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H’Edge: within/without nature 
Socially Engaged Dance-Ecology 
Collaboration in Higher Education 

Rachel Boggia Visiting Assistant Professor of Dance Wesleyan University/Bates College USA 
Course taught in collaboration with Dr. Michael Singer, Associate Professor of Entomology and 
Ecology, Wesleyan University USA 

The Class (2010) 

•  dance repertory course taught by Choreographer 
Rachel Boggia with Modules from Ecologist Dr. 
Michael Singer 

•  Re:"nature"  
•  Bodies 

–  perform improvisationally 
•  environmental scientific and philosophical themes 

–  personal conceptions of nature 
–  kinaesthetically learned to explore Global Change 
–  Amoral 

•  “Technology” 

Big Questions 

•  How can I create a project in which 
students learn to question the boundaries 
of the certainty of knowledge and learn 
how to act when there are no right 
answers? (How can I help them gain skills 
as citizens) 

•  What do science and dance have to offer 
each other?  Where do they come 
together and diverge? 

Students 

•  Undergraduate students at a liberal arts 
university 

•  Mixed level dancers (beginner to 
advanced) 

•  Mixed majors (dance, anthropology, visual 
arts, biology) 
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Context 

•  Wesleyan University Feet to the Fire 
Initiative Goals (2008-09) 

– Deeper Understanding of Global Climate 
– Art as a catalyst 
–  artists and non-artists share research methods, 

pedagogies, and modes of inquiry  
– Students Learn to question the boundaries of 

the certainty of knowledge and learn how to act 
when there are no right answers 

http://www.wesleyan.edu/cfa/feettothefire/ 

Models for Dance-Ecology 
Collaboration 

SEEDS Festival (http://www.earthdance.net/seedsfest.htm) 
•  the intelligence of embodiment has specific 

offerings for our understanding of ecology 
•   artistic practice is a valuable tool and vehicle for 

this research 

Models for Dance-Science 
Collaboration 

Choreographic Interpretations of Scientific Information & 
Processes Morgenroth (2010) 

•  Model  process on that of science/demonstrate forces (also, 
Birringer 2010) 

•  translate concepts from science into choreography 
•  “a harmony of spheres” 
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“What dance has to offer science” 

•  Alternative Visualization/Communication 
•  Sensitization 
•  Social 
•  Alternative to Cartesian Dualism 
•  Other? 

•  “She no longer contemplated the spirit of the 
dance as one relating the story of something, 
but she threw herself into the spirit of the 
dance as one dancing the thing itself”  
– Ann Daly on Isadora Duncan 

•  “ Irony is about contradictions that do not 
resolve into larger wholes, even dialectically, 
about the tension of holding incompatible 
things together because both or all are 
necessary and true” 

-Donna Harraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: 
Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism 
in the Late Twentieth Century” 

Valued Approaches to 
Understanding Experience 

Opinion/Personal Narrative 
Popular journalism 
Personal Writing 

Reading responses 

Scientific 
Method 
• Humans as invasive 
species 

• Artificial life 

Philosophical Engagement 
Technological mediation 

Concepts of “natural” 
Theoretical Writings 

Embodied 
Understanding 

Authentic 
movement 

Group 
improvisation 
Choreography 
Camera Work 

and Gaze “Earth” 2007 Directed by Alastair Fothergill, Mark Linfield 
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H’Edge Major Themes 

Themes 
•  Human/Nature 

–  Humans as an Invasive 
Species (Singer) 

–  Human relationship with 
environment 

–  Examination and 
Objectification of as 
strategies to preserve power 

•  Natural/Unnatural 
–  Artificial Life (Singer) 

•  Authentic Movement vs. 
Ideal Movement 

Dance/performance 
Activities 
•  Contrasted Authentic Movement and 

Choreography Stream of 
consciousness speaking and 
performance of written text 

•  Performative exploration of 
the camera  gaze 

•  Critique of 4th wall 

•  Habitat: Dancers in “natural 
environment”; created 
Environment through sound 

•  “Being prey” 

Outcomes for Student Learning and 
Engagement 

The class 
•  I think that the best part oft his class was the free exploration aspects. We 

were able to go within ourselves and question what it meant to understand, 
be a part of, and interpret an environment. To question our views and even 
our portrayals of natural and artificial was very eye opening. I think what 
stuck with me the most were the times when were allowed to just move, 
eyes closed or open, engaging the space in any way our bodies saw fit. 
the discussions and explorations that came from that sourced the 
movements we used for our piece. The idea of moving "naturally" was 
something we actually explored and it's results were wonderfully eye 
opening. 

•  The benefits of this module…include the ability to take two hermeneutic 
frameworks and integrate them. The framework for dance as a 
methodology of research has stayed with me and is something that I will 
continue to use in my creation. The memories from the performance, the 
intimate relations we developed with each other, and ontological 
frameworks of both professors will stay with me. 

Outcomes for Student Learning and 
Engagement 

The performance 
•  …it allowed us to establish the existence of the opposing roles 

of predator/prey, natural/unnatural, observer/
observed...etc...but, throughout the piece, we transitioned 
fluidly through them, taking on both roles. In the past, I have 
been wary about topics of nature (as in the “great outdoors”) 
being the primary focus of dance pieces because I have felt 
that they eliminate the parts of our human existences that are 
so powerfully informed by nature. In its exploration of 
personalities, our relationships to one another, sex, art, the 
importance we invest in imagery (LEOTARDS), technology, 
technique, bodies, college...., I believe that HEdge was able to 
return all that has been lost to conversations in art about 
humans and nature and allows us realize that the sweetest 
thing is not a final answer, but the continuation of our journeys 
towards it. 
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Recommendations   
•  GOOD COLOABORATORS Co-teaching is most successful when the research interests of 

the partners genuinely intersect; when one has respect for the other’s disciplinary 
approach; when disciplines are presented to students non-hierarchically; when adequate 
planning is invested in the co-creation of lesson plans. 

•  TRUTH IN ADVERTISING Faculty who plan to incorporate another discipline into their 
course work must advertise this to their incoming students so they are better prepared to 
approach the course of study through multiple lenses. The advertisement should be 
incorporated in the very first meeting or pre-course interviews. 

•  COMMITMENT LEVEL Modules are an excellent way to introduce faculty who are 
interested in incorporating another discipline into their teaching without great risk and to 
pique student interest.  It can also have a profound positive effect on the dynamic of a 
class, such as increasing connections among classmates and deeper engagement with the 
material. Modules of two to four class sessions for the most part do not provide the 
consistent investigation necessary to elicit substantive change in student awareness and 
action.  Students’ interest and awareness is raised, but new techniques cannot necessarily 
be integrated.  There is also an inherent difficulty in presenting the rigor of a new discipline 
in a few class periods.   

•  PREP TIME 

Recommendations   
   
•  Modes of interdisciplinary experiments may 

present art in service of science or social science, 
science or social science in service of art.  A more 
interesting third place exists where there is a 
synthesis, dialogue or conversation between the 
two where the actual work is deepened. In this 
fusion, different disciplines theoretically enrich 
each other, information is presented through 
multiple lenses, and there is a new language 
developed for thinking, speaking and knowing.    
– Did we get there?   

•    

•  Thank you for your ideas and questions! 
•  rboggia@bates.edu 


