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twig 1 noun 
1. a small branch or shoot, especially one from a tree or shrub 
2. a structure that resembles a branch, for example, a minute offshoot of a 
nerve or blood vessel 
 
twig 2 verb 
U.K. to understand or realize something (informal) 
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ABSTRACT 
 

ÒTwig Dances: Improvisation Performance as Ecological PracticeÓ 
 

Malaika Sarco-Thomas 
 

 
This thesis charts the role of dance improvisation performance as a practice of 
ecology by analyzing data collected from a series of experiments in 
improvisation.  Conducted in a number of locations in Europe and Asia, these 
experiments examine the usefulness of improvisation performance practices to 
notions of ÒecologyÓ and common understandings of humansÕ relationships to 
our environment.  Using ÒecologyÓ to describe an investigation of 
interrelationship as well as a commitment to act with an awareness of oneÕs 
actions in the social, mental and natural spheres discussed by Felix Guattari 
(2000), I outline ways contemporary improvisation practices can facilitate this 
investigation. 
 
To do this I draw on my own experience as a dancer at the Performing Arts 
Research and Training Studios (PARTS) in Brussels from 2004-2006, and as co-
director of the TWIG Project in China in 2006.  Using the experiences of 
improvising, learning dance, seeing dance, performing dance, creating scores for 
dance, and teaching movement improvisation, I argue that ecological practice is 
defined by its ability to instill a sense of Òresponse abilityÓ and personal agency 
in its practitioners.   
 
As a way of observing and incorporating new knowledge, improvisation 
functions herein both as a research practice and as the object of study.  By 
improvising and documenting my experiences using a phenomenological lens 
derived from Merleau-PontyÕs work, I reflect on how practices of awareness in 
dancing can constitute new ways of knowing.  I discuss how improvising can 
assist awareness of the bodyÕs relationship with the environment at a number of 
levels including sensory, spatial, temporal, conceptual, social and political.  I 
also investigate the notion of paradox as a theme throughout the thesis and 
present its usefulness as a way of producing and reflecting upon a practice of 
bodily research. 
 
The term Òtwig dancesÓ represents an expanded understanding of what I mean 
by ÒimprovisingÓ, and points to my use of improvisation as a research process.  
As an action taken Òto understand or realize somethingÓ, a twig dance is any of a 
number movement practices which take as their focus an active investigation 
into relationships between people and the non-human world.   
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PREFACE 

 
 
 

ÒTwig Dances: Improvisation Performance as Ecological PracticeÓ is a thesis 

presenting findings and outcomes from research through practice.  Using 

improvisational methods to research dance improvisation and ecology, I have 

developed an improvisation practice which inquires into and performs certain 

understandings of ecology.  This practice consists of a number of actions 

including studying dance and improvisation, creating improvisation scores, 

performing improvisation, organizing workshops in improvisation, honing skills 

of observation, planting trees, performing with trees, and coordinating projects 

which facilitate ecological enquiry through art-making.  I conducted my 

practical research for this thesis in two main locations: first, at the Performing 

Arts Research and Training Studios (PARTS) in Brussels, and then on an 

overland journey from England to China as part of the collaborative venture 

ÒTWIG Project: Together We Integrate GrowthÓ.   

 

This document presents the theoretical contextualization of my practice, which 

is referred to throughout the thesis and documented in audio visual material 

contained in the appendices.  A DVD of particular performance moments 

addressed within the text can be found in Appendix A, and following appendices 

contain a wider range of my practical work represented through video 

recordings, photographs, journal entries, and a log of Twig Dance performances.  
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Practice has generated the evidence and data I have used to make clear my 

understandings of improvisation and ecology, and academic research has served 

to map a larger web of ideas to which I connect my dance.   

 

A number of key words in the text call attention to the importance of bodily 

experience as research tool.  ÒPerformanceÓ, ÒunderstandingÓ, and ÒperceptionÓ 

are terms I use because of their ability to reveal relationships between action and 

cognition.  ÒPerformanceÓ describes an action which is done consciously and 

with an interest in being observed at some level; ÒunderstandingÓ can be 

interpreted as knowledge practiced in environmental context (Maturana and 

Varela 1992); and ÒperceptionÓ links sensing to learning.  Just as these terms 

also highlight the irreducibility of the bodyÕs actions in relation to observer or 

environment, they point to the simultaneity of word and deed, indicating the 

importance and difficulty of practicing improvisation in order to research its 

effects.   

 

The term Òtwig dancesÓ also points to this necessary correlationÑ between 

practice and reflection, and between object and perceptionÑ and illustrates the 

first of many paradoxes described by this thesis.  First, Twig Dances refers to a 

solo improvisation performance form I have developed that is significant as a 

site-specific performance form that brings public attention to tree and plant 

qualities.  Documentation of performances of Twig Dances is featured in 

appendices A, C, D, E and F.  Second, Òtwig dancesÓ describes the act of 
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dancing to comprehend something.  In the UK, ÒI twigÓ is an informal way of 

saying ÒI understand or realize somethingÓ.  Therefore, twig dances 

(unitalicized) are bodily actions that bring about experiences of realization 

through understanding or even misunderstanding.  These may include but are 

not limited to dancing.  Many of my own moments of ÒtwiggingÓ 

improvisationÕs relationship to ecology come as a result of doing activities other 

than strictly ÒdancingÓ: planting trees, hitchhiking, describing TWIGÕs overland 

journey to a classroom of Polish students, and drawing with children in China, 

to name a few examples.  The more I perform twig dances to understand my 

connection to the environment, the less I see this connection as a fixed or finite 

phenomenonÑ therein lies the paradox. 

 

Paradox runs throughout the text as a theme; it identifies the question of Òhow is 

improvisation a practice of ecology?Ó as a conundrum in a number of ways.  

Practicing improvisation as research is one such paradox.  Because the nature of 

my research is experimental, improvisation is a methodology as well as an 

outcome.  Mine is not just research about dance improvisation, but an action 

research project which is itself experimental.  The research process describes the 

research product and vice versa.  However, rather than falling into the double 

bind of defining a word with the word itself, this thesis documents, traces, 

observes and analyzes the practice of improvisation with a spiraling 

contextualization of theory, practice, theory and practice.  Just as improvising 

with the utmost sensory awareness (what I call Òfacilitating the feedback loopÓ) 
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invites a practitioner to include her observations and sensations as part of her 

experience and fold them into her dancingÑ thereby creating new movements 

which provoke new experiences which conjure new observations and sensations, 

creating new movements, ad infinitumÑ this thesis also charts my own folding 

of thought and action into thought and action as an improvisational process that 

evolves as it observes itself in action.   

 

My practice has involved improvisation from the beginning and has evolved to 

encompass a wider definition of improvisation than simply a tool for artistic 

composition.  Twig dances usher widening scopes of awareness as they offer 

methods of focusing attention on details of the body performing in contexts of 

sensation, space, time, structures, politics, and paradox.  My widening scope of 

awareness in practicing improvisation eventually led me to co-create the TWIG 

Project, which involved a range of ecological practices that are not solely about 

dancing.  The practices of walking to China, planting trees, and engaging with 

children were ways of observing and responding to ecological needs.  As a 

result, twig dances are not just about dancerly dances; ÒdancesÓ refers to dances 

of learning, leading workshops, walking, observing and practicing different 

modes of engagement with the world. 

 

Throughout the thesis, both ÒimprovisationÓ and ÒecologyÓ become identified as 

research practices.  ÒImprovisationÓ comes to refer not only to the practice of 

composing dance movements in the moment of performance, but to purposefully 



 

 xix 

navigating any situationÑ in life and in dancingÑ without a fixed expectation of 

an outcome.  ÒEcologyÓ, understood broadly as the study of the relationship of 

organisms to their environment, is used here to encompass a host of awareness 

practices which foreground the human-environment connection, and the ways in 

which thoughts, actions and practices affect our understanding of that 

connection.  Through analyzing and documenting performative acts across a 

range of twig dances and Twig Dances, this thesis traces the development of 

improvisation performance as a practice of ecological research.     



 

 xx 

 



 1 

Introduction: Relating Relationships 

 
 
 

Consciousness co-arises with sensory activity.  It does not exist 
prior to or independently of its environment, but is called into 
being and conditioned by that which in turn becomes its object.  
It is always consciousness of something (Joanna Macy 1991, p. 
67). 

 

This study offers a close look at possible relationships between dance 

improvisation and ecology.  Through documenting and reflecting on my 

own performance practice in relation to those of other performing artists 

and in relation to notions of ÒecologyÓ, I map how practices within 

contemporary dance improvisation comprise a rich collection of embodied 

knowledges that can widen perception and awareness of the world.  As 

ecologist Joanna Macy suggests in her phenomenological refrain, 

consciousness requires engagement with another, and I propose that dance 

improvisation offers routes toward such engagement.  To examine these 

embodied phenomena, I reflect on my experiences as a dance performer 

and improviser in light of ÒecologyÓ or a set of propositions for what might 

constitute ÒecologiesÓ.  

 

Beyond environmentalism, ecological practices can be considered as 

creative acts which invite or instill in individuals an empathic interest and a 

maximum sense of agency in the worldÕs mental, natural (physical) and 
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social spheres, identified by Felix Guattari as the Òthree ecologiesÓ 

(Guattari 2000).  Ecological acts invite productive, sculptural thought and 

action, asking how one can be, as artist Joseph Beuys challenged, creative 

at every level by participating in transforming and reshaping the 

conditions, thinking, and structures that shape and condition our lives 

(Beuys in Tisdall 1979, p.190).  As I use the term, ÒecologyÓ can introduce 

radically sensitized propositions for relating through active dialogue, 

generating practices which investigate relationships between people and 

ideas, people and environments, people and people, and people and objects 

on multiple levels.  Guattari posits people as ÒinterlocutorsÓ: actors in a 

drama which takes place between us and objects and the planet in a 

ÒchaosmosÓ of interrelationship (Conley 1997, p.94). 

  

As a performative investigation of corporealityÕs understandings and its 

propositions, dance improvisation offers a useful point of departure for 

researching ecologies and their practical application in the moving, living 

organization of interactivity that is the dancing body. ÒImprovisationÓ as I 

use the term focuses on the tradition of dance improvisation practices 

emerging from and influenced by the work of artists and performers of the 

Judson Church era in New York City in the 1960s.  It refers to a selection 

of methods whereby a dancer responds to certain set of propositions 

through unplanned, non-choreographed movement and in so doing trains 
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herself to become maximally responsive to the changing landscape of 

performance situations.  Within this tradition are contact improvisation 

(e.g. Steve Paxton, Nancy Stark-Smith, Kirstie Simson), music and dance 

improvisation (e.g. Kathleen Hermesdorf, Katie Duck), improvisation as 

research into modes of perception (e.g. Simone Forti, Deborah Hay, Lisa 

Nelson, Chrysa Parkinson) improvisation as a means of spatial exploration 

(e.g. William ForsytheÕs Improvisation Technologies, Michael 

Schumacher) and group scores for improvised interaction (e.g. Ruth 

ZaporahÕs Action Theatre, Mary OverlieÕs Viewpoints, or David 

ZambranoÕs Passing Through).   

 

Within this family of practices, attention, awareness, or perception is the 

currency of improvisation, and in dance the body is its medium. Examining 

these attentions under the lens of ecology invites a consideration of the 

circulations, connections, networks, exchanges, reciprocities, feedback and 

traffic that necessarily comprise these dancing ventures.  Furthermore, as a 

participatory act that involves a group of students or public witnesses to a 

performance, dance improvisation also operates as a social statement, and 

one appropriate to the ecologically revisionist projects claimed as 

particularly possible through postmodern performance (Fuchs and 

Chaudhuri 2002; Marranca 1996; Kershaw 1992 and 2007; Giannachi and 

Stewart 2005). 
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While elucidating likenesses between practices of dance improvisation 

performance and ecology, this study is essentially a close look at 

relationship. The relationship between the thinking, moving body and 

space can be compared to the relationship between an organism and its 

environment, making up the logical link between the two disciplines. To 

research how an understanding of this link might enable a more nuanced 

and sustained dialogue with the nonhuman which has suffered for lack of 

human regard, I utilize phenomenological research methods that 

acknowledge the doorway of the bodyÑ my bodyÑ as necessary starting 

point for understanding that which is other than the body.  

 

As a dancer, my ongoing research project is to understand and develop my 

bodily relationship to the world, physically in space, rhythmically through 

time, socially through performance, and conceptually through analysis.  By 

correlating ecology to improvisation performance I work to understand 

processes of a complete feedback loop: recognizing the flow of information 

from the world to the body as well as from the body to the world.  Coming 

to consider Òthe worldÓ as an integral part of my dance practice has also 

been a process of considering what Òthe worldÓ might actually be.  Using 

Maurice Merleau-PontyÕs phenomenological theories as a framework for 

considering my bodily role in this process, I develop an understanding of 
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processes for both studying and changing Òmy bodyÓ and Òthe worldÓ by 

reflecting on dance as a conversation between the two as sensibly 

intertwining entities.  Merleau-PontyÕs work on perception introduces the 

idea that the perceiver and the perceived are necessarily ÒintertwinedÓ 

through the reciprocal activity of perception.  I use his descriptions of 

perception as a starting point to help describe the processes and effects of 

this Òfeedback loopÓ and to suggest that such interpretations of perception 

can dehierarchicalize the flow of information in such practices.  

 

ÒResponse abilityÓ is the term I have begun to use to describe this 

conversation, and to indicate individualsÕ capacity to address hierarchical 

injustices through conscious performative acts.  ÒResponse abilityÓ has 

given me a context in which to investigate the connections between dance 

improvisation and politics.  While the rarified movements of contemporary 

dance are born from diligent and sweaty labors within studio walls across 

the globe, to ask how these activities impact networks beyond the theaters, 

performance venues and audiences for whom they are created is to raise the 

necessary question of ecological responsibility and its corollary, response 

ability.  

 

Before concerning myself with a Òlarger, living environmentÓ I trained for 

many years in a dance studio.  As metaphor for my journey, I first became 
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enamored with modern dance by glimpsing a Horton technique class 

through a studio door left ajar.  The driving rhythm of the live drum music, 

the synchronized bodies hurling themselves through space with power and 

accuracy, the adrenaline and purpose in each movement held me captive, 

and I enrolled on the spot.  Dancing awakened a profound sense of health 

and aliveness in my body, sparking the question of how to increase or 

expand this experienceÑ first for myself, and later, for others.  

 

In 2004 as part of my research for this thesis I enrolled at the Performing 

Arts Research and Training Studios (PARTS) in Brussels in order to 

deepen my training in dance and awareness practices.  Studying techniques 

of key improvisers such as William Forsythe, Deborah Hay, Jan Ristema, 

Kirstie Simson and David Zambrano enabled me to experiment with 

ecological practices in dance, and to test out my embryonic ideas in the 

lively climate of dance performances, criticisms and debate that is 

Belgium.  The time could be seen as an incubation period; within the warm 

rooms of the European cultural capital the closeness of ÒcultureÓ and its 

activities provided a springboard for my site-based activities that followed.  

Like Simon Schama illustrates in Landscape and Memory, his catalogue of 

historical western preoccupations with storied places and mythical 

landscapes, efforts to represent Òthe environmentÓ are always conditioned 

by the designs of culture.  As such, our involvement with ÒnatureÓ is 
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located within our cultural framework, and colored by our descriptions of 

this involvement (1995, pp. 6-7).  This position is developed by 

Macnaghten and Urry in Contested Natures, who argue that the different 

ÒnaturesÓ we understand are a result of various social constructions that are 

realized through our everyday performances of dwelling, discourse, 

transaction and individual agency (1998, pp. 1-3).  In an attempt to 

describe my individual agency within that community I used the cultural 

parameters of contemporary dance to begin composing a series of 

statements about ÒnatureÓ as an exterior space.   

 

Two solos I made at PARTS chronicle my exploratory references to Òthe 

outside worldÓ in dance performance, and are characterized by first 

opening, and then stepping through a door to the outside.  In Here, There, 

Everywhere I use spoken text to evoke images of faraway places after 

opening a door to the outside.  In the second solo, In Praise of Compost, I 

walked through an open door to first climb a tree, and then plant a young 

tree in the PARTS garden.  At PARTS I refined my sensitivities and 

abilities as a responsive mover, learned working methods of other 

improvisers, and saw the economies of exchange behind contemporary 

dance performances.  These provoked me to want to effect ecological 

change in broader and more tangible ways, and to examine how practices 
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of ecology might manifest in improvisational acts performed beyond 

theaters working as production centers for European culture.   

 

Upon leaving PARTS in 2006 I widened my scope to a new extreme.  With 

collaborator Richard Thomas I created TWIG: Together We Integrate 

Growth, an action research initiative to discover how improvisation could 

be a practice of ecology in other contexts than those offered by 

contemporary dance venues in Europe.  On an overland journey from 

England to south China we improvised to investigate other notions of 

space, site and place.  We walked, talked to schoolchildren about global 

warming and planted trees.  I performed dance improvisations with trees, 

called Twig Dances, along our route.  In China, TWIG facilitated a six-

week-long workshop series in art and ecology for 135 schoolchildren, 

incorporating drawing, dancing and music.  The lessons I learned at 

PARTS (including improvisation skills, technical versatility and 

performative range) substantiated my endeavors in Twig Dances and with 

TWIG.  Ultimately, by using dance improvisation as a method of studying 

plant morphology and observing plants in their environment, Twig Dances 

and TWIG provided a tangible, translatable resource for performing while 

devising a singular practice of ecology.  Improvisation presented both the 

subject and the means for studying ecological relationships, providing 
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evidence and experience of how improvisational practice can constitute 

acts of response ability.  

 

With increasingly widespread recognition of climate change, ÒecologyÓ has 

become a catchword in contemporary discourses across fields from 

education to industry, often used to suggest notions of globalized 

interrelationship.  Though ÒecologyÓ as a field of study in the natural 

sciences differentiates itself from environmentalism or environmental 

science, its terminology is often used to evoke a sense of currency in 

response to the environmental crisis.  The Greek roots of ecology are oikos, 

referring to the home, dwelling place or domestic property of a citizen, and 

logos meaning a topic of discourse or study.  The ÒecologyÓ discussed by 

Guattari designates humans as essential actors in an environmental crisis 

spawned by oppressive mental and social systems, with activity at the level 

of the individualÕs interactions with his place of dwelling.  However, 

despite its widespread use as a term, ÒecologyÓ does not present a unified 

set of principles for action to bring about the change necessary to 

regenerate the biosphere.  This is perhaps a strength as well as a weakness, 

due in part to the various postmodern discourses which have influenced the 

development of the term.  Rather than seeking to describe such a mandate 

for restorative action and environmental reparation, this study asks how 

ecological awareness can be initiated at the level of the individual, through 
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the moving body, as a performance practice that brings attention to 

interrelationships.   

 

Suggestions for how ecological awareness might be provoked on 

individual, societal and global levels have been offered by many writers, 

such as David Abram, Andy Fisher, Warwick Fox, Felix Guattari, Luce 

Irigaray, Arne Naess and Paul Shepherd.  Texts such as Performing Nature 

and Nature Performed also offer critical examinations of how ecology and 

performance practices in the arts can develop and define one another. 

Focusing on theater, writers such as Una Chaudhuri, Elinor Fuchs, Bonnie 

Marranca, Baz Kershaw and Richard Schechner have offered more detailed 

accounts of ways cultural understandings of ecology might be developed 

through performance.  Chaudhuri in particular has also warned performing 

artists against overuse of the terms ÒecologyÓ or ÒnatureÓ metaphorically, 

which only reinforces Òa new relation of the human and the natural worlds, 

making the latter a privileged sign of the superiority of the formerÓ 

(Chaudhuri 1997, p. 77).  In response to ChaudhuriÕs cautionary note, it 

becomes useful to consider how ÒecologicalÓ performance might or might 

not adhere to extended definitions of ecology, particularly when these 

definitions are created and sustained by our sociocultural performance of 

them (see Schechner 2002; Dolan 2001; Szersynski, Heim and Waterton 

2003; Franklin 2002).  As Giannachi and Stewart (2005) point out in the 



 11 

introduction to Performing Nature: Explorations in Ecology and the Arts, 

finding a way to answer Bonnie MarrancaÕs call to unite Òecology and 

aestheticsÓ in order to foster a Òbiocentric worldviewÓ (Marranca 1996, p. 

xvi) includes seeking ways to access sensorial, pre-linguistic and individual 

experience through performance forms (Giannachi and Stewart 2005, pp. 

39-40), which phenomenological readings of performance can offer 

(Garner 1994, States 1985).  The following brief survey of site-based or 

ecologically-concerned live art practices offers a glimpse of how artists 

have contextualized their practice to enable a socio-cultural questioning of 

our framing of nature as well as an aesthetic or sensorial engagement with 

the same.  

 

1. Pointing to ÒNatureÓ in Performance 

A number of movement-based artists of the last century have made visible 

and articulated connections to ÒnatureÓ in their practice, and many of these 

have used improvisation within their methodologies.  Notably, butoh artists 

associated with the Body Weather practice developed by Min Tanaka in the 

1980s, such as Oguri, Tess de Quincey, Frank van de Ven and Takenouchi 

Atsushi work with natural, biological processes and metaphors as starting 

points or images for generating movement for performance.  Body Weather 

has defined itself as a movement practice which initially connected dance 

to the processes of farming, and sees movement study as necessarily arising 
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from tactile involvement with land.  For example, a Body Weather study of 

the qualities of chickenness would take place only through taking full part 

in raising, killing, preparing and eating chickens (Rotie 2009), or an 

exploration of mud would come only from moving in the mud (Perron 

1999).  Body Weather practitioners such as Oguri, based in the USA, test 

the bodyÕ limits through interacting with elements and extreme 

environments (2004).  While my own work is not founded in the butoh 

tradition, the Twig Dances discussed in chapter six and the TWIG Project 

reviewed in chapter five incorporate usage of site-sourced work, metaphor 

of natural objects, and training methods which develop a group experience 

such as the Body Weather work.   

 

The work of butoh dancer Takenouchi Atsushi takes a slightly different 

approach to movement in nature; his performances take place in locations 

of cultural or historical significance, or sites of great natural beauty.  As 

commemorative acts, he has danced on sites of genocide in Cambodia and 

Germany, and has performed on the melting icebergs of the Arctic (Rotie 

2009).  As a traveling performer Atsushi studies a landscape and its 

situation in a relatively short space of time before creating a performance in 

it, believing that the movement of a dance arises from inside the individual 

who experiences the discord or chord of elements in that place (Jinen 

Butoh 2007).  Of these artistsÕ work, AtsushiÕs methods of improvising 
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with a place are similar to my practice of Twig Dances discussed in 

chapters five and six, with a main difference being my focus on a particular 

tree or plant specimen as structure for my improvisation. 

 

Other contemporary approaches to site-based choreographic practice 

include work by artists building on a tradition of site-based improvisation 

and performance work stemming from the post-modern dance work of 

Anna Halprin and Judson Church innovators Meredith Monk, Steve 

Paxton, Trisha Brown and Deborah Hay.  While approaches vary, through-

lines of such work often include an increased visibility for dance 

performance in public places and functioning as public art (e.g. Trisha 

Brown, Stephen Koplowitz), a reconsideration of the role of the public 

within the performance (e.g. Deborah Hay, Anna Halprin, Monochrome 

Circus, Pearson Widrig Dance Theatre, Seven Sisters Group, Simon 

Whitehead), and an exploration of a natural site as material for site-based, 

experiential compositions (e.g. Steve Paxton, Helen Poynor, Suprapto 

Suryodarmo, Jennifer Monson, Sap Dance, the BodyCartography Project).  

 

A wider consideration of site-based performance practices includes the 

growing field of urban exploring, mapping and trespassing as acts of art. In 

Devon, Wrights and Sites of Exeter produce performances and map-like 

ÒMis-GuidesÓ to encourage individuals to discover less known landscapes.  
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In the series called Homing Place artist Misha Myers creates sonic and 

guided walks around the city of Plymouth in order to trace refugeesÕ stories 

of cultural displacement (Myers 2006).  The performances of The Fictional 

Dogshelf Theatre Company, located in such Ònon-placesÓ as a roadside 

welcome center, also add to the growing critical discourse on performance 

in place/non-place/site/space.  Rebecca Solnit dicusses the act of walking 

as a particular kind of performance which, like Jackson PollockÕs 

drippings, leaves traces, memories or maps which mark a relationship to a 

path or place (2000, p. 268).  In addition to recording walks, the projects of 

movement artist Simon Whitehead seek an approach to deep ecology 

through movement, and investigate diverse performance practices as ways 

of reconnecting people with the landscape.  He asks how performative 

events such as ÒWalks to IlluminateÓ (2005), which features participants 

walking with glowing shoes in a night forest for example, can spark 

curiosity for sites and places in the landscape.  Marina Abramovic has also 

taken the act of walking as a kind of performance of endurance within 

several of her works, notably the 1988 Great Wall Walk in which she and 

collaborator Ulay met in the middle of ChinaÕs Great Wall, having each 

walked toward one another from its opposite ends.  For these artists, 

walking is framed as art by communicating an intention of the event; 

artworks involving walking are significantly represented through the stories 

they produce.  The peripatetic TWIG Project also established itself through 
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walking, yet the rationale for this transport was as a resistant form of travel 

in an age of global warming.  TWIG used walking and over-land transport 

to find a closer relationship with the places being traversed between 

England and China; our project included telling the story of our journey to 

those we met along the way. 

 

Storytelling is incorporated into walking performance practices in the work 

of Mike Pearson and the politically motivated performance group 

PLATFORM whose projects such as ÒCritical Walks in the CityÓ and ÒThe 

Museum of the CorporationÓ take participants through the streets of 

London to trace activities of early multinational corporations, or locations 

of pre-urban rivers (PLATFORM 2002).  British theater companies such as 

Wildworks and Welfare State International additionally produce more 

fantastical narratives, which unfurl in located outdoor performances 

involving community members as collaborators, consultants and sometimes 

performers in a spectacle where the audienceÕs movements are 

choreographed over the terrain.  Such performances, based on a specific 

outdoor experience, aim to weave audience and place in order to highlight 

direct relationships with a place or landscape.  In a less overtly theatrical 

way, storytelling surrounds the work of social practice artist Basia Irland, 

whose projects such as A Gathering of Waters: The Rio Grande, Source to 

the Sea bring community members together through work on a common 
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project (in this case carrying water by hand from the source of the Rio 

Grande river to its mouth at the sea, thereby completing a symbolic flow of 

the river which no longer flows continuously due to industrial 

management).  Shelley Sacks, through the Social Sculpture Research Unit 

and the Earth Agenda, has also sought to create works that operate as 

ÒÔinstruments of consciousnessÕ, in contrast to Ôobjects of attentionÕÓ(Sacks 

in Social Sculpture Resarch Unit 2008).  Works such as University of the 

Trees provide ÒkitsÓ to participants, which claim to Ò[enable] groups and 

individuals around the world to participate in processes of joined up 

thinking, perception and actionÓ (University of the Trees 2007).  

 

The terms Social Practice Art, social sculpture, littoral art, dialogical art, 

new genre public art or eco-art point to various particular approaches in 

which artists provide a platform for experience and exploration of an issue 

in the social realm (Heim 2005, pp. 201, 214; see also Lacy 1995, Spaid 

2002, Bourriaud 2002 and Kester 2004).  Live art and theater practices 

which test the bodyÕs endurance and inquire into the constructions of the 

self through image, can also register as ecological in their commitment to 

transformation through experience.  The work of Rachel Rosenthal, Marina 

Abramovic, workshops and public rituals facilitated by Anna Halprin, the 

training systems of GrotowskiÕs paratheatre, and the Odin TeatretÕs Barters 

of the 1970s all represent modes of heuristic inquiry into the constructed 
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relationship of body and world, through improvisation techniques as well 

as through the staging of live art or improvisation performance in places 

with little previous exposure to theatrical events.   

 

As a way of studying large scale natural processes, dance artist Jennifer 

Monson has used improvisation techniques to develop a series of 

performances which call attention to phenomena such as aquifers (Monson 

2009) or the patterns of migrating whales and birds (Weiss 2005).  Her 

Bird Brain Dance project included a host of community outreach activities 

where workshops in improvisation brought participants to experience, 

through movement, some principles behind the behavior of migratory 

creatures.  Recent projects of MonsonÕs use improvisational and sensory 

processes to engage with natural sites, such as in the explorations of 

Morecambe Bay, UK, through the Re-enchantment and Reclamation 

Project (2007).  

 

Within these myriad approaches to walking, site and place in performance, 

it is interesting to note the problems arising from a close critique of 

performing in place and site.  Where the British contemporary artist 

Richard Long takes walking further afield as a central practice, using 

walking to find a shape upon a landscape and also to bring his walking to 

other parts of the world, Solnit warns that such blatantly transplanted 
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practices carry a traces of colonialist attitudes in their execution (Solnit 

2000, p. 272).  The meaning of a walk (or a dance performance) changes 

depending on who is walking, where they are walking, and for what reason.  

The ÒecologicalÓ value of a walk or performance can be considered in 

terms of its impact on the mental, social and physical landscapes it crosses.  

These artists complicate the traditional separation between audience and 

performer/artwork and viewer, and use performativity and qualitatively 

evocative or reflective (movement) languages such as mapping to expand 

notions of how we relate to a place/nature/landscape/site.   

 

Evocations of this relationship are not confined to outdoor performance 

endeavors, however, and where modern dance might be seen as a paragon 

of humanist statements, notable explorations of Ònatural formsÓ through 

movement have taken place through the work of dance innovators such as 

Isadora Duncan, Doris Humphrey, Loie Fuller, Rudolf Laban, Merce 

Cunningham and others.  Duncan, through her development of the wave 

form in dance, expressed a desire to emulate natural undulations seen in 

hills and oceans, and at the same time Fuller portrayed forms such as 

serpents, flowers and flames through her solos performed with silk 

costumes on vaudeville circuits in Europe.  Humphrey developed a 

technique based on natural forms such as spirals, extensions, falls and 

recoveries in coordination with the breath to explore the bodyÕs potential 
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for movement in a way that followed ÒuniversalÓ movement processes of 

organisms (Stodelle 1978), which Jose Limon later expanded upon (Male 

2005).  Rudolf LabanÕs choreutics endeavored to build on certain ÒorganicÓ 

forms within technical movement.  By using lines such as the Òfour 

fundamental trace formsÓ (Laban 1966, p. 83), eight effort actions (Laban 

1988b, pp. 52-84), and shapes such as the cube, pyramid and icosahedron 

to analyse bodily movement, he professed that human movement followed 

Òrules corresponding to those of mineral crystallisations and structures of 

organic compoundsÓ (Laban 1966, p. 114) and developed his theories of 

space harmony from these interrelationships between Òtrace-forms within 

the body and outside itÓ (Laban 1966, p. 91).  Choreutics uses principles 

for identifying spatial reference points for movement discovery and 

efficiency, rather than only encouraging mimesis of predetermined forms 

(Counsell 1956, p. 107), yet Laban was interested in using the bodyÕs 

perspective to understand external forms and wrote, Òthe role of the bodily 

perspective in especially important in all investigations into movement and 

spaceÓ (Laban 1966, p. 91, emphasis mine), implying an underlying belief 

in harmonics between the human body and the universe (Carlisle and 

Preston-Dunlop 2010, p. 40).  Nigel Stewart (2010, p. 221) has described 

how Laban Movement Analysis can be used to describe the movement of 

birds in flight as part of choreographic exploration. 
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Later Merce Cunningham used the studio to isolate and recreate movement 

events he observed outdoors.  Works such as Inlet, Inlet 2, Beach Birds and 

Pond Way evoke movement patterns of water or of birds near water 

through reflective rhythms, gestures and patterns.  CunninghamÕs work 

demonstrates how translating these environmentally-sourced forms into 

studio-based choreography can create a sense of the hyper-real, where 

displaced birdlike movement reads as larger than life when performed by 

human bodies (Kisselgoff 1992, Dunning 1987, Reynolds n.d.).  More 

recent pieces like Rosemary LeeÕs Beached or Jacky LansleyÕs View From 

the Shore work in similar ways, using choreography to distill sensations 

gleaned through a site-responsive research process in order to evoke a 

qualitative resemblance of that site on stage (Lee and Pollard 2004).  This 

can happen through dialogue with music in LansleyÕs case (Jacky Lansley 

Dance Theatre n.d.), or through condensation of choreography to formal 

principles, such as the oceanic ÒchurningÓ or ÒcurrentsÓ depicted in Celina 

ChaulvinÕs Phos (Jennings 2006).  

 

 2. ÒEcologicalÓ Performance? 

What emerges from this list of practitioners engaged with implicit or 

explicit notions of ecology, is that the sociological or textual framing of the 

choreographic event as somehow contributing to ecological discourses has 

as much impact on the reception of these works as the aesthetic or 
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compositional techniques employed in their making.  This of course raises 

the question of what actually constitutes ecological performance.  Susan 

Manning, for example, questions the essentialist implications of Anna 

HalprinÕs introduction of EarthDance, a ÒprayerÓ and Ò participatory 

eventÓ (Halprin in Manning 1995, p. 174) for the earth in the context of a 

1992 Choreographing History Conference.  Manning questions the 

universality of participant experience in such so-called Òearth-centeredÓ 

ritual performances (Manning 1995), and links the form of large-scale  

movement choirs to their historical significance in other political contexts 

such as Nazi Germany (Manning 1995, pp. 173-174).  Without closing or 

determining meaning for participants in improvisation techniques, this 

study aims to elucidate frames of reference whereby certain considerations 

in improvisation practice align with theories of intersubjectivity espoused 

by Merleau-Ponty, and work to enhance agency and GuatarriÕs notion of 

singularity at the level of the individual.  Where all these artists engage 

explicitly or implicitly with human relationships to natural phenomena 

using a range of techniques, how ecological philosophies can be embodied 

in particular physical practices in the field of dance improvisation 

performance is the new question this project asks. 

 

If dance improvisation performance practice is taken as a series of 

emergent propositions for mobilizing the human body in relationship to 
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space and forces of nature, and if a simplified understanding of ecology is 

the study of interrelationships between organisms and their environment, 

then evidently the two disciplines are of great consequence to one another.  

Yet little effort has yet been made to critically investigate their relationship.  

While receiving marked attention in writings on the visual arts (Andrews 

2006, Collins 2003, Kwon 2002, Lacy 1995, Tufnell 2006, RANE 2008, 

Wallis and Kastner 2005) and theatre (Marranca 1996, Kershaw 2007, 

Chaudhuri and Fuchs 2002), ÒecologyÓ as a term has still seen little 

attention in the field of academic dance studies.  Exceptions include Sandra 

Reeve, who approaches eco-somatics as a practice in which Òthe ecological 

body [É views] the world from motion rather than stasisÓ (2009), Andrea 

OlsenÕs experiential correlations between body and earth (2000, 2002), Ali 

East, a dance researcher working to articulate a definition of Òeco-

choreographyÓ (2001), and Sondra Fraleigh who has remarked upon the 

ecologically significant practices of a number of butoh artists (1999, 2005). 

 

The dictionary definition of ecology separates an organism from its 

environment when it describes ecology as Òthe study of the relationships 

and interactions between living organisms and their natural or developed 

environmentÓ (Encarta World English Dictionary 2001).  Because these 

two elements, organism and environment, are presupposed to be separate, 

the project of ecology is to articulate how they relate.  As humans are 
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constantly making choices about how to interact with our environment, our 

possibilities for ecological articulation through action are many.  This 

thesis acts to expand the possibilities for our human, ecological 

articulations by looking at how a human organism might choose to relate to 

its environmentÑ either its ÒdevelopedÓ studio environment or its ÒnaturalÓ 

or larger surrounding environment.  As Nigel Stewart and Gabriella 

Giannachi note, using artistic practices to observe and articulate 

relationships has implications for humans on a number of levels. 

 
Ecology, the study of animals and plants, our habitat and 
environment, as well as the analysis of the inter-relationships 
between us all, is therefore not only one of the most interesting 
and crucial tools for the interpretation of nature but also an 
important model for cultural observation.  In fact what is so 
crucial in ecology, and what is subsequently so interesting for the 
arts, is the possibility of an analysis that focuses on these inter-
relationships, on the in-between of the human and nature, on the 
idea of the possibility of a relationship of opposites within a given 
environment.  It is therefore in the interface between ecology and 
the arts that some of the most aesthetically inspiring and 
politically challenging works are found because it is in an 
ecologically-oriented art that the very relationships between 
human beings and nature are being questioned, critiqued and even 
reinvented (Giannachi and Stewart 2005, p. 20).  

 

The reinvention of relationships referred to by Giannachi and Stewart is a 

key contribution of ecological thinking.  This thesis not only documents 

possible improvisation-sourced relationships that can be understood as 

ecological, but also points to ways of considering, sensing and practicing 
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the bodyÕs performed movement in the world in ways that subvert fixed, 

isolated or hierarchical modes of thinking.  

 

An emerging force of writers identify the solipsism and self-gratification 

perpetuated by integrated world capitalism as fundamentally degrading to 

the project of preserving the health of the biosphere (Fox 1995; Gablik 

1985, 1991; Gare 1995; Guattari 2000; Macy 1991; Spretnak 1999).  Suzi 

Gablik challenges artists today to move toward art which is participatory 

rather than exclusive, and concerned with transformation rather than 

transaction.  A critic whose main concern is about art-making as a relevant 

response to the crises (ecological, political, social, mental, physical, 

corporeal, agricultural) of our time, Gablik is for compassionate or 

ÒempathicÓ art which Òhas the potential to reconfigure our emotional, 

physical and spiritual orientation in the worldÓ (Gablik 1991, p.93).  To use 

the whole body in performance, as the dancer does, is to include these 

multi-layered orientations in practice.  To use different performance scores 

for physically investigating these reconfigurationsÑ and the different 

perceptions of our reality they generateÑ is the unique possibility offered 

by dance improvisation.  In performance practice, the findings of these 

investigative projects are made available to witnesses.  
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With a few exceptions (East 2001; Enghauser 2007; Fraleigh 1999, 2005; 

Stewart 2005), scholarly discourse in dance has little examined the 

ecological implications of the performing body, though contemporary or 

Òpost-modernÓ dance since the Judson Church era has often identified itself 

as a field that celebrates innovative, anti-establishment agendas (Banes 

1993).  Substantial literature documents the dancing, performing body as a 

site for commenting on social and gender politics (Albright 1997; Banes 

1994; Daly 2002; Fensham 2008; Martin 1998; Phelan 1993; Claid 2006; 

LePecki 2004; Thomas 2003), and seeking to reinscribe the body as a 

signifier of subjectivity and agency (Briginshaw 2001, Butler 1990, 1993; 

Phelan and Reckitt 2001; Schneider 1997), issues which I maintain are 

addressed in ecological practice.  Dancemakers in recent years have also 

notably defined themselves as conceiving of or practicing emergent 

contemporary philosophies upon and through dancersÕ bodies (LePecki 

1999, 2006a, 2006b; Cvejic 2005; Ritsema 2004) and aspects of these 

contemporary philosophies exemplified in performance have sometimes 

been identified as ÒecologicalÓ (Briginshaw 2005, Fraleigh 2005).  For 

dance artists, a bold alignment with theory can bring license to continually 

re-present the body anew through performance.  It also brings with it a 

responsibility to consider dancersÕ work in relation to the wider political, 

cultural, economic and environmental climate of our time.  Toward this 

end, unpacking the particularly ecological implications of contemporary 
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dance theories and performance practices is relatively unbroken soil, and 

my starting point. 

 

 
3. Methodology 
 
Phenomenology is foundational to many of the approaches to ecology with 

which I engage, and my research methodology is also phenomenological.  I 

look at how the body learns to improvise and relate to objects in its 

immediate and wider sphere of perception.  While I draw on HusserlÕs 

process of reduction as a way to formally engage with the sensorial 

qualities of an object within my performances of Twig Dances described in 

chapter six, I use Merleau-PontyÕs corporeally-grounded strategies of 

engagement to describe my experiences of dance and location throughout 

the thesis as a way of focusing on the coherence and context of my own 

bodyÕs experiences as an articulated enquiry.   

 

Using phenomenological research methods to qualitatively analyse data 

with respect to my processes of perception, I have taken my body as 

starting point, lens and guinea pig by which to reference experiences of 

improvisation.  Using writing, photography and film to capture processes 

of improvisation invented during TWIG, my research has included looking 

at both the experience, the documentation of an experience, and the context 
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of that experience in order to deduce themes.  By inscribing my 

experiences in performance and re-presenting them in these pages I 

conduct a third layer of phenomenological research; a research into the 

essences of the experiences which I have had as dancer, practitioner, 

questioner.  Without mystifying these ÒessencesÓ, my task is to transmit 

them in terms of their impression upon me through my bodily experience 

of them.  As sociologists Moustakas (1994) and Manen (1997) point out, 

phenomenological research is necessarily concerned with human 

experience, and the task of capturing the essences of lived experience 

through text Òin such a way that the effect of the text is at once a reflexive 

re-living and a reflective appropriation of something meaningful: a notion 

by which a reader is powerfully animated in his or her own lived 

experienceÓ (Manen 1997, p. 36).  This relates to Stanton GarnerÕs analysis 

of BeckettÕs theatre as phenomenological event where the presence of the 

body can be paradoxically Ògrounded and dispossessedÓ (1994, p. 32) or 

simultaneously lived and questioned.  My central question, Òhow can dance 

improvisation performance articulate a practice of ecology?Ó operates as a 

rhizome from which my own activities evolve, generating a broad set of 

personal, lived experiences.  Over the course of three years of research I 

have gathered and engaged with my data by delving into situationsÑ

academic, performative, physical, conceptualÑ with maximum 

attentiveness to all the signs and sensations inviting my perception, and 
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with an intention to allow these processes to reveal the tendencies in my 

own means of learning and interpretation.  Beyond a research topic, 

improvisation has featured as a mode of research and experimentation.  By 

using a combination of sense, structure, intuition, personal agency and 

practice I have improvised in order to understand its practical relationship 

to ecology, but also to test improvisationÕs usefulness as research 

methodology.  

 

My physical participation in dance enables a rigorous, multi-dimensional 

examination of the improvisation practices I have engaged in during the 

past three years as action researcher.  As an experiential and participatory 

enquiry into a research question, action research foregrounds experience as 

a source of data and knowledge (Nakamura 2001), and seeks to describe 

and relive that experience in order to understand it.  As Manen has said of 

phenomenological research, the project of writing constitutes an effort, not 

to pin down a universal truth of essences, but to communicate the essences 

of a particular experience; Òand these lived experiences gather hermeneutic 

significance as we (reflectively) gather them by giving memory to themÓ 

(Manen 1997, p. 37).  My immersion in the research has presented me with 

the challenge to, when writing about my experiences, both relive them and 

bracket them so as to reflect accurately on the work that has emerged, 

despite the close relationship I have to these practices. 



 29 

 

My full -bodied impression of the various and potential ecological readings 

and effects of these improvisation practices is thereby balanced with 

observations made by other performers, writers, witnesses and critical 

participants because, as dance phenomenologist Maxine Sheets-Johnstone 

notes, reflecting on the subjective activity of dance begs larger questions 

about the nature of consciousness and knowledge.   

The phenomenological method is one of description; yet, as is 
evident, it is at the same time more than that, for in aiming toward 
a description of the phenomenon, it reflects backwards toward an 
elucidation of the structures of consciousness.  It bypasses all 
question of the subjectÕs objectivity or the objectÕs subjectivity by 
elucidating the immediate world of lived experience, the world as 
it is immediately and directly known through a pre-reflective 
consciousness.  This initial and direct knowledge constitutes the 
foundation upon which all future knowledge is built (Sheets 
1966, p.13). 
 

Therefore, my inquiry into methods and experiences of dancing in order to 

heighten ecological consciousness requires unpacking the assumptions and 

intuitions which found my own processes of doing so.  I ground some of my 

personal observations by linking them to the comments of other dancers, 

the responses of bystanders, and further by finding points of contact in the 

words of ecologists and theorists.  Yet the bulk of my data is gathered from 

my personal experience of dancing and grappling with the propositions and 

problems that improvisation poses.  Because in improvisation my basic 

starting point and finishing point for all my experiences is my moving body, 
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Merleau-PontyÕs notion of flesh becomes central to my interactions with 

space, time, theories, locations and people.  In an effort to bypass the 

subject-object dyad, Merleau-Ponty posits flesh as a continuous surface by 

which we interface with objects and which also enmeshes the experiencing 

body in the world (1963, p. 163), each encroaching upon and altering the 

other.  Later he takes this further into his discussion on the chiasm or 

intertwining which produces an Òintra-ontologyÓ (1968, p. 227) between 

objects and bodies.  This is useful as a working theme whereby I reflect on 

the effects of body and place on each other.  To do this I embody and test 

my perceptual observations through acts of performance in which I note my 

bodyÕs perceptions as well as projecting my awareness upon my framed 

activities from the perspective of a hypothetical watcher.  This practice, 

borrowed from Deborah Hay, serves as a particular methodology of 

intentionality.  By becoming conscious of the viewpoint of the imagined 

watcher, the act of improvising becomes a focused mode of data collection 

according to my perspective from two different positions, a practice 

comparable to imaginative free variation (Moustakas 1994 p. 35; Husserl 

1977, pp. 34, 60).  The intentionality of the improvisation performance as 

an actÑ a mode of data collectionÑ renders it a phenomenological 

investigation.  In affirming the usefulness of imagination Merleau-Ponty 

also cautions that the operative mode of our knowing comes from 

embodiment in the world, and attempts to elucidate essences through 
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imagination will always point back to some truth of our own experience 

(1968, p. 112).   

 

Husserlian phenomenology proposes a rigorous methodology by which to 

identify the actual qualities and modes by which subjects perceive the 

world, and his later writings identify the complexity of this task by 

describing our world as intersubjective, where both matter and 

consciousness intermingle in the experience of living.  Merleau-PontyÕs 

later writings on phenomenology locate the Òlived bodyÓ as the preeminent 

substance of a subjectÕs sensing universe, challenging the privileging of 

consciousness over experience implied in Husserlian methods (Merleau-

Ponty 1962, pp. xi-xii; Flynn 2004).  Merleau-Ponty further encouraged 

corporeal investigations into phenomena of experience which are both 

sentient and sensible.  Seen as a methodology but also a practice, 

improvisation training offers phenomenology the promise of ways to hone 

sensory capacities.  Used to engage with the world as a process, 

improvisation can evolve to match the unfolding evolutionary processes, 

which, according to process philosophy developed by Alfred North 

Whitehead (1926, 1969; see also Bergson 1998), comprise the natural 

world. 

 



 32 

Merleau-PontyÕs notion of the intertwining or the ÒchiasmÓ challenges 

HusserlÕs assertion that phenomenological research into an objectÕs 

essences is possible through a focused attention on an act of consciousness 

or noesis, in relation to an object of attention or noema.  Merleau-Ponty 

claims that consciousness is a pre-reflective act which is always already 

situated through the body as it is lived in the world, and that we share this 

situatedness with all things.  To this degree only embodied experience 

permits insight into Òthe things themselvesÓ through mapping our own 

engagement through movement with the sensate (1968, p. 133).  Seen thus, 

dancing as an act of perception offers itself up as an immediate lived 

interpretation of a score; dance performance produces an experience of 

immediate responses to kinds of intentionality. 

 

Writings in dance phenomenology have focused on the temporal yet 

definitive nature of dance and movement as a form that necessarily brings 

on such a Òpre-reflective consciousnessÓ:   

Dance is a phenomenon: it, too, gives itself to consciousness; it 
appears, and the consciousness of dance is a pre-reflective 
consciousness.  Yet beyond this, it is clear that dance is a 
particular kind of phenomenon, namely, one which moves, one 
which is kinetic.  A descriptive study of dance must therefore 
concern itself with an appearance, a phenomenon, which, while 
moving, remains a totality (Sheets 1966, p. 13). 
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It is unclear whether Sheets-Johnstone is saying that a dancer himself uses 

a pre-reflective consciousness to execute a step, or whether a witness 

utilizes a pre-reflective consciousness to interpret that step.  Likely both are 

true, for in my experience the dancer and the watcher can occupy the same 

role.  I discuss this further in chapter five.  Whichever meaning is intended, 

what remains obvious is that phenomenology acknowledges the tendency 

of lived experience to manifest in multiple and immediate ways throughout 

the dancing body and the bodies of others, and because of this my writings 

on dance document my sensory experience in the present tense, as Òa 

totalityÓ.  From this point I take these accounts as data to reflect upon. 

 

Corresponding to my goals to understand the bodyÕs relationship to the 

world physically in space, rhythmically through time, socially through 

performance and conceptually through analysis, this dissertation follows a 

similar trajectory in its chapter structure.  In the following chapters I 

describe further the practical and theoretical steps I have taken to align 

dance improvisation performance and ecology through the practices of 

sensing, spacing, timing, structuring, observing and employing paradox.  

The description is both an exploration into the alliances between certain 

ideas within the two fields of praxisÑ that is, if you can call Òdance 

improvisation performanceÓ and ÒecologyÓ each a ÒfieldÓÑ and an account 
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of how my own practice of improvisation-as-research has evolved into a 

way of simultaneously gathering data and responding to that data.   

 

Because of the myriad branching philosophies and teachings within these 

fields of inquiry, I have chosen the work of certain dancers to look at 

through a lens of ecology, and have chosen ecological theories that permit 

expanded considerations of corporeality, presence and performativity 

essential to improvisation.  Furthermore, I use a personal voice throughout 

the text as an underlying narrative; these italicized sections chart my own 

course of discovery through improvising and dancing, and serve as an 

experiential window into the processes of perception I have been working 

with since my first enamored peep through Òthe open doorÓ of the dance 

world, to my passage through Òthe open doorÓ to the outdoors.  

 

The structure of this thesis follows a progressively expansive trajectory of 

examination; each chapter addresses an incrementally larger dimension of 

the bodyÕs relationship to the world, both in ecological theories and 

practices of dance improvisation performance. As the notion of space 

permeates both disciplines, it is interesting to note the correlation of 

Christopher TilleyÕs five types of spaces to the discussions herein.  In A 

Phenomenology of Landscape, Tilley identifies five kinds of space useful 

to understanding relationships between society, space and place.  These 
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spaces are: somatic, perceptual, existential, architectural and cognitive 

(1994, pp. 15-7), and these correlate roughly to the path this thesis takes in 

its analysis of dance improvisation. I begin in chapter one by looking at the 

immediate relationship of the body to itself through sense, or somatic 

space, Òthe space of sensory experience and bodily movementÓ for Tilley 

(1994, p. 16). This develops into an examination of theories and practice of 

the bodyÕs relationship to others in space in chapter two.  The question of 

time in improvisation performance opens a further dimension as a way of 

understanding bodily acts in relation to notions of history, rhythmic 

development and future possibilities in chapter three.  These notions of 

space and time correlate to TilleyÕs definition of perceptual space, which 

involves memory, intentionality and Òindividual perception of distances 

and directions, natural objects and cultural creationsÓ (1994, p.16), 

particularly as they explain our subscription to cultural ideologies and 

meta-narratives.  Looking together at the elements of the sensing body, 

space and time, chapter four explores the question of how to structure these 

in performance. Here, TilleyÕs discussion of architectural space, as spaces 

which are intentionally created for particular users, relates to improvisation 

scores (1994, p.17).  Using scores and parameters practiced in dance 

performance and in ecological theories, in chapter five I offer critical 

viewpoints on the political implications of performative agendas in 

international and social contexts, a discussion which aligns with TilleyÕs 
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discussion of existential space, or space which is produced and reproduced 

through group activities and often located in a particular landscape (1994, 

p. 17).  Finally I examine how a wider view of improvisation as ecological 

practice benefits from taking all directives with a healthy dose of paradox.  

As Tilley writes, Òspace can only exist as a set of relations between things 

or places.  In this sense there is no space that is not relationalÓ (1994, p. 

17).  Partially embedded in the Òcognitive spaceÓ of discourse identified by 

Tilley, paradox also invites a reassessment of the familiar by using theory 

to suspend ÒknowingÓ.  An antidote to certainty, paradox permits the 

sensing body to navigate improvisation practices and ecological ideas with 

a necessary degree of autonomy, agency and sensible reflection.  The 

journey outward from the body, through space, time, structures, politics 

and paradox, returns to the sensing body as feedback, and registers as 

newly embodied knowledge.  

 

This document might be seen as a series of apertures, incrementally 

widening to look at various levels of bodily relationship to the world, and 

seeking to illuminate a constantly developing action of bodily perception 

that expands outward as it deepens inward.  As Merleau-Ponty cautions, 

Òto speak of leaves or layers is still to flatten and to juxtapose, under the 

reflective gaze, what coexists in the living and upright bodyÓ (1968, p.138), 

and so this thesis seeks to look at each level of relationship through the 
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located, reflective ÒlivingÓ medium of my own dancing body.  Keeping in 

mind that, as Claire Waterton points out, Òclassifications are seen to be 

ÔperformativeÕ of natural, moral and social orderingsÓ (2003, p. 113), and 

often silently support hierarchical world views, the chapter-classifications 

used in this study operate more like improvisation scores for building 

perception and less like definitions.  They are more like senses which have 

been teased apart from synaesthesia (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p. 229) in order 

to be examined and then allowed to remingle through a discussion of 

paradox.  

 

This study offers new perspectives where research has been called for.  

Improvisation, as a program of learning the bodyÕs capacity for response 

and recognition through movement, has much to offer the field of physical 

education, which, having been the subject of phenomenological study, has  

yet presented few Òpractitioners doing phenomenologyÓ (Connolly 1997, p. 

535).  The phenomenological methods of reflecting upon oneÕs choices in 

observation and improvisation examined in chapter six offer a means 

whereby students of movement can reflect upon their processes of 

perception while moving, and provide an individualized description of 

experiences in dance that build on arguments for experienced dance as a 

valuable end in itself (Sheets 1966, pp. 30-31).   
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As Wallace Heim comments in his overview of literature offerings in the 

emerging ÒfieldÓ of performance and ecology, Òwhat is often missing from 

metaphorical uses of ÔecologyÕ and ÔlandscapeÕ is a performance-based 

critique of those concepts, the agency of the other-than-human and the 

alteration of the human in relation to that agencyÓ (Heim 2005, p. 407).  

The wider enquiry of twig dances responds to this call, as does the 

performance score of Twig Dances, where the task of the improvisation is 

to interpret, or bring into focus the features of the other-than-human, 

inviting that embodied information to impact the practitioner and a 

widening circle of witnesses and participants.  
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Chapter One 

Sensing: A Process Philosophy 

 

 

Sense perception is the most fundamental process by which our bodies 

enter into relationship with the environment.  This chapter investigates the 

cultivation of sensing as a key practice in dance improvisation and certain 

ecological philosophies.  I look at how notions of sensing, exercised in key 

improvisation practices, influence our ability to use sensation as a way of 

relating to others.  

 

I begin by looking at phenomenologyÕs contribution to understanding 

perception in dance improvisation and ecological thought, developing the 

idea of Òintelligent fleshÓ as fundamental to both.  I then use my 

experiences improvising with Deborah Hay, Chrysa Parkinson, Sten 

Rudstrom and myself to illustrate how perception can be exercised to 

increase bodily awareness.  To think of sensing as a process we knowingly 

participate in rather than a passive event can bring us into closer 

relationship to our own bodies and our surroundings; this supports a larger 

claim that it is possible to make contact with the environment in a way that 

acknowledges the participatory interaction and sentience of all bodies. 
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1.  Perception: Linking Sense and Sensibility 

Our flesh is the mindÕs most immediate environment.  Any act of 

perception begins with the body and is qualified by its condition.  Using 

flesh to sense flesh, the project of using phenomenological description to 

rigorously analyze or describe the dance brings a challenge: how can I 

describe the effects of a dance which I am doing?  How can I make 

ÒsenseÓÑ intelligent decisions and sound judgmentsÑ out of my 

ÒsensibilityÓÑ my capacity to engage with a sensory landscapeÑ without 

reducing my findings to solipsistic relativism?    

 

According to Heidegger, we can never encounter nature as it is in itself, but 

encounter nature as part of Dasein as it concerns our own purpose in the 

world (Dostal in Stewart 2005, p. 369).  Merleau-Ponty, however, offers a 

radically different notion of encounter which accounts for both the sense 

and sensibility of the body, and posits it as inextricable from the wider 

world of objects through a holistic and indivisible application to an 

environment.  In his description, both the ÒseerÓ and the ÒseenÓ are bound 

into a fundamental relationship by the ÒfleshÓ of their encounter (Merleau-

Ponty 1968, p.135).  
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Taken thus, the flesh enveloping our flesh can be said to be the same stuff 

of the larger environment in which we dwell.  The meeting of these flesh 

environments creates our experience of the world, and, for Merleau-Ponty 

offers an opportunity to recognize the ÒchiasmÓ where both perceiver and 

matter form one another. 

If [the body] touches [objects] and sees them, this is only 
because, being of their family, itself visible and tangible, it uses 
its own being as a means to participate in theirs, because each of 
the two beings is an archetype for the other, because the body 
belongs to the order of the things as the world is universal flesh 
(1968, p.137). 

 

Merleau-Ponty describes the activity of the separate senses as intertwining, 

supporting one another in perception.  Just as the eyes offer two different 

perspectives to give a depth to vision, so do the senses ÒintertwineÓ to 

create a synaesthetic experience of an environment (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 

p.229).  In the same way, in his later writings Merleau-Ponty describes the 

act of seeing as a kind of flesh which reciprocally envelopes the flesh of the 

visible to make real both visible and the seer (1968, p. 131).   

 

In many contemporary dance and improvisation classes the teacher will 

often begin by inviting students to Òsense your own body; notice how you 

feel.Ó  This offers a concrete example of linking sense and sensibility; by 

regarding sensations as sensibleÑ noteworthyÑ an improviser elevates the 

status of the sensing body.  Examining the relationship of self to body is 
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ecological enquiry at a basic level.  Before I expand my investigation out 

into space in chapter two, or time in chapter three, I begin now in the same 

way such improvisation workshops begin: by taking stock of corporeal 

perception from within the body, acknowledging that our perspectives on 

the objects of this world are always qualified by the windows of our flesh. 

 

How we perceive our environment determines how we respond to it.  ÒOur 

environmentÓ includes every object, force and living thing inhabiting and 

surrounding us at levels from the local to universal, and can be studied in 

incremental doses.  Deeming all aspects of this environment worthy of 

research, whether it is built or wild, urban or rural, natural or developed is 

the first step toward acknowledging Òthe environmentÓ as an all-inclusive 

notion of place.  

 

However, how we perceive our environment is affected by language, 

indicating that our experiences, to some extent, are also socially 

constructed (Evernden 1992, Franklin 2002, Proctor 2001, Rolston 1997, 

Soper 1995, Smith 2001).  Macnaghten and Urry (1998) point out that our 

ability and willingness to sense the environment is often contingent upon 

the discourses through which we define Òan environmentÓ as natural or 

social.  Furthermore, these definitions can also be said to have usurped 

authority of the sensing bodyÕs role in determining Òthe realÓ.  Where 
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mediatized information and scientific measurements might call our 

attention to such ÒinvisibleÓ threats as nuclear radiation, thus making them 

more real, the sense-able body also tends to be undervalued in the wake of 

such authoritative information (Adam 1995).  Rather than enhancing the 

body, machines threaten the utility and agency of the body; instantaneous 

telecommunications collapse space and make movement through space 

unnecessary (Virilio 1993, p. 4).  Given this situation, restoring authority to 

the sensing body is essential to a project of ecological study that seeks 

unmediated contact with the world. 

 

The phrase Òthe natural worldÓ can be useful here to point to elements of 

the biosphere which are not produced by humans, but whose activities 

make life possible.  That the life-sustaining balance of these elements are 

now under threat due to human-induced climate change makes Òthe natural 

worldÓ, or those living elements which have evolved in balance with other 

life around them, an imperative study which can be furthered by expanding 

perception.  Ecologist David Abram claims that the environmental crisis 

can be traced to our loss of relationship with the natural world, and to 

regain that relationship we must return to our bodily perception (1996).   

 

Merleau-Ponty names perception as the lynchpin between observing and 

understanding the place of our bodies in the world; perception for him is 
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the corporeal activity which integrates comprehension and sense, mind and 

body in one seamless process.  His theory of corporeal perception posits 

the body as both sensor and meaning maker in its interaction with objects.  

He renames it Òthe body-subjectÓ, emphasizing it as that sensitive agent 

which makes possible our interactive modalities for being in the world.  

These theories lay the groundwork for phenomenology, which is 

characterized as a method which can reveal Òessential features of this life-

world or lived worldÓ (Pratt et al 2000, p. 59), features which our 

mechanized or habituated ways of conducting ourselves in the world fail to 

recognize fully. The foundations of corporeal phenomenology posit bodily 

experience as reality, making sensations inseparable from actualities.  The 

research of dancer and phenomenologist Maxine Sheets-Johnstone offers 

insight into the relationship between bodily sensing and human patterns of 

cognition.  Her books The Roots of Thinking (1990) and The 

Phenomenology of Dance (1979) expand on the idea that thinking is a 

function deeply intertwined with the behavioral phenomena and movement 

experiences of a body.  Her findings suggest that moving in different ways 

can be synonymous with thinking in different ways.  Abram similarly 

suggests that by opening our perception to include new sense impressions 

we can come to think in new waysÑ ways that acknowledge the nonhuman 

world. 
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In Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-Than-

Human World, AbramÕs ecological treatise built on phenomenological 

principles, he encourages humans to broaden our perception as a way of 

empowering ourselves to dialogue and empathize with the natural world.  

Because of the historically western cultural tendency to dismiss nature as 

inert or unfeeling, Abram argues that as a culture we are losing our 

capacity to dialogue with the inhabitants of the natural world, and as a 

result are damaging our connection to that world which sustains us.  Abram 

suggests that if we begin once more to seek meaningful exchange with the 

world through our sensory awareness, then empathy, reciprocity and 

appropriate action toward this world will arise within us.  He draws on 

Merleau-Ponty to illustrate how our perceiving body serves our capacity 

for relational dialogue:   

It is the body which points out, and which speaksÉ.This 
disclosure [of the bodyÕs immanent expressiveness]É.extends, 
as we shall see, to the whole sensible world, and our gaze, 
prompted by the experience of our own body, will discover in 
all other ÒobjectsÓ the miracle of expression (Merleau-Ponty 
1962, p. 197). 

 

Abram uses Merleau-PontyÕs discussions of perception to launch a 

compelling argument for humansÕ inherent ability to notice and sense the 

environment as it isÑ without needing intermediary experts such as 

scientists, theorists, shamans or priests who rob individuals of agency and 

the ability to instigate change.  Instead, Abram encourages us to understand 
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our sensual capacities as sufficient and deeply intelligent; he does this by 

arguing that our capacity to sense nonhuman energies is rooted in our 

capacity to empathize with what we see by relating it to our own bodily 

experiences.  Abram articulates how Merleau-PontyÕs ideas bring sense and 

sensibility together:  

I am, in my depths, indistinguishable from [my powers of 
bodily perception], as my sadness is indistinguishable from a 
certain heaviness of my bodily limbs, or as my delight is only 
artificially separable from the widening of my eyes, from the 
bounce in my step and the heightened sensitivity of my skin.  
Indeed, facial expressions, gestures, and spontaneous utterances 
like sighs and cries seem to immediately incarnate feelings, 
moods, and desires without ÒmyÓ being able to say which came 
first!  the corporeal gesture or its purportedly ÒimmaterialÓ 
counterpart (1996, p. 46). 

 

Merleau-Ponty calls attention to the inseparability of bodily actions from 

the ÒfeelingsÓ that infuse them.  Just in the way that we recognize the 

eagerness of a dog wagging its tail, David Abram suggests that we can use 

our intuitive understanding of bodily gesture to connect to the natural 

world; he encourages readers to imagine that those parts of the nonhuman 

world which we experience daily are in fact indivisible from our own 

sensual perception of them (1996, p. 81).  Abram proposes that humans are 

even able to understand the language of animals, rocks, trees or rivers, for 

example, inasmuch as these entities make palpable, unique sensual 

impressions upon us.  And so he constructs his plea for a realization of 

embodied consciousness and perceptive agency within human beings. 
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Such ideas affirm the experiences I have while dancing and living in a 

dancing body: our ability to understand the world is as rich, as qualitative, 

as our bodily experience of sensing and come about when we choose to pay 

attention to them.   

 

My eyes have been closed now for half an hour, heightening my other 

senses.  I finger the flaky bark, amazed by the intricate and repetitive 

texture of this straight and scratchy specimen.  It smells a bit woody, dusty 

and fresh at onceÑ like lichen growing.  I can feel some fluffiness like moss 

on one side.  I sense my partner witnessing my blind exploration, seeing my 

thumb discover a small knothole and teeming fungi nearby; this sensory 

exercise becomes an improvisation performance. 

 

I have been using the words ÒknowledgeÓ and Òto knowÓ thus far in order 

to indicate a kind of familiarity with an object.  However the project of 

ÒknowingÓ oneÕs body, another, or oneÕs environment in a way that is 

active but not reductive is essential to my definition of ecology.  I use the 

verb Òto knowÓ in the sense proposed by biologists Maturana and Varela in 

their 1992 book The Tree of Knowledge.  Maturana and Verela propose that 

Òknowing is doingÓ inasmuch as it is an active expression of how we 

engage with information, impulses and the provocations of otherness which 
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we daily expose ourselves to.  Seen in this way, applying oneself to dance 

improvisation practices that seek to expand bodily sensibilities in moving 

would also translate as seeking expanded modes of knowing.  

 

Within a dance studio, the environmental elements are simplifiedÑ floors 

are flat, smooth, and hopefully clean, and obstructions are clearedÑ to 

allow a dancer to engage with the body in space and to acquaint himself 

with the modes of doing and knowing inherent in movement. 

 

I understand how hard a floor surface is after jumping on it.  My body 

ÔunderstandsÕ the profound joy in the accomplishment of an easy turn, an 

agile and effortless leap, a smooth landingÑ all instances in which my 

mental and physical self organizes itself in alignment with gravity and 

other motion principles to execute a successful step. 

 

This sensory perception so honed in a dance studio, however, can easily be 

taken outdoors, into wild spaces and unfamiliar environments to include in 

oneÕs awareness the inhabitants of diverse ecosystems.  The same 

perceptive skills that a dancer practices within a studio and uses in 

improvisation can be used to acquaint oneself with the textural, visual, 

auditory elements of any environment, and to navigate oneÕs relationship 

with that environment. 
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This navigation must be intentional; improvisation requires dynamic bodily 

participation in this project of awareness-building.  Merleau-Ponty holds 

that it is this participatory comprehensionÑ our ÒsensibilityÓ of our 

ÒsenseÓ, that calls us into action and interaction; he challenges us to 

recognize that we understand all things, objects of nature and of culture, 

primarily through the feelings that surface through our entire body during 

interaction with these objects (1962, p. 235).  Rather than isolating vision 

from hearing from touch, the whole body is seen as an integrated sense 

organ (1962, p. 229).  Rather than imagining that a disembodied Cartesian 

mind is the processor of information, Merleau-Ponty emphasizes the 

whole, integrated body as sensing subject (1962, p. 198).   

 

In order to cultivate the bodyÕs sensitivity in dance improvisation, we must 

become more fully aware of our own actions.  With an observation similar 

to Maturana and VarelaÕs idea that knowing is doing: Ò[knowing, or] 

cognition is an effective action, an action that will enable a living being to 

continue its existence in a definite environment as it brings forth its world.  

Nothing more, nothing lessÓ (1998, pp. 29-30), Merleau-Ponty points out 

that we use our bodies nearly unconsciously to perform numerous familiar 

tasks.  Merleau-Ponty asserts that our flesh applies itself to practiced 

actions with memory and intelligence (1962, pp. 143-144).  He writes,  



   

 50 

Our body is not in space like things; it inhabits or haunts space.  
[É]  For us the body is much more than an instrument or a 
means; it is our expression in the world, the visible form of our 
intentions (1964, p. 5).  

 

Merleau-Ponty maintains that our body expresses both our unconscious 

habits and conscious intentions in the world.  David Seamon proposes that 

through such Òplace-balletsÓ of habituated movements we define our 

geographical dwelling through experience that is often underexamined, and 

through examining our sensible experience of our daily actions we can 

investigate the relationship between our habits and our wish for change 

(1980, p. 157; see also Shusterman 2008 and Juhan 1998, pp. xvii-xxxi).  

Bringing meaning and value to the ways in which we inhabit our bodies 

through conscious performance however, is a defining aspect of dance 

improvisation and ecology and a fundamental point of this thesis.  As we 

think and move in ways that enable us to define our relationship to other 

things, our bodies carry the manifestation of our intention. 

 

Making references to Cartesian thought throughout his writing, Merleau-

Ponty rebels against this form of dualism by positing the body as innately 

intelligent through its powers of sensation, recognition and perception.  By 

focusing on our lived experience in the body, Merleau-Ponty encourages us 

to recognize our perception as the fundamental action which holds the key 

to how we can re-value the world. 
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However, using perception to learn movement can be a complex matter 

wrought with inaccuracies of self-perception and new challenges in 

coordination (see Alexander 1923 and 1932; Feldenkrais 1972).  As the 

somatic movement education that is increasingly incorporated into dance 

training shows, bringing awareness to the unconscious and not always 

helpful habits of our bodies can also bring about the potential for change.  

Richard Shusterman questions Merleau-PontyÕs implied assumptions about 

the bodyÕs unreflective abilities to move itself and things Òas if by magicÓ, 

or with a ÒnormalÓ spontaneous ease (Shusterman 2008, p. 64).  

Shusterman offers a third option for bodily experience which can be 

considered with Merleau-PontyÕs advocation of a return to pre-reflective 

experience as contrast to representative scientific explanations.  This key 

and potentially fruitful third understanding of the body as Òlived 

somaesthetic reflectionÓ could include both a concrete and Òreflective 

bodily consciousnessÓ according to Shusterman (2008, p. 63).  Where 

Merleau-Ponty advocates a return to the instantaneous experience which 

has not been fragmented by Òinstruments [of] reflectionÓ and so can Òoffer 

us all at once, pell-mell, both ÔsubjectÕ and Ôobject,Õ both existence and 

essence,Ó both seer and seen (Merleau-Ponty 1968, p. 130), Shusterman 

points to the idea of Òsomatic mindfulnessÓ which can be practiced as part 

of a philosophy of Òreflective bodily consciousnessÓ toward the self.  A 
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further discussion of how self- reflective bodily consciousness can be 

exercised in dance learning can be found in chapter four, and while 

Merleau-PontyÕs critical reflection upon the body leaves room for somatic 

discussion, his discussion of relating the experiencing flesh to its 

surroundings has proven valuable to discourses in environmental aesthetics 

discussed in chapters five and six, and to ecological philosophy. 

 

While many writers have used phenomenology as a foundation for 

ecological action (see Brown and Toadvine 2003, Buttimer and Seamon 

1980, Pratt et al 2000, Seamon and Mugeraur 1985, Seamon and Zajong 

1998, Tilley 1994), AbramÕs use of Merleau-PontyÕs work is unique in how 

he initiates a rich discussion of the sensual capacities of the body to relate 

to the Òmore-than-humanÓ world by making possible an intimate 

understanding of wildlife and intimate relationships with these creatures as 

well (1996, pp. 1, 15).  Through making contact with wildlife, writes 

Abram, we transform our imagination of ourselves (1996, pp. 275-276).  

 

This willingness to participate purposefully in active perception, is a 

hallmark of key contemporary dance improvisation practices.  While many 

of these practices and trainings occur inside dance studios and may not 

make explicit their intentions to participate in the Òmore-than-human 

worldÓ, their methods provoke deep inquiry into the sensing capacity of the 
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body itself, and through this provocation they can be understood as 

initiating greater sensory awareness that has substantial implications for 

our contact with the entire living world, humans and nonhumans included.  

In the following sections I explain how the awareness practices of 

dancemaker Deborah Hay and improviser Sten Rudstrom relate to goals of 

enhanced perception.  I also discuss my own explorations in 

phenomenology through performance practice, examining how my 

methods of tuning into my own body began my investigation into a wider 

world.  Through improvisation I began perceiving the exterior world of 

otherness in relation to my interior one.   

One can say that we perceive the things themselves, that we are 
the world that thinks itselfÑ or that the world is at the heart of 
our flesh.  In any case, once a body-world relationship is 
recognized, there is a ramification of my body and a ramification 
of the world and a correspondence between its inside and my 
outside, between my inside and its outside (Merleau-Ponty 1968, 
p. 136).  

 

 

2.  Intelligent Flesh 

Practicing perception is my method of increasingly recognizing and 

developing the intelligence of my flesh.  The innate intelligence of the 

body is described by Merleau-Ponty as residing in its powers of recognition 

and perception, but this intelligence can be forgotten if ignored.  Dancing 

in theatres and studios has been an effort to develop the ÒintelligenceÓ of 



   

 54 

my flesh through a twelve-year study of the kinetic, perceptual and 

kinesthetic workings of my body.  Through these efforts I have learned 

how to care for my body and have developed a great desire to ensure its 

well-being.  Hence, interest in ecology can begin with interest in the health 

and functionality of oneÕs own bodyÑ oneÕs own piece of nature to live 

inside, understand and develop.  Improvisation offers methods to notice 

and develop the ÒintelligenceÓ of oneÕs flesh. 

 

The concept of intelligent flesh researched in the somatics work of Body-

Mind Centering (BMC) is supported by Merleau-PontyÕs theories of 

corporeal phenomenology.  Both schools of thought hold bodily perception 

to be our central mode of understanding the world, and describe the body 

as our locus for making meaning through sense and gesture.   

 

Body-Mind Centering students broaden knowledge of the body by focusing 

perception on the different systems including digestive, adrenal, circulatory 

and musculoskeletal.  While BMC does not focus on improvisation for 

performance per se, it uses movement improvisation as a method of 

broadening perception through sensing, probing and improvising with 

bodily systems.  BMC, like Merleau-Ponty, holds that corporeality is an 

experience that is only expandable through perception; likewise, the 
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subjectivity of corporeal perception requires that each person discover his 

body for himself.   

 

As long as I can smell, see and feel, I need no intermediary to examine the 

stench of maturing compost and assure me it is rich, no advisor to explain 

the grain and density of an old oak tree.   

 

Rather than submitting to authority for ideas about the world, 

understanding oneÕs own sensory impressions as valid is the first step 

toward cultivating the bodily intelligence which dance improvisation 

utilizes.  As both BMC and Abram contend, it is through direct contact and 

sense perception that we can understand our bodies or the bodies of others, 

both human and nonhuman. 

 

In other words, conscious experience fuels understanding.  Therefore, I 

propose that for my purposes ÒecologyÓ is the understanding of the 

interdependence of living systems as conscious experience and Òdance 

improvisationÓ is an active practice of conscious experience.  Implicit in 

the understanding of these interdependent systems is the drive to ensure 

their health, and so to use phenomenology as a tool toward ecological 

practice can bring an ethical imperative to the project of dancing. 
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Equally, our conscious and unconscious ways of perceiving influence our 

relationships with others and our environment.  Beginning with the 

supposition that by practicing awareness we can enhance awareness, 

somatic practices and improvisation practices seek to expand our conscious 

experience of moving.  Merleau-Ponty asserts that the body does not exist 

in but rather Òinhabits time and spaceÓ (1962, p. 139), as we move in 

relation to objects that we perceive.  BMC exercises likewise elucidate how 

the ways we feel, touch, smell and see the world form our understanding of 

how we are a part of, or apart from this world.  By focusing awareness on 

our bodily processes in movement, BMCÕs simple exercises can have a 

profound effect on oneÕs sense of physical agency, improving sensitivity, 

perceptual acuity, skill, health and efficiency (Olsen 2000; Batson and 

Schwartz 2007). 

 

Studying the structures of the body, I find echoes of my insides everywhere 

I see living things.  Lungs look like branches, breathing leaves.  I feel my 

capillaries like tributaries, my arteries like rivers, heart is a heaving, tidal 

oceanÉ 

In anatomy class this morning I dissected my catÕs abdominal cavity and 

was fascinated to pull back skin walls and see its compact display of 

slippery, rubbery, jiggly, twisted and tubular intestinal viscera.  Now I 

improvise in the studio, recapitulating the BMC ÒOrgans ExplorationÓ 
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exercise.  My intestines feel like they look; jiggling and pouring their 

watery mass about the space I become gutsy as I move.  I see myself in the 

mirror and imagine my own plush internal pipings, out the window I see a 

squirrel and my x-ray vision hones in on its bellyÉ the policewoman, the 

janitor, all carry around these labyrinthine workings.  I am using my guts 

to move more powerfully, not sucking in or gripping them in worry. 

 

Merleau-Ponty echoes my experience in BMC when he writes, Òinside and 

outside are inseparable.  The world is wholly inside and I am wholly 

outside myselfÓ (1962, p. 407).  Looking simultaneously inward to the 

body and outward to the world for explanations about our sentient life is a 

key component of somatics practices as well as the improvisation practices 

which have ecological relevance.  Specifically, developing the capacity to 

become intimately aware of the sentient capacities of the flesh is 

fundamental to the improvisation practices of Deborah Hay, Sten Rudstrom 

and myself. 

 

 

3. Deborah Hay: Whole Body the Teacher 

Deborah Hay practices a physical performance of inquiry when she dances.  

She doesnÕt call her work improvisation, but there is very little physical 

choreographic instruction in her dances.  Instead, she choreographs 



   

 58 

attention. ÒAsk the question, notice the response, whole body the teacherÓ 

(Hay 2006).  Hay assumes the intelligence of the sensing body and uses 

improvisation to practice perception and to learn from Òthe teacherÓ of her 

whole body (2005) through a practice that manifests like a meditation.  

 

Hay, who has been chronicling her inquisitive performance practices since 

1970, takes the concept of bodily intelligence as an underlying principle to 

all her performance work.  Rather than quantifying what her Òwhole bodyÓ 

is or how it teaches her, Hay chooses instead to articulate her inquiry in 

movement.  Through the act of moving, Hay researches a bodily perception 

which is not reducible to any part of the body.  In an interview with Ann 

Daly, Hay describes how her attention while improvising transcends 

divisions of body/mind/spirit. 

[Daly:] Your bodily practiceÑ your danceÑ is not just about the 
physical body, but about the physical/spiritual body. 
 
[Hay:] This is crucial.  In dance I do not divide the body into 
physical, spiritual, mental, emotional, psychological parts.  I am 
adamant about this.  The whole body is the perceiver of 
everything imagined, created, invented, not imagined, guessed, 
faked (Daly 1999, p. 15). 

 

HayÕs way of seeing Òthe bodyÓ as unified composite parts enables her to 

practice perception in a simplified way.  She dances by creating conditions 

for movement and then noticing how her body responds to those 

conditions.  For example, from 1970 to 1980 Hay practiced this underlying 
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score for all her dancing: ÒI imagine every cell in my body hears, performs, 

and surrenders the dance simultaneouslyÓ (2000, p. 103).  

 

While HayÕs requests sound impossible, the result in dancing her 

movement scores is an incredible lightness and feeling of possibility in the 

body, as I ÒsenseÓ all my cells spinning off into different directions, in new 

and uncommon organizations.  The dancing that comes out of this certainly 

does not come from a body whose parts have reconfigured themselves with 

a spleen leading a clump of tibia cells over the left elbow newly relocated 

over the right ribs, but rather the inquiry into the ÒWhat if?Ó possibility of 

unpatterned movement instantly creates an eager response in the body to 

try.  The body becomes a facility containing trillions of intelligences, each 

possessing and activating the potential to Òdialogue with all that isÓ (Hay 

2000, p. 104).  

 

Hay considers this practice to be a performance practice.  She calls every 

rehearsal a practice of performing the practice of asking the question.   In 

this way one becomes more and more adept at noticing the bodyÕs response 

to the question, and more and more available to ask the question again. 

When encountering other dancers or audience, Hay asks her dancers to say, 

ÒWhen I see you I see you practicing what IÕm practicing.Ó  In this way the 
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dancers become accustomed to accepting all input as responses to the 

ÒWhat if?Ó question. 

 

Hay teaches that the ideosomatic wisdom of the body itself is the site of 

multiple, profound intelligences which provide insight when inquired into.  

Privilege to the bodyÕs Òsubtle forms of knowledgeÓ (Hay 2000, p. xxv; 

Drobnick 2006, pp. 44-45) are those who take time to practice inquiring 

into their bodies through movement, according to Hay.  The elusive 

phenomena she seeks are the moments of an improvisation where one feels 

Òah-ha!Ó.  HayÕs supplication to her moving body creates the conditions for 

these unquantifiable phenomena of ÒwisdomÓ to arise. 

 

4. Critical Capacities of the Phenomenological Observer 

One notable characteristic of HayÕs intra-subjective perceptual process is 

its limited ability to gauge the aesthetic impact of a performance upon an 

audience, and her work has been both acclaimed and reproached for its 

attentive self-involvement (Bailey 2009; Smith 1976).  In this case the 

work of dance phenomenologists (Parviainen 1998, 2002; Fraleigh 1987, 

2004; Sheets 1966; Sheets-Johnstone 1979, 1984, 1999; Kozel 1994) offer 

helpful ways of locating the knowledge of a dancing body for a dancer and 

evaluating its transferability to an audience.     
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Inherent in the phenomenological approach of Merleau-Ponty in particular 

is the understanding that the body exhibits a kind of valid, pre-cognitive 

knowledge which saturates any experience of perception.  OneÕs own body 

is inherent to oneÕs experience.  In dancing which seeks to make visible an 

experience of perception, this phenomenon of knowledge manifests through 

the bodyÕs movement which reads as an experience which to some degree is 

both sensible to the dancing body and visible to a watcher through the 

medium of Òthe lived bodyÓ (Cohen 1984, p. 164).  Though there are 

significant questions around how far the lived human body offers a medium 

for a universalized performance experience (see Barba and Savarese 1991; 

Kuppers 2003, Schechner 2006; Schechner and Schuman 1976), 

phenomenological interpretations of aesthetics propose that a close 

communion with a work of art necessarily entails entering into a creatively 

receptive relationship with its sensible qualities (Ingarden 1975, p. 260) 

where perception engenders Òa sympathetic reflection on the aesthetic 

objectÓ (Dufrenne 1973, p. 395; see also Freedberg and Gallese 2007).  For 

Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, this experience in dance is grounded in the 

Òimaginative consciousnessÓ of the dancer to recreate forms that align with 

certain images (Sheets-Johnstone 1979, pp. 113-114).  Thus, this 

ÒknowledgeÓ possessed by movement can be seen as the intention of the 

dancer to practice awareness of effort and of translating energetic pathways 

of movement images.   
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Sondra Fraleigh argues that the extent to which a dancer can know himself 

through movement depends on how he qualifies his intention of moving 

(1987, p. 27; 1993, pp. 102-103), though Jaana Parviainen points out that a 

comprehensive epistemology of movement must be developed to 

substantiate theories of knowledge in dance.  Parviainen explains how 

processes of learning dance also nurture the process of becoming attuned to 

oneÕs own body.  She writes, Òlearning dancing means becoming bodily 

sensitive in the respect of the kinaesthetic sense and oneÕs own motilityÓ 

(Parviainen 2002, p. 5).  For Sheets-Johnstone, the fact that the intention of 

the dancer does not always translate as an exactly legible sign to the 

watcher does not diminish the significance of the dancerÕs movement as Òa 

revelation of sheer forceÓ reflective of Òa pure phenomenon of feelingÓ 

(1979, p. 128).  The knowledge of a dancing body is expressed in its 

movement qualities and not just the forms which are familiar to it.  A 

dancerÕs skill is shown in his self-knowledge in moving: the bodyÕs range 

of tonal qualities, reflexes, responsiveness, balance, agility and strength 

show traces of movement training but also reveal the importance given to 

improvisational practice.  Parviainen notes that a dancerÕs Òbodily 

knowledgeÓ is revealed in practice; an embodied ability may not be able to 

be communicated in words but will nonetheless become built and 

strengthened through ongoing practice: 
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A new skill learnt yesterday is sedimented in the dancerÕs body, 
becoming his or her indwelling tomorrow. This sedimentation of 
skills, knowledge and experiences in the body can be regarded as 
a path, also a personal choice, to learn a certain movement style 
and to habituate the body to this vocabulary, studying and living 
through it (Parviainen 1998)Ó (Parviainen 2002, p. 7). 

 

Where a movement vocabulary becomes embodied through dedicated 

practice, so do improvisers become more fully attuned to their non-directive 

potential through continued practice (Hamilton 1993, Simson 2005, 

Schumacher 2003).  This is what is significant about dance improvisation 

performance as a practice of other ecological principles: if a movement skill 

becomes ÒknownÓ only through its practice, continued practice of 

physically responding to environments in non-habituated ways will 

strengthen perceptual capacities.  As in the practice of contact 

improvisation, such training heightens oneÕs reflexes and pre-reflective 

response capacity (Paxton in Nelson 2006).  Without claiming that all 

skilled improvisers make great ecologists, ParviainenÕs research implies 

that only practical, bodily experiences of improvised intersubjectivity with 

an ÒotherÓ can inform appropriately responsive and ethically engaged 

movements.   

 

ÒWitnessingÓ the environment can be a practice that contributes a 

paradoxical awareness of the intersubjectivity between self and other.  The 
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discipline of Authentic Movement, in which one person silently witnesses a 

mover who moves in a non-directed way with his or her eyes closed, uses 

witnessing as a way of supporting movement-based enquiry.  Also referred 

to as Òthe MoverWitness ParadigmÓ (Goldhahn 2007), Authentic 

Movement has been used in conjunction with dance, therapy, psychology 

and arts practices as a way to commit to seeing another in the act of 

conscious moving (Adler 2002; Goldhahn 2007).  From discussions with 

Simon Whitehead about a method of using Authentic Movement proposed 

by Susan Shell, Jennifer Monson worked with a model in which one 

witnesses the landscape as a mover before moving with the landscape as 

witness (Monson 2010).  As an extension of her Òsensory practiceÓ work 

within outdoor environments, Monson uses Authentic Movement to Òbring 

consciousness of self to a placeÓ and to Òwarm upÓ by focusing energetic 

and imaginative presence that brings with it awareness of relationship to 

environment.  She says, 

  
When IÕm witnessing, my consciousness moves out; when IÕm being 
witnessed I sense the potential consciousness of place moving in.  The 
energy of consciousness is coming into being with the relationship of 
myself sensing and perceiving the environment, and the environment 
sensing or perceiving me (Monson 2010). 
  
 

In this model, the environment becomes part of an intersubjective 

relationship of conscious perception. 
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Awareness of the body in relationship to something else builds awareness 

of a dancersÕ movement.  Sheets-Johnstone remarks that the epistemic 

sensitivity of the body is integral to this process of building practical 

movement knowledge; the body detects and measures the sensations of 

movementÑ clunking versus floating, sustained versus rhythmicÑ

according to its responsiveness to the world, and its embodied self-

awareness (1999).  Self-awareness and reflection in moving is crucial to the 

phenomenological project, and phenomenologyÕs commitment to critical 

observation affords it a complicated luxury in dance, where the subject of 

consideration is a moving body that is seen as well as sensing.  Where 

Sheets-Johnstone insists more fully on HusserlÕs process of eidetic 

reduction, and on the necessity of writing to analyze the essential nature of 

a dance experience, Merleau-PontyÕs discussion of the reversibility of body 

and world leaves less room for a sense of distance between self and 

experience.  If body and world interface chiasmically, as one reversible 

flesh, and a certain disinterested distance is essential to the 

phenomenological project, the question becomes how to develop an 

embodied yet critically aware moving practice of phenomenological 

investigation that reflects both body and world.  Merleau-Ponty proposes 

perception as the practical action which links both in embodied study.  The 

performance-based improvisation work of Deborah Hay, Chrysa Parkinson 
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and Sten Rudstrom offer ways toward practicing more nuanced and 

embodied perception of body and world. 

 

 

4. Practicing Perceiving 

Improvisation practices such as HayÕs require practitioners to open 

awareness to perceive with a whole integrated sense structure, and nothing 

less. There are many ways to actively practice perceiving while dancing, 

and many levels of activity to tune into. 

 

We are walking in only circles.  Big arcs, small spirals, repeating perfect 

circle pathways, and I can feel the outside of my foot that is inside the 

circle being pressurized, so I change directions, making an S-shape and 

continuing in a small clockwise circle.  My hip sockets are lubricated by all 

the walking, and my head feels heavy as it pulls away from my body that 

curves sideways toward the center of my circle, my feet were cold but are 

warming up as I use them for traction, sticking to the floor-pattern my 

circle makes so I can continue to lean into/away from the center of my 

circle. My arms hang freely and move a bit like wind chimes against my 

body, sensing also the possibility of needing to brush past someone to 

avoid a crash.  My feet find the sticky and ripped piece of tape on the floor 
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each time I pass by the brick-wall-side of my small circle.  Now I feel all 

the fluids in my body dragged to the opposite side as I lean into a new 

circle and walk counterclockwise. 

 

One can engage a kind of attention that is sensitively interested in what is 

happening in the body and in the space when improvising.  This attention, 

expanded to include the bodyÕs engagement with its whole living 

environment, can be seen as the foremost step to practicing intentional 

contact with the world.  Indeed, scientific research calls into question the 

ÒhumanÓ boundaries of the body, noting that 90 percent of the cells in a 

human body are ÒnonhumanÓ yeasts, fungi, bacteria and microbes essential 

to our survival (Hawken 2007, p. 169). Paradoxically, feeling oneÕs human 

self to be an externally or internally integral part of the nonhuman world 

could propel a person to become more aware of his interactions with the 

environment. 

 

I step into the garden and my bare feet find a thorn.  I hobble and crash 

into a stand of hawthornÑ Ow! sending a sparrow flapping out in surprise.  

She has a strand of grass in her beak, and she flies up to the eaves of the 

house, disappearing in a crack.  Regaining my balance I stand still, 

watching.  After a moment she shoots out again, and floats to the lawn, 

landing next to a mossy rock about five meters from me.  She works at the 
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moss to loosen it, then, eyeing me for a second, flies up again, past me to 

the eaves with a beak-full.   

 

Deborah Hay says, ÒMy game is to be as fully awake as possible.  I 

imagine that I can see with every part of my body Ð that I have eyes 

everywhereÓ (Drobnick 2006, p. 48).  Similarly, improviser David 

Zambrano, whose work I discuss in chapter two, asks his pupils to feel 

Òlittle windows and doorsÓ in our fingertips, toes, heels and elbows (2005).  

Dance teacher Chrysa Parkinson asks her students to focus in on 

kinesthetically sensing different aspects of moving parts Ðthe moving 

bodies in the studio space, and the moving bones and muscles in the 

bodyÑ in order to practice perception while dancing.  She offers unusual 

and challenging instructions: ÒBring perception to the inside of your 

bodyÉFeel your eyelids movingÉRegister the ways you perceive 

motionÉFeel your skinÉNotice the bones of your lower leg crossing and 

uncrossingÓ (Parkinson 2006). 

 

Merleau-Ponty remarks that patterns of movement and perception become 

habituated, noting, for example, how amputees continue to sense a limb 

after it is gone (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p. 66).  In a similar effort to sidestep 

habits ParkinsonÕs work focuses on shifting our normal way of perceiving 

bodily movement so that we might understand it more poignantlyÑ with 
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less familiarity.  Dancing while blindfolded, imagining the floor as front, or 

watching dancing from an upside-down vantage point are exercises used to 

re-orient our sensing capacity from its visually-dominated patterns, and to 

refine dancersÕ tactile and spatial perception (2005).  To engage with this 

kind of heightened attention throughout all oneÕs dancing, blindfolded or 

otherwise, is the objective of the perceptive improviser.   

 

Another way to defamiliarize perceptual patterns is to move in relation to 

particular objects in the space, for example by imitation. 

 

Emilyn places a red plastic folding chair in the center of the studio and 

invites anyone to come up and Òperform the chairÓ.  I immediately see it 

like a gaping red mouth leaning backwards on a slanted leg, so I walk up 

to the chair and assume that position: facing the audience, I lean back on 

one leg, tilt my head back, open my mouth wide, stick out my tongue and 

freeze.  A sense of familiarity in my own body and sounds of amused 

recognition from the audience affirm IÕve performed a likeness.   

 

By using our bodies to emulate postures, shapes and textures, we practice 

actively perceiving, and can come closer to understanding the character of 

a thing.  We can also then reflect on this relationship between body and 

thing through our perception.   






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































