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Making Work for our Time  

When I was asked to give a title to this talk and I came up with a question: When flesh meets data what dancing then?  The question is a provocation.  What kinds of choreographic practices emerge through the integrated circuitry of dancers and digital media? And what are the possibilities for the survival of theatre dance, that most economically fragile and publically marginal of all the arts, given the omnipresence of digital media  and screen technologies? At the heart of this talk is the belief that emerging technologies can support new models of practice for choreographers without losing touch with our embodied selves and liveness.

Paul Virilio, the cultural critic of the digital age, explains that today  we live in two inter-related spaces: “next to actual space which has been the space of history, there is now virtual space, and the two are interdependent.”  

We pass through invisible thresholds daily.  Thresholds which mark our presence in immaterial spaces – the web, telecommunications networks, surveillance systems, online communities, data banks.  We are traced, tracked, scanned and mediated.

The interdependence of the real space we are in now and the virtual, the space of immaterial  flows of data which we are also in now, is what I want to talk about today.  Because this interdependence is very current to my thinking through practice.

Right now as I am here with you speaking. I am also elsewhere, over there, in Worcester City Art Gallery, floating in a pool of light as part of my screen dance sculpture, Electric Fur.  This  digital manifestation of myself, is, I would hope, no less real to the visitors in the gallery today than my presence here before you in the Jerwood.

Being present in two places at once, this simultaneity of spaces is an effect of the increasing digitization of our lives and it is changing nature of choreography. Dances exist in material, palpable form as  live performance, in digital immaterial  forms as screen dances, telepresence environments, virtual dances and online choreographies and in mixed reality states which blend real and virtual spaces, organic and inorganic forms. 

As Gilles Deleuze states, “as long as we live we have the capacity to add new varieties to the world.”

Each of these varieties of dance has a different relation to time and constructs a different kind of space 

Electric Fur was made in 2002, its longevity makes it one of my most  enduring dances.   Made of data,  it doesn’t get worn out, injured, or exhausted.  The vision of the work was  to create a digital video installation which brought the sense of kinaesthetic empathy and presence, so vital to our dancing into the medium of digital video, crucially it got away from the idea of a vertical screen by creating two screens on different planes which choreograph the viewers gaze and interaction.  Jo Fong, Cat Gardner and myself go on and on, in a continuous loop moving through a series of movement  states. Our virtual dance could go on forever. 

Of course I didn’t always work with new media, in fact when I look at the trajectory of my practice it’s a relatively recent phenomenon. 

The earliest dances I made were with my three sisters.  We would construct whole worlds between us, using whatever was available inside or outside, to build  our own stages, places which we would animate with our dancing and our story making. We used a record player to play the records which accompanied us.  

Later I went to dance classes with a woman who had learned everything she knew from  Gertrud Bodenwieser, the Austrian choreographer who had fled from the Nazis in 1938.  We danced without counting to live improvised piano music. Sometime in the late 70s the live pianist left and we danced to taped music and the hiss of the tape player.  

When I started performing with the Dunedin Dance Theatre in the mid 80s music was played on tape  or revox reel to reel and documented by photographs.  From this time also there were analogue video recordings but only for final performances and it was special occasion as no-one owned a camera. 

In  early 1993 and in the UK I bought my first video camera, a Panasonic VHSC. My first solo show, the Mechanics of Fluids in 1994, used original music recorded on tape and I used video to document, record and rehearse the work. 

The first work to use CD recorded sound was Flesh.txt in 1996. From this time we only used Cds, apart from one work, Like a House on Fire when I brought a gramophone on stage.  The first live performance in which I integrated video was Ocean Skin a solo in 1997, in which an underwater film made for the dance was played on a tv screen I held in my hands.  

The work which most significantly brought my dancing into dialogue with digital media was not until 1999, Shelf Life, a four hour performance installation for galleries and live art spaces which combined graphic animation projections, an architecturally designed sculpture and a live mix of sound, lights and improvised movement. It was a collaboration with the visual artist, Esther Rolinson.

This work radically altered my thinking about the time and space of dance and the possibilities  for new media  to layer  multi-dimensional performances through different strata.  

On the shelf dancing with a virtually rendered image of my body, a hollowed floating form, I had a strong sense of the liminality of performance and the potential to access a phantomspace, a place of spectral presences through meditations on the limits of my own body existing in the presence of the infinite potential of this haunting virtuality. 

After this work I became increasingly interested in unfolding the space of the present through different layers and dimensions. The use of video and data projectors became common in my work and I also moved into making dances for screen.

I made my first work for television in 1999, the Lift, a nine minute BBC2/dansblik commission about a woman who has a phobia with lift spaces.

In 2000 I made Machine for Living which developed the concept of performance installation  through the creation of a digital  forest within which five dancers move and around which a mobile audience experiences the work.

Integrating digital media into my work has affected how I stage works, my working process in the studio and the agency of the performance. 

The most recent work I have made in this territory is called the Changing Room and it is probably the most explicit example from my practice of the  interdependence of real and virtual spaces in contemporary choreography because it works with live interaction.

The Changing Room began life as Spawn, a research project  into the making and inhabiting of an embodied interface for real time interaction between live dancers and a virtual object, an avatar. 

In order to put up with all the difficulties and challenges of this work, all the hardware complications, where to put the projectors, getting long enough cabling, the encoding problems, the times it doesn’t work, the bugs and the sequencing problems  there had to be something pretty special to fire my imagination and make it worth all the effort.  

For me, the creation process has always been about fostering relationships and the sense of potential that in working together we might invent something other, something we didn’t already know. I found working with Mette Ramsgard Thomsen, my primary collaborator, who is an architect of virtual environments, inspiration, a mutuality of desire and, crucially the drive to explore a place together at the edge of both our practices.

The performance takes place through a triangulated set of relationships between the dancers, the avatar, and the audience. Crucially this is where the presence of the event is happening through this distributed network of remote touch, felt sensation and an extended kinetic field.

An avatar is understood in the computer world as a computed form, a virtual object generated through data, it also has a spiritual meaning within Hinduism as the manifestation of a deity which can take either human or animal form.

In dancing with avatars I hold both meanings in tension and interplay between them.  At times  our avatar was a very abstract and graphic form, brightly coloured, richly folded and at other times it took  on an embryonic form as the emergence of a different kind of being, putting us in touch with a cosmology foreign to the one we are in now. As we developed a feeling for our avatar it took on different names and meanings for us, it became an angelfish, a virtual puppet, an embryo, a cave, and a deep crevice.

Part dance partner and part extended architecture, the performers experience their changing room through a series of transformations:  A mirror becomes a screen for their mutations; a curtain a technological frontier; and their table a platform for the puppetry of the virtual. Our virtual dance partner mirrors, extends and distorts our  behaviour and creates an extended kinesphere. 

We live, as William Forsythe states, within the sphere of our own memories.  When I make a new dance, I perceive that together with the dancers we are acquiring new movement memories.  The range and scale of these memories is to some degree determined by our kinesphere, the potential space we move with and within. When we start to think and enact the co-presence of real, actual space and the intersection of this with the virtual, immaterial space our kinespheres become refolded and extended into previously unimagined dimensions.  These states of fold  make the invisible thresholds which exist  within our everyday lives more present and they reveal our bodies as “many-timed”. 

In extending the perceptual framework for performance in alignment with these cultural shits we are changing and creatively evolving.

These are fast times. The world is changing at a faster rate than our ability to process this change. We are downloading more whilst processing less, racing standing still.  This can lead to a sense of overload and ennui or apathy.  The feeling that there is just too much media to cope with and that we are just too busy for serious reflection.

One of the powerful things about live performance is its ability to draw us into a state of shared attention where there is time  for serious reflection. I perceive live performance as a place of both action and reflection, a place where we experience a world view and a micro-universe. A place where we can be brought closer to who we are and what we are in the process of becoming. The possibilities for screen dance to also have this power is what choreographers can usefully explore through defamiliarising the ubiquitous screen of mass media.

Awareness of the impact of media technologies on our awareness, presence, and drives has led me to search for a new variety of choreography, emerging at the confluence of dance, architecture, visual arts and digital media.   This is not about losing sight of the immediacy and impact of live presence, rather it is about incorporating an understanding how the virtual intersects the real and to use this knowledge both on and offstage. It is also about relearning embodiment in the condition of a mixed reality state. And questioning what forms a stage can take.

This work is about making connections and links across diverse species of spaces, the space of history (the black box, the front-end stage, the white cube, the empty studio) and the space of emergence (through virtual dimensions, remote touch, fleshless dances, screen dance installation and interactive stages). 

What I am trying to do here is provide opportunities for audience and dancers alike to experience a continuity of presences between the actual and the virtual, the real and the remote.  So that my being here with you now and in Worcester City Gallery, floating in a sculptural pool is part of an integrated awareness and an ecology of perception.

In calibrating different spatial histories we are challenged to understand that which is outside or beyond a history of classical humanism and western perspectival thought. Dance Theatre traditionally temporally sequences embodied spaces, on a rectilinear stage. However through mixed realities which interface digital environments we are brought in touch with complex geometries which warp our understanding of this space. You only need to look at the impact of these new geometries on buildings such as the Guggenheim in Bilbao, St Mary’s Axe and the London Eye to see how this knowledge is transforming our built environment.  The metamorphosis of our practices is changing the function and use of spaces so buildings which are interactive are also developing new movement intelligences.  How these cultural shifts impact on dance performance is in evidence in the proliferation of new performance environments: 

Installation performance

Screen dance events

Event spaces

Site specific dance

And telepresence environments

Dance is in many ways freed from some of the constraints of other art forms as it doesn’t have a fixed model of space apart from the flat stage.  As our model of theatre moves away from its classical paradigm extended relational architecture that conjoins spaces that are radically differently constituted challenges us to explore new ways of framing dance and engaging audiences.

With the Changing Room we spent a lot of time working out the most productive way to allow the shifting view points of the audience to merge with the changing digital scenographic design.  So that our avatar was incorporated on different scales and entwined.  We didn’t get it completely right but we learnt a lot from the audience feedback to this process.  Including the differentiated responses between different communities of audience.

The alienating  effect for dancers, their technophilia, in encountering new technologies is  frequently the perceived as a risk of disembodiment. The detached gesture of remote touch; the digital drag on telepresence environments; the absence of gravity in the floating world of digital bodies; the substition of molecular knowledge for a database of impossible moves can be off-putting.  On the other hand the seductions of the digital challenge us to be clear about the necessity of what we do as embodied artists. 

Most of us, however contemporary our training, embody long lineages of knowledge acquired through intercorporeal processes, knowledge which is passed between us in live settings.  What gets concentrated onstage in our dancing through an apparent purity of movement is in fact an abstraction of kinaesthetic knowledge acquired from many sources and  entire histories.

The challenge of survival is real for us as a species on a planet which is undergoing rapid change.  It is also real for those of us involved in that archaic practice of live performance. Recent research demonstrates that as peoples lives become busier they go out less.  We live in a “staying in culture” in which a growing trend is for people to spend time entertaining themselves at home with their dvds rather than go out to see live performance.

Within  this context, it has been suggested that screen dance will eventually supercede the ancient art of theatrical dancing.  That liveness will become less and less important to dance as the power of the mediated image, of dancing in the mediascape takes hold of the public imagination.

There are two facts which support this development:

1. The accessibility of dance on screen as a mass media art form.  The reality is that audience numbers for the two works I have made for television have vastly outstripped the total audience numbers for all of my live works – together.

2. It follows from this that dance on screen is more cost effective if we equate audience numbers to value for money for public investment in dance.

But we live in a culture in which acknowledges that there is a huge difference between the scope and potential of mass media broadcasting and the possibilities  for complex culture as embodied by live and performing arts.  

Whilst a flick of a switch enables me to access copious amounts of information, human interaction requires much more complex forms of cooperation between individuals and cultures.  Finding the right kinds of partners for the integrated circuitry of interdisciplinary practice requires a cultivation process which takes time. The time  to develop new methods and integrate new technologies is an evolving and generative process it is also a necessary one.

As Eugenio Barba has stated, “Theatre is an empty and ineffective ritual which we fill with our why and our personal necessity.”  

We are all dancing in the minefield of the Mediascape.  

The need to create integrated circuits between screen technologies, digital media and liveness has never been more pressing.
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