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At its outset every artistic movement is at a loss for words. As an old aesthetic 
gives way to a new one, the vocabulary describing it also dissolves. Right now, 
artists and spectators alike are still searching for the shared, comprehensive 
language necessary to discuss and evaluate New York's newest performance. The 
eclecticism of current artistic strategies has yet to produce as diverse a range of 
analytic ones. While the success with which young artists elude most standard 
labels and categories attests to the vitality and unpredictability of their 
experimentation, too much work is passed over for lack of sustained dialogue. This 
deprives artists of perspective on their own development and audiences of an 
active engagement with the culture. Perhaps artists themselves can help...  
	

ISHMAEL HOUSTON-JONES 
	
In a recent program note Ishmael Houston-Jones lists over fifty "major influences" 
on his work: among them are the AIDS epidemic, the fall Allende, the Jonestown 
suicides, the Nicaraguan Revolution, and Palestine and the Palestinians. He also 
lists Meredith Monk, Yvonne Rainer, Bill T. Jones and Arnie Zane, and Singin' in 
the Rain. The program gave him away: Houston-Jones makes that rare hybrid, 
socially conscious dance.  
 
His most recent piece, Them, (seen in a new version last fall at P.S. 122), is 
representative of his performance style. Them depicted various dynamics of male 
relationships – from symbiosis through combat. As novelist Dennis Cooper read a 
text describing brutal attachments and aborted encounters, the six performers 
danced patterns of approach and retreat to Chris Cochrane's harsh electric guitar 
score. The men regularly met in pairs or trios, moved into gentle contact 
improvisation, then usually leapt into violent pushing and pulling, clinging and 
shoving away. Tension pervaded the entire piece, making even the most fluid 
movement look anxious. Sometimes that anxiety became visible when a man 
wielding a stick chased  a couple till they fled, or when a blindfolded Houston-Jones 
desperately wrestled a dead goat on a dusty, bare mattress. It became most 



explicit as  the piece ended: all six performers stood facing the audience 
tentatively  feeling their glands, checking for the onset of disease.  
 
Them's movement score oscillated between the same antinomies of trust/betrayal, 
support/absence, and tenderness/abuse that structure its subject: love in a time of 
crisis. With Them, Houston-Jones found the vocabulary for non-discursive sexual 
politics.  
 
In earlier work, Houston-Jones has used familiar American performance styles as 
the medium for his political commentary. Cowboys, Dreams, and Ladders, a 1984 
collaboration with Fred Holland, satirically debunked the myths of the Hollywood 
Western. The solo f/i/s/s/i/o/n/i/n/g, from 1984, set a blindfolded, naked Houston-
Jones awkwardly dancing to Dave Dudley's jingoistic country-western songs about 
World War II and Vietnam. And Adolfo und Maria (1986), an ambitious 16-person 
piece depicting a fictitious liaison between Hitler and Mary Wigman, evolved out of 
a series of re-enacted minstrel show routines. In each piece, Houston-Jones 
revised his society's history by critiquing its performance history.  
 
Houston-Jones has also performed more overtly autobiographical work. In Part 2: 
Relatives (1982) he collaborated with his mother to perform a page out of his 
childhood. But even that performance, he explains in the following interview, was 
constructed with its social relevance in mind. Considered along side his other work, 
Part 2: Relatives is only the most explicit expression of an artist continually coming 
to terms with his place in the world.  
 
Houston-Jones's work has been produced in New York at Danspace, P.S. 122, 
Dance Theater Workshop, and The Kitchen. He has also performed at L.A.C.E., 
Jacob's Pillow, PepsiCo Summerfare, and in Canada, Nicaragua, West Germany, 
The Netherlands, England, France, and Switzerland. 
 

**** 
 
I want to use performance as a way to equalize the power relationship between 
the audience and the performer. I'm concerned about how much control I have 
over an audience-and about the power I have as a performer to inflict my vision 
on them. So during my performances I try to make it clear that I am not 
extraordinarily different from a lot of people in the audience-that I'm a person, 
too; that I have a history and a life away from the stage. A lot of current work is 
very elitist, art made for artists, full of "in" jokes. It's usually very distant: behind 
the proscenium, in front of scenery, under lights, curtained. It's almost like TV. In 
fact, the performance could be on monitors, for it doesn't seem to matter that 
there are real people doing it. I hope my work never seems like that. It should be 



accessible and open for most people. I always want to remind the audience that 
they're watching a performance made by a human being. 
 
If I use any technique to do this, it's improvisation. I don't like seeing an obviously 
trained, highly visible virtuosity in dance and performance work – a skill that sets 
the audience in opposition, or the performer in a position of superiority. So, I do 
movement that almost anyone my age, in reasonably good shape, could do. And, 
I allow myself to be open enough to let things happen at the moment. 
 
I write like I dance: it's automatic, unedited, improvised work. I approach the page 
in the same way as I approach the stage. I started using texts with my dance 
around the time I saw Trisha Brown do her talking piece, Accumulation with 
Talking plus Watermotor. That's not something I would ever do, but I like seeing 
her keep two stories and two dances going at the same time, switching back and 
forth. In my work, I was stuck in a story- telling mode. The work was really literal: 
it wasn't writing for performance. So I began to reduce the writing, until finally all 
my writing became lists. For DEAD I improvised a list of all the people I could 
remember who had died while I had been alive. The f/i/s/s/i/o/n/i/n/g program 
contains a list of 23 sentences. In Relatives, I list the names in a family history 
while I dance. This kind of improvisation, both with words and movement, seems 
like a less manipulative way of performing. 
 
I was very influenced in all these choices by the early work of Steve Paxton. I 
have very little technical training, unlike your average dancer working in New 
York, but I did do political theatre in college, some street work. In Philadelphia, I 
worked with the dancer Terry Fox and a musician, Jeff Cain, for two years – just 
jamming together, occasionally improvising a performance. Then I came to New 
York, where I've been working with several other improvisers – Daniel Lepkoff, 
Stephanie Skura, Yvonne Meier, Fred Holland, and the whole Open Movement 
project-for the past seven years. 
 



 
Adolfo und Maria, 1986, photo: Tom Brazil 
 
Since coming to New York, some of my most memorable experiences have been 
leaving New York: I visited Nicaragua twice. The first time in 1983, to observe a 
theatre festival, then again in 1984. I was a guest of the government the first 
time, but I traveled there on my own for the second visit – just got on an airplane 
and went. I wound up teaching at a theatre school for a month. 
 
I got really turned on by the place. Two Nicaraguan theatre people – Alan Bolt 
and Jeanette Jarquin (Jeanette was killed between my two visits) – shared with 
me their process of making practical, accessible work. They take their work out of 
the art context and bring it to the campesinos: they do it in fields, in factories, and 
on farms. 
 
I find that way of working very scary, but really successful. I wish I did it more. I 
once performed at a senior citizen center in the Bronx, a lecture/demonstration to 
fulfill the community-service requirement of my New York Foundation fellowship. 
That performance really opened me up to a lot of possibilities, especially the 
conversations with the senior citizens afterwards. I always ask myself why I'm 
afraid to do that more, to take my work into another context. It's very comfortable 
to perform for an informed audience, one that takes the form of the work as a 
given. But I need to break out of the downtown ghetto. I'd like to take my work to 
other cities, to get away from here for a while. 
 
Those performances in the Bronx and the ones I learned about in Nicaragua 
lessened the distance between the performer and the spectator. In all my work, 
I'm still trying to do more of that. Sometimes, I'll describe how I made the piece 
while I perform it: that commentary becomes a levelling device. In Cowboys, 



Dreams, and Ladders, I described how Fred Holland and I researched the piece-
going to the Lincoln Center library, looking at videotapes of Agnes de Mille 
ballets. In Relatives I describe the style of my dancing, explaining why, for 
instance, I am dancing in the dark. When I was first performing f/i/s/s/i/o/n/i/n/g I 
talked about my feelings about being a political artist and making a piece of 
political dance. All of this narration, this talking about myself, opens up the 
pieces, makes them less remote. 
 
I use autobiography for the same reason. In Them, especially, I was working out 
parts of myself, working out fears of disease, violence, and death, trying to find a 
way of dealing with those issues for myself. That's how autobiography lets the 
audience in. I don't want to make hermetic work, but I don't know how to make 
political work that's not personal: I'm trying to show myself as a human being 
facing these big issues-and sometimes failing. In my life, as well, I sometimes fail 
to deal with these issues, but I'm not afraid to do that publicly. 
 
Consequently, a lot of my work has to do with invisibility – hiding identity to 
survive artistically, or revealing identity to be subversive artistically. I try to 
subvert invisibility through performance, to bring what's invisible out into the 
open. As a black man in mostly white downtown performance, I became 
fascinated with the idea of invisibility. So, in Adolfo und Maria, I put a multiracial 
cast in blackface, then set it in Nazi Germany. In Cowboys, Dreams, and Ladders 
Fred and I looked at the invisibility of the black cowboy. Improvisation itself is 
almost an invisible form these days. I am making my life visible with my work, 
offering my view of what America is, or what my life in America is. I'm asking 
people not to accept certain conventions as either the norm or as an acceptable 
way of life. I am going back and searching for roots in some sense: performance 
roots, personal roots, historical roots. I try not to forget history, personal and 
global. I try to remember that we're on a continuum, that this is not an ending. 
What my mother said in Relatives is very true: "You've got to know where you've 
come from before you know where you're going." 
 
It's difficult to figure out where performance is going next. I think that it's getting 
more Republican. I see people from my own generation whose work I thought 
was very interesting four or five years ago now becoming much more formal in a 
much less interesting way. I've nothing against someone's work becoming less 
slapdash and chaotic, but I'm disturbed by the "least-common-denominator"-ism 
of current work. There seem to be two trends: One is naive-but-fun nihilism: the 
mess girls – DANCENOISE, Mimi Goese, Jo Andres. They are all exploring and 



working with chaos. On the other hand, there is a lot of more formal work-
practically ballets. Work that doesn't show the mining, that doesn't go deeper into 
the structure and form. The first type of work seems to be made by women, 
mostly; the second type, by a lot of younger men. 
 

 
THEM, 1986, photo: Tom Brazil 
 
My own work tends to change radically, because my interests change radically 
from piece to piece. Adolfo und Maria and Them were made in the same year. I 
think the press and the public don't know what to do with me. People don't know 
what the handle is. But my work does reflect my personality, my world view, 
shaped by thirty-five years of living, being alive and being aware-letting stuff in 
and letting it flow out again: improvisation as a performance mode and as a way 
of life. 
 

*** 
	


