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"l want to dance until | disappear, because at some point everything is shed,
you're finally as you truly are meant to be — creativity, vitality, life."

Tawanda Chabikwa '07 (photo by Craig Bortmas)
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The stories in this issue reflect
quests. They are personal
accounts of alumni, faculty, and
students striving to reach out,

to connect, to change. Through
them we see how we all seek

to understand ourselves, our
mortality, and our relation to our
chosen worlds — from humanity's
ancient heritage to the emotional
and physical currents of daily
life. Miles Chapin 10 carves a
four-ton granite block in hopes
of connecting two nations —

and a smaller block to speak of
love. Alexis Gancayco '17 draws a heart eighty-four times in a piece stretching
twenty-eight feet as a response to the death of a friend. Tawanda Chabikwa '07
dances, chants, paints, and writes to instill some of the tremors of the primordial
balance between humanity and nature into our twenty-first century world.
With her distinctive humor, faculty member Nancy Andrews explores human
consciousness. Others expand art into public activism to connect a community,
confront bureaucracy, or simply remind people of the joyful satisfactions of
sustenance.

Photo by Bill Carpenter.

Such efforts galvanize our full selves. As Ashley Bryan, artist, sculptor, children's
book writer, and COA friend says, "The desire to create is what identifies us as
being human." (An exhibit reflecting Ashley's life, produced with the help of a
host of COA people, is in the Blum Gallery through February — so visit!)

As | write this, the full October moon is rising. | wake to the aroma of wood
smoke in the glow of golden birch trees, and fall asleep to the glimmer of
moonlight on Penobscot Bay. In the news, emerging from miseries of war,
disease, and politics, is the revelation that cave paintings on the island of
Sulawesi, Indonesia were created some 40,000 years ago. These paintings are
as old, or older, than those on European cave walls. With this evidence that
early creativity spanned the globe, scientists are saying that humans were likely
making art even before the rafts of Homo sapiens left Africa — possibly even
before we became human. Art, these scientists suggest, accompanied a huge
growth spurt in human intelligence — something faculty members Helen Hess
and Bill Carpenter speculate about here.

When | look at the blue-gray nightscape cast by the radiant moon, | have to
wonder, did this surge in creativity evolve so as to comprehend the beauty of our

P

Donna Gold, COA editor

Cover: Tawanda Chabikwa '07, photographed by Craig Bortmas (see page 18).

Back Cover: Beech Hill Farm by Ezra Hallett '17. As part of Dru Colbert's Activating
Spaces: Installation Artwork class, Ezra turned one of the outbuildings of Beech Hill
Farm into a camera obscura. The building became a large-scale pinhole camera.
Should you have entered it during the installation, you would have seen this image
projected on 10 by 6 feet of sheets hanging on the back wall. The back cover is a
digital photograph of the actual projection.

COA indicates non-degree alumni by a parenthesis around their year.
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Creativity in Motion: Tawanda Chabikwa '07

By Donna Gold, photographs by Craig Bortmas

In a cluttered studio in Columbus,
Ohio, Tawanda Chabikwa '07 dances
along a path of white paper. At the
wall, cornered, he stops, but only
momentarily. Soon he's upside-down,
his weight on his head. The quiet
Shona chant that has been playing
is silenced and the dancer becomes
another sort of creature, arms and
legs moving along the wall, a noose-
like black rope dangling ominously

152472_text.indd 18

near him. Returning to his feet, he
climbs onto a wobbling pile of books
and balances, unsteadily, then knocks
the pile down and he's on the floor
pushing the books with his head.
Later, Tawanda returns to the white
paper, crossing it on his knees and
elbows like a penitent, then rising

to dance jubilant before collapsing
to the ground, almost writhing now.
Several times he is back at the wall

and on his head — spinning the world,
definitions, himself, upside-down.

The fifteen-minute performance of
Digression in the Fourth Movement
ends with Tawanda taking a brush
and a pail of black paint, materializing
his ephemeral gestures on the now-
rumpled white paper, which he then
rolls into and rises, dancing, the
paper echoing the rolled-up skirts of
African women. Shortly before the
performance closes, the paper tears
away and becomes a body Tawanda
holds to him, then abandons, ending
the dance with gestures intended to
cleanse and move on.

With its piles of books, gestural
painting, and references to Africa and
acrobatics, with its unusual segues,
turning movement on its head, this
dance could be an autobiography.
Tawanda first choreographed and
performed itin 2012 in his homeland
of Zimbabwe, when he briefly served
as artistic director of Tumbuka, the
premier Zimbabwean contemporary
dance company. A consummate artist,
Tawanda is devoted to exploring the
currents that flow beneath our lives,
the ones that bind us as humans.
Stories and myths — whether from
science, contemporary theory, or
ancient mystics — nourish him, as
does the gesture, the movement that
illuminates being.

Tawanda dances, yes. He also writes,
makes music, and paints. For his
senior project at COA, he wrote the
novel Baobabs in Heaven, which he
later published (see Spring 2011), and
choreographed and performed an
evening of dance. He is now in a PhD
program in dance studies at Ohio
State University. But he continues to
practice his arts — as well as "hiking
and photographing, making videos,
reading quantum physics, religious
texts, The Economist, and the New
Yorker, and spending time on Facebook
and YouTube." These media feed him.
Digression emerged from some writing
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Tawanda had done. "This happens quite a lot — one
medium sparks another, and they bounce back and forth
until | find the greatest form for it." In this case, the dance
completed Tawanda's prose.

For those of us who struggle with one expressive form,
Tawanda's reach seems astounding. When | mention
this over lunch in Bar Harbor during a summer visit

to Maine, he laughs. "What is the paradox?" he asks.
"Time?" | venture. "My mother asks the same question,"
he returns, and laughs again. Tawanda laughs a lot

— possibly a means of deflecting the intensity of his
thoughts. But when he dances, this slight, muscular man
with dreadlocks falling in curls down his back is both
breathtaking and serious: agile, delicate, precise.

"If I could, I'd do it all, all the time," Tawanda continues.
"Painting with my toes, writing with my hands, wriggling
with my heart." As he speaks, he places his hands in a
circle in front of his chest and rocks them, as if rocking his
heart, his being.

The longing

Tawanda's own story begins in Harare, Zimbabwe's
capital, the second of four children. He describes his
education as "little boys in grey and khaki uniforms,
shorts, shirts and ties, hats, blazers, and socks pulled up
to your neck." His earliest dance training was in ballroom
style; his first accolades were primary school prizes for
the Lindy hop and cha-cha. Summers imbued another
legacy: learning the stories and dances of his Shona
heritage around the communal fires of his ancestral
village. These movements have since been joined by a
multitude of others — from modern dance and rugby

to capoeira and salsa. But his days in urban Harare and
his ancestral enclave remain central. Though he left
Zimbabwe at fifteen, heading to the Li Po Chun United
World College in Hong Kong, and from there to COA, this
heritage continues to inform his work.

Tawanda never expected to be immersed in the arts.

At Li Po Chun he focused on science until one day he
found himself walking by the art studio, looking longingly
inside. Chrys Hill, the art teacher, called him in. "'Paints
are expensive,'" Tawanda objected. "'It's in the budget,"™
Chrys assured him, inviting him to use the studio at will.
Soon after, "when life things were gathering in my mind,"
as he says, and he was wandering around campus hours
after midnight, Tawanda found the lights on in the empty
arts studio and lost himself inside. That was it. Chrys and
his wife Anne became mentors and the couple, along
with the art he was making and the dance he began to
explore, helped him to understand the questions of a
young Zimbabwean in a new world. "l haven't turned
back since," says Tawanda.

What began in Hong Kong blossomed at COA where
Tawanda studied with arts faculty members Dru Colbert
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Photographer Craig Bortmas

met Tawanda Chabikwa '07 at a
performance in 2013. He says,"The
stage was rich with visuals,
Tawanda executed unnerving acts
of athleticism (such as climbing

a ladder upside down), and he
succeeded in creating an amazing
mess of the performance space.
Quite memorable, to say the least.”

For more of Craig's photos visit
www.bortmasphoto.com.
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and Nancy Andrews, with literature
and film lecturer Colin Capers '95,
MPhil ‘09, with creative writing faculty
member Bill Carpenter, and dance
with visiting teachers. Through math
and physics faculty member Dave
Feldman's Chaos and Fractals class he
found a mathematical basis to his own
observations that in seashells and
African compounds alike, the whole
echoes the part. Tawanda laughs
again, "lt might as well have been an
art class. Dave doesn't know it — don't
tell him that!"

Body knowledge

For Tawanda, the many manifestations
of creativity have but one origin: the
body. Whatever its form, he sees all
creativity as movement. The body

is where mind, spirit, instinct, and
heart reside. "Everything is body, it's
common sense to me," he says. "The
writing is alive in body, that's how

it comes out, through the written
gesture."

In seeking to understand the source
of humans' urge toward art, part

of Tawanda's PhD work is practice-
based research, investigating his

own creative process through an
autoethnography that's centered in
how cultural ideas are learned and
carried within the body. "It's the
actual movement itself that creates
knowledge," he says. Dance, he writes,
produces an internal intelligence that
lives "at the intersection of multiple
fields of knowledge — culture studies,
technology, cognitive neuroscience,
aesthetics, semiotics, politics,
philosophy."

More specifically, Tawanda is looking
at the global presence of Africanness
as a way of understanding the place of
cultural experience within our bodies.
To that end, this multi-talented artist
has segued into theory, reading
everything from ancient African texts
to psychoanalyst and revolutionary
philosopher Frantz Fanon, dance
historian Brenda Dixon Gottschild,
African scholar Cheikh Anta Diop,

and a range of third-world feminist
theorists. "l am in school because
reading — yes, deep, nerdy, intense,
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verbose reading — inspires me,
cultivates my mind, and cultivates my
practice," he says.

In studying while doing, theorizing
while making, does he fear that the
analysis of creativity will disrupt the
source of his art? Tawanda smiles,
dispelling the question. "l won't
steal from the magic of creativity

by speaking its name — why not

sing the ninety-nine names of Allah?
Why be shy about it — it's only my
longing to be a part of this creative
flow." Definitions, he says, whether
of creativity or the thing one creates,
"are places we gather, not places that
should put us apart."

Life as ritual

This is not a dispassionate quest.
Tawanda seeks to understand how
dance is transformative, regardless
of the culture. He frequently works
collaboratively, looking at both life
and dance as ritual. "lI've read that
rather than performing rituals, most
traditional African communities
simply ritualize their life," he says.
There's a mission driving this life-as-
ritual. Some negative attitudes are
being imbued as truth within our
bodies, he adds, causing a separation
between people and within people.
His ultimate search is to "harness the
healing powers of dance to cultivate
more sustainable ways of being."

In Tawanda's dance Inheritance —
Dunhu reMhondoro, which he created
as part of his dance MFA from Dallas'
Southern Methodist University,

one performer lifts high above the
others, circling the air suspended on
arope. Elsewhere on the stage, five
other dancers, all dressed in white,
seem to be reaching, searching,
while the sounds first of birds, then
of beasts emerge over calm, quiet
music. Among the Shona people, says
Tawanda, dunhu reMhondoro can be
translated as the valley of the spirits.
It's a phrase used to describe life's
journey, which can be perceived as

a passage through the wilderness.
This journey may be dangerous, but
there is protection. The spirits —
one's ancestors — walk beside their

descendants, at times appearing as
watchful, gentle lions. To Tawanda,
this reflects the eternal cycle of life,
a river of self that connects in all
directions: to one's ancestors, to the
as-yet-unborn, and outward, to one's
family and community. "The tree
would not grow if it did not long for
the sun — and the water," he says.
Longing, reaching, in all directions.

For many years, though he was on
scholarship, Tawanda managed to
support the education of as many as
fifteen AIDS orphans in his ancestral
village who otherwise couldn't go to
school. The funds came from ticket
and painting sales, and the help of
friends. Using art for fundraising is
tricky, but Tawanda recognizes few
boundaries. "Perhaps because of a
short attention span, | tend to think
in multiple ways about a single thing
and to want to know it. We could go
philosophical, spiritual or new age
with it, or just pure quantum physics:
we are made of the same thing as
stars, every single bit of us." Again,
Tawanda gestures, one hand circling
in front of him, and then both come
together almost tenderly, shaping a
sphere. "That makes me smile," he
says.

As Tawanda works toward publishing
his theories of creativity, he continues
to pen a second novel, and to paint,
make music, collaborate, and dance.
"l choose dance because nothing
escapes the body — what is more
human ecological than dance?" he
says, and then, "l want to dance until
| disappear, because it isn't dance.

At some point everything is shed

and you can truly be with people,
you feel like you've joined what Rumi
calls the 'migration of intelligences'
because you've cut the crap, and the
tax payments, and the wars, and the
jealousies, and fears. You're finally
as you truly are meant to be, you just
grow — creativity, vitality, life."

To see Tawanda's dances and other
work, visit ndiniwako.org.
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Photo by Donna Gold.

Evolution, Creativity, and Art: A dialogue

Bill Carpenter, poet, novelist, and faculty member in literature and creative writing, and Helen Hess, faculty member in invertebrate
zoology and biomechanics, discuss evolution as process and metaphor. This dialogue reflects an ongoing conversation on questions
of human evolution among faculty members and others, held over dinners during the last few years.

Donna Gold: So, the question is why? Why did creativity, or
better, art, evolve? Why is it a universal?

Bill Carpenter: | think the reason why art is a universal is
that we needed it. As we emerged as humans we lost our
instincts for behavior that would tell us what to do in any
given situation. An oriole can make an amazing pendant
nest; a hummingbird cannot. Yet a human being can choose
to make any kind of nest and also a modern glass house

or a wooden house or an earth mounded one. We have
that choice because we no longer have the compulsion of
instinct. That also gave us a space of freedom, which was
unknown and scary and required our creativity to fill.

Helen Hess: | agree with you that the lack of hardwiring and
the narrowness of an animal's repertoire is the other side of
the coin of our flexibility. Flexibility and plasticity is one end

22
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of a continuum. At the other end is completely hardwired
and instinctual behavior. So something that's neurologically
very tiny and simple and yet fairly behaviorally complex, like
the honeybee, makes these hives and does these dances
and has complex parental behavior — butit's all hardwired,
while more and more of our behavior is learned through
culture.

BC: Yes, we're hardwired for both the freedom and the
necessity to create. God was the greatest of our creations,
but we didn't stop there, our anxiety caused us to keep
creating stories and images so we would understand who
we were. Those with that understanding were more fit to
carry on.

HH: | think I've got a contrasting perspective. | would say
that art and creativity arose as a capacity in response
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11/3/14 11:45 PM



to other things that were directly
selected for. We're very, very good

at problem solving and that requires
some creativity. So being creative
problem-solvers, we developed this
capacity to be creative in all kinds

of ways. Problem solving required
creativity; the creativity permitted art.

BC: And some of the problems were
those of identity and existence, to
answer those our problem-solving
creativity took an artistic form —

HH: Yes. We were getting more
cognitively complex, more aware of
ourselves and our universe and why
am | here and what happens after |
die — well, guess what, in our ability
to make art we have this capacity to
address those scary questions. And
creativity was absolutely needed

— and art fulfills even more than
that in terms of self-expression and
understanding our relationship

to each other and to our world.
Otherwise how do we get out of bed
in the morning? Here's a story that |
heard fairly recently. There have been
all these efforts to teach great apes
how to communicate. Well, one gorilla,
in communicating with his human
handlers, came to recognize that he
was going to die and when he died

it was all over. He was an incredibly
depressed gorilla. He couldn't get out
of bed.

BC: Because we had given him our
anxieties without giving him the
creative means to resolve them. We
should have given him a paintbrush or
a piano.

HH: Right, so if art makes you feel
better, you just do it and it's going to
persist. But you want it to be more
fundamentally selected for?

BC: What might be selected is

the power of art to bring group
cohesion. The huge cultural bond of
a rock concert for instance. Artistic
achievement when it becomes public
has the quality of erasing individual
differences and binding the social

group.

COLLEGE OF THE ATLANTIC MAGAZINE
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HH: | think the capacity for binding
within a group is very much hardwired
and universal.

BC: So what are those mechanisms?
I'm trying to define creativity a little
more tightly, and | would say in art
it's specifically the ability to bind a
group together, I'm considering art
to be public performance, not just
individual experience.

HH: That's a surprising characteristic
coming from a poet!

Creativity was
absolutely needed.
... Otherwise how do
we get out of bed in

the morning?

Helen Hess

BC: Well we all want an audience! |
tell students that poetry thought in
your head is not yet poetry. When
poetry becomes understandable

by the group, then it becomes very
group binding. And we push and
revise until it happens — because the
need is not just an individual one, it's
shared. | imagine that cave paintings
weren't just for an individual's own
contemplation but for the community.
And some art has almost worldwide
acceptance, giving hope that it might
transcend competing subgroups and
help unify us as a species.

HH: So | would say, the capacity to
be creative is a human universal. The
capacity to participate in a group
and feel group cohesion is a human
universal. But how that creativity
and binding manifests is going to be
dependent upon your culture and
situation.

BC: Oh, | think that's right. And I think
all creativity is probably modeled
after evolution. It is only made
incrementally, by small changes. With

the instruments of mutation and
death, nature produced this amazing
world before we even got here.

HH: | would say we are different
because we can use our imaginations
and invent something that's never
been and we can do that intentionally.
Nature can't do anything intentionally.
Natural selection is a remodeler,

not an architect, and humans are
architects.

BC: But TS Eliot said that when you
make a poem, you're not building
from scratch, you're making a small
mutative change to the body of poetry
which exists — going back to the dawn
of the written word — and you can
only add a little bit. So, like evolution,
each poem is a slight revision of a
global and ongoing body of work.

HH: | can see that revision process
being very much analogous to natural
selection because natural selection

is really good at sorting among all

the options and choosing the best of
what's available. For the poem, the
poet makes what's available, and does
the sorting and the judging of which

is best among the alternative versions.

BC: Right, but the main thing is you
have to be quite tough about killing off
the prior forms and moving it forward.

HH: Ninety-nine percent of the species
that have ever evolved have gone
extinct.

BC: But for the artist, a lot of this
takes place unconsciously. By the
time you see what you think is a first
draft — and this is what the mystery
is to me — what process has it already
been through? So human creativity
and natural creativity follow the same
pattern, with a lot of waste and death
involved!

HH: So evolution is both a metaphor
and an analogy of the creative
process, and the driving force and the
process that made our capacity as

a species to be creative as possible.
Interesting!
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"In my sculpture | use curves
and texture to mimic motion
and emotion. | carve directly,
developing a relationship with
the stone, playing with the
inter-relationship form has
with itself. When [ start carving
a block of stone, it feels as if
it is static or asleep. Carving
into each block pulls life into
the stone, awakening the stone
with each curve and angle.
Each piece has its own passage
to completion.”

— Miles Chapin '10

Untitled, granite, 2013, 16"x16"x12"

A model of the seven-foot piece

Miles Chapin is sculpting for the new
rail station in Brunswick, Maine,
commissioned by the Brunswick Public
Art Group. Three forms weave together
in an arch, says Miles, creating an
internal space that evokes a sense

of place and belonging. Photo by Kyra
Chapin '10.
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Seeking Form
Miles Chapin 10

Miles Chapin '10 grew up on Maine's coast — its
majestic cliffs and boulders were home to him.
Summers, he often walked the shores with his
grandmother, picking up stones, noticing their
shapes, colors, textures.

Though he began sculpting at Vermont's Putney
School — carving a one-ton block of marble

for his high school senior project — science
fascinated him. Art was a hobby, not a career.

A class trip with arts faculty member Dru Colbert
during the first week of his sophomore year at
COA changed all that. The group visited the Maine
Sculpture Symposium — a gathering of stone
carvers from around the world creating work for
Maine towns. Miles met organizer Jesse Salisbury;
within a year he was interning with Jesse, and
then doing a sculpture residency, learning how

to work New England granite, forging tools and
splitting stone following an ancient Japanese
method. For his senior project, Miles served as
an assistant to the symposium, working with
artists from Egypt, Turkey, Germany, The Republic
of Georgia, and Maine — each with distinct
techniques and individual approaches to carving.

Even while Miles was at COA, his work was
noticed. First June Lacombe ('75) began
representing him, then others. His work now
can be seen at locales throughout Maine and
Vermont, including Artemis Gallery co-run by
trustee Cody van Heerden, MPhil '15 (see page 9).
Coming full circle, Miles was invited to sculpt at
the 2014 symposium, creating a piece for Calais,
Maine. He also recently received two Maine
commissions: he's creating a large sculpture for
Brunswick's new railroad station, and a smaller
piece for Wiscasset's Chewonki Foundation. At
age twenty-six, Miles is a fulltime artist.

"| seek to have my work open to the environment
that the sculpture is in — gardens, natural
landscapes, woods — pulling movement through
the stone, and looking through it to see the form
more clearly," he says. "l seek to hone the viewer's
attention to the serenity of life and to develop

a sense of place. The simplicity of the sculpture
complements the complexity of its landscape."

— Donna Gold
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Left top: Flux
granite, 2012, 13"x21"x10"

"Capturing movement,

the granite seems to blow
through the space, exploring
perceived motion."

Bottom: Sojourn
granite, 2013, 14.5"x20"x10"

"A single form on its own
sojourn, weaving through
space while creating multiple
internal spaces."

Right: Euphoria
granite, 2014, 60"x22"x20"

"This is about passion and
unity — two rings, appearing
separate from one vantage
point, come together to form
a heart shape, recalling the
euphoric feeling of romance.
As the two rings meet they
lift, suspended as one. It is
open and meant to be looked
through to its surroundings,
creating a relationship."

For more of Miles' work, visit
mileschapin.com.

s

Photo by Kyra Chapin '10.
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