
67 Dane St
Somerville, MA 02143

USA
ph: +1 617 861 7930

wendyjehlen@anikaya.org
www.anikaya.org

Conference of the Birds has been supported by:
Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art
Boston Center for the Arts
Jacob’s Pillow
Theater Communications Group
New England Foundation for the Arts
Boston Cultural CouncilBoston Cultural Council
Massachusetts Cultural Council
New Music/USA
The Boston Foundation
The Cricket Foundation
The Kates Foundation
James K Spriggs Foundation, a Fiderlity donor-advised fund
and donors to ANIKAYA Dance Diplomacyand donors to ANIKAYA Dance Diplomacy



“a new contemporary language – 
muscular, luxuriously weighted and 
full-bodied, chockful of gestural 
flourishes, and kinetically courageous.”
                           -The Boston Globe

In the Spring of 2018, with support from a Building Bridges grant from the Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art, a Live Arts 
Boston grant from The Boston Foundation, a commission from the Boston Center for the Arts, and a Pillow Lab residency from 
Jacob’s Pillow and an In the Lab grant from Theater Communications Group, ANIKAYA Dance Theater premiered The Conference 
of the Birds. Conference of the Birds is an evening-length movement theater work inspired by the epic poem of Farid Ud din Attar, 
and embodying stories gathered from modern-day refugees and other migrants.  

TheThe cast is made up of dancers from around the world who share a culture of travel, and who each represent a unique cultural 
tradition. Collaborating dancers include artists from Benin, Brazil, Egypt, Indonesia, India/South Africa, Japan, Turkey and the US.  
The dancers were selected for their individual artistry and cultural expertise, their individual life stories and for their interest in and 
facility with inter-cultural collaboration. Original music was composed for the work by Shaw Pong Liu (US), Eric Raynaud/Fraction 
(France), and Shahou Andalibi (Iran).  Animated projection art was created by David Bengali (US).

TheThe Conference of the Birds is a tale of a group of birds that set off in search of the mythical bird, the Simurgh.  Many of the birds 
abandon the quest. When the remaining birds arrive in the land of the Simurgh , they find themselves reflected – they are the 
Simurgh.  

We use Conference as a frame for narratives gathered from refugees, symbolizing the journey that we, the diversity that is 
humanity, take together.  It is a story of found community, of the necessity of difference.  

Cast:
YASIN ANAR Turkey
SARVESHAN GANGEN South Africa/India
MARCEL GBEFFA Benin
KAE ISHIMOTO Japan
WENDY JEHLEN US
DANANG PAMUNGKAS DANANG PAMUNGKAS Indonesia
LUCIANE RAMOS Brazil
MOHAMED YOUSRY “SHIKA” Egypt

Creative Team:
Concept & Direction:
WENDY JEHLEN

Music Composition: 
ERIC RAYNAUD (FRACTION) ERIC RAYNAUD (FRACTION) France
SHAW PONG LIU US
SHAHOU ANDALIBI Iran

Projection Design:
DAVID BENGALI US

Calligraphy:
POUYA JAHANSHAHI US

Light Design:Light Design:
STEPHEN PETRILLI US

Set Design:
ANTON UHL US
BLAKE EVITT US
JEFFREY MANSFIELD US



 “Nobody is ever just a refugee….Let us tell a different story. Let 
us remember that the movement of human beings on earth is not 
new. Human history is a history of movement and mingling.” 
                               – Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

The company directly engaged with refugee and other immigrant commu-
nities throughout the creative process. Through a community-based, art-
ist-led process, we have created a framework within which a dynamic evolv-
ing presentation can happen – relevant to the moment. 

The work of ANIKAYA is the breaking open of stories, digging through 
layers of meaning, and then adding new layers.  In her work, ANIKAYA Ar-
tistic Director Wendy Jehlen often combines stories, art forms, and tradi-
tions that would seem to be unrelated or even in opposition to each other.  
The perception of opposition is exactly that, a perception.  The act of juxta-
posing seemingly unrelated ideas and stories, reveals intrinsic relation-
ships between them, and allows more profound understanding of each of 
the elements involved.  Recontextualizing this classical Sufi text illuminates 
both its historical meanings and our current moment in history, bringing 
full circle the idea that human history is a history of movement, mingling 
and entanglements.

The performance is visual theater in form, with all narrative being danced 
as well as spoken/sung in the soundscape. The narrative is non-linear and 
many-layered, with stories interspersed with and told through a movement 
language drawing on the extremely diverse bodies and cultural movement 
vocabulary of the dancers.

image by an unaccompanied minor refugee from Afghanistan



WENDY JEHLEN (director/choreographer)
US
Wendy Jehlen’s career has been marked by international explorations, study and 
creative collaboration. She received her Bachelor’s degree in ritual and performance 
from Brown University and her Master of Theological Studies degree from Harvard 
Divinity School with a focus on performance and religion in the former Persian world. 

Wendy’sWendy’s unique approach to choreography incorporates elements of Bharata Natyam, 
Odissi, Capoeira, Kalaripayattu, West African dance, Butoh, and a wide-range of 
Contemporary movement forms. Her emotionally powerful choreography has been 
created and performed in the US, Benin, Brazil, Burkina Faso, Canada, Italy, India, 
Japan, Haiti, Korea, Mali and Turkey. 

HerHer works include Entangling (2015), a duet with Burkinabe choreographer Lacina 
Coulibaly inspired by Quantum Entanglement; The Deep (2015), a work for 25 dancers 
created in São Paulo, Brazil, Lilith (2013), a solo on the first woman; The Knocking 
Within (2012), an evening-length duet on a disintegrating relationship; Forest (2010), 
a journey through the archetypal forest; He Who Burns (2006), a trio on the figure of 
Iblis (Satan); Breathing Space (2003), a collaboration with Japanese choreographer 
Hikari Baba in Tokyo; Crane (2002), based on images from Japanese Buddhist poetry; 
and Haaaa (2002), inspired by the experience of childbirth. and Haaaa (2002), inspired by the experience of childbirth. 

Jehlen has received support from the Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art 
(2017-2018), Theater Communications Group (2018), the Japan Foundation (2017), the 
Boston Foundation (2012, 2017), New England Foundation for the Arts (2016, 2017, 
2018), Network of Ensemble Theaters (2016, 2017), the Embassy of the United States 
in Benin (2017), the Association of Performing Arts Presenters (2015, 2016, 2017), the 
Boston Center for the Arts Choreographers’ Residency program (2010, 2015), the Artist 
Fellowship Program of the Massachusetts Cultural Council (2003, 2012), the American 
InstituteInstitute of Indian Studies (2001, 2013), the Boston Dance Alliance (2013), the National 
School of Drama (2006, 2011, 2013), the BU Jewish Cultural Endowment (2012),  the 
Indian Council for Cultural Relations (2011), the Alliance Française de Madras (2006), 
the Fulbright program (2005-2006), the National Endowment for the Arts (2005), the 
Tokyo American Center (2002), the Puffin Foundation (2001), and the Ford 
Foundation/Arts International (1996), among others.

“When Wendy Jehlen goes on stage, 
you know you are in the realm of the heart.”
                   -Anjana Rajan, The Hindu

“restores a faith in life itself”
                      -The Weekly Dig

“Wendy Jehlen is a captivating choreographer, 
with a deep sensitivity to the connections between 
human body movements and moods.”
                            Backstage.com





“A man whose eyes love risks his soul -
His dancing breaks beyond the mind's control”
-                   Conference of the Birds



Conference of the Birds Residency Activities

Movement/Performance-based workshops:
Learning to Fly 
two or more 2 ½ hour sessions
an introduction to the shared movement technique and vocabulary created for Conference of the Birds, including strategies for 
listening with the whole body and moving as one

A Guided Tour of the Conference of the BirdsA Guided Tour of the Conference of the Birds
four 2 ½ hour sessions
The cast takes participants on a journey through the valleys of the Conference of the Birds, with exercises that were used to develop 
each one and discussions and art-making.

Bhava and Butoh 
two 2 hour sessions
emotion and expression in Bharata Natyam and Butoh

Obstacles and Opportunities Obstacles and Opportunities 
one 2 hour session
a parkour workshop using the Conference of the Birds set, the workshop can also take place outdoors.

The Body in Diaspora 
one 2 hour session
What is it to be different from each other if we are all walking together toward the ocean of unity?

The Body as Home
one 2 hour sessionone 2 hour session
understanding natural movement, learned movement, and developing an awareness of the ways in which we are made of the 
contexts in which we have grown. 

Community storygathering workshops
3 hour sessions

Discussion topics for panel discussions, symposia, seminars:
“Contemporary” vs “traditional”
OrientalismOrientalism
Ethnicity in a global community
Sufism/Islam and creative expression
Ritual in/and performance
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