
 
 
 
 
In Search of ‘Spacious Singing Flesh’: Paradoxes, 
Intimacy and Engagement with Difference 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Ellen Kilsgaard 

MA Choreography, June 2008 

Dartington College of Arts 

40 Credits 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Text copyright   Ellen Kilsgaard 2008  

Ellen Kilsgaard has asserted her right to be  

identified as the author of this text in accordance  

with the Copyright Design & Patents Act 1988. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In search of ‘Spacious Singing Flesh’1: Paradoxes, Intimacy, 
and Engagement with Difference  
By: Ellen Kilsgaard 

 

Abstract 
This dissertation is a practitioner’s inquiry into bodily attention and intelligence and 

what might happen when a relational field is considered and established from an 

embodied perspective both with-in and with-out. It is an inquiry into how 

engagement with difference can be understood as an event, in the present time, where 

movement ‘happen’ and thus where choreography might take place. It is an 

investigation of the ethical and political implications movement as the event of 

encountering otherness might have and how these might be thought of as artistic 

expression.  

 

The inquiry of engagement with difference is rooted in performance experience 

where attention is directed to inside somatic information and the outside surrounding 

at once, an experience in practice which gives way for inquires into paradoxes of 

relationality.  Thus the dissertation attempts an investigation of the paradox of 

engagement with what is other as generative of movement and as proposition of 

ways of being radically critical.   

 

The dissertation is structured to create a movement between two different voices; one 

which contain intimate accounts grounded in practice undertaken in the past and 

along side the writing, and the other which seeks to analyze and contextualize the 

inquiry through engagement with a range of philosophy drawing from 

phenomenology, French feminism, psychology and post structurelist philosophy. The 

use of different modes of writing is an attempt to explore theory and practice in 

productive dialogue. 

 

The research undertaken has opened a vast and rich field of material and this 

dissertation has come to work as a form of introduction, indicating several lines of 

inquiry that might be explored in further depth in future work. 

                                                
1 This part of the title is borrowed from Cixous. See: (Cixous in Cixous and Clement 1996: 88)  
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Intro 

With this dissertation I intend to explore a theoretical foundation of my performance 

practice. I do this in a wish and urge to develop and establish a deeper involvement 

with my practice and to plant seeds that might continue to deepen and evolve, 

hopefully for many years to come. 

 

My subject is choreography, and my overall concern is to investigate movement in 

the widest sense possible of the word. Sheets-Johnstone explains:  

 
‘Now clearly, this principle of motion cannot even now, in the twentieth 
century, be explained by appeal to the existence of matter ‘as physics or 
chemistry describe it.’ It can be neither derived from nor reduced to matter. 
The principle is precisely a principle of movement.’  (Sheets-Johnstone 
1998:119, emphasis in original) 

 

The undercurrent of this dissertation is an investigation of what ‘a principle of 

movement’ might mean and what it could imply in terms of the politics and ethics of 

a potential performance practice.  

 

Rationale  
Through my performance experience and training I focus on movement within and of 

the psycho-physical body2, and I have come to question what will happen if I 

consider, and work with, movement as arising in the event of an engaged relational 

field. What actually is at play when an encounter takes place? What ethical, 

philosophical and political implications do embodiment, and embodied encounter, 

have? How can the bodily point of departure open up for an investigation of 

otherness, and how can engagement with difference become movement as artistic 

expression, as choreography?  What kind of knowledge exists in an embodied 

encounter? What if this knowledge is more like a ‘not-knowing’ or a poetic aesthetic 

expression? What happens when someone exposes themselves as an inclusive and 

opening gesture? David Williams clarifies these concerns with the question:  

 

                                                
2 I here borrow the term ‘psycho-physical body’ from Nair in his definition of performativity. See: 
(Nair 2007: 25) 



‘How might one interact with another whose difference is recognised as an 
active event, rather than a failure of plenitude? In what way might one work 
(in) an existential in-between and perceive other-wise?’ (Williams 2004:59)  

 

As performer I am dealing with a fundamental paradox: I am with me and with you 

at the same time. I am listening inside my body receiving somatic impulses and 

information, and at the same time I listen to what is around me and see you and the 

space. I am constantly playing on the borders of my inside and outside and it is here 

that I, as performer, am searching for a meeting place. It is from this paradoxical 

place that is both me and you, both here and there, both subject and object that I will 

search to articulate a politics and an ethics that can form and continually develop the 

bedrock of my performance practice in dialogue with a theoretical engagement.  

 

Through this interrogation I am looking for ways of deepening an understanding of 

what movement is and where it happens. I am looking for ways of expanding my 

work as performer and for ways of informing and provoking processes that might 

take place in performance work that I wish to be engaged with in the future. Through 

immersion I will try to get close up and enter from ‘the middle’ (Deleuze and Parnet 

1987: 23) of things, attempt to think from an immersed place of experience, of life 

lived. This dissertation is therefore rooted in the information I receive through 

practice and is inspired by sources from previous work, wishes for future work and 

by research in practice that I undertake alongside this writing.  

 

So what actually happens there in the now, in that paradoxical space I seem to work 

in as performer? Lyotard establishes and sums up my fundamental situation of 

inquiry,  

 
‘Because it is absolute, the presenting present cannot be grasped: it is no yet 
or not longer present. It is always too soon or too late to grasp presentation 
itself and present it. Such is the specific and paradoxical constitution of the 
event. That something happens, the occurrence, means the mind is 
disappropriated. The expression ‘it happens that...’ is the formula of non-
mastery of self over self. The event makes the self incapable of taking 
possession and control of what it is. It testifies that the self is essentially 
passable to a recurrent alterity’ (Lyotard 1991: 59. Emphasis original)   

 



In this attempt to think through and question ‘the presenting present’ by looking at 

movement in the widest sense possible, a surprisingly vast area of inquiry has opened 

up, and I have come to see this dissertation somewhat as an initial move towards a 

possible bigger piece of work, or certainly many years of further investigations. This 

dissertation will therefore work as a form of introduction, and serve as an attempt to 

identify and create an overview of my area of inquiry and outline the field that seems 

relevant and urgent. 

 
I allow the material I work with to suggest and indicate further unpacking and 

movements into wider contexts and future undertakings. 

 

Practical background and starting points 
 
The new views on dance and performance that gained ground in the 1970s brought 

up questions around what dance and theatre are; who is it that dances/acts and what 

kinds of knowledges, communications and spaces do they offer? I am a student of 

people that came forward in the 1970s school of new thinking and revolutionising 

dance and theatre, in particular Deborah Hay has been a major influence and teacher.   

 

My training background and working with performance also stems from the thinking 

around Steve Paxton and Nancy Stark Smith’s development of Contact 

Improvisation, and parallel with them Body- Mind- Centring (BMC) and various 

somatic practices.  

 

Also a practise of the ancient South Indian Martial art Kalarippayatt has provided me 

with crucial information about access to vital powers of the body.3 Through a 

combination of these practices I have investigated the bodily realm, powers, 

intensities, flows and the physical discipline of cultivating access and familiarity 

with these.  

 

                                                
3 I have studied under master Vasu Deva Gurrukkal in South India, however see Phillip Zarrilli for a 
systemised method to utilizing principles of this martial art as an approach to acting. See video: 
Zarrilli, Phillip, (1999) From Kalaripayattu to Beckett, Arts Archives the Fourth Archive, Arts 
Documentation Unit. Exeter  
  



Common to all of the approaches outlined here is that they are naturally critical to a 

Cartesian dual division of body and mind and propose ways of doing and being that 

offer explorations starting in a place that is already beyond this binary division. 

Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen the founder of BMC, for example, builds her work on: 

‘…the uncompromising belief that consciousness pervades all of the body.’ 

(Bainbridge Cohen 1993: vii) This thinking and doing, common for all these 

practices, thus establishes a philosophical base for my inquiry.  

 

Theory 

Through this dissertation I start a process of dialogue between my developing 

practice and a group of philosophers, theoreticians and critics. The writing is 

intended to operate as a series of encounters, aiming to provoke new processes of 

becoming in my performance work. Deleuze and Parnet explain a process of 

engagement with others:  

 
When you work you are in absolute solitude…But it is an extremely populous 
solitude. Populated not with dreams, phantasm or plans, but with encounters. 
(Deleuze and Parnet 1987:6) 

 

The theoretical discourse I engage with moves within lines of thought that embrace a 

large range of phenomenology, psychology, French feminism and post-structurelist 

philosophy. Although the scope of this dissertation does not allow me to engage fully 

with the range of relevant people, several of them ‘shadow’ or ‘ghost’ my writing as 

underlying currents, in particular Emanuel Levinas, Jacques Derrida, Luce Irigaray, 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Martin Heidegger. 

 
Relevant thinkers engaged with here include: 

  

- French feminist Hélène Cixous who writes between a poetical practice, 

philosophy and critical theory drawing on her bodily realm as source of 

creation and thinking. Cixous is influential here in terms of both content and 

form. 

- David Michael Levin, particularly with the text ‘The Ontological Dimension 

of Embodiment’ which discusses aspects of motility and embodiment in the 

work of phenomenologist Martin Heidegger. Levin argues against 



interpretations that create abstractions, instead he emphasizes the 

philosophical and practical potentials of Heidegger’s thinking around 

motility. 

- Maxine Sheets-Johnstone in The Primacy of Movement provides fundamental 

phenomenological information around an understanding of the significance of 

movement for our existence, development of consciousness and aliveness as 

embodied beings. 

- Psychologists James Hillman and Adam Phillips who are both critical of the 

idea of cure insist on embracing feelings and psychic material as ‘stuff’ that 

can ‘move’ and resonate productively within the psyche, rather than 

something that needs rectifying. 

- Post-structuralists Deleuze - Guattari, particularly with the chapter ‘Of The 

Refrain’ in A Thousand Plateaus, provide ways of thinking of engagement 

with difference as ways of creating formations of territories that in this 

context could be thought of as performance.  
- Post-structuralist Jean- François Lyotard provides reflections around the 

bodily in terms of a libidinal economy.   
- Professor David Williams writing is influential, and several research articles 

contain material relevant for my inquiry.  

 
Structure 
In the first three sections I seek to establish a base on which relations with otherness 

without might be considered.  

 

In section one I look at the physical body and its capacities of sense-making and 

how, by engagement through embodiment, a critical sense is indicated. Maxine 

Sheets-Johnstone and M.D Levin will provide the theoretical frames.  

 

In section two I look at powers and intensities that are at play through access to the 

intelligence of the physical body. In this section I start a sketch of an exploration of 

power structures, which seem to present themselves. Cixous, Lyotard and Hyde 

provide theories around libidinal economy and circulation of power, rather than 

‘power over’.   



 

In section three I include feelings in the creation of internal relationships with the 

psycho-physical body. Internal relationships that constitute the performative 

suggestion of what James Hillman describes as soul-making. In this section I locate 

technical performance skills and through these this section calls for attention to 

encounters with what is other, outside of oneself. Hélène Cixous and James Hillman 

frame the propositions.  

 

In section four and five I approach embodied encounters with-out form an angle of 

ethical love and responsibility. I draw on the processes established in the previous 

parts in my investigations. I work with Hélène Cixous’ writing around ethical love 

and Levin together with David Williams open a discussion around responsibility. In 

these sections I find an indication of embodied encounter possibly being understood 

and worked with as musical, rhythmical aesthetic expression.  

 

In section six I touch briefly on phenomena of laughter and the imperfect as critical 

and dynamic forces. This indicates a possibility of further unpacking of humour and 

its opening forces. This short section also contains a proposition of unpacking of 

performance practice understood as a way of ‘healing’, or in other words utilising 

personal imperfections and connection with otherness as creative potential.  

 

Section seven finally seeks to sum up and open out by looking at truth and the 

unknown. Here a deepening of writing around knowledge and un-knowledge in the 

event of an encounter presents itself to be development. Cixous again is central. 

 

The final part resembles a manifesto rather than a conclusion. It lays down a series of 

‘what if’s’ and a list of resistances/insistences. 

 
The writing 
In addition to my inquiry into movement, particularly in spaces of engagement with 

difference, this dissertation also begins an exploration of how, within an academic 

framework, one can write about ephemeral and intimate processes in such ways that 

the writing itself might achieve some degree of approximation to the bodily and also 

enter the performative realm and motility it seeks to describe and analyze. For me it 



is the beginning of an exploration of ways in which writing can be useful for 

understanding and developing a performance practice as well as having a life if its 

own as writing. I question what happens in an embodied encounter, when something 

intense is experienced, when something seems to condense, intensify or appear. 

What is at play and what are the implications if these processes are taken seriously 

also in terms of writing (about) them?  

 
The experiment here is to make use of two different ‘voices’, one which comes from 

discursive analysis or ‘arms length’, and one that seeks to get as ‘close up’ as 

possible, through intimate and personal accounts and reflections. The personal ‘close 

up’ voice contains descriptions of practice, desires and me the writer speaking 

directly to you, the reader.  

 

Through the use of different modes of writing I will endeavour to create a movement 

between an inner space and an outside within the structure of the writing. I will 

attempt, in the writing itself, to create a sense of breath, a pulsing movement between 

thought and sensation, between external analytical outside views and intimate 

subjective experiential accounts. I hope with this experiment, through language, to 

get closer to what will always resist being languaged. Deleuze and Parnet suggest 

that ‘…during this time, while you turn in circles among these questions, there are 

becomings which are silently at work, which are almost imperceptible.’ (Deleuze and 

Parnet 1987: 2) It is my hope that these ‘becomings which are silently at work’ will 

manifest in performance practices to come.  

 

In writing this and in working in practice, in investing and putting my efforts and 

passions into this work, I ask myself: What is it that is really important? Why am I 

doing this? Why? What potential does it possibly hold? What is it I feel really 

matters? 

 

With these urges and questions ‘driving’ this dissertation it does not deliver an 

argument that can be proved or finalised and it will, by its nature, be partial and 

incomplete. It will be a fragment and a momentary launch into an impossible 

situation of describing, analyzing and categorizing. Thus the structure of the 



dissertation is constituted by an artificial division of elements and is naturally 

fictional and pragmatic, essentially impossible.  

 

In her practice Deborah Hay celebrates the impossibility in the tasks she sets up for 

herself:  ‘I go in there and I cannot do it, and isn’t that just tremendously wonderful!’ 

(Hay workshop 1998) she says something along these lines she says with energetic 

enthusiasm. It is clear that exactly the fact that she cannot do it brings her ever 

farther into the depths of her work.  Because I engage here with something that is 

impossible to truly grasp, because it slips away it demands me to stay attentive and 

curious always. It is always different and it moves. It moves me. And that matters.  

 

 Finally it is with Alan Read’s encouragement that I will embark on this journey of 

thinking through performance:  

 

…thinking about and making theatre alerts us in precise ways in which 
performance confirms our common sense, that we are sentient beings….what 
it really means to feel that one is alive through the intimacy and engagement 
of performance. (Read 2008: 5)  

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 



RELATIONS WITHIN 

 

1. The base: embodied sense-making / embodiment as paradoxical  
In my questions around what might take place in an encounter with otherness from 

an embodied perspective, I will first attempt to discuss and establish the ‘embodied 

perspective’. Through phenomenology and from an experiential and sensory vantage 

point I investigate ways of making sense through bodily attention. Cixous states: 

‘The exterior is very powerful in the present time’ (1993: 6) and I view these 

investigations and questions as an act of resistance as much as an academic inquiry. 

An act resistance to prioritising the exterior over experiential bodily information, and 

thereby missing out on both a multitude of internal information and dynamic 

exchanges between the interior and the exterior. Questioning the body from an 

experiential perspective implies that ways of making sense do not have their origin in 

essential meanings, but rather dives into an embodied place of understanding that 

ultimately resists logic and fixity. 

 

The physical body is a huge and highly complex sensory organ, a complex 

ecosystem that is engaged in multiple processes, always, all the time. It is a matter of 

cells and fluids and biological processes that constantly are engaged in movements of 

decay, renewal and change, always, all the time. The body is also like a complex 

living antenna opening and closing towards what surrounds it, and at the same time, 

as it is integrating and responding to information from the outside, it is an antenna 

that is also reversed, inwards.  Thus the physical body is a multi-directional antenna 

through which we both experience our selves and at the same time experience where 

we are spatially located, and what there is in that space. Sheet-Johnstone explains: 

 
Though we may have forgotten what we first learned of the world through 
movement and touch, there is no doubt but that we came to know it first by 
moving and touching our way through it, in a word, through our tactile – 
kinesthetic bodies. (Sheets-Johnstone 1998 :59) 

 

The kinaesthetic sense, that to Sheets-Johnstone is part of a fundamental sense for 

our being in the world and for our ability to make sense of it and ourselves, is 

strangely not included in our normal conception of the senses we posses. If the 

kinesthetic sense were acknowledged as a sense it would add another, concrete, sixth 



sense to the five that we normally think of as our sensory possibilities, and perhaps 

open new questions of what the body is, and what it is capable of.4 It is clear that it is 

the senses of movement and touch that bring the world to us most intimately. Thus 

through intimacy with the body I might receive information that is prior to what I can 

achieve from an analytical position, information received and possibly passed on and 

moving between embodied beings.  

 

According to Sheets-Johnstone it is through our bodylines and ‘by moving and 

touching’ that we come to make sense of our selves and the world around us. In this 

context I understand the term ‘bodily’ to be an approach that sources information and 

ways of understanding through the physical sensate body. Levin cites Heidegger 

when he suggest that ‘we do not have a body, we ‘are’ bodily.’ (Levin 1999: 124)  

 

My working partner puts his hands on my back. My body 

responds to the touch with a strong sensation of a 

giggle. My body is laughing, it is alive, I am alive. I 

am alive. 

 

Thus the term ‘bodily’ describes a way of being, and is a means to attempt to 

describe processes and thinking in dance and performance making that is radical and 

resistant to the Cartesian dual division of body and mind. Levin further suggests that: 

 
…it is more appropriate to think , not in terms of  ‘the body’, but much more 
dynamically, and less objectivatingly, in terms of ‘embodiment.’(Levin 1999: 
128) 

 

The term ‘embodiment’ is thus a way of thinking of the body. I understand it to be 

the bodily approach made manifest by being included in a dynamic thinking and in 

this way it could be the bodily as ‘it becomes expressive’. (Deleuze and Guattari 

2004: 347)5 

 

                                                
4 See Sheets-Johnstone, The Primacy of Movement p. 59 for further information 
5 In part 3 I will go into a definition of embodiment akin to Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen’s. She says: 
‘Embodiment is, in a way, separating out. It’s feeling the force that is in the body. But in order to 
embody ourselves we need to know what is not ourselves. It’s a relationship.’ (Bainbridege Cohen 
1993: 63) 



What kind of understanding and sense is it then that we make, what quality of 

experience is this primary, bodily sense? Levin suggests an understanding and 

richness of capacities that are fundamental yet remain ‘darkly implicit’: 

 

This level of understanding is initially pre-predicative, a deep, bodily felt 
sense of being in the world…a sense of inherence, belonging, rootedness and 
grounding…that normally remains deeply, darkly implicit, pre-reflective, 
unthematized, unquestioned. (Levin 1999: 132) 

 

What if performance practice is a space that can attempt to bring this sense ‘that 

normally remains…unquestioned’ into question? What if it is a space that strives 

towards giving expression to this ‘deep bodily felt sense of being in the world’? 
 

Reader!! 

We are in the middle of a performance now: 

I am bending over, I feel the volume of my body and I see 

the floor under me. I hear a sound. It resonates in the 

space and produces a kind of tickling sensation in my 

body. I respond to this somehow un-definable sensation by 

making a sound myself, like I respond to a call.  

 

This is somehow very humorous. I am surprised. A short 

moment is ‘completely light’ and ‘there’.  It is as if 

something ‘falls in place’, as if something is in 

‘timing’, it ‘works’. I respond to a kind of tickling 

call and am rewarded with a strange and tremendously 

joyful celebration6.  

 

How do we come to experience ‘…a sense of inherence, belonging, rootedness and 

grounding’ and what does this level of understanding suggest? What strategies of 

doing does it propose? Sheets-Johnstone says: ‘…movement is the generative source 

of our primal sense of aliveness and of our primal capacity for sense-making’ 

(Sheets-Johnstone 1998:132 my own italics). By movement Sheets-Johnstone here 

                                                
6 Annie Dillard describes a fundamental humour of existence: ‘It is the best joke there is, that we are 
here, and fools…The joke part is that we forget it. Give the mind two seconds alone and it thinks it’s 
Pythagoras. We wake up a hundred times a day and laugh.’ (Dillard 1988: 41-42) 



refers to self-generated movement of the physical body and thus establishes that we 

as human beings investigate, orientate and ground ourselves in the world through 

moving and through a sense for perceiving movement separate form our selves. 

 

According to Sheets-Johnstone movement and sensory response are the carriers that 

facilitate processes of primary sense making. It is simultaneously the ability to move 

and sense that provides abilities for investigating, questioning and shifting 

perspectives on things, on me and you and the world we are in. Thus a primary 

ability of making sense opens up for fundamental notions of being explorative and 

critical as ‘…self-movement elucidates cardinal epistemological structures inherent 

in kinesthetic consciousness.’ (Sheets-Johnstone 1998:132) 

 

Thinking through embodied movement thus suggests an approach to the bodily that 

opens the discourse into wider areas of practice, and rather than undertake an 

analysis of the body as object or of movement as mechanical function, the processes 

of undertaking and investigation that depart in embodied movement might present 

themselves as critical and political tools.  

 

The ability to attend to the embodied dimension of being, to discover and question 

the world through moving in it and with it, is a natural ability that we have as 

children. It is the way infants exist. Levin says:  

 
Infants enjoy…the grace of a ‘pre-ontological understanding’ (or ontological 
pre-understanding) of being. (Levin 1999: 132) 

 

Yet the performance practice I attempt to explore and propose here has nothing to do 

with being child, childish or acting childlike, but rather has to do with entering a 

bodily realm, becoming embodied, and exploring what kinds of thinking and 

operating a bodily investigation might suggest. Deleuze describes these processes as:  

 

Not pretending, not playing or imitating the child, the madman, the woman, 
the animal, the stammer or the foreigner, but becoming all these, in order to 
invent new forces or new weapons. (Deleuze and Parnet 1987 :5) 

 



What if performance practice is approached as experimental philosophical action, 

that through embodied thought and perception is a practice of becoming through 

radical inclusiveness? Merleau-Ponty, here cited by Levin, explains: 

 

When I ‘think’ I reduce the field of my being, whereas, when I perceive, I 
belong, through my point of view, to the world as a whole.’ (Levin 1999:142)  

 

Thus the practice of a bodily sensate way of thinking would, rather than reducing and 

narrowing ‘the field of my being’, create a movement that open thinking up and, 

through mobility of the bodily, bring ‘what there is’ into critical question. In its 

paradoxical nature a bodily approach to sense-making suggests the possibility of 

‘invention of new forces’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
Paradox  
 

ORIGIN mid 16th cent.  

Originally denoting a statement contrary to accepted opinion: Via late Latin from 

Greek paradoxon ‘contrary (opinion).’  

From para- ‘distinct from’ + doxa ‘opinion.’   

(Dictionary and thesaurus from Mac version 10.04.11) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 



2. Powers, intensities and generosity/ libidinal economy 

Thinking through embodiment suggests radical ways of thinking and making sense 

but it also implies a proposition of a generosity in power. In practice I work towards 

attending to the bodily and submitting to deeper energetic layers of the body to get 

intensity and be able to respond in ‘…the presenting present…’ (Lyotard 1991: 59).7 

Sheets- Johnstone explains primary movement impulses: 

 
Kinetic spontaneity may be analysed in terms of kinaesthetic 
motivations…by way of proprioception and, more particularly, of 
kinaesthesia – a sense of agency.’ (Sheets-Johnstone 1998: 70) 

 

Thus according to Sheets-Johnston a spontaneous desire to move the body, in the 

present, is first of all originated in a ‘sense of agency’.  

 

Cixous calls an approximation to this sense of agency, movement towards a more 

intimate, nuanced, rich, inclusive relationship with the bodily ‘a real liberation of 

sexuality’. She says, 

 
…let us imagine a real liberation of sexuality, that is to say, a transformation 
of each one’s relationship to his or her body (and to the other body), an 
approximation to the vast, material, organic, sensuous universe that we are.’ 
(Cixous in Cixous and Clement 1996: 83) 

 

In this context of thinking through performance practice I understand Cixous’ sexual 

liberation not as necessarily having anything to do with sexual acts, but rather as a 

liberation of, and approximation to a sense of agency, and a way of gaining access to 

fundamental libidinal power and desire to exist and move in the present.  

 

Reader its me again. 

I walk onto the stage now and I feel the power of you 

being there, your attention is intensity and it meets me. 

To be able to stand the hugeness of it, I practice 

allowing the power to travel through my body, energising 

me, and the space around me. If I don’t let the power 

pass through me, I feel stiff and as if stupidly missing 

a great change, then something is empty, something that 
                                                
7 Please refer to description of ‘event’ by Lyotard p.2  



could be full and energised. Power passing through me 

means there is more of me, and more of you too. 

 

In working towards accessing bodily intelligence radical power structures present 

themselves through an experience of libidinal power becoming available as opening 

and inclusive force.  Liberating sexual powers as Cixous suggests, proposes power 

structures that resemble that of a gift economy where intensity and power is 

circulated8 and enables rather than holds back and assumes power over. Generosity 

generates more of what it gives. Hyde explains: 

 

Libido is not lost when it is given away…With the gift, as in love, our 
satisfaction sets us at ease because we know that somehow its use at once 
assures its plenty. (Hyde 2007: 22)9 

 

Performance practice could be a practice of proximity with libidinal energy, a 

practice that moves towards a ‘…real liberation of sexuality…’ and as Cixous 

suggests be an approximation to ‘the vast…sensuous universe that we are’. Perhaps a 

practice that strives towards Lyotard’s theatre of ‘…the highest intensity…of what 

there is, without intention.’ (Lyotard 1997: 288). However, Lyotard also emphasise 

the excess of ‘the (libidinal) world’, and therefore the impossibility of purity of ‘the 

highest intensity’. He says:  

 

We will never be sufficiently refined, the (libidinal) world will always be too 
beautiful, there will always be too great an excess of mute vibrant 
trembling…’ (Lyotard 2004, 19, emphasis in original) 

 

Thus questioning movement at its most fundamental source does not propose an idea 

of purity but rather a possible access to ‘an excess of mute vibrant trembling’.  

 

                                                
8 See Lewis Hyde The Gift p. 16 for a fuller explanation of circulation of power in terms of a gift 
economy.   
9 Annie Dillard works with a similar notin of expenditure of power in her writing practice. She says: 
‘One of the few things I know about writing is this: spend it all, shoot it, play it, right away, every 
time. Do not hoard what seems good for a later place in the book, or for another book; give it, give it 
all, give it now. The impulse to save something good for a better place later signal to spend it now. 
Something more will arise for later, something better. These things fill from behind, from beneath, 
like well water.  Similarly the impulse to keep to yourself what you have learned is not only shameful, 
it is destructive. Anything you do not give freely and abundantly becomes lost to you. You open your 
safe and find ashes.’ (Dillard 1990: 78-79) 



I warm up and work to raise the level of heat and energy 

in my body:  

 

I send my attention into my legs, I bend my knees and 

push into the ground. I bring my attention into the 

centre of my hip joint. Here are my hips, here are my 

hips, here are my hips. I am here. How wonderful, I 

exist…my mood changes and I am ready to meet the world. 

My seeing changes, becomes more open and clear. I am 

here.  

 

As I connect to my flesh located here in this space, I 

feel power and it feels something like being touched and 

tickled, awakened.  

 

Cixous describes excess and a maximum of power by suggesting a possibility of 

multiplying desires by embracing sexual difference not only outwards but also within 

oneself. She says: 

 

Bisexuality – that is to say the location within oneself of the presence of both 
sexes…the nonexclusion of difference of sex, and starting with this 
‘permission’ one gives oneself, the multiplication of the effects of desire’s 
inscription on every part of the body and the other body.’ (Cixous in Cixous 
and Clement 1996: 85) 

 

Excess, or ‘multiplication of the effects of’ desire may thus arise through 

inclusiveness of difference within one’s own body. This permission is perhaps what 

might allow for the greatest potential of ‘mute vibrant trembling’. In other words, 

permission of sexual difference creates energetic movement, energetic movement 

that originates in the flesh, moves the flesh, but also effects and moves ‘I’. Cixous 

says:  

 

I am spacious singing Flesh: onto which is grafted no one knows which I – 
which masculine or feminine, more or less human but above all living, 
because changing I. (Cixous in Cixous and Clement 1996: 88) 

 



Thus libidinal energy is not singular, it is unpredictable plurality in movement, 

pouring out and it makes the flesh sing. I understand the singing Cixous so 

powerfully and poetically talks about here, to be a vibration in the in-between, 

between the masculine and feminine in this case, at such a speed that it could be 

imagined as sound, as singing. But it is ‘mute vibrant trembling’. Mute perhaps 

because our human ears are not able to catch this vibration as sound. It is rather 

something that we experience through our bodies as a sensation, something that 

appears to us as a kind of generous intensity. Cixous says about generosity: 

 

She lets the other tongue of a thousand tongues speak …she refuses life 
nothing. Her tongue doesn’t hold back but holds forth, doesn’t keep in but 
keeps on enabling. (Cixous in Cixous and Clement 1996: 88) 

 
 
Reader, I am here, I am in performance. I invite you to 

become intimate with me as I become intimate with my 

body. As I become intimate with my body I invite you to 

become intimate with your body. Hey reader let’s pause 

and listen to our bodies hesitating, shimmering, 

murmuring, hello hello hello hello helloooooooo… 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Open 
 

• Allowing access, passage, or a view through an empty space; not closed or blocked  

• Having spaces or gaps between elements  

• Loosely knitted or woven. 

• Open to, receptive  

• Unguarded and therefore able to receive a pass. Unprotected; vulnerable. 

• With the outer edges or sides drawn away from each other; unfolded  

• Of a book or file: allowing it to be read  

• Of a person: frank and communicative; not given to deception or concealment, not 

concealed; manifest  

• Welcoming discussion, criticism, and inquiry  
• Not finally settled; still admitting of debate 

• Move or adjust (a door or window) so as to leave a space allowing access and view  

• Spread out; increase the spaces or gaps between elements of (something)  

• Allow public access to, make available  

• Make (one's mind or heart) more receptive or sympathetic  
• Break the conducting path  

ORIGIN Old English open (adjective), openian (verb), of Germanic origin; related to 

Dutch open and German offen, from the root of the adverb up.  

(Dictionary and thesaurus from Mac version 10.04.11) 

 

 

 

 

  

 



3. Feelings as working material / including the whole person as performer 

The body is a complex sensory organ which implies critical awake-ness and it 

generates a sense of agency that operates through inclusive generosity. The body is 

also a place full of movements of emotional responses and feelings. Levin, here 

quoting Heidegger, grounds the phenomena of feelings into the bodily: 

 

Every feeling…is an embodiment attuned in this or that way, a  
mood that embodies in this or that way. (Levin 1999: 129) 
 

She works with her breath, her attention tunes toward 

where she is located in space, and where you are. She 

knows you are there. Her attention keeps flickering and 

she continually calls it back. Sometimes it is as if 

attention disappears (where does it disappear to, she 

doesn’t know but it feels like a gap where nothing 

happens, a kind of standstill or something). As she calls 

for her attention, she calls for you.  

 

Then a melting kind of movement happens, it is something 

like ‘a spreading’ in her body, and she suddenly feels 

terribly sad. It is like water has been dammed up and is 

then released. Like ice that melts. She let’s it flow, 

and in the flow she is highly intensified. She registers, 

and try to hold and contain this intensity as fully as 

she can. She allows the movement to happen and it passes, 

like a wave of emotion that passes through her.  

 

Feelings are a part of the body, and precious and useful in this analysis of 

performance practice because by including private feelings I include the full range of 

the performer, the full person, in all its depths and lacks, pains and pleasures and by 

including all of these ‘attunements’ they become available as ‘material’ for 

performance. In Cixous’ writing practice feelings are the main material, she says, 

 

More than ideas, it is feelings that are more important to me than anything in 
the world. My working material is what was once called the ‘passions’ or, the 
‘humours’ and what they engendered, that is to say the phenomena that 



appear first in our body, coming from the innumerable turbulences of the 
soul. (Cixous in Cixous and Calle-Gruber 1997: 12) 

 

Because feelings can be experienced as ‘phenomena that first appear in our body’ 

they are naturally, already and always in motion, and with attention to their motility, 

feelings can become working material. Thus rather than being something exclusively 

personal, feelings can become intensities with high energetic density.  For feelings to 

be ‘working material’ in performance or writing practice they need to become 

somewhat ‘loose ’, take on a mobile and flexible relationship to the personal. Cixous 

says, ‘…she is not attached to herself…’(Cixous in Cixous and Clement 1996: 89) 

and suggests a way of relating to ‘herself’ that could make the personal, private, 

intimate available as ‘working material’. 

 

The practice of detaching from personal feelings, or as Cixous proposes, detaching 

from ‘herself’, does not mean turning away form personal material or closing off 

from it, but suggests a way of establishing a form of relationship and dialogue with 

what is intimate. Hillman suggest a movement that separates, or takes things apart, as 

a way of creating space that gives way for movement. He explains, 

 
This separatio (in the language of alchemy) offers internal detachment, as if 
there were now more interior space for movement and for placing events… 
(Hillman 1990: 47)  

 

This separation suggests a paradoxical and strange understanding of the bodily: if I 

practice ‘internal detachment’, moods and feelings that occur in me have space to 

move, and through movement they ground into the bodily. If I loosen my 

identification with my feelings and my sense of ‘I’ as in Cixous’ writing practice, 

then I become more body and I perhaps then become more ‘me’. Or what do I 

actually become?  This ‘space for movement and for placing events’ is an open 

bodily space, 

 

…that is neither physical and material on the one hand, nor spiritual and 
abstract on the other, yet bound to them both. (Hillman 1990: 121)  

 

It is a space that could be the ‘connective tissue’ of the psycho-physical body. 

Hillman talks of this paradoxical connective space as ‘soul’. He explains: 



 

By soul I mean first of all, a perspective rather than a substance, a viewpoint 
toward things rather than a thing itself. This perspective is reflective; it 
mediates events and makes differences between our-selves and everything 
that happens. Between us and events, between the doer and the deed, there is 
a reflective moment – and soul-making means differentiating this middle 
ground.’ (Hillman 1990: 20) 

 

Thus what Cixous perhaps means when she says, ‘she is not attached to herself’ is 

that ‘she’ is in a process of what Hillman calls soul-making, in a process of making 

space, space for movement, space for things to breathe and move and come alive. 

Hillman deepens his attempt to define soul: 

 

In another attempt upon the idea of soul I suggested that the word refers to 
that unknown component which makes meaning possible, turns events into 
experiences, is communicated in love, and has a religious concern.’ (Hillman 
1990: 21 emphasis in original) 

 

Soul is ‘that unknown component’ which brings ideas, events, feelings, into the 

bodily realm, and at the same time creates space for these to become available as 

experiences that somehow exist as other than ‘me’. Thus it is the ‘tissue’ that both 

separates and as ‘only separated things can unite,’ (Hillman 1990: 47) it also 

connects; it paradoxically detaches and engages at once. It is by ‘differentiating this 

middle ground’, by engagement with internal difference, that space is created for 

ideas, feelings and events to ‘perform’, to move and resonate. 

 

Both in Hillman’s and Cixous’s work there are clear parallels to Buddhism which 

emphasizes detachment from ‘me’. Through the practice of being ‘both spectator and 

participant of the activities’ (George 1999: 57) Buddhism explores what is felt, 

thought, seen or experienced as something that can become available to actively 

engage with. 10 

 

Hillman states that the process he calls ‘soul-making’ is ‘communicated in love’ and 

it is a practice of the ability to differentiate and therefore allow something to be other 

and therefore unpredictable, surprising and alive. It could be described as the practice 

                                                
10 See David George, Buddhism as/in Performance. Particularly the chapters ‘No Self’ and 
‘Meditation as Performance’ p.52 - 59 



of connecting to otherness, both outside and within oneself, without collapsing into it 

or rejecting it but rather resonating with it.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 



RELATIONS WHITHOUT 

 

4 Embodied encounters as love  
 

One must open oneself, one must make room for the other. Accept an entirely 
amazing change in economy that is produced: less self.’ (Cixous in Cixous 
and Calle-Gruber 1997: 110) 

 

In engagement with the paradoxical practice of ‘internal detachment’, a dialogue is 

established with what is intimate to me and simultaneously with what is other within 

me, but also outside of me. The practice presses forward with the questions: What 

actually happens in an embodied encounter? What does negotiating and practicing 

co-existence from an embodied perspective imply?  

 

Inspired by Hillman who suggests that the connective tissue ‘…which makes 

meaning possible…’ and which he describes with the term ‘soul’, this ‘…middle 

ground…’, ‘… is communicated in love…’ (Hillman 1990: 21) I will make an 

experiment and call my performance practice a practice of love. Love, not as in 

romantic or sentimental love but rather as an ethics of love. Love as practice, as a 

way of giving permission and working with processes of being in relation.  
 

I am working in collaboration with one other person. It 

takes us weeks to find a good way of working together; we 

come with different urges and it is difficult to find a 

way that is not solely mine or his. Maybe we both had an 

idea that this would be easy? 

 

After much searching we decide to split up and work in 

solos, watch each other and let ourselves be inspired by 

what we see the other doing, and offer our approach for 

the other to steal and use as he/she pleases.  

 

From the moment we decide to make that space between us 

and really look at what each of us is bringing to our 

collaboration, the work starts to take form. We have 



found a structure that gives permission for each other’s 

differences to unfold.  

 

I am suddenly very moved by what I see my collaborator 

does, he has a strong urge to question and work on his 

connection with his physicality, I now see it and it 

leads through vulnerability. I am honoured to be 

witnessing his search for depth and richness of imagery, 

and what it takes of him as a person to go there.  

Our work starts to resonate between us, we somehow find a 

way of being together through separation, and it is 

creatively really productive. 

 

The demand for the practice of ethical love arises in a situation where there is 

difference, where difference, or separation and differentiating as Hillman puts it, is 

acknowledged as the basic condition of connecting and establishing relations. And 

because you are different from me, I am sure not to understand you. There is sure to 

be a situation of incomprehension: 

 
But there is also positive incomprehension. It is perhaps what we discover in 
love; or in friendship-love: the fact the other is so very much other. Is so very 
much not me…we see of ourselves what comes back to us through (the 
difference of) the other. And it is not much. We see much more of the other. 
(Cixous in Cixous and Calle-Gruber 1997: 16) 

 
 
The practice of love thus means blindly engaging in a meeting, in a relation with 

what is other. And it is clearly not to have my self reflected, to see myself more 

through the other; rather I expose myself to see the other more, and allow myself to 

be seen by the other. Cixous explains: 

 
What is beautiful in the relation to the other, what moves us, what 
overwhelms us the most – that is love – is when we glimpse a part of what is 
secret to him or her, what is hidden, that the other does not see; as if there 
were a window by which we see a certain heart beating…We know…where 
the other’s vulnerable heart is situated; and we do not touch it; we leave it 
intact. This is love. (Cixous in Cixous and Calle-Gruber 1997: 17) 

 
 



As a performer I allow ‘you’ to see me, I work towards exposing myself in a way 

that allows you to ‘see a certain heart beating…’ Thus: ‘In love we know we are at 

the greatest risk and at the least risk, at the same time.’ (Cixous in Cixous and Calle-

Gruber 1997: 35 emphasis in original) In the risk of being vulnerable is the risk of 

being abandoned, but if I don’t take this risk I am at risk of being isolated and I am 

sure that nothing will ‘happen’. In terms of performance ‘nothing happening’ is the 

greatest tragedy, a ‘non-event’. However from a performance perspective the risk is 

not an emotional investment out of myself towards another person as in romantic 

love, it is rather a risk into the bodily realm where an opening towards what is other 

can take place. Levin explains: 

 
…bodily feeling, being the mode of our original understanding… is our most 
tactful way into the opening depths of things. Touching with Gelassenheit, 
handling with care and tact, we leave things whole and intact. And we let 
them yield the richness of their more intangible nature, their deeper and 
otherwise inaccessible nature. (Levin 1999:140, emphasis in original) 

 
 
Ethical love could be described as a practice of being active – receptive, and through 

this practice calling forth an ‘otherwise inaccessible nature’ of the other. Ethical love 

is thus creating space and giving the other space, through engagement. And it is 

providing space, through one’s own exposure, which allows the other to engage.  

 

In practice I experience a situation of release and intensification at once. Release of a 

kind of ownership, of thinking I know what is going on, release of a certain control. 

This release could be understood as a way of submitting to a deeper embodiment that 

creates an energetic intensification. It could be a way of entering a realm of openness 

towards what is other, and be understood as a willingness to enter a realm where I 

take the risk to be seen. Cixous says, 
 

In the face of love we disarm ourselves, and indeed we keep the vulnerability. 
It does not disappear, but it is offered to the other. (Cixous in Cixous and 
Calle-Gruber 1997: 35) 

 

 

I am dancing and one other person is looking at me, and 

as I continue to attend to my physicality, and return to 



attend and return to attend and return to attend and 

return to attend, it feels like something is expanding 

and releasing in my flesh, like a kind of tickling or 

lightness.  

 

It is like an intensification that, at the same time 

feels naked and vulnerable, it is like I am spreading 

beyond my previous border of what I was before. I somehow 

let go, or fall, into my bodylines. It is both a bit 

scary and tremendously joyful.  

 

As I experience that I spread beyond my body, I become 

‘big enough’ to include my witness. I somehow feel that 

allowing to be seen vulnerable ‘fuels’ the expanding and 

intensifying feeling I have in my body.   

 

It becomes very clear to me that an-other being there, 

included in my ‘bodily field’, intensifies and expands me 

and somehow opens the space around me. Perhaps we 

together expand each other, the space around, inside and 

between us. Maybe this is what it means to open a space?   

 

It is perhaps in the blindness of vulnerability that love is practised, that something 

makes a difference. Cixous suggests that:  

 

‘We make the difference, between us. Between ourselves also.’(Cixous in 
Cixous and Calle-Gruber 1997: 53) 
 
 

 When we meet each other our differences are highlighted and perhaps ‘made’, and 

‘…exchange itself…’ (Cixous in Cixous and Calle-Gruber 1997: 53) is generated in 

the space between us. What if the practice of ethical love is an act of making 

difference and creating space for difference to perform? Cixous suggests: 

 
…each would take the risk of other, of difference, without feeling threatened 
by the existence of an otherness, rather, delighting to increase through the 



unknown that is there to discover, to respect, to favor, to cherish’ (Cixous in 
Cixous and Clement 1996:78, italics in original) 

 

I work in collaboration with a singer. My task right now 

is to trace a half circle with movement, move forward 

into the space, as though no one has been there before. 

The singer places her song in fragments as though they 

create ‘a sandwich’ with the movements. I don’t know 

exactly when she will place her song, she surprises me 

each time. I let myself respond and let the fragments of 

her song influence the timing of my dance. Juts as though 

someone was calling my name, a call that creates a 

spontaneous response in my flesh. Sometimes I also react 

with a very direct action towards her, a look, or I 

anticipate her action, which we have agreed on. I tease 

her, obstruct her and connect through a mild attack. I 

surprise her back. 

 

I pass by her in space and look to see if she is still 

there, her presence there grounds me somehow, we are in 

this together: I invite the beauty of her voice to meet 

the ridiculous not-knowing I perceive to be me. I can’t 

see what I do, I am just blindly doing what I perceive to 

be ‘right’. But I can hear her song, and I can see her. I 

listen to her and I listen to what she does to me. I 

invite her in and try to listen into the silence of the 

‘song’ we make between us. 
 

Deleuze and Guattari suggest that engagement with difference is generative of 

rhythm: 

It is the difference that is rhythmic…This is the ‘critical solution of the 
antinomy’. (Deleuze and Guattari 2004: 346) 

 

Thus in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms engagement with difference could be 

understood as becoming expressive as rhythm. And ‘…rhythm is not meter or 

cadence…Meter is dogmatic, but rhythm is critical.’ (Deleuze and Guattari 



2004:346) If we neither become the same nor reject each other ‘we make the 

difference’ (Cixous in Cixous and Calle-Gruber 1997: 53), and thus a field between 

us that could be understood as critical and rhythmical. In a sense this rhythmical field 

could be understood as the body of a meeting and suggest the possibility of a meeting 

as critical artistic solution. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 



5. Responsibility 

In the face of thinking of performance practice as a practice of ethical love Levin 

introduces a discussion of what responsibility might be. He again connects into a 

bodily realm and explains: 

 
By grace of the bodily attunement (Stimmung)…we are woven into a field or 
clearing that we share with all other beings. Thus, it is through our bodies that 
a sense of moral responsibility first takes hold of us. (Levin 1999: 135) 

 

According to Levin, as it is through embodiment that we are ‘woven onto a field or 

clearing that we share with all other beings’, it is from a bodily perspective that one 

can usefully continue to consider and investigate what an encounter is, and what 

processes takes place in engagement with difference. Levin suggests that it is 

because we share ‘a field or clearing’ through our bodily realm, (our private bodily 

realm opens and in a sense becomes public) that ‘a sense of moral responsibility first 

takes hold of us’.  

 

In this context searching for a bodily realm is certainly not in order to become ‘wild’, 

but in fact quite the opposite. It opens and questions what it means to be in 

connection and thus be responsible.   

 

In this context to assume responsibility for something or someone does not mean 

being in a superior position towards it, but rather entering a realm of availability to 

respond. Thus responsibility means an act of ‘tuning’ the self towards otherness and 

engaging with it, and it means availability and willingness to be ‘…face-to-face with 

the vulnerability of other-ness, both outside and with-in.’ (Williams 1996: 29) 

 

Williams clarifies, alluding to Levinas and his conception of ethics: 

 

In the face-to-face encounter, the other’s alterity demands that I accept 
responsibility (response-ability), that I respond. (Williams 1996: 29) 

 

Thus in the event of an encounter with what is different there is an implicit demand 

that I accept responsibility. Levin even suggests that it is not even a demand to 

accept it, for responsibility ‘takes hold of us’ in the encounter.  



 

In the most immediate sense responding (where responsibility ‘takes hold of us’) is 

an actual movement response in the physical body. I am practically and physically 

affected by what is other and in responding I am moved from my previous position. 

The encounter could be understood to be an event where movement arise and 

becomes an actual embodied manifestation and expression of responsibility. Levin 

explains in terms of ‘gestures of embodiment’11.  

 

Were our gestures (thereby) rooted in the ontological dimension of our 
embodiment, flowing from it, they would become the elegant organs of being 
– gestures of an embodiment always in question with regard to its openness to 
the otherness of all that is other. (Levin 1999: 135) 

 

I understand these gestures or movements to be absolutely real, not an abstract idea, 

but movement that happens in ‘a field’ between us on an everyday basis, all the time, 

or: What if I consider these gestures or movements to be what dance is? If dance is 

‘gestures rooted in the ontological dimension of our embodiment’ it suggests that 

dance as performance practice is a way of practising and investigating ‘response-

ability’ to what is other.  Or a space that questions what responsibility might be and 

which kinds of sensations, intensities and expressions an embodied way of being 

open towards ‘the otherness of all that is other’ might produce.  

 

Accepting responsibility, responding, thus means being in movement physically but 

it also means becoming available to enter a field where I question who ‘I’ am, and 

what I might become when I respond to what is not ‘I’. By accepting to respond I 

accept being shifted and moved. My ‘I’, or my identity - i.e. who ‘I’ think ‘I’ am - is 

set in motion while ‘…face-to-face with the vulnerability of other-ness…’ (Williams 

1996: 29) Phillips explains: 

 

Relationships constitute so-called identities, not the other way round, and this 
makes selves provisional and circumstantial... (Phillips 1995: 84) 

 

 

                                                
11 I consider Levin’s gestures to be movements or gestures that are possibly initiated in the whole 
body. 
 



I am approaching a microphone stand in the space. My task 

is to relate to it from an embodied space, to explore it 

through sensations from my moving flesh. I come close to 

it, I feel that it is almost impossible to engage with 

it. It is really different, ahh, it is outrageously not 

like me. It is stiff and still and thin and spiky and I 

am soft and round and mobile. At first it is almost as if 

it is mean with me, that it rejects me and I feel a kind 

of repulsion to it. We have a conflict going on, that 

microphone stand and I.  

 

It is part of the task that I explore it with touch, but 

I don’t want to touch it. It is as though it is demanding 

and hostile towards me. I decide to give myself some 

space from it by moving away and coming back as I keep 

working with my own softness and approach it little by 

little. I work next to it. I stay with me and allow the 

thing to be there in what it is. I just really can’t 

understand it, I find it so horrific! But as I continue 

to be with it, (because that is the exercise) something 

joyful happens. I am connecting with it without touching 

it and without letting go of my own softness. We meet and 

I am somehow challenged and changed without becoming 

stiff and thin like it is. I feel: aihh this thing really 

challenges who I am. I have to laugh, it is like a huge 

joyful event, our differences meet and play and do 

something.12 Deeply in my flesh I am appropriated without 

ever not being me.  

                                                
12 Adrian Heathfield says about laughter, ‘What role might laughter play within the systems of value 
and economics of exchange that govern cultural transaction? Are there cultural and aesthetic instances 
of laughter within which one could identify a radical, critical force? I want to invoke a notion of 
laughter as a form of excessive expenditure, which ruptures systems of exchange and in so doing 
momentarily enacts what Bataille called a ‘magical subversion’ of those systems. (Botting and Wilson 
1997: 61)’ He says laughter is ‘ ….an indeterminate and irrepressible force, which momentarily 
consumes its witness, causing in them a joyous, convulsive and physical opening to the unknown…it 
opens the possibility of the integration and coexistence of opposites’ (Heathfield 2004: 61) 
 
 



6. Momentum of the imperfect 

Thus, space could be said to be created through a work of love and movement 

generated in responsibility. But at which points does movement actually set off? 

Deleuze and Parnet emphasize that human imperfection provokes points from where 

momentum is generated, which they explain in terms of charm. 

 
In life there is a sort of awkwardness, a delicacy of health, a frailty of 
constitution, a vital stammering which is someone’s charm. Charm is the 
source of life…But charm is not the person. It is what makes people be 
grasped as so many combinations and so many unique chances from which 
such combinations have been drawn. (Deleuze and Parnet: 1987: 5) 

 

According to Deleuze and Parnet it is through imperfection, through ‘a vital 

stammering’, that a person can ‘be grasped’ as non-singular and it is from there that 

relations can be formed and thus momentums created.  

 

Adam Phillips suggests that embracing and paying attention to ‘a vital stammering’ 

offers a deep sense of humour: 

 
‘We are not in search of wholeness…we are in search of good ways of 
bearing our incompleteness (tragedy is when we are ruined by our 
insufficiency, comedy when we can relish it.)’ (Phillips 1995: 7)  

 

I raise my voice and something strange comes out. First 

there is a stingy feeling. ‘I’ am somehow crushed a bit, 

somehow not what I thought I would be, what comes out is 

a bit wrong. It slips away from me and I take a risk and 

allow myself to slip with it. I take a little distance, I 

look back, I look in, I look. There I see a ‘little 

thing’ coming towards me, I open my arms and welcome it, 

I lift it up. When it reaches me, touches my body, my 

body responds with a deep sense of joy and release. We 

both giggle an endless giggle, a deep giggle. I embrace 

with love and I am shifted and moved.  

 

This all happens in a split second, and in this split 

second I perform: ‘Ways of bearing our incompleteness’. 



 

What if this performance practice would be a practice of listening to the music of 

incompleteness and difference, and be a movement of constant never ending 

surprises and new combinations of rhythm and tone? Because ‘I’ am always 

changing and you too, because our ‘I’s’ are ‘so many combinations’ of awkwardness 

and stammering that it keeps on unsettling and opening doors between us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 



SUMMING UP AND OPENING OUT 

 

7. Truth and the unknown 
The dynamic field of motion that occurs in an encounter could be understood as a 

manifestation of ethical love and responsibility that takes momentum through 

imperfection. It is a generative field based on a constant deepening of the connection 

into the bodily, which simultaneously is an opening towards otherness. But what is 

actually generated? What if it were an aesthetic manifestation of an encounter? Levin 

suggests that, through gesture (movement with our ‘ontological bodies’) and touch in 

regard to otherness, we create poetically and make truth show and manifest. Levin 

again focuses on the hands as a particular part of the body, and their ability to 

articulate and touch (‘our tactile – kinesthetic bodies.’ (Sheets-Johnstone 1998 :59)) 

Levin explains:  

 

Etymology tells us that ‘to gesture’ means ‘to bear,’ ‘to bring forth,’ ‘to give 
birth,’ and ‘to make appear’. The gesturing of our hands is a techné, a skill, 
an articulatory capacity; it can also be poiesis, poetizing, bringing what we 
touch and handle into the beauty of the un-concealment of truth (Schein, the 
play of appearances).’ (Levin 1999:137 +138)  
 

I here understand touching and handling to be actual touching and handling of and by 

the psycho-physical body, which includes the possibility of being touched 

emotionally, being moved by or somehow affected by someone or something. Thus 

being touched or touching is the same as setting in motion, or being set in motion. 

Etymologically poesis means ‘to create’ and perhaps Deleuze and Parnet are 

referring to the movement of becoming poetic when they say: ‘…becoming… in 

 order to invent new forces…’(Deleuze and Parnet 1987 :5)?  

 

Like Levin, Cixous also considers truth as inseparable from what is poetic and in 

movement: 

 

What is most true is poetic because it is not stopped. Stoppable. All that is 
stopped, grasped, all that is subjugated, easily transmitted, easily picked up, 
all that comes under the word concept, which is to say all that is taken, caged, 
is less true. Has lost what is life itself, which is always in the process of 
seething, of emitting, of transmitting itself. (Cixous in Cixous and Calle-
Gruber 1997:4) 



 

‘Truth’ is a dangerous term in that it normally implies some kind of fixity and carries 

connotations of finality. When something is stated as true, normally a discussion has 

come to an end. Cixous actively works against that tendency: 

 

Of course, I circle ‘the truth’ with all kinds of signs, quotation marks, and 
brackets, to protect it from any form of fixation or conceptualization…’ 
(Cixous 1993: 6) 

 

Reader. I am back. I am here, and I might not be what you 

think I am, and I don’t know who you are. I don’t know 

who you are, and that makes me curious. It amuses me not 

knowing who or what you are. It is humorous to imagine 

that you might be something or someone completely 

different than what I think. Because I don’t know you it 

is like you come towards me with a great power, again, 

all new.  

 

Truth in this context is exactly the opposite of what is known and fixed, it is rather 

the magnetic force that draws toward the unknown 13, the unknown as a force that 

opens and deepens the momentums of becoming in the face of otherness both within 

and without.  

 

So is it vulnerable and disarming, touched by poetry in an im/possible paradoxical 

search for truth that we meet? Or is it rather in an encounter I become vulnerable, 

disarmed, touched by poetry and with a deep sense of laughter, compelled creatively, 

poetically, to question truth? 

 
 

 

 
 
 

                                                
13 See: (Cixous 1993: 6): ‘When we climb up towards the bottom, we proceed carried in the direction 
of – we’re searching for something: the unknown…Towards what I call the truth, towards what calls 
me, attracts me magnetically, irresistibly.’  



Manifesto 

In my performance practice I wish to make a radical move: Dare to step aside and 

allow the other in.  

 

This movement is a proposition of a performance practice that explores the psycho-

physical body and its potential for engagement with difference, and it interrogates 

what actually happens in the relational field of embodied engagement with what is 

other, both without and within. It proposes an investigation of the ethics and politics 

of an embodied relational field, as a field of movement, movement that manifests in 

each individual both physically and emotionally, and in rhythmical and poetic 

expression arising in the in-between, in the connective realm.  

 
Through close attention to movement, ethics and politics that could be described in 

terms of a libidinal economy, ethical love and responsibility ‘to’ rather than ‘for’, 

offer challenges to hierarchical power structures as well as homogeneous 

organisation. This practice of performance suggests an occasion where an alternative 

to these structures can be invented, investigated and practiced. It suggests the 

possibility that the materiality of the practice could be understood as these ethics and 

politics ‘becoming expressive’, poetically and musically and is thus a proposition of 

a critical ‘voice’ as poetic embodied act.  It is an investigation of engagement with 

difference as dynamic, creative and productive force.  

 

Etymologically speaking difference means drawing apart and separating, engagement 

means to bring together. Engagement with difference is thus a paradox. Para means 

‘against’, dox means the ‘existing’. Engagement with difference is a paradox and 

thus constitutes a critical approach. Thus in its paradoxical nature the practice 

proposes artistic expression to be a critical act, taking place in ‘the presenting 

present’ (Lyotard 1991: 59) and in the practicality and resistance of bodily matter.  

 

I have identified points of resistance, that at the same time imply insistence: 

 

- Resistance to fixity, insistence on movement  

- Resistance to hierarchical structures, insistence on circulation of power  



- Resistance to the individual as isolated and to thinking that seeks to avoid 

suffering. Insistence on exposing one’s own vulnerability and on personal 

courage in the face of otherness. Insistence on the risk of love 

- Resistance to fixity of knowledge. Insistence on and admitting, bearing 

and using ones own blindness, insistence on the momentum of not-

knowing 

- Resistance to singularity. Insistence on the inclusion of difference and 

what is other, also the other with-in, insistence on plurality and generous 

excess 

- Resistance to the Cartesian division of body and brain, insistence on 

investigations of the ontological dimension of a bodily connective realm 

- Insistence on deep non-verbal critique that performs in the play of 

paradox 

 

These resistances and insistences seek to establish ways of thinking of and 

investigating movement in the widest sense possible. Levin proposes:   

 
What we need is a thinking that actually deepens our contact with the 
choreography of this motility-field…(Levin 1999: 123) 
 

 
I wish through this performance practice to deepen my contact with and sensitivity 

towards this ‘motility field’, to attempt to create a space that is deeply critical and 

operates powerfully through generosity and willingness to engage with what is 

Other. 

 

Through this dissertation I have come to the understanding that conditions for 

movement are paradoxical spaces in-between, spaces where knowing is decentralised 

and questioned, where ‘I’, grounded in my physical body, become flexible in the 

meeting with the other... (to suffer is often to feel a self fixed in something) (Phillips 

1995: 84), and in the meeting with what is other the assumption of responsibility is 

demanded. Levin suggests a ‘…clearing by grace of which we may enjoy a space of 

freedom in which to move…’ (Levin 1999: 142) to arise in the relational realm.  If 

the ‘…clearing…’ Levin describes is created in a meeting field it is the very 

assumption of responsibility that allows us to ‘…enjoy a space of freedom in which 



to move’. What if performance practice is an exercise in freedom, or rather an 

exercise in questioning what freedom is? What if it was an experiment with what 

freedom feels like and what form that might take as ‘expression’? 

 

I, as performer, am constantly playing on the edge between my inside somatic 

experience and what I am in relation to from the outside. It is here that I am 

searching for a meeting space and for how that meeting can become expressive, 

become performance. Located in an embodied place, I am searching for freedom, for 

un-fixity and movement. I am searching for a peaceful revolution, for a situation 

where our engagement with one another, with difference, can become radical 

creative force.  
 

Hello reader. I am in the performance space now, just 

before the audience comes in, I am electrified with 

adrenalin, and it feels as if a huge wave of energy is 

coming towards me. I know the only way to go now is to 

meet it, there is no way I can escape now, I have no 

control anymore. I will surrender deep into my flesh. I 

will become available. 

 

Deborah Hay, to whom I am deeply grateful, urged us, her 

students, to go to work, ‘In the manual is the potential 

for magic’ she said. I open my eyes and go. 

 

I honour you. I honour you as I honour my body. 

 

In a place somewhere balancing between us, fluxing 

fragile, slippery, we perhaps get a glimpse of each 

other. I honour you. I bow down, and you may choose to 

honour me, as you may honour your own body.  

 

It is all so unpredictable, and such a humours thing. 

Come, come, come...I invite you. 
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