Disclaimer

The additional multimedia information compiled on this website is not endorsed, supported or representative of battery opera performing arts society and their affiliates.  It has been collected solely to illustrate certain ideas and allow the users of this website to peruse at their own risk. Videos were selected based on perceived authenticity, clarity of subject matter, ocular and/or aural stimulation, or simply for a bizarre quality that coerced Sameena to include it. The materials other than the transcripts and podcasts are from user-generated websites and must always be questioned. It is up to the user of this website to separate the core from the packaging.
The Premise

(Taken from Su-Feh’s opening statements)

The term “folk” is a term loaded with imperialist and colonial implications as well as nationalist overtones. Any discussion of “folk dance” must deal with issues of power – political and economic - as well as issues of identity. As we discuss “folk” and the “palace” we will all have to grapple with the semantics of the words folk, ritual, traditional, contemporary, classicism, court, temple, sacred, popular, etc. within the context of politics, patronage and the marketplace. Over the next few days, I am sure my guests will have plenty to add to this part of the discussion.

For my part, I would like to take back the word “folk” from its colonial, imperialist and nationalist projections and think of folk dance as just what folk do. Implicit in my definition of folk dance is dance that is ritual based. Dance that has a function other than being ornamental, other than being entertainment. In this category I include dances that are performed to bring rain, dances that are done to flirt with members of the opposite sex, dances that celebrate rites of passage, dances that celebrate the harvest, dances that help you commune with the divinity of your choice. Thus, in my definition of folk dance I include break dancing circles, contact improvisation jams, dancing all night at a rave while on ecstasy, lion dances on the street during Chinese New Year.

In my definition of folk dance, I do not include the “folk dances” that one sees on a big stage such as, say, the Shumka Dancers. I do not include the break dancing or hip-hop that one sees on a music video. I do not include the Chinese lion dance that is performed on a stage to impress the audience with virtuosic acrobatics. I do not include them because they have been taken out of their ritualistic function. They have become entertainment. A commodity for the palace. 

What is this palace I am referring to? In the past, it would have been the European courts of Italy, France or Russia where classical ballet developed. Or the courts of South-East Asia where certain court dances developed. Implicit in my definition of the palace is the notion that the dance is being seen and paid for by a party that holds political and economic power. The nobility, the landed gentry, the bourgeoisie. While we can argue that these frameworks are also a kind of social ritual, the function of dance in these instances is often as object, as ornamentation not as the primary action of these rituals.

In the present, I believe that the demands and expectations of the palace continue to influence how we present and watch dance. We watch dance, often, in proscenium spaces such as this one. In which the audience has bought a ticket, has paid money to see the dance. In which the language of the marketplace – buying, selling, owning – has been used in the exchange of art. Who are the stakeholders in the art market of today? Are they governments, are they corporations – sporting or otherwise? In these palaces, old and new, it seems to me the circle of the folk ritual has often been transformed into something more linear. Function has been replaced by aesthetics. Aesthetics, in turn, are governed by the agendas and expectations of the palace. 

In the practice of dance today, I believe we move fluidly, sometimes more sometimes less, between these two paradigms – the folk and the palace. Neither are ideals for me.

But I wonder what happens to the dance, to the body of the dancer, to the body of the community that dances, I wonder what happens to this body as it moves between the “folk” space and the “palace” space. 

As the dancer moves from one function to another – from invoking to evoking or provoking, from action to subject to object to action again - I am curious about the changes that occur in the architecture of space, in the organization of the body, the role of the regard – the regard of oneself, the regard of the other. I am curious about how time is used in partnership with the dance, the role of rhythm in the organization of time. I am curious about the question of narratives, about the notion of ownership and authorship and how they are affected as we move from the sacred, intimate dance that we have with the divinity of our choice – either a god-figure or our deepest personal bliss - to the public dance under the gaze of the other. 

These are my questions as we head into a weekend of conversation which I hope can inspire and provoke each of us as we go along our paths of making, teaching and studying dance.

On Dance

Zab: …And I would like to think that at the bottom of all the conversations that we may have over these three days, lays this very simple fact that the dance is a human expression.  That is performed in front of, with humans, in front of humans.  But not solely made for humans

…if you don't know what dance is about, if you don't have any access to some kind of dance inside of you, how can you properly think?
On Violence and the Artist

Su-Feh: Umm, I'm going to ah, keep using the word violence.  Because I like it, because I feel often, and I say violence without any judgment upon violence.  Or moral judgment on violence. And I feel, often, we run away from violence.  And the denial of violence doesn't actually help us have very interesting conversations, let’s put it this way.  But, it’s a political choice also for me to use the word violence because it makes us think in more activist terms, I think. You can think of art as an action, which I guess is my agenda. But I'd like to take us to the body of the performer, of the, of being- and to consider um, the violence of being watched and, and if we were to turn that around and look at the people that are watching us, uh, what happens?  And can we do that easily, do we need permission to do that, etcetera, etcetera.

On Judgement and Divinity

Anis: Who's the judge?  The judge, the judge.

Jennifer: In our work room, the judge can be any host of people that is actually-

Anis: It has to be people?

Jennifer: No. The ah, ah, partner that is impeding the craft of the dancers development.  Creative development.

Su-Feh: But why do we assume that the judge impedes?

Jennifer: Cause I just see it physically, I just see it physically that the flow of the impulses are always checked.  They're checked.  I'll see them wanting to go somewhere but they'll check.  And often, when we actually deal with the partners, it leads to violence. 

Anis: How do you put this?  It's, it’s a performance that is void of that human presence, but it is for the gaze, what you call judge of the spiritual presence.  How would you relate that in the same context you argued?  You know, how would you place that?

Jennifer: Um, I experience that quite differently and there's a woman I've been studying with named Judith Koltai who teaches Authentic Movement, and she's been doing this practice for thirty years. And so, she actually comes and does what she calls, hold the room.  And she's the only one with her eyes open.  And she holds the room, she watches you and we admit that she is going to watch us.  And the places she takes us through us dancing with our eyes shut, I would say is the eye of the divine.

On Dismantling Love

Su-Feh: What is the eye of the judge for you, Zab? 

Zab: Well, I don't believe in purity of any kind of movement.  Whether it be movement or the ones gazing, whatever entity or instance that is in a place of gazing, or judging me, or the being that I am at the time, that I am and so forth and so on.  So when it comes to movement, the first thing you have to learn is to, of course, de-socialize yourself from basically these representations that you are supposed to carry in you.  You have to learn to take a distance from the[…] You cannot stop people from putting what they want, but you're working at de-stabilizing the gaze, and to look at the expectations and the beloved one.  You have to learn to not count on that love anymore.  You have to question the idea, the very idea of love. You have to question all that, put it, not count on it, not think that it's there for you.  

You are there as an artist, a mover, a dancer to propose another reality sort of.  Propose something else. A place where things are of the unknown.  And to do that you need to work specifically at dismantling things that deal with the world of representation.  Social representation, body representation, imagination in the very deep ideas we may have of what love or emotion is.  And all of this has to be dismantled.  And we've got to work at finding the ways, the means, by which we can do that. 

So, the violence is there already.  You have to have some violence on you. You have to be able to apply the violence on you because you are a social product, and if you're an artist you still are a social product, you still have to live in society. 

So the societal pressures are always there and you have to fulfill your other duties while you're an artist.  You may be able to totally exclude yourself from it, but hardly; you still have to live in a society, so it’s a constant work.  It's something that you constantly have to do, and if you're teaching to other people, you have to be able to put that thing, put them in that situation that they're able to do that, but it’s still something of your capacity to, to deal with the situation of being a dancer. Basically this art of dance is supposed to teach me that you have to be able to get rid of these expectations.  You are not dancing for the ones who love you, precisely.  You are dancing for people you don't know about.  

On Loving in Advance

Now, what about the dance, the traditional dances, or the dances that - any kind of tradition, it could be the tradition of ballet, it could be some African tradition -that means it is referring to a repertory and it is referring to a certain public.  And these people love you in advance sort of, because it’s a tradition, so you are loved in advance. Let’s say.  So of course, then this issue of, of taking a distance from that love, of dismantling that love is not the same. The contemporary artist may be faced with that issue, but the one who is involved with tradition dance, traditional dance, is dealing with it differently.  He has to accept the love and propose even more, to be loved more, so his excellence is to go beyond what's expected of him already, but to show more of it in a better light, but he's still counting on that love already.  That's there, because he represents, he's identified as such.  So, we have really different perspective here, are we not?  If you want to dismantle the love then you are in for another kind of violence.  If you want to count on that love that is already established - maybe throughout centuries, through the institution or all sorts of things - then the violence is on you in a different way, as Anis was explaining yesterday when we were talking about the monkeys. There is always a violence, but it may be expressed and dealt with in a different manner.  And we have to be able to recognize those differences.  Because from then we will have a different form of artistic endeavor.

Su-Feh: Because often I feel [that] love itself is violence. It’s violence done to, it’s violence on, our body.  It’s a burden: there's the burden of love, you know.  Violence - in a sense that it’s one of the pressures on our bodies, on existence - it's one of the things that we live and grapple with.  

On Dance, Beauty and Divinity

Anis: […] If you are performing a piece that deals with the proxemics of humans, that is a slightly different, I suppose, way we look at it:  to whose gaze are you performing?  As opposed to, when you are dancing the proxemics of the other, in the sense if you are looking at the whole divine fashion of the presence of God, Spirits, whatever you call it, and there's always a continuous presence of the judge because the product of the process is a salvation, is devotion as opposed to the product of the ego, in dancing without the presence of that.  So, it's a slightly different way of looking.  My current work, um, because of the lakunan*, the understanding of Islamic dance, and you know, of all the faiths in the world, the most misinterpreted notion of dancing and music making is in Islam, because you know, and I always ask this question to the Mullah, Mufti, whatever, people of the faiths, and I say:

“Cite to me one citation within any of the page of the chapters of Qur’an's texts, that prevents you from dancing.”

There's none, there's none.  But there's a verse that's there - God is so beautiful, so you can't imagine how God is so beautiful.  And because he or she, or what it, is so beautiful it loves beauty.  So when you can make anything that's beautiful, not only to the eye, to the ear, to your senses, then you are trying to reach a sublime, reaching the divinity.  

And then we look into the dancing of the very specific sectorial group in the Muslim community, the misunderstood Mevlevi, the Whirling Dervish, so said imperial analyst, you know?  And that has nothing to do with whirling.  What whirling, comes from the observer who observed it.  From a preconceived idea of turning around, which is not what the Dervish are feeling.  So, that is how I am saying here, is how would you teach a person who is not of that particular group of methodology and teach to do the dance of the Whirling Dervish.  It looks like a Whirling Dervish, but do you have that quality.  You have that elements of violence, you see, to get closer, you’re always in a constant state of violence. 

Um, put it this way, it's very confusing, since this is raised, I would like to share this afternoon, um…you need… even during the prayers, the Muslim prayers five times a day, every time you do the prayer, it looks very serene from the observer who is observing, it’s so serene.  But the person who does it is continuously trying to focus the focus, cause focusing the focus is so difficult.  Because you cannot be distracted. Because you are, at that point of time, emailing God, put it that way (laughter). And you cannot have that transmission, you know, be broken.  You have to finish the last sentence. That is the best analogy today, I can say, because you are connected.  The moment you get in and the other bell rings, you're dialoguing, you cannot break that dialogue, because if you break that dialogue, there are no prayers. You have to redo it again.  

[… ] Personally I go through this balance of the need of wanting to tell and feel that my telling is heard.  As much as I want to dance and be able to project that my dancing is acknowledged.  I want to do a traditional form, and that my traditional form is traditional.  I want to do a classic form and that is classical.  

Now that continuously pushes you, pushes me in a constant, constant emotion of ruptures because I want it to.  Whether it is a question of the invisible or the visible judges. I like, Jennifer, I like this wonderful… I've copied this statement -impeding that - I love it.  Because I think, I feel it now that it is quite true when you say, whether it is visible or invisible it doesn't matter. But the context of you being gazed by the other, and whoever, whatever the other is doesn't matter, you have to define who the other is.  But obviously when we do dancing, aren't we not constantly aware of the fact that without anyone hearing us, still facing something that is staring, a something and then you interpret it another way.  And then you see that, of course, cause eventually when in that invisible become visible.  

When you are on stage, the invisible in the studio become visible on stage and that is a different issue entirely I think.  So I think the, eyes of the beloved that you citied, for me if I look into this, this spiritual divine dancing, it’s very potent, it’s very powerful because I believe in, in trying to deliver the bhakti, the devotion.  You have to find the best ways that you cannot break the communication of the communion.  And that, in dance, is an ever-present thing.  

So again, I will affirm the fact that yes, yes by acknowledging the visible invisible judges, you would say invisible, but I would say, some others would say, the invisible are visible, while others would say otherwise, right.  

For example, a good example, I work with the aborigines in the rainforest in Malaysia, in the mountains, it’s very interesting, performing at night, nobody but us.  And they uh always, constantly refer to the presence.  

"Can't you hear, can't you see?" There's nothing you can hear, nothing you can see, but, "Can't you hear, can't you see?"  

In fact, that kind of words are put into the chant as almost a reminder of the constant presence of the gaze of the other.  

