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ABSTRACT 

In that every form of knowing represents a way of en-acting, relating and being-in-the-

world, every form of knowing has an ethical dimension and concerns efficacy. 

Contemporary research points to significant gaps in relation to the way the arts are 

presently perceived and justified. In the minds of many the arts have failed to develop an 

adequate public conception of their true significance.  

 
This thesis seeks to re-present, re-ground and re-vision the way we think about the arts; 

have the arts, and dance more specifically, re-cognized and re-legitimized in terms of 

their intrinsic and ethical nature, their own ‘form of life’. 

 

Today we think of the performing arts primarily in terms of entertainment and recreation, 

with little significance other than providing ephemeral and escapist pleasure, a gloss upon 

the surface of life, a harmless indulgence – one driven in the main by economics and 

politics rather than the internal and ethical energies of the forms themselves. Along with 

such authors as Abbs (1996, p.29), I see the arts as ‘indispensable vehicles for the 

development of human consciousness; a primary quest for meaning and understanding, 

apprehending and exploring reality’; at their most profound and typical, formally 

heuristic rather than merely hedonistic; and, ‘far from escaping life [they] have a way of 

drawing us into life, allowing us to participate more immediately and deeply in the basic 

stuff and process of life’ (Westerhoff 1981a, pp.5–15), re-minding artists and arts 

audiences, arts legislators and educators that beyond the functional and material there 

exists, as has always existed, a close alliance between aesthetic knowing and spiritual 

knowing; ‘an alliance not dictated merely by historical accident or practical need but one 

rooted in the very essence of both’ (Pope John Paul II 1999). 

 

This thesis has its roots in a lifetime of working in the performing arts, in dance 

especially, within the context of theatre, community and education: in particular a dance 

company I founded and directed some thirty years ago, Springs Dance Company, a 

company with special concern for the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual and one still very 

much ‘on the road’. Although long since separated from the work of Springs I have 
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continued to pursue the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual in relation to dance, and the 

performing arts more generally, creating, directing, leading seminars and practical 

workshops, all the time seeking to better understand and make better understood 

something of dance’s essentially ineffable, experiential and embodied nature of knowing 

and being-in-the world. 

 

 

 
 

IS THERE NOT A BETTER CASE FOR DANCE? 

(McLennan 2005) 

* 
 

A Constructivist-Contextualist Perspective  

with reference to 

Wilber’s Comprehensive and Integral Model of Consciousness 

and 

Wittgenstein’s Forms of life 
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DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 
Contemporary Dance Theater: contemporary understood as ‘being of the present’; dance 

understood as ‘consciously structured movement for an aesthetic purpose’ (Horton 

Fraleigh 1987, p.72); theatre understood in an inclusive sense of the term. 

 
Aesthetic: used in the sense of an attitude, a particular way of knowing and being-in-the-

world, namely ‘a disinterested, sympathetic attention to and concentration of an object … 

[a work of art] … for its own sake’ (Stolnitz 1960, p.80). 

 
Ethical: used in the sense of reliability, validity, meaningfulness and relevance with 

respect to knowledge generally, and the arts and dance more specifically and peculiarly.  

 

Efficacy: used in the sense of the capacity and competence to produce or realize such a 

reliable, valid, meaningful, relevant and ethical outcome with respect to the internal and 

essen-ce-tially ineffable and experiential nature of the art/dance experience per se, sui 

generis. 

 
Spiritual: understood as domain and dimension of consciousness, a way of knowing, 

enacting and being-in-the world, one belonging to all human kind; spiritual adjective and 

universal rather than spirituality(ies) noun and particular.  

 
Performative Discourse: ‘performative utterances’ in contrast to ‘constative utterances’ 

(see Austin 1975/1955), the former being concerned with ‘doing’ and evocating 

something, the latter with ‘saying’ or declaring something – used in the written narrative 

sense of the term (see Berns 2009) denoting a non propositional mode of presenting or 

evoking action; ‘performativity’ referring to the imitation or illusion of a performance: in 

the case of this performance research work, evoked by a series of ‘pointers’ – models, 

maps, visual and poetic images – their purpose being to encourage the audience to 

imaginatively reconstruct, live in and embody something of the essentially experiential 

and embodied nature of the performance research work. Accordingly my research 

consists of two parts, one that is ‘said’ and one that is ‘pointed to’, and it is precisely this 

second part that is the important one.  
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TO WHOM THIS RESEARCH IS ADDRESSED 

In direct response to the findings and recommendations of contemporary arts research, 

this research is addressed to arts legislators and administrators especially, arts 

communicators and educators, and not the least performance artists, dance artists more 

specifically – indeed all who, with such art critics as Abbs (2003), see the pursuit of the 

arts not simply as a leisure pursuit, an exercise in therapy or an act of self-expression, to 

be regarded as peripheral or merely ornamental, but as a primary quest for meaning and 

understanding, ways of apprehending and exploring the reality of our existence both in 

their internal manifestation of thoughts and feelings and in our relations with the actual 

social and sensuous world around us. 

 

 

 

 
Dancer-Researcher (1986) 

 

Whilst there are things that cannot be spoken they can be pointed to or shown:  
even more astounding can ‘show themselves’ 

 
(Wittgenstein 1922, #6.522) 

 
* 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
‘A research project begins with the observation of a problem, a lacuna, a need or a 

possibility within a particular field of interest’ (Borgdorff & Schuijer 2010, p.18). What 

is my problem, my lacuna, my particular field of interest?  
 

In that every form of knowing represents a way of enacting, relating and being-in-the-

world, every form of knowing has an ethical dimension and involves efficacy. Such being 

the prevailing instrumental dictates of government arts policy and mainstream objectivist 

strictures of academia at this time, the arts generally and dance more specifically are 

being driven to act unethically by an unethical epistemology (see Borgdorff & Schuijer 

2010, Coessens, Douglas, & Crispin 2010, Delgado & Svich 2002, Lee & Byrne 2011, 

McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, & Brooks 2004).  

  

An ethical approach to the arts is one that by definition does not betray the 

uniqueness of the artistic process. Unless we understand better the ways in 

which the arts operate, their true meaning and value will remain arbitrary; to 

be defended endlessly with recourse to irrelevant rationalities by 

unreasonable practitioners with other work to do (Read 1995, p.69). 

 

With McCarthy et al. (2004, p.xviii), this thesis sees one of the major challenges for the 

arts as bringing policy and ethics communities to explicitly re-cognize and think 

differently about the place, nature and conditions within which they operate with respect 

to their distinct and intrinsic natures, and raise awareness about the need to look beyond 

external benefits and quantifiable results to internal benefits and qualitative issues. The 

arts have come to be seen through essentially alien and unethical categories; ‘languages 

derived not from true art discourse but from the illicit application of the methods and 

working assumptions of science and technology. The imposition of such illegitimate 

categories representing a cultural betrayal in that they have the effect of by-passing 

essen-ce-tial questions with respect to the power of the arts in their own right: their forms 
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judged not by their intrinsic and aesthetic qualities but extrinsic quantities and 

instrumental quantities’ (Abbs 1996, p.29).  

 

Such justifications, it is argued (see McLennan et al. 2005), are not only unconvincing, 

wrong-headed and self-serving, but have the effect of misidentifying and misdirecting our 

energies, diverting us from more effective and ethical arguments. For artistic research to 

be ethical it needs to be researched in terms of its own ‘form of life’ and the 

artist/researcher needs to be empowered to enter into a discourse that acknowledges and 

respects such a ‘form of life’.  

 
This thesis is based on the findings and recommendations of contemporary arts research 

(see Cameron 2009, Coessens et al. 2010, McCarthy et al. 2004, O’Connor, Cunningham, 

& Jaaniste 2010) and on a lifetime of working professionally in the theatre, community 

and education as a professional performing artist – dancer, actor and musician – and one 

who, as a university academic1 and established author2, has given much thought to the 

place, the nature and conditions of the performance arts generally in society. This thesis 

has two main core aims: 

 
ONE 

To re-present, re-vision and re-ground the way dance is presently perceived and justified 

through attention to the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual … 
 

highlighting missing elements in research and public discourse 

looking not for ‘proof’ in terms of external social and economic benefits but seeking to understand, in 
terms of dance’s intrinsic nature, its essentially ineffable, experiential and embodied nature 

 
 

TWO 

                                                 
1 Middlesex and Leeds Universities (UK); Edith Cowen University, the Western Australia Academy of 
Performing Arts and Griffith University (Australia); appointed Bye-Fellow, Robinson College, Cambridge 
University, 2008.  
2 Time To Dance (Blogg, 1984) [not in biblio], Dance and the Christian Faith (Blogg, 1985/2011), Healing 
in the Dance (Blogg, 1988), Welcome Your King (Blogg, 1987), A Suite of Notated Social Dances (Blogg, 
1986). 
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To ‘point and show’ rather than ‘tell’: by means of models and maps, visual and poetic 

images, that which in terms of dance’s essen-ce-tial nature cannot be said … 
 

making more meaningful and accessible that which for many is meaningless and inaccessible  

thereby enabling and encouraging a greater participation and deeper engagement in the arts generally and 

dance more specifically 

 

The discussion that follows takes the form of four main parts. PART ONE is concerned 

with the Ethical, PART TWO with the Aesthetic, and PART THREE with the Spiritual. 

PART FOUR is a practical exploration of the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual realized by 

means of a series of community arts workshops. 

 
Central to this performance arts research work is the notion of embodiment and 

participative action. Heron and Reason (2005, p.144) point to two basic modes of 

cognitive functioning, two distinctly different ways of ordering experience. 

 

TWO MODES OF COGNITIVE FUNCTIONING 

                              embodied                    vs.                      disembodied 

                                lived-in                      vs.                     thought about  

                   knowing of communion                           knowledge of possession 

               warm personal commitment                      cool impersonal detachment 

                             experiential                   vs.                        theoretical 

                        phenomenological             vs.                           logical          

                
The artist-researcher, it is argued, is someone who sets out to create a product with a 

distinct kind of cognitive functioning, one whose intrinsic and essential nature is not 

rendered disembodiedly in the manner of the qualities listed in the right-hand column but 

crucially, embodied, lived-in and enlivened in the manner of the qualities listed in the 

left-hand column; such being the embodied nature of the dance experience, ‘it 

necessitates being present to that which one seeks to know; the knowledge of such a 

cognitive mode or process being in effect the quality of the relationship of that in which it 

participates. Any form of inquiry that fails to honour such an experiential presence, 
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through premature abstraction, conceptualization and measurement or through a political 

bias, ignores the fundamental and ethical grounding of artistic knowing’ (Reason & 

Torbert 2001, p.10).  

 

To paraphrase Heron and Reason (1997), in participative knowing the knower comes to 

embody first-hand what is there. The point about such a mode of knowing is that the 

process of enacting and perceiving becomes a way of meeting and embodying that which 

is to be known. Knowing in the arts, as has been consistently and repeatedly pointed out, 

is not something objective, detached or neutral but something else; something intuited 

and embodied. It is a manner of knowing that necessitates personally encountering, that 

engages us in a connected, often passionate activity. 

 
Although my proposed re-presenting, re-visioning and re-grounding of the arts may not 

within the present strict and formal sense of the term be practice-based, its motivation 

and destination is most certainly so, informed by first-hand performance practice, and led 

by a mature reflective performance arts practitioner, one who at the age of 75 has had the 

privilege of spending a lifetime working within the performing arts – dance in particular, 

in all its forms, but especially in the form as art. 

 
* 

The arts stand at a pivotal moment, not the least in the way more and more performance 

arts research is being undertaken by performance artists. As Emmerson (2012, pp.27–42) 

observes with regard to music research and performance: 

 

Performance has remained largely removed from the concerns of most 

performers. Only a relatively small minority of them are engaged with the 

ideas emerging from it. Discussion remains primarily an academic pursuit; 

its practical application yet to be widely felt among the wider communities 

of performers, teachers and audiences. The burgeoning academic literature 

in recent years has offered little in the way of practical assistance targeted 

[as it is] at a highly specialized readership and generally: written in 

somewhat impenetrable language, it has tended to neglect the concerns of 
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performance itself: it is often easier to find some extrinsic matter to discuss 

than to address intrinsic subtle aspects … in depth and with honesty. 

 
Something of the tension Emmerson refers to may be seen in the dance performance 

Political Mother below, the first of many portraits I propose to use as a means of 

portraying that which by virtue of dance’s essentially experiential and embodied and 

participative nature cannot be said … only ‘pointed to or shown’ (Wittgenstein). 

 

Hofesh Shechter, Political Mother © Zucca 

The dancers [dance researchers] alternate between prisoners and willing accomplices in an 
all-absorbing [external political/academic] system. Arms upraised and heads lowered, they 
are cowed under the yoke of oppression. Later, they are mindless cultists reveling in the 
frenzy of religious [artistic] ecstasy, shaking uncontrollably like the possessed. Stomping 
feet and lifted knees invoke soldiers marching, and slack-limbed skipping and weaving 
sequences allude to the Israeli folk dances of Shechter’s childhood. Legs, arms and feet pop 
in explosive bursts, as though the dancers are seeking, but never quite gaining, freedom.  

The Melbourne Age, February 24, 2012 

* 

HOW BEST TO READ ME 

How this deliberate re-presenting, re-grounding and re-visioning performance arts 

research work is best approached: in the manner of approaching any performance work; a 

journey rather than destination; destination or outcome being discovered and thereby 

realized [made real] in the process of journeying. As in the manner of approaching a 

musical score, a dance notation or play script there is an important sense in which each 

needs to be seen as a ‘journeying forth’, a ‘form of truth happening’ (Heidegger 
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2001/1927, pp.69–71) and with as much empathic appreciation as possible, letting the 

truthfulness, trustworthiness, sincerity and integrity (see ‘How Do We Spell Truth’, p.40) 

unfold to reveal itself, re-cognizing and thereby real-izing that by a process of journeying 

and being-in-the-performance research work its meaningfulness will be ‘truth’-fully and 

ethically revealed.  

 

JOURNEYING FORTH: DIRECTION OF TRAVEL 

 

                           

Jerome Robbins/Philip Glass, Glass Pieces © Kolnik 

 

                         FROM                                                TO                     

                    the impersonal                                             the personal 

                               prose                                                         poetry 

                 that which can be seen                        that which can only be pointed to 

            cool impersonal detachment                       warm personal commitment 

                disembodied knowledge                                 embodied knowing 

                        thought about                                                lived-into  

                         information                                              transformation 

              knowledge as possession                            knowing as communion 

                 the rational-empirical                         the intuitive-phenomenological 

 

                                             … looking not for proof in terms of the disembodied 

logic of the left hand column but seeking to illuminate and communi-[on]-cate, more 
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embodily, qualities of the right-hand column. In the manner of Wittgenstein, my concern 

is not so much with thinking logically ‘about’ the arts – although of course that 

dimension of knowing will form a central concern necessary to full and proper 

understanding and appreciation of the arts, not the least arts legislators and educators with 

respect to the way the arts are presently perceived, researched and justified – as seeing 

phenomenologically.  

  
 

George Balanchine/Igor Stravinsky, Apollo © New York City Ballet 
 

* 
In the same way…sensible light is experienced by the senses, illuminating, invigorating and 
informing all sensible things and faculties of sense and converting them to higher planes, so 
a certain intelligible light in the soul of the Sun illuminates and recalls the inner ethical, 
aesthetic and spiritual eye. I think for this reason the Sun [or Son] was called Apollo by the 
ancient Theologians; creator of all harmony, and leader of the Muses, since he releases 
minds from a certain confused turmoil, not so much by visible but by hidden influxes of 
rays, and he tempers them proportionately, and finally leads them to understanding.  

 
(Ficino YEAR [in Voss 2006, p. 207]) 

 
 
Languages are embedded in a practice, in a way of life: the arts, like the sciences, are 

embedded in practice; meaning and discourse are derived from within a particular stream 

of life (Wittgenstein 1973/53, p.43): each understands knowledge in its own way, within 

its own ‘form of life’ and ‘language game’. ‘Try not to think of understanding as a mental 

process alone; ask yourself, in what sort of case or in what kind of circumstances, can we 

say [with respect to efficacy and the arts that I know]: now I know how to go on’ 

(Wittgenstein 1953, p. 154). Such being the essentially embodied and experiential nature 

of arts practice – the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual – ‘one cannot lead people to the 

ethical, aesthetic and spiritual; one can only point them to some place or other’; and 
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‘what expresses itself in language cannot be expressed by means of language, it shows 

itself only when language falls silent’ (Wittgenstein 1922, pp.4-6; p.121)  

 
With respect to the notion of ‘journeying’, ‘direction of travel’ and ‘how best to read me’ 

[a key position with respect to the ontology, epistemology and methodology underlying 

the efficacy of this research], the audience is requested to consider approaching this 

‘performance arts research work’ in the manner of a performance; as with any 

performance work, understanding (i.e. ‘standing under’), accepting and respecting the 

work in terms of ‘what it is’, ‘what it is in itself’ rather than what it isn’t, something like 

viewing a performance of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Mahler’s Ninth Symphony or Jerome 

Robbins’ Dancers at a Gathering (portrayed below), as ‘a celebration of itself’ and in 

terms of ‘itself’ (see p.29, ‘Aesthetic Knowing’). 

 

 

 

Jerome Robbins/Frédéric Chopin, Dancers at a Gathering © Conway 

No stories. No plots. No roles. No words. 
A celebration of dance itself inspired by the music of Chopin: one comes away, the soul uplifted. 

 
* 
 

                                                    … open and receptive to the notion of this 

performance research work being ‘a form of truth happening’ (see Heidegger 2001/1927), 

one discovered and revealed in the process of journeying; something which in essence 

needs to be: 

 
                               lived-into            -  as much as  -     thought about 
                  personally encountered   -  as much as  -  publicly defined 
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                                                                 seeking 

                                  insight              -  as much as  -            sight 
                           transformation        -  as much as  -       information 
 
                                                                     in 

            phenomenological language  -  as much as  -  categorical language 

 

‘The quintessential element of art making [like the quintessential element of this 

performance art research making] is discovery; we enter without knowing in order to 

discover what we need to know, what there is to know’ (Hanstein 1999, p.23). Aesthetic 

attention, like loving attention, consists of suspending our thoughts, leaving them 

positively empty, ready to be penetrated by the other, seeking no-thing yet ready to 

receive any-thing. As Tarnas (2006, p. 487) observes, ‘it is often the case that the very 

faculties we require for our knowledge can only be developed through an attentive and 

receptive engagement with the nature of that which we seek to know; that by being open 

and receptive to that which we seek to know transforms us in the very process of our 

inquiry’. 

 
This ‘performance arts research work’, this deliberate re-presenting, re-grounding and re-

visioning of the way the arts are presently perceived and justified, is presented as ‘a form 

of truth happening’; something is revealed in the process of journeying. A performance 

can be an exciting affair; one that is best participated in and enjoyed. 
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The dancer believes that his art has something to say which cannot be said in words or in any other way 

than by dancing 
 

This is the dancer’s justification for being 
His reason for searching and researching into the higher and deeper aspects of his art 

 
 Humphrey 1937 (in Brown 1979)  

 

BACKGROUND: MOTIVATION: DESTINATION 

 

 
 

William Forsythe’s political ballet Three Atmospheric Studies © Mentzos  
 

* 
A performance research work is form of truth happening; it can be an exciting affair  

one that is best participated and enjoyed. 
 

 

There remain significant issues in artistic research with respect to how best to formulate 

research questions, in a way that they will lead ethically to authentic insights. In the 

minds of many (Abbs 2003, Coessens et al. 2010, Marshman 2009, McCarthy et al. 2004) 

the arts have failed to develop any adequate public conception of their true significance. 

Contemporary dance research in particular (Cameron 2009; Grove, Stevens, & 

McKechnie 2005; O’Connor et al. 2010) points to the need for a constructive 

reformulation of methods to investigate the complex processes, underpinnings, creation, 

performance and reception of dance. Under the dictates of government policy ‘the arts are 

invariably placed under the banner of leisure and consumption, becoming commodities 
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competing with other commodities in the hustle and bustle of a materialistic market place 

… the price paid for such rebranding, it is argued, has resulted in a serious undermining 

of the inherent and essential nature of the form’ (Abbs 1996, p.29). 

 
Based on the findings of and recommendations from such contemporary revisionary 

research as Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the Debate About the Benefits of the Arts 

(McCarthy et al. 2004), The Artistic Turn: A Manifesto (Coessens et al. 2010) and 

Theatre in Crisis? (Delgado & Svich 2002), this thesis has as its central aim a 

constructive reformulation and regrounding of the way the arts, and dance more 

specifically, are presently perceived and justified, seeking not to prove quantitatively in 

terms of instrumental benefits but point qualitatively in terms of their intrinsic and ethical 

nature, concern being more with ‘intuitive insightfulness’ than ‘logical demonstrability’ 

and questions regarding methodology being settled not by abstract theoretical 

considerations but by concrete experiential considerations: considerations as understood 

by those in the arts who have ‘lived-in’, loved, and contemplated the truthfulness, 

trustworthiness, sincerity and integrity peculiar to the arts, the ethical, aesthetic and 

spiritual (See ‘How Do We Spell Truth’, p. 41). As Belfiore and Bennett (2007, pp.135-

151) observe, ‘policy makers, legitimizing and funding agencies spend considerable 

resources looking for instrumental proof of the impact of the arts; little trying to 

understand their intrinsic nature’.  

 
We can speak of meaning only when we speak of understanding; constraints on 

understanding are therefore constraints with respect to meaning.  

 

Thinking’s saying would be stilled in 

its being only by becoming unable 

to say that which must remain 

unspoken 

Such inability would bring thinking 

face to face with its matter 

what is spoken is never, and in no 

language, what is said. 
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‘The Thinker As Poet’ (Heidegger 2001/1927, p.11) 

 
 
* 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 
Jerome Robbins/Philip Glass, Glass Pieces © Kolnik 

 
* 

What happens when social science tries to describe things that are complex, diffuse and messy? 

It tends to make a mess 

(Law 2004, pp.2–10) 

 
 

WHICH WAY TO GO? 
 
In the manner recommended by the RAND Report (McCarthy et al. 2004), I seek to 

ground my research in performance arts practice, in the writings, experiences and 

understandings of performance arts practitioners, those who have lived-in, embodied and 

contemplated the peculiar effects of the essential nature of the arts. In the manner of 

modern dance visionary Martha Graham, I propose to ‘steal and borrow from the best of 

such voices [deliberately and extensively, such borrowings being integral to my research 

methodology] treasuring the same not as a possession but as a heritage and legacy’ (Ross 

1973, p.xi); acknowledging in humility ‘a heritage and legacy of all the poets of the past 

from whom all poets in time to come will spring’ (Woolf 1975/1932). 

 
Based on such insights as gleaned from those who have lived-in, embodied and 

contemplated the peculiar effects of the arts as they relate to the ethical, aesthetic and 
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spiritual, and in the form of a ‘performative discourse’ – ‘performative’ used in the 

written narrative sense of the term denoting a mode of presenting or evoking action and 

referring to the imitation or illusion of a performance (see ‘Definition of Terms’, p.X) – 

this thesis seeks to illuminate, elucidate, and reveal something of the distinctive and 

essen-ce-tially ineffable, ephemeral and embodied nature of the dance experience per se, 

which in terms of its intrinsic and essential nature cannot be said, only pointed to or 

shown; dance in all its forms but especially in its form as art.  

 

 
PERFORMANCE ARTS PORTRAITS 

 

 
The Australian Ballet © Epson/Herald Sun 

* 
There is a powerful attraction with respect to the visual  

To ignore the visual aspect of dance would be to commit a categorical error, something crucial to its 
essential nature, and therefore unethical 

 
(Crampton 2005, p.196) 

 
 

My use of ‘portraiture’ has its inspiration in The Arts and Science of Portraiture 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis 2002, p.29) with its focus the visual and poetic, 

its concern to ‘move beyond academy’s inner circle’ with its reign of logic and 

abstraction and speak in a language that is more directly related to the peculiar and essen-

ce-tial nature of the form per se. As these authors (p. 9) and many others researching the 

arts (see Emmerson op. cit.) have observed, ‘academicians tend to speak to one another in 
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a language that is often opaque and esoteric. Rarely do the analyses and texts [they] 

produce invite dialogue with [dance] in “the real world”.’  

 

Accordingly, the performance portraits that occur throughout this text are intended to 

‘invite a dialogue, create a narrative and conversation with the audience/spectator, one 

that bridges the object and subject, the external and internal and ‘captures visually 

something of the vitality, grace, beauty and essence of the form… allowing time for 

contemplation’ (Crampton 2005, p.196). Dance, though concerned with movement for its 

primary effect, is also a visual art, very much so; to ignore the visual would be to commit 

a serious categorical error, something crucial to its essential nature and therefore 

unethical.  

 
 

 
 

Henri Matisse, La Danse, 1909/1910 (www.neatorama.com) 
 
 
The dance was in me. I didn’t need to warm myself up: I proceeded with the elements that 

were already alive. 
 

It’s easy for me to live with dance. I see much in dance, in expressive movement, rhythmic 
movement and music. 

 
 

                                                                   (Matisse 1950 [in Flam 1995,, p.190]) 

 
* 
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HOW THE VISUAL IMAGES AND PERFORMANCE ARTS 
PORTRAITS ARE BEST INTERPRETED 

 
On an immediate and surface level the portraits are intended to brighten, lighten up and 

enliven what might otherwise be perceived as a very dull text. With respect to many such 

dull, dry-boned and disembodied texts I have reviewed in preparation for this research, 

my use of visual images and performance portraits, indeed my use of graphics generally, 

my placing and spacing and my formatting and presenting, are a direct expression of this 

concern.  

 
On another level the portraits are a respectful reminder that the primary focus of this 

sometimes wordy and often abstract text is with performance arts practice and embodied 

experience. The text that accompanies each performance portrait – including the 

choreographer of the dance portrayed, the composer of its accompanying music and the 

drama or narrative/title of the dance work – is deliberate, the idea being that the viewer 

might be able to bring such understandings and appreciations to the dance being 

portrayed, thereby imaginatively enlivening that which might otherwise be viewed as 

little more than one-dimensional pose. For example, having in mind the cello solo from 

Saint-Saëns’ Carnival of the Animals when contemplating the visual depictions of 

Fokine’s ballet The Dying Swan (see pages 61–62), or Prokofiev’s depiction of the 

Montagues and Capulets confrontation that accompanies MacMillan’s ballet Romeo and 

Juliet (see page xxiii) could significantly brighten, enlighten and enliven the viewing.  
 
Sometimes the ‘word naming’ that accompanies a portrait can be interpreted prosaically 

and unambiguously, in effect conveying what to look out for on an immediate and 

surface level; more often it takes a poetic and ambiguous form, one open to layer upon 

layer of meanings – as many meanings and interpretations as there are interpreters, such 

being the peculiar nature of aesthetic knowing. Sometimes the text relates to the portrait 

directly, sometimes more indirectly to a text or theme previously pointed to … sometimes 

both and sometimes much more. 
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On a much deeper level the performance portraits constitute a form of iconic or imagistic 

communication, to be in-dwelt, lived-in and contemplated, and in the process ‘capture 

something of the vitality, grace, beauty and essence of that which is being portrayed … 

allow[ing] time for contemplation: time to go away and to return for further 

consideration’ (Crampton 2005, p.196). 

* 
With regard to the word naming that accompanies the performance portraits, as 

Wittgenstein (1967/1921, p.160) emphasized, it is important to keep in mind that ‘though 

written in the language of information it should not be interpreted as being used in the 

language-game of giving information’. While word naming constitutes an important 

means of understanding something of the essentially ineffable nature of the dance being 

portrayed, it must be the dance that founds the meanings those words name. As Horton 

Fraleigh (1999, p.xiii) points out, ‘dance is intended to be a statement of its own in 

relation to its poetic/imagistic essence … its messages are not mediated in words … 

words name the dance but it is the dance that names the words’. There are some 

meanings that can only be known intuitively, immediately and directly. To ask what they 

mean in the sense of something that can be put into words is to deny their essential and 

ethical nature, their distinctive existence. Some things cannot be known in ordinary ways, 

but can still be known. ‘We can’t always talk,’ writes dancer Toni Bentley (2003), ‘but 

God knows we know’. The concern in this research journey is make known that which 

cannot be said, that which counts but cannot be counted. 

 
* 

Although efficacy forms the core focus of this research, my concern is with much more 

than epistemic legality. Along with Palmer (2001) A Vision of Education and 

Transformation and Somerville (2006) I take the position that the way we know, the 

manner and form our knowing takes, has powerful implications for the way we enact and 

behave. With Law (2004, pp.2–10) my concern is not so much ‘efficacy of method’ as 

‘efficacy of knowing’, how we come to know, relate and be-in-the-world. Many of the 

issues facing the world I believe are not so much sociological, psychological or political 
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as epistemological; issues to do with the way we ‘see’, the way we think and reason; in 

particular the way in which mainstream contemporary culture perceives and justifies the 

place, the nature and conditions, of the arts; in particular the way in which the arts are 

driven by ‘the invisible engines of an unchecked materialist philosophy and epistemology 

of which it is essentially blind, and often ‘signifies little more than the triumph of 

simulacra over meanings, surface over depth, and gloss over substance’ (Abbs 1996, p.1); 

not the least the way higher education (see Astin 2005) deals with its central mission, the 

generation and transmission of knowledge, There was a time when the ethical, aesthetic 

and spiritual were at the heart of higher education; ‘today they are neither its heart nor its 

centre’ (H. Smith 2001, p.88). As one university professors wrote in response to my 

formal application to pursue this research with him at his university: 

 

What you seek almost by definition cannot be found in academic culture. 

The university is still a product of Enlightenment thinking, and there is no 

respect in it for the spiritual. Nor is there much respect for the creative arts, 

which are only grudgingly awarded a place at the bottom of the hierarchy of 

knowledge. If you put them together, spirituality and creative arts, then you 

have virtually placed yourself outside the university as such or at least on its 

farthest margins.  

 

McKechnie (2004), commenting on the research priorities announced by the Australian 

Government, notes that they are ‘all worthwhile categories, but no mention of anything 

that relates to our understanding of ourselves, our human hopes and dreams or our place 

in this increasingly violent world. I guess this is where the grand narrative comes in; the 

grand narrative as “the big picture”.’ Actor/theatre director Peter Brook (1999, p.121) 

speaks of a higher reality, a quality of understanding that links the outer world to another 

purpose for existence … that artistic experience is a reflection, an intimation of 

‘something else’. With McKechnie and Brook, my concern is with something else, 

something more than fine-tuned epistemic legalities. 

  

SUMMARY 
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In this Introduction I have sought to clarify where I am coming from and where I am 

seeking to go in relation to this performance arts research work, the manner and form of 

my researching; in particular the notion of journeying and participation crucial to its 

understanding. Positioning myself within a constructivist/relativist and multi-disciplined 

model with special reference to Wilber’s comprehensive and integral model of 

consciousness and Wittgenstein’s forms of life, I seek to re-present, re-ground and re-

vision the way the arts are presently perceived and justified; encourage arts legislators 

and administrators, arts communicators and educators, not the least performance artists, 

all who with Abbs (2003) see the pursuit of the arts not simply as a leisure pursuit, an 

exercise in therapy or an act of self-expression to be regarded as peripheral or merely 

ornamental, but as a primary quest for meaning and understanding, a way of 

apprehending and exploring the reality of our existence, both in their internal 

manifestation of thoughts and feelings, and in our relations with the actual social and 

sensuous world around us: as Wittgenstein would say, ‘to see aright and initiate 

embodied ethical action’.  

 

 
Kenneth MacMillan/Sergei Prokofiev, Romeo and Juliet © Ross 

Two households [the arts and sciences], both alike in dignity … is now the traffic of this stage 
the which if the reader with patient ears attends  

… my toil shall strive to mend 
 

Prologue (adapted), Romeo and Juliet, William Shakespeare 

 

*



 1 

 

 
 

PART ONE 
 

* 
 

THE ETHICAL 

 
 

 

Aszure Barton/Lera Auerbach (after G. B. Pergolesi’s Dialogues on Stabat Mater), Watch Her © Tiedeman  

 
And this is how it is: if only you do not try to utter what is unutterable then nothing gets lost.  

Wittgenstein (Gibson & Huemer 2004, p.160) 
 
 

* 
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CHAPTER –‘POINTER’ – ONE 
 

 

EFFICACY 
* 
 

 
 

 

Dancers from the English National Ballet warm up © Levene 
 
* 

 
An ethical approach to the arts is one that by definition does not betray its essential nature 

and uniqueness of the artistic process.  
 

(Read 1995, p.69) 
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With ‘efficacy’ being the core focus of this research I need to position myself with 

respect to how I propose to use the term. I propose to do this by looking critically at it 

from within four main contexts, four different but intimately related points of view: (i) 

arts policy generally, (ii) dance as art, (iii) dance as culture, and (iv) dance research and 

methodology. 

 

EFFICACY and ARTS POLICY  
 

Language is the house of being: it is much more than a tool 
We live in a language: we live within the forms of life determined by our languages 

 
 Heidegger 1947 (in Krell 2008, p.200) 

* 

In that every form of knowing is a way of en-acting, a way of relating and being-in-the-

world, every form of knowing has an ethical dimension and involves efficacy. Such being 

the prevailing instrumental dictates of government arts policy and mainstream objectivist 

strictures of academia that the arts are driven to act unethically by an unethical 

epistemology and methodology; perceived and justified through essentially alien 

categories (Borgdorff & Schuijer 2010, Coessens et al. 2010, Delgado & Svich 2002, 

McCarthy et al. 2004, Palmer 2001); ‘languages derived not from true art discourse but 

from illicit application of the methods and working assumptions of science and 

technology’ (Abbs 1996, p.29). Substituting such alien and illegitimate categories, as 

well as representing a form of ethical betrayal, has the effect of undermining 

development in terms of their intrinsic and ethical nature, ‘by-passing essen-ce-tial 

questions with regard to the power of the arts in their own right (see McCarthy et al. 

2004). ‘We have become so busy learning other people's languages… that we’ve 

remained virtually illiterate in our own’ (Bannon 2009, p.3). We have become ‘so 

annexed to other subjects that they have become denuded of any fleshy characteristics of 

the form… becoming little more than a series of metaphoric constructs existing in an 

extended array of complex disciplinary strictures’ (Adshead-Lansdale 2007, p.238).  

 
If the arts are to be in any sense true they cannot be true by conforming to anything that is 

other than its own truthfulness; the measure of its truth must, somehow, be intrinsic to it.  
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       Wayne McGregor/Jody Talbot, Chroma © Tommason 

 

Chroma examines the struggle between the physical and personal, the external and internal 

as  

this thesis seeks to examine the struggle between the physical and personal,  
the logical and phenomenological, the external and internal 

 

 

                                                                    * 
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EXAMPLES OF SUCH EXTRINSIC INSTRUMENTAL MEANINGS 

AND JUSTIFICATIONS FOR THE ARTS 
 
 

                                           .  improved cognitive functioning 
 

 .  heal social and racial divides                                                      .  good for the economy 
                                                                                       
                                                           .  way of making friends 
                .  build self-esteem                                     
                                                                                .  reduce anxiety and depression 
                                              
                               .  build healthy communities                         
 
                                                                    .  build personal development 

 

 

Stephan Thoss/Philip Glass, Searching for Home © Kaufhold                               

.  reduce crime, gangs and drug taking 
                                                                                                             .  improve test scores 
                                . bring people together                       
           .  recreation 
 
                                              .  urban revitalization                 .  health and fitness     
    
                                                           .  an antidote to sedentary life-style   
 

* 
 

All no doubt legitimate and worthwhile justifications in terms of their own interests but 

little to do the interest of dance per se, sui generis 
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The arts, it is claimed, contribute to ‘physiological and mental health, improved 

cognition, and intrinsic motivation; an antidote to sedentary lifestyle, anxiety and 

depression’ (North Kent Local Authority Arts Partnership 2009); ‘increased physical 

confidence, improved mental functioning and psychological wellbeing, greater self-

confidence and self-esteem; a way of making new friends, a powerful tool for engaging 

and encouraging local communities to express their needs and aspirations’ (Victoria State 

Government 2010); ‘improved test scores, attitudes, self-esteem, self-confidence and self-

efficacy; reduced anxiety, crime reduction; an antidote to myriad social problems such as 

involvement in gangs and drugs; good mechanism for urban revitalization, for business, 

stimuli to the tourist industry and thus local economics’ (McCarthy et al. 2004); and ‘a 

huge force for good, unifying communities, effectively drawing people together, truly 

multicultural’ (National Campaign for the Arts, Dance Manifesto UK 2006). 

  
All, no doubt, worthwhile and legitimate justifications in themselves, as I have previously 

argued in the specific case of dance (Blogg 1998), but little to do with art as art, i.e. with 

the intrinsic nature and internal necessity of art per se, sui generis – in the minds of 

many, their raison d’être. ‘When economics and other such extrinsic or instrumental 

values are seen as the main motivation and justification for the arts, not only does this 

have the effect of ignoring the aspirations of art but also those individual and collective 

values within the form that rub up against such economic imperatives, namely the way 

such forces undermine and cut against the arts: in effect economic success having the 

effect of cutting off the very source of that success’ (O’Connor et al. 2010, pp.72–98). 

Paradoxically, whilst making constant demands for more recognition, the arts find 

themselves forced to submit to a system that is failing them.  

 
We seem to have lost our bearing as to what art is and why it matters. However 

extrinsically beneficial such instrumental justifications of the arts may be, in terms of 

their primary intent, their motivation and destination is for something other than the art 

itself. Such instrumental justifications as listed above ‘fall away as misleading and 

trivializing when we talk about intrinsic meaning and value; about transpersonal acts of 

aesthetic intelligence’ (Abbs 1989, p.6).  
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If the arts are be supported effectively and ethically in terms of themselves, in terms of 

intrinsic nature and internal necessity, those working in the them need to convince 

regulating government and academic authorities why and how they are valuable in terms 

of themselves, rather than ‘making arguments and using sweeping claims and spurious 

evidence in terms of making us better people’ (Jensen 2002, pp.1–9).  

 
The distinction between the instrumental and non-instrumental, the internal and external 

… [the ‘ethical, aesthetic and spiritual’ and the arts] … may be seen in Bentley’s (2003, 

p.141) recognition of the essen-ce-tial difference between sport and art. 

 
It is the spiritual nature of ballet that was so blindingly obvious to me when 

I was cheering the New York Knicks. It is what transcends, surpasses, and 

even belittles a specific performance. It is the reminder of what is elsewhere, 

of what lies not here – not now – but of what always is and yet is never 

known. It is closer to the physical than the verbal, and yet sheer physicality 

is comical beside it. It involves the physical in the same way that 

lovemaking does: naked flesh alone is as shallow as the surface skin, but if it 

is used as the messenger or the object, actively or passively, for pure feeling, 

it arouses moments that are sublime. The dance is a metaphor, whereas 

basketball is the celebration of coordinated energy and the goal is to win. 

We do not dance to win. After all, what is there to win in a timeless place? 

One can win only if one adheres to man-made goals – one cannot win with 

God. We cannot be measured by points. Winning is a conscious gaining. We 

dance to show what we know but are not conscious of. There is no triumph 

over the spirits. 

* 
 

Whatever can be valued can be valued in different ways. To paraphrase Reid (1969, 

pp.18–69), ‘we needn’t prejudge questions of the logical importance of other kinds of 

talk about the arts since no doubt they all in their different ways contribute to the fullest 

understanding of the place of the arts in society; but, if we are talking of art as art, of 

dance as art, then we need to keep in mind that such an approach is not just a matter of 
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temperamental interest but epistemological and ethical necessity. Unless we understand 

better the ways in which the dance operates, its true and essen-ce-tial meaning and value 

will remain arbitrary; to be defended endlessly with recourse to irrelevant and essentially 

unethical rationalities’.  

 
 
 

         

Jerome Robbins/Peter Tchaikovsky, Piano Pieces © Kolnik 

Set to solo piano music composed by Tchaikovsky, Piano Pieces is one of Mr. Robbins's 
lightest pieces. A sherbet of a ballet, it displays its dancers as frolicsome young people 
caught in brief moments of quiet, contemplative passion.  

 
                 Dunning 1998 (Ballet Critic, New York Times) 

 
* 

 
SUMMARY  
 
In contemplating the possibility of artistic research within mainstream and prevailing 

legitimizations and justifications, are we not in danger of attempting the impossible: to 

get through the eye of the needle, the needle of science [or at least the assumed and 

mythologized version of science]; the disciplined gateway of rigorously structured shared 

procedures that enables a hypothesis in science to become a thesis? Should we translate 

our practices into such uncongenial language? And what might we betray by translating it 

– as the Italian goes, ‘traduttore tradittore’, meaning that every translation becomes a 

betrayal (Coessens et al. 2010, p. 20)? 
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Christopher Wheeldon/James MacMillan, Tryst © Morgan Ballet-co 
 

* 
Unless we understand better the ways in which the theatre arts operate,  

their true meaning and value will remain arbitrary; to be defended endlessly with recourse to 
irrelevant and unethical rationalities  

 
(Read 1995, p.69) 

 

EFFICACY and DANCE 

The dance community makes constant demands for more recognition yet at 

the same time adheres to a system that is failing it. So inculcated into the 

habitus of this system we fail to recognize our adaptation and conformity to 

such a system. Our capacity to find new ways of working outside the system 

and claim appropriate working conditions for creative development is 

undermined by dependence on prevailing policies and legitimizing 

authorities with their inability to imagine alternatives. (Crampton 2005, 

p.14). 

 

Abbs (1996, p.8), a passionate critic of the contemporary art scene, points to what he sees 

as ‘an epistemic blindness, an aesthetic and cultural betrayal of language, language being 

derived not from true art discourse but from illicit applications of the sciences and by 
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universities pathologically obsessed with quantitative measurement rather than qualitative 

flow of meaning’.  

 

Different disciplines, with their different forms of life, methods and modes of inquiry, 

represent distinctive techniques for both generating and validating knowledge: each has 

its own ‘point of view’, its own way of seeing and ‘being-in-the-world’, and each 

produces explanations that cannot be reduced to the products of other modes. Such 

methods and modes are not neutral mediums; significantly, they can ensnare. While 

within one context they may constitute bridges to understanding, within another they may 

constitute barriers, having the effect of undermining or distorting rather than enlightening 

and illuminating.  

 

The problem, as Law (2004, p.142) points out, is not the lack of variety in practice and 

method but ‘the hegemonic and dominant pretentions and conceits of certain versions or 

accounts of method. We have created a sense of significance that we can neither translate 

adequately into words nor relate in any rational way to the physical and logical means by 

which we have created it. We can recognize its impact but we are confounded by it and 

cannot account for it. By stretching language to its limits, and moving outside of the 

traditional vocabulary of research discourse, we may perhaps succeed in winning a few 

border skirmishes along the frontier between explicit and implicit, but what we put into 

words will always be less that what we are trying to present’. Particularly pertinent with 

respect to the arts, the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual, is Wittgenstein’s contention that 

‘when reality is compared with propositions it is the form of propositions which 

determines the shape of reality and not the other way round’ (2001/1921, p.4).  

 
The cornerstone of Law’s After Method: Mess in Social Science Research (2004, p.143) 

is that methods do not so much reflect or describe realities as produce them. The 

objectivist method that presently dominates in social science is not a more or less 

successful set of procedures for reporting and reflecting a given reality, but performative 

in that it has the effect of producing and pre-conditioning what we see and how we 
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behave. Instead of science and scientific method being perceived as one of a multiplicity 

of epistemic tools it tends to see itself as a universal picture’.  

 

In that knowing is a situated or contextual inquiry it is important to be clear in one’s mind 

the situation or context one seeks to inquire into, what one seeks to know and how one 

proposes to go about researching it. To claim dance as artistic research we need to be 

empowered to think in new ways, claim recognition for the fact that there are different 

ways of knowing, that scientific method in particular represents but one of many modes 

and methods of inquiry. While dance needs to stand up to scientific, bureaucratic and 

academic scrutiny it needs to be allowed to do so on its own terms, in terms unique to 

itself: not by aping objectivist legislative institutions but by proclaiming their own means 

and modes (see Crampton 2005 and O’Connor et al. 2010). There are a whole lot of 

realities that are not, so to speak, real because they do not meet the preconditions of a 

particular epistemic dictate. It is not always understood, and therefore realized, that what 

is construed as reliable, valid, meaningful and relevant within the context of one mode of 

human inquiry [science] might within the context of another [art] be construed as 

unreliable, invalid, meaningless and irrelevant.  

 

As Wittgenstein (1953, p.53) emphasized, ‘in order to get clear about a language you 

have to describe a way of living’. There are some truths [if not all truths] which, in order 

to be known fully, ‘truth’-fully and ethically, need to be lived-in and enacted fully, 

‘truth’-fully and ethically – no more so than in relation to the intrinsic and essentially 

embodied nature of the dance experience. The critical question for the dance researcher 

is, does the proposed methodology, with its inherent ontology and epistemology, 

constitute a legitimate, sufficiently reliable and valid, meaningful and relevant model for 

that which we seek to know and make known … is it ethical? ‘Does it’, in Dewey’s 

words (2002/1922, p.53), ‘liberate or suppress, ossify or render flexible, divide or unify 

interest? Is perception quickened or dulled? Is imagination diverted to fantasy and 

compensatory dreams or does it add fertility to life? Is thought creative or pushed to one 

side into pedantic specialism?’  

* 
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Central to this research is that the arts, and dance in particular, represent a discrete body 

of knowledge, with its own means and mode of investigation, its own distinctive 

verification procedures, public criteria, conceptual frameworks and syntax, whose essen-

ce-tial meaning ‘grows out of being, reaching into its own truth’ (Heidegger 2001/1927, 

pp.11–13). If a work of art is to be true it cannot be true by conforming to something 

which is other than itself: the measure of its truth must somehow be intrinsic to itself. An 

ethical approach to dance must be one that does not betray the uniqueness of its own 

truth, its own artistic process. ‘Even if all possible scientific questions have been 

answered, that which is left [– left out, namely the essen-ce-tially ineffable, ephemeral, 

embodied and experiential nature of the arts/dance experience –] will not have been 

touched at all’ (Wittgenstein 1922, p.7). What is significant about dance is not what it 

‘says’ but what it points to, namely ‘a silence beyond words’ (Wittgenstein 1922, p.52).  

 

 

 

Kenneth MacMillan/Gustav Mahler, Song of the Earth © Ross 

 
* 

People tend to assume that because they can see, they can ‘see’ art. No one questions the fact that verbal 
language has to be learned, but the commonplaceness of visual experience betrays art; the language of 

dance, like the language of words, has to be learned. 
  

 

Different knowledge domains with their different forms of life constitute different ways 

of constructing and construing reality; each has its own ‘point of view’, its own way of 

seeing and ‘being-in-the-world’. Central to this thesis is that the arts represent a unique 

and discrete body of knowledge, with its own means and mode of investigation, its own 

verification procedures, public criteria, conceptual frameworks and syntax. While dance 

needs to stand up to scientific, bureaucratic, and academic scrutiny it needs to be allowed 
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to do so in its own terms, in terms unique to itself: not by aping such institutions but by 

proclaiming its own means and modes. (see Crampton 2005, O'Connor et al. 2010)  

Such being the essen-ce-tial and ethical nature of the arts meaning ‘grows out of being 

reaching into its own truth’ (Heidegger 2001/1927, pp.11–13). 

 

When thought’s courage stems from 

the bidding of Being, then 

destiny’s language thrives. 

 
As soon as we have the thing before 

our eyes, and in our hearts, an ear 

for the word, thinking prospers. 

Few are experienced enough in the 

difference between an object of 

 scholarship and a matter thought. 

 
 If in thinking there were already 

 adversaries and not mere opponents,  

 then thinking’s case would be more auspicious. 
 

 

 
Kenneth MacMillan/Sergei Prokofiev, Romeo and Juliet © John Ross  

 
Even if all possible scientific questions have been answered from within science  

that which is left will not have been touched at all 
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(Wittgenstein 1922, #6.52) 

* 

An ethical approach to dance is one that does not betray the uniqueness of its essential 

nature and artistic process. What is significant about dance is not what it says but what it 

points to, ‘a silence beyond words’ (Wittgenstein 1922, p.52). ‘We can speak of meaning 

only when we speak of understanding. Constraints on understanding are therefore 

constraints with respect to meaning. We can have no idea what meaning might be until 

we have some grasp of the distinction between the one who sees with understanding and 

the one who merely sees’ (Scruton 2004, p.2).  

 

 
 

      
Glen Tetley/Arnold Schoenberg, Pierrot Lunaire © Crickmay  

There are ‘realities’ beyond the senses that cannot be formulated in sayable or sensical propositions 

‘non-sensical’ things that can only be pointed to  
 

(Wittgenstein 1922, #4.1212) 
 
* 

As dancers we can’t always talk but God knows we know. 

(Bentley 2003, p.34) 
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EFFICACY and DANCE CULTURE – DANCE ARTISTS 
 
 
We are told by such funding bodies as the Australia Council (2000, p.33) that audiences 

are hungry for information and that artists need to invest more time in communication 

and education, make meaningful that which for many is meaningless and inaccessible 

(see McKechnie 2002). 

 
Accordingly, questions about dance and efficacy are not only about the case to be made 

for dance. Equally important, if not more important, is what dance is doing to make its 

case, to make the form vital, meaningful and accessible. How can the dance artist live 

responsibly and ethically, find acceptance for the form and his or her artistic point of 

view, if it is not voiced effectively? The impression gained from my review of relevant 

literature is many dancers don’t seem to understand or indeed even care about what their 

role is in relation to the wider community (see Van Dyke 1992, pp.140–142).  

 
Contemporary dance theatre becomes an integral and acceptable part of society only if 

dance helps it to be so. We need not only high-quality dance and dancers but high-quality 

dancer/communicators and educators.  

* 
 

If one believes that the arts reflect culture then according, to Alistair Spalding, chair of 

Dance UK (National Campaign for the Arts 2006), dance is doing very well … ‘never 

before has the public’s engagement with dance been so strong’. If, however, one believes 

that the dance reflects a lack of ability and responsibility to communicate and educate, to 

help the public to expand and deepen its understanding and appreciation of the form, then 

by many other accounts (Cameron 2009, McCarthy et al. 2004, McLennan 2005) dance is 

not doing so well.  

 
If dance has been misunderstood by the general public, then arguably it could also be the 

case that the public has been misunderstood by dance. That contemporary dance theatre 

has lost touch with the mainstream is not just a case of the public failing to support dance, 
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but also one of dance failing to support and nourish its public. The dance community 

needs to consider its responsibility in connecting with its audiences, ‘shift the focus away 

from supply, what can society do for dance, and move more towards a cultivation of 

appreciation and thereby demand’ (McCarthy et al. 2004, p.xv–xviii): in short, what 

dance can do for society.  

 
The key issues facing contemporary dance theatre, I believe, are not so much about 

economics as they are about meaningfulness and relevance, education and 

communication; in spite of all the counterfeit nonsense that often surrounds the dance, 

and the arts generally, dance represents a form of intelligibility, a unique way of 

knowing, of enacting and being-in-the-world: ‘fully conceived, the arts are philosophical 

necessities’ (Abbs 2003, p.61). 

 
I see the issues facing dance today as being basically twofold, caused in part by the 

instrumental limitations imposed by political dictates and objectivists of mainstream 

academia from without (see McCarthy et al. 2004, op. cit.) and caused in part by the 

internal limitations from within the form itself. On the one hand dance has become 

‘reduced to little more than decorative form, a reflection of a culture to do with 

immediate sensory pleasure, a spectacular and competitive entertainment that exists on 

the surface of things’ (Van Dyke 1992, pp.125–126) with audiences being drawn to often 

glib and mediocre surface entertainment, as if it were a metaphor for great insight and 

transcendence of reality’ (Soll 2002, pp.259–379): on the other, it has become driven by 

internal ‘self-absorption and smug self-satisfaction’ (Sellars 2002, p.61), dancers 

‘preferring to live in a reified climate of talking to each other’ (Goodman 1990, p. 21), 

becoming ‘small and self involved, acting as if the rest of the world didn’t matter’ 

(Newman 2003 , p.17).  

 
Dance, it seems, has become its own end; in the case of the ballet, as much if not more a 

culture than art, a somewhat refined, elitist and reified culture, ‘so immersed in itself and 

its own medium it assumes a meaningfulness, relevancy and accessibility that is not 

necessarily evident to lay audiences … the result being a significant gap between the 

belief of the dance artist and the expectations of an audience’ (Crampton 2005, p.195). 
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Whilst dancers have explored brilliantly the physical dimensions of their art, they have 

been much less concerned with the metaphysical, with the question of why they do what 

they do. Studying the reports from various dance conferences in recent years – and in 

recent years we have seen an extraordinary growth in such gatherings and reporting, e.g. 

Past Present Future conference (2002), Towards a Research Strategy for the Creative Arts 

in Australia (2002), Future Development of Dance as an Art Form (Westminster 2004), 

Dance into the 21st Century (2005) Snap, Dance Manifesto (UK 2006), Canadian Dance 

Assembly (2007 and 2008), World Dance Alliance – Global Summit (2008, 2011, 2012) 

– the focus is overwhelmingly on ‘what dance needs’ rather than ‘what society needs’, 

‘what can society do for dance’ rather than ‘what can dance do for society’. 

With Halprin (2004) and, by all accounts, a growing number of people concerned about 

the nature and conditions of dance, the way the dance and arts generally are presently 

perceived and justified, ‘I feel bound to ask [as I do throughout this research journey] a 

whole bunch of questions like whom am I dancing for? Why am I dancing? What am I 

dancing about? What difference does it make in one’s life? How can dance transform?’ 

 

Reviewing the writings of the early twentieth century modern dance pioneers in 

preparation for this research I was struck by the fact that for many dance had its 

motivation and destination in something much more than dance itself and something 

much more than the dancers themselves; as Heidegger (2001/1927, p.13) put it, 

‘something else’, namely ‘an unshakable belief in the integrity and validity of the 

spiritual; that the spiritual and dance were a necessary part of life’ (Soll 2002, p.54). ‘The 

original impulse of modern dance, the gains in credence and stature, the philosophic, 

aesthetic, educational and spiritual established by these pioneers [which I believe were 

carried on right up to the late 1960s and early 1970s, in UK at least, in the form of Laban 

at Addlestone, Surrey and early Contemporary Dance at The Place, London] seems to 

have been all but lost’ (Van Dyke 1992, p.125). Today we think of the dance primarily in 

terms of entertainment, having little significance other than the provision of ephemeral 

and escapist pleasure, a gloss upon the surface of life, a harmless indulgence: one driven 

in the main by economics than by the internal energies of the form itself. Yet many 
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within dance know that far from escaping life, dance ‘has a way of drawing us into life, 

allowing us to participate more immediately and deeply in the basic stuff and process of 

life, incarnating as it were, its mystery, wonder and awe’ (Westerhorff 1981b, pp.5–15).  

 

 

 

                                   
 

IS THERE NOT A BETTER CASE FOR DANCE? 

 

 

Wittgenstein (1979/1931, pp.36–39), who by all accounts had an extensive and sustained 

sympathetic engagement with the arts and culture, and who regarded the arts as 

distinctive forms and modes of understanding, wrote, ‘People nowadays think that 

scientists exist to instruct them, poets and musicians to entertain and give them pleasure. 

That the latter have something to teach them – that never occurs to them’. 

 

* 

There are of course many notable exceptions to my somewhat negative account of dance 

today. There are, no doubt, many within dance who are genuinely concerned about the 

consequences of their art, whose work has purpose and moral authority and who seek to 
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relate their work to understanding ourselves, our hopes and dreams or our place in the 

scheme of things (see Appendix TWO).  

 
SUMMARY  
 

‘The time comes in every serious artist’s life,’ writes composer Paul Hindemith (1956, 

p.162), ‘when he or she comes to feel that it cannot be the final purpose of his existence 

to be some elevated form of public jester; that there must be some higher aim’. This 

thesis is drawn to the notion of a ‘higher aim’. Great art, like great artists, has a way of 

transcending and transforming its material, pointing us to something else: something 

essentially immaterial. 

  

 

 
Lin Hwai-Min/John Cage, Wild Cursive © Ross 

 
Today, as yesterday, the dance has the capacity to touch us, move us and enable us to 

give voice to that ‘something’ deep within the psyche: something ‘more than’ ourselves 

alone, to which in some ineffable, incomprehensible and mysterious way we are 

connected, ‘move and live … and have our being’ (Acts 17:28). 

 

The challenge for dance is to take the audience somewhere else; to point to something 

more than itself alone; to demonstrate that it is much more than a luxury decorative item, 

an ephemeral and escapist pleasure, a gloss upon the surface of life’ (Delgado & Svich 

2002, p.135).  
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Jerome Robbins/Philip Glass, Glass Pieces © Kolnik 

 
Glass Pieces opens with 36 dancers in brightly colored practice clothes, crisscrossing the 
stage in carefully planned patterns. Like Glass, Robbins is giving us a strongly formal 
work, ruled predominantly by visible structures and rhythms – an outline based on 
repetitive phrases that deceptively suggest a deliberately minimal vocabulary – yet, like 
Glass, is careful to give us a human echo. It is a picture of our systematized times, the 
electronic age, the computer age. And it is always, through its very formal structure, a 
metaphor for the human striving to survive this systematization, itself self-willed by 
humans.  

 
                                            (Anna Kisselgoff, 14 May 1983, New York Times) 
 
 

* 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EFFICACY and DANCE RESEARCH 
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An ethical approach to dance is one that by definition does not betray the 

uniqueness of the artistic process. The arts say things that hold them to 

account in their own ways, and artist-researchers need to be empowered to 

enter into a discourse that fully acknowledges such differences. 

(Coessens et al. 2010, p.47–56) 

* 

Philosophical problems arise when ‘language goes on holiday’ (Wittgenstein 1973/1953, 

p.38); when the ontology, epistemology and methodology of one form of life, one way of 

construing reality is taken out of context; when things of one kind are presented as if they 

belonged to another kind. For Wittgenstein, what is ethically right is based upon doing, 

living and enacting aright … in this or that situation; closely related to that of ‘can’, ‘is 

able’ and ‘understands’, understanding for Wittgenstein being the source of correct use’ 

(Wittgenstein 1973/1953, p.146 and 159).  

Different knowledge disciplines with their different forms of life, modes of inquiry and 

verification procedures represent distinctly different techniques for both generating and 

testing knowledge. Each enacts and produces explanations that cannot be reduced to the 

products of other modes.  

 
PROPOSED RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

In contemplating the possibility of artistic research are we not in danger of 

attempting the impossible, that of attempting to get through the eye of the 

needle of science, or at least the assumed and mythologized version of 

science, the disciplined gateway of rigorous structured, shared procedures 

that enables a hypothesis in science to become a thesis? Should we translate 

our practices into such uncongenial language? And what might we betray by 

translating it, as the Italian goes ‘traduttore tradittore’, meaning that every 

translation becomes a betrayal? (Coessens et al., 2010, pp. 20–22) 

 
* 
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Based on the findings and recommendations of contemporary research with respect to the 

way the arts are presently perceived and justified (Cameron 2009, McCarthy et al. 2004, 

McLennan 2005), rather than prove by vigorous objectivist logic and abstract argument, 

as has largely been the case within in traditional and mainstream academic research, this 

thesis seeks by a series of disciplined models, maps, and visual and poetic images to 

‘point to and show’ (à la Wittgenstein 1953) that which in terms of dance’s intrinsic and 

ethical nature cannot be said, that which counts but cannot be counted, thereby making 

more meaningful and accessible that which, as previously cited, is meaningless and 

inaccessible. 

 
A research and methodology based on a series of ‘pointers’ – models, maps, visual and 

poetic images! Nonsense! Yes, in traditional and mainstream objectivist and analytical 

terms, but ‘illuminating and enlightening nonsense’, as Wittgenstein (1979/1931, p.56) 

would say … ‘something that needs to be said, nonsensicality being the essen-ce-tial and 

peculiar nature of the dance as art experience’ … so, ‘don’t for heaven’s sake be afraid of 

talking nonsense … just pay attention to your nonsense’ [pay attention to the way you use 

and lead your audience to use those ‘pointers’ – models, maps, and visual and poetic 

images] and ‘keep in mind that [your research nonsense], though composed in the 

language of information, is not used in the language-game of giving information’ 

(Wittgenstein 1967/1921, p.160); and that while your proposed ‘pointers’ – models, 

maps, and visual and poetic images – name the dance, ‘it must be the dance experience 

that names the meaning those words name’ (Horton Fraleigh 1999, p.xiii).  

 

Philosophical problems arise when ‘language goes on holiday’ (Wittgenstein 1973/1953, 

p.38); when the ontology, epistemology and methodology of one form of life, one way of 

constructing reality, is taken out of context; when things of one kind are presented as if 

they belonged to another kind.  

For Wittgenstein language has meaning within specific contexts. When taken out of 

context and put into a different one, a semantic or ontological error occurs; one cannot 

stand outside a form of life and language game, legislate about it or attempt to impose the 

rules of another without first learning the rules and entering into the other. 
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In terms of the arts, when the shape of reality with respect to the ethical, aesthetic and 

spiritual is compared with propositions, it is the form of propositions which determines 

the shape of reality – and not the other way round’ (Wittgenstein 2001/1921, p.4). 

Accordingly, ‘sometimes an expression [in this case the reality that is art] has to be taken 

out of the language and sent to the cleaners [– to be re-presented, re-grounded and re-

visioned]. Then it can be re-introduced into service’ (Wittgenstein 1980/1940. p. 39).  

 

Interestingly, towards the end of Lecture on Ethics (1965/1929) Wittgenstein elevates the 

notion of nonsense to the status of an essence, an essence [like the essen-ce-tial nature of 

dance] of something important, not rational or irrational but pre-rational. ‘I see now’, he 

writes, ‘these nonsensical expressions were not nonsensical because I had not yet found 

the correct expressions, but because nonsensicality was their very essence: the reason 

why I cannot understand Shakespeare [– like perhaps the reason why within academia 

cannot understand or are not enabled to ‘stand under’ Balanchine, Beckett or Bach –] is 

that I want to find symmetry in asymmetry’ (Wittgenstein 1965/1929, p.44). 

 
* 

 
The first step in seeking to re-present, re-ground and re-vision the way the arts are 

presently perceived and researched is to recognize the fact that ‘their intangible [non-

propositional and nonsensical] nature make it difficult, if not impossible, to define and 

are even only partially intelligible to those who have experienced them directly’ 

(MacCarthy 2004 et al., p.40). As Emmerson (2012) comments, ‘artists are far more 

eloquent, not to mention confident, in manipulating their own medium than words. 

Without wanting to promote the myth of the inarticulate performer, trying to find 

adequate words through which to represent or, more accurately, to not misrepresent our 

artistic practice is indeed a daunting challenge for most of us. Some believe it to be 

impossible.’ Emmerson here is referring to musicians but what he says of musicians is 

equally applicable to performance artists more generally. My ‘stealing and borrowing 

from others’, as formally declared in my introduction, ‘treasuring the same not as a 

possession but as a heritage and legacy’ (Ross, 1973, p.xi), is a recognition and humble 
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acknowledgement that as a performance artist I too ‘am far more eloquent, not to mention 

confident, in manipulating my own medium than the medium of abstract propositions.’ 

 

Something of the difficulty associated with finding words to talk ‘about’ that which in 

essence cannot be spoken is beautifully caught in T. S. Eliot’s ‘Burnt Norton’ (1943), the 

first of his Four Quartets:  

 

                                              Words strain 

Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, 

Under the tension, slip. Slide and perish 

Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place  

Will not stay still 

Shrieking voices  

Scolding, mocking, or merely chattering,  

Always assail them. 

 
* 
 

In the words and revisionary footsteps of Wittgenstein (1953, p.16) my research ‘consists 

of two parts, the one as presented herein plus all I have not written, and it is precisely the 

second part [that which I have not written and at best only pointed to or shown] that is the 

important one.’ He continues, ‘This is how it is: provided you don’t try to utter what is 

unutterable [and therefore unethical] then nothing gets lost’.  
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Tim Rushton/Andy Pape, CaDance © Steinberg 

Words strain, slip and slide with imprecision, will not stay in place, will not stay still 

There are ‘realities’ beyond the senses that cannot be formulated in sayable or sensical propositions. These 
‘realities’ can be pointed to in the form of propositions, in the symbolism and logical propositions, but 

should not the language game of information 
 

(Wittgenstein 1922, 4.1212) 
 
* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT CANNOT BE SPOKEN CAN BE POINTED TO OR SHOWN 

(Wittgenstein 1922, p.7) 

What cannot be spoken can be danced, sung and dramatized  
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Frederick Ashton/Franz Liszt, Dante Sonata © Cooper 
 
* 

Fragile innocence confronts desperate evil in Ashton’s simple and poignant ballet, created 
at the height of World War II. The elegant white-clad Children of Light battle the dark and 
serpentine Children of Darkness with only one certain outcome – like every war, casualties 
on both sides. Danced to a passionate, virtuoso score by Liszt, inspired by Dante’s Divine 
Comedy, the piece still holds a chilling resonance today.  

(Birmingham Royal Ballet 2008) 

* 

Central to the deliberate re-presenting, re-grounding and re-visioning of this performance 

arts research work, and fundamental to its ontology, epistemology and methodology, is 

Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘pointing’ to that which in essence cannot be said. Such 

‘pointers’ – models, maps, and poetic and visual images – seek not to re-present the 

essentially ineffable and embodied reality of the dance experience but point to their 

presentational nature of that experience. As a Zen philosopher would say, ‘the finger that 

points at the moon is not the moon’. As Korzybski (1933) emphasized, ‘the map is not 

the territory’.  
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* 
 
In the words of Wittgenstein (1922, #6.54), my propositions [– my pointers – models 

maps, and poetic and visual images –] ‘serve as elucidations … anyone who understands 

me … who is in sympathy with the spirit in which I write [1979/1931, #6e] … will 

eventually re-cognize them as nonsense or senseless when they have … climbed up 

beyond them, on them and over them. They must, so to speak, throw away the ladder 

after they have climbed up on it, transcend propositions … then they will learn to see the 

world aright’ (1922, #6.54).  

 

 
 

 
 

Martin Blogg, St. Frances © Martin Blogg, Springs Dance Company 
 

While there are things that cannot be spoken, they can be shown: even more astounding 
can show themselves 

 
(Wittgenstein 1922, #6.522)  

 
* 

Dance, like music and drama, is ‘a language of the invisible in which nothingness is 

suddenly there in a form that cannot be “seen”; cannot be counted, cannot be touched, 

weighed, and measured … yet can be fully known’ (Brook 1972, p.134). 

 

In PART ONE, the discussion so far, I have sought to position myself with respect to my 

research – where I am coming from and where I am seeking to go, my motivation and 
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destination, and in particular my concern to re-present, re-ground and re-vision the way 

the arts and dance more specifically is researched by means of a series of ‘pointers’ – 

models, maps, and visual and poetic images – the whole having its roots in an ontology, 

epistemology and methodology peculiar to the intrinsic and essentially ineffable and 

nonsensical nature of the dance experience per se. 

In PART TWO I position my concern for efficacy and the art within the context of 

Wilber’s comprehensive and integral model of consciousness. Ways of knowing and 

being move more and more towards the second core theme of this research, namely the 

AESTHETIC: aesthetic understood not in traditional terms as a branch of philosophy, i.e. 

‘aesthetics’, but in terms of a particular ‘attitude’, a particular way of knowing and being-

in-the-world. 

 
* 

 

 
Jean Grand-Maître/Joni Mitchell, The Fiddle and the Drum © Alberta Ballet 

 
* 

Unless we understand better the ways in which the theatre arts operate  
their true meaning and value will remain arbitrary 

To be defended endlessly with recourse to irrelevant and essentially 
Unethical rationalities 

 
(Read 1995, p.69) 
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PART TWO 

 
* 

 

THE  
 

AESTHETIC 
 
 

 
Stage set by Walter Nobbe for Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček’s Sinfonietta © Nobbe 

 
Aesthetic attention, like loving attention, consists of suspending our thoughts 

 leaving them positively empty, ready to be penetrated by the other, seeking no-thing yet 
ready to receive any-thing 

 
 

* 
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CHAPTER – ‘POINTER’ – TWO 
 
A COMPREHENSIVE and INTEGRAL MODEL OF CONSCIOUSNESS 

 
* 

 
KNOWING and BEING-IN-THE-WORLD 

 
 
 

 
 

Richard Alston/Scott Joplin, The Devil in the Detail © Glendinning 
 
* 

 
Language is the house of being: it is much more than a tool 

We live in a language. We live in the form of life determined by our languages 
 

 (Heidegger, in Krell 2008, p.200) 
 

 

 

 

http://www.ballet.co.uk/magazines/yr_07/apr07/ra_rev_richard_alston_0207.htm#bigpic#bigpic
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In PART ONE – THE ETHICAL the focus of my concern was with efficacy, with respect 

to the arts generally but contemporary western dance theatre specifically. 

 

In PART TWO – THE AESTHETIC the focus of my concern is with a particular 

epistemology and ethic, a particular way of knowing, enacting, relating and being-in-the-

world, the whole ‘journeyed’ (see page viii, ‘Journeying Forth: Direction of Travel) 

within the context of …  

 
(i) a comprehensive and integral model of consciousness; a post-modernist, 

socially contracted and relativist view of knowledge 

(ii) a view of language understood in terms of Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘forms of 

life’ and ‘language games’  

(iii) a series of epistemic opposites with respect to how language is used (in the 

case of the arts and aesthetic, often misused or misunderstood), namely 

symbol vs. sign, virtual vs. concrete, ineffable vs. effable, mythological and 

metaphorical vs. factual and literal  

(iv) the AESTHETIC directly. 

 
 
 

 

Aletta Collins/Tobias Picker, Awakenings ©Devlin  
 

If a work of art is to be in itself in any sense ‘true’, 
It cannot be true by conforming to anything which is other than itself: 

 the measure of its truth must, somehow, be intrinsic to it.  
 

(Reid 1969, p.229) 
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WHOSE SIDE ARE WE ON? WHOSE SIDE AM ‘I’ ON? 

 
When sociologists undertake to study problems that have relevance to the 

world they find themselves caught in crossfire. Some urge them not to take 

sides, to be neutral and to do research that is technically correct and value 

free. Others tell them their work is shallow and useless if it does not express 

commitment to a value position. This dilemma, which seems painful, is 

imaginary. For it to exist one would have to assume that it is indeed possible 

to do research that is uncontaminated by personal and political sympathies. 

The question therefore is not whether we should take sides, since we 

inevitably will, but ‘whose side are we on?’ (Becker 1967, p.239) 

 
* 

Reviewing various theoretical models in preparation for this research – struggling to find 

one that is adequate, meaningful and ethical to that which I was seeking to research and 

make known – one of the most useful, reliable and valid models I found was that of 

integralism, more specifically American philosopher Ken Wilber’s comprehensive and 

integral model of consciousness, not the least for the way Wilber’s model manages to 

reconcile many of the tensions and confusions between different knowledge forms or 

disciplines – different ’ologies and ’isms – showing not only how each may be 

legitimately be fulfilled in its own way but how each is necessary and integral to the 

whole. Significant to this research, it allowed me to position myself within the context of 

knowledge and research generally, make clear where I was coming from and seeking to 

go: ‘whose side I was on’, ‘how best to read me’ and how not!  

 

Wilber’s premise is that ‘there is a great spectrum of human consciousness, that we have 

available to us a spectrum of different modes of knowing (2001a, p.xiii) … a holistic 

interplay of four distinct and irreducible but complementary and interrelated interweaving 

realities – quadrants. As depicted below, each quadrant represents a different type of 

territory, a different way of ‘knowing’ and ‘being-in-the-world’, namely, (i) an interior, 

exterior, individual or communal point of view, (ii) a subjective, objective, intersubjective 
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or interobjective point of view, (iii) a first-person, second-person or third person – I, 

IT(S) or WE – point of view, (iv) a point of view of phenomenology (I), behavioural 

analysis (IT), cultural analysis (WE) or social system analysis (ITS)’ (Wilber 1996, p.86). 

 
                                 

INDIVIDUAL 
 

Interior-Individual               Exterior-Individual 

Intentional                            Behavioural 
 

                                                            ‘I’                                          ‘IT’ 
 

INTERIOR                                 DANCE                               EXTERIOR 
 

                                                          ‘WE’                                      ‘ITS’ 
  

   Cultural                           Social Systems 
                                              Interior-Collective                 Exterior-Collective 

COLLECTIVE 
 
A holistic interplay of four distinct, irreducible but complementary and interrelated interweaving realities 
 

* 
 

 
 

Kurt Jooss/Frederick Cohen, The Green Table © Ross 
 

WHOSE SIDE ARE WE ON? 
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A COMPREHENSIVE AND INTEGRAL MODEL – ‘POINTER’ – OF 

CONSCIOUSNESS (I) 
 

Knowing and Being-in-the-World: Meaning and Value 

 

Upper-Left (UL) Quadrant                         Upper-Right (UR) Quadrant 

Subjective-Interior                                        Objective-Exterior                                                                            

‘I’                                                                ‘IT’ 

                             ARTS                                       SCIENCES 

                                   

        MORALS                           SOCIAL SYSTEMS 

Intersubjective-Collective                          Interobjective-Collective                           

                                ‘WE’                                                            ‘ITS’ 

                 Lower-Left (LL) Quadrant                        Lower-Right (LR) Quadrant 

 
To understand the parts it is necessary to understand the whole  

but to understand the whole it is necessary to understand the parts  
 

(Wilber 1997, p.1) 
 

Wilber’s model does not represent a point of view toward any sort of finality. 
 It is but a model, designed to draw attention to certain aspects of reality: as good as far as it goes 

 to be taken seriously but not literally 
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Human consciousness, as the model above seeks to show, may be seen as anchored in 

and distributed across all quadrant domains: each fulfilled in its own way and irreducible 

to any other way, yet integral and necessary to the whole. 

 

                   Dance in the Upper-Left (UL) quadrant is understood, described and valued 

in subjective, first-person ‘I’ language – in terms of Individual Interior Intentions  

 
                   Dance in the Lower-Left (LL) quadrant is understood, described and valued 

in intersubjective, second-person ‘WE’ language – in terms of Cultural Interiors                              

 
                   Dance in the Upper Right (UR) quadrant is understood, described and valued 

in objective, third-person ‘IT’ language – in terms of Individual Behaviour         

                            
                   Dance in the Lower-Right (LR) quadrant is understood, described and valued 

in interobjective, third-person ‘ITS’ language – in terms of Systems and Collective 

Exteriors 

* 

 

                   The UL quadrant is concerned with individual intentionalityʼ, meaning and 

value being seen and understood from an individual, interior, first-person, or ‘I’ point of 

view, be it in relation to the dancer or to the essential nature of the dance per se; focus 

and methodology are hermeneutic and phenomenological, i.e. with ‘the inner stream of 

consciousness or “I” of the beholder’ (Wilber 2007, p.127). 

 
                   The UR quadrant is concerned with individual behaviour, meaning and value 

being seen and understood from an individual, exterior, third-person, or ‘IT’ point of 

view, be it in relation to the dancer, to dancing or to the dance; focus and methodology 

are of the empirical and scientific, i.e. ‘an objective scientific account of the facts about 

the individual organism’ (Wilber 2007, p.63).  

 
                   The LL quadrant is concerned with collective interiors, meaning and value 

being seen and understood from an interior collective, second-person or ‘WE’ point of 

view, namely, the dance community; focus and methodology are from 
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cultural/communal, intersubjective discourse: ‘meanings, values and worldviews shared 

by a group of individuals’ (Wilber 2007, p.63).  

 
                   The LR quadrant is concerned with collective exteriors, meaning and value 

being seen and understood from an exterior collective, third-person or ‘ITS’ point of 

view, namely, the wider society; focus and methodology are from interobjective social 

system discourse: ‘material institutions, geopolitical formations and the forces of 

production’ (Wilber, 2007, p.64). 

 
* 
 

The response to the question ‘whose side am I on’ is, in a sense, all the quadrants; but 

with respect to this deliberately re-presenting, re-grounding and re-visioning research 

work, especially the UL quadrant; the first-person, interior point of view; a view from 

within, a reflective performance arts practitioner’s point of view.  

 
As is becoming increasingly recognized there is no one single pre-given worldview, but 

rather whole spectrum of co-created and agreed-upon worldviews. The four distinct but 

complimentary and interrelated interweaving realities as depicted above and below, each 

with its own set of correspondences, allows us to begin to see how such different ‘points 

of view’ might fit together, how the arts and sciences in particular might fit together, 

rather than, as has so often been the case, seeing them in confused isolation. Importantly 

in terms of this research, it enables me to clarify where I am coming from and seeking to 

go, and also importantly, where I am not – in effect position myself with respect to whose 

side I am on and how best to read me and, shortly, how do we spell truth.  

 

The Comprehensive and Integral Model of Consciousness (II) model below seeks to 

present a more detailed and microscopic point of view of knowing and being, meaning 

and value, as they relate to the dance and dancing. 
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A COMPREHENSIVE AND INTEGRAL MODEL – ‘POINTER’ – OF 
CONSCIOUSNESS (II) 

 
 

Upper-Left Quadrant                                                            Upper-Right Quadrant 
 
                 (UL) INTERIOR – individual    ‘I’                        (UR) EXTERIOR – individual   ‘IT’ 
                
           Subjective intrinsic intentional first-person         Objective extrinsic behavioural third-person 

             phenomenal inquiry                                              behavioural analyses    
                 
                   self and consciousness                                                     brain and organism 
               fears, feelings, beliefs, values                                         physics, biology, chemistry        
                 esteem, cognitive capacity                                        anatomy, physiology, motor skill   
                       emotional states                                         physical status   
                  
                                  *                                                                                       * 
           interpretive hermeneutic institutions                                empirical scientific institutions  
                               
                       SUBJECTIVE                                                                   OBJECTIVE 

                 individual experiences                                                       individual behaviours 

                                
                    INTERSUBJECTIVE                                         INTEROBJECTIVE 

                    collective cultures                                                           collective systems 
      
              (LL) INTERIOR – collective   ‘WE’                       (LR) EXTERIOR – collective     ‘ITS’ 
 
          An intersubjective cultural second-person                   An interobjective social third-person   
                        
                  cultural and worldviews                                           organized structures, systems 
                   mutual understandings                              economic, political, governmental, educational 
                       morals and ethics                                               environmental, legal structures  
                 appropriateness, justness                                     social systems/structural functional fit 
          validating authorities, institutions 
 
 Lower-Left Quadrant                                                                                            Lower-Right Quadrant 
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As can be seen from the above, dance may be viewed from four fundamentally different 

points of view, each point of view expecting to see, and only able to see, in ways peculiar 

to itself. Because each quadrant has different contours and types of data, we find not only 

different types of meaning and behaving but different types of truth and validity claims 

with regard to the way each goes about accumulating and validating its data and 

evidence. While all points of view may be meaningful and relevant in terms of their own 

epistemology, their own point of view – depending upon the sort of truthfulness seeking 

to be known, be it within the arts, humanities, social sciences, physical sciences or 

mathematics – might be seen as being more truth-full, more reliable and valid and 

therefore more ethical than another. With each point of view having its own truth and 

validity claim, its own legitimacy and efficacy, the question with respect to efficacy and 

dance is which point of view is the right one, the ethical one: ‘where truth lies’, and 

equally important, when it lies … when it is false, fraudulent, misleading, untrustworthy. 

To return to Dewey (op. cit.), ‘does it liberate or suppress, ossify or render flexible, 

divide or unify interest? Is perception quickened or dulled? Is thought creative or pushed 

to one side into pedantic specialisms?’  

 
As previously cited, ‘we needn’t prejudge questions of the logical importance of different 

kinds of talk about the arts since no doubt all, in their different ways, contribute to the 

fullest understanding of the place of the arts in society; but if one is talking of art as art 

and dance per se we need to keep in mind that such an approach is not just a matter of 

temperamental interest but epistemological and ethical necessity’ (Reid 1969, pp.18–69).  

 

Accordingly, while dance may be legitimately approached from all different points of 

view in terms of the intrinsic and essentially ineffable, ephemeral and embodied nature of 

the dance experience per se, it must be the with the truthfulness, sincerity, integrity and 

trustworthiness of the UL quadrant that this research must be concerned (see model 

below: ‘How Do We Spell Truth’). 
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A COMPREHENSIVE AND INTEGRAL MODEL OF TRUTH 

* 
HOW DO WE SPELL TRUTH? 

 
 

 
Upper-Left Quadrant                                                        Upper-Right Quadrant 

 
 

(UL) INTERIOR – individual    ‘I’                                           (UR) EXTERIOR – individual   ‘IT’ 
                
                          truthfulness                                                                               truth 

                            sincerity                                                                          correspondence 

                            integrity                                                                          representational 

                       trustworthiness                                                                       propositional 

                                                                    
Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow  

(Act II, Scene Two, Romeo and Juliet, William Shakespeare) 

 

       (LL) INTERIOR – collective   ‘WE’                                     (LR) EXTERIOR – collective     ‘ITS’ 
 
                           justness                                                                             functional fit  

                         cultural fit                                                                      systems, web theory 

                  mutual understanding                                                       structural functionalism 

                rightness and wrongness                                                        social systems mesh 

 

Lower-Left Quadrant                                                                        Lower-Right Quadrant 

     
                       
  

WHERE DOES TRUTH LIE? 
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Where does truth and therefore efficacy lie with respect to the intrinsic and essentially 

ineffable, ephemeral and embodied nature of the dance experience per se? In the UL 

quadrant. 

 

While Shakespeare’s star-crossed lovers portrayed above may be approached from any of 

the four quadrants, with each reliable and valid, meaningful and ethical in itself and 

human consciousness being seen as anchored in and distributed across all quadrant 

domains, if one is seeking to embody something of the distinctive and irreducible, essen-

ce-tially ineffable and experiential nature of Romeo and Juliet on its own terms and for 

its own sake, then the UL quadrant is surely the more reliable and valid, meaningful and 

ethical ‘way to go’. 

 
                          The UL quadrant’s ‘point of view’ is concerned with subjective 

truthfulness: truth as seen from an interior or intrinsic perspective – a situation is true if it 

authentically expresses such a subjective reality. While the ‘body-object’ nature of a 

dance can become an object of our attention in terms of ‘IT’ or ‘ITS’, the ‘embodied-

subject’ nature of a dance has to be indwelt, lived-in and enlivened for it to be known 

truth-fully, i.e. ethically; the essential meaning and value of dance, drama and music of 

Romeo and Juliet lies in the truthfulness, sincerity, integrity and trustworthiness of the 

subjective and individual field of ‘I’. 

 
                          The UR quadrant’s ‘point of view’ is concerned with objective truth: 

truth from an exterior or extrinsic perspective – a spelling of truth known variously as 

representational, propositional or correspondence truth. A situation is true if it matches a 

specific fact or objective state of affairs; a statement is true if the territory matches the 

map. Although in its essential nature dance cannot be separated from meaning, it can also 

be known objectively in terms of an ‘IT’ or ‘ITS’, indeed in terms of its physical nature, 

its basic raw material, e.g. movement, anatomy and physiology; dance skill and technique 

needs to be known from such a point of view. 

 
                         The LL quadrant’s ‘point of view’ is concerned with intersubjective 

justness: truth seen from within the point of view of an interior collective, the cultural 
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community, the dance, music or drama community – concern being not simply with how 

the dance as an object fits physical/material and objectively, but how the dance subject – 

the ‘thingliness’ of the dance object, the dance ‘thing’ (see Heidegger – The Object of 

Creation, p.89) – relates intersubjectivity within a cultural community.  

 
                         The LR quadrant is concerned with interobjective collectives – political, 

legal, economic and educational collectives. A situation is true in terms of how such 

collective systems interlock. Truth within this quadrant is defined systematically in terms 

of functional fitness, the sort of truth that presently prevails with respect to mainstream 

legislation and justification of the arts. 

 

                                                Truth, then, is not so much about evidence as about 

interpretation of evidence (see Law 2004, pp.56–59); ‘instead of making knowledge a 

function of truth I think we should turn it on its head and say that truth is a function, an 

attribute or quality of the mind’s living cognitive apprehension of the world’ (Reid 1989, 

p.14). 

 

VERIFICATION 

Irrespective of the knowledge domain, discipline or form of knowing, ‘all knowledge 

claims, data accumulation and verification procedures follow three common strands’ 

(Wilber 1997, p.85): 

 
                      ONE – an instrumental or injunctive strand that takes the form of ‘if you 

want to know this you need to do this.’ In order to know dance there are certain things 

you need to do; not the least you need know how to live-in and enliven, and thereby 

embody that which in terms of its intrinsic and essential nature cannot be said, only 

experienced. 

 
                      TWO – an illuminative or apprehensive strand is the illuminative ‘seeing’ 

disclosed by the injunction, resulting from participating in and thereby experiencing and 

embodying that which is evoked by the injunctive strand ‘do this’. 
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                      THREE – the communal or confirmative strand which checks results or 

illuminations disclosed in the original injunction, checked and verified by significant 

others within the relevant community – in the case of this research, the arts/dance 

community – made up from those who have successfully, reliably and validly completed 

the injunctive and apprehensive strands.  

 

In the same way that the sciences have their methods and modes of verification, their 

injunctives, illuminations and confirmations, so too do the arts. Truth, it seems, is not so 

much about evidence per se, but more about interpretation of evidence (see Law 2004, 

pp.56–59). Depending upon our ‘point of view’, how we see, so will we see and be (see 

Chapter – ‘Pointer’ – Three, ‘The Question of Reality’, p.50). 

 

 

 
 

 

George Balanchine/Igor Stravinsky, Apollo © Kolnik 

What we SEE is what WE see 
 

You cannot lead people to the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual; 
 you can only lead them or point them to some place or other 

 
Wittgenstein (1979/1931, p.3) 

 
 
* 
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A COMPREHENSIVE MULTI-DISCIPLINED MODEL OF DANCE 
 
                  Upper-Left Quadrant                                  Upper-Right Quadrant 
                               
             Individual – interior, intrinsic                                Individual – exterior, extrinsic                                               
                      dance experience                                                   dance behaviour  
 
          known by means of felt experience                   known by means of logical observation 
 
                                 poetics                                    physical/technical skill – anatomy physiology 
                               aesthetics                                            physics chemistry neuroscience    
     
                                              ‘I’                                ‘IT’ 
                                     truthfulness                                      truth 

 

                                        
                                  

A pair of star-crossed lovers whose misadventur’d piteous overthrows doth with their death  
bury their parents' strife.  

 
Prologue, Romeo and Juliet, William Shakespeare                                                               

                                       ‘WE’                      ‘ITS’ 
justness                            functionally fit 

 
                            Collective dance cultures                            Collective social systems  
  
               known by means of mutual resonance      known by means of systematic analysis 
 
                               cultural beliefs norms                               social processes and systems 
                                    ideologies                                  legal, political, educational, economic     
                           mutual understandings                                  organizational structures 
 
 
                    Lower-Left Quadrant                                  Lower-Right Quadrant 
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To paraphrase Wilber (2000, pp.161–162):  

 

                            .  Right-hand exterior events, sensory-motor objects, empirical 

processes – ‘ITS’ – are known by means of the senses or their extensions, e.g. objectivist 

methodologies; left-hand interior events cannot be known in that fashion. The inner 

truthfulness, trustworthiness, sincerity and integrity of Romeo and Juliet portrayed above, 

for example, is not to be found in the objective, abstract, quantitative and empirical world 

of science: they can only be known experientially by introspection and interpretation.  

 
The Upper-Right ‘ITS’ of science might yield insights about how physically, 

neurologically and biochemically we are affected by different works of art, examining 

how our brains react to such different images or sounds (see Mitchell 2005, Stevens 

2005), but however meaningful and relevant, however reliable and valid, such abstract 

representations may be in terms of their own very particular form of life and language 

game; they cannot generate the sort of truthfulness, trustworthiness, sincerity and 

integrity that are most worthy of the arts (see Rushton 2006). 

 
‘Neuroscientists have pinpointed the area of our brain where we store memories of such 

well-known tunes as “Waltzing Matilda” and “Baa Baa Black Sheep”’, reports Schofield 

(2011, p.2523). In terms of the Upper-Right ‘IT’ truth, these results are no doubt reliable 

and valid, meaningful and relevant, but in terms of the truthfulness, trustworthiness, 

sincerity and integrity, have little, if anything, to do the essentially intrinsic, ineffable and 

embodied experience of the two star-crossed lovers portrayed above in Shakespeare’s 

Romeo and Juliet. 

 
Approaching a work of art such as Romeo and Juliet in terms of Upper-Right knowledge 

about art is perfectly legitimate and entirely valid, indeed necessary in the early stages of 

recreation, as for example when an artist recreator/interpreter consults the relevant 

historic texts – be it a dance notation, musical score or play script (as illustrated in the 

figure on page 46) – and studies the same objectively and exteriorly. But if one is seeking 

to know or make known Romeo and Juliet interiorly, then the dance repetiteur, orchestral 

conductor and theatre director will need to read its interiority, its intentions, its breadth 
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and depths of meaning, to live-in and enliven those dry-boned, abstract codifications –

steps, notes or words – taking the performer and audience ‘somewhere else’, beyond such 

externals.  

 
Fonteyn (1976), referring to the problems of the dance, bringing alive that which can only 

be pointed to by a historic text or ‘steps’ [ITS], wrote, ‘I learn steps quickly but it takes a 

long time before I dance them’. Mahler (Richard 2009), referring to the musical score, 

commented that it is ‘everything you need to know except the essen-ce-tial’. When the 

performance event is right, when the various texts – the steps, notes or words – are 

properly conceived, when the dancing, acting and music is properly implemented, lived-

in and loved, there is change of temperature and the audience is taken somewhere else, to 

a place much more than the text. 

 

* 
 

Unless we understand better the ways in which the theatre arts operate,  

their true meaning and value will remain arbitrary 

To be defended endlessly with recourse to irrelevant and essentially 

unethical rationalities 

 
(Read 1995, p.69) 

 
 

This thesis has as one of its prime aims that of communication and education, a better 

understanding and appreciation of the intrinsic and essen-ce-tially ineffable and 

embodied nature of the dance experience. To the extent that one understands, is able to 

‘stand under’, and be open and receptive to such truthfulness, trustworthiness, sincerity 

and integrity, so will one see and come to embody the intrinsic and essential nature of the 

dance experience.  

 

* 
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Romeo and Juliet, Act II, Scene 2  
 

Not all music is in the notes [the steps or words] (Mahler, cited in Wright 1990)  
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SUMMARY  

The comprehensive and integral model of consciousness, as Wilber is at considerable 

pains to emphasize, is not a view toward any sort of finality; it is but a map, a partial, 

provincial and provisional model, one of many possible models, to be taken seriously but 

not literally, relatively and not absolutely, and better seen as some sort of balance in the 

knowledge quest itself. As is becoming increasingly understood and thereby re-cognized 

there is not a single pre-given world but a whole spectrum of co-created and agreed upon 

worldviews. The four distinct and irreducible but complimentary, interrelated and 

interweaving realities, each with its own set of correspondences, as previously depicted, 

allows us to begin to see just how things might fit together, how in particular the arts and 

sciences, performance arts practice and academic theory might fit together, rather than, as 

has often been the case, being seen in confused isolation or war-like relation. Importantly, 

Wilber’s model enables me to position my research with regard to ‘how best to read me’, 

‘whose side am I on’, ‘how do I spell truth’, ‘where I am seeking to go’ … and where I 

am not!  

 
 
 

 
O churl! drunk all and left no friendly drop 

(Romeo and Juliet, Act V, Scene iii) 
 

* 
 

There are meanings that can only be embodied immediately and directly. 
To ask what they mean in the sense of something that can be put into words  

is to deny their distinctive existence. 
Some things cannot be known in ordinary ways; they can, however, be known. 

 
(Lewis 1946) 
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In Chapter – Pointer – TWO the focus of my concern has been with positioning my use 

of the terms ethical and aesthetic within the context of a comprehensive and integral 

model of consciousness. 

 
In Chapter – Pointer – THREE that follows I continue this focus, but journeying from a 

different perspective, namely the question of reality: the way reality is socially 

constructed and contextualized, the way such different social structures, knowledge 

domains or disciplines – with their different forms of life, logical structures and language 

games – not only enable us to ‘see’ – to know – but depending upon what it we seek to 

know, can disable and distort the truthfulness of that which seek to know. 

 

 

 
Aszure Barton/Ljova, Busk © Fedorenko 

A look at the psyche through dance [and the accompanying music and drama], Busk 
expressionistically ‘stresses the wave-grin combo, rippling torsos and abrupt screams … an 
underlying sense of melancholy, with black-clad buskers stretching out their palms or 
tilting their heads in sharp, birdlike motions’.  

(Heller 2011, The Inquirer) 

 

* 
While there are things that cannot be spoken, cannot be translated in terms of words,  

they can be pointed to or shown: 
even more astounding can ‘show themselves’ 

 
                                                                (Wittgenstein 1922, #6.522) 
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CHAPTER – ‘POINTER’ – THREE 

DOMAINS OF KNOWLEDGE: THE QUESTION OF REALITY 

* 
 

 
 

‘Any revelation, whatever its source, natural or supra-natural, has always to be received and appropriated 
by human beings  

and 
 is inevitably mediated by that fact’  

 
(Charlesworth 1997, p.9) 
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ALL KNOWLEDGE IS STRUCTURED IN CONSCIOUSNESS 
 
* 

Kant deduced that all human knowledge is interpretive, that the mind can draw no mirror-

like knowledge of the objective world. Here we see emerging the roots of constructivism 

or contextualism. The world is essentially a construct and knowledge is radically 

interpretive. Every act of perception and cognition is congruent, mediated, situated, 

contextual and theory-soaked (Kazanjian & Laurence 2002, p.30). 

 
Simply stated, modernism ‘sees’ reality and truth as being external, something outside of 

us, waiting, as it were, to be discovered: science, or more accurately, scientism, being 

seen by many as the way to that truth. Postmodernism challenges this view of reality, 

focusing more on how reality is socially constructed, on how what is regarded as real 

depends on assumptions operating within particular social contexts. 

 
Knowledge and knowing, whether scientific or artistic, are intimately related to the way 

we see, the way we choose to construct or construe reality. What we see is not a 

reflection or picture of something that the mind duplicates, but the tool and result of that 

something and mind-percipient activity. What we observe is not nature in itself but nature 

exposed to our method of seeing. As Wittgenstein (1953, p.569) pointed ou,t ‘there is a 

vast difference between language as picturing and language as tool’.  

 
Form is the principle of actuality and the principle of intelligibility. It is through our 

formal constructions that we process, enter into and come to ‘see’ reality – indeed, many 

different realities. ‘Any revelation, whatever its source, natural or supra-natural, has 

always to be received and appropriated by human beings and is inevitably mediated by 

that fact’ (Charlesworth 1997, p.9). The idea that there is an objective reality totally free 

from any kind of psychic influence is an illusion, yet that’s the view on which modernism 

in all its various forms – including its traditional and mainstream academic forms – has 

based its beliefs’ (Tarnas 2006, p.335). ‘We have become enmeshed in an altogether 

wrong metaphor; the metaphor of a picture rather than a tool’ (Magee & Milligan 1998, 

pp.1–4). 
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The limits of our tools, of our social constructs, become in effect the limits of our world, 

of our seeing and being in the world (see Wittgenstein 1922, #5.6).  

 

With reference to this thesis in particular, if questions concerning the reality of dance are 

limited to scientific ‘tools’, be they the objectivist dictates of government or objectivist 

strictures of academia (see p.213, for example), then we will see only the limited part of 

that as revealed by such tools. 

 

 
* 

 

 
 
 

Martha Graham/Zoltán Kodály, Lamentation: Dance of Sorrow © Antoniou 
 

…a solo piece in which I wear a long tube of material to indicate the tragedy that obsesses the body, 
 the ability to stretch inside your own skin, to witness and test the perimeters and boundaries of grief,  

which is honorable and universal. 
 

(Graham 1991) 
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Our idea of what belongs to the realm of reality is in large and significant part given in 

the languages we use. Different language domains, e.g. the arts, humanities, social 

sciences, physical sciences and mathematics, with their different forms of life, logical 

grammar and language games, represent distinctive ways of seeing, of constructing and 

construing reality. As postmodernism has pointed out and as Wittgenstein and Wilber in 

particular have shown, there is not a single pre-given world but a whole spectrum of co-

created and agreed upon worldviews; each world view, a social construction of reality, 

represents a distinct lens for viewing and thereby seeing the world, not so much dealing 

with different worlds or different parts of the world as dealing with the same world in 

different ways, from different points of view. As Arthur Koestler put it in his often-

quoted passage (1970, p.253), ‘Einstein’s space is no closer to reality than Van Gogh’s 

sky. The glory of science is not in a truth more absolute than the truth of Bach or Tolstoy 

[or Fokine], but in the act of creation itself. The scientist imposes his own order on chaos, 

as the composer [or playwright or choreographer] imposes his; not so much different 

ranges of data as different ranges of understanding about the same data’. 

 
 

WHICH WAY TO GO 

 

 
Jerome Robbins/Philip Glass, Glass Pieces © Kolnik 

Glass Pieces opens with 36 dancers in brightly colored practice clothes, crisscrossing the 
stage in carefully planned patterns – all brilliantly set off against a graph-paper backcloth – 
like a roll of ticker tape, a human traffic jam that looks only too programmed. Like Glass, 
Robbins is giving us a strongly formal work, ruled predominantly by visible structures and 
rhythms – an outline based on repetitive phrases that deceptively suggest a deliberately 
minimal vocabulary – yet, like Glass, is careful to give us a human echo. It is a picture of 
our systematized times, the electronic age, the computer age. And it is always, through its 
very formal structure, a metaphor for the human striving to survive this systematization, 
itself self-willed by humans.  
 

(Anna Kisselgoff, 14 May 1983, New York Times) 
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Different language ‘networks’ – the arts, humanities, social sciences, physical sciences 

and mathematics, for example – represent distinctive ways of seeing, of constructing and 

construing reality; they are not pictures reproducing realty but tools by which reality, 

meaning and value, takes place. Using the metaphor of a ‘net’ and thinking in terms of 

the metaphor of ‘catching things in the net-work of experience’, our different forms of 

knowing, with their different modes and means of production, become in effect the 

meshes of our nets’ (Magee 1997, p.462.) For any net-work of consciousness, be it the art 

or science, the ethical, aesthetic or spiritual, there are always preconditions that have to 

be met before anything can be ‘caught’ – indeed, before anything can be experienced at 

all. Only what our socially constructed net-works can catch will be ours to catch. What 

they do catch is a contingent matter, dependent in part on the nature of what is being 

caught and in part on the nature of the nets themselves – not the least the competency and 

willingness of the ‘fisherman’.  

 
A crucial step in any investigation is to ask the right question, one meaningful and 

relevant, appropriate and adequate, to that which one is seeking to research. For 

Wittgenstein efficacy is intimately related to use; what is ethically right is based upon 

doing right in this or that situation. We cannot investigate a language, as it were, ‘outside 

language’: the investigation needs to take place within the stream of life, within the form 

of life of the language [game] in question. The feeling that we can step outside language 

and only then make sense of it is fallacious and ultimately misleading – this is the picture 

that once held us captive’ (Wittgenstein 1973/1953). 

 

In that all research questions contain ontological, epistemological and methodological 

presuppositions, it is important to be clear in one’s mind ‘where one is coming from’, 

‘whose side one is on’, and ‘which way we need to go’: if one’s presuppositions are 

wrong the research questions will be wrong. While all knowledge forms enable us to see, 

acting as bridges, they can also act as barriers, setting limits to what we are enabled to 

see, in effect disabling, undermining and distorting our seeing. Philosophical problems 

arise when, as he puts it, ‘language goes on holiday’ (Wittgenstgein 1973/1953, p.38), 
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when we try to look at it in isolation from its ‘form of life’ (Wittgenstein 1973/1953, 

p.19). 

 

 
 

Merce Cunningham/John Cage, XOVER © Ross 
 

Language is a labyrinth of paths. You approach from one side and know your way about; you approach the 
same place from another side and no longer know your way about. 

 
(Wittgenstein 1953, p.69, #203) 

 

* 
 

Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘language game’ is useful in that when we know the rules of a 

language and the ‘net-work’ of experience implicit in its ‘form of life’ we can begin to 

understand something of the problems and confusions that often occur between 

languages, both their use and misuse, the way languages both shape and mis-shape the 

particular reality we seek to know.  

 
As the model below seeks to show, Romeo and Juliet may be construed in many different 

ways, all reliable, meaningful and relevant each in its own way – ‘not so much different 

ranges of data as different ranges of understanding the same data’ – depending upon 

where one is coming from and what one is seeking to know, one way of seeing, one 

social construction of reality, being more reliable and valid, more meaningful and ethical, 

than another.  

 

Sometimes an expression has to be taken out of a language and sent to the cleaners 
[to be re-presented, re-grounded and re-visioned] 

then it can be re-introduced into service  
 



 55 

(Wittgenstein 1980/1940, p. 39) 
 
* 

 

WHICH WAY TO GO 

Where are we coming from? Where are we seeking to go? Whose side are we on? 
 

                                                                         
                        Music                                                                 Anatomy/Physiology                                               
                                                              
                                                                             Sociology(s) 
                                          Modernism 
          Philosophy(ies) –    Post-modernism                                                                             Chemistry 
                                         Critical Realism                                         Physics 
     
    History                                           Radical Feminism                                             Psychology(ies) 
 
                                      Sculpture                            Market Strategy – Consumerism                                                                  
 
                                                    Neuroscience                                   
 
 

                                              dancenerdsblogspot.com 
 
                 Drama                                                                                    Anthropology(ies)  
                                                                                                              
                                                      Pedagogy(ies)              
 

                           Economics                                                  

                                                                             West Side Story © drafthouse.com       
                                                                                     
                                          Nutrition                              Epistemology(ies) 

Dance 
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         Psychology(ies)                                                                                                                
                                                                            Visual Art                          Aesthetics 
                                                                                                                                                                            
                                      Politics                                     Mathematics 
 
 

In that different forms of knowledge with their distinctive forms of life create our world, 

it is important in researching them that we give serious attention to their reliability and 

validity, their meaningfulness and relevance: whether they clarify or falsify, illuminate or 

distort, act as bridges or barriers to our knowing and being-in-the-world. If, as many 

believe, language is fundamental to knowing and being – ‘fundamental to being fully 

human, relating to others, experiencing our world, finding meaning and value in life’, 

(Somerville 2006, p. 75) – then surely we need to take great care in how we use it.  

 

                 
 
 

   

Which Way to Go © Blogg 

* 

There are certain propositions that are not open to doubt: they make themselves manifest but cannot be 
subject to skeptical deconstruction 
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(Wittgenstein 1989/1975, p.341) 

 

 

 

What we understand about something will determine how we study it; how we study it 

will determine what we see, what we are enabled to see. The crucial question for this 

thesis – for anyone seeking to know the truthfulness, trustworthiness, sincerity and 

integrity of the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual – is, does the ontological, epistemological 

and methodological ‘network’ upon which the research is positioned ‘liberate or 

suppress, ossify or render flexible, divide or unify interest? Is perception quickened or 

dulled? Is thought creative or pushed to one side into pedantic specialisms?’ (Dewey 

2002, p.53). 

 
 
 

 
 

               George Balanchine/Paul Hindemith, The Four Temperaments © Kolnik 

* 
There are things that cannot be put into words: that which we cannot speak we must pass over in silence. 

 
(Wittgenstein 1922, p.7) 

 
 

Every knowledge domain, every way of enacting, seeing and being-in-the-world, has its 

place within a whole spectrum of approaches, each representing opportunities as well as 

limitations, illuminations as well as distortions. The model below seeks to point to 

significant differences in the way the arts and sciences analyze and organize themselves; 
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participate in the making, manipulation, retention and transformation of knowledge and 

knowing, showing how, as one moves from left to right of the continuum portrayed, the 

arts become more and more distorted and unreal to the point where their essential nature 

is totally eclipsed.   

 

A SPECTRUM OF CONSCIOUSNESS MODEL: KNOWING and BEING 
 

          ARTS   –   HUMANITIES   –   SOCIAL SCIENCES   –   PHYSICAL SCIENCES   –   MATHEMATICS  

 
                  mythical, symbolic, poetic                          literal, signative, prosaic 

                             immediate                                                     mediated 

                             embodied                                                   disembodied 

  lived-into                                                   thought about 

                  personally encountered                                     publicly defined 

                             ineffable                                                          effable 

                             concrete                                                          abstract  

                            qualitative                                                     quantitative       

                            ambiguous                                                   unambiguous                           

 
* 
 

While dance may be approached from any of the points of view above as one moves from 

left to right, so more and more does one move further and further away from the essen-

ce-tial nature of Romeo and Juliet we seek to know, until a point is reached in 

mathematics where, as the visual image below seeks to show, the two star-crossed lovers 

fade away. 
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Sometimes an expression has to be taken out of a language and sent to the cleaners 

[to be re-presented, re-grounded and re-visioned] 
then it can be re-introduced into service  

 
(Wittgenstein 1980/1940, p. 39) 

 
In order to ‘see’, to experience and embody the essen-ce-tially ineffable and embodied 

nature of Romeo and Juliet truth-fully, one needs to approach the performance in terms of 

such qualities as listed in the left-hand column rather than the right-hand column. The 

fact is, the reality is, as we move from left to right and become more rigorous with our 

approach so, too, do we become more inflexible, less open, receptive and attentive to that 

which we seek know until, as ‘pointed to’ above, the links with experiential reality are so 

tenuous that the relation of symbols to our practical and existential experience are no 

longer present and available.  

 
Although all human knowledge is personal in the sense of being the possession of a 

personal mind, it is often relatively impersonal. Significantly, as we ascend in the scale of 

consciousness, participation of the knower becomes more and more important; this is 

particularly so in relation the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual (see ‘Dimensions, Levels 

and Stages of Consciousness’, page 125). 

 
If art is a language, it is one concerned with the inner world. The arts, as Tippett (1989, 

pp.43–44) argues, ‘are unavoidably and primarily responsive to the inner world of 

feelings’. Like poetry, ‘they have to do with reality in its most individual aspect and 

are thus at the opposite pole to science and out of the reach of science. The scientific 

mindset of abstraction and detachment, though effective in terms of its own form of life 



 60 

and efficacy, in terms of art and its form of life and efficacy, we have to pay a price for’ 

(see Lewis 1946, p.147). 

 
* 

There is no neutral way of apprehending and representing the world. Different knowledge 

domains with their different forms of life point us towards certain types of observations 

and predispose certain choices of interpretations. Any realistic account of knowledge 

needs to take into account its ambivalence, its limitations as well as its strengths, what it 

can say but also what it cannot. Scientific knowledge is constructed, legitimized and 

verified in terms of scientific practices as artistic knowledge is constructed, legitimized 

and verified in terms of artistic practice. If the dance is to be in any sense true it cannot be 

true by conforming to anything which is other than itself. 

 
 

George Balanchine/Peter Tchaikovsky, Serenade © Kolnik 

 
There are indeed things that cannot be put into words, but can be known; whereof one cannot speak, thereof 

one can shape images, metaphors, cadences 
 

 (Abbs 2005, p.126) 
 

         * 

Having discussed something of the way reality is socially constructed, pointing to the 

way different ‘language games’, ‘forms of life’ and ‘networks’ presuppose the way we 

‘see’, and continuing my core mission of elucidating and illuminating with respect to 

efficacy and the arts experience, I propose now, by means of a series of literary opposites 

– (i) symbol vs. sign, (ii) virtual vs. concrete, (iii) ineffable vs. effable, (iv) mythological 

and metaphorical vs. factual and literal – to look critically, comparing and contrasting 

significant differences in the way art and science construct their respective realities.  
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SYMBOL vs. SIGN 

Crucial to understanding the intrinsic and essential nature of the art/dance experience is 

the ability to distinguish the sign and symbol, the ‘signative’ and ‘symbolic’. In simplest 

terms a sign announces that what it signifies and is present in a clear, unambiguous and 

relatively fixed way; a symbol, on the other hand, is characterized not by its clarity, 

fixedness and non-ambiguity but its versatility, openness and flexibility, with layer upon 

layer of meaningful possibilities. Symbols are infinitely richer in meaning than signs; 

they have a way of opening up levels of reality otherwise closed to signs; importantly 

symbols invite us to participate in the reality to which they point: ‘to plumb the depths of 

symbolic meaning, intuition and not reason, warm personal commitment and not cool 

detachment, is required’ (Lawler 1979, pp.170–172).  

 

Works of art, dance works, are essentially symbolic in nature; in order to be known fully 

they need to be need participated in and known experientially. The importance of such 

participation, of living-in, enlivening and embodying is dramatically illustrated in PART 

FOUR: The Creative Process in Action (p.179). 

 

VIRTUAL vs. CONCRETE  

A work of art, as art, is an appearance, an apparition, a virtual reality rather than a 

concrete reality. ‘What dancers create is an apparition of active powers, a dynamic 

image’; everything a dancer does concretely serves not to create what we see externally 

but what we are invited to embody internally. While physical realities such as place, 

gravity, body, muscular strength, muscular control, and such secondary assets as lighting, 

sound and costume are all concrete and literal, in the experiential and embodied 

encounter of dance such concrete and literal actuals disappear; indeed the more perfect 

the dance the less we see such actualities’ (Langer 1957, pp.5–7) . 
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Mikhail Fokine/Camille Saint-Saëns, The Dying Swan © Walden  

* 
A work of art is an appearance, an apparition, a virtual reality rather than literal reality  

(Langer op cit) 

 

‘A work of art’, wrote Heidegger (2001/1927, pp.4–19), ‘has a stony, thingly character, 

yet as art it is something over and above the stony thing which constitutes its essence, its 

artistic nature’. In such performance works as Fokine’s The Dying Swan, Mahler’s Song 

of the Earth or Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, the concrete and literal are transcended, 

the whole transformed into an irreducible entity peculiar to itself. With reference to 

Fokine’s The Dying Swan, ‘who could seriously care about a swan, alive or dying? Only 

in so far as one can be pleased aesthetically by a handsome animal of any kind does the 

swan have an appeal. So there must other more potent symbolic and virtual factors’ 

(Humphrey 1991/1959, p. 23, 151; see Appendix Three, ‘What is Dance About’). 
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Elena Glurdjidze dancing The Dying Swan © Moeller Ballet Russes  

* 
Art worlds are not life worlds; they create meanings of their own. 

The wonder a n d  m y s t e r y  of art is the r e v e l a t i o n  of something wholly other. 
 

                                                                       (Riddel 1961, p.126) 

* 
We apprehend patterns of movement and sounds not as ‘meaning something’ or ‘expressing something’ 

but as meaning-full  
As the dance becomes fully realized, it ceases to be an object of consciousness and becomes an  

embodied consciousness 
 

(Reid 1969, p.70) 
 
INEFFABLE vs. EFFABLE 

 
There is knowledge concerning the arts that is something quite different 

from our immediate apprehension. We can delude ourselves with words 

because with discursive or descriptive words we cross over into the field of 

writing and talking about art. Even if where we succeed in such attempts, 

the description is always at one removed (Tippett 1989, pp.41–43). 

 

What is powerful of art is not what it ‘says’ but what it ‘points to’. Confusion in relation 

to meaning in the arts often arises from misunderstandings about the nature of language, 

the failure to distinguish between ‘sign and symbol’, the ‘concrete and virtual’ – the 
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‘effable and ineffable’. The dance experience per se cannot be translated or reduced to 

anything other than it is; it has no word correlates. Meaning becomes embodied 

meaningfulness, something that has to be lived-in and loved. 

 

 
 

 

Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © Isley 

The sound of trumpets resounds in the air and a green field and blue sky beckon. 
Exhilaratingly, joyously, a flock of figures is released into space  

 (Anna Kisselgoff, 24 April 1991, New York Times) 

* 
If art is a language, it is a language concerned with the inner state of being. 

 
(Tippett 1989, pp.41–43) 

 

‘One of the defining qualities of art’, writes dance philosopher Susan Langer (1941), ‘is 

that it functions as a luminous symbol of unspeakable human truths: the limitation 

inherent in verbal concepts and discursive forms of knowing is, in essence, the raison 

d’être of artistic expression’. We enter a reality that cannot be explained, only 

experienced. Describing Suzanne Farrell and Jacques d’Amboise dancing, Bentley (1983, 

p.30) writes, ‘they dance with a conviction that silences one; moments of pure silent inner 

joy and peace have no words. I suppose the first reaction to such a sight and emotion is to 

define it. Isn’t that what critics do? … but they are not to be explained – they cannot be 

explained’. 
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Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © pedecordphoto.com 

* 

There are certain propositions that are not open to doubt: they make themselves manifest but cannot be 
subject to skeptical deconstruction 

(Wittgenstein 1989/1975, p.341) 

* 
 
 

 

 

 

 

One of the things that hinder us from respecting the trustworthiness, truthfulness, 

integrity and sincerity of art (see p.40, ‘How Do We Spell Truth’) is the tendency to 

substitute propositional knowledge about art for acquaintance knowing of art. We may 

know propositionally all there is to know about art yet know personally nothing of art. As 

Wittgenstein (1922, #4.05) warned, ‘when reality is expressed in terms of propositions, it 

is the form of propositions taken that determines the shape of reality, not the other way 

round’.  

 
‘Nothing I have read, nothing in my discussions with artists ever seems to measure up to 

actual experience’, writes Whaley (1998). ‘It seems we have created a sense of 

significance that we can neither translate adequately into words nor relate in any rational 

way to the physical and logical means by which we have created it. We can recognize its 
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impact, but we are confounded by it and cannot account for it. We can point to and show 

it, but never contain it’.  

 
‘The exclusivity and monopoly of propositional reasoning can produce some monumental 

stupidities. We possess so much, yet understand so little’ wrote Merton (2007/1962 

p.136). ‘We have been brought up with the absurd prejudice that only what can be 

reduced to a rational formula is really understood when in point of fact such rational 

formula tends to cut us off from genuine experiences … obscures our understanding 

instead of increasing it’ (see p.58, ‘Spectrum of Consciousness Model’). 

 
Works of art, performing arts works, are as discussed symbolic, virtual, ineffable, 

metaphorical and mythological language; their purpose, their raison d’être, is to make 

visible that which by virtue of their essence ‘cannot be spoken of’. ‘Dance exists as a 

sight for a wordless yet poetic communion. We are drawn to dance because it transports 

us beyond the literal word and into the body’s poetry’ (Horton Fraleigh 1987, p.73). 

 

MYTH vs. FACT 

The term ‘myth’ may be seen as being is used in two fundamentally different ways. In a 

common everyday use it tends to denote something that is untrue; in its more formal and 

traditional use, far from being untrue, it is understood as putting us in touch with reality 

in a more truthful way. As with the symbol and the virtual, myth, though not literally true, 

equally is not untrue; it is, as it were, symbolically, virtually, ineffably and metaphorically 

true. A true myth, like a true symbol, is one whose power creates participation whereby 

its truth is experienced; significantly, a myth is not true until the hearer is drawn into it 

and becomes a receptive and committed participant. A myth cannot be de-mythologized, 

translated intellectually and reduced to rational propositions. Myths are a special kind of 

narrative, one that captures and expresses realities not available to reason and logic.  

 
The words mystic, myth and mystery, notes Armstrong (2005, p.135), ‘are related to the 

Greek musteion, to close one’s eyes or mouth, and indicate experiences that are obscure, 

that are ineffable and ‘hidden’ – experiences that relate to the inner life. A myth is not 
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true because it gives us factual information but because it offers a deeper experiential 

formation: it is a transformational event’.  

 

The mythological nature of dance is well illustrated in the dance, music and drama of 

classical ballet, for example romantic ballets like Swan Lake, portrayed below. 

 

 

 
Marius Petipa/Peter Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake © Ross 

* 
 

In conversation with dancing-master Roger Tully, I was reminded that Swan Lake has the 

mythological characters of (i) the Swan Queen – the soul bewitched by (ii) the Magician 

– the magician of illusion and (iii) the Prince – the hero, the instrument of knowledge, 

reason and love. The Prince vows to release the bewitched Swan Queen in the declaration 

of his love but is deceived by the magician into accepting a false swan, becoming a 

victim of illusion. Realizing his denial of the real, he seeks the Swan Queen and is 

forgiven. But she is doomed by his denial and must die in the lake. The Prince vows to 

join her in sacrifice and love, and by this act both are released and ascend into the 

transcendental. In the case of many such ballets as Swan Lake we know very well that 

they are not literally true, yet while viewing them we find them compelling – truthful, 

trustworthy and sincere (see ‘How Do We Spell Truth’, p.40).  

* 

Armstrong (2005, p.135) writes, ‘though we often long to rise above surface meanings 

and enter a deeper, more intense and fulfilling level of meaning, it seems we no longer 
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know how to manage the myth’. Dancers, ‘though technically competent, are often not 

able to comprehend the depth of the mythological nature that many of their dances 

require’ (see Soll 2002, p.357) – Giselle, Swan Lake and Sleeping Beauty for example: 

‘we pay lip service to them … but we don’t believe them’ (Homans 2010, p.547). 

Houghton, commenting on a performance of the ballet Giselle, writes: 

 

Giselle, like all fairytales, is an allegory containing within its drama 

powerful archetypes, letting the readers decide the symbols for themselves. 

We know that folk and fairytales carry eternal, psychological truths and 

messages within their fantastical structure. They exist through implication 

and the emotional and psychological resonance that is implicit and 

individual for each person who comes across them. By baldly stating the 

truths, the sub texts, and in seeking to make the timeless ‘modern’, one tears 

the passion to tatters and renders the moral crass and simplistic. By giving 

Giselle a definite psychologically exact reading, Guillem renders much of 

the beauty and modern relevance mundane and in places not just a little 

crass. 

* 

At its best the theatre is an ally of the myth. ‘It has the power to make visible the 

invisible; it is a door, and he who can experience the door within himself passes through 

it most intensely. The theatre is not there to be observed, talked or written about, but 

experienced. The past is not to be arrogantly ignored … we must not cheat. If we steal its 

rituals, its myths, its symbols and metaphors and try to explore them for our own 

purposes, we must not be surprised if they lose their virtue and become no more than 

glittering and empty decorations’ (Brook, in Williams 1988, pp.86–88).  

 
A myth cannot be de-mythologized, cannot be translated intellectually and reduced to 

signative, concrete, effable and rational propositions. Any attempt to do so leads 

inevitably to abstraction, the exact opposite of what is intended. The domestication and 

dumbing down of the performing arts – of dance, music and drama – seeking to reduce 

the experience to the literal and concrete may make for ‘easy listening’ (not the least 
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important political and economic consideration when it comes to government funding 

and the all-important criterion of ‘bums on seats’), but it also results in an impoverished 

reductionism, an unethical loss of depth and significance. 

 
In essence ‘myth’ can be found in many of the ‘narrative’ dances of the twentieth 

century: certainly many have the character of the symbolic, virtual, ineffable and 

metaphorical, if not strictly mythological. Graham’s Appalachian Spring, Balanchine’s 

Prodigal Son, Jooss’s Green Table, Tudor’s Pillars of Fire, MacMillan’s Romeo and 

Juliet, Robbins’ West Side Story, Béjart’s Dionysus, Cohen’s Stages, Bruce’s Silence is 

the End of Our Song and Bausch’s Café Müller … these are but a few (for more detailed 

examples of the myth in dance see Appendix TWO, p.242). 

* 

What we learn from the myth, like what we learn from the symbolic, virtual and 

ineffable, is not inconsistent with reason and logic, just different. Myths are neither true 

nor false: they express belief and commitment and crucially they are dependent upon 

belief and commitment for them to be realized and embodied. It is in the process of 

believing that one comes to see. In that all knowledge is structured in human 

consciousness, what we see will be what we see. Depending upon the depth and level of 

our commitment, the extent to which one is willing and able to believe, so will we see. 

 

‘Mastering the structure and accessing the variety of frequencies within the spectrum of 

human consciousness should be the work of all artists’, writes Olsen (1989, p.41). ‘Sadly, 

the majority find the notion of other dimensions of consciousness either above them or 

beneath their concerns. They content themselves with purely material, physical and literal 

pursuits … but what of our deeper realities?’ (see p.122, ‘Dimensions, Levels and Stages 

of Consciousness’). ‘One can compose from many different levels of the soul, base or 

elevated’ (Harvey 1999a, p. xvi).  

* 
 

We need to affirm the poetic truth of myth. ‘For too long we have been living in the 

prosaic world of surface reality. Myths express realities that are not accessible to words. 
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They allow us to be in communion with intangible realities which cannot be experienced 

or communicated in literal or propositional terms’ (Westerhoff 1981b, p.14).  

 
NARRATIVE 

One of the deeply rooted problems of today, not only in relation to the arts but to the way 

we think and thereby see generally, is the way literalism seems to pervade culture.  

 
‘Must Cesar Franck’s D Minor Symphony be about Adolphe sitting one day in a garden 

overlooking the Rhine when Anna, a beautiful young girl, walks by reminding him of his 

lost love in the Bavarian Alps?’ writes Humphrey (1998, p.57) ‘Only if you are ten years 

old I should think’.  

* 
 

Slusser (1979, p.202) points to two poles of language, two ways of seeing, of 

constructing and construing experience: the mythic-symbolic – the experience of the inner 

or psychic, and the factual-signative – the experience of the outer physical world: the 

inner not divorced from the outer world of the psyche but, so to speak, inside of it.                  

 
 

 MYTHIC-SYMBOLIC        FACTUAL-SIGNATIVE 
 

mythical                                          conceptual 

                   metaphorical – metaphysical            literal – physical/sensational                                  

                          imaginative – intuitive                       analytic – cognitive 
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Romeo and Juliet © Ross 

 
                                    opaque                                           transparent 

                                     poetic                                               prosaic 

                              transformative                                     informative                               

                                  embodied                                       disembodied 

                           lived-in and loved                        analyzed and thought about 

 

  
West Side Story © United Artists 

What’s in a name? That which we call a rose, by any other name would smell as sweet  

William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet (II, ii, 1–2). 

 
* 

In terms of Slusser’s language model, depending upon one’s approach to Romeo and 

Juliet and West Side Story portrayed above –‘where one is coming from and seeking to 

go’, ‘whose side we are on’ and ‘how do we spell truth’ – with respect, so will one see 

literally, transparently, prosaically and informationally on a surface level or 

metaphorically, ambiguously, poetically on a deep and transformative level. 

 

SUMMARY  

‘It is a peculiarity of the interpretation of works of art’, wrote Mahler (1946, p.320) ‘that 

the literal rational element in them is almost never their true reality, but only a veil that 

hides their form’. The relationship of art to reality outside it is not like the truth of a 

photograph, justified by conformity to something that is not itself, but taking life into 

itself, transcending it and transforming it, providing a deeper, more encompassing and 

embracing, more intense and penetrating insight. We live in and through a narrative 

rather than see a narrative. The purpose of art is not to re-present or inform but present 



 72 

and transform, to take the audience somewhere else. Attempting to reduce the arts in 

terms of the literal, signative, concrete, effable and factual has the effect of falsifying, 

shrinking, stifling and distorting their ‘true’ significance.  

 
If the dance is to survive in a viable and ethical form, in a form meaningful and relevant 

to its intrinsic nature, its arts legislators and policy makers, its communicators and 

educators, directors, creators and performers, need re-cognize, think differently about the 

way it is presently perceived and justified, transcend the prevailing limitations of 

materialism and literalism, ‘surface’ meaning, to take dance and its audiences somewhere 

else. 

 
 

                                      
 
 
 
MANY MEANINGEDNESS  
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Robert Cohan/Antonio Vivaldi, Stabat Mater © Gerds 

 
A grieving mother stands at the foot of a cross gazing up on the ‘sorrow and love that in her 

mind flows mingled down’ 
 becoming something much more than an individual lament 

 more a metaphor for universal loss 
 

* 
 

I recently attended a conference on spirituality and the arts. In conversation with a senior 

Church official, following a viewing of choreographer Cohan’s dance work Stabat Mater 

portrayed above, he commented, ‘one of the problems with dance is that it’s open to too 

many interpretations’. As I sought to explain to him, such multiple interpretations, such 

many meaningedness and meaningfulness, should not be seen as a problem but as a 

strength, one of the distinguishing characteristics of all great art, one of the reasons why 

we return again and again to a performance work, each time prepared to see something 

different than before. 

 

Such being the intrinsic and essential nature of a performance art, there is no ‘one’, fixed 

or unambiguous meaning; there is, on the contrary, a wide range of meanings: indeed as 

many meanings as there are those viewing it, be they dancer-interpreters or audience re-

creators (see Appendix THREE on the ballet Giselle, p.242, with regards to different 

interpretations). For both performers and audiences, it can be hundreds of different 

performances, each participating in and journeying the performance in their own way; 

more accurately, such being the nature of a performance, performers and audiences 

making meanings together.  

 

As I know from personal experience as a dance creator, once the dance leaves the studio 

it takes on a life of its own, is given as many interpretations as interpreters. While the 

dance ‘steps’ [hopefully] remain the same, the meanings and values people bring to those 

steps, be they performers/interpreters or audience/spectators, change constantly.  

‘The meaningfulness of the artwork’ writes Boutet (2007, p.14) ‘is more like a field of 

meaningfulness, somewhat similarly to a quantum field, i.e. the possibility and 

probability of meaning. Meaning is created in the interaction with the people who come 
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to relate with the work’. That there are different interpretations of art is not a 

contradiction of the arts’ peculiar sort of objectivity but often a mark of its perennial 

value and importance. It is this openness to ‘many meaningedness’, to layer upon layer of 

potential meaningfulness, that often distinguishes mediocre art from a great work of art. 

One of the reasons we revisit a performance of Petipa’s Swan Lake, Mozart’s Don 

Giovanni or Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, for example, is to experience anew: a 

dance performance, as with music and drama performance, is created anew in each 

performance.  

* 

There is no neutral way of apprehending and representing the world; different domains of 

discourse point us towards different types of observations and predispose certain choices 

of interpretation. Any realistic account of knowledge needs to take into account its 

ambivalence, recognize its limitations as well as its strengths, what it can and cannot do, 

what it enables and disables us to do and therefore what it should and should not do. In 

relation to the essential nature of dance, as we analyze, define and value the form more 

precisely, more objectively, literally and transparently, so too do we become more and 

more detached, move further and further away, from that which we seek to know or make 

known until, as the model below seeks to show, we reach the views of mathematics 

where the dance fades away. 

 

 
 

WHICH WAY TO GO 
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As we become more rigorous with our methodology so we become more inflexible, less open and more 
closed 

 
 

 

until we reach the language of mathematics where the links with experiential reality are so tenuous that it 
fades way 

 
 

 
 

Jerome Robbins/Philip Glass, Glass Pieces © Kolnik 

* 

I am reminded of Mr Gradgrind’s request in Charles Dickens’ Hard Times for a 
definition of a ‘horse’. 

                 ‘Girl number twenty, give me your definition of a horse!’ said Mr. 

Gradgrind. Girl number twenty possessed of no facts, in reference to one of the 

commonest of animals! 

                 ‘Bitzer,’ said Thomas Gradgrind, ‘your definition of a horse.’  
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                 ‘Please, Sir, a quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-

four grinders, four eye-teeth, and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring; in 

marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too. Hoofs hard, but requiring to be shod with 

iron; age known by marks in mouth’. 

                 ‘Facts, facts, facts!’ repeated Thomas Gradgrind. 

SUMMARY 

The focus of this chapter, as with previous chapters, has been with to point to significant 

missing elements in terms of the way the dance and arts more generally are presently 

perceived and justified: responding deliberately and directly to the findings and 

recommendations of contemporary research (Coessens et al. 2010, McCarthy et al. 2004), 

seeking to elucidate and illuminate, make meaningful and accessible something of its 

intrinsic and essential nature, that which ‘cannot be spoken’, only pointed to or shown. 

 

 

 
 

Throughout time dance has not changed 
One essential function of dance is communication. 

The responsibility that fulfils its function belongs to us who are dancing today. 
 

Martha Graham (cited in Freedman 1998, p.50) 

* 
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CHAPTER – ‘POINTER’ – FOUR 
 

AESTHETIC KNOWING 
* 

A disinterested, sympathetic attention to and contemplation of any object of awareness 
for its own sake alone  

 
(Stolnitz 1960, p.34) 

 

 

 
Alvin Ailey, Revelations © Kolnik 

 

* 
 

If a work of art is to be ‘true’, true to its self, it cannot be true by conforming to anything which is other 
than itself 

The measure of its truth must somehow be intrinsic to itself. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

As stated in my introduction to PART TWO, before discussing the aesthetic directly I 

wanted first to position myself with respect to the same within the context of (i) a 

comprehensive and integral model of consciousness, (ii) showing how knowledge and 
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knowing generally are socially constructed, (iii) how by means of languages, with their 

different ‘forms of life’, their different grammatical structures and ‘networks’ structure 

and influence the way we ‘see’, (iv) giving particular attention to use and misuse of 

literary language by means of a series of literary opposites, namely symbol and sign, 

virtual and concrete, ineffable and effable, mythological and metaphorical, factual and 

literal, all the time continuing to elucidate and illuminate something of the peculiar nature 

of the dance experience, that which in terms of its essential ‘cannot be spoken’. I come 

now to the aesthetic more directly, more concretely and experientially.  

 
* 

Meaning and value take many different forms and serve many different functions. 

Different people can be coming from different places as they attempt to understand the 

same situation. As I sought to show in Chapter – ‘Pointer’ – THREE, identification is not 

so much a matter of weighing one kind of value against another as discriminating 

between one kind of value and another, not the least between the arts and sciences. As 

Reid (1969, p.18) pointed out, ‘we need not prejudge questions of the logical importance 

of other kinds of talk about the arts and dance more specifically since it is quite certain 

they all contribute to the fullest understanding of the forms, but … if one is talking about 

the arts per se, sui generis, then keeping constantly in mind the aesthetic aspect of art is 

not just a matter of temperamental interest but of logical [– epistemological and ethical –] 

necessity, in a way which is not true to the same extent of any of the other modes of 

discussion’.  

 
Reviewing the literature on ‘aesthetic knowing’ there appears to be a number of 

confusions surrounding and revolving around the way the term is used, not the least with 

respect to distinguishing aesthetic from non-aesthetic. 

 

Some have seen the distinction as fundamentally ‘ontological’, speaking of 

aesthetic objects, aesthetic properties, aesthetic features; some as ‘cultural’, 

taking the ideas of aesthetic description, aesthetic evaluation, aesthetic 

functions, or aesthetic institutions as primary; yet others as ‘psychological’, 

beginning with some such notion as aesthetic experience, aesthetic 
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perception, aesthetic pleasure, or aesthetic enjoyment’. (Iseminger 1981, 

p.389) 

 

In terms of the question Whose Side Am I On, in a sense I am on all of them, in that all 

contribute to understanding and appreciation of the dance, but for purpose of this research 

I position myself within the third ‘point of view’: a psychological point of view, that of 

an attitude, the ‘aesthetic attitude’, described by Stolnitz (1960, p.369) as ‘a disinterested 

and sympathetic attention to, and contemplation of, any object of awareness, for its own 

sake alone … An aesthetic experience’, he writes, ‘is pre-eminently one in which we 

accept and enjoy an object and no questions asked. We embrace the object for its own 

sake alone. We do not use it as a sign for practical [or instrumental] purposes; we do not 

seek to extract knowledge from it [or about it]: we are not concerned with its influence 

for good or evil, health or sickness [or any other such extrinsic and instrumental 

benefits!]. It is the nature of the aesthetic experience that we take delight in the object [be 

it a work of art, a scene or person] as directly apprehended, with no reference beyond 

this apprehended form or appearance: [importantly] we meet the object [in the case of 

this research, the art object] on its own terms, [in terms of what it is within itself] and try 

to live its life.’  

 

In taking up such an attitudinal approach to the arts I am not seeking any attempt at a 

definition but simply point to a number of seriously made recommendations to ‘see’ in a 

particular way: more an intention than definition, disposition than achievement; more a 

model or map; and like a model or map, as good as far as it goes, to be taken seriously 

but not definitively. With this word of caution in mind I propose now to discuss Stolnitz’s 

(1960, p.34) description of the ‘aesthetic attitude’ – ‘a disinterested and sympathetic 

attention to and contemplation of any object of awareness whatever, for its own sake 

alone’. 

 

DISINTERESTEDNESS  
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‘Disinterestedness is crucially important’, writes Stolnitz (1960, p.35); ‘it means we do 

not look at the object of aesthetic contemplation with any ulterior purpose it may serve: 

we are not trying to use or manipulate the object. There is no purpose governing the 

experience other than the purpose of just having the experience. Our interest comes to 

rest upon the object alone’.  

 
Accordingly, approaching a work of art disinterestedly does not signify uninterestedness: 

on the contrary, we are so interested we feel a need to ‘distance’ ourselves from any 

personal or external preconceptions, to allow the other, the object of aesthetic 

contemplation to, as it were, speak for itself. Such a non-possessiveness and detachment 

has the effect of allowing one to engage with the ‘other’ – be it a work of art, scene, 

situation or person – in what can be described as a more authentic and ethical fashion by 

letting the other be.  

 
Bullough (1957, p.91) coined the term disinterested as an appreciation of a whole 

spectrum of attitudes that one might bring to any experience, but especially applicable to 

the aesthetic/art experience. ‘Distance’, he writes, ‘is obtained by separating the object 

and its appeal from one’s self: by putting oneself, as it were, out of gear with personal 

needs and interests … striving for the utmost decrease of distance without its 

disappearance … allowing one to engage with the object in a more authentic fashion … 

in terms of a work of art as art’ – as Wittgenstein would say, ‘see it in terms of the right 

perspective’ (1979/1931, pp.4–5). 

 
In order to see aright and be captured by the object of aesthetic contemplation there is an 

important sense in which one needs to surrender and make one’s self open, receptive and 

attentive to the other. As concert pianist Paul Kim (in Wuthnow 2001, p.123) comments 

with reference to the preparation and interpretation of a piece of music, ‘you try to shed 

all the knowledge and prejudices that you may bring to the work’. As dancer Carla 

DeSola (cited in Wuthnow, 2001, p.191) comments with respect to the same, ‘you must 

try to be empty … where there’s emptiness things flow’.  
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Such disinterestedness, as previously explained, represents a condition of possibility 

rather than actuality, an ideal disposition rather than actual achievement and, in terms of 

efficacy and the arts, a possibility for communion with an art work – one that allows the 

‘otherness of the other to reveal itself and in a sense address me’.  

 

With the third core concern of this research in mind, namely the SPIRITUAL, it is 

interesting to note the striking similarity, even deep congruity, between the attitude of 

disinterestedness as described by aestheticians and the attitude of detachment as 

described by theologians (see Van Nieuwenhove 2004, p.174). In the light of such a 

congruity it could be argued, as indeed Van Nieuwenhove does in ‘The Religious and the 

Aesthetic Attitude’ and I propose to argue in the PART THREE ‘concerning the aesthetic 

and spiritual knowing’, that attending aesthetically is in significant ways analogous to 

attending spiritually.  

 
 
SYMPATHETIC 

 
The term sympathetic refers to the way in which we need to prepare ourselves and 

respond to the other, to the object of aesthetic contemplation, be it a physical object, 

scene or a person … or as in the case of this research, a work of art, a dance work. When 

we apprehend ‘something’ or ‘someone’ aesthetically we set ourselves up to be 

sympathetic to that with which we seek to be in aesthetic communion. 

 
Buber (1970, pp.55–62) speaks of two different ways of relating: I-IT and I-THOU. In an 

I-IT relationship the other is seen as an object. In an I-THOU relationship we are drawn 

into a deeper kind of relationship, one in which the ‘other’ ceases to be an object and 

comes to be seen, and therefore known, more in terms of the ‘other’. Buber gives the 

example of a tree. ‘In an I-IT relation with a tree we might notice the size of its branches, 

the shape of its roots and other physical characteristics. All this is part of I-IT: the tree is 

still an object to us. It can also happen that as I contemplate the tree I am drawn into a 

relation and the tree ceases it be an ‘IT’. In that moment the tree becomes a THOU’ (cited 

in Elkins 1998, p.73). 



 82 

Raymo (1998, p.255) gives the example of a bird, a heron: 

 
I can see the heron as a species, study it as a type in its anatomy and mode 

of life, subsume its presence in terms of physics, chemistry and molecular 

biology, embroider it in pure mathematical relation. But it can also happen if 

I have the will and grace that in experiencing the heron I become bound up 

in an unbidden relationship. I see the heron as a sheet of feathers in a shock 

of light, a splash of blue shot through with silver, streaming droplets of gold. 

I perceive it as movement, wings heaving against the air, and I am struck by 

the power that resides in the bird that finds resonance within me, a power 

that is nameless, all-inclusive. I address the bird as Thou. I enter briefly, 

ecstatically into spiritual union with the bird, a union in which we are both 

subsumed into the greater mystery. The heron is no longer an It. Such a 

knowing binds us as ‘knower and known’. 

 

Bentley’s (2003, p.129) gives the example of her experience of the firebird portrayed in 

the ballet of the same name and below. 

 

 

 

Michel Fokine/Igor Stravinsky, The Firebird © Hanson 
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As the Firebird cast her spell over the kingdom I lay on my back downstage, 

stage left. She walked quietly amongst us as the music rose, softly and 

serenely. I looked up at the dome of the theatre, the blackness broken by the 

faint lights of the higher chandelier and the surrounding lights of the tiers. It 

was like a church. It was like the sky at night. How I adored my vision! The 

theatre is a re-creation of the universe, and on the stage we perform a re-

creation of life. I prayed that my perspective would never be so distorted by 

this theatre that I would forget that the source of beauty and the spiritual lies 

in nature. 

 
* 

What is especially significant and illuminating about Buber’s understanding of the ‘I-

THOU’ relationship in terms of aesthetic knowing is that in experiencing any object of 

aesthetic contemplation it is not necessary to give up any of the ways in which we might 

otherwise consider the other. As Raymo (1998, p.255) points out in relation to the heron, 

‘there is nothing from which I must avert my eyes, no knowledge that I must forsake – 

trees, mist, rising sun, plank, bridge – they all participate in the experience. The 

streaming feathers and dangling legs, the fierce reptilian eye, the beak – everything is 

indivisibly united in the I-THOU relationship: outline and movement, species and type, 

law and number. Everything belonging to the heron is there: its form and structure, its 

colours and chemical composition, its intercourse with the elements and with the stars are 

all present in a single whole’; as with Raymo’s heron so, too, with Bentley’s firebird. 

Everything belonging to the dance, its movements in time and space, its physical 

energies, its form and structure, its prowess and technical skill, its history, its intention, 

expression and interpretation, its set design and construction, its music, drama, costumes, 

lighting, scenery … all become present in a single whole. Such an attitude, such a way of 

‘seeing’, construing the dance, can be applied to any dance irrespective of its form and 

function, be it a theatrical dance or social dance – pop, tap, ballroom, ethnic, folk or 

religious… all that go to the making of such forms irrespective ‘what’, ‘how’, ‘why’ and 

‘where’ (see p.89, ‘The Art Object’). 
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This operates similarly with regard to other theories of art: the aesthetic fineness theory, 

which is the point of view I have chosen to position myself, can accommodate any other 

art theory, be it realism, impressionism, expressionism, formalism, abstractionism or any 

other ism without in any way having to give up such particular point of view. All can be 

fully realized, fully embraced and fully accommodated within aesthetic fineness where, 

by definition, we are disposed to being open and receptive to every thing … the all and 

more. 

 
ATTENTION 

Approaching a work of art aesthetically involves much more than passively waiting for a 

work of art, for dance, music or drama work, ‘to speak’. Approaching a work of art 

aesthetically is not a blank, passive cow-like stare; one must be attentive and receptive to 

the other. Such a way of attending, ‘though passive in its dedication to the other, is active 

in its alertness and preparedness’ (Cobussen 2008, p.67). ‘One must make ready for the 

other, create a space for the other’ (Derrida 1989, 55–56), make a deliberate effort to 

suspend one’s thoughts, leaving them ready to be penetrated by the other … seeking no-

thing yet ready for any-thing. 

 
French philosopher/actor Gabriel Marcel speaks of ‘the infinite possibilities of grace 

scattered like pollen on the summer air. But there can be no fertilization until that pollen 

reaches a flower that is ready and able [attentive] to receive’ (cited in Watson 1992, 

p.50).  

 

‘The highest energy is always there ready to act if we are ready to receive it’, writes 

theatre director Peter Brook (1999, pp.85, 120, 200) quoting Madame de Salzmann; 

‘unless a special quality of attentiveness is present, forms lose their meaning: they rot and 

only attract the flies’.  

  
CONTEMPLATION 

Most of the time, of course, we are not aware of what is going on around us, and what we 

are aware of is usually noticed only in passing. In aesthetic perception we set ourselves 
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up to be especially aware, on a deep level and in a contemplative way. Contemplation 

refers to ‘an emptying and awaiting rather than thinking and planning: a kind of will-

lessness’ (Wuthnow 2001, p.36), a kind of alert passivity in which while refraining from 

doing anything you remain deliberately open, attentive and receptive, to letting 

something be done to you. Aesthetic attention, like loving attention, consists of 

suspending our thoughts, leaving them positively empty, ready to be penetrated by the 

other, seeking no-thing yet ready to receive any-thing. 

 
‘There are two sorts of silence’, writes Brook (1988, p.121); ‘on the one hand silence can 

be no more than the absence of noise and inert, but on the other a nothingness that is 

infinitely alive, and every cell in the body can be penetrated and vivified by this silence’s 

activity’. 

 

 
 

 
Stage set by Walter Nobbe for Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček’s Sinfonietta © Nobbe 

 
* 

Aesthetic attention, like loving attention, consists of suspending our thoughts, 
 leaving them positively empty, ready to be penetrated by the other, seeking no-thing yet 

ready to receive any-thing. 
 
 

Composer Jonathan Harvey (1999, pp.2–5) speaks of ‘reaching a level of consciousness 

which is not lack of consciousness but the womb of all creative ideas; it is blank, empty 

in a sense, but near it are the borderlands. It colours the borderlands with wonderful 

light’. 
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Aesthetic contemplation, as previously noted, can be seen to have something in common 

with spiritual contemplation in that the aesthetic spectator, like the mystic ‘spectator’, 

seeks communion and direct experience with a reality that transcends ordinary 

consciousness, the rational and logical especially – a reality that seeks not to explain 

logically but experience intuitively and phenomenologically, attentive and sympathetic to 

the other, for its own sake; in Heidegger’s terms, ‘something else’, something more than 

the self alone. 

 

FOR ITS OWN SAKE  
 
In taking up an aesthetic attitude we want the other to come fully alive in our experience. 
Not insignificantly, aestheticians have sometimes likened the aesthetic attitude to the 

attitude of love, in that just as love ideally seeks to affirm the reality and otherness of the 

other – the beloved – for his or her own sake, so, too, does aesthetic knowing affirm the 

reality and otherness of a work of art, of a performance, for its own sake. In the process 

of loving another we become more and more open and receptive to the other, 

‘transcending egoic boundaries and seeking the beloved for his or her sake, becoming 

artfully intoxicated and in a state of ecstasy or aesthetic arrest. It is as if the higher one 

ascends the scale of consciousness the more our knowing becomes loving, reaching a 

point when the lover becomes so involved, so intensely absorbed with the beloved, that 

there is a sense in which we lose ourselves with the other’ (Wright 1992, p.64). As in the 

examples of Buber’s tree, Raymo’s heron and Bentley’s firebird, we come to merge with 

the other, and ‘at that moment wish or desire nothing, other than to remain in the state of 

aesthetic fusion or contemplation with the other’ (Wright op. cit.). 

 
‘In order to make a performance actual we have to enable it to be’ writes Ginsberg (cited 

in Morgenstern, 1956). ‘When a work of art is valued aesthetically it compels us to go 

beyond our ordinary comings and goings, either suspending them or intensifying them … 

In this we do not hang behind the dance [or music or drama]; we stay with it and go 

where it takes us’ (Horton Fraleigh 1987, p.183). 

 

* 
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AESTHETIC and NON-AESTHETIC CONTRASTED 

                                            
                                        disinterested                               interested  

                           psychical distance minimized    psychical distance maximized 

                              sympathetic ‘participator’           unsympathetic ‘spectator’                                          

                                           surrender                                   capture 

                                      for its own sake                      for another sake  

knowledge of communion        knowledge of possession 

                                           I-THOU                                    I-IT 

* 

Something of what I have been seeking to ‘point to and show’ is illustrated in the 

following extract taken from John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga, in a conversation 

between Irene and Soames – two very different personalities, as can be seen from the 

portrait below, with two significantly different points of view and ways of seeing and 

experiencing the same recital. 

 

 

   

The Forsyte Saga © BBC Television 2001 

 
Irene: Beautiful. Didn’t you think it wonderful, marvelous, so young and so 
brilliant? 
 

         Soames: Yes, of course. 



 88 

         Irene: Heroic, wasn’t it! 

Soames: (pause) I do agree, he’s ... very skilful; he has great concentration 
and precision – quite admirable. 
 
Irene: Yes, but all good pianists must have those qualities. Didn’t you feel      
there was more?  
 
Soames: More? 

 
Irene: Subtlety of phrasing ... delicacy of touch, a deep understanding of 
what Beethoven intended ... but more even than that ... I don’t quite know 
how to describe it; it’s foolish of me to try to put into words something you 
either feel or you don’t, but ... I believe I’m talking about love. 

  
         Soames: Love! 

Irene: I think so; a great love for the thing itself; for the music; it is so 
strong in him that ... that it reaches out and gathers you in to be part of it; it 
possesses you and you surrender, totally, completely ... and when it’s over 
you feel you’ve given something too; and you’re ... well … you’re content. 
 

* 
 

SUMMARY  

In approaching a work of art aesthetically we enter into communion with the other, not as 

an object or an I-IT relationship, but as a disinterested, sympathetic, attentive and 

contemplative I-THOU relationship for its own sake, open and receptive to the advent of 

an otherness, prepared to receive and be received by the other, ‘creating a space to let the 

other come in’ (Derrida 1989, pp.55–56), ‘passive in dedication to that which presents 

itself but active in alertness and preparedness to that which is presented’ (Cobussen 2008, 

p.67). 

 
* 

There are certain propositions that are not open to doubt: they make themselves manifest 

but cannot be subject to skeptical deconstruction (Wittgenstein 1989/1975 p. 341) – while 

words may name the dance it must be the dance, the embodied dance experience itself, 

that names the words. ‘Dance uses human movement like poetry uses the word, not 
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factually but imaginatively: that is imagistically and in the metaphysically open, 

nonrestrictive sense of metaphor’ (Horton Fraleigh 1987, p.171). 

 
 

 
William Forsythe/David Morrow, Decreation © Cervantes 

 

Decreation is creation unraveling, a restless life lived in reverse; is cacophony, the noise of 
a tape played backwards; is Babel, babble, psychobabble. Inspired by an essay … about 
God, love and jealousy, about the ‘dissolving of the self to attain ecstasy’, it purports to 
explore the tenderness and rage that accompany grieving. Dancers engage and fragment, 
tangle in triangular relationships, screech like wounded animals or troubled souls, contort 
figures and faces, and play with words. Dialogues, characters and physical commands 
migrate through the dancers; a rapid, slithering switch from body to body. Sound is 
transformed, weeps and soars through the dancers’ throats and bodies, which move in a 
constant, oblique tension. All communication is mediated, detoured, in a seamless flow of 
configuration, displacement, vacuum and vision; layers upon layers, tricks, illusions, 
distortions, disillusions, attempts at some universal truth; a camera records and projects 
snatches of speech, movement, bodies, and faces. Dissonant sound, jarring warlike noise, 
fingers tugging at clothes, petulant arguments about trust, flitting/fleeting emotions, all have 
a random impulsive improvisatory drama therapy quality with manic repetitive elements. 
Tension, torsion, mayhem ... the mess and ugliness of life, shamanistic ritual… the group 
sacrificing/mourning the individual, the soul returning to its original state … personal 
philosophical statement – we can only surmise. Slippery movements; slippery context. The 
eye struggles to grasp the scene, the mind to make sense of it. (Liber 2009)  

 
 

* 

I chose to include such an extended portrayal of Forsythe’s Decreation above as an 

illustration of the sort of struggle that is involved in trying to translate in word terms that 

which in aesthetic terms can only be embodied experientially. Having said that, one has 

to admire the way the writer has managed by means of ‘word naming’ to convey 

something of the work’s intrinsic and ineffable nature. 
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CHAPTER – ‘POINTER’ – FIVE 

* 
 

THE ART OBJECT: THE PRODUCTION OF CREATION 

 
If the arts have any real value, if they are to flourish and make the best part of us grow, then it is to 

understanding that an appeal must be made. 
 

 
 

 

 

West Side Story © Marcus 

* 

To understand a work we need to consider not only the intrinsic nature of the product  
but  

the extrinsic nature of the process  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fundamental to efficacy and dance, to understanding and appreciating the intrinsic and 

embodied nature of the dance experience per se, is the notion of aesthetic contemplation. 

‘Dance’, writes Horton Fraleigh (1987, p.73), ‘is an aesthetic expression of the body: the 
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body is aesthetically constituted in the dance’. In emphasizing the intrinsic and aesthetic 

dimension of the dance experience, however, it is important that I not ignore the 

extrinsic, the elemental reality and raw materiality that goes into the making and creating 

a dance work. Accordingly in this Chapter –‘Pointer’ – the focus of my concern is with 

the aesthetic object, with the concrete, practical and material crafting of a dance object: in 

terms of Wilber’s comprehensive and integral model of consciousness, the Upper-Right 

‘IT’ quadrant. 

 
Heidegger (2001/1927, pp.4–20) points to two levels of analysis: (i) the ontic level, which 

refers to the concrete factual matter, all that goes towards the physical and material 

crafting a work of art thing, and (ii) the ontological level, which refers to the thingliness, 

the deep structure, ‘inner nature’ or essence of an art thing, that which underlies and 

instantializes the ontical thing.  

 
The focus of this chapter is with the dance thing, with all that goes towards the physical 

and material crafting an art work based upon the classification of human movement as 

developed by the twentieth-century dance visionary and educationist Rudolph Laban, 

namely Body, Space, Effort and Relationship. 

 

             BODY referring to ‘what’ moves in space and time 

 
               SPACE referring to ‘where’ what moves in space and time 

               EFFORT referring to ‘how’ one moves, the dynamics and energy one brings 

to what moves and where it moves in terms of space and time 

 
               RELATIONSHIP referring to ‘the why’ of what, where, and how one moves: 

and the motivation and destination, the context, form and function of movement. 

 

* 

A LABAN CLASSIFICATION of HUMAN MOVEMENT 
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                 BODY                                                   SPACE 

                         ‘what’                                                                              ‘where’ 

                      whole or body part                                             floor patterns   –   air patterns  
                                                                                        circle, diagonal, horizontal, curve, zigzag 
                 in stillness or in motion                                            personal space, general space 
                                head                                                  body shapes, group shapes, formations 
                    arm(s), leg(s), torso                                                     flexible or direct pathways 
                         hips   –   shoulder                                               backwards, forwards, up, down 
            creep, crawl, run, hop, skip, jump                                              the floor in space 
                   glide, leap, twist, turn                                             on  a deep, medium or high level 
                         stop, pause, start                                                      movement and stillness                          
                   balance  –  off balance                                        under, over, through, round, near, far    

                                   

                              

                           EFFORT                                       RELATIONSHIP  
 
\                               ‘how’                                               ‘why’ – in relation to what, where or who 

                      quick  –  slow                                                         unison  –  counterpoint 
                    sudden  –  sustained                                                individual(s)  –  group(s)   
               light/weak  –  heavy/strong                                  music, drama, art, sculpture, poetry 
      unrestricted/free  –  restricted/bound                                       narrative  –  abstract 
                                                                                                                         * 
                                                                                                                   context 
                                                                                      time, place, space, audience, form, function 
                                                                                  costume, stage design, sound, lighting properties       

 
The model above is intended to ‘point’ to objective movement possibilities: things to look out for  

that go towards creating a dance ‘thing’ 
upon which the subjective thingliness of the dance is based. 

 

Crafting a ‘dance object’ – any dance object, be it ballet, ballroom, modern, 

contemporary, abstract, narrative or belly dance – can be seen in part as being a physical 

response to the four basic questions above, i.e. what moves, where does what move, how 
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or in what manner does what move, and in relation to why what moves where! Such 

distinctions are, of course, conceptual rather than real; in the reality of an actual 

performance, such distinctions tend to be lost in the whole, becoming ‘virtual rather than 

concrete’ (see Langer op. cit.), more than the sum of parts, certainly much more than the 

physical and material dance ‘thing’.  

 
Such questions as ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ may be usefully applied to the many 

dance performances ‘portrayed’ throughout this text. With Fokine’s The Dying Swan, for 

example, and the question ‘what moves’ (see pp. 61, 62 and 93) – principally the upper 

body with special attention being given to the arms, the body being carried en pointe or 

tiptoe; ‘where the body moves’ – a limited spot-lit circle on a darkened stage; ‘how the 

body moves’ – in a sustained and restrained manner, one punctuated with tremulous 

‘fluttering’ arm movements and tiny, nibbling footwork; and ‘why’ or in ‘relation’ to 

what, where, and how the body moves … a poetic narrative of The Swan and the musical 

accompaniment of Saint-Saëns’ Carnival of the Animals. 

 
While such concrete and physical elements say little of the metaphysical and non-

material ‘thingliness’ of the dance experience, they do provide those unable to access the 

intrinsic meaning and value of the dance experience an elemental access to the form, 

some things to look out for, something which later, hopefully, they will come to 

participate in and embody experientially. A work of art, of course, is ‘something else’, 

something over and above its concrete, material and tangible form. As Hindemith (1956, 

p.3) wrote in relation to music, ‘we must not perceive [music] as being a mere succession 

of sound facts; we must in some way participate beyond mere sensual perceptions, 

transform our impressions into a meaningful possession of our own’.  

 
* 

For an experiential encounter of such elemental variables pointed to above, the reader is 

encouraged to visit YouTube where examples of The Dying Swan – including an early 

performance of Pavlova, the original interpreter of Fokine’s creation – may be freely and 

easily accessed. In the meantime, with the music depicting the swan from Saint-Saëns’ 

Carnival of the Animals in mind, I enclose a poetic description of Fokine’s Dying Swan 
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depicted below as described by the French critic André Levinson, cited in Balanchine & 

Mason (1975 , p.138): 

 

 

         

      Michel Fokine/Camille Saint-Saëns, The Dying Swan © Dines 

 

Arms folded, on tiptoe, she dreamily and slowly circles the stage. By even 

gliding motions of the hands, returning to the background from whence she 

emerged, she seems to strive toward the horizon, as though a moment more 

and she will fly – exploring the confines of space with her soul. The tension 

gradually relaxes and she sinks to earth, arms waving faintly as in pain. 

Then faltering with irregular steps toward the edge of the stage, leg bones 

aquiver, like the strings of a harp, by one swift forward-gliding motion of 

the right foot to earth, she sinks on the left knee – the aerial creature 

struggling against earthly bonds; and there, transfixed by pain, she dies.  

 

MUSIC DYNAMICS AND DANCE ELEMENTALS 

Another way of coming to understand something of the ‘thingly’ nature of such 

elementals is to realize that much of what one brings to musical expression is very much 

applicable to movement expression. Dance, though not necessarily dependent upon 

music, is invariably related to music, to such music elementals as dynamics, time, tempo, 

rhythm, phrasing, orchestration and instrumental colours.  

As New York City Ballet dancer Toni Bentley (2003, p.14) comments, ‘when the music 

is soft and sweet, one’s dancing is soft and mellow; when the music quickens, one’s 
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dancing is sprightly, clear and distinct. We simply react to the music … our technique … 

and knowledge enable us to react’.  

 
Think of social dancing – of disco, ballroom and folk dancing for example – how the 

music of such forms effects and affects us, physically and emotionally. All such musical 

elementals as listed below, when applied and fully embraced by the dance, become an 

intimate part of the embodied nature of the dance experience, a fact that has long since 

been recognized by music educators – Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, Zoltán Kodály and Carl 

Orff, for example – who argue that music experiences are first of all movement 

experiences.  

 

MUSIC DYNAMICS and DANCE 
 
The term pianissimo, which in music means very soft, might manifest itself in dance as 

moving quietly, gently, with little weight or effort. Similarly, the term forte, which in 

music means loud, might manifest itself in dance as moving ‘loudly’ – in a strong, sudden, 

free and direct manner. 

 

MUSIC TIME, TEMPO and DANCE 
 
Such musical time signatures as 3/4, 4/4, 6/8, and 12/8 can significantly influence the way 

movement and dance are shaped and performed, as does such tempo directives as adagio 

suggesting moving at a slow tempo, andante at a walking tempo, moderato at a medium 

tempo and allegro at a merrily lively and fast tempo. 
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George Balanchine/Johann Straus II, Franz Lehár & Richard Strauss, Vienna Waltzes © Kolnik 

Vienna Waltzes is set to a greatest-hits mix of Viennese composers: a sumptuous visual 
feast that appears to have been created from a little schmaltz, a little schnapps, and a little 
sacher torte with whipped cream and Viennese coffee. 

(Lauren Butler, Ballet-Dance Magazine, May 11, 2011) 

* 
 
EXPRESSION and DANCE 
 
As with the application of musical dynamics such as time and tempo to dance so, too, with 

musical expressions such as appassionato – move passionately, cantabile – move in a 

singing or flowing style, doloroso – move in a sorrowful or lamenting style, dramatico – 

move in a dramatic style with an exaggerated show of emotion, giocoso – move in a 

joyous and cheerful style, grazioso – move in a graceful and elegant style, marziale – 

move in a martial style, misterioso – move in a mysterious or secretive way, tranquillo – 

move in a quiet, peaceful, and calm style.  

* 

 
In this chapter – ‘Pointer’ – I have been focusing on some of the physical and material 

thing elementals that go to the crafting of a dance work, the aim being to provide the 

spectator – someone perhaps outside of dance or new to dance and who knows little about 

the art form – how best to access the dance experience at a basic, concrete and elemental 

level, what to look out for. Before journeying further to discuss choreographic inspiration 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-e4szsgSiVeY/Tc4OmlYdCsI/AAAAAAAAAR4/tArr7ircBAs/s1600/nycb-viennawaltzes-kolnik.jpg
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as understood by dance creators, I would like to pause for a moment and, in the manner of 

Balanchine’s ‘poetic portrait’ of The Dying Swan above (see page 94), share a number of 

‘poetic portraits’ by Sondra Horton Fraleigh,3 my aim being to prepare the 

audience/reader with respect to appreciating the ‘thingliness’ of dance: that which cannot 

be said but can be pointed to in an especially meaningful way by means of poetic writing. 

With the previous discussion in mind concerning the dance thing, I now invite the reader 

to imagine visually and embodily such poetic word naming and thereby begin to gain 

some sensitive insight into the ‘lived-in’ and embodied nature of the dance experience. 

 
* 

[They] approach the audience hand in hand through stage centre, then fall down 

together, buffeted by outside influences. … The lovers are thrown, sometimes on top of 

each other, sometimes apart. The perpetual-ongoingness of their journey is punctuated 

by sudden full stops that crumple and fall. There is muffled gunfire in the distance. 

Sometimes the movement explodes with bodies dropping and holding together, then 

rolling across each other. There is passion and injury in it mixed with shapes of death 

that integrate briefly then drain away of all life. The end is heroic and at the same time 

withheld, as the lovers’ rolling together becomes less fitful, smooth, and relieved – and 

the musical collage of trumpets, guns, and compulsive counting turns to Bach’s Cum 

Sancto Spiritu. (Horton Fraleigh 1999, p.132) 

* 

The dance seems wrung from memory, an anguished residue … he uses his hands to 

enclose the space around his head, as though remembering some echo. Sometimes he 

actually touches his head, ears, or face, collapsing to the floor, or being flung back 

against the wall, pinned there for a few frozen seconds, then sliding down in a faint. He 

crawls, reaches, and rolls into and out of the light. His pain is aesthetically 

deconstructed – we see only parts of it when the light catches slices of his ongoing 

desperation. (Horton Fraleigh 1999, p.134) 
                                                 
3 A dance ‘authority’ I have come to admire immensely in the process of my researching, this writer, I 
believe, brings very special, indeed often profound philosophical insights to dance writing, to the notion of 
embodiment, to the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual most especially.  
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* 

He moves haltingly into the eerie beauty, like a sleep-walker. His movements are 

uncanny and unfamiliar. Sometime they flow; sometimes they jerk. The shoulders are 

held in tight solid blocks as the legs wobble, then melt as the legs stiffen. His style is 

consistently inconsistent – controlled, but let go. He moves gracefully beyond volition like 

a paper doll being crumpled up, and then, for no reason, pressed out at odd times. 

(Horton Fraleigh 1999, p.99) 

* 

 
 

Pina Bausch/Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring © Kenton (see below) 

 
Bausch’s dance [Rite of Spring – see performance portrait above] grabs and shakes us 

bodily and bloodedly. The timpani builds to a breaking point, the soloist pauses and grips 

herself in agony before pitching forward, plunging her face down like a piece of timber in 

the silent air, throwing herself into the fits and clutchings of the final scene. As harbinger 

to her dance of death, the group looks on coldly and without solace. (Horton Fraleigh 

1999, p.75) 

 
* 
 

She appears wrapped in a simple drape, holding sheaves of dried reeds or flowers in 

front of her and just overhead. The bundle draws her forward, as her body inclines 

slightly away from the line of movement. Her holding back creates internal tension, as 

she inches ahead ever so slowly, foot by foot, into blinding light. A look of ecstasy and 
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wonder spreads on her mask-like face, creased by the celestial sounds of the music. Her 

endlessly slow sojourn is enveloped in widening pools of repeated sound as the music 

gathers shattering strength, then fades to nothing. (Horton Fraleigh 1999, p.47) 

 

CHOREOGRAPHIC INSPIRATION 

 
The possible starting points for creating a dance are widely divergent, as divergent indeed 

as are its creators, its methods, forms, motivations and destinations. Inspirations include 

literature, music, art, poetry and drama, philosophy, psychology and sociology – 

whatever the source, often initially little more than vague intuitive promptings deep 

within the psyche. One source of choreographic inspiration within contemporary dance 

theatre especially is that of movement for movement’s sake, a simple desire to 

communicate through motion, the kinetic and skillful potential of the body as portrayed 

below. 

 

 

      
Lar Lubovitch/Dave Brubeck, Elemental Brubeck            Twyla Tharp/Frank Sinatra, Nine Sinatra Songs 

© Lubovitch               © Schatz  

* 

A more traditional source of inspiration is literary: dance based on a story or narrative of 

some form or other, as depicted in the two dance portraits below. 
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Marius Petipa/Peter Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake © Kenton 

 

Kurt Jooss/Frederick Cohen, The Green Table © Ross 

 
Other choreographers take their inspiration from emotionalism and expressionism – 

psychological sources.    

 

 

                                                  

Pina Bausch/Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring © Kaufman      
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Pina Bausch, Dancing Dreams © Kaufmann 

Still other choreographers take their source of inspiration from such themes as shape, 

pattern and form … formalism … sometimes purely abstractedly, as in the case of 

Pilobolus, and sometimes, as in the case of Balanchine, more narrative oriented. 

 

 

                 

     Pilobolus Dance Theatre © Kane           George Balanchine, Symphony in Three Movements © Kolnik 

 

* 

 

Individual choreographers sometimes move within a combination of the inspirational 

models as depicted above. David Bintley (1998, p.15), for example, early on was driven 
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primarily by movement, by shape, patterns and forms, by abstraction: movement for 

movement’s sake. Today, he is driven more by ideas. In The Protecting Veil, for 

example, there is a very strong idea that is pictorial and spiritual, yet it is not a narrative 

(in the literal sense). ‘What I relish about The Protecting Veil’, he writes, ‘is that it is both 

dramatic and abstract’. One of the things Wayne McGregor (1998, p.103) has to work on 

with respect to his characteristically abstract ballets is ‘how to gain more emotional 

impact from the vocabulary. The language is so accomplished but it’s also much 

disassociated from emotion – and yet we generate it from a very emotional base. The 

interpretation goes so far into abstraction that it becomes remote from the emotional base. 

How can we start to bring that back again so that you can see the root [expression] of the 

vocabulary?’  

 

 

 

 
I called this piece Chroma because I was interested to explore this idea of freedom from 
white – which is basically what chroma means – and look at this notion of tonality, both in 
the bodies of the performers and in the costume. We really worked with the costumes to 
make sure that the skin tone and colour of itself blended into one, so you’ve got this kind of 
new grammar when you syntax the body which is really about tone. I thought this might be 
an interesting way of exploring choreographic ideas. (McGregor, 2011) 
 
 

* 
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No doubt many will want to disagree with the categorization as presented above: seeing 

the whole as being too simplistic, even confusing; pointing out, for example, that any one 

of the dances depicted may embrace or be approached by any one or all such ‘points of 

view’ – and they would be right. Romeo and Juliet, for example, a performance ‘portrait’ 

that has featured prominently in this text, though inspired by a narrative source embraces 

significant formal and expressive elements as well as elements of movement for 

movement’s sake. Similarly for those choreographers who are inspired by ‘form’ or 

‘movement for its own sake’, no doubt they, too, would deny that their work did not in 

some way or other involve some notion of narrative and emotional expressiveness. 

Balanchine, an arch-formalist within contemporary ballet and well known for his 

emphasis on formalism and abstraction (see page 57 and 60) would, like many of his 

followers and audiences, strenuously deny that his choreography was divorced of feeling 

or narrative, however formal and abstract. Such distinctions, although not significant, are 

more conceptual rather than real. Such dances were chosen as a simple way of drawing 

attention to different inspirational interests, ‘what to look out for’. Such choreographic 

inspirations, which over the years have become formalized in terms of art theories within 

aesthetics (e.g. representational theory, formalism, emotionalism and aesthetic fineness), 

are best viewed as models, seriously made recommendations to view the dance in a 

particular way. We are invited to bring all such potential points of view to the dance, as 

indeed in reality we do: sometimes separately, distinctly and particularly; sometimes in 

combination; sometimes all together with potential layer upon layer of meaningfulness in 

the manner of aesthetic contemplation. Crucially, what is common to all, irrespective of 

inspiration, form or function, is ‘movement’. Irrespective of where one is coming from or 

seeking to go, it is by means of such elemental questions that the dance is based.  

* 

 
I recently led a series of combined arts community workshops – dance, music and drama 

– in which we explored four major art themes: representation, formalism, 

emotionalism/expressionism and aesthetic fineness. The purpose was (a) to experience 

first-hand, in practical/performance terms, something of such different inspirations and 

motivations; (b) to develop a necessary expressive movement, music and mime 
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vocabulary for a performance; and (c) to appreciate in hands-on, practical and procedural 

terms something of the creative process (see Appendix SIX). 

 
* 

In the same way that dance is intimately related to music, so too is dance intimately 

related to the visual, to paintings and sculpture in particular, as may be seen from the 

examples portrayed above. Dance is very much a visual art, and it is in many ways a 

kinetic art – deliberately and explicitly in the case of such choreographers as Alwin 

Nikolais and the Pilobolus Dance Company. Accordingly, much that goes into 

interpreting visual art may be applied to interpreting dance: such elements as patterns, 

line, shape and form, the use of light and shade, colour, and textures, and any number of 

other elements are applicable to dance. Further considerations include such secondary 

sources as costumes and lighting, scenery, stage settings and performance spaces.  

 

* 

RECAPITULATION: WHERE AM I COMING FROM AND SEEKING TO GO  

A work of art is a concrete, empirical thing, some-thing that is physically and materially 

crafted. In order to appreciate its thingliness, its internal nature, it is important to have 

some elemental and conceptual understanding about such objective ‘things’. But 

knowledge about such objective things, such ‘ITS’, cannot by themselves lead us to 

appreciate the intrinsic nature of the dance experience per se. As long as we suppose that 

the reality of the dance experience does lie in such external things, we will for ever be 

denied access to its thingliness. 
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Hofesh Shechter, Political Mother © Muir 
 

This is powerful stuff, packing a right uppercut to lift us out of the apolitical apathy that 
transcends modern culture. Shechter made Political Mother before the Arab Spring, but if a 
work of entertainment was ever created to convince young people that participatory politics 
is the key to their futures, then this was it. So, I hope that the overwhelming full-fist-of-
stars verdict that this was ‘awesome’ will make some think beyond just the noise and the 
movement to get to the message.  
 

(Watts 2011) 
 

Such being the nature of the creative process, a work of art, a dance work, is a form of 

truth happening: it comes alive when it brings us to stand in the open of its unique saying, 

its own scope of expression; it is not a re-presentation of an entity that can be empirically 

proven, identified and objectively quantified, but a presentation of an original revelation 

and illumination …‘something else’. At its best ‘it is what transcends, surpasses, and 

even belittles a specific performance. It is a reminder of what is elsewhere, of what lies 

not here – not now – but of what always is and yet is never known. It is closer to the 

physical than the verbal, and yet sheer physicality is comical beside it. It involves the 

physical in the same way that lovemaking does … naked flesh alone is as shallow as the 

surface skin, but if it is used as the messenger or the object, actively or passively, for pure 

feeling, it arouses moments that are sublime. We dance to show what we know but are 

not conscious of. There is no triumph over the spirits’ (Bentley 1983).  

 

* 
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Pina Bausch, Nelken © Ross 2005 

Nelken are carnations, and in Pina Bausch's dance-theatre piece, the floor is carpeted with 
them. At Sadler's Wells, the stage is extended far into the front stalls, making a long vista of 
crumpled pink blossom. The dancers, wearing evening dress and carrying chairs, step 
carefully over the flowers… [they] talk, scream, clutch vegetables, speak directly to the 
audience … they jump off the stage and invite members of the audience to leave with them. 
A woman screams herself hoarse; several men are forced to bury their faces in chopped 
onions. Nelken is strangely, vividly theatrical. (Anderson 2005) 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
CHAPTER – ‘POINTER’ – SIX 

 
THE ART SUBJECT: THE PROCESS OF CREATION 

 
AS  

UNDERSTOOD  

BY  

PERFORMANCE ARTS CREATORS 

 
* 
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Adam Linder, Are We That We Are © SDC 

Are We That We Are is a physical exploration into the existence of altered states of 
consciousness within human experience. Embodying arcane states of otherness, this work 
investigates mysticism and spirituality, rapture and trance states, psychedelia and sexuality, 
to expose realms of awareness beneath the surface of everyday reality. By illuminating the 
potential of the body to transcend the conscious self, we are asked to question what lies 
beyond ordinary rational consciousness.  
 

Sydney Dance Company 

 

* 

 
'To understand a work of art we need to consider not only the external crafting of things 

but  

the internal creation of thingliness  

 
(Heidegger 2001/1927, p.57) 

 

* 

Following on from the previous chapter with its focus on the external and material 

crafting of the dance object, and following also in the footsteps of Australian Dance 

Research (A. Smith 2001), I want now to focus on the internal, non-material thingliness 

of the form as experienced and understood by performance arts subjects. In the process of 

doing so I hope to show not only how the ethical and aesthetic can be seen as being 

intimately related, but how, also, the ethical and aesthetic can be seen as being related to 

the spiritual – how, in effect, the three core themes of this research come together. 
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* 
 

In reviewing what artists say about the process of creation, one is struck by a number of 

recurring themes, the most significant being knowing by not knowing or unknowing, of 

being involved in something more than the self alone, ‘something else’ (Heidegger), an 

energy or force to which in some ineffable and incomprehensible way they feel 

themselves connected, and that they were but conduits, channels or vehicles. Although in 

what follows I write from the point of view of performance arts creators, what these 

artists say may be equally applied to artist re-creators/performers and audience/ 

interpreters, not the least policy makers, arts legislators and educators.  

 
KNOWING BY ‘NOT KNOWING’ 
 

There is a common humility evident in the writings of many artists in regards to the 

process of creation, not the least that the creative process involves a deliberate not 

knowing or unknowing, described variously as leaping into the unknown, stepping into 

the void, of waiting and being empty rather than thinking and planning, of not doing or 

refraining from doing rather than doing, and above all the need to be open, attentive and 

receptive, ready to receive, allowing the work to breathe its own existence; the artist 

comes to know by means of ‘journeying’ the process, not knowing where one is going 

until the journeying is complete and the work revealed.  

 
‘The initial stage of creation involves a leap into the unknown; a step into the void. You 

don’t know if there will be ground there to receive your foot … but it is in the act of 

stepping you prepare the ground’ (Lewis 1946). 

 

‘When I begin work on a play’, writes theatre director Peter Brook (1987, p.1) ‘I start 

with a deep, formless hunch which is like a smell, a colour or shadow.’  

 
‘I don’t start a dance piece knowing where it’s going. When I go into the studio, that 

“cell”, that germ of an idea, is somewhere within me but I leave it alone. I'm partially in 
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control of it, so I can pull and push it, but at the same time it can pull and push me too, 

which is a vital part of the work’ (Davies 2001) … a vital part of the creative process.  

 
‘My experience’, writes dancer Soll (2002, p.xi–xiii), ‘is that I don’t actually create 

dances; instead I find them or I help make them visible. Often because of resistances, 

inadequate insight, laziness or difficulties with the craft, I get in the way of the dance I 

seek to know. This is not a rationally based description of my choreographic process; 

obviously, I cannot explain where the dances are before I find them, or why I find them, 

or how I know that I have found them. I only know that when I am making a dance, I feel 

that I don’t have full control of the process or the outcome: the dance almost seems to 

make itself. My job is to stand back and let it happen, and my human responsibility is to 

be honest, and let my resistances be visible in the dance’. 

 
‘Creating is more an emptying and waiting rather than thinking and planning. You have 

to be patient, breathe its own existence … allow it to evolve itself’ (Kushner, cited in 

Wuthnow 2001, p.160). O’Connor (1994), describing the acting of Alec Guinness, writes, 

‘it was in being that the power and quality of Guinness as an actor lay: in being rather 

than doing … if not doing nothing, then in trying to do less and less in order that the truth 

may be found’. 

 

Such experiences and understandings have been very much my own, not the least in 

relation to the creative process underlying this performance research work, this deliberate 

re-presenting, re-grounding and re-visioning the way the arts and dance more specifically 

are perceived and justified. In the manner as described by those artists above I came with 

little more than a vague cell or germ of an idea, an intuitive itch somewhere deep within 

my psyche: open, attentive and receptive, I allowed myself to be influenced by whatever 

was presented in the process of journeying, not knowing where I was going or what 

would be eventually revealed, but knowing I was ‘on the right track’. I did not, and could 

not, have pre-conceived the sort of destination as has now come to be revealed. Though 

in some ways I felt partially in control and was able, as it were, to pull and push the 

process, more often than not this research pulled and pushed me.  
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The knowledge revealed in this performance arts research work, like the knowledge 

revealed in any performance, came by a process of journeying. Setting out unknowing, 

deliberately open and receptive to knowing ‘truth’ in all its forms (see Wilber’s 

comprehensive and integral model of consciousness), but especially in its form of 

truthfulness, trustworthiness, integrity and sincerity (see ‘How Do We Spell Truth’), my 

research became very much ‘a form of truth happening’, in a sense breathing its own 

existence, slowly coming to reveal itself, making itself known to me. 

 

‘To create is to cause something to emerge’, writes Heidegger (2001/1927, pp.60–68), 

‘the work’s becoming a work is a form of truth happening: truth is disclosure’. Such is 

the nature of the creative process: that one embarks upon the creative process 

‘unknowingly’, cleansing one’s mind of any preconceptions, attentive and receptive to 

what emerges in the journeying process of creating.  

 
‘It sound silly to say’, writes Horton Fraleigh (1987, p.180), ‘but the dance is not there 

until it is there … We do have ideas and mental images about what the dance may be as 

we create and rehearse it, but the dance itself emerges only in the finished creation [on 

completion of the journeying process] … something absolutely new and unique, not 

something which is ready-made and waiting to be discovered, but something entirely new 

realized by participating in the actual process.” 

 

As I have come to understand over the years, these past three years especially in relation 

to this research, what is crucial to the creative process is that what emerges, what is 

eventually formed to be revealed, comes by means of process, by means of participating 

in and faithfully journeying in a process. More than that, as Grotowski (2002, pp.17–37) 

points out, ‘the decisive factor in the creative process is humility, the pre-disposition not 

to do something but to refrain from doing something: the requisite state of mind being a 

passive readiness’.  

 
‘Not knowing is not [passive] resignation; it is an opening to amazement’ (Brook 1999, 

p.226). The arts enable us to see in a unique way, not so much define as suggest: the kind 

of knowing as suggested by the anonymous fourteenth-century work The Cloud of 
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Unknowing, with reference to spiritual knowing – interpreting the same not as an absence 

of knowledge but a form of awareness, an awareness of something to be known.  

 

 

 
Kenneth MacMillan/Gustav Mahler, Song of the Earth © Conway 

In one of ballet’s most serious and profoundly expressive compositions, MacMillan 
matches Mahler’s contemplation of last things following the death of his daughter  

 
(Crisp 2012) 

‘The theatre is a language of the invisible by which nothingness suddenly is there in a 

form which, though cannot be seen, cannot be touched, weighed, and measured, can be 

known. Audiences all over the world will answer positively from their own experience 

that they have seen the face of the invisible through an experience of the theatre, one that 

transcended the experience in life’ (Brook 1972, p.134 & 148). ‘There are countless 

stories of actors, dancers and musicians who, after a particularly moving performance, 

scratch their heads and marvel at the way everything seemed to flow [something depends 

upon them yet ‘something else’, something more than them]. They take some credit for 

being prepared for excellence to occur, but most of them bow to the mystery, knowing 

deep inside that they have been merely a part of an event, not the event itself’ Olsen 

(1989, p.46). 

 
MORE THAN – TRANSCENDENCE  

‘A work of art has an author, yet when it is perfect it has something which is essentially 

anonymous about it that transcends the author, something that transcends whatever it is 

made of, yet remains as a hidden presence’ (Weil 1992/1952, p.149).  
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Artists often acknowledge the source of their creative activity as having its roots in 

something more than or other than the self alone, something else, expressed variously as 

‘an anonymous presence’, ‘another reality’ or ‘an awesome independent, indefinable 

energy source’. Such artists seek deliberately a deeper and more penetrating meaning and 

vision: what Kandinsky called inner sound, Brancusi essence, and Stravinsky higher 

mathematics. ‘To the voice that commands me to create’, wrote Stravinsky (1942 ), ‘I 

first respond with fright; then I reassure myself by taking up as weapons those things 

participating in creation but as yet outside of it; and the arbitrariness of the constraint 

serves only to obtain precision of execution’.  

Poet Greg Glazner (in Wuthnow 2001, p.263) speaks of ‘being connected to something a 

lot bigger than himself, of being slipped something that is not him’. Playwright Richard 

Foreman (in Wuthnow 2001, p.236), ‘always had the feeling that something was being 

left out in his writing, that like Kushner (in Wuthnow 2001, p.159) always had ‘a nagging 

sense that there was a call being made to him from somewhere else that he simply 

couldn’t afford to ignore’ … something else. 

 

‘On the surface all seemed balanced and harmonious and I certainly had no right to 

complain, but deep down, nothing could quench a sense of meaninglessness, both in my 

own activities and in the world around me. Yet to solve this by breaking away or 

dropping out seemed arrogant and futile. It was a personal version of the ancient dilemma 

of determining what belongs to Caesar and what truly belongs to that something else’ 

(Brook 1999, p.125). 

 

Actor/director Anthony Quayle (1990, pp.123–125), commenting on his early 

experiences as a drama student, writes, ‘those productions, threadbare as they were [at the 

Old Vic Theatre], imprinted on me for life; they were my first unforgettable glimpses of 

the High Himalaya. Till then I had only known I wanted to be some sort – any sort – of 

an actor; now I knew exactly what sort of actor I had to be. I realized that drama was a 

great art, a mystery; that it was possible for acting to be not just a profession but a 

calling’.  
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It was from such experiences that I, too, came to glimpse something of the Higher 

Himalaya referred to by Quayle, which, though impossible to describe or explain, could, I 

realized, be known through the arts – dance, music and drama especially. The result of 

such early experiences, for example, at the Arts Centre Group (ACG) at St Helen’s, 

Bishopsgate, London, threadbare as no doubt our productions were, led to the founding of 

a full-time professional dance company with special concern for the spiritual, working in 

the theatre, community and education, which  celebrated its 32nd anniversary recently and 

is still very much ‘on the road’, or my establishing an International Visiting Dance 

Scholarship at Robinson College, Cambridge University, set up deliberately to encourage 

the spiritual and dance, then at the age of 75 embarking upon a PhD in relation to the 

same: all were no doubt in part dependent upon me, yet, at their best, so much more than 

me – something I was partially in control of and was able as it were to pull and push, yet 

something else which more often than not pulled and pushed me. As I have come to 

understand, ‘a work of art has an author yet when it is perfect it has something essentially 

anonymous about it’ (Weil 1992/1952, p.149) … something so much more than the 

author. 

An illustration of ‘a work of art having an author and yet having something which is 

essentially anonymous about it … that transcends the author’, that takes the audience 

‘somewhere else’, is reflected in Martin’s description (cited in Newman 1982) of 

Suzanne Farrell’s dancing: 

I sat in the chair and watched her dance … the way she danced revealed a 

whole frame of mind and a whole attitude towards this ballet [Balanchine’s 

Apollo]. It was absolutely glorious. All of a sudden it was not steps, even 

though she certainly did do the steps and certainly they were beautiful. But 

she never made me think she was aware of steps. She revealed a goddess, or 

a muse; she danced, she just moved. 

* 

As Japanese actor/director Oida (Oida & Marshall 1997, p.xvii) writes, ‘acting is not 

about showing my presence or displaying my technique; it is about revealing “something 
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else”. It is not physically visible, but through the engagement of the onlooker’s 

imagination, something else will appear in his or her mind’.  

Actor Alec Guinness, describing a friend’s performance of Hamlet (1999), wrote: 

 

When I left the theatre I felt shattered. I was incapable of speaking for about 

twenty-four hours, knowing I had witnessed something that I can only call 

both transcendental and yet very human. He neither did Shakespeare a 

favour, as some actors manage to imply they do, nor kow-tow to him; he 

met him, in Hamlet, on mutual, on loving ground. The small hairs on the 

back of my neck stirred: he had put, with sweetness and regret, a gulf 

between audience and players, a gulf which would widen as the curtain fell, 

the lights went out and the auditorium and stage would be empty even of 

ghosts. 
 

Art that deserves to be called ‘great’, writes Hazelton (1967, p.236), ‘possesses a strange 

capacity to lead us beyond its presented surface toward a quickening awareness, a world 

that is both wider and deeper than arts own’. Great art, like great artists, has a way of 

transcending everyday consciousness, taking the audience somewhere else. One of the 

responsibilities of the artist, especially one committed to the ethical, aesthetic and 

spiritual, is to take the audience somewhere else, to ‘lead the audience into unknown 

territory … towards an exploration of something that neither performer nor audience have 

yet to discover’ (Brook, quoted in Moffitt 1999, p.xiii).  

 
 

 

 
José Limón/Zoltán Kodály, Missa Brevis © Cervantes 
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* 
SUMMARY  

 
The function of the art is to take us beyond. 

We should expect to be changed, to be renewed and to be vitalized by that which we are willing to call art.  
Dance holds the transformational power to move us beyond self and beyond the ordinary. 

 

(Horton Fraleigh 1987, p.140) 

* 

What remains hidden is the ‘presence’ of a work, the force of its presence as distinct from 

whatever it is made of, its thingliness as distinct from its thing – ’something else’, 

something that can only be personally encountered, known existentially and 

experientially … something like the way in which another person is present to us, not the 

least as in the love of the other (Donoghue 1989, p.104). The quintessential element of 

both dance-making and dance-research-making is discovery; we enter such a process 

without knowing, and deliberately unknowing in order to discover what we need to 

know. The arts enable us to see and come to know in a unique way, not so much define as 

suggest: the kind of unknowing suggested in spiritual literature, as for example The 

Cloud of Unknowing (Anonymous 1375), interpreting the same not as an absence of 

knowledge but as a form of awareness. Brook (1999, p.121) speaks of a higher reality, ‘a 

quality of understanding and meaning … one that links the outer world to another 

purpose for existence … that sees the artistic experience as a reflection, an intimation, of 

something else … [one that] must never be confused with the indefinable thing itself’. As 

cited previously: 

 

The spiritual nature of ballet became blindingly obvious to me when I was 

cheering the New York Knicks. It is what transcends, surpasses … even 

belittles a specific performance. It is the reminder of what is elsewhere, of 

what lies not here – not now – but of what always is and yet is never known. 

It is closer to the physical than the verbal, and yet sheer physicality is 

comical beside it. It involves the physical in the same way that lovemaking 

does: naked flesh alone is as shallow as the surface skin, but if it is used as 
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the messenger or the object, actively or passively, for pure feeling, it arouses 

moments that are sublime. (Bentley 1983) 

 
* 

‘When the performance finishes will it matter? Where will it matter? We claim that all 

thought systems are humanly created then treat one thought system [science – more 

accurately ‘scientism’] as absolute. We state that all meaning is linguistic, meaning 

humanly created, then treat the boundaries as absolute. We take a position of knowing 

that there is nothing beyond our linguistic boundaries rather than stating that anything 

beyond our linguistic boundary is unknowable’ (Etchells 1999, p.49).  

 

A CONDUIT – VEHICLE – VESSEL 

I am merely an instrument, an instrument for the higher reality in which I 

participate, albeit inadequately. I make dances that I feel are given to me. I 

see and feel phenomena, actions, emotions, structures, truths and illusions, 

and, for reasons I do not understand, I am compelled to try to put what I see 

and feel into a choreographed form. (Soll 2002, pp.62–63) 

 

Acknowledging such an ineffable and incomprehensible higher or deeper energy source, 

artists often see themselves as servants or conveyers of something more than their selves, 

something else, expressed variously as being a vehicle or conduit, a medium, shaman or 

midwife’, ‘a lightening rod for grounding endless force’, ‘a vessel for cosmic forces’. For 

singer Janet Baker (1988),  

 
The real work is done by some inexplicable and indefinable power 

working through me. Although as performers we have great powers of 

influence over an audience, we also find ourselves at the mercy of those 

very powers. In a very real sense we are controlled by the music and words 

we perform, not in control of them, except in a very basic technical sense. 

There is something mysterious when suddenly performer and audience are 

bound together by that ‘something’ transmitted through but not by the 
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performer. It is awesome, and we carry on year after year in the faith that 

this grace will, every so often, descend, content to give of our talents but 

knowing the divine magic won’t be there every time. If one is willing to 

be a servant of the muse, then one places oneself at the mercy of very 

powerful forces indeed. It takes great courage to do this: to go out onto a 

stage not knowing what the end result will be, knowing the power is not 

our own.  

*  
 

An illustration of a performer being a vehicle or conduit for ‘something else’, something 

more than the performer his or herself, is beautifully expressed by Jacques d’Amboise (in 

Belle & Dickson 1990) who, commenting on dancer Suzanne Farrell’s performance, said,  

 

Every once in a while you see a dancer; they transcend a person. They become a 

conduit for a force, using a person as a window, to express or communicate 

‘something else’. And that person becomes transformed into something bigger 

than just the beautiful dancer. (See model below)  
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Every once in a while you see a dancer transcend a person. They become a conduit for an energy or force, 
using a person as a window, to express or communicate ‘something else’. 

 
Jacques D'Amboise 

© Blogg (1986) Springs Dance Company 
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One of the highest compliments I believe that can be paid to a performer or a 

performance is when at the end of a performance the audience is ‘stilled’, struck dumb as 

it were, by something more than the performer or performance – ‘something else’. For 

Heidegger (2001/1927, p.40) it is precisely in such situations that the artist is 

inconsequential compared with the work, almost like a passageway that destroys itself in 

the creative process for the work to emerge.  

‘In the act of creation the artist becomes the instrument for an ‘energy', an almost 

intangible energy that surges in the body and mind like the tides of the sea. In the most 

intense experiences of creativity there is no sense of an ‘I’ in control. Rather, in these 

moments, the artist feels they have tapped into the source … and that their job is to 

capture this energy in some form or other before it goes away’ (Elkins 1998, p.131). 

As with art creators or artist re-creators/performers, so, too, with art spectators or 

audiences: the arts have the power to enrich us, but only if we allow them to do so, only 

if we are adequate, attentive and receptive. If such a power is to work, responsibility must 

lie as much with those at the receiving end as the giving end which in every case requires 

a certain ability and humility, not the least an ability to stand aside and allow the self to 

be used by the other, ready to absorb the moment (see Baker 1982, p.61).  

 
EGOLESS – HUMILITY– SURRENDER  

 
There is a common humility evident in the writings of many artists, expressed variously 

as being ego-less, willing-less and self-less, being in service, submitting to larger forces 

and energies, surrendering authorship or ownership. ‘Transcending the self and 

communicating with something larger than the self’, writes Osborne (in Ehrlich, 1997, 

p.42) ‘is a responsibility that comes with the gift of artistic talent. In order to fully realize 

one’s talent, give full expression to one’s talent, it is necessary to transcend the ego. 

You’re given some kind of gift but it doesn’t come out of you, it comes through you’. 
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Singer Janet Baker (1982, p.xii) writes,  

 

I believe my voice and power of communication were given to me by God, 

to be shared with others. This I have tried to do, but it has been with a sense 

of duty rather than of joy. I have come to understand and participate in the 

joy of performing. This is something new to me. In the sense that I have 

been relieved both of responsibility for the end results and of the terrible 

fear which has dogged me all my life, it is a miracle. I have reached a point 

where I feel myself to be an empty vessel. There must always be a 

personality involved in any human action, but I now stand out there, silent 

within, and allow the music to speak through me. All I have to do is prepare 

myself musically, physically and psychologically for a performance, and 

then stand aside to allow the music to speak for itself’.  

 

 

 
 

Jiří Kylián/Claude Debussy, La Cathédrale Engloutie © Cargill 
 

 
There is in Kylian’s work a celebration of the creative spirit that spills over into a kind of 
joyous playfulness. Kylian’s moral consciousness and his intelligence are easily located 
within his work; he is accessible without being popularist, and there is a depth to his ballets 
that makes them among the most rewarding to watch. His dancers are not presented as 
extraordinary performers to be physically admired for their virtuosity but as expressive 
figures in a landscape which has a dramatic and social resonance in terms of morality and 
spirituality.  

(Sayers 1999, p.179) 
 

* 
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‘This might sound a little bit moralistic’, writes composer Jonathan Harvey (1999), ‘but 

in so far as one thinks it important to do something worthwhile, then to spend all these 

hours composing music must be part of a kind of moralistic area [must involve some 

notion of efficacy]. … You can compose from many different levels. If you are a great 

egoist and you are thinking only of your fame and getting rich, that's the opposite of what 

one ought to be doing’.  

 

 

 

 
Think yourself rather as something much humbler and less spectacular  

but to my mind far more interesting – a poet in whom lives all the poets of the past, from whom all poets in 
time to come will spring 

 
Virginia Woolf (1975/1932), A Letter to a Young Poet 

 
* 

If we set goals that are based on a superficial sense of reality, one that we erroneously 

believe we can control, then we delude ourselves and deceive the form of art work we 

seek to serve. As dancer Soll (2002, p.ix–x) comments: 

 
 

Such delusions can interfere with the truth-seeking, with the freely 

imaginative aspects of the artistic process which is defined by the co-

existence of the limited, humble self of the artist, and the perfection of the 

materials we are given. If artists choose to deny their limitations and 
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substitute superficial, self-serving, and commercialistic goals, the resulting 

art work becomes false, ridiculously serious and essentially trivial.  

 

* 

 
The moral side involves forgetting the self, becoming involved in something more than 

the self [something else], ‘reveal[ing] the depths of human life so that all might sense 

what is really there and not just what is obvious and external’ (Westerhoff 1979).  

 

 
 

 
 

George Balanchine/Igor Stravinsky, Agon © Ross 

* 

The quintessential element of creative art making is discovery; we enter without knowing in order to 
discover what there is to know.  

 
(Hanstein 1999, p.22) 

 
* 

‘Not knowing is no resignation; it is an opening to amazement’ 
 

 Boyd (cited in Moffitt 1999, p.xv) 
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CHAPTER – ‘POINTER’ – SEVEN 

 
* 

DIMENSIONS, LEVELS and STAGES OF CONSCIOUSNESS 

KNOWING and BEING 

 

 

* 
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My focus of concern up to now has been with knowledge domains positioned particularly 

within Wilber’s comprehensive and integral model of consciousness. Continuing to work 

within Wilber’s model of consciousness, my concern now is with knowing dimensions, 

with levels and stages of knowing, of receptiveness and attentiveness, showing how 

knowing generally and then the arts more specifically can function on a number of levels, 

not just epistemologically in terms of knowledge domains but psychologically in terms of 

knowing processes. Wilber’s model is dedicated not only to an all-quadrant approach to 

knowledge but an all-dimensional approach to knowing, be it in relation to (i) the 

individual and interior ‘I’ of the arts, (ii) the individual and exterior ‘IT’ of the sciences, 

(iii) the intersubjective and interior ‘WEʼ of cultures, or (iv) the interobjective exterior 

‘ITS’ of social systems; each dimension, level or stage of knowing representing 

increasing structural organization, increasing complexity and integration: a more 

embracing more encompassing ‘point of view’. 

 

 
 

 

(SteveMcIntosh.com 30.09.12 khepper.net agal2) 
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With reference to the model above, my concern focuses on the individual, subjective and 

interior ‘I’ of consciousness, that of the upper-left quadrant as discussed previously in 

Chapter – ‘Pointer’ – Two, initially from within Wilber’s contemporary reworking of 

‘perennial philosophy’ generally, but eventually within dance practice more specifically. 

 
* 

The central claim of the ‘perennial philosophy’ is the notion of ‘a spectrum of 

consciousness’, of knowing and being-in-the-world, showing increasing structural 

organization, increasing complexity and integration, from the lowest, densest and least 

conscious to the highest, subtlest and most conscious; each dimension, level or stage of 

consciousness understood as a level of prehension, of receptiveness and attentiveness. In 

simplest terms, this is body, mind and spirit, or in the mystical tradition, eye of flesh, eye 

of reason and eye of contemplation.  

 
             .  body represents the sensorimotor and empirical dimension, level, stage or mode 

of knowing, the epitome of such fleshly knowing being empirical fact.  

 
            .  mind represents the mental and logical dimension, level, stage or mode of 

consciousness, the epitome of reasoned knowing being rational ideas. 

 
             .  spirit represents the intuitive dimension, level or stage of consciousness, the 

epitome of contemplative knowing being intuition affection. 

 

Within such a ‘spectrum of consciousness’ a work of art, a creative research work, can 

function, can be perceived as meaningful and valuable, on three basic levels: from the 

point of view of the ‘body’, ‘mind’ and ‘spirit’, or empirically, logically and intuitively. 

 
Before continuing on I need once again to emphasize that such models, maps or visual 

images as follow do not purport to represent reality but to draw attention to certain 

aspects of reality; they are as good as far as they go, to be taken seriously but not literally 

(see Barbour 1974). 
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AN INVERTED PYRAMID HIERARCHIC MODEL OF 
CONSCIOUSNESS 

 
Dimensions, Levels, Stages of Receptiveness and Attentiveness  

 
 

   S          P          I          R           I          T  
                                                                                                                          

I    N   T    U   I   T   I   V   E      V   A   L   U   E   S   –   ‘Intuited’  
 

The ‘eye of contemplation’ = corresponding to intuition, creativity, insight, 

imagination: non-logical or trans-logical                                                                                                                                        

 
 
 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

        M          I           N          D 
 
                                      L    O    G   I   C   A   L      I   D   E   A   S    –   ‘Reasoned’     

    

The eye of reason = corresponding to reasoning, logic and conceptual 

formulation   

This level or stage of consciousness constructs theories or maps of the 

subjective and inter-subjective world – that which is not checked by 

empirical-analytic means but by communities of like-minded interpreters. 

                              ________________________ 
                                                                                      

                BODY 
 
                                                                  EMPIRICAL FACTS – ‘Sensed’         
 
 
                                 The ‘eye of flesh’ = corresponding to ‘sensory’ modes of knowing 

            empirical-analytic: technical modes of knowing                                         
                 physical/body level of knowing  

                  which may break down into considerations  
                         of the 

                   concrete, material and physiological  
                         sensory-motor 

                        systems 
 
 

                                                  ! 
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By means of graphic elementals such as density, font size, placing, shaping and spacing, 

the models both above and below are intended to draw attention to different dimensions 

of knowing – different levels of receptiveness and attentiveness in relation to both 

epistemological ‘appropriateness’ and ‘psychological adequacy’ – from what Wilber 

described as the lowest, densest and least conscious of matter, to the highest, subtlest and 

most conscious of spirit.  

* 
 

In speaking of different dimensions, levels and stages of consciousness – levels of 

receptiveness and attentiveness – it is important to understand that ‘we are not proceeding 

from falsehood to truth but from least revealed [least known, understood and 

appreciated] to most revealed’ (Wilber 2001b, p.21). In looking at lower levels of 

consciousness in relation to higher levels of consciousness I am speaking essentially of 

an expansion of consciousness, of receptiveness and attentiveness. As Hegel first put it, 

and as developmentalists have echoed ever since, each dimension, level or stage is 

adequate and valuable in itself but each higher or deeper stage is more adequate, more 

embracing and encompassing, more inclusive and comprehensive and in that sense and 

that sense only is seen as being more valuable. 

 
As Wilber emphasizes, dimensions, levels or stages of knowing should not be seen as 

rigid rungs of a ladder, but more a fluid and unfolding series of concentric circles, each 

enveloping or enfolding its juniors, each transcending but importantly including its 

predecessors so there is nothing mutually exclusive about any level. It is simply that each 

higher level possesses emergent qualities not found in its lower part.  

 
As the models seek to show, a person, a culture or community – an arts culture or 

academic community – locked into a lower physical, literal and material level of 

consciousness will by virtue of the limitations inherent in such a level or stage of 

consciousness, such a level of expectancy, tend to confine attention to the physical, literal 

and material.  

 
As has been previously pointed out, one of the special functions of the arts, and one of 

the special responsibilities of the artist, is to reveal something of the heights and depths of 
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human life, those dimensions of life which cannot be known on the physical, literal and 

material level alone. An interpretation of human life that is incapable of including such 

sublime heights and depths of human achievement as expressed in the great works of 

dance, music and drama is surely incomplete.  

 
Writing with reference to dance, Soll (2002, p.357) observes that ‘though many dancers 

seem to be technically competent [on the physical and surface level of meaning] many 

are not able to fully comprehend [and thus access] the higher and deeper nature of the 

works they are dancing … this is perhaps especially so in relation to works of the past’. 

 
What Soll says of performance artists may be equally applied to many performance arts 

audiences, but also arts legislators and policy makers, and arts educators and 

communicators. As previously discussed (see p.49, ‘The Question of Reality’) all 

knowledge is structured in consciousness: what we see is what we see. Depending upon 

the level or stage of consciousness, the level of one’s receptiveness and anticipation, so 

will one see, so will one level be seen as more meaningful and valuable than others. ‘We 

have not to choose between opinions. We have to welcome them all but arrange them 

vertically, placing them on suitable levels’ (Weil 1992/1952, p.131). 

* 

The claims of perennial philosophy are also, in part, the claims of developmental 

psychology, namely, that maturation is marked by progressive subordination of older, 

lower-order behaviour systems to newer, higher-order systems as an individual’s 

existential situation changes’ (Wilber 1996, p.265). Developmental theory has been 

applied to ‘cognition’ (Piaget 1975/1929), ‘psychosocial development’ (Erickson), ‘moral 

development’ (Kohlberg 1981), ‘faith’ (Fowler 1995) and, particularly pertinent to this 

study, ‘aesthetic development’ (Housen 1983).  

 
What we see is shaped not only epistemologically in terms of appropriateness and 

therefore efficacy with respect to particular knowledge domains, but psychologically in 

terms of adequacy or capacity with respect to individual knowing. As the model below 

seeks to show, dance may be ‘seen’, understood, appreciated and experienced on many 

different levels. At one level dance may be seen and thereby experienced from a gross, 
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material and literal level of consciousness, qualities listed at the bottom of the inverted 

pyramid; at another level, it may be seen and thereby experienced from a more subtle, 

metaphysical and metaphorical and level of consciousness, qualities listed at the upper 

end of the inverted pyramid model.  

 
Again, no doubt many will feel uncomfortable about my speaking of ‘higher’ and 

‘lower’, but as developmental studies have shown (see Piaget’s cognitive development, 

Fowler’s faith development and Housen’s aesthetic development identified above), people 

come to see the dance (see model below) from different points of view and on different 

levels of understanding and appreciation as they attempt to understand the same situation.  

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A HIERARCHIC DEVELOPMENTAL MODEL OF DANCE 
… dimensions, levels, stages of receptiveness and attentiveness … 
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D            A             N             C            E 
subtle intuitive symbolic presentational mythological opaque transcendental universal 

non-rational non-logical non-quantifiable ambiguous unutterable deep ineffable  

ambivalent ephemeral translucent metaphysical  

immaterial phenomenological 

________________________________________ 
 

D        A        N       C       E 

 

____________ 
D    A    N    C   E 

                                                          singular and particular meaning 
material  sensual  physical 

surface reality 
transparent 

signative 
prosaic 
literal 
gross  
dense 

 

 

 

 

When the physical and material reality is all there it’s hard to be enchanted by anything, not the least to 
see the height and depth that’s uncovered by the arts 

 
 (Somerville 2006, p.72)  
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Consider the ballet shoes depicted below. Depending (a) upon the ‘appropriateness’ of a 

particular knowledge domain, i.e. the arts, humanities, social sciences, physical sciences 

or mathematics, and (b) upon the ‘adequacy’, receptivity and attentiveness of the knower, 

i.e. where one is coming from epistemologically and psychologically, so will one see that 

at which one is looking. 

 

 
 

 

Margot Fonteyn’s ballet shoes, used in Raymonda, New Victoria Theatre, London, 1963 © Blogg  

* 

What we SEE is what WE see: what do YOU see? 

 
On a ‘fleshly’ – material, literal and sensory – dimension or level of consciousness (i.e. 

the Upper-Right IT Quadrant) no doubt the shoes will be seen as useless and valueless, 

and at a gross, material, literal and surface level of meaning and value they would be 

right. 

 
On a ‘reasoned’ – logical and conceptual – dimension or level of consciousness, seen in 

the light of an informed community of intersubjective interpreters (i.e. the Lower-Left 

WE Quadrant) – dance historians and anthropologists, for example – the shoes might take 

on more meaningful and valuable perspective when, as in this case, they are re-cognized 

as having historic significance in relation to the Australian Ballet Company’s first 

European tour. 
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On a more ‘intuitive’ – contemplative and transcendental – level of consciousness (i.e. 

Upper-Left ‘I’ quadrant) these shoes, like Buber’s tree and Raymo’s heron and Bentley’s 

firebird (see pp.80–81), might be seen as being ‘something else’, something much more 

meaningful and valuable than objective or historical information – something quite 

transformational when recognized as being the shoes of one of the world’s great 

ballerinas, Dame Margot Fonteyn, on the occasion of the Australian Ballet Company’s 

first European tour. For those who have the ‘eyes to see’, suddenly the shoes take on a 

much more subtle, metaphysical … even spiritual … meaning and value, certainly 

something more than the rational and material. Note the shoes haven’t changed: the shoes 

remain what they are. What has changed and changed significantly is the way the shoes 

are now perceived, re-cognized and thereby seen in a different light, from a different 

point of view both epistemologically and psychologically.  

 
What I say above with respect to the ballet shoes depicted above can be applied to any 

dance performance, any work of art. Meaning and value are not only socially constructed 

but personally construed. What we SEE is what WE see.  

 
First year undergraduates, relative newcomers to modern dance, returning from a 

performance of Pina Bausch’s Nelken (see p.104), protest ‘nonsense’, the implication 

being that the dance was nonsense, when perhaps more accurately they should have said, 

‘we cannot make sense of it (i.e. we do not understand)’: we were not adequate and 

therefore receptive to the performance and failed to acknowledge that which for many in 

in audience did make ‘sense’. 

 

SUMMARY 
  
What we ‘see’, what we construe as being real, whether in relation to dance, the ethical, 

aesthetic or spiritual, depends not only on the appropriateness and therefore efficacy of a 

particular knowledge domain but the adequacy or knowing capacity of the knower. As 

has long been understood within education, in order to access the ‘higher’ it is first 

necessary to participate in the ‘lower’. In terms of Piaget’s developmental stages, the 

‘lower’ sensorimotor, preoperational and concrete operational stages represent necessary 
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preconditions for ‘higher’ formal operations. It is important for all concerned with the 

arts – arts legislators, communicators and educators, as well as performers – to 

understand and recognize not only the epistemological significance of different 

knowledge domains but also the psychological significance of different levels or stages of 

knowing.  

 
* 

‘Theatre is always both a search for meaning and a way of making meaning meaningful 

for others, but there is always a ladder to be climbed, leading from one level of quality to 

another’ (Brook 1993, p.75, 119). 
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DIMENSIONS, LEVELS and STAGES of DANCE PRACTICE 

 
 
 

 
Wim Vandekeybus, Looming Sky © Jörén 

 

* 
 
The focus of this chapter – ‘pointer’ – has been with dimensions, levels and stages of 

knowing, with the process of knowing rather than the product of knowledge. I positioned 

this focus within an inverted pyramid and hierarchal developmental model of 

consciousness based upon American philosopher Ken Wilber’s contemporary reworking 

of perennial philosophy, the central claim of which is that of ‘a spectrum of 

consciousness’ showing increasing structural organization, increasing complexity and 

integration, with each dimension, level or stage understood as a level of prehension, 

reception and attentiveness. I propose now to apply this model of consciousness to dance 

practice, asking the questions... 

‘What might it mean to say ‘one knows the dance’?  

What criteria might we want to insist upon in order to validate and legitimize a claim that 

someone knows the dance? 

 
* 

‘For a large class of cases in which we employ the word, ‘meaning’ can be defined thus: 

the meaning of a word is its use in the language’ (Wittgenstein 1953, p.43) With 

Wittgenstein’s dictum ‘meaning = use’ in mind I propose to look at some of the ways in 

which the term ‘know’ is used, firstly from a psychological and philosophical point of 

view and then from the point of view of dance practice. 
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Psychologists, especially educational psychologists, distinguish three uses of the term 

‘knowing’: 

 

            .     the cognitive, i.e. thinking or mental, dimension of knowing  

            .     the behavioural, i.e. acting or perceptual, dimension of knowing  

            .     the affective, i.e. feeling or emotional, dimension of knowing  

 

Each dimension represents a different ‘mode of apprehension’: 
 

            .     knowing as analyzed   –   as theoretically ‘reasoned’    

            .     knowing as lived         –   as physically ‘sensed’    

            .     knowing as loved        –   as intuitively ‘felt’  

* 

Philosophers, and especially analytic philosophers, speak in terms of ‘three co-ordinate 

species of knowing’, sometimes referred to as ‘a triune model’ of knowing, the terms co-

ordinate and tri-une reminding us that such distinctions, as with the distinctions made 

within psychology above, are conceptual rather than real. 

 
           .     knowing ‘that’  -   referring to propositional or theoretical knowing, 

           .     knowing ‘how’  -   referring to practical or procedural knowing, 

           .     knowing ‘of’     -   referring personal or acquaintance knowing 

 
* 

Putting psychology and philosophy together we have what might be ‘usefully’ described 

as: 

 
           . ONE – the knowingness of theoretical IDEAS: one knows in propositional and 

abstract terms about an object, a situation or person … a work of art. This is ‘rational 

knowing’, a dimension, level or stage of knowing concerned primarily with the cognitive 

or theoretical aspects of knowing – in terms of the inverted pyramid model, the eye of 

reason. 
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           . TWO – the knowingness of empirical FACTS: one knows in concrete, practical-

procedural terms an object, a situation or person … or work of art. This is ‘empirical’ 

knowing, a dimension, level or stage of knowing concerned with the art ‘thing’ – in terms 

of the ‘inverted pyramid’ model, the eye of flesh. 

 

           . THREE – the knowingness of felt intuitive VALUES: one knows in personal, 

experiential and existential terms of, rather than about or how, a work of art. This is 

‘intuitive’ knowing, a dimension, level or stage of knowing concerned primarily with the 

‘affective’ and thingliness (Heidegger) dimension of knowing – in terms of our ‘inverted 

pyramid’ model, the eye of spirit or aesthetic contemplation. 

* 

Accordingly, we could say from the above that coming to ‘know the dance’ involves 

knowing three conceptually distinct but integral ‘points of view’:      

       
          .  the knowingness of abstract theoretical ideas  –  reasoned knowing 

              .  the knowingness of practical empirical facts   –   sensed knowing 
              .  the knowingness of personal intuitive values   –  intuited knowing  
 
                                                   … conceptual distinctions as opposed to real. yes, but as 

is well known and understood in terms of education, teaching and learning generally and 

teaching and learning dance more particularly, not only useful, but even necessary. 

Accordingly I propose now to apply this triune conceptual distinction to dance practice, 

in terms of (i) practical knowing how, (ii) theoretical knowing about and (iii) affective 

knowing of. 

 

 
 
 
THE PRACTICAL ‘KNOWING-HOW’ DIMENSION OF DANCE 

 
* 
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The ‘Eye of Flesh’ 

The dancer’s body is both the instrument and medium of expression: the extent therefore to which the 

dancer can move affects significantly what he or she can ‘say’. 

 

 

 
Dancers from the English National Ballet warm up © Levene, telegraph.co.uk 

 
* 
 

If the focus of our concern is with the fleshly/physical dimension of dance, with the 

skilful, technical and instrumental dimension of dancing, then in terms of the 

developmental theory and the thinking outlined above, priority needs to be given to the 

practical and procedural know-how of knowing. In that both the instrument and 

vocabulary of expression in dance is the physical body, the extent to which the dancer is 

able to move physically will influence significantly what the dancer can say.  

 
It’s customary to speak in lofty abstract tones about dance, to spiritualize, etherealize and 

de-materialize the form, but a dance work emerges only when the dancer is able to come 

to terms with the basic bodily and material ‘thing’ of the form. Dancer Toni Bentley 

(2003, p.82) writes, ‘dancing may indeed be the most beautiful and romantic of arts, but 

no dreamers allowed – work is work, be it loading trucks or doing tendus. All that work 

is for all that beauty’. Accordingly, the fleshly, practical and procedural know-how is 

fundamental to knowing the dance: indeed, it is so fundamental, and so all consuming 

that it can sometimes upstage or forget other dimensions. It can become so important that 

it becomes more important than anything else: more important even than the dance and 
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dancing! As dancer Le Clercq (cited in Steinberg 1980) observes, ‘you have to have 

technique because technique frees you to get on with the dancing, but people can 

sometimes get so caught up in technique [– in the physical, eye of the flesh, bodily and 

technical ‘IT’ dimension of dance –] that they think, that’s it!’  

 

 
 

 
Rambert School of Ballet and Contemporary Dance © rambertschool.org.uk 

 

* 

The basic means of expression, both the body and technique, can easily become ends in 

themselves, both ‘becoming master and meaning [their] servant; like the dance market 

and consumer society at large obsessed with technique, technology, sexy, pretty, 

information, money – all skimming the surface, all externals with little or no time given 

to the heart, to the story, to its intrinsic meaning: the body rules’ (Kirkland 2005, p.40).  

 

Dance technique, writes Cunningham (1951), should be understood (i.e. ‘stood under’), 

seen as ‘the disciplining of one’s energies through physical action in order to free that 

energy; in its highest possible physical and spiritual form… seeing the former as a means 

to the spirit. The dancer strives not to show off, but to show; not to exhibit, but to 

transmit the tenderness of the human spirit through the disciplined action of a human 

body’.  
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As spectacular and as entertaining can be physical skill in a dance performance, it 

represents but one element, one dimension, level or stage of knowing. To know dance 

fully involves something else – certainly something much more than the physical and 

technical alone. So, yes, when it comes to the fleshly material and physical dimension of 

dance, ‘knowing-how’ is of crucial and fundamental importance, but not to the neglect or 

the expense of other dimensions of knowing – the cognitive and affective dimensions, for 

example. 

 
 

 

 
 

Martha Graham/Zoltán Kodály, Lamentation: Dance of Sorrow © Antoniou 

 
Seated on a low bench dressed in a tube-like shroud of stretch jersey, her head hooded and 
with only her face, hands and bare feet showing, plunging deep into the stretching fabric, 

writhing and twisting a figure of unbearable sorrow and grief, 
she is the very embodiment of grief. 

 
(adapted from Freedman 1998, p.61) 

 
 
* 

 

 

 

THE THEORETICAL ‘KNOWING THAT’ DIMENSION OF DANCE 

* 
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                                                        The ‘Eye of Reason’ 

 ‘They looked remarkably cheerful given this is hardly a story for so much smiling. The corps de ballet 
looked amazingly well drilled – I never saw such a regimented troupe of ghosts in Act II – but spirituality 

wasn’t there as this old ballet demands 
 

            (Percival 2005) 

 

If the focus of our concern for knowing is with thinking and understanding, with the eye 

of reason, then the mental and theoretical dimension of ‘knowing about’ dance needs to 

be given priority. With respect to ‘doing’ dance, it is one thing to practice dance, and 

quite another to understand about the nature and conditions of what one is doing in 

dance, and why, not only in relation to such physical fundamentals as anatomy and 

physiology of exercise but also aesthetics, history, choreography, philosophy, psychology 

and sociology of dance. Thinking about dance, by all accounts, has not always been a 

priority. 

 
I became a body in motion without meaning for the audience; worst of all … 

because I had no meaning for myself. How did I learn? by repetition and 

practice, like an animal; I was an instrument going through the motions. 

Learning by way of repetition and routine is avoidance and a waste of the 

human being’s greatest gift of all – the gift of thought. Balanchine says, 

‘Now, now – what are you waiting for?’ This requires not only no thinking 

but a rejection of thinking. Don’t think, just do. But I keep on thinking. 

(Bentley 2003, p.14) 

 
To dance significantly, our minds as well as our bodies must be involved. Crucial to 

knowing dance ‘truth-fully’, the ‘eye of reason’ represents an important dimension of 

knowing for dance creators, performers, dance communicators and educators, not least 

for policy makers and legislators, but not at the neglect or expense of other dimensions, 

the empirical and behavioural, the intuitive and affective. As dancer Toni Bentley (2003, 

p.21) remarks with reference to the mental, ‘yes, I have it up here [a finger pointing to the 

head], but not down here [a finger pointing to the feet]’; the cry of many performance 

artists, dancers, actors and musician (see Emmerson 2009, p.26).  
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Labanotated score © Sandra Aberkalns/Dance Notation Bureau, New York, 2007 
 
 

* 
 

The dance score (above) is everything one needs to know theoretically about the dance 

… except its essence. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

THE AFFECTIVE ‘KNOWING OF’ DIMENSION OF DANCE 

* 
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The ‘Eye of Contemplation’  

It was suitably rousing, though it had a curiously fast food kind of effect: filling at the time, but already I 

can’t recall it clearly. 

(Halewood 1999) 

* 

If the focus of concern is with interpretation and performance, if the concern is with 

something more than the theoretical ‘knowing about’ and technical ‘knowing how’ of 

dance, then priority needs to be given to knowing of or acquaintance knowing: the 

affective and more intuitive dimension of knowing. Whether creator, 

interpreter/performer or audience/spectator knowing the dance fully, truth-fully, involves 

something much more than physical technique, memorization and intellection alone, at 

the core of an authentic the dance experience lies something else, something that has to 

be participated in, lived-in … and loved. As ballet critic Arlene Croce wrote reviewing 

Baryshnikov’s dancing in Ashton’s Rhapsody, ‘he performs soothingly, condescendingly 

and about as joyously as Liberace’ (1974, p.117). 

 
In terms of actual performance – the interpretation and realization of a dance notion, play 

script or musical score – it takes some time, sometimes a long time, before one is able to 

enliven and embody such dry bones. However skillfully performed the dance steps, 

musical notes or drama text may be performed, and however knowledgeable and 

intellectually informed one may be about the dance, musical composition or drama, such 

technical and propositional knowledge do not by themselves lead necessarily to the 

ineffable, experiential and embodied nature of the experience pointed to by such 

codifications. 

 
An example of such ‘steps’, ‘text’ and ‘notes’ being lived-in and coming fully alive is 

illustrated in Sibley’s (in Newman 1982, p.248) description of Russian ballerina Galina 

Ulánova rehearsing the ballet Romeo and Juliet at the Royal Albert Hall, London, on the 

occasion of the Bolshoi Ballet’s first visit to that city during the summer of 1961: 
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We crept into the stalls circle as the balcony pas de deux was going on. A 

little grey haired person, covered in woolens, came up on stage from the 

stalls. We thought, ‘Oh, she’s obviously the ballet mistress.’ This little old 

woman with the grey hair, covered in woollies, came up on stage, went up to 

the balcony, took off the woollies … and became a sixteen-year-old, just 

like that, in front of us. No make-up, no costume. It was a miracle in front of 

our very eyes, and that was Ulanova.  

 
* 

SUMMARY  

 
In response the questions raised at the beginning of this text – ‘What might it mean to say 

that one knows the dance? What criteria might we want to insist upon in order to claim 

that we know the dance? – wWe could say it involves three conceptually distinct but in 

reality intimately related points of view, each being integral to the other: 

       
    .  the knowingness of abstract theoretical ideas  –  reasoned knowing 

     .  the knowingness of practical empirical facts   –   sensed knowing 
     .  the knowingness of personal intuitive values   –   affective knowing  
 
                                     … a careful balance between thinking, acting and feeling.  

 
With Kant (1999/1787), we could say ‘practice without theory is blind and theory without 

practice is empty’. We could go further – indeed, within the context of my concern for 

efficacy we need to go further – and say that theory and practice alone are unethical if 

they not accompanied by an inner commitment, in that ‘he who understands truth without 

loving truth, or loves truth without understanding truth, possesses neither one nor the 

other’ (French abbot Saint Bernard of Clairvaux 2012/1100).  

 
* 
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PART THREE 
* 

 

THE SPIRITUAL 
 

 
 
 

 
Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © Nobee  

 

While there are things that cannot be spoken, they can be shown: even more astounding can show 
themselves 

 
(Wittgenstein 1922, #6.522) 

 
* 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

CHAPTER – ‘POINTER’ – EIGHT 



 145 

* 

CONCERNING AESTHETIC CONTEMPLATION AND SPIRITUAL 

CONTEMPLATION 

 
 

If one were to search among other human acts  
for a comparison to the activity of religious [spiritual] knowing 

 The best would be, I think, aesthetic knowing.  
 

Patricia Wilson-Kastner (1983) 
 

 
 

 

Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © Tanghe 

Science can deal with extrinsic values but not intrinsic ones. You can, at best, only stammer when you talk 
about the dance … the aesthetic and spiritual contemplation and dance 

Wittgenstein 
 

 

* 

 

I had concluded in Chapter – ‘Pointer’ – SIX that we had reached a point where the three 

core concerns of this research, the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual, could be seen as being 

intimately related; and where the ontological, epistemological and methodological nature 

of three could be seen in significant ways as being analogous to each other, particularly 

when considering the accounts given by performance arts practitioners and the process of 

creation. From such accounts, not only did it emerge that knowing aesthetically could be 
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seen as being intimately related to knowing ethically, but knowing aesthetically and 

ethically could be seen as being intimately related to knowing spiritually. In this chapter I 

propose to look in more detail at the way these three ways of knowing may be seen as 

being interrelated, giving particular attention to aesthetic knowing and spiritual knowing. 

This relationship, as Austin (1980, p.1) observes, ‘may be closer than either theorists of 

art or theorists of religion commonly suppose’. 

 
Reviewing the literature on the arts and spirituality, there appears to be a growing 

recognition from within both fields of inquiry that the relationship between aesthetic 

knowing and spiritual knowing is a significant, one as may be seen, for example, in the 

existence of such UK institutions as the Institute for Theology, Imagination and the Arts, 

St. Andrews University; the Centre for Literature Theology and the Arts, Glasgow 

University; and Theology and Visual Arts, Cambridge University. 

 
* 

I note from my review of relevant literature a number of interesting comparisons in 

respect to aesthetic knowing and spiritual knowing: 

 
.  each has its analogue in a faith which it apprehends and feels itself to be in some 

sense connected, even grasped: one that requires relinquishment, a letting go and 

opening up, a recognition of something more than itself alone. 

 
.  each deals with the physical world directly, but beneath surface appearances, in 

order be in communion with deeper meanings, also deals with what might be 

termed the heart of the matter, ‘where logical convictions are not necessarily 

existential imperatives; not negating the mind but seeking something more than 

intellectual understanding’ (Padovano 1979, pp.3–9).  

 
.  each seeks a truthfulness, trustworthiness, sincerity and integrity from within: one  

that has to be believed in, lived in and loved – i.e. valued – in order to be fully 

known.  
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.  each has its roots in a deliberate unknowing, a self-transcendence in relation to an 

unknown reality, a re-cognizing and thereby coming to real-ize, bring into being 

something ‘more than’ and ‘other than’ the self alone … ‘something else’. 

 
.  each is concerned with revelation and illumination, with transformation rather 

than information: a manner of knowing that transcends and transforms the vision of 

that which each engages. 

 
.  each is dependent upon efficacy, upon being truth-full, in terms of the sort of truth 

seeking to be known, i.e. appropriateness, and the sincerity and integrity of the 

knower.  

 
.  each involves a particular way of seeing, of relating and being-in-the-world; each, 

in effect, becomes what we bring to it, what we allow the other to be-come. 

 
* 

In pointing to such significant comparisons between aesthetic and spiritual knowing I am 

not seeking to imply that aesthetic knowing or knowing in the arts is proof of spiritual 

knowing. In terms of formal spiritualities it is evident that they are not identical. ‘Any 

adequate definition of religion’, as Austin (1980, p.33) points out, ‘would have to take 

account of a body of doctrine, a code of ethics, a church or religious community. 

However, at the level of intuitive perception, where the arts and religion engage us 

personally, the arts do seem to share much with religion. Indeed at this level it is 

sometimes difficult to be sure where the distinction lies: the differences between them 

being differences imposed less by the distinctive natures of each and more by the 

conceptual frameworks by which these experiences are interpreted’.  
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Darius James/Hector Berlioz, Romeo and Juliet © Teigen 

* 
 

It strikes me that such a belief could only be something like a passionate commitment to a frame of 
reference; hence, although it’s a belief, it’s really a way of living 

 
(Wittgenstein 1979/1931, p.64) 

 
 

SUMMARY  

 
Aesthetic experience and spiritual experience spring from the same 

empirical grounds: both involve a love of Being; both are attuned to the call 

of Being; both are reverential to things as well as persons; both give man a 

sense of being united with ‘that with which he is most familiar’; both give 

enduring value and serenity to existence; and thus both are profoundly 

regenerative. How deeply into this dimension the experience delves depends 

upon how seriously the participation with Being is believed to be of 

supreme importance, and this in turn, in so far as it is not a groundless 

belief, depends upon the convictional power of … Being. (Reid, 1969, 

p.255) 
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Accordingly, I am not suggesting aesthetic knowing is identical with spiritual knowing. 

What I am suggesting is that approaching the arts – the dance – aesthetically is in 

significant ways analogous to approaching the spiritual. With Boutet (2007), I am not 

suggesting replacing religion with art or that art could be a new form of religion. What I 

am suggesting is that art might serve as a basis, or better yet, as an avenue of spiritual 

consciousness, one that arises from contemplation rather than observation. With the 

gradual decline of formal religion and its seeming inability or unwillingness to meet the 

new age and be an adequate vehicle for the spiritual, the arts take on an ever-increasing 

urgency and significance. The analogy between aesthetic knowing and spiritual knowing, 

while only an analogy, is, I think, an important one for both the arts and the spiritual.  

 

That aesthetic knowing is closely connected to spiritual knowing becomes obvious when 

one reads verbatim accounts of how artists see and thus experience the process of 

creation or recreation, i.e. interpretation and performance. Something of the relationship 

between aesthetic knowing and spiritual knowing is, I believe, beautifully captured in the 

following extract from Iris Murdoch’s The Bell (1958/2001, p.148): 

 
Dora had been in the National Gallery a thousand times and the pictures 

were almost as familiar to her as her own face. Passing between them now, 

as through a well-loved grove, she felt calm descending on her. She 

wandered a little, watching with compassion the poor visitors armed with 

guide books who were peering anxiously at the masterpieces. Dora did not 

need to peer. She could look, as one can at last when one knows a great 

thing very well, confronting it with a dignity which it has itself conferred.  

 
Dora was always moved by the pictures. Today she was moved, but in a 

new way. She marveled, with a kind of gratitude, that they were all still 

here, and her heart was filled with love for the pictures [the performances], 

their authority, their marvelous generosity, their splendour. It occurred to 

her that here at last was something real and something perfect. Here was 

something which her consciousness could not wretchedly devour, and by 

making it part of her fantasy make it worthless. The pictures were something 
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real outside herself, which spoke to her kindly and yet in sovereign tones, 

something superior and good whose presence destroyed the dreary trance-

like solipsism of her earlier mood. When the world had seemed to be 

subjective it had seemed to be without interest or value. But now there was 

something else in it after all.  

 
These thoughts, not clearly articulated, flitted through Dora’s mind. She had 

never thought about the pictures in this way before; nor did she draw now 

any very explicit moral. Yet she felt that she had had a revelation. She felt a 

sudden desire to go down on her knees before it, embracing it, shedding 

tears. 

 

 
 

 
(Researcher) © Martin H Blogg 

 

* 
 

Think yourself as a poet  
in whom live all the poets of the past, from whom all poets in time to come will spring; 

something much humbler and less spectacular 
but to my mind far more interesting than the self 

 
 

Virginia Woolf (1975/1932), A Letter to a Young Poet 
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CHAPTER –‘POINTER’ – NINE 

* 

CONCERNING THE SPIRITUAL AND DANCE 

 

                                  We had the experience but missed the meaning  

                                  And approach to the meaning restores the experience 

                                  In a different form, beyond any meaning 

                                  We can assign to happiness.  

 
                                  I have said before 

                                  That the past experience revived in the meaning 

                                  Is not the experience of one life only 

                                  But of many generations – not forgetting 

                                  Something that is probably quite ineffable. 

  
T. S. Eliot (1943), The Four Quartets: III – The Dry Salvages 

 

* 
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The term spiritual has become a problematic concept. ‘Words traditionally used to 

describe our sense of ultimate value’, as Abbs (2003, p.29) observes, have ‘become the 

language of deep hesitancy and embarrassment… seeming to side with a world of Upper 

Case Letters and Grand Narratives that we feel we can no longer embrace with conviction 

or integrity’. Modernism in its various manifestations has not only blocked such 

questions in practice but ‘has generated philosophical and methodological positions that 

deny the meaningfulness of such a question, such questions in effect being ruled out as 

being inadmissible’ (Berger 1970, p.75). 

 

One of the problems with the term ‘spiritual’ is that people tend to see it as being 

synonymous with religion; they fail to distinguish the two. While many experience the 

spiritual within the context of institutional religion, it is clear that many do not: indeed, it 

seems that ever-increasing numbers find the spiritual outside or without such traditions 

(see Hay 2002). Significantly, many find the spiritual within the arts, embodied 

experientially in the dance, music and drama (see Martin, 1972).  

 
Another problem is that in the minds of many, ‘spiritual’ is perceived as being other-

worldly and unrelated to our everyday life. This, I believe, couldn’t be more wrong. 

Authentic spirituality, from my reading of spiritual writings, is profoundly organic. The 

spiritual point of view should not be seen as one set apart from life, but rather one 

intimately related to every-day life, all that goes to make up life and living. Spiritual 

knowing, like aesthetic knowing, is not some ‘thing’ that exists outside ourselves, but one 

we ‘bring’ into being from within ourselves. The spiritual resides not in objects, but 

subjects; not in things of the world, not in dance, music or drama, but in the way as 

reflective beings we ‘see’ or construe the world.  

 
If ‘seeing is believing’ it is equally the case that ‘believing is seeing’ (A. Smith 2001). 

Whether in relation to the arts, humanities, social sciences, physical sciences or 

mathematics, to the extent to which one believes and trusts one’s ‘point of view’, one’s 

particular and peculiar social construction of reality, so will one see (see p.51, ‘The 

Question of Reality’ and p.42, ‘How Do We Spell Truth’). ‘A religious question is either 

a “life question” or chatter’, wrote Wittgenstein (cited in Tyler 2011). ‘It strikes me that a 
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spiritual belief could only be something like a passionate commitment to a system of 

reference. … a ‘form of life’; hence, although it is belief, it is really a way of living’ 

(Wittgenstein 1979/1931, p.64). It is by means of a commitment to a belief, be it the 

ethical, aesthetic or spiritual, that one comes to see not so much a different but ‘the same 

world in a different light’ (H. Smith 2001, p.147). In the words of William Blake 

(1971/1789): 

 
 
This life’s dim window of the soul 

Distorts the heavens from pole to pole 

And leads you to believe a lie 

When you see with, not thro’, the eye 

 
Songs of Innocence  

* 

The distinction between spiritual and material is more a matter of perception than 

geography. An authentic spiritual life is one worked out in the midst of life, grounded in a 

realistic understanding of everyday life, not separate from or an escape from life.  

 

For singer Janet Baker (1988) there is a sense in which the life of every artist involves the 

spiritual, even if unconsciously:  

 

Artists, in their suffering, their vulnerability and their emotional 

commitment, express collectively the journey of the individual soul; we 

are engaged in a terrific struggle with human limitation; with fear; with 

the continual battering of self-confidence which public criticism brings; 

with the attempt to hold on to one’s sense of worth while giving full due 

to someone else’s, and to do it in order to give out a talent and serve art as 

unselfishly as possible. We are light-bringers, pointing the way to hidden 

areas of the human spirit. Few of us are called to be pioneers of the race; 
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fewer still, to be saints. We can be bridges, though. All this it seems to me 

speaks of the spiritual life.  

 

Crucially, in order to ‘see’ spiritually one needs to be spiritual since it is in the process of 

believing and being that one comes to ‘see’. As previously pointed out (see Charlesworth 

1997, op. cit. ) ‘any revelation, whatever its source, natural or supra-natural, has always 

to be received and appropriated by human beings and is inevitably mediated by that fact. 

The medieval scholastic principle, “whatever is received is received according the mode 

or capacity of the recipient”, directly applies here.’ In terms of dance, its spirit is ours as 

soon as we know how to move ourselves and look (see Horton Fraleigh 1987, p.29). 

Above all, approaching the arts from a spiritual point of view necessitates approaching 

them from within an ever deeper and wider imagination, a leap into the unknown and in a 

sense unknowable, and above all an ability to see the extraordinary in the ordinary … 

with ‘a baptized imagination’ (Shaw 1998, p.109). 

 
* 
 

The first thing that has to be said about the word spiritual is that it does not denote a 

precise concept. More than anywhere else, as Rahner (1982/1976) reminds us, ‘we are 

dealing with an idea, not with reality immediately; here as nowhere else idea and reality 

are incommensurate with each other, although on the other hand nowhere does the idea 

require turning to the reality itself in order to be understood as much as it does here’. 

Spirit is something that resonates intuitively and imaginatively from within, uncaptured 

and undefined, yet present and meaningful: we enter a mystery that cannot be explained, 

only experienced. Accordingly, any discussion concerning the spiritual must be, and can 

only be, descriptive and exploratory, not prescriptive and definitive. 

 
Crucial to this chapter I need to distinguish between spiritual from within religion and 

spiritual from outside or without religion. The approach I take in this chapter is that of 

spiritual outside or without religion, though, I hasten to add, not opposed to religion.4 In 

                                                 
4 Approaching the spiritual from within formal religious beliefs and practices can be confusing and 
divisive; approaching the spiritual more universally is much less confusing and divisive. In particular 
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keeping with my model of consciousness, I approach spirituality from two different 

points of view: as a ‘domain’ of consciousness and as a ‘dimension’ of consciousness. In 

the previous chapter – ‘pointer’ – my concern was the latter. In this chapter my concern is 

with the former, i.e. spiritual as a domain and avenue of consciousness understood as a 

particular way of seeing – crucially, a way being and living in the world, one belonging 

to all human kind, religious and non-religious alike. In terms of the previous chapter and 

my inverted pyramid model of consciousness I understand spiritual in terms as the 

highest rung on the ladder of consciousness, but also the wood out of which the ladder 

with all its rungs is made: ‘the suchness, the isness, the essence of each and every thing 

that exists’ (Wilber 1997, p.39) … to which or in some ineffable and incomprehensible 

way ‘we move and live and have our being’ (Acts 17:28). I understand spiritual not as a 

meaningless and irrelevant ideal, a purposeless emotion or out-of-reach mythical goal, 

but a way of knowing and being-in-the-world, one grounded in everyday physical and 

domestic reality (see Appendix TWO), yet more than everyday physical and domestic 

reality – something else (Heidegger) – along with such artists as James MacMillan, 

whose excerpt below is from a BBC interview with Joan Bakewell (2008), The Divine 

Spark of Music5: 

 
I don’t see music [dance] as existing in a vacuum, separate from life, some 

little aesthetic corner siphoned off from the rest of human experience. I 

regard myself as a fully paid up member of society with my roots firmly in a 

communitarian sense of what the human race is, and an awareness, indeed 

love, of humanity … true spirituality grows out of the truly corporeal, the 

everyday, the mundane even, but also the ordinary recognizable joys and 

sorrows that are common to all of us, the grit and mire of daily life, the 

sense of sadness and the abyss as well as joy and transcendence. [See Baker 

op. cit. above.] 

* 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
approaching the spiritual from a phenomenological rather than theological point of view stresses the 
importance of personal experience rather than abstract doctrinal ideas. 
5 BBC Radio 4, retrieved October 16, 2012 at www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00dzny0 
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As I have long since understood with regard to my own spiritual journey, not the least as 

the founder and director of a dance company with special concern for the ethical, 

aesthetic and spiritual, when the super-natural becomes divorced from the natural it soon 

becomes unnatural … and unethical. Meredith Monk (in Kourlas 1998, p.159) states, 

 

I’ve always been kind of nervous about talking about this because it is in a 

certain way something that you can't talk about. But now I’ve realized that 

you have to dig in your heels and do it. It’s not a goody-goody, tweet-tweet, 

angel spirituality at all, because in the life that we lead, everything is part of 

it … the obstacles, the disappointments … the dark side [see Baker op. cit. 

above]. It’s a quest of trying to offer another kind of experience for people 

who are bombarded and who live in a world that has a lot of speed. In a 

sense it’s thinking of time as timelessness rather than being a mirror of the 

particular society that we live in, acknowledging the fact that no matter what 

tradition you come from, we all come from the same place.  

 

As T. S. Eliot (1943) writes, 

 
                                  … not the experience of one life only 

                                  But of many generations … not forgetting 

                                  Something that is probably quite ineffable 

 

* 

The ability of the arts to express and experience the ineffable and ephemeral, together 

with their power to transcend and transform the physical and material, has led many to 

see the art experience in terms of the spiritual. That the arts are in some way connected to 

the spiritual becomes obvious when one reads verbatim accounts of what practitioners in 

the arts say about that relationship (see Chapter – ‘Pointer’ – Six: The Art Subject: the 

Process of Creation).  
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While many may feel uncomfortable about the arts being associated with the spiritual 

(e.g. James 1902, Maslow 1964, Fuller 2001), In the process of researching and talking 

with performance artists, I discovered that though people invariably denied allegiance to 

formal religion they frequently described their experiences in terms of what might be 

legitimately termed ‘spiritual’ – expressed variously as revelatory, awesome, ecstatic, 

uplifting, way out, deeply moving, humbling, oneness with something else, something 

much larger than oneself, indescribable, unspeakable, transcendental, timeless, divine, 

heavenly, sublime, out of this world, connectedness.  

 
Like Maslow (1964), I found in talking to performance arts practitioners about the 

intrinsic and essential nature of the art/aesthetic experience that many had had 

experiences that could legitimately be termed spiritual but had not understood those 

experiences in such terms. In the words of T. S. Eliot (1943), ‘we [they] had the 

experience [of the spiritual] but missed the meaning’.  

 
Such was the experience of actor and theater director Anthony Quayle (1990) who, as 

previously cited, came to realize ‘that drama was a great art, a mystery; that it was 

possible for acting to be not just a profession but a calling … but such ideas were never 

discussed’.  

 
Knowing spiritually, like knowing aesthetically, may be likened to changing the 

prescription of one’s glasses. You see the same world as before, but … nothing like 

before.  

 
As Einstein wrote (Clark 1971, p.193) 

 
The most beautiful and most profound emotion we can experience is the 

sensation of the mystical; it is the source of all true science [all true art]. He 

to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer wonder and stand 

rapt in awe, is as good as dead. To know that what is impenetrable to us 

really exists, manifesting itself as the highest wisdom and the most radiant 

beauty which our dull faculties can comprehend only in their most primitive 

forms – this knowledge, this feeling, is at the centre of all true religiousness. 
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My religion consists of a humble admiration of the illuminable superior who 

reveals himself in the slightest details we are able to perceive with our frail 

and feeble minds. That deeply emotional conviction for the presence of a 

superior reasoning power, which is revealed in the incomprehensible 

universe, forms my idea of God. 

 

Paul Gsell (in Rodin 1987, pp.80–81), in an interview with sculptor Rodin, asked him if 

he was religious. Rodin’s answer was like Einstein’s above: 

 

If by religious you mean one who strongly adheres to certain practices, bows 

before certain dogmas, then I am not religious … religion … is something 

besides the reciting of a credo. It is the sentiment of everything that is 

unexplained and no doubt inexplicable in the world. It is the adoration of the 

unknown Force that maintains the universal laws and preserves the types of 

beings. It is the suspicion of whatever in Nature lies beyond our senses, the 

suspicion of the whole immense domain of things that neither the eyes of 

our bodies nor even those of our spirits are capable of seeing. Then again, it 

is the impetus of our soul toward infinity, eternity, boundless knowledge and 

love; these are perhaps illusory expectations but already in this life, they 

make our thoughts flutter as if they had wings. In this sense, I am religious.  

 
* 
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George Balanchine/Peter Tchaikovsky, Serenade © Kolnik 

* 
There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. They are what are 

mystical. 
 

Wittgenstein (#6.522) 

‘We can’t always talk,’ writes Bentley (2003, p.123), ‘but God knows we know; “Off 

stage now! Clear please!” The curtain rises on the next pas de deux. The air is heavy with 

sentiment. No one has said a word; the sounds of the dance of violins and applause. It is 

over, leaving only a feeling in the pit of my stomach that something momentous has just 

happened. Those moments of pure silent inner joy and peace have no words and do not 

demand any thoughts.’  

* 
 

Before continuing this journey perhaps this is a good point to respectfully remind the 

reader where this research is coming from and seeking to go. As I wrote in my 

introduction, today we think of the performing arts primarily in terms of entertainment 

and recreation, having little significance other than to provide ephemeral and escapist 

pleasure, a gloss upon the surface of life, a harmless indulgence, one driven in the main 

by economics rather than the internal energies of the form itself. With Abbs (1996, p.29) 

I see the arts as ‘indispensable vehicles for the development of human consciousness; a 

primary quest for meaning and understanding, apprehending and exploring reality’; at 

their most profound and typical, formally heuristic rather than merely hedonistic; and that 

far from escaping life ‘have a way of drawing us into life, allowing us to participate more 
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immediately and deeply in the basic stuff and process of life’ (Westerhoff 1981a, pp.5–

15), re-minding artists, arts audiences, arts legislators and educators that beyond the 

functional and material there exists a close alliance between aesthetic knowing and 

spiritual knowing, ‘an alliance not dictated merely by historical accident or practical need 

but one rooted in the very essence of both’ (Pope John Paul II 1999). 

 
In the same way, English composer John Tavener (1999), one of a growing number of 

spiritually inspired Western composers and writers,6 touches deeply on the relationship of 

music to the spiritual, seeking to marry music and the spiritual, encouraging musicians to 

consider going beyond the conventional limits of music-making and challenge them 

spiritually, so too does this thesis seek to touch deeply on the relationship of dance to the 

spiritual, encouraging dancers to consider going beyond conventional limits of dance-

making … and researching … and be challenged spiritually.  

 
It is strange that dance does not boast such a list of spiritually inspired creators as does 

music … and indeed drama. The great dancers of the past, modern dancers of the past 

especially, were great precisely because they brought such a spiritual dimension to their 

work, fully embracing and indeed ‘earthing’ the physical, yet transcending and 

transforming the physical (see Brown 1979). 

 

 

 

Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © Luke 
 

We all dance to a mysterious tune, intoned in the distance by an invisible player 

(Somerville 2006, p.11) 

                                                 
6 Other examples include Stravinsky, Hindemith, Poulenc, Birtwistle, Harvey, Henze, MacMillan, 
Messiaen, Tippett, Britten, Pärt, Górecki, Penderecki, and Stockhausen. 
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* 

Modern man is progressively losing his understanding of values and his 

sense of proportions. In the domain of music, the consequence of this 

misunderstanding is… a tendency to turn the mind away from what I shall 

call the higher mathematics… to degrade music to servile employment and 

vulgarize it by adapting it to the requirements of an elementary 

utilitarianism. The old original sin was chiefly a sin of knowledge; the new 

original sin, if I may speak in these terms, is first and foremost a sin of non-

acknowledgement – a refusal to acknowledge the truth and laws that 

proceed therefrom, laws that we have called fundamental. (Stravinsky 1942, 

p.47)  

 

* 

Not for the first time have artists lost touch with the deeper and higher realms of 

meaning, in terms of Wilber’s inverted pyramid model of consciousness, preferring to 

work at a shallow superficial and surface level of entertainment. As artist Robert Henri 

(1929, p.93) wrote, 
 
 

There is a powerful demarcation between the surface and the deep currents 

of human development. There are many craftsmen who paint pleasantly the 

surface appearances and are very clever at it. Then there are artists who feel 

the undercurrent of things and simply use the surface appearances, selecting 

them and seeing them as tools to express a deeper undercurrent. If I cannot 

feel an undercurrent then I see only a series of ‘things’, that is, I miss the 

‘thingliness’ of things’. 

 
* 

 
A work of art has the potential to transform our relationship with the world. ‘A great 

work of art [a great performance work] has a way of lifting us ecstatically out of our 

mundane lives and connect us to the essential inner source of being, making us aware of 
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the original disclosure of Being. The arts communicate the very foundations of being 

human, celebrating the self in a language that cannot be articulated in any other way; 

artists across time and place have made visible the invisible in sublime beauty that 

reveals knowledge not accessible in any other way’ (Heidegger 1971, p.93). 

 
‘The artist’s life’, wrote Kandinsky (1947), ‘should not be one simply of pleasure and 

entertainment. He must not live irresponsibly; he has a difficult work to perform one that 

often proves a crown of thorns.’  

 
‘Poetry is the language of the spirit, the language through which we have access to the 

inchoate worlds we must enter to fully experience our humanness. In the past the arts 

were closely entwined with the spiritual. The great religious texts relied on “poetry” 

because, like all true art, poetry gives us access to metaphysical and spiritual realities’ 

(Pope John Paul II 1999). 

  

With Stravinsky and Henri, Heidegger and Kandinsky, and Pope John Paul II, I adhere to 

the believe that there is an undercurrent beneath the surface of things to which in some 

ineffable, mysterious and incomprehensible way we are connected, we ‘move and live 

and have our being’ (Acts 17:29) and to which as creative artists especially we should be 

alive to: that on which ‘all growth depends, has depended and will always depend’ 

(Stravinsky op. cit.). 
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Bangarra Dance Theatre, of earth and sky © Solo 
 
* 
 

The artist’s life should not be one simply of pleasure and entertainment. He must not live irresponsibly 
 

 (Kandinsky 1911) 
 

Art can excite, titillate, please, entertain, and sometimes shock 
but its ultimate function is to ennoble  

 
(Mannes 1958, p.23) 

 
 
 

It is a century since Kandinsky (1997/1911) wrote Concerning the Spiritual in Art, so 

why reconsider spirituality and art today? ‘Not simply because of historical reasons, or 

because it is time to take a fresh look at a text that had such profound influence on 

twentieth century art, but because the arts face the same problem today as they did for 

Kandinsky’s yesterday,7 that is, how to generate and articulate what Kandinsky called the 

all-important “spark of inner life,” the core of spiritual experience’ (Kuspit 2003).  

 
* 

The spiritual experience, like the aesthetic experience, deals with world directly but 

beneath surface appearance. ‘Both have a way of transcending and transforming our 

knowing, the vision we have of the world which engages us’ (Padovano 1979).  

 
* 

As discussed in Chapter – ‘Pointer’ – Three with reference to the question of reality, 

consciousness, or what we see, is not a passive registration of the external but an internal 

process constructed in the brain. ‘If some great idea takes hold of us from outside we 

must understand that it takes hold of us only because something in us responds to it, and 

goes out to meet it. What comes to us from outside, and for that matter everything that 

arises up from within, can only be made our own if we are capable of inner amplitude 

equal to that of the incoming content. Without psychic depth we can never be adequately 

                                                 
7 The problem is perhaps greater today in that what Kandinsky meant by the spiritual in his day was self-
evident; today it is not (Kuspit 2003). 
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related to the magnitude of the other … man grows with the greatness of his task. But he 

must have within him the capacity to grow’ (Jung 2003, p.54). 

 

While dancers have sometimes explored brilliantly the physical and technical dimensions 

of their chosen form, they have been much less concerned with relating the physical to 

the metaphysical and ethical questions of why. Reviewing reports from dance conferences 

in recent years [– and in recent years we have seen an extraordinary growth in such 

gatherings and reporting8 –], overwhelmingly the focus has been on the material and 

physical, on what dance and dancers need rather than what society needs. Studying the 

writings of the twentieth-century modern dance pioneers it is clear that for these dancers 

their motivation and destination was with something much more than the dance itself or 

indeed themselves. As Brown (1979, p.97) reminds us, ‘these dancers gave us something 

priceless in that they restored dance to its ancient function and proved to the modern 

world that it could still reveal, instruct, ennoble and exalt. That feeling it seems has long 

since changed. There was a time when there was a power of dance, when modern dance 

and dance in education in particular seemed important. The original impulse of modern 

dance, the gains in credence and stature – philosophic, aesthetic, educational and spiritual 

– established by these pioneers seem to have been all but lost’.  

 

 

 

                                                 
8 e.g. Past, Present and Future (2002), Ballet Independents Group (2002), Towards a Research Strategy for 
the Creative Arts in Australia (2002), Future Development of Dance as an Art Form (2004), Dance into the 
21st Century (2005), Dance Manifesto UK (2006), Canadian Dance Assembly (2007, 2008), World Dance 
Alliance Global Summit (2008, 2011, 2012). 
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Pablo Picasso, La Danza, 1925  

 
Something sacred; we ought to be able to say that word … but people would take it the wrong 
way, and give it a meaning it hasn’t got. We ought to be able to say that such and such a painting 
is as it is, with its capacity for power, because it is ‘touched by God’. But people would put a 
wrong interpretation on it. And yet it’s the nearest can get.  
 

(Picasso, cited in Lipsey 1989, p.19) 

* 
 

 
 

Frederick Ashton/César Franck, Symphonic Variations © Conway 
  

It was Ashton’s habit to go to pray for guidance before starting work on a new ballet. While in the 
RAF he became interested in mysticism and read a lot of mystical books, St Theresa of Avila, St 
John of the Cross and so forth. He used to listen to Symphonic Variations a great deal. Originally 
he had a very elaborate idea for it, ‘a kind of mystical marriage and I don’t know what’. 
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(Vaughan 1999, p.205 and 183) 

 

 
 

Aszure Barton/Lera Auerbach, Watch Her © von Tiedemann 
 

While there is always the danger of speaking of mystical nonsense, equally, there is also always the danger 
of being mystically tone-deaf. 

We all dance to a mysterious tune, intoned in the distance by an invisible player 

 (Somerville 2006, p.11) 

 
* 

Where are the dancers – more importantly, where are the dance educators and teachers of 

dance – willing to even affirm, let alone encourage, such a point of view? How many 

even conceive of the spiritual in relation to the form, let alone consider acting upon it? 

For such dancers as Grey, Makarova, Kirkland and Farrell certainly dance is spiritual – 

‘What good is it, otherwise!’ exclaimed Makarova in an interview. How could anyone 

reading Farrell’s Holding On to the Air (2002) be left in any doubt that for Balanchine, 

and indeed, for the New York City Ballet generally (see Bentley 2003), the spiritual was 

at the core of their dancing (see Soll 2002, p.47)? 

 
Whatever can be evaluated can be done so in different ways and from different points of 

view: corresponding to the way or point of view taken, so will the meaning and value 

attributed to it be of a different kind.  

 
Dancer/choreographer/company director Limón (in Aloff 2007, p.129) ‘saw’ the dance 

as: 
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A vision of ineffable power 

A man could, with dignity and towering majesty, dance. 

Not mince, prance, cavort, do “fancy dancing” or “show-off” steps. 

No: 

Dance as Michelangelo’s visions dance 

And as the music of Bach dances. 

 
* 

In order to see the spiritual, not only must there be awareness, there must be an 

existential belief and commitment, or at least the possibility of a commitment, to such a 

belief. As mystics down through the ages have understood and as ‘post-modernism’ is 

slowly bringing mainstream modernism to understand, meaning lies not in objects but 

in subjects; not ‘outside’ in the things of the world but ‘inside’ in the way, as reflective 

beings, we construe the world: we go within or go without! Indeed as we ascend in the 

scale of consciousness generally going within becomes more and more important (see 

Russell 2002, p.127 and Wright 1992). As in the case of aesthetic knowing, it is not so 

much a case of spirit being unavailable to the knower, but more a case of the knower 

not being available to the spirit.  
 

We seek for Spirit in the world of time; but Spirit is timeless. We seek for 

Spirit in the world of space; but Spirit is spaceless. We seek for Spirit in this 

or that object [that dance or dancing]; but spirit is not an object, and is not 

realized in an object. We hunger for something we cannot name and go 

through life searching for something we cannot find, never realizing that 

what we are seeking lies within, hidden in the core of our being. In other 

words we are seeking for the spirit in ways that prevent its realization, and 

force us to substitute false gratifications. (Wilber 1986, p.xiv) 

 
 
As theatre director Peter Brook (1999, p.69) discovered in terms of his own spiritual 

journey, ‘at first a higher reality seemed to be somewhere out there, in space; gradually, 
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painfully … and wondrously … I came to see where spiritual really lies. What was my 

biggest obstacle to a real understanding – Peter!’  

 

WHAT WE SEE IS WHAT WE SEE 

             .  Two men looking out from prison bars: one saw mud; the other saw stars. 

            .  Two men looking out from of the audience on the transformation scene from 

The Nutcracker Ballet: to one it represented a fairy story; to the other it ‘transmitted an 

overwhelming sense of God’s presence in all the unutterable majesty of His holiness and 

was fulfilled to the brain with adoration and praise’ (Williams 1982, p.125).  

            .  Two men looking out on the daily dance technique class: one saw drudgery and 

daily grind… ‘Boring!’; the other saw something that reminded him of ‘the cadences in a 

church liturgy, the orderly progression from the barre to centre having a very focusing 

and a transformative effect, the sheer poetry of port de bras inescapable; the ballet studio 

always felt spiritual, no question about that, something just feels whole … bigger than 

you, it’s not your will, it’s not in your control; it’s a gift…it’s great’ (Olsen 1989, p.41). 

 
The spiritual experience, like the aesthetic experience, involves a particular way of seeing 

and being-in-the-world. Both spring to life in the narrative of a self interacting with the 

‘other’. Perhaps this what T. S. Eliot meant when in Four Quartets he wrote about ‘music 

heard so deeply that it is not heard at all … you are the music while the music lasts’.  

 
* 

 
With Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’ below [as with Williams’ Nutcracker Ballet (see 

Williams 1982) and Farrell’s Don Quixote (see Farrell 2002)], to one the work mediates a 

spatial transcendence: to another, not (see Hick 2004)! 

 
 

                           And I have felt 
                           A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
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                           Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 

                           Of something far more deeply interfused, 

                           Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 

                           And the round ocean and the living air, 

                                 And the blue sky, and in the mind of man; 

                           A motion and a spirit, that impels 

                           All thinking things, all objects of all thought,  

                           And rolls through all things. 

Many must have sat looking where Wordsworth had sat [– as many must have sat where 

Williams had sat looking at the Nutcracker Ballet and the dancer had ‘sat’ looking at the 

daily technique class –] without seeing: without the scene stirring within them any sense 

of the spiritual or transcendence.  

 
It is one thing to look, quite another to see. ‘There is no direct evidence’, claimed film 

star Jodie Foster, in response to the question of God. ‘How could you ask me to believe 

in God [or the spiritual] when there’s absolutely no evidence I can see?’ (in McLeod 

1997).  

 
Two men were looking out from the audience on a performance of Don Quixote. One saw 

a light-hearted romantic comedy in which the Don is relegated to the marginal role of a 

befuddled old fool; the other saw ‘the philosophical and spiritual core of Cervantes’ 

masterpiece, every step, every gesture being rife with spiritual meaning based upon 

Balanchine’s belief that Don Quixote’s idealistic message of faith and redemption had 

universal currency; that there is a little bit of the Don in every man and a little bit of 

Dulcinea in every woman’ (Farrell, cited in Taub 2006).        

 

SEEING IS BELIEVING: WE GO WITHIN OR GO WITHOUT 
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There is no proof of the spiritual: ‘life becomes what we allow it to become’. For those 

who believe, no proof is necessary: for those who do not believe, no proof is possible. 

(The Talmud)  

 

 
 
 

Some people are incapable of appreciating the spiritual, as some people are incapable of 

appreciating the aesthetic, not because they are blind or deaf but because they are not 

adequate, either psychologically or epistemologically, to seeing and thus appreciating 

such a reality: they have cognition but lack recognition. Robinson (1986, p.362) mentions 

that French philosopher and dramatist ‘Gabriel Marcel spoke of the infinite possibilities 

of grace “scattered like pollen on the summer air”. But there can be no fertilization until 

pollen reaches the flower that is ready and able to receive it’. ‘The highest energy is 

always there ready to act if we are there to receive it’ (Brook 1999, p.200, citing Madame 

de Salzmann).  
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Robert Cohan’s impressionist dance Forest © Crickmay 

The spirit of the world, like the spirit of the dance, is ours as soon as we know how to move ourselves and 

look 

* 

What we see depends on what we are able or adequate to see. McKim (2007), 

commenting on the findings obtained from a major piece of research into the numinous 

and dance, writes, ‘important numinous [spiritual] experience may be blocked through a 

lack of an appropriate rational support or understanding of a numinous object. If the 

dancers had understood and believed, had been educated in how to see the numinous, 

[they might have ‘seen’] as it was they missed the experience of the numinous’ (see 

Appendix TWO – McKim’s account of the numinous experiment). 

 
‘However we interpret the term spiritual, the ultimate goal must always be some kind of 

vital union expressed variously as truth, divine, ultimately Real, universal consciousness 

or higher Being’ (Lipsey 1996).  

 

TRANSCENDENT 
 

Transcendence is at the core of any definition of the spiritual. However we interpret the 

term it must in some sense involve transcendence – something more than the physical and 

material, something more than the self alone, something else – the numinous, the 
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ultimate, the absolute: however one names that which lies deep within, yet is at the same 

time beyond. 

 
Artists often speak of a need to be open, attentive and receptive to the transcendental, 

acknowledging in humility something ‘more than’ and other than themselves alone. With 

Soll (2002, pp.62–63), I subscribe to the belief ‘that dancers should go beyond 

themselves alone … become entities that participate humbly in the unknowable 

complexity of things, that we are merely an instrument for the higher reality in which we 

participate.’ Such a recognition and willingness to transcend and acknowledge a higher 

energy is reflected in the statements of artists below. While it is not clear what they mean 

precisely by their use the term spiritual, what is clear is that each senses a motivating 

energy, something outside their control to which they are but conduits, vehicles or 

vessels. 

 

ARTISTS/CREATORS 

 
          ‘I do not compose; I am constantly being composed’ (Mahler, cited in Wright 
1990). 

 ‘Something, you know not what, drops into your mind: you know not whence, and 

there it grows, you know not how, into some form, you know not why’ (Hindemith 

1951, p.29). 

‘When the final shape of our work depends on forces more powerful than ourselves 

we can later give reasons, but taking it as a whole one is merely an instrument. The 

power that drives us is that marvelous logic which governs a work of all art. Let us 

call it God’ (Sibelius, cited in Harvey 1999b) 

Shakespeare understood something of how the artist creates: 

The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling 

Doth glance from heaven to earth, 

From earth to heaven; And as imagination bodies forth 
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The form of things unknown, the poet’s pen 

Turns them to shape and gives to airy nothing 

A local habitation and a name  
 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Act 5, Scene 1) 

 

 

 

 Royal Shakespeare Company, A Midsummer Night’s Dream © Daily Telegraph 
 

Shakespeare’s theatre is religious in that it brings the invisible spiritual world into the 
concrete world of recognisable and visible shapes and actions. He makes no concessions at 
either end of the human scale. His theatre does not vulgarise the spiritual to make it easier 
for the common man nor does he reject the dirt, the ugliness and violence, the absurdity and 
the laughter of base existence. Theatre enables all its participants to taste an aspect of truth 
within a moment: it is a machine for both climbing and descending the scales of meaning.  
 

(Brook 1993, p.86) 
 

ARTIST RECREATORS/INTERPRETERS: PERFORMERS 

As with art creators, so too with art re-creators, performers/interpreters – dancers, 

musicians and actors: 

 

‘You are not yourself anymore; you become the vehicle of something higher’ 

(Suzanne Farrell, dancer, 2002). 

 
‘It goes through one: one becomes imbued with it’ (von Karijan, musician, in 

Vaughan 1986), 
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‘It is as if one were a lightning conductor through which a current passed’ (Anthony 

Quayle, actor, 1990).  

 
‘It is not the performer who is really making the music; it is the music making him: 

if he is sufficiently attuned [open, attentive and receptive] then the invisible will 

take possession of him and through him the audience’ (Brook 1972, p.47).  

 
 

 

 
 

George Balanchine/Peter Tchaikovsky, Mozartiana © Kolnik 

Balanchine’s Mozartiana is probably one of his most exalted works, taking its spiritual cue 
from the score; a homage by Tchaikovsky to Mozart. 

(Dunning 1986) 

Arms open and lifted as if framing not myself but the power and weight of  
something higher than the self 

           (Farrell) 

 

Artists speak of the need to discipline the ego, cut the ego, and allow a level of energy 

above and beyond the known energy of self alone. ‘The dancer,’ writes Horton Fraleigh 

(1987, p.32), ‘does not project herself: if she is good, she projects the dance’. ‘It is in 

dying to oneself, one’s lesser egotistical self, that one awakens to a higher self’ (Tavener 

1999) and to a higher energy, one that is always there ready to act if we are there to 

receive it – crucially, ‘if we do not allow the ego to get in the way and thereby interfere 

or undermine’ (Brook 1999, p.200).  
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‘A work’s becoming a work is a form of truth happening’ (Heidegger 2001/1927, p.68). 

The performer – dancer, musician, actor – allows the truth of a work to penetrate him; at 

first he is an obstacle to it, but by constant work he acquires technical mastery over his 

physical and psychic means by which he can allow the barriers to drop and truth come to 

reveal itself. 

* 

Not only do artists speak of ‘dying to self’, one’s lesser ‘egotistical self’, they also speak 

of the need for a purer inner state of self with respect to artistic vision. For some artists, 

seeing truth fully requires a certain purity of spirit; the purer the inner state, the clearer 

the vision.  

 
For Judith Jamison (2007), it was in the rehearsal studio that she strove to be as truthful 

as possible. For her, the rehearsal studio was hallowed ground, a spiritual space where the 

realities of both self and spirit were revealed.  

 
For composer Philip Glass (cited in Ehrlich 1997), considering the truth of one’s 

motivation and destination at the beginning of each day was essential. ‘If you begin every 

concert with that dedication, in fact if you can begin every day that way, slowly it begins 

to reform the way you work ... move from self-absorption toward altruism’. 

For choreographer Frederick Ashton, ‘dance must express the choreographer’s vision of 

experience as truthfully and beautifully as possible. Insofar as it does this, it will express 

his most profound sense of values and thus be likely to concern itself with matters of 

more permanent significance than topical issues … that which is spiritual and eternal 

rather than that which is material and temporary’ (cited in Vaughan 1999). 

 

* 

The artist is a bearer of truth, not only in relation to the art work but to the self as creator 

or recreator-interpreter, i.e. ‘to thine own self be true’ (Hamlet, Act.1, Scene 3). While 

transcendence is at the core of the spiritual and creative process this does not mean that 

the artist must escape the self; quite the contrary, since it is only by acting out of self, a 

truthful, authentic and ethical self, that one can come to see and be truth fully.  
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‘The art-maker serves an audience but to serve it well he must first serve a deeper 

impulse in his own nature. The artist is not an entertainer, a magician or a propagandist; 

he needs to be constantly on guard against any external forces that might seduce him or 

her into false or pseudo roles’ (Abbs 1989, p. 203). 

 
 

In a world that has largely rejected formal religion and which in spite of its 

incredible materialistic progress is acutely aware of its spiritual poverty, the 

arts, more than ever, have an absolute social purpose and an awesome 

responsibility to be honest. Honest art has the potential to improve our lives, 

trashy art has a way of trashing our lives; trashy art can be seen as a 

reflection of a trashy age. I know of one acid test in the theatre. It is literally 

an acid test. When a performance is over, what remains? Fun can be 

forgotten, powerful emotion also disappears and good arguments lose their 

thread, but when emotion and argument are harnessed to a wish from the 

audience to see more clearly into itself then something in the mind burns. 

The event scorches onto the memory an outline, a taste, a trace, a smell – a 

picture. It is the play’s central image that remains, its silhouette, and if the 

elements are highly blended this silhouette will be its meaning, its shape will 

be the essence of what it has to say. (Brook 1999, p.152)  

 

* 

‘As I look around I see a lot more companies that seem to have lost their artistic reason 

for being. I see streams and streams of inventive and well composed movement but I feel 

no real purpose for it to be there … why the work exists at all’ (Ivey, cited in McLennan, 

2005).  
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George Balanchine/Igor Stravinsky, Apollo © Kolnik 

The spirit of the world is ours as soon as we know how to move ourselves and look. 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1964) 
 

* 

‘Isn’t it the role of the artist to reflect on and to reflect back something of this greater 

order [‘mystery’]?’ wrote artist Paul Klee in a letter to André Enard (cited in Lipsey 

1989, p.416); ‘Isn’t the ultimate desire of human beings to perceive an order that 

surpasses yet is also within us, and to participate in that order?’  

 

We need to look deeply into ourselves and ask hard questions about the 

purposes of art. Is art merely the fashionable expression of artists’ egos and 

a reflection of the world they live in, or can art become a healing path that 

reveals the beauty and holiness of our selves and our world, projecting a 

ideal of what we and our wounded world may become? This is not a dogma 

for a new art, merely a call for art to manifest its power to uplift, inspire and 

become a flame of spiritual vision. Though we may try to write about it, the 

transcendental is beyond all concepts or theories. The best that theory and 

critique can do is point us toward the creative source. Let artists honour the 

values that make life worth living, that they might plant seeds of 

transformative power in the field of art. Let artists consider the 
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consciousness-evolutionary imperative; aware of the crisis that humanity 

and the world are facing’ (Foster 2005). 

 
* 

Art that deserves to be called great possesses a capacity to lead us beyond its presented 

surface, toward a quickened awareness of a world that is both wider and deeper than its 

own. ‘The quintessential element of art is discovery – we enter without knowing, in order 

to discover what we need to know to lead us to what there is to know’ (Hanstein 1999, 

p.22). What is powerful about art, great art, is not what it says but what it points to; ‘a 

silence beyond words, like The Cloud of Unknowing op. cit., an anonymous fourteenth 

century mystical work, interpreting the same not as the absence of knowledge but as a 

form of awareness, what one cannot say, only become’ (Abbs 2003, p.36).  

 

 
 

 
Henri Matisse, La Danse (1910) 

 
The dancers flit and flicker away from you like glinting fish in the water when you try to grasp them. 

They slide off, they dance away; such bliss, such ecstasy  
 yours, but not yours 

 

* 
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          Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © Ross 

There are some truths we cannot touch, cannot capture with language, but must treasure in the moments 
they come to us … if they come to us at all.  

 
(Jones 2008) 

 

* 
 

Perhaps the biggest problem today facing the arts is so few practicing artists are ready or 

indeed able to affirm the spiritual as it relates to their form – and, more crucially, can 

convince us that their art does so. How is an artist to keep alive the idea of transcendence 

in a world in which it has become so literal, material and superficial? As contemporary 

research points out (McCarthy et al., 2004) it may ultimately be the case that only 

through personal experience and existential encounter of the deeper reality that is art, will 

society will be open to considering something of the essential and intrinsic nature of the 

arts (see Kuspit 2003, p.16). This concern for personal experience and existential 

encounter is very much the focus of Part FOUR –‘Creative Process in Action’. 
 
 
EPILOGUE 
 

The world of art is in large and significant part a reflection of who we are, a reflection of 

the way we see, the way we construe reality. ‘If we want the world of art to change then 

something within us must change. Nothing will change all the while we remain 

unconscious of the fundamental forces which shape our lives, embedded as we are in a 

cultural ambience’ (Gablik 1984, p.19). ‘Our quest for truth can never be separated from 



 180 

the cultivation of our ethical, aesthetic and spiritual imagination. It is possible that the 

truths of the very cosmos require and reward an essentially ethical, aesthetic and a 

spiritual engagement with its being and intelligence, and will forever elude a merely 

reductive, skeptical, objectifying judgement issued by a single proud but limited faculty 

of “reason” narrowly defined and rigidly isolated from our full being’ (Tarnas 2006, 

p.487).  

 

 

 
 

Liam Scarlett/Francis Poulenc, Asphodel Meadows © Persson 
 

We know more than we can tell [yet] we can know nothing without relying upon those things which we may 
not be able to tell. 

 
(Polanyi 1983) 

 

* 
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‘We are living through an unprecedented crisis in the history of the arts. Quite simply the 

arts have too often failed to represent and aesthetically embody the full range and the 

peculiar nature of the ethical, aesthetic and spirit. They have failed to connect with the 

historic past. And they have failed to find an audience beyond a tiny, faddish, media-

centred minority’ (Abbs 2003 p, 151).  

 
In the same way that classical science is in the process of re-visioning its forms, re-

cognizing the limitations of its way of constructing reality and in so doing opening itself 

to realities hitherto unknown so, too, does dance need to be in a process of re-visioning 

its forms, re-cognizing the limitations of its way of seeing, its way of constructing reality 

and in so doing opening itself up to realities hitherto unknown: not perhaps unknown as 

more recently forgotten … realities perhaps ‘experienced but missed; experiences not of 

one life only but of many generations’(Eliot 1943).  
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PART FOUR 
 

THE CREATIVE PROCESS 

IN 

ACTION 
 

* 
 

PREVIOUSLY HOW BEST TO READ ME; PRESENTLY HOW BEST TO SEE ME IN ACTION 

 
 

 
The Pity of War: A Lamentation  

* 
If the arts have any real value, if they are to flourish and make the best part of us grow, then it is to 

understanding that an appeal must be made. 
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As I concluded in the previous chapter, it may ultimately be the case that only through 

personal experience and existential encounter of the deeper reality that is art, will society 

be open to considering the validity of the arts as unique modes of intelligibility. To this 

end – and in keeping with the findings and recommendations of contemporary research 

that the arts need to find ways of awakening and making themselves more meaningful 

and accessible (see McCarthy et al., 2004) – the practical performance-based community 

workshops that follow have as their aims those of: 

 

                                (a) encouraging a lived-in existential encounter of the deeper reality 

that is art – dance, music and drama especially – in terms of their intrinsic nature, thereby 

making more meaningful and accessible a deeper reality.  

 
                                (b) concretizing, embodying and giving life to that which in terms of 

its essential nature cannot be said, however carefully it is aesthetically shaped, poetically 

expressed and ‘pointed’ to.  

 
                                (c) illustrating how best to see me in action (as opposed to previously 

how best to read me in theory), and how one might go about realizing, i.e. making real in 

practical and participative terms that which up to now at best has only been pointed to. 

 

To paraphrase Heron and Reason (1997), in participative knowing the knower comes to 

embody first-hand what is there. The point about such a mode of knowing is that the 

process of enacting and perceiving becomes a way of meeting and embodying that which 

is to be known. Knowing in the arts, as has been consistently and repeatedly pointed out, 

is not something objective, detached or neutral, but something else, something intuited 

and embodied. It is a manner of knowing that necessitates personally encountering, that 

engages us in a connected, often passionate activity. 

 
* 
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THE PITY OF WAR: A LAMENTATION 
a collaborative combined arts community project 

 

* 

 

 
Pina Bausch, Cafe Müller © dpa-Fotoreport 

 
* 

The Pity of War: A Dramatic Lamentation is a creative and collaborative community arts 

project designed to awaken and make meaningful and accessible that which for many is 

meaningless and inaccessible, that which up to now and at best has only been pointed to 

or shown, that which in terms of its intrinsic and experiential nature needs to be enacted, 

embodied, lived in and loved. It takes the form of three original workshops and the theme 

of war, ‘the lamentable and piteous nature of war’. Although set within the context of 

World War One – in the dramatic poetry, music, dance and drama of the time – it very 

much addresses war more universally. 

 
It is explored in a number of ways, ways previously ‘pointed to’ in the word text, not the 

least as discussed in Chapters – ‘Pointers’– Five and Six concerning (i) the object of 

creation – the art ‘thing’, (ii) the subjective or internal process of creation – the 
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thingliness of the art thing, and (iii) the different sources of artistic inspiration … 

realized by means of a participative process. 

* 
 
With respect to the creative process generally and this workshop process in particular the 

reader is respectfully reminded that when we embark upon the process of creating we 

step out not knowing where we are going, open, attentive and receptive to what ever is 

presented, to that which is revealed in the journeying process.  

 

It sound silly to say, but the dance [the works of art – the creative outcome 

of the community combined arts workshops] is not there until it is there … it 

does not exist until it is finished. We may have ideas and mental images 

[intuitions] about what the work of art [the workshops] may be as we create 

it, but the work of art itself emerges only in the finished creation… 

something that had no real existence before, something absolutely new and 

unique. (dancer/philosopher Horton Fraleigh 1987, p.180) 

 

 

 
The stage set for Jiří Kylián’s Sinfonietta (c) Nobbe 

 
Aesthetic attention, like loving attention, consists of suspending our thoughts 

 leaving them positively empty, ready to be penetrated by the other, seeking no-thing yet 
ready to receive any-thing. 

 
* 

 

PREPARATION: ADEQUACY 
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Some people are incapable of appreciating the arts not because they are blind or deaf but 

because they are not adequate to that they seek to know: they do not have the necessary 

tools. As educationist John Dewey (1997/1923, p.146) wrote, and as educationists 

continue to write, ‘mere activity does not by itself constitute an “educational” 

experience’.  

 
I am reminded of actress Joyce Grenville’s brilliant caricature of an infant teacher leading 

a group of children in a creative music, movement and mime lesson. ‘Now then, 

children’, she says, clapping her hands calling for attention, ‘listen to this music … then 

… express yourselves … all over the floor!’ – the assumption being that we are all                  

naturally creative and if left alone, unencumbered by externals, will ‘blossom like a 

blooming flower’.  

 
For any experience to be ‘educational’, to be personally meaningful, the educand – in this 

case the community workshop participants – needs to be prepared, made ready, provided 

with the necessary technical and expressive tools with which to explore, experience and 

express… create, e.g. ‘voice and speech’ skills ‘body and movement’ skills; and build up 

a repertoire of possibilities as well as understandings and affective appreciations with 

regard to what is involved in the process of creating, interpreting and performing. 

 

 

 

The Pity of War: A Lamentation 
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WORKSHOP ONE:  

Below is the text of Wilfred Owen’s poem ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’: ‘everything one 

needs to know except the essen-ce-tial’ (see Mahler 1946)! For such a dry-boned, 

disembodied text to be known fully, meaningfully, ethically and aesthetically, it needs to 

be lived-in, enlivened and embodied fully. As already argued, while words name a poem, 

it must be the poem that founds the meaning those words name. Such being the essen-ce-

tial nature of any work of art, that meaning lies not in the words but in what each 

performer brings to the work of art, giving special attention to what those words seek to 

point to’. The task of each workshop participant is to live-in and enliven such dry bones 

and present them as a meaningful performance. The text below, with words deliberately 

highlighted and a visual image that accompanies the same, is designed to draw attention 

to and encourage participants to think in concrete and practical terms in relation to voice 

and speech and body and movement, with respect to what, how, when and why (see pages 

91–92). 

 

 

For They That Die As Cattle 

* 

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks, 

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge, 

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs 
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And towards our distant rest began to trudge. 

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots 

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind; 

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots 

Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind. 

 

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys! – An ecstasy of fumbling, 

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time; 

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling, 

And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime . . . 

Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light, 

As under I green sea, I saw him drowning. 

 

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight, 

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning. 

 

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace 

Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, 

His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin; 

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, 

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues, – 

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 

To children ardent for some desperate glory, 

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est 

Pro patria mori. 

 

Wilfred Owen (1917) 
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* 

Listed below are a number of technical voice and speech tools necessary to the drastic 

enactment of such a poetic text as above. Concern for technical body and movement tools 

will follow shortly. Such technical voice and speech tools or performance variables as 

listed below are in my experience best explored one at a time, experiencing in firsthand 

practical terms how such elementals significantly influence the meaning of a word or 

phrase, adding each variable one by one until all are brought to a text as a whole … 

reliably, appropriately, meaningfully and relevantly … adequately. 

 
* 

ONE: VOICE and SPEECH ELEMENTALS – VARIABLES 

 
.  tone or characterization – the dramatic shaping of the text  

.  volume   

.  pace or tempo  

.  pitch  

.  use of the pause, of silence 

.  emphasis, stress or accent   

.  rhythm and timing 

.  phrasing and shaping 

.  projection 

.  enunciation and articulation 

 

                                    Some of the elementals listed above are not so different from the 

musical elements previously discussed in Chapter – ‘POINTER’– Five … but whereas in 

a music score many such directions are normally written into the text, this is not the case 

with a poetic or dramatic text: here the actor/dancer performer has to find his or her own 

way of using such elementals.  

Armed and prepared, mindful and sensitive, to such technical voice and speech variables 

in the interpretive process, participants are now encouraged to explore how in different 
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ways the intrinsic and essen-ce-tial meaning of the text might be brought into life, the 

whole being eventually performed in the form of a canon, with each participant’s re-

creation entering one after the other, chasing the voice of the other, to produce a highly 

dramatic symphony of voices. 

TWO: BODY and MOVEMENT ELEMENTALS – VARIABLES 

With regard to interpreting and re-creating, enfleshing and enlivening the poetic text in 

terms of ‘body and movement’, the reader is reminded of the sort of fundamental body 

and movement questions pointed to in Chapter – ‘Pointer’ – Five with respect to what 

moves, how it moves, where and why or in relation to what the body moves. From a 

practical exploration of such elementals will emerge a technical and expressive body and 

movement vocabulary, meaningful and relevant to what the poem seeks to point and make 

known.  

There are many dramatic paintings and visual and poetic images relevant to the theme of  

‘the pity of war’ which workshop interpreters of ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ could be 

encouraged to research and get to know. Such dramatic paintings and visual and poetic 

images, as portrayed below, are easily and readily obtainable and downloadable from 

London’s Imperial War Museum, for example. 

 

 

John Singer Sargent, Gassed © Imperial War Museum, London 

In the manner of the voice and speech workshop above is the ‘body and movement’ 

workshop that follows, a workshop based on four body and movement motives which 
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participants will be encouraged to explore, memorize and eventually present in the form 

of a performance – the whole, as with the voice, taking the form of a canon in terms of 

body and movement in the manner as indicted below. 

          Motive ONE – crawling forward on one’s belly, stuck in the mud as described in 

the poem and as depicted in the various portraits enclosed [and/or gathered by workshop 

participants], a heavy pack on one’s back and a rifle in both hands. 

 
          Motive TWO – dragging oneself up out the mud, coming to stand, reaching behind 

one’s head to throw a grenade dramatically and exaggeratedly in the manner of a cricket 

overarm, only to immediately 

  
          Motive THREE – have one’s body blown high into the air by an exploding shell. 

 

          Motive FOUR – the body being thrown to the ground is left monetarily in a heap, 

then, quickly recovering and scampering back … retreating … to repeat the sequence 

again and again … and again, until it is timed appropriate to (a) slowly dim down the 

lights, (b) fade out an accompanying sound tape of ‘war sounds’ – heavy gunfire, rifle 

and machine gun fire, shells screaming overhead, explosions (see ‘Anthem for Doomed 

Youth’ below) – and (c) switch off the strobe, the stage machine that produces a bright 

rapidly flicking light on and off, having the effect of freezing movement in time and 

space … and perhaps (d) a smoke machine – green, representing Gas! Gas! Gas! 

Quick, boys! The battlefield becoming strangely and eerily still and silent with bodies 

strewn all over the stage floor. 

 

When the body and movement explorations above have been thoroughly worked on and 

worked out, with each participant performing his or her own creation, it might be possible 

to combine the voice and speech and body and movement experience, either together or 

with one group performing the sound accompaniment and the other the movement drama.  

 

* 
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Wilfred Owen’s poem ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ (1917) is another vivid poetic 

depiction of the experience of war, extraordinarily onomatopoeic in effect, which might 

be a useful additional workshop piece to be worked on. 

 
What passing-bells for these who die as cattle? 

Only the monstrous anger of the guns.  

Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle  

Can patter out their hasty orisons.  

No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells;  

Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs, – 

The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;  

And bugles calling for them from sad shires.  

What candles may be held to speed them all?  

Not in the hands of boys but in their eyes  

Shall shine the holy glimmers of goodbyes.  

The pallor of girls’ brows shall be their pall;  

Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,  

And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds. 

* 

 

 

Dulce et decorum est  

* 
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WORKSHOP TWO:  

 

 
Chris Gollon. Stations of the Cross: Jesus Speaks to the Women of Jerusalem  

 
* 

I never raised my boy to be a soldier 

I brought him up to stay at home with me 

Who dares to lay a gun upon his shoulder 

To shoot and kill some mother’s boy 

There’d be no war today 

If every mother’d say  

I never raised my boy to be soldier9 

 

* 

                                                 
9 This is hardly ‘great’ poetry – all the more reason for the actors to bring that to which it points to life in 
the form of a ‘great’ performance. 
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In this workshop participants are invited to explore a mother’s response to the pity of war 

– ‘for they that die as cattle’, to the loss of a son, ‘a simple soldier boy who grinned at 

life in empty joy, slept soundly through the lonesome dark and whistled early with the 

lark’ (Siegfried Sassoon, 1918), based on the war poem ‘I Never Raised My Boy to Be a 

Soldier’ … firstly in terms of voice and speech, then of body and movement, coming to 

combine both in the manner of the previous workshop ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’. 

 

ONE: VOICE AND SPEECH 
 
A 
 
I never raised my boy to be a soldier  

I brought him up to stay at home with me  

 
                    … expressed vocally and bodily in an intense, severely restrained way, 

seething with bitterness that slowly builds up to explodes in anger reaching the point of 

almost screaming below.  

 
B 
 
Who dares to lay a gun upon his shoulder  

And kill another mother’s boy  

 
                    … which in turn gives way and breaks down into  

C 
 
There’d be no war today                            

If every mother’d say  

 
I never raised my boy to be a soldier …  

 
             … ending in a deep heart-felt sobbing, expressing grief of ‘a simple soldier 

boy who grinned at life in empty joy, slept soundly through the lonesome dark and 

whistled early with the lark’. The transition between each of these verses needs to 
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be handled sensitively… not suddenly as gradually, given careful attention to the 

technical variables previously worked on.  

 
.  volume   

.  pace or tempo  

.  pitch  

When the poem has been thoroughly explored technically and a dramatic voice and 

speech interpretation established, I suggest it be performed as described below, firstly by 

a solo woman unaccompanied, then by the whole group in the form of a canon 

accompanied by music. I suggest the musical accompaniment of Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater 

Dolorosa, preferably a recording performed by a two-part choir rather than two soloists 

as in the original score. 

* 

ONE   

The women as a group stand alone in their grief, grouped loosely upstage, facing in 

various directions – any direction other than the audience – unwilling or unable for 

whatever reason (to be worked on and critically discussed) to face the audience … some 

perhaps sitting or kneeling and bent in their grief … such being the nature of creation, we 

won’t know where we’re going ‘till we get there! 

TWO  

A solo woman turns very slowly to look over her shoulder. She holds this pose for a brief 

moment, her eyes piercing the audience, her whole body seething with bitterness and 

resentment. Clasping her shawl about her in a manner that expresses her profound anger, 

bitterness in the manner and sequence outlined in A above (at this stage unaccompanied 

by any music), she moves slowly downstage to ‘confront’ the audience, performing her 

vocal interpretation of ‘I Never Raised My Boy to Be a Soldier’, her voice and speech, 

body and movement, seething with restrained bitterness, then anger and finally 
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brokenness as she sinks slowly to the ground – as explored, eventually created and 

choreographed personally in workshop.  

THREE  

On completion of the solo, and in the manner of the soloist, one by one each of the other 

women independently slowly turns to face the audience. In the manner of the solo 

woman, but in canon rather than unison, and this time accompanied by music, e.g. 

Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater Dolorosa, each of the women moves slowly down stage 

performing their interpretation of the poem, their voice and speech, body and movements, 

seething firstly with bitterness, then anger … and finally brokenness as described above, 

living-in and embodying something of the reality the poem ‘I Never Raised My Boy To 

Be a Soldier’ seeks to point to, coming eventually, one by one, sinking or kneeling or 

standing, to join the already kneeling soloist … the whole still in canon. 

* 

Having explored ‘I Never Raised My Boy to be a Soldier’ in primarily the voice and 

speech terms, participants are now encouraged to concentrate on the body and movement, 

based upon the following elementals: 

               (a)  body shape and the body as a unit in stillness and motion   

               (b)  different dramatic/emotional energies or dynamics, timings and tempos with 

respect to the way or how what moves             

               (c)  where in space the body or bodies move and on what levels (see pages 91–

92 with respect to the above)  

               (d)  a given three-part dramatic structure within which participants explore such 

body and movement themes above (i) individually, (ii) on each other’s bodies, and (iii) in 

small creative groups. 

* 
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Included below are a series of visual stimuli collected from various sources designed to 

be worked on, lived-in and enlivened by the workshop participants and help them 

develop a necessary movement vocabulary in preparation for interpretation and recreation 

of the poem ‘I Never Raised My Boy to Be a Soldier’ in dramatic movement/dance 

terms. Note the potential many-meaningfulness suggested by each image in terms of 

body postures and gestures, facial expressions, expression of the hands and feet, and the 

implied narrative, drama, mood or emotion suggested by such images. Consider the way 

such disembodied sculptures might be brought to life, how they might relate to each 

other. In the case of the paintings, note the dramatic use of abstraction and distortion, 

Picasso and Munch in particular. All these focuses and more could be shared and 

discussed collectively, various ideas being pointed to, things to look out for and perhaps 

work both in terms of both individual and small group creations, all eventually coming 

together in the form of a group performance.  

 

                                                 
 

The Pity of War 
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                    Matthias Grünewald, The Small Crucifixion       Pablo Picasso. The Weeping Woman   
 

                                
             
     Edvard Munch, The Scream                                               Chris Gollon, Stations of the Cross:  

        Jesus Speaks to the Women of Jerusalem   
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             Hieronymus Bosch, Christ Carrying the Cross               Kristen Terrana, La Pieta 
 

From an analysis and practical exploration of the above, participants are encouraged to 

work in pairs, each working and in a sense choreographing on the other, then in small 

groups exploring such elemental themes as listed above in the manner suggested below. 
 

               A FIRSTLY – an expression of sorrow and love, of gentleness and tenderness, 

in the manner of a lullaby or lament … based upon:  

 
                .   three expressive shapes as suggested in the portfolio of visual images above  

 
                .  performed on three spatial levels: (i) low or on the ground, (ii) standing or 

reaching high, or (iii) on a medium level in between. 

             
                .   to three different counts: counts within the context of this section A referring 

the time taken moving between one body sculpture and another (rather than time such 

shapes are held still) e.g. 4-1-2 or 2-1-4 [say approx. 110 to the minute].  

 

* 
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Pina Bausch/Christoph Gluck, Orpheus and Eurydice © afterthetorchlight 

 

               B SECONDLY – from an expression of sorrow and love, of gentleness and 

tenderness, the whole explodes into an expression of wretchedness, of anger and torment, 

the manner of moving between one sculpture and another no longer being light, slow and 

sustained but strong, quick and sudden movements in keeping with the drama.  

 
The counts here refer not to time taken moving between poses as in A but the time each 

body sculpture is held frozen: the metronome count remains at 110.  

 
               A THIRDLY – recapitulation: return to the original theme 

 
* 
 

Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater fits very well, but equally fitting would be to explore various 

musical accompaniments, for example Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings, Ravel’s 

Piano Concerto in G, second movement (Adagio assai), or Francis Poulenc’s Gloria, as 

in MacMillan’s ballet portrayed below. 

 

 

 

Kenneth MacMillan/Francis Poulenc, Gloria © Brandon 

Gloria was MacMillan's tribute to the country’s war dead to Francis Poulenc’s soaring 
vocal setting of the Catholic liturgy, the stage an evocation of a World War I battlefield, 
peopled by a ghostly lost generation in sad tin hats and mouldy cloth, their women 
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anonymous wraiths in caps and shrouds. They mourn, they celebrate, they remember and 
regret, and just before they surrender to the abyss, they hope. 
 

(Taylor 2003) 
 

 

As with MacMillan’s Gloria above, so too Kylián’s Sinfonietta below, both works of art 

having as one of their core themes the spiritual: see Graham’s Lamentation, portrayed on 

page 139, ‘a solo piece in which I wear a long tube of material to indicate the tragedy that 

obsesses the body, the ability to stretch inside your own skin, to witness and test the 

perimeters and boundaries of grief, which is honorable and universal’ (Graham 1991). 
 

* 

 
 

 
Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © Tanghe 

 
* 
 

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, 

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues, –  

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 

To children ardent for some desperate glory, 

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est 

Pro patria mori. 

 
Wilfred Owen (1917) 
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* 

WORKSHOP THREE 
THE SCENE: an empty, dimly lit ballroom with a slowly turning spotlight ‘mirrored 

ball’ reflecting moving lights on the dance floor below. There is dance music playing – a 

slow, mournful foxtrot. The sound of young women’s voices is heard from offstage – 

chatting, squealing excitedly and expectantly in the hope of dancing with a handsome 

‘soldier boy’.  

 
The girls burst into the ballroom, still chatting excitedly, making exaggerated last-minute 

adjustments to their dress and appearance. Their excitement soon turns to silence as one 

by one they realize that there are no ‘soldier boys’ … nor any boys. The music plays on! 

They stand for a moment, confused; each moves slowly onto the empty dance floor … 

looking … for what?  

 
One by one they move off the centre floor, to sit alone in one of the chairs positioned on 

the edge of the ballroom where women traditionally sat and ‘waited’ to be asked, ‘May I 

have the pleasure of this dance?’ They wait … the music plays on. A few of the girls 

move tentatively back onto the floor ... initially they dance alone but eventually with each 

other.  
 

One by one, each girl comes onto the floor and finds a partner. Initially they dance 

formally, and somewhat restrained, in effect holding back their tears; but eventually, 

assuredly, intimately and comfortingly, they give, and in return receive, the solace each 

needs. The music plays on. The girls comfort each other but barely move on the floor … 

until the music comes to an end, the mirrored ball stops turning, and the lights begin to 

fade, during which time all the girls exist in silence, alone, with a partner or in small 

groups, leaving the stage … empty, still, and silent of boys … such being The Pity of War 

… the stage is eventually left in darkness. 
 

* 
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 The ‘text’ above is explored in body and movement terms, to the simple background 

musical accompaniment of the social dance – a foxtrot. The task of the interpreters and 

creators is, once again, to live-in and enliven the text, both individually and together, by 

means of body posture and gesture, facial expressions, use of hands and feet, in the 

manner of moving generally, continuing to respond to such elemental questions as how, 

why and what: all working towards creating an appropriate stage atmosphere and 

presence. The accompanying music might be that of the war-time song, for example the 

songs made famous by such singers as Vera Lynn – ‘We’ll Meet Again’ and ‘(There’ll 

Be Bluebirds Over) The White Cliffs of Dover’…  

 
 

* 

 

 

 
 

A wartime dance hall © Quanticolove.com 

 
* 
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THE PITY OF WAR: A LAMENTATION 

A performance work based on the previous workshop explorations, designed to bring together such 
explorations and experiences, understandings and appreciations  

in the form of a theatrical presentation  
 
 

 
Max Ginsburg, War Pieta (2011) © Ginsburg 

 
* 

 
 

Pablo Picasso, Two Sisters (The Meeting)* 
 
* Perhaps Three Sisters singing in canon the hauntingly beautiful folk song ‘Black is the Colour of My True Love’s Hair’ 

 

* 



 205 

SECTION ONE: Scene: The Battlefield  

In an empty, cold-blue, dimly lit stage, representing the cold light of dawn, the women-

folk move (i) among the dead seeking loved ones … (ii) lifting the hem of their skirts as 

they (iii) step over the dead, clasping tightly a shawl about their head and shoulders, 

wrapped up in their grief … sometimes (iv) bending down to uncover a face (v) 

sometimes pausing, for a moment, perhaps to kneel and as it were to tend a fallen soldier 

boy – another mother’s son, (vi) sometimes giving in and collapsing, unable to contain 

her grief … before (vii) picking herself up, looking about her and moving on …  

                 [All together seven dramatic movement motifs to be explored and developed 

by each participant]                                                        

                              … the whole performed in silence, each grieving mother moving and 

responding in her own way, her own time and space… for approximately a minute or a 

minute and a half. 

 
                  [Whether to have the women enter the stage one by one OR to have them 

already positioned (a) in a tableau – some standing, sitting, kneeling or sleeping, i.e. 

positioned on various spatial levels, or (b) already moving and slowly coming to life as 

the lights come up – can be explored by all concerned; personally I prefer the latter] 

 
During the silent introductory scene above an accompanying piece of music – Richard 

Strauss’s Four Last Songs (III: ‘Going to Sleep’) – fades in; a solo female voice emerges 

to in effect pick up and give voice to the grieving. The women continue their searching – 

(a) the wandering and wondering, (b) melting to the floor, giving in to grief, (c) picking 

themselves up … continue the wandering until, towards the end of the vocal solo, one by 

one they come to stand still and silent … holding different postures and facing various 

directions and spatial levels … waiting, ready to perform in canon the dance creation 

previously formulated in WORKSHOP TWO based upon the movement theme ‘body 

shape’/’body sculptures’ and ‘the body in stillness and motion’. 

  

SECTION TWO  
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– a poignant, slow, sustained gentle lamentation … meditation. 
To the accompaniment of a meditative (violin) solo, one after the other each woman 

moves into the dance solo she created/choreographed in WORKSHOP TWO when, based 

upon a given portfolio of visual stimuli, we explored the movement theme – ‘body shape’ 

and ‘expressive motion’, namely.  

 

 

 
Pina Bausch/Christoph Gluck, Orpheus and Eurydice © Weiss 

 

 

                       A firstly – sorrow and love flow down, mingled … gentleness and 

tenderness – in the manner both of a lullaby and lament: that of a mother expressing the 

loss of her son, to a metronome mark of 116. The sequence previously worked on is 

repeated over and over again … until the return of the solo voice. NB.: The counts here 

refer to the time it takes between one body shape or sculpture and another, e.g. 4-1-2 or 

indeed any irregular time combination that each dancer sees as being appropriate to the 

three sculptural shapes she has created.  

 
On completion of the instrumental interlude, when the solo voice returns, there is a 

sudden and dramatic change in mood and intensity which is taken up by the women folk 

who in turn, after a momentary pause, one by one, in canon, break into their second 

motif: 

 

                       B secondly – wretched, furious, tormented, angry – in the manner of a 

desperate protest against the obscenity, futility and Pity of War in the manner of Picasso’s 
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and Munch’s abstract expressionism portrayed above, the manner of movement between 

one shape and another being performed strongly, suddenly and directly. The metronome 

marking remains at approximately 110 to the minute. 

 
As previously, the counts here refer not to the time taken between one pose and another 

as in section A but the time the shapes are held frozen, the movement between shapes 

being strong, sudden and direct, as opposed to light, slow and sustained.  

 
As the music, movement and mime continues in intensity … 

 
                       C thirdly – suddenly, one by one, each woman breaks away from her 

meditation; the grief which up until now has been contained explodes and the stage is 

filled with the women rushing hither and thither in all directions and on all levels, 

exploding in the air, falling to the ground, stumbling and scrambling … twisting and 

turning in anguish, in torment … not knowing where or why … desperately seeking … 

something … ‘something else’ perhaps … as portrayed expressionistically below … 

seeking instinctively and desperately for ‘something else’. 

 

 
 

 
Pina Bausch, Viktor © Weiss 

* 

SECTION THREE  
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With the change in music, the chaotic torment and desperation of the previous section 

dissipates. One by one the women become still once again: they stand silent, in their own 

space, facing in any direction other than that of the audience … One by one, in the form 

of canon as before, each woman turns to face the audience, pausing briefly before moving 

slowly downstage, addressing the audience as she does so, performing the war poem ‘I 

Never Raised My Boy To Be A Soldier’ as previously explored and choreographed in 

Workshop Two … all eventually coming to kneel in the manner previously explored.  

 

FINALE  

Sensitive and sympathetic to the closing of the music, one by one, the women pick 

themselves up. They stand still for a moment … waiting. Gradually they come together 

and in unison perform a simple choral movement sequence in the manner of the 

conclusion to Kylián’s ballet Sinfonietta depicted below, becoming one with each other, 

understanding the need for each other yet more than the other, the need – ‘something 

else’ (Heidegger) – uncaptured and undefined, yet present and meaningful. This need for 

each other and yet for something more than each other, this ‘something else’, is explored 

in simple terms as portrayed below. 

 

 
 

 

Jiří Kylián/Leoš Janáček, Sinfonietta © Isley 

* 

 
It may be that by now the music has come to an end … and a ‘stage presence’ created – a 

quiet sense of peace … That some of the women might still be expressing their bitterness, 
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anger and grief should not be seen as a contradiction. The quiet sense of peace that 

gradually emerges might be seen as representing ‘a still small voice’, however 

understood, a ‘voice’ waiting to be heard. If in fact the music comes to an end before the 

final group dance, as suggested above, hopefully and wonderfully the dancers will be 

able to sustain such a presence in silence ... the whole should become even more 

meaningful … perhaps profoundly so. In the manner of the beginning, so, too with 

respect to manner of the end. 

 

 

S I L E N C E 

 

  
Max Ginsburg, War Pieta  

 
 

 

THE PITY OF WAR  
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 Kurt Jooss/Frederick Cohen, The Green Table © Migdoll 

 

After a few moments of silence, the audience, led by one of the actors, might be invited 

to respond to The Pity of War and participate dramatically in the theme by stepping onto 

the stage or performance space and greeting each other while singing the spiritual below, 

each member of the audience, one by one, entering the song and, as it were, affirming 

individually the need for a peace … the whole beginning very quietly and gently but 

gradually building into a powerful crescendo.  

 

Kum ba yah, my Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Kum ba yah, my Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Kum ba yah, my Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Oh Lord! Kum ba yah! 

Hear me crying, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Hear me crying, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Hear me crying, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Oh Lord! Kum ba yah! 

Hear me singing, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Hear me singing, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Hear me singing, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Oh Lord! Kum ba yah! 

Hear me praying, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Hear me praying, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Hear me praying, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Oh Lord! Kum ba yah! 

Oh I need you, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Oh I need you, Lord, Kum ba yah! 
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Oh I need you, Lord, Kum ba yah! 

Oh Lord! Kum ba yah!      

Author Unknown 

An illustration of what I have in mind is described by singer Janet Baker (1988, p.258) 

with reference to a performance of Orfeo at Glyndebourne in 1982 in which she 

participated, when ‘at the point in the second act where Orfeo arrives at the Elysian 

fields, abode of the Blessed Spirits, she moved slowly among the members of the 

chorus, taking the hand first of one and then another, the gesture gathering momentum 

as she touches their hands, and they in turn touch each other’s hands; the  s tage  

gradually filled with people reaching out, a human bridge across the spiritual and 

human worlds’, each individual member of the audience, one by one, rising up from their 

seats, coming onto the floor to affirm, to enliven and embody something of The Pity of 

War with its theme of peace, acknowledging the other, and perhaps more than the other – 

something else. 

* 
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POSTLUDE  

HOW IT WENT: WHERE TO GO NEXT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                     

Martin Blogg/Olivier Messiaen, Quartet for the End of Time © Springs Dance Company  

* 
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HOW IT WENT 

As a social science undergraduate in the 1970s, the campus ‘buzz words’ with respect to 

the sociology of knowledge was problematic and pluralistic – knowledge, it was argued, 

is socially constructed and therefore interpretative as opposed to normative, pluralistic as 

opposed to monistic. As a social science postgraduate in the 1980s, the buzz words with 

respect to the same were partial, provincial and provisional – that our maps of the world 

were not fixed and static but dynamic and constantly evolving, finite and tentative, that 

there may be new and better constructions of life, new and more fruitful metaphors.  

 

One of the core findings, revelations and illuminations to come out of this creative and 

revisionary research journey has been the recognition that what we SEE is what WE see: 

reality is in large a part socially constructed. As Charlesworth (1997, p.9) said, ‘any 

revelation, whatever its source – natural or super-natural –, has always to be received and 

appropriated by human beings [in terms of being human] and is inevitably mediated by 

that fact’. With respect to the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual, what we see is not 

something that is, as it were, to be got from outside but something that is construed from 

within. 

 

With respect to the question of where to go next, one of the themes I hope very much to 

pursue is that related to the question of reality. In terms of the modernist vs. 

postmodernist divide, the position I have taken up in this research has been essentially 

postmodernist, more specifically an integralist and relativist position within Wilber’s 

(2007, p.5) ‘comprehensive and integral model of consciousness’. Having come to 

appreciate something of both the strengths and weaknesses of the modernist and 

postmodernist models I am keen to pursue what has come to be known as the critical 

realist model, a model, it seems to me, that manages to accommodate the best of each 

without necessarily negating either. The question that has come increasingly to occupy 
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my mind is that related to the core notion of something else, something dependent upon 

how we see and what we do, yet something else, something more than what we do. One 

idea in particular I have in mind with respect to this ineffable, incomprehensible and 

mystical something else is the possibility conducting a series of semi-structured 

interviews with artists concerning the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual – the something else 

in particular. 

 

But first, a postscript account of the research journey itself – two journeys in fact, the first 

being that of obtaining permission to travel, attain formal justification and legitimization, 

not the least obtain the necessary funding to travel, and the second being the actual 

journey. What an amazing journey it has been, so different of course from that which I 

had in mind originally – such being the nature of any truly creative research process – 

one which only very slowly I came to ‘see’, re-cognize and thus real-ize as I let go, 

opened up and made myself receptive and attentive to that which was presented and 

eventually revealed in the process of journeying. This journey took many different forms 

and took me to many different places, encouraging me to see and explore many different 

realities: the whole essentially ‘a form of truth happening’ – a truth coming to reveal 

itself. Every morning going to my computer, not knowing where to go [– like every 

evening going to the theater, getting ready for a performance and not knowing where to 

go in terms of my performance or the audience’s response to my performance, every 

performance by virtue of its essential nature being different –] but mindful of the need to 

step out into the unknown in order to know, I sat open-minded, prepared to see no thing 

yet prepared to receive any thing. Initially with little more than a vague intuitive itch, 

something deep within my psyche with regard to where I sensed intuitively the arts were 

going – more significantly where they were not, dance in particular – but coming more 

and more to see where I needed to go with respect to the same, I came eventually to the 

place, the destination, the outcome I now know to be. 
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HOW THE JOURNEY WENT: DIRECTION OF TRAVEL 

 

                           

Jerome Robbins/Philip Glass, Glass Pieces © Kolnik 

 

                               … in terms of the opposites below, as originally pointed to in my 

introduction with reference to ‘how best to read me’ and later, with respect to ‘whose side 

am I on’ … 

 
                               FROM                                                       TO                            

                            impersonal                                                personal  

               cool impersonal detachment                  warm personal commitment                                     

                  knowledge as possession                        knowing as communion   

                     the rational-empirical                      the intuitive-phenomenological 

                                prose                                                       poetry 

         abstract knowledge about the arts              experiential knowing of the arts      

                         thought about                                             lived-into                                                                              

                           information                                           transformation 

                        comprehension                                         apprehension                                                        
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                                I-IT                                                      I-THOU      

 
                                                  … all the time seeking to elucidate and illuminate, make 

visible and accessible, meaningful and relevant that which for many by all accounts and 

according to contemporary research is invisible and inaccessible, meaningless and 

irrelevant; crucially not looking for proof of the arts in terms of external social and 

economic benefits, but seeking to understand – communicate and educate – in terms of 

dance’s – and the performance arts more generally – internal necessity, its intrinsic and 

essentially ineffable, experiential and embodied nature.  

 
* 

I have to admit that Griffith University was not my first choice; indeed, not being a 

specialist dance institution it could logically hardly be a choice at all; yet in an 

extraordinary, unexpected way Griffith University become very much my first choice. 

Such were the prevailing dictates of government arts legislation, and mainstream 

objectivist strictures as enacted by specialist performing arts colleges and universities in 

Australia at the time, that in seeking a validating body for my revisionary research 

[including Queensland University of Technology, Western Australian Academy of 

Performing, The Victorian College of Arts] I was unable to obtain the necessary ticket to 

travel. Below are two of several formal rejections from arts universities:  

 

What you seek, almost by definition, cannot be found in academic culture. 
The university is still a product of Enlightenment thinking, and there is no 
respect in it for spirituality. Nor is there much respect for the creative arts, 
which are only grudgingly awarded a place at the bottom of the hierarchy of 
knowledge. If you put them together, spirituality and creative arts, then you 
have virtually placed yourself outside the university as such or at least on its 
farthest margins. Concern for the arts, like concern for the spiritual – in 
academic circles at least – does not come with the institutional requisites of 
definability, measurability, replicability, and neutrality that are so 
conducive to disinterested academic discourse. Central to experience or not, 
its existence is not in what Wittgenstein means by words, or equivalently, the 
analyzable world. Acceptable academic discourse seeks language that is 
definable, measurable, replicable, and neutral, while avoiding passion, 
uniqueness, personal commitment, and overt politics. Accordingly, they do 
not fall neatly into the discourse of cumulative research… note that 
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mainstream theorizing operates within a system in which there is a constant 
pressure to eliminate the idiosyncratic or the personal, and to mute 
questions about purpose, goodness, equity, and beauty. These are present in 
practice, yet practice’s voice is often silent, and ignored within the circle.  
 

* 

I deeply respect your passion and intellectual energy for dance and its 
profound significance. It is a pity there wasn’t a better way forward within 
the present government research scholarship criteria.  

 
* 

Griffith University [… in the form of Professor Pendergast, Head and Dean School of 

Education and Professional Studies, who originally caught and formally accepted my 

vision; Professor Balfour, Chair of Applied and Social Theatre, School of Education and 

Professional Studies who, with extraordinary patience, understanding and encouragement 

helped me to ground and formulate my vision; and Dr. Scott Harrison, Deputy Director 

(Research) of the Queensland Conservatorium, who allowed me to ‘take off’ and with 

Michael Balfour the vision to ‘fly’ …] turned out to be a particularly significant positive. 

Not being a specialist dance institution – indeed, being largely ignorant of the theatre, the 

manner of my journeying and the sorts of questions and concerns raised by such non-

specialists – turned out to be especially meaningful and relevant, indeed illuminating and 

enlightening, not the least because I had to think and explain, communicate and educate, 

in non-specialist terms, in terms of those identified by the contemporary research, those 

who were not specialists but were wanting to know, in ways within a specialist institution 

would have been taken more for granted.  

 
 

WHERE TO GO NEXT: ONE 

As already hinted I have in mind the possibility of exploring further ‘the question of 

reality’, giving special attention to critical realism, in contrast to modernism and 

postmodernism. A leitmotiv running through and central to this text has been the notion 

of something else (certainly something more than extreme relativism as presented by 

some within postmodernism, who see the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual as mere figments 

of the imagination) – something though very much dependent upon our inherited, evolved 



 218 

… and evolving … human natures, yet ‘something else’, something more than the self 

alone. Critical realism, I understand, is employed by a number of scientists-turned-

theologians including such writers as John Polkinghorne, Ian Barbour and Arthur 

Peacocke. Bishop Wright (1992, p.35), one with special interest and concern for the 

ethical and aesthetic and for spiritual truths [previously cited in relation to aesthetic 

knowing], describes critical realism as the process of knowing that acknowledges the 

reality of the thing known, as something other than the knower, hence ‘realism’, while 

fully acknowledging that the only access we have to this reality lies along the spiraling 

path of appropriate dialogue or conversation between the knower and the thing known – 

hence ‘critical’ (see Appendix ONE). 

 

WHERE TO GO NEXT: TWO 

I have in mind the possibility of conducting a series of face-to-face semi-structured 

interviews to obtain first-hand insights with respect to the essential nature and conditions 

of the arts, the ethical, aesthetic and spiritual, as experienced by those working 

professionally in dance theatre. I have in mind the possibility of drawing upon Maslow’s 

(1964, p.84) rhapsodic, isomorphic communications methodology, which he applies in 

relation to spiritual values and peak experiences. 

 

We are taught that the word ‘ineffable’ means ‘not communicable by words 

that are analytic, abstract, linear, rational, exact, etc.’. Poetic and 

metaphorical language, primary process language ... not to mention pre-

words and non-words such as gestures, tone of voice, style of speaking, 

body tonus, facial expressions – all these are more efficacious in 

communicating certain aspects of the ineffable. This procedure can wind up 

being a kind of continuing rhapsodic, emotional, eager throwing out one 

example after another of peaks, described or rather reported, expressed, 

shared, ‘celebrated’, sung vividly with participation and with obvious 

approval and even joy. This kind of procedure can more often kindle into 

flame the latent or weak peak experiences within the other person. The 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Polkinghorne
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ian_Barbour
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_Peacocke
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_Peacocke
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/N._T._Wright
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problem here is not the usual one of more traditional positivist research: it is 

not a labeling of something public that both can simultaneously see while 

pointing to it and simultaneously naming it. Rather, it is trying to get the 

person to focus attention, to notice, to name an experience inside himself, 

which only he could feel, an experience. (Maslow, 1964, p.84) 

 

Maslow chose the term peak-experiences rather than spiritual experiences to avoid the 

bias and connotations inherent in other frequently used terms. He believed that the 

important function of peak-experiences (essentially spiritual experiences) is that they 

transport us out of ordinary consciousness and bring us in contact with Being – the 

highest dimension of human experience. Peak-experiences are in essence windows into 

Be-ing, glimpses of a transcendent reality. In these moments we intuit such ultimate 

values as beauty, truth, goodness, and love – that higher (spiritual) and deeper (psychic) 

realm where artists, poets, writers, composers, philosophers and spiritual leaders find 

their most creative insights and revelations.  

 

METHOD 
 
Based upon a number of semi-structured texts – quotations, citations and representations 

from the writings and sayings of performance artists – and in the manner of Maslow’s 

(1964, p.84) radical research methodology and through a series of semi-structured 

interviews, I propose to ‘elicit, enkindle, awaken, arouse and draw out’ from those 

working professionally within the secular dance theatre something of what they 

understand as being the essentially ineffable, experiential and embodied nature of dance 

experience. All interviewees will be invited to respond to the previously set quotation-

stimuli themes (see below concerning possible stimuli – yet to be defined). These 

interviews will be taped, transcribed, translated and collated with the assistance of 

appropriate research software, then analyzed and critically discussed.  

 
Below are some sample texts designed to enkindle, awaken, arouse, and thereby draw out 

from dancers something of their understanding and experience of the essentially 

ineffable, ephemeral and experiential nature of the dance. 
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 Whilst dancers have sometimes explored brilliantly the external dimensions of the form, the ‘how’ 

and ‘what’ of dance, they have been less concerned with relating what they do to the deeper questions of 

‘why’! 
  
 Many assume the arts are a luxury, having little significance other than to provide ephemeral and 

escapist pleasure. So embedded in the physical, and so consumed have we become by the physical, that we 

have lost contact with the metaphysical. 

 
 What is significant about great art is not ‘what it says’ but ‘what it points to’. The wonder and 

mystery of art is the revelation of something wholly ‘other’.  

    
 Things take shape without your knowing. While I am creating I become a kind of medium; it is 

not a conscious process. I do not compose; I am constantly being composed. I put myself in the hands of a 

‘superior power’. I make some kind of receptive preparation. I am like a wireless. I feel that if I turn the 

right knobs the stream will flow through me.  

 
 Every once in a while you will see dance transcend the person: the dancer becomes a conduit for a 

‘force’, like the muse of dance, or Goddess of dance ... using the person as a ‘window’ to express or 

communicate … and that person becomes transformed into something bigger than just a beautiful dancer.  

 
 You are not yourself anymore: you are the vehicle of something higher. It is as if one were a 

lightning conductor through which a current passed. Sometimes I have the feeling of being transported 

beyond the realm of ordinary sense perception, a feeling that some sort of divine spirit was empowering me 

when I danced ... a sort of conviction that some reality, some being, some force or energy or spirit exists 

which cannot be fully comprehended, only experienced. 

 

                    WHERE TO GO NEXT: THREE 

I have in mind the possibility of setting a major piece of research with respect to older 

persons, looking into the way the arts – music, movement and mime – meet and speak to 

the peculiar needs and interest of this demographic. At the age of 75 and therefore an 

older person myself, and with previous experience of working with such persons, I like to 

think that I bring a special understanding and appreciation to this concern. 

 
* 
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APPENDIX ONE 
 
THE QUESTION OF REALITY 

 
That the world is presently in crisis there can be very little doubt. This crisis, many 

believe, is not so much economic, political or sociological as epistemological: essentially 

facets of a single much deeper and more fundamental crisis with regard to consciousness 

– to knowing and being-in-the-world (Berman 1981, Capra 1976, Russell 2002); a crisis 

that in large a part derives from the fact we are trying to apply the meanings and values of 

an ‘outdated predominantly objectivist, mechanistic and materialistic worldview of 

Cartesian-Newtonian science to a reality that can no longer be understood in terms of that 

worldview alone’ (Capra 1976). The new meta-paradigm is based on the premise that 

‘consciousness’ is a primary quality of reality. As Heisenberg (1962) argued some sixty 

years ago, ‘what we observe is not nature in itself but nature exposed to our method of 

questioning’. ‘Subject matter is not that collection of solid, static objects extended in 

space but the life that is lived in the scene that it composes’ (Grof 1990). Human 

perception is not a passive response to external stimuli but an active participation in the 

surrounding world (Winch 1958). While the world exists independently of us, our 

knowledge of it does not and cannot exist independently of us, for it is we who form it 

(Wilber 2007). Nothing is more important about the quantum principle than that it 

destroys the concept of the world as ‘sitting out there’, with the observer safely separated 

from it. The term ‘observer’ has been replaced by ‘participant’. We have become 

enmeshed in altogether the wrong metaphor, that of a ‘picture’, when we should be using 

that of a ‘tool’. The most important error we characteristically make on every level about 

the nature of reality is that we mistake the instruments we have evolved for coping with it 

for pictures of it, radically and systematically mistaking epistemological entities for 

ontological ones (Magee & Milligan 1998). 
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APPENDIX TWO 

 

 
 

William Forsythe’s Iraq indictment: Three Atmospheric Studies © Mentzos 

 
If it contributes to the general feeling, if it is another drop in the stream of dissent that flows far to the 
places of power, then it is worth it, even if it is a little trickle. It's better to say something than to say 

nothing at all.  
 
* 

 

Benjamin Levy, Everyone Intimate Alone Visibly © LEVYDance 

Dancers and audience together created an environment pulsing with energy and emotional depth and the 
superficiality that can interfere with it. 
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Hofesh Shechter, Political Mother © Muir 

A crowd of dancers emerges from a blackout like a storm of tumbleweeds in desert-sand fatigues – rising, 
falling, twitching, skipping – they move continuously but always with semi-collapsed and contracted 

carriage. 

Shaped by despair, their arms lift skyward but never fully extend; torsos droop or fling back, never stand 
simply erect; all eye contact or gaze is missing. 

This absence of complete limb extension or facial gaze weirdly and instantly strips them of all individuality 
and character. 

Is this then what it means to be human? The reaching we do? How and where we fix our eyes? 

(Lenihan 2011) 

* 

 
Jean Grand-Maître/Joni Mitchell, The Fiddle and the Drum © Alberta Ballet 

 
It’s a red alert about the situation the world is in now. My heart is broken in the face of the stupidity of my 

species. We’re wasting our time on this fairy tale war, when the real fighting for God’s creation 
 
* 
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Adam Linder, Are We That We Are © Busby 

 

A physical exploration into the existence of altered states of consciousness 
Embodying arcane states of otherness – mysticism and spirituality, rapture and trance states 

Illuminating the potential of the body to transcend the conscious self, we are asked to question what lies 
beyond ordinary rational consciousness. 

 
 

 
William Forsythe, Decreation © Cervantes 

 

Decreation is about jealousy. 
 

It concerns people fragmented and alienated by strong feeling, disconnected from each other. 
Dancers wander across the stage, stumbling, feet turned in or twisted onto their sides, faces contorted. 

They pull at their clothes, lifting up layers to show bare skin. 
 

(Z. Anderson 2009) 
 

* 
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I am reminded also by the not-so-distant past of Bausch’s Café Müller, Kontakthof (1978) 

and Bluebeard’s Castle (1977) and Christopher Bruce’s Silence is the End of Our Song 

(1985), For Those Who Die as Cattle (1972), Ghost Dances (1981) and Berlin Requiem 

(1982), choreographers who were especially concerned with ‘apprehending meanings and 

values vital to our individual and communal lives – psychologically, politically, socially 

and spiritually – understood not in terms of self-expression and psychological adaption 

but as fine vehicles of human understanding: modes of intelligibility. At their best and 

most typical, they are cognitive to the very core. In their double aspects of making and of 

receiving, the arts are in pursuit of meaning. In art what one grasps through the senses is 

the embodiment of human meaning’ (Abbs 2003). 

 

 

 
Pina Bausch, The Rite of Spring © Picture-alliance/dpa 

 
There can be no tepid response to Pina Bausch’s work – it is gritty, real, messy, and 

disquieting, much like life. Bausch’s work holds up a mirror to us in the audience, showing 

us our most desperate fears, longings, and triumphs, by tapping into both our fascination 

with painful issues. We are invited to experience vicariously a nasty scene during which we 

feel uncomfortable rubbernecking but are compelled to watch anyway. During Bausch’s 

concerts, the audience is as nakedly vulnerable as the dancers, yet there is a measure of 

safety because the work contains no judgments and no moral platitudes. It is the 

embodiment of honesty. 

(Davis 1999) 

 
* 
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APPENDIX THREE 
 
Excerpt from Humphrey, D. (1991/1959). Sources of Subject Matter – What to Dance 

About? The Art of Making Dances. pp. 23, 151. 

 
‘Consider “The Dying Swan” which has moved countless audiences to tears and remains 

one of the supreme examples of romantic tragedy in dance. It is certainly not because of 

the actual subject. Who could care seriously about a swan, alive or dying? Only in so far 

as one can be pleased aesthetically by a handsome animal of any kind does the swan have 

an appeal. But significantly there are no famous dances about the death of a noble horse 

or ‘The Dying Dog’. So there must be other potent factors in such a dance. First there is 

the symbolic meaning, and then there is the movement. The swan glides, and this motion 

could be pleasingly imitated in dance in a period when grace and beauty were the sole 

aesthetic ideals. A four-footed animal moves by stepping, and the change of weight is 

accented, more jarring to the senses than the gliding movement of the bird. Then the 

swan has romantic proportions; it has the ‘swan neck’, the long ‘s’ curve which for 

centuries has been the symbol of beauty. There are other long-necked, graceful birds – 

the stork, for instance – but the poets swooned over the swan. No doubt this made the 

swan an aesthetic symbol of the period… It was the final touch of elegant beauty to be 

seen in the vista of the garden from the drawing-room windows… And what is so sad as 

the death of the supreme symbol beauty? The poets of the day never tired of pointing out 

the lovely melancholy of expiring youth and grace; it was all so tragic and soulful… And 

this leads to the music for this particular dance. It, too, speaks to the emotions, with its 

wistful melody, played on the warmest of instruments, the cello. No real death agony 

here, just a fading way, with exquisite pathos and grace, in a romantic dusk. One final 

factor is the costume. Nothing could become the ballerina or epitomize the ethereal 

female more than the soft feathers, the dark jewel of the heart, the remote and pure 

whiteness of the whole contrasting with her raven-black hair. Lovely, mysterious, 

tragic… We know from the title that the swan will die, but in the meantime we see the 

beautiful creature gliding and increasing in its soaring mood to the final flutters at the 

ending.’
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APPENDIX FOUR  
 

Excerpt from Mackrell, J. (2002). Death and the Maiden. The Guardian, 21 March. 

Retrieved from http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2002/mar/21/artsfeatures. 

 

‘The libretto [of the nineteenth-century ballet Giselle] was inspired by Slavic legend; as 

retold by Gautier, it dramatized the story of a young peasant girl who falls for the charms 

of a duplicitous nobleman disguised as a local villager. When Giselle discovers 

Albrecht’s true rank (and, worse, the existence of his aristocratic fiancée, Bathilde), she 

goes mad with grief and dies. Then she joins the ranks of Wilis (the ghosts of other jilted 

women), who take their revenge on faithless men by forcing them to dance to their deaths 

in the middle of the night. Giselle is deputised to finish off the now remorseful Albrecht, 

but manages to keep him alive until dawn, when the sun’s rays force the Wilis to slink 

back to the darkness of their graves… 

 

‘One hundred and sixty years on, Giselle retains a peculiar power to move and to inspire 

an audience… But with so many issues lying temptingly below its narrative surface, the 

ballet has also proved irresistible to choreographers and producers itching to do a 

political or historical makeover. Most updated or transposed versions of Giselle tend to 

retain the bulk of the original choreography, and merely tweak the stage action to fit 

whatever new location the ballet has been moved to. Almost any divisive or hierarchical 

setting seems to work. Christopher Gable’s 1990 version for Northern Ballet Theatre 

transplanted the ballet to Nazi-occupied Poland, with Giselle as a ghetto-bound beauty 

and Albrecht as a German officer. (Act two, of course, was a natural jump from 

graveyard to concentration camp.) In 1984 the Dance Theater of Harlem turned its own 

black history when it relocated the ballet to 19th-century Creole society, just as naturally 

and just as powerfully. And the selling point of Sylvie Guillem’s 1998 staging was its 

unusually realistic depiction of the villagers as a wine-producing community. Act one 

virtually became a social document of early 20th-century peasant classes and their 

landowning masters. 
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‘But as with all rewrites of the classics, it is those that start from scratch that go the 

furthest interpretative distance. In 1981 a collective of British feminists choreographed a 

version entitled I Giselle, in which the heroine’s death and enrolment into the ranks of the 

Wilis became an issue of consciousness-raising and power. In Mats Ek’s 1982 version, 

Giselle became a kind of holy fool whose uninhibited sensuality and emotional 

vulnerability landed her in the madhouse, but also inspired Albrecht to discover his own 

innocence. 

 

‘With reliable accuracy and mischief, Les Ballets Trockaderos de Monte Carlo have 

taken Giselle back to the original in a hilarious full circle. The Wilis in their version are 

mad, petulant vampires, alternately swooning over and savaging their male victims, while 

Albrecht is a blond wimp with a less-than-heroic attention span.’ 
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APPENDIX FIVE  
 
CONCERNING WHAT THE DANCERS SAY (McKim 2007, p.166):  

 
Below are responses obtained by Dembovsky (1995b) from some members of Moving 

Visions, a London-based company with special concern for religion and that regularly 

performs in cathedrals.  

 
 (i) Getting this kind of sense of power that everyone seemed to be taken up by … 

I found that really hard because I felt that I was missing something that everyone seemed 

to be feeling and I regretted that it wasn’t affecting me as much.  

                                                      
 (ii) Religion doesn’t have any relevance to me. I don’t believe in a God: 

sometimes I’d like to but I was just never brought up that way. What I found hard was 

when we went into cathedrals and everyone around me appeared to get this incredible 

feeling … Well, I thought they were very beautiful, but that’s where it stopped.  

 
 (iii) It doesn’t matter …anything about religion at all, it can just be mesmerising 

and affect you so much ... it’s still probably the most fascinating, interesting experience 

I’ve had. I did have certain aspects which didn’t gel to me, but still it was unreal and 

something so new and extraordinary.  

 
 (iv) Something happened … I’m not quite sure what it was yet – it’s just about 

being open, taking on board what’s been offered ... and making the most of it.  

 
 (vi) There is a different kind of energy, something special about being in a holy 

place: you have a certain amount of respect for it. You’re not just performing for the 

audience, but for the place as well. It’s a learning process too. Having to play these roles 

– it puts you in a place of someone really religious who believes someone is watching 

over you – and it feels like that, that there is someone watching over you at that time.  
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 (vii) I felt it was not the right place to be dancing. I felt I was interrupting 

something. I was disturbing something (Dembovsky 1995a, cited in McKim 2007, 

pp.169–171). 

 

McKim, director of Moving Visions, gives the following explanations with respect to 

above (2007):  

 
Numinous experiences may be blocked through the lack of a rational 

support system made up of an absence of a rational understanding of a 

numinous object and the absence of a rational understudying of how this 

might be experienced in dance. They could thus have had no numinous 

experience or in the case that they have had such experience this might 

never have reached consciousness so that they cannot recall it. 
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APPENDIX SIX 

 
I recently led a series of adult community workshops during which we explored a number 

of art theories – representation, formalism, emotionalism/expressionism and aesthetic 

fineness in terms of dance, music and drama – as a means of (a) experiencing and coming 

to understand and appreciate in practical/performance terms such different inspirations 

and motivations; (b) finding and developing a necessary expressive movement and mime 

vocabulary; and (c) beginning to understand something of the creative process.  

 
In workshop ONE, after outlining the basic inspirations and motivations of four major art 

theories and explaining the form and aims of the workshop explorations, I invited each of 

the small-group participants to go away and explore the theme of ‘representation’ and 

compose a short drama based upon a contemporary reworking of a parable, e.g. The 

Good Samaritan – Refugees. When each group had composed their play script they were 

then encouraged to explore by means of movement and mime an appropriate 

vocabulary against an impressionistic background, provided by myself – a quite, slow, 

sustained and hauntingly beautiful and meditative oboe piece of music by Philip Glass 

[Glass Pieces No. 7]. The literary/dramatic quality of the story, as I explained, was not 

important, the story being but a basic means to exploring art theories. What was 

important was clarity, an uncomplicated narrative with a clear beginning, middle, and end 

upon which the other theories, motivations and inspirations could be applied and 

developed.  

 
In workshop TWO, after carefully rehearsing the dramas created by the previous work 

shopping explorations based upon the art theme representation theory, I then focused on 

formalism, bringing with me various illustrations of this theme from the visual arts and 

dance especially, pointing to and critically discussing such themes as visual forms, lines 

and patterns, body shapes, group formations, floor patterns, air patterns, directions of 

travel and spatial levels, applying the same in an emphatic, perhaps exaggerated way, to 

their representational movement-mime dramas. 
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Workshop THREE, as with the previous two workshops, after rehearsing the previous 

work, developed representation and formalism. I introduced the theme of emotionalism 

and expressionism, and invited the groups once again to explore and apply this theme to 

their developing movement-mime dramas. 

 
In workshop FOUR, following in the pattern of the previous workshops of first 

rehearsing the previous workshop explorations, I asked the groups to put out of their 

mind for a moment the themes of representation, formalism and emotionalism and focus 

wholly on movement for its own sake, exaggerating movement and mime … no doubt 

emphasizing and even adding movement.  

 
In workshop FIVE we went back to the original story narrative and worked to bring about 

a careful refining and pruning, bringing together into balanced and satisfactory whole. By 

the time we had reached workshop FIVE the groups had already thought in considerable 

detail about costumes, stage setting, lighting the former i.e. costume in terms of the four 

art theories. 
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	SECTION ONE: Scene: The Battlefield
	In an empty, cold-blue, dimly lit stage, representing the cold light of dawn, the women-folk move (i) among the dead seeking loved ones … (ii) lifting the hem of their skirts as they (iii) step over the dead, clasping tightly a shawl about their head ...
	[All together seven dramatic movement motifs to be explored and developed by each participant]
	… the whole performed in silence, each grieving mother moving and responding in her own way, her own time and space… for approximately a minute or a minute and a half.
	[Whether to have the women enter the stage one by one OR to have them already positioned (a) in a tableau – some standing, sitting, kneeling or sleeping, i.e. positioned on various spatial levels, or (b) already moving and slowly com...
	During the silent introductory scene above an accompanying piece of music – Richard Strauss’s Four Last Songs (III: ‘Going to Sleep’) – fades in; a solo female voice emerges to in effect pick up and give voice to the grieving. The women continue their...
	SECTION TWO
	– a poignant, slow, sustained gentle lamentation … meditation.
	To the accompaniment of a meditative (violin) solo, one after the other each woman moves into the dance solo she created/choreographed in WORKSHOP TWO when, based upon a given portfolio of visual stimuli, we explored the movement theme – ‘body shape’ ...
	C thirdly – suddenly, one by one, each woman breaks away from her meditation; the grief which up until now has been contained explodes and the stage is filled with the women rushing hither and thither in all directions and on al...
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