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A group of Southern Methodist University students struggles to get the movement combinations 

right as they show their demanding dance routines to choreographer Shen Wei. The frustration is 

visible on their faces. 

 

“Not working,” the MacArthur genius grant recipient and 2010 Meadows Prize winner tells them 

during a rehearsal, “better yesterday.” 

 

Shen chose the nine-member, all-female corps at the start of a three-week residency at the 

school. The result is The New You, which premieres this week as part of the SMU Spring Dance 

Concert. The piece also involves students from the visual arts, theater, film, music and 

computing programs — a multidisciplinary approach favored by the artistic director of New 

York-based Shen Wei Dance Arts, who trained as a painter and opera singer in his native China. 

 

With input from the dancers, he used their written signatures and the spelling of their names to 

create the choreography. During the practice session last month, near the end of Shen’s 



residency, the sometimes overlapping routines were triggered by directional instructions — 

“Northwest!” “Southeast!” — called out randomly by an actor. 

 

The forcefulness and oppositional nature of each sequence was a challenge to the dancers’ senses 

of balance while at the same time requiring a moment-to-moment clarity. 

“No transitions,” Shen instructed, “no dance.” 

 

Divided into six sections, The New You is built around a code of numbers that he devised to 

correspond with locations, letters of the alphabet and musical notes. In the last two sections, the 

dancers dip themselves in paint, roll down a ramp and project images onto the walls with iPod 

cameras. At other points, they will have to improvise choices about what to do next. 

 

“For me, dance doesn’t have to evolve nicely from beginning to end,” Shen says in an interview 

before rehearsal. 

 

This avant-garde philosophy is marked by postmodern dance pioneers such as Merce 

Cunningham , who left Martha Graham’s company in the 1950s to experiment with new forms 

and content. Cunningham and the founders of Judson Dance Theater in the 1960s used chance 

operations and so-called everyday movement in their work, influenced by what had preceded 

them in the visual arts, particularly abstract expressionism. 

 

Shen cites as influences Marcel Duchamp , Mark Rothko and Jackson Pollock as well as Judson 

member Trisha Brown, German choreographer Pina Bausch and composer John Cage, 

Cunningham’s partner, who brought chance into his music writing. 

 

Shen advocates upsetting audience expectations, as any avant-garde practice would, and is a 

proponent of breaking down walls between artistic disciplines. 

 

“I’m trying to open up new ways of seeing ourselves,” he says, “by thinking out of the box, 

thinking instead of seeing something you already know.” 

 

The SMU Spring Dance Concert, which runs from Wednesday to April 1, also includes the 

premiere of Five Preludes , a ballet on pointe set to Rachmaninoff by SMU artist-in-residence 

Adam Hougland, a Dallas native and principal choreographer for Louisville Ballet, and Song 

Awakened, a 2001 work to the music of late Creole-Portuguese singer Cesária Évora by SMU 

dance professor Danny Buraczeski. 
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