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Reconstructed Memory, part of a work In progress in emergent improvisiton by Susan Sgorbati. (Paul Kyle) 

33 

Uke 

[Al Larger I Smaller 

Printable Version 

EmaR This 

Font 

Take Today's Poll 

Should the state allow Price Chopper to 

What do flocks of birds, schools of fish, neurons in 
the brain and dancers improvising movement have in 
common? According to Bennington College professor 
Susan Sgorbati, they are all functioning according to 
similar principles of self-organi2ation, creating sense 
and order out of what might have been chaos. 

"When I started teaching improvisation work with 

students 20 years ago, I began to notice that they 

would select for certain kinds of simple patterns that 
were not preconceived," Sgorbati said. She termed the 
process "emergent improvisation" and gave the 
patterns names like "wave," "path" and "main 
event/chorus" (in which a few dancers take center 
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When, "by a twist of fate," Sgorbati was given a 
faculty office in Bennington's science building, she 
discovered the connection between her observations
and the natural world. In discussions with 
environmental biologist Bruce Weber, another 
Bennington faculty member, and later with 
neuroscientist Gerald Edelman and theoretical 

biologist Stephen Kaufmann, she learned that the phenomenon in which interaction leads 
spontaneously to order exists in a wide variety of natural settings. Both evolution and brain 
function, Sgorbati said, are examples of what she calls "emergent structuring" (the principles 
underlying emergent improvisation) and what scientists describe as "dynamic 
complex systems." 

'The improvisation work was always very important to me, because it had a connection to real 
life and to relationships," she said. "When I started talking with the scientists and realized this 
organic structuring was everywhere in nature, I started seeing everything differently." 

During a six-week residency at EMPAC, Sgorbati is exploring these concepts and their 
potential application with other artists and scientists. Public events connected to the residency 
include a talk by neuroscientist Marco Iacoboni on May 9 and an open studio showing by 
Sgorbati's dancers on Saturday. Sgorbati is also conducting weekly "salons" with RPI research 
faculty, bringing together people with disparate skill sets - industrial systems engineers, 
architects and visual artists, among others - to home in on the cross-disciplinary aspects of 
emergent structuring. 

When Sgorbati first began delving into these ideas with Weber, "all of a sudden, the dance 
studio became not only a place for performance but a laboratory," she recalled. By closely 
observing her students, she was able to isolate six distinct actions that took place during 
improvisation sessions and were regulated by both external and internal stimuli. 

They occurred "on the edge of chaos," Sgorbati said, in an environment that provides "enough 
order to hold the pattern together, but is open enough to adapt to new information. It's 
collective choice-making, and maybe you arrive at something bigger than any one person in 
the room." 

In Sgorbati's open studio showing Saturday afternoon, six dancers will demonstrate several 
improvisational patterns, or forms. In what Sgorbati calls the "memory form," events are 
created and repeated multiple times. 'The flocking form" emerges from the combined results of 
four actions - walking, varying speed, varying direction and maintaining stillness - and then 
develops into the "simple unison" and ultimately "complex unison" forms, as increasingly 
complicated movement patterns are introduced. 

As an experienced mediator (she developed Bennington's conflict resolution curriculum and 
supervises a mediation clinic for Bennington County in Vermont), Sgorbati was equipped to 
recognize the parallels between the way dancers move together and the way people in conflict 
move over time toward a mutually agreeable solution. That realization has led her to question 
whether emergent improvisation principles, coupled with the essential ingredient of empathy, 
could be somehow employed to helphumans work out their differences, in the political, social 
and environmental arenas. 

"We're just beginning to try to get people in a room to start to talk about what that would look 
like," Sgorbati said. She recently presented her ideas at the New School of Social Research, and 
is now working with Emmy Award-winning director Elliot Caplan on a film, "Convergence," 
which documents her exploration of emergent improvisation. 

"Its time has come," she said. "This is becoming a common language for people from many 
disciplines and for potentially solving the problems of the world. I firmly believe that if we do 
solve those problems, it's because we've come to understand collaborative structures." 
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