
 

 

DEAN MOSS 

AUDIENCE FEEDBACK & CRITICAL RESPONSE TO Nameless forest 
 
 
“I loved the show. It was one of the best things I have seen this year. The performance… was an inspiring 
place to be. By the end, I was willing to roll on the floor, pile up against strangers, speak, do whatever ‐ 
because I felt we were all breaking bounds. It felt like jumping in the pool with your clothes on.” – 
Elyssa Dole, audience participant, The Kitchen (New York) 
 
“At one point (one of the performers), while naked and behaving as if dead or wounded, was tended by 
two people from the audience. Such minor pathos as the scene had all came from those two 
unrehearsed contributors. Their tenderness and perfect attention gave the moment more reality than 
the trained performer.” – Alastair Macauley, The New York Times  
 
“His mastery of the surreal, visceral, and participatory is truly unique and arresting. The seamless 
artistic symbiosis that Dean achieves with Sungmyung is a rare and welcome experience.” – Michael 
Reed, Director of Cultural Participation and Programming, ASU Public Events  

“The dancers' behavior suggests at once a lost tribe and disturbed children, terribly serious about the 
games they're making up. The confusion is interesting. So are the exaggerations of gender… There's 
uneasy comedy in this, an edge of terror—much like adolescence.” – The Village Voice 

“…what Dean Moss recently offered so eloquently in his Nameless forest at The Kitchen a couple of 
weeks ago revealed some of the key investigations for our form at this moment in history.” – Maura 
Donohue, Culturebot (from Get Closer: thoughts on activating the audience in live performance)  
 
“Visually stunning, mentally and physically absorbing. That ‘space’ where movement emerges in its 
completely raw form, the way Moss’ score contained that held great meaning for me. The rarified and 
defamiliarized bodies, movements, and gestures framed in proximity to familiar ones—each gave 
greater resonance to the other.” – Kathy Westwater, audience participant, The Kitchen (New York) 
 
“The question of audience vs. performer isn’t new, but it feels ripe again. The considered sophistication 
of Moss’ work reveals how wide the field’s reach is in considering what the nature of live performance 
is today. In Moss’ Nameless forest, several selected audience members become actively engaged in the 
work and are moved and placed by the company; their presence becomes essential to the remaining 
(seated) audience’s experience of the work, and our witnessing of their experience becomes essential to 
our enjoyment of it as well. There is a sympathetic alignment that allows them to serve as our avatars in 
a very precarious, exploded landscape. They become part of a shared experience, and we 
sympathetically do as well.” – Maura Donohue, Culturebot (from Get Closer: thoughts on activating the 
audience in live performance)  
 
“This may be up there with the best work I have ever seen. On so many levels. To bring the performers 
and audience together this way is one I will never forget. I found each moment like breathing, like 
thinking a private thought and then having it front of you for anyone to see.” – Marya Warshaw, 
audience participant, The Kitchen (New York)  
 



 

 

 
This past January 19 through the 21st, Yerba Buena Center for the Arts presented the west 
coast premier of Dean Moss’s Nameless Forest.  As part of THEOFFCENTER effort to contribute 
critical discourse into dance performance, Tessa Wills sat down with Dean Moss and asked him 
a few questions.  

Tessa: Hi Dean. What are you most excited about in this piece? 

Dean: I’m always excited about the audience and the kind of experience they get. 
That’s what drives me. I just had a final rehearsal with the dancers where I asked 
them…reminded them…they’re taking the audience on a ride…the audience has to 
believe you [the performer] is going on this ride too, so they can go along with 
you…this is not a shadow play, this is a sophisticated audience… 

It’s like when you go and see a movie, the special effects fool us the first time, we 
will suspend our disbelief for a second, but we are so much more experienced about 
interpersonal dynamics and relationships now.  When you bring your presence to an 
audience, they can see right through you that you’re ‘acting’…they will suspend their 
disbelief, but if you give them more than that, they will go with you. And that’s a 
huge benefit. 

Tessa: I was really struck by the pieces reflection on the evolution of American 
Identity and integration of “the other” in the work. What’s it like making work about 
American identity at this cultural moment? 

Dean: I think its mostly confusing there’s so many options….and Americans are 
aggressive about wanting to have those options, but are really lazy about committing 
to them…they want to be able to do all these things, but they don’t want to do they 
work…they are late realizing that the ramifications of choosing one…what happens 
when you say…”OK; I’m this, and that, and the other”…can you do that and keep the 
complexity and the openness to all the options going? 



 

 

 
Dean Moss, Nameless forest, Pictured: Eric Conroe, Pedro Jiménez, and DJ McDonald — credit: Julieta 
Cervantes 

It used to be that whether you were black, or gay, or transgender… and you were 
“other”…it was clear…but now you have all of those “others” really moving into 
centre of society and that has a whole other implication!….what does that mean?…it 
opens up many possibilities….what’s now the other? and how do you define 
that?….and since this phenomena is not evenly across society….it’s chunks of 
understanding in different places geographically across America. Here, for example, 
there is a really digested understanding. But its not like that in other places. So i 
think…just having a lay of the land..the topography of identity in this country…just 
having a sense of it is a lot…. 

And i think that this work in some way explores what the individual is to the 
group…and vice versa, and the ramifications in that of identity. In this piece we kind 
of initiate an audience into looking at the world our way. and we feel like that way 
involves a kind of…understanding of the difficulty of creating identity….creating an 
artists identity, creating an identity of other. 

That is what some Sungmyung Chun’s [South Korean Scuptor and poet; a 
collaborator in Nameless Forest] work steams from…that is the original inspiration, 
which was how this painful process of coming into knowing oneself. In his sculptures 
the pain is reflected in the eaten and bruised sculptures that are mostly all his face. 
 What we do as performers in this piece, instead of putting on bloody makeup is to 
show an experience….we involve ourselves in the same experience that we involve 
the audience in…we initiate them into a world where that kind of image is 
valued…where this self inflected circumstance is part of what we look for, we aspire 
to, we find value in..and that is part of an interesting relationship the community has 
to an individual. its the way that an individual brings compassion to a 
community…the community becomes compassionate when it can see itself in 
others…i think that is something that art does and can do. 

Tessa: This piece is an amazingly complex collaboration between sculptors, 
musicians, performers, technicians, visual artists, even photojournalists and war 
commentators. To me, your ability to lead this many diverse practices into a single 
art experience speaks to your project of integrating the “other” into a space of co-
authoring. What specific skills do you utilize as an artist which facilitate this co-
authorship? 
 
Dean: for a while i was a curator at The Kitchen in New York. I did that for 5 years. 
And for another 5 i was an advisor. During that time i did a lot of working with 



 

 

emerging artists, even as I was one myself. What i found was i was good at 
casting…i was good at looking at people, and putting them together. and i liked my 
role…how my role diminished. I was able to get myself on the outside of something, 
and look at the grouping and really feed off of that…set it up and get out of it…and i 
think that affected how i began making work how i wanted to replicate that process 
of pulling in other people..giving an initial impetus…and then through the process 
putting myself through it… 

Tessa: …becaming the outsider? 

 
Dean Moss, Nameless forest, Pictured: Aaron Hodges, audience members and Pedro Jiménez (in striped 
shirt) seated — credit: Paula Court 

Dean: We have to negotiate each other, and in a way that pulled me out of being 
the only person whose mark making…as an artist I am actually reacting to all the 
pressures, the issues between artists..the process of making something together, 
shared creativity and at the same time…I think there’s a lot of pressure…or maybe 
that’s not the right word…there’s a lot of challenge in it…and…since we are making 
an object that’s separate from ourselves…that we are making something that we are 
not in, but making together. I feel that we are coming together to birth something 
else, which reflects our struggle, our negotiating around each other as people, not 
just as artists doing a job, but as people. I’m interested as a collaborator in not just 
taking what you do better or different from what i do…but in the negotiation. 

Its’ this varied and dynamic world that I’m interested in bringing in,…the way that its 
brutal…i want that in my work. And there’s some value i have for it. 

Tessa: So you dealt with the concept of “ anoutsider” by utilizing your curatorial 
skills in a new way, in an artistic way to effectively put yourself on the outside of a 
group of people. But the critical difference is you have a place of power from that 
outside position…they are working with your vision. And you use that special power 
to create value around images of struggle and violence which we, your audience 
might otherwise avoid or misunderstand. Your work seems like an interrogation of 
the phenomena of art and identity, as much as it is an aesthetic experience. 

Thank-you so much for your time, Dean. Welcome to San Francisco. 
 
 
Nameless Forest was presented as part of the YBCA’s ongoing exploration of the relationship between 
audiences and artists, passive observation and active engagement. Nameless forest was rooted in two 
years of exploratory communication between Moss and Chun. 
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of understanding, embodying, and ever really knowing 
another human being. 

Over the last decade, in addition to becoming more 
concerned with the role of the audience, Moss has 
investigated collaboration as a conceptual conceit and 
creative process. Though he works closely with musicians, 
set designers, dancers, choreographers and writers, Moss’s 
collaborative efforts with visual artists in particular have 
proved to be especially fruitful starting points for the open 
exchange and reconfiguration of ideas, usually through a 
performative translation of the artist’s body of work. 

Moss’s first collaboration was the 2005 piece figures on  
a field with artist Laylah Ali (b. 1968), whose work is repre-
sented in the Studio Museum’s permanent collection.  
figures on a field, like Moss’s collaborative performances 
since, translated the experience of the artwork to the stage, 
rather than the work itself. Based on Ali’s ongoing series  
of detailed paintings that depict flat, brightly colored  
characters called “Greenheads,” figures on a field included  
a docent-led tour of the performance during the perfor-

A sense of becoming, or metamorphosis, permeates the 
work of artist/choreographer/curator Dean Moss. As an 
attendee to one of Moss’s immersive, multidisciplinary 
performances, you might be selected to transition from 
audience to performer, in a shift that is sure to forever alter 
your conceptions of the roles of each. Moss is above all 
committed to his audience and trusts the intense emotional 
and aesthetic power of the ultimate surrender: of audience 
to the performers’ instructions. And conversely, Moss 
engages in a kind of surrender of his own, by allowing room 
for spontaneity and risking the direction of an artwork on 
participation and interaction. As audience contribution has 
been increasingly privileged by performance artists and art 
institutions, Moss’s work stands out as especially generous 
and powerfully about his viewers in a way that differs 
from most performance, which might use participation to 
further the ends of the artist. All of Moss’s work displays 
a vested dedication to the contradictions and fragility of 
interpersonal connections—though his performances can 
be quite dark, they constantly work toward the possibilities 

Be With  
Me: The  
Revelatory 
Work of  
Dean Moss
by Abbe Schriber, Program Assistant
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Video still of figures on a field (2005)  
at The Kitchen, New York 
Left to right: Wanjiru Kamuyu, Okwui 
Okpowasili, Kacie Chang

Dean Moss in residency at 
Arizona State University; 
Photo: Tim Trumble/ASU

mance, rethinking the relationships between audience  
and performer, and audience and work. In addition, Moss 
used movements, gestures and props—dodgeballs, cloth-
ing, belts—that subtly referenced the suggested narratives 
in Ali’s paintings. 

The artist’s latest project, two years in the making, is 
a tour de force called Nameless forest that debuted at The 
Kitchen in May 2011. Nameless forest expands and challenges 
the scale of collaboration and audience involvement found 
in Moss’s previously mentioned works, further questioning 
the responsibilities of community and the individual in 
both art-making and society at large. It was created in 
conjunction with Korean sculptor, painter and installation 
artist Sungmyung Chun (b. 1970) after the two recognized 
shared elements and processes in their respective 
practices. Part sculpture and part installation, Chun’s 
dystopic mise-en-scènes are heavily influenced by theater 
and cinema, featuring a muted color palette and dramatic 
lighting. The figures, who wear striped shirts and whose 
faces are eerie clones of the artist’s, interlock in scenes of 
aggression and violence. As he did with Ali in figures on a 
field, Moss renders, translates and distills the unnerving 
aesthetics and theatrical storytelling of Chun’s work into 
the environment of Nameless forest. The choreography 
generates movement that, though meticulously tailored 
to each performer’s role, is unrestrained and highly 
physical, convulsive and even violent, seeming to trace the 
unresolved storylines in Chun’s work. Through motion, 
Moss establishes narrative in unconventional, fragmented 
ways, eschewing any linear, expository structure—as he 
put it, dance is itself an “automatic narrative,” one that by 
default provides an “abstract story of personhood.”1

Nameless forest is a collective enterprise on a larger scale 
than any of Moss’s previous works. In addition to the aes-
thetic collaboration with Chun, there are audio recordings 
of journal entries by war photojournalist Michael Kamber, 
neon sculptures by artist Gandalf Gavan, original music  
by sound artist Stephen Vitiello, costuming by Roxana 

Ramseur and lighting by Vincent Vigilante. Then there are 
the performers, representing a wide variety of back-
grounds, technical abilities and interests, and ranging in 
age from twenty-six to fifty-seven. Many of the movements 
are derived directly from their idiosyncrasies and individ-
ual responses to the choreography Moss—who does not 
appear in the piece—proposed. Again, Moss involves the 
audience, too, in a kind of ritual process of becoming that 
wavers between comfort and discomfort, intimacy and 
distance, stability and uncertainty. Discussing the piece,  
he invoked a quote by Andy Warhol that begins with the 
phrase, “being born is like being kidnapped.” 

Though not quite a metaphor for birth, Nameless forest 
echoes the arbitrary, overwhelming reality of where and 
how we emerge into life, and how we then muddle through 
the isolation, pain, and crisis that weaves throughout it. 
Thus Moss describes the effect of the work on these partici-
pants as “a wounding and examination of the audience.”2 
Up to twelve audience members are seated onstage and 
called upon to interact directly with the performers, while 
the remainder of the audience watches from the traditional, 
removed perspective. This separation creates two vastly 
different experiences of Nameless forest: a full immersion 
into the events unfolding onstage and a more distant,  
consumptive experience, in which we empathize with our 
fellow audience members from afar. The brilliance of 
Moss’s work lies partly in this emotional mixture of com-
passion and confusion we feel while watching the meta-
morphosis, as audience members engage in situations that 
are by turns awkward, unpleasant, intimate and instructive. 
“Be with me,” the performers whisper at one point to the 
audience participants, and no matter our level of spectator-
ship, we have no desire to do anything but—Moss’s work 
draws us in, invites us not just to be, but to become.

 
1. Dean Moss, in conversation with the author, April 19, 2011. 
2. Ibid.



 

 

 

Five Questions for Dean Moss 
15 May 2011  

by Maura Donohue 

Dean Moss’ premieres “Nameless Forest” this week and next (Thursday-Saturday, May 19-21 and May 26-28, 8 

pm) at The Kitchen. Part rite-of-passage, part meditation on the evolving processes of contemporary performance, it 

was developed in collaboration with Korean sculptor Sungmyung Chun and features 

dancers Kacie Chang, Eric Conroe, Aaron Hodges, Pedro Jiménez, DJ McDonald 

and Sari Nordman. In work also incorporates diary entries from photojournalist Mike 
Kamber, neon effects from visual artist Gandalf Gavan, an original score by Stephen 

Vitiello, costumes by Roxana Ramseur, and lighting and technical design by Vincent 

Vigilante. We spoke briefly last week.  

So, you’re loading in this week and premiering the work, but it’s had many 
showings ASU, MANCC, and recently at Yale. But you’re in the final gathering of 
everything for it, right? Yes. We had three preview performances at Yale. That was a 

great out of town showing for a very supportive group of students and public. The 

Kitchen is the premiere after a week in the space and I’m very excited to have the time to 

ensure that the technical aspects and performers are working well in the space. So, I’m 

very excited to be presenting it, hosting it. I feel like I’m sharing something with my 

audience. It’s as if there is a gift that you’ve worked hard on, that you know is a very 

nice gift and you’ve gotten this very nice gift for someone you know very well and you 

are about to present it to them and that’s how that’s how I feel about this work. 

 

What do you mean about the work as a meditation?  
It is a meditation on the work of my collaborator. The meditation is not only 

what I think his work means, but also what it is in the space and within the 

circumstances of its presentation. I start to think about myself in relationship to 

it, my own experience of it including what’s not in the work and what is 

tangentially related to the work. One can be thinking of all of these other things. 

It takes his exhibitions and installations into a whole other realm of experience 

and that process of moving from one thing to another becomes the work. The 

rite of passage is a method to experience the work. The work is set up for some 

fraction of the audience to navigate through it physically and that journey can be 

seen as a rite-of-passage. The passage is witnessed by the rest of the audience, 

but the witnessing that the audience does is like watching a ceremony that you 

may or may not know all the parts to. You are probably coming a way from it 

with an impression of how difficult this journey is. Whereas the person 

navigating through it may have a different experience. One primarily of the 

embrace that their community is giving them, the support that they are being 

extended. The off stage audience sees one thing and onstage audience sees 

another. It’s very embracing, very intimate onstage. 

You have been constructing carefully considered methods for making the 

audience experience integral to your work. I was deeply appreciative of it during Kisaeng becomes you. What 
is it about this careful bringing in that interests you? I’m interested in vulnerability again as I was in Kisaeng. If 

you want to get at that and at compassion and at these intimate details of someone’s emotional lives, I think it’s 



 

 

important that the participants feel safe and I think having a community that values that enables that. 

 

How did you come to collaborate with Sungmyung Chun? And, how did you 

work together?  
It’s important to see his work. He makes figurative sculptures. They are the size of 

a child and often have his face on them, an adult head on a child’s body. The 

figure is often wounded – light scrapes, a little blood. As you go through his 

exhibition, these wounds seem self-inflicted. You never see that activity, but you 

have this sense that there’s no one else doing this to the figures. His work is 

presented not as individual pieces but as whole installations. So you see scenes. He 

very much likes to think of himself as a storyteller and he uses these stories to 

explore existential being. I was at the beginning of Kisaeng, walking the streets of 

Seoul and I came across his gallery. I went in, saw his work and thought it was 

fantastic and would make a fantastic performance work. I left my name and he 

speaks little English and I speak no Korean so we had a friend translating and we 

hit it off. He watched the making of Kisaeng. In 2007, I saw his work, then made 

Kisaeng and then came back in 2009 to work together with him. It’s taken a long 

time. Working together was and continues to be relatively easy beyond language 

where we alway use a translator. The idea is strong and we quickly found that we 

could be flexible and patient with it’s physical development. Also practically we 

did a lot of traveling. I have flown Sungmyung and his associate Hyangsuk Choi 

to the states five times in the past two years. I have gone to Korea twice during the 

same time. So we put high value on being together in the space and looking at the 

work. Part of the process was in the selection of the transferable elements of Sungmyung’s work. Asking what was 

going to make a transfer onto the stage that can be about more than merely animating his characters. With figures on 

a field, Laylah Ali and I found out right away not to do the big green heads from her pictures. With Kisaeng we 

wanted to avoid the dancers being seen romantically as traditional artist courtesans. With this piece, the narrative 

that I conceived was kind of a parallel, not based entirely on the narrative of the original work. We broke down that 

narrative to disrupt and comment on it. Some early inspiration was taken from the structure of Rashomon. There was 

some early inspiration taken from the structure of Indonesian hindu rites in Bali. We both wanted the audience 

onstage and that meant that if the audience is onstage how we incorporate them must be significant. The audience 

becomes the core of the work. You’re inviting the audience onstage and you’re creating a frame with dancers for 

bringing the audience in.  

The work originally developed in a different way. We had a showing at the 

Kitchen that didn’t work entirely. So, I changed the master narrative or the 

primary metaphor: the underlying logic of the work. The original metaphor was 

trying to create community with our onstage audience. That became extremely 

unclear when we showed it – for me and for many who saw it in process and 

they were right – how are you going to get from here to there. I was faced with 

this aesthetic problem – how do you keep what you have onstage in this 

specialized environment and make a circumstance or framework for community. 

So there became these questions: What’s the community? What’s the 

relationship between the performers themselves and this thing they are trying to 

embody on stage? What is it that artists do in their communities? Why does a 

community, dance community, artist community – why do they care about 

individual feelings and the artifact of those feelings? Why does that matter was a 

big question. So by changing the primary metaphor to a place of initiation – 

ritual of passage – allows the performers to be the performers. It allows them to 

take their place within this specialized space and allows us to shepherd our 

guests and introduce them to this space in a very specific personal way. 

You’ve also included several other elements. What fed that?  

Sumyung’s original images and installations have a pure kind of form and are editorially very straightforward. He’s 



 

 

really cut into his sense of self within a particular world. There’s not a lot of 

comment on it or distance from him. He has an interesting humor, but the work is 

a sincere and straightforward interior dialogue. In bringing it onto the stage, I was 

aware that people in the role of his figures will carry a more complex sense of 

presence and that there’ll automatically be a commentary. If you are a single visual 

artist and making work, it can be about yourself but if I take that intimate 

existential idea and put it on other people it becomes about other voices. So, I 

wanted those other voices to help form the structure of the work. The performance 

of Nameless forest is in three parts: the first part is homage to Sumyung’s world. It 

is the longest section and there’s a kind of journey well depicted. In the 2nd part, 

the narrative (his internal narrative) is replaced with the photojournalist Mike 

Kamber’s diary entries. Mike’s been in many conflicted places. (We’re friends 

from the early 80s when we used to squat buildings together.) He gave me his 

audio diaries from when he was in Somalia. Using Mikes diary entries as score the 

performers dance a choreographic variation on the first section. The third section is 

like a ritual epilogue. It sets up the work in a timeless sort of way and then it asks 

for a kind of participation from the audience to again fill in the narrative. The 

audience themselves, their own narratives complete the work. 

 



 

 

 

Dance  

Dean Moss and Sungmyung Chun 
A choreographer and an artist walk through a Nameless forest. 

By Gia Kourlas  

 
Photograph: Tim Trumble 

One afternoon, the choreographer Dean Moss came across a storefront gallery while 
walking along a street in Seoul. Inside was a figurative installation by the Korean 
sculptor Sungmyung Chun, whose work—violent, sinister and eerie—often features 
groupings of figures with the same haunting face (the artist’s own). “I stopped, went in, 
looked at it and said, ‘I want to work with him,’�” Moss recalls. “I just knew about this 
guy. We had something in common.” Moss’s Nameless forest, which will be at the 
Kitchen beginning Thursday 19, is developed in collaboration with Chun. At its heart, the 
production explores the act of initiation. Twelve members of the audience sit onstage 
with the performers, who include Moss’s longtime dancer, the elegant and austere Kacie 
Chang. (Always a main attraction in any of Moss’s works, she serves as a guide for the 
onstage audience members.) For Moss, Chang embodies “an emotional content that has 
pain and edges in it and, in a way, makes one feel very much for her.” Without giving too 



 

 

much away, she makes the piece snap. There are two ways to see it—onstage or off—but 
the point is to see it. 

When did you begin working together? How did you meet?  
Kacie Chang: It was through Marya Warshaw at BAX [Brooklyn Arts Exchange]. She 
recommended me to you. I was working in the office, and she mentioned that you were 
looking for someone and thought I’d be a good fit. You were doing a solo performance 
there. 
Dean Moss: I had done something that I was sort of embarrassed about, so I was doing 
my hiatus in Brooklyn. [Laughs] We were at the beginning of Commodities, Identities 
and Synchronized Swimming. Kacie came in, and we did a duet together.  
Chang: It was our first duet. It was wonderful. It was more like a rehearsal that I walked 
into, and the weird thing was that I felt like I understood your movement or what you 
wanted it to look like even more than what you were showing. It was odd because we 
hadn’t met before, but I knew what you really wanted it to be.  
Moss: We hit off quickly. You were the only person who could do the movement the 
way I wanted it.  
Chang: It was like I was shadowing you.  
Moss: She understood where things were coming from; I was still making work based on 
myself at that point, so it was important for somebody to be able to do that. 

How did you want the movement to look? Why couldn’t anyone else recreate it?  
Moss: Well, it’s one of those crazy things where you think you’re some kind of 
wonderful purveyor of movement that nobody else has [Laughs].  
Chang: I feel like it’s not what it looks like, it’s the thought behind it—we’re always 
thinking while we’re dancing. That’s kind of what I saw.  
Moss: And Kacie got the thinking behind it and nobody else really did. She could 
anticipate where it might go, and we could have a conversation about the kinds of ideas 
around the movement, which is different. With most dancers it’s, How do I do that as a 
form, not as an idea? The next piece was Spooky Action [at a Distance], and for the first 
time I really started choreographing on Kacie. I would suggest something, she would take 
it and then I would shape it. And it became the model for the way I choreograph now. It’s 
more elaborate, but it all came out of that dialogue of moving and speaking. Also, the 
dialogue you have with somebody is an exponent of your ideas, so I can do something 
that’s really shorthand—verbally—but I see it on Kacie, and I see what she does with it, 
and that reinforms what it is. So the conversation is really about movement, and it’s 
quick.  
Chang: I also get an idea about what you want; I’ll make a choice about it and it’s 
always to serve your idea, but it’s also about what choices I make and how you’ll react to 
that.  
Moss: Exactly. And she also allows me to shape it on her. I like to cut, but dancers like to 
own; so you start cutting and there becomes a reaction, and Kacie allowed that reaction to 
happen. She quickly understood that cutting is really important.  
Chang: I became fascinated that for Spooky we made an hour worth of material and we 
took a few months off and came back and we’d have a few minutes. If I trust you with it, 
then I know [to] just try and try, and if I’m really floundering and if it’s not working, 



 

 

you’re going to get rid of it. I knew how it helped Dean; I thought, I’m doing something 
and I’m making choices and we’re building something and I know it’s not really right, but 
I just keep going because maybe I’m wrong or maybe it’ll be gone. You just go with it 
and trust that if it’s not serving the idea, it’s cut. It could come back in the next project. 
You never know. 

How did Nameless forest begin? 
Moss: I wanted to use Kacie, but I didn’t know if I was going to cast women at all in this 
piece. Sungmyung’s work was based on men. I had just finished a piece with all women 
[Kisaeng becomes you] and thought this would be all men, but it just didn’t feel quite 
right, and there was Kacie and Sari [Nordman] and I liked both of them. This was going 
to be a cast of a lot of people I didn’t know. Having somebody who understood what I 
was doing became important also as a balancing act within the world. And just having 
somebody who grokked me. Who understands. And can take it seriously. The balance 
between you and Eric [Conroe], who laughs at the drop of a hat and is nervous about 
everything—a wonderful performer—but [it was important] to have somebody in the 
rehearsal process, to have someone on the other side, saying, “No, really. We’re going to 
do this.” 

Could you talk about your ideas for the piece? 
Moss: The piece was based on Sungmyung’s sculptures. They are installations, and they 
have a real fragile and emotional content, and they’re a lot about a kind of self-identity, 
about finding out about what this circumstance of being alive is. And they are a kind of 
journey, and they are a kind of initiation to life. That’s the underlying narrative of his 
imagery. This work is divided structurally into three parts. The first part is more of an 
homage to Sungmyung’s work, where we try to present the characters and their 
relationships to their world. Everyone’s dressed in costumes by Roxana Ramseur, based 
on Sungmyung’s imagery. So there’s that world, and then there is the idea of taking this 
interior narrative that Sungmyung has and replacing it with a narrative that’s more 
worldly and more about where we live now. I used fragments of diary from my friend 
Mike Kamber, a photojournalist, while he was in the field in Somalia mostly. He made 
recordings about his life. Those fragments are edited into narratives. The movement 
within that section reflects [the narrative in] a kind of cynical way. The first part 
structurally repeats, but in a more irreverent way. It looks at that and twists it into 
something that’s more aggressive.  
Chang: And it comments on itself. So it’s a more modern, real, worldly thing in that it’s 
commenting on itself as it’s happening.  
Moss: It multiplies the complexity. The third part pulls it back into a kind of ritual, but a 
ritual that takes advantage of the space that we’re in and the place of theater and ritual in 
this world. Now, over the top of all of this, is the audience. Twelve members are onstage, 
and that audience goes through a kind of initiation process. The piece itself actually 
dissolves into a kind of ritual of initiation. Even as we are enacting this movement and 
activity based on these images, we take the onstage audience on a journey.  
Chang: The first section has this true narrative based on the interior world that the 
sculptures create. Then we bring the outside world into it through this narrative and this 
irreverence, but in the end we bring our actual, true circumstances in. So actually being in 



 

 

a theater, in the audience, in a presentational space becomes part of it.  
Moss: So we have a translation, and the translation includes [Chun’s] work, the figures of 
his work, the space that his work exists in, our relationship to that in theater and 
performance and your relationship to it as audience. From the beginning, the primary 
metaphor of the work becomes initiation. We separate the audience and bring them into 
our world, and then we send them back out into their world changed. It’s quite 
astonishing. 

Where do they sit?  
Moss: They sit on the stage with us. Their relationship to the performers is very intimate 
right from the start. There’s a kind of small emotional wounding that happens through 
which we encourage the audience members to think about how this character that we’re 
basing our work on feels about the world. We don’t say, “This is how it feels.” We say, 
“Feel this.” The performers have to figure out how to perform for those people onstage. 
The onstage audience is in the round. We wanted to explore the performers performing 
for this group while the audience sitting outside is looking through a very thick fourth 
wall. We’ve since opened the fourth wall up [after a series of showings], so we’re not so 
ignoring the seated audience. At the end, Kacie interviews the onstage audience 
members. She tells a story and asks them to tell a story; everything faces out to the house, 
so it becomes a mirror of them onstage. [For the audience] the stories aren’t pointed, like, 
“Tell me what you think of what we’re doing.” Your story is now being supplanted for 
the photojournalist’s story, which was supplanted for Sungmyung’s interior story. 
Meanwhile, as these interviews are going on, the ritual of the work continues. 

How do you maintain the intimacy of performing with the group onstage?  
Chang: It was a process of trying to understand how to do that. We’re with them—I 
spend half my time seated with the onstage audience. There can be a clear difference 
when you’re with them and then you stand up and enter the [performance] world. And 
sometimes that can bleed.  
Moss: I didn’t want Kacie looking out. I didn’t want all those secret ways of 
manipulating the audience.  
Chang: I make a lot of eye contact with [the onstage audience]. I lean on them. We touch 
them. That became a key element. We wanted it to be real, and if you’re touching 
someone, that’s a real thing. I think people got confused—if we talked to them too much, 
what was real and what wasn’t? I always say that nothing is real. Or everything is real, 
because when someone comes to your house, there’s a certain way you behave. You put 
on a little show for your houseguests. Everything’s a ritual. Life’s a ritual. We found that 
they believed it, and that it was very unusual and real to sit and invade someone’s space 
and to really sit with them.  
Moss: It causes real emotional connection, which is what we really wanted to inspire: It’s 
an emotional connection to the performers and therefore to the work. So when somebody 
does something harsh onstage and comes back to join the group, people think about that 
person differently. They’re sensitized to that performer. People grow attachments: 
“That’s my performer,” they will say. That’s the one that brought me onstage. There’s a 
pride in, That crazy one was mine. 
Chang: It’s another mirror of life. You can see your loved ones do harsh things and have 



 

 

a different reaction than if you see a stranger do something harsh on the street. It becomes 
heightened and more complex, and the onstage audience has a completely complex 
emotional relationship, truly, to what’s going on. They’re very involved; they have a 
shared responsibility with us. 

There’s no way I’m getting on that stage. 
Moss: [Laughs] People get very shaken by the world—and surprisingly for simple things. 
We are so happy that we did so many showings because we got to know what was 
working through them.  
Chang: You say goodbye and thank you, and they hug you.  
Moss: It’s kind of amazing. Also, there’s a completely different reaction between them 
and the audience offstage. [The latter] sees it as a much harder world. It’s like watching 
an initiation ceremony when you don’t know the culture. You think, You’re doing that 
horrible thing to those people, yet those people are seeing themselves be embraced by 
this society, by culture, by everything around them. They’re being embraced and shown a 
kind of joy and togetherness. It’s a very strange circumstance. People onstage come out 
saying, “I felt at peace.” 

Is that what Scientology is? 
Moss: [Laughs] The people offstage feel like, That’s so harsh, that’s so horrible. What 
are you putting those people through? 

Why is initiation a theme?  
Moss: That was hard, because it wasn’t at first. The early rehearsals were about the idea 
of community. But seeing [the piece at an early Kitchen showing] and listening to the 
feedback, I realized that instead of having our performers go toward the audience, what I 
really needed to do was the opposite. That would give us the control. 

Why has this idea of participation taken such hold of you?  
Chang: You talk about how you use our behavior—that that’s how you build the work. 
And with Kisaeng I thought, He’ll never get these [Korean] women to give him that kind 
of moment of pure behavior onstage. And then he had the audience do it, and I was so 
floored! It’s a development of this fascination of behavior and vulnerability onstage.  
Moss: Part of it also comes from being a curator at the Kitchen and looking at other 
people’s work. That experience pushed me into a place of, Where does the work happen? 
What’s that experience for the viewer? I wondered about that, particularly with Figures 
on a Field, where I first saw an audience onstage. You couldn’t get these responses and 
this emotional play without the audience onstage with you. A lot of artists [nowadays] are 
very much interested in real vulnerability. How am I really putting myself out there? Am 
I making decorative work? I’m not good at [making decorative work], frankly. There are 
people who do that so much better, but I’m very much interested in a kind of experience, 
and that dance is about that. How the dance is articulated is really telling you about the 
quality of that experience. I love the implications that the audience and I are the same, 
that we understand this landscape of emotion. We share in it. I like to do things that 
reiterate that, that resonate with that feeling. I don’t know where I’ll go from here. 
[Laughs] But this has been exciting. 



 

 

Kacie’s role involves telling a story and sitting with the onstage audience. Could you 
talk about the part? 
Moss: The women’s roles were about contextualization, and contextualization got more 
complicated as the work progressed. Because I started out with the men in relationship to 
Sungmyung’s work, it was easy to make them the content. But the piece is really about 
contextualization. So the focus starts out with the men and ends up with the women.  
Chang: In the end talk, I have to tell a story, and that was a very hard thing to figure out: 
What was I going to talk about? I choose my stories based on what I feel when I look at 
the sculptures. If I were in the audience watching the work, what would it bring up for 
me? What are the moments in my life? So these are the stories that I’m looking to tell 
when I do the ending.  
Moss: Kacie’s a fabulous performer, but I think it’s a very particular thing to be an actor, 
and that’s not what she does. It’s not about recitation or trying to act like this is a true 
story—it has to be from her life and it has to communicate vulnerability.  
Chang: Throughout the piece maybe I acknowledge a kind of complicity within myself. 
It’s knowing what you’re doing while you’re doing it and not necessarily approving of 
what you’re doing—but you’re doing it anyway. And that’s the kind of role I feel I have, 
and that’s the kind of story I tell. 

Has this changed you as a performer?  
Chang: It definitely has. But the change began a little bit with Figures on a Field in that 
you don’t have any of the control that you have when you’re just performing a piece 
without the audience onstage with you. There’s chaos, and the thing that I learned the 
most as a performer in this piece is that when you interact with the audience you have to 
be very firm; you can’t be nice, and you really have to adjust every bit of your energy to 
direct them. How do you get the response you want without asking for it? That’s my job. 
If they do something that’s not what we want, that’s my fault. So that calibration is really 
intense.  
Moss: Early on at our first showings [of Nameless forest] at Arizona State University… 
Chang: It was the first time we had done it with the audience participants in this way—
we came right at them with all of this crazy energy, and they started to play. You 
approach them with the wrong energy? It’s permission for them to be as crazy as you are. 
I became truly frightened and had to ask someone to leave. He was doing back to me 
what I was doing to him, but he was a man and he was pushing me around because I had 
been pushing him around and making him do things that he didn’t want to do. So he 
pushed back.  
Moss: We learned that we had to regulate our energy in a whole different way.  
Chang: I have all this energy, and then when I cross this new, invisible line on the stage, 
I have to drop the energy. I have to communicate.  
Moss: And there’s a real thing about firmness. The guys put the guests [onstage 
audience] in a kind of half nelson and really control them. You can’t do it lightly, like 
you’re being kind—you have to do it really firmly, like you’re dancing with somebody 
who doesn’t know how to dance. So you lead them and they then relax because you are 
leading them so well. If you are light, they feel like, Oh, I’m not sure what you want me 
to do—I have to make decisions. You don’t want them to make decisions. [Laughs] Just 
go with us. [Softly] Go with us. And the thing that we’re trying to frame is not so much 



 

 

what they do but how they feel and how they project what they feel. We build up a 
relationship, and we break it apart, and you get to see a reaction in the audience again and 
again and again. From the outside, it looks like it’s all about control, and on the inside, 
it’s control and something else. It’s definitely not so brutal. With Kisaeng, the control 
was really psychological, and in this piece, I think that psychological control exists and 
that there is this other level of control. Or suggestion. Or hypnotism. It’s an initiation 
ritual, just like when people say afterward, “I don’t know why I was doing that. I don’t 
know why I felt okay. I don’t know why it felt like it was the right thing to do.”  
Chang: They often say they were at peace. It’s because they’re not making the decisions. 
That’s peaceful. 

Nameless forest is at The Kitchen Thu 19-Sat 21 and May 26-28. 

 



Kisaeng becomes you: A scene from Dean Moss and Yoon Jin Kim’s piece at Dance Theater 

Workshop about the undercurrents of emotion.

Currents of Desire, With an Assist From the Audience 
By CLAUDIA LA ROCCO
Published: March 2, 2009

Who knows where Dean Moss ends and Yoon Jin Kim begins in “Kisaeng 

becomes you.” The inner workings of the collaboration between Mr. Moss, an 

American choreographer, and Ms. Kim, a South Korean, is just one of the 

marvelous mysteries of this remarkable work, which had its United States 

premiere last week at Dance Theater Workshop.

How did they develop the idea of the kisaeng, Korea’s answer to the geisha, with 

their intense and isolating training and lowly status, into a surprisingly natural 

metaphor for contemporary-dance artists? Which decided to roll the dice every 

night and gamble the entire show on several dazzling, sophisticated bursts of 

audience participation?



Who selected the five striking Korean performers, and who thought, Aha!, let’s 

throw a Janis Joplin song into a mix that includes biting kisaeng love poems, 

original music by Okkyung Lee and what appear to be Korean pop songs?

You get the sense, while watching, that these choices were made on a gut level; 

such is the strength of the sensual logic governing this work, which draws us into 

a private, deeply female world of often unidentifiable emotional currents and 

desires. (Save for a brief video, in which a man describes an almost love affair 

with a woman from another culture, the only male desire we see is reflected in the 

action of these women.)

At one point the five women turn ragged little circles on their tiptoes. Their heads 

are thrown back, mouths hinging open and shut, like goldfish grasping for 

sustenance at the water’s surface. They are mute in their need, and inscrutable.

At other times they are vulgar, making suggestive use of a microphone, or rowdy, 

downing copious amounts of alcohol. They screech at one another in excitement 

and anger and grief. These raw emotions and unpolished behaviors are placed 

against the seductive, perfected armor of the kisaeng, whose skill as the ultimate 

purveyors of fantasy is belied by the almost caustic loneliness threading through 

their poems.

Both the strength and chinks in this armor are made clear when audience 

members (on Friday, first an elegant older woman, and later two very young 

women) are drawn into the work. At times they are completely protected, given 

ceremonial costume touches while their every word and action is coached, and 

filmed.

Elsewhere they are left vulnerable, without instruction, made to play roles they 

cannot grasp. On Friday something terribly fragile and beautiful bloomed within 

these awkward transformations. The gamble paid off.



From left, Mihyun Lee, Yuree Bae, Soyeoun Lim, Jiseon Kwon and Jeongeun Yang.
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The Loneliness of the Long-Distant Courtesan

By GIA KOURLAS
AS Dean Moss knows from experience, it’s lonely to be an artist. For his newest work, 

“Kisaeng becomes you,” to be performed at Dance Theater Workshop starting 

Wednesday, he explores that isolation through the poetry of the kisaeng, Korean 

courtesans who were trained in the arts of entertainment, from the 10th to the 20th 

centuries.

In 2006 Mr. Moss, a New York choreographer whose travels had taken him to Korea (he 

was also dating a Korean woman at the time), found himself perusing the shelves of St. 

Mark’s Bookshop in the East Village when his gaze fell upon a title, “Hwang Jini & Other 

Courtesan Poets From the Last Korean Dynasty.” His curiosity was piqued. “I thought, 

who are these people and what did they do?” he recalled.



Highly educated and accomplished in the fine arts and poetry, the kisaeng, being 

courtesans, were relegated to the bottom rung of society, a circumstance that Mr. Moss, 

as a dance artist, found familiar. Above all, their poetry captivated him. “They’re not 

sweet love poems,” he said. “One starts out with: ‘So, what is this love? Is it round or is it  

flat?’ And it ends with, ‘Mine breaks to a sharp edge within me.’ That feels like my life 

and the kinds of things I’ve gone through. It feels modern.”

In “Kisaeng becomes you,” Mr. Moss and Yoon Jin Kim, a Korean choreographer who 

collaborated with him on the project, underscore the similarities between the kisaeng’s 

poetry and today’s social networking to explore isolation and connection with others. 

“The kisaeng poems were also like diaries,” Mr. Moss said. “Nowadays we write our 

diary on a blog, on Facebook. It’s the same thing. It’s just our contemporary style.”

An impressionistic, multilayered work, “Kisaeng becomes you” intends to establish a 

feeling rather than tell the story of a courtesan. “We’re relating the contemporary artist’s 

life to the poetry of the kisaeng’s life,” 

Mr. Moss said. “It doesn’t tell you how 

to think about it. It tries to allow itself to 

be seen in a number of different ways 

and to use these poems, which 

amazingly have within them a critical 

mind.”

Mr. Moss met Ms. Kim in Seoul in 2005 

when he was invited to present a talk at 

a Korean dance festival. “I saw her work,  

and it was the only piece that seemed to show an absorption of Korean culture, in that I 

did not understand it,” he said. “I couldn’t predict the rhythms, the actions, the 

relationships and the juxtapositions. I thought: Ah, this is Korean — this use of the 

breath and the traditional with a mix into modern. After I read the poems, I realized that 

I could work with her and bring a Korean cast to do this piece.”

Ms. Kim, speaking with the help of a translator during an interview on Skype, laughed 

as she recalled Mr. Moss’s proposal that they make a dance together. “I cannot 

understand English very well but back then, it was worse,” she said. “I couldn’t figure 

out exactly what he was saying, but I could understand the depth of his idea, and I knew 



that I could add onto his ideas with my own. It was like we were connecting and melting 

through each other. In this project I realized a lot about my own identity. Dean talks 

about isolation and loneliness, but for me, as a Korean woman, I found inner strength.”

“Kisaeng becomes you” features five female Korean dancers, three poems, music by the 

experimental composer Okkyung Lee and luminous projections of flowers, to represent 

the mute beauty of the kisaeng. Audience participation — the dancers select two women 

before the show to appear in the work — is integral to the production’s choreographic 

fabric. “They also interview a man in the lobby,” Mr. Moss said. “One of the dancers’ 

first jobs is to interview a guy for three minutes about his past loves or some pain in his 

life. We project that as part of the video in the piece. So men are always like a shadow. 

It’s really a women’s world, but they have a voice.”

The two women chosen in the lobby highlight the sense of otherness that the kisaeng 

experienced. One participant is given a video camera to shoot the action, which is 

projected onto a screen in real time. The other is absorbed into the group, essentially 

becoming a part of the cast. The dancers place a wig on her head and instruct her in how 

to recite the poetry. When it all works — and both Mr. Moss and Ms. Kim admit that 

involving a nonperformer is a risk — the production successfully captures the 

vulnerability of a kisaeng as she looks back at her life.

“There’s an understanding that this is serious,” Mr. Moss said of the audience 

participation. “We understand that the people who do this want to do it well, and we 

push them to do it well. Sometimes there’s a real self-consciousness, a real lack of 

understanding and then, as a director, you get nervous. This is a big part of the piece. 

Getting the dancers to recognize when somebody’s not comfortable and trying to make 

her comfortable is important, because the flow of the work depends on them having an 

interaction with the guest. The guest has to look good. She is the star.”



Dance
Dean Moss, Yoon Jin Kim, and David Roussève 
Practice the Art of Displacement
By Deborah Jowitt
Wednesday, March 4th 2009 at 2:55pm

In the crosscultural kitchen 
of postmodern dance 
drama, it�s sometimes hard 
to tell whether the chef has 
embarked on a particular 
creative process to 
discover more about 
himself and his roots, or 
more about the Other. Most 
often, it�s a bit of both. The 
customers may be 
charmed, enlightened, and/
or confused. Kisaeng

Becomes You by Dean Moss (African American) and Yoon Jin Kim (Korean) is 
performed by five women dancers from Korea and several different recruits from 
the New York audience each night. The cast of David Roussève�s Saudade
includes Roussève, two other African Americans, an Indonesian, a native of 
Burkina Faso, and a dancer who studied India�s Bharata Natyam for 22 years.

Moss, who taught for a year in Tokyo and has often visited Korea, was inspired to 
collaborate with Kim by a book, Hwang Jini & Other Courtesan Poets From the 
Last Korean Dynasty. Lines from these compressed poems, such as “What is 
this love?. . .Mine breaks to a sharp edge within me,” scroll in white letters across 
the back of the stage, and are spoken onstage quietly, almost noncommittally.

Amid a flurry of video, live feed cameras, and images projected on two screens, 
the five vivid performers pare down, intensify, and explode the role of the kisaeng



(a carefully trained, government or court-controlled “entertainer”). She must be 
young, beautiful, cultivated, decorous—adept at entertaining high-born men (or 
simply wealthy ones). As delicate as the peonies we see onscreen, she�s
charming at the banquet and (perhaps) compliant in the bedchamber.

In a fascinating exercise in displacement, a handsome woman, perhaps in her 
late fifties, is brought up from the audience (I believe recruits are first approached 
in the lobby). The five performers greet her warmly, wire her, dress her in the full 
underskirt of a hanbok, place an elaborate wig on her head, and educate her in 
behavior. Mihyun Lee tells her what to do, while Yuree Bae demonstrates. The 
others praise her progress enthusiastically. Her final duty is to perform alone the 
slow turns, gazes, gentle arm gestures, and slight swoon, while reciting the 
poetry. She must pick up a fallen scarf and wipe her eyes. One woman 
videotapes her and another snaps her picture. This time Lee�s coaching is 
unheard by the audience; it feeds directly into the earpiece of the “trainee.” Lured 
from her own life into another virtual culture, this spur-of-the-moment performer is 
bound by its rules, and distanced by the prompting and the inevitable pauses 
from the import of what she�s doing and saying. The others� final act, besides 
applauding her, is to offer her money.

Aspects of a kisaeng�s life are abstracted in a variety of ways and given a 
postmodern twist. In the beginning, a woman is bending over a table; the video 
shows us that she�s embroidering her hand (!), slipping a needle under the 
topmost layer of skin (kisaeng were skilled seamstresses). Soyeoun Lim rubs a 
microphone over Jeongeun Yang�s face and neck, and we imagine a novice 
being trained in fellatio (afterward Lim brandishes the mike like a penis, then 
bites it noisily). In one sequence, Jiseon Kwon and Bae, smiling and servile, 
usher in an imaginary male visitor, then gradually go dead—all expression 
draining from their faces and bodies. For what seems an eternity, they stand 
staring at us. Several times, all the women revolve on tiptoe, heads back, mouths 
open, like fish at the surface of a pond.

They also show us the clientele. Lim lines up glasses of beer, rim to rim, 
balances shot glasses of whiskey on top of them, and, with one gesture, knocks 
the tiny glasses into the larger ones. Party time. Channeling their inner males, 
the wonderful performers ad lib, down their drinks, and encourage two women 
from the audience to drain their glasses. Things get rowdy, a raucous song is 



sung. One of the volunteer performers is educated in the delivery of kisaeng
poetry, the other is given the video camera and told to shoot the fun.

It is she who ends the piece. On display. They�ve taken away the camera and left 
her alone center stage in her trim little dress and high-heeled boots. She looks 
pleadingly over to where the others are sitting on the sidelines, giggles, gazes at 
us, decides to be brave. She stands there for quite a while before the lights dim. 
Suddenly: a kisaeng waiting to be chosen for the evening�s diversions.
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Performance Club: Of Kisaeng, Gentrification 

and Arts Marketing
By Claudia La Rocco | Tue, Mar 3, 2009

Performance

Last week was quite an eventful one for our little old Performance Club. First we 

trekked over to the Chocolate Factory in Long Island City to see “(re)DEVELOP 

(death valley)”. Then we got embroiled in a discussion on how the heck to market 

such a delicate work as “(re)DEVELOP.” And, last but not least, we saw “Kisaeng 

becomes you,” a collaboration by Dean Moss and Yoon Jin Kim that had its U.S. 

premiere at Dance Theater Workshop.

“Kisaeng becomes you,” photo by Mr. Ng



A few of us headed over to Le Singe Vert after the show for a little alcohol, some 

French fries and a lot of dissection. And we continued to talk about the necessity 

and impossibility of marketing such sophisticated, nuanced performance works 

as those we had seen. How, in other words, do we use words to draw people in 

without giving them overly concrete expectations about non-narrative works. As 

the creator of “(re)Develop,” Brian Rogers, asked in responding to some people’s 

feelings that the stated linkage of gentrification to his work was distracting, “is it 

important for the connection to be clear, and if so - why?”

I certainly don’t have an answer - and thank goodness that I don’t have to market 

performance for a living! But I thought it was interesting that both of the works we 

saw last week had very concrete terms associated with them as subject matter, 

(gentrification in Brian’s work; Facebook and other forms of social networking in 

“Kisaeng”) and yet both works were , for me, marvelously resistant to any sort of 

frameworks one might want to put around them.

But, of course, before the fact and after are entirely different ball games. What 

did people think of “Kisaeng becomes you” (in relation to “(re)DEVELOP” or on 

its own)?? I’m all ears…and I’ll hope to see many of you on Friday at NTUSA!

7 Comments For This Post

  Maura Says: 

March 3rd, 2009 at 2:21 pm

  kisaeng - made me weep. The entry point for the audience into the work 

through the vessels of the audience participant members was so wrought 

with “real” energy and vulnerability - both for the work (will this work?) and 

for the participants (will they survive this? are they okay?) - that I was 

buzzing in my chair. They made the experience of the “Other” so alive for 

me. This could be the experience of the courtesan, the contemporary artist, 

the traveller, the immigrant. “I’m new here” - “What are the rules” The care 

and detail taken with those moments was so effective as a work that 

allowed the audience member to experience a work from the inside - which 

is something I know I’ve been interested in as an artist.

  Also, as someone who for years worked on developing cultural exchange 

residencies and projects (both as an artist and a facilitator) between 



American and, mostly, SE Asian artists - I’m very attuned to the way that 

these deeply profound experiences and desires to share become trite, 

sentimental or nostalgic. ‘kisaeng’ - did none of that but made me totally 

aware of it as a work created by a collaboration between artists who have 

come from very different places. It made me ache for korea where I spent 

a month many years ago and for those eureka moments of connection 

between two human beings who were a moment ago strangers.

  It also made me feel very lonely.

  I wish I could write in comparison to ‘(re)develop’ - i had planned to see 

this since last september but as a mom of two can’t commit to going to 

much til several schedules and energies align - and by the time i went to 

get tickets - it was already sold out.

  Claudia La Rocco Says: 

March 3rd, 2009 at 2:39 pm

  How beautiful, Maura - thank you.

  I think you’ve said it all better than I could, so I will only add, on the 

loneliness front: I’m not sure what night you went (though I am told that the 

performers always picked an older woman from the audience to be their 

first kisaeng) but on Friday, the woman they picked was so elegant and 

serene - truly beautiful, and it was an unexpected gift to be presented with 

this beauty, which is so different from what we think of as being attractive 

in 2009 America. But the loneliness for me came in when one of the 

performers said to her, while instructing her, “You’re so beautiful,” and the 

woman gave her this “yeah, right” incredulous look, not knowing if she was 

being made fun of or not (it seemed clear to me that she wasn’t, but I was 

safely tucked into my seat). That moment, how fragile and isolated this 

woman was just then, and unaware of her own powers - wow. It knocked 

my breath out of me.

  marie-christine Says: 

March 3rd, 2009 at 3:33 pm



  Well, i enjoyed more the getting together of our little group on Friday then I 

did the performance. But I am not saying in anyway that the event wasn’t 

good. It was. I haven’t reflected much about it but wish to share a few 

impressions. It was clever and well put together. Did I feel emotional? No. 

However, the artificiality and “I am in control” message of the performers 

(as the piece wanted it) in opposition with the vulnerability of the 3 chosen 

audience members was very powerful. But the message I really was left 

with is: performances and performers are masters of delusion. (I’ll ask my 

shrink about that… actually, no longer have one). It is kind of sad for me 

because even with the most control in a performance or an art piece of any 

sort, the authenticity, the desire to give something, to give shape to some 

“beauty” (very non-contemporary word; sorry) and some humor is 

paramount to me.

I guess that is the main thing that I was left with.

Cannot come on Friday as I have a board meeting.

  Looking forward to more with P.C.

  Martha Says: 

March 3rd, 2009 at 4:21 pm

  Again, sorry I missed this with PC… but I went on Saturday night, and also 

thought it was really powerful. Interesting, that the first to be brought onto 

the stage is always an older woman (yes, so was “ours”). Although this 

woman was not particularly attractive as she stepped on stage, she 

seemed completely transformed by the Korean costume, by the lines of 

poetry, by her own willingness to move as choreographed. She, too, was 

told that she was “so beautiful” — and at that point, in fact, she WAS 

beautiful. (But still, how glad I was not to be up there — the exposed one).

  I would have described the feeling as vulnerable — but I think Maura’s 

description of feeling lonely is closer — especially in those last, long, 

uncertain lovely moments for the third woman on stage, with everyone else 

(including performers) as her audience, watching and silent.



  tonya Says: 

March 4th, 2009 at 4:08 pm

  I wrote my fuller review here: http://www.tonyaplank.com/

swan_lake_samba_girl/2009/03/04/kisaeng-becomes-you-and-20-up-front/ 

but I really liked it. I have to go to experimental dance performances more 

often. I really liked hanging out with the performance club afterward too! It’s 

interesting reading other people’s thoughts. I’d forgotten about how they 

kept telling the older woman she was beautiful. She did kind of become 

more beautiful at that point. But she was also embarrassed, like she knew 

it was fake (at least the woman in the production I saw did), which is how 

anyone would probably react, so it’s human - -but it still went to the 

inauthenticity of the connections and all. The feelings of loneliness that 

people mention are also interesting — especially at the end. With the 

young woman we had in the end, I didn’t feel so much loneliness for her 

but exposure, being up there onstage all alone and having the lights 

shining down on her and not knowing what to do. I felt it was more like 

voyeur and looked-at had exchanged roles, and I would have loved for that 

person to have been a man.

  mv sprenger Says: 

March 5th, 2009 at 3:46 pm

  I really enjoyed both works. You could see that each artist had the time to 

conceptualize the work, build the work, and then edit the final product. That 

kind of detail is so rare.

  For me, Brian’s piece was about the idea of right to space and how spaces 

change when more people are allowed to inhabit them. I thought it was 

striking, appropriately aggravating, and poignant.

  Dean and Yoon Jin’s work took me for a ride. I was nervous that the 

audience participants might fail the work, curious if that was the whole 

point, empathetic that they had to chug beer, and completely exhilarated 

when they all went for it and performed wonderfully.

  As for marketing the works and the terms used to help attract viewers…

I think dance marketers try to find ways to give concrete information about 



abstract performances in hopes that someone (hopefully a new audience 

member) will latch onto a particular idea and then take a chance on the 

work by buying a ticket. The glitch is that in most cases the clearest 

information is the artist’s source material, what they are working from 

versus what they are creating (this is in large part do to the differences 

between marketing and creative time lines). Because of this, the audience 

ends up expecting to see the source and not the artist’s opinion, 

interpretation, or translation of the source.

  In re(DEVELOP) gentrification became the tension between the audience 

space and the performing space and need/want to see or experience more 

of the other. In Kisaeng, Facebook was nonexistent in the final product but 

the parallel of contemporary artists’ blogs to the Kisaeng’s writing of poems 

is still fascinating. As a viewer that information enabled me to layer what I 

was seeing with the notion that current day artists are experiencing the 

same loneliness.

  Maybe performance works are more than what we see during that hour in 

the theater, maybe they are everything written, talked about, and 

discussed plus the act of watching…

  Maybe I just want to let myself off the hook as an artist and an arts 

marketer…

  Maura donohue Says: 

March 7th, 2009 at 7:21 pm

  I was still thinking through the marketing discussion and appreciate 

Megan’s comments. Wasn’t that issue of trying to market work that’s in 

development and not easily explained from the inside to those who witness 

from the outside part of what propelled “The Nothing Festival?”

  And something else about the potential for cross-cultural misreadings and 

inauthentic or insincere acts… what Kisaeng captured - as well - was the 

way in which one, as a newcomer, can be quickly embraced by a group - 

my experience (from a month in Seoul over 10 years ago) was one filled 

with constant compliments and communal snacking, drinking, and singing. 



To consider their repeated assurances of the older woman of her ‘beauty’ 

as insincere is to look at a work through an exclusively American 

(western?) perspective - where notions of forthrightness and the individual 

are placed in high value as opposed to cultures that have capital “F” - 

Face, and seemingly compulsive or masochistic or endless graciousness, 

and the benefit of the larger group, and respect for elders as primary social 

forces. That is why I loved the work - it brought all of that to the fore for me. 

Culture is more than language and more than food and more than 

geography and more than topography and more than how we hold our 

bodies, or whether it’s polite to blow your nose in public or chew gum or 

care for your parents when they get older or listen to your parents and 

consider their wishes over your own… and on and on. It’s all and more.



Dance Review:

 Still Contemplating Becoming -
Dean Moss & Yoon Jin Kim at DTW

Kisaeng are Korean young women trained in the arts for the 
entertainment of aristocracy.  In Kisaeng becomes you, at Dance 
Theater Workshop, Dean Moss and Yoon Jin Kim invite selected 
audience members to "become" Kisaeng.  Not really, but they are 
placed in the uncomfortable position of being onstage for our 
entertainment, paralleling momentarily the lives of Kisaeng.  
Mainly, this brilliantly constructed piece serves as a portal into a 
world which is foreign and mysterious to westerners.

The atmosphere is established from the beginning with both 
beautiful and disturbing images.  Five Korean women skitter on 
tiptoe, with their necks bent back, faces to the ceiling, and mouths 
open painfully wide.  A woman stitches, and strings thread 
through the skin on the palm of her hand.  Live video projection 
serves as a magnifier of this image, and is used throughout the 
piece to show varying angles and amplify selected details.



Audience volunteer number one, a woman, is greeted by the 
Korean cast with girlish, comically over-exaggerated hospitality.  
They dress her in costume, wig, and wireless mic, and direct her 
through stage blocking and delivering lines of poetry.  Opposed to 
typical sappy love poems, these lines of Kisaeng poetry are 
beautifully devastating: "When I love, I make you my enemy".

Even the girls' night party scene has an underlying ominous 
feeling.  Two other audience volunteers are "recognized" and 
brought onstage for a celebratory reunion.  The girls chug beer 
and maintain a rowdy drunken noise level.  Surrounding this 
noise, there is a hollow emptiness, like in a bar that's closing, 
when the voices are still loud but the music has been turned off.

The new audience participant "Kisaeng" are instructed through 
actions and interactions.  At times it is unclear what is going on. 
One documents with live video, while the other acts, and vise 
versa.  In the end, one is left alone, standing center stage, 
creating a feeling of loneliness and isolation.  The volunteer looks 
suspiciously comfortable in this position, either due to the beer 
she just chugged, or perhaps she was prepared for this role.

Dean Moss' multi-layered pieces blur the line between, dance, 
theater, and performance art.  In this collaboration with Yoon Jin 
Kim, he creates a disturbingly believable environment where 
nothing in the performance is precious or contrived.  It's 
sophisticated work with a complexity which I'm unable to 
appropriately articulate.  True to my definition of effective art, it left 
me with something to contemplate for days afterwards.

iDANZ Critix Corner 
Official Dance Review by Julie Fotheringham 
Performance: Dean Moss and Yoon Jin Kim, Kisaeng becomes 
you
Venue: Dance Theater Workshop, New York City 
Date: February 26, 2009 
www.iDANZOnline.com 









Ongoing
by Elizabeth Zimmer 
May 10th, 2005 12:10 PM 

Field notes: Okpokwasili and Kamuyu 
photo: Art 21 

Dean Moss and Laylah Ali 
The Kitchen 
512 West 19th Street 
212.255.5793, ext. 11 
Thursday through Saturday at 8 

If you arrive early for Dean Moss's 40-minute Figures on a Field , you'll see the choreographer 
hanging high on the Kitchen's back wall, precariously perched on protruding bricks and clinging to 
a couple of others. Collaborating with visual artist Laylah Ali, he's transformed the huge space into 
a sort of gallery, in which a cast of six expressive "brown" performers (Keila Cordova, Pedro 
Jiménez, Wanjiru Kamuyu, Okwui Okpokwasili, David Thomson, and Moss) enact a variety of 
vignettes, posing as art viewers, basketball players (abusing the smallest among them), and abject 
crouching figures who might be prisoners or Islamic worshippers. Scenes form and dissolve, 
evoking circumstances of racial persecution, injustice, inequality, violence. We hear, as if from a 
distance, the sound of explosions. 

A seventh performer, Kacie Chang, serves as docent for an onstage tour. A group recruited from the 
audience, mostly white, reinforces the sense of a gallery situation, staring at the "brown" people, 
objectifying them, marking them. Using visual tropes from art and sport, Moss manipulates Ali's 
images to deliver an experience that elevates—or reduces, depending on your point of 
view—painful realities to the status of art. 



PERFORMANCE REVIEW 

Life's mystery: Who's framing whom? 
BY APOLLINAIRE SCHERR 
May 11, 2005 

Laylah Ali's delicate gouaches, featured in the last Whitney and Venice biennales, subject stick-legged 
cartoon figures to gruesome acts. In one disarming small painting, three bubbleheads hang by ropes, 
rendered as elegant lines, while one bystander forces another to watch. The reluctant onlooker 
happens to be missing his arms and a leg, which the hanged men dangle in their own arms. "Look," 
the coercive stickman seems to be saying, "they have something you need." 

The bubbleheads are left to deal with a legacy of violence perpetrated on their people. They're also 
stuck playing the parts of aggressors as much as victims. All the figures - the hanged men as well as 
those haplessly ensconced in Klannish regalia - are brown, which is to say, black. 

In a brilliant move, choreographer Dean Moss translates Ali's knotty concerns to the stage (with Ali as 
adviser) by scrutinizing the act of translation itself. The exquisitely constructed "figures on a field" 
asks: What happens when you frame real people as if they were flat, fictive figures? It moves with 
stealthy grace between the political and aesthetic meanings of "frame." 

Moss' stage design features frames inside of frames: a white rectangle painted over The Kitchen's 
black back wall, against which Moss is flattened as we enter the theater; the white flooring that 
demarcates the stage space, to whose borders the seven performers are highly keyed; and a video 
overhead in which the cast briefly squiggles past as speedily as flagella. 

To begin, the performers array themselves in deliberate clumps and look anywhere but out front. 
They're avoiding us. Like all audiences, we're framing them. 

In beautifully paced scenes, they move between pretending to hurt each other and really hurting each 
other, or close. On the one hand, they stick Band-Aids over invisible wounds or pile each other up 
like trash. On the other, they play a fierce game of dodgeball (with balls as bumpy as skin). In the 
most disturbing moment, Moss hands David Thomson a belt; Thomson tightens it around Moss' neck 
and drags him backward. Then, Moss hands him the belt again for another go. 

Starting when Marcel Duchamp brought a urinal to an exhibition, artists have made the point that the 
way an object is framed changes its meaning. "Figures on a field" makes the more frightening point 
that this framing exerts a force on the picture itself, not just on its meaning. Because the theater is 
blind to the real - everything is play - Moss can get someone to asphyxiate him, and we hold our 
tongues.

The stage of "figures on a field" is both a stage and all the world - or ours in America, anyway. 

FIGURES ON A FIELD. Conceived and directed by Dean Moss, with Laylah Ali. Continues through Saturday at The Kitchen, 
512 W. 19th St., Manhattan. Tickets $15. Call 212-255-5793 or visit www.the kitchen.org. Seen Friday. 
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