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In every class remotely related to dramaturgy, I encounter performance studies scholar Elinor Fuchs’s
critical essay “EF’s Visit to a Small Planet.”[1] When I was an undergrad, I was taught Fuchs’s article
twice. Grad school? Twice more. When I want to teach choreography and composition, I teach Fuchs’s
dramaturgy of planets. I’m grateful every time. When we take aspects of world-making as the work of a
dramaturg, I believe that this is one way to arrive at our traumatic present. How to arrive in spaces of
wide-ranging, inequitable, and systemic traumas? Or, how do I reveal this traumatic present as everyday,
as repetition (ongoing, both physically and historically), as also a dramaturgy?
My parents imagined brighter futures. Their planet made of dreams. I find myself in a constant battle with
how their imagined futures sometimes were (mis)guided and influenced by colonial mentalities.[2] A
planet of complication. Nevertheless, this planet is one in which their children flourished in opportunities,
even though their own brown bodies did not. I even think my parents have multiple planets—worlds made
in their imaginaries.
In section V, “Theatrical Mirrors,” the shortest section of “EF’s Visit to a Small Planet,” Fuchs offers a
consideration of multiple planets and how they could affect a dramaturgical world: “Important as these
internal systems are, dramatic worlds don’t just speak to and within themselves; they also speak to each
other.”[3] In the paragraphs that follow, I expand on section V through a queer Filipinx American
choreographic strategy and explain how the dramaturgical planets in these choreographies relate, speak,
and move with one another. This strategy takes into account a range of planets, their array of invisibility
and gravity. This is a dance with the incomplete as a practice of care. It’s not just my planets or my
parents’ planets or the number of planets. It’s also the orbiting pathways, the circuitous dance of
repetition, release, and rotation through space.[4]
Dramaturgy, to me, is an intimate act of analysis. Dramaturgy in dance—an analysis of bodies, movement,
context, and performance—becomes entangled in these conceptual imaginaries even more when focused
on queer Asian American performance. My choreography and dramaturgy, embodied by my Filipinx
American body, fall into these traumas: my own, my family’s, and my ancestors’. These owned and
inherited traumas are invisibilized in a landscape of systemic oppression, but performance can highlight
their embodied worlds. And yet they are more than all of these things. My dramaturgy is not simply
connected to my Asian American history or identity; my performances do not simply represent Asian
American histories. Many other histories and planets, often not seen, are part of my dramaturgy.[5]
Dramaturgy could be explained as research done for, by, and about a production. But what if those
productions explicitly involve the personal and familial experiences of the researcher and performer? And
why is it something worth revisiting within a container of performance? The practice of dramaturgy helps
answer these questions. I work with the dance of planets to highlight the many complex pathways and
vast space that, because invisibilized, become easier to ignore, to move with the emptiness and make it
intentional. The process of making something not seen can be a choreographic or dramaturgical choice. In
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Fuchs’s work, the last instruction after all the amazingly detailed questions is to look at the planet from a
distance, to squint. But these planets may not be visible or static, and they might not want to be visible.
They move unseen. And as a choreographer noticing this movement and invisibility, repeating it in
performance is one way to grow this complexity. If I were to expand on this, and move with and beyond
Fuchs’s essay once more, I would further imagine what this complexity might mean within my own
performance work.
It might look something like this. A queer Filipinx American performer, choreographer, and artistscholar’s visit to dance planets:
My dramaturgy.
or feelings about my feelings.
My dramaturgy is
a Barong. Which might mean a symbol of resistance or might mean a perpetuation of US colonialism.[6]
My dramaturgy is singing Santo Niño because as a child, I loved the upbeat tempo and clapping despite
the Catholic prayer event that lasted hours.[7] My uncles sometimes left the room because they were
allowed a break outside, but children no matter their gender had to stay.
My dramaturgy is the lack of primary interviews from the St. Louis World’s Fair “human-zoo”
participants.[8] One of the few direct quotes I could find is from Antero Cabrera, the 14-year-old
translator known for singing “My Country ’Tis of Thee.”[9]
My dramaturgy is having to explain the preference to not be seen because sometimes being seen is more
dangerous than they can imagine, not having had to imagine any sort of danger in their position.
My dramaturgy is recording a phone conversation with my mother about how line dancing (cha-cha,
electric slide) in Filipinx American bodies cannot be attributed to a single historical event. After
conversations with family still in the Philippines and other Filipinx American artists, I still could not
identify a definitive or specific event (besides the obvious: cultural imperialism). But to not know where
it originated beyond that? Is it dramaturgically necessary?
My dramaturgy is a complicated relationship to hip hop dance. Especially having grown up in the land of
the Ohlone people, the San Francisco Bay Area, I tend to choreograph more productively when there is a
good beat to a song. The dramaturgy in hip hop dance is starting to grow even more eloquently in
academic spaces thanks to Imani Kai Johnson, Naomi Macalalad Bragin, grace shinhae jun, and J.
Lorenzo Perillo, to name a few scholars.[10] But what does it mean that a good beat is what drives more
movement in my choreographic practice?[11] This dramaturgical question could be essentialized to the
steadiness of the beat, the bass better felt through the speakers, and the nostalgia of youth. It can also be
complicated by the musicology and history of downbeats in dance or further complicated by the lived
experiences of hip hop dance practitioners. Johnson mentions the nuance required in discussions of
appropriation in hip hop culture.[12] This too is part of the dramaturgy.
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These orbiting pathways and their traces do not fully capture all dramaturgical motion in performance,
nor should it. If the goal of dramaturgy is to create a fuller, more critical, and more nuanced performance
and world, then my dramaturgy is intricately linked to but simultaneously complicated by the everyday
and the loss in them. My dramaturgical practice as a queer, cis, Filipinx-American, artist-scholar (and as
of this writing) Midwesterner takes all of these labels and throws them into the orbit of vast empty space.
This dramaturgy, while performed onstage in singular events, is lived every day, unfolds every day, and
dances every day. That is to say, we see only partially what is illuminated, what is possible, with detail
we could never imagine, and that is okay. Otherwise, we reinforce a colonial approach of assuming we
can and should fully know what it means to be any marker of difference.[13] My Filipinx-American
dramaturgies are incomplete and whole at the same time. The missing and incomplete are part of my postcolonial Filipinx-American framework. To return to Fuchs’s “Theatrical Mirrors,” the invitation to dance
with more planets is always there in an ever-expanding multi-directional universe. To which planets do
we hold ourselves accountable? What are we doing to dance with this ever-expanding complexity?
Through these complex dramaturgical orbits, I hope my performance work and dramaturgy provide care
for the everyday. Sociologist Valerie Francisco-Menchavez demonstrates care work in Filipina migration
as multidirectional.[14] In my screendance How to Dance with Filipinx Ancestors?, I work with artist and
scholar Julian Saporiti’s track, “Gimme Chills” as the underlying music score. Julian Saporiti,
performing as No-No Boy, has dramaturgical planets rooted in cross-cultural loss, Japanese American
incarceration, histories of war, and abuses in Asia and the United States. When Julian Saporiti granted me
permission to use the track first for movement research and then for the screendance work, the care work
was present not just in the song or in the dance, but in the unseen interactions in the building of
relationships, the sharing of archives, and the everyday construction of artistic practice and research. To
be clear, this is not the same as the care work studied in Francisco-Menchavez’s research that focuses on
Filipinx export labor and the international flow of care. However, the multi-directional movement of care
does link to the plural traces of planetary orbits rather than a dramaturgical planet in isolation.
Queer Filipinx American dramaturgy offers a dance with incomplete colonial and postcolonial narratives.
These rich diasporic stories parallel a complex colonial and postcolonial history. We intentionally do not
see all of these planets. This withholding can sometimes fail. Ultimately, this failure and repetition are
parts of the dance work, whether intentional or not. Suzan Lori-Parks might call this type of dramaturgy
“rep and rev.”[15] Imani Kai Johnson might call this dramaturgy a dance away and with complexity, at
the very least pushing away binaries that hold us back when repeated.[16] In the doing, I hope to
choreograph invisible orbits that include the dramaturgical consideration of what is seen, not seen, lost,
imagined, and moving in the opposite direction all at once, not in isolation. When my parents imagined
opportunities in diaspora, the doing, the actual immigrating movement of their bodies is what put that
dramaturgy into practice. And the moment here, now.

Al Evangelista is Assistant Professor of Dance at Oberlin College and Conservatory. Al is an
interdisciplinary artist whose creative process engages with social justice, queer Filipinx-American
diaspora, and performance studies. His research identifies ways in which theatre and dance provoke and
create change.
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