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This year, Ben Pryor's American Realness Festival includes Ishmael Houston-Jones and Emily 
Wexler's 13 Love Songs: dot dot dot. To develop the duet, the artists sifted through old mixtapes, 



journals and love letters to determine the nature of love. But after Houston-Jones suffered a 
heart attack and Wexler became his primary caretaker, the duo found answers closer than they 
anticipated. The choreographers talked about the piece before its premiere at Abrons Arts 
Center. 

American Realness has something new up its sleeve: premieres. One anticipated collaboration is 
Ishmael Houston-Jones and Emily Wexler’s 13 Love Songs: dot dot dot, in which the pair delves 
into the rawness of longing and heartbreak. During the making, Houston-Jones suffered a heart 
attack; Wexler became his primary caretaker. Recently they spoke about their experience and the 
creation of 13 Love Songs.   
 
How did you two meet?  
Ishmael Houston-Jones: At ADF [American Dance Festival] in 2005.  
Emily Wexler: I was the secretary: the hostile receptionist.  
Houston-Jones: The only place you could get good Wi-Fi was by her desk, so I was always 
there, all the time.   
Wexler: I wouldn’t talk to anyone except for Ishmael.  
Houston-Jones: Then I was her thesis mentor when she went to Hollins for an MFA.  
 
Emily, would you tell me a bit about your dance background?  
Wexler: I started dancing when I was six, but I was in a group with people who had just started 
dancing, regardless of age. So I was a second grader, but I was in school with fifth and sixth 
graders. I started in a dance studio in South Jersey, outside Philly.  
 
Did you like it, or was it just another activity? 
Wexler: I was a dance person. I was in my own world, dancing all the time. I kept on saying, “I 
want to take dance class,” and my mom wanted me to be the one to choose where I was going to 
go, so we shopped around—but the options were limited. For some reason, I really loved the 
teacher [at one studio]. It was a competition studio, but I also had modern dance, and I became 
really obsessed with it because of the intense emotional quality. I started doing Graham when I 
was young. I was completely obsessed with contractions. When I started looking at colleges, my 
aunt—who is the dance director at University of Memphis—was telling me where to look. She 
mentioned Hollins. At first, I didn’t want to go there because it was so far away, but I did, and I 
loved it.  
 
What was your thesis subject at Hollins?  
Wexler: I was trying to find a way for choreographers to create artistic practices that were 
based on a more democratic way of working rather than a version of tyranny. In my theory class, 
I was trying to talk about the different nations that exist within dance and creating a system to 
hold myself very vigilantly to. Then, in terms of working artistically, my grandmother had just 
died. I made a piece kind of about the lineage of, in general, the female experience. It was 
related to her body.  
Houston-Jones: You wore her shoes.  
Wexler: I danced through glass. I forgot about that. I collected hundreds of multicolored bottles 
that reminded me of sea glass. She was from Cape Cod. She had a radio show called Fact and 
Fancy. She was a very elaborate person; the two pieces I used [from the show] were about 



feminism and memory. I worked with them as a sound score. It was a solo, but I didn’t really 
want to be alone so I asked for the other women who were in the program to join me. When the 
piece starts, there’s nothing in the space except for me and then as it continues, they get to 
choose when and where they place the glass bottles. I don’t change the choreography at all, but 
the bottles are wherever; as I continued, I would dance through and on the bottles. By the end of 
the piece, they were all breaking, and I was literally dancing on glass, which was really intense.  
 
As Emily’s thesis adviser, how much contact did you have?  
Houston-Jones: When I was there, we met almost daily. I went to rehearsals.  
Wexler: I feel like our friendship deepened after that.  
Houston-Jones: When you moved back to New York, we reconnected. We were both in the 
revival of Yvonne Meier’s The Shining. I wish I could remember how the piece started.  
Wexler: Our piece, this piece? All of a sudden, our friendship became us e-mailing each other 
every night. Like in the middle of the night, we went back and forth, sending these really intense 
e-mails about love and heartbreak. Somehow that led into us being like, “We should use this in a 
theoretical piece. It would be funny if we had this exchange in a piece.” But that was five years 
ago; it was still in the kidding realm. 

 
Your publicity stills are amazing. What were you thinking?   
Houston-Jones: I wanted to create an album cover. It also had references to the last photograph 
of Yoko Ono and John Lennon, where she’s clothed and he’s not.  
Wexler: [She’s] not in her prom dress, though. I wore my prom dress. This has been the most 
natural collaboration, which is not surprising with Ish, but I’ve never worked so easily in terms 
of collaboration. I was at my parents’ house and I was cold, so I was looking through a closet 
for something to wear, and I found my junior-prom dress. I tried it on—probably to see if it still 
fit. It was also a vanity thing. It did. I texted Ish and said, “I want to wear my prom dress in some 
way,” which I don’t do in the dance.  
Houston-Jones: And I’m not naked.   
Wexler: There’s no nudity and there’s no prom dress. But that initiated the idea for Ish, so then 
Ish was like, “I want to be naked.” But there we were using it to talk about Industry City.  
Houston-Jones: Right. There was that thing at Industry City [a performance presented in Sunset 
Park by Danspace Project]. We had a room in which we created an environment with roses on 
the floor. We kidnapped people and made them dance for us.  
Wexler: We had some of our sound score, and on the front door, we had both the invitation to 
dance with us and our e-mails asking people to go out with us. Kind of to fall in love. Also, we 
were serious. No one took us up on it.  
Houston-Jones: I wore a not-quite tuxedo—a white dinner jacket. She wore the prom dress and 
her grandmother’s fur. 
Wexler: She was also the spokesperson for Flemington Furs. What’s amazing was that because 
of the nature of radio at the time, she would do her radio show—“This is Mary Logan from Fact 
and Fancy. I’ll be back in a minute,” and then two seconds later, she would also have to do 
commercials. Her voice would change, and she would say, “Have you always wanted a fur?” It 
was still her. They gave her all these furs. After she died, we opened the closet and there was just 
fur, like dead animals in there. She had a mink, and her name was embroidered in it. I have it. 
That night [of Industry City] it was cold, and I was showing my roommate my prom dress, and 



she said, “What are you going to do if you’re cold? You should have a fur.” I said, “Funny you 
should mention that…” But one idea sparking another and another has been how the 
collaboration has been, and even from the beginning that’s how the piece came about. One idea 
then another.  
Houston-Jones: And then some ideas got dropped, but organically.  
Wexler: And we were fine with that.  
Houston-Jones: The high heels.  
Wexler: And the Spanx. Thank God, the Spanx. We still have them.  
Houston-Jones: It related to an idea I had about body image. Body hatred. We were going to 
wear Spanx. There was no end date then. It was like, “Let’s get together at CPR and futz 
around.” We started bringing in different versions of songs that had meaning. And then I had a 
heart attack. [Laughs] It was around Valentine’s Day. We rehearsed on Valentine’s Day.  
Wexler: Two days later, Ishmael had a heart attack. We had been counting the different ways of 
heartbreak, but for some reason that evening—because it was Valentine’s Day—we were getting 
free drinks from the bartender.  
Houston-Jones: And we didn’t have dates. All the tables were set up for twos; we were at the 
bar.  
Wexler: We didn’t realize it until it happened. We were like, Oh—we are each other’s dates. We 
just rehearsed this entire dance. And then two days later, Ish almost died, which then became a 
different kind of heart attack and this piece took on a really different, unexpected, real, real 
existence.  
Houston-Jones: The first two weeks after I got out of the hospital, Emily was my primary 
caregiver.  
Wexler: Almost three. We’ll call that “The Month of March.” 
Houston-Jones: Totally coincidentally, [P.S. 122 artistic director] Vallejo Gantner and his 
family were going to Australia the exact day I got out of the hospital. I live in a four-story walk-
up and I didn’t want to be taking four stories; Vallejo lives in an elevator building and said he 
was leaving town, so we ended up living there together for like a month.  
 
Can you describe what happened to you?  
Houston-Jones: I don’t know! I had gone to see Jennifer Monson’s show at the Kitchen, and 
Ben Pryor and I were eating dinner, and he was like, “Why are you sweating so much?” It was 
February, and I was drenched. I said, “I don’t really feel very well. I should go home,” so I went 
home and as soon as I got out of the taxi, I projectile vomited for a long time, which, it turns out, 
is a symptom. Sweating is too.  
Wexler: Every time he sweats now, I’m like, What the hell’s going on?  
Houston-Jones: There was a flu going around. I thought I might have food poisoning. For two 
weeks, I just sort of assumed I had the flu. I was taking flu medicine.  
Wexler: And you were updating your Facebook page! You were a little bit less in terms of our e-
mails. There weren’t as many, but I was like, Maybe he needs some space. I’m going to give him 
some space.  
Houston-Jones: I stayed in bed a lot. I drank tea. [Laughs] One day, I went to the bodega, 
which is like a block away, and I had to sit down in the street coming back home, and I said, 
“This is weird.” 
Wexler: People were like, “Go to the doctor.”  
Houston-Jones: I went to my doctor and started telling him my symptoms, and he looked at me 



and gave me an EKG [electrocardiogram] He said, “You should go to the emergency room right 
now.” Three times he said, “Don’t walk—take a taxi.” I was going to Beth Israel, which was 
three blocks away. The next day I was on the table.  
Wexler: I got a phone call. We were in rehearsal and he left a message: “So I had a heart 
attack. I need quadruple-bypass surgery tomorrow.” But then, in terms of people in his life—all 
the wonderful people that love you—it was like a flood. I became the gatekeeper and the 
organizer of how to manage care. Within the first three hours of you finding out what was up, the 
way to negotiate all of that care without Ish having to feel it—to feel the immensity of that care 
in that way became—I was very happy to do it, but I was kind of nominated. It was a job that I 
didn’t necessarily apply for, but I was very happy to take it. The night before surgery, we were 
sitting in his hospital room. [Dr. Charles M.] Geller, his surgeon, told him to have a burger. I 
don’t know if that was the best advice.  
Houston-Jones: He said, “Have something, because you’re not going to be able to…” 
Wexler: Ever again. [Laughs] We love him.  
Houston-Jones: He’s kind of wacky. We got salmon instead. There’s this poignant image of 
when we first went to Vallejo’s and I had to pee, and I really couldn’t stand up. It might end up 
in the piece somehow. Emily’s holding me as I’m standing up from behind. I was thinking, This is 
incredible. The intimacy of that.  
Wexler: Intimacy. Love. Actually, that’s what I was thinking last night about the different 
capacities of true love. A lot of our piece is going back and thinking about, not just heartbreak 
and incredible longing and desire, but the specific ways that’s happened: We read our journal 
entries. I went back to try and look for old love letters. There was one I wanted so badly to 
include; I contacted the ex, and [the letter] had burned up in a house fire. It was crazy. I hadn’t 
talked to him in ten years or something. I just wrote him an e-mail: “Hey, this is kind of fucked 
up, but I’m doing this piece, I’m going back in time trying to work it all out,” and he wrote back 
and was like, “I actually saved all those letters, but they burned in a house fire.” I go back to my 
journals from second grade. There’s a part of the piece that’s from this guy I was obsessed with 
from the time I was in the second grade through the tenth grade.  
 
Whoa.  
Wexler: I know. I know. It’s pretty intense. There’s something that you can’t recognize when 
you’re in that place of desire, because you’re so completely within that pulsing of the raw. Ish 
and I formed this incredible, incredible loving relationship that has led into healing and support. 
And that’s really what’s been happening despite our living among these versions of rejection. 
It’s made me go back to all of the friendships in my life to see all of the love that was actually 
fulfilled and happening through conversations of love. More love was actually created even if the 
actual true love that was sought was not fulfilled. That’s what our piece is: how all these things 
were happening all along.  
Houston-Jones: One thing I noticed in reading my entries is that there’s always sort of a 
soundtrack with references to songs. I would write to people and say, “Nina Simone is playing 
on the radio.” There was always a soundtrack going on in these many relationships on different 
levels. The title of the piece comes from my challenge with mathematics. There was one 
relationship I had with someone, and it was all around the Magnetic Fields’ 69 Love Songs, 
except the relationship only lasted through the first two albums. So I stopped listening to those. I 
said, “We’ll just use the last album.” I divided 69 into three and got 13. [Laughs] We do use one 
Magnetic Fields so far.  



Wexler: I had the same kind of incredibly weighted visceral memory experience with 69 Love 
Songs. It was one of the first mixtapes my ex-boyfriend made. It ended up taking seven tapes to fit 
all 69. But Ish and I had a shared history; we couldn’t listen to the first two albums. Every time 
I’d go back, I couldn’t do it. So in this piece, there’s a reclaiming that’s trying to happen, which 
is reflected in the title. We want to reclaim ourselves. Take it back.  
Houston-Jones: We expanded it to different artists, different songs. It’s a much wider range 
now. We have some Aretha Franklin. Cat Power. Gin Blossoms. Mariah Carey—I sort of do a 
deconstruction of a Mariah Carey song. I do a little singing based on the Stylistics song.  
 
Wexler: I have a truly sincere [version of a] Kate Rusby song. People might burst out laughing 
when they see it, and that’s fine with me, but there’s an incredibly weighted emotional issue. It’s 
full of meaning.  
Houston-Jones: And there’s Satie also.  
Wexler: This piece is very much a slippage between sincerity and ridiculousness.  
 
Before the heart attack and after the heart attack, did you view these love songs differently? 
Were you being more sarcastic?  
Houston-Jones: It tended toward being ironic. Aretha, the high heels, the Bryan Adams.  
Wexler: Maybe after the heart attack we gave each other permission to be sincere.  
Houston-Jones: I think so. Aretha survived.  
 
Which Aretha? 
Houston-Jones: We’re not telling.  
Wexler: There are more things that happen: We don’t just all listen to a mixtape. Actual events 
occur in and around that. One of our first rehearsals—other than the previous four years of idea 
swapping—was in a bar on a napkin. Somehow it became an ode to Morrissey that also didn’t 
survive. Or the Smiths.  
Houston-Jones: They didn’t make the cut. The bar was near the Chocolate Factory because we 
had seen something there and we were like, “We have to do the score. Right now.” [Laughs]  
Wexler: When I look at the napkin, I’m like, This was nowhere near genius. This is not even 
close. I think it just says Morrissey and has a few stars. What were we going to do with that in 
rehearsal? We were going to pull out our e-mails back and forth and try to find a way to use that 
as some sort of materiality, but it led to the journals; then we started reading to each other. I 
wanted to use this memory material in the work and kind of have to go through a painful 
experience of getting them: calling this ex-person and trying to find this letter. Having to 
reconnect with him again, which was painful; and the same with the boy that I was obsessed with 
since second grade. 
 
Did you reconnect with him? 
Wexler: In fact I did! Randomly, I saw him at a wedding in September, and I hadn’t seen him 
since we were 17 or whatever. I was really excited to see him, and of course he thinks I’m crazy, 
which you can’t blame him. We had a really, really fun night; again, if I could have told my 
eight-year-old self about how wonderful… Anyway, I was Facebook friends with his wife, and I 
did a version of the piece at Catch just to test the waters a little bit. I was writing about it on 
Facebook, and the next day: de-friend. Fine. I understand. I was also in a relationship with 
someone for about ten years. A real relationship, the thing that is clearly, tremendously painful. 



Contacting him is always disturbing for both of us, but I sent him some of the songs that initiate, 
not just those feelings, but that complication, to have him write his memories of me. Then I would 
make a score based on that and maybe use the sound. But of course, a lot of what he wrote was 
about him. I never even sent him mine, and the score didn’t happen, but one of the things he 
wrote about was how he also wasn’t able to listen to those songs. He sent me another song and 
was like, “Let’s use this one instead.” I was like, “No. Pick one of these.” There’s some kind of 
self-abhorrence and also self-abuse in our work; I wanted to try and find this to be a less literal, 
but real re-engaging of trying to figure things out. I did in a way, but it wasn’t directly used in 
the work.  
Houston-Jones: For me, it’s really interesting. I’ve been seeing a lot of work that I have no idea 
what it’s about. I think I’m pretty smart. [Laughs] I said, “Let’s make a piece that’s obvious.” 
There’s depth and layers, but it’s basically what the title is: It’s a playlist.  
Wexler: I don’t think the work itself is necessarily confusing; I think the intention that it comes 
from is confusing. It’s the nature of what is love? And I love that it’s a duet between the two of us 
but we only touch in one piece. A lot of it is our parallel experiences. But then this heart attack 
[happened] and healing and all the directions that have needed to come to reach that—I don’t 
know if it’s actually reached, but we are kind of doing it together. And also the actual beautiful 
love that is happening the whole time as you’re seeking the one. The real things that are 
happening all along.  
Houston-Jones: We never address the obvious differences between us.  
Wexler: Which are obvious to other people, but not to us!  
Houston-Jones: Race, age. We have the same taste in music, which is really weird. There’s a 
30-year difference between us, and it’s like, Hmm. We listen to the same things.  
Wexler: And our intensity. A lot of other people that love Ish were cooking for us every night. I 
had two Google Calendars to try and figure out who was going to cook each night. They all 
wanted to. That was everybody’s expression: Can I cook for you? But also every night we had a 
different guest. We heard stories. I called it “Judson every night.” 
Houston-Jones: It was beautiful.  
 
What a horrible thing to have happened, but how remarkable too.  
Houston-Jones: Yeah. It turned out really well. Physically, I’m better than I was before. Before I 
was doing Miguel Gutierrez’s piece, and I had that solo at the beginning; I said, I should be 
getting stronger—we’re doing it over and over. I was getting weaker. We performed the piece 
again in September, and I realized, I’m not dying at the end of this dance any more. I feel much, 
much better than before and my stamina’s better.  
Wexler: Clearly, both of us have a way of understanding grief. I don’t want to discount what was 
actually happening. You were out. You were sleeping, but it sucked. There’s a way—especially 
when things are the most severe—to be funny as hell, but it sucked. And there was clearly a sea 
of loving people that wanted to be available to help Ish and me, and they did in different ways, 
but it was pretty awful. Healing’s a real thing. Every day, Ish was required to walk a certain 
amount of steps.  
Houston-Jones: And it had to increase every day.  
Wexler: I got walkers. Everyone wanted to help and I was like, they need tasks. Also, there could 
only be a certain amount of time that people could come. You can’t heal. So another thing I was 
able to organize was a block of time: Please come and do this and then go away. I was on spring 
break conveniently when Ish got sick. I commute to Philly two days a week to teach. Once that 



week ended, I had to make sure someone was there.  
Houston-Jones: The babysitters.  
Wexler: The walking started in early March. We couldn’t even make it out of the courtyard 
really. As it got warmer, Ish was walking farther so by the end it was a lovely spring day. Didn’t 
you go up the Williamsburg Bridge?  
Houston-Jones: I went up the ramp.  
Wexler: That was big. I did a lot of reading to you.  
Houston-Jones: And Vallejo has a lot of Bach.  
Wexler: We listened to a lot of Bach. Oh, we should use Bach. That became the soundtrack to 
that moment in time.  
 
This new piece is risky, right?   
Wexler: It’s definitely risky. That’s the kind of risk we’re taking. Instead of the self-abuse, it’s, 
Hey, everyone, we’re gonna do this! But it’s not literal, it’s just obvious. Also, the content is 
obvious and maybe that’s okay. I don’t know.  
Houston-Jones: We’ll find out.  
Wexler: I’m okay if people laugh at me.  
Houston-Jones: Some of it is really funny.  
Wexler: A lot of it is. But I’m okay if people laugh at the sincerity.  
 
Did you choose to have it in the Underground Theater at Abrons?  
Houston-Jones: It was a mutual decision between Ben [Pryor] and me. I sort of like the rawness 
and ugliness of the Underground. The bunker. We’re also using all of these flowery songs; I like 
the contrast.  
 
Let’s talk about your journal writing. Did you both start very young?  
Houston-Jones: Mine not so early—maybe high school. College. We did find out a difference. I 
wrote, but I didn’t think anybody would ever read them. It was the hidden thing. 
Wexler: I’m very poetic.  
Houston-Jones: Mine are very prose.  
Wexler: I actually wanted to be a poet. I still kind of do.  
Houston-Jones: Well you are.  
Wexler: There’s clearly an arc of sophistication because I started writing poetry very young. 
There is a sweetness there that is so heartbreaking. A desire not necessarily for me to be loved—
that’s in there too. There’s this hope that’s in a lot of the writing.  
Houston-Jones: Mine are much more recent from the e-mail age, from the time of AOL. A lot of 
my thoughts are really bitter. Disappointment.  
Wexler: Mine now are a lot more compositionally complicated than when I was younger, but 
there’s a lot of sorrow and less bitterness. I think a lot of it is an artistic structure. It’s more of a 
working notebook, rather than a journal. I think I talk a lot about my thoughts and feelings; I get 
it out that way, so it’s not a confessional. It is like a composition in writing.  
Houston-Jones: The one thing I’m thinking of reading is loving. It’s pretty recent—it’s from four 
or five years ago.  
Wexler: Actually, what we’re reading to one another is within that time period. 2009 was a big 
year for both of us. That’s when I left my boyfriend of ten years.  
Houston-Jones: And I had the 69 Love Songs breakup.  



Wexler: 2009, we just can’t let go.  
Houston-Jones: Maybe we will. Finally.  
 
Has working on this transformed your feelings about heartbreak at all?  
Houston-Jones: For me, it’s just looking at it and seeing patterns. That’s what I do, as opposed 
to focusing on the other person, saying, Oh, I have repeatedly done this. It’s been very good to 
see that for me.  
Wexler: Revisiting the actual—as opposed to my fantastical experiences in extremes—the 
devastation or the heightened whatever, it’s been revisiting these people and honestly realizing 
that I wasn’t shit. Like I thought I was. I believed I was, and I thought that’s what they thought of 
me. But no—this guy saved all my letters. 
 
I know—that was shocking to me.  
Wexler: Shocking! Again, if I could go back and tell my 16-year-old self, This person doesn’t 
think you’re dirt—it’s just other things that happened. If anything, that was surprising. Love, 
right? True love. When we were making our thank-yous for the program, I decided I was going 
to thank/apologize to as many people as I could think of or groups of people that have had to 
listen to me obsess about people. My obsessions are a long time. They’re not crushes that come 
and go within a few years. I get carried away. I’m committed. The list is long. I have to add the 
children I babysitted for. I make dances for senior citizens, and so I have to thank every senior-
citizen woman—but also it connects us all. From the security guard in the places when I was a 
secretary to the senior citizens: Because I’m usually in some sort of anxious state of despair 
about my heart; it kind of just comes out and right away, regardless of things like superficial 
codes of identity, all of a sudden we’re in it. We’re friends. We can connect. So there’s a big list 
of those people.  
Houston-Jones: I thank the people I loved or didn’t. Or they didn’t. It’s a fairly long, 
complicated list as well.  
Wexler: At the end of mine, I’m like, I’m sorry if you’re not on this list, but I’m really sorry if 
you are.  
Houston-Jones: I should add that as well.  
 
You could always make a mixtape and sell it at the show.  
Houston-Jones: We could.  
Wexler: But can we make mixtapes anymore? This is what I’ve been trying to figure out: How do 
we make mixtapes now? Someone’s got to figure that out, because it’s a lost art at this moment. 
How are you ever supposed to connect with someone and start dating them?    
 
Did you exchange mixtapes when you were younger?  
Wexler: Of course! And the letters that would explain each song. You would list the songs, but 
each one would have paragraphs about why that is significant. Also you were trying to introduce 
the person you were falling in love with to the artist they didn’t know and then that would also 
include every obscure person that was influenced by them and that was just one song.  
 
And the order was important too.  
Wexler: Oh my God, are you kidding me? The curation! That was so specific, and there are 
rules. Like you probably shouldn’t use, on one mixtapes, the same artist twice.  



Houston-Jones: No, totally.  
Wexler: And definitely the tone should flip-flop. How are they going to receive it? Where did you 
get it? If you’re just recording from the radio, if you were waiting for the DJ to know that that’s 
the song… It’s a lost art.  
 
What are the kids going to do now? 
Wexler: They’re not going to fall in love.  
 
I want to ask you about something a little unrelated: What was your experience performing 
Yvonne Meier’s Mad Heidi?  
Wexler: I saw Mad Heidi as soon as I moved to New York at Danspace, and that became one of 
my dream pieces in general. I certainly never ever would have imagined that I’d have the 
opportunity to do it. That was such a dream.  
Houston-Jones: Yvonne had stopped performing.  
Wexler: She ruined her knees doing it. She told me that at one of our first rehearsals: “So this is 
the part when I injured myself and the reason that I don’t dance anymore.” I met her at ADF. 
Yvonne and I, not only do we have the same clock, but right away were immediate friends. I think 
she saw me do something—it was a dance where I accidentally kicked a brick. I wasn’t doing the 
right thing in the dance; I was acting kind of wild, and we were talking afterward and someone 
said, “Emily should learn Mad Heidi.” And because it was my dream dance, I was like, “Yeah, 
that’d be fantastic.” 
 
When was it?  
Wexler: It was 2010, so 2009 had just happened, and I was definitely still in a state of true 
madness. It was just to learn it; that’s why I was [at ADF]. I drove Yvonne down, and we filled 
my car with the set.  
Houston-Jones: Fifty pounds of walnuts.  
Wexler: And kind of like a residency, just the two of us would rehearse all day long and that was 
her ten days and then at the end, there was a showing. In doing it, I felt sane for the first time in 
a long time. So that happened and it was incredible and a few years went by and she asked me to 
do a version of it with Ish where she was teaching it to you and I came out. Then we did it at 
American Realness. My friendship with Yvonne happened—not through it but around. Kind of in 
the same way as my friendship with Ish. It sort of just happened and then all of a sudden we were 
seeing each other every week and going to shows together, but Mad Heidi is Yvonne’s solo, so I 
got to learn a lot about her. It’s the ultimate heartbreak dance. And conveniently I was 
experiencing madness. So it wasn’t this archetype—it wasn’t women and madness as an 
archetype for me. It was like I identify as a woman and I happen to be going through a version of 
madness that’s related to this chunk of my life. In this piece, there’s madness, but…maybe it is. 
It’s a different kind of madness. For me, it’s not the same kind of wild. It’s not a storm.  
Houston-Jones: Well, there’s anger and intensity. [Laughs] It’s us.  
 
Ishmael Houston-Jones and Emily Wexler perform 13 Love Songs: dot dot dot at Abrons Arts 
Center/Henry Street Settlement Jan 9–18. 
	


