ecuador continue to be significant in processes of ethno-education, political claims to rights, 

and the production of a 'reclaimed territoriality' (Caicedo 2006). These connections to traditional 

homelands also become spaces 'of differentiation in relation to 'the other', particularly to the 

white-mestizo population' (Basante 2005: 88, author's translation).  

 

Dance is an important part of these processes of Afro-Ecuadorian identification in Quito, 

involving diverse dancistic expressions including salsa urbana, salsa choke, 'Afro-Latin' styles, rock 

and roll, hip-hop and break dance. Traditional dance is, however, one of the most visible, its 

multiple forms becoming significant in constructions of afroecuatorianidad and its dialogue with 

others in the city256. In an era of state multiculturalism, traditional forms have also been adopted 

in performances of state rhetoric. This has seen dance become part of the increased visibilisation 

of particular essentialised imaginaries of afroecuatorianidad in representations of nation, becoming a 

symbol for diversity and inclusion that 'can paradoxically reify the myth of racial democracy' 

(Paschel 2009: 423). As discussed in Chapter 7, in state-associated danced representations of the 

capital city, lo mestizo continues to dominate257. Practice is also often framed as part of processes of 

social development, and support from national institutions and international NGOs often focused 

on discourses of identity and ethnic-cultural rights 258. In this context, however, for Afro-

descendants increased visibility does not always mean increased power and rhetorics of inclusion 

do not always mean empowerment (Chalá 2010; Antón Sánchez 2007b). This kind of 

multiculturalism has rather, Rahier (2014) suggests, reinscribed the prevalent racial order in a new 

narration of nation, constructed as a hegemonic majority that faces a number of small resilient 

minorities. Such a narration prompts a certain 'ethnic absolutism' and 'neo-essentialism' in 

expressions of identity and positions cultural production as the result of long-term, internal (rather 

than dialogic) evolution (Rahier 2014: 33-34). Within these dynamics, dance presents a multi-

																																																								
255 What I have here translated as 'land' is 'la tierra', which in Spanish also comes with particular connotations of 
emotional ties, identification and belonging. ('La tierra es el testigo de lo que sabes, de lo que tienes, de lo que eres. La tierra es algo 
más que la tradición oral, es el testimonio de que la tradición vive').  
256 The situating of dance practice within diasporic and local Afro-descendant identities is also evident symbolically, for 
example in the common practice of dance organisations taking the names of African gods (e.g. Casa de Acogida 
Yemanyá; Casa Ochún) and revolutionary Afro-Ecuadorian figures (e.g. group Martina Carrillo). Many dance group 
leaders in Quito are also highly involved in Afro-Ecuadorian political organisations in the city.  
257 For example, in the work of the national companies, works such as the Compañía Nacional de Danza's 50(la mitad) 
and the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador's Quito Mestizo explicitly articulate Quito as a 'mestizo' city to the exclusion of other, 
and particularly Afro-Ecuadorian, identifications (see discussion in Chapter Eight). One of the few national company 
works that has engaged with Afro-descendant identities, Latin Africa by the BNE, attached Afro-descendancy to a wider, 
continental identification where it remained 'outside' the city and the nation.  
258 For example, bodies including the Secretaría de Inclusión Social (municipal Secretary of Social Inclusion), Secretaría 
de Pueblos, Movimientos Sociales y Participación Ciudadana (national Secretary of Pueblos, social movements, and 
citizen participation), the European Union, CARE International, and the Red de Mujeres Afrolatinoamericanas, 
Afrocaribeños y de la Diáspora were involved in supporting many of the Afro-Ecuadorian cultural organisations and 
events I encountered during fieldwork in Quito. See also Walsh 2002. 
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faceted mode of meaning-making for Afro-Ecuadorian communities in Quito. It is variously a 

practice involved in stereotyped imaginaries of blackness, a vehicle for state rhetorics of 

multiculturalism and diversity, a practice for the investigation and reaffirmation of local and 

diasporic cultural heritage, and for the ongoing negotiation of younger generation identities in the 

city.  

 

In exploring this terrain, the discussion below focuses in part on one particular dance, la bomba 

from the Valle del Chota. Some background information on the bomba may therefore be useful. 

The Valle del Chota is the popular name for an area that encompasses the Chota-Mira basin and 

the valleys of Salinas and Concepción, a wide area of arid desert and tropical forest spanning the 

provinces of Imbabura and Carchi in northwestern Ecuador, lying about fifty miles to the north 

of Quito. The area was important in the transatlantic slave trade of the colonial era, which saw 

enslaved African people arriving in Ecuador from areas including Congo, Angola, Guinea, the 

Ivory Coast, and Northern Africa (Antón Sánchez 2007a). The Jesuit haciendas or sugar-cane 

plantations of the Chota-Mira valley constituted one of the principal destinations for this 

movement of people 259 . After the abolishment of slavery under the Ley de Abolición de 

Esclavitud in 1852 (enacted 1854), the Afro-Ecuadorian population continued to be subjected to 

structures of exploitation through the huasipungo system that would continue long into the 

twentieth century (see Antón Sánchez 2007a). Alongside this history of violent discrimination and 

exploitation, the valley holds a parallel history of cimarronaje, a practice through which escaped 

slaves established free communities with their own social and moral laws (Chalá Cruz 2010). 

Today the Valle del Chota-Mira is comprised of thirty-eight communities and constitutes a 

population of around 20,000 people (Chalá Cruz 2013). An area where agriculture is the primary 

industry, it has seen high out-migration to the cities in recent years (see Rapoport 2009).  

 

The term bomba describes the instrument, group, dance, and genre of music that (alongside the 

Banda Mocha260) makes up one of the most widely recognised cultural expressions of the Valle del 

Chota. Considered to emerge from a combination of African (Yoruba and Bantú), indigenous and 

Spanish practices (Coba Andrade 1994), the form is closely associated with African-descendant 

histories and contemporary realities of oppression in Ecuador261. The music traditionally consists 

of two guitars and a small double-sided drum known as the bomba made from local materials, 

though has developed to encompass a variety of other instruments that variously include the 

requinto (small, high-pitched guitar), raspa or guïro (percussive scraper), maracas, pandereta 

																																																								
259 Jesuit haciendas such as Carpuela, Cuajara, Chaluayaco, and La Concepción were established in the area in the first half 
of the 17th century, and saw their peak between 1680 and 1760 (before the expulsion of the Jesuits from Ecuador in 
1767) (Antón Sánchez 2007a; see also Coronel Feijoo 1987). 
260 La Banda Mocha is a traditional music from the Valle del Chota, similar to the national bandas del pueblo but 
distinguished by their use of instrumentos vegetales made from plants native to the valley including orange leaves, puros (a 
kind of dry gourd used as a wind instrument), and flutes made from penco or cabuyo, which, added to a percussion of 
cymbals, drums and guiro or donkey jaw as a rasp, give it a distinctive sound (see Gutiérrez et al 2002). 
261 Like many African-descendant expressions, the bomba was banned under colonial rule. 
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(tambourine), claves (percussive wooden sticks), electric bass guitar, mandibula de burro (donkey jaw), 

hoja de naranjo (orange leaf), and puros (a dry gourd used as a wind instrument) (see Bueno 1991; 

Antón Sánchez 2007a). Vocally, as well as traditional love songs, lyrics commonly speak of Afro-

Choteñan realities in Ecuador, including stories of everyday life in the valley, of historical and 

contemporary discrimination, of migration and life in the cities (Chalá Cruz 2010) (see Appendix). 

The dance that forms an integrated dialogue with this music, also known as the bomba, is a dance 

'of prestige and power' (Chalá Cruz 2010, author's translation). It is traditionally danced in a group 

(in a circle formation), dancers attempting to knock their opponents to the floor with their hips. 

Women often dance with a bottle filled with aguardiente (distilled sugar cane liquor) on their heads, 

dodging their male counterpart as he tries to pin them against the wall. If the bottle falls, the man 

receives a drink262. 'They say that she who keeps the bottle on her head is ready to get married' 

(Pabón 2011, author's translation). Traditionally a social form, bomba and its various dances (for 

example, la botella, el caderazo, la angara, la zafra, la corrida de toros) have formed a central part of 

everyday celebrations in the valley (Bueno 1991). Associated with corporeal and spiritual strength 

and pride263, bomba has become an important symbol of a distinct black Andean identity: 'In the 

bomba life itself is expressed; in [the bomba] one can read the cosmovision of this people, the 

soul of the Afro-Choteñans [...] [The dances] aren't only art, but also acts of love, acts of 

economy, acts of education and group cohesion [...] [The bomba] emerged and continues as an 

expression of survival in a hostile world.' (Chalá Cruz 2010: 23-25, author's translation). It has also 

become important in the performance of Afro-descendant identities on a national level. 

 

The meanings and practices of the bomba have evolved over the years. Its commercialisation in 

the 1970s and 1980s saw changes in the form's instrumentalisation, vocals, and rhythm, as well as 

in the dance style and modes of practice. It also began to be interpreted by musicians from outside 

the Chota-Mira valley, including mestizo groups and artists (such as Segundo Rosero, Ana Lucía 

Proaño, Margarita Laso), and entered into repertoires associated with música nacional (Shepherd and 

Horn 2014; Pabón 2011)264. During this time there also emerged folklorised (performative, 

choreographed) versions of the bomba for the stage265. It has since developed into a practice of 

multiple forms266 continually debated through concerns of cultural authenticity and innovation 

																																																								
262 Only particular bombas are danced with a bottle - dancers might carry baskets of fruit or flowers, or nothing at all, 
on their heads.  
263 This is often in ways that are gendered and linked to everyday life in the valley. For example, the Afro-Choteñan 
scholar José Chalá Cruz (2010:18, author's translation), suggests that 'Afro-Choteñan women are very strong, powerful 
with their body, in dancing the bomba, just as [they are] in production work'.  
264 There are certainly dynamics of blanqueamiento or whitening involved in this process of entering into the body of 
música nacional, a dynamic to my knowledge not yet researched in depth in relation to the bomba.  
265 For some this is associated with the bomba's practice in the city (in discourses that reiterate rural zones as the 
'authentic origins' of the practice). 'Our abuelos (grandparents) danced how they felt it. It's us, the urbanites, the 
immigrants, who've given it this choreographic structure'. (Luzmila Bolaños, CDC bomba class, 17 May 2014). 
266 Bomba classes with Luzmila in Carapungo taught us three distinctive 'levels' of danced movement involving different 
energy, body position, and emphasis in movement: nivel bajo (low) - 'like a grandma, softly'; nivel medio - medio-suave or 
'semi-softly', torso staying erect, hands on the hips or swinging lightly at our sides; nivel alto (high) - fast with energetic 
hip movement, torso bending forwards, quick straightened and 'helicopter' turns (bent at the waist and arms held out 
straight to the sides). There are also forms known loosely as 'modern bomba' or 'commercial bomba' among various 
other versions.  
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that link to wider dynamics within Afro-Ecuadorian cultural organisations over cultural rescate 

(recuperation), preservation and ongoing dialogic evolution: 'Our culture isn't sacred, it's open.' 

(fieldnotes from compère speech at Día Nacional del Pueblo Afroecuatoriano, Tribuna 

del Sur, Quito, 6 October 2013, author's translation). Chalá Cruz (2010: 18, author's 

translation) thus describes bomba as a 'contemporary ancestral' form. More specifically, the 

bomba has become important in the articulation of afroecuatorianidad in Quito as part of the 

'political revitalisation of culture' through ethno-education led by Afro-Ecuadorian organisations 

(Chalá Cruz 2010: 28, author's translation); in official representations of diversity in the promotion 

of a 'plurinational' and 'intercultural' Ecuadorian state; and in the ongoing construction of urban 

identities. It is a practice that generates 'places of enunciation' in the capital through a 'multi-

territorialisation' (Vera Santos 2015: 288) that links at once to a national region of 'origin' in 

Chota, to an ancestral Africa as diasporic origin, and to the spaces of its practice in the capital. 

Thus, to follow geographer Pat Noxolo's (2016) work on dance mapping, the bomba becomes a 

practice through which to represent and embody the spatial relations of black bodies in Quito, 

and their contemporary experience of both diasporic dislocation and of reconnection with spaces 

in the city.   

 

Regional differences are an important part of the articulation of distinct Afro-Ecuadorian 

identities in Quito. Here the bomba becomes part of regionalised (rural-folkloric) imaginaries, as 

well as forming a wider symbol of afroecuatorianidad. In this, its practice is most commonly placed 

in counterpoint to Afro-Esmeraldeñan traditional dances267. 'In Esmeraldas there wasn’t 

slavery, Africans came there from a shipwreck on the coast and created a palenque, so 

they dance like this.' Luzmila crosses her feet in a wide step from side to side. 'In Chota, 

however, there was slavery, so we dance like this'. Her feet shift back and forth in a 

small low step, ankles close, soles brushing the floor. (Luzmila Bolaños, fieldnotes, 

bomba class, 4 May 2014, author's translation). Dance thus becomes a form for the 

construction of particular imaginaries of place in the city in which Esmeraldas is defined by its 

free black palenques and the Valle del Chota by its histories of slavery in Jesuit plantations268. It also 

becomes a mode for the visibilisation and dissemination of knowledge about the Afro-Ecuadorian 

pueblo. 'The idea is not just that Afro-Ecuadorians retake consciousness of their culture 

amongst themselves but also to disseminate it so that others might know it too' 

(fieldnotes from conversation with Rocío Villalba, Fundación Azúcar, Carapungo, 24 

August 2013, author's translation). In this, dance is embedded in discourses of both 

ownership (lo nuestro or 'what is ours') and of interculturalism (that see practice as building a basis 

for respect and dialogue both across generations and between cultures in Ecuador). This becomes 

particularly important in a context where homogenised discourses and performances of blackness 
																																																								
267 This diverse set of practices formed an important part of initial investigations for this thesis (in Esmeraldas and in 
Quito) and was part of the exchanges organised in Carapungo. Questions of space, however, have meant that it is not 
dealt with here. For more information on Afro-Esmeraldeñan dance and music traditions, generally focused on its 
practice in Esmeraldas rather than in Quito, see: Ritter 1999; Walmsley 2005; Palacios Mateos 2013; Zúñiga 2008.  
268 Slavery was, however, present in both these regions and in the cities (see Lane 2002).  
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continue to dominate269. During fieldwork, bomba also became a way of debunking popular 

negative discourses of blackness both within the Afro-Ecuadorian community and in classes 

undertaken with majority mestizo participants: the trago (aguardiente or distilled sugar cane liqour) 

shared at the dance is not to get drunk but for purification and healing; dancing close is a custom, 

to feel the rhythm, 'it doesn't mean we're morboso (lascivious)'; and the cloths [balletas] in 

Chota are always kept whiter than white (Luzmila Bolaños, CDC bomba class fieldnotes, 

February-May 2014, author's translation). In this way, bomba dance draws a moral 

geography of the Afro-Ecuadorian pueblo that works to rewrite racialised misconceptions that 

persist in Ecuadorian society270. Beyond these local and regional geographies, the bomba is also 

transnational in its diasporic discourse, the diverse creative processes in which it is mobilised, and, 

often, in the structures that support its practice.  

 
A first dance exchange: Carapungo, November 2013. Dancing 
imaginaries of difference. 
 

 
Arms hook the sloping rail, fingers pressing against smooth hard metal, weight 
momentarily suspended. Head rolls against torso, forehead against wall, surfaces 
leaning in to meet each other. Downstairs, bodies roll and slide on polished floors. 
Outside they walk, eyes closed, to feel the stone underfoot, sounds shifting in the 
breeze. Mouths spit the chugging of a train or stretch wide in a yawn. Aaahhhhh! 
Jaws crunch busily, lips buzz and hum. Hands stir and pluck the air. 'We all have 
dances inside us. The things we do in everyday life are little choreographies.' A 
young woman tells a story, arms held gently to her chest, eyes to the sky. 'What did 
you all feel?' Fluir. Staccato. Lírico. Caos. Quietud. The rhythm gets faster and 
faster, the drumming more intense, and we move, move, move. Bodies are thrown, 
exhausted, to the floor. 'Stay there, stay there!' Hands reach to test pulsing chests. 
'Bien!' A wildly beating heart. Movement soft, the rhythm strong. The third beat, 
accent on the third beat. 'Think of palm trees swaying.' Arms cradle and stretch, 
hands flutter, to the running beat of the drum. 

(Composite fieldnotes, Carapungo exchange, Quito, 16 November 2013) 
 

16th of November 2013 and the spaces of the Centro de Desarrollo Comunitario (CDC) in 

Carapungo are busy with dance. Luzmila Bolaños and students of her bomba class, Segundo 

Mosquera and members of the Afro-Ecuadorian cultural organisation Casa Ochún, and Kléver 

Viera with members of his Taller Permanente de Experimentación Escénica come together in a 

one-day dance exchange involving over forty participants from Carapungo and the centre of 

Quito. The event emerged from conversations with Luzmila, whose dance classes of traditional 

bomba I attended weekly in Carapungo, and Kléver, whose contemporary dance classes I was also 

frequenting at the time at the Ballet Nacional's installations in the centre-north of the city. These 

																																																								
269 For example, in the performances of (mestizo) dance groups it is not uncommon to see performers moving with 
bottles on their heads (symbol of Afro-Ecuadorian communities from the Chota valley) in traje (clothing) associated 
with the marimba (from the coastal Esmeraldas province). This was also evident in a Ballet Nacional representation of 
Afro-Ecuadorian populations (Latin Africa). Such occurrences were a common cause of contention during fieldwork. 
The bomba, with its recognisable symbolic bottle and music, has become a ‘go-to’ form in such representations. 
270 This included correcting racialised stereotypes of dance practice: 'People exaggerate', Luzmila says, 'and think 
that I’m going to dance like this [she tilts her torso forwards, sticks her bum out and wiggles her hips, 
shuffling backwards] but it’s not like that!'  (CDC bomba class with Luzmila Bolaños, Carapungo, 8 February 
2014). (see Rahier 2011 on the sexualised female black body in Ecuador). 
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were two dance worlds that did not often come into dialogue in Quito; my presence in both led to 

plans for a wider meeting. This one-day event was conceived as a preliminary 'get to know you' 

meeting within a proposed series of open workshops through which dancers could exchange 

knowledge and practice. The four hours of exchange were divided between contemporary dance 

and Afro-Ecuadorian dance, with all participants and teachers attending both sessions. There were 

simultaneous contemporary dance workshops focusing on elements such as bodily expression, 

spatial perception, everyday action, relational movement271, and floor work, before moving into 

consecutive traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance sessions that focused on la bomba, la marimba, and el 

mapalé272, for which musicians from Casa Ochún accompanied the practice. Work was shared 

informally at the end of each session. While, due to scheduling issues, the one-day meeting with 

this particular combination of collaborators didn't develop into a second edition, it was a useful 

window onto some of the dialogues and tensions of exchange that would inform approaches for a 

longer event organised the following year. In particular, this ‘get to know you’ format emphasised 

the knowledges already at play: the often essentialist imaginaries of Afro-Ecuadorian practice as 

conceived by contemporary dance practitioners; and the imaginaries of contemporary dance as 

conceived by practitioners in Afro-Ecuadorian dance.  

 

Contemporary dance and imagining the Afro-Ecuadorian  
 

...even though I do a lot of dance, I felt like I was made of wood! I realised that Afro[-Ecuadorian 
dance]273 is a different kind of movement and not only in terms of form, the muscles that move, but also 
because emotionally and viscerally it produces something else within you, which is really enriching. It was 
really great to be taken out of that [contemporary dance] structure of movement. 

  (Caro, contemporary dancer) 
 
...I don't think that [difference] is an obstacle. Contemporary dance gives us tools to develop an awareness of 
our body and, in that way, to be able to move freely. For me the goal is to achieve free movement, but 
through raising bodily awareness. It's really enriching to see it from another perspective, from Afro[-
Ecuadorian] dance, which is more about letting go, catharsis, reaching that state of forgetting yourself to let 
the body flow freely.  

(Paola, contemporary dancer) 
 
There are things that are universal, you know? It's like reaching an essence. That essence is there, be it in 
contemporary dance or in mapalé, right? So there are lots of things that they [the Afro-Ecuadorian dance 
practitioners] used that, well, we would adopt in our own work. But, obviously, the technique of Afro[-
Ecuadorian] dance is still a long way off [for us].  

(Martina, contemporary dancer) 
 

																																																								
271 By which I here mean techniques focused on the production of movement in sensory relation with others and the 
surrounding space.  
272 La marimba and el mapalé are traditional Afro-descendant dance forms associated in Ecuador particularly with the 
northern Esmeraldas province. La marimba is a form of dance and music of various rhythms based on the drum, 
marimba (a kind of xylophone), and other percussion (see Naranjo 1987, Palacio Mateos 2013). El mapalé is a dance of 
five stages - fluir (flow), staccato (staccato), lírico (lyrical), caos (chaos), quietud (stillness) - that develop with the quickening 
beat of the drum, building to a frenetic energy before finding stillness. Characteristic of the Caribbean coastal region of 
Colombia, it forms an important part of Afro-descendant practice in Ecuador.  
273 'La danza afro', literally translated as 'Afro dance', is the common way of referring to Afro-Ecuadorian practice 
amongst practitioners both within and outside the Afro-Ecuadorian community in Quito.  
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What it [the exchange] leaves me thinking is that we [contemporary dancers] don't know our bodies. We 
'skill' the body, we specialise the body, the body can do incredible things, but that primordial, primal 
('primigenia'), earthy ('telúrico') element that moves you inside, we've lost that. The [contemporary dance] 
body is too specialised, society has specialised things bit by bit: here the intellectuals, here the black people, 
here the runas [indigenous people]. And so they specialised the body. The white body is not the same as the 
black body. Not even talking in terms of physicality, nor of culture. It goes far beyond that, perhaps to 
where we came from. They [Afro-Ecuadorians] know more about the body than we do! Of course, they were 
the ones who came from Africa and spread across the whole world, we're their sons. And for that reason it's 
like giving the body back to us, you know? I mean, it's lovely to lift your legs and do a turn, but perhaps 
that body is of cardboard, you know? In contrast, all of this [traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance] is alive. 
Black culture for me is always [...]...is always difficult ('difícil'). We - [by that] I mean, human beings - 
don't accept what's different. I'm different too - I'm a chagra274, I'm from the páramo275, but I'm also an 
artist. [...] [Dance] means understanding that the body is moved by ritual celebration. Sometimes in 
contemporary dance it's like 'Oh! The body!', so I often say that dance isn't about the body. Everyone comes 
to my classes and they want to be the great dancer and lift their legs, and I tell them 'Don't forget the soul'. 
So it's really great everything you've given us, beautiful. [...] I can say that, like all white people, I admire 
the black race. But one can't always open that little window for the air to come in. You see it from afar and 
you might admire it but also you might reject it, or you might look down on it. But all that is society, that's 
the life we're living. But this time is a different time, it's a time of celebration, an extraordinary time... 

(Kléver Viera, contemporary dance artist) 
(Comments from group discussion, Carapungo dance exchange, 16 November 2013,  

author's recording, author's translations) 
 

Discussion after the workshops in the first exchange saw bodies and their movement become 

relationally defined through ideas of universality and difference, of the 'natural' and the 'skilled', of 

body and soul, of freedom and control, and the 'outer' and 'inner' production of movement, which 

together constitute commonplace racialised discourses of dance practice in Ecuador. Narratives 

that foregrounded ideas of the 'primordial' and the 'natural', of 'soul' and emotion, echoed 

imaginaries of blackness frequently articulated in contemporary dance discussions of Afro-

Ecuadorian practice during fieldwork. That primordial, primal, earthy element that moves you inside... 

These distinctions are evident, for example, in the discussion of free movement, to which both 

practices (contemporary dance and the mapalé) are seen to be oriented. Where contemporary 

dance is conceived as achieving it through 'bodily awareness', however, the mapalé is considered to do 

so through 'catharsis' and 'letting go' in producing a certain 'state of forgetting yourself to let the body flow 

freely'276 (Figure 9.1).  Fluir....Caos...Quietud. The rhythm gets faster, the drumming more 

intense. We move, move, move. Bodies thrown, exhausted, to the floor. Bien! A wildly 

beating heart. It was in these moments of encounter with Afro-Ecuadorian practice that some 

contemporary dancers felt their bodies to be 'made of wood' or 'of cardboard'. In relation to its 'other', 

contemporary dance is narrated in these ideas as at once too preoccupied with the body and too 

distanced from it, practitioners beholden to an overly specialised 'techniqued' body that has lost 

touch with its original, meaningful 'essence'. While imagined through ideas of bodily 'freedom', 

																																																								
274 Ecuadorian slang literally meaning peasant farmer. A racialised and classed identification.  
275 The rural upper Andean region.  
276 While not necessarily the case here, such assertions distinctions can have moralistic or ideological implications. Daly 
(1995: 7), for example, has noted in modern dancer Isadora Duncan's work on the 'natural' body how Duncan 
considered her own spontaneous movement in terms of 'harmony', and contrasted it with the 'free' movement of 
African-descendant as 'chaos'. Blanco Borelli (2016) and others (e.g. Malnig et al. 2009; Chasteen 2004) have also noted 
the politics often tied to these distinctions between corporealities in dance practice.      
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Figure 9.1: Participants having a go at the mapalé at the end of the exchange session, accompanied by 

musicians from Casa Ochún. Photograph author's own. 

	
Afro-Ecuadorian practice is also recognised as technically complex277; it is through these co-

existing ideas of 'essence' and 'complexity' that Afro-Ecuadorian dance is positioned as 'other'. At  

the same time, however, it is also narrated as a universal, shared heritage; a practice through which 

contemporary dancers might 'return' to that original, intuitive, 'festive' body and thus rediscover a 

common internal 'essence'. It's like giving the body back to us, you know?. From this perspective, an 

encounter with traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance, then, is articulated both as an encounter with 

difference and with a part of one's (essential corporeal and spiritual) self. For mestizo participants, 

learning Afro-Ecuadorian dance was therefore seen, as participants in the second Carapungo 

exchange expressed, as an opportunity to get to know our essence, our culture through the idea that all 

our roots are African (forum discussion, Carapungo encuentro, 1 June 2014, author's translation). Here, the 

idea that 'we are all Afro-descendants' (Montaluisa Chasiquiza 2010, author's translation) can all 

too easily be co-opted into discourses of 'we are all mestizos'; as we saw in Chapter 7, this is a wider 

manouevre that sees afroecuatorianidad, alongside its positioning as 'other', absorbed into an all-

encompassing mestizaje to become part of the construction of white-mestizo identities.  In sum, 

dancing bodies and their practice in exchange constituted focal points for articulations both of 

difference and of shared 'roots'.   

 

Figure 9.2 overleaf: (top) Luzmila leads a bomba class; (centre) participants in a Contact-based session in 
the stairs and corridors of the CDC; (bottom) Kléver Viera leads an opening warm-up. 

																																																								
277 Such ideas of complexity and difficulty in narrations of Afro-descendant practice are also problematic (see Gottschild 
2003).  
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Afro-Ecuadorian imaginaries of contemporary dance  
 

While Afro-Ecuadorian practice is imagined in certain ways from contemporary dance, then, there 

are also particular ideas of contemporary practice at work in Afro-Ecuadorian dance worlds. 

Popular imaginaries in Ecuador frequently conflate contemporary dance with classical ballet, 

resulting in particular narratives of the body, practice, its purpose and value. Artists giving 

contemporary dance workshops in communities unfamiliar with the practice, for example, often 

find that the principal desire is to 'learn to do the splits or dance on their toes' (Tamia 

Guayasamin, personal communication, author's translation). Such imaginaries, artist Tamia 

Guayasamin suggests, commonly privilege a 'very western' model of dance that 'follows lines and 

patterns', people often seeking to engage with practice principally 'to stylise, to have more technique or 

more precision in movement.' (Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation). This 

focus is present in imaginaries that emphasise technique, visual spectacle and a certain lyricism in 

narrations of contemporary dance. Luzmila describes her dream of 'Afros jumping and 

rolling on the floor with long flowing skirts in the plaza' (fieldnotes, Carapungo 

exchange, 16 November 2013). In relational narratives, this once again sees practices 

differentiated through ideas of the 'skilled' and 'natural' body: 'We're bailadores, not bailarines', 

Luzmila tells me. 'We move and know how because it's here [touching her heart]'. 

Bailarines have technique, they're trained - these students dance because they enjoy it, 

they dance the way they know how, which makes them bailadores'278 (Luzmila Bolaños, 

exchange planning meeting, 24 August 2013). These discourses relate in complex ways to 

the valuing and hierarchical positioning of dance practice - on one hand, they propose 

contemporary dance as the (unique) domain of the technique and training that is taken to define a 

bailarín/a. On the other, contemporary practice is also positioned as somewhat superficial in its 

perceived acquiring of layers of technique to produce its movement. Such imaginaries also at 

times translate into discourses of value and professionalism linked to the wider social geographies 

of these contrasting dance worlds in Quito. In this way, the fact that Afro-Ecuadorian dance 

teacher Luzmila Bolaños names bomba as 'danza' rather than 'baile' (a nomination more common 

for traditional and social forms) is perhaps a reaction to these narratives that see danza valorised 

more than baile in local dance worlds, becoming a way of putting bomba on equal ground with 

typically more revered forms of movement279.  

 

																																																								
278 Discussing this bailadores here connotes 'artesanal' dancers, self-taught, from popular tradition, where bailarines has 
connotations of being more refined, 'trained', 'skilled', with classical technique. This distinction echoes wider distinctions 
between contemporary/classical and folkloric/traditional practice in Quito and the ways they are imagined. For 
example, one might think also of the self-identification of contemporary dancers as artistas, a term little used in Afro-
Ecuadorian dance worlds in the city. The dance scholar Anna Beatrice Scott (1997: 266) has talked about the racialised 
assumption of dance ability where race becomes 'viewed as a measure or indicator or even regulator of "authentic", 
"real", "proper" - not "knowledge", "skill", "technique"'. While this is present in Afro-Ecuadorian narrations of 
traditional practice in Quito, in Luzmila's case it is also seen as something very much taught and, as such, available as 
bodily and cultural knowledge to non-Afro-Ecuadorians through study. 	
279 Thanks to Gabriela López for this thought.  
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During fieldwork, contemporary dance (along with classical dance) was commonly perceived as a 

practice 'not for' Afro-Ecuadorians due to embedded racial, class and economic divisions in dance 

practice in Quito:  

 
Classical dance was always for those with money. Imagine an Afro being in that kind of dance! When my 
daughter started going [to classes], imagine, she was the third black girl to go there, to a contemporary dance 
school in Carapungo. So it's strange that a black girl is in a classical dance school. [...] Amongst the [Afro-
Ecuadorian] girls there's not the custom of doing contemporary dance or classical dance or anything [like 
that], because that idea of status is engrained, that it's only for people with money, only for mestizos, and [so 
people think] 'What am I going to do there?'.  

(Luzmila Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation) 
 

Despite some notable exceptions that have emerged in recent years, there are few contemporary 

dance schools in the southern and northern peripheries of the city. The common location of 

contemporary classes and performances towards the city centre in itself means reduced 

opportunity for engagement with contemporary dance amongst many Afro-Ecuadorians as 

racialised spatial divisions in the city translate into divisions in dance practice. In addition to this, 

the higher instance of paid classes (compared to traditional dance that is often learnt socially, 

through cultural organisations, or in free government-supported or NGO-supported classes) and 

theatre-based performance in contemporary dance, has meant that contemporary dance has 

become associated with a certain socio-economic status. Further, its common practice by majority 

white-mestizos associates it with a white-mestizo identity. This is also related to the absence of black 

and indigenous dancers in the national companies, whose mainly white-mestizo casts are not 

generally considered to reflect the ethnic diversity of the country they represent. In the case of the 

Ballet Nacional del Ecuador, for example, one dancer describes how works seeking to portray 

'indigenous' characters look to mestizo dancers with long hair (Emilio Cuello, personal interview, 28 June 

2013, author's translation). There is also a marked absence of dancers of African descent. There's not 

one black person [in the national companies]! [...] The Afro in the Ballet Nacional, I think he's a stage-hand 

there, not a dancer! I haven't seen him dance! (Luzmila Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's 

translation)280. For Afro-Ecuadorians in Quito, then, contemporary dance becomes positioned as 

'other' to what corresponds to us (Luzmila Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation).  In 

this context, then, the act of Afro-Ecuadorian bodies practising contemporary dance in the 

exchange could be seen as enacting what Gilbert and Tompkins (1996: 206) have called the 

'counter-discursive possibilities of bodies in performance', dance working to transform pervasive 

racialised imaginaries as they relate to dance practice in the city.  

 

For the Afro-Ecuadorian dance artists that I spoke to in planning the Carapungo exchanges, 

contemporary dance was also seen as a way to gain certain bodily qualities such as posture, 

expression, and stage presence, for the enhanced realisation of traditional dance performance. 

																																																								
280 Luzmila refers to Ecuadorian dance artist Gustavo Vernaza in the Ballet contemporáneo cast of the Ballet Nacional del 
Ecuador, one of the very few dancers of African descent in Ecuador's two national companies. His designation as 'stage-
hand' here indicates the perceived usual position of Afro-descendants in contemporary dance theatre performance.  
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Knowledge of contemporary dance would enable a performer to move 'with your whole body - 

with your eyes, with your hair.' (Luzmila Bolaños, exchange meeting, March 2014, 

author's translation). For younger generations the form represented one way, amongst many 

others, to innovate in their practice: We always try to innovate, to do new things. We try to add, for example, 

contemporary dance to our own dance, to what we learn, to what we've been taught... everything can be reduced to the 

word 'innovate'. (Casa Ochún member, forum discussion, 16 November 2013, author's translation). While 

imagined and experienced through discourses of difference, then, contemporary dance was also 

positioned as a practice that would productively relate to traditional Afro-Ecuadorian practice as 

part of its ongoing evolution. It was also seen, in Luzmila's view, as a practice that forms part of 

Afro-Ecuadorian bodies:  

 
Dance itself - contemporary dance, classical dance - is part of us, you know? It's part of us. What we don't 
know is how to explore that [kind of dance]. Everything that we have here, we specialise in, we explore, 
each person does what they feel they have to do. But contemporary dance, classical dance, it's in us. Afros 
have the extensions281 that they talk about for contemporary dance, and we do it well. They [contemporary 
dance teachers] just have to correct posture, that's all. Because the flexibilities [or corporeal 'qualities'] are 
already there.  

 (Luzmila Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation) 
 

While contemporary dance is narrated as 'not belonging' to Afro-Ecuadorian bodies in terms of 

the social geographies of its practice in Quito, then, the corporeal 'skills' and 'qualities' associated 

with its practice are here not considered exclusive to the 'other'. Such discourses seek to challenge 

the supposed superiority of contemporary dance and the bodies that practice it (in 'technique', in 

social status, in 'race'). In this, contemporary dance, as the 'other', thus constitutes, once again, 

both a defining 'outside' and an inherent 'inside' in the narrating of Afro-Ecuadorian dance 

practice.  

 

The issues that arose from the first exchange - particularly, power relations and their negotiation 

through performance and practice282, teaching methodologies and how to relate disparate forms, 

and practical considerations of attendance and participation - became part of a process of 

reflection that then fed into the organisation of the second exchange, in which we tried to 

negotiate further these issues.  

 

Complicating discourses of difference: a second dance exchange, 
May-June 2014  
 

A second exchange was organised in May-June 2014 with slightly different collaborators and 

participants in the same CDC space in Carapungo. The course took place over five Sundays, in 
																																																								
281 Extensiones: the ability to extend the limbs, to make long, clean lines with the body.  
282 Performance was one point of contention in the planning of this first exchange. While the contemporary dance 
leader suggested an exchange of performances as a way to begin the meeting, the Afro-Ecuadorian dance leader was not 
in agreement. I got the sense that this was due to concerns over the setting up through this performing body of an 'ideal' 
that would inhibit Afro-Ecuadorian participants with no experience in contemporary dance. In order for engagement to 
be more 'equal' Luzmila wanted emphasis to be on the learning process and not on demonstrations.  
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half-day four-hour sessions, and was divided into workshops of: contemporary dance; traditional 

Afro-Choteñan dance (la bomba); and traditional Afro-Esmeraldeñan dance (el andarele and, in the 

last session, el mapalé). Building on issues that had first come to the fore in the November 2013 

meeting, the exchange varied in several important ways that worked to shape the conversation 

that emerged, some intentionally and others through circumstance. This time, for example, prior 

meetings between collaborators (which were not possible for the November meeting) worked to 

shape the approach and focus of the classes in a different way. In the November exchange, the 

intention was understood to be: 'to see us Afros doing contemporary dance and to see our 

mestizo brothers doing an andarele, a bomba' (Luzmila Bolaños, Carapungo exchange, 

16 November 2013, author's translation)283. In the second, focus was more on developing an 

alternative corporeal understanding through exchange that might nourish participants' own 

practice. Participants this time were mainly from Carapungo and surrounding barrios. This, 

coupled with pre-exchange discussions and the established interests of collaborators, meant that 

emphasis fell on how contemporary dance might be used as a tool by Afro-Ecuadorian dance 

practitioners 284 . In this, contemporary dance was seen as a route to enhancing corporeal 

knowledge and understanding in traditional practice: 'Why do I dance this way? Why do I raise 

my gaze there? Why do I tilt my torso forwards?' (Luzmila Bolaños, exchange meeting, 

March 2014, author's translation). The encuentro also came to be not only about this exchange 

of practices but also about the passing of knowledge of traditional practice across generations as 

younger Afro-Ecuadorian practitioners learned and 'relearned' the 'traditional' way of doing 

particular dances.  

 

The exchange was realised with the collaboration of three maestras - Luzmila Bolaños (Afro-

Choteñan dance), Tamia Guayasamin (contemporary dance), and Tatiana Valencia (Afro-

Esmeraldeñan dance). I here focus exclusively on the sessions of Luzmila and Tamia due to the 

contextualisation provided by longer-term conversations I had with them around their practice 

during fieldwork. These teachers each have their own unique approaches within 'Afro-Ecuadorian 

dance' and 'contemporary dance': Luzmila's bomba285 classes focused on a performative version of 

the traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance, while Tamia's contemporary dance classes largely 

foregrounded somatic practice286 and improvisation. Methodologically speaking, the spirit of the 

exchange was participatory and attendees, including teachers, took part in all workshops each day 

in an effort to build a dialogue between practices. I was variously involved as participant, 

																																																								
283 This approach translated into discussions of a public performance of a contemporary rendering of an Afro-
Ecuadorian legend and a performance of contemporary dancers in traditional Afro-Ecuadorian choreographies. 
Collaborators also discussed ideas for fusion performances. 
284 Tamia Guayasamin has a history of work that seeks to engage Afro-Ecuadorian communities in contemporary dance 
(e.g. the project Esmeraldas en Movimiento) and creative processes that have engaged with Afro-Ecuadorian practices 
as part of her own dance work. Luzmila Bolaños was also interested in connecting with a certain corporeal awareness 
from contemporary dance as a tool for traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance performance.  
285 There are various different kinds of bomba - bomba corrida, bomba soba'a, bomba sentimental - each with their distinctions 
in music and movement. Focus in the second exchange was chiefly on bomba soba'a.  
286 For our purposes here, I mean teachings that focus on anatomical knowledge and observation of the body in 
movement, including practice inspired by Feldenkrais method. 
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documenter, and coordinator. The discussion that follows brings together fieldnotes from the 

organisational process, workshop practice, conversations with collaborators and participants, and 

from documentation produced over the five sessions.  

 

In summary, this second encuentro brought together a diverse group that included practitioners of 

Afro-Ecuadorian dance from within and outside Carapungo, contemporary dance practitioners, 

and participants from Carapungo, the centre, and from outside Ecuador not normally involved in 

dance practice. The organising team was also diverse, comprised of: a young white-mestizo 

contemporary dancer with a university degree in choreography from abroad who travels widely in 

her work; an older generation Afro-Ecuadorian dancer of Afro-Choteñan practice and established 

community figure with wide experience in cultural projects in Ecuador; a younger generation 

Afro-Ecuadorian dancer from Esmeraldas; and a young white European researcher. The dynamics 

at work within and between these distinct and overlapping groups were key to the dialogues that 

emerged over the five weeks and also shaped the way it was organised. For example, in an initial 

conversation about a potential exchange, one Afro-Ecuadorian dance leader tells me that the 

Afro-Ecuadorian dance community would want contemporary dancers to come to their 

spaces in Carapungo. 'It’s like a reversal [of power]', she explains, 'we don’t go where 

people call us.' (fieldnotes from conversation with Rocío Villalba, Fundación Azúcar, 

Carapungo, 24 August 2013). From the beginning, then, the exchange was shaped by concerns 

over the coloniality of power as it mapped onto relations between particular dance worlds in 

Quito. Consequently, it was conceived as an event that would take place in Carapungo and its 

structure organised in relation to local Afro-Ecuadorian dance groups' schedules. This took into 

account existing social and professional power relations, my own research relationships, and 

practical concerns over attendance and access to dance space. In its scheduling, location, and, 

later, dance methodology, the encuentro was thus more geared towards the Carapungo community 

than to participants from outside287.  

 

While potential power dynamics became clear in these discussions over scheduling, they also 

became evident in the teachers' own self-positioning in the event's publicity. Here particular 

differences - in opportunity, in the ways value is constructed, in the settings in which practice is 

encountered (and consequently in the registers used to talk about practice) - in each dancer's 

professional practice became clear. Luzmila's biography, for example, was produced for a teaching 

context and emphasised years of experience and links with an 'authentic homeland' of the Valle 

del Chota, whereas Tamia's related more to a performance context in which factors such as a 

formalised education (particularly from abroad), Ministry prizes, and performance credentials 

speak. Such differences in register had to be negotiated for the publicity of the exchange. My own 

																																																								
287 The schedule that resulted (Sundays, 9.30 for a 10am start until 1pm) and its location in Carapungo (a one and a half 
hour journey from the centre by public transport and prohibitive from southern areas of the city) meant that 
participation for the second encuentro was principally from Carapungo and surrounding areas. 
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positionality as a European was also discussed in the possibility of advertising the event as 

'international' (a term carrying particular imaginaries of technical authority, expertise and 

innovation in dance practice) despite the focus on local practices288.  

 

Workshops were open to all above fourteen years of age and free of charge289. This made for a 

diverse group of between twenty and forty participants each week, with ages ranging from 

fourteen to seventy. Participants generally dipped in and out, with only a small number attending 

the whole course. This, together with the short time-scale of the encuentro, delimited the 

possibilities for exploratory corporeal and conceptual processes that would take months to 

develop. Discussions of this with collaborators before the event led to its nomination as an 

'encuentro' or 'meeting'  rather than 'intercambio' or 'exchange'. This said, there did emerge numerous 

tensions in the organisational process and sessions themselves that shed light on the social, 

cultural and political dynamics through which contemporary dance relates to wider dance worlds 

in Quito. In sketching the contours of these in the coming pages, I aim to complicate the 

imaginations set up in my account of the November 2013 meeting. To do this I focus on three 

particular aspects to the encuentro: embodied knowledge; creativity; and generations.  

 

Building embodied knowledges  

 
Sat in a circle, we begin massaging our feet from toes, to arch to heel. Tarsos, 
metatarsos, falanges, talón, tendón de aquiles. 'In whatever type of dance we're in, 
the feet are our point of support.' Our hands, squeezing, kneading, move from feet 
to ankles, calves to thighs, crestas to gluteos. Bodies lie relaxed against the floor, 
eyes shut. 'Breathe, notice the natural movement of your stomach, your ribs. 
Exaggerate it slightly'. Hands are placed comfortably on hip bones. 'We're going to 
begin exploring the movement of the pelvis. What's going to be the rhythm, the 
dance, of my pelvis? It's going to roll inwards like a churro [small Andean snail] 
towards the belly button. One movement. And then it's going to unroll and move 
away from the belly button. Another movement. [...] It's not a movement that has a 
model or that has to be perfect. It's an excuse for you to explore the movement of 
your pelvis.' Sitting now, feet square on the floor, we carefully imagine lines from 
legs to hips, moving our knees inwards and outwards before studying their 
position in alignment. We feel our isquiones (sitting bones) on the floor and use 
the sensation to observe the hips' changing position as we round, straighten, arch 
our spines. Movement echoes through the whole spine, head curving downwards 
as hips push forwards. We work with our breath.  
 
 
 
 

																																																								
288 An awareness of racial stereotypes, and the conceiving of suggestions or assertions in racial-ethnic terms, was also a 
constant presence in my discussions with Luzmila around the exchange, which also reflected my whiteness and thus 
occasional association, from Luzmila's perspective, with particular social worlds in Quito. For example, in one exchange 
planning meeting, in a discussion as to whether the course would end in performance: I suggest that preparing a 
performance would take more time than we have. Luzmila tells me that 'We Afros, we learn by hearing and 
listening, we're not stupid in learning. You see our children, they watch and listen, and minutes later they're 
doing it' (fieldnotes, conversation with Luzmila Bolaños, 12 April 2014).  
289 While conversations with artists in Quito emphasised the importance of charging even a nominal fee in order to 
encourage the valorisation of artistic work, the reality of free state-funded classes and events, and a particularly strong 
tradition of open community events in Carapungo (as a barrio popular), makes it difficult to charge whilst also ensuring 
attendance.  
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Standing, knees over feet, hips over ankles, we pull ourselves gently upwards 
from the crown of the head to feel an easy extension. 'Think about this posture in 
those everyday moments when you're doing your teeth or waiting for the bus, one 
hip out, spine slouched'. Legs slowly bend and straighten, hand on chest. 'I stay 
erect'. We work to feel the push of feet against the floor, the relationship of the 
body to its surface, focusing energy in one place to create movement in another. 
Knee bends, foot pushes, hip tilts. Playing, experimenting with pressure, feeling 
the body's connections. 'We're going to learn a phrase with the same feeling. I'm 
more interested that you do this exercise of pushing against the floor, of 
observing your posture, than focusing on dancing the phrase. We're going to 
dance later with Tatiana and Luzmila, [with] more movement. At the moment 
we're working on our posture.' We feel how, on leaning the torso sideways, a 
movement of the arms upwards generates the impulse to return to upright. 'These 
movements aren’t decorative, we’re not moving an arm just to move an arm. 
There’s a corporeal work involved, a consequence to each movement'.  

 (Field and video notes from Tamia Guayasamin contemporary class,  
Carapungo, 4 May 2014, author's translations) 

 

Through focus on anatomy, breath, and an exploration of corporeal structure and sensation, 

contemporary classes in the encuentro sought to encourage participants into a heightened bodily 

awareness. Questions direct attention and curiosity to different parts of the body first in rest and 

later in movement, bringing an understanding of their placement, alignment, and relations. We lie, 

eyes closed. What parts of your body are touching the floor? We explore the neck's form - 

'How many vertabrae are there? What parts can I feel? How do they fit together?'. We are  

 

 

	
Figure 9.3: Tamia guides participants in exploring pelvic movement through curls of the spine against the 
floor. Photograph author's own. 
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Figure 9.4: Observing the sensing body in Tamia's contemporary dance class. Photograph by Diana 
Montoya. 
 

 

guided to consider how a push forwards of the pelvis prompts the spine to curve and the head to 

lower; how a sideways reach of the arm or downwards push of the foot can be impulses for the 

spine to straighten (see Figure 9.3). Attention to the implications of tension and relaxation in 

different muscles - the cuádriceps, the gluteos - also builds an understanding of bodily mechanics in 

movement. In the classes, attention is consciously brought to the hips as an area considered to 

particularly relate to Afro-Ecuadorian dance practice.  What's going to be the rhythm, the 

dance, of my pelvis? Throughout our explorations of and conversations around bodily practice, 

there is an emphasis on individual needs, emotions, and ways of doing.  

 
Lightly drumming fingers pass over changing textures of skin, cloth, hair, bone. 
'What you guys were saying about confidence in your own body - that frees you, 
even if you don't see it. It means allowing yourself to move in another way. [...] 
What we've said about concentration, it's the present [moment] between the body 
and thought, with an action. A lot of the time the subject of dance isn't just about 
moving with rhythm or knowing how to move, but has to do with how one is in 
oneself.'  

(Field and video notes from Tamia Guayasamin contemporary class,  
25 May 2014, author's translations).  

 

A sensory, relational approach is here positioned as a route to autonomy, individuality and 

'freedom' in movement. The drumming of fingers over skin, the turning of attention to the breath,  
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the quiet observation of the body, seeks to encourage such movement production. As seen in the 

above extract, such an approach is positioned in contrast to traditional practice, whose concerns 

are perceived to be oriented around ideas of a particular 'model' of movement, of the decorative, 

of dancing with rhythm, of 'knowing how'. In this view, traditional practice is associated with 

'external' and performative aspects (defined as 'dancing'), and contemporary dance in turn situated 

within concerns for the 'internal'.  'I'm more interested that you do this exercise of pushing 

against the floor, of observing your posture, than focusing on dancing the phrase. We're 

going to dance later with Tatiana and Luzmila, [with] more movement. At the moment 

we're working on our posture.' Another kind of corporeal exploration was in action in the 

encuentro's bomba classes.  

 
Luzmila moves in small steps, her feet skimming lightly across the floor's surface 
as they touch forwards and back. 'In the times of slavery, los negros couldn't go 
further than this little step, because they walked in chains, just as sometimes we 
curve the torso to the weight of the chains around their necks'. We stand, feet 
together in a lightly turned out third position, front knee relaxed, ready to take 
the first step, back erect. Hands gathered into fists on the hips. Chin lifted. 
'Remember what we learnt about posture with Tamia. This is elegance, respect, 
pride in our culture and in being Afro'. We are encouraged to let our hips and 
shoulders move with the shifting of our feet, to observe their connection, as we 
shift back and forth, back and forth. We focus on the hips' quick lateral motion. 
'Hips, hips, free the hips!' Luzmila moves in front of one of the participants,  
 
 
 

	
Figure 9.5: Catching the compás in the hips. Luzmila demonstrates hip movement in the bomba. Photograph 
author's own. 
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placing the girl’s hands on her dancing hips to feel their movement. 'Oído 
musical! (A musical ear!) Allow the music to reach you here [she touches her 
heart] so that you dance with swing.' Listening carefully to the rhythm of the 
drum. 'The bomba is a sensual dance, a dance of flirtation. In the communities it’s 
like a fight, the woman looking to floor the man with her hips.' Luzmila describes 
how dancers nudge and drive each other through the space, one dancing 
forwards, the other back, until one manages to pin the other against the wall or 
bounce them to the floor. In lines, we face each other in playful challenge, our 
gazes towards each other as our bodies move back and forth in alternating desafío 
or challenge. 

(Field and video notes from Luzmila Bolaños bomba class,  
Carapungo, 4 May 2014, author's translations) 

 
 

As this extract shows, bodily knowledge in the bomba is cultivated through a combination of 

corporeal, musical, social and historical references that work to shape movement. Grounded shifts 

of the feet and stooped torsos bear witness to a history of exploitation, dancing it into presence. 

The rhythmic movement of the hips and ducking spins and circles, in turn, create particular 

relations in motion that echo the bomba's place as a social practice of challenge and flirtation290. 

'Bomba bodies' are also cultivated in reference to bodily work realised in the contemporary 

classes. Here an erect posture is signal to the corporeal preparations for the bottle that would  

 

 

	
Figure 9.6: Luzmila showing participants the position of the chin to sustain the bottle in the bomba. 

Photograph author's own. 
 

 

																																																								
290 See López 2013, Basante 2005, Bolaños 2015 for further discussion of the bomba as a socio-historical dance practice. 
These have positioned the bomba historically as an important practice of bodily resistance, a form of creative mobility 
that worked in opposition to what Camp (2004) has called the 'geographies of containment' produced by slavery.  
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Figure 9.7: Participants face each other in desafío or challenge during Luzmila's bomba class.  

Photograph author's own.  
 

 

come in later sessions, to its practice for performance, and an expression of pride in 

afroecuatorianidad. Standing, feet together, back erect. Hands gathered into fists on the hips. 

Chin lifted. Particular qualities in movement are also encouraged through discussion of its social 

practice, building of musical sensitivity, and called verbal instruction that focuses bodily attention 

in motion. Physical demonstration also encourages the production of movement through close 

observation and a kind of kinesthetic empathy (Foster 1996) that encourages students to 'imagine 

how a particular movement feels in the body... in order to reproduce it with appropriate flow and 

texture' (Kringelbach 2013: 165); a process intensified here with the physical placing of hands on 

experienced hips. As in the contemporary dance class, we also learn the hips' relational movement 

to shifting feet. Equilibrio or balance was another element in which Afro-Ecuadorian and 

contemporary dance actively related, one day the classes coinciding in their theme:  

 

In the contemporary class we focus on where to put our weight in lifting our heels 
in relevé, feeling the difference when weight is on the small toe (where the weight 
is diffused and makes you unsteady) and on the big toe (where balance is strong, 
centred). Keeping our feet flat on the floor we tilt our weight forwards, backwards, 
to find our centre. After an hour exploring these movements, we switch to bomba.  
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'Now we’ve got an understanding of balance from la maestra Tamia', Luzmila tells 
us, 'this is un trabajazo de equilibrio (a great work of balance)!' We fill our two-litre 
bottles halfway with water and stand in two lines at the sides of the room. 'Now 
just watch me'. With the music playing, Luzmila begins to dance, bottle on her 
head, hips and arms swinging rhythmically as her feet move back and forth, 
turning, torso tilting, the bottle still. We begin walking, arms and shoulders 
relaxed. Bottles slide and crash to the floor while others glide confidently across 
the space. 'You have nothing on your head! There’s nothing there!' She shows us 
how to keep our chins erect, perpendicular to the floor, back straight, the head in a  
certain calm isolation from the rest of the body. 'It's not like this!' - spine curves, 
shoulders hunch, chin dips to the floor - 'It's like this!'  - back and neck straighten, 
shoulders relax, chin lifts.  
 
I feel a heightened consciousness of what my head is doing as I move my feet, 
hips, arms, in the swinging steps that follow the bomba's beat. 'Don't let your head 
go to one side and the other with the movement of your hips. Everything moves 
apart from your head!' As torsos bend and straighten, as shoulders and hips pulse 
rhythmically, the head stays constant. Bottle balanced. We move, crossing the 
space, before formations take us inwards, outwards, moving in lines and circles 
across the floor.  

 (Fieldnotes, contemporary dance and bomba classes, Carapungo, 11 May 2014, 
author's translations) 

 
This extract shows how concerns of balance were transposed from one form of practice to 

another in the exchange. In the bomba, while letting one movement influence another in the 

relations between shoulders, hips and feet, here a consciousness of connection was used to keep 

the head in place, somewhat detached from the swing of the lower body without being wholly 

disconnected (Figure 9.6). The weighty presence of the bottle gives a sense of a line 

running through my whole body that helps my awareness of its alignment, its 

movement, a tilt of the torso or lowering of the chin having immediate consequences as 

the bottle slips to the floor (fieldnotes, bomba class, 11 May 2014). In a form that requires 

dancers to move with a bottle on their head whilst their hips pulse from side to side, keeping to 

rhythm and step, turning, and, in performance practice, moving in choreographed floor patterns, 

practice became narrated through ideas of complexity: The bomba was a total journey, entering into that 

musical rhythm, a certain way of positioning your body, the thing of the bottle, I mean, it was a load of elements. If 

they'd said 'go and learn x technique' - it doesn't matter where it comes from, be it Afro or not - it was complex! 

This, this, this, and at the same time this! I loved that aspect of the experience. (Tamia Guayasamin, personal 

interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation). In this crafting of corporeal awareness, sensation, and the 

isolation of particular body parts to work on their movement in both classes, it is possible to see 

how popular discourses that commonly position contemporary dance as the domain of technical, 

controlled movement and Afro-Ecuadorian dance as that of 'natural' rhythm and a 'letting go' 

might be unsettled. While in the November meeting encounter with Afro-Ecuadorian dance had, 

for some contemporary dancers, been about 'stripping down' a specialised/'techniqued' body to 

rediscover an 'authentic essence', the second time around these ideas were rearticulated. For 

Tamia, the relationship was framed in terms of the capacity of contemporary dance training 

techniques to disrupt and enhance corporeal habit instilled through complex, traditional Afro-

Ecuadorian practice. In the building of embodied knowledges - corporeal attention, posture, 

positioning and alignment - through exchange, contemporary and Afro-Ecuadorian dance worked 
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together to cultivate distinct corporeal qualities. This conscious process of transposition and 

translation was subject to both productive dialogues and particular tensions as teachers sought to 

produce distinct corporeal codes and modes of attention in dialogue with the knowledges alive in 

students' bodies (see Ranganthan and Loquet 2009).   

 

Creativity in dance-making  
 

Conceptualisations and approaches to dance creation was another axis along which practices came 

into tension during the encuentro. As part of constructing a 'diálogo de saberes' or 'dialogue of 

knowledges' (Luzmila Bolaños, exchange meeting, March 2014), the intention had initially 

been to detail something of the history of each form as a way to disrupt common framings of 

traditional dance and contemporary dance where, in the first, embodied practice is narrated as 

emerging in connection with a collective past, and in the latter from individual artistic creativity 

and innovation. I was interested instead in thinking about both practices as having precedents, 

traditions, and particular 'ways of doing' that inform their contemporary production. In practice, 

however, a historical perspective was foregrounded much more in the Afro-Ecuadorian sessions 

than in the contemporary. This meant that, while both choreography and improvisation form 

important parts of creation in both forms, contemporary dance classes were more focused on 

improvisation and the exploration of corporeal state, and the traditional bomba classes on 

choreographed movement based on investigation of social history and custom. In these 

distinctions there emerged particular tensions between: representation and embodiment; symbol 

and sensation; the collective and the individual; and the known and the unknown in the 

production of danced movement.  

For the creation section of the class, participants have brought an element that 
inspires them.  
- A photo of a waterfall. Its bearer talks of the water's irrepressible onward motion, 
its searching flow into dips and cracks. 'When we talk about waterfalls we are also 
talking about Ochún, goddess of the rivers', Luzmila adds, 'who stands for 
strength, a female guerrera (warrior). Tamia asks people to think of concrete 
qualities that might come from these objects that we can assume into the body to 
create movement - for the waterfall: fluidity, relentlessness, tumultous motion.  
- Boots that for their owner give her security, protection, make her less human 
and more animal. 'The tread on the soles is like an animal’s paw, and the leather 
takes a long time to wear down, protecting me wherever I step'. Elements for 
movement: the animal, security.  
- A flat rose-coloured clam shell, its surface crimped and rutted. 'The easy way it 
opens and shuts, its undulating surface, its rough texture.' Elements for 
movement: to open, to shut, to curl and ripple. 
We think about how these essential elements of the objects might be assumed into 
the body and turned into movement. 'I have nothing against representation', 
Tamia says, 'but here we’re not going to dance as if the waterfall were here...' - she 
gestures with her cupped hands as if catching water, stoops as if picking up a 
stone - '...but rather, our body is the waterfall. I believe the body has this capacity to 
become whatever we’re talking about. How might a stone move?'  

(Fieldnotes from Tamia Guayasamin's contemporary class, Carapungo,  
11 May 2014, author's translations) 
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Eyes shut. 'Your body is stone'. Bodies scrunched tight, limbs heavy. Rolling into 
stillness. 'Your body is mud. How might your body move as mud? Sticky, gloopy. 
It’s hard to move'. Working with this textured sense of space, pushing and sliding 
against the floor, arms reaching out stiffly across its surface. 'Does anyone have 
any ideas for something that could guide our movement?' A pause. Heat. Water. 
The flow of a scarf. Moving in silence, sliding, bending, crouching, eyes shut, eyes 
open, bodies being explored, tested. 'If I wanted to give you phrases that you could 
turn up and learn and dance nicely and ¡ya!, I would. But this is more about 
giving you tools to be able to produce something of your own creation. Giving you 
ways in to think about where to start, how to begin a process of choreographic 
exploration, to produce movements that aren’t someone else’s but your own.' 

(Fieldnotes from Tamia Guayasamin's contemporary class, Carapungo,  
18 May 2014, author's translations) 

 

Creation here seeks to connect with imagination and sensation to produce movement through 

improvisation. This requires a particular embodied state that was sought in practice through 

shutting out the visual and giving preparations that aimed to heighten bodily awareness, 

encouraging an internalisation of corporeal attention. Guidance connects with everyday, 

meaningful objects and experiences with the aim of transforming the body.  Emphasis is on 

individual, exploratory movement (Figure 9.8). Bodies of stone. Scrunched tight, limbs heavy. 

Rolling into stillness. Bodies of mud. Sticky, gloopy. Hard to move. Bodies seeking 

movement from imagined and felt sensation. Traditional dance is here understood in terms of 

representation and contemporary dance through discourses of autonomy and creative 'freedom'.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 9.8: Participants explore movement in the creative section of Tamia's class. 
Photograph author's own. 
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These notions of 'freedom' and representation in dance creation were also debated as part of the 

bomba classes.  

 
We divide into two groups to create a short choreography, one working with a 
piece about collecting churros [small edible Andean snails] and the other with a 
song about the hip movement of a negra bailando or 'black woman dancing'. 
Discussion in the first group turns to the practice of harvesting churros, some 
participants sharing their experiences of how they've seen it done in the Valle del 
Chota. Accordingly we tie scarves and jumpers around our waists in improvised 
aprons, moving in lines that cross and part, pausing every so often in our 
running bomba step to scoop churros from the ground. Shifting back and forth, 
hips beating a quiet rhythm, feet brushing the floor, we spiral into a churro form. 
'Bien!', Luzmila tells us, 'But would they collect churros like that, skipping across 
the floor and bending quickly to scoop them up? The churros are in the ground 
and they have to be dug around for. But you got the idea'.  
 
In the second choreography, women move in an out of formation - estrella, rosa - 
bottles balanced on their heads, hips pulsing energetically as a male participant 
follows circling his hanky and extending his arms towards them. As the beat 
builds the dancers remove the bottle and move in tight circles with its weight in 
their hands. A couple place theirs on the floor and shimmy into a low crouch, the 
bottle between their legs. Afterwards a participant asks: 'Is there the freedom to do 
things like hold the bottle like they did?' Luzmila answers. 'That's what the groups 
do now, but in the bomba that doesn't go. Our abuelas (grandmothers) danced with 
the bottle on their head the whole time.' She encourages the practice of traditional 
bomba - 'Let's do our culture as it is. With its changes, obviously, but let's do it as it 
is, maintaining that, because otherwise it's going to be lost.'  

(Fieldnotes from Luzmila Bolaños' bomba class, Carapungo,  
25 May 2014, author's translations) 

 

Knowledge of social customs and practices linked to the 'authentic homeland' of the Valle del 

Chota formed the basis for creativity in the exchange's bomba classes. Detailed knowledge of the 

environment, its flora, fauna and agricultural practices, was required to create movement; 

knowledge that in Quito is formed through discussion of personal histories and experiences in the 

communities and attention to other forms of cultural memory, such as song lyrics291. Dance in this  

way becomes a form through which to imagine and 'know' these other lifeworlds and histories and 

thus construct individual and collective identities through practice. As well as articulating a certain 

rural-folkloric imaginary of the Valle del Chota, dance here also enunciates a particular imaginary 

of collective African heritage, practices such as head-carrying or babies carried on the back, the 

harvesting of crops, narrated as 'African customs' enacted through these dances292. It's our ancestry, 

carrying things on our heads (Luzmila Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation). This 

conscious basis of practice in social worlds seeks movement's production through legitimate 

knowledge in and of Afro-Choteñan culture as part of local and diasporic identifications in Quito. 

Realised in one of the later sessions, this exercise indicates the building of progressively more  

																																																								
291 Other examples included conversations about the zafra or sugar-cane harvest in Chota:	 'What would you take to go 
to the zafra?' ...A machete to cut the sugar cane... something to collect it in… 'And what do the women do when 
the men go to work in the zafra?' ... Make lunch and take it to the men... Participants with knowledge of the 
Valle and surrounding areas start to discuss how the plates were carried (stacked up, tied with a balleta [white 
cloth], carried on the head), in order to think about appropriate costume. (CDC bomba class, Carapungo, 24 
May 2014, author's translations). 
292 These particular historical imaginaries most commonly foreground agricultural, ritual and spiritual practices in 
dancers' references to an essentialised African continent.   
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Figure 9.9: Discussing ideas in the creation of a group choreography in Luzmila's bomba class.  

Photograph author's own. 
 

 

precise cultural knowledge through practice over the course of the exchange. This was a process 

achieved not simply through the copying of particular elements in practice but also through 

processes of original reconstruction in the alternation of what Ranganathan and Loquet (2009) 

have called 'didactic' and 'a-didactic' moments. Here, the demonstration and reiteration of specific 

choreographic codes was interspersed with certain moments like the exercise above in which 

participants also approached creation through discussion of their own experiences and knowledge 

of place, which fed into individual and collective creativity (Figure 9.9). For the contemporary 

dance collaborator, however, there was still a fundamental tension in issues of creative process. 

While such distinctions are commonly narrated as essential differences between traditional and 

contemporary dance, in exchange it was recognised as a difference in teaching approach.  
 

There's a line of contemporary dance that is exactly the same as traditional dance, which is: the step is like 
this, the teacher gets angry if you don't do it well, and you have to look pretty and smile and all of that. Just 
like that, the same old story. I don't know, but there must be a type of traditional dance that approaches 
[movement/creation] from another perspective, that's freer. I don't think the issue is a clash with traditional 
dance, but with the methodology. Because I can say to you, I use this mechanism of creation, and a dancer  
trained in form, in patterns of movement, comes along - there's going to be a clash in method. It doesn't 
matter that the two of us are both supposedly doing contemporary dance, it's a question of how you approach 
your body. [...] So I did feel that certain ideas were left sort of in a void because there aren't the right  
conditions. There's no custom, for example, of improvisation and to reach that state of creation, they're 
motors that need warming up. [...] And I don't think there's any problem [with achieving that] if, very 
importantly, it also comes from the interest of the students. [...] That then is a pretty autonomous process 
[and] I would feel there's not a clash but rather a dialogue of methods.  

(Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation) 
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Figure 9.10: (top) Tamia leads a danced phrase and (bottom) shows participants how to move in and out of 
the floor in one of the later sessions of the encuentro. Photographs author's own.  
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The time available in the encuentro was not sufficient to develop these dialogues in creation, 

requiring as they do much longer processes of exploration. They did, however, bring attention to 

particular tensions of methodology in which practices of apprenticeship in bomba classes 

(involving imitation and correction) were experienced as 'clashing' with the objectives of the 

contemporary dance class and 'interrupting the process of freeing students up for their 

own creation. It re-establishes the idea that there’s a wrong way and a right way.' 

(fieldnotes from conversation with Tamia Guayasamin, 25 May 2014, author's 

translation). While work on posture, alignment and corporeal awareness was sustained 

throughout the course, the contemporary classes did move from a focus on open creation to 

taught phrases (Figure 9.10) and, in the last session, to exercises that made a nod towards many 

participants' own imaginaries and expectations of contemporary dance as a form for the training 

of a particular physicality or 'skilled' body. Here Tamia gave exercises that participants could use 

to increase their flexibility, with the goal of doing the splits in their performances of other dance 

forms. While the particular dance experiences and interests of participants were considered from 

the outset in formulating the exchange, then, such considerations ended up proving increasingly 

prominent in the ways practice and creative processes were approached, both in terms of 

corporeal experiences or habits and imaginaries of dance practice293. Dialogue with students was 

also part of the negotiation of another aspect of the exchange - that of tensions between 'tradition' 

and 'innovation'. 

 

Generations: tradition, heritage, innovation   
 

'It's not on your toes, you know? It's not like this.' Luzmila moves, hands on her 
hips, in small quick steps, heels raised, body lifted from the floor. [everyone 
laughs] 'That's another dance! Make contact with the floor, with the Pacha Mama, 
with Mother Earth'. Her feet kick forwards, low, their movement subtle, soles 
skimming the floor. 'We always made contact with the floor, with the earth, 
because that's what gives strength.' [...] 'Uno, dos, uno, dos.' Luzmila counts as we 
all step back and forth, catching the beat. 'I'm counting in the hip here, you see?' 
She watches as we do our dancing shuffle. 'How do we walk?' A few people walk 
forwards, relaxed. 'Yes! We don't walk like this!', moving forwards in a bouncing 
step, raising and lowering her heels in imitation of younger dancers' steps.   
(fieldnotes, exchange bomba class, Carapungo, 18 May 2014, author's translation) 

 

In the exchange, there was a certain emphasis on getting movement 'right' in the bomba. As 

indicated in the above extract, dance constituted a practice for the enunciation of Afro-

Ecuadorian cosmovision (in connection with the earth; in the bottle's liquid absorbing bad energy 

during the dance), history (in the low foot movement linked to slavery), and everyday practices 

(such as walking)294. Soles skimming the floor, hips in subtle motion, call into being a particular  

																																																								
293 Such adjustments came about both through teachers' experiences and observations from their previous exchange 
sessions, and through an ongoing dialogue between all collaborators over the course of the exchange that saw the plans 
for each session tweaked on the basis of observations from the preceding week.  
294 This relates to holistic ideas of 'culture' particularly prominent in discourses of identity in Ecuador, such as when 
Luzmila expressed: 'Our culture is in everything - the way we laugh, the way we eat, the way we talk, the way we 
walk....'  (fieldnotes, exchange meeting, April 2014). 
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Figure 9.11: A participant in the encuentro models traditional traje for bomba performance while Luzmila 

demonstrates how the head scarf should be tied. Photograph author's own. 
 

 

Choteñan and 'African' identity and heritage. It was thus considered critical to produce movement 

in specific ways in practice and performance. Moving with the compás or beat of the drum was also 

considered important in this way. Detailed attention during the exchange was also brought to the 

traje or traditional dress associated with the bomba, through demonstration of how to tie the head 

scarf, the length of skirt, the design of the blouse (Figure 9.11), chiming with what Rahier (2014: 

34) has called the 'museographic presentation' of 'folkloric practices' in multicultural contexts in 

Ecuador. These were, however, also considered presentations of a living culture. Culture is alive in 

places like Chota. (Luzmila Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation). These reiterations 

of particular 'ways of doing', embedded in discourses of ownership and respect, were as much 

directed to younger Afro-Ecuadorian generations as to other participants in the exchange, whose 

performances of bomba with variations in traje, with faster steps with raised heels considered as 

having a looser interpretation of the beat295, and routines that remove the bottle or insert moves 

from other styles, were often positioned as moving away from the specific and historically-

embedded meaning-making of the bomba. It's not that they should be estancados ('stagnant'), they can be 

developed, but keeping the traditions present too. [...] A lot of the time even Afros (Afro-Ecuadorians) themselves 

don't know about the history of the Afro-Ecuadorian people. What's more, many in the new generations - nothing. 

That's why there's this focus. (Luzmila Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation).  

 

Drawing on Gilbert and Tompkins' work on ritual re-enactment in post-colonial drama, then, the 

emphasis on particular modes of movement and dress in the bomba here could be seen as a 'way 

of "posessing" the past, of finding a home within the fractures of a history marked by dislocation  

																																																								
295 Such changes have emerged in dialogue with shifts in bomba music brought about partly by its commercialisation in 
recent decades.  
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Figure 9.12: Luzmila performs contrapunteo or spoken verse as part of a bomba class before participants 

contribute with their own verses that they have brought to the session.  Photograph author's own.  
 

 

and slavery and a present complicated by continued race/class inequities.' (Gilbert and Tompkins 

1996: 70). Dance in this way both announces Afro-Ecuadorian histories and contemporary 

presence in the city, and disseminates consciousness of these histories to younger generations as 

part of ongoing social struggles. In the exchange, the oral tradition of contrapunteo, considered an 

integral part of the dance, was also engaged with as a practice seen as integral to the revalorisation 

of Afro-Ecuadorian traditions in the city (Figure 9.12)296. Quickened steps, raised heels, and hips 

moving behind the beat push against the edges of these spaces, questioning and playing with 

established modes of practice and their related identifications. In these negotiations (and from a 

postcolonial perspective), it is possible to consider the bomba as part of what Gilbert and 

Tompkins (1996: 205; 204) have called an 'oppositional process of embodiment' whereby bodies 

disrupt the constrained space and signification left to them by colonialist structures to transform 

their signification and subjectivities, the body becoming 'a site for resistant inscription' and self-

representation (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996: 204). While the two different forms of the bomba 

enter this process from different directions, they might both be considered as transforming 

significations and subjectivities and, thus, making particular spaces of afroecuatorianidad in the city. 

 

																																																								
296 Contrapunteo or verso consists of short verses performed with a projected voice and gestures. Our ancestors, to conquer in 
love, they said it in verse. To put people down, they said it in verse. To flirt, for anything, they said it in verse. They'd ask you to dance with a 
verse. And if the woman accepted, or if she didn't want to, she'd say so with a verse. It's part of the dance, part of everyday life. (Luzmila 
Bolaños, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation). Many of these verses constituted enunciations of both gender 
and racial identity. An example verse from the exchange:  Yo no soy la media naranja, yo soy la naranja entera, yo soy una negra 
hermosa, pero no para cualquiera. / I'm not the 'other half', I am the whole thing, I'm a beautiful black woman, but not for just anyone. 
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Figure 9.13: Younger generation participants from Carapungo perform their own bomba choreography, 
laying the bottles on the floor and hips pulsing rigorously to the quickened beat of the track. Photograph 
author's own.  
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This transformative capacity of dancing bodies does not just, of course, take place through 

knowledges of the bomba considered part of traditional practice in the city. A focus on traditional 

knowledges came into conversation with the innovations of younger generations in the encuentro 

both within the bomba form itself and in the practice of another form - salsa choke. 

 
At the end of our first session, some of the younger students put on a track, 
linking a phone to the speakers, and start to move. The room fills with the pulsing 
beat, dancing brass, repeated calls and rapped phrases of salsa choke. Quick 
syncopated footwork, hips rolling, torso popping, hands playing the 'tin tin' in the 
air, head switching abruptly from side to side. Feet skip back and forth, kicking 
clear of the floor, springing into quick hops, kicks and cross-steps, the body's easy 
swing, step and shuffle punctuated by playful off-beat pauses, claps, and jumps. 

 (fieldnotes, Carapungo dance exchange, 4 May 2014) 
 

Salsa choke is a dance style that has emerged in recent years associated with the Pacific coast of 

Colombia (Ulloa Sanmiguel 2014). Produced principally by African-descendant artists, the form 

has emerged through intersections of the traditional currulao with reggaeton and salsa and has 

become popular particularly amongst young Afro-Ecuadorian generations in the city (see Basante 

2005). After its spontaneous appearance at the end of the first exchange session, salsa choke ended  

the proceedings each week: music was plugged in, the volume cranked up, and attention turned to 

a row of students as they began to pop and roll. Here the 'source' of knowledge momentarily 

switched from teacher to student as everyone looked to them for the step. In discussion 

afterwards, both collaborators considered this unplanned element of the encuentro significant in 

valuing different kinds of knowledge. For the contemporary dance teacher, this moment was also 

seen, alongside contemporary dance, through ideas of generational rupture taken as forming a 

particular tension with concerns of generational continuity considered to dominate in the bomba 

classes (see Manning 2004): From my point of view, [the objective of] contemporary [dance] is to mark an open 

territory, it doesn't have a particular way of moving. But to enter into that mode of creation one has to be in a 

particular state, which I feel wasn't really generated in the end. Including the salsa choke was great, because it freed 

that! It gave way to that playful mode of practice. (Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's 

translation). Here, rolling hips, popping torsos, hands playing the 'tin tin' question traditional modes 

of dance-making. Such moves were, together with contemporary dance, positioned here as part of 

an 'exercise of empowerment' that might, through liberatory processes of 'questioning' and 'freeing up' 

(Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 3 July 2014, author's translation), challenge perceived hierarchies 

of authority in dance's production and encourage explorations beyond established structures of 

practice seen as restrictive.  

 

We might here, following Chatterjea (2004a: 123-124), consider the issue of artistic choices, where 

the ability of white-mestizo contemporary dancers to foreground exploratory tasks and play, and to 

resist dominant paradigms, in practice indicates particular politics of cultural production. In this, 

the framing of practice through a certain neutrality in which movements 'aren’t someone else’s 

but your own' can obscure dance's racial and cultural specificity, and also promote a position 
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where 'it is possible to talk about "the body" without immediately complicating its recognition in 

terms of cultural, racial, engendered specificities' (Chatterjea 2004a: 123). Here it is important to 

recognise that cultural production takes place on uneven ground, different practices and histories 

forming 'a rugged field, rent with hierarchies and missing links. The question of how things mean 

is vital here, even though it is seldom acknowledged as such' (Chatterjea 2004a: 124-125). For 

Afro-Ecuadorian dance practitioners in Quito, continuing structures of oppression and specific 

frameworks of visibilisation have meant the privileging of particular approaches to the 'inevitable 

signifying power' (Chatterjea 2004a: 123) of dancing bodies as a mode of reaffirmation and 

recognition; concerns that contemporary dance actors perhaps more often have the luxury of 

ignoring in their practice. And yet, of course, as discussed in previous chapters with respect to the 

histories and canons of contemporary dance in Quito, contemporary dance practice also works 

within and across a landscape of power and heritage. Thus, the encuentro did not so much highlight 

a fundamentally different relationship to 'tradition' between contemporary and Afro-Ecuadorian 

dance, as it showed different methods for navigating those histories in practice. 

 

Conclusions 
 

Through consideration of two dance events organised during fieldwork, this chapter has explored 

dance exchange as intercultural negotiation. I have thought about the production of dialogue 

through both essentialised discourses of difference and relations of adjustment, transposition and 

translation, in which dance becomes the negotiated grounds for the ongoing making and remaking 

of artistic and cultural identities. The chapter has specifically examined the ways these dialogues 

are made through practice in the shaping of dancing bodies, in approaching creative process, and 

in building technique and cultural knowledge. Here, the particular conceptions, objectives, 

methodological approaches, and interests driving dance practice across the teachers and students 

involved in the exchanges became important in negotiating the dialogues that, I have argued, are 

central to an intercultural politics of dance. In this, it was important to pay attention to 'the seams 

that do not come together - those moments when cultural processes and representations emerging 

from different contexts collide with each other' (Chatterjea 2013: 18) alongside the productive 

dialogues in practice as part of the exchange. The relations producing exchange perhaps showed 

'degrees' of intercultural dialogue (Rogers 2014: 69), fluidity and essentialism becoming evident at 

turns; the potential for producing intercultural dialogue was, however, always clear. There are 

several points that might be considered for the development of a longer, deeper exchange. 

Practically, in order to facilitate engagement with unfamiliar approaches and their building into 

bodily knowledges, and to enable this process to emerge through gradual adjustments between 

both teachers and students, exchange would need to take place over a longer period of time, 

lasting several months, and involve, as much as possible, the same group of participants across 

sessions. A focus on specific dance groups from both Afro-Ecuadorian and contemporary dance, 
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and a particular focus on technique and bodily knowledge in exchange work, might also facilitate 

this. It could also allow more space for student as well as teacher knowledges. Methodologically, 

dialogues could also be deepened through a more deconstructive approach to both practices, with 

emphasis on method rather than form, in a way that also actively engaged with the cultural 

knowledges in which both practices are embedded. Such an approach might facilitate the 

conversation of different bodily knowledges to emerge in multiple ways through students' 

individual dancing bodies in ways that directly relate to the ongoing creative unfolding of their 

own practice.  

 

This chapter has considered contemporary dance in another space and context in Quito. In doing 

so, it has shown contemporary dance as a particular (not universal), dialogically produced, 

practice. The discourses of 'difference' that formed part of these dance events signalled the 

dynamics through which dance practices relate to one another not only in spaces of exchange but 

constantly in the imaginaries and geographies of their practice in Quito; differences that are 

'dynamic and permanently shifting, continually reproducing themselves anew' (Fischer-Lichte 

2014: 7). In this, dance's practice and production connects with wider intercultural dialogues in the 

city that, like dance practice, involve both complex cultural interconnection and ongoing practices 

of border-making. In exchange, dance becomes a way to approach these intercultural 'politics of 

negotiation' (Rogers 2014: 54) in ways that might offer possibilities to unsettle and de/re-

construct power relations and forge new collaborations and identities in practice. Here, attention 

to the particularities of practice, objective, and method (and the cultural knowledges they 

articulate), rather than essentialised ideas of ethnic-cultural difference, become key to the fostering 

of intercultural dialogue. In this, exchange speaks back to notions of ethnic-cultural groups as 

'hermetically closed to each other' prevalent in articulations of multiculturalism in Ecuador (Rahier 

2014: 34). It rather recognises their relations as fundamentally transformative dialogues (see 

Fischer-Lichte 2014). The dance exchanges organised in Carapungo were seen by one artist in 

Quito as an example of the kind of work that, together with the consolidation of its particular 

local histories, was needed in building an 'expanded field' of contemporary dance in the city that 

might contest limited and limiting conceptions of its practice. This is also evidently a concern for 

other dance practices in the city as they construct other overlapping and interconnected 'expanded 

fields'. These are processes, then, that are fundamentally about dialogue, and ones in which the 

particular methods, intentions, and objectives of practice must be taken into account in order that 

each might contribute to the ongoing and multiple creative emergence of the other's practice.  
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Chapter 10:  
Conclusions 

	
	
	
	
	
This thesis has explored the cultural geographies of dance through a focus on contemporary 

dance practice in Quito, Ecuador. It has brought cultural geography into closer dialogue with 

perspectives from critical dance studies and (dance) anthropology in order to develop an 

'expanded geography' of dance. This is a geography that engages with dance through the diverse 

and intersecting spaces of its making. Beginning with practice, it traces the relations that produce, 

and are produced by, dancing. It does so by moving through concerns of the historical, the 

institutional, the corporeal, and the politics of diverse and shifting identities. This thesis has 

sought to go beyond singular approaches to dance practice in order to build a more nuanced 

picture of its politics, its poetics, and the intricate entanglements between them. While working 

through understandings gained from the vibrant, emergent moment, then, this thesis has also 

sought to recognise dance as a creative practice that is consciously produced and debated, as a 

form of social meaning-making, and as a networked professional field of work emerging through 

particular structures of institutions and policy.  By engaging with these geographies across 

different artists' practice in one city - Quito, Ecuador - the thesis has also demonstrated the 

multiple and diverse ways these relations are constructed, negotiated and reconfigured through 

practice. Such an approach offers ways to understand dance both with, and through, bodily 

knowledges in a manner that sees them as emerging in intimate dialogue with the geographies of 

their context. By way of conclusion here, I want to consider how the thesis advances scholarly 

perspectives on contemporary dance and on the geographies of contemporaneity. To do this I 

bring into conversation three key concepts that underpin the arguments laid out in these pages; 

namely, the contemporary, multiplicity, and the postcolonial.  

 
The contemporary is... 

an approach not an aesthetic 
 process over product 

a questioning, a dance of permanent exploration 
 consciousness and reflection  

risk 
 doing whatever you want 

 decodifying the body 
ceasing to 'do' 

 interdisciplinarity 
 Release technique 

a concern for the everyday 
instability 

 unpredictability 
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 mixture 
 rupture 

 authenticity 
 being in the present 

 
 (Phrases taken from author's research interviews in Quito 2013-14 and interviews by Esteban Donoso and 

Genoveva Mora for El Apuntador, Quito, 2012, author's translations) 
 

 

Conceptions of the contemporary are marked by multiplicity. It is a term taken to signify at once 

the vibrant, emergent moment ('the immediate'), a present shared between self and other ('the 

contemporaneous'), and the coexistence of distinct temporalities ('the cotemporal') (Smith 2009: 

3-4). The conceptions of dance set forth in this thesis have been present in the thinking and doing 

of practice as, at once, a matter of individual being and aliveness to the present (the 'immediate'), 

as a particular mode of meaning-making with a particular social sense (the 'contemporaneous'), 

and as an on-going creative process that is continually unfolding and folding in on itself297 (the 

'cotemporal'). In the diverse ways it is experienced and produced, then, the contemporary in dance 

'resists universal generalization, resists even generalization about that resistance' (Smith 2009: 5). 

In Quito, contemporaneity was conceptualised in multiple and contested ways that saw it narrated 

variously as a question of corporeal technique (Release, Flying Low), of aesthetics (everyday movement, 

stripping away, or comments in choreography: 'No, that looks very danza moderna... - change 

it'298), of method (interdisciplinarity), of the elements used in creation (video, technology, non-conventional 

spaces), or of objectives in performance (not seeking to represent, being yourself on stage299) (composite 

comments from fieldwork interviews 2013-14). Above all, however, it was considered a particular 

approach to dance's production. In this conception, articulations of the contemporary are 

delinked from notions of 'innovation', and rather associated with a critical approach to the creative 

process.   

 

The important thing is for it to be a conscious process of adopting something, recognising that. [...] In that 
sense, the issue of contemporaneity goes beyond the label. For me it has to do with being oneself, being 
responsible, thoughtful, reflexive, and doing what you like. Then if that's [categorised as] contemporary or 
not that depends, everything's relative. [...] The important thing is that with each work you're creating a 
world, with all the ethical and political responsibilities that come with that. So, beyond questions of the 
beautiful or the ugly, or technique, or '¡ay! I use video', or '¡ay! isn't it alternative to dance in the street!', the 
issue is: what world are you creating?  

(Tamia Guayasamin, personal interview, 9 September 2013, author's translation)  
 

																																																								
297 Dance's relations with other times - in terms of both socio-cultural and artistic histories - are thus not linear but 
cyclical (see Agamben 2009). There has been increased attention to these dynamics in contemporary dance research and 
practice in recent years with work related to reconstruction and the performing archive (see Barba 2011; Nachbar 2012; 
Hardt 2011; Elswit 2014). Such work foregrounds the moments in practice that produce what Peter Osborne has called 
the ‘con-temporary’: the 'coming together not simply "in" time, but of times [...] by a coming together of different but 
equally "present" temporalities.' (Osborne 2013:17). These are developments that form part of the larger project within 
dance studies of critically engaging with conceptions of the ephemeral in relation to dance practice (see, for example, 
Klein and Noeth 2011).  
298 Fieldnotes, Colectivo Zeta rehearsal, 15 April 2013.  
299 'Being yourself' on stage is a concept linked to the cultivated naturalness that has become important to contemporary 
dance practice in many places in recent decades (see Roche 2015, Jordan 1992).  
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Attention to these conscious, productive processes of worldmaking in contemporary dance means 

examining their dialogues with specific geographies: a process that entails the exploration of the 

contemporary dance's multiplicity through the particular (see Smith 2008).  

 

Recent contemporary dance scholarship has emphasised ideas of multiplicity in the 

conceptualisation of dancing bodies (Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008), their identities (Roche 2015), and 

the worlds they create (Klein and Noeth 2011). Such work recognises the creative relations that 

produce, and are produced by, dance practice as diverse, shifting, and contingent. These are 

bodies that emerge through the layering of disparate practices in eclectic processes of bricolage; 

identities that constantly shift and transform as dancers move through and add to these layers; and 

practices that produce not a singular universal but many intersecting, constantly emerging, worlds. 

Multiplicity presents a way to conceptualise dancing bodies and worlds as both historical and 

emergent as they move through increasingly diversified, interconnected fields of practice. I want 

to argue that this creative, corporeal layering locates, as well as diversifies, dance's multiplicity and 

sees it emerge through particular politics that are (re)produced, negotiated and reworked through 

practice. In this way, I argue for recognition of the distinct ways multiplicity is made and 

experienced in different dance worlds; in Quito, for example, bodies frequently narrated 'eclectic, 

eclectic, eclectic!' (Andrade 2012, author's translation) embody a multiplicity that emerges through 

the specificities of local canons and structures of training, and particular, constantly evolving, 

cross-border relations. There are also hegemonic singularities that continue within multiplicity (see 

Chatterjea 2013). For example, frequent associations of Release-based techniques and floor work 

with 'contemporaneity' in Quito, where training typically emerges from other sets of dancistic 

traditions, often inflect how the city's scene, and the dance it produces, is narrated in relation to 

'the contemporary'. It is also notable that multiplicity, like nomadism (Brazzale 2014) and 

flexibility (Kedhar 2014), might be experienced not only as a logic but also a condition of 

contemporaneity: As artists, if we want to be called contemporary, it's our responsibility to widen the diversity 

[of practice]; rather than doing the same things there are so many other lines you can access now. (Tamia 

Guayasamin, personal interview, 9 September 2013, author's translation). The contemporary thus appears 

as a concept that is, at once, 'boundary-less' and strictly bounded. While notions of multiplicity 

and eclecticism generate space for a great diversity of corporeal sense-making within 

'contemporary dance', then, its negotiated definition also often forms the basis for narrations of 

difference that continue to matter in globalised dance worlds (see Chatterjea 2004a, 2013). In this, 

I argue for the importance of seeing dance's multiplicity in terms of a postcolonial politics. 

 

Attention to these politics, most importantly, involves consideration of the ways contemporary 

dance's multiplicity is actively made and negotiated through artistic work. This brings focus on 

questions of creative agency and the conscious, purposeful, layered, self-making that occurs 

through dance production and the complex politics of these processes (see Kringelbach 2013). In 
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Quito attention to these processes also means recognising the dynamics of decolonisation often 

considered fundamental to the production of the contemporary in dance practice (see also: 

Maqoma 2006; Kodesh 2006; Chatterjea 2004a).  

 

This is a process forged through relations that go beyond national boundaries to form a 'politics 

of transnational affiliation' (Sörgel 2011: 85) that also has intimate connections to geographical 

specificity. While for some, contemporary dance production requires the emergence of a 

'deterritorialised transnational politics' (Sörgel 2011: 91), I rather conceptualise these relations as 

multi-layered and complex, at once transnational and intricately located. Such an approach enables 

attention to the active role of specificity within multiplicity as artists seek the construction of an 

'expanded field' of practice through processes of reflection, investigation, and dialogue developed 

at multiple scales. Dance is a transformative practice, expanding its field in multiple directions 

simultaneously in ways that are always also particular. In the convictions and intentions that drive 

these creative processes, dance emerges as a practice that, while involving the ephemeral and the 

elusive, is also about certainty (see Klein and Noeth 2011).  

 

Contemporary dance from the global South is frequently positioned as 'fusion', 'hybrid', or 'world' 

dance on international stages (see Chatterjea 2013; Foster 2009). Decolonisation of ideas of the 

contemporary in studies of dance practice, and the reconfiguration of boundaries and definitions 

within hegemonic dance worlds, therefore continues to be of critical importance in order to 

facilitate dialogues between dance worlds and rework the terms of this engagement. In bringing 

attention to these relations, this thesis forms part of a larger project within the intersections of 

geography, dance studies and (dance) anthropology to diversify the perspectives and relations 

through which contemporary dance is understood. It also contributes to the development of 

frameworks through which these expanded perspectives on contemporary dance and its 

production might emerge. The thesis thus sits within an emerging body of work that explores 

contemporary dance from a postcolonial perspective; work thusfar developed for practice related 

to Africa (Kringelbach 2013; Kodesh 2006; Sörgel 2011), the Caribbean (Sörgel 2007), and India 

(Chatterjea 2004a, 2013; Katrak 2011) and, here, in relation to Latin America. Such an approach 

decentres European-US dance worlds as the sole producers of 'the contemporary' and seeks to 

engage with other intersecting histories, geographies, and relations as a key part of debates around 

contemporary dance practice.  

 

By working across instances of practice in Quito, this thesis has also advanced postcolonial 

perspectives on contemporary dance that often focus on its specific creative connections to 

traditional practices (see Katrak 2011; Chatterjea 2004a, 2013). While such relations have formed 

part of the discussion here, they have been shown as one line of exploration among many diverse 

ways of 'doing' contemporary dance in Quito, each with their own particular politics. The value of 
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producing practice otherwise through gesture and bodies marked as 'different' on the global stage 

- in what Chatterjea (2013: 11) describes as a kind of 'contamination/bad/mis-translation' - is 

imperative to a critical postcolonial approach to contemporary dance practice. I would, however, 

contest the idea that this is the only approach to contemporary dance that can challenge 

European-US practice as the 'neutral universal' (see Chatterjea 2013) and suggest that postcolonial 

approaches to contemporary dance practice should not be restricted to these perspectives. Here, 

attention to the diverse geographies that make, and are made by, contemporary dance sees 

hegemonic practice challenged and reworked in ways that are not just about aesthetics but also 

about method, approach and objectives in the creative process, as well as the negotiated 

institutional and policy dynamics that shape dance production. Through a focus on contemporary 

dance in Quito through two years of ethnographic fieldwork This thesis has also advanced 

scholarly debates around dance practice in three key areas; namely, dance canons (Dodds 2011), 

cultural policy and institutions (Kolb 2011; Kunst 2015), and the construction of dancing bodies 

in contemporary dance practice (Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008).  

 

Here, a non-Eurocentric perspective contributes to the development of a postcolonial take on 

these debates, working to pluralise their conceptualisation by examining dance's emergence 

through other sets of relations. Dance canons are rendered multiple in a way that seeks to unsettle 

simplistic ideas of opposition/resistance and binaries of global/local, centre/periphery, in order to 

consider the presence of local and regional, as well as international, canons. This recognises local 

historical and institutional dynamics as producing artistic canons in particular ways. In its 

engagement with issues of cultural policy, the thesis has also illustrated dance's emergence through 

specific relationships between artists, the state, and transnational actors in Quito in ways that 

make clear a postcolonial politics. Artists negotiate structures of support constructed through state 

concerns of nation-making, and transnational relations that have often seen artistic production 

framed as part of discourses of social development. In examining the negotiation of policy and the 

institutional geographies it produces through both vertical and horizontal relations, the thesis has 

paid explicit attention to how these geographies are also actively negotiated and reworked by 

dance companies and independent artists.  

 

In its attention to dancing bodies in Quito, the thesis has built on ideas of the 'eclectic body' 

(Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008) in contemporary dance by showing this eclecticism as coming about 

through both transnational connection and the particular geographies of the Quito scene. It does 

so in ways that layer international and local worlds of practice in the on-going emergence of 

distinct but related contemporaneities in the practice of dancing bodies. In its focus on the 

dialogues between different dance practices in Quito, the thesis advances emerging work on the 

production of intercultural corporealities through dance practice. It also bridges divides in the 

kinds of scholarly attention paid to traditional and contemporary dance practice. 
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Across the thesis, I have argued for an 'additive' rather than linear logic (Barba 2013: n.p.) in 

conceptions of the contemporary that sees it rendered in terms of multiplicity. Through my 

empirical analysis developed from two years of extensive ethnographic research in Quito, I 

present a field that is multiple, situated and complex – entangled in diverse associations and 

possibilities as it continually unfolds. Within this, I have shown the geographies and creative 

dialogues presented in this thesis to be both negotiated and actively, constantly, multiplies through 

artistic work. The development of an expanded field of dance as established in this thesis is, I 

have argued, a geographical imperative.  
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Appendix A 
 

 
Acronyms  
 
 
BEM 
 

Ballet Experimental Moderno Modern Experimental Ballet 

BNE 
 

Ballet Nacional del Ecuador National Ballet of Ecuador 

CAC 
 

Centro de Arte Contemporáneo Centre of Contemporary Art 

CCE 
 

Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana House of Ecuadorian Culture 

CNDE 
 

Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador National Dance Company of Ecuador 
 

FDI 
 

Frente de Danza Independiente Independent Dance Front 

 
 

Glossary  
 
Achiote A tree whose seeds, from spiny fruit, can be crushed to make a red powder 

traditionally used in Ecuador as hair or body paint and in cooking.  

El Ashanguero Character in the Mama Negra festival of Latacunga, Cotopaxi, considered by 
some as the husband of the Mama Negra. In the street procession carries on 
his back a large wooden frame or basket laden with food such as bread, fruit, 
chicken, guinea pig, liquor, and sometimes a whole pig, to be shared amongst 
festival participants. 

Afrodescendiente 
 

Afro-descendant.  

Afroecuatoriano 
 

Afro-Ecuadorian.  

Afroecuatorianidad 'Afro-Ecuadorianness'. 
 

Alfandoque 
 

Instrument common in Afro-Ecuadorian traditional music comprising a 
hollow reed or cane filled with peas, buckshot or pebbles and enclosed to 
make a shaker.   
 

Alianza PAIS Alianza por una Patria Altiva I Soberana (Alliance for a Proud and Sovereign 
Homeland). The ruling political party in Ecuador since 2007, led by Rafael 
Correa.  
 

Autogestión  'Self-management', the independent generation and management of resources 
 

Ballet folklórico A group performing traditional dance forms stylised and spectacularised for 
the stage. Sometimes tied to structures of government support and/or 
associated with folklore research institutes. 
 

Banda de pueblo 
 

Traditional town band of brass and percussion whose sound is typically 
associated with música nacional. Common in festivals, processions, and other 
public events throughout the Ecuadorian Andes.  
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Lo barroco 
 

Literally 'the baroque', lo barroco describes a logic of eclecticism and 
heterogeneity often associated in Latin America with a colonial history. It is 
sometimes described as characterising an 'alternative modernity'.  
 

Battement tendu 
 

Ballet term for a gradual leg extension that might be on the ground or raised 
in the air, and to the front, side, or back of the body 
 

Banda Mocha 
 

A musical ensemble whose instruments include flutes, guitars, gourds, and 
orange leaves characteristic of Imbabura province in the Northern Andean 
region of Ecuador and, specifically, the Valle del Chota.  
 

Blanco-mestizo 'White-mestizo'.  
 

Blanqueamiento 'Whitening' in both racial and cultural senses. 
 

Bomba Term used to name the music group, drum, dance and musical genre 
traditionally produced by Afro-Ecuadorian communities of the Valle del 
Chota, Ecuador. 
 

Campesino A person whose livelihood depends primarily on farming the land. 
 

Casa de la 
Cultura 
Ecuatoriana 
(CCE) 
 

'Ecuadorian House of Culture'. A state-owned cultural institution founded in 
Quito in 1944 as part of an influential ideology of 'national culture'. It has 
historically been autonomous in management and administration. Its 
headquarters in central Quito form part of a network of  23 smaller núcleos 
around the country.  
 

Chagra Term commonly used to refer to a mestizo peasant of the central Sierra 
(Cotopaxi, Bolivar, and Chimborazo). The term chagra is understood to come 
from the Kichwa word chacra—cultivated maize field. The word is also used in 
cities as an adjective denoting rural origins, provincialism, bad taste, and bad 
manners. 

Cholo Term of racial-ethnic and cultural differentiation, mostly with derogatory 
connotations, within discourses of mestizaje.  

Cimarrón Name given to escaped slaves that maintained their liberty on the run or living 
in free communities known as palenques.  
 

Contact 
Improvisation 
 

A 'dance of relations' originally developed in the US in the early 1970s, led by 
Steve Paxton, Nancy Stark-Smith and others, that focuses on forces of weight, 
gravity and momentum in movement and a a heightened sensory awareness.  

Costumbrismo An artistic movement in the late nineteenth century in many parts of Latin 
America in which popular culture was appropriated and refashioned by elites. 
 

Criollo 
 

Term originally used to designate people of Spanish descent born in the 
Americas that has become one of varied and ambiguous meaning. It is 
sometimes used to connote members of the ruling elite. It can also mean 
simply 'local' or 'vernacular'.  
 

Danza-teatro 
 

Dance-theatre 

Danza 
afroecuatoriana 
 

Afro-Ecuadorian dance 

Danza 
contemporánea 

Contemporary dance 
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Danza folklórica 
 

'Folkloric' dance 

Danza tradicional 
 

Traditional dance 

Flying Low A contemporary dance technique created by the Venezuelan David Zambrano 
that focuses on the dancer's relationship with the floor. Through attention to 
breath, the release of energy, and to skeletal structure, it seeks efficient 
movement in and out of the floor.  
 

Fondos 
Concursables 
 

State programme of competitive funds for short-term arts projects set up in 
Ecuador in 2009.   

Fondos de 
Festivales 
 

State programme of competitive funds for festivals set up in Ecuador in 2009.   

Gringo 
 

Term used widely in Latin America to refer to people of US origin or, at 
times, from the West more generally. The subtleties of its meaning depend on 
the context in which it is used - mostly non-derogatory, it can also be used as 
a way to deride things that don't 'belong' or that are viewed as having 
succumbed to hegemonic US culture.  
 

El Huaco 
 

Character in the festival Mama Negra in Latacunga that represents the pre-
Incaic healers or shamans. They announce the arrival of the procession and 
cleanse the spectators of illness. They also ridicule the persecution and 
domination of the Incas and of Catholic priests. 
 

Iberescena An inter-governmental fund for arts production across twelve Iberamerican 
member nations, including Ecuador.  
  

Indio/a 'Indian' (meaning indigenous). Pejorative when used by non-indigenous 
people. 
 

Karishina Kichwa word ('kari' meaning 'man' and 'shina' meaning 'like'). Name usually 
given to a woman who does not do domestic or household chores. Also used 
to connote a 'disobedient' girl.  
 

Kichwa Language developed from Quechua, language of the imperial Inca.  
 

Ley de Cultura The national Culture Law whose formulation has been ongoing in Ecuador 
since the coming of the new constitution in 2008.  
 

Llucho Naked (in Kichwa) 
 

Maestro 
 

Literally, 'teacher'. Also used as a term of authority and respect in the dance 
world. 
 

Mama Negra 
 

The Mama Negra or Black Mother is one of the principal figures in a festival of 
the central Andean city of Latacunga held in celebration of the Virgen de las 
Mercedes.  
 

Mapalé Traditional Afro-descendant dance form associated in Ecuador particularly 
with the northern Esmeraldas province. A dance of five stages - fluir (flow), 
staccato (staccato), lírico (lyrical), caos (chaos), quietud (stillness) - that develop 
with the quickening beat of the drum, building to a frenetic energy before 
finding stillness. Characteristic of the Caribbean coastal region of Colombia, it 
forms an important part of Afro-descendant practice in Ecuador. 
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Marimba Traditional Afro-descendant dance form associated in Ecuador particularly 

with the northern Esmeraldas province. A form of dance and music of 
various rhythms (including currulao, andarele) based on the drum, marimba (a 
kind of xylophone), and other percussion.  
 

Mestizaje 
 

Ideology of the 'blending' or 'mixing' of race, ethnicity and/or culture.  

Mestizo  
 

Literally meaning 'mixed', usually used in Latin America to connote someone 
of mixed Indigenous and Spanish heritage. 
 

Ministerio de 
Cultura 

The Ministry of Culture (est. 2007), renamed in 2013 the Ministry of Culture 
and Heritage. 
 

Música chichera Popular musical genre in Ecuador associated particularly with indigenous and 
mestizo working-classes (Wong 2012), and typically related to drinking (chichera 
comes from chicha, a fermented corn beer typical of the Andes). 
 

Neo-indigenismo A position that sees identity and citizenship as rooted in generalised popular 
indigenous cultures in Ecuador.  
 

Palenque Place of refuge for escaped slaves. Often settlements far from the city and 
from plantations to prevent invasion by enslavers. Often became free 
communities with their own laws and leaders.  
 

Patria Homeland, where one is from. Is generally used in more emotive contexts 
than 'país' ('country').  
 

Performance Term used (in English) in Ecuador to refer to performance art as a genre and 
practice.  
 

Pueblo The dynamic collectivity of 'the people'. 
 

Release Technique 
 

Umbrella term for a range of bodily practices emphasising muscle relaxation, 
use of breath, gravity, and skeletal alignment. Images are lines, bowls and 
bridges are often used to release the body into easy and efficient alignment 
and action.  
 

Revolución 
Ciudadana 
 

'Citizen's Revolution'. Political project of Alianza PAIS, party that took power 
in Ecuador in 2007, that claims its objective to be the refounding of the 
Ecuador state and the construction of a socialism defined in the populist 
rhetoric of 'Buen Vivir' or 'Living Well'.   
 

Revolución 
Cultural 

Ecuadorian president Rafael Correa's 'Cultural Revolution', part of the 
Revolución Ciudadana (Citizen's Revolution). Proposes the recuperation, 
strengthening and reinterpretation of the Ecuadorian nation through new 
imaginaries borne of the country's own histories and cultures; a process in 
which the state is positioned as taking a central role.  
 

Somatic practices 
 

Approach to the body and its movement that foregrounds the body as a 
thinking organism. Includes a wide range of practices including Feldenkrais, 
Alexander, and Contact.  

 
Taita Kichwa for 'father'. 

 
Zapateo A stamping movement characteristic of traditional indigenous Andean dance. 
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Appendix B 
 
 
Dance collectives, organizations and institutions 
 
 
Aposta Danza Emergente 
Aposta Danza Emergente (Aposta Emergent Dance) is an independent contemporary dance 
group founded on 2013 by Freddy Taipe and Tamia Sánchez. The group works with the 
appropriation of public spaces for training and experimentation. They have also worked with 
video-dance. Works include Mientras hable, lo escucharé (2013) and Mesa servida (2014).  
 
Arte en el Trole 
Arte en el Trole (Art in the Trole) is a project established in 2006 between Quito's Sistema Trolebus 
(today Empresa de Pasajeros de Quito) and the independent organization Centro Cultural del Sur that 
takes arts performance into the spaces of the city's trolebus system. The project is both publicly 
and privately funded and has, since its beginnings, expanded into other public spaces. With this 
work it aims to strengthen the creation, production, dissemination and circulation of cultural work 
and promote the democratization of culture through public performance. 
 
Ballet Experimental Moderno (BEM) 
Ballet Experimental Moderno (Modern Experimental Ballet) was one of the first groups to 
develop work outside dance's institutions in Ecuador. The Ballet Experimental Moderno (BEM) 
was active in Quito between 1972 and 1974 and became an important basis for the emergence of 
the independent scene in the city. Founding members included Wilson Pico, Diego Pérez and 
Julio Pico. The artists saw their work as related but markedly distinct to international currents in 
modern dance in its emergence in close dialogue with local social realities and production with few 
resources. Its social and political consciousness, and interest in engaging with popular audiences, 
gained strength in the work of the FDI and continues as an important philosophy in the practice 
of contemporary dance in Quito.  
 
Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE) 
Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (National Ballet of Ecuador) was founded in Quito in 1980 by 
dancers Rubén Guarderas, Camila Schmidt, César Orbe, Jaime Orbe, Rocío Silva and Ramón 
Sulen. The company functions as a part-private, part-state funded entity. It comprises around 
eighty dancers and is directed by Rubén Guarderas. The company created its ballet school the 
Escuela Metropolitana de Danza “Metrodanza” (Metropolitan School of Dance “Metrodanza”) in 
2004, which resides in the installations of the Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana in Quito. The 
company has diversified its casts in recent years and now has three others besides its classical cast: 
the Ballet Metropolitano (Metropolitan Ballet), Ballet Contemporáneo (Contemporary Ballet), and 
Ballet Urbano (Urban Ballet).  
 
Callejón Vacío: Arte en Movimiento 
Callejón Vacío: Arte en Movimiento is an independent collective founded in 2013 by Christian 
Masabanda. The collective bases its work in explorations of physicality. With the Compañía 
Nacional de Danza del Ecuador the collective produces the annual dance festival “Vivamos La 
Danza”. Works include: Para Él (2013), Sin Aliento (2013) and Ome-Yolotl (2014).  
 
Casa de la Cultura (CCE) 
The Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana (Ecuadorian House of Culture) is a public cultural institution 
founded in 1944 as part of an influential ideology of 'national culture' (see Tinajero 2011; 
Handelsman 2007). State-owned, it is considered autonomous in management and administration. 
With its headquarters located in central Quito, its large installations comprise a large theatre (the 
Teatro Nacional), another smaller theatre (Teatro Prometeo), various smaller theatre spaces 
including the Sala Mariana de Jesús, the Ballet Nacional school Metrodanza, a library, museum, 
and cinema. It has 23 nucleos or branches around the country. A number of the spaces on it have 
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been occupied since the 1990s by numerous dance and theatre groups, who manage their activities 
and spaces independently, including the Frente de Danza Independiente and Escuela Futuro Sí.   
 
Centro de Arte Contemporáneo (CAC) 
The Centro de Arte Contemporáneo (Contemporary Art Centre), also known locally as the 
Antiguo Hospital Militar (Old Militar Hospital), was opened as the city's foremost official centre 
for contemporary art in 2008, and since 2011 has been managed and directed under the 
municipally funded body Fundación Museos de la Ciudad. While the CAC's rooms are gallery 
spaces dedicated exclusively to the visual arts, the stone courtyards, polished wood corridors and 
open hallways were, during fieldwork, an important space for independent contemporary dance.  
 
Centro de Danza Experimental (CEDEX) 
The Centro de Danza Experimental (Experimental Dance Centre) was founded in 2006 by 
independent artist and CNDE cast member Fernando Cruz. The centre brings together 
independent artists to research, create and disseminate their work with a principal focus on dance 
in non-conventional spaces and the social possibilities of dance practice. CEDEX produces the 
annual festival “A Cielo Abierto”. Works include Levedad (2013).  
 
Colectivo Zeta 
An independent collective originally formed in 2010 from eight cast members of the Ballet 
Nacional del Ecuador with the intention to explore beyond the aesthetics and conventions 
foregrounded in their work with the company ('zeta' or the 'Z' Collective, plays on the idea of 
being in the last cast). The collective works across dance and theatre, and in recent years has 
sought to bring together artists from diverse disciplines (e.g. from theatre, writing, architecture, 
and photography). The collective engages with the grotesque and the kitsch in its work. Works 
include: En mi cuerpo existirás: solos sin cuerpos que habitan la Casa Trans (2012), Anónimo… ser (2013), 
Orquesta de cámara: concierto en fa menor para músicos sin violines (2013), Tacones y una mosca (2013), Un 
hombre muerto a puntapies (2015). 
 
 
Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE) 
The Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (National Company of Contemporary Dance of 
Ecuador; CNDE) is Ecuador's only professional contemporary dance company. It was established 
in 1976 and is entirely state funded. The director since 1999 is María Luisa Gonzalez and the 
principal choreographer Jorge Alcolea (Cuba). Prominent large-format works in recent years 
include El agua y la Memoria (Jorge Alcolea, 2012), Otro Bolero de Ravel (Hervé Maigret, 2012), La 
Condición (Jorge Alcolea, 2012), Una Puerta (Jorge Alcolea, 2013); and in small format Ensayo de 
Luces (Sebastian Salvador, 2010).  The company's cast typically numbers around sixteen dancers, 
who have to have been resident in Ecuador for five years as a condition of entry. Its performances 
are free of charge. Cast members include: Omar Aguirre, Cristian Albuja, Vilmedis Cobas, Lorena 
Delgado, Paúl García, Pedro Hurtado, Gabriela Rosero, Emilia Benitez, Oscar Santana, Sebastián 
Salvador, Eliana Zambrano, Fernando Cruz, Elizabeth Arroyo, Fátima Bassante, Lisset Galego 
and Alejandra Delgado. 
 
Escuela Futuro Sí! 
In 2003 the Frente de Danza Independiente established the Proyecto Futuro Sí! (the 'Yes Future!' 
Project), an initiative that sought to make contemporary dance training (alongside other arts) 
available to young people of scarce economic resources in Quito. Through foregrounding 
experimentation and creative process, it aimed to facilitate dance's emergence in dialogue with the 
diverse realities of its students. The project was a significant point of entry into contemporary 
dance for numerous artists who continue in the medium. After funding for the project ended in 
2008, Escuela Futuro Sí! was established as a centre for paid classes. The school works from a 
philosophy of danza para todos los cuerpos ('dance for all bodies'), seeking to facilitate engagement 
with contemporary dance beyond what it sees as the limiting dominant conceptions of its practice. 
It is run by Wilson Pico together with Ana Jácome, Alba Catucuago and Sofía Cisneros and 
located in the Casa de la Cultura in Quito.  
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Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI)  
The Frente de Danza Independiente (Front of Independent Dance) was established in Quito in 
1984 and emerged as a key alternative space for independent contemporary dance in the city. In 
its beginnings the FDI comprised eleven members (including Wilson Pico, Klever Viera, Marcela 
Correa, Carlos Cornejo, Susana Reyes, María Luisa Gonzalez, Luis Mueckay, and Arturo Garrido), 
many of whom continue as important figures in contemporary dance production, direction and 
training in Quito. The group worked with ideas of the decodification of the body and the 
shedding of technique, turning attention from technical virtuosity and stage spectacle to explore 
through improvisation. The FDI currently work out of related spaces Sala de Artes Escénicas 
Mariana de Jesús (est. 1998) and Escuela Exploradores de la Danza (est. 2000) in Quito's Casa de 
la Cultura. It is run by artist Terry Araujo.  
 
Gatos en la Barriga 
Colectivo Gatos en la Barriga is an independent collective officially launched in 2012. Members 
include: Sofía Calderón, Nataly Loza, Denise Neira, Paulina Peñaherrera, Viviana Sánchez, Irina 
Pontón, and Esteban Donoso. It is a space of dance experimentation that approaches the body as 
a space in which culture, subjectivity and aesthetics intersect. Works include: Ocupaciones 
Intrascendentes (2012) and 63 mañanas (2013). The group also runs the Festival Minimas Residencias, 
which focuses on artistic intervention into small-scale domestic spaces in Quito through their 
inhabitation.  
 
Hilo de Plata: Teatro del cuerpo 
An independent group established in 2007 and led by Wilson Pico, 'to explore Ecuadorian gesture 
and create an authentic language' through a 'theatre of the body' (Hilo de Plata). Works include 
País (2008) and Juegos para espantar el hambre (2013). Members at the time of fieldwork were: Wilson 
Pico, Ana Jácome, Miguel Jara, Sophia Cisneros, and Alba Catucuago.   
 
Hivos 
Hivos is a Dutch international development organisation that has supported numerous 
contemporary dance projects in Quito, including the Frente de Danza Independiente and its 
Proyecto Futuro Sí.  
 
Movimiento Centrífuga   
Movimiento Centrífuga (Centrifugal Movement) is an independent dance collective formed in 
Quito in 2011 between members Sofía Barriga, Fausto Espinosa, and Cristina Baquerizo. Their 
work focuses on the creation of dance in dialogue with the surrounding environment, particularly 
in non-conventional spaces. Projects include the festival Quito Concreto: formación-creación-difusión 
(2012), Miercoles de Artes Escenicas en el CAC (2013), and Proyecto Ruta (2015). The group's activities 
were based in the spaces of Quito's Centro de Arte Contemporáneo (CAC) from 2012 to 2015.  
 
Taller Permanente de Experimentación Escénica  
The Taller Permanente de Experimentación Escénica (Permanent Workshop of Performance 
Experimentation) is a performance group that takes its name from the choreographic workshops 
led by Klever Viera at the Ballet Nacional. Daily classes are followed by choreographic workshops 
in which works are created through a process that includes student improvisations and collective 
discussion. These are free of charge under the sponsorship of the Ballet Nacional.  
 
Teatro Nacional Sucre 
The Teatro Nacional Sucre (National Theatre Sucre) is a prestigious concert hall located in the 
Quito's old town. Inaugurated in 1886, it is one of the oldest in South America. Together with 
various other theatre spaces in Quito (namely, the Teatro Variedades, Teatro México, Centro 
Cultural Mama Cuchara, la Casa de la Fundación, el Café del Teatro), it belongs to the Fundación 
Teatro Nacional Sucre, which comes under the jurisdiction of the municipal government of the 
Distrito Metropolitano de Quito (DMQ).  
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Artist biographies 
 
The brief information given here relates only to that immediately relevant to the focus of analysis 
in this thesis and to developments covered in the period of fieldwork. 
 
 
Carolina Váscones  
Independent artist and former member of the Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI).  Works as 
part of collective Cuarto Piso with Josie Cáceres and Irina Pontón, with whom she has organized 
a series of dance festivals under the name No más Luna en el Agua.  
 
Christian Masabanda 
Contemporary dance artist. Cast member of Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE) 
and, previously, of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE). Director and performer with group 
Callejón Vacío: Arte en Movimiento.  
 
Esteban Donoso 
Independent artist and director of the collective Gatos en la Barriga. Works include Natalia 
Granja/Nathalie Granger (2010), Vuela (2011), Ocupaciones Intranscendentes (2012), 63 mañanas (2013) 
and Cultivo de babosas (with Fabian Barba, 2014).  
 
Fausto Espinosa 
Independent artist and co-founder of the independent collective Movimiento Centrífuga. Practice 
focuses particularly on dance in non-conventional spaces, which also formed the basis for his 
classes given in the installations of the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo (CAC). He also teaches at 
the FDI. Choreographer of works including Migración (2013), Entre líneas de acero y mármol (2013), 
Planta Mandarina (2013) and Proyecto Sol (2014).  
 
Fausto Jijón 
Independent artist based in Mexico. Past member of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador (BNE) 
classical cast.  
 
Fernando Cruz 
Past student of Proyecto Futuro Sí! and now cast member of the Compañía Nacional de Danza 
del Ecuador (CNDE). From 2006 established the Centro de Danza Experimental: CEDEX, a 
centre for classes and investigation for emerging practitioners in contemporary dance in Quito, 
with particular focus on opening access to its practice outside the city centre.  
 
Freddy Taipe 
Independent artist. Former student of Proyecto Futuro Sí!, the Compañía Nacional de Danza, and 
Ballet Nacional del Ecuador. Has been part of Klever Viera's Taller de Experimentación Escénica 
and was one of the founders of the group Hilo de Plata with Wilson Pico. Member of the 
collective Apostados which he co-founded in 2013 with the Ecuadorian dancer Tamia Sanchez. 
 
Genoveva Mora 
Quito dance critic and co-founder of the city's principal performing arts magazine, El Apuntador. 
Researcher (with Esteban Donoso) on an investigative project into the contemporary dance scene 
in Ecuador (El Apuntador, unpublished), and author of the most recent publication on 
contemporary dance in the country, “Cartografía de la danza” (2015).  
 
Jorge Alcolea 
Cuban dance artist who since 2005 has worked as principal figure in the training and 
choreographic production of the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador (CNDE). Was 
previously member of the Cuban company Retazos, directed by Ecuadorian-Cuban artist Isabel 
Bustos. Works with the company include: Manos, La Gran Nostalgia, La Consagración de la Primavera, 
El Agua y la Memoria, La Condición, Una Puerta, La Gran Nostalgia, and Del Humo y del Espejo.  
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Josie Cáceres  
Independent artist. Past long-term member of the Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI). Has 
been involved in the production of numerous contemporary dance festivals in Quito including 
Diálogos en la Danza and No Más Luna en el Agua. Currently forms part of collective Cuarto 
Piso with Carolina Váscones and Irina Pontón.  
 
Karina Cárdenas 
Independent artist. Past founder of independent collective Rayuela and current member of 
Colectivo Zeta. 
 
Klever Viera  
Considered one of the forefathers of contemporary dance in Ecuador. Founder member of the 
Frente de Danza Independiente (FDI), where he worked until 2004. His work explores festive 
memory and ritual, as well as the urban everyday. He is founder of the Taller Permanente de 
Experimentación Coregráfica, a choreographic workshop that follows his daily classes given in the 
installations of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador. He also produces group performances with 
students of his workshop under the same name. Recent works including: La patria de en Medio 
(2013) and El niño del floripondio (2014).  
 
Laura Corral 
Dance practitioner and teacher of the Japanese form Butoh. Her work focuses on the 
investigation of the body as a site of healing, wisdom and memory.  
 
Luzmila Bolaños  
Dance artist and teacher of traditional Afro-Ecuadorian dance, particularly Bomba of the Chota-
Mira Valley. Based in Carapungo (Quito) she has taught regular classes at the Centros de 
Desarrollo Comunitario (CDCs) in various parts of the city. Director of group Yemanyá. 
Collaborator in the Encuentro de danzas organised in Carapungo (Quito) as part of this research 
May-June 2014.  
 
María Gabriela López Yánez 
Dance artist and dance researcher whose work focuses particularly on Bomba at Chota-Mira 
Valley. Former student of Proyect Futuro Sí!. Co-founder of Grupo Itinerante de Artes “Guandul” 
(2008), which has run communal and research projects of dance and music in the Chota-Mira 
Valley and on a more long-running basis in Carapungo (Quito).  
 
María Luisa González 
Director of the Compañía Nacional de Danza del Ecuador since 1999. Original member of the 
Frente de Danza Independiente.  
 
Mercedes Balarezo 
Independent artist. Former student of the Frente de Danza Independiente, and of the Ballet 
Nacional del Ecuador. Current member of Colectivo Zeta. 
 
Rosa Amelia Poveda 
Ecuadorian-German dancer and choreographer. Director of the collectives Donde se rompe el 
Silencio/Tanztheater and Laboratorio Coreográfico Emergente. Recent works include Instrucciones 
para las lágrimas (2013) and Cuando cuentes cuentos cuenta cuantos cuentos cuentas (2014). 
 
Rubén Guarderas 
Director and founder of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador. Past director of the Instituto Nacional 
de Danza.  
 
Sofía Barriga 
Member of independent collective Movimiento Centrífuga. Former member of Compañía 
Nacional de Danza and Ballet Ecuatoriano de Cámara. Principal proponent of Contact 
Improvisation in Ecuador and organiser of related classes and jams in Quito. Sofía also worked as 
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coordinator of dance for the municipal project Quito Cultura Viva and coordinator of performing 
arts at the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo (CAC). She is also member of independent group El 
Pez Dorado under the direction of Jorge Alcolea.  
 
Tamia Guayasamin 
Independent artist and producer. Co-founder of cultural organisation Fundación Arig. Organises 
the course Esmeraldas en Movimiento in the coastal city of Esmeraldas, which seeks to facilitate 
engagement with contemporary dance in communities predominantly focused on traditional Afro-
Ecuadorian dance. Collaborator in the Encuentro de danzas organised in Carapungo (Quito) as part 
of this research May-June 2014. Works include: En el principio (2008) and danzadensa (2010). 
 
Tatiana Valencia 
Teacher of Afro-Esmeraldeñan dance who led classes at Fundación Ochún and the Centro de 
Desarrollo Comunitario in Carapungo, Quito. Collaborator in the Encuentro de danzas organised in 
Carapungo (Quito) as part of this research May-June 2014.  
 
Valeria Andrade 
Independent interdisciplinary artist founder of the project “Sujeto a cambio” (1997). Director of 
Performing Arts at the Ministry of Culture 2012-13, and Subsecretary of Arts and Creativity at the 
Ministry of Culture 2013-2014. Her creative work lies at the intersection of dance, video, arti 
installation and performance. Works include 7 mitos flotantes o el rapto de la integridad: 
DEMOCRACIA (2011).  
 
Wilson Pico 
Considered one of the foremost pioneers of contemporary dance in Ecuador and Latin America, 
the Quiteñan artist Wilson Pico is particularly known for his work in dance-theatre. He is co-
founder of the Frente de Danza Independiente and Proyecto Futuro Sí, and currently directs 
Escuela Futuro Sí from the Sala Mariana de Jesús in the Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana.    
 
Xavier Delgado 
Co-founder and director of independent dance-theatre group Colectivo Zeta. Former member of 
the Contemporary cast of the Ballet Nacional del Ecuador.  
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