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HANNAH WILEY HAS BEEN EDUCATING SEATTLE DANCE 
audiences for more than 25 years, and she’s doing it in a 
way unlike anyone else in U.S. academia. As the director 
of the University of Washington’s MFA program in dance, 
and its associated Chamber Dance Company (CDC), 
Wiley, a former ballet dancer, has made it her mission to 
present, record, and archive works of historical and artis-
tic significance. The current trend in the modern dance 
world is to pay homage to the past. Since 1990, Wiley 
and her company have honored the pioneers who forged 
the way, and nowhere else can this unique collection of 
archived works be found.

CDC is comprised of a small yet diverse group of 
MFA candidates, all former professional dancers who are 
transitioning into education. Capitalizing on their indi-
vidual and collective artistry, CDC provides an embodied 
history of modern dance, through performance, that will 
live on for years to come. The company has presented 
more than 100 works of historical significance, typically 
three to four each year, at UW’s concert venue, Meany 
Hall for the Performing Arts. Each dance is filmed, and 
the film is archived on campus in one of the largest dance 
collections in the United States. The expansive reper-
tory includes works choreographed by the founders of 
American modern dance as well as by choreographers 
working today, spanning the years from 1895 to 2006. 
Last year’s 25th-anniversary concert, titled A Century of 
Modern Dance, included pieces by Loie Fuller, Martha 
Graham, Anna Sokolow, Dore Hoyer, Joe Goode, Daniel 
Shapiro, Joanie Smith, and Doug Elkins.

The birth of CDC
This MFA program is the brainchild of Wiley, who was 
frustrated by the lack of training available for professional 
dancers who wanted to segue into academia. Classically 
trained, Wiley earned her undergraduate degree at UW 
in drama (before there was a dance major), then danced 
with the predecessor of Ballet Idaho. Her subsequent 
teaching career included chairing the Five College Dance 
Department in Massachusetts.

Despite her expertise, in order to be considered 
for tenure Wiley needed a master’s degree. So back to 
school she went. As one of the oldest students in New 

Re-Mastering Modern Dance
University of Washington 
MFA student company 
preserves historically  
significant dance works

By Rachel Berman

Chamber Dance Company’s repertory includes modern dance 

works from the late 19th century (opposite, Catherine Cabeen 

in Loie Fuller’s 1895 Night) through the early 21st (here, Jason 

Ohlberg in Susan Marshall’s 2006 Cloudless).
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York University’s graduate program, she took classes she 
knew she was qualified to teach. She began to envision a 
program that would recognize the maturity and experience 
dance artists could bring to the table, a program geared 
toward helping them succeed as educators where, instead 
of technique classes, the focus would be on dance admin-
istration, production, dance technology, and composition. 
Armed with an MFA, these artists would populate univer-
sity dance departments to train subsequent generations of 
dancers and educators.

Degree in hand, Wiley returned to UW as the head of 
the dance department in 1987. She convinced the univer-
sity to redirect monies designated for adjunct positions into 
a new two-year MFA program. Each year only three candi-
dates, dancers who have at least eight years of professional 
experience, are accepted into the program. They engage in 
an individualized course of study, design and implement 
an academic course, and perform as part of CDC. Tuition 

is waived, and the artists receive a stipend for teaching 
undergraduate courses. Today nearly 80 alumni teach at 
colleges and universities around the world.

The dancers’ experience
Ilana Goldman, an assistant professor of dance at Florida 
State University, struggled with a back injury while per-
forming with Trey McIntyre Project. In 2011, she retired 
and flew to Seattle to begin the MFA program at UW.

Before jumping into a full graduate course load, the 
candidates begin with a summer rehearsal period. For 
Goldman, this offered a familiar environment. “When you 
make the transition [away from the stage], you feel you’re 
losing your identity,” she says. “Working together as artists 
was an excellent way to bond with my MFA cohorts.”

She performed a variety of roles in her two years, often 
those danced by the work’s choreographer, such as Bebe 
Miller, Susan Marshall, Ethel Winter, and Ruth St. Denis. 

CDC has presented more than 100 works of historical  
    significance. Each dance is filmed and archived on campus.

Chamber Dance Company has performed and recorded more than 100 historically significant works, including Loie Fuller’s 1896 Lily of the 

Nile (opposite, Kyle Craig-Bogard and Megan Stutesman in rehearsal) and Anna Sokolow’s 1955 Rooms (here, Joseph Blake).
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Because she had trained at The Juilliard School and per-
formed with Oakland and Sacramento Ballets, Goldman 
felt comfortable with a range of styles and time periods. A 
self-professed dance history geek, she says she is “grateful 
to have this embodied experience, which is also helpful in 
connecting to students and colleagues. It gives me credi-
bility when I teach dance history and talk to students about 
these important modern dance artists. I feel so honored 
and proud to say, ‘I danced this role.’”

For Catherine Cabeen, an assistant professor at 
Marymount Manhattan College, a debilitating foot in-
jury prompted her to look beyond the stage to a teaching 
career. A former dancer with the Martha Graham and Bill  
T. Jones/Arnie Zane companies, she went to Cornish 
College, then on to the MFA program at UW. There she 
performed works by Loie Fuller, Joseph Gifford, Doris 
Humphrey, and Laura Dean—a varied repertory that 
Cabeen had to learn to navigate. “It was a great lesson, to 
find out all the things I could do,” she says.

Jason Ohlberg, now a professor at Skidmore College, 
also was ready to transition to academia. Though he found 
the idea of performing again intimidating, he says, “CDC 
was a major part of the MFA experience. I felt I hadn’t 

done everything [as a dancer], and the UW program gave 
us the opportunity to mine creative talents needed to go 
forward as educators and celebrate what we did with our 
previous lives.”

Goldman concurs, saying that she feels that the MFA 
students “were respected and valued for what we had 
done. Though we came from different backgrounds and 
stages of transition, there was an understanding of what 
we had to offer, and also our limitations. It was a positive 
environment in every way.”

The works
Wiley is the sole curator of CDC’s modern dance 
repertory. Though she wishes to showcase a rich and 
diverse history, practical factors influence her choices. 
Cost, access, colleagues’ suggestions, or connections to 
her current or former MFA students are some of them. “I 
usually choose the repertory about two years out, without 
knowing the full company roster, which is not ideal—
but that time allows me to secure funding and finalize 
contracts,” she says. “I try to start with a centerpiece or 
a theme.” In 2016 the focus is on the 1960s postmodern 
Judson Church era, with works by Steve Paxton, Trisha 

CDC provides an embodied history of modern dance,  
       through performance, that will live on for years to come.
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Brown, and Yvonne Rainer onstage in October.
Wiley’s greatest challenge, once a work has been cho-

sen, is to connect with a stager, preferably one who has 
performed or is otherwise intimate with the work. If that’s 
not possible, a Labanotator, approved by the choreogra-
pher’s estate or foundation, reconstructs the work from the 
written dance score, if one exists. (Labanotation, devel-

oped by Rudolf Laban in the 1920s, is a system of record-
ing or “scoring” movement.)

“Every dance is different,” Wiley says about the factors 
involved in choosing repertory. “A dance from Paul Taylor, 
for instance, is a breeze to secure because there is a system 
in place to license choreography. To get work from a chore-
ographer like Michio Ito, we had to track down his family 
and fly in an 80-plus-year-old disciple [Taeko Furusho] 
from Tokyo. That was in 2001. She died a couple of years 
later, so the work would have been lost.”

Often it is difficult to convince choreographers that 
CDC is worthy of performing their work. In order for 
Goldman to perform former Graham dancer Ethel Winter’s 
solo En Dolor, her interpretation had to be approved by 
Martha Graham Dance Company. A Labanotator set the 
work, and Graham stager Jennifer Conley subsequently 
coached Goldman via Skype.

Wiley says she asked Lar Lubovitch for rights to his 
1978 piece North Star for 10 years before he gave her 
permission. “That was because he had worked with a CDC 
member who was here at the time,” Wiley says. “Similarly, 
we were able to perform Twyla Tharp’s 1970 Fugue be-
cause one of her dancers was pursuing his BA at UW and 
could set the work.”

Wiley tries to capitalize on the strengths of the com-
pany artists, often stagers themselves, and their connec-
tions. After graduating from UW, Cabeen returned to stage 
Bill T. Jones’ 1989 work D-Man in the Waters, which was 
made during the AIDS epidemic. Having set the work 
many times, Cabeen often worked with dancers who were 
too young to have been touched by that time in history, 
though she contextualized the work for them as best she 
could. UW undergraduates filled out the cast of nine, and 
though the dance has a relentless pace, “the MFA students 
carried the undergrads,” says Cabeen. “These seasoned 
professionals had the ability to take historic information 
and communicate its meaning. It was not the most virtuo-
sic of all my reconstructions, but it was the most sincere. 
It was a wonderful evolution of my life from performer to 
student to educator.”

A mission to educate
CDC not only encompasses Wiley’s continued research 
for the university, it allows her to make educating the 
community at large a significant part of her mission. In 
fact, at every dance concert presented as part of UW’s 
subscription series, MFA students give pre-performance 
talks or moderate post-performance discussions about the 

All CDC repertory resides in the UW Special Collection 
archives in the Suzzallo Library. In 2005 Wiley received 
a grant from the Royalty Research Fund to digitize the 
growing collection. Now, with the help of faculty  
member Jeff Curtis, each performance is filmed with two 
cameras, edited, catalogued by the UW media center, 
and entered into the library collection.

Wiley has created, thus far, 10 documentaries (avail-
able for purchase) about choreographers Michio Ito, 
Bebe Miller, Shapiro and Smith, Doris Humphrey, Dore 
Hoyer, Mary Wigman, Eve Gentry, Jean Erdman, Joseph 
Gifford, and Tandy Beal. The films, expanded versions of 
the standard archive, include interviews with the chore-
ographer or stager, designers, and performers, as well as 
original photographs and footage of their work.

The documentaries, which focus on the restaging  
process, Wiley says, “highlight the personal journeys of 
all involved and the roles they played in the reconstruc-
tion. We explore how knowledge about a dance is trans-
mitted and how much artistic interpretation is allowed 
or encouraged.” (Goldman, Ohlberg, and Cabeen are 
each featured in at least one documentary.)

CDC’s comprehensive website lists the works the 
company has performed and offers biographies and 
photographs of the choreographers. Each choreographer 
page links to the UW library collection, which houses 
the video clips of the dances performed; the library col-
lection then links to the company’s or choreographer’s 
website. Watching the DVDs requires a visit to the me-
dia center in most cases; a select few are available for 
streaming with permission from Wiley or the center.

Visit chamberdancecompanyarchive.com.

The Archives

      In 2016 the focus is on the 1960s postmodern Judson  
Church era, with works by Steve Paxton, Trisha Brown,  
           and Yvonne Rainer.
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visiting company.
All BFA dance students are required to attend the CDC 

performances, as are those enrolled in a general educa-
tion lecture course, Dance 101A: Dance and the American 
Experience. Dance 101A students also attend CDC 
rehearsals, which Goldman found exciting for all involved. 

“Imagine learning about dance—perhaps for the first 
time—and seeing it at such a high level,” she says. “What 
an amazing experience for those students, seeing these 
artists and historic works up close. There is nothing like 
seeing something live to have a greater impact.”

As Wiley puts it, “Doing these works changes lives.” dsl 

Along with dancing in Chamber 

Dance Company presentations 

(here, Ilana Goldman in Wade 

Madsen’s 1983 Embrace), MFA 

students lead community-outreach 

discussions at the University of 

Washington’s subscription-series 

dance concerts.


