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PERFORMING ARTS

A cultural look
at ‘Citizenship’

Seven Yerba Buena companies focus on
freedom, equity in Transform festival
By Aimée Ts'ao
Correspondent

After two years of laying the groundwork,
San Francisco’s Yerba Buena Center for the
Arts will debut Transform, a new festival
featuring commissioned works by seven local performance companies addressing the
theme “Why citizenship?” Sept. 14-23.
“What most people don’t know or understand is what YBCA curates,” said Isabel Yrigoyen, the center’s Associate Director of Performing Arts,
She pointed out that though LINES Ballet and Smuin are among the performing groups that rent the center’s facilities,
Transform will “concentrate our own curatorial vision in a two-week period in the
fall and another in the spring over the coming years.”
Though many arts institutions are hierarchies, passing down aesthetic validation to
the public from an elite few at the top, YBCA
has implemented a new structure that is
more democratic and community-based.
“In 2015, all staff members got to nominate people who inspire us — artists, scholars, teachers, activists, all kinds of people,”
Yrigoyen said, “Then from those names, Executive Director Deborah Cullinan and a
cabinet chose the ﬁnal ‘YBCA 100’ list.
“We had a summit where those people
came together to share their stories; tell
what their work is about and what inspires
them. Out of the summit came many questions and Marc Bamuthi Joseph, the chief of
programming and pedagogy, and his team
looked at all of them and picked three that
YBCA will be using as jumping-off points
for the coming year: ‘Why citizenship?’,
‘How do we design freedom?’ and ‘What
does equity look like?’”
“We’re thinking about what it means and
what it takes and why it’s important to be an
informed citizen,” Transform co-choreographer
Ryan T. Smith of the contemporary dance company RAWdance said of the project.
“So our piece is centered around recurring waves of anti-intellectualism that
work against having an educated popula-

RAWdance
artists Ryan
T. Smith, left,
and Wendy Rein
perform the
company’s work
for the Transform
festival.
R.J. MUNA — RAWDANCE

TRANSFORM

Presented by Yerba Buena
Center for the Arts
When: Sept. 14-23
Where: The Forum at Yerba Buena Center
for the Arts, 701 Mission St., San Francisco
Tickets: $25-$30, $22-$27 for seniors,
teachers and students; complete festival
packages start at $45; www.ybca.org
Full program details: https://ybca.org/
whats-on/transform-fall17
tion,” co-choreographer Wendy Rein said.
“We’re looking at political acts against intellectuals — ﬁrst at Mao in China and then
going back further and further in history.
Our research shows that this has been happening across the globe for centuries and
centuries.”
They quickly discovered that, as Rein put
it, “competing power structures” are “easier to translate into movement than ideas
and we’re working with a lot of books as
props. We felt like that was the most tangible way to exemplify intellectualism. We
are here to ask questions; we are here to
provoke and prod.”
Dance and visual artist Jesse Hewit

said, “Everything around citizenship
and immigration is broken and needs
to transform. I never claim that my piece
can do anything. It’s an attempt and comes
from a desire, to locate, articulate, identify
what is the real micro-social person-to-person work that transforms our ideas of citizenship.
“My work helps show people that, when
they consider others whom they don’t understand, they stop short of recognizing
that the other person has a full physical,
mental and emotional history — blood,
bone, veins, heart, genitals, all of it. If you
can’t read a face anymore or notice the
movements of a body, how do you register
a person as someone who matters?”
One interesting festival element is the
stage design by Peruvian architect and de-
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signer Giacomo Castagnola, which will be
used by all the performing groups. He is an
immigrant living in Mexico City,
“I wanted to relate the design to citizenship through ‘social choreography,’” Castagnolsa said. “I didn’t want to just design
the stage area; I wanted to involve the audience. It’s about participation, feeling you
are part of the performance, even if you
are just watching. I didn’t want to force
the dancers to engage with the people,
but I wanted to have the audience think
about how they are seeing, how they are
seated; how can I conﬁgure the audience
to achieve that?”
Hewit said Castagnola has succeeded in
his goal.
“Giacomo determined the space and
sight lines for all of our pieces and that was,
in fact, choreography.” Hewit said. “It adds
dynamism to the room. It enlivens people’s
ability to be engaged in what’s going on.”
Other artists appearing in Transform
are dancer-choreographer Larry Arrington;
musician Sandra Lawson Ndu; conceptual artist
Minoosh Zomorodinia; the dance-theater company the Embodiment Project; Fauxnique, the
drag queen alter-ego of Monique Jenkinson;
the underground dance theater organization Fogbeast and the contemporary ballet
company Amy Seiwert Imagery.
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