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Performing Place: Theatre in the Pacific Northwest 
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Conference Theme Questions: 
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• How does theatre capture the "here and now" in ways that other 

disciplines cannot?  

• How can theatre reconcile the erasure of indigenous, feminist and/or 

other minority narratives that have been overlooked or forgotten?  
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• How does performance connect us to history and places near and far?    

• Does theatre in the Pacific Northwest accurately represent the 

cosmopolitan demographic of the region?  
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PART I 
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PROJECT BARCA: New Architectures of Memory and Identity (2011-2014) 
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Although Project Barca was not designed to address these questions I will argue 

that it does respond to them in its own unique way.  
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Deconstructing Identity, Performing Memory  

 

Introduction  

Project Barca is a three-year Research/Creation initiative funded by the Social 

Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). Its overarching 

concept is defined by the phrase “going west to find east/going east to find west”, a 

direct reference to Christopher Columbus’ 1492 voyage across the Atlantic in search 

of a new trading route to the Orient. The project boasts an international team of artistic 

and academic collaborators based in Vancouver Canada, and Barcelona Spain, but in 

fact drawn from countries such as Chile, Venezuela, Brazil, Japan, Hong Kong, 

France, Cote D’Ivoire, and Trinidad and Tobago. As the principal investigator on the 

project, my choreographic practice functions as the primary site for the exploration of 

Practice-as-Research (PaR) methods. Hence, choreographic practice lies at the center 

of a scholarly investigation that is framed by the following question:  
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How can embodied personal and collective memories be shaped into new architectures 

of identity and belonging in the form of innovative performance works that speak to 

wider sections of society?  

 

Looking at the key question that anchors this research project, it is clear that issues of 
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identity and memory against the backdrop of history are big concerns. Having grown 

up in a former colonial country, and with the experience of being an immigrant in 

countries both sides of the Atlantic, one can say that issues of identity and memory are 

more than just theoretical constructs for people like me. They are in fact daily attempts 

to establish who the ‘I’, ‘me’, and ‘we’ are from one moment to the next.  
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The Journey  

Project Barca is interested in the dynamics of interaction between different 

communities, in particular those interactions that manifest over extended periods of 

time. The decision to use the events surrounding August 3rd 1492, the day Columbus 

left Spain on his historic cross-Atlantic voyage is a deliberate one. This journey not 

only changed the face of international politics at the time, it kick-started a period of 

immigration, forced migration, economic and human exploitation, genocide, and 

slavery that was unprecedented in its scope.  
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The architecture of the phrase “Going west to find east/going east to find west” speaks 

to the paradox of starting with one intention and ultimately having the exact opposite 

of that intention fulfilled. The first part of the phrase is inverted in the second and the 

opposition of the parts plays on the idea of going in either direction to find the other. 
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Project Barca is interested in the perspectives of people who were affected by 

Columbus’ 1492 journey across the Atlantic. This includes the descendants of those he 

encountered as well as those who followed, either by choice or through force. Since 

this is a research/creation project, and the most important source material for all of our 

creative work the personal stories and narratives of the performers as descendants, the 

fact that these narratives are from contemporary Canadians who had no direct 

connection to the Columbus voyage might seem quite strange. This is not the issue 

however; what is more important is the opening up of an entire continent as the 
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consequence of a miscalculation, one that would be the source of misunderstandings 

that persist till today.  

 

Also, since these narratives were manipulated to suit our artistic intentions questions 

could be raised regarding their historical authenticity. I would argue that this 

underscores my point, as it is the very notion of authenticity and the truth or validity of 

history that is being disputed. Our position is that the human body itself and its actions 

constitute a far greater and more powerful historical narrative, and the recovery and re-

presentation of these narratives promises to reveal more about historicity than other 

modes of address. Given that Columbus’ voyages only directly affected a relatively 

small portion of the Americas, it certainly begs the question of how relevant the 

research is and to whom.  

 

Columbus calculated that if he sailed west across the Atlantic he would eventually 

arrive at his desired destination in the east. He was interested in establishing a new 

trading route to India, China, and Japan, and in setting up trading posts along the way. 

The mandate given to him by the Catholic monarchs Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella 

of Castile was to acquire new territories, bring back riches, and spread the Christian 

faith. In short, he was to find new sources of wealth for his employers and convince 

the people he encountered to adopt the customs and beliefs of complete strangers. And 

we are all aware of the colossal consequences of such a mandate.  

 

The urge to adventure and to be excited about the objects of discovery seems innate to 

human behavior. However, the unanticipated and sometimes unintended result of these 

adventures and discoveries is manifest in the colonization of various new territories, 

physical, psychological, and otherwise. Taking possession of what we find in our 

paths also constitutes a significant part of the history of both ‘New’ and ‘Old’ worlds. 

My argument, therefore, is that we only know who we really are by actively engaging 

with and trying to understand the ‘other’ that stands before us.  

 

Conceptually, philosophically, politically, and aesthetically, ‘going west to find 
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east/going east to find west’ opened up a host of questions that only confirmed a 

deeply held conviction that new investigative frameworks with sufficient flexibility, 

agility, and scope were needed to accommodate all of these interests. 

 

[Slide 9] 

The word Barca means boat in both Spanish and Portuguese. It signals my intention of 

building a structure that is capable of accommodating a small crew for an extensive 

journey.  
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I will have more to say about this later but for the moment Performance Studies and 

PaR are central to the overall strategy. For reasons geographical, historical, and 

cultural, the journey we’ve embarked on so far links Barcelona, an ‘Old World’ city at 

the edge of the Mediterranean, with Vancouver, a fast growing metropolis that sits on 

the edge of the Pacific at the limits of the ‘New World’. The journey is trans-Atlantic 

as well as trans-Canadian, and it follows a route that is different from but in many 

ways parallel to Columbus’ intentions. The danger here is that in building this craft, I 

may well be contributing to a new hegemony of sorts. Since that is a long way off, 

there is no immediate need to be concerned.  

 

Columbus, in the service of the Catholic Monarchs, could not travel south around 

Africa because a papal bull in 1481 granted all lands discovered south of the 

Canary Islands to Portugal.1 Four years later that changed, and the Treaty of 

Tordesillas2 ensured that Spain could claim all lands east of an imaginary line 

east of the Cape Verde islands that clearly identified Brazil as theirs. Neither 

Portuguese nor Spanish traders could travel through Asia because Christians had 

lost access to that part of the world through the Crusading wars that raged from 

the eleventh through the thirteenth centuries. In fact, Arab, Muslim, and Moorish 

factions more or less dominated the Iberian Peninsula for more than seven 

hundred years prior to that fateful date in 1492. My point is that Spain and 



	   6	  

Portugal had to place else to go but West and these two countries were the first to 

exploit their opportunities to the fullest.  
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On Friday August 3rd 1492, six months after the last Moorish stronghold in 

Granada had fallen, and one day after an edict expired compelling all Jews to 

leave the country, three ships with a combined crew of ninety men floated down 

the mouth of the river Tinto in southwestern Spain on their way to the Americas. 

Columbus never found what he was looking for, at least not the fabled ‘Orient’. 

However, his miscalculation opened up an entirely new world, not the one he or 

anyone else had imagined but another that proved to be far more problematic and 

with far-reaching implications for both the descendants of those he encountered 

as well as those who subsequently made the Atlantic crossing.  
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I would now like to play you an excerpt from one of Project Barca’s mixed-mode 

performance outcomes. It’s called Encounters 2 and it is a ‘reduced’ version of 

Encounters (2012), a four channel video installation with eight channels of sound 

specifically designed for the Audain Gallery at the Goldcorp Centre for the Arts 

in Vancouver between May 29th and June 11th 2012. The content features pre-

recorded voice narratives and choreographed movements of nine Vancouver 

based performers.  

 

Encounters is just one of several works generated within Project Barca that 

utilize personal narratives from the performers themselves. Others include stories 

from performers resident in Barcelona. All of these can be accessed at the 

project’s website and blog.  
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http://www.sfu.cs/~hdaniel  
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http://projectbarca.blogspot.ca/.  

 

This ‘reduced’ version features a single channel of video and two channels of 

sound.  

 

 

[Play Encounters 2]  

 

 

PART II 

A Barca 

Project Barca exploits an intellectual framework informed by Performance Studies and 

a range of methodological strategies guided by notions of Practice-as-Research. 

Contentiously, perhaps, the research deliberately conflates Columbus’ 1492 voyage 

with another journey that is concerned with addressing the historical instability of the 

arts within the academy in particular and in society in general. It also recognizes the 

enormous attempts made by professional artists and academics to address this. Our 

decision to conflate these issues has much to do with establishing a broader and more 

in-depth approach to understanding how identities are constructed against the 

backdrop of history.  

 

We are not only investigating the role that history plays in the formation of identity, 

we are also attempting to examine the events surrounding 1492 using the framework 

of artistic disciplines that have their own individual arisings and trajectories of 

development. In using movements to create ‘dance’, words to construct ‘theatre’, 

sounds to articulate ‘music’, and the moving image to construct ‘films’ that re-present 

narratives concerned with the ‘colonization’ of space, territory, and personality, we are 

in fact making an ‘artifice’ of the one in support of the other. The question for us then 

is how useful and/or ethical these constructions are in destabilizing false notions of 

identity, and how traditional disciplinary frameworks are being changed because of 

these investigations.  
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In Project Barca we dynamically deconstruct the architectures of the performers 

‘stories’ and then try to reframe them by manipulating the fragments. The argument is 

that this offers us a unique opportunity to ‘know’ our inherited past from quite a 

different perspective. Only then can we begin to construct a better version of ‘self’ for 

the future. This, in short, is the objective that drives “Barca: New Architectures of 

Memory and Identity”.  

 

I mentioned earlier that Performance Studies and PaR form the skeleton of a vehicle 

we are constructing for this journey. How we understand the constituent parts of this 

framework is therefore crucial to our present undertaking. Performance, for example, 

is defined here as acts of embodiment and disembodiment that we engage in for the 

excavation, recovery and analysis of personal and collective memories. We try to 

accomplish this with the aid of technology, a mode of operation that allows us to 

synthesize well-known processes into discrete techniques, which are then used in the 

design of new tools that eventually become institutionalized as part of society’s 

collective memory.  

 

The ship, for example, is a technology that evolved from attempts to negotiate travel 

over large bodies of water. The 15th century Spanish galeón combined the architecture 

of the nao, a kind of pot-bellied craft designed primarily to carry cargo, the galera, a 

craft with sleek water lines that was designed for speed and security, and the caravela, 

another craft with multiple sail patterns and rigging that gave it the ease and flexibility 

needed to navigate both large and small bodies of water.3 The galeón would eventually 

become the main vehicle used in the conquest of the Americas post Columbus4 and, as 

such, is deeply embedded in the psyche of peoples there. 

 

The flexibility and utility of Performance Studies, a discipline that arose from and 

continues to draw on areas of study as diverse as sociology, anthropology, psychology, 

cognitive science, media studies, law, biology, neuroscience, history, computing 

science, and history of science, suits our objectives of designing a vehicle that can 
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investigate and rearticulate a number of precepts, concepts, percepts, affects, and 

functions5 that seek to address the complexity of our human actions.  

 

Our discourse is thus transdisciplinary by nature, engaging movement as a function of 

bodies, presenting concepts through a choreographic articulation of movement 

structures built up around the performers’ identities; body types, gender, race, 

nationality, and cultural backgrounds, and challenging notions of scientific logic by 

utilizing seemingly digressive, passing, and unmethodical strategies in its attempts to 

reverse-engineer, destabilize, and eventually re-present ideas that are crucial to our 

existence. We believe that the exploration, presentation, and articulation of 

performance using defined PaR frameworks gives us sufficient flexibility for the task.  

 

Conclusion 

The apparent paradox that shapes much of Project Barca’s research and enables us to 

embark on this particular journey has much to do with my own identity as a 

Caribbean-born artist and academic trained for the most part in North American and 

European institutions of higher education and working primarily within this strangely 

familiar triangle. I am a product of journeys that brought my ancestors to the West, 

and in many ways I am retracing these.  

 

Being born in this New World makes me the inheritor of voyages I didn’t ask for, 

never wanted to be a part of, but am somehow destined to experience. One of these 

journeys Columbus never completed, others, the British, French, Spanish and 

Portuguese drew us into.6 Still others I myself can’t quite comprehend. So, in pursuit 

of these ‘voyages of remembrance’, I am building a boat, a barca, that utilizes a 

conceptual framework designed with the timbers of Performance Studies, guided by 

practices of embodiment and disembodiment, and destined to continue travelling west 

to find east and east to find west.  
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