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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

Creativity in the Choreographic Process

by

Kelly Ann McGill

Master of Fine Arts in Dance

University of California, Irvine, 2022

Professor Lisa Naugle, Chair

In this thesis research, a framework for investigating creativity is established through

existing literature in the field of psychology, interviews with practicing choreographers and the

development of choreography for live theater. Creativity, types of creativity, and stages of

creative problem solving are defined and a comparison between these definitions is identified in

relation to phases of the choreographic process.

This research includes researcher observations and interviews with nine choreographers

currently residing  in the Southern California region. Through the interview process, information

regarding their creative processes and methods for generating movement material and structuring

movement into choreographies is collected and examined for greater understanding toward

creativity and the choreographic process.

The research also includes a description of my own experience working with different

methods to create four new dance works for a live audience. Through journals and reflections on

my choreographic process, I begin to explore how different choreographic methods affect my

perception of my own creativity and the outcome of each new work.

The focus of this thesis is to gain a greater understanding of how choreographers define

and demonstrate creativity in the choreographic process.
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INTRODUCTION

American dance educator, Alma Hawkins,  was a leader in establishing the nation's first

autonomous dance department at the University of California, Los Angeles in 1962

(Alma;Thomas 98). For 17 years, Hawkins worked as a dance researcher, and movement

therapist at the UCLA Neuropsychiatric Institute (Alma). In Creating Through Dance, Hawkins

states, “Bringing a new dance into being is truly a creative act” (85) and describes stages and

concepts relating to the choreographic process.  Other dance scholars such as Scott DeLahunta,

Gill Clarke, Larry Lavender, Susan Melrose, Anna Pakes,to name a few, have written about how

choreographers “bring a new dance into being” and how their methods demonstrate creativity.

Researchers in the field of psychology also contribute to definitions of creativity and provide

constructs for identifying four types of creativity (Shalley et al.1-2). Due to the enormous

amount of information in this area, the scope of this thesis is on two stages of the choreographic

process; generation and structuring.

Dance scholar Jo Butterworth developed the Butterworth Model which includes 8 stages

of the choreographic process (qtd. in Gavish and Stevens 42). The generation or “dance content”

phase, occurs when a choreographer generates movement (whether on his or her own body or

with a dancer) and develops a movement language (qtd. in Gavish and Stevens 42). The

“structuring” phase occurs when a choreographer makes decisions about the overall layout of the

piece (Gavish and Stevens 42) in space. Decisions made in the structuring stage include the order

in which movement sections appear and the “length, shape, and intensity” of movement sections

(Gavish and Stevens 42).

In the article, “Thinking Strategically about Dance Making'', authors Maya Gavish and

Catheirne Stevens state that research in the field of dance often focuses on analysis of the final
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product or final structure of a dance work (43). Consequently, “not as much is known about the

cognitive processes underlying the structuring process” (Gavish and Stevens 43).  The purpose of

this research is to fill that gap by discovering aspects of the structuring process as revealed by 9

choreographers In Chapter 2: Methods, I provide background information on the 9

choreographers participating in this research and describe how I collected information regarding

their generation and structuring  processes through participant observation methods and

interviews.

In Chapter 3: The Choreographic Project, I discuss my process of generating and

structuring movement for choreography. This process resulted in the creation of four new dance

pieces. In this chapter I describe “Embodying the Method” and discuss rehearsal experiences and

decision making throughout this process from a first-person point of view.

In Chapter 4: Findings and Chapter 5: Discussion, I relate findings from the interviews

and rehearsal observations to topics discussed in Chapter 1: Review of Literature. This thesis

project covers topics ranging from definitions of creativity, types of creativity, stages of creative

process, generation of movement material, structuring of movement material, and choreographic

methods.
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CHAPTER 1: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

What is Creativity?

In the book, Absolute Essentials of Creative Thinking and Problem Solving, author Tony

Proctor states that psychologist Max Wertheimer suggested, “...creative thinking involves

breaking down and restructuring knowledge to gain new insights into its nature. Creativity is

something which occurs when we are able to organize our thoughts in such a way that readily

leads to a different and even better understanding of the situation we are considering.” (2).

In 1926, twenty years prior to Wertheimer, English psychologist Graham Wallas

described four stages an individual will go through when attempting to approach a problem with

the objective of finding creative solutions (qtd. in Proctor 39). The four stages of Wallas’ creative

thinking process are preparation, incubation, illumination, and verification. In the preparation

stage individuals gather necessary information related to the solution. In the incubation stage the

individual takes a step away from the problem, allowing their mind to contemplate and work

through that information. During the illumination stage, ideas and creative responses arise, and

during verification, the individual demonstrates if the “illuminations” satisfy the problem (Wallas

qtd. in Proctor 39-40).

Both Wertheimer and Wallas describe creativity as it pertains to the use of knowledge

and information to create novel solutions. In the chapter, “Knowing Through Dance-Making”,

from the book, Contemporary Choreography, Anna Pakes argues that choreographers possess a

certain, unique type of knowledge, referred to as a choreographer’s epistemology (11-13).

Epistemology is a philosophical term referring to the study of knowledge and the investigation of

what distinguishes justified belief from opinion (Stroll and Martinich 1). The theory of

epistemology in dance suggests the act of choreographing employs, develops and demonstrates
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different kinds of knowledge, separate from being able to analyze or critique existing

choreography (Pakes 12). Pakes theory that choreographers utilize a unique epistemology is

consistent with Wertheimer and Wallas’ notion that creativity and creative thinking require the

use of existing knowledge. Therefore the act of choreographing demonstrates creative thinking in

accordance with Wertheimer and Wallas’ definitions.

In the chapter, “Expert-intuitive and Deliberative Processes'', from the book,

Contemporary Choreography, author Susan Melrose explains that choreographers utilize

“expert-intuitive” processes, which involve insights into the creative process that are,

“previously informed by experience in decision-making in performance and choreography”(34).

In this way, Melrose is referring to epistemology, and the way choreographers use their

previously gained knowledge and experience to make decisions during the choreographic

process. If this is true; how can we determine if a choreographer is using their knowledge to gain

new insights and produce new ideas, versus repeating and recycling old information? If they are

repeating old information, this would not demonstrate creativity because the process does

produce new or novel ideas and solutions.

The Systems Model

Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi’s  “Systems Model of Creativity” states that, “creativity can be

observed only in the interrelations of a system made up of three main parts”(Csikszentmihalyi

27).  The three parts of the system are the domain, the field, and the individual (Csikszentmihalyi

27).  The domain consists of a set of “symbolic rules and procedures” (Csikszentmihalyi 27). In

the context of this research, the domain is modern and contemporary dance.

The second part of the system is the field. In Csikszentmihalyi’s model, the field consists

of individuals in a domain (Csikszentmihalyi 28). Based on the rules and procedures established
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by the domain, the field passes judgment on whether or not new works of art in the domain

deserve to be “recognized, preserved, or remembered” (Csikszentmihalyi 28). In the domain of

modern and contemporary dance, the field includes but is not limited to; dancers,

choreographers, dance educators, dance critics, dance scholars, administrators of foundations and

institutions that deal with dance, and all individuals creating work that pertains to modern and

contemporary dance.  Essentially, any individual passing informed judgment on a dance work

based on experience from within the domain of modern and contemporary dance, encompasses

the field.

The third and final component of the Csikszentmihalyi’s creative system is the individual

person. Csikszentmihalyi states that a creative person is, “someone whose thoughts or actions

change a domain, or establish a new domain” (Csikszentmihalyi 28). An example of a creative

person in the domain of modern dance is German choreographer Mary Wigman. Emerging from

the German modern dance movement of the 1920s, Mary Wigman, “worked more intently and

had pushed her work further than did other dancers of her generation” (Manning).  Wigman is

classified as, “among the most important artists in Europe to free dance from false classicism,

false romanticism, false naturalism, too great a subservience to external factors, and who gave

back to the art of dance its specific character” (Robinson 35). In her career, Mary Wigman made

lasting contributions to the domain of concert dance which permanently altered the domain,

therefore classifying her as a creative person not only based on Csikszentmihalyi’s definition, but

recognized by many practitioners in the field of dance. Mary Wigman was and still is widely

viewed by many dance artists as a creative pioneer in modern dance.  Other examples in dance

include:  Isadora Duncan, Martha Graham, Katherine Dunham, José Limón, Merce Cunningham,

and many others.
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A summation of Csikszentmihalyi’s Systems Model of Creativity states that:

“Creativity occurs when a person, using the symbols of a given domain...has a new idea or sees

a new pattern, and when this novelty is selected by the appropriate field for inclusion into the

relevant domain.” (Csikszentmihalyi 28)

Types of Creativity

According to Professor Kerrie Unsworth of University of Leeds’, “different types of

creativity emerge depending on the nature of the problem and the driver for engagement in

creativity” (qtd. in Shalley et al.1-2). As stated by Unsworth, the nature of the problem can be

open or closed and drivers can be internal or external (Shalley et al. 2). Internal versus external

drivers of creativity means the motivation to solve the problem comes from the individual or

from an outside source (Shalley et al. 2).  Based on the argument that there are two types of

problems and two possible drivers for creativity, Unsworth concluded there are four types of

creativity. The four types of creativity are responsive, expected, contributory, and proactive

(Shalley et al. 2).

The first type of creativity, responsive creativity, is based on “external requirements and a

closed problem”(Shalley et al. 2). This means, an external force or factor has pushed the

individual into the act of problem solving and the problem has limited solutions (Shalley et al. 2).

Due to the limited nature of the problem, the outcome is anticipated (Shalley et al. 18).  Existing

literature states that “responsive creativity is predominantly seen in laboratory studies” (Shalley

et al. 9) and “in work environments that are constrained by external forces” (Shalley et al. 9).

The second type of creativity, expected creativity, necessitates an “external requirement”

and “an open problem as the starting point” (Shalley et al. 2). This type of creativity can be seen

in response to a problem that has many possible solutions and an extrinsic motivator. For
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example, as a part of his generation process, British choreographer Wayne McGreogor, and

countless other choreographers, utilize guided imagery and improvisation exercises (Delahunta

et al. 245). McGregor is the founder of London-based dance company, Random Dance, and is

known as, “a prolific, curious-minded choreographer”(Craine and Mackrell), who has, “ created

a distinctive style of edgy, hyper‐articulate dance” (Craine and Mackrell). In the generation

phase of McGregor’s choreographic process, he often asks his dancers to participate in guided

improvisation based on metal imagery (Delahunta et al. 245). In these exercises, McGregor is

pushing his dancers into expected creativity. This is an example of expected creativity because

the dancers are entering the creative act due to an external factor, Mcgregor’s instructions, and

the problem has many solutions. Although this type of creativity is being performed by the

dancer’s and not McGregor himself, it is an integral part of his creative process.

The third type of creativity is contributory creativity. In contributory creativity the driver

is internal, meaning the creativity is entered into voluntarily, and the problem is closed (Shalley

et al. 2).  Studies have shown that adaptive-style thinking is important to contributory creativity

(Shalley et al. 8). Adaptive-style thinkers, “create and bring about changes that fit into the

existing system without drastically changing it” (Shalley et al. 3). To relate this idea to the

process of generating and structuring choreography, in the previously mentioned article by

Gavish and Stevens it states there are three possible strategies from the field of design used by

choreographers (44). The three strategies are local, transitional, and process (Yilmaz et al. qtd in

Gavish and Stevens 44).

When considering contributory creativity, local strategies demonstrate adaptive-style

thinking. Local strategies, “involve modifying details within a single identified concept” (Gavish

and Stevens 44). According to Gavish and Stevens, for choreographers this may look like
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changing “the temporal, dynamical or spatial qualities of movements” and adding or removing

features such as dancers, props, etc. (44-45). Local strategies modify details within an identified

concept (Gavish and Stevens 44),  and adaptive-style thinking creates, “changes that fit into the

existing system without drastically changing it” (Shalley et al. 3); therefore, the two concepts are

consubstantial. Additionally, in contributory creativity the problem is closed and when using

local strategies the outcomes are more limited.

Finally, the fourth type of creativity is proactive creativity. Proactive creativity occurs

when, “a person voluntarily chooses to engage in creativity and search for complex problems to

solve” (Shalley et al. 2). This form of creativity has an internal driver and an open problem. For

instance, Mary Wigman describes the first step of her creative process saying, “... the

fundamental idea of any creation rises in me or, rather, out of me as a completely independent

dance theme.” (Wigman 74). This statement implies that Wigman’s motivation or inspiration for

entering into the choreographic process was internal and came from within. In reference to

Unsworth’s four types of creativity, this is an example of proactive creativity because Wigman

entered into a creative activity from an internal motivation and that activity had many complex

and unknown solutions.

Unsworth’s theory on the four types of creativity is useful in this research because it

provides a further understanding of creativity and codified ways to identify and categorize

different forms of creativity as they are seen in the choreographic process. Using Unsworth’s

theory, we can investigate creativity in the choreographic process based on motivation for

entering into creativity and the nature of the problem to be solved.
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Creative Problem Solving

According to author Van Gundy, “a problem solving process is one whereby a situation

that is not as it should be, is changed into one that is as it should be” (qtd. in Proctor 27). In the

chapter, “The Creative Thinking Process” from, Absolute Essentials of Creative Thinking and

Problem Solving, Proctor states “Creative problem solving presents a method and techniques for

approaching a problem or a challenge in an imaginative and innovative way” (40). Scholars

agree not all problems require the use of creative problem solving and sometimes a more direct

or routine solution is more efficient (Proctor 27). Although direct problem solving may be

present in the choreographic process, for this research we will focus on creative problem solving.

To focus our analysis of creative problem solving, we will first look at the “Creative Problem

Solving Model”, as it is broken down in existing literature.

In the Creative Problem Solving Model, there are three goals pertaining to the structure

of the model. First, “Creative”, in which the goal is to search for novelty in ideas. This reminds

us of our definitions of creativity from Csikszentmihalyi, Wallas, and Wertheimer, that all relate

to the production of new, different, or novel ideas. The second goal, “Problem”, means the

creative act is attempting to close a gap between a current situation and where the individual

engaging in the creative act would like the situation to arrive. This reminds us of Unworth’s four

types of creativity, which all relate to different types of problems to be solved. The third goal is

“Solving”, which results in resolving the problem and creating something useful and valuable

(Stages of the Creative Process- and You (00:04:00-00:04:40)).

Everyone uses creative problem solving but we do not all move through the model in the

same way. The term “cognitive style” refers to a person’s preference for certain thinking styles.

Cognitive style  refers to how a person engages in thinking or processes and organizes
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information. Cognitive style is one reason individuals approach creative problem solving in

different ways (Stages of the Creative Process- and You (00:07:16-00:07:50)).

To relate this topic to the domain of dance and choreography, Alma Hawkins stated,

“True creative work does not follow any set formula. Composing a dance is not like making a

cake; no recipe tells the dancer how to measure and blend ingredients.” (85). In this quote,

Hawkins is alluding to cognitive style and the idea that individuals will approach the

choreographic process in different ways.  Similarly, the Butterworth Model, created by Jo

Butterworth, contains 8 stages to the choreographic process. Butterworth argues that the 8 stages

do not always appear in the same order or for the same duration. As a choreographer engages

with a work, they may choose to go back and revisit previous stages at any time (Shalley et al.

42).

One model for creative problem solving has four stages: clarify, ideate, develop, and

implement. A second model for creative problem solving has six stages. Those stages are;

Objective Finding, Fact Finding, Problem Finding, Idea Finding, Solution Finding, and

Acceptance Findings.  In the first model, clarify, refers to identifying and clarifying the problem

to be solved. This is similar to the Objective Finding and Problem Finding stages of the second

model. In the second model, Objective Finding refers to “defining the problem area” and

Problem Finding refers to correctly defining the problem (Proctor 41; Stages of the Creative

Process- and You (00:03:00-00:03:51)). All three of these stages relate to Hawkin’s concept of

function in the choreographic process and the first stage of the Butterworth Model.

According to Hawkins, function is when the choreographer “clarifies the intent of the

work” (85). The first stage of the Butterworth Model, known as Stimulus/Conception/Intention,

occurs when the aim, context, or concept of a piece is determined (Shalley et al. 42). Hawkins
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states that through the choreographic process the choreographer must constantly check use of

material in reference to the function of the work (85). Scholars agree that clarification of the

problem or determination of the intent of a work is an important step in the creative process

(Hawkins 85; Stages of the Creative Process- and You (00:03:00-00:03:51); Proctor 41; Shalley

et al. 42).

The second stage of the first creative problem solving model is ideate. Ideate means to

generate ideas. This is most similar to the Idea Finding stage of the second creative problem

solving model and the “Dance Content” Stage of the Butterworth Model. In the Idea Finding

stage, an individual will generate solutions to the problem. In the Dance Content stage, identified

by Butterworth, the choreographer generates a movement language. This can include working

with improvisation or set material.  All three of these concepts deal with the generations of ideas,

solutions, or material (Proctor 41; Shalley et al. 42;Stages of the Creative Process- and You

(00:03:00-00:03:51)).

The third stage of the first creative problem solving model is develop, which means to

develop the ideas from the ideate stage into solutions, and the final stage is implement, which is

to “give those ideas legs” or “bring what's in your head into reality” (Stages of the Creative

Process- and You (00:03:00-00:03:51)).  Similarly, the Butterworth Model contains a “Dance

Content Development” stage, in which, “choreographers shape movement materials and

expressive details, using choreographic devices such as making additions and/or manipulations

that involve modifying the use of time and space” (Shalley et al. 42).  In this stage, the

movement language created in the generation stage is further developed to express the intent of

the work. The Butterworth model contains two additional stages, the Rehearsal/Completion stage

(Stage 6)  and the Performance stage (Stage 7) (Shalley et al. 42). One could argue that
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implementation is seen in both the Rehearsal/Completion and the Performance stage. The second

model for creative problem solving does not contain a development stage. However, in the

Acceptance Findings stage, chosen ideas are tested and implemented correctly (Proctor 41).

In this research, I will focus on the creative problem solving stages of clarify, ideate,

develop, and implement, as they most closely relate to stages of the choreographic process

identified in dance literature.

Choreographic Process

According to the article, “A Conversation about Choreographic Thinking Tools” ,by

Scott DeLahunta, Gill Clarke, and Phil Barnard, acclaimed choreographer Wayne McGregor’s

choreographic process can be broken down into a series of  four steps or stages.  Scott Delahunta

is a writer, researcher, and current Professor of Dance, Center for Dance Research, at Coventry

University (Scott Delahunta: Biography and publications); Gill Clarke was a dancer, teacher,

and one of the UK’s leading choreographers (Deceased November 5th, 2011)(Staff Gill Clarke);

and Dr.Philip Barnard is a cognitive psychologist and research associate currently working in

collaboration with Wayne McGregor(People ).

After years of collaboration with Wayne McGregor and research into choreographic

process, Delahunta, Clarke, and Barnard claim that Mcgregor’s choreographic process can be

broken down into four stages including conceptualization, generation, selection, and integration,

and his choreographic processes are presented in a non-linear model meaning the stages do not

always happen in the same order (DeLahunta et al. 244). According to the visual model of

McGregor’s process presented in the article, the first step is typically conceptualization.

However, the process can diverge from conceptualization to generation, back to

conceptualization, to generation and selection, back to conceptualization, and so on and so forth
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in no particular order until eventually reaching the final stage of integration (DeLahunta et al.

251).

This model of McGregor’s choreographic process is similar to existing literature on the

stages of creative problem solving which states that due to cognitive styles, individuals may

prioritize different stages of  creative problem solving (Stages of the Creative Process- and You

(00:07:16-00:10:00)). The model of McGregor’s process differs from the Butterworth Model

because there is no stage in McGregor's process as identified by this article that relates to

structuring or determining the layout or order of the work. One could hypothesize that

structuring occurs during the “selection” or “integration” stages, however it is not specifically

addressed in this source.

Conclusion

The goal of this review of literature is to investigate the process of creative problem

solving and types of creativity as they appear in the generation and structuring phases of the

choreographic process. The generation and structuring stages are identified by the Butterworth

Model of the choreographic process. Generation is also described by Alma Hawkins and

witnessed in the process of Wayne McGregor (DeLahunta et al. 244). According to scholars in

the field of psychology, creativity involves cognitive processes that yield new and innovative

solutions or ideas. Some scholars cite the use and restructuring of acquired knowledge in order to

produce novelty solutions, while others delineate that these novelty solutions can only appear

within the confines of a domain and through acceptance of the field (Proctor 2, 39;

Csikszentmihalyi 27-28). According to Professor Kerrie Unswoth, there are four types of

creativity. The four types of creativity are responsive, expected, contributory, and proactive

(Shalley et al. 2). The four types of creativity are determined by the perceived nature of the
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problem as open or closed and the driver for engagement in creativity. Using the literature

reviewed in this chapter, this research will attempt to determine how creativity and creative

problem solving are demonstrated in the generation and structuring phases of the choreographic

process and if all four types of creativity are present.
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CHAPTER 2: METHODS

To answer the research question,  “How do choreographers demonstrate creativity and

utilize creative problem solving in the choreographic process?”; I used participant-observation

methods, interviews, and engaged in a choreographic project. Consent for this research study was

granted from the participants and an IRB (see Appendix A) was submitted to the Institutional

Review Board of University of California, Irvine and found to be exempt from full review.

As participant-observer, I observed 6 choreographers in a rehearsal for a choreography

and recorded my observations. The 6 choreographers included 3 second year graduate students in

a MFA Dance Program at a large university and 3 faculty members from a Dance Department at

a large university, both in the Southern California region. The graduate student choreographers

will be referred to as Participants A-C and the faculty choreographers will be referred to as

Participants D-F.

Following the rehearsal observations, I interviewed Participants A-F about creativity and

their creative or choreographic process. Each participant answered a series of 10 questions (See

Appendix D). The first two questions of the interview asked the participants to define creativity

in their own terms and then explain what they felt identifies a creative process. In the next

question I asked the participants to describe their own creative process when choreographing a

new dance. The following four questions required the participants to explain individual stages of

their choreographic process. I asked them a) what is the first step you take when creating a new

dance, b) what does generation of material look like in your process, c) what does development

of material look like, and d) how do you make decisions about the structure of a piece. Following

our conversation about the creative process, I asked the participants what inspires them to create

new work.
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In the final stages of the interview I shifted the conversation to creative problem solving.

I described to the participants four stages of creative problem solving set out in existing

literature; ideate, develop, implement, and clarify (Stages of the Creative Process- and You

(00:03:00-00:03:51)). I then asked the participants to consider their own creative process and

identify which of these four stages they related to the most. In the last question I asked the

choreographers to describe the role of the dancers in their process.

In addition to Participants A-F, I identified and contacted 10 professional, non-academic

choreographers and artistic directors of dance companies in Southern California to be

interviewed. Of the ten choreographers I contacted, I received three responses from

choreographers who participated  in this research. These choreographers will be referred to as

Participants G-I. Participants G-I answered the same series of ten questions as Participants A-F.

In total, I interviewed 9 different choreographers representing three different facets of the dance

community in the Southern California region.  Following the interviews, I compared the answers of all 9

choreographers to determine what trends appeared in the approaches to creative process, problem solving,

material generation, and structuring employed by these choreographers.
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CHAPTER 3: THE CHOREOGRAPHIC PROJECT

The choreographic portion of this research included the production of four new dance

pieces. In his book, Absolute Essentials of Creative Thinking and Problem Solving, author Tony

Proctor argues that “ill-structured problems'', or problems that are new to the creator and contain

ambiguous or incomplete information are best suited to creative problem solving because they

are often complex in nature (Proctor 28). Following this logic I pushed myself into creative

problem solving by creating four new dances, each proposing  a different set of problems to be

solved. While completing this choreographic project, I acted as a participant and an observer. I

engaged in choreographic methods and kept journals in order to reflect and analyze my

experience.

All four works created in this project were presented as a part of a shared concert with

three other 2nd year MFA students in the Dance Department at UCI. This concert titled,

Collected Connections, took place in the Experimental Media Performance Lab at UCI. The

XMPL was a flexible theater space which allowed us to place the audience on three sides. I

consider this a “problem”  in this project because my main experience as a choreographer is

creating dance for a proscenium style setting. In a proscenium style theater, the dance is viewed

primarily from the front. With the audience somewhat in the round, I had to consider how the

choreography would appear from many angles. This impacted the way the choreography  was

structured spatially and visually.

The first piece I created was a solo titled, “Bright in Light & Brisk in Life”. The first step

in creating this work was selecting the music; “Bright in Light & Brisk in Life” was the only

piece in this thesis project where the process started with a completed piece of music.
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The composer of this work has a background in traditional Northern Indian music, which

is evident in the piece. Listening to the music, I felt strongly that I wanted to address these

influences in an accurate and respectful way. Therefore, I invited a graduate student

choreographer with many years of experience training and performing in classical Indian dance

forms to be an equal collaborator in this work. Together, we collaborated to generate movement

that presents both modern and contemporary dance styles, with classical Indian dance influences

such as rhythmic foot work, gesture, and posturing. For this solo, movement generation stemmed

from the meter, tempo, lyrics, and cultural influences presented in the music.

Embodying the Method:

My collaborator and I listened to the music several times. The title and the
lyrics come from a Bengali poem that describes a metaphorical wave. We felt the
music rise and fall multiple times, creating repeated high points of energy and low
points, much like a wave. We decided to mimic this structure with the structure of
the movement for the first half of the piece. When the music grows and becomes
louder, the dancing becomes larger and more energetic. However, towards the
middle of the piece this structure changes. To provide contrast, when the music is
at its highest peak there is a pause in movement and a moment of stillness.
Movement picks up again when the music settles back down.

We noticed there was repetition in the musical structure and the lyrics.
This is mimicked by movement that is augmented and repeated several times. The
movement itself is inspired by wave imagery and movements from classical Indian
dance introduced by my collaborator. The meter of this music is in seven,
consequently the movement phrases generated are in sevens.

The second piece is a trio titled, “Evergreen”. In contrast to the solo work, choreography

was created without music. To generate movement, I focused on visual stimulation as an

inspiration and collaborated with the dancers to create material. The chosen visual stimuli for

this work was trees.

On the first day of rehearsal, I took the dancers outside to an area with
many different trees. Without giving them too much guiding information, I gave
the dancers paper to record observations of any kind, including words, drawing,
thoughts, or feelings, as we observed trees in silence for thirty minutes. Although
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the intention for this work was for the inspiration to be solely visual, I quickly
realized that by taking our bodies outside we were inviting many other senses into
the process. We were not only visually observing the trees, their shapes and
movements, but feeling the air and sun on our skin, hearing the sounds of rustling
leaves and people passing, and smelling grass and other scents in the air. The
most prolific observation reported by all three dancers was a profound sense of
calm and internal stillness created in the process. I feel that this sense had the
strongest influence on the development of movement in this work.

I structured this piece based on the idea of levels. I was inspired by the main levels of a

tree: roots, trunk, branches. When the dance was completed, I sent a video of the dance to

another graduate student composer. Using that video, the composer created a piece of music for

the buzuq, a long-necked fretted lute, to accompany the dance. The composition was performed

live with this work.

I worked on the third and fourth pieces in tandem. The third piece is titled, “The

Playground”, and consists of only structured improvisation. In the previous two pieces, I

investigated methods of generating and structuring a dance piece. For this piece, I chose to use

structured improvisation to see how the process was affected when I relinquished control over

the movement generation and structure of the piece.

I center this dance around abstract ideas of creativity. When asked to
define creativity, I recall how many of the choreographers I interviewed
mentioned the idea of having a child-like mind and allowing oneself to look at
things differently. From this recall,  I use “play” as the prompt and it will take
place in the  center of the stage. I then think of inspiration and development of
ideas as an integral part of the creative process. The outer edges of the stage are
where “inspiration” takes place. For this prompt, I instruct the dancers to be
inspired by an idea, their idea, and live in the development of that idea for as long
as they choose. As a final element, I was inspired by the image of a person writing
ideas on a piece of paper, crumpling up the paper, and throwing it away when
they are dissatisfied. From this, I decided to litter the stage with colorful paper
balls. The paper balls are there for the dancers to play with and be inspired by,
while simultaneously representing the hundreds of ideas present in the space.

To begin this piece, I did not assign a number of dancers for this work. I allowed the

dancers to decide for themselves if they would perform in this piece. Ultimately, 7 dancers
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decided to participate in this piece. The challenge for me as the “choreographer” for this piece

was to create an improvisation score that did not lend itself to a specific movement aesthetic or

narrative. The associated problem here was deciding how much information is sufficient to

create a work and remain removed. The music for this piece was performed live by the same

graduate student composer who composed and performed for “Evergreen”. I asked the composer

to make their own decisions about the music for this piece, including improvisation.

The fourth and final work in this program was titled, “Underwater”. A main feature of

this work is polyrhythm. I worked collaboratively with the composer from the first piece, “Bright

in Light & Brisk in Life”, who created an original score for this piece that is simultaneously in a

meter of 3, 4, and 5. The goal of this choreography was to visually represent that polyrhythm.

Additionally, I looked critically at the structure of the first two pieces created, “Bright in Light &

Brisk in Life” and “Evergreen”, and created an outline for the organization of this choreography

that was different from either of these pieces.

To generate movement I decided to utilize process strategies, as described in the article,

“Thinking Strategically about Dance Making: An Analysis of the Structuring Stage and the

Strategies Choreographers Use for Varying Dance Works”, by Maya Gavish and Catherine

Steven. According to Gavish and Stevens choreographers use process strategies, “as a tool for

varying their dance designs and extending their creativity”(45). An example of a process strategy

would be taking excerpts from a previous work and reworking or reorganizing them to create

something new (Gavish and Steven 45).

I was inspired to follow this platform for the creation of “Underwater”. For this piece, I

did not create any “new” movement. All of the movement in “Underwater” originated from

movement phrases in the solo “Bright in Light & Brisk in Life” and the trio  “Evergreen”. I took
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these pre-existing movement phrases and manipulated them to create something completely

different.

I thought creating this piece would be easy because I had so much
material to pull from. However, in this piece more than any other, I felt moments
of frustration and lack inspiration. The music proved to be very difficult for the
dancers because for the first three minutes, there was no discernible rhythm or
pulse. The overlapping meters combined in such a way that it was impossible to
distinguish. The dancers could not rely on the music for temporal information so
they had to rely on each other. Working as a group, they were able to find
moments of consistency but I could feel that they were struggling.

In the beginning of this process I felt like my creativity was being stifled
because I had to use the movement from other pieces instead of being inspired by
a concept and creating something new. I felt the movement lacked direction and
purpose. About halfway through the process, I realized I was struggling to feel
connected to the piece because there was no direction. I had been going through
the process thinking only of movement and not of the larger impression of the
work. Once I  became inspired by a narrative concept for the piece, the process
became easier and more fulfilling.

The goal of this choreographic project was to set up problems for myself to solve related

to movement generation and structuring. Throughout the process I observed how this affected

my creative process. For each piece I had a goal for what I was hoping to achieve, but little

information regarding the final product or how I would get there. According to Proctor's earlier

definition, this is an “ill-structured” problem and therefore well suited for creative problem

solving because it is ambiguous and complex (28).
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

Through this research I found creativity in the choreographic process was demonstrated

through the following trends; spontaneous thinking; improvisation; use of prior knowledge

gained from experience; forming connections between ideas; preparation; exploration; an ability

to edit and view your work objectively; collaboration; and consideration of sound, scenic, or

other design elements. This research revealed the 9 choreographers generally demonstrated

different cognitive styles when it comes to approaching creative problem solving and three of the

four types of creativity1 were evident in their processes.

Spontaneity

Graduate student choreographers, Participants A and B, both indicated spontaneous

thinking as a theme in their creative process. Participant A expressed spontaneous thinking

through the use of analogy. They described creativity as the moment, “when the light bulb goes

on”. Participant  B stated directly that creativity is spontaneous thinking with the mind and body.

Additionally, faculty choreographer Participant F, described creativity as involving a child-like

mindset. Participant F described that a person must allow themselves to “run” ,“be free”, and

use their imagination in order to be creative. The notion of freedom, imagination, and utilizing a

child-like mindset, implies a degree of spontaneity.

Improvisation

Choreographers from all three groups stated improvisation is a part of their movement

generation process. Graduate Student Participants A and B, Faculty Participant E, and Artistic

Director Participants G and I, all stated they improvise movement within their own body to

generate movement on the spot in rehearsals. The improvised movement is then replicated by

1 According to Professor Kerrie Unsworth of University of Leeds’, “different types of creativity emerge depending on the nature of the problem
and the driver for engagement in creativity”. As stated by Unsworth, the nature of the problem can be open or closed and drivers can be internal
or external.The four types of creativity are responsive, expected, contributory, and proactive (Shalley et al. 1-2).
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their dancers and often refined by the choreographer. Participants A and B stated they will also

ask their dancers to improvise in order to generate movement. Participant A stated they give the

dancers a set of directions or a feeling to embody and asks them to improvise based on those

instructions; while Participant B stated they ask their dancers to improvise in order to see what

their movement is like when they have creative freedom. Participant B stated they then refine

and edit the dancers improvisation for incorporation into the choreography.

Knowledge & Experience

Graduate Student Participants A and C, as well as Faculty Participant E, all stated their

creativity is directly related to knowledge gained through experience. Experience in this context

refers to dance training, knowledge of a particular movement technique, and experiences in a

particular environment or culture. Participant A grew up in the Middle East and stated their

experience living in that part of the world greatly influences their creative process.  Similarly,

Participant E stated when they generate movement they borrow from their experience growing

up in Brazil, as well as their training in classical ballet, contemporary dance, and Capoeira, a

Brazilian martial art and dance form. Participant C stated they are more creative when

choreographing ballet movements than other genres of dance because of their background in

classical ballet training. All of these participants are utilizing previous knowledge and experience

in order to be creative.

Connections

Multiple choreographers described the ability to organize your thoughts and form

connections between ideas as a part of the creative process. Graduate Student Participant A

described creativity as a process where an individual decides they want to do or make something

and works through,  plays with, implements, or combines different ideas together to get to the
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final product. Faculty Participant E described creativity as connecting “something you know with

something that you don’t”. This connection is achieved through a process that demonstrates

creativity because it reveals something new to the choreographer.

Preparation

This research has revealed there are several dichotomies existing in the creative process.

It was revealed that spontaneity and improvisation are integral components of a creative

choreographic process; however, in contrast to spontaneity, there is practice, preparation, and

work. Preparation can look like coming into a rehearsal with a preset plan; creating a structure

for your work; accounting for time management; or generating lots of material in order to revise,

sift through, and edit that material in rehearsal. The element of work and effort involved in the

creative process is evidenced by Artistic Director Participant G’s statement that part of being an

artist is, “doing the dirty work as much as the highlights”.

Exploration

Exploration in the choreographic process was demonstrated through; openness and

receptivity to new information; the act of leaving behind preconceived ideas and breaking away

from habitual actions; the act of challenging oneself to do something you have never done

before; freedom to choose a direction in the process; keeping an open mind and not anticipating

the outcome of the process; pushing through a weakness or fear; and investigating different

physical practices that challenge the choreographer’s typical movement patterns. These ideas

were revealed by the interview responses of Graduate Student Participants B and C, Faculty

Participant D and F, and Artistic Director Participants G, H, and I.

Objectivity
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Faculty Participants D and E, and Artistic Director Participant G all stated it is important

for choreographers to stay objective and not become overly attached to their material. An ability

to detach from material and remain objective is important for two reasons: 1) Participants D and

G both describe in the developing and editing processes, it is important to see when material is

not supporting the work and be able to discard that material when necessary, 2)Participant E

described that ultimately the material will be embodied and performed by the dancer, unless the

choreographer is also the performer. In these cases, the choreographer must relinquish some

control and respect that in performance, the final embodiment of the movement will belong to

the dancer. An over-attachment to material could inhibit success and creativity in the

choreographic process by hindering the editing process and the performers embodiment of the

movement.

Collaboration

Graduate Student Participants A and B; Faculty Participants D, E, and F; and Artistic

Director Participants G, H, and I, all stated collaboration as a necessary component of the

choreographic process. Collaboration in the choreographic process can appear in the following

ways; asking the dancers to provide feedback, creativite input, and contribute movement; seeking

feedback from peers; gaining an outside perspective from others; and working together with

artists such as composers, designers, and other choreographers. Collaboration appears in the

choreographic process on different levels and magnitudes but it demonstrates creativity by

bringing multiple perspectives into the process and pushing the creator into new territories. Most

of the choreographers described receiving feedback or collaborating with dancers, designers, and

other artists as an integral part of their creative process.

Sound & Scenic Elements
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A final trend that became apparent in this interview process was the choreographers’

connection to music, site location, and other scenic elements in their creative process. Graduate

Student Participants B and C, Faculty Participants E and F, and Artistic Director Participant I all

stated they are influenced heavily by music in their creative process. Music provides emotional,

conceptual, and movement inspiration; music influences the dynamic and temporal qualities of

movement generation; and music either influences the structure of the work or provides a

structure for the choreographer to base the work upon. Artistic Director Participant H stated they

work exclusively in site-specific locations and the location is a major influencing factor in the

process. Factors such as music, sound score, and site location are integral to the choreographic

process because they stimulate imagination and influence decision making which are elements of

creativity.

Stages of Creative Problem Solving

Existing literature identifies four stages of creative problem solving as ideate, develop,

implement, and clarify (Stages of the Creative Process- and You (00:03:00-00:03:50)). During

interviews with 9 choreographers, I described these four stages and asked each choreographer to

identify which stage they had the strongest preference for as a part of their creative process.

Participant group A-C includes graduate student choreographers. Participant A stated

they have the strongest preference for implementing; Participant B has the strongest preference

for ideate and clarify; and Participant C prefers ideate.

Participant group D-E includes dance faculty choreographers. Participant D argued that

all the stages overlap in concentric circles but they most enjoy the development stage. Participant

E stated implementing is the most important of the four stages and Participant F stated they have

the strongest preference for ideate and develop.
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Participant group G-I includes artistic directors of dance companies in Southern

California. Participant G was the only choreographer interviewed to state plainly they did not

prefer any of the steps and they do not see the choreographic process in that way. Participant H

stated that clarifying the problem is the most important and Participant I stated they currently

identify most with implementing.

Of the graduate student choreographers, the most preferred stage was ideate. In the group

of faculty choreographers the most preferred stage was develop, and in the artistic director group

there was no trend. As a whole, out of 9 choreographers, 22% of choreographers preferred

ideate, approximately 17%  preferred develop, 33% preferred implement, and approximately

17% preferred clarify. If a choreographer chose more than one stage, I considered that half of a

vote in favor of each stage for the sake of this comparison, and there was no vote for Participant

G who did not select any of the stages presented.

The results show there is virtually no trend present and the choreographers all prefer

different stages of creative problem solving. There is a slight inclination for implementing, but

the results are too similar to consider this a strong trend. These results support the idea that all of

the choreographers have a different cognitive style and approach creative problem solving in the

choreographic process differently. A limitation of this small qualitative study is the small sample

size. If this study was repeated with a larger sample, the results may vary.

Types of Creativity: Revealed

Through this research, I have identified three out of the four types of creativity are

present in the choreographic process. The first type of creativity, responsive creativity, is based

on “external requirements and a closed problem”(Shalley et al. 2). This was the only type of

creativity I was unable to identify in the choreographic process. Existing literature states that
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“responsive creativity is predominantly seen in laboratory studies” and “in work environments

that are constrained by external forces” (Shalley et al. 9). This may be why it was difficult to

identify in a choreographic process, which typically entails an open-ended environment. I feel it

is highly possible that responsive creativity is present in the choreographic process; however, I

did not see evidence of it in either the rehearsal observations or interviews included in this

research.

The second type of creativity, expected creativity, necessitates an “external requirement”

and “an open problem as the starting point” (Shalley et al. 2). There are many external factors

that force choreographers into a creative situation but a factor that surfaced in this research is

commissioning, grants, or pre-established conditions for work by an employer or environment.

Faculty Participant D and Artistic Director Participant G both described situations in which they

are offered a commission or grant, or are invited to set a work in a certain environment, and these

opportunities include specific parameters. These parameters could include who participates in the

work, who will view the work, the length of the work, or even thematic properties of the work. In

these situations, there is an external motivator influencing the creative act based on the

opportunity being offered. However, the creative project itself still has many open-ended

solutions.

The third type of creativity is contributory creativity. In contributory creativity the driver

is internal, meaning the creativity is entered into voluntarily, and the problem is closed. Studies

have shown that adaptive-style thinking is important to contributory creativity. Adaptive-style

thinkers, “create and bring about changes that fit into the existing system without drastically

changing it” (Shalley et al. 2-3;8). An example of this is a choreographer editing movement or

details of a work that do not alter the overall structure or concept of the dance. I observed an
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example of this in the rehearsal of Faculty Participant D. During a rehearsal on February 7, 2022,

I witnessed Participant D working through duet material with two dancers. Participant D was

editing the movement to create moments of unison and connection between the dancers.

Participant D made small adjustments to the choreography that enhanced the connection between

the two dancers but did not alter the overall structure of the duet. Participant D entered into this

act voluntarily meaning the driver is internal and the overall structure of the duet was not altered,

therefore the solutions were limited and the problem relatively closed.

Finally, the fourth type of creativity, proactive creativity occurs when, “a person

voluntarily chooses to engage in creativity and search for complex problems to solve” (Shalley et

al. 2). Graduate Student Participants B and C; Faculty Participant D and F; and Artistic Director

Participants G, H, and I all described that the choreographic process should be explorative,

open-ended, and the individual should be able to choose the path they want to follow while

letting go of preconceived notions about what the outcome will be. By this logic, as long as the

choreographer enters into the choreographic process willingly, each of their processes

demonstrate expected creativity because they are complex with many possible solutions and

outcomes.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

A challenge in this research was a reculance from the choreographers to define,

categorize, or label what creativity is and what identifies creative process. Faculty Participant D

remarked they do not define creativity. However, in the same breath they also stated,“Creativity

is life. Life is creativity, it's just a part of being alive.” Participant D described that the creative

process is in a constant state of adjustment; there is no pre-existing model, formula, or procedure

available for creative process; and the creative process is, “undefined until it is defined”. These

statements become contradictory because while the participant is stating they do not define

creativity and the creative process is undefined, they also provide characteristics which elucidate

factors of creativity and creative process. Many choreographers remarked that the questions

about creativity and their process were difficult to answer. However, each participant was able to

state multiple components involved in creativity and creative process and many of their answers

displayed commonalities. This shows that, however complex and intricate, creativity in the

choreographic process can be characterized and identified.

Although the participants found it challenging to define creativity, how one accesses

creativity seemed to be a primary concern of all the participants.  Their mind set when answering

interview questions appeared to be, “How can I make the choreographic process creative?” and

“these are some of the ways to approach the choreographic process”. By providing methods for

approaching choreography and making the choreographic process creative, the participants

amplified the implication that creativity can be developed through practice and study. Only two

participants out of nine alluded to the idea that creativity is innate in some people and not others;

that creativity involves talent; or that some people are born more connected to their creativity
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than others. Since this topic would require much more research into human development I do not

address it in this work but include it because it was a commonality.

Personal Thoughts

As a part of this research I challenged myself to create four new dance works. Each of

these works entailed a different set of choreographic problems to solve. I hoped to facilitate

creativity by setting goals for myself and forcing myself into creative problem solving. I think

this project was successful in facilitating creativity because I approached each process differently

than I would normally approach a choreographic process; I created movements and structures

that I may never have created without these specific challenges; and I collaborated with new

dancers and artists I had never worked with before.

During this process, there were times where I felt uninspired, frustrated, and stuck. I

discovered by working through those challenges that creativity does not always feel like “a light

bulb went on”. However, the practice of working past moments of adversity can lead to new

creative discoveries. This practice develops the skill and ability to problem solve and find

innovative solutions.

Outside factors such as the availability of rehearsal time, space, and resources, were

influencing factors in the success of this project. At times it was difficult to stick to the

guidelines I had set out for myself and I was thankful to be working collaboratively with other

artists who fueled my creativity. There were failures and triumphs in the choreographic project

however, as a whole it was successful in demonstrating creativity because I pushed myself into

new territories of the choreographic process.
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CONCLUSION

This research suggests that creativity in the choreographic process is a skill that requires

development, practice, awareness, receptivity, and a bit of spontaneity. Through participant

observations, interviews with 9 choreographers, and the creation of 4 choreographic works,  I

discovered the following elements are necessary to demonstrate creativity in the choreographic

process: 1) recognize that creativity is a process that changes over time 2) recognize there is an

exchange between choreographer and collaborators that involves and influences the work 3) keep

an open mind and in some cases let go of preconceived constructs 4) acknowledge improvisation

comes into the process at various times,  and  5) acknowledge music, sound, site location, and

other elements as stimuli for the choreographic imagination.

Future implications of this research include self learning resources for choreographers who

are interested in better understanding the creative process and methods for approaching

choreography. This research is useful for other designers, artists, and collaborators, who are

interested in working with choreographers. I hope that they will look at this research as a

resource to learn about the choreographic process and enhance their experiences working with

choreographers creatively.
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APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT FORM

Dear <Addressee and Prospective Subject>,

My name is Kelly McGill and I am a MFA candidate in the Dance Department at the University
of California, Irvine.  Under the direction of Thesis Advisor, Lisa Naugle, I am conducting
research tentatively titled,  Creativity and Creative Problem Solving in the Choreographic
Process. This thesis research will focus on comparing definitions of creativity from the field of
psychology and the Creative Problem Solving Model to the act of dance making. This thesis
research will help determine where and how creativity and problem solving are used in the
choreographic process.

As a [Insert: graduate student choreographer/ faculty choreographer/ or professional
choreographer and company director], your experience and perspective would make a valuable
contribution to this research. Therefore, I am writing to ask if you would be a participant for my
thesis project research.

As a participant in this study you would participate in a short interview regarding your creative
process. Interviews will be held via zoom or telephone and will last no more than 30 minutes. As
an interviewee, you will be asked ten questions regarding creativity and your choreographic
process. The interview will begin after January 1st, 2022 and scheduled at your convenience.

As part of participating, I will also request your permission to record Zoom or voice recording of
the interview for the purpose of transcribing and possible inclusion in my thesis paper.

If you are interested in participating in this thesis study or would like more information regarding
this research please contact me by responding to this email or by phone at: (607)760-5836.

Thank you very much for your time. I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Kelly McGill
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APPENDIX C: STUDY INFORMATION SHEET

University of California, Irvine
Study Information Sheet

Creativity in Choreographic Process

Lead Researcher
Kelly McGill, Graduate Student

Dance Department
Phone: (607)760-5836
Email: mcgillk@uci.edu

● Please read the information below and ask questions about anything that you do not
understand.  A researcher listed above will be available to answer your questions.

● You are being asked to participate in a research study. Participation in this study is voluntary.
You may choose to skip a question or a study procedure. You may refuse to participate or
discontinue your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits.  You are free to
withdraw from this study at any time. If you decide to withdraw from this study you
should notify the research team immediately.

● We would like to interview you to learn more about creativity and creative problem solving in
your choreographic process. The interview will last about 20-30 minutes.

● Possible risks/discomforts associated with the study are inquiries into personal information
such as name, occupation, or professional experience.

● There are no direct benefits from participation in the study.  However, this study may explain
how choreographers approach creativity in dance-making.

● Participants will not be compensated for this study.

● All research data collected will be stored securely and confidentially on the personal hard
drive of the lead researcher. Video and audio files will be transcribed two weeks after the
interview takes place. Video and audio files, and transcripts will be destroyed upon
completion of the written thesis on May 30, 2022.

●
● Future Research Use: Researchers will use your information to conduct this study. Once the

study is done using your information, we may share them with other researchers so they can
use them for other studies in the future. We will not share your name or any other private
identifiable information that would let the researchers know who you are. We will not ask you
for additional permission to share this de-identified information.

● Questions? If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding this study please
contact the researchers listed at the top of this form.
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● If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research participant, you can
contact the UCI Institutional Review Board by phone, (949) 824-6662, by e-mail at
IRB@research.uci.edu or at 141 Innovation, Suite 250, Irvine, CA 92697.

What is an IRB?  An Institutional Review Board (IRB) is a committee made up of scientists
and non-scientists. The IRB’s role is to protect the rights and welfare of human subjects
involved in research. The IRB also assures that the research complies with applicable
regulations, laws, and institutional policies

63

mailto:IRB@research.uci.edu


APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Interview Questions

1. How do you define creativity?

2. In your opinion, what makes a process creative?

3. Describe your creative process (as it relates to choreography).

4. What is the first step of your choreographic process?

5. What does generation of material look like in your process?

6. What does development of material look like?

7. How do you make decisions about the internal structure of a work?/What is your

structuring process?

8. What inspires you to create a new work?/ Where does your inspiration come from?

9. Of the four stages of the Creative Problem Solving Model below, Which do you have the

strongest preference for?

a. Develop: Development of ideas

b. Ideate: Generation of ideas/brainstorming phase

c. Implement: Putting ideas into practice

d. Clarify: Clarifying the problem to be solved

10. Describe the role of the dancers (when applicable) in your creative process. How do they

contribute to the process?
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