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Abstract 

Between Two Rocks is a stage performance inspired by the Norse folktale East of the 

Sun, West of the Moon. A cast of five performers animates scenic space with movement, 

words, and large piles of sheep fleece as they extract, flip, and spin an ever-expanding 

horizon. The encounter between traditional handcraft and live performance, written story 

and oral telling, human and animal merge in a visual, sensory experience that 

emphasizes the physical and imaginary edges of the proscenium stage space. The work 

draws ideas from postdramatic theatre and theories of landscape on stage. Between 

Two Rocks is at times a concert of objects, at others a fleecy dance, occasionally a 

display of traditional labour, yet ultimately a weaving of theatrical elements in a physical 

animation of space. 

Keywords:  Scenic Design; Scenography; Landscape; Experimental Performance; 
Animated Space 
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Note on Images 

All images are production photos from Between Two Rocks photographed by Lukas 

Engelhart and included with permission	
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Defence Statement 

After Two Rocks 

How do space, matter, and story perform together? 

“A myth is not a story read from left to right, from beginning to end, but a thing 
held full-in-view the whole time.”  

– Thornton Wilder (attempting to interpret Gertrude Stein’s idea of the Landscape 
Play 

Overview 

Between Two Rocks is a stage performance inspired by Norse folktale East of 

the Sun, West of the Moon. The work spins a horizon line across harsh and humbling 

imagined landscapes. On stage, large piles of raw sheep wool are carded, spun, and 

woven by five performers. The encounter between traditional folk art and live 

performance, written story and oral telling, animal and human, merge in a sensory trip to 

the furthest four corners of the stage and to the edge of the world. 

The preproduction process included preliminary stage studies, researching the 

tale’s history, grounding in contemporary performance theory, and a trip to Norway to 

immerse myself in the landscapes I intended to evoke. In Oslo, I met Norwegian 

Playwright Maria Tryti Vennerød whom I commissioned to write a poem adaptation of 

the Norse story to be included as stage text. I also traveled up the west coast of Norway 

past the Arctic Circle. I became transfixed with the ever-present horizon and connected it 

with the journey story of East/West. I was also struck by the presence of wool in the 

culture, and its importance in the landscape. Wool, I decided, would be our stage 

material. 
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As I assembled the creative team, the project began to take shape. The 

collaborators included five performer-creators: Elliot Vaughan, Elysse Cheadle, Pascal 

Reiners, Gordon Havelaar, and Linnea Gwiazda, as well as designer/doers: Kyla 

Gardiner (lighting), Ben Wylie (sound composition), Julie Hammond (dramaturgy), Paula 

Viitanen (technical direction and carpentry), Lukas Engelhardt (costumes and graphics), 

Barbara Adler (contributing writing), and Xin Xuan Song (stage management). I was the 

director/scenographer. In April 2016 we embarked on a two-week workshop exploring 

the story, stage design, and woollen material. We conducted our workshop with the set 

structure in place and with the wool, props, costume pieces, and basic lighting. This was 

crucial. In the following months a performance structure was put in place and we began 

rehearsal in August of 2016. The culmination of our work reached audiences in SFU 

Woodwards’ Studio T on three nights in September 2016.  

East of the Sun, West of the Moon, was first put down in ink around 1845 by 

Norwegian story collectors Peter Christen Asbjørnsen and Jørgen Moe. I was interested 

in the way folktales historically became fairytales through transcription and wondered if 

through performance we could give them new life as oral, visual, and visceral folktales. I 

intended to create a performance that engaged with this story as a material fiction, 

interacted with the performance space and the horizon line as emphasized by the set 

design, and investigated wool as a performative material. For the latter this meant taking 

staging ideas from the qualities of the wool and the potential it has to perform and 

transform, if the performers and audience lent it full attention. These three intersecting 

elements of story, stage, and physical material mark the edges of a triangle within which 

Between Two Rocks oscillates. I will do my best to describe these elements in their own 

right, but as with the intention of the final performance, they inevitably intermingle. 

Artistic Background 

I am an interdisciplinary artist and insatiable tinkerer. My work incorporates live 

art, animation, and handmade objects. I love to build and come up with ideas by working 

through them with my hands either two-dimensionally or three. I use collage and drawing 

as a way of thinking. I am constantly drawn to work with new physical materials as the 

impetus for performance. I often use objects as scene partners – where my body 

interacts to animate objects and give focus to the particular world of their materiality. 
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I strive to create work outside established performance venues. Through the 

MFA program I discovered that space was a constant (unconscious) central element of 

my practice. In the program I delved deeper into ideas of performance space. Between 

Two Rocks marks a departure for me in that I decided not to perform in the work, but to 

step off the stage as director and scenographer. This was a chance to test my own 

creative process – one that has always been intuitive, worked out in my head and in my 

hands. This time I would be responsible to lead others through my process and to try to 

communicate it verbally and in practice. 

Context 

My MFA research has focused on a handful of ideas within the postdramatic 

theatre, specifically those introduced by Hans–Thies Lehmann. First and foremost this 

includes questioning the given relationship between audience and performer within 

performance spaces, and turning dramatic hierarchy of text over other theatrical 

elements sideways. Between Two Rocks follows the work of Elinor Fuchs and Una 

Chaudhuri, who both grapple with changing views of landscape within theatre. This 

thread can be traced back to Gertrude Stein who, with her Landscape Plays, was among 

the first to consider performance as landscape. While perhaps her theories of a play as a 

thing to be held in full view at once - much like a vista (Fuchs) - weren’t fully actualized 

on stage, the kernels of her ideas can be seen in my work. Looking at performance as 

landscape is a postdramatic tactic because it asks to reorder the audience’s view of the 

stage. Rather than a one-to-one mirrored relationship where audiences are seeing 

themselves directly reflected, it asks to be seen as a panorama of elements. Inevitably 

this also serves to shake up the way audiences are being asked to prioritize receiving 

these various theatrical elements. For example, lighting is no longer in service to merely 

illuminate a performer, instead it becomes a material itself and creates a physical 

threshold in the space. 
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Other influential creators in this conversation are Robert Wilson, who views the 

stage as a place where mythical time, space, and culture overlap (Lehmann 79), and 

Robert Lepage who, in his lecture Breaking the Frame, speaks of his search for a new 

vanishing point while challenging existing theatrical architectures. I also follow 

contemporary creators Philippe Quesne, who makes performance starting with the set 

design, and Kate McIntosh, who begins with materials to create staged metaphor. These 

creators gave me confidence to pursue design and materiality as a viable starting point 

for building performance. 

Story As Material 

East of the Sun, West of the Moon was a point of inspiration. I wasn’t interested 

in the story for its plot, or for its lessons on love, danger, and steadfastness. I was 

interested in grappling with it as a whole. I was intrigued how the tale found its way to my 

childhood from mid 19th century Norway, how it was a product of that time, and yet older 

still. The tale expounds an intrinsic desire to see the vastness of the world beyond home, 
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and to win love and happiness in the kingdom of adulthood at the end of the world, a 

destination only reached through the most harrowing journey.  

 

The story, while deceptively simple, felt like a knot that could be tugged and 

pulled at forever. I dove into the work with Stein’s cue to attempt to hold all of the story in 

full view, as an object, not as a linear progression through episodes, but as a fluid 

building material to pick at, unpack and grapple with as I went. It is something not of the 

past or of the future, but a “continuous present” (Fuchs). I worked with the story’s 

themes, imagery, objects, and archetypes. By collaging them into this landscape, new 

relationships between elements emerged. 

Most fairytale scholars will point out the distinction between folktale and fairytale, 

the former being the product of the oral tradition of storytelling and the latter the result of 

these oral stories being written down. I was interested in the process of turning this 

particular written story back into a living, breathing entity through performance, and how 

we could remove that fixed authority from the text version by telling it aloud and letting it 

change from teller to teller.  
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Based on my memory of reading the Asbjørnsen and Moe version of the story, I 

told it to my group of collaborators at our first meeting. This was the one and only time I 

told it to them. From this point on it was their job to tell it aloud through various 

improvisations. This process familiarized the group with the story. It also allowed each 

collaborator to inject their own curiosities and questions. It was a means to open up the 

story in all of its complexities – of antiquated race relations, gender politics, and cultural 

traditions. This method also mirrored the process folktales would have gone through 

over time, picking up mimetic elements from various similar tales and morphing along 

the way.  

This technique meant that in the end we gave up the particularities of the tale. 

While still staying true to the quest structure and metaphoric implications of the story, the 

episodic scenes in the performance had a marked quality of collaged fairytale memes 

and did not directly convey the plot points. I think this served the intention of turning the 

story into a landscape of elements that related to one another yet had no single 

prescribed path through. 

While we had a written version of the poem from Tryti Vennerød, the main source 

we used was a vocal recording she made for us. Listening to it brought out the truest 

intent of the story for me – the idea that these tales were a pastime - a moment where 

we come together to listen together, something to engage our collective imagination in a 

shared space. Historically this could have been passing long winters indoors while 

tending to chores such as spinning wool and weaving clothing. Today it’s gathering in a 

dark theatre to collectively be transported. We wanted to merge these activities. 
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Space 

With this piece I wanted to challenge myself to work within a standard front-

facing theatre space, and contend with its particular demands. In this case that meant 

emphasizing the horizon line. In my research paper Between the Sun and the Moon: 

Calling up the Horizon on Stage, I argue that the upstage back wall is essentially the 

horizon line within a performance space. It is the meeting point of onstage and off, 

ground space and air space, that which audience is allowed to see and that which they 

can only imagine. If present in stage design, the horizon negates the power of the fourth 

wall. It implies everyone – both audience and performers – are within the same 

landscape sharing the same horizon. 

In nature, the horizon is one of the most poetic and confounding phenomena of 

human experience on earth. It is the ultimate dichotomy of our existence; it is the union 

of that which is of the earth and that which is of the sky. The horizon is connected to our 

fundamental human stories: Gilgamesh, the Odyssey, Genesis, and not surprisingly East 

of the Sun, West of the Moon. Our continual pursuit of the horizon is our attempt to 

wrestle with what it means to be human, to be finite, to never reach the infinite but to 

continually pursue it. Didier Maleuve’s fascinating read The Horizon: A History of Our 

Infinite Longing unpacks these ideas in much greater detail, contextualizing various 

world cultures through their oral stories and views of the horizon.  

The production’s stage design features a raked platform 16 feet wide by 12 feet 

deep made of untreated OSB (chipboard). The rake rises to a height of 20 inches. A 

curtain, woven with yarn the company collectively spun, hangs just at the upstage edge 

of the raked platform. The platform is the plane of the earth, the curtain is the plane of 

the sky. This meeting point between the two creates the horizon on stage. The 

production works to establish and reinforce this line, and then consciously and 

continuously break it.  

While working, I confronted the particular architectural elements of Studio T – 

supposedly a ‘neutral’ space. I acknowledged these elements by making use of them in 

the show. This included hiding performers behind tall storage pockets, using a small cut-

out window in one of these pockets as a micro-stage, and having a performer stretching 

the horizon (at this point a spun yarn) out the side audience exit door that was 
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inconveniently located on stage. I discovered that there is never a neutral space even if 

working within a theatre. To successfully inhabit these spaces their individual 

characteristics should be used to a production’s advantage. 

Theatre is riddled with elements of seen/unseen, revealed/concealed, on/off. 

Theatre is a language of edges. The horizon line became the point from which we 

focused our own play of reveal/conceal. The curtain and platform created a framed stage 

within the larger playing space. It operated much like a puppet theatre, focusing attention 

within it and suggesting that the performers manipulating from the outskirts were in 

service to the imagery created in this framed space. 

Material 

This piece can be traced through lineage of puppetry traditions, into object 

manipulation and into the more contemporary lens of puppetry as animism. I align my 

work with contemporary puppetry where there is a “consideration of the puppet as just 

one of a series of interrelated elements of animation, which include things such as 

matter, actors, puppets and environment as part of a dynamic continuum” and “puppetry 

as part of an overarching vision of animated stage” (Astles 23-24). In Between Two 

Rocks I consider the entire space as part of the experience – from within it the 

performers animate the whole. 

My work has similar lineage to that of the artists in Norwegian company 

Verdensteatret where all elements (sound, text, a piece of wood, or a picture), or ‘pieces 

of material’ as they refer to them, are considered inseparable (Christensen-Schell 127). I 

approach the entirety of Between Two Rocks as a cohesive experience; the space 

created for the piece is as important as the performers, the woollen material used to 

bring events to life is as important as the wooden machinery on which the wool and 

horizon are spun. 
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One of the most exciting elements of this project for me was the way the process 

of making the show integrated the process of learning to spin, and transforming the 

woollen material itself. The company retold the story aloud to one another while 

practicing spinning. This provided a great technique for ensemble building. Throughout 

the workshop we continued to play with the fleece, pushing it to its limits of animism and 

expressivity. The material, space, story, and physical bodies were continuously 

transformed throughout the production. This transformation was led by the fleece. The 

tactility of the material imparted a visceral quality in sound, movement, and image in the 

final performance. 
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 Text Material 

This process marked another departure for me in that I wanted to work with text. 

I’ve always been convinced that allowing image rather than text to lead the meaning-

making process leads to a greater agency on the part of an audience to build their own 

understanding. Interpreting image leaves more to the imagination than interpreting text. I 

wanted to see if I could keep a sense of open-ended interpretation yet add words to give 

a container for the story.  

I am particularly inspired by Dramaturg Katherine Profeta’s ideas as outlined in 

her book Dramaturgy in Motion. She articulates various ways in which text is used in 

movement-based performance. Profeta describes “words as a field of movement” where 

stage pictures and text sit side by side, one illuminates the other but does not repeat the 

same information. When an audience hears words and then sees a movement sequence 

their interpretation will be coloured by the words yet their understanding can still exist in 

the abstracted language of movement. This also works in reverse. Movement can 

comment on the words that follow. This felt like the most fitting way to use text in the 

show. It compares to book illustration practices – the visual world is on a track of its own 

– it does not simply depict the text in image but builds its own narrative that enters into a 

conversation with the words sharing the page.  

In the end this task proved to be challenging. I found inspiration for imagery 

within the words, yet often I found as soon as the stage image was made, the words 

became redundant. There was a fine line between image and text illuminating each 

other and reducing the impact of each. My instinct was always to eliminate the text in the 

exchange or to simplify it. Barbara Adler, contributing writer, desired her texts to be used 

in their entirety or not at all. This meant that the text options had far less malleability than 

the other performance materials. Working with it felt more like problem solving rather 

than carefully crafting the perfect balance, but it was important to honour this request.  

To reduce redundancies, some “story elements” were represented solely through 

image sequences, while others were depicted through dialogue. This may have created 

a disconnection for the audience in terms of which mode of receiving they were being 

asked to participate in. It also served to further fragment any sense of narrative. In future 

productions I would reduce more text to allow audiences to sit within the imagery. This 
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may not create a more solid understanding of the story, but it would offer the audience 

clearer rules of engagement and an entry into the theatrical grammar I’m applying. 

Audiences expressed their fascination with the wool and the pleasure of watching this 

performance shift and turn in such unexpected ways. Many also expressed that they 

didn’t get a clear sense of the story, however, many said this wasn’t necessary for the 

experience.  

 

Continuing To Pursue The Unknown  

The final production was successful in terms of the space and the material being 

the feature, and the continual transformation of both. Text and story took a back seat to 

the visual realm. Revisiting this piece, I would remove more text to allow the imagery to 

do more of the communicating, and commit one way or the other to either telling East of 

the Sun, West of the Moon more clearly, or confidently depart from it. I would also 

explore scene transitions further. I think there is more to discover in how these moving 

images morph from one to the next. 
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Ultimately I find this method of triangulating multiple intentions – unraveling a 

story, highlighting a line in space, and spinning material into animacy – to be fruitful 

territory. Setting these aspects up against one another creates a lush terrain of 

elements, images, and ideas that are in tension with each other, but also in 

conversation. As with a landscape, there is no single way to navigate through it. The 

pleasure comes in the details of relating a microscopic body gesture to a massive curtain 

movement, relating the colour of a purple flower in the foreground to the same shade of 

a mountain scape peeking through the distance. It is this textured, layered experience 

that we can luxuriate in as we do when attempting to hold a full panorama in our eye. 
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Appendix A: Project Documentation 

Description: Project storyboard developed during the rehearsal process and used 

by cast and crew as a script. Drawings by Robert Leveroos 

Filename: ProjectStoryboardRLeveroos.pdf 
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Appendix B: Between the Sun and the Moon 

Description: This essay, undertaken as academic research during the tenure of 

this degree, serves to present the critical thought undergone prior to, and during the 

creation of this artwork.  

Filename: EssayRLeveroos.pdf 
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Appendix C: Video Documentation 

Description: Between Two Rocks trailer and full show documentation  

Filename:  RLeveroosShowTrailer.mp4 

  RLeveroosFullShowDocumentation.mp4 

 

 


