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MESSAGE FROM THE CHOREOGRAPHER

This production began with a literal performance of movement — two journeys | had made
to Hokkaido; first in December 2007, second in December 2008 - and the idea of collecting
information as we are moving. What excited me was that | was embarking on an artistic process
in which | opened myself up to new discoveries and serendipity. On such a journey, one does not
really know what he would be looking for or end up finding. The only brief | gave myself at that
time was to take as many pictures as | could and try to bring the experience back to Singapore.
| knew then that the challenge of representing a personal experience for the stage and for an
audience would already constitute an interesting artistic problem.

| then had the last two years to look at my thousands and thousands of images. How do | use
them to initiate a meaningful discussion with the artists whom | have invited as co-authors for
the stage performance? How do | unpack this journey and use it to embark on another one, this
time with others involved?

Very quickly, our work became about memories. | do not assume that my memories or experience
have been readily captured and preserved by my recorded images. In order for my experience to
be reactivated in a meaningful way, | have to take onboard the personal memories of the other
artists whom | am working with and those of the audience. My pictures are meaningless until |
find a way for others to relate to them.

This is where research became useful. Before we began rehearsing for the staged work, |
leveraged on the Masters programme that | am now a part of in Berlin for dramaturgical support.
| conducted a series of one-to-one dialogues with my peers and tutors, wrote an essay (also
printed in this programme booklet), made a short video piece, prepared a lecture performance
and started a creative workbook on FaceBook to help me think through the theoretical as well as
practical underpinnings that concern this production.

For me, the staged performance is a key outcome of an artistic research process though not
necessarily its only goal. For HOKKAIDO, | have concerned myself more with artistic questions and
configured the working process accordingly to tackle those questions. In this way, the focus was
shifted to ‘thinking by doing" whereby the act (mode of representation, movement performance)
supports a line of thought rather than the other way around.

HOKKAIDO is concerned with these salient questions (questions which | didnt know were

pertinent at first): How is absence represented and performed? How do | make visible the gap
between ‘one’ and ‘other'?

— daniel k
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THE DANCE BETWEEN TWO PHOTOGRAPHS: ENACTING,

CAPTURING AND SEEING ABSENCE IN A DANCE-FILM
by daniel k (aka diskodanny)

1 INTRODUCTION:
This was first delivered at the Dance/Film Forum, Singapore Arts Festival 2010.

Discussions in many forums on dance/film still revolve around questions of definition and
terminology. Should it be called dance-for-camera? Screendance? Dance-film or film-dance?’

The fusion of dance with film is believed to produce a gestalt in which the vocabulary of each
constituent is extended through the intervention of the other. Yet, what results is that such
hybridization, while intended to summon new creative possibilities, might foreclose them since in
searching for their progeny, dance and film are necessarily seen as fairly closed concepts. In such
instances, Dance and Film are first posited as a dichotomy — how Dance is NOT Film and vice versa
— before their synthesis can be conceived. In trying to demarcate the zone of difference between
dance and film, these constituents are designated as discrete identities within fixed boundaries that
discourage a proliferation of ideas. Subsequently, the dance/film, celebrated as a new departure,
becomes more like a foregone conclusion in which the results are somewhat predictable.

How then does a discussion on dance/film move beyond questions on definition and be freed up
as a concept to facilitate new ways of creation and seeing?

| propose to see danceffilm as a potentiality in and of itself. As technology, it is a tool for or
exercise on thinking and seeing reflectively. Both its means and ends are open to explorations
and discoveries. The potentials of dance/film are found in the representational planes that Dance
and Film might not yet have, but could come to, inhabit; and result from the problematization
of spatialized time when live and recorded movement interact. The tensions produced by the
collision of different representational planes give rise to creative possibilities.

In approaching dance/film, we might wish to not ask what it IS but address what it might
BECOME. In this way, the dance/film proffers multiple possibilities rather than a singular identity
and as such, the agency of the viewer would be emphasized. The viewer might be able to perceive
different temporalities, different narratives, and even different interpretations simultaneously.

In this essay, | briefly revisit selected examples of text and film, placing them in the relation to the
dance/film. | discuss notions of disappearance and absence, and look for liminal spaces that elude
us because they exist as invisible gaps. | then contend that these spaces can be discovered in the
enactment of a movement and their invisibility is only impalpable insofar as we are so aware of
them that we take them for granted.

Hoping to unearth a particular technique of seeing, | ask these questions: Can absence be
enacted, captured... in fact, SEEN in a dance/film? Can the viewer see what might be there but
not apparent, fill in the gaps for himself with his own experience? Can the viewer construct his
own movement from memory?

1 The terminology does not concern me primarily. | have chosen to use the label ‘dance/fim’ for consistenc?/’s sake as well

as to maintain an open approach towards its definition. Also, through the use of the ’/', I hope to encapsulate the idea of
dance and film as simultaneously, mutually supportive and contesting terms.



2 DISAPPEARANCE #1:
Phelan, Peggy. 1993. “The Ontology of Performance: Representation Without Reproduction” in
Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, Routledge: London and New York.

“Performance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannot be saved, recorded, documented,
or otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of representations: once it does so,
it becomes something other than performance. To the degree that performance attempts to enter
the economy of reproduction it betrays and lessens the promise of its own ontology.

Performance’s being, like the ontology of subjectivity proposed here, ...becomes itself through
disappearance.” — Phelan

For Phelan, dance’s representational frame works from within a tension between presence,
disappearance and representation, whereby the ontology of performance is the “maniacally-
charged present” materializing at the very moment presence turns into disappearance.

Here, the body is first conceived as latent potential, a prefiguration of movement. This leads us to
consider the body-in-transit as performing an act of disappearance. In movement, the body shifts
from position to position but the dance is not made up of still positions; rather, dance emerges
as each still position is cancelled out by another. The body exits from one point to another,
constantly finding its way in time and space by displacing positions. Resultantly, the body acts as
an armature for the energy that runs through it or the movement that it manifests. In this sense,
embodiment in dance always points to the negative. When looking at a dancing body, we are
perhaps looking at, looking for what is NOT the body.

What implications does this perspective on dance and movement have on dance/film? Film as
a mechanically reproducible mode of representation necessarily alters the materiality of live
performance, if it does not, as Phelan thinks it does, negate it fundamentally.
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3 DISAPPEARANCE #2:
Forsythe, William. 1997. Solo premiered at Whitney Biennale,
New York City.

In the film Solo, Forsythe performs a fast, frenetic dance. The
body comes across as restless, as if vigorously trying to be many
bodies at once. Rendered in monochrome, shadows on the body
are emphasized by the stark lighting, which also imbues the film
with a sense of nostalgia. Do we look at the body in a detached way, as
if it is engaging us from a different time and space? Is the body trying
to erase itself of what it has experienced and remember, forget itself through performance (catharsis)?

As recorded material, the film sets off not to disrupt the dance performance but to enhance it
since the reframing by the camera complements the isolation of various body parts. However,
even as the camera moves with the body, it also dictates the viewer's gaze. The film does not
allow the body to disappear as it consigns the dance that was ephemeral to relative fixity. The
recording turns the dance into a document and preserves an event in a memory bank.

In this sense, Phelan’s arguments are valid — the reproduction of performance undermines it. The
dance of disappearance has disappeared. A lived event is kept alive and the dance no longer
transient. As the film monumentalises the dance, the authorial position is also consolidated.
Forsythe will forever be Forsythe. To a large extent, even if | were to learn this solo, it will still be
his solo, not mine. The film will constantly remind me of Forsythe's authorship.

Yet, the intervention initiated by the film is also a re-representation. The film augments the dance and
transfers it onto a different representational plane — a movement reconstituted as another kind of
movement in a different time and space. Adopting Phelan’s view, the movement of the film is enacted
at the expense of the performance since the body is not allowed to disappear but made to repeat.

Furthermore, time that can otherwise be experienced as different and relative durations is
homogenized into a linear continuity. Movement is flattened into a regular, singular continuum
whose parts are no longer distinguishable since in film, there is no hierarchy between the frames.
(ie: 25 equal frames per second)?

But filmic movement is also a result of a disappearance, albeit of a different nature. As consecutive
frames move in sequence, they too are hidden and disappear, and we are left with an illusion. The
human eye can no longer detect the individual frames but sees film as continuous motion. The
viewer does not immediately perceive the image as material but the image as content.

So what has disappeared? The film or the dance? The image-as-material or the image-as-
content? (Am | contradicting myself?)

In the next section, | zoom in on the units that compose the film sequence and discuss the frame
in relation to the photograph?, by breaking the film down into its simplest units and scrutinizing
the monadic frames.

2 For the purpose of my argument, | have only referred to the 25fps as it is the most commonly used standard for
television and film.
3.IvviHtreattermssuchasthefreezefframe,theﬂ\m_st'\ll,thesna.f)s.hotandthephotographassynonymousandinterchangeab\e
since | am essentially concerned with a general idea of a still image.



4 DISAPPEARANCE #3
Barthes, Roland. 1980. (trans. Richard Howard) Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, Hill
and Wang: New York.

“Whatever it grants to vision and whatever its manner, a photograph is always invisible: it is not
it that we see.” - Barthes

Similarly, photography in Barthes' seminal analysis is also couched in notions of absence. The
distinctive condition of photography is that as a vehicle for its referent, it is rarely recognized in
and of itself. In fact, the viewer often goes so far as to confuse the photograph with its referent.
("This is my son when he was twelve"” as opposed to “This is a photograph of my son. He was
twelve then.”)

Yet, absence is not only the preserve of the photograph itself. The photograph as a certificate
of an object's presence is also a reminder of death, a memento mori. With the instantaneous
movement of the camera shutters (Barthes had likened it to a guillotine), an object is seized from
this world, into another spatialized time. Hence paradoxically, the photograph is a signifier of
both presence and absence.

Barthes sees the inaccessibility of the object as a point of departure. As a viewer encounters an
image, he deploys language to activate the object and uses the image as a trigger in a Proustian
sense. It is a framed reference by which the viewer re-engages with his own experiences to
reconstruct sequences from his personal reservoir of images. The image is unlocked and animated
by the viewer.

“...I'have no need to question my feelings in order to list the various reasons to be interested in
a photograph; one can either desire the object, the landscape, the body it represents; or love or
have loved the being it permits us to recognize... suddenly a specific photograph reaches me; it
animates me, and | animate it. So that is how | must name the attraction which makes it exist:
an animation.” — Barthes

Each time | look at the picture, | reconstruct a memory, invent it anew. .. The photograph is then both
an establishment of fact and the creation of fiction. The object of the image on its own is dormant. It
is the agency of the viewer that brings it back to life and returns it into the third dimension.

Is the film sequence not also a series of snapshots? As one frame displaces another in filmic
movement, is it not pointing to the space between itself and the frames that come before and after
it and so on ad infinitum, forever trying to capture that which is absent? ... a series of little deaths?
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4 DISAPPEARANCE #4:
The Lumiere Brothers. (1895) - Exiting the Factory

Watching this famous ‘first-ever’ film, one of the first thoughts
that struck me is that all the people in the film are no longer
alive. Yet their absence is constantly being performed, made
present. Every one of these anonymous individuals in the frame
will now be forever exiting the factory and stepping out of the
B i 5, camera frame.
Photo credit: Sortie d'usine (Cat Lumiéere N°91-1)

Louis Lumiére, Lyon (France), 1895
© Association fréres Lumiére

On the other hand, the idea of absence is also underscored by the film's materiality. The image is
blur, monochromatic, flickering and insubstantial. Shot at 15 frames per second, the movement of
the figures is uncanny, even cartoonish. As 15 frames fill up a second of film footage where only
25 frames could provide the illusion of continuous movement, the viewer is constantly reminded
that it is 'reel time' rather than 'real time' that he perceives. As the image flickers with age, one
sees the frames, sees the film (image-as-material), not just the figures (image-as-content).

The camera’s gaze comes between the subjects in the film and us, and we are made aware of
its mediation. The image stays on the plane of representation and the art of illusion of filmic
movement, perfected by technology today, is only at best tentative. The image (as photograph or
film) does not quite disappear and neither do the objects in the image.

We can only watch this movement in terms of nostalgia. Exiting the Factoryis a performance of, a

performance in and a performance for absence. And | become aware of all those absences, maybe
even that of my own, all at once.

5 DISAPPEARANCE #5
Marker, Chris. 1983. Sans Soleil

Transcript of the first 30 secs of Sans Soleil:

[Black screen, VO] “The first image he told me about was of three children on a road in Iceland,
in 1965."

[Silent footage of three children, holding hands, laughing in a field — 7 secs]

[Black screen, VO] “He said that for him, it was the image of happiness and also that he had tried
several times to link it to several other images..."

[Footage of fighter planes with VO — 4 secs] “...but it never worked.”

[Black screen, VO] “He wrote me, ‘One day | would have to put it all at the beginning of a film,
with a long piece of black fader. If they don't see the happiness, at least they'll see the black.”



6 CONCLUSION:
Deleuze, Gilles. 1989. Cinema 2: The Time-Image, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis.

Deleuze underscored a shift in cinema from a central concern with tactile, sensorial imagery in
which continuous filmic movement is unified by a body moving across time and space to images
that relate directly to time and memory. The Time-Image, as the latter description is called, allows
us to experience different (time) durations at once through an interplay of film and body, creating
and remembering, presence and absence, time and space.

Although Deleuze had not defined the Time-Image in clear definitive terms, one key feature of the
Time-Image is that of the Crystal-Image. This refers to a shot that presents at once both the past
(the recorded event) and the present (the viewing of the recorded material). In cinema, Deleuze
saw the past as a virtual image outside of consciousness but ready to be reconstituted for the
present when the image is activated through perception. The crystal image is then the threshold
between the virtual image and the actualized, perceived image. This also means that the crystal
image can, in one moment at once, propel the present in two directions: forwards into the future
and backwards into the past.

The irrational jump cut is one way to experience the crystal image. In the introduction to Sans Soleil,
the lack of a link between the first two footages exists as an open gap represented and made visible
by the black screen between them. As signifiers, the two images are resolute in the way they repel
each other yet they remained yoked since they are matched together within the continuum of the
film by the very cut that separates them and placed them side by side within the continuum of the
film. Their relationship is established but persists as a lack of one as if non-existent.

Deleuze's Time-Image addresses the way thought and memory are disturbed and provoked. The
failure of recognition results in a dynamic action-reaction, backward-forward movement.

What lies to the left and right of a photograph? What is in front of it and what's behind? What
connections have | made? What do | anticipate now? Expect? Want?

May | watch a dance/film and see different performances at once? Slip into the gaps of the film
in order to find the dance for myself?
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