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Moving, 

BY SAMANTHA MEHRA

25 Years of Kaeja d’Dance
in Tandem

If you haven’t heard the name Kaeja, 

prepare yourself: its nuances will 

exhaust you. 

Allen and Karen Kaeja have  

moved in synergetic tandem for two-

and-a-half decades, infusing  

the name with many meanings.  

Kaeja means dancer. Kaeja means 

choreographer. Filmmaker. Archivist. 

Teacher. Lecturer. Writer. Festival 

Producer. Husband. Wife. 
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The Kaejas, partners in art and in 
life, recently celebrated the twenty-
fifth anniversary of their Toronto-
based company, Kaeja d’Dance 
(formed in 1991), culminating in a 
performance as part of Harbourfront 
Centre’s NextSteps series. The 
evening captured the very essence 
of each half of the company. Karen’s 
Taxi! saw the cast of dancers take 
the audience on an emotional and 
kinesthetically engaging journey of 
the search for love, with an emphasis 
on relationships, sewing through 
provocative vignettes where costum-
ing (including wedding gowns) and 
spoken text provide a vivid sensory 
experience. Allen’s .0 similarly 
considered the points at which 
human beings intersect, but using a 
distinctly athletic, physical, fast-
paced vocabulary. While both were 
exploring the intricacies of human 
relationships, they did so with their 
signature kinesthetic voices under 
the umbrella of one evening. 

The Kaejas’s reservoir of collected 
performance programs and photog-
raphy, along with their memories, 
are an archivist’s dream. This, as it 
turns out, is no accident; the impor-
tance of archiving in an effort to 
preserve history is of great import 
to both. “My father [Morton] was a 
Holocaust survivor, and when he left 
the camp he had no photographs, 
or anything else. When he came to 
Canada, whatever he could find from 
other people was gold, precious to 
him,” Allen Kaeja (born Allen Norris 
in Kitchener, Ontario, in 1959) says. 
“He kept his boat ticket, his train 
ticket, and other things so that his 
five children could have a history.” 
Understanding the importance of 
retaining artifacts, Allen began col-
lecting personal items from a young 
age – anything that he considered a 
“part of his genetic makeup,” from 
his first wrestling award to his first 
dance program. Karen Kaeja (born 
Karen Resnick in Toronto in 1961), 
too, admits to having an instinct 

to save, a deeply rooted part of her 
personality. “I began to keep every-
thing because I started dancing 
late [at age eighteen], and I thought 
that becoming a performer would 
be a miracle. When I saw my name 
in print, it was a miracle realized, 
and [saving things] has been a 
continued fascination for me.”

Both Kaejas began dance later 
in their lives, but the emergence of 
their craft coincided with exciting 
times in the Canadian dance fabric, 
worthy of remembering. Prior to 
dancing, Allen was submerged in 
the worlds of competitive wrestling 
and judo. At sixteen, he visited Israel, 
where he chanced upon a memorable 

dance experience in a bomb shelter-
turned-discothèque. “I found my 
dance that night, and it changed my 
life,” he remembers. “When I came 
back to Canada after six weeks, I 
felt my traditional western training 
was inadequate for me in terms of 
endurance, so two close friends and 
I would sneak into discos and start 
dancing. I danced so wildly no one 
would dance with me. If I cleared 
the dance floor, it was a good night.” 
This foray into dancing initially fell 
outside of his family’s understand-
ing; admittedly, his father, a butcher, 
did not understand the arts. But 
after he attended the University of 
Waterloo and had been invited to 

Allen Norris and Cynthia Hawkes in Norris’s Avari (1981) 
Photo: John Lauener 
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train in wrestling at an Olympic 
level, he considered ballet as a way 
to improve his balance and agility. 
He remembers walking into his first 
ballet class adorned in wrestling 
gear, where his teacher, Gabby 
Kamino, told him, “Lose the hoodie, 
lose the shoes and go stand at the 
barre.” After beginning to cull his 
technical skills, Allen’s first dance 
performance was as a super for 
The National Ballet of Canada’s The 
Sleeping Beauty in the fall of 1980. 
By the following year, he decided 
to dedicate his life solely to the arts 
and dance. This led him to enroll 
in a six-week summer program at 
York University, which sowed the 
seeds for his interest in site-specific 
work. Dance artist and instructor 
Terrill Maguire had her students 
explore the campus by performing 
site-specific pieces. In the fall of 1981, 
Allen auditioned for The School of 
the Toronto Dance Theatre (STDT), 
where he was accepted under proba-
tion. During the two years he was 
there, he felt more confident that he 
was, at his core, a choreographer 
even though he was still submerged 
in training. During his time at the 
school, he began cultivating a body 
of work and founded the Allen Nor-
ris Dance Theatre in 1982. Ever the 
rogue, he was admittedly evicted 
from STDT after stripping down 
onstage during a performance. But 

this moment did not signal an end 
to his relationship with STDT, but 
a beginning. “Within eight years 
[Karen and I] were both on faculty, 
teaching partnering, contact improv-
isation and our Kaeja Elevations.”

Karen also entered dance later 
in life. Born to Devora and Arthur 
Resnick, Karen knew from a young 
age that she wanted to work in 

the realm of psychology, but had 
similarly always carried a natural 
instinct to move. This innate desire 
eventually brought her to the halls 
of York University, where she would 
join the dance program, initially 
with an emphasis on dance therapy. 
“This was back in 1980, and I had 
no ballet training. I took a course 
at Toronto Dance Theatre (TDT) to 
figure out what modern dance was, 
too,” Karen recalls. She submerged 
herself in the rigours of ballet and 
contemporary dance training on 
a daily basis at York, while also 
minoring in psychology, and even 
started her own therapy practice, 
leading a dance therapy program 
at Baycrest Hospital (1982–1983) as 
part of a practicum for a York dance 
therapy course. But by this time, the 
performance bug had truly bitten 
her. Inspired by the dance profes-
sors and occasional guest artists at 
York (such as members of Toronto 
Independent Dance Enterprise), she 

Karen Resnick, age 10

Allen Kaeja and Karen Kaeja in Allen’s Auro Choreola (1993) 
Photo: Cylla von Tiedemann
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submerged herself in more per-
formance courses and workshops. 
These included a contact improvisa-
tion course offered by Sally Lyons, 
where Karen firmly “took a hold 
of the curiosity that followed me 
through a lifetime.” She was later 
featured in the works of choreog-
raphers such as Kathleen Rea, Peter 
Bingham and Randy Glynn. 

Allen and Karen collided in 1981 
during a choreographic process 
workshop to which Karen arrived 
late. “I saw this goddess walk into 
the studio, drifted over to her and 
started dancing with her,” Allen 
says. “It was because of Karen that 
I took my first contact class at TDT 
with [choreographer] Paula Ravitz, 
and we began to partner right away.” 
The meeting of the Kaejas was 
kinesthetic kismet, and no doubt 
resulted in their fascination with 
contact improvisation, site-specific 
works and their own branded 

contact movement technique, which 
they call “Elevations”. The process of 
understanding their own movement 
practices was born out of their first 
collaborations. Allen’s initial view 
of the body was based in wrestling 
and judo; yet, through their work 
together, they found a mutual 
understanding of each other’s bodily 
listening and responsiveness. “We 
never allowed ourselves to get 
complacent in our improvising.” 

In their years creating together, 
each have amassed a distinctive 
body of work, some of which have 
toured internationally and earned 
them many awards. As early as 
1990, they were creating their own 
site-specific work as a duo: Savage 
Garden, for instance, was created and 
performed by the pair, and moved 
vertically through the many lev-
els of the Cecil Street Community 
Centre, and later became part of one 
of their first performance programs, 

Kinetically Charged (1991), at the 
Winchester Street Theatre. Karen 
initially acted as a muse and feature 
performer in Allen’s works, while 
also building her own choreo-
graphic voice. Seminal works for 
Karen, which explore identity and 
human relationships with provoca-
tive imagery, include Crave (2004) 
and Sarah (co-created with Allen in 
1994), which explores the identity 
of Morton Norris’s wife (whom he 
married prior to the Second World 
War) and toured across Canada. 
Karen’s Eugene Walks With Grace 
(1995), initially set on Allen and Eryn 
Dace Trudell, was remounted in 
2012 on Mairéad Filgate and Zhenya 
Cerneacov and became part of the 
Dusk Dances Ontario Tour in 2013. 

Allen’s work has often incorpo-
rated highly physical and athletic 
movement, while also at times 
exploring certain themes, such as the 
legacy of displacement and destruc-

Mairéad Filgate and Karen Kaeja in Allen Kaeja’s Armour/Amour (2011), Harbourfront Centre Theatre, Toronto 
Photo: Andréa de Keijzer
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tion wreaked by war and the Holo-
caust, such as Old Country (1995) and 
Resistance (2000). Seminal multidisci-
plinary works for Allen also include 
Lost Innocence (1992/93), a work for 
five dancers and two actors explor-
ing the events of a displaced youth 
being brought into the arms of the 
Children’s Aid Society, and Armour/
Amour (2011), which takes a magni-
fying glass to the architecture of the 
body and of the self. Combined, the 
two artists have deconstructed much 
thematic and physical territory and 
have been able to reach out to and 
emotionally engage with interna-
tional audiences through the univer-
sal nature of many of their works.

Within the Kaejas’s body of work 
are a significant number of dance 
films, twenty-six to date. Allen began 
working with multimedia in the 
1980s and soon became interested in 
using the camera as the third dancer. 
Karen also investigated dance on 
film during a course run through 
the Dance Umbrella of Ontario. In 
the mid-1990s, the pair began to 
focus their mutual interest on the 
convergence of film and movement, 
adapting several of their stage works 
for the camera including Witnessed 
(1997), Old Country (appearing first 

as a duet for TVOntario in 1994 and 
then for CBC Television in 2004) 
and Asylum of Spoons (2005). Wit-
nessed is adapted from the stage 
work Courtyard and explores the 
displacement of ghettoized individu-
als during WWII, hearkening back 
to Allen’s family history. Shot in 
only one day, and edited over a few 
weeks, it has toured internationally 
and is now part of the permanent 
collection at New York’s Museum 
of Modern Art. They also found 

some revelations in exploring this 
medium on the performative level: 
“Underneath, I am a shy person,” 
Karen says. “Film suited my per-
sonality as it is a private encoun-
ter with a camera, but it allowed 
me to communicate to many.”

The Kaejas have also continued to 
make site-specific and audience-
engaging performances a central 
aspect of their annual work. As early 
as 1987, they embarked on a multi-
disciplinary work titled Beare: a Celtic 
Odyssey, involving seven performers 
at the Winchester Street Theatre with 
live music by Loreena McKennitt and 
script by Allen. More recently, they 
have performed as part of Toronto’s 
Nuit Blanche. In Stable Dances (2008), 
they sourced from a previous 
site-specific work (Bird’s Eye View) to 
create an all-night installation in the 
historic stables and carriage rooms of 
Casa Loma for a revolving audience, 
incorporating live video projections, 
with music by Edgardo Moreno and 
over twenty performers. They are 
also the masterminds behind annual 
outdoor community events such as 
Porch View Dances.

The Kaejas are prolific teachers 
in the Toronto dance community 
and beyond. Indeed, their teaching 

Karen Kaeja in a solo she created for Allen Kaeja’s Asylum of Spoons (2004) 
Photo: Albert Camicioli 

Allen and Karen Kaeja in Allen’s Resistance (2000) 
Photo: Cylla von Tiedemann
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contracts with the Scarborough and 
Peel Boards of Education in the 1990s 
funded their initial concerts. Their 
goal has been to build communities 
while also encouraging risk-taking, 
kinesthetic understanding and con-
fidence in dancers and non-dancers 
alike. Through improvisational 
structures, the Kaejas allow for 
movers to experience sharing weight 
and working with momentum. In 
addition to mentoring students at 
STDT, Canada’s National Ballet 
School and the Canadian Children’s 
Dance Theatre (now Canadian Con-
temporary Dance Theatre, CCDT), 
they have taught in the public school 
sector. The fun has been in seeing 
movers transform before their eyes. 
“Karen and I worked with CCDT, 
and we got a nine-year-old to be 
able to take me on her shoulder; it 
changed her life and instilled in her 
a kinetic understanding of being 
powerful,” says Allen. “Partnering 
is universal; if we can give you the 

foundation, the world is yours.” 
DCD co-founder Lawrence Adams 

coined the title of another Kaeja 
creation, a teaching syllabus for 
schools called Express Dance made 
in collaboration with drama teacher 
Carol Oriold, and published by DCD 
in 2000. The syllabus crystallized 
as an idea after Oriold requested a 
handout following a 1998 workshop 
at the Council of Ontario Drama 
and Dance Educators conference. 
A primer for teachers, it incorpo-
rates compositional frameworks 
and movement lexicons, engaging 
students from grades four to twelve 
in a co-operative and creative move-
ment space. After Oriold shadowed 
the Kaejas for over a year at various 
teaching events, she compiled the 
notes, which were then edited down 
by Allen and Adams into a now 
frequently used publication. Indeed, 
this primer set a tone for movement 
creation that reached beyond the 
classroom and into the Kaejas’s own 

processes. Their interest in educating 
translates into the emerging artist 
world as well. The pair created a sec-
ond company, K d’D2 (2000–2005), 
which offered graduates from dance 
conservatory programs (such as 
STDT and CCDT) the opportunity 
to begin dancing in professional 
works, such as Allen’s Resistance, 
and tour Ontario. These tours also 
offered the dancers the opportunity 
to engage with new communities, 
develop relationships and teach.

Both Allen and Karen have also 
helped to nurture the festival culture 
for dance in Canada. Estrogen, a 
festival for women creators, was 
co-founded by Karen and Sylvie 
Bouchard. Karen also co-founded 
The Festival of Interactive Physics 
(with Pam Johnson), which ran for 
ten years and invited luminaries 
of North American contemporary 
improvisation, such as Andrew 
Harwood, Nancy Stark Smith and 
Peter Ryan, to conduct workshops 

Zhenya Cerneacov, Merideth Plumb, Ana Claudette Groppler, Michael Caldwell and Allen Kaeja in Karen Kaeja’s Taxi! (2015), 
Harbourfront Centre Theatre, Toronto 
Photo: Ken Ewen
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for over thirty participants. In his 
own right, Allen co-founded the 
CanAsian Dance Festival (1996) with 
Denise Fujiwara after being asked 
to help coordinate the dance portion 
of Asian Heritage Month. “[Denise] 
was as passionate as I was,” he 
says. “We felt the community was 
in such a rich place, moving for-
ward in many contemporary ways. 
We wanted to promote and assist 
the aesthetic.” Prior to this, Allen 
co-founded fFIDA (fringe Festival 
of Independent Dance Artists) in 
1991 with Michael Menegon. Dur-
ing its run, fFIDA was a success-
ful vehicle for independent dance 
artists from Canada and beyond to 
plant their feet in the dance milieu 

and produce their own shows. 
The duo continues to prolifically 

perform and create, in addition to 
presenting at conferences and serv-
ing as artists in residence across 
the country. Most recently, they 
performed in lifeDUETS, a commis-
sioned series for the pair that, in 
its various incarnations, has taken 
them on tours across Canada, to 
Mexico, Europe and Asia. In Octo-
ber of 2015, they commissioned 
choreographers Tedd Robinson 
and Benjamin Kamino to make 
works that challenged their “more 
current bodies”. This challenge 
has also seen them involved with 
Older & Reckless, a series featur-
ing senior artists and founded by 

Claudia Moore, artistic director 
of MOonhORsE Dance Theatre. 

After cultivating such a diverse 
and relentless repertoire of proj-
ects for well over two decades, 
raising two daughters and work-
ing in beautiful synergy, one has 
to ask: what’s next for the Kaejas? 
“Sky-diving,” says Karen. “That 
is what we do as artists; we take 
the plunge, and it stimulates us.”

Samantha Mehra Donaldson (MA) is a pro-
fessional researcher and historian with an 
emphasis on media, dance history and heri-
tage. She has contributed to Dance Collec-
tion Danse Magazine, The Dance Current, The 
Canadian Encyclopedia Online and The Oxford 
Forum for Modern Language Studies. 

Karen and Allen Kaeja in Allen’s X-ODUS (2013), 
Harbourfront Centre Theatre, Toronto 
Photo: Ken Ewen


