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You are listening to WLPN-LP Chicago, 105.5 FM Lumpen Radio 

[music plays] 

SHARON HOYER: Hello and welcome to Means of Production, the show celebrating Chicago’s dance and 
performing arts scene. I’m your host, Sharon Hoyer, and today I talk with Wilfredo Rivera, Artistic 
Director of Cerqua Rivera Dance Theatre, about the company’s upcoming livestream performance that 
blends equal parts choreography and original jazz music. 
 
In the second half of the hour, I’ll talk with choreographer and writer Irene Hsaio, about her new 
dance video project and partnership with the Smart Museum. 
 
Stay with us. 
 
[music plays] 
 
Wilfredo Rivera serves as Artistic Director of Cerqua Rivera Dance Theatre. Born in Honduras, Rivera 
trained with Hubbard Street Dance Chicago and is a founding member of River North Dance Chicago. 
He was nominated for a 3Arts Award and is recipient of a Cliff Dwellers Arts Foundation 
choreography award and an After Dark Award. Rivera is currently curating and directing several 
premieres for Cerqua Rivera Dance Theatre’s 2020 season. 
 
Wilfredo Rivera, thank you so much for joining me. It’s great to have you on and so nice to hear your 
voice again. 

WILFREDO RIVERA: Thank you so much for having me. This is such a great medium. Congratulations. 

SH: Thank you! So, to begin, for those who are unfamiliar with your company, I’d just like to briefly talk 
about how it’s unique in your approach to making performance. You cofounded with jazz composer 
Joe Cerqua, and you know it’s, it’s unique as a performance company in that equal importance is 
placed on original choreography and original music. 

WR: Yes, on the offset it was created… Cerqua Rivera came to be by a collaboration coming from myself as 
a dancer and choreographer, Joe Cerqua as a composer, vocalist, and Matt Lamb as a muralist and 
painter. So we wanted to combine our forces together to create work that really had many layers to … 
to reflect on the many layers of our human experience. ‘Cause we felt like one art was not sufficient to 
really be able… at times to really convey the experiences that we were all living through.  
 
So from that time to now – we’re a 20 year old organization – and we have continued to evolve and 
grow and mature in the ways that we do so. So at this point, at this juncture, we are really a diverse 
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group of collective artists that… that we aspire to unpack, explore, and celebrate contemporary 
concerns and personal narratives that really are a part of the makeup of our communities.  

SH: You have a series of fall concerts coming up, and congratulations to you on pulling that together 
under such difficult circumstances. I know when we talked back in July of this year, which seems so 
long ago, I know you had hoped that, you know, there’d be a small live audience for at least one of 
them, and it sound like that that’s not gonna be the case. Is that, is that true? 

WR: Right. Wow, yes, I can’t believe… yes, we did talk a few months ago [laughing] and it feels like five 
years ago – long past. So, yes, like most organizations and businesses we had to pivot what we had 
originally conceptualized for our season to withhold, within it. And fortunately and unfortunately 
COVID opened up other possibilities artistically for us to explore and dive into.  
 
So, yes, our concerts are coming up October 25 and then November 5th through the 7th. 
 
We did start with virtual rehearsals, via Zoom, in the month of June. Then we were eventually able to 
move our rehearsals to in studio format, dividing our dancers in two separate casts. So we’ve been 
rehearsing the dancers coming in at various times, in and out of the studio, so both casts can be fully 
prepared for whatever may come our way. [laughing]  
 
Yes, we were hoping by this time that a small audience would be a possibility, but due to the current 
numbers of COVID in our communities, that’s not case, the case. Just to be safe for everyone, it will be 
a live virtual concert, however. 

SH: OK, great. And where is it being live streamed from? What’s the location of the performances? 

WR: Our Art Partners, from Studio Performing, Studio5 up in Evanston. Steve and Bea Rashid … it’s a wife 
and husband duo that run the performing art center there. 

SH: Right, yeah, that’s a really nice space. I got to… 

WR: Mmmhmm! 

SH: … visit there a couple years ago for the first time. And they really have a lovely little theatre, and they 
do a lot with it… 

WR: Mmmhmm! 

SH: … so I hope they’re able to welcome people inside again, you know, there [laughs] and many other 
locations soon.  
 
So let’s talk a little bit about the program, starting with the excerpts from your piece, American 
Catracho. This is a performance that was years in the making, with many collaborators, across various 
disciplines. Could you talk a little bit about the creation of that work? 

WR: Sure. Really American Catracho… Catracho is a slang used to refer to someone from Honduras, 
where I’m from. I came to America when I was 12 years old, with the intention to really study in the 
performing arts and dance in particularly. Being a Third World country, those opportunities didn’t 
exist and still not really exist there. So my parents made the effort and the sacrifice to move to 
America to get me rolling, literally, in the performing arts here. 
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So taking that experience and also my, my extended family, and dozens of individuals that I personally 
know… Taking all those immigrants’ experiences, we wanted to convey and bring along the audiences 
into being able to lean into these narratives that are normally not seen on our national TV, [laughs] 
and are sometimes sensationalized about what’s going, really going on in the border. And really 
transforming numbers and statistics to individuals. That was the aspiration behind the piece.  
 
So being able to do that… we brought a lot of different collaborators. It was three different 
choreographers, an art practitioner who – Shawn Lent – who works here in Chicago as an art dance 
therapist with the Syrian immigrant community, children and family members, also a psychologist 
and a social worker immersed with working with immigration, migrant families as well. We took 
stories from the African, European migration that has really exploded in the past 4 to 5 years. And 
taking all of these global, universal stories and transforming my own story as well, injecting that in 
too, giving a collage of perspectives of why and how and all the different emotional, psychological, and 
physical layers that are conveyed in these travels.  
 
And what we found in the four years of making this piece was that people were really reacting to the 
human experience of adapting, of evolving, of starting anew, of being surrounded by new perspectives 
and having to assimilate, sometimes forcefully, sometimes willfully – but how all of those different 
layers eventually give you a different perspective and different breath, and are part of that trajectory 
of evolution as a human being. And I think everyone and anyone can relate to those facets of our lives.  
 
So for this fall concert I was thinking – honestly, Sharon – it’s like, what can we do, what makes 
sense… that would be reflective and responsive and something that really taps into the now. And the 
section that we are including for these fall concerts, called The First 200 Feet, which is literally a 12 
minute excerpt from the 70 minute piece, that deal, that deals and projects and depicts, literally, 
migrants stepping off a boat or stepping… or really crossing the border and the first sensations that 
you may have as you enter a new soil. In this case, we’re referring specifically to United States’ soil. 
How the air feels different, differently, the soil underneath your feet, where you might be, most likely, 
detained, and all the circumstances that surround the abrupt and the harrowing first experiences as 
you enter. 
 
And what’s really interesting is… when we started this project 4, 5 years ago… how it has intensified… 
this particular experience for migrants, it’s triple, quadruple [laughs] what we were researching at 
that time. So it really becomes even more relevant now than it was then. 

SH: Yeah, yeah. So and, so you said you chose this section because it seemed to speak to this moment… 

WR: Mmmhmm… Right, and in particularly parts of the segment relate to being confined, being in a small 
– literally – in a small environment… which we all have been quarantining now [laughs] for seven 
months. And the anxiety that, that surfaces from that experience, in itself. And just being aware of the 
air that you’re breathing, being aware of your internal dialogue in a different way… I think we all have 
experienced that as well. So a lot of elements within that – The First 200 Feet – really relate to, I think, 
what all of us have been feeling in the past 6, 7 months. So I thought it was really a great thing to 
include in the concert. 
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SH: And then you’re also doing excerpts of Monique Haley’s ROOT, which feels quite continually relevant. 
Would you speak a little bit about that piece? 

WR: Yeah. So ROOT definitely is the juxtaposition, the bookend of Catracho, as we reimagined these two 
segments for this fall concert. ROOT celebrates the individual within a community and how the, this 
community is strengthened by the individual forces of that personality, of what each person brings to 
the table to contribute to the unity of the group. So it’s… and it really comes from an African maxim, of 
thinking about how… looking at a forest from far away, all the trees seem to be just one, one clump of 
green, or brown. But looking closely at one tree in particular, you can see all the roots underneath, 
how each branch is really an integral part of the whole structure, an integral part of the whole. 
 
So that’s really the idea and the concept behind it. It’s the resilience of that individual, and how that 
individual’s resilience and fortitude feeds the energy of the group. And of course it’s influenced with 
African dance motifs, American jazz dance, contemporary dance, and Monique’s own stylized 
evolution of movement, bringing all those elements together. And Joe Cerqua’s chords… just really so 
vibrant and joyful and reflective… bringing jazz music and African rhythms together.  
 
What we’ve found with this piece, which has actually become a signature piece for Cerqua Rivera, is 
that people are really, like, tapping their foot to the music, they’re swaying in their seat. So it’s a very 
embraceable, very… I guess one thing that I get from audiences is they feel like they want to reach out 
and hop on stage. Even non-dancers, just regular folks, just because it makes you want to join in the 
joyfulness and the celebration that the dancers are experiencing with the musicians. So… 
 
I thought that that piece, again celebrating the individual… even though we are separated right now… 
and let us not forget that we’re all part of contributing to that energy that makes our community. So I 
thought that was another piece that would be really great and inspiring and soothing to see [laughs] 
and to be a part of this fall, you know. So… 

SH: That’s great. Now, did you have to make any significant changes to each of these pieces? They were 
completed, you know, before physical distancing. You know, did you need to be in place, so how did 
you adapt these for the current circumstances? 

WR: [laughs] Yeah, so we had to go back to the drawing board artistically, overall, with the plans that we 
had. And also, literally… just grammatically… mathematically with our dancers. So what I did… we 
have a company of 8 contracted dancers with 3 apprentices. So I divided the company into casts: Cast 
A and Cast B. So our model for the fall is 4 masked dancers onstage, physically distanced, with 5 
physically distanced musicians. So our band was also cut in half, from 10 musicians to 5 live 
musicians, when… they also will be masked as well. 
 
So both ROOT and Catracho had to be reimagined and reconfigured to fit that model. So there’s no 
touching, no partnering… not, not intimate contact between the dancers and musicians that way. So it 
has been a artistic puzzle to stay true to the spirit of the pieces. 

SH: And then you’ve been working on 2 new pieces in the midst of this as well. So definitely keeping very 
busy. The first one on the program that I see is another multi-year project – Identity City. And I was 
wondering if you could talk about where that piece is at and where it’s going as it develops over time. 
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WR: Yeah, I’m really, really excited about this piece and sharing this with the community as well, Sharon. 
The explosion of transgender individuals, and youth especially, and the awareness now that it’s, it’s, it 
has evolved – with nonbinary and gender queer and gender fluid and bigender individuals. And now 
you see them in media as well. 
 
As I have seen all of this evolve, I also witnessed myself within my circle of people, and in my artistic 
circle as well, that there has been also… has been, has generated a lot of confusion and conflict and 
anxiety and at times resistance. And I see it from various age groups as well. So it just really felt to me 
like it was time to really bring a group of collaborators together to lean on these issues and to lean on 
this life experience. To have been able to, myself… I’m learning what their trajectories are like and 
how different, but at the same… again… that human experience that we can all relate to. 
 
So that’s what we’re hoping to unpack with Identity City overall. It’s really, you know, start looking at 
the new evolution of masculinity and femininity and how we’re questioning the traditional concepts 
that normally our society has assigned to these roles and where we’re going with that, how are we 
responding as parents, as uncles, as sisters, as brothers, as bosses, you know, in the work place. And 
that can only be done if we… if I’m able to bring really, I think, honest, organic artists that are willing 
to share their stories with us. 
 
So we found two amazing collaborators here in Chicago, Raheim White and Lucas Greeff, a gender 
queer and trans dancer here in Chicago as well, who are unpacking their narratives to us. And 
choreographically we have Katlin Bourgeois and Shannon Alvis interpreting these life journeys with 
the dancers and musicians. And Joe is composing original music to it. 
 
The first section that we’re doing for Identity City in regards to the gender queer perspective, is really 
taking a look at early stages of life. I would say from the lifespan or the age trajectory of being a kid 9, 
10 years old to 15, 16 years old, and the… the formative years. At times, in our experiences, when we 
are embraced in our community, by our family, by our religious community, and at times that we feel 
rejected or isolated by the same people that we trust, that we love. And not having someone around 
you that can provide you with guidance or answers to the questions that you’re questioning yourself 
about. 
 
So putting all this kind of themes at the table, on the table. That’s what we’re working on right now. 
And Shannon is working on a duet that really is trying to unpack and explore feeling very foreign in 
your own skin. When your skin really doesn’t fit you. [laughs] And what’s really interesting about it, 
we have a male and a female dancer dancing the same, quote-unquote, solo, but we’re doing it as a 
mirror image on stage. So looking at two different perspectives - it’s the same material, but coming at 
it from two different artistic perspectives and how they’re responding to that movement and to those 
experiences… if that makes sense. 

SH: Sure. 

WR: So it’s a duet but not really, because you’re witnessing two people kind of going through the same 
emotional yearning and questioning, but how they respond to, to, to that journey particularly 
individually. So at times there are together and at times they’re not, but you can see how the 
conversation correlates with each other. 
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SH: Mmm…  

WR: And this piece will be a 3 year process, so we have the stages of growth or how, of evolution, that’s 
how we’re looking at it for right now. So we’re starting with this formative years into early adulthood 
into a little bit more of a mature experience. And one thing that I, for example, am learning about, 
which I never thought of until now, coming from a trans dancer perspective… I mean, if you’re a 24 or 
23 year old dancer and starting your process and how your body changes, just… your muscles, your 
balance, your grip, your stance, your alignment… and how challenging that is to be working 
professionally and to also be adjusting. And depending on the week, on the month, how your body is 
reacting to those changes.  
 
So there’s a lot more in there to dive in and to learn and to grow from. And I’m certainly, like I said, 
really putting myself also on the student desk on this one. [laughs] 

SH: [laughs] Yeah, no, it’s such an interesting project and dance seems like a great medium to explore it.  

WR: Mmmhmm 

SH: You know, for all the things you’ve said, we’re talking about the body and how the body is presented, 
how people see bodies, how they move. And I mean, I’m sure… has, like, gendered movement come up 
for you at all? 

WR: Mmmhmm 

SH: You know, the way we conceive of how male or female bodies do or should or can move? 

WR: Right, and that’s what I find really powerful and also consistent with, with my own internal struggles 
of coming to terms with my masculinity and femininity side. Because I grew up at a time which is 
wasn’t really allowed. And for some of us of a certain age, still have those stigmas in our head, you 
know? What’s pink, what’s blue? You know what I mean? Sometimes it’s really so clearly defined.   

SH: Mmmhmm 

WR: What’s so progressive now, with, like with my daughter’s group of friends and the younger 
generation, how much freedom there is in their, in their view of the world and their view of each 
other. So how we could, you know, as responsible adults and artists tap into that and celebrate that. 
And allow others to lean into that particular view of the world. You know, how empowering, how free 
that can be for everybody. [laughs] 
 
If we allow ourselves to just, kind of, you know, open our eyes and unveil our mask a little bit more.  

SH: Yeah, yeah. That’s great. And then, so, just a, just a… briefly touch on, to make sure we talk about all 
the pieces, there’s one last new work that you’ve put together – Mood Swing? I really like the title. 

WR: [laughs] 

SH: This is more of a direct response to the pandemic and the social justice movements, of what’s going 
on right now. 

WR: Sure. Thanks. So, yeah, our choreographers, resident choreographers and choreographers for the 
season, had to pivot, and a lot of what we originally envisioned was no longer going to work. So I came 
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up with the idea of really having… there are 4 really unique perspectives and responses to the 
pandemic in their own lives.  
 
And we literally just started this piece 2 months ago, so it’s very fresh, it’s very what everyone’s… it’s 
sensations that are the tips of fingertips right now, from anxiety to nervousness to bravery. And 
Monique Haley, our resident choreographer, African American choreographer, her response and 
reflection as a woman of color through what’s going on with the racial and systematic unrest, 
systematic racism and the unrest that is going on right now. And, quite honestly, Sharon, that 
particular… her section really came about… our own, just personal conversations as friends, as 
colleagues, as artists and what she was feeling. And, and the entanglement of her emotions through all 
of this.  
 
As a well-educated person of color, I find that she’s not alone in the fact that she… people like her are 
being pulled in many different directions. She has to be a mentor to her students. She has to be a… 
well-versed and well-rounded at least administrator at a university level. Be a choreographer for 
many independent companies. Also be a mentor to her community and be there for her friends and 
her family… so when you’re put in that position and there’s so little for you on to hold [laughs]… your 
own little glass of water keeps getting more dried up. 
 
So we just really started unpacking a lot of what she was feeling and it naturally progressed into her 
working with one of our dancers and putting these emotions to movement. So originally there was no 
music, there was no soundscape at all. It was just Monique playing with her… literally what we had 
talked about in the past 3, 4 weeks. So that’s how that came about.  

So it feels really great to be able to share this work, when it comes from such a spiritual and organic 
place. And I would say the response of all, the 4 choreographers are coming from the perspective of 
sharing something very personal and very present and very true, without too much window store 
dressing, you know what I mean? [laughs] 

SH: Yeah. 

WR: So it’s been really, at times, as you may imagine, empowering but also emotionally draining in 
rehearsal, because we are tapping into true -like actors and actresses going through a script – tapping 
through journeys that are very present, and are very in the now. 

SH: Yeah. It’s something I really appreciate about the subjects that you engage with. You know, you’re 
addressing some of the most pressing and most difficult issues of the time. And they’re problems that 
can often feel really disheartening or at the very least draining, as you say.   

WR: Right. 

SH: One thing I really appreciate is that while you don’t look away from those, those issues, there’s always 
a spirit of engaging them with joy, with the idea that you’re gonna spread joy. And that’s, it’s just a 
lovely thing. I think it’s hard to do and it’s a lot of work. 

WR: [laughs] Thank you for saying that! I appreciate it. 

SH: Yeah, but it’s just wonderful. It really is. Yeah. 
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WR: I think, for us it’s really important as a collective to… not only just point at the wound, but also find a 
way to allow us all to convene together – to acknowledge, to accept, to look at it. But also to look at the 
other side of the coin. You know, to look at the light at the end of the tunnel, to look at the possibilities 
of the strength of all of us together.  
 
Again, and I know I’ve said this to you before, but to me it just really resonates for all of us to put one 
foot in front of the other, and in some kind of way leaning on each other’s arms and locking elbows 
and locking arms together. 
 
I think now more than ever, I mean, we’ve been doing this for quite a while, working within this 
framework of mind and sensitivity, but now more than ever it does resonate. So all that work, and 
thank you for saying that, at the end of the day, at the end of the performances you are left with a 
feeling of joy and a feeling of togetherness and a feeling that you’re not alone and a feeling that also, 
that this also shall pass. [laughs] 

SH: Mmm. Is there anything else you wanna make sure to say that we didn’t touch on? 

WR: Just to thank you so much to you and your listeners for being there for us as we are trying to be there 
for you as well. I think it’s just really important that all of us in the artistic community continue to 
create, continue to advocate, continue to have a seat at the table. Because we do… we are offering a 
way to heal, and we are offering a way to find a moment of hope and a moment of home within the 
arts. 
 
Please check us out! [laughs] 

SH: Yeah. And where can, where folks go to find information about upcoming performances? 

WR: You may go to our web site: cerquarivera.org . I know that’s a mouthful – C E R Q U A, Rivera R I V E 
R A, .org, dot O R G.  

SH: Great. Thank you so much, Wilfredo. So lovely to talk with you. 

WR: Thank you so much for inviting me. I truly appreciate it.  

  


