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Introduction 

Salpukan: Moving Bodies, Moving Meanings is an original work that addresses 

the practice of human trafficking. Salpukan was performed at the University of Hawai`i 

Mānoa’s Earle Ernst Lab Theatre on February 22-26, 2012 in the Winter Footholds 2012 

Dance Production. 

This document contains an unmodified copy of my original thesis proposal and 

my final thesis reflections. The intention of this document is to chronicle and explain the 

choreographic process from its beginnings to its final presentation in the Winter 

Footholds 2012 Dance Production. 

Part II of this document is presented in chronological order. It begins by offering 

the inspirations for Salpukan, moves to a discussion of the structural elements that ground 

the work, explains the process whereby Salpukan was developed and revised and closes 

with my reflections on the piece. Salpukan was auditioned for Winter Footholds on 

January 26, 2012 and, after it was accepted, was mandated to undergo a number of 

modifications. In order to explain the differences in the work before and after the audition 

date, I break the section into a “pre-audition process” and “post-audition process.” 

All materials produced by these activities are included in the appendices along 

with a full-length, unedited performance footage of Salpukan: Moving Bodies, Moving 

Meanings from Winter Footholds 2012: Dusk and Daybreak. 
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Statement of Intention 
 

In partial fulfillment of the thesis requirements for the degree of Master of Fine 

Arts in Dance at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, I will choreograph an original 

composition, 20-25 minutes in length, to be presented in Winter Footholds on February 

22-26, 2012 during the first half of the show. I will also fulfill the performance 

requirement for the department by performing my own choreography and/or performing a 

solo choreographed by Amy Lynn Schiffner. 

The thesis presentation will reflect the various elements that I have learned in my 

scholarly, choreographic, kinetic and worldly travels. It will incorporate elements from 

my personal movement vocabulary, improvisation, text, media, an original sound score 

and audience participation in order to create a complete theatrical experience, though my 

choreography will be the central focus. The purpose, structure and specific content of my 

choreography are discussed at length in the sections that follow. 

During my choreographic process, I will document my progress using digital 

media, e-mail and social networking media.  All rehearsals will be videotaped and shown 

to the cast and committee members as necessary. All documents will be uploaded onto 

Facebook, an organizational medium that I will use to communicate with the performers. 

Rehearsal videos will be posted on Facebook so that committee members may view the 

process at their discretion. I also will create a blog on Wordpress in order to catalog my 

ideas as I work through the process. All official correspondence with my committee 

members, such as expectations, timelines and critique, will be conducted via e-mail. 
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Concept 

 
The proposed title for my thesis presentation is Salpukan: Moving Bodies, Moving 

Meanings.  Salpukan is a Tagalog word that means “clashing, diverging and crisscrossing 

of borders.”1 The overarching theme of my thesis presentation is the way in which people 

– their bodies, both whole and in part – move and are moved across borders as 

commercial goods. These borders include geographic borders (such as the borders of 

nation-states) and conceptual borders (from being “legal” workers to trafficked humans). 

My presentation is driven by the fact that some people, in the present moment of human 

history, have been reduced to commodities that can be passed around, exchanged and, at 

times, parceled out. My interest in this issue was piqued by the story of Honiefaith Ratilla 

Kamiosawa, a Filipina who worked in Tokyo's Roppongi entertainment district until she 

was brutally killed and dismembered in April 2008.2 Her murder, and many others like it, 

spurred me to consider the phenomenon of labor trafficking3 and how stories like 

Honiefaith’s shed light on the plight of Filipinos working in the diaspora as Overseas 

Foreign Workers (OFWs). 

Because dance is a medium that deals primarily with movement, I find it 

particularly well suited to address aspects of labor trafficking. The various elements in 

the process of buying, selling, moving and, at times, dismembering human bodies are all 

parts of motions and transactions that can be captured in dance. Although film and digital 

                                                
1 “Salpukan” is the verb form of the noun “salpok,” which can mean “impact,” “collision” or “bump.” See 
http://www.bansa.org/dictionaries/tgl/?dict_lang=tgl&type=search&data=salpukan.	  
2 See http://news.sky.com/home/world-news/article/1312130 for a discussion of the story.	  
3 The United Nations’ Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) defines labor trafficking as “he acquisition of 
people by improper means such as force, fraud or deception, with the aim of exploiting them.” See 
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/index.html. One of the purposes of my composition is to 
raise awareness of this phenomenon.	  
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photography and videography can capture the various elements of these processes, dance 

provides a means to articulate kinetic or physical relationships and has immediacy for the 

audience.  For example, I plan to use movement, projected images, suspended photos and 

industrial lighting elements to create the illusion of body parts being severed, displaced 

and manipulated.  These images will be hung strategically on stage in order to create 

qualitative reaction; I hope that these visual and kinesthetic elements will evoke 

sensations and reactions in the audience and provoke discussion.   

The theme is somewhat autobiographical: I am a person who has a conflicted 

relationship with migration and modern institutions. The theme of my thesis presentation 

reflects my development as a choreographer and my personal journeys – my physical 

travels to other countries such as my homeland, my development in the field of dance and 

my academic endeavors, and the concerns that my explorations have raised.   

Salpukan draws on many sources for its inspiration. Central among these are the 

artists that I have studied, such as Merce Cunningham and John Cage, whose work with 

chance operations inspired the final section of my presentation. Pina Bausch’s dance 

dramas offer me insight into how to work with complex social issues choreographically, 

partly through the use of vivid facial and body expressions, while Ananya Chatterjea 

caused me to consider how dance may be used for consciousness raising and 

empowerment. Recent travels to the Philippines and work with the Philippine 

Educational Theater Association (PETA) influenced my approach to this presentation, 

particularly in the idea that an artist can be an integral member of a community and can 

use her work to spur that community to reflect on itself.  Benedict Anderson, E. San Juan, 

Jose Rizal and other authors who have reflected on and criticized modern institutions, 
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have shaped my ideas profoundly. Although Salpukan is dealing with two specific and 

related issues – economic migration and human trafficking – it also speaks to a number of 

related issues, such as the role that global capitalism and modern technology have played 

in making it possible for people to be considered as commodities and how we, as people, 

can choose to confront problems of this type in the name of social justice or to ignore 

them and let them persist.   

My presentation ultimately reveals my commitment as a politically engaged artist, 

someone who feels that my work should speak to contemporary issues and does so in a 

way that engages colleagues, the performers and audience members, and provokes them 

to consider the lives they are leading.  By choreographically articulating the subject of 

human trafficking, I hope to raise audience awareness of an important and pressing topic. 
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Description of Choreography 
 

Given that the focus of Salpukan is the movement of bodies across boundaries, 

my choreography will focus on motion, body parts, and collisions of the dancers. For this 

presentation, I plan to use a number of elements that I have learned throughout my kinetic 

journeys – from yoga poses and hand gestures to modern dance elements – in order to 

capture the themes I aim to articulate. 

Throughout the rehearsal process, a number of choreographed phrases – including 

but not limited to spiral and circular movements and the specific hand gestures inherent 

to the South and Southeast Asian dance cultures of the Philippines, Cambodia and 

Thailand – will be explored and developed. Improvisation and contact improvisation 

work will also be incorporated in order to highlight the dynamic relationships between 

the dancers. The exploration and development of movement phrases and hand gestures 

will be tailored to suit the dancers’ needs and my choreographic aesthetic and vision.   

 
Section I: Moving bodies, breathing bodies 
 

In this section, I will introduce and focus on the natural breathing state of human 

beings, specifically found in small children. One of the reasons children appear to be full 

of energy is because of their ability to breathe slowly and deeply.  By recapturing the 

natural breathing patterns that children posses, I plan to use movements that reflect the 

essence of this natural breath – the smooth, round and continuous rhythmic flows of 

breathing that are taken and released without strain and effort. Movement phrases will 

incorporate a combination of smooth, flowing and continuous arm and leg circles and 

subtle circular and spiral articulations of the stomach and upper back muscles. These 
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movements will be contrasted with reposes consisting of yoga-based poses such as eagle 

(garudasana) and cow-faced (gomukhasana) that will be held deliberately. A kinetic 

conversation between flowing and reposing actions will occur in several variations and 

group divisions. I intend to capture the breathing itself – the breath of life, the possibility 

of living a number of different lives – in this section. The breathing signifies living, 

freedom and choice in this section of Salpukan.   

 

Section II: Converging bodies, framing bodies  

In this section, the dancers will be strategically paired into particular relationships 

that limit their life choices and truncate their freedom. In terms of movement, I plan to 

focus on partner and group work. Movement phrases will integrate manipulations and 

forceful entanglements of fingers, arms, toes, legs and bodies to represent tension, 

struggle and confinement. At the end of this section, audible sounds of rough, irregular 

and uneven sounds and textures of breathing will be played in order to represent the 

tension between freedom and restraint. 

 
Section III: De/Filing bodies 
 

In this section, I plan to highlight the role that people in a community play in 

determining the fate of others as well as what happens if they leave that fate to chance. 

There will be two possible outcomes, positive or negative, for this section based on the 

Cage-Cunningham chance operations approach to performance. Audience participation 

will be crucial to this section. I have constructed and participated in several “chance 

operation” site-specific projects, installations and performances; my experiences will 

inform this part of my thesis work.  
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Ending 

A brief recapitulation of the motifs from the various sections will serve as the 

climax of my presentation. If the positive outcome was chosen, a movement phrase that 

expresses optimism will be performed. The dancers will perform spiraling and swinging 

body movements, swaying their arms and dancing in a liberated manner. The arm circles 

and leg circles from the first section of the presentation will be developed to represent a 

community of individuals sharing and interacting. A supportive style of partner work will 

be displayed.  

If the negative outcome was chosen, movement phrase made up of yoga poses 

with rough and jagged qualities will be featured. Partner work consisting of more 

aggressive lifts and tosses will be highlighted to accentuate the unpleasantly rough and 

violent entanglements of body parts. One dancer will end up completely entrapped.  This 

dancer’s breathing will be the only thing heard and while random images of body parts 

on the backdrop will be displayed. The images will be of the dancer’s body parts and 

photos taken from rehearsals. 
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Media 
 

Live camera projection will be used along with digital photos of the performers as 

projected images and as hung elements in the performance. The purpose of these images 

is to create a visceral and vivid illusory experience and to raise awareness about the 

epidemic of human trafficking.  The images of body parts will be displayed in order to 

represent their commoditized nature in our current stage of human history. These images 

also signify how fortunate I am as a Filipina artist in comparison to Filipinas who have 

been hired as domestic workers stereotyped as “warm bodies” for simple labor and have 

been victimized and parceled out throughout in the world.  Other photographic images 

from outside sources will be used also and I will obtain proper authorization of these 

materials prior to them being used. 
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Music 
 

The music for Salpukan will come from a number of sources. These will include: 

recorded music originally composed by Maria Jocelyn Marfil (Ph.D candidate in the 

Ethnomusicology program); spoken text by the dancers and me; and speeches from poets 

and individuals connected with the topic of human trafficking such as Grace Nono, a 

spoken word artist and poet, Leny Mendoza Strobel, Associate Professor of American 

Multicultural Studies and Sonoma State University, and Ruth Mabanglo, Professor of 

Filipino and Philippine Literature Program Department of Hawaiian and Indo-Pacific 

Languages and Literatures University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa. I will edit the music, spoken 

text and sound score. All sources will be credited in the concert program, publicity 

information and overall documentation for archival purposes.  
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Costuming 
 

The overall approach for the costumes is to be determined. I will schedule several 

“brainstorming” meetings with Cheri Vasek and Hannah Schauer to seek their assistance 

and guidance. The costumes may be acquired from costume stock and the 

choreographer’s and dancers’ personal wardrobes. Some costumes will likely be 

purchased, depending on need and budgeting.  

 
Color scheme and ideas 
 

I plan to have 2-3 costumes changes. All performers will wear dark, hooded 

cloaks (black or dark grey) at the beginning of the presentation. The second costume 

change will be made up of everyday casual wear. The base/nude costumes for the dancers 

will serve as the last costume change.  

The costume changes will happen on stage in order to create a sense of continuity 

choreographically and visually for the audience. All changes will be choreographed, as 

will the transitions between sections.  
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Casting 
 
As of September 2011, a number of performers I have chosen to be a part of my 

thesis presentation. Some of these performers were selected based on their specializations 

and strengths. The most important factors that I am using to select my cast are their level 

of commitment and responsibility.  

 
As of December 2011, these are the interested performers. 
 

1. Michael Cabagbag: Confirmed.  
 

2. Leigh Anne Eaton: Confirmed. 
 

3. Devon Izumigawa: Confirmed. 
 

4. Angie Haugejorden: Confirmed 
 

5. Rohini Acharya: Confirmed 
 

6. Cher Anabo: Confirmed. 
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Unresolved needs 
 
 
Lighting 
 

Ray Moschuk will be my lighting designer. I will work closely with him since I 

also have experience in lighting design.  Lighting design specifics and ideas are to be 

determined.   

 
Production 
 
 I will have two large pieces of fabric, hung vertically from the fly, designed by 

Donald Quinlinquin, who will constructing the overall set design. 

 
Publicity 
 
 I will meet with Marty Myers to inquire about publicity needs. I will meet with 

others involved in Winter Footholds to determine the overall publicity needs of the entire 

show. 

 
Budget 
 
 I will schedule a meeting with Peggy Gaither Adams and Gregg Lizenbery about 

the show’s budget. I am looking into grants and other funding sources in case I will need 

additional funds in order to present my thesis work in a way that I find satisfying. 
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Post-production/Documentation 

Media/video 

Compile Facebook entries, Word Press blogs, rehearsal footage and actual 

performance footage. All documentation will be edited and transferred onto two DVDs 

and will be submitted for archival purposes in the library and in the dance department.  

 DVD 1:  Video documentation of actual performances (edited) 

 DVD 2:  Thesis process documentary (compiled and edited) 

 

Written Critical Reflection 

A written reflection of the thesis process, performances and post-production 

outcome will be compiled from journal entries, thesis committee correspondence and 

general feedback from numerous sources such as mentors, peers, and family members. 

This written reflection will be submitted for archival purposes in the library and in the 

dance department.  

 

Miscellaneous 

Publicity photos, newspaper clippings, interviews will be compiled and submitted 

along with the written reflection and media documentation for archival purposes in the 

UHM library and in the Theatre and Dance department.  
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Part II: Thesis Production 
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Section I. Inspiration: Gathering themes and names 

My world travels, particularly in Southeast Asia and the Philippines, made me 

rethink what dance is and how it can communicate ideas. During my journeys, I 

witnessed incredible poverty, the affects of corrupt governments and the detritus created 

by rapid industrialization. I became aware of the social ills that beset the countries that I 

visited and was impressed with the way that the people I met dealt with what seemed to 

me to be overwhelming obstacles. I began to think of dance as a way to comment on 

social, cultural and political life and to think of it as a way of getting people to consider 

the world that they live in. Prior to coming to University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, I 

choreographed works that revealed the widespread phenomenon of child imprisonment 

and some of the horrific living conditions in the Philippines (“Balita”), hinted at the 

history of resistance movements in Southeast Asia (“asana ascending”) and celebrated the 

final poem (“Mi Ultimo Adios”) written by Philippine national hero Jose Rizal 

(“text[ured] optimism”). After completing each work, I became more convinced that I 

could and should use dance as a means to comment on issues that I find important. I 

noticed that people became interested in the meaning of my works and the issues that 

they raised. It seemed like my work was having an affect on people and getting them to 

talk about things I find important. Although I still enjoy dance for myriad other reasons, I 

thought that if I created a piece for a thesis – my magnum opus, if you will – that it would 

address a social problem that I found important and that I would try to confront that 

problem in a way that inspired others to consider confronting it, too. The only question 

remaining was what I was going to address. 
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As I started to think about what subject I wanted to tackle, I remembered 

watching Filipino television news broadcasts from the early 1990s that featured a story 

about a decapitated body that was found in a coffin that was sent to the Philippines from 

Japan. I began to watch the news more regularly and noted that more and more dead 

bodies in coffins were being transported to the Manila International Airport (now Ninoy 

Aquino International Airport)4. The stories generally had a common visual structure, 

which had a rapid-fire sequence – a shot of people carrying the coffin and walking away 

from the aircraft, a cut to a shot of the victim’s face, a shot of the of body parts inside the 

coffin, a return to the people carrying the coffin. I cannot even remember what the 

television anchors said about the events; I only remember the succession of shots, the 

coffin and the body parts and feeling a sensation in my own limbs, as though someone 

were going to hack me to bits. I was viscerally feeling how they were broken, severed, 

decapitated. I was embodying these disturbing images.  I should also point out that 

television was still new to my family and me; my family did not own one until we moved 

to California in the late 1980s. I did not like watching television and I still don’t because I 

find that most images displayed on television, moving or still, have a tremendous power 

to communicate, particularly something horrifying like what I saw on the news from my 

country. I see dance having the same power, which is why I used the subject matter of 

human trafficking to construct my choreographic meditation. 

At the same time, that I was thinking about the old television broadcast, I was 

writing a paper that had to do with the tradition of resistance theater in the Philippines. 

As part of my research, I read some works by Epifanio San Juan, Jr. (also known as E. 

                                                
4 Olivia Quinto, a spoke person from the GABRIELA organization made reference to this incident, which I 
used and interweaved in my music score. 
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San Juan), a Filipino scholar writing on the subject of the Filipino diaspora and Overseas 

Foreign Workers (OFWs). I became engrossed with ideas about Filipina domestic 

workers, economic migration, globalization and slavery. A few weeks later, the issue of 

“slavery” became the more modern “human trafficking” and my ideas started to gel. The 

theme became even more crystallized when, at the beginning of the Fall 2011 semester, 

my Asian Studies professor, Professor Clariza, told me that she wrote her thesis on 

human trafficking.  The focus of the class I took with her was on the southern part of 

Mindanao, Philippines, an area known as Zamboanga. Zamboanga and the issue of 

human trafficking were the sole foci of Professor Clariza’s thesis and solidified the theme 

for my thesis work. At the same time, part of the subtitle of my piece came along – 

transporting bodies, moving bodies.  

As I was thinking about the work, I considered the activity of movement of bodies 

and how human cargo could not possibly be something that is easily transported. I 

thought of a word in Tagalog that could capture the fact that the bodies were without 

doubt running into things, colliding with one another, causing impacts on places and 

economies. The word salpukan immediately came to mind as it means, “colliding, criss-

crossing, impacting” and has connotations with violence. But I also thought of how the 

term “human trafficking” seems like a euphemism for “slave trade” and how “economic 

migration” can easily become “human trafficking” if the conditions are ripe, such as 

when the victims of human trafficking are deceived about a particular job they thought 

they would be getting. As a result, I considered that not only were bodies moving, 

meanings were mobile, too. Hence the title of my composition: Salpukan: Moving 

Bodies, Moving Meanings. 
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From the conceptualization stage of Salpukan in March of 2011, I envisioned 

creating a thoughtful and an honest statement about the subject of human trafficking and 

why I create dance.  This work is not just commentary on trafficked and enslaved 

Filipinos; it is a meditation on trafficked and enslaved human beings generally. 

Enslavement is both a historical and a contemporary issue – it will not go away if it 

continues to occur in silence. Regarding why I create dances, they typically reveal 

personal and sometimes autobiographical aspects about me. In the case of Salpukan, it is 

a personal and an ethical statement about the value and devaluation of human beings, 

something that I have witnessed and something about which I have strong feelings. My 

general choreographic inspiration is the body and its movements. I enjoy considering the 

lines of the human body, how they can extend, contract and contort into fascinating 

shapes. I am fascinated by texture and the multidimensionality that it creates and often 

find myself riveted when watching human bodies in motion, particularly children when 

they are interacting. I also like using people with interesting movement repertoires who 

are not dancers by training. I remember years ago that I was moved by Vittorio da Sica’s 

Lardi di Biclyclette and was surprised that he could get such a “natural” performance out 

of non-actors. For this piece, I envisioned working with different types of bodies – 

height, weight, built, musculature, color and texture. I envisioned bodies moving 

everywhere – in planes and in spheres. I also envisioned them in stillness – in a calm and 

natural state – because stillness is when the bodies speak to me, it is when I pay close 

attention to and question the meaning of the body. Salpukan offers all these elements: 

motion, contortion, interaction, texture, depth and stillness. In so doing, I am able to 

reflect on the body and offer questions about the body. Are they subjects or objects or 
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both? Are they replaceable? Disposable? Exploitable? In Salpukan, the aim is not to 

provide answers, but to try and pose questions that get people to consider the body – its 

definition and its role – in human trafficking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 22 

Section II. Initial development: structural elements of Salpukan 

The structure of Salpukan is based on a number of elements: the quick-fire 

succession of shots in Filipino news stories; the dynamic relationship between movement 

(from slow and purposeful to frenetic) and stillness; the structural elements of my 

composer Marie Jocelyn Marfil’s music compositions;5 the eagle pose garudasana; and 

the qualities of the dancers that I chose for the work. These elements served as the 

foundation for my choreography and remained central to it despite modifications that I 

made.  

I also wanted to create a projection design that reinforced the themes and rhythm 

of the choreography. I needed to choose images that reflected the topic of human 

trafficking but did not become exploitative, stereotypical or overly simplistic. This would 

be a daunting task. Finally, I needed to have lighting and production elements that 

completed the work and were sympathetic to what I wanted to say. Given the seriousness 

of the subject matter, I needed to be very aware of how I was conveying my ideas and to 

find individuals who could supplement my vision. I will take these matters up in 

subsequent sections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
5 Chaos/disorder - frenetic, chaos – suspended decline, quieting – meditative, chaos-building up to a 
climax, reflection - melancholic 



 23 

Frame and reframe 

In order to capture the feeling I had when watching the Filipino news’ reporting 

on dismembered bodies being returned to the Philippines, I created an approach that I call 

“frame and reframe.” Initially, I planned on beginning the choreography with chaotic 

movement and music; in my early discussions with Marfil regarding the themes in the 

works we were producing for Salpukan, we concluded that the structure of her music and 

my choreography would mirror each other. We settled on the notion that the themes 

would go in an order: chaos, stillness, building tension, chaos and resolution. The initial 

chaos, then, would transform to stillness with the latter having the quality of a picture. 

The “picture,” or frame, would be connected not only to the music, but also to the actual 

pictures being projected onto the screens (pieces of fabric) or cyclorama on stage. The 

choreography then, would consist of a series of “frames” that would represent themes, 

dissolve and then “reframe” or coalesce into another theme. The first part of the 

choreography would end with a final frame, but how this frame would be resolved would 

not be decided until after intermission. During intermission, the audience would choose a 

resolution to the piece that would be decided by chance operations. Marfil would provide 

a couple of different musical options that would reflect the possible outcomes of the 

chance operations. I originally envisioned the piece going for roughly 25 minutes and 

Marfil composed her music in order to reflect my expectations. 

The element of chaos is what I hope was my beginning – the “rat-a-tat” of a 

machine gun was what I was looking for, something that could convey the images that I 

saw in the 90s. After some consideration and discussion with my thesis committee, I 

changed this element into a tableau of stillness consisting of two female bodies, perfectly 
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structured and formed in opposition, one awkwardly lunging and the other in an 

arabesque penchée position. (See Figure 1 below). 

 

Figure 1: This picture offers the tableau, the first “frame” that the audience sees in Salpukan: Moving 
Bodies, Moving Meanings.  In this photo: Leigh Anne Eaton (right, downstage) and Angie Haugejorden 
(left, upstage) taken during rehearsal of Salpukan in January 2012. The photo is a still capture of video 
footage taken by Cher Anabo. 

 

Rather than thrusting the audience members into the action, which was what I wanted to 

do with the “chaos” opening, I instead was preparing them for what they were about to 

see. I was guiding them slowly, even though this was not my original intent. Initially, I 

wanted to provoke and trigger their senses; I wanted to drop them right into a frenetic 

swirl of movement, images and sound. I then vacillated between movement and stillness, 

chaos and calmness, creating the frame, breaking it and recreating it in the process. 

I wanted to highlight the clashing and converging of my dancers’ bodies and to 

interweave these encounters with the hanging and flying pieces of fabric. To do so, I 

chose to use the fabric pieces as screens, in order to create texture, depth and 

multidimensionality.  (See Figures 2 and 3 below). 
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Figure 2: The interaction between a dancer and one of the hanging and flying pieces of fabric. In this 
photo: Michael Cabagbag (downstage right) and Devon Izumigawa (partial view, upstage right) taken 
during a Winter Footholds tech rehearsal of Salpukan on February 20, 2012. The photo is a still capture 
of video footage, courtesy of Benjamin Sota. 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3: The fabric pieces are also used to create dimension and texture.  In this photo: Leigh Anne 
Eaton (downstage right) and Angie Haugejorden (upstage), taken during Winter Footholds: Dusk and 
Daybreak performance of Salpukan on February 23, 2012. The photo is a still capture of video footage, 
courtesy of Benjamin Sota.  

 
I also wanted to showcase the athleticism of my two male dancers by having them 

execute handstands and shoulder stands prior to exiting and upon entering the stage and 
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by rolling off and on the stage in different ways, while the projected images of trafficked 

human beings were plastered rhythmically behind them. The projected images were 

purposely sized in terms of their dimensions and the impact I wanted them to make. I 

increased or decreased the dimensions or resolutions of the images and projected them in 

different ways by inverting them horizontally and vertically or by creating mirror images 

of them. I wanted to create different levels of depth and texture by changing the color, 

size and shape of the images and to project them on different sections of the fabric and 

the cyclorama. I also endeavored to create the illusion of severed, misplaced, or 

transported body parts or without body parts by having them appear and disappear in 

different ways in front of or behind the fabric.  

Finally, stillness was a crucial part of my structure. The idea behind stillness was 

significant choreographically; it created a break in the action and served to replenish and 

refocus the dancers by allowing them to catch their breath in order to prepare for the 

choreography’s climax. Also, I wanted the stillness to reflect a part of the breathing 

process that is often not considered. While most people think of breathing as inhaling and 

exhaling, there is a pause between these two actions, a moment where the body is at 

complete rest. I wanted to use stillness in order to highlight this notion of rest between 

breathing. 
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Garudasana 

The core of the movement vocabulary for Salpukan is garudasana, the “eagle 

pose” in yoga. In my studies of yoga, I learned that garuda a Sanskrit word, translates 

into English as “eagle” and that Garuda plays a particular role in Hindu mythology. 

Garuda is the mount of Vishnu and shows an interest in helping humanity to fight against 

demons, typically depicted as snakes in the myths. When considering garudasana as the 

core structural element for Salpukan, I reflected on the fact that Garuda was a devourer 

of snakes – and that human traffickers could be thought of as a kind of human snakes – 

and that the pose itself reminded me of the pictures I saw of many of the people who 

were alleged victims of human trafficking. During my trip to the Philippines in May and 

June of 2011, I started exploring words and images that represented trafficked women or 

children. When I was conducting my research, I noticed immediately that there were 

several similarities in the ways that the victims were portrayed in photographs that had to 

do with human trafficking. I found that many times the women and children in the photos 

covered their eyes or sections of their faces, but did so not by placing both of their hands 

flatly on their faces in order to cover their faces completely. Instead, they held their hands 

at angles in front of their faces, partly obscuring them and partly revealing them, or 

covered them with one hand. At other times, the face was shown partially. This reminded 

me of the fact that the hands are in front of the face in certain iterations of the eagle pose. 

Below are some examples of this in pictures, beginning with the eagle pose. The pictures 

from the top right and bottom right were used in my projection design. 
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Figures 4-6: The upper right photo is of Rohini Acharya, holding an eagle pose. Photo courtesy of 
Keenan Fong. The photos from the upper left6 and bottom7 are pictures that were used in the projection 
design of Salpukan. 

                                                
6 A photo from The Guardian/ The Observer online article dated 11 June 2011 on “Inquiry launched into 
slavery in the UK Human trafficking figures reveal practices thought to have been abolished 200 years 
ago”. See http://www.guardian.co.uk/law/2011/jun/12/slavery-inquiry-iain-duncan-smith. Accessed on 
November 1, 2011. 
7 A photo from a blog site on “Women in the World: Modern-Day Slavery & Human trafficking” by Neha 
Mittal dated July 20, 2011. See http://hellobeautiful.com/hellobeautiful-original/nehamittal/human-
trafficking-sex-slavery/. Accessed on November 1, 2011. 
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The eagle pose also has the wrists connected to one another in a way that 

reminded me of some of the photos from anti-human trafficking campaigns. A constant 

image in the literature on human trafficking was the arms, bound together at the wrists, 

with the hands splayed out. In the eagle pose, the hands are placed together, with the left 

hand below the right. In this way, the eagle pose shows calmness and plays as a 

counterpoint to the hands in the photos. I took the image from below, which is from the 

European Commission’s report “Modern slavery: horrors of trafficking”8 and used it in 

my projection design. 

                             

Figure 7: © European Union, 1995-2012 A photo of bound hands, taken from the European 
Commission’s report “Modern slavery: horrors of trafficking.” See Footnote 8. 
 

Finally, the people in the pictures often had their legs crossed, were usually not 

sitting completely upright, and were in awkward positions.  In the eagle pose, the bottom 

half of the body looks somewhat contorted and uncomfortable. The person holding the 

pose is half squatting, with their legs crossed in a way that, to those who do not practice 

yoga, may appear painful. The pictures below are from my projection design. The photo 

on the left highlights the legs position of sexually exploited women while the one on the 

right highlights the bottom half of a body holding an eagle pose.            

                                                
8 See http://ec.europa.eu/news/justice/101018_en.htm. Accessed on November 1, 2011. 
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Figure 8  ©2012 Thomson Reuters. All rights reserved. The above photo shows the legs of two women who 
had been victims of sexual trafficking. This is an online photo from The Sydney Morning Herald on 
“Human trafficking prompts raids on brothels” dated October 8, 2011. 9  

      

Figure 9 shows a dancer’s legs when held in the eagle pose. Photo of and credit: Cher Anabo 
 

                                                
9. See http://www.smh.com.au/national/human-trafficking-prompts-raids-on-brothels-20111007-
1ldmz.html#ixzz1pPyfcFfz. Accessed on November 1, 2011. 
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Casting and exploring the early Salpukan 

I envisioned Salpukan showcasing a mélange of technical and non-technical 

performers. I also wanted to incorporate musicians into the thesis project were I able to 

get them. I informed all the performers that I expected them to be responsible, diligent, 

inquisitive, adventurous and invested completely. After all, my thesis is important and 

personal to me. I held reasonably high expectations for my performers and expected that 

they would be willing to work with me and hold up their responsibilities; I would give 

them the same courtesy if they were to ask me to be in their works. 

I began Salpukan with six dancers in mind. All six accepted, though some were 

more tentative than others. During the month of August, the exploration of the eagle pose 

and accumulation were the foci of every rehearsal. By the end of August, I was down to 

two dancers: Devon Izumigawa and Michael Cabagbag. As a result, the two became the 

basis for my movement explorations. I worked with them extensively particularly during 

the first two months of my thesis rehearsal and process and provided with ample 

movement phrases to modify and explore.  They were similar in their kinesthetic mobility 

and awareness. Although they were not extensively trained in dance, they were very 

purposeful in their movement execution and were willing to treat their bodies with a 

certain reckless abandon. They also fed off each other, pushing one another to be more 

daring. They were quiet, though they did ask a few questions from time to time. What 

was most important, though, was that they worked arduously and they were responsible.  

They were enthusiastic and injected a note of levity when the rest of the cast members 

and I needed it.  
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Originally, I did not consider casting Leigh Anne Eaton. Although I have used her 

in the past and I enjoy her skill set and enthusiasm, I was aware the she received a post-

graduate internship with the UHM Meteorology Department and that she would be 

working on it during the Fall 2011 semester. I cannot explain exactly what it was, but 

Leigh Anne worked strenuously and committed herself completely while at the same 

timing completing an internship and working long hours. She missed only two rehearsals 

throughout the entire process and always came in ready to work and explore.  

I added Angie Haugejorden, in part due to the recommendation of Professor Betsy 

Fisher.  In actuality, I started watching Angie from the beginning of the semester. I 

waited for two weeks to see what she was capable of doing and saw some qualities that I 

found appealing. Although I was hesitant to cast her due to her back injuries and other 

issues she was confronting, I eventually added her. During her first rehearsal, I put Angie 

next to Leigh Anne and a sudden spark hit me and smile crossed my face. At that moment 

I knew I made the right decision to cast Angie. She and Leigh Anne were almost 

identical; their movement initiations were coming from different places, but their 

execution and their trajectory points were the same. Moreover, I thought this was a great 

experience for Leigh Anne to work with someone who was more qualitatively 

experienced. Leigh Anne eventually blossomed working with Angie and vice versa. 

Angie fed off of Leigh Anne’s energy, diligence and obsessive habit of repeating my 

movements several times from beginning to ending while Leigh Anne learned from 

Angie’s qualitative abilities. Leigh Anne was accustomed to doing everything from 

beginning to ending; she could not start anything in the middle. Choreographically, I 

challenged her ways of making sense of movements throughout the process because my 
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proposal was not entirely approved and my music was still undecided.  My movement 

phrases had counts, which she appreciated, but the process of jumping from one section 

to another was a source of frustration for her. I recognized this immediately and I realized 

that Angie became a significant part of my thesis process. 

Angie’s work ethic, sense of accountability and professionalism were her 

significant contributions to my process and thesis project. I learned a lot from her and 

how she made sense of movements and direction. I noticed our similarities in our 

initiation points, understanding of what muscles to use and our respective yoga training.  

During the months of December and January, it became evident how useful Angie was 

for Leigh Anne and for the process more generally.  

I must confess that Rohini Acharya’s addition to Salpukan was a serendipitous 

afterthought. I was determined not to perform in my own thesis project because of the 

enormity of the project and the fact that I wanted to view the choreography from the 

outside. I wanted Rohini for her powerful presence and unique Bharatanatayam dance 

training. I originally envisioned someone as distinctly different from the other dancers, 

someone that could bring in everything into cohesion and a sense of optimism. I was 

looking for someone with an ability to convey facial expressivity and who could act as a 

subtle counterpoint rhythmically from the rest; someone who uses rhythm from a 

different body part, perhaps the feet. This was also to counter the accumulation of hand 

gestures slapping forearms and back of the hands. I knew I wanted footwork since I have 

historically incorporated footwork into my repertoire. Rohini was the perfect match to the 

balance and counterpoint. She came in and joined the cast two weeks before the first live 

showing on November 9, 2011. Her stage presence, grounded-ness, her rhythmic training 
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and footwork and minimal, yet, raw quality in the modern dance technique genre were 

aspects that completed by thesis work visually and aurally.  
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Section III. A note on the process 

 The process whereby Salpukan came to fruition can be broken into two parts: 

work that preceded the January 26, 2012 audition and work that followed it. The work 

that preceded the audition was informed by my thesis proposal: I expected the piece to be 

20-25 minutes in length, to have several multi-media elements and to have a chance 

operations ending. After January 26, I needed to shorten the piece by 5-10 minutes, to cut 

out a number of the images from my projection design and to try and bring all of the 

elements together into a coherent whole. In order to explain these processes properly, I 

have broken this section into pieces, though I do not take up the same themes in both 

sections. For example, I deal with the music issue only in the pre-audition section. By 

doing this, I believe that I give the reader the most accurate account of the process and 

how I was making sense of it. 
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Pre-audition process 

 My ideas in the pre-audition process were very ambitious, as one can see in the 

thesis proposal. I imagined it to be a comprehensive statement on the issue of human 

trafficking, to incorporate several types of media and lighting and to be fairly long in 

terms of MFA theses performed at UHM. As I stated earlier, I saw Salpukan as my 

magnum opus and wanted all the elements to be given the right emphasis. 

 I also made certain to videotape many of my rehearsals, show them to my dancers 

and post them to Facebook and Vimeo. I wanted everyone who was involved in the 

process to be able to see where the work was going and to be able to offer useful 

feedback on the project. As I have done in the past, I created small groups on Facebook 

and kept the members of the group updated with my thoughts on and video clips of 

Salpukan. Although I started a blog on Wordpress, I found myself focusing mainly on the 

choreographic process, posting on Facebook, working on my projection design and doing 

the myriad things I needed to get done as the overseer of this project and as a graduate 

student. 
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Talking in circles: My initial stage production ideas 

I imagined my thesis project being performed on a non-proscenium stage, 

preferably on a circular or semi-circular stage configuration. I often feel that circular 

configurations create more depth and meaning choreographically and have a more 

engaging affect on the audience.  There is a sense of being a part of the performance 

when it is circular because all angles are seen from every perspective. Along with the 

circular configuration, I envisioned three pieces of fabric that would be hung from the fly 

system and could embrace the curves of the circular stage configuration. I wanted to 

create the idea of the dancers being veiled and unveiled, to evoke images of women in 

burkas, to conjure the idea of women or children being undressed in order to be sexually 

exploited and to capture the process of devaluing human bodies. The pieces of fabric 

were supposed to be asymmetrical, in different widths and in different lengths – one was 

supposed to have been flown in slowly and then dropped suddenly in order to create a 

cascading effect during a dancer’s solo. Ultimately, I wanted all the fabric to drop on the 

floor completely at the end, covering all the dancers, and I conceived one dancer moving 

slowly, rolling on top of the pieces of fabric, wrapping herself in one piece and dying 

from the struggle.  At the same time, I envisioned the projection design to be running 

flashbacks of the images that have been projected, creating a cyclical pattern. In other 

words, I saw the whole stage production as a series of colliding circles, offering a visual 

metaphor for the word salpukan and the process of human trafficking. I then imagined 

the stage falling into complete blackness after the images ran out. When lights up again, 

the audience could see the brutal futility and fatality of human trafficking – everyone on 

stage would appear to be dead. This was my original intent.  
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The circular stage configuration, created in open spaces, is prominent in 

Philippines’ theatre presentations and is popular in numerous Asian countries. I wanted 

Salpukan to have the feeling of engagement that proscenium works lack and since I don’t 

think that my choreographic works have been presentational in nature. Also, I wanted to 

incorporate Brechtian elements into my production, as I did in “Para el Rey” when I 

showed the dancer preparing in the wings of the stage as part of my live camera 

projection. I would have been interested in seeing the audience’s reaction if, when all the 

pieces of fabric were dropped, some of the audience members were covered with fabric. I 

was hoping to create a chance operation outcome that involved the audience in this way. I 

thought of this possibility in order to drive home that point that human trafficking can 

affect anyone, anywhere. Anyone can be commoditized and transported. 

The proscenium-style presentation of my thesis yielded some positive and 

negative effects. Although I would have liked to create a work that could have been 

viewed from multiple perspectives simultaneously, I think I managed to create a piece of 

choreography that was visually beautiful and thought provoking. I believe that the 

lighting design aided in creating the themes that I wanted to articulate, that it managed to 

enhance the visual architecture. In my estimation, the lighting design enhanced some of 

my plot points and tied together the numerous elements present in my thesis project: the 

projection design, the pieces of fabric and the moving bodies. I expected that the lighting 

design would assist me in creating my vision, but I was surprised to what degree it 

serviced my ends. 
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Music 

I originally envisioned the music for my thesis project to be an original 

composition by a Filipino composer, perhaps with live music played during the 

performance. I also intended my relationship with whomever I would be working, 

musicians and composer, to be a collaborative in nature. My goal was to have three to 

five sections of choreography and music, both of which would have a polyrhythmic 

structure. My aim was to challenge myself musically as well as choreographically, 

particularly since I believe I have to develop my understanding of music in order to grow 

as a choreographer. 

Since April of 2011, I have been in contact with several Filipino students in the 

Ethnomusicology department regarding my project. I found out in June that one of the 

musicians with whom I had familiarity, Bernard Ellorin, would be pursuing his Ph.D. in 

the Mainland beginning in Fall 2011 due to the changes that had been made to his 

program. Because of these changes, several of the other musicians decided that it would 

be best not to be involved in the project. I did manage to meet one interested Filipina 

artist, Marie Jocelyn Marfil, who is pursuing her Ph.D. in Composition. She agreed to the 

project and we started brainstorming immediately during the summer.  

Marfil and I immediately created a collaborative structure, which I noted above. 

By September, she had a rough structure of her composition based on my proposal on 

human trafficking.  By the middle of October, she was finished with her composition for 

my thesis project. During this time, she presented Dung-Aw, a composition that I ended 

up using in Winter Footholds: Dusk and Daybreak February 2012, at a Graduate 

Symposium at the Orvis Auditorium.  She took me aback not only by her skills as a 



 40 

conductor and a composer but also her abilities as a performer; she played on stage when 

I watched her conduct Dung-Aw. Her composition impressed me, and the sound of the 

bells in the beginning and the end of her composition immediately resonated with me.  

By the end of October, Marfil expressed that she would not be able to provide a 

complete Musical Instrument Digital Interface (MIDI) sample file of her composition in 

progress. As a result, my thesis committee members only heard the first 8 minutes of her 

25-minute composition during my first live showing on November 9, 2011. I explained to 

my committee that the music was still a work in progress and hope to have something 

before Thanksgiving. 

After the first live showing, Marfil told me of another potential problem. She 

explained that she would be able to finish the complete MIDI file of her composition 

after Thanksgiving, but that it would be difficult to secure rehearsal time with most of the 

required musicians during the holidays and winter break. She forewarned me that the 

musicians might not be able to properly rehearse the composition until January. 

After Thanksgiving, Marfil confessed that she was unable to secure musicians to 

play her composition due to the fact that finals week and winter break were fast 

approaching. Immediately, I panicked since my projection design still needed work and I 

was still unsure which sound clips I planned on using. After a couple of days passed, 

Marfil suggested that I listen to her other compositions. I agreed and started listening to 

her original compositions extensively. I focused on the ways that I would have to make 

sense of my choreography and connect it to the counts in the music. I used 6/8, 3/4 and 

4/4 time signatures from the original composition, utilized the polyrhythmic structure that 
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we created in September and I suddenly found myself struggling to make sense of my 

choreographic structure. I was at a loss. 

During the month of December, I did not rehearse much with my dancers, which 

gave me more time to focus on the music and other aspects of my choreography. I 

listened to several music compositions of Marfil and became dejected; I found that only 

certain sections of her work made sense to me in terms of my vision for Salpukan. While 

I was brainstorming one day, my husband, Mark, suggested that I splice together Marfil’s 

pieces since I have done splicing of that type in other compositions. At first, I was taken 

aback by the idea of splicing Marfil’s compositions; most of them were written for 

specific purposes and meanings particularly during several uprisings in the Philippines. I 

could not imagine her wanting me to disfigure her works and I had not interest in doing 

so. At the same time, I was struggling with how to deal with the images for my projection 

design. I went with Mark’s advice and decided to go ahead and ask Marfil if I could 

rearrange sections from her work. Her response gave me hope; she was fine with my idea 

and was honored that I was going to continue to use her compositions. She conveyed how 

badly she felt that she could not finish the original composition in time and was relieved 

that she could nonetheless help me out. The thought of using a compilation of Marfil’s 

compositions and sound clips about human trafficking all of sudden became promising.  

Although I worked through most of Marfil’s work and listened to it closely, I 

became more intrigued with Dung-Aw and to set aside the notion of piecing together 

various elements from disparate works. This piece of music actually spoke to me when I 

first heard it live. The bells were familiar, the timpani was grand and apropos for 

Salpukan and the flute and clarinet were definitely haunting. Marfil composed and titled 
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the composition for the poem of the same name, written by UHM Filipino scholar, Dr. 

Lilia Santiago. By early January 2012, I started using Dung-Aw during rehearsals while 

Marfil and I continued to brainstorm on a backup plan. I asked Marfil if “Dung-Aw” can 

be performed live but she regretfully claimed that it was impossible due to the musicians’ 

time and rehearsal space I decided not to tell her that I wanted to use the complete 

composition; at that point, I was unsure if the music would work. I was, however, 

becoming more convinced that it would.  

After numerous editions of the music and the projection design, I decided to use 

“Dung-Aw” as the official score for my thesis project with sound clips added to it that 

addressed the topic of human trafficking. I eventually felt that the music made sense, 

particularly its length of 20 minutes and its use of silence; if necessary, I could expand it 

slightly to my needs. Moreover, the use of silence in the composition, interweaved with 

the reverberation of the bells, made my choreographic stillness justified and compelling. 

The silence and stillness were crucial to my choreography and for my dancers’ stamina. 

After the Winter Footholds’ audition, I was informed that I would have to cut my 

choreography to 15 minutes. This saddened me because I knew this meant cutting the 

music, too, which would affect the interplay of silence and resonance and potentially 

damage my work.  My choreography needed the breath and the stillness and my dancers 

needed the break in order to catch their breaths in a physically demanding work. I also 

felt that the story behind this music has tremendous sentimentality and importance and 

that cutting the music damaged its purpose. I felt dejected again and this time hopeless 

because my thesis project became something that I did not envisioned any longer.  
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In the end, I realized that I have to step away from my work from time to time and 

not to get too attached to my artistic vision. Changes are inevitable and I need to learn to 

deal with them without feeling despair. The whole process of truncating the music and 

projection design has taken tremendous emotional toll on me, but I learned a lot. On a 

positive note, Marfil was surprised that I used almost the entire composition of Dung-Aw 

and was very honored and proud with the way I incorporated her work into my thesis 

project. I was delighted and humbled to be able to use the artistic output of a very 

talented Filipina. As a result, we hope to collaborate in the future and to actually create a 

dance for her original composition that was intended for my thesis project. 
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Projection Design 

Along with the choreography and music, I envisioned my thesis project 

incorporating multimedia elements. Ideally, I wanted to have a live camera projection 

coupled with still camera shots in order to provide two layers of projection design. 

Unfortunately, only the latter element came to fruition; I was able to project almost two 

hundred still images onto the hanging fabric and the cyclorama. Using a live camera and 

Isadora10 software in a choreographic work has been a dream of mine for quite some 

time. I was excited and challenged by the very idea of utilizing live camera projection, 

particularly during the chance operations section of Salpukan. Unfortunately, the live 

camera projection and chance operation ideas were so ambitious that I had to abandon 

them, a decision that came about after several consultations with my thesis committee 

member Professor Kara Miller. Professor Miller suggested that I focus on the 

choreography, the projection design and their relationship to one another. I wanted to 

give it one more week to try my initial strategy, but Professor Miller suggested that I 

should concentrate on making my work cohesive for the audition day. I agreed and set to 

finding images that would resonate with my vision for Salpukan. 

From the very start, I had to address several issues that emerged from my 

obtaining images from ArtStor, other UHM library and online resources. I wanted to find 

images that were connected to human trafficking, but did not reduce it to sensationalism.  

The images that I found were harrowing: I encountered faces of women and children that 

showed a despair that was unimaginable. I saw body parts that had been savagely hacked 

and bodies that bore the marks of severe abuse. The images themselves began to take 
                                                
10 Isadora Software was created by Mark Coniglio, a composer and media artist who co-founded Troika 
Ranch (a media intensive dance company). The software’s main emphasis is on real-time manipulation of 
digital video. 
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their toll on me; some of them started to haunt my dreams. At the same time, I was 

concerned that I was being an exploitative. The last thing I wanted to do was further 

exploit people who had already been exploited. I was beginning to wonder if I should 

continue with my design ideas.  

I took a break of several weeks from October through November after my initial 

search for these images. At that time, I came across an article on Bill T Jones’ 

“Still/Here,” a dance/theatre commentary about HIV/Aids. I read his article and realized 

that my use of particular images in my projection design was fine, so long as my 

intention was honest. I concluded that my intention had been honest; I am horrified about 

the nefariousness of human trafficking and I wanted to do my last work at UHM to be 

meaningful for me and, hopefully, for others. If I can use my work to make a difference, I 

would do so. 

By Thanksgiving, I returned to my search for images. Unfortunately, I was not 

able to show my projection design to my thesis committee members and lighting designer 

during my first live showing, November 9, 2011. Afterward, Ray Moschuk, my lighting 

designer, suggested that I should have at least shown something in order for him and my 

committee members to visualize my project.  Historically, I have just shown my images 

while I was in the progress of creating – this was the case for Balita11, for example – but 

since I was having some ethical issues with some of the images that I gathered, I thought 

it would be best to think about these images thoroughly before presenting them. I still 

believe that my prudence was warranted. 

                                                
11 Balita was one of my choreographic compositions in California that utilized children’s images. 
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Ultimately, gathering the images drained me. I was trying to find a balance but I 

knew that I could not focus on what I should have done and not have done. There was 

definitely some ill-considered planning on my part due to the subject matter of human 

trafficking. I was committed to getting the projection design completed as thoughtfully 

and quickly as I could. However, the most time consuming part was yet to come: editing 

almost two hundred still images and rendering them into Final Cut Pro. This process took 

many days and I did not sleep for several nights at a time. For example, the rendering of 

one image, depending on the size of the image, can take several hours. I was constantly 

waiting on my photos to be rendered before I could even begin to sync them with the 

music. The synchronization took even more time and I often had to make edits to the 

sound score to make it work. Then, I needed to export the images to QuickTime files, a 

process that took at least a day all by itself. Unfortunately, I neglected to educate my 

dancers about these images. I showed a few images but not enough to make them aware 

of the severity of human trafficking. I knew that I had to compromise. I went ahead and 

edit the images without showing them to my dancers until three weeks before the 

audition. Every Wednesday, we rehearsed in the Earle Ernst Lab Theatre and I made sure 

that I was running the projection. Unfortunately, I came across more obstacles, issues that 

emerged on the day of the Winter Footholds audition. 
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Lighting Design 

In terms of lighting, I saw my thesis project having a complicated lighting design, 

one being created in a circular or semicircular open-space venue. I envisioned the lighting 

design being central to the creation of an experience visually and, if possible, tactilely. I 

wanted the lighting design to weave together the numerous elements involved in my 

project such as the live camera projection, the other layers of my projection design and 

the set design. The connection between the projection design and the lighting design was 

particularly significant for Salpukan. Both needed to express particular themes and 

moods and do so in a way that was complimentary, with neither element becoming 

overbearing. Ultimately, I was looking for a lighting designer who could create an 

ambience of an overall theatre experience for me as a choreographer, for my dancers and 

for the spectators.  I was looking for a lighting designer who was skilled, invested and 

well-versed in theater arts. 

The task of seeking a lighting designer was the easiest part of my thesis 

preparation and process. Since I have assisted in lighting my previous choreographic 

works, I figured I would be able to have a guiding hand in the process. I also knew from 

experience that I was not going to have any difficulty securing a capable lighting 

designer; I had already worked with a number of capable designers while at UHM. I was 

looking for someone with a calm demeanor who would be invested in the process and be 

willing to treat my thesis project as a collaborative endeavor. I predicted that the process 

would be tedious, time consuming and frustrating so I needed someone who would not 

get agitated easily, creating more tension in the process. Additionally, I was looking for 

someone who could provide a critical eye on the choreography and could suggest 
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changes that would enhance the overall work. Since I also was coming to the conclusion 

that I would be performing in Salpukan, I was proactively seeking someone who could, in 

a sense, take the role of the external critic of my overall project. 

Originally, I was interested in working with Asuka Endo since I worked with her 

on “Lingua Franca,” a work I composed for Spring Footholds 2011. However, due to 

onerous work schedule – she had responsibilities with the production of the Mainstage 

production of Ocean’s Motion and had expressed an interest in lighting Mayu Ota’s MFA 

Thesis work – I decided to search for another lighting designer. In August 2011, I asked 

several of my theater acquaintances for suggestions. Maria Liu and David Griffith 

recommended Ray Moschuk. 

Since I was not familiar with Moschuk’s work, I decided to do some research on 

him. In order to determine Moschuk lighting design abilities and whether he fit role of 

collaborator description that I imagined, I sent him an e-mail message in September, 

expressing my interest in using him for “Para el Rey.” When “Para el Rey” was selected 

for Fall Footholds 2011, Moschuk eventually decided to light the piece and informed me 

that he has done numerous projection-related installations and immediately shared his 

ideas with me. Our collaboration in “Para el Rey” was very successful and I immediately 

made the decision to continue to use him for my thesis project since I found that he was 

easy to talk with, that he had some innovative ideas about my thesis projection design and 

that he was open to working on my thesis project as a collaborative endeavor. Our 

communication was open and I constantly offered him different ways of considering my 

process. He was integral in the first part of the creative process, but became even more 

vital after the piece was auditioned. 
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Post-audition process 

 Following the January 26 audition, I was asked to modify two things about 

Salpukan: shorten it to 15 minutes in length and cut a number of the images in the 

projection design. These suggestions were made to make the message of Salpukan more 

precise and to keep the piece focused.  

My biggest problem after the audition was trying to figure out how to maintain 

the overall aim of Salpukan as well as the constituent parts – the choreography, music, 

lighting and projection – and meet the parameters set by the department. There were 

times that I really did not know what to do and felt somewhat flustered and 

overwhelmed; I spent many late nights making and remaking revisions to the work. I 

worked feverishly on the changes and tried my best to maintain the overall integrity of 

the vision I had for the work. 
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Vision of the work 

 The first issue that I had to deal with was shortening the length of the piece. This 

was likely the most difficult part of the editing process as it entailed not only cutting the 

choreography, but also modifying the projection design and the music. When I auditioned 

Salpukan, I was very close to having all the elements – choreography, lighting, stage 

design and music – aligned. I figured the piece would clock in right around 20 minutes 

and even though I could have choreographed another 10-15 minute block, I thought that 

20 minutes would suffice. When I was told that it had to be roughly 15 minutes, I began 

to panic. 

 Perhaps the main reason that I panicked was that I choreographed the piece to 

divide motion and stillness in a particular way and designed it to offer my dancers a 

break. The choreography is very physically demanding and I found that the dancers could 

not sustain the entire work; they needed a place where they could catch their breath. It 

seemed to me that cutting one fourth of my choreography would mean jettisoning most of 

the time I had set aside for them to rest. As I proceeded snipping here and there, I began 

to worry that my dancers would become exhausted, hurt and overwhelmed.  

 Due to the changes, I had to add myself to the choreography of the piece. 

Generally, I find it problematic to be in my own piece; when I do so, I am not able to 

watch sections while we rehearse. I also did not want to give myself some sort of 

perfunctory role that was created solely for the purpose of my fulfilling the performance 

requirement. However, there was a need for someone to create consistently and 

continuity by introducing and removing the long pieces of fabric, particularly the one that 

Rohini (eventually and I introduced in the beginning of the piece – see Figure 10 below). 
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None of the original five dancers could introduce, remove or reintroduce them; this 

would have affected the structure of the work.  In the end, I added myself to the opening 

sequence, two connecting sections and the conclusion (reintroducing the fabric, returning 

to the beginning concept of the fabric – see Figure 11 below). Although I would have 

preferred not to perform, I think I added another layer and dimension to the 

choreography. 

 

Figure 10:  Rohini Acharya and I after the Tableau, in the beginning of Salpukan. Photo courtesy of Keenan Fong. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 11: Ending frame/pose of Salpukan:  All the dancers and myself at the end of the piece. Photo courtesy of 
Keenan Fong. 
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Revised projection design 

Due to time constraints and my inability to determine what photos should be 

removed, I decided to show all 196 images that I had collected, including some that were 

extremely disturbing, during the January 26 audition. I knew that there was a likelihood 

that ethical concerns would be raised about my images and I was ready for the worst. I 

wanted to make a statement about human trafficking and I made the statement, as 

explicitly and frankly as possible 

The response was a little stronger than I expected; I was asked to remove 90% of 

the images, without much in the way of an explanation regarding which ones. I originally 

chafed against this decision, but then busied myself with trying to find what the core 

images were, the photos that Salpukan needed in order to make the statement I wanted. I 

thought that it may be a good idea to speak to others regarding editing and brought the 

matter to their attention, hoping their feedback would be useful. 

I spoke with my dancers and lighting designer a few days after the audition. I told 

them about my dilemma and asked them for feedback. I provided some context for the 

situation by explaining to them that human trafficking has been important to me, mainly 

due to the fact that I have known many Filipinas, some who were close personal 

acquaintances, who have experienced this horrible trade. I informed them that I had 

carefully considered the images and strategically decided to not show them before the 

showing because I did not want to impose my social and political beliefs on them or 

modify their approach to the choreography. I also told them that I trusted them and that I 

hoped that they would be interested in discussing with me why I chose this subject 

matter. I was disappointed with the initial response; not a single person asked why I 
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chose the theme of human trafficking or why it is important to me. Later on, one of my 

male dancers, Michael Cabagbag, asked about human trafficking. I gave him some 

documentaries to watch but he never brought the matter up again. 

Rohini Acharya, one of my female dancers, expressed vocally that I should have 

introduced the images early on and explained the purpose of the project. I offered my 

thoughts that the images might lose their meaning through repetition and that the dancers 

might start to respond to them tepidly and superficially. My goal was to make the images 

thought-provoking and jarring for the audience as well as the dancers. I wanted to wait 

until the last minute to show them the images since I wanted them to experience the 

images viscerally and immediately, without having time to process them or react to them. 

In the end, I decided to simply choose the images that I found the most 

provocative, but would not be considered offensive. I was somewhat dejected by this 

process, though. It was my hope that my art would be defended, no matter how much 

controversy it generated, particularly given the subject matter that I chose. Although I 

understood my department’s decision, I cannot say I agree with it and am still somewhat 

disappointed by it. 
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Revised lighting design 

Moschuk’s involvement with my thesis project went beyond the expectations that 

I had and the collaborative experience was definitely fruitful. He went to all my live 

showings for my thesis committee members, watched a few of my rehearsal process and 

watched the video footage of my rehearsals. We also watched footage of my rehearsals 

together and had discussions regarding how we could make sense of the overall project. 

There were several significant issues that arose particularly in the months of December 

and January that put both of our artistic visions to the test. To begin, I could not find the 

fabric that I wanted in November and December; I was running out of time since the 

audition date was set for January 26, 2012. Next, the set designer who was working with 

me, Donald Quilinquin, decided in November 2011 that he could not design the movable 

ramp and the fabric that I envisioned. Ultimately, Moschuk helped me out with the design 

and configuration of the fabric. Moschuk and I collaboratively rigged the fly system 

where the fabrics were supposed to be hung and was finished literally at the last minute.  

When I finally found the pieces of fabric that I used, which Sami L.A. Akuna 

gave me, the bright and textured qualities of the fabric became problematic for Moschuk. 

We both knew that we were running out of time. Moschuk assured me that he could find 

ways to make the fabric less shiny, but that it would be a challenging task. He forewarned 

me that the silhouetted idea that I had in mind might not be realized, but that he would be 

able to highlight body parts of my dancers. I emphasized the importance of the fabric and 

lighting in order to create the illusion of severed body parts, missing body parts and that a 

central idea behind the silhouette was that it conveys disappearance and dissonance. He 

was considerate and realistic about the issues and elements in which I expressed interest 
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and constantly offered different ways to make my vision work that did not completely 

abandon the original purpose of my project. We spent hours in the month of January 

discussing how to make sense of the fabric and the projection design in the Earle Ernst 

Lab Theater. I was literally going to give up on the fabric idea and the projection design.  

Two weeks into January, Moschuk insisted that I pay attention to the flow of the 

projection and strategic positions of the images of my projection design. Kara Miller and 

Markus Wessendorf, my thesis committee members also addressed this issue.  At this 

time, I decided to use one color on all my images for the projection design. Moschuk, at 

first, was surprised that I did this but then he realized that it was helping his overall 

design. I emphasized the importance of his lighting design and the equal partnership that 

we have both invested into my project since October. 

Up to the final dress rehearsal, Moschuk was still trying to adjust his lighting 

design because of my fabric and ultimately the projection design. He was getting 

impatient with how things were not falling into places. I noticed immediately that he was 

focusing too much on the fabric and the projection design, that my dancers were 

becoming completely superfluous to the overall project. I insisted that he took sometime 

off away from my projection design and start listening to the music. I informed him that 

the music has significant accents that he could use to adjust his lights. I also invited him 

to revisit my video rehearsals and start watching the dance and the dancers.  Ultimately, I 

wanted him to see the overall picture of my project.  I was just fortunate that he was a 

willing collaborator and a very considerate technical director for Winter Footholds: Dusk 

and Daybreak. 
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Costumes 
 

I originally imagined the composition having several costume changes, 

particularly if it was going to run for 25 minutes. However, once I started working with 

the fabric and the projection design, I was worried that I would concern myself too much 

with the costumes. I needed something simple and that would convey the natural state of 

human bodies – I wanted something nude, formfitting and uncomfortable. I met with 

Hannah Schauer and Cheri Vasek numerous times about costumes ideas. Hannah was 

working on costumes for the show “Oklahoma,” specifically laced corsets. I asked her if 

she has some old corsets that I could use and she and Cheri helped me find some 

rehearsal nude corsets from their inventory. Cheri, at the same time, mentioned I should 

contact Eva Enriquez, one of her students who was working on the distortion of the 

contours and lines of the bodies on her current project. Immediately, I knew what I 

wanted. Since the production of “Oklahoma” was taking up a lot of resources, energy and 

personnel, I was not able to pull out the corsets until the show was drawing to a close. I 

started putting the costumes together in November and had my dancers rehearsing with 

them later that month.  

Eva and I thought that we should do something with the corsets in December and 

we decided that simplicity should be our primary concern, particularly since I planned on 

having pieces of fabric hanging that the dancers would wrap themselves in and 

manipulate. I did not need anything elaborate that may create problems with the fabric.  

In hindsight, I likely should have discussed these corsets ideas with my dancers 

ahead of time. I assumed that because I have been talking with them about the contours 

and lines of the body and that I intended to highlight them that they would not be 
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surprised by and would be comfortable with the corsets. My oversight was not the result 

of my insensitivity, since as a performer I am usually the first person to decline to wear 

costumes that are too revealing or too short.  I think that because my responsibilities for 

Salpukan forced me to consider so many other things that I forgot to consider the 

costumes and how some may feel about them. 

For the final costume design (see photo), Eva and I made some changes with the 

corsets – we added some patches of wool material to distress the costumes and to provide 

a little texture and distortion. My thesis committee members’ suggested this simple 

modification and I used it. 

 

Figure 10: Costumes worn for Salpukan during Winter Footholds: Dusk and Daybreak. In this photo, from left to 
right: Michael Cabagbag, Leigh Anne Eaton (back), Angie Haugejorden (front), Rohini Acharya (middle) and 
Devon Izumigawa taken during tech rehearsal of Salpukan on February 21, 2012. Photo courtesy of Keenan Fong 
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IV. What I learned from Salpukan: General impressions 

There were a number of things that I appreciated from the thesis experience. To 

begin, I was able to work with five dancers who showed an incredible amount of energy 

and flexibility. Given the number and scope of the modifications that I made to my 

project, I was surprised by how my dancers were able to respond to the changes and do so 

with a minimum amount of negative feedback. I am grateful to all of them. Second, I was 

able to collaborate with a very helpful lighting designer, Ray Moschuk, who understood 

what I was trying to do and was willing to work with me at any hour to address my 

concerns. His lighting helped the choreography tremendously and his feedback was very 

useful. Third, I was able to use music from a very talented composer, Marie Jocelyn 

Marfil. She allowed me to use a recent composition of hers in order to create a musical 

foundation for my work that was sympathetic to what I was trying to convey. I am in her 

debt. 

In terms of the piece itself, I think I was able to capture some of my ideas in the 

work. My aim was to articulate the horrors of international human trafficking without 

resorting to clichés or sensationalism. I think I was able to accomplish some of what I set 

out to do. I believe that the overall effect was reasonably satisfying; a number of people 

talked to me afterward and expressed their own stories about human trafficking. Since I 

wanted to get a dialogue going regarding the issue, I think I did so, at least for some 

people. In fact during the presentation of my Salpukan, a human trafficking symposium 

was taking in place on the UHM campus. The organizer of this event came and saw my 

work and was saddened that we could not collaborate.12 

                                                
12 I sought my department’s feedback about this symposium in the hope that we could use Winter 
Footholds: Dusk and Daybreak’ pre-show or intermission to educate people about human trafficking.  
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For good or for ill, it was a saddening and a learning experience also to pull out 

my thesis piece on Sunday, February 26th due to a dancer’s injury. I thought to myself 

that I could have filled in for her if I had two hours prior to the 2:00pm matinee show. I 

was disappointed to find out that some special people came and friends from the 

Mainland of one of my dancers came on Sunday but did not get to see Salpukan. It was 

rather anti-climactic but I was adamant that I did not want to risk anyone getting hurt and 

I did not want to risk presenting my thesis in a modified form that could cause mishaps. 

Ultimately, the experience of making this decision was difficult but I had to do what is 

ethically responsible and best for everyone.  

I appreciated the fact that my dancers, lighting designer and stage manager were 

appreciative of my Facebook and Vimeo posts. The video footage even rehearsals helped 

visualize the entire thesis project. I would have liked to have done my blog via 

Wordpress but due to my involvement from different directions, I was not able 

accomplish this. I managed, though, to catalog my process through my free writes and 

journal notes.  Blogging would have been beneficial in terms of seeking options for the 

venue, the projection design, the fabric or just the numerous elements that I have in my 

thesis project. I do plan to have a blog or a website to continue cataloging my process and 

in order to received professional feedback from other artists across the continent. 

In hindsight, I think that I likely should have delayed my thesis choreography 

until Fall 2012. It was my goal to make the choreography stretch for a longer period in 

order to best articulate my vision and to present it in a venue more conducive to my ideas. 

This was not possible because of a lack of funding and departmental concerns regarding 

the off-site venue.  
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Perhaps not receiving the grant that I applied for should have been a red alert for 

me not to continue. Scholarships from Philippines Studies were not available and I did 

not have enough funds in order to pursue an outside venue. I also felt that I did not get 

significant support from my department to use an off-campus facility; I can understand 

the department’s concerns, but I also knew how much risk I would have had to take and I 

was willing to take it. 

I spoke with several people in downtown Chinatown regarding spaces and tried to 

see if I could accomplish the off-campus production, but decided that I couldn’t. 

Ultimately, my lack of time and resources and my concern regarding my dancers’ health 

became the deciding factors for me to make my piece a part of Winter Footholds: Dusk 

and Daybreak. I knew I did not want an “unsprung” floor for my dancers to dance on. I 

noticed that they were getting worried with other school commitments. I knew I had to 

compromise.  
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Lighting design and projection design 

There were several challenges that I had to face regarding the lighting and 

projection designs. To begin, the brightness of the fabric was a serious problem. Had I 

had the time to get other fabric, I would have pursued an alternative. The colors and sizes 

of the images were also an issue. I spent countless hours on Final Cut Pro trying to get 

the photos to be synchronized with the music and correspond with the lighting plot. In 

fact, I have been asked by individuals interested in the project about just how many hours 

went into finding the images, editing them, rendering them and, after I was told to reduce 

them in number, revise them. To be frank, I honestly do not know, but the entire process 

was daunting. The space was also an issue as the Earle Ernst Lab Theatre curtailed my 

ability to create texture and dimension in the piece. The stage is narrow and short and 

was not conducive to my needs. Finally, the dearth of resources availability to me meant 

that my choices of lighting instruments and the fly system were limited. 

I could have worked with Moschuk more closely to find a solution on how to fit 

the space (the Earle Ernst Lab Theatre) into my vision.  Moschuk was not only the 

lighting designer but he was also the technical director of Winter Footholds: Dusk and 

Daybreak. Actually, he gave me some comments after opening night that my thesis 

should have been on a different venue.  I think I forced my work into the space due to 

various constraints. This reaffirms my belief that I should have delayed offering my work 

until Fall 2012 due to the challenges listed above that the lighting designer faced as well. 
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Dancers 

I chose my dancers on the basis of who could offer me the particular qualitative 

elements I had in mind. Expressivity was one the qualities I look for but I think I failed to 

convey this importance – I think only two people were able to embody and physicalize 

this but then again I expect a thinking, conscious and thoughtful dancer as much as 

technical dancers. I was happy with their contrasting qualities and their varying artistic 

contributions.  

I think my biggest mistake was that I did not educate them more on the subject 

matter of human trafficking. I flippantly believed that by having three graduate students 

involved in the production that they would automatically understand and acknowledge 

the complexity of the subject matter and we would have discussions regarding these 

practices. I should have pushed myself to articulate my ideas, scenarios about human 

trafficking and really get my dancers to bring it into the movements – I should have 

considered that I had play the roles of educator and choreographer since my goal was to 

raise awareness, even among the dancers. I think that I may have raised awareness with 

some of the audience members and people involved with the production as I received 

some feedback that makes be believe this to be the case. However, I failed to do this with 

my dancers and I think it affected the performance in terms of expressivity and how to 

relate to these images and the subject matter. 

Finally, I think perhaps seeking the advice of and involving a dramaturge would 

have helped me in focusing the intent of the work. William Forsythe and Pina Bausch 

used dance dramaturgy to convey the importance of the expressivity and the entire theatre 

experience of their works. Granted, my thesis project was not a full evening-length work, 
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but I think the idea of using a dramaturge for projects such as mine is important and 

important issue for the dance department to consider.  I could have used Professor 

Markus Wessendorf’s expertise and possibly some of his dramaturgy students’ more on 

this particular element of my choreography. After all, the dance discipline at UHM is part 

of the Theatre and Dance Department. Working with others in the department who may 

be helpful for projects such as mine makes good sense and helps develop the overall 

skills of choreographers. 
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Appendix A: Press Release 
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Appndix B: Kaleo newspaper publicity 
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